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Avicenna’s Proof of the Existence of
God
as a Necessarily Existent Being#*

HerBERT A. DAvVIDSON
University of California, Los Angeles

The cosmological proof of the existence of God may be characterized
as a proof that begins by recognizing the actual existence of something in
the universe; then it employs the principle of causality to establish that
that thing and the universe as a whole have a cause. The a priori or
ontological proof, in contrast, operates in the realm of thought without
assuming the actual existence of anything. It begins with a concept of the
nature of God,' such as “that than which nothing greater can be con-
ceived”;? the “best”;® the “absolutely sitnple”;* “most perfect being”;®

nnmeasunbly powerful bemg” ¢ “infinite being”;” or “substance” par
excellence.® Then, as the proof is generally understood,” merely by ana-
lysing the concept, it undertakes to demonstrate that such a being must
exist. It does their either directly, by showing that actual existence can be
logically deduced from the concept;'® or indirectly, by showing that a
self-contradiction would result from assummg that the being in question
does not exist."!

The term necessary being echoes through much of the history of the
ontological proof.’? This term is not defined by every writer using it, but
it seems, in ontological proofs, 1o have been used in one of two senses: 3
{a) Necessmy being may be understood in the sense of a being whose
existence is established as a necessary truth, in the way that necessary
truth is defined by Leibniz. According to Leibniz: “When a truth is
necessary, its reason can be found by analysis, resolving it into more
simple ideas and truths until we come to those that are primary . . . Truths
of reasoning are necessary and their opposite is impossible.”!* (b) A
necessary being may also be understood as that which exists “through

* The first part of this article profited considerably from discussions I had with my col-
league Amos Funkenstein.
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166 HERBERT A. DAVIDSON

itself1® or “through its essence,”'® as that “which has in its essence the
sufficient reason of its existence.”!?

There have been instances of ontological proofs employing the term
necessary being in one sense or the other, as well as instances employing
the term without specifying which sense is intended or whether both are.
In fact, however, whether a given argument does happen to use the
term mecessary being in one sense or the other, every ontological proof
should, it would seem, make both points. That is to say, every ontological
proof'® attempts to show that the existence of God follows by logical
necessity from an analysis of the concept of God’s nature; such simply is
what we mean by an ontological proof. And, it would further seem, an
ontological proof can infer the existence of God from a concept of His
nature only if the essence of God, as reflected in the concept, should
somehow contain the “sufficient reason” of His existence. Thus the on-
tological proof assumes that the existence of God can (a} be proved by a
priori, logical necessity; and by virtue of this assumption it further as-
sumes that (b) God exists through His essence, that He has in His essence a
sufficient reason of His existence.

Ontological proofs formulated with the aid of the term necessary
_being or necessary existence are known from the time of Descartes,'?
and that term can appear in different stages of given argument. Des-
cartes, in the course of elucidating his ontological proof, introduces
necessary existence as a middle term, to justify passing from the concept of
God as a perfect being to the actual existence of God: "Because actual
existence is necessarily and at all times linked to God’s other attributes, it
follows certainly that God exists.”?® In a number of philosophers, lthe
thesis that God is necessarily existent is the conclusion of an ontological
proof. Thus Spinoza,?* More,** Leibniz,*® perhaps Cl.fu‘istmn Wollf,**
Baumgarten,?® and Moses Mendelssohn®® ofter ontologlcz.xl propfs estab-
lishing the existence of a “necessary being,” a “necessarily existent be-
ing,” or a being that “necessarily exists.” There also are at !east two
instances of proofs that start with necessary existence. That is to say,
rather than beginning with a concept such as perfect being or infinite being
or the like, they begin with the concept of necessary being, a.nd then, 'by
analyzing the concept, they establish that such a being does in fac.t exist.
One of several formulations of the ontological argument in Leibniz con-
sists in the following bare syllogism: “necessary being exists,” which,
Leibniz explains, is equivalent to saying that "being to whose essence
existence belongs, exists; or being per se exists.” This “is evident from the
terms.” “But God is such a being. ... Therefore God exists,”?” Men-
delssohn reasoned, also as one of several formulations: “It is clear that
necessary being ... must possess all perfections in the highf:st de-
gree. ... The concept of the necessary must accordingly also include
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within itself the perfection of existence. Therefore the necessary must
also actually exist,”2¥

In addition to its role in the ontological proof, which must undertake
to establish the existence of God as a necessary being in both senses of
the term distinguished earlier, necessary being also plays a role in the
cosmological proof. Now whatever sense the term necessary being may
have in a given cosmological argument, the first of the two senses distin-
guished earlier would presumably be excluded. A cosmological proof
could hardly establish the existence of a necessary being in the sense of a
being whose existence is established merely by analyzing concepts: for
the characteristic of this proof is precisely that it does not restrict itself to
the mere analysis of concepts. On the other hand, every cosmological
proof, whether or not it happens to use the term hecessary being, must
explicitly or virtually establish that God exists as a necessary being in the
second sense. For the cosmological proof undertakes to establish the
existence of God as an uncaused cause, consequently as a being that
exists through itself, a being that has a sufficient reason of its existence in
itself. Thus the cosmological proof——whether or not a given instance of
the argument happens to use the term necessary being—cannot establish
the existence of God in the first sense of necessary being affirmed by the
ontological proof; and it must undertake to establish the existence of
God in the second sense.

Leibniz gave perhaps the best known instance of a cosmological argu-
ment using the term necessary being. By the side of his ontological argu-
ment, Leibniz offered another wherein he begins by considering the
actual existence of objects in the external world, Then, employing the
principle of sufficient reason, a form of the principle of causality,?®
Leibniz establishes that “contingent things ... can have their final or
sufficient reason only in the necessary being,” that is to say, in a being
“which has the reason of its existence in itself**—the second sense of
necessary being. Wolff, Baumgarten, and Mendelssohn all repeat, with
minor variations, Leibniz’s cosmological proof, concluding in the exis-
tence of a necessary being.® Thus Leibniz, perhaps Wolff, Baumgarten,
and Mendelssohn give parallel proofs, one ontological and the other
cosmological, of the existence of a necessary being. The contention of
these philosophers is that the ontological and cosmological proofs lead
independently to the same vesult,* the existence of 2 necessary being in
some such sense as that which exists “through its essence.”

