
ORIGINAL ARTICLE

How many and why? A question for Graham Oppy that
classical theism can answer

Enric F. Gel

Department of Philosophy, University of Barcelona, Montalegre Street, 6, 08001, Barcelona, Spain
Email: enricfgel@gmail.com

(Received 11 September 2021; revised 31 October 2021; accepted 1 November 2021)

Abstract

I argue that classical theism has a significant advantage as a theory of the First Cause over Graham
Oppy’s naturalistic account. This is because classical theism not only gives us a clear answer to the
question of how many first causes there are but also because it explains why there is that number
and not another. In comparison, Oppy’s ‘initial physical state’ account seemingly leaves these ques-
tions hopelessly open, and so does his ‘metaphysical simples’ proposal for a foundational layer of
reality. I end by exploring two arguments from omnipotence and perfection that could be of use
also to non-classical theists.
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Act, potency, and other preliminary remarks

The notions of act and potency have their origin within Aristotle’s philosophy of nature.
For change to be a real feature of the world and to avoid the Parmenidean challenge,
Aristotle posited a real difference between two kinds or modes of being: being-in-act
and being-in-potency. The first relates to what a given thing is here and now, simpliciter
(a fertilized chicken egg, for instance); the second relates to what a thing can be
(a grown adult chicken). Everything in the natural and changing world of experience
thus becomes a metaphysical mixture or composite of act and potency, being in act in
some respects and in potency in others, being actually some thing or other and potentially
many other things. A bowl of microwaved soup is actually hot but potentially cold, it is actu-
ally in my table but potentially in my stomach (and also on the floor). What change
amounts to, then, is for a potency to become actualized.

Now, within the Aristotelian tradition, act has always been considered to be more fun-
damental or primary than potency. It is not just that for any given potency or potential to
become actual it needs to be actualized (i.e. receive actuality) from something already
actual, but especially that potency could not exist purely by itself, separately, so to
speak. There cannot be something that is pure potentiality, without being actual in any
respect. For some separate thing or substance to be purely potential, it would have to
be nothing in particular, but no thing can be absolutely nothing. On the contrary, if some-
thing exists, it has to be something. Hence, potency is always parasitic with respect to act:
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it can only have reality as a feature of some actual thing. In other words, potentiality is
dependent on and is grounded in actuality.

The same is not true, however, in reverse. While no thing could be purely potential
without being actual in any respect whatsoever, there could be something, at least in
principle, that is purely actual without being in potency in any respect whatsoever. To
such purely actual reality, classical or pure-act theism has traditionally given the name
‘God’, claiming it to be the unconditioned, unlimited, ultimate, and absolutely necessary
foundation of everything else that is.1 Such would be Aquinas’s esse tantum or Ipsum Esse
Subsistens: the pure act of being itself.

It is not my aim in this article to substantiate any of these theses, nor to defend any of
the traditional arguments (or ‘proofs’) through which classical theists have claimed to
establish the existence of such a purely actual foundational reality to which omnes dicunt
Deum.2 What I would like to propose instead is that, precisely because of its picture of God
as a purely actual first cause of things, pure-act theism has a significant advantage over
one of the major rival naturalistic theories of the First Cause, that which comes from
Graham Oppy. This advantage can be argued for in two parallel and non-exclusive
ways: one where causal finitism is granted (and where, as a consequence, we have strong
reason to believe that there is some kind of First Cause in the distant past history of
things), and another one where a foundational layer of reality is granted.

Given that the argument of this article has as its starting point the existence of a First
Cause, and from there tries to elucidate its nature, pointing to a reason to think that it has
to be purely actual, it belongs to the purview of the so-called ‘Gap Problem’. Though a
crucial part of traditional natural theology, this is an under-researched area in contem-
porary philosophy of religion and deserves more attention.

As for Graham Oppy, many consider him (rightly, in my opinion) one of the most engaging
and thought-provoking contemporary naturalists.3 Additionally, he has engaged several times
with both traditional and contemporary defenders of classical theism (Oppy (2012), 687–704
and (2021)). And, as we will see, he takes seriously the hypothesis of a First Cause, seemingly
leaning towards it and providing one of the most fleshed-out naturalistic accounts of it. That
classical theism, then, should have a significant advantage as a theory of the First Cause over
such a strong naturalistic proposal may be taken as powerful evidence in its favour.
Admittedly, more work should be done to see whether classical theism has this advantage
over all possible naturalistic alternatives, so this will remain open for future investigation.

