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Abstract: Shortly after the appearance of the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant’s claim
that the ontological proof of God’s existence contains all the probative force of the
cosmological argument was discussed at great length by J. F. Flatt, J. F. v. Abel and
J. A. Eberhard. These early criticisms do not seem to have received the attention
they deserve, even though they are extremely relevant, cogent, and difficult to
dispute. Regardless of whether their assumptions are accepted, these objections
point out certain obscurities and flaws in Kant’s argument, casting doubt, from
a logical standpoint, on the success of the main Kantian criticism of the cosmo-
logical proof.
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Among Kant’s objections to the cosmological proof of God’s existence, that
“entire nest of dialectical presumptions” (KrV, A 609/B 637),! one stands out for
its originality and controversial character. This is the reproach of the ignoratio
elenchi. As Kant famously claims, the cosmological argument promises “to put us
on a new footpath,” i. e. on the path of experience, “but after a little digression”
it brings us “once again back to the old one,” i.e. to the path of pure reason,
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“which for its sake we had left behind” (KrV, A 609/B 637) insofar as it was abso-
lutely impracticable.? In this sense, the supposedly new cosmological proof is
ultimately nothing but the old ontological proof “in disguised form” (in verkleide-
ter Gestalt; KrV, A 606/B 634). Hence Kant’s notable and disputed thesis: “Thus it
is really only the ontological proof from mere concepts that contains all the force
of proof in the so-called cosmological proof” (KrV, A 607/B 635).2 If the former is
an invalid argument, as Kant asserts, so, necessarily, is the latter.

The disputes over Kant’s statement, which have continued without interrup-
tion to the present day, began soon after it was made. Not surprisingly, the phi-
losophers of the Wolffian school viewed this as a radical attack on the originality
and probative force of the argument a contingentia mundi proposed by Leibniz
and then revived by Wolff. As early as 1789, a short essay by Johann Friedrich Flatt
(1759-1821), professor of philosophy and theology at the University of Tiibingen,
appeared in the Philosophisches Magazin founded and edited by Johann August
Eberhard (1739-1809), Kant’s famous opponent. The essay, entitled “Something
about the Kantian Critique of the Cosmological Proof for the Existence of God,”*
devotes its entire first part to raising two objections to Kant’s assertion concern-
ing the dependence of the cosmological proof on the ontological one.

In presenting the first of his objections, Flatt cites in his support a passage
from the 1787 An Attempt on the Nature of Speculative Reason to Examine the
Kantian System, by Jakob Friedrich von Abel (1751-1829), then a professor of phi-
losophy at the Hohe Karlschule in Stuttgart.® Abel, who sent his anonymously
published book to Kant (see Letter to Kant, April 16™ 1787. Br, AA 10: 482-483),
can perhaps be considered the first critic of the Kantian conception of the cosmo-
logical proof.

2 “Soist denn der zweite Weg, den die speculative Vernunft nimmt, um das Dasein des héchsten
Wesens zu beweisen, nicht allein mit dem ersten gleich triiglich, sondern hat noch dieses Tadel-
hafte an sich, daf er eine ignoratio elenchi begeht, indem er uns verheifit, einen neuen Fuf3steig
zu fiihren, aber nach einem kleinen Umschweif uns wiederum auf den alten zuriickbringt, den
wir seinetwegen verlassen hatten.”

3 “Es ist also eigentlich nur der ontologische Beweis aus lauter Begriffen, der in dem sogenann-
ten kosmologischen alle Beweiskraft enthalt.”

4 Flatt, Johann Friedrich: “Etwas iiber die Kantische Critik des cosmologischen Beweises fiir
das Daseyn Gottes,” in: Philosophisches Magazin, 11/1, 1789, 93-106. Hereafter cited as EKC. All
translations of passages from this essay are my own.

5 Abel, Jakob Friedrich von: Versuch iiber die Natur der spekulativen Vernunft zur Priifung des
Kantischen Systems. Frankfurt und Leipzig, 1787. Hereafter cited as VNsV. All translations from
this work are my own.
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Flatt’s essay is followed by an “Editor’s Addition.”® In his addendum, Eber-
hard intends “to further elaborate the astute [scharfsinnige] considerations con-
tained in the above essay with a few comments” (ZdH: 106). In point of fact, Eber-
hard’s remarks consist of two new objections to Kant’s argument for the claim
that the ontological proof actually contains all the cogency of the cosmological
proof.

Flatt’s, Abel’s and Eberhard’s objections have not received the attention they
deserve, from both a historical and a systematic point of view.” On the one hand,
they show the surprising topicality of many of the discussions that appeared
in the so-called aetas kantiana, for they indicate for the first time the two main
approaches to discussing Kant’s statement: showing its irrelevance to the differ-
ent versions of the cosmological argument, and pointing out logical defects in
Kant’s proof supporting his contention. As a matter of fact, these paths have been
travelled again, in one form or another, by more recent critics who were perhaps
ignorant of the efforts of these forerunners. On the other hand, these first criti-
cisms, regarded in and of themselves, are extremely relevant, cogent and diffi-
cult to dispute. In some cases, the objections even attempt to point to an alleged
inconsistency in Kant’s thought, comparing his stance on the cosmological proof
with other statements made by him. Certainly, the assumptions underlying these

6 Eberhard, Johann August: “Zusatz des Herausgebers,” in: Philosophisches Magazin, 11/1, 1789,
106-110. Hereafter cited as ZdH. All translations of passages from this essay are my own.

7 On Flatt’s confrontation with Kant, see: Mbuyi, Mukendi: Kants Tiibinger Kritiker. Die Kritik
von Johann Friedrich Flatt an Kants moralischem Argument fiir die Annahme Gottes. Aachen
2001; Franz, Michael: “Johann Friedrich Flatts philosophisch-theologische Auseinandersetzung
mit Kant,” in: «... an der Galeere der Theologie»? Hélderlins, Hegels und Schellings Theologie-
studium an der Universitdt Tiibingen. Hrsg von Michael Franz. Tiibingen 2007, 189-222. On the
so-called “Kant-Eberhard-Controversy,” see: Vaihinger, Hans: Kommentar zu Kant’s Kritik der
reinen Vernunft. Hrsg. von Raymund Schmidt. Stuttgart/Berlin/Leipzig: Union Deutsche Verlags-
gesellschaft, 1922, 2. Aufl., 2. Band, 535-540; Allison, Henry E.: The Kant-Eberhard Controversy.
A Translation together with Supplementary Materials and a Historical-Analytic Introduction of
Immanuel Kant’s On a Discovery According to which Any New Critique of Pure Reason Has Been
Made Superfluous by an Earlier One. Baltimore/London 1973; Gram, Moltke S.: “The Crisis of Syn-
theticity: The Kant-Eberhard Controversy”, in: Kant-Studien 71, 1981, 155-180; La Rocca, Claudio:
“Introduzione,” in: Immanuel Kant, Contro Eberhard. La polemica sulla Critica della ragion pura.
A cura de Claudio La Rocca. Pisa 1994, 1-54; Gawlina, Manfred: Das Medusenhaupt der Kritik:
Die Kontroverse zwischen Immanuel Kant und Johann August Eberhard. Berlin/New York 1996;
Zahn, Manfred: “Der historische Kontext der Kant-Eberhard-Kontroverse,” in: Immanuel Kant,
Der Streit mit Johann August Eberhard. Hrsg. von Marion Lauschke und Manfred Zahn. Hamburg
1998, XIII-XL; Benoist, Jocelyn: “Les limites de I'ontologie et le sujet critique,” in: Emmanuel
Kant, Réponse a Eberhard. Introduit, traduit et annoté par Jocelyn Benoist. Paris 1999, 7-81; Ein
Antipode Kants? Johann August Eberhard im Spannungsfeld von spdtaufkldrerischer Philosophie
und Theologie. Hrsg. von Hans-Joachim Kertscher und Ernst Stéckmann. Berlin/New York 2012.
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objections are typical of the dogmatic philosophy to which the critical philosophy
is opposed. Regardless of whether these presuppositions are accepted, however,
these reproaches point out certain obscurities, flaws and inaccuracies in Kant’s
argument, casting doubt, from a logical standpoint, on the success of the main
Kantian criticism of the cosmological proof.

Thus, detailed exposition of Flatt’s, Abel’s and Eberhard’s objections to Kant’s
refutation of the cosmological argument will shed light both on the debated ques-
tion of the peculiarity and validity of the argument a contingentia mundi and on
central aspects of Kantian critical philosophy. Let us therefore examine these crit-
icisms in turn, following a formal presentation of Kant’s main criticism of the
cosmological argument, which will serve as a guiding thread.?

1 Kant’s main criticism of the cosmological proof,
reduced to formal arguments, and the two chief
approaches to discussing it

Kant’s main criticism of the cosmological proof can be summed up in a series of
formal arguments. The first is the following compound syllogism, which takes the
form of a “sorites” or “chain syllogism”:

KANT’S SORITES:

(1% Proposition) The nervus probandi of the cosmological proof is the propo-
sition “Every absolutely necessary being is at the same time
the most real being.”

(2 Proposition) The proposition “Every absolutely necessary being is at the
same time the most real being” is convertible to the propo-
sition “Every most real being is an absolutely necessary
being.”

