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EXPLICABILITY AND THE UN PREVENTABLE 

By N. M. L. NATIiAN 

I N his PhilosotJhical Theology (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2nd edn, 
1980) James F. Ross develops an argument for the existence of an 

unpreventable and uncausable being. I will call it Argument (A). If 
sound, (A) proves that there is a being with two traditional attri 
butes of God; as a natural theologian, Ross hopes that nothing in 
(A) will also force us to conclude either that this being has other 
attributes which God could not possess, or that it lacks attributes 
which God would have to possess. Like standard cosmological 
arguments and arguments from design, (A) assumes some general 
principles about explanation. But it differs from these arguments in 
that the principles about explanation which it assumes do not entail 
that there actually is a cause or explanation for anything but only 
that it is possible that certain things have explanations. Ross rejects 
pancausalism and the principle of sufficient reason and approvingly 
quotes Duns Scotus: 'I prefer to submit conclusions and premisses 
about the possible, for if those about the actual are conceded, those 
about the possible are conceded, but not conversely .. .' (De Primo 
Principio, Ch. III; quoted PT p. 181, n. 34). I will try to show, 
however, that even if Ross's rather plausible principles about 
explanation are true, (A) runs into difficulties. And 1 will try to 
show that although a modified version of (A) would establish the 
existence of an unpreventable being, Ross's principles about 
explanation would themselves oblige us to deny that this being is 
uncausable, and thus deprive even the existence of an unpreventable 
being of any theological significance. 

(A) runs as follows (I abbreviate Ross's own version, given on 
PT p. 174). 

(1) 	If a proposition is false, then it is possible that there is an 
explanation of its falsity. 

(2) All 	explanations of a proposition's falsity are either internal 
(in terms of the inconsistency of the proposition) or external 
(in terms of something'S preventing the proposition from 
being true). 

(3) 	'There is an unpreventable and uncausable being' is con
sistent. 

(4) 	It is impossible that anything should prevent the exis tence 
of an unpreventable and uncausable being. 

(5) If 'There is an unpreventable and uncausab1e being' is false, 
it is impossible for its falsity to have an internal explanation. 
[From (3)] 

(6) 	If 'There is an unpreventable and uncausable being' is false, 
it is impossible for its falsity to have an external explanation. 
[From (4)] 
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(7) If 'There is an unpreventable and uncausable being' is false, 
it is impossible for its falsity to have an explanation. [From 
(2), (5) and (6)]

(8) There is an unpreventable and uncausab1e being. [From (1) 
and 

A natural objection is that (4) is false as it stands. Nothing can 
prevent the existence of an unpreventable being, but why should 
not something prevent an unpreventable being from also being 
uncausable? To meet this, we replace 'unpreventable and uncaus
able', in (4), and throughout (A), by 'unpreventable and unprevent
ably uncausable' and call the resulting argument (B). But even (B) 
is open to a radical objection. Consider this parallel argument, 
which I will call (C). 

(1) 	 If a proposition is false, then it is possible that there is an 
explanation of its falsity. 

(2) 	 All explanations of a proposition's falsity are either internal 
(in terms of the inconsistency of the proposition) or exter
nal (in terms of something's preventing the proposition 
from being true). 

(3c) 'There is no unpreventable and unpreventably uncausable 
being' is consistent. 

(4c) It is impossible that anything should cause the existence of 
an unpreventable and unpreventably uncausable being. 

(5c) 	If 'There is no unpreventable and unpreventably uncaus
able being' is false, it is impossible for its falsity to have an 
internal explanation. [From (3c)] 

(6c) 	If 'There is no unpreventable and unpreventably uncaus
able being' is false, it is impossible for its falsity to have an 
external explanation. [From (4c)] 

(7c) 	If 'There is no unpreventable and unpreventably uncaus
able being' is false, it is impossible for its falsity to have an 
explanation. [From (2), (5c) and (6c)] 

(8c) 	There is no unpreventable and unpreventably uncausable 
being. [From (1) and (7c)] 

Since (B) and (C) have contradictory conclusions, we cannot accept 
that (B) is sound without denying the soundness of (C). But it 
seems impossible to find good grounds for preferring either one of 
these two arguments to the other. If we accept that one of the argu
ments is sound then we accept all its premisses as well as its logical 
validity, and if we deny the soundness of the other then either we 
deny its logical validity or we deny at least one of its premisses. But 
both arguments are logically valid, so to prefer one argument we 
must accept all its premisses and reject at least one premiss of the 
other argument. Suppose we initially accept (B). Which premiss of 
(C) 	can we reject? We cannot reject either (1) or (2), since these are 
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also premisses of (B). (4c) seems analytically true. This leaves only 
(3c). But (3c) is no less plausible than 