The argument with causal finitism

Causal finitism is the thesis that nothing can have an infinite causal history – that it is
metaphysically impossible for something to be preceded by an infinite number of causes.
As such, it has been masterfully defended by Pruss (2018a).4 What matters for us here is
that, if causal finitism is true (and granted that something has a cause), then it follows
that there is an ultimate uncaused cause, or in other words, a First Cause. Let’s assume
for the purposes of this article that causal finitism is in fact true and that, hence, we
have the best of reasons to think that there is indeed a First Cause.5 Now, per
Alexander Pruss’s own admission (Pruss (2018b), 3), causal finitism is silent as to the num-
ber of entities making up its implied ‘First Cause’ (as well as to its nature). For all it tells
us, the First Cause could be a plurality of things or items, and so ‘First Cause’ should be
taken as a stipulated expression that is neutral with respect to this point. Hence, causal
finitism as such does not commit us to any particular account of the First Cause, being
in principle compatible with both theism and naturalism, but also even with polytheism.
In other words, while if causal finitism is true, we know that there has to be a First Cause,6

what we do not know is how many First Causes there are.
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Granting, then, causal finitism, let’s ask ourselves such a question: How many First Causes
are there? Before trying to answer it, we should notice that any attempted response would
raise an even further question. Imagine we were to say that there are exactly 47 First
Causes, or 55, or 1080. The next question we would naturally want to know the answer
to would be: why are there 47/55/1080 First Causes? And notice that whatever answer one
were to give to this second question, it could not be one involving a causal explanation,
since we are talking here about the First Cause. If there were to be a cause that explained
why there are exactly that many First Causes, then we would not be speaking of the First
Cause in the first place. Instead, the First Cause would be that which explained such a
thing, and given causal finitism’s indeterminacy in this respect, we would still want to
know how many entities made up this newly hypothesized First Cause, and why.

So there cannot be a causal explanation of the number of First Causes, precisely
because we are speaking ex hypothesi of the First Cause. Any purported answer to the ques-
tion of why there are that many First Causes – no more and no less – would have to be
either (a) that it’s a brute fact with no explanation, or (b) that it’s a necessary fact that
could not have been otherwise. And I take it that, when possible, (b) is to be preferred
to (a), even if one were not to grant the PSR.7

Also, and to take things a little further, it is widely acknowledged that, due to Ockham’s
Razor, out of two equally explanatorily efficacious accounts, we should prefer that which
posits fewer entities and is, hence, simpler. So, ceteris paribus, a theory which posited 47
First Causes should be preferred to one which posited 55 or 1080, and one which posited a
finite number of First Causes to one which posited an infinite number of them.8

Taking all these points into account, the advantage I want to ascribe to the pure-act
theist’s candidate for a First Cause is that, by adopting it, we are able to (1) get an answer
to the question of how many First Causes there are; (2) explain why there is that number
rather than another (namely, as we’ll see below, because there can be no other) and (3)
such a number could not possibly be lower.

(1) and (3) are fairly obvious. To the question ‘How many First Causes are there?’, the
classical theist answers ‘One’, giving thus the simplest possible answer to the question.9

But what is the rationale behind (2)? Why is it that there is one and only one purely actual
First Cause? To this, the classical theist responds that there is one and only one purely
actual First Cause because there can only be one purely actual thing. In other words, it
is because a purely actual thing is not susceptible of multiplication.

