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Anselm of Canterbury on 
God’s Existence

Monologion

1. That of all the Things that Exist, There Is One that Is the Best,
Greatest and Supreme

Of all the things that exist, there is one nature that is supreme. It alone is self-sufficient in
its eternal happiness, yet through its all-powerful goodness it creates and gives to all other
things their very existence and their goodness. Now, take someone who either has never
heard of, or does not believe in, and so does not know, this – this, or indeed any of the numer-
ous other things which we necessarily believe about God and his creation. I think that they
can, even if of average ability, convince themselves, to a large extent, of the truth of these
beliefs, simply by reason alone. Now, since this could be done in several ways, I will set down
here the one that I consider to be the most readily available. For, given that all desire only
what they think is good, anyone can easily avail himself of the following opportunity: he
can at any time turn the mind’s eye to look for the source of the things that are good –
things that one would not want unless one judged them to be good. In this way, then, guided
by reason, he may make rational progress towards what he, unreasoningly, does not know.

But if I say something along the way that greater authority does not teach, then I wish 
it to be taken in the following way: it is, indeed, reached as a necessary conclusion from 
reasoning which seems right to me. Nevertheless, it is not thereby asserted as necessary 
without qualification. Rather I assert it as possible – for the present at least.

Anyone, then, can quite easily ask himself the following question: ‘Given that there is such
an uncountable number of good things, the sheer multiplicity of which is simply a datum
of bodily sense as well as something we perceive by means of the rational mind – given this,
are we to believe that there is some one thing through which all good things whatsoever
are good? Or do different goods have their existence through different things?’ Quite cer-
tain, indeed, and clear to all who are willing to see, is the following: take some things that
are said to be (say) X, and relative to each other are said to be less, more, or equally X. It is
through this X that they are said to be so, and this X is understood as the very same thing
in the various cases and not something different in each case (whether X is considered to be
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in them equally or not equally). Take, for example, some things that are said, relative to
each other, to be, either equally, or more, or less just. They cannot be understood to be just
except through justice, and justice is not something different in each of the various cases.
Therefore, since it is certain that all good things when compared with each other are either
equally or not equally good, necessarily all good things are good through something, and
this something is understood to be the same thing in each of various good things.

Different good things may none the less appear to be called good through different things.
Thus a horse may appear to be called good through one thing, because it is strong, and through
something else, because it is swift. For it seems to be called good through strength and good
through speed, and yet strength and speed do not seem to be the same thing. And if the
horse is good because it is strong and swift, how come the thief that is swift and strong is
bad? Rather, it is the case that the swift and strong thief is bad because he does harm, and
the strong and swift horse is good because it is beneficial. (And indeed ordinarily nothing 
is thought to be good except on the grounds either of what is beneficial, e.g. health and 
what makes for it – or of what is excellent, e.g. beauty and what contributes to it.) Now,
the reasoning above is irrefutable. Necessarily, therefore, everything beneficial or excellent
is, if it is truly good, good through that same one thing, through which all good things 
necessarily are good, whatever that thing may be. And who would doubt that that through
which all things are good is a great good?

Because, then, it is that through which every good thing is good, it is good through itself.
It therefore follows that all the other good things are good through something other than
what they themselves are, while this thing alone is good through itself. But nothing that is
good through something other than itself is equal to or greater than that good which is good
through itself. The one thing, therefore, that is good through itself is the one thing that is
supremely good. For the supreme is that which so overtops the others that it has no equal
and no superior. But what is supremely good is also supremely great. There is therefore 
one thing that is supremely good and supremely great, and this is of all the things that exist,
the supreme.