8 A classic study on the subject is that of Josef Schmucker: Das Problem der Kontingenz der Welt.
Versuch einer positiven Aufarbeitung der Kritik Kants am kosmologischen Argument. Freiburg/
Basel/Wien 1969; see esp. 34-71. The importance and interest of this historical and critical-sys-
tematic research was highlighted at the time by Hans Wagner: “Kants Kritik der kosmologischer
Gottesbeweises”, in: Archiv fiir Geschichte der Philosophie 52, 1970, 187-199. On the problem and
history of the ontological proof in modern times, the book by Dieter Henrich remains indispens-
able: Der ontologische Gottesbeweis. Sein Problem und seine Geschichte in der Neuzeit. Tiibingen
1967, 2nd ed.
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(3" Proposition) The proposition “Every most real being is an absolutely
necessary being” is the nervus probandi of the ontological
proof.

(Conclusion) Therefore, the nervus probandi of the cosmological proof is
the nervus probandi of the ontological proof.

In order to obtain as a conclusion Kant’s explicit claim concerning the cosmolog-
ical proof, this inference chain has to be completed with the following:

KANT’S ADDITIONAL SYLLOGISM 1 (as a complement to the conclusion of the
sorites):

(Major) Every converting proposition is more original than its con-
verse proposition.
(Minor) The proposition that expresses the nervus probandi of the

ontological argument is the converting proposition of the
converse proposition that expresses the nervus probandi of
the cosmological argument.

(Conclusion) Therefore, the proposition that expresses the nervus
probandi of the ontological argument is more original than
the proposition that expresses the nervus probandi of the
cosmological argument. In other words, the ontological
proof in fact contains all the probative force of the cosmo-
logical proof.

Before considering these two arguments, a terminological remark on the logical
question of the conversion of judgments or propositions is in order. The terms
used by logicians may be misleading, as sometimes the original given judgment
is called the judicium conversum, and at other times the same name is given to the
judgment resulting from the conversion. The issue may be clarified by looking at
the treatment of the conversio from two perspectives. Firstly, the logical operation
of the conversion of a judgment into another can be considered. From this point
of view, the original given judgment, i. e. the term a quo of the logical process, is
referred to as the judicium convertendum, and the derivative judgment, the result
of the immediate inference, i. e. the term ad quem of the conversion, is called the
judicium conversum.

Secondly, however, it is also possible to pay attention to the logical relation-
ship between the propositions, which are such that, when their terms are inverted
(whether or not their quantity is changed) and when their quality is preserved,
they nevertheless necessarily express the same truth. From this perspective, the
judgment that is the term a quo of the conversion is often referred to by logicians
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as the judicium conversum (converse judgment, umgekehrtes Urteil), and the judg-
ment that is the term ad quem of the conversion is referred to as the judicium
convertens (converting judgment, umkehrendes Urteil), perhaps by analogy with
a judgment that opposes another given judgment (the latter, in fact, is usually
called the judicium oppositum and the former the judicium opponens). Georg Fried-
rich Meier, in his Excerpts from the Doctrine of Reason,’ and Kant himself, in his
lectures on logic — in which Meier’s compendium was used as a textbook — adhere
to this second use of the terms.!® As we will see, Eberhard also adheres to this ter-
minology in his criticism of Kant’s claim about the cosmological proof.

It is worth adding that the logical doctrine of the conversion of propositions
is in close connection with the theory of syllogism and the possibility of reducing
the four traditionally accepted figures to the first figure.' The reduction of a syl-
logism is then ultimately a matter of regressing, so to speak, from a premise that
is considered derived to an original premise that we need to search for. It is impor-
tant to note that the proposition whose truth is considered derived is the converse
proposition (propositio conversa) — or, if preferred, the propositio convertendum,
the given judgment to be converted — while the proposition whose truth is consid-
ered more original is the converting proposition (propositio convertens), i.e. the
propositio conversa, the product of the logical operation of conversion.'?

9 Georg Friedrich Meier, Auszug aus der Vernunftlehre (Halle: bey Johann Justinus Gebauer,
1752), 9697, § 346, also in: AA 16: 698.

10 Thus, for example, in the philosopher’s lectures known as The Blomberg Logic, referring to
the relevant passage by Meier, we read: “In all logical conversion (vid. ant. § 346) of judgments
the judgment that is to be converted is called the conversum, the judgment that is to arise from
this conversion the convertens” (“Bey aller Logischen Conversion (vid. ant. § 346) der Urtheile
heif3t das urtheil, welches umgekehrt werden soll, conversum, das Urtheil, welches dieser
Umkehrung entspringen soll, convertens”) (V-Lo/Blomberg, AA 24: 282; see also V-Lo/Busolt,
AA 24: 671; V-Lo/Dohna, AA 24: 770). The apparent contradiction of V-Lo/Philippi, AA 24: 469,
may be due to an error by Kant’s student. See in this regard: Immanuel Kant, Logik-Vorlesungen.
Unverdffentlichte Nachschriften. 1: Logik Bauch. 11: Logik Hechsel, Warschauer Logik. Bearbeitet
von Tillmann Pinder (Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 1998), [113] 185, editor’s note 46, and [91-92] 446.
This same terminology is used in the logic textbook of Kant’s opponent, and Eberhard’s collab-
orator, Johann Gebhard Ehrenreich Maaf} (1766-1823): Joh. Gebh. Ehrenr. Maaf}, Grundriss der
Logik zum Gebrauch bei Vorlesungen (Halle und Leipzig: in der Ruffschen Verlagsbuchhandlung,
1823) 4th ed. (1st ed. 1793), § 348, 155: “To convert a judgment, o, means to make another, f, from
it, where the S of the former is taken as the predicate-concept, and the P of the former as the
subject-concept. Then a is called the converse, and f the converting judgment.”

11 See Kant’s 1762 essay on reducing the four figures of the syllogism to the first, The false sub-
tlety of the four syllogistic figures.

12 Not without reason did William Hamilton complain (in volume 2, lect. XIV, p. 185, of his
Lectures on Metaphysics and Logic, Boston: Gould and Lincoln, 1873) about this terminological
ambiguity: “The given proposition is called the Converted or Converse (judicium, propositio, prae-
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These terminological clarifications, then, sufficiently explain the meaning
of “Kant’s additional syllogism 1” and the aims pursued by the philosopher. To
claim that the ontological proof contains all the probative force of the cosmologi-
cal proof is tantamount to asserting that the proposition that expresses the nervus
probandi of the cosmological argument (propositio conversa) can be reduced to
a more original one, precisely that which expresses the nervus probandi of the
ontological argument (propositio convertens) — or, in other terms, that the prop-
osition on which the ontological proof rests (propositio conversa) is convertible
to the proposition on which the cosmological proof is based (propositio conver-
tendum). Use of this syllogism is intended to achieve two main aims. The first, as
just stated, is to expressly point out that the cosmological proof surreptitiously
resorts to the ontological, to the extent that it is basically the same argument, just
that its “clothing and voice” (Anzug und Stimme) have been altered (KrV, A 606/B
634). The second is to implicitly state that the cosmological proof incurs the same
logical errors that brought Kant to assert “the impossibility of an ontological
proof of God’s existence” ([...] d[ie] Unmdaglichkeit eines ontologischen Beweises
vom Dasein Gottes) (KrV, A 592/B 620). If the probative force of both proofs of
God’s existence is the same, because the cogency of one is reduced to that of the
other, and if the ontological proof is invalid, then the cosmological proof will also
necessarily be invalid.

As for “Kant’s sorites”, the first and third propositions merely state Kant’s
conception of both the cosmological and the ontological proofs. As regards the
ontological argument, it is well known that Kant views it as the “proof of the
existence of a highest being from concepts” (KrV, A 602/B 630)." Interpreted this
way, the argument consists of the ambitious aspiration of inferring existence from
the concept of the ens realissimum, i.e. from the concept of a being that has all
perfections, among which existence cannot be absent. In general terms, there-

jacens, conversum, conversa); the other, into which it is converted, the Converting (jud., prop.,
convertens). There is, however, much ambiguity, to say the least of it, in the terms commonly
employed by Logicians to designate the two propositions — that given, and that the product of
the logical elaboration. [...]| The term propositio conversa, the converse or converted judgment,
especially for the original proposition, is worse than ambiguous; it is applied generally to both
judgments; it may, in fact, more appropriately denote the other - its product. [...] The original
proposition ought to be called the Convertend or Convertible (pr. convertenda, convertibilis). The
term Converting (convertens), employed for the proposition, the product of conversion, marks
out nothing of its peculiar character.” On this terminological issue, I owe many thanks to my col-
leagues and friends Prof. Juan Miguel Palacios, Prof. Juan-J. Garcia-Norro and Prof. Alba Jiménez
for valuable comments and clarifications.

13 “Esist also an dem so beriihmten ontologischen (cartesianischen) Beweise vom Dasein eines
hochsten Wesens aus Begriffen [...].”
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fore, the nerve of the argument, as the third proposition claims, is the statement
“Every most real being is at the same time an absolutely necessary being.”

As regards the cosmological argument, it is also well known that Kant identi-
fies two steps within it. The first is the transit from the ascertainment that some-
thing, whatever it may be, exists to the claim that then “an absolutely necessary
being also has to exist” (KrV, A 604/B 632)." The second step is the need to “deter-
mine” (bestimmen) the concept of an absolutely necessary being, i. e. to analyse
which predicates correspond to such a being. Since, with regard to each possi-
ble pair of opposed predicates, an absolutely necessary being can only be deter-
mined by one of them, “it must be thoroughly determined through its concept,”
i.e. a priori.”® But, as Kant continues, “only one single concept of a thing is possi-
ble that thoroughly determines the thing a priori, namely that of an ens realissi-
mum” (KrV, A 605/B 633; see V-Phil-Th/Pélitz, AA 28: 1029-30).1¢ Thus, the second
and decisive step of the cosmological argument for affirming the existence of God
consists in the transit from the absolutely necessary being to the most real being.
Kant attributes this step to Leibniz himself: “Leibniz needed the ontological proof
to finalise the cosmological one” (V-Met-L2/P6litz, AA 28: 599, my translation)."”
It is thus easy to see that, according to Kant, the nerve of the proof lies in the
general contention, expressed in the first proposition of the chain syllogism, that
“Every absolutely necessary being is at the same time the most real being.”

