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Preface

My interest in Sharaf al-Din al-Mas‘ad1 began more than a decade ago when
I was able to establish a link between a figure who featured prominently in
an autobiographical work of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi and a text transmitted in
three manuscripts housed at the Siileymaniye Library. Al-Mas‘adi’s philosoph-
ical output had previously remained almost completely unknown and unstud-
ied, as it fell strictly outside the narrow bounds of what, in those days, was
deemed worth a historian’s while. And yet I was immediately struck by the great
historical interest of this new source: it revealed a previously unknown dialec-
tical milieu and thus effectively opened an entire new chapter in the history of
medieval Arabic philosophy and Islamic theology, as I endeavoured to show in
the first article I published. Thankfully, the field has now moved on, such that
our twelfth-century source no longer belongs to the onset of the ‘later’ ‘dark
ages’ of Islamic thought, but occupies a central place in what I term the middle
period.

The present monograph, consisting of an interpretive study and a critical
edition of al-Mas‘tdr’s Shukuk, is the most substantial output to date of a
wider long-term project on the development of Avicennan philosophy and
Ash‘ar1 theology during this middle period, which culminates by the end of
the twelfth century in the systematic philosophical theology of al-Razi. The
book, as I would like to think, offers much more than ‘an edition with an
extended introduction’; for over half of the interpretive part consists of focused
case studies that examine not only a selection of al-Masdi’s metaphysical
aporias, but also their background starting with Avicenna. There remains much
room, of course, for further research: most obviously, several discussions in the
Shukiik await study, and so does the later reception of al-Mas‘td1’s criticisms
and ideas, especially in al-Raz1'’s thought.

The publication of this monograph has been made possible with gener-
ous support recently, and gratefully, received from the Arts and Humanities
Research Council for my project, ‘The Reception of Avicennan Philosophy in
the Twelfth Century’. I would like to express my sincere thanks to the numer-
ous colleagues who assisted in various ways with this project, both directly and
indirectly, in particular to Taneli Kukkonen who read an entire draft and pro-
vided invaluable feedback, and Frank Griffel who read, and commented on,
Sections 1.2—3 which cover al-Mas‘adi’s biography and oeuvre, as well as to
Roshdi Rashed, Judith Pfeiffer, Himmet Tagkomiir, Robert Wisnovsky, Evrim
Binbag, Laura Hassan, Abdurrahman Atcil, Tuna Tunagoz, Samar Mikati Kaissi
and Carla Chalhoub. I am grateful to the editors of the Islamic Philosophy, The-
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VIII PREFACE

ology and Science series, Hans Daiber, Emilie Savage-Smith and Anna Akasoy,
for accepting to publish this monograph and for offering very helpful com-
ments on my first draft. My thanks also go to the editorial and production teams
at Brill, particularly Kathy van Vliet-Leigh and Teddi Dols. Finally, I would like
to thank the production team of TAT Zetwerk for typesetting the book, espe-
cially Laurie Meijers.
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Introduction

This volume sheds vital new light on the middle period of medieval Arabic phi-
losophy and Islamic theology.! Traditional, nineteenth- and twentieth-century
accounts of this period have advocated a narrative in which Ash‘ar1 theolo-
gians launched an offensive against philosophy, resulting in its decline in later
Islamic culture, or at least in Sunnism.?2 The loci classicus of this offensive
are considered to be al-Ghazall’s (d. 505/1111) Tahafut al-falasifa (The Incoher-
ence of the Philosophers) and Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s (d. 606/1210) comprehen-
sive commentary on Avicenna’s (d. 428/1037) al-Isharat wa-l-tanbthat (Point-
ers and Reminders), which are often interpreted as implementing the same
basic agenda: to undermine the philosophical tradition of Neoplatonised Aris-
totelianism in defence of a theological orthodoxy. It is now becoming increas-
ingly evident that this reading is reductive and simplistic, and that to gain a
sounder and more critical understanding of intellectual activity in this piv-
otal period further empirical investigation is needed. To this end, an urgent
desideratum is to redress the orphaned status of the illustrious ‘classics’ of our
traditional canon, such as the two texts just mentioned, by ‘repopulating’ the
interim gaps. Key to this contextualisation is the exploring of ‘twilight’ sources,
by which I mean sources that attest intellectual tensions, often expressed
dialectically, between established thought systems and nascent trends, and
hence reveal gradual shifts within their milieu and epoch, which at times lead
up to a more definitive turn.

In the major shifts that were taking place during the twelfth century, par-
ticularly in the interim decades separating al-Ghazali and al-Razi, one of the
most important transitional sources is Sharaf al-Din al-Mas‘adt’'s al-Mabahith
wa-l-Shukik ‘ala kitab al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat (Investigations and Objections on
the Pointers and Reminders, henceforth the Shukiik), as I argued when I first
brought this source to light.2 Al-Mas‘adr’s philosophical activity had remained
obscure for centuries, though in his lifetime he appears to have been a promi-
nent figure in the East.* His Shukuk, the earliest extant commentary on Avi-

1 By the middle period, I refer here to the transitional, late classical and early post-classical
phase, stretching roughly from the late eleventh century and into the fourteenth century.

2 For a critique of the scholarly trends that underpin this narrative, see Gutas, ‘The Study of
Arabic Philosophy’.

3 Shihadeh, ‘From al-Ghazali to al-RazT, 148 ff.

4 Previously, he received occasional mention as an astronomer, but many secondary sources

© KONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2016 | DOI:10.1163/9789004302532_002
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the cc-BY-NC 4.0 License.
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2 INTRODUCTION

cenna’s Isharat, should be classed as an aporetic commentary, that is to say, a
commentary which targets one or more works of an earlier authoritative fig-
ure with the exclusive purpose of raising problems, or objections, on selected
points therein. In the fifteen sections of this text, the author raises philosoph-
ical complaints against an array of discussions on physics and metaphysics in
the Isharat, and he frequently submits and defends alternative views of his own.
The discussions display the influence of al-Ghazalt’s Tahafut and Abu I-Barakat
al-Baghdadr’s (d. before 560/1164-1165) Mutabar, two sources that al-Mas‘td1
cites and praises highly.

While al-Mas‘adi’s text was probably not the first commentary to be written
on the Isharat, it is the earliest historically significant commentary. It provoked
the commentator’s younger contemporary Fakhr al-Din al-Razi to compose a
dedicated response, Jawabat al-masa’il al-bukhariyya (Response to the [Philo-
sophical] Problems from Bukhara)—thus titled because al-Mas‘udi at the time
was based in the city. The Jawabat, as I showed elsewhere, is most probably al-
RazT’s earliest extant philosophical work, and it was followed approximately a
decade later by his well-known full commentary on the Isharat, which inaugu-
rated the long and venerable commentarial tradition on this Avicennan text.5
Later on, Nasir al-Din al-Tasi (d. 672/1274) had access to al-Razi’s Jawabat, and
through it to al-Mas‘adT’s objections, both of which get cited in his own com-
mentary on the Isharat.5 However, being an aporetic commentary, as opposed
to an exegetical one, al-Mas‘adr's Shukiik bears an almost accidental affinity to
this later commentarial tradition, for despite having the same target text, in
terms of form and objectives it genealogically belongs to the genre of aporias,
which includes such texts as Abu Bakr al-Razi’s (d. 313/925) aporias on Galen
and Ibn al-Haytham’s (d. ca. 430/1039) aporias on Ptolemy.

In two main respects, however, the interest of al-Mas‘adr's Shukitk goes well
beyond its marking the nascence of the commentarial tradition on Avicenna.
Foremost is the vital insight that, when read in context, the text affords us
into the development of philosophy and rational theology in the East during

conflated him with the twelfth-century astrologer Zahir al-Din Aba 1-Mahamid Muhammad
ibn Mas‘Gd ibn Muhammad al-Ghaznawi, author of Kifayat al-talim fi sina‘at al-tanjim. On
this confusion, see Al Dawiid, ‘Jahdn-i danish’.

5 Onal-Razi’s Jawabat and Sharh, see, respectively, Shihadeh, ‘Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Response’,
2—3; ‘Al-Razi’s Sharh'. On the early tradition of commentaries on the Isharat, see Wisnovsky,
‘Avicennism and Exegetical Practice’.

6 Al-Tasi, Hall, 2,189-190; 2, 354; 2, 366. In a further discussion, he appears to refer to al-Mas‘adi
as ‘one objector’, without naming him (Hall, 3,10), although Badr al-Din al-Tustari reports that
Afdal al-Din al-Kashi (d. 610/1213—1214) is intended (Muhakamat, f. 512).
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INTRODUCTION 3

the twelfth century. It throws light on the dialectical milieu within which this
development unfolded, and provides major new evidence attesting the rise of a
counter-Avicennan current, a rather inhomogeneous movement whose terms
of reference were borrowed, first and foremost, from both al-Ghazalt’s Tuhafut
and Abu l-Barakat’s critical engagement with Avicennan philosophy. Within
this current, al-Mas‘ad1 represents a ‘softer, more philosophically involved
trend, whereas his colleague Ibn Ghaylan al-Balkhi (d. ca. 590/1194) advocates
a ‘harder’, more strident line.” Yet even though the Shukik is not injected with
the religious polemic characteristic of al-Ghazali's Tahafut and Ibn Ghaylan’s
refutations of Avicenna, most of the metaphysical problems in the book, in par-
ticular those bearing on theological themes, exhibit underlying commitments
and motives that are best described as theological, as the present study will
reveal. This counter-Avicennan current stood in contrast to mainstream, tra-
ditional Avicennism, which elaborated Avicennan philosophy and defended
it against its critics, especially Abu 1-Barakat. A key feature of al-Mas‘adi and
Ibn Ghaylan, as representatives of the counter-Avicennan current, is that while
they engaged dialectically with Avicennan philosophy, each in his own distinc-
tive way, they did not construct a coherent alternative system—a feature that,
to an extent, also characterises large areas of al-Ghazal’s theological think-
ing. As such, they are symptomatic of an intermediate transitional phase, in
which an established thought system undergoes criticism and some novel and
inchoate ideas are mooted, but a new, fully fledged system has yet to take shape.

In comes Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, who—as he tells us in his autobiographi-
cal collection of debates he had with some contemporaries in the East, the
Munagarat—interacts personally with al-Mas‘adi and Ibn Ghaylan.® It is al-
most certain that he also interacts with traditional Avicennists.® He is highly
critical of both sides, or ‘parties’ ( farigayn): of counter-Avicennists in view
of their preoccupation with the raising of objections (itirad) against Avicen-
nan philosophy while showing little interest, in his assessment, in more con-
structive, systematic inquiry, and of traditional Avicennists for their uncritical
following (taqlid) and entrenched support of philosophical authority, a thor-

7 OnIbn Ghaylan, see Shihadeh, ‘Post-Ghazalian Critic’. I am careful to use ‘counter-Avicennan,,
rather than ‘anti-Avicennan, as the latter implies sweeping, even absolute, opposition to
Avicennan philosophy, which is certainly not true of al-Mas‘adi, nor even of Ibn Ghaylan.
I also use ‘current,, rather than ‘school, as the latter suggests a higher degree of doctrinal and
methodical coherence and group identity.

8 Shihadeh, ‘From al-Ghazali to al-Raz1, 157 ff.; ‘Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Response), introduction.

9 For some evidence, see Shihadeh, ‘Avicenna’s Corporeal Form), 383.
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4 INTRODUCTION

oughly unphilosophic attitude.l® In response, he develops his own analytical
and dialectical method, which is both critical but at the same time system-
atic and constructive. Without a doubt, therefore, his influential philosophical
and theological synthesis is the end product of this dialectical milieu. In other
words, without the dialectical milieu just described—specifically, without al-
Mas‘adi and the current he represented—there would have been no Fakhr
al-Din.

The Shukuik is also of great interest on account of its philosophical con-
tent and the later reception of the aporias it raises. The text itself appears
to have had limited circulation in post-Razian philosophy. Al-Tusi, as noted,
had access to it, probably only through al-Razr’s jawabat, while Badr al-Din
al-Tustari (d. 732/1332), who wrote a text ‘adjudicating’ between al-Raz1’s and
al-Tast’s full commentaries on the Isharat, appears to have had access to both
al-Mas‘adr’s Shukitk and al-Razl's Jawabat.! One extant manuscript copy of the
Shukuk had Mulla Sadra al-Shirazi (d. 1050/1640) among its owners, though
whether ornotithad animpact on him is yet to be seen.>? What is no less impor-
tant is the later history of the problems. For not only does he write a dedicated
response, the Jawabat, al-Razi also discusses some of al-Mas‘td1’s puzzles, with-
out identifying their source, in his Sharh al-Isharat and other philosophical
works, through which they find their way into the later tradition of commen-
taries on the Isharat and the wider Arabic philosophical tradition. Although
outside the Jawabat and the Munagarat, as far as I am aware, al-Mas‘di is
never mentioned by name in any of al-Razi’s works, it is nevertheless possi-
ble to identify some of the problems originally raised by him. For example, the
problem discussed in Section 1 of the Shukiik, as I show elsewhere, is treated
in al-Raz1's Sharh al-Isharat and other works.!® Another example can be found
in the course of the discussion of the nature of vision in al-Razi’s highly influ-
ential philosophical work the Mabahith: he quotes a lengthy passage from the
Shukiik, introduced by ‘The proponents of extramission argue) along with an
illustrative diagram, and concludes by writing, ‘This discussion was set out by
an eminent contemporary (ahad fudala’ al-zaman), and we have reproduced it
here verbatim’!# It will take several studies to assess the full extent of al-Raz1’s
reception of the contents of the Shukuk, but the bottom line is that if a puzzle

10 Shihadeh, ‘From al-Ghazali to al-RazT, 170; ‘Al-Razi’s Sharh’; al-Razi, Mabahith, 1, 3—4.
11 For instance, al-Tustari, Muhakamat, ff. 72; 51° (where both texts are cited).

12 Seep.172 below.

13 Shihadeh, ‘Al-Razi’s Sharh’; ‘Avicenna’s Corporeal Form'.

14  Al-Razi, Mabahith, 2, 315-317; cf. Shukiik, 225—227.
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INTRODUCTION 5

is treated in this work, our default assumption should be that it is attested, in
some form or other, in corresponding discussions in al-Razi’s works.

The present volume includes four in-depth case studies covering five sec-
tions of the Shukiik, all treating metaphysical problems. Our focused probings
are motivated first and foremost by the inherent philosophical interest of each
of these problems, and secondarily by what they reveal to us concerning the
author’s ‘agenda), sources and modus operandi in the Shukuk. Each case study,
therefore, is more or less a self-contained investigation, not only of al-Mas‘td1
and his text, but also of the earlier debate at its background, starting with Avi-
cenna and then turning, as relevant, to other thinkers and schools of thought,
above all al-Ghazali and Abu 1-Barakat. At several points in this exploration, we
shall reinterpret these earlier sources in ways that diverge from current read-
ings.

Our first two case studies focus on al-Mas‘adr’s treatment of two principal
themes in Avicenna’s metaphysics, namely efficient causation and potentiality.
The overall thrust of al-Mas‘adT’s criticism in both cases is to counter some
of the underpinnings of Avicenna’s eternalist cosmology, and to provide the
groundwork for a creationist philosophy, that is, a philosophical cosmogony
according to which the world came to be in time, ex nihilo. The first case study,
in Chapter 3, examines Section g of the Shukuk, which treats an aspect of
Avicenna’s theories of efficient causality and the existence of things possible
of existence, particularly the problem of whether an originated thing depends
on its agent for the full duration of its continued existence or only at the
point of its coming-to-be. Attacking the case that Avicenna makes for the
former position, al-Masdi works out a unique defence for the latter position.
Chapter 4 then examines Sections 10 and 14 of the Shukiik, in the first of which
al-Mas‘adi targets Avicenna’s theory of the ontology of possibility, specifically
his contention that before a thing comes to be, its possibility must obtain in a
substrate.

