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Abstract
This paper argues that being there, actually existing, is a notion that cannot be explicated
by formal logicians, cannot be defined in terms of conscious perception, and cannot be sat-
isfactorily explained using the theories of mathematics or natural science. So, must we turn
to theology to make up for the deficiencies of the methods so far canvassed? The paper con-
cludes by considering the Thomistic identification of Godwith existence itself, but argues that
it would be a mistake to suppose that the mystery of actual existence is thereby dispelled.
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What is existence? What is it for something – the Moon, let us say, for example, or the
Eiffel Tower – to actually exist? This is not the kind of question that comes up in spe-
cific disciplines (such as planetary astronomy, e.g., or Parisian town planning), but one
might have expected it to be exactly the sort of question that falls within the province
of philosophy. Yet remarkably, if one looks at the entry on ‘existence’ in the Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (widely respected for its authoritative entries on all the main
topics in philosophy), one finds this question conspicuous, like the curious incident of
the dog in the night-time, for its absence. One looks in vain to find it addressed.1

True, there is in the article just mentioned much informative discussion of Frege
and Russell and quantificational logic, and the idea of existence as a second-order
property, so that ‘foxes exist’ comes out as the claim that the concept fox is instantiated
and is symbolised using the existential quantifier as ‘∃x (x is a fox)’. And the same arti-
cle contains in its bibliography a reference to a well-known article by W. V. O. Quine,
very much in the tradition of Russell, which states that ‘to be assumed as an entity
is, purely and simply, to be reckoned as the value of a variable’.2 But invoking formal

1Michael Nelson, ‘Existence’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta (2020
Edition), <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2020/entries/existence/> [accessed 10 September
2023]. For the curious incident of the dog in the night-time, see Arthur Conan Doyle, ‘The Adventure of
Silver Blaze’ [1892].

2W. V. O. Quine, ‘On What There is’ [1948], in Quine, From a Logical Point of View, 2nd edn (New York:
Harper & Row, 1961), Ch. 1, p. 13.

© The Author(s), 2024. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of Provincial Council of the English Province
of the Order of Preachers. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution and
reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.
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2 John Cottingham

logic does nothing to distinguish things that really, actually exist from those that do
not (or to distinguish concepts that are really instantiated from those that are not).
Russell was notable for insisting that logic should have a ‘robust sense of reality’, and
that logic ‘should nomore admit unicorns than zoology does’3; yet while philosophers
may of course make such a stipulation if they choose, so far as the formal structure of
predicate logic goes, there is no reason why the concept unicorn cannot be the value of
the variable F in the function Fx just as well as the concept fox. So the celebrated work
of Russell and Quine on logic and language seems to get us no nearer to addressing the
question of what it is actually to exist.4

Our Stanford article also lucidly expounds the view of Alexius Meinong that allows
non-existent objects (such as the golden mountain) to be genuine subjects of predica-
tion, a view that the article then proceeds to criticise (in the tradition of Russell) for
its ‘metaphysical abundance’. But the debates about fictional objects, from Meinong
and Russell through to Quine and beyond, fascinating though they might be for those
interested in the development of twentieth-century philosophical logic, in the end
only skirt round our original question. They presuppose that we have a clear intu-
itive grasp of the difference between really actually existing and being fictitious or
imaginary, but they do not attempt to explicate what the difference might actually
consist in.

At this point, someonemight object that actually existing is such an intuitively clear
and obvious notion that nophilosophical theory is needed to explicate it. Let us go back
to the case of the Eiffel Tower. Off you go to Paris, follow the directions on your map,
and there it is, right in front of you. Or alternatively, let us think about what it would be
for it not to exist. Youmight go back to your hotel for the night, return in themorning,
and find that the Eiffel Tower is gone. Perhaps a team of engineers, assisted by robots,
hasworked all night to dismantle it and take the pieces away; but however it happened,
it is not there any more.