The arguments for this conclusion are well known from the tradition.10 Given Aquinas’s
metaphysics of being (esse), and how it relates to essence as act to potency, a purely actual
reality would have to be pure being itself (Ipsum Esse Subsistens) – instead of having an
essence really distinct from its esse, its essence would just be pure esse itself. But then,
such a thing could not be multipliable, because it could not be subjected to any differen-
tiating feature, as a genus (animal) is multiplied in its species (human) by the addition of a
specific difference (rationality) or a species (human) in its individuals (Peter, Mary, and
James) by the addition of matter. There is nothing outside pure being that could act,
with respect to it, as a differentiating feature, as the specific difference rationality is out-
side the genus animal or as matter is outside form, because ‘outside’ pure being there is
only non-being, and non-being is nothing. So pure being could not be differentiated, as
pure being, into multiple instances of itself, such as pure being A, pure being B, pure
being C, and so on. Hence, a purely actual reality that was pure being itself – and such
is the classical theist’s picture of God – would have to be unique, out of metaphysical
necessity.

This is a classical argument from the impossibility of multiplication that can be (and
has been) stated in multiple ways. Other versions, for instance, draw the same conclusion
out of additional attributes that are derived from the nature of a purely actual thing, such
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as its absolute simplicity. If a purely actual thing has to be absolutely simple or non-
composite (and plausibly it has to, given that any composite is in potency with respect
to its parts, or is a mixture of act and potency), then for there to be two absolutely simple
beings, A and B, A would have to exhibit feature X that B lacked, in order for them to be
differentiated. But then A would not be an absolutely simple being, because it would have
parts, contrary to the hypothesis – A would be what B is plus feature X. So, once more,
there could not be any feature that distinguished two hypothetical absolutely simple
things, without making it the case that one of them or both were not, after all, absolutely
simple.11

Thus, in principle, there can be no more than one absolutely simple being or one purely
actual thing.12 Pure-act theism, then, both gives us the simplest possible answer to the
question of how many First Causes there are and provides us with an explanation of
why there has to be that number instead of any other – namely, because there could
in principle be no more than one purely actual thing, so it is a necessary feature of a
purely actual thing that it be unique.

But now, to compare, let’s take Graham Oppy’s proposal that there is a first necessary
initial state of physical reality, from which every other non-initial state follows by inde-
terministic causation (Oppy (2013a), 12–13 and (2013b), 134).13 And let’s ask ourselves the
same question: how many things or items make up such a first necessary initial state?
Presumably, any number we were to give would have to be necessary, because, since
we are talking about a necessary initial state, it could not have been otherwise than it
is. So the number of items that make it up must be necessary. The problem, however,
is twofold. First, there does not seem to be any way to even guess how many items
make up such a first initial state, so that any number we were to pick (47, 55, 1080, but
also even 1) would seem entirely arbitrary. But second, there does not seem to be a
way either of explaining why any given number of initial items would have to be neces-
sary. Why would such a number be necessarily 1 or 47 instead of 55 or 1080? What about
the nature of initial physical items would make it impossible for there to be one more or
one less than a given number N? We can, of course, say that, whatever number is the cor-
rect one, it will have to be necessary, but we can’t say which number it is nor why.

Indeed, Oppy (or the naturalist in general) could simply plead ignorance about the
number of initial items and leave its determination to future physics.14 However, I
think this would be problematic mainly for three reasons. First, the appeal to currently
unknown future science cuts both ways. For all we know, maybe future physics will
teach that the First Cause is a purely actual reality and that this is the best way to give
an ultimate explanation of the existence of everything else. We may not want to call
such a future science physics, but something like physics* (more akin to metaphysics or
philosophy of nature), but when dealing with future science we can’t anticipate what
paradigm shifts we will undergo or how radical they may be.

Second, it is not at all clear that physics per se (or future physics, in case it remains
physics as we understand it) can determine whether a given past physical state is truly
initial (that is, first), or not. I think the current clash between those scientific models
that take the Big Bang to be the beginning of all physical reality and those that take it
to be merely the beginning of our spatio-temporal region illustrates this point. It
seems, then, that whether a given past physical state of the universe is the First Initial
State or not will have to remain an open question for future physics just as much as
for current physics. This may be an indication that the question about the First Cause’s
nature is of the purview of metaphysics, not physics – it is the question about what
could there possibly be at the origin of reality.

