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INTRODUCTION 

The sudden burst of Greco-Arab philosophy into the Western 
world in the thirteenth century irreversibly altered the course of 
European thought and continues to reverberate in world history. 

The philosophy of the Arab-Muslim world began as a discovery 
of an ancient heritage, and moved on in its own original way. 
Freely delving into every topic of human interest, it came up 
with theories that had serious consequences on religion, society 
and the individual. The questions raised then are still discussed 
today, and it is worthwhile to see how they were approached in 
a different time and culture. 

It is not easy to define the focus of a book like this. On the one 
hand, philosophy at that time included all of science.' Here only 
certain major themes are reviewed, touching on the destiny of 
man and religion, such as the existence of God, human freedom 
before the omnipotence of God (with the question of evil), the 
immortality of the human soul, and the relationship between 
philosophy and revelation. 

Again, while we may expect to look at the major players, such 
as al-Kindi, aJ-Farabi, Ibn-S1na et Ibn-Rushd, we must avoid 
focusing strictly on the Arab or Muslim world. Some of the 
great philosophers of this world were non-Arabs or non
Muslims. Nor can we leave out Latin A verroism and the reply 
of Thomas Aquinas. It was one intellectual world debating the 
same questions with the same philosophical tools. 

A new resume of the thought of the Muslim philosophers is 
particularly called for now because of the vast number of 
publications of the works of these philosophers over the past 
thirty years. Even though more specialized work remains to be 
done, a new synthesis of the thought of these philosophers is 
called for. 

Presupposing a general knowledge of the history of philosophy 

'Apart from what will be discussed below, see lbn-Bajja, Risiila al-wadii ', p. 120. 



and a familiarity with the fundamental notions of Aristotelian 
and neo-Platonic philosophy, I first present a historical survey, 
then devote a chapter to each of five main themes. 

I designed this book primarily as a course textbook such as can 
cross-fertilize a general program of philosophy. It should at the 
same time serve as a reference book on the subject. 

Joseph Kenny 



CHAPTER I 

IDSTORICAL SURVEY 

1.1 The foundations of Islamic thought 

1.1.1 At the time of the Medin an caliphs1 

When Mul;larrunad died he left no instructions for his succession. 
At an emergency meeting convened to decide what to do, the 
senior men were divided until 'Umar got up and clasped the 
hands of Abil-Bakr; the rest followed suite. The choice was a 
compromise, since Abil-Bakr (632-634) was an old man. 

Abil-Bakr's first job was to send his general, Khalid ibn-al
Walid, against the Arab nomads to force them to accept his 
authority. Once the Arabs were united as one umma, since 
Muslims may not fight Muslims, their armies turned to lands of 
the north. These were exhausted by a protracted struggle 
between the Byzantine and Persian empires, the super-powers of 
the time, and the Arabs easily overran them. 

During the caliphate of 'Urnar (634-644) the Muslim umma 
experience a real booty boom. The Arab soldiers were inspired 
by a strong faith. that assured them of a heavenly reward if they 
died in battle, and an earthly reward if they did not. As these 
men sent back to Medina the fortunes they had gathered, other 
men oflesser faith now rushed to join the army. But they found 
little pickings left in. Syria, Palestine, Egypt, Iraq and the whole 
Persian empire. 

Boom times had become doom times, and the blame was laid at 
the feet of the new caliph, 'Uthman (644-656). Mutinous troops 
demanded his resignation. He refused and they stabbed him to 
death, installing 'Ali (656-661) in his place. 

Mu' awiya, the governor ofDamascus and a relative of'Utbman, 

1Cf. LV. Vaglieri, "The patriarchal and Umayyad caliphates" , pp. 57-i03 . 
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refused to recognize 'Ali, and a civil war broke out. Various 
battles and negotiations took place, and in the end Mu 'awiya 
won out, founding the Umayyad dynasty, which lasted almost a 
century. 

1.1.2 The Umayyad period 

During the lifetime of Mul;lam.mad a radical change of attitude 
took place in the Arab world. Everyone, including opponents of 
Islamic rule, found themselves incapable of thinking or of 
expressing themselves in other than Qur'anic categories.2 

During the caliphate of Abu-Bakr some apostates presented 
themselves as rival prophets, with revelations patterned after the 
Qur' an. During the Umayyad period, however, any rebel had to 
claim that he was a better Muslim than his adversary. 

This transformation of the public mentality was not the result of 
interior conversion involving intellectual conviction and change 
of life: We have to distinguish conversion from joining a 
movement. The vast majority of new Muslims joined Islam 
because it was a winning movement launched by a man who had 
full confidence in his authority and mission as the last prophet. 
"You are the best community raised up among men; you 
command what is good and forbid what is evil and believe in 
God. If those who have Scripture had believed it would have 
been better for them .. . " (Qur'an 3:110). 

It became impossible to escape Qur'anic ideology, which was 
the orthodoxy of the society, since membership in that society 
was a necessity for survival. Qur'anic rules ofliving, however, 
were simple, practical and adaptable to the still evolving 
condition oflslam at that time, and provided a rallying point for 
a society in transition. 

l(;f. W.M. W,att, The majesty that was Islam, p. 58. 
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1.1.3 The 'Abbasid period (750-) 

Throughout the Umayyad period the Muslim community, by 
force of circumstances, adopted a vast amount of new regulative 
norms not contained in the Qur' an. These became enshrined in 
tradition, or J:Iadith literature, which claimed the authority of the 
companions of MuJ?.ammad and eventually the authority of 
MuQammad himself. Under the influence of ash-Sha:fi'i (d. 
825), J:ladith became ano~her source of revelation alongside the 
Qur'an. As ash-Shii:fi ' i put it, MtiQammad, the "seal of the 
prophets" was divinely ordained as the perfect man, impeccable, 
infallible, the model and exemplar for all mankind. Although 
ijadith was not dictated by God like the Qur' an, all the actions 
and words that they relate are taken as another form of 
revelation.3 

How, we must now ask, could a philosophical movement 
flourish in a milieu so dominated by Islamic religious thought? 

1.2 The philosophical movement in the land of Islam 

The philosophical movement caught on with the Muslims by 
contact with Greek philosophy which their Christian subjects 
cultivated in Egypt, Syria and Iraq. There was also some Jewish 
influence with regard to the method of qiyiis, or analogical 
reasoning in law. 

The Fathers of the early Church took an interest in philosophy 
when they came into contact with the Greek community of 
Alexandria, which had an old and well established school of 
philosophy. The Greeks of Alexandria embraced Christianity in 
the second century, as Christian apologetes presented Christ to 
them as Wisdom incarnate. 

Since the native Egyptian Copts were not well represented in 
this school, it closed when the Arabs conquered Egypt and the 
Greek elite left Egypt. Around 718 the school was re-

3Cf. J. Burton, The c..ollection of the Qur 'an, chs. 2 & 3. 
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established at Antioch in Syria and later moved to Iraq. 
Teaching was conducted in the Syriac (=Aramaic) language. At 
Gondeshapur, in Iraq, the major works of Greek philosophy 
were translated into Syriac and many original works were 
composed. By and large, neo-Platonism dominated the thought 
ofthis school. 

When the Arabs conquered these Christian territories, they 
mostly avoided the schools and educational system that was 
there because they mistrusted anything that was not Arab. Their 
attitude was that it was either anti-Islamic or useless, since 
everything worth knowing is contained in the Qur' an. In spite 
of this general attitude, a few Muslims took an interest in 
philosophy, for the following reasons: 

1. At times Muslims engaged in debates with Christians and 
found themselves on the defensive when the Christians used 
philosophical arguments to defend their positions. These 
Muslims then decided to learn philosophy so as to have 
better answers to the Christians. 

2. Th~ caliphs and other influential Muslims were interested in 
philosophy for its practical advantages. Philosophy, we 
must remember, was a single package that included all the 
human sciences: astronomy, mathematics, medicine and 
technology, as well as metaphysics. 

3. The caliphs also had a political reason for supporting the 
philosophers. That was because the philosophers, along 
with the Persian civil servants, did not share the Arabs' 
disdain for all that was not Arabic or Islamic. They were a 
convenient support for the caliph when he did not want to be 
hemmed in by religious scholars insisting on their narrow 
interpretation of Shari' a. 

The caliph al-Ma'miln (813-833) then established at Baghdad 
the Bayt al-J:Iikma (House of Wisdom), a center dedicated to 
translation of philosophical works into Arabic and original 
research. Muslim and non-Muslim scholars freely mixed in this 
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institute, and Iraq became the intellectual center of the Muslim 
world. 

Some of the better know translators of philosophical works from 
Greek to Arabic were Qusta ibn-Luqa (m.c. 913), I:Iunayn ibn
Isl,laq (808-873), his son Isl,laq ibn-I:Iunayn (m. 91 0), his nephew 
J:Iubaysh, and Abu-Bishr Matta (d. 940). As these names 
indicate, the work of translation was largely a Christian affair. 
These men were not only translators, but also wrote important 
original works of their oWn. 

Which new branches of learning were thereby introduced to the 
Muslim world? According to ai-Farabt or lbn-SiniV they 
included: 

1. logic, following Aristotle's treatises on reasoning along with 
rhetoric and poetry, 

2. mathematics, with physical applications such as music and 
astronomy, 

3. natural science in all its branches, particularly the study of 
man and the practical science of medicine, 

4. the moral sciences such as ethics and politics, 

5. and finally metaphysics or natural theology. 

1.3 Conflict between philosophers, Ash' arites, Mu' tazilites, 
and I:fanbalites 

Al-Ma'miln favored the Mu'tazilites theological school which 
defended certain positions by means of philosophical methods 
wb~ch the I:Ianbalites opposed, because they disregarded a literal 
interpretation of the Qur'an. For example, the Mu'tazilites 
taught the freedom of human choice as opposed to divine 
predetermination, and the absolute unity of God and all his 
attributes, except for his word, the Qur' an, which they held was 
created- thereby countering Christian teaching on the Logos and 

4l~~a · al- 'ulam. 

5Aqsam al-fJikma; Ta Tiqat, pp. 169-172. 
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a foundation of Ash' arite determinism. 

The scholar and Tradition master, AJ:tmad ibn-J::Ianbal, was 
persecuted by the 'Abbasids for refusing to subscribe to the 
Mu 'tazilite thesis that the Qur'fl.n was created. But his popular 
following in Baghdad reacted, and in 849 their hostility forced 
the caliph al-Mutawakkil to expel the Mu'tazilites and 
philosophers from his court. Both groups, however, continued 
to study and write elsewhere. 6 

The more traditional Ash ' arite school took their place. Named 
after Abii-1-I:Iasan al-Ash ' ari, an ex-Mu 'tazilite, this school 
continued to use the rational methods and philosophical 
concepts of the Mu 'tazilites, but the theses they defended were 
traditional and conservative. In spite of that, Ibn-J::Ianbal and his 
followers opposed al-Ash'ari, rejecting all rational or 
philosophical discussion and insisting on the Qur'fln and 
Tradition alone. 

Although philosophy and rational theology both flourished after 
849, each went its own way without mutual influence until the 
time of al-Ghazall. Theologians continued to use the 
philosophical concepts introduced into theology before 849, and 
the philosophers developed teachings that sometimes 
contradicted Islamic faith. 

In the meantime, Spain, never subject to the 'Abbasids, 
continued to harbor philosophers for some time, especially under 
Umayyad rule. After this dynasty declined, Spain broke up into 
small principalities until the Murabi1 conquest in 1090. The 
Murabils encouraged the study of Maliki law and, like the 
ijanbalites, banished systematic theology (kalam). Yet they 
tolerated philosophy, maybe because the philosophers were 
more cautious and did not publicize their opinions. 

The Muwa1,11;l.ids overthrew Murabit power in 1147 and 

6Cf. J. Kenny, "The sources of radical movements i.n Islam", 135-140. 
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introduced ka!am, with the works of al-Ghazali. The 
Muwa~ids were intolerant, especially of Christians, but the 
prince Abfi-Ya'qfib (1163-84) was interested in philosophy, 
even though be dared not show it publicly. Among his friends 
were Ibn-Bajja and Ibn-Tufayl. 

1.4 The principal philosophers7 

AJ-Kindi (c. 800-866) 

During the regime of al-Ma'mfin, the political and intellectual 
climate permitted the rise of the first philosopher of Arab blood, 
al-Kindl. He had a large library and mastered all the Greek 
sciences he could come across. Yet he was far from the fre.e 
thinking of later philosophers, holding firmly to the dogmas of 
Islamic faith, although he thought that neo-Platonic thought was 
harmonized with it, with some corrections, such as creation from 
nothing instead of natural emanation, the need for prophecy and 
the possibility of miracles. Al-Kindi i.nfluenced the Mu 'tazilites, 
the first philosophical theologians. 

We have at least fifty-three works of al-K.indi. As an Arab 
writer, he had a very beautiful and clear style which can be read 
without much difficulty. 

Ar-Razi (c. 865-925 or 932) 

M~ammad ar-Razi lived in the difficult period following al
Kindi. He was most famous as a medical doctor, but also wrote 
on ethics and metaphysics. For him philosophy took the place 
of religion. He thought that a philosopher should keep out of 
politics and devote himself to contemplative and scientific 
activity. We will see later how he deviated from Islam on 
several points. Yet we must keep in mind that the works where 

7For the lives of these philosophers, sec M.M. Sharif (eel.), A history of Muslim 
philosophy; · Abdarrai)man Badawi, Histoire de Ia philosophie en Islam, M. Fakhry, 
A history of Islamic philosophy, and the articles on each in the Encyclopaedia of 
Islam. For the works of each philosopher, sec my ''Bibliography of the works of the 
philosophers of the Muslim world." 
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he expresses these ideas are lost, and we only have descriptions 
of his positions written by his critics. 

lbn-Masarra (883-931) 

Born in Cordoba, he had to take refuge in the mountains because 
of persecution by Maliki jurists. His works present neoplatonic 
ideas in the form of a highly allegorical exegesis of the Qur' fm. 
Only two short treatises of his have survived. 

ls~aq ibn-Sulayman Isra'ill (c. 855-955) 

KnowninmedievalEuropeaslsaac ben Solomon Israeli (c. 855-
955, born in Egypt, wrote in Qayrawan), Isl,laq ibn-Sulayman 
was most famous for his medical works. He is also c-onsidered 
the father of Jewish Neoplatonism. Of his few known works, 
his Kitab al-~udiid wa-r-rusum was known in Europe as Liber 
de definitionibus. 

AI-Farabi (875-950) 

Living in the 'Abbasid heartlands, Al-Farabl (Alfarabius), the 
real founder of Arab neo-Platon.ism, held everything emanates 
from God in a hierarchical order. Thus he theorized about a 
heavenly hierarchy of spirits and an earthly hierarchy led by a 
philosopher-king. In the context of the time of ai-Farabi, this 
could mean a Shrite imam. 

At least sixty-three authentic works of his are known. Most of 
these are published. Some works attributed to him really belong 
to lbn-Sina. Although he was not an Arab, his style is very clear 
and simple. 

Miskawayh (932-1030) 

Miskawayh was an important predecessor of lbn-Sina. Very 
little is known of his life, except that he worked in the service of 
the BOyids. His writings are mainly about ethics, but he also 
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touches on some important theoretical questions.8 

lbn-Stna (980-1 037) 

lbn-Sina, known in Latin Europe as A vicenna, was the greatest 
representative of Arab neo-Platonism. Of Persian or maybe 
Turkish stock, he studied all existing branches of learning and 
was particularly renowned in medicine. He read Aristotle's 
Metaphysics forty times without being able to understand it until 
he came across a commentary of al-Farabi. 9 Having mastered all 
these sciences by the age of 18, he said that his knowledge 
continued to mature but he learned nothing new. 

His father tried to get him to accept Shrism, but he refused. For 
this reason we see little speculation in his works about the 
earthly hierarchy. Ibn-Sina served as a medical doctor to various 
princes that ruled fragments of the caliphate. He spent his nights 
writing or teaching, but when he got tired he drank wine or 
indulged in. sex. The latter addiction is said to have accelerated 
his death. 

George Anawati, 10 following manuscript catalogues, lists 276 
titles attributed to Ibn-Sina, many of which are duplications or 
doubtful ; YaJ:tya Mabdavi 11 reduced them to 132. Cataloguing 
the works of Ibn-Sina is complicated because of erroneous 
attribution of some ofhis works to Al-Farabi and of some of his 
students works to himself, and because parts of some of his 
wor~s were re-published under another title, sometimes mixed 
with other material. 

More than one hundred and ninety works oflbn-Sina have been 

8Cf. Mohammed Arkoun, Deux epitres, introduction. 
9Maqa/afi aghratf rna ba 'd a(-tabi'a. 

10Mu'a/lafotlhn-Slnii. 

11Fihrist-i mu~·annafot-i lbn-i Sina . 
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published, many of them small treatises. Noteworthy are his 
great Qanunfi !-{ibb, on medicine, and the monumental Shifo ·, 
a suuma of all branches of philosophy. Yet in his small works 
he often expresses himself more openly on controversial 
questions. Ibn-Sina's style is rather simple, but often unclear, 
with pronouns having no definite antecedent and unexplained 
changes of person or gender. Nevertheless the context brings 
out the meaning of such passages. Once lbn-Sina was accused 
of having a bad knowledge of Arabic; this led him to a deep 
study of the language and afterwards he wrote a few tracts in a 
very elaborate and difficult style. 

lbn-Sina had to endure some opposition during his life, which he 
complains of in his Risa/a fi l-intija ' 'am-rna nusib i/ay-hi 
(without mentioning the accusations made against him) and in 
Risala ila 'Ala 'addin ibn-Ktikawiyya, where he complains that 
his patron abandoned him. 

Ibo-Gabirol (c. 1021-1058) 

A Spanis h Jewish philosopher, Ibn -Gabirol 
(Avicebron/ Avicebrol) is known mainly for his Fountain of life, 
written originally in Arabic, but suviving only in Hebrew and 
Latin translations. In it he develops neoplatonic thought, yet 
without transgressing Jewish dogma. 

AI-Ghazali, a theologian opposed to philosophy (1 058-
1111) 

The chief opponent of the philosophers was al-Ghazali 
(Algazel). At an early age he was initiated into ~ufism and 
mastered the study of theology and law. In 1091 he was 
appointed professor at the Ni~amiyya college in Baghdad, where 
he became famous. Meanwhile he read the works of al-Farabi 
and Ibn-Sina. This study resulted in two works: Maqa~id al
falasifa, a summary of the principal teachings of these 
philosophers, and Tahtifut al-falasifa (Incoherence of the 
philosophers), a polemic attack on these teachings. Only the 
first of these works was known in medieval Europe under the 
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title of Metaphysica. 

Then, as a result of psychological tensions and fear of Hell fire, 
he had a nervous breakdown affecting his ability to talk; so he 
had to abandon his teaching. He retired to the life of a ~iifi, 

where he regained his peace and health, and soon attracted a 
group of friends around him. In 1106, at the beginning of the 
6th Islamic century, these friends proclaimed him the mujaddid 
or "renewer of religion" who, according to some traditions, was 
expected at the beginning of every century. Persuaded to return 
to his teaching, he resumed writing and composed his major 
work, IIJya' 'u/um ad-din (Revival of religious sciences). 

Al-Ghazali's previous study of philosophy resulted in the 
absorption of many new concepts into theology, especially a 
good dose of Aristotelian syllogistic logic. This meant an 
enrichment of systematic theology or kalam, but his attacks on 
philosophy led to the near total eclipse of philosophy as an 
independent study, at least in the Muslim East. 

lbn-Bijja (? -1138) 

Abu-Bakr MuJ:lammad ibn-Y~ya ibn-a~-~a'igh, known as Ibn
Bajja (Avempace), was born towards the end of the 11th 
century. He wrote some good commentaries on Aristotle, but is 
known more from his works on ethics, where he also discuss the 
human soul and intellect. After complaining about the quality 
of philosophy in Spain before the introduction of logic, Ibn
Tufayl says ofhim: 

Among recent thinkers, there is no one sharper, more 
penetrating and more true in his thinking than Abft-Bakr 
ibn-~-~a' igh, except for the fact that he was engaged in 
worldly affairs to the day of his death and could not 
show the treasures of his knowledge or publish the 
secrets of his wisdom. Most of his writings were not 
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completed. 12 

Ibn-Tufayl (1105?-1186) 

lbn-Tufayl left us a single work, the novellfayy ibn-Yaq~{m, 
about a lost child brought up on an island by a gazelle. He 
shows how J:layy mastered all sciences, came to a knowledge of 
God and a direct experience ofhim. This work, with an esoteric, 
philosophical-~fific slant, also discusses other important 
questions. 

Ibn-Rusbd (1126-1198) 

The great lbn-Rushd (Averroes), already renowned as a medical 
doctor, was introduced to the MuwaJ:t~id emir, Abu-Ya' qub, by 
Ibn-Tufayl. When the prince asked him his opinion on the 
eternity of the world, lbn-Rushd shook, but the prince calmed 
him down and encouraged him to speak freely. Afterwards the 
prince gave him some money, a robe and a horse, asking him to 
continue his studies and to make an understandable summary of 
the works of Aristotle. 

Ibn-Rushd set about this immense task, and wrote commentaries 
of three different sizes on almost every book of Aristotle. Ibn
Rushd began with the small commentaries, which are summaries 
of the thought of al-Farabi. Then he did the medium ones to 
synthesize the most important points Aristotle was making. 13 

Towards 1178, since he was much disturbed by the growing 
anti-philosophical influence of al-Ghazali in Spain, Ibn-Rushd 
wrote atf-Pamima and Fa# a/-maqiil on the relationship 
between philosophy and revelation. Then came his al-Kashf 'an 
mamihij al-adilla fi 'aqii 'id al-milla, and a long refutation of al
Ghazall's Tahiifutalfalasifa, his own called Tahdfutat-Tahafut 

12ftayy ibn-Yaq~an , pp. 111-112. 
13For thechronologyoftbe works oflbn-Rushd, see · Abdarral)man al-·A law!, ai-Mat11 
ar-RusluJi (Oat al-Ba~a', 1986) and J. Kenny, "The chronology ofthe works ofibn
Rushd" (http://nig.op.org/kenny/rushchron.htm). 
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(Incoherence of the Incoherence). 

After these apologetic works, lbn-Rushd began his large 
commentaries on Aristotle, and lastly made revisions of his 
small and middle commentaries, often in the form of separate 
little treatises (maqiilat). Then he turned his attention to 
medicine, and wrote commentaries on Galen's to correct them 
in the light ofhis own physical theory. 

Abu-Ya' qub, however, could not suppress the strong opposition 
to philosophy coming from the M~Hiki jurists, and after his 
death, from 1195, Abfi-Y usufY a' qu b al-Man~fu, persecuted the 
philosophers and ordered the books of lbn-Rushd and other 
philosophers to be burned. Banished from Cordoba, lbn-Rushd 
wrote an article on the 7th & 8th books of the Physics, on the 
first mover. The same year he died in Morocco. 

About 104 works of Ibn-Rushd are known. Most of his 
important commentaries on Aristotle, except that on the 
Metaphysics, are lost in Arabic, having been burned by his 
enemies, but they are preserved in Latin or Hebrew translation, 
thanks to the Jewish and European fascination with his thought 
at the beginning of the 13th century. 

Moshe ben Maimoo 14 

Moshe ben Maim on, better known as Maimonides, was born at 
Cordoba in 1138. Because of the Muw~d conquest of Spain, 
he had to flee to Fez in 1160. There he wrote his Letter of 
cons_olation for Jews forced to accept Islam, showing them bow 
to pray and do good deeds while remaining Jews in secret. ln 
1165 he fled to Acre, in Syria, and five months later to Fus~a~, 

next to Cairo. In 1171 he became the leader of the Jews in 
Egypt. He held this post for five years; twenty years later he 
held this post again until his death in 1204. He served as a 
medical doctor to al-Fac;U, the waz'ir of SalaQ.addin, but was 

14Cf. Colette Sirat, La philosophie j uive medievale en terre d 'Islam, pp. 179-237. 
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especially known as a jurist in Jewish law. He wrote his Mishna 
Torain 1180 and the famous Data 'il al-}Ja 'ir'in (Guide of the 
wandering) in 1190. 

He wrote all his works in Arabic and they were later translated 
into Hebrew and other languages. An admirer of al-Farabi, Ibn
Bajja and Ibn-Rushd, he concealed his ideas as they did for 
political reasons and to avoid disturbing the faith of simple 
people. 

His philosophical teaching is of interest particularly with regard 
to the nature and destiny of the human soul. This will be 
discussed in Chapter 4. 

1.5 The influence of these thinkers in Christian Europe15 

Through Spanish translators, Ibn-Rushd, like Ibn-Sina, bad an 
enormous influence on European thought. The scientific works 
of Aristotle were first trans lated into Latin at the beginning of 
the 13th century: the Nicomachaean Ethics, Metaphysics, 
Physics, De Caelo, De Anima etc. Seeing these as a subversive 
of Christian belief, Church authorities forbade the teaching of 
Aristotle's philosophy of nature at the F acuity of Arts at Paris in 
1210. This ban was repeated in the University statues of 1215, 
1231,1245 and 1263. ButtbeFacultyofTheologycontinued to 
study Aristotle and developed systematic theology which from 
1230 became a major field of study alongside the longstanding 
exegesis of Sacred Scripture. 

Meanwhile the Arab commentators of Aristotle, particularly 
Ibn-Rushd, were translated. This work was done swiftly by 
Michael Scot in Sicily from 1228 to 1235, but it took a longer 
time before these works were understood. The heterodoxy of 
the "Commentator'' was spotted only around the middle of the 
13th century. Earlier Philip the Chancellor, William of 

15Cf. G. Quadri, La philosophie arabe da11s / 'Europe medievale; A.-M. Ooichon, La 
philosophie d 'Avicenne et son influence en Europe medievale; and especially 
Zdzislaw Kuksewicz, De Siger de Brabant a Jacques de Plaisance, ch. 1. 
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Auvergne, and Albert the Great quoted him without noticing any 
problem. 

Bonaventure was the first to criticize lbn-Rushd, in his 
Sentences, then Albert the Great in his De unitate intellectus. 

The Pope set up a commission to find out what was valuable in 
Aristotle and his commentators and eliminate the errors, but it 
accomplished nothing. The job was then entrusted to Albert the 
Great-and Thomas Aquinas. Thomas Aquinas, in his Summa 
Contra Gentiles, made the first systematic and in-depth critique 
of lbn-Rushd. Then, particularly in his philosophical 
commentaries, he assimilated the best of Aristotle and laid down 
permanent principles for the reconciliation of philosophy and 
theology, or of science and religion. 

Meanwhile lbn-Rushd appeared in a Latin Averroism whose 
chief leader was Siger de Brabant. He taught at the Faculty of 
Arts in Paris from 1260 to 1277, but his heterodox teaching on 
the human intellect was noticed for the first time in 1266. 
Bonaventure criticized him in 1268, then Albert the Grand in his 
De quindecim problematibus and Thomas Aquinas in his De 
unit ate intellectus, both in 1270. On 1 0 December 1270 Etienne 
Tempier, Archbishop of Paris, condemned some Averroist 
theses, then on 18 February 1277 enlarged his condemnation 
and banished the A verroists. Siger de Brabant then fled to the 
Papal court at Orivetto, where he was assassinated shortly 
before 1284, by a mad clerk. 

1.6 Later developments 

In the Muslim world the philosophers failed to gain acceptance. 
Philosophy, including scietltific and technological research, died 
as an independent study, and only those elements which 
theology absorbed survived. 

In the East, a mystical philosophical movement developed, 
under the inspiration of lbn-Sina. It was known as the 
"illumination (ishriiq) school", and was represented especially 
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by Suhrawardi (m. 1191 ). 16 There was also the pantheistic 
existentialism of ash-Shirazi ( = Mull a $adra, 1571-1640) and 
his school of wisdom (~ikma). 17 These movements were a 
continuation of Avicennian Neoplatonisme with a theosophic 
mixture of Zoroastrianism, Pythagorean numerology, $ftfism 
and some metaphysical notions. They were very far from 
ancient and modem scientific tradition. 18 

Such was the situation of the Muslim world until contact with 
Europe in the 19th century stimulated a revival. 

16Cf. Seyyed H. Nasr, "The significance of Persian philosophical works in the 
tradition of Islamic philosophy", p.70.; L. Gardet, "A propos de l'ishriq de 
Suhrawardi". 

11Cfr. Toshihiko lzutzu, The concept and reality of existence; Fazlur Rahman, ''The 
God-world relationship in Mulla $adra", pp. 238-259. 

18Cfr. M. Fakhry, eh. I 0, qui regard.e ces mouvements plus positivement que moi. 



CHAPTER2 

GOD AND THE WORLD 

2.1 The existence of God, and creation 

2.1.1 AJ-Kindi: "The first cause and the true One" 

In his Kitiib a/-falsafa a/-Ula, after an introduction on the 
meaning of philosophy, al-Kindi, begins by arguing that all time, 
motion and bodies are necessarily finite. This premise leads him 
to argue for a first cause, which must be perfectly and entirely 
one, as opposed to any other cause. 

This argument is presented more fully and clearly in his Risala 
fi iqa~ tanahl jirm al- 'a/am and his Risala fi ma 'iyya ma Ia 
yumkin an yakUn Ia nihdya la-hu wa-ma lladhi yuqiil "lii 
nihiiya ", where al-Kindi anticipates the argument of later 
mutakallimun for the existence of God from the supposed 
impossibility of the eternity of the world. While the 
mutakallimun based their argument on the temporal origin 
(~uduth) of all things, al-K.indi bases his argument on the 
impossibility of arriving at the present moment after crossing an 
infinite past time. 

2.1.2 Mul,lammad ar-Razi 

As a Platonist, ar-Razi did not bold the world to be eternal, but 
said that it was made of pre-existent matter that is eternal. No 
reason can be found in God or matter for the creation of the 
world in time, but this decision is attributed to an eternal soul 
made by God, which desired to be united to matter. For ar-Razi, 
God, matter, the soul, absolute space and absolute time are five 
eternal principles. 1 

1A 1-qawl fi 1-qudama ' al-klwmsa; al-qawl fi 1-hayu/a; al-qawl.fi n-nafs wa-1- 'a/am. 
Cf. Al.rmad ibn-'Abdallah ai-Kirmani, Kitiib al-aqwal adh-dhahabiyyaji {-{ibb an
nafsani, section 5; Abfi-J::latim ar-Razi, Munfqar&. 



20 CHAPTER2 

2.1.3 lbn-Masarra 

In his Risiila al-i 'tibiir lbn-Masarra begins with the observation 
that the nature of the elements cannot explain why water rises in 
a plant. His mind then turns to the heavenly bodies as an 
explanation. From there he turns to the world ofheavenly souls, 
then intelligences, and finally God, the king of all. 2 lbn-Masarra 
then outlined a hierarchical universe, where God first created his 
throne (a/- 'arsh), then his chair (al-kursi), then the seven 
heavens. The highest sphere is the "soul sphere" (fulk an-nafs) 
or "animal spirit", which is subject to a superior intelligence, 
which in turn is subject to God.3 

lbn-Masarra speaks often of different categories of angels, and 
comes back to "the universal intellect'' (a/- 'aql al-kul/i) and "the 
great soul" (an-nafs al-kubra), from which come revelation 
(dhikr) and ''Be" (kun) in thjs world, which is surrounded by 
' 'universal space" (al-malaln al-kulll) and "universal time" (az
zaman al-kulti) .4 

lbn-Masarra also observes that nothing below God subsists by 
itself, but is contingent (yaqum bi-ghayri-hi) , depending on 
superior beings. Yet lbn-Masarra speaks of intermediate 
contingency, not immediate dependence on God.5 

God himself, not being contained in any genus, can be known 
only a posteriori.6 In his Khawa~~ al-~uroflbn-Masarra says 
that we cannot have a comprehensive knowledge of God, but 
only a general or comparative knowledge. There are three ways 
of knowing God, first by metaphysics (rubUbiyya), then by 
prophetic revelation (an-nubuwwa) and finally by the test (al-

2Pp. 64-69 

3Risala al-i'tiblir, 67-70; cf. Khaw~~ al-huriif, 80. 
4Khaw~.~ al-~•unif., p. 109. 
5 Risala a1-i'tibar, 71-72. 

6/bid. 
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mi~na) found in his laws, threats and promises.7 The best way 
to know God is to consider his names and attributes mentioned 
in the Qur'an.8 These are many, but each one implies all the 
others.9 Meditation on the names of God, particularly his 
"greatest name" is not an esoteric (makhfi) but a privileged 
(khu~~i) avenue to wisdom. 10 God is both revealed and hidden 
by his creatures, whether spiritual (al-ghayb) or material (ash
shahiida} .11 

2~1.4 Is~aq ibn-Sulayman al-Isra'ili 

To define "creation", IsJ:taq ibn-Sulayman says that it is making 
things to exist from non-being. He then describes "non-being" 
as a kind of privation, but has no clear idea of what privation is. 

2.1.5 AI-Firibi: the argument from contingency 

When speaking of God, al-Farabi nearly always avoids the name 
"Allah.12 Nor does he. use the famous expression, "the 
Necessarily Existent" (wajib al-wujud) of lbn-Sina and later 
Ash 'arite theologians. His point of departure is rather, "the First 
Existent'' (al-mawjud a/-awwal). 13 In his Mabiidi ' ara' ahl al
mad'ina al-fiidila and as-Siylisa al-madaniyya, instead of trying 
to prove the existence of such a reality, al-Farabi merely presents 
an outline of a Plotinian emanation universe: first the First 
Cause, from which all other existing things emanate. In his 
Ta '/iqat he says that knowledge of the First Necessarily Existent 
is something we know innately (awwaliyya), and does not come 

7 Khwa~~ ai-~JUrilj. 76-77. 
1Pp. 76-78. 

9 Risiila al-i'tibiir, p. 72. 

1°Khaw~~ al-~urilj. 77-81. 

11Pp. 87, 92. 

12An exception is in !~sa· al- 'ulum, ch. 4, p. 132. 

13 At the beginning of his principal works: Mabiidi ' ora ' ahl al-madlna al-)adila.and 
as-Siyiisa al-madaniyya. 
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by learning (min ghayr iktisiib).14 

Nevertheless, in his Falsafa Aris{ufiilis, al-Farabi repeats the 
argument of Aristotle for a First Mover. 15 And at the beginning 
ofhis Zaynun al-kabir al-yuniini and his ad-Da 'iiwi al-qalbiyya, 
he presents the argument from contingency, saying that every 
possible being depends and flows from a necessary being whose 
essence and existence are identicaL 16 

As for the unity of God, al-Farabi, like every Muslim, says that 
God is one, without rival or contrary. 17 But he also insists on the 
simplicity of God, saying that he is absolutely indivisible; in 
particular, his essence is at the same time an intelligence which 
understands and is understood. 18 This position implicitly denies 
the distinction of the Ash' arites between the attributes and the 
essence of God, but al-Farabi, on this question as on others, only 
states the principles without drawing the conclusion. 

