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THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO

ARABIC PHILOSOPHY

Philosophy written in Arabic and in the Islamic world rep-
resents one of the great traditions of Western philosophy.
Inspired by Greek philosophical works and the indigenous
ideas of Islamic theology, Arabic philosophers from the ninth
century onwards put forward ideas of great philosophical and
historical importance. This collection of essays, by some of
the leading scholars in Arabic philosophy, provides an intro-
duction to the field by way of chapters devoted to individ-
ual thinkers (such as al-Farabi, Avicenna, and Averroes) or
groups, especially during the ‘classical’ period from the ninth
to the twelfth centuries. It also includes chapters on areas of
philosophical inquiry across the tradition, such as ethics and
metaphysics. Finally, it includes chapters on later Islamic
thought, and on the connections between Arabic philosophy
and Greek, Jewish, and Latin philosophy. The volume also
includes a useful bibliography and a chronology of the most
important Arabic thinkers.
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NOTE ON THE TEXT

Please note that all names in this volume are given in full translitera-
tion (e.g., al-Farabi, not Alfarabi or al-Farabi), except for Ibn Sina and
Ibn Rushd, where we defer to tradition and use the familiar Latinized
names Avicenna and Averroes. The same goes for all Arabic terms;
thus we write Isma‘ili rather than Ismaili, Qur’an rather than Koran,
etc. We have generally followed the transliteration system used in
the International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, but used the
simplest transliteration conventions possible: the feminine ending
ta’ marbtita is always written —a, and the definite article is always
written al-.

There is a numbered bibliography at the end of this book. Chapter
authors refer both to items in this bibliography and to unnumbered
works specific to their chapters.
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PETER ADAMSON AND RICHARD C. TAYLOR

1 Introduction

The history of philosophy in Arabic goes back almost as far as Islam
itself. Philosophically interesting theological disputes were under-
way within two centuries of the founding of Islam in 622 C.E. At
the same time some important scientific, medical, and philosophi-
cal texts from the Greek tradition were being studied and used in the
Syriac tradition, with Aristotelian logic being employed in theolog-
ical debates. By the third century of the Muslim calendar (the ninth
century C.E.), a great translation movement centered in Baghdad was
in full bloom. In response, Muslim, Christian, and Jewish philoso-
phers writing in Arabic began to make important contributions to a
tradition of philosophizing that continues alive to the present day.
Debates and contests on logic, grammar, theology, and philosophy
by Muslims, Christians, and Jews took place at the caliphal court.
The structure and foundation of the cosmos, the natures of entities
in the physical world, the relation of human beings to the transcen-
dent divine, the principles of metaphysics, the nature of logic and
the foundations of epistemology, and the pursuit of the good life in
ethics — in sum, the traditional issues of philosophy, old wine, albeit
in new skins — were debated with intensity, originality, and penetrat-
ing insight.

This was the beginning of what one might call the classical or
formative period of philosophy in Arabic, which goes from the ninth
to the twelfth centuries C.E. During this period, authors working
in Arabic received and reinterpreted the philosophical inheritance
of the Greeks, especially Aristotle. This process culminated at the
end of the classical period with the massive body of commentaries
on Aristotle by Averroes. But the formative period involves more
than just the continuation of the Greek philosophical tradition. Most

I
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2 PETER ADAMSON AND RICHARD C. TAYLOR

important for the later Islamic tradition was the towering achieve-
ment of Avicenna. He was one of many thinkers to grapple with
the ideas put forward by the tradition of theology in Islam (‘iIm al-
kalam). Post-classical philosophy in Arabic would in turn be dom-
inated by the need to respond both to Avicenna and to the kalam
tradition. While Averroes’ project of explicating and exploiting the
works of Aristotle continued in Latin and Hebrew, other concerns
drove the development of post-classical philosophical inquiry.

In fact interesting philosophical ideas have appeared in the Islamic
world across a wide range of traditions and over a period of many
centuries. There is much of philosophical interest not only in the
obviously “philosophical” writings of authors like Avicenna, and in
the complex tradition of kalam, but also in works on the principles
of jurisprudence (‘usal al-figh), Qur'anic commentary, the natural
sciences, certain literary (adab) works that are relevant to ethics,
contemporary political philosophy, and so on. It goes without saying
that the present volume cannot hope to cover such a broad range
of topics. For reasons made clear below, this Companion focuses
on the formative, classical period of philosophy in Arabic, though
we hope to convey a sense of the richness and complexity of the
tradition as a whole. In the present volume we take account espe-
cially of three sorts of complexity that confront any student of the
classical period: the nature of the philosophical corpus received in
the Arabic-speaking world, the nature of Arabic philosophy in the
classical period itself, and the classical period as a foundation for a
continuous indigenous tradition of later philosophy.

THE GREEK INHERITANCE

One should not suppose that early Arabic philosophers, any more
than scholastic Christian philosophers, worked primarily through a
direct and independent reading of Aristotle. The most obvious rea-
son is that the outstanding “Aristotelian” philosophers in Islam all
had to read Aristotle in translation. This was made possible by the
aforementioned translation movement in the eighth-tenth centuries
C.E., which in a short space of time rendered a vast array of Greek
scientific and philosophical works into Arabic. It was made possi-
ble by, among other things, the previous tradition of translation and
intellectual endeavor in Syriac, the ideologically motivated support

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Introduction 3

of the ‘Abbasid caliphs, and, at a more mundane level, the invention
of paper.” The translation movement was the single most impor-
tant impetus and determinant for the Arabic philosophical tradi-
tion. It began to establish the technical vocabulary that would be
used (including the word falsafa itself, which is a calque from the
Greek philosophia) and, like the Latin translation movement cen-
turies later, it set forth the challenge of interpreting a Greek tradi-
tion that included much more than just Aristotle. The authors of
the classical period also read commentaries on Aristotle and inde-
pendent works by Neoplatonists like Plotinus and Proclus, as well
as Greek science (especially medicine, but including a wide range of
sciences from physics to astrology).

We hope to draw attention to the decisive impact of the translation
movement by calling this a companion to Arabic, and not Islamic,
philosophy. It is Arabic philosophy because it is philosophy that
begins with the rendering of Greek thought, in all its complexity,
into the Arabic language. Note that it is not “Arab” philosophy: few
of the figures dealt with here were ethnically Arabs, a notable excep-
tion being al-Kindi, who was called the “philosopher of the Arabs”
precisely because he was unusual in this regard. Rather, philosophy
spread with the Arabic language itself throughout the lands of the
expanding Islamic empire.

Related to this are two more reasons why it is sensible to call the
tradition “Arabic” and not “Islamic” philosophy. First, many of those
involved were in fact Christians or Jews. Some of the most important
translators (above all Hunayn b. Ishaq and his son) were Christians,
as were such philosophers as Aba Bishr Matta and Yahya b. ‘Adi, who
along with the Muslim al-Farabi were pivotal figures in the Baghdad
Peripatetic movement of the tenth century C.E. The intertwining of
the Jewish and Islamic philosophical traditions begins with ninth-
tenth century philosophers like Isaac Israeli and Saadia Gaon, and is
evident in the work of the famous Maimonides (see chapter 16).

Second, certain philosophers of the formative period, like al-Kindj,
al-Farabi, and Averroes, were interested primarily in coming to grips
with the texts made available in the translation movement, rather
than with putting forward a properly “Islamic” philosophy. This
is not to minimize the importance of Islam for any of the figures
dealt with in this volume: even the Aristotelian commentator par
excellence Averroes, who was after all a judge and expert on Islamic
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law, dealt explicitly with the relationship between falsafa and Islam.
And once Avicenna’s philosophy becomes absorbed into the Islamic
kalam tradition, we can point to many self-consciously “Islamic”
philosophers. Still the term “Arabic” philosophy identifies a philo-
sophical tradition that has its origins in the translation movement.>
It is important to pay attention to the motives and procedures of this
movement — which texts were translated, and why? How were they
altered in translation? — rather than assuming the relatively straight-
forward access to the Greek tradition we now take for granted. Some
sense of this complex and often rather technical set of issues is con-
veyed below (chapters 2 and 3).

THE CLASSICAL PERIOD

Arabic philosophy in the formative classical period was not exclu-
sively, or even always primarily, “Aristotelian.” We can certainly
identify a dominantly Peripatetic tradition within the classical
period. It began in the tenth century C.E. with the school of the
aforementioned Abu Bishr Matta in Baghdad, and al-Farabi was its
first great representative. This tradition tended to see the practice of
philosophy as the task of explicating the works of Aristotle, and thus
reflected the Greek commentary tradition, especially the commen-
taries produced by the Neoplatonic school at Alexandria. Al-Farabi
imitated them in writing his own commentaries on Aristotle. His
lead was followed by the philosophers in Muslim Spain, or Andalu-
sia (see chapter 8), and the Arabic Peripatetic tradition reaches its
apex in the work of Averroes (chapter 9).

Yet the Greek inheritance included not only Aristotle and his com-
mentators, but also original works by Neoplatonists. In fact it is
impossible to draw a firm line between the impact of Aristotelian-
ism and the impact of Neoplatonism on Arabic philosophy. It is cus-
tomary to mention in this regard the so-called Theology of Aristotle,
which is in fact an interpretive paraphrase of the Enneads of Plotinus.
But even more important was the already well-established Neopla-
tonism of the Aristotelian tradition itself: with the exception of
Alexander of Aphrodisias, all the important Greek commentators
on Aristotle were Neoplatonists. Neoplatonism was thus a major
force in Arabic philosophy, and we have accordingly emphasized it
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in the present volume. Chapters below show that the philosophical
curriculum inherited by the Arabic tradition was itself an artifact
of Neoplatonism (chapter 2), as well as how al-Farabi made use of
this curriculum (chapter 4). A chapter on al-Kindi emphasizes the
influence of the Neoplatonists in early Arabic thought (chapter 3),
while its later manifestations are made clear in the chapters on the
Isma‘ilis, Avicenna, Suhrawardi, and on Ibn ‘Arabi and Mulla Sadra
(chapters s, 6, 10, 11).

A third important strand of the classical tradition is the impact of
kalam on Arabic philosophical works. This too begins already with
al-Kindi. And even those philosophers (al-Farabi and Averroes) who
were dismissive of kalam as, at best, a rhetorical or dialectical ver-
sion of falsafa, felt the need to respond to kalam authors. They were
provoked by the independent ideas of the mutakallimiin: an exam-
ple of the productive interchange between falsafa and kalam can be
found here regarding physics (chapter 14). And they were provoked
by direct attacks on the philosophical tradition from the kalam view-
point. In this regard the outstanding figure is al-Ghazali, still one of
the great theological authorities in Islam, and of particular interest
to us for both his adoption and his critique of philosophical ideas
(chapter 7). If not for space restrictions, one could certainly have
expanded this volume to include other authors who were critical of
the falsafa tradition, such as Ibn Taymiyya. Several additional chap-
ters would perhaps have been needed to do any justice to the philo-
sophical significance of kalam in its own right.3 But some of the main
themes, for example the problems of divine attributes and human
freedom, are explored here in discussing the reaction of philosophers
to mutakallimun.

All these factors are important for understanding the most impor-
tant achievement of the classical period: the self-consciously origi-
nal system of Avicenna, the greatest philosopher in this tradition. In
recognition of this we have here devoted a double-length chapter to
his thought (chapter 6). It shows that Avicenna needs to be under-
stood in the context of the classical period as we have described it: he
is heir to the Neoplatonic tradition in his understanding of Aristotle,
and engages directly with problematics from the kalam tradition as
well. Indeed, one way of viewing Arabic philosophy is as the tradition
that leads up to and stems from the work of Avicenna. Like Kant in

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



6 PETER ADAMSON AND RICHARD C. TAYLOR

the German tradition or Plato and Aristotle in the Greek tradition,
Avicenna significantly influenced everything that came after him in
the Arabic tradition.

THE POST-AVICENNIAN TRADITION

Admittedly, defining the Arabic philosophical tradition in this way
has the disadvantage that it tends to obscure those aspects of earlier
Arabic philosophy that Avicenna pointedly ignored.4 It is however
a very useful way to understand later Arabic philosophy. From the
time of Avicenna’s death in the eleventh century, all philosophical
work of note in Arabic responded to him, often critically. We have
already alluded to the critiques leveled from the kalam point of view.
Equally, Averroes criticized him from an Aristotelian point of view,
though Avicenna was a major influence for other Andalusians like
Ibn Tufayl (see chapter 8). An important development of the late clas-
sical period was yet another critique and adaptation of Avicenna: the
idiosyncratic thought of Suhrawardi, which inaugurated the tradi-
tion known as Illuminationism (chapter 10).

The systems of Avicenna and Suhrawardi, an ongoing tradition
of kalam, and the mysticism of figures like Ibn ‘Arabi provided the
major impetus to thinkers of the post-classical era. At this point the
translation movement was no longer the immediate spur to philo-
sophical reflection; this was rather provided by indigenous Muslim
authors. The post-classical era presents us with a forbidding cor-
pus of philosophical work, much of it unedited and unstudied by
Western scholars. In the present volume it has been possible only
to scratch the surface of this corpus, focusing on a few aspects of
the later tradition that are relatively accessible, that is, supported by
further secondary literature and some editions and translations. We
hope that, by devoting some attention to these later developments,
we may encourage the reader to inquire further into this period. It has
been remarked that the “Golden Age” of Arabic philosophy could be
said to begin only in the post-Avicennian era, with a vast number
of thinkers who commented or at least drew on Avicenna’s works.5
A companion to Arabic philosophy might look much different once
this material is more fully understood. For now, we have devoted par-
ticular attention to the reception of Avicenna. Emphasis is placed on
Avicenna’s inheritance as well as his sources (chapter 6). Another
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chapter takes up the contentious issue of whether the strand of later
Avicennism represented by the great Persian thinker Mulla Sadra can
really be called “philosophical,” given the mystical aspects of Sadra’s
system (chapter 11). It shows that we can understand mysticism as
the practical complement of Sadra’s quite technical and theoretical
metaphysical reflections. The last chapter takes our historical nar-
rative down to the present, tracing the themes of later Arabic and
Persian philosophy from their roots in Illuminationism and Sadra’s
version of the Avicennian system (chapter 19). Together, chapters
10, 11, and 19 make the case that the later Illuminationist tradition,
which is often treated as dominated by mysticism and symbolic alle-
gory, actually has rational, philosophical analysis at its core.

This, then, is a rough guide to the historical coverage we aim
to provide in this Companion.® Though such a historical summary
is needed to orient the reader, it must be said that our aims here
remain first and foremost philosophical. That is, we want the reader
to come away not just with a grasp of how this tradition developed,
but above all with an appreciation of the main ideas that were put
forward in the course of that development. Of course many of these
are canvassed in the chapters devoted to particular thinkers. But in
order to press the point home we have included five chapters on
general areas of philosophy ordered according to the late ancient
philosophical syllabus, which came down to the Arabic tradition (cf.
chapters 2 and 4): Logic, Ethics,” Natural Philosophy or Physics, Psy-
chology, and Metaphysics.® While some repetition with earlier chap-
ters has been unavoidable, these thematic chapters explore certain
topics not dealt with elsewhere (see especially the chapters on logic
and physics) and put other topics in a broader context tracing philo-
sophical developments through the tradition. Many of the themes
raised will be familiar to students of Christian and Jewish medieval
philosophy. This is, of course, not accidental, since as already men-
tioned Christian and Jewish philosophers in the Middle Ages were
thoroughly engaged with the Arabic tradition. The impact of Arabic
philosophy on scholastic Latin philosophy is an enormous topic in
its own right, one that has been explored to some extent in other
Companions.® Chapter 18 explains the historical background of this
influence, detailing the transmission of Arabic philosophical work
into Latin, just as chapter 2 explains the transmission of Greek phi-
losophy into Arabic.
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Arabic philosophy is of course far too complex to be explored com-
prehensively in a volume of this size. While the foregoing gives our
rationale for the focus and scope of the volume, we are not dogmatic:
it is easy to think of philosophers in this tradition who would have
merited a chapter of their own in this volume, and easy to think
of ways of expanding the scope both historically and thematically.
However, in the first instance our goal here is not to be thorough. It
is rather to invite readers to the study of Arabic philosophy, giving
them a basic grounding in some of the main figures and themes, but
also a sense of what is most philosophically intriguing about this
tradition.

NOTES

See Gutas [58].

2 For this way of defining the tradition, see D. Gutas, “The Study of
Arabic Philosophy in the Twentieth Century,” British Journal of Middle
Eastern Studies 29 (2002), 5-25.

3 Useful studies of kalam for those interested in its philosophical signif-
icance include the following: B. Abrahamov, Islamic Theology: Tradi-
tionalism and Rationalism (Edinburgh: 1998); R. M. Frank, “Remarks
on the Early Development of the Kalam,” Atti del terzo congresso di
studi arabi e islamici (Napoli: 1967), 315-29; R. M. Frank, “The Science
of Kalam,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 2 (1992}, 7-37; D. Gimaret,
Théories de I'acte humain en théologie musulmane (Paris: J. Vrin, 1980);
van Ess [44]; Wolfson [48].

4 These include the Neoplatonism of the Isma‘ilis, and of al-‘Amiri
and the school of al-Sijistani (for citations on this see below,
chapter 3 n. 33), in addition to such unorthodox thinkers as Aba Bakr
al-Razi, whose unique system had little influence on the later tradition
(for bibliography on al-Razi see below, chapter 13 n. 8).

5 See Gutas, “The Study of Arabic Philosophy,” and also Gutas [94]. For
an even more daunting assessment of the number of later philosophical
works, see Wisnovsky [261].

6  Two overviews of the Arabic tradition have appeared recently in other
Companions: see Druart [13] and Kraemer [27].

7 Ourunderstanding that metaphysical and epistemological principles are
foundational in Arabic philosophy for ethical and political ideas is not
shared by all contributors to this volume. A different methodological
approach inspired by the thought of Leo Strauss is central to the writ-
ings of a number of colleagues, among them Muhsin Mahdi and Charles
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Butterworth, who have contributed editions, translations, and books
and articles of analysis to the field. Chapter 13 by Charles Butterworth
follows that approach. For other work in this vein, see the bibliograph-
ical citations at the end of the volume under “Ethics and Politics.”

See for instance Ammonius, Commentary on the Categories, §.31-6.22.
Ethics is actually a propaedeutic science in the late ancient curriculum,
but Ammonius states that logic is to be studied first, because Aristotle
uses it in the course of developing his arguments in the Ethics. Psy-
chology is for Aristotle a part of natural philosophy, though it was often
treated as a bridge between physics and metaphysics. We separate it off
because of its distinctive importance in the Arabic tradition. See further
L. G. Westerink, “The Alexandrian Commentators and the Introduc-
tions to their Commentaries,” in Aristotle Transformed: The Ancient
Commentators and their Influence, ed. R. Sorabji (London: 1990), 325-
48. For versions of the curriculum in the Arabic tradition see below,
chapters 2 and 4, Gutas [56], and Rosenthal [39], 52—73.

See especially D. Burrell, “Aquinas and Islamic and Jewish Thinkers,”
in The Cambridge Companion to Aquinas, ed. N. Kretzmann and E.
Stump (Cambridge: 1993), 60-84, and also the Companions to Duns
Scotus and Medieval Philosophy.

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



CRISTINA D’ANCONA

2. Greek into Arabic:
Neoplatonism in translation

SALIENT FEATURES OF LATE ANCIENT PHILOSOPHY

Plotinus: a new reading of Plato

During the imperial age, in many centers of the Roman world, phi-
losophy was taught in close connection to the doctrines of the great
philosophers of the past: Plato, Aristotle, Epicurus, Zeno. Not only in
Rome, Athens, Alexandria, but also in Pergamon, Smyrna, Apamea,
Tarsus, Ege, Aphrodisias in the east of the empire, Naples and
Marseille in the west, a “school” of philosophy disseminated either
Platonism, Aristotelianism, Stoicism, or Epicureanism. Against this
background, the thought of Plotinus represented a turning point in
the history of philosophical ideas which was to play a decisive role
in the creation of falsafa and to influence indirectly philosophy in
the Middle Ages, in both Latin and Arabic.

Coming from Alexandria, where he studied Platonism under the
guidance of Ammonius Saccas, Plotinus arrived in Rome (244 C.E.)
and opened a school. From his explicit claims, as well as the con-
tent of his treatises, we know that he was a Platonist and taught
Platonism, but also took into account the doctrines of the other
philosophers, especially Aristotle. As we learn from the biography
that Porphyry prefaced to the edition of Plotinus’ works, in the daily
meetings of the school the treatises of Aristotle, accompanied by
their commentaries — especially those by Alexander of Aphrodisias —
were read before Plotinus presented his lecture. This was nothing
new: it was customary among the Platonists of that age to compare
Plato and Aristotle, either in the hope of showing that they did not
disagree on the basic issues or with the aim of arguing that Aristotle’s

I0
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criticisms were erroneous and merely polemical. Still, Plotinus can-
not be ranged under the heading either of the “anti-Aristotelian” or
of the “pro-Aristotelian” Platonists. He is neither, because some of
his key doctrines are grounded in Aristotle’s thought — as is the case
with his identification of divine Intellect and self-reflexive thinking.
At the same time he does not hesitate to criticize Aristotle sharply
on other crucial issues, for instance Aristotle’s doctrine of substance
and his related account of the “categories” of being, whose incompat-
ibility with Platonic ideas about being and knowledge was obscured
in the accounts of the “pro-Aristotelian” Platonists.

Plotinus’ Platonism is rooted in the Platonic tradition and in the
doctrines of what we call Middle Platonism, but he initiated a new
age in the history of philosophical thought. As a Platonist, he is con-
vinced that soul is a reality apart from body and that it knows the
real structure of things, whereas sense-perception uses bodily organs
and only grasps a changing, derivative level of reality. Still, Plotinus
is fully aware of Aristotle’s criticisms and crafts a doctrine of soul
that takes them into account. Soul is closely related to the body to
which it gives life, but this does not imply that its cognitive powers
depend upon bodily organs: a “part” of soul constantly has access to
the intelligible structure of things and provides the principles of rea-
soning. However, soul is by no means only a cognitive apparatus: it
counts also as the immanent principle of the rational organization of
the body, as its life, and it links together the two worlds of being and
becoming that Plato distinguished from one another in the Timaeus.
Plotinus makes soul — both of the individual living body and of the
body of the universe — a principle rooted in intelligible reality, and
yet also the immanent cause of the rational arrangement of visible
reality.

The nature of intelligible reality itself is also explored by Ploti-
nus. On the one hand, he takes for granted the Platonic distinction
between intelligible and visible reality; on the other hand, he directly
addresses the objections raised by Aristotle against the theory of
participation, Plato’s chief explanation of the relationship between
being and becoming. In Plotinus’ eyes, Aristotle failed to follow his
own methodological rule of making use in each field of the epistemic
principles appropriate to it. Since Aristotle conceived of the Platonic
Forms as if they were individuals like those of the visible world, he
raised a series of objections — among them, the famous Third Man
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argument — that are completely beside the point if one takes into
account their real nature. Plotinus’ interpretation of the Platonic
intelligible world would be of paramount importance for the devel-
opment of falsafa. The Forms are not general concepts arbitrarily
endowed with substantiality. They do not share in the nature of the
things named after them (the intelligible principle that makes things
triangular is not a triangle). Nor do they simply duplicate items in the
sensible world without explaining them, as Aristotle had charged.
On Plotinus’ interpretation, which owes much to Aristotle’s own
account of the divine Intellect in book Lambda of the Metaphysics,
the Forms are the intelligible principles of all that exists, identical in
nature with the divine Intellect. This Intellect is both the Platonic
Demiurge of the Timaeus myth and the nous that Aristotle located
at the peak of that well-ordered totality which is the cosmos. Assum-
ing the Platonic identification of intelligible reality with true being,
Plotinus makes this intelligible being coincide with the divine intel-
lectual principle described in the Timaeus. But he also endorses the
Aristotelian account of the highest level of being as a motionless,
perfect, and blessed reality whose very nature is self-reflexive think-
ing. Being, Intellect, and the Forms are, in Plotinus’ interpretation of
Greek philosophy, one and the same thing: in his eyes, Parmenides,
Plato, and Aristotle were in substantial agreement on this point, even
though it was Plato who provided the most accurate account of it.
On other crucial issues, however, Plotinus thinks that there was
no such agreement. In particular, Aristotle was at fault when he
argued that this divine Intellect is the first principle itself. Ploti-
nus accepts Aristotle’s analysis of the highest level of being as self-
reflexive thinking, although he contends that such a principle can-
not be the first uncaused cause of all things. What is absolutely first
must be absolutely simple, and what eternally thinks itself cannot
meet this requirement. Not only must it be dual as both thinker and
object of thought, but as object of thought it is intrinsically multi-
ple, since it is identified with the whole range of Platonic Forms. For
this reason, Plotinus is unhappy with Aristotle’s account of the first
principle as self-reflexive thinking; but he is unhappy also with the
traditional Middle Platonic solution to the problem of naming Plato’s
first principle. It is well known that this question is left unanswered
in Plato’s dialogues. At times Plato suggests that there is a principle
of the Forms, but he never addresses this problem directly. Possibly
under the influence of Aristotle’s theology, the Middle Platonists
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tended to identify the Good (which counts in the Republic as the
principle of the Forms) with the Demiurge of the Timaeus, that
divine Intellect which is said to be “good.” Plotinus instead inter-
prets the Good of book VI of the Republic as being identical with
the “one” discussed in the second half of the Parmenides: if it is
said “to be,” it must be admitted to be multiple. For this reason the
One lies, according to Plotinus, “beyond being,” like the Good of
the Republic. Even though the One was also conceived of as the first
principle in second-century Neopythagoreanism, the move of con-
flating the Good of the Republic with the “one” of the Parmenides is
unprecedented in the Platonic school, and allows Plotinus to claim
that the core of his philosophy, namely, the doctrine of the three
principles One-Good, Intellect, and Soul, is an exegesis of Plato’s
own thought. This doctrine will play a pivotal role in the formation
of Arabic philosophy and lastingly influence it.

Post-Plotinian Platonism: from the “harmony between
Plato and Aristotle” to the late antique corpus
of philosophical texts

As we learn from Porphyry, for ten years after the opening of the
school Plotinus taught only orally, writing nothing. Then, Plotinus
began to write treatises and did so until his death in 270 C.E. Thanks
to Porphyry, we know about Plotinus something which is usually
very hard to know about an ancient philosopher: the precise chronol-
ogy of his writings. The sequence itself does not show any concern
for propaedeutics, and this is confirmed by Porphyry’s remarks in
the Life of Plotinus about the “disorder” of these discussions and
the resulting disconcertion of Plotinus’ audience. His treatises must
have appeared irksome to use and put in order, even apart from their
intrinsic complexity. Porphyry himself reports that he composed
summaries and notebooks on them, and we still possess a sort of
companion to Plotinian metaphysics by him, the Launching Points
to the Realm of Mind. The Enneads, an edition of Plotinus’ treatises
that Porphyry compiled some thirteen years after Plotinus’ death,
is an imitation of Andronicus of Rhodes’ systematic arrangement of
Aristotle’s works, as Porphyry himself tells us.

Porphyry was also influenced by the traditional Middle Platonic
reading order of Plato’s dialogues. His arrangement of the Plotinian
treatises in the Enneads clearly echoes the model that has Platonic
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education begin with the question of the essence of “man,” dealt
with in the First Alcibiades. In fact, as Pierre Hadot has shown, the
Porphyrian arrangement is by no means neutral: the ascent from eth-
ical to cosmological topics (Enneads I-11I) and then to metaphysical
issues (Enneads IV-VI) is reminiscent of the subdivision of the parts
of philosophy into ethics, physics, and metaphysics (or theology),
a pattern derived from the tradition of pre-Plotinian Platonism in
which Porphyry had been educated in Athens by Longinus, before he
came to Rome.* Henri Dominique Saffrey has pointed out that Por-
phyry also felt the need to counter lamblichus’ claim that salvation
cannot be reached through philosophy alone, but requires “theurgy,”
the rituals of the purification and divinization of soul revealed by
the gods themselves.? According to Iamblichus, revelations from the
gods and the rituals of Egyptian religion convey a more ancient
and perfect truth than philosophy does. More precisely, philosophy
itself is a product of this original revelation, because the gods taught
Pythagoras, and all Greek philosophy followed in Pythagoras’ foot-
steps. Since soul is sunk in the world of generation and corruption,
only divinely revealed rituals can give it true salvation. But Porphyry
makes his edition of the Plotinian writings culminate in the treatise
On the One, or the Good (VI 9 (9)). Here we are told that soul can
know the First Principle as the result of its philosophical research
about the causes and principles of all things. Plotinus’ authority sup-
ports Porphyry’s final allegiance to the tradition of Greek rational-
ism. By the same token, the Enneads become an ascent from the
anthropological-ethical questions dealt with at the beginning to the
final claim that our individual soul can reach the First Principle
itself, the One or Good.

