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Abstract

A meta-theology makes claims about the structure of theological claims: it identifies a single,
fundamental claim about God, and shows how other theological claims are derivable from the
fundamental claim. In his book Depicting Deity and other articles, Jon Kvanvig has identified three
distinct meta-theologies: Creator Theology, Perfect Being Theology, and Worship-worthiness
Theology. In this article, we argue that the medieval Islamic philosopher Avicenna’s views about
God have the structure of a meta-theology, and that it is distinct from the three projects Kvanvig
identifies. This view is Necessary Existent Theology.
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Preliminaries

InDepicting Deity, Jon Kvanvig outlines the project of ‘meta-theology’. Ameta-theology, Kvanvig
says, is a theological project which begins with a single fundamental claim about God, and
derives other standard theological claims from the fundamental claim (Kvanvig (2021)). For
example: a proponent of ‘Perfect Being Theology’ begins with the fundamental claim that
God is the most perfect being, and then derives from this fundamental claim the further
claim that God is all-powerful, on the grounds that anything that is less than all-powerful
would fail to be the most perfect being. In general, while an ordinary theology articulates
the claims that are true of God, a meta-theological project structures the theological truths,
by identifying one claim as fundamental and others as non-fundamental, or derived, truths.

Kvanvig is well aware that endorsing a meta-theological project is not obligatory, since
one could hold that there are theological truths, but no single, fundamental truth
(Kvanvig (2021), 4). He does claim, however, that if one is to endorse a meta-theology,
the there are three options that are ‘promising’:

The task I set is thus metatheological: an investigation into the kinds of approaches
one might take in developing a theology, an investigation into the proper starting
point for characterizing the nature of God . . . Among the most promising starting
points for such a project are conceptions of God which begin from one of three initial
assumptions. In brief, I label these three approaches ‘Creator Theology’, ‘Perfect
Being Theology’, and ‘Worship-Worthiness Theology’. (Kvanvig (2021), 3)
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It is clear, however, that Kvanvig is careful not to rule out the possibility of additional
alternatives. In calling these three meta-theological approaches ‘the most promising start-
ing points’ he does not insist that it is impossible to characterize alternative
meta-theologies.1

In this article, we will argue that there is indeed a fourth alternative, which is both a
central player in Medieval Islamic philosophy, and has a serious philosophical pedigree.
This meta-theological view is Necessary Existent Theology.2 The primary claim of
Necessary Existent Theology is that God is the Necessary Existent, and its most prominent
proponent is Avicenna. In what follows, we will argue that Avicenna’s view meets the con-
ditions for a meta-theology that Kvanvig sets out and, moreover, that Necessary Existent
Theology is distinct from the three meta-theological views that Kvanvig discusses. But
first, a few clarifying remarks on the meta-theological project in general will be helpful.

What is a meta-theology?

Kvanvig makes several claims about what a meta-theology involves. It will be important
to be clear on what these are, as in the next section we will argue that Avicenna has a view
which counts as a meta-theology, in Kvanvig’s sense. But there are some details which
need to be cleared up, in order to make the concept of a meta-theology clearer, especially
in light of some of the central claims in Avicenna’s view of God.

A meta-theology identifies what is fundamental to the nature of God

Kvanvig puts this point as follows:

To assume one of these three standpoints (viz., Creator Theology, Perfect Being
Theology, or Worship Worthiness Theology) is to assume that one of these three
is fundamental to an adequate account of the nature of God, that moving from
bare theism to a more substantive theology begins from one of these standpoints,
with the additional claim that what is valuable in the other approaches can be
derived from what is fundamental. (Kvanvig (2022), 139)

Let us assume that, in general, talk of what is metaphysically fundamental, and what is
not, will be unproblematic. (Metaphysical notions related to fundamentality can be
found in Lewis (1983), Fine (2001), Sider (2012), and elsewhere.) This may be a controver-
sial assumption for some metaphysicians, but theological realists who are willing to hold
that there are substantial truths about God are not likely to dispute it. Typically, theo-
logical realists will grant that it makes sense, for example, to ask whether God’s com-
mandment not to steal is more fundamental than our obligation not to steal.
Fundamentality-scepticism is not, we will assume, a live possibility here.

However, even if talk of what is fundamental is in general well-disciplined and content-
ful, there are special issues that arise when applying it to claims about the nature of God.
As is well known, Avicenna, along with a significant portion of the Islamic, Christian, and
Jewish philosophical traditions, held that God is simple. The doctrine of simplicity is con-
troversial in its details, but many of its proponents at the very least understand it to pro-
hibit the existence of any parts or attributes in God. A meta-theological distinction
between the fundamental and derived claims about God, however, risks a kind of division
between the fundamental and non-fundamental in God. In other words, if perfection is
fundamental to God’s nature, as Perfect Being theologians hold, then it would seem to fol-
low that God’s eternity is not fundamental. Hence God’s eternity is distinct from his
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perfection, because they differ in the following respect: perfection is fundamental,
whereas eternity is not fundamental. This appears to conflict with the doctrine of
simplicity.

This is a sketch of a general problem, which affects any meta-theological project which
aims to be consistent with the doctrine of simplicity. But Necessary Existent Theology, if
it is a legitimate candidate for a (distinct) meta-theology, faces an especially acute version
of the problem. There is a straightforward argument that necessary existence entails sim-
plicity. In later sections, after sketching the argument that Necessary Existence Theology
entails simplicity, in addition to other claims about God, we revisit the tension between
simplicity and the meta-theological.

Meta-theological claims are metaphysical, not epistemological

Kvanvig insists that we distinguish between the epistemology of theology and its meta-
physics. In particular, how we come to know that God is timeless and omnipotent need
not begin with God’s fundamental nature, and involve a derivation of timelessness and
omnipotence. As far as our knowledge is concerned, we might come to know the funda-
mental fact about God by first knowing some metaphysically non-fundamental claims, and
then inferring the metaphysically fundamental.