But third, even if future physics could determine the number of initial items, it is even
harder to see how it could explain why there had to be, necessarily, that many initial items,
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not one more, not one less. I can at least picture, extrapolating from current scientific
practice, how a future physics could determine the number of initial items, granting it
could determine that a given state was truly initial. But there doesn’t seem to be anything
in current physics that would allow us to expect that future physics (again, qua physics)
will be able to explain why a number N of initial physical items could not have been pos-
sibly different. So the appeal to future physics would seem to boil down, in the end, to an
expression of naturalistic faith.

On the contrary, as we’ve already seen, if we say that the first initial state is a purely
actual reality, we can immediately know how many First Causes there are and why, with the
additional virtue that we get the simplest possible answer (namely, one). I take it that, for
anyone who finds the evidence in favour of causal finitism to be compelling, this may
become a tempting reason to adopt a theory of the First Cause (or the initial state) as
purely actual.15

The argument without causal finitism

In the previous section, I have framed the argument in the context of causal finitism
because I consider it to be a very promising and plausible hypothesis, capable of gathering
over time a growing consensus among professional philosophers. So the fact that pure-act
theism may have this advantage as a theory of the First Cause could become a strong
enough reason to bring it back to the fore of contemporary philosophical debate, thus
accepting Pruss’s invitation to a joint inquiry into the nature of causal finitism’s implied
ultimate cause (Pruss (2018b), 17). But the same point could be made in a more traditional
way, to someone who did not grant causal finitism. Historically, the main arguments for
classical theism have not tried to establish God as a First Cause in the distant-past causal
history of things (that is, as the first member of a linear or per accidens causal series), but
as that First Cause which here and now sustains everything else in existence, providing the
ultimate explanation of their present and continued being (that is, as the first member of
a hierarchical or per se causal series).16

If one were to accept, maybe through an appeal to the PSR or other arguments, that
there has to be some necessary foundational layer of reality whose being, so to speak,
‘held’ the ordinary objects of our experience in existence,17 then we could speak of
such reality as a First Cause and the same questions as before would arise: How many
entities make up this First Cause, this foundational reality, and why? And here, again,
pure-act theism would be able to answer both questions, whereas Oppy’s parallel alterna-
tive account could not.

Let’s take, for instance, a proposal inspired by some remarks of Graham Oppy in his
2019 debate with Edward Feser.18 Responding to Feser’s Neo-Platonic proof, which argues
that composite objects could not exist here and now unless an absolutely simple and
purely actual cause was continuously sustaining their existence (Feser (2017), 69–86),
Oppy seemed to want to block the inference to an absolutely simple and divine cause
by positing, in the foundational necessary layer of reality, a multiplicity of ‘metaphysical
simples’, which in turn were supposed to make the same explanatory work as Feser’s
absolutely simple and purely actual God.

Now, leaving aside whether Oppy’s undercutting objection succeeds (and the classical
theist would not grant that it does, for metaphysical reasons), the point I want to make
now is that the classical theist could, for the sake of argument, bracket the question of
whether the existence of a purely actual cause follows of necessity from his premises
and go on to argue, in an abductive fashion, that his is a better candidate of a First
Cause than Oppy’s. And this because, again, there does not seem to be a way to answer
the question of how many ‘metaphysical simples’ make up the foundational layer of reality,

850 Enric F. Gel

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412521000482 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412521000482


and any number one may posit will seem arbitrary in the absence of an explanation of
why there have to be that many, no more and no less. What would it be about the nature
of 47, 55, 1080 ‘metaphysical simples’ (or even 1!) that would make it the case that such an
elusive number was actually necessary? What is it about the nature of ‘metaphysical sim-
ples’ that would make it impossible for there to be more or less than a given number N of
them? No answer seems to be forthcoming.

On the other hand, by adopting the pure-act theist’s hypothesis – namely, that at the foun-
dational layer what we have is a purely actual reality – the same advantage as before obtains:
we get to know how many items make up such a necessary foundation and why. So, if both
(purportedly) do the same explanatory work, the pure-act theist’s candidate has the advan-
tage of shedding some additional light and intelligibility into such a foundational reality.
Classical theism, then, appears both simpler and more fruitful than Oppy’s naturalism,
since it can answer more questions about the First Cause with fewer principles (namely,
with just one purely actual thing). This is a significant advantage vis-à-vis Oppy, who
tends to favour the weighing of theories according to their theoretical virtues (Oppy (2013a)).