[ . . . ]

Proslogion

2. That God Truly Exists

Well then, Lord, You who give understanding to faith, grant me that I may understand, as
much as You see fit, that You exist as we believe You to exist, and that You are what we
believe You to be. Now we believe that You are something than which nothing greater can
be thought. Or can it be that a thing of such a nature does not exist, since ‘the Fool has said
in his heart, there is no God’ [Ps. 13: 1; 52: 1]? But surely, when this same Fool hears what
I am speaking about, namely, ‘something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought’, he under-
stands what he hears, and what he understands is in his mind, even if he does not under-
stand that it actually exists. For it is one thing for an object to exist in the mind, and another
thing to understand that an object actually exists. Thus, when a painter plans beforehand
what he is going to execute, he has [the picture] in his mind, but he does not yet think that
it actually exists because he has not yet executed it. However, when he has actually painted
it, then he both has it in his mind and understands that it exists because he has now made
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it. Even the Fool, then, is forced to agree that something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-
be-thought exists in the mind, since he understands this when he hears it, and whatever is 
understood is in the mind. And surely that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought cannot
exist in the mind alone. For if it exists solely in the mind, it can be thought to exist in 
reality also, which is greater. If then that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists in
the mind alone, this same that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is that-than-which-
a-greater-can-be-thought. But this is obviously impossible. Therefore there is absolutely no
doubt that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists both in the mind and
in reality.

3. That God Cannot Be Thought Not To Exist

And certainly this being so truly exists that it cannot be even thought not to exist. For some-
thing can be thought to exist that cannot be thought not to exist, and this is greater than
that which can be thought not to exist. Hence, if that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-
thought can be thought not to exist, then that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is 
not the same as that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, which is absurd. Something-
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists so truly then, that it cannot be even thought
not to exist.

And You, Lord our God, are this being. You exist so truly, Lord my God, that You cannot
even be thought not to exist. And this is as it should be, for if some intelligence could think
of something better than You, the creature would be above its Creator and would judge its
Creator – and that is completely absurd. In face, everything else there is, except You alone,
can be thought of as not existing. You alone, then, of all things most truly exist and there-
fore of all things possess existence to the highest degree; for anything else does not exist as
truly, and so possesses existence to a lesser degree. Why then did ‘the Fool say in his heart,
there is not God’ [Ps. 13: 1; 52: 1] when it is so evident to any rational mind that You of all
things exist to the highest degree? Why indeed, unless because he was stupid and a fool?

4. How ‘the Fool said in his heart’ What Cannot Be Thought

How indeed has he ‘said in his heart’ what he could not think; or how could he not think
what he ‘said in his heart’, since to ‘say in one’s heart’ and to ‘think’ are the same? But if he
really (indeed, since he really) both thought because he ‘said in his heart’ and did not ‘say
in his heart’ because he could not think, there is not only one sense in which something is
‘said in one’s heart’ or thought. For in one sense a thing is thought when the word signify-
ing it is thought; in another sense when the very object which the thing is is understood. In
the first sense, then, God can be thought not to exist, but not at all in the second sense. No
one, indeed, understanding what God is can think that God does not exist, even though he
may say these words in his heart either without any [objective] signification or with some
peculiar signification. For God is that-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought. Whoever
really understands this understands clearly that this same being so exists that not even in
thought can it not exist. Thus whoever understands that God exists in such a way cannot
think of Him as not existing.

I give thanks, good Lord, I give thanks to You, since what I believed before through Your
free gift I now so understand through Your illumination, that if I did not want to believe that
You existed, I should nevertheless be unable not to understand it.
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5. That God Is Whatever It Is Better To Be than Not To Be 
and that, Existing through Himself Alone, He Makes 
All Other Beings from Nothing

What then are You, Lord God, You than whom nothing greater can be thought? But what
are You save that supreme being, existing through Yourself alone, who made everything else
from nothing? For whatever is not this is less than that which can be thought of; but this
cannot be thought about You. What goodness, then, could be wanting to the supreme good,
through which every good exists? Thus You are just, truthful, happy, and whatever it is 
better to be than not to be – for it is better to be just rather than unjust, and happy rather
than unhappy.

[ . . . ]

15. How He Is Greater than Can Be Thought

Therefore, Lord, not only are You that than which a greater cannot be thought, but You are
also something greater than can be thought. For since it is possible to think that there is such
a one, then, if You are not this same being something greater than You could be thought –
which cannot be.

