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THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF AN ONTOLOGICAL PROOF 
OF THE EXISTENCE OF GOD 
 
It is evident, from what has been said, that the concept of 
an absolutely necessary being is a concept of pure reason, that 
is, a mere idea the objective reality of which is very far from 
being proved by the fact that reason requires it. For the idea 
instructs us only in regard to a certain unattainable completeness, 
and so serves rather to limit the understanding than to 
extend it to new objects. But we are here faced by what is 
indeed strange and perplexing, namely, that while the 
inference from a given existence in general to some absolutely 
necessary being seems to be both imperative and legitimate, 
all those conditions under which alone the understanding can 
form a concept of such a necessity are so many obstacles in 
the way of our doing so. 

In all ages men have spoken of an absolutely necessary 
being, and in so doing have endeavoured, not so much to 
understand whether and how a thing of this kind allows even 
of being thought, but rather to prove its existence. There is, 
of course, no difficulty in giving a verbal definition of the 
concept, namely, that it is something the non-existence of which 
is impossible. But this yields no insight into the conditions 
which make it necessary to regard the non-existence of a 
thing as absolutely unthinkable. It is precisely these conditions 
that we desire to know, in order that we may determine 
whether or not, in resorting to this concept, we are thinking 
anything at all. The expedient of removing all those conditions 
which the understanding indispensably requires in order 
to regard something as necessary, simply through the introduction 
of the word unconditioned, is very far from sufficing 
to show whether I am still thinking anything in the concept 
of the unconditionally necessary, or perhaps rather nothing 
at all. 

Nay more, this concept, at first ventured upon blindly, 
and now become so completely familiar, has been supposed 
to have its meaning exhibited in a number of examples; and 
on this account all further enquiry into its intelligibility has 
seemed to be quite needless. Thus the fact that every geometrical 
proposition, as, for instance, that a triangle has three 
angles, is absolutely necessary, has been taken as justifying us 
in speaking of an object which lies entirely outside the sphere 
of our understanding as if we understood perfectly what it is 
that we intend to convey by the concept of that object. 

All the alleged examples are, without exception, taken 
from judgments, not from things and their existence. But the 
unconditioned necessity of judgments is not the same as an 
absolute necessity of things. The absolute necessity of the 
judgment is only a conditioned necessity of the thing, or of the 
predicate in the judgment. The above proposition does not 
declare that three angles are absolutely necessary, but that, 
under the condition that there is a triangle (that is, that a 
triangle is given), three angles will necessarily be found in it. So 
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great, indeed, is the deluding influence exercised by this logical 
necessity that, by the simple device of forming an a priori 
concept of a thing in such a manner as to include existence 
within the scope of its meaning, we have supposed ourselves 
to have justified the conclusion that because existence necessarily 
belongs to the object of this concept -- always under the 
condition that we posit the thing as given (as existing) -- we are 
also of necessity, in accordance with the law of identity, 
required to posit the existence of its object, and that this being 
is therefore itself absolutely necessary -- and this, to repeat, for 
the reason that the existence of this being has already been 
thought in a concept which is assumed arbitrarily and on 
condition that we posit its object. 

If, in an identical proposition, I reject the predicate while 
retaining the subject, contradiction results; and I therefore say 
that the former belongs necessarily to the latter. But if we 
reject subject and predicate alike, there is no contradiction; 
for nothing is then left that can be contradicted. To posit a 
triangle, and yet to reject its three angles, is self-contradictory; 
but there is no contradiction in rejecting the triangle together 
with its three angles. The same holds true of the concept of an 
absolutely necessary being. If its existence is rejected, we reject 
the thing itself with all its predicates; and no question of 
contradiction can then arise. There is nothing outside it that 
would then be contradicted, since the necessity of the thing 
is not supposed to be derived from anything external; nor is 
there anything internal that would be contradicted, since in 
rejecting the thing itself we have at the same time rejected all 
its internal properties. 'God is omnipotent' is a necessary 
judgment. The omnipotence cannot be rejected if we posit a 
Deity, that is, an infinite being; for the two concepts are 
identical. But if we say, 'There is no God', neither the 
omnipotence nor any other of its predicates is given; they are one 
and all rejected together with the subject, and there is 
therefore not the least contradiction in such a judgment. 

