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Features to help you succeed

Key terms

Clear, concise definitions of essential key terms are 
provided where they first appear. 

Key quotations

It is crucial that you can write about religious 
teachings in your exam. Almost all the questions 
demand this. This book includes many teachings to 
use, but you should look to add your own, too. 

Now test yourself

These short, knowledge-based questions provide the 
first step in testing your learning. Answers can be 
found online.

Exam practice

Practice exam questions are provided at the end of 
each chapter. Use them to consolidate your revision 
and practise your exam skills.

Exam tips

Expert tips are given to help you polish your exam 
technique in order to maximise your chances in the 
exam.

Typical mistake

The author identifies some typical mistakes students 
make and explains how you can avoid them.

Online

Go online to see answers to the ‘Now test yourself ’ 
questions, and find examiner commentaries on 
sample ‘Exam practice’ questions, which will help 
you to assess your answers. You will find these at 
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/myrevisionnotes
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Introduction
You can use these revision notes to revise for 
AS or A-level Religious Studies for AQA. Your 
qualification is made up of two components:
● Component 1: Philosophy of religion and ethics
● Component 2: Study of religion and dialogues 

(A-level) or Study of religion (AS-level).

These revision notes cover only Component 1. You 
can use My Revision Notes AQA A-level Religious 
Studies: Paper 2 Study of religion and dialogues to 
revise for Component 2.

AS-level Component 1: 
Philosophy of religion 
and ethics
Content
For Component 1 you will have studied six topics:

Section A: Philosophy of religion
● Arguments for the existence of God
● Evil and suffering
● Religious experience

Section B: Ethics and religion
● Ethical theories
● Issues of human life and death
● Issues of non-human life and death

How the assessment works
Component 1 is examined by one written exam, 
which is 2 hours long. This paper is split into two 
sections.

Section A: Philosophy of religion consists of two 
compulsory two-part questions:
● The first part of each question tests AO1 and is 

worth 15 marks.
● The second part of each question tests AO2 and is 

worth 15 marks. 

Section B: Ethics and religion consists of two 
compulsory two-part questions:
● The first part of each question tests AO1 and is 

worth 15 marks.
● The second part of each question tests AO2 and is 

worth 15 marks.

The maximum for the whole paper is 120 marks. 

This component represents 67% of your overall  
AS-level.

A-level Component 1: 
Philosophy of religion 
and ethics
Content
For Component 1 you will have studied 13 topics:

Section A: Philosophy of religion
● Arguments for the existence of God
● Evil and suffering
● Religious experience
● Religious language
● Miracles
● Self and life after death

Section B: Ethics and religion
● Ethical theories
● Issues of human life and death
● Issues of non-human life and death
● Introduction to meta ethics
● Free will and moral responsibility
● Conscience
● Bentham and Kant

How the assessment works
Component 1 is examined by one written exam, 
which is 3 hours long. This paper is split into two 
sections.

Section A: Philosophy of religion consists of two 
compulsory two-part questions:
● The first part of each question tests AO1 and is 

worth 10 marks.
● The second part of each question tests AO2 and is 

worth 15 marks. 

Section B: Ethics and religion consists of two 
compulsory two-part questions:
● The first part of each question tests AO1 and is 

worth 10 marks.
● The second part of each question tests AO2 and is 

worth 15 marks.

The maximum for the whole paper is 100 marks.

This component represents 50% of your overall  
AS-level.
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1 Arguments for the existence 
of God: the Design Argument

Presentation: William Paley’s 
analogical argument

Exam tip

There are many versions of the Design Argument, but you need 
to focus on Paley’s version only. If you do choose to refer to other 
arguments, it should be in the context of AO2 only. Likewise, the only 
criticisms that you need to consider are those from Hume. (See also 
what is said about Hume in the Typical mistakes box on page 3.)

Type of argument and technical terms
Paley’s argument is:
● a posteriori:

 it is empirical in nature
 it is based on sense experience

● inductive:
 it is based on probability and not on knock-down proof
 the conclusion is not necessarily true; the stronger the evidence for 
it, the more likely it is to be true

● analogical:
 it is based on a comparison between the features of two different 
things.

Paley’s argument uses the approach of natural theology:
● It makes no appeal to any form of special revelation, such as the Bible 

or religious experience.
● It uses reason, the latest scientific knowledge and observation.

Hence the name of Paley’s book: Natural Theology. The reference to 
Genesis 1:1 at the end of the analogy is just pointing out that natural and 
revealed theology agree on the conclusion.

