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Abou t  twe l ve  b i l l i on  yea rs  ago  an  un imag inab l y  v i o l en t  exp los ion  occu r red .

Expanding outwards at  incredib le speed,  th is  catac lysmic b last  gave b i r th  to space,

energy,  mat ter  and indeed t ime i tse l f .  The universe we see around us is  the debr is

f rom th is  Big 8ang.
But  why d id the Big Eang happen? What  brought  the universe in to ex is tence?

What l ies on the other  s ide of  the Big Bang?

What Caused the Big Bang?

The scene: Mothers, o theologion, ond Figgerson, o physicist, ore fellows of one of the
gronder )xford colleges. Both love to engoge in philosophicol disputes. They hove
just sot down to dinner ot High Toble.

Figgerson:
Mothers:

Figgerson'.

Mothers:

Figgerson.
Mothers:

Figgerson..
Mothers:

What  phi losophical  mystery shal l  we d iscuss th is  eve n ing?
I  have been th ink ing about  the or ig in of  the universe.  Could we
perhaps d iscuss that?
Why not? Except there's l i tt le mystery there. We scientists have
solved that  par t icu lar  conundrum. I  can te l l  you that  the universe
began about  twelve thousand mi l l ion years o ld.  l t  s tar ted wi th what
we cal l  the Big Bang,  a colossal  explos ion in  which space,  energy,
mat ter  and t ime i tse l f  began.
That 's  no doubt  t rue.  But  you' re wrong to suggest  that  there 's  no
mystery.  We know the Big Bang happened.  My quest ion to you is :  why
d id  i t  haopen?
I 'm not  sure I  fo l low.
What  I  mean is :  what  cousedthe universe to ex is t? Where d id i t  come
from? Why is it here? Indeed, why is there onything ot oll?
Why, as it were, is there something, rather than nothing?
Yes. That surely is a mystery.
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2  I H E  P H I L O S O P H Y  G Y M

Did God Cause the Big Bang?

The puzzle Mathers ra ises is  perhaps the deepest  and most  profound mystery of  a l l .
The t radi t ional  so lut ion is  to  appeal  to  the ex is tence of  God,  which is  prec isely  what
Mathers now suggests.

Mothers: lt seems to me that there is only one possible solution. God. God must
have caused the universe to ex is t .

Figgerson: Ah, God. I wondered how long it would be before you brought God
into the conversat ion.

Mothers:  But  sure ly  we must  in t roduce God at  th is  point? Look,  when we
entered th is  d in ing room we found two chai rs  here.  Now, i t  would be
absurd -  would i t  not? -  to  suppose that  these two chai rs  just  popped
lnto ex is tence for  no reason at  a l l?The exis tence of  these chai rs  must
sure ly  have had a cause.  Don' t  you agreeZ

Figgerson: Yes.
Mqthers:  Simi lar ly  wi th the universe,  then.  l t  just  isn ' t  p lausib le that  i t  popped

into ex is tence for  no reason.  l t ,  too,  must  have a cause.  But  then God
must  ex is t  as the cause of  the universe.

Let 's  ca l l  Mathers '  argument  the couse argument .  l t 's  an example of  what  is
commonly known as a cosmologicol argument. Cosmological arguments begin with
two observat ions:  that  the universe ex is ts  and that  the events and ent i t ies we f ind
around us a lways turn out  to  have a cause or  explanat ion.  The arguments then
conclude that  the universe must  a lso have a cause or  explanat ion and that  God is
the only possib le (or  at  le  ast  the most  l ike lv)  candidate.

What Caused God?

The cause argument certainly has some prima facie appeal. lt 's associated particularly
wi th the th i r teenth-century phi losopher and theologian st  Thomas Aquinas
(1225-74). Aquinas constructed five arguments for the existence of God, of which
the cause argument  is  the second.  Unfor tunate ly ,  the argume nt  is  f lawed.  F iggerson
expla ins why.

