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Problem?

Abstract:

The principality of existenice or quiddity has been considered one
of the important and influential problems in the tradition of
Islamic philosophy since the time of Mirdamad until this day.
Most philosophers have accepted the principality of existence and
rejected its opposite view, and some have accepted the principality
of quiddity. In this paper by examining the conceptual foundations
and analysing the subject in dispute, we have reached to the
conclusion that the principality of existence or quiddity is not
really a philosophical problem, and the dispute between the two
parties is a verbal dispute and the disputants are talking past each
other. The proponents and the opponents of the principality of
existence do not mean the same thing by “existence”. Similarly,
the proponents and the opponents of the principality of quiddity
do not mean the same thing by “quiddity”. Quiddity for the
proponents of the principality of quiddity is the existent quiddity,
not quiddity qua quiddity. And the existent quiddity for them is
the external reality, not the quiddity which has been unified with
existence. Likewise, the existence deemed fictitious by the
proponents of the principality of quiddity is the general self-
evident concept of existence, not existence in the sense that is the
external reality which is a cause of an effect or an effect of a cause.
After explaining the claim and providing proof that the dispute is
verbal, some objections have been raised and answered.
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Extended Abstract:

This paper claims that the question of the principality of existence or quiddity is not a
philosophical problem, but a pseudo-problem, For the dispute between the proponents of the
principality of existence and the proponents of the principality of quiddity is verbal, in the sense
that what is rejected by one side is not supported by the other side, and they have not even
defined the topic at hand in one single way. Abdul Razzaq Lahiji was the first to propose that the
dispute be verbal (Lahiji, 2004a: 280-281; 2016: 134-135). Mulla Ahmad Ardakani (Ardakani,
2013) and Mulla Muhammad Jaafar Astrabadi (Astrabadi, 2003, V. 1: 100-101) also supported this
idea as did some of our contemporaries in different forms.

In this paper, we first attempt to demonstrate the verbal nature of the dispute, using textual
evidence from the writings of those who support the principality of existence and those who
support the principality of quiddity. After that, we address some criticisms of the notion that the
dispute is verbal. We claim that the two sides of the dispute do not have the same understanding
of the conceptual foundations of the problem; what the supporters of the principality of existence
mean by existence is the external reality which is the origin of effects (Sadr al-Din Shirazi, 1981b,
v. 1: 38; 1981a: 6); Tabatabai, 2010, 1:19); But what the supporters of the principality of the
quiddity mean by existence is the infinitival concept of existence which is a general and self-
evident concept (Mirdamad, 2002, Vol. 1: 504-507; Haeri Mazandarani, 1964, V. 1: 368-369). Also,
the two parties do not mean the same thing by quiddity; what the supporters of the principality
of existence mean by quiddity is the unconditioned quiddity even by existence or non-existence,
(Tabatabaei, 2010, V. 1: 19-20); whereas, what the supporters of the principality of quiddity mean
by quiddity is the instance of quiddity or the existing quiddity. (Mirdamad, 2002, V. 1: 504-507;
Haeri Mazandarani, 1964, V. 2: 356; Tehrani, 2011: 262-264). The difference in understanding of
the conceptual foundations of the problem has caused the parties to not have the same
understanding of the matter in dispute (Mutahari, 1983, 1:71; Tehrani, 2011:262-265).

This point can also be explained as follows: existence has two meanings: existence from the
viewpoint of primary predication (the general infinitival concept) and existence from the
viewpoint of common predication or the external reality which is the origin of effects (Muzaffar,
2003: 15-17). Quiddity has two meanings as well: quiddity from the viewpoint of primary
predication or the concept of quiddity, and quiddity from the viewpoint of common predication
or the instance of quiddity which is the origin of effects. (Sadr al-Din Shirazi, 1981b, 1: 294-295;
1981a: 28-29) Now, if both existence and quiddity are considered from the viewpoint of primary
predication, then the distinction between the two concepts would be just in the mind and neither
of them would be fundamentally real, and if both of them are considered from the viewpoint of
common predication, neither of them would be fictitious, because what is meant by human in
this assumption is a human individual who exists outside and is the origin of effects, and what is
meant by existence is the external reality itself which is the origin of effects. So, it is only possible
to talk about the principality of one and the fictitiousness of the other when we consider one
from the viewpoint of common predication and the other from the viewpoint of primary
predication. Therefore it is evident that those who believe in the principality of existence take
existence from the viewpoint of common predication, and quiddity from the viewpoint of
primary predication, whereas those who believe in the principality of quiddity do the opposite.
So, it is clear that the two parties raise the problem in such a way that the result is known in
advance, and of course, in this case, the dispute would be verbal, because what is denied by one
side is not the same as what is supported by the other .

Our claim that both parties have posed the problem in a way that the result is clear in advance, is
supported by the fact that both groups find their claim self-evident; The supporters of the
principality of existence have explicitly stated that their position is self-evident. (Sadr al-Din
Shirazi, 1996: 189; Faiz Kashani, 1996: 7, Muzaffar, 1994: 315-316). Also, some of the proponents
of the principality of the quiddity have considered their view to be self-evident. (Tehrani, 2011:
277-280).
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One might object that both sides of the debate consider the quiddity qua quiddity fictitious
(Tabatabai, 2010, 1:22). Therefore, the debate is about the existing quiddity. One side considers it
fictitious and the other side considers it fundamentally real; so the same thing is denied by one
side and held by the opposite side, and so the dispute is not merely verbal.

The answer is that, firstly, proponents of the principality of existence consider quiddity qua
quiddity fictitious, because quiddity in this sense is indifferent to existence and nonexistence.
Secondly, on the assumption that they consider the existing quiddity fictitious, the opposing
parties do not have the same understanding of the existing quiddity. What the supporters of the
principality of existence mean by existing quiddity is the quiddity that exists with existence’s
conditional mode, which is known as the quiddity united with the existence or quiddity
predicated of the existence (Sadr al-Din Shirazi, 1981b, 1: 56, 292), but this is not what the
supporters of the principality of quiddity mean when they refer to the existing quiddity; rather,
what they mean by the existing quiddity is an individual of the quiddity, which is the origin of
effects (Haeri Mazandarani, 1343, 1: 386, 388, 390). Stated differently, quiddity only requires the
causative mode to exist, not the conditional mode. (Mirdamad, 2006, 2:11).
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