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Causes and Beginnings in the Kalam Argument:
Reply to Craig

Wes Morriston

Defenders of the kalam cosmological argument claim that everything that
begins to exist must have a cause. But what if there were no time prior to
the beginning of the universe? Would the beginning universe still have to
have a cause? In his reply to an earlier paper of mine, William Lane Craig
defends an affirmative answer. Every beginning, he believes ~ even the
very first event in the history of time — must have a cause. It makes no dif-
ference, he says, whether an event is embedded within time or whether it
coincides with the beginning of time —in either case a cause is necessary. In
the present paper, I clarify and defend my case for taking the opposite

" view. 1 take a close look at the most important lines of argument in Craig’s

- rejoinder, and conclude that his position is supported neither by a trustwor-
thy a priori intuition nor by a sound empirical generalization. .

Ordinary causes emerge only within the context of a pre-existent natural
order. So if the beginning of the universe is (also) the Beginning of nature
itself, then it is impossible for it to have an ordinary cause. This much
would be presumably be accepted by all parties to the present dispute.

But why suppose that the Beginning of all beginnings must have any
cause at all? If the class of things that “begin to exist” is understood to
include time and the whole natural order, why believe the first premise of
the kalam argument?

(P1) Everything that begins to exist has a cause of its existence.

In his rejoinder to my paper’, William Lane Craig strongly defends the
view that P1 is metaphysically necessary, that it is supported by a synthetic a
priori intuition, and that there is overwhelming empirical evidence for it.
Limitations of space make it impossible to respond to all of Craig’s points;
so I shall restrict my attention to the most important issues, beginning with
Craig’s claim that P1 is a metaphysical necessity backed by a synthetic a
priori intuition.?

1. Intuition, metaphysical necessity, and the need for analysis

In his rejoinder, Craig stresses the point that metaphysical possibility
and conceptual possibility are distinct, and that our ability consistently to
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conceive or imagine a world in which things spring into existence
uncaused does not prove that such things are metaphysically possible.
Craig is right about this. But I never claimed that we could settle the issue
about P1 merely by imagining a world in which things pop into existence
without causes. What I did claim was: first, that such thought experiments
constitute some (defeasible) evidence for the metaphysical possibility of
uncaused beginnings; and second, that a careful examination of any “intu-
ition” that conflicts with this evidence is called for. I also proposed some
criteria to help us sort things out® ~ none of which are helpful to Craig’s
contention. In this connection, I claimed that Craig’s own analysis of
“beginning to exist” makes it much less clear that P1 is true.

In response to this last point, Craig suggests that the analysis of the con-
cept of “beginning to exist” is irrelevant to the perspicuity of the intuition
that P1 is metaphysically necessary. “I could have simply taken ‘begins to
exist’ as an undefined primitive in an intuitively true premiss”, he writes.*

Well, yes, he could have done that. And if he had, a reader might not
notice all that P1 commits him to, and this might make it easier to assent to
P1. But it seems to me that this is altogether the wrong way for a philoso-
pher to proceed. If one (or more) of the concepts involved in P1 is in need
of analysis, then I believe we should take a look at the analysis and see
what all it commits us to before pronouncing on just how intuitively clear
it is that P1 must be true. .

Craig is not impressed by this line of argument. When an intuitively
grasped principle is analyzed, he says, it need not “have the same epis-
temic obviousness of the analysandum.” In any case, there are many differ-
ent degrees of “self-evidence and perspicuity.” I have erred, he says, in
assuming that there is only one.®

I do not believe that I did assume that there is only one degree of self-
evidence, nor do I think that my argument requires any such assumption.
What I do say is that we should ask the following question about P1: “For
those who have done an accurate analysis, and know what P1 commits
them to, how much of its intuitive luster remains?” If the answer is “none”
or “very little” or even “much less”, then I think a significant doubt has
been raised about the trustworthiness of the original intuition.

Just how much muddying of the waters can we tolerate before we give
up on the “intuition” we started out with? I don’t have a general answer to
this question. ButIam at least sure that we need to consider what happens
to our supposed intuitive certainties when we define our terms.

2. Is P1 backed by a trustworthy a priori intuition?

By far the most important of Craig’s objections to the argument of my
paper has to do with the significance of the fact that “beginning to exist” in
P1 must be understood in such a way that it embraces all beginnings,
whether they are embedded within time or whether they involve the
Beginning of time itself. Craig thinks there is no significant disanalogy
here at all: “If the universe could not come into existence uncaysed at ¢,
wheret is preceded by earlier moments of time, why think that if we were
to annihilate all moments earlier than ¢, then the universe could come into
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existence uncaused at ¢ 2"

I confess that I do not have any very clear intuitions about this when T
consider the matter wholly in the abstract, without any concern for what it
is that is supposed to be happening at the various times. I strongly suspect
I am not alone in this, and that this is why Craig finds it useful to ask his
readers to imagine tigers and such “springing into existence uncaused” in
order to stimulate their “intuitions.”

But suppose it is agreed that, all other things being equal, if the goings on
at a time f need a cause when there are prior moments, then they would
still need a cause if there were no prior moments. What follows from that?
Very little of interest, it seems to me. The problem is that in the real world,
all other things are not equal. The First Moment in the history of our uni-
verse is unlike all others because that is when the whole natural order
comes into being. Later moments are embedded not only within time, but,
more importantly, within a natural order that did not exist prior to the First
Moment.

To see why I think this matters, it will be useful to back up a'bit and

. look at the way in which Craig tries to elicit the intuition that P1 is true.

For example, he asks, “Does anyone in his right mind believe that, say, a
raging tiger could suddenly come into existence uncaused, out of nothing,
in this room right now?” Probably no one does. Craig then invites us to
apply this “intuition” to the beginning of the universe, and the case for P1
is about as complete as Craig ever makes it. o

But surely this is much too quick? Of course, no one thinks a tiger could
just spring into existence “in this room right now.” But before we jump to
conclusions, we need to ask why this is so. What is it that makes it so obvi-
ous? Is it, as Craig seems to suppose, that all normal persons possess a
clear a priori intuition of P1, which they then apply to the case of the tiger?
Call that the top-down explanation. Or is it rather that all normal persons
have a lot of experience of animals (and other middle-sized material
objects), and they know that popping up like that is just not the way such
things come into existence? Call that the bottom-up explanation.

The bottom-up explanation takes note of the fact that we are dealing
with a familiar context — one provided by our collective experience of the
world in which 'we live and of the way it operates. It is our background
knowledge of that context — our empirical knowledge of the natural order
— that makes it so preposterous to suppose that a tiger might pop into exis-
tence uncaused. We know where tigers and such come from, and that just
isn’t the way they come into existence. -

Now contrast the situation with regard to the First Beginning. ' There
simply is no familiar law-governed context for it, precisely because there is
nothing (read, “there is not anything”) prior to the Beginning. We have no
experience of the origin of worlds to tell us that worlds don’t come into exis-
tence like that. We don’t even have experience of the coming into being of
anything remotely analogous to the “initial singularity” that figures in the
Big Bang theory of the origin of the universe. That is why the absurdity of
tigers and the like popping into existence out of nowhere tells us nothing
about the utterly unique case of the Beginning of the whole natural order.

But what if the very first thing that happened had been a tiger springing