The proof of the second proposition of the sorites is presented by Kant “in a
scholastically correct way” (auf schulgerechte Art) (KrV, A 608/B 636), which Flatt
quotes at length at the beginning of his essay (see EKC: 94). Kant’s reasoning runs
as follows:

14 “Wenn etwas existirt, so muf3 auch ein schlechterdings nothwendiges Wesen existiren.”

15 Ian Proops, in his insightful study “Kant on the Cosmological Argument” (in: Philosophers’
Imprint 14, 2014, 1-21, esp. 2), argues that, in Kant’s view, the cosmological argument does not
appeal “to the assumption that something observably existent might not have existed at all, but
rather to the assumption that it might have existed but not in the way in which it actually exists.”
Consequently, the cosmological argument states that “there is some being that cannot exist in
any other way than the way in which it actually exists.” This would explain why, with regard
to each possible pair of opposed predicates, such an “essentially unimodal being” can only be
determined by one of them.

16 “Nun schlief3t der Beweis weiter: das nothwendige Wesen kann nur auf eine einzige Art, d. 1.
in Ansehung aller moglichen entgegengesetzten Pradicate nur durch eines derselben, bestimmt
werden, folglich muf} es durch seinen Begriff durchgédngig bestimmt sein. Nun ist nur ein ein-
ziger Begriff von einem Dinge moglich, der dasselbe a priori durchgédngig bestimmt, ndmlich der
des entis realissimi.”

17 “Leibniz bedurfte des ontologischen Beweises, um den cosmologischen zu Ende zu bringen.”
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If the proposition is correct: “Every absolutely necessary being is at the same time the most
real being” (which is the nervus probandi of the cosmological proof), then like any affirma-
tive judgment, it must be convertible per accidens, thus: “Some most real beings are at the
same time absolutely necessary beings.” But now one ens realissimum does not differ the
least bit from another, and thus what holds of some beings contained under this concept
holds also of all. Hence I will also be able (in this case) to convert the proposition abso-
lutely, i.e., “Every most real being is a necessary being.” Now because this proposition is
determined merely from its concepts a priori, the mere concept of the most real being must
also carry with it the absolute necessity of this being — which is just what the ontological
proof asserts and the cosmological proof does not want to recognize, despite the fact that it
underlies its inferences, though in a covert way. (KrV, A 608-609/B 636-637).'8

The core of Kant’s argument, which resorts to the already mentioned logical doc-
trine of the conversion of propositions (see Log, AA 09: 118 — 119), can also be
summarised in syllogistic form:

KANT’S ADDITIONAL SYLLOGISM 2 (as a proof of the second proposition of the

sorites):

(Major) The proposition “Every absolutely necessary being is at the same
time the most real being” is, by reason of its logical form (ratione
formae), convertible per accidens, i.e. “Some most real beings are
at the same time absolutely necessary beings.”

(Minor) But one most real being does not differ the least bit from another,
and thus what holds of some such beings holds also of all.

(Conclusion) Therefore, the proposition “Every absolutely necessary being is
at the same time the most real being” is, by reason of its matter or
content (ratione materiae), convertible simpliciter, i. e. “Every most
real being is an absolutely necessary being.”

18 “Wenn der Satz richtig ist: ein jedes schlechthin nothwendige Wesen ist zugleich das aller-
realste Wesen (als welches der nervus probandi des kosmologischen Beweises ist), so muf er sich
wie alle bejahende Urtheile wenigstens per accidens umkehren lassen; also: einige allerrealste
Wesen sind zugleich schlechthin nothwendige Wesen. Nun ist aber ein ens realissimum von
einem anderen in keinem Stiicke unterschieden, und was also von einigen unter diesem Begriffe
enthaltenen gilt, das gilt auch von allen. Mithin werde ich’s (in diesem Falle) auch schlechthin
umkehren konnen, d.i. ein jedes allerrealste Wesen ist ein nothwendiges Wesen. Weil nun die-
ser Satz blof3 aus seinen Begriffen a priori bestimmt ist, so muf3 der blof3e Begriff des realsten
Wesens auch die absolute Nothwendigkeit desselben bei sich fiihren; welches eben der onto-
logische Beweis behauptete und der kosmologische nicht anerkennen wollte, gleichwohl aber
seinen Schliissen, obzwar versteckter Weise, unterlegte.”
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Just as in the case of “Kant’s additional syllogism 2,” the conclusion of both the
“sorites” and the “additional syllogism 1” also follow from their premises. Cer-
tainly, any two things equal to a third thing are equal to each other. The nervus
probandi of the cosmological proof expresses the same truth as the nervus
probandi of the ontological proof. Therefore, the cosmological argument is
reduced to the ontological one, or, more accurately, the ontological proof in fact
contains all the probative force of the cosmological one.*

Quite clearly, the rejection of the conclusion of the “sorites” (and, conse-
quently, of the subsequent “additional syllogism 1” as a whole), which has such
disastrous consequences for the cosmological argument, can only be based on
the refutation of the first and the third propositions, or of the second proposi-
tion, or of all three propositions together. There will then be objections based on
the denial of the first and the third propositions. In this first challenge to Kant’s
claim, objections focused on the description of the cosmological argument con-
tained therein can be expected. For, in principle, it can be argued that the transit
from the absolutely necessary being to the most real being does not occur in
other possible versions of the cosmological argument. Thus, Kant’s criticism,
even if it were correct, would not affect all versions of the proof. But objections
that, in addition, consider the characterisation of the ontological proof can also
be foreseen. For it is possible to cast doubt on whether the concept of an “abso-
lutely necessary being” has the same meaning in the ontological and the cosmo-
logical proof.

There will also naturally be objections grounded in the refutation of the
second proposition of the chain syllogism and, consequently, in the rejection of
the “additional syllogism 2”. In this second opposition to Kant’s criticism of the
cosmological proof, objections of three kinds are to be expected. Some of them
will point out certain assumptions invalidating the inference. Other criticisms
will try to show that the conversion of the propositions in question, even if legiti-
mate, in no way affects the validity of the cosmological proof. Lastly, some other
criticisms will claim that the reasons invoked in no way demonstrate the reciproc-
ity of the concepts of a “most real being” and an “absolutely necessary being”.

These two chief approaches to discussing Kant’s main criticism of the cos-
mological proof, and almost all of the possibilities opening up before them, were
employed by the early critics of Kant’s claim. Thus, the first objection proposed
by Flatt in his essay in the Philosophisches Magazin (preceded by that posed by

19 For a precise determination of the concept of a “probative force” (which is a better translation
of the German term Beweiskraft, used by Kant, than cogency), see Vallicella, William F.: “Does the
Cosmological Argument Depend on the Ontological?,” in: Faith and Philosophy 17, 2000, 441f.
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Abel in his 1787 book) attacks the first proposition of the “sorites”, in order to
show the irrelevance of Kant’s criticism to other possible versions of the cosmo-
logical argument. Flatt’s second objection focuses on the second proposition of
the chain syllogism and, consequently, on the “additional syllogism 2”. It tries to
highlight a misunderstanding that invalidates the pure or absolute conversion
of the nervus probandi of the cosmological argument into that of the ontological
argument. On the other hand, Eberhard’s two objections also examine the second
proposition of the “sorites” and, therefore, the “additional syllogism 2”, but also
the soundness of the “additional syllogism 1”, in order to show the unaccepta-
bility of Kant’s claim concerning the dependence of the cosmological proof on the
ontological one. Let us, then, consider these four objections separately.

2 Flatt’s (and Abel’s) first objection: objection
based on the different possible versions of the
cosmological proof

Flatt’s first objection is directed at the Kantian characterisation of the cosmo-
logical argument. Certainly, in the first proposition of the above “sorites”, Kant
considers one possible version of the proof, which some thinkers have undoubt-
edly defended. But it is not in every possible or historically given version of the
argument that “the highest reality of the original being” is inferred “merely from
the absolute necessity of its existence” (EKC: 95). Hence Flatt’s claim regarding
Kant’s conclusion: “Even if this conclusion were perfectly compelling, the objec-
tion based on it would only concern one, not all the variants that can be given,
and have really been given, of the cosmological proof” (EKC: 94).