In our third and fourth case studies, we turn to comparatively narrower
problems treated in the Shukuk. Chapter 5 examines al-Mas‘adi’s refutation of
Avicenna’s proof from possibility for the existence of the Necessary of Existence
through Itself. He argues that, considered in itself, the proof is unsound, and
moreover that a premise from which it starts is inconsistent with other views
held by Avicenna. Finally, in Chapter 6, we turn to Section 1 of the Shukuk, in
which al-Mas‘adi raises a complaint against the strand of hylomorphism advo-
cated by Avicenna, as represented by his proof of prime matter, and champions
the competing hylomorphism of Abii 1-Barakat.

In the first place, however, we need to introduce the author and the text,
and this we shall do in the first two chapters, respectively. We proceed, in
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6 INTRODUCTION

Chapter 1, by contextualising al-Mas‘td1’s philosophical thinking and we then
attempt to raise him from obscurity by piecing together the fragmentary data
available to us to reconstruct his biography and oeuvre, to the extent possible,
and by mining another philosophical work of his for evidence of theological
commitments. I argue that while such evidence is ample, in the final analysis
the man remains quite elusive. In Chapter 2, we hone in on the Shukik as we
overview the contents of our text and explore its overall motives and modus
operandi, partly on the basis of the case studies just outlined.
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CHAPTER 1

Al-Mas‘udr’s Life and Career, in Context

1.1 The Context: Eastern Avicennism in the Twelfth Century

The principal context within which al-Mas‘adT’s career and philosophical out-
put must be situated is the mid-twelfth-century Avicennan milieu in the East,
particularly in Khurasan and Transoxania. I discuss this in more detail else-
where, so the following is a brief overview.! During the first half of the twelfth
century, Khurasan flourished as the main centre of philosophical activity east of
Baghdad, due largely to the patronage provided to a wide range of scholarship,
including philosophy, by Sanjar ibn Malik Shah, the Saljuq governor (malik)
of Khurasan between 490/1097—511/1118 and then sultan of the Great Saljugs
until his death in 552/1157.2 Alongside Nishapur, the city of Marw, which Sanjar
declared as his capital when he became sultan in 511/1097, attracted some of
the most accomplished philosophers and scholars, some of whom had direct
links to the sultan. This vibrant intellectual culture, however, came to an abrupt
end in the year 548/1153, when Sanjar was vanquished by the Oghuz Turks,
who invaded Marw massacring its inhabitants, including numerous scholars.3
After this date, the two cities go into decline, and scholars, including Khurasa-
nians, turn to neighbouring regions in search of patronage, either northwards
to the Khwarazm-shahs in Khwarazm or the Qarakhanids in Transoxania, or
eastwards to the Ghaznavids.

As 1 showed in a previous study, two intellectual trends attested in this
milieu are especially pertinent to al-Mas‘udi.* The first is mainstream tradi-
tional Avicennism, which operated very much within the framework of Avi-
cennan philosophy, developing, refining and defending the system, generally
without critiquing it in fundamental ways.?> This school of thought is repre-

1 Ido thisin aforthcoming publication provisionally titled, ‘The Avicennan Milieu and the Rise
of Neo-Ash‘arism’.
On him, see ‘Sandjar b. Malik Shah, El2.

3 Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 11, n16-121. On the Oghuz sacking and pillage of Nishapur, see Bulliet,
Patricians of Nishapur, 76 f.

4 Shihadeh, ‘From al-Ghazali to al-Raz1’; also, ‘Post-Ghazalian Critic.

5 This current declines in the second half of the century, as it is superseded by the school of
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi. However, traces of traditional Avicennism persist into the late twelfth
and early thirteenth century, a case in point being the anonymous work titled al-Nukat

© KONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2016 | DOI:10.1163/9789004302532_003
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the cc-BY-NC 4.0 License.
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8 CHAPTER 1

sented in the first half of the twelfth century by four key figures, all of whom
based in Khurasan. The first is al-Lawkarl (d. ca. 517/1123), who studied with
Avicenna’s most prominent student Bahmanyar ibn al-Marzuban (d. 458/1066)
and wrote the extant philosophical compendium titled Bayan al-haqq, which
is based closely on the works of Avicenna and Bahmanyar. Based in Marw,
he is credited with the spread of Avicennan philosophy in Khurasan.® The
second is ‘Umar al-Khayyam (d. 517/1126), who was based mainly in Nisha-
pur, and for a period in Marw. The third is the philosopher and physician
Sharaf al-Zaman al-Ilaqi, reportedly a student of al-Lawkarl and al-Khayyam,
who died in 536/1141 when he was in the company of Sanjar in the battle of
Qatwan, near Samarqand, which the latter lost to the Qara Khitai.” The fourth
is ‘Umar ibn Sahlan al-Sawi (d. mid 6th/12th c.), who studied with al-Tlagj,
probably in Nishapur, and dedicated one of his works to Sanjar, titled a/-Risala
al-Sanjariyya.8

Alongside traditional Avicennism, a different group of scholars engaged with
Avicenna critically, and they can be treated as a distinct current. As I showed
elsewhere, this current was initiated by both al-Ghazalt’s critique of philos-
ophy in his well-known Tahafut al-falasifa and Abu 1-Barakat al-Baghdadr’s
work the Mu‘tabar, which offered a philosophical critique of various aspects of
Avicennan philosophy. There is evidence that Abai I-Barakat’s philosophy was
spreading eastwards from as early as the beginning of the twelfth century. For
instance, the Kakayid ruler of Yazd, ‘Ala’ al-Dawla Faramarz ibn ‘Ali ibn Fara-
marz (fl. 516/121-1122), was reportedly a philosopher who wrote a book titled
Muhjat al-tawhid championing Abu 1-Barakat’s teachings.® Another philoso-
pher, Mahmud al-Khwarazmi, studied with Abu l-Barakat and later, in 519/1124—
1125, was met in Marw by Zahir al-Din al-Bayhaq1.1° The counter-Avicennan cur-
rent is represented, in the middle of the century, most notably by our Mas‘tid1
and Ibn Ghaylan al-Balkhi, both of whom drew inspiration from al-Ghazali and
Abui 1-Barakat. Another figure associated with this current is the well-known
theologian al-Shahrastani (d. 548/1153), who criticised Avicennan philosophy

wa-l-fawa’id (MS Istanbul, Feyzullah Efendi 1217; on which, see Michot, ‘Al-Nukat wa-(-
Sfawaid').
6 Al-Bayhaqi, Tatimma, 126; on al-Lawkari’s biography, see Marcotte, ‘Preliminary Notes’;
Griffel, ‘Between al-Ghazali and Aba 1-Barakat), 50-55; on his main philosophical work
Bayan al-haqq, see Janssens, ‘Al-Lawkar1’s Reception.
Al-Bayhaqi, Tatimma, 131. On this battle, see Biran, Empire of the Qara Khitai, 21-47.
For the publication details, see the Bibliography.

© o 3

Al-Bayhagqi, Tatimma, n7-u8.
10  Al-Bayhaqj, Tatimma, 161.
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AL-MAS‘UDI’'S LIFE AND CAREER, IN CONTEXT 9

in his Musara‘at al-falasifa, Nihayat al-agdam and some brief objections that
he wrote on certain views in Avicenna’s Najat and sent to Ibn Sahlan al-Saw1.!

Let us linger a little on al-Ghazalt’s criticism of philosophy. His greatest inno-
vation on this front was not simply to offer a dedicated criticism of a range
of specific philosophical theories, but rather to transform kalam at a very fun-
damental structural level; it was this shift away from the earlier Ash‘ari con-
ception of kalam that gave us the Tahafut.!? Classical Ash‘arism, epitomised
by al-Ghazali’s own teacher al-Juwayni (d. 478/1085), had already developed
a highly systematic theology largely in response to the Basran Mu‘tazila, but
nonetheless one that drew extensively on Mu‘tazili theories and method. So
it was in conversation with Mu‘tazilism that Ash‘arism formulated its classi-
cal theological system, with its established doctrines and theories, arguments
and structures. By the late eleventh century, however, the Mu‘tazila had ceased
to be a real threat: their political backing and influence had effectively come to
an end, primarily as a consequence of pro-Sunni Saljuq policies, and the school
was no longer producing representatives of note within Sunnism, at least from
al-GhazalT's point of view. The Ash‘ari-Mu‘tazili battle effectively over, Ashari
orthodoxy had to face off new threats, particularly Avicennan philosophy and
Ismaflism. Al-Ghazali was aware both of the urgency to address these two
schools of thought, and of the fact that the system he inherited from his Ash‘ari
predecessors was, to a great extent, outdated and burdened by the theories and
extensive argumentative structures developed in its prior dialectic with Mu‘-
tazilism. He overcomes this challenge by reorienting kalam, shifting its primary
focus from system-building to the dialectical defence of the core doctrines of
orthodoxy against the teachings of opposing belief systems.!3 These core doc-
trines stem from the teachings of revelation, and they alone, to the exclusion
of the theoretical underpinnings developed by earlier Ash‘aris (most obviously,
their atomist physics), deserve to be defended. To al-Ghazali, the kalam genre
par excellence hence becomes the dedicated refutation (radd), represented
by his best kalam work Tahafut al-falasifa (completed in 488/1095)!* and his
anti-Isma‘li works, rather than the genre of the systematic manual or summa,

11 Al-Shahrastani’s objections and al-SawT’s responses are transmitted in MS Istanbul, Revan
Koskii 2042, ff. 17721892

12 This shift is discussed in more detail in Shihadeh, ‘From al-Ghazali to al-RazT, 142 ff.; and
‘Al-Ghazali and Kalam.

13 Al-Ghazal's demotion of kalam from a science to a dialectical art might be influenced by
earlier philosophical views of the discipline. On Avicenna’s position, see Gutas, ‘Logic of
Theology'.

14 See the editor’s introduction to the Tahafut, ix.
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10 CHAPTER 1

represented by his Iqtisad, a work in which he reluctantly makes frequent com-
promises, as he himself admits, to the convention of earlier kalam (al-rasm, or
al-kalam al-rasmi, as he calls it).1>

Al-Ghazalr's new style of critical, dialectical theology was continued by Ibn
Ghaylan al-Balkhi, who came to be a career critic of Avicenna, as I showed else-
where.!6 Avicennan philosophy continued to proliferate in the early twelfth
century, including—worryingly for some—outside the elite circles of specialist
philosophers, among religious scholars who had no prior philosophical learn-
ing.!” Rising to the challenge, Ibn Ghaylan argues, under al-Ghazalr’s influence,
that traditional systematic kalam had become out of date and that the dis-
cipline must urgently revive itself by shifting its focus to the defence of the
orthodox creed through the refuting of the greatest and most immediate threat
itis facing at the time, namely, Avicennan philosophy. ‘For nowadays’, he writes,
‘we have no opponents other than the philosophers, who have been a source of
corruption in the world!® This stance is typified by Ibn Ghaylan’s most substan-
tial extant work, Hudiith al-‘alam, which defends the doctrine of the creation
of the world in time against Avicenna’s arguments and refutes his doctrine of
the pre-eternity of the world.!®

Traditional Avicennists in turn responded to the counter-Avicennan current,
especially to the criticisms of Abui l-Barakat. I am unaware of any responses
in twelfth-century eastern Avicennism to al-Ghazali, which probably indicates
that the Tahafut was brushed aside as a work of kalam, and as such deserving of
little attention. The most concrete example of the traditional Avicennist rejoin-
der is Ibn Sahlan al-SawT’s extant work titled Na#j al-tagdis, which responds to
Abu l-Barakat’s critique of Avicenna’s views on the problem of God’s knowledge
of particulars.2? A further example is a dedicated response to Abu l-Barakat’s
Mu‘tabar penned by the author of Tatimmat Siwan al-hikma, Zahir al-Din al-
Bayhagqi (d. 565/1170), and titled al-Mushtahar fi nagd al-Mu‘tabar.?! And in a
short epistle, the 12th-century mathematician Husam al-Din al-Salar lambastes

15 See Shihadeh, ‘Al-Ghazali and Kalam'.

16  Shihadeh, ‘Post-Ghazalian Critic), 139-147.

17  Michot, ‘Pandémie avicennienne’; Shihadeh, ‘From al-Ghazali to al-Raz1, 148 ff. Also rele-
vant is Gutas, ‘Philosophy in the Twelfth Century’, for the situation in Baghdad.

18 Ibn Ghaylan, Huduth al-‘alam, 16; cf. Shihadeh, ‘Post-Ghazalian Critic) 143-145.

19 See also the curious criticism he wrote on the book of simple drugs in Avicenna’s Canon,
published and examined in my article, ‘Post-Ghazalian Critic"

20  Al-Sawi, Nahj al-taqdis. On al-SawT’s criticism of Abui l-Barakat, see Shihadeh, ‘Fakhr al-Din
al-Razl’s Response), 7.

21 Yaqut al-Hamawi, Mujam al-udaba@’, 4, 1763.
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AL-MAS‘UDI’'S LIFE AND CAREER, IN CONTEXT 11

Abu 1-Barakat for his criticism of an Avicennan proof, which happens to be the
subject of Section 2 of al-Mas‘Gd1’s Shukiik.?? Towards the end of the century,
the anonymous author of al-Nukat wa-l-fawa’id, a staunch Avicennist, attacks
Abt 1-Barakat, Ibn Ghaylan al-Balkhi as well as the new critical reader of Avi-
cenna, Fakhr al-Din al-Raz1.23

One incident related by al-Bayhaqi in his biography of the aforementioned
Kakuayid, ‘Ala” al-Dawla Faramarz ibn ‘Alj, reveals the attitudes underlying the
rivalry between traditional Avicennists and the counter-Avicennan current.?*
‘Ala’ al-Dawla reportedly once asked ‘Umar al-Khayyam for his opinion on
the objections (itiradat) raised by Abu I-Barakat on Avicennan doctrines, and
received the following answer: ‘Abu 1-Barakat failed to understand the views
of Abu ‘Ali [Avicenna], and is not qualified even to comprehend his views. So
what makes him qualified to object to him, and to raise problems (shukitk)
concerning his views!” For this personal attack, al-Khayyam receives a stern
reprimand from ‘Ala’ al-Dawla, who advises him to behave as a philosopher by
confuting the views of a person using demonstrations, as opposed to resorting
to abuse, as a ‘foolish dialectician’ would be inclined to do.

Itis against this dialectical backdrop that al-Mas‘tdi reads, and engages with,
Avicenna. As noted, he belongs to the counter-Avicennan current, but all the
same he differs greatly from Ibn Ghaylan in both his objectives and approach.
One major question that motivates our present study is where exactly al-
Mas‘ad1’s Shukitk ought to be situated in this milieu, and the extent to which it
is inspired by each of al-Ghazalt’s ‘critical theology’ and Abu 1-Barakat’s ‘critical
philosophy".

1.2 Al-Mas‘udi’s Biography

Little is known about al-Mas‘ad1’s life. Some of the available data is unreliable
or conjectural, and concrete dateable points in his life are few and far between.
He receiveslittle more than passing mentions in a handful of contemporaneous
and later sources, and a very short entry in Sadid al-Din ‘AwfT's Lubab al-albab, a
work on the biographies of Persian poets dating to the early thirteenth century.
He takes centre stage in only one extant contemporaneous source—namely,
Fakhr al-Din al-Raz1’s (544/1149-606/1210) autobiographical collection of the

22 Al-Salar, Untitled. On the problem, see pp. 60—61.
23 Michot, ‘Al-nukat wa-l-faw@’id’, passim.
24  Al-Bayhaqi, Tatimma, n7-u8.
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12 CHAPTER 1

debates he engaged in during his travels in Transoxania, the Munazarat jarat ft
bilad mawara’ al-nahr, which truly brings al-Mas‘adi to life, though in a rather
unflattering light, as we shall see. Four of the sixteen debates recorded in al-
Razl's work—debates 8, 9, 10 and 11—are with al-Mas‘adi, and they provide
valuable biographical information, particularly on his scholarly sources, inter-
ests and character (at least through al-Raz1’s eyes).