For a particular meta-theology, the important question is whether the central theo-
logical claim can be shown to metaphysically explain other facts about God. In his discus-
sion of Creator Theology (CT), which takes the central claim about God to be that God is
the source of all that exists, Kvanvig says the following:

CT should not be characterized in terms of what can be supported by cosmological
and teleological considerations. Instead, it should be characterized in metaphysical
terms. The central feature involved is that of a creatorship or sourcehood, which I
will characterize as follows: according to CT, God is the asymmetric source of all
else. The idea is to start with the characterization of God that is central to CT and
see what can be learned about God from that fundamental starting point. The com-
mon mistake noted above is to conflate the metaphysical project with an epistemo-
logical one. The latter project has us focus on what we can learn about a creator
through cosmological and teleological considerations; our project, however, involves
the question of what can be derived from the assumption that God is, fundamentally,
the asymmetrical source of all else. (Kvanvig (2021), 10–11)3

Kvanvig has in mind critics who insist that the inference is not very strong: a somewhat
powerful, or somewhat devious creator could have created the universe. But as an epis-
temological question concerning how we know that the universe was not created by a
somewhat powerful, less-than-omnipotent being, the issue is not one Creator Theology,
as a meta-theological position, has to address. This is because a meta-theologian is mak-
ing metaphysical claims. What is required, if Creator Theology is true, is that God’s being a
creator is more fundamental than, and metaphysically explains, the facts that God is all-
powerful and that God is omnipotent. God’s being a creator does not need to serve the
epistemological function of serving as a basis for knowledge that God is all-powerful.

The distinction between metaphysics and epistemology will turn out to be crucial in
what follows. We will rely on this distinction in making the case that Necessary
Existent Theology is a distinct meta-theology. This is because there is a proof of God’s
existence in Avicenna that God must exist as a cause of everything else. The proof begins
with the premise that things exist, then goes on to show that, even if these things are
merely contingent,4 it follows that there must be a necessary existent, namely, God.
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Thus Avicenna seems to hold that we come to know that God exists, by means of a proof,
because of God’s causal relationship to other existents. But this on its own is an epistemo-
logical claim, and does not show that Avicenna agrees with the central meta-theological
claim of Creator Theology. That would require for Avicenna to hold that the central, fun-
damental claim is that God is the cause, or source, of all else that exists. As we will argue
below, Avicenna does not hold this. While he agrees that it is true that God is the cause of
all that exists, he does not think that this is the central, fundamental claim about God.

Avicenna’s ontology and proof of God’s existence

Here we turn to arguing that Avicenna provides us with a view that meets the conditions
for counting as a meta-theology, subject to the above provisos. This view is Necessary
Existent Theology. In this section, we outline the central notions and core claims of
Avicenna’s view. In doing so, we make no claim to originality, as the centrality of neces-
sary existence to Avicenna’s theology will be no surprise to readers of Avicenna.5 In the
next section, we turn to the central thesis of this article, as we argue that these claims
constitute a unique and distinctive meta-theology.6

Avicenna’s modal ontology: necessary and possible existence

Avicenna’s basic ontology divides everything into one of four categories, which involve
two pairwise distinctions. The first is the distinction between necessary and possible exist-
ence. Avicenna says in Salvation VIII.2.1.1, ‘the necessary existent is the existent which,
when posited as not existing, an absurdity results. The possibly existent is the one
that, when posited as either existing or not existing, no absurdity results’ (Avicenna
(2007), 211).

Avicenna also distinguishes between those things which have their modal status in
themselves from those which have this status through another. In Salvation VIII.2.1.2, he
says, ‘the necessarily existent through itself is that which is owing to itself not to any
other thing . . . the necessarily existent not through itself is that which becomes neces-
sarily existent if something other than it is set down’ (ibid.).

Conjoining these distinctions, the conceptual space for existents can be divided into
four exhaustive categories: the necessary in itself, the necessary through another, the
possible in itself, and the possible through another.7 What we would call ordinary contin-
gent objects occupy, for Avicenna, two of these categories. Take Giles the cat: Giles is pos-
sible in itself since there is both no absurdity in positing that Giles exists, and no
absurdity in positing that Giles does not exist. Giles is also necessary through another,
on Avicenna’s view: if we do posit the (perhaps very complex) causes of Giles then an
absurdity does result if we posit the causes without Giles. In this sense, Giles is necessary
through another, where the ‘other’ is the complex set of causes of Giles.

Note that, for Avicenna, the concept of necessity is not the modern concept of exist-
ence in all possible worlds. A necessary existent in itself cannot fail to exist in any possible
world, because it does not depend on anything outside itself for its existence. But Giles is
also necessary, in a sense, because an absurdity results from positing the existence of the
causes through which Giles exists, without also positing the existence of Giles himself. It
does not follow as a matter of conceptual necessity, however, that Giles exists in all pos-
sible worlds; it is conceivable that there are worlds where the causes of Giles don’t exist,
and so Giles doesn’t either. This is the sense in which Giles is necessary, but through
another.8

Avicenna identifies God with the necessary existent through itself. We will save discus-
sion of Avicenna’s proof for the necessary existent through itself for later. Here, we simply
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note that Avicenna thinks that there is a necessary existent through itself, and that this is
God. The relationship between God and necessary existence through itself is very strict, as
some interpret him as going so far as to hold that necessary existence through itself is not
God’s essence; strictly speaking, God has no essence. Rather, necessary existence through
itself is God’s very self (dhāt).9 The category of possible existence through another is
empty: for Avicenna, things are possible (or not) in virtue of their own essences. What
make Giles possible is that, as a cat, there is no absurdity in supposing that Giles exists,
or in denying that Giles exists. Giles does not need another for his possible existence;
others are needed, informally, to make his existence actual.