So perhaps actually existing amounts to a very basic and simple notion, that of being
there. This seems to be part of what the philosopher Brian Davies has in mind when
he discusses how Thomas Aquinas employs the notion of esse or existence. The notion,
argues Davies, is actually a ‘rather straightforward one’:

[For Aquinas] we lay hold on the esse of things by living in the world and by truly
sayingwhat things actually are.We lay hold on esse (the difference between exis-
tence and non-existence) by being natural scientists exploring our environment
and talking about it aswe try to understand it.We lay hold on it by speaking truly
of things that are actually there to be spoken about.5

3Bertrand Russell, Introduction to Mathematical Philosophy (London: Allen & Unwin, 1919), Ch. 16.
4Not directly discussed in the Stanford article is thework of C. J. F.Williams, who rejects the assumption

that ‘the idea of existence is something deep and important’, and maintains that ‘the problems of exis-
tence are … problems whose solutions are provided by logic. The explanation of the meaning of “exist”
and “be” is not even a matter of semantics: it is a matter of syntax’. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981),
pp. ix–x. A proper discussion of Williams’s lucid and elegantly argued view (which is broadly in line with
the deflationary account of existence advanced by Frege, Russell, and Quine [though taking issue with
Quine in important respects]) would require a separate paper in its own right.

5Brian Davies, Aquinas (London: Continuum, 2003), Ch. 4, pp. 31–32, emphasis added.
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Unlike the deflationary approaches of Russell and Quine, which treat existence as a
matter to be dealt with simply by deploying the appropriate symbolic apparatus, what
we now have instead is a way of putting things that has the advantage of focusing
on the real world and that directly addresses the difference between existing and not
existing.

It is striking that the way this difference is captured by Davies involves the use of
demonstrative or indexical terms – words that point (such as ‘there’) or involve ref-
erence to the speaker or investigator (‘natural scientists exploring our environment’).
Actual existence, in short, seems to be explicated in terms of being there in front of
me or being investigated, or investigable, by us.6 Someone might possibly infer from
this that actual existence is a notion that involves an implicit reference not just to an
object being there but also to a conscious subject apprehending it.7 Thus, we find the
twentieth-century British philosopher Michael Dummett observing that ‘we canmake
no clear sense of there being a world that is not apprehended by any mind’.8

This kind of remark puts us in mind of Bishop Berkeley’s famous thesis that esse est
percipi – to exist is to be perceived.9 But many have felt (plausibly, I think) that Berkeley’s
thesis diverges too far from our ordinary common-sense understanding of these mat-
ters. For while my perceiving the Eiffel Tower is an obvious consequence of its being
there in front of me, its being perceived by me or others does not seem to capture
what its actually existing consists in. For if I and all conscious beings were suddenly
eliminated, thiswould surely notmean that the Eiffel Tower ceased to exist. Intuitively,
one wants to say that if every conscious being on the planet dropped down dead, the
Eiffel Tower would still be there (though, of course, there would be no one to recognise
it, describe it, or call it the Eiffel Tower).

But if we say that the Eiffel Tower is still actually there in aworld suddenly devoid of
perceivers, then (someone might respond) it is still at least capable of being perceived;
it still could be perceived were there anyone around to perceive it. This kind of thought
may have led John Stuart Mill to define physical objects as ‘permanent possibilities of
sensation’. Mill acknowledged that we have an idea of matter, or a material object, as
something that ‘exists when we are not thinking of it; which existed before we had
ever thought, and would exist if we were annihilated’.10 But he immediately went on
to suggest that its continuing to exist in such circumstances simply amounts to the
possibility of its being perceived: ‘though I have ceased to see it … I believe that when
I again placemyself in the circumstances inwhich I had those sensations… I shall again

6This leads to the view of David Lewis that ‘actual’ is an indexical term. For Lewis (whose idiosyncratic
metaphysical view known as ‘modal realism’ cannot be evaluated here), all merely possible worlds exist
in exactly the same sense that our own world exists, while the notion of actual existence is one that is
simply used for the world of which we are a part. David Lewis, On the Plurality of Worlds (Oxford: Blackwell,
1986). For a physicist’s analogue of Lewis’s position, see below, p. 7, on the ‘multiverse’ theory.