At this point, a naturalist who accepted that the classical theist has here a non-
negligible theoretical advantage might wonder whether he could not just adopt the
idea of a purely actual first cause without committing himself altogether to theism. He
would grant, then, that both at the first initial state of reality and at its core foundational
layer there is a purely actual natural entity, in regard to which everything else would be
dependent for its ultimate metaphysical explanation. Instead of a pure-act theism, we
would have a kind of pure-act naturalism, the difference being that the naturalist would
not call such a being ‘God’, nor consider it to be worthy of any kind of religious reverence.
To this I would say that, in the absence of any alternative account of the First Cause that
met the classical theist’s advantage or any considerations that counterbalanced it, extend-
ing his view into a kind of pure-act or pure-being naturalism seems to be the reasonable
move for the naturalist, constituting a sign of philosophical progress. However, the ques-
tion of whether such an account would not be, after all, theism under a different name
could be raised, especially if further inquiry into the nature and attributes of such a
purely actual first reality was to continue.

After all, the pure-act theist would argue that several traditional divine attributes can
be deduced from the nature of the First Cause as purely actual. It would be interesting,
then, to see how many of the divine attributes such a hypothetical pure-act naturalist
could consistently admit into his or her understanding of the First Cause. Both immutabil-
ity and immateriality, for example, seem unavoidable and straightforward once the pure
actuality of the First Cause is embraced, since change is essentially the passage from
potency to act and every material thing is both mutable and potential in many ways.
Would the naturalist feel comfortable adding to his ontology a purely actual, immutable,
and immaterial First Cause of things? It’s hard to say. Maybe he could, granted that he
resisted strongly the derivation of the more personal attributes, such as intellect and will.

In any case, these considerations would take us beyond the purposes of this article and
much more into the so-called ‘Gap Problem’. However, given the powerful arguments both
for a First Cause and for a Necessary Foundation, I take it that the Gap Problem is the next
frontier in the theism–naturalism debate. If the argument in this article is correct, it could
constitute a first step in that direction, making pure actuality an attractive foundational
feature of the First Cause to consider.

The argument without pure-act theism?

Now, I do not want to propose that this is some kind of decisive or knock-down argument
or reason to definitively prefer pure-act theism over all rival alternative accounts of the
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First Cause, even non-classical theistic ones. I do want to say that, all things being equal,
and given the fact that Oppy gives the most fleshed out naturalistic account of the First
Cause, this advantage may be sufficient to incline the balance of theoretical virtues in
favour of classical theism over naturalism. But, of course, all things are not always equal.
Multiple considerations could be brought to bear in order to counterbalance this pur-
ported advantage.

For instance, it is hardly ingenious to notice that classical or pure-act theism has
become a pretty controversial brand of theism in contemporary philosophical debate,
especially in the analytic tradition. Hence, someone who found problematic such derived
attributes of a purely actual reality as immutability or simplicity could have here a very
strong reason to resist my argument. Such a person could justifiably think that the clas-
sical theist’s advantage is not worth the price of having to accept such a counterintuitive
first entity. More to the point, a Christian theist who thought that there was a severe
incompatibility between absolute divine simplicity and the doctrine of the Trinity
would probably consider the ascribed advantage as minimal, if not monstrously out-
weighed by its disadvantages.19

So, what I want to explore now is how the argument in this article could be adapted to
fit theism in general, and not only classical or pure-act theism. Two avenues seem to me
clearly available: one that focuses on God’s omnipotence and another that focuses on
God’s unlimited or perfect nature. As we’ll see below, I think it is the last one that appears
most promising.

