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Mohsen Moghri

An Axiological Ultimate Explanation  
for Existence*

Why is there anything concrete at all, instead of there being nothing concrete? 
Leibniz (1714/1989) devised this puzzle (hereafter “the Why question”) as a 
way to uncover what constitutes the nature of our concrete world.1 Leibniz’s 
own suggestion, after elaborating on the Why question, was that our concrete 
world is the best possible world and its Goodness is the reason it exists. Fol-
lowing Leibniz, Kuhn (2007) illuminates how an explanation for all concrete 
existence helps one discover the fundamental feature of our universe, and Holt 
(2012) adds that only by asking why there is a concrete world can one know why 
the universe behaves in a certain way. Further, Nozick (1981) intensifies the lat-
ter point by maintaining that without an answer to the Why question, one might 
not be able to answer any other question at all.

One might attempt to solve Leibniz’s puzzle using one’s suggested answer 
to similar fundamental questions. But many such responses fail to solve the ulti-
mate Why question. Consider for example the question of why there is this uni-
verse – a universe devoid of seemingly simple laws that lead to the existence of 
living beings like us – rather than another universe. The benevolent omnipotent 
God of Theism or the fundamental Laws of Nature might answer the question 
of why our universe is fine-tuned for life, but the question still remains as to why 
the fine-tuner of our universe itself or himself exists. In this respect, Leibniz 
emphasized that a proper answer to the Why question must have a stopping 
point; it must be ultimate. He sought “a sufficient reason that has no need of any 
further reason – a ‘Because’ that doesn’t throw up a further ‘Why?’…” (Leib-
niz 1714/1989). Note that while an explanation for the existence of all concrete 
things might be complete by leaving no concrete thing unexplained, it might fail 
to be ultimate: The question may still remain unanswered of why the explana-

* Thanks to the anonymous referees of this journal, the audience at a February 2021 online 
seminar at the Center for Religious Studies at the CEU, and helpful comments from Daniel 
Kodaj on the earlier drafts of this article. This work was supported by the UKRI-Horizon 
Europe Guarantee [grant reference: EP/X022633/1].

1  I take concreteness, here, in terms of capability to involve in an efficient causal relation.  
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tion for the existence of every concrete thing or for the whole of them obtains. 
When an explanation for something is both complete and ultimate, everything 
is explained concerning that thing and no brute fact remains. Swinburne (2004) 
calls such an explanation an “Absolute Explanation” and suggests that there 
cannot be one such explanation for the existence of our world. Swinburne ar-
gues that God created the whole world. However, he accepts God not as the 
ultimate explanation, but as “the ultimate brute fact.”

But isn’t there a way to escape all existence from being ultimately brute? 
The existence of our world seems far away from being logically necessary; nei-
ther does it seem to be ultimately explainable using logically necessary truths 
(cf. Rowe 1970, van Inwagen 1983). An alternative is, nevertheless, to explain 
concrete existence through beings or facts that are metaphysically necessary; 
they bear their explanation within the essences involved. Accordingly, many 
scholars suggest that the existence of God or obtaining of the Laws of Nature 
are metaphysically necessary and ultimately explain all concrete existence (cf. 
Hawking & Mlodinow 2010, Loewer 2012, Lange 2014, O’Connor, 2008, Pruss, 
2006).2 In disagreement, however, some contend that metaphysically necessary 
facts, even some logical or mathematical truths, may further be explained (Van 
Cleve 2018, Vintidals 2018). It seems that we are still entitled to ask why some 
metaphysically necessary facts obtain and not others. If metaphysical necessities 
are apt for further explanation, many ambitions, in theology and philosophy of 
science, to reach an ultimate explanation for the existing world are not fulfilled. 

As an explanation that could block the chain of further explanations, one might 
suggest that some fact literally explains itself by being an instance of itself. For 
example, Nozick (1981) argues that the Principle of Fecundity, the principle that 
states “All possibilities obtain,” is an instance of itself; the principle of Fecundity 
subsumes itself because the obtaining of that principle itself is a possibility. While 
the latter kind of self-explanation is generally regarded as dubious, I develop an 
alternative self-explanatory account that may succeed in providing an ultimate ex-
planation for existence. Section 1 shows that a viable explanation for all concrete 
existence should proceed not causally but teleologically, and appealing to abstract 
facts of value provides a suitable candidate. In Section 2, I elaborate on the con-
ditions that require an ultimate explanation and on what might constitute such an 
explanation. In section 3, a variant of self-explanation, namely self-subsumption 
– obtaining of a fact literally in virtue of itself – is introduced with an exploration 
of the main objections to it. Finally, in chapter 4, I construct a self-subsuming 
ultimate explanation that avoids the latter objections.

2  Although other terms are used for the necessity of Laws of Nature, such as Nomological 
or Natural necessity, this kind of necessity can be regarded as a metaphysical necessity. For, 
Laws, on this view, are certain generalizations among concrete entities whose necessity fol-
lows from the natures of those entities (Bird 2007).
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I. EXPLAINING CONCRETE EXISTENCE BY ABSTRACT FACTS OF VALUE

There seems to be no logical contradiction in supposing that concrete things 
in the world vanish altogether. In other words, it seems that the non-existence 
of the whole world is logically possible. For one thing, even the advocates of 
the Ontological Argument have retreated from insisting that a logically necessary 
being exists. Besides, arguments for the logical necessity of existence have not 
been very convincing. Therefore, one may sensibly follow Leibniz in asking: 
Why is there something concrete, instead of there being nothing at all?

Despite this, many scholars have argued that Leibniz’s question is meaning-
less or without an answer. Most of them object that every concrete thing has a 
causal explanation inside the world, and there cannot possibly be something that 
causes the whole world to exist. Every possible explanation for the existence of 
concrete things, they say, would be part of the whole world; that explanation 
thus needs another explanation that would itself be part of the whole world 
again, ad infinitum. Following Hume, most critics conclude that the existence of 
our world does not need any explanation whatsoever.