Porphyry was responsible for more than this systematic reshaping
of Plotinus’ thought. He also made a move of paramount importance
in the history of medieval thought, both in the West and the East:
he included Aristotle’s works, and especially the logical treatises
(the Organon), in the Neoplatonic curriculum. For the first time, a
Platonist wrote commentaries on Aristotle.3 Porphyry also provided
an introduction to Aristotle’s logic, the well-known Isagoge. The
aim of showing that the two great masters of Greek philosophy were
in agreement (as runs the title of the lost work On the Fact that the
Allegiance of Plato and Aristotle is One and the Same) might have
had something to do with this exegetical activity. Indeed, it has also
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been argued that on this point Porphyry deliberately parted company
with Plotinus — who did not conceal his opposition to some crucial
tenets of Aristotle’s thought —and that this explains Porphyry’s move
from Rome to Sicily.’ Two centuries later, when Boethius came to
the idea of translating into Latin all the Aristotelian and Platonic
writings in order to show their mutual harmony, he was endorsing
a model traceable to Porphyry, and still practiced in Boethius’ day
in Greek Neoplatonic circles. Boethius’ project does not begin with
Plato (as would seem natural to us for chronological reasons) but
with Aristotle and, more precisely, with the Organon, introduced by
Porphyry’s Isagoge. Something very similar happens in the Arabic-
speaking world: the Isagoge is considered the beginning of the philo-
sophical instruction even in the time of Avicenna.®

To account for this similarity requires following the transmission
to the Arabic-speaking world of the model outlined by Porphyry,
and developed in the schools of late antiquity. In the Greek-speaking
world, it is possible to follow the main lines of the development of a
proper curriculum of philosophical studies in the form of a series of
guided readings. But it is less certain how this pattern was transmit-
ted to the Arab philosophers. We have just seen that Porphyry gave
a significant impetus toward the creation of a curriculum which
included Aristotle as a part of the progressive learning of the philo-
sophical truth. Iamblichus too agreed that Aristotle and Plato were
the two great representatives of ancient Greek wisdom and com-
mented upon Aristotle’s Categories and Prior Analytics. In addi-
tion, we learn from a later Alexandrian source that he worked out
a “canon” of the main Platonic dialogues to be read in sequence.
Two dialogues represented in his eyes the sum of Plato’s teach-
ing about cosmos and the gods: the Timaeus and the Parmenides.”
The approximately 100 years which separate Iamblichus’ teaching in
Apamea and the renewal of the Platonic studies in Athens, in the first
decades of the fifth century, are silent about the curriculum of the
Platonic schools. But with Syrianus, the teacher of Proclus, we meet
a full-fledged curriculum of philosophical studies, which included
both Aristotle and Plato. Studying Aristotle was seen as a prelim-
inary, meant to lead from logic to physics to metaphysics, and the
subsequent exposition of supreme theological truth was entrusted to
Plato. As we learn from Marinus of Neapolis, Syrianus first taught
Proclus Aristotle for two years, before moving on to Plato.® Even
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though there is no direct evidence that Syrianus’ courses on Plato’s
dialogues followed the sequence of the Iamblichean “canon,” the
fact that all the Platonic commentaries by Proclus are devoted to
dialogues from this sequence, with the three major ones devoted to
its beginnings and end (First Alcibiades, Timaeus, Parmenides),® sug-
gests that the Platonic education in Athens was imparted according
to this model, while basic education was provided through a guided
reading of Aristotle’s corpus.

In fifth-sixth-century Athens, philosophy appears more and more
as a systematic whole, its study guided by a canon of authoritative
works, including both Aristotle and Plato. The peak of the philo-
sophical curriculum is no longer metaphysics, but theology, i.c., a
philosophical discourse about the divine principles, whose sources
lie first and foremost in the revelations of late paganism™ and then
in Plato’s dialogues, allegorically interpreted as conveying his theo-
logical doctrine. But Proclus did not just comment upon Plato’s main
dialogues. He also wrote a huge treatise on systematic theology, the
Platonic Theology,™ and collected all the theological truths, in the
form of axioms, into a companion modeled on Euclid’s Elements of
Geometry: the Elements of Theology.'® Both the Platonic Theology
and the Elements of Theology begin with the One, the First Principle.
Departing from Plotinus, who was convinced that the suprasensible
causes were but three — the One-Good, Intellect, and Soul — the two
Proclean works expound the procession of multiplicity from the One
as the derivation of a series of intermediate principles, first between
the One and the intelligible being, then between the intelligible being
and the divine Intellect (and intellects), and then between the divine
Intellect and the divine Soul (and souls). For Proclus, an entire hier-
archy of divine principles lies both outside the visible universe and
within it, and the human soul, fallen into the world of coming-to-
be and passing away, can return to the First Principle only through
the “appropriate mediations.”*? The pagan cults, offered as they are
to the intra-cosmic and the hypercosmic gods, vindicate true reli-
gion against Christianity and show how soul can ascend toward the
“appropriate mediations.” Philosophy, insofar as it celebrates the
truly divine principles of the visible cosmos, is prayer.

At the end of the fifth century and during the sixth, within a
Christian environment both in Alexandria and in Athens, the Neo-
platonic schools continued to comment upon Aristotle and Plato.
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To some extent, one may also venture to say that it was one and
the same school, unified by travel and personal ties between the two
cities.™ Yet there is a difference of emphasis. The focus of the philo-
sophical debate in sixth-century Alexandria appears to have shifted
significantly toward Aristotle,™S even though the Neoplatonic pagan
philosophers continued to adhere to the theological doctrines worked
out within the school. Ammonius, who received his education in
Athens and lectured in Alexandria chiefly on Aristotle,'® had as his
pupils both John Philoponus and Simplicius. The latter went also
to Athens, where he studied under the guidance of Damascius.'’
Simplicius’ exegetical work allows us to grasp the continuity and
innovations of the philosophical curriculum in late antiquity. The
anthropological-ethical propaedeutics supplied in Iamblichus’ canon
by the First Alcibiades are for him provided instead by Epictetus’
Encheiridion, upon which he comments at length.™® The Aristotelian
commentaries that have come down to us® follow the post-Plotinian
tradition of reading Aristotle’s logic and cosmology as fitting per-
fectly with Plato’s metaphysical doctrine. But, departing from the
model inherited by Syrianus, theological discussion is no longer
entrusted to the allegorical commentary on Plato’s dialogues, upon
which Simplicius does not comment. A plausible explanation for this
fact is the pressure of the Christian environment. Especially after
529, the date of a ban on public teaching by philosophers of pagan
allegiance,*° it would have been daring to give courses on the “the-
ological” dialogues by Plato, whose interpretation, especially after
Proclus, was strongly committed to polytheism.2* To this, another
explanation might be added for the prima facie astonishing fact that
late Neoplatonism is mostly focused on commenting on Aristotle,
rather than on Plato: the pivotal role played by Aristotle in the debate
between pagans and Christians, best exemplified by the argument
between Simplicius and John Philoponus over whether the cosmos
is eternal or created.

John Philoponus is to some extent a dilemma for historians.
His twofold activity as Neoplatonic commentator of Aristotle
and as Christian theologian and polemicist against both Aristotle
and Proclus®? is a much-debated problem.23 This point is directly
relevant to the formative period of falsafa in two ways: first,
Philoponus’ anti-eternalist arguments were to have a paramount
importance for al-Kindi (see chapter 3); second, the polemic itself
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is proof of the fact that philosophical debate, in the last stages of
the Neoplatonic schools, had Aristotle as its main, albeit not exclu-
sive, focus. The last Neoplatonic commentators in Alexandria wrote
on Aristotle (Elias, David, Stephanus of Alexandria). At the end of
antiquity, especially in the Alexandrian area which was to fall under
Islamic rule shortly thereafter, Aristotle was seen as the unexcelled
master of scientific learning in logic, physics, cosmology, natural
science, and psychology. The architecture of theoretical knowledge
was no longer crowned by the theological interpretation of Plato’s
dialogues. Between the second half of the sixth century and the
first decades of the seventh, in Alexandria, Aristotle is not yet cred-
ited with a Neoplatonic theology, as he would be in ninth-century
Baghdad in the circle of al-Kindi. But everythingis ready for his taking
on the mantle of “First Teacher.”

THE TRANSMISSION OF NEOPLATONIC PHILOSOPHY
TO THE ARABIC-SPEAKING WORLD

The schools

In 529, as a consequence of Justinian’s closing of the Platonic school,
Simplicius, Damascius, and five other philosophers left Athens and
went to Persia, at the court of Chosroes I Anashirwin,>* where they
remained until §32. This was by no means the first penetration of
Greek philosophy in the east: indeed, the fact that the Sassanian
emperor was deeply interested in philosophy was the reason for
the Neoplatonic philosophers to join him in Ctesiphon. Priscianus
Lydus, one of the philosophers who came from Athens, wrote a trea-
tise for him, and one of Paul the Persian’s writings on Aristotle’s logic
is dedicated to him.?’ But, notwithstanding the favorable attitude of
the Sassanian court toward Greek learning,2¢ the first dissemination
of philosophy in the Mesopotamian area did not occur in Pahlavi,
as a consequence of the interest of the Sassanian dynasty in the for-
eign sciences, but in Syriac, as a consequence of the necessities of
theological discourse.

Before Arabic, the first Semitic language into which the
Greek philosophical texts were translated was Syriac —originally an
Aramaic dialect, which was soon used for literary and philosophi-
cal works.?” In the biblical school at Edessa, the exegetical works
of Theodor of Mopsuestia were translated from Greek into Syriac
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within the first half of the fifth century, either by Qiore (died 428) or
by Hibas (died 475).2® According to the testimony of Jacob of Edessa
(died 708), together with the biblical commentaries by Theodor,
Aristotle’s Categories arrived in the school to be translated into
Syriac and serve the purposes of exegesis and teaching.?® But soon
Aristotle’s logical works were commented upon in themselves, along
the lines of the movement which Sebastian Brock has called a pro-
cess “from antagonism to assimilation” of Greek learning.3° The
key figure in the transmission of Aristotle’s logic, along with its
Neoplatonic interpretation, is Sergius of Resh‘ayna (died 536), a
physician and philosopher who received his education in Alexan-
dria and, in addition to writing commentaries on and introductions
to Aristotle’s logical works, translated into Syriac many treatises
by Galen, the writings of the pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, pos-
sibly the Centuries by Evagrius Ponticus, and the treatise On the
Principles of the All attributed to Alexander of Aphrodisias. Henri
Hugonnard-Roche has shown the close relationship between Sergius’
presentation of Aristotle and the Alexandrian curriculum.3* He also
remarks that, while in the Neoplatonic curriculum the Aristotelian
corpus was meant to provide an introduction to Plato’s dialogues,
for Sergius it is the sum of philosophy as demonstrative science.3? In
this, Sergius is following in the footsteps of the Alexandrian devel-
opments outlined above.

Another center of learning, the Nestorian school in Nisibi founded
by the bishop Barsawma (died 458), gave room to Greek philosophy.
Paul the Persian, whom we have already met at the court of Chosroes I
Anushirwian toward the middle of the sixth century, may have had
something to do with this school. What lies beyond doubt is that, like
Sergius, he inherited the late Neoplatonic classification of Aristotle’s
writings best exemplified at Alexandria, as is shown by two extant
writings by him.33 Other Syriac commentators on Aristotle, like
Proba (sixth century), who commented upon the Isagoge, De Inter-
pretatione, and Prior Analytics,>* endorsed the model worked out
by Sergius of Resh‘ayna, creating in this way a Syriac tradition
of Aristotelian logic — translations, companions, commentaries —
which was to play an important role in the rise and development
of falsafa. Later on, in the seventh century, a school appended to
the monastery of Qenneshrin (Chalcis) became a center of Greek
learning under the impetus of the bishop Severus Sebokht (died 667).
Here too, Aristotle’s logical works, introduced by Porphyry’s Isagoge,
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appear as the core of demonstrative science. Athanasius of Balad (died
687), Jacob of Edessa, and George of the Arabs (died 724)35 provided
new translations of the logical corpus created in late antiquity, i.e.,
the Isagoge and the Organon. Even under the ‘Abbasid rule, in the
eighth and ninth centuries, the Christians of Syria were the unex-
celled masters of Aristotelian logic: the caliph al-Mahdi (reigned 775-
85) asked Timoteus I, the Nestorian katholikos, to provide a trans-
lation of the Topics.3¢ In ninth-century Baghdad, and even later on,
Syriac-speaking Christians carried on a tradition of logical learning
in close relationship with the Arab falasifa.3”

Max Meyerhof, relying on al-Farabi,3® worked out the so-called
path “from Alexandria to Baghdad” in order to account for the trans-
mission of Greek science and philosophy to the Arabic-speaking
world.3® Dimitri Gutas has pointed out that al-Farabi’s account is
to be taken less as a historical report than as an attempt at gaining
credit for Islamic culture as the legitimate heir of Greek learning,
worthy of being the repository of that heritage which the Byzan-
tine rulers were no longer able to understand and exploit because of
their allegiance to the Christian faith.4° But this should not obscure
the intrinsic dependence of the rising Syriac and Arabic philosophi-
cal tradition on the Alexandrian model of philosophy as systematic
learning, organized around a corpus of Aristotelian texts introduced
by Porphyry’s Isagoge. Such a model is still at work in the Arabic
literary genre of the “introductions to philosophy”4! and shows the
close relationship between the rise of falsafa and the way in which
philosophy was conceived of in the Neoplatonic schools at the end
of antiquity. Obviously, Alexandria, Antioch, Edessa, Nisibi, Qen-
neshrin, and Jundisabtr were not the only centers where philosophy
was studied and taught: many others disseminated Greek learning,
such as Marw, in Khurasan, and Harran.4* One cannot claim that the
Alexandrian model was exclusive or even dominant everywhere. But
the available data points towards its being the main pattern for the
understanding of what philosophy was, and how it was to be learnt,
in the Arabic tradition.

The translations

The rise of the ‘Abbasid dynasty and the foundation of Baghdad
(762 C.E.) mark a turning point in Islamic culture. A proper

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Greek into Arabic 21

movement of translation began and developed into a systematic
assimilation of Greek scientific and philosophical learning.43 A com-
prehensive account of the scientific fields covered by the activity of
the translators, of the stages of assimilation of Greek materials, and
of the different styles of translations has been provided by Gerhard
Endress.44 Against this background, the role of Greek Neoplatonism
appears to be crucial: the fact that Plotinus’ Enneads and Proclus’
Elements of Theology were among the first works translated into
Arabic had long-term consequences for the entire development of fal-
safa. These two basic texts of Greek Neoplatonism were translated
into Arabic by the same group that also produced the first Arabic
translations of Aristotle’s Metaphysics and De Caelo: the circle of
al-Kindi (ninth century). We owe to Endress the discovery of a series
of features that single out a group of early translations, all of them
related in one way or another to al-Kindi, covering many crucial
texts of Greek cosmology, psychology, metaphysics, and theology.4S
Later on, the translation of other works and the development of
an autochthonous tradition of philosophical thought would partly
modify the picture of what philosophy is and how it relates to the
Qur’anic sciences. Still, some general assumptions typical of this
first assimilation of Greek thought into an Islamic milieu would
remain the trademark of falsafa, both in East and West: (1) philoso-
phy is a systematic whole, whose roots lie in logic and whose peak is
rational theology; (2) all the Greek philosophers agree on a limited,
but important, set of doctrines concerning the cosmos, the human
soul, and the first principle; (3) philosophical truths do not derive
from the Qur’an, even if they fit perfectly with it. All this results from
the combined reading of Aristotle, Alexander of Aphrodisias, Ploti-
nus, and Proclus, whose works are meant to convey a consistent set of
doctrines.

The bio-bibliographical sources mention many Neoplatonic texts
known to readers of Arabic, even though the information at times
is not reliable or incomplete. Still, the picture is impressive: Arabic
speakers acquainted themselves, to different degrees, with the Ara-
bic or Syriac versions of the works of Plotinus, Porphyry, lamblichus,
Themistius, Syrianus, Proclus, pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite,
Simplicius, Philoponus, and Olympiodorus. Some of the Arabic
translations of Neoplatonic works have come down to us. Table 2.1
will give some idea of the Neoplatonic writings available in Arabic.4°
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24 CRISTINA D’ANCONA

ARABIC NEOPLATONISM: A KEY TO
UNDERSTANDING FALSAFA

Around the forties of the ninth century, when al-Kindi was the tutor
of Ahmad, the son of the ruling caliph al-Mu‘tasim (reigned 833-42),
Plotinus’ Enneads IV-VI were translated into Arabic by a Christian
from Emessa, Ibn Na‘ima al-Himsi. We get this information from the
incipit of the Prologue to the so-called Theology of Aristotle, actually
a rearranged Arabic version and paraphrase of part of the Enneads.
From this Prologue we learn also that the Arabic version was “cor-
rected” by al-Kindi himself for the prince. The question thus arises
why al-Kindi would expose him — and obviously an entire milieu
interested in philosophy - to such a teaching. The Prologue provides
the answer: the treatise drawn from the Enneads is presented as the
theological complement of Aristotle’s Metaphysics.

Since it is established, by the agreement of the leading philosophers, that the
pre-existing initial causes of the universe are four, namely, Matter, Form, the
Active Cause, and Perfection, it is necessary to examine them . .. Now we
have previously completed an explanation of them and an account of their
causes in our book which is after the Physics . . . Let us not waste words over
this branch of knowledge, since we have already given an account of it in
the book of the Metaphysics, and let us confine ourselves to what we have
presented there, and at once mention our aim in what we wish to expound
in the present work . . . Now our aim in this book is the discourse on the
Divine Sovereignty, and the explanation of it, and how it is the first cause,
eternity and time being beneath it, and that it is the cause and originator
of causes, in a certain way, and how the luminous force steals from it over
mind and, through the medium of mind, over the universal celestial soul,
and from mind, through the medium of soul, over nature, and from soul,
through the medium of nature, over the things that come to be and pass
away.*’

What we are told here is that another account will follow the Meta-
physics and deal with the transmission of God’s causality to the
things falling under generation and corruption, through the media-
tion of two suprasensible principles — Intellect and the World Soul -
and nature. After having recalled the subject matter of Aristotle’s
Metaphysics, the author of the Prologue (in all likelihood, al-Kindi
himself}4® presents the reader with another discipline, rational theol-
ogy, which is intrinsically connected to metaphysics and yet distinct
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from it, and which deals with the One, Intellect, and World Soul.
Obviously, there is no trace of these principles in Aristotle’s Meta-
physics, and it has been argued that for al-Kindi’s circle Plotinus’
Enneads represented the needed complement to the account of the
prime mover given in Metaphysics Lambda.4 However, the reader
of the Theology of Aristotle may be disappointed to see that the
project outlined in the Prologue is not carried on in the Theology
itself, and that parts of the Enneads and extensive interpolations
are combined in what appears to be a baffling disorder. Only upon
closer examination does the structure of the Theology appear: created
out of Porphyry’s edition,° skipping the “propaedeutic” of Enneads
I-III and translating only treatises belonging to Enneads IV-VI (on
Soul, Intellect, and the One), the Theology is likely to be an abortive
attempt at producing a systematic work on rational theology, whose
subject matters are announced in the Prologue according to their
ontological dignity — the First Cause, Intellect, the World Soul - but
whose order of exposition is constrained by the actual order of the
Enneads.

The ideal order outlined in the Prologue presents the reader
with an exposition of the way in which the prime mover acts: its
sovereignty is real, its causality reaches all creatures through Intel-
lect and the World Soul. The Theology, on the other hand, presents
the reader first with the Plotinian topic of the descent of soul into
the body and with the idea of soul as the mediator between the visi-
ble and invisible realms. Then, a description of the intelligible world
and of Intellect as the first creature, and an account of the action of
the True One follow, in a rough, hesitant order. Plotinus’ descrip-
tion of nous as the first image of the One is reshaped into the idea
of “creation through the intermediary of intellect.” Plotinus’ nous
also provides the author of the Theology with a model for God’s cre-
ation and providence. The True One is credited with a mode of action
designed to explain how an immutable principle can cause anything
to exist: the Neoplatonic analysis of how Forms act is expounded
as a description of God’s causality and providence “through its very
being (bi-anniyyatihi faqat),”5* which involves no change at all.

Philosophical topics that did not exist as such before Plotinus and
were created out of his rethinking of Platonism — the amphibious
life of soul, which eternally belongs to both worlds, seeing the intel-
ligibles and animating the living body; the identity of the Forms
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and Intellect; the absolute simplicity and ineffability of the First
Principle — reappear in the formative period of falsafa. They equal,
in the eyes of many Islamic philosophers, the doctrine of the Greeks
dealing with divinity, crowning the study of “what is after the
physics.” And it is Aristotle, the First Teacher, who is credited with
such a rational theology. This is so not only in the Theology of
Aristotle, but also in the rearrangement of the Arabic translation of
Proclus’ Elements of Theology, the Book of Aristotle’s Exposition of
the Pure Good (Kitab al-idah Ii-Aristitalis fi al-khayr al-mahd),*
whose origin within the circle of al-Kindi has been demonstrated
by Gerhard Endress. This rearrangement, which has also been cred-
ited to al-Kindi himself,53 will become in twelfth-century Toledo,
thanks to Gerard of Cremona’s translation into Latin, the Liber Aris-
totelis de Expositione Bonitatis Purae (Liber de Causis). The Latin
Aristotelian corpus too will then culminate in Neoplatonic rational
theology.

The project of crowning Aristotle’s metaphysics with a rational
theology based on the Platonic tradition is an application of the late
Neoplatonic model of philosophy as a systematic discipline, covering
topics from logic to theology. We do not know whether this pattern
reached the circle of al-Kindi as such or whether it was in a sense
recreated. What we can say is that the attribution of a Neoplatonic
rational theology to Aristotle has its origins in post-Plotinian Platon-
ism, and in the primacy that the Alexandrian commentators gave to
Aristotle without renouncing the main Neoplatonic tenets regard-
ing the One, Intellect, and Soul. For this reason, falsafa cannot be
properly understood if its roots in the philosophical thought of Late
Antiquity are not taken into account.4

NOTES

This chapter is dedicated to Richard M. Frank, in gratitude.

1 P.Hadot, “La métaphysique de Porphyre,” in Porphyre, Entretiens Hardt
XII (Vandeeuvres: 1965), 127-57.
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1992), 31-57.

3 Porphyry commented upon the Categories (Commentaria in Aris-
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3  Al-Kindi and the reception
of Greek philosophy

The previous chapter has given some sense of the enormous impact of
the translation movement during the ‘Abbasid caliphate, which ren-
dered Greek works of science and literature into Arabic.® The trans-
lation of what we would now consider to be properly philosophical
works was only a small part of this movement. Translation of phi-
losophy went hand in hand with the translation of more “scientific”
texts, such as the medical writings of Galen and the astronomical
and mathematical works of Euclid, Ptolemy, and others. Under the
‘Abbasids the most important group of translators, in terms of sheer
output and the quality of their translations, was that of the Chris-
tian Hunayn ibn Ishaq (808-873 C.E.), and his son Ishaq ibn Hunayn
(died 910 C.E.). Hunayn and his school produced many translations,
including of works by Plato and Aristotle (especially the logical cor-
pus); particularly important to Hunayn himself were translations
of Galen, which formed the basis for Hunayn’s own treatises on
medicine.?

A second, slightly earlier group was that gathered around the per-
son of Aba Yasuf Ya‘qab ibn Ishaq al-Kindi (died about 870 C.E.). Al-
Kindi’s circle did not produce as many translations as the Hunayn
circle, yet some of the works they did translate were of immense
importance in determining the Arabic reception of Greek philosoph-
ical thought. It is quite likely that the choice of which texts to trans-
late was guided in part by the philosophical concerns of al-Kindi
and his collaborators. The translations took various forms. Some
stay close to the text yet are awkward compared to Hunayn’s pro-
ductions, which were marked by superior method (e.g., the colla-
tion of numerous manuscripts) and a more advanced and consistent
technical terminology.3 An example is the translation of Aristotle’s

32
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Metaphysics written in al-Kindi’s circle.# Other translations were
relatively loose paraphrases of their source texts. Here considerable
liberties were taken with the Greek sources, whose Arabic versions
might be differently arranged and even include original elaborations
written by members of the translation circle. Examples include a
paraphrase of Aristotle’s De Anima,5 the famous Theology of Aris-
totle, and the Book on the Pure Good (known in Latin as the Liber
de Causis).

The approach used in these interpretive paraphrases gives us an
initial indication of the aims of the translation movement as far as
al-Kindi was concerned. Al-Kindi himself did not make translations,
and it is quite possible that he could not even read Greek. Rather, he
oversaw the work of the translators, and drew on the results in his
own writings.® Al-Kindi described his own project as the attempt to
“supply completely what the ancients said . . . and to complete what
they did not say comprehensively, in accordance with the custom of
language and the practices of the time” (103.9-11). This required the
production of a new philosophical vocabulary in Arabic, a process
that began in al-Kindi circle translations and that al-Kindi furthered
in his original compositions. For example, a treatise On the Defini-
tions and Descriptions of Things, which is most likely by al-Kindj,
provides an overview of the new Arabic philosophical terminology,
with definitions based on Greek sources. As we will see, al-Kindi’s
advertisement of Greek thought also meant showing the relevance
of philosophical ideas for solving contemporary problems, including
problems emerging from Islamic theology (kalam).

The works in which al-Kindi pursued these goals were treatises of
varying length, in the form of epistles addressed to his sponsors (most
frequently the son of the caliph al-Mu’tasim). Al-Kindi’s output was
vast. A list of his works shows that he wrote hundreds of treatises
in a startling array of fields, ranging from metaphysics, ethics, and
psychology (i.e., the study of the soul), to medicine, mathematics,
astronomy, and optics, and further afield to more practical topics
like perfumes and swords.” Most of these treatises are lost, and those
that remain are a reminder of the fragility of the historical record of
this early period of Arabic thought: many of his philosophical works
survive only in a single manuscript.

Because of al-Kindi’s avowed dependence on Greek philosophy,
the specificity of the topics he deals with in his treatises, and the
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occasional inconsistency between his extant writings, it can be dif-
ficult to see a novel and coherent system emerging from the Kindian
corpus. This is hardly surprising, given that al-Kindi was attempting
to integrate numerous disparate strands of Greek philosophy, espe-
cially Aristotelianism and Neoplatonism. The fact that he was even
able to undertake such a task with his relatively limited resources
can only be explained by the fact that, as we will see, the way had
been prepared for him by the late ancients. It was above all their
example that al-Kindi followed in writing his own philosophical
works.

METAPHYSICS AS THEOLOGY

Among these works the most complex and important is On First
Philosophy, which is a treatise in four parts (it seems originally to
have contained more material, which is now lost), dedicated to the
subject of metaphysics.® The first part, which includes the statement
of purpose quoted above, is nothing less than a defense of Hellenism.
Al-Kindi argues that Greek thought is to be welcomed, despite its for-
eign provenance, because our own inquiry into the truth is greatly
assisted by those who have achieved truth in the past. AI-Kindi also
does not omit to point out the relevance of Greek metaphysics for
his Muslim audience. The study of metaphysics includes, and is even
primarily, the study of God: “the noblest part of philosophy and the
highest in degree is first philosophy, by which I mean the science
of the First Truth, Who is the cause of all truth” (98.1-2). This dis-
tillation of metaphysics into theology affected the way that genera-
tions of philosophers read Aristotle: later Avicenna said that reading
al-Farabi freed him from his misunderstanding of Aristotle’s Meta-
physics, and it has been plausibly suggested that the misunderstand-
ing in question was the Kindian interpretation that the work deals
primarily with God.? Al-Farabi, followed by Avicenna, held that first
philosophy is the study of being qua being, and only incidentally of
God. Al-Kindi, by contrast, does not leave room for a sharp distinc-
tion between theology and metaphysics.

Indeed, the surviving part of On First Philosophy ends climacti-
cally with a statement of God’s nature. The path al-Kindi takes to
that statement is somewhat surprising, however. Although allusions
to Aristotle proliferate in On First Philosophy, the work as a whole

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Al-Kindi 35

contains two major elements, neither of which looks especially Aris-
totelian. The first of these is in fact a rejection of Aristotle’s thesis
that the world is eternal. Al-Kindi’s arguments here are drawn from
the avowedly anti-Aristotelian polemics of the late Greek Christian
Neoplatonist commentator John Philoponus.” These arguments
attempt to show that the created world cannot be infinite. Time —and
therefore motion, since time is the measure of motion — must have a
beginning. In this al-Kindi differs from the subsequent Aristotelian
tradition in Arabic. Avicenna and Averroes in particular are well
known for having defended Aristotle’s thesis of the eternal world.

