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The principle of sufficient reason states that anything that exists must have a 

reason for its existence. This principle has an important application in the cosmological 

argument for the existence of God. This type of argument starts with the observation that 

there are things in the world and that these things require an explanation as to why they 

are there. The activity of God is said to provide this explanation. 

 

In this essay I will first examine the principle of sufficient reason in its own right, 

and I will subsequently apply it to the cosmological argument. I shall evaluate whether the 

argument is valid, and if so, judge whether its conclusion, namely that God is the ultimate 

explanation for the existence of things, constitutes also a proof for the existence of the 

theist’s God. 

 

 The first formulation of the principle of sufficient reason is attributed to Leibniz. The 

basic idea is that anything that exists must have a sufficient reason why it exists rather 

than not. But there is also a further connotation in Leibniz: not only anything that exists 

must have a reason why it exists, but this reason should provide an account of why that 

thing exists in that particular way, i.e. why it has the properties it actually has. This second 

connotation is rather more demanding than the first, however, the cosmological argument 

is intended to give explanation for the mere existence of things, not say, their structural 

details. To explain why it is that the world has the complexity we observe is rather the task 

of the teleological argument. 

 

According to Russell [Russell, 1946, p568] there are two ways to interpret what 

Leibniz means by the principle of sufficient reason. On the one hand there is a strictly 

logical connotation: the principle is equivalent to asserting that every true proposition is 

analytical. At first pass this seems far-fetched. Analytical propositions are ones for which 

the truth of the predicate is contained in the subject, as in “a quadruped is four-legged”.  

With this reading the principle states that whenever it is true that a property is predicated 

of a subject, then there is a set of true predicates of that subject which constitutes a 

sufficient reason for the true predication. Russell suggests also another reading [p568], 

with a more metaphysical ring: propositions about existence of things can only be 

contingent propositions, whilst necessary propositions are those which follow from the 

rules of logic.  

 

Now, to mix the starting notion that every existent must have a reason with the 

notion that true propositions must be analytical (or that propositions about existence are 

always contingent) seems to have muddled the waters, for what is the connection between 



the demand that every existing thing have an explanation, with the truth condition of 

propositions? Russell’s reading of Leibniz seems to take us away from the relevance of 

the principle to the cosmological argument. But there is something to gain from this 

account, at least by having brought into the picture the notions of necessity and 

contingency in reason-explanation.  

 

What does it mean to provide a reason for the existence of a thing? I think this 

depends both on what kind of reason we are looking for, and on what type of thing we 

want to explain the existence of. Kinds of reasons and types of things are related. The two 

types of things under consideration here are necessary and contingent things, and the 

corresponding kinds of reasons are internal necessity and external causation.  

 

To make sense of these distinctions, consider an existing contingent thing, say a  

brick. By definition a contingent thing might not have existed, therefore it is legitimate to 

ask why it is actually present in the world. The reason cannot come from within the thing 

itself: the brick did not bring itself into existence. Rather, it is brought into existence by, 

say, the man who dried clay in such and such a shape. The man drying the clay caused 

the existence of the brick. Causation is the mark of existence of contingent things. On the 

contrary, a necessary thing is a thing which cannot fail to exist in any possible world. This 

thing cannot be caused to exist by another thing, otherwise it would be dependent on it, 

and therefore not necessary. Therefore a necessary thing exists because of its own 

internal necessity. Whether there are necessary things is in itself an important question. 

Surely propositions can be necessary, or better, necessarily true, such as `Either Mary is 

in Paris or she is not’. It seems plain that `a thing is necessary’ can only mean that its 

existence is necessary. But are there such things in the world? `The square root of 8’ 

exists necessarily, for the expression `The square root of 8’ refers to the same object in 

any possible world. But is a number a thing? It seems to me that although numbers and 

propositions are objects to be admitted in an ontology, these are not the kind of things we 

really have in mind when discussing the cosmological argument. We want, more basically 

I think, to give an account for the existence of things out there in the universe, intending 

them in a more common sense, ordinary way. We have in mind physical objects like stars, 

animals and plants, but also, more generally and technically, matter and energy and 

perhaps space-time. If this is our domain, we may soon run short of necessary things. For 

what is necessary among these material objects? What could have not existed? Modern 

cosmological argument proponents suggest that all that exists in the world is contingent, 

and only God, if He exists, is necessary. Aquinas thought there are other necessary 

beings, such as stars and angels, but these depend on their existence on God. Only God 



is necessary and independent. But this draws us too deep into the cosmological argument 

itself.    