To start with the first, almost all branches of theism will ascribe omnipotence or max-
imal power to God. But there are several arguments to the effect that there could only be
one omnipotent being. Joshua Hoffman and Gary Rosenkrantz, for instance, ask us to
imagine that there could be two omnipotent beings, Dick and Jane, both existing at the
same time in the same possible world:

If this were possible, then it could happen that at some time, t, Dick, while retaining
his omnipotence, attempts to move a feather, and at t, Jane, while retaining her
omnipotence, attempts to keep that feather motionless. Intuitively, in this case, nei-
ther Dick nor Jane would affect the feather as to its motion or rest. Thus, in this case,
at t, Dick would be powerless to move the feather, and at t, Jane would be powerless
to keep the feather motionless! But it is absurd to suppose that an omnipotent agent
could lack the power to move a feather or the power to keep it motionless. Therefore,
neither Dick nor Jane is omnipotent. As a consequence, it is impossible that there be
two coexistent omnipotent agents. (Hoffmann & Rosenkrantz (2002), 168)

With an argument like this, the non-classical theist could claim the same advantage we
have been arguing over in this article – namely, that by adopting the hypothesis that
the First Cause is God, who possesses omnipotence as one of his essential attributes,
we get to know how many First Causes there are (one) and why (because, necessarily,
there can only be one omnipotent being). The worry here would be that the cost, for
the naturalist, of adopting this attribute in order to meet the challenge seems to be sig-
nificantly lower than before. It is hard to see how one could ‘re-construct’, so to speak, the
traditional picture of God just from the attribute of omnipotence20 and without having to
appeal to metaphysical principles that would, in the end, commit us to classical or pure-
act theism, which the non-classical theist wants to avoid.21 So it seems that the naturalist
could just stop at some kind of omnipotent-being naturalism and leave it there.

Hence, it may be better to try to frame the argument in light of God’s unlimited or
perfect nature.22 Again, nearly all branches of theism understand God to be an absolutely
or maximally perfect being. But it seems plausible that there can only be one absolutely
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or maximally perfect being, because for there to be two of them, they would need to be
distinguished either by a perfection that one of them had and the other lacked or by hav-
ing the same perfections to differing degrees. But in each case, either one of them or both
would not be an absolutely or maximally perfect being, contrary to hypothesis. So, once
more, by adopting a theistic theory of the First Cause as absolutely perfect, we could get
to know how many First Causes there are (one) and why (namely, because there can only be
one absolutely perfect being).23 Now it is not as clear as before that the naturalist can
meet the challenge in the same way, for adopting some kind of perfect-being naturalism
would bring him too close to theism, which he wants to avoid. And though viewing the
First Cause as purely actual may provide some metaphysical grounding for its absolute
perfection, a perfect-being understanding of God seems at least prima facie defensible
without either having to collapse immediately into classical or pure-act theism or having
to embrace its more controversial divine simplicity attribute.

Conclusion

To sum up, I’ve proposed that, granted causal finitism, classical or pure-act theism has an
advantage over Graham Oppy’s naturalistic theory of the First Cause – namely, that by
adopting a hypothesis of the First Cause as a purely actual reality we get to know how
many First Causes are there (one) and, more importantly, why (because there can only
be one purely actual thing). The same argument can be utilized with those who, without
granting causal finitism, would nonetheless accept some kind of Necessary Foundation of
reality, maybe through an appeal to PSR or some other arguments. It seems that one way
the naturalist could meet this challenge is by borrowing from pure-act theism itself and
trying to draw a picture of the First Cause as a purely actual natural reality. It is not
entirely clear, however, how a purely actual reality could be a natural entity, in any sub-
stantive use of the word, given how neatly other divine attributes seem to follow from
pure actuality. However, either this move or a similar one by the naturalist would consti-
tute some progress concerning the Gap Problem, and hence is something to be
encouraged.

Given how controversial classical or pure-act theism has become in the recent decades
of discussions within the philosophy of religion, I’ve attempted to lay out two possible
ways of arguing for this advantage in favour of theism simpliciter – one that started
with omnipotence and another that started with God’s unlimited or perfect nature, this
second one seeming prima facie more promising for the non-classical theist.