The other major element of On First Philosophy is a discussion of
oneness (wahda). Al-Kindi first shows that in the created world, all
things are characterized by both multiplicity and unity. For example,
things that have parts are both many (because the parts are numerous)
and one (because the parts form a whole). None of these things are a
“true unity,” by which al-Kindi means something that is one in every
respect, and not multiple in any way. Rather, the created things have
a source of unity, something that is “essentially one,” which again
means utterly one, and not at all multiple.’ Al-Kindi elaborates by
drawing on Aristotle’s Categories (and also on an introduction to
that work, the Isagoge, written by the Neoplatonist Porphyry) to
provide us with a comprehensive list of the sorts of thing that can be
said (magqulat). These include accidents, species, genera, and various
others. Now, whatever is said of something, argues al-Kindi, must
involve multiplicity. Sometimes this is obvious, as in the examples
“this elephant weighs two tons” and “this elephant is twenty years
old,” where we have as predicates weight and time, both of which are
divisible by measurement (in this case into two and twenty, respec-
tively). But it is also the case for statements like “this is a body”
and “this animal belongs to the species elephant.” Here we have
two further kinds of multiplicity: first “body,” which is divided into
many, because bodies have many parts, and then “elephant,” which
is divided into many, because there are many elephants. No concept
or predicate that can be ascribed to something is compatible with
absolute oneness.

Because God, the source of all unity, is the true One in question,
the argument entails a very rigorous negative theology. Anything
that can be said of something else will be inapplicable to the abso-
lutely one. As al-Kindi says, “the true One possesses no matter or
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form, quantity or quality, or relation, and is not described by any
of the other categories; nor does He possess genus, difference, indi-
vidual, property, common accident, or motion . . . He is therefore
nothing but pure oneness (wahda fagat mahd)” (160.13-16). This
seems to be something of a counsel of despair for would-be theolo-
gians: the conclusion is apparently that nothing at all can be known
or said about God. Yet there is a more positive basis for theology
lurking here, because after all al-Kindi is willing to say at least two
things about God: that he is “one,” and that he is the source of the
oneness in created things. (As we will see shortly, this is pivotal in
al-Kindi’s understanding of God as a Creator. He believes that for
God to bestow oneness on something is to make that thing exist, in
other words, to create it.) We might, then, extrapolate to a general
method for talking about God. Whatever characteristic God has, he
has it absolutely, and in no way possesses its opposite; he is also the
source of that characteristic for other things. In this case, because
God is one, he cannot be multiple in any way and is the cause of all
oneness.

In another work, On the True, First, Complete Agent and the
Deficient Agent that is [only an Agent] Metaphorically, al-Kindi
uses the same method to affirm that God is an “agent” (fa‘il, which
also means “efficient cause”). In fact he is strictly speaking the only
agent, because he alone acts without being acted upon. In other
words, he is fully and absolutely active, and in no way passive,
just as he is absolutely one and in no way multiple. Created things,
meanwhile, are only “metaphorically” agents, because they can only
transmit God’s agency in a chain of causes (similarly, in On First Phi-
losophy al-Kindi says that created things are only “metaphorically”
one, because they are also many). The idea here seems to be that
God acts through intermediary causes: God acts on something, then
that “acts” on something else, and so on. But these secondary causes
really do not “act” at all, they only serve to convey God’s action to
the next link in the chain.

We seem to be quite distant here from the author who was the
most important influence on al-Kindi, namely Aristotle. If any-
thing, al-Kindi’s characterization of God seems more reminiscent
of the Platonic theory of Forms. Plato had stressed that, unlike phys-
ical things, the Forms excluded their opposites: a heavy elephant is
light compared to a mountain, but the Form of Heavy is in no way
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light. Similarly God, the true One and agent, is in no way multiple
or passive. Yet al-Kindi did not know Plato well and what he did
know likely came to him only indirectly. By contrast, al-Kindi knew
Aristotle quite well and uses Aristotelian concepts and terminology
constantly, both in On First Philosophy and elsewhere. But often he
deploys these concepts to defend views and devise arguments that
are not to be found in Aristotle. Thus if we go straight from Plato and
Aristotle to al-Kindi, it will seem that there is very little continuity
between Greek and early Arabic philosophy.

Yet this is an entirely misleading impression, and one dispelled
by noting that Aristotle came down to al-Kindi filtered through the
works of the late ancients. We have already mentioned a few of these
figures, and their impact on Arabic philosophy has been discussed
in the previous chapter. But the importance of late ancient thought
for al-Kindi is so great that it will be worth reviewing here some
of the authors who bridge the gap between Aristotle and al-Kindi.
First, there are the schools of Hellenistic philosophy: the Stoics,
Skeptics, and Epicureans. The latter two schools seem to have left
no trace in al-Kindi’s philosophy and the Stoics only faint traces
in al-Kindi’s ethics: in his work of consolation, On the Art of Dis-
pelling Sorrows, al-Kindi uses an allegory from Epictetus’ Handbook,
comparing our earthly life to a sojourn on land that interrupts a sea
voyage.'?

The major influence is rather the Greek Neoplatonic tradition,
which runs roughly from the career of Plotinus (205-70 C.E.) until
529 C.E., when the Platonic school was closed in Athens. Al-Kindi
knew versions of the Enneads of Plotinus and Elements of Theology
of Proclus, which were rendered into Arabic as the above-mentioned
Theology of Aristotle and Book on the Pure Good, respectively. Both
of these were later thought to have been written by Aristotle, but al-
Kindi was probably aware that they were not genuinely Aristotle’s.
Still he saw Aristotle and Neoplatonism as compatible, and this for
two reasons. Firstly, since al-Kindi was in the business of advertis-
ing the power and truth of Greek philosophy, he was predisposed to
see all of ancient thought as a single, coherent system. Convinced
of the truth of Aristotle’s philosophy and the truth of Neoplaton-
ism, he could hardly admit that the two were incompatible with
one another.’3 Secondly, he was exposed to Aristotle together with
some of the vast corpus of commentaries written on him, by the
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Aristotelian Alexander of Aphrodisias but also by Neoplatonists such
as Porphyry and John Philoponus.™

Al-Kindi’s apparently unorthodox interpretation of Aristotle is
thus in fact a sign of the continuity of Greek and Arabic thought,
since it is based on Neoplatonic interpretations of and reactions to
Aristotle. We have already seen several examples of this. Perhaps the
most important is a point that is easily taken for granted: al-Kindi
believes that God is an efficient cause, not just a final cause, and he
seems to think that Aristotle would agree. (An efficient cause acts
to produce its effect, whereas a final cause exercises causality only
by being the object of striving or desire.) In this al-Kindi is, perhaps
unwittingly, adopting the interpretation of the Neoplatonist Ammo-
nius, who wrote an entire work urging that Aristotle’s God is an effi-
cient as well as final cause.s This is a crucial contribution to the
history of Arabic philosophy on al-Kindi’s part, because it makes it
possible to see the God of Aristotle (a pure, immaterial intellect, and
an unmoved cause of motion) as compatible with two other rival the-
ologies. First, we have the Neoplatonic theory, according to which
the One or God “emanates” the world from himself, in an outpouring
or overflowing of generosity and power that is mediated by Intellect.
Second, there is God as the Creator of Islam and the other revealed
religions. However we interpret this notion of God as “creating,” it
would seem to involve efficient and not merely final causality.

In fact al-Kindi affirms all three of these portrayals of God,
Aristotelian, Neoplatonic, and creationist. He says that God is an
unmoved mover, but also that God gives from himself to his creation.
Here he uses the term fayd, “emanation,” and as we saw in On the
True Agent he affirms the Neoplatonic idea that God acts on the
world through intermediary causes. God’s act is creation, which he
defines as “bringing being to be from non-being” (118.18), and God is
the principle of being, “the true being” (al-anniyya al-haqqa) (215.4),
just as he is the principle of agency and of oneness. In fact these vari-
ous characterizations of God seem to be closely related, if not equiv-
alent. When God creates, he emanates oneness or being onto a thing,
where these two are synonymous at least in God (“his oneness is
nothing other than his being,” 161.14, cf. 160.4-5). He puts the point
in a more Aristotelian way when he says that God creates some-
thing by “bringing it forth (kharaja) into actuality” (257.10, 375.13).
The view is presented with a good deal of technical terminology, but
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it has an intuitive plausibility. When God creates an elephant, for
example, he makes the elephant be, which is to make it be one in
a certain way, namely “one elephant,” not an elephant that merely
could exist but an elephant that actually does exist.

This interpretation of divine creation, at once Aristotelian, Neo-
platonic, and Islamic, would echo through the rest of the Arabic
tradition. Aspects of it are anticipated by late ancient authors. The
notion of God as a First Principle that is paradigmatically one and
the source of oneness for all other things, is found in both Plotinus
and Proclus, on whom al-Kindi drew in On First Philosophy. This
idea of God as the principle of being is found, not in Plotinus, but in
the Arabic version of his works, the Theology of Aristotle, as well
as in the Book on the Pure Good.*® And John Philoponus’ polemics
against Aristotle provided a source for the definition of creation as
the manifestation of being from non-being.

In his most extensive discussion of creation, which appears incon-
gruously enough in a survey of Aristotle’s corpus (On the Quantity
of Aristotle’s Books), al-Kindi again draws on Philoponus’ Against
Aristotle on the Eternity of the World."7 In the course of his attack
on Aristotle, Philoponus had spoken of creation as God’s bringing
something to be from non-being (mé on), and al-Kindi repeats the
point. Al-Kindi’s argument for this conception of creation in On the
Quantity of Aristotle’s Books follows Philoponus’ strategy of using
Aristotle against himself. A basic Aristotelian principle is that all
change involves contraries. For something to become hot, it must
first have been cold. Al-Kindi applies this principle to God’s act of
creation, reasoning that it too must involve a passage from one con-
trary to another. In this case, what God creates receives being, as we
have seen. It must then be that what is created was previously in
a state of “not-being.” This gives al-Kindi a further reason to hold,
with Philoponus, that there must be a first moment of creation. If
there were not, and the world were eternal, then the world would
always have being, and there would be no need for God to “create”
the world at all — that is, to bring it from not-being to being.

PSYCHOLOGY

Nor was this the only set of issues on which Philoponus influenced
al-Kindi. Among al-Kindi’s most historically significant works is the
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brief On the Intellect.'® Again, the treatise is incomprehensible with-
out reference to late ancient authors. It reflects their understanding
of Aristotle’s theory of intellect, as presented in the third book of
his De Anima (On the Soul). To take account of the various things
that Aristotle says there about intellect, late ancient authors such as
Alexander, Themistius, and Philoponus had distinguished between
several stages or kinds of intellect. It seems that this taxonomy of
intellects reached al-Kindi from Philoponus, though al-Kindi does
not agree with Philoponus’ account in all its details.

Al-Kindi presents the theory that there is a separate, immaterial
“first” intellect, which is not identified with God as was sometimes
done by the late ancients. Individual human intellects are distinct
from this first intellect. They start out “in potency,” that is, with
an ability to grasp universal concepts. But this ability is realized
only when the first intellect, which is always thinking about all the
universals, “makes our potential intellect become actual,” in other
words makes the human intellect actually think about a given uni-
versal concept. Why can’t human intellects reach these concepts on
their own, without the help of the first intellect? Al-Kindi’s answer
is that just as, for example, wood is potentially hot and needs some-
thing actually hot such as fire to actualize that potential hotness,
so the intellect that is only potentially thinking about something
needs a cause to make it actually think. That cause must actually be
thinking about the same concept, just as fire must actually be hot
to cause heat. The cause of the actualization in the case of thinking
is the first intellect. Once this has happened the concept is stored in
one’s mental library, which al-Kindi calls the “acquired intellect” -
and from then on one can think about it whenever one wishes.

This short treatise has perhaps more significance as a precur-
sor of the more famous treatments of intellect found in al-Farabi,
Avicenna, and Averroes, than it does in helping us understand al-
Kindi’s other works. Al-Kindi does not often invoke the technical
distinction between kinds of intellect in his other works. Yet another
distinction made in On the Intellect is of fundamental importance
for al-Kindi’s general theory of human knowledge. As is clear from
the foregoing, al-Kindi does not think that humans can obtain gen-
eral or universal concepts directly from sense perception. That is,
I cannot acquire the universal concept of elephant just by looking
at a single elephant, or even a herd of elephants. When I look at an
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elephant, al-Kindi thinks that I only receive a “sensible form,” in
other words the visual representation of the elephant. This is to be
distinguished from the purely immaterial concept that is the species
of elephant, which al-Kindi also calls a “form,” but a universal form.
The distinction between sensible and universal form appears in On
First Philosophy as well as in On the Intellect, and it again allows
al-Kindi to have his cake and eat it too in his response to the Greek
philosophical tradition. He can remain faithful to Aristotle’s empiri-
cist epistemology by saying that we do learn about the world by
receiving (sensible) forms through the bodily organs. But at the same
time he accepts a more Neoplatonic epistemology. According to this
epistemology there is a separate intellect that is always thinking
about all universal forms, and humans come to grasp these latter
forms by virtue of a relationship with that separate intellect.

This theory of knowledge is crucial for al-Kindi’s treatment of
soul. His psychology is set out in several works, but especially the
Discourse on the Soul, which, in a pattern now becoming familiar to
us, promises a treatment of the soul based on Aristotle, but moves
on to a distinctly un-Aristotelian treatment of the topic at hand.
The soul, says al-Kindji, is a “simple substance” (273.4), immate-
rial and related to the material world only by having faculties that
are exercised through the body.™ Echoing Plato’s Phaedo, but also
with allusions to Pythagoreanism and the Theology of Aristotle,° al-
Kindi stresses that these faculties (the irascible and desiring faculties)
are apt to lead the soul astray and plunge it further into association
with the body. The soul’s good is to concentrate on its “intellectual”
aspect. If it does this it may, especially after death, come to be in a
purely “intelligible world,” and “in the light of the Creator” (275.12~
13). I can be assured that my soul will in fact survive to take part in
such an afterlife because its distinction from my body shows that
the death of my body will not mean the death of my soul. Rather, as
an immaterial and simple substance, my soul is immortal.

Thus, just as al-Kindi’s epistemology rests on the distinction of
sensible from intellectual forms, so his eschatology exhorts us to
reject the sensible and pursue the intelligible. His major ethical work,
On the Art of Dispelling Sorrows,** emphasizes this dichotomy:

It is impossible for someone to attain everything he seeks, or to keep all
of the things he loves safe from loss, because stability and permanence are
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nonexistent in the world of generation and corruption we inhabit. Necessar-
ily, stability and permanence exist only in the world of the intellect (‘alam

al-‘aql). (I.5—9)

Here al-Kindi, characteristically synthesizing disparate strands of
ancient thought, combines a Stoic idea with a Neoplatonic idea. The
Stoic idea is that we should not base our happiness on things in the
physical world, because they are liable to be taken away from us.
Rather, we should only value what is permanent, namely — and here
is the Neoplatonic idea — the intellectual world, with its immaterial,
universal forms. Again, al-Kindi anticipates later Arabic philosophy
even as he echoes Greek thought, by claiming that philosophy itself
is the highest good for humankind. For philosophy is the study of
universal forms and takes us away from our desires for the transient
things of this world. The afterlife al-Kindi offers us is nothing more
nor less than an enduring grasp of these forms: a philosopher’s vision
of paradise.??

NATURAL SCIENCE

These considerations might lead one to expect that al-Kindi would
havelittle interest in the strictly physical sciences. But nothing could
be further from the truth. Like other Neoplatonizing Aristotelians,
al-Kindi believes that empirical science is an integral part of philoso-
phy. This is at least in part because knowledge of the sensible world
allows us to study God indirectly: as he says, “in things evident to
the senses there is a most manifest indication” of God and his provi-
dence (214.9). In fact a large proportion of al-Kindi’s lost works dealt
with the physical sciences, to judge by their titles, and several that
have been preserved do so as well. Two such sciences are particularly
well represented in the extant corpus: cosmology and optics.

Cosmology and Astrology

Like his successors in the Arabic philosophical tradition, al-Kindi
accepts the cosmology handed down from Ptolemy and Aristotle,
according to which the earth is at the center of a spherical universe.
It is surrounded by spheres in which the planets are embedded (start-
ing with the moon and the sun, both of which are considered to be
planets), and ultimately by the sphere of the fixed stars. There is
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some hint in al-Kindi that the soul will become associated with the
planetary spheres after death: he ascribes such a view to Pythagoras
in the Discourse on the Soul. But for al-Kindi the most important role
played by the heavens is that they are the instrument of divine prov-
idence. In an epistle devoted to explaining a passage in the Qur’an
that says the heavens “prostrate themselves” or “bow down” before
God (On the Bowing of the Outermost Sphere), al-Kindi argues that
the stars must be alive, because they engage in a perfect and regu-
lar circular motion around the earth. Indeed, he argues, the stars are
possessed of rational souls, and their motion is the result of their
obedience to the command of God.

This motion commanded by God is, as al-Kindi puts it in the title
of another work, The Proximate Agent Cause of Generation and
Corruption. In other words, the heavens are the immediate cause
for all the things that come to be and perish in the world of the
four elements, the world below the moon. (The non-proximate, or
remote, original cause is of course God himself.) Al-Kindi proves this
empirically: he says that we can all see that weather and the seasons
depend on the motions of the heavens, most obviously that of the
sun, and also points out that the appearance and character of people
varies depending on where in the world they live. This, too, is to
be ascribed to heavenly influence. Al-Kindi has two incompatible
explanations of how this influence is brought about. In Proximate
Agent Cause, he draws on Alexander of Aphrodisias®? to argue that
the rotation of the heavenly spheres literally causes friction when
they move around each other and the sublunar world. This friction
stirs up the four elements, earth, air, fire, and water, combining them
to yield the production of all things in the natural world.

But in another work preserved only in Latin, entitled On Rays,
al-Kindi gives a different explanation. This time he tries to subsume
the explanation of heavenly influence within a general account of
action at a distance. He says that many causes exercise their activ-
ity via “rays,” which travel along straight lines. For example, fire
warms things by sending rays of heat in all directions. In the case of
the stars, the strongest influence from a star will be on the place on
the earth directly under it along a straight line. Clearly this expla-
nation differs from that given in the more Aristotelian Proximate
Agent Cause, and in fact the two texts have fundamentally differ-
ent views of physical interaction: On Rays explains interaction at
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a distance, while Proximate Agent Cause tries to reduce what is
apparently action at a distance to action by contact, namely the rub-
bing of spheres that produces friction. This contrast will reappear in
al-Kindi’s treatment of optics.

However their influence is explained, it seems that for al-Kindi
the heavens are the direct cause of everything that happens in the
natural world. While their most obvious effects, such as the change
of seasons, can be predicted by anyone, there is also a science that
predicts less obvious events by analyzing the motion of the stars.
This is astrology. Many of al-Kindi’s works, both extant and lost,
were devoted to applied astrology, and promised to help solve ques-
tions such as “How can I find buried treasure?” “What is the most
auspicious time for me to take a journey?” and “How long will the
Arabs rule?” The contingencies of textual transmission magnified
the astrological side of al-Kindi’s thought in subsequent centuries,
so that medievals reading him in Latin thought of al-Kindi largely
as an astrologer. But they were not wrong in seeing astrology as an
important part of his thought, and it is no coincidence that the great-
est of Arabic astrologers, Aba Ma’‘shar al-Balkhi, was a student or
associate of al-Kindi.>4

Perhaps the most important aspect of al-Kindi’s interest in the
heavens, from a philosophical point of view, is his assertion that
their motions are the instruments of divine providence. Here we
have simultaneously an affirmation of the universality of that provi-
dence, insofar as all things in our world are brought about by the stars
and the stars are made to move by God, and an affirmation of the idea
that God’s providence can be grasped and even predicted through a
rational, empirical science (for this is what al-Kindi believed astrol-
ogy to be). At the same time his cosmology seems to be an application
of the distinction made in On the True Agent. God is the originative
source of action, and this action is merely transferred by his proxi-
mate effect, the heavens, to the more remote effects, namely us and
the sublunar world in which we live.

Optics

In the case of optics, it is easier to see how al-Kindi’s view responds
directly to the Greek philosophical tradition, even as he in some
respects anticipates the achievements of the great Ibn al-Haytham
(died 1041).25 Essentially al-Kindi is caught between two authorities:
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Aristotle and Euclid. Al-Kindi draws on both of them in numerous
works on vision, the most important of which (again, preserved only
in Latin) is On Perspectives, a reworking and expansion of Euclid’s
Optics.>® The conflicting influence of Aristotle and Euclid in optics
is at least as thorny a problem for al-Kindi as the conflicting meta-
physical views of Aristotle and the Neoplatonists. For Aristotle,
vision occurs when a sensible form is transmitted to the eye through
a transparent medium, like air. The medium can only transmit the
sensible form when it is filled with light. Thus four things are
required for vision: a sensible object, an eye, a transparent medium
between eye and object, and light filling the medium. The optics
of Euclid, by contrast, offered geometrical constructions explaining
optical phenomena on the basis that vision and light always pro-
ceed along straight lines. Such constructions are used, for example,
to explain how mirrors reflect images or light at certain angles, and
why shadows fall at certain lengths. The explanatory power of these
constructions raises problems for the Aristotelian theory. Al-Kindi
repeats an example taken from Theon of Alexandria to illustrate the
difficulty: if we look at a circle from the side, we see a line, not a
circle. But according to Aristotle’s theory, a circle should only trans-
mit its own (circular) form through the medium. Aristotle cannot
explain why things look different from different angles.

For this and other reasons, al-Kindi rejects the Aristotelian theory
of vision, which is an “intromission” theory: something (a sensible
form) must come into my eye from outside. Instead al-Kindi accepts
an “extramission” theory, according to which our eyes send visual
rays out into the world.?” When these rays strike illuminated objects,
we see the objects. The advantage of this theory is that the rays
are straight lines, which accommodates the Euclidean geometrical
model of sight. Al-Kindi applies the same model to the propagation
of light, and makes the significant advance of proposing that light
proceeds in straight lines and in all directions, from every point on
a luminous surface. This fits well with On Rays, which says that
things interact at a distance by virtue of rays that convey causal
power.2® In his works on vision al-Kindi prefers this model of action
at a distance to the Aristotelian model of action by direct contact (the
eye touches the medium, which touches the object, and this allows
the form to go from object to medium to eye). Nevertheless, as we
saw above, he is still willing to speak elsewhere of the reception of
“sensible forms” in the case of vision and the other senses.

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



46 PETER ADAMSON

AL-KINDI AND ISLAM

Thus in the physical sciences, we see tensions analogous to those
found in al-Kindi’s metaphysics. Inconsistencies may result, but al-
Kindi always follows the same method of drawing on the ancients
and trying to smooth over such tensions as he is able. While it is thus
impossible to appreciate al-Kindi’s works without knowledge of the
Greek tradition, it would be incorrect to say that the only interest
of his works is his reception and modification of Greek thought.
As indicated above, al-Kindi tries to present Greek philosophy as
capable of solving problems of his own time, including problems
prompted by Islamic theological concerns. The most obvious sign
of this is that al-Kindi uses philosophy to gloss Qur’anic texts. On
the Bowing of the Outermost Sphere explains why the Qur’an (55:6)
says that the heavens and trees “prostrate themselves” before God.
Al-Kindi uses this as an opportunity to lay out the idea, discussed
above, that the heavens are the instrument of divine providence. He
prefaces this with a short lesson on how to deal with ambiguous
terms in interpretation of Scripture.

Another instance of Qur’anic exegesis is the aforementioned
digression on creation in On the Quantity of Aristotle’s Books. Here
part of Qur’an 36, which includes the declaration: “when God wills
something, his command is to say to it: ‘Be!’ and it is,” is the occa-
sion for al-Kindi to argue that creation is bringing being from non-
being. He also provides a few remarks contrasting the prophet to the
philosopher. Philosophers must engage in long study, first mastering
introductory sciences like mathematics. Prophets, by contrast,

do not need any of this, but [only] the will of him who bestows their mes-
sage upon them, without time, occupation in study, or anything else . . .
Let us consider the answers given by the prophets to questions put to them
about secret and true matters. The philosopher may intend to answer such
questions with great effort, using his own devices, which he has at his dis-
posal due to long perseverance in inquiry and exercise. But we will find that
he does not arrive at what he seeks with anything like the brevity, clarity,
unerringness (qurb al-sabil), and comprehensiveness that is shown by the
answer of the Prophet. (373.7-15)

This is al-Kindi’s most important statement about the nature of
prophecy. At first glance it seems to put the philosopher at quite a
disadvantage relative to the prophet. But on closer inspection we may

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Al-Kindi 47

rather be surprised at how limited is the superiority of the prophet.
This superiority is due only to two things: the ease and certainty with
which he achieves the truth, and the way he presents it (his state-
ment is briefer, clearer, and more complete). The crucial implication
is that the content of the philosopher’s and the prophet’s knowledge
are the same.? Certainly this makes sense of what al-Kindi does
in both this text and On the Bowing of the Outermost Sphere: he
gives a philosophical explanation of a truth that is expressed more
succinctly and elegantly in the Qur’an.

Another significant text for al-Kindi’s ideas about prophecy is his
epistle On Sleep and Dream. Here al-Kindi draws on the psychol-
ogy he has presented in other works, with its division of the soul’s
faculties into those of sensation and of intellection. Associated with
the sensory faculties is the faculty Aristotle called “imagination”
(al-Kindi uses both the Arabic term quwwa musawwira, i.e., the fac-
ulty that receives forms, and a transliteration of the Greek term
phantasia, 295.4-6). Imagination receives and entertains sensible
forms in the absence of their “bearers” — for example, it allows us to
picture an elephant even when there is no elephant in the room. It
also allows us to combine sensible forms to produce a merely imag-
inary image, like a man with feathers. In sleep, when the use of
the senses ceases, the imagination may still be active, resulting in
the images we call dreams. Having established this, al-Kindi goes
on to explain the phenomenon of the prophetic dream (ru’ya). Per-
sons possessed of particularly “pure” and well-prepared souls can
actually receive the forms of sensible things in their imagination
before those things happen, and thus see into the future. This hap-
pens most easily when the senses are not active, that is, when we
are dreaming. Now, al-Kindi does not connect any of this to specif-
ically religious prophecy, nor does he say that God is the source of
the prophecy involved in dreams (as he does in On the Quantity of
Aristotle’s Books with regard to Muhammad’s prophecy).3° But it is
very tempting to compare this work of al-Kindi’s to other naturalis-
tic explanations of the miraculous abilities of prophets, as criticized
by al-Ghazali in The Incoherence of the Philosophers.

Beyond the specific question of prophecy, the relevance of al-
Kindi’s works for Islamic theology often remains implicit. But many
themes discussed above need to be understood against the back-
ground of ninth-century Islam just as much as sixth-century Greek
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thought. From this point of view al-Kindi’s most important inter-
locutors are not Aristotelian commentators, but practitioners of
kalam, or rational theology, and especially the Mu‘tazilites. Titles of
some of his lost works show that al-Kindi engaged in detailed refu-
tation of some Mu'tazilite views, especially their atomist physics.
Yet al-Kindi seems to have been in agreement with several broader
positions that later writers would use, somewhat anachronistically,
to define the Mu'tazilite “school” of the third/ninth century.3® For
example, the issue of divine attributes is a chief point of contact
between al-Kindi’s falsafa and the kalam of the Mu‘tazilites. For
both, a tendency toward negative theology is motivated by the need
to assert God’s absolute oneness. For the Mu‘tazilites, a plurality
of attributes distinct from God’s essence would violate tawhid, or
divine oneness. For, suppose that God is both good and merciful,
and that his goodness and his mercy are distinct from one another
and from God himself. Then we have not one but three things: God,
his goodness, and his mercy. This violates the requirement of Islam
that nothing else “share” in God’s divinity. In kalam of the time
this is often expressed by saying that nothing other than God can
be “eternal,” where “eternal” is taken to imply “uncreated.” Thus
the Mu'‘tazilites also insisted that the Qur’an was created, and not
eternal alongside God himself, as some thought because the Qur’an
is God’s word. This contrast helps us to make sense of the other-
wise jarring juxtaposition of the argument against the eternity of
the world and the proof of God’s absolute oneness in al-Kindi’s On
First Philosophy. As we have seen, al-Kindi likewise takes the thesis
that the world is eternal as tantamount to the thesis that the world
is uncreated. Thus proving that the world is not eternal is closely
related to showing the absolute uniqueness and oneness of God.3?