The two proofs were not, however, always kept distinct. At least one
philosopher, Samuel Clarke, intentionally or inadvertently combined the
two into a single overall demonstration, Clarke presents a cosmological
argument in the spirit of Leibniz, contending that the changeable and
dependent beings in the universe must have their “ground or reason of
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existence” in an eternal being which is “self-existent, that is, necessari
existing.” But the only meaning of “self-existent” recognized by Clarke i
that whose “necessity . . . must be antecedent in the natural order of our
ideas to our supposition of its being”; whose necessary existence “must
antecedently force itself upon us whether we will or no, even when we are
endeavoring to suppose that no such being exists”; “the supposition of
whose non-existence is an express contradiction.”®? That is to say, the
cosmological argument, which begins with the actual existence of things
in the external world, establishes a being which is necessarily existent in the
sense that its existence can be discovered merely by examining its con-
cept “antecedently” and without considering the existence of anything in
the external world, a being such that assuming it not to exist gives rise 1o
a self-contradiction. This, however, is the sense of necessary being that
can be established only through an ontological argument. Thus Clarke
has intentionally combined or inadvertently confused two arguments,
following the reasoning of the cosmological, but giving the conclusion of
the ontological.

Clarke is of particular interest because he inspired Section IX of
Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion. In Section IX of the dia-
logue, Hume allows the conservative participant to have his say. This
participant maintains that the most effective way of establishing the exis-
tence of God is the “simple and sublime argument a priori.” The argu-
ment, it turns out, has three steps, the first two of which correspond to
the cosmological part of Clarke's demonstration. The third step then
concludes that in order to explain the existence of the world “we must . . .
have recourse to a necessarily existent being who carries the reason of
his existence in himself; and who cannot be supposed not to exist with-
out an express contradiction.” That is to say, we must have recourse to a
first “necessary” cause—a proper conclusion of the cosmological argu-
ment—whose concept is such that a self-contradiction results from as-
suming it not to exist--the conclusion of an ontological argument. it
there should be any doubt, Hume's critique reveals that two arguments
are in fact present here. The critique begins by showing that the exis-
tence of nothing at all can be established a priori, merely by examining
its concept; that is a criticismn appropriately directed against the ontologi-
cal method. But then Hume goes on to argue that perhaps the universe
as a whole has no cause, a criticism appropriate for refuting a cosmologi-
cal argument.®

Whereas Hume's critique blurs the distinction between the cosmologi-
cal and ontological proofs of a necessarily existent being, Kant’s critique,
as is well known, clearly distinguishes the two, and then proceeds to
establish an intrinsic connection between them. The cosmological proof,
Kant argued, ultimately reduces itself to the ontological. Kant gives a
concise statement of a cosmological argument establishing the existence
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of an “absolutely necessary being,” and then contends: “What properties
this being must have, the empirical premise cannot tell us.” Con-
sequently, human reason is led to “abandon experience altogether and
endeavors to discover from mere concepts what properties an absolutely
necessary being must have.” The only means human reason can discover
for pouring content into absolutely necessary being is to identify this being
with ens realissimum, being possessing the fullness of perfection. But in
order to show that ens realissimum is identical with the necessary being
established by the cosmological argument, human reason must first
analyze the concept of ens realissimum and derive necessary existence from
it. Since ens realissimum is a necessarily existent being and in fact the only
one, so human reason proceeds, it must be identical with the necessarily
existent being established by the cosmological argument. Thus the abso-
lutely necessary being whose existence is established through the cos-
mological argument acquires meaning only on the assumption that neces-
sary existence can also be analyzed out of the concept of ens realissimum—
which, according to Kant, amounts to the assumption that the concept of
ens realissimum can serve as the basis for an ontological argument. Hence
Kant concludes that the cosmological argument inevitably reduces itself
to an ontological argument.?®

The foregoing survey shows that an ontological argument, whether it
explicitly says 50 or not, must establish the existence of God as a neces-
sary being in two senses: as a being whose existence can be established by
a prior, logical necessity; and as a being that exists through itself, whose
essence contains sufficient reason for its existence. Individual instances
of the ontological proof have used the term necessary being at different
stages of their argument. A cosmological argument, whether explicitly
or not, should establish the existence of God in the second of the two
senses of necessary being. And individual instances of the cosmological
proof, it was seen, did undertake to-prove the existence of God as a
necessary being in this sense., In at least one instance, Clarke, a cosmolog-
ical and an ontological argument were combined or confused: from a
cosmological argument, Clarke concludes the existence of a necessary
being in the sense that can be established only by the ontological proof.
Of the two hest known critiques of the cosmological argument, Hume's
deals with the combined or confused version, and Kant’s contends that
the cosmological argument for a necessary being must inevitably reduce
itself to an ontological argument.

The first philosopher known to use the concept of necessary existence in
order to construct a proof of the existence of God was Avicenna. Av-
icenna’s proof, it will appear, neither is, nor inevitably reduces itseif to,
an ontological proof. It is rather a certain kind of cosmological proof.

2. The concept of necessary existence is used by Avicenna to prove
the existence of God in two works, at length in the Nejdt, 7 briefly and
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somewhat obscurely in the Isharat.* The concept is also discussed fully
in two other works, the Shifa® and Danesh Nameh,*® but there Avicenng
employs it only to define the nature of God, not, as far as I can see, to
establish His existence.*’

Avicenna gave thought to the method of his proof. The proof, he
explains, consists in “examining nothing but existence itself”’; by “con-
sidering . . . the nature (hal) of existence,” the proof has “existence qua
existence testify to the first [cause].”*? This method pursued by Avicenna
is contrasted by him with another whereby the existence of God is estah-
lished not from a consideration of existence in general, but rather froma
consideration of one segment of existence: God’s “creation and effect.”
Although the latter method, which takes its departure from “creation
and effect,” is also recognized by Avicenna as legitimate, his own
method, he claims, is “more certain and more exalted.”*?