 

 Before that, let us consider another version of the principle of sufficient reason 

offered by Rowe [Rowe, 1975, p73]. The strong version states that “whatever exists must 

have an explanation for its existence – either in the necessity of its own nature or in the 

causal efficacy of some other being” and the weak version is states that “whatever exists 

must have an explanation for its existence in the causal efficacy of some other being”. The 

strong version admits of explanations by necessity in addition to explanation by causation.  

If we keep to the strong version, here too we find reference to reason-explanation by 

causation and by necessity as we have seen above, but what is missing is the explicit 

mapping of these concepts with necessary and contingent existence.  

 

 For my part I find the different formulations of the principle indeed very similar. 

Rather, some differences do exists (e.g. strong and weak formulation in Rowe) but are 

pedantic if expressed in isolation, without applying the principle to a specific problem, for it 

will not be apparent which are the effects of these differences. In general, I think, the most 

plausible working assumption is to keep the definition as broad as possible, at least as far 

as the application to the cosmological argument is concerned. We are interested in 

reason-explanations of existing things. So, why limit ourselves to reasons in terms of 

causes only rather than causes and necessity? And why limit from the start the type of 

things to be explained to contingent ones alone rather than contingent and necessary? I 

suggest it is more fruitful now to face the cosmological argument itself and examine how 

the principle of sufficient reason is at work there.   

 

There are several classic versions of the cosmological argument (Anselm, Aquinas, 

Scotus, Leibniz) and many more modern ones, but here I will choose to work on a 

generalised structure compiled by Reichenbach [Reichenbach, 2003, p202] which should 

bring out all the essential features of the most common premises. The argument goes like 

this: 

 

(1) A contingent being exists. 

(2) This contingent being has a cause or explanation for its existence. 

(3) The cause or explanation of its existence is something other than the contingent 

being itself. 

(4) What causes or explains the existence of this contingent being must either be 

solely other contingent beings or include at least one necessary being. 



(5) Contingent beings alone cannot cause or explain the existence of a contingent 

being. 

(6) Therefore, what causes or explains the existence of this contingent being must 

include a necessary being. 

(7) Therefore, a necessary being exists.  

 

This is a deductive argument. The real conclusion is (6), with (7) being a sort of corollary, 

to which the addition “And this being is God” may be considered in due course. If premises 

(1) to (5) are true, then the conclusions follow, but of course they can be questioned. 

Perhaps the most crucial and attackable premise is (5). But let us discuss the first four 

first.  

 

 Premise (1) is obvious, as at least one contingent being exists in the universe. I 

read `being’ as `thing’. But what is more subtle here is that by starting off the argument this 

way, we are set to seek for causes and explanations of individual things, rather than the 

universe as a whole, and this is an important difference. Rowe goes to length in discussing 

this distinction [Rowe, 1975, ch3]. The universe is a collection of things embedded in a 

matrix of space-time (which incidentally is itself a thing) and since each thing has a cause 

(premise (2)), we can imagine this collection of things as a series, where each element 

existing now has been caused by another element existing before (or somewhere else in 

space), and so on, back to the origin of the universe. Now, the picture becomes quickly 

fraught with problems which seem to come in at once.  

