Ibn Sīnā (Avicenna)

Ideas Made Manifest: Spring 2006
I. Necessary and Possible Existents

II. Only One Necessary Existent

III. Unity of The Necessary Existent 

IV. The Four Causes

V. Co-Existence of Cause With Effect

Necessary and Possible Existents

1. All existents are either necessary or possible. 

2. A necessary existent exists only through itself. (= A necessary existent is not caused.)

3. A possible existent either exists or it does not exist. 

4. If a possible existent exists, it exists through something else (its existence is caused by something else). 

5. If a possible existent is caused to exist by something else, its existence becomes necessary through that thing and in relation to it. 


The Four Causes

Formal 

“…the cause which is part of the subsistence of something, through which the thing is what it is in actuality” (247).

The structure of the thing as it is in actuality.

E.g.: The structure, or shape, of the chair is in the chair, and is only in an actual chair.

Elemental (or Material)

“…the cause which is part of the subsistence of something, through which the thing is what it is in potentiality and in which there rests the potentiality of its existence” (247).

The “stuff” of which the thing is made, but which is potentially one thing or another.

E.g.: Wood is in the chair, but wood itself is potentially a chair, potentially a table.

Agent (or Efficient)

“…the cause which bestows existence separate from itself…” (247).

The external thing that moves in some way to bring the thing into being.

E.g.: The carpenter who builds the chair. 

Purpose (or Final)

“…the cause because of which the existence of something separate from it comes to be” (248). 

The goal that the thing aims at or that someone has for it. 

E.g.: The carpenter wants something to sit on at the dinner table.
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