The difference between the two is stated here in language that is
deliberately allusive, but easily deciphered. Metaphysics was defined in
the Aristotelian tradition as the science that “examines the existent qua
existent and what belongs to it by virtue of itself.”** Accordingly, when
Avicenna claims to have constructed a proof exclusively by examining
“existence itself” and by considering “existence qua existence,” he means
that he has constructed a proof using philosophic principles drawn only
from the science of metaphysics. This he contrasts with the proof that
begins with God's “creation and effect” and reasons back from them to
the existence of God as a first cause. Avicenna cannot mean that his
proof uses absolutely no data drawn from God’s “creation and effect.”
For, as we shall see, his proof does require at least one datum from the
external world;** and the parts of the world accessible to man are him-
self and physical nature, both of which belong to God’s “creation and
effect.” Avicenna does mean that his proof considers no peculiar prop-
erties of God’s creation, that is, no properties of physical nature, but
instead considers the attributes belonging to physical nature or anything
else solely insofar as it is existent. He is thus claiming to have constructed
a metaphysical proof which is superior to proofs that do use principles
drawn from physical science, such as—to take the most notable
example—Aristotle’s proof from motion does. Averroes was later to at-
tack Avicenna for this presumption. At every possible opportunity, Av-
erroes undertook to refute the claim that the existence of God can be
established by nothing more than metaphysical principles; and in oppo-
sition he defended the position, represented as truly Aristotelian, that
the proof of the existence of God is at least in part a subject for the
science of physics.*

It is easy to point out advantages Avicenna could have perceived in the
metaphysical proof, rendering it “more certain and more exalted” than
the physical proof. Aristotle’s proof from motion rested on a set of
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physical principles: motion in place underlies all other kinds of
change;*” everything moved has the cause of its motion outside itself;*®
nothing can maintain itself in motion unless it is continuously moved by
an agent;'® only circular motion is continuous;*® only an infinite force
can maintain the heavens in motion for an infinite time.*' Using all these
physical principles, Aristotle undertook to establish the existence of an
unmoved incorporeal cause solely of the motion of the universe.®? Av-
icenna, although not rejecting Aristotle’s physical principles, dispenses
with them in his metaphysical proof. And yet, without them, he is confi-
dent that he can prove the existence of a cause not merely for the
motion, but for the very existence of the universe. The metaphysical
proof requires fewer premises and is thus “more certain.” And it is
“more exalted,” for it establishes a cause of the very existence of the
universe. With less fuel it travels, or attempts to travel, further.

Avicenna found two passages in Aristotle especially suggestive. One of
them appears in Aristotle’s Metaphysics, Book XII. There Aristotle gives
a version of his proof from motion, then adds a postscript: Since the
prime mover “can in no way be otherwise than as it is,” it “is an existent
... of necessity.”® Avicenna’s proof, particularly the fuller version in
the Najit, can be understood as starting just where Aristotle left off.
Avicenna sets aside all the physical arguments leading up to Aristotle’s
prime mover, which is an “existent . . . of necessity.” He begins afresh by
analyzing the concept “existent . .. of necessity” or, as he calls it, necessar-
ily existent, working out everything contained in the concept. Then he
undertakes to establish that something corresponding to the concept
actually exists, He does this, however, without using the principles of
physical motion employed by Aristotle, and also without relying exclu-
sively on his analysis of the concept, as an ontological proof would.

The second Aristotelian passage underlying Avicenna’s proof appears
in another part of the Metaphysics, in Book V. Metaphysics V is a
philosophic glossary that strikes a modern scholar as “evidently out of
place” in the totality of the Metaphysics.% Avicenna, however, read Aris-
totle differently. The subject matter of metaphysics was after all under-
stood to be the existent gua existent and its attributes,* and Metaphysics
V consists precisely in an analysis of existence and of attributes of exis-
tence such as unaty, plurality, necessity, polentiality, actuality, and the like,
Book V can therefore be understood as a philosophic analysis of the
subject matter lying at the heart of metaphysics. Avicenna must have
read it that way, for he used Book V of Aristotle’s Metaphysics as a cadre
for a good half of his own Metaphysics, the subject of the remainder of his
Metaphysics being the existence of God, His attributes, and the incor-
poreal realm,

Among the terms analyzed by Aristotle in the section in question is
necessary; necessary, he explains, has three senses, of which the most fun-
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damental is “what cannot be otherwise.”®® Then, Aristotle observes: “For
certain things, something else is a cause of their being necessary, but for
some nothing is [a cause of their being necessary]; rather it is through
them that others exist of necessity.”” That is to say, there is a class of
things that are necessary without having a cause of their being necessary;
and a second class of things that are necessary through a cause, this cause
to be found in the former class. The Aristotelian distinction was to be
mirrored in the painstaking distinction Avicenna drew between the
necessarily existent by reason of itself and the necessarily existent by
reason of another.

Avicenna for his part begins his analysis of metaphysical concepts by
showing that primary concepts cannot truly be defined. Definitions in
Aristotelian logic are framed by taking a wider and already known con-
cept, the genus, and setting apart a segment of it through a specific dif-
ference. Accordingly, Avicenna writes, primary concepts such as existent,
and thing, which are not “subsumed under anything better known,”
cannot be defined; they are rather “imprinted in the soul in a primary
fashion.”® And among the concepts that cannot be “made known . .. in
a true sense” are necessary, possible, and impossible.>?

