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1. Introduction
Cosmological reasoning is often tightly bound to the principle of sufficient reason (PSR), according to which everything that exists has an adequate explanation of its existence. This gives the impression that the PSR and God’s existence (or the rational demonstration thereof) stand or fall together.[footnoteRef:1] Of course, many philosophers take this “package deal” as relatively unproblematic since they see the PSR as an intuitive principle that grounds philosophical and scientific investigation, or even as non-negotiable for avoiding skepticism, suggesting the PSR is a first principle of reason itself.[footnoteRef:2] But others, including theists, contest this,[footnoteRef:3] which in turn makes cosmological arguments vulnerable to a brute fact objection: that some things which are not self-explanatory in their existence —contingent entities— may nevertheless exist apart from any deeper adequate explanation, thus blocking the inference from contingent reality to necessary reality. [1:  See, for example: Joshua Rasmussen, How Reason Can Lead to God (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2019); Joshua Rasmussen, Is God the Best Explanation of Things? (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), chapter 2; Edward Feser, Five Proofs of the Existence of God (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2017), chapter 5; Alexander Pruss, “Leibnizian Cosmological Arguments,” in The Blackwell Companion to Natural Theology, ed. W. L. Craig and J. P. Moreland (Oxford: Blackwell, 2009); Robert Koons, “A new look at the cosmological argument,” American Philosophical Quarterly 34, no. 2 (1997): 193-211.]  [2:  See Robert Koons and Alexander Pruss, “Skepticism and the Principle of Sufficient Reason,” Journal of Philosophical Studies 178 (2021): 1079-99; Alexander Pruss, The Principle of Sufficient Reason. A Reassessment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Michael della Rocca, “PSR,” Philosopher’s Imprint 10, no. 7 (2010): 1-13.]  [3:  See, for instance, Peter van Inwagen, An Essay on Free Will (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983), 202-4; James F. Ross, Philosophical Theology (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1969), 295-304; William L. Rowe, “Rationalistic Theology and Some Principles of Explanation,” Faith and Philosophy 1 (1984): 357-69.] 

Additionally, PSR-based cosmological arguments are often accused of committing the fallacy of composition: illegitimately applying a property of the part (for example, that something in our universe is contingent and in need of an explanation) to the whole (that, as a result, the universe itself is contingent and in need of an explanation).[footnoteRef:4] These two objections —that not every non-self-explanatory entity has an extrinsic explanation (brute fact objection) and that one cannot infer something of the whole on the basis of its parts (fallacy of composition objection)— are importantly related, as the skeptic may claim that while every member of the universe perhaps has an adequate cause of its existence, the existence of the universe as a whole is a matter of brute fact, and that one may not infer the universe has a cause simply because its members do.[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  One can read a succinct summary of this concern in Mortimer J. Adler, How to Think about God (New York: Touchstone, 1991), 140-1.]  [5:  For example, Bertrand Russell, who once famously said that the universe “... is just there, and that’s all.” See Bertrand Russell, “Why I am Not a Christian,” in Why I am not a Christian and other essays on religion and related subjects (London: Routledge, 1957), 1-19.] 

Whether or not one believes these objections can be overcome, they are often presented as defeaters for cosmological reasoning. Hence, it would be useful and interesting to advance a cosmological argument for the existence of God that could run independently of the PSR, circumventing these difficulties altogether. Furthermore, if that argument could provide additional insights about the nature of the fundamental reality (including its relation to everything else), it would be even more worthy of consideration, especially if those insights complement what other cosmological arguments from PSR are able to deliver. 
The cosmological argument of this article attempts to accomplish just that. First, it sidesteps any need for the PSR by showing that contingent entities (like Thumper the rabbit) are, upon metaphysical analysis, contradictory structures unless they refer to some external cause. It’s not that their uncaused existence would be brute, violating PSR, but that it would be contradictory, going against the Law of Non-Contradiction. This will be shown to follow from the real distinction between their essence (their what determination) and their existence (their whether determination), which will imply that they could not possibly exist unless they are ultimately caused to exist by that in which essence and existence coincide as identical. Furthermore, the inference to an uncaused cause whose essence is its existence can be made from a single contingent entity rather than a collection thereof, thereby bypassing concerns of the composition fallacy. Finally, the argument of this article, in requiring a particular analysis of existence, is prepared to tell us more about God —or, minimally, other things about God— that may not have been readily deduced from other more metaphysically neutral forms of cosmological reasoning. 
This argument is based off the work of philosopher Barry Miller, which is why we name it the Millerian Cosmological Argument. Our aim is to develop Miller’s argument in crucial ways, drawing out its structure and defending it from several actual and potential criticisms. Additionally, we want to disentangle the argument from some of Miller’s confusing and idiosyncratic choices of terminology, which most certainly have contributed to obscuring its meaning and jeopardizing its ability to be more widely known and impact the discussion.[footnoteRef:6] With this, we hope to bring attention to a much overlooked yet promising philosophical approach to God, advancing the conversation beyond where Miller left it. In order to do so, we start by laying down the steps of the argument and bringing to light its key assumptions. This will allow us to get clear on what precisely we will be defending in this paper, and which other theses, instead, we will be simply taking for granted. [6:  Miller makes the argument dependent on the impossibility of “conceiving” a non-existent entity. To the common ear, this sounds strange because, in the everyday usage of the word, there is no problem in conceiving something which does not exist (like a unicorn, give it a try). But, as it turns out, Miller is using “conceivability” in a technical Millerian sense, so to speak, to convey the possibility of actually referring to something. Understood in this way, the thesis may be considered unproblematic, since no one can successfully refer to a non-existent entity, since there is simply nothing there to refer to (I can imagine a unicorn, but I can’t point to one). However, the choice of words is an unhappy one and unnecessarily problematizes the access to the argument. And it is not the only instance of this (for example, Miller repeatedly denies that God is an individual but seems to be understanding “individual” technically as any entity whose essence is not its existence).] 