Figgerson:

Mothers:
Figgerson:

Mqthers:

Figgerson'.

Mqthers:
Figgerson:
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l 'm unconvinced.  As you know, I  don' t  bel ieve in  God'  But  le t 's

suopose for . the sake of  argument  that  God does ex is t .  Your appeal  to

Him as the explanat ion of  the ex is tence of  the universe st i l l

ult imately fails to remove the mystery with which we began'

I  don' t  see whY.

Well, then, let me asK you whot coused God to exist? You say that it is

absurd to suppose that  something might  come into ex is tence

uncaused.  As you said about  the chai rs ,  they cannot  havejust  popped

into ex is tence for  no reason.  But  then i t  fo l lows that  God's ex ls tence

also requtres a cause.

Weli, God is the exception to the rule that everything requires a

cause.  God is  the supreme being to which the ru les that  govern other

th lngs do not  apply.  The exis tence of  the universe requl res a cause'

The exis tence of  God does not .

But  i f  you ' re going to make an except ion to the ru le that  everyth ing

has a cause,  why not  make the universe the except ion? Why do you

posit the existence of a further entity - God - in addition to the

universe?
l 'm not  sure I  fo l low.

You argue that  everyth ing has a cause'  Then you make God the

except ion to th is  ru le.  But  why not  make the Big Bang the except lon

to the ru le? What  reason have you g iven me to add God to the

beginning of  th is  chain of  causes as an extra l ink? You have g iven me

none.  But  then you have g iven me no reason at  a l l  to  suppose that

God exis ts .

A s F i g g e r s o n p o i n t s o u t , t h e m o s t o b v i o u s f | a w i n t h e c a u s e a r g u m e n t - a f l a w a | s o
poin ieO out  by the phi losopher David Hume (1711-76)  -  is  that  i t  involves a

contradic t ion.  The argument  begins wi th the premise that  everyth ing has a cause'

but  th is  is  then contradic ted by the c la im that  God does not  have a cause'  l f  we

must  posi t  a  God as the cause of  the universe,  then i t  see ms we must  a lso posi t  a

second God as the cause of the f i rs t  God,  and a th i rd God as the cause of the second,

and so on ad in f ln i tum. so we shal l  have to accept  that  there are an in f in i te  number

of  Gods.  Ei ther  that  or  we must  s top wi th a cause that  i tse l f  has no independent

cause.  But  i f  we must  s top somewhere,  why not  s top wi th the Big Bang i tse l f?

What reason is  there to in t roduce even one God?

t



4  T H E  P H I L O S O P H Y  G Y I V

0f  course,  some might  be wi l l ing to accept  an in f in i te  chain of  Gods.  But  such
a chain st i l /  wouldn ' t  remove the mystery wi th which we began.  For  then the
quest ion would ar ise:  why is  there such an in f in i te  chain of  Gods,  rather  than no
cha i  n?

Here 's  an analogously bad causal  explanat ion.  When st ruck by the quest ion of
what  holds up the ear th,  some people posi ted a great  creature -  an e lephant  -  as
its support.

But  then the quest ion ar ises:  i f  the ear th is  he ld  up by an e lephant ,  then r ,vhot
holds up the elephonO A second creature - a vast turtle - was then introduced to
hold up the e lephant .  These people decided to s top wi th the tur t le .  But  why stop
there7 For ,  of  course,  the quest ion wi th which they were real ly  grappl ing -  the
question of why onything ot oll gets held up - has sti l l  not been answered. In fact,
i f  we pursue thei r  reasoning to i ts  log ical  conclus ion,  the ear th wi l l  end up perched
on top of a huge tower of creatures - an infinite number of creatures - stacked up
one on too of the other.

But  they d idn ' t  do th is .  They stopped wi th the tur t le .  But  i f  i t 's  c la imed that  the
tur t le  requi res no support ,  then why not just  say that  the ear th requi res no support
and leave i t  a t  thatT What  reason is  there to in t roduce onysupport ing creatures at
a l l?  The re is  none.