7I do not mean to imply that this is the inference that Davies wishes to be drawn from his remarks.
8Michael Dummett, Thought and Reality (Oxford: Clarendon, 2006), p. 101.
9George Berkeley, A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge [1710], ed. by J. Dancy (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 1998), Part I, §3.
10John Stuart Mill, An Examination of Sir William Hamilton’s Philosophy [1865], in Mill, Collected Works, ed.

by J. M. Robson, Vol. IX (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1979), pp. 178–9.
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4 John Cottingham

have them; and further, that there is no intervening moment at which this would not
have been the case’.11

Mill is thus led to the theory known as ‘phenomenalism’, whose essence is the
view that the notion of material objects existing in the ‘external world’ is ultimately
to be analysed in terms of the more basic category of conscious sensation: we must,
according to Mill, reject the idea of matter as something ‘intrinsically distinct’ from
sensation.12 It would take us too far round to examine the intricacies of Mill’s the-
ory here, but for present purposes, all that needs to be noted is that such a view gets
us no nearer to an account of what actual existence amounts to. What does it mean
to say that the piece of paper on my study table actually exists? According to Mill, it
means that there is a permanent possibility of certain sensations occurring. But what
does this mean? That certain conscious experiences would actually occur and would
actually exist. So, the theory presupposes the notion of actual existence but does not
explicate it.

Let us try another tack. In what he says about our conception of an object as some-
thing that would exist ‘if we were annihilated’, Mill seems to be trying to grapple with
our intuitive or common-sense idea that the actual existence of somethingmeans that
it is there anyway – there 24 hours a day, so to speak, irrespective of whether anyone
is perceiving it, or indeed irrespective of whether there are any perceivers at all. How
might we explicate this idea of an item’s ‘being there anyway’ so as to avoid any refer-
ence to actual or hypothetical perceivers? One answer that suggests itself is that even
if there were no perceivers, the item in question would still continue to interact with
inanimate objects in the vicinity. So, on this view, for an item to actually exist is for it
to play a causal role in relation to other objects.

To see how thismight work, let us go back to our other opening example, that of the
Moon.Wewant to say that theMoonwould be there anyway, circling the Earth, even if
all life on Earthwere eliminated. In that imaginary (but sadly all too possible) scenario,
the Moon’s surface would still be illuminated by the sun’s rays in the characteristic
pattern of phases during the course of eachmonth; theMoon’s gravitational pullwould
still govern the tides; the Moon’s mass would continue to affect the relative positions
of the Earth and other planets, and so on. So perhaps the actual existence of an object
can be defined in terms of its being a nexus of causal powers – to be such as to be capable
of affecting and being affected by other objects.

This suggestion seems initially promising, but it is by nomeans clear that it enables
us to distinguish actual from merely possible or imagined objects. The causal powers
attributed to the planet Vulcan posited as a result of Urbain Le Verrier’s predic-
tion in 1859, included the power, in virtue of its mass, to produce certain observed
aberrations in the orbit of the planet Mercury. But there was only one problem:
Vulcan did not actually exist. Astronomers searched in vain for such a planet, and
Vulcan, along with all its causal properties, turned out to be fictitious. Le Verrier’s
predictions impeccably followed the logic of Newton’s laws, but the world these
predictions described was not the actually existing world, and the anomalies in
Mercury’s orbit had to await Einstein’s theory of the curvature of space-time for an
explanation.

11Mill, An Examination, p. 179.
12Mill, An Examination, p. 182.
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Following the progress in understanding gravity arising from Einstein’s theory of
general relativity, there was, in the event, no need to incorporate Vulcan into the
description of the solar system – indeed, as things turned out, it could not possibly
be so incorporated. This, in turn, prompts a fresh suggestion about actual existence
(at least in the domain of natural science), namely that the real existence of an object
might be explicated in terms of its being able to be fitted or incorporated into a system
of physics. More specifically, for something to actually exist or to be real, on this view,
is simply for it to be locatable within a given spatio-temporal framework. This was more
or less the suggestion put forward by the philosopher Rudolph Carnap, writing in the
middle of the twentieth century:

To recognise something as a real thing or event means to succeed in incorporat-
ing it into the system of things at a particular space-time position, so that it fits
together with the other things recognised as real according to the rules of the
framework.13

This suggestion, as it stands, could be interpreted either in a subjectivist way or in
an objectivist way. On the first, subjectivist, interpretation, the way Carnap phrases
his criterion, in terms of ‘recognition according to the rules of the framework’, means
that it is up to us (the scientists) whether to bestow the title of actual existence upon a
given item, depending on the criteria we decide upon as entitling something to qual-
ify for incorporation within our chosen framework. But the problem with defining
actual existence in this way is that it seems, so to speak, to put the cart before the
horse. Real, actual existence (one is strongly inclined to think) is not something that
can be bestowed or withheld by human fiat. On the contrary, it seems evident that
we need to tailor our criteria for incorporation into our chosen framework in such
a way as to be responsive to whether something actually exists, not the other way
round: we must not make something’s actual existence depend on how we shape our
criteria.

This suggests that it is more satisfactory to construe Carnap’s pronouncement
about real existence in an objectivist sense. On this construal, what bears the deter-
mining weight in his account of what it means to be a real thing or event is not the
role of human conventions or decisions, but rather the question of whether a given
item does in fact occupy a certain spatio-temporal position. So, in our Moon example, the
Moon has a determinable place in relation to the other bodies in the solar system and
has a temporal history in relation to the development of the solar system, and it is this
notion of fitting in with the rest of the spatio-temporal system, on Carnap’s account, that
constitutes what we mean by its being real and actual.

What seems intuitively to support this account of existence is the fact that real
objects like the Moon can be assigned a set of spatio-temporal coordinates, whereas
non-existent or imaginary objects like Vulcan and Father Christmas cannot. But there
is a problem for this account, namely, that even if we were to concede that having
a set of spatio-temporal coordinates is a necessary condition for something’s actual
existence, it cannot be sufficient.

13Rudolph Carnap, ‘Empiricism, Semantics and Ontology’, Revue Internationale de Philosophy, 4 (1950),
20–40, at 22.
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6 John Cottingham

To see this, we need to consider what is involved in the notion of a set of spatio-
temporal coordinates. Since the early modern period, when Descartes developed his
mathematical physics, the idea of mathematically defined or ‘Cartesian’ coordinates
has been a basic tool of science. There are various ways of representing these, arith-
metical, geometrical, and algebraical, and as mathematical physics has become more
complex, so the representations have become more intricate, to the point where in
place of the traditional three spatial dimensions plus the temporal axis, there are cur-
rent versions of string theory that require up to 10 or even more dimensions. But the
crucial point here is that irrespective of which system of coordinates we employ, there
will always necessarily be a gap between the mathematical representation or formula
that is employed and the question of whether or not we are dealing, in any given case,
with something that really, actually exists.

The underlying moral here can be generalised and applied to the cosmos as a
whole: nomatter how detailed or elaborate a givenmathematical model of the cosmos
may be, all that that mathematical model consists of will be abstract representa-
tions (variables, operators, functions, or whatever logical or mathematical apparatus
is employed within the theory), and there will always be a gap between the result-
ing theoretical description of the cosmos and the conclusion that the cosmos actually
exists.

If this is right, then no invoking of a scientific or mathematical ‘framework’ of the
kind suggested by Carnap can provide a satisfactory account of what ismeant by actual
existence. Indeed, it begins to look as if the notion of actual existence somehow eludes
the reach of scientific theorising. This is a conclusion that many contemporary cos-
mologists have seemed very reluctant to accept. In his best-selling A Brief History of
Time, the prize-winning physicist Stephen Hawking looked forward to a complete, all-
inclusive set of scientific equations that would explain everything in the universe, and
indeed the very existence of the universe itself:

If we discover a complete [and unified] theory [combining quantumphysics with
general relativity] … we shall all … be able to take part in the discussion of the
question of why it is that we and the universe exist. If we find the answer to
that, it would be the ultimate triumph of human reason… [For the grand unified
theory] might be so compelling that it brings about its own existence.14