We have thus seen that if the predicate of a judgment is 
rejected together with the subject, no internal contradiction 
can result and that this holds no matter what the predicate 
may be. The only way of evading this conclusion is to argue 
that there are subjects which cannot be removed, and must 
always remain. That, however, would only be another way of 
saying that there are absolutely necessary subjects; and that is 
the very assumption which I have called in question, and the 
possibility of which the above argument professes to establish. 
For I cannot form the least concept of a thing which, should 
it be rejected with all its predicates, leaves behind a 
contradiction; and in the absence of contradiction I have, through 
pure a priori concepts alone, no criterion of impossibility. 

Notwithstanding all these general considerations, in which 
every one must concur, we may be challenged with a case 
which is brought forward as proof that in actual fact the 
contrary holds, namely, that there is one concept, and indeed 
only one, in reference to which the not-being or rejection of its 
object is in itself contradictory, namely, the concept of the ens 
realissimum. It is declared that it possesses all reality, and 
that we are justified in assuming that such a being is possible 
(the fact that a concept does not contradict itself by no means 
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proves the possibility of its object: but the contrary assertion 
I am for the moment willing to allow).1 Now [the argument 
proceeds] 'all reality' includes existence; existence is therefore 
contained in the concept of a thing that is possible. If, then, 
this thing is rejected, the internal possibility of the thing is 
rejected -- which is self-contradictory. 

My answer is as follows. There is already a contradiction 
in introducing the concept of existence -- no matter under what 
title it may be disguised -- into the concept of a thing which 
we profess to be thinking solely in reference to its possibility. 
If that be allowed as legitimate, a seeming victory has been won; 
but in actual fact nothing at all is said: the assertion 
is a mere tautology. We must ask: Is the proposition that 
this or that thing (which, whatever it may be, is allowed 
as possible) exists, an analytic or a synthetic proposition? If 
it is analytic, the assertion of the existence of the thing adds 
nothing to the thought of the thing; but in that case either 
the thought, which is in us, is the thing itself, or we have 
presupposed an existence as belonging to the realm of the possible, 
and have then, on that pretext, inferred its existence from its 
internal possibility -- which is nothing but a miserable 
tautology. The word 'reality', which in the concept of the thing 
sounds other than the word 'existence' in the concept of the 
predicate, is of no avail in meeting this objection. For if all 
positing (no matter what it may be that is posited) is entitled 
reality, the thing with all its predicates is already posited in 
the concept of the subject, and is assumed as actual; and in the 
predicate this is merely repeated. But if, on the other hand, 
we admit, as every reasonable person must, that all existential 
propositions are synthetic, how can we profess to maintain 
that the predicate of existence cannot be rejected without 
contradiction? This is a feature which is found only in analytic 
propositions, and is indeed precisely what constitutes their 
analytic character. 

I should have hoped to put an end to these idle and fruitless 
disputations in a direct manner, by an accurate determination 
of the concept of existence, had I not found that 
the illusion which is caused by the confusion of a logical with 
a real predicate (that is, with a predicate which determines a 
thing) is almost beyond correction. Anything we please can 
be made to serve as a logical predicate; the subject can even be 
predicated of itself; for logic abstracts from all content. But a 
determining predicate is a predicate which is added to the 
concept of the subject and enlarges it. Consequently, it must not 
be already contained in the concept. 

'Being' is obviously not a real predicate; that is, it is not a 
concept of something which could be added to the concept of 
a thing. It is merely the positing of a thing, or of certain 
determinations, as existing in themselves. Logically, it is merely the 