To reiterate, I’m aware that the argument of this article, even if successful, is far from
constituting a knock-down proof or reason in favour of either pure-act theism or theism
in general. I want to propose it more like an additional or supplementary reason to be
weighted jointly with any other available evidence. All things being equal, it may consti-
tute an interesting reason to prefer theism over naturalism as a theory of the First Cause –
but, of course, hardly ever are all things equal.24
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Notes

1. I take the expression ‘pure-act theism’ from Nemes (2021). I find it fitting given the contemporary prolifer-
ation of self-denominated ‘neo-classical’ theisms, many of which amount to a rejection of the classical theist’s
picture of God as purely actual.
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2. For a detailed exposition and defence of the doctrine of act and potency and the Aristotelian principle of caus-
ality, see Feser (2014), 31–87. For some contemporary defences of traditional pure-act theism arguments, see
Feser (2017) and Kerr (2015).
3. For instance, William Lane Craig considers Oppy ‘the most formidable atheist philosopher writing today’
(Craig (2015)), and Edward Feser shares this sentiment (Feser (2021), 503).
4. The crux of Pruss’s argument is that causal finitism provides a unique elegant account of the impossibility of a
huge range of infinity paradoxes, some of which (as the Grim Reaper Paradox) directly entail that its negation
leads to contradiction. See also Pruss (2018b) for a brief and summarized display of the overall argument, and
Koons (2014) and (2017) for a modification on the Grim Reaper Paradox that derives a contradiction from the
assumption of an infinite past (side-stepping some objections to the traditional Grim Reaper scenario).
5. For such an implication of causal finitism, see Pruss (2018a), 180–184.
6. Again, granting that something has a cause, which does not seem to be that of an extravagant assumption to
make.
7. I personally think the arguments in favour of some version of the PSR are compelling, so I believe (a) can be
justifiably rejected as a metaphysical impossibility. But my point is that, even if we were to allow for the pos-
sibility of brute facts, if we have an available explanation for something and no non-question-begging or ad
hoc reasons to reject it, we should go with it. Hence, even if we were to allow that the number of First
Causes could be a brute fact, we should prefer that account that was able to give an explanation as to why
there are that many First Causes. For strong defences of the PSR, see Pruss (2006), Koons (2000), 110 and
Della Rocca (2010), 1–13. Feser summarizes some of these arguments in Feser (2014), 142–146 and (2019), 76–80.
8. It should be noted that, on top of this, the hypothesis that the First Cause is formed by an infinite number of
entities would violate causal finitism, which we have taken for granted in this section. See Pruss (2018a), 25.
9. An anonymous reviewer makes the following objection:

The fact that 1 is the smallest natural number does not entail that it is the simplest answer to the question
of how many First Causes there are. It might be the most complicated answer, depending on the effect we
are considering. For even slightly complicated effects – e.g. the existence of a table – it is extremely dif-
ficult to show that there is a single first cause. It is simpler to argue that the table comes into existence as a
result of numerous causes.

