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KHALED EL-ROUAYHEB AND SABINE SCHMIDTKE

THE study of Islamic philosophy has entered a new and exciting phase in the last few
years. Both the received canon of Islamic philosophers and the narrative of the course
of Islamic philosophy are in the process of being radically questioned and revised. The
bulk of twentieth-century Western scholarship on Arabic or Islamic philosophy focused
on the period from the ninth century to the twelfth. It is a measure of the transformation
that is currently underway in the field that the present Oxford Handbook has striven to
give roughly equal weight to every century from the ninth to the twentieth.

I.1. RETHINKING THE COURSE
OF IsLAMIC PHILOSOPHY

Older assumptions about the study of Islamic philosophy were part of a grand narra-
tive according to which the Islamic world preserved and interpreted the Greek philo-
sophical heritage during the European “Dark Ages” and later handed over this heritage
to the Latin West in the course of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. At this point,
the role of the Islamic world in the narrative was over, and little scholarly attention was
given to later Islamic philosophy. Some even speculated that, due to the disapproval of
orthodox theologians, the philosophical tradition died out in the Islamic world in the
twelfth century—so that, by a stroke of luck, the Latin West managed to take over the
Greek philosophical heritage just in time, before the Islamic world itself repudiated this
heritage and sank into fideist darkness. (Influential and older studies in this tradition
include De Boer 1901; O’Leary 1922; Madkour 1934; Fakhari and Jurr 1957; Watt 1962.)
Three pioneering figures who questioned this narrative in the West starting from
the 1960s were Henry Corbin, Seyyed Hossein Nasr, and Nicholas Rescher. Corbin
and Nasr, influenced by a very different narrative of the history of Islamic philosophy
that has survived in Iran, showed in a series of studies that the Islamic philosophical
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tradition continued without interruption in ShiT Iranian circles down to the mod-
ern period (see, for example, Corbin 1964; Nasr 1961, 1964). They emphasized in par-
ticular the rise of the anti-Peripatetic Platonist “Illuminationist” (ishragi) school of
Suhrawardi (d. 587/1191) and the later synthesis of Illuminationist and mystical phi-
losophy in seventeenth-century Iran. Rescher, for his part, drew attention to the con-
tinued vigor and sophistication of Arabic works on logic in the thirteenth century,
a century after the supposed demise of the Islamic philosophical tradition (Rescher
1964,1967).

The insights of Corbin, Nasr, and Rescher have since been incorporated into main-
stream presentations of Islamic philosophy. The excellent Cambridge Companion to
Arabic Philosophy (edited by Peter Adamson and Richard C. Taylor, 2005), for example,
emphasizes the period from the ninth to the twelfth centuries, but also includes chapters
on Suhrawardi and later Shi‘ Iranian philosophy, and its chapter on logic acknowledges
and develops the insights of Rescher concerning thirteenth-century Arabic logic. In
recent years, however, the field has moved decisively beyond the points made by Corbin,
Nasr, and Rescher in the 1960s, and it is high time for a new presentation that reflects this
fact. It is now generally recognized that Corbin and Nasr unduly stressed the Platonist-
mystical-Shi‘T synthesis of later centuries. Especially Hossein Ziai and John Walbridge
have drawn attention to aspects of the Illuminationist philosophical tradition such as
physics and logic that were of little interest to Corbin and Nasr (see especially Ziai 1990;
Ziai and Alwishah 2003; Walbridge 2005; Ziai 2010; Walbridge 2012).

Atthe same time, it is beginning to emerge that there is a largely untold story of contin-
ued philosophical activity outside Illuminationist and Shi‘i-Iranian circles. Particularly
the work of Dimitri Gutas, A. I. Sabra, Ayman Shihadeh, and Rob Wisnovsky has drawn
attention to the fact that the supposed demise of philosophy in the (majority) Sunni
Islamic world is a myth (Gutas 2002; Sabra 1994; Shihadeh 2005; Wisnovsky 2004b,
2013). It may be that the word falsafa (“philosophy”) was typically avoided due to asso-
ciation with specific ideas deemed heretical by mainstream religious scholars (for exam-
ple, the eternity of the world, the denial of the possibility of miracles, the denial of God’s
knowledge of particulars in the sublunary world, and the denial of bodily resurrection).
However, a great deal of “philosophy” in the modern sense of the word was still pursued
under other names. Especially the field of Islamic theology (kaldm) became thoroughly
suffused in later centuries with terminology, issues, and modes of argumentation
derived from Greek philosophy. Widely studied handbooks of theology after the twelfth
century typically devoted considerable attention to thoroughly rational discussions of
philosophical topics such as the nature of knowledge, the relation between essence and
existence, the soul and its relation to the body, the ten Aristotelian categories, predi-
cation, modality, the nature of time and space, physics and cosmology (see, for exam-
ple, the table of contents of one such theological handbook translated in Calverley and
Pollock 2002, or the contribution by Alnoor Dhanani to the present volume, on another
handbook from the fourteenth century). The study of logic also became incorporated
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into the curricula of Islamic colleges (madrasas) in later centuries, and the contin-
ued vitality of the later tradition of logic even beyond the thirteenth century has been
brought out by recent research (for example El-Rouayheb 2010). The upshot is that
sophisticated epistemological, metaphysical, natural-philosophical, and logical dis-
cussions in later centuries were often carried out by scholars who did not self-identify
as falasifa largely because they would have associated the term with acceptance of an
Aristotelian and/or Neoplatonic cosmology.

Supplementing these recent insights have been a number of further developments
in the field. In the past decades, there has been a steady stream of modern editions of
philosophical works, largely thanks to the efforts of modern scholars in the Islamic
world. According to the older vision of Corbin and Nasr, Mulla Sadra Shirazi (d. 1045/
1635) marked the culmination of the later Islamic philosophical tradition. Nevertheless,
recent years has seen editions of works by important later philosophers active in Iran,
some of whom were highly critical of Mulla Sadra, such as Rajab ‘Ali Tabrizi (d. 1080/
1669), Aqa Husayn Khwansari (d. 1098/1687), and Ahmad Ahsa’1 (d. 1243/1826) (see, for
example, Hiravi and Bayraq 2007; Isfahani 1999; Ba ‘Ali 2007). Furthermore, the older
narrative of later Islamic philosophy tended to jump from Suhrawardi in the twelfth
century to Mulla Sadra in the seventeenth. Recent editions and studies have drawn
attention to important figures in the intervening centuries, such as Ibn Kammina (d.
683/1284), Qutb al-Din al-Shirazi (d. 711/1311), Ibn Abi Jumhiir al-Ahsa’1 (fl. 883/1479),
and Najm al-Din Nayrizi (fl. 928/1522). (See, for example, Walbridge 1992; Schmidtke
2000; Schmidtke and Pourjavady 2006; Habibi 2009; Pourjavady 2011.) There has also
been an awakening of interest in Ottoman philosophy in recent years in Turkey, with
scholars beginning to edit works by important figures such as Taskopriizade (d. 968/
1561), Ebt Sa‘ld Hadimi (d. 1176/1762), and Isma‘l Gelenbevi (d. 1205/1790) (see Giil
2009; Konevi and Konevi 2012; Okiidan 2007). Later Indo-Islamic philosophy is also
beginning to receive some of the attention it deserves, especially in the work of Asad
Q. Ahmed and Sajjad Rizvi (see, for example, Ahmed 20133, 2013b; Rizvi, 2011).

Equally important, there has lately been a significant re-evaluation of the literary
forms of commentary (sharh) and gloss (hashiyah). For much of the twentieth century,
the predominant assumption was that the commentaries and glosses of later centu-
ries were pedantic and uncritical expositions that would not merit closer examination.
However, this was largely an “armchair” assumption not grounded in a patient examina-
tion of these works. In recent years, the older view has been questioned, and more and
more scholars are coming to recognize that commentaries and glosses were important
vehicles for critical reflection in later centuries (see especially Wisnovsky 2004a; Ahmed
2013b). The fifteenth-century Persian scholar Jalal al-Din al-Dawani (d. 908/1502), for
example, was arguably one of the most innovative and influential of later Islamic phi-
losophers. Yet his major writings—widely studied for centuries in Iran, India, and the
Ottoman Empire—took the form of commentaries and glosses on works by earlier fig-
ures (see Reza Pourjavady’s contribution to this volume for further details).
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I.2. ANEwW PRESENTATION OF THE FIELD

The present volume is different from earlier overviews in two conspicuous ways. First, as
mentioned above, it strives to give roughly equal weight to every century from the ninth
to the twentieth. Second, its entries are work centered rather than person or theme cen-
tered. In other words, contributors focus, after briefly introducing a philosopher’s life
and oeuvre, on one major work and give a relatively detailed exposé of it. Article-length
entries on individual philosophers can be excellent, but they often have to sacrifice
depth to breadth. Entries on movements would have to sacrifice depth to breadth to an
even greater degree, and would risk becoming little more than a list of names and titles.
Entries on themes are arguably not feasible given the present stage of research. Too few
contemporary scholars have a solid command of both earlier and later Islamic philo-
sophical literature, and thematic entries would risk being slanted toward the earlier cen-
turies and more well-known figures at the expense of the later period and lesser-known
figures. Particularly at a time when the canon of Islamic philosophy is being reconsid-
ered and new figures and works are emerging from undeserved obscurity, a thematic
approach would be counterproductive.

The work-centered format is also intended to allow room for the attention to detail
and sustained exposition that are often sacrificed in article-length surveys of the entire
range of contributions by an individual philosopher. This should hopefully give the
reader a better sense of what a work in Islamic philosophy looks like and a better idea of
the issues, concepts, and arguments that are at play in works belonging to various peri-
ods and subfields within Islamic philosophy.

The selection of entries has aimed to bring out the uninterrupted history of Islamic
philosophy down to the modern period, and to emphasize the fact that philosophical
activity in later centuries was not confined to one region of the Islamic world and was
not exclusively preoccupied with a single set of issues. Works that were the product of
the vibrant philosophical scene in Iran in the Safavid (1501-1722) and Qajar (1779-1925)
periods have been supplemented by including less-known works from Egypt, Ottoman
Turkey, and Mughal India, and later works with the expected focus on metaphysics and
ontology have been supplemented with works on logic and natural philosophy. The
twentieth-century works that are covered include an attempt by a traditionally trained
Shi‘scholar to solve Hume’s problem of induction, and an influential Egyptian philoso-
pher’s adaptation of the ideas of the logical positivists. By covering such works, we hope
to challenge a widespread assumption that later Islamic philosophy is necessarily an
arcane (or peculiarly “spiritual”) discipline that, for better or worse, bears little relation
to the concerns of modern Western analytic philosophers.

Though one of the aims of the present work has been to broaden the geographic and
temporal scope of the field of Islamic philosophy, some major figures and works that
ideally should have been included have unfortunately had to be left out. Inevitably, some
of the scholars who were asked to contribute to the volume were unable to do so, for
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reasons ranging from prior commitments to medical issues. Though we actively sought
contributions from scholars who are based in the Islamic world, many of these schol-
ars were not comfortable writing in English. Due to such factors, our volume has had
to forgo including contributions on works by, for example, the important logician and
philosophical theologian Sa‘'d al-Din al-Taftazani (d. 792/1390), the Ottoman scholars
Ahmed Tagkopriizade and Isma‘Tl Gelenbevi, as well as Safavid and post-Safavid philos-
ophers such as Ghiyath al-Din Dashtaki (d. 948/1542), Rajab ‘Ali Tabrizi, Mahdi Naraqi
(d.1209/1795), and Ahmad Ahs3a’1.

There is a long-standing dispute over whether to call the field of study “Arabic phi-
losophy” or “Islamic philosophy” Neither term is entirely satisfactory. The term
“Arabic philosophy” is often deemed offensive by non-Arab Muslims. To some extent,
this might be because it is difficult to capture the distinction made in English between
“Arabic” (a linguistic designation) and “Arab” (an ethnic designation) in some relevant
languages. In Arabic and Persian, for example, both would be translated as arabi, and
the term “Arab philosophy” is clearly both inadequate and offensive. But even the lin-
guistic term “Arabic” elides the fact that especially in later centuries philosophical works
were written in Persian and Turkish (and even English, as in the case of Muhammad
Igbal). At the same time, the term “Islamic philosophy” does not do justice to the role
of non-Muslims in this tradition, for example the Christians Hunayn ibn Ishaq (d. 260/
873), Yahya ibn ‘Adi (d. 363/974), and Abii l-Faraj Ibn al-Tayyib (d. 434/1043), or the
Zoroastrian student of Avicenna Bahmanyar (d. 457/1065), or the Jewish philosophers
Abu 1-Barakat al-Baghdadi (d. 560/1165) and Ibn Kammana. Furthermore, some con-
tributors to the tradition, such as Abu Bakr al-Razi (d. 313/925), were born Muslims but
came to reject fundamental precepts of the Islamic religion (such as prophecy). In light
of these difficulties, some modern scholars prefer locutions such as “philosophy in the
Islamic world” or even “Islamicate philosophy;” but the first of these is unwieldy and the
second unfamiliar. In the end, there are more important tasks than getting bogged down
in issues of nomenclature. “Islamic philosophy” may not be ideal, but a choice had to be
made, and it may be less unsatisfactory than the alternatives.
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CHAPTER 1
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THE THEOLOGY ATTRIBUTED
TO ARISTOTLE

Sources, Structure, Influence

......................................................................................................

CRISTINA D’ANCONA

1.1. THE PSEUDO-THEOLOGY
OF ARISTOTLE: SOME FACTS

THE first explicit quotation from a work named Theology by the pen of “Aristotle” fea-
tures in al-Farabi's Harmonization of the Two Opinions of the Two Sages, Plato the Divine
and Aristotle (Martini Bonadeo 2008, 74:5-16 in Arabic; Butterworth 2001, 164-65 in
English),' and the Theology is listed among Aristotle’s works in the Kitab al-Fihrist by Ibn
al-Nadim (ed. Fliigel 252.4 = ed. Tajaddud, 312.20). If we take into account the title of a
collection allegedly translated by Aba ‘Uthman al-Dimashqi (fl. 302/914)? of texts that

! Critical edition by Martini Bonadeo (2008), English trans. by Butterworth (2001). The Farabian
authorship of this text has been challenged (see the dossier in Martini Bonadeo 2008, 28-30). Endress
(2008) and Martini Bonadeo (2008) hold the text to be authentic; Rashed (2009) and Gleede (2012)
maintain that it is spurious. The question of the authorship of this work does not affect the issue of the
mention of “Aristotle’s” Theology in it. As far as we know, the Harmonization is the first work in which the
Theology is ascribed to “Aristotle”; given that none of the scholars who challenge the Farabian authorship
of this writing advances a candidate either earlier or much later than al-Farabi (d. 339/950), this elicits the
conclusion that toward the middle of the tenth century the Theology was known as a work by Aristotle.
Besides the literal quotation from Aristotle’s Theology, mention of the text occurs in various places: 64.7;
64.15-65.14; 69.15—70.7 Martini Bonadeo, English trans. by Butterworth (2001), 155-57, 161.

2 The floruit of Abt ‘Uthman al-Dimashqi is given by the year of his appointment as the director of the
hospital founded by the vizier ‘Alib. ‘Isa (d. 334/946). One of the most prominent scholars of his age, Aba
‘Uthman al-Dimashqi was a pupil of Ishaq b. Hunayn (d. 289/910), and the author of many translations
of scientific and philosophical works: see the entry by G. Endress in Encyclopedia of Islam, 8: 858. The
alleged “extracts by Alexander” from the “Theology by Aristotle” are in fact some Questions by Alexander
of Aphrodisias and some propositions of Proclus’s Elements of Theology, as shown by van Ess (1966) and
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“Alexander extracted from Aristotle’s Theology” (Rosenthal 1955; van Ess 1966; Endress
1973, 34), the conclusion imposes itself that in the fourth/tenth century the exposure of
the cultivated Arab readership to Neoplatonism in Aristotle’s garb was an accomplished
fact. That the Theology quoted in the Harmonization is nothing if not the adapted Arabic
version of Plotinus is made evident by a passage as literal as to feature in the discus-
sion of the textual tradition of the pseudo-Theology itself (Zimmermann 1986, 140).
That the Theology alluded to in the Harmonization did also contain other Neoplatonic
texts, namely parts of the Arabic version of Proclus’s Elements of Theology, has been con-
vincingly argued (Endress 1973, 246; Zimmermann 1986, 178-80). All this suggests that
in the philosophical circles of that age various texts were available, gathered under the
common reference to Aristotle as their author, but issued in reality from Neoplatonic
literature: among them, the well-known Book of the Exposition by Aristotle on the Pure
Good (Liber de Causis), which was known as a work by “Aristotle” by the end of the
fourth/tenth century (Rowson 1984). The most important of these pseudepigrapha is the
Theology par excellence: the adapted translation of selected writings from the Enneads.
The Theology of Aristotle was the main conduit through which Plotinus’s doctrines were
known in the Arabic-speaking world, a fact that has been aptly described as the “power
of anonymity” that Plotinus held on Arabic philosophical literature (Rosenthal 1974).

If the mid-fourth/tenth century openly credits Aristotle with a Neoplatonic Theology,
this does not imply that the latter remained unknown to or scarcely influential on earlier
writers. The contrary is true: the Arabic adapted version of Plotinus (henceforth ps.-
Theology) is echoed in several works from the second half of the third/ninth century
onward. But before we turn to the doctrines of the ps.-Theology and to their influence, it
may be well to recall the main data about the text itself.

The ps.-Theology has come down to us in two versions: one in Arabic, transmitted
by more than one hundred manuscripts,® and another one that is fully extant in Latin
and is fragmentarily attested in Judeo-Arabic (Borisov [1942] 2002; Fenton 1986; Aouad
1989, 564-70; Treiger 2007). The Latin version is transmitted by the editio princeps

Endress (1973, 33—40). Some by Alexander, and all the texts of Proclus in this collection, trace back to a
stage of the translations into Arabic that is earlier than DimashqT’s, as has been proved by Endress (1973,
59, 75-76). The reason why al-Dimashqi is mentioned as the translator lies in that he probably translated
part of Alexander’s Questions present in this collection, gathering also earlier materials. This elicits the
conclusion that these earlier materials included not only Plotinus, but also Proclus and some Alexander.
For the present purposes, the relevant point is that the learned audience of Dimashqt’s times knew of the
Theology by “Aristotle” that was in fact based on post-Aristotelian materials, most of them Neoplatonic
(see Zimmermann 1986, 185).

3 The two editions of this version of the ps.-Theology (see below, note 5) are based on very few and
random manuscripts. The study of the manuscript tradition of the ps.-Theology has been substantially
improved, first in the 1950s, thanks to the research surrounding the critical edition of the Enneads, and
then by G. Endress, who has established an unpublished list of more than forty manuscripts. The critical
edition of the ps.-Theology is currently being prepared by a research team of the ERC AdG 249431 “Greek
into Arabic: Philosophical Concepts and Linguistic Bridges” The list established by Prof. Endress
counted as the starting point for the teamwork. Thanks to the support of the European Research Council,
the team has raised the number of the known manuscripts of the ps.-Theology to more than one hundred.
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published in Rome in 1519 (Marién 1973, 608-10) and bears the title Aristotle’s Theology,
this is to say the mystical philosophy according to the Egyptians.* This text differs from
the Arabic one on various counts. To mention only the blatant differences, it falls into
fourteen chapters instead of the ten of the Arabic text, and the so-called Headings of
the Questions (see below, section 1.2) do not feature in it; should one go deeper into the
comparison, a mismatch would appear here and there, both in wording and in struc-
ture. Partly different from the Arabic, the Latin proves to be akin to the fragments in
Judeo-Arabic, so paving the way to the conclusion (Borisov [1942] 2002) that the Latin
translation was made on the basis of a full text, lost to us, of which only the Judeo-Arabic
fragments survive, and which was somehow different from the Arabic text. Indeed, both
in these fragments and in the Latin version some passages feature that are lacking in the
Arabic text; hence, the work that lies in the background of the Latin has been labeled
“Long Version” It has been convincingly argued (Pines 1954) that the “Long Version”
included materials of Isma‘ili provenance added to the original (Stern 1960-61; Fenton
1986, 245-51), that is, to the text that we can read in Arabic and that is at times labeled
“the vulgata”—a label that reflects more the poor quality of its editions to date’ than the
real nature of this work. The present chapter deals with the so-called vulgata, namely the
Arabic ps.-Theology.

The title runs: “The first chapter of the book of Aristotle the Philosopher, called in
Greek Theologia (Uthilijiya), being the discourse on Divine Sovereignty: Porphyry the
Syrian interpreted it, and it was translated into Arabic by ‘Abd al-Masih b. Na‘ima of
Emessa and was corrected for Ahmad b. al-Mu'tasim bi-1lah by Abii Yasuf Ya‘qub b. Ishaq
al-Kind1” (ed. Badawi 3.3-9; trans. Lewis 1959, 486, slightly modified). This title provides
both a terminus ante quem for the translation of (parts of) the Enneads into Arabic, and
valuable information about the milieu in which the ps.-Theology was created. The termi-
nus ante quem for the translation, made by the Christian Ibn Na‘ima al-Hims1,® is the
reign of the caliph al-Mu'tasim (r. 218/833-227/842), whose son Ahmad had al-Kindi as

* The full title runs Sapientissimi philosophi Aristotelis Stagiritae Theologia sive mystica philosophia
secundum Aegyptios noviter reperta et in latinum castigatissime redacta. The allusion to the Egyptians
points to a passage in which Plotinus mentions the wise men of Egypt (V 8[31], 6.1 = ps.-Theology,
ed. Badawi 1955, 10, 159.16). In the fiction of the Theology, this turns to be an utterance by Aristotle
himself. As we are told in the preface to the Latin version, this helps to explain why the doctrines of the
Theology are so different from Aristotle’s own ideas: “As a matter of fact, Aristotle says here—something
he does nowhere else—that he is accounting not for his own lore, but for other’s, the Egyptians”

(etenim Aristotelis hic aperte praefatur, quod nusquam alibi, se non propriam, sed alienam Aegyptiorum
sapientiam colligere: Proemium, A [4v26-29]).

> Editio princeps: Dieterici (1882); editio manualis: Badawi (1955, repr. 1966). The poor quality of the
editio princeps is occasionally remarked by Rosenthal (195255, 466); on the poor quality of the editio
manualis see Lewis 1957.

¢ This name is repeated also at the beginning of the so-called Headings of the Questions (see below),
where it is spelled ‘Abd al-Masih al-Himsi al-Na‘imi (8.4 Badawi). The full name as it is given in the K. al-
Fihrist is ‘Abd al-Masih ibn ‘Abd Allah al-Himsi al-Na‘imi (ed. Fliigel, 244.5 = ed. Tajaddud, 304.26), but
he is referred to as Ibn Na‘ima in the two entries where he is mentioned, namely that on the Soph. El. and
that on the Physics. He is said (ed. Fliigel, 249.27-28 = ed. Tajaddud, 309.9-10) to have translated into
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his preceptor. We are told by the title that Ahmad was the addressee of the adaptation of
the work by “Aristotle” called in Greek Uthuliijiya. We are also told that the corrector was
Abi Yasuf Ya‘qib b. Ishaq al-Kindi (d. ¢. 252/866), the “philosopher of the Arabs” This
ties in with the view, suggested by several clues, of al-Kindi as engaged in the philosophi-
cal education of at least part of the ‘Abbasid court (Rosenthal 1942; Endress 1997 and 2012;
Adamson 2007). We owe to Gerhard Endress not only the discovery of the common style
of a set of translations from Greek into Arabic originated within the “circle of al-Kindi”
(Endress 1997), but also the key to understanding why he engaged so strenuously in the
assimilation of Greek metaphysics. Endress has highlighted that al-Kindf’s “programme
de propaganda philosophia, which came into being as an ideology of scientists heirs to the
Hellenistic encyclopaedia and as a religion for intellectuals compatible with Islam, was a
programme for the integration of philosophy and the rational sciences into Muslim Arab
society” (Endress 2000, 569; see also Endress 2007). Against this backdrop, it comes as
no surprise that Plotinus’s doctrines are construed as the exposition genuinely made by
Aristotle himself of the pinnacle of the Metaphysics, a work whose translation into Arabic
was commissioned by al-Kindi (al-Fihrist, ed. Fliigel, 251.27-28 = ed. Tajaddud, 312.14).
The Metaphysics is echoed at the very beginning of the ps.-Theology and counts as the
main source of inspiration for al-Kindr's own work On the First Philosophy (Abt Rida
1950; Rashed and Jolivet 1999; English trans. Ivry 1974).

The ps.-Theology opens with the claim that whoever wants to reach the knowledge
of the ultimate end (al-ghdya) must seek for absolute certainty and conform in his
behavior to the ideal of the ascent in the scientific disciplines toward contemplative
life (ed. Badawi, 3.10-4.2). Then the writer gives the floor to the Sage, whose words are
announced by the formula “the Sage said” (gala I-hakim, ed. Badawi, 4.3). The discourse
of the Sage points to the final cause as the goal that, although coming last, sets the tone
for all that has been done before: this theory of an Aristotelian flavor is expressed by the
saying “first desired last attained” (Stern 1962; see also Zimmermann 1986, 111). The goal
is described as the knowledge of the ultimate truth in theoretical sciences, and the path
toward it is presented as a collective achievement of the leading philosophers (afadil
al-falasifa, ed. Badawi, 4.10). They all agree on the fact that the first causes of the uni-
verse are four: matter, form, the efficient cause, and perfection (ed. Badawi, 4.11). The
Sage continues his account by saying that he has devoted to this topic a book named
ba‘d al-tabiiyyat, “what is after the physical realities” (ed. Badawi, 4.11-5.2), a claim
that leaves no room to doubt that the Sage speaking is “Aristotle” An overview of the
Metaphysics follows, whose pivot is the topic of wisdom as the knowledge of causes,
clearly reminiscent of the first book of the Metaphysics. Also the allusion to the philoso-
phers of the past as engaged in the etiological inquiry traces back to the beginning of the

Syriac the Soph. El. He also translated part of Aristotle’s Physics with the commentary by Philoponus (ed.
Fliigel, 250.18 = ed. Tajaddud, 311.1). Ibn Na‘ima is mentioned also in the Latin version, not in the title
(where only Aristotle appears: see above) but in the preface by Pietro Castellani, the “editor” of the Latin
version (Theologia Aristotelis a graeca lingua pridem per Abenamam saracenum in arabam translatum,
Proemium, A [4r8-10]).
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Metaphysics. This account ends with another mention of this work, now called “Book
book of the Metaphysics contains the premises (mugaddimat, ed. Badawi, 5.10) of the
discourse on the Divine Sovereignty that is about to begin (ed. Badawi, 6.7), a label
echoed in the title mentioned above: “Theologia (Uthiliijiya), being the discourse on
Divine Sovereignty (gawl ‘ala I-rubibiyya)”?

As we have seen before, the contents of this “discourse on Divine Sovereignty” are
extracted from a selection of the Enneads, that is, the systematic edition of Plotinus’s
writings provided by Porphyry. In his Life of Plotinus and Order of His Books published
together with the Enneads, Porphyry says he had been inspired in his arrangement by
Andronicus’s thematic ordering of the corpus Aristotelicum (Porph. Vita Plotini, 24.5-
11). The first three groups of nine treatises (“enneads”) were devoted to man and the cos-
mos; the fourth ennead to soul; the fifth to the intelligible world; the sixth and last to the
One, the first principle of Plotinus’s universe. Of all this, only a part is attested in Arabic.
The treatises translated come all from Enneads IV-V], a fact that tips the scale in favor
of a deliberate selection of topics, ruling out the hypothesis of a defective Greek model
of the Arabic version. Even though there is no attestation of the treatises of Enneads
I-IIT in Arabic, the manuscript of the Enneads out of which the translation was made
must have been complete of the beginning; otherwise it would have been impossible to
connect with the Enneads the name of Porphyry, which features in the title of the ps.-
Theology. In fact, Porphyry’s Vita Plotini does not have an independent circulation, but
is premised to the Enneads; since in the ps.-Theology Porphyry is mentioned, it is fair
to assume that the Greek manuscript, which was at the disposal of the translator, con-
tained also the Vita Plotini and, by extension, the Enneads from their beginning. Be this
as it may, what was considered worthy of being translated was the part dealing with the
suprasensible principles: Enneads IV, V,and VL.

Plotinus’s One, Intellect, and Soul feature in the following statement by “Aristotle” as
the natural complement of the doctrines expounded in the Metaphysics:

Now since we have completed the customary prefaces, which are principles that lead
on to the explanation of what we wish to explain in this book of ours, 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 . .. . 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 the 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. This action arises from it without motion: the motion of all
things comes from it and is caused by it, and things move towards it by a kind of long-
ing and desire. (ps.-Theol. Arist., ed. Badawi, 5.10-6.12; trans. Lewis 1959, 487)

It is apparent from this statement that Plotinus’s One and Aristotles Unmoved Mover
merge together, and that the Plotinian principles Intellect and Soul are endowed with
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the task to let the power of the First Cause expand until it reaches the world of
coming-to-be and passing away. Two accounts of the way in which the First Cause acts
are combined: the Plotinian emanation from the One and the Aristotelian capability of
the Unmoved Mover to impart movement as the object of desire (®g épwuevov, Metaph.
A.7,1072b3). It comes as no surprise that the Aristotelian authorship of the ps.-Theology
remained unchallenged for centuries, leading the most percipient readers of the past
(who noticed that the Theology gives, despite everything, a distinct non-Aristotelian
ring) to speculate about the causes of this discrepancy. One of the most ingenious
attempts at accounting for the discrepancy has been made by Francesco Patrizi da
Cherso in his 1591 work Nova de universis philosophia, to which the Latin version of the
ps.-Theology is appended. According to Patrizi, Aristotle in his old age went back to the
doctrines he had heard in his youth from Plato’s own mouth: the “unwritten doctrines”
whose similarity with Neoplatonic metaphysics has been remarked time and again, and
to which Patrizi refers. That the doctrines held in the Theology were of “Platonic” coin
was remarked in early modern times by Johannes Fabricius in the Bibliotheca Graeca
(Fabricius 1716, 162),” and the name of Plotinus was connected with the ps.-Theology
firstin Thomas Taylor’s harsh account of this text as a forgery (Taylor 1812, I, 402), then
in Salomon Munk’s Mélanges de philosophie juive et arabe (Munk 1859, 248), and again
in the review by Valentin Rose of the German translation of the ps.- Theology (Rose 1883)
that inaugurated modern research on the Arabic Plotinus.

Yet close as the ps.- Theology is to Plotinus, there are also many differences between the
Arabic version and the original text. First and foremost, the flow of the Greek has been
substantially altered, and blocks of Plotinus’s treatises are relocated, in what seems to be
complete disorder. Second, misunderstandings, adaptations, and changes of meaning
surface everywhere, and long passages feature in the ps.-Theology, that have no counter-
partin the Enneads. Both the differences and the interpolations have been accounted for
in past scholarship by advancing the hypothesis that the Arabic text was the translation
not of the Greek Enneads but of another work, in which Plotinus’s wording and thought
had already undergone adaptations of various kinds. Among them are omnipresent the
monotheistic adaptations that transform the One into God the Almighty and its causal-
ity into creation out of nothing. Given that some words of Syriac origin® or allegedly

7 The quote reads: “This work deals with God, Logos, soul, the cosmos, and the principles of things,
not in Aristotelian vein, but more or less in the way of the Hermetic Poemandres, so that the very nature
of this work makes it clear that its author is a Platonist, rather than Aristotle” (In hoc opere de Deo, Aoyw,
anima, universo rerumaque principiis non aristotelico more, sed ita fere ut in hermetico Poemandro sic
disseritut, ut platonicum potius aliquem quam Aristotelem auctorem esse res ipsa clamet).

8 As s the case with mimar for “chapter,” a fact that from Baumstark (1902) onward has been
adduced as evidence of the Syriac origin of the text. In the hypothesis of forgery, this is open to another
explanation, which ties in with the fact that in the title Porphyry is mentioned as the Syrian commentator
of the work at hand (fassarahu Furfiriyyis al-Suri, ed. Badawi, 3.6, modified). Porphyry, the writer
who gives the floor to “Aristotle” (cf. gala l—/_mkim, ed. Badawi, 4.3), is presented in this hypothesis as the
author of the organization of the materials into chapters (mayamir). For another intervention that in this
hypothesis should be ascribed to Porphyry in his capacity of the commentator of Aristotle’s Theology, see
below, section 1.2.
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pointing to a Syriac antecedent peer out, the monotheistic adaptations were explained
by the hypothesis that an adapted text based on Plotinus had been produced within a
Christian milieu in Syria, and that it was such a text, lost to us, that lay in the background
of the Arabic version (Baumstark 1902). However, the fact that the ps.-Theology is based
on the Greek Enneads exactly as Porphyry had edited them has been proved beyond any
doubt (Schwyzer 1941). In addition, there is no hard evidence pointing to a literary item
in Syriac that may support the existence of an intermediary text, a fact that led Sebastian
Brock to label “a Chimera” the alleged Syriac model of the ps.-Theology (Brock 2007).

If the ps.- Theology has the Greek Enneads as its immediate antecedent, how to explain
the differences between the two works? Scholars answer this question by taking into
account two other texts, distinct from the ps.- Theology but connected to it both because
they share in the same adaptations and because one of them overlaps here and there with
the ps.-Theology. They are the so-called Sayings of the Greek Sage (Rosenthal 195255,
Wakelnig 2014), which at times overlap with the ps.-Theology but also contain passages
from the Arabic Plotinus lacking in it, and an Epistle on the Divine Science falsely attrib-
uted to al-Farabi (Kraus 1940-41), which does not overlap with the ps.-Theology, but
has one passage in common with the Sayings. These two texts prove the existence of
an “Arabic Plotinus Source” (Rosenthal 1952-55) wider than the ps.-Theology itself. To
the same “Arabic Plotinus Source” trace back also other quotations of Plotinus’s pas-
sages that share in the same adaptations: they have been recently discovered in the early
Arabic translation of Aristotle’s Parva naturalia produced within the “circle of al-Kindi”
(Hansberger 2011). All this points to the existence of an adapted Arabic translation of
Enneads IV-VI, whose terminus ante quem is the ps.-Theology created, if we trust its
title, in the 220s/840s at the caliphal court of Baghdad.

The creation of the ps.-Theology as a work designed by “Aristotle” to fulfill the
demand for an exposition of “Divine Sovereignty” has been accounted for in different
ways: either as an awkward, later reconstruction of a collection of post-Aristotelian
works that had originally been gathered within the “circle of al-Kindi” and was acci-
dentally dismembered (Zimmermann 1986), or as the first attempt, made by al-Kindi
himself, to put together a theological pinnacle for the Aristotelian corpus—an attempt
not very successful in itself, but paving the way to a most refined outcome, the Liber de
Causis (D’Ancona 2011). Both explanations are intended to account, although in differ-
ent ways, for the fact that the chapters of the ps.-Theology do not follow the program
described at the beginning of this work. This program is presented by “Aristotle” as an
outline of what will be dealt with in the Theology (ed. Badawi, 6.3-4). He announces
that, after having outlined what divine sovereignty is, he will proceed to describe the
intelligible world, then the cosmic Soul, then again sublunar nature, and that he will
eventually account for the destiny of the individual souls, explaining the cause of their
descent in and ascent from the world of coming-to-be and passing away (ed. Badawi,
6.13-7.10). However, the ps.- Theology begins not by giving an account of the First Cause,
but by raising the problem of the descent of the soul into the body; the other points men-
tioned by “Aristotle” are extensively dealt with in it, but a clear order cannot be detected
in the flow of the chapters.



THE THEOLOGY ATTRIBUTED TO ARISTOTLE 15

1.2. A NEOPLATONIC MODEL FOR GOD’S
CAUSALITY AND THE SOUL’S “PROVENANCE
AND DESTINATION”: THE MAIN
Toprics OF THE PSEUDO-THEOLOGY OF
ARISTOTLE AND THEIR IMPACT ON
ARABIC-ISLAMIC PHILOSOPHY

As we have just seen, the main topics that “Aristotle” sets for himself to discuss are divine
causality, the hierarchy of the suprasensible principles, and the destiny of the soul. Before
dealing extensively with these points, “Aristotle” announces he will list the “Headings of
the Questions”—a puzzling item into which we are not compelled to enter here: suf-
fice it to mention that they are 142 short numbered sentences closely connected with
chapters 1-34 of Enn. IV 4[28], in itself a part of Plotinus’s text that is present in the ps.-
Theology (D’Ancona 2012). After this list, another section of the long first chapter comes:

To proceed: Now that it has been demonstrated and confirmed that the soul is not a
body and does not die or decay or perish, but is abiding and everlasting, we wish to
study concerning her also how she departs from the world of mind and descends in
this corporeal world of sense and enters this gross transient body which falls under
genesis and corruption. (ps.-Theol. Ar., 1, ed. Badawi, 18.11-16; trans. Lewis 1959, 219)

Conforming to Lewis’s practice, the italics mark the words and sentences taken from
Plotinus, and normal typescript indicates those that feature only in the Arabic text. Here,
Plotinus’s sentence “How then, since the intelligible is separate, does soul come into
body?” (IV 7[2], 13.1-2, trans. Armstrong 1984) is encapsulated between two passages
that do not come from the Enneads, namely a summary of a demonstration allegedly
provided elsewhere of the incorporeal and immortal nature of the soul, and the ampli-
fication of the term “body” through the Aristotelian pair of generation-corruption, a
move that lays emphasis on the corruptible nature of the body in which the soul is dwell-
ing. Although incorporeal and immortal in itself, the soul is united with a body that
comes to be and passes away. This raises a problem: if the soul existed prior to the body
and its nature is higher than the body’s, why on earth should it undergo, or even decide,
the embodiment? This problem sets the scene for the rest of the chapter. “Aristotle” had
alluded to this question just before announcing his wish to begin by a list of “Headings
of the Questions”: he had in fact claimed he would have dealt with “the state of the rea-
soning souls in their descent and their ascent and the discovery of the cause in that”
(ed. Badawi, 7.7-8; trans. Lewis 1959, 487).

This problem is obviously a Platonic one: meaningless in the Aristotelian account of
the soul, it arises for a Platonist who, sticking to the doctrine of the soul’s incorporeality
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and immortality, has to face the rival notions of soul as the entelechy of the body and as
one of its emergent properties. Plotinus was indeed such a Platonist, and in the treatise
that is the source of the passage quoted above, namely IV 7(2], On the Immortality of
the Soul, he spent much effort in arguing against Stoic emergentism and Aristotelian
immanentism. After having criticized the rival theories, he presented the real nature
of the soul: a substance on its own, independent of and superior to body. Then, in a
sort of appendix to the main topic of the treatise, he raised the question that, in the ps.-
Theology, turns to be the first step of the detailed treatment promised by “Aristotle”: if
soul is an incorporeal and immortal substance, why on earth does it come into a body?
This question, raised in the final part of treatise IV 7[2], On the Immortality of the Soul,
was so important in Plotinus’s eyes that he went back to it in a treatise written shortly
after, IV 8[6], On the Descent of the Soul into the Bodies. The numbers in square brackets
are those of the chronological order in which Plotinus’s treatises were written; the other
numbers indicate the position assigned to them by Porphyry in the systematic layout—
the Enneads. The sequence IV 7-IV 8 shows that Porphyry did not fail to notice how
close are the conclusion of On the Immortality of the Soul and the main topic of On the
Descent of the Soul into the Bodies: hence, he edited them as the seventh and eighth trea-
tises of the fourth ennead, devoted to the soul. This link did not escape the creator of the
ps.-Theology either: the first chapter, after “Aristotle’s” introduction and the “Headings
of the Questions,” consists of the final part of the Immortality of the Soul and the begin-
ning of the Descent of the Soul into the Bodies, linked together in a new literary item
whose focus is the cause of the soul’s departure from the intelligible world (table 1.1).

Not only does this add further evidence to the dependence of the ps.-Theology upon
Porphyry’s edition: it also indicates that the chapters of the “book by Aristotle the phi-
losopher called in Greek Theology;” as imperfect as their flow may be, result from an
attempt at creating a new arrangement of the materials taken from Plotinus, a fact that
rules out the hypothesis of an inept gathering of leaves accidentally scattered.

In the Greek original, the Descent of the Soul into the Bodies begins by a first-person
account: “Often I have woken up out of the body to myself and have entered into myself,
going out from all other things; I have seen a beauty wonderfully great and felt assur-
ance that then most of all I belonged to the better part; I have actually lived the best
life and come to identity with the divine; and set firm in it I have come to that supreme
actuality, setting myself above all else in the realm of Intellect” (IV 8[6], 1.1-8, trans.
Armstrong 1984). In chapter 1 of the ps.-Theology, the connection between the end of
the part taken from the Immortality of the Soul and the beginning of the first-person
account taken from the Descent of the Soul into the Bodies is marked by another inter-
vention of the writer who, earlier in the chapter, had given the floor to “Aristotle” by
the formula gala I-hakim. This time, the writer accounts for the use of the first person,
saying: “A statement of his (kalam lahu) that is like an allegory (ramz) of the universal
soul” (ed. Badawl, 22.1; trans. Lewis 1959, 225). There is no scholarly consensus about
the identity of the “Allegorist,”® but his kalam has been unanimously acknowledged as

® The “Allegorist” is referred to also in another passage of the ps.-Theology, whose wording points
unmistakably to the sentence quoted above. Here is the passage: “We say that he who is capable of doffing



THE THEOLOGY ATTRIBUTED TO ARISTOTLE 17

Table 1.1 The Greek and Arabic Plotinus
Ennead IV (On Soul)

Treatise 7 Treatise 8
On the Immortality of the Soul On the Descent of the Soul into the Bodies
1-8 9-12 13-15 1-2 3-5 6-8
Therival  The true Appendix: The descentof  The body-soul  Solution of the
theories  doctrine of the problem of  the soul into relationship problem of the
soul:a the descentof  the bodies: descent: the
separate, the soul into Plato's account hierarchy of the
immortal the bodies levels of being.
substance Appendix: the
undescended
soul
Ps.-Theology of Aristotle, Chapter 1
Aristotle's Headings of The reasons of the descent of the  Aristotle's exegesis
introduction to his the Questions,  soul into the bodies, ed. Badawi,  of Plato's theological
"Theology," ed. Badaw1, ed.Badawi, 18.13-21.17 (= IV7,13-15 doctrine, ed. Badawr,
3.1-7.10 8.1-18.10 +1vV8,1-2) 22.1-28.3

something important for the entire story of Arabic philosophy, and beyond. This pas-
sage has been often quoted or alluded to, in Arabic and Jewish philosophy and mysti-
cism: by al-Kindi (Discourse on the Soul Abridged from the Book of Aristotle, Plato and the
Other Philosophers, ed. Abt Rida, 277.15-278.2 and 279.10-13), by al-Farabi (see note 1),
in the Epistles of the Ikhwan al-Safa’ (ed. Ghalib 1984, I, 138), by Ibn Zur‘a (quoted by
al-Bayhaqj, 77.22-78.11, al-"Ajam 1994), by Aba Ya‘qab al-Sijistani (De Smet 2012, 136),
and by Ibn Tufayl (ed. Gauthier 1981, 120.6-121.3). Other quotations or allusions feature
in the works of Moses ibn Ezra, Shemtob ibn Falagéra, Solomon ibn Gabirol, in the Sufi
tradition, and in Jewish mysticism (Altmann 1963).

Often I have been alone with my soul and have doffed my body and laid it aside and
become as if I were naked substance without body, so as to be inside myself, outside

his body and putting to rest its senses and promptings and motions, as the Allegorist (sahib al-rumiiz) has
described of his own soul, and is capable too in his thought of returning to himself and raising his mind to
the world of mind, so as to see its beauty and splendour, is able to recognize the glory, light and splendour of
the mind” (ed. Badawi, 56.4-7; trans. Lewis 1959, 375; the Plotinian passage echoed here is V 8[31], 1.1-2).
According to Zimmermann (1986, 145-47), the expression kalam lahu (ed. Badawi, 22.1) alludes to Plato;
according to D’Ancona et al. (2003, 280-82), to Aristotle. The topic of the allegory, ramz, is echoed also in
the Nabatean Agriculture, a third—fourth-/ninth-tenth-century compilation of late-antique sources that
includes also materials coming from the Arabic Plotinus: see Himeen-Anttila 2006, 30 and 104-8. On the
Plotinian passages in the Nabatean Agriculture see also Salinger 1971 and Mattila 2007.
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all other things and to be knowledge, knower, and known at once.'® Then do I see
within myself such beauty and splendour as I do remain marvelling at and aston-
ished, so that I know that I am one of the parts of the sublime, surpassing, lofty, divine
world, and possess active life. When I am certain of that, I lift my intellect from that
world into the divine cause and become as if I were placed in it and cleaving to it, so as
to be above the entire intelligible world, and seem to be standing in that sublime and
divine place. And there I see such light and splendour as tongues cannot describe
nor ears comprehend. (ps.-Theol. Ar., ed. Badawi, I, 22.2-9; trans. Lewis 1959, 225,
slightly modified)

Following in the footsteps of Plotinus’s narrative, the “Allegorist” experiences not only
the return of his soul to itself, but also the spiritual union with the intelligible realm,"
thus paving the way for the creation of one of the most pervasive topics of Arabic phi-
losophy as a whole: that of the conjunction of man’s mind with the separate Intellect. The
fully fledged version of the theory of the conjunction of mans mind with the separate
Intellect will be elaborated only after the translation by Ishaq b. Hunayn of Alexander
of Aphrodisias’s short writing On Intellect, but the latter will be interpreted, both in the
Arabic translation and by the philosophers who rely on it, in the light of the ps.-Theology
(Geoftroy 2002). The influence of the ps.-Theology has been detected also on Avicenna’s
interpretation of the same topic (D’Ancona 2008).

After having experienced this conjunction, the “Allegorist” descends once again in the
realm of discursive reasoning. As Plotinus did, he wonders how is it possible that his soul,
in spite of the conjunction it had with the divine, descends into a corruptible body and
becomes a part of the lower world ruled by coming-to-be and passing away (ed. Badawi,
22.9-15). The answer, as was the case with Plotinus, is provided by the Greek philoso-
phers. The ancient thinkers quoted by Plotinus (Heraclitus, Empedocles, Pythagoras: IV
8[6], 1.11-23) count also for the “Allegorist” as the authoritative voices from the past—a
case in point for the “agreement of the leading philosophers” emphasized by “Aristotle”
at the beginning. Still following in Plotinus’s footsteps (IV 8[6], 1.23-27), he turns now

10 The words “and to be knowledge, knower, and known at once” do not feature in Lewis’s translation
because they are lacking in one of the manuscripts of the ps.-Theology that is particularly authoritative.
The issue cannot be discussed here, but let me mention the fact that these words feature in Farabi’s
quotation (see Martini Bonadeo 2008, 74.8). This independent witness, much earlier than the earliest
manuscript of the ps.-Theology known to us, tips the scale in favor of the branch of the textual tradition
that has this sentence.

I Plotinus described the individual soul as capable of performing the same cognitive activity as the
separate Intellect, and this is different from saying, in the footsteps of St. Paul (1 Cor. 2:9), that one has
experienced the direct vision of God. On the Pauline inspiration of the words “And there I see such light
and splendour as tongues cannot describe nor ears comprehend,” which became also a Prophetic hadith,
see Zimmermann 1986, 141-43; see also Bucur and Bucur 2006. Lack of space forbids the treatment of
this topic, but let me briefly recall that for Plotinus the discursive individual soul, once it performs at
its utmost the intellectual activity, is also in a position to contemplate the One, as the separate Intellect
does. This is admittedly different from the beatific vision mentioned in the Arabic adaptation, but is nota
complete misunderstanding of Plotinus’s point.
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to Plato, whose thoroughness on this point he affirms to be unprecedented. Better than
anyone else, Plato has explained why the soul enters this world (a sentence that comes
from Plotinus) and how soul will “return to her own world, the true, the first world” (ed.
Badawi, 23.15-16; trans. Lewis 1959, 229)—a sentence that does not come from Plotinus,
butis added in the Arabic.