For al-Farabi, creation is a necessary effect of the existence of 
God, and the existence of creatures comes from him by way of 
emanation (jayd). 19 In spite of this necessity, al-Farabi insists 
that God is self-sufficient, having no need of his creatures and 
gaining nothing from them.2° 

If creation is necessary, it follows that the universe must be 
eternal, but al-Farabi avoids drawing this logical conclusion, 
except in some smaller works.21 He does discuss the question 

14Ta '/iqiit, n. 7. 

15 F alsafa Aris(u(ii11s, n. 33-34. 
16Cf. J. Kenny, "AI-FW'libi and the contingency argument for God's existence: a study 
ofRisiila Zaynun al-kablr al-y!lniini. 

'.
7 Mabiidi ' lira·, 2-3, as-Siyasa al-madaniyya, 43: I 0. 

18As-Siy[ISa al-madaniyya, 44:6; cf. Mabadi ' ara ', 4-5; Zaynun al-kab'ir al-y!lnlinl, 
2; ad-Da ·awl al-qalbiyya etc. 
19 Mabadi · iirii, 7, and as-Siyllsa al-madaniyya, 52:5 ; ad-Da 'iiwl al-qalbiyya etc. 

wLoc. cit. 

21Like ad-Da 'awi al-qalbiyya. 
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explicitly, comparing the opinions of Plato and Aristotle but, in 
a rather vague conclusion, he refers the reader to the sources of 
divine revelation. This is undoubtedly and attitude of political 
prudence. 22 

As for the manner of creation, al-Farabt adopts the Plotinian 
principle that the One can produce only one effect.23 Thus, the 
First Cause directly creates only the supreme intellect of the 
cosmos. By contemplati~g itself, this intellect creates the first 
sphere of fiXed stars and the soul of this sphere. By 
contemplating its Creator, . it creates a lesser intellect which 
creates the next lower sphere etc. , all the way down to the 
intellect that rules the sub-hmar world; this last intellect is the 
"Agent Jntellect".24 The heavenly bodies produce prime matter 
and its ability to receive fonns.25 

This is a hierarchical universe, where each species occupies a 
definite rung on a ladder of superiority or inferiority.26 In spite 
of such statements as, "He is the First Existent who effects the 
existence of all things outside Himself,"27 the creation and 
preservation of existing things is not the immediate work of 
God, but everything is made through the mediation of the first 
intelligence and other heavenly spirits. 

2.1.6 Miskawayh 

To prove the existence of God, in his al-Fawz al-a~ghar 
Miskawayh presents an argument from motion, but without 
explicit reference to any cosmic system. He says that everythitig 
that is in motion (muta~arrik) has a mover (mu~zarrik), but finds 
it difficult to explain this principle. For natural motion he says 

u Jam bayn ra 'yay al-hakimayn Afl/itun al-ilahl wa-Aristutalis, 22:4-26: 12. 

23Cf. Shari} risata Zaynun al-kabir al-yunani, ch. 3 and elsewhere. 
24/bid., 10. See also as-Siy/isa al-madaniyya, 52:5-53:10; Risalafi 1- 'aq/, 50-53. 
15As-siytisa al-madaniyya, 55:3. 
26Cf. Jhsa · a/- 'ulum, ch. 5, p. 121 ; and elsewhere. 

21I~1~a ' a/- 'uliim, ch. 4, p. 122. 
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(like Ibn-Sina.) that "the nature" of the thing moves it, 28 just as 
the soul is the extrinsic mover of the body and God .is the 
extrinsic mover of heavenly bodies.29 

In any case, our knowledge of God is more negative than 
positive. 30 If natural things have matter and form, and intellects 
are pure form, then God is neither fonn nor matter.31 

In Maqala fi n-nafs wa-1- 'aql, after an explanation of 
instrumental causality, Miskawayh presents God as the first non
caused cause of a chain of causes.32But then he insists that 
knowledge ofthe existence of God ''is a primordial judgement 
that has no need of proof." And he quotes imams who say, 
"God is not known through something, but all things are known 
through him."33 Later he explains how one goes from 
knowledge of natural things to knowledge of divine things, then 
to knowledge of God himself. "And one can arrive at this point 
only by this way, that is, by the fact that there must be a cause 
[for all that]."34 

He accepts the principle that from one there can only come one 
thing, and thus proposes that the first creature is the Agent 
Intellect, by which he creates the soul and the body of the first 
heavenly sphere.35 

It is significant that Miskawayh anticipates lbn-Sina in 
presenting God as the Necessary Existent (wajib a/-wujud), 
saying that existence is only an accident (aracf.) for every other 

28Pp. 44-48. 

29 Risala fi jawhar an-nafs, p. I 97. 
30Al-Fawz al-a~ghar, p. 96-97. 
3 1Fi ithbat a.Nuwar ar-ro~aniyyafll- 'u/la al-iila, p. 202. 
32Pp. 38-32 (sic). 

33/bid. , p. 29. 

34/bid. , p. 23. 
35 AI-Fawz al-a~glrar, p. 55. 
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thing, and that in this way everything emanates (yafi4) and 
depends immediately on him.36 

We have explained that existence belongs to every other thing 
by accident, but it belongs to the Creator by essence ... AU levels 
of existing thing are what they are by God the Most High. His 
outpouring existence and flowing power are what preserves the 
order of the universe. If one could imagine that the Creator 
stopped this outpouring of existence, nothing in the world would 
exist, and everything would be annihilated in an instant.37 

Regarding the eternity of the world, Miskawayh affirms that God 
created everytbjng from non-existence (al- 'adam}, but explains 
that this is true of every change. If an animal is made of sperm, 
and sperm from blood, blood from food, food from plants and 
plants from simple elements, these elements have only prime 
matter and form and can only come from non-existence (adam). 

Miskawayh's ambiguous use of the term 'adam, a translation of 
Aristotle's "privation", could apply equally well to "nothing" or 
to privation in a pre-existing subject. 38 In Maqala fi n-nafs wa-1-
'aql he is clearer: 

The absolute First is He whom we call eternal (azati). That is 
clear from the fact that what does not cease to exist cannot be 
composed or multiplied in any way, since a multitude is 
compose of units... But the world in its existence is necessarily 
composed. Since it is composed of simple things that precede 
it, it necessarily needs a Composer.39 

'
6lbid., pp. 47-47, 54-57. 

31fbid. , p. 54-56. 

38lbid., p. 60. 

l?p _ 41. 
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2.1. 7 Ibn-Sin a 
The argument from contingency 

For Ibn-Sina the argument from contingency, that of tbe 
metaphysicians (ilahiyyrln = theologians) and the third way of 
Saint Thomas, is the preferred way to demonstrate the existence 
ofGod.40 

.. If it were possible to know the reality (l_zaq'iqa) of the 
First, 'necessity of existence' (wujub al-wujud) would be the 
meaning of this reality.41 Ibn-Sina then develops very clearly the 
distinction between tbe "necessarily Existent" and "possible 
existents" to explain the difference between God and every other 
thing, as well as the unity of God.42 A simple presentation of 
this distinction is found at the beginning of his ar-Risala al
'arshiyya: 

Whatever exists either has a cause of its existence or it 
does not. If it has a cause, it is possible, both before it 
exists, when we suppose its existence in our 
imagination, and in its state of existence, since what 
possibly exists does not lose this possibility when it 
begins to exist. But if a thing has no cause whatsoever 
of its existence, it exists necessarily. 43 

In his Ta 'liqat Ibn-Sina insists that this distinction is the right 
way to show the existence of God. One should not proceed, as 
some do, by arguing that bodily things are inseparable from 
accidents that come and go (rnu!Jdatha).44 In the Shifa 'he bases 
the distinction between essence and existence on their real non
identification or distinction of essence (dhat) and existence 

'
0Ta 'liqiit, p. 62. 

4 1Ta 'liqiit, p. 36. 

'~f. 'Uyun al-masa 'il, 3-5; Risiila ajwiba 'an 'ashar masa 'il, n. 5, p. 80; Risala 
tafslr ~-.yamadiyya (sura 112), pp. 16-17; Risdla az-ziyllra wa-d-du ·a', p. 33; 
Ka/imlit ~-$Uflyya, 161-165; Ta 'llqat, pp. 28, 162-163, 176-179. 

op_ 2. 

44P. 37. 
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(anniyya). 45 In his short work, Fusus al-hikma,4() Ibn-Sina bases 
it on a distinction between the abstract (mahiyya) or concrete 
essence (huwiyya); tbis seems sufficient to distinguish God from 
creatures which are multiple within a species,47 but it does not 
apply to spiritual creatures, in wbich-as Saint Thomas 
remarks-the abstract and concrete essence are the same. 

The Ta 'tiqat makes a distinction between what is possible 
absolutely, that is, things wbich exist after non-existence, and 
what i·s possible in essence, because its existence derives from 
another, but it has always existed.48 

In his Tafsir aya an-nur, Ibn-Sina explains the consequences of 
the contingency of created things: 

Every possible tbing and every seed which exists is 
illuminated by the light of the Most High's existence 
and not by a separation of something from its existence, 
as some imagine-wbich is an error and a deviation-but 
by a bond (irtibiit) to its essence. Thus, if some possible 
thing were to be separated from this bond for an instant, 
it would be annibilated.49 

By way of conclusion to this argument, Ibn-Sina says in his 
Ta 'tiqiit: 

The First is entirely pure act (fi '/ ma~tf); he exists 
necessarily by his essence, which is his existence. He is 
not tied to anything. There is no potency in him. 5° 

Yet we should realize that the real distinction between essence 

45 Al-iliihiyyat, maqala 8,[~1 4. 

46Section I. 
47He makes the same distinction in Risa/a tafs/r ~·-~amadiyya (sura 11 2), p. 22. 
45P. 28. 
49P. 86. 
50P. 150. 
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and existence in creatures, as Ibn-Sina presents it, is not the 
same as that proposed by Thomas Aquinas, which is based on a 
relationship between potency and act. Ibn-Sina denies that an 
essence can be possible purely on a logical level, involving no 
internal contradition, but says that it must be found in an 
existing (and eternal) subject, such as matter or the very 
substance of separated intelligences which are always in act. 
Speaking of these, he says: 

In a word, if the possibility of such a substance to exist 
is not realized, it cannot exist. But if it exists and 
subsists by its essence, it exists as a substance. And if it 
is a substance, it has a quiddity which does not contain 
additives, since a substance cannot have additives to its 
essence. But any additive must be accidental to it. Thus 
this substance which subsists by its essence has an 
existence distinct from the possibility of its existence, 
and this existence is added to it.51 

In a word, everything that begins to exist after not 
having existed necessarily has matter, because 
everything that begins to exist must, before it comes into 
existence, be possible to exist, since if it were of itself 
impossible to exist it would not exist at all. An.d its 
possibility of existing does not consist in the fact that an 
agent has power over it~ rather, an agent would have no 
power over it if it were not possible in itself.52 

These are the passages that lbn-Rushd and Thomas Aquinas 
criticize for making existence into an accident. 

The argument from movement 

Ibn-Sina also presents an argument for the existence of God 

51Aslr-Shifo ', al-iliihiyycit, maqcila 4,/a!$12, pp. 177-178. 
52Jbid., p. 1.81. 
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from the masters of natural science ((aha 'iyyun),53 which is the 
first way of Saint Thomas, starting from motion. 54 h1 this way 
he has a place for divine titles such as "First Mover" (al
mu!Jarrik al-awwa/),55 and "First Principle" (al-mabda' al
awwa/).56 

The argument from degrees of perfection 

We can also note the fourth way of Saint Thomas in the 
Ta 'l'iqtit, where Ibn-Sina compares the different levels of 
perfection of things to show their essential (not existential) 
finitude and imperfection and thus their dependence on an 
infinitely perfect being. 57 

The argument from causality 

TheTa 'liqat also presents the second way of Saint Thomas in its 
essentials, arguing that a series of causes must necessarily end 
in a first non-caused cause. This argument, as with Saint 
Thomas, is not an independent argument, but could be applied 
to either motion or existence. 58 

The argument from individuation of material things 

Jn his Kalimtit a~-~ufiyya, lbn-Sina presents an argument that the 
individuation of bodily things cannot come from their essence, 
which is common, but must come from an incorporeal external 
cause which specifies these things in their individuality. "That 
points to the existence of the Creator. "59 

53Ta 'liqdt, p. 62. 

s-cr. Kalimdt a~-~flyya, 166. 

ss 'V)IIIn ai-~Jilana, 24 ff. 

56/biiJ., 50. 

S7p _ 32. 

58Pp. 39-40. 
59P. 155. 
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The unity and simplicity of God 

For the unity of God, Ibn-Sina presents the usual arguments for 
fact that the Necessary Existent cannot be multiple.60 

As for the simplicity of God, lbn-Sina does not hesitate to 
take the explicit position, so provocative to the Ash· arites, that 
there is no real distinction between God and his attributes and 
among the attributes themselves.61 He refutes the Ash' arite 
position by saying: 

If someone says that his attribute is not additional to his 
essence, but intrinsic to the make-up of his essence, and 
his essence cannot be conceived without these attributes, 
the consequence is that his essence is composed and his 
unity is destroyed.62 

. 

The simplicity of God, as Ibn-Sina says elsewhere, excludes 
from him a quiddity (mahiyya) or a substance (jawhar); one can 
affirm only the fact of his existence (anniyya) and that he is an 
individual (shakh~).63 

Creation 

In the question of creation, lbn-Sina keeps the idea ofPlotinus 
and al-Farabi that the One and the First can directly create only 
one thing.64 From the intellect which is the first creature, 
emanate the other intellects, the souls ofthe heavenly bodies and 

60E.g. ar-Risa/a a/- 'arshiyya, p. 3; Ta 'liqat, pp. 37, 61, 181. 

61Fus fls al-hikma, 55; 'UyUn al-~ikma, 51 ff. ; Risala tafsir ~-~amadiyya (sura 112), 
p. 19; Risa/a a/- 'arshiyya, pp. 5-6; Risiilafi mahiyya a/- 'ishq, p. 7; Risalafi tazkiya 
an-nafs, p. 392; Ta 'llqat, p. 49. 

62Ar-Risala al- 'irshiyya, p. 6. 
63Ta 'llqlit, pp. 70, 80. 

64Cf. 'U)'Un al-mas/1 'il, 7; Kalimiit ~-#iflyya, 163-164; ar-Risilla al- 'arshiyya, p. 15; 
the principal is quoted to distingui.sh the internal senses Risala fi bay /in al-rm4 'jiztil 
wa-l-karamiit wa-1-a 'iijib, p. 402; Ta'liqiit , pp. 54, 99-101, 182-184. 
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the rest of material creation.6s Thus God is the indirect Creator 
of everything outside the first intellect.66 

Following the cosmological system of al-Farabi, Ibn-Sina 
holds that the first intellect creates the soul and the body of the 
highest sphere of fixed stars and also a separated intellect 
corresponding to the next sphere. This emanation continues in 
the same way down to the sphere of the moon.67 The throne of 
God, often mentioned in the Qur' an, is the sphere of the fixed 
stars, over which God presides, but not by way of indwelling 
(J}ulul) as the theologians say.68 

It is lbn-Sina who introduced into Arab philosophy the notion of 
creation from nothing, 69 an idea that is not contrary to an eternal 
universe whose existence always derives from God. The 
heavenly bodies have always been in motion and that means that 
time likewise has always existed. 70 lbn-Sina answers the 
objection that an infinitude of revolutions is impossible by 
saying that what is past no longer exists.71 

Elsewhere lbn-Sina reasons that God must always create, 
because otherwise he would have to change from potency to 
act.72 Insisting that the will of God is unchangeable, he rejects 

65Risalaji rna 'rifa an-nafs an-nii!iqa wa-a~nvali-lu1, khlitima; Risiilaji 1-ka//im 'a/6 
n-nafs an-nafiqa; on the life status of heavenly bodies, see Risala ajwiba 'an 'ashar 
masa 'i/, n. 4, p. 79. . 

64>Jberefore I consider unauthentic the Risalaji 1-ajrom al- 'alawiyya, which says that 
God creates aU souls (even vegetative and animal) without any intermediary (p. 44). 
This work diverges from the teaching of lbn-Sina on other points as well , accusing 
philosophers of irreligion (i l!Jad) for holding the pre-eternity of the world (p. 44), and 
saying that the circular motion of the heavenly bodies is natural (p. 45). 
67See especially aslt-Shi.fo ·, al-ilahiyyat, a/-maqtila 9. al-fa~l 4, pp. 402-409; an
Naj6t, pp. 302-303; Taql1qdt, pp. 97-98, 152-156, 192-193. 
68Risala ji ithbat an-nubuwwat, p. 53. 

69Cf. 'Uyun al-masa 'il, 6. 

10Risala ajwiba 'an 'ashar masa 'il, n. 5, p. 80. 
11Kalimat ~-#ifryya, p. 166. 

72 Ar-Risala a/- 'arsltiyya, p. 14; Ta 'liqat, p . 11 3. 
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the Mu 'tazilite position that divine power (qudra) is the 
possibility (imkim) to do something.73 Ibn-Sina dodges the 
objection that there are always new things in the world, which 
would require new acts of creation, by the thesis that God 
creates only one thing, the first intellect. 

Towards the end of Kalimiit a~-~ujiyya, where there is a 
refutation of a series of heresies, we find a surprising statement 
on pre-eternity: 

Since you know that the world needs a Creator and that 
it is in potency to its existence and needs a cause of its 
existence, it is unimaginable that it could have always 
existed ( qadim), since nothing has always existed except 
Him who exists necessarily, the Most High and Holy.74 

This passage seems to go against everything that Ibn-Sina says 
elsewhere, but in his Risiila fi l-~udud he distinguishes between 
what pre-eternal in time, "which has existed for an infinite past", 
and what is pre-eternal in essence, "which has no principle to its 
existence"; only God is pre-eternal in the latter sense.75 In the 
same way he distinguishes "to cause to exist" (i~diith) in a 
temporal sense of making a thing exist after a non-existence and 
a non-temporal sense of giving something existence which is not 
part of its essence, and that without any restriction as to tirne.76 

He criticizes the Mu 'tazilites who made God the cause of the 
becoming {JJ.uduth) ofthings and not of their being (wujud); both 
require a cause.77 

Just as God is the First, the efficient cause of everything, so also 
is he the Last, the end of the whole universe. Thus created 
things cannot be objectives (aghriicf.) or ends for him, but there 

13Ta '/!qat, pp. 50-57. 

up. 172. 

7Sp , 82. 

16/bid., p. 81-82; Ta 'lfqiit, p. 85, 131. 
77Ta 'llqaJ, pp. 84-86, 13·1-1 32. 



Goo AND THE WORJ.D 33 

are simply /awazim, that is, dependant on him.78 lbn-Sina 
explains that this dependance does not imply any necessity on 
the part of God, because the existence of things comes from his 
knowledge (ilm) and they are not like natural effects.79 

Nevertheless lbn-Sina applies the term emanation (faycf) to the 
process of creation coming from God and from the separated 
intellects, because it "is the act of an actor always in act"80 

As we have seen, Ibn-Sin~ admits secondary or natural causality, 
with the principle that every motion requires a mover. 
Following Aristotle, he says that in living bodies one part moves 
another; in non living things, as in the case of gravitational 
motion, the "giver of forms" which brought the body into being 
is the mover. But lbn-Sina adds on his own part that the 
generator moves through the instrumentality of the fom1 of the 
body, which is the immediate mover.81 But this attribution of an 
efficient causality to the form was not accepted by lbn-Rushd 
nor by Thomas Aquinas. 

2.1.8 Ibn-Gabirol 

Man' s knowledge of God and of other spiritual things comes, 
according to lbn-Gabirol's Plotinian line of thought, from the 
mind's progressive abstraction of the metaphysical from the 
physica1.82 God's first creation is the Logos, more commonly 
called the Will {ra~6n), which is without temporal beginning or 
end (dahri) , then an Intellect, which has a beginning but no end, 
then a universal Soul, and then universal matter. All things apart 
from .God, including the Will and the Intellect, are composed of 
matter, but in lower things matter is denser and heavier. The 
differentiation of things in a hierarchy of superiority and 

18Ta'liqat, 62, 54, 80, 121 , 180. 

19/bid., p. 66-67, 103, 149 etc. 
30fbid., p. 81 , 100. 

81Ash-Sitifo ', as-Samfi · aHabl 'i, pp. 330-331; cf. an-Najfi t , p. 146. 

81Maq6r ~ayylm, 3:3:37-38; 5:27,39. 
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inferiority comes from form. Complex things have multiple 
substantial forms, the most basic being that of a bodyY 

It is impossible ·to define the the Will, but it can be 
described. It is a faculty or power (ko~) of God, which 
makes matter and form and puts them together. It 
penetrates everything from top to bottom, just as the 
soul penetrates the body and is spread in throughout it. 
It moves and leads everything. 84 

The Will can be compared to a writer; form is like the 
writing he produces, and matter that supports the writing 
is like a tablet or paper. 85 

Different fonns are the result of the di fferences of matter's 
disposition to receive. Matter is related to form as substance to 
an attribute. The potentiality of matter is only its ability to 
receive a form from the Will.86 

2.1.9 Ibn-Bajja 

lbn-Bajja presents God as the First Mover of the universe, 
although he admits a multiplicity of first movers, each in a 
limited sphere, such as the souls of animals which move their 
bodies through the instrumentality of physical forces; thus lbn
Bajja retains the idea of lbn-Sina that the form is the moving 
cause of matter. 87 

rn· his "metaphysical" treatises, our cautious retainer neither 
affirms nor denies the eternity of motion or of the world. A 
reference to "continuous and infinite non-existence ( adam) 
before God created the world" is proposed simply as one of 

83/bid., Books I and 2, 3:39; book 4. 
84/bid. , 5:60. 
85lbid., 5:62. 
86lbid., 5:63-68. 

r~ Risala al-wada ·, pp. I 15-116; Min kat ami-hi fi-ma yata 'allaq bi-n-nuru 'i_»,a, p. 
132-133. 
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several examples of the definition of continuity. 88 Yet in his 
commentaries on Aristotle he follows his Master's teaching on 
this point without question. 89 

2.1.10 lbn-Tufayl 

After mastering natural science and learning the distinction 
. between material and formal causes, ~ayy ibn-Y aq~an turns to 

the efficient cause (fa 'i/).90 Then he sees that the whole universe 
is like.a single animal, whose stomach is the world of generation 
and corruption. He finds it hard to decide whether the universe 
has a beginning or not, but in either case it needs an efficient 
cause. If it has a beginning, that is obvious, but if it has always 
existed (and the arguments for that seem more weighty) it needs 
an eternal immovable mover.91 Then I:Iayy contemplates the 
beauty of the world, and this becomes an argument from design. 
The section concludes with a few remarks on negative 
theology.92 Later there is a statement that there is no real 
difference between the essence of God and his attributes.93 

Towards the end I:£ayy ibn-Yaq~an, after a ~Q.fic experience, says 
that there is no difference between him and God. He explains 
himself by proposing a comprehensive monism, saying that all 
things are only like the light of the sun.94 This unicity applies 
also to heavenly spirits (who animate heavenJy bodies and are 
always in act95

), but one cannot strictly say tl1at these spirits are 
many, because multiplicity and unity are attributes ofbodies.96 

" Rislila al-wadli ·, p. I 29. 

89Cf. Shar~ as-samo · a!-!abl 'i. 

<X>lfayy ibn-Yaq~an, pp. 164-165. 
91/bid. , pp. 170-175. 

'12[bid., pp. 176-177. 

9lp 20 1. 

94P. 207. 

95Pp. 184-185. 
96Pp. 208-212. 
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2.1.11 lbn-Rusbd 

The pre-eternity of the world 

The pre-eternity of the world was the first thesis attacked by al
Gha':lali in his Tahafut al-falasifa, where he tried to refute the 
arguments for the necessity of this pre-eternity and even 
establish its impossibility. Ibn-Rushd's reply, in his Tahdfut at
Tahafut was to refute the arguments for the impossibility of the 
pre-eternity of the world and to establish its necessity. His 
principal argument for its necessity was: 

that there is an eternal Principle of the motion of the world 
[accepting Aristotle's argument for a Prime Mover] without 
beginning and without end, and his act cannot be posterior to his 
existence. Consequently his act cannot have a beginning, just as 
his existence cannot. Otherwise his act would be possible and 
not necessary and he would not be he First Principle. Thus the 
acts of an Agent which has no beginning to his existence have 
no beginning, any more than his existence.97 

The problem that lbn-Rushd had in mind was that a temporal 
creation would require a change in the will and action ofGod .. 98 

His position, in a word, is that there is no beginning in the past, 
but there is a First who is master of the past, present and future. 
Whatever has a beginning must have an end; whatever has no 
beginning has no end.99 

Against the objection that time, just like the universe, cannot be 
infinite, lbn-Rushd distinguishes carefully between an infinity of 
the extent of the universe, which he says is impossible, and a 
infinity of its time, or of heavenly revolutions and of generation 
in the lower world; these are infinite by accident (bi-1- 'aratf-). 100 

9"'1, p. 83; the same argument, less developed, is found in Talkhi~ ma ba "d a{-{a.bl"a, 
pp. 124-125. 

98Manohij al-adilla, p. 120. 

99Tahafut, 1, pp. 217-220. 

100
[ , pp. 128, 156-7, 223. 
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Thus he accepts (with al-Ghazali) that something temporal 
(/}adith) can come from something eternal (qadzm), not as 
temporal, but as belonging to a series that is specifically 
eternal. 101 Heavenly bodies resemble the eternity of God in the 
duration of their being, but in their revolutions they resemble the 
temporal things of which they are the causes. 102In speaking of 
these infinite revolutions one cannot use the word "totality'' 
(kull) , but totality applies only to a definite number of 
revol~tions. 103 To deny the possibility of an eternal act of God 
is to deny the eternity of his existence; the Ash' ari.tes 
misunderstood the meaning of the ''becoming" (/:zuduth) of the 
world in the Qur'an, which simply refers to the fact that the 
world has a cause.104 Putting the Ash ' arites on the defensive, 
Ibn-Rushd says: 

Whoever says that every body had began to exist 
(mu~dath) in the sense that the beginning of existence 
(/}uduth) is creation from something non-existent, that is 
nothing (a/- 'adam), is proposing a kind of beginning of 
existence which he bas never observed. And that 
necessarily requires a proof.105 

The world is ~adith in the sense that it has a cause; it is qadim 
in the sense that it has always existed. Only God is qadim in the 
sense that he has no cause. 106 Ibn-Rush loves to quote Aristotle 
that what has always existed cannot cease to exist, what has 
begun to exist must have an end to its existence. 107 The eternal 
motion of the heavenly bodies is the point of departure for the 

1011, p. 130. 

1021, pp. 135-137. 

1031, p. 218. 
1041, p. 222. 

wsn, p. 631 . 

106Fa.rl al-maqal, pp. 49-51. 
107Jawami'as-Samii 'a a[-[abl'1, p. 41 ; Talkhi..yas-sama 'wa-1- 'a lam, pp. 85-88, 161-
190. 
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proof for the existence of God. 108 

To support the necessity for the pre-eternity of the world, Ibn
Rushd proposes another argument starting from Aristotle's 
definition of time as "the number of motion according to before 
and after". 109 Thus he denies the "now" (al-an) can, like the 
point of a line, be a beginning of what is ahead without being at 
the same time the end of what went before. 110 

Ibn-Rushd tries to prove the same thesis from the definition of 
what is possible. One cannot talk about the active power of God 
without reference to the passive power of what is going to 
become. He insists that passive possibility must be found in an , 
already existing subject. Nothing can come from nothing; so the 
world must have always existed. 

The position of the Ash'arites that the nature of the 
possible is created and begins to exist from nothing 
(mukhtara 'a wa-l}aditha min ghayr shay') is contrary to 
the position of the Philosophers. 11 1 

On the other hand, Ibn-Rushd loves to quote the statement of 
Aristotle, "What is possible in primordial things (awwaliyya) is 
necessary." 112 That is, the possibility of the world can only have 
been always actualized. One can even say that the existence of 
the world is not possible but necessary, because possibility 
implies privation, which disappears with actual existence.113 

Coming back to the active power of God, Ibn-Rushd says: 

There is something that demands the possibility that the 

108Jawami ' as-Sama ' a ar-rabl'i, pp. 129-136. 

109Physics, IV, II , 219b, I-2. 

110Tahafw, I, pp. 158-162; cf. Talkhl$ ma ba 'd a!-(abi'a, p. I25; Jawami ' as-Sam/i' 
a a{-(abi'i, pp. 42, 63. 

11 'n, p. 605. 

112Physics, IV, 4, 203b, 30. 

' ul, pp. I 25, 177-8, 189-193, 195. 
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world and time are eternal. That is the fact that God the 
Most High is always able to act. And there is nothing to 
impede the correspondence of his act with the duration 
ofhis existence ... 114 

We say that the First cannot omit a better act and do 
something inferior, because that would be a defect 
(nag~). And what defect is greater than an eternal act 
which is supposed to be finite and limited, like making 
a temporal world. 115 • 

39 

He goes on to say that if there were a delay in the act of a free 
agent, it is because he is constrained (mu(j(arr) by circumstances 
out of his control, which would imply a defect in the 116 To the 
objection that the heavenly bodies can undergo changes and 
corruption that are not yet perceived, Ibn-Rushd insists that such 
changes cannot escape observation; besides, they are against the 
divine order (an-ni~am al-ilahi) of things. 117 

God is the moving and final cause of everything 

In any case, the existence of God is established by the fact that 
the motion of the heavenly spheres requires a mover or pusher. 
He explains that this is the meaning of creation and the continual 
preservation of the world. 118 

Just as God is the efficient cause (fa 'il) of the world, in the sense 
that he is its mover, he is also the final cause (ghaya) which 
moves as the object of desire (mushtaha).ll9 Since he is 
absolutely unmovable, 120 he is perfectly self-sufficient and 

11' 1, pp. 182-183. 

11SJ , p. 184. 

1161, 184-185. 

1171, 226-229. 

1
'
11, p. 259; n, pp. 617-618. 

119Tafslr ma ba 'd at-tabi 'a, p. 1592. 

120/bid., pp. 1607-1613. 
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happy.l21 

As for the action of God, Ibn-Rushd defends himself against the 
accusations of al-Ghazall by insisting that God does not act by 
the blind instinct of nature, nor by a will similar to the human 
will, but "in a superior way that only be knows". 122 

All attributes of God are one reality 

As he defends the unicity of God, 123 Ibn-Rushd defends also his 
simplicity, taking the position of the Mu 'tazilites against the 
Ash' arites who, in distinguishing the attributes of God, put in 
him a composition "of a defective essence and of attributes to 
this essence".124 The reason that there is no distinction between 
essence and attributes in God is because be is pure act, without 
any potency (quwwa); this excludes all matter, since he is pure 
intelligibility and intelligence.125 Ibn-Rushd does not accept the 
accusation of al-Ghazali that according to the Philosophers God 
has no quiddity (mahiyya) or essence; he has, but in a completely 
simple and non-caused existence.126 

As for antbropommphisms, although Ibn-Rushd recognizes that 
God is absolutely incorporeal, he attacks the Ash'arite 
arguments for the incorporeality of God, and praises the Qur'an 
for the efficacy of its teaching in using corporeal images. 127 

121lbid. , pp. 1613-1624. 

'
22U, p. 682. 

121Man!Jhij al-adi/la, pp. 70-76. 

t2ATahiifut, I, p. 372, 477, 494, 515; Manahij al-adilla, pp. 84-86; Tafslr mii ba 'd a{
{abl'a, pp. 1620- 1623. 
125ll, 556-557. 
1261I, pp. 605-608. 
121Maniihij al-adilla, pp. 89-90. 
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God is only the mover, through intermediaries, of 
things in tne world 

Concernmg creation, in Talkhi~ mii ba 'd aHabl'a Ibn-Rushd 
accepts the principle that from one thing only one thing can 
come, and he makes ingenious attempts to show how the 
complicated motions of the planets agree with this principle. 
This work presents an emanationist view of the universe, in 
which each heavenly creature creates its immediate inferior, 
down to the sub-lunar w~rld of generation and conuption.128 

These movers not only give movement to the heavenly 
bodies, but also their forms by which they are what they 
are ... Thus they are efficient causes also in the sense that 
they give things their substance. This action can be 
interrupted or last forever (dii 'iman); it is more perfect 
when it is forever. 129 

Later, in the Tahii.fut, Ibn-Rushd says that al-Farabi and Ibn-Sina 
were wrong to insist that from one thing only one can come; this 
position is not Aristotelian, and besides there is already a 
plurality in the first created intellect. From the First Principle 
anything can come. 130 In his Tafsir mii ba 'd a{-{abi 'a Ibn-Rushd 
refers to this dubious principle as the foundation of the 
erroneous supposition (of lbn-Sina) of the necessity of a 
separated substance above the soul of the first sphere. 131 

With this denial of the fundamental principal of a system of 
creation by intermediaries we might expect that lbn-Rushd 
would propose a continual creation with direct dependence of 
everything on God. But, still in the Taluif,ut, he proceeds to deny 
Ibn-Sma's distinction between essence and existence implied in 
the distinction between what is "necessarily existent by its 

128Pp. 149-154. 

129p. 137. 

130
{, pp. 294-299, 400-41 3. 

131 Tafsir ma ba 'd at-tab 'iyya, p. 1648. 
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essence or by another," accusing lbn-Sina of making existence 
an accident and of confusing it with the being of a logical 
judgement.132 ''The fact that something is existing does not add 
any meaning (rna 'm:i) additional to (zii 'id 'alii) its substance. "133 

"Existence is not an attribute added to substance."134 Then he 
says: "If the world were pre-eternal, always existing but not in 
motion... it would not have an efficient cause (fii 'il} in any 
way."135 "Apart from the fact that the world is subtantially in 
motion, it would have no need of a Creator once it is 
existing."136 Just as a building after its construction has no more 
need of a builder, so the world needs only a mover (mul}arrik) 
and not a cause of its existence, 137 even though lbn-Stna and the 
Mu ' tazilites say the contrary. 138 

Thus, denying Ibn-Sina's distinction of creatures into what is 
"possible" (mumkin)-the earthly world-and what is "necessary 
by another" (wiijib bi-ghayr-hi)-tbe heavenly world, lbn-Rushd 
agrees with the Mu ' tazilites in saying that everything that is 
below the First Principle is "possible", but the heavenly world 
is "necessary'' (cfurori) in as much as its substance is 
incorruptible, but it is "possible" in as much as it is subject to 
local moti.on.139 The implication is that the substance of the 
world is not the work of God and it does not receive its 
existence from him, but only its motion. But lbn-Rushd seeks 
to avoid this conclusion by saying that motion is necessary for 
the existence of the world, and that if the mover ceased 

132Tahiifitt, l, pp. 277, 28 1,283,330-332, 388; II , pp. 480-483, 516-17,567-570,572, 
587-590, 602-604, 608; Manahij al-adilla, pp. 57-58. 