(3b) 	'There is an unpreventable and unpreventably uncausable 
being' is consistent, 

which is again a premiss of (B). In the same way, if we initially 
accept (C), the only premisses of (B) which are not also premisses 
of (C) itself are 

(4b) 	It is impossible that anything should prevent the existence 
of an unpreventable and unpreventably uncausable being, 

which again seems analytically true, and (3b), which is no less 
plausible than (3c). The parallelism seems to deprive both arguments 
of any cogency. 

Can anything be salvaged from (B) on the assumption that (3c) 
is no less plausible than (3b)? Consider the argument we get if, 
throughout (B), we replace 'unpreventable and unpreventably 
uncausable being' by 'unpreventable being'. I will call it (D). If 
sound, (D) shows that there is an unpreventable being. Obviously 
(D) is logically valid. Can it be neutralized, like (B), by a parallel 
argument for the contradictory conclusion? If we try to construct 
such a parallel, (E), by substituting 'unpreventable being' for 'un
preventable and unpreventably uncausable being' throughout (C), 
then ( 4c) would be replaced by 

(4e) 	It is impossible that anything should cause the existence 
of an unpreventable being. 

But (4e) is false. So (D) seems to stand. And although its conclusion 
is less interesting, from the point of view of natural theology, than 
the conclusion of either (A) or (B), the natural theologian could at 
least insist that there is nothing in (D) which is actually inconsistent 
with the existence of a being which is uncausable as well as unpre
ventable. 

And yet I think that anyone who accepts Ross's principles about 
explanation will in the end find it difficult to accept that any being 
is uncausable. If we accept 

(1) 	 If a proposition is false, then it is possible that there is an 
explanation of its falsity 

then surely we should also accept 

(1a) 	If a proposition is true, then it is possible that there is an 
explanation of its truth. 

And if we accept 

(2) 	 All explanations of a proposition's falsity are either internal 
(in terms of the inconsistency of the proposition) or 
external (in terms of something's preventing the proposi
tion from being true) 
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then surely we should also accept 

(2a) All explanations of a proposition's truth are either internal 
(in terms of the inconsistency of the proposition's nega
tion) or external (in terms of something's causing the 
proposition to be true). 

But then we have the following argument, which I call (F). 

(1a) If a proposition is true, then it is possible that there is an 
explanation of its truth. 

(2a) 	All explanations of a proposition's truth are either internal 
(in terms of the inconsistency of the proposition's nega
tion) or external (in terms of something's causing the 
proposition to be true). 
'There is no uncausable being' is consistent.~~B It is impossible that anything should cause the existence of 
an uncausable being. 

(5f) If 'There is an uncausable being' is true, it is impossible for 

its truth to have an internal explanation. [From (3f)] 


(6f) If 'There is an uncausable being' is true, it is impossible 

for its truth to have an external explanation. [From (4f)] 

(7f) 	If 'There'is an uncausable being' is true, it is impossible for 
for its truth to have an explanation. [From (2a), (5f) and 
(6f)] 

(8f) 	There is no uncausable being. [From (1a) and (7f)] 

It is of course true that (F) is mirrored by an argument, (G), for the 
conclusion that there is an uncausable being: (3f) is replaced, in 
(G), by 

(3g) 	 'There is an uncausable being' is consistent 

and (4f) is replaced by 

(4g) 	It is impossible that anything should cause it to be true 
that there is no uncausable being. 

But (4g) is false. To cause it to be true that something does not 
exist is the same as to prevent its existence. There is nothing in the 
argument which excludes the possibility that if there were any un
causable beings at least one would be preventable. 

If (F) survives the parallelism objection, can it be rejected on 
other grounds? Ross himself defends a Scotist argument for the 
existence of an uncausable being (see PT pp. 176-80). and if this 
argument were sound we would have to reject at least one premiss 
of (F). But in fact the Scotist argument also suggests an equally 
plausible parallel argument for the conclusion that there is not even 
an unpreventable being. With 'x is potential' defined as '''x exists" 
is logically possible but x is not actual', the Scotist argument can be 
put like this: 
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That there is at least one Uncausable Producer is logically pos

sible. 