If anyone levels the objection that Plato’s statements are inconsistent, because in
some of his writings he condemns the soul’s union with body while in others this union
counts as the fulfillment of God’s decree, the “Allegorist” declares that Plato’s behavior
is meant to incite the reader into going beyond the face value of these statements. All
this comes from Plotinus (IV 8[6], 1.28-29), and so it is also for the assessment of the
crucial role of the Timaeus. For Plotinus, in this dialogue one can find not only Plato’s
doctrine about body and soul, but also Plato’s answer to the cosmological question as
a whole, namely whether or not the divine Intellect acted well in producing the world
of becoming (IV 8[6], 2.1-8). At this point, the Arabic text parts company with the
treatise On the Descent of the Soul into the Bodies, and a long section begins that has no
counterpart in the Greek text. The “Allegorist” wears the cloak of the exegete of Plato’s
theological doctrine.

We intend to begin by giving the view of this surpassing and sublime man on these
things we have mentioned. We say that when the sublime Plato saw that the mass
of philosophers were at fault in their description of the essences, for when they
wished to know about the true essences they sought them in this sensible world,
because they rejected intelligible things and turned to the sensible world alone,
wishing to attain by sense-perception all things, both the transitory and the eter-
nally abiding . . . he pitied them . . . and guided them to the road that would bring
them to the truth of things. He distinguished between mind and sense-perception
and between the nature of the essences and the sensible things. He established that
the true essences were everlasting, not changing their state, and that the sensible
things were transitory, falling under genesis and corruption. When he had com-
pleted this distinction he began by saying “the cause of the true essences, which are
bodiless, and of the sensible things, which have bodies, is one and the same, and
that is the first true essence,” meaning by that the Creator, the Maker. (ps.-Theol.
Ar., 1, ed. Badawi, 25.15-26.8; trans. Lewis 1959, 231)

This passage, with its deliberate echo of the Aristotelian history of philosophy as a prog-
ress from the materialistic beginnings toward a fully fledged doctrine of the true causes
(Metaph. A.3, 983b6-11), with its distinction between the mass of the philosophers liable
to error and the leading ones who guide others toward truth, and with the final move of
crediting Plato with the doctrine of creation, is of great importance for the development
of Arabic-Islamic philosophy. Even more important is the fact that the exegete, “Aristotle,”
openly endorses the master’s ideas, namely “Platos” ones, presenting creation as a doc-
trine shared by both: note that the elucidation that the “first true essence” (al-anniyya
al-ila al-haqq) is “the Creator, the Maker” (al-bari’ al-khalig) is provided by “Aristotle”
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himself. It is still “Aristotle” who extols “Plato” for having taught the same doctrine that he
himself had announced at the beginning of his Theology, namely the existence of Intellect
and Soul as the principles that convey the creative power of the First Cause:

Then he said: “This world is compounded of matter and form. What informed matter
was a nature more exalted than matter and superior to it, viz. the intellectual soul. It
was only by the power of the sublime mind within the soul that she came to inform
matter. Mind came to give the soul the power to inform matter only by virtue of the
first essence, which is the cause of the other essences, those of mind, of soul and of
matter, and all natural things. Only because of the First Agent did the sensible things
become beautiful and splendid, but this action took place only through the medium
of mind and soul” Then he said: “It is the true first essence that pours forth life, first
upon mind, then upon soul, then upon the natural things, this being the Creator,
who is absolute good” How well and how rightly does this philosopher describe
the Creator when he says “He created mind, soul and nature and all things else”
(ps.-Theol. Ar., ed. Badawi, I, 26.16-27.8; trans. Lewis 1959, 231)

The “Allegorist” credits Plato with the (admittedly Aristotelian) hylomorphic doctrine
and sides with him in the assessment of the emanation of divine power through the
medium of the Intellect and the cosmic Soul. This account of divine causality culmi-
nates in the claim that the First Agent, the First Essence, and the Pure Good are one
and the same thing: the Creator. The enthusiastic comment on “Platos” doctrine— “How
well and how rightly . ..”—paves the way for “Aristotle” to turn into the learned dis-
ciple who warrants for the correct interpretation of the master’s doctrine. Once estab-
lished the harmony between his own views and “Platos,” he sets for himself the task
of avoiding a possible misunderstanding: since creation is an “action” that “took place
through the medium of mind and soul,” and since it is described as a sequence of deeds
(“first upon mind, then upon soul, then upon the natural things”), one may infer that
God’s creation was performed at a given time, as suggested also by the narrative of the
Timaeus—a highly problematic conclusion indeed, since in this way God himself seems
to be submitted to time. But “Aristotle” explains that the sequence is only due to the limi-
tations of language (lafz), because language cannot convey the notion of priority if not

through time:

But whoever hears the philosopher’s words must not take them literally (ila lafzihi)
and imagine that the Creator fashioned the creation in time. If anyone imagines
that of him from his [i.e., Plato’s] mode of expression, he did but so express himself
through wishing to follow the custom of the ancients. The ancients were compelled
to mention time in connection with the beginning of creation because they wanted
to describe the genesis of things, and they were compelled to introduce time into
their description of genesis and into their description of the creation—which was
not in time at all—in order to distinguish between the exalted first causes and the
lowly secondary causes. The reason is that when a man wishes to elucidate and rec-
ognize cause he is compelled to mention time, since the cause is bound to be prior to
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its effect, and one imagines that priority means time and that every agent performs
his action in time. But it is not so; not every agent performs his action in time, nor is
every cause prior to its effect in time. If you wish to know whether this act is tempo-
ral or not, consider the agent: if he be subject to time then is the act subject to time,
inevitably, and if the cause is temporal so too is the effect. The agent and the cause
indicate the nature of the act and the effect, if they be subject to time or not subject to
it. (ps.-Theol. Ar., ed. Badawi, I, 27.8-28.3; trans. Lewis 1959, 231)

This passage sheds light on the scope of this crucial section of the ps.-Theology. Should
the exegesis of “Plato’s” utterances be intended to reconcile the doctrine of the philoso-
phers with the Qur’an, it would surprisingly miss the mark: indeed, a literal interpreta-
tion of the Timaeus would fit better with the narratives of creation that feature in the
sacred book of Islam, and the emphasis laid here on the conventional nature of the
accounts that include time would rather fan the flames of a controversy between phi-
losophy and religion than warrant for the Islamic orthodoxy of Greek thought. Thus,
the scope of “Aristotle” in providing the key to the correct interpretation of “Platos” doc-
trine of creation cannot be apologetic. Rather, “Aristotle’s” account is meant to grant a
firm footing to the theory of the “harmony between Plato and Aristotle” on the crucial
issue of the causality of the First Principle, a move that presupposes the awareness of the
objections against the Timaeus raised by Aristotle in the De Caelo: one should not forget
that the De Caelo was known in the circle of al-Kindi, where the ps.-Theology was born
(Endress 1997), and to some extent also the Timaeus was (Arnzen 2012).

The interpretation of divine causality as an action that, prima facie similar to a pro-
cess, in reality is performed in no time is typically Neoplatonic, but what is most interest-
ing here is the fact “Aristotle’s” account depends upon Philoponus’s reply to Proclus. In
his De Aeternitate mundi Philoponus came to grips with Proclus’s eternalist arguments,
listed in a work (Eighteenth Arguments on the Eternity of the Cosmos) that has come down
to us in Greek only through Philoponus’s quotations. One of these arguments inferred
from the changeless nature of the divine is the impossibility for the Demiurge to produce
anything new. In purely Neoplatonic vein, Philoponus retorted that the suprasensible
principles always operate according to their own nature, not according to the nature
of the lower realities they produce; hence, the Demiurge “operates without subdivision
on divisible things, in unitary way on multiple things, and always in the same way on
changeable things” (De Aet. mundi, ed. Rabe 1899, 617.15-18). The De Aeternitate mundi
was known to al-Kindi and in his circle (Walzer 1957, 190-96; Endress 1973, 15-17; Ivry
1974, 144-62; Davidson 1987, 106-15; Hasnaoui 1994), and it is revealing to see the cre-
ation described in the ps.-Theology as an action whose quality is assigned by the agent,
performed in no time because the agent is above time. This account, clearly inspired by
Philoponus, is put in the mouth of the “Allegorist”—“Aristotle’—and emphasized as a
point made by “Plato” When, later on, the ps.-Theology is quoted in the Harmonization
of the Two Opinions of the Two Sages, Plato the Divine and Aristotle, its author will insist
on the fact that the philosophers alone can provide good arguments for creation out of
nothing. If one relies on the symbolic language of the Scripture, one is left with the idea
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of production out of something preexistent—water, foam, smoke, clay—and this does
not do justice to God’s absolute power to create out of nothing. Only philosophy dis-
poses satisfactorily of the anthropomorphic narratives that misrepresent God’s action
as if it were that of a craftsman in need of a preexistent matter (ed. Martini Bonadeo,
63.16-64.6 and 66.1-67.3; English trans. Butterworth 2001, 154-57). Also al-Farabr's defi-
nition of creation, in the Opinions of the Inhabitants of the Perfect State (ed. Walzer 1985,
92.8-10), as an act accomplished without any movement, without instruments, without
any change whatsoever, testifies to the adoption of the Neoplatonic notion of causality,
with which the falasifa were acquainted through the texts produced within the circle of
al-Kindt: the ps.-Theology and the Liber de Causis.

The ps.-Theology shows an overarching concern with the issue of God’s causality.
Very often we can read in it adaptations of Plotinus’s accounts of intelligible causality,
which pave the way for the well-known formulas of the Liber de Causis about the First
Principle as that pure Being which creates by its own being, without instruments, with
no change, and in no time. This topic appears with some emphasis at the very end of the
ps.-Theology. Chapter 10, the last one, consists of three blocks of Plotinian writings: the
short treatise V 2[11], On the Origin and Order of the Beings Which Come after the First; a
long section from the treatise V17[38], How the Multitude of the Forms Came into Being,
and on the Good; finally, a section from the treatise V 8[31], On the Intelligible Beauty.
Here Plotinus argues against the literal interpretation of the Timaeus, which may lead
to the conclusion, widespread in Gnostic circles, that the principle that fashioned this
universe operated like a craftsman, making first the choice whether to produce an arti-
fact or not, then planning his deeds, then again himself doing the job step by step. This
counts for Plotinus as a complete misunderstanding of the Timaeus, as he repeats time
and again in his treatises; in particular, in V 8[31] he protests against those who imagine
that the demiurgic “reasoning” about the cosmos can be taken at its face value (V 8[31],
7.1-17). In the final part of the ps.-Theology, this doctrine is endorsed and adapted on
two points: what Plotinus says about the divine Intellect is referred to the First Cause
itself, and the production of the universe is understood as creation. Once again, in what
follows the italics indicate the sentences taken almost literally from the Greek; the rest is
Arabic adaptation.

Who will not wonder at the power of that noble and divine substance, that it originated
things without reflection or investigation of their causes but originated them by the
mere fact of its being? Its being is the cause of the causes and therefore its being has
no need, in originating things, of investigating their causes, or of cunning in bringing
them well into existence and perfection, because it is the cause of causes, as we said
above, being self-sufficient without need of any cause or contemplation or investiga-
tion. We are going to cite an example supporting our description, for this statement of
ours. We say that the accounts of the ancients are unanimous, that this universe did not
come into being by its own act or by chance, but came from a skilful and surpassing
craftsman. But we must investigate his fashioning of this universe: whether the crafts-
man first reflected, when he wished to fashion it, and thought within himself that first
he must create an earth standing in the middle of the universe, then after that water, to
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be above the earth, then create air and put it above the water, then create fire and put
it above the air, then create a heaven and put it above the fire, surrounding all things,
then create animals with various forms suited to each creature of them, and make their
members, internal and external, following the description they follow, suited to their
functions; so he formed the things in his mind and reflected over the perfection of his
knowledge, then began creating the works of creation one by one, in the way he previ-
ously reflected and thought. No one must imagine that this description applies to
the wise Creator, for that is absurd and impossible and inappropriate to that perfect,
surpassing and noble substance. (ps.-Theol. Ar., X, ed. Badawi, 161.16-162.3; trans.
Lewis 1959, 393)

In his interpretation of the narrative of the Timaeus, Plotinus did not limit himself to fol-
lowing the path laid out in the Platonic school, which consisted in vindicating the didas-
calic nature of an account that deploys a logical structure in a chronological sequence.
He also interpreted this narrative in the light of his own understanding of the theory
of Ideas. For Plotinus, the philosophical truth of Plato’s doctrine lies in that, in spite of
Aristotle’s irony (De Gen. et corr. I 9, 335 b 9-16; cf. Metaph. A.9, 991b3-9), it is pre-
cisely because Forms are not involved in the process of producing something that they
are causes. Their causality consists in being each of them what it is: the intelligible prin-
ciple that assigns the rationale behind the processes whose outcome is a thing. In order
to “produce” the logical structure of a thing, Form must “do” nothing if not being what
it is: the model whose instantiation is the logical structure of a given being. This philo-
sophical doctrine, which lies in the background of images like the emanation of heat
from fire, is adopted in the ps.-Theology as the most natural explanation of the way in
which “the wise Creator” operates, and it is “Aristotle” who propounds this explanation
of Plato’s doctrine of creation. The “cause of the causes” produces by the mere fact of
its being—bi-anniyyatihi faqat, per esse suum tantum: a formulaic expression that will
dominate the accounts of creation as a changeless and timeless emanation of the causal
power of the First Principle, from al-Farabi to Avicenna and beyond.

He does not need any instrument in the origination of things because he is the cause
of instruments, it being he that originated them, and in what he originates he needs
nothing of his origination. Now that the unsoundness and impossibility of this doc-
trine are made plain, we say that there is, between him and his creation, no interme-
diate thing on which he reflects and the help of which he seeks, but that he originated
things by the mere fact of its being. (ps.- Theology, X, ed. Badawt, 163.4-8; trans. Lewis

1959, 395)

In the Book of the Exposition by Aristotle on the Pure Good, which after the translation
into Latin by Gerard of Cremona (d. 1187) will be known as the Liber de Causis, creation
by the mere fact of the Creator’s being is assessed as follows:

Therefore, let us return and say that every agent that acts through its being alone is
neither a connecting link nor another mediating thing. The connecting link between
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an agent and its effect is nothing but an addition to being, as when an agent and its
effect are through an instrument and [the agent] does not act through its being. . . .
But an agent [in which] there is no connecting link at all between itself and its effect
is a true agent and a true ruler. (Liber de Causis 19, ed. Bardenhewer 1882, 96.6-8;
trans. Taylor et al. 1996, 120-21)

The uniqueness of the causality of the First Principle consists, in the Arabic Plotinus,
precisely in that it operates without anything preexistent, only out of its being and
because of its absolute self-sufficiency: this is why it is “the cause of the causes.” The First
Cause alone is capable of acting in this way. Unlike it, the suprasensible principles that
transmit the causal power of the First Cause to visible things—Intellect and the cosmic
Soul—operate only because their causality is included in and supported by this power.
Another passage of the ps.-Theology with no counterpart in the Greek, this too located
in the last chapter, conveys the views of the author of the adaptation of Plotinus. These
ideas will have a long-lasting influence on Arabic-Islamic philosophy:

You must understand that mind and soul and the other intelligible things are from
the first originator, not passing away or disappearing, on account of their originat-
ing from the first cause without intermediary, whereas nature and sense-perception
and the other natural things perish and fall under corruption because they are effects
of causes that are caused, that is, of the mind through the medium of the soul. But
of the natural things one has a longer duration than the others, being the most last-
ing: that depends on the remoteness of the thing from its cause, or its proximity, and
on the multitude or paucity of causes in it: for when the causes of the thing are few
its duration is longer, and if its causes are many the thing is of shorter duration. We
must understand that natural things are linked one to another: when one of them
passes away it comes to its neighbour until it reaches the heavenly bodies, then soul,
then mind. All things are fixed in mind and mind is fixed in the first cause, and the
first cause is the beginning and end of all things: from it do they originate and to it
is their returning, as we have often said. (ps.-Theology, X, ed. Badawi, 138.16-139.5;
trans. Lewis 1959, 297)

The great chain of being has its beginning in the First Principle, the One, the Pure Being
and Pure Good: every degree depends on it and its power reaches the sublunar beings
through the medium of Intellect and Soul. In the first chapter “Aristotle” had amplified
Plotinus’s sentence about the descent of the soul by a sentence of his own, concerning
its return to the realm of the incorporeal, eternal principles. Here, toward the end of the
ps.-Theology, we find another amplification in the same vein. Plotinus was dealing with
the destiny of the soul after the end of the body it gives life to (V 2[11], 2.21-23), and the
passage quoted above presents once again the cosmic hierarchy of the principles: the
First Cause, Intellect, and Soul. At the beginning of the ps.-Theology as well as here,
toward the end, the description of the chain of being is dominated by the pattern of the
double journey of the soul, the way down along the necessary declension of the degrees
of being, and the way back toward its homeland. What will become, in Avicenna’s phras-
ing, the “provenance and destination” is one of the most influential topics created in the

ps.-Theology.
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This treatise of mine contains the fruit of two great sciences, one of which is char-
acterized by being about metaphysical, and the other physical, matters. The fruit of
the science dealing with metaphysical matters is that part of it known as theology
(Uthalijiyya), which treats [the subjects of] Lordship, the first principle, and the
relationship which beings bear to it according to their rank. The fruit of the science
dealing with physical matters is the knowledge that the human soul survives and that
it has a Destination. (Avicenna, The Provenance and Destination, introduction, trans.
Gutas 1988, 31)

The literary traces of the ps.-Theology can be detected in many works of classical
and postclassical Arabic philosophy. In addition to the authors and texts mentioned
above, the ps.-Theology is alluded to or quoted by al-‘Amiri (Book on the Afterlife, ed.
Rowson 1984, V, 88-95; VII, 102-3; XV, 140-41), by Miskawayh (al-Fawz al-asghar, ed.
‘Udayma 1987, 99.9-12), by Avicenna, who has commented upon it (Badawi 1947, 37—
74 and Vajda 1951), by ‘Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi (Book on the Science of Metaphysics,
Badawi 1955, 209-40, and Martini Bonadeo 2013), and in the Ishraqi tradition (Rizvi
2007). The Safavid theologians of the schools of Shiraz and Isfahan show a renewed
interest for the basic works of falsafa, tracing back to the age of the translations: among
them, the ps.-Theology (Endress 2001, Di Branco 2014), as is made evident from
Mulla Sadra’s Four Journeys; Said Qummi (d. 1102/1691) wrote a commentary on the
ps.-Theology (Ashtiyani 1978). The topic of the ultimate provenance of the soul from the
First Principle and of its return to it through the conjunction with the intelligible realm
is the most pervasive of the doctrines of the ps.-Theology, permeating as it does also the
thought of philosophers who do not exhibit any direct knowledge of the Arabic Plotinus.
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THE RISE OF FALSAFA
Al-Kindi (d. 873), On First Philosophy
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EMMA GANNAGE

ABU Yisuf Ya‘'qab b. Ishaq al-Kindi (ca. 185/801-ca. 252/870), “the philosopher of the
Arabs” as the biographical tradition likes to call him, was raised in Kufa, where his father
was governor, to a family whose noble Arab lineage has been emphasized by all bibliogra-
phers. Very little is known about his life otherwise. According to the bio-bibliographical
tradition, he held an important position at the caliph’s court under al-Ma mun (198/813-
218/833) and al-Mu'tasim (218/833-227/842), the latter appointing him as a preceptor for
his son Ahmad. However, he fell into disgrace under al-Mutawakkil (232/847-247/861),
victim either of the intrigues of the Bant Musa, his rivals in court, or of his Mu'tazili
inclinations.

In a few words Dimitri Gutas encapsulated Kindi best as “a polymath and a univer-
sal scholar imbued with the spirit of encyclopedism which was characteristic of early
oth c. Bagdad and which was fostered by the translation movement” (Gutas 2004, 201).
Indeed, al-Nadim’s Fihrist lists more than 250 titles under his name. They show an
astonishing range of interests, reflecting all the sciences of his time. Around 50 of these
(maybe more) seem to have been devoted to philosophy. On First Philosophy is the most
important and the most famous of them.

2.1. TITLE

Our treatise bears the title Kitab al-Kindi ila I-Mu ‘tasim bi-llah Fi I-falsafa al-ila
(Book of al-Kindi to al-Mu‘tasim bi-llah On First Philosophy) in the only manuscript
in which it has reached us (MS Istanbul, Aya Sofia 4832, ff. 196r—206r). Kindi himself
refers to it by the same title, that is, Fi [-falsafa al-iila, in his treatise On the Explanation
of the Prostration of the Outermost Body and Its Obedience to God the Almighty
and Exalted (Fi l-ibana ‘an sujid al-jirm al-aqsa wa-ta‘atihi li-llah ‘azza wa-jall)
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(Prostration hereafter) ((Euvres, 187.3; Rasa’il 1:251.3), as well as in On the Explanation
of the Proximate Efficient Cause of Generation and Corruption (Fi I-ibana ‘an al-‘illa
al-fa‘ila al-qariba li-I-kawn wa-I-fasad) (Proximate hereafter) (Rasa’il 1:215.8), and in
the prologue of his treatise On the Great Art (Fi I-sina‘a al-‘uzma), namely his para-
phrase of the first eight chapters of the first book of Ptolemy’s Almagest, where it is
referred to as Kitab fi I-falsafa al-ula al-dakhila (Rosenthal 1956, 442; Kindi, Sina‘a,
127). However, the same treatise is listed by Nadim (Fihrist, 1, 255) followed by Qifti
(Ta’rikh, 368 and Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, Uyin, 1, 206) as the Book of First Philosophy, on
What Is Above (beyond) Physics, and of Oneness (Kitab al-Falsafa I-ula fima din al-
tabi‘iyyat wa-l-tawhid).

Al-Falsafa al-ild or first philosophy is Aristotle’s third designation of theoretical phi-
losophy (Metaph. V1.1,1026a29 ff. and XI.4, 1061b19 and 28 as well as 7, 1064a33-b3), and
indeed Kindi treats first philosophy as a theology, though definitely not the theology of
Metaphysics XII. As has been already noted, Aristotle’s “theology” makes sense in the
context of an eternal universe that is set in motion by a primary object of desire (see
(Euvres, 4); whereas, as we will shortly see, Kindi shows in the second chapter that the
universe is not eternal. It is created and has a creator. For Kindi then, first philosophy
is the science of the first Cause, which is the “cause of time,” as well as the science of the
first Truth, which is the cause of every truth. Expressed in the prologue, this statement
is echoed again in the conclusion of the treatise, which ends with the apparition of a
first true One and first Creator, cause of the creation. The true One is thus the One God
Almighty of the revealed religion, and the henology of chapter 4 ends with a description
of the creative action of the One in which the philosophical theology of Neoplatonic
inspiration is interwoven with Muslim religious and theological concepts in an intricate
fabric that places Kindi at the crossroads of several traditions all at once (Jolivet 1984,

322-23; Ivry 1974, 14 f.).

2.2. SCOPE AND STRUCTURE

The Book on First Philosophy (FPh hereafter) is one of the longest of KindT’s treatises
that have reached us, and yet it is incomplete. The fourth and last chapter ends with the
mention of a sequel: “Let us complete this chapter (fann) and follow it up with what
naturally comes after” (Rasa’il 1:162.15; (Euvres, 99), and the colophon of the text makes
this understanding clear when it says: “End of the first part (al-juz’ al-awwal) of the
book”” Cross-references in Kindf’s writings, as well as external evidence, corroborate the
assumption of a larger work.

Aiming primarily to prove the oneness of God, the first and only surviving part of
the treatise consists of four chapters that form a consistent unit (for a handy and yet
detailed outline see (Euvres, 1-5). From the first page, which introduces the first Truth,
cause of all truths, to the last page closing this first part with the apparition of a true One
cause of the unity and the existence of all things, the treatise unfolds by following a very
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tight argument in which each step paves the way for the rest of the discussion. Despite
some redundancy and an often obscure style, the treatise is organized in order to make
room for a “henology” that unfurls progressively in chapters 3 and 4, leading to the the-
sis toward which the whole treatise seems to aim: the true One, who is the principle of
unity and hence the principle of existence of all beings, on the one hand, and the abso-
lutely transcendent God that can be approached only through a negative theology, on
the other, are one and the same principle.

2.3. SOURCES, PROGRAM, AND METHOD

Even though he is credited with having inaugurated the philosophical tradition in Islam,
Kindi is part of a tradition to which he stakes a claim, as can be clearly demonstrated
from the prologue of FPh ((Euvres, 13.15—-22; Rasd il 1:103.4-11):

We should not be ashamed of appreciating the truth and acquiring the truth wher-
ever it comes from, even if it comes from remote races and different nations. For
him who seeks the truth, nothing is worthier than the truth, and the truth is neither
belittled nor demeaned by him who reports it or by him who brings it. Nobody is
demeaned by the truth, but everybody is ennobled by the truth.

We would do well—since we are striving to perfect our species and in this the truth
resides—in this book to stick to our habits in all the subjects [we have dealt with]: to
present what the ancients have dealt with completely, in the most straightforward
and easiest way for those who will follow this path, and to complete what they did
not deal with completely, following, in so doing, the custom of the language and the
usages of the time, to the best of our ability.!

Indeed, Kindi’s name is associated with the translation movement of scientific and
philosophical works from Greek into Arabic (Hasnawi 1992, 655), though it is generally
admitted that he did not know Greek. He was rather a “patron” around whom gravitated
agroup of translators, recognizable by a distinctive terminology and phraseology as well
as by an often loose method of translation. Arabic versions of several of Aristotle’s works
have been produced in the so-called “circle” of Kindi as well as important fragments of
Proclus and Philoponus often in the garb of Alexander of Aphrodisias (Endress 1973,
1997; Zimmermann 1986, 1994; Hasnawi 1994; for an annotated list of the main works
translated in Kind7’s circle see Endress 2007).

The ultimate aim of this activity of selecting, translating, paraphrasing, and rear-
ranging has been clearly expressed in the lines quoted above and falls under more than
one heading: (1) assimilation of Greek philosophy and science; (2) completing what the

! All translations of al-Kindf’s texts are mine and based on (Euvres, unless otherwise specified.
References to Rasa'il, which I sometimes follow, are always mentioned along with it. For an English
translation of al-KindTt's philosophical works see Adamson and Pormann 2012.
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ancients did not achieve and hence developing Aristotle’s metaphysic into a theology
conveying a monotheistic and creationist interpretation of the Neoplatonic system that
is compatible with the creed of the One and Unique God, the tawhid of Islam (Endress
1997, 54; Zimmermann 1986, 119), though there is no scholarly consensus as to the extent
of the implication of al-Kindi as well as to the intentional reordering and misattribu-
tion (D’Ancona 2011, 1033); (3) creating a philosophical and scientific terminology in
order to put the Greek philosophical and scientific corpus within the reach of his own
community.

The breadth and depth of the activity of KindT’s circle as well as the wide array of
sources translated will, not surprisingly, find a direct echo in Kindf’s own work, not
only in terms of doctrinal influence, but also in terms of method and style. Maybe more
than any of his other works, FPh reflects the influences that have shaped the worldview
of its author.

2.4. ECLECTICISM

It is difficult to locate Kindi within a specific philosophical tradition. As has been
already noted by Ivry (1974, 11-21), despite an “ambivalent usage” of what might look
very close to a Neoplatonic terminology, FPh does not develop into a Neoplatonic
structure. From Neoplatonism Kindi borrows a henology consistent with the Muslim
tawhid, but ignores the theory of hypostasis as well as the emanationist system (Hasnawi
1992, 655). The necessary existence of an absolute transcendent true One that provides
existence to all beings while dispensing unity to them will lead to a negative theology
close to the Mu'tazili notion of tawhid as well as to the doctrine of the One proper to the
Plotiniana Arabica. If one can find in FPh echoes of the Theology of Aristotle (see Endress
1973; D’Ancona 1998), these remain nevertheless tenuous, as noted by Hasnawi (1992,
655) compared to the more significant dependence on the Arabic fragments of Proclus’s
Elements of Theology (Endress 1973, esp. 242-46) as well as the Platonic Theology (Jolivet
1979), though we do not know of any Arabic translation of the latter. The influence of
John Philoponus on Kindf's arguments against the eternity of the world has also been
highlighted (Walzer 1962, 190-96; Davidson 1969, 370-73; Davidson 1987, 106-16),
though the structure of the argumentation is different (Hasnawi 1992, 655).

Conversely FPh unfolds within a clearly Aristotelian framework from which it departs
progressively, while it continues to operate with some of its main concepts, for example,
the categories and the predicables, but also the concepts of causality, time, body, and
motion. Ivry (1974, 16-18) has shown the influence of Aristotle’s Metaphysics I and II on
the opening remarks of FPh. Aristotle’s physics looms large also, and al-Kindi borrows
from the De Caelo even more than the Physics, in order to reach often non-Aristotelian
conclusions.

Drawing from Aristotle, the Neoplatonic tradition as well as the Greek commentators,
FPh elaborates a complex and original synthesis that culminates with a demonstration
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of the absolute unity of the first Cause where the philosophical discourse ultimately
yields to a theological development that concludes with the identity of the Neoplatonic
true One with the Creator and One God of Islam.

2.5. MATHEMATICAL METHOD

In several of his extant philosophical treatises, including not only FPh but also On
the Quiddity of What Cannot Be Infinite and What Is Called Infinite (Quiddity hereat-
ter), and his Epistle to Muhammad b. al-Jahm on the Oneness of God and the Finiteness
of the Body of the Universe (Oneness hereafter), as well as the one to Muhammad al-
Khurasani Explaining the Finiteness of the Body of the Universe (Finiteness hereaf-
ter), Kindi uses a geometrical method of argumentation clearly inspired by Euclid’s
Elements. As a matter of fact, the reader of FPh cannot but be struck by the extensive
usage of the axiomatic method, for example in chapter 2, and the proof by reductio
ad absurdum that looms large in Kindi’s method of argumentation throughout the
whole treatise. The above-mentioned treatises are all concerned by proving the finite-
ness of the universe, and, in one way or another, each one of them deals with one of
the issues addressed in the second chapter of FPh. In all of them Kindi follows, more
or less, the same Euclidian pattern of argumentation: providing first definitions of the
main terms, then listing the “first true and immediately intelligible premises” (Rasa’il
1114.12; Euvres 29.8), in other words the axioms, and finally proceeding to the
proof by deduction often following an argument by reductio ad absurdum (Rashed
2008, 132).

Al-Kindi was himself a scientist and a mathematician who, according to Nadim’s
Fihrist, devoted at least sixty treatises to mathematics in its four branches (Fihrist, 256
58; Rashed 1993, 7), among them several commentaries on Euclid’s Elements. However,
what is at stake here is the application of the geometrical method to the philosophical
inquiry, despite the fact that some of the treatises mentioned above are listed by Nadim,
under the “books on astronomy” (kutub al-falakiyyat). This being said, Kindi wrote also
a treatise titled That Philosophy Can Only Be Acquired through the Mathematical Science
(Fi annahu la tunalu al-falsafa illa bi- ilm al-riyadiyyat, see Fihrist, 255), which is no lon-
ger extant.

At any rate, it is worth noting that in the second chapter of FPh, he establishes
explicitly the mathematical examination (al-fahs al-taTimi/al-fahs al-riyadi) as the
most appropriate method of investigation for “what has no matter” (Euvres 23.20,23;
Rasa’il 1:111.1,4), that is, metaphysics. Al-KindTs philosophy is “written in geometrical
terms” (Jolivet 2004, 679) paradoxically in order to reach, through sound but industri-
ous geometrical proofs, the truths of the “divine science” (al- ilm al-ilahi) immediately
accessible to the prophets (for further details on the place of mathematics in al-Kindf’s
classification of theoretical sciences, see Endress 2003, 129-130; Gutas 2004; Adamson
20073, 30-37; Gannagé, forthcoming).
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2.6. CREATION OF A PHILOSOPHICAL
TERMINOLOGY

The program Kindi draws at the beginning of FPh leaves little doubt as to his aware-
ness of being the first philosopher to write in Arabic. The foremost philosophers he
invokes as his forerunners did not share his language (al-mubarrizin min al-mutafalsifin
qablana, min ghayr ahl lisaning, (Euvres 11.21; Rasd’il 1:102.5), as he is careful to point
out. That places him as the direct heir to a Greek philosophical tradition and puts on
his shoulders a burden he outlines in the introduction of FPh ((Euvres 13.19-22; Rasa’il
1:103.8-11): that is, to present what the ancients have dealt with completely and to com-
plete what they left unfinished, “following, in so doing, the custom of the language and the
usages of the time””

Language is at the heart of KindT's enterprise of transmission of Greek philosophy and
sciences into Arabic, as he himself emphasizes by constantly referring to his own com-
munity, in that context, as “the people speaking our language” (ahl lisanina) (Rosenthal
1956, 445 n. 2). Gerhard Endress has shown that Kindi was the patron and the spiritus
rector of a circle of translators recognizable by a distinctive phraseology and terminol-
ogy—they would also share with Kindf's own writings—characterized, for example, by
the use of loanwords or direct transliterations from Greek, the formation of neologisms,
and an often rough style reflecting Greek stylistic constructions (Endress 1973, 75-155;
Endress 1997, 58-62).

FPh is emblematic of such a philosophical terminology, which was still in the making
at that early stage of the transmission of Greek philosophy into Arabic. It is fraught with
neologisms intended to render abstract universals or philosophical concepts for which
no Arabic term had yet been coined. Among the most representative examples are terms
gravitating around the concept of being, like inniyya or anniyya. Most probably derived
from the Arabic particle inna or anna and substantified with the addition of the suf-
fix -iyya in order to denote an abstract notion (Endress 1973, 77 ff.; Ivry 1974, 120-21;
Adamson 2002, 299-300), it is used mostly with the meaning of existence in the affir-
mative sense of the existence of a particular thing but can also refer to being in general
as well as to essence. Likewise, inniyyat or anniyyat refer most often to “the things that
exist,” hence echoing the Greek ta dvta.

Inniyya seems to be the equivalent of huwiyya, and they are often used interchangeably
(e.g., Euvres, 35.14-15 and 37.7-8; Rasa’il 1:119.16 and 120.17-18), though the latter, being
derived from the pronoun huwa, has sometimes the sense of being an entity, an ipseity
(Ivry 1974,159). More unusual is tahawwi or ta’yis for bringing into existence (e.g., Euvres,
41, 55 97, 8-9; Rasa’il 1:123.3, 162.1). The latter is derived from ays, attested in the earliest
Arabic dictionary compiled by al-Khalil (d. ca. 175/791)* as referring also to particular

2 See al-Khalil b. Ahmad, Kitab al-‘Ayn, ed. M. al-Makhziimi and I. al-Samarra’i, 8 vols.
(Baghdad: Dar wa-maktabat al-Hilal), 7:300, 301. Reference kindly provided to me by Abdallah Soufan.
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existence, but which, like inniyya and huwiyya, can signify being in general, especially in
opposition to lays used as a substantive meaning nonbeing, particularly in chapter 3.

2.7. PROLOGUE

The treatise opens with a prologue following a clear structure. It is first a praise and a
defense of philosophy justifying its practice as subordinated to the study of the “science
of the first Cause,” considered as the noblest part of philosophy. It also lays the main
points that will be developed throughout the treatise. Finally it includes a program and
exposes a method: the philosopher has to build on the results of the ancient philoso-
phers, who have paved the way in our research of the truth, and to pursue in the same
way in order to further expand on them.

2.7.1. What Is First Philosophy?

Following the dedication to the caliph al-Mu'‘tasim bi-1lah, the first chapter opens with a
definition of “the art of philosophy” as being the “highest human art” and the noblest in
rank “whose definition is the science of the things in their true natures insofar as man is
capable of that” ((Euvres, 9. 8-14; Rasa’il 1: 97.4-98.2):

The aim of the philosopher is to reach truth (isabat al-haqq) in his science and to act
according to the truth in his praxis. It is not an endless activity, for when we reach
the truth, we stop and the activity ceases. We don’t find what we are seeking from the
truth without finding a cause. The cause of the being (wujiid) and stability (thabat)
of everything is the truth, for everything that has an existence (inniyya) has a truth
(haqiqa), therefore the truth exists (mawjiid) necessarily since the existents exist (idh
al-inniyat mawjida). The noblest philosophy and the highest in rank is the first phi-
losophy, I mean the science of the first True who is the cause of every truth.?

As has been already observed, Kindi seems to follow here an eclectic approach (Ivry
1972, 124; (Euvres 101 n. 1): while borrowing mainly from Aristotle’s Metaphysics I and

3 The sentence in italics involves a reading that contrasts with most of the editions and translations
of FPh (see, e.g., (Euvres 9.13; Rasd'il 1:99.9-10 [fa-I-haqqu idtirraran mawjidun idhan li-inniyyat
mawjiidatin]; Ivry 1974, 55.16; and Adamson and Pormann 2012, §2), that tend to favor a Neoplatonic
understanding of that passage, where the existence of beings is seen as derived from the necessary
existence of the true One, though it is worth noting that the expression “the true One” does not appear in
this definition. Our reading, which does not entail any amendment to the manuscript wording, is in line
with Ibn Hazm’s reading (see Rasa’il 2:26.3 and Ibn Hazm, Radd, 189.6). It restores the inductive nature
of the argument, which moves from the empirical existence of beings to the existence of a cause to such
beings. Such a method of argumentation pervades much of the treatise and is characteristic of al-Kindf’s
style, as is the call to sensible evidence that comes up every now and then in the course of an argument.
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IT (esp. Metaph. 11.1, 993b19—20), the overall definition seems also to be inspired by the
prologues of the Alexandrian commentaries to Porphyre’s Isagoge that used to start with
“preliminary explanations on what is philosophy in general,” including an enumera-
tion of six different definitions of philosophy (Hadot 1989, 23), a division of philosophy
between theory and practice (Hein 1985, 86 ft.), as well as an enumeration of the four
Aristotelian causes (matter, form, efficient, and final) combined with the four epistemo-
logical questions, “whether;” “what,” “which,” and “why” that we find also reproduced
by Kindi few lines below ((Euvres 11.5; Rasa’il 1:101.5) (Altmann and Stern 2009, 13 ff.).
Actually, in his Epistle on the Definitions and the Descriptions of Things* (Definitions
hereafter), Kindi provides a series of six definitions of philosophy, avowedly inspired by
the Neoplatonic commentators (al-falsafa, haddaha al-qudama’ bi-‘iddat hurif) with-
out, however, corresponding exactly to the list they used to produce. The definition of
FPh comes close to the fourth definition that considers philosophy “from the point of
view of its pre-eminence” as being “the art of arts and the science of sciences” (Rasa’il
1:172-73; Altmann and Stern 2009, 28-30; Ivry 1974, 125) as well as to the last one that
characterizes philosophy as “the knowledge of the eternal, universal things, of their
existences (inniyyatuha), their quiddities (ma’iyyatuha), and their causes, according to
man’s capacity, as has been already noted (Cing Epitres 1976, 58). Worth noting is that
the same division between theoretical and practical philosophy occurs, in similar terms,
in the prologue of On the Great Art (Fi I-Sind‘a I-‘uzma), where it is clearly inspired by
Ptolemy’s preface to his Almagest (for further developments on that issue and the rela-
tionship between FPh and On the Great Art see Gannagé forthcoming).

Atany rate, al-Kindr's main source of inspiration, here, remains Aristotle’s description
of philosophy in Metaph. 1.1, 993b20 as “a knowledge of truth” that he reads in Astath’s
translation as lm al-haqq and understands as the knowledge of the ultimate nature of
things and the first principles of beings. Worth noting that Hagq and Awwal are among
the names of God, which allows Kindi to identify first philosophy and theology as the
“science of the first Truth which is the cause of all truth,” being “the cause of the exis-
tence and stability (or permanence, thabat) of all things,” hence reconciling the religious
beliefin a supreme Truth with the Aristotelian doctrine of knowledge as search for cause
(D’Ancona 1998, 849).

First philosophy defined as the “science of the first Truth” will thus be further speci-
fied as “the science of the first Cause” (echoing Metaph. V1.1, 1026a18-23 as mentioned
by Ivry 1974, 121) “given that all the content of philosophy is subsumed (muntawin) in the
science of the first Cause,” which is thus first in nobility, first in genus, first from the point
of view of what is scientifically the most certain, but also first in time “since the first Cause
is the cause of time” (D’Ancona 1998, 853, maintains that next to Metaph. IL.1, 996b1o-14,
this passage echoes both the preface of the Theology of Aristotle as well as the text itself,
reproducing “the late Neoplatonic pattern of the inclusion of all the theoretical sciences
within metaphysics”). Causality in time is a further hint toward a theory of creation and

* On the complex textual transmission of this treatise, which has been edited more than once, see
Adamson 2007a, 40 and references ad in.
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the refutation of the eternity of the world that is the object of the next chapter. Such a
definition concludes the first part of the prologue, justifying the title of the whole trea-
tise and giving it its overall orientation.

2.7.2. Assimilation of Greek Philosophy

Next, Kindi exposes the program and method we have recalled above and which he has
reiterated in several of his scientific books (see, e.g., the first lines of his De aspectibus in
Rashed 1997, 438): to build on the results of the Greeks and pursue them in the same way
in order to further expand on them. The same program, in almost the same terms, closes
the prologue of On the Great Art (Kindi, Sind‘a, 129.8-130.2). Actually, Kindi draws up a
cumulative history of knowledge that seems to be freely inspired by Metaph. I1.1, 993a30—
b4 and 993b12-14: we should be grateful to all those who contributed before us to the
truth, even iflittle, since by the union of all a significant amount has been collected. Those
have been our “forerunners and our associates” because they shared with us the product
of their thoughts.

Had they not existed we would not have been able to collect, even if we were to
inquire about them fervently throughout our lives, these true principles (al-awa’il al-
hagiyya) through which we are able to reach the hidden ends (al-awakhir al-khafi-
yya) of our inquiries. This [knowledge] has been collected only in preceding eras that
elapsed era after era, until our present time. ((Euvres, 13.2-8; Rasa’il 1:102.10-16)

This being said, the time factor adds to the cumulative history of knowledge the idea of
a scientific progress toward an end that is absent from Aristotle (Jolivet 1993, 74). It is
actually clearly inspired by Ptolemy’s Almagest, where the notion of the scientific prog-
ress through the additional time available is expressed not only in the preface, but also in
the epilogue and throughout the book (Toomer 1984, 37 and n. 11).

2.7.3. Defense of Philosophy

The apology for Greek philosophy staked out as a foundational moment in a history
of scientific progress toward the truth is not incompatible with the revelation brought
by the prophets. On the contrary, both share the same content as Kindi states few lines
below ((Euvres, 15. 9—-12; Rasd’il 1:104.8-10):

The knowledge of things in their true nature includes the knowledge of sovereignty
(ilm al-rubiibiyya), the knowledge of oneness (ilm al-wahdaniyya), the knowledge
of excellence, and on the whole the knowledge of everything beneficial and of the way
to it, while staying away from all harm and protecting oneself against it. Acquiring all
these, this is what the truthful apostles brought from God, great be His praise.
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The profession of such a harmony (al-qawl ala I-rububiyya is also the title born by the
Theology of Aristotle, as noted by Jolivet, see (Euvres, 15 n. 13 and references therein)
is accompanied by a long and violent invective against unidentified opponents who
“oppose the acquisition of knowledge of the things in their true nature and call it unbe-
lief” They are contemporaries of Kindi “who have claimed speculation for themselves”
(al-muttasimiin bi-lI-nazar fi dahrina) and who seem to occupy high positions of power.
For want of identifying these people, on whose identity there is so far no scholarly con-
sensus, we can at least point to some elements that may help narrowing down the scope
of the discussion:

The treatise is dedicated to the caliph al-Mu'tasim whose patronage Kindi used to
benefit from, knowing that he was appointed as a tutor to his son Ahmad. At that
time he was thus in favor at the court.

The people against whom he launches his invective seem also to be in positions of
power and authority as he himself underlines by describing them as occupying
“fraudulent seats they have set up undeservedly” This is confirmed by Ibn Hazm,
who identifies them as “ahl al-ri’asa,” when introducing an extensive part of this
passage he quotes, among other extracts of FPh, in his refutation of Kindi’s charac-
terization of God as a cause (Ibn Hazm, Radd, 189.17).

Moreover, not only do they claim to deal with speculation (al-muttasimun bi-I-
nazar), they also seem to use their positions of power in order to achieve authority
in matters of religion with which they traffic (li-al-tara” us wa-I-tijara bi-I-din).

All these elements seem to point toward a group of theologians close to the sphere of
power—who, at that time, must have been Mu‘tazilites of some sort—as the accusation
of “dirty envy; raised by Kindi, seems to hint, within the context of the fierce competi-
tion that was prevailing at the caliph’s court. Given the extreme diversity of people and
doctrines that characterized this early period of the movement of i tizdl, any attempt to
try to identify them more precisely becomes uncertain and in any case exceeds the scope
of this chapter. This being said, it seems worth noting that what is at stake here seems
to be the creed of the absolute oneness of God rather than the opposition to the “phil-
osophical inheritance of the Greeks” (see Adamson 2007a, 22-25 for the latter view).
Twice during his diatribe, Kindi states, in defense of philosophy, that “the knowledge of
things in their true nature” includes the knowledge of sovereignty as well as the knowl-
edge of oneness (of God) ((Euvres, 15, 9, and 23). The closing lines of his tirade describe
quite eloquently the object of FPh as “establishing the proof of the sovereignty [of God]
and making evident His oneness, chasing away those who oppose Him (al-mu Gnidiin
lahu) and do not believe in Him.” FPh seems thus a philosophical contribution to the
theological discussions of the time over the concept of tawhid (for the application of
the philosophical method to the treatment of theological problems see Adamson 2003).
In that respect two elements are worth recalling: (1) FPh has passed to posterity mainly
under the name of Kitab fi I-Tawhid, as shown at the beginning of this chapter, even
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though al-Kindi refers to it always as On First Philosophy; (2) the two works that have
preserved for us fragments of FPh have done so in relation to the issue of tawhid: directly
for Ibn Hazm, who reproaches Kindi for having been inconsistent when describing God
as a cause, which implies immediately an effect and hence precludes His oneness, while
at the same time denying any multiplicity in God; indirectly for Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih, who
addresses the issue of God’s will, hence alluding to the controversy between Ash‘arites
and Mu'tazilites concerning the definition of whether God’s will is an attribute of essence
or of action (see (Euvres, 129-30 and n. 7). Even though both of them might reflect theo-
logical and philosophical issues that were shaped after the time of Kindji, they neverthe-
less build on FPh as related in a way or another to such issues.

2.8. PROVING THAT THE WORLD
Is FINITE (CHAPTER 2)

The first chapter had concluded with the existence of the first Truth as a first Cause that
is not only the cause of every truth and “of the existence and permanence of every thing”
but also “the Cause of time.” That entails proving the finiteness of the sensible world
and hence the finiteness of body, time, and motion. The second chapter” thus starts with
a series of preliminary methodological “admonitions” (wasdya) that aim to demon-
strate that “the science of what is above the natural things is the science of what does not
move” ((Euvres, 25.9-10; Rasd’il 1:111.13). It thus requires an intellectual perception only,
and therefore only the mathematical method applies to it. The first part of the chapter, to
which Kindi refers as an “introduction” (muqaddima) ((Euvres, 23.10; Rasa'il 1:110.10),
sets thus the epistemological cadre through which one has to understand the arguments
against the eternity of the world that are treated in the second part.

