
GAUNILO’S REPLY ON BEHALF OF THE FOOL

1 Someone who either doubts or denies that there is any such nature* as

that than which nothing greater can be thought is told that its existence is

proved in the following way. First, the very person who denies or entertains

doubts about this being has it in his understanding, since when he hears it spo-

ken of he understands what is said. Further, what he understands must exist in

reality as well and not only in the understanding. The argument for this claim

goes like this: to exist in reality is greater than to exist only in the understand-

ing. Now if that being exists only in the understanding, then whatever also

exists in reality is greater than it. Thus, that which is greater than everything

else63 will be less than something and not greater than everything else, which

is of course a contradiction. And so that which is greater than everything else,

which has already been proved to exist in the understanding, must exist not

only in the understanding but also in reality, since otherwise it could not be

greater than everything else.

He can perhaps reply:

2 “The only reason this is said to exist in my understanding is that I under-

stand what is said. But in the same way, could I not also be said to have in my

understanding any number of false things that have no real existence at all in

themselves, since if someone were to speak of them I would understand what-

ever he said? Unless perhaps it is established that this being is such that it can-

not be had in thought in the same way that any false or doubtful things can,

and so I am not said to think of what I have heard or to have it in my thought,

but to understand it and have it in my understanding, since I cannot think of

it in any other way except by understanding it, that is, by comprehending in

genuine knowledge the fact that it actually exists.

“But first of all, if this were true, there would be no difference in this case

between having the thing in the understanding at one time and then later 
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Gaunilo regularly says “maius omnibus,” which literally translated is “greater than every-

thing.” English idiom demands “greater than everything else,” and I have translated it accord-

ingly, but I thought it important to note the discrepancy.



64
In Iohannem, tractate 1, n. 17.

understanding that the thing exists, as there is in the case of a painting, which

exists first in the mind of the painter and then in the finished work.

“Furthermore, it is nearly impossible to believe that this being, once some-

one had heard it spoken of, cannot be thought not to exist, in just the same

way that even God can be thought not to exist. For if that were so, why bother

with all this argument against someone who denies or doubts that such a na-

ture exists?

“Finally, it must be proved to me by some unassailable argument that this

being merely needs to be thought in order for the understanding to perceive

with complete certainty that it undoubtedly exists. It is not enough to tell me

that it exists in my understanding because I understand it when I hear about

it. I still think I could likewise have any number of other doubtful or even false

things in my understanding if I heard them spoken of by someone whose

words I understand, and especially if I am so taken in by him that, as often

happens, I believe him—as I still do not believe in that being.

3 “Accordingly, that example of the painter, who already has in his under-

standing the picture that he is going to paint, is not a close enough analogy to

support this argument. For before that picture is painted, it is contained in the

craft of the painter, and any such thing in the craft of a craftsman is nothing

but a part of his intelligence. For, as Saint Augustine says, ‘when a carpenter is

about to make a chest in reality, he first has it in his craft. The chest that exists

in reality is not a living thing, but the chest that exists in his craft is a living

thing, since the soul of the craftsman, in which all those things exist before

they are produced, is alive.’64 Now how can they be living things in the living

soul of the craftsman unless they are nothing other than the knowledge or in-

telligence of his soul itself? By contrast, except for things that are recognized

as belonging to the nature of the mind itself, when the understanding upon

hearing or thinking of something perceives that it is true, that truth is un-

doubtedly distinct from the understanding that grasps it. So even if it is true

that there is something than which a greater cannot be thought, that thing,

when it is heard and understood, is not the same sort of thing as a picture that

exists in the understanding of the painter before it is painted.

4 “There is a further argument, which I mentioned earlier. When I hear

someone speak of that which is greater than everything else that can be

thought (which, it is alleged, can be nothing other than God himself ), I can

no more think of it or have it in my understanding in terms of anything whose

genus or species I already know, than I can think of God himself—and in-
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deed, for this very reason I can also think of God as not existing. For I do not

know the thing itself, and I cannot form an idea of it on the basis of some-

thing like it, since you yourself claim that it is so great that nothing else could

be like it. Now if I heard something said about a man I do not know at all,

whose very existence is unknown to me, I could think of him in accordance

with that very thing that a man is, on the basis of that knowledge of genus or

species by which I know what a man is or what men are. Nonetheless, it could

happen that the one who spoke of this man was lying, and so the man whom

I thought of would not exist. But I would still be thinking of him on the basis

of a real thing: not what that particular man would be, but what any given man

is.

“But when I hear someone speak of ‘God’ or ‘something greater than every-

thing else,’ I cannot have it in my thought or understanding in the same way

as this false thing. I was able to think of the false thing on the basis of some

real thing that I actually knew. But in the case of God, I can think of him only

on the basis of the word; and one can seldom or never think of any true thing

solely on the basis of a word. For in thinking of something solely on the basis

of a word, one does not think so much of the word itself (which is at least a

real thing: the sound of letters or syllables) as of the signification of the word

that is heard. And in the present case, one does not do this as someone who

knows what is customarily signified by the word and thinks of it on the basis

of a thing that is real at least in thought. Instead, one thinks of it as someone

who does not know the meaning of the word, who thinks only of the impres-

sion made on his mind by hearing the word and tries to imagine its significa-

tion. It would be surprising if one ever managed to reach the truth about

something in this way. Therefore, when I hear and understand someone 

saying that there exists something greater than everything else that can be

thought, it is in this way, and this way only, that it is present in my understand-

ing. So much, then, for the claim that that supreme nature already exists in my

understanding.