Paley’s argument is based on three observations of the world:
● complexity
● purpose (hence Paley’s argument is also referred to as the Teleological 

Argument)
● regularity.

A posteriori Arguments 
that depend on sense 
experience.

Empirical An argument that 
is based on the experience 
of the senses (touch, taste, 
hearing, smell and sight).

Inductive When used of 
arguments, refers to those 
based on probability. 

Analogical An analogy is 
an attempt to explain the 
meaning of something which 
is difficult to understand by 
comparing it with something 
that is more securely within 
our reference-frame.

Natural theology The view 
that questions about God’s 
existence, nature and 
attributes can be answered 
by reasoning, science, 
history and observation 
rather than by appeal to 
special revelation.

Special revelation Refers to 
scripture or some form of 
religious experience.
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Paley’s analogy
When walking across rough ground, stubbing one’s toe against a stone 
would not raise the question of how the stone came to be there. In 
coming across a watch, however, it would be reasonable to ask that 
question.

Observation would point to the
watch's complexity and to the

exact suitability of its parts and of
their arrangement to serve its

purpose

This could not have occurred by 
chance. A complete explanation 
requires reference to its purpose-

giver

An intelligent watchmaker must
have designed it

The universe is complex,
it shows the same

precise suitability of
parts and arrangement

to serve its purpose

This could not have
occurred by chance – it

must have been designed 
by a universe-maker

The far greater
complexity, etc. of the

world requires an
infinitely greater

designer

The universe designer is
God

Figure 1 Flow diagram illustrating Paley’s analogy

Illustrations given by Paley to support his argument 
● The eye is superbly adapted for vision.
● The fins and gills of fish are perfect for living in water.
● Birds’ bones, wings and feathers are perfect for f light.
● There is regularity in the universe of planetary orbits and on earth of 

the seasons.

Now test yourself
1 Explain the meaning of ‘a posteriori’.
2 Explain the meaning of ‘inductive’.
3 Explain how Paley’s analogy of the watch applies to his Design 

Argument. 

Key quotation

‘The marks of design are 
too strong to be gotten 
over. Design must have had 
a designer. That designer 
must have been a person. 
That person is GOD.’

Natural Theology, Paley
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AQA A-level Religious Studies: Paper 1 Philosophy of Religion and Ethics

Criticisms of design arguments
David Hume
Hume made a number of arguments in his challenge to design theory. Two 
of his main approaches in challenging design arguments are covered here.

Typical mistake

You need to show awareness of chronology when referring to 
philosophers. Rather than saying ‘Hume criticised Paley’s assumption 
that …’, it would be more appropriate to say ‘Hume’s criticisms of 
design arguments may be applied to Paley’s argument by …’ since 
Hume died several years before Paley’s Natural Theology was 
published.

Rejection of the idea of design
Mechanistic analogies are inappropriate:
● Such analogies are deliberately chosen because they encourage the idea 

of a designer.
● Living organisms would be more appropriate, e.g. a vegetable, which 

does not require explanation in terms of a designer.

The apparent order could be due to chance:
● Hume suggested that given the constantly changing arrangements of 

its atoms over an infinite period of time, it was inevitable that order 
would eventually emerge.

● He also suggested the possibility that the universe alternates between 
periods of chaos and periods of order, and by sheer chance, existence 
currently is in a period of order.

Little can be said about any designer
The mechanistic analogy is anthropomorphic:
● Humans have no knowledge of how universes are made.
● This means we can know nothing about the capacities or nature of any 

universe designer.
● The mechanistic analogy is in effect creating a universe designer in our 

image.
● The designer is not necessarily the God of Christian theism:

 A cause must be proportional to its effects.
 The traditional Christian understanding of God is not required by 
what is known of the universe.

 Intelligent minds are attached to physical bodies, so the designer 
could be mortal and may be long dead.

 Teamwork is often behind design, so a number of deities of different 
skills, both male and female, could be responsible for the universe.

The problem of evil:
● The existence of so much natural and moral evil in the world is 

evidence of a f lawed design.
● Hume considered God’s omnipotence and omnibenevolence to be 

incompatible with the existence of evil. Thus, the existence of evil calls 
into question the character of a creator God.

Anthropomorphic Language 
that attributes human 
characteristics or ideas to 
non-human entities.
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Evaluation of Paley’s Design Argument

Weaknesses Strengths

Claims made by theism about the nature of a 
designer God go way beyond the evidence.

Swinburne argued that the existence of a single 
omnipotent God is the simplest explanation.

