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Triseity
C. A. McIntosh

Abstract: If everything that exists has an explanation, as the PSR says, then 
(arguably) God exists. But what is God’s explanation? God exists a se and, as such, 
has His explanation “in Himself.” How does that work, exactly? I explore how the 
PSR can lead to an explanatory account of aseity that is theologically intriguing.

A little more than twenty-five years ago, in the very first article of the 
very first issue of the second series of this journal, Stephen T. Davis defended 
what he called the Generic Cosmological Argument.1 The argument took as 
its main premise a version of the Principle of Sufficient Reason (PSR), in par-
ticular:

(1)	 Everything that exists has an explanation. 
Davis is clear about the principle’s scope: it is universal and unrestricted (so 
let’s abbreviate it UPSR). As he says, it means for any x, if x exists, then x has a 
reason or explanation of its existence. Given that the universe exists, it there-
fore has an explanation. And given the reasonable premise that if the universe 
has an explanation, it is God, it follows that God exists.

Suppose the argument is sound. But then we must ask: what is God’s ex-
planation? Why does God exist? If you are sympathetic to the argument, you 
need an answer to this question. You cannot hire the UPSR like a taxi to get 
us to God but dismiss it once we get there.2 It keeps going. Your fellow com-
muters won’t take kindly to you disembarking before the fare is fully paid. 
As someone who is sympathetic to the argument, I propose we go along for 
the ride. In doing so, I’ll explore a route that seems to lead to more than just 
a generic theism. It takes us through several attributes until we arrive at one 
that is very intriguing. First stop: necessity.

Necessity

Many believe a natural stopping point for explanation is necessity, Davis 
among them. For Davis, necessity is its own kind of explanation. Aware that 
the UPSR “requires that even necessary beings . . . have a reason for their ex-
istence,” Davis suggests an easy reply: “the reason for the existence of a given 

1. Stephen T. Davis, “The Cosmological Argument and the Epistemic Status of Belief in God,” 
Philosophia Christi 1 (1999): 5–15.

2. Richard Gale and Alexander Pruss call this the taxi-cab objection, paraphrasing Arthur 
Schopenhauer’s complaint against appealing to causality in cosmological arguments. See Gale 
and Pruss, “A New Cosmological Argument,” Religious Studies 35 (1999): 470.
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necessary being B is simply that B is a necessary being.”3 If God exists, God 
necessarily exists. So, the reason for the existence of God, as a necessary be-
ing, is simply that God is a necessary being.

This reply is too quick. Necessity, as a modal status, says nothing about a 
thing’s explanatory status. It is coherent to talk about necessary things lacking 
explanation (even if none do), and coherent to talk about necessary things 
explained by other necessary things. Perhaps for this reason, William Lane 
Craig, who also defends the Generic Cosmological Argument, appeals to the 
UPSR formulated as follows:

(1*)	Anything that exists has an explanation of its existence, either in the 
necessity of its own nature or in an external cause.4

The universe does not seem to have an explanation of the first type on ac-
count of its contingency; it must have an explanation of the second type, that 
is, in an external cause. As such, it is thought that this must be God—what 
else can exist “external” to the universe as its causal explanation but God? 
God’s explanation, then, would be of the first type, “in the necessity of His 
own nature.” Set aside for the moment what it means for something to have 
an “external cause.” What does it mean for something to have its explanation 
“in the necessity of its own nature”? Once again, it must mean more than just 
being necessary. Take numbers, for example. If numbers exist, they necessar-
ily exist. That is their nature. In that sense, they exist by the necessity of their 
own nature. But does that explain their existence? No. Maybe numbers exist 
in virtue of a certain function and properties, as Bob Hale argues.5 Or maybe 
numbers, along with other necessary abstracta, are the byproduct of God’s 
mental and causal activities, as Brian Leftow argues.6 Either way, the neces-
sity of their nature does not explain their existence. Something else does. The 
same would be true of a concrete object like the cosmos conceived of as a nec-
essary emanation from God. The cosmos, though necessary, is explained by 
something else. If being necessary just means existing in all possible worlds, 
as is standardly thought, that says nothing about why something exists in all 
possible worlds. Maybe something exists in all possible worlds because some-

3. Davis, “The Cosmological Argument and the Epistemic Status of Belief in God,” 7.
4.  William Lane Craig, “Theistic Critiques of Atheism,” in The Cambridge Companion to 

Atheism, ed. Michael Martin (Cambridge University Press), 75. Craig does not explain where he 
gets (1*), but it is standard fare. It is the PSR that William Rowe attributes to Samuel Clarke in his 
The Cosmological Argument (Princeton University Press, 1975) and the PSR Norman Kretzmann 
attributes to Aquinas in his pair of books, The Metaphysics of Theism: Aquinas’s Natural Theology 
in Summa Contra Gentiles I (Oxford University Press, 1999) and The Metaphysics of Creation: 
Thomas Aquinas’s Natural Theology in Summa Contra Gentiles II (Oxford University Press, 
1999).

5. Bob Hale, Necessary Beings (Oxford University Press, 2013). 
6. Brian Leftow, God and Necessity (Oxford University Press, 2012). 
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thing else exists in all possible worlds. There is nothing about necessity just as 
such that is buck stopping as far as explanation goes.7

Scholastic defenders of cosmological arguments recognized this, and so 
they distinguished necessary beings that have their necessity caused by an-
other (causam necessitates aliunde) from one whose necessity “in itself ” (per 
se necessarium). In this way, we see that for something to have its explanation 
“in the necessity of its own nature” is not to exist with a kind of super-duper 
necessity, but to exist a se.8 Let us therefore continue to the next stop: aseity.

Aseity

Despite the recent surge in interest in aseity among philosophers and 
analytic theologians, it remains a largely underexplored attribute, conceptu-
ally speaking, and not all conceptions of aseity will help us with our question. 
So some parsing is required.

While the etymology of “aseity” is Latin, the earliest reflections on the 
attribute are found in the Greek church fathers, who preferred the term age-
netos (unoriginated, uncreated). The term agenetos, however, seems to have 
denoted a richer concept than what a strictly literal translation would sug-
gest. As G. L. Prestige writes in the introduction to God in Patristic Thought, 
“to call God uncreated was tantamount to calling Him infinite perfection, 
independent reality, and the source of all finite being; He alone is absolute; all 
else is dependent and contingent.”9 He continues: “The idea of creation was 
therein contrasted with that of self-grounded existence . . . . The ageneton 
exists per se: its cause lies within its own being. As being independent of all 
other existences it enjoys perfection. Creatures, since their existence is not 
self-grounded, are necessarily imperfect.”10 This is not likely to satisfy those 
who prefer their definitions to have the clarity of precise necessary and suf-
ficient conditions. To exist a se is to be uncreated, yet also to have one’s cause 
“lie in one’s own being.” To exist a se is to be independent, yet also to be “self-

7. Another difficulty with (1*) is that there is no reason to restrict the kinds of explanations 
things can have to just those two types. It is commonly thought, e.g., that there can be kinds of 
metaphysical explanations that aren’t strictly causal in nature. In fact, it has been argued that a 
noncausal metaphysical type of explanation better describes the relationship between God and 
the universe. See Kenneth Pearce, “Foundational Grounding and the Argument from Contin-
gency,” Oxford Studies in Philosophy of Religion 8 (2017): 245–68. And there may be other kinds 
of explanations still. It is also for this reason Alvin Plantinga is mistaken in thinking that because 
God, as a necessary being, lacks causal conditions of his existence, “the question ‘Why does God 
exist?’ is, therefore, an absurdity” (Plantinga, “Necessary Being,” in Faith and Philosophy, ed. 
Alvin Plantinga (Eerdmans, 1964), 107). Necessary beings may well have noncausal conditions 
of their existence. 

8. William Lane Craig, God and Abstract Objects: The Coherence of Theism: Aseity (Springer, 
2017), 3–4.

9. G. L. Prestige, God in Patristic Thought (SPCK, 1975), xx.
10. Ibid., xx, 46.
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grounded.” It’s as if the attribute is being described with two pairs of contrary 
concepts!

