








THOMAS AQUINAS

 Dominican Monk, 
Philosopher and 
Theologian
 Considered to be the 

greatest theologian of the 
Catholic church

 Influenced by Aristotle
 Aquinas is best known for his 

‘synthesis’ of Aristotleian 
philosophy and Christian 
theology



THE FIVE WAYS

Proofs for the Existence of God

 Aquinas believed that God’s existence can be 
demonstrably proved in (at least) Five Ways
 (W1) The argument from Motion/Change– starts from the fact 

that there is motion/change in the world and argues that there 
must therefore be an unmoved mover (or unchanged changer) 
from which all motion/change originated.   

 (W2) The argument from Causation– starts from the fact that 
there are things in the world that are clearly caused to exist and 
argues that there must therefore be an uncaused 1st cause.   

 (W3) The argument from Contingency– starts from the fact that 
dependent beings exist and argues that there must therefore be 
an independent (or necessary) being on whom the dependent 
beings rely for their subsistence. 



THE FIVE WAYS

A Common Structure

 Uncontroversial empirical starting points
 In the world we find that there is motion (or change), an order 

of efficient causes, contingent beings, etc.

 The existence of what is observed in the first 
premise requires the existence of something else 
that is able to explain (or account for) the existence 
of these things

 An infinite regress of explanation is impossible
 Some first explanatory thing must therefore exist
 The identity of that first explanatory existent is what 

we call God 



THE FIRST WAY

The Argument From Motion/Change

(P1)  Some things are in motion (or changing)

(P2)  Everything that is moved is moved by 
 something else

(P3) It is not possible for there to be an infinite 
 series of movers

-----------------
(C1)  Therefore, there is some unmoved mover

(P4)  The name of that unmoved mover is God
-----------------
(C2)  Therefore, God exists. 



THE FIRST WAY

Unpacking the Reasoning

 We see in experience that certain things are in motion. However, 
whatever is moved is moved by another. Thus if an object A moves 
an object B, and object A is itself moved, then A must be moved by 
another object C, C then must be moved by another object D . . . 
and so on seemingly to infinity.

 However, Aquinas says, this can’t go on to infinity since this would 
mean that there was no first mover. But there must be a first 
mover. This is because, without a first mover, nothing else would 
have been moved, and so nothing could be in motion now. 
(Something can only move if it is first moved by something else.)

 That there are things in motion now, such as the sun and planets, 
is a fact of experience. Hence there must have been a first mover. 
This first mover is not itself moved by anything else, or else it 
would not have been the first mover. This first mover is God.



THE SECOND WAY

The Argument From Causation

(P1) Some things are caused

(P2) Nothing can be the cause of itself

(P3) It is not possible for there to be an infinite               
regress of causes

-----------------
(C1) Therefore, there is some uncaused first cause

(P4) The name of that uncaused first cause is God
-----------------
(C2) Therefore, God exists



THE THIRD WAY

The Argument From Contingency

(P1) Some things are contingent 

(P2) Contingent things depend on other things for their 
existence  

(P3) It is not possible for every thing to be a 
contingent thing

-----------------
(C1) Therefore, there is some necessary thing

(P4) The name of that necessary thing is God
-----------------
(C2) Therefore, God exists



EVALUATING WAYS 1-3

Some Worries For Aquinas

 Do the conclusions really follow?
 It depends where you stop the arguments.

o If you don’t stop the arguments at their first conclusion, then they 
are all definitely invalid and may be rejected on those grounds.  

o If you do stop the arguments at their first conclusion, then they are 
valid. However, this may not be particularly helpful for the theist 
since there’s no reason to think that these entities are God.

 Are the premises true?
 It’s doubtful that they are all true

o For even if we grant that Aquinas’ starting points are true and that 
those staring points entail the existence of other things that are able 
to explain the existence of those starting points, Aquinas still has a 
problem justifying his 3rd premise– namely, that an infinite regress 
is not possible. 