Existence of evil suggests incompetent, indifferent 
or malevolent designer – or no designer at all.

Paley said evil might be unavoidable for God to 
bring about good. See the sections in this revision 
guide on the Free Will Defence, Process Theodicy 
and Hick’s Irenaean theodicy.

Apparent order, purpose and design are just 
chance. Support for this from Darwin and Dawkins.

Evolution itself requires explanation (Swinburne). It 
is not incompatible with theism.

Universe could have ‘designed itself’ by chance. 
Support for this from multiverse theories.

Paley’s claim that ‘nature shows intention’ is 
supported by the Anthropic Principle. The 
multiverse theory is incapable of proof.

Its status as a ‘proof’

The argument cannot offer proof of God The argument does offer proof of God

Only deductive arguments can give absolute proof. 
The Design Argument is inductive, so can never be 
absolutely certain.

Most things that we accept as true in life are based 
on inductive arguments. They are accepted as 
‘true beyond reasonable doubt’. The stronger the 
evidence, the more probably true a claim is. 

Paley’s observations to support his argument can 
be explained naturally, e.g. the regular rotation 
of the planets is due to gravity. If the multiverse 
theory is true, then the apparent design is pure 
chance.

Some would argue that the laws of nature require 
explanation and that we cannot be sure that the 
multiverse theory is true. This means that the 
challenges do not diminish the probability that 
Paley’s argument is true.

The value of Paley’s Design Argument for 
religious faith

On the positive side
● Paley’s argument is rationally and empirically based. 
● It is consistent with biblical teaching that there is a guiding hand 

directing the whole of nature and human lives in a purposeful way. 
● Theists cannot prove God’s existence but nor can atheists prove God’s 

non-existence. 
 Both rely on reasoning and empirical evidence to create inductive 
arguments.

 Paley’s reasoning and appeal to observation, together with 
the simplicity of his argument and its reinforcement with the 
Cosmological Argument, provide strong support for theists.

● According to Price, religious faith should include both ‘belief that’ and 
‘belief in’.

 Paley’s argument gives evidence to support the ‘belief that’ God 
exists.

 His description of the universe’s design encourages ‘belief in’ God.

On the negative side
● For fideists, rational arguments play no part in faith as they do not 

lead to commitment.
● Paley’s argument does not successfully address the issue of evil. 

Omnipotent All-powerful.

Anthropic Principle Relates 
to the view that the boundary 
conditions (cosmological 
constants) of the universe 
had to be precisely what 
they are for intelligent life to 
develop; the belief is that we 
are not here by chance and 
that God ‘fine-tuned’ these 
conditions.

Fideism The view that 
religion is a matter of 
pure faith in the sense 
of commitment. Rational 
argument has no role to play.
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AQA A-level Religious Studies: Paper 1 Philosophy of Religion and Ethics

The relationship between reason and faith
What follows applies to all three arguments set for study: design, 
ontological and cosmological.

In Price’s view, both ‘belief that’ and ‘belief in’ are necessary to faith.
● Without belief that, ‘belief in’ has no substance.
● Without belief in, ‘belief that’ has no personal significance.

The rationalist approach emphasises

the role of reason in any consideration

of God’s existence. Without it, faith is

unscientific, irrational and meaningless.

Against this, however, it could be

argued that a purely rational faith is

dry and impersonal; it does not have a

transforming influence on the life and

thought of the individual concerned or

on the world as a whole.

The fideist approach claims that the

use of reason to justify religion is

inappropriate. Only faith gives certainty.

Personal experience leads to absolute

conviction about the reality of God.

Rational arguments cannot give that

certainty. From a negative standpoint,

it could be said that this approach runs

the risk of resulting in irrational

extremism. It also rules out any

meaningful debate with non-believers.

H.H. Price distinguished between ‘belief 

that’ and ‘belief in’.

    ‘Belief that’ is acceptance of 

    propositions about something.

    ‘Belief in’ is an attitude of commitment 

    and trust.

Figure 2 The relationship between reason and faith

Now test yourself
1 Give three ways in which Hume criticised design arguments and 

show how these could be applied to Paley’s Design Argument.
2 Explain Price’s distinction between ‘belief that’ and ‘belief in’. 

Key quotation

‘Faith and reason are like two wings on which the human spirit rises 
to the contemplation of truth.’