Because necessary, possible, and @mpossible are not definable, ostensible
definitions of them lead to a vicious circle. Avicenna considers two osten-
sible definitions of necessary: “That which can (yumhkin) not be assumed
[to be] absent (ma‘dam)”;%® “that which is such that an impossibility
would result if it should be assumed to be other than it is.”8! The first of
the two definitions employs the term possible (mumhin)—"can
(yuwmkin’))~-and the second uses impossible. But, Avicenna observes, when
we consider ostensible definitions of possible we find that they in their
turn employ either necessary or impossible; possible is defined as “that
which is not necessary” or as “that which is absent (mea’dam), but is such
that its existence is not impossible if it should be assumed to occur at any
time in the future.”®® Ostensible definitions of impossible, finally, include
either necessary or possible. Thus attempts to define the triad chase one
another in a circle.®® Yet, although primary concepts are not explicable
by anything wider and better known and are thus inaccessible to true
definition, there is, according to Avicenna, a way of explaining them to
the man who for some reason does not have them imprinted in his soul.
We may “direct attention” to the primary notions and “call them to
mind” through a “term or an indication.”®* On this basis, Avicenna ven-
tures an explanation of necessary: “It signifies certainty of existence.”®

When Avicenna turns from necessary and possible to “necessarily exis-
tent being” and “possibly existent being,”®¢ he offers the following expli-
cations: A necessarily existent being is a being that “perforce exists”;
alternatively, it is “such that when it is assumed not to exist, an impossi-
bility results.” A “possibly existent being” is a being that “contains no
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pecessity .. . for either its existence or nonexistence (‘adam)”; alterna-
rively it is “such that whether assumed not to exist or to exist, no impossi-
pility results.”®” These obviously are not definitions by Avicenna’s stan-
dard, since they do not explain the concepts by anything wider and
petter known. They are in fact merely adaptations of the blatantly circu-
lar definitions of possible and necessary that Avicenna has just been seen to
criticize,

The distinction between possibly existent being and necessarily exis-
tent being is supplemented by the distinction, originating in Aristotle’s
Metapiysics 'V, between two ways in which a thing can be necessary.%®
Reflecting Aristotle’s distinction, Avicenna writes that we can conceive of
a being as necessarily existent either by reason of itself or by reason of
something else. The former would be something “such that because of
itself and not because of anything else whatsoever, an impossibility fol-
lows from assuming its nonexistence.” The latter would be 2 being “such
that should something other than itself be assumed [to exist], then it
hecomes necessarily existent.” The iHlustrations Avicenna adduces for
the latter category are “combustion,” which is “necessarily existent. ..
when contact is assumed to take place between fire and inflammable ma-
terial,” and “four,” which is “necessarily existent . . .when we assume two
plus two.”® 1f some thing is necessarily existent only by reason of some-
thing else, it must—since it will not exist by virtue of itself without that
other thing—be possibly existent by reason of itself.?* Thus Avicenna
distinguishes three categories: (a) the necessarily existent by reason of
itself; (b) the necessarily existent by reason of another, but possibly exis-
tenit by reason of itself; and (¢) the possibly existent by reason of itsell,
which is not rendered necessarily existent by reason of another.

What Avicenna calls necessarily existent by reason of itself is the same as
necessary being in the sense of that which exists “through itself” and “has
in its essence the sufficient reason of-its existence.””™ What Avicenna
calls necessarily existent by reason of another is the same as the category of
things having, in the terminology of Leibniz, “physical or hypothetical
necessity”; " “physical or hypothetical necessity” consists in “things, hap-
pening in the world just as they do” because “the nature of the world is
such as it is.”® However, the necessity characterizing these two
categories of necessarily existent being was already seen to be indefinable

for Avicenna; it is a primary concept to be grasped by the human mind .

immediately.” As a mere “indication” of its meaning, Avicenna wrote
that necessity “signifies certainty of existence.”” The necessarily existent
by reason of itself would accordingly be that which has certainty of
existence by reason of itself; the necessarily existent by reason of another
would be that which has certainty of existence by reason of another. And
the impossibility involved in supposing such a being not to exist would
consist in contradicting the certainty of its existence,” the fact that it
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cl()(::s exist. If no more than this can be said about the meaning of neges.
sarily existent, it is difficult to see just how necessary existence differs fro;n
actual existence; not surprisingly, Ghazali was later to accuse Avicenn,
of vagueness in his use of the term.?”

These remarks relate to the meaning of necessity and of necessarify
existent: Avicenna rules out any definition of necessarily existent and we can
only infer that its meaning amounts virtually to actually existent. Whep
A\ficenna subsequently comes to delimit the class of necessarily existent
beings, that class turns out, in fact, to coincide exactly with the class of
act'ually existent beings. For the two categories of necessarily existeng
being—that which is so by virtue of itself and that which is so by virtue of
another—are, according to Avicenna, the only two conceivable categories
of actual existence. To put this in another way, the possibly existent does
not actually exist unless rendered necessary by something else; and con.-
versely, everything actually existing, including whatever occurs in the
physical world, such as combustion, is necessary in one sense or the other.

o justity the point, Avicenna reasons that as long as something is merely

possible, nothing is present to “prefer” its existence over its nonexistence,
The possibly existent can enter the realm of actual existence onlyif a fac-
tor distinct from itself should “select out” its existence. But whenever
that factor is present, the existence of the possibly existent being is ren-
dere_d necessary. ™ The proper way of construing possible existence, ac.
cording to Avicenna, is therefore to say that during the time the possible
existent actually exists, its existence is necessary, and during the time it
does not exist, its existence is impossible. but that necessity and that im-
possibility are both conditioned, due not to the thing itself, but only to
the presence or absence of an external condtiion which necessitates its
existence or nonexistence, Considered in itself, in isolation from the ex-
ternal conditions, the possibly existent at all times remains possible.™
Actual existent is thus either: (a) Necessarily existent by reason of it-
self; this is something "such that if assumed not to exist an impossibility
resulis,” with the proviso that it has that character “by reason of itself.”
Or (b) necessarily-existent by reason of another, but possibly existent by
reason of itself; this is something, again, such that if assumed not to exist,
an impossibility results, with the proviso that it has that character only
inasmuch as “something else is assumed” to exist. In distinguishing these
_categories, it must be stressed, Avicenna is operating exclusively in the
realm of conceplts, without committing himself to the actual existence of
anything:*® He is saying that if something should be assumed to exist,
then it has to be classified in one of the two categories of necessarily
existent being.
3. Avicenna, it appears, rejects a true definition of (a) the necessarily
existent by reason of itself, (b) the necessarily existent by reason of an-
other but possibly existent by reason of itself, or (¢) the possibly existent
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by reason of itself which is not rendered necessarily existent by anything
else. Still, he writes, the “properties” of these three can be set forth.®! His
proof of the existence of God consists in analyzing the concept of the
necessarily existend by reason of itself and establishing its attributes; then ana-
lyzing the concept of the possibly existent and showing that il anything
actually exists, something necessarily existent by reason of itself must
also exist.