2. An Overview of the Argument and its Key Assumptions
The Millerian cosmological argument can be summarized as follows:[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Our summary is a slight modification of Herman Philipse’s as featured in his review of Elmer Kremer’s book Analysis of Existing (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014). See Herman Philipse, “Analysis of Existing: Barry Miller’s Approach to God,” Notre Dame Philosophical Reviews, September 17, 2014, https://ndpr.nd.edu/reviews/analysis-of-existing-barry-miller-s-approach-to-god/. Philipse objects to Miller’s situation of existence as a first level property. A cogent response to Philipse’s objections to Miller has been issued by William Vallicella, “Defending Barry Miller against Herman Philipse, part I,” Maverick Philosopher, November 26, 2019, and can be accessed at: https://maverickphilosopher.typepad.com/maverick_philosopher/2019/11/defending-barry-miller-against-herman-philipse-part-i.html. An additional thing to note about Philipse’s quick dismissal of Miller’s project is that Philipse assumes that for parts to have ontological priority they must be ontologically independent or separable. This is false, as Gyula Klima has said: “It is clearly possible to have distinct, yet necessarily co-occurring items in reality. For example, it is clear that the triangularity of any particular triangle (its having three angles) is not the same as its trilaterality (its having three sides), unless sides and angles are the same items. But it is also clear that one cannot have a particular triangularity without a particular trilaterality. So, we have two really distinct items here, which are nevertheless inseparable in reality”. Gyula Klima, “Aquinas’s Real Distinction and Its Role in a Causal Proof of God’s Existence,” Roczniki Filozoficzne 67, no. 4 (2019): 11. The same has been argued by Edward Feser, Five Proofs, 122-4; David Oderberg, “The Non-Identity of the Categorical and the Dispositional,” Analysis 69 (2009): 677-684 and John Knasas, Being and Some Twentieth Century Thomists (New York: Fordham University Press, 2003), 196.] 

1) Existence is a real first-level property of concrete contingent individuals.
2) All concrete contingent individuals are really (in an extra-linguistic, extra-conceptual sense) distinct from their existence. 
3) If (1) and (2), then either concrete contingent individuals are contradictory (and hence, impossible) or each existing concrete contingent individual is ultimately caused to exist by some entity which is identical to its existence, being hence necessary existent and, in fact, existence as such. 
4) If there is an entity which is identical to its existence, God is that entity.
5) There is at least one concrete contingent individual.
6) God exists (From 1-5)
First of all, notice how the above argument resembles Aquinas’s famous De Ente argument. There too Aquinas, presupposing that existence is a first-level property attributable to individuals, starts from the discovery of the real distinction between essence and existence in ordinary objects and argues his way up to God. The main difference between the two is that the De Ente argument’s corresponding step (3) appeals to a version of the PSR to the effect that the actual existence of an essence-existence composite would be brute if not caused ultimately by God. The Millerian argument, instead, claims that the actual existence of an essence-existence composite would be contradictory and, hence, logically impossible if not caused ultimately by God. In Miller’s own words:
“… I argue that there is indeed a hidden contradiction in claiming both that, say, Fido exists and that God does not. In fact, unless God were admitted to exist, there would be an implicit contradiction in just one of those conjuncts, viz., in the apparently innocuous claim that Fido exists. For just that reason, the question ‘How ever can it be that Fido does exist?’ is not one we are free to ignore: it is logically inescapable. If I am right, therefore, the contingency argument receives its impetus, not from the principle of sufficient reason or intelligibility as the baneful influence of Leibniz and Clarke has led many to accept, but from the need to square the truth of Fido’s existing with the companion truth that his existing could not be —logically could not be— a brute fact.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Barry Miller, From Existence to God (London: Routledge, 1992), IX.] 

Because of its similarities and parallelisms with the De Ente argument, the Millerian argument will be most relevant to Thomists wanting to explore an alternative PSR-free avenue from essence-existence composition to God. Hence, we take Thomists and other theists arguing to God from essence-existence composition to be our target audience —they are the ones we are trying to convince to give the Millerian argument a chance. This is also the reason why our paper will be focused on the defense of Miller’s distinctive step (3), which takes his argument apart from other more popular cosmological arguments. We will not argue in depth for the rest of the premises but take their truth largely for granted, as our target audience already does. 
What do these other steps assume, though, to be transparent? To start, as evidenced in step (1), Miller considers existence to be a first-level property (i.e., something attributable to individuals, not just a second-level property of concepts or propositional functions). This is not to deny it is a property of a special sort.[footnoteRef:9] Indeed, existence, Miller tells us, is not something that could inhere in an individual such as Thumper like other properties presumably do, since that would suppose such an individual already exists prior to existence inhering in it, which is absurd. Rather, Thumper’s existence is that in virtue of which Thumper (and all his other properties) is something rather than nothing. [9:  We deploy the term property broadly to mean whatever is attributable to something via a predicate.] 

Now, this amounts to the so-called “thick” theory of existence, the defense of which would take us beyond what can be reasonably accomplished in a single article. Fortunately, much work has been done on these fronts in recent years, to which we can simply point. Turner Nevitt, for example, has handily summarized various reasons for abandoning the “thin” or quantificational view of existence and various defenses of the thick theory of existence.[footnoteRef:10] Nevitt suggests that the thick theory of existence can be supported not just through a logical analysis of language (Miller’s preferred approach) and appeals to common sense or sense realism, but also by bringing to light the explanatory and descriptive work that such a theory can do in our metaphysics. William Vallicella utilizes this latter approach as well when he argues that the thick theory of existence is necessary to make sense of modes of being (something Vallicella contends is indispensable for philosophy).[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Turner Nevitt, “How to Be an Analytic Existential Thomist,” The Thomist 82, no. 3 (2018): 321-52.]  [11:  William Vallicella, “Existence: Two Dogmas of Analysis,” in Neo-Aristotelian Perspectives in Metaphysics, ed. Daniel D. Novotny and Lukas Novak (London: Routledge, 2014), 63-8.] 