16. That This Is the ‘Inaccessible Light’ in which He ‘Dwells’

Truly, Lord, this is the inaccessible light in which You dwell. For truly there is nothing else
which can penetrate through it so that it might discover You there. Truly I do not see this
light since it is too much for me; and yet whatever I see I see through it, just as an eye that
is weak sees what it sees by the light of the sun which it cannot look at in the sun itself. 
My understanding is not able [to attain] to that [light]. It shines too much and [my under-
standing] does not grasp it nor does the eye of my soul allow itself to be turned towards it
for too long. It is dazzled by its splendour, overcome by its fullness, overwhelmed by its
immensity, confused by its extent. O supreme and inaccessible light; O whole and blessed
truth, how far You are from me who am so close to You! How distant You are from my
sight while I am so present to Your sight! You are wholly present everywhere and I do not
see You. In You I move and in You I have my being and I cannot come near to You. You
are within me and around me and I do not have any experience of You.

[ . . . ]

22. That He Alone Is what He Is and Who He Is

You alone then, Lord, are what You are and You are who You are. For what is one thing
as a whole and another as to its parts, and has in it something mutable, is not altogether
what it is. And what began [to exist] from non-existence, and can be thought not to exist,
and returns to non-existence unless it subsists through some other; and what has had a past
existence but does not now exist, and a future existence but does not yet exist – such a thing
does not exist in a strict and absolute sense. But You are what You are, for whatever You
are at any time or in any way this You are wholly and forever.
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And You are the being who exists in a strict and absolute sense because You have neither
past nor future existence but only present existence; nor can You be thought not to exist 
at any time. And You are life and light and wisdom and blessedness and eternity and many
suchlike good things; and yet You are nothing save the one and supreme good, You who
are completely sufficient unto Yourself, needing nothing, but rather He whom all things need
in order that they may have being and well-being.

Pro Insipiente (On Behalf of the Fool)

6

For example: they say that there is in the ocean somewhere an island which, because of the
difficulty (or rather the impossibility) of finding that which does not exist, some have called
the ‘Lost Island’. And the story goes that it is blessed with all manner of priceless riches 
and delights in abundance, much more even than the Happy Isles, and, having no owner or
inhabitant, it is superior everywhere in abundance of riches to all those other lands that men
inhabit. Now, if anyone tell me that it is like this, I shall easily understand what is said, since
nothing is difficult about it. But if he should then go on to say, as though it were a logical
consequence of this: You cannot any more doubt that this island that is more excellent 
than all other lands truly exists somewhere in reality than you can doubt that it is in your
mind; and since it is more excellent to exist not only in the mind alone but also in reality,
therefore it must needs be that it exists. For if it did not exist, any other land existing in 
reality would be more excellent than it, and so this island, already conceived by you to be
more excellent than others, will not be more excellent. If, I say, someone wishes thus to 
persuade me that this island really exists beyond all doubt, I should either think that he was
joking, or I should find it hard to decide which of us I ought to judge the bigger fool – I, 
if I agreed with him, or he, if he thought that he had proved the existence of this island 
with any certainty, unless he had first convinced me that its very excellence exists in my
mind precisely as a thing existing truly and indubitably and not just as something unreal 
or doubtfully real.

[ . . . ]

