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GAUNILO was an eleventh-century Benedictine monk of
Marmoutier, who attacked Anselm’s Ontological Proof for
the existence of God shortly after its appearance in the
Proslogion. Anselm had undertaken to show that the fool of
the Psalms, who says in his heart that there is no God, is
truly a fool since his denial contradicts itself. Gaunilo’s
reply was entitled Pro Insipiente (““In Behalf of the Fool”).

Gaunilo urged a variety of objections to Anselm; they
turn, however, mainly on one central point, which may be
put—however little in Gaunilo’s terms—as follows: in no
case does the sense of a concept imply that it has a refer-
ence; in no case does the sense of a concept imply that
there is an existent to which it is applicable. Gaunilo
supports this by an argument from analogy. All sorts of
objects exist in the understanding. Nevertheless, they are
understood to be unreal, and, further, their (hypothetical)
excellence has no bearing on the question of whether they
really exist. For example, the Islands of the Blessed, which
are conceived to be the most excellent of lands, are not
thereby conceived to exist. Anselm’s argument is invalid
because it contains an illicit transition from the conceptual
order to the real order.

Gaunilo’s argument found favor with St. Thomas Aqui-
nas (Summa Theologica, Q. 11., Art. 1., Reply Obj. 2) and
for that reason continues in some quarters to be urged as
an objection to Anselm. Yet it is difficult to understand
why, for it is not an argument but, as Anselm pointed out
in his reply to Gaunilo, a mere petitio. One cannot assume
that no concept implies its own applicability in order to
refute a proof that there is one concept that does. Nor can
an argument from analogy be used to refute a proof whose
conclusion implies that the terms in question are not anal-
ogous. The concept of that than which a greater cannot be
conceived, Anselm thought, differs from ordinary concepts
precisely because it can not be conceived not to exist.
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