Avicenna’s analysis of the necessarily existent by veason of itself was not
original with him. Proclus had analyzed the concept of the “self-existent”
(q@’im bi-dhatihi} and “self-sufficient (mustaghniyya bi-nafsihd) first cause”
and shown that it must be eternal, uncaused, and free of composition 2
Alfarabi subsequently applied the same type of analysis to the concept of
the “First,” as he called the Deity, arriving at a wider set of attributes
than did Proclus.®® And the set of attributes deduced by Alfarabi from
the concept of the “First” parallels the set Avicenna now derives from the
concept of the necessary by reason of itself. Significantly, neither Proclus
nor Alfarabi required the concept of necessity for their analysis. This
supports the suggestion that the concept of necessity adds nothing to
Avicenna’s proof, and that his proof could have as well been based on an
analysis of the actuelly existent by reason of itself instead of on an
analysis of the necessarily existent by reason of itself.

Avicenna's analysis runs as follows: The necessarily existent by reason
of itself clearly can “not have a cause.” If it did have a "cause of its exis-
tence,” its existence would be by virtue of something” and theretore not
solely by virtue of itseff.*! Aristotelian philosophy distinguished no less
than four senses of cause, including causes internal to the effect as well
as those working on the effect from without, yet Avicenna does not spe-
cify which sense he is using here.®® However, the omission is apparently
intentional, for Avicenna understands that the necessary by reason of
itself is incompatible not only with an external cause-—an agent upon
which its existence depends—but also with internal causes—elements
within itself making it what it is.

The denial of internal causes means that the necessarily existent by
reason of itself can have no “principles which combine together and in
which the necessarily existent consists.” The full argument for this rests
on a distinction between a given entity as a whole and the parts of which
it is composed. Any composite entity, Avicenna contends, exists by virtue
of its parts and not by virtue of itself as distinct from its parts. Accord-
ingly, considered as a whole, it does not exist by virtue of what it is in -
self but only by virtue of something else—by virtue of the components
that constitute it. And it is therefore not necessarily existent by reason of
itself. The implications of the thesis are far reaching. For if the neces-
sarily existent by reason of itself can contain no parts whatsoever, it is
simple in every conceivable way. It is incorporeal, inasmuch as it is not
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composed of matter and form. It is unextended and immaterial, inas.
much as it is free of quantitative parts. It is indefinable, inasmuch as it i
not composed of genus and specific difference. And it is free of the dis.
tinction of essence and existence.*® The argument for simplicity also gives
an implied answer to a much repeated object later o be directed agains;
the proot of the existenceof God as a necessary being. Perhaps, that ob.
Jection runs, the physical world is itself the necessary being.®” Avicenna
would by implication reply that the physical world cannot be conceiveq
as necessarily existent by reason of itself, since the physical world canneg
be assigned the attributes deducible from the concept of the necessarily
existent by reason of itself: The physical world is not simple, unextended,
and incorporeal.®®

There can, Avicenna further contends, be only one being necessarily
existent by reason of itself. To prove this thesis, he argues basically®® that
assuming two such beings amounts to assuming two beings that are simi-
lar in one respect—their necessary existence—but different in another—
the respect whereby they can be distinguished and called two. But that
situation would be conceivable only if atleast one of the two things should
be composite, containing both the element in common with its counter-
part and another element whereby it can be distinguished and by virtue
of which two distinct beings can be enumerated. Thus at least one of the
two would have to be composite, and consequently, as already seen, not
necessarily existent by virtue of itself. It follows that not more than one
being necessarily existent by reason of itself is conceivable,*®

Avicenna derives other auributes from the concept of necessarily exis-
tent by reason of itself. It must be pure intellect, for such is the nature of be-
ings free of matter. It must be true, tor truth consists in the highest grade
of existence, and the necessarily existent by reason of itself would have
the highest grade of existence. It must be good, for evil consists in priva-
tion, whereas the necessary by reason of itself has fullness of being and
therefore suffers no privation. It must constitute the highest beauty, be
the highest object of desire, be possessect of the greatest pleasure, and so
forth.”! Avicenna’s analysis of the concept of necessarily existent by reason of
itself thus establishes that such a being must be uncaused, simple, incor-
poreal, one, pure intellect, true, good, beautiful, an object of desire,
possessed of the greatest pleasure.

But is there anything in the external world corresponding to that
concept? Does such a being actually exist? Its existence, Avicenna writes,
is surely not self-evident.®® Nor can its existence be established through a
syllogistic “demonstration” (burhan). For a demonstrative syllogism must
be constructed with propositions that are “prior to,” and the “causes” of
the conclusion,®® whereas there is nothing prior to existence, and the
cause of the presence of actual existence in the necessarily existent is
accepted by reason of itself.”* What can be provided is an indirect
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“proof” {dalil) of the existence of a being necessary by reason of itself,"
and that is what Avicenna undertakes.

To accomplish his proof, Avicenna leaves the conceptual realm for a
single empirical datum: “There is no doubt that something exists (enna
hund wujtdan).”*® It makes no difference what it is that exists or what its
peculiar properties might be; for the purpose of his proof Avicenna
considers merely the “existent gua existent™7 and therefore all he needs
is the fact that something does indeed exist. Applying the proposition
that there are only two conceivable categories of actual existing beings,?®
Avicenna proceeds: “Everything that exists is either necessary by reason
of itself] or possible [by reason of itself and necessary by reason of
another]. On the first assumption, a necessarily existent [by reason of
itself] has immediately been established, and that was the object of our
demonstration. On the second assumnption, we must show that the exis-
tence of the possible [by reason of itself but necessary by reason of
another] ends at the necessarily existent [by reason of itself].”** If the
first alternative were accepted, the proof would be complete; the being
conceded to be necessarily existent by reason of itself would simply be
assigned all the attributes already shown to belong to such a being. But
the real issue is of course posed by the second alternative, the assump-
tion that the random existent object with which the proof started is
necessarily existent only by reason of another, and possibly existent by
reason of itself. The heart of the proof therefore lies in showing that
anything possibly existent by reason of itself must ultimately depend for
its actual existence upon something necessary by reason of itself.