13l l , p. 330; cfr. p. 418. 

•.~<~n, p. 517. 

mr, p. 275. 

1361, p. 284. 

mr. p. 279. 

IJSIJ, p. 444-446. 

u 911, pp. 448-451 , 504-505, 602-604, 635-636, 640-641; Taftirma ba 'd a~-tabi 'a, pp. 
1632-1633. 
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operating the world would be destroyed (la-ba(al a/
'd/am/40-Ibn-Rushd does not explain whether this destruction 
would be an annihilation or a change into an inert chaos. 

lflbn-Rushd denies, in Ibn-Sina's system, continuous creation 
through intermediaries, he does not deny all hierarchical 
structure of the universe. If God is absolutely simple, "what 
comes after the First is understood as having composition. the 
second being more simple than the third."141 If for Ibn-Rushd 
there is no composition between essence and existence, what 
composition is there in separated substances? lbn-Rushd does 
not explain, and, against the objection of ai-Ghazall that the 
Philosophers cannot distinguish between the simplicity of angels 
and that of God, be simply says that God and each of the 
separated intellects do not fall into any genus, but are beings 
analogous to one another, in a ladder of different degrees of 
perfection, each intellect depending on its superior, 142 and acting 
in turn on its inferiors in a chain of active influence. This 
influence is on the level of operation. not being, because the 
receiving intellects do not have passive power (quwwa) and 
cannot Wldergo any essential transformation from an efficient 
cause (fa 'il); this excludes the lbn-Sina's notion of creation by 
intermediaries. 143 

The heavenly bodies and their souls 

lbn-Rushd is also in disagreement with Ibn-Sina's opinion that 
the heavenly bodies are composed of form and matter; 144 Ibn
Rus4d insists that they are simple, with an immaterial 
corporeality, although there is a sort of composition between 
them and their cause, and between their potencies and their 

140fi, pp. 428-429, 640-642. 

141Tahiifut, I, p. 335. 

14211, 592-594; cf. pp. 529-530, 568-569; Tafsir mii ba 'd a{-!abl'a, pp. 1633, 1649-
1651. 

14 Jil, pp. 581-582; cf. Tafsir mii ba 'a a!-{ab'i'a, pp. I 652-1653. 

"
41, p. 392, 409; U, pp. 437-438; De substantia orbis, ch. 6. 
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acts. 145 

The universe has an order and bannony like a city under a king 
and his different officials, or like an animal with its different 
members, and in this order of obedience, the superiors are often 
at the service of inferiors, an indication of"a belonging to God 
in their very beings" (milk la-hu fi 'ayn wujud-hii). 146 

It is unavoidable that there is here a spiritual power 
running through all the parts of the universe, just as this 
is found in all the parts of a single animal, a power 
which joins all the parts together and distinguishes each 
from the next. 147 

Later Ibn-Rushd clarifies his position that the principal aim of 
the motion ofheavenly bodies is to .resemble God ( at-tashabbuh 
bi-1/ah) and the secondary aim is to assure life here below .148 

lbn-Rushd believes that the heavenly bodies are animated 
because they have motions that are not uniform, as is the case in 
natural motion. 149 He explains that these bodies do not seek 
relocation as such, but that "motion is better for a body than 
remaining immobile."150 Ibn-Rushd's cosmic system has no 
place for separated intelligences corresponding to each heavenly 
soul, but God is the fmal cause which directs all heavenly 
motions. 151 Each sow-intellect is at the same time a mover or 
efficient cause (fii 'il) and a final cause (ghiiya) ofthe movement 
of its own heavenly body. 152 

1451, pp. 334-335. 

1461, pp. 311-322, 376-380; cf. Talkhi$ rna ba 'd ar-rabi'a, pp. 133-134, 138-139; 
Tafsir nui ba 'd a~-~abi'a, pp. 1709 ff. 

141Jl , p. 239. 

148II, p. 733-734; Talkhi$ rna ba 'd a(-~abi ·a, p. 127. 

149U, p. 727-728; Tafsir rna ba 'd ar-rabl'a, pp. 1593-1598. 

151lJ], p. 727-728, 735-736, 744; Talkh'4· rna ba 'd at-{ab'i 'a, p. 137. 

151 Talkhl~ ma ba 'd a{-{ahl'a, p. 128. 

152Tafsir ma ba 'd ar-tabi'a, p. 1594. 
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Ibn-Rushd denies, against Ibn-Sina, that the souls of these 
bodies have an imagination or other senses but, since they have 
to direct the motion of their bodies, they must have a knowledge 
of singulars; but Ibn-Rushd says that their knowledge, like that 
of God, is neither universal nor singular.153 

While the human intellect is perfected by the intelligible fom1s 
that it acquires, separated intellects are the causes of existing 
forms. 154 When Ibn-Rushd restricts passive potency (qubul) to 
matter,155 he does not ask if angelic intellects are passive. The 
passivity of material things does not exclude their natural 
activity; he does not say, as does Ibn-Sina, that the form is an 
instrumental mover but, like Aristotle, that the generator is the 
mover and that natural action results when there is no 
impediment, just as someone who has the habit of science can 
use it whenever he wants. 156 

Secondary causality 

Ibn-Rushd criticizes the Ash'arites for their denial of the 
necessity of a certain measure (maq6dir) in creation. This 
belongs to the universe because of its finality (ghaya), which 
requires a certain order either necessarily or by reason of 
fittingness. Otherwise "the quantities and qualities of creatures 
would depend on the caprice of the creator, and anyone could be 
a creator... Those who wanted to exalt the First Creator have 
deprived him of wisdom and denied what is the best of his 
attributes."157 "Learning of this wisdom makes the intellect an 
intell_ect in man; likewise its existence in the eternal Intellect is 

IS'lll, pp. 746-763; Talkhi~ rna ba 'd G!·!abi'a, pp. 128, 136; Tafsir rna ba 'd a!-fabl'a, 
p. 1600. 

154I, pp. 357-358. 

ISSil, p. 7) 0. 

150Cf. Commentarium magnum in Aristoleis De physico auditu libros octo, Junctas, 
vol. 4, fols. 368a-37lb. 

157Jl, p. 623; cf. p. 787; Mandhij al-adilla, pp. 140-142. 
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the cause of its existence among existing things. " 158 

By denying all secondary causality, the Ash' arites take away all 
the order and wisdom of God in the world. They are wrong to 
restrict all action (ji 'I) to God because he is the only one who is 
truly knowing and free, as ifthere is no life in creation; besides 
they err in making knowledge a prerequisite to action and in 
denying the true causality of nature. 159 By their confusion of 
human and divine criteria, lbn-Rushd accuses the Ash 'arites of 
having "made God an eternal man and man a generable and 
corruptible God."160 

The denial of natural causality also takes away from creatures 
their natures and definitions, which are known only by their 
actions and proper attributes. 161 Whoever takes away causes takes 
away understanding."162 

Tbe argument from design 

In the context ofthe order ofthe universe, lbn-Rushd sometimes 
says that God must choose what is best for the world. 163 In the 
same context he often passes over to an argument for the 
existence of God from design, the fifth way of Thomas 
Aquinas. 164 

This proof is decisive and simple, as is obvious from 
what we have written. It is built on two principles 
recognized by everyone. The first is that all the 
constitutive parts of the universe are ordered to the 
existence of man and other earthly things. The second 

15811, p. 8 I 2. 
159

[ , pp. 362-364, 412-413; lt, p. 440, 807. 
160ll, p. 711. 
1611I, pp. 721,727,781-784. 

162II, p. 785. 
163fl, p. 647; Maniijij al-adilla, p. ll5. 
16411, p. 658. 
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is that the harmony of its parts in a single action or 
finality is necessarily the work of someone. The natural 
conclusion from these two principles is that the universe 
was made (ma~nu ') and that it has a maker. 165 

2.1.12 Moshe ben Maimon 

47 

As for proving the existence of God, Mosbe ben Maim on attacks 
the Muslim theologians (mutakallimun) who try to do so by first 
establishing that the world had a beginning in time. Both the 
philosophers who think that the eternity of the world is 
necessary and the theologians who think it is impossible are 
wrong. 166 "The question whether the world has a beginning or 
not cannot be settled by a decisive proof." In any case, a proof 
that grants that the world has no beginning is a stronger proof 
than one that denies this possibility.167 

After examining the principles of the Muslim theologians, 
Moshe ben Maimon concludes that they are incapable of 
determining anything about God because of their false 
philosophical foundations. 168 As for the philosophers, he 
maintains that Aristotle's arguments for the eternity ofthe world 
are only dialectical, not conclusive as al-Farabi thought. 169 

Moshe ben Maim on attempts to prove God's existence from the 
argument of motion. Like the Arab philosophers, he accepted 
the Greek system of a geocentric world encircled by many 
celestial spheres. Beyond these spheres is God, and each sphere 
is animated by an intellect that assures the permanence of its 
movement and governs the sphere immediately below. In his 
cosmological system there are at least eighteen heavenly 
spheres. If they were to stop revolving all below would die, just 

165 Manlihij al-adilla, p. 11 0; cf. 109-131; cf. pp. 65-70, 77. 

16tiDalala ai-J;a 'irin, p. 273, 319. 

161lbid., pp. 186-188. 

168Tbid., pp. 228,232. 

169lbid., pp. 313-319. 



48 CH.Al'TER2 

as an animal dies when its heart stops beating.170 The heavenly 
spheres are moved by intelligences that animate them, and 
ultimately by an immaterial unmoved mover responsible for the 
system as a whole. 171 There are over fifty intelligences which 
move the spheres because of a desire to resemble God (at
tashabbuh bi-1/ah). Of these, the lunar Agent Intellect gives 
existence to the forms of material things as well as intelligible 
forms in the human intellect.172 The Agent Intellect by its nature 
is always pouring out (tafi4) something. Its effect depends on 
the disposition of the receiver. 173 

He also proposes the argument of contingency, adopting 
(without acknowledgement) Ibn-Sina's distinction between what 
is necessarily existent and what is possibly existent. The latter 
is possible in itself, but necessary with respect to its cause.174 In 
all created things existence is distinct or additional (za 'id) to 
essence; existence and oneness are accidental to essence.175 

Elsewhere he proposes an argument from design. A common 
opinion is that all material creation seems to be ordained for the 
good of man, and man is ordained to worship God. Moshe ben 
Maimon is ready to agree with this view, but adopts the 
philosophers' exception that the higher (the heavenly bodies), 
are not created to serve the lower (man). The survival of man is 
only a side benefit, and no general purpose of the creation of the 
heavenly bodies or of man can be assigned except the free 
choice of God. 176 

A cardinal principle of Moshe ben Maimon's theology is that 

170/bid., 190-193; cf. Mishna Tora. 

111Ibid., pp.273-277. 

112fbid., p. 286. 

173/bid. , p. 411. 

11./bid., pp. 277-283. 

11SJbid. , 139. 
116/bid., p. 509-520. 
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our knowledge of God is only negative; the only positive thing 
we can know is the fact of his existence (anniyya). 177 Yet he 
goes on to say, after a long discussion on the name Yahweh, that 
this name means "necessarily existent". 178 As for the eternity of 
God, Mosbe ben Maimon rejects the tenn qad'im, because for 
him that means existing in time without any beginning, whereas 
God is above time.179 

As for positive attribute~, he affirms that God is an Intellect 
identical with himself as the object of his understanding. 180 In 
any case, all God's attributes are one reality; in maintaining this 
he also attacks the Christian Trinity. 181 Echoing the Ash' arite
Mu'tazilite controversy over the createdness of the Qur'an and 
also lbn-Gabirol's divinization of the Word or Will, Moshe ben 
Maimon declares that the Word of God and the Torah are simple 
creatures. 182 

As for creation, Moshe ben Maimon avoids the term 'i/la 
(cause), which seems to imply causation by natural necessity, 
and prefers the tennfa 'if (agent) which, he says, can legitimately 
be said of God even before the effect exists, since there is 
nothing that can impede him from acting. 183 

To the objection that for God to begin creating would imply a 
change in him, Moshe ben Maimon replies that God cannot 
change because he is immaterial and potency is found only in 
matter. He goes on to say that God is always in act, but not 
always acting, just like the Agent Intellect. True to his principle 
that ~e cannot know anything positive about God, Moshe ben 

177 Ibid. ' pp. 140 ff. 
118/bid., pp. 153-164. 

119/bid., p. 140. 

180/bid. , pp. 171-174. 

181/bid. , pp. 119-130. 

181/bid., p. 166. 

ISJJbid., pp. 174-!75. 
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Maimon avoids probing this question too deeply, saying that 
"acting" and "willing" apply equivocally to God and man.184 

In spite of the lack of proofs for the eternity or non-eternity of 
the world, Moshe ben Maim on argues that creation in time better 
manifests God's freedom of choice; he points out that the variety 
of stars and heavenly movements cannot be explained by 
intrinsic necessity. 185 

As for God's relationship to creatures, Moshe ben Maimon calls 
God, though separated from the world, "the ultimate form ofthe 
world" (a~-~ura a/-akhira /i-1- 'iilam) or "the form of forms", 
since without him other forms would not exist. 186 Similarly he 
is the "purpose of purposes" (ghaya al-ghayat). 

Matter is good, while evil is a privation caused accidentally. 187 

Moshe ben Maimon combats the connnon notion that evil is 
more prevalent than good; this opinion comes because people 
are considering only their personal interests, not God' s. Evil is 
of three kinds: (1) that coming from natural causes, because 
matter is subject to generation and corruption, (2) that coming 
from other men, (3) that coming from oneself, causing bodily 
and mental diseases. Moral habits (akhlaq) have a bodily 
component, and the two change together. 188 

2.1.13 Thomas Aquinas 

All "five ways" of Thomas Aquinas are found with the Arab 
philosophers. Among the slightly different cosmologies of each, 
Thomas is closest to that of lbn-Rushd, who simplifies the 
number ofheavenly spirits. Nevertheless Thomas says that it is 
improbable that the heavenly bodies are animated. Nevertheless 

1"'Tbid., p. 325. 

185fbid., pp. 328-347. 

186/bid. , p. 176. 
111/bid., p. 496. 
188/bid. , pp. 500-508. 
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he swallowed the whole system of spiritual movers of these 
bodies, a system that collapsed after the discovery that these 
bodies are not inconuptible and that they are subject to the same 
inertia (or impetus in Thomas' terminology) which governs 
earthly bodies. 

As for the eternity of the world, like Moshe ben Maimon, 
Thomas says that neither its necessity nor its impossibility can 
be demonstrated. Agains.t the objection ofibn-Rushd that every 
possibility must be found in already existing subject, Thomas 
states that the power of God extends to all being that does not 
imply a contradiction ofterms.189 

Thomas' most important borrowing from the Arab philosophers 
is the explicit recognition of a real distinction between essence 
and existence outside of God, likewise that everything depends 
on an exterior cause for the continuation of its existence. But 
Thomas refined this distinction, rejecting the idea ofMiskawayh 
(less clear with lbn-Sma) that existence is an accident, and 
showing that its relationship to essence is that of act to potency. 
Thomas also insisted that this act of existence depends 
immediately on God, and that there are no intermediaries in 
creation, as posited in the system of al-Farabi and lbn-Sina. 

2.2 God's knowledge of singulars 

2.2.1 AI-Faribi 

Does God know his creatures? Al-Farabi was accused of 
denying that God knows singulars. 190 In his writings which have 
survived al-Farabi says nothing of the sort. In a discussion of 
this question in his books on politics, he only says that God 
knows himself, that this is his happiness, and that his intellect 
cannot be perfected by understanding things outside himself.191 

189Summa theologiae, I, q. 25, a. 3. 

190Massignon quotes lbn-ad-Dli'i and $adra Shirazi who affirm that; cf. La passion 
d 'ai-Ha1/lij, p. 562, n. l; English edition, vol. 3, p. 72, n. 134. 

191Mabiidi ' ara ', 5; As-siyasa al-madaniyya, 45: II . 
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But in the logic of his neo-Platonism al-Farabi would have to 
admit that, since God is immaterial, he knows only the general 
nature of material things, and not particular individuals, such as 
this man and his actions. These things can be known only by the 
senses. 

2.2.2 Ibn-Sina 

In his Risiila az-ziyiira wa-d-du 'a ' lbn-Sina simply says: 

The First Principle influences all that exists, without 
exception, and his comprehensive knowledge of them is 
the cause oftheir existence, so that "not the weight of an 
atom escapes from him" (Qur'an 10:61). 

Elsewhere he explains that God knows himself as well as all the 
details of creation, because he is the cause of their existence 
coming from him. 192 Changes in the world imply no change in 
the knowledge of God, which is universal and infinite, above the 
past, present and future; thus he knows everything that happens 
together with its time of happening. 193 On the other hand, Ibn
Sina states that there are additional relationships (if!afat) to the 
knowledge of God which change with the changes of this world. 
He explains that "it is acceptable to say that a remote accident 
does not influence the essence". 194 This hypothesis 
compromises the unity of God. 

In any case, Ibn-Sina states the Islamic principle which was at 
the basis of his ~u.fic life, that God is the principle of everything 
and that he is closer to it than any intermediary, 195 and thus he 
knows everything by his essence. 196 

192Al-lshariit, namar7,fa~II5-I8 ; 'Uy(4n al-~1ikma , 51 ; Ta 'llqiit, pp. 28-29, 87, 97-98, 
119-123, 158, 168. 

193 Al-Ishiiriit, nama!7 ,fa# 19-21 ; Ta 'l'U[iit, pp. 66-67. 

1~/bid., nama! 7,fa~II9 . 

195Fw1is a/-hikma, 56. 
196/bid., 54. 
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Why then does al-Ghazali accuse Ibn-Sina of teaching that God 
does not know singulars?197 That may be because in the logic of 
neo-Platonism the causality of God is mediate, operating 
through the first separated intellect and then the intellects of the 
spheres. He should know singular effects in their causes, and 
not in themselves. 

2.2.3 lbn-Gabirol 

Ibn-Gabirol does not speak directly of God's knowledge of 
singulars, but he states a principle that would exclude it, by 
saying that the intellect directly knows form, knowing matter 
only through the senses. 198 

2.2.4 Ibn-Rushd 

Regarding this question ofknowledge, lbn-Rushd, like al-Fara.bi, 
first states that "if God know all things he would be altered by 
what is inferior to himself."199 Then he says: 

He knows the nature of what exists by what exists 
absolutely, that is, by his essence... That is because his 
knowledge is the cause of existence, while existence is 
the cause of our knowledge. God's knowledge is not 
characterized by universality or by particularity. For 
someone who has universal knowledge has only 
potential knowledge of actual things ... but there is no 
potentiality in hls knowledge. So his knowledge is not 
universal. It is even clearer that his knowledge is not 
particular, because particular things are infinite, and 
knowledge cannot contain them. Nor can God be 
characterized by knowledge such as we have or by the 
ignorance which corresponds to it. .. 200 

197ln Tahafut al-falasifa, n° 15. 
198/bid. , 5:13. 
199Tafsir rna ba 'd at-tab 'iyya, 1697; see the whole section pp. 1693-1708. 
200/bid., p. 1708; cf. Tahiifut, II, p. 535, 567, 703.II; Fa~/ a/-maqa/, pp. 48-49. 
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This passage could be compared with texts of Thomas Aquinas 
which distinguish the imperfection ofhuman universal know lege 
and angelic and divine knowledge which is the more perfect the 
more it is universal and simple. Likewise one should read where 
Thomas Aquinas explains how God knows an infmitude of 
possible things. 

In the Tahtifut Ibn-Rushd says that "the First knows only his 
essence ... and he knows it as it is the cause of all that exists."201 

He knows not only what proceeds immediately from him, but 
also what proceeds from him by way of intermediaries. 202 Forms 
have their lowest existence in matter; they have a progressively 
higher existence when they are in the senses, in the human 
intellect, and in an angelic intellect; their most perfect existence 
is in God's intellect who knows everything.203 

Answering the question how God can know a plurality or even 
an infinity of things without having any composition in his 
knowledge, lbn-Rushd re-states that God's knowledge is 
completely actual and that it is not characterized by universality 
or particularity. Then he says that "to define the modality 
(takyij) of this knowledge and to understand it as it really is, is 
beyond the human intellect, because if man knew that he would 
know the intellect of the Creator, and that is impossible."204 

The same refusal "to say how" pushed Ibn-Rushd to reject the 
position of the Ash 'arites that God knows temporal things by an 
eternal knowledge. As it was proposed, this position cannot 
avoid the implication of a change in the knowledge of God, as 
it corresponds to the past, the present and the future.205 The 
same problems follow from an attempt to qualify God's will as 

20 11, p. 361; cf. Talkhi.o; rna ba 'd aNabl'a, pp. 142-144. 

202U, pp. 666-671. 

203Tahlifut, I, pp. 308-310, 374-376, ll, pp. 704-705; The epistle 011 the possibility of 
conjunction with the active intellect, p. 38. 

204U, p. 535; cf. Fa~/ al-maqal, pp. 48-49. 

zosManahij al-adilla, pp. 77-78. 
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eternal, because an act of the will should correspond to an actual 
effect.206 

2.2.5 Moshe ben Maimon 

Mosbe ben Maim on attacks Alexander of Aphrodisias for saying 
that God does not know singular things outside himselfbecause 
(1) he has no senses, (2) singular things are infinite and the 
infinite is unknowable, and (3) singular things are always 
changing, whereas God's knowledge is unchangeable. 

To answer this objection, Moshe ben Maimon first shows that 
God has providence for single things and then comes to the point 
that God knows them. He asserts that God's knowledge is one, 
simple, eternal and unchanging. It extends to privation (adam), 
the infmite, and all possible things, even those that will never 
exist. Unlike our knowledge, God's knowledge precedes and is 
the cause of the created things that he knows. Thus it is not 
multiplied by the multiplicity of the things he knows nor does it 
change as they cha.nge.207 

2.2.6 Thomas Aquinas 

We have seen that according to Ibn-Sma and even Ibn-Rushd, 
God should know singular effects in their causes and not in 
themselves. Thomas Aquinas considers this opinion insufficient 
and teaches rather that the knowledge of God extends as far as 
his causality; and the active power of God extends not only to 
forms, but also to matter, by which forms are individualized.208 

206lbid. , pp. 79-80. 

207 Dalala al-~a 'irin, pp. 522-547. 

208Summa theologiae, l, q.14, a. I I. 
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SECONDARY CAUSALITY 
OR DETERMINISM 

3.1 History of the debate1 

The word qadar means determination of events. We might then 
think that a Qadarite is someon·e who holds that God determines 
everything, but historically the word was applied to those who 
hold that man determines his own acts by free choice. 

During the Umayyad period the question had political 
implications. The Umayyad caliphs favored divine determinism 
to support their claim to authority by divine right. The poets 
Jfuir and al-Farazdaq popularized this claim, holding up the 
heirs of 'Uthman, the Umayyads, as the representatives of God 
on earth. They called them "the shadow of God" on earth, and 
used the term kha/ifat Allah to mean "deputy of God" (Qur' an 
2:30 applies the word to Adam in this sense, and 38:26 to 
David), and not with the usual meaning of "successor" of 
Mulfammad. Thus whatever the Umayyads decreed was taken 
as the decreed of God and no one was supposed to oppose them 
or doubt their authority. 

The Islamic background to the question is important. Arabia is 
a country that has no regular rainy season. Nomads struggling 
to find pasture for their animals easily adopted a fatalistic 
attitude. Pre-Islamic poetry speaks of Time (dahr, zamtin) or 
Days ( ayyam) as an impersonal force that determines everything, 
especially the length of one's life (ajal) and one's daily 
sust~muice (rtzq). On the other hand, the Arabs admired human 
exploits, especially victory in war, and regarded them as signs of 
a hereditary ability to accomplish great things. 

The Qur'an retains the notions of ajal and rizq, but teaches that 

'Cf. W.M. Watt, The fornw.tive period of Islamic thought, ch. 4; L. Gardet, Dieu et 
Ia destinee de l'homme, cbs. 1-4; H.A. Wolfson, The philosophy of the Ka/Gm , chs. 
6-8. 
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these are detennined by God and not by impersonal forces.2 

Although the Qur'an teaches that man is responsible for his acts 
on the Day of Judgment it affinns also that God can pardon or 
punish sins as he wishes (2:284; 3:129; 4:48,116; 5:18,40) or 
pardon at the requestofintercessors (10:3; 19:87; 20:1 09; 34:23; 
43:86). Besides, it is said that God guides (ahda) men or leads 
them astray as he wishes (6:125; 16:93) or helps them to achieve 
success (na~ara) or abandons them (khaqala). Other verses 
present this guidance or leading astray as the result of previous 
good or bad actions (2:26; 3:86). 

So the question arose: what is the will of God? Is it what 
happens in the world according to his predestination, even if it 
is a sin, or is it the commandments of God expressed in the 
Shari' a? In a story told by al-Ash'ari, Maymfin bad lent some 
money to Shu' ayb and came to ask for repayment. Shu' ayb 
answered: "I will repay you if God wishes". Then Maymfin 
said: "God wishes you to repay me"; and Shu' ayb answered: "If 
God had wished this I would not be able to refuse you". They 
continued to argue, highlighting the seeming contrast between 
God's omnipotence and his goodness. 

During the 'Abbasid age the question of qadar had no more 
political overtones. The Mu 'tazilites held the Qadarite position 
that the justice of God required freedom of the human will. The 
Ash' arites held the opposite position, adopting a completely 
atomistic and occasionalist theory to diminish the worth of 
creation and exalt the omnipotence of God. Before examining 
the positions of the philosophers, we must first look at the 
position of Ash' arism, which is the dominant school oflslamic 
theology. 

3.2 Ash' arite theology 

Al-Ash'ari's thought was developed and popularized by his 
disciples, especially al-Ghazali. Since the 15th century the best 

2Cf. Qur'an 45:23-25; 57:22. 
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known popularizer of Ash'arite thought was M~ammad ibn
Yt1sufas-Sam1si, from whom I take the following points.3 

3.2.1 The Shah/ida 

The first part of the Shaluida or Muslim profession of faith, is: 
' 'La ilaba illa llah" ("There i~ no divinity but Allah"). This 
statement is the core of Islamic monotheism, and means that 
God is the one and only divinity. 

Islamic monotheism has far ranging consequences. Muslim 
theologians like to tie all the beliefs of Islam to the two 
statements of the Shah/ida: profession of faith that God is one 
and that Mul;lammad is his Messenger. The Shah/ida serves as 
a good memory device and a pedagogical method to help 
students navigate among the many dogmas ofMuslim theology. 
Nevertheless the Shahiida is more than an artificial link of 
disparate teachings to two fundamental points. These points 
bind all the teachings of Islam together in a tight logic, so that 
the whole oflslam is characterized by a remarkable consistency 
and coherence. No point of doctrine can be altered without 
affecting the whole religious system of Islam. 

Let us examine here the logical implications of the first part of 
the Shah/ida such as they have been developed by the 
interpretation of the majority of Muslims over the course of 
history. In fact the Shah/ida has given birth to a radical 
monotheism in Ash'arite theology. That could have various 
sociological explanations, but the metaphysical foundation of 
Islamic monotheism can be identified as a particular 
understanding of analogy. Exactly what is the idea of analogy 
underlying the popular Ash' arite understanding of the Shah/ida? 

3.2.2 The Ash' arite understanding of analogy 

As we have seen, pre-Islamic Arab thought was very 

3Cf. J. Kenny, Muslim theology a.s presented by M. b. Yrisuf as-Sanris'i. especially in 
his a/- 'Aq'ida al-wus!a. 
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occasionalist and fatalistic, and this is reflected in one strand of 
Qur' arne thought. God can do whatever he wants because he is 
the sole sovereign, without partner or competitor. Having opted 
for an unqualified omnipotence in God, the Ash' arites found a 
convenient support in neo-Platonism which took the world of 
ideas as the true reality, leaving the material and sensible world 
in a shadow of irreality and near nothingness. 

Plato's idea of analogy was thus a relationship between two 
terms that are infinitely disparate; this is called analogy of 
attribution. It was Aristotle who invented an analogy of four 
terms to safeguard the reality of each element of the comparison; 
this is called analogy of proportionality. 

Pursuing the exaltation of God at the expense of creatures, the 
Ash' arites adopted the theory ofDemocritus and Epicurus, who 
conceived of the world as a cloud of atoms floating without 
laws~xcept that the Ash' arites added: according to or under the 
influence ofGod.4 

Let us now see how Ash' arite theology developed this 
occasionalist interpretation of the Shahada, pointing out where 
they differed from the philosophers and the Mu 'tazilites. 

3.2.3 There is no power in creatures 

As a variation of the Shahada, any attribute or name of God can 
be replaced by "ilaha". For example, "No one is strong (qadir) 
but God"; "No one is seeing (ba~ir) but God".5 Ash ' arite 
theology used such expressions to support its cardinal teaching 
that there is no power in nature; or, to be exact, nature as a 
principle of action does not exist. Only God acts directly at 
every instant on the occasion of the conjunction of what appears 
to be a cause and an effect. That is a way of viewing the 

4For a detailed study of this question cf. J. Kenny, "Islamic monotheism: Principles 
and consequences." 

5Cf. M. as-SanOsi, a/- 'Aqlda a~-$ughrti, and al-GhazaJi, al-Maq~ad al-asnilfi'shar~ 
asmiz' Allah al-~usnii, p. 47. 
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relationship between God and creatures exclusively under the 
angle of Plato 's analogy of attribution, to the exclusion of 
Aristotle' s analogy of proportionality. Let us quote Mu~ammad 
as-Sanusl's a/- 'Aqida al-wus{a:6 

For the same reason, you become aware of the 
impossibility of anything ·in the world producing any 
effect whatsoever, because that entails the removal of 
that effect from the P.ower and will of our majestic and 
mighty Protector, and this necessitates the overcoming 
of something from eternity by something which came 
into being, which is impossible. Therefore a created 
power has no effect on motion or rest, obedience or 
disobedience, or on any effect universally, neither 
directly nor through induction. (n. 35) 

For that matter, food has no effect on satiety, nor water 
on moistening the land, growing plants or on cleaning, 
nor fire on burning, heating or cooking food, nor 
clothing or shelter on covering or repelling heat and 
cold, nor trees on shading, nor the sun and the rest of the 
heavenly bodies on illumination, nor a knife on cutting, 
nor cold water on diminishing the intensity of the heat of 
other water, as neither has the latter in diminishing the 
intensity of cold in the former. Conclude by analogy to 
these examples that whenever God acts in his ordinary 
way he makes something exist on the occasion of 
another. But know that it is from God from the start, 
without the other accompanying things having any 
intermediacy or effect on it, neither by their nature, nor 
by a power or peculiarity placed in it by God, as many 
ignorant people think. More than one sound imam has 
recalled that there is agreement that whoever holds that 
those things produce an effect by their nature is an 
unbeliever. (n° 39). 

6References to a/- 'Aqlda al-wusta are from my Muslim theology as presented by M 
b. Yusuf as-Sanusl, especially in his a/- 'Aqida al-wus~a. 
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The total lack of power in creatures applies also to human 
choice. The same as-Sanfisl holds that man has a "power" to 
choose, but that this power has no effect whatsoever on his act. 
It only gives him a feeling that all is well and that he is free, 
although in reality he is forced to act (n. 37). God rewards 
obedience and punishes disobedience by his own free decision, 
not because he is held to do so by some obligation of justice (no 
38). 

The position of as-Sanus1 perfectly expresses Ash' arite thought, 
even though Qur' anic texts can be quoted in favor of human 
liberty as well as for divine determination.7 

The popular expression ofthis teaching is the doctrine of qadar 
or determination, which goes back to pre-Islamic Arab tradition. 
Qadar is applied first of all to the termination of one's life span 
(ajal) or one's daily sustenance (rizq), but also to human choice, 
which Ash'arite thought, in spite of the subterfuges of kasb 
(acquisition, imputation of the act to man), puts firmly under the 
determination of God. 8 

This position was pushed to its extreme by al-Baqillani. 
Following Democritus, he denied the existence of nature and of 
natural units, saying that everything is just an accidental 
formation of tiny atoms which have no continuity in space or 
time, which cease to exist and are re-created at each successive 
instant. 

3.2.4 Absence of philosophical ethic 

The next step in the logical process was to deny the validity of 
any philosophical ethics. If the natural world has no predictable 
behavior of its own, we cannot look to the nature of man and say 
that anything is good or bad for him, because that all depends on 
the free decision of God. God's free decisions, revealed in the 
Qur'an and I:Jadith, are known a.S Shari 'a. Let us again listen to 

7Cf. J. Jomier, "La toute-puissance de Dieu et les creatures dans le Coran". 
8Cf. W.M. Watt, The formative period, pp. 88-90, 191-195. 
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a/- 'Aqida al-wu.ua: 

It is impossible for the Most High to determine an act as 
obligatory or forbidden ... for the sake of any objective, 
since all acts are equal in that they are his creation and 
production. Therefore the specification of certain acts as 
obligatory and others as forbidden or with any other 
determination takes place by his pure choice, which has 
no cause. Intelligibi~ty has no place at all in it; rather it 
can be known only be revealed law. (n. 19) 

63 

In other words, God does not command or forbid something 
because it is good or evil, but it is good or evil because he 
commands or forbids it. 

3.2.5 There is no divine charism in man 

The use of analogy of attribution to the exclusion of that of 
proportionality also means that men do not have any share in 
God's life or attributes. In Islam there is none of the Christian 
''new life", "regeneration", or "sanctifying grace". There is only 
fi~ra, the natural man as God created him, distinguished only by 
piety (taqwa) or adherence by faith to the covenant (mithaq) 
with Adam and his descendants.9 Thus the basic difference 
among men is between believers and non-believers; all believers 
are fundamentally equal, although they may have differing 
amounts of good works to their credit. 

The same equality applies to rulers and the ruled. No one has a 
divine right to rule (except that the Shrites believe that 'Ali and 
the Imams designated to succeed him do), but everyone has the 
right and duty to "command the good and forbid the evil".10 

Even Muslims who are guilty of misbehavior are obliged to 
correct the misbehavior of others, since the obligation to avoid 
evil and the obligation to forbid it are distinct, and someone who 

9Cf. Qur'an 20: 115; 7:172 etc. 

10Cf. Qur'an 3:104 etc. 
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omits one obligation is not excused from fulfilling the other. 11 

An imam and law enforcement agents are necessary and deserve 
obedience, according to Qur'an 4:59, ''Obey God; obey the 
Messenger and those who have authority among you." But these 
functionaries, who fulfill a communitarian obligation ifar4 al
kifaya) do not take over this obligation completely from other 
Muslims. Since all are subject to the Shari'a, any time an 
official is remiss in enforcing it, any Muslim has the duty, 
according to his ability, to correct the official or, if the case is 
serious, to engineer a coup. 