EVALUATING WAYS 1-3

Some Worries For Aquinas

 Why should we accept Aquinas’ claim that an 
infinite regress is impossible? What’s so bad about 
explaining the motion, causation and existence of 
dependent things that we observe in the world in 
terms of an endless series? 
 A is moved by B, B is moved by C, C is moved by D, …
 A is caused by B, B is caused by C, C is caused by D, …
 A depends on B, B depends on C, C depends on D, …

 Strictly speaking, its false that an explanatory 
series needs to have a first member in order to 
account for the other members in the series



CLARKE’S ARGUMENT

A Modified Cosmological Argument

 In the 18th century a modified version of Aquinas’ 
3rd way was advanced by Clarke and other theists 
that supposedly avoids the “no infinite regress” 
reasoning that Aquinas’ version of the argument 
relies upon

 More specifically, the 18th century proponents of 
the cosmological argument recognized that a 
causal series of dependent beings could be 
infinite, without there being a first member to 
start (or account for) the rest of the series



CLARKE’S 3RD WAY

The Argument From Contingency*

(P1) Every being (that exists or ever did exist) is 
either a dependent being or a self-existent being

(P2) Not every being can be a dependent being

-----------------
(C1) Therefore, there exists a self-existent being

* Note that this version of the 3rd Way argument does 
not explicitly claim that the identity of the self-
existent being is God. 



EVALUATING CLARKE

The Argument From Contingency*

 Does the conclusion follow?
 Yes, the argument is valid. (P or Q, not-P, therefore Q)

 What about the premises– are they true?
 (P1) asserts that each being that exists is either a (DP) “a being 

whose existence is accounted for by the causal activity of other 
things” or a (SEB) “a being whose existence is accounted for by 
its own nature”

 The principle that’s underwriting (P1) is known as the Principle 
of Sufficient Reason (PSR): There must be a sufficient cause, 
reason or explanation for the existence of every thing and for 
every positive fact. 

 The important thing to recognize is that if (PSR) is true (and it 
seems like a pretty intuitive principle), then (P1) is also true. 



EVALUATING CLARKE

The Argument From Contingency*

 What about (P2)– is it true?
 At first glance, the reasoning behind (P2) looks like the same 

sort of “no infinite regress” reasoning that Aquinas used– i.e. 
there must be a first being to start any causal series; but if 
every being were dependent then there would be no first being 
to start the series; therefore, not every being can be a 
dependent being.   

 However, this is NOT the reasoning that is used to support the 
truth of (P2). Clarke and others recognized that a causal series 
of dependent beings could be infinite, without there being a first 
member to explain the rest of the series.

 For these philosophers, (P2) is true not because there would be 
no first member to the series of dependent beings, but rather 
because there would then be no explanation for the fact that 
there are and always have been dependent beings.   



EVALUATING CLARKE

The Argument From Contingency*

 In other words, (P2) is true because (PSR) is true
 How so? Well, if (PSR) is true then there must be a sufficient 

explanation for everything and every positive fact. So even if 
there were an infinite series of dependent beings, each one 
accounting for the existence of the other, there would still be a 
few things left without any explanation:
1. That there is something rather than nothing at all
2. That there exists a certain infinite collection of things– 

namely, an infinitely long chain of dependent beings 
 The important point to note is this– no appeal to individual 

dependent things is going to be able to explain either of these 
facts. Thus, there must be some thing, over and above the set 
of dependent things, which provides the sufficient explanation 
for these two facts.



EVALUATING CLARKE

Some Possible Objections

 The Quantifier Fallacy
 Just because each member of the collection of dependent beings 

has a cause, it doesn’t follow that the collection itself must have 
a cause (e.g. human beings have mothers, but the human race 
doesn’t have a mother)

 Explaining the parts explains the whole
 For there to be an explanation of a collection of things is nothing 

more than for there to be an explanation of each of the things 
making up the collection. This is sometimes called the 
“explaining each explains all” principle. 

 Is (PSR) really true?
 It’s not entirely clear that (PSR) is true– why must everything 

have an explanation? Aren’t some things just brute facts?