Professor Wolfson has pointed out that two philosophic principles
underlie Avicenna’s proof, as well as other cosmological proofs of the
existence of God in the Aristotelian tradition: {a) the principle of causal-
ity, and (b) the impossibility of an infinite regress of causes.'*® Avicenna
does not posit the two principles in their own right, but ingeniously
derives them'?! from his analysis of necessarily existent by reason of itself
and possibly existent by reason of itself.

In formulating his version of the principle of causality, Avicenna em-
ploys a distinction between the cause of the “generation” (hudith) of an
object and the cause of its “maintenance” (thabat).' The cause of gener-
ation is more obvious since no one, Avicenna is certain, can doubt that
whenever an object comes into existence, it does so by virtue of some-
thing else. But Avicenna’s proof cannot pursue a first cause of the gen-
eration of every possibly existent being, both because Avicenna helieved
that some possible beings are eternal and not generated, and also be-
cause his proof requires causes that exist together with their effect,'*?
whereas the cause of generation may perish after the effect comes into
existence. Therefore Avicenna gives his attention to the maintaining
cause.'® If, he contends, we consider any object possible by reason of
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itsclf, irrespective of whether it is generated or eternal, we may legi.
mately ask what maintains it in existence. The factor maintaining the
object in existence must be distinct from the object,® for in itself the
latter is only possible and does not exist by virtue of itself. And that fyc.
tor must exist as long as the object exists; for even when the object ig
actual, it never ceases to be possible by reason of itself and dependent on
something else for its existence.'®™ Thus the analysis of the concept
possibly existent by reason of itself—or, to be more precise, merely asking
what possibly existent means—establishes that if anything possibly existeng
should exist, it must at all times depend on a cause distinct from itself o
maintain it in existence.®7

The second proposition required by Avicenna is formulated by him a5
the impossibility that “causes go to infinity”—the impossibility of an in-
finite regress of causes. In fact, unlike other philosophers,’®® Avicenna
does not argue that an infinite regress, specifically, is absurd. He rather
argues for the more general principle that whether all actually existent
possible beings are “finite or infinite,” they must ultimately depend on a
being necessarily existent by reason of itself; and from this more general
principle he derives the impossibility of an infinite regress as a corol-
laryliﬂﬂ ]

Avicenna's reasoning here too is conducted solely through an analysis
of concepts, in the present instance both the necessarily existent and the
possibly existent. He is considering a situation wherein Z, for example,
depends for its existence upon Y, which exists simultaneously with it; Y
then depends upon X, which also exists simultaneously; ad infinitum. To
show that such a situation is inconceivable, he mentally collects into a
single group all possible beings actually existing at a single moment.
Then he reasons as follows: The totality of possibly existent beings,
considered as a whole, must be either (a) necessarily existent by reason of
itself or {b) possibly existent by reason of itself. The former alternative
would involve the absurdity that the “necessarily existent [by virtue of
itself] is composed of possibly existent beings.” Avicenna does not give
any reason why that thesis is absurd. He presumably means!!® that as-
suming the necessarily existent by reason of itself to be composed of
possibly existent beings amounts to assuming that the necessarily exis-
tent is composite, whereas his earlier analysis showed that the necessary
by reason of itself cannot be composite.!'!

If the totality pf possibly existent beings cannot (a) constitute a group
that s necessarily existent by reason of itself, there remains (b) the sec-
ond alternative, according to which the totality of possibly existent be-
ings, taken collectively, is possible by reason of itself. On this alternative,
Avicenna proceeds, “whether the group is finite or infinite,” it stands in
need of a factor that will continually “provide [it} with existence.” That
factor must be either (b-1) within the group or (b-2) outside of it. Assum-
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ing (b-1) that one [or more] of the members maintains the whole group is
equivalent to assuming that the member in question is a cause of itsell.
For to be a cause of the existence of a group is “primarily” to be the cause
of the individual members, and since the supposed cause is itself one of
the members, it would be a cause of itself. Yet the supposed cause has
already been assumed to be possibly existent, and the possibly existent is
precisely what does not exist by virtue of itself. Therefore it could not be
the cause of the collection of which it is one member,

If the totality of possibly existent beings cannot form a group that is
necessarily existent by reason of itself, and if, further, that totality cannot
be maintained by one of its own members, the sole remaining alternative
is that what does maintain the totality of possibly existent beings in
existence is (b-2) outside the group. Since, by hypothesis, all possibly
existent beings were included inside, anything left outside is not possibly
existent; it must accordingly be necessarily existent by reason of itself.
Avicenna was able to reach this result, it should be observed, through the
device of considering all possibly existent beings as a single group and
then asking what maintains the group in existence; and the cogency of
his argument depends upon the legitimacy of that procedure. Once he
has established that the series of all possibly existent beings does depend
on a necessarily existent being, Avicenna infers, as a sort of corollary,
that the series must be finite; for the possibly existent beings must “meet”
their necessarily existent cause and “terminate” there. Thus an infinite
regress of causes would be impossible—a regress, however, of only one
type, that wherein all the causes exist together.'!?

Avicenna's complete proof now proceeds as follows:''* Something
clearly exists, and it must be either necessary by reason of itself, or
necessary by reason of another and possible by reason of itself. On the
former assumption the proof is immediately complete: There is a being
necessarily existent by reason of itself, which is to be assigned all the
attributes of such a being. On the other assumption, the possible by
reason of itself must be maintained in existence by something else, which
exists as long as it exists. That other factor, in turn, must be either
necessary by reason of itself or possible by reason of itself. If it is as-
sumed to be necessary by reason of itself, the proof is again at once
complete. If, on the other hand, it is assumed to be possible by reason of
itself, it too must depend on a further factor distinct from it and existing
as long as it exists. Once again, Avicenna asks whether the new factor is
necessary by reason of itself or possible by reason of itself. It is incon-
ceivable, he has contended, that the series of all possible beings existing
simultaneously, whether finite or infinite, should be maintained in exis-
tence by part of itself or by itself as a whole. 'The series must be main-
tained in existence by something outside, something which can only be
necessarily existent by reason of itself.!!* The latter is to be assigned all
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the attributes shown to belong to the necessary by reason of itself, and j
is the Deity in Avicenna’s system.