His name, to begin with, is Sharaf al-Din Muhammad ibn Mas‘ad ibn
Muhammad al-Mas‘di al-Marwazi, and he is frequently given the title ‘al-
imam, or ‘al-shaykh al-imam’25 The incipit of a manuscript of one of his works
gives him the nisba al-Bukhari, that of another gives him the nisba al-Samar-
qandi.?é In one early manuscript, he is described as ‘the most virtuous and
perfect of the critical investigators (muhaqqiq) of Transoxania and Khurasan),
which probably highlights the links he had to both regions.?” In my assessment,
he was born in the first quarter of the twelfth century, most probably in the
second decade of the century. Originating from Marw in Khurasan, Sharaf al-
Din appears to descend from a well-established family of Shafi‘ls in the city,
which claims descent from the famous companion of the Prophet, ‘Abdallah
ibn Mas‘ud—hence the nisba al-Mas‘ud1 and, as we shall see, the recurrence
of the name Mas‘ad and to a lesser extent ‘Abdallah in the lineage.2® ‘Abd
al-Karim al-Sam‘@ni (506/1113-562/1166)—himself a prominent Shafi‘l based
in Marw—aprovides details on four earlier family members, the earliest and
most eminent being Abui ‘Abdallah Muhammad ibn ‘Abdallah al-Mas‘adi (d.
soon after 420/1029), who was a student of the well-known ShafiT Aba Bakr
‘Abdallah ibn Ahmad al-Qaffal (d. 417/1026) and wrote a commentary on al-
Muzanf’s juristic work, the Mukhtasar.2® Another family member mentioned
by al-Samani is likely to be the grandfather of our Sharaf al-Din—namely, Aba
I-Fadl Muhammad ibn Sa‘id ibn Mas‘ad ibn ‘Abdallah ibn Mas‘ad ibn Ahmad
ibn Muhammad ibn Mas‘ad al-Mas‘tdi (d. 528/1134), who was closely linked

25 For instance, Ibn Ghaylan, Huduth al-‘alam, 11; 111; 114; al-Razi, Munagarat, 31; 32; 35; MS
Istanbul, Bagdath Vehbi 834, f. 12 (the title page of an early-7th/13th-century copy of Sharh
al-Khutba al-gharra’); Yaqut al-Hamawi, Mujam al-udaba’, 2, 653. The nisba ‘al-Marwazi’
appears on the title page of MS Istanbul, Bagdath Vehbi 834, f. 12.

26 Respectively, al-Mas‘adi, Majma“ al-ahkam, 29, and Jahan-i danish, MS Istanbul, Beyazit
4639, f1°.

27  This appears on the title page of MS Istanbul, Ayasofya 2602 (f. 22), which contains a copy
of al-Mas‘udr’s Jahan-i danish, dated 654/1256.

28  On his Shafi1 affiliation, see also pp. 26—28 below.

29  Al-Sam‘ni, Ansab, 11, 308. On Abu ‘Abdallah al-Mas‘adi, see also al-Subki, Tabagat, 4,
171-174. Ab1 Bakr ‘Abdallah ibn Ahmad al-Qaffal (on whom see al-Subki, Tabagat, 5, 53-62)
should not be confused with Aba Bakr al-Qaffal al-Shashi (d. 365/976), also a Marwazi.


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/

AL-MAS‘UDI’'S LIFE AND CAREER, IN CONTEXT 13

to the Saljuq sultan Sanjar.3° Abu I-Fadl Muhammad’s son, Abii I-Fath Mas‘ad
(483/1090-568/1173), who would be Sharaf al-Din’s father, was a friend of al-
Sam‘ani, studied jurisprudence with his father, and reportedly served for sev-
eral years as the preacher at the old mosque of Marw.3! That Sharaf al-Din is
likely to be the son of Aba I-Fath is suggested by his name, dates, Marwazi ori-
gin and, as we shall see, Shafi1 affiliation.

Al-Mas‘udi in all likelihood started his studies in his native Marw, which, as
noted, flourished as a major hub for philosophical, scientific and other schol-
arly activity in the first half of the twelfth century. His grandfather’s links to
Sanjar may have given the young Sharaf al-Din easier access to the intellectual
elite of the city, most notably philosophers. We have no reliable information,
however, on his teachers, or on whether he attended the Nizamiyya college in
Marw like his colleague Ibn Ghaylan al-Balkhi who enrolled at the college in
523/1129.32 In astronomy, I argue below that al-Mas‘adi is likely to have stud-
ied with al-Qattan al-Marwazi (d. 548/1153), and that there is a slight possibility
that he studied with Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Kharaqi (d. 533/1138).33 As to
his philosophical study, we have only two pieces of evidence, both recorded
approximately two centuries later by the biographer al-Safadi (d. 764/1363).

The first is the following chain of transmission (silsila), which purports that
al-Mas‘adi read Avicenna’s Isharat with the philosopher ‘Umar al-Khayyam:

The shaykh and imam Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Ibrahim, known as
Ibn al-Akfani [d. 749/1348],3* [...] related to me: I read the Isharat of the
Master Abu ‘Ali ibn Sina with the shaykh Shams al-Din al-Shirwani al-Safl
[d. 699/1300]3% at the Sa‘ld al-Su‘ad® khangah in Cairo towards the end
of the year [6]98[/1299] and the beginning of [69]9[/1299]. He told me:
I read it, alongside its commentary, with its commentator Khwaja Nasir
al-Din Muhammad al-Tasi [d. 672/1274]. He said: I read it with the imam

30  Al-Sam@ni, Ansab, 11, 308; idem., Muntakhab, 3, 1457-1458. Muhammad ibn Sa‘id is the
grandson of the brother of the aforementioned Aba ‘Abdallah Muhammad ibn ‘Abdallah.

31 Al-Sam‘ani, Ansab, 11, 309; Muntakhab, 3, 1725-1727; Tahbir, 2, 303—304. The ‘old mosque’
(al-jami‘ al-agdam) of Marw, as al-Sam‘ni calls it, was the main mosque of the Shafifs,
which is confirmed by the fact that al-Sam‘ant’s uncle preached there (Tahbir, 1, 403).

32 Ibn Ghaylan, Huduth al-‘alam, 10. More on Ibn Ghaylan below.

33  Seep.23below.

34 On whom, see ‘Ibn al-Akfant, El2. Al-Safadi himself read part of the Isharat with him (Wafz,
2, 25).

35  The shaykh of al-Khangah al-Shihabiyya in Damascus, who was versed, according to
al-Safadi, in astrology, philosophy and ‘other rational sciences’ (Wafi, 2, 142).


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/

14 CHAPTER 1

Athir al-Din al-Mufaddal al-Abhari [d. 663/1264]. He said: I read it with
the shaykh Qutb al-Din Ibrahim al-Misr1 [d. 618/1222]. He said: I read it
with the great imam Fakhr al-Din Muhammad al-Razi. He said: I read it
with the shaykh Sharaf al-Din Muhammad al-Mas‘adi. He said: I read it
with the shaykh Aba I-Fath ‘Umar,36 known as Ibn al-Khayyam. He said:
read it with Bahmanyar, the student of the Master. He said: I read it with
its author, the Master Abu ‘Ali ibn Sina [d. 428/1037].37

To say that one person ‘read’ a text with another does not necessarily imply
that the contents of the text were studied closely and extensively with the lat-
ter, even if the text is philosophical in nature. The process in fact often involves
little more than the ‘recipient’ reading the text, and perhaps discussing a small
number of points with the ‘transmitter’, and by virtue of this formal transmis-
sion the recipient becomes qualified himself to transmit the text in the same
manner. A text as short as Avicenna’s Isharat can be read and transmitted in
its entirety in one day. However, even on the assumption that al-Mas‘adi and
al-Khayyam were only very briefly in contact, the plausibility of such a meet-
ing between the two hinges on whether or not they could have overlapped
both geographically and chronologically. The chances of them overlapping, in
my assessment, are extremely slim. For although later in his life al-Khayyam
was based in Marw, he returned at some unknown date to his native Nisha-
pur, where he remained until his death in the year 517/1123-1124.38 To allow
al-Mas‘adi to meet al-Khayyam at an age at which he would have been able
to read a rather difficult philosophical text, we would have to push his date of
birth back to 500/1106 at the latest. Such an early dating, however, is untenable,
considering both that all dateable points in al-Mas‘adr’s life are concentrated
in the second half of the twelfth century and that he does not appear to be in
his eighties in al-Raz1’s portrayal of him around 582/1186.39 Further doubts on
the authenticity of the above chain of transmission emerge when we consider
whether Athir al-Din al-Abhari ever met al-Raz1’s student Qutb al-Din al-Misri.
So, on the overall weight of evidence, it appears that al-Mas‘tdi could not have
met, and studied with, al-Khayyam, and accordingly that the above chain was

36  The edition reads Muhammad rather than ‘Umar, which is likely to be a scribal or editorial
error, especially that the volume was edited on the basis of a single manuscript (the editor’s
introduction, alif-ba’). The two names may be confused in some styles of handwriting,
with the mim-ha-min resembling the shape of a ‘ayn.

37  Al-Safadi, Wafi, 2,142-143.

38 On al-Khayyam’s death date, see Griffel, ‘Weitere philosophische Autoren’.

39  Al-Razi, Munazarat, Sections 8, 9, 10 and 11.
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constructed later, partly on the basis of speculation on who studied the Isharat
with whom.

Elsewhere, in his biographical entry on the grammarian Ibn al-Bagillani al-
Nahw1 al-Hilli (568/1173—637/1239), al-Safadi writes that this figure ‘studied phi-
losophy with al-Mas‘adi, the disciple (ghulam) of ‘Umar ibn Sahlan al-Sawi,
author of the Basa’ir'#° However, this study reportedly took place in Baghdad,
to which Ibn al-Baqillani moved in his childhood from his native Hilla. Al-
Safadi reports that Ibn al-Bagqillani stayed for a while in Shushtar, in Khaizistan,
to teach grammar to Abuil-Hasan ‘Ali (d. 612/1216), the son of the Abbasid caliph
al-Nagir li-Din Allah. But there is no evidence that he travelled east of Khiizistan
at any point, or that Sharaf al-Din al-Mas‘tdi travelled west of Khurasan, so the
two are unlikely to have met. That said, it is perfectly plausible that al-Mas‘adi
did indeed study with Ibn Sahlan al-Saw1, considering that in the second quar-
ter of the twelfth century the two were based in Khurasan and that in one
work al-Mas‘adi uses laudatory titles in references to al-Sawi* Having him-
self received the Isharat through the foregoing chain of transmission, al-Safadi
most probably had some knowledge of the identity of al-Mas‘ad, and this may
have found its way into his entry on Ibn al-Baqillani.

By the year 549/1155, al-Mas‘@idi was based in Transoxania, most probably in
Samarqand, to the north-east of Marw. His presence there is evidenced, first
of all, in his astronomical work al-Kifaya fi ‘ilm al-haya, which he was in the
process of writing in this year.#? In the discussion of the method for determin-
ing the gibla, he gives an illustrative example by applying the method to this
city.*3 Further evidence situating him in Transoxania around the mid twelfth
century appears in his philosophical work Sharh al-Khutba al-gharra’, in the
course of his discussion of the concepts ‘priority’ (tagaddum) and ‘posteri-
ority’ (taakhkhur). To illustrate how these terms can be used to refer to the
relative spatial position of objects, he gives, as an example, ‘the precedence of
Karminiyya to Tawawis for the traveller from Samarqand to Bukhara), or vice
versa for those travelling in the opposite direction.** Karminiyya and TawawTs,
respectively, are a town and a village on the Samarqand-Bukhara road, the for-
mer being 18 farsakhs (approximately 107km) away from Bukhara, and the
latter 8 farsakhs (approximately 48km) away.*> Al-Masdi’s primary target

40 Al-Safadi, Wafi, 12, 273. On this figure, see also Yaqut al-Hamawi, Mu§am al-udaba’, 3,1027.

41 See the description of Risalat al-Mukhtalitat on p. 25 below.

42 The date of the Kifaya is discussed on p. 22 below.

43 Kifaya, tf.147%; 147 cf. Jahan-i danish, 147.

44  Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, f.18Y; cf. Avicenna, llahiyyat, IVa, 163 ff.

45 For instance, al-Sam‘ani, Ansab, 8, 259-260; 10, 405—-408; Yaqut al-Hamawi, Mujam al-
buldan, 3, 555-556; 4, 368.
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16 CHAPTER 1

readership clearly has local knowledge of Transoxania, and must be located in
either Samarqand or Bukhara.

The circumstances that led him to move to Transoxania are unknown. At
any rate, his native Marw ceased to be a convenient place for scholars after the
Oghuz invasion in the year 548/1153. Following the collapse of the Saljugs in the
city and elsewhere in Khurasan, the Qarakhanids in Transoxania offered schol-
ars patronage and security, as already noted. In an earlier study, I showed that
Ibn Ghaylan al-Balkhi—in some ways, as we shall see below, one of the most
important colleagues of al-Mas‘a@di—appears to have enjoyed the patronage of
the Qarakhanids in Samarqand around the same period, and is likely to have
held some sort of official position.*¢ Al-Mas‘adi too appears to have received
Qarakhanid patronage shortly after the middle of the twelfth century, as indi-
cated by two pieces of evidence.

The first is found in al-Mas‘adi’s book on astrology Majma“ al-ahkam, dated
557/1162, which he dedicates to a certain ‘sultan Abu 1-Muzaffar Mas‘ad ibn
Qilich Qarakhan’4? This dedicatee is none other than Abu 1-Muzaffar Qilich
Tamghach Khan Mas‘ad ibn al-Hasan (r. 556/1161-566 /1170-1171), a Qarakhanid
who ruled over Samarqand and Bukhara and used the title ‘sultan’4® This same
figure is praised by al-Mas‘adr’s student of philosophy and Hanafi jurist, Radi al-
Din al-Nisaburi (d. 598/1201-1202).4° It appears, therefore, that al-MasGdi made
a bid for the Qarakhan’s patronage as soon as he acceded, though whether at
the time the author was residing in Samarqand or Bukhara is unclear.

A second patron is mentioned in what appears to be some sort of note in a
manuscript copy of his philosophical work Sharh al-Khutba al-gharra’, which,
as we shall see, was written between 549/154-1155 and 575/1180.5° In a brief
entry on this text, Agha Buzurg al-Tihrani (d. 1970) correctly identifies it as
a commentary on a work by Avicenna, but misidentifies the author as ‘the
historian al-Mas‘tdi, author of Murwj al-dhahab’, who actually died in 345/956,

46  Shihadeh, ‘Post-Ghazalian Critic), 139-140.

47  Al-Mas‘adi, Majma“ al-ahkam, 101. For the date, see the description of the book on p. 24
below. In the published edition, the dedication appears as ‘sultan Abt l-Muzaffar Mas‘ad
ibn Fath Qarakhan’. ‘Fath), however, must be a misreading of ‘Qilich’.

48  His name appears in various forms in the sources. A very near match is attested in al-
Zahirl al-SamarqandT’s Sindbad-nama (p. 8), which is dedicated to Aba I-Muzaffar Qilich
Tamghach Khan ibn Qilich Qarakhan. On him, see, for instance: Ateg’s introduction to al-
ZahirT's Sindbad-nama, 65—70; Biran, Empire of the Qara Khitai, 53—54; 55;183; Davidovich,
‘Karakhanids’, 132—133; Barthold, Turkestan, 336 (who refers to him, incorrectly, as Mas‘ad
ibn ‘Alf).