We encounter this same confusing theme in the descriptions of aseity by 
contemporary systematic theologians, who, rather than attempting to define 
the concept, seem to instead resort to a thesaurus. And this thesaurus turns 
out to be an unhelpful one, since the panoply of associated terms are hardly 
synonymous. Consider three representative examples. In his widely refer-
enced text, Reformed theologian Louis Berkhof writes:

God is self-existent, that is, He has the ground of His existence in Him-
self. This idea is sometimes expressed by saying that He is causa sui 
(His own cause). . . . The idea of God’s self-existence was generally 
expressed by the term aseitas, meaning self-originated, but Reformed 
theologians quite generally substituted for it the word independentia 
(independence). . . . This attribute of God is generally recognized, 
and is implied in heathen religions and in the Absolute of philosophy. 
When the Absolute is conceived of as the self-existent and as the ulti-
mate ground of all things, which voluntarily enters into various rela-
tions with other beings, it can be identified with the God of theology. 
As the self-existent God, He is not only independent in Himself, but 
also causes everything to depend on Him.11

Self-existent. Causa sui. Self-originated. Independent. The Absolute. Ulti-
mate ground. The second example of the thesaurus approach comes from 
nineteenth-century Baptist theologian J. M. Pendleton. Of God’s “self-exis-
tence,” he writes:

This, of course, means that the causes of his existence are in him-
self. . . . The life is inherent. Unlike the life of creatures, it comes from 
no external source. . . . [H]is self-existence makes him absolutely in-
dependent . . . . The reasons of God’s existence are in himself alone, 
and his self-existence is an inalienable attribute of his nature. . . . It is 
evident that there is need of only one self-existent being in the uni-
verse, for self-sufficiency is allied to self-existence. That is to say, a self-
existent being must be a self-sufficient being.12

Inherent Life. Absolutely independent. Self-sufficient. Our final example is 
from the late protestant theologian Jack Cottrell. He writes:

The second nonrelational attribute of God is his self-existence. This is 
also called his aseity, from the Latin expression a se, meaning “from 
himself, of himself.” It literally means that God derives his existence 
from himself and not from any outside source. His being is not derived 
from anything and is not dependent on anything; he just exists. He is 
self-sufficient, immortal, indestructible, and independent. He cannot 

11. Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Devoted Publishing, 1949), 25.
12. J. M. Pendleton, Christian Doctrines: A Compendium of Theology (American Baptist Pub-

lication Society, 1878), 43, 45.
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die, he cannot disappear; he cannot self-destruct. All this is in sharp 
contrast with all created being, which by the very fact of creation owes 
its existence to something outside itself, namely, the Creator-God.13

Self-derived. Immortal. Indestructible. As I say, such descriptions are typi-
cal.14

Unfortunately, contemporary philosophers, who usually pride them-
selves on their analytic clarity over the theologians, offer little improvement. 
In contrast to the thesaurus approach, theirs is more terse. In his five-hundred 
page book on the coherence of aseity, William Lane Craig devotes a mere 
three pages to conceptual analysis of the attribute itself (that’s 0.6 percent!), 
settling with what he calls a “minimalist” or “thin” conception of divine aseity: 
God exists a se if and only if He exists independently of everything else; that 
is, God, unlike everything else, is not dependent upon any other being for His 
existence.15 The rest of the book defends aseity against the threat of indepen-
dently existing abstract objects. Similarly, Jeffrey Brower begins his chapter 
“Simplicity and Aseity” in the Oxford Handbook of Philosophical Theology by 
describing God as “an absolutely independent being—that is, a being who 
is first or primary in the sense that he does not depend on anything distinct 
from himself. Such a being, it is often said, exists from himself (a se).”16 The 
rest of the chapter defends divine simplicity as motivated by this conception 
of aseity, which is not analyzed any further. This “minimalist conception,” to 
use Craig’s term, certainly captures an aspect of aseity, but it does not give due 
justice to the attribute traditionally conceived.17

Toward that end, let’s make a chart. Of the panoply of terms associated 
with aseity, we find some which seem to pick out something negative, and 
others, something positive:

13. Jack Cottrell, The Faith Once for All (College Press, 2002), 69 (emphasis in original).
14. One more for good measure: “Of the attributes involves in Infinity, we mention: self-

existence. By self-existence we mean (a) that God is ‘causa sui,’ having the ground of his existence 
in himself. Every being must have the ground of its existence either in or out of itself. We have the 
ground of our existence outside of us. God is not thus dependent. He is a se; hence we speak of 
the aseity of God. . . . But lest this [God as causa sui] be misconstrued, we add (b) that God exists 
by the necessity of his own being. It is his nature to be” (Augustus Strong, Systematic Theology 
(Revell, 1979), 256–7). Note the appeal to the UPSR, “Every being must have the ground [i.e., 
reason, explanation] of its existence either in or out of itself.”

15. Craig, God and Abstract Objects, 3. William Lane Craig, God over All: Divine Aseity and 
the Challenge of Platonism (Oxford University Press, 2016), 1. Craig does not seem to work with 
this minimalist conception consistently throughout his work.

16. Jeffrey Brower, “Simplicity and Aseity,” in The Oxford Handbook of Philosophical Theology, 
ed. Thomas Flint and Michael Rea (Oxford University Press, 2009), 107 (emphasis in original).

17. We should therefore resist seeing such minimalist conceptions as normative or canoni-
cal, and even be leery of their historical pedigree. As John Webster says, the “more modern 
philosophical and theological construals of aseity have often been read back into patristic and 
medieval texts” (Webster, “Life in and of Himself: Reflections on God’s Aseity,” in Engaging the 
Doctrine of God, ed. Bruce McCormack (Rutherford House, 2008), 110).
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−Aseity			  +Aseity
Independent		  Self-existent
Underived		  Self-sufficient
Unoriginated		  Metaphysically absolute
Unconditioned		  Ultimate ground of being
Uncaused		  Self-caused (causa sui)
Indestructible		  Self-grounded
Incorruptible		  Fundamental

We might say the conceptual core of the first group is that God, unlike ev-
erything else, does not and cannot owe His being to anything “beyond” or 
“external to” or “outside of ” Himself. This seems to be at least part of what 
Craig and Brower have in mind with their minimalist conceptions. But giving 
the traditional concept of aseity its due requires acknowledging the positive 
column. As John Webster insists, “aseity is not to be defined merely in nega-
tive terms, as the mere absence of origination or dependence upon an exter-
nal cause. If this is allowed to happen, then a subordinate characteristic of 
aseity (God’s ‘not being from another’) comes to eclipse its primary meaning 
(God’s ‘being in and from himself ’).”18 It is this latter, “primary meaning” of 
aseity—the conceptual core of which is that God, unlike everything else, has 
the reason for His being “internal to” God Himself—that is of special interest 
to us, as it is more ostensibly friendly to the UPSR.

An Even More Generic Cosmological Argument

In fact, we can construct an argument for a being which exists a se us-
ing the UPSR, an argument which can be found, in various formulations, 
throughout the scholastics and rationalists. It goes (roughly) like this. No 
thing can bootstrap itself into existence any more than something can come 
from nothing; things have explanations. But things can’t be explained by 
other things “all the way down” the way grandma imagines the earth rest-
ing on the back of a galactic turtle, which rests on the back of another, ad 
infinitum. Nor can things explain each other in a circle. One must have come 
first, the chicken or the egg. Therefore, the chain or set of things explained by 
other things must ultimately refer to something whose explanation is in itself. 
QED. We thus have what can be called an Even More Generic Cosmological 
Argument based on a UPSR:

18. Webster, “Life in and of Himself,” 114. Cf. Richard Muller, Post-Reformation Reformed 
Dogmatics: The Rise and Development of Reformed Orthodoxy, ca. 1520 to ca. 1725, vol. 3, The 
Divine Essence and Attributes (Baker Academic, 2003), 238: “The ‘independence’ of God can be 
considered an attribute by way of negation, paralleled in the positive series of attributes by the 
self-existence (aseity) and all-sufficiency of God.” Webster approvingly quotes Barth as saying, 
“it was a retrogression when the idea of God’s aseitas was interpreted, or rather supplanted, by 
that of independentia” (ibid., 114).
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(1**)	Everything that exists has an explanation, either in itself or in 
something else.19

(2)	 There exists something whose explanation is in something else. 
(3)	 If there exists something whose explanation is in something else, 

there exists something whose explanation is in itself.
(4)	 Therefore, there exists something whose explanation is in itself. 