Whatever is logically possible is either actual or potential. 

Whatever is potential is causable. 

That there is an Uncausable Producer is not causable. 

Hence, that there is an Uncausable Producer is not potential. 

Therefore, at least one Uncausable Producer is actual, that is, 

exists. 


The difficulty is that we could equally well argue as follows: 

That there is no unpreventable being is logically possible. 

Whatever is logically possible is either actual or potential. 

Whatever is potential is causable. 

That there is no unpreventable being is not causable. 

Hence, that there is no unpreventable being is not potential. 

Therefore, that there is no unpreventable being is actual, that 

is, no unpreventable being exists. 


If we use the Scotist argument to criticize (F), we can hardly con
tinue to defend even (D). And of course we can continue to defend 
(D) without being committed to the Scotist principle that whatever 
is potential is causable. (D) assumes only that whatever is potential 
is preventable. 

I conclude then that Ross's argument (A) breaks down, and that 
although (D), which is a modified version of (A), may still establish· 
the existence of an unpreventable being, this will not help the 
natural theologian, because premisses common to (A) and (D) 
ultimately commit us to the conclusion that this unpreventable 
being is causable. 
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MARY MOTHERSILL ON AESTHETIC PLEASURE 

By WILLIAM CHARLTON 

I N Beauty Restored,Ch. X, Mary Mothersill argues that pleasure in 
general, and aesthetic pleasure in particular, while not a bodily 

sensation, is 'an inner state or feeling discoverable by introspection', 
and that the connection between this feeling and what we take to 
give it to us is 'causal' and 'contingent' (p. 281). If successful, her 
argument refutes anyone who wishes to apply to aesthetic pleasure 
the 'adverbial' account of pleasure advocated by Gilbert Ryle and 
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Anthony Kenny.l I shall try to show that her argument is inconclu
sive, and I shall suggest that it rests on a couple of misunderstandings. 

According to Ryle and Kenny, getting pleasure from an activity 
is often simply engaging in that activity in a certain way. Professor 
Mothersill's main arguments for her own view appear in attempts to 
counter arguments for this account. She makes four points (pp. 
281-3). 

(1) You can have the feeling you get when you enjoy listening to 
a quartet without listening to the quartet. To show this Professor 
Mothersill asks us to think of a man who knows little about music 
and enjoys listening to a very similar quartet. This does not prove 
that the pleasure of listening to a quartet of a certain type is separ
able from listening to a quartet of that type. To establish that she 
might have urged that one could have the feeling while not listening 
to a quartet at all but merely believing one is, say in a dream or 
under the influence of drugs. But she sensibly refrains from this 
move which, as she observes (p. 296), would take her out of the real 
world into First Meditation-Land. 

(2) Too intense pleasure may distract you from the activity. I 
find it hard to judge whether this is true and whether, if it is, 
pleasure cannot be adverbial. Might not too much enthusiasm inter
fere with a delicate task, and if so, would it follow that being 
enthusiastic is not acting enthusiastically? This consideration can
not, I think, carry much weight. 

(3) The pleasure you get from listening to a quartet may last 
longer than the listening. This consideration will seem to show that 
the pleasure we get from an activity is separate from the activity 
only if we confuse two kinds of pleasure, enjoying an activity and 
being in a pleasant mood. When the quartet is over we may con
tinue in a pleasant mood, but we cannot go on enjoying listening. 

(4) Sometimes you can see plainly that someone is doing some
thing, but it is only by inference that you can tell if he is getting 
pleasure from it. Professor Mothersill herself concedes that this 
could be true even if the Ryle-Kenny analysis is correct: You can 
see that I am gardening, but you cannot tell straight off whether 
my gardening is willing or reluctant. 

One of the main objections to saying that the connection between 
pleasure and what gives it to us is contingent and causal, is that if 
that were so, we could be mistaken about what it is that is giving 
us pleasure. Professor Mothersill points out that many causal 
judgements are as good as incorrigible. When I drop a glass I know 
straight off that it is because it hits the floor that it breaks. Hence 
she can say that the apparent infallibility of many of our pronounce
ments on what pleases us is no proof that they are causaL But she 

1 Gilbert Ryle, Dilemmas, Cambridge 1954, Ch.1V; Anthony Kenny,Action, Emotion 
and Will, London 1963, Ch. VI. The account is applied to aesthetic pleasure in, e.g. my 
'Aesthetic Reasons', British Journal 0/ Aesthetics 1983. 
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