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Following Aristotle, Avicenna emphasizes the necessity of first principles of
the science of Metaphysics as a crucial rule for demonstrative science,
enumerating examples for it, including the existent and the one. From
Avicenna’s overall statements in this regard, three criteria can be ascertained
for the first principles: being the most evident, generality, and having no
quidditative definition (hadd) or description (rasm). Avicenna also considers
the subject matter of Metaphysics—i.e. existent as existent or being qua
being—to be among the first principles. An examination of the works of
Thomas Aquinas indicates that he had two separate views on discovery of
existent (being). In some of his works, he, like Avicenna, regards the existent
as a first principle, but in some others, unlike Avicenna, he considers
discovery of the existent as a product of a complex rational function not
accessible to all human beings, not even to some earlier philosophers. Some
commentators believe that Aquinas’ first view concerns discovery of the
existent, but that his second view pertains to discovery of the subject matter of
Metaphysics; i.e., existent as existent or being qua being. Considering
Aquinas’ views and the interpretations offered by his commentators, Avicenna
could be confronted with an important question: is discovery of the existent
identical to discovery of existent as existent (or being qua being)? And, given
Avicenna’s detailed explanation of how the metaphysician grasps the ‘as
existent’ (or ‘qua being’) aspect, could existent as existent still be regarded as
a first principle? Examination of Avicenna’s works shows that while it is
essential for discovery of existent as existent to go through certain rational
stages, these stages do not involve definitions and demonstrative arguments.
Instead, they can be admonitions that do not contradict the firstness of existent
as existent. Thus, according to Avicenna’s criteria, the posteriority in
discovery of existent as existent relative to other first principles does not
undermine its firstness, since Avicenna believes in priority and posteriority in
the discovery of first principles.
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