49  Al-Nisaburl, Diwan, 21—22; cf. Sulaymani, Nishapuri-yi dar Samargand', 48—49.

50  For the date of this text, see p. 21 below.
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well before Avicenna.5! Stating that he came across a manuscript copy of the
work, dated 707/1307-1308, at the Gharawiyya Library in Najaf, he provides a
brief incipit, which matches the copies available to me. He notes that the book
is dedicated to ‘al-sayyid Taj al-Din Mahmud ibn ‘Abd al-Karim', though without
indicating whether this remark is based on a note in the copy itself. I have not
found this detail in other manuscript copies or sources; however, given that
al-Tihrani misidentifies the author, and hence does not appear familiar with
the text from other sources, we can safely infer that the manuscript copy he
consulted is indeed the source of this dedication. So who is this Taj al-Din?
One candidate is the well-known theologian Taj al-Din Muhammad (rather
than Mahmud) ibn ‘Abd al-Karim al-Shahrastani, who later in his life was
based in Marw and closely connected to Sanjar, and accordingly may have
met al-Mas‘tdi. However, he can be ruled out immediately on the grounds
that al-Mas‘adr’s book, as already noted, post-dates 549/1154-1155, and ipso
facto al-Shahrastant’s death in 548/1153, not to mention that his name is an
imperfect match.52 The most probable candidate, rather, has to be Taj al-Din
Mahmud ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Karim (d. ?), a Samarqand-based vizier
or official who served the Qarakhanids in the second half of the 6th/i2th
century. This Taj al-Din is the dedicatee of the version of the Persian romance
Bakhtiyar-nama written by Shams al-Din Muhammad Daqayiqi, who at the
time was a preacher at a mosque in Bukhara.5® The same Taj al-Din is also
praised by Rashid al-Din Watwat (d. 578/1182).54 It appears, therefore, that in
the third quarter of the twelfth century, most probably soon after the middle
of the century, al-Mas‘adi approached Taj al-Din in Samarqand seeking, and
probably receiving, his patronage.

It is possible that al-Mas‘udi secured patronage partly as a professional
astrologer and astronomer. That he was a practicing, and not only a theoretical,
astrologer is suggested by al-Razi’s report that he once visited him and found
him with a group of scholars engaged in a ‘studious and painstaking discussion’
of the natural disasters that were predicted to occur at the great planetary con-

51 Al-Tihrani, Dharia, 13, 223.

52  Atsome point before his death, al-Shahrastani returned to his native Shahrastan, a small
town in northern Khurasan.

53  The dedicatee’s name even appears in the title, Lum‘at al-siraj li-hadrat al-Taj. In some
manuscript copies, the work is titled Rahat al-arwah fi surir al-mifrah. The text confirms
that Taj al-Din was based in Samarqand (Lumat al-sir@j, 39—40; on the text and author, see
‘Daqayeqi Marvazl’ and ‘Baktiar-nama, EIr; ‘Daqayiqi Marvazr, EI3).

54  See Rawshan’s introduction to Bakhtiyar-nama, 15-16.
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junction of 29 Jumada II 582/14 September 1186.55 Al-Mas‘adi, on that occasion,
offered a passionate defence of astrology.

When he next appears, al-Mas‘adi is settled in Bukhara. He had certainly
moved there well before 575/1180, as that year is the terminus ante quem for
the response that al-Razi wrote to the Shukuk. Titled Jawabat al-mas@’il al-
bukhariyya (Response to the [Philosophical] Problems from Bukhara), al-Raz1’s
work characterises al-Mas‘adT’s text as originating from that city.>6 Al-Razi tells
us in his Munazarat that the two met frequently in Bukhara, the only dated
meeting taking place in 582/1186.57

Sadid al-Din ‘Awfl (late twelfth—early thirteenth century), a Transoxanian
contemporary of al-Mas‘adi, describes him as one of the most prominent schol-
ars in the city.%® Al-Mas‘udi is also the only contemporary figure mentioned by
his Samarqand-based colleague Ibn Ghaylan al-Balkhi in his Huduth al-‘alam,
where he refers to him twice with the title ‘the most venerable (al-gjall) shaykh
and imam), and considers him comparable to al-Ghazali with respect to his
sharpness of mind and learning.5° Likewise, the impression we are given in
al-Razr's Munazarat is that al-MasGdi was the most outstanding specialist in
philosophy in Bukhara, and probably in the whole of Transoxania, and was sur-
rounded by a circle of scholars. According to al-Razi, al-Mas‘ad1’s students of
philosophy included the aforementioned well-known Hanaf jurist Radi al-Din
al-Nisabuir1.60

Later on in his life, al-Mas‘adi either returns to his native Marw, then under
the rule of the Khwarazm-shahs, or at least visits the city, which is not far from
Bukhara. The only piece of evidence that suggests this—and indeed the only
glimpse we have into al-MasdT’s life past 582/1186—is transmitted by Yaqut
al-Hamawi (d. 626/1229) in his entry on the genealogist ‘Aziz al-Din Isma‘l ibn
al-Husayn al-Azwarqani al-Marwazi (572/u76-after 618/1221), whom he met in
Marw in 614/1217.5! Yaqut recorded ‘Aziz al-Din’s exact date of birth, and the
names of scholars with whom the latter studied literature and jurisprudence,

55  Al-Razi, Munazarat, 32—38. On this astronomical event, see Weltecke, ‘Die Konjunktion
der Planeten im September 1186'; de Callatay, ‘La Grande Conjonction de 1186

56 On the dating of the Jawabat, see Shihadeh, ‘Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Response), 2.

57  Al-Razi, Munazarat, 32.

58  ‘Awfi, Lubab al-albab, 363.

59 Ibn Ghaylan, Huduth al-‘alam, 11; 1m.

60  Al-Razi, Munagarat, 34. On al-Nisabari, see, for instance, Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-a‘yan,
5, 345. One of al-NisabauTs students, Rukn al-Din al-Qazwini, was a Shafi, unlike his
teacher (al-Razi, Munagarat, 24).

61  Yaqut al-Hamawi, Mu§am al-udab@’, 2, 652—655.
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and others from whom he narrated hadith.6? The latter are divided in Yaqat's
account into the following groups: first a group of five, whose location is not
specified, then a group of four whom ‘Aziz al-Din met in Nishapur, then one
narrator whom he met in Rayy, then two whom he met in Baghdad, ‘as well as
others in Shiraz, Herat, Shushtar and Yazd The first group includes ‘al-Imam
Sharaf al-Din Muhammad ibn Mas‘ad al-Mas‘adr, who must be our Mas‘adi,
given that the name and title are a perfect match. Although the location of this
group is not stated, it is clear from the context that they are all based in ‘Aziz
al-Din’s native Marw, where Yaqiit met him, and that this piece of information
was omitted because it was so obvious. (There is, furthermore, no evidence
that ‘Aziz al-Din ventured anywhere near Bukhara.) And indeed, of the five
names given, the three figures that I have been able to identify, other than
al-Mas‘adi, all resided in Marw—namely, Muhammad ibn ‘Umar al-S&’ighi al-
Sanji (d. 508/1201), ‘Abd al-Rahim ibn ‘Abd al-Karim al-Sam@ani (d. 618/1221),
the son of the aforementioned Sam‘ani, and Isma‘ill ibn Muhammad al-Fashani
(d. 599/1203), the preacher at the main mosque of Marw.%2 The remaining fig-
ure, a certain ‘Abd al-Rashid ibn Muhammad al-Zarqj, originates from a village
near Marw known as Zarq, and hence is almost certain to be another Marw-
based scholar.5* So, although it is unclear whether al-Mas‘adi had returned
permanently to Marw or was only visiting when he met ‘Aziz al-Din, his pres-
ence there provides further confirmation of his links to the city.

Al-Mas‘udi’s death date is unknown, but must be earlier than 605/1208, the
completion date of a manuscript in which his name is appended with the for-
mulaic prayer, ‘may God’s mercy be upon him’ (rahmat Allah ‘alay-hi).6> In
one place in his Munagarat, al-Razi, who died in 606/1210, likewise appends
al-Mas‘adi’s name with the formula, ‘may God have mercy upon him’ (rafima-
hu llah), and in another place he describes his reputation as a scholar in the
past tense, both of which points confirm that he died before al-Razi’s book was
written.6 The book is undated, but is unlikely to be one that al-Razi wrote at a
very late stage in his life. It seems safe, therefore, to propose the year 600/1204
as the terminus ante quem for al-Mas‘adT's death.

62  Yaqut al-Hamawi, Mujam al-udaba@’, 2, 652—653.

63 On al-Sanji, see, for instance, al-Dhahabi, Mushtabah, 353. On al-Fashani (rather than
al-Qashany, as in the published editions of Yaqut's Mujam al-udaba’), see al-‘Asqalani,
Tabsir al-muntabih, 3, 148. Sanj and Fashan are two villages in the vicinity of Marw
(al-Sam‘ani, Ansab, 7,165; 9, 225).

64 On the nisba al-Zarqj, see al-Samani, Ansab, 6, 267—268.

65  See the description of MS B on p. 172 below.

66  Al-Razi, Munazarat, 39; 31 (‘he was a shaykh famous for philosophy and skilfulness’).
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20 CHAPTER 1
1.3 Al-Mas‘udi’s Oeuvre

Al-Mas‘adr’s main areas of interest are philosophy, astronomy, astrology, math-
ematics, logic and jurisprudence, and he has several extant works covering all
of these subjects. In what follows, I provide brief details on the known texts,
arranged according to subject.

I General Philosophy
Al-Mas‘udi is known to have written two general philosophical works, both in
Arabic, and both extant.

1. Al-Mabahith wa-l-shukuk ‘ala kitab al-Isharat wa-l-tanbthat (Investiga-
tions and Objections on ‘The Pointers and Reminders’), an aporetic commen-
tary on selected passages in Avicenna’s Isharat. The book is discussed in detail
in the next chapter, and its extant manuscripts in Chapter 7, which introduces
the critical edition. The Shukiik is undated, but must have been written before
575/1180, which is the terminus ante quem for al-Razi’s response to this work,
the Jawabat al-mas@’il al-bukhariyya.6” And as the title of al-Raz1’s response
confirms that al-Mas‘adi wrote the Shukiuk while in Transoxania, the text prob-
ably post-dates 549/154—1155. In short, the Shukitk most likely dates to the third
quarter of the 6th/12th century. The text contains a reference to Abt 1-Barakat
al-Baghdadi (d. before 560/1164-1165) as ‘the most excellent person of our time,
whom God favoured with a superior [skill for] research and inquiry, the author
of the Mu‘tabar, may God reward his deeds and recompense him well’.68 This
may be read—considering the absence of eulogies similar to those given at the
first mention of al-Ghazali, ‘may he be blissful’ (al-sa%d) and ‘may his soul be
sanctified’ (quddisa rithu-hu)—as implying that the Shukik was written in Aba
1-Barakat'’s lifetime; but this is hardly conclusive evidence.

2. Sharh al-Khutba al-gharra’ (Commentary on ‘The Exalted Homily’). A
medium-sized commentary on a very short text by Avicenna on philosophi-
cal theology and cosmogony.®® Unlike the Shukuk, this is a full, sentence-by-
sentence exegetical commentary on the main text, in which Avicenna’s text

67 Shihadeh, ‘Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Response’, 2—3.

68  Shukiik, 215.

69  For an edition of Avicenna’s al-Khutba al-gharra’, which is also known by the titles Khut-
bat al-tamjid, al-Khutba al-tawhidiyya and al-Khutba al-ilahiyya, see Akhtar, ‘A Tract of
Avicenna’. On this text and its manuscript copies, see Gutas, Avicenna and the Aristotelian
Tradition, 509.
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is introduced by ‘the Shaykh says’, followed by ‘interpretation’ (al-sharh). Like
the Shukuk, this composition is undated, but can be dated with confidence to
the third quarter of the 6th/12th century. For in the Sharh, al-Mas‘adi cites his
astronomical work al-Kifaya fi ‘ilm al-haya, which, as we shall see, he was in
the process of writing in 549/154-1155.7° And the Sharh itself is referred to—
simply as al-Mas‘adi’s homily’ (khutabu-hu)—in al-Razi’s Jawabat, completed
before 575/1180.” There is no evidence, however, to establish the relative dating
of the Sharh and the Shukiik. As previously mentioned, the Sharh appears to be
dedicated to Taj al-Din Mahmiid ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Karim, a vizier or
official of the Qarakhanids in Samarqand.” The work is transmitted in several
manuscript copies.”®

In the preface to the Sharh, al-Mas‘adi writes that despite its terseness, Avi-
cenna’s Khutba is rich in philosophical profundities and hence deserves a
devoted commentary.”* Asking God to guide him to the truth, he seeks ‘refuge
in Him from the sway of the faculty of anger (al-quwwa al-ghadabiyya), and
from appealing to prejudice and partisanship (al-may! wa-l-‘asabiyya).”> He
adds the following curious disclaimer:

We should now proceed with our commentary on the Khutba. How-
ever, it should be known from the outset that the present commentary
is written in keeping with the methods, principles, core foundations, and
demonstrations of philosophy (innama huwa ‘ala manahij al-hikma wa-
gawanini-ha wa-qawa‘id madhahibi-ha wa-barahini-ha). Yet not all that
my tongue utters and that is set forth in my exposition concurs with what
I believe in my heart. We seek refuge in God from harbouring any beliefs
contrary to religion (shari‘a), and from following anything other than its
straight path.76

70 Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, f. 53P.

71 Al-Razi, Jawabat, 48; cf. Shihadeh, ‘Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Response), 7.

72 See pp.16-17 above.

73 Thave been able to verify the following copies: MS Istanbul, Bagdatli Vehbi 834 (the copy
cited in the present study); MS Istanbul, H. Hiisnii Paga 1243, ff. 12-582 MS Istanbul,
Ayasofya 4855, ff. 212-289?%;, MS Cairo, al-Azhar, khusust 275, ‘umuami 8171; MS Cairo,
al-Azhar, khusisi 12, ‘umuami 34260 (which seems to descend from the previous copy);
MS Najaf, Gharawiyya, unknown number.

74  Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 1P—22.

75  Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, f. 22. We return to these themes in the next section.

76 Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 22-b,
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So, unlike the Shukiik, the commentary on the Khutba is entirely expository
and never critical. We shall return to the points raised in the preface to the com-
mentary in Section 1.4 below, where some of the text’s contents are examined.

II The Sciences

Al-Mas‘udi also wrote on the sciences, particularly astronomy, astrology, mete-
orology and mathematics. The mathematician Kamal al-Din al-Farisi (d. ca.
720/1320) credits ‘Sharaf al-Din al-Mas‘adi’ with making significant advances
in algebra, but he may be confusing him with the mathematician Sharaf al-Din
al-Tasi (late 11th—early 12th c.), as al-Mas‘adi’s only surviving work on the sub-
ject shows no evidence of these advances.”

3. Al-Kifaya fi ‘ilm al-hay’a (The Compendium of Cosmography).”® Written in
Arabic, the Kifaya consists of two parts, one on astronomy, and the other on
geography.”® Al-Mas‘adi states in the course of one astronomical discussion
that he was in the process of writing the book in 549/1150, the earliest date-
able point in his life.8° It is most likely that he completed the text in the same
year. Soon afterwards, he produced a Persian translation titled Jahan-i danish,
which is undated.8! The following is the substantive part of the author’s preface
to the Kifaya—not transmitted in Jahan-i danish—where he provides informa-
tion on the organisation and sources of his book. Referring to a friend of his,
al-Mas‘adi writes:

77  See p. 24 below. Al-Farisi is quoted by Ghiyath al-Din al-Kashi (d. 833/1429) (Miftah
al-hisab, 198-199; cf. Rashed, Sharaf al-Din al-Tisi, xxxii—xxxiii [French introduction] and
xxvii [Arabic introduction], where al-FarisT's still-unpublished Usus al-gawa'id is cited).
On al-Tasi, see, for instance, the introduction of the latter source. On the confusion
between him and al-Mas‘iidi, see Al Dawiid, Jahdn-i danish.

78  This is the title given in the preface and in jahan-i danish (p. 1). In Sharh al-Khutba
al-gharra@ (f. 53°), he refers to it as al-Kifaya fi hay at al-‘alam.