Kindi starts by distinguishing two types of perceptions: “one closer to us and farther
with respect to nature and this is the sensory perception (wujiid al-hawass)” ((Euvres,
19.4-5; Rasa’il 1:106.4), which is unstable due to the changing nature of its object “as it
always applies to body”; and the other “more familiar to nature and farther from us, and it
istheintellectual perception (wujiid al- ‘aql),” which is “certain through the veracity of the
intellectual principles that are necessarily intelligible, like ‘it is and it is not are not true of
one and the same thing’ is immutable” ((Euvres, 19.24-21.2; Rasa’il 1:107.12-13). This first
example that illustrates the principle of noncontradiction (Ivry 1974, 137) is followed by
another more complex one: “Outside the body of the universe, there is neither void nor
plenum (ld khala’ wa-la mald’), meaning neither vacuity (faragh) nor body” “Neither
void nor plenum . .. is a thing perceived only and necessarily by the intellect through
these premises that we set forth” ((Euvres 21.15-18; Rasa’il 1:109.1-5). The argument

> For a discussion of the whole or parts of this chapter see Davidson 1969, 370-373; Davidson 1987,
106-16; Craig 1979; Jolivet 1993; and Adamson 2007a, chap. 4.
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then unfolds in two steps in order to show, first, the impossibility of the existence of
an absolute void and, second, the impossibility that there exists a plenum beyond the
body of the universe. “This follows necessarily and is not represented in the soul, but it
is only a necessary intellectual perception (wujiid ‘aqli idtirari)” ((Euvres 23.6~7; Rasa’il
1:110.5-7).

Kindi endorses here a thesis defended by Aristotle not exactly in the Physics (IV 6-9),
where only the question of the impossibility of the void is raised, but rather in the De
Caelo (278b 21ff. and 279a 5 ff.) where he finds the issue of the denial of any void outside
the “extreme circumference” addressed within the demonstration denying the existence
of any body and hence any plenum outside the heaven. However, Kindi does not seem
here much interested in the empirical argument against the possibility of void outside
the extreme limit of the universe, as noted by Ivry. He seems to be “rather thinking of
the void in some absolute logical sense which allows him to establish an immediate self-
contradiction of terms” (Ivry 1974, 139).

In fact, the bulk of the argument is devoted to the refutation of the possibility of a
plenum outside the universe, which constitutes a step further toward his demonstration
of the noneternity of the world. In order to prove that the sensible world is finite, Kindi
needed to rule out, at least logically, the possibility of any plenum outside the physical
world. He still had to prove that there can be no actual infinity—as he himself admits
(CEuvres 21.25-22.1; Rasad'il 1:109.14)—in order to show that the world is a finite magni-
tude and thus eternity applies only to the first One.

The three arguments against the eternity of the world that follow are also preceded
by a series of “rules” (qawanin) that need to be observed in that art, and these consist of
a series of definitions concerning the nature of the eternal. They are followed by three
short arguments intended to prove through a reductio ad absurdum that the eternal has
no genus, nor does it undergo any corruption, alteration, or change whatsoever, and
hence, “The eternal is necessarily perfect” (fa-l-azali tammun idfiraran):

The eternal is that which does absolutely not necessitate “it is not” (inna l-azali huwa
alladhi lam yajib “laysa huwa” mutlagan); hence, as far as generation is concerned,
the eternal has no “before” to its existence (li-hawiyyatihi); the eternal is that whose
subsistence is not through something else; the eternal has no cause (illa); the eternal
has no substrate and no predicate, no agent and no reason (sabab)—I mean that for
the sake of which it would exist, for there are no causes other than the ones previ-
ously mentioned. ((Euvres 27.8-11; Rasd il 1:113.1-4)

The “causes previously mentioned” are the four Aristotelian causes mentioned in
chapter 1, and Kindi is thus ruling out in these premises the possibility of any physical
treatment of the eternal in what follows. Having no cause, the eternal is thus naturally
incompatible with any kind of change. As has been already observed (Ivry 1974, 142—
43; Adamson 2007a, 98), Kindi is anticipating here the arguments of sections 3 and
4, and the “eternal” that is immutable is God. Indeed, God alone is perfect. The argu-
ment concludes from the incompatibility of eternity and change to the incompatibility
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of eternity and body: “Since body has a genus and species and what is eternal has no
genus, the body is not the eternal (fa-I-jirm <ghayr> al-azali)” (Euvres 29.5; Rasa’il
1:114.8-9). The three following arguments focus on proving that the world, being a
body, has a beginning and an end.

2.8.1. Three Arguments against the Infinity of the World

The following arguments are also reproduced in one way or another, partially or in full, in
three other short treatises Kindi devoted to the issue of the eternity of the world. Quiddity
(Rasa’il 1:193-98; (Euvres 149-55) reproduces with slight differences the first argument,
which proves that time and body cannot be infinite, in order to show that there is no infi-
nite in actuality. As for Oneness (Rasd’il 1:199-207; (Euvres 135—-47), it replicates almost
verbatim important passages from FPh (see the introduction and the notes in (Euvres
149-55), to which it adds a proof of the existence of God and its oneness that is missing in
FPh. Finally, Finiteness (Rasa’il 1:185-92; (Euvres 158—65) offers mathematical demonstra-
tions of some of the principles used in FPh as axioms. The issue of the eternity a parte post
that is addressed in FPh is missing from the three of them (Euvres 149).

2.8.1.1. Body, Movement, and Time Do Not Precede Each Other

The first argument against the eternity of the world in FPh aims at proving that body,
time, and movement do not precede each other and hence, if time is finite, “the extension
of the existence” of the universe is finite (Hasnawi 1992, 655). It relies on the assumption
that time is not a being (al-zaman laysa bi-mawjiid, (Euvres 31, 23) but is an attribute of
the body (mahmil) like magnitude, place, and movement (Jolivet 1993, 56). Kindi starts
by proving the impossibility of an infinite magnitude:

Let us say now that no body, nor anything else that has quantity and quality, can be
infinite in actuality (la nihdya lahu bi-I-fi7) and that infinity (Ia nihaya) is only in
potentiality. ((Euvres 29.6-7; Rasa’il 1:114.10-11)

The argument then unfolds in four steps. Following a Euclidian form, it starts (a) with a
series of six axioms or “first true immediately intelligible premises” (mugaddimat uwwal
haqqiyya ma‘qula bi-la-tawassuf), four of which Kindi will use in his subsequent argu-
mentation (nos. 2, 3, 5, and 6; cf. Craig 1979, 27), like “[bodies] with an equal distance
between their limits are equal in actuality and potentiality” (axiom 2) or “what has a
limit is not infinite” (axiom 3) ((Euvres 29.10-11; Rasa’il 1:114.13-14). Given these prem-
ises, and applying throughout the whole argument the method of reductio ad absurdum,
al-Kindi ends up proving (b) that no magnitude can be infinite in actuality by showing
the absurdities that will loom when one tries to apply ordinary arithmetic operations to
magnitudes hypothetically infinite (Hasnawi 1992, 655). Having thus shown “that it is
impossible for a body to be infinite” and therefore that no magnitude can be infinite in
actuality, Kindi moves to (¢) the third step of the argument:
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Since time is a quantity, it is impossible that there be an infinite time in actuality, con-
sidering that time has a finite beginning. Also, things attributed to a finite [body] are
necessarily finite; therefore every attribute of a body, be it magnitude, place, movement,
or time—which is divided (mufassal) by motion—and the sum total of all the attributes
of the body in actuality, is also finite, since body is finite; hence the body of the universe
is finite, as is every one of its attributes. ((Euvres 31.10-14; Rasd’il 1:116.7-12)

The finiteness of time appears to be either a direct consequence of the proof of the finite-
ness of any magnitude, time itself being a magnitude, or an indirect consequence of the
finiteness in extension of the universe, time being then finite as an attribute of the uni-
verse (Hasnawi 1992, 655). Hence, from the impossibility of the existence of any infinite
magnitude in actuality al-Kindi concludes:

Since this is necessary, it has been made clear that an infinite time in actuality cannot
exist. Now time is the time of the body of the universe, I mean its extension (mudda-
tuhu). If time is finite, the existence of the body is finite, since time is not an existent
and there is no body without time, because time is the number of movement—
I mean it is an extension measured by movement (mudda ta‘udduha I-haraka).
Therefore, if there is a movement, there is time, and if there is no movement, there is
no time. ((Euvres 31.21-25; Rasa’il 1:117.1-6)

In the background looms the famous Aristotelian formula of Phys. IV 12, 220b 14-16
and, as already noted by Jolivet (Jolivet 1993, 56-58), all the concepts at stake (time being
a magnitude; time and movement being defined by each other; time being the number
of the movement of the sphere of the fixed stars) are drawn from Phys. IV 10-14.

Having shown that body, time, and motion are coextensive and finite, Kindi still has to
rule out a possibility (d): what if someone “thought that it is possible for the body of the
universe (jirm al-kull) to have been at rest first, having the potentiality to move, and then
to have moved?” In other words Kindji still had to examine whether a universe, which is
assumed to have been originally at rest and then to have moved, can be said to be gener-
ated from nothing or be eternal (cf. Phys. VIII 1, esp. 250b 24, where the view of the body
of the universe being first at rest was attributed by Aristotle to Anaxagoras though, as
noted by Ivry 1974, 157-58, the two texts have different orientations). Having shown that
movement is finite, Kindi still has to preclude the possibility of an infinite rest, which he
does on the assumption that generation, understood here as the coming into existence
out of nothing (fa-in kana kawnan ‘an lays fa-inna tahawwihi aysan ‘an laysa), “is one of
the species of motion.” Since body cannot have preceded its generation, then generation
“is its essence,” and hence the being of the body is not prior to movement. On the other
hand if the universe was eternally at rest, motion could never arise, for motion is change
and the eternal does not change, it simply is. Therefore it is self-contradictory to say that
the universe is eternal and yet motion has a beginning. Kindi can now conclude:

Thus, if there is movement, there is necessarily body, and if there is body, there is
necessarily movement. But we already said that time does not precede movement;
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thus necessarily time does not precede body, since there is no time but with move-
ment, and since there is no body but with movement and there is no movement but
with a body, and no body without extension (mudda), given that extension is that
in which there is existence (huwiyya), I mean that in which there is a certain exis-
tent (huwa ma). . . . Thus body, movement, and time do not precede each other. . ..
Body does not precede time; thus it is impossible for the body of the universe (jirm
al-kull) to be infinite as far as its existence (inniyyatihi) is concerned. The existence
of the body of the universe is necessarily finite and hence it is impossible for the
body of the universe to be eternal. (Euvres 35.11-22; Rasa’il 1:119.12-120.5)

Beyond the coextensivity of body, movement, and time, whose background might be
Phys. IV 11, 219a 10-18 (see also Quiddity, (Euvresi53.12—24; Rasa’il 1:196.3-197.3 for the
same argument in abbreviated form), the concept of extension looms large (Jolivet 1993,
57 and 62 ff.). Closely associated with anniyya and huwiyya, of which it is the correlate,
mudda is the receptacle of anything that exists in the world and hence the sign of the
finiteness of any existence here below. Being common to time and body, its centrality
will be crucial for the demonstration of the spatial as well as temporal finiteness of the
world, as will be confirmed in the next argument.

2.8.1.2. Proof by Composition

This proof, intended to show the finiteness of body, is based on the double composi-
tion of bodies, every body being composed (murakkab) of matter and form or sub-
stance and tridimensionality. But composition is a change (tabaddul) (affecting the
state of noncomposition) and thus it is a movement. Without movement there is no
body since body is composite. Hence body and motion do not precede each other but
are coexistent.

Time and movement are likewise coexistent, because movement is a change and
the change is “the number of the extension of what changes” (al-tabaddul ‘adad mud-
dat al-mutabaddil). And time is an extension numbered by movement. Every body has
an extension, meaning “that in which there is existence (ma huwa fihi inniyya), I mean
that in which there is a certain existent (huwa ma)” ((Euvres 37.8; Rasa’'il 1:120.17-18). But
body does not precede movement, nor the extension numbered by movement, and hence
body, movement, and time “are together as far as existence is concerned” (fa-hiya ma‘an
fil-anniyya). As a result, time is finite in actuality since the existence of body is finite in
actuality.

The whole argument rests on the assumption that composition is to be understood as
a kind of change and hence a species of movement (in kana I-tarkib wa-I-ta'lif tabaddu-
lan ma) (for further developments see Davidson 1987, 111-13). This is even more clearly
stated in Oneness ((Euvres 143.4; Rasa’il 1:204.16: “Among the sorts of change (tabaddul)
there are composition and assembling because it is the arrangement of things and their
combination”).

The proof of the finiteness of bodies as well as its corollary, the finiteness of time as an
accident of body, are both intended to show the dependence of any created existence on
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the true and eternal One whose oneness and eternity is radically exclusive of any plural-
ity and extension (Jolivet 1993, 64 n. 28).

While the second argument remains along the lines of the first one, aiming at rein-
forcing it in order “to increase, for those who examine that method, their expertise in
engaging in it” ((Euvres 35. 23—24; Rasd’il 1:120.5-6), Kindi tells us that the third and
final argument against the infinity of the world is “of another sort™: “Let us now make
clear with another sort [of argument] (naw) that time cannot be infinite in actuality

neither in its past nor in its future” ((Euvres 37.14-15; Rasa'il 1:121.3-4).

2.8.1.3a. Argument for the Finiteness of Past Time

The argument unfolds in two steps: (a) from the impossibility of an infinite series of past
segments of time Kindi draws (b) the impossibility of traversing a temporal infinity in
order to reach a given time and thus concludes that the present could never have been
reached if an infinite past were to precede it. In other words, the present could never
have been reached if infinite past time or an infinite series of past segments of time had
to be traversed (Jolivet 1993, 64-65). But we reach a definite time (al-intiha’ ila zaman
mahdid mawjiid); hence time does not proceed (mugbilan) from infinity but necessar-
ily from a limit. The extension of the body is thus not infinite, and it is impossible that
a body exists without extension. Therefore the existence of a body (inniyyat al-jirm) is
not infinite, but the existence of a body is finite. Thus it is impossible for a body to be
eternal. This argument, based on the impossibility to traverse the infinite, is also used
by the Mu'tazilite theologian al-Nazzam (Wolfson 1976, 416-17; Davidson 1969, 375-76;
Davidson 1987, 125).

2.8.1.3b. Impossibility of an Infinite Series of Future Segments of Time

Finally, after proving that past time cannot be infinite, Kindi had to complete the last
step of his argument and prove that future time is not infinite either (FPh is the only one
of the four treatises Kindi has devoted to the eternity of the world that addresses the
question of the eternity a parte post). No matter what “definite time” might be added to
the already accumulated finite past time, the total sum will remain finite.

The three arguments, intended to prove the finiteness of the world, entail de facto
its creation or at least its beginning and hence the necessity of a first cause. Kindi had
already established in the prologue the existence of a first Cause described as “the cause
of time” (‘illat al-zaman). However, he still needs to go through a long detour (chaps.
3 and 4) in order to establish that the “first true One” is the cause of the unity and the
existence (Gllat al-tahawwi) of all things, being one by essence, whereas “what is being
brought into existence (yuhawwa) is not eternal”

Having thus proven that body, time, and motion are finite and having stated that
“the body of the universe is a being coming to be from nonbeing” (jirm al-kull kawn
an lays) (Euvres 33.24; Rasd’il 1:119.4) whose “existence is necessarily finite” ((Euvres
35.22; Rasa’il 1:120.3), Kindi needs now to rule out the possibility of anything, here below,
being the cause of its own essence before addressing the issue of the unmoved cause of
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movement, as he has announced at the beginning of the second chapter ((Euvres 25.6-9;
Rasa’il 1:111.10-13):

What is above natural [things] (al-tabiiyyat) does not move, because it is impossible
for a thing to be the cause of the coming to be of its essence, as we will show shortly.
Hence, the cause of movement is not a movement, nor does the cause of what moves
move: thus what is above natural things does not move.

2.9. UNITY IN THE SENSIBLE
WORLD (CHAPTER 3)

2.9.1. A Thing Cannot Be the Cause of Itself

The third chapter of FPh opens with the following inquiry, to which the first section
is devoted: “Is it possible for a thing to be the cause of the coming-to-be of its essence
(‘illat kawn dhatihi), or is that impossible?” ((Euvres 41, 3-5) Kindi proceeds to explain
immediately that he is using kawn in a specific and unusual sense, since his inquiry will
include the possibility of a generation ex nihilo while generation is usually said to be out
of something else:

I mean by the coming-to-be (kawn) of its essence, its being brought into existence
(tahawwihi) out of something or out of nothing. Indeed—in other places—coming-
to-be is said particularly of what comes-to-be out of something, because it is neces-
sary for the thing either to be a being (aysun) and its essence a nonbeing (laysun), or
to be a nonbeing and its essence a being; or to be a nonbeing and its essence a nonbe-
ing; or to be a being and its essence a being. ((Euvres 41.5-8; Rasa’il 1:123.3-6)

With this question he is paving the way not only for the conclusion of the chapter that
will establish the necessity of a first Cause, which in turn will be the cause of the coming-
to-be and the permanence of everything, but also for the last lines of the treatise that
will infer from the noneternity of anything being-brought-into-existence (yuhawwa),
its creation and hence the necessity of a creator.

In what follows, Kindi examines in each case the possibility for a thing to be the cause
of its own essence, applying a reductio ad absurdum style of argument, in order to show
the contradictions to which such an assumption will lead. He then concludes that in
none of the cases that he lists can a thing be said to be the cause of its essence. One of
the main threads of the argument is the radical distinction between the cause and its
effect, and hence the impossibility for a thing to be the cause of its essence if it were to
be identical with it, since the effect cannot be identical with its cause. Kindi does not
specify further the nature of the distinction between the cause and its effect, though it
constitutes the backbone of his argument, as the closing sentence of the chapter shows,
echoing the prologue of the treatise:
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It has been made clear that all things have a first Cause that is not of the same genus,
nor of the same figure, nor similar [to them] or participating in them. Rather it is
loftier, nobler, and prior to them, and it is the cause of their coming-to-be and their
permanence. ((Euvres 67.17-19; Rasa'il 1:143.1-2)

In the meantime Kindi had shown that in everything unity and multiplicity are associ-
ated due to a cause that is “neither multiple nor is it multiple and one” because

if it is multiple, then there would be unity in it, because multiplicity is nothing other
than an aggregate of units. It would thus be a multiplicity and a unity at the same
time, and hence the cause of multiplicity and unity would be unity and multiplicity
and the thing would be the cause of its essence. But the cause is other than the effect,
and hence the thing would be other than its essence, which is absurd and impossible.
Thus the first Cause is neither multiple nor is it multiple and one. It thus remains that
the cause is only one, with no multiplicity together with it in any way whatsoever.
(Euvres 67.19-24; Rasa’il 1:143.4-8)

But in order to reach that conclusion, Kindi had to show that anything that is not essen-
tial in something, that is, anything that is accidental (‘arid), is an effect produced by
something else in which it is essential.

2.9.2. Unity Is an Effect and an Accident in All
Predicables and What They Are Said Of

Hence, in the second section of the chapter, and after having defined all the concepts
he needed for his subsequent argument, we see Kindi examining “in how many ways
‘one’ (wahid) is said” ((Euvres 45.16; Rasad’il 1:126.14), since “one” is said “of each one of
the predicables (magiilat) and what comes to be from the predicables (al-ka’in min al-
magqilat) insofar as it is a genus, a species, an individual (shakhs), a specific difference,
a proper, a common accident, an all, a part, a whole, a some” ((Euvres 47.12-14; Rasa’il
1:128.4-6).

The inquiry is carried out upon each one of the universals listed by Kindi in order to
investigate how “one” is said of each one of them. In each case the conclusion is invari-
ably the same: in each one of the universals, unity is by convention (bi-I-wad) since they
are all said of a multiplicity of a certain sort. Unity is thus said in a nonessential way (min
jihha la dhatiyya) of the universals, and does not belong to any of them in truth (al-
wahda fihi laysat bi-hagiqiyya); it is thus accidental, meaning “it is acquired from some-
thing else” (mustafad min ghayrihi). In other words, “It is acquired from a dispenser
(mufid), and it is an affection (athar)” Kindi then concludes:

Furthermore, anything that is in something else accidentally is yet in another thing
essentially because anything that is in something by accident is in something else
by essence. Hence, since we have shown that unity is in all these [predicables] by
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accident, then it is in something else by essence and not by accident. Hence unity—
in that in which unity is acquired by accident—comes from that in which it is by
essence. Therefore, there is necessarily a true One (wahid haqq) whose unity is not
an affection. Let us clarify that more fully than what has been mentioned above.
(Euvres 53.10-15; Rasa’il 1:132.8-14)

The first step of the argument concludes already with the necessary existence of a true
One, in which unity is essential and is not an effect. That is a true One who dispenses
unity in everything else in which unity is thus by accident.

Worth noting is the opposition “by accident” versus “by essence” that, next to the
opposition “cause” versus “effect’, is another thread articulating the whole argument.
Here it is doubled up with the pair affection/effecter® (mu’aththir), which is also found
in Kindi’'s On the True Agent ((Euvres 167-71; Rasa’il 1:180-84). The emphasis is on
the nature of the unity as an acquired character and thus not part of the essence of the
thing.

The concepts are still Aristotelian, but they are already catering to a henology that
starts being noticed with the apparition of a “true One in which unity is not an affec-
tion,” who will thus be the cause of the unity that is an accident and an effect in the
created things. Gerhard Endress has shown that the idea of unity as an “affection” of
things, insofar as they participate in the true unity, is inspired by the Arabic version of
Proclus, Elements of Theology, proposition 3, according to which the participated unity
is an affection of what is, in itself, multiplicity (Endress 1973, 245; D’Ancona 1995b, 160).
In fact, this idea will loom large in the conclusion of chapter 4, and by the same token
of the first book of FPh. For now, Kindi is just paving the way for it and, as shown by
D’Ancona, might be rather inspired by the Arabic version of proposition 2 (D’Ancona
1995b, 185-87). At any rate, it is definitely in the second part of chapter 3 that the influ-
ence of the Arabic Proclus is most significant.

2.9.3. Unity and Multiplicity Always Coexist
in the Sensible World

In the third section of the chapter, and in order to “clarify” what he had just exposed,
Kindi lists a series of arguments intended to prove that we cannot find in “all that is
perceived by the senses and whose quiddity is grasped by the intellect” ((Euvres 53.16—
17; Rasa’il 1:132.15-16) multiplicity without unity (nine arguments) nor unity without

® In order to render the intended redundancy of the Arabic pair athar/mu’aththir, I follow here Jolivet
and Rashed who specify that they take the word “effecteur” in its philosophical sense attested at the end
of the 18th c. as meaning “efficient” ((Euvres, 46 n. 46), knowing however that the Latin effector (person
who creates or causes) has been preserved in English as meaning an “effecter” i.e. “A person who or thing
which brings about an event or result, accomplishes a purpose, etc. or a “maker, a creator ” (OID).
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multiplicity (nine arguments). That leads him, in the fourth and concluding section of
the chapter, to establish the existence of a first Cause that is only one (wahida faqar), and
hence radically different from the sensible things (in which unity is always mixed) and
the cause of their coming-to-be and their permanence.

All the arguments follow a similar pattern starting with the hypothetical premise of
a multiplicity without unity (or vice versa, assuming a unity without multiplicity) from
which is deduced, through a reductio ad absurdum, a conclusion that contradicts either
the premise or the factual experience. The whole passage bears a strong Proclean influ-
ence (Endress 1973, 242—43; and, more strikingly, Jolivet 1979, who has shown that this
series of dialectic arguments bears strong parallels with Proclus’s Platonic Theology,
though it is unclear how Kindi could have accessed the work of which no Arabic transla-
tion is known).

The argument culminates in the fourth and final section of the chapter that concludes
with the result that unity and plurality coexist necessarily in the sensible world, where
one is never found without the other.

It has thus been shown from all these inquiries that it is impossible that there is mul-
tiplicity without unity in anything that we have mentioned, and from some of [these
inquiries] that it is impossible that anything at all be unity without multiplicity. It
has thus been made clear that it is impossible that there is unity only (wahda faqar),
without multiplicity or multiplicity only, without unity. . . . It remains then that unity
participates in multiplicity, that is, participates in it in all sensible things, and in what
attaches to sensible things. That is to say, in whichever among them there is multi-
plicity there is unity and in whichever there is unity there is multiplicity. ((Euvres
63.17-65.3; Rasd’il 1:140.10-141.3)

Kindi still has to show that the interdependence of unity and multiplicity in the sen-
sible world requires “another cause, other than their essence, loftier, more noble than
them, and prior to both of them, since the cause is by essence prior to the effect” ((Euvres
67.1-3; Rasa’il 1:142.11-13). Now this cause is either one or multiple. If it is multiple it
will have also unity, and thus unity and multiplicity will become the cause of unity and
multiplicity, which is absurd. “Thus the first Cause is not multiple, nor is it multiple and
one. It remains then that the cause is only one, with no multiplicity together with it in no
way whatsoever” ((Euvres 67.23-24; Rasa'il 1:143.7-8. For the Neoplatonic background
of this passage see Endress 1973, 243—44, who shows the parallels with the Arabic version
of prop. 5 of Proclus’s Elements of Theology).

The chapter thus ends with the appearance of a first transcendent Cause that is not
yet identified with God or the Creator. Kindi still has to show “in which way unity
exists in the things that are caused (al-ma Tilat), what is true unity, and what is unity
metaphorically and not in truth” ((Euvres 69.3-5; Rasd’il 1:143.10-12), hence introduc-
ing the program of the fourth and last chapter of what has reached us from On First
Philosophy.
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2.10. THE TRUE ONE AND THE ONE
CREATOR (CHAPTER 4)

“Let us now say in which way unity exists in the predicables (al-magilat), what is one in
truth and what is one metaphorically and not in truth” ((Euvres 71.3-4; Rasa’il 1:143.14—
15). The opening sentence of chapter 47 echoes the closing sentence of chapter 3, in such
a striking way that the reader might very well miss the slight differences between both
sentences that may turn out to be more significant than it appears at first sight (see also
Ivry 1974, 179): (1) al-ma Tialat (things that are caused) is replaced by al-magqulat (predi-
cables), hence paving the way for the conclusion of the chapter where all the intelligibles
(al-ma‘qulat) are denied from the One. The predicables are all universals and thus intel-
ligibles. (2) There is a terminological shift from “unity” to “one” that reflects the progres-
sion of the inquiry: while chapter 3 examined all the ways unity is in sensible things,
chapter 4 tries to specify in which way “one” can apply to God and hence what is the
nature of the true one, in other words what can be truly said to be One. (3) The dichot-
omy “one metaphorically” versus “one in truth” appears for the first time and does not
overlap completely with the pair “accidentally one” versus “essentially one” as we will
shortly see.

Kindi introduces in the first section a discussion in an attempt to rule out, through a
series of obscure arguments, any possibility of “one” being a number and hence being a
quantity to which will apply any of the predicates that apply to quantity like equal and
unequal or divisibility and nondivisibility. Incidentally, and as we will see below, these
pages reveal a theory of number that would be worth further investigation, though that
clearly exceeds the scope of this chapter.

2.10.1. One Is Not a Number

Indeed, “Most distinctive of a quantity is its being called both equal and unequal”
(Cat. 6, 6a 26-27). Hence, according to Kindi, one, if a number and thus a quantity,
would be divisible into numerous ones, some of which are equal to it and some not (as
noted by Ivry 1974, 181, al-Kindi obviously understands the statement as meaning that
the one itself would have to possess equal and unequal parts). But one is indivisible by
definition. There is thus an obvious contradiction and thus one is not a number ((Euvres
73.19-75.1; Rasa’il 1:146.18-147.5). By the same token, Kindi reminds us not to confuse
the one with the matter that is unified by the one, or to say it differently, not to con-
fuse what we count with what we count with. A class of material things “is composed of
numerable things not of number” (ma‘diidat la ‘adad). Thus, “When we say ‘five horses,

7 For a discussion of this chapter see Marmura and Rist 1963 and Adamson 2007a, chap. 3.
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the horses are numbered by the five, which is a number with no matter; matter is only
in the horses” ((Euvres 75.3-5; Rasd’il 1:147.8—9). In other words, Kindi seems to think
of numbers as “abstractions from groups made up of pure units which are abstraction
from physical objects” (see Phys. 219b 5-7 and Annas 1976, 34) and hence “We must not
confuse the one with that which is rendered a single thing by the one” (Marmura and
Rist 1963, 342). Therefore when we say “one,” we mean “unity itself and unity is not divis-
ible at all” ((Euvres 75.5-6; Rasa’il 1:147,10). One is thus not a number but the measure of
number or, in other words, the unit of counting. As such it is also indivisible, since the
unit “is what is taken to be indivisible for the purpose of counting.” Not being a number,
“one” does not fall under the category of quantity “but under another category.” Without
turther specification, Kindi concludes:

Thus “one” is not a number by nature, but equivocally (bi-ishtibah al-ism), since
numbers are not said except in relation to one thing: [just as] medical things [are said
so] in relation to medicine and healthy things in relation to health. (Euvres 75.9-11;
Rasa’il1:147.14-16)

Before telling us what he means by such a definition, which reminds us of Metaph. IV.2,
1003a33 ff., and the many “senses in which a thing may be said to ‘be, but they are all
related to one central point” (tr. Barnes 1984), Kindi still has to explore, in a sort of inter-
polation that interrupts the flow of the argument, further contradictions to which we
will be led if we were to consider one as a number and hence as a quantity to which will
apply equality and inequality, odd or even ((Euvres 75.12—77.14; Rasa’il 1:147.17-149.5).

Kindi seems to have reached a dead end. He thus needs to resume and complete his
argument:

Since it has not yet been made manifest through this inquiry that one is necessarily
not a number, we thus say: the element (rukn) of a thing, from which the thing is
constructed—I mean of which the thing is composed—is not the thing itself. Like the
articulate sounds of which a sentence is composed: as such they are not the sentence
because a sentence “is a composite conventional sound, signifying something with
[the addition of] time,” whereas the letter is a natural incomposite sound. Hence if
number is composed of units, as everybody agrees, then one is the element (rukn) of
number and not itself a number. ((Euvres, 77, 15-20; Rasa’il 1:149.6-11)

As already noted by Jolivet ((Euvres, 76 n. 62), this formula combines the Aristotelian
definitions of sentence and verb in De Int. 4, 16b 26-27 and 3, 16b 6. More significantly
it bears some similarities with Metaph. XIV.1, where Aristotle states that “one” is “some
underlying thing with a distinct nature of its own” (1087b 33) and it is a “principle” (cf.
also Metaph. V.6,1016b18 fI.). Such a statement should be read in light of Metaph. X.1-2,
where we find a fuller discussion of Aristotle’s theory of “one” as not being a number but
the measure of number. As noted by J. Annas (1976, 36), Aristotle stresses the analogy of
the unit of counting to the unit of measurement, “For measure is that by which quantity
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is known; and quantity qua quantity is known either by a ‘one’ or by a number, and all
number is known by a ‘one. Therefore all quantity qua quantity is known by the one, and
that by which quantities are primarily known is the one itself; and so the one is the start-
ing-point of number qua number” (1052b 20-25, tr. Barnes 1984). The parallelism brings
outalso a further point: “The measure is always homogeneous with the thing measured”
(1053a 24), like the articulate sounds of which a sentence is composed, in the example
provided by Kindi. “Likewise it is not necessary that one—because it is the admitted
principle/element of number—be a number. Rather because number is composed of
units, it [sc. number] is units” ((Euvres 79.13-15; Rasa’il 1:150.15-16).

Consequently, Kindi can define number as “the arrangement of units (nazm al-
wahdaniyyat), the collection of units and the combination of units ((Euvres 79.21-22;
Rasa’il 1:151.1), this way echoing Aristotle’s definition of number as “a plurality of units”
(Metaph.X.1,1053a30).

Having shown that one is not a number, Kindi concludes this first section by com-
ing full circle ((Euvres 81-83; Rasa'il 1:151-52): the section had opened with prelimi-
nary remarks stating that none of the predicates that are applied to quantities, like large
and small, long and short, or many and few can be predicated in an absolute way; they
are always said in relation to something, for nothing is said to be large or small just in
itself, but by reference to something else. Kindi now closes with the very same remark,
but expanding on his original statement in order to explain here what he means by
“relation”

Given that none of large and small, long and short, many and few are said in an abso-
lute way, but they are said in relation (bi-I-idafa), each one of them is only related to
something else of the same genus, not of another genus. Like, for example, magni-
tude: ifitis abody it can then only be related to another body, not to a surface and not
to a line, or to a place, or to time, or to a number or to a statement. ((Euvres 81. 3-7;
Rasa’il1:151.8-12)

We can compare bodies with bodies, surfaces with surfaces, time with time, but one can-
not say, while talking correctly, that a body is longer than a surface. To number, it being
a discrete quantity, the same will apply. Kindi therefore concludes, without any other
form of transition, that the One in truth (al-wahid bi-I-haqiga) is not susceptible to be in
relation to something of the same genus, and not even to have a genus in the first place.
“Hence the true One (al-wahid al-haqq) has no genus at all. And we have said above that
what has a genus is not eternal and that what is eternal has no genus. Thus the true One
is eternal and does never multiply at all, in no species whatsoever” (Euvres 83.8-10;
Rasa’il 1:153.2-4).

The statement echoes the description of the eternal at the beginning of chapter 2 (see
Rasa’il 1:113, 1 ff.; (Euvres 27, 7 ff.), which now takes its full meaning as we see it here
being applied directly to the true One. A description of the nature of the true One that
mirrors every aspect of the description of the nature of the eternal in chapter 2 follows
immediately.
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2.10.2. The True One Is Not Said of Any of the Things
of Which One Is Said

[The true One] is not said “one” in relation to something else, since it has neither mat-
ter through which it would be divided, nor form composed of genus and species—for
what is like this multiplies through what it has been composed of—nor is it a quantity
at all, nor does it have a quantity, because what is like this is also divisible, for every
quantity, or everything that has a quantity, is subject to increase and decrease. What
is subject to decrease is divisible and what is divisible multiplies in a certain way.

It has been said that multiplicity is in every one of the categories and in what
attaches to it in terms of genus, species, individual, specific difference, prop-
erty, common accident, all, part, and whole. Likewise “one” is said of every one
of these® and therefore, the true One is none of these. ((Euvres 83.10-18; Rasa’il
1:153.4—12)

The second section of the chapter thus reviews all aspects of reality that are said
“one” but of which the true One cannot be said, because the unity they encompass
is always mixed with a certain multiplicity. This is a theme we have already met in
chapter s.

Having enumerated all the ways “one” is said, Kindi recapitulates the whole discus-
sion, following closely, but not entirely, Metaph. V.6 ((Euvres 93.4-95.1; Rasa’il 1:159.3—
160.3 and 1015b 16-1017a 5). In the course of the discussion he mentions, among the
things that are called essentially one “because their substance is one,” those that are ana-
logically one because “they are related to one [thing] (nisbatuha wahidun), like the med-
ical things that are all related to medicine” ((Euvres 93.15-16 and 1016b 7), thus echoing
the definition he had given above of the “one” being a number only equivocally since
numbers are said in relation to one thing: “like medical things are said so in relation to
medicine and everything which is healthy is related to health” At stake is the kind of
unity that happens through the relation to one and the same reality. The same kind of
unity attaches to the different modes of being, in relation to substance (see Metaph.1V.2,
1003b 1-3, where the same examples are used), knowing that Aristotle has frequently
asserted that “one” has as many senses as “is.”

Kindi seems to have that in mind when closing this section: “It is evident that exis-
tence (huwiyya) is said of every thing whose cause is the ‘one’ Existence is thus said of
what is enumerated by the species of the ‘one’” ((Euvres 95.1-2; Rasa’il 1:160.4-5). Here
he is also paving the way for the conclusion of the chapter, where the true One is said to
provide beings with existence by providing them with unity.

8 Reading hadhihi instead of ba dihi, as suggested by Ivry 1974, 105 n. 1, followed by Adamson and
Pormann 2012, 86 n. 90, by contrast with Rasa'il 1:153.11, who mentions that the manuscript has no
diacritical points, and Euvres 83.17.



54 EMMA GANNAGE

2.10.3. True One above and beyond Any Description

The chapter culminates in what looks strikingly like a piece of negative theology deny-
ing from the true One any attribute at all. The absolute unity and simplicity of the true
One precludes any description of its nature.

It has thus been shown that the true One is none of the intelligibles: neither mat-
ter, nor genus, nor species, nor individual, nor specific difference, nor property,
nor common accident, nor movement, nor soul, nor intellect, nor all, nor part, nor
whole, nor some, nor one in relation to something else. Rather it is absolutely one
and does not admit of multiplicity. It is not composed of multiple [things] either.
... The true One has thus neither matter, nor form, nor quantity, nor quality, nor
relation, nor is it described by any of the other intelligibles: it has neither genus, nor
specific difference, nor individual, nor property, nor common accident. It does not
move and is not described by any of the things that are denied to be one in truth. It is
thus pure unity only (wahda faqat mahd), I mean nothing else than unity, and every
“one,” other than it, is multiple. ((Euvres 95.3-14; Ras@’il 1:160.6-17)

This passage seems to reflect two different traditions. On the one hand, it has been
read against the background of the Plotiniana Arabica, of which several texts explain
the absolute simplicity of the One as an exclusion of any other attribute (sifa). The first
Cause is “above the attributes because it is the cause of the attributes” (D’Ancona 1995a,
139 and n. 74). The Liber de Causis particularly bears some striking similarities in terms
of terminology as well as content with FPh (D’Ancona 1995b, 170ff.). On the other, it has
been compared with the theological tawhid of the mutakallimin and particularly the
Mu'tazila as transmitted in Abu I-Hasan al-Ash‘ari’s Magalat (Ash‘ari, Magalat, 155-56
and 483, quoted by (Euvres 109 n. 82).

However, the impossibility of any description of the true One and its necessary cor-
ollary, namely its absolute transcendence, did not prevent Kindi from considering the
true One as the cause of unity and by the same token of the existence of all things,
hence exposing himself to the criticism that will be addressed to him by Ibn Hazm.
Indeed, the true One is the only One by essence. Therefore, unity, because it is an acci-
dent in all the things, is not only radically different from the true One but also requires
a first Cause of unity in order to avoid a regression ad infinitum “since it is impossible
that things be actually infinite” ((Euvres 95.22).

Therefore, the first cause of unity in things made one (al-muwahhadat) is the true
One, who did not acquire unity from something else because it is impossible that
things dispensing [unity] to each other be actually infinite at the beginning. Hence
the cause of unity in the things made one is the first true One and everything that
receives unity is caused (ma Tal). Each “one,” other than the One in truth, is one met-
aphorically and not truly (al-wahid bi-I-majaz la bi-l-haqiga). Therefore each one
of the effects of unity (maTalat li-l-wahda) goes from its unity to its nonexistence
(ghayr huwiyyatihi); I mean that it does not become multiple insofar as it exists, but
it is multiple and not absolute one, that is absolutely one that does not multiply at
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all and whose unity is nothing else than its existence. (Euvres 95.22-97.3; Rasa’il
1:161.8-14)

This difficult passage marks the beginning of the conclusion toward which the whole
treatise, or rather the whole first part of FPh, was aiming. Kindi brings in the different
theses he has developed in the previous chapters in as many steps toward this final con-
clusion, in which Neoplatonic concepts overlap with the demands of Muslim theology,
giving room to a complex and original synthesis. It had already been shown that unity
and multiplicity were inseparable in all sensible things, and Kindi had already hinted
at the end of chapter 3 that the cause of the association of unity and multiplicity should
be a different “loftier and nobler” cause that would be pure unity. We now learn that
such a cause is the first true and almost ineffable One, whose unity is not acquired from
anything else by virtue of the principle of the impossibility of a regression ad infinitum
in the past as has been demonstrated in chapter 2. Everything else that receives unity is
thus caused and called “one” metaphorically.

2.10.4. One in Truth versus One Metaphorically

It has been already noticed (Adamson 20074, 53) that the fourth chapter shifts from the
opposition between what is “essentially one” and what is “accidentally one,” to the oppo-
sition between the “one in truth” (al-wahid bi-I-haqq) and “the one metaphorically” (al-
wahid bi-I-majaz) already introduced in the first lines of the chapter but looming more
largely in the conclusion ((Euvres 71.2; 95.26; 99.1; Rasd’il 1:143.15; 161.11; 162.14). The
meaning, however, is not the same. What is metaphorically one is not only “what is both
one and many.” It is what receives its unity from the true One, and hence from God, as
Kindi explains in the last lines of the chapter:

Since what we intended to clarify in terms of distinction between the things that
are one (wahidat) has been shown, so that the One in truth, Dispenser, Creator,
Almighty Supporter, becomes manifest, as well as what are the things that are one
metaphorically, I mean having acquired [unity] from the true One, exalted is He above
the attributes of the heretics. ((Euvres 97.20-99.1; Rasa’il 1:162.13-15)

Every “one” that is not the true One is thus an effect produced by the first Cause. What
is being emphasized here is the ontological inferiority of the “metaphorically one”
that is granted unity and by the same token existence from the true One. In other
words, the “metaphorically one” is not only what is always associated with multiplic-
ity, it is what depends, for its unity and hence its existence, on the true One. Compare
with On the True Agent, where Kindi contrasts the true Agent who is not acted upon
and is the Creator and the Agent of the universe to “what is below Him, that is, all
His creatures, which are called agents metaphorically and not in truth, I mean they
are acted upon in truth” ((Euvres 169.13-14; Rasa’il 1:183.9-10). Beyond the distinc-
tion between what acts without being acted upon and what acts and is acted upon,
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here as in FPh, what is in truth is in the first place what is proper to God, as opposed
to what is “below Him” and is created by Him and hence can be an agent only meta-
phorically because in reality it is acted upon. In both instances, hagiqa refers to reality,
whereas majaz refers to a derivative reality (see Heinrichs 1984, 136; Gannagé 2015).

2.10.5. One, Being, and Creation

Unity in the sensible things is thus acquired from the true One and is therefore an
affection (athar) and an accident in what is essentially multiple. Such a thesis is
inspired by the Arabic version of proposition 3 of Proclus’s Elements of Theology
(Endress 1973, 244-45, who also mentions an influence of prop. 2). Furthermore,
D’Ancona has shown that the same formulation occurs in the conclusion of the Liber
de Causis and that the emphasis on the “acquired” nature of unity in the sensible
things stems from the Arabic version/adaptation of proposition 3 rather than from
the original Greek text (D’Ancona 1995b, 160 ff., for a thorough analysis of the rela-
tionship between FPh, the Arabic version of Proclus’s Elements of Theology, prop. 3,
and the conclusion of the Liber de Causis). This idea is one of the main points of the
conclusion of FPh: the true One is that which dispenses unity to everything else with-
out having acquired it from something else. Being pure unity that is never affected
by any kind of multiplicity, it is thus the cause of what is essentially multiple and
contingent.

Still another idea is looming here: unity is the condition of existence in all sensible
things, in such a way that what loses its unity loses its existence, as the passage men-
tioned above has concluded (Jolivet 1979, 72, established a parallel between this pas-
sage and Proclus’s Platonic Theology I1 1; cf. also Endress 1973, 244-45; D’Ancona 1995b,
159). The true One is not only a principle of unity but also a principle of being. In other
words the true One makes things exist by making them one (Adamson 2007a, 56).
Indeed, a few lines above, Kindi had specified that in the true One and first Cause
“unity is nothing else than existence (huwiyya)” He now carries the idea a step fur-
ther: being “pure being,” the first One brings things to existence “through His own
existence””

Every being-brought-into-existence (tahawwin) is thus only a being-acted-upon
(infial) that brings into existence what was not. The emanation (fayd) of unity from
the first true One is thus the being-brought-into-existence (tahawwi) of every sen-
sible thing and of everything that attaches to the sensible. Each one of them exists
when [the first true One] brings-it-into-existence through His own existence.
(Euvres 97.8-10; Rasd’il 1:162.1-3)

In fact, both ideas are correlative and belong to the same doctrinal complex, namely
that of the Plotiniana Arabica. One of the main characteristics of this group of texts is a
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conception of the true One as “pure being” that departs from Plotinus as well as Proclus
(D’Ancona 1995a, 1241f., esp. 144). Such an idea originates in the denial of any attribute
to the true One, which is thus reduced to “being only” (al-inniyya faqar). It is explicitly
stated, in passages of the Theology of Aristotle with no equivalent in Plotinus, that the
first Cause creates “through its being only (bi-anniyatihi fagaf)” (ct. Badawi 1977, 161,
6-9, quoted by d’Ancona 19953, 144 n. 95).

The same implications are to be found in Kindf’s conception of creation, in the closing
lines of the chapter, where the true One is finally identified with the Creator. Yet the reli-
gious concept of creation is still expressed in philosophical terms, even though the true
One and first Cause receives some of the beautiful names of God.

The cause of the being-brought-into-existence is thus from the true One who does
not acquire unity from any dispenser, but is by essence one, whereas what is being-
brought-into-existence (yuhawwa) is not eternal, and what is not eternal is created
(mubda‘), meaning its being-brought-into-existence (tahawwihi) is due to a cause.
Thus what is being-brought-into-existence is created, and since the cause of the
bringing-into-existenceis the first true One, hence the cause of the creation is the first
true One. The cause from which is the beginning of movement—I mean the mover—,
is the agent. Hence, since the first true One is the cause of the beginning of the
movement of being-brought-into-existence (tahawwi), that is of being-acted-upon
(al-infi‘al), it is then the Creator of all things being-brought-into-existence (jami‘al-
mutahawwiyyat). Since there is no existence except through the unity it contains, and
since their being-made-one (tawahhuduha) is their being-brought-into-existence
(tahawwiha), it is thus through unity that the all (i.e., the universe) subsists
(fa-bi-l-wahda qiwam al-kull), and if the things being-brought-into-existence
departed from unity, they would flow and pass away (ghara wa-dabara) simultane-
ously with the departure, in no time. ((Euvres 97.10-18; Rasd’il 1:162.3-12)

In the passage at stake the true One is said to be the “cause of the beginning of the
movement of being-brought-into-existence,” not of the movement itself. That seems
a way to preserve the transcendence of the Creator and true One who initiates the
movement without being affected by its laws. Bestower of being and unity, the true
One creates, structures, and supports, through his oneness, a world to which He does
not belong. Such is the conclusion of FPh, which does not tell us how God exercises
causality over his creation. The few fragments of the missing portions of FPh, col-
lected by Rashed and Jolivet (see (Euvres 113-33), hint to such a discussion, though
they are too scarce to draw any conclusion. The issue is addressed in other treatises.
For instance, in the prologue of his treatise On the Proximate Efficient Cause (Rasa’il
1:215-16), al-Kindi indicates that he has addressed the topic of the eternity, the unity,
and the oneness of God in FPh. Having thus already explained the remote efficient
first cause that is God, he now turns to the proximate efficient cause, that is, the heav-
enly bodies, in order to explain the unity of God through His activity, namely the
organization of the universe.
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2.11. CONCLUSION

The fourth chapter, and by the same token the first and only part of the treatise that has
reached us, ends on an emphatic note:

Since what we intended to clarify in terms of distinction between the things that
are one (al-wahidat) has been shown, so that the One in truth, Dispenser, Creator,
Almighty Supporter becomes manifest, as well as what are the things that are one
metaphorically, I mean having acquired [unity] from the true One, exalted is He
above the attributes of the heretics, let us now complete this section and follow it up
with what naturally comes after, with the support of He who has complete omnip-
otence, perfect power, and overflowing generosity. ((Euvres 97.20-99.3; Rasa’il
1:162.13-16)

These few lines and the passage they close (reproduced above) echo the prologue of the
treatise, which has opened with the existence of a “true One, cause of all truth,” now
identified with the One, Creator and Providential God of the revealed religion. Al-Kindi
thus comes full circle, closing a tightly knit analysis that deduces from the finiteness of
the sensible world the existence of a Creator and the generation ex nihilo of the world
(see Elamrani Jamal 1989, 656). In between, four chapters and an argument finely woven
out of different doctrinal and philosophical traditions that are all reflected in this con-
clusion: while the notions of emanation, dispensation, and efficient causality of a first
Cause reflect the Neoplatonica arabica that make room for a true One and pure Being
creating through its being only, the concepts of movement, existence, and time hint to
the Aristotelian conceptual framework that remained at work throughout the treatise
alongside the Neoplatonic inspiration. Finally the dichotomy majaz versus hagiqa,
as well as the very last words accusing of heresy those who ascribe attributes to God,
alludes to a Mu'tazili background, for which the tanzih is a direct consequence of the
tawhid (Jolivet 1971, 109).

Al-Kindfs eclecticism, including his integration of theological questions within the
fabric of rational philosophy, has been enough highlighted by the scholarship and does
not need further emphasis.