Despi te being a poor argument ,  the cause argument  has a lways been popular .
In fact, when asked to give some reason why they suppose that God exists, the cause
argument  is  the one to which those who bel ieve in  God of ten f i rs t  appeal .  The
quest ion of  what  brought  God into ex is tence is  s imply over looked.

What's North of the North Pole?

Figgerson and Mathers cont inue to argue,  each becoming more and more in fur ia ted
with the other. Eventually, to Mathers's intense annoyance, Figgerson suggests that
Mathers's original question - what caused the universe? - may not even mokesense.

Figgerson: Look, while it may make sense to ask what caused this chair, that
mountain or this tree to exist, it surely does not make sense to ask
what caused the universe os o whole to exist.

Mothers: H'm. You suggest my question does not make sense. But what reoson
do you have to suppose that  i t  doesn' t  make senseT Just i fy  your
suggest ion.

Figgerson:

Msthers'.
Figgerson:

Mothers:
Figgerson:
Mothers:
Figgerson:
Msthers'.
Figgerson'.
Msthers'.
Figgerson:

Mothers:
Figgerson:
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Very well. l t seems to me that to ask for the cause of something is to

ask what other thing within the universe brought it about. That is how

the game of asking for and giving causes is played out. Whe n I ask, for

example,  what  caused that  t ree outs ide the window to ex is t ,  I  am

asking foryou to identify some other thing or event r,vithin the universe

that brought that tree into existence. Someone might have planted an

acorn in that spot, for example, or someone might have moved a tree

there to improve the view from this window. But if to ask for the cause

of something is to ask what other thing within the universe brought

it a bout. then it connot moke sense to osk what is the couse of the

universe ass whole. That would be to pursue the question of

causes outs ide the context  in  which such quest ions can

meaningfu l ly  be ra ised.
l 'm not  sure I  fo l low.
Very wel l .  Let  me expla in by means of  an analogy.  Suppose I  ask you

what  is  to  the nor th of  England.  What  would you say?

Scotla nd.
And what  l ies to the nor th of  Scot land?
lcela nd.
And to the nor th of  lce land?
The Arctic Circle.
And to the north of the Arctic Circle?

The North Pole.
And what  l ies to the nor th of  the

North Pole?
Er.  What  do you mean?
l f  the re is  something nor th of

England,  and something nor th rcE(JlrD
of  Scot land,  and something
north of  lce land,  then
surely  there must  be
something to the north
of the North Pole too?

Mothers'. You're confused. Don't
you understand what
'nor th '  means? Your

I,
I
I
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6  T H E  P H I L O S O P H Y  G Y M

quest ion doesn' t  make sense.  l t  doesn' t  make sense to ta lk  about
something being nor th of  the North Pole.  To say that  something is
nor th of  something e lse is  to  say that  i t  is  nearer  to the North Pole
than that  other  th ing.  But  then i t  can ' t  make sense to ta lk  about
something being nor th of  the North Pole,  can i t?

Figgerson:  Aha.  So my quest ion doesn' t  make sense.  Wel l ,  then,  nei ther  does your
quest ion about  the cause of  the universe.

Mqthers: How so?
Figgerson:  0ne can ask what  is  the cause of  an ear thquake? One can then ask

for  the cause of  the cause of  the ear thquake,  and so on.  One can
trace the chain of  causes r ight  back to the Big Bang i f  one l ikes.  But  i t
makes no sense then to ask:  and what  caused the Big Bang? That  is
l ike asking:and what  is  to  the nor th of  the North Pole? That  would be
to ask a quest ion outs ide the context  wi th in which such quest ions
can meaningfu l ly  be ra ised.

St i l l ,  as Mathers points out ,  h is  quest ion about  the or ig in of  the universe does at
least oppeorto be cogent.