As previously stated, to illustrate the possibility and actuality of other ver-
sions of the argument, Flatt invokes Abel’s teachings in his 1787 An Attempt on
the Nature of Speculative Reason. Confronting the narrow and partial Kantian
conception of the cosmological proof, Abel teaches, as Flatt recalls, that, strictly
speaking, if in the proof “the highest reality were to be inferred merely from the
necessity of existence, it would indeed be quite the same case [as in the ontologi-
cal proof], because then one could convert the proposition according to the rule,
and infer the necessity of existence from the highest reality” (VNsV: 262). But this
is not the case at all, because the cosmological proof infers the supreme reality
of God “from the fact that in it we search for the source of all possible realities
and of spirits in particular, which does not happen in the same way in the mere
ontological argument” (VNsV: 262).
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Flatt goes one step further. He tries to show that Kant himself, if he does not
want to incur a manifest inconsistency, would have to accept at least the pos-
sibility of the version of the cosmological argument indicated by Abel, perhaps
the first to propose such an objection to Kant’s famous contention regarding the
cosmological argument. According to Flatt, on the one hand, Kant “admitted that
the existence of limited beings is demonstrable by theoretical reason.” On the
other hand, he “did not deny to this [i. e. theoretical reason] the right to transfer
subjectively necessary principles to the objective” (EKC: 95). In this regard, Flatt
cites the essay published by Kant in the Berlinische Monatsschrift, October 1786.
In “What does it mean to orient oneself in thinking?” Kant indeed claims that
“not only does our reason already feel a need to take the concept of the unlimited
as the ground of the concepts of all limited beings”, “but this need even goes as
far as the presupposition of its existence, without which one can provide no satis-
factory ground at all for the contingency of the existence of things in the world.”
(WDO, AA 08: 1371).2°

Thus, Kant seems to admit that in the cosmological proof, God’s highest
reality is inferred not merely from the absolute necessity of its existence, but
above all from the fact that the unlimited being is the ground and source of all
limited realities encountered in the world. Therefore, Kant would have to recog-
nise — such seems to be the result of Flatt’s considerations — the restricted scope
of his critique of the argument a contingentia mundi. At best, then, Kant’s criti-
cism would not concern all possible versions of the cosmological proof.?!

20 “Denn nicht allein, daf} unsere Vernunft schon ein Bediirfnif fiihlt, den Begriff des Unein-
geschrankten dem Begriffe alles Eingeschrankten, mithin aller anderen Dinge zum Grunde zu
legen; so geht dieses Bediirfnif3 auch auf die Voraussetzung des Daseins desselben, ohne welche
sie sich von der Zufilligkeit der Existenz der Dinge in der Welt [...] gar keinen befriedigenden
Grund angeben kann.”

21 In contemporary debate, Flatt’s (and Abel’s) first objection is preferably raised on the basis
of the difference between the notion of a “necessary being” as used in the cosmological proof
and as used in the ontological one. See, for example, Forgie, J. William: “Kant on the Relation
between the Cosmological and Ontological Arguments”, in: International Journal for Philoso-
phy of Religion 34, 1993, 1-12, and “The Cosmological and Ontological Arguments: How Saint
Thomas Solved the Kantian Problem”, in: Religious Studies 31, 1995, 89-100; the criticism of For-
gie’s contention by William F. Vallicella, art cit. (see supra, note 19, 441-458); and Forgie’s own
reply: “The Alleged Dependency of the Cosmological Argument on the Ontological,” in: Faith
and Philosophy 20, 2003, 364-370. See also Casula, M.: “L'argomento cosmologico: confutazi-
one kantiana e controconfutazioni scolastiche”, in: Gregorianum 37, 1956, 634—643; Thum, Beda:
“Der kosmologische Gottesbeweis nach Kant und das Kontingenzargument der Metaphysik”, in:
Salzburger Jahrbuch fiir Philosophie 17/18, 1973/74, 145-174; Reichenbach, Bruce R.: The Cosmo-
logical Argument: A Reassessment. Springfield, I11. 1972, 123-136; Archambault, Jacob: “Aquinas,
the a priori/a posteriori distinction, and the Kantian dependency thesis”, in: Religious Studies
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Kant undoubtedly knew the obvious historical fact pointed out by Flatt and
Abel, namely, that there are forms of the cosmological argument in which the
supreme reality of God is not inferred merely from the contingency of the world.
As Flatt illustrates, Kant knew the cosmological argument to which Abel refers in
his criticism, i. e., the one based on the finitude or limitation of the beings in the
world. In his lectures on rational theology, Kant also mentions the celebrated de
primo motore proof, devised by the ancients, founded on motion in the corporeal
world. Why does Kant not consider these and other possible variants of the argu-
ment as genuine cosmological proofs?

This question reveals the different, indeed opposite, assumption underlying
Flatt’s and Abel’s objection and Kant’s conception of the cosmological proof. For
Kant’s critics, the cosmological proof may have its starting point in any “univer-
sal fact of experience”, so to speak, of the world’s beings, whether it be their
contingency or their finitude or the movement to which they are subject. Instead,
according to Kant, “although the cosmological proof is grounded on an experi-
ence in general, it is not carried out on the basis of any particular constitution
of experience, but on pure principles of reason in relation to an existence given
through empirical consciousness in general” (KrV, A 614/B 642).2 “Experience
in general” (Erfahrung iiberhaupt) is by no means equivalent to “a universal fact
of experience”. The term is synonymous with “possible experience” or “formal
conditions of experience,” according to the other names used by Kant. These sub-
jective and formal conditions are only known a priori, and they alone make expe-
rience possible, as Kant states (see KrV, A 230/B 283). The formal conditions of
experience include agreement with the concept of contingency, a pure concept of

50, 2014, 175-192. In his book on the problem of the contingency of the world, already mentioned
(see supra note 8), Josef Schmucker holds (esp. 72-107) that Kant’s criticism of the cosmological
proof reaches and refutes not only the rationalist form of the argument, but also the traditional
formulations by Thomas Aquinas and modern neo-scholastic thinkers. In Schmucker’s view, in
all of these versions of the proof, the concept of an ens a se necessarium is in itself an indetermi-
nate concept. A defence of Kant’s claim about the dependency of the cosmological proof on the
ontological proof is found in: Smith, Donald P.: “Kant on the Dependency of the Cosmological
Argument on the Ontological Argument”, in: European Journal of Philosophy 11, 2003, 206-218.
An analysis of “the cosmological concept of necessity” and “the ontological concept of the nec-
essary being” within the Kantian doctrine of the transcendental ideal is found in Knudsen,
Harald: Gottesbeweise im Deutschen Idealismus. Die modaltheoretische Begriindung des Abso-
luten dargestellt an Kant, Hegel und WeifSe. Berlin/New York 1972, 51-77.

22 “Denn obgleich der kosmologische eine Erfahrung iiberhaupt zum Grunde legt, so ist er
doch nicht aus irgend einer besonderen Beschaffenheit derselben, sondern aus reinen Vernunft-
principien in Beziehung auf eine durchs empirische Bewuf3tsein {iberhaupt gegebene Existenz
gefiihrt.”
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understanding. Any genuine cosmological proof can therefore only be based on
contingency. For this reason, the “important difference between the two proofs”
(VNsV: 262), the ontological and the cosmological, asserted by Abel, is not signif-
icant at all for Kant. Both proofs, Kant claims, “were attempted transcendentally,
i.e., independently of empirical principles” (KrV, A 614/B 642).2

Thus, while a fundamental tenet of transcendental idealism is the differ-
ence between the form and the matter of experience, this distinction is com-
pletely alien to the proponents of the a contingentia mundi argument. Beyond the
obvious claim that Kant does not take into account other versions of the cosmo-
logical proof, Flatt’s (and Abel’s) first objection seriously calls into question the
success of Kant’s criticism: is the distinction between the matter and the form
of experience a truth that is proven as a consequence of the “impossibility of a
cosmological proof of God’s existence” (d[ie] Unmdglichkeit eines kosmologischen
Beweises vom Dasein Gottes) (KrV, A 603/B 631), or is it rather an assumption that
precedes the criticism of such a proof?

3 Flatt’s second objection: objection based on
the four possible meanings of the proposition
enunciating the nervus probandi of the
cosmological proof

Flatt’s second objection concerns the absolute conversion of the proposition that
recaps the nervus probandi of the cosmological argument. This new criticism tries
to show that the validity of the cosmological proof is in no way affected, either by
the logical possibility or by the impossibility, of the simple or absolute conversion
of such a proposition.

Flatt’s reasoning is intricate and frankly not too clear. But perhaps it can
be reconstructed in a free and self-standing way, although true to its original
purpose, as follows:

23 “Beide bisher gefiihrte Beweise waren transscendental, d.i. unabhingig von empirischen
Principien, versucht.”
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MAIN THESIS: The propositio conversa “Every absolutely necessary being
is at the same time the most real being” (nervus probandi
of the cosmological proof), and its alleged propositio
convertens “Every most real being is at the same time an
absolutely necessary being” (the nervus probandi of the
ontological argument), can be understood in only four
different senses, none of which implies the identification of
the cosmological argument with the ontological one.

Indeed, Flatt discovers an ambiguity in the proposition that expresses the nervus
probandi of the cosmological proof. To avoid it, he appeals to two distinctions.
On the one hand, the “absolutely necessary being” and the “most real being”
can be understood either “out of my representation (aufSer meiner Vorstellung)” or
“in my idea (in meiner Idee)” (see EKC: 96).% On the other hand, both “out of my
representation” and “in my idea” can be understood either “as a determination of
the predicate: the most real being, or as a determination of the concept of being”
(EKC: 96), i.e. either as one of the real predicates of the concept of an ens realis-
simum or as a (non-real) predicate expressing the mode of being of the most real
being. Flatt does not address the question of whether any of the possible mean-
ings of the proposition faithfully reflect the genuine core of the cosmological
proof. He only wants to show that, in none of the four possible cases in which the
nervus probandi of the cosmological proof can tentatively be understood, does
“the conclusion that Kant tries to prove” come about (EKC: 96).