The logic of the Shahada, following an exclusive use of the 
analogy of attribution, also demands that prophets have no 
prerogative elevating them above the rest of men. The gift of 
prophesy is not a permanent gift at the disposition of the 
prophet, but is only God acting through him when he wants to 
reveal something. 

This, at least, is strict Ash· arite teaching, but certainly not the 
popular belief in Islam. One has only to examine the literature 
for Mawlid (tbe feast ofMul;tammad's bi~hday) to observe that 
Mul;tammad is considered as the Alpha of divine creation-the 
light which was created before all other things-and the Omega 
whose intercession will lead the elect to Paradise on the Last 
Day. 

A saint ( wali) likewise has nothing to distinguish him from other 
men. He is simply purified from acquired selfishness to return 
to his original innocence. There is no question of "union with 
God" or of God "dwelling in him", in spite of a ~fifist tendency 
to affirm this. 

The Islamic view of the inspiration of Scripture "also follows 
the idea that man can have no divine charism. In a broad sense 
of causality, a Muslim could s~ that God is the author of all 
books, but particularly in the case of a book of revelation man 

"Cf. M. as-SanOsi, Shar~1 a/-wus{ii, f.82b. 
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cannot cooperate. To say that Mu~arnmad is the author of the 
Qur'an, even to the slightest degree, would imply that the 
Qur'an is that much less inspired. Cooperation would imply a 
division of causality on a percentage basis. Whatever the 
percentage, such a partition of the composition of a book of 
Scripture is unacceptable both to Muslims and Christians. Yet 
the idea that God is the frrsr cause and man a subordinate, 
secondary cause of the whole result, was never considered by 
Ash'arite theology. The Christian idea is that God is 100% 
author of the sacred book and man is likewise 100% the author 
of the book attributed to him. 

3.3 Mu'tazilite theology 

The Mu 'tazilites in general were uniformly opposed to 
determinism, but not all for the same reasons. For the majority 
it was simply a case of defending the justice of God, since it 
would not be just for him to reward or punish someone if he 
were not free and responsible for bi.s actions. Yet for Mu' ammar 
and an-N~~. the issue was one of recognizing natural 
causality. 

As opposed to the Ash 'arites, the Mu 'tazilites said that goodness 
or evil are intrinsic to things, and for that reason they are 
forbidden or commanded. Moreover, good and evil can be 
known even without Shari 'a12 

3.4 The philosophers 

Contrary to the above position, there is the Platonic concept of 
the philosophers that men and angels are stratified in to different 
ranks according to the excellence of their nature. The prophets 
are simply men who, by their superior intelligence, can 
understand divine things. 

' 1Cf. M. Valiuddin, "Mu' tazilism", ch. 10 in M.M. Sharif, A history of Muslim 
philosophy, l, p. 20 l. 
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3.4.1 Al-Kindi 

The Arab philosophers admitted the reality of nature and created 
power. This position was clear with al-Farabi, but al-Kindi 
seems to have hesitated. In his Risdla fi 1-fd 'il al-}Jaqq al-awwal 
at-tamm wa-1-fa 'if an-naqi~ a/ladhi huwa bi-1-majdz, as the title 
indicates, he attributes true causality to God alone, who acts 
without anything else acting upon him, whereas evezy other 
thing is called a "cause" by way of metaphor, since these act by 
reason of the fact that they are acted upon by others. 
Nevertheless, in his Kitab fi 1-ibana 'an a/- 'ilia a/ -fa 'ila al
qariba 1-l-kawn wa-1-fasad al-Kindi explains that different 
things are causes (asbdb wa- 'ilal) of one another. Heavenly 
bodies, by the constant change of their positions, are the 
proximate causes of all the changes of seasons and variety of 
weather, and in this way of all life on earth. If they are also the 
cause ofhuman life, al-Kindi reasons in his Risala ti l-ibdna 'an 
sujud al-jirm al-a 'q~a wa-ta 'ati-hi li-lllih 'azza wa-jalla, they 
must themselves be living and intelligent. As for sensitive 
powers, they only have sight and hearing; the other senses are 
redundant, since they are at the service of nutrition, which 
implied corruptibility, something that heavenly bodies do not 
have. 

While supporting causality in nature, al-Kindi, like most of the 
Arab philosophers, opted in principle for a cosmological 
determinism. That was borrowed from Greek commentators of 
Aristotle in Alexandria, who held that planetary positions 
determine every event in this world. In this way the intellects of 
the spheres know in advance evezything that will happen. Al
Kindl accepted the principles of this determinism in a cosmos 
emanating from God, attributing to it not only the physical 
diversity of peoples, but also their level of intelligence and 
moral disposition. 13 While discussing the causes and remedies 
of sadness, he explains that ev'erything that happens to man 

llCf. ai-Kindi, Kitiib fi 1-ibana 'an al- 'ilia al-fd 'ila al-qarlba li-1-kawn wa-1-fasdd, 
225-6. 
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comes from God by his will; he has lent us all that we have and 
can freely take it back. 14 

3.4.2 lbn-Masarra 

Ibn-Masarra distinguishes two kinds of determination. Of the 
frrst he says: 

The exemplars of things and their determinations are 
resting beyond motion. They are all contained in the 
mother-book, and undergo no change, substitution or 
transfer. 

From these derive detailed decisions (al-qatfiiyii al-mufa~~ala), 
which are subject to change and exception. Prayer is useful with 
regard to thjs kind of determination, but not to the first. 15 

3.4.3 AI-Farabi 

Al-Farabt, in a long discussion in as-Siyiisa al-madaniyya on 
things that are possible on this earth, 16 gives no hint that these 
are determined by higher causes. The same is true of his other 
works. In a treatise on the influence of heavenly bodies, 17 he 
takes a finn position: Most of the things that happen in this 
world happen by chance (ittifiiq), and do not have deterrwned 
causes; they are not therefore subject to scientific proofs, and all 
that one can say about them is guess work, without any certitude. 
In saying this, al-Farabi does not deny divine providence 
( 'inaya); elsewhere he says that God takes care of the whole 
universe and that his universal providence flows into every 
detaii of the universe. 18 But providence is a theme that al-Farabi 
does not develop, in his care to avoid determinism. 

••Risolafi ~Ua /i-da] al-a~zon, n. 6. 

15Khaw~~ al-~urof, 99, 106. 
16Pp. 56: I 3-65.14. 
11Nukat fi-mo yasihh wa-/Q yasihh fi ahkam an-nujum. 

18AI-jam bay n ra 'yayn a/-hakimayn, pp. 25:27-26:3. 
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Just as al-Farabi takes a moderate pos1t1on regarding the 
influence of heavenly bodies and the possibility of predicting 
earthly events, so he takes a moderate position regarding 
alchemy, in his Risa/a fi wujub ~ana 'a al-kimiyya, where he 
condemns both those who reject this science and those who 
believe too much in it. 

3.4.4 Miskawayh 

Talking of the efficacy of prayer, Miskawayh affirms the 
immutability of God and says that a prayer is heard because it 
turns us from the distractions of this world and opens us to the 
influence of the Creator. 19 

3.4.5 Ibn-Sina 

lbn-Sma, on the other hand, takes a clearly determinist position. 
Nevertheless it is not God who determines things directly; he 
acts through intermediaries: 

He who exists necessarily influences the intellects; the 
intellects influence the [heavenly] souls; the souls 
influence the heavenly bodies ... The heavenly bodies 
influence this sub-lunar world, and the special intellect 
of the lunar sphere infuses the light by which man is 
guided in the obscurity of his search for intelligible 
things?0 

In particular, the separated souls of prophets or holy men can 
benefit those who approach them or visit their tombs, by giving 
them the good things they desire or by taking away the evils that 
disturb them.21 

In his Najat, lbn-Sina discusses the question of the necessity that 

19F~l iikhar min kaliimi-hi, p. 194. 

20Risala az-ziyiira wa-d-du 'ii ·, p. 34; cf. Ta '/'iqiit, p. 130. 

21/bid., p. 35. 
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results from this cosmological structure.22 He distinguishes 
between God, who is his own existence and exists necessarily 
(wajib al-wujud), and every other thing which is not identical 
with its existence, and for that reason is "possible" (mum kin) in 
itself. Then he says that everything that is possible in itself is 
necessary by another, that is, by its immediate cause or by the 
first cause. He presents an argument that it is hypothetically 
necessary that what exists cannot not be non-existent. But he 
does not make the distinction of Saint Thomas between what is 
necessary by another in the sense that it has no material potency 
and what is essentially contingent because it is material, even 
though it may be necessary in reference to the first cause who 
determines all things without taking away their intrinsic 
contingency. 

In his Shifo ' lbn-Sina is more nuanced. 23 Contingent hidden 
things (mughayyabtit) are brought about by a mixture of 
heavenly things-which we may be able to count-and earthly 
things which precede and follow these happenings, whether they 
are active or passive causes, natural or voluntary; they do not 
happen by heavenly causes alone. "24 No one can know all these 
factors, and therefore no one can pretend to know hidden future 
events, unless he receives a special illumination from on high, 
that is, from the Agent Intellect (which we will speak about 
later). 

Thus, in spite of the determinism of every event through 
secondary cosmic causes, Ibn-Sina rejects astrology and popular 
magic.25 

For lbn-Sina, "God's knowledge itself is his power" which gives 
necessity to everything that comes from him, and "the fact that 
he knows the good and chosen order of the universe is the fact 

22Qism 3, maqiila 2, ed. M. Fakhri, pp. 262-3; see also Fu!fU!f al-~1ikma, 6. 

23 AI-Jiahiyyiit, maqiila 1 0,/~/ 1. 
24/bid., p. 440. 

25Cf. Risiila fi ibtiil al)kam an-nujlim. 
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that he is powerful".26 Everything that happens has a cause, and 
comes in the last analysis from the First Cause. That is why 
what happens by chance (ittifdq) is necessary (wqjib) with 
respect to God. 27 

Even the choices of the human will (al-ikhtiy{mit) are 
detennined.28 These come from earthly or heavenly causes or a 
mixture of the two. What happens by chance comes from 
natural or voluntary causes, so that "what is not necessary does 
not exist'' (mii lam tajib lam tt'ijad).29 In his Risiila al-qatfii' wa-
1-qadar, lbn-Sina uses the same arguments and concludes in this 
way: 

Agree from all that has been said that your will is forced 
and your actions are the consequences [of causes]. You 
can escape from your error [if you understand] that if it 
is not forced, it is as if forced. If the word "forc.ed" did 
not have the meaning of putting up with what one 
dislikes, I would say that you are forced. For if you are 
not forced, you are as if forced. This makes no 
difference if you consider the greatness of the Creator. 30 

In the Ta 'tiqiit lbn-Sina says that "the soul is forced with the 
appearance ofhaving free choice (mucf{arrafi ~ura mukhtiira); 
only God is truly free. 31 

The whole universe is constructed in a tight order of causes, but 
the human intellect cannot understand this order, and it must 
submit with humility to the divine plans.32 

26 'Uyrin al-~rikma, 52. 

21Ta 'tiqdt, p. 115. 

28Fr~ al-~rilana, 48-49. 

29A~wiil an-nafs, ch. 13. 

30Pp. 59-60. 

l lp. 53. 

32lbid. 
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If"all things are necessary with respect to their first principles," 
why do they not always exist? lbn-Sina answers this problem in 
his Ta 'liqat, saying that God's emanation is constant and 
invariable, but the disposition of matter to receive this 
emanation is variab1e.33 

In his Sirr al-qadar Ibn-S1na answers the objection that 
commandments, prohibitions, rewards and punishments are 
superfluous if qadar includes human choices. He says that the 
commandments are stimulations to good for those who are 
already determined to do good; thus they are the means of 
qadar, and without commandments moral evil in the world 
would be double what it is. As for rewards and punishment, 
they are automatic consequences of the state of the soul the 
moment it leaves this world?4 

lbn-Sina also answers the objection that the use of medicine is 
superfluous: 

The truth is that there is no weakness or health, sickness 
or healing apart from God the Most High. But he has 
established a cause for everything. For each sickness 
( da} there is a remedy ( dawa}. If, in his determination 
and decision there is a remedy for sickness, man, his 
servant, acts in agreement with his will and desire [in 
using it]. God has prepared the causes of healing and 
has simplified this problem for him, giving him easy 
access to medicine and making it a cause of the cure 
from his sickness. 35 

In the Ta 'fiqat lbn-Sina answers the objection that if God 
determines everything, prayer is superfluous: God has 
determined prayer to be the disposition to receive what he 
wishes to give. It is not that we move heaven, but God makes us 

Hp, 29. 

'
4Pp. 303-305. 

35Nafia 'ih al-~ukamfi • li-1-Askandar , p. 297, 
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pray. And when we pray we receive from God a power which 
is the instrument of moving elements for our well-being.36 

Good and evil are not detenuined in the same way. "His essence 
causes the good by his contact or influence; it causes evil by 
separation or removing his influence on things.37 In his Risala 
tafs'ir al-mu 'awwidha al-Ula (sura 113), Ibn-Sina explains that 
the first thing that comes from God is his qaqii '; this concerns 
the heavenly world; it is perfect and contains no evil. But from 
qacfii ' comes qadar, that is, the earthly world. Because the 
things of this world are material they accept evil as an 
attachment (mucfiij). God directly wishes good, but evil 
indirectly and by accident.38Good and evil, as well as the 
differences of perfection among individuals, are attributable to 
different levels of matter's preparation to receive, since the 
emanation of divine goodness is always equa1.39 Since God, for 
Ibn-Sina, has nothing to do directly with matter, the question of 
God's freely determining what is not equal does not arise. 

If the good of the universe justifies evil for an individual, lbn
Sina particularly defends the wisdom for the death of men. 
Besides the fact that it is a passage to a better life, if there were 
no death the earth would be full of people and there would be no 
place to live.40 

Ibn-Sina describes evil as ''the obscurity of privation" (~ulma al
'adaml1 or simply as a non-entity,42 without any precise notion 
of"privation", which is the key to the teaching of Augustine and 
Thomas Aquinas on evil. In the Ta 'liqat lbn-Sma gives two 

36Pp. 47-48. 
31 'UyCm al-~1ikma, 52-53. 
38The same explanation is offered in ar-Ris.ala a/- 'arshiyya, p. l6-l8. 
39Cf. Risala fi s-sa 'ada, pp. 7-8; Ta 'liqat, p. 62. 
40Risdlafi 1-mawt, pp. 383-384; Ta 'liqdt, pp. 46-47 . 

• ,Ibid., p. 25. 

•zsirr al-qadar, p. 304. 
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meanings of privation (adam): "that which is in potency to 
come into act," and "the total privation of a form ... as man is the 
privation of a horse. '>4

3 Thus he confuses privation with potency 
or matter,44 or with contrariety. But he distinguishes it from 
pure negation (salb), just as not everything that has no sight is 
blind.45 

In man, lbn-Sina explains that evil comes from the vegetative 
and sensitive powers, which are the enemies to which sura 113 
alludes, even though these powers can also be put at the service 
ofthe intellect. The devil is also an enemy, and in that case evil 
can enter even the divine qacjil '.46 In Risala tafsir al
mu 'awwidha ath-thaniya (sura 114) Ibn-Sina continues to 
allegorize evil spirits as the imagination and the internal senses 
(al-jinna) and external ones (an-nds} .47 In Risalafi bayan al
mu 'jizat wa-1-karamat wa-l-a 'ajib, he says that thejinn are only 
the product of the imagination, but that angels are real.48 

On providence, lbn-Sina says that it extends to everything in its 
individuality, whether it is good or evil. Like Christian authors, 
Ibn-Sina explains that in divine providence evil has its place for 
the higher good of the universe.49 

3.4.6 Ibn-Gabirol 

lbn-Gabirol's identification of the Logos with the Will gives his 
universe a voluntaristic stamp. The Will envelops and imposes 
necessity on all lower things, but is limited by the disposition of 

•
3P. 30. 

44/bid., p. 32. 

• 5Jbid., p. 36. 

~Tafsir sur al-falaq, p. 29. 

•
7Pp. 31-32. 

•sp_ 413; the same in Risii/a f:layy ibn-Yaq~iin, and in Jiimi' a/-badii ·r, p. 413. 

•
9 'Uyzin a/-masa 'il, 22; the same in Sirr al-qadar, p. 303; cf. Ta 'llqiit, pp. 157, 159. 
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matter to accept the positive influence of the Will. 5° 

Only spiritual (i.e. intelligent) creatures can act; other bodily 
creatures are only acted upon by the Will. 51 

3.4. 7 lbn-Rusbd 

lbn-Rushd, finally, comes back to a less determinist position. In 
his large commentary on the Metaphysics of Aristotle, he says: 

God's providence extends to everything that exists, and 
it consists in the preservation of their species, since it is 
impossible to preserve them individually. But those 
who are of the opinion that God's providence touches 
each individual are partly right and partly wrong. What 
is true is that each individual belongs to a species, and in 
this sense it is true that God's providence concerns 
individuals, but to be provident of individuals as 
individuals is contrary to the divine goodness. 52 

Later he says that "providence certainly exists and what happens 
apart from providence comes from the necessity of matter and 
not from a defect in the agent."53 The small commentary, 
Talkhl~ ma ba 'd a!-(abi 'a, adopts no clear position, but it 
attributes to Alexander of Aphrodisias the opinion that 
providence extends only to species.54 In Manahij al-adilla 
providence is linked with the formation (ikhtira ') of things, 
without distinction between species and individuals,55 but 
regarding qadar he accepts that everything is determined by 
intermediate exterior causes, depending on God as the first 
cause. Even the human will is determined in this way, as Ibn-

50Maqor ~ayyim, 5:19,86. 
51/bid. , 3: 16; 5:57. 

52Tafsir ma ba 'd at-tabiyya, p. 1607; cf. Thlriifut, ll, p. 759. 

53Tafsir ma ba 'd at-{ab1'ya, p. 1715. 

5'Pp. 160-164. 

55Pp. 65-70. 
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Sina said before. 56 Ibn-Rushd emphasizes divine causality in the 
universe: 

There is no agent apart from God the Blessed and Most 
High. Other causes apart from him, which he controls, 
are agents only metaphorically, since they exist only by 
him and it is he who set them up as causes. And it is he 
who preserves them in existence and action. He also 
preserves their effects after their action and forms the 
substances [of these effects] when these causes are 
applied to them. In this way he preserves them in 
themselves, and apart from this divine preservation they 
would cease to exist instantly.57 

What does this preservation consist in, since lbn-Rushd rejects 
the distinction between essence and existence, and thus the 
contingency of creatures? He explains that it is by the order of 
the universe, with each heavenly body defined in its size, its 
position and its speed. 

If we were to suppose that one of these bodies were 
removed or placed in a different position or had different 
size or a different speed than that ordained by God, all 
the things existing on the earth would cease to exist, 
because that is the way he established their natures. 58 

It is in the same way that we must understand lbn-Rushd when 
he says: "The name Creator (kha/.iq) is not shared by any 
creature, not even in any close or remote metaphorical sense."59 

That do~s not deny intermediate causality. 

lbn-Rushd does not accept as science astrology, chirornancy, 

56Pp. 134-143. 

51Maniihij al-adilla, pp. 139-140. 

SSJbid., p. 140. 

59 Maniihij al-adilla, p. 142. 
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divination, the art oftalismans, and alchemy.60 He admits the 
possibility of miracles, but defines a miracle as something that 
is possible in itself, but is impossible to an ordinary man.61 

Better than miracles in nature is the miracle of announcing 
things hidden with God (al-ghuyt4b), that is, true doctrine.62 

Elsewhere he defines al-ghayb as "what will exist in the future 
or does not exist at all".63 

As we have seen, lbn-Rushd supports the causality of nature 
against the Ash'arites. Miracles are possible because a cause 
can be impeded.64 Against the Ash'arites who hold for total 
indeterminism, as far as nature is concerned, saying that the 
regularity of nature is only God's customary action, Ibn-Rushd 
asks what is custom (al- 'ada)? God cannot have a custom, 
which is something acquired and added to nature; only animate 
creatures can have it. Thus by not recognizing nature the 
Ash'arites do not recognize what is a miracle.65 On the other 
hand: 

One must have no doubt that existing things act upon 
one another, but they are not self-sufficient in this 
action; they do it by an exterior Agent whose action is a 
condition not only of their action, but also of their 
being.66 

But that does not prevent the First Agent from acting through 
intermediaries. 

As for the question of evil, although Ibn-Rushd does not try to 

60Tahdfut, U, pp. 768-769. 

61 ll, pp. 775-776. 

62Il, p. 776. 

6lMan/ihij al-adil/a, p. 138. 

64Il, pp. 783-784. 

65ll, pp. 786-796. 

66!I, p. 787; cf. p. 793. 
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give a definition of evil, he says that it is exceptional and that it 
is for the good of the universe; as examples he cites the good 
and the evil effects of fire. Ibn-Rushd insists that moral good 
and evil exist and can be recognized by reason independently of 
revelation.67 He criticizes the Asb'arites: 

They hold that there is nothing just or unjust in itself. 
But it is extremely absurd to say there is nothing good or 
evil in itself, since justice is known by itself as good, 
and injustice as evit: It is unjust in itself to worship 
anything else but God; this is not wrong simply from the 
point of view of revelation. [According to them,] if 
revelation said that one must believe in many gods that 
would be just, and if it prescribed disobedience that 
would be just. But this is contrary to both revelation and 
reason.68 

3.4.8 Moshe ben Maimon 

Moshe ben Maimon treats of determination under the heading of 
divine providence. He first lists five opinions on the matter: 

(1) Empedocles thought there was no providence, only chance. 

(2) Aristotle and Alexander of Aphrodisias thought that 
providence covers everything in the heavenly world, but in 
the earthly world of generation and corruption it extends 
only to the conservation of species in the earthly world, not 
to individuals as such. 

(3) The-Ash' arites say that nothing happens by chance. but 
everything is planned and determined by God's will. Thus 
everything is either necessary or impossible, and nothing is 
possible. 

(4) The Mu'tazilites say that man is free, but God's providence 

61Manahij al-adil/a, pp. 143-149. 

68/bid., p. 144. 
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touches every detail of nature. They believe that the evil 
which one suffers in this life will be compensated by the 
rewards of the next life; this applies also to animals. 

(5) The Torah teaches that man has free will, and no evil intent 
(jawr) can be attributed to God. In the earthly world 
providence extends to individuals of the human race, but 
only to the species of other things. Providence is more 
active with prophets, and with others according to the level 
of their perfection. 69 

A peculiar teaching ofMoshe ben Main1on is that each man gets 
what he deserves, even if we sometimes do not understand why. 
As for the possibility of the innocent suffering, he says: "The 
question of testing is very difficult. In fact it is the greatest 
problem in the Law." Yet he does not allow that even Job 
suffered innocently. In his exegesis of the book of Job, he 
identifies the views of the interlocutors with various 

. philosophical positions: 

(1) Job's view, that God strikes the good and the evil 
indifferently, thus denying providence for individual men, is 
that of Aristotle. 

(2) Eliphaz' view, that Job deserved all that he suffered, is that 
of Jewish Law. 

(3) Bildad's view, that if Job is suffering so much innocently he 
will be rewarded in the next life, is that of the Mu'tazilites. 

(4) Zophar's view, that all that happened to Job is because of 
God's arbitrary will, and no reason should be sought, is that 
of the Ash' arites. 

(5) Elihu repeated the views of the other opponents of Job, and 
went on to explain that God is just, but is not obliged to treat 
men as we expect, because· his wisdom is far above our 

69Da/O.Ia al-~a 'irin, pp.524-536. 
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understanding. 70 

3.5 Thomas Aquinas 

79 

Against Ash'arism, particularly that of al-Baqillani, Thomas 
teaches that God preserves the continued existence of things, 
since the being ofthings depen.ds directly on him.71 Against the 
philosophers, he says that no intermediary can confer the act of 
existence.72 With the Ash ' arites, he holds that God is the cause 
of the. action of all things, since they all depend constantly on 
him for their existence. 73 · 

On the other hand, Thomas insists that creatures have their own 
causality. In taking this position, he is not only against the 
Ash' arites but also Ibn-S1na who attributed the generation of 
everything on earth to the Agent Intellect as the giver of forms. 
Ash' arite occasionalism goes contrary to the evidence of the 
senses, which bear witness that definite effects come regularly 
from definite things. And, instead of exaggerating the 
omnipotence of God, he says that the power of God is 
manifested in the perfection and fertility. of what he makes, and 
not in their poverty and sterility. And, as Ibn-Rushd objected, 
such a position denies the order and inter-dependence of things 
in the universe, and consequently the wisdom of God. Thus one 
should admit the causality of creatures not only in producing 
accidental effects, like heat, but also in the generation of their 
lik 74 e. 

These effects are attributable to nati.rral causes and to God and 
the same time, according to the order of subordination of 
secondary causes to the first cause. There is no question, as the 
Ash'arites and even the Mu' tazilites imagine, of sharing 

10lbid., pp. 533, 548-569. 

71Cf. Summa contra gentiles, Ill, 65. 

nlbid., n. 66. 

13/bid., n. 67. 

14/bid. , nos. 69-70. 
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causality between the creature and the Creator, implying a 
subtraction from divine omnipotence. 

Again, one can see a Platonic notion of analogy as the ultimate 
root of the Ash' arite position, that is, the use of analogy of 
attribution to the exclusion ofthat ofproportionality.75 As Plato 
thought that the sensible world was only a shadow or and almost 
irreal reflection of the world of intelligible forms, so the 
Ash' arites minimized nature to exalt God. 

Are these positions necessary to Islam? Historical 
circumstances contributed to their development and a different 
direction is theoretically possible. The Mu 'tazilites wanted to 
recognize in creatures a power that God gave them to act, but 
they were unable to provide a coherent rationalization of their 
position, even though it was reasonable in itself. Mu 'tazilite 
thought was echoed in a modem thinker, M~ammad 'Abduh, 76 

and it is popular in certain modem Muslim circles that are 
opposed to any fatalism. But most such authors do not give any 
philosophical foundation for their preferences. 

Certainly Christianity has accommodated different tendencies on 
this question. The more we meditate on God and his 
perfections, the more we think in terms of the analogy of 
attribution. The more we are engaged in this world, the more we 
think in terms of analogy of proportionality. A balance of the 
two points of view could well gain wide acceptance in the 
Muslim community. 

75For the teaching of Thomas Aquinas on~analogy, see In Metaphysicomm lihros 
Commentarium, liber 5, lectio 8. For its· application to the relationship between 
creature and God wee Questiones displltatae de veritate, I, art. II , et Quaestiones 
disputatae de potentia, 7, art. 7; Summa theologiae, l, q.l3, a.56; Summa contra 
Gentiles, l, ch. 34. 

76Cf. J. Jomier, Le commentaire coranique du Maniir, chs. 3 & 4. 



CHAPTER4 

THE HUMAN SOUL 

Following Aristotelian tradition, the Arab philosophers held that 
man has five exterior senses and other interior ones. Besides 
these sense-based cognitive powers, all these philosophers held 
that each man bas an intellect by which be knows. As for 
details, each philosopher went his own way. 

4.1 AJ-Kindi 

The problem that al-Kindi and later philosophers faced was to 
reconcile the immaterial activity of the intellect with the fact that 
the human soul animates a physical body. If form is 
proportionate to matter and the soul is the substantial form of a 
body, how can it have an immaterial activity? Al-K.indi did not 
speak of the soul as the form of the body, but as a complete 
substance independent and separable from the body, and he 
praises PJato for this teaching. 1 As for body-soul relationship, 
for al-Kindi, the brain is "the seat of all psychic power".2 

In his Risdla fi /- 'aql al-K.indi distinguishes four intellects: 

(1) the intellect which is always in act; this is eternal, and al
Kindi lets the reader suppose that this intellect is God, but he 
does not call it God later al-Farabi will propose an Agent 
Intellect between God and man; 

(2) the intellect in potency, which is the human soul in the state 
of ignorance; note that al-Farabi denies a distinction between 
the soul and its sensitive or intellective powers; 

(3) the intellect that has passed from potency to act, having 
acqllired (mustafad), through the influence of the first 
intellect, intelligible forms and having identified with them; 
this refers to habitual knowledge; 

1Risiilafi anna-lmjawiihir Ia ajsam; Risiilafi l-qawlfi n-nafs al-mukhta~·ar min kitab 
Aris(u wa-Flii{un wa-sa ·;, al-faliisifa; Kalamfi n-nafs mukhta~·ar wajlz . . 

2Risa/aji m~1hiyya an-nawm wa-r-ru ya, p. 297. 
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(4) the manifest intellect (~ahir), that is, the soul actually 
considering what it knows.3 

4.2 Ar-Rizi 

For ar-Ran, the rational soul is immortal because it is a 
complete and immaterial substance. (The concupiscible and the 
irascible souls perish.t It existed alone but in its stupidity 
desired to be united with matter. To return to its original 
happiness it must purify itself by study of philosophy. 
Otherwise, according to the ideas of Pythagoras and Plato 
attributed to him by his critics, it must purify itself through a 
cycle of reincarnations, maybe even by becoming an animal. 5 

4.3 Ibn-Masarra 

Ibn-Masarra developed the idea that the human soul is guided by 
the "great soul" (an-nafs al-kubra) of the heavenly world and the 
separated intelligences beyond.6 He distinguishes four souls: the 
vegetative, animal. and rational souls, and a separate intelligence, 
to which the human soul is related like the moon to the sun. 7 In 
man there is the body, an animal soul and a divine spirit, which 
is the truth (al-~aqq) which was breathed into Adam.8 He 
defines spirit as "a light airy body",9 whereas the soul is a power 
flowing into bodies from the heavenly spheres and has no 
stability. 10 

3For a detailed analysis of this work, see Jean Jolivet, L 'Intellect seton a/-Kindi. 

•A{-tibb ar-ru~1ani, section 5. 
5Al- 'ilm al-ila.hi, 4; AJ:tmad ibn-'Abdallab al-Kirmani, Kitab al-aqwal adh
dhahabiyya fl. {-{ibb an-nafsan!, section 5. 
6Risala al-i'tibiir, pp. 67-69; Khawii~$ al-~un1J, p. 80. 

'Khawfi$$ a/-~urnf, pp. 87-91 . 

8fbid., 91, 97, 104. 

!bid., p. I 0 I; cf. p. I 08. 
10/bid. , p. I 08. 
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4.4 lsl;taq ibn-l;lunayn 

To this translator of Greek works into Arabic is attributed a 
Kitiib an-nafs which does not simply repeat what Aristotle said, 
but advances some ideas that anticipate those of later 
philosophers. Like Plato, he said that the rational soul is a 
substance like the pilot in a ship, and not like a material form; it 
is a separated intellect.'' In this life it needs the imagination, but 
after death it will not forget anything, because it has no need of 
an instrumentY · · 

4.5 Qus~a ibn-Luqa 

From this translator and author one work has survived, al-Firq 
bayn an-nafs wa-r-n1~, on the difference in man between the 
spirit and the soul. "The animal spirit" (ar-ru~ al-~ayawanl) is 
a subtle physical substance that resides in the heart and in the 
brain; it is corruptible, whereas the soul is distinct from the body 
and incorruptible. The animal spirit is an instrument ofthe soul 
in animating the body, whereas "the psychic spirit" (ar-m~ an
nafsani) in the brain serves as an intennediary for sensation and 
moving the body. 13 

4.6 Isl;taq ibn-Sulayman al-Isra'ili 

In the course of defining a wide range of philosophical tenns, 
Is}.laq ibn-Sulayman distinguishes three kinds of intellects: (1 ) 
one which is always in act with an ever present knowledge of all 
things, (2) one which is in potency, before actualization, (3) an 
actualized intellect, having received knowledge from the senses 
through the imagination. 14 

As for the soul, he is aware of the difference between Plato, who 

llp_ 166. 

12P. 169. 
13Kitlib a/-farq bayn ar-ri1~ wa-n-nafs wa-quwii n-nafs wa-mahiyya an-nafs, in 
Rasli 'illbn-Sina, 2, p. 88, 93 

14Liber de definitionibus, pp. 311, 33.2. 
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makes the soul an extrinsic principle of motion, and Aristotle, 
who makes it the form of a body. Of the various kinds of soul, 
he recognizes one whlch animates the heavenly sphere and is the 
cause of generation here below. On this earth there are rational, 
animal and vegetative souls. 15 

The human soul operates through a vital "spirit", based in the 
heart and influencing the whole body. It is a bodily substance 
that dissolves with the body, whereas the soul is incorporeal and 
survives bodily death. 16 The soul ofman is an exterior principle 
to the body, whereas "nature" is an interior principle; Isl;l~ 
offers various definitions of "nature", none of which is 
Aristotelian.17 

4.7 AI-Farabi 

Al-Farabi adopted Aristotle's hylomorphic structure of nature, 
but gave it his own interpretation. Matter, of course, is the 
subject of form, which it possesses either in act or in potency. 
But matter is not pure potency; it is a subject which receives or 
puts on a form, and the form is given by an exterior agent; it 
does not come from the matter. This is a reading of Aristotle 
according to the teaching of Plato. 18 

Another curiosity of the teaching of al-Farabi on this subject is 
that be seems to believe in the multiplicity of forms in the same 
individual. "A body becomes the matter of another body either 
by giving it its form completely or by taking on something of its 
form."19 Al-Fariibi applies this idea to the human soul, where he 
sees each lower power as the matter of the power immediately 
above it.20 He says the same thing about the relationship of the 

15/bid., p. 312. 

16/bid., p. 318. 

" Ibid. , p. 320. 

11Mabadi ' ara ', 16, 19 (p. 33 ). 

19lbid., p. 34. 

20/bid. , 2[. 
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four intellects which he distinguishes in human knowledge.21 

Although, in his ad-Da 'awi al-qalbiyya, he says that man has 
only one soul, in his Falsafa Aris!u{alis he takes a very clear 
position for the multiplicity of forms or of souls in an 
individual. 22 

Al-Farabi distinguishes four intellects in a different way from al
Kindi: Man has vegetative, sensitive and intellective powers. 
Among the latter, 

(1) man is born with an intellect that is rational (natiqa) in 
potency (the possible intellect of Aristotle); this intellect is 
also called the material intellect (hayulani). 

(2) By receiving first receiving first intelligible principles it 
becomes an intellect in act (munfa 'al = bi-1-fi '!). 

(3) When this intellect progresses to the perfection of 
knowledge, it becomes the acquired intellect (mustafad); in 
this way it becomes "divine" (ilahi), because it is in contact 
with God through the world of spirits separated from 
matter.23 In his Falsafa Aris!u[alls, al-Farabi goes so far as 
to say that the different stages of the intellect make a 
distinction in nature ((abi 'a) and essence (jawhar). 24 

(4) Man is incapable by himself of coming out of his condition 
of materiality without the action of the Agent Intellect. This 
power, postulated by Aristotle, which Saint Thomas holds is 
individual to each man, was interpreted by the Greek 
commentators as the lowest of the heavenly spirits, distinct 
from individual men but giving them all understanding. Al
Farabi accepted this idea and identified this intellect with the 
"faithful spirit'' (ar-r!ih al-amin) and "the holy spirit" (r!ih 

21/bid., 27, p. 58. 
22Nos. 75-76. 