At present what concerns us is neither premise of the Even More Generic 
Cosmological Argument, that is, the UPSR in (1**) or the key inference in 
(3) (the rationale behind (3), recall, is the ban on bootstrapping, turtles, and 
chickens). What concerns us is what it means for something to have its expla-
nation in itself. Without an answer here, the argument, as a piece of natural 
theology, is at best inconclusive.

But before we continue on our way, however, it is worth pointing out 
that aseity, in the sense of (4), does plausibly entail necessary existence. The 
argument:

(5)	 That which exists whose explanation is in itself is either contingent 
or necessary.

(6)	 If it is contingent, it has its explanation in something else. 
(7)	 It doesn’t have its explanation in something else.
(8)	 Therefore, that which exists whose explanation is in itself is not con-

tingent, but necessary.
Premise (5) presents us with two mutually exclusive and exhaustive options 
as to a thing’s modal status and so is not controversial. Premise (6) is more 
controversial, but has immediate intuitive appeal, and is equivalent to or en-
tailed by premises in cosmological arguments defended at-length elsewhere, 
such as “whatever is contingent has an explanation” and “whatever is con-
tingent has a cause.”20 Premise (7) is true by definition—that which exists 
whose explanation is in itself does not have its explanation in something else. 
Plausibly, then, whatever has its explanation in itself is also necessary. But the 
reverse isn’t true, as we’ve seen. It is false that whatever is necessary has its 
explanation in itself, since necessary things can be explained by other neces-
sary things. So, let’s continue exploring what else it could mean for something 
to have its explanation in itself.

19. A more perspicuous rendering of (1**) is: everything that exists has an explanation, ei-
ther wholly in itself or wholly and/or partially in something else.

20.  Note that while all contingent things are dependent things, not all dependent things 
are contingent. This is often overlooked in popular presentations of cosmological arguments. 
E.g., Timothy Hsiao and Gil Sanders present a version of what they call the contingency argu-
ment entirely in terms of dependence. See their “The Contingency Argument in Plain Language,” 
Heythrop Journal 63 (2022): 223–31. The confusion is forgivable, given the influence of Aquinas’s 
third way, which is really two arguments: first from contingency to necessity, then from depen-
dency to aseity.
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A Dead End

There is an old answer, trademarked by the Aristotelian-Thomistic tradi-
tion, found in almost all classic defenses of the Even More Generic Cosmo-
logical Argument: unlike everything else that finds its explanation in other 
existing things, it is the very essence of God to exist—indeed, God’s essence 
is existence—and so the explanation of God’s existence is His own essence.

My turn to be terse: the Traditional AnswerTM is a dead end. I doubt that 
the claim that God’s essence is identical to God’s existence is coherent, but 
let that pass. The bigger problem in the present context is that it’s not ex-
planatory. In the Aristotelian categories usually adopted by proponents of 
the Traditional AnswerTM, it is clear how other things get explained: they are 
explained by what they depend on—namely, their form and matter (internal 
“causes”), and whatever conjoins them (external). God, by contrast, depends 
on nothing—no ontologically prior existents, external or internal. God is 
omnino simplex, absolutely simple. But it is evident that an absolutely simple 
being cannot have an explanation in itself, because there is nothing in an 
absolutely simple being—no metaphysical constituents like form, or matter, 
tropes, universals, modes—for a genuine, elucidating, intelligible explanation 
to squeeze between or grip on to. Thus, Brian Leftow thinks that it is a mis-
take to attribute a UPSR like (1*) to Aquinas, as Norman Kretzmann does, 
for if God is simple, His nature cannot not explain His existence. Proponents 
of the Traditional AnswerTM should therefore steer clear of the UPSR and 
maintain instead that everything except God has an explanation.21

This is a major concession, for if the theist can admit God as an excep-
tion to the PSR, why cannot the atheist admit the universe as his? The natural 
theologian is of course free to flirt with more “modest” PSRs to gain dialecti-
cal advantages, but he should keep in mind that dressing modestly is only 
a virtue in public. It is the UPSR that drives naked rational inquiry. More-
over, if any PSR gives purchase to Leibniz’s preeminent question, “Why is 
there something rather than nothing?” it is the UPSR. The question is not, 
for example, “Why is there something contingent rather than not?” The con-
trast is between something and nothing. God is something. I therefore agree 
with Terence Penelhum when he says, “if it is puzzling that anything exits, it 
should seem puzzling that God does.”22 So it is premature to stop with God as 
the explanation of the universe; to have a complete explanation of everything, 
“more must be built in: the being referred to has to be one whose existence . . . 
is self-explanatory.”23 And this is exactly what theists of yore have said. Un-

21. See Brian Leftow, “On a Principle of Sufficient Reason,” Religious Studies 39 (2003): 269–
86.

22. Terence Penelhum, “Divine Necessity,” Mind 69 (1960): 176.
23. Ibid.
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fortunately, the most prominent accounts of how God’s existence is explained 
are ultimately hamstrung by commitment to divine simplicity.24

I therefore propose we explore a different route, but with lessons learned. 
One thing the Traditional AnswerTM gets right is the connection between on-
tological dependence and explanation. As Kathrin Koslicki explains, expla-
nations track dependence:

As a number of writers have noted, it is plausible to think that de-
pendence and explanation are related in something like the following 
way: an explanation, when successful, captures or represents (e.g., by 
means of argument or an answer to a “why”-question) an underlying 
real-world relation of dependence of some sort which obtains among 
the phenomena cited in the explanation in question. Thus, a success-
ful causal explanation for example gives expression to (linguistically 
or otherwise) an underlying real-world relation of causal dependence 
which obtains between events or whatever the preferred relata of the 
causal relation are. If this connection between explanation and de-
pendence generalizes, then we would expect relations of ontological 
dependence to give rise to explanations within the realm of ontology, 
in the sense that a successful ontological explanation captures or gives 
expression to an underlying real-world relation of ontological depen-
dence of some sort.25

Common though this observation is, it is important. Indeed, this is the op-
erative assumption of many cosmological arguments, where some category 
of ontologically dependent thing (caused, contingent, composed) is thought 
to require an explanation. This is also the assumption that gave rise to the 
difficulty with the Traditional AnswerTM. Granted, God cannot depend on, 
and so be explained by, anything ad extra. He is God, after all. But at the same 
time, if God cannot even depend on anything ad intra, it is hard to see how 
he can have an explanation in Himself. Suppose we drop the antecedent of 
this conditional, then.

Turning Inward

Imagine an object that exists all by itself in some possible world, or what 
has been affectionately called a lonely object: an object that exists with no 

24. See my “Why Does God Exist?,” Religious Studies 58 (2022): 236–57, where I analyze the 
accounts of Anselm, Aquinas, Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz. See also John Morreall “God as 
Self-Explanatory,” Philosophical Quarterly 30 (1980): 206–14. For more on Aquinas’s answer in 
particular, which is paradigmatic of the Traditional AnswerTM, see Leftow, “On a Principle of 
Sufficient Reason.” 

25. Kathrin Koslicki, “Varieties of Ontological Dependence,” in Metaphysical Grounding, ed. 
Fabrice Correia and Benjamin Schnieder (Cambridge University Press, 2012), 212–13. See also 
Jaegwon Kim, “Explanatory Knowledge and Metaphysical Dependence,” Philosophical Issues 5 
(1994): 51–69.
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wholly distinct worldmates.26 What could possibly explain the existence of a 
lonely object? Clearly, nothing “external to” or “outside of ” it, since ex hypo-
thesi nothing else exists. So we must turn inward. But what internal to a thing 
can explain its existence? Perhaps the most obvious and straightforward an-
swer here is a thing’s parts. Parts seem perfectly suitable for two reasons. 