But isn’t it mysterious that the world behaves in such an orderly way? Fur-
ther, why isn’t there a different order of concrete things in the world? More 
importantly, there might have been no order, or worse, nothing instead. If it 
is rational to ask why some or other concrete thing exists, why not demand an 
explanation for the whole of existence? To be sure, it is logically possible that 
the world’s existence is a brute fact, having no explanation. However, as long 
as no evidence is provided that the world’s existence has no explanation, one 
should suppose there is an explanation. For, it is widely argued among philos-
ophers that everything must have an explanation unless some evidence shows 
why there cannot be an explanation. 

Yet, it is a mistake to restrict all explanations to causal effects. This restric-
tion stems from the traditional idea that a cause must be homogeneous with its 
effect. However, just as matter can turn into energy and living organisms can 
originate from inorganic components, so too might concrete realities originate 
from non-concrete ones. We seem to have not enough reason in claiming: All 
explanations of concrete things need earlier concrete things as their causes. The 
source of the whole existing world might fall outside the category of concrete 
existence. An abstract fact might explain why our world exists.

The latter kind of explanation can be interpreted teleologically, as well. If 
our world has a special feature, such as extreme simplicity or abundance, it is 
rational to believe that the world is actual because it has such a unique feature. 
It is extremely unlikely that a special feature in our world arises as a matter of 
happenstance. Yet, that feature does not need to be instantiated in a previously 
existing thing; neither does it need a preceding agent to make it actual. Instead, 
as Platonists maintain, having some abstract feature (a Form) might have led 
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something possible into being actual. Leibniz asserts, in this respect: “[F]rom 
the very fact that there exists something rather than nothing, it follows that in 
possible things, or in possibility or essence itself, there is a certain need of exist-
ence...” (Leibniz 1898. 340). Here, the abstract feature in possibility or essence 
is not the efficient cause, but the final cause of existence: Because of having 
some special features, certain possibilities seek to be actual.

It may still seem very odd that abstract facts explain concrete existence, but 
that kind of explanation is in fact what many theists and scientists use as well, 
most of them without even knowing it. Stephen Hawking (2010), for exam-
ple, takes the highest degree of symmetry involved in the fundamental laws of 
quantum as an indication that those laws must have governed the world. Here, 
the reason why our world exists is supposed to be the abstract fact that its fun-
damental laws are super-symmetric. As an example among theists, William Lane 
Craig (2008) argues that God’s explanation resides in his own nature. He con-
siders God as self-caused but not in the sense that he is the efficient cause of 
himself. Instead, the essence of God is, according to him, so perfect that God 
requires no efficient cause to exist. That is God’s essence that requires him to 
exist. But is this non-efficient cause, this perfection in God’s essence, not an ab-
stract factor that explains why God exists? Here, as well as in many forms of the 
Ontological Argument, what really explains God’s concrete existence is an ab-
stract fact: That the essence of God is maximally great, good, or valuable. Both 
Hawking and Craig use the same force that they exclude from abstract things in 
order to explain concrete existence.

The term, Axiological explanation, is what John Leslie (1979) and Nicholas 
Rescher (1984) use when the value of something explains its existence. They 
both insist that the Axiological explanation does not require the mediatory act 
of an agent, such as God. If value alone can be said to explain why God exists, 
why not use value instead to explain the whole concrete world without entering 
God? Leslie and Rescher follow Plato’s footsteps in viewing the Form of the 
Good as what gives existence to the world. Leslie goes so far as to use the term, 
God, for the creative force of value. Some contemporary theists also explicitly 
express a similar approach. Paul Tillich (1951), for example, maintains: God “is 
not a being” but is instead “the power of being”, “the creative ground of exist-
ence.” While there is some power inside all valuable possible worlds to exist, a 
world with the most value exceeds others in its power and becomes actual.

The teleology involved here may well be termed naturalistic: a goal-direct-
edness without an agent’s purpose. While a purpose must be somebody’s pur-
pose, a value can be totally impersonal. Here is some evidence: First, the real, 
inherent value of something can be underestimated or overestimated. Second, 
just as a lawful world ripe for the existence of free intelligent beings is really 
better than there being nothing, nothingness would be really better than a world 
full of chaos and agony. In the case of nothingness, there would be no agent to 
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determine a value according to some purpose. So, the value of a world may, in 
itself and without being the value for someone or something, be the sufficient 
reason for that world’s existence. Rescher describes this naturalistic teleology 
as follows: “Reality is inherently disvalue-phobic – or value-tropic if you prefer. 
But this transpires only as a matter of a strictly natural process: preference and 
purpose have nothing to do with it. The “aversion” of reality to disvalue is as 
natural as the “aversion” of one magnetic pole to another of the same polarity” 
(Rescher 2010. 72).3

It is worth mentioning here that there is no agreement on the features that 
make a world intrinsically valuable. Leslie’s focal point is on Ethical value, 
though he uses that term in a much wider sense than just the moral actions of 
agents; it includes even the world’s lawfulness. Rescher, in contrast, focuses on 
Cosmic values of order, simplicity, and variety. Nevertheless, he argues that the 
combination of Cosmic values is optimized only if there is an evolutionary pro-
cess leading to the emergence and welfare of intelligent beings. In spite of these 
differences, neither Leslie nor Rescher appeals to an agent’s purpose to explain 
why valuable things are actual.

Even so, the Axiological explanation has been subject to many criticisms. If 
value rules over the world, shouldn’t we expect that the world would be full 
of prosperity and happiness? Why then is instead evil everywhere? One might 
appeal here to a theistic response to the Problem of Evil: Valuable things are 
often in contrast with each other; it is impossible to have all good things in the 
world. In that case, we should at least expect that our world would be the most 
valuable one, the best of all possible worlds. On the contrary, however, the claim 
that our world is the best possible world has not convinced many philosophers 
(Mackie 1982, Parfit 1998), not even some theists (Plantinga 2011). Besides, 
there are some difficulties in determining the best possible world. As mentioned 
above, the overall value of a world is achieved through a combination of several 
features, such as simplicity and variety. In that scenario, more than one combina-
tion may lead to the most valuable outcome. Some difficulties as well arise about 
supposing that there is one highest level of value for a world. The overall value 
of a world may simply be multiplied.