Therefore, in closing I would like to address quickly the issue of the influence of FPh
and the legacy of al-Kindi within the Arabic philosophical tradition. Ironically, the only
substantial and straightforward trace of FPh in later philosophical work is a negative
one. Almost two centuries after al-Kindi’s death, the Andalusian scholar Ibn Hazm
(d. 456/1064) wrote a refutation of FPh, addressing particularly the issue of the charac-
terization of God as a cause, in which he reproduces large fragments of the text, includ-
ing excerpts of parts that are no longer extant (see Daiber 1986a and 1986b). A further
fragment, referring to “section 9” of FPh, has been transmitted, also in al-Andalus,
by Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih al-Andalusi (see (Euvres 129-31). A refutation written by Yahya
b. ‘Adi in order to answer objections leveled by al-Kindi against the Christian dogma
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of the Trinity reproduces a thesis attributed to al-Kindi that might be extracted from
an otherwise unknown short treatise, a “Refutation of the Christians and abolition of
their Trinity on the basis of logic and philosophy;” of which we have no other traces.
The theses attributed by Yahya to al-Kindi are along the same lines as chapter 4 of FPh
and use the five “voices” of Porphyry’s Isagoge (see (Euvres 119—27). Finally a short frag-
ment from the Muntakhab Siwan al-Hikma of Abt Sulayman al-Sijistani, concerning
the knowledge of particulars God has ((Euvres 133), to which one can add another small
excerpt in al-Tawhidr’s K. al-Imta‘ (see Imta‘, 3:133), completes this overall meager pic-
ture of the direct impact of FPh on the philosophical tradition.

This being said, Peter Adamson has drawn the contours and main features of a more
significant “Kindian tradition” that engages directly with al-KindTs own work and that
he identified as “a significant force in the intellectual milieu for about two centuries fol-
lowing al-Kindi’s death” (Adamson 2007a, 12-20 and 2007b). Among its main figures
are Abu Zayd al-Balkhi (d. 934) and Ahmad b. al-Tayyib al-Sarakhsi (d. 899), of whom
unfortunately no work has reached us, but also Abii 1-Hasan al-‘Amiri (d. 992) and Isaac
Israeli (d. ca. 907) (see Rowson 1988 and Altmann and Stern 2009).

What remains to be done is to trace the influence of al-Kindi on the major Aristotelian
philosophical tradition represented by figures such al-Farabi, Avicenna, and Averroes.
The scholarship has so far contrasted al-Kindi with this trend, though as noted by
Adamson (20074, 12) they are all heirs to a tradition he has inaugurated, namely the
integration of Greek philosophy into the formation of a genuine Arabic philosophical
thought. His eclecticism and more so his engagement with Muslim theology, while at
the same time conferring to his philosophy a real originality, have contributed to set
him aside from the other major figures of Islamic philosophy. Still, he has addressed
issues that were later on taken over and developed by this tradition, even if in an oppo-
site direction, like, for example, the question of the creation of the world or the oneness
of the first principle. Trying to unearth his influence, even when his name is not men-
tioned, will contribute to reintegrate him as part of a tradition he has initiated and that
might bear his imprint more than has been so far acknowledged.
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CHAPTER 3

ABU BAKR AL-RAZI (D. 925),
THE SPIRITUAL MEDICINE

......................................................................................................

PETER ADAMSON

ABU Bakr Muhammad ibn Zakariyya’ al-Razi (251/865-313/925) is known above all for
three things. First and foremost, his work as a doctor. Like Avicenna, he was well known
both in Arabic and in Latin medical literature (in Latin he was known as “Rhazes”). His
medical writings were somewhat less influential than those of Avicenna, especially the
Canon. But al-Razi was a far more original and experienced clinician than Avicenna. It
has been seriously questioned whether Avicenna even practiced medicine, as opposed
to just writing about it. (For a defense of Avicenna having practiced to some extent, see
Pormann 2013.) No one could have the same doubt about al-Razi. We are told that he
directed hospitals in both his native Rayy and in Baghdad. He not only wrote lengthy
overviews of medicine from a broadly Galenic point of view, but also collected his own
observations of patients and how they responded to treatment. These observations,
along with notes on Arabic versions of texts by Galen, Hippocrates, and other authors,
are gathered into a text called al-Hawi, or The Comprehensive Book. It is aptly named,
filling no fewer than twenty-three volumes in a modern printed edition. He also wrote
texts on more specific medical topics, including a groundbreaking treatise on differen-
tial diagnosis.

Al-Razi’s second claim to fame is his philosophical theory of the “five eternals” With
this theory, he explained how the cosmos derives from five principles: God, soul, mat-
ter, time, and place. Unlike al-RazT's medical output, which is extensively preserved,
his writings about the five eternals are lost. The theory is therefore known to us solely
through the reports of contemporaries and later authors. Our witnesses are usually hos-
tile, and mention al-Razi only in order to refute him. It is easy to see why the theory
provoked not just opposition but outright scorn. Al-Razi would seem to be putting
four other principles on a par with God, by recognizing them all as eternal. His cosmol-
ogy has God creating the cosmos from eternally preexisting matter, which consists of
atoms. Place and time must be eternal, since without them there would be nowhere for
the cosmos to be, and no moment at which the cosmos could start existing. Soul too
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must preexist the cosmos, since according to al-Razi, God would never have created our
universe if left to His own devices. The cosmos we see around us is full of suffering, and
cannot derive only from a wise and merciful deity. It must instead be the product of the
soul’s foolish choice to involve itself with matter.

The third famous aspect of al-RazTs intellectual life is his critical stance on prophecy.
Again, for our knowledge of these remarks we rely on his critics, first and foremost Aba
Hatim al-Razi, another man from the city of Rayy (hence both are called “al-Razi”). His
Proofs of Prophecy (Abu Hatim al-Razi 2011) refutes a book about prophecy by our al-
Razi. Aba Hatim also recounts face-to-face encounters in which al-Razi expounded his
views on both the five eternals and prophecy. According to Aba Hatim, al-Razi (referred
to here as “the heretic”) decried supposed prophets as charlatans, who use tricks to per-
suade gullible religious believers that they can perform miracles. Al-Razi again invokes
God’s mercy and wisdom, insisting that He would never set factions against one another
by giving them different leaders (imams) with different revelations. There is room for
doubt as to whether al-RazT’s position is being accurately represented by Aba Hatim.
Other evidence shows that he engaged carefully with theologians over the meaning of
the Qur’an, and in fact insisted that it agreed with his five eternals theory (Rashed 2008).
But a number of figures apart from Aba Hatim, several of them Isma'ilis like he was,
agree that al-Razi was a heretical critic of Islam, and of revealed religion more generally
(Stroumsa 1999; Vallat 2016).

None of these three aspects of al-Razrs thought—his medicine, his five eternals the-
ory, or his critique of prophecy—is obviously on show in his longest surviving philo-
sophical work, The Spiritual Medicine (al-Tibb al-rithan; cited as SM, page numbers
from al-Razi, Rasa’il). At first glance it seems instead to be a rather conventional treatise
on ethics. In the course of The Spiritual Medicine, we are lectured about the dangers of
drink, advised on how to wean ourselves of envy and grief, and even told to stop fidget-
ing. Memorable anecdotes, quotations of poetry, and cautionary tales complete the pic-
ture of a work that belongs more in the self-help section of a bookshop than the shelves
of a philosopher’s library. Yet, underlying the popular and occasionally hectoring tone
is a sophisticated moral psychology, which does on closer inspection relate to the rest of
al-Razi’s thought.

The most obvious connection is to his career as a doctor, as we can see from the
very title of the work. As al-Razi explains in a prologue (SM 15; for translations see
Arberry 1950 and Brague 2003), it is intended as a companion volume to a medical
work entitled Kitab al-Mansiri, or Book for Mansur (al-Razi 1987). The title refers to
the dedicatee, the Samanid prince al-Mansar b. Isma‘il. The Book for Mangir provides
a detailed exposition of medical knowledge, with a sizable introduction followed by
discussions of bodily temperament or “mixture” (mizdj), nutrition, the maintenance
of health, and so on for hundreds of pages that discuss everything from hair problems
to the setting of fractures. As wide ranging as the Book for Mansir is, though, it covers
only one type of medicine: medicine for the body (al-fibb al-jismani). The Spiritual
Medicine completes the project by dealing with the other type of medicine: medicine
for the soul.
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The relation of the Spiritual Medicine to the rest of al-RazT’s philosophy is less evident.
I will return to that question at the end of this chapter (section 3.6). First, I will (section
3.1) provide some context by considering the Galenic background of the idea that there
is a “medicine for the soul” As we will see, al-Razi is not the only author in the Arabic
tradition to make use of this idea. I will then (section 3.2) turn to the central theme of the
Spiritual Medicine, namely the place of reason in the well-lived human life. This will be
followed by (section 3.3) an examination of the most often discussed issue regarding the
Spiritual Medicine, namely al-RazTs attitude toward the place of pleasure in the good life.
That in turn will lead us to (section 3.4) a consideration of the limited aims of the work,
which is intended only to help us tame and condition our lower souls, without neces-
sarily achieving the well-grounded beliefs and superior values of the true philosopher.
In light of this we will be able (section 3.5) to come to a better understanding of the rela-
tionship between the Spiritual Medicine and al-Razf’s other surviving work on ethics,
the Philosophical Life (al-Sira al-falsafiyya).

3.1. MEDICINE FOR SOULS

The notions that the philosopher is a “doctor of the soul,” and that souls can become
ill and require medical treatment just as bodies do, were widespread in antiquity
(Pigeaud 1981). But Arabic ethical literature draws on one main Hellenic source for this
theme: Galen. He draws the parallel in two ethical works that were transmitted into
Arabic, entitled On the Affections of the Soul (Galen 1819-33, 5:1-57, trans. Galen 1997,
100-127) and On Character Traits (Kraus 1937, trans. Mattock 1972; cf. further Walzer
1949). At the beginning of On the Affections of the Soul Galen says himself that many phi-
losophers, such as Chrysippus, have written on therapeia of the soul (Galen, Affections, 3).
He carries on this tradition by defending a Stoic ethical ideal on the basis of Platonist
psychology. We should, as the Stoics taught, learn to follow reason rather than “affec-
tions” (pathe), which give rise to “irrational impulses” (Galen, Affections, 7), and which
may be understood as diseases of the soul (noséma psuchés, at Affections, 24).

Galen, however, rejects the Stoic doctrine that the human soul is rational through and
through, and that affections like anger or fear can be understood as false beliefs. Instead,
he invokes the Platonic conception of a soul with three powers or aspects (often called
simply three “souls”; at Traits, 26, Galen characteristically says that we should not be
fussy about the terminology). Only the highest of these three is capable of reason, and
it alone is susceptible to “education” (Galen, Traits, 42). The lower souls are those that
are shared with nonhuman animals, namely the spirited and desiring souls. Affections
arise from these two parts, and are to be distinguished from failures of reasoning, which
Galen instead designates as “errors (hamartémata) that arise through false belief”
(Galen, Affections, 7, cf. Traits, 30). Many, if not all, of our “character traits” (akhlaq)
are seated in the lower souls (Traits, 25-26). These traits arise through inborn natural
tendency or through habituation (Traits, 30-31), and must be combated by positive
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habituation or training, which will weaken or “tame” the lower souls to the point that
they can be dominated by reason. For Galen, this is what it means to impose “health” on
asoul.

A number of early Arabic texts can be grouped under the heading of “Galenic eth-
ics” (see Strohmaier 2003; Adamson, forthcoming). We already find the first Hellenizing
philosopher to write in Arabic, al-Kindi, composing a work called On Dispelling Sadness,
which compares sadness to a disease (§IV.1 in the translation found in Adamson and
Pormann 2012). But this most likely does not draw directly on Galen himself. For that,
we need to wait until al-Kindf’s student Abai Zayd al-Balkhi. As with al-RazTs Spiritual
Medicine, the Galenic agenda is already clear from the title of al-BalkhT's treatise Benefits
for Bodies and Souls (Masalih al-abdan wa-I-anfus, facsimile text in al-Balkhi 1984; par-
tial translation in Ozkan 1990; discussion by Biesterfeldt 2012). As one might anticipate
from the title, al-Balkhi divides his remarks into two sections, on the care of body and
of the soul, with a transition devoted to the effects of music and poetry on both body
and soul. The second part on the care of soul looks at various psychological defects or
maladies, such as anger, sadness (this discussion resonates strongly with that of his
teacher al-Kindi), and obsessive thoughts (wasawis). The parallel structure to al-RazTs
paired works, the Book for Mangsiir and Spiritual Medicine, is striking and perhaps no
coincidence. We are told in the Fihrist of Ibn al-Nadim that al-Razi studied with a man
from Balkh, and it is possible that Aba Zayd is meant (Adamson and Biesterfeldt, forth-
coming). Alternatively, both men were drawing independently on Galen’s medicaliz-
ing approach to ethics. A further Galenic ethical work is the Refinement of Character
(Tahdhib al-akhlaq) by Miskawayh, which however adds Aristotle and other sources to
the mix (text and translation in Miskawayh 1967 and Zurayk 1968). Its final section in
particular adheres to the Galenic paradigm, stating explicitly that the soul too has dis-
eases. Miskawayh even cites Galen by name in discussing the nature of character. The
Refinement brings us full circle by concluding with a long quotation from al-Kind1s On
Dispelling Sadness.

It is worth stressing that none of these works present the parallel between bodily
and psychological maladies, or between medicine for bodies and for souls, as a meta-
phor or simile. Rather, the claim is that the soul can literally be healthy or ill, and that
there is literally a kind of medicine for the soul. As I have argued elsewhere (Adamson,
forthcoming), the texts just mentioned provide good grounds for this. For one thing,
there are strong structural parallels between the two kinds of medicine. Psychological
medicine attends to both the preservation and the restoration of the soul’s good state,
just as bodily medicine does for the body (see al-Balkhi, Benefits, 269—70; Miskawayh,
Refinement, 176). Furthermore, both bodily and psychological medicine aim at preserv-
ing and restoring balance, harmony, or equilibrium. As al-Razi says:

[Plato] holds that man should, by means of bodily medicine, which is the sort of med-
icine that is widely recognized (ma Tiif), and spiritual medicine, which is achieved by
means of proofs and demonstrations, give equilibrium (ta ‘dil) to the actions of these
souls, so that they may neither exceed nor fall short of what is intended. (SM 29)
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We will see, however, that the “balance” to be sought in the soul does not consist in
an equal balance between the soul’s various powers, as the body needs to have its four
humors balanced in Galenic medical theory. Instead, the soul’s balance or harmony is
for reason to rule over the rest of the soul.

A final consideration that lends plausibility to the idea of “spiritual medicine” is that
some maladies involve both body and soul. Al-Balkhi says this explicitly in the case of
obsessive thoughts, which manifest in the soul but can arise from a bodily cause, namely
an excess of yellow bile (al-Balkhi, Benefits, 323-23). The reverse is also true, in that mal-
adies of the soul can cause bodily symptoms. Al-Razi remarks, for instance, that envy
harms the body, “because upon the incidence of these symptoms in the soul, [the body]
undergoes prolonged sleeplessness and bad diet, which are followed by poor coloring, bad
appearance, and the disruption of the [humoral] mixture” (SM s51). For the idea that psy-
chological phenomena have a physical realization, one might readily think of Aristotle’s
famous remarks on anger involving the boiling of blood around the heart (On the Soul
403a31, followed by Miskawayh at Refinement, 193—94). But a more robust theoretical basis
was available to these authors from Galen’s That the Powers of the Soul Depend on Those of
the Body, which was transmitted into Arabic in a version that still exists today (Biesterfeldt
1972). One of Galen’s favorite examples in that work is drunkenness, since it so clearly illus-
trates that even the rational soul is affected by a bodily state. Al-Razi may be thinking of
this in chapter 14 of the Spiritual Medicine, which warns against first the bodily, and then
the psychological, dangers of drink. Like Galen, he says explicitly that drink has an effect
on the rational soul (SM 73). Given this mutual interaction of the body and soul, it seems
justified to say that medicine cannot restrict its attention to the body alone.

3.2. THE RULE OF REASON

All this may seem natural enough to us today, since we too speak of “mental illness.”
Less familiar is the idea that ethical failures are not just defects of the soul, but its dis-
eases. As already intimated, this means for al-Razi what it meant for Galen: the failure
of reason to dominate a person’s soul and thus to control that person’s behavior. Both
are drawing here on Plato’s analysis of the soul, in the Republic and Timaeus, as hav-
ing three aspects: reason (called by al-Razi either ‘agl or “the rational soul,” al-nafs al-
natiqa), spirit (the “irascible” or “bestial” soul), and desire. Al-Razi explicitly presents
this in the second chapter of the Spiritual Medicine as the view of Plato, though he adds
that it can also be ascribed to Socrates (SM 31). Though that might suggest that al-Razi is
thinking of the Republic, where Socrates is the main speaker, it is more probable that he
is drawing on the Timaeus and, more specifically, Galen’s presentation of that dialogue
(see further Bar-Asher 1988-89). Galen composed a commentary on the sections of the
Timaeus relevant to medicine, which is known to us in part through quotations from
al-Razi. Galen’s paraphrase summary of the Timaeus is also lost in Greek, but survives in
Arabic translation (Galen 1951).
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The influence of the Timaeus (by way of Galen) can be seen in al-RazT’s general state-
ment regarding the three souls:

According to [Plato] these two souls, the vegetative and irascible, lack the special sort
of substance which survives after the corruption of the body, like the substance of
the rational soul. Rather, one of them, the irascible, is the whole mixture of the heart,
while the other, the appetitive, is the whole mixture of the liver. The whole mixture
of the brain, though, is according to [Plato] the first instrument and tool used by the
rational soul. (SM 28)

The assignment of the three souls to brain, heart, and liver is found in the Timaeus
(69c-71b), but not the Republic. Here we have another point that connects the
Spiritual Medicine to al-Razl's medical interests, given the anatomical dimension of the
Platonist psychological theory as found in the Timaeus. Indeed, if we glance at al-Razi’s
Introduction to the art of medicine, we find him again distinguishing three psychologi-
cal powers, “natural, animal, and psychic,” seated in the liver, heart, and brain (al-Razi,
Libro de la introduccion, $11). We may seem to have here a discrepancy in “Plato’s” theory
as presented by al-Razi. If reason is seated in the brain, then how can it survive the death
of the body; as stated in the quotation above?

A closer look at the quotation reveals the answer: the lower souls are nothing but mix-
tures (amzija) of bodily organs, whereas the rational soul is not the mixture of brain but
rather uses that mixture as its instrument (ala). Since the Spiritual Medicine is a work on
ethics and not psychology, we get less detail about this than we might have liked. In par-
ticular, we might wonder how the rational soul will be able to function after death, once
its instrument is gone. Unlike Galen, who is notoriously agnostic on the issue, al-Razi
seems to be firmly committed to the survival of the soul without the body. He asserts,
again speaking for Plato, that after the death of the body, the rational soul will still be
alive and capable of reasoning (nufq, SM 31). We might infer that even in this life reason-
ing proceeds without any physical correlate in the brain. A list of the functions of the
rational soul provided by al-Razi includes “sensation, voluntary motion, imagination,
thought (fikr), and memory” (SM 28). A plausible conclusion would be that all the items
on this list apart from thought do require the body, and more specifically the brain’s
mixture. These functions would then be unavailable after death (raising the question of
whether we will remember our earthly existence in the afterlife).

But such a distinction between immaterially realized thought, and materially real-
ized sensation, volition, and so on, seems to be ruled out by al-Razi’s other writings. In
the medical Introduction, he predictably makes sensation and voluntary motion depen-
dent on organs such as the nerves. But he also says that the three “governing faculties”
of the rational soul, namely imagination, thought, and memory, depend on the “psy-
chic pneuma” and are located in the front, middle, and back sections of the brain (al-
Razi, Libro de la introduccion, $11.5). Elsewhere in this work al-Razi explains that bodily
imbalance can undermine “thought” (fikr) and “reason” (‘agl) (Libro de la introduccion,
§13.4). All this makes it pretty obvious that, in this life at least, thinking does involve
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activity in the brain. Even if we take on board the caveat that the brain or its mixture is
the soul’s “instrument” and not the soul itself, the problem remains. Either this instru-
ment is a necessary tool for thinking, or it is not. If it is necessary, then it is unclear how
the soul can go on thinking after death. If not, it is unclear what the brain contributes to
thought while we are embodied, and why its impairment should impede thinking.

As already noted, though, this is not the sort of issue that we would expect to be
investigated in the Spiritual Medicine. In fact, when discussing the fear of death al-Razi
explicitly refuses to get into a proof of the soul’s immortality, since it would need long
discussion and call for “demonstration, not reliance on what others have said” (burhan
duna I-khabar) (SM 93; see further below, section 3.4). For the purposes of this work,
what interests him about reason is not its fate after our death, but its primacy in this
life. Although the psychological theory discussed above is ascribed to Plato, and not
asserted by al-Razi in his own name, it is deployed throughout the Spiritual Medicine
and clearly finds approval with al-Razi himself. The exalted status of reason (‘agl) is
already underlined at the very beginning of the work. In the first sentence, he calls rea-
son the means “by which we achieve what is beneficial in this world and the hereafter”
(SM17). It is valuable not only because of the practical advantages it brings, for instance
the building of ships and (of course!) the boon of medical knowledge, but also because
we use it to know what is at first obscure to us. Here al-Razi mentions as examples
astronomy and “knowledge of the Creator,” which is the “most beneficial thing we can
achieve” (SM 18).

Because reason has such a high value, it is wrong to subordinate it to desire. Rather
the reverse: we ought always to “have recourse to it, take it into account and depend
on it” (SM 18). The entire Spiritual Medicine is an exhortation and instruction manual
for giving reason its proper supremacy. Galen remarks that someone who gives in to
anger—that is, domination by the spirited or “animal” soul—is tantamount to a wild
beast deprived of reason (Affections, 22—23). This comparison of ethically defective peo-
ple to nonhuman animals appears repeatedly in the Spiritual Medicine, beginning with
its opening sentences, which state that “it is through reason (‘aql) that we are better than
the irrational animal (al-hayawan ghayr al-natiq)” (SM 18; see further Adamson 2012).
As the key difference between humans and animals, al-Razi highlights our rational
capacity to refrain from following the dictates of desire and spirit. The position is stated
generally here:

The man of intellect ought to impede and restrain them [sc. desire and nature],
never giving them free rein without having first established and considered what will
result, imagining and evaluating this and then following the preponderant course,
lest he be pained when he thinks he will be pleased. (SM 22)

Al-Razi sometimes uses the word rawiyya, “deliberation,” as a label for the rational
capacity to consider a course of action and weigh its appropriateness before embarking
on it. Animals lack this capacity, and we “should not be like beasts in unleashing action
without deliberation (iflaq al-fi'1min ghayr rawiyya)” (SM 56).
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3.3. PLEASURE

According to what criterion, then, should reason determine whether or not a given
course of action is worth pursuing? One answer has been given by L. E. Goodman, who
in numerous publications argued that al-Razi is an adherent of the ethics of Epicurus
(e.g., Goodman 1971, 1972, 1999, 2015). Historically speaking, this would be rather dif-
ficult to explain, since Epicureanism was little known in the Arabic-speaking world, if at
all. (Our main Greek source, Diogenes Laertius, was not translated into Arabic, and of
course Latin sources like Cicero and Lucretius were not available either; Goodman 2015
proposes other possible conduits.) Still, one should not dismiss the idea out of hand.
After all, if al-Razi is clearly reproducing Epicurean positions, that would itself consti-
tute evidence that information about Epicureanism was somehow available. According
to Goodman’s interpretation, al-Razi is a hedonist, but a refined one. Like Epicurus, he
holds that the most pleasant life is achieved through moderation rather than indulgence.
Thus Goodman remarks that he derives “a moderate asceticism from purely hedonic
considerations,” and that “unlike Plato, he remains unswervingly loyal to the hedonic
principle as the ethical ground” (Goodman 1972, 32 and 34). If this is right, then al-RazTs
answer to our question would be that one rationally chooses a certain action in terms of
what will procure the most pleasure over the long term. This will often mean forgoing
immediate opportunities for pleasure. As we saw above, animals are incapable of such
self-restraint, since they do not deliberate but simply seize any opportunity for pleasure
that comes along.

Certainly, the Spiritual Medicine contains passages that support Goodman’s interpre-
tation. For example:

Desire and nature always call one to pursue present pleasures, and to choose them
with no thought or deliberation (min ghayr fikr wa-la rawiyya) about the result. They
incite and hasten one on towards [the pursuit of pleasure], heedless of the painful
outcome afterwards, or the prevention of [further] pleasure which is yet greater than
what came before. For these two [sc. desire and nature] take a view only to their cur-
rent situation, and nothing else, and they reject only the pain that harms them in
this very moment (wagqt). . . . For this reason, it behooves the reasonable person (al-
‘aqil) to impede and restrain them [sc. desire and nature], never giving them free
rein without having first established and considered what will result, imagining and
evaluating this and then following the preponderant course, lest he be pained when
he thinks he will be pleased. (SM 21-22)

This looks like nothing so much as a recipe for maximizing pleasure and minimizing
pain over the long run. But there is a problem with Goodman’s interpretation, which is
the abundant textual evidence showing that al-Razi considers pleasure to have no value
atall (Adamson 2008; Goodman 2015, 165-6 actually admits that al-Razi denies the core
ethical teaching of Epicurus, namely that pleasure is the highest good, but continues to
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maintain that there are powerful resonances between al-Razi and Epicureanism). He
adheres to the teaching of Plato’s Timaeus (among other dialogues, but the Timaeus is
again his probable source): pleasure is not a good, because it requires the presence of
pain or harmful states that are being removed as one is pleased.

Evidence for this can be drawn from reports concerning a lost work by al-Razi on
pleasure (collected in al-Razi, Rasa’il, 139-64). But the Spiritual Medicine itself contains
the same teaching:

Because harm and the departure from nature sometimes occur little by little over a
long time, and this is then followed by a sudden return to nature in a short time, in
this case we fail to sense being harmed, whereas the return to nature is abundantly
clear to the senses, and so we call this “pleasure” So some uneducated people think
that [pleasure] occurs without any preceding harm, and they imagine it to be sepa-
rate and pure, entirely free from harm. But this is not the case. Rather, it is impossible
that there be any pleasure at all (battatan) except to the same extent as there was a
preceding harmful departure from nature. (SM 37)

The implication of this, as already emphasized by Plato, is that pleasure cannot be the
good—because it by definition implies the presence of harm or pain that is being elim-
inated through a process that brings us pleasure. This is not to say that all such pro-
cesses of restoration are pleasant—as in the Timaeus, we feel pleasure only when we are
restored quickly, just as we experience pain only when we are harmed quickly. As for the
natural state, it is always imperceptible, and involves neither pleasure nor pain (al-Razi,
Rasa’il, 150). In this respect it is like the state of health, which is likewise said to involve
no pleasure (SM 66). Here, al-RazTs position is in vivid contrast to that of Epicurus, for
whom absence of pain was not imperceptible but rather the highest possible pleasure.

Evidently, al-Razi is no more a hedonist than Plato. How then can we explain passages
in the Spiritual Medicine like the one quoted above, in which he encourages us to think
about the long-term balance of pleasures and pains involved in a given course of action?
A revealing passage is found in his discussion of gluttony, which I quote atlength, in part
because it is fairly amusing and in part because it is crucial for understanding al-Razi’s
ethical stance:

A man of Baghdad was eating with me from a big pile of dates that was before us.
I stopped after eating a moderate amount, whereas he overdid it until he had eaten
almost all of them. After he was full and stopped, when I saw him gazing after what
was taken away from the table, I asked him, “aren’t you done, and your desire stilled?”
He said, “Td rather be back as I was at first, and that this dish was only just being
served to us now.” So I said to him, “if the pain and torment of greed is not eliminated
for you, even in [your] current state, wouldn't the right thing be to stop before you
are full, so as to relieve yourself of the heaviness and bloating affecting you now from
being so full, and the prospect of indigestion you might have, which would bring
illnesses on you that would cause you many times more pain than the pleasure you
have had?” I saw that he understood the sense of what I had said, that it would help
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him and had gotten through to him. Upon my life, this and other such remarks are of
more benefit to someone who has not engaged in philosophical training (riyadat al-
falsafa) than proofs built on philosophical principles (usil falsafiyya). For someone
who is convinced that the desiring soul is connected to the rational soul only in order
to get the body (which plays the role of a tool and instrument for the rational soul)
what will preserve it long enough for the rational soul to acquire knowledge (ma rifa)
of this world, will restrain his desiring soul and hinder it from getting more than suf-
ficient nourishment, since he sees that the goal and objective of nourishing oneself
is not taking pleasure, but preservation, which is not otherwise possible. (SM 70-71)

This passage shows that the person who thinks rightly—the one who acts in accordance
with “proofs built on philosophical principles”—is entirely unconcerned with plea-
sure. What he wants is knowledge. He eats only to keep himself alive so that he can keep
acquiring knowledge, and grudgingly accepts the need to satisfy his desires for this rea-
son. This might put us in mind of the “necessary desires” of Plato’s Republic (558d-e)
or, again a likely source for al-Razi’s train of thought, Timaeus 69c—d, which speaks of
“necessary affections (pathémata)”, including pleasures and pains.

Something else we learn from this passage, though, is that appealing to such phil-
osophical principles is no good when we are dealing with people who think in terms
of maximizing pleasure. Al-Razi’s advice to the glutton presupposes a hedonist cal-
culus, in which long-term pain is said to trump short-term pleasure. But this advice
is offered only because it will convince the glutton to improve on his current attitudes
toward food. Persuading him that pleasure is not worth pursuing at all is not on the
table (so to speak), because the glutton is not a philosopher. He can only benefit from
advice that fits into his hedonistic set of values. Accordingly, this is the kind of advice
that al-Razi gives: don’t overeat, because in the long run it will give you more pain than
pleasure. Similar passages scattered throughout the Spiritual Medicine, which gave rise
to Goodman’s “Epicurean” interpretation, can be explained in the same way. They are
aimed at a reader who still needs this kind of ethical advice, a reader who does think
solely in terms of maximizing pleasure and minimizing pain.

3.4. A REGIMEN FOR THE SOUL

One implication of the interpretation just offered is that the Spiritual Medicine is not
intended to turn us into philosophers. It is, rather, to set us on the right road, by helping
us to habituate ourselves so that reason can gain the upper hand over the lower souls. To
return to the idea that this is literally a medical work, we can say that al-RazTs advice is
analogous to the prescription of a diet or exercise regime in the case of bodily medicine.
The idea of a “regimen” or training for the soul, analogous to the regimen prescribed for
bodies, is already mentioned by Galen (Traits, 34). In chapter 2 of the Spiritual Medicine,
al-Razi similarly speaks of “exercise” (tamrin) for the soul (SM 20) and of “adjusting”
(watana) the soul to struggle against desire (SM 21), a process that is more difficult for
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some people than for others. The process means not just restraining oneself from harm-
ful pleasures, but even abstaining from harmless ones in order to “exercise the soul” (SM
22). As al-Razi puts it at one point, his goal is simply to “improve the character traits
(akhlaq) of the soul” (SM 20; elsewhere the term “character trait” is glossed with the
term “habit,” SM 32).

For this purpose, it is not necessary to instill philosophically well-grounded beliefs
in the reader. Ideally, al-Razi would like us to accept Platonic theories about the nature
of the soul, the afterlife, and similar topics, to pursue knowledge rather than pleasure
(however long term). But for the purposes of the Spiritual Medicine, it will be sufficient
if we accept his advice to the point that our lower souls are tamed. Thus, right after pre-
senting his version of Plato’s teachings on the soul, al-Razi comments:

Let the reasonable person bear these ideas in mind with the eye of his reason, and
make them an object of his concern and attention. But if from this book [sc. the
Spiritual Medicine] he does not acquire the highest rank and status in this respect,
then the least he can do is to adhere to the lowest status, namely to take the view of
someone who binds desire to the extent that he does not subject himself to worldly
harm in this life. (SM 31-32)

The Spiritual Medicine is thus revealed to be a carefully designed work, which alludes
occasionally to the more exalted truths grasped by philosophers, but spends much of its
time berating us for acting like animals. When we behave like beasts, pursuing pleasure
without even considering the long-term consequences, we are falling below even the
barely acceptable “lowest status” of someone who pays no heed to the afterlife, but at
least uses reason to avoid painful experiences in this life and to maximize pleasure over
the long term.

It is entirely consistent for al-Razi to try to shame us into attaining at least this bare
minimum, for instance by comparing us to animals when we fail to reflect on our actions
before undertaking them. Like Plato and Galen before him, he sees the spirited soul as a
useful ally for reason in combating desire, and the spirited soul responds not to reason
but to shame or insult. An interesting case is the advice he gives on the topic of fidgeting.
This does not sound like a particularly promising context for philosophical insight, but
al-Razi tells a story that is revealing of his moral psychology. In the anecdote, a king who
constantly fidgets, by toying with his beard, is criticized for this by a bold (and coura-
geous!) adviser. The king is furious, but stung into self-improvement by the “rage and
haughtiness” in his irascible soul (SM 78). Elsewhere in the Spiritual Medicine, al-Razi
describes anger as just another affection of soul that we must defeat—as so often, he
says that people who give in to this affection without thought are like beasts (SM 55). He
also repeats an anecdote from Galen, who spoke of his mother biting into a lock in rage
when she couldn’t get it open—this is a garbled mixture of On Passions of the Soul 16 (an
enraged man who bites a key) and 40—41 (on Galen’s bad-tempered mother). Despite the
intrinsic irrationality of anger, though, people like the king can be aided by it. Anger is
useful so long as it is provoked by shame for giving into desire.
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Al-Razj, then, recognizes at least three stages of moral development. In the first, we
are no better than beasts, simply giving into desire. The second stage is achieved not
by philosophical reflection, but by taming the lower soul and even recruiting it to the
service of reason. This is what is happening when we restrain our desires in light of
a hedonistic calculus that pays heed to pain and pleasure in this world, or when we
make productive use of anger at our own weakness in the face of desire. Al-Razi is
explicit, though, that we should seek to “surpass the binding of nature and the strug-
gle against desire, and go on to something different and very much greater” (SM 24).
This higher goal is the one pursued by philosophers. Having completely subdued desire
and spirit to the rational soul, philosophers are no longer motivated by pleasure, but
nor need they go to extremes in avoiding pleasure (a point made in the Philosophical
Life; see below, section 3.5). They place no esteem on the goods of the body that are
pursued by the lower souls, whose close ties to the body are not just motivational but
also ontological—as we saw, they are nothing but “mixtures” of the liver and heart.
Thus the philosopher is already close to living in the way that awaits him after death
(more on this in section 3.6). The Spiritual Medicine alludes to this third and highest
level of ethical attainment, but is not really intended to bring us to it. Rather, al-Razi’s
aim is to move us from the first stage, where the soul is beset by the psychological ill-
nesses caused by dominance of the lower soul (fits of anger, sadness, envy, etc.), to a
second stage in which the reason controls the lower soul, but retains merely “second-
best beliefs” about what is valuable. Notably, this person is still a hedonist, and must
be led to do what is right by considerations of pleasure and pain, or by shame and
embarrassment.

An illustration of al-Razi’s differentiated approach is provided by the final chapter
of the Spiritual Medicine, on the fear of death. His opening move here is one that has
already been mentioned: he declines to give a thorough philosophical discussion of the
afterlife. Instead, he will focus on dispelling the fear of death even for the person who
believes the soul will die along with the body. The consideration he offers is, again, one
based purely on pleasure and pain: “According to the statement of those [who deny the
afterlife], after death no suffering (adhan) at all will befall man, since suffering is a sensa-
tion, and sensation belongs only to what is alive” (SM 93). Given that in this life we are
subject to pain, from this perspective the nonexistence of death would in fact be prefer-
able to our present life. He goes on to consider a possible hedonist objection: what about
all the pleasure I'll miss out on by being dead? This is not a problem either, says al-Razi,
because the mere absence of pleasure is not painful—only the unsatisfied yearning for
pleasure causes suffering, and that again is something to which we are subject only in
this life. Again, the result is that death is better than life even for someone who rejects
the afterlife (SM 93-94).

All these considerations are examples of what I have called “second-best beliefs,” and
it is interesting to note how close they come to Epicurean arguments against the fear of
death (on which see Warren 2004). The right way of thinking about death comes only
afterward, as al-Razi concludes the Spiritual Medicine with a sketch of what might await
us if we our souls do not die along with the body. There’s good reason for optimism,
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since the “truthful law” (al-sharia al-muhiqqa) teaches that we will be given eternal
blessedness, so long as we have led a virtuous life. Moreover, God will forgive even those
who led less than perfect lives, since “He does not demand what is not in [man’s] capac-
ity (wus)” (SM 96). It’s characteristic of the Spiritual Medicine that the discussion of this
second view is much briefer than the foregoing section, where he assumed that the soul
dies along with the body. In fact al-Razi follows Plato in believing that the soul will live
on. But he makes no effort to prove this here. Instead, he focuses on persuading us not
to fear death, whether or not we believe in the afterlife. To put the point in the medical
terms implied by the title of the work, al-Razi wants only to cure people of psychological
maladies, including the fear of death. And this is something that can be achieved with-
out actually turning people into philosophers.

3.5. THE SPIRITUAL MEDICINE
AND THE PHILOSOPHICAL LIFE

But of course, al-Razi does have a conception of how philosophers should live. Again,
the clue is given by a title, in this case The Philosophical Life (hereafter cited as PL, quoted
by page numbers from al-Razi, Rasa’il; English translation in McGinnis and Reisman
2007). Far briefer than the Spiritual Medicine, this treatise is a defense of al-Raz1's own
lifestyle from critics who complain that he is insufficiently ascetic. Broadly speaking, he
defends a life of moderation, but touches in some detail on other ethical issues such as
the benign treatment of animals (see Adamson 2012). Famously, al-Razi defends the life
of moderation as the one endorsed by Socrates himself, albeit that the younger Socrates
led a more ascetic life because of his excessive zeal for philosophy (PL 100). Al-Razi
explicitly connects his discussion here to the earlier Spiritual Medicine, which he says
provides the indispensable foundation for its ethical teaching (PL 101). He then declares
the positive teaching that forms the basis for what will follow:

We have a state after death which is praiseworthy or blameworthy, according to our
way of life during the time that our souls were together with our bodies. The best
thing, that for which we were created and to which we are led, is not getting bodily
pleasures, but acquiring knowledge and acting with justice. These two things [sc.
knowledge and justice] liberate us from this world of ours, to the world in which
there is neither death nor pain. Nature and desire call us to prefer for the pleasure
that is present, whereas the intellect frequently calls us to forsake the present plea-
sures for things it [sc. intellect] prefers. Our Lord, by Whom we hope to be rewarded
and fear to be punished, watches over us and is merciful to us. He does not want
us to undergo pain, and He hates injustice and ignorance on our part, loving our
knowledge and justice. This Lord punishes those of us who cause pain and those who
deserve pain, to the extent that is deserved. One ought not subject oneself to a pain
along with a pleasure, when this pain exceeds the pleasure in quantity and quality.
(PL101-2)
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Although al-Razi speaks as if this is nothing but a summary of what he said in the
Spiritual Medicine, in fact the passage straightforwardly asserts the primacy of values
that remain mostly in the background in that earlier text. Now we have a clear identifica-
tion of knowledge and justice as the goals of human life. Pain and pleasure are still given
some weight—we are told again how foolish it is to subject ourselves to pain if it out-
weighs pleasure, and God Himself is said to hate suffering, an attitude we should imitate
by never causing pain to others. But what is really valuable is knowledge and justice, not
pleasure, and what is really hateful to God (and to the philosopher) is not just pain, but
injustice and ignorance.

It has sometimes been felt that there is a tension between al-Raz1’s two ethical works,
in that the Spiritual Medicine seems to recommend an ascetic lifestyle, whereas the
Philosophical Life defends a life that includes the moderate enjoyment of pleasures
(Druart 56, following Bar- Asher 1988-89; Druart’s solution is broadly similar to the one
endorsed here). Whereas the Spiritual Medicine is constantly urging us to forgo plea-
sures, the Philosophical Life contains remarks such as this:

We must not seek pleasure which inevitably involves committing some [deed] that
would prevent our being liberated to the world of the soul, or which necessarily
leads to a pain whose extent in quantity or quality is greater, and more intense, than
the pleasure which we chose. But other pleasures apart from this are allowed for us.
(PL102)

The last sentence, with its defensive remark about the acceptability of pleasure, may
seem to fit badly with the disdain shown toward pleasure in the Spiritual Medicine. But
there too, we occasionally find him making the same point, as when al-Razi speaks of
an “extent of restraining the desires” that “is sufficient” (SM 23). In both texts, then, we
find the idea that the pursuit of pleasure is acceptable, even if it is not the primary goal
of the philosophical life. The two works also agree about that primary goal: though the
Spiritual Medicine mostly focuses on the task of restraining the lower souls, it does also
speak about the higher values of knowledge and justice. We have already seen it allude
to the value of knowledge in the passage on the glutton (SM 70-71). Justice comes up
especially in the penultimate chapter, which however is very brief and consists mostly
of an attack on people whose beliefs lead them into injustice (for instance Manichaeans;
see further below, section 3.6). Tellingly, the chapter concludes by stating that these brief
remarks are “sufficient for our objective in this book” (SM 92).

If there is a difference between the two works, then, it is more one of emphasis,
which in turn derives from a difference in purpose. In both, al-Razi asserts that it is
counterproductive to do things that bring more pain than pleasure in the long run.
This advice takes center stage in the Spiritual Medicine, since it is trying to help us
train ourselves so that we are at least better than animals, living in accordance with
reason even if we fall short of a philosophical way of life in that our utmost motivation
remains pleasure and the avoidance of pain. In the Philosophical Life, as one would
expect given the title and the fact that al-Razi is stridently describing and defending
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his own way of life, the third, highest way of life is in focus. To live as philosophers, we
need to embrace a more advanced set of values, preferring justice and knowledge even
to harmless pleasure. True philosophers, like the mature Socrates, will enjoy such
pleasures so long as such enjoyment does not undermine an unswerving commit-
ment to knowledge and justice. Still, even a philosopher may forgo harmless pleasures
for the sake of training the soul (PL 102; al-Razi again refers us back to the Spiritual
Medicine, where he made the same point).

Before leaving this topic let me give one last, particularly memorable, example: sex.
Al-Razi’s discussion of sex in the Spiritual Medicine has the general tenor of an absti-
nence lecture. He summarizes his aforementioned view that pleasure is a mere res-
toration to the natural state, in an apparent bid to get us to stop pursuing it. There
follow numerous warnings about the perils of love, including uncontrolled behavior
even worse than what we find among beasts, and the misery visited upon the ardent
lover that far outweighs any pleasure he can hope to attain (SM 39-40). In short,
“The pleasure of sex is the most revolting and repellent of desires from the point of
view of the rational soul” (SM 39). In light of this it is surprising to discover that in
a medical work on sexual intercourse, al-Razi commends moderate sexual activity as
beneficial for health (Pormann 2007). Turning to the Philosophical Life, we find him
mentioning Socrates’s fathering of children as a sign of appropriately moderate behavior
(PL 100-101). He even mentions a reason why we should not be celibate: it leads to the
“perdition of mankind” (buwar al-nas) by thwarting procreation. (For a response to
this sort of accusation, see the work in defense of celibacy by the Christian Peripatetic
thinker Yahya b. ‘Adi, discussed in Druart 2008.) Again, the apparent tension can
be dissolved in light of the interpretation offered above. The remarks in the Spiritual
Medicine are aimed at someone who is weak in the face of sexual desires and needs to
be trained, at least to the point of having these desires dominated by reason. But in a
medical context, or in the context of discussing a genuinely philosophical life where
training is already complete, al-Razi is able to commend moderate sexual activity.

3.6. THE SPIRITUAL MEDICINE AND
THE FIVE ETERNALS

Having reconciled the Spiritual Medicine with the Philosophical Life, there remains
the small matter of squaring it with everything else al-Razi said and wrote. As al-Razi
might say, this would be a long discussion that would take us beyond the requirements
of the present work. Still, we should at least briefly address the question of what rela-
tion, if any, can be found between the Spiritual Medicine and al-RazTs notorious the-
ory of the five eternals. The theory is certainly never mentioned explicitly in either
the Spiritual Medicine or the Philosophical Life. That might be another feature of these
works explained by their limited aims—one that incidentally helps to explain why
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they survived, free as they were of his notoriously heretical doctrines. (This did not
stop Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani, who like other Isma‘ilis was a staunch critic of al-Razi,
from writing a refutation of the Spiritual Medicine called Golden Sayings (al-Aqwal al-
dhahabiyya).) Yet it would be disquieting if we could not at least reconcile these two
sides of al-RazTs thought, since the theory of the five eternals is replete with ethical
significance.

The theory is to a large extent motivated by the need to provide a theodicy (a point
noted by Rashed 2008, 170). We have seen al-Razi saying that God hates pain (PL 101-2),
and yet we find tremendous suffering in the world around us. In part for this reason,
al-Razi postulates an eternal Soul in addition to God. Soul is in several respects similar
to God—it exerts causality by emanating, and is an active principle contrasted to the
passivity of matter (al-Razi, Rasd’il, 197; Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, however, says that Soul is
both active and passive, Mafalib, 4: 213). Crucially, though, the Soul is in itself “ignorant”
and can become wise only through the gift of reason or intellect (‘agl) bestowed upon it
by the Creator (al-Razi, Rasa’il, 204). As Fakhr al-Din reports:

[God], may He be exalted, emanated the light of intellect upon the substance of the
Soul, so that, thanks to the light of intellect, it might become clear to [the soul] that
the harms inflicted in this union [with body] are greater than the goods that arise in
it. (Matalib, 4: 411)

The Soul’s intellectual capacity for acquiring wisdom can be realized only through a
learning experience, which teaches it the foolishness of involvement with matter. In a
picturesque analogy, al-Razi compares God’s attitude toward the Soul to that of a wise
father toward a foolish son. Such a father might allow the son to wander into a beautiful,
but dangerous garden full of thorns and stinging insects, in order to teach the son a les-
son. In the same way, God allows the Soul to become involved with matter, even though
He knows the suffering that will ensue (al-Razi, Rasa'il, 309).

Our evidence concerning the five eternals theory does not tell us about the rela-
tion between this ignorant eternal Soul—which would seem to be a version of the
World Soul from Plato’s Timaeus—and the individual souls of humans and animals.
Yet the idea that soul should pursue “liberation” from body is one that ties al-Razi’s
cosmology to his ethical treatises. A passage from the Philosophical Life, which has
been taken to endorse a theory of animal-human transmigration, says that souls can
be liberated only from human bodies. One reason we are allowed to kill savage ani-
mals is that it is “similar to the path towards and facilitation of deliverance” (PL 105;
for discussion see Adamson 2012). The same work speaks of the eternal and unlimited
pleasure that awaits us in the afterlife once we are “freed into the world of the soul”
(PL102). A bit further on, al-Razi describes this state as “eternal good and permanent
felicity” (PL 103).

The same ideas can be found in the Spiritual Medicine. 1 have already quoted the
statement that philosophers “surpass the binding of nature and the struggle against
desire, and go on to something different and very much greater” (SM 24). This refers to
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liberation from the body, which can be achieved at least to some extent in this life, first
through the restraint of desire and then through the pursuit of knowledge. Were the
rational soul to “occupy itself completely with reason (nufq) it would thereby be freed
from the body with which it is entangled” (SM 28). Of course death also promises lib-
eration from the body. Speaking on behalf of Plato, al-Razi describes life after death as
follows:

[The soul] comes to be in its own world, and after this does not desire attachment to
anything of the body at all. It remains by itself alive and rational, deathless and pain-
free, happy with its position and place. Life and reason belong to it essentially (min
dhat), and it is kept apart from pain by being kept apart from generation and corrup-
tion. Its happiness with its position and place are due to its being liberated from the
body, and from being in the bodily world. (SM 30)

Al-Razi adds, however, that the soul that has not learned to disdain bodily things in
this life, and has not achieved “true knowledge” of the bodily world, will continue to be
attached to bodies after death. In an apparent reference to Plato’s belief in reincarnation,
al-Razi says that this will subject the soul to continued pain, because of the generation
and corruption of the body in which it resides (SM 31).