In other words, from contingency and necessity, wholes and parts, the reality of the external world, etc., there is an ample case to be made that the thick theory of existence —in which existence is meaningfully attributed to individuals— is not true because it’s common sense, but common sense because it’s true. If we are to be true to our experience of the world and subsequently make sense of it, then we must endorse the thick rather than the thin theory of existence and take existence to be that special property in virtue of which a given individual is something instead of nothing. 
That is for step (1). In its step (2), the Millerian cosmological argument requires a constituent ontology, which philosopher Barry Miller defends most notably in The Fullness of Being.[footnoteRef:12] Specifically, the argument demands that a contingent entity like Thumper the rabbit is a metaphysical composite composed fundamentally of an essence-element (Thumper, which is an individuated rabbit essence) and an existence-element (Thumper’s existence). This, of course, is the traditional Thomistic idea that the existence attributed to the (contingent) individual is really distinct from that individual or its essence.  [12:  For his most rigorous defense of existence being a real first-level property of concrete individuals, see Barry Miller, The Fullness of Being: A New Paradigm for Existence (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2012), chapter 2.] 

Here, just as before, considerable work has been done on this score recently by the likes of Gaven Kerr, David Oderberg, Gyula Klima, William Vallicella, Edward Feser, and others.[footnoteRef:13] We take it that their considerations can be appealed to for the purposes of this argument and that at least some of them are decisive enough for establishing the thesis that existence is really distinct —in an extra-conceptual, extra-linguistic sense— from the contingent individual it is attributed to. This is to say that no contingent individual, by virtue of what it is (its essence or nature), “demands” its existence. Rather, every individual depends upon its existence to actually be present in reality, capable of making some difference in the world.  [13:  See Gaven Kerr, Aquinas’s Way to God (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015); Edward Feser, Five Proofs, chapter 4; David Oderberg, Real Essentialism (New York: Routledge, 2007), chapter 6; Gyula Klima, “Aquinas’s Real Distinction,” 7-26; William Vallicella, A Paradigm Theory of Existence (Berlin: Springer, 2002), 71-2; Peter Geach, “Form and Existence,” in God and the Soul (South Bend: St. Augustine’s Press, 1999), 61.] 

At this juncture, the argument also assumes a broad form of philosophical realism. This includes the rejection of nominalism insofar as nominalism is understood as committed to there being no conceptual space for sameness that is not identity. Ultimately, the argument requires essence-realism, where Thumper the rabbit is not just a pattern (which is shared in common by other rabbits) but an individuated pattern —or in other words, a rabbit essence particularized in Thumper (“thumperized”, so to speak).[footnoteRef:14] For this reason, we admit at the outset that our argument will have little appeal to any thoroughgoing nominalist. However, we don’t see this as a throwback for the argument as a whole, for it seems to us that any form of cosmological reasoning will ultimately be stuck assuming some controversial position or other. In other words, there is no argument for God (or for almost anything, really) that does not crucially require some deeper, controversial commitment. Of course, we believe the assumption of essence-realism is a relatively safe one, but (once more) we cannot adequately defend that position here. And so, we assume it —to insist, this is not the distinctive element that the Millerian argument can bring to the table.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  By essence we mean that which constitutes a thing in its proper genus and species and is signified by its real definition. Thumper the pet rabbit, for example, has the essence rabbit. Thumper essence, in other words, just is rabbit essence as individuated in Thumper. Thus, when we talk about an individual entity (like Thumper the rabbit) throughout this article, we simply mean an individuated essence.]  [15:  For a relatively recent rebuke of nominalism, see Lloyd Gerson, Platonism and Naturalism (New York: Cornell University Press, 2020), where Gerson argues nominalism undermines the very conditions necessary for philosophy. For a more condensed defense of realism (particularly scholastic realism), see Edward Feser, Five Proofs, 87-102 and Mortimer J. Adler, Ten Philosophical Mistakes (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996), 42-45.] 

If steps (1) and (2) are granted, the usual move of the cosmological reasoner, including the Thomistic cosmological reasoner (recall the De Ente argument), is to then invoke some broad PSR-type explanatory principle —for example, “Whatever belongs to a thing belongs to it either as a result of its intrinsic nature or as the result of some extrinsic principle.”[footnoteRef:16] Given some form of the PSR and the real distinction between a contingent individual and its existence, some cause is demanded to account for how such an individual has come to possess —or “participate”, if you prefer— in existence. As said above, such an approach manifestly depends upon the PSR, or something like it, in assuming that a thing’s existence is not and cannot be a brute fact, which would be the case if something’s existence apparently invited a reason for its being there, but nothing —no one— were to give any answer for it.  [16:  Kerr’s articulation of Aquinas’s causal principle featured in his De Ente et Essentia. See Gaven Kerr, Aquinas’s Way to God, 91 or his Collected Articles on the Existence of God (Neunkirchen-Seelscheid: Editiones Scholasticae, 2023), 110. That this causal principle assumes the PSR (or something near enough) is made clear by the fact it assumes that whatever belongs to a thing isn’t there as a matter of brute fact —that is, as accounted for by nothing. It’s not just there “and that’s all!”, no, there is some explanation for its being there. See also Edward Feser’s rendition of the argument in Five Proofs, 117-126.] 

The novelty of Miller’s approach to God, by contrast, is that it assumes no broad causal or explanatory principle such as the PSR. Instead, Miller aims to show that any contingent individual that is really distinct from its existence (i.e., any contingent individual) is either caused to exist at each and any point it actually exists or else is a contradictory structure and could not exist at all. In other words, Miller’s argument depends not on the acceptance of the PSR, but on the acceptance of the Law of Non-Contradiction, which is substantially less controversial (pace dialetheists).
Step (3) also includes (as will be mentioned) the denial of a specific kind of infinite causal regress. Again, we won’t have much to say about this, for the arguments in favor of such a thesis have been rehearsed many times and are well-known. Additionally, many cosmological arguments already rely on a denial of infinite regresses, so the Millerian argument is hardly original here. Likewise, we won’t have much to say about step (4), the identification of the first cause with God. 
Hence, to put it bluntly, the point of our paper is that, if a bunch of things are granted (minimally, a thick theory of existence and essence-existence composition), an argument without the PSR to the existence of God follows. This comes to zero cost to the usual defenders of the cosmological argument, for many of them (especially of Thomistic persuasion) already assume and argue for the positions we take for granted here. Our only point, then, is that theists who argue for these positions don’t need to overwork by also engaging in a defense of the PSR, for an argument without the PSR is already available to them from these very assumptions.
Having clarified what the point of our paper is and what we will not argue for but simply assume, we are now ready to expand on Miller’s approach, taking up the argument at step (3) as outlined above.