First, the parts of a thing are not wholly distinct from it but are internal 
to it. As Kit Fine observes, “when one object is a part of another, there is a 
sense in which it is in the other—not in the sense of being enclosed by the 
other, as when a marble is in an urn, but more in the sense of being integral 
to the other.”27 A brick is part of a wall, and in the wall in the sense of being 
integral to it. My soul is part of me, and in me in the sense of being integral to 
me. A variable is part of a mathematical equation, and in the equation in the 
sense of being integral to it.

Second, things depend on their parts and so are explained (at least in 
part) by them. Explaining things by way of their parts, Jaegwon Kim says, 
is “orthogonal to” and “equally central to our scheme of things” as explain-
ing things by way of their causes. “Just as the latter rationalizes our attempt 
to look for the diachronic, temporally antecedent determinants of phenom-
ena, the former urges us to search for their synchronic micro-determinants. 
Causal dependence and mereological dependence may well be the two most 
basic, and important, relations of dependence that can serve as explanation-
grounding relations.”28 The existence of a proton depends on and is explained 
(in part) by its quarks. The existence of a musical score depends on and is 
explained (in part) by its notes. The existence of a solar system depends on 
and is explained (in part) by its star and planets. On a constituent ontology 
like Aquinas’s, the explanation of anything (except God) will appeal (in part) 
to its parts, since everything (except God) has as its “internal causes” matter 
and form, which count as parts. I parenthetically add “in part” in each case 
because all these things are also explained by something outside themselves. 
But in the case of a lonely object, there is nothing outside. So, for a lonely 
object, what else could there be to explain it but its parts?

But what do we mean by “part” here? I have no formal system or ontol-
ogy to recommend, only a few working assumptions. First, I assume immate-
rial things, whether abstract or concrete, can have parts (for example, souls, 
ghosts, angels, ideas, concepts, mathematical formulae, possible worlds, 
geometric objects), and have them essentially; having parts need not entail 

26. “‘Wholly distinct’ means more than ‘nonidentical’; an object’s proper parts are neither 
identical with it nor wholly distinct from it” (David Lewis, “Extrinsic Properties,” Philosophical 
Studies 44 (1983): 198). See also Rae Langton and David Lewis, “Defining ‘Intrinsic,’” Philoso-
phy and Phenomenological Research 58 (1998): 333–45. Lewis (and others) further specify that a 
lonely object has no wholly distinct contingent worldmates. The rougher characterization above 
suffices for my purposes.

27. Kit Fine, “Towards a Theory of Part,” Journal of Philosophy 107 (2010): 560 (emphasis 
in original). Cf. Peter Simons, Parts: A Study in Ontology (Oxford University Press, 1987), 322.

28. Kim, “Explanatory Knowledge and Metaphysical Dependence,” 67.
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contingency, assemblage, or the possibility of dissolution or disintegration. 
Second, I assume that if y is a part of x and y helps explain the existence of x, 
then y exists and x ontologically depends on y. Given these assumptions, we 
get a picture of aseity from the positive conceptual core (+Aseity), one that 
clarifies what it means for something to have its explanation wholly in itself:

	 +Aseity1: x has its explanation in itself if and only if x depends for 
its existence on nothing but its part(s).

As is, +Aseity1 is not incompatible with divine simplicity, provided we don’t 
specify that “part(s)” is/are proper parts (y is proper part of x if and only if y is 
a part of x and y ≠ x). Defenders of the Traditional AnswerTM, if proponents of 
divine simplicity, could argue that the explanation of God’s existence is found 
in the improper part of His essence, to which He is identical and on which He 
trivially depends. That would be a difficult argument to make, however; the 
trivial dependence in improper parthood does not seem to be explanatory, 
because if y is an improper part of x, x and y are not really distinct, but identi-
cal. And it is widely agreed that mere identity, as a reflexive relation, is not 
an explanatory relation.29 Something being explained by its own improper 
part has the stiff whiff of bootstrapping. It would seem, then, that we need to 
specify that the parts are proper parts:

	 +Aseity2: x has its explanation in itself if and only if x depends for 
its existence on nothing but its proper parts.30

Now we can begin applying familiar steps of reasoning to obtain more detail 
in the right side of the biconditional. If anything has a proper part, it must 
have at least two.31 If the UPSR weren’t true, we could stop here: x has its 

29.  Robert Nozick, Philosophical Explorations (Harvard University Press, 1981), 181: “If 
anything has appeared obvious about explanation, it has been that the explanatory relation is 
irreflexive.”

30. You could add “itself and its proper parts” if you think there’s some nontrivial sense in 
which things depend on themselves. I should also add that weaker mereological accounts of 
aseity are available. For example, if we assume that if x depends on y, then x depends on every 
part of y, then we could say x is a se if and only if x does not depend for its existence on any-
thing disjoint from x (where x is disjoint from y if and only if x doesn’t overlap y, and x overlaps 
y if and only if there is some z that’s a proper part of x and y). Alternatively, if that dependence 
assumption is dubious (say, because parthood dependence is not transitive), we might say: x is a 
se if and only if x does not depend for its existence on anything whose parts include something, 
z, disjoint from x. Either way, being mereological disjoint is a nice way of understanding what 
“ad extra” and “external to” and “outside of ” means. Thanks to Achille Varzi for discussion here. 
But these weaker formulations, while consistent with the positive accounts of aseity I’m explor-
ing, are technically negative accounts, stipulating only conditions that would disqualify a being 
from being a se. An absolutely simple being with no parts would qualify as a se on these ac-
counts. Cf. the stronger and weaker definitions of “independence” considered by Simons, Parts, 
301–3, 318–22.

31. This is one of the first principles of classical extensional mereology, known as the Weak 
Supplementation Principle (WSP). Simons regards WSP as analytic: “How could an individual 
have a single proper part? This goes against what we mean by ‘part.’ An individual which has a 
proper part needs other parts in addition to supplement this one to obtain the whole” (Simons, 
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explanation in its two proper parts, which are not explained. But given the 
UPSR, we must keep going and ask what explains the parts, since they too 
exist. And the reasons that led us to a being whose explanation is in itself still 
apply; the ban on bootstrapping, turtles, and chickens is still in effect. So now 
that we’re “in,” what’s the way forward? Bootstrapping is self-evidently ab-
surd, and to posit parts of parts all the way down (turtle gunk?) defers expla-
nation indefinitely, not to mention courts the paradoxes of infinity. It seems 
that the only way forward is if a finite number of parts mutually explain each 
other. But how can this be—isn’t mutual dependence viciously circular?

Interdependence

Before we venture an answer, we first need to clarify the kind of mutual 
dependence we’re looking for. Mere modal or counterfactual dependence 
won’t work, for example. If there is more than one necessary being, no one 
could exist without the other. Yet this sort of mutual modal dependence is 
silent as far as explanation goes. What we’re after is a relation of dependence 
where the existence of one thing is explained or “accounted for” by another. 
Unfortunately for us, it is widely thought that all such relations are necessar-
ily asymmetric. 

The reason is simple. Typically, when one thing exists because of another, 
one is ontologically posterior and the other, prior. So, if x exists because of 
y, y is prior to x. How, then, can y also exist because of x? It is self-evident 
that two things cannot be prior to each other. The incoherence of time-travel 
cases vividly illustrate the point. Suppose I build a time machine, but only 
because I had the plans delivered to me by my future self . . . who built a time 
machine. The temporal order here is not really the problem. The problem is 
having one state of affairs x existing only because another, y, which exists only 
because x. The “only because” here signals ontological priority, which can’t 
go both ways.32 If all explanatory relations of ontological dependence are like 
this, then having a finite number of parts mutually explain each other is also 
a dead end.