Moreover, what evidence do we have that value governs the world? The 
world’s lawfulness, having a good combination of simplicity and complexity, and 

3  An anonymous referee of this article argues that attributing a creative force to an ontolog-
ical realm of value, devoid of any intention or conscious purpose, is still highly implausible. 
However, the idea has a strong historical precedence, especially in Platonic and Neoplatonic 
traditions. Additionally, there has been a recent revival of Aristotelian Metaphysics in analytic 
philosophy to explore the nature and principles of non-causal explanations, using constitutive 
parts or features of existing things, among which their values might be included. The latter 
kind of explanation is the subject of grounding theories, and the author is currently working 
on developing the Axiological explanation in conjunction with those theories.
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fine-tuning for intelligent life may provide some evidence that value rules over 
our world. However, these are claimed to provide the same amount of evidence 
for other hypotheses as well. For example, a Multiverse might exist in which 
each world is governed by a different natural law. This makes the existence of 
every universe the least arbitrary (Unger 1984). In the latter hypothesis, it is not 
very surprising that one among those universes has the fundamental law of our 
universe and leads to intelligent life.

Despite these difficulties, one feature of the Axiological explanation may pro-
vide a decisive advantage over other alternative explanations. Both Leslie and 
Rescher argue that only value can provide an ultimate explanation for existence, 
an explanation that does not provoke a further why question. If one invokes 
God’s creative act to explain why the world exists, another may further explain 
why God exists. Similarly, the fundamental laws of the universe (or the Multi-
verse) may further be explained. On the other hand, facts of value are self-ex-
planatory, in the sense that it lies in the nature of good things that they are 
valuable. To ask why something has value is like asking why redness is nearer to 
being purple than to being blue. Not even Omnipotence could “give” intrinsic 
worth to anything, so Leslie (2014) points out. Facts of value are synthetically, 
metaphysically necessary. Therefore, no further explanation is needed, accord-
ing to the advocates of the Axiological explanation, for why value obtains. They 
claim that, in explaining existence, only facts of value can escape the explana-
tory regress. Thus, the higher explanatory power of the Axiological explanation 
indicates, for them, that it is more likely to be true.

Nevertheless, here comes a bigger problem: Many scholars argue that God or 
the Laws of Nature, too, are metaphysically necessary. They claim that it lies in 
the nature of concrete objects that they behave lawfully, or in the nature of God 
that He exists. Considering that, there seems to be no privilege in explaining 
existence through facts of value. For, no extra amount of explanatory power 
has been provided through the Axiological explanation. Even more, we saw in 
the case of a metaphysically necessary God that it makes sense to ask: Why is 
God metaphysically necessary? Why does the essence of God explain His ex-
istence? In effect, there are attempts to place the necessity of God in facts of 
value. Similarly, some advocates of the metaphysical necessity of natural laws 
demand an explanation for why those necessities obtain (cf. Lowever 2012) If 
the metaphysical necessity of God or the Laws of Nature needs to be explained 
by some or other fact, one might still wonder why that which has maximal value 
necessarily exists. Some attempts to place the necessity of facts of value in God 
further confirms the latter point (cf. Craig 2008, Murphy 2011). 

In contrast to all of these attempts, many deny that metaphysical necessities 
could have further explanations. John Heil (2018), for example, asserts: There 
might be logically possible things that are not really possible; it is the nature 
of reality that determines what is really possible. Metaphysical necessities, ac-
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cording to him, could not be otherwise because other alternatives are not really 
possible; therefore, they are not apt for an explanation, and neither could one 
coherently consider them as brute facts.

For sure, some fact’s being metaphysically necessary means that no alterna-
tive fact is really possible. Yet, it does not entail that no other fact forces the first 
fact to obtain. Physical objects have no alternative other than to attract each oth-
er, but there are still some facts, the fundamental Laws of Nature, that explain 
why objects attract each other. As another example, some theists argue, created 
things exist with a metaphysical necessity. Still, it is a metaphysically necessary 
creator that explains why created things necessarily exist. In an explanation, in 
fact, we are not trying to show only why something is not otherwise, but also 
why it is as it is (cf. Murphy 2011) Therefore, metaphysical necessities, such as 
facts of value, might have obtained by virtue of an explanation.4

II. NECESSITY AS AN ULTIMATE EXPLANATION

To elucidate what counts as an ultimate explanation for all concrete existence, 
Leibniz further maintained that the only viable answer to the Why question is 
one that involves something self-explanatory “carrying the reason for its exist-
ence within itself” (Leibniz 1714/1989). He suggested a necessary being for that 
purpose. However, it is generally accepted now, even by some proponents of 
the Ontological Argument (for example, Plantinga 1977), that it is not clear at all 
that a necessary being is really possible. Following Hume, many contemporary 
thinkers accept that it is logically possible that nothing existed. Moreover, some 
philosophers argue that explaining the existence of our world through a logical-
ly necessary being results in necessitarianism, which contradicts the conviction 
that the world is contingent (Rowe 1970, van Inwagen 1983). As a new challenge 
to ultimately explaining all concrete existence through logical or mathematical 
necessities, Van Cleve (2018) and Vintidals (2018) argue that the obtaining of 
necessities may further be explained. Their main purpose is to show that it is 
possible to accept some necessities as brute facts and leave them unexplained. 
By arguing that necessities may be apt for further explanation, their argument, 