                                                 
1 A concept is always possible if it is not self-contradictory. 
This is the logical criterion of possibility, and by it the object of the 
concept is distinguishable from the nihil negativum. But it may 
none the less be an empty concept, unless the objective reality of the 
synthesis through which the concept is generated has been specifically 
proved; and such proof, as we have shown above, rests on principles 
of possible experience, and not on the principle of analysis 
(the law of contradiction). This is a warning against arguing 
directly from the logical possibility of concepts to the real possibility 
of things. 
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copula of a judgment. The proposition, 'God is omnipotent', 
contains two concepts, each of which has its object -- God and 
omnipotence. The small word 'is' adds no new predicate, but 
only serves to posit the predicate in its relation to the subject. If, 
now, we take the subject (God) with all its predicates (among 
which is omnipotence), and say 'God is', or 'There is a God', we 
attach no new predicate to the concept of God, but only posit the 
subject in itself with all its predicates, and indeed posit it as being 
an object that stands in relation to my concept. The content of 
both must be one and the same; nothing can have been added 
to the concept, which expresses merely what is possible, by 
my thinking its object (through the expression 'it is') as given 
absolutely. Otherwise stated, the real contains no more than 
the merely possible. A hundred real thalers {dollars} do not contain 
the least coin more than a hundred possible thalers. For as the 
latter signify the concept, and the former the object and the 
positing of the object, should the former contain more than the 
latter, my concept would not, in that case, express the whole 
object, and would not therefore be an adequate concept of it. 
My financial position is, however, affected very differently by 
a hundred real thalers than it is by the mere concept of them 
(that is, of their possibility). For the object, as it actually exists, 
is not analytically contained in my concept, but is added to my 
concept (which is a determination of my state) synthetically; 
and yet the conceived hundred thalers are not themselves in 
the least increased through thus acquiring existence outside 
my concept. 

By whatever and by however many predicates we may 
think a thing -- even if we completely determine it -- we do not 
make the least addition to the thing when we further declare 
that this thing is. Otherwise, it would not be exactly the same 
thing that exists, but something more than we had thought in 
the concept; and we could not, therefore, say that the exact 
object of my concept exists. If we think in a thing every feature 
of reality except one, the missing reality is not added by my 
saying that this defective thing exists. On the contrary, it 
exists with the same defect with which I have thought it, since 
otherwise what exists would be something different from what 
I thought. When, therefore, I think a being as the supreme 
reality, without any defect, the question still remains whether 
it exists or not. For though, in my concept, nothing may be 
lacking of the possible real content of a thing in general, something 
is still lacking in its relation to my whole state of thought, 
namely, [in so far as I am unable to assert] that knowledge of 
this object is also possible a posteriori. And here we find the 
source of our present difficulty. Were we dealing with an object 
of the senses, we could not confound the existence of the 
thing with the mere concept of it. For through the concept the 
object is thought only as conforming to the universal 
conditions of possible empirical knowledge in general, whereas 
through its existence it is thought as belonging to the context 
of experience as a whole. In being thus connected with the 
content of experience as a whole, the concept of the object is 
not, however, in the least enlarged; all that has happened is 
that our thought has thereby obtained an additional possible 
perception. It is not, therefore, surprising that, if we attempt 
to think existence through the pure category alone, we cannot 
specify a single mark distinguishing it from mere possibility. 

Whatever, therefore, and however much, our concept of an 
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object may contain, we must go outside it, if we are to ascribe 
existence to the object. In the case of objects of the senses, this 
takes place through their connection with some one of our 
perceptions, in accordance with empirical laws. But in dealing 
with objects of pure thought, we have no means whatsoever 
of knowing their existence, since it would have to be known 
in a completely a priori manner. Our consciousness of all 
existence (whether immediately through perception, or 
mediately through inferences which connect something with 
perception) belongs exclusively to the unity of experience; any 
[alleged] existence outside this field, while not indeed such 
as we can declare to be absolutely impossible, is of the 
nature of an assumption which we can never be in a position 
to justify. 

The concept of a supreme being is in many respects a very 
useful idea; but just because it is a mere idea, it is altogether 
incapable, by itself alone, of enlarging our knowledge in 
regard to what exists. It is not even competent to enlighten us 
as to the possibility of any existence beyond that which is 
known in and through experience. The analytic criterion of 
possibility, as consisting in the principle that bare positives 
(realities) give rise to no contradiction, cannot be denied to it. 
But since the realities are not given to us in their specific 
characters; since even if they were, we should still not be in a 
position to pass judgment; since the criterion of the possibility of 
synthetic knowledge is never to be looked for save in 
experience, to which the object of an idea cannot belong, the 
connection of all real properties in a thing is a synthesis, the 
possibility of which we are unable to determine a priori. And 
thus the celebrated Leibniz is far from having succeeded in 
what he plumed himself on achieving -- the comprehension 
a priori of the possibility of this sublime ideal being. 

The attempt to establish the existence of a supreme being 
by means of the famous ontological argument of Descartes is 
therefore merely so much labour and effort lost; we can no 
more extend our stock of [theoretical] insight by mere ideas, 
than a merchant can better his position by adding a few 
noughts to his cash account. 