Although we use compound English expressions (or, in Avicenna’s case, Arabic) to
name these categories – necessary existence through itself, necessary existence through
another, etc. – it is best not to think of these as metaphysically derived, or complex, cat-
egories on Avicenna’s view. Instead, there are four simple, basic categories, which are not
composites of distinct, more basic categories.10 These can be thought of as fundamental
metaphysical categories; there is no sense, for Avicenna, in which the essence of Giles
is composed of possibility and through anotherness, and likewise there is no sense in
which God is composed of necessity and through itselfness. This will become evident as
we discuss God’s simplicity below. For now, we simply note that conceptual structure
does not map on to metaphysical structure.

Avicenna’s proof of the necessary existent

Avicenna does not rely on a simplistic assumption that an infinite regress of causes that
are merely necessary through another is impossible in order to establish the necessary
existent. Rather, he allows that each possible existent may be such that it is necessary
through another – that is, it has a cause – and in each case the cause is another possible
in itself. If this is the case, then there is an infinite series of existents that are made neces-
sary (‘actual’) through another that is only possible in itself. Of course, Avicenna does not
outright assert that the series of possible-in-themselves is infinite; rather, his argument in
Salvation II.1.2 is independent of the truth on this matter, since the same questions about
the necessity or possibility of the series can be asked independently: ‘As for their [i.e. the
contingent, possible-in-themselves, existents] existing all together, and none is a neces-
sarily existing being, then either the totality, insofar as it is that totality, whether finite
or infinite, exists necessarily through itself or possibly in itself’ (Avicenna (2007), 215;
emphasis added). The central claim in Avicenna’s proof is that there are three possibilities
concerning this (possibly infinite) totality of existents that are possible in themselves.
One is that the totality is necessary in itself, which Avicenna says is absurd because ex
hypothesi it is composed only of existents that are possible in themselves. The second is
that the totality is possible in itself, and is made necessary through another cause
which is internal to the totality. However, Avicenna says, the totality can only be caused
by a cause which is responsible for the existence of each member of the totality. Thus, if a
member of the totality causes the existence of the totality, then that member would be
causing its own existence. This is a contradiction, since it entails that a member of the
totality is necessary in itself, but ex hypothesi that totality consists only in things which
are necessary through another. Finally, Avicenna says in Salvation II.1.2 that the cause
could be external to the totality. In this case, the cause must be necessary through itself
because the totality, we have assumed, includes all of the existents that are merely pos-
sible in themselves. So the only coherent option entails that something which is necessary
through itself exists (Avicenna (2007), 215).

A few preliminary notes regarding the relationship between Avicenna’s proof of a
necessary existent, and its relation to the concept of a meta-theology, are in order.
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The proof clearly begins with a premise about the existence of things.11 Its conclusion
is the claim that there is a necessary existent, which is established on the grounds that
God, as the necessary existent in itself, is the cause of other existents. The relationship
between God and what God causes, on Avicenna’s view, is clearly central to epistemology:
when we follow his proof, we come to know that God exists by first knowing that some
things exist, and then inferring God as a cause. As Kvanvig has warned, however, we
must distinguish between the epistemological and the metaphysical claims of a
meta-theological project. Simply because God’s status as first cause is central to
Avicenna’s proof, it does not follow that God should, metaphysically, be identified primar-
ily as the cause of things that are possible in themselves. As we will argue below,
Avicenna’s metaphysics does not treat the claim that God is a cause as fundamental.

A second point is that the proof makes use of a notion of causation that is not what we
would call material causation, which in a modern sense is the kind of causation that gen-
erally falls under the laws of physics. Avicenna is not arguing that any totality of material
causes of things that are possible in themselves must have a necessary existent as their
material cause, where the causal relationship is either governed by laws of physics or
is related to physical causation in some analogous sense that is appropriate to God’s caus-
ing creation to come into existence ex nihilo. In fact, he rejects the view that there must be
such a first cause in the order of material causes, since he denies that the world was cre-
ated ex nihilo. Rather, Avicenna’s premises apply to the cause of an existent in the sense of
that which explains, and sustains the fact that the existent has existence rather than non-
existence. For Avicenna, the essence of something which is possible in itself cannot
explain why it exists rather than not. A possible in itself can be coherently supposed
not to exist. Adding a preceding material cause doesn’t provide the needed explanation:
it might explain why its effect comes into existence, but the fact that there was a material
cause at time t does not explain why its effect exists at a later time, t*. Since the essence of
the thing hasn’t changed, there must be another existent now, at this very time, which
explains why it exists rather than not.

As noted in (Zarepour (2022), 17, 21–22) Avicenna’s notion of a cause is much more
closely related to what a contemporary metaphysician would call a ground – see, for
example, Fine (2001) and Schaffer (2009). This is why in Salvation II.1.3 Avicenna thinks
the totality of possible-in-themselves cannot contain a circular explanation of the exist-
ence of each (emphasis added):

To set down a finite number of possible existents, each one of which is a cause of the
others in a circle, is as absurd and obvious as the first problem. Particular to it, how-
ever, is that each one of them would be a cause and an effect of its own existence,
where x comes into existence from y only after y itself comes into existence, but any-
thing whose existence depends on the existence of what exists only after its own later existence
cannot exist. (Avicenna (2007), 215)

Avicenna’s notion of dependence is central to the absurdity of a circular chain of causes.
When a grounds b, where both a and b are merely possible in themselves, a explains why b
exists (is ‘necessary’ in Avicenna’s terminology) and is not among the non-existent. What
would be absurd is for a to provide this explanation for b’s existence in conjunction with
the fact that b is a part of the same kind of explanation of a’s existence. Avicenna’s notion
of dependence, like the contemporary notion of ground, is asymmetrical. But a circular
chain of grounding-relations among the possible-in-themselves would require a symmet-
rical grounding relation, and is absurd. b cannot be part of the grounds of a if a must
already be supposed to exist as the ground of b.12 Note that the plausibility of this argu-
ment decreases significantly if, instead of dependence, the causal relation at issue is
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material causation. It is much more plausible that a circular chain of material causes is
possible since, while odd, it is not absurd to suppose backward causation is possible.13

The metaphysics of Necessary Existent Theology

A meta-theology identifies a single fundamental claim about God. Any particular
meta-theological picture is compatible with the existence of additional truths about
God, but these are not fundamental. Instead, the additional truths are derived claims, as
they are claims which (allegedly) follow from the fundamental claim. Competing
meta-theologies differ over which claim about God is fundamental, and the manner of
derivation of the derived claims.