4  Not only metaphysical necessities but also some mathematical necessities are viewed as 
apt for further explanation. There is a distinction, among Mathematicians, between proofs 
that only prove and proofs that explain (cf. Mancosu 2001), and Lange (2014) argues that such 
a distinction is not a mere subjective distinction; it denotes something real. When mathema-
ticians use Peano axioms to prove 2+2=4, they consider those axioms as some reality in the 
world that explains why such a necessary fact obtains. To see that the relationship here is not 
a mere entailment, but an explanation, one should note that the reverse does not work: 2+2=4 
cannot prove Peano axioms. A necessary fact is therefore explained by another necessary fact.
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at the same time, cast further doubt on there being an ultimate explanation for 
all concrete existence in the domain of logical necessities.5

What about explaining concrete existence through metaphysical necessities? 
Can those alternative necessities provide ultimate explanations? Fine (2012) 
defines metaphysical necessity as the obtaining of something in virtue of its 
own essence or nature. One can accordingly interpret metaphysical necessity in 
terms of ontological independence: A metaphysically necessary being, for ex-
ample, would rely for its existence not on any other being, but on its own nature. 
Furthermore, Loewer (2012) defines metaphysical explanation of something in 
terms of its being grounded by more fundamental facts, whereas scientific ex-
planations are generally considered in terms of prior events or facts. In these 
senses, if one explains the behaviour of concrete objects by natural laws but 
maintains that those laws are explained by virtue of the objects’ essence, one 
must consider natural laws as metaphysically necessary.6 God is also considered 
traditionally as a metaphysically necessary being. Craig (2008) explicates that 
when theists speak about a self-caused God, they mean not that God would ex-
ist prior to himself to cause himself, but that his essence (being perfectly good) 
is why he exists. Among these accounts of metaphysical necessity, one may re-
gard a being, a law, or a fact as that which could block the chain of explanation by 
explaining itself. This sort of self-explanation must, so Van Cleve (2018) argues, 
be considered as an intrinsic, non-relational explanation, not as the case that 
some fact would literally explain its own obtaining.

Nonetheless, one should note, first of all, that the existence of things may pri-
marily or ultimately be a brute fact. As Parfit (1998) contends, it is not impossible 
at all that our world exists as a matter of happenstance and, even if our world has 
an explanation for its existence, that explanation might have obtained without 
any further explanation. A world must, as a matter of logic, obtain somehow with 
or without concrete existing things, and it is possible that it contains concrete 
existence without any explanation. While many followers of Russell (1948) con-
sider the existence of our world to be a brute fact, Swinburne (2004) and Carroll 
(2018) posit that the ultimate fact that explains all concrete existence is inex-
plicable. Meanwhile, Swinburne accepts God as the ultimate brute fact that is 
himself the explanation for all concrete existence. Similarly, Carroll argues that 
the highest-level scientific law or principle that explains other lower-level natu-
ral laws is without any further explanation, though he accepts that all concrete 
existence can be explained by natural laws.

5  There is a distinction between epistemic and ontological brute facts (Barnes 1994). We 
are concerned here with the metaphysical and ontological aspects of explanation, not merely 
the ability of our cognitive faculties to find or to know an explanation. 

6  Lange (2014) calls natural laws “physically”, “naturally”, or “nomologically” necessary. 
He uses the term “metaphysical necessity” differently in terms of non-contingency and con-
siders it in a group with logical and mathematical necessity.
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Second, contrary to what Heil (2018) argues, one might consider even the ob-
taining of metaphysical necessities as subject to further explanation. Heil main-
tains that there might be logically possible things that are not really possible. 
According to him, the nature of reality determines what is really possible. Heil 
denies therefore that metaphysical necessities need further explanation. Since 
he regards metaphysical necessities as not apt for an explanation, he also denies 
that one could coherently consider metaphysical necessities as brute facts.7 In 
contrast, I attempt to defend Rescher (2013) in thinking that Nature might allow 
for many real possibilities. Craig (2008) and Murphy (2011) argue that necessary 
facts and truths, especially moral necessities, may further be explained. Fur-
thermore, in an extensive debate over an argument for the possibility of a world 
devoid of concrete objects,8 many argue that an empty world was really possible 
(Efird & Stoneham 2005, Rodriquez-Pereyra 1997). If the latter arguments are 
successful, the possibility of an empty world is an instance of real possibilities 
that certainly have not been realized. So, there might be real possibilities that 
are not metaphysically necessary. 

Rescher (2013) then argues that one must, as a methodological rule, prefer 
a real possibility that has an explanation rather than a brute real possibility. He 
maintains, in this respect, that to regard some fact as brute and inexplicable is 
our last resort. Many contemporary philosophers adhere to a weak version of 
the Principle of Sufficient Reason, which maintains that one must seek an ex-
planation unless one finds a reason that there cannot be an explanation (Della 
Rocca 2010, O’Connor 2008). As a result, while there is no requirement for an 
explanation of all existence to be ultimate (nor is it required that it would have 
any explanation at all), to find an ultimate explanation is, as O’Connor (2008) 
argues, only a matter of adhering to a hypothesis with more explanatory power.9 
It is generally accepted, as a methodological rule in analytic philosophy, that a 
hypothesis involving more theoretical virtues (explanatory power and scope as 
well as simplicity among them) is more likely to be true. 

Nor is it needed that an explanation of the existing world be contrastive at 
all. While some fact may explain the obtaining of A, that fact may not be able to 
explain why A obtains rather than B. For instance, the reason I chose tea to drink 
may be insufficient to explain why I chose tea over coffee to drink. Pruss (2006) 

7  Some philosophers maintain that metaphysical necessities are explained in terms of their 
own necessity. Rosen (2010), for example, claims that “whenever it is essential to x that p, p 
holds because it is essential to x that p.” However, Van Cleve (2018) argues that this kind of 
essentialist explanation results in implausible explanatory regress because, in that case, every 
metaphysical necessity must be explained through a higher-level metaphysical necessity: For 
example, it holds that it is essential to x that p because it is essential that it is essential that p. 
Essentialist explanation is therefore, at least, as implausible as explanatory regress.