 

For a start I don’t want to rush to bring in the scientifically accepted model of a 

universe with a beginning in time at a point singularity, for the argument above does not 

seem to require that. Equally, I am hesitant in using the picture of a series, for it conveys 

the misleading idea that the universe is a collection of things arranged on a time line, 

almost like a long string filled with beads, where each bead is a thing which follows 

another thing. To an extent this picture is correct, but it may steer our attention away from 

causal processes which occur in parallel, not in series, with others. If a supernova is 

exploding here bringing about new elements in this corner of the universe, a star may 

simultaneously burn hydrogen over there generating helium atoms in that other corner of 

the universe. Maybe if the beads where spatio-temporal events the metaphor would be 

more correct. At any rate, with this caution in mind, we may continue speaking of the chain 

of causes and effects as a series. Now we can ask: if we can explain each element of the 

series from the element which precedes it, do we also have to explain the existence of the 

series itself? Note that for the moment we need not discuss whether infinite regress to 



previous causes is a good explanation of things (this point will re-emerge in premise (5)). 

The point at hand now is that, assuming that the infinite regress is a good explanation of 

things, is it enough to explain the existence of each element or does the series as a whole 

require an explanation? Russell [Rowe, 1975, ch3] thinks it does not, for it is a category 

mistake to move from elements of the series to the series itself. It is fine, he says, to 

explain that each element of the human race exists because he or she has a mother, but it 

is absurd to think that the human race should have a mother too. Now, I think that the 

absurdity arises only because we are trying to force the same reason from the elements to 

the series. But it is a perfectly legitimate question to ask what is the reason for the 

existence of the human race, expecting a reason of a different order from the reasons 

which explains the existence of each human being. But more to the point, I think that the 

issue at stake here is that whether the series itself requires an explanation or not, depends 

on whether we regard the series as a thing, or as a concept. We have encountered this 

difference already when we decided that the cosmological argument is concerned with the 

explanations of things in the ordinary sense, and not of objects such as numbers or 

abstractions. In keeping with that decision, I would consider the series itself as an 

abstraction. Therefore we only need to think of an explanation for its elements. 

 

 Premises (2) and (3) are true because they follow from the definition of 

contingency. Premise (2) is true, because, since a contingent thing might not have existed, 

it is legitimate to ask why in fact it does exist. There must therefore be a cause or an 

explanation for it. Premise (3) is true because its denial is a contradiction. If the cause or 

explanation for the existence of a contingent being were the being itself, then this being 

would be necessary. This in turn can be challenged, as we may think that there may be  

contingent things complex enough to entail in their complexity the reason for their 

existence. But I suspect this reason has more to do with the question of why that complex 

contingent thing is as it is, which verges on a teleological enquiry, rather than why that 

complex thing is there in the first place, which is the more fundamental question we are 

concerned with here.  

 

 Premise (4) has essentially the logical structure of the law of excluded middle, 

therefore it is true. The principle of sufficient reason, in the strong version proposed by 

Rowe, is somewhat spread between premise (2) and (4).  

 

 Let us now turn to the pivotal premise, premise (5). If we take this premise at face 

value, it is plainly false, for it is clear that a contingent being can cause or explain the 

existence of another contingent being. A father is a contingent being and he can very well 



cause and explain the existence of his son, another contingent being. But what the 

premise is really pointing at is that contingent beings alone cannot cause or explain the 

existence of all contingent beings. More precisely, since the existence of any contingent 

being is caused by the contingent being which precedes it in the causal chain, to explain 

each contingent being we need to make one step back in the series. Therefore, in order to 

explain the existence of all contingent beings we must admit of an infinite causal chain. 

And this, it is hinted, is unacceptable. This is the classic refutation of infinite regress, which 

occurs, for instance, in Aquinas’ Second Way formulation of the cosmological argument 

[Aquinas, 1274]. In my view, there is nothing wrong with an infinite regress in itself. 

Mathematically we can easily conceive of an infinite series without a first term, say the 

series of negative integers. But the trouble is that we may not want to admit of this type of 

series in the case of the series of causes which constitutes the explanation for existence of 

things in our universe. These days, the trouble should not arise from the fact that we are 

simply uncomfortable with an infinite series of causes, but rather that this seems to run 

contrary to the basic scientific fact that the universe has a beginning in space-time. 

Therefore there seems to be room for postulating a necessary being which cuts off the 

infinite regress and constitutes the first term of the causal series, and this may constitute 

good ground for upholding premise (5). But we have to go more slowly here, for subtleties 

abound.    