Parts, 26). Attestation to WSP’s analyticity is its informal expression in antiquity, e.g., in Plato, 
Proclus, Aristotle and Aquinas’s commentary thereon, and Abelard. See A. J. Cotnoir and Achille 
Varzi, Mereology (Oxford University Press, 2021), 116–17. They could have also cited Anselm 
(Proslogion 18). Though some reject WSP on the basis of exotic metaphysical scenarios (e.g., 
time travel, hylomorphic dualism), I agree with Cotnoir and Varzi that WSP is “an unassailably 
intuitive principle” governing mereology that “is so natural and deeply entrenched in common 
sense as to have served, in some form or other, as an example of a self-evident truth throughout 
history” (Mereology, 46, 116) and Katherine Koslicki that WSP “has at least a plausible claim at 
being a mark of any genuine relation of parthood” and “forms the distinctive formal core” of the 
most minimal mereology (The Structure of Objects (Oxford University Press, 2008), 89).

32.  See Tuomas Tahko and E. J. Lowe, “Ontological Dependence,” in Stanford Encyclope-
dia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta, accessed July 9, 2025, https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/
dependence-ontological/, esp. §3.
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But the most plausible examples of mutual (that is, symmetric) depen-
dence do not feature a simplistic binary relation where y exists solely because 
of x and vice versa. The three quarks that make up baryons furnish a clear 
example of this. As Tuomas Tahko notes, according to the standard model of 
particle physics, “you do not get freely existing quarks,” rather, they come in 
groups, often triplets. “The three quarks that compose a proton,” for example, 
“are symmetrically dependent on each other for their existence and perhaps 
even for their identity or essence.”33 Diagrams of quark triplets do not depict 
a lateral or unidirectional relation of dependence between the quarks, but a 
weblike structure wherein any one quark is related to the other two. This sug-
gests that the relation of dependence between any two quarks is partial only, 
so that no one quark exists solely because of another.

We see a similar structure of dependence between mass, volume, and 
density. Naomi Thompson explicitly says each only partially, not fully de-
pends on another, and provides the following figure to illustrate, where the 
arrows represent partial dependence:34

33. Tuomas Tahko, “Fundamentality,” in Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. 
Zalta, accessed July 9, 2025, https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/fundamentality/. There is some 
experimental evidence suggesting there can be free quarks, contrary to what Tahko says. See 
Ethan Siegel, “Can Free Quarks Exist Outside of a Bound-State Particle?,” Forbes, August 3, 2019. 
Thanks to Rob Koons for this reference. But, from my layman’s perspective, the states in which 
free quarks are said to exist seem so ephemeral (e.g., either an infinitesimally brief moment of 
time, or in a quark-gluon plasma state) that we might justifiably question what it means to exist, 
really. Besides, the salient question is not whether free quarks can exist, but whether the quarks 
of a particular baryon can exist without the others after entering a bound state, for it is then they 
have unique, interdependent qualitative profiles. See Matteo Morganti, “Quantum Entangle-
ment: A Hylomorphic Account,” Synthese 198 (2019): 2773–93.

34. Naomi Thompson, “Structuring Reality” (PhD diss., University of Birmingham, 2014), 
76–8; Thompson, “Metaphysical Interdependence,” in Reality Making, ed. Mark Jago (Oxford 
University Press, 2016), 38–56. The example is also mentioned by Fine, “The Question of Real-
ism,” Philosopher’s Imprint 1 (2001): 11, 22, who credits Jaegwon Kim. Kim is skeptical that the 
dependence here is metaphysical or ontological but is more like mere mathematical covariance, 
the same way “the surface area of each sphere strongly covaries with its volume, and conversely, 
the volume with the surface area” (Kim, Supervenience and Mind (Cambridge University Press, 
1993), 144). The example can be salvaged if a bundle theory of objects (according to which all 
objects are just “bundles” of properties) is combined with a trope theory of properties (accord-
ing to which all properties are particular thisnesses, or “tropes”). Critics of this combo point out 
that if properties are not had by objects but properties are particular objects, then presumably 
there would be bizarre individual objects like a particular bare mass trope: an object that is just 
a mass trope without attending shape and size tropes. Defenders of the combo say there are no 
such individual objects; rather, some objects must come with others in “dependence clusters,” as 
Barnes puts it. Any mass, size, or shape trope will come with and depend on each other (Eliza-
beth Barnes, “Symmetric Dependence,” in Reality and Its Structure, ed. Ricki Bliss and Graham 
Priest (Oxford University Press, 2018), 58–9).
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Figure 1. Dependence relations between mass, volume, density

The dependence between any two relata here is partial rather than full, and 
there aren’t just two elements in the structure, but three. 

This “ternary and partial” structure is also implicit in other proposed 
examples of symmetric dependence but has been overlooked. Ricki Bliss, for 
instance, appeals to magnets, where the north and south poles are fully de-
pendent on each other.35 Karen Bennett objects:

But this appearance of symmetric dependence is easily explained away 
as being a case of common ground: both poles are built from the mag-
netic field of the object. Compare the fact that if I did not have a hus-
band, I would not be a wife. And if my husband did not have a wife, he 
would not be a husband. But that counterfactual dependence certainly 
does not show that the state of affairs of my being a wife and the state 
of affairs of his being a husband symmetrically depend on each other. 
Rather, both states of affairs depend upon various facts about social 
conventions, a piece of paper we signed, and so forth. They have a 
common ground.36

Bennett rightly highlights the presence of a third thing common to the exis-
tence of both poles and so rejects this as a case of genuine symmetric depen-
dence between just the poles. But without a reason to attribute all the ground-
ing work to what the poles have in common, it could still be the case—and 
plausibly is—that the poles partially depend on each other as well as (at least) 
a tertium quid.

The same dialectic is replayed with another purported example of sym-
metric dependence. It is commonly held that S is morally responsible for 
some action a just in case it would be appropriate to hold S morally respon-

35.  Ricki Bliss, “Viciousness and Circles of Ground,” Metaphilosophy 45 (2014): 248. The 
example is also mentioned by Priest, One (Oxford University Press, 2014), 178; and Simons, 
Parts, 300.

36. Karen Bennett, Making Things Up (Oxford University Press, 2017), 37.
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sible for a. But there is debate among philosophers about which side is more 
basic: is it appropriate to hold S morally responsible for a because S is re-
sponsible for a, or is S responsible for a because it is appropriate to hold S 
morally responsible for a? Michael McKenna rejects attempts to show either 
side is more metaphysically basic, thinking instead that “the two are mutually 
dependent on each other.”37 Paul Manata objects, arguing that “being morally 
responsible and holding morally responsible do not ground each other; both 
are grounded in a third thing, . . . the dynamic moral responsibility system.”38 
Repeat: Manata rightly highlights the presence of a third thing common to 
both being and holding responsible, and so rejects this as a case of symmetric 
dependence between being and holding responsible. But without a reason 
to attribute all the grounding work to what being and holding responsible 
have in common, it could still be the case—and plausibly is—that being and 
holding responsible depend on each other as well as (at least) a tertium quid.

The foregoing examples suggest that vicious circularity can be avoided 
only if there are at least three things related to each other in the right way. 
Let’s be more precise. A circular chain is a finite concatenating series in which 
there is a term t and a recurrence of the same numerically identical t, ei-
ther because all the relational statements, constructed from a binary relation, 
between t and its recurrence are transitive (tRaRbRt) or because the single 
relational statement between t and its recurrence is reflexive (tRt).39 Either 
way, there is a path from t and back to t. Now let’s return to our lonely ob-
ject with just two proper parts a and b, which symmetrically depend only 
on each other, aDb, bDa, where D is the relation of full or sole ontological 
dependence; a depends only on b for a’s existence. Assuming D is binary and 
transitive, there is a path from a back to a (through b), and hence the chain is 
circular—and the circularity is vicious. If there are cases of benign circularity, 
they are not within the realm of ontological dependence. It doesn’t help to 
simply add a third proper part to the chain—aDb, bDc, cDa—because there 
is still a path from a back to a; it’s just one step longer (through b and c). But 
in the more complex examples of symmetric dependence considered above, 
D is not binary, but ternary, where any one part directly depends on (at least) 
two others. Because of this, D is no longer a relation of full or sole ontologi-
cal dependence between any two parts, but partial.40 The result is a weblike 

37.  Michael McKenna, Conversation and Moral Responsibility (Oxford University Press, 
2012), 80ff.

38. Paul Manata, “The Conversational Theory of Moral Responsibility and McKenna’s Inter-
dependence Thesis,” Philosophical Quarterly 67 (2017): 62.