Another theme that shows up in both the five eternals theory and al-Razi’s extant
ethical writings is an emphasis on God’s wisdom, mercy, and justice. We have already
seen that the Razian cosmology introduces an ignorant soul to explain the presence of
suffering in the world. This also helps him solve the problem of why the cosmos started
to exist when it did, rather than at some other moment. The impossibility of God’s arbi-
trarily choosing a time for the cosmos to begin is a standard late ancient argument for
the world’s eternity, and will play a significant role in al-GhazalTs Incoherence of the
Philosophers (see further Adamson 2016). Al-Razi’s theory seems simply to presuppose
that the cosmos is not eternal (see, however, his discussion of the question at the begin-
ning of his Doubts about Galen, translated in McGinnis and Reisman 2007). Yet for God
to create at an arbitrary moment would be incompatible with His wisdom. The arbitrari-
ness of such an act can be likened to someone fidgeting with his beard (Fakhr al-Din,
Matalib, 4: 405 and 408), an example of foolish behavior also singled out in the Spiritual
Medicine, as we have seen.

Instead, the ignorant Soul must have provoked the world’s creation by suddenly, and
foolishly, conceiving a desire to be entangled with matter (al-Razi, Rasa’il, 207-11, Fakhr
al-Din, Matalib, 4: 411). God’s response to this unfortunate event is said by al-Razi to be
an instance of His wisdom and mercy. We have already seen him comparing God to a
wise father who allows his child to learn the lesson of self-destructive behavior. But God
is also merciful, and as we have seen emanates the power of reason or intellect onto the
Soul in order to help it to liberate itself from matter. In His wisdom and mercy, He also
bestows forms on things in the cosmos in order to make them as good as they can be
(al-Razi, Rasa’il, 205), even though matter is not capable of perfect reception of Soul and
form (Fakhr al-Din, Matalib, 4: 411).
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Of al-Razi’s two ethical works, it is the shorter Philosophical Life that more clearly
invokes these themes of divine mercy, justice, and wisdom. He follows the Platonic pre-
cept that we ought to seek “likeness to God” (Plato, Theaetetus 176b; see Druart 1997,
53-56). The person who most imitates God is the one who is “the most knowing, just,
merciful and benevolent” (PL 108). As a concrete example of human benevolence, al-
Razi gives the example of benign treatment of animals (PL 104-5, cf. Adamson 2012). By
contrast, extreme ascetics, like certain Hindus and Manichaeans, depart from the imita-
tion of God when they voluntarily inflict pain on themselves or renounce sex through
castration. Even some Muslims go to excess in this respect (PL 106). Since pain is hateful
to God, these attempts at purity are wholly misconceived—to deliberately seek out suf-
fering is in fact to thwart God’s will.

Although the Spiritual Medicine has somewhat less to say about these matters, there
are clear signs that here too the best, philosophical life both is facilitated by God’s mercy
and is an imitation of God’s mercy. Here we should recall the opening passage (SM
17-19), which extols intellect or reason (‘aql) as a gift of God—exactly as the five eternals
theory would have it. Another relevant passage is found toward the end of the treatise:

The way of life (sira) taken up and pursued by the virtuous philosophers is, to put it in
anutshell, acting towards men with justice. Beyond that, it is behaving towards them
with virtue, showing continence, mercy, and good counsel towards all and exerting
oneself to aid all, apart from anyone who has set out on a course of injustice and evil.
(SM a1)

Much as he criticized religious sects for their excessive asceticism in the Philosophical
Life, here al-Razi proceeds to attack the Daysaniyya, the Muhammira (a subgroup of
the Khurramiyya), and again the Manichaeans (SM 91). These groups have religious
beliefs that actually require them to be unjust or unmerciful to their fellow man. The
Manichaeans, for instance, withhold food and medical treatment from those who are
not members of their sect. Al-Razi adds that it is in our own interest to show benevo-
lence. If we benefit others, we can expect that they will return the favor (SM 92). This
looks to be another case of the “second-best beliefs” characteristic of the Spiritual
Medicine. A philosopher presumably displays mercy for its own sake and in imitation of
God, not out of self-interest.

These passages show that, contrary to initial appearances, the Spiritual Medicine and
Philosophical Life are indeed consistent with the five eternals theory, and even animated
by the same central concerns. Underlying the popular tone of the Spiritual Medicine is
not only a well-worked-out psychological theory derived from Plato and Galen, but an
ethical theory that makes a godlike life of reason and mercy our ultimate goal. This may
be too much to ask of most readers, and al-Razi admits that it is a standard he himself
cannot always meet. In the Philosophical Life, he confesses to shortcomings and remarks
that he would not presume to claim the title of “philosophy” for his way of life, at least
not in comparison to a true sage like Socrates (PL 100-101). In the same breath, though,
al-Razi claims to lead a philosophical life in comparison to those who are not pursuing
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philosophy at all. This is what puts him in a position to offer medicine for other people’s
souls, as well as their bodies—his way of showing benevolence in imitation of God.
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CHAPTER 4
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IBN MASARRA’S
(D. 931) THIRD BOOK
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SARAH STROUMSA

THi1s chapter is dedicated to a book we do not have. Muslim sources tell us of several
books written by the tenth-century Andalusi thinker Muhammad Ibn Masarra, but so
far only two books identified with certainty as his are known to be extant. In what fol-
lows, I will briefly review the evidence regarding Ibn Masarra and his books, then focus
on a quotation from a third book, preserved in another source. I will analyze this quo-
tation, and attempt to gauge from it how it stands in relation to what we already know,
from other sources, of Ibn Masarras thought. This somewhat speculative exercise has a
double purpose: to draw a profile of this third book in the hope that, in case it happens to
have been preserved in some manuscript collection under a different guise, this profile
will enhance the chances of scholars to identify it and bring it to light; and to address
through this analysis some of the open issues regarding Ibn Masarra’s thought and its
impact on Andalusi philosophy.

4.1. IBN MASARRA AND His BoOKks

Muhammad b. ‘Abd Allah b. Najih Ibn Masarra (269/883-319/931) is commonly consid-
ered to have been the first Andalusi Muslim thinker of local extraction. Born in Cordoba,
he was first educated by his own father ‘Abd Allah, as well as by Muhammad Ibn Waddah
(d. 287/900) and by al-Khushani (whose date of death is recorded as 371/981 or 361/971.
Ibn al-Faradi, Ta'rikh, 11, 4; al-Dhahabi, Ta'rikh, 590; Addas 1992, 913-14; Pellat 1986;
Brown 2006b, 51). Like his father before him, he traveled to the East before returning
to al-Andalus. He is known to have studied Maliki law, and some of our sources add to
his name the epithet “the jurist” (al-faqih). He spent some time in Qayrawan (Khushani,
Tabagat, 159-60) and in Mecca. In Mecca he may have been associated with the circle of
Abu Sa‘id b. al-A‘rabi, an erstwhile disciple of the Baghdadi mystic al-Junayd, and perhaps
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with the circle of Muhammad b. Salim al-Tustari, the so-called Salimiyya (Morris 1973,
14-15; Marin 1992; Ebstein and Sviri 2011, 5, 10-11). Another indication of Ibn Masarra’s
closeness to these circles is the fact that the only Safi author quoted by name in his Book
of Letters is Sahl al-Tustari. Although the Book of Letters attributed to Sahl from which
he quotes was shown to be a pseudoepigraph, it does indicate Ibn Masarra’s participa-
tion in the emerging Andalusi Tustarian tradition (Ebstein and Sviri 2011). Upon return-
ing to al-Andalus during the reign of ‘Abd al-Rahman III al-Ndsir (r. 300/912-350/961)
Ibn Masarra withdrew, together with some disciples, to the Cordoban Sierra (hence his
appellation al-jabali), and apparently stayed there until his death.!

Some twenty years after Ibn Masarra’s death, there began an orchestrated public
attack on those who were supposedly his followers. The public denunciation and harass-
ment of the so-called Masarris (somewhat exaggeratedly presented in modern schol-
arship as persecution) came in several waves, beginning in 340/952 under the caliph
‘Abd al-Rahman III and continuing in 350/961, under al-Hakam II, as well as in 381/
991, under al-Mangir Ibn Abi ‘Amir. The Masarriyya—a term used only by Ibn Hazm,
and perhaps, as suggested by James Morris, coined by him—were variously accused
of upholding belief in the createdness of the Qur’an, disseminating disputations con-
cerning God’s verses (ayat Allah), denying the [possibility of] repentance, denying the
possibility of the Prophet’s intercession, and casting doubt on the hadith (Ibn Hayyan,
Mugtabas, 20 ff.; Morris 1973, 12, 17-18, 26—27; Cruz-Hernandez 1981; Fierro 1999,
180-84; Fierro 2012, 131-44; Safran 2013, 72-73). Of particular interest is Isma‘l al-
Ru‘ayni, whose views were rejected by other Masarris, and who is said to have claimed
the possibility to attain prophecy (iktisab al-nubuwwa), a claim that some of the
Masarris attributed also to Ibn Masarra himself (Ibn Hazm, Fisal, V, 67). It is not at all
clear to what extant those described as Masarris can indeed be seen as disciples of Ibn
Masarra, but the edicts that were read in the mosques against them can be helpful in
reconstructing Ibn Masarra’s image and are indicative of the impact that the doctrines
associated with him had in contemporary al-Andalus.

Ibn Masarra’s own writings were considered lost until 1972, when Muhammad Kamal
Ibrahim Ja‘far discovered two of his works in manuscript no. 3168 of the Chester Beatty
Collection.” These treatises, which were subsequently published and analyzed, by Ja‘far
and then others, brought to an end much of the previous scholarly speculations regard-
ing the nature of Ibn Masarra’s thought. They amply demonstrate that Ibn Masarra was
neither a Mu'tazilite nor an Aristotelian philosopher, and prove the unquestionably
Neoplatonic nature of his philosophical mysticism.?

I For Ibn Masarra’s biography, see Asin Palacios 1914; Morris 1973, 8-19; Brown 2006b, 39-92;
Arnaldez 1986 (who weaves the scant information in our sources into a smooth, but not necessarily
reliable, narrative); Ramén Guerrero and Garrido Clemente 2006, 144-46.

2 Arberry1955-1966, I, 68-69. The manuscript is a compendium of mystical and magical works,
copied in Egypt in the late thirteenth century and including works by various authors.

3 For scholarly evaluations of Ibn Masarra’s thought, see Asin Palacios 1978; Morris 1973; Cruz
Hernandez 1996, 344-52; Tornero 1993; Addas 1992, 913-19; Stroumsa 2006; Stroumsa and Sviri 2009, 210
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Ibn Masarra was apparently a gifted speaker, although not necessarily in the sense
of being a fiery orator. Our sources describe him as a very effective conversationalist,
someone who had a way with words (“fariqa fil-balagha”), whose charismatic personal-
ity made a powerful impression on people and attracted to him disciples (al-Humaydi,
Jadhwa, 58; also Ibn ‘Idhari, Bayan, 195). An example of the way he talked is preserved
by al-Khushani, who attended in Qayrawan a meeting between the young Ibn Masarra
and the famous Maliki jurist Abi Ja‘far Ahmad b. Nagr. In this meeting, Ibn Masarra
kept quiet for a long time, but when addressed by Ahmad b. Nasr, he answered “in an
elaborate yet pleasing way” (kalam masnii illa annahu hasan fi I-kalam jayyid), say-
ing: “I came to you aspiring to acquire from your light and to rely on your knowledge”
(muqtabisan min nirika wa-mustamiddan bi- ilmika) and similar things that amounted
to a small khurba (Khushani, Tabagqat, 159-60; also Ibn ‘Idhari, Bayan, 195). Even his
opponents concede that he knew how to use “mellifluous speech” (kalam ‘adhb), though
they stress the fact that he used this talent to lead people astray (Dhahabi, Ta'rikh, 590,
quoting Ibn al-Faradi), and that “using his silver tongue, he purposefully chose opaque
expressions that would hide his meaning” (wa-kana lahu lisan yasilu bihi ila ta’lif al-
kalam wa-tamwih al-alfaz wa-ikhfa’ I-ma‘ani; Ibn al-Faradi, Ta'rikh, 11, 41). But he was
not a prolific writer: although his contemporary al-Khushani says that he composed
“many books,” we learn from an anecdote recounted by Ibn al-Abbar that he took his
time revising drafts, and was loath to part with a work before he felt it was ready (Ibn
al-Abbar, Takmila, 1, 233-34). His two extant works corroborate the impression emerg-
ing from this anecdote: they are remarkably thought out, tightly constructed, and short
(Stroumsa and Sviri 2009, 213).

Notwithstanding this restrained and controlled approach to writing, our sources
attribute to him several books. The number of Ibn Masarras books remains unknown.
Asin Palacios, who was aware of only two titles of Ibn Masarra’s works, already assumed
that he had composed more (Asin Palacios 1978, 41). A short review of what we know
about Ibn Masarra’s writings is in order here:

1. The Chester Beatty manuscript contains a short treatise, titled the Epistle of
Contemplation (Risalat al-I‘tibar). The attribution in the title page (risalat al-i tibar
li-I-faqih Abi ‘Abd Allah al-jabali) clearly identifies Ibn Masarra as its author, and
the content and style of the text itself further agree with Ibn Masarra’s authorship
(Stroumsa and Sviri 2009, 208, 212-14, 226). The available biographical and his-
torical sources, however, do not mention this title among Ibn Masarra’s works.
The treatise describes the mental practice by which a person observes the world
and contemplates, in an ascending order, the different levels of existence, thus

and 214. The nature of Ibn Masarra’s Neo-Platonism, and in particular the claims of his so-called Pseudo-
Empedoclean teachings, deserve a separate study; see Stern 1971; De Smet 1998; Stroumsa 2002; Braun
2006. On the nature of Ibn Masarra’s batinism, and in particular his close affinity to the thought of the
Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa’, see Tornero 1993, 63; Stroumsa and Sviri 2009, 210; and see now De Calataj 2014.
I am grateful to Godefroid de Calatay for making this article available to me before publication.
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proceeding to the uppermost levels of knowledge (Ja‘far 1978; Ja'far 1982; Garrido
Clemente 2007a; Garrido Clemente 2008; Kenny 2002; Stroumsa and Sviri 2009).
Although in Ibn Masarras discourse in this treatise one can sometimes detect
echoes of Mu'tazili theology, its overall Neoplatonic nature is unmistakable
(Stroumsa and Sviri 2009).

. The Book of Letters: Ibn Masarra’s approach (fariga) to the secrets of the letters

is mentioned by Ibn al-‘Arabi as one of Ibn al-‘Arabi’s models for his own dis-
course on the subject. Ibn al-‘Arabi is careful to state his objection to preoccupa-
tion with the properties of letters, preoccupation that he also seems to associate
with Ibn Masarra (Kitab al-Mim, 7). Ibn Masarra’s recourse to the use of letter-
speculation (“tasrif Ibn Masarra fi I-hurif”) is criticized also by Ibn Sab‘in (al-
Risala al-faqiriyya, 14; al-Fath al-mushtarak, 253). Ibn al-‘Arabi does not specify
the source of his information regarding Ibn Masarra’s approach to the secrets
of letters and to their properties, nor does he associate this information with
any specific book of Ibn Masarras. Nevertheless, it stands to reason to recog-
nize in his words a reference to the longer of the two texts discovered and pub-
lished by Ja‘far. In the Chester Beatty manuscript this work is titled The Book of
the Properties of Letters, Their True Nature and Their Origin (Kitab Khawass al-
hurif wa-haqa’iquha wa-usiluha). As its name indicates, the book is dedicated
to letter speculation, where the letters of the Arabic alphabet are presented as
divine hypostases and as the manifestations of the divine attributes, overflow-
ing in order to create the universe and control its destiny to eternity. The Book of
Letters seems to present a more mature mystical-philosophical discourse than
the Epistle on Contemplation, with clearer echoes of late-antique Neoplatonism,
a difference that suggests that the Book of Letters was composed later (Stroumsa
and Sviri 2009, 236, 239). Elsewhere, Ibn Masarra’s Book of Letters is also explic-
itly mentioned by Ibn al-‘Arabi, who says that in this book, Ibn Masarra drew
attention (nabbaha) to the meaning of the Ka'ba (al-bayt) and the black stone,
which serves as an interpreter (tarjuman) between us and the different ranks of
divine revelation (Ibn al-‘Arabi, Futithat, 11, 646; Massignon 1929, 31). Such a
view does not appear in Ibn Masarra’s Book of Letters as we have it, and there is
no obvious saying in this book that can be regarded as a tanbih to this meaning.

. The Book of Perspicacity (Kitab al-Tabsira) is mentioned by Ibn al-Abbar (Takmila,

233-34). Relying on Muslim historiographers, Ja‘far assumed that Ibn Masarra
had written only two books (Ja‘far 1982, 300). Having established convincingly
that the text he found was named Kitab al-Itibar, Ja'far therefore proceeded to
match the discovered book (bearing a previously unattested title) with an attested
title (believed until then to belong to a lost work). He thus argued that the Kitab
al-Tabsira mentioned by Ibn al-Abbar must have been another title of the Kitab al-
I'tibar, especially since i tibar and istibsar were sometimes given a similar meaning
(Ja‘far 1982, 300-306).
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Ja'far’s identification of the two titles has been generally accepted by schol-
ars (including myself; Strousma and Sviri 2009, 203 n. 7). But this identification
deserves to be questioned. Ibn al-Abbar mentions the Kitab al-Tabsira in the con-
text of a story about Ibn Masarra’s close and devout disciple Hayy b. ‘Abd al-Malik.
This resident of Cordoba used to visit Ibn Masarra in his secluded place of worship
in the Sierra (“fi muta‘abbadihi bi-1-jabal”), where he would stay for many days
each time, but then leave again. Usually, we are told, Ibn Masarra was careful to go
over his own books for a whole year before revealing them. But after Ibn Masarra
had completed his Kitab al-Tabsira, Hayy deceitfully managed to get hold of the
manuscript, and to make a copy of it. To add insult to injury, this copy was not a
faithful rendering of the original. After this incident, Ibn Masarra decided not to
reveal his Kitab al-Tabsira to anyone (Ibn al-Abbar, Takmila, I, 233-34). The story
(although told by the rather hostile Ibn al- Abbar) sounds credible. If so, this would
mean that the Kitab al-Tabsira was never published by its author. It does not seem
very likely that the work that reached us as Ibn Masarra’s Risalat al-Itibar would
be a draft of Kitab al-Tabsira that Hayy b. ‘Abd al-Malik published, in his mas-
ter’s name, despite the latter’s known censorship. It is of course possible that Ibn
Masarra later integrated the ideas expressed in the Kitab al-Tabsira into another
book. But as mentioned above, the Risalat al-Itibar seems to be a relatively early
work of Ibn Masarra, and thus not the most likely depository for recycled mate-
rial from the Kitab al-Tabsira. Be that as it may, the identification of the two books
seems to be unfounded.

. The Book of Explanation (Kitab al-Tabyin), is mentioned by al-Qurtubi (d. 671/
1272), who cites a prophetic tradition mentioned in it, which supports the possibil-
ity of intercession (shafd‘a) of the inhabitants of Paradise on behalf of the inhab-
itants of Hell (Tadhkira, 306-7; Addas 1992, 914; Brown 2006b, 42-43, 85-86).
Transmitted on the authority of ‘Abd Allah Ibn Masarra (Muhammad's father)
and of Ibn Waddah, the use of this /iadith by Ibn Masarra weakens the reliability
of the accusations leveled against him and against his disciples that they denied
intercession.

Al-Hulal al-mawshiyya, which mentions another hadith transmitted by Ibn
Masarra, says that it appeared in “a compilation authored by Ibn Masarra” (mujal-
lad min ta’lif Ibn Masarra). This hadith, about an agreement that the Prophet
had made with the Jews, adds up to other pieces of information that indicate Ibn
Masarra’s fascination with things Jewish, as well as his preoccupation with escha-
tology (Stroumsa 2006; Stroumsa and Sviri 2009, 212, 228, 231, 244). Ibn Masarra’s
eschatological preoccupation, as well as his belief in intercession, is reflected also
in another tradition attributed to Ibn Masarra, a hadith on the intercession of
ascetics (zahidin) on behalf of sinners—supposedly something that Ibn Masarra
had found in the Psalter (al-Zabiir) (al-Tha‘alibi, ‘Uliam, 11, 35: Morris 1973, 24;
Brown 2006b, 44-45).
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As mentioned above, Ibn Masarra was educated by traditional scholars like Ibn
Waddah and al-Khushani, and attended the circles of Maliki jurists and hadith
scholars. Not surprisingly, his own extant works include some prophetic tradi-
tions, although he dispenses with the isnad (Ja‘far 1978, 313; compare Fierro 1999,
179), and it is quite possible that in his nonextant works prophetic traditions
played a more prominent role. The Kitab al-Tabyin may have been identical with
the mujallad mentioned by al-Hulal, or it may have been another book dedicated
to prophetic traditions, but it could also have been a speculative book in which a
hadith is quoted.

5. Kitab Tawhid al-muginin, to which we will return further below, is mentioned by
Ibn al-Mar’a (d. 611/1214), in his Sharh al-Irshad, and the relevant lines were pub-
lished by Massignon (1929, 70).

6. The al-Muntaqa min kalam ahl al-tuqa (“A selection from the sayings of the
pious ones”) is not mentioned as a work of Ibn Masarra’s by any of our sources.
The title page of the manuscript attributes it to a certain Ahmad Ibn Masarra b.
‘Abd Allah al-Qurtubi. According to the editor of the text, Mehmet Ne¢mettin
Bardakgi, a comparison of this text with Ibn Masarra’s Epistle of Contemplation
reinforces the likelihood that it is indeed Ibn Masarra’s (Bardakg¢i 1998, 41-42,
132-35; Bardakei 1999, 53). Garrido-Clemente, on the other hand (who refers
to this work by the title that appears in its introduction, al-Gharib al-Muntaqa
min kalam al-tuga (“A selection of extraordinary sayings from the sayings of the
pious ones”), doubts Ibn Masarra’s authorship and, relying on other Andalusi
sources, suggests identifying the author of this book as Abu ‘Abd Allah Ibn
Khamis al-Jabari (Ramoén Guerrero and Garrido Clemente 2006, 150). A man-
uscript bearing the same title (al-Gharib al-Muntaqa min kalam al-tuqa) is
listed by van Koningsveld (1991:818; 1992:96, no. 33 in his list). This manuscript
(Madrid, CSIC, no. 001227530), which holds indeed the same text published by
Bardakgi, is presented as extracts from al-Ghazali’s Ihya’ ‘uliim al-din, compiled
by al-shaykh al-faqih Abu al-Hasan ‘Ali b. ‘Abd Allah b. Malik al-Ma‘mari al-
Ubadhi. Another person involved in the compilation was a certain Ahmad b.
‘Ali Shallin. One should also note that the somewhat verbose style of this text
(reflected in its length) seems quite different from that of the two texts published
by Ja‘far.

Apart from the book titles, some of the sources attribute to Ibn Masarra sayings that are
not associated with a specific book. Al-Humaydi (d. 488/1095), for example, mentions
“compositions on meanings” (tawalif fi I-ma‘ani). These compositions may have been
dedicated to the interpretation (“meaning”) of Qur’anic verses, or may have been identi-
cal with one of Ibn Masarra’s known books mentioned above.

In addition to speculative thought, Ibn Masarra is said to have composed some
poetry. Al-Humaydi records a poem for a rainy day, in which Ibn Masarra had invited
the Maliki scholar Aba Bakr al-Lu’lu’i to join him in a place “which is indicated only
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by a hint, like a concealed secret” (makan ka-I-damir al-makni).* But according to al-
Humaydi, this poem was recited to al-Lu’lu’i, not written in a book. Ibn al-F aradi cites a
few lines from a poem in which Ibn Masarra lamented the death of his brother Ibrahim
in Alexandria.” This poem is cited also by Ibn Hayyan, along with another poem by
Ibn Masarra (Ibn Hayyan, Mugtabas, 32, 34). Lines from other poems are quoted by
al-Kattani (Tashbihat, 222, 271). But there is no indication that Ibn Masarra was particu-
larly known as a poet or that his poems were collected.

All in all, we thus know of five (or six) book titles by Ibn Masarra. But there may have
been more, and on the other hand, it is possible that two or more titles refer in fact to the
same book. What seems certain, however, is that Ibn Masarra wrote more than the two
books published by Ja'far.

4.2. IBN MASARRA’S TAWHID AL-MUQININ

Apart from these two books, the only excerpt we have so far that is explicitly associated
with a named book of Ibn Masarra’s is the one cited by Ibn al-Mar’a from the Tawhid al-
miiginin. The rest of this chapter will be devoted to this book.

Ibn al-Mar’a b. Dahhaq al-Malaqi (d. 611/1214), a Sufi author associated with “the
School of Murcia,” quotes Ibn Masarra’s Tawhid al-miiginin in his commentary on al-
JuwaynTt's Kitab al-Irshad ila qawati‘ al-adilla fi usil al-itigad (Brown 2006b, 74). Ibn
al-Mar’ass Sharh al-Irshad is still unedited, but Louis Massignon published the passage
relevant to Ibn Masarra, from the Cairo manuscript, almost a century ago (Massignon
1929, 70).° Ibn al-Mar’a was the “shaykh” of Ibn Sab‘in (d. 668/1269), or more precisely,
the teacher of his teacher Ibn Ahla (d. 645/1247); hence Morris’s observation that Ibn al-
Mar’a’s quotation from Ibn Masarra “witnesses to a continuous ‘Suff’ tradition of study
of Ibn Masarra in the interval between al-Humaydi and Ibn al-‘Arabi” (Morris 1973, 23;
see also Brown 2006b, 82-83). The appearance of Ibn al-‘Arabi’s highly sophisticated
mystical system has been often regarded by scholars as unexplained, in the sense that it

* Tronically, this Abii Bakr al-Lu’lu’i was the teacher of the Qadi Muhammad b. Yabqa b. Zarb,
who was responsible later (in 350/961) for the burning of Ibn Masarra’s books (Fierro 2012, 131). The
invitation’s wording can be either a poetic reference to Ibn Masarra’s home, or it may allude already to his
distant mountainous abode. Morris 1973, vi, assumes that Ibn Masarra was then still living in Cordoba,
but there is no indication for it in the text, and al-Humaydi cites this poem after saying that some of
Cordoba’s inhabitants had (already?) been led astray by him (ftutina). This poem is then quoted also by
Ibn Khaqan (Matmah al-anfus, 58) and al-Dabbi (Bughya, 78).

5 Tbn al-Faradi, Ta’rikh, 1, 23; Ibn Hayyan, Mugqtabas, 34.Ibn al-Faradt’s remark that Ibrahim “was
not like his brother” does not tell us much about either brother, but it does seem to reflect the author’s
animosity to Ibn Masarra.

6 Massignon identifies the excerpt as derived from “ms. Caire, fin du t. IV, ‘bab al-mala’ika’” This
refers in all likelihood to MS Cairo, Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyya, tawhid no. 6, copied in 739/1338-39. Iam
indebted to Jan Thiele for this information.
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seems to be springing from the ground in full glory, with no apparent continuous devel-
opment that gradually leads to it (‘Afifi 1933; Addas 1992; Sviri 1996, 78; Stroumsa and
Sviri 2009, 211, 215). Morris’s observation means therefore that in his view Ibn al-Mar’a’s
quotation from Ibn Masarra can serve as a fingerpost that may help us retrace the trans-
mission and development of this mystical tradition. Admittedly, as a witness for such a
grand tradition, this quotation is frustratingly short. Nevertheless, if we collate it with
other, in themselves equally meager pieces of evidence, it may allow us to add some
missing pieces to Ibn Masarra’s still largely incomplete puzzle.

The booK’s title, God’s Unity as Upheld by Those Who Know with Certainty, (Tawhid al-
miiqinin) tallies with what we know from other sources regarding Ibn Masarra’s thought.

The preoccupation with the meaning of tawhid is of course inherent to Muslim
thought. Divine attributes seem to have taken a prominent place in Ibn Masarra’s unitar-
ian thought, as they did in the thought of the followers of the Mu tazila, “the proponents
of Divine Unity and Justice” (ahl al-‘adl wa-I-tawhid). This, however, is not sufficient
to warrant seeing the origins of Ibn Masarra’s thought in early Mu‘azili discussions
(compare Morris 1973, 23; Arnaldez 1986, 868. Ramdn Guerrero and Garrido Clemente
2006, 150).

Significantly, Ibn Masarra does not seem to be concerned with the meaning of
iman (“belief”) or of islam, two equally central concepts, germane to the issue of
tawhid. Discussions of these two concepts were often of legal character, as they served
to delineate the community of believers, in an attempt to draw a clear line between it
and those outside, both heretics and infidels (Stroumsa 1999, 1-7). A question regard-
ing the typical traits of the believer (sifat al-mu’min), addressed to “one of the ascetics
(ba‘d al-zuhhad),” is attributed to Dhi 1-Nin al-Misri, who may have been one of Ibn
Masarra’s sources of inspiration (Ibn al-Khayr, Fahrasa, 274). Several historiographi-
cal sources accuse Ibn Masarra as well as the so-called Masarris of distancing them-
selves from the rest of the Muslim community. Ibn Masarra is said “to have adopted
an aloof comportment” (ma riif bi-madhhab min al-i tizal—Abu 1-Walid Ibn al-Faradi,
quoted in Mugqtabas, 32; “inqabada ‘an akthar al-nas”—al-Khushani, Akhbar, 135), and
the Masarris are similarly accused of advocating separation from the community (qali
bi-l-itizal ‘an al-‘Gmma), of neglecting to properly salute their fellow Muslims, and of
regarding non-Masarris as outside the pale of Islam. In both cases, the wording of the
accusation may well be intended also to derisively insinuate their supposed Mu'tazili
inclinations (although, as mentioned above, Ibn Masarra was not a Mu'tazili, nor were
his followers, and, in general, the Mu'tazila as a movement did not get a foothold in
Andalus [see Stroumsa 2014]). But the main thrust of the accusation is clearly a condem-
nation of their social alienation. It has been suggested that, in the case of the Masarris
(and especially Isma‘il al-Ru‘ayni and the circle of his followers), this antisocial behav-
ior may have reflected their doubts regarding the religious state of those outside their
circle; if the belief of the others is faulty, and they are not true Muslims, then withdrawal
from their midst would be a religious obligation, as would the refusal to salute them as
Muslims (Mugqtabas, 20-24, 30-36; Brown 2006b, 50-51; Morris 1973, 35). According to
Ibn Hazm, Isma‘il al-Ru‘ayni considered al-Andalus to be dar kufr, and went so far as to
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declare licit the killing of those who did not follow him (Ibn Hazm, Fisal, V, 67; repeated
in al-‘Asqalani, Lisan al-mizan, 1, 466). Whether or not this line of thought dictated the
behavior of al-Ru‘ayni’s followers, nothing in Ibn Masarra’s writings suggests such pre-
occupation with the predominantly legal definition of who is a believer. His interest in
the meaning of tawhid, philosophical and theological in character, goes in completely
different directions, and his i tizal was most probably also not a result of such legal con-
cern, but of the search for the seclusion required for mystical contemplation.

Closely related to the issue of divine unity is the epistemological quest for unequivo-
cal knowledge (yagin). Both the Risalat al-1tibar and the Kitab al-Hurif present ways to
achieve this knowledge, the first through the correct contemplative practice, the object of
which is the physical world, the second through deciphering the ontological significance
of the Arabic letters. At the outset of the Epistle of Contemplation Ibn Masarra states:

[God] sent the prophets, God’s prayers and blessings upon them, to proclaim to
people and to clarify for them the esoteric things, and to attest to these things by
manifest signs. This is in order that they may attain certitude (yaqin), for which they
will be recompensed and brought to account, and on which they will be questioned.
(Ja'far 1978, 350; Stroumsa and Sviri 2009, 217)

The success or failure in the quest for certitude, perceived as essential for human salva-
tion, thus has grave soteriological consequences. The success in this quest is described as
the attainment of human perfection, when, at the end of the contemplative process, “cer-
titude is revealed, and the hearts attain the realities of faith” (Ja‘far 1978, 351; Stroumsa
and Sviri 2009, 218). During a human life, the pursuit of certitude is an ever-continuing
process:

The more the contemplator observes, the more he sees, and the more he sees, the
stronger he becomes in conviction (tasdiq), divine aid (tawfiq), certitude (yaqin) and
beholding (istibsar). (Ja‘far 1978, 359; Stroumsa and Sviri 2009, 225)

The end result of this process is the attainment of “the knowledge of the Book,” and with
it, the aspired to rank of the miuginiin:

No mortal can attain knowledge of the science of the Book unless he brings together
what is recounted with contemplation, and verifies that which he hears by that which
he beholds. May God include us and you among those who have certitude, those who
seek to behold (min al-miginin al-mustabsirin). (Ja'far 1978, 351; Stroumsa and Sviri
20009, 219)

Although the concept yagin is more prominent in the Epistle of Contemplation, which
is wholly dedicated to the quest for knowing and understanding, its significance is also
clearly stated in the Book of Letters. In the beginning of the book Ibn Masarra describes
the three complexes (jumal), which together make up the entire, all-encompassing sci-
ence contained in God’s revealed book. Ibn Masarra characterizes each of these three
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complexes by the instruments and practices typical to it and which are its epistemo-
logical tools, as well as by its ultimate epistemological outcome. The first and highest
complex, the science of Lordship (‘ilm al-rubiibiyya), is characterized by “its indications
(dald’il) and attestations (shawahid),” as well as by its outcome, which is the unequivo-
cal, certain knowledge (yaqin; Ja'far 1978, 312).

The title Tawhid al-miginin thus suggests that, unlike the two other extant books,
which dealt with the process of attaining knowledge of the truth, either through con-
templation of the world or by uncovering the revelation crafted in letters, this third
book was focused on the truth itself, in its purest form. The analysis of this bold title
indicates that the book dealt with the core of Ibn Masarra’s mystical philosophy, namely
his perception of the divine as it becomes known to the happy few who know with
certitude.

In this sense, the miiginiin are clearly an elite group. As mentioned above, the Masarris
were accused of denying prophetic intercession, and of claiming the possibility to attain
prophecy. In the case of Ibn Masarra himself, as we have seen, the transmission of pro-
phetic traditions attributed to him suggests on the contrary that intercession played
some role in his thought. But the accusations against him and his followers can reflect
either the Masarris’ aspiration for direct contact with the divine truth (an aspiration that
is clearly discernible in the thought of Ibn Masarra himself), or the way this aspiration
was interpreted by others.

In addition to the name of the book, Ibn al-Mar’a’s reference to Ibn Masarra also pres-
ents its content (or at least, one of the ideas it contained). The text reads as follows:”

Ibn Masarra said in his book Tawhid al-miginin that the attributes of God, the
Blessed, are infinite in number. According to him,® God’s knowledge is living,” know-
ing, powerful, hearing, seeing, and speaking. In the same way, His power is described
as living, knowing, powerful, willing, and having a hearing with which it hears. The
same applies to all His attributes. He said: “This is the way to proclaim God’s unity.”?
He thus depicted the attributes as Gods. This is also what he said regarding the attri-
butes of the attributes," ad infinitum. He thus made God into an infinite number of

gods—may we find refuge in God.

It is not clear what part, if any, of this text is an exact quotation of Ibn Masarra’s
own words and how much of it is a paraphrase. As Ibn al-Mar’a is clearly opposed to
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8 Brown 2006b, 74, reads “‘indihi” and translates “with respect to Him.

® Brown 2006b, 74, translates “a Living One” etc.

10 “Hakadha huwa I-tawhid? T understand tawhid here as a human action. Compare Brown 2006b,
74: “this is divine unity”

I Brown 2006b, 74, apparently regards the “attribute of attributes” as a redundancy due to a copyist’s
error, and corrects it in his translation.
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Ibn Masarra’s position, it is also evident that his presentation distorts Ibn Masarra’s
ideas. His interpretation of Ibn Masarra’s position is a hostile caricature, whereby
Ibn Masarra’s theory of attributes makes him a polytheist, whereas for Ibn Masarra
himself the theory of attributes was part of his attempt to preserve God’s unity to
the utmost. Ibn al al-Mar’a’s presentation also implies that Ibn Masarra accepted the
validity of an actual infinite series as well as the possibility of one attribute being also
the attribute of another attribute. Both claims would be considered serious breaches
of commonly held scientific axioms: actual infinite series were rejected by practically
everyone; and the mutakallimiin’s atomism precluded the possibility of one accident
residing in another.

Nevertheless, if we ignore Ibn al-Mar’a’s hostile interpretation, this text does agree
with what other sources tell us about Ibn Masarra’s position regarding the attributes.
Although only a few lines long, this text summarizes what proclaiming God’s unity—
and we may add, proclaiming God’s unity, as do those who have certitude—means.
Correct understanding of the divine attributes lies at the heart of this true fawhid. The
statement quoted by Ibn al-Mar’a indicates precisely that for Ibn Masarra the divine
attributes are not accidents. On the other hand, we can assume that, in the terminol-
ogy of the general debate over the attributes, Ibn Masarra would probably say that the
attributes are also not entities (madni) and have no separate, independent ontological
value. Although human beings use the same wording—knowing, powerful, willing, and
so on—to describe human attributes, the interchangeability of the divine attributes and
the way they flow into one another in Ibn al-Mar’a’s presentation distinguish them from
the ontological distinctiveness, the plurality, and the corporeality of human attributes.

Scriptural language dictates the use of these attributes, but in Ibn Masarras thought
the Quranic terminology—the divine attributes and God’s ninety-nine beautiful
names—becomes steps in the ladder leading up to the knowledge of the one God, a lad-
der that presumably, once this knowledge is attained, is no longer necessary. The imag-
ery of the ladder of ascension appears explicitly in both of Ibn Masarra’s extant works.
In the Epistle of Contemplation Ibn Masarra presents the world, with all its creatures and
signs, as a ladder by which those who contemplate ascend to the great signs of God on
high (Stroumsa and Sviri 2009, 218, 230; and see Altmann 1967). In the Book of Letters
he cites the prophetic tradition that says: “On the day of resurrection the reciter of the
Qur’an will be told: ‘Recite and ascend, for you are at the last step, ” and adds: “The num-
ber of the levels of Paradise is equal to the number of the verses in the Qur’an, which is
equal to the number of the names” (Ja'far 1978, 313). In this context, it is interesting to
note the saying attributed by Ibn al-Farrad to the Salimiyya, to whose circle Ibn Masarra
may have become close during his Meccan sojourn. According to this saying, “Through
a single attribute God comprehends that which He comprehends through all His attri-
butes” (Brown 2006b, 42 and n. 92; Béwering 1979, 94).

Ibn Masarra’s position on the attributes as presented here is strikingly similar to the
one ascribed by Ibn Sa‘id al-Andalusi to the Greek philosopher Empedocles. Ibn Sa‘id
interrupts his discussion of Empedocles in order to note that “Muhammad b. ‘Abd Allah
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Ibn Masarra al-jabali al-batini of Cordoba was a fervent follower of [Empedocles’s] phi-
losophy, steadily striving to study it” He then says:

Empedocles was the first whose approach combined the meanings of God’s attri-
butes (ma‘ani sifat Allah), saying that they all come down to one thing, and that,
although He is described by [the terms] “knowledge,” “benevolence,” and “power;,’
He does not possess distinct entities (ma@nin)'? which are characterized specifically
by these diverse names. Rather, He is the truly One, who has no plurality in any way
whatsoever, as opposed to other beings. For [all] the “ones” in this world are subject
to plurality, either in their parts or in their entities, or in that they have parallels. But
the essence of the Creator is above all this.

Ibn $a‘id concludes this passage by stating that, regarding the divine attributes, this was
also the approach of Abu1-Hudhayl al-‘Allaf al-Basri (Ibn Sa‘id, Tabagat, 73; repeated in
Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, Uyin, 37).

This passage in Ibn Sa‘id’s Tabaqat al-umam, which seems to associate Ibn Masarra
with both Empedocles and Aba 1-Hudhayl, is largely responsible for the emergence
of two enduring theories in the history of modern scholarship of Andalusi philoso-
phy: that of the so-called Pseudo-Empedocles (associated by Asin Palacios with “the
school of Ibn Masarra”), and that of the Andalusi Mu ‘tazili school. The discussion of
these two theories, both equally unfounded and yet, phantom-like, quite persistent, is
beyond the scope of this chapter (see van-Ess 1991-97, 4:272-74; Tornero 1985; De-Smet
1998; Stroumsa 2002; Brown 2006b, 94-103; Stroumsa 2014). In the present context, Ibn
Sa‘id’s information is important only insofar as he too sees Ibn Masarra’s approach to the
attributes as reflecting a strict theology of unity (Morris 1973, 37).

In the same vein, Ibn Hazm of Cordoba reports that Ibn Masarra used to say that God’s
knowledge and His power are both temporal, created attributes (sifatani muhdathatani
makhliqatani), and that God has two [kinds of ] knowledge, both of them temporal: the
first is God’s knowledge of universals (kulliyyat; or, in another version, His knowledge
of the Book), which is the knowledge of that which is hidden (lm al-ghayb), and His
knowledge of the particulars and of that which is seen (‘ilm al-shahdda). For Ibn Hazm,
this distinction proved Ibn Masarra’s agreement with the Mu'tazila regarding free will
(qadar), since it allowed Ibn Masarra to preserve God’s omniscience while allowing for
human exercise of free will (Ibn Hazm, Fisal, V, 65-66). The use of the Qur’anic vocabu-
lary in Ibn Hazm’s report fits indeed Ibn Masarra’s thought, as we know it from his Book
of Letters, where Ibn Masarra says:

Therefore He, greater than any speaker, said: “He knows the hidden and the mani-
fest” (Qur’an 13:9). For all things are two things: external and inner. He possesses

12 The use of the word “entities” (ma ‘anin) to denote the ontological reality of the attributes is well
attested. Nevertheless, and despite Ibn Masarra’s apparently well-known interest in this topic, it does

not seem likely that in al-Humaydf’s above-mentioned reference to Ibn Masarra’s “compositions on the
ma‘ani” he intended compositions devoted specifically to this subject.
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the knowledge, which encompasses the inner and the external. The [knowledge]
encompassing the inner is unique to Him. It is His preserved tablet and His con-
cealed name, that is, Lam. And the [knowledge] encompassing the external, namely
the body of the whole, is the greater soul. This is the dominion (mulk), and it is what
He, of exalted memory, referred to by Mim. (Ja'far 1978, 326)

Further on, Ibn Masarra returns to these two kinds of knowledge and says:

From the first attribute, which pertains to the letter sad, God is named maker (sani°)
and creator, a form-giver (musawwir); by it He made all. . . . Explaining the first attri-
bute, God said: “He is God, there is no God but He, the knower of the hidden and the
manifest, He is the merciful, the compassionate.” (Qur’an 59:22; Ja‘far 1978, 329)

And he returns to the combination of “the hidden and manifest knowledge” yet again,
saying:

The knowledge of the hidden is the primordial one, and the knowledge of the mani-
fest is the lower knowledge which encompasses the completed existents, those exis-
tents that left the domain of the possible and appeared, becoming manifest to sight.
Therefore God said: “He knows the hidden and the manifest.” (Ja‘far 1978, 339)

Ibn Hazm’s report thus seems to rely on close familiarity with Ibn Masarra’s sayings. In
Ibn Masarra’s thought, the distinction between two kinds of divine knowledge served to
explain God’s involvement in the world—its creation and the knowledge of the existent
beings—while preserving His detachment from the changing and multiple beings. By
presenting the two facets of the attribute of knowing, Ibn Masarra manages to keep the
complete unity of God, the Creator. Ibn Hazm clearly misinterprets Ibn Masarra’s ideas
when he attributes to him the saying that “God’s knowledge is other than God” (Fisal, II,
128-29). Nevertheless, behind Ibn Hazm’s misrepresentation we can recognize again, on
the one hand the notoriety of Ibn Masarra’s preoccupation with divine attributes, and on
the other hand Ibn Masarra’s attempt to reach, beyond the attributes, to the completely
transcendental One.

Ibn Masarra’s preoccupation with divine attributes may have been fed by kalam
discussions, and Ibn $a‘id is probably right in presenting Ibn Masarra’s ideas as
closer to the formulations adopted by the Mu'tazila then to traditionalist positions.
Nevertheless, Ibn Masarra is not driven by Mu'tazili concerns, but rather thinking of
the Qur’anic text in the context of a mystical emanation theology. Ibn Sa‘id’s associa-
tion of Ibn Masarra in this context with Aba I-Hudhayl al-°Allaf says more about Ibn
Sa‘id’s knowledge of the Mu'‘tazila than about Ibn Masarra’s association with them.

4.2.1. Throne

The paragraph in Ibn al-Mar’a presents the theological, rational side of Ibn Masarra’s
thought. Its treatment of the divine attributes stresses the unparalleled and wholly
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transcendental nature of God’s unity, while maintaining the scriptural language and
what it says about God’s relation to the world. If this were our only source of informa-
tion regarding Ibn Masarra, we could have come to the conclusion that it presents a full
picture of Ibn Masarra’s position, but the opinion we would have formed of him in that
case would have been quite wrong. In line with his Neoplatonic, mystical thought, Ibn
Masarra’s discussion of the divine attributes also has a figurative, mythical side. The
divine Throne plays an important role in his thought, and, although it is not mentioned
by Ibn al-Mar’a, it is relevant to our discussion here.

The Throne (‘arsh) appears several times in Ibn Masarras extant writings. In the
Epistle of Contemplation it is the first created being, and it encompasses all things. The
Throne is identified with the universal intellect (‘agl), and within it God “inscribed all
His decrees and rulings and that upon which His will is borne” (Stroumsa and Sviri
2009; 224, 237). In the Book of Letters the Throne is identified with the Tablet (al-lawh)
and with the letter Lam. Ibn Masarra also mentions briefly the four angels who carry the
Throne, but he does not describe them in detail (Ja‘far 1978, 332, 333, 334, 336, and 340).

A more detailed description of these four angels appears in Ibn al-‘Arabi’s Meccan
Revelations, where Ibn al-‘Arabi states that, according to what was transmitted from
(ruwina ‘an) Ibn Masarra, the Throne, which is carried by the angels, is kingship or
sovereignty (mulk). It is constrained by a body, spirit, sustenance, and rank (“wa-huwa
mahgir fi jism wa-rith wa-ghidha’ wa-martaba”). He further says that Adam and Israfil
are in charge of the forms (li-I-suwar); Jibril and Muhammad in charge of the spirits;
Mika’ll and Ibrahim in charge of livelihoods (“arzaq”) and sustenance (ghidha’); and
Malik and Ridwan in charge of the promise and threat. At the end of the same chapter,
Ibn al-‘Arabi mentions Ibn Masarra again in connection with the form of the Throne’s
four carriers: one of these angels, he says, is in the form of a man, the second in the
form of a lion, the third in the form of an eagle, and the fourth in the form of a bull
(Ibn al-‘Arabi, Futihat, 348, 355; Stroumsa 2006, 103-4). The ultimate dependence of
this description on the book of Ezekiel and on Jewish speculations on the divine Chariot
is obvious (see Asin Palacios 1978, 77 and n. 13, who cites Munk 1859, 492). The ques-
tion remains, who introduced this detailed description: Ibn al-‘Arabi himself, or Ibn
Masarra.

The description of the Throne’s carriers does not appear in the two texts published
by Ja‘far, and indeed Ibn al-‘Arabi does not say where he found this information (com-
pare Tornero 1993, 60, who understood Ibn al-‘Arabi as referring to the Book of Letters;
and see Stroumsa 2006, 103). The attribution to Ibn Masarra of a statement according
to which the archangel Mika’il and the prophet Ibrahim are in charge of livelihoods
(“arzaq”) is repeated elsewhere by Ibn al-‘Arabi (Fusiis, 69; Morris 1973, 23-24), which is
why I am inclined to believe that Ibn al-‘Arabi indeed took the chariot-image from Ibn
Masarra.