230n the whole question of intellects, cf. Mab{uli' arii · 22 & 27 (p. 58); as-Siyasa al
madafliyya, 32:6,36:1 , 55 :5, 79:9 ff.; Risiilafi 1- 'aq/, nn. 17, 18, 31, 32-40. 
24Nos. 90-93. 
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al-qudus) of the Qur' an, which Muslims understand as being 
the angel Gabriel. 

The job of the Agent Intellect, according to al-Farabi, is first of 
all to impress in the possible intellect the first principals of 
understanding, such as the principle of contradiction. Then it 
helps people to reach happiness by inspiring in them (if it finds 
them ready) a higher knowledge.25 Al-Farabi does not say the 
Agent Intellect is necessary for further knowledge, but explains 
that images coming from the exterior senses pass through the 
common sense and the imagination to the "power of discretion" 
[the cogitative] which prepares them for being understood by the 
intellect. 26 

In his Ta 'tiqat al-Farabl remarks that by dreams and 
premonitions man has a natural contact with "the first", that is, 
with heavenly spirits.27 He continues to say that the work of the 
imagination is to prepare the intellect to receive intelligible 
forms from "the giver of fonns".28 He also says that the Agent 
Intellect influences even the souls ofheavenly bodies;29 that may 
be because in this work he speaks of numerous agent intellects, 
each in a different level of perfection;30 these refer to the 
separated intellects corresponding to each heavenly sphere,as is 
explicitly said in the Risala fi ithbat al-muforaqat. 

Does the Agent Intellect have as cosmic function for al-Hirabi, 
as it does for lbn-Sina? In his large treatises on siyasa he says 
nothing of the sort. In a reply to questions asked of him, he 
simply says that forms come to matter by the action and passion 

25Cf. Falsafa Aris!u~iilfs, 98. 
26Jawiib masa 'i/ Sll 'if 'an-hll, n. 28. 
21Ta '/iqiit, n. 52; cf.l~~ii ·a/- 'ulam, ch. 3, p. I 03, on "practical astrology". 

28Ta '/lqiit, n. 53. 
29Ta 'liqO.t, n. 78. 

'
0lbid., n. 2. 
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of sensible things.31 In the important opusculum on the meaning 
of the intellect (Risala fi l- 'aql) he says that forms are given to 
matter by the Agent Intellect/2 and that the heavenly bodies, 
which are the primary agents on earthly bodies, give the Agent 
Intellect the material in which it works.33 In his Falsafa 
Aris(uflilis, where he raises the question formally,34 he says that 
the heavenly bodies, with the help ofthe Agent Intellect, can act 
on earthly elements and bodies and cause things to exist, but the 
Agent Intellect alone acts on the human intellect, while natural 
thingS have their proper natural causes; for example man gives 
birth to man. In his Zaynun al-kabir al-yU,nani he is more 
precise: 

This intelligence constantly understands the First and 
constantly understands whatever is under the First. 
Fom1s come necessarily from it, but the souls of the 
spheres help it in preparing causes for the reception of 
forms from it, just as a doctor does not give health, but 
prepares causes for the reception ofhealth.35 

In his Risala fi l- 'aql al-Farabi says that the Agent Intellect, 
being in full act and possessing all forms, knows all things, and 
from it comes the material existence of these forms.36 This idea 
goes back to Plato's world of forms and is completely contrary 
to Aristotle, for whom only the possible intellect has knowledge. 

I must remark, lastly that the work Kitab maqalat ar-rafi'a fi 
~ul 'ilm aHabl.'a, in its style and doctrine, appears unauthentic. 
It is a treatise which presents a hierarchy in man consisting of 
the intellect, the spirit and the soul, where the intellect, which is 

31Jawllb masa 'it su 'il 'an-hll, n. 28. 
32N. 38, 42. 
33Risalafi 1- 'aql, n. 49. 

34N. 99. 

lSC. 3. 

36N. 37. 
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supreme, lives with the spirit in the heart, while the soul lives in 
the brain. 

4.8 Miskawayb 

As the other Arab philosophers, Miskawayh sees intellectual 
activity, which distinguishes man from the beasts, as the reason 
for saying that the human soul is a substance distinct from the 
body,37 having an accidental relationship with the body.38 As a 
simple substance, it is not distinct from the intellect and it 
knows "by its essenc.e" .39 It is not merely the mover of the 
body,40 but knows itself by turning itself totally into the totality 
of its essence.41 In this movement it is (as Plato said) as a whole 
both mover and moved.42 

Coming to knowledge, Miskawayh says that our intellect is 
actualized by another intellect which is always in act. 43 That 
intellect is the first of God' s creatures.44 Elsewhere Miskawayh 
speaks of "agent intellects" corresponding to the heavenJy 
bodies.45 Just as the heavenly bodies lie one over the other, so 
the heavenly spirits are arranged in a hierarchy.46 Although he 
does not expatiate on the function of the Agent Intellect, 
Miskawayh attributes to it the origin of the first principles of 
reason which, according to him, do not come from the senses.47 

Miskawayh anticipates Ibn-Rushd in speaking of the unicity of 

31Maqiilafi n-nafs wa-1- 'aql, pp. 50, 21-20; ai-Fawz al-a~ghar, p. 64. 
38F~I akllar mi11 kalam-hi, p. 195. 
39 AI-Fawz al-~ghar, 75-8 I. 
40Risdlafijawhar an-nafs, p. 197. 
41Fi ithbat a.y-.fuwar ar-ru~dntyya, p. 200. 
42Fi ithbat dhdlika ayqan, p. 20 I. 
43 Maqala fi n-nafs wa-1- 'aql, 62-6 I. 
44AI-Fawz al-a$ghar, p. 87. 

•s Ris/i/a fi 1-/adlulhat wa-1-oliim, p. 68. 
46Al-Fawz al-~ghar, p. 101. 
47Maqfllaji 11-najs wa-1- 'aql, pp. 64, 49; ai-Fawz al-a.fghar, p. 126. 
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the soul or intellect: 

A substance which is not as body is indivfsible ... If we 
sometimes speak otherwise that is by way of metaphor. 
For if we say that a particular soul has such and such a 
condition or that the universal soul has such or such a 
form, we are not affirming a bodily division, but we 
wish to deny that individuals that are multiple by 
accident are governed by multiple souls. We give 
tentative names to that governance, even if it is not 
really like that, to help us to understand. For example, 
humanity is in men~ even if it differs by matter and 
complexion; in reality it is one in concept. Just as a 
stamp is different according as it is made on clay or wax 
or lead or silver, according to the difference of matter, 
nevertheless it remains one in itself. Thus we say that 
the power designated by humanity is one, even if it 
differs according to matter. This power governs all 
matter as it is the matter of this power. It is like a man 
who builds a house out of clay, or makes a jug for water 
or a boat from wood, or makes of whatever matter 
whatever it is capable of receiving and which satisfies 
his plan.48 
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But this passage does not agree with al-Fawz al-a~ghar, where 
Miskawayh says that one of the pleasures of the separated soul 
is the company of other souls that resemble it.49 

4.9 Ibn-Sina 

Wbat is the soul? 

As for Ibn-Sinft, in his A~wiil an-nafs, he first looks for a 
definition of the sou1;50 he concludes that the soul must be 

•8Risalafi n-nafs wa-1-'aql, pp. 55-54. 

•
9P. I 05. 

soc h. I. 
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related to the body, but in the case of man it is an extrinsic 
mover and is not "impressed" in the body or mixed with it; if we 
want to call it a form, it is not like something dwelling in the 
body but like its govemor.51 

In the words of ash-Shifii ': 

The soul is not impressed in the body nor does it subsist 
in it, but its special relationship (ikhti~a~) with it is after 
the manner of individual configuration (hay'a), which 
attracts the soul to look after an individual body, with an 
essential and special providence for it. 52 

Elsewhere Ibn-S1na goes as far as saying that the soul is the 
"form" by which the body exists and acts. 53 In any case, in his 
essence (anniyya), man is not his body, but he is his soul, in 
spite of the fact that those who are immersed in the world of 
sense think otherwise. 54 

In ash-Shifa ', Ibn-Sina holds that every soul, even that of plants, 
is a substance Oawhar) and not an accident (aracf); it is distinct 
from the body and gives it its consistence and existence. But, he 
says, not every substance is necessarily separable. Speaking of 
the question of intermediate forms, Ibn-Sina holds that there is 
no other actual form but the soul, and that the soul of an animal 
is the cause of its specific animal activities, like sensation, and 
also of its vegetative functions. 55 In the case of man, vegetation, 
sensation and intellection do not come from three souls, but only 
one. lbn-Sina says that on this point he differs from Plato (and 
implicitly from al-Farabi).56 

51Risalafi 1-/wlam 'ala n-nafs an-na(iqa, one of the late works oflbn-Stna, which 
summarizes ash-Shifo', an-nafs. maqala 5. 
52Ash-Shifo ', an-nafs, maqala 5.f~l2, p.) 96. 
53Mab~ath 'an al-quwli n-nafsoniyya, ch. 2. 

54Ar-Risala a/-a~u!awiyyafi 1-ma 'ful, 141-151. 

55Ash-Shifo ', an-nafs, maqo/a 1./~/ 3; maqala 5./~17. 

56A~wa/ an-nofs, ch. 11. 
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But we should not forget that when he writes about chemistry, 
lbn-Sina attacks those who hold that in a composite the elements 
lose their own forms to take on the sole form of the compound. 
Rather, he says that earth and fire retain their own substantial 
forms when they are part of flesh, and only their active qualities 
are modified. 57 

Relationship with the body 

In ar-Ru ya wa-t-ta 'b'ir; Ibn-Sina gives further details on the 
relationship between the soul and the body: 

Man does not have one single meaning (ma 'na), but he 
is composed of two substances: one is the soul and the 
other the body. The soul has the role of a subject, and 
the body, with all its members, is like the instrument 
which the soul uses for its different operations. The 
surprising thing is that the body is not an extrinsic 
instrument, like a sword ... but the body is an instrument 
that the soul joins to itself by preserving its shape and 
using it as it needs sit. 58 

Nevertheless, in holding that the soul and the body are two 
distinct substances, with an accidental relationship with one 
another, lbn-Sina does not see the consequence that, if the soul 
is not the form of the body, the body must have another form 
which is not the soul. 59 

As for the mode of governing the body, lbn-Sina says that the 
soul acts through the intermediacy of the heart, and the heart 
regulates the sensitive and vegetative powers, each in its own 

57Ash-Shi.fo ': al-Kawn wa-l-fasad.faf/7. 

58Al-f~l ala[, p. 274; cf. also a/- 'Jlm al-laduni, p. 187-188. 
59Ibn-Sinfi discusses the relationship of the soul to the body in ash-Sizifa ·. an-nafs, 
maqala 5,/a$1 4 = A~wal an-nafs, ch. 9; cf. An-nukat wa-1-fawa 'idfi 'i/m a{-!abi'i, 
pp. 158-161. 
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organ, through the intennediacy of physical "spirits". 60 

Earlier, Qusta ibn-Lilqa had postulated an "animal spirit" (ar
ret~ al-~ayawiinl) which serves as the soul's intermediary in 
giving life to the body, while the "psychic spirit" (ar-rii~ an
nafsiini) in the brain serves as an intermediary for sensation and 
the movement ofthe body. 61 This idea was retained by Ibn-Sina 
in his a/- 'Jim al-ladun'i,62 but in his ar-Ru yii wa-t-ta 'bir/3 he 
says that there are three spirits: a vegetative one in the liver, an 
animal one in the heart, and a psychic one in the brain. And he 
even goes as far as saying that there are three corresponding 
souls which are the forms of these spirits. This position, 
contrary to his position expressed elsewhere, raises the question 
of the authenticity of this work but, as we have seen, a 
multiplicity of substantial forms is in accord with the Ibn-Sina's 
dualism. The three spirits with their proper organs are found 
also in his Risiila a~-~aliit, where the three spirits seem to imply 
three souls, of which only the rational soul is imrnortal.64 

Tbe senses 

Ibn-Sina, like Aristotle, distinguishes five external senses.65 But 
for the internal senses, he presents a slightly different scheme 
[Ibn-Rushd will be more accurate]: (1) the common sense (al
mushtarak), (2) the imagination (al-khayyiill al-muta~awwira) 
which retains sensible images, (3) the estimative power (al
mutawahhima) which judges the particular good or evil of 
sensible things, ( 4) the estimative memory (al-mutakhayyila), or 
cogitative power (al-mufakkira) in the case of men, to retain 

60Ash-Shifo ·• an-naft. maqala 5,/a~/8; an-Nukat wa-1-fawii 'idfi 1- 'i/m a~-tab1'i, pp. 
155-156. 

61 Kitiib al-farq bayn ar-rt2~1 wa-n-naft wa-quwii n-nafs wa-miihiyya an-naft, 
dans Rasa 'it fbn-Sinii, 2, p. 88, 93 

62P. I 87-I 88. 

63P. 275. 

64pp, 3-7. 

65An-Nukat wa-1-fawo'idfi I- 'ulum aHabi'i, p. 152. 
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what the estimative power presents, and (5) memory (al-~afi~al 
adh-dhakira) which retains all sensible images and their 
meanings (ma 'ani, whether of good or of evil) in general.66 

Reasoning, he observes, takes time because it uses the 
imagination. 67 

In spite of the radical distinction that lbn-Sina makes between 
the soul and the body, he holds that the exterior and interior 
senses serve the soul as a source ofknowledge. Especially in 
geometry and astronomy; diagrams and graphic representations 
are necessary. 68 On the other hand, the senses can be an obstacle 
to abstract reasoning, because the senses do not want to be left 
idle during an intense activity of the intellect.69 

The four intellects 

In ash-Shifa ' lbn-Sina follows al-Farabi in the division of 
intellects, with the addition ofthe habitual intellect.70 The first, 
called the "material intellect" because of its resemblance to 
prime matter empty of all fonns, is also the "passive intellect" 
in relationship to the Agent Intellect.71

• The second is the 
intellect in act when it makes a judgement. The third is the 
habitual intellect which knows self-evident fust principles and 
what derives from these principles. The fourth is the perfected 
or acquired (mustafad) intellect. The fifth is the Agent Intellect. 

66/bid., pp: l54-l55; ash-Shift ·• an-naft, pp. 145-171 ; Risalaji bayan al-mu 'jiztit wa-
1-karlimlit wa-1-a 'lifib, pp. 401-403. 
67Ta'llqat, p. 109. 

68A~1wiU an-nafs, ch. 6; Mab~1aJh 'an al-quwa n-nafsaniyya, ch. 8; ash-Shifa ', an
nafs. maqa/a 5.f~/ 3; An-Nukat wa-1-fawa 'idfi 1- 'i/m aHabl'l, pp. 156-157, 161-
162, 167-1 69; Ta 'liqat, pp. 83-84. 

69 An-Nukat wa-1-fawa 'id fi 1- 'ilm a!-!abl'i, pp. 164-165, 168-169; Risala fi bayan al
mu 'jizat wa-1-karamat wa-1-a 'O.jib, p. 405. 
10Maqala 5,/a$16, pp. 212-220. 

71A~wal an-nafs, ch. 12. 



94 CBAPTER4 

The Risa/a fi l-~udud'2 and the Risiila fi /- 'uquf'3 present the 
same five intellects, but in these treatises the intellect in act 
precedes the acquired intellect, and there are many agent 
intellects which are identified with the angels. The Risiila fi l
]Judud goes on to explain other terms, such as "the intellect of 
all" (aq I al-kull), which can be understood as the intellect which 
governs the highest sphere, from which the motion ofthe whole 
universe flows, or as all the intermediate intellects; the last of 
these is the Agent Intellect for all human souls. Likewise, the 
"soul of all" (nafs al-kull) is all the soul of the heavenly bodies. 
The relationship between these souls and the corresponding 
intellects is the same as between our souls and the Agent 
Intellect. The soul [of the moon] is the proxi~ate cause of the 
existence of sub-lunar things, and it derives its existence from 
the intellect which corresponds to it. In this work lbn-Sina 
explains . that the variant terms, "the universal soul"/ "the 
universal intellect" (an-nafs al-kullVal- 'aql al-kulli) only mean 
a universal concept which includes all the heavenly souls or 
intellects, but elsewhere he speaks differently: The Intellect 
which is the first creation and which directs all creation which 
follows is sometimes called "the universal soul" (an-nafs al
kulli) or, in religious and non-philosophical language, "the 
universal spirit" (ar-n1~ al-kulli).14 

In a noteworthy passage of his an-Nukat wa-l-fawa 'id fi !- 'ilm 
af-(abi 'i, lbn-Sina compares the five intellects with the elements 
mentioned in Qur'an 24:35: 

God is the light of the heavens and the earth. His light 
is like a niche where there is a lamp; the lamp is inside 
a glass which is like a shining star. The lamp is lighted 
because of a blessed tree, an olive tree neither from the 
east nor from the west, whose oil would give light even 

12Pp. 68-70. 

73P.416. 
14Risala ajwiba 'an 'ashar masii 'if, al-mas 'ala ath-tM/itha, p. 78. 
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if fire never touched it. Light upon light! God directs to 
his light anyone he wishes. 

95 

The material intellect is the niche. The reasoning by which the 
habitual intellect looks for the middle term of a demonstration 
is the olive tree; the rapid grasp of this middle term is the oil; the 
habitual intellect (aql bi-1-malaka), if it is weak, is the glass; if 
it is strong it is the holy power whose oil would give light even 
if no fire touched it. The acquired intellect (a/- 'aql al
mustafad), which actua"Ily knows first principles and what 
derives from them is the light upon light. When it can easily 
turn to intelligible things, putting itself in front of the rays of 
holy lights, it is the intellect in act (a/- 'aql bi-l-fi 'l), or the lamp. 
The Agent Intellect which gives existence and knowledge to the 
soul is the fire.75 The Risiila fi ithbat an-nabuwwat gives a 
variant interpretation of this Qur'an verse: 

God is the light; the material intellect is the niche; the 
acquired intellect is the lamp; an intermediate state 
between these intellects [i.e. the habitual intellect] is the 
glass. But the olive tree is the cogitative power (al
quwwa al-fikriyya), the interior sense that is between the 
intellect (the east from which the light comes) and the 
purely animal senses (the west where the light 
disappears). The Agent Intellect, finally, is the fire.76 

In passing, we can not that in his Tafsir aya an-nur, lbn-Sina 
makes all the images of this verse refer to Mul).ammad, who 
enlightens the world; the same holds for Risala al-fi '/ wa-1-
infi '61.77 In al- 'Jlm al-laduni lbn-Sina makes the animal spirit 
the lamp, the heart the glass, life its brilliance, the blood the oil; 
sensation and movement are the light; the concupiscible is its 
heat, and the irascible its smoke.78 

75Pp. 162-163, 167. 

76Pp. 49-52. 

77p_ 4. 

78P. )88. 
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In summary, the division of the intellects in ash-Shifa ', which 
follows al-Farabi, more or less, was revised in his other works. 
The Risala fi l-~uduct'9 and the Risiila fi 1- 'uqul 80 change the 
order, and an-Nukat makes another change. Then A~wa/ an
nafs,81 'Uyun al-masa 'i/,82

' UyCtn al-~ikma83 and Risa/a fi ithbat 
an-nabuwwiit84 reduce the intellects to four, just as they were 
presented by al-Kindi. 

Ash-Shifa ': R.fi 1-~udud/'uqUL: An-Nukat: The others: 

Material intellect material material material 

intellect in act habitual habitual habitual 

habitual intellect in act acquired in act 

acquired/holy intellect acquired in act 

agent intellect multiple agents agent agent 

The RisfJla fi 1- 'uqiil clarifies that the different intellects of man 
(except for the agent intellect) are only different states (a]Jwal) 
of the speculative intellect. 85 

The intellect in act 

Although lbn-Sma describes knowledge of materia] things as a 
process of abstraction from the senses, 86 he .insists that first 
principles, such as "the whole is greater than any of its parts" 
etc. cannot come from sensible experience, because they are too 
certain and universal; so they must come from a "divine 

~Pp. 68-70. 

80P. 416. 
81Ch. 2. 

82p. 21. 

83P. 37-38. 

84Pp. 43-44. 

85P. 416. 

86A~1wal an·nafs, ch. 3. 
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emanation". 87 

In ash-Shifa 'Ibn-Sina explains that intelligible forms are not in 
the intellect when it does not actually think of them. The 
intellect has no habitual knowledge, but only the proximate 
preparation to receive forms anew from the Agent Intellect. The 
intellect thus prepared is "a lcind of intellect in act" (a/- 'aql bi-1-
.fi '/),but when it actually knows it is "the acquired intellect" (al-
'aql al-mustafoq}.88 Thus Ibn-Sina adopts Aristotle's 
terminology ofhabitual kllowledge, but he empties it of meaning 
by situating it in a neo-Platonic context where all knowledge 
comes by infusion from on high. 

In an-Nukat it is not clear whether lbn-Sina denies habitual 
know lege, as he does in ash-Shifa '. Nevertheless he says: "If it 
happens that the soul has acts of understanding in a stable way, 
and these acts are present by actual consideration, it is in fact in 
contact with the Agent Intellect."89 

The intellect cannot be fully in act in this life, but after death it 
will, being in continual contact with the Agent Intellect.90 

Likewise, the human intellect in this life can know the existence 
of separated substances and some of their essential properties 
(lawazim}, but it cannot know their very essence (/}aqiqa), nor 
the essence of sensible things in this world, but only their 
properties and accidents.91 

The Agent Intellect 

The Agent Intellect, as with al-Farabi, is not part of man, but is 
separated from him. But Ibn-Sina goes much father than al-

87 Mab}Jath 'an al-quwfz n-nafsoniyya, ch. I 0; cf. an-Nukat wa-1-fawa 'id fi 1- 'ilm at
{abi'l, 163-165; ar-Risfzla fi s-sa 'ada, p. 13; Ta 'tiqfJt, p. 23. 

88Pp. 212-220; cfr. an-Nukat wa-lfawa 'idfi 1-'ilm at-tabi'/:, 167. 

19An-nukat, p. 172. 
90 Ash-Shifo ': an-nafs, maqala 5,/a.~/6. 
91An-Nukat wa-lfawO. 'idfi 1- 'ilm a{-[ahn, 165-166; Ta ·nqat, p. 34-35, 82. 
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Farabl. For lbn-Sina, the Agent Intellect gives existence to 
human intellects, to all souls and (with the dispositive action of 
heavenly bodies)92 to the four natural elements.93 Thus it 
possess all intelligible forms, 94 and impresses them in the human 
intellect "by a divine emanation", according to the disposition of 
the intellect to receive this emanation.95 It is not God, because 
it produces multiple effects, whereas God, the One, can only 
produce one effect, the first created intellect.96 

Above the Agent .Intellect there is a whole hierarchy of other 
superior intellects: the souls of the heavenly bodies-since lbn
Sma insists that these are animated, endowed with intelligence 
et imagination to regulate their movemenf7- then intellects 
completely separated from matter, and above all of them the 
First Principle which gives existence to all.98 

We should note that in his different works Ibn-Sina identifies the 
Agent Intellect with different heavenly spirits: 

(1) Most strictly, it is the separated intellect corresponding to the 
lunar sphere, as the following passage says: 

This tenth [intellect, that of the sphere of the moon] the 
philosophers call the Agent Intellect. It is the spirit of 
holiness, which gives necessity to our souls and perfects 
them. Its relation with our souls 

(kalimdt) is like the relation of the sun to the eyes. He it is who 
greeted Mary saying, "I am only the messenger of your Lord, so 

92See also Ta '/iqat, p. 41. 
93 'Uyzln a/-masa 'i/, 9; Mah~ath ·an a/-quwii n-nafsaniyya, ch. 3, says that all souls 
(of all kinds) come "from without". 
94 A~zwa/ an-nafs, ch. 12; Mah~ath 'an al-qJiwa 11-najsiiniyya, ch. I 0. 

?SJbid., 39. 

96An-Nukat wa-1-fawii 'idfi /- 'i/m a!-{ab/'i, 166-167. 
97Cf., forexample, Risiilafts-sa 'ada, pp. 13-15; Ta 'llqat, 62, 101-108, 128-130, 166. 
98Cf. also the opusculum Masa 'il 'an a~zwal ar-rn~ . 
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that I may give you a pure boy'' (Qur'an 19: 19).99 

In theRisiilafi bayiin al-mu 'Jiziit wa-l-kariimatwa-1-a 'iij'ib, Ibn
Sina identifies this Agent Intellect with the "preserved table" 
(law~z malif~) ofQur'an 85:22. 

(2) Elsewhere he speaks of inspiration not only from the Agent 
Intellect but also from separated substances in general. 100 In his 
Risiila az-ziyara wa-d-du 'a· Ibn-Sina explains that the eight 
separated intellects corresponding to the heavenly spheres are aU 
called by the philosophers as agent intellects. 101 The Risala fi l
'uqul identifies them with the angels. 102 

(3) Lastly, sometimes he identifies the agent intellect with the 
first intellect, which God creates without any intermediary. 103 

In his Risala fi ithbat an-nubuwwa, Ibn-Sina explains that the 
Agent Intellect gives first intelligible principles directly, but 
further knowledge comes by way or reasoning. 104 Yet elsewhere 
Ibn-Sina gives the Agent Intellect a much wider role. 

In sleep, the Agent Intellect acts directly on the human intellect, 
and through it acts on the imagination (at-takhayyu/). But in 
wakefulness it is the opposite: the Agent Intellect acts directly 
on the imagination, and through it on the intellect. 105 Thus 
dreams can come from: ( 1) sensations that one had before 
sleeping, (2) from what thought of before sleeping, (3) from the 
psychic condition of the spirit of the brain, which depends on 
physical conditions, and lastly (4) from the Agent Intellect, 

99Kalimat ~-!itifiyya, p. 165; the word kalima is often used in this ~Otic work for the 
human soul. 

100For example, an-Nukat wa-1-fawa 'idfi 1- "ilm a{-{abi'l, 167. 

JOIJf.zmj' Q/-bada 'j', p. 33; '~(, p. 284. 

102J>. 41 8. 

103ln Risa/a fi miihiyya al- 'ishq, p. 26; Ta 'liqat, p. I 00. 

104P. 44. 

105fbid., pp. 167-168; Ta'liqat, p. 83. 
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which gives fore-knowledge of future things. 106 Ibn-Sina 
explains that the Agent Intellect fills the universe by its 
operation without being mixed with it, but only watching over 
it by its providence. 

This is what the ancient ~abi'ens called "the Immediate 
Director" (al-mudabbir al-aqrab), the other Greek philosophers 
"The Divine Infusion" (al-fayq al-ildhl), the Syrians "the Word" 
(al-kalima), the Jews "Shaklna" and "Spirit of Holiness", the 
Persians "Shayd Shayddn" (Light of Lights), the Manichaeans 
"the good spirits", the Arabs "the Angels" and the Divine 
Determination (at-ta 'yid al-ilah'i), and Aristotle the "Agent 
Intellect". 

This intellect is concerned with the welfare of the whole 
universe, but especially the welfare of men. The highest degree 
of inspiration coming from him is prophecy; after that his 
providence extends especially to kings and philosophers 
(/}ukama '), who direct others.107 

In his ar-Risala al-al]4awiyya fi 1-ma 'ad, Ibn-Sina discusses the 
opinion that separated souls can act on living men for good or 
for evil, according to the state of these separated souls. Some 
people say that unpurified souls retain their interior estimative 
sense, by which they act on corporal beings. They also say that 
good souls are the }inn, while the bad are the shayd(in, or 
demons. 108 But we have seen above that, for Ibn-Sina, all 

the senses corrupt at death, and the }inn are only the interior 
senses. 

Intellect-soul 

If the intellect is a substance, it cannot be a power of the soul. 
In denying that the intellect uses and organ, Ibn-Sina says that 

106Ar-Ru 'yii wa-t-ta 'btr, al-fa# lzii, wa, pp. 283-288. 

'
07lbid.,fa$l}a, pp. 290-294. 

108Pp. 215-223. 
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this power ''knows by its essence".109 We see the same 
confusion in ar-Risala al- 'arshiyya, where Ibn-Sina compares 
God's knowledge of himself with the soul's knowledge of 
itself. 110 In Risiila fi s-sa 'ada, Ibn-Sina argues that the 
intellective power is a substance distinct from the body. 

The acts of this power come from it essentially, and not 
by something extrinsic to its essence. And anything 
whose act comes from it essentially and not from 
something extrinsic. to its essence is a substance 
subsisting by its essence. Otherwise the intellect would 
be more noble than the substance and the essence.111 

On the other hand, he presents the rational soul as having two 
powers, the one speculative or cognitive which looks at the 
intelligible universe from on high, the other practical which 
looks from below at what it must do in particular things. 112 

Immortality 

As for the immortality of the soul, Ibn-Sina rejects the 
exclusivism of al-Farabi and, before him, of Alexander of 
Aphrodisias, who said that the intellect becomes immaterial by 
taking on intelligible forms and that ignorant souls will be 
annihilated. Opting for the opinion of Themistius, he simply 
says that the intellect of man survives death. "The soul without 
the body is the true man."113 "Death is only the soul abandoning 
its instruments."114 

109 A~wal an-nafs, ch. 7; 'UyCm al-~1ikma, pp. 35, 38; ar-Risala al-a}J4awiyya fi 1-
ma 'ad, pp. 167, 175. 

IIOp_ 8. 

lllp_ 12. 

112An-Nukal wa-1-fawa 'id fi 1- 'i/m a{-{abll, pp. 156 et 1.62, Risala fi bay/in a/
mu 'jizat wa-1-kar/imlit wa-1-a 'lljib, p. 404, Risll/a fi 1-'uqul, p. 416-417, and in the 
other works of lbn-Sina 

113 'Uy(jn al-masa 'if, 21 ; cf. Rislllafi s-sa 'ada, p. 15; ar-Risala al-a}J4awiyya, p. 213. 
114Risa/afi 1-mawt, p. 379. 
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lbn-Sina presents two arguments to show that everyone has an 
immortal soul. The first is the soul's experience of its own 
activity as being different from that of the body. lbn-Sina 
supposes that if someone were in a void without any exterior 
sensation, his soul would nevertheless be conscious of itself. 
(He does not think here of the activity of the internal senses and 
the impossibility of self-consciousness without consciousness of 
something intelligible, normally through sensation.) Thus he 
concludes that the soul is a substance complete in itself, 
independent of the body, but which influences the body, 
especially by its emotions, much more than the body influences 
the soul. 115 

The second argument is that the intellect, as a receptacle of 
intelligible forms, should itself be immaterial and immortal. 116 

Since it does not use the body as an organ, the intellect is 
independent of it and can be separated from it. This is the 
classic argument of Aristotle and the scholastics. The principle 
of this argument is that, besides our knowledge of sensible 
singulars, we know the essences of things in an intelligible and 
universal way. The intelligibility of things in our knowledge is 
not individualized by matter, but is spiritual. This spiritual 
object is the actualization of the intellect either in a habitual way 
(like memory) or in an actual way. But act corresponds with 
potency. If the act is spiritual, the potency likewise must be 
spiritual. The human intellect and soul are therefore spiritual 
and by that fact immortal. 

A sign of that is, as Aristotle said, that the intellect does not get 
weak by old age, nor does it suffer by knowing what is 
exceedingly intelligible, as the senses suffer from objects that 
are too strong. 117 But, for lbn-Sina this argument has the 
weakness of a dualistic context, where the soul is presented as 

11 sAI-lsharat, nama! 3, fa~/ 1-4; ash-Shifo ': an-nafs, maqala I, fa~/ I; there is a 
similar argument in the opusculum Masii 'if 'an aJ.nviil ar-rn~ . 

116A~wiil an-nafs, ch. 4 & 9; Mab~wth 'an al-quwa n-nafsiiniyya, ch. 9. 
111AI-lsharat, loc. cit.; ar-Risfila al-a~qawiyya .fi 1-ma 'ad, 153-183. 
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a complete substance apart from the body. 118 

The soul, then, although "possible" or contingent from the point 
of view of its existence and its temporal beginning, from the 
point of view of its lack of composition of form and matter in its 
essence it cannot cease to exist. 119 

The soul's origin with the body 

On the other hand, the. soul has no pre-existence, because 
humanity is one, and can only be multiplied by matter. When 
elements are put in the right shape and mixture to receive the 
soul, the soul is created. and joined to the body.120 The body is 
necessary for the beginning of the soul, but not for its 
continuation in existence.121 

Thus the soul was created with the body and is individuated in 
relation to it.122 Exactly what does this individuation consist in? 
lbn-Stna ·rejects ' 'the impression of the soul in the body", and 
thus the "matter designated by quantity'' of Thomas Aquinas. 
lbn-Stna says that this individuation should be an order or 
configuration (hay 'a) of the soul or else a power or a spiritual 
accident or a combination of these. It could also be a difference 
in intellectual knowledge or self-knowledge, or a difference of 
bodily powers or other things, even though we do not know 
which. 123 In the Ta 'liqiit, speaking of individuation 
(tashakhkhu~) in general, he says that it consists in position and 

111Cf., for. example, ar-Risalafi s-sa 'ada, pp. 12-13. 
119Cf. Risala illi Abl 'Ubayd a/-JUzjlin'i.. fi amr an-nafs; an-Nukat wa-1-fawli 'id fi 1-
'ilm at-tabl'i, p. 177-178; KalimJt aNufiyya, p. 166; ar-Risli/a al-aMawiyyafi 1-
ma 'lid, 185-189. 
120Ta '/iqlit, pp. 63-64, II 0. 
121 Ta 'liqlit, p. 8 I. 
122fbid., ch. 8; an-Nukat wa-1-fawli 'id fi I- 'ilm a!-{abi'l, p. 177-178; Kalimlit a~
·~fiyya, 159; ar-Risala a/-al}t!awiyya fi 1-ma 'ad, 125-1 33. 
123Ash-Shifll', an-nafs, maqdla S,fa$1 3; cf. Ta 'liqlit, 65. 
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time. 124 In any case, there will be no fusion of soul into a single 
soul or a fusion with God.125 

No reincarnation/ resurrection 

Thus the soul cannot take on any other body but its own; this 
excludes the possibility of reincarnation or transmigration of 
souls. 126 As for those who hold for reincarnation, Ibn-Sina has 
in mind (1) the representatives of oriental traditions (such as 
Hinduism) to whom he alludes in quoting "Buzurgmihr", 127 (2) 
Greek philosophers such as Plato and Pythagoras, whom he 
excuses, saying that they were speaking metaphorically,128 (3) 
those who believe that the soul rejoins the body at the 
resurrection.129 Ibn-Sina rejects re.incamation, taking more or 
less the same line of argumentation that Saint Thomas would 
later take, but without all the latter's distinctions. 