3. A walking and carrot-eating paradox
How ever can it be, to use Miller’s turn of phrase, that Thumper (a pet rabbit of our acquaintance) exists? Assuming the previous analysis of existence and its relation to any contingent individual, this question sets the stage for Miller’s contingency argument. Miller contends that upon substantial analysis, any contingent individual like Thumper is either a contradictory structure or else is caused to exist for as long as he exists.
Said differently, when considered just in se, Thumper is a metaphysical composite of an existence (or is-ness) element and a Thumper (or what-ness) element. Thumper and its existence are constituents and thereby ontologically prior parts of existing Thumper.[footnoteRef:17] However, as we will argue, considered just in se, neither Thumper nor its existence can be ontologically prior parts of existing Thumper. So, we are ultimately led to holding two jointly incompatible theses: that Thumper and its existence must be yet cannot be parts of existing Thumper, the implication being that Thumper is an impossible existent. But this cannot be. After all, Thumper is right there, stealing carrots. And so, the contradiction must be merely apparent, a result of considering Thumper precisely just in se. [17:  Miller writes, “By ontological parts I shall not mean spatio-temporal parts, but categorical ones. Candidates for such parts would be substances, properties, relations, haecceities, the bare particulars of Bergmann, the tropes of D.C. Williams, the individuating operator of Castaneda, and so on. While mentioning these as candidates for being ontological parts, there are very few of them that I would endorse as being successful candidates.” Barry Miller, From Existence to God, 36, footnote 16.] 

Miller’s resolution, as we will see, is to argue that Thumper’s parts (the Thumper element and the existence element) have their capacity to be parts neither in virtue of existing Thumper (the composite whole) nor in virtue of themselves, but in virtue of an extrinsic cause. Said differently, “Thumper exists” has contradictory implications unless “Thumper exists” is a suppressed proposition. Suppressed for what? Suppressed for something like “Thumper exists qua dependent upon A,” whatever A is. 
Time, now, to go deeper. Recall the background analysis we are starting with: existing Thumper is a metaphysical composite constituted of Thumper (its what-ness element) and its existence (its is-ness element); thus, Thumper and its existence are ontologically prior parts of existing Thumper.[footnoteRef:18] We can now ask which if any of these parts is more basic to the composite of existing Thumper: which of them has priority (explanatorily and not temporally speaking)?[footnoteRef:19] Given the constituent ontology at hand, one might say that Thumper is more basic to existing Thumper than Thumper’s existence, since Thumper’s existence crucially requires Thumper for its individuation —Thumper’s existence can’t be Thumper’s existence if Thumper is not somehow already available to individuate it.[footnoteRef:20] It is, after all, the existence of Thumper and not of some other rabbit, let’s say Velveteen.[footnoteRef:21] If Thumper’s existence were instead individuated by something other than Thumper, like Velveteen, it would not be Thumper’s existence in the first place and, hence, could not be a part of existing Thumper. [18:  This ontological priority can be spelled out in several ways. Miller, for example, does so by analyzing the whole/part and part/part relation in atomic propositions (see Barry Miller, From Existence to God, chapter 2). For those who believe ontology mirrors language (a position Miller also defends), Miller’s approach should be carefully observed. However, another and perhaps more traditional method is just to note the act-potency structure involved, where the Thumper element relates as potential to the act of Thumper’s existence, which implies their non-identity, and that Thumper’s existing itself stands in potency to the existence and relation of Thumper’s parts.]  [19:  As Miller emphasizes, logical priority must be distinguished from temporal priority. He writes, “To say that Socrates’ instance of existence is logically prior to Socrates in respect of actuality is not at all to say that the former precedes the latter temporally. On the contrary, they are contemporaneous: independently of Socrates existing, there is neither the Socrates element nor his instance of existence…. To say that Socrates is logically prior to his instance of existence in respect to individuation is merely to draw attention to the fact that the individuating role belongs to Socrates, not to his instance of existence…. Similarly, to say that Socrates’ instance of existence is logically prior to Socrates in respect of actuality is simply to say that the actualizing role in the existence Socrates belongs to his existence, not to Socrates.” Barry Miller, The Fullness of Being, 84, footnote 2.]  [20:  To use some clunky phraseology, we might say Thumper “thumperizes” his existence. Or following Miller, that Thumper marks the bound of existence in a particular instance, again entailing Thumper has some priority in the composite.]  [21:  To avoid confusion, we are assuming Thumper and Velveteen are both concrete existing pet rabbits, not fictional characters in a story book.] 

But here is the rub: Thumper can only do anything, including individuate its existence (or even be capable of individuating its existence) if Thumper already exists, if Thumper is already “there”, available to individuate anything. But Thumper, apart from its existence, is nothing. This means that Thumper is crucially unavailable, especially to individuate its existence. And so, the paradox emerges: Thumper’s existence is dependent (or else it can’t be Thumper’s existence), yet dependent upon nothing if all we have for it to depend upon is Thumper himself; and vice versa, Thumper himself is dependent (or else is nothing), yet dependent upon something (Thumper’s existence) which won’t be there unless Thumper is already there to individuate it. In other words, for Thumper’s existence to be in its place and play its part, Thumper must be in its place and play its part, but for Thumper to be in its place and play its part, Thumper’s existence must be in its place and play its part. Both Thumper and Thumper’s existence end up depending, each one through each other, on themselves, in a vicious circle of dependency that makes of existing Thumper an impossible construction.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Here someone might wonder whether the notion of dependence contemplated here (Thumper’s existence being dependent upon Thumper for individuation) is more along the lines of formal causality, which is not the notion of causality dependent upon an extrinsic cause. Would it not then be illicit to move from one kind of dependence to another? In response, we suggest such a move would be illicit, unless the dependence at play (of Thumper’s existence upon Thumper for individuation) leads to a paradox – particularly, a paradox which cannot be resolved apart from some extrinsic cause, and which must be resolved. And that, of course, is just what this argument contends. So, the move is not illicit but shown to be necessary from the argument itself.] 