79 I am aware of two extant copies of this book: MS Istanbul, Hafid Efendi 154, ff. 107°—1492,
and MS Medina, ‘Arif Hikmat g Falak (Kahhala, Muntakhab, 895).

80  Al-Mas‘udi, Kifaya, f. 114%: ... in the year in which this manual is being written, which is
the year 549 of the Hijra, or 523 in the Persian calendar’, i.e. in the Yazdigird era (on which,
see ‘Ta’rikh), EI3).

81  The date given in the Kifaya is simply translated in Jahan-i danish (44—45). The latter is
mentioned in Anasir wa ka’inat al-jaww, which was completed in 550/1155-1156. So it is
possible that al-Mas‘adi produced the Persian translation of the Kifaya immediately after
completing the Arabic original. Jahan-i danish survives in numerous manuscript copies,
and clearly had much wider circulation than the Arabic original.
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Since this friend’s traversing the paths of investigation has led him to
the study of cosmography, he sought my advice to select one of the
manuals written on the subject. I suggested the book of Abu ‘Ali ibn al-
Haytham, and [al-Kharaql's two books| Muntaha al-idrak fi tagasim al-
aflak and Kitab al-Tabsira. His own view, however, was that I should com-
pose for him, by collating the manuals just mentioned, a compendium
(mukhtasar) of approximately the same length and exactly the same
organisation as the Tabsira. He implored me to do so, but I declined and
tried to be excused [from the task], as I knew that the Tabsira was unsur-
passable in its excellence and perfection and that whoever desired to
match it had desired an impossible thing. My friend, however, pressed
on with his pleas, and urged me to agree, and I eventually had no choice
but to yield to his request. So I composed the present compendium by
excerpting the aforementioned books in accordance with his wish and
instruction, and I added to it in some places things that I had retained in
my memory from reading books on the subject other than the three men-
tioned, such as [al-Qattan al-Marwazi's] Kayhan®? shinakht, the works of
Abu I-Rayhan [al-Birtni] and Kishyar [ibn Labban al-Jili], and others. I
have titled it The Compendium of Cosmography; for it provides all that stu-
dents of this subject need [to learn].83

Two of the sources mentioned in this passage—namely, al-Kharaqi and al-
Qattan al-Marwazi—were older Marw-based contemporaries of al-Mas‘adi.34
Given the reverence he holds for both astronomers, it is conceivable that he
studied the subject with al-Kharaq, and hard to imagine him missing the
opportunity to study with al-Qattan. The latter was captured and killed by the
Oghuz when they invaded Marw in 548/1153, just months, it seems, before al-
Mas‘di completed the Kifaya in the safety of Samarqand.

4. Risala dar ma‘rifat-i ‘anasir wa ka’inat al-jaww (Epistle on Delineating the
Elements and Phenomena of the Sky). Appearing in several manuscripts under
the title Athar-i ‘ulwi (Meteorology), this is a short work in Persian, dated
550/1155-1156.8% Al-Mas‘udi refers to his astronomical work Jahan-i danish

82 Or, alternatively, Gayhan.

83  Al-Mas‘adi, Kifaya, f. 107".

84 On these two figures, see ‘Al-KharakT, El2; ‘Qattan al-Marwazt, The Biographical Encyclo-
pedia of Astronomers. Al-Qattan was a student of al-Lawkari.

85  Al-Mas‘adi, Anasir wa ka’inat al-jaww (ed. Shafi‘), 69 (which reads khamsa rather than
khamsin, an error that also appears in other manuscript copies); (ed. Danishpazhih), 110.
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twice.86 The name of the patron to whom the book is dedicated is omitted in
the extant manuscript copies (atleast the ones used for the published editions),
and replaced with ‘so-and-so’ (fulan).87

5. Majma“ al-ahkam (Compendium on [ Astrological] Interrogations). Dated
557/1162 and written in Persian, this book is dedicated to the sultan Abu l-
Mugzaffar Mas‘ad ibn Qilich Qarakhan, discussed earlier.88

6. Magqala fi hisab al-jabr wa-l-muqgabala (Treatise on Algebra). A medium-
sized manual on algebra is attributed to Sharaf al-Din Muhammad ibn Mas‘td
ibn Muhammad al-Mas‘ad1 by Tashkopriizade (d. 968/1561).8° A manuscript
copy, in 75 folios, of this work appears to be located in Tashkent, but is cur-
rently inaccessible to me.®® According to Roshdi Rashed, who had the oppor-
tunity to examine this manuscript, the book is overall an elementary algebraic
work devoted mainly to second-degree equations, and contains no biographi-
cal information on its author. The incipit states that it consists of a compilation
(intikhab) of ‘ancient and later’ sources.”!

7. Manafi‘ al-abdan (The Preservation of Bodily Health). A short work, in
Persian, on medicine.92

III Logic
Al-Mas‘adi is known to have written the following two logical texts, both on
modally ‘mixed syllogisms’ Only the first is extant. Ibn Ghaylan wrote a re-

86  Al-Mas‘adi, Anasir wa ka’inat al-jaww (ed. Shafi‘), 40; 57; (ed. Danishpazhah), 69; 92.

87  Al-Mas‘adi, Anasir wa ka@’inat al-jaww (ed. Shafi‘), 36; (ed. Danishpazhah), 63.

88  Al-Mas‘adi, Majma“al-ahkam, 101. The date given is 531 in the Persian Yazdigird era.

89  Tashkopriizade, Miftah al-sa‘ada, 1, 327; and, following him, Katib Celebi, Kashf al-zunun,
1, 857; and Siddiq Hasan Khan, Abjad al-‘ulim, 2, 207.

90  MS Tashkent, Al-Biruni Institute of Oriental Studies 10364. See Farfur and al-Hafiz, Al-
Muntaga min makhtitat ma‘had al-Bayrunt, 134 (where the title is given as Magala fi
l-hisab wa-l-jabr wa-l-muqabala wa-l-handasa).

91 Iam very grateful to Professor Rashed for confirming the authenticity of this copy, and for
generously providing me with the incipit and other helpful details. He plans to publish a
note on this text. The incipit goes as follows:

o b sl e AR ol Gl e SButial Land 21 Wil ] Gl B llis 0s
e 1y a8 e Lod L) o ond) el 30 005 L3 Y1 B 3 Lo el i o
Apladly agad) Ll C\f'r:wu\ éuchéb Jo 3l el ey

92 MS Istanbul, Fazil Ahmed Pasa 1624, ff. 30P—31°; Sesen, Fihris, 2, 383.
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sponse to both texts, which survives in a unique, titleless manuscript copy
dated 570/1174.92 The two texts, therefore, were completed prior to this date.

8. Risalat al-Mukhtalitat (Treatise on Mixed Syllogisms).%* A general manual
on mixed syllogisms, complete with tables, meant to serve as an introduction
to the study of philosophy.9® In this work, al-Mas‘adi cites the Isharat and
Shif@’ of Avicenna, the Basa@’ir of Ibn Sahlan al-Sawi, to whom he refers as
a ‘critical investigator’ (muhaqqiq) and ‘al-Qadi al-Imam’°¢ and the Tahsil of
Bahmanyar.9

9. Al-Ajwiba ‘ala I-Tawtia li-l-takhtia (Responses to ‘The Prolegomenon to the
Refutation’). Ibn Ghaylan refers to a work—now lost—Dby the title al-Ajwiba, in
which al-Mas‘adi responds to an unidentified work by Ibn Ghaylan.%8 The latter
text is simply referred to as ‘my initial treatise’ (risalati al-ula), which indicates
that it was the text that instigated the series of responses.?® Judging by the
discussion, Ibn Ghaylan’s initial text appears to be, again, on mixed syllogisms.
So I strongly suspect it is the book titled al-Tawti'a li-I-takhtia (Prolegomenon
to the Refutation), a counter-Avicennan book to which Ibn Ghaylan refers in
two of his other works, and which he describes as being ‘devoted to revealing
the mixed syllogistic forms that [Avicenna] omitted to consider in logic’10°
Whence the fuller title I have given here to al-Mas‘adr’s work.

93  MS Tehran, Kitabkhana-yi Majlis-i Shara 599, ff. 12-35°. The copy is incomplete at the
beginning, but was identified by Danishpazhah (introduction to al-SawT’s Basa’ir, 61-62).
I am grateful to Frank Griffel for providing me with a copy of this manuscript.

94  Anapparently unique copy, in approximately 19 folios, survives in a composite manuscript
belonging to the personal library of Asghar Mahdaw1 (Tehran). For details of the facsimile
edition, see the Bibliography. Neither the title nor the author’s name are given in the
manuscript, dated 596-597/1200 (the title al-Qiyasat al-hamliyya is in a later hand), but
the author was identified as al-Mas‘adi by Danishpazhuth, though he conflates him with
Muhammad ibn Mas‘ad al-Ghaznawi (introduction to al-Sawt’s Basa’ir, 61-62). The title,
Risalat al-Mukhtalitat, is given by Ibn Ghaylan (Response, e.g. ff. 252; 25°; 26V; 272; 292).

95  Al-Mas‘udi, Mukhtalitat, 308.

96  Al-Mas‘adi, Mukhtalitat, 312; 313; 317; 323; 330; 331.

97  Al-Mas‘adi, Mukhtalitat, 314.

98 Ibn Ghaylan, Response, ff. 92; 25%; 26%; 26Y; 27%; 292

99  Ibn Ghaylan, Response, ff. 15"; 232. Ibn Ghaylan is likely to have identified his ‘initial
treatise’ in the introduction to his response, which, as noted, is missing in the only known
copy.

100 Ibn Ghaylan, Tanbih, 160; cf. Hudith, 11; Shihadeh, ‘Post-Ghazalian Critic’, 141.
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Therefore, the sequence of texts is this. Ibn Ghaylan wrote the Tawtia in
response to Avicenna’s views on mixed syllogisms. Al-Mas‘adi then wrote a
response, Ajwiba, to the Tawti'a, in which he criticised some of Ibn Ghaylan’s
views as unsound (takhtia).!%! At some stage, al-Mas‘adi also wrote an inde-
pendent work on mixed syllogisms, titled Risalat al-Mukhtalitat. Finally, Ibn
Ghaylan wrote a response in which he addressed al-Mas‘adr’s views in both the
Ajwiba and the Mukhtalitat. That al-Mas‘adi wrote a response to the Tawtia
should not be taken as evidence that he was defending Avicenna against Ibn
Ghaylan—al-Ghazalj, after all, had already pronounced logic as a largely sound
discipline, which posed no threat to the teachings of revelation, but to the con-
trary could be put to their service.

1\Y Jurisprudence

The prevalent contemporary view that al-Mas‘adi followed the Hanafi school
of law is based on two indicants: the first, an entry in Katib Celeb1’s Kashf al-
gunun, which attributes a juristic book titled al-Hadi i [-furzito a certain ‘Sharaf
al-Din al-Mas‘udi ... al-Hanafi, who died in the year ..." (the two instances of
the ellipsis mark appear in the Istanbul edition and seem to signify lacunae in
the autograph manuscript).1°2 However, as I have not come across any other
reference to either this book or to a ‘Sharaf al-Din al-Mas‘udi al-HanafT, and
given the absence of a fuller name and the lacunae in the manuscript copy of
Katib Celebi’s work, we have good reason to exercise caution.!?3 The second
indicant is that al-Mas‘adi had Radi al-Din al-Nisabari, who happens to be a
Hanafi, as a student. However, as I mentioned earlier, Radi al-Din only studied
philosophy with him, and indeed his Hanaff affiliation did not pose an obstacle
to him having a ShafiT studying jurisprudence with him, namely Rukn al-Din
al-Qazwini.104

101 Ibn Ghaylan, Response, ff. 23%; 262.

102 Katib Celebi, Kashf al-zunin (Istanbul ed.), 2, 2026. Fluegel's edition (6, 470) has, ‘by
Sharaf al-Din al-Mas‘adi al-HanafT, omitting the two ellipsis marks and ‘who died in the
year'

103 For extant juristic works authored by a Muhammad ibn Mas‘ad or a Mas‘adi, or whose
titles start with ‘al-Hadt’, see al-Fihris al-shamil, 12, 576; 12, 600; 11, 363—365. A work
titled al-Hadi fi [-fura‘ was written by Mas‘ad ibn Muhammad ibn Mas‘ad al-Nisabari
(d. 578/1182-1183), who nonetheless was a Shafi (listed by Katib Celebi immediately
following the entry in question; cf. al-Baghdadi, Hadiyyat al-‘arifin, 2, 429; and al-Fihris
al-shamil, 11, 363, for extant manuscript copies).

104 Seen. 60 above.
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As I argued earlier, Sharaf al-Din seems to belong to a well-established fam-
ily of Shafiis based in Marw;!%% and I have not found a single Mas‘adi from
the city, at least in the 5th/uith and 6th/12th centuries, who happens to be a
Hanafi.196 [n the eleventh discussion in al-Razi’s Munazarat, we are told that al-
Mas‘adi held al-Ghazalt's juristic works Saifa’ al-ghalil and the Mustasfa in high
esteem. Al-Razi, himself a Shafil, lambastes both texts on scholarly grounds.1°7
Al-Ghazalt’s former book, which treats aspects of juristic analogy, frequently
criticises Abt Hanifa and is intended in part as a response to the views of the
influential Hanafl Abu Zayd al-Dabusi (d. 430/1039).1°8 Had al-Mas‘udi been a
member of the Hanafi school, he would have been inclined either to attack
it, or at least to refrain from praising it so passionately in front of a Shafi‘l.
Therefore, the discussion reported in the Munazarat must be one between two
Shafifs.

Yet the most concrete evidence of al-MasGdr's expertise in jurisprudence
and Shafi1 affiliation is the following work, which survives in a unique manu-
script copy. It, furthermore, confirms his interest in al-Ghazali’s juristic writ-
ings, already suggested in al-RazT's report.

10. Al-Muntakhab al-asghar mina l-wasit (Abridgement of the Collected
Excerpts from ‘The Middle Book’). In the preface, the author explains that he
had previously written a work comprising excerpts from al-Ghazali’s impor-
tant book of substantive law al-Wasit fi [-madhhab.?® Titled al-Muntakhab li-
Ifatawa ‘an kitab al-wastit, the longer work appears to be lost. This abridged,
or ‘shorter’ (asghar), version is extant in a unique manuscript copy housed at
Dar al-Kutub in Cairo, which I have been able to consult.!'® The title page (f.1?)

105 See pp.12-13 above.

106 See, for instance, the entry on the nisba ‘al-Mas‘adr’ in al-Sam‘ani, Ansab, 11, 306—310.

107 Al-Razi, Munagarat, 43—47.

108 Al-Ghazali, Shifa’ al-ghalil, 9. On account of his aggressive criticism of Abai Hanifa in an
earlier juristic work, the Mankhiil, al-Ghazali faced fierce opposition from contemporary
Hanafis, some even demanding his execution (see, for instance, Griffel, Al-Ghazalr’s Philo-
sophical Theology, 55; 73—74). The Shifa’ is a sequel to the Mankhil.

109 He writes (f. 1°):
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110 MS Cairo, Dar al-Kutub, Figh Shafi7 251 (previously, MS Cairo, Khidiwiyya Library 1765); cf.
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gives the author’s name as ‘al-Imam Sharaf al-Din Muhammad ibn Mas‘ad ibn
Muhammad al-Mas‘adr.