All that Ibn-Sina says implies that after death there will be no 
bodily resurrection. He expresses his though explicitly in his 
Risala ~-~a/at, where he denies the possibility of the 
resurrection or of the immortality of the vegetative and animal 
spirit (or soul), but he affirms it for the rational soul. 

This will have a resurrection after death. "By death I mean 
separation from the body; by resurrection I mean its joining 
spiritual substances and its consequent reward and happiness."130 

Maybe out of fear of the consequences of this position, at the 

124P. 107; cf. p. 145. 
125Cf. Kalimat a~-~Ufiyya, p. 178. 
126A~wiil an-nafs, ch. I 0; ash-Shifo ', an-nafs. maqala 5,/~1 4; Kalimiit a..N ufiyya, 
p. 167; ar-Risala al-a~fjawiyyafi 1-ma 'ad, 99-139; Ta 'llqiit, pp. 65, 67. 
127P. 139. 
128Pp. 135, 207. 
129In ar-Risala al-a~tfawiyya Jbn-S'ina restricts himself to answering this third 
category. 

llOp , 7. 
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end ofthis work lbn-Stna admonishes the reader not to divulge 
his secret, so as to keep him out of trouble.131 

In his Kalimat ~-ru.fiyya, lbn-Sina quotes Qur' arne verses 
(89:27-28; 70:4; 54:55; 33:44; 22:48; 75:30, 12; 53:8) to support 
his position that it is the soul without the body that will appear 
before God.132 

Nevertheless, we see in the ~Ofic work, al- 11m al-ladun'i, the 
statement: "The rational soul... awaits its return to the body on 
the day of resurrection, as revelation says."133 Is he here 
speaking metaphorically or out of consideration for his hearers? 
In the same work he insists that the soul is a complete substance, 
independent of the body.134 The Risala fi l-~udud says that it is 
only by revelation (shar) that we know that there will be a 
bodily happiness, 135 but this treatise does not try to interpret 
what this happiness will be. 

The most definitive treatment of this question is in the late work, 
ar-Risala al-a~tfawiyyafi l-ma 'ad. First he rejects the opinion 
based on many Qur' anic verses that man is a body haying life as 
an accident; at death the body is reduced to dust and life 
disappears; the resurrection is a re-creation. In that case the 
raised man is not the same as the one who died, because the 
form of the body is not numerically the same.136 

Then he rejects the most common opinion among Muslims, that 
the resurrection is the reunion of the soul with a reconstituted 
body. If we suppose, with lbn-Stna, the eternity of the world, 
that is iq1possible, because the whole earth would be insufficient 
for the formation of an infinitude of men. And if the true 

lllp, 14. 

132P. 159. 

mp, 189. 

IHPp. 189-I 90. 

135p , 91. 

136J>p. 41-43, 63-65. 
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happiness of man is spiritual, it would be a punishment to make 
him go back to the body where compete happiness is impossible. 
Besides, what is the difference between resurrection and 
reincarnation, which is another impossibility? One cannot 
escape from this problem by saying that it is the same body with 
the dame matter that will be raised, because the body may have 
undergone mutilation; also, by the process of metabolism matter 
is continually and inevitably changing, and through natural 
cycles or by cannibalism the same matter is shared by many 
human bodies. 137 

In particular, Ibn-Sma attacks the Christian teaching of the 
resurrection, because Christians hold for the resurrection of the 
body but reject bodily pleasures in Paradise. For lbn-Sina, all 
these pleasures promised in the Qur'an are metaphoric 
descriptions of the vision of God and of the communion of 
angels and saints. But he is convinced that preaching bodily 
rewards is necessary to motivate ordjnary people, and that 
Christian preaching lacks all moral force. 138 

4.10 lbn-Gabirol 

For Ibn-Gabirol, the soul is attached to the body without 
touching it; 139 it does so through the intermediacy of a [physical] 
spirit. 140 In the hierarchical gradation ofthe universe, the soul is 
intermediary between the [separate] intellect and the senses. 141 

There are three souls in man: the vital one (ha-~ayon'ith), the 
vegetative one (ha-~ome~ah), and the rational soul (ha
madbarath}.142 

Ibn-Gabirol distinguishes between the universal intellect and 

137Pp. 29-31 , 67-85, 107,205. 

138Pp. 85-97; for the communion of separated souls, sec p. 215. 
139Maqor !Jayyim, 2:29-30. 

140lbid., 3:3. 

141 lbid., 3:24. 

"
2fbid., 3:28-30. 
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particular intellects. 143 Presumably the first is the separate one 
posited by the other philosophers of the Arab world, and the 
second is the rational soul. Ibn-Gabirol opts for Plato's theory 
of innate knowledge which is obscured by matter; so that 
learning is a process of remembering. 144 

4.11 Ibn-Bijja 

Ibn-Bajja's Risala al-itti~iil follows al-Farabi's tradition on the 
different classes of men. It distinguishes: (1) the majority 
(jumhur) who, like Plato's people of the cave, have only sensible 
or material knowledge, (2) the scientists of nature (tabi'iyun) 
who know intelligible forms abstracted from sensible things, and 
(3) those who know the Agent Intellect directly; these are in 
contact with the Agent Intellect through divine science 
(metaphysics) and not by the deceptive imagination of the ~ufis; 
this criticism of the ~ufis, taken up by lbn-Rushd, is a frequent 
them with Ibn-Bajja.145 The intellect of the third type is 
numerically one and the object of their knowledge (al-ma 'qui) 
is likewise one. Their destiny is eternal happiness, but without 
any individuality, whereas the masses have nothing to look 
forward to. 

The acquired intellect (al- 'aql al-mustafad) is the human 
intellect perfected by certain knowledge and always in act, so 
that the intellect and the object of its knowledge are one. 146 

Ibn-Bajja, perhaps without knowing Miskawayh's opinion, 
preached the unicity of the intellect which Ibn-Rushd adopted. 

·The· first mover of man is the intellect in act, and that is 

the intelligible in act, since the intellect in act is the 
intelligible in act... The intellect in act is an active 

143/bid., 4:6; cf. 4:19. 

144/bid., 5:65. 

145 Risata a/-wada ·, pp. 121 ff. which criticizes the Munqidh of al-Ghaza1i, and ltti~al 
a/- 'aq/ bi-1-insan, pp. 166-167, 171. 

••~ ltti~al a/- 'aql bi-1-insan, pp. 130-1 3 I. 
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power... This intellect then is numerically one in each 
man. It is clear from the above that all men, present past 
and absent are numerically one. But this idea is 
repugnant and maybe impossible. But if all existing, 
past and absent men are not numerically one, this 
intellect is not one. In a word, if this intellect is 
numerically one, the persons who have such an intellect 
are all numerically one. 147 

He explains that the apparent multiplicity of this intellect comes 
from its multiple relationships with different material subjects. 
We can observe that, like Ibn-Rushd, in his Middle Commentary 
on De anima, the intellect in act and the Agent Intellect are 
identified, and there is no place for the possible intellect, except 
for the imagination which is called the "material intellect". 

4.12 Ibn-Tufayl 

J:Iayy ibn-YaqJfan begins his speculation on the soul by making 
an autopsy ofhis step-mother, the gazelle, and by the vivisection 
of other animals. He discovers that the principle of life is a 
physical spirit in the left ventricle of the heart. 148 Then he 
embarks on a monist theory that this spirit is really one, but 
multiple by accident. 149 Then he extends this monism to plants, 
minerals and all things, saying that all the things that we observe 
in this world are unequal manifestations of a single reality. He 
concludes this meditation by explaining how the animal spirit is 
composed of a form~ which is the soul, and prime matter. 150 

Man is distinct and superior to all animals.151 The intellect is its 
essence, and it is independent of the body. 152 In this passage 

141/tti~al al- 'aql bi-l-insa11, pp. 160-161; see also chapter 5, "lbn-Bajja". 
148Pp. 138-148. 
149J>p. 149-150. 
150Pp. 150-162. 
151Pp. 188-189. 

IS2Pp. 178-180. 
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Ibn-Tufayl does not apply monism to the human intellect, 
because f:layy ibn-Y aq~an has not yet learned of the existence of 
other men. But at the end he affirms the unicity of all human 
souls, as Ibn-Rushd will later propose, and he denies individual 
survival: 

If separated essences had a body which always exists and 
never corrupts, like the heavenly spheres, they would exist 
forever. But if they belong to a body which goes back to 
corruption, like the ·rational animal, they would corrupt, 
disappear and be annihilates, like reflected rays. For their 
form has no more stability than what is in a mirror; if the 
mirror corrupts, the form also corrupts and disappears. 153 

Ibn-Tufayl also speaks of "the spirit or the intellect which 
always emanates from God and is like the light of the sun which 
always shines on the world."154 One might think here of the 
"Agent Intellect" of the other philosophers,_ but m .tll~ monist 
system oflbn-Tufayl it is rather the single intellect of angels and 
men. 

4.13 Ibn-Rusbd 

Ibn-Rushd preserved the whole system of his predecessors on 
the existence of separated intellects corresponding to the 
heavenly spheres, and the opinion that th.e heavenly bodies are 
animated. Since these bodies are of themselves incorruptible, 
they are not necessarily animated, but they are because they 
should possess the best possible condition. 155 But as for Ibn
Sina·(and al-Farabi's) idea of the Agent Intellect as a "giver of 
forms" in the physical world, Ibn-Rushd rejects this. He holds 
the simple position of Aristotle that everything begets its like, 
either in the same species or in the same genus, according to the 
idea that the heavenly bodies can cause generation-an idea 

153P.215. 

IS4p _ 124. 

m Tahafut, II, p. 438. 
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which Ibn-Rushd says has "no evident proof' (ghayr al
mushiihada),"156 but which Thomas Aquinas accepts without 
question. Later Ibn-Rushd explains that the partisans of the 
hypothesis of the "giver of forms" do not deny that natural 
causality disposes matter for the reception of a substantial 
form.ts7 

Sensitive powers 

As for sensitive powers, in his small commentary, Jawiimi' 
Kitiib an-nafs, lbn-Rushd repeats Aristotle's division ofthe five 
exterior senses, but he gives only two internal senses: common 
sense (mushtarak) and the imagination (takhayyul). The latter, 
conserving sensible images in the absence of sensible objects, 
includes the function of the memory. 158 In the Tahiifut at
Tahiifut he says that the imagination estimates the convenience 
or inconvenience of sensible things, and that there is no need to 
suppose another power, the estimative (wahmiyya) as Ibn-Sina 
did. 159 

In the Commentarium magnum Ibn-Rushd accepts all the four 
interior senses mentioned by Aristotle, against his former 
opinion that accepted only the common sense and the 
imagination.160 As for the first principles of reason, he hesitates 
to pronounce from where they come, and seems to lean towards 
the opinion of Ibn-Sina that they are directly infused by the 
Agent Intellect. 161bn-Rushd also raises the question whether the 
material intellect can know separated substances. After a long 
discussion of opinions, he accepts the principle that the material 

156II, p. 622; Tafsir ma ba 'd G!-!abi'a, pp. 1497 fT. 
15111, p. 790. 

158Jawami' Kitab an-nafs, pp. 54-65; the same restriction of the interior senses is 
found in Talkihi.r kitab an-nafs, pp. I 06-120. 

139Il, pp. 818-819; cf. Talkh4 kitab an-nafs, p. 120. 

1~Pp. 419, 449; these senses are also recognized in The epistle 011 the possibility of 
conjunction with the active intellect, p. 27. 

16 1Pp. 407, 496, 506. 
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intellect can know all that is intelligible, and that this can be 
realized by contact with the Agent Intellect. 162 

The intellect 

Regarding questions about the intellect, we can distinguish three 
stages in the evolution Ibn-Rushd's thought. First, in his little 
commentary he insists that the intelligjble, in so far as 
intelligible, is eternal and incorruptible, but he rejects the theory 
of Plato that these intelligibles pre-exist in us and that learning 
is nothing but remembering. All science comes through 
sensitive experience. 

Ibn-Rushd asks how intelligible things can be received by a 
corruptible-man and be multiplied according to the multitude of 
men. He answers that intelligible forms have a formal aspect, 
which is unique and eternal, and a material aspect, by which they 
can be received by many men. What is the precise aspect of man 
whic~ permits him to receive these intelligible forms? It is not 
the body, which can only receive a bodily form; nor can it be an 
intellect; because an intellect as intellect must be in act; 
therefore it must be the soul, and among the powers of the soul, 
precisely imaginary forms. This preparation (isti 'dad) of the 
imagination is the ''material intellect", in its existence (wujud), 
but not in is receptiveness; for if the material intellect receives 
intelligible forms it must be empty. 

By receiving intelligible forms the material intellect becomes the 
''habitual intellect" (al- 'aql bi-1-malaka), which becomes "the 
intellect in act" when man is conscious of intelligible forms. 
The "Agent Intellect" actualizes the material intellect; it is also 
called the "acquired intellect" (a/- 'aql a/-mustafad) when the 
material intellect is in union (ittiiJ.ad) or contact (itti~al) with it. 
The word mustafadis used because we take advantage (nastafid
hu) of it. 163 

162Pp. 488 ff. 
163Jawami' kitab an-nafs, pp. 66-90. 
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The second stage was the Commentarium magnum. lbn-Rushd 
rejects the opinion, attributed to Alexander of Aphrodisias and 
which he had adopted in his small commentary, that the material 
intellect is a disposition of the imagination.164 He says that the 
Agent Intellect and the material intellect are both eternal, 
incorruptible and unique for all of humanity. The two come into 
contact with each man through the phC!Dtasies ofthe imagination 
which the Agent Intellect actualizes in the material intellect. The 
Agent Intellect, through phantasies made intelligible, also has 
the relationship of form to the material intellect. It is in this way 
that the material intellect somehow multiplies in humanity and 
that each individual has his own knowledge and learns little by 
little. But since the imagination is corruptible, the acquired or 
speculative intellect is corruptible, with all its individual 
knowledge. The material intellect nevertheless continues to be 
actualized by the Agent Intellect in other individuals, since the 
human race exists always.165 

After this large commentary Ibn-Rushd wrote an appendix to his 
little commentary, referring the reader to the large commentary 
and correcting his adoption of the opinion of Alexander of 
Aphrodisias that the material intellect is the preparation of the 
imagination, and says that he was deceived by Ibn-Bajja in 
following this opinion. He affirms rather that the material 
intellect is an eternal substance, and the imagination only 
furnishes the objects ofknowledge.166 

The third stage appears in the middle commentary, Talkhi~ kitab 
an-nafs, which is the latest. Ibn-Rushd explains that the material 
intellect has no physical passivity (infi 'al}, but that it can receive 
(qubul) intelligible forms.167 He rejects the opinion of 

164P. 396-397; the same position is found in Tractatus de animae beatitudine et 
Epistula de connexione intellectus abstracti cum homine. 

165Pp. 999-412, 448-500. 

166p . 90. 

167Pp. 121, 128. 
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Alexander that this intellect or preparation to receive (isti 'dad) 
exists in the human soul, and he says that it should be in a 
subject of the same genus as the intelligible forms, that is, in a 
separated substance. But, as other commentators say, a 
separated substance is not in itself of the same nature as this 
preparation, but it is in so far as it is in contact (itti~al) with man. 

It is clear then that the material intellect is something composed 
of this preparation in us and of the intellect which is in contact 
with this preparation. In so far as it is in. contact with it, it is the 
prepared (must a 'add) intellect and not an intellect in act. It is an 
intellect in act in so far as it is not in contact with this 
preparation. And this intellect is exactly the Agent Intellect. 168 

Thus, following Ibn-Bajja, there is no need to posit a passive or 
material intellect distinct from the Agent Intellect which is 
unique for all of humanity. 

The same idea is also supposed in the large commentary on the 
Metaphysics (later than the large commentary on the De anima), 
where Ibn-Rushd explicitly says that the material intellect is 
corruptible (it is then the imagination), as well as the habitual 
intellect. The Agent Intellect is distinct from the material 
intellect, but it comes in contact with it. By an act that is distinct 
from its essence, the Agent Intellect makes sensible forms 
intelligible, and thus an eternal intellect knows corruptible 
things. But when man comes to perfection he loses all that is 
potential and has no other act than that of the Agent Intellect. 
"That is ultimate happiness."169 

Knowledge and appetite 

All knowledge comes from the Agent Intellect through the 
imagination, even first principles, contrary to Ibn-Sina.170 On 
self-knowledge, Ibn-Rushd says: 

161p_ 124. 

169Tafs'ir ma ba 'd a(-{abi'a, pp. 1489-1490. 
110Talkh~ J..itab an-nafs, p. 137. 
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Speculative knowledge and what is known are exactly 
the same thing ... But that is only fully true in things 
separated from matter, that is, that the intellect and the 
intelligible are one thing in everrespect. But in the case 
of our intellect they are one only by accident. That is, 
since is nothing but the knowledge of what exists 
outside itself, it knows its existence by accident when it 
knows things extrinsic to its essence. That is because its 
essence is nothing more than the understanding of things 
exterior to its essence, as opposed to separated 
substances which know external things through their 
essence.171 

Intellection takes place in us when the Agent Intellect 
enlightens the phantasms of the imagination, making 
them intelligibles in act. The Agent Intellect produces 
in us "a likeness (shabih) of what is in its substance," 
giving us the habit (malaka) actually to consider 
whenever we want. This Agent Intellect, which is our 
last form, does not understand and exist from time to 
time, but has always existed and will always exist. If it 
goes out of the body it cannot die. It is precisely itself 
which knows (ya 'qui) intelligible forms here when it is 
joined ('ind imfimami-hi) to the material intellect. But 
if the material intellect leaves [the body) it can know 
nothing of what is here. Therefore after death we 
remember nothing of what we knew when it was in 
contact with the body. When it is in contact with us it 
knows intelligible forms that are here, but if it leaves us 
it knows its own essence. But if it can know its own 
essence while it is in contact with us is another question. 

We should know that Themistius and most of the 
commentators are of the opinion .that the intellect which 
is in us is composed of the intellect which is in potency 
and the intellect which is in act, that is the Agent 

171Pp. 128-129; the same is said in the Commentarium magnum de Anima, p. 420. 
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Intellect. In so far as it is composed, it does not know its 
own essence, but it knows things that are here when it is 
joined to imaginative meanings (ma 'ani). But when 
these meanings corrupt, it happens accidentally (ya 'rucf) 
that intelligible forms corrupt and forgetfulnessand error 
ensue.172 

115 

The appetitive power (al-quwwa an-nuzu 'iyya) is moved by the 
imagination, and it itself moves the natural heat which moves 
the members to cause motion in each anima1. 173 In Talkh'is kitlib 
an-nafs lbn-Rushd also speaks of good (khayr) and evil (sharr) 
known by the practical intellect as causes of movement. But be 
never speaks of the rational will as a special power. 174 

The unicity of substantial form 

As for the question of the unicity or multiplicity of substantial 
forms in an individual, Ibn-Rushd always supposes unicity; He 
affirms this explicitly when he says that elements exist only in 
potency in complex bodies. 175 But when he says that the soul is 
the form of a living body, he does not explain how one can have 
a "rational soul" and an intellect that is separable from this soul. 

4.14 Moshe ben Maimon 

By his intellect man is the image of God. 176 Moshe ben Maim on 
agrees that the soul is immortal, but in answering an objection 
to the hypothesis of an eternal world that this would entail an 
infmite number of separated souls, he answers by quoting Ibn
Bajj~ that separated souls have no bodies to di~tinguish them 
and they are therefore all one. 177 

172P. 130-131. 

173Kitab an-nafs, pp. 87-93; cf. Talkh4 kitab an-nafs, p. 145. 

174Pp. 134, 138-145. 

m ratkh4 as-Sama ' wa-1- 'iUam, pp. 306-307. 

116Daliila al-~a 'irin , pp. 26-28. 

177 Dalala al-~ii 'irin , pp. 223-224. 
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Like Ibn-Sina, he holds that the human race is diversified by 
different levels of intelligence: (1) unbelievers, (2) heretics, (3) 
ordinary believers, (4) the jurists, who discuss the practices of 
religion, (5) those who venture into speculation on the 
fundamental principles of religion [theologians], (6) those who 
have demonstrative knowledge of natural science, (7) those who 
understand metaphysics, and (8) the prophets, some who see 
riearby things, others see afar. 178 

Moshe ben Maimon wrote a Letter on the resurrection of the 
dead, replying to Samuel ben Eli who accused him of denying 
it. In this he held the immortality of the soul, but did not state 
clearly whether it would be individual or unique. He admitted 
nevertheless the possibility of a bodily resurrection. 

4.15 Thomas Aquinas 

The problem that Thomas Aquinas faced was to reconcile two 
facts: (1) that the human soul is the substantial form of man, and 
(2) that the act of intellection transcends matter and the subject 
of this act can survive without the body. Since act must 
correspond to potency, according to the first fact the soul should 
be a material form, but according to the second fact the act of 
intelligence requires an immaterial subject. 

First of all, Thomas did not identify the rational soul with the 
intellect, as the Arab philosophers did, but distinguished the 
substance of the soul from its powers, as he distinguished these 
powers from their habits and acts. For him a single soul is the 
substantial form of the body. By its vegetative powers it is the 
source of the vital functions of the body; by its sensitive 
knowing and appetitive powers it is the source of its animal 
functions, and by the passive and active intellects and the will it 
exercises properly human activities. 

' 
Thus the soul has some activities that are purely material and 
others that are spiritual. Against lbn-Sina, man is essentially 

118 Ibid., pp. 718 ff. 
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soul and body; there is no room for dualism. To solve the 
problem how the form of matter can have an operation which 
transcends matter and can exist without matter, Thomas makes 
an exception to his general teaching that the act of existence is 
the act ofthe composite of matter and form. fu the case of man, 
he says that the act of existence is attached first and directly to 
the human soul, and through the soul to the body which 
participates in it, being animated by the soul. Thus at death the 
soul r~tains its existence apart from the body. 179 

Another point of sharp difference between Thomas and the Arab 
philosophers was his position that the intellect, whether passive 
or active, is a personal power of every man. 180 Instead of Ibn
Sina's theory of continual dependence on an exterior agent 
intellect, Thomas holds that man retains a habitual knowledge; 
nevertheless he admits that man, apart from his normal 
knowledge acquired from sense experience, can receive angelic 
inspiration. 

As for the origin of the human soul, Thomas is in agreement 
with Ibn-Sina that it is created with the body. 181 

As for heavenly spirits, Thomas holds that there are incorporeal 
intellectual creatures, each unique in its own species, whose 
number is not limited to the movers of the heavenly bodies.182 

179Cf. Contra gentiles, II, n. 69-72. 

130/bid ., fl , nos. 59, 69, 73-78; De unitate intellectus contra Averroistas. 

181Contra gentiles, II, nos. 83-90. 

•nfbid. , II , nos. 91-101. 





CHAPTERS 

THE WAY TO HAPPINESS 

5.1 Human happiness 

5.1.1 Al-Kindi 

Al-Kind11 adopts the idea of Plato that the human soul is a 
complete and immortal substance, distinct from the body like the 
rider of a horse. "It even· comes from the substance of God like 
a ray oflight from the sun." Its happiness here below consists 
in the exercise of the intellect mastering the passions and 
receiving enlightenment from God or separated souls, to the 
extent that it is purified. Being only in transit in this world, its 
true happiness is to go to the spiritual world beyond the heavenly 
spheres, where it will be filled with the light of God and will 
resemble him. 

But not a11 souls will go immediately to this spiritual world. 
Those who still have traces of their passions must remain in the 
sphere of the moon before going on to that ofMercury and then 
to that of the fixed stars, until they are completely purified. 
Then at last it is "in the light of the Creator; it is proportioned 
(tabaqat) to him and it sees everything clearly."2 

Here below the difference of souls is manifested also in the 
intensity of their imagination and inteUigence in abstracting 
from the exterior senses and being absorbed in thought, which 
can happen when they are awake and when they are asleep as 
welt: It is then that the strong can understand hidden truths and 
make true predictions of the future, seeing far-away effects in 
their causes. 3 All that depends on the soul's degree of 

1ln hisRislilafi 1-qawlfi n-nafsal-mukht~ar min kilab Aris{u wa-F/afun wa-sa 'ira/
falasafa. 

2Jbid. 

lC.f. Risiila fi miihiyya an-nawm wa-r-ru yii.. 
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purification from its passions, such as lust and anger.4 

5.1.2 Ar-Rizi 

From ar-R.azi we have a complete treatise on ethics, a(- fibb ar
ro~ani (spiritual medicine), which discusses a series of virtues, 
and a small treatise, as-Sira al-falsajiyya. Ar-Razi stresses 
moderation, rejection the extreme asceticism of Socrates. The 
soul must purify itself by the study of philosophy. A soul that 
does so will enjoy happiness after it is separated from the body, 
but a non-purified soul will suffer from the privation of the 
bodily pleasures it is used to.5 

5.1.3 lbn-Masarra 

Happiness, according to Ibn-Masarra, consists in knowing God 
the best we can by reason or revelation. This makes one ready 
for the company of God and for the vision of his being (kunh-hu) 
as the promised reward. Those who close their eyes to the truth 
have an unhappy end.6 

5.1.4 Al-Faribi 

Al-Farabi says that human happiness consists in the separation 
of the soul from matter forever (dii 'iman abadan ); in this way it 
rises to the level of the Agent Intellect.7 There it has no need of 
the body.8 In its separated state each soul retains its 
individuality because the unique impression it received from its 
body during its earthly life.9 For the same reason, souls cannot 
transmigrate from one body to another. 10 After their separation 

4Risala fi 1-qaw/ fi n-nafs a/-mukht~ar min /..:itab Aris(u wa-F/afun wa-sa 'ir al
fa lasafa. 

5 A{-{ibb ar-rU}Janl, section 2; cf. Abu-I:Iatirn ar-Razi, al-MunfJ+ara(. 

6Risala al-i 'tibar, pp. 72-73. 

1Mabadi' ara ', 23, as-Siyasa al-madaniyya, 32:8. 

8Cf. Risalafi I- 'aql, n. 45-46. 

9Mabadi ' ara ', 29 (p. 64). 
10 Ta '/iqiit, n. 32. 
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from the body, souls coming from the society of the virtuous 
will rejoice in the company of other souls in this state, and the 
arrival of every new soul into their company will mark and 
increase in joy. 11 

But the ignorant, who have not come out of their condition of 
materiality by knowledge of the truth, will perish at death like 
the animals. 12 Nevertheless, those who knew the truth and 
turned away from it to do evil are destined to eternal 
punishment. The same for leaders of heresies who lead people 
astray; they will undergo an eternal punishment, but ignorant 
people will simply perish. Only the virtuous who were forced to 
go astray by evil leaders will be spared. 13 

In his Ta 'tiqiit al-Farabi remarks that the human soul is not a 
material form, yet it is impressed in matter, 14 but later in the 
same work be goes back to the position that only the soul that 
transcends the imagination and is perfected by knowledge is 
capable of surviving and receiving the emanation of the Agent 
Intellect, 15 and that the human soul is naturally mortal; only it 
receives permanence by contact with the active intellects.16 Only 
the ad-Da 'iiwi al-qalbiyya says that the soul of everyone is 
naturally incorruptible and immortal. 

How much truth must one know to belong to the society of the 
virtuous and qualify for eternal happiness? Al-Farabi says one 
must know the First Cause and his characteristics, beings 
separated from matter and their characteristics, with the proper 
activities of each, down to the Agent Intellect, the characteristics 
of each of the heavenly spheres, the wisdom and order of the 

"Ibid., 30; as-Siy&a al-madaniyya, 62:6. 
12Mablidi ' lira ', 32 (p. 67); as-Siyiisa a/-madaniyya, 82: 16; Risiila fi ithbiit al
mu.foraqiit. 

13 Mabiidi' arii ·, 32 (p. 68). 

14Ta '/iqiit, n. 31. 
15lbid., n. 51. 
16lbid., n. 54. 
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process of generation and corruption of natural bodies, the 
structure of man's body and soul and how the Agent Intellect 
acts on the soul, the structure of the virtuous society, and finally 
eternal happiness. 17 

In a word, it is all of philosophy, which can be mastered only by 
a small fraction of humanity. But al-Farabi: is pragmatic; he 
provides a place for the masses by saying that knowledge of 
things by way of similitude (tamthll) is sufficient for them. It is 
the task of the prince learned in philosophy or revelation to 
instruct them on the right path. 18 

On the other hand, as for the power of the human intellect to 
know natural things, al-Farabi says that it does not know their 
real essences, but only their external properties, which are not 
the true specific differences of a definition. 19 Elsewhere he 
distinguishes between an essential definition of natural things 
and a definition through external properties, without raising the 
problem of the validity of the one or the other.20 

Philosophy and revelation are alike in the fact that both come 
from an emanation of the Agent Intellect. If this inspiration 
touches the imaginative power it makes a man a prophet; if it 
touches the intellect it makes him a philosopher.21 

5.1.5 Miskawayh 

Miskawayh teaches that this life should be a search for wisdom, 
which brings about moderation_ between excess and defect. True 
wisdom is characterized by subtlety (dhihn) which is the mode 
of angelic intelligence, understanding instantly without passing 
through the paths of reasoning.22 

17/bid., 33; cf. Falsafa Arislu[alis, I :3, pp. 68-69. 
18Loc. cit. 

19Ta 'liqat, nos. 6, 48, 84; cf. l~!fa ' a/- 'u/um, ch. 4, pp. 114-115. 
2°Falsafa Aris!u[alis, 3, pp. 85-90. 
21/bid., 25 & 27. 

22 Wa!fi.Y.Ya, pp. 191- I 94. 
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Happiness in this life also demands knowledge of the physical, 
spiritual and divine worlds. 23 Happiness is characterized by 
unity and rising to the intelligible world, whereas misery is 
characterized by division and descent into the sensible world.24 

Miskawayh answers the objection that excessive intellectual 
activity brings about melancholy. He says that it is not the 
exercise of the intellect that brings about melancholy, but 
excessive activity of the imagination.25 

Miskawayh describes the experience of a rapture by the Agent 
Intellect, when a person faints and almost dies because of this 
perfect pleasure.26 

Happiness in the future life consists in the reception of a divine 
emanation (fayfj), which each soul receives according to its 
different capacity. One of the pleasures of the separated soul is 
the company oflike souls. The unhappy are those who have an 
impediment to this emanation.27 The desire for future happiness 
makes us despise the pleasures of this world and avoid the 
impediments which are lust and anger. Any material description 
of future happiness is only metaphorical.28 

5.1.6 lbn-Sina 

As for Ibn-Sini, the eternal destiny of everyone is either 
happiness (as-sa 'ada) or unhappiness (shaqawa). 29 Happiness 
after death consists in conjunction with the Agent Intellect, 
which gives the soul its perfection by communicating to the 

23AI-Fawz al-~ghar, pp. 96-97. 

24/bid., pp. 88-89. 

25Maqalafi n-nafs wa-1- 'aq/, pp. 59-57,48-47. 

26Risalafi 1-/adhdhat wa-1-iltam, p. 67. 

27A/-Fawz al-~ghar, pp. I 04-106. 

28/bid., pp. 106-110. 

29Jbid., 22; ar-.Risala a/-a~14awiyyaji 1-ma'ad, p. 189. 
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enlightenment of the divine emanation.30 Thus the separated 
soul has no more need of the body for knowledge, but it knows 
by its essence.31 Ibn-Sina rejects the monist tendency of those 
who say that union with the Agent Intellect is becoming (or 
fusion with) the Agent Intellect. The separated soul retains its 
individuality.32 

In this life, since the perfection of the soul comes by infusion 
from the Agent Intellect,33 even~alat is directed to it (passing on 
to God), and it is through this ~a/at that the Agent Intellect 
descends to the soul.34 Given the cosmic and universal role that 
lbn-Sina accords to the Agent Intellect, it is not surprising that 
he shows a devotion to it which to us seems idolatrous. But in 
his ad-Du 'a ', he directs his prayer to God, asking him to 
enlighten him through the Agent Inte11ect.35 Elsewhere he 
recommends devotion to the angels, who know and direct the 
details of this world by their substance. Angels are visible to 
each other, and a man who seeks to learn the truth and be 
purified can receive communications from them.36 Thus the 
Risala fi tazkiya an-nafs contains a cosmic prayer, asking from 
God an infusion of wisdom through the action of the stars, of 
Saturn, Mercury, Jupiter, and the Agent Intellect.37 Elsewhere 
lbn-Sina recommends moderation and the practices of 
worshiping God prescribed by the Prophet.38 

The most happy are those who have most developed their 

30Mab~ath 'an a/-quwa n-naftansiyya, ch. I O;Risa/afi 1-knlam 'ala n-naft an-na{iqa; 
Kitab an-nuknt wa-1-fawa 'idfi /- 'ilm a{-{abil, p. 168. 
31Al-Ishfirat, nama{ ?,fa.yl 1-2. 
32 Ibid., nama{? ,fa~/9-12. 
33Cf. an-Nuknt wa-1-fawfJ 'idfi 1- 'Jim a{-{abl'i, pp. 166-169. 
34Cf. Risa/a aNa/at, pp. 11-12. 
35P. 297. 

*Cf. Risala fi s-sa 'ada, p. 16. 
37Pp. 293-294. 

38Ar-Risala al-a~tfawiyya fi 1-ma 'ad, p. 207. 
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intellects in this life, and this supposes that their reason has 
dominated their passions. Those who have conceived the desire 
of developing their reason, but have turned away from this will 
have the greatest misery in the next life. Those who have not 
had the least idea ofhuman perfection will not suffer so much by 
lacking it in the next life.39 The distractions ofthis life impede 
the soul from seeing its true condition, and the joy of seeing God 
or the pain oflacking this are only realized after death.40 Often 
lbn-Sina talks of how the soul will be shocked by the truth when 
it finds itself stripped ofthe body.41 

In his Risala fl s-sa 'ada, lbn-Sina repeats that true happiness can 
only be found in the next life. To determine what true happiness 
is in this life, he follows Aristotle's method of passing in review 
all the possible sources ofhappiness and eliminating them one 
after the other.42 Likewise in ar-Risala al-a~cfawiyyafll-ma 'ad, 
he explains that there are all sorts of bodily and spiritual 
pleasures, which are unequal. True pleasure is knowing God, 
the angels and the nature of heavenly and earthly things.43 

[This pleasure] can only be realized and be absolute in the next 
life. For happiness in this life consists in stripping the soul from 
the body and from the traces of nature, and in the complete 
separation of its essence, when it will see by an intellectual 
vision the essence of Him whose reign is supreme, the spirits 
that adore him, the upper world, and how it got there. The 
greatest pleasure is in that, whereas the greatest unhappiness 
consists in the opposite of that. Just as this happiness is the 
grea~est, so that unhappiness is the most painful.44 

39A~nv/il an-nafs, ch. 15; Maktub Abl-s-Sa ld il/i sh-Shaykh wa-jawabu-hu. 
40 'Uy11n al-~ikma, 53; an-Nukat wa-1-fawii 'idfi 1- 'i/m a{-{abl'l, 164-165; ar-Risata 
al-aMawiyyafi 1-ma 'lid, pp. 201-207; Ta '1/qiit, p. 81. 
4 1 Ta 'liq/it, pp. 23-24 and elsewhere. 