Let’s reflect more on this to make the paradox even more apparent. Miller’s paradigm for existence is, once again, a constituent ontology.[footnoteRef:23] This means that existing Thumper has two elements, its existence on the one hand, and what is actualized by its existence on the other (the essence element, which we have interchangeably called the Thumper element, despite other existing rabbits sharing the same essence).[footnoteRef:24] In this duplet, one might be tempted to attribute to Thumper’s existence all the explanatory leg work when it comes to giving an account of existing Thumper. After all, Thumper is nothing apart from its existence. And yet, while it is true that Thumper’s existence exhausts all the actuality in existing Thumper, the Thumper element is not superfluous. Why not? Because, according to Miller, the relationship between essence and existence is that of bound to bounded (or of that which is individuated to that which individuates). Thumper is the bound of Thumper’s existence; Thumper is what maps the limits, ranges, or reaches of a particular instance of existence, individuating it, ensuring that such an instance pertains just to Thumper and all of its properties, not to Velveteen or some other rabbit instead.[footnoteRef:25] [23:  See Barry Miller, The Fullness of Being, 98.]  [24:  To be more precise, Thumper’s essence is rabbit essence, which he shares with other rabbits. Thumper, of course, is not automatically identical to other rabbits because while rabbit essence demands Thumper be made of some matter, it does not demand that Thumper be made of particularly this or that matter. The particular bones/flesh/etc. Thumper is made of are not essential for Thumper to be what he is, though it is essential that Thumper be made of some bones/flesh/etc. qua rabbit. For followers of Aquinas, this distinction is known as non-designated vs. designated matter and is ultimately what accounts for individuation among entities sharing a common essence or “pattern.” Thus, while Thumper instantiates a pattern of being or essence, he is an individuated one. And as individuated, there can be only one Thumper as this numerically one pattern cannot occur anywhere else, though quite naturally there can be many other rabbits (including clones of Thumper) and the pattern/essence can be duplicated, though it remains a numerically distinct individuated pattern each time. Nevertheless, the Thumper essence just is the essence of Thumper, which is rabbitness, as individuated in him. For a helpful discussion on Aquinas and natures/essences and universals, see Jeffrey Bouwer, “Aquinas on the Problem of Universals,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 92, no. 2 (2016): 715-35.]  [25:  While his particular approach on this matter is not essential for our development, the interested reader may like to see how Miller defends his understanding of property instances, including against contemporary trope theory. That can be found in Barry Miller, The Fullness of Being, 70-81.] 

Now, there is a common objection to the thick theory of existence to the effect that existence can’t be a property of individuals because then it would have to inhere, as properties do, in a pre-existent individual. But in such a case, the individual would already exist prior to existence inhering in it, which is absurd. According to Miller, this is the wrong way to understand the relationship between existence and the individual it actualizes. Rather than existence being something poured into a pre-existent bucket or pinned into a pre-existent cushion (which would be absurd), Miller suggests we instead think of the analogy of a block of butter: the boundaries of the block of butter are nothing over and above the butter, yet they nevertheless play the distinct and necessary role of individuating one block of butter from another. In Miller’s words:
“A peculiar thing about bounds is that, although they are real enough, they themselves are totally devoid of thickness: they are not to be mistaken for an enveloping film whether of butter or of any other material whatsoever. Despite their ontological poverty, however, they do have a genuine function, for they serve to distinguish every block from every other block. In that sense they can be said to individuate the blocks they bound.”[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Barry Miller, The Fullness of Being, 97.] 

Ultimately, “Thumper exists” need not (in fact, does not, according to Miller) signify a pre-existing subject in which existence inheres; rather, “Thumper exists” signifies, quite simply, a bounded instance of existence —namely, Thumper. 
The purpose of this little exposition is not to defend Miller’s paradigm of existence, but to present the background metaphysics from which the paradox of existing Thumper results. The problem, recall, is this: for Thumper’s existence to be a part of existing Thumper, Thumper must already possess the ability to be a part of it. Indeed, Thumper’s existence requires Thumper as its bound, otherwise it is not Thumper’s existence and cannot act as such. This makes Thumper’s existence dependent on Thumper. But Thumper, on the other hand, cannot be a part of anything independently of Thumper’s existence, because Thumper is nothing apart from its existence. And this makes Thumper dependent on Thumper’s existence. Thumper must be the starting point of the composite entity, since Thumper’s existence is dependent upon Thumper, and yet, Thumper is disqualified from being the starting point of the composite entity since Thumper, considered apart from its existence, does not exist to be the starting point of anything. And the same problem arises if taken in reverse: Thumper’s existence must be the starting point of the composite entity, since Thumper is nothing apart from its existence, and yet, Thumper’s existence is disqualified from being the starting point of the composite entity since Thumper’s existence can’t be Thumper’s existence considered apart from Thumper.
By this light, existing Thumper is not just impossible to complete but impossible to even begin. Unless there is more to the story than simply Thumper, we have stepped into a vicious circle of impressively small diameter: Thumper’s existence only if Thumper, yet Thumper only if Thumper’s existence. These “reciprocal priorities” or “mutual interdependences” are genuinely problematic because Thumper and its existence are ontologically prior parts of existing Thumper, which demands that Thumper is able to be made up of these constituents. But so far it appears that such a construction, so to speak, is impossible. 
At this point, some that see the paradox may be tempted to argue thus: “If a constituent ontology or the thick theory of existence truly lead to this paradox, this is not the first step in a new path to God that Miller has discovered —this is simply a reductio of either constituent ontologies or the thick theory of existence!”. We acknowledge head on that this may be the reasonable lesson to take from this for some people. Still, recall the dialectical purpose of our paper: we started assuming the truth of a constituent ontology and the thick theory of existence. We take for granted that there are solid and decisive reasons in favor of these philosophical positions and against their alternatives. With this granted, our only point is that such theses are logically inconsistent with atheism, that from them one must retrace their steps back to God, on pain of contradiction.
So, to reiterate one final time, the problem in plain language is that if Thumper and its existence are, in fact, constituents of and ontologically prior to existing Thumper, then Thumper must somehow pre-exist his own existence, which is absurd. And if that’s all we are going to say —if that’s all we can say— about Thumper, then Thumper cannot exist. Yet Thumper does exist (there he goes again!). Thus, the paradox must be resolvable. But how?