1.4 Theological Commitments

Before turning to al-Mas‘ad1’s critique of Avicennan philosophy in the Shukiik,
we should firstly try to gain an initial understanding of his own commitments
and motives, specifically whether he engaged in philosophy as a philosopher
(much like Abti 1-Barakat), or, to an extent, as a theologian (more like al-Ghazali
in the Tahafut, but without the strident polemic). For sure, there is no evidence
that he belonged to any of the established schools of theology, and neither
of his two works on philosophy exhibits any of the usual hallmarks of kalam;
but that would be to understand kalam as it is conceived and practised within
classical Ash‘arism. What we need to query is whether al-Mas‘adi may have
taken his impetus from kalam as conceived and practised by al-Ghazali,!!
which would explain his remarkable openness towards natural philosophy and
his comparatively critical stance in his treatment of philosophical metaphysics.
Answering this query—at least, at this stage, by forming a hypothesis—will
allow us to frame and interpret his critique of Avicennan philosophy in the
Shukuk; and this makes it imperative that we pursue the task at hand without
reference to this critique.

That al-Mas‘adi subscribed to positions that we would describe as theologi-
cal is readily evident in the manner in which he distances himself, in the pref-
ace to Sharh al-Khutba, from views expressed in the book that do not accord
with the teachings of revelation (though he does not specify any of the contents
or teachings in question).!'? That he had at least some involvement in kalam is
evident in his antagonism towards the Isma‘ilis, a prime target for al-Ghazali’s
combative and tactical kalam project. In Section 10 of his Mundazarat, al-Razi
reports that in one meeting al-Mas‘tid1 defended a refutation (naqd) of the
teachings of al-Hasan al-Sabbah (d. 518/1124), which al-Ghazali deploys in an
unidentified work. Unimpressed with al-Ghazal’s arguments, al-Razi discusses
one argument with his interlocutor and concludes by giving the following ver-
dict on both al-Ghazali and al-Mas‘adz:

al-Mayhi and al-Biblawi, Fihrist, 3, 278; and al-Fihris al-shamil, 10, 424. The copy consists
of 124 folios, and is undated.

111 Asexplained in Section 1.1 above.

112 See pp. 21—22 above.
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How very strange you are! You accuse people of sympathy to the enemies
of religion. However, what you do not realise is that refuting the specious
views of the godless [Isma‘lis] (mulhidun) using wretched and uncon-
vincing arguments only serves in fact to reinforce their views!!13

So al-Mas‘adi here is characterised as a theologian motivated by the defence
of certain religious tenets and the refutation of Isma‘ilism. However, although
this shows that he engages in theological activity against a particular system of
belief, it does not immediately follow that he assumes the same stance towards
other schools of thought. Opposition to Isma‘lism does not imply opposition
to philosophy; and in fact the characteristic Isma‘li principle discussed in the
section is the charismatic authority of the infallible imam, which was deemed
antithetical to both philosophical and theological rationalism.

I Al-Mas‘udr as portrayed by his contemporaries, Ibn Ghaylan and
al-Razi

Although al-Mas‘adi’s two known general philosophical works are extant,
closer inspection of these works and of contemporaneous sources reveals that
the man himself is extremely difficult to pin down. Being commentaries, both
texts give away scarce and fleeting glimpses of the commentator’s own inde-
pendent views. We do not seem to be alone, however, in finding ourselves a
little puzzled, for there is evidence that even to his contemporaries al-Mas‘ad1
appeared as a somewhat ambiguous thinker.

To his colleague Ibn Ghaylan al-Balkhi, who quotes the Shukuk in his Huduth
al-‘alam, al-Mas‘adi was a kalam theologian who, like him, was committed
to refuting Avicennan philosophy.™ In the course of contextualising his own
struggle against Avicenna’s teachings, Ibn Ghaylan complains that many of his
contemporaries had come under their influence and started to incorporate
them into their writings.!!> There are, however, important exceptions that buck
the trend, as he goes on to explain:

Not everyone who has read the books of the philosophers, understood
their discussions, and pursued!® their opinions should be suspected of
having accepted them as true and abandoned the beliefs upon which

113 Al-Razi, Munagarat, 42.

114 Ibn Ghaylan, Huduth al-‘alam, 111; n4.

115 Ibn Ghaylan, Huduth al-‘alam, 7-14.

116 Reading tafahhama ... wa-tatabba‘a, rather than yafhamu ... wa-yattabi‘u, as in the edition.
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he was raised. Such a suspicion (gann) would be a great blunder and
a heinous error: it implies that [the philosophers’] views are so sound
and evident that whoever comprehends them will accept them, so it
effectively bolsters the philosophers and reinforces their false opinions.
The truth is that one who is able to understand their discussions with
ease, and studies them perceptively, who is highly talented by nature
and capable of distinguishing truth from falsehood in what he reads,
who is swift to pick out the errors committed and unapparent fallacies
therein, and who moreover is thoroughly learned in the discipline of logic,
well-grounded in the discipline of kalam, and predisposed to engage in
rational subjects—such as the Proof of Islam Muhammad al-Ghazalj, the
venerable Shaykh and Imam Sharaf al-Din Muhammad al-Mas‘adi, and
other kalam experts who studied logic and [philosophical] metaphysics
only for the purpose just mentioned [that is, refutation]—he should not
be subject to this misplaced suspicion.!!”

Two salient points can be drawn out from this passage. To begin with, it reveals
that al-Mas‘tidi was ‘suspected’ by some of his contemporaries of being an Avi-
cennist, that is, one of those religious scholars described by Ibn Ghaylan as hav-
ing bought into Avicennan teachings in metaphysics and natural philosophy
and abandoned the teachings of Sunni theology. Second, Ibn Ghaylan coun-
ters this suspicion by characterising al-Mas‘di as a kalam theologian—not any
type of kalam theologian, but one who can aptly be classed with al-Ghazali.
According to this characterisation, al-Mas‘ad1 would be a mutakallim of the
Ghazalian type, one who has little time for systematic theology and whose
efforts are devoted to the defence of the central creeds of orthodoxy by refut-
ing competing systems of belief, which pose a real and imminent threat in the
theologian’s time and place (as opposed, for instance, to obsolete heresies).

In contrast to Ibn Ghaylan, al-Razi characterises al-Mas‘adi primarily as a
philosopher ( faylasif), introducing him in the Munazgarat as ‘a shaykh famous
for philosophy and skilfulness) and telling him at one point that he is ‘one of
the philosophers (hukama’)'.'® In the vein of this characterisation, he iden-
tifies Abu 1-Barakat’s philosophical work the Mutabar, in the preface to the
Jawabat, as the main source of the Shukuk—an association which suggests that
al-Mas‘adi pursued a comparable philosophical project.!'® In some cases, how-

117 Ibn Ghaylan, Huduath al-‘alam, 1.
118 Al-Razi, Munagarat, 31; 37.
119 Al-Raz, Jawabat, n.
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ever, al-Razi expresses this characterisation with some irony, as he observes at
several points that al-Mas‘Gdr’s views and arguments are more befitting of a
kalam theologian or a literalist reader (zahirt) of Avicenna, than of a philoso-
pher or a critical investigator.12? Al-Razi indeed seems to regard his contem-
porary’s intellectual pedigree as somewhat ambiguous—a point highlighted
most notably through the attention given in the Munagarat to the influence
that al-Ghazali had on him. This characterisation becomes apparent when his
portrayal of al-Mas‘tidi in the Mundazarat, especially in Sections g and 10, is stud-
ied closely.?! One salient theme that emerges in this portrayal is that al-Mas‘ad1
has a highly emotional, above all irascible, character. (Whether or not this is
an accurate characterisation is besides the point here.) Al-Razi describes his
anger (ghadab), sometimes giving vivid details, no less than eight times in the
book: we are told that he becomes ‘extremely angry’ in discussions, he loses
the capacity to think clearly and to speak coherently, his colour changes, his
body shakes in anger, he tends to descend to quarrel (shaghab) and imbecility
(safaha), and so forth.1?2 On the other hand, in one discussion he is described as
being predisposed to excitement: we are told that he became ecstatic ( fighayat
al-farah wa-l-surar) after purchasing books that he held in high regard, and
then after reading a passage from a work by al-Ghazali.1?3 This characterisation
may initially seem to be a frivolous attempt on al-Raz1’s behalf to present his
interlocutor in the worst possible light, but its significance increases once we
consider another salient theme in the Munagarat. Al-Mas‘ad1 himself gives us
avital clue in the preface to his commentary on the Khutba, where he links the
faculty of anger (al-quwwa al-ghadabiyya) to prejudice and partisanship (al-
maylwa-l-‘asabiyya).}?* A similar association is implicit in al-Razi’s portrayal of

120 Al-Razi, Munagzarat, 37; Jawabat, 23; 29; 46; cf. Shihadeh, ‘Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Response),
3.

121 Section 11 too centres on al-Mas‘adr’s close following of al-Ghazali (Munazarat, 43-47), but
addresses the latter’s jurisprudential works. Moreover, al-Mas‘tdi in that section remains
mostly silent, while al-Razi effectively delivers a lecture.

122 Al-Razi, Munagarat, 31; 32 (twice, in Sections 8 and 9); 34; 35; 36; 41; 42. In a ninth place,
we are told that al-Mas‘adi ‘turned red and yellow’ (Munagarat, 47), probably, in this case,
out of a sense of defeat, rather than anger!

123 Al-Razi, Munagarat, 39; 41.

124 See p. 21above. Taneli Kukkonen has kindly informed me that he is preparing a study to be
titled ‘Al-Ghazali on Anger and Spirit’, in which he explores the link that al-Ghazali makes,
particularly in Thy@’ ‘ulium al-din, between partisanship and an overdeveloped spirited part
of the soul. It seems that the link that al-Mas‘adi makes between anger and partisanship
is yet further evidence of the deep influence that al-Ghazali had on him.
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al-Mas‘adi: the way he is described in the Munagarat, he is quick to anger at
his interlocutor’s criticism of authority due to his entrenched emotive attach-
ment to certain individuals, texts, doctrines and arguments. Al-Raz1’s clearest
reference, in this text, to the aggressive partisan bias that can motivate theolog-
ical and philosophical enquiry occurs in his assessment of the heresiographi-
cal work al-Farg bayn al-firaq by the earlier Ash‘ari ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Baghdad1
(d. 429/1037), on whom he writes: ‘This Ustadh was extremely biased (shadid
al-ta‘assub) against opponents’1?5 (Al-Baghdadi is mentioned as a source for
al-Shahrastan’s al-Milal wa-l-nihal, which al-Mas‘adi held in high esteem.)

So, in the course of one discussion, and reacting to al-Mas‘td1’s anger, al-Razi
remonstrates with his interlocutor, explicitly linking dispassion to sound and
critical investigation:

If this discussion is going to be conducted on the basis of quarrel and
anger, then we had better end it! But if our purpose is to investigate and
to reflect (al-bahth wa-l-nazar), then this can only be achieved through
level-headedness and composure (al-thabat wa-l-sukun).126

Al-Razi implies that partisan bias—a motive that, he suggests, underlies some
of al-Mas‘adr’s thinking—impacts rational investigation in two major ways.
The first is that it tends to affect the manner in which one reports and inter-
prets the views of others: due to his bias, we are told, ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Baghdadi
does not report the views of non-Ash‘aris accurately, al-Ghazali misreports a
certain view of al-Hasan al-Sabbah, and in one discussion al-Mas‘udi likewise
reportedly misrepresents a view of al-Razi.1?” In the jawabat too, al-Mas‘udi is
taken to task for basing his critiques of Avicenna in the Shukitk on an uncharita-
ble reading of the Isharat, one that conveniently makes the task of objecting to
the target text all the easier.’?® The second impact, which often follows on from
the first, is that the desire to champion certain views or sources and to refute
others tends to result in uncritical, and hence frequently specious reasoning, a
point that comes to the fore in al-Raz1’s complaints against two arguments of
al-Ghazali defended by al-Mas‘tdi. The arguments themselves are of little rele-

125 Al-Razi, Munagarat, 39.

126  Al-Razi, Munagarat, 35.

127  Respectively: al-Razi, Munazarat, 39; 42; 34. In the last case, al-Razi protests in frustration
that al-Mas‘adi fails to grasp the rational (‘aglr) argument that his interlocutor put forth,
but instead imagines (takhayyala) it to be a different, much weaker argument.

128 Shihadeh, ‘Fakhr al-Din al-Raz1’s Response) 5.
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vance to our present purposes, but the bottom line is this. In the first argument,
directed against the philosophers, al-Ghazali refutes a certain philosophical
doctrine and concludes his discussion without attempting to identify or to con-
sider evidence that can be adduced in support of the doctrine in question. Al-
Razi submits that once the relevant evidence is taken into account, al-Ghazali’s
treatment is immediately exposed as ‘frivolous’ (laysa bi-shay’) and ‘extremely
weak’ (daifjiddan).2? In the second argument, al-Ghazali misreports a certain
position advocated by al-Sabbah, and goes on to attack a straw man.13°

To recap, al-Razi describes al-Mas‘tidi as a philosopher but also ascribes to
him certain traits characteristic of kalam, in particular partisan bias and moti-
vation, while Ibn Ghaylan characterises him as a Ghazali-style mutakallim and
defends him against the accusation that he was a philosopher. To his contem-
poraries, therefore, al-Mas‘udi appears to be a rather ambiguous thinker, both
in terms of the objectives of his engagement in philosophy, and accordingly of
which ‘side’ he was on. The perception that he had a foot in both camps appears
to be reflected in the two earliest manuscript copies of the Shukuk, where al-
Mas‘adi is given the honorific title, ‘the one followed by the two parties’ (mug-
tada l-fariqgayn), probably a reference to (traditional Avicennan) philosophers
and (counter-Avicennan) theologians.!3!

I Al-Mas‘udi through His Commentary on Avicenna’s al-Khutba
al-Gharra’

So we must turn to al-Mas‘adr’s own philosophical works, and try to tease

out hints of any commitments concerning questions that were subject to con-

tention either between Avicennists and theologians, or among theologians. For

the most part in the present section, we shall fix on a selection of discussions

129 Al-Razi, Munazarat, 34—38; cf. al-Ghazali, Tahafut, aff.

130 Al-Razi, Munazarat, 40—42. The view that partisan bias is inconsistent with critical inves-
tigation was, of course, widespread. On the emphasis that Avicenna lays on this, see Gutas,
Avicenna and the Aristotelian Tradition, 213—220.

131 See the description of MSS A and B on pp. 170-171 below. Traditional Avicennan philoso-
phers and their critics are referred to as ‘two parties’ ( farigayn) by al-Razi (Mabahith, 1, 4;
see pp. 3—4 above). I am grateful to Frank Griffel for bringing to my attention that the same
title, ‘qudwat al-farigayn’, appears to be given to al-Ghazali in one or more manuscript
copies of his al-Madnun al-saghir (p. 89), also known as Nafkh al-rith wa-l-taswiya. The
phrase is transmitted only in early editions of the text published in Cairo. Another reading
of the title in al-Mas‘adT’s case is that the ‘two parties’ are Shafi‘is and Hanafis; how-
ever, a reference to schools of law seems out of place in the incipit of a philosophical
work.
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in the commentary on Avicenna’s al-Khutba al-gharra’, and shall refer to the
Shukuk sparingly, and only on the rare occasions where a theological point is
stated explicitly.

Before we begin to interpret Sharh al-Khutba, we must first revisit the two
provisos expressed in the preface. The first is that the commentator eschews
‘prejudice and partisanship’, which effectively indicates that he interprets Avi-
cenna’s text neutrally and entirely on Avicenna’s terms, and thus refrains from
raising objections to his views or arguments. His commentary, as he states,
‘is written in keeping with the methods, principles, core foundations, and
demonstrations of [Avicennan] philosophy’. The second proviso, following on
from the first, is that some contents of the commentary do not correspond
to the commentator’s views, since his objective is only to expound Avicen-
nan philosophy. In most cases, therefore, it is impossible, on the basis of the
text alone, to identify views that al-Mas‘ad1 does accept from those that he
does not. We can look for clues in subtle nuances in the text. For instance,
in some discussions, he reports the philosophers’ views and introduces them
by, ‘they say’ (galu, yaquluna, dhakara), which suggests that the commenta-
tor intends to distance himself somewhat from the views in question. And in
a small number of discussions, he seems to defend certain Avicennan views
as concurring with the teachings of revelation, along lines that we do not
encounter in Avicennan texts, which suggests genuine eagerness to cham-
pion these views. Neither, however, is a reliable criterion for ascertaining the
author’s own commitments; for at least one discussion is interspersed with the
expression ‘they say’, but all the same, concludes with the type of defence just
described.