8  The Subtraction Argument was firstly proposed by Baldwin (1996). 
9  Similarly, Swinburne (1997) accepts the hypothesis that God created the whole concrete 

existence in virtue of its utter simplicity.
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and O’Connor (2008) argue that God, as a metaphysically necessary being, is the 
only ultimate explanation for the existence of all concrete things; though they 
concede that such an explanation cannot, and need not, explain why there is not 
nothingness instead. Thus, Goldschmidt (2011) speaks of a new Cosmological 
Argument for the existence of God based on the ability of the latter hypoth-
esis to provide an ultimate explanation for all concrete existence. However, it 
is again a matter of explanatory power that one prefers an ultimate contrastive 
explanation of the existing world to a non-contrastive one. Therefore, if one 
finds an ultimate explanation that can explain why there is something concrete 
rather than nothing, it is rational to prefer the latter to all non-contrastive expla-
nations of the existing world in virtue of its more theoretical virtues. Moreover, 
the theistic explanation of Pruss and O’Connor might not be enumerated among 
the ultimate explanations at all. For, as indicated before, even the metaphysi-
cal necessity of God may further be explained. In that case, the question is still 
unanswered as to why, among all real possibilities, it is the essence of God that 
makes him actual. Why did not another real possibility, for example, an empty 
world, obtained? Although the latter God-hypothesis may seem a complete ex-
planation for the existence of all concrete things, it cannot therefore be ultimate 
in itself.10 It seems that the prevalent theistic explanations must follow Swin-
burne’s suggestion in accepting the existence of God as an ultimate brute fact.

On the other hand, as a kind of scientific self-explanation, accounts of a self-
contained universe are what many have claimed to be the source of an ulti-
mate explanation. The most prevalent account is the beginningless universe 
of Hume and some contemporary physicists. To strengthen this point, Quen-
tin Smith (1988) argues that an infinite causal regress provides an account of a 
self-caused universe: Every concrete thing has its own cause within the universe. 
Alternatively, some theoretical physicists suggest a universe that literally causes 
itself in a circular process (Gott & Li 1998). One finds more recent suggestions 
for a self-contained universe in hypotheses such as the quantum gravity of Hawk-
ing (2010), quantum tunnelling of Vilenkin (2007), and quantum fluctuations of 
Krauss (2012), many of which result in considering a kind of Multiverse hypoth-
esis (cf. Greene 2011).

How powerful are the latter suggestions in explaining existence? While most 
of those suggestions do not provide complete explanations for the existing world 
and leave the totality of all concrete existence (the existence of a whole Multi-
verse) unexplained, the beginningless universe involving infinite causes might 
be considered as explanatorily complete. For, every single event in that regress 
has its own explanation. For the same reason, Vintiadis (2018) argues that a re-
gress of infinite explanations does not lead to a brute fact. Nevertheless, one 

10  One may still add some explanatory feature to a God-hypothesis in order to turn it into 
an ultimate explanation. 
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might argue that a causal or an explanatory regress result in unacceptable cir-
cular explanations (cf. Pruss 2006). A further problem reveals itself in the way 
of scientific ultimate explanations. Heller (2009) rejects various Multiverse hy-
potheses because he contends that they cannot be falsifiable. He argues then 
that one needs to add philosophical or theological explanations to provide an 
ultimate explanation for all concrete existence. Although I align myself with 
Greene (2011) in thinking that some of the previous scientific accounts are falsi-
fiable, I attempt to argue that those scientific suggestions cannot solve Leibniz’s 
puzzle. For, there still remains the question of why the supposed explanation of 
the existing world obtains. If one further explains why there is a self-contained 
universe, more explanatory power is provided than when a hypothesis considers 
the existence of a whole universe or Multiverse without any explanation.

To turn a Multiverse hypothesis into a complete explanation for concrete exis-
tence, natural laws must be regarded as metaphysical facts that require concrete 
things to exist (cf. Lange 2013). There are many critics, for example, Armstrong 
(1983) and Maudlin (2007), who argue that if natural laws have no metaphysical 
footing and are nothing more than Humean regularities in the behaviour of con-
crete objects, those facts cannot explain anything. Therefore, natural laws must 
be considered as abstract entities that non-causally explain why there is some-
thing concrete (cf. Brenner 2020, Moghri 2021). If one considers natural laws as 
concrete things that causally force other concrete things to exist or behave in a 
certain way,11 the explanation of all concrete existence by natural laws cannot be 
complete until the existence of those laws is further explained.

Even though an explanation of all concrete existence using abstract natural 
laws might be complete, such an explanation does not still seem to be ultimate. 
Why do those fundamental natural laws obtain? In response, Loewer (2012) ar-
gues that the obtaining of natural laws can be grounded in what constitutes the 
essence of those laws – the very nature of concrete objects in behaving law-
like. However, this seems to be a circular explanation to postulate that natural 
laws explain why there are concrete objects while the existence of those objects 
grounds the obtaining of natural laws. To remedy the apparent circularity in 
explanation, Loewer contends that explaining natural laws by concrete objects 
is a kind of metaphysical explanation while the reverse is a scientific explanation 
– explaining the existence of concrete objects by the force of prior laws. Thus, 
he attempts to escape the objection of circularity. 

Nevertheless, Loewer’s suggestion is still considered by Lange (2018) as an un-
acceptable self-explanation because of the transitivity between the two kinds of 
explanation. Lange might be correct in thinking that metaphysical and scientific 
explanations are linked by a transitivity principle. However, Loewer’s argument 

11  Kuhn (2007), for example, considers natural laws as concrete things that must be ex-
plained in order to provide a complete explanation of all concrete existence.



Mohsen Moghri: An Axiological Ultimate Explanation for Existence	 129

should be rejected because both explanatory paths between concrete objects and 
natural laws seem to be metaphysical explanations. As indicated before, to provide 
a complete explanation of all concrete existence by natural laws, those laws must 
be considered as causally inert, abstract entities. So, one cannot account for the 
existence of all concrete things in terms of the causal force of prior laws; that ex-
planation cannot be scientific. If that is true, then only the explanation of concrete 
objects by abstract natural laws can proceed successfully, but not the other way 
around. In the end, the obtaining of natural laws still remains unexplained, and 
the claims for scientific self-explanation are not justified.