Al-Kindi’s position as the first self-described philosopher of the
Islamic world makes him a transitional figure in several respects.
His philosophy is continuous with the ancient tradition, even as it
begins to respond to a very different intellectual milieu. To some
extent al-Kindi’s reception of Greek philosophy set the agenda for
falsafa in the generations to come: for instance, his treatment of
intellect and theory of creation resonate throughout Arabic philoso-
phy. Above all, the attempt to assimilate Greek thought in al-Kindi’s
circle proves the wider points that translation is always interpreta-
tion and that philosophers can be at their most creative when they
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take up the task of understanding their predecessors. It would seem
that al-Kindi aspired only to transmit Greek philosophy and display
its power and coherence. The best indication of his success is the
very tradition of philosophy in Arabic that he inaugurated.33 But a
corollary to this understanding of his project is that he had no inten-
tion of being innovative or creative in the way I have described. He
meant to be unoriginal, and in this respect, he failed.

I0

NOTES

See further Gutas [58].

For a useful overview of Hunayn's career see A. Z. Iskandar, “Hunayn
Ibn Ishaq,” in The Dictionary of Scientific Biography (New York: 1978),
vol. XV (suppl. I), 230-49. A classic study of an epistle in which Hunayn
describes his activities translating Galen is G. Bergstrisser, “Hunayn Ibn
Ishaq tiber die syrischen und arabischen Galeniibersetzungen,” Abhand-
lungen fiir die Kunde des Morgenlandes 17.2 (1925).

The shortcomings of the al-Kindi circle translations were obvious
enough to cause complaint. For instance, al-Safadi says that two of
al-Kindi’s translators, Ibn Na‘ima al-Himsi and Ibn al-Bitriq, slavishly
translated their sources word for word, whereas the Hunayn circle would
translate the sentence as a whole, and preserve its meaning. The passage
is translated in Rosenthal [39], 17.

The translation is one of those used by Averroes in his long commentary
on the Metaphysics: Averroes, Tafsir ma ba‘d al-tabi‘a, ed. M. Bouyges
(Beirut: 1973). See further A. Martin, “La Métaphysique: tradition syri-
aque et arabe,” in Goulet [20], vol. I, §28-34.

See R. Arnzen, Aristoteles “De Anima”: Eine verlorene spdtantike Para-
phrase in arabischer und persischer Uberlieferung (Leiden: 1998). This
work may simply reflect the paraphrase of its Greek source.

Al-Kindi’s works are cited from vol. I of al-Kindi [70], with page and line
number given. (Improved editions, with facing-page French translations,
are appearing in a new series of volumes, al-Kindi[71], with two volumes
having appeared so far.)

The list is found in Ibn al-Nadim, al-Fihrist, ed. R. Tagaddod (Tehran:
1350 A.H./1950 A.D.), at 315-20, and trans. B. Dodge (New York: 1970),
at 615-26.

See the translation and commentary in Ivry [68].

See Gutas [93], 238-54.

See H. A. Davidson, “John Philoponus as a Source of Medieval, Islamic
and Jewish Proofs of Creation,” Journal of the American Oriental Soci-

ety 89 (1969), 357-91.
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Compare this to the proof of the One as first principle in the final propo-
sition of the Book on the Pure Good (Liber de Causis).

For this work see H. Ritter and R. Walzer, Uno scritto morale inedito
di al-Kindi (Rome: 1938) and Druart [66].

An example of this tendency is al-Kindi’s Brief Statement on the Soul,
which says of two remarks on the soul putatively from Plato and Aris-
totle, “someone could think that there is a difference between these
two statements” (281.10), but goes on to explain how there is in fact no
disagreement between the two.

As Cristina D’Ancona has remarked, “one tends to forget that the inter-
mingling of Aristotle and Neoplatonism occurred primarily in the Aris-
totelian works read within a Neoplatonic framework and only secon-
darily in works like the so-called Theology of Aristotle,” in her review
of Arnzen, Aristoteles " De Anima,” Oriens 36 (2001), 340-51, at 344.
Simplicius, Commentary on the *“Physics”, ed. H. Diels, CAG
IX-X (Berlin: 1882, 1895), 1363.

See the studies collected in D’Ancona [51]; R. C. Taylor, “Aquinas, the
Plotiniana Arabica and the Metaphysics of Being and Actuality,” Jour-
nal of the History of Ideas 59 (1998), 241-64; and my The Arabic Plot-
inus: A Philosophical Study of the “Theology of Aristotle” (London:
2002), ch. 5.

As shown in Adamson [62].

See Jolivet [69], which shows that On the Intellect depends on Philo-
ponus.

In That There Are Separate Substances, al-Kindi proves that the human
soul is immaterial by showing that it is the species of the human and
therefore an intelligible object. This is another application of the dis-
tinction between sensible and intellectual forms: the soul is a form of
the latter kind. The terminology allows al-Kindi to remain nominally
faithful to Aristotle’s definition of soul as the “form of the body.”

See C. Genequand, “Platonism and Hermeticism in al-Kindi’s fi
al-Nafs,” Zeitschrift fiir Geschichte der arabisch-islamischen Wis-
senschaften 4 (1987/8), 1-18, and my “Two Early Arabic Doxographies
on the Soul: Al-Kindi and the ‘Theology of Aristotle,”” The Modern
Schoolman 77 (2000), 105-25.

See above, n. 12.

For a different understanding of On the Art of Dispelling Sorrows see
below, chapter 13.

As shown in S. Fazzo and H. Wiesner, “Alexander of Aphrodisias in
the Kindi-Circle and in al-Kindi’s Cosmology,” Arabic Sciences and

Philosophy 3 (1993), 119-53.
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See my “ Abt Ma’shar, al-Kindi and the Philosophical Defense of Astrol-
ogy,” Recherches de philosophie et théologie médiévales 69 (2002),
245-70.

See D. C. Lindberg, “Alkindi’s Critique of Euclid’s Theory of Vision,”
Isis 62 (1971), 469-89.

Al-Kindi [71], vol. I, 438-523.

This theory may be compared with that of Plato, Timaeus, 45b-46c.
For a study comparing On Rays and On Perspectives, see P. Travaglia,
Magic, Causality, and Intentionality: The Doctrine of Rays in al-Kindi
(Turnhout: 1999).

For a similar interpretation see Endress [15], 8.

This may be contrasted to the Arabic version of Aristotle’s Parva Natu-
ralia, which does explicitly name God as the source of prophetic dreams:
see S. Pines, “The Arabic Recension of the Parva Naturalia,” Israel
Oriental Studies 4 (1974), 104-53, at 130-2.

So-called “Mu’tazilites” often argued bitterly with one another and were
not yet a unified school with a single body of doctrines. The best source
of information on kalam in this period is van Ess [44].

For further discussion of al-Kindi’s relationship to the Mu‘tazilites, see
Adamson [62].

Here it may be helpful to say something about al-Kindi’s direct legacy.
Abl Ma’‘shar, the astrologer who has already been mentioned above,
was a significant associate, and two of his students were al-Sarakhsi (on
whom see F. Rosenthal, Ahmad b. at-Tayyib as-Sarakhsi [New Haven,
CT: 1943]) and Abt Zayd al-Balkhi. Aba Zayd lived long enough to
be the teacher of the fourth/tenth-century philosopher al-‘Amiri, who
drew on al-Kindi and the works produced in his circle. Al-Kindi also
directly influenced other Neoplatonic thinkers in this later period, like
Ibn Miskawayh. But around the same time al-Farabi did not favor al-
Kindi’s synthesis of Greek thought, as mentioned above. Avicenna’s
preference for the Farabian view over the Kindian may explain why al-
Kindi receives scant attention in the later tradition, dominated as it was
by the task of responding to Avicenna. For the tradition through Abu
Zayd and al-‘Amiri, see E. Rowson, “The Philosopher as Littérateur:
Al-Tawhidi and his Predecessors,” Zeitschrift fiir Geschichte der
arabisch-islamischen Wissenschaften 6 (1990, 50-92, and E. Row-
son, A Muslim Philosopher on the Soul and its Fate: Al-‘Amiri‘s
“Kitab al-Amad ‘ala I-abad” (New Haven: 1988). For fourth/tenth-
century Neoplatonism see also J. Kraemer, Philosophy in the Renais-
sance of Islam: Abu Sulayman al-Sijistani and his Circle (Leiden:
1986).
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4  Al-Farabi and the philosophical
curriculum

LIFE AND WORKS

The philosophy of al-Farabi stands in marked distinction to that of
al-Kindi but is no less representative of the major trends of thought
inherited by the Islamic world. His tradition is consciously con-
structed as a continuation and refinement of the neo-Aristotelianism
of the Alexandrian tradition, adapted to the new cultural matrix of
the Near East. The Neoplatonic element of al-Farabi’s thought is
most obvious in the emanationist scheme that forms a central part
of his cosmology, though that scheme is much more developed than
that of earlier Neoplatonists in its inclusion of the Ptolemaic plan-
etary system. His theory of the intellect appears to be based on a
close reading of Alexander of Aphrodisias and develops the concept
of an Active Intellect standing outside the human intellect. Above
all, al-Farabi’s legacy to later thinkers is a highly sophisticated noet-
ics placed within a rigorous curriculum of instruction in Aristotelian
logic. Al-Farabi was above all a systematic and synthesizing philoso-
pher; as such, his system would form the point of departure on all
the major issues of philosophy in the Islamic world after him.

The status accorded al-Farabi’s intellectual legacy here stands
somewhat at odds with what we can reconstruct of his life with any
certainty. With the exception of a few simple facts, virtually noth-
ing is known of the personal circumstances and familial background
of al-Farabi.® The great variety of legends and anecdotes about this
second major philosopher of the Islamic period is the product of
contending biographical traditions produced nearly three centuries
after his death. Documentary evidence (in the form of manuscript
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notations and incidental biographical information in his works) pro-
vide the most solid pieces of evidence we have.

Our most authoritative sources agree that his name was Abt Nasr
Muhammad b. Muhammad. His familial origins are recorded as alter-
nately in Farab, Khurasan or Faryab, Turkistan. Al-Farabi tells us
himself that he studied logic, specifically the Aristotelian Organon
up to the Posterior Analytics, with the Christian cleric Yuhanna b.
Haylan in Baghdad, where al-Farabi spent the larger part of his life and
composed the majority of his works. Al-Farabi’s chief student was
the Christian Yahya b. ‘Adi and he wrote a treatise on astrology for
the Christian Abu Ishaq Ibrahim al-Baghdadi. This association with
Christian scholarly circles in Baghdad links al-Farabi to the Syriac
neo-Aristotelian tradition which in turn was heir to the Alexandrian
scholarly world of the centuries preceding Islam. In Baghdad, al-
Farabi must also have had some contact with personalities of the
‘Abbasid court, since he composed his Great Book on Music for Aba
Ja'far al-Karkhi, the minister of the Caliph al-Radi (reigned 934—40).

From a series of notes detailing the composition of his work The
Principles of the Opinions of the People of the Excellent City, we
know that al-Farabi left Baghdad in 942 C.E. for Damascus, Syria,
where he completed the work. He also spent some time in Aleppo,
the seat of the Hamdanid prince Sayf al-Dawla. Around 948-9 al-
Farabi visited Egypt, then under the control of the Fatimids. Shortly
after, he must have returned to Damascus, since we know that he
died there in 950-1, “under the protection of” Sayf al-Dawla.>

These biographical facts are paltry in the extreme but we must
resist the urge to embellish them with fanciful stories, as the
medieval biographers did, or engage in idle speculation about al-
Farabi’s ethnicity or religious affiliation on the basis of contrived
interpretations of his works, as many modern scholars have done.
Rather, the very paucity of any substantial biographical informa-
tion about al-Farabi in the immediate period after his death sug-
gests that any intellectual influence he may have exerted during
his life was almost nugatory. However, this does not mean that
the program of philosophical education adumbrated in al-Farabi’s
works and indeed his very real and often original intellectual con-
tributions are not of paramount importance to understanding the
development of philosophy in the Islamic world. Al-Farabi’s status
would be rehabilitated a half-century later by Avicenna, the next
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great philosopher of the Islamic east, on whom al-Farabi’s interpreta-
tion of Aristotle would have a profound effect. Al-Farabi’s particular
method of philosophical education would be carried on by the Bagh-
dad school of scholarly interpretation of Aristotle, chiefly through
his student Yahya b. ‘Adi. Finally, al-Farabi’s works formed the point
of departure for numerous later scholars of Andalusia, including Ibn
Bdjja and, in his youth, Averroes. However, as has been said before,
al-Farabi appears to have gone through life unnoticed;? this being the
case, we must focus on the legacy of his thought.
Al-Farabi’s works can broadly be divided into three categories.4

(1) Introductory works (prolegomena) to the study of philoso-
phy, including “pre-philosophical ethics,”s as well as basic
introductions to the study of logic, and the works of Plato
and Aristotle. This category includes the historical and edu-
cational ethics “trilogy” The Attainment of Happiness —
The Philosophy of Plato — The Philosophy of Aristotle (as
well as the supplementary Harmony of Plato and Aristotle)
and the logical “trilogy” Directing Attention to the Way to
Happiness — Terms used in Logic — Paraphrase of the “Cat-
egories.” A number of other works fill out this group of ele-
mentary textbooks, including his Prolegomena to the Study
of Aristotle’s Philosophy. This genre has its roots again in the
Alexandrian tradition of teaching philosophy. For instance,
in the Prolegomena we find nine of the ten traditional points
enumerated in that tradition for basic instruction before tak-
ing up a serious study of philosophy.® Also important here is
al-Farabi’s Enumeration of the Sciences, which would enjoy
great popularity in the Muslim and Latin Christian worlds
after al-Farabi.

(2) Commentaries on and paraphrases of the Nicomachean
Ethics and the entire Aristotelian Organon, along with the
by-then common introduction (Isagoge) of Porphyry, para-
phrased in numerous ways by al-Farabi. An important char-
acteristic of this group of writings is al-Farabi’s extension
of the logical curriculum beyond the traditional end in the
midst of the Prior Analytics, as taught in the later Alexan-
drian school and continued by Christian logicians writing in
Syriac.
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(3) Original works in which al-Farabi’s syncretistic approach to
philosophy presents a unified presentation of all aspects of
philosophy, accompanied again by an idealized approach to
its study. The best known of these works are The Principles of
the Opinions, mentioned above, and The Principles of Beings
(also known as Governance of Cities).

The al-Farabian corpus is almost single-mindedly driven by the
combined goals of rehabilitating and then reinventing the schol-
arly study of philosophy as practiced by the Alexandrian school of
neo-Aristotelianism. In this regard, he is rightly called the “second
master” (after Aristotle) and he is self-proclaimed heir of that tradi-
tion. There is also distinct emphasis on situating that curriculum of
philosophical study within the new cultural context of the Islamic
empire. Al-Farabi’s conscious articulation of his inheritance of the
Alexandrian curriculum of philosophy is found in a “mythologizing”
account of the transmission of that school to its new cultural setting.
In his Appearance of Philosophy, al-Farabi tells us:

Philosophy as an academic subject became widespread in the days of the
[Ptolemaic| kings of the Greeks after the death of Aristotle in Alexandria
until the end of the woman’s [i.e., Cleopatra’s] reign. The teaching [of it]
continued unchanged in Alexandria after the death of Aristotle through the
reign of thirteen kings . . . Thus it went until the coming of Christianity.
Then the teaching came to an end in Rome while it continued in Alexandria
until the king of the Christians looked into the matter. The bishops assem-
bled and took counsel together on which [parts] of [Aristotle’s] teaching
were to be left in place and which were to be discontinued. They formed the
opinion that the books on logic were to be taught up to the end of the asser-
toric figures [Prior Analytics, 1.7] but not what comes after it, since they
thought that would harm Christianity. [Teaching the] rest [of the logical
works] remained private until the coming of Islam [when]| the teaching was
transferred from Alexandria to Antioch. There it remained for a long time
[until] only one teacher was left. Two men learned from him, and they left,
taking the books with them. One of them was from Harran, the other from
Marw. As for the man from Marw, two men learned from him . . ., Ibrahim
al-Marwazi and Yuhanna ibn Haylan. [Al-Farabi then says he studied with
Yuhanna up to the end of the Posterior Analytics.]”

There are a number of important points to be made about this
account, many of which provide the basis for an interesting study
of the historiography of philosophy in the early medieval period. For
our purposes, we may observe first that al-Farabi makes absolutely
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no reference to his predecessor al-Kindi (d. after 870) or his elder
contemporary Aba Bakr al-Razi (d. ca. 925-35). Clearly, al-Farabi did
not consider their approach to philosophy a viable or accurate one.
Second, there is a conscious stylization of the rebirth of the philo-
sophical curriculum after the restrictions placed on the study of logic
by the Christians; in the Islamic period, al-Farabi studied beyond the
Prior Analytics, thus learning from his teacher Yuhanna the demon-
strative syllogism of the Posterior Analytics. As we will see, the val-
orization of the demonstrative method for philosophy is a singularly
important element in al-Farabi’s view. Finally, al-Farabi’s account is
designed to link his own work with a long history of studying philos-
ophy, thus lending pedigree to the “new” curriculum of philosophy
he envisioned for its practitioners under Islamic rule.

METAPHYSICS AND COSMOLOGY

To provide a concise and accurate account of al-Farabi’s philosophy
remains problematic for a number of reasons. First, it is only in the
past three decades or so that his works have received modern critical
editions and much evaluation and scholarly discussion remains to
be done. Second, al-Farabi presents his philosophy as a unified treat-
ment of all reality in which ontology, epistemology, and cosmology
converge in an idealized historical and above all normative account
of the universe. The piecemeal studies of very discrete aspects of his
thought to date have not yet accounted for all aspects of this synthe-
sis. Below, I endeavor to account for this whole in a general fashion,
with reference to some of the more important studies of the past few
decades, and following in the main the outline of his Principles of
Beings.®

Al-Farabi’s cosmology integrates an Aristotelian metaphysics of
causation with a highly developed version of Plotinian emanation-
ism situated within a planetary order taken over from Ptolemaic
astronomy.? The combination of the first two elements is not sur-
prising, given the development of Neoplatonism prior to al-Farabi.
The latter element, drawn from Ptolemy’s Planetary Hypotheses, is
perhaps al-Farabi’s original contribution, although this is surmised
only in the absence of any identifiable source prior to him. Al-Farabi
presents six “principles” (mabadi‘) of being in the system: (1) the
First Cause, (2) the Secondary Causes, i.e., incorporeal Intellects,
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(3) the Active Intellect governing the sublunar world, (4) Soul, (5)
Form, and (6) Matter. The emanationist scheme presented by al-
Farabi is a hierarchical descent from the First Cause through “Sec-
ondary Causes,” or Intellects associated with the nine celestial
spheres, to a final tenth Intellect which governs the sublunar world.
In al-Farabi’s presentation, Aristotle’s causation of motion, which
accounts for the revolutions of the spheres, is developed into a cau-
sation of being and intellection, in which each stage in the process
imparts reality to the next and is structured according to a descend-
ing act of intellection. The First Cause (al-Farabi says “one should
believe that it is God”) is the incorporeal First Mover, in that the
celestial spheres move out of desire for It. This First Cause, in think-
ingitself, emanates the incorporeal being of the first intellect. In turn
this first intellect thinks of the First Cause and of itself; this “mul-
tiplicity” of thought produces, in the first intellection, the second
intellect and, in the second intellection, the substantiation of a soul
and body for the next stratum. This process of emanating intellect,
soul, and body descends through the nine intellects of the spheres.
The first intellect is associated with the first heaven, identified as the
outer sphere of the universe, rotating in a diurnal motion and moving
the other spheres within its confines. The second intellect is asso-
ciated with the sphere of the fixed stars which, in its own rotation,
produces the precession of the equinoxes. Each intellect thereafter
is associated with one of the “planets” known in al-Farabi’s time:
Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, the Sun, Venus, Mercury, and the Moon. The
final intellect, which al-Farabi calls the Active or Agent Intellect
(al-‘aql al-fa“al), governs the world of generation and corruption,
namely, the four elements (earth, air, fire, water), minerals, plants,
and both non-rational animals and rational animals (humans).*®
This may be viewed as a very bizarre system indeed, but in its
subtle complexity it accounts for nearly every element of al-Farabi’s
philosophy and nicely incorporates the astronomical knowledge of
his day. By placing the emanationist scheme within a tidier Ptole-
maic astronomy, al-Farabi’s system does away with the philosoph-
ically messy fifty-five or more incorporeal movers of Aristotelian
metaphysics. By positing an emanation of being and intellection, the
system accounts not only for incorporeal and corporeal gradations
of being in a manner consistent with logical division, but also for
the process of intellection, and thus ultimately noetics. The crucial
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element in the scheme in this last regard is the presence of the Active
Intellect governing this world, of which we will have more to say
below. Other interpretations of al-Farabi’s reasons for adopting an
emanationist scheme that he knew was non-Aristotelian have been
suggested,™™ but it is clear that without such a system, al-Farabi
felt there was no means by which humans could know, however
remotely, the divine, nor account for the diversity presented to
humans in their analysis of the universe. Another interesting obser-
vation is that al-Farabi did not hesitate to refer to the various supralu-
nar incorporeal beings in terms recognizable to monotheists. For
instance, he says that one ought to call the Intellects the “spirits”
and “angels,” and the Active Intellect the “Holy Spirit,” i.e., the
angel of revelation. This is a stroke of rhetorical genius, designed to
make palatable to the monotheists of his day (i.e., not exclusively
Muslim) the older Greek order of celestial gods.™>

It is worth concentrating on a few of al-Farabi’s arguments con-
cerning the First Cause (al-sabab al-awwal), since they provide us
with interesting insights into the manner in which metaphysics and
epistemology come to be combined in his thought. In the Principles
of the Opinions, al-Farabi tells us that

The First cannot be divided in speech into the things which would constitute
Its substance. For it is impossible that each part of the statement that would
explain the meanings of the First could denote each of the parts by which
the substance of the First is so constituted. If this were the case, the parts
which constitute Its substance would be causes of Its existence, in the way
that meanings denoted by parts of the definition of a thing are causes of
the existence of the thing defined, e.g., in the way that matter and form are
causes of the existence of things composed of them. But this is impossible
with regard to the First, since It is the First and Its existence has no cause
whatsoever.*3

The negative theology by which al-Farabi approaches his discus-
sion of the First Cause is designed to demonstrate that It cannot be
known through the classical process of dialectical division (diaire-
sis) and definition (horismos) and hence cannot directly be known by
the human intellect. Moreover, we find an additional element here in
which logical analysis reflects ontology. The things said in defining
a being are those things that actually constitute its substance. This
is a realist trend that can be traced to Porphyry’s Isagoge and informs
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the centuries of debate about the place of the Aristotelian Categories
in metaphysics. In the above quotation, al-Farabi gives as examples
only the Aristotelian material and formal causes. Elsewhere in the
same work, al-Farabi draws on the Porphyrian “tree” of genera and
species:

[The First Cause] is different in Its substance from everything else, and it
is impossible for anything else to have the existence It has. For between
the First and whatever were to have the same existence as the First, there
could be no difference (mubayana, diaphora) and no distinction at all. Thus,
there would not be two things but one essence only, because, if there were
a difference between the two, that in which they differed would not be the
same as that which they shared, and thus that point of difference between
the two would be a part of that which substantiates the existence of both,
and that which they have in common the other part. Thus each of them
would be divisible in speech, and each of the two parts would be a cause
for the substantiation of its existence, and then it would not be the First but
there would be an existent prior to It and a cause for Its existence — and that
is impossible.#

Here, al-Farabi is demonstrating that the components of definition,
namely, the genus and the difference of a thing, are of no use in dis-
cussing the First Cause, but again (as we see in the italicized state-
ments above), al-Farabi has a clear conception that these elements
not only allow one to talk about things (albeit not the First Cause!)
but also to identify their ontological reality. Furthermore, the idea
that the genus and difference of a thing precede (not temporally but
causally) the thing defined is a transferal of the status of the Aris-
totelian causes (e.g., the example of matter and form in the first
quotation) to the predicables of Porphyry’s Isagoge.

The entire hierarchical edifice of al-Farabi’s emanation of being
and intellect can be analyzed in terms of this classification by divi-
sion into genera and species. Setting aside the First Cause, which
alone is one, deficiency and multiplicity serve as the essential prop-
erties in the descending levels of substances. The incorporeal sub-
stances, i.e., the Intellects of the spheres, do not require a substrate
for substantiation but are nonetheless deficient in the sense that
their being derives from something “more perfect” (the First Cause).
Moreover, they exhibit a multiplicity in the act of intellection: they
intellect not only themselves (like the First Cause) but also the
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intellect that causally precedes them. However, these Intellects are
more perfect than the human intellect in that, first, they are always
actually intellecting and second, the object of that act of intellec-
tion is what is intelligible in itself, always separate from matter. The
souls of the spheres, that is, their forms, thus have only the faculty
of intellection which, in the desire to emulate what precedes them,
serves to set in motion each of the associated spheres. A disjunction
occurs at the level of the Active Intellect governing the sublunar
world. Whereas the preceding intellects produce both a following
intellect and its soul and celestial sphere, the Active Intellect affects
only the human intellect in the world below it. Matter and form in
the sublunar world, on the other hand, are produced by the differing
motions of the celestial spheres.*s

At the sublunar level, in the world of generation and corruption,
complexity informs every species of being. Form (siira) and matter
(madda) are the lowest principles of being and together (in need of
one another, since neither subsists in itself) constitute corporeal sub-
stance. Matter is the pure potentiality to be something. Form causes
corporeal substance actually to be that something. Al-Farabi uses
two familiar tropes: in the case of a bed, wood is the potential and
form gives it its essential definition as a bed; and in the case of sight,
the eye is the matter and vision is the form. At its simplest, the forms
of the four elements earth, air, fire, and water constitute one species,
since the matter that can be, say, earth, can also be water. The “mix-
ture” of the elements produces a gradation of corporeal substances:
mineral, plant, non-rational animal, and rational animal.

PSYCHOLOGY AND THE SOUL

Al-Farabi’s treatment of the corporeal soul and its “faculties” or
“powers” (sing. quwwa) draws on a basic Aristotelian outline but
is also one informed by the commentary tradition (particularly, it
seems, pseudo-Alexander of Aphrodisias and Plotinus) that stands
between him and the “first master.” A number of basic faculties
constitute the human soul: the appetitive (the desire for or aver-
sion to an object of sense), the sensitive (perception by the senses
of corporeal substances), the imaginative (which retains images of
sensible objects after they are perceived and combines and separates
them to a variety of ends), and the rational.”® The graduated level
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of souls, from plant to animal to human, reserves the faculty of rea-
soning, the ability to intellect (‘aqala),*” for the human soul, which
also exercises the others. This faculty, also called the “rational soul,”
alone survives the death of the body.

Al-Farabi’s vision of the world around him is fittingly complex,
but the various elements are logically structured and the whole is
informed by a teleological principle; each level of being is charac-
terized by the quest for the perfection appropriate to it, a perfection
which in each case mirrors that of the First Cause, by seeking to be
like it. What constitutes human perfection? Since continuous and
actual intellection is the goal of rational beings, and since man pos-
sesses an intellect, the goal, or “ultimate happiness (sa‘dda),” of man
is that continuous and actual act of intellecting.

The integration of metaphysics and noetics in al-Farabi’s sys-
tem assures humans that they can know the structure of the uni-
verse and, ultimately, the principles that inform that structure.™
However, there are two caveats to this. First, a person is not born
with an actual intellect; that intellect must be developed in a very
precise manner if it is to achieve the perfection of its being. Sec-
ond, the inequality of being and intellect observable in the vertical
emanationist hierarchy is replicated at the horizontal level: not all
humans can develop their intellect in the same manner or to the same
degree.

Because the human intellect is associated with corporeal matter,
it represents only the potential, in the earliest stages of cognition, to
achieve the perfection unique to it. The task of the Active Intellect is
to initiate that process leading to perfection. As al-Farabi says: “The
action of the Active Intellect is the providence of the rational animal,
to seek its attainment of the highest grade of perfection appropriate
to man, which is supreme happiness, that is, that man arrive at the
level of the Active Intellect.”™?