With this constraint in mind, we may now turn to our selection of discus-
sions. The problems are predominantly of philosophical theology, and in what
follows are arranged thematically.

1. God’s attributes and simplicity. In the Sharh, al-Mas‘adi expounds a thor-
oughly Avicennan theory of God’s nature emphasising his absolute oneness
and simplicity. We are told that God ‘has no essence over and above His exis-
tence’; for if an entity possesses an essence, existence would be accidental to
its essence and hence caused, and it is impossible for God’s existence to be
caused.!32 The commentator also explains that since God is absolutely one, and
thus cannot have a multiplicity of aspects ( jiha, haythiyya) to His nature, it is

132 Al-Mas‘udi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 152->. On Avicenna’s conception of God’s uniqueness and
simplicity, see Adamson, ‘From the Necessary Existent to God’, 177 ff.
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AL-MAS‘UDI’'S LIFE AND CAREER, IN CONTEXT 35

impossible for any attribute, generated or pre-eternal, to be superadded to His
being and to subsist in Him.!33

This conception of divine simplicity underpins al-Mas‘Gdr’'s commentary on
the divine names invoked by Avicenna at the beginning of his homily. The
commentator explains that a word can refer to a thing in one of six ways: either
(1) the word signifies fully the essence of the thing (e.g. human’ when said of
Zayd); (2) the word signifies the essence, not wholly but in part (e.g. ‘animal’
when said of Zayd); (3) the word signifies, not the essence of the thing, but an
accident inhering in it (e.g. ‘white’ when said of Zayd); (4) the word signifies
an accident, which inheres in the thing, but has a connection to a different
thing (e.g. knower’ when said of Zayd, as it requires an object of knowledge); (5)
the word signifies a relative attribute (sifa idafiyya) of the thing (e.g. ‘generous’
when said of Zayd, on account of acts related to him); or (6) the word signifies
a negation, or privation, characteristic of the thing (e.g. ‘needy’ when said of
Zayd, on account of his lack of wealth).13* The commentary then submits that
the names of God can only be of the first, fifth or sixth types, since none of
these presupposes multiplicity in His nature, whereas the second, third and
fourth types do. In other words, divine names either refer to the reality of God
in its fullness—that is, His necessary existence—or denote relations between
God and other things, of which He is their ultimate cause, or denote negative
attributes.!35 Al-Mas‘adi writes:

In a nutshell (‘ala l-jumla), research and investigation reveal that all of
the names and attributes of God, exalted, refer either [1] to His essence!36
(dhat) (such as ‘God,, ‘Living), ‘Self-subsisting’ [al-Qayyim], ‘All-Knowing),
‘All-Hearing), ‘All-Seeing’, and the like), though some of these are likely
combined of the first and sixth types, or [2] to acts related to His essence
(such as ‘Producer’, ‘Creator’, ‘Sustainer’, ‘Merciful, ‘Compassionate), and
thelike), or [3] to things negated with respect to His essence (such as ‘One,,
‘Self-Sufficient’, and the like).137

133 Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 144—152; cf. f. 38P.

134 Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 2°-3Y; cf. Avicenna, Mantig, 1.5, 28 ff. Al-Mas‘adi goes on
to explain how four divine names mentioned at the beginning of Avicenna’s text can be
interpreted along these lines (ff. 3b—52).

135 On Avicenna’s account of ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ divine attributes, see Ilahiyyat, VIIL.4—s5,
343—354; cf. Adamson, ‘From the Necessary Existent to God..

136  Which, of course, is none other than His existence.

137  Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 4°—52.
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A detailed exposition (tafsil) of these names, he adds, goes beyond the
book’s scope and should be sought in more extensive works on ‘the higher
science’ (al-ilm al-a‘la), by which he means metaphysics, more specifically
philosophical theology.

In the Shukitk, however, al-Mas‘adi appears to champion a different con-
ception of God’s nature, as he raises a doubt concerning the notion that ‘the
Necessary of Existence is one in all respects and contains no multiplicity what-
soever. He contends that even though the existence of an uncaused cause,
which is necessary of existence, can be established,

... what is beyond that—namely, His reality being necessary existence,!38
or His reality being necessary existence that is unconnected to an essence,
or in which no attribute can possibly subsist—none of this follows from
that [i.e. from proving the Necessary of Existence]. There is in fact no evi-
dence for this at all. Moreover, it is not impossible that the essence (dhat)
of the First be necessary, and that His attributes too—including knowl-
edge, power, will and all other [attributes] that He can possibly have—Dbe
necessary and not dependent on a cause, such that they have always been
existent with the essence without being caused, just as the essence itself
is uncaused. The existence of existents would accordingly proceed from
Him through the pre-eternal will subsisting in the essence.!3°

This is al-Mas‘adr’s final word on the question of divine simplicity and attri-
butes in the Shukuk, and it accords unmistakably with the Ash‘ari theory that
certain attributes are distinct from, and subsist in, God’s essence. Classical
Ash‘aris recognise seven such attributes—namely, life, knowledge, will, power,
sight, hearing and speaking—and consider them to be pre-eternal and
uncaused. They contend that though divine will is pre-eternal, it can produce
things in time without itself undergoing change.#? Al-Mas‘adi proposes this
conception of God’s attributes as one that, in his view, Avicenna fails to exclude,
but he does not attempt to defend it any further. Nonetheless, it may betray an
underlying commitment of his.

138 The text reads rather awkwardly here: ‘kawni-hi hagiqgat wujub al-wujad’ literally means
‘His being the reality of necessary existence’

139 Shukuk, 275-276.

140 See, for instance, al-Ghazali, Igtisad, 102 ff.
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2. Cosmogony. Commenting on Avicenna’s statement, ‘He acts only by way
of atemporal creation (la yaf'alu illa ibda‘an), al-Masadi remarks that ‘this is
based on one of the principal doctrines (as! kabir) of the philosophers’*! An
act (fi?) is produced by its agent, he explains along Avicennan lines, either
voluntarily or through a process of involuntary overflowing ( fayadan); and
the latter can be either a natural occurrence, if the agent lacks knowledge
of its effect, or an act of munificence (jud), if the agent knows its effect.
God’s acts proceed from Him by way of munificence, and not voluntarily, since
voluntary action must be motivated by some need, or imperfection, which the
agent seeks to fulfil, whereas God is self-sufficient and perfect. And since His
action is involuntary, but proceeds from, and by virtue of, His being, it cannot
have a beginning in time, as that would entail that God undergoes change,
which is impossible on account of His absolute simplicity.!4? Al-Mas‘adi goes
on to summarise Avicenna’s refutation of the doctrine of temporal creation,
introducing it as follows:

They also substantiate this view [that is, atemporal creation] in a different
way, which is [this]: they lay down their doctrine that God, exalted, never
produces an act out of a voluntary end, and they grant, for the sake
of argument (musamahatan), rather than as a genuine conviction, that
it is possible for Him, exalted, to act by way of choice and [voluntary]
intention. [From this,] however, they then argue: If we postulate that He,
exalted, existed while His act (that is, the world) did not exist, it will be
impossible for it to exist subsequently ...143

He then summarises the ensuing reductio ad absurdum, by which Avicenna
refutes the doctrines that God acts voluntarily and hence that the world came
to be in time.!** It is noteworthy in the passage just quoted and elsewhere in
this discussion that the Avicennan views and dialectical tactics are reported
second-hand, and not explicitly endorsed.

Notwithstanding, and aware of the controversy surrounding the theory of
the pre-eternity of the world, al-Mas‘adi goes on to make the following case in
defence:

141 Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, f. 25°.

142 Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 25°—27%; cf. Avicenna, llahiyyat, IX.1, 379—381.
143 Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, f. 27°.

144 Al-Mas‘udi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 27°—292.
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Let it not occur to you that this amounts to asserting that the world is
pre-eternal and denying that it is generated. Not at all! For that would be
contrary to religion and [true] belief—God forbid (hasha) that philoso-
phy come into conflict with the true [teachings of] revelation! However,
the agreement (muwafaqa) between revealed discourses (al-khitabat al-
sharyya) and philosophical investigations can only be recognised by one
who is assisted by God, exalted, and who has strived his utmost to acquire
them, until he attained the optimum in both. Quite often [you find] a
perfect scholar of religion, who nonetheless has no learning in philoso-
phy, or an expert in philosophy, but whose soul nonetheless has not been
elevated (tasharrafa) by religious learning! Neither would recognise the
agreement between the two in detail (ma‘rifa juz’iyya), though they may
recognise it in general terms.145

This passage is one of the hardest to interpret in the commentary on the
Khutba, as al-Mas‘tdi here departs from the standard ‘script’ of offering a
neutral account of Avicennan philosophy, and goes to the trouble of defending
the philosopher’s doctrine of atemporal creation. However, it is impossible to
tell whether this heartfelt defence attests that al-Mas‘tdi genuinely champions
this doctrine, or is simply an aspect of the commentator’s aim of presenting
Avicennan philosophy in a positive light. As we shall see in the next chapter,
the doctrine of the pre-eternity of the world is one that al-Mas‘adi appears to
oppose in the Shukuk.

The discussion following the passage just cited explains that Avicenna'’s cos-
mogony should not be read as amounting to an affirmation of the pre-eternity
of the world. The pair of expressions ‘muhdath’ and ‘gadim’, he writes, can
have three senses. The first is ‘new’ and ‘old), which are clearly irrelevant. The
second is ‘temporally generated’ (muhdath zamani), i.e. a thing whose exis-
tence is preceded by time, and ‘infinite in the past’ (qadim zamant), i.e. a
thing whose existence is not preceded by time. In this sense, one can state
that time and certain parts of the world, in particular the celestial spheres,
are pre-eternal, but not that the world as such is pre-eternal, since many
parts of the world, ‘such as animals, plants, etc., come to be in time and are
not pre-eternal. Such a view, al-Mas‘adi opines, does not contradict revela-
tion, ‘for revelation never contradicts reality; revelation never states that black
is not a colour, or that the human being is not an animal’#6 Although this

145 Al-Mas‘udi, Sharh al-Khutba, f. 292.
146  Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, f. 30°.
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assessment of revelation is meant as a defence of an Avicennan doctrine, it
does not itself draw on Avicenna’s theory of prophecy, according to which
the theological contents of scripture contain only a modicum of truth, and
consist largely of images that have little or no correspondence to reality, but
serve to motivate ordinary people to abide by the Law.14” Al-Mas‘adT’s asser-
tion that ‘revelation never contradicts reality’ accords instead with the domi-
nant kalam position on the epistemic status of scripture, according to which
knowledge of reality is attained principally through reason, and if any con-
tents of scripture appear to contradict reality the theologian must resort to
figurative interpretation (ta’wil) to resolve what will be deemed to be a prima
facie contradiction. That said, we are not told exactly how Avicenna’s denial
of the notion that God created the world voluntarily and in time can be rec-
onciled with revealed statements adduced to corroborate this conception of
creation.

The third sense of ‘muhdath’ and ‘gadim’ is ‘generated on account of its
essence’ (muhdath dhati, muhdath bi-lI-dhat), i.e. a thing whose existence is
essentially posterior to another, and ‘non-generated on account of its essence’
(gadim dhati, gadim bi-l-dhat), i.e. a thing whose existence is not posterior to
another.8 In this sense, only God is not posterior to anything (gadim); and to
assert that the world too is gadim ‘would be contrary to both revelation and
reason’. Al-Mas‘adi concludes:

You have come to know [1] the meanings of ‘muhdath’ and ‘gadim’, and
[2] that what all revelations agree upon—namely, that the world is gen-
erated and not non-generated—is confirmed by philosophy, and cannot
be denied by any philosopher, and [3] that temporal generation, which
the mind unambiguously negates with respect to time and some parts of
the world, is something that revelation does not contradict, and [4] that
it is inconceivable for two sound-minded and impartial individuals to be
in substantive (ma‘nawi) disagreement over this question, though [they
may have] a linguistic (lafzi) [disagreement].14°

Revelation, accordingly, agrees with philosophy in that it teaches that the world
is generated, not in the second sense of being created in time in its entirety,

147 Avicenna, Ilahiyyat, X.2. 441-443; cf. Michot, La destinée de [’homme, 30ff.

148  Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 292312, Essential priority and posteriority are introduced
earlier in the work (ff. 182-19); cf. Avicenna, Ilahiyyat, IVa, 163 ff.

149 Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, f. 312.
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but in the third sense. The text, however, does not elaborate on this reading of
scriptural cosmogony.15°

Alittle later in his commentary, al-Mas‘Gdi turns to another ‘one of the prin-
cipal doctrines of the philosophers) this time the Avicennan principle that from
a cause that is absolutely one, only one effect can derive (al-shay’ al-wahid la
yasduru ‘an-hu illa shay’ wahid).15! This principle has various applications in
Avicenna’s philosophy, chief among which being his version of the Neopla-
tonic account of the procession of multiple existents from the One.152 Avi-
cenna argues that being an absolutely simple efficient cause, the First Cause
only produces a single effect, namely the First Intellect, whose coming-to-be
ushers the first instance of multiplicity. Al-Mas‘adi reports in second-hand
fashion how Avicenna’s premise is substantiated. The principle, we are told,
is evident and in need of no proof; however, a reminder (tanbih) is offered
for the benefit of those who do not readily assent to it.153 This is followed by
an account of Avicenna’s broader theory of emanation, which explains the
coming-to-be of multiplicity out of an absolutely simple Cause.’>* No reference
is made, however, to the theological complaints raised against this conception
of God’s activity; what is more, at the end of the discussion this conception is
said to be confirmed by the Prophetic tradition, ‘The first thing that God cre-
ated was the intellect’!5® In the Shukuk, by contrast, the doctrine that from
one only one effect proceeds is criticised in a dedicated discussion (Section
11).156

3. God can be seen. Commenting on Avicenna’s statement, ‘Vision cannot
perceive Him), al-Mas‘@idi goes on to examine the nature of sense perception
and the workings of the internal and external senses, concluding that none of
these senses has the ability to perceive God.!>” The discussion, nonetheless, is

150 Of course, as several medieval commentators pointed out, the Qur’an nowhere states that
the world is created ex nihilo. Yet one always expects a reading such as the one advanced
in the Sharh to be supported with evidence, given its radical departure from the standard
theological position.

151 Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 412-b,

152 On this principle, see pp. 74—75 below.

153 Al-Mas‘udi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 41°—42P.

154 Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 4212—50b.

155 Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, f. 50°. The hadith is widely regarded as unsound among
traditionists (for an extended discussion, see al-Zabidi, Ithaf, 1, 453—455).

156  Shukuk, 275—278.

157 Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 52—102. Avicenna here paraphrases Q. 6.103.


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/

AL-MAS‘UDI’'S LIFE AND CAREER, IN CONTEXT 41

appended with the following remark, the only reference made in the book to
either al-Ghazali or a theological source:

Do not think, however, that this negates that God, exalted, can be seen.
The correct doctrine (al-madhhab al-haqq) is that God, exalted, may
be seen, but cannot be perceived through vision. The reality of ‘seeing’
(rwya) is different from the reality of ‘perception through vision' As to
what that reality is, and how it can be affirmed while negating perception
through vision, this is not the right place to explain it. Whoever desires
to know this should seek it in al-Igtisad fi l-i‘tigad by al-Imam al-Ghazalj,
the Proof of Islam, may his noble soul be sanctified.!58

The position that al-Ghazali defends in the Igtisad, mainly against the Mu*-
tazila and secondarily against the anthropomorphists, is the standard Ash‘arl
doctrine that God can be seen without Him being in any way corporeal.’® In
the course of his discussion, he briefly explains his conception of seeing God in
the Sufi-inspired terms of witnessing (mushahada) and unveiling (kashf').16°
What transpires from the above passage—specifically, the reference to the
Igtisad and the characterisation of the Ash‘ari doctrine as ‘al-madhhab al-
hagq'—is that al-Mas‘adi genuinely subscribes to this doctrine. It seems that he
permits himself here to slot in his passing endorsement of this non-Avicennan
theological doctrine because it does not clash, at least in any direct and obvious
way, with Avicennan doctrines.