This objection ignores the ceteris paribus clause I introduced before. The point is that, ceteris paribus, we should
prefer the account that posited fewer entities making up the First Cause, and that pure-act theism fulfils this
condition by positing the smallest possible number of First Causes (namely, one). Without some reason to
think that the First Cause would have to be more than one, or that a unique purely actual entity could not
have been the First Cause, the ceteris paribus clause allows us to favour pure-act theism on such grounds.
10. For what follows, see Aquinas (1920) I.11.3; Idem (1927) I.42; Idem (1976) 4; Kerr (2015), 18–30; Feser (2017), 30
and 184–189; Wippel (2000), 150–157.
11. Feser puts it concisely: ‘what is simple or non-composite must be unique, because for there to be two or
more things that share an essence, there must be a distinction within each of them between its essence and
its existence’ (Feser (2021), 516). If the essence of X is identical with its existence, it can only be unique,
there could be no other thing that shared its essence and was, thus, identical with X’s existence, but without
being identical to X. See also Feser (2017), 74–75.
12. Some may worry that these arguments assume that there is no such thing as an ‘individual essence’ or haec-
ceitas that could differentiate A and B without compromising their pure actuality. But apart from any arguments
against haecceitas as a metaphysical individuating feature, the answer should be clear from what I have said so
far. For suppose, as the classical theist argues, that a purely actual reality has to be absolutely simple or non-
composite, devoid of parts. Then, if purely actual thing A shared an essence with purely actual thing B, being
distinguished from B because of its own haecceitas, neither A nor B would be absolutely simple, but a metaphys-
ical composite of essence + haecceitas. So, neither A nor B would be purely actual, contrary to hypothesis. The
same would follow if we assume that the essence of a purely actual reality would be identical with its being
(esse) – or in other words, that a purely actual thing would be pure esse. If A and B were differentiated by
their own haecceitas, neither of them would be pure being anymore, but being plus their own haecceitas. Thus,
the objection fails.
13. While in these texts such Necessary Initial Part Hypothesis appears to be on a par with the Infinite Regress
one, Oppy seems to lean towards such a position in his online YouTube debate with philosopher Andrew Loke,
available at Capturing Christianity (2020): https://youtu.be/a8NrTv-Durc (accessed 30 October 2021). Also, it should
be remembered that the Infinite Regress Hypothesis has been ruled out in our discussion by granting causal finit-
ism from the start. For a different critique of Oppy’s hypothesis, see Loke (2017), 125–158.
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14. I thank an anonymous reviewer for raising this point.
15. Additionally, Alexander Pruss himself argues that, of all the branches of theism, classical theism is the one
that seems more compatible with causal finitism. Consider, for example, that plausibly there are infinitely many
reasons for actualizing our world (since there are, plausibly, infinitely many goods, given an endless future).
Given divine omnirationality, which states that God acts on all the reasons he has for acting, the best way to
avoid the violation of causal finitism is through the classical doctrine of divine simplicity, according to which
everything in God is just one and the same single and unbounded pure act of being. Hence, there would not
be in God an infinite number of thoughts or ideas on the basis of which he would choose to actualize our
world (something which would seemingly violate causal finitism) but a single and simple act identical with
his very being. Pruss also entertains another difficulty from divine knowledge and concludes that here too clas-
sical theism helps to solve it (see, for both arguments, Pruss (2018a), 184–188). Hence, if the argument of this
article is correct, it could weigh jointly with the previous ones in a cumulative case providing evidence in favour
of classical theism, given causal finitism.
16. For the distinction between linear and hierarchical causal series, see Feser (2017), 20–24 and Cohoe (2013),
838–856.
17. For book-length treatments of arguments leading to a Necessary Ultimate Foundation of reality, besides
those already quoted, see Rasmussen (2019) and Pruss & Rasmussen (2018).
18. This debate is available online at the Capturing Christianity (2019) Youtube channel: https://youtu.be/
XoVDutpB4Cw (accessed 30 October 2021). To be fair, it is unclear whether Oppy would actually endorse the fol-
lowing hypothesis, but I take it to be the best alternative for the naturalist once a Necessary Foundation is
granted.
19. For a paper discussing simplicity and the Trinity, see White (2016). For a superb critique of another well-
known argument against classical theism, see Tomaszewski (2019).
20. An anonymous reviewer points to Swinburne’s work in The Existence of God, but Swinburne does not derive
the rest of the traditional divine attributes just from the property of omnipotence, which is the point here, but
from God being an omnipotent person, which entails two other properties besides omnipotence: knowledge and
freedom. So the derivation of divine attributes is not made only from omnipotence, but from God’s perfect power,
knowledge, and freedom, all three: ‘God’s possession of the other properties ascribed to him – being an omnipres-
ent spirit, being creator of all things, and (given a certain highly plausible assumption) being perfectly good – all
follow from his being omnipotent, omniscient, and perfectly free’ (Swinburne (2004), 99; my italics).
21. We could appeal, for instance, to the Scholastic principle agere sequitur esse in order to argue that an omnipo-
tent being that possessed the fullness of power would have to possess also the fullness of being and be pure being
itself. Alternatively, if active potency is grounded in act, as any Aristotelian-Thomist philosopher would claim, it
seems that for a being to be truly and essentially omnipotent (able to actualize any absolutely possible state of
affairs) it would have to be purely actual. And hence we would be back to the pure-act theism that the non-
classical theist wanted to avoid.
22. For an account of God’s perfect nature, see, for instance, Rasmussen (2019), 136–151.
23. Alternatively, one could maybe argue that, very plausibly, uniqueness is itself a perfection.
24. I would like to thank several anonymous reviewers whose thoughtful comments helped to improve this art-
icle. I benefited also from discussing some of its elements with Agustín Echavarría and Dante Urbina, to whom I
am also very grateful.
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