The last italicised sentence is somewhat awkwardly phrased,15 but what it seems to
suggest is that a sufficiently powerful theory could somehow jump the unbridgeable
gap between an abstract mathematical representation of the cosmos and the conclu-
sion that the cosmos actually exists. Subsequently, however, reflection on Kurt G ̈odel’s
famous incompleteness proof led Hawking to recant. In a more sober assessment. He
acknowledged that we can never be ‘angels who view the universe from the outside’,
but instead that bothwe and ourmodels are ‘part of the universewe are describing’. He
concluded that one might therefore expect any scientific theory produced by human

14Stephen Hawking, A Brief History of Time (London: Bantam Press, 1988), pp. 192–3, emphasis added.
15As it stands, the sentence appears to take ‘its own existence’ to refer to the existence of the theory

in question, whereas what Hawking presumably means to suggest is that the theory might somehow
generate the existence of the cosmos.
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beings to be ‘either inconsistent, or incomplete’. So, in place of his earlier ambition
‘to know the mind of God’ (by which ironically deployed phrase he meant to provide a
complete naturalistic theory of the existence of the cosmos), Hawking later wrote that
he was glad to have changed his mind: ‘I’m now glad that our search for understanding
will never come to an end’.16

One further attempt to approach the problem of actual existence from a scientific
perspective is suggested by proponents of a ‘multiverse’ cosmology who argue that
the actual existence of the cosmos in which we find ourselves arises from its being but
one among a large, perhaps infinite, number of universes that exist. (Some go on to
argue that supposing ours is but one of many universes serves to counter the appar-
ent improbability of the constants of our own universe being fine-tuned for life.)17

But even if it is accepted that there are good reasons for positing the existence of a
multiverse (something that many scientists and philosophers dispute), this would not
obviate the need to give an account of what makes such a multiverse real and actual,
as opposed to a mere hypothetical construct.

1. Coda: a theological solution?
Drawing the threads of our discussion together, we seem to have arrived at the con-
clusion that being there, actually existing, is a notion that cannot be explicated by
formal logicians, cannot be defined in terms of conscious perception, and cannot
be satisfactorily explained using the theories of mathematics or natural science. So
must we turn to theology to make up for the deficiencies of the methods so far
canvassed?

In the philosophical theology of Thomas Aquinas, the source of actual existence is
held to be none other than God. Indeed, Aquinas goes so far as to identify God with
actual existence: God is ipsum esse subsistens,18 which has been variously translated as
‘existence itself ’, or ‘subsisting being itself ’, or ‘the pure act of existing’.19 As ‘existence
itself ’, God is present in all created things,20 the active power that makes all created
things exist.21 So, on this view, it is Godwhomakes the difference between something’s

16Stephen Hawking, ‘G ̈odel and the End of Physics’, <https://www.damtp.cam.ac.uk/events/
strings02/dirac/hawking.html>. Cf. John Cornwall, ‘Hawking’s Quest: A Search Without End’, The Tablet,
27 March 2004, pp. 4–5.

17For criticism of the inference from fine-tuning to the multiverse, see Philip Goff, ‘Our
Improbable Existence Is No Evidence for a Multiverse’, <https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/
our-improbable-existence-is-no-evidence-for-a-multiverse/> [accessed 12 March 2023].

18Thomas Aquinas, On Existence and Essence (De ente et essentia, 1252-6), Ch. 3. Elsewhere Aquinas says
that in God, there is no distinction between existence and essence, and that God is ‘his own existence’
Summa theologiae [1266-73], Part I, Qu. 3, art. 4.

19This is the rendering given by the contemporary Catholic preacher, Bishop Robert Barron
<https://stmarkov.com/news/september-27-what-are-the-most-common-views-of-god> [accessed 11
March 2023]. For God as actus purus (pure actuality or pure act), see Aquinas, Summa theologiae, Part I,
Qu. 2, art. 3.