Mothers: But my question does seem to make sense, doesn't it? And it seems to
me that  you haven' t  actual ly  shown that  the quest ion about  causes
cannot  leg i t imate ly  be ra ised about  the universe i tse l f .

Figgerson: Why not?
Mothers: You seem to argue that if we don't normolly ask a question outside a

certain context, then it cannot meoningfully be raised outside that
context .  But  your  argument  is  fa l lac ious.  Here 's  a counte rexample.  l t
seems probable,  l th ink,  that  for  long per iods of  our  h is tory mankind
considered only proct ico lquest ions,  quest ions the answers to which i t
would be usefu l  for  us to know. For  example,  no doubt  we wanted to
know what  causes p lants to grow, what  causes the seasons to come
and go,  what  causes storms and d iseases,  and so on.  We wanted to
know the causes of  these th ings because they af fect  our  day- to-day
l ives.  Probably we weren' t  in terested in  ask ing quest ions that  d idn ' t
have any pract ica l  re levance for  us.  For  example,  perhaps we d idn ' t
bother  ask ing ourselves what  causes the sky to be b lue.  But  i t  doesn' t
fo l low that  i f  we d idn ' t  normol ly  ask such impract ica l  quest ions,  then

t

W H E R E  D I D  T H E  U N I V E R S E  C O M E  F R O M ?  7

such questions, if they had been asked, would have mqde no sense.
Surely, even if we never did ask ourselves what causes the sky to be
blue,  we mighthave done,  and,  i f  we had,  our  quest ion would
cer ta in ly  have made sense.

Figgerson: I suppose it would.

Mqthers:  Thank you for  that  admiss ion.  But  then why do you suppose that  i t
makes no sense to ask what  caused the universe? Just  because we
don't normollyask this question doesn't mean that it is senseless. In
fact ,  i t  seems per fect ly  c lear  to me that ,  unl ike your  quest ion about
what  is  to  the nor th of  the North Pole,  my quest ion does make sense,
even i f  i t  is  d i f f icu l t  to  see how i t  might  be answered.

Figgerson: H'm. Perhaps your question does make sense.
Mothers:  Aha!  In that  case,  what  I  want  to know is  th is :  i f  God d id not  cause

the universe to exist. then whot did?

The Unsolvable Mystery

Figgerson stares wist fu l ly  in to h is  spot ted d ick and custard.  Then he gazes out  over
the heads of  the assembled underoraduates eat inq below.

Figgerson: Perhaps nothing caused the universe to exist. Perhaps its existence is
simply a brute fqct. After all, we physicists are inclined to accept that
some th ings are just  brute fact  and inexpl icable.  Of ten we expla in
why one Iaw holds by appeal ing to others.  One can expla in,  for
example,  the Iaw that  water  f reezes at  zero degrees Cels ius by
appeal ing to the laws that  govern the atoms and molecules out  of
which water  is  composed.  But  few suppose that  th is  process can go
on for  ever .  Presumably one must  eventual ly  come up against  laws
that  cannot  be accounted for  or  expla ined in terms of  yet  other  laws.
The obta in ing of  these basic  laws is  just  a brute fact .  And i f  we are to
al low that  there are at  Ieast  some brute facts,  then why not  suppose
that the existence of the universe is also a brute fact, a fact that
requi res nei ther  a fur ther  cause nor  an explanat ion? Why suppose
that  i t ,  too,  must  a lso have a cause,  an explanat ion?

Mothers: lt seems to me that the existence of the universe cannot be a brute
fact ,  as you suggest .  l t  isn ' t  p lausib le to suppose that  the universe

I
I
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popped into existence for no reason. The Big Bang didn't7ust hoppen,
sure ly? There must  be a reason whyi t  happe ned.

Figgerson c losely examines h is  pudding as i f  searching for  an answer.  He watches
as the spot ted d ick crumbles in to the custard,  the currants swir l ing s lowly outwards
l ike the stars in  some huge pudding galaxy.