FIRST CASE: The propositio conversa is: “Every being that possesses in
re the (allegedly) real predicate of the absolutely necessary
existence also has in re the real predicate of the highest
reality.” Its propositio convertens, “Every being that pos-
sesses in re the real predicate of the highest reality also has
in re the (allegedly) real predicate of the absolutely neces-
sary existence,” does not state the nervus probandi of the
ontological argument.

24 In an original way, surely ignorant of this precedent, John D. Caputo, in his essay “Kant’s
Refutation of the Cosmological Argument”, in: Journal of the American Academy of Religion 42,
1974, 686—691, criticises Kant’s claim regarding the dependence of the cosmological proof on
the ontological proof by proposing a distinction between the concept and the existence of both
a highest real being and a necessary being, a distinction that recalls this one proposed by Flatt.
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Certainly, the converting proposition under consideration — “Every being that
possesses the highest reality out of our representation also has an absolutely
necessary existence out of our representation” — “can be considered true”, Flatt
states, “without the need to recognise the Cartesian proof as valid” (EKC: 96).
Flatt does not even consider it necessary to point out that the ontological proof,
in Kant’s own view, consists of affirming a very different proposition, namely that
a being that possesses the real predicate of the highest reality in our idea also pos-
sesses the (allegedly) real predicate of the absolutely necessary existence out of
our representation. Indeed, it is not in vain that Kant characterises the ontological
argument as the proof of the existence of a highest being from concepts (see KrV,
A 602/B 630). Therefore, even if the simple conversion of the central proposition
of the cosmological proof is legitimate, nothing obliges the defender of the cos-
mological argument also to admit the validity of the ontological proof.

SECOND CASE: The propositio conversa is: “Every being that possesses
in re the non-real predicate of the absolutely necessary
existence also has in re the real predicate of the highest
reality.” Its alleged propositio convertens, “Every being that
possesses in re the real predicate of the highest reality also
has in re the non-real predicate of the absolutely necessary
existence”, is false.

Flatt recalls that Kant defends, “with Gassendi, G6den, Dryfhoud and others,”
the thesis that “existence and the mode of existence is not a special reality, is not
a real predicate of something” (EKC: 97; see KrV, A 598/B 626 ff.).”> The absolute

25 Flatt refers to the following works: Gassendi, Petrus: Metaphysica disquisitio anti-Cartesiana:
Seu dubitationes et instantiae adversus Renati Cartesii Meditationes et responsa (Ultrajecti: Apud
Guilielmum van der Water, 1691); Goden, Johannes Levinus: Modesta disquisitio argumenti, quo
Cartesius, eumque secuti exsistentiam Dei a priori ex idea entis perfectissimi ac necessarii pro-
bare conati sunt; and Dryfhoud, Ane: Dissertatio philosophica, in qua disquiritur, an ex Idea Entis
necessario exsistentis, quod Attributa antea probata possidet, ejus actualis Exsistentia a priori
probari possit? quae ad solvendam quaestionem a Legati Stolpiani Curatoribus, eo de argumento
propositam; the last two works are collected in Verhandelingen Over Eenige Gewigtige Stukken de
Natuurlyke Godgeleerdheid betreffende, In bet Nederduis en in bet Latyn geschreeven om te dingen
naa den Prys van bet Stolpiaansche Legaat (Te Letden: by Sam. en Joh. Luchtmans, 1768), 1-66
and 135-206 respectively. All three works are cited by Johann August Eberhard in his Vorberei-
tung zur natiirlichen Theologie zum Gebrauch akademischer Vorlesungen (Halle: im Waisenhause,
1781), 30, 33. As is well known, Eberhard’s work, used by Kant as a textbook for his lectures
on rational theology for several academic years, is also published among Kant’s works (AA 18:
491-606; see 557, 562). See also Eberhard, Johann August and Kant, Immanuel: Preparation for
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conversion of the proposition “Every absolutely necessary being is at the same
time the most real being,” understood as asserting the actual necessary existence,
would have to rely on a reasoning the logical incorrectness of which is obvious.
Flatt sets it out “in scholastic form” in a way that could indeed be considered as
an explicit criticism of the minor premise of “Kant’s additional syllogism 2”:

If one most real being does not differ from another in anything (neither regarding a real
predicate nor concerning any other predicate), then one also has precisely the same mode
of existence as the other. Now, one most real being does not differ from another with regard
to any real predicate; consequently, there can also be no difference between one and the
other regarding the mode of existence. (EKC: 97)

“But who does not see at first glance that this conclusion contains more than the
premises?” Flatt rhetorically asks. Certainly, Kant has proven that one most real
being does not differ in the least from another regarding any real predicate. But it
does not follow that they cannot differ concerning the mode of existence, which is
attributed by means of a non-real predicate. Therefore, “we are not authorized,”
Flatt claims, “to transform the proposition ‘Every absolutely necessary being out
of our representation is out of our representation a highest real being’ into this:
‘Every highest real being is absolutely necessary out of my representation’ (EKC:
97-98). It is therefore possible to accept the claim that invalidates the ontological
proof and at the same time to defend the cosmological argument as valid.?® As
Flatt himself recognises, “one can also, as far as I can see, assert at least without
detriment to the cosmological proof” that “existence and the mode of existence is
not a special reality, is not a real predicate of something” (EKC: 97).

Natural Theology. With Kant’s Notes and the Danzig Rational Theology Transcript. Edited and
translated by Courtney D. Fugate and John Hymers. New York, NY, 2016.

26 Flatt’s claim has found an echo in the most recent debate on Kant’s criticism of the cosmo-
logical proof. Thus, for example, Lawrence Pasternak, in his essay “The ens realissimum and
necessary being in The Critique of Pure Reason”, in: Religious Studies 37, 2001, 467-474, defends
the thesis that the cosmological argument by essence must take recourse to experience, precisely
because existence is not a real predicate.
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THIRD CASE: The propositio conversa is: “Every being that possesses in
intellectu the (allegedly) real predicate of the absolutely
necessary existence also has in intellectu the real predicate
of the highest reality”. Its propositio convertens, “Every
being that possesses in intellectu the real predicate of the
highest reality also has in intellectu the (allegedly) real
predicate of an absolutely necessary existence”, does not
state the nervus probandi of the ontological argument.

Concerning the proposition “Every absolutely necessary being in my idea is also
in my idea a highest perfect being”, Flatt points out that it is possible to admit
“with Sam Werenfels and others” that the proposition in question, absolutely
converted, is true “without needing to acknowledge the validity of the Cartesian
proof.” Relying on Werenfels’s understanding of the Cartesian proof, Flatt states
that “we can then always doubt whether Descartes has not merely admitted beg-
gingly (bittweise) the assumption that some object out of our mind corresponds
to the idea of the supremely perfect being” (EKC: 98).%” But, obviously, if the onto-
logical argument does really try to state that “some object out of our mind cor-
responds to the idea of the supremely perfect being,” then the converting prop-
osition at issue, “Every supremely perfect being in our mind has in our mind an
absolutely necessary existence,” does not express in any way the central claim of
the ontological argument.

FOURTH CASE: The propositio conversa is: “Every being that possesses in
intellectu the non-real predicate of the absolutely necessary
existence also has in intellectu the real predicate of the
highest reality”. Its alleged propositio convertens, “Every
being that possesses in intellectu the real predicate of the
highest reality also has in intellectu the non-real predicate
of the absolutely necessary existence”, is false.

27 Flatt refers to a passage in Samuel Werenfels’s booklet entitled Judicium de argumento Carte-
sii pro Existentia Dei petito ab ejus idea, which reads as follows: “Si quis jam ex eo, quod Deus
in mente nostra existit repraesentative, et objective, concludere vellet, illum existere quoque rea-
liter extra mentem, novum id esset argumentum, quod non amplius niteretur hoc fundamento,
affirmandum esse de Deo, quod in ejus Idea continetur, sed hoc: repraesentationem existentia in
mente, semper inferre positionem ejusdem extra mentem; quod falsum esse, manifeste videmus
ex allato exemplo corporis perfectissimi.” (Werenfels, Samuel: Opuscula theologica, philosophica
et philologica. Editio altera ab Auctore recognita, emendata et aucta. Lausannae et Genevae:
Sumptibus Marci-Michaelis Bousquet et Sociorum, 1739, t. II, 205f).
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Flatt states that if we admit Kant’s thesis that existence is not a real predicate of
the highest real being, then we incur “a logical error if the previous proposition
[“Every absolutely necessary being in my idea is also in my idea a highest perfect
being”] is converted.” For, in that case, “we could think of some highest real
being without connecting to its concept the concept of an absolutely necessary
existence” (EKC: 98-9).

Flatt’s reasoning can therefore be summarised in the form of a dilemma.

FLATT’S DILEMMA:

Either the proposition that states the core of the cosmological proof can simply
be converted (first and third cases) or it cannot simply be converted (second
and fourth cases).

If it can simply be converted, then the converting proposition does not state the
core of the ontological proof (and, therefore, the cosmological proof does not
rest on the probative force of the ontological proof).

If it cannot simply be converted, then the core of the ontological proof is revealed
to be false (and, therefore, the cosmological proof does not rest on the proba-
tive force of the ontological proof).

Therefore, in none of the possible cases does the cosmological argument rest on
the probative force of the ontological proof.

But again, Flatt takes a step beyond this reasoning. He is indeed not content with
showing “without presumption” that Kant’s criticism “cannot be counted among
the valid ones.” He also declares, “I am even tempted to suspect that Kant himself
does not put as much weight on it as it might seem at first sight” (EKC: 99).