According to Necessary Existent Theology, the fundamental theological claim is:

God is the necessary existent

There are many derived claims according to Necessary Existent Theology; in what follows
we will focus on the derivation of only a few derived claims within Necessary Existent
Theology, which include:

God is simple
There is only one God
God is the first cause
God is perfect

Each derived claim can be shown to be true in one of three ways. First, a derived claim
might be shown to be identical to the fundamental claim, in the sense that the derived
claim states the same fact as the fundamental claim: that God is the necessary existent.
Second, the derived claim could follow from the fundamental claim. One way to show
this is to show that the negation of the derived claim is inconsistent with the fundamental
claim. Finally, a derived claim might state a fact about God’s relation, as ground, to other
existents that are not necessary in themselves. In this case, the derived claim does not
follow from the fundamental claim alone, but instead follows from the fundamental
claim in conjunction with facts about other existents.

Below we will begin by showing how Necessary Existent Theology accommodates the
derived claims in one of these three ways. Or, more precisely, we will show how
Necessary Existent Theology purports to accommodate these claims. While we will sketch
Avicenna’s arguments that each of the derived claims follows from God’s necessary exist-
ence, we do not mean to take a stand on the soundness of these arguments. Our claim is
that Avicenna’s treatment of God as the necessary existent has the structure of a distinct
meta-theology.

God’s simplicity

Avicenna says in Healing I.7 that God’s simplicity follows from the fundamental claim that
God is the necessary existent. In particular, God cannot be composed of parts, cannot be a
genus or have a species, and cannot have accidents. In each case the proof is similar.
If God is the necessary existent in itself, then a part, which is not numerically identical
to God, must be something distinct from, and additional to, the necessary existent in
itself. The part is then only possible in itself, and so must have a cause, which secures
its existence. This contradicts the fundamental claim, that God is the necessary existent
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in itself. God, by having a part, a specific difference, or attribute, would then have a cause,
and so would only be necessary through another (Avicenna (2005), 34–38).

Here it is clear that the simplicity of God is a consequence of the fundamental claim,
namely that God is the necessary existent in itself. Avicenna has argued that the denial of
God’s simplicity is incompatible with the fundamental claim. So, Necessary Existent
Theology includes the claim that God is simple, as a derived claim. In this case the derived
claim follows from, but is not identical to, the fundamental claim of Necessary Existent
Theology.

There is only one God

Avicenna argues in Healing I.6.11 that there is only one God, and also does so on the basis
of the fundamental claim, that God is the necessary existent in itself. Here the simplicity
of God, established above, serves as a lemma in the argument. Avicenna argues that the
supposition that there are multiple necessary existents in themselves is incompatible with
the simplicity of the necessary existent(s). The reason is that, if there were two necessary
existents, then there must be something in virtue of which they are distinct. But then at
least one of the necessary existents must have something that distinguishes it from the
other necessary existent – if not, there would be nothing to make them distinct, and so
there would not be two necessary existents. However, any distinguishing feature requires
a cause, and hence the distinguished existent must be distinct from God, because God is
simple. So there can be at most one necessary existent in itself (Avicenna (2005), 33).

The uniqueness of God is therefore a second derived claim that follows from the fun-
damental claim of Necessary Existent Theology. As with the derivation of the simplicity of
God, it follows from the fundamental claim that God is the necessary existent.

God is the first cause

The priority of God as a first cause follows from the simplicity and unity of God, plus the
status of every distinct existent as something that is merely possible in itself. Avicenna
says in Healing VIII.4.1:

Since nothing other than Him is a necessary existent, He is the principle of the neces-
sitation of the existence of everything, necessitating [each thing] either in a primary
manner or through an intermediary. If the existence of everything other than Him
derives from His existence, He is [the] first. (Avicenna (2005), 273)

It is noteworthy that Avicenna, in what immediately follows, is explicit that God’s being
the first cause is not part of the essence of God, but rather is a relation between God and
other beings that are not necessary in themselves. God is the cause of, for instance, Giles
the cat, and since there is no further cause of God, this relation between God and Giles is a
part of God’s being the first cause. (Avicenna allows that God, while being absolutely sim-
ple, can be related to other things – a point Maimonides would dispute later.14)

This means that the fact that God is the first cause is, for Avicenna, a distinct fact from
the fact that God is the necessary existent. Its grounds include the fact that God is the
necessary existent, but also include God’s relation to other existents, as the reason why
these possible-in-themselves are necessary through another. At the same time, God’s sta-
tus as the necessary existent is clearly the more basic fact: it is only in virtue of his status
as the necessary existent that some things which are merely possible in themselves exist
at all.
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God is perfect

Avicenna holds in Healing VIII.6.1 that God’s perfection consists in his necessary existence:

The Necessary Existent is thus perfect in existence because nothing belonging to His
existence and the perfections of His existence is lacking in Him. Nothing of the genus
of His existence is extraneous to His existence, existing in another in the way, for
example, it exists extraneously in another in the case of a human being. (Avicenna
(2005), 283)

In subsequent passages in Healing VIII.6.2 Avicenna adds that God is ‘above perfection’
because ‘not only does He have the existence that belongs only to Him (since God is
necessary in itself), but every [other] existence also is an overflow of His existence and
belongs to Him and emanates from Him’ (Avicenna (2005), 283).