What we hear about Ibn Masarra’s supposed disciples strengthens this possibility.
One of Isma‘il al-Ru‘aynis “seven theses” (agwal sab@) was “that the Throne governs
the world” (inna I-‘arsh huwa lladhi yudabbiru I-alam; Ibn Hazm, Fisal, IV, 199-200;
Asin, pp. 106-117m counts, in fact, eight theses).). Ibn Hazm relates this information



IBN MASARRA’S THIRD BOOK 97

on the authority of al-Ru‘aynt’s grandson, but adds that al-Ru‘ayni’s own son denied his
nephew’s information (Ibn Hazm, Fisal, IV, 138, V, 65-67; al-‘Asqalani, Lisan al-mizan,
I, 466). For al-Ru‘ayni, this “thesis” seems to have been followed necessarily from God’s
complete transcendence, for “God is above having any act attributed to him” (inna
llah ajall min an yisafa bi-an yafala sha’yan qatt; Ibn Hazm, Fisal, IV, 138, V, 65-67;
al-‘Asqalani, Lisan al-mizan, 1, 466).5 Following Ibn Hazm, Morris regards the attribu-
tion of this idea to Ibn Masarra as doubtful (Morris 1973, 31-32). But Ibn Masarra’s own
texts suggest that there was a strong basis for the association of these sayings regard-
ing the Throne with Ibn Masarra, by both al-Ru‘ayni and Ibn al-‘Arabi. They may have
found these sayings in Ibn Masarra’s oral teaching, as Morris (26 n. 37) suggests, or in
another yet unknown text of Ibn Masarra’s. Ibn al-‘Arabi’s words: “ruwina ‘an . ..” could
point to oral transmission. Alternatively, it can indicate that the description of the divine
Chariot, or part of this description, may have appeared in one of Ibn Masarra’s collec-
tions (tawalif) containing prophetic traditions. Since, however, this description relates
to God’s governance of the world and touches on the more esoteric aspects of tawhid, it
is also quite possible (and to my mind, a more likely possibility), that the description of
the Throne was also part of the Tawhid al-miginin.

As mentioned above, the publication of Ibn Masarra’s texts by Ja‘far categorically dis-
proved some suggestions regarding Ibn Masarra’s thought that had been put forward by
eminent scholars on the basis of excerpts in later sources. This can serve as a reminder,
if a reminder is required, of how careful one must be in relying on later sources, and in
particular in reconstructing from them the missing pieces (and see Schwarz 1972). And
yet, bearing this caveat in mind, we must do with whatever material we possess. The
present attempt to squeeze more information from the few lines in Ibn al-Mar’a’s Sharh
al-Irshad is such a speculative reconstruction, which relies on the agreement between
this short text and other sources. It is hoped that this chapter may be of help in discover-
ing other texts of Ibn Masarra, and that these texts, in turn, will prove, disprove, or cor-
rect the suggestions brought here.
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CHAPTER §

AL-FARABI’S (D. 950) ON
THE ONE AND ONENESS

Some Preliminary Remarks on Its Structure, Contents,
and Theological Implications

......................................................................................................

DAMIEN JANOS

5.1. INTRODUCTION

ABU Nasr Muhammad al-Farabi (d. 339/950) is regarded as one of the foremost Arabic
philosophers of the early period of Islamic civilization. Born around 256/870 into a fam-
ily that was originally from Transoxania, he acquired his philosophical formation in the
company of Syriac Christian thinkers and eventually settled in Baghdad, where he con-
tributed in various crucial ways to the development of a philosophical curriculum in
Arabic. He also spent time in Syria and Egypt, where, as in the ‘Abbasid capital, he taught
a younger generation of Syriac philosophers. Referred to as “The Second Teacher” in
the Islamic tradition, he was held in high esteem in particular for his commentaries on
Aristotle and his mastery of the Organon. Al-Farabi wrote extensively on logic, physics,
and metaphysics, reshaping much of the late-antique philosophical legacy into a system
that was intelligible to the Arabic audience of his day and that addressed some of the
pressing social and spiritual issues that prevailed during this period. He established a
synthesis of various scientific and philosophical trends that bridged the theoretical and
practical disciplines and redefined the place of human beings in the world by explaining
political and religious phenomena in light of cosmological and epistemological theories.

Al-Farabi wrote different types of works, which can be broadly classified as fol-
lows: (a) propaedeutic and methodological works providing instruction on the philo-
sophical curriculum and its method, particularly on points of logic; (b) commentaries,
mostly on Aristotle; (c) short treatises on various specific and technical subjects; (d)
philosophical compendia covering various topics in a systematic and integrated way;
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(e) polemical works, mostly in defense of Aristotelian tenets. Perhaps the most famous
works of the Farabian corpus are the two philosophical compendia, The Principles of the
Opinions of the Inhabitants of the Virtuous City (Mabadi’ ara’ ahl al-madina al-fadila)
and The Principles of the Existents (Mabadi’ I-mawjiidat), also known as The Political
Regime (al-Siyasa al-madaniyya; I shall refer to them as al-FarabT’s “cosmological works”
from now on), which cover a wide diversity of topics ranging from theology and cos-
mology to sublunary physics, psychology, and political theory.

The aim of the present chapter is to provide a preliminary analysis of some key fea-
tures of a short and neglected treatise by al-Farabi entitled On the One and Oneness
(Kitab al-Wahid wa-l-wahda, henceforth On the One). In spite of its potential impor-
tance for our understanding of al-FarabT’s philosophy;, this text has never been the object
of a special analytical study and has been discussed only briefly and fleetingly in the
secondary literature (see Walzer’s comments in al-Farabi, Principles of the Opinions,
339-42, 362; Vallat 2004, 64, 68, 79; Menn 2008, 91 n. 39; Menn 2012, 88-92; Janos 2012,
196-97; Rudolph 2012, 395, 430-31; Mushtak 1960 and Mahdi 1989 consist chiefly of an
edition and/or translation of the text). There is therefore a strong desideratum to exam-
ine the style, structure, and contents of this work and to shed light on its relation to the
rest of the Farabian corpus. This in turn would enable us to interpret its philosophical
significance within the broader context of al-Farabt’s thought.

With this in mind, three questions in particular will orient the following study: (1) To
what philosophical traditions and movements is this work indebted? (2) What are some
of its main formal and doctrinal features? (3) And how do its contents fit in al-Farabr’s
philosophical system? These are broad questions, and only preliminary insight can be
provided here. Although short in length and technical in nature, On the One is at the
same time representative of al-Farabi’s approach to philosophy and of his metaphysical
program in particular. It deals with a topic of great importance to the Second Teacher,
who, like many of his Greek forebears, tackled the issue of oneness and multiplicity in
depth in his works. This neglected treatise may therefore serve as an entry point into
some of the broader questions of his philosophy, while at the same time providing a
glimpse into the state of contemporary research in Farabian studies.

5.2. GENERAL PRESENTATION OF THE WORK

Among the bio-bibliographers, Ibn al-Qifti (d. 646/1248) in Ta’rikh al-hukama’(279.9~
10) and Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a (d. 668/1270) in ‘Uyin al-anba’ (139.8) both mention a Kitab
al-Wahid wa-l-wahda in the long list of works by al-Farabi that they provide. The work
is furthermore cited by some later Arabic philosophers, including Ibn Bajja (d. 533/1138)
and Averroes (d. 595/1198), and it is likely that Yahya ibn ‘Adi (d. 974) and Avicenna
(d. 427/1037) relied on it for their treatment of oneness in The Discourse on Divine Unity
(Magala fi I-tawhid) and The Cure (Kitab al-Shifa’) respectively, although they do not
cite it directly. These authors take the Farabian authorship of this work for granted and
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thus lend additional weight to the evidence that can be found in the bio-bibliographic
sources. As we will see below, an independent analysis of the treatise reveals that its con-
tents and style are very much Farabian in nature and point to a high degree of overlap
with his other works. Hence, the combined manuscript, bio-bibliographic, stylistic, and
doctrinal evidence all decisively confirm the authenticity of the text.

On the One has been preserved in three manuscripts, all in the Ayasofya Library in
Istanbul (MSS 3336, 4839, and 4853).! In the form in which it has reached us, this work
reads like an independent treatise entirely devoted to the themes of unity and multiplic-
ity that had so occupied and inspired the main protagonists of the Greek philosophical
tradition, from Parmenides, Plato, and Aristotle to Plotinus and Proclus. It is a relatively
short treatise of approximately sixty-seven pages in the modern edition executed by
Mubhsin Mahdi. The text is written in a dry, concise, and technical style and organized
into discrete sections. In MS 4854 the beginning of each section is marked out with red
ink, although the partitioning and arrangement of the edited text into distinct parts and
chapters was achieved by Mahdi and finds no support in the manuscript copy.

When approaching On the One, we are from the outset confronted with a cluster of
textual and conceptual issues: (a) there are no clear pointers that enable us to securely
date the work and situate it precisely vis-a-vis the rest of al-Farabis output, (b) it is
unclear how its contents relate to al-Farabi’s other works, and (c¢) it is also unclear what
its overarching metaphysical aim is, since the discussion begins and ends abruptly with-
out an introduction or statement of purpose. These issues are compounded by the fact
that On the One contains virtually no cross-references to the rest of the Farabian corpus.
The following study constitutes merely a first step toward the resolution of these com-
plex issues and is intended to further raise our attention to the philosophical relevance
of its contents.

On the One appears to be fundamentally a systematic linguistic analysis of the vari-
ous senses (maGni) and aspects (anha’) of “the one” (al-wahid) and “the multiple” (al-
kathir). Oneness and multiplicity are ambiguous or equivocal terms (asma’mushtaraka)
for al-Farabi, and so it is the purpose of the work to clarify their intentional and exten-
sional scope. However, in addition to this exercise in linguistic clarification al-Farabi is
also interested in exploring some of the metaphysical implications of these concepts,
both in this very work and especially in other works that build on the results of On the
One. In addressing the central philosophical theme of oneness and multiplicity, the

! According to Muhsin Mahdi, who published an edition of the Arabic text in 1989 by collating the
three manuscripts, MS 4854 has preserved the best copy of al-Farabr’s treatise, and it is accordingly
the one he used to improve upon the earlier editions of Hazim Mushtak and Hiiseyin Atay (Mahdi
1989, English preface). Indeed, having consulted the Oxford thesis by Mushtak, I may confirm that, in
spite of having the merit of being the earliest edition and still the only study exclusively dedicated to
this work, both the edition and general discussion provided by Mushtak are undermined by corrupt
passages that led the author to many conceptual misunderstandings and mistranslations. The present
author was able to obtain electronic copies of MSS 4839 and 4854 thanks to the gracious help of Maroun
Aouad. Although I have relied on Mahdi’s edition and division of the text, I consulted the manuscript in
instances where Mahdi’s edition seemed problematic.
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treatise displays obvious thematic connections with the rest of the Farabian corpus, for
al-Farabi had tackled the subject of oneness in other works dealing with theology, cos-
mology, psychology, and logic. Moreover, On the One is closely related to the Book of
Particles (Kitab al-Huriif), part of which is devoted to the analysis of specific metaphysi-
cal terms and particles. In fact, it is striking that these two works investigate what in
al-FarabTs mind are the most general metaphysical concepts, oneness and existence. In
that sense, al-Farabt’s aim to clarify the semantic nuances of oneness in On the One is
reminiscent of what he seeks to achieve in the Book of Particles with regard to “the exis-
tent,” “thing,” and “substance,” which play an equally important role in his metaphys-
ics. Given their common approach and purpose, it is not surprising that the two works
share similar stylistic and formal characteristics and an identical division of the text into
discrete units. The overlap in technical vocabulary between them is apparent from the
samples in table 5.1.

These passages are close in style and tenor, and they reflect a similar approach applied
to the concepts of “the existent” and “the one.” The stylistic commonality between the
two works is furthermore reinforced by a set of terms and expressions that appears
repeatedly in both of them: “the particular thing designated” (al-mushar ilayhi), “what
is set apart by its quiddity” (al-munhaz bi-mahiyyatihi), what exists “in the extramental
world” (fima kharij al-nafs), and so on.

Table 5.1 Some textual parallels between Book of Particles and On the One

Book of Particles On the One

"'The existent' is an equivocal term that is said "'The one'is said in various ways" (al-wahid
of all the categories" (al-mawjad ism mushtarak — yuqalu ‘ala anha’kathira) (36.8)
yuqalu ‘ala jamial-magqalat) (115.15)

“Likewise it ['the one'] is said of all the categories”
(wa-ka-dhalika yuqalu ‘ala jomi‘al-maqalat)
(51.11)

"Hence, 'the existent' is said with regard . . . to "'The one'is also said of what is set apart by its
what is set apart by a certain quiddity outside quiddity, whichever quiddity that may be . . .
the soul, whether it be conceived or not whether conceived or [existing] outside the
conceived" (fa-I-mawjad idhan yugalu ala. . . soul" (wa-aydan yuqalu I-wahid ‘ala I-munhaz

ma huwa munhaz bi-mahiyyatin ma kharij al-nafs  bi-mahiyyatihi, ayy mahiyya kanat. . . kanat
tusuwwirataw lam tutasawwar) (116.22-117.1)  mutasawwara aw kanat kharij al-nafs) (51.5-7)

“And this is the meaning that Parmenides “And this is most likely the meaning of ‘the one’
understood in connection with ‘the non-existent'" that Parmenides had in mind when he stated that
(wa hadha I-ma‘na huwa alladhi fahima 'the existent is one'" (wa hadha I-ma‘na fima
Barmanidis min ghayr al-mawjud) (128.18) ahsaba huwa alladhi kana Barmanidis fahimahu

min ma‘ant I-wahid fi gawlihi l-mawjud wa hid)
(8314-84.1)
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The various formal and terminological parallels between the Book of Particles and On
the One, combined with the converging conceptual aim of the two treatises, suggest that
the two works were composed within a short interval. These points also raise the possibil-
ity that the two texts were once connected and even perhaps formed a continuous work
that was later divided into two (Mahdi in al-Farabi, al-Huriif, 43; Menn 2008, 91 n. 39
regards On the One as complementing Book of Particles). The hypothesis that On the One
originally formed part of the Book of Particles seems plausible, but it cannot be vindicated
at the present time and to my knowledge finds no support in the manuscript evidence
and in the primary sources in Arabic. In fact, it is possible that their composition was
separated by a chronological gap and that al-Farabi intended On the One to stand as an
independent treatise, even though he may have composed it in the same spirit as, and as
a companion piece to, the Book of Particles. Hence, the issue of whether these two works
once formed a single continuous text should be left open for the time being.

5.3. ON THE ONE AND THE LATE-ANTIQUE
GREEK AND EARLY ARABIC CONTEXTS

5.3.1. The Aristotelian Tradition on Metaphysics

Al-Farabts On the One is indebted to several philosophical traditions whose main char-
acteristics should be quickly reviewed in order for this work to be properly contextual-
ized. There are three contexts in particular I wish to emphasize here. According to the
modern scholars who have discussed the treatise, On the One appears to be essentially
an elaboration on some parts of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, especially A.6 and Iota.1 (see
Mushtak 1960, 2, 27; Mahdi 1989, preface; Walzer in al-Farabi, Principles of the Opinions,
339; and Rudolph 2012, 430). Moreover, the suggestion has been made that On the One is
closely connected with Book of Particles, which is now regarded essentially as a Farabian
elaboration on book A intended to clarify the metaphysical function of Arabic particles
(Mahdi, preface; and Menn 2008, esp. 91 n. 39). In his monograph on al-Farabi, Philippe
Vallat suggests a link between On the One and book N of Aristotle’s Metaphysics,
although he also proposes to connect this work with the Neoplatonic tradition on Plato’s
Parmenides (Vallat 2004, 78-80, and 15 n. 1). From the foregoing, we see that specific
parts of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, notably book A.6, have repeatedly been identified as
constituting the main philosophical model for al-Farabis On the One, although Vallat
also emphasizes the potential importance of the Platonic and Neoplatonic traditions.

It seems likely that Aristotle’s seminal treatise constituted one of the main sources of
inspiration for the composition of On the One. The very first sentence of the Arabic work,
namely, that “the one may be said of things in different ways,” has a typically Aristotelian
ring to it and recalls Aristotle’s own injunction to philosophers intent on investigating
equivocal terms, such as “being” at Metaphysics I'.2. Al-Farabi regards “the one” as just
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such an equivocal term that requires elucidation (following Alexander of Aphrodisias,
who in his Commentary on Metaphysics A.6 includes “the one” in the class of special
equivocal terms or equivocals by reference by which he means that it possesses a pri-
mary sense and related derivative senses; see 241.3ff.,, 344.20ft., and note 7 in the com-
mentary). Moreover, many of the senses of oneness discussed by al-Farabi in his book
are mentioned in the summary Aristotle provides in Metaphysics A.6. These include “the
one” by accident, by number, by genus, by species, the one that is quantitatively indivis-
ible, the one in continuity, in form, and in definition, and several other subsenses of the
one. Finally, many of the examples used by al-Farabi to illustrate his arguments could
have been borrowed directly from A: they include objects of sense perception (parts of
the human body, wooden objects, liquids such as water and wine, horses, and of course
the usual human characters, which in the Arabic text are not Coriscus and Socrates, but
rather Zayd and ‘Amr), as well as abstract things such as geometrical figures. This com-
mon set of examples shows that al-Farabi not only derived some of his theories from
the Metaphysics, but also followed the Aristotelian mode of exposition, which resorts
frequently to concrete examples taken from everyday life. Even the dry, technical tenor
of On the One recalls the Aristotelian style in book A.

More fundamentally, however, On the One needs to be read against the broader
background of al-Farabi’s conception of metaphysics, which is directly dependent on
Aristotles. Following Aristotle, al-Farabi believes metaphysics to be, among other things,
an investigation into the most general concepts of reality, namely existence (wujitd) and
oneness (wahda). These two most general or universal concepts are intricately related in
al-Farabr's mind, since what possesses actual existence must also be one in a certain sense,
be it only because it is set apart by a quiddity (mahiyya) and a special existence (wujid
khass) that it alone possesses to the exclusion of all other beings. It is therefore hardly
surprising that al-Farabi devoted considerable space to these two concepts, especially in
his Book of Particles (to “the existent” al-mawjiid) and in the present treatise to “the one”
(al-wahid) (for al-Farabi’s conception of metaphysics, see Bertolacci 2006, 65ft.).

Al-Farabi’s understanding of how oneness fits in the metaphysical inquiry can be clar-
ified further by a passage drawn from On the Aims of Aristotle’s Metaphysics. In this work
al-Farabi writes:

Universal science studies what is common to all beings [like existence and one-
ness]. . .. The primary object of this science is absolute being and what is equivalent
to it in universality, namely, the one. But since the knowledge of contrary correla-
tives (mutagabilat) is one, theoretical inquiry into privation and multiplicity is also
included in this science. Then after examination of these subjects, [this science]
inquires into matters which are as species to them, like the ten categories of an exis-
tent being, the species of the one [like the individual one, the specific one, the generic
one, and the analogic one, and the subdivisions of each one of these], and similarly
the species of privation and multiplicity. (Trans. in Gutas 2014, 273-274)

This passage of On the Aims shows that al-Farabi, following Aristotle, regarded unity
and multiplicity as forming part of the subject matter (mawdii) of the metaphysical
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discipline. Moreover, this discipline also encompasses the study of multiplicity, the
opposite of unity, and the various subdivisions of unity and multiplicity, whose enumer-
ation and clarification also represents a goal of this science. Although al-Farabi begins
to enumerate a few such subdivisions, he will do so much more thoroughly and com-
prehensively in On the One, whose purpose it is to engage in such analytical procedure.
This passage of On the Aims therefore reads like a sketch of what al-Farabi intended to
achieve in On the One and anticipates the very purpose of this treatise.

5.3.2. The Neoplatonic Background: Al-Farabr’s
Knowledge of Plato’s Parmenides, Plotinus’s
Enneads, and Proclus’s Elements of Theology

The hypothesis that works derived from the Platonic and Neoplatonic traditions repre-
sented another source used by al-Farabi both for the composition of this treatise and for
conceiving how its contents fit in the rest of his philosophical system should be given
some thought. Various compendia of the Platonic dialogues, especially those achieved
by Galen, circulated in Baghdad during the ninth and tenth centuries, and we know in
any case that al-Farabi was familiar with the contents of several Platonic works, as is
attested by his paraphrase of Plato’s Laws and The Philosophy of Plato. More relevantly
for our purposes, Plato’s Parmenides, together with fragments from its late-antique com-
mentaries, such as those by Porphyry and Proclus, may have been known to al-Farabi
(for information on the transmission of Plato’s Parmenides in Arabic, chiefly through
Galen’s compendia, see Gutas 2012, 851 and 854). Given that this Platonic dialogue, in
addition to broaching the subject of the Platonic Forms, is dedicated to a detailed inves-
tigation of how being, unity, and multiplicity relate to each other, its potential impact on
the Second Teacher needs to be taken into account.

Although there is virtually no evidence pointing to al-Farabi’s knowledge of the
Greek commentaries on Parmenides, there is on the other hand no doubt that he was
directly acquainted with this work. Al-Farabi mentions this Platonic dialogue on a few
instances, most notably in On Dialectic (Kitab al-Jadal), a work inspired by Aristotle’s
Topics, and The Philosophy of Plato (Falsafat Aflatin), which consists of a brief and
quite general overview of some of the main Platonic dialogues (see al-Farabi, al-Jadal,
31.61%, and Philosophy, 57). In both of these works, al-Farabi describes the study of
Plato’s Parmenides as a valuable dialectical exercise conducive to developing students’
skills in debate and philosophical thinking. This view, it should be noted, was also prev-
alent in some ancient philosophical circles, as can be seen from Proclus’s commentary
on this work.? In addition, al-Farabi also paraphrases the historical Parmenides in both

2 Proclus, Commentaire sur le “Parménide” de Platon, book 1, 648.1 ff. See also Vallat 2004, 63-64, who
mentions Elias’s commentary on Prior Analytics. It is nevertheless unclear what sources al-Farabi relied
on to develop this interpretation of the Platonic dialogue.
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Book of Particles (128.18) and On the One (83.14-84.1) in what appears to be two closely
related citations concerning Parmenides’s doctrine of being. Although it cannot be
ascertained to what extent his knowledge of Parmenides’s philosophy may have been
derived from the Platonic dialogue itself, as opposed to doxographies or other material
translated into Arabic, it does show his acquaintance with some of the basic doctrines
of the Greek thinker (see Vallat 2004, 63-83, for these citations and the Neoplatonic
background).

At any rate, Plato’s Parmenides and al-Farabi's On the One at first glance share little
in common. The approach endorsed by Plato in the Parmenides, which is grounded in
paradox and a highly abstract dialectic, is not reproduced in al-Farabfs treatise, which
in comparison appears quite straightforwardly descriptive and expository. Moreover,
while the Parmenides is aporetic and may have been designed to culminate with the
reader’s perplexity, al-FarabTs treatise is sober and analytical. But perhaps the most
salient distinction between these two works is that while Plato is interested in discussing
oneness and multiplicity in the realm of the Forms and the philosophical implications
that would follow if absolute oneness were to exist (or rather if Being were one), al-Farabi
is committed primarily to clarifying how concrete individual existents can be said to be
one and multiple. In other words, while Plato discusses these concepts in themselves and
qua Forms, al-Farabi is intent on disentangling the various senses in which oneness and
multiplicity can be predicated of substances and accidents (in the Aristotelian sense). In
this respect, the major issue pertaining to at least the first part of the Parmenides, that is,
oneness and multiplicity qua separate Forms, and the question of whether these Forms
participate in each other or not, is not relevant to al-Farab1’s work; and quite understand-
ably so, since he rejected the Platonic theory of the Forms. With regard to On the One spe-
cifically, then, it appears at first glance that whatever al-Farabi knew of Parmenides played
an insignificant role in shaping the bulk of his discussion.

Yet in spite of these major divergences in tenor, method, and doctrine, there is a real
sense in which the central query of the Parmenides relates to al-FarabTs views on one-
ness when construed within the broader framework of his cosmology and theology. The
Parmenides discusses not only the absolute one, but also the relation between oneness
and plurality. Likewise, al-Farabi is interested in investigating the relation of oneness
and plurality, explaining how things can be both one and multiple in great detail, in a
way that Aristotle does not in Metaphysics.> Furthermore, one of the fundamental inves-
tigations of the Parmenides, that is, whether absolute oneness exists as such and what is
its relation to the multiplicity of being, finds a parallel in al-FarabTs philosophy, since he
sometimes describes God as the “True One” and the source of all oneness and existence

3 More specifically, al-Farabi’s view that the same object can be said to be both one and multiple
recalls some passages of Parmenides (129a-130a) where Socrates argues that the same thing can be both
like and unlike and one and many. But the difference, of course, is that Socrates’s statements imply that
these objects participate simultaneously in different Forms, whereas al-Farabi rejects the theory of the
Forms and regards oneness and multiplicity merely as attributes or concomitants of the actual existence
of substances.
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in the world (as in al-Farabi, Agreement, 133; Aphorisms, section 37, 52-54), although he
seems to endorse a different position in other works.* It is with regard to the theological
and ontological implications of On the One explored in some of al-FarabT’s other works
that the Platonic dialogue may have contributed to shaping his views, possibly through
the intermediary of the Neoplatonica arabica; but even then, more detailed research is
necessary to settle this point.®

More directly relevant to the structure and contents of On the One are four proposi-
tions that can be found in the first part of Proclus’s Elements of Theology. They are the
following:

Prop.1: “Every multiplicity participates (metechei) in unity.”

Prop. 2: “Everything that participates in unity is both one and not-one.”
Prop. 4: “All that is unified is other than the One itself”

Prop.5: “Every multiplicity is posterior to unity”

Proclus’s approach and philosophical language are characteristic of his Platonic allegiance,
as the notion of “participation” in particular testifies. For underlying Proclus’s account
is the theory of the Forms and, in the particular case of unity, the framework elaborated
in Parmenides. Such fundamental Platonic doctrines are not found in al-Farabis works.
But Proclus’s theorization of how unity relates to multiplicity was recast in a set of Arabic
Neoplatonic adaptations, with which al-Farabi had firsthand acquaintance: Theology
of Aristotle (Uthuliijiya Aristatalis, essentially an adaptation of Plotinus’s Enneads books
IV-VI), The Epistle on Divine Knowledge (Risala fi I-ilm al-ilahi), and the Book of Pure
Good (Kitab fi I-Khayr al-mahd, an adaptation of Proclus’s Elements of Theology). Among
other theses, these works argue that multiplicity is from the one and caused by the one, that
each existing thing is both one and multiple (except for God, who is pure oneness), and
that oneness is prior to multiplicity (Badawi1977a, 85.3-4, 148.8 ff., 134.5-11, 177-78), ideas
which can be traced back to the Proclean propositions outlined above. That these Arabic
Neoplatonic works had an impact on al-Farabi’s conception of oneness is shown by a pas-
sage in The Agreement of the Views of the Two Philosophers, the Divine Plato and Aristotle
(Kitab al-Jam ‘bayna ra’yay al-hakimayn Aflatin al-ilahi wa-Aristitalis), which also stands
as a programmatic statement concerning the structure and contents of On the One:

Aristotle also showed in the Theology of Aristotle that the one (al-wahid) exists in
every multiplicity, because every multiplicity in which [the one] does not exist

* For a recent interpretation of the concepts of existence and oneness in al-Farabi’s late cosmological
works, see Menn 2012, 88-92. Due to its complexity and importance, the question of how God’s oneness
relates to the oneness of other things cannot be addressed here for reasons of space. I am presently
working on a study that will address this question in depth, particularly with regard to al-Farabr’s relation
to al-Kindi and more broadly to the Greek and Arabic Neoplatonic sources.

> According to Vallat (2004, 68-76), al-Farabi may have been influenced by Porphyry’s theology
and by the Porphyrian interpretation of Parmenides as it filtered through some of the Arabic
Neoplatonic works.
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would be absolutely infinite. ... He then shows that everything in which the one
(al-wahid) exists in this world is both one and not one in various respects. If it is not
truly one, then the one exists in it, the one is other than it, and it is other than the one.
(al-Farabi, Agreement, 131-33)

The context in which this extract appears is proper to The Agreement. There the
author puts forth a cosmological theory whose aim is to show that Aristotle convinc-
ingly addressed many of the issues that lie at the core of religious traditions, such
as creation or divine knowledge. Regardless of this point, however, this account is
clearly inspired by ideas al-Farabi derived from The Book of Pure Good and Theology
of Aristotle, which he here attributes to Aristotle. Moreover, this excerpt is remark-
able in that it foreshadows key aspects dealt with in On the One. Indeed, al-Farabi
argues in On the One that (1) everything that is multiple is also one in a certain
sense; (2) the multiple derives from the one and is posterior to the one; and (3) some
things may be one without containing any multiplicity whatsoever. These ideas, as
expressed in propositions 1, 2, 4, and 5 of Elements, and in various sections of the
Arabic versions of this text, underpin al-Farabt’s discussion in parts I1.6, III.9, and
IV.10 of On the One, among many others, where he seeks to elucidate the relation
between “the one” and “the multiple” There are therefore obvious parallels between
the Greek and Arabic Neoplatonic material and the way al-Farabi regards the rela-
tion of oneness and multiplicity in One the One, even though his treatment of this
issue is highly theoretical and the broader cosmological and theological background
is not explicitly spelled out in this work.

In brief, On the One appears to be deeply embedded in and informed by the philo-
sophical culture of the time and to expand in specific directions the discourse on one-
ness sketched in various Aristotelian and Neoplatonic works that were accessible to
al-Farabi. But while the Aristotelian affiliations of the work are beyond doubt, the
results of this brief overview with regard to the Platonic and Neoplatonic affiliations
of On the One are only mildly conclusive. As the quotations and the evidence collected
above show, al-Farabi evidently knew something about Parmenides’s doctrines and the
eponymous Platonic dialogue. He refers to this philosopher in his works and summa-
rizes (what in his eyes constitutes) the gist of the dialogue, although he does not discuss
its contents in any detail and limits his remarks to the dialectical and didactic value of
the work. In contrast, the Arabic material associated with Plotinus and Proclus is more
directly relevant. Although these Platonic and Neoplatonic sources do not appear at
first glance to have had a significant impact on the composition of On the One, they
likely contributed to al-Farabi’s theoretical understanding of how oneness relates to
multiplicity and motivated him to dedicate the bulk of his treatises to this issue. More
concretely, the Neoplatonic works may have played a crucial role in shaping al-Farabi’s
project to incorporate oneness and multiplicity in the framework of his theology and
causal cosmology.
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5.3.3. Al-Kindi and the Religious Polemics
on Divine Oneness

For this sketch of the intellectual background of On the One to be complete, it is neces-
sary to refer briefly to the genre of Arabic works composed on the theme of divine unity,
often in the context of interfaith polemics and theological controversies. From at least
the late eighth century onward, various polemical treatises were redacted on the subject
of God’s oneness, often with the express aim of either strengthening or undermining the
Christian doctrine of the Trinity. Christians and Muslims of this period debated over
the respective merits of their creed and theology and about whether the Trinity could
be reconciled with a sound theory of divine unity. They sometimes showed consider-
able logical acumen and argumentative aptitude in doing so, resorting in the process to
philosophical ideas and arguments, as can be seen in Yahya ibn ‘Adf’s On the Affirmation
of Divine Oneness. One outstanding figure in this development was the philosopher al-
Kindi, who was himself engaged in such polemics with Christians and other religious
groups and devoted much time to the theme of divine oneness in chapters 3 and 4 his
work On First Philosophy. Al-Kindi construes metaphysics chiefly in terms of theology,
and he regards oneness as occupying a central place in his theological system. The main
theses defended by al-Kindi are as follows:

“The one” (al-wahid), or oneness, is predicated of genus, species, individual, spe-

cific difference, property, and accident.

2. All of these kinds of oneness are predicated accidentally of things, not essentially,
and they are effects (caused by an exterior agent).

3. Hence, an exterior cause or agent is needed to provide these things with oneness.

4. This exterior cause is God, who alone possesses oneness essentially and is the

source of all oneness in the world.

=

These, in a nutshell, are the main points articulated in al-Kindf’s book with regard to
oneness. It is easy to perceive the overarching theological frame within which they are
inserted, and in this respect al-Kindi was clearly relying on the Neoplatonica arabica
when elaborating his views. He was especially receptive to the ideas from Book of Pure
Good mentioned above concerning the absolute Oneness of God and how oneness is
communicated to the rest of the existents (Adamson 2002, and 2007, 47-57). Indeed,
these texts describe God as absolute being and oneness and as the source of all oneness
in the world in a manner very reminiscent of Kindr’s theology.

This general philosophical and polemical context relates to al-Farabi’s treatise in two
ways. First, al-FarabTs On the One bears an ambiguous relation to al-KindTs On First
Philosophy and his conception of oneness, which it may have implicitly addressed.
Stephen Menn has suggested recently that al-Farabl may have composed On the One
and Book of Particles partly as an attempt to discredit al-Kindf’s doctrines and provide a
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philosophical alternative to the Kindian metaphysical, and more specifically ontologi-
cal, project (Menn 2008, 90-96; 2012, 88-92). Since al-Kindt’s work represents the most
significant philosophical precedent to al-FarabT’s treatise in the early Arabic tradition, it
is clear that the relation between the two works needs to be taken into account and elu-
cidated in future studies on the topic. Second, and although this question also requires
further research, On the One almost certainly had an impact on the subsequent develop-
ment of polemical and theological works devoted to the issue of divine oneness, start-
ing perhaps with the treatise by Yahya ibn ‘Adi (one of al-Farabi’s students) mentioned
above (see Lizzini 2003 and 2015). Although highly technical and abstract in nature,
al-FarabTs treatise could be used as an eristic or argumentative aid for the redaction of
polemical treatises on the theme of divine oneness and the Trinity, given the insight it
provides on the relation of oneness and multiplicity.

5.4. THE PLACE OF ON THE ONE IN
AL-FARABI’S CORPUS AND THOUGHT

5.4.1. The Structure and Contents of On the One: Some
Notable Points

It is remarkable that, in the form in which it has come down to us, al-Farabt’s On the One is
an independent work exclusively devoted to a linguistic and logical discussion of unity and
plurality. In that sense it stands as a rare case in the Arabic tradition, since such undertak-
ings are usually integrated within a larger philosophical work or articulated in the context of
atheological or polemical discourse (this is the case of Avicenna’s and al-Kindf’s discussions
of oneness in The Cure and On First Philosophy respectively). From the very outset, then, it
is clear that On the One, while indebted to, and participating in, the various philosophical
and textual strands discussed above, possesses an idiosyncratic structure and form.
Mahdi’s edition divides the treatise into five main parts or sections, all of which are
aimed at disentangling the various senses of “the one” and “the multiple” and elucidating
the various kinds of relations between these concepts. Part I investigates the main senses
of “the one;” such as “the one” in genus (al-wahid bi-I-jins), in species (bi-I-naw?), in con-
tinuity (al-muttasil), in substrate (bi-l-mawdii‘), in number (bi-I-‘adad), the one said of
that which is divisible (mungqasim), and, of crucial importance, the one that is said of
what is set apart by its quiddity, to which I will return below. Al-Farabi then proceeds in
Part II to a discussion of “the multiple” (al-kathir), and subsequently in Parts IIl and IV
to an investigation of the relation between unity and multiplicity, that is to say, to how
things can be said (or not) to be both one and multiple. At the very end of the treatise, in
Part V, he provides a short summary of the senses of oneness surveyed throughout the
work that mostly harks back to the first section (see the English outline provided in the
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appendix). Hence, at a fundamental level, the work explores in an exhaustive manner
the various kinds of relations that exist between oneness and multiplicity, in terms of
both inclusion (how some senses of the one and the multiple are co-extensive or depend
on one another) and exclusion (how some senses of the one preclude the existence of
the multiple). In that sense, it is striking that al-FarabT’s treatise attributes at least equal
importance to multiplicity as to unity, which is discussed especially in Parts II, III, and
IV, but which in fact underlies the entire treatise, including Part I.

Several key features of al-Farabis classification and analysis of these concepts deserve
special emphasis, as they will be relevant to the next section of this chapter.

1. Unlike Aristotle, al-Farabi does not emphasize the distinction between the
one “by accident” and the one “in itself” or “by essence,” although he does uphold
a particular interpretation of how oneness relates to quiddity, as we shall see below.
This point is important insofar as Aristotle and some of his commentators, such as
Alexander (in his Commentary on Metaphysics A.6), open their analysis of oneness
with this fundamental dichotomy. Al-Kindi had also seized upon this distinction to
develop his theological arguments in On First Philosophy, particularly to buttress his
claim that God alone is one “in truth” or “in essence” (bi-I-hagiqa) (al-Kindi, On First
Philosophy, 160-62). Al-Farabi has a different take on this issue and on how to struc-
ture his treatise, which suggests a departure on his part vis-a-vis both this Peripatetic
tradition and al-Kindi.

2. Atleast one sense of “the one” can be predicated both of extramental and of mental
things, as is clear from the following passage:

“The one” is also said of that which is set apart by its quiddity (al-munhaz bi-
mahiyyatihi)—whichever quiddity that may be, divisible or indivisible, conceived
[in the human soul, mutasawwara] or [existing] outside the soul. (al-Farabi, On the
One, 51.5-7)

In fact, according to al-Farabi, both the one and the multiple apply to and may be pred-
icated of a wide variety of things, ranging from extramental physical and immaterial
beings to mental things such as concepts, syllogisms, and mathematical objects (see
point 7 below). In other words, for al-Farabi all existing things (al-mawjiidat), whether
in the mind or outside the mind, possess a oneness proper to them.

3. Everything that is multiple is also one in a certain sense, which explains why most of
the senses of “the one” al-Farabi reviews are predicated of a multiplicity or of something
that also contains a multiplicity (I.1-3, IL.7, IV.10, etc.). Conversely, most things that are
one are also multiple. An exception is the crucial sense of “the one said of what is set
apart by its quiddity” (al-wahid yuqalu ‘ala I-munhaz bi-mahiyyatihi) (1.4), which might
be said of what is not multiple. This point is explicitly stated (if not fully articulated) at
I1.7.C, when al-Farabi writes that “what is set apart by [its] quiddity may be multiple or
not multiple” (al-Farabi1989, 74.11-12), but it may also be inferred from other sections of
the work (see also point 6 below).
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4. In al-Farabr’s view, the various senses of the one are not necessarily mutually exclu-
sive, but may combine and overlap (for instance, the one qua continuous can also be
one because it shares a common substrate or species with other beings). This is all the
more apparent since, at a fundamental level, all existents may be said to be one because
they possess a quiddity that sets them apart from other beings, and, in the case of bod-
ies, because they possess a finite limit or boundary. These are meanings of the one these
beings share with many other things and which may be predicated alongside other
senses of the one. This explains why al-Farabi describes “the one” as an equivocal term
that possesses various aspects (anhd’) and senses (ma@ni): they can apply to different
beings in different ways, but many of them can also apply to the same being.

5. Following Aristotle in Metaphysics A.6, 1017a2ft., al-Farabi broadly construes the
multiple as the opposite of the one (IL.5.2 and II1.8). But some of the senses of the one
enumerated by al-Farabi are not necessarily opposed by the multiple. In other words,
even though multiplicity is always opposed to oneness, not all kinds of oneness have an
opposite (muqabil) and a corresponding multiplicity. This is particularly true of “the
one” said in three ways: (a) the one said of what is set apart by its quiddity, (b) the one
said of the body that is set apart by a certain limit; and (c) what does not have a sharer (or
participant) in that by which it is described (II.5.A).

6. Even though oneness and multiplicity are almost always found together in par-
ticular existents (except in the First, whose special case is discussed below), al-Farabi
is intent on arguing that multiplicity is derived from (hadith ‘an) and follows oneness.
The priority of the one over the multiple and the derivative nature of the latter are dis-
cussed in sections IL.6 and IIL.g of the treatise. What al-Farabi has in mind is a logical
priority or precedence, since any statement about the multiple logically and conceptu-
ally implies a prior statement about the one, be it only because “the multiple” can only
be predicated of a thing that is one in the sense of being set apart by its quiddity and of
possessing a special existence. In addition to the priority of these fundamental senses of
oneness, there are many senses of the multiple that depend on a oneness prior to them
(for instance, the one in number is prior to the multiple in number). It is in this sense
that the multiple may be said to arise from or derive from the one and be posterior to it.
Points 3, 5, and 6 above and the relation between the one and the multiple can be gen-
erally summarized by figure 5.1. It should be noted that these various relations are not

also multiple (most sections of the work)
not also multiple (11.7.C)
no multiplicity opposed to it (II.5.A)

‘the one’ multiplicity opposed to it (I1.5.B)
multiplicity derived from it that is the same by accident
(bi-I1-"arag) as the multiplicity opposed to it (1.6.A)
multiplicity derived from it that is the same as the multiplicity
opposed to it (11.6.B)
multiplicity derived from it that is not the same as the multiplicity
opposed to it (11.6.C)

FIGURE 5.1 Schematic representation of ‘the one’ and ‘the multiple’
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mutually exclusive; for instance, some things that are one may have both a multiplicity
opposed to them and a kind of multiplicity that arises from them that is not the same as
the multiplicity opposed to them. On the other hand, some things can be one, but nei-
ther (a) be multiple in any sense, nor (b) have a multiplicity opposed to them or deriving
from them. As we will see below, this postulate has important ramifications in al-Farabf’s
philosophy.

7. Finally, al-Farabi intends his analysis of the senses of the one to apply primarily to
things (ashya’) that fall in the categories, as is clear from the rich array of physical exam-
ples he relies on in the course of his exposition. As we saw in point 2, these things consist
of a wide variety of existents that exist either in the extramental world or in the human
mind. Indeed, it is remarkable that al-Farabr’s treatise focuses primarily on these various
kinds of physical existents as opposed to the immaterial existents he postulates in his
cosmological treatises. However, he does intend some of his comments on the one and
the multiple to apply also to things that lie outside of the categories. This is evidenced
by several passages of On the One, such as when al-Farabi writes that some senses of the
one apply to physical things “and of other things outside the categories if they exist” (On
the One, 51.11-12) and “to the things separated from matter, if they exist” (On the One,
52.1-2). We also know a posteriori that al-Farabi relied on the concepts of oneness and
multiplicity to define the immaterial intellects of his cosmology, which he regards as
being one and multiple in some way: they are one and simple in that they are intellec-
tual, immaterial beings, but they possess an intelligible multiplicity (because they think
the First and their essence). This prevents them from being completely simple and one
(especially when their essence is compared to that of the First).

Even if we limit ourselves to this bare outline and to these fundamental points, it
becomes quite clear at once that the philosophical motivations underlying the trea-
tise as a whole go beyond that of a mere expository scheme and what we can find in
Aristotle’s Metaphysics, even though the latter obviously provided one of the starting
points for al-FarabT’s reflection on this subject. We saw that many of the senses of one-
ness that al-Farabi investigates are traceable to A.6. And it is true that the very end of
A.6 may be taken as a starting point for al-FarabT’s examination of multiplicity, since
Aristotle writes there (1017a3-5) that “many will have meanings opposite to those of
one.” But this assertion can hardly be taken as a model for al-Farabt’s very thorough and
detailed investigation of the senses of plurality and of their relation to unity, which in
fact constitutes the bulk of his treatise. Moreover there are several fundamental issues
of interest to al-Farabi that are not even broached in this section of Metaphysics. Three
points in particular examined by al-Farabi are conspicuous elaborations on Aristotle
and find no clear precedent in the Aristotelian corpus: (a) the sense of the one as “that
which is set apart by its quiddity”; (b) the argument that this sense of the one may have
no opposite (mugqabil) and no corresponding multiplicity; and (c) the notion that the
multiple is derived or arises from (hadith ‘an) the one. These three points highlight
a more general difference in approach between the two thinkers. Aristotle broadly
defines multiplicity as the opposite of oneness, erecting a seemingly symmetrical
account of these concepts in Metaphysics. Al-Farabi in contrast maintains that these
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concepts are not symmetrical, because the one need not have a corresponding mul-
tiplicity, neither in the sense that it is multiple, nor in the sense that a multiplicity is
opposed to it or derived from it.

It is with regard to these specific points that On the One seems to bear some con-
nection with the Neoplatonic tradition of late antiquity. Proclus, for instance, explores
similar questions at the beginning of Elements of Theology, where he argues that one-
ness precedes multiplicity and that the latter is derived from the former. Moreover,
Proclus’s comments also apply, or perhaps were meant to apply chiefly, to intelligible
unity and multiplicity. These issues then reappear in the Arabic Neoplatonic mate-
rial, and together they constitute a restricted yet arguably crucial aspect of the back-
ground of al-Farabi’s discussion in On the One. This connection between al-Farabi
and Neoplatonism is especially relevant when the theological and cosmological
dimensions of his philosophical system are taken into account, for there he estab-
lishes the ontological priority of oneness over multiplicity in a way reminiscent of
Neoplatonic cosmology and theology. In the last section of this study, I examine some
of the theological implications On the One has within the broader framework of al-
FarabT’s philosophy.

5.4.2. Some Theological Implications of On the One

Several points al-Farabi establishes in On the One were undoubtedly intended to have
theological bearing, especially when they are transposed to his exposition of cosmology
and theology in his other works. More specifically, the theses that (a) “the one” precedes
“the multiple” and the latter derives from the former; (b) some senses of “the one” apply
to both material and immaterial beings alike; (¢) “the one” need not be multiple or have
something multiple opposed to it; and (d) “oneness-in-quiddity” sets a thing apart from
other things, regardless of what that quiddity is, all have theological ramifications that
echo in the rest of the Farabian corpus. As we shall see, they contributed to the articula-
tion of some of his fundamental doctrines about God’s special quiddity and oneness. In
what follows, I will concentrate only on those strictly theological issues and leave out
the complicated question of how the oneness of God relates to the oneness of the other
beings, which I plan to tackle in depth in another study.

In order to gain further insight into this topic, I propose to focus on the sense of one-
ness related to quiddity, which al-Farabi describes as “‘the one’ said of that which is
set apart by its quiddity,” and to which I will henceforth refer as “the one-in-quiddity”
or “oneness-in-quiddity” This is arguably one of the most important ideas al-Farabi
broaches, because it applies to all existents, regardless of their nature and status on the
ontological spectrum. Due to the importance of this sense of oneness, I provide a trans-
lation of the key passage:

“The one” (al-wahid) is also said of that which is set apart by its quiddity (al-munhaz
bi-mahiyyatihi)—whichever quiddity that may be, divisible or indivisible, conceived
[by the human soul] or [existing] outside the soul. This is [the thing] set apart in
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its having a share of existence (al-munhaz bi-ma lahu qist al-wujiid) and [the thing]
set apart in its share of existence (wa-l-munhaz bi-qistihi min al-wujid). It is in
the nature of “the one” said in this sense to accompany the existent (an yusawiqa
I-mawjiid), like the thing (al-shay’), and there is no difference between saying “all
things” (kull shay’ min al-ashya’) and saying “each one” (kull wahid). Likewise, it is
said of all the categories, of the particular thing that is designated (al-mushar ilayhi),
and of other things—if they exist—outside the categories (khdrija ‘an al-magqilat).
(al-Farabi, On the One, 51.5-12)

This passage establishes a close connection between key Farabian metaphysical con-
cepts: “the one” (al-wahid), “the existent” (al-mawjid), quiddity (mahiyya), and “the
thing” (al-shay’), all of which played an important role later on in Avicenna’s philosophy
as well (Wisnovsky 2003). How these terms and concepts are related in al-FarabTs meta-
physics is a very complex issue that cannot be explored in detail in this chapter (for some
insight, see Wisnovsky 2003, 145 ff., 219 ff.; and Menn 2008, 2012, 88-89, who also cites
and discusses the above passage). What nevertheless emerges clearly from this passage is
that, according to al-Farabi, there is a kind of oneness, or a sense of the one, that is intrin-
sically attached to both the existence and the quiddity of each thing. Although al-Farabi
does not formulate this view explicitly, his statement that oneness accompanies quiddity
and the existent (yusawiqu I-mawjiid) could be construed in the sense that oneness is an
attribute and a necessary concomitant of existing quiddity, in a manner not dissimilar
to the way that Avicenna was later to articulate this idea (Avicenna, Metaphysics, 21.5—
31, 156.2-3). It appears, however, that al-Farabi maintained a more narrow relation or
even an identity between the existence and oneness of existing things and quiddities,
so that whatever exists is sensu stricto also one in the sense that its specific existence
(wujird khass) is its oneness.® This implies that this sense of oneness applies to the quid-
dity of a particular thing only insofar as this quiddity is actually existing or is an existent
(mawjid). According to al-Farabi, this is true to the extent that, instead of referring to
the existents as “things,” we can also refer to them as “ones,” as in “each one [of these
things or existents]” (kull wahid).