To prove this last assertion, Flatt invokes two passages from Kant’s works. By
adducing them, he seems to want to show that, as a matter of fact, Kant defends
the primacy of the cosmological argument over the ontological. The first passage
adduced is taken from the Critique of Pure Reason. In it, Kant claims that “the
natural course of human reason” (der natiirliche Gang der menschlichen Ver-
nunft) does not consist in moving from the concept of the highest real being to
the concept of an absolutely necessary being. The course is exactly the opposite:
first reason “convinces itself of the existence of some necessary being”; it then
finds that the concept of a highest real being corresponds to the concept of such
a necessary being; “and thus reason infers that the highest being, as the original
ground of all things, exists in an absolutely necessary way” (KrV, A 586 f/B 614 f).>8

28 “Zuerst iiberzeugt sie sich vom Dasein irgend eines nothwendigen Wesens.” - “und so schlief3t
sie, daf3 das hochste Wesen als Urgrund aller Dinge schlechthin nothwendiger Weise da sei.”
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The second passage is found in a footnote to the Critique of Practical Reason. In
it, Kant recognises that the concept “of an absolutely necessary being” (der eines
schlechterdings nothwendigen Wesens) is “a need of reason (ein Bediirfnif3 der
Vernunft)”, but it is also “the objective ground of a need of speculative reason,
namely, to determine more closely the concept of a necessary being that is to serve
as the original ground of others” (KpV, AA 05: 143).%°

Thus, Flatt concludes, “in this way, however, according to their own judg-
ments, the proposition that the highest reality corresponds to the absolutely nec-
essary being seems to be objectively founded and, correspondingly, also objec-
tively valid” (EKC: 100). Therefore, if the central proposition of the cosmological
proof is objectively valid and more original than the proposition summarising the
ontological proof, then the ontological proof cannot contain the probative force
of the cosmological argument.

Flatt’s considerations on the possibility or impossibility of conversion of the
proposition stating the nervus probandi of the cosmological proof and his addi-
tional remarks have the virtue of bringing to light two assumptions concerning
Kant’s critique of the a contingentia mundi argument. The first assumption is
that, in trying to reduce the probative force of the cosmological proof to that of
the ontological one, Kant cannot but attribute to the former the same error that,
according to him, definitively undermines the validity of the latter, namely, the
consideration of existence as a real predicate. But this supposition is in no way
accepted by the proponents of the argument, who maintain that the claim that
the necessary being exists is not based on the mere concept of the supreme being,
but rather on the experience of the existence of contingent beings in the world.

Kant’s second assumption is that the argumentative process followed by
reason in the ontological proof is more original or primitive than the reasoning
behind the cosmological proof. Not only is this supposition not shared by defend-
ers of the cosmological argument, many of whom reject the validity of the onto-
logical proof, but it seems to contradict Kant’s express statements. As we have
seen, Kant claims that, in its “natural course”, reason is first convinced of the
existence of a necessary being and only later attributes to that being all perfec-
tions as the source of the limited perfections of contingent beings.

Thus, Flatt’s second objection once again raises two questions that cast
doubt on the validity of Kant’s criticism of the cosmological proof. The first ques-
tion is: is the claim that the cosmological proof is based on “an existence given
through empirical consciousness in general” (KrV, A 614/B 642)*° compatible

29 “der objective Grund eines Bediirfnisses der speculativen Vernunft, ndmlich den Begriff
eines nothwendigen Wesens, welches andern zum Urgrunde dienen soll, ndher zu bestimmen.”
30 “eine durchs empirische Bewuf3tsein {iberhaupt gegebene Existenz.”
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with the claim that the probative force of this argument depends on the ontologi-
cal proof, which seeks to infer an existence from mere concepts (see KrV, A 602/B
630)? The second question is: is the assertion that reason, in its “natural course”,
arrives first at the ens necessarium and then determines it as the ens realissimum
compatible with the assertion that, in its demonstrative procedure, it happens in
reverse, i. e. reason begins with the most real being and then affirms its necessary
existence?

4 Eberhard’s first objection: objection based on
the need for a proof of the reciprocity of the
concepts of a most real being and an absolutely
necessary being

Eberhard’s two objections are aimed at showing that Kant transgressed certain
elementary logical laws by trying to prove his thesis that the ontological proof
contains all the force of the proof of the cosmological argument. In both objec-
tions, the logical operation of the conversion of the proposition enunciating the
nervus probandi of the cosmological proof (propositio conversa) into the prop-
osition expressing the nervus probandi of the ontological proof (propositio con-
vertens) is therefore taken into consideration. In the first objection, however,
the conversio is taken in a broad sense, while in the second it is understood in a
strict sense. Or, put differently, in the first objection the additional proof required
for the absolute or simple conversion of the propositions in question is critically
examined, and in the second the validity of the proof is not questioned, or, in
other words, the proof is deemed valid or unnecessary. In both cases, however,
Eberhard thinks that Kant has not demonstrated what he intended. Let us now
consider the first objection.

Eberhard begins his criticism by stating the following fact: “But in order to
bring the cosmological proof back to the ontological, he [Kant] has to make by
reciprocation (durch Reciprokation) from the proposition: ‘The necessary being
is the most real being,’ the proposition: ‘The most real being is the necessary
being’” (ZdH: 107). “Reciprocation” is also the term used by logicians for the con-
version of propositions. Certainly, Kant expressly claims that the former proposi-
tion is the latter converted simply, or, in other words, that both propositions are
reciprocal. How does he prove it?

The logical doctrine of conversion teaches, as Eberhard recalls, “that singular
propositions are to be regarded as universal propositions” (ZdH: 107). Thus, it
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is legitimate to maintain, as Kant does, that the singular affirmative proposition
“The necessary being is the most real being” expresses the same truth as the uni-
versal affirmative proposition “Every necessary being is a most real being.” Also
part of the doctrine of conversion is the claim that, strictly speaking, a univer-
sal affirmative proposition may only be converted per accidens into a particular
affirmative proposition. The reason is adduced by Kant himself: in every univer-
sal affirmative proposition, the predicate has a broader extension than that of
the subject (see Log, AA 09: 118). It is then a conversion sensu stricto because
both propositions, the universal and the particular, express the same truth. Thus,
the same truth formulated by the previous universal proposition can also be
expressed by this particular proposition: “Some most real beings are necessary
beings,” as Kant himself expressly recognises (see KrV, A 608/B 636).3!

But the conversio simplex of an affirmative universal proposition, i.e. the
inversion of its extremes without changing their quantity, can also be called
“conversion,” though in a broad meaning, not in the proper sense. It is indeed
a conversion sensu lato because, even if both propositions are true, the convert-
ing proposition (propositio convertens) expresses another truth than the converse
proposition (propositio conversa). In the case at hand, the proposition constitut-
ing the nervus probandi of the cosmological argument is converted simply into
the proposition “Every most real being is a necessary being.” But this new propo-
sition expresses a different truth from that expressed in the original proposition,
and the truth of the new proposition requires a separate proof.

31 Some current logicians have rejected the validity of the partial conversion of a universal prop-
osition on the basis of so-called “existential commitment” or “existential import”. According to
this view, while universal affirmative propositions do not contain an affirmation of existence,
particular affirmative propositions do contain one, since in logic “some” means “at least one”.
Consequently, the conversio per accidens is not legitimate, since the converse proposition and
the supposed converting proposition do not express the same truth. In his book Kant’s Rational
Theology (Ithaca and London 1978, 126), Allen W. Wood cites as proponents of this criticism,
applied to the case of the Kantian interpretation of the cosmological argument, T. A. Johnson: “A
Note on Kant’s Criticism of the Arguments for the Existence of God,” in: Australasian Journal of
Philosophy 21, 1943, 10-16, esp. 13; D. J. B. Hawkins: Essentials of Theism. New York 1949, 67-70;
and].J. C., Smart, “The Existence of God”, in: The Cosmological Arguments. A Spectrum of Opinion.
Ed. Donald R. Burrill. Garden City, N.Y., 1967, 266 f. Wood shows (on page 127) his agreement with
Peter Remnant’s view in his essay “Kant and the cosmological argument,” in: Australasian Jour-
nal of Philosophy 37, 1959, 152-155, “who holds that these criticisms of Kant are quite beside the
point.” And Wood himself concludes (on the same page) by pointing out that “in Kant’s behalf
it may be replied that of course he does suppose, in his conversion per accidens of ‘All necessary
beings are supremely real,’ that there does exist at least one necessary being. And he is fully
entitled to do so, since he has granted for the sake of argument that the existence of such a being
has been demonstrated by the first stage of the cosmological proof.”
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The required additional proof must show, indeed, that the concepts of the
subject and the predicate of the converse proposition do not differ regarding their
quantity. Eberhard expressly says so: “If a universal proposition is to be converted
simply, so its main concepts must be reciprocal concepts (Wechselbegriffe), i. e.
they must have the same extension” (ZdH: 108). Certainly, the proof will be
unnecessary if it is obvious that both concepts are identical, because they will
then have the same extension, as Eberhard recognises (see ZdH: 108). But if the
concepts are not identical, then a specific proof is required for the claim that “a
main concept is a proper attribute (attributum proprium) of the other”, since only
in that “single case” do two different concepts have the same extension (ZdH:
108). Does Kant really prove that the different concepts “most real being” and
“necessary being” are reciprocal?