Fides et ratio (On the relationship between faith and reason),  
Pope John Paul II
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2 Arguments for the existence of 
God: the Ontological Argument

Presentation: Anselm’s 
Ontological Argument 
Type of argument and technical terms
Anselm’s argument is: 
● a priori

 this type of argument is prior to and independent of sense 
experience

 it is non-empirical
 it relies on logic

● deductive
 this type of argument aims to give certain proof
 if the premises are true, then the conclusion must be true
 a set of premises is a set of propositions on which an argument is 
based or from which a conclusion might be drawn, e.g.
– P1 If a = b
– P2 and b = c
– C then a = c.

Analytic statements:
● These are based on logic.
● They are true by definition – for example, a bachelor is an unmarried 

male.

Subject and predicate:
● The subject refers to who/what the sentence is about.
● The predicate gives information about the subject.
● Complete sentences contain these, e.g.

 The cat sat on the mat – ‘the cat’ is the subject, ‘sat on the mat’ is the 
predicate.

Necessary truths/things:
● Necessary truths relate to statements that could not possibly be  

false – for example, a circle has no sides.
● Necessary things are things that cannot possibly fail to exist – for 

example, the laws of mathematics, according to some mathematicians 
and scientists.

A priori An argument relying 
on logic, not observation or 
sense experience.

Deductive An argument 
aiming to give absolute 
proof. If the premises are 
true, then the conclusion 
must be true.

Analytic statements 
Based on logic and true by 
definition.

Subject and predicate 
Features of complete 
sentences: the subject 
refers to who/what the 
subject is about and the 
predicate gives information 
about the subject.

Necessary truths 
Statements that could not 
possibly be false.

Necessary things Things 
that cannot possibly fail to 
exist.
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AQA A-level Religious Studies: Paper 1 Philosophy of Religion and Ethics

Anselm’s ontological argument
● The eleventh-century argument is based on Anselm’s definition of 

God, and God’s existence can be deduced from that definition.
● The proposition ‘God exists’ is a priori and deductive. It contains the predicate 

‘exists’ in relation to the subject ‘God’ so God must exist. It is a necessary truth.
● Anselm’s argument falls into two parts: Proslogium 2 and Proslogium 3.

Proslogium 2
● God is ‘that than which nothing greater can be conceived’, that is, a being 

that possesses all conceivable qualities to the absolute and ultimate degree.
● Quoting from Psalm 14:1, Anselm showed how even the fool 

understood the concept of God.
● There is a difference between having a concept in the mind and 

knowing that it exists in reality.
● If God existed only in the mind, a greater being could be conceived, 

that is, one that existed in reality. This would then be greater than God.
● So God cannot exist only in the mind.
● Therefore, God exists in both mind and reality.
● This showed that the fool of Psalm 14 was indeed a fool.

Gaunilo: ‘on behalf of the fool’
● Gaunilo’s argument followed the same structure as Anselm’s, 

substituting the lost island for God.
● The lost island is that than which nothing greater can be conceived.
● It is greater to exist in reality than only in the mind.
● If it exists only in the mind, then a greater being can be conceived.
● So the lost island exists both in the mind and in reality.

Proslogium 3 and the Responsio
● In Proslogium 3, Anselm pointed to the distinction between necessity 

and contingency:
 A necessary being would be a being whose non-existence would be 
contradictory.

 A contingent being is something that may or may not exist, being 
dependent on something else for its existence. 

● Anselm then again defined God as ‘that than which nothing greater 
can be conceived’.

● It is greater to be a necessary being than a contingent one.
● If God exists only as a contingent being, a greater being could be imagined.
● This being would then be greater than God, which is clearly 

ridiculous, given the definition.
● Therefore God is a necessary being.
● Anselm pointed to the key difference between an island (or any other 

object) and God: islands are contingent; God is not.
● Anselm was pointing out that only in God is necessary existence an 

integral property. Only God cannot be thought not to exist.

Now test yourself
1 Give two ways in which the Ontological 

Argument is different from Paley’s Design 
Argument.

2 What is Anselm’s definition of God?
3 Which quotation from Psalm 14 does Anselm 

use in his argument?

4 What does Gaunilo substitute for God in his 
challenge to Anselm?

5 Explain the difference between a necessary 
and a contingent being. 

Key quotation

‘The fool says in his heart, 
“There is no God.”’

Psalm 14:1
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Criticisms: Kant 
Kant’s criticisms of the Ontological Argument
Kant made two challenges to the Ontological Argument. Both stem from 
his conviction that statements about existence:
● are synthetic, not analytic
● must be proved empirically through sense experience.