Al-Farabi identifies the incorporeal Active Intellect as the agent
that brings the human material intellect (‘aql bi-al-quwwa, in poten-
tia) into action, in other words, causes humans to think.?° This is an
amplification of standard Aristotelian causality developed in the pre-
ceding centuries of commentary on the basis of the recondite com-
ments of Aristotle in his De Anima (IL.5). In addition to locating
that agent outside of the human intellect, al-Farabi also employs the
common metaphor of light to explain this process. He says:
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The relation of the Active Intellect to man is like that of the sun to vision.
Sun gives to vision light, and by the light acquired from the sun, vision actu-
ally sees, when before it had only the potential to see. By that light, vision
sees the sun itself, which is the cause for it actually seeing, and furthermore
actually sees the colors which previously were [only] potentially the objects
of vision. The vision that was potential thereby becomes actual. In the same
manner, the Active Intellect provides man with something that it imprints
in his rational faculty. The relation of that thing to the rational soul is that
of light to vision. Through that thing the rational soul intellects the Active
Intellect. Through it, the things that are potentially intelligible become actu-
ally intelligible. And through it, man, who is potentially intellect, becomes
actually and perfectly an intellect, until it all but reaches the level of the
Active Intellect. So [man| becomes an intellect per se after he was not, and
an intelligible per se after he was not, and becomes a divine [substance] after
being a material one. This is what the Active Intellect does.>*

Condensed in this metaphorical presentation is a process of actu-
ating man’s reason which al-Farabi develops in detail. The human
intellect is initially “material,” that is, humans at first have only
the potential to think. But they also possess senses and the ability to
retain the objects of sense in the “imaginative” faculty. The initial
act of a human is to sense the objects of the world and to store images
of those particular things. The process of thinking, however, requires
the ability to convert those particular material things to universal
“intelligibles” (ma‘qulat), in order for one to develop the connections
that form the basis of the logical process of defining and ordering
the objects of the world. This conversion is effected by an exter-
nal agent identified as the Active Intellect governing the sublunar
world.

What is the nature of this initial alteration, in which the material
intellect becomes an actual intellect (‘aqgl bi-al-fi‘l)? The metaphor
of the effect of the sun’s light on vision is, perhaps, the only means
of approximating what occurs.>> The Active Intellect brings about
a change in the material intellect of the human in which the par-
ticular objects of sense are stripped of their material properties and
“converted” into intelligibles that have no connection to matter.
Al-Farabi gives examples of these “primary intelligibles”: the prin-
ciple that the whole is greater than the part; the principle that
objects equal in magnitude to another object are equal to one another.
By intellecting such primary intelligibles, the intellect becomes an
actual intellect.?? Furthermore, as we see in the above passage, the
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human intellect now intellects the Active Intellect. In knowing
something, the intellect becomes that thing, according to the Aris-
totelian dictum.?4 To what degree this systematization of Aristotle’s
epistemology, through its combination of causality and identity, is
al-Farabi’s original contribution or is culled from the commentary
tradition remains open to debate.

While the process of actualizing the human intellect would appear
mechanistic in its earliest stage, al-Farabi is committed to a human
voluntarism at the next stage of the process, the development of what
he calls the “acquired intellect” (‘aql mustafad). As al-Farabi states
in explaining his understanding of Aristotle’s philosophy: “man is
one of the beings not given their perfection at the outset. He is rather
one of those given only the least of their perfections and, in addition,
principles for laboring (either by nature or by will and choice) toward
perfection.”?s Indeed, even within his discussion of the act of sensing
and imagining (i.e., those actions man shares with animals), volition
plays a significant role, albeit at the basest level of desire or aversion.
The particular type of will associated with the actual intellect al-
Farabi terms choice (ikhtiyar), through which man actually chooses
to behave in a manner that is moral or immoral, and it is through his
choice that man can seek or not seek happiness.

It is at this juncture that al-Farabi’s “curricular works,” especially
those concerning “pre-philosophical ethics,”*¢ find their place in
his program for the development of the philosopher. In them, al-
Farabi, following broadly the outlines of Aristotle’s ethical works
(particularly the Nicomachean Ethics), undertakes the definition of
“happiness” through a dialectical discussion of contrasting views:
what is thought to constitute happiness and what actually is hap-
piness. The good that leads to happiness is produced either by
nature or by will. In the former case, al-Farabi sees the role of the
celestial bodies as contributing, in an involuntary manner, to what
leads to good or obstructs the way to good. As he says: “individual
human beings are made by nature with unequal powers and different
propensities.”?7 Voluntarily choosing good and evil, by contrast, is
directly the provenance of the human will. That education is neces-
sary is obvious to al-Farabi:

not everyone is disposed to know happiness on his own, or the things that
he ought to do, but needs a teacher and a guide for this purpose. Some men
need little guidance, others a great deal of it. In addition, even when a man
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is guided by these two [that is, happiness and the actions leading to it], he
will not, in the absence of external stimulus and something to rouse him,
necessarily do what he has been taught and guided to do. This is how most
men are. Therefore they need someone to make all this known to them and
rouse them to do it.?

It is at this practical level of human commitment to choosing the
good that the human actual intellect initiates the process of becom-
ing “like” the Active Intellect. By habituating themselves to vir-
tuous actions (the Aristotelian “mean”) and, equally important, to
the correct mode of deliberating about what constitutes good action,
humans develop what al-Farabi calls the faculty of the rational intel-
lect directed toward practical things (quwwa ‘aqliyya ‘amaliyya),
thatis, things humans can do or affect or produce.?® Another aspect of
the rational faculty is that termed the “theoretical” faculty (quwwa
‘aqliyya ‘ilmiyya). This is usually defined negatively, that is, as the
faculty concerned with objects of knowledge that humans cannot
do or affect or produce.3° It is clear, however, that al-Farabi has in
mind the faculty of the rational intellect (quwwa natiga) directed
not simply to the beneficial, that is, what is virtuous in individual
and social behavior and thought, but rather to what constitutes true
happiness: philosophy, or knowledge of the existing things that by
nature are simply to be known.

The broad division between practical and theoretical philosophy
was well established in philosophical curricula by al-Farabi’s time.
Practical sciences covered ethics, “governance of the household”
(economics), and “governance of cities” (“politics”), all of which lead
to happiness in the arenas of individual action and social interaction.
Theoretical sciences included mathematics (the quadrivium), what
is called “physics” or natural philosophy (the study of the world
and its constituent parts, including man’s soul, i.e., psychology), and
the supreme science containing the principles of investigation of
all other sciences: metaphysics. Study of the theoretical sciences
leads to the ultimate human happiness: the perfection of the human
soul. Again, it is significant that the philosophical curriculum was
ordered on the basis of the two different objects of knowledge them-
selves informed by the very structure of the universe. On the basis
of this division in the objects of knowledge, al-Farabi catalogs the
two levels of epistemology (classified by the Aristotelian practical
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and theoretical sciences), again consciously links them to his ontol-
ogy (these sciences comprise what is actually real), and finally orders
them in the evolution of human thought, both historically (this was
the sequence in the progression of human knowledge) and on an
individual level (this is the way humans learn to think].

LOGIC AND THE EDUCATION OF THE PHILOSOPHER

In both classes of the practical and theoretical sciences, al-Farabi’s
curriculum emphasizes the necessity of studying logic, the supreme
tool of scientific inquiry and the only means by which humans
can perfect the ability to deliberate well about different objects of
thought, and more significantly, guard the mind against error. The
larger bulk of al-Farabi’s extant works concern the various types
of logical inquiry and discourse. This is fitting, given the central
place occupied by the Aristotelian Organon in the commentary tradi-
tion of the Alexandrian neo-Aristotelians and indeed in the Baghdad
Aristotelian school, founded by al-Farabi’s teachers.3?

Al-Farabi’s commentaries and paraphrases of logic encompass the
entire Aristotelian Organon (Categories, De Interpretatione, Prior
and Posterior Analytics, Topics, Sophistical Refutations, Rhetoric,
and Poetics) along with Porphyry’s Isagoge, the customary intro-
duction to the whole, and finally, original works that focus on the
relationship between logic and language.3* This comprehensiveness
represents a culminating stage in the process of updating the tra-
dition of studying logic in the Christian Syriac intellectual context.
Where before, students stopped midway through the Prior Analytics,
al-Farabi’s new curriculum emphasized knowledge of the entirety of
the syllogistic and non-syllogistic arts with a special emphasis on
the demonstrative syllogism as the means to certain truth.

It is only relatively recently that editions of al-Farabi’s logical
works have been published, and so comprehensive study of his con-
tributions to the field remain to be undertaken. However, recent
scholarship has emphasized two aspects of al-Farabi’s thought in this
area: his treatment of logic and grammar; and his conception of what
constitutes certainty in human thought and the relation of that view
to how he ordered the levels of logical discourse.33

Al-Farabi’s attention to the relative valorizations of logic and
grammar is a product of his inheritance of the neo-Aristotelian
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tradition of teaching philosophy, in which discussions about gram-
mar and logic had already been combined.34 It has also been sug-
gested that al-Farabi’s concern here was a direct response to a debate
in his time over the relative disciplinary merits of logic and Arabic
grammar. This debate was presented in idealized form as a rhetorical
battle between the logician Abt Bishr Matta b. Yanus, who argued
for the universal applicability of logic as a type of meta-language, and
the grammarian al-Sirafi, who scorned the “foreign” science of logic,
given that the Arabs had Arabic grammar to aid them in guarding
against methodological errors.3> Modern scholarship on this issue
has grown considerably in recent years, and whether or not al-Farabi
isreally concerned with developing Aristotelian logic as a type of uni-
versal grammar remains itself open to debate. In any case, it would
appear at the very least that al-Farabi was trying to “naturalize” the
Organon in the Arabic language by explaining its technical terms in
the plain language of his day. In all of his introductory works on logic,
al-Farabi provides examples of the transfer of terms from their daily
usage to the technical senses they require for logic. Furthermore, he
argues that “the relation of grammar to language and expressions
is like the relation of logic to the intellect and the intelligibles.”3¢
An additional example of al-Farabi’s “naturalization” of logic can be
seen in his explanation of the analogical reasoning employed by the
jurists and theologians of his day in terms of Aristotelian rhetoric.3’

A much broader, and potentially more fruitful, discussion of al-
Farabi’s treatment of logic concerns his theory of certitude (yaqin)
and the graded ranks of the different syllogisms in terms of their value
for arriving at scientific certitude and explaining such according to
people’s varying abilities. In most basic form, al-Farabi identifies
two actions of the human mind, “conceptualization” (tasawwur) and
“assent” (tasdiq).3® Conceptualization occurs when the mind con-
ceives simple concepts (terms) with the aim of defining their essen-
tial nature. Assent is directed toward complex concepts (premises)
and results in the affirmation of their truth or falsity. “Perfect assent”
is the mental judgment that produces complete certitude, not only
that the object of thought is truly such a thing but also that one’s
knowledge of it is equally true and cannot be otherwise.39 Again,
we see al-Farabi’s assimilation of epistemology and ontology: in per-
fect form, al-Farabi’s certitude assures us that the knowledge of a
thing is that thing itself. Now, clearly not all conceptualizations and
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assents produce this level of certainty, and it is here that al-Farabi’s
“context theory” of Aristotelian syllogistic plays a role.4° Al-Farabi
divides the books of the Organon according to their subjects. The
Categories, De Interpretatione, and the Prior Analytics are appli-
cable to all modes of discourse. The following books, treating syllo-
gisms in the following sequence, cover the full range of mental assent
and verbal explanation: demonstrative (Posterior Analytics), dialec-
tical (Topics), rhetorical, sophistic, and poetic. With al-Farabi, the
original, descriptive classification of logic, which he inherited from
the neo-Aristotelian tradition, is transformed into epistemological
fact: these are the five types of syllogisms in which the human mind
thinks.4* This epistemological division is then synthesized with psy-
chology, in which these modes of thinking are associated with the
rational and imaginative faculties of the soul. Finally, this episte-
mology is transformed into an ontological classification: the objects
of these modes of thought conform to the hierarchy of beings.

Logic is the sole methodology underpinning the divisions of the
sciences, and the demonstrative syllogism (giyas burhani) is the sole
means for arriving at “perfect assent,” or complete certitude. The
remaining classes of syllogism serve either to train the mind for
demonstration or to provide the means to protect against error, in
one’s own thought processes as well as others’. This valorization
of demonstration raises another interesting question: while perfect
philosophers are capable of attaining the truth through demonstra-
tive proof, what about the remainder of people, who are either inca-
pable or unwilling to tread the path to happiness? Here al-Farabi
again “naturalizes” Aristotelian logic in his monotheistic environ-
ment. Philosophers think in demonstrative syllogisms, the premises
of which they receive as “secondary intelligibles” from the Active
Intellect in that process which leads to the human “acquired” intel-
lect, the ultimate happiness of the human. For others, the role of
prophecy, in both its religious and social function, serves to trans-
form demonstrative truth into a rhetorical form understandable by
the remainder of people.

It is within this context of the social function of the syllogistic
arts and al-Farabi’s description of the different levels of truth (and
thus being) afforded by the different classes of syllogisms that we
can understand the presentation of what scholars have called his
“political” philosophy. In the most original exposition of al-Farabi’s
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syncretism, found in Principles of Beings and the Principles of the
Opinions, al-Farabi follows up his presentation of cosmology and
psychology with a detailed discussion of the different types of soci-
ety in which humans live. In his presentation of the various social
formations and their constituent parts, al-Farabi presents a gradation
of human society, from the most excellent, in which the harmony
he depicts in his cosmological hierarchy is reflected, to the worst,
in which material chaos has replaced that harmony. Al-Farabi is
not outlining an independent discipline of “political philosophy” in
these discussions.4* Rather, he is attempting to account for the mul-
tiple realities produced by “correct” or “incorrect” thinking, that is,
the variant worlds as perceived and thus formed by demonstrative,
dialectical, rhetorical, sophistic, or poetic modes of thought. In one
sense, then, al-Farabi assesses the apparent variability of the world
of humans by means of an ordered philosophical system. In another
sense, his presentation of these social orders is also commensurately
rhetorical, employed for the sake of those incapable of pursuing phi-
losophy: demonstrative truths concerning the true order of beings
are here refashioned for the masses. The systematization inherent in
al-Farabi’s philosophy is here masterful: it accounts for human soci-
ety within the larger presentation of its cosmology; it sets forth an
educational curriculum by which the divine order al-Farabi saw in
the universe could be replicated; and it articulates that curriculum
of absolute truth in metaphorical terms that could be understood
by those not capable, or not willing, to pursue the rigorous path to
happiness through the development of “correct thinking.”

Al-Farabi was perhaps the most systematic of all the early philoso-
phers writing in Arabic. His genius lies neither in the radical eclec-
ticism of al-Razi nor in the self-proclaimed brilliance of Avicenna,
but it is nonetheless present, in his revitalization of the numerous
trends of thought that preceded him, in his conscious systematiza-
tion of those disparate elements into a philosophically consistent
whole, and above all, in his thoughtful but insistent articulation of
the path to human happiness:

Man is a part of the world, and if we wish to understand his aim and activity
and use and place, then we must first know the purpose of the whole world,
so that it will become clear to us what man’s aim is, as well as the fact
that man is necessarily a part of the world, in that his aim is necessary for
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realizing the ultimate purpose of the whole world. Therefore, if we wish to
know the object toward which we should strive, we must know the aim of
man and the human perfection on account of which we should strive.43

I0
I1
I2

13

NOTES

The brief biographical treatment presented here, eschewing repetition
of the literary legends associated with al-Farabi, follows D. Gutas, “Biog-
raphy,” in Yarshater [78], 208-13.

Ibid., 210b.

Ibid., 212b.

For English translations of the works of al-Faribi see A. Hyman, “The
Letter Concerning the Intellect,” in A. Hyman and James J. Walsh (eds.),
Philosophy in the Middle Ages (Indianapolis: 1973), 215-21; M. Mahdji,
Alfarabi’s Philosophy of Plato and Aristotle (Ithaca, N.Y.: 1969); F.
Najjar, “Alfarabi: The Political Regime,” in Lerner and Mahdi [189],
31-57; Walzer [77]; Zimmermann [79]. For translations of some of his
short logical works, see below, n. 32.

I adapt here P. Moraux’s term “vorphilosophische Sittlichkeit” as dis-
cussed in Gutas [76].

Gutas [76], 115-16.

I have modified the translation by Dimitri Gutas in Gutas [57].

Thus, what follows is a summary of his Principles of Beings (al-Siyasa al-
madaniyya al-mulagqab bi-mabadi‘ al-mawjudat, ed. F. Najjar [Beirut:
1964]), unless otherwise noted.

The presence of an emanationist system in al-Farabi’s thought has gen-
erated some scholarly contention among earlier generations of inter-
preters of al-Farabi; see the corrective analysis in Druart [74], Druart
[75], and T.-A. Druart, “Metaphysics,” in Yarshater[78], 216-19. lam not
entirely convinced by Druart’s own explanation (conceived as a question
of loyalty or disloyalty to Aristotelianism) for the presence or absence
of emanationism in one or another of al-Farabi’s works. A distinction
in al-Farabi’s works between those we might call “curricular,” designed
to present a historical overview of philosophy to students, and those
in which he develops his own synthesis of earlier trends of thought,
appears to me to be a more fruitful avenue of investigation. Druart’s
consideration of chronology in the above works, however, does appear
equally reasonable.

See the account in Davidson [208], 45ff.

See Druart’s articles in n. 9 above.

See the remarks in Walzer [77], notes to part III, 3.

Translation from Walzer [77], 67, with modifications and italics.
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Ibid., 58-61, with modifications and italics.

On this topic, see Druart [73].

The level of functional complexity, situated within a Galenic anatomy,
can increase, depending on al-Farabi’s presentation in a given work; see
Alon [72], vol. I, under “Faculty,” for other treatments.

Hence, the use of the neologism “to intellect” here and in most writ-
ings on the theory of the intellect in Arabic philosophy rather than,
for example, “to understand intellectually,” which does not capture the
connotations of the Arabic.

I base the following account of human intellection on Davidson [208],
ch. 3.

Principles of Beings, 32. Scholars have devoted some attention to what
precisely this means in relation to the question of human immortality
and, above all, whether or not al-Farabi endorsed the notion of conjunc-
tion between the Active Intellect and the human intellect. The issue
is raised in relation to later philosophers’ record of al-Farabi’s views
(especially those of Ibn Bajja and Averroes). See S. Pines, “The Limita-
tions of Human Knowledge according to al-Farabi, Ibn Bajja, and Mai-
monides,” reprinted in The Collected Works of Shlomo Pines, vol. V, ed.
W. Z. Harvey and M. Idel (Jerusalem: 1997), 404—31; and Davidson [208],
70-3.

For the background of this development in the commentaries on
Aristotle’s De Anima, see Davidson [208], ch. 2. A recent study has
gone so far as to claim that al-Farabi did not even read Aristotle’s De
Anima, and took (or developed) his theory of the intellect from the com-
mentary tradition alone: M. Geoffrey, “La tradition arabe du Peri nou
d’Alexandre d’Aphrodise et les origines de la théorie farabienne des qua-
tre degrés de l'intellect,” in Aristotele e Alessandro di Afrodisia nella
tradizione araba, ed. C. D’Ancona and G. Serra (Padova: 2002), 191-231.
Principles of Beings, 35-6.

Elsewhere al-Farabi uses the metaphor of the seal and the wax; see
Hyman, “Letter Concerning the Intellect,” 215.

“Primary intelligibles” are indemonstrable, as can be seen from the
examples above; “secondary intelligibles” are based on sense data but
stripped of their material aspects.

De Anima, 430a20. See Davidson [208], 19, who further notes that this
does not mean that the intellect is thereby affected or altered as a result.
“Philosophy of Aristotle,” in Mahdi, Alfarabi’s Philosophy of Plato and
Aristotle, 76.

I include al-Farabi’s Directing Attention to the Way to Happiness here.
Najjar, “Alfarabi: The Political Regime,” 35.

Ibid., 35-6; modified.

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



29

30
31

32

33

34

35

36
37
38

39
40
41
42

43

Al-Farabi 71

For the various terms al-Farabi uses for this faculty, see Alon [72],
vol. II, 604f.

Alon [72], vol. II, 606.

It has also been noted that al-Farabi’s valorization of logic as the instru-
ment of philosophy represents an important development in the history
of the study of Aristotelian logic, since previously, in the educational
curriculum of Alexandria, logic was closely related to medicine. See
Gutas [57], 174.

Many of al-Farabi’s short introductory works on logic have been trans-
lated by D. M. Dunlop: “Al-Farabi’s Introductory Sections on Logic,”
Islamic Quarterly 2 (1955), 264-82; “Al-Farabi’s Eisagoge,” Islamic
Quarterly 3 (1956), 117-38; “Al-Farabi’s Introductory Risalah on Logic,”
Islamic Quarterly 3 (1956), 224—35; “Al-Farabi’s Paraphrase of the Cat-
egories of Aristotle,” Islamic Quarterly 4-5 (1957), 168-97, 21-54.
Fritz Zimmermann has translated al-Farabi’s texts on Aristotle’s De
Interpretatione, in Zimmermann [79].

My account of the broad contours of al-Farabi’s logic follows Deborah
Black, “Logic,” in Yarshater [78], 213-16.

He followed, for instance, Paul the Persian (see Gutas [56], 248) and
Sergius of Resh‘ayna; see H. Gitje, “Die Gliederung der sprachlichen
Zeichen nach al-Farabi,” Der Islam 47 (1971), 1-24. Al-Farabi’s treat-
ment and its place in intellectual history is a widely debated topic; P. E.
Eskenasy, “Al-Farabi’s Classification of the Parts of Speech,” Jerusalem
Studies in Arabic and Islam 11 (1988), 55-82, summarizes the different
views nicely.

For a summary of this debate and its relation to al-Farabi’s works, with
multiple references, see Street [182], 22ff.

Introductory Treatise on Logic, translation from Street [182], 23.

See Lameer [175].

On these terms (derivative of Aristotle, De Anima, 111.6), see H. A. Wolf-
son, “The Terms Tasawwur and Tasdiq in Arabic Philosophy and their
Greek, Latin and Hebrew Equivalents,” The Moslem World 33 (1943),
114-28, and “The Internal Senses in Latin, Arabic and Hebrew Philo-
sophic Texts,” Harvard Theological Review 28 (1935), 69-133.

See Black’s remarks at Yarshater [78], 214-15.

Street [182], 23—4.

Gutas [56], 257.

For a clear presentation of the history of errors concerning al-Farabi’s
so-called “political philosophy,” see D. Gutas, “The Study of Arabic Phi-
losophy in the Twentieth Century,” British Journal of Middle Eastern
Studies 29 (2002), 5-25, esp. 19—25.

Philosophy of Aristotle, ed. M. Mahdi (Beirut: 1961), 68-9.
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5 The Isma‘ilis

The Isma‘ili attitude toward philosophy and the philosophers was
decidedly ambiguous. They tried consistently to deny that philoso-
phers, in particular the ancient Greeks, possess an authority in any
way superior to that of the legislating prophets of their own tradition.
Despite an admirable skill with, and even mastery of, mathematics,
physics, and logic, the practitioners of philosophy, in their view, had
achieved almost nothing that they had not taken from a prophetic
source. Isma‘ili rejection of philosophy, however, covered less the
content of that philosophy than the contributions claimed for indi-
vidual thinkers. For the Isma‘ilis, the philosophers, on their own,
were capable of little except personal speculations that yielded them
mere opinions — often mutually contradictory ones at that. Anything
that was true in philosophy depended in the end on the sure guidance
of divinely inspired prophets; without it the work of philosophers,
no matter how brilliant and profound, produced a result ultimately
lacking validity and real value.

Nevertheless, Isma‘ili thought in its formative period would be
simply unintelligible without philosophy, most especially Neopla-
tonism, which so permeates the works of the main figures that what
they said is incomprehensible otherwise than by reference to a classi-
cal Greek background. These writers had clearly imported and used
various elements of philosophy, not merely in vague generalities,
but in specific terms and a technical language that derived more or
less directly from translations of ancient texts. Although the works
they wrote to explain their Isma‘ilism were not as a whole strictly
speaking philosophical, many portions of them are in reality small
treatises of philosophy.

72
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In addition, the Isma‘ilis maintained the absolute primacy of intel-
lect within the created realm, a position rare in Islam outside of the
mainstream philosophers. For them the first created beingis intellect
and it is the sum and essence of all subsequent being; it governs and
rules the universe. Revelation is not, and cannot be, in conflict with
universal reason. Religious law does not constitute a separate source
of truth, but rather is a manifestation of reason. The two are, in a
sense, identical. The role of the legislating prophet — the lawgiver —
is to fashion an incarnation of intellect suitable for the physical
world. Sacred law is intellect incarnate. The lawgiver converts what
is theoretical into a practical instrument for the control and then
amelioration of human society, moving it thereby to its collective
salvation. Scripture therefore signifies intellect and is subservient
to it.

This understanding of intellect and its role is most certainly philo-
sophical and it reveals clearly an influence of the Greek legacy.
Therefore the Isma‘ilis who explored the details and the ramifica-
tions of doctrines that flow from this premise are philosophers even
if they refuse to accept that name for themselves. They might insist
that their teachings have a prophetic origin in some distant past but
the particulars of their arguments — their form and language — owe
more to the history of philosophy and to its reception in the Islamic
world.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT

The Isma‘ilis are a branch of the Shi‘a.’ Their existence as a sep-
arate movement began in deep obscurity about the middle of the
ninth century. The technical term for such a movement is da‘wa,
an appeal on behalf of a special cause or in favor of a specific line of
imams. For its first half-century only a few names of its agents — in
Arabic called da‘ts — are known. A da‘7 is a summoner, a mission-
ary for converts, and a preacher of doctrine. By the start of the tenth
century matters become much clearer. Yet even so, doctrines other
than those concerning the imamate remain uncertain. The move-
ment had by then also split into factions, one supporting the leader
who would shortly become the first caliph of the Fatimid dynasty
(ruled from 909 to 1171), and the other a group of dissenters who

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



74 PAUL E. WALKER

refused to acknowledge the imamate of these same caliphs. The lat-
ter group, who existed for the most part exclusively in the eastern
Islamic lands, were known as the Qarmatians.

Isma‘ilis then, like the rest of the Shi‘a, all drew on a common
fund of doctrine that had been assembled and propagated by sev-
eral generations of Shi‘ite scholars and authorities, particularly but
not solely previous imams. Strictly among the Isma‘ilis, interesting
early evidence for the study of philosophy by key members of the
da‘wa appears in a memoir by Aba ‘Abdallah Ibn al-Haytham.> This
North African writer was Shi‘l prior to the advent of the Fatimids
and, once they had achieved victory, he quickly joined their cause.
His account reveals important details of his own background, which
included a fairly complete education in Greek philosophy. He says
that he owned and had read the works of both Plato and Aristotle,
for example.3 His conversations with the da‘is in charge of the new
government show, as well, that both he and at least one of them
had read a range of philosophical works and that they could dis-
cuss, at will, specifics of Aristotelian logic and other Aristotelian
doctrines.# Ibn al-Haytham became a da‘7 himself. The other da‘T
was the brother of the mastermind of the Fatimid triumph in North
Africa; he had worked for the Isma‘ili da‘wa for close to twenty
years.

At the same time or slightly later, in the east, in Khurasin and
in north-central Iran, another set of writers began to explain Isma‘ili
doctrine in a philosophical manner.’ They converted an older Shi‘ite
cosmology by reinterpreting it Neoplatonically. As a prime example,
cosmic figures in the older Islamic myth became universal intellect
and universal soul in the newer version. The one da‘7 most respon-
sible for this development was Muhammad al-Nasafi (d. 943), who
was active in Khurasan.

Unfortunately, al-Nasafi’s major work, The Result (al-Mahsil),
has not survived, leaving any reconstruction of the beginnings of
Isma‘ili philosophy hampered by its absence. Still, some passages
from it occur in later works. It also soon became the subject of con-
troversy within the eastern da‘wa. A contemporary, Abt Hatim al-
Razi (d. 934), a da‘7 operating in the area of Rayy, felt called upon to
write a detailed “correction” of it. That work, the Islah — at least a
major portion of it — is available.® Thus, there is sufficient material
to construct a general picture of the contributions of al-Nasafi, albeit

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



The Isma‘ilis 75

often by extrapolating what he might have said from the refutation
by his opponents.

Al-Nasafi was, moreover, not alone in Khurasan. His predecessors
and successors wrote treatises containing philosophical doctrine. An
important disciple, a da‘f known only as Aba Tammam, composed
a work called Kitab al-shajara that has been preserved in several
versions. Falsely ascribed to someone else, its second half was pub-
lished under the title Kitab al-idah.” One other member of this same
Khurasani school is Aba Ya‘qub al-Sijistini, who was to become,
in the next generation, the most important advocate of Isma‘ili
Neoplatonism.

Abu Hatim is famous for another of his works, the Distinction
of Prophecy (A‘lam al-nubuwwa), which is his account of a debate
he held with the renowned physician-philosopher Aba Bakr al-Razi,
a fellow townsman.® Aba Bakr had boldly argued that the prophets
have had no advantage over the great philosophers and that in fact
their so-called revelation is generally incoherent and of little value.
He was the champion of philosophy exclusively, and was thus unin-
terested in the reconciliation of scripture and reason. Abt Hatim,
like many other Isma‘ili writers, was deeply offended by this man
and what he stood for. His record of this debate is, nonetheless, a
major source for our knowledge of Abu Bakr’s thought.