III. SELF-SUBSUMPTION

Now, is it possible at all to provide an ultimate self-explanatory account of ex-
istence? In criticizing Loewer’s suggested ultimate explanation, Lange (2013) 
speaks of a “general prohibition against self-explanation.” He uses self-explana-
tion not in the loose sense that something’s essence explains its existence, but in 
the strict sense that some fact literally explains itself. To think that at least noth-
ing contingent can explain itself is presupposed by many others (Brenner 2020, 
Holt 2012, O’Connor 2008, Parfit 1998, Pruss 2006, Swinburne 2004, Vintiadis 
2018). While Hempel and Oppenheim (1965) argue that scientific explanations 
cannot be circular or self-explanatory, nevertheless, the presupposition that no 
kind of  logically contingent fact can explain itself has, as far as I know, never 
been backed up by reason. 

On the contrary, Nozick (1981) mentions a way that some law or principle 
may explain itself by being an instance of itself. He calls such a way of ex-
plaining “self-subsumption” and explicates it as follows: A principle that asserts 
“All principles of a certain kind are true” subsumes itself if it is a principle of 
that kind. Self-subsumption operates in the same way that the sentence “Every 
sentence of exactly eight words is true” is an instance of itself, except that the 
latter is obviously false. Nozick’s suggestion for a valid self-subsuming princi-
ple is, instead, “All possible worlds obtain.” Since the obtaining of all possible 
worlds is itself a possibility, that principle can be said to subsume itself. Nozick 
concedes, however, that self-subsumption cannot operate as proof or justifica-
tion for truth. His claim is, rather, that if the self-subsuming principle is true, 
its obtaining can be explained in terms of itself. Although Nozick does not rule 
out the possibility that a self-subsuming principle itself is explained further, he 
offers self-subsumption as one possible way that one might be able to ultimately 
solve the Why question.

According to Wedin (1985), four phases are involved in Nozick’s suggestion 
to answer the Why question by self-subsumption. First, Nozick attacks the pre-
supposition that nothingness is a natural state and would need no explanation if 
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it obtained. Thus, he favours Egalitarian hypotheses, in which no state of affairs 
is arbitrarily considered as without a need to be explained. To avoid considering 
nothingness or any other state as natural, all of those states of affairs must obtain. 
The second phase is therefore Fecundity – the hypothesis that all possible worlds 
obtain. Third, Nozick attempts to explain the Fecundity hypothesis through 
self-subsumption. Finally, he upgrades the Fecundity hypothesis in order to 
avoid some difficulties. Most responses to Nozick’s suggested ultimate expla-
nation are critical. Many of them blame him for the obscurity of his suggestion. 
I attempt, however, to make clear what Nozick really intends and to defend his 
proposal of an ultimate explanation for all (concrete) existence. 

Among the first critics, Wedin (1985) objects that Nozick uses “possibility” and 
“possible world” interchangeably when he maintains, as a self-subsuming case, 
that the obtaining of all possible worlds is itself a possibility. Wedin makes clear 
that possible worlds are not the same as possibilities because possibilities might 
be contradictory and unable to obtain all in the same realm. For this reason, one 
must regard Fecundity as different from the principle of Plentitude, according 
to which the maximal sum of non-contradictory possibilities obtains (cf. Lovejoy 
1936/1964). In light of Wedin’s criticism, one should consider the obtaining of all 
possible worlds in independent, non-interacting realms. Nozick himself empha-
sizes that his suggestion resembles Lewis’s Modal Realism, in which all possible 
worlds concretely and independently exist (Lewis 1986). Still, Witherall (2017) 
objects that Fecundity leads to a contradiction: The possibility must also obtain 
that not all possibilities are realized, and the latter contradicts Fecundity itself. 

In response, however, one should notice that a Fecundity hypothesis may 
surpass Modal Realism by maintaining realities constituted by worlds: In pos-
sible worlds, possibilities are realized, and, in possible realities, worlds exist. 
So, the possibility that all possibilities are realized can obtain in a reality that is 
independent of a reality in which not all possible worlds are realized. All possible 
worlds therefore can obtain, and no contradiction seems to occur. A  reality is 
regarded here as a logical space or a set containing various combinations of pos-
sible worlds. At a concrete level, we have the existence of every possible world, 
as Modal Realism suggests. However, at a more fundamental level, there exists 
every possible set of those worlds, including one that is a set devoid of any pos-
sible world – an empty set. Consequently, the objection cannot be revived by 
asserting that some possible realities do not exist.12

More serious criticisms attack the explanatory role of Fecundity. Wedin 
(1985), Kusch (1990), and Lacey (2014) object that Fecundity only mentions 
possible ways that a situation might have turned out and claims that those ways 
obtain as well. However, that suggestion is, so they criticize, not enough to re-
duce the mystery of why that situation and those alternative ways are realized. 

12  Thanks to Daniel Kodaj for bringing this potential objection to my attention.
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Consider, for example, the question: Why did you go to the gym rather than not? 
Fecundity seems to say only that I went to the gym in this possible world but 
not in another, which is a funny answer to a why question but not obviously an 
explanation. Nevertheless, I argue that the Fecundity hypothesis can preserve 
its explanatory role by reducing the arbitrariness of concrete existence. Less 
arbitrariness for a hypothesis is another theoretical virtue, which makes that 
hypothesis to be regarded, methodologically, as more likely to be true. While 
Unger (1984) explicitly maintains that all possible worlds must obtain because 
of minimizing arbitrariness, many use the same way of reasoning in theological 
and scientific contexts. To reduce arbitrariness, Swinburne (1996) holds that a 
being with an abundance of personal virtues must be actual, and Krauss (2012) 
argues for a plurality of physical universes with different natural laws (a kind of 
Multiverse). As a result, it seems rational, as Parfit (1998) argues, to accept that 
if Fecundity is realized, the explaining factor is its abstract feature of being less 
arbitrary. This fact averts another objection that claims: Fecundity may only be 
a universal generalization that happens to be the case, and if that is true, Fecun-
dity cannot rule over itself as a law (Joseph Smith 1988). If Fecundity rules over 
all concrete existence, having that special feature is extremely likely to be the 
result of a fundamental law or principle that is metaphysically necessary, rather 
than simply happening to obtain. As another related objection, Greene (2011) 
considers Nozick’s Fecundity hypothesis to be ad-hoc and unfalsifiable. I argue, 
however, that we have good reasons to regard the principle of Fecundity as a 
law with explanatory force. In the subsumption of the principle of Fecundity 
by itself, the subsuming principle, which obtains in a reality including worlds, 
can be deeper than the subsumed principle in a possible world. The Fecundity 
principle, therefore, satisfies the characteristics of a valid explanation both for 
concrete existence and for itself.