39. Claude Gratton, Infinite Regress Arguments (Springer, 2010), 199. Gratton uses the term 
“loop” where I use “circular.”

40.  The best, perhaps only, examples of symmetric ontological dependence are of partial 
dependence. The dependence between form and matter in hylomorphic compounds is partial, 
as both also depend on something external that joins them together. Or take Fine’s example of 
reciprocal essences: it is part of the essence of Sherlock Holmes to admire Watson, and likewise 
part of the essence of Watson to admire Holmes. Both essences depend on each other (Fine, 



134	 Philosophia Christi

structure rather than a circular chain (cf. the figure of the relations between 
volume, density, and mass above).41 I’ll refer to this as interdependence. This, 
then, is how there can be mutual explanation between the parts that is not 
viciously circular: the ontological dependence between them is not binary 
and full, but (minimally) ternary and partial. Let’s apply what we’ve learned.

The Argument Continued

The Even More Generic Cosmological Argument concludes that there 
exists something whose explanation is in itself. I argued that the most obvi-
ous, straightforward, and perhaps only way to make sense of how something 
can have its explanation in itself is for it to have its explanation in its part(s) 
(+Aseity1), and in particular, its proper parts (+Aseity2):

(9)	 That which exists whose explanation is in itself is explained by its 
proper parts.

Nothing has less than two proper parts. Further, for the parts to explain each 
other in a nonviciously circular way, there need to be at least three interde-
pendent parts:

“Senses of Essence,” in Modality, Morality and Belief, ed. Walter Sinnott-Armstrong et al. (Cam-
bridge University Press, 1999), 65). But clearly, the mutual dependence between the essences is 
partial, as the essence of both Watson and Holmes also depends on other things in the Arthur 
Conan Doyle series. Avram Hiller argues that there could even be cases of reciprocal essences be-
tween real people, such as inseparable lovers or members of a tightly-knit group. Hiller explicitly 
acknowledges that these would be cases of partial dependence (“Object-Dependence,” Essays in 
Philosophy 14 (2013): 33–55). In her seminal article on symmetric dependence, Elizabeth Barnes 
considers an objection to her putative examples: “The cases given above might seem like they 
only give support to the idea that partial dependence can sometimes hold symmetrically. . . . 
Perhaps full dependence is asymmetric, regardless of whether partial dependence might be non-
symmetric” (“Symmetric Dependence,” 64). In response, she registers skepticism about there 
being a substantive distinction between full and partial dependence.

41. But do we still run into a circularity problem? If a partially depends on b, b partially 
depends on c, and c partially depends on a, does a partially depend on itself, via transitivity? 
Just as there are plausible examples that show symmetric dependence is not always asymmetric 
(e.g., cases of symmetric partial dependence between three or more things), there are plausible 
examples that show partial dependence is not always transitive. Here is one of Jonathan Schaf-
fer’s examples. Imagine a roughly spherical object. Unlike other roughly spherical objects, part 
of what gives this object its particular shape is having a minor dent. The fact that the object has a 
dent is part of what grounds the fact that it has a particular shape. And the fact that it has a par-
ticular shape is part of grounds the fact that it is roughly spherical. It is roughly spherical because 
it has the shape it does. But it doesn’t follow that the fact that the object has a dent is part of what 
grounds the fact that it is roughly spherical, since it would be roughly spherical whether it had 
a dent or not. It’s roughly spherical despite the dent, not because of it; see Schaffer, “Grounding, 
Transitivity, and Contrastivity,” in Metaphysical Grounding, 122–38. A simpler way of arguing 
against the necessary transitivity of partial ontological dependence would be: If partial ontologi-
cal dependence is necessarily transitive, then reflexive partial ontological dependence is possible. 
But reflexive partial ontological dependence is not possible. Therefore, partial ontological depen-
dence is not necessarily transitive.
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(10)	That which exists whose explanation is in itself is explained by its 
proper parts only if it has at least three interdependent proper parts.

It follows from (9) and (10):
(11)	Therefore, that which exists whose explanation is in itself has at least 

three interdependent proper parts.
We should not be too hasty in jumping to theological conclusions. Perhaps 
there could be purely natural things that fit this profile, such as the wave func-
tion, or subatomic particles. Baryons (for example, protons and neutrons) 
stand out as particularly suggestive possibilities, given, as we saw, that their 
three quarks seem to depend on each other in something like the tripartite 
weblike structure described above. Furthermore, they are known to be ex-
traordinarily atomically stable and are already presumed to be somewhere 
near the “bottom” of material reality.

There are at least three problems with this. First, subatomic particles de-
pend on a myriad of things other than their proper parts, such as laws, fields, 
and other particles, and perhaps even space itself. Second, they are contin-
gent; and as argued above, plausibly, whatever has its explanation in itself 
is necessarily existent. Finally, considerations of ontological parsimony tell 
against there being more than one thing whose explanation is in itself. You’ve 
heard of Ockham’s razor: do not postulate more than what’s necessary to ex-
plain something. Jonathan Schaffer has proposed a more restricted version 
of Ockham’s razor—Schaffer’s laser, we might call it—according to which we 
shouldn’t multiply fundamental entities beyond necessity.42 Whatever exists 
and has its explanation in itself would certainly qualify as fundamental, since 
it answers to nothing else for its existence, whereas everything else answers 
to it. And because just one such object is sufficient to explain everything else, 
Schaffer’s laser zaps away any more.

Now, Schaffer thinks the cosmos is the one and only fundamental being, 
which grounds (and therefore explains) its many parts, that is, all else that ex-
ists. But this is incompatible with the UPSR, since the cosmos explains all else 
but is itself unexplained. Further, the cosmos is contingent, not necessary. In 
any case, I have a parsimony principle of my own to recommend, McIntosh’s 
eraser: just as we shouldn’t multiply fundamental entities beyond necessity, 
we also shouldn’t multiply parts of a fundamental entity beyond necessity. 
What reason could there be for being parsimonious about the number of 
fundamental entities but not the ontological makeup of the fundamental en-
tities? Imagine explaining to a kid in a candy factory that he can have only 
one piece of candy, but it can be as large as he wishes. So much for restraint! 
Applying the laser, then, eliminates all but one fundamental being, and ap-

42. Schaffer, “What Not to Multiply Without Necessity,” Australasian Journal of Philosophy 
93 (2015): 644–64.
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plying the eraser eliminates all but three parts of the one fundamental being. 
We can now finish the argument:

(12)	If three interdependent proper parts are sufficient to explain that 
which exists whose explanation is in itself, we should postulate no 
more.

(13)	Three interdependent proper parts are sufficient to explain that 
which exists whose explanation is in itself.

(14)	Therefore, that which exists whose explanation is in itself has three 
interdependent parts and no more.

This is certainly a surprising destination, but it is one to which the UPSR, 
along with some parsimony principles, has taken us. So, does the Even More 
Generic Cosmological Argument lead to a not-so-generic theism? I have said 
nothing about the Christian view of God as a trinity of persons. And, as far 
as I can tell, there is no reason to identify the three parts of that which ex-
ists whose explanation is in itself with the three persons of the Trinity, other 
than to avoid pain of very suspicious metaphysical coincidence.43 But accept-
ing that as coincidence would indeed be painful: it just so happens that the 
world’s most dominant religion has it that there is a necessary being that is 
also fundamentally, ahem, three somethings? At the very least, philosophers 
who have argued for a mereological model of the Trinity should take the 
present argument as independent confirmation of their view. But is there rea-
son not to identify the parts with the persons? This question requires we turn 
from natural theology to philosophical theology, beginning with the charge 
of heresy if we were to identify the parts with the persons.

That’s Partialism, Patrick!