At any rate, this sense of “the one-in-quiddity,” which appears to be a Farabian inno-
vation, represents a foundation on which al-Farabi elaborates some crucial aspects of his

6 Strictly speaking, Avicenna regards oneness (and multiplicity)—and even existence (wujiid) itself—
as necessary concomitants (lawazim) of the quiddity (mahiyya) and as attributes that are not constitutive
(ghayr mugqawwima) of quiddity. Quiddity in itself is neither one, nor many, nor even existing, and
itis considered by the mind in abstraction of these notions. This means that quiddity is—at the very
least, conceptually—prior to both oneness and existence, and that a logical, conceptual, or essential
sequentiality is introduced in the relationship of these various concepts. Al-Farabi’s choice of the term
“to accompany” (sawaqa), in contrast, does not convey entailment or posteriority, and he seems, unlike
Avicenna, to regard these terms as being conceptually co-extensive and synchronic. Consequently, while
“special existence” (wujiid khass) for Avicenna clearly refers to the state of the quiddity in itself (and only
that), it overlaps in al-Farabts philosophy with the notion of the actual and concrete existence of the
quiddity; this special existence, according to al-Farabi, is for a quiddity to actually exist in a particular
way, to have a “share” of actual existence. In brief, quiddity, actual existence, special existence, and
oneness seem to be interconnected in al-Farabts system in a way they are not in Avicenna.
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theological system. There are indeed several implications associated with this meaning
of the one. Perhaps the most important is that this sense of the one applies to immaterial
and material existents alike. This point was alluded to above, and it is further empha-
sized in another passage of On the One when al-Farabi writes: “As for that which is set
apart by a certain quiddity, it may be a body or incorporeal, but it is general [or univer-
sal, ‘@Gmm] like ‘the thing’ or ‘the existent’” (al-Farabi, On the One, 78.1-2). In light of
this, immaterial existents such as the separate intellects, while removed from matter,
have a quiddity that sets them apart from the other things and endows them with one-
ness. It should be noted that this sense of oneness does not prevent multiplicity from
existing conjointly in the immaterial beings. We know from al-Farabi’s other works that
the immaterial existents are caused and therefore endowed with a complex and defec-
tive nature. More precisely, they possess multiplicity in their essence as a result of their
twofold intellection: of the First and of their own self or essence. Yet perhaps the most
direct sense in which they may be said to be one is with regard to their immaterial quid-
dity, which is unique and distinguished from the others by virtue of its special relation
to the First.

What applies to the concrete, material existents and to the immaterial beings such
as the separate intellects also applies to God in a primary or eminent way. Indeed,
this sense of oneness is applied to all quiddities, “whichever quiddity that may be,” as
al-Farabi specifies. If this oneness-in-quiddity is a quality that all existents pos-
sess by virtue of their quiddity and existence, then the First Cause must also be one
in this sense, since God exists in an eminent and most perfect way. Evidence that
al-Farabi expressly applied this sense of “the one-in-quiddity” to God or the First
Cause can be found in The Principles of the Opinions and The Principles of the Existents.
These two works were written toward the end of al-Farabis life and constitute a philo-
sophical overview or summa of various aspects of his philosophy. Their first part con-
tains a discussion of theology or God’s essence and an exposition of the various other
beings, both immaterial and material, that make up the intelligible world and the heav-
ens. They then proceed to examining the sublunary existents, human physiology and
psychology, ethics, and politics. Now, as Menn already noticed (2012, 88-89) while in
On the One the connection between “the one that is set apart by its quiddity” and God
is only vaguely alluded to when al-Farabi mentions the beings that transcend the cat-
egories, it is explicitly formulated in The Principles of the Opinions and The Principles of
the Existents:

On account of this, Its [the First’s] existence (wujiiduhu), by which It is set apart
(yanhazu) from all the other existents, cannot be other than that by which It is an
existent in Itself (fi dhatihi mawjid). Therefore Its distinction (inhiyazuhu) from
everything else is through a oneness (bi-wahdatin) that is Its essence (dhatihi). And
one of the meanings of oneness (ahad ma‘ani I-wahda) is the specific existence
(al-wujind al-khass) by which every existent is set apart from another, and it is by
virtue of this that each existent is called “one,” in the sense that it has an existence
proper to it alone. This particular meaning [of oneness] accompanies the existent
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(yusawiqu I-mawjiid). In this regard, the First is also one, and more deserving of
that name and meaning than anything else that is called one. (al-Farabi, Principles of
the Existents, 44.14—45.3, translated in McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 89, translation
revised)

The parallels and similarities between this passage and On the One are striking. One
notices, to begin with, the use of a common vocabulary, with specific technical terms
appearing in both accounts: the verb inhdza, “to be distinguished, or set apart,” and the
accompanying term munhaz, “set apart”; the common claim that “‘the one’ accompa-
nies the existent” (al-wahid yusawiqu I-mawjiid); and of course the realization that “the
one” has various meanings (ma@ni). But it is the theological contents that are crucial
here. Al-Farabi asserts that God is set apart by His special existence and oneness, imply-
ing the unique oneness-in-quiddity that God possesses to the exclusion of all the other
beings. That we are here dealing with the same sense of “the one-in-quiddity” developed
in On the One is confirmed when al-Farabi explains that “every existent is set apart from
another, and it is by virtue of this that each existent is called ‘one’”

Hence, not only can certain specific passages from On the One be easily harmonized
with al-FarabTs theology; they also seem to announce the very doctrines that he dis-
cusses in his other works. It becomes clearer in light of this excerpt why al-Farabi would
be so keen about exploring the sense of oneness related to quiddity. To begin with, it
enables him to posit a kind of divine oneness that belongs to God alone, since this one-
ness would be essentially identical with God’s special quiddity and existence and would
therefore belong to no other being than Him. The theory that every quiddity possesses
its own, special, and proper oneness by virtue of its very existence means that God as
well possesses a special and unique kind of oneness by virtue of His special existence
and quiddity.

But, referring back to our previous overview of On the One, there are two other crucial
theological implications associated with “oneness-in-quiddity” According to al-Farabi,
oneness in quiddity (a) need not be predicated of something multiple, and () need not
have a multiplicity that is opposed to it. I adduce some excerpts from On the One that
illustrate these points:

As for what is set apart by its quiddity, it may be multiple or it may not be multiple.
(al-Farabi, On the One, 74.11-12)

And:

However, some things cannot have any multiplicity whatsoever, such as what has an
absolutely indivisible quiddity. (al-Farabi, On the One, 90.12-13)

And finally:
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What is not one is opposed to what is one. The ways of negating the one are as numer-
ous as the ways of affirming the one. Nevertheless, among the things that negate the
one is what possesses a potentiality of multiplicity opposed to the one. But not every-
thing that is called one is opposed by a certain multiplicity. Among these things [not
opposed by multiplicity] is the one said of a thing that is set apart by its quiddity. (al-
Farabi, On the One, 57.12-58.4)

These points are also theologically relevant for al-Farabi. First, they establish the the-
sis that God’s special quiddity need not at the same time combine with or be marked
by any kind of multiplicity whatsoever. In other words, this meaning of the one is per-
fectly compatible with al-Farabi’s views concerning the oneness and simplicity of God.
Moreover, al-Farabi also agrees with mainstream kalam schools regarding the idea that
God does not have a contrary and opponent (didd, mu anid) by which, or in contrast to
which, he would be defined, failing which case we would end up with a dualistic theory
of the divine. This also means that the multiplicity that actually exists in the world can-
not be regarded as a corollary or derivative effect of the divine essence that would be
opposed to it in any way. Finally, since “the one-in-quiddity” need not be multiple, it is
clear that at least another crucial sense of “the one” will be connected with it, namely, the
one said of that which is indivisible (ghayr mungqasim).

Unsurprisingly, all of these points are developed in al-Farabi’s mature cosmologi-
cal treatises. He argues at length that God is one (wahid) in the sense of being simple
(basit) and indivisible (ghayr munqasim) (al-Farabi, Principles of the Opinions, 66-68);
that He possesses no partner and contrary (didd) (62-66); and that His causation of
other beings and the world does not in any way affect, add to, or perfect His quiddity,
oneness, and being (90). This indicates that the crucial sense of “oneness-in-quiddity”
possesses various corollaries that are explored in al-Farabis other works. In light of
this, it is not surprising that al-Farabi considers this sense of “the one,” that is, what is
set apart by its quiddity, as “the most deserving of being called the one” (On the One,
89.4-5) and that he makes it the pivotal concept of his theology and metaphysics. This
is the sense of “the one” par excellence, and it enjoys a semantic priority over the other
senses of oneness.”

It is interesting to note that whereas “the one-in-quiddity” can be applied to God
positively or in a cataphatic manner, the sense of “the one” qua indivisible that can be

7 In the case of God, this quiddity is His perfect, unitary existence, which leads us to conclude that
God’s oneness, essence, and existence can only be regarded as one thing. It would be worthwhile to
trace al-FarabTs influence in the later Arabic debate on this issue. The parallels with Avicenna’s theology
regarding the identity of essence and existence in God are obvious and would deserve a full treatment.
This conflation of quiddity, existence, and oneness was by no means unproblematic in the later Arabic
tradition, and al-Ghazali for one in his famous attack against the philosophers articulated in The
Refutation of the Philosophers pinpointed this threefold identification as a philosophical absurdity
(al-Ghazali, Incoherence, Discussion 5). Al-Ghazali argued that it is unreasonable to conflate quiddity
and existence in God, and he further also distinguished the divine reality, /iagiqa, as a third concept
applying to God and distinct from existence.
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predicated of God with respect to many things such as His qualities or knowledge is
most adequately formulated through a set of negative statements (God’s essence is not
divisible “in parts,” or “in quantity;” or “into various accidents,” or “according to various
terms, statements, or intelligibles,” He has “no sharer, participant, or equal,” etc.). The
apophatic potential of many senses of “the one” discussed in On the One reminds one
of the negative theology al-Farabi employs in his cosmological works (see, for instance,
the opening section on theology in al-Farabi, Principles of the Opinions, 56-89).
Although al-Farabi does not assert this explicitly in On the One, “oneness-in-quiddity”
seems to be the only kind of oneness that pertains positively to the divine essence—
in that sense its theological significance cannot be overestimated. Indeed, most of the
other kinds of oneness imply or presuppose matter or compositeness or multiplicity of
some kind and in that sense do not apply to the divine essence or can be predicated of It
only negatively.

Finally, one example discussed in On the One is particularly valuable for its theologi-
cal underpinnings (55.4-6): al-Farabi observes that some people (gawm) believe that
thought, thinker, and object of thought (‘aql, ‘aqil, and ma‘qil) constitute a plurality of
terms and concepts that nevertheless does not refer to an actual plurality in the divine
intellect. In other words the plurality that can be expressed in speech or imagined does
not correspond to an existing plurality in the act of intellection itself. Al-Farabi was
certainly aware of the theological implications of this point, since the issue of divine
knowledge and of God’s thought represented a crucial subject of debate and discussion
during this period. The crux of the problem was whether God’s knowledge (whether of
particulars or universals) necessarily implies some kind of division, change, or multi-
plicity in the divine essence. In Selected Aphorisms (Fugsil muntaza‘a, section 86, 89—91)
al-Farabi relates the views of three groups on this issue (God knows only Himself, He
knows only universal things, and He knows all things including the particulars), which
were widespread during his time in theological and philosophical circles. Although he
refrains from providing a clear account of his position in this work, he does excoriate
those who are of the opinion that God is omniscient of all changing, particular things.
Al-Farabi is more expansive of his views on the topic of divine cognition and intellec-
tion in The Principles of the Opinions (70-73). Building on On the One, he explains there
that “it is impossible that each part of the explanation of the meaning of the First should
denote one of the parts by which the First’s substance is constituted,” a postulate he
applies to the verbal and conceptual distinction between the thinking subject, the object
of thought, and the act of thought. This leads him to conclude that God is “thought,
object of thought, and thinker, all this being one essence and one indivisible substance”
(70.14-15), just as “the fact that It [the First or God] knows and that it is knowable and
that it is knowledge refers to one essence and one substance” (72.10-11). These things can
be divided verbally and conceptually in the human mind, but in God they refer only to a
single indivisible meaning or notion (ma‘nan wahidan) (72.5).
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5.5. CONCLUSION

The passages from The Principles of the Opinions and The Principles of the Existents dis-
cussed above seem to furnish theological instantiations of the more general theory of
oneness laid out in On the One, which, it should be remembered, was not formulated
with respect to God alone, but to beings in general. The comparative analysis conducted
above has yielded additional evidence to the effect that On the One is connected in very
significant ways with al-Farabi’s other philosophical treatises, as Vallat and Menn had
already noticed. It is clear that On the One, while probably not expressly written for a
theological purpose, can nevertheless contribute considerably to the elaboration of al-
Farabf’s theological and metaphysical system by explicating and clarifying some senses
of oneness relevant to these disciplines, and in ways that we can only begin to unveil.
In this particular case, it provides a meaning of oneness that can be applied to God in
connection with His special quiddity and existence. It is perhaps chiefly in this regard
that the treatise, in addition to its purely philosophical significance, should also be situ-
ated within the tradition of apologetic and polemical works in Arabic focusing on the
issue of divine oneness and, in the case of the Christians, of the Trinity. Its relation to
other works dealing with this theme, such as Yahya ibn ‘Adf’s Discourse on Divine Unity,
deserves closer scrutiny (for a recent probe, see Lizzini 2015). In any case, al-Farabi’s On
the One occupies a central place in his corpus. It is connected doctrinally and textually
with his other works and contributes to shedding valuable light on his conception of
oneness as a crucial metaphysical and theological concept.

APPENDIX THE CONTENTS OF
ON THE ONE AND ONENESS

Part I: The Ways in Which “the One” Can Be Said
of Things

Chapter 1: The one said of a multiplicity that agrees in genus or species or

accident

Sections 1-2: The one said of a whole (jumla), and the one said of a multiplic-
ity that agrees in genus or species or in the statement indicating the quiddity
(al-qawl al-dall ‘ala I-mahiyya)

Section 3: The one said of things that agree in accident

Section 4: The one said of things that agree in predication, when the predicate is
one in number

Section 5: The one said of things that agree in substrate, when the substrate is one
in number
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Chapter 2: The one in number
Section 6: The one said of what is called by two names, be it an individual (shakhs)
or a species
Section 7: The thing described by two accidents, by a genus and an accident, and
by a species and an accident
Section 8: The one in number among the things that are related to two [other]
things, that do not lose their quiddity in the relation, and that do not change
with the change of the relation
Chapter 3: The one said of that whose nature it is to be divisible
(A) The continuous (al-muttasil)
Section 9: The continuous inasmuch as it is continuous [or the continuous in
itself]
Section 10: The straight line and the curved line
Section 11: The circle [lit. the circular line]
Section 12: The continuous that is one by virtue of there being something else
in it thatis one
(B) The composite (or conjoined, al-mutalif)
Section 13: The body composed of parts that are in mutual contact through
connections
Section 14: Every composed whole that is not a body made up of parts
Section 15: What is like this is a kind of complete whole (kull ma tamm)
Section 16: Each body that is set apart by a limit (nihdya) that specifies it
Chapter 4: The one said of that which is set apart by its quiddity (al-munhaz
bi-mahiyyatihi)
Section 17: What is set apart by its quiddity and its having a share of existence (gis¢
al-wujid)
Section 18: What does not have a shared or common quiddity (mahiyya
mushtaraka)
Section 19: The ways in which all substrateless particular things that can be desig-
nated (kull mushar ilayhi la fi mawdii‘) can be said to be one
Section 20: What is quantitatively indivisible in its quiddity and in itself but isin a
position that is subject to division
Section 21: What has a certain quantity and extension but can be said to be quanti-
tatively indivisible
Section 22: What is not divisible into multiple accidents
Section 23: That whose quiddity is indivisible in spite of the multiplicity of names
and statements that can be said about it
Section 24: That whose quiddity cannot be pointed to by a statement that would
indicate all the parts of this quiddity
Section 25: What does not have a sharer (or participant, gasim) with respect to the
meaning by which it is described on account of the fact that its quiddity belongs
toitalone
Section 26: That every existent (mawjiid) and thing (shay’) cannot have a sharer in
the things by which it is described
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Part II: The Ways in Which “the Multiple” Can Be Said
of Things

Chapter 5: The multiple opposed to that which is one

(A)

(B)

What is said to be one and is not opposed by a certain multiplicity

Section 27: The one said of that which is set apart by a certain quiddity

Section 28: The one said of the body that is set apart by a certain limit

Section 29: What does not have a sharer in the things that describe it is
opposed to what does

What is said to be one and is opposed by a certain multiplicity

Section 30: The one said of that whose quiddity is indivisible

Section 31: The one said of that which is indivisible in spite of the various lin-
guistic expressions designating it

Section 32: The one that is not divisible into multiple accidents

Section 33: The one said of things which have a position (wad*) but whose
nature it is to be quantitatively indivisible

Section 34: Likewise, with regard to what is indivisible in having a certain
extension according to the ways proper to it: the continuous, and
that whose parts have connections

Section 35: The one in number and that which has multiple names

Section 36: The one in species

Chapter 6: The multiple derived from the one (al-kathir al-hadith ‘an al-wahid)

(A)

(B)

©

The multiple derived from the one that accidentally happens to be the same as

the multiple opposed to this one

Section 37: The multiple derived from the one in genus

Section 38: The multiple derived from the one in species

Section 39: The multiple derived from the one in number

The multiple derived from the one that is also the multiple opposed to this one

Section 40: The multiple derived from an assemblage of continuities (jama ‘at
muttasilat)

Section 41: The multiple derived from units (@hdd) that are each a whole
(jumla)

The multiple derived from the one that is not the same as the multiple opposed

to this one

Section 42: The multiple derived from whatever is quantitatively indivisible
but has a position

Section 43: The multiple derived from whatever is indivisible into multiple
accidents that describe it

Section 44: The multiple derived from whatever is indivisible into a multi-
plicity of expressions designating it

Section 45: The multiple derived from whatever has an indivisible quiddity

Section 46: The multiple derived from the one that does not have a sharer in
what describes it



AL-FARABT'S ON THE ONE AND ONENESS 125

Section 47:
Section 48:

Section 49:

The multiple derived from what is distinguished by a certain limit
The multiple derived from what is distinguished by a place
(makan) proper to it

The multiple derived from what is set apart by its quiddity

Chapter 7: The substrate (mawdii) of the one said of the multiple
(A) What must necessarily be multiple for it to be truly one

Section 50:

Section 51:
Section 52:
Section 53:
Section 54:

The substrate of the one in genus or in species or in the statement
pointing to it or which has one matter or which is one in substrate
The one in number

The continuous inasmuch as it is continuous

The interconnected bodies (al-ajsam al-murtabita)

The one said of a sum of statements or a sum of intelligibles
(jama‘at ma‘qulat)

(B) What must not necessarily be multiple for it to be truly one

Section 55:
Section 56:
Section 57:
Section 58:
Section 59:

Section 60:

The particular thing that forms a kind of whole (?)

What is indivisible like the point

What is indivisible but has extension

What is indivisible into multiple accidents

What is indivisible with regard to the multiplicity of verbal
expressions designating it

What has an indivisible quiddity

(C) What can be multiple and not be multiple

Section 61:

What is set apart by its quiddity

Part III: The Multiple and the One

Chapter 8: The kinds of oneness and the kinds of multiplicity opposed to it

Section 62:
Section 63:

Section 64:

Section 65:

The kinds of the multiple

The kinds of the multiple that are one on account of their relation
to the one in number

The kinds of things that are not said to be one or to have some-
thing in them that is one on account of their relation to the one
in number

The straight and circular line

Chapter 9: The multiple derived from each kind of the one is different from the
multiple derived from the other

Section 66:
Section 67:
Section 68:
Section 69:
Section 70:

Section 71:

The multiple as a sum of units (jumlat ahad)

The multiple derived from the one in substrate

The multiple derived from the one in number

The multiple derived from the one that is a whole (jumla)

The multiple derived from each kind of the one said of what is
indivisible

The multiple derived from the units (Ghad) of each one which is
set apart by a certain limit or place or quiddity
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PartIV: The One and the Multiple

Chapter 10: The one considered a part of the multiple

Section 72: The one in genus that is opposed to the multiple in genus

Section 73: In what respect each one of the higher genera (al-ajnds al- ‘Gliya) is one

Section 74: In what respect the multiple things whose predicate is one in number
are one and multiple

Section 75: Inwhat respect things designated by speech as one are one and multiple

Section 76: The one that is part of the multiple is not the one opposed to this
multiple

Chapter 11: The one that is not in a certain way a part of the multiple

Section 77: The one in the sense of being unique (munfarid) due to an exclusive
thing or quality

Section 78: What is set apart by its quiddity is the most deserving to be called
the one

Section 79: What is called one because it is indivisible

Section 80: The things in which there cannot be any multiplicity at all

Section 81: What is called one in the sense that it does not have a sharer in what
describes it

Section 82: What is said to be one because it is set apart by its quiddity, limit,
or place

Chapter 12: Summary of the various senses of the one

Section 83: Summary of the various ways in which things are said to be one

Section 84: What is not distinguished by a certain limit or place or quiddity is one
in another sense than the one on account of these things

Section 85: The things that are one by virtue of having a predicate one in number

Section 86: The things that are one by virtue of having a substrate one in number

Section 87: The things that are one by virtue of having a common limit that is one
in number

Section 88: The things that are one by virtue of forming a sum or whole (jumla)

Section 89: The things that are one in number and whose quiddity is determined
by the determination of multiple things to the one

Section 9o: What is said about the divisible

Part V: Summary of What Has Been Said about the One

Chapter13: The one is said in many ways

Section 91: Among them, it is said of two things that they are one
Section 92: Among them is the one in number
Section 93: The one is said of that whose nature it is to be divisible into parts
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Section 94: The one said of what is indivisible and of what is set apart by its
quiddity

Section 95: The indivisible and what unites all the senses of the one

Section 96: End
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CHAPTER 6

YAHYA B. ‘ADI’S (D. 974)
KITAB TAHDHIB AL-AKHLAQ

......................................................................................................

SIDNEY H. GRIFFITH

To judge by the twenty-some surviving manuscript copies, and an equal number of
printed editions of all or part of the Kitab Tahdhib al-akhlaq usually attributed to the
tenth-century Christian philosopher of Baghdad Yahya b. ‘Adi (893-974), this intrigu-
ing essay on virtue ethics enjoyed a wide popularity among Arabic-speaking readers,
both Christian and Muslim, well into modern times. Christian scribes have over the
centuries consistently attributed the text to Yahya, while among Muslims the same essay
has sometimes circulated under the names of prominent Muslim writers such as Abu
‘Uthman al-Jahiz (d. 255/868), Abu ‘Ali al-Hasan Ibn al-Haytham (d. 430/1041), and
even Muhyi I-Din Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 638/1240), to name only the most famous of them.
The consensus of recent scholarship favors the attribution of the text to Yahyab. ‘Adi (see
Khalil Samir 1974, 1979), albeit that with just a few exceptions it is topically and themati-
cally somewhat at odds with the rigorously logical, philosophical, and theological tenor
of most of the items listed in the bibliographies of Yahya’s works, both medieval and
modern, a feature of the work that led the most recent bibliographer, Gerhard Endress,
to the rather careful conclusion that “there is no intrinsic evidence against the author-
ship of Yahya b. ‘Adi” (1977, 84; see the updated list of Yahya’s works in Endress 2012b;
see also the list of newly discovered treatises and letters by Yahya in Wisnovsky 2012).
Beyond the matter of authorship, even the name of this popular treatise is subject
to some uncertainty. The now customary title does not appear on the earliest list of
Yahyé b. ‘Adi’s works, nor is the work itself included in recent editions of his philo-
sophical texts. There is mention in the older bibliographies of a work by Yahya enti-
tled Siyasat al-nafs, “The Governance of the Soul,” a phrase that does in fact occur in
the text, but so too does the phrase tahdhib al-akhlaq, “The Reformation of Morals”
(see, e.g., Yahya b. ‘Adi, Reformation, 4.8 and 4.22, 70 and 82). Over the centuries of its
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transmission, copyists seem gradually to have adopted the latter phrase as the work’s
standard title, perhaps due to the fact that the phrase came to be considered the stock
title for a treatise on virtue ethics. Consider, for example, the work of the Muslim
author and younger contemporary of Yahya b. ‘Adi Ahmad b. Muhammad Miskawayh
(320/932-421/1030), who, like Yahya, spent much of his scholarly life in Baghdad (see
Endress 2012a; Arkoun 1982), and who also wrote a treatise on virtue ethics under the
same title, albeit that Miskawayh’s work was of an altogether different, more Platonic
character (Zurayk 1966; Zurayk 1968; Arkoun 1988; see also the sketch of Miskawayh’s
ethical thought in Endress 2012a, 232-38). While Miskawayh never mentions Yahya,
or his treatise on acquiring virtues, according to Mohammed Arkoun, Miskawayh
was trained by students of Yahya b. ‘Adi, and so he must have known of Yahyas work
(Arkoun 1982, 97-98).

Recent editions of the Arabic text and scholarly introductions devoted to the study
of Yahya b. ‘Adt’s Tahdhib al-akhlaq began with the publication of the Cambridge
PhD dissertation of Dr. Naji al-Takriti, which includes a critical edition of the text
together with a study of the sources of Yahya’s ideas and modes of expression, as
well as a comparison of his thought with that of his predecessors and contempo-
raries and with the Islamic intellectual tradition more generally (al-Takriti 1978). In
Dr. al-Takriti’s judgment, “Perhaps the most important feature of Tahdhib al-akhlaq
is that it was one of the earliest books on Islamic ethical philosophy” (al-Takriti 1978,
222). It is notable that this Muslim scholar is willing to speak of the Christian phi-
losopher’s work, properly attributed as one dealing with “Islamic ethical philosophy.”
Some years later, Marie-Thérése Urvoy also published a critical edition of the text,
together with a thoroughgoing introductory study and a French translation of the
whole work, the first translation of it into a Western language (Urvoy 1991; the author
refers to her work on this text at numerous junctures). In 2002 Sidney H. Griffith
published an introductory essay on Yahya’s Tahdhib al-akhlaq along with an English
translation of Samir Khalil Samir’s critical edition of the Arabic text, with the Arabic
and English on facing pages (Yahya b. ‘Adi, Reformation; see also the original Arabic
edition, Kussaim 1994).

Given the undoubtedly Hellenistic flavor of the Tahdhib al-akhlaq as a whole, it would
nevertheless be a mistake to think of Yahya b. ‘AdT’s text as more or less a translation of a
preexisting, originally Greek composition, as some scholars have supposed. For exam-
ple, even recognizing the work’s distinctiveness, Richard Walzer, ever the reductive
source critic, was nevertheless moved to say of the structure of the Tahdhib al-akhlag
that “this scheme probably depends ultimately on some lost pre-neoplatonic Greek
original” (Walzer 1960, 328). But as a matter of fact, as scholars have recognized, there
are at least three predominant frames of reference behind the work: pre-Islamic Arabic
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tradition as refracted in early Islamic discourse, the Persian tradition of “mirrors for
princes,” along with the admittedly dominant Greek philosophical traditions (al-Takriti
1978; Urvoy 1991 passim in the introductory material). So it is clear that in the ensemble
the work is not simply a conventional re-presentation of already familiar themes. Rather,
there is a distinctive originality evident in it that led Marie Thérése Urvoy to speak of the
“syncretism of Ibn ‘Adi” that goes much farther than just the sum of the ideas of his
sources (Urvoy 1991, 43). And she went on to say that Yahya’s work has a markedly dif-
ferent character even from the ethical compositions of later Muslim writers, who never
mention his name or his work, not even Miskawayh, who wrote his own Kitab Tahdhib
al-akhlaq in the same city not fifty years later, as we have seen. In other words, one might
just as well say that Yahya b. ‘Adi, writing in the idiom of his own day and using the
scholarly resources available to him, composed an original work with its own purposes,
in view of the social circumstances of his own era. Endress has recently suggested that
one of the concurrent resources available to Yahya at the time of his writing the Tahdhib
al-akhlaq was the catalog of virtues that appears in the section dealing with ethics in
his contemporary, Ibn Farightin’s compendium of the sciences, called Jawami‘al-‘ulizm
(Endress 2012b, 324). However this might have been, it is clear, as we shall see, that like
his master al-Farabi, Yahya b. ‘Adi was concerned not only with individual moral devel-
opment but also, at least ideally, with the commonweal of the religiously plural polity
that was the Abbasid caliphate in his time.

Unlike many of his other works, most of which are relentlessly logical, philosophical,
or theological in tone and style, the Tahdhib al-akhldq seems to be addressed to a more
general readership, indeed to anyone who “might attain perfection by the reformation
of his morals,” as Yahyé puts it (Yahyé b. ‘Adi, Reformation, 1.2, 4/5). He seems to have
intended the brief essay, actually no more than a pamphlet of fifty some pages in most
editions, to serve on one level as a philosophically inspired, self-help manual for any-
one seeking moral perfection. On another level it is clear that he also envisions an ideal
society governed by virtuous leaders. What is more, unlike in others of his works, here
Yahya makes his case without explicit reference to Christian ethical principles, albeit
that he encourages regular religious observance; he seems in fact to have envisioned a
religiously plural readership, as we shall see.

The topical outline of the Tahdhib al-akhlaq features five major subjects: the definition
of a moral quality; the tripartite soul; the virtues and vices; the way of reformation; and
the portrait of the perfect man.!

! For a fuller discussion of the five major subjects, see the introduction by Griffith in Yahya b. ‘Adj,
Reformation, xxviii-xli. See also Griffith 2003; Yamamoto 2012.
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6.3.1. The Definition of a Moral Quality

Following the usage of earlier Arabic translators of Greek philosophical terms, Yahya
b. ‘Adi uses the Arabic word khulg, khulug (pl. akhlaq) in the sense in which Greek
writers before him used the term #j00¢ (pl. fj0n) to mean a moral character or quality,
a character trait, or, in the plural, simply morals or ethics. He defines the term after the
definition given by the Greco-Roman physician/philosopher Galen (129-ca. 210) as fol-
lows: “A moral quality (al-khulugq) is a state (hal) proper to the soul, in which a man
performs his actions without deliberation or study” (Yahya b. ‘Adi, Reformation, 1.5, 8).>

According to Yahya, the problem is that while moral qualities may be good or bad,
inborn or acquired, in fact evil overcomes most people in the world, and so there is a
need in society for kings, laws, and systems of ethics to encourage the acquisition and
practice of the good moral qualities and the extirpation of the bad ones. But by defi-
nition, moral qualities are states proper to the soul, so Yahya must consider how they
relate to the soul.

6.3.2. The Tripartite Soul

Following the philosophical tradition to which he was heir, Yahya distinguishes three
“faculties” (quwa) in the human soul, and he maintains that the soul itself, with these
faculties, is “the necessary cause for the differentiation of the moral qualities” And he
goes on to say in the same place: “The soul has three faculties, and they are also named
souls: the appetitive soul, the irascible soul, and the rational soul. All of the moral quali-
ties emanate from these faculties” (Yahya b. ‘Adi, Reformation, 2.1,14).

Yahya proceeds to give a brief characterization of the inclinations and instincts of
each of the three “souls” or “faculties” Along the way one learns that the moral quali-
ties (al-akhlaq) inhere in the souls as “habits” (al- Gdat), and that “the necessary cause
for the differentiation of people’s habits . . . [is] the differentiation of the states (ahwal)
of the soul” (Yahya b. ‘Adi, Reformation, 2.5, 18), that is to say, the differentiation of the
moral qualities as characterized by each of the three faculties of the soul, since moral
qualities are themselves states of the soul. Just as the faculties of the soul are appeti-
tive, irascible, and rational, so are the moral qualities and their corresponding habits,
as states of the soul, characterized as appetitive, irascible, and rational. Some of these
moral qualities and habits are good and commendable, and some of them are evil and
to be avoided. The good ones are “virtues” (fada’il, sing. fadila) and the evil ones are
“vices” (radha’il, sing. radhila).

2 The definition reflects the Arabic translation of Galen’s lost Greek treatise ITepi 70@v. See Kraus
1937 25. The English translation of the Arabic translation of Galen’s definition is “A trait of character is a
state of the soul that induces a man to perform the actions of the soul without consideration or precise
knowledge” Mattock 1972, 236.
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According to Yahya, it is by means of the rational soul that man has the ability to
reform and to refine the appetitive and the irascible faculties. The process of reformation
and refinement under the guidance of the rational soul is what allows the one who prac-
tices it to become “someone of reformed morals” (al-muhadhdhab al-akhlaq), “some-
one confirmed in humanity (insdniyya), someone who is deservedly a natural leader”
(Yahya b. ‘Adi, Reformation, 1:3,4; 2.15, 6 and 26). Yahya regularly calls such a reformed
person a “perfect man” (al-insan al-kamil) or a “complete man” (al-insan at-tamm).

6.3.3. Virtues and Vices

Yahya provides a catalog of twenty virtues and twenty vices, each of which he defines
and describes in considerable detail. It is notable that his catalog does not follow the
Greek philosophical practice of listing the virtues under the headings of the four cardi-
nal virtues. While Yahya’s list is idiosyncratic, the virtues and vices he lists and discusses
can also be found discussed in much the same terms by other writers to whom he clearly
owes a debt, such as Galen, al-Farabi, and perhaps al-Razi, not to mention Aristotle and
the Platonic tradition. There are also parallels to be found with Persian ethical tradi-
tions and even the lore of the ancient Arabs (see in this connection the parallels and
their sources discussed by Urvoy 1991, 27-38, and al-Takriti 1978, 234-39). But when all
is said and done, Yahya’s list is singular. The closest analogue so far found are the lists
of virtues and vices included in the section on personal ethics in the work of a fourth-/
tenth-century contemporary of Yahya b. ‘Adi, Ibn Farightn’s Jawami‘al-‘ulizm, as men-
tioned above (see Ibn Farightn, Compendium, 73-85). Ibn Farighan’s lists, which have
yet to be systematically studied, are differently arranged albeit that they mention many
of the same vices and virtues. Like Yahya, Ibn Farightin lists remedies for the vices, and
he pays special attention to the requirements of leaders and kings. But it is as yet unclear
if Yahya owes a debt to Ibn Farightin or vice versa, or if the two contemporaries are inde-
pendently drawing on traditions current at the time in manuals for secretaries and court
officials, or in the popular mirrors for princes.

A remarkable feature of the discussion of the virtues and vices is Yahya’s practice, after
having defined each one of them as a moral quality, of making distinctions in terms of
their commendability or abhorrence and repugnance by reference to the social status
of the persons who might possess them. In this connection he distinguishes in particu-
lar between kings and “leaders” (ar-ru’asa’) or “prominent people” (al- uzama’) on the
one hand, and ordinary people, or lower-class people, on the other hand. According to
Yahya, a moral quality may be more or less commendable according to the social rank
of the person who acquires it and more or less reprehensible on the basis of the same
consideration. And he distinguishes four moral qualities that for this reason cannot be
simply listed among either the virtues or vices. They are love of honor, love of pomp and
splendor, overcompensation for praise, and renunciation (Yahya b. ‘Adi, Reformation,
3.42-45, 58-64). For some they are virtues, for others they are vices, depending on their
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roles in society; kings and leaders of people, for example, cannot be renunciants and
at the same time effectively fulfill their civil responsibilities, while renunciants cannot
fulfill their vocations concomitantly with the cultivation of a love of honor, pomp, and
splendor. Yahya's concern for the right conduct of the ruling classes is evident here, as
well as his concern for a meaningful place in society for scholars and religious leaders,
for whom, as we shall see, he thinks a spirit of renunciation and asceticism is appropriate.

6.3.4. The Way of Reformation

Yahya b. ‘Ad1’s program for the reformation of morals essentially consists in the culti-
vation of the virtues pertinent to one’s state in life and the extirpation of the vices. It is
a program that involves subjecting the appetitive and the irascible souls and their fac-
ulties to the governing control of the rational soul. The problem is, as Yahya explains,
that people often do not take the trouble to examine their faults, and so they go unad-
dressed. Or, as he points out, the ordinary person is wont to think that people vary
only in terms of money and possessions rather than in terms of virtue. Yahya avers
that money only provides social status and economic power, and he claims that so far
is it from enhancing virtue, it may even play a role in exposing and promoting one’s
vices by providing the means for indulging them (Yahya b. ‘Adi, Reformation, 4.1-7,
66-72). So for instilling the rational control of the appetitive and the irascible souls,
Yahya recommends keeping the objective of the virtue to be acquired constantly in
mind as well as the repulsive quality of the vices that would otherwise characterize
a person’s habitual conduct. He suggests that one frequent the company of the best
and brightest people so as to emulate their practice. He counsels against intoxication,
listening to music, and gluttony at some length. He commends constant vigilance and
mindfulness of the virtuous goal to be achieved. He recommends reading books as a
significant part of the process of acquiring virtue. He says, “One must be continually
studying books on morality and deportment as well as accounts of ascetics, monks,
hermits, and pious people” (Yahya b. ‘Adi, Reformation, 4.1, 72-74). To do so is for
Yahya the indispensable part of advancing in what he calls the “rational sciences” (al-
‘ulim al-‘aqliyya), the cultivation of which are necessary for the strengthening of the
rational soul. He says,

When one studies the rational sciences, refines his study of them, examines the
books on morality and deportment, and lingers over them, his soul will awaken, take
cognizance of its appetites, recover from its indolence, perceive its virtues, and reject
its vices. (Yahya b. ‘Adi, Reformation, 4.23, 82-84)

In the end, for Yahya, the program for acquiring virtues and extirpating vices, for mak-
ing the virtues habitual, and for suppressing the troubling powers of the appetitive and
the irascible souls is “to improve the rational soul, to empower it, to embellish it with
virtues, refinement, and good deeds”” He calls this program “a tool for self-management



YAHYA B. ‘ADI’S KITAB TAHDHIB AL-AKHLAQ 135

and a workable vehicle of practice” Its purpose is to provide that discernment of good
and bad habits which is based on the acquisition of the “rational sciences” and the
“refinement of oneé’s critical thinking” (Yahya b. ‘Adi, Reformation, 4.25-26, 86). The end
in view is the perfect man, the complete human being.

6.3.5. The Perfect Man

Yahya says, “The complete human being is one whom virtue does not bypass, whom
vice does not disfigure. . . . It is the angels he resembles more than he resembles men”
(Yahya b. ‘Adi, Reformation, 5.2, 92). Yahya advises the one who would seek perfection
as follows:

To direct his attention to the study of the exact sciences (al-ulim al-hagigiyya); to
make it his goal to grasp the quiddities of existing things, to disclose their causes
and occasions, and to search out their final ends and purposes. He shall not pause in
his labor at any particular end without giving some consideration to what is beyond
that end. He shall make it his badge of honor, night and day, to read books on mor-
als, to scrutinize books of biographies and of policies. He shall devote himself to
implementing what virtuous people have bidden to be implemented and what the
sages who have gone before have advised to be made habitual. He shall also acquire a
modicum of the discipline of grammar and rhetoric and be endowed with a measure
of eloquence and oratorical felicity. He shall always frequent the sessions (majalis)
of scholars and sages and continually associate with modest and abstinent people.
(Yahyab. ‘Adi, Reformation, 5.4, 94; see Raad 2003)

On the face of it, this program goes beyond the effort simply to acquire virtues and
dispel vices; it is effectively a blueprint for living the life of a philosopher. Yahya speaks
of it as the cultivation of “humanity” (al-insaniyya), becoming a perfect man, a man
in full, one who would on this basis come habitually to love all people. He uses the
term “humanity” in much the same way as did his master al-Farabi, who used the term
“in the sense of the quality that human beings have in common, or human nature; it
also signifies being truly human, in the sense of realizing the end or perfection of man
qua man, often synonymous with the exercise of reason” (Kraemer 1986, 10 n. 14).
Yahya says,

Men are a single tribe (qabil), related to one another; humanity (al-insaniyya) unites
them. The adornment of the divine power is in all of them and in each one of them,
and it is the rational soul. By means of this soul man becomes man. It is the nobler
of the two parts of man, which are the soul and the body. So man in his true being is
the rational soul, and it is a single substance (jawhar) in all men. All men in their true
being are a single thing, but they are many in persons (al-ashkhds). Since their souls
are one, and love is only in the soul, all of them must show affection for one another
and love one another. This is a natural disposition in men as long as the irascible soul
does notlead them on. (Yahya b. ‘Adi, Reformation, 5.14-15,106)
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This inclusive line of thinking seems to have prompted Yahya b. ‘Adi to commend
humane behavior in terms that one can only describe as interreligious in character. That
is to say, he intermingles typically Christian and Muslim vocabulary when he speaks
of his real heroes of humanity, scholars (ahl al-ilm), monks (ar-ruhban), and ascetics
(al-zuhhad). For example, when he speaks of renunciation (al-zuhd) as a moral quality he
says that it is especially good for “scholars (al- ulama’), monks (ar-ruhban), religious lead-
ers, orators, preachers, and whoever gives people an interest in eternal life” (Yahya b. ‘Adj,
Reformation, 3.45, 62). He says that “what is to be considered good for them is clothing of
hair and coarse material, traveling on foot, obscurity, attendance at churches and mosques
and so forth, abhorrence for luxurious living” (Yahya b. ‘Adi, Reformation, 3.43, 60).

But Yahya is also concerned in this treatise with society and its leaders. And he is
well aware that the virtues fit for scholars and ascetics are not appropriate for kings and
princes. For example, he says explicitly that the pursuit of the virtue of renunciation is
not appropriate for kings and leaders:

For when a king makes his practice of renunciation public, he becomes deficient. The
reason is that his reign achieves its full purpose only with the collection of money and
goods, and the accumulation of them, so that he might defend his realm with them,
conserve its assets, and come to the aid of his subjects. (Yahya b. ‘Adi, Reformation,

3.45,62)

Such a concern means that kings and leaders have all the inducements to pleasure and
vice at their command, and as a matter of fact, according to Yahya, they are not always or
even often perfect men (see Hatem 1985). Nevertheless he says of them:

The most successful of them, when his soul aspires to human fulfillment and yearns
for authentic sovereignty, knows that a king is the most worthy to become the most
complete person of his time, more virtuous than his officers and subjects. So it should
be easy for him to disengage from evil appetites and to forgo vile pleasures. (Yahya
b. ‘Adi, Reformation, 5.6, 96-98)

But when all is said and done, even with respect to kings and princes, Yahya b. ‘Adf’s
thoughts return to his beloved scholars and ascetics. And he says of kings that after con-
solidating their power,

They should give to scholars according to their classes, they should assign them sala-
ries from their own private monies, and they should reward anyone who perseveres
in knowledge and refinement. They should deal kindly with the weak and the poor,
and they should search out the strangers and the alienated. They should be solicitous
for ascetics and devout people, and they should allot them proportionately a share of
their goods and their flocks. (Yahya b. ‘Adi, Reformation, 5.11,102)

«c

For all his concern for the “‘perfect man” and the commonweal of society at large, along
with virtuous kings and princes, Yahya b. ‘Adi nevertheless envisioned the “complete
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man” as one who cultivated the virtues and extirpated the vices in pursuit of the ascetic
ideal. It is a feature of his moral philosophy that came to full expression in his promotion
of celibacy for anyone who would seek human perfection.

Yahya b. ‘Adi seriously espoused the idea that the unmarried, single life is the best state
for one who would pursue what he called, as we shall see, “godly wisdom and true sci-
ence”” It became a constant point at issue between Yahya and his Muslim interlocutors,
who, like him, esteemed “humanity” and the good life. The discussion focused on the
issue of the practice of the virtue of “continence” (al- iffa), especially in the realm of sex-
uality and procreation. Among the philosophers, both Christian and Muslim, there was
an ongoing debate about the degree of sexual abstinence that was appropriate for those
seriously interested in pursuing the philosophical life. In the Kitab Tahdhib al-akhlaq,
Yahya defined the virtue very generally. He wrote of it as follows:

It is the soul’s control of the appetites, and the constraint of them to be satisfied with
what furnishes the body with the means of subsistence and preserves its health and
no more. It is also the avoidance of intemperance, the curtailment of pleasures, and
the endeavor to be moderate (al-itidal). Furthermore, the appetites to which one
is restricted should be indulged in a commendable manner, agreeable with their
satisfaction, in moments of indispensable need. They should be indulged accord-
ing to a measure; no more than what is needed, no less than what safeguards soul
and strength. This situation is the goal of abstinence. (Yahya b. ‘Adi, Reformation,
3.2,28-30)

In another work, Yahya spelled out his position more specifically in regard to the degree
of abstinence he thought requisite for the “perfect man” in the realm of sexuality and pro-
creation. It is a composite, unfinished text in the form in which it has survived. While
its modern editor has called it a “Treatise on Continence,” in light of its contents one
might more accurately call it a treatise “On Sexual Abstinence and the Philosophical Life”
(Yahya b. ‘Adi, Traité; cf. also Griffith 2006). It is unique among Yahya’s works in that we
have it in an unfinished state, incomplete both textually and intellectually, almost as if it
were a work in progress, still in the process of circulating among his conversation part-
ners, Christian and Muslim, awaiting the resolution of significant criticisms of the thesis
he defends. The discussion concerns the value of abstaining from seeking to procreate
altogether on the part of one who seeks to live wisely and how he should best manage his
sexual drives. The composite treatise is made up of three parts: an initial essay in which
Yahya argues that seekers of “true science and godly wisdom” should ideally abstain from
seeking to procreate; a selection of criticisms and questions Yahya assembled from notes
made by presumably Muslim or other readers of the essay, along with three follow-up
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questions of his own sent back to the readers; and finally a copy of his interlocutors’
replies to his questions, along with Yahya’s rebuttal of the readers” answers to them. The
composite work affords the modern reader a rare insight into the processes of interre-
ligious, philosophical colloquy in Baghdad in the mid-fourth/tenth century, whereby a
text would be circulated for comment and rebuttal, and eventually returned to its author.

In this work Yahya sets out to defend the traditional Christian view that the celibate life
has a higher moral value than married life, with all its inevitable cares and distractions
occasioned by the presence of wives and children (see the discussion of Druart 2008).
From the outset it is clear that already in the initial essay, Yahya is addressing the objections
of adversaries. He mounts arguments against the objections that lifelong celibacy is detest-
able to God, who created the means of human propagation; that the refusal of progeny is
wrong because existence is better than nonexistence; that such an abstention is a rejec-
tion of God’s bountiful goodness and hence loathsome to him; and finally that increasing
human existence is good and to reject it is inimical to God. Being a logician by profession,
Yahyas first step is to say of his adversaries’ positions that “all their syllogisms inevitably
comprise false premises” (Yahya b. ‘Adi, Traité, 9.2, 16). And he goes on at some length to
identify the fallacies. But his principal point is to argue that celibacy, which entails benefits
for all of society, is not meant for everyone because not everyone can undertake it without
harm to himself; it is a practice “to which necessity pushes whoever has the capacity for it
and intends to do it” (Yahyé b. ‘Adi, Traité, 12.6,17). And such a person by definition is one
bent upon the pursuit of true science and godly wisdom. One notices that Yahya’s stipula-
tion that celibacy be taken up only by someone who could practice it without harm to
himselfis in harmony with the condition he set down for the right practice of abstinence in
the Kitab Tahdhib al-akhlaq quoted above, namely that it should preserve the body’s health
and no more, according to due measure and no more than is needed.