4. Solving the paradox
At this point, existing Thumper appears to be an impossible existent considered just in himself. Luckily, there seems to be a way out of this dilemma: stop considering Thumper just in himself. This, of course, was Miller’s conclusion: “Fido’s existing cannot be a brute fact, but is dependent upon something other than it or its constituents”.[footnoteRef:27] At this point, we must carefully explain what the Millerian argument is not doing. To be clear, the Millerian argument is not demanding an extrinsic efficient cause of Thumper’s existence because we argue (or in our case, assume) that Thumper is really distinct from his existence and so must receive actuality from beyond. There, an opponent could simply claim that Thumper exists or has actuality as a matter of brute fact, violating the PSR. No, it is not unintelligibility that is the problem to be avoided, Miller’s argument says, but contradiction. The dependence concerning Thumper’s existence is with respect to individuation: it concerns the ability of Thumper’s existence to be a part of existing Thumper.[footnoteRef:28] With that in mind, the Millerian argument draws out a contradictory implication that cannot be avoided unless the capacity for Thumper to individuate his existence is had in virtue of “something other” than Thumper or the ability itself – and that is where the need for an extrinsic cause comes in.   [27:  Barry Miller, From Existence to God, 84.]  [28:  Recall that for Miller essence is prior with respect to individuation, not actuality; Miller maintains the opposite when it comes to actuality, and there the reverse problem arises, as argued above.] 

The contradictory implication is subtle. To spell out the matter more precisely, consider this: given that Thumper and its existence are ontologically prior constituents of existing Thumper, it is possible for Thumper to be composed (made up) of these parts. This, of course, does not require a temporal process. But it does require that Thumper’s constituents are able to be parts of the whole, since as Elmer Kremer reminds us, “A whole can be constructed out of parts only if the parts are first of all able to be parts of that whole.”[footnoteRef:29] This seems true enough: i.e., that nothing can actually be something unless it first can be something (actuality implies possibility). I cannot actually sit unless I first have the capacity to sit, for example. However, the ability of Thumper’s existence to be a part of existing Thumper depends upon Thumper’s ability to be a part, which means that Thumper’s existence does not have the ability to be a part unless Thumper is available first. Hence the composition must begin with the Thumper element, not the existence element. And that is where the problem arises, since apart from his existence Thumper is nothing and cannot do or even be capable of doing anything —the Thumper element is not the right sort of thing (considered by itself) that can possibly be a part of existing Thumper, considered independently of its existence. And so, at this point one sees that the ability of Thumper to be a part of existing Thumper depends upon the ability of Thumper’s existence to be a part, and now we are arguing in circles. As Miller would tell us, we know that a Thumper which has not actually completed its existence is just not available at all, let alone available as able to complete its existence (which is to say able to be a part of existing Thumper). This means Thumper is disqualified from forming the explanatory basis for the construction of existing Thumper. The composition must begin with the Thumper element and, simultaneously, the composition cannot begin with the Thumper element; and the same is true in reverse when considering Thumper’s existence. [29:  Elmer Kremer, Analysis of Existing, 55.] 

From all this, we are ultimately led to holding two positions which are quite impossible to hold together: that Thumper and his existence must be parts of existing Thumper and yet cannot be parts of existing Thumper, if considered just in se. It is the impossibility of holding these two positions together that forces us to look beyond Thumper to some extrinsic cause to answer the question of how can it be that Thumper exists. It is the emergence of a paradox that is irresolvable unless the ability for Thumper to individuate his existence (and so be a constituent of existing Thumper) is had in virtue of “something other” than Thumper or its existence; that is where the need for an extrinsic cause comes in. Otherwise, existing Thumper could not exist, not even as a brute fact. Because the paradox must be resolvable, given that Thumper is before us (or was), we must accept that Thumper is always and everywhere caused to exist by something beyond himself. Put roughly, the paradox reveals the need for an extrinsic cause that “cuts the butter”, giving it its bound. Thumper individuates (bounds) his existence, true, though not in virtue of itself, but in virtue of that cause’s causal activity in producing a bounded instance of existence. 
The mention of always and everywhere is important as well, since the argument does not concern Thumper’s coming to exist but Thumper’s actually existing, at each and every time in which it does. Whether Thumper ever had a beginning to its existence is irrelevant. What the argument considers is simply the question of how ever can it be that Thumper exists, here and now. This point becomes even more obvious once we recognize that Thumper individuating (or completing) its existence is not a one and done event but perdures throughout the entirety of Thumper’s existence.[footnoteRef:30] To the extent Thumper is no longer individuating or completing its existence, Thumper is no more. All this is what leads us to the further conclusion that whatever the condition is of Thumper’s completing his existence, there is no time throughout Thumper’s life where it does not depend upon that condition. This means that that condition is not just a productive cause, but a sustaining cause. On this account, there can be no “existential inertia”, as it were, where something, once brought into existence by some cause or other, may continue existing by its own accord unless something knocks it out of existence. Thumper is never able to individuate its existence (let alone keep individuating it) by its own, apart from the causal activity of its sustainer, who must always be serving as the immediate, productive unifier of Thumper’s constituents.[footnoteRef:31] [30:  An anonymous reviewer raises the important question of whether Miller’s account of individuation differs from Aquinas’s, and how would other Thomist theories of individuation fare in this regard. As far as we understand it, while Miller may use “individuation” in a broader sense than Aquinas, the key point for our argument is that essence is perceived as a limiting principle of existence (a view encapsulated in Miller’s butter analogy, where essence defines the bounds of an instance of existence). And this we think is shared by Aquinas, as Norris Clarke explains: “[Essence] can be thought of, therefore, as a kind of receptive capacity that receives and ‘holds’ existence to this level; as long as we do not turn it into something independent with a reality of its own: it is totally correlative to the actuality of existence that fills it” (Clarke, W. Norris. The One and The Many: A Contemporary Thomistic Metaphysics. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2014, 84). This strikes us as exactly what Miller is saying, which suggests that any differences are only, in the end, terminological. But such mutual co-dependence relation between essence and existence is what allows Miller to draw the contradictory implications of considering any concrete contingent individual just in se. Hence, we think the argument is applicable not only from Miller’s perspective, but also from the broader Thomistic framework. And so, we confess we find it difficult for any theory of individuation developed in a Thomistic tradition to not end up following the path of Miller’s argument, in any case because any limiting (or individuating) factor of existence within a composite substance is nothing (and hence can do nothing) without its correlative existence principle. Still, since a comparative analysis of all Thomistic theories of individuation falls outside of the scope of our article (one can only attempt to tackle too much), we acknowledge more work could and should be done on this front, so we mark it as an area of future research regarding Miller’s argument.]  [31:  As Miller explains, “Indeed, it would have been quite consistent with the argument if Fido had never come to exist but had existed eternally. It would have been quite inconsistent with the argument, however, had Fido’s existing ever not been conditional on a, even for so much as an instant.” Barry Miller, From Existence to God, 92.] 