Nonetheless, Fecundity shares certain difficulties with Modal Realism. All 
of us have the fundamental conviction that the future resembles, at least to 
some extent, the past. Although it is logically possible that we turn, in a sec-
ond, into a cabbage or to disappear, neither Fecundity nor Modal Realism can 
explain why one should expect nature to follow some regularities. Leslie (2014) 
argues that accepting the Fecundity hypothesis ruins our inductive inferences. 
Against Hume’s objection to Induction, there is a general agreement that our 
world obeys, or at least behaves in a way that appears to obey, relatively simple 
laws, and the ultimate explanation of existence must explain why this is the 
case. Nozick (1981) himself concedes that we seem to be living in a world that 
appears more unified than what is required for us to originate and continue to 
exist in it. Fecundity therefore requires upgrading.13

13  As an anonymous referee of this journal mentions, the Fecundity of all possible worlds 
and its self-subsumption resembles a theistic hypothesis developed by Aranyosi (2013) and 
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Nozick’s proposal becomes very obscure and complex when it reaches the 
fourth stage. Wedin (1985) thinks that Nozick attempts to upgrade the principle 
of Fecundity by appealing to mystical experience, and that is his main criticism 
against Nozick. To ground the structure of all possibilities, Nozick argues that 
a third category must be real that involve both existence and non-existence. He 
adds then that only by personal mystical experience can one justify the reality 
of things that “nonexist”. However, I argue that none of these complications 
is required if one considers the question “Why is there something rather than 
nothing?” in a limited sense to ask why there is anything concrete. Instead of con-
sidering things that nonexist (rather than things that simply do not exist), one 
can consider the category of non-concrete things simply as abstract realities. In 
the same way that non-spatial things cannot be coloured or uncoloured because 
the category of having colour does not apply to them, abstract realities do not 
exist, nor do they nonexist. The category of concrete existence does not apply 
to abstract realities.

IV. AN AXIOLOGICAL SELF-SUBSUMPTION

All these complications aside, I agree with Lacey (2014) in thinking that, to 
upgrade Fecundity, Nozick seeks a limited version of Fecundity that not only 
subsumes itself, but also accompanies us in our conviction of inductive reason-
ing. However, Nozick does not suggest what feature a limited Fecundity must 
have in order to satisfy the latter conditions. Besides, he mentions a further 
complication in case one finds such a limited Fecundity: The question still re-
mains unanswered of why that limited Fecundity with its special feature obtains 
rather than another limited Fecundity. Lacey (2014) objects here to the extreme 
obscurity of Nozick in suggesting a limited Fecundity that outweighs others. 
But it seems that Nozick is disappointed after finding an ultimate explanation 
for all existence that prompts no further why questions. If there is an ultimate 
explanation, the question still remains unanswered, according to Nozick, of why 
everything is explained. It might seem without explanation, a brute fact, that 
everything has an explanation.

independently by Nagasawa (2016) to view God as the totality of all possible worlds. They 
reformulate the Ontological Argument for the existence of God to argue that a reality con-
sisting of all possible worlds is that than which nothing greater can be conceived. However, 
the mere fact that the Ontological Argument can be employed in various ways to argue for 
the existence of different beings provides enough support that none of them can be used as 
proof. Other evidence needs to support a valid form of the Ontological Argument, and the 
evidence from the uniformity of nature and the reliability of our inductive inferences show 
that our world is more unique to be considered as one possibility that exists among all possible 
worlds that exist.
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Nevertheless, it is better to postpone the difficulty of selecting one among sev-
eral limited principles of Fecundity for when one finds some such principles. No 
such principle has yet been proposed, even by Nozick himself. I propose here 
a self-subsuming limited principle of Fecundity. I base such an account on the 
Axiological explanation of existence, the principle that says the existing world is 
required to exist because of its Goodness. I borrow a limited principle of Fecun-
dity from Leslie’s Spinozistic view, which claims that all Good possible worlds 
are required to exist (Leslie 1979). The self-subsumption is then borrowed from 
Rescher’s justification for the Axiological explanation, the claim that the best pos-
sible world must obtain because it itself is for the best (Rescher 1984). Finally, 
I construct a self-subsuming limited principle of Fecundity by arguing that all 
Good possible worlds are required to exist. A possibility according to which all 
Good possible worlds exist is itself a Good possibility (as a reality), and, in turn, is 
required to exist. The irony is that Leslie himself does not agree with Rescher’s 
self-subsumption, and Rescher does not accept Fecundity. In contrast, my sugges-
tion for an Axiological ultimate explanation has both the elements of Fecundity 
and self-subsumption. As long as there are no other suggestions for a self-subsum-
ing limited principle of Fecundity, one might find it reasonable to favour this pro-
posal, if one finds it valid, in terms of its explanatory power. And if one day there 
will be another such suggestion, then the simpler hypothesis will be preferable.