Reply to Gaunilo

3

You claim, however, that this is as though someone asserted that it cannot be doubted that
a certain island in the ocean (which is more fertile than all other lands and which, because
of the difficulty or even the impossibility of discovering what does not exist, is called the
‘Lost Island’) truly exists in reality since anyone easily understands it when it is described in
words. Now, I truly promise that if anyone should discover for me something existing either
in reality or in the mind alone – except ‘that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’ – to
which the logic of my argument would apply, then I shall find that Lost Island and give 
it, never more to be lost, to that person. It has already been clearly seen, however, that 
‘that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’ cannot be thought not to exist, because it
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exists as a matter of such certain truth. Otherwise it would not exist at all. In short, if 
anyone says that he thinks that this being does not exist, I reply that, when he thinks of 
this, either he thinks of something than which a greater cannot be thought, or he does not
think of it. If he does not think of it, then he does not think that what he does not think of
does not exist. If, however, he does think of it, then indeed he thinks of something which
cannot be even thought not to exist. For if it could be thought not to exist, it could be thought
to have a beginning and an end – but this cannot be. Thus, he who thinks of it thinks of
something that cannot be thought not to exist; indeed, he who thinks of this does not think
of it as not existing, otherwise he would think what cannot be thought. Therefore ‘that-than-
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’ cannot be thought not to exist.

[ . . . ]

5

As for the other objections you make against me on behalf of the Fool, it is quite easy to
meet them, even for one weak in the head, and so I considered it a waste of time to show
this. But since I hear that they appear to certain readers to have some force against me, I
will deal briefly with them.

First, you often reiterate that I say that that which is greater than everything exists in the
mind, and that if it is in the mind, it exists also in reality, for otherwise that which is greater
than everything would not be that which is greater than everything. However, nowhere 
in all that I have said will you find such an argument. For ‘that which is greater than 
everything’ and ‘that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’ are not equivalent for the
purpose of proving the real existence of the thing spoken of. Thus, if anyone should say that
‘that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’ is not something that actually exists, or that it
can possibly not exist, or even can be thought of as not existing, he can easily be refuted.
For what does not exist can possibly not exist, and what can not exist can be thought of 
as not existing. However, whatever can be thought of as not existing, if it actually exists, is
not that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. But if it does not exist, indeed even if it 
should exist, it would not be that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. But it cannot 
be asserted that ‘that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’ is not, if it exists, that-than-
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, or that, if it should exist, it would not be that-than-which-
a-greater-cannot-be-thought. It is evident, then, that it neither does not exist nor can not exist
or be thought of as not existing. For if it does exist in another way it is not what it is said
to be, and if it should exist [in another way] it would not be [what it was said to be].

However it seems that it is not as easy to prove this in respect of what is said to be greater
than everything. For it is not as evident that that which can be thought of as not existing 
is not that which is greater than everything, as that it is not that-than-which-a-greater-
cannot-be-thought. And, in the same way, neither is it indubitable that, if there is something
which is ‘greater than everything’, it is identical with ‘that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-
thought’; nor, if there were [such a being], that no other like it might exist – as this is cer-
tain in respect of what is said to be ‘that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’. For what
if someone should say that something that is greater than everything actually exists, and yet
that this same being can be thought of as not existing, and that something greater than it
can be thought, even if this does not exist? In this case can it be inferred as evidently that
[this being] is therefore not that which is greater than everything, as it would quite evidently
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be said in the other case that it is therefore not that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought?
The former [inference] needs, in fact, a premiss in addition to this which is said to be ‘greater
than everything’; but the latter needs nothing save this utterance itself, namely, ‘that-than-
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’. Therefore, if what ‘that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-
be-thought’ of itself proves concerning itself cannot be proved in the same way in respect
of what is said to be ‘greater than everything’, you criticize me unjustly for having said what
I did not say, since it differs so much from what I did say.

If, however, it can [be proved] by means of another argument, you should not have 
criticized me for having asserted what can be proved. Whether it can [be proved], however,
is easily appreciated by one who understands that it can [in respect of ] ‘that-than-which-
a-greater-cannot-be-thought’. For one cannot in any way understand ‘that-than-which-a-greater-
cannot-be-thought’ without [understanding that it is] that which alone is greater than 
everything. As, therefore, ‘that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’ is understood and is
in the mind, and is consequently judged to exist in true reality, so also that which is greater
than everything is said to be understood and to exist in the mind, and so is necessarily inferred
to exist in reality itself. You see, then, how right you were to compare me with that stupid
person who wished to maintain that the Lost Island existed from the sole fact that being
described it was understood.
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