5 “Then I am offered the further argument that this thing necessarily exists

in reality, since if it did not, everything that exists in reality would be greater

than it. And so this thing, which of course has been proved to exist in the un-

derstanding, would not be greater than everything else. To that argument I

reply that if we are to say that something exists in the understanding that can-

not even be thought on the basis of the true nature of anything whatever, then

I shall not deny that even this thing exists in my understanding. But since there

is no way to derive from this the conclusion that this thing also exists in real-

ity, there is simply no reason for me to concede to him that this thing exists

in reality until it is proved to me by some unassailable argument.

“And when he says that this thing exists because otherwise that which is
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greater than everything else would not be greater than everything else, he does

not fully realize whom he is addressing. For I do not yet admit—indeed, I ac-

tually deny, or at least doubt—that this being is greater than any real thing.

Nor do I concede that it exists at all, except in the sense that something exists

(if you want to call it ‘existence’) when my mind tries to imagine some com-

pletely unknown thing solely on the basis of a word that it has heard. How,

then, is the fact that this greater being has been proved to be greater than

everything else supposed to show me that it subsists* in actual fact? For I con-

tinue to deny, or at least doubt, that this has been proved, so that I do not admit

that this greater being exists in my understanding or thought even in the way

that many doubtful and uncertain things exist there. First I must become cer-

tain that this greater being truly exists somewhere, and only then will the fact

that it is greater than everything else show clearly that it also subsists in itself.

6 “For example, there are those who say that somewhere in the ocean is an

island, which, because of the difficulty—or rather, impossibility—of finding

what does not exist, some call ‘the Lost Island.’ This island (so the story goes)

is more plentifully endowed than even the Isles of the Blessed with an inde-

scribable abundance of all sorts of riches and delights. And because it has nei-

ther owner nor inhabitant, it is everywhere superior in its abundant riches to

all the other lands that human beings inhabit.

“Suppose someone tells me all this. The story is easily told and involves no

difficulty, and so I understand it. But if this person went on to draw a conclu-

sion and say,‘You cannot any longer doubt that this island, more excellent than

all others on earth, truly exists somewhere in reality. For you do not doubt that

this island exists in your understanding, and since it is more excellent to exist

not merely in the understanding, but also in reality, this island must also exist

in reality. For if it did not, any land that exists in reality would be greater than

it. And so this more excellent thing that you have understood would not in

fact be more excellent.’—If, I say, he should try to convince me by this argu-

ment that I should no longer doubt whether the island truly exists, either I

would think he was joking, or I would not know whom I ought to think

more foolish: myself, if I grant him his conclusion, or him, if he thinks he has

established the existence of that island with any degree of certainty, without

first showing that its excellence exists in my understanding as a thing that truly

and undoubtedly exists and not in any way like something false or uncertain.”

7 In this way the fool might meet the objections brought against him up to

this point. The next assertion is that this greater being is such that even in

thought it cannot fail to exist, and that in turn rests entirely on the claim that

otherwise this being would not be greater than everything else. To this argu-

ment he can make the very same response, and say,“When did I ever say that

any such thing as that ‘greater than everything else’ exists in actual fact, so that
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on that basis I am supposed to accept the claim that it exists to such a degree

that it cannot even be thought not to exist? Therefore, you must first prove by

some absolutely incontestable argument that there exists some superior na-

ture,* that is, one that is greater and better than all others that exist, so that

from this we can also prove all of the qualities that that which is greater and

better than all other things must necessarily possess.” So instead of saying that

this supreme thing cannot be thought not to exist, perhaps it would be better

to say that it cannot be understood not to exist, or even to be capable of not

existing. For in the strict sense of the word, false things cannot be understood,

even though they can of course be thought in the same way that the fool

thought that God does not exist.

Furthermore, I know with absolute certainty that I myself exist, but

nonetheless I also know that I can fail to exist. But I understand beyond all

doubt that the supreme being that exists, namely God, both exists and cannot

fail to exist. Now I do not know whether I can think I do not exist even while

I know with absolute certainty that I do exist. But if I can, why can I not do

the same for anything else that I know with the same certainty? And if I can-

not, it is not God alone who cannot be thought not to exist.

8 The rest of this book is argued so truly, so lucidly and magnificently, full

of so much that is useful, and fragrant with the aroma of devout and holy feel-

ing, that it should by no means be belittled on account of the claims made at

the beginning, which are indeed accurately understood, but less compellingly

argued. Rather, those claims should be demonstrated more solidly, and then

the whole book can be accorded great honor and praise.
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