 

 To start with, we may try to reason keeping aside empirical scientific knowledge 

about the universe, as the argument does not require it. This is an enormous concession, 

for the scientific evidence in favour of a universe with a beginning in time is so solid to 

amount to accepted truth [Hogan, 2007]. But for the sake of the argument let us oversee 

this fact, which amounts to leaving open the possibility of a universe without origin in time, 

i.e. infinite in the past time direction. In this case if we ask what is the cause of all things 

and we envisage the usual infinite causal chain, we can either accept the infinite regress 

of contingent causes (denial of premise (5)) or require the existence of a first necessary 

cause which cuts off the regress (affirmation of premise (5)). The answer may depend 

again on the view we have on the status of the series itself. (a) If the series is a thing 

requiring an explanation, then the explanation cannot come from any of the elements of 

the series itself. To see why this is, we need to brake this down in two further steps. The 

series can be either contingent or necessary. (a1) If the series is contingent, we have a 

contradiction, for by definition all contingent things are contained in the series, and the 

series cannot contain itself. (a2) If the series is necessary, no internal element of the 

series can cause or explain the series because no contingent thing can cause a necessary 

thing. Therefore the cause or explanation of the series can only be a thing outside the 



series and this thing must be necessary – which is what premise (5) states. (b) If the 

series is not a thing requiring explanation for its existence, for instance if we consider it an 

abstract concept, than the infinite regress can logically remain and there are no grounds to 

uphold premise (5).  

 

 At any rate, I don’t think the philosopher assessing the validity of the cosmological 

argument today can refrain from considering the physicist’s facts about the origin of the 

universe. So let us take it as a fact that the universe had an origin in time. How does 

premise (5) stand now? I would argue that it can now be more easily defended. In the 

physically accepted picture, the series of contingent beings naturally terminates at the 

origin of the universe. Now, what caused the origin of the universe? Not a contingent 

being, for a contingent being would be part of that series and therefore inside the universe, 

and we would have to run the same story again, asking what is the cause of that 

contingent being which is already inside the universe and purports to be its cause. This will 

not work. Another option is that the cause of the origin of the universe is an external 

necessary being, as in premise (5). Although an external necessary being must be 

uncaused and eternal, it is still correct to say that the universe is finite in time in the past, 

for time (and space, to which it is bound by the space-time matrix) just begins with the 

beginning of the universe. Time is physical, so there is no time before the origin of the 

universe. This puts pressure on the notion that the external necessary being which is the 

cause of the series of contingent being constituting the universe is also eternal. Perhaps to 

say that such being exists timelessly is a more appropriate contention.   

 

 It looks as if, keeping to the standard scientific picture, we were able to uphold 

premise (5). This, along with all the care exercised in upholding the previous premises, 

makes the argument run, thus we arrive at the conclusion that a necessary being cause of 

all things exists. Now, is this being God? As it stands, the question is not very interesting 

because God could be just a label for that being. It is more cogent to ask whether that 

being is the theist’s God, namely the God with the qualities attributed to him by the major 

religions: omnipotence, omniscience, simplicity, infinite goodness and so on. To keep on 

the safe side, simply by reading off the argument’s conclusion (7) we just learn about a 

necessary being cause of all things, and nothing about its attributes, and frankly, I think 

that if the argument even succeeds in achieving this, it is already very much. I would not 

try to extract more from it. However, it would not be at all unreasonable to ask whether that 

necessary being entails the traditional properties of God. This however, would constitute 

the beginning of another argument. Arguably this would take us into the territory of the 

ontological argument which seeks to establish the existence of God from His own defining 



properties, i.e. His essence. The strength of that approach is that is arrives at a proof of 

God which encompasses all traditional attributes, but of course the proof can be 

challenged. The strength of the cosmological argument is that, although its scope as it 

pertains to properties of God is more limited, it makes no initial assumptions on how God 

should be. The cosmological argument only moves from the recognition of the factual 

existence of contingent things in the world to arrive at a first necessary reason for the 

existence of all things which, at least, is one trait ascribable to the theist’s God. 
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