Avicenna’s Islamic Philosophy of God and Creation

I. The Problem of Creation and Divine Transcendence

 

The growing influence of Aristotle in the 11th century posed problems for orthodox Jewish, Islamic, and Christian theology. Among other things, Aristotle maintained the eternity of the world (not the sublunar world but the celestial spheres). More precisely, the influence of Aristotle during this period was often a version mixed with Platonist influences. From this arose the theory of emanation. God is good, goodness has an intrinsic tendency to share itself, to overflow (in metaphorical terms). So the universe is eternal in this specific sense: the universe is the necessary out flowing of the divine nature into corporeal forms. On this view, the universe has no beginning in time, and so is eternal, and it is necessary. God had no choice to create it.

(1) The world was created out of nothing (ex nihilo) by a free act of the divine will, and with that creation came the beginning of time. [creationism]

From which it follows that:

(2) God is the transcendent creator.

But, the Aristotelians held:

(3) The universe is eternal and necessary. [Avicenna and Al-farabi both challenged (1)]

Since many of those who held (3) also wanted to maintain (2), they had to find a way to maintain God’s transcendence. How could God be appropriately distinguished from the world? How could God be the transcendent creator and yet the world be necessary and eternal (without beginning in time)?

II. Essence and Existence: Re-establishing Divine Transcendence 

Aristotle had distinguished between WHAT A THING IS and THAT A THING IS, a distinction between essence (quiddity) and existence. This distinction is exploited and developed by medieval philosophers to reassert God’s transcendence within the framework of the pressures of Greek Necessitarianism. Although introduced by Al-Farabi (9th-10th century), it is one of the important contributions of Avicenna (A.D. 980-1037).

A. Necessary and Possible Existents

1. When the quiddity of a thing is not contradictory, it is thought of as possible in itself.

2. The existence of a possible always depends on some other thing as a cause, for something must cause esse (existence) to be joined to a quiddity.

It is evident that for everything there is a proper nature [haqiqa] which is quiddity. And we know that the nature [haqiqa] proper to each thing is other than its existence [al-wujud], which is synonymous with its affirmation. (Avicenna)

3. This second thing must either be possible in itself or more metaphysically ultimate. If it is only possible in itself, it caused by another, such that ultimately it is caused by something which is metaphysical ultimate.

4. The metaphysically ultimate M is not caused by anything else. In this case, there is no need for esse to be added to the quiddity of M, for the quiddity of M guarantees the esse of M. The quiddity and esse are each one, inseparable. So M is necessary in the sense of uncaused and also in the sense that it is contradictory to deny its existence. M is sui generis.

There is a division between NECESSARY BEING and CONTINGENT (or POSSIBLE) BEING.

BUT

5. Whenever there is [a possible X in itself], if you add esse to X, X is necessary through another, which gives X esse (or causes X to have esse).

And

6. The universe = the addition of esse to every quiddity (as a possible in itself) from what is necessary in itself.

7. So everything [possible in itself] is actual by being made necessary through another which is necessary in itself.

B. Contingency and God

"Considered in itself" the universe as an effect of God is radically contingent. It does not contain the conditions of its own existence. In itself, it need not exist. For all contingent things: "existence is an accident attaching to what exists." Causes give a thing being. If we abstract the world from its causes, we can see it also as radically contingent. But I we view it in the light of its cause, then it is necessary. God is transcendent by virtue of being the necessary through itself.

a. God is the only uncaused thing in the world.

b. Everything other than God is brought about by some cause external to itself.

Causal explanations are reductions to necessity. If a thing is not necessary in itself, it is necessary through another. Aristotle applied this to things within the cosmos, but not the cosmos itself - Avicenna breaks new ground. Aristotle maintains this because he sees the cosmos (specifically motion) as eternal, and what is eternal is necessary. According to Avicenna, what is eternal or infinite may owe its existence to another, necessary not in itself but through another. Celestial beings need not be the stopping points for explanation. They too are contingent and not necessary. No contradiction is involved in denying the existence of the world, even if in fact it has existed for eternity. The truest cause is not the transient efficient cause that officiates at the origin of a thing, but the enduring cause that sustains and perpetuates it.

Ancient and Medieval views on Contingency

The distinction between essence and existence (as articulated by Avicenna and later by Aquinas) marks an important development in medieval philosophy. The Greek view of contingency was restricted to certain aspects of the universe: plurality and change. The pre-Socratics were led to postulate a single arche as the principle and cause of the cosmos - specifically its unity and order. Plato’s Demiurge is responsible for bringing a cosmos (order) out of pre-existing chaos. It is far from clear that the supreme being in Plato creates the matter of the world. He is responsible for everything except the existence of the world. Likewise, Aristotle is interested in explaining why the world is the way it is, especially the perennial problem of change. The first mover explains, not the existence of things, but the fact that there is change in the world. The distinction between essence and existence permits a more radical statement of contingency. Given that distinction, what God explains is the very existence of the world. Existence itself, not merely change, is contingent. Thus, even if the world is eternal (has no beginning in time), it is still radically contingent, for it is possible that it might not have existed at all. And since it does not have existence of itself, it must be caused to exist. And even if it is eternal, it will be caused to exist from all eternity.

Similarly, since the explanandum is now existence itself, God (the explanans) will not only be one and immutable, but will lack composition of essence and existence. The sui generis character of God as an explanatory principle leads to the doctrine of divine simplicity. God is now understood to be a necessary being: a being whose existence is uncaused and cannot be denied without contradiction. Such a being is wholly simple.

C. Why God Cannot have a Nature

For Avicenna and Maimonides, the distinction between essence and existence functions primarily to distinguish possible from necessary being, and a way of affirming the uniqueness of the necessary existent. 

1.If a thing has a quiddity (a nature), then it is caused.

2.But God is not caused.

==========================

3.Therefore, God has no nature.

Argument for 1:

4.If a thing has quiddity, then the nature of a thing is other than its existence,

5.If the nature of a thing is other than its existence, then it is caused. (for in no other way could it be brought to existence)

=================================================

1.If a thing has quiddity, then it is caused.

The question, what is the nature of God?, presupposes that there is something, distinct from existence, whereby God is divine. "There is no quiddity for the necessary existent, " writes Avicenna "other than the fact that it is necessary existent - and that is its to-be [al-anniyya]."

 