•
2Pp. 2-5. 

43Pp. 191-20 I. 
44/bid., p. 205. 
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Where exactly is the dividing line between those who are 
destined to eternal happiness and those destined to eternal 
unhappiness? Ibn-Sma says that he can only venture an 
approximation: 1) Those who have a general idea of the 
structure of the universe, bow everything flows from the first 
immaterial Principle, and who practice moderation in their 
private and social life will be qualified for happiness. 2) Those 
who have no scientific idea of the order of the universe, but 
follow religious beliefs on this subject can also reach happiness. 
3) But among both classes of people there are those who have 
dispositions contrary to contemplation of the truth, who have 
immoderate attachment to sensible things and even think that 
intelligible and immaterial things do not exist. These will reach 
eternal happiness, but by passing through temporal suffering 
after death.45 This is in agreement with the statement of the 
Sunnites (= the Ash'arites] that "none of the Believers who 
commits great sins will stay for eternity [in the Fire].'"'6 

Elsewhere Ibn-Sina says with assurance that: 1) the first class of 
people mentioned above, who are the sabiqun, muqarrabun of 
Qur'an 56:10, merit to enter "the world of intellects". 2) Those 
who lack either the necessary knowledge or its corresponding 
behavior will go to "the world of the heavenly souls", that is to 
the Paradise of sensible joys described in the Qur' an. These will 
stay there until they are purified; then they will pass to the rank 
of the first. 3) Those who lack both necessary qualifications will 
enter "the world of the body", which is one of suffering.47 

Children and others who die without the possibility of 
developing their intellects will have neither absolute joy nor 
absolute pain, but will be in an intennediate state, "between 
Paradise and the Fire".48 

45/bid. ; cf. also Jawab sitt 'ashar masa 'if ii-Abl Ray~an , n. 3, p. 3; for disbelief in 
intelligible things, see Ta Tiqat, p. 32 and elsewhere. 
46Risii/a.fi s-sa 'ada, p. 17. 

41Risala fi ma 'rifa an-nafs an-na{iqa wa-a~wali-hli, ch. 3 & khiitima. 

48Risala fi s-sa 'ada, p. 16. 
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The Risa/a fi 'ilm al-akhlaq, speaking of the knowledge 
necessary for happiness, says that one must acquire all the 
sciences mentioned in the books that enumerate the sciences 

· (kutub ilJ,~a' al- 'u/Um-such as that of al-Farabi and his own 
Risalafi aqsiim al- 'ulum al- 'aqliyya).49 As for both intellectual 
and moral perfection, just as one is in this life so he will be 
when he is separated from the body. 5° 
Thus both intellectual and moral perfection are requires for 
eternal happiness, but there are individuals who lack one or the 
other. 

lfthe soul is content with the corrupt state of its knowledge and 
beliefs and it is separated from the body, it will encounter the 

- evil that we mentioned. The human soul can only be saved from 
this intellectual state by a period of time spent in learning with 
certitude the truths of philosophy. So it is obligatory not to be 
remiss in the acquisition of philosophy, which is salvation from 
the deception that damages the essence of the rational soul. 51 

In ar-Risiila al-alJ,fjawiyya fi 1-ma 'lid, Ibn-Sina presents six 
categories of souls in the next I i fe:52 

(1) The perfect [in intelligence] who are purified from sensible 
attachm.ents; these have absolute happiness. 

(2) The perfect who are not purified and are before a barrier 
(barzakh) or temporary state of waiting before proceeding to 
absolute happiness. 

(3) The imperfect who are purified, who have embraced error 
and fought against the truth; these will suffer eternally. 

( 4) The imperfect who are purified, having been in error not 
from their own fault. 

(5) The imperfect who are purified, never having known either 
truth or error, such as mad people and infants. Categories 

49p _JJ5. 

so/bid., p. 123. 

s1Risa/aji s-sa "dda, p. 18. 

s2P p. 209-213. 
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( 4) and ( 5) will have neither absolute happiness nor absolute 
misery, but will be in an intermediate state. 

( 6) The imperfect who are not purified, having been responsible 
for the imperfection of their mind; these will be in eternal 
misery. If they are not responsible they will be in an 
intermediate state with sufferings brought on by their lack of 
purity. 

It should be noted that the moral differences between those who 
follow the mean and those who sin by excess or defect 
corresponds to a physical difference between a balance or lack 
ofbalance of the elements of which the body is composed. 53 In 
principle, good physical complexion and beauty should go 
together with a good character, but this beauty can be damaged 
by external influences; besides, someone who has physical 
beauty can choose evil and become habituated to it. 54 

We should also note that, for Ibn-Sina, acquiring happiness is 
not a purely human work. Intellectual and moral development 
is first of all a gift of God: 

The works that come [from the soul] are acquired by 
divine goodness, since the perfection of everything 
comes from his goodness, and the privation of things 
that hurt [this perfection] is also from the good,ness of 
God. This goodness is generous, provided that giving a 
particular thing does not harm a higher good; in that 
case it is better to prevent that thing. 55 

This explains why throughout the writings of Ibn-Sina 
intellectualism is mixed with ~Ufism.56 The Ta 'liqat explains 
the relationship between human effort arid divine help, always 
through the Agent Intellect: 

53 Rislila fi 1-kal/im 'alii n-Tiajs an-na{iqa. 

54Risala fi miihiyya a/- 'ishq, p. 19. 
55Risala fi s-sa '/ida, p. 19. 
56 Among his other works, see the little Risala fi 1-~athth 'alii dh-dhikr. 
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The relationship of good works to the existence of virtue 
is like the relationship of consideration and thought to 
the existence of certitude. Just as consideration and 
thought do not cause the existence of certitude but 
prepare the soul for its reception, so good works prepare 
the soul to receive virtue from the giver offorms.57 

129 

The Risala fi mahiyya al- 'ishq places the acquisition of 
happiness in the context ofthe natural desire of everything, even 
non-animated, for its OWn perfection. Every natural desire is 
good, but in the case of man rational desires should control 
animal desires, especially that of sex. 58 Natural desires are the 
result of the manifestation (at-tajalli) of the goodness of God. 
When he gives existence, God gives at the same time the desire 
for perfection, which is a certain resemblance (tashabbuh) to 
him. Those who resemble him the most are intellectual 
creatures. When they attain their perfection they are the 
"divinized" or "divine souls" (an-nufus al-muta 'allaha/ a/-

. ilahiyya).59 

It is clear that someone who perceives the good naturally loves 
it. It is also clear that the First Cause is lovable to divinized 
intellects. And when human or angelic souls are perfect enough 
to conceive of intelligible things as they are, they have a 
resemblance to the absolute good, and their operations are in 
conformity with intelligible reasons, characterized by justice.60 

In using this ~iific, or even Christian, language, lbn-Sina goes 
even so far as to adopt the ~t1fic term ''union" (itti~ad) with God, 
which as-Ghazali later will reject.61 

Happiness or misery in the next life are not recompenses that fall 

S1p, 37. 

5'Pp. 15-17. 

59Pp. 21, 27 etc. 

60p, 23. 

6lp_ 25. 
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upon the soul, but are the lifting of the veil that hides the soul 
from itself. When the soul looks at itself without any 
impediment, automatically it acquires the state of happiness or 
misery corresponding to its condition.62 

What place does the vision of God have in happiness? At the 
end of the two editions of his Risala lfayy ibn-Yaq?an lbn-Sina 
raises the question. He seems to speak ofthis life when he says 
that no one can conceive of its beauty and excellence. 

His goodness is the veil of his goodness; his appearance is the 
cause of his invisibility; his manifestation is the reason why he 
is hidden, like the sun; if it is a little covered it is much more 
manifest, but when it shines it is veiled, and its light is the veil 
of its light. If this King lets his subjects see his majesty, he does 
not prevent them from approaching him. But when their 
[cognitive] faculties approach him without seeing him, he rightly 
gives them an abundant infusion [of himself] , flooding those 
who receive it, as he is vast in his providence, universal in his 
giving. If anyone witnesses just a trace ofhis beauty, he cannot 
tum is look from him for an instant. 63 

In these texts lbn-Sina gives the impression that God is too 
elevated to be seen. But the Agent Intellect is proportioned to 
man, and in communion with it he can find his eternal 
happiness. It is only in a late work, ar-Risala al-a~cfawiyyafi 1-
ma 'ad, that he insists that the greatest pleasure in the future life 
is the vision ofGod.64 

What does eternal misery consist in? It is not corporal fire, but 
first of all the distance from the Creator that comes from the 
condition of the soul. Secondly, it is the frustration of the desire 
engraven in the soul for the bodily pleasures it lacks.65 

62Al,lwa/ an-nafs, ch. 15; cf. also Mab~Uith 'an al-quwa n-nafsaniyya, ch. 10. 
63 J{imi' al-bada 'i', p. 113; cf. al-' A~l, at-Tafslr a/-Qur 'an'i wa-1-/ugha a~-~fiyya, p. 
335. 
64Pp. 89-91 . 

65Kalimat ~-~(4jiyya, p. 167; Risalafi s-sa 'fida, pp. 16-17; Risalafi 1-mawt, p. 382. 
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According to those who hold that the separated soul retains its 
imaginative or estimative powers, the separated soul can 
experience, by phantom sensation, all the punishments or 
pleasures described in the Qur'fm; that is the reality of the 
"punishment or reward in the tomb" and of the bodily 
resurrection.66 To avoid punishment for sins committed in this 
life, Ibn-S1na simply recommends avoiding these sins.67 

In the Risala fi ithbat an-nubuwwat, the Fire or Hell is the world 
of the external senses, and Paradise is the world ofintelligibles. 
The passage on the ~iraf, in the eschatology of the .f:ladlth, is the 
hard work of the soul in passing from the external senses to the 
imagination, to the estimative power, to the cogitative power and 
finally to the intellect. 68 

5.1. 7 lbn-Gabirol 

In a very brief discussion of happiness, Ibn-Gabirol says that it 
consists in knowing the divine world. This is made possible by 
first understanding the world of matter and form, then by 
knowing the Will. The result of this flight from sensible to 
intelligible things is to escape death and be joined to the spring 
or source of life (maqor ~ayyim).69 

5.1.8 Ibn-Bajja 

Ibn-Bajja distinguishes different ranks of humanity: first of all 
the masses who are dominated by sensible knowledge. Then 
there are those who know the science of nature, who see the 
intelligible in the sensible. Lastly, there are the happy people 
who ·directly see the intelligible in itself, as in the sun, as Ibn
Bajja explains by Plato 's allegory of the cave. In that case they 
become light itself, which must mean an ontological 

66 Ar-Risala al-a1;4awiyya fi 1-ma 'lid, pp. 223-225; cf. Risala fi ithbiit an-nabuwwiit, 
55-57. 
61Risfilafi 1-mawt, p. 382. 
68Pp. 58-59. 

69Maq6r ~zayylm, 5:73-74. 
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identification with the Agent Intellect. 70 That is realized in a 
preliminary stage by the acquisition of metaphysics, but 
perfectly when one leaves the body. In tills state one will meet 
all those who came before or after in this life, because they will 
all be numerically one. 71 

The final destiny of the first two categories can be surmised to 
be what al-Farabi says, whom Ibn-Bajja quotes so often. 

5.1.9 Ibn-Tufayl 

For the future life, Ibn-Tufayl distinguishes first those who did 
not know God in this life; these will have no desire for rum and 
will suffer no pain for missing him. Those who knew him but 
followed their passions will suffer the loss of God, at least 
during a period of purification. Those who knew him and 
sought him in this life will have the pleasure of his 
contemplation.72 These distinctions are not consistent with the 
denial of individual survival expressed elsewhere. In the 
context, they seem simply to be a recitation of ideas common in 
the Muslim community. 

In this life one is obliged to be busy with· the necessities of the 
body, but the principal aim of human life is the contemplation of 
God and acquiring a similitude of his attributes. 73 One is also 
obliged, like the heavenly spirits, to share in God's providence 
for lower creatures. Thus ijayy ibn-Y aq~an was concerned with 
the preservation of nature, coming to the aid of distressed 
animals and plants. 74 

5.1.1 0 lbn-Rushd 

Man's happiness in this life, for Ibn-Rushd, is realized in 

10/tti#U a/- 'aq/ bi-1-insan, pp. 167-169. , 

11Risala al-wada', p. 143; Risa/a al-iui.~al, p. 171. 

121-fayy ibn-Yaq?lin , pp. 181-182. 

73Pp. 191-194,201. 

74Pp. 195-199. 
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conjunction with the Agent lntellect.75 According to the Epistle 
on the possibility of conjunction with the active intellect that is 
realizable because the material intellect is eternal and "the 
eternal can understand the eternal". 76 

As to the elementary forms of prime matter there is 
joined a second disposition to receive the forms of 
composites, so to the actualization of these forms there 
is joined a third disposition to receive the nutritive soul; 
to the realization of that is joined a fourth disposition to 
receive sensitive forms; to the realization of that is 
joined a fifth disposition to receive imaginative forms 
and a sixth disposition to receive speculative 
intelligibles; thus it is necessary that there be joined to 
these a seventh disposition [for conjunction with 
separated substances]. 77 

This disposition is realized by the actualization of the material 
intellect by study and not by ~Qfism; in this way it becomes a 
"speculative" or "acquired" intellect. Study should be 
accompanied by the action of purifying the soul of its passions 
by prayer, fasting and silence. 78 

But all this preparation, achieved by so much work, must corrupt 
and disappear at the moment of direct conjunction with the 
Agent IntelJe.ct, "like a combustible body before the fire that 
transforms it into its own nature".79 Then the material intellect 
will enjoy the condition of life of the Agent Intellect, without 

15Taf sir ma ba 'd at-tab 'iyya, pp. 1602-1613; cf. The epistle 0 11 the possibility of 
COf!jUIICtiofl with the active intellect; Talkhl~ ma ba 'd a!-{abi'a, pp. 145-146; 
Tractatus de animae beatitudine; Epistola de comzexione intellectus abstracti cum 
homi11e. 

76P. I 08. 

nPp. 85-86. 
18lbid., pp. 103-105. 

19p , 55. 
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alteration or corruption.80 We must understand correctly the 
meaning ofthis "conjunction" or "continuity" (itt4al) which has 
a precise meaning in the philosophy of Aristotle and Ibn-Rushd. 
It is for two things to have their extremities not just touching, 
but made one; it is a true union (itti}Jad) in a single being. 81 

The object of understanding becomes the knower, and 
then the intellect, the object of the intellect and the 
knower are one thing, being transfonned into the 
essence and dignity of the Agent Intellect. The material 
intellect as intellect, the material intellect as knowing, 
and the Agent Intellect as known are, according to these 
three aspects, a single being with three dispositions ... 
The three intellects are transformed into one divine 
being.82 

This happiness should be realized in this life. Ibn-Rushd 
criticizes al-Farabi for having denied its possibility because of 
it being a union between the corruptible (the material intellect) 
and the incorruptible (the Agent Intellect), and also because he 
became old without experiencing it.83 After this life there will 
be either "perpetual non-existence or perpetual pain".84 Ibn
Rushd does not restrict these words to a particular category of 
men, but he seems to be echoing Ibn-Bajja in speaking of the 
destiny of those who do not arrive at conjunction with the Agent 
Intellect, whereas those who have, as he teaches in the Taha.fut, 
will have immortality but not a personal one. 

In the first question of his Tahafut at-Tahafut Ibn-Rushd 
supposes that the soul is immortal, but, against Ibn-Sina, he 
denies its individuality, for two reasons. The first is that, if the 
world has always existed, there would be an infmity of separated 

10Pp. I I 1-1 12. 
81Jawfimi' as-Samfi' a!-!a.bl'i, pp. 85-87, I 03-I 05. 
82Tractatus de animae beatitudine, p. I 53a. 

&lTractatus de animae beatitudine, p. I 50a; I 52a-b; Epistola .. , p. I 57 a. 

'"Ibid., sect. 16. 
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souls, but an actual infinity is impossible; besides these souls 
would exhaust the finite earth for the material of their bodies. 
The second is that the form of the soul is the same for all men 
and is distinguished only by matter; if matter is taken away there 
will be no more distinction but only one separated soul. 85 

In this context we can observe that by "the soul" lbn-Rushd 
means the "intellect" , since he clearly says elsewhere that "man 
is essentially an intellect."86 The soul, as form, is inseparable 
from -the body,87 and ail its sensitive powers, including the 
imagination or the material intellect, are corruptibles.88 

Thus, in spite of a certain obscurity of the texts, we can conclude 
that, according to the middle commentary on De Anima, there is 
no personal agent or possible intellect, nor even a single 
common possible intellect, but all men share in a single eternal 
intellect, the Agent Intellect. This is a substance separate from 
the soul which knows everything and which is the real subject of 
knowledge when we attribute knowledge to anyone. What is 
personal to each man is an indwelling or radiated likeness of this 
intellect, corresponding to the different phantasms in the 
imagination of each person. This likeness, whether it takes on 
the state of the material intellect or the habitual intellect or the 
intellect in act, is corruptible, like the soul which is the 
substantial form ofthe body; both disappear with the body. 

In his summary (Talkhi~) of the Risiila al-itti~al of lbn-Bajja, 
which he added to a later edition ofhis small commentary on the 
De Anima, after writing his large commentary, lbn-Rushd 
praises the work of lbn-Bajja. He explains the degrees of 
knowledge proposed by lbn-Bajja, saying that the lowest degree 
is sensible knowledge, proper to the masses of people (jumhur). 
The next degree is mathematics, which is abstract and remote 

ssTahdfut, I, pp. 92-98; II , pp. 443, 856. 

86IJ , p. 561. 

81Kitab an-naf~, pp. 6-7; Ta/kh'4 kitiib an-nafs, pp. 50, 56. 
88Talkhis kitiib an-nafs, pp. 23-24. 
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from individual reality (al-ashkha~) . The next degree is science 
of nature, which is closer to reality, but removed in so far as it 
is universal. The supreme degree is metaphysics, which studies 
the reality of separated substances which are at the same time 
individual and intelligible. 89 

Ibn-Rushd next considers the objection that metaphysical 
knowledge depends on principals (muqaddimiit) taken from 
physical science and that this knowledge is only intelligible by 
relation and analogy (bi-1-munasaba wa-1-muqayasa) to material 
things. He answers that this dependence on physical science is 
accidental (icfafa), and that it is by way of negation (sal b) that 
one progresses little by little, starting from knowledge of the 
human soul, to a pure and unmovable understanding of God and 
separated substances. Thus conjunction with the Agent Intellect 
is not a physical or natural perfection aabz'i) bit a divine one 
(ilahi) , which makes of man thus perfected a composite ofthe 
perishable (fasid) and the eternal (azali). 

In the Tahafut Ibn-Rushd speculates on the state of the separated 
soul, saying that death is like sleep, in that in both states the soul 
is in act without an organ.90 Avoiding any clear statement ofhis 
own position, he quotes the opinion of certain partisans of Ibn
Sina who defend the multiplicity of separated souls by the 
supposition that they have some subtle matter; they would then 
be like thej inn.91 Supposing that the resurrection of the body is 
possible and true, Ibn-Rushd praises al-Ghazali for his position 
that in the resurrection the body is not of the same matter as that 
left at death.92 Like the other philosophers, Ibn-Rushd takes 
Qur'aruc descriptions of the bodily pleasures of heaven as 

19Cf. lbn-Bajja, llti~iil a/- 'aql bi-1-ins/in, pp. 164-165. These same degrees of 
knowledge are proposed by the grandson of Ibn-Rusbd, Abil-MuJ:!ammad ibn 
'Abdallah ibn-al-Walid Mu)fammad ibn Mu~ammad ibn-Rushd, Maqlila hal yatta~il 
bi-1- 'aql al-ha}'Ul/inl a/- 'aql a/-fa' 'til wa-huwa multabis bi-1-jism. 

90fl, p. 734. 

91II, p. 862. 

92II, pp. 871-872. 
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figures of true spiritual pleasures; the bodily punishments of 
Hell are likewise symbols of the suffering of the soul.93 

In all these texts, there is no basis for saying that Ibn-Rushd 
believes in personal immortality.94 Rather on this question he 
follows the road traced by Ibn-Bajja. It is only in his al-Kashf 
'an manflhij al-adilla, while discussing the question of the 
resurrection, that Ibn-Rushd seems to take another position. He 
first establishes that human happiness consists in the act of the 
intellect, together with the speculative and practical virtues. 
Then he says: 

After death souls will be stripped oftheir bodily desires. 
But ifthey had been stained, their separation will add to 
their dirtiness, because they will suffer from the sins 
(raqfl 'il) that they have acquired. And the failure that 
they experienced by their lack of purification will be 
intensified when they are separated from the body, 
because they can gain nothing apart from the body.95 

Ibn-Rushd outlines three ways that different religions follow in 
trying to describe future life: 1) that future life is just like this 
life (with bodily pleasures), but it is permanent-the opinion of 
the majority of Muslims, 2) that future life is spiritual, and its 
sensible representation in the Qur'an is allegorical-the opinion 
of the philosophers, and 3) that future life is bodily, but 
completely different from this life, because there we will be 
incorruptible and have no metabolism or nutrition or generation; 
thus "his life and the future life have only the name life in 
common," as Ibn-'Abbas said. Ibn-Rushd is happy that those 
who propose this opinion do not demand that at the resurrection 

9311, p. 870-871. 
94As does B.H. Zedler in "Averroes and immortaliiy," The New Scholasticism, 28 
(1954), pp. 436-453; she had a better presentation of lbn-Rushd's teaching in 
"Averroes on the possible intellect," Proceedings of the American Catholic 
Philosophical Association, 25 (1951 ), pp. 164-178. 
95 Maniihij al-adi/la, p. 151. 
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the soul takes back the same matter that it left behind at death.96 

lbn-Rushd wrote al-Kashf 'an manahij al-adilla to show that, 
although a philosopher, he is an authentic Muslim. He praises 
all the expressions that are found in the Qur'an as the best way 
to guide the masses, but it is clear that he himselfleans towards 
an allegorical interpretation of the stories of the resurrection. 
His acceptance of the immortality ofthe soul does not contradict 
his teaching on the unicity of the intellect of those who die in a 
state of perfection. The different destiny of the unperfected 
agrees with his teaching in The conjunction that the misery of 
these people is really annihilation. 

5.1.11 Mosbe ben Maimoo 

The purpose of man, for Moshe ben Maimon, is to develop in 
the likeness (tashabbuh) of God.97 Happiness in this life is to 
receive emanation (faycf) from God and angels, particularly in 
the form of dreams, which are l/60th part ofprophecy.98 Moshe 
ben Maim on pinpoints matter as the factor that drags man down; 
thus desires for material things like alchohol and sex are 
opposed to living by intelligence and knowing separated 
substance~J.99 Thus moral evil is the consequence of ignorance 
or lack ofknowledge ofthe Lord.100 

The moral law in the Torah is guided by wisdom and not simply 
the arbitrary will of God. Nevertheless not every detail of the 
Law can be justified by reason. 101 

5.1.12 Thomas Aquinas 

For Thomas Aquinas, the perfection of human life is to know 

96Pp. 153-154. 
97 Daliila al-~ii 'irln, p. 135. 
98Ibid. , pp. 405-408. 

99./bid., pp. 487-494. 

" '
0 /bid. , p. 499. 

101/bid., pp. 574-581. 
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God. 102 Since this knowledge is not possible to achjeve by 
philosophy, by faith, or by inspiration from separated intellects, 
it is not possible for man to achieve it in this life. 103 Even in the 
future life, the vision of God cannot be acquired by knowing the 
angels or other separated souls, but only God himself can give 
it. That is through the gift of glory, which is an adaptation ofthe 
soul to see God. 104 This vision is not comprehensive, but it is 
available to every soul to the extent of its readiness. 105 

5.2 The society of the virtuous 

For Ibn-Masarra, human society is, like the world of nature, 
hierarchical. Under God, prophets, religious scholars (ulama ') 
and philosophers (/Jukama ') correspond to the human soul. 
Kings and other rulers correspond to the animal soul, and 
workers correspond to the vegetative soul. 106 

For al-Farab1, one condition of human development in 
preparation for eternal happiness is "the society ofthe virtuous" 
or ''the virtuous city" (a/-madina al-fdqi/a). This, with its 
hlerarchical structure, is a mirror of the celestial hlerarchy.107 

Founded by a philosopher-king, who could be a prophet, it 
continues under the direction of a wise king. 108 

Likewise for Ibn-Sina, the prince or true king should be 
endowed with a perfect intelligence and the moral virtues. 109 

Ibn-Rushd expresses his ideas in a commentary on the Republic 
of Plato, in whlch he follows Plato's ideas on the philosopher-

102Contra gentiles, Ill, nos. 25, 37. 
103Contra gentiles, Ill, nos. 38-48. 
104/bid., III, nos. 49-54. 
1()5/bid., nos. 55-58. 
106Khaw~~ al-~urof, p. 95. 
101Ta~~il as-sa ·ada, n. 20. 
108lbid., 48, 57-61; as-SiyiJ.sa a/-madaniyya, 79:3. 
1C/9A~wal an-naft, ch. 14. 



140 CHAPTERS 

king. 

As for Thomas Aquinas, like al-Farabi, he holds that the order 
of the universe is hierarchical, with a heavenly and an earthly 
hierarchy. Just as superior angels enlighten their inferiors, men 
endowed with greater intelligence should enlighten and direct 
others, and man is to direct creatures that are below man. 110 

5.3 Prophecy 

5.3.1 AI-Farabi 

As we have seen, for al-Farabi, human knowledge consists in the 
reception of intelligible forms from the Agent Intellect. 
Prophecy, then, is nothing more than an extraordinary level of 
the same reception from the Agent Intellect. 

5.3.2 Ar-Rizi 

Since all are created with the ability to learn every truth about 
God by philosophy, ar-Razi says that prophets are not necessary, 
and those who claim to be prophets are impostors. We will 
come back to ar-Razi's position in the next chapter. 

5.3.2 Miskawayb 

The prophet, for Miskawayh, occupies the summit of the human 
hierarchy which extends from those who are endowed with the 
greatest subtlety of intelligence all the way down to the blacks 
of Africa (zan}) who live almost like beasts. 111 

The philosopher and the prophet have the same knowledge, but 
the prophet receives it without effort. 112 Divination (kahana) is 
nothing but astrological guessing. 113 

11°Contra gentiles, m, nos. 78-81. 

111Al-Fa~vz al-~ghar, pp. 111-118. 

112Maqalaji 11-najs wa-1- 'aql, p. 23. 

m Al-Fa.vz al-a.~ghar, pp. 136-138. 
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5.3.3 Ibn-Sma 

On prophecy, in ash-Shifii · lbn-Sina remarks that certain 
intellects are exceptionally well prepared to receive emanation 
from the Agent Intellect; such an intellect lbn-Sina calls a ''holy 
intellect" ('aql qudsz); that is a sort of prophecy; in fact, it is the 
highest of prophetic powers. 114 

Discussing prophecy later on in A~wal an-nafs, lbn-Sina takes 
as his point of departure the absolute determination of all things 
through the separated intellects and heavenly bodies. A prophet 
is someone who can put himself in contact with these separate 
intelligences. He can do so because he has the natural 
disposition to do so in his imagination. There are different 
levels of men: 1) those who receive light inspirations which are 
quickly confused or forgotten; 2) others receive stable 
inspirations without any follow-up; 3) others receive stable or 
stronger inspirations which impel them to express them to 
others; this is prophecy at its minimum; 4) other prophets retain 
what they have received without ever being distracted from it; 5) 
finally there are prophets who besides that can continue to work 
at practical things without prejudice to their prophetic 
experience. Sometimes even mad men can know hidden things, 
because their imagination sometimes alienates them from 
external sensation and permits them to receive influence from on 
high. 11S 

In his Risiila fi ithbat an-nabuwwiit, a late work, lbn-Sina puts 
prophecy at a place between the Agent Intellect and the material 
intellect. The Agent Intellect has the act of understanding by its 
essence; other intellects have it as an accident. Just as the 
habitual intellect is superior to the material intellect, the 
perfected intellect is still superior. But the intellect that is 
perfected by means of reasoning is inferior to that which is 
perfected by a direct infusion from the Agent Intellect. This 

114Ash-Shifli ': an-nafs, maqa/a S,f~/6; cf. a/- 'Jim a/-laduni, p. 197. 

115A~1wal an-nafs, ch. 13; on the experiences of mad men, cf. Ristila fi bayan al
mu 'jizal wa-1-karamat wa-1-a 'ajib, p. 408. 
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latter is a prophet.116 

Someone is a prophet if his intelligence is supremely developed 
and he can grasp much at once. That is because ofhis power of 
intuition (J_wdas), but especially because he is open to the 
influences of the heavenly spirits. 117 This is exactly what 
Thomas Aquinas calls "natural prophecy". 118 Ibn-Sma explains 
this idea in al- 1/m al-laduni: 

In his providence God approaches this soul in a general 
way, and looks at it with a divine look. He makes ofthis 
soul his slate, with the universal soul [= the Agent 
Intellect] his pen. And he inscribes on it everything that 
the universal soul knows. Thus the universal intellect 
becomes a teacher and the hole soul its student, who in 
this way acquires all sciences; all forms are written in it 
without its having to study or think. 119 

In his ar-Risala al- 'arshiyya, lbn-Sina defines the speaking 
(kaliim) of God in this way: 

Sciences are infused by him onto the slate ofthe heart of 
the Prophet... by means of the Engraver Pen (al-qalam 
an-naqqiish) which is also known as the Agent Intellect 
and the King who is brought near (al-malik al
muqarrab). 120 

In his R.islila al-fi 'l wa-l-infi 'Iii he explains: 

The definition of revelation (wa~y) is the secret 
communication (ilqii ') ofthe Agent Intellect (al-amr al
'aqti), with the permission of God the Most High, to 
human souls that are prepared to receive this 

116p. 46. 

111 Kalimat a~-~fiyya, p. 168. 
111Quaestiones disputatae de Veritate, 12, a 3. 

119Jl. 197. 

120p. 12 
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communication, either in the state of awakedness-and 
that is called revelation- or in sleep-and that is called 
inspiration of the soul (nafath fi r-ru '). 121 

143 

He continues to explain, according to the Mutakallimun , how 
revelation made to a prophet is verified by miracles (mu 'jizat), 
but those who receive inspiration (if ham) can only work wonders 
(karamat). In his Risalafi bayan al-mu 'jizat wa-1-karamat wa-1-
a 'ajib lbn-Sina explains that these are possible because pure 
souls · can have an influence on external matter. lbn-Sina 
likewise refers to the power of the eye, according to the 
widespread belief in the Muslim world of his time and long 
afterwards. 122 

Prophecy is not a direct intelligible communication, but it passes 
through the imagination, according to the Qur'an verse: ''It has 
not been given to a mortal that Allah should speak to him, unless 
by revelatory signs, or from behind a veil, or by sending him a 
messenger to reveal what he wishes with His permission" 
(42:51). 

And as long as man is in this world, he cannot escape the "evil 
of the surreptitious Tempter" (Q 114:4), to whom God gave 
power over him. The imagination is Iblis who would not bow 
down to the deputy of God [Adam] and his soul when the angels 
and all the powers did so (cf. Q 2:34). That is why everything 
that the intellect judges regarding things abstract from matter, 
the imagination detests ... The Legislator [MuQammad] said: 
"There is no one among you who does not have a Satan."123 

Here Ibn-Sina does not draw the conclusion that it is possible for 
there to be error in prophecy. He seem simply to say that the 
imagination serves as a means of prophecy, but it is opposed 
sometimes to pure truth. 

121p , 3. 

122P. 41 1-412. 
121Kalimat ~-~fiyya, p. 169. 
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In the Ta 'tiqiit, however, prophetic illumination comes first of 
all to the intellect in a sudden comprehensive idea; then it passes 
to the imagination where it becomes an audible composition. 124 

lbn-Sina accepts the classic distinction of the Mutakallimun 
between a prophet (nabl) and a messenger (rasul); the latter, 
besides receiving a message, has the task of communicating 
(tabligh) 0 (The distinction in the Qur' an is rather that "prophet" 
is applied to Biblical prophets, while "messenger" is applied 
also to other prophets.125

) But he adds that a messenger receives 
his message precisely from the universal intellect [ = the Agent 
Intellect], whereas a prophet receives it from the universal soul 
[ = that of the moon]. The relation between this soul and the 
universal intellect is like the relation between Eve and Adam. 
From the universal intellect there comes revelation (wa~y), 
whereas from the universal soul only inspiration (ilhiim) comes. 
The ~fifis also participate in inspiration, which continues after 
the close of revelation with Mul).ammad. 126 

5.3.4 Ibn-Tufayl 

Prophecy, according to Ibn-Tufayl, is the perfect reception of the 
emanation of the spirit or intellect which comes from God. 
What this spirit is, we have discussed in chapter 4. 

5.3.5 lbn-Rushd 

As for prophecy, in the Tahiifut Ibn-Rushd remarks that divine 
science (or metaphysics) is so marvelous that some people 
attribute it to the }inns, but others to prophets; thus he quotes 
lbn-ijazm that the existence ofthis science is the best indication 
of the .existence of prophecy127-with the implication that 
philosophy does not differ essentially from prophecy. 

124Ta '/lqlit, p. 82. 

125Ct: Willem Bejlefeld, "A prophet and more than a prophet," Muslim World, 59 
(1969), 1-28. 

126 AI- 'i/m al-laduni, pp. 198-200. 

1271, p. 347. 
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Elsewhere he remarks that revelation (shar ') can supplement 
reason, but one should distinguish well between what surpasses 
reason absolutely and what is above the level of certain people, 
whether by nature (fi(ra) or by Jack of education. 128 

In any case, Ibn-Rushd defends the prophecy of Mul;lammad, 
established by the miracle of the Qur'an which, for Ibn-Rushd, 
consists in its theoretical and practical wisdom.129 

5.3.6 Moshe ben Maimon 

Moshe ben Maimon lists three opinions on candidates for 
prophecy: (1) The popular idea is that anyone, even ignorant or 
bad, can become a prophet, provided he also becomes good. (2) 
The philosophers, however, say that prophecy comes only to 
those of superior intelligence, and by necessity. (3) Jewish 
tradition is that prophecy is given to superior people, but not 
necessarily; God acts where and when he wishes. 130 

Prophecy consists in the attachment of the soul to the Agent 
Intellect, and is activated by visions or dreams. This requires the 
best disposition (mazaj) ofthe organ ofthe imagination. If it is 
dead now, it is expected to return in the days ofthe Messiah. 131 

Different levels of divine emanation result in different gifts: 
Coming to the intellect alone, it results in learned people who 
perfect themselves and others. When it comes to both the 
intellect and the imagination it results in prophets, who also 
perfect themselves and others. When it comes to ·the 
imagination alone, it results in civil leaders, priests and other 
moral leaders. 