Avicenna’s account of God’s perfection is particularly interesting in the present con-
text, as he not only thinks that the perfection is a consequence of necessary existence,
but he seems in addition to think that perfection (or being ‘above perfection’) is identical
to the kind of self-sufficiency that only the necessary existent in itself can possess. That is,
there is a contrast with Avicenna’s proof of God’s perfection and his proofs of other non-
relational claims about God, including his uniqueness and simplicity. When giving the lat-
ter proofs, Avicenna relies on substantive claims about the relationship between simpli-
city or uniqueness, and necessary existence. For example, in proving uniqueness,
Avicenna relies on the claim that, if there were two necessary existents, there would
have to be some distinguishing feature that makes them distinct. But Avicenna relies
on no auxiliary premises in proving perfection; all he relies on is the definitional claim
that the self-sufficiency characteristic of the necessary existence suffices for perfection.

It is also worth noting that, when arguing that God is pure good, Avicenna adds in
Healing, VIII.6.3 a relational conception of goodness. The good, Avicenna says, is ‘that
which everything within its [own] bound desires and through which its existence is com-
pleted’ (Avicenna (2005), 284). Since everything desires existence, they desire God. This is
a claim that partly depends on the previous argument that God is (beyond) perfection.
God’s perfection consists in the fact that God is the single, unique necessary existent;
that is, God is the perfection of existence. The relational fact – that everything desires per-
fection – thus amounts to the relational fact that everything desires God.

We won’t try to settle how Avicenna thinks of the relationship between these two argu-
ments for God’s perfection. Avicenna may have had two distinct concepts of perfection; or,
alternatively, may have held God as perfect because he is desired is a consequence of God’s
intrinsic perfection. There are clear differences between these arguments: one identifies
an intrinsic feature of God’s necessary existence; the other rests on a relation between God
and other creatures. However, they both share a distinguishing mark of a meta-theology:
they derive God’s perfection from a single fundamental claim about the nature of God. If
there are auxiliary premises in the argument, they are not further claims about God’s
nature, but rather are claims about creatures, or are definitional claims about perfection.

Comparisons with other meta-theological approaches

Distinct meta-theologies

Kvanvig, in articulating what it takes to be a meta-theology, identifies three substantive
meta-theologies: Creator Theology, Perfect Being Theology, and Worship-worthiness
Theology. Although he does not explicitly say that there can be no fourth alternative,
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he does say that they represent ‘the most promising beginnings’, and are ‘the major
metatheological competitors’.

We have already outlined the essentials for an argument that Necessary Existent
Theology meets the criteria to count as a distinct meta-theology: it has a metaphysical
framework, which carves out ontological space for God as the necessary existent in itself.
Moreover, the nature of God on this picture can clearly be distinguished from the epis-
temological steps through which we know that God exists. Avicenna holds that some
key claims about God, including his simplicity, uniqueness, status as the first cause, and
perfection, follow from God’s necessary existence. Since Avicenna is a prominent and
influential figure in the history of philosophical theology, his view should count as a
major player in the meta-theological debate.

One remaining possibility is that, while Avicenna clearly relies on a central fundamen-
tal claim about God’s nature, Necessary Existent Theology is not a distinct alternative,
since its fundamental claim is not substantially different from that of one of the standard
meta-theological views. Thus, it is worth pausing to note the reasons why the fundamen-
tal claim of Necessary Existence Theology is not plausibly identified with any of the fun-
damental claims of the alternatives.

We take it to be clear that Worship-worthiness Theology is not the same is Necessary
Existent Theology. Worship-worthiness is a relational property, as it related God to
humans, or other potential worshippers. A relational property like this has no place in
Avicenna’s modal ontology, and so cannot feature in the fundamental claim of
Necessary Existent Theology. Some derived claims are relational, in Avicenna’s scheme.
But the fundamental claim, that God is the necessary existent in itself, is not a relational
claim, and is only used to derive relational claims in conjunction with facts about the
possible-in-themselves.

The fundamental claim of Perfect Being Theology is that God is perfect. Avicenna
agrees that God is perfect. But this claim, on Avicenna’s view, is derived: Avicenna claims
that it follows from God’s status as the necessary existent in itself. As the discussion in the
previous section shows, the derivation relies on a definition of what perfection consists in,
and in particular defines perfection as consisting in the self-sufficiency that is character-
istic of the necessary existent. For Perfect Being Theology, on the other hand, God’s per-
fection is not a derived claim; moreover, the conception of perfection as self-sufficient
existence is not one the perfect being theologian is likely to share – a point we return
in the conclusion.

We can turn next to Creator Theology. Perhaps the closest resemblance between
Necessary Existent Theology and Creator Theology lies in the explanatory priority
assigned to God on each view. According to Creator Theology, the fundamental claim is
that God is the source of everything else. Necessary Existent Theology, we have seen,
includes the fundamental claim that God is the necessary existent in itself. This claim
is partly a claim about what explains God’s existence, as the explanation is ‘through itself’
rather than ‘through another’. The priority of God as first cause is closely related to the
way in which God exists, according to Necessary Existent Theology.15

As Avicenna argues, the fact that God’s existence is necessary in itself implies that God
is the cause, or explanation, of the existence of all other things. His proof of God’s exist-
ence proves that God exists because there must be a first cause, although in an unortho-
dox sense.