Thumper is simply not available apart from its existence, which means Thumper cannot have any actual presence in the world “before” it exists, nor have any actual property either. This would include the property of being able to individuate (“Thumper-ize”) its existence. Consequently, this means Thumper is disqualified as the starting point for existing Thumper at any time, since its ability to individuate its existence cannot be ontologically prior to its actually doing so; thus, Thumper cannot have that ability before exercising or having exercised it, which is necessary for Thumper to be the starting point of the construction. There is simply no “right time” at which this problem is averted, since Thumper being available once it exists is irrelevant insofar as it is still not available as being able to individuate its existence without having actually done so, which is the fundamental issue.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  There is an objection by Graham Oppy to Miller’s argument which is obviated by this clarification.  See Graham Oppy, “Book Review: Miller, B., From Existence to God,” Australasian Journal of Philosophy 72, no. 2 (1994): 257-8. Elmar Kremer offers a more detailed response to Oppy’s objection in Analysis of Existing, 121-4. As Miller also says, “It is one thing to say that Fido’s being able to complete (individuate) his existence coincides with the exercise of that ability, but quite another to say that he has that ability in virtue of exercising it.” Barry Miller, From Existence to God, 84.] 

Again, all this to say that Thumper cannot possibly be a brute fact. Either there is more to the story behind “Thumper exists” or Thumper could not exist. But Thumper does exist. Thus, for whenever Thumper is actually existing, it must be the case that Thumper is being caused to exist by something external to it. As Miller himself writes:
“The only way out of this impasse is to acknowledge that Fido’s existence must be dependent on something other than Fido. To say this is not covertly to introduce a Principle of Sufficient Reason or any other extraneous principle: nothing of the kind is at all necessary. The simple fact is that we logically cannot maintain both that Fido’s existence is a dependent one and that it is dependent on Fido. For, as we have noted, Fido is an existential zero; to be dependent on him would be to be dependent on nothing, and to be dependent on nothing is not to be dependent at all. To say ‘Fido exists’ is therefore implicitly to point beyond Fido: it is to say that he exists dependently.”[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Barry Miller, “The Contingency Argument,” The Monist 54, no. 3 (1970): 368.] 


5. The rest of the argument
Once the need for a cause of Thumper’s existence is noted, what remains to the argument is to establish (a) that there cannot be an infinite regress of causes and (b) what the nature of Thumper’s ultimate cause is. As we said at the beginning of the paper, we don’t want to pursue these issues here. Regarding the denial of an infinite regress, it seems clear to us that the infinite regress objection has been adequately overcome by contemporary cosmological reasoners more generally, and so the proponents of the Millerian argument can avail themselves of those responses as well.[footnoteRef:34] So let’s simply assume we can’t have here an infinite causal regress and that, hence, there must be a first cause of existing Thumper. [34:  For some of these defenses, see Edward Feser, Five Proofs, 20-29; Gaven Kerr, Aquinas’s Way to God, 121-152; Gaven Kerr, “Essentially Ordered Series Reconsidered,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 86 (2012): 541-555; Caleb Cohoe, “There Must Be a First: Why Thomas Aquinas Rejects Infinite, Essentially Ordered, Causal Series,” British Journal for the History of Philosophy 2 (2013): 838-856; Norris Clarke, Explorations in Metaphysics (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1995), 165, and Miller himself, in Barry Miller, “Necessarily Terminating Causal Series and the Contingency Argument,” Mind 91, no. 362 (1982): 201-15. Michael Rota also provides a particularly cogent response against infinite regress style objections that could be adopted by the proponent of the Millerian argument. See Michael Rota, “Infinite Causal Chains and Explanations,” Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Association 81 (2007): 109-22. Additionally, more recent work on causal finitism could be used. See Alexander Pruss, Infinity, Causation, and Paradox (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018).] 