20Summa theologiae, Part I, Qu. 7–8.
21Summa theologiae, Part 1, Qu. 25. See also Brian Davies, Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae: A Guide and

Commentary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), pp. 91–2. Elsewhere Aquinas says that God is ‘exist-
ing outside the order of entities, like a cause that pours forth all being and all of its specific properties’
(extra ordinem entium existens, velut causa quaedam profundens totum ens et omnes eius differentias); Aquinas,
Commentary on Aristotle’s De Interpretatione [Sententiae super Peri Hermeneias, 1270-71], I, 14.
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8 John Cottingham

existing and not existing. Among the many subsequent thinkers who have been influ-
enced by Aquinas in this regard is the theologian Paul Tillich, who describes God as
the ‘ground of being’.22 All these locutions correspond in some way to the traditional
idea of God as the creator, but with the important caveat that the kind of ‘creation’
involved is of an entirely different order from human creative acts, such as those,
for example, of the architect or the artist. Such human creators do make something
actually exist (a building or a painting), which was not there before, but they do so
by relying on actually existing previous materials (stones, wood, and paint), which
are then transformed or rearranged. The creation of God, by contrast, is traditionally
understood in the three Abrahamic faiths (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) to be cre-
ation ex nihilo – the sheer bringing about of the actual existence of the world out of
nothing.23

So the picture we have, in this theological tradition, is of an active divine power
conferring actuality, so to speak, or grounding the actual existence of every created
thing, and indeed of the entire cosmos. So in positing this ‘root of actuality’, or this
‘ground of being’, have we succeeded in explaining what it is for something actually
to exist? It has been suggested by William Vallicella that the question of what it is for
something actually to exist is inextricably bound upwith the question of whatmakes it
exist – that is, with the ontological ground, cause or reason for its existence: ‘The nature
question (‘What is it for a contingent individual to exist?) cannot be answered indepen-
dently of … the ground question (“Why does any contingent individual exist?”)’.24 So
in positing God, ‘Existence Itself ’, as the ground of existence, have we finally succeeded
in explaining what it is for something actually to exist?

Going back to our initial examples of the Moon and the Eiffel Tower, the question
with which we began was: what is it for these things to exist? The answer now being
canvassed is that for them to exist is for their existence to be grounded in, or depen-
dent on, Existence Itself. But has any real explanatory progress been made here, or is
the very feature (actual existence) which initially puzzled us simply been served up
again as part of the proposed explanation?Apossible response thatmight be suggested
here is that the Moon and the Eiffel Tower are contingent beings (they might not have

22Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 1 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951).
23Nor is this regarded as merely an initial act whose power then lapses, as it were, but on the con-

trary the same active actualising power is held by later scholastics such as Suarez to be manifest in God’s
continuous active power of ‘conserving’ or keeping things in actual existence from moment to moment.
Francisco Suarez,Metaphysical Disputations (Disputationes Metaphysicae, 1597), pp. 20–22; transl. in Alfred J.
Freddoso, On Creation, Conservation, & Concurrence, (South Bend, IN: St. Augustine’s Press, 2002). This tradi-
tion is followed, among many others, by Descartes; see René Descartes, Meditations (Meditationes de prima
philosophia, 1641), Third Meditation: ‘it is quite clear to anyone who attentively considers the nature of
time that the same power and action are needed to preserve anything at each individual moment of its
duration as would be required to create that thing anew if it were not yet in existence. Hence the dis-
tinction between preservation and creation is only a conceptual one’ (AT VII 49: CSM II 33). [‘AT’ refers to
Œuvres de Descartes, ed. by C. Adam and P. Tannery, revised edn, 12 vols (Paris: Vrin/CNRS, 1964–76); ‘CSM’
refers to The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, ed. by J. Cottingham, R. Stoothoff and D. Murdoch, 2 vols
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985).].