Kant’s argument is already well known: “But now one ens realissimum does
not differ the least bit from another, and thus what holds of some beings con-
tained under this concept holds also of all” (KrV, A 608/B 636).3 Eberhard, in
addition to literally reproducing these words, formulates the proof in general
terms as follows: “[T]he abstract subject of the converting proposition does not
differ the least bit from the same abstract subject, and what holds of some of
those contained under it holds also of all” (ZdH: 107). Is this moving from the con-
version per accidens to the conversion simpliciter really a proof that one concept
is a proprium of another?

Certainly not, Eberhard claims. But the only reason he gives is the example
of mathematicians: “With this method (Art zu schliefSen), mathematicians could
save themselves a lot of effort, for in this case of no affirmative universal prop-
osition they would have to specifically prove its simple converting” (ZdH: 107).
Theodosius of Bithynia, Eberhard illustrates, proposed the conversio simplex of
the famous theorem stated in Proposition 6 of Book I of his Sphaerica: “All circles
passing through the centre of a sphere are the largest circles of the same sphere.”
However, he was not content to argue that all the largest circles of the same
sphere do not differ in the least in abstracto, “so if it holds for some of them that
they pass through the centre of the sphere, then it should hold for all”; rather, the
Greek astronomer and mathematician of antiquity specifically demonstrated the
converting proposition (see ZdH: 107-108).

Eberhard uses the example to illuminate the main reason for the insufficiency
of Kant’s proof. Eberhard does not expressly state this reason. His objection to
Kant’s criticism, however, can be supplemented as follows. A propium is, accord-

32 “Nun ist aber ein ens realissimum von einem anderen in keinem Stiicke unterschieden, und
was also von einigen unter diesem Begriffe enthaltenen gilt, das gilt auch von allen.”
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ing to Porphyry’s definition, a predicate that holds of a certain subject-concept
“alone”, of “all” its inferiors, and “always”, i.e. necessarily.®> Therefore, Eber-
hard might have said that Kant, by invoking the abstract subject of the converting
proposition, did not properly prove that the concepts of a “most real being” and
of a “necessary being” convert. The abstract consideration of the concept of a
“most real being” does not even allow it to be proved rigorously that ratione mate-
riae, i. e. by reason of the matter or content of the concept, all most real beings are
necessary beings, much less that they alone and always are. Certainly, in Kant’s
argument, the matter of the judgment, i.e. “the given representations that are
combined in the unity of consciousness in the judgment” (Log, AA 09; 101),3* is in
no way attended to. But in his Logic, Kant himself recognises that the ground for
why some universal affirmative judgments may be converted simpliciter “lies not
in their form but in the particular character of their matter” (Log, AA 09: 119).*
The conclusion of Eberhard’s first objection is, then, that Kant has not demon-
strated what he needed to prove in order to justify his claim that the ontological
proof contains all the probative force of the cosmological proof.

Curiously enough, the need for a proof of the reciprocity of the concepts of
the most real being and the absolutely necessary being, claimed by Eberhard, in
his first objection, as a requirement for a conversio sensu lato, seems to have been
recognised by Kant as well. Kant expressly states, thereby implicitly doing justice
to Eberhard’s reproach, that “the transcendental proof of the existence of God [...]
depends solely on the reciprocality of the concepts of the most real being and the
necessary being, and cannot be sought anywhere else” (KrV, A 788f/B 816f).3¢ So
new doubt is cast on the effective achievement of Kant’s criticism of the cosmo-
logical proof: why does Kant not give a rigorous proof of the reciprocality of the
concepts of the ens realissimum and the ens necessarium?

33 See Porphyry, Isagoge, 12, 16 (ed. Busse).

34 “In den gegebenen, zur Einheit des Bewuf3tseins im Urtheile verbundenen Erkenntnissen be-
steht die Materie.”

35 “Aber der Grund hievon liegt nicht in ihrer Form, sondern in der besondern Beschaffenheit
ihrer Materie.”

36 “Eben so ist es mit dem transscendentalen Beweise vom Dasein Gottes bewandt, welcher
lediglich auf der Reciprocabilitit der Begriffe vom realsten und nothwendigen Wesen beruht und
nirgends anders gesucht werden kann.”
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5 Eberhard’s second objection: objection based
on non-compliance with certain logical rules of
conversion of propositions

Eberhard’s first objection sought to demonstrate that Kant’s argument is based on
a purely abstract consideration of the subject of the converting proposition. For
this reason, it cannot be considered a genuine separate proof, valid for showing
the reciprocity of the concepts “most real being” and “necessary being.” Ulti-
mately, according to Eberhard, Kant was attempting the logical impossibility
of deriving, by mere immediate inference, the truth of the converting proposi-
tion “Every most real being is a necessary being” from the converse proposition.
However, for the sake of argument, Eberhard now concedes, by introducing his
second objection, the truth of the converting proposition. That is, he concedes
to Kant that a simple conversion sensu stricto of the propositions in question is
possible. Despite this, he believes that Kant has not proved his claim that the cos-
mological argument depends on the ontological. Indeed, Eberhard writes: “But
if now, by mere conversion, without a specific proof (ohne einen eigenen Beweis),
the truth of the converting proposition could be proved, then it would not yet
follow that the cosmological proof takes its cogency from the ontological one”
(ZdH: 109).

Eberhard substantiates this new criticism with three reasons, based on the
claim that there is a breach of certain logical rules of the conversion of proposi-
tions.>” The first of these reasons is built upon two complementary logical rules,
which occur, Eberhard writes, “even in accordance with Mr Kant’s deduction.”
The first rule says that from the truth of the converse judgment the truth of the
converting judgment is legitimately inferred, and the second says that this infer-
ence does not occur in reverse, i. e. that from the truth of the converting judgment
it is logically impossible to conclude the truth of the converse.?® Thus, the truth

37 For a criticism of Kant’s argument from another logical perspective see Tooley, Michael:
“Does the Cosmological Argument Entail the Ontological Argument?,” in: The Monist 54, 1970,
416-426.

38 These logical rules are contained in many handbooks of the time, for example that by Kant’s
disciple Johann Gottfried Carl Christian Kiesewetter (1766-1819): J. G. C. C. Kiesewetter, Grundrif3
einer allgemeinen Logik nach Kantischen Grundsdtzen zum Gebrauch fiir Vorlesungen, begleitet
mit einer weitern Auseinandersetzung fiir diejenigen, die keine Vorlesungen dariiber héren konnen
(Berlin: bei F. T. Lagarde, 1795) vol. 1, 2nd rev. ed. (1st ed. 1791), § 154, 171 and § 179, 82-83. On the
Kantian inspiration of this manual, see Letter from Kiesewetter to Kant, July 3, 1791, Br, AA 11:
268. The rules are also found in the already cited logic textbook of Kant’s opponent J. G. E. Maaf3,
Grundriss der Logik zum Gebrauch bei Vorlesungen, § 350, 156.
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of the proposition “Every absolutely necessary being is at the same time the most
real being” cannot be guaranteed by the truth of the proposition “Every most real
being is an absolutely necessary being”, since, Eherhard writes, “the truth and
certainty of the former must already be presupposed if the converting is to arise
from it by means of a conversion according to rules” (ZdH: 109). Eberhard’s con-
clusion is that if the truth of the nervus probandi of the ontological proof is to be
rightly inferred from the truth of the nervus probandi of the cosmological proof,
then the latter truth must already be presupposed. Therefore, the cogency of the
cosmological proof cannot depend on that of the ontological one.

The second reason is stated somewhat cryptically by Eberhard, but perhaps
its meaning can be explained as follows: If the converting proposition we are con-
cerned with is true by simple conversion, then this immediate inference “depends
only on the extension of the main concepts of the premise, but not in the least on
the content of these concepts” (ZdH: 110). In this case, the logical rule saying that
if two concepts are reciprocal concepts with respect to a third then they are also
reciprocal concepts with each other®® would not apply. Certainly, this rule implies
a consideration of the matter of the concepts in question. Thus, the proof of the
convertibility of the ens necesarium and the ens realissimum by philosophers of
the Wolffian school cannot be used in the simple conversion at issue. This proof
(which Kant refutes in his 1763 book The Only Possible Argument) is indeed based
on the reciprocity of the concepts of “necessity” and “infinity”.*°

Additionally, if it is evident that the concepts have the same extension, then
from the truth of one of the propositions the truth of the other can be immediately
inferred, or, as Eberhard himself says, “then whatever proposition one may want
may be taken as a premise, with just that it be otherwise certain” (ZdH: 110). Cer-
tainly, the logic teaches that if two concepts a and b are reciprocal, then all @ must
be b, and all b must be a, i. e., one concept can be put in the place of the other.**
If the truth of one proposition is known, then the truth of the other can be imme-
diately inferred, without further addition.

39 See Maaf: op. cit., § 114, 47.

40 We find this proof, for example, in Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten’s Metaphysica (Halae
Magdeburgicae: Impensis Carol. Herman Hemmerde, 1757, IV ed.), used by Kant as a textbook for
his lectures and published among his works (AA 17: 05-432). For a detailed commentary on Kant’s
criticism of the cosmological proof in The Only Possible Argument in Support of a Demonstration
of the Existence of God (AA 02: 157-159), see Sala, Giovanni B.: Kant und die Frage nach Gott.
Gottesbeweise und Gottesbeweiskritik in den Schriften Kants. Berlin/New York 1990, 177-187, esp.
181-186, and also 305-306. See also Schmucker, Josef: “Die Gottesheweise beim vorkritischen
Kant,” in: Kant-Studien 54, 1963, 445-463, esp. 453—456.