But Avicenna’s view is not an unorthodox version of Creator Theology. A
meta-theology is not an account of the epistemology whereby we come to know that
God exists, and so Avicenna’s proof is not a clear indication of the structure of his
meta-theology. The metaphysically fundamental claim of a meta-theology can, in prin-
ciple, be separated from the premises in an argument for the existence of God. In
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Avicenna’s case, this is precisely what we need to do: the argument that God exists, even
though it establishes God as the first cause, does not commit Avicenna to the metaphys-
ical claim that God is, fundamentally, the first cause.

The metaphysics of God must instead be read off from Avicenna’s modal ontology. This
ontology includes the category of necessary existence in itself – that is, existence which is
explained through the one existing, and not another. While we employ the notion of a
first cause to establish the existence of God, God’s essence does not involve any relation
(including the relations of being first or prior to) to the possible-in-themselves which God
causes. Instead, the fundamental claim about God, for Avicenna, locates God in the modal
category of necessary existent through itself. Once we separate epistemological claims
from metaphysical claims about what is fundamental to God, it is clear that Necessary
Existent Theology is not a variant of Creator Theology.

Simplicity and meta-theology

As we have seen, the doctrine of simplicity plays a central role in Avicenna’s derivation of
the other theological claims about God, including those that are the fundamental claims
according to competing meta-theologies. In the context of characterizing Avicenna’s
views as a distinctive meta-theology, this raises special problems. Avicenna’s commitment
to a strong version of simplicity entails that God is not composed of parts, is not com-
posed in part by a form, does not belong to any genus, and does not possess attributes
that are distinct from each other, or from God’s self or essence. This is not an idiosyncratic
commitment of Avicenna’s view: divine simplicity is a doctrine that looms especially large
in any discussion of Avicenna, but is also endorsed in some form by Aquinas, Duns Scotus,
Averroes, Maimonides, and others.

A meta-theology involves a commitment to a distinction between what we have called
fundamental and derived theological claims. Here we will briefly sketch how this distinction
appears to conflict with divine simplicity. This is not a decisive consideration: we will also
sketch several ways in which a meta-theological view can be reconciled with simplicity.
There may be additional options for dealing with the difficulty; we will not try to canvass
all of them here. The upshot of this discussion is that any reconciliation will require us to
refine, to some extent, what a meta-theology amounts to.

Take a claim about God’s nature that, according to one’s favourite meta-theological
view, is not fundamental. For example, assume that the claim ‘God is timeless’ is not a
fundamental claim about God’s nature. What does it mean to say that God is timeless is
less fundamental than some other claim about God’s nature? Here we have several options
for understanding what less fundamental amounts to. On some ways of understanding what
fundamentality amounts to, this follows from the fact that there is a further fact about
God’s nature which grounds the fact that God is timeless. These are ground-centric concep-
tions of fundamentality, as they explicate the notion of fundamentality in terms of the
notion of ground.16

From the perspective of a theological view that includes a commitment to divine sim-
plicity, these distinctions are potentially important. Take the idea that the distinction in
fundamentality follows from a grounding relation between facts that concern God’s
nature. This view entails that there are distinct facts about God’s nature, as the fact
that God is timeless is distinct from some other, more fundamental, fact about God.
That God is timeless can’t be identical to the fact that God is the necessary existent (or
whatever the fundamental fact is), because the fact that God is timeless is less fundamen-
tal than, and so distinct from, the fundamental fact that God is the necessary existent.
This appears to conflict with a strict view of divine simplicity.
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The conflict becomes clearer if we adopt a standard formulation of facts as structured
entities involving real-world constituents and properties.17 If the fact that God is timeless
involves an entity – timelessness – this entity must be distinct from entities contained in
other facts about God. Timelessness is a constituent of a fact that is grounded by the fun-
damental fact, whereas the fundamental fact contains no such entity. So God’s timeless-
ness is not the same thing as God’s necessary existence, a straightforward conflict with
simplicity.18

One way out is implicit in the discussion of relational claims about God’s nature in the
last section. For example, we pointed out that God’s status as the first cause is, for
Avicenna, a relational fact which holds between God and distinct existents that are merely
possible in themselves. God is the first cause because, as the necessary existent in itself,
God is the reason other things which are merely possible in themselves are necessary
through another. There is no conflict with simplicity when the derived claims are rela-
tions between God and other entities, since the derived fact, which concerns God’s status
as the first cause, is partly grounded in things outside of God’s nature. Here there is no
pressure to reject simplicity in order to account for the distinctness of the derived
facts. One option is to adopt a similar strategy for other derived claims, by construing
them as relational facts.

Another option, which is also compatible with simplicity, is to abandon the ground-
centric conception of fundamentality. It is not obligatory to explicate the fundamental
and derived facts in terms of the grounding-relations which hold between distinct
entities. Instead, we can hold that there is one, single fundamental fact about God, and
that this fact can be represented in different ways. This is a representational approach
to fundamentality, which is to be contrasted with the ground-centric approach. (See
Fine (2012), Sider (2012), and Dunaway (2015) for different versions.) A non-relational
derived fact about God, on this approach, is another way of representing the fundamental
fact. For instance, Sider (2012) holds that the fundamental facts are those that are
expressed with ‘perfectly’ structural vocabulary, while statements of non-fundamental
(i.e. derived) fact represent the same fact, with ‘non-structural’ vocabulary.

Applied to the theological claims involved in a meta-theology, the representational
strategy goes something like this. If God is the necessary existent through itself is the funda-
mental claim, then the term ‘necessary existent through itself’ is a perfectly structural
term. Derived claims, such as the claim that God is unique, represent the same fact that
God is the necessary existent through itself represents. But this is not a statement of funda-
mental fact because ‘unique’ is not perfectly structural. Thus it is not the case that
there are distinct facts in play: that is, there are not two facts, one involving necessary
existence, and another involving uniqueness. Instead, what is going on is there is one
fact – God’s necessary existence – and two ways of representing it.