If you’re a theology nerd, you won’t be sharing a drink with your friends 
at a pub on Saint Patrick’s Day; you’ll be sharing a popular cartoon about bad 
analogies for the Trinity on social media. After blasting the familiar heresies 
of modalism and Arianism, the animated Irishmen take aim at the heresy of 
“partialism,” which “asserts that the Father, Son, and Spirit are not distinct 
persons of the Godhead but are different parts of God, each composing 1/3rd 
of the divine.”44 Historians now believe that all those present during the first 
seven ecumenical councils of the church endorsed the content of this video, 
including St. Patrick himself. It is therefore a matter of some urgency that I 
address the charge of partialism, lest I be anathematized.

43. Here’s a possible reason worth exploring. It’s been argued (e.g., by theists, idealists, pan-
psychists) that mind is the most basic, bottom-level, fundamental reality. If that’s true—and I 
think it is—then the three parts of the necessary tripartite being, being the most basic reality 
prior even to the whole, must be minds.

44. “St. Patrick’s Bad Analogies,” by LutheranSatire, posted March 14, 2013, YouTube, https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=KQLfgaUoQCw. Over two million views!
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I agree that it is absurd to think, and indeed unconscionable for a pious 
mind to even fathom, that each of the three persons has just a fraction of 
divinity such that all together they add up to something wholly divine. Divin-
ity is not quantitative, like weight. It’s qualitative, like color. A collection of 
red bricks will get heavier as you stack them, but it won’t get redder.45 Her-
esy avoided. “Not so fast, Patrick!” I hear the Irishmen say. If identifying the 
persons as parts of the Godhead is by itself sufficient to be charged with the 
ancient heresy of partialism, I must plead guilty. But what’s so bad about that?

Dependence, Aseity, and the Trinity

Having parts, recall, does not imply assemblage or separability. So set 
that concern aside. The main concern is with dependence. Things with parts 
depend on their parts, and dependence is incompatible with divinity. Why? 
Either because dependence implies not being perfect (Anselm) or not being 
absolutely first in the order of being (Aquinas). Anselm writes, “everything 
which is composite requires for its subsistence the things of which it is com-
posed, and, indeed, owes to them the fact of existence, because, whatever it 
is, it is through these things; and they are not what they are through it, and 
therefore it is not at all supreme [summum].”46 And Aquinas, “every compos-
ite is posterior to its component parts, and is dependent on them; but God 
is the first being [primum ens].”47 Not only does the being to which the Even 
More Generic Cosmological Argument leads depend on its parts, its parts 
depend on each other. So identifying the tripartite whole with the triune 
God, and the parts with the persons, is doubly problematic.

Trinitarians should repudiate such facile arguments for the incompat-
ibility of dependence and divinity. The reality is that all models of the Trinity 
feature some kind of dependence between the divine persons, or between 
the persons and the one divine nature or substance. But which model of the 

45. Thus we can agree with the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) when it declares, “It cannot be 
said that the Father gave him [the Son] part of his substance and kept part for himself since the 
Father’s substance is indivisible, inasmuch as it is altogether simple” (Norman Tanner, Decrees of 
the Ecumenical Councils, vol. 1, Nicaea I to Lateran V (Georgetown University Press, 1990), 232). 
The divine substance or nature is not something that can be divvied up or partitioned out among 
the persons (whether or not it is “altogether simple”). Thanks to Timothy Pawl for pointing me 
to this part of Lateran IV. Maybe the charge of partialism is that God isn’t a person formed from 
impersonal parts. This is suggested by the example from “St. Patrick’s Bad Analogies”: the 1980s 
cartoon Voltron, where robotic lions combine to form a super samurai called Voltron. This is 
indeed a grotesque analogy, since it is persons, not robotic lions, who form the group person 
that is God, and of course the group God is way more powerful than a super samurai. For more 
on the triune God as a group person, see my “The God of the Groups: Social Trinitarianism and 
Group Agency,” Religious Studies 52 (2016): 167–86.

46. Anselm, Monologion 17, in Basic Writings, trans. S. N. Deane (Open Court, 1962), 113.
47. Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q.3, a.7, in Introduction to St. Thomas Aquinas, ed. A. C. 

Pegis (Random House, 1948), 32; cf. Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles 1.18.3, trans. A. C. Pegis 
(University of Notre Dame Press, 1975), 103–4.
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Trinity one favors will determine which dependence pill must be swallowed. 
As far as dependence between the trinitarian persons goes—and at this level 
of generality we need not specify the type of dependence in question—all 
models of the Trinity will be either what we might call a Monarchy model or 
a Socialist model. According to the former, the Son and Spirit asymmetrically 
depend for their existence on the Father. According to the latter, all three 
persons symmetrically depend for their existence on each other. Either way, 
we must acknowledge that some kind of ontological dependence is compat-
ible with divinity; indeed, because the persons are not identical, some depen-
dence relation between them is required to unite them into one being, for 
as Hasker observes, “if it is inconsistent with full deity for a divine person’s 
existence to be dependent upon any other entity, we will have three fully in-
dependent sources of being and godhood, and tritheism lies close at hand.”48

So, the question isn’t whether dependence per se is compatible with di-
vinity; the question is what kind of dependence isn’t. You’d think contempo-
rary treatments of aseity by Christian philosophers would address precisely 
this question—committed as they are to both aseity and the Trinity—but they 
don’t. It is largely untrodden territory. One of the few exceptions is a lively 
exchange between William Hasker and R. T. Mullins on this score. A quick 
review of their exchange will help us sharpen our comments on dependence, 
aseity and the Trinity.

Hasker, as a defender of the doctrine of the eternal processions within 
the Godhead, maintains a Monarchy model of asymmetric dependence be-
tween the persons, where the Son and Spirit derive their existence from the 
Father, who is underived. Mullins thinks this is flatly incompatible with the 
aseity of the Son and Spirit, since to exist a se is to not have one’s existence 
derived from another. Hasker responds, like a good philosopher, by making 
some distinctions. The most salient distinction for Hasker is between what is 
a requirement for the Trinity as a whole versus what is a requirement for a 
divine person. Hasker then breaks aseity, which concerns the “independence 

48. William Hasker, Metaphysics and the Tri-Personal God (Oxford University Press), 219. 
How is this not indisputable? For Hasker, the Son and Spirit depend on the Father, and all three 
persons, including the Father, depend on the underlying substance that constitutes them. But 
in general, I don’t know of any model of Trinity where each of the three persons are a se in the 
minimalist sense of being self-existent, independent, and underived. Could there be a clearer af-
firmation of tritheism than to say there are three divine persons, each of whom are self-existent, 
independent, and underived? This is why (one would think) the main challenge to the classical 
conception of aseity is not the existence of abstract objects, but the Trinity. For in the Trinity 
we have not just dependence between the persons, but also between the persons and the one 
concrete substance common to them. These dependence relations remain even if abstract objects 
don’t exist. Sarah Adams and Jon Robson are similarly preoccupied with the stock challenges to 
aseity posed by abstracta in their “Analyzing Aseity,” Canadian Journal of Philosophy 50 (2020): 
251–67, though they are ultimately correct that “the theist would be better placed appealing to a 
restricted view of aseity—one according to which some kinds of dependence are compatible with 
maximal perfection” (262). A fortiori for Christian theists.
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(or non-dependence) of the divine,”49 down into three different senses of in-
dependence:

(I)	 A being Θ is logically independent of other beings, if it is not logi-
cally necessary that, if Θ exists, some other being does as well.

(II)	 A being Θ is causally independent of other beings, if there is no caus-
al law or principle which requires that, if Θ exists, other beings also 
exist.

(III)	A being Θ is independent of causal input from other beings if there is 
no requirement that, in order for Θ to exist, some other being must 
provide causal input for Θ.