Figge rson furrows his brow. He hates to admit it, but Mathers does appear to be
rig ht.

Figgerson: I must say, I do feel confused. I agree that it doesn't seem adequate to
say that  the Big Bang happened for  no reason at  a l l .  And yet  i t  seems
we can say noth ing e lse.  Why rs there something,  rather  than
noth i ng ?

Mothers: The answer is God.
Figgerson: But that answer wll l not do, as we have already seen.
Mothers: So what does explain the existence of the universe, if not God?
Figgerson: That's a mystery.

Conclusion

l t  seems that when it comes to the que stion whot is the ultimote couse or origin of
the universe?there are four options available to us. These are to:

1.  Answer the quest ion by ident i fy ing a cause of  the unive rse .
2.  Cla im that ,  though the universe has a cause,  we cannot  or  at  least  do not  yet

know what  th is  cause is .
3.  Cla im that  perhaps the universe has no cause -  i t 's  ex is tence is  s imply a brute

fact.
4. Deny the question even makes sense.

The  p rob lem i s  t ha t  on  c lose r  examina t i on  none  o f  t hese  fou r  op t i ons  seems
satisfactory. The diff iculty with the first option is that as soon as one offe rs God or
indeed something e lse as the cause or  explanat ion of  the universe,  the 'something '
to which one appeals in  turn becomes the focus of  the demand for  a cause or
explanat ion.  So i t  seems that  the f i rs t  k ind of  answer can never  be adequate.  Rather
than  answer ing  the  ques t i on  abou t  u l t ima te  o r i g i ns ,  we  mere l y  sweep  i t  unde r

t
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the carpet. The diff iculty with the second option

is  that  i f  one suggests that  the universe has an

as yet  unknown cause,  the quest ion then ar ises:

and what  is  the cause of  that  unknown cause?

5o the mystery is  merely  postponed.  The c la im

tha t  t he  un i ve rse  s imp ly  has  no  cause ,  on  the

other  hand,  a lso seems unsat is factory -  is  i t

r ea l l y  p laus ib le  t o  suppose  tha t  t he  un i ve rse

simply popped into ex is tence for  no reason at

a l l ?  Su re l y  no t .  And  ye t  t he  f ou r th  and  f i na l

op t i on  seems  equa l l y  imp laus ib le  -  ce r ta in l y ,
no  one  has  ye t  succeeded  i n  p rov id ing  an
u ncontroversia I expla nation of w hy the q uestion
about  the cause of  the universe makes no sense.

So  i t  seems  tha t ,  wh i l e  no  exp lana t i on  can
be acceptable,  yet  nei ther  can the quest ion of
the u l t imate or ig in of  the universe s imply be set
as ide or  d ismissed.  Which is  why th is  par t icu lar
phi losophical  mystery re mains so perplex ing.  l t
appears that  the quest ion of  the u l t imate or ig in
of  the universe is  a mystery that  can be nei ther
expla ined nor  expla ined away.

What to read next x
See Chapter 7, Does God

Exist?, Chapter 10, Can We
Have Mora l i t y  w i thout  God

and Re l ig ion?,  and Chapter  23 ,
Mi rac les  and the  Supernatura l ,

for more arguments for the

existence of God.

For some other examples of

c i rcu la r  exp lanat ions ,  see

Chapter  1  6 ,  The Mean ing

Mystery.

Further reading m
A good in t roduc t ion  to  the

ph i losophy o f  re l ig ion

conta in ing  a  thorougf

d iscuss ion  o f  many o f  the

issues raised here is:

J. L. Mackie, The Mirocle of

Iheism [Oxford : Clarendon

Press, 1 982), especial ly

Lnapter 5.

A lso  see:

Nigel Warburto n, Phi losophy:

The Bosics, second edit ion
(London : Routledge, 1 995),
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