Existence is not a predicate
● A real predicate is something that gives information about a subject.

 For example, the cat sat on the mat.
 ‘Sat on the mat’ gives information about the cat.

● Going on to say that the cat exists gives no further information about 
the cat.

● Kant used the example of thalers (the Prussian currency of his day):
 It is possible to describe the appearance and the feel of thalers.
 But to say that they exist says nothing more about them.
 There is no difference between a concept of 100 thalers and 100 
thalers that actually exist.

Something cannot be defined into existence
● Kant accepted that necessary existence belongs to the concept of God.
● But this does not mean that God actually exists.
● The fact that something could exist does not mean it actually does exist.

Evaluation of Anselm’s Ontological Argument

Strengths and weaknesses of Anselm’s argument

Strengths Weaknesses

It is a deductive argument, so if it works, it gives 
absolute proof as opposed to other arguments’ 
reliance on probability.

Kant’s challenges suggest that it does not work in 
either of its forms.

Its independence of evidence from human 
observation protects it from possibly unreliable 
evidence.

Arguments about existence need to be empirically 
based.

Anselm’s definition is in fact claiming that God 
is limitless and for many, if there is a God, his 
definition makes good sense.

Aquinas and others since have challenged Anselm’s 
definition of God. Humans cannot know the nature 
of God and any attempt to define God limits him. 
If this is the case, the whole of the Ontological 
Argument collapses.

Synthetic Statements that 
could be true or false. Their 
truth or falsity is determined 
by sense experience. 

Typical mistake

It is often thought that 
Kant’s criticisms were 
directed at Anselm. This 
is not the case. Kant was 
challenging Descartes’ form 
of the Ontological Argument. 
They do, however, apply to 
Anselm’s version. 

9781510425873.indb   8 22/03/18   5:29 PM

Copyright:  
draft sample material



9

2 
A

rg
um

en
ts

 fo
r 

th
e 

ex
is

te
nc

e 
of

 G
od

: t
he

 O
nt

ol
og

ic
al

 A
rg

um
en

t

AQA A-level Religious Studies: Paper 1 Philosophy of Religion and Ethics

The status of Anselm’s argument as a proof

Proof of the existence of God Not proof of the existence of God

The nature of the argument as a priori, analytic and 
deductive means that if its premises are true, then 
it does indeed prove the existence of God. Many 
scholars have claimed, and still do claim, that it is 
valid.

Most scholars, however, agree with Kant that the 
most it shows is that if God exists, then he exists 
necessarily. But it is all about the ‘if’. Nobody 
disputes that 2 + 2 = 4. If Anselm’s argument were 
true, there would be no doubt.

Some claim it is a proof in that it is a faith-based 
acceptance.

But this is not what is normally thought of as proof; 
it is more a confirmation of a belief that someone 
already has.

Karl Barth claimed that Anselm never intended 
it as a proof. He thought it consisted of Anselm’s 
meditation on a religious experience.

The fact that he issued a response suggests that 
Gaunilo understood it as an attempt to prove the 
existence of God.

Some theologians think it was simply a meditation 
on the nature of God that was intended to assure 
his fellow monks that their faith was reasonable.

Anselm’s preface to the Proslogium also suggests 
he saw it as a proof.

The value of Anselm’s argument for religious faith
On the positive side:
● The argument works for those who are already theists.
● It shows that their religious belief is rational.
● The reasoned ‘belief that’ God exists reinforces and supports ‘belief in’ 

(commitment to) God.

On the negative side:
● If it fails as a proof, then its value to religious faith is limited.
● Fideists reject the use of rational arguments to prove the existence of 

God. They think that reliance on such arguments devalues faith.
● Karl Barth rejected attempts to prove God’s existence through reason:

 God can be known only through revelation, not by logic.
 He claimed that Anselm never intended the Proslogium to be seen as 
an argument proving God’s existence using logic.

 Anselm was simply trying to understand the God he believed in and 
whose nature as the greatest conceivable being had been given to 
him in a religious experience.

Now test yourself
1 Whose version of the Ontological Argument was Kant actually 

challenging?
2 What two challenges did Kant make to the Ontological Argument?
3 Explain how Kant used the example of thalers in his challenge to the 

Ontological Argument.
4 The fact that something could exist does not mean that it actually 

does so. Explain how this applies to the Ontological Argument.

Key quotation

‘I do not seek to understand 
so that I may believe, but 
I believe so that I may 
understand; and what is 
more, I believe that unless 
I do believe I shall not 
understand.’ 
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