Armed with these distinctions, Hasker says “all of (I), (II), and (III) are re-
quirements for, and are met by, the Trinity as a whole,” but “none of them is a 
requirement for a divine person as such . . . . (III) is in fact met by the Father, 
and not by the Son or the Holy Spirit.”50 Further, to insist, as Mullins does, 
that (III) is a requirement of divinity is a “somewhat arbitrary choice, one we 
need not feel compelled to endorse.”51

Mullins is skeptical of Hasker’s break down of aseity. “As I see it, there 
is simply aseity,” which he defines as follows: “A being is a se if and only if its 
existence is in no way asymmetrically dependent upon, nor derived from, 
anything external.”52 As such, (I) and (II) are irrelevant to aseity, whereas (III) 
is entailed by it: if y exists because of causal input from x, y asymmetrically 
depends on x. Hasker objects to defining aseity as ruling out asymmetric 
dependence, “which implies that dependence relations that are symmetrical 
would not compromise aseity.”53 This, of course, is exactly the implication a 
defender of a Socialist model of dependence between the persons wants to 
exploit. But giving symmetrically dependent beings an aseity pass, Hasker 
thinks, is “a cheat,” because “a being whose existence is supported by a sym-
metrical relationship is not self-sufficient any more than if the relationship 
were asymmetrical.”54

49. William Hasker, “‘God’s Only Begotten Son’: A Reply to R. T. Mullins,” European Journal 
for Philosophy of Religion 9 (2017): 225.

50. Ibid., 226.
51. Ibid., 227.
52. A truly inspired definition of aseity! R. T. Mullins, “The Trinitarian Processions,” Roczniki 

Filozoficzne 71 (2023): 44. Mullins later errs in saying that aseity, so understood, “implies not 
having a ground for one’s existence” (45). The rationale, presumably, is that to be a se is to be 
fundamental, and (as is commonly held) whatever is fundamental is ungrounded. But this un-
derstanding of fundamentality is inconsistent with the UPSR (ungrounded = unexplained). Bet-
ter to understand fundamentality as we have aseity, which also requires a new way of regiment-
ing relative fundamentality. For details, see C. A. McIntosh, Rational Foundationalism (Cornell, 
2020), 99–118.

53.  William Hasker, “In Defense of the Trinitarian Processions,” Roczniki Filozoficzne 71 
(2023): 63.

54. Ibid., 69. Mullins distinguishes aseity from self-sufficiency; the former is God’s existence 
not depending on or being derived from anything external, and the latter is God’s essential nature 
not depending on or being derived from anything external. These seem to me to be two aspects 
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Hasker is correct to distinguish different senses of independence relevant 
to aseity, because what is true of the Trinity as a whole may not be true of the 
persons. But Mullins is correct that the sort of dependence usually assumed 
to be anathema to aseity—and divinity—is asymmetric dependence. To be so 
dependent is the hallmark of ontological subordination, and hence, imper-
fection and nonultimacy. This is explicit in the Anselmian argument against 
composition in God, and implicit in the Thomistic argument (both quoted 
above).55 However, it is not just asymmetric dependence as such that is re-
pugnant to divinity, but asymmetric dependence on something ad extra in 
particular. It is this type of dependence which is presupposed in cosmological 
arguments for an a se being.56 And the necessary tripartite being to which the 
Even More Generic Cosmological Argument leads in no way asymmetrically 
depends on, or is derived from, anything external, and so is a se in this sense. 
At the same time, none of the three parts—the trinitarian persons—asym-
metrically depend on another, so their divinity is not compromised by any 
ontological subordination among them, unlike in a Monarchy model.57 Pace 

of negative aseity, whereas the term “self-sufficiency” better corresponds to what I’m calling posi-
tive aseity.

55. See Thomas Morris, “Dependence and Divine Simplicity,” International Journal for Phi-
losophy of Religion 23 (1988): 161–74; and W. Matthews Grant, “Aseity,” Routledge Encyclope-
dia of Philosophy Online (Routledge, 2016), https://www.rep.routledge.com/articles/thematic/
aseity/v-1. Thus, Morris thinks if there is symmetric (modal or counterfactual) dependence 
between God and his constituents, such arguments are neutralized. Grant thinks even modal 
or counterfactual dependence (what he calls “strict dependence”) is incompatible with aseity, as 
well as any kind of explanatory dependence.

56. A point Mullins also makes. He writes, “it is difficult to understand how God could be 
the foundation of reality if God’s existence is derived from, and dependent upon, something 
external. Imagine that I offer you a cosmological argument for the existence of God, and I tell 
you that this divine person is the ultimate foundation of reality [but then] I state that this person’s 
existence is causally dependent upon or derived from some external thing. Surely you would 
doubt that this person is the foundation of reality since this being’s existence is dependent upon 
and derived from something more fundamental” (Mullins, “The Trinitarian Processions,” 53–4). 
Once again we must stress the importance of the qualifier “external” here. A Socialist model will 
see the persons together as a collective source of all else that exists. This, then, is the sense in 
which “God is the first being [primum ens]”—“God,” the ultimate foundation of reality on which 
all else depends, will refer to an irreducibly plural being that asymmetrically depends on nothing 
“outside itself,” causally or otherwise.

57. Further, as a reviewer points out, none of the patristic or medieval thinkers who devel-
oped the classical doctrine of the Trinity predicated aseity of all three divine persons qua their 
personhood. Rather, they predicated aseity of the divine nature/essence. The present model is 
complimentary to this, as aseity is predicated of the tripartite being, not the persons, but at the 
same time no person is dependent in such a way as to violate the perfection of aseity. So, there’s 
room for saying the persons are a se in some derivative sense (e.g., a se in virtue of being part 
of the tripartite being that is a se), as the post-reformation theologians of the mid-sixteenth 
century up until the mid-seventeenth century insisted. For those with historical interest in how 
the Reformers reconciled aseity with the Trinity, see Richard Muller, Post-Reformation Reformed 
Dogmatics: The Rise and Development of Reformed Orthodoxy, ca. 1520 to ca. 1725, vol. 6, The 
Triunity of God (Baker Academic, 2003), 324–33; and Brannon Ellis, Calvin, Classical Trinitari-
anism, and the Aseity of the Son (Oxford, 2012).
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Hasker, there’s no cheating here. Just winning. And in unprecedented fash-
ion: this may be the one and only case where a Socialist model is superior to 
a rival way of ordering things.

Conclusion

To conclude, we have arrived, by way of the UPSR and some parsimony 
principles, at a being whose explanation is in itself which, along the way, gave 
a positive conception of what it means to be a se in this sense:

	 +Aseity3: x has its explanation in itself if and only if x depends for 
its existence on nothing but its three interdependent proper parts.

Some will object, as one reviewer does, that while the argument of this paper 
is “an interesting and ingenious, piece of philosophical speculation,” it never-
theless “rests on an assumption to which the author is not entitled,” namely, 
the UPSR. Once again I must plead guilty. I have not offered anything ap-
proaching a full-throated defense of the UPSR but have assumed it for the 
sake of argument to see where it leads. But I would argue, as others have, that 
it is self-evident, a presupposition of rational inquiry, heretofore exception-
less and so has the strongest possible inductive justification, undergirds infer-
ence to the best explanation, was (and is) believed to be true by the smartest 
philosophers ever, and that its falsity would make rank magic possible and 
lead to radical epistemological skepticism. But one cannot be expected to 
do everything in the span of an article. The present argument is ambitious 
enough. Besides, even if the UPSR cannot be independently established, I 
would think that the hypothetical conclusion “If the UPSR is true, then there 
exists a necessarily existent tripartite being” is interesting enough in its own 
right.

Others—proponents of the Traditional AnswerTM, no doubt—will pro-
test not that I’ve cheated, as Hasker would, but that I’m playing a different 
game altogether. “This is just not what aseity means! Aseity means not be-
ing dependent on anything—period!” Actually, I appreciate the theoretical 
attractiveness of being able to offer a cosmological-style argument for an in-
dependent being, which, by implication, must also be simple. Who doesn’t 
like a twofer? But what I have tried to offer is even better: a cosmological-
style argument for an interdependent being, which, by implication, must also 
be tripartite. Why is it better? Not only does it pay the full fare required by 
UPSR; we get a rich conception of aseity that maps perfectly on to the Triune 
God of the Christian faith. If calling it “aseity” is too offensive, I’m happy to 
call it something else.58

58. Many thanks to Elizabeth McIntosh, T. Alan Hillman, Andrew Hollingsworth, Ryan Mul-
lins, Ross Inman, and two anonymous referees for helpful comments and discussion. If a note 
of playfulness has been detected, that’s because the argument of this paper seems to straddle the 
line between crazy and plausible, and I’m not sure on which side to land.