24So the suggestion is that we need a ‘unified answer to the nature and the ground questions’. William
Vallicella,AParadigmTheory of Existence: Onto-TheologyVindicated (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 2002), p. 27, emphasis
supplied. (It should be noted that this suggestion arises in the course of a long and intricate argument
the details of which it would take us too far round to examine here.)
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existed), whereas Existence Itself ‘exists of absolutemetaphysical necessity’.25 The train
of reasoning here has something in commonwith Aquinas’s ‘ThirdWay’ of establishing
the existence of God, which argues that contingent things (and indeed any necessary
things that depend for their necessity on something else) must ultimately depend on
something that is ‘intrinsically necessary’, ‘necessary in its own right’, or ‘necessary
of itself ’ (per se necessarium).26 So the entire created cosmos derives its existence from
something whose existence is not derived from anything except itself.

But the nature of this pure, underived (or self-derived) existence – the nature of
the God characterised in these terms – remains, to say the least, perplexing. We began
by being baffled with the idea of something’s being there or actually existing, and we
seem to have ended up with a mysterious ‘pure actuality’, that has the power to ‘be
there’ (so to speak), of itself, or in virtue of being ‘necessary in its own right’. So a
large measure of mystery appears to remain. Such a result, however, is one that many
theologians would say is only to be expected. Thus, if we return for a moment to
Aquinas, at the very point he has completed his famous five ‘ways’ or arguments for
the existence of God, he immediately warns us that in going on to consider the divine
nature we are not in a position to know what God is (only what he is not)27; and he
makes it clear in many places that our finite minds cannot grasp or comprehend the
limitless or infinite nature of God. This view of the inadequacy of our human cogni-
tive grasp when it comes to the divine nature is very much a mainstream position
among theological writers, going back at least as far as Augustine, who urged that if
we suppose we have succeeded in bringing God within the grasp of human compre-
hension, this would be the best indication that what was so grasped was not God: Deus
non est, si comprehendisti – if you claim to have grasped him, what you have grasped is
not God.28

It seems, then, as our discussion draws to a close, that there are severe limits to the
resources available from theology to explicate our original puzzle of what actual exis-
tence amounts to. Arguably indeed the puzzle is one that tests the very limits of human
discourse, as was suggested by LudwigWittgenstein, who in his attempt tomap out the
structure of a logically perfect language for describing reality, ended up acknowledg-
ing that the existence of the world was amystery that could not be encompassed within
the bounds of that language: ‘It is not how the world is that is a mystery, but that it
exists’.29 Traditional theism, to be sure, affirms that the very fact of the existence of
the world points us to God, whose active power creates it out of nothing and sustains
in being all that it contains. Yet if we heed the warnings of Augustine and Aquinas, we
will never mistake such a belief for a piece of scientific knowledge, nor suppose that
philosophising about God could ever diminish our bafflement and wonder at the sheer

25The phrase is Vallicella’s: ‘Existence itself exists of absolute metaphysical necessity, and the con-
tingent exists in virtue of its dependence on self-existent existence’. Vallicella, A Paradigm Theory,
p. xi.

26Summa theologiae, Part I, Qu. 2, art. 3.
27‘Since we cannot know of God what he is, but what he is not, we have no means for considering how

God is, but only howhe is not’. (Quia de Deo scire non possumus quid sit, sed quit not sit, non possumus considerare
de Deo quomodo sit, sed potius quomodo non sit.) Aquinas, Summa theologiae, Part I, Qu. 3.

28Augustine of Hippo, Sermones [early fifth century] 52, 6, 16.
29‘Nicht wie die Welt ist, ist das Mystische, sondern daß sie ist’. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-

Philosophicus [1921], ed. by D. Pears and B. McGuinness (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1966), §6.44.
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fact of existence. Something remains here that eludes our intellectual grasp; for to
invoke God, as the Dominican theologian and philosopher Herbert McCabe once put
it, is not to clear up a puzzle, it is to draw attention to a mystery.30 To say, with the
believer, that it is in the sustaining power of that mystery that ‘we live, and move, and
have our being’,31 is not to dispel themystery, but to embrace it with thankful hearts.32

30Herbert McCabe, God and Evil in the Philosophy of Thomas Aquinas [1957] (London: Continuum, 2010),
p. 128.

31Acts 17:28.
32I am grateful to the Editor for helpful comments on an earlier version of this paper and to Nicholas

Waghorn for encouraging me to address this topic.
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