Now, all contingent beings like Thumper succumb to the same analysis. Either they refer to some extrinsic cause or are contradictory structures. Hence, if this chain of caused entities cannot go on indefinitely and must be necessarily terminating, then it can be terminated only by some independently existing entity in which there is no composition of an essence-element and an existence-element, but only absolute self-identity. This tells us that whatever the ultimate cause of Thumper’s existence is, it must be that whose essence just is its existence (i.e., something that just is, as Aquinas would put it, pure existence itself). Moreover, because Thumper is necessarily possible, his cause is necessarily actual (or else Thumper would not be possible). This is not surprising, since anything whose essence just is its existence would be a metaphysically necessary being and thus exist entirely in virtue of what it is. It all connects rather nicely.
Nevertheless, the critic might object that we have not quite proved the existence of God even if we have arrived at the existence of some uncaused cause whose essence just is its existence. Hence, regarding point (b) above, why suppose such an entity is divine? What substantiates step 6 in the overall argument? 
There are several approaches, and again, here we can only gesture to some. Miller’s preferred route is to argue that the universe (as in everything existing which either is a concrete individual or is individuated by a concrete individual)[footnoteRef:35] is itself distinct from its existence, like Thumper the rabbit is. For that reason, we must transcend the universe to find the uncaused cause whose essence just is its existence.  [35:  See Barry Miller, From Existence to God, 131.] 

While we believe Miller’s move is legitimate, we contend another route is available and feasibly more useful for sidestepping concerns of the composition fallacy. That route is simply the traditional Thomistic approach of conceptually unpacking what sort of properties a being whose essence is its existence would necessarily have and then seeing if the universe or anything within it could be of that sort. Here we will just sketch how this might be done, referring to more extensive works to complete the project.[footnoteRef:36]  [36:  Two relatively recent volumes that unpack the traditional divine attributes, with a background act-potency analysis, include E. Feser, Five Proofs of the Existence of God (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2017), chap. 6, and P. Flynn, The Best Argument for God (Manchester, NH: Sophia Institute Press, 2023), chap. 3. For Aquinas’s extensive unpacking of the classical divine attributes from the notion of pure actuality, see Summa Theologiae, I, qq. 3-14.] 

Let us suppose once more that the traditional act-potency analysis can be set out, which ultimately relates essence and existence as potency to act. That is, Thumper’s essence relates as potency to Thumper’s act of existence. In other words, essence considered just in and of itself is a kind of potentiality, whereas existence considered just in and of itself is a kind of actuality. If so, then a being whose essence just is its existence will be an entity of pure actuality, and thus something which is “always and automatically” actual, as it were. Following Aquinas and other Thomists on this score, an entity that is pure actuality will ultimately be an entity that is ontologically simple (uncomposed), necessarily existing, not possessed of matter, qualitatively unlimited, transcendent of time (eternal), and immutable or unchanging. Quite obviously that excludes any physical entity in any normal sense of the term, as it excludes the universe itself. 
This traditional analysis has been rehearsed many times, and we have nothing particularly novel to contribute ourselves; our suggestion is merely that the Millerian cosmological reasoners could easily avail themselves of this procedure to skirt around any lingering concerns of the composition fallacy, even if one believes Miller’s previous approach is an adequate one. The point is simply that, upon substantial traditional analysis, a being whose essence just is its existence will inevitably be shown to possess the classical theistic divine attributes. There is no other option. 
Finally, a last word on the other common objection to cosmological reasoning, namely the fallacy of composition. Notice how the Millerian argument does not begin by considering any collection of things and then assuming something about the collection simply based on what is true of its members. Instead, the argument starts from a single thing —in our case, Thumper the rabbit. Through metaphysical analysis, we move from the existence of Thumper to the existence of an uncaused cause whose essence just is its existence, with no appeal to parts-to-whole reasoning. Thus, the Millerian approach avoids the worry of the composition fallacy, since we need not think about casting the cosmological argument in those terms to reach our uncaused cause; again, just any single metaphysical composite, like Thumper, will do. 
Our argument, we take it, is about complete. The claim that there is at least one contingent entity is provided by the basic experience of being able to point at it: There’s Thumper stealing carrots again.

6. Conclusion
We hope this article has accomplished at least the following: to show that, if a certain analysis of existence is granted, there is a path available to the cosmological reasoner that handily avoids some of the more pressing skeptical challenges, particularly the challenge of brute facts. The brute fact claim is that there is no contradiction in saying that something which is not God, like Thumper the rabbit, exists and that God does not exist: Thumper’s existence might simply be a brute fact with no explanation, and that’s all. The Millerian cosmological argument purports to show this is false: that a contradiction, in fact, can be drawn out from such a claim. Moreover, as we hope to have shown, the Millerian approach can affirm the existence of that whose essence just is its existence not from considering any collection or entirety of things but just from the starting point of a single contingent thing, like Thumper the rabbit. This avoids concerns of committing the composition fallacy. 
Of course, the Millerian cosmological argument faces challenges of its own. Foremost is that it demands a particular analysis of existence, the defense of which we have ignored for the purposes of this article. Moreover, certain steps of the argument relied upon the traditional act-potency division of reality.[footnoteRef:37] For these reasons, our only aim was to show that, if certain (we think plausible) metaphysical background positions are granted, the existence of God follows along with high plausibility, if not inevitability, and no need to appeal to the PSR. The question for the cosmological reasoner is this: what approach to God, ultimately, is most secure? Should one seek to defend some principle of sufficient reason and hope to remain more neutral concerning other metaphysical theses? Or should one strive to establish the metaphysical theses necessary to drive a more robust cosmological argument? We leave that for the future cosmological reasoner to decide. However, if one believes arguments concerning sufficient reason and the existence of God have been effectively at a stalemate in recent years, then perhaps one should look in the direction of Barry Miller to push the conversation forward once more.  [37:  Of course, considerable work has been done in recent times to defend this traditional metaphysical perspective. See David Oderberg, Real Essentialism, 62-5; Edward Feser, Scholastic Metaphysics (Heusenstamm: Editiones Scholasticae, 2014), 31-87; Edward Feser, Aristotle’s Revenge (Neunkirchen-Seelscheid: Editiones Scholasticae, 2019); Rob Koons, Is St. Thomas’s Aristotelian Philosophy of Nature Obsolete? (South Bend: St. Augustine’s Press, 2022).] 
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