The development of Isma‘ili philosophy was thus ongoing, with
considerable internal disagreement and agitation. Moreover, these
Iranian writers were not supporters of the Fatimids, at least not ini-
tially. However, the Fatimids eventually adopted a conciliatory atti-
tude to the eastern Isma‘ilis and, in the second half of the tenth
century, began to accept their works, though often in an edited or
abridged version. Al-Sijistani finally recognized the leadership of the
Fatimids and, as appears quite likely, revised his own older trea-
tises appropriately. By the end of the century the major eastern
philosophers, among them al-Nasafi, al-Razi, Aba Tammam, and al-
Sijistani, were a fully honored part of the Isma‘ili heritage. They,
but most especially al-Sijistani, were the authorities of record; their
statements of Isma‘ili doctrine defined its main tenets.

It is especially important here to understand the real nature of
their philosophical sources. Given the fragmentary condition of the
earliest evidence, however, and the generally poor state of editions of
nearly all Isma‘ili works from the period, that investigation remains
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quite tentative.? But it is clear that the writers just mentioned had
access to a number of Neoplatonic texts, in addition to other Greek
classics in translation.™® They knew such treatises as the so-called
Theology of Aristotle along with the other material derived from
Plotinus’ Enneads. Some version of the Liber de Causis and the other
Arabic versions of Proclus!! had likely reached them as well. In these
cases, however, the connection is not (at least not thus far) textually
explicit but rather implicit in the use of shared language and techni-
cal terms and concepts.

For two other crucially important pseudo-epigraphic texts the link
is, by contrast, more obvious. One is now known as the Pseudo-
Ammonius, a collection of opinions, in the main Neoplatonic, said
to have been advocated by various ancient Greek philosophers on
several topics such as creation ex nihilo and the identification of
God with being.™ Traces of this work show up in Arabic discussions
of the history of Greek thought. It is quoted in passages from al-
Nasafi and Aba Tammam and is certainly the source for Aba Hatim
al-Razi’s chapters that purport to prove the failure of the philoso-
phers to attain the truth on their own. Lacking the sure guidance of
the divinely inspired prophets, says Abt Hatim, they flounder about
in error, each asserting an opinion and nothing more. There is there-
fore little doubt that Aba Hatim used this work and that it served
as a basis for Isma‘ili knowledge of Neoplatonic doctrine. The one
manuscript of it available now,'3 moreover, begins with a statement
to the same effect. The Arabic work that we have now may thus
have been a product of the Isma‘ili da‘wa, perhaps a collection of
notes taken by a da 7 (such as Abt Hatim or al-Nasafi) from one or
more translations of an ancient author (one possibility would be the
Ammonius mentioned near the beginning of it). For the Isma‘ilis its
primary purpose was to invalidate the work of philosophers, and it
is therefore less a source in itself than evidence of other sources of
theirs.

The other text is equally problematic. In the Longer Version of
the Theology of Aristotle, which incorporates all of the shorter ver-
sion, but adds many passages that appear in it alone, there are sec-
tions, mostly quite brief, that match portions of some Isma‘ili works
in both wording and in doctrine.™ The additions in question do
not go back to Plotinus. The doctrines expressed in them are, or
rather become, however, characteristic of the Isma‘ilis in the Fatimid
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period. Yet they surely also come from an older, possibly ancient,
source and are not in themselves a product of Isma‘ili interests.
Because so much of his writing survives, al-Sijistani, who died
not long after 971, is for us the major representative of the earliest
Isma‘ili philosophy. Until the beginning of the eleventh century, the
da‘wa produced no other important figures, unless it is appropriate
to place in this interval the Brethren of Purity (Ikhwan al-Safa’) and
to accept them as being somehow Isma‘ili. Their famous encyclo-
pedia, the Epistles (Rasa’il), displays certain affinities with Isma‘ili
Neoplatonic doctrine and it is commonly supposed that this secre-
tive society was connected to the Isma‘ili movement. There is, how-
ever, dispute about both the dates of their activities and their affil-
iation. The best evidence places them about this time and various
statements in their Epistles closely match certain doctrines of the
Isma‘ilis. However, what they advocate in regard to the imamate does
not; they cannot have been supporters of the Fatimids. Instead they
represent vaguely on this one issue the position of the Qarmatians.*s
Strictly within the Fatimid context the next great authority
chronologically is Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani, a towering figure whose
writings dominate the era of the caliph al-Hakim (reigned 996-1021).
As is typical for all of these Isma‘ili da‘is, there exists little informa-
tion about al-Kirmani’s life, except that he lived and worked in Iraq
and visited Cairo. He dedicated all of his writings to al-Hakim, the
last of them in the year 1021 when this ruler disappeared.®
Al-Kirmani belonged to a philosophical tradition different from
the others; the majorinfluence on him is not the Neoplatonism of the
Theology and related texts, but al-Farabi. Accordingly, al-Kirmani’s
own approach is much more Aristotelian. For example, he adopted a
version of the scheme of multiple intellects that correspond each in
turn to the heavenly spheres — a doctrine favored by his contempo-
rary Avicenna, as well. He speaks of the active intellect and not the
universal intellect; he has little or no real notion of a universal or
world soul. Needless to say, his views on many issues were in con-
flict with those of al-Sijistani and the other earlier figures. In fact
he wrote an important treatise precisely to analyze and then recast
previous Isma‘ili doctrine in a mode more in tune with his own. That
work, the Riyad,'’ attempts to reconcile the positions espoused by,
first, Abt Hatim al-Razi in his critique of al-Nasafi and, second,
those of al-Sijistani, who had tried to come to the aid of al-Nasafi.
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The points of contention are largely philosophical: for example, is
universal soul perfect from its inception or does it need to acquire
perfection in the course of time? Inadvertently, al-Kirmani provides,
in this instance, a rare internal view of the development of Isma‘ili
philosophical doctrine.

Al-Kirmani’s attempt to readjust the course of Isma‘ili thought
failed in the short run. Nevertheless, his work constitutes one of the
high points of Isma‘ili philosophical interest. Subsequent Fatimid
era authorities ignored him and preferred instead the doctrines of al-
Sijistani. The two prime examples are Nasir-i Khusraw (d. ca. 1077)
and al-Mu’ayyad fi al-Din al-Shirazi, the former a da‘7 who wrote
exclusively in Persian but who often seems to be translating passages
from al-Sijistdni, and the latter the head of the da‘wa from 1058 to
1077, whose massive output of sermons and doctrinal lessons has
yet to be studied in detail.

With the end of the Fatimid dynasty in 1171, the main center of
Isma‘ili activity moved either to Alamut in northern Iran or to the
Yemen. The Tayyibi da‘wa in the Yemen maintained throughout
the later medieval period a vigorous scholarly tradition of collecting,
studying, and writing. The survival of nearly all earlier Isma‘ili texts
depended on the Tayyibis; and scholars in this da‘wa continued to
produce new works that build on the older philosophical doctrines.
In them the Epistles of the Brethren of Purity assume an important
place, as do the writings of al-Kirmani, who was much favored by
the later Yemenis.

THE PHILOSOPHICAL DOCTRINES OF THE
MATJOR FIGURES

Muhammad al-Nasafi

A major concern of al-Nasafi*® was to define the transcendence of
God in such a way that he, the Originator, stands totally outside his
creation. To do so al-Nasafi relied on a special vocabulary, which
he shared with others of his time. The verb abda‘a (to originate)
yields the active participle Mubdi‘, God as Originator, who brings
into being both thing (al-shay‘) and not-thing (al-1d-shay°). He orig-
inates from nothing (Ia min shay‘); beforehand he is and there is
nothing else, no knowledge or form. All knowledge and forms are
originated; they cannot be other than originated being; and they are
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not in God’s being (huwiyya) in any sense. Non-being and nothing-
ness, like being, follow being; they are negations of an existent.

God’s command (amr), which is also called the word (kalima) and
is the very originating itself, causes originated being, which is intel-
lect. The command thus serves as an intermediary between him
and first originated being — that is, between God and intellect. But,
although the act of the agent here is prior ontologically to its effect,
from the perspective of the effect, the action is the effect. The com-
mand is intellect. This notion appears to derive from a passage in
the Pseudo-Ammonius that states that the agent (mu’aththir) pro-
duces an effect (athar) that becomes the patient (mu’aththar). Thus
the command of God, which is this effect, has no separate identity
other than the being it brings into being.

Originated being (the mubda’) is intellect. The Creator has given
existence to the universe all at once by the origination of intellect
as a whole and by seeding in it the forms of the world. Intellect like
its cause is eternal; in intellect the forms are also eternal. If this
were not so, they would not endure and there would be no possi-
bility of reverting to this eternity. If intellect were not perfect and
eternal, the order in the world would cease and it would perish. Intel-
lect in turn emanates the forms to what follows after and below it.
Intellect becomes thus the intermediary between its own cause and
the world. Its immediate effect is soul, which, unlike intellect, is
not perfect. Soul requires the benefit of intellect in order to acquire
perfection in the future. One result is time. In its search for these
benefits, soul produces motion; in finding them it rests. These two
tendencies result from soul’s relationship with intellect; they in turn
generate prime matter and specific form, which together provide the
foundation of the compound, material world.

Mankind, the first thing formed in the soul, is the fruit of soul’s
endeavor to master intellect. Knowledge was hidden in the rational
human soul, which is a part of universal soul, in the same way a
tree is concealed in its seed. Just as the seed cannot develop without
water, likewise this knowledge in the human - its rationality — will
not sprout or grow without the water of prophecy.

Abu Hatim al-Razi

Like his contemporary, Abii Hatim gave great importance to terms
based on abda‘a: God is the Mubdi‘, the Originator. He originates all
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existing being at once; the first of them is the sum of existing being(s).
Also, as with al-Nasafi, the originating (ibda ‘) is God’s command and
his word. Once originated, it and all aspects of it are one and the same
being; they are first intellect. Hence no aspect or attribute of the
originating or what it creates applies in any way to the Originator;
he cannot be described with any term that pertains to created beings.

To this point Abta Hatim’s doctrine of God and creation is much
like that of al-Nasafi, or for that matter al-Sijistani, or even the
Longer Theology. His concept of time, however, is new. In his system
time and intellect are one being. Since there is no time prior to orig-
ination and since origination and intellect are the same being, time
and intellect, he argues, are the same. Soul proceeds from intellect
(he uses the verb inba‘atha); intellect then bestows beingness in its
entirety on soul. Soul receives all and also time. Although its reality
requires time, soul is nevertheless perfect. For Aba Hatim its discur-
sive mode of being is not a defect, nor is its subservience to intellect.
The two are together in a higher, spiritually pure realm, uncontami-
nated by any portion of, or contact with, the physical heavens or the
mundane world. They are alike in the sense that male and female are
both one species even though one is above the other. Intellect and
soul are both of the highest rank and nobility; there is no nobility
higher. As the foundation of the higher, spiritual world, they are the
source of perfect nobility, light, mercy, knowledge, the ultimate in
all ways, containing no darkness or murkiness at all.

The foundation of the lower world is prime matter and form,
whose temporal mode of being is not connected to that higher world.
Nonetheless, an effect (athar) of that lofty world does govern this
one, like the effect of a craftsman on his product. The kinds of soul
are vegetative, animal, rational, and, only in man, a fourth that is
not of this world but is an effect of that other higher world. Thus
human soul is not a part of universal soul, nor does it participate in
that soul. Nothing of this world is directly connected to the world
of intellect and soul. However, humans, for the sake of whom the
mundane world exists, accept the effect of the higher realm. And
man is the fruit of this world. The world and all that is in it was
originated for his sake. It reaches completion and its end is when
man is complete. At that point the world will disappear.

Despite some differences, both al-Nasafi and Abta Hatim offered
a fairly clear Neoplatonic interpretation of the issues just outlined.
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Unfortunately, beyond this brief sketch, the evidence for the full
range of either man’s doctrines is at present missing. What we know
about what they said is tantalizing, but it remains only that.

Abu Ya‘qub al-Sijistani

Whereas the material for al-Nasafi and al-Razi is slight and any pic-
ture of their ideas must, by the nature of the evidence, remain super-
ficial, for al-Sijistani® it is relatively abundant.?° It is true, nonethe-
less, that even he never composed a complete work of philosophy.
Instead there are individual chapters and sections in his works —
many in fact — that are by themselves treatises of philosophy. Fre-
quently, within a single composition, he provides a discussion of a
philosophical issue in one chapter followed by another on a topic
that can only be classed as Isma‘ili doctrine.>*

Al-Sijistani’s philosophical teachings range over a descending and
ascending scheme — from the simple and universal to the complex
and particular, from the one to the many, and back again. For him
the study of creation reveals the structure of the universe: the perpet-
ual stability of the higher and the constant flux of the lower worlds.
Human soul is entangled in the latter; its salvation and eventual
eternity resides in the former. Creation proceeds from God to the
foremost among created beings, the intellect, which is the first to
have existence and is nearest to God himself. Next is soul, followed
by nature, the latter in reality only a lower form of soul. After nature
there is a shift from the sublime and spiritual to the mundane and
corporeal. Nature generates the physical world, the earthly habitat
of plants, animals, and above all of humans. For al-Sijistani, as for
the Isma‘ilis in general, the upward return is of even greater con-
cern. They see it as a historical process, the collective salvation of
mankind. A second hierarchy, parallel to intellect, soul, and nature,
provides the law and the truth that lead humans away from this
world into the next, from the physical and sensate to the sublime
and spiritual, in reverse back to pure intellect.

In al-Sijistani’s statements about this process there are several
doctrines that are characteristic of him. His doctrine of the One is
primarily concerned to preserve its absolute unqualified transcen-
dence. God is not the first in any sense; he is not the outer limit.
For al-Sijistani God is not a substance; he is not intellect, he has no
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being, he is not a cause, he has no that-ness (inniyya). All such attri-
butions are false in his case. Al-Sijistani devoted separate chapters in
his works to refute carefully those who hold to any of these proposi-
tions. Among his opponents are both the philosophers and the vast
majority of Islamic theologians. He comments that the philosophers
claim that God is a substance that is somehow related to some-
thing else. But one cannot say, for example, that God is a thing
not like other things. Al-Sijistani’s point is that denying all physical
attributes of God is but one step toward distinguishing him from all
created being. Attempting to understand God by intellectual means,
even approximations, is also, despite its abstract theoretical form,
a kind of anthropomorphism. The intellect, human or otherwise,
simply cannot know God.

Most Neoplatonists assume that the intellect’s role is, in part, to
contemplate the One and to realize some apprehension of it (possibly
to attempt a union with it). But these Isma‘ili philosophers insist that
intellect is incapable of attaining this goal. To express his doctrine
al-Sijistani advocated the use of a double negation, a kind of via
negativa duplex. One must say that God is not a thing, not limited,
not describable, not in a place, not in time, and so on; but then add to
these negations a second set. Thus one also states that God is not not
a thing, not not limited, not not describable, not not in a place, not
not in time. He aims to remove God from intelligibility altogether.
Simple negation is an understandable act that yields an intellectual
result; double negation is not.

Yet curiously al-Sijistani next insists that creation, or more pre-
cisely “origination” — he also uses the Arabic verb (abda‘a) — occurs
in response to the “will” of God. God thus “commands” that the uni-
verse exist. His concern here to preserve the act of God’s originating
the world from any comparison with other types of agency is not
surprising. In relying exclusively on the term “originate” (abda‘a)
for God’s creating something from nothing, he joins both his pre-
decessors in the Isma‘ili da‘wa and others such as Isaac Israeli and
al-Kindi. He is careful to call all other creating by another name. Soul,
for example, gushes (inbajasa) or proceeds (inba‘atha) from intellect.
Emanation is not the same as origination. But even so he stands out
in his attempt to insert an intermediary between God and intellect
and to label it in such a way as to emphasize both its distinctness
and its connotation of will and purpose. It is also the word, the logos
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(al-kalima). Yet its real status is that of a nonexistent and, once the
command is issued by God, that very command thereafter is intel-
lect and nothing more. Once the world has come into being, the order
that gave it existence is an aspect of intellect itself. Moreover, there
cannot and will not be another command; the first is eternal and out-
side of time and sequence. God’s origination determined that there
should be cosmos rather than chaos. If God exists the cosmos can
never be chaos.

The object of the command is, in the first instance, intellect,
which is the sum and principle of all being, the form of all things, both
manifest and hidden. It is the wellspring of all spiritual and physical
light. Al-Sijistani also employs the peculiarly Isma‘ili term, “the pre-
ceder” (al-sabiq), to indicate that intellect precedes all other beings.
Yet some aspect of intellect enters all subsequent being as well. Soul
gushes from it when intellect turns upon itself in contemplation;
soul in turn engenders nature within itself. Whereas intellect is per-
fect, soul is not. Rather it needs the benefit of intellect to attain a
degree of that possible perfection. Soul is in motion, intellect at rest.
As soul moves it creates time. However, insofar as soul is unmindful
of its own mentor, it sinks, often becoming enthralled with the natu-
ral world it has made within itself. It must be reminded of its origin;
its forgetfulness requires a revelation that corrects its orientation,
turning its attention upward again rather than downward.

Most aspects of al-Sijistani’s doctrine of intellect and soul follow
Neoplatonic precedent. Significantly, he resolutely maintains the
indivisibility of both. For him there are no separate intellects, such
as, for example, show up on the planetary scheme of al-Farabi and
Avicenna. His intellect is universal and individual human mind par-
ticipates in it. Likewise the soul is universal and our souls are a part
of that universal.

A key problem is prophecy. Prophecy is not philosophy and
philosophers are not prophets. In fact the major lawgiving prophets
all belong to the same lineage. They share a similar extraordinary
faculty that is not available to other humans. But, at the same time,
they are, as al-Sijistani puts it, men who are “the deputies of intellect
in the physical world.” Based on their perfect access to the realm of
intellect, their role is to convert reason into language and to con-
vey it to other humans. This function requires that such prophets
have unrestricted and unencumbered benefit of intellect, that their

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



84 PAUL E. WALKER

physical selves be so harmoniously undisturbed by worldly desire
or bodily interference that they can, at will, take what they find in
intellect and bring it back down to earth, so to speak. In so doing they
formulate laws and compose Scripture; the product of this effort is
an incarnation of intellect.

In order to govern the world of flux and constant change, the time-
less reality of what is truly real must inspire a representative who acts
here. The task is to warn the soul away from the terrestrial realm and
to teach it, as it exists in the collective souls of individual humans,
how to return to its higher self. For the Isma‘ilis Muhammad was the
final legislator; his is the ultimate law. At a future point a messiah
will bring an end to human history. In the meanwhile a sacred line of
imams, descended from Muhammad, and thus of the same lineage,
provide guidance; they each preserve the standard of his legislation
by an inherited knowledge of what his words actually signify. They
all have the ability to trace meaning back from the literal exoteric
expression to its abstract esoteric source in the universal timeless
intellect.

Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani

Al-Kirmani?? entered the Isma‘ili da‘wa about one full generation
after al-Sijistani’s death. The earliest date in his writings is 1008.23 As
mentioned previously, al-Kirmani adopted a kind of Farabian scheme
to an Isma‘ili purpose and in so doing hoped to convince the da‘wa
to move in the same direction.

Nevertheless, for al-Kirmani, in contrast to al-Farabi, God is not
the first being, First Cause, or necessary being (wajib al-wujid). The
beginning of a causal series is, despite its primacy in that series,
still a part of that same series. That beginning is intellect — the first
intellect — and not God. God is rather that on which the series itself
depends. He is the very principle of existence but is not an exis-
tent being. God is also not a substance. He is neither corporeal nor
incorporeal; neither potentially something (bi-al-quwwa) nor actu-
ally something (bi-al-fi‘l); he has no need; nothing is similar to him;
he has no relationship, no contrary, no equal, is not in time and not
subject to time, and he is neither eternity nor subject to eternity.

Al-Kirmani’s point is that God is utterly unknown and unknow-
able. As much as the intellect might want to grasp or to comprehend
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and understand him, it cannot. To try only increases its distance from
him. God can no more be seen by the intellect than the sun by the
naked human eye. He simply cannot be perceived by the methods
of intellect. And languages cannot signify God as he really is, since
the signifier must have a referent that exists and can be known.
God, however, is unknown; one cannot signify with language, or
with abstractions in the mind, something that is unknown. Follow-
ing al-Sijistani, al-Kirmani advocates a process of double negation. A
true declaration of God’s unique oneness, tawhid, tolerates no com-
promise, even of the most intellectually sophisticated. The proper
procedure then is to deny all physical and mental images that seek
to understand God. None are valid. What this method achieves is the
removal of God from the sphere of human speculation and imagina-
tion. But what of standard, religiously based discourse about God?
Al-Kirmani’s answer is that what humans speak about when they
talk of God is actually the intellect at its highest and ultimate first
level. It is not really God and should never be confused with the true
Lord Creator, but it is as close as humans can come. It suggests God
but is not him.

Creation occurs initially by origination and what came into being
by ibda‘ is first intellect, which is, subsequently, the absolute first
of the cosmos: the first being, the First Cause, the first mover. It
is the one, the first cause and effect, the innovation and innovated,
perfection and perfect, eternal and eternity, existent and existence,
all at once. Though one, it thinks, is thought, and is what is thought.
First intellect, i.e., the first being in the cosmic order, is the eternal
unmoved mover. In the Aristotelian model, the unmoved mover is
God, the cause of all causes. Therefore, al-Kirmani’s recognition that
this intellect serves as the God that humans know and understand
confirms the philosophers’ position but with a profound change.
Their God is the first intellect, yet it is not really God but rather
an intellectual image actually quite distinct from the real God. Nev-
ertheless, this first intellect, although it bears some relationship to
the cosmos that it now causes, is absolutely unique. It is the first
thing among things; the mover of all motions; and it is the actuality
that brings all potentiality into actuality.

There are, in all, five kinds of intellect: a first, a second, and three
types in the human mind — acquiring, potential, and actual. The
first is prior to all others. It is one in essence but multiple in its
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relationships and thus it gives rise to a dual being, the second intel-
lect, a being of more complexity than the first. The process of going
from the first to the second broadens creation by creating a multi-
plicity.

The second intellect arises from the first because the first unin-
tentionally radiates its joy at being itself. It is so pleased and raptur-
ous with its own being that it blushes, thereby generating an image
that becomes a separate second intellect which is a reflection of
itself. This process is called “procession” or “emanation” (inba‘atha,
inbi‘ath). The second, in contrast to the first, has a rank and position
merely by being second and thus not alone or unique. It is subject
to procession; it is inbi‘athi rather than ibda‘l, although, in so far
as it is intellect pure and simple, it continues to have ibda ‘T quali-
ties. It is actual and not potential; it encompasses and preserves its
own essence like the first. But, unlike its own immediate source, the
second both must and can conceive from what it came; it envisions
the first intellect as well as it contemplates itself, thus producing a
double aspect that gives it its fundamental duality. In its imitation of
intellect as agent, it is what al-Kirmani calls soul — a soul, however,
unrelated to human soul and clearly parallel to the universal soul of
Neoplatonism only in name. The second aspect of second intellect
derives from the first in its capacity as effect. In the second intellect
it constitutes an intellect in potentiality rather than in actuality.
And, in contrast to the higher aspect, it takes on the characteris-
tics of prime matter, an unrealized potential in which it, with form,
produces bodily being. By itself the ibda‘T aspect of second intel-
lect preserves its essence as intellect while, in its acquisitive mode,
it is simply form to this material being. As a whole it is potential
life.

From these two aspects of second intellect, there issue a further
procession of intellects and a parallel series of material entities. The
former are the eight additional intellects of the cosmic system and
the latter are the material forms of the spheres, out of which gener-
ate the corporeal beings of the terrestrial world. Al-Kirmani assigns
the intellects of these spheres the role of governing and regulating
the physical world. They are also intimately related to the progress
of religious revelation and the development of sacred law. Each of
these secondary intellects — called the thawani by the philosophers,
he notes — observe their own veneration and service to God by their
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perfect unchanging circular motion like pilgrims circumambulating
the Ka‘ba. This perfection is an emulation of or a desire for assimila-
tion to the first intellect. Arrayed in rank order strictly determined by
how many intellects precede, each must acknowledge and attempt
to comprehend all those before it, and this increasingly complex
requirement burdens the next with an imperfection more serious
than that of its predecessor. As the number increases, the complex-
ity of the images required to comprehend those previous to each
imposes a certain need and impotence. Relative to human society,
the tenth intellect is the closest and most directly involved in the
governance of terrestrial affairs.

Al-Kirmani’s concept of soul in the individual human makes per-
fectly clear that humans do not possess either a soul or intellect
directly comparable to the celestial beings. Human soul does not
have existence prior to the body in which and with which it acquires
its being. Such a soul at the beginning is formless and devoid of
knowledge although it is, nevertheless, the first perfection of its nat-
ural body. Intellect in this situation is a rational quality of the soul,
a kind of soul, or an aspect of it. This soul, as a substance, has the
possibility of surviving its body. But, for its knowledge of the world,
neither soul nor its rational faculty can function without depending
on physical sensations. It commences with an instinctual compre-
hension of the surrounding world, an instinct it shares with the other
animals. But it also possesses a possible second perfection, a purely
rational existence in which its substance ceases to be attached to
body. Human souls for the present cannot exist without a body, but
that will not always be the case. On the basis of what it acquires
in the way of knowledge and good deeds, soul is a living substance
with the ability of enduring beyond the dissolution of the material
body.

This soul has three aspects to its single self: growth, sensation,
and rational discrimination. The third category is potentially intel-
lectual. It develops through seven stages: conception, growth, sensa-
tion, imagination, rationality, intellectuality, and finally a “second
procession” (munba‘ath thani), the last stage being its final move
from corporeal existence into an eternal state without body. Even
with a rational faculty, however, it commences without knowing
what is in its best interest. It lacks knowledge like, he says, a blank
sheet of paper and thereafter undergoes a progressive development in
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which it assumes a different form. At the start, from the perspective
of true ibda ‘7 and inbi‘athi beings, it is sick, and its illness is not due
to its body but rather its own imperfection. On its own, it cannot
learn anything that does not strictly depend on information gleaned
from the senses. However, there are intelligent forces that can deal
with these souls and convince them to accede to the regimen that
will bring them knowledge from outside. They must have a teacher.

As with celestial souls, human souls contain, however slight and
weak they may be, some ibda ‘7 and inbi‘athi qualities. In a way they
resemble distantly the intellect and soul of that higher world, and in
turn that world preserves a remote interest in the souls of this realm.
Accordingly the heavenly members of the hierarchy retain a provi-
dential responsibility for human beings. The tenth and final intellect
of the heavenly world, acting on behalf of the whole system, has the
greatest responsibility. It generates its own intellectual representa-
tive in that lower world, who, in turn, receives the emanations of
all the higher angels —i.e., the separate intellects. This person must
be human but, as al-Kirmani is careful to point out, it also must be
someone who is truly human, a person whose human quality is most
perfectly and exclusively intellectual and thus not merely animal.
Only such a person actually resembles the angels in their inbi‘athi
and ibda ‘T qualities. Such rare and unique individuals are the great
prophets and founders of religions, and above all the messiah of the
future who will, at the end of time, finally represent the actualiza-
tion of intellect among humans. For now the imam is the perfection
of intellect in any one period; he is the ultimate teacher in this world
because he most completely knows the truth. The prophets were, in
fact, the intellects of their time; they were the earthly image of true
first intellect, which is the Divine in so far as he is an intelligible
being.

The philosophical base of Isma‘ili doctrine, especially as propounded
by the figures just discussed, was perfectly obvious to their Islamic
opponents, many of whom explicitly cite such a connection in refut-
ing it. The da‘wa vainly attempted to control access to the writ-
ings of these da‘is, but prominent authorities knew them nonethe-
less. Moreover, despite a stated rejection, many may have been more
influenced by what they learned than they willingly admit. Avicenna
(d. 1037), for example, confessed that his father and brother were
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Isma‘ilis and that he was first made aware of their teachings by
his own family.?4 The great Sunni theologian al-Ghazali (d. 1111)
commented frequently on the philosophical appeal of the Isma‘ilis.?S
The vehemently anti-philosophical critic Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328)
reports that he came upon and had read al-Sijistani’s Magalid among
other works of theirs.?® And, finally, the famous Egyptian, Mamluk-
era historian al-Magqrizi (d. 1442) states quite clearly that he had
located genuine books by members of the da‘wa and that he derived
his knowledge of Isma‘ili doctrines from them. He, too, had no doubt
about the essential role of philosophy in their thought.?7
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6 Avicenna and the Avicennian
Tradition

The scope of this chapter is dauntingly broad, since Avicenna was
the central figure in the history of Arabic-Islamic philosophy. Before
Avicenna, falsafa (Arabic Aristotelian and Neoplatonic philosophy)
and kalam (Islamic doctrinal theology) were distinct strands of
thought, even though a good deal of cross-fertilization took place
between them. After Avicenna, by contrast, the two strands fused
together and post-Avicennian kalam emerged as a truly Islamic phi-
losophy, a synthesis of Avicenna’s metaphysics and Muslim doctrine.