True prophets are characterized by a good life and bravery. 
False prophets are misled by imaginary visions and dreams, and 

1281, p. 415. 

129 Manahij al-adilla, pp. 121-134. 

130Da/ala al-~a 'irin. , 392. 

131Jhid., p. 404-409, 422; cf. Commentary on the Mishna, where he proposes 13 
principles that every Jew should accept. 
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are given to pleasure, especially womanizing. 132 

There are grades of prophecy: 133 

1. when a prophet does a great salvific work under divine 
inspiration 

2. when.a spirit speaks through him when he is awake 
3. when the prophet sees a parable (mathal) in a dream and 

understands it 
4. when he hears the speech of God in a dream without 

knowing it is from God 
5. when he hears a person speaking to him in a dream 
6. when he hears an angel speaking to him in a dream 
7. when he sees God 
8. when he sees a vision while awake 
9. when he hears God speaking to him in a vision 
10. when he sees a person speaking to him in a vision 
11. when he sees an angel speaking to him in a vision 

Although a prophetic message is usually in the form of parables 
directed to the imagination, the Torah is pure truth.134 

5.3.7 Thomas Aquinas 

Against the tendency of the Arab philosophers to reduce 
prophecy to a completely natural phenomenon pertaining to 
those who are eminent in intelligence, Thomas Aquinas holds 
that true prophecy is a purely gratuitous gift out of the control of 
the prophet, which he cannot exercise whenever he wishes. As 
a gift, it has nothing to do with the natural intelligence of the 
prophet, but the adaptation of his intellect to receive divine 
enlightenment is a supernatural gift.135 

132/bid., pp. 4!2-422. 

I)) !bid., pp. 435-447. 

134/bid., pp. 452-455. 
135Summa theologiae, 0 -Il, qq. 171-174. 
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FAITH AND REASON 

The Arab philosophers, of course, conceived of philosophy as a 
rational knowledge of the world, independent of theology or 
revelation. The theologians, for their part, were divided into 
different schools on the question ofthe possibility or validity of 
using philosophical concepts to explain revelation. 1 

6.1 The positions of the theologians 

6.1.1 The I;Ianbalites 

The followers oflbn-l:fanbal (see ch. 1), were fiercely attached 
to the idea that Sacred Scripture (the Qur' an and the collections 
of l:fadith) is the sole authority for a Muslim. The rejected any 
attempt to interpret a verse of the Qur'an in an allegorical sense 
or to use philosophy to explain the conditions of truth of the 
verse. 

That explains why the J:Ianbalites attacked the philosophers and 
all other theological schools during the course of the ninth 
century. 

J:Ianbalism was later developed by Ibn-Taymiyya (d. 1328), who 
has haq a great influence up to today, especially in the theory of 
an Islamic society.2 On the one hand the ideas oflbn-Taymiyya 
were taken up by 'Abdalwahhab in the Arabian peninsula in the 
eighteenth century. J:Ianbalite Wahhabism is at the base of the 
present regime in Saudi Arabia, from where it spread throughout 
the Muslim world, especially in certain countries of Africa. 

On the other hand, the }:lanbalism oflbn-Taymiyya influenced 

1For the history of these schools, cf. R. Caspar, Traite de theologie musulmane, I 
Histoire le Ia pensee religieuse musulmane; L. Gardet & M.-M. Anawati, 
Introduction a Ia theologie musulmane, pp. 21 -93; on faith and reason pp. 303-373. 

2Cf. Henri Laoust, Le Traite de droit public d'fbn Taimiyya (Beirut: Institut fran~ais 
de Damas, 1948) et Les schismes dans I ')slam. introduction a une etude de Ia religiotr 
m11Sulmane (Paris: Payot, 1965). 
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the modem reformism ofal-Afgban'i (d. 1897), ofMuhamm.ad 
'Abduh (m. 1905) and Rashid Rida (d. 1935).3 These were 
university teachers without great influence on society. Yet, 
throwing aside decadent Ash'arite theology, they advocated a 
pragmatic accommodation to modem society. 

The same line of thought was continued by the Pakistani Abu-1-
, Ala Maudfidi: ( d 1979), who developed the political dimension 
oflslam in a more radical way.4 

In the twentieth century these writers influence the radical 
movement of Muslim Brothers and the thought of the most 
influential of its members, Sayyid Qutb.5 Neo-ijanbalism is still 
very important in the context of contemporary radical Islam.6 

6.1.2 The Mu'tazilites 

The Mu 'tazilites were not of one uniform school, but one of 
their common characteristics was their free use of philosophical 
concepts and methods. 

Besides, they interpreted the Qur' an allegorically to make it 
agree with their rational positions deriving from philosophy. For 
example, they resorted to allegorical interpretations to avoid all 
anthropomorphisms and to reduce all the descriptions or names 
of God to a unity which did not admit of any real distinction 
between the attributes of God. Insisting also on the justice of 
God, they interpreted allegorically every verse that implied a 
divine determination of the events oftbis world. 

3Cf. Jacques Jomier,Le commenJaire coranique du Maniir and Introduction a I 'Islam 
actuel. 

•cr. Abu-I-· AlA MaudQd1, Fundamental principles oflslamic political theory, Islamic 
law and constitution ,Political theory of !slam, and Towards understanding Islam. 

5Cf. Olivier Carre, Mystique et politique, lecture revolutionnairedu Co ran parSayyid 
Qutb, Frere Musulman radical. 

6Cf. 1. Kenny, "The sources of radical movements in Islam." 
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6.1.3 The Ash' arites 

Al-Ash'ari broke from the Mu'tazilites because they did not 
respect the literal sense of the Qur'an, and did not offer 
satisfactory explanations to answer the difficulties raised by their 
positions. For example, in their absolute insistence on the 
justice of God and the free will of man they could not provide 
for God's omnipotence and goodness, particularly his ability or 
wish to pardon. 

Al-Ash 'ari then became a partisan of the literal interpretation of 
the Qur' an, except in certain cases where tbis would result in 
impossibilities. But to explain and support his positions, al
Ash' ari did not hesitate to use all the philosophical tools at his 
disposal. 

We can see how each of these three schools were opposed to the 
philosophers and to each of the other schools. Besides, 
opposition was not limited to universities, but it also spilt over 
into the streets of Baghdad and created an unstable political 
situation. 

6.2 The search for truth by direct experience 

Some Muslims found satisfaction neither in the literal 
interpretation of the Qur'an, nor in the search for truth by 
rational methods, such as the study of law or theology or 
philosophy. 

6.2.1 Shi'ites 

Shrites, partisans of 'Ali, considered him the first legitimate 
caliph by right of appointment by MuJ:tammad and because he 
was his closest relative. A Shi'ite imam has believed to have 
authority directly from God. He partakes of the 'i~ma 
(infallibility and impeccability) of the prophet. 

Shrites see in the Qur'an not only ambiguities which must be 
interpreted, but throughout, many hidden meanings. Each verse 
has an outward meaning (fahir), which is the literal sense, and 
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an inner meaning (bii(in), which is allegoric or esoteric. This 
meaning cannot be discovered by study or reason, but only by a 
special enlightenment accorded to the imam, who in his turn 
teaches his followers. 

Shrism then is a system somewhat like Gnosticism, based on a 
wisdom coming down from on high, which certain privileged 
people benefit from who must then direct others. 

We should note that al-Farabl and Jbn-Sina are much 
appreciated by Shi'ite rulers today, because these philosophers 
supported a hierarchical organization of society, where the 
superiors, who are the wise, enlighten the inferiors. 

6.2.2 The ~Otis 

Sufism is a movement seeking a personal experience of God 
apart from the rituals prescribed in the Shari 'a. 7 

As a mystical movement, Sufism has emphasized the presence 
and immanence of God, to the point of entering into conflict 
with the religious authorities. SUfis fina1ly found acceptance in 
Muslim society by a compromise worked out principally by al
Gbazali: 1) They could speak of the love of God or friendship 
with him (this is not a theme of the Qur'an), but they could not 
say that God dwells (~ulul) in the believer. 2) They could follow 
the way Uarzqa) and practices ofSt1fism to arrive at ~aq'iqa (the 
Truth, Reality= God) by drawing near to him, not by union, but 
they could not dispense themselves from the prescriptions of 
Shari'a, which are never abandoned at a superior stage. 3) By 
their mystical prayer they may well experience the wonders of 
the Lord, but they must not call them miracles in the proper 
sense, because a miracle (mu 'Jiza), by defmition, is a proof of 
prophecy, which has been terminated with Mul).ammad. 

Sufism presents many facts and questions which need to be 

7Cf. G.-C. Anawati et Louis Gardet, Mystique musulmane; Robert Caspar, ec;urs de 
mystique musulmane. 
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analyzed and integrated into Muslim philosophy and especially 
Muslim theolpgy. But in fact, apart from efforts to safeguard 
orthodoxy, very little theological reflection has been made on 
~llfism, and Kalam has borrowed nothing from it. 

The principal observation that should be made here, in a 
discussion of philosophy, is that ~ufis, like Shfites, have sought 
the truth by way of direct experience or divine enlightenment. 
But, being a movement ~ithin Sunnism, ~frfism is distinct from 
Shi'istn by the fact that it is open to every Muslim without 
exception. The ~fific democratization of mystical experience 
was the Sunnite response to Shrism. 

Another important observation is that ~fific brotherhoods are 
still in conflict with neo-I:Ianbalite movements, such as 
Wahbabism of Saudi Arabia and the followers of Sayyid Qutb 
in Egypt In Africa Qutb's disciples regard ~llfis as syncretists 
who corrupt the purity of Islam. In fact, ~fi.fis are in some way 
the guardians of African tradition against an Arabization of 
culture. 

6.3 AJ-Ghazili and rational knowledge 

As we have seen in Chapter l , al-Ghazali's attacks were the 
principal factor in the demise of philosophy in the Muslim 
world. What were his views on rational knowledge in general 
which help to explain this attitude? 

On this subject al-Ghazill composed: 1) Tahafut al-fa/asifa in 
1 09?.before his crisis and retreat from teaching. In this book he 
attacked twenty philosophical theses which he qualifies as 
heretical (bid'a = innovation) or, more seriously, as disbelief 
(kufr). During his retreat he wrote 2) I~zya' 'ulum ad-din 
(Revivification of the sciences of religion), a large work or 
summa, of which Book 1, chapters 1-7 are relevant here. In the 
same period he wrote 3) Ayyuha 1-walad (0 son!) to instruct a 
~fifi novice. After resuming teaching he wrote 4) his 
autobiography, al-Munqidh min a4-4alal, which summarizes 
what he wrote in his preceding works. Let us look at the second 
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and third of these works. 

6.3.1 The I~ya' 

In the Ihya ',Book 1, ch. 2, al-Gbazali speaks of the different 
kinds of sciences. What exactly did science mean in the 
philosophical context ofhis time? Science (in Arabic a/- 'ibn, in 
Greek E1t\O'tT}~ T}) was a technical term for knowledge of a 
dete.rmined subject, an attribute which is the property of that 
subject (having the same extension) and the cause of that 
attribute, which is to be found in the nature (the form or matter) 
of the subject and also in external final and efficient causes. 
Such knowledge is demonstrative, because it is knowledge of 
the fact and the proper reason for the fact. Demonstration, in 
Aristotelian tradition, is not a means of discovery, but an 
analysis of knowledge already gained from experience and 
research. 

Taking a lawyer's approach, al-Ghazali refers to five legal 
categories to judge the value of different sciences. These are: 1) 
obligatory, 2) recommended, 3) permitted, 4) discouraged, and 
5) forbidden. 

Al-Ghazali then says that each Muslim is obliged to know the 
practical aspects of his religion, that is: 1) the Shahdda (La ilaha 
ilia 1/ah, Mu~ammadun rasul Allah) without proofs or detailed 
explanations, 2) the rituals that everyone is obliged to carry out, 
and 3) what is forbidden to Muslims. 

He then distinguishes four types of theoretical sciences: 1) 
mathematics (geometry and arithmetic), which is allowed for 
everyone and obligatory for some (such as the accountants of a 
community), 2) logic, which for al-Ghazali has no reason for 
autonomous existence, but is an introductory part ofKalam, 3) 
natural theology (like Book Xll ofthe Metaphysics of Aristotle), 
which also has no right to an independent existence but should 
form part of Kalam, and 4) the natural sciences. Al-Ghazali 
distinguishes the natural sciences into: false sciences (astrology 
and magic), useful sciences (medicine) and useless sciences 
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(such as detailed science of the world). He does not mention 
here his objection that the natural sciences suppose the principle 
of natural causality, which goes against his Ash' arite theology. 

The only human sciences he allows are mathematics and 
medicine-which in practice are indispensable. 

As for religious sciences, al-Ghaza.Ii distinguished many 
branches, but emphasized the greater importance of knowledge 
infused by God, such as experienced by the~ ilfis. He concludes 
chapter 3 by saying: "The science that the Qur'fm brings is all 
science." 

6.3.2 Ayyuha 1-walad 

This litt1e work is an exhortation to a siilik, a ~ilfi novice who is 
setting out on the road (tariqa, another word for ~ilfism). In one 
passage of this work he says: 

What do you gain by mastering Kalam, the different opinions of 
Law, medicine, genealogies, poetry, astronomy, prosody, 
grammar and declensions, except that you waste your time and 
neglect God? 

Al-Ghazali continues to emphasize that what is important is 
action and not knowledge. Action gives a person a taste 
(dhawq) of reality (al-~aqq, or the "Truth") which can be gained 
only by experience and not be studying. 

The siilik should know only four things: 1) correct belief(= the 
Shahiida), 2) good advice, and for that he needs a spiritual 
director (shaykh murshid), 3) how to be reconciled with those 
who criticize him, and 4) the Shar'i'a sufficiently enough to 
follow the commandments of God. 

The result of this mistrust of science has been pointed out in 
Chapter 1. 
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6.4 The Philosophers 

6.4.1 AI-Kindi 

Al-Kindi accepted al1 the dogmas oflslamic faith and did not try 
to challenge them by his philosophy. For him, philosophy is 
inferior to prophetic revelation, because prophecy comes 
suddenly, without any effort or reasoning. No philosopher could 
produce anything equal to the Qur'anic verses, with their 
wisdom and succinct and clear expression. 8 

Nevertheless, he complains bitterly of his religious opponents, 
accusing them of pride: 

They defend their false thrones which they built without 
merit to gain authority and to make a business out of 
religion. But they are the enemies of religion, because 
anyone who makes a business out of something is 
selling that thing, and anyone who se1ls something does 
not own it any more. So anyone who makes business 
out of religion has no religion, and should rightly be 
deprived of[the offices] of religion for having opposed 
the desire to know the truth of things and for calling this 
desire disbelief.9 

6.4.2 Mu~ammad ar-Razi 

As we have seen in chapter 5, for Mul;lammad ar-Razi, all men 
are equally endowed with reason, and can discover all truth by 
means of philosophy. Prophecy does not exist. In fact, it was a 
Satan that came to Mul;lammad claiming to be an angel and 
offering him a prophetic mission, so as to create division among 
people and incite them to religious war. 10 Besides, the lives of 
the prophets were not exemplary, and what they claim as 

'Risiilafi kamiyya kutub Aris{u{olls, pp. 372-376. 

9Kitiib a/-falsafa al-lllii, pp. 34-35. 

10 A/- 'i/m al-i/iihl, 5; cf. A}:lmad ibn-· Abda!Hlh ai-Kinnani, a/-Aqwii/ adh-dhahabiyya; 
Abii-I:Jatim ar-Razi, al-Mun~ariit. 
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miracles are not miracles at all. 11 

It is more fitting for the wisdom of a wise God and the 
mercy of a merciful God to inspire all his servants with 
the knowledge of what is helpful or harmful in their 
present life and for the life to come. He should not 
prefer some to others; otherwise there will be conflict 
and dissent and they will perish. Thus he should not 
make some men imams over others; otherwise each sect 
will believe its own imam and treat other imams as liars 
and will fight the members of other sects with the 
sword, spreading calamity, while people perish from 
warfare and contention. Many people have perished in 
this way, as we can see. 12 

ISS 

Then ar-Razi comparesMuQammad, the Biblical prophets, Mani 
and Zoroaster to show that they do not agree on any truth, and 
therefore they must all be false. 13 

6.4.3 lbn-Masarra 

Ibn-Masarra opens his Risala al-i 'tibar with the question 
whether prophecy is the only way of knowledge. He goes on to 
explain that God gave us an intellect to know him as he knows 
himself. We know him through the world, which is like a book. 
We also know him through the prophets; they not only tell of 
God's highest attributes, but also point to earthly signs of God. 
Prophesy starts at God's throne and goes down, whereas 
philosophy starts from the earth and goes up. \Vhile philosophy 
confirms the truth of prophecy, prophecy cannot be understood 
without philosophy.14 Nevertheless, philosophers sometimes 
make mistakes in trying to describe the order of creation under 

11Cf. Isma-il a\-Majdil' , in the preface to al-Mu11~ariit. 

12Abu-l:Hitim ar-Razi, Mun~ariit. 

llfbid. 

14Pp. 61-69, 72. 
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God. Prophets in such cases correct them. 15 

6.4.4 AI-Farabi 

At the end of his II}~ a' a/- 'ulum, 16 al-Farab1 raises the question 
of philosophical interpretations that could be given to religious 
dogmas. First of all there are the theologians (the l:fanbalites) 
who allow no possibility of interpretation, because the content 
of faith is too elevated to be scrutinized by human reason. 

There are others who, when they meet something in revelation 
that seems contrary to reason or sense experience, do not 
contradict the sacred text, but give it an interpretation which is 
in accord with reason; but when they cannot reconcile the two, 
they refrain from contradicting revelation and take refuge, like 
the first group, in the truth of revelation which, in such a case, 
escapes the power of man to understand. 

On the other hand, there are those who refuse to accept a dogma 
which contradicts reason. It happens that because of their 
boldness they are expelled from their religious community. For 
fear of that, others do not dare to express their convictions. 
Finally, al-Farabi complains of fanatics who do not hesitate to 
use any means to persecute dissidents. 

6.4.5 Miskawayh 

For Miskawayh phjlosopby and prophecy agree on the same 
truths, but philosophical know ledge begins from below and rises 
upwards, whereas prophecy follows the opposite ilirection. 
Nevertheless, Miskawayh observes, the prophet descends to 
material language, a means less apt to express the truthY 

6.4.6 lbn-Sioa 

The position of lbn-Sina on faith and reason depends on his 

" Pp. 69-70. 

16Pp. 132 ff. 

11Al-Fawza/-a~ghar, p. 128. 
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conception of the origin of knowledge, which is that the Agent 
Intellect infuses all intellectual knowledge, sometimes directly, 
sometimes passing through sense data or reasoning. Thus 
intellectual knowledge does not differ essentially from prophecy; 
both are received from on high. The only difference is that 
prophecy is always received directly. The result is as Ibn-Sina 
expresses in al- 'Jim al-laduni: 

Knowledge is of two kinds: One is revealed; the other is 
rational. Most rational sciences are revealed to one who 
has a mystical knowledge of them; most revealed 
sciences are intelligible to one who has a scientific 
knowledge ofthem.18 

In ar-Risala al-a~qawiyya fi 1-ma 'ad Ibn-Sina est is more 
explicit. Revelation (ash-shar ') should use metaphoric 
language, since it is aimed at the masses who would not 
understand scientific language, as can be seen in the question of 
God's unity {taw~zd). 19 ''If that is true in the case oftaw~id, how 
is it not also true for the other articles offaith?"20 Although he 
admits that certain Qur'an verses should be taken literally/ 1 he 
concludes: 

All we have said is to help the person who wants to be 
among the elite, and not the common people, since the 
exterior meaning of what is revealed ( ash-shara 'i ') has 
no probative value in such questionsY 

The conclusion of the Risala fi aqsiim al- 'ulum a/- 'aqliyya is 
that.there is nothing in all the br.mches of science or philosophy 
(al-IJikma) that is opposed to revelation.23 

l Sp, 191. 

19Pp. 43-63. 

2op. 49. 

21Pp. 47, 51-53. 

22P. 63. 
23P. 94. 
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6.4. 7 lbn-Gabirol 

Although he adopts an essentially P1otinian universe, lbn
Gabirol corrects this by his Jewish faith in creation in time of the 
Intellect, the universal sou1, universal matter, and all particular 
things. He only retains the Will or Logos as having no 
beginning in time. The Platonic Nous, which became the Agent 
Intellect of other philosophers, perhaps seemed to accord with 
the Biblical idea of Wisdom. Certainly the Christian idea of the 
Logos was far from the intention of lbn-Gabirol. 

6.4.8 Ibn-'.fufayl 

When J:layy ibn-Y aq~an hears from Asal an exposition of 
Islamic faith, the two see the perfect agreement between 
revelation received (al-manqul) and what comes from reason 
(al-ma 'qu/}.24 

But I:fayy ibn-Yaq~an has two objections against Islamic 
revelation. The first is the anthropomorphism of the Qur'anic 
descriptions of God. The other is the permission that Shari' a 
gives to indulge in the pleasures of this world, which turn one 
from the reality of God. Asal has no answer to these 
objections.25 Then I:Iayy ibn-Yaq~an is moved to such pity for 
the people who follow such a law that he persuades Asa.I to take 
him to them so that he can preach the truth to them. He does so, 
but the best of those people are so hard and dull in intelligence 
that they reject the message ofl:Iayy ibn-Yaqzan.26 

6.4.9 lbn-Rushd 

In the Ta/Jiifut 

lbn-Rushd wrote his Tahiifut at-Tahiifut towards 1180, 
answering point by point the attacks of al-Ghazall' s Tahiifut a!-

24P. 226. 

25Pp. 227-228. 

26Pp. 229-233. 
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falasifa . Ibn-Rushd forbids speaking of philosophical subtleties 
to the public, and criticizes al-Ghazal1 for creating a public 
debate on questions which only specialists should talk about.27 

Revelation is silent on certain subjects, allowing reason or 
demonstration to investigate them.28 But philosophy has its 
limits, and the philosophers should not discuss the principles of 
revelation {mabiidi' ash-shar '). Even specialists shou1d begin 
by accepting revelation ~d undergoing training in the virtues 
which· it teaches. Later they can move on to philosophical 
investigation29 

Every prophet is a wise man O.wkim), but the contrary is not 
true. 30 Prophecy is a vision of what will happen by the nature of 
things.31 

In Fa~l al-maqiil 

At the same time, Ibn-Rushd wrote Fa# al-maqal, a legal work 
to defend the legitimacy and necessity of philosophy. In the first 
chapter of this work Ibn-Rushd states not only the legitimacy of 
philosophy, but even more strongly the obligation to study it, at 
least for some people. Various Qur'an verses appeal to 
reflection and meditation on the whole of creation,32 but the 
most perfect rational reflection is demonstrative knowledge. 
One is therefore obliged to know logic, which shows how to 
formu1ate a correct demonstration, as well as the rest of 
philosophy. One must also use the writings ofthe ancients, even 
if they are not Muslims, because one cannot discover all science 
by oneself. 

21Tahdfut, U, pp. 550-553, 558, 624-625 , 646-649, 735. 

2111, p. 651. 

2911, pp. 791 -792, 866-869. 

30IL, p. 868. 

3111, p. 798. 

32Qur'an 59: I etc. 



160 CBAPTER6 

Ibn-Rushd then distinguishes different kinds of people according 
to the level of their intelligence: 1) those who can follow a 
demonstration and arrive at certitude, 2) those who can reason, 
but only with probable arguments which lead only to opinion, 
and finally 3) those who cannot analyze the intelligible 
complexity of things, but must be content with rhetorical 
persuasion, which presents truth (or falsehood) by sensible 
images. Later Ibn-Rushd identifies these categories with: 1) the 
philosophers, 2) the Ash· arite and Mu ' tazilite theologians, and 
3) most ordinary Muslims. 

It is philosophers who are capable of grasping truth in the most 
perfect way and it is their obligation to do so. Theologians and 
jurists must not impede them. 

Ibn-Rushd goes on to show that philosophy and revelation are in 
agreement. Latin A verroists were accused of teaching "the 
double truth": that what is true in philosophy can be false in 
theology, and vice versa. But chapter 2 of Fa~/ al-maqaL opens 
with the declaration that philosophical demonstrations cannot 
contradict Holy Scripture, because "truth is not opposed to truth, 
but agrees with it and bears witness to it." 

Immediately afterwards, Ibn-Rushd says that in case of apparent 
conflict, Holy Scripture should be interpreted in an allegorical 
sense. He defends the legitimacy of allegorical interpretation by 
the example of jurists who use it all the time when one verse is 
in conflict. If they can do this at the level of dialectical thought, 
philosophers have all the more right to use allegorical 
interpretation to make a verse agree with demonstrated truth. It 
is because the Qur'an is written in an imaginative form that it 
can be interpreted in different ways, but philosophy presents the 
truth in an intelligible and immovable way. Yet Ibn-Rushd 
recognizes why ordinary people, who cannot understand a 
demonstration, are led to accept a literal interpretation; one 
should not disturb their faith, challenging this interpretation by 
publicizing the teachin.gs of philosophy. 

In any case, the consensus (ijma ') of Muslims in interpreting 
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Holy Scripture should be respected. Ijmii' is in fact the 
foundation of Muslim faith, because it is ijmii' that accepts the 
Qur' an or J:iadith as revelation. But, says Ibn-Rushd, ifMuslim 
philosophers do not agree with a position, one cannot talk of a 
Muslim consensus. Al-Ghaziill was wrong to accuse the 
philosophers of heresy (bid'a) or, more seriously, of disbelief 
(kufr), when there is no consensus. He was also wrong to 
divulge all his opinions in public, thus disturbing the faith of 
simple people. 

lbn-Rushd then answers the accusations of kufr (disbelief) that 
al-Ghazali made against certain particular positions, such as: 1) 
God's knowledge of particulars; Ibn-Rushd says yes, God knows 
them, but because his knowledge is the cause of their existence 
and not the effect, as is the case with human knowledge. 2) On 
the duration of the world, lbn-Rushd says that it makes no 
difference if one says that the world had no beginning if one 
admits that it depends on God for its existence. Besides, th.e 
Qur' an nowhere explicitly says that the world had a beginning, 
and one can even quote verses that lead one to think that the 
world was created from pre-existent matter. 3) Speaking of the 
future life and the accusation of the philosophers' denial of the 
resurrection ofthe body, Ibn-Rushd merely says that this is still 
a debatable question and that a diversity of opinions is 
legitimate. 33 

Finally, in chapter 3 lbn-Rushd, excuses himself for having 
spoken of these subjects in a public work. He was forced to do 
so because of the public attacks made by al-Ghazali (then dead) 
which continue to be repeated by fundamentalist jurists and 
theologians. 

In al-Kashf 'an manahij al-adilla 

In this other important work lbn-Rushd gives details about when 
one must not take the Qur'an literally. Apart from the cases 

llCf. chapter 4.4. 
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where the literal sense is clear and poses no problems, there are 
four possible cases when the text is symbolic (mithlil) of another 
truth: 

(1) Where it is not evident that the text is symbolic and what it 
symbolizes is not evident-then the interpretation (ta 'w'il) is 
reserved to specialists (rlisikhun). 

(2) Where both are evident-then everyone should accept the 
symbolic sense. 

(3) Where it is evident that the text is symbolic, but what it 
symbolizes is not evident-then the interpretation is reserved 
to specialists who, when asked by others, must give 
explanations adapted to their understanding. 

( 4) Where it is not evident that the text is symbolic, but if it is 
pointed out that it is, what it symbolizes is evident-here the 
learned should not disturb the faith of simple people by 
declaring that these texts ~e symbolic. lbn-Rushd accuses 
the Mu · tazilites and the Ash· arites, al-Ghazali in particular, 
for having made and publicized bold interpretations that 
have created divisions among Muslims.34 

6.10 Moshe ben Maimon 

Moshe ben Maimon considered his own teachings likely to be. 
misunderstood and found shocking by the masses. He therefore 
urged his auditors not to divulge his teachings. 35 A fundamental 
principal is that anthropomorphic Scripture texts should not be 
taken literally. He devotes the whole first part of Dalli 'il al
IJii 'irin to illustrate this principle. Elsewhere he devo~es much 
space to Scriptural exegesis, attempting to show that what he 
proposes as philosophical truth agrees with Scripture. 

He admits that Scripture passages can be given different 

34Pp. 155-158. 
35Dala 'if aH1o 'irln, pp. 23-24, 76-85, 183, 377, 463. 
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interpretations (ta 'wil), for instance to support creation from 
eternity. But, he says, there is no reason to do so, since there is 
no proofthat the world always existed. Besides, creation in time 
accords with God's free choice of a certain people in a certain 
time, the raising up of certain prophets and the working of 
certain miracles through them, all through his free choice. 
Furthermore, temporal creation accords with the traditional 
teaching of the rabbis. 

6.5 Thomas Aquinas 

Against the I:Janbalites and the Ash' arites who so exalt 
revelation that they give little or no value to reason, and against 
MuQ.ammad ar-Razl who recognizes only human reason, 
Thomas agrees with the other Arab theologians and philosophers 
who recognize the autonomy of reason and of revelation. Each 
of them leads to areas of truth where the other cannot go, but 
they overlap when it comes to certain fundamental truths 
concerning God, man and creation in general. 36 

Can there be a conflict between the two? God has endowed us 
with reason by which we know certain truths so clearly that it is 
impossible to deny them. It is likewise illegitimate to deny the 
truths of faith, which are confirmed by divine authority. Thus 
anything that is contrary to the truths of reason or of revelation 
cannot come from God, but must come from wrong reasoning. 
The conclusions of such reasoning have no validity, but only the 
appearance oftruth.37 

36Contra gentiles, 1, nos. 4-6. 
31/bid., I, nos. 7-8. 



CONCLUSION 

I have made only a general outline of a subject that merits a vast 
detailed study. One must admire these philosophers for having 
carried on, in spite of sometimes fierce opposition, research into 
deep questions that touch the basis of human life, society and 
religion - questions that have agitated the minds of every 
generation. 

Despite the pretensions of some, like lbn-Rushd, that they have 
come up with a perfect theory of the universe resting on solid 
demonstration, one sees that for the most part it was only 
dialectic - but a dialectic that is exceptionally valuable for a 
contemporary discussion of the same questions. 

We can notice errors, prejudices and ingorance, but at the same 
time valuable clarifications of points and perennial 
contributions. 

One can see throughout this book how I have made continual 
comparison with the thought of Thomas Aquinas and Moses 
Maimonides. They faced the same questions from alternate 
religious contexts and gave their O\VIl ingenious replies. But 
they did not do so without building upon the thought of these 
same philosophers who preceded them. 

Without falling into a scepticism that relativizes the truth, we 
can also say that the pursuit of truth is an on-going project. To 
go onward one must always push one's roots more securely into 
the past. One does not arrive at a fixed summit of the truth, 
where one can throw away the ladder. That is why there is 
permanent value in the history of philosophy, particularly ofthe 
Arab philosophers. 

May this book be a modest contribution to this task, and also a 
useful tool for those who wish to embark on such a study. 
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RESEARCH IN VALUES AND PHILOSOPHY 

PURPOSE 

Today there is urgent need to attend to the nature and dignity of 
the person, to the quality of human li fe, to the purpose and goal ofthe 
physical transformation of our environment, and to the relation of all 
this to the development of social and political life. This, in turn, requires 
philosophic clarification of the base upon which freedom is exercised, 
that is, of the values which provide stability and guidance to one'~ 
decisions. 

Such studies must be able to reach deeply into the cultures of 
one's nation- and of other parts of the world by which they can be 
strengthened and enriched- in order to uncover the roots of the dignity 
of persons and of the societies built upon their relations one with 
another. They must be able to identity the conceptual forms in terms 
of which modern industrial and technological developments are 
structured and how these impact human self-understanding. Above all, 
they must be able to bring these elements together in the creative 
understand ing essential for setting our goals and determining our 
modes of interaction. In the present complex circumstances this is a 
condition for growing together with trust and justice, honest 
dedication and mutual concern. 

The Council for Studies in Values and Philosophy (R VP) is a 
group of scholars who share the above concerns and are interested in 
the application thereto of existing capabilities in the field of philosophy 
and other disciplines. Its work is to identify areas in which study is 
needed, the intellectual resources which can be brought to bear 
thereupon, and the means for publication and interchange ofthe work 
rrom the various regions of the world. In bringing these together its 
goal is scientific discovery and publication which contributes to the 
promotion of human kind in our times. 

fn sum, our times .present both the need and the opportunity for 
deeper and ever more progressive understanding of the person ancJ of 
the foundations of social life. The development of such understanding 
is the goal of the R VP. ' 

PROJECfS 

A set of related research efforts is currently in process; some 



Puhlica/ions 

were developed initially by the R VP and others now are being carried 
forward by it, either solely or conjointly. 

1. Cultural Heritage and Contemporary Change: Philosophical 
Foundations for Social Life. Sets of focused and mutually coordinated 
continuing seminars in university centers, each preparing a volume as 
part of an integrated philosophic search for self-understanding differ
entiated by continent. This work focuses upon evolving a more 
adequate understanding of the person in society and looks to the 
cultural heritage of each for the resources to respond to the challenges 
of its own specific contemporary transformation. 

2'. Seminars on Cu./lure and Contemporary Issues. This series of 
10 week crosscultural and interdisciplinary seminars is being 
coordinated by the RVP in Washington. 

3. Joint-Colloquia with Institutes ofPhilosophy ofthe National 
Academies of Science, university philosophy departments, and so
cieties, which have been underway since 1976 in Eastern Europe and, 
since 1987 in China, concern the person in contemporary society. 

4. Foundations of Mural Hducation und Character 
Development. A study in values and education which unites 
philosophers, psycholo-gists, social scientists and scholars in 
education in the elaboration ofways of enriching the moral content of 
education and character development. This work has been underway 
since 1980 especially in the Americas. 

The personnel for these projects consists of established scholars 
willing to contribute their time and research as part of their professional 
commitment to life in our society. For resources to implement this 
work the Council , as a non-profit organization incorporated in the 
District of Colombia, looks to various private foundations , public 
programs and enterprises. 

PUBUCATIONSON CULTURAL HERITAGE 
AND CONTEMPORARY CHANGE 

Series I. 
Series I f. 
Series /Ia. 
Series Iff. 
Series IV. 
Series IVa. 
Series V. 
Series Vf. 

Culture and Values 
Africa 
Islam 
Asia 
W. Europe and North America 
Central and Hastern Europe 
Latin America 
Foundations of/vlvrul Education 
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Series I. Culture and Values 

Vol. l.l Research on Culture and Values: Intersection <!l 
Universities. Churches and Nations, 

George F. McLean, 
ISBN 0-8191-7352-5 (cloth); ISBN 0-8191-7353-3 (paper). 

Vol. l.2 The Knowledge of Values: A Methodological 
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A. Lopez Quintas, 
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George F. McLean, 
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John Kromkowski, 
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