Can there be a self-subsuming principle devoid of the latter defect? I sug-
gest there is one. Consider the principle: All valuable possible worlds exist. It 
subsumes itself because the existence of all valuable possible worlds is itself a 
valuable possibility; the latter must therefore be actual according to the same 
principle. This suggestion conforms, in a way, to the Axiological explanation. 
Suppose we have enough reason for accepting that facts of value might explain 
existence, there may be a force in the nature of good things to exist. Why then 
shouldn’t we accept that all good things might exist in separate worlds? The 
existence of many Good worlds seems to outweigh in value the state of there 
being only one Good world. If one accepts the existence of realities including 
co-existing worlds, one may rather deem the existence of all Good worlds as the 
best of all realities. If value rules over existence, then all valuable worlds are 
separately actual in a reality, a Meta-world.

One main objection to the idea of co-existing worlds is about the unifying 
factor that brings them together. However, there is no need here for a unifying 
factor other than value; all good worlds can exist through Axiological required-
ness. Although these worlds are distinct, they are still unified by their value, 
which is the underlying reality that holds them together. This is similar to how 
different universes can coexist under the same laws of quantum physics, even 
though they may have their own separate spaces. While universes and good 
worlds are different, the Laws of Nature and Axiological requiredness are aware 
of both and responsible for their existence.
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The latter helps us to avoid another objection: Should one not expect all good 
realities to exist as well? This leads to an explanatory regress, which is not satis-
factory. But the objection can be avoided because the abstract facts of value can 
only bring about a unified reality with maximum value. And what maximizes the 
overall value of reality is the existence of all good worlds. So, if value rules over 
existence, no valuable world can be missed in reality. The axiologically unified 
combination of all good worlds constitutes the best reality.

A self-subsuming Axiological explanation can win over other explanations of 
existence that end in brute facts or explanatory regress. It has other advantages 
as well. If all valuable possible worlds exist, there is no need to point only to 
one best possible world. All candidates for the most valuable possible world can 
exist separately. Besides, without any further difficulty, one can accept that we 
live not in the best of all possible worlds, but in one among many Good possible 
worlds. Thus, the problem of evils in our world is simply resolved. In addition, 
since some level of orderliness is required for all valuable possible worlds, we 
can rely on our inductive inferences without finding afterwards that our world 
behaves differently from the past. The Axiological explanation can therefore be 
compatible with our conviction that the future resembles the past.

While Leslie is strongly against self-subsumption, his Axiological explanation 
results in something very close to the proposed Multi-worlds:

…no possible existent would seem better than a mind worth calling “divine”, a 
mind contemplating everything worth contemplating – this including, we might well 
think, every detail of possible universes in infinite number and endless variety… If 
the realm of existing things owes its reality to its creative ethical requiredness, then 
it must contain not just one infinite mind but infinitely many. Each contemplates 
absolutely everything worth contemplating (Leslie 2014).

If God is considered as “the power of being” or “the creative ground of exist-
ence,” all the Multi-worlds, all valuable things, can be viewed as the creation of 
God. This makes a case for a Platonic theistic account of the world.

Yet, if one finally accepts a hypothesis as the ultimate explanation of all ex-
istence, some questions seem to remain unanswered: Why should one suppose 
that everything is explainable (unless one finds a reason that shows otherwise)? 
Why does one suppose that a hypothesis with more theoretical virtues is more 
likely to be true? Let’s just accept for now that those are the presuppositions of 
reasoning without which one might not be able to know the world. It might not 
be even coherent at all to demand an explanation for the world’s explicability. 
For, one who asks a why question already concedes that it is rational to demand 
explanations.
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V. CONCLUSION

I argued in this article for an Axiological teleology, the claim that the world 
exists because it is intrinsically valuable. This hypothesis has the merit of an-
swering a question that is not suitably answered by others. And that question 
is one of the most fundamental questions: Why is there anything concrete at 
all? To be sure, the world might simply have happened to exist. But if some 
fact explains why the whole world exists, that explanation must reside in the 
realm of abstract facts. No regress of concrete things whatsoever can explain 
why the whole concrete world exists. One main candidate for an abstract ex-
planatory feature is the world’s value. Only through the world’s value can one 
provide an ultimate explanation for existence. However, value facts should 
not be regarded as necessary and not apt for further explanations. Just as many 
necessary facts have explanations, so too might facts of value be further ex-
plained. Facts of value, on the other hand, can be self-explanatory. The fact 
that valuable things exist is itself valuable. So, if our world exists because of 
its value, all other valuable worlds must exist separately. The Axiological ex-
planation, so interpreted, does not fall into explanatory regress. By virtue of its 
explanatory power, therefore, one might prefer the Axiological explanation to 
other explanations of existence.

While scholars have generally doubted that self-subsuming principles can 
successfully provide explanations, I defended one such principle to ultimately 
explain all existence. After first outlining objections to the explanatory role of 
Fecundity, I clarified the extent to which it explains all concrete existence and 
also itself. First, I argued that the obtaining of all possible worlds can carry an 
explanatory role for concrete existence because it does not make the existence 
of a world arbitrary. Fecundity then was shown to subsume itself if one takes for 
granted realities including existing worlds. However, a destructive objection to 
Fecundity was that it cannot comply with the fundamental conviction that our 
world behaves in accordance with simple laws. An alternative self-subsuming 
principle is required, therefore, to explain why we live in a unified world of 
regularities. As a result, I further constructed a self-subsuming limited principle 
of Fecundity based both on Leslie’s and Rescher’s Axiological explanations for 
existence. My proposed ultimate explanation for all concrete existence is the 
principle that all intrinsically valuable possible worlds are required to exist. While 
that principle subsumes itself because it obtains in a valuable reality constituted 
by co-existing valuable worlds, it does not fail us in our conviction of inductive 
inferences. For, all valuable possible worlds behave lawfully and are unified. 
Still, some accepted features of our world remain unexplained; for example, the 
fact that the existence of every concrete thing is explained and that true hy-
potheses are simpler and have more explanatory power. One might accept these 
presuppositions in the end as the methodological rules of our reasoning. Or one 
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may maintain that it would be too late for demanding an explanation for the ra-
tionality of everything. For, one first concedes to the intelligibility of the world 
when one asks: Why is the existing world intelligible?
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