To talk about the sources, evolution, and influence of Avicenna’s
ideas is, in fact, to talk about over two thousand years of philosoph-
ical activity. Avicenna’s sources begin with Aristotle in the fourth
century B.C.E. and include the late antique Greek Aristotle com-
mentators, both Peripatetic and Neoplatonist. Avicenna himself was
extremely prolific: between 40 and 275 titles have been attributed
to him by bibliographers ranging from his student Jtzjani to the late
Egyptian scholar Georges Anawati, with approximately 130 reck-
oned to be authentic by the Iranian scholar Yahya Mahdavi.* What is
more, hisideas evolved during the course of his career, with the result
that, as with Plato’s and Aristotle’s thought, Avicenna’s philosophy
will often resist our attempts to systematize it, and his position on
a number of important philosophical issues will appear frustratingly
underdetermined. As for Avicenna’s impact, it was felt acutely in
both the Islamic world and in Christian Europe. After several of his
major philosophical and medical works were translated into Latin at
the end of the twelfth century, Avicenna came to exert great influ-
ence on European scholastic thought, an influence that was over-
shadowed only by that of the Andalusian Aristotle commentator Aba
al-Walid ibn Rushd, or Averroes (d. 1198). In post-classical Islamic
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intellectual history, by contrast, Avicenna’s influence was unparal-
leled, and Averroes played only a minor role.> Avicenna’s innovations
in metaphysics — his most important philosophical contributions —
were debated in the works of mutakallimin (i.e., those engaged in
constructing kalam) from both the mainstream Sunni and smaller
Shi‘i branches of Islam right up to the advent of Islamic modernism
at the end of the nineteenth century.

How best to proceed, then, in light of the complex and wide-
ranging history of Avicenna’s sources, thought and legacy? To start
with, I shall not discuss the transmission of Avicennism into
medieval Latin philosophy, but leave that instead to Charles Burnett
in chapter 18.3 Second, I shall not discuss at any length the doctrines
of the Isma‘ilis, of Suhrawardi, or of Mulla Sadra, but leave those
instead to Paul Walker, John Walbridge, and Sajjad Rizvi in chapters s,
10, and 11, respectively. Finally, I shall not examine Avicenna’s logic,
even though his innovations in that field shaped the subsequent log-
ical tradition in Islam as profoundly as his metaphysical innovations
did; I shall leave that task to Tony Street in chapter 12.

What I shall do is focus on the history of three basic philosophi-
cal issues, the examination of which throws light on how Avicenna
appropriated ancient and late antique Greek philosophy, how his
ideas changed during his lifetime, and how some of those ideas came
to be naturalized in subsequent Islamic intellectual history by Sunni
and Shi'i mutakallimiin. The three issues are first, Avicenna’s the-
ory that a human rational soul comes into existence with the birth
of the body which it governs and uses, yet survives the body’s death;
second, his distinction between essence and existence; and third,
his analysis of God as the only being which, by virtue of itself and
nothing else, necessarily exists, in contrast to all other beings, which
necessarily exist only by virtue of another, namely, their cause.4

At the bottom of each of these three issues lurks a problem of
metaphysics. The metaphysical problem underlying the first issue
is one of “applied” ontology, so to speak: what is the soul, and how
does it cause the body in which it inheres? The second problem is also
ontological, but much more general: what are the most fundamental
components of reality? The third question is one of theology and
cosmology: what is God, and how does he cause the universe? Before
plunging into these deep and frigid waters I should take a moment
to describe Avicenna’s upbringing.
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BACKGROUND AND EDUCATION

Abt ‘Ali al-Husayn ibn ‘Abdallah ibn Sina, known in the West by his
Latinized name Avicenna, was born some time before the year 980,
in a village called Afshana near the city of Bukhara, in what is now
Uzbekistan. Avicenna’s father originally came from the city of Balkh
(next to Mazar-i Sharif in what is now Afghanistan) and had moved to
Bukhara during the reign of Nuh ibn Mansiir, a prince of the house of
the Samanids, who ruled northeastern Iran and parts of Transoxania
during the latter part of the tenth century. Avicenna’s father was
appointed the governor of an important village, Kharmaythan, which
was situated near a smaller village, Afshana, where he lived with his
wife and where Avicenna and his younger brother were born. The
family moved to Bukhara - the big city —- when Avicenna was a young
boy, and there Avicenna studied the Qur’an and Arabic literature
(adab) with two different teachers, exhibiting even at the age of ten
the intellectual independence that would characterize his studies for
the next ten years or so.

Avicenna’s first encounter with philosophy came through listen-
ing in on discussions his father had with Isma‘ili missionaries. The
Isma‘ilis were a subsect of the Shi‘is, themselves the largest minor-
ity sect in Islam, the majority being the Sunnis. The disagreement
between Shi‘is and Sunnis arose over the Prophet Muhammad’s
succession. Following Muhammad’s death in 632, one group gelled
around the figure of ‘Ali, Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law, and
came eventually to be called Shi‘a ‘Ali, the “Party of ‘Ali.” How-
ever it was not ‘Ali but Muhammad’s companion Aba Bakr who
emerged as the Prophet’s successor, or caliph, and ‘Ali and his
descendents, along with their followers, the Shi‘is, ended up being
largely excluded from political power during the centuries that
followed.

When Avicenna’s father was a young man, in the middle of the
tenth century, three centuries of Shi‘l disappointment and frustra-
tion seemed finally to be ending. A Persian Shi‘i family, the Buway-
hids, captured the imperial capital Baghdad in 945, fatally weaken-
ing the already sickly caliphate of the Sunni ‘Abbasid family, who
had ruled there since 750. More importantly for Avicenna’s father,
a North African Shi‘i family called the Fatimids conquered Egypt in
969 and set up an anti-caliphate in Cairo, from which Isma‘ili-Shi‘i
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missionaries fanned out across Iraq and Iran, gaining converts and
hoping to lay the ground for an Isma‘ili revolution.

Despite the difficulties — even persecution — that Isma‘ilis faced in
Khurasan and Transoxania, it could well have seemed to Avicenna’s
father that things were finally going the Shi‘is way, and perhaps as
a result of this perception he became one of those who, as Avicenna
put it, “responded positively to the missionary of the Egyptians and
was reckoned to be an Isma‘ili.”s With his Isma‘ili friends Avicenna’s
father used to discuss Isma‘ili theories about the nature of the soul
and the intellect, theories which Avicenna listened to but which, he
baldly asserts, he refused to accept. Whether the young boy spurned
his father’s attempts to bring him into the fold of the Isma‘ilis as
an act of pre-adolescent rebellion or out of genuine philosophical
dissatisfaction, it seems not to have spoilt their relationship, since
Avicenna’s father then arranged for him to be tutored in Islamic
jurisprudence by a Hanafi, that is, a member of one of the four Sunni-
as opposed to Shi‘i — schools of legal thought.°

His religious education more or less complete, Avicenna was then
tutored in philosophy by a journeyman sophist named Natili, with
whom the ten-year-old read the Arabic translation of Porphyry’s
Isagoge, the standard introduction to logic (and to philosophy gener-
ally) in the late antique and medieval Islamic worlds. Quickly real-
izing — and demonstrating — that he was far cleverer than his teacher,
Avicenna embarked, with his father’s blessing, on a course of intense
self-education, guided less and less by Natili, who left town in search
of a more educable pupil. All by himself Avicenna read the works of
Euclid and Ptolemy on arithmetic and geometry, and moved through
the texts that made up the Aristotelian corpus, starting with logic,
then natural philosophy, and finally metaphysics. It is very impor-
tant to note thatin addition to the Arabic versions of Aristotle’s texts,
Avicenna read many of the Greek commentaries on those texts, com-
mentaries which had also been translated into Arabic in the ninth
and tenth centuries.”

Using the word “read” to describe what Avicenna did when he
sat down with a pile of philosophical texts and commentaries is a
bit misleading. Unlike most of us Avicenna read in a very active
way: he took notes, of course, but more than that he reduced all the
arguments articulated in a philosophical text to their constituent
premises, and then put those premises in the correct syllogistic
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order so that the conclusions they produced were valid, at least in
those cases where the author’s argument was cogent. In other words,
Avicenna not only read and took notes on the Aristotelian texts and
commentaries, he analyzed them. In the process he produced for him-
self a large set of files that he could turn to whenever he needed to
remind himself of the structure of a particular argument.

Avicenna read widely as well as intensively. His skill as a physi-
cian brought him into the orbit of his father’s employer, Prince Nuh
ibn Mansir, who gave the young polymath permission to conduct
research in the Samanids’ library in Bukhara in return for Avicenna’s
attendance upon him. In that library Avicenna encountered a vast
trove of literature, with each of the library’s rooms dedicated to a
different field of inquiry. There, Avicenna claims, he read works of
the ancients (al-awa’il) which he had never come across before nor
was ever to see again later in his life; absorbed what was useful in
them; and in so doing completed the course of self-education he had
begun eight years earlier:

When I reached my eighteenth year I was done with all these sciences. And
while at that time I had a better memory for [such] knowledge, I am more
mature today; otherwise the knowledge [itself| is one and the same thing,
nothing new having come to me afterward [i.e., after the age of eighteen].’

WHAT IS THE SOUL AND HOW DOES IT CAUSE
THE BODY!?

It is hard to imagine that the ten-year-old Avicenna was turned off
by Isma‘ili ideas about the soul and the intellect because he had him-
self already come up with, or simply encountered, a more plausible
theory. Avicenna was precocious, but not that precocious. Neverthe-
less the mature Avicenna’s theory of the soul was markedly differ-
ent from that of his father’s friends, the Isma‘ilis. Like Aristotle and
Alexander of Aphrodisias (fl. 205 C.E., the first great commentator
on Aristotle), Avicenna believed that the human rational soul comes
into existence at the same time as the body in which it inheres; and
Avicenna is also crystal clear in rejecting transmigration, a theory
closely associated with Plato and Plotinus (d. 270 C.E., the founder
of the school of Neoplatonism), a version of which was followed by
some Isma‘ili thinkers. On the other hand, Avicenna did believe —
this time like Plato and Plotinus — that the human rational soul
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continues to exist even after the death of the body in which it for-
merly inhered.?

At first glance Avicenna’s position looks like a conscious and
rather crude attempt to reconcile Aristotle and Alexander with Plato
and Plotinus. Upon closer analysis, Avicenna’s position turns out to
be a reflection of his hermeneutical context. By the time Avicenna
was composing his first philosophical treatises, the ancient way of
interpreting Aristotle’s works, that associated with Alexander, had
been superseded by a new method, one associated with Ammonius
(fl. ca. 490 C.E.), son of Hermeias, as well as with Ammonius’ stu-
dents such as Asclepius (fl. 525 C.E.) and more importantly, John
Philoponus (d. ca. 570 C.E.). After five centuries of successful devel-
opment, the new, Ammonian method had come to be seen as such
a natural approach to reading Aristotle, that in 1000 C.E. Avicenna
would have been unaware that his view of the soul differed in any
significant way from that of Aristotle. In other words, Avicenna’s
position on the human rational soul’s separability ought not to be
seen as an attempt to stuff a square Plato into a round Aristotle, but
instead as the product of the fusion of two hermeneutical projects,
a fusion that had been going on for five hundred years or so before
Avicenna was born.

By “fusion of two hermeneutical projects” I mean the following.
First, Aristotle’s very large body of work is not entirely consistent
on issues as widely discussed and as fundamental as the relation-
ship between body and soul. As a result, the first commentators on
Aristotle, such as Alexander, played a crucial role in constructing a
single coherent Aristotelian doctrine out of the sometimes incom-
patible doctrines and assertions found in Aristotle’s many writings.
(Elsewhere I refer to this project — the attempt to reconcile Aristotle
with Aristotle — as the “lesser harmony.”)*© Later on, building on the
work of Porphyry (d. 309 C.E.) and other early Neoplatonists, philoso-
phers such as Proclus (d. ca. 485 C.E.) were engaged in another, more
ambitious harmonization project: reconciling Aristotle with Plato
(which T call the “greater harmony”). But Proclus’ efforts at rec-
onciling Plato and Aristotle found expression in a few enormous
independent treatises (e.g., The Platonic Theology) as well as in his
lengthy commentaries on Platonic works such as the Timaeus, Par-
menides, and the Republic. What Proclus left to his student Ammo-
nius was the task begun tentatively by Proclus’ own teacher Syrianus
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(d. ca. 437 C.E.), the task of folding the greater harmony into the
lesser harmony. In practice this meant composing commentaries
on Aristotle’s treatises in such a way that those passages in which
Aristotle articulates ideas that are most reconcilable with Plato’s
ideas are spotlighted and then joined together to form the basis of a
newly systematized Aristotelian philosophy — one that was identifi-
able at some deep level with Proclus’ newly systematized Platonic
philosophy. The task of advancing the Ammonian synthesis — of fold-
ing the greater harmony into the lesser harmony — was in turn passed
along to Ammonius’ students Asclepius and Philoponus, several of
whose commentaries on Aristotle were translated into Arabic in the
ninth and tenth centuries.**

The notion that the soul exists before the birth of the body to
which it comes eventually to be attached, and also survives its death,
had its first major elaboration in Plato’s work, and specifically in his
Phaedo. Plotinus expanded upon and systematized this theory in
his Enneads, bits and pieces of which were translated into Arabic
in the ninth century, reworked, attributed to Aristotle, and entitled
Theology of Aristotle (Uthultjiya Aristatalis). According to the ver-
sion of Plotinian psychology found in the Theology of Aristotle, the
soul has two tendencies, one upward towards the world of intellect,
the other downwards towards the world of matter.’> The birth of
a baby, or perhaps even conception, represents the moment when
descending soul, having (as it were) “split off” from the Universal
Soul, finds itself individuated in a particular body which is disposed
to receive it. During its lifetime of attachment to the body the soul
is constantly tempted by the possibility of indulging in bodily plea-
sures, and some souls give in. Other souls take the longer view, hav-
ing realized that the more time spent doing philosophy, and the less
time spent engaging in self-gratification, will ultimately reduce the
number of cycles of death and rebirth before the final moment when,
the perfect number of cycles having been completed, the soul can
join the other permanent inhabitants of the intelligible world, never
again to be dragged down into the world of matter. This theory, or
at least important aspects of it, was embraced by Isma‘ili thinkers
of the tenth century (such as Abu Ya‘qub al-Sijzi, a.k.a. al-Sijistani,
fl. ca. 960) as well as by others who have been associated with the
Isma‘ilis (such as the “Brethren of Purity” — Ikhwan al-Safa’, fl. ca.
980), and it is probably quite close to the picture Avicenna’s father
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is said to have painted during his philosophy sessions with fellow
Isma‘ilis, given that al-Sijzi had been active in Bukhara just before
that period.

In De Anima, II, by contrast, Aristotle defines the soul — describes
it, to be precise — as the “first entelekheia of a natural instrumen-
tal body possessing life potentially.” One of the challenges facing
the Greek commentators on the De Anima was figuring out exactly
what Aristotle meant by entelekheia, a term which he invented and
which he also used to define change (kinésis) in Physics, III. The
consensus amongst scholars nowadays is that we ought to translate
entelekheia as “actuality,” thereby making it more or less synony-
mous with the Greek term energeia; and that we ought to worry less
about what Aristotle thinks an entelekheia is than what he thinks
the soul and change are entelekheias of. Early Greek commentators
such as Alexander and Themistius (fl. 365 C.E.) were more deter-
mined to fix upon an acceptable meaning for entelekheia, and specif-
ically a meaning that made sense in both of Aristotle’s definitions. To
that end Alexander and Themistius turned to another Greek term,
teleiotés, when they wished to gloss entelekheia. The commenta-
tors reckoned that the range of meanings associated with teleiotés
was broad enough to cover Aristotle’s use of entelekheia to define
the soul in the De Anima as well as his use of entelekheia to define
change in the Physics. Alexander focused on the sense of “complete-
ness” and “completion” conveyed by teleiotés, that is, the sense in
which teleiotés was to be construed as the abstract noun associated
with the adjective teleion, “complete,” a term which Aristotle help-
fully defined in Metaphysics, V.16. Themistius added a new sense
to the range of meanings associated with teleiotés, one which I have
called “endedness” for lack of a more elegant word; it refers to the
sense in which a thing is either directed at or serves as a telos, or
“end.”

As with Alexander’s emphasis on completeness and completion,
which was motivated by a desire to come up with a set of meanings
broad enough to square Aristotle’s use of entelekheia to define the
soul with his use of entelekheia to define change, Themistius’ inclu-
sion of the notion of endedness in the semantic range of teleiotés
was also motivated by a hermeneutical commitment to the lesser
harmony, to the project of reconciling Aristotle with himself. But it
also gave the later commentators of the Ammonian synthesis a tool
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with which they could fashion an interpretation of Aristotle’s theory
of the soul that was more easily reconcilable with Plato’s.

When the Ammonian commentators on Aristotle’s texts, and
particularly on the De Anima, found themselves confronted by
Aristotle’s definition of the soul as an entelekheia — a term which
Plotinus had derided as connoting too much inseparability from the
body - they soon realized they could turn to Themistius for help.
Remember that Themistius added the notion of endedness — being
directed at an end or serving as an end — to the mix of meanings asso-
ciated with teleiotés, the term which Alexander had first used to
gloss Aristotle’s opaque entelekheia. With Themistius’ understand-
ing of teleiotés in hand, the Ammonians could direct attention away
from the problem of what the soul is (i.e., what the soul is in rela-
tion to the body), and toward the problem of how the soul causes (i.e.,
how the soul causes the body). The Ammonian commentators had
little room to maneuver if their focus was entirely confined to what
the soul is. After all, Aristotle had said the soul is an entelekheia —
that is, the soul is a state of being, namely, the state of being actual
as opposed to the state of being potential — and had also implied
that the soul’s relation to the body was analogous to the relation-
ship of form to matter. The analogy of form to matter led Alexander
to reason that the soul, according to Aristotle, is inseparable from
the body just as form is inseparable from matter (although form
and matter are of course distinguishable conceptually - kata ton
logon).

The Ammonian commentators’ move from analyzing the soul-
body relationship in terms of the relationship between two states of
being — actuality and potentiality — to analyzing it in terms of the
relationship between cause and effect, consisted in their focusing on
other passages in the De Anima where the soul is described as causing
the body not only as its formal cause, but also as its efficient and final
cause. These passages presented the Ammonians with an exegeti-
cal opportunity because earlier Neoplatonists such as Plutarch of
Athens, Syrianus, and Proclus, had argued quite persuasively that
Aristotle’s formal and material causes were crucially different from
his efficient and final causes. Following these earlier thinkers, the
Ammonians held that the formal and material causes are insepara-
ble from or immanent in their effects. The efficient and final causes,
by contrast, are separate from or transcendent of their effects.
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The Ammonians then reasoned as follows: since Alexander,
the most authoritative Aristotelian commentator, had glossed
Aristotle’s entelekheia with teleiotés, and since Themistius had
added endedness — being directed at or serving as a telos, or final
cause — to the semantic range of teleiotés, the most likely way in
which the soul causes the body is therefore the way in which a final
cause acts on its effect. And given the fact that final causes are sepa-
rate from or transcend their effects, so the soul, as a final cause, will
be separate from or transcend its effect, the body.

In an attempt to come to grips with Aristotle’s assertion that the
soul causes the body not just as a final cause but as an efficient and
formal cause as well, an Ammonian commentator could retreat a
little from the strong version of this argument — that the soul causes
its effect only as a final cause, and that therefore the soul is always
separate from or transcends its effect — and maintain instead that the
primary way in which the soul causes the body is as a final cause.
The soul causes the body as an efficient and a formal cause as well,
but only in a secondary sense, since the soul’s formal causation and
efficient causation of the body can, with some aggressive interpret-
ing of Aristotle’s texts, be reduced to its final causality of the body.
What this meant in practice for late Ammonians such as Avicenna
is that the intellect — the part of the soul that seemed the surest can-
didate for separability — was seen to act as a final cause on its effects,
namely, the lower faculties of the soul; for these lower faculties are
used by the intellect as instruments to help it think about universal
intelligibles and thereby come as close as possible to attaining its
own final cause, namely the eternality of the active intellect, which
is always thinking about universal intelligibles. In other words, my
intellect uses my soul’s lower faculties of motion and sensation,
which in turn use the parts of my body they are associated with, be
they muscles in the limbs or the sense organs. My intellect might use
my faculty of motion to convey me to the library, where I can read
an Avicennian text and thereby come to think about universal intel-
ligibles; or my intellect might use my faculty of sensation to observe
repeated instances of individual things, and thereby lay the ground
for its apprehension of abstracted universals. The ultimate goal of the
intellect’s employment of the soul’s lower faculties, and of the soul’s
lower faculties’ employment of the muscles or sense organs they are
associated with, remains the realization of individual immortality,
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the kind of immortality that is available — in the sublunary world at
least — only to human rational souls, since the souls of animals and
plants can attain immortality only as species, by means of sexual
reproduction, and not as individuals.

The advantage of this line of analysis is that it allowed Ammonian
commentators to focus on those passages in the Aristotelian corpus
where Aristotle, while not expressly advocating the idea, allowed
for the possibility that the intellectual part of the soul survived the
death of the body.* To the earlier commentators such as Alexander
these passages seemed little more than Aristotle’s passing fancies,
off-the-cuff remarks that were so clearly contradicted by other, more
canonical passages that it would be irresponsible for a commentator
to cite them in an effort to undermine Aristotle’s core doctrine of the
soul’s inseparability. But to the Arabic heirs of the Ammonian syn-
thesis the soul’s separability, understood in a restricted sense as the
transcendence of the intellectual part of the soul and its survival after
the body’s death, was an interpretation of Aristotle’s ontology of the
soul that was justifiable on textual as well as theoretical grounds. In
fact, a sign of the Ammonian synthesis’ powerful momentum can be
detected in some of the early Arabic translations of Aristotle’s works,
those undertaken in the beginning and middle of the ninth century.
In the Arabic version of the Metaphysics and in the earliest version of
the De Anima, as well as in many of the early Arabic paraphrases and
summaries of those works, the Greek terms entelekheia, teleiotés,
and telos were most often rendered into Arabic using the same term,
tamam. The upshot is that when viewed in its proper context, as the
product of a thousand-year history of shifting interpretive projects,
Avicenna’s theory that the soul comes into existence with the body
but that it survives the body’s death — or at least that the intellectual
part of the soul survives the body’s death - is in no sense contra-
dicted by his close reading of and deep commitment to the Arabic
Aristotle’s texts and theories.

Even though the interpretive tradition to which Avicenna was heir
determined the overall contours of his position that the soul was in
some way separable from the body, he also offered some original
arguments of his own. The most famous of them is his discussion
of the “floating man,” which turns out to be less an argument than
a mnemonic device. At the end of the first book of the De Anima
(Kitab al-nafs) part of his great philosophical summa, The Healing
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(al-Shifa’), Avicenna asks that we move beyond the stage of consid-
ering the soul in the context of its relationship to the body, in which
context we speak of it as “soul” and define it as the first perfection
of a natural instrumental body. What is required, Avicenna says, is
that we get some sense of what the substance we call “soul” is once
we take the body out of the equation. With this aim in mind he offers
a thought experiment: imagine that you have come into being fully
mature and are floating in completely still air, with limbs splayed
so that they do not touch each other, with your eyes covered in a
membrane that prevents you from seeing anything, and with your
other sense organs similarly unable to apprehend any object. In that
state of total sensory deprivation, with no awareness of anything
physical, would you affirm your own existence? Avicenna says yes,
of course you would: in that state you would never doubt the exis-
tence of your self, even though you would not be able to affirm the
existence of any part of your body. The substance that we call “soul”
when placed in relation to “body,” and which we further define as
the first perfection of a natural instrumental body, turns out to be
this “self” (dhat). What is more, one’s instinctive knowledge that
one would affirm the existence of one’s self in such a state of total
sensory deprivation constitutes a “hint” or “indication” (ishara) of
the soul’s essential immateriality.*s

Much has been made of the apparent similarity between
Avicenna’s floating man and Descartes’ cogito, and some have even
wondered whether this passage might prove to be one of the textual
sources of the cogito. Others have argued (and I agree) that the sim-
ilarity, though striking, turns out on closer inspection to be quite
superficial, since the context and purpose of the floating man were
so different from those of the cogito.’® Avicenna’s floating man was
not even meant to serve as a “proof” of anything: it is only a hint
of what the soul is outside of the context of its relationship to the
body, a hint that reminds us of the soul’s essential immateriality.
Avicenna’s hope was that when his advanced students were stuck
in the middle of some complex proof of the soul’s separability from
the body, they would not fall prey to sophistical arguments whose
goal was to convince them that the soul was an atom, or some type
of material object. With Avicenna’s floating man always ready to
remind them of the conclusion they must reach, their argumenta-
tive path would be surer. Avicenna extended this method of hinting
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and indicating to cover all of his basic philosophical positions in his
last major work, entitled The Pointers and Reminders (al-Isharat wa
al-tanbihat), which, like the floating man passage, was written with
his most advanced students in mind.

Up to now I have concentrated on a theory — the human rational
soul’s survival of its body’s death — that highlights the philosoph-
ical continuity between Avicenna and earlier thinkers. Avicenna’s
theory of the soul’s separability is, in a sense, the culmination of
what I earlier called the Ammonian synthesis, that is, the project
of the Aristotle commentator Ammonius and his students, to inte-
grate the greater harmony (i.e., reconciling Plato and Aristotle) of
Neoplatonists such as Proclus into the lesser harmony (i.e., reconcil-
ing Aristotle with himself) of early Aristotle commentators such as
Alexander.”” As far as subsequent Islamic intellectual history is con-
cerned, however, Avicenna’s theory — that after death only the ratio-
nal soul survives — was something of a cul-de-sac. It is true that most
post-Avicennian thinkers agreed with Avicenna’s claim that the soul
survives death. It is also true that these thinkers embraced impor-
tant aspects of Avicenna’s psychology, for example his ideas about
the structure of the soul’s faculties and about the role of intuition in
epistemology. But most maintained, in contrast to Avicenna, that the
body enjoyed some kind of afterlife too. (The extent to which one’s
future body is identical to one’s current body, and the sense in which
“body” can be understood metaphorically, as something immaterial,
posed philosophical challenges for them.) Eschatology was the moti-
vation here, since Avicenna’s idea contradicts the Islamic doctrine
of bodily resurrection.

The Muslim thinker who came out most famously against
Avicenna’s denial of bodily resurrection was the Sunni thinker
al-Ghazali (d. 1111), author of an elegant synopsis of Avicenna’s
philosophy entitled The Aims of the Philosophers (Magasid al-
falasifa), a work that bears a very close connection to Avicenna’s
Persian summa, The Book of Knowledge for [Prince] °‘Ala’
[al-Dawla] (Danishnama-yi ‘Ala’i). With the Aims in hand, al-
Ghazali had a ready source of raw material from which to draw in
his frontal attack on Avicenna, The Incoherence of the Philosophers
(Tahafut al-falasifa). In the Incoherence, al-Ghazali focused on three
of Avicenna’s theses whose logical implications warranted condem-
nation as disbelief (takfir): the denial of bodily resurrection, which
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is entailed by Avicenna’s thesis that after the body’s death, only the
soul survives; the denial of God’s knowledge of particular things,
which is entailed by Avicenna’s thesis that God knows particulars
only in a universal way; and the denial of the world’s temporal orig-
inatedness, which is entailed by Avicenna’s thesis that the world,
though caused by God, is co-eternal with him.

Partly as a result of al-Ghazili’s attack, Avicenna’s thesis that
after death only the soul survives — and his theses that God knows
particulars in a universal way and that the world is co-eternal with
God - found little sympathy amongst later Muslim thinkers. That is
not to say that all of Avicenna’s ideas were dead ends, or worse, to
restate the often-repeated claim, now discredited, that al-Ghazali’s
attack succeeded in extinguishing philosophical activity in post-
classical Islamic intellectual history. On issues other than these
three, the conceptual connections between Avicenna and both ear-
lier and later Sunni mutakallimiin, his supposed enemies, are in fact
much closer than we have been led to believe. What I shall next
focus on is Avicenna’s distinction between essence and existence,
a quasi-innovation which shows how Avicenna both received and
appropriated previous Sunni kalam discussions, in this case about
the difference between a thing and an existent.'®

ESSENCE AND EXISTENCE

It is difficult for us nowadays to sympathize much with medieval
philosophers, for whom the basic elements of reality were not phys-
ical objects, however tiny (molecules, atoms, neutrons, etc.), but
rather ontological categories (substance, thing, existent, etc.). Gener-
ally speaking, Mu'tazili mutakallimiin, who formed the first school
of Islamic doctrinal theology, were of the opinion that “thing” (shay’)
was the most broadly applicable category in reality, and that “thing”
was in turn divisible into the subcategories “existent” (mawjid) and
“nonexistent” (ma‘dam).

There are two main reasons why the Mu’tazilis were commit-
ted to the ontological primacy of “thing.” The first is that the
early Arabic grammarians were virtually unanimous in holding that
“thing” refers to all that can be placed in relation to a predicate. In
other words “thing” is the most universal subject, one that cannot be
subsumed under any broader category or genus. The second reason
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was that the Qur’an, in a pair of widely cited verses, describes God'’s
creative act as consisting in God’s saying “Be!” to a thing, at which
point the thing then is.?® To the Mu‘tazilis this was a clear indication
that a thing can be either nonexistent or existent: a thing is nonexis-
tent before God says “Be!” toit, and it is existent after God says “Be!”
to it. Yet the Mu'tazilis were never quite sure what a nonexistent
thing might look like, and attacks on their ontology came to revolve
more and more around their seeming inability to solve the prob-
lem of the “thingness of the nonexistent” (shay’iyya al-ma‘dim).
What exactly does a Mu’‘tazili mean when he asserts that a thing
is nonexistent? Where exactly “is” a nonexistent thing? In God’s
mind, perhaps? If outside God’s mind, then where? Is there one sin-
gle and undifferentiated nonexistent Thing somewhere, out of which
an individual thing is siphoned into existence once God says “Be!”
to it? Or is there a multiplicity of nonexistent things, each ready and
prepared for the moment when God says “Be!” to it? The Mu‘tazilis
gave a fairly clear answer at least to the question of the existential
status of mental objects. Universal concepts, such as “horseness,”
and fictional entities, such as a unicorn, are things, but because uni-
versal concepts and fictional entities are found only in the mind and
not in the extramental world, they are, strictly speaking, nonexistent
things. Objects that it is impossible to conceive of, such as square
circles, are not even nonexistent things.

Sunni mutakallimin of the Ash’ari and Maturidi schools, who
began to eclipse the Mu’tazilis in prominence at the end of the tenth
century, held an opposing view. They believed in a strong identi-
fication of thing and existent, not merely holding that the domain
of things is coextensive with the domain of existents (that is, every
thing will also be an existent, and every existent will also be a thing),
but also holding that the meaning of “thing” and the meaning of
“existent” are one and the same. The Sunni mutakallimtn reckoned
that this strong identification between thing and existent enabled
them to argue more clearly and forcefully for God’s creation of the
world out of absolutely nothing. This was because the Mu'‘tazili
doctrine that God created existent things out of nonexistent things
(or out of a single nonexistent Thing) could be taken to imply that
these pre-existent things (or Thing) in some sense kept God com-
pany before the creation of the world; and this in turn would under-
mine the Mu'tazilis’ fundamental tenet that God alone possessed
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the attribute of eternality. To the Sunnis, by contrast, nothing meant
no thing: nothing had no ontological value whatsoever, unlike the
Mu'‘tazilis nonexistent thing.

The fly in the Sunnis’ ointment was the status of mental objects.
On the one hand mental objects could be considered to be existents
just as extramental, concrete objects were. In that case an existent in
the mind such as “horseness” or a unicorn will deserve to be called
an existent just as much as this horse here in the stable does, and
the boundary between mental existence and concrete existence will
become blurry. The alternative — preferred by most Sunnis — was
to deny that mental objects have any kind of existence whatsoever.
The problem then becomes avoiding the inference that since nei-
ther universal concepts such as “horseness,” nor fictional entities
such as unicorns, nor impossibilities such as square circles, exist
concretely in the extramental world, all will be equally nonexistent,
a conclusion that seems counterintuitive, given that “horseness”
and unicorns, which you or I are able not only to make assertions
about but also conceive of, seem fundamentally different from square
circles, which we can make assertions about but certainly cannot
conceive of.

Generally speaking, and most explicitly in his Book of [Gramma-
tical] Particles (Kitab al-hurif), the tenth-century philosopher al-
Farabi adopts the Mu‘tazili view, holding that “thing” is the supreme
genus, which can be distinguished into the species “existent” and the
species “nonexistent.” But al-Farabi does allow that existent has a
function which thing does not: as the copula in an assertoric propo-
sition (i.e., a proposition with no modal qualifier such as “possibly”
or “necessarily”). Al-Farabi claims that in place of the copula “is” in
the proposition “Zayd is a just man,” one can use “existent” instead:
“Zayd [is] existent [as] a just man.” But, al-Farabi argues, one cannot
replace the “is” here with “thing,” since “Zayd [is] thing [as] a just
man” makes no sense. The rules of Arabic grammar make al-Farabi’s
point less confusing than it might at first appear, but even so, he
does seem to be straining to find some way to distinguish his own
position from that of the Mu'tazilis. Nevertheless al-Farabi’s theory
reveals that there is a role for the term “existent” — as a copula —
that “thing” cannot play, and that regardless of the extent of their
respective domains “thing” and “existent” do have two very differ-
ent meanings.
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Avicenna’s own set of positions on this issue comes across as a
series of compromises between the Mu‘tazilis’ and al-Farabi’s eleva-
tion of thing as the supreme genus, and the Sunnis’ strong identifica-
tion of thing and existent; but also one that takes into consideration
al-Farabi’s point that thing and existent cannot have the same mean-
ing, given the different uses each term can be put to. In Metaphysics
1.5 of his Healing, when Avicenna speaks in terms of things and
existents — when he speaks, that is, in the old ontological idiom of
the mutakallimtin - his position is clear: “thing” and “existent” are
extensionally identical but intensionally different. In other words,
Avicenna maintains that while the domains of things and existents
are coextensive, their meanings are distinct. Even though there will
never be a thing which is not also an existent, nor an existent which
is not also a thing, this is not to say that “thing” means nothing
other than “existent” and that “existent” means nothing other than
“thing.” When we speak of an object as a “thing,” we are referring to a
different aspect of that object than when we speak of the object as an
“existent.” Nevertheless, Avicenna stresses that “thing” and “exis-
tent” are co-implied (mutaldzimani): you cannot find a thing which
is not also an existent, nor an existent which is not also a thing.

According to Avicenna, how do “thing” and “existent” differ in
meaning? When we refer to an object as a thing, or, to be more precise,
when we speak of an object’s thingness (shay’iyya), what we are
referring to is a differentiating quality which sets that object apart
from another thing: a quality which “makes” the object one thing as
opposed to another thing. Thus the thingness of a cat — its catness —
is what sets it apart from a horse, whose thingness, of course, is
horseness. When we speak of an object as an existent, however, we
are not referring to what the object is —i.e., one thing as opposed to
another thing — but rather that the object is —i.e., an existent.

Holding that thing and existent are co-implied forced Avicenna to
maintain that mental objects such as horseness, and concrete objects
such as this horse here in the stable, will both warrant being called
existents. A mental object — e.g., horseness — is “an existent in the
mind” (mawjiad fi al-dhihn), whereas a concrete object — e.g., this
horse here in the stable — is “an existent amongst [concrete] individ-
uals” (mawjtd fi al-a‘yan). Avicenna, in short, committed himself to
the existence of mental objects in a way that earlier mutakallimiin

had balked at.
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But Avicenna’s ideas were more slippery than this, by which I
mean that in various different works, written for different audiences
and at different points in his career, he advocated positions on this
question which, in the end, must be seen as inconsistent. Part of the
reason for this is that Avicenna straddled two worlds: the world of
falsafa and the world of kalam. His discussions of the relationship
between thing and existent are clearly informed by previous kalam
debates: both the terminology and the issues at stake are identical.
But when Avicenna adopts the language of the Arabic Aristotle and of
al-Farabi, a slight conceptual shift is detectable. Instead of analyzing
the relationship between thing and existent, Avicenna speaks of the
relationship between essence (mahiyya, literally “whatness”) and
existence (wujid). The term he uses for essence, mahiyya, comes
from the Arabic version of the various logic texts that constitute the
Organon, in which a definition, when properly constructed, is held
to indicate the essence (mahiyya) of a thing.

An example of his inconsistency is that in Metaphysics 7.1 of The
Healing, Avicenna implies that it is not thing and existent which are
co-implied, but instead one and existent, and that thing is equally
applicable to both one and existent. Such a position sounds danger-
ously close to the Mu‘tazilis’ and al-Farabi’s views, since thing seems
now to be a genus under which existent is subsumed. Even if we
permit Avicenna to deny having advocated an ontological scheme —
analogous to the Mu'tazilis’ and al-Farabi’s — in which “thing” is
extensionally broader than existent, thing will at least be seen now
to enjoy a logical priority over existent, that is, to be viewed as more
basic than existent.

Even more anxiety-provoking is the fact that in a famous pas-
sage from Isagoge 1.2 of The Healing, Avicenna implies that thing
and existent may not even be extensionally identical. There he says
that the essences of things (mahiyyat al-ashya’) will sometimes be
found in concrete objects in the extramental world, and at other
times they will be conceived of in the mind. However, essence has
three aspects: as a concrete, extramental existent; as a mental exis-
tent; and a third aspect, in which it is unrelated to either concrete or
mental existence. A commentator could fairly infer from Avicenna’s
assertion that essence is not only logically prior to existence, it is
also extensionally broader than existence. After all, Avicenna now
holds that there are essences which are neither mental nor concrete
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existents; therefore every existent will also be an essence, but not
every essence will be an existent. It appears, then, that Avicenna
fluctuated between the Sunni and the Mu‘tazili positions, between
thinking on the one hand that thing and existent are extensionally
identical, and on the other hand that essence is extensionally broader
than existence, or at the very least that essence is logically prior to
existence.

By now it will have become clear that Avicenna’s discussions of
the relationship between essence and existence are quite underdeter-
mined. In fact three different Avicennian positions have been artic-
ulated: (I) thing and existent, and by implication essence and exis-
tence, are extensionally identical and intensionally distinct, with
neither enjoying any kind of priority over the other; (II) essence and
existence are extensionally identical and intensionally distinct, but
essence enjoys a logical priority over existence; and (III) essence is
extensionally broader than existence and each is intensionally dis-
tinct from the other. Adding to the confusion is Avicenna’s use of
so many different terms for essence — not only the two already men-
tioned, mahiyya (whatness) and shay’iyya (thingness), but also dhat
(self), haqiqa (inner reality), siira (form), and tab‘ (nature), amongst
others — that it is sometimes unclear to a reader if he or she is
actually in the middle of a discussion of the relationship between
essence and existence. In spite of this ambivalence most subsequent
treatments of the distinction in Islamic intellectual history came to
use the pair of terms mahiyya and wujid for essence and existence,
respectively.

The result is that Avicenna can be judged to have succeeded in
moving the discussion of general ontology from one that revolved
around the old, kalam distinction between thing and existent, to
one that revolved around the new, Avicennian distinction between
essence and existence. In other words, Avicenna’s contribution here
lay in his framing of the distinction, rather than in his having
invented the distinction out of thin air. By “framing the distinc-
tion” I do not mean that Avicenna merely supplied the basic terms
used in subsequent discussions, mahiyya and wujid. 1 also mean
that Avicenna laid down a limited number of positions on the dis-
tinction, positions that would eventually form the core of a radically
expanded spectrum of positions.
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To illustrate the framing role that Avicenna played, I shall point
to a number of post-Avicennian philosophers, two of whom staked
extreme, though opposing, positions on the essence/existence dis-
tinction, with the others fighting over the middle ground. At one
end of the spectrum, Suhrawardi (d. 1191) maintained that essence
was primary and basic, that is to say, real in the most basic sense,
while existence got lumped together with other unreal products
of conceptual distinction-making. For Mulla Sadra (d. 1640), exis-
tence was primary and real, whereas essence was a mental construct.
These two opposing positions came to be termed, respectively, asala
al-mahiyya (literally, the “foundationality” of essence) and asala
al-wujid (the “foundationality” of existence).

AsImentioned at the beginning of this chapter, I shall not go into
detail in discussing Suhrawardi’s and Mulla Sadra’s theories, because
that is a task better left to the experts who have written chapters 9
and 10, respectively. My point in bringing these two thinkers up is
simply to point out that each of them advocates a position on essence
and existence that is so radically different from Avicenna’s that to
call either an Avicennist, or part of the Avicennian tradition, would
be to make the adjective “Avicennian” so elastic that it ends up
covering all (or at least the vast majority of) philosophical activity
in post-classical Islamic intellectual history; and this would be to
render it a trivial term.

The middle ground between Suhrawardi’s and Mulla Sadra’s
extreme positions was fought over by many generations of muta-
kallimun, including the Twelver-Shi‘i al-Tasi (d. 1274) and the
Sunni-Ash‘ari al-Razi (d. 1210). In his Commentary on the title
(“On Existence and its Causes”) of the Fourth Section (Namat) of
Avicenna’s Pointers, al-Tusl articulated a much milder version of
essentialism than Suhrawardi had, holding that essence and exis-
tence were co-implied, but that existence should in fact be seen as
nothing more than an accident (‘arad) of essence. Al-Tisi reckoned
that in the case of all beings other than the First Cause, existence is
extensionally identical but intensionally distinct from essence. Yet
existence is only an accident of essence — a necessary accident, to
be sure, but an accident nonetheless. Therefore al-Ttsi’s position
echoes Avicenna’s position (II), that though extensionally identical,
essence is logically prior to existence.2°
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Al-Razi’s theory is more difficult to pin down. As I mentioned
above, the classical position of Sunni mutakallimiin had been that
thing and existent — and by implication, essence and existence — were
not just extensionally identical, they were intensionally identical as
well. That is to say, essence meant nothing more or less than exis-
tence, and vice versa. But by al-Razi’s time Avicenna’s distinction
between essence and existence had become so much a standard part
of philosophical discourse that Sunni mutakallimiin could not afford
simply to reassert their old position of hard identity between essence
and existence. This was partly because the compositeness which
a distinction between essence and existence entailed had become
so useful in proving God’s existence: every being is a composite of
essence and existence; every composite requires a composer to bring
its composite parts together; therefore every composite is caused; and
in order to avoid an infinite regress of composites and composers, and
hence of effects and causes, we will need to terminate at some being
which is not composed; this being is God.

Given the usefulness of holding that essence and existence are
intensionally distinct, it is not that surprising that post-Avicennian
Sunni mutakallimiin softened their earlier, rock-hard identifica-
tion of essence with existence, an identification that had been the
basis of their pre-Avicennian ontology. At one point in his Com-
mentary on Avicenna’s Pointers al-Razi advocates Avicenna’s posi-
tion (I), namely, that while extensionally identical, essence and
existence are intensionally distinct.?! Similarly, in his Commen-
tary on the Nasafite Creed, the Sunni-Maturidi mutakallim al-
Taftazani (d. 1390) resists embracing Avicenna’s position (I) too
openly, but the idea that essence and existence are intensionally
distinct though extensionally identical is clearly implied in his
comments.>?

Most striking of all is the position advocated by the Sunni-Ash‘ari
mutakallim al-Isfahani (d. 1348), in his commentary on his fel-
low Ash’‘ari mutakallim Baydawi’s (d. ca. 1316?) Rays of Dawn-
light Outstreaming (Tawali‘ al-anwar). There al-Isfahani admits
openly (following al-Baydawi) that his own, post-Avicennian posi-
tion that existence is additional to essence radically departs from the
school founder’s (i.e., al-Ash’ari’s) own doctrine. In fact al-Isfahani’s
view seems to be based upon Avicenna’s position (III), namely, that
essence is extensionally broader than existence; and that existence is
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therefore not a necessary accident (‘arad lazim) of essence, as al-Tusi
had held, but something extra, an add-on (za’id) to essence.?3

WhatIam getting at is that in post-Avicennian Islamic intellectual
history, the spectrum of positions arising from Avicenna’s distinc-
tion between essence and existence was centered around the doc-
trines articulated by Shi‘i and Sunni mutakallimiin, and stretched
in opposing directions by the positions of Suhrawardi and Mulla
Sadra, two philosophers who, at least on this crucial issue, fall out-
side the bounds of what could strictly be said to be the Avicen-
nian tradition. With respect to the distinction between essence and
existence, it is the Shi‘l and Sunni mutakallimiin who propel the
Avicennian tradition forward. The realization that Shi‘i and Sunni
mutakallimin are the true Avicennians comes as a bit of a shock,
given our expectation that philosophy and kalam are naturally and
perpetually opposed trends in Islamic intellectual history — an expec-
tation fed by generations of Western scholars, sometimes citing al-
Ghazali’s supposedly fatal attacks; sometimes regurgitating the stale
taxonomies presented by pre-modern Muslim doxographers who
applied to their categories mutakallim and faylastif the Aristotelian
notion that species are eternally differentiated one from the other by
essential, unchanging characteristics; and sometimes blithely super-
imposing onto Islamic intellectual history a distinction between
two categories, “philosophy” and “theology,” which itself arose as
a result of the institutional separation between faculties of arts and
faculties of divinity in medieval European universities.>+

THE NECESSARY OF EXISTENCE IN ITSELF

Let me take stock. Thus far I have focused on two issues, or rather
two clusters of philosophical issues, that illustrate how Avicenna
received and appropriated two different textual traditions. The first
textual tradition had at its core the problem of the soul’s relation-
ship to the body. The authors whose opinions shaped Avicenna’s own
theory were Aristotle and his late antique Greek commentators, par-
ticularly those commentators who were involved in the Ammonian
synthesis, that is, the attempt to fold the larger project of reconciling
Aristotle and Plato into the smaller project of reconciling Aristotle
with Aristotle. The second textual tradition centered on the chal-
lenge of determining the most basic elements of reality — thing and

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



114 ROBERT WISNOVSKY

existent, essence and existence — and offering a coherent theory of
how these basic elements of reality relate to each other. The authors
whose opinions shaped Avicenna’s own response to this challenge
were the tenth-century Muslim mutakallimiin, both Mu‘tazili and
Sunni, and the philosopher al-Farabi.

In the first case, that of the soul, Avicenna’s theory comes across
as a natural product of the Ammonian tradition that came before.
Though Avicenna’s thought experiment of the floating man is origi-
nal, it isnot an indispensable part of his theory of the soul’s separabil-
ity, a doctrine that had been worked on with great effort by previous
Ammonian philosophers. Certain aspects of Avicenna’s psychology
proved influential in subsequent Islamic intellectual history. But his
crucial insistence that only the rational soul survives death, and his
consequent denial of the Islamic religious doctrine of bodily resur-
rection, had a short shelf-life among subsequent Muslim thinkers,
who were anxious about the degree of allegorizing exegesis such a
theory would force them to resort to, given the Qur’an’s crystal-clear
description of the physical pains and pleasures that await us in the
afterlife.

As for essence and existence, Avicenna once again took an already
existing problem (though one that was not nearly as well developed as
that concerning the soul-body relationship), namely, classical kalam
debates over whether or not — and if so, how — “thing” and “existent”
are to be distinguished. But Avicenna refashioned that old distinc-
tion in two parallel ways: on the one hand, by abstracting existence
(wujud) from existent (mawjid); and on the other hand, by abstract-
ing thingness (shay’iyya) from thing (shay’), and then by replacing
thingness with the Aristotelian-Farabian term for essence or quiddity
(mahiyya). In contrast to Avicenna’s theory of the soul, the essence-
existence distinction was enormously important in post-classical
Islamic intellectual history. Subsequent Muslim thinkers found in
Avicenna’s various — and somewhat inconsistent — attempts to dis-
tinguish between essence and existence a set of well-defined terms
as well as the central span of a spectrum of possible positions on
the issue, a spectrum bounded at either end by Suhrawardi’s radical
essentialism and Mulla Sadrd’s radical existentialism.

The third and final cluster of issues that I will discuss centers
around Avicenna’s most original contribution to Islamic philosophy,
namely, his distinction between (A) “that which, in itself, necessarily
exists” (literally, “[the| necessary of existence in itself” — wajib
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al-wujud bi-dhatihi) and (B) “that which, through another (i.e.,
through its cause), necessarily exists” (literally, “[the| necessary of
existence through another” — wajib al-wujid bi-ghayrihi); and his
further identification of (B) with (C) “that which, in itself, possibly
exists” (literally, “[the] possible of existence in itself” — mumkin al-
wujid bi-dhatihi). (I shall be using the more literal renderings —e.g.,
“necessary of existence in itself” —instead of the more elegant render-
ings — “that which, in itself, necessarily exists” — because the more
literal renderings better flush out Avicenna’s philosophical choices
and dilemmas.) By Avicenna’s reckoning, God is the only being that
fits into category (A), while all other beings fit into category (B-C).

Like his distinction between essence and existence, Avicenna’s
distinction between (A) and (B-C) proved to be hugely influential in
post-classical Islamic intellectual history, and later on in this section
I shall briefly describe how subsequent mutakallimiin, both Sunni
and Shi‘i, appropriated Avicenna’s distinction for their own ends and
naturalized it in their kalam. But first I must turn to Avicenna’s
sources, in order to determine the ways in which Avicenna’s dis-
tinction between (A) and (B-C) was really innovative. For unlike
Avicenna’s theory of the soul, in which his original contribution was
the invention of a thought experiment devised simply to reinforce,
in the minds of advanced students, an already argued-for conclusion;
and unlike Avicenna’s distinction between essence and existence,
in which Avicenna inherited a series of rather terse articulations
from preceding Mu‘tazili and Sunni mutakallimiin and then refash-
ioned them into something approaching a theory, Avicenna’s dis-
tinction between (A) and (B-C) was made almost from scratch, using
materials that were still quite raw in the year 1000, when Avicenna
first articulated it. In this section I shall first review those sources;
discuss the reasons why Avicenna felt the need to come up with
his new distinction; go over the two major tendencies in his use
of the distinction; and finally survey the most important ways in
which later Muslim intellectuals appropriated and naturalized the
distinction.

Sources

The raw materials which Avicenna drew from to construct his dis-
tinction can be found mostly in the Arabic Aristotle, and particularly
in the Arabic versions of Metaphysics, V.5, Aristotle’s discussion of
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“the necessary” (to anankaion = al-mudtarr), and of De Interpreta-
tione, XII-XII, Aristotle’s discussion of the modal qualifiers “nec-
essary [that]” (anankaion = wajib), “possible [that]” (dunaton =
mumkin) and “impossible [that]” (adunaton = mumtani’). In Meta-
physics, V.5, the chapter devoted to “the necessary” in Aristotle’s
“Philosophical Lexicon,” as Metaphysics, V is often called, Aristotle
offers several different meanings for the necessary. The first two are
quite similar: (1) necessary in order to live or exist (e.g., “breathing”
and “eating”), and (2) necessary in order to live or exist well (e.g.,
“taking one’s medicine”). The two types of necessity are related
in that they both refer to what Aristotle elsewhere (e.g., Physics,
II.9) calls “hypothetical” necessity, that is, the necessity that obtains
when some goal (living; living well) is postulated or hypothesized.
According to Aristotle this type of necessity governs natural things,
whose matter is necessary not in any absolute sense (haplds), but
only given (ex hupotheseés) the natural thing’s specific form and
purpose. The third kind of necessity (3) is compulsion: the taxi I was
in got a flat tire, and as a result I was compelled to miss my train.
This kind of necessity applies to intentional acts, acts that end up
being frustrated by some compelling factor.

The fourth type of necessity (4) refers to the bundle of qualities —
simplicity, immutability, eternality — that divine things possess. It
is this type of necessity that Aristotle sees as basic, as that to which
all other types of necessity ultimately refer. The fifth and final type
of necessity is complex. It can be seen to refer (at least in the Arabic
version of Metaphysics, V) to two types of necessity: the necessity
possessed by a premise that is unshakably true (5a’), as well as the
necessity possessed by a conclusion that follows from two necessary
premises in a valid syllogism (5a”); and also to the necessity with
which a conclusion follows from two necessary premises in a valid
syllogism (5b). Thus in the syllogism:

All dachshunds are dogs
All dogs are animals

All dachshunds are animals

necessity (§a’) obtains in the two premises and necessity (5a”) obtains
in the conclusion, while necessity (5b) obtains in the act of inferring
the conclusion from the premises. Put another way, necessity (5a’)
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refers to the necessity that a cause possesses (in this case, the causes
are the premises) and necessity (5a”) refers to the necessity that a
cause produces in its effect (in this case, the effect is the conclusion).
Necessity (5b), by contrast, refers to the necessity that obtains in the
cause’s act of causing or producing its effect: given the (5a’) necessity
possessed by the cause (or the premises), the (5a”) necessity of the
effect (or conclusion) follows by (5b) necessity. In a way, (5a') and
(sa”) both refer to necessity, whereas (sb) refers to necessitation.

At the conceptual level, as opposed to the lexical or termino-
logical level, Metaphysics, V.5 provided Avicenna with most of the
raw material he needed to fashion his distinction between (A) “[the]
necessary of existence in itself” (wajib al-wujid bi-dhatihi) and (B)
“[the] necessary of existence through another” (wajib al-wujid bi-
ghayrihi). But before explaining how and why Avicenna appropri-
ated this material I shall first describe the terminological sources
of Avicenna’s distinction, since, as mentioned above, the term used
in the Arabic translation of the Metaphysics for anankaion (“neces-
sary”)is mudtarr and not wajib as in Avicenna’s distinction. Instead,
the most likely terminological source of Avicenna’s distinction is De
Interpretatione, XII-XIII, the chapters of the De Interpretatione in
which Aristotle is concerned with the nature of modality. That is to
say, Aristotle wants to determine as precisely as he can what it is
we mean when we say that a proposition is necessary, possible, or
impossible; or, put another way, what it is we mean when we say that
it is necessary, possible or impossible that predicate P (e.g., “dog”)
holds of subject S (“dachshund”). Why should Aristotle want to do
this? The reason is that in the next treatise of the Organon Aristotle
is very concerned with the implications of necessity. In the Prior
Analytics, Aristotle begins by investigating the structure and behav-
ior of assertoric syllogisms, but quickly turns to the structure and
behavior of modal syllogisms, i.e., those syllogisms whose premises
and conclusion contain modal qualifiers such as “necessarily” or
“necessary [that].”

In the course of rendering De Interpretatione, XII-XIII into Ara-
bic the translator made two important lexical moves. First, he
started to use the more existential Arabic root w-j-d (as in wujid,
“existence”), instead of the more copulative k-w-n, to translate
Aristotle’s copulative uses of the Greek verb einai, “to be.” The sec-
ond move was using w-j-b instead of d-r-r to translate anankaion,
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“necessary.” In my opinion the move from k-w-n to w-j-d in
translating einai is evidence that the translator worried about
Aristotle’s uncertainty over whether possibility is one-sided (i.e.,
opposed in a contradictory way only to impossibility) or two-
sided (opposed in a contradictory way to impossibility and to
necessity); and that the greater existential weight conveyed by
the root w-j-d (in contrast to the more copulative k-w-n) helped
the translator come down on the side of two-sided possibility.
This is because w-j-d appeared to be usable both as a copula
in propositions, where the logical mode mumkin - “possible
[that S is P]” — is the contradictory of the mode mumtani‘ —
“impossible [that S is P]”; and as an existential signifier in descrip-
tions of real beings, in which the existential state wajib — “necessary
[of existence],” here meaning “a being which is uncaused” - is
the contradictory of the existential state mumkin — “possible [of
existence],” here meaning “a being which is caused.” In other words,
the translator chose w-j-d because that Arabic root better ensured
that mumkin was able to perform the dual role that Aristotle seemed
to expect of dunaton, as meaning both “possible” (i.e., the contra-
dictory of “impossible”) and “contingent” (i.e., the contradictory of
“necessary”).

As for the translator’'s move from d-r-r to w-j-b in translating
anankaion, my sense is that whereas d-r-r could have conveyed
the (5a’) and (5a”) senses of necessity — that is, the necessity pos-
sessed, respectively, by the premises and by the conclusion in a
valid syllogism — only w-j-b could also have conveyed the (5b) sense
of inferential necessity — of necessitation, that is. This is because
the Arabic verb wajaba/yajibu was the standard term one turned
to when one wanted to say that a conclusion “follows necessarily
from” its premises.

The result of these two shifts in translation patterns is that
Avicenna was provided with an Aristotelian text in which the
phrases wajib al-wujtid (“necessary of existence”) and mumkin
al-wujad (“possible of existence”) were both prominently used.
However, the last remaining pieces of raw material — the qualifiers
bi-dhatihi (“in itself”) and bi-ghayrihi (“through another”) — though
they appeared in al-Farabi’s Commentary on the “De Interpre-
tatione,” seem in fact to have come to Avicenna from kalam
treatments of the problem of God’s attributes, a topic I shall turn