We do not need to adopt Sider’s terminology to make this point: all it requires is that
some representations better capture God’s essence (self) than others. If we have a distinc-
tion along these lines in hand, we can use it to make the fundamentality-distinctions that
are central to a meta-theology, without contradicting divine simplicity. Our point here is
that any meta-theological project that countenances non-relational derived theological
facts must use a strategy along these lines, in order to avoid ruling out major theological
competitors.

Conclusion

We have argued that Avicenna’s Necessary Existent Theology (i) constitutes a
meta-theological position, and (ii) is distinct from common meta-theological positions
discussed in the literature. Of course this does not mean that it is the most plausible
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candidate. In fact, there are a number of grounds on which it might be criticized. It would
be of significant interest to a meta-theologian to investigate the comparative plausibility of
the view in relation to other options in meta-theology. For example, Necessary Existent
Theology according to Avicenna accommodates the claim that God is perfect.
Perfection, on this view consists in God’s complete self-sufficiency: as the necessary exist-
ent in itself, God does not depend on any other being. But a Perfect Being Theologian
might object that perfection consists in more than self-sufficiency. In this case, the merits
of Necessary Existent Theology involve not just which theological claims it can accommo-
date, but also how it accommodates them. In conclusion, while we think it is clear that
Necessary Existent Theology is a distinct option in meta-theology, we also think its inter-
est consists not primarily in its plausibility, but rather in the questions it raises for how to
carry out the meta-theological project.
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Notes

1. See also Kvanvig (2022), 139:

[M]y goal is to investigate the relationships between what I take to be the major metatheological compe-
titors. As I see it, among the most promising beginnings are conceptions of God which make one of three
initial assumptions about the nature of God. In brief, I will label these three approaches as ‘Creator
Theology’, ‘Perfect Being Theology’, and ‘Worship Worthiness Theology’.

2. See Zarepour (2022), 5–6.
3. See also Kvanvig (2022), 143:

[O]ur question is a metaphysical one, not an epistemological one. CT, then, is not an account of the nature
of God that limits the divine nature to those attributes that can be supported by cosmological and teleo-
logical considerations. Instead, it is the view that God is the asymmetrical source of all else, a starting point
on which the fundamental nature of God involves aseity and independence from all else. The idea is to
start with the characterization of God that is central to CT and see what can be learned about God
from that fundamental starting point. The mistake in the literature is to conflate the metaphysical project
with an epistemological one, where what is involved in being the asymmetrical source of all else is the
minimal conditions generated by cosmological and teleological considerations.

4. In Avicenna’s language ‘possible in themselves’ yet ‘necessary through another’. We discuss Avicenna’s meta-
physics in more detail below.
5. Zarepour expounds on the centrality of necessary existence to Avicenna’s metaphysics: ‘Avicenna maintained
that all God’s attributes can be drawn out from God’s being-the-necessary-existent and put forward many ingeni-
ous arguments to establish that attributes like simplicity, unity, immateriality, atemporality, and unchangeability
can be deduced solely from necessary existence’ (Zarepour (2022), 6).
6. Zarepour notes as well that Avicenna’s claims about Necessary Existence bear a structural similarity to
Anselm’s claims about perfection (ibid.). In particular, Zarepour does note the relationship between fundamental
claims and derived claims, and observes that Necessary Existent Theology and Perfect Being Theology (though he
does not use the name ‘Perfect Being Theology’) both identify a single fundamental claim. We agree with this
observation, but our aim here is to do substantially more work with the concept of a meta-theology in relation
to Avicenna. As Kvanvig shows, the concept of a meta-theology is a general concept that extends beyond these
two particular cases: it can be characterized abstractly without reference to any particular candidate fundamen-
tal claim, and can be applied to additional views, including Worship-worthiness Theology and Creator Theology.
Moreover, it is Creator Theology, not Perfect Being Theology, that most closely resembles Avicenna’s view, and
some may be tempted to identify Avicenna’s view with a version of Creator Theology. As we show below, this is
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not the case; nevertheless, the benefits of applying the concept of a meta-theology to Avicenna’s view go beyond
structural parallels with Anselm. Thanks to an anonymous referee for discussion here.
7. While Avicenna does not discuss the ‘possible through another’ in his explicit discussion on the possible and
necessary, that is because his primary aim there is to explain what the Necessary through itself must be like. In
contrast, in his discussions of potentiality (qūwa) and matter as the bearer of possibility, Avicenna clearly recog-
nizes that the ‘possible through another’ makes up part of the ‘logical space’ of modalities, albeit one that he also
realizes is empty and indeed is absurd; see, for example the Physics 3.11 (Avicenna (2009), 360), the Metaphysics of
the Healing 4.2 [24] (Avicenna (2007), 137), and Najāt, ‘metaphysics’ 1.17 (Avicenna (1985), 534–536).
8. It is a matter for debate whether Avicenna’s commitments allow him to avoid ‘modal collapse’, that is, the
doctrine that all actual truths are necessary, in the traditional possible worlds sense. We do not take a stance
on this issue here; rather, the point is simply that Avicenna’s concept of necessity in Avicenna is not identical
to the concept of existence in all possible worlds. It is conceivable that, for substantive philosophical reasons,
Avicenna must hold that everything which is necessary in his sense could not be otherwise and so obtains in
all possible worlds. This result would follow from substantive philosophical premises and not the identity of
the concepts of Avicennian necessity and existence in all possible worlds. Thanks to an anonymous referee
for raising this issue.
9. For example in Healing 8.4.12–13, Avicenna says:

[E]verything that has a quiddity is caused. The rest of the things, other than the Necessary Existent, have
quiddities. And it is these quiddities that in themselves are possible in existence, existence occurring to
them externally.