41 See respectively Maafi: op. cit., § 167, 60 and Kiesewetter: op. cit., ad § 73, 244.



DE GRUYTER  The early criticisms of Kant’s thesis by Flatt, Abel and Eberhard =—— 295

Applying this line of reasoning to the case in question, Eberhard claims that
if the converting proposition “Every most real being is an absolutely necessary
being” “should be made certain by mere conversion, then it would no longer be
necessary to develop the infinity from the necessity, but even less the necessity
from the infinity”. The reason is obvious: the truth of the converse proposition
“must already be accepted as certain if the converting proposition is to be true
and certain” (ZdH: 110).

Consequently, Eberhard’s conclusion is that, in this assumption, the nervus
probandi of the ontological proof can be made certain by mere conversion of the
nervus probandi of the cosmological proof. Thus, the former proof cannot in any
way contain the probative force of the latter.

Eberhard’s third reason can be stated very simply. In the cosmological proof,
the proposition “The necessary being is actual (wirklich)” has been proven “from
the contingency and from the causality” of the world. It therefore does not need
a proof taken from the “concept of the most real being.” Whatever the strength
of the cosmological proof, Eberhard’s conclusion can only be that “the cosmo-
logical proof is completely independent of the ontological one”. Certainly, if the
cosmological proof is convincing, “then it does not need the force of the ontolog-
ical”. But if the cosmological proof is not convincing, “then no other proposition
can be derived from the not certain proposition through logical conversion, by
means of which it could obtain its certainty” (ZdH: 110).

Eberhard’s first and second objection, taken as a whole, give rise to the fol-
lowing dilemma.

EBERHARD’S DILEMMA:

Either the converting proposition stating the core of the ontological proof needs
an additional proof or it does not need an additional proof.

If it needs an additional proof, this can only be based on the reciprocity of the
concepts of an ens realissimum and an ens necessarium (and then the cosmo-
logical proof does not rest on the probative force of the ontological proof).

If it does not need an additional proof, then the truth of the converting proposi-
tion is only guaranteed by the truth of the converse proposition (and then
the cosmological proof does not rest on the probative force of the ontological
proof).

Therefore, in neither case does the cosmological argument rest on the probative
force of the ontological proof.

But let us add a few brief comments to Eberhard’s second objection. Undoubtedly,
the logical laws of the conversio sensu stricto, so clearly recalled by Eberhard, are
entirely shared by Kant himself. In particular, Kiesewetter’s Kant-inspired logic
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textbook testifies that Kant admitted the rule, as applied in the present case,
according to which the truth of the converting proposition is only assured by the
truth of the converse proposition, and not in reverse. This fact cannot but call
into question the success of Kant’s criticism of the cosmological proof. For, if the
logical rule is accepted, it does not seem possible to also admit the validity of
what we have called “Kant’s additional syllogism 1”. Certainly, if the laws of logic
do not allow us to assert that the truth of the proposition that expresses the core
of the ontological proof is more original or primitive than the truth of the propo-
sition stating the core of the cosmological proof, why does Kant grant exclusive
probative force precisely to the ontological proof and not, rather, to the cosmolog-
ical proof? And why does he deny the independence of the latter from the former?
Moreover, Kant seems to agree with the third reason given by Eberhard, namely
that the cosmological argument, in its first step, concludes that there is an abso-
lutely necessary being (see KrV, A 604/B 632). Why then does this argument need
the “probative force” of the ontological proof?

6 Concluding remarks: the early discussion on
Kant’s main criticism of the cosmological proof

The claim that the cosmological proof depends for its probative force on that
of the ontological proof is a central thesis of transcendental philosophy. Kant’s
fundamental conviction, expressed as early as 1763, that there is only one “argu-
ment in support of a demonstration of the existence of God” does not disappear
in his critical philosophy but undergoes a radical transformation. Kant’s famous
“Copernican revolution” imposes a twofold task: to reduce all possible proofs of
God’s existence to one, namely, the ontological, and to show the “impossibility”
of this unique proof. Whereas for Anselm his unum argumentum does not need to
rely on any other proof to be probative, for Kant only the “ontological argument”
contains the probative force to which all other proofs of God’s existence must
resort. The reduction of the Leibnizian proof a contingentia mundi to the Carte-
sian argument is a decisive step in Kant’s project, the final goal of which is the
“critique of all theology from speculative principles of reason” (Kritik aller Theo-
logie aus speculativen Principien der Vernunft; KrV, A 631/B 659) as an indirect
confirmation of the truth of transcendental idealism.

It is therefore not surprising that a panoply of objections was raised in Kant’s
time to this reduction of one proof of God’s existence to the other. Thus, two main
results can be drawn from the collection of criticisms studied in the preceding
pages. The first refers to the complete, exhaustive (we might say) nature of the
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proposed objections - to the fact that, taken as a whole and in their general fea-
tures, they seem to form a system. The second concerns the soundness of the
objections studied. Certainly, certain assumptions typical of the dogmatic phi-
losophy underlie these reproaches. But, apart from that, all of them succeed in
pointing out certain obscurities and flaws in the reasons given by Kant in support
of his main criticism of the cosmological proof.

Indeed, the above considerations show that the objections by Kant’s early
opponents seem to exhaust all possibilities of criticism, at least from a logical
standpoint. If the objections considered above are correct, then Kant will have
failed to prove in any of the possible cases that the ontological proof really con-
tains all the probative force of the cosmological proof. He will have failed even if it
is admitted that the reasons he gives to account for the reduction of the cosmolog-
ical proof to the ontological proof are correct in the case of some formulation of
the cosmological proof, as stated in Flatt’s (and Abel’s) first objection. Moreover,
he will have failed to accomplish his goal, irrespective of the validity or inva-
lidity of the reasoning offered for the conversion of the respective propositions
expressing the probative core of both proofs, according to the results of Flatt’s
second objection. And finally, he will have failed precisely because, according
to Eberhard’s two objections, Kant’s argument in support of the dependence of
the cosmological proof on the ontological proof is not valid according to the laws
of logic. As expected, the two chief ways of challenging Kant’s statement on the
cosmological proof followed by these early critics (i. e. the refutation of either the
first and the third propositions or the second proposition of “Kant’s sorites”) are
still currently being explored, in one way or another.*?

It must be recognised that, by highlighting certain obscurities and inaccu-
racies in Kant’s argument, these objections by the early critics cast doubt from a
logical point of view on the success of Kant’s main criticism of the cosmological
proof. The first doubt concerns the characterisation of the cosmological argu-
ment. Flatt’s (and Abel’s) first objection leads to the following question. As we
know, Kant characterises the cosmological argument as a transcendental proof

42 More than fifty years ago, William H. Baumer (in his essay “Kant on Cosmological Argu-
ments,” in: The Monist 51, 1967, 519), clearly identified the two forms that the challenge levelled
against Kant’s criticism has taken over time: “In its first form it is the claim that Kant’s criticism
is irrelevant to those cosmological arguments of which Aquinas’s ‘third way’ is paradigmatic. In
its second form this challenge is the claim that Kant’s criticism of such arguments is vitiated by
a logical error.” The aim of Baumer’s essay is to show that Kant has given us a successful criti-
cism of cosmological arguments because he has proved that “[e]very such argument includes an
ontological one and thereby either fails or begs the question.” For bibliographical indications
concerning the current debate on Kant’s main thesis on the cosmological proof, see notes 8, 15,
19, 21, 24, 26, 31, 39 and 40.
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based “on pure principles of reason”. Is this description of the proof the result
to which Kant’s criticism necessarily leads, or is it rather the assumption from
which the critique is undertaken?

The remaining doubts refer to the relationship between the cosmological
proof and the ontological proof. Flatt’s second objection raises two questions.
Why does Kant claim that the cosmological proof depends on the ontological
proof if the former in no way commits the error (according to Kant) made by the
latter, namely treating existence as a real predicate? How is it that the cosmo-
logical proof depends on the ontological proof if the former is an expression of
the “natural course” of human reason, while the latter represents the complete
inversion of such a course? Eberhard’s first objection also raises a new question.
If the concepts of the ens realissimum and the ens necessarium on which the two
transcendental proofs are founded are reciprocal concepts, why does the onto-
logical argument have primacy over the cosmological argument? Finally, Eber-
hard’s second objection leads to two questions. If the logical rules assert that the
truth of the proposition resulting from conversion is only assured by the truth of
the given, starting proposition, is it not more in keeping with the rules of correct
thinking to hold that it is the cosmological argument that underpins the valid-
ity of the ontological argument? Apart from that, is the fact, affirmed by Kant
himself, that the cosmological argument succeeds in proving, in its first step, the
existence of a necessary being not sufficient evidence of the independence of this
proof from the ontological proof?

To sum up, an examination of the early objections against Kant’s main criti-
cism of the cosmological proof presents us with a quandary. Has Kant really iden-
tified a flaw in the cosmological proof that leads this argument to rely on the onto-
logical proof? Or has Kant shown, rather, the incompatibility of the basic tenets
of transcendental idealism with the possibility of proving God’s existence from
the contingency of beings in the world? The very discussion that emerged in the
aetas kantiana also seems to suggest, however, a response in relation to the claim
about the dependence of the cosmological argument on the ontological proof. In
Kant’s justification of this criticism, his conception of both experience and the
indeterminate and “abysmal” nature of the concept of an ens necessarium (see
KrV, A 613/B 641) ultimately plays a more important role than the questions posed
by the logical conversion of judgments.