4. Avicenna thus offers a proof of the existence of God that he
characterizes as metaphysical since the proof considers the attributes of
what exists solely insofar as it is existent and not insofar as it is a certaip
type of existent. The proof begins by distinguishing that which is neces-
sarily existent from that which is possibly existent, anct that which is necessar.
ily existent by reason of itself from that which is necessarily existent by
reason of something else; it analyzes those concepts; and it shows that the
possibly existent can actually exist only if ultimately dependent on some-
thing necessarily existent by reason of itself. Necessarily existent, as far
as [ can see, means nothing more than actually existent for Avicenna,'ts
and the proof could be executed unchanged using the distinction be-
tween what is actually existent by reason of itself; and what is possibly
existent by reason of itself but actually existent by reason of something
else.

Avicenna has not given an ontological proof, for although his proof
depends on an analysis of the concept necessarily existent by reason of itself,
the analysis alone is not intended to show that anything exists in the
external world corresponding to the concept. In deriving various attri-
butes from the concept of necessary existence, Avicenna in fact follows a
procedure later to be sanctioned explicitly by Kant, not for necessary
existence, but for the concept of God. The proposition “God is omnipo-
tent,” Kant granted, is a “necessary judgment,” inasmuch as “omnipo-
tence cannot be rejected if we posit a deity, that is, an infinite being; for
the two concepts are identical.”!'® Only the derivation of actual existence
from a concept gives an ontological proof, subject to the several objec-
tions raised by critics of that proof. What Kant sanctions for the concept
of God but rules out for the concept of necessary being, Avicenna does
undertake with the concept necessarily existent by reason of itself; he derives
a set of attributes from the concept, but does not pretend to derive actual
existence from it.

Like other cosmological proofs of the Aristotelian type, Avicenna’s
proot employs the principles of causality and the impossibility of an
infinite regress of causes, Avicenna’s proof goes beyond Aristotle’s, how-
ever, in establishing a first cause of the very existence of the universe
rather than just a first cause of motion.'*” His proof, further, is original
in basing even the philosophical principles needed for the argument
exclusively upon an analysis of concepts. Merely by analyzing the con-
cept possibly existent by reason of itself, Avicenna establishes that if such a
being actually exists, it must have a cause. And merely by analyzing the
concepts possibly existent by reason of itself and necessarily existent by reason of
itself, Avicenna shows that actual existence cannot consist solely in a
series of possibly existent beings. Since Avicenna derives the philosophic
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principles used in the proof from an analysis of those concepts, the only
proper way of refuting the proof would be to go back and question the
analysis. In other words, the critic would have to go back and question
Avicenna’s dichotomy of what exists by virtue of itself and what exists by
virtue of something else; and, more importantly, he would have to ques-
tion whether what exists by virtue of another can indeed at no time in its
career be self-sufficient, and whether what exists by virtue of itself can-
not be composed of internal factors. Criticisms along these lines were
directed against the proof by Ghazili, Averroes, and Hasdai Crescas.''4

Avicenna’s proof was widely used, less as a whole than in parts or in
adaptations. The methodological insistence that a proof of the existence
of God is a subject for metaphysics, not physics, was, for example, taken
up by the Latin writer Henry of Ghent, although the proof Henry gives
is different from Avicenna’s.!'® "The analysis of necessary and possible
being on which the proof rests was employed by Kafdm writers'”® and
there even appeared an adaptation of the proof as a proof of creation.'?!
A watered down version of the proof is given in “Uyan al-Masa’il, and
related works; 22 these are works mistakenly attributed to Alfarabi but in
fact dependent on Avicenna.'*®* The proof was reformulated by
Maimonides,** from whom it was copied by Thomas Aquinas.'®
Another reformulation was offered by Crescas.'?® Avicenna’s analysis of
necessary and possible existence enriched one of Spinoza’s ontological
arguments.'2” The proof is central for Leibniz and his followers, who—
although the historical filiation is unclear--reveal striking similarities
with Avicenna.'*® The two best known critiques of the cosmological
proof are directed against versions of this proof as formulated by the
followers of Leibniz.!** Despite the critiques, the proof is accepted by
such widely-read twentieth century writers as Mohammed Abduh!*® and
F. Copleston.'3!
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Cf. Hume, Dialogues Concerning Notural Religion, Part IX.

This argumentation is given in Ghazili's account of the views of philosophy, Tahaful,
1V, § 4; translation in Averroes’ Tahafut al-Tahafus, transl. van den Bergh, p. 160. In
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van den Bergh's translation, the phrase: “the first body cannot be composite,” should
be corrected to: “the first principle cannot be composite.”

‘The complete argument is very involved.

Najit, pp. 229-284; Shifa’: Hakiyyat, pp. 43-47; 360-354; Isharat, p. 143.
Najat, pp. 229, 245; Shifa: Hahiyyat, pp. 355-356; 367-370.

Shifa’: Hahiyydt, p. 6.

Aristotle, Posterior dnalytics, 1, 2, 71b19-32,

Shifa’: Hahiysat, p. 438. This was a commonplace; cf. Alexander, Commentary on
Metaphysies, in Commentaria in Avistotelem Graeea, 1 (Berlin, 1891), 686, lines 36-37;
Themistiug, Paraphrase of Metaphysics, ibid., V/5 {Berlin, 1902), Hebrew part, p. 11,
line 24; and cf. Liber de Causis, § 5.

. Shif': Hahiyat, p. 6.
5. Najat, p. 235,

Cf. above at nn. 4245,
Above, at nn. 78-79.
Najét, p. 235.

H, Wolfson, “Notes on Proofs of the Existence of God in Jewish Philosophy,” Hebrew
Union College Annual, 1(1924), 584 fI,

He in fact treats the two principles as three; cf. below, n. T13.

Avicenna explains that the maintaining cause can either be identical with the cause of
gencration or it can be different. For example, a container that lends its shape to the
liquid contained therein is both the cause of the generation of that shape and also the
cause maintaining the shape, Thus here the two are identical. But the cause of the
generation of the shape of a statue is the artisan, whereas the cause maintaining the
statue’s shape is the “dryness of the substance” of which the statue is made. Here the
two causes are different. Cf. Najat, p. 237.