The First, hence, has no quiddity. (Avicenna (2009), 360)

However, the question of whether the Necessary Existent’s quiddity is equal to its existence or whether it simply
has no quiddity is the subject of much discussion. As a starting point, see Macierowski (1988), and more recently
Janos (2020) and Zarepour (2022), sec. 3.5. For our purposes it will not be necessary to take a stand on this issue.
10. See Salvation II.4:

We also say it cannot be the case that the necessary existent has principles that are gathered together and
the necessary existent is constituted of them [. . .] It has neither quantitative parts nor the parts of a def-
inition and account, whether they are like the matter and form, or in any other way as the parts of the
account explaining the sense of its name. (Avicenna (2005), 214)

For further discussion see Bertolacci (2008), 50.
11. It is perhaps natural to read Avicenna as assuming the a posteriori premise that contingent things exist. But
this is probably inaccurate, see Marmura (1980) and Zarepour (2022), 9.
12. The ban on circular grounding chains in the contemporary literature is usually connected to the claim that
grounding is transitive, asymmetric, and irreflexive. See Rosen (2010) and Fine (2010). For the exception that
proves the rule, see Bliss (2014).
13. See, for instance, Lewis (1976).
14. Maimonides says: ‘There is, in truth, no relation in any respect between Him and any of His creatures. For
relation is always found between two things falling under the same – necessarily proximate – species, whereas
there is no relation between the two things if they merely fall under the same genus’ (Maimonides (1963), 118).
Since, for Maimonides, God does not even belong to a genus, there can be no relations proper between God and
creatures. Here Maimonides appears to be applying Avicenna’s principles to what (Maimonides takes to be) their
logical conclusion, though we will not pursue the question of whether he is right about this here.
15. See Richardson (2014).
16. See Fine (2012) for more on these, and related, distinctions.
17. See Fine (1982), 64–67, for discussion of this view of facts.
18. This is simply a sketch of an argument that a grounding-relation between facts about God’s nature entails a
denial of simplicity. We do not wish to claim that there is no way out here for someone who wishes to conceive of
grounding as a relation between structured facts, while at the same time maintaining simplicity. Our point here
is simply that there is a prima facie incoherence in maintaining this package of views, and it needs to be resolved
somehow. We present some options in what follows.

References

Avicenna (1985) Al-Najāt. Muḥammad Dānishpāzhūh (ed.). Tehran: Dānishgāh-yi Tihrān.

Religious Studies 217

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412523000239 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412523000239


Avicenna (2005) The Metaphysics of the Healing. Michael E. Marmura (trans.). Provo: Brigham Young University
Press.

Avicenna (2007) The Salvation, ‘Metaphysics’, II.1–5. In Reisman D and McGinnis J (eds), Classical Arabic Philosophy.
Indianapolis: Hackett, pp. 211–215.

Avicenna (2009) The Physics of The Healing Books I and II. Jon McGinnis (trans.). Provo: Brigham Young University
Press.

Bertolacci A (2008) ‘Necessary’ as a primary concept in Avicenna’s metaphysics. In Perfetti S (ed.), Conoscenza e
contingenza. Pisa: Edizioni ETS, pp. 31–50.

Bliss R (2014) Viciousness and circles of ground. Metaphilosophy 45, 245–256.
Dunaway B (2015) Supervenience arguments and normative non-naturalism. Philosophy and Phenomenological

Research 91, 627–655.
Fine K (1982) First-order modal theories III – facts. Synthese 53, 43–122.
Fine K (2001) The question of realism. Philosophers’ Imprint 1, 1–30.
Fine K (2010) Some puzzles of ground. Notre Dame Journal of Formal Logic 51, 97–118.
Fine K (2012) Guide to ground. In Correia F and Schneider B (eds), Metaphysical Grounding. Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, pp. 37–80.
Janos D (2020) Avicenna on the Ontology of Pure Quiddity. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter.
Kvanvig J (2021) Depicting Deity. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Kvanvig J (2022) Metatheology and the ontology of divinity. In Kittle S and Casser G (eds), The Divine Nature:

Personal and A-Personal Perspectives. New York: Routledge, pp. 139–157.
Lewis D (1976) The paradoxes of time travel. American Philosophical Quarterly 13, 145–152.
Lewis D (1983) New work for a theory of universals. Australasian Journal of Philosophy 61, 343–377.
Macierowski EM (1988) Does God have a quiddity according to Avicenna? The Thomist 52, 79–87.
Maimonides (1963) Guide of the Perplexed. Shlomo Pines (trans.). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Marmura M (1980) Avicenna’s proof from contingency for God’s existence in the Metaphysics of the Shifā. Mediaeval

Studies 42, 337–352.
Richardson K (2014) Avicenna and the principle of sufficient reason. Review of Metaphysics 67, 743–768.
Rosen G (2010) Metaphysical dependence: grounding and reduction. In Hale B and Hoffman A (eds), Modality:

Metaphysics, Logic, and Epistemology. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 109–136.
Schaffer J (2009) On what grounds what. In Chalmers D, Manley D and Wasserman R (eds), Metametaphysics.

Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 347–383.
Sider T (2012) Writing the Book of the World. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Zarepour MS (2022) Necessary Existence and Monotheism. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Cite this article: Ansari R, Dunaway B, McGinnis J (2024). Necessary existent theology. Religious Studies 60,
204–218. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412523000239

218 Rosabel Ansari et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412523000239 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412523000239
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412523000239

	Necessary existent theology
	Preliminaries
	What is a meta-theology?
	A meta-theology identifies what is fundamental to the nature of God
	Meta-theological claims are metaphysical, not epistemological

	Avicenna's ontology and proof of God's existence
	Avicenna's modal ontology: necessary and possible existence
	Avicenna's proof of the necessary existent

	The metaphysics of Necessary Existent Theology
	God's simplicity
	There is only one God
	God is the first cause
	God is perfect

	Comparisons with other meta-theological approaches
	Distinct meta-theologies
	Simplicity and meta-theology

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	Notes
	References