4. Atomism. As expected, al-Mas‘Gdl's commentary on the Khutba offers a per-
fectly Avicennan brand of hylomorphism. For instance, we are told that body
consists of the combination of two things: matter, which is pure potential-
ity, and corporeal form (sira jismiyya), which provides matter with actuality
and three-dimensional continuity.!®! A species form is produced by the Active
Intellect as soon as a material substrate acquires the preparedness (isti‘dad) to
receive it.162 And so forth. In the Shukiik, by contrast, the theory of corporeal
form is criticised, as we shall see in Chapter 6.

158 Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 103D,

159 Al-Ghazali, Igtisad, 60-73.

160 Al-Ghazali, Igtisad, 67—69. For a discussion of al-Ghazali’s position, see Treiger, Inspired
Knowledge, 481f.

161 Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 12>-13P.

162  Al-Mas‘tdi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 4°; 54552
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In one discussion in the commentary on the Khutba, al-Mas‘udi appears to
reveal a genuine commitment to hylomorphism. He writes that ‘some
people’—by whom he clearly intends the theologians—reject the view that
body is infinitely divisible in favour of the theory of the indivisible part, and he
adds that there are ‘numerous proofs’ to affirm the former view and to refute
the latter. Summarising one such proof, which he borrows from Avicenna,63
he remarks:

What the rejectors [ of the theory that matter is infinitely divisible] adduce
are weak and flimsy statements that boil down to mere condemnations
[of ideas] as doubtful or [intellectually] offensive, none of which [con-
demnations] reach the level of persuasiveness, not to mention demon-
strativeness. A friend once asked me in the past to work out something
that could be relied upon in defending their doctrine, [i.e. atomism],
so I did that and developed [a proof] starting from true geometrical
premises.!64

The argument devised by al-Mas‘aidi, which is of little relevance to our present
purposes, is a version, articulated in geometrical terms, of the earlier kalam
argument that when a sphere is in contact with a flat surface, the point of con-
tact between the two must be indivisible, from which it may be inferred that
the point of contact is an indivisible atom.165 Al-Mas‘adi, however, immediately
goes on to confute the proof, arguing that even though the point of contact is
indivisible, it cannot consist of an indivisible particle.!66 The autobiographical
element in the passage unambiguously attests al-Mas‘0d1’s opposition to atom-
ism and commitment to hylomorphism.

5. Eschatology. The concluding discussion in Sharh al-Khutba, on ‘the condi-
tions of the soul after death’, explains Avicenna’s position on the happiness or
suffering that human souls experience after the death of the body according to
their degree of perfection or imperfection. One rank of human souls includes
those that had already become intellectually perfected, but are immersed in

163  Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 59°—60?; cf. Avicenna, Tabiiyyat, LIIL4, 282—284; cf.
McGinnis, Avicenna, 75—76.

164 Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, f. 602.

165 Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 602-61%; cf. al-Shahrastani, Nihayat al-agdam, 507 (where
a simpler version of the argument is attributed to al-Juwayni).

166  Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 613-P,


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/

AL-MAS‘UDI’'S LIFE AND CAREER, IN CONTEXT 43

bodily pleasures; these souls will suffer greatly after they become separated
from their bodies. However, because a soul’s attraction to the body is an acci-
dental disposition, its suffering will after a while come to an end, and it will
then become happy by virtue of the perfection it had achieved. ‘For this rea-
son’, al-Mas‘ad1 remarks, ‘Sunnis do not hold that believers who commit major
sins will spend an eternity (khuliid)’ in hell.'67 Of course, this Sunni doctrine—
the antithesis of Khariji and Mu‘tazili doctrines that condemn the committer
of a major sin to everlasting punishment in hell—was based, not on ratio-
nal grounds, as suggested here, but on scriptural evidence (e.g. Q. 4.48).168
Al-Mas‘adi’s observation seems to be a further small attempt to reconcile an
Avicennan theory with Sunni theology.

In conclusion, despite the clues as to the commentator’s commitments and
motives, which the commentary on the Khutba provides us, all in all the picture
it paints is, once again, inconclusive. It is impossible to tell on the basis of
the text alone which Avicennan views hold good for the commentator. What
is clear, however, is that theology was at the back of al-Mas‘adr’s mind: he
is aware of the points of conflict between philosophers and theologians, and
he occasionally attempts to allude to, or to incorporate, theological doctrines.
On the balance of the evidence, it appears that these doctrines are overall
associated with Ash‘arism. Al-Mas‘udi, of course, was a Shafi'T and heavily
influenced by al-Ghazali; so it is unsurprising that his philosophical works
should exhibit the influence of Ash‘ari teachings.

167  Al-Mas‘adi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 692-b.
168 For instance, al-Juwayni, Irshad, 385-389.
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CHAPTER 2

The Shukitk: Aporetic Commentary

In the following chapters, we conduct four case studies in which the contents
of five sections of the Shukuik are closely examined. Here in the present chapter,
we offer an overview of the organisation and contents of al-Mas‘td1’s work, and
areading of the broader motives and method that underlie the book, partly by
drawing on some of the findings of the ensuing chapters.

2.1 Two Genres: Aporetic Commentary (Shukitk), Exegetical
Commentary (Sharh)

The broader intellectual context within which al-Mas‘tdi operated, comprising
exponents and critics of Avicennan philosophy, has already been explored at
the outset of our previous chapter; and that is certainly the most important
background against which the Shukitk must be interpreted. As we shall see in
detail in what follows, al-Ghazali's Tahafut and Abu 1-Barakat’s Mutabar are
the only sources explicitly referenced in the book, alongside the Isharat (and
in one place Euclid). Besides these intellectual trends and sources, we must
also consider the textual genealogy of al-Mas‘adi’s work, in particular where it
is positioned in relation to two distinct commentarial traditions, namely the
genre of philosophical and scientific aporetic commentaries and the tradition
of exegetical commentaries dedicated to individual Avicennan philosophical
texts.!

1 My proposed distinction between aporetic and exegetical commentaries differs from Robert
Wisnovsky’s distinction between ‘problem commentaries’ and ‘system commentaries’ (‘Avi-
cennism and Exegetical Practice’; ‘Avicenna’s Islamic Reception, 198-199); the former dis-
tinction focuses on the function of a commentary, whereas the latter focuses primarily on
scope. Wisnovsky classes al-Razi’s response to the Shukuk, the Jawabat, and Sayf al-Din al-
AmidT’s response to al-Razi’s comprehensive commentary on the Isharat, Kashf al-tamwihat,
as problem commentaries, whereas I class them as exegetical commentaries, as I shall explain
shortly. It should be noted here that the distinction between aporetic and exegetical commen-
taries is meant not as an exhaustive taxonomy, but first and foremost to delineate aporetic
texts as a discrete genre. The distinction seems to become less applicable in post-thirteenth-
century Arabic philosophy.

© KONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2016 | DOI:10.1163/9789004302532_004
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the cc-BY-NC 4.0 License.
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THE SHUKUK: APORETIC COMMENTARY 45

1. The tradition of aporetic commentaries (shukuk). Al-Mas‘Gd1 originally
conceived his book within the genre of aporias, which had already become a
small, but well-established specialist genre in Arabic science and philosophy.2
The two most important earlier representative texts, originating respectively
from the early fourth/tenth and early fifth/eleventh centuries, are Abt Bakr
al-Razi’s al-Shukuk ‘ala kalam fadil al-atibba’ Jalinus ft [-kutub allati nusibat ilay-
hi (Problems Raised Concerning Views of Galen, the Most Eminent of Physicians,
in the Books Attributed to Him) and Ibn al-Haytham’s aporias on Ptolemy, al-
Shukuk ‘ala Batlamyus.® Al-Mas‘di is very likely to have been familiar with
the latter book, in view of his interest in the mathematical sciences, especially
astronomy. In the preface to his astronomical work the Kifaya, he names Ibn
al-Haytham’s highly influential book Hayat al-‘alam as one of his principal
sources, and later on in the same work cites his treatise on ‘winding motion’
(harakat al-iltifaf ).+

So how do aporetic texts differ from refutations, which may be marked
by a variety of labels, such as ibtal, radd and naqd, depending on discipline
and context? To answer this question, I propose that the expression shakk (pl.
shukiik) denotes a problem, or objection, that tends to be relatively narrow in
scope and limited in its implications. The import of the expression, accordingly,
depends on whether an author employs it with reference to objections that he
himself raises, or to objections raised against views which he supports.

The former sense gives us dedicated aporetic works, which typically consist
of collections of problems, or puzzles, that the author raises concerning views,
mostly of a theoretical nature, propounded by an eminent individual in one or
more of his works. The target individual and his works will always be responsi-
ble for laying the foundations of a major system within a certain field of schol-
arship, and will therefore have an authoritative status in that field. The author
of the aporetic text is normally an insider to the field, but one who nonethe-
less is more or less unsatisfied with the authoritative system in question. Being

2 We shall confine the present discussion to this genre. Outside the genre, aporias played a
central role in ancient and medieval-Arabic philosophy, which is of little relevance to our
present purposes. For a broader discussion of aporias, see Rescher, Aporetics.

3 For a summary of the contents of Ibn al-Haytham'’s work, see Saliba, ‘Arabic Planetary Theo-
ries, 75 ff.

4 See p. 23 above; al-Mas‘adi, Kifaya, f. 124%; cf. Jahan-i danish, 75-76. Ibn al-Haytham’s trea-
tise on winding motion is lost. He also wrote another work on the subject, in which he
responded to problems raised by a contemporary against certain views of Ptolemy (published
as Hall shukuk harakat al-iltifaf’). On these works, see Sabra, ‘Configuring the Universe’, 298 {t.;
Rashed, ‘Celestial Kinematics), 9 ff.
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46 CHAPTER 2

an insider, the author critiques the target system with a degree of precision—
hence the appropriateness of the term shakk—and does not launch a sweeping
attack that would threaten to demolish the field altogether.? So he identifies
problems and collates them in a dedicated work, which is then presented as a
critique of the system as represented by the target sources. The objections can
be minor, but they are often major and query fundamental theoretical princi-
ples of the system criticised. In some cases, the objector is motivated to raise
his objections out of opposition to the views criticised, or to the broader sys-
tem if the views in question are major or core components thereof. However,
the problems raised can also be open-ended puzzles that are genuinely high-
lighted as being in need of resolution.

According to Abu Bakr al-Razi, objections can be addressed in either of two
ways—this, he tells us, is how Galen, had he been alive, would have dealt with
al-Razi’s objections.® The first is to advance a solution (kall) to the problem,
which may refine the target system making it more robust and fortified than
before. The second possible outcome is for the exponent of the target view
to abandon (raja‘a ‘an) it, presumably in favour of a different view altogether.
To this, we may add that a solution to the objection can be achieved in two
ways: it can interpret the target text or view and thereby expose the objection
as specious or off the mark, or it can resolve the problem by proposing an
emendation or a supplement to the target system, without having to relinquish
any of its defining premises.

As I have already suggested, the expression ‘shakk’ implies narrowness in
the scope and implications of a criticism, and that when used to refer to the
author’s own arguments it accordingly implies that they are precise and made
from an insider’s perspective. In contrast, when used to designate objections
raised by adversaries against views championed by the author, the label ‘shakk’
often acquires a negative sense, namely that the objections in question are
insignificant or trivial. This, for instance, is the sense intended by Avicenna
when he uses the expression to label arguments deployed by atomists against
hylomorphism.”

5 This outlook is evident, for instance, in Ibn al-Haytham, Shukik, 3—4. On account of the
broad scope of the attack that al-Ghazali deploys against Avicenna’s metaphysics, the Tahafut
should be classed as a refutation, rather than an aporetic text (though it should be added that
refutation texts are of different types and do not always involve the complete rejection of all
views criticised).

6 Abu Bakr al-Razi, Shukuik, 40—41.

7 Avicenna, Tabi%yyat, 11115, 302 ff.
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2. Exegetical Commentaries on Avicennan texts. Typically identified by the
labels ‘sharh’ or sometimes ‘tafsir’, exegetical commentaries constitute a dis-
tinct genre; and for a work to qualify as belonging to this genre it must pro-
vide substantial exposition of the text commented on, either in full or in part,
though it may fulfil other functions over and above the purely expository. By
the mid twelfth century, the tradition of commentaries on Avicennan texts was
still very much in its nascence. There is evidence that the Isharat, which later
became the centre of a long and venerable exegetical tradition, had already
been attracting a good deal of interest, but by al-Mas‘tdr’s time had yet to
receive a fully fledged commentary.® According to al-Razi, being a short and
difficult text full of philosophical profundities, the Isharat challenged his con-
temporaries to understand its abstruse contents and to resolve the numerous
philosophical and exegetical problems it raised, yet none succeeded in this
endeavour.® The only commentary known to have been written on the Isharat
before al-Mas‘tdi composed his Shukiik, or probably around the same time, is
attributed to Zahir al-Din al-Bayhaqi (d. 565/1170), though we have no extant
copies of this work or information on how complete and substantial it was.!®
In any case, al-Bayhaqi’s commentary, to my knowledge, is never cited in later
philosophical literature, and should not be credited with initiating the exeget-
ical tradition on the Isharat. We also have Ibn Ghaylan’s expression of intent
to write a refutation (hence, not an exegetical commentary) of selected parts
of the Isharat, to be titled al-Tanbih ‘ala tamwihat kitab al-Tanbihat (Drawing
Attention to the Sophisms of the [ Pointers and] Reminders), though it is unclear
whether or not he did undertake this project.!! At any rate, the extant work
titled Hudluith al-‘alam, in which Ibn Ghaylan announces these plans, post-dates
the Shukiik, so the Tanbih is likely to have been intended as a sequel to al-
Mas‘adi’s work.2

As a distinct sub-class of exegetical commentaries, a small genre of counter-
aporetic texts emerged in parallel to aporetic texts. These super-commentaries
generally offer ‘solutions’ (hall), or ‘responses’ ( jawab), which resolve prob-
lems raised in aporetic commentaries, either by exposing the objections as
off-target, or through the expository reinterpretation of the main text, or by

8 On this, see Shihadeh, ‘Al-Raz1’s Shark, Section III.

9 Al-Razi, Sharh, 1, 2—3.

10 Yaqat al-Hamawi, Mujam al-udaba@’, 4, 1763.

11 Ibn Ghaylan, Huduth al-‘alam, 11;128; Shihadeh, ‘Post-Ghazalian Critic) 141.

12 As pointed out already, Ibn Ghaylan praises al-Mas‘tdi and cites his Shukak (Huduth
al-‘alam, 111; pp. 29—30 above).
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refining and developing aspects of the target system expounded therein. To
all intents and purposes, therefore, the first of the long series of exegetical
commentaries to be penned on the Isharat is al-Razi’s Jawabat, the counter-
aporetic super-commentary he wrote in response to al-Mas‘adi’s Shukuik, which
is high on expository content. The Jawabat can properly be termed a ‘sharf’;
and indeed, as I showed elsewhere, al-Razi himself refers to it simply as ‘Sharh
al-Isharat’ in the Mabahith, which predates his comprehensive commentary on
the Isharat.!® The latter is, of course, the first major exegetical commentary to
be written on Avicenna’s text.!* In the same vein, Sayf al-Din al-Amidi’s Kashf
al-tamwihat fi sharh al-Tabihat (Exposing the Sophisms in ‘The Commentary on
the [Pointers and]| Reminders’), which responds to various contents of al-Razl’s
comprehensive commentary, especially its aporetic content, should