The distinction Avicenna draws here wis later to be expressed by Thomas Aquinas
as a distinction between the cause of fieri and the cause of esse; Summa Theologine, 1,
question 104, article 1. :

To refute an infinite regress, Avicenna, as will appear, treats all possibly existent
beings as a single whole. This procedure can make sense only for possible heings that
cxist at the same time.

Avistotle’s proof from motion, it should be noted, is also primarily interested in the
causes maintaining the motion of the universe.

This-does not exclude its being a component, as in the instance of the statue, above, 1t
102.

Cf. above, at n. 70.
Najat, pp. 236-237.
E.g., Aristotle, Maimonides, Aquinas.

The Jewish philosopher Hasdai Crescas constructed his proof on the general princi-
ple without using the corellary that an infinite regress of causes is impossible. Gf. Or
ha-Shem (Fervara, 1555}, I, ii, 2.
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Possibly, though, he considered the thesis to be intuitively absurd; this is suggested i
Isharat, p. 141.

. Above, at . 86,
112
113.

Najat, p, 235; Isharat, pp. 141-142,

Besides the principle of causality and the impossibility of an infinite regress, Avi.
cenna writes that his proof needs a third proposition, the impossibility of a circulm-'
as distinct from a tinear, regress. A circular regress is a situation in which X, Y, and 7,
for example, exist simultaneously in such a way that X is the cause maintaining Y in
existence, Y is the cause of Z, but Z is the cause of X. That situation is manifesty
absurd, according to Avicenna, for two veasons, for the same reason that a linear
regress is impossible; and also because it would mean that X is a distant cause of itself,
also a distant effect of itself, and, put another way, is dependent for its existence
upon something whose existence is posterior to it. Cf. Nejat, p. 236, Avistotle, Physics,
VI, 5, 257b, 13-20.

Najat, p. 239; Isharal, pp. 141-142,
CF. above at nn. 77-78.
Kant Critique of Pure Reason, transl. Smith, p. 502,

Avicenna does not claiim originality in this, He writes that although the “first”
philosophers—i.c., Aristotle and his commentators—explicily only proved a frst
cause of motion, they also alluded to a preof of a fivst cause of existence; cf,
Mubdhathal, in Aristit indo al-"Arab, ed. Badawi, p. 189, § 290. Such had been the
position of Ammonius and Simplicius; of. Simplicius, Commentary on Physics, in
Commentaria in Aristotelem Graeca, X (Berlin, 1895), 1362-1363.

Ghazili, Tahafut, 'IV, §§ 1 ff.; Wolfson, “Averroes’ Lost Treatise on the Prime
Moaover”; Crescas, Or ha-Shem, 1, ii, 17.

A. Pegis, “Toward a New Way to God: Henry of Ghent,” Medieval Studies, XXX
(1968), 220-241.

Juwayni, K. al-Irshid (Gairvo, 1950), pp. 28-29, 59; Ghazaly, al-Iqtisad (Ankara, 1962),
p. 25; Fakhr al-Din al Rizi, Muhassel (Cairo, 1905), pp. 106-108; Iji, Mawdqif (Cairo,
1907), VI, pp. 2, 5-8.

Lii, Mawagif, VI, p. 227

Uyin al-Masa’il, in Alfarabi’s Philosophische Abhandiungen, ed. F. Dieterici (Leiden,
1890), §§ I, 3; R. Zaynan (Hyderabad, 1925}, pp. 3-4.

CE. S. Pines, “Ibn Sina et I'Auteur de la Risdlat al-Fusiis f 1-Hikma,” Revue des Fotudes
Istamigues, XIX (1951), pp. 121-124; F, Rahman, Prophecy in Islon, p. 21,

Maimonides, Moreh Nebukim, 11, 1 (3).

Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 1, question 2, article 8 {third way).
Above, n. 109,

Cf. Wolfson, Spinoza, 1, 197 ff.; Spinoza, Ethics, 1, x1, second proof.

Leibniz, De verum originatione radicefi, transl. Lata in The Monadology, pp. 337-339:
"The sufficient reason of existerce [=Avicenna’s maintaining cause] cannot be found
either in any particular thing or in the whole aggregate and series of things. ... You
may indeed suppose the world eternal; but as you suppose only a succession of states

129.
130.

181.
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in none of which you find the sufficient reason . . . it is evident that the reason must
be sought elsewhere. ... The series of changing things, even if it be supposed that‘
they succeed one another from all eternity, has its reason in ... the prevailing of
inclinations, . . . in inclining reasons. . .. Accordingly the veasons of the wortd lie hid
in something extramundane, different from the concatenation of slates or the sevies
of things, the aggregate of which constitutes the world.”

Wolff, Theologia Naturalis, 1, §8 24, 29, 33, 47, 48, 55, 1107, Wolff explains that a
necessaty being is a being that exists through itself. By analyzing the concept he
shows that such a being cannot be extended or composite (and thercfore the physical
world cannot be a necessary being), and that there cannot be two of them. To
demonstrate that such a being actually exists, Wolff begins with the datum that at
least something exists—the human soul. Then he argues that either this thing is itsell
necessarily existent or ultimately depends on something that is necessarily existent:
“For everything must have a sufficient reason why it should he, rather than not he.”
And if the thing we start with has the reason for its existence in something other than
itself, we shall arrive at the sufficient reason of its existence only when we arrive at
that “which does have the sufficient reason for its existence in itsetf” (§ 24). Also cf.
Baumgarten, Metaphysica, §§ 361, 375, 381

Above, nn. 35, 36.

Mohammed Abduh, B, al-Tewhid, chapter 2. This is a brief version of Avicenna's
proof.

CF. the Russell and Copleston debate in B. Russell, Why I Am Not a Christian {London,
1957), pp. 145-146. Copleston states that he is following Leibniz.

Also cf. R. Garrigou-Lagrange, Diew, Son Existence et Sa Nature, 11th ed. (Paris,
1950), pp. 269 ff.; R, Taylor, Metaphysics, Englewood Gliffs, 1963, pp. 85-93.