The readers of Yahyas initial treatise on continence were not convinced by his argu-
ments. In due course his interlocutor introduces the relevance of the maxim “Virtue
stands in the middle;” and he argues that it applies to the practice of the virtues of absti-
nence and continence. Yahya himself had specified in the Tahdhib al-akhlaq that the
virtue of abstinence should be practiced concomitantly with the endeavor to be mod-
erate (al-itidal). But in defense of his position regarding the legitimacy and even the
necessity of the practice of lifelong celibacy, at least for those capable of it without bodily
harm to themselves, he lays down six conditions regarding the intention of any seeker of
human perfection who would in his view legitimately be engaged in the propagation of
the human species. He says,

Any act of procreation which fails to move toward giving birth to a prophet, or to a
purely honest man, or to an eminent physician, or a just king, or which would free
one from distress or save one from falling into an illness is a vice. (Yahya b. ‘Adj,
Traité, 102.4, 48)

Yahya elaborated this principle on the basis of his consideration of ideas he shared
with other neoplatonizing Aristotelians in his milieu, as the present writer has argued
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elsewhere (Griffith 2006, 319-32). What is notable here as he carries on with his argu-
ment in support of celibacy is his insistence that the exercise of moderation (al-i tidal)
he advocates in regard to the virtue of abstinence is not to be predicated of the exercise
of the appetitive or irascible faculties in themselves, but is to be predicated of the human
being who controls the actions of the two lower faculties with his mind; moderation is a
function of the rational soul. On this basis Yahya states his position as follows:

The most virtuous way of life is to spend one’s time gaining knowledge, to devote
oneself to it according to one’s ability, and not to be concerned with consorting with
a wife, nor with having children, unless it would be to achieve one of the six purposes
we have already prescribed. It is to spend what goods one has by the labor of others
for one’s own well-being and nourishment, without which one could not maintain
one’s life in a manner which would suffice for devoting one’s time to gaining knowl-
edge. It is to spend the remainder on whatever would help one to achieve the maxi-
mum of knowledge, such as books and teachers and whatever else follows the same
course, without being concerned to seek offspring, save for the six purposes. (Yahya
b. ‘Adi, Traité, 120.4-7,57)

In Yahya’s view, the six purposes or conditions that would legitimate a philosopher’s
engagement in the married life and the procreation of children are dictated by rea-
son. And while he supports this contention by reference to his reading of the lives
of the philosophers of old (Plato and Aristotle), in counterpoint to his adversaries’
understanding of their example, he also cites the example of Christ. He argues that
since Christ and his companions possessed the virtue of continence to perfection, one
cannot then logically argue that lifelong celibacy and abstention from procreation
are incompatible with this virtue. In a bid for interreligious conviction, he phrases
this claim in terms that would resonate with both Christians and Muslims (see Yahya
b. ‘Adi, Traité, 130.10, 62). Nevertheless there is clearly a measure of special plead-
ing in this matter; Yahya seems desperately to want to bring the traditional Christian
practice of celibacy in line with the rational principles governing the cultivation of
virtue and the extirpation of vice laid down in the Tahdhib al-akhldag; it is an ancient
Christian ideal translated into the Islamic milieu and phrased in the idiom of the cur-
rent moral philosophy in Arabic.

In the end, Yahya b. ‘Adi concludes his colloquy with his interlocutors on sexual
abstinence and the philosophical life by reconfirming his fundamental dedication to
the moral philosophy and virtue ethics he articulated in his more well-known treatise.
Addressing his reader, he writes:

The truth is, may God grant you strength and perseverance, that the virtue of man by
means of which he is a man, is but wisdom (al-hikma) alone. That is because it is the
virtue after which all the other virtues in him follow. When he has it to perfection,
the perfection of right self-management redounds to him. And the health of the soul
consists solely in his mind’s and his soul’s mastery, which is its perfection, over the
remaining two Faculties. I mean the concupiscent faculty and the irascible faculty,
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and the mind’s guidance of the two of them, with the result that they are motivated
only toward what it motivates the two of them, so they do only what it prompts them
to do. (Yahyab. ‘Adi, Traité, 132.4-7, 62)

It is tempting to think of Yahya's Tahdhib al-akhlaq as a textbook of the sort called for
in the Epistle on What Ought to Precede the Study of Philosophy, often attributed to his
teacher al-Farabi. There one finds the following paragraph, virtually a brief description
of what Yahya wrote:

Before studying philosophy one must reform the character traits of the appetitive
soul in order that there will only be truly virtuous appetite, rather than a desire which
is falsely believed to be virtuous, such as pleasure or the love of domination. This
is obtained by means of character reformation not only in words but also in deeds.
Then, one will reform one’s rational soul in order that it understands the way of truth
by means of which one is safe from error and from being deceived. This obtained by
schooling in the science of demonstration. (Quoted from Druart 1997, 410)

But for all his devotion to philosophy and to the cultivation of reason, one suspects
that Yahya's purposes were not narrowly academic, nor were they limited to channel-
ing the works of Plato, Aristotle, and their commentators to an Arabic-speaking read-
ership. There is every reason to believe that he was among the philosophers of his time
who were concerned to philosophize in support of their religious convictions. Modern
historians of philosophy in Arabic have sometimes turned a baleful eye on such use of
philosophy by religious thinkers in early Islamic times. These historians prefer to think
of philosophy in capital letters as a pure, almost ideal discipline, confined solely to the
realm of reason, unsullied with any other, particularly religious concerns on the part of
Arabic-speaking scholars. They prefer to think of philosophically inspired religious and
ethical texts as exercises in adab, or kalam, but never as falsafa (see, e.g., Gutas 2002,
2009). This attitude was certainly not that of the relentless logician Yahya b. ‘Adi, who
was keen to cultivate philosophy both for its own sake and as a medium through which
to commend virtue, right religion, and a humane polity, within the framework of his
own religious tradition, not least in view of the fact that in the Abbasid Baghdad of his
day, society had become religiously plural and the scholars of each community were
called upon to commend the credibility of their own traditions to any and all who would
follow the way of reason (see in this connection the thoughtful essay by Endress [1990]).
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IBN SINA (D. 428/1037)
Metaphysics of the Shifa’
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AMOS BERTOLACCI

7.1. DATE OF COMPOSITION, AND OVERVIEW
OF IBN SINA’S LIFE AND WORKS

IBN Sina—also known as Avicenna, according to the Latinized form of his name—com-
posed the Kitab al-Shifa’ (Book of the Cure, or: of the Healing) in the culminant phase of
his life and at the climax of his philosophical production. The bulk of the work came to
light approximately between 410/1020 and 417/1027, namely about ten years before the
author’s death and in the phase of composition of his major works, whereas the prologue
was written some time later, around 419/1029 (Gutas 1988, 101-12). According to the dis-
ciple, secretary, and biographer of Avicenna, Abit ‘Ubayd ‘Abd al-Wahid b. Muhammad
al-Jazjani—who reportedly fostered the composition of the work, prompted the master
to concentrate on it against the recurrent external odds, and wrote an explanatory intro-
duction to it—the four parts of this extensive summa (logic, natural philosophy, math-
ematics, and metaphysics) were not written by Avicenna in the order in which they were
meant to appear in the actual work, and were not even all concluded in distinct peri-
ods of time: Avicenna rather wavered from natural philosophy to logic, and from logic
to mathematics, before finishing each of these parts, the part on metaphysics being the
only portion of the work to be written without interruption and, as we are reported by al-
Jazjani, in one breath. This discontinuous and intermingled order of composition of the
Shifa’ is related—and in part also causally connected—with Avicenna’s personal vicis-
situdes during the composition of this summa: Avicennass life was particularly chaotic
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at the time, since he changed more than once political patronage (from the protection
of the Buyid emir Shams al-Dawla and of his son T3j al-Mulk, to that of the Kakayid
emir ‘Ala’ al-Dawla), migrated from one capital city (Hamadan) to another (Isfahan),
after a period of self-imposed concealment in Hamadan and of detention in the castle
of Fardajan, and finished the work en route, during a military expedition in which he
took part. Under these circumstances, the metaphysical section of the Shifa’ (Ilahiyyat,
“Science of Divine Things”) cannot be dated with certainty: it was probably composed
between 412/1022 and 414/1024.

Avicenna wrote the Shifd’in his forties. The details of his life and the precise number
and chronology (both absolute and relative) of his authentic writings remain uncertain
(Reisman 2013). He was born shortly before 370/980 in the village of Afshana, in the
vicinities of Bukhara (nearby Samarkand, in nowadays Uzbekistan). After his education
in Bukhara, he began there his activity as philosopher and physician, until about 392/
1002; in Bukhara he wrote the Hikma ‘Aradiyya (Wisdom for Abii I-Hasan al-‘Aridh),
his first philosophical summa (extant in fragments), and the Kitab al-Hasil wa-l-mahsiil
(Book on the Available and the Valid), a comprehensive literal commentary on the phil-
osophical corpus, with a complement on ethics, the Kitab al-Birr wa-I-ithm (Book on
Piety and Sin), regrettably lost. Then he moved to Gurganj (in Uzbekistan), in the capac-
ity of jurisprudent, for about ten years (392/1002-402/1012), engaging himself there in
the famous epistolary correspondence with the scientist al-Birtini. Of uncertain date,
but probably belonging to his youthful production, are the two classificatory treatises
Risala fi Aqsam al-‘ulim al-‘aqliyya (Treatise on the Divisions of the Intellectual Sciences)
and Kitab al-Hudid (Book of Definitions). Various peregrinations brought Avicenna
to settle twice, during the years 402/1012-404/1014, in Jurjan (Iran), where he met the
aforementioned Abu ‘Ubayd al-Juzjani, wrote some important philosophical treatises
(al-Mabda’ wa-l-ma‘ad, Provenance and Destination; Hal al-nafs al-insaniyya, State of
the Human Soul), and started the composition of his magnum opus in medicine, the
Qanin fi I-tibb (Canon of Medicine). After a short stay in Rayy (Iran), summoned there
by the local rulers for his fame as physician (404/1014-405/1015), he dwelled longer in
the two Iranian cities to which his name is most closely related, Hamadan and Isfahan.
In the former (405/1015-415/1024), he completed the Qaniin fi I-1ibb, started the Shifa’,
and wrote other two short summae: the Uyin al-hikma (Sources of Wisdom), and the
Kitab al-Hidaya (Book of the Guidance). In the latter (415/1024-428/1037), he finished
the Shifa’ and wrote his other main philosophical summae (Kitab al-Najat, Book of the
Salvation; Daneshname-ye ‘Ala’t, Book of Science for ‘Ala’ al-Dawla, in Persian; al-Hikma
al-mashriqiyya, Eastern Wisdom; Kitab al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, Book of Pointers and
Reminders), as well as an extensive literal commentary on the traditional philosophi-
cal writings, the Kitab al-Insaf (Book of the Fair Judgement), two parts of which—the
exegesis of Metaph. A.6-10, 1071b5-1075a27, and a more extensive explanation of the
Theologia Aristotelis—survive thanks to reportationes or summaries made by disciples.
Avicenna died between May and June 428/1037, during a military expedition toward
Hamadan, where he is buried.
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7.2. THE METAPHYSICS OF IBN SINA’S
PHILOSOPHICAL MASTERPIECE

In the philosophical output of Avicenna, the Shifd’ stands out in many respects. It
belongs to the period of Avicenna’s full maturity, in close proximity to his other main
works, and represents, by the author’s own admission, the cornerstone of his produc-
tion. Avicenna reworks in it some of his previous writings (the Kitab al-Mabda’ wa-I-
ma‘ad of 403/1013, for metaphysics, and the Hal al-nafs al-insaniyya, of 404/1014, for
psychology), and summarizes it in some later works (Najat). Moreover, it is Avicenna’s
last summa to contain a mathematical part originally written by the author himself. In
the prologue, he underscores the pivotal role of the Shifa’, by relating it to some of his
coeval works, namely the Hikma al-mashriqiyya—in whose introduction, conversely,
he refers back to the Shifa’—and the Kitab al-Lawahiq (Book of the Appendices), at the
time still in progress and probably later transfused into his last two works, the Kitab
al-TaTigat (Book of Annotations) and the Kitab al-Mubahathat (Book of Discussions).
He also points at its dependence on the previous philosophical tradition, especially
Aristotelian and, more in general, Peripatetic, as its quintessence; the traditional charac-
ter of the work, however, does not imply a passive resumption of previous elaborations,
but allows a considerable degree of originality, in terms of rearrangement of the outlook
of the single disciplines, transfer of relevant topics from one science to another, and for-
mulation of new doctrines. In all these respects, the Shifa’provides the most perfect—in
the sense of most comprehensive, articulated, and dense—instance of the literary genre
invented and cherished by Avicenna, namely the summa of logic and theoretical phi-
losophy (Gutas 2013). Avicenna’s later summae modify the exposition of the Shifd’ only
with regard to the amount of information provided, the style of communication, and
the organization of the topics dealt with, without manifesting any marked doctrinal
evolution. Unsurprisingly, the Shifa’is the writing of Avicenna most attentively consid-
ered by Avicenna’s disciples: besides the introduction written by the above-mentioned
Abu ‘Ubayd al-Jazjani (Gutas 1988, 49-54), this summa elicited close study and heated
debate within the circle of Avicennas followers (Reisman 2002, 195-96; Janssens
2007; Al-Rahim 2009, 14), and is mentioned in the first two items of the bibliography
of Avicenna’s works (the so-called “Longer Bibliography”) appended to his biography
(ed. Gohlman, p. 91; Gutas 2014, 401-405). Together with the Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, it is
also the Avicennian work most influential in later Arabic philosophy and Islamic the-
ology, as the wide manuscript dissemination and the numerous commentaries attest
(Wisnovsky 2013, 2014). It is the only philosophical work of Avicenna translated system-
atically, albeit incompletely, in Latin during the Middle Ages (Janssens 2011; Bertolacci
2011a), exerting by means of its Latin translation a deep impact on the philosophical and
theological thought of medieval Christianity (Bertolacci 2013). Signs of its influence can
be traced also in Jewish culture (Freudenthal-Zonta 2012; Harvey 2015).
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If the Shifa’in its entirety deserves to be considered Avicenna’s masterpiece in philos-
ophy, the same can be said of each of its single sections with respect to their philosophi-
cal sectors. This applies in particular to the Ilahiyyat, which instantiates at the highest
degree Avicenna’s view of the fundamental role of metaphysics in the system of philoso-
phy, displays a thorough reworking of the canonical text on metaphysics and of the sub-
sequent metaphysical tradition, and evidences Avicenna’s originality and creativeness.
The work has been repeatedly printed (Ibn Sina, Ilahiyyat, 1885, 1960, 1997-98, 2004a,
2004b; and the facing Arabic text in Marmura trans. 2005) and translated into mod-
ern languages (Horten 1907; Anawati 1978, 1985; Demirli-Tiirker 2004; Marmura 2005;
Lizzini 2006; Bertolacci 2007); also its later influence has started to be studied (Anawati
1978, 1985; Hasse-Bertolacci 2012). The incipient research on its massive manuscript
transmission (Bertolacci 2008a; Ahmed 2012; Witkam 2012) and on its widespread
indirect tradition (Janssens 2012; Wisnovsky 2012) indicates that the current printings
rely on a scanty documental basis, and points at the necessity of a future critical edition
that may remedy the imprecisions and methodological flaws of the available versions
(Bertolacci 2006, 483-558). Inspection of Arabic codices disregarded in the current
printings, and of the Latin medieval translation (Avicenna Latinus 1977-83), has evi-
denced the presence in the Ilahiyyat of significant structural variations that may either
reflect revisions made by Avicenna himself, or depend on modifications introduced by
Avicennas immediate disciples. The work—more than 450 pages in the Cairo printing
of 1960—consists of ten treatises, each of which is divided into a variable number of
chapters, although the precise amount of chapters of some of its treatises, especially the
fifth, is uncertain, due to the aforementioned structural variations in the textual wit-
nesses (Mahdavi 1954, 168; Bertolacci 2012a, forthcoming). Consultation of manuscripts
also provides a more precise glimpse of the terminology used by Avicenna, and of the
historical background of his lexicon (Bertolacci 2012b).

7.3. PRIMACY AND UNITY OF METAPHYSICS

As in Avicenna’s treatises on the classifications of the sciences, and in the surveys of the
organization of philosophy in other works of his, also in the Shifa’ metaphysics comes
as the last branch of theoretical philosophy and, consequently, as the conclusion of the
work. Avicenna’s summae differ with regard to the place they assign to metaphysics
within theoretical philosophy. In most of them (besides the Shifa’, in Hikma ‘Aradiyya,
Uyian al-Hikma, Hidaya, Najat, Isharat wa-I-tanbihat), after the propaedeutic treat-
ment of logic, the sequence of theoretical disciplines is given traditionally by natu-
ral philosophy, mathematics, and metaphysics, or simply by natural philosophy and
metaphysics, due to the frequent omission of mathematics. By contrast, in the Persian
summa Daneshname-yi ‘Ala’i, and possibly also in the incompletely extant al-Hikma
al-mashrigiyya, the order is reversed and much more original: after logic, metaphysics
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constitutes the beginning, rather than the end, of theoretical philosophy, in such a
way that the “subjective” order of learning is abandoned in favor of a disposition that
emphasizes the “objective” importance of metaphysics. In the Shifa’ Avicenna endorses
the former perspective but espouses somehow also the latter. On the one hand, he
places in pivotal junctures of the summa recurrent outlines of the structure of the work,
or classifications of the sciences, in which metaphysics comes invariably at the end: this
happens in the author’s prologue (Madkhal 1, 1, 11.1-13; Gutas 1988, 53-54), in the first
chapter of the work (Madkhal 1, 2; Marmura 1980a), at the beginning of the Ilahiyyat
(Ilahiyyat 1960, 1, 1, 3.8—4.17; Marmura trans. 2005, 1-2), and also, on a reduced scale,
at the beginning of natural philosophy (the mathematical part, by contrast, begins in
medias res). These structural sketches—which serve to the reader as a kind of map of
the work and a checklist of its progress, and keep its various parts interconnected in a
coherent and unified whole—contain occasional attestations of the role of metaphysics
as the culmination of all theoretical philosophy (see the proemium of the psychology of
the Shifa’, in Nafs, 3.12). In the same vein, doctrines already established in the previous
parts of the work, considered as fully proved there, are often recalled in the Ilahiyyat,
with explicit acknowledgment of their provenience, thus confirming the role of meta-
physics as ending discipline. On the other hand, in the parts devoted to logic, natural
philosophy, and mathematics one finds frequent prospective references to forthcom-
ing treatments in the Ilahiyyat of a number of logical, physical, and mathematical key
doctrines preliminarily outlined in these parts and waiting to be conclusively assessed
in metaphysics; these prospective postponements are often matched by retrospective
references in the Ilahiyyat to the parts of the summa in which the doctrines in ques-
tion first occur (see Bertolacci 2006, 272-94). Consonant with this second trend is
the fact that in various places of the Shifa’ (Burhan 11, 7, 165.3-7.11-16; 111, 1, 194.6-11;
Qiyas, 1, 2,13.14-17; llahiyyat 1960, 1, 1, 5.7-8), as well as elsewhere, Avicenna frequently
remarks that metaphysics is the discipline deputed to discuss and elucidate those epis-
temological principles, both general and specific, whose validity all the other sciences
simply assume. These two kinds of cross-references between the previous parts of the
summa and metaphysics determine de facto a focal convergence on the Ilahiyyat of all
the philosophical disciplines previously taken into account (for the special connection
of logic and metaphysics, see Bertolacci 2011b; for that of psychology and metaphysics,
see Druart 2000, 270-73).

Metaphysics is epistemologically central in Avicennas Shifd’ not only with regard to
the philosophical disciplines that come before it (logic, natural philosophy, and math-
ematics), but also with respect to those that follow it, since it presents conclusively an
outline of practical philosophy, preceded by the clarification of the doctrine (proph-
ecy) upon which this area of philosophy, according to Avicenna, rests (Kaya 2012).
A comprehensive, albeit succinct, account of the three traditional branches of prac-
tical philosophy—namely ethics, economics (in the sense of household manage-
ment), and politics—can be found in the last two chapters of the Ilahiyyat (X, 4-5),
as a kind of appendix to the previous three chapters of the same treatise on prophecy:
chapters 1-3 deal, more specifically, with the general context of prophecy, that is, the
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influence of heavenly beings on worldly things (X, 1), the metaphysical proof of the pos-
sibility and actual existence of prophecy, after the account of its concrete functioning in
psychology (X, 2), and the religious implications of prophecy, with particular regards
to worship (X, 3). Practical philosophy is annexed to, and intimately connected with,
the metaphysical treatment of prophecy, insofar as the prophets function, according to
Avicenna, is not limited to the organization of religion, but invests also the legislation of
human life in all its aspects, from personal conduct, to family management, to the admin-
istration of the state. The tenth treatise in its entirety provides in this way an account of
practical philosophy that is a synthesis between Islamic tenets and Greek philosophical
views. In other summae, like the Najat, practical philosophy is anchored in metaphysics,
but receives a much briefer analysis, and ends in correspondence with the conclusion of
Ilahiyyat X, 3. In the Daneshname-yi ‘Ala’1, prophetic legislation is mentioned as a topic
to be dealt with, but receives no specific treatment, since at the end of the conclusive sec-
tion on natural philosophy, the account of this topic is delayed to another, unspecified,
place (Achena-Massé 1955-58, 2:90). Likewise, in the Hikma al-mashrigiyya, practical
philosophy is envisaged preliminarily as an articulated treatment of ethics, economics,
politics, and prophetic legislation, disconnected from metaphysics and attached to natu-
ral philosophy; de facto, however, it is probably reduced to prophetic legislation, as in the
Najat, and it is apparently absent from the work, as in the Daneshname-yi ‘Ala’, since
no treatment of prophetic legislation (or of ethics, economics, and politics) figures in its
table of contents (see Gutas 2000, 167-69, 177-80). Only in the Ilahiyyat, therefore, does
metaphysics actually figure as a real cornerstone of the philosophical building, both ex
parte ante, with respect to logic and the other two parts of theoretical philosophy, and ex
parte post, with respect to practical philosophy, in both its religious accretions and philo-
sophical fundament.

The Ilahiyyat instantiates clearly Avicenna’s inclination, expressed also in previous
and later works of his, to regard metaphysics, despite the plurality of names (the official
designation “metaphysics” in chapter I, 3, and the names “divine science,” “first philoso-
phy,” “wisdom,” “universal science,” and “the highest science” elsewhere), as a whole-
some science internally articulated into two main constitutive units: ontology (the
investigation of “existent qua existent”) and philosophical theology (the special inves-
tigation of God and divine realities insofar as they are the first causes and principles
of “existent qua existent”). Avicennas works on metaphysics display variations of the
comprehensiveness and length (both absolute and respective) of ontology and philo-
sophical theology; in all these works, however, metaphysics figures as a single science
in two parts (see Bertolacci 2006, 149-211). Only the Hikma al-mashrigiyya seems to
provide a more severing articulation: in the classification of the sciences at the begin-
ning of this summa, ontology and philosophical theology do not represent two inte-
gral parts of metaphysics, but rather two distinct and independent theoretical sciences,
designated by different names, namely “universal science” (al- ilm al-kulli) and “divine
science” (al- ilm al-ilahi) respectively (Ibn Sina, Hikma mashriqiyya, 7.5-7, 8.9-10; Gutas
2000, 168-69; for “universal science” as a name of ontology see also the section on logic,
16.17.20, 17.21). This bipartition of metaphysics into ontology and philosophical theology
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has precise doctrinal grounds, since it rests upon a divide of the realities investigated
by metaphysics into things totally unmixed with matter, and things partially mixed
with matter (Ibn Sina, Hikma mashriqiyya, 6.23-7.1, 7.2-4), contrary to Avicenna’s ten-
dency elsewhere to prospect the entities studied by metaphysics as a single, albeit var-
iegated, group (see, for instance, Aqsam, 84.24-85.2; Ilahiyyat 1960, 15.17-16.8). It has
also far-reaching epistemological consequences: the bipartition of metaphysics entails
a fourfold division of theoretical philosophy, rather than the traditional threefold parti-
tion; and the articulation of theoretical philosophy into four parts, in its turn, prompts
Avicenna, for the sake of uniformity, to envisage an equally unprecedented fourfold
division of practical philosophy into ethics, economics, politics, with the addition of
prophetic legislation (Hikma mashrigiyya, 7.8-8.7), although this more comprehensive
pattern of practical philosophy is meant to be accomplished on a reduced scale (Hikma
mashriqiyya, 8.10-11). The switch from the view of metaphysics as a single science hav-
ing two intimately related parts (a metaphysica generalis dealing with “being qua being;”
followed by a metaphysica specialis dealing with God as the First Causes of being) in the
Shifa’ to the clear-cut demarcation of universal ontology from philosophical theology
in the Hikma al-mashriqiyya is certainly a sign of the more original and independent
way of exposition that Avicenna avowedly follows in this work in comparison to the
Shifa’ and the other summae (see, in particular, Hikma mashriqiyya, 7.5-7; Gutas 1988,
254). One, however, cannot concretely evaluate which kind of impact this refined episte-
mological conception of metaphysics had on the actual presentation of this discipline in
the Hikma al-mashrigiyya, since its part on metaphysics is not preserved by the manu-
scripts presently known. Therefore, apart from the generic indications of the existence
of alternative and more rigid ways of conceiving the inner structure of metaphysics (and
consequently of theoretical philosophy) in the Hikma al-mashrigiyya—whose congru-
ity with the actual content of the work remains unverified—the articulated unity of this
discipline displayed by the Ilahiyyat represents Avicenna’s prevailing structural model.

7.4. SOURCES

The Ilahiyyat provides the best example of Avicennas original way of adapting into a
new context the metaphysical sources at his disposal. The synergy between continuity
and innovation typical of the Shifa’ reaches in the Ilahiyyat its peak: Avicenna’s treat-
ment of its main source—Aristotle’s Metaphysics—and of the ensuing metaphysical
tradition offers a privileged vantage point to observe how he succeeded in combining
adherence to Aristotle’s work and its later transmission, and renewal of the metaphysical
tradition to which he intended to contribute (see Bertolacci 2006). Instances of original
adaptation of the authoritative texts can surely be found also in other parts of the Shifa’
(on natural philosophy, see Hasnawi 2000, 510-11; Hasnawi 2002); but the originality
of the Ilahiyyat with regard to its remote and proximate models can be considered as
unparalleled elsewhere in the work.
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A changed attitude toward, and a decreasing reliance upon, the authority of
Aristotle with respect to Avicenna’s previous metaphysical works is noticeable in the
Ilahiyyat. First of all, explicit quotations of the Greek master are fewer: in the earlier al-
Mabda’ wa-1-Ma‘ad, for example, eight explicit references to Metaphysics A occur, only
four of which are resumed in the parallel places of the Ilahiyyat (see Mabda’, 34.3; 61.10
= Ilahiyyat 1960, 392.4; 61.18 = Ilahiyyat 1960, 392.9; 62.3 = Ilahiyyat 1960, 392.15-16;
68.7 = Ilahiyyat 1960, 401.16; 68.14; 68.21; 85.8). Second, the Ilahiyyat adopts less direct
modes of referring to Aristotle, switching from the proper name “Aristotle” and the title
“Metaphysics;,” typical of previous works, to the definite descriptions “First Teacher”
(al-mu‘allim al-awwal) and “First Teaching” (al-taTim al-awwal); this switch empha-
sizes, on the one hand, the absolute authority of Aristotle in philosophy and the magis-
terial value of his writings, but it also reveals, on the other hand, a progressive distance
from the historical figure of Aristotle and his transmitted works, as well as the intention
to evaluate the Greek master on account of his doctrines, without following him blindly
because of his fame (see Gutas 1988, 286-93; Bertolacci 2006, 318-19, 560-61, 573). This
less marked dependence on Aristotle, finally, is joined with the insurgence of veiled crit-
icisms, which represent another remarkable “stylistic” feature of the Ilahiyyat: Avicenna
cites Aristotle and the Metaphysics not only as “First Teacher” and “First Teaching,” but
also by means of less conspicuous formulas—like generic names, pronouns, and verbs
(“the Ancients,” al-awwaliin; “a group,” gqawm; “someone,” man; “they say, yaqilina;
“it was believed,” zunna), or indeterminate expressions that underscore the common
opinions or endoxa that Aristotle occasionally discusses (“what is commonly believed,”
al-mashhiir, etc.; see Bertolacci 2006, 319—20)—which often convey a criticism. It is as if
in the Ilahiyyat, through these explicit, but indeterminate, quotations, Avicenna aimed
at disguising his disagreement with the “First Teacher,” using an indirect way of express-
ing it, without compromising the reverence paid to the “First Master” and to his meta-
physical teaching. The disguised criticism of Aristotle that looms behind the Ilahiyyat
and other parts of the Shifa’—like the explicit polemic toward the Greek philosopher
formulated in the Ingdf (see, for example, Sharh Lam, 23.21; 30.23; 31.11-18; Gutas 1988,
288 and n. 12; Pines 1987, 191-92)—can be taken as the counterpart of the respect, def-
erence, and esteem that Avicenna constantly feels toward Aristotle, both at a “formal”
level and in a substantial way, in his oeuvre. In general, he proves to be a “critical”
evaluator of Aristotle, that is, a follower deeply conscious of the greatness of Aristotle’s
achievements and the superiority of the “First Teacher” with respect to the other ancient
masters, but also an independent thinker capable of detecting and correcting the flaws
of his model.

Avicenna’s independence of thought with respect to Aristotle determines a thor-
ough reworking of the Metaphysics in the Ilahiyyat. This elaboration shows two radical
aspects of modification. Avicenna changes, first, the “form,” that is, the scientific pro-
file, of Aristotle’s work. Accordingly, he modifies also its “content,” namely the disposi-
tion and doctrinal purport of the single treatises of the work. The changes regarding the
“form” affect four main areas: the theme of metaphysics, its structure, its method, and its
relationship with the other sciences. The content of the Metaphysics, on the other hand,
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is reworked by means of a different arrangement of its parts, the integration of Aristotle’s
thought with the subsequent metaphysical speculation, both Greek and Arabic, and
the introduction of some original key doctrines. Cumulatively, in these two ways one
observes on Avicennas part a real “reform” of the authoritative text on metaphysics.

In the former regard, Avicenna shows that the theme of the science of metaphysics
corresponds coherently to all the different, and somehow contrasting, ways in which
Aristotle portrays this discipline in the Metaphysics. For Avicenna metaphysics is, pri-
marily and constitutively, a study of “existent” (cf. Metaph.T'.1,1003a20-26), since “exis-
tent qua existent” is its subject matter. Avicenna proves this point at length, by means of
three successive arguments (chapter I, 2), after having excluded that God and the first
causes can perform the function of subject matter of metaphysics (chapter I, 1). This
primary focus on “existent qua existent,” however, does not prevent metaphysics from
being, in another respect, a study of the first causes and God (cf. Metaph. A.1, 981b28-
29; A.2, 982bg-10), since the first causes and God are its “goal,” namely the final out-
come of the investigation of “existent.” In a further respect, metaphysics is also a study
of immaterial and motionless things (cf. Metaph. E.1, 1026a13-23), since both “existent
qua existent,” on the one hand, and God and the first causes, on the other, are realities
of this kind: God and the first causes (or at least the first causes within formal, efficient,
and final agency) are immaterial by nature, whereas “existent” is immaterial “in prin-
ciple,” insofar as it encompasses within its scope both material and immaterial things,
and belongs therefore, at least partially and at its highest degree of instantiation, to the
immaterial world. Avicenna is the first thinker in the history of philosophy to have
devoted to the issue of the subject matter of metaphysics a distinct and articulated treat-
ment, whose later impact on Arabic and Latin philosophy has been enormous (Fakhry
1984; Davidson 1987, 284-88; Gutas 1988, 238-54; Hasnaoui 1991, 235-39; Ramoén
Guerrero 1996; Bertolacci 2006, 111-47).

In line with the position of “existent” as its subject-matter, metaphysics in the
Ilahiyyat is construed according to a well-defined structure, which replaces the some-
what inconsequential arrangement of the treatises of the Metaphysics (Bertolacci 2006,
149-211). Schematically speaking, this more coherent structure results from the inter-
section of two vertical axes with three horizontal layers. The vertical axes are the study
of “existent qua existent” and the study of the concept more closely related to “existent,”
and in a way “parallel” to it, namely “one qua one” (these two axes are called here for
the sake of brevity, respectively, Ontology and Henology). The horizontal layers are
given by the investigation of the species, properties, and causes of “existent” and “one.”
Ontology is the first and main axis of metaphysics, since it regards the subject matter
of this science: it displays a threefold articulation in analysis of the species of “exis-
tent” (Ontologys, chapters II-11I, 1; III, 3-5; III, 7-10, on the categories of substance,
quantity, quality, and relation), of its properties (OntologyP, treatises IV-V1I, on prior
and posterior, potency and act, perfect and imperfect, whole and part, universal and
particular, cause and effect), and of its first causes and principles (OntologyC, chap-
ters VIII-X, 3). Since the ultimate cause of “existent” is God, OntologyC is tantamount
to a treatment of philosophical theology (accordingly, it is called here OntologyC/
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Theology), further articulated into a proof of God’s existence, a study of His nature,
and a treatment of cosmology, theodicy, eschatology, and prophetology. Henology is
a complementary and shorter axis with respect to Ontology, dealing with the concept
“one” along similar lines, but on a reduced scale. It encompasses two distinct parts: a
treatment of the species of “one” and “many” (Henologys, in chapters III, 2-6, 9, inter-
sected with the treatment of quantity in OntologyS), namely “one” by accident and
“one” by essence (this latter divided into “one” by genus, by species, by differentia, by
relation, by subject, and by number), absolute and relative multiplicity, and the opposi-
tion “one”-"many”; and an analysis of their properties (HenologyP, chapter VII, 1), on
sameness by accident, sameness by essence, otherness, alterity, difference, privation,
and contrariety. The highest segment of Henology merges with OntologyC/Theology,
which contains an extensive treatment of God’s oneness (VIII, 4-5), and represents
therefore the culmination and peak—or, in Avicenna’s words, the “seal”—of metaphys-
ics in the Ilahiyyat. The main bulk of the work, arranged in this way, is enriched by a
few structural complements: an introductory part on the foundation of metaphysical
knowledge (chapters I, 1-4, which, on the footsteps of the ancient prolegomena, pro-
vide a preliminary account of the goal, utility, rank, name, and division of the discipline
dealt with, to which Avicenna adds the discussion of its subject matter; and chapters I,
5-8, which introduces, more originally, Avicenna’s view of the primary concepts, the
pivotal distinction of Necessary Existent by virtue of Itself and possible existent by vir-
tue of itself, the proof of the Necessary Existent’s oneness, and the logical axioms); a
digression devoted to the refutation of pre-Aristotelian philosophers, especially Plato
and the Pythagoreans (chapters VII, 2-3); and an appendix on practical philosophy
(chapters X, 4-5).

In comparison with Aristotle’s Metaphysics, the method of the Ilahiyyat is both
more apodictic—that is, more dependent on rigorous proofs like demonstrations—
and, conversely, less dialectical —namely less confident about the truth of commonly
accepted opinions, and less reliant on objections, questions, and doubts as heuristic
tools (Bertolacci 2006, 213-63). On the one hand, Avicenna clarifies the status and limits
of metaphysics as a demonstrative science, due to the empirical constraints of human
knowledge (Gutas 2012a, 414-17), reworks the original arguments of Aristotle in syl-
logistic form, and pays considerable attention to the truth and certainty of the premises
of proofs. In the same vein, he complements the recourse to demonstrations with pro-
cedures that we can call “analytical,” since they imply the articulation of states of reality,
concepts, and terms, like proofs by division, terminological distinctions, and overarch-
ing classifications. On the other hand, he endeavors to reduce the role and visibility of
the dialectical procedures adopted by Aristotle. Thus, he places the doxographies of
Metaph. A, M, and N in an appendix to Henology (chapters VII, 2-3), rather than at the
beginning and at the end of the work, in an emphatic position, as in the Metaphysics.
Likewise, he quotes only a very thin selection of the aporias of Metaph. B, disseminating
them in different places of the Ilahiyyat and always connecting them with their solution;
by the same token, he constantly provides a clear-cut reply at the numerous objections,
questions, and doubts that he takes into account.
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More coherently and systematically than in Aristotle, metaphysics is for Avicenna the
apex of the system of sciences (Bertolacci 2006, 265-302). In the concrete classification
of the sciences to which the table of contents of the Shifa’ amounts, metaphysics func-
tions as the regina scientiarum that ascertains the principles of all the other sciences and
makes these latter interconnected and hierarchically ordered. The scientific principles
assessed by metaphysics are, on the one hand, the logical laws common to all the sci-
ences (the axioms), and the universal concepts that every science uses without discuss-
ing them (the primary concepts like “existent,” “thing,” “necessary,” “one”). On the other
hand, metaphysics clarifies the principles that are proper to each of the particular sci-
ences and that regard their specific subject matters, that is, the epistemological hypoth-
eses of the single sciences. Thus, metaphysics proves the very existence and the mode of
existence of the subject matters of the other sciences (like the existence and way of exis-
tence of universals and categories with regard to logic, of matter and form with regard
to natural philosophy, of discrete and continuous quantity with regard to mathematics).
Through the three branches of theoretical philosophy, this foundation regards also the
disciplines subordinated to logic, natural philosophy, and mathematics. The foundation
of practical philosophy, on the other hand, lies, as we have seen, in the discussion of
prophecy at the end of OntologyC/Theology (chapters X, 1-3).

As to the recasting of the content of the Metaphysics in the Ilahiyyat, Avicenna quotes
in different extents—using several Arabic translations of Aristotle’s work, and adopt-
ing various quotations techniques—all the fourteen books in which the Metaphysics is
traditionally divided (apart, perhaps, from book K), but according to an order that is
strikingly different from that of Aristotle’s work. Thus, the themes of book A are repro-
duced not at the beginning of the Ilahiyyat, but at the end of Henology (chapters VII,
2-3). The doctrine of Metaph. a.1-2 is transferred even “further;,” namely to OntologyC/
Theology (chapters VIIL, 1-3), in conjunction with Metaph. A.6-10 (scattered themes in
chapters VIII, 4-8). The fate of book I' is opposite: it is not “postponed” to other books,
but rather placed in the forefront of the Ilahiyyat (prolegomena, as to the subject mat-
ter of metaphysics; and introduction, as to the defense of the logical axioms), where it
plays a pivotal epistemological role (see Houser 1981, 1999; Bertolacci 2006, 375-401).
Together with book T, the first chapter of book E inspires some themes of the prolegom-
ena, whereas chapters 2—4 of this book lie in the background of some minor points of
the introduction and of OntologyS. The doctrine of book Z (and, to a lesser extent, of
book H) figures in the treatment of substance in Ontologys (treatise II), and in the treat-
ment of the universals (treatise V) and of material and formal causes (chapter VI, 4) in
OntologyP. A comprehensive summary of book ® occurs in the analysis of potentiality
and actuality within OntologyP (chapter IV, 2). Book I is the main source of HenologyP
(chapter VII, 1). Books M and N, finally, are quoted together with book A at the end
of Henology. The remaining books of the Metaphysics, rather than differently ordered,
are “scattered” in the Ilahiyyat. Thus, Avicenna refers to some aporias of book B in dis-
tinct places of the introduction, OntologyP, and OntologyC/Theology (see Bertolacci
2006, 403-40). Likewise, several terminological distinctions deriving from book A
serve (sometimes with critical tones) as linguistic preliminaries to the treatment of
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various issues in many parts of the Ilahiyyat (in particular, prolegomena, introduction,
OntologyS-HenologyS, OntologyP, and HenologyP). In general, Avicenna reworks the
content of the Metaphysics around three main “poles”™: the epistemological pole (pro-
legomena and introduction), given by books I' and E, 1; the ontological-henological
pole (OntologyS-P and HenologyS-P), constituted primarily by books Z, H, ®, and I, in
which book B plays a “troubleshooting” role, book A provides the semantic preliminar-
ies to the discussion, and books A, M, and N serve as a doxographical complement; and
the theological pole (OntologyC/Theology) constituted, as far as Aristotle is concerned,
by books a.2 and A.6-10.

In the Ilahiyyat, Avicenna does not only modify the scientific profile and the content
of the Metaphysics, as indicated above; he also integrates the bulk of Aristotle’s work with
themes taken either from other Aristotelian writings, or from sources belonging to the
Greek and Arabic Peripatetic tradition, or from his own cultural context. In compari-
son with the Peripatetic lineage, the recourse to the Platonic tradition is comparatively
meager and oblique (see Aouad 1989; D’Ancona 2000; D’Ancona 2003; Bertolacci 2006,
455-60; D’Ancona 2007), in light of Avicenna’s outspoken criticisms of Plato’s doctrine
of ideas, conducted in Aristotle’ footsteps (Marmura 2006; Bertolacci 2009; Porro 2011),
and his limited use of the metaphysical works of Neoplatonic ascendance ascribed in
Arabic philosophy to Aristotle (the Plotinian Theologia Aristotelis and the Proclean
Liber de Causis), whose Aristotelian authorship he seems to doubt and whose doctri-
nal errors he intends to correct (see Adamson 2004; Bertolacci 2006, 47 and n. 29).
Thus, Avicenna’s reshaping of the epistemological profile of the Metaphysics has three
main sources outside Aristotle’s work: first, the Organon, in particular the model of sci-
ence presented in the Posterior Analytics, which Aristotle himself tentatively applies to
metaphysics in Metaph. I and E.1 (Marmura 1990, 89-98; Hasnawi 2013); second, the
considerations on the science of metaphysics that Avicenna could find in the parts of
Alexander of Aphrodisias’s and Themistius's commentaries on the Metaphysics avail-
able in Arabic, as well as in the later Greek Prolegomena to Aristotle’s works, which
inspire, either directly or indirectly, the first four chapter of the Ilahiyyat (Lizzini 2005;
Bertolacci 2006, 169-70); third, the Arab interpreters of Aristotle, above all the “project”
of a rigorous metaphysics presented by al-Farabi in On the Goals of the “Metaphysics”,
which might in its turn derive from an essay by Ammonius Son of Hermeias on the goals
of Aristotle’s works, lost in Greek but mentioned by Arabic sources (see Bertolacci 2006,
37-64). OntologyC/Theology is the section of the Ilahiyyat in which the integration of
Aristotelian and non- Aristotelian material is most clearly visible. Thus, the Aristotelian
core of this section—in which the connection of Metaph. a.2 with A.6-10 is a reflex of
al-KindTs selective way of envisaging the content of the Metaphysics, and a remnant
of Avicennas youthful, that is, pre-Farabian, approach to the work (see section 7.5
below)—is expanded by means of accretions taken from Alexander of Aphrodisias’s and
Themistius’s works on metaphysics, from the pseudo-Aristotelian, in fact Neoplatonic,
prolongations of the Metaphysics current in Arabic philosophy, and from the theologi-
cal sections of some metaphysical and political treatises by al-Farabi. Moreover, math-
ematical patterns are at work in the scheme of the emanation of the universe from God
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that Avicenna envisages (R. Rashed 2002). Finally, the examples, the terminology, and
the themes of OntologyC/Theology, as well as the theological views discussed in other
parts of the work, indicate Avicenna’s intention to show that the rational underpinnings
of Islamic religion are congruent with, and clarified by, the philosophical worldview
expressed in metaphysics (Marmura 1991-92, 2012). In this perspective, the Ilahiyyat
of the Shifa’ provides a prime example of “contextual” reading of the Metaphysics, that
is, an interpretation of this work that takes into account, together with the original text,
also the other writings of the Aristotelian corpus, the subsequent Aristotelian tradition
(both Greek and Arabic), cognate types of metaphysical speculation (the Neoplatonic
pseudo-Aristotelian works on metaphysics), and the cultural tendencies of his own
environment (Islamic theology).

7.5. MAIN DOCTRINES

In his personal elaboration of the previous tradition, Avicenna introduces in the frame-
work of metaphysics several original doctrines: no part of the Ilahiyyat is copied verba-
tim from the Metaphysics or any other Greek and Arabic work at Avicenna’s disposal,
and unprecedented insights can therefore be found practically in each of its chapters.
Discrete accounts of specific Avicennian doctrines have been provided in several stud-
ies of various length, and some general presentations are also available (see, among the
most recent, Menn 2013 and Adamson 2013), although a comprehensive picture of the
doctrinal purport of the work still lacks. Among the metaphysical doctrines that can
be regarded as fruits of Avicenna’s mind, some have narrower scope and occur in local-
ized parts of the work, while others are recurrent and capable of interconnecting and
unifying, in virtue of their fundamental and all-encompassing character, its various
themes. To the first group belong the doctrine of categories, with particular regard to
substance and relation (Marmura 1975; Stone 2001; Lizzini 2004; Zghal 2006; Pazouki
2007; Tegtmeier 2007); the theory of universals (Marmura 1992; Black 1997; De Libera
1999; Druart 2012); the account of causation (Marmura 1981; Ivry 1984; Marmura
1984a; Wisnovsky 2002; Bertolacci 2002; Wisnovsky 2003a, 181-95; Wisnovsky 2003b;
Richardson 2013); the discussion of God’s nature, acts, and way of knowledge (Marmura
1962, 1985; Acar 2004; Zghal 2004; Acar 2005; Adamson 2005; McGinnis 2011b; Black
2012); the process of emanation of the universe from God and cosmology (Frank 1992;
Janssens 1997; M. Rashed 2006; D’Ancona 2007; Acar 2010; Janos 2011; Lizzini 2011;
McGinnis 2011a); the explanation of the presence of evil in a world governed by divine
providence (Inati 2000; M. Rashed 2000, 223-24; Steel 2002); and the afterlife of the
human soul after its separation from the body (Michot 1986; Gutas 2012b).
Representative of the second group are three main doctrines: the already mentioned
theory on the subject matter of metaphysics, because of its far-reaching structural impli-
cations; the distinction of essence and existence, which is the real theoretical leitmo-
tif of the work; and the metaphysical proof of God’s existence, grounded in Avicenna’s
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view of the subject matter of metaphysics and of causation, and placed at the beginning
of OntologyC/Theology. The distinction of essence and existence that Avicenna posits
in all beings other than God is probably the most famous of Avicenna’s own doctrines.
Despite its roots in ancient Greek philosophy and antecedents in pre-Avicennian fal-
safa (Burrell 1986; Adamson 2002; Strobino 2015), the doctrine can be regarded as origi-
nally Avicennian, and its novelty and versatility explains its success in later Arabic and
Latin philosophy (Hasse-Bertolacci 2012). Moreover, insofar as it determines the differ-
ence of the primary notions “thing” (i.e., “item having an essence”) and “existent” (i.e.,
“item having existence”), it grounds Avicenna’s doctrine of the primary concepts, which
includes, besides “thing” and “existent,” also “one” and “necessary, and governs, as we
have seen, Avicenna’s conception of the structure of metaphysics, on the route leading
to the Latin medieval theory of the transcendentals (see Marmura 1984b; Druart 2001;
Lizzini 2003; Wisnovsky 2003a, 197-263; Aertsen 2008; Bertolacci 2008b; Koutzarova
2009; Menn 2012). According to the usual scholarly presentation of this doctrine, a
created being, like a triangle or a horse, has a determinate essence (to be a three-sided
geometrical figure, to be a four-legged solid-hoofed animal with flowing mane and tail,
respectively), regardless of its existence in the external reality or in the human mind.
Whereas in all worldly beings existence is necessarily connected with essence by an
external cause, and is therefore contingent, the existence of God does not supervene
on any essence whatsoever, or simply coincides with the divine essence, thus having no
cause and being necessary per se: God is the only being that exists necessarily on account
of itself. The distinction of essence and existence represents the real cornerstone of
Avicenna’s ontology, since it runs parallel to fundamental epistemological notions (like
the recurrent pair tasawwur, “conceptualization,” and tasdig, “granting assent”), or gov-
erns Avicenna’s conception of the relationship between metaphysics and the other sci-
ences (insofar as metaphysics deals with the existential questions that the other sciences
do not face, since they investigate only the essence of their subject matters). It underlies,
more specifically, crucial theoretical areas of Avicennas metaphysics, from the begin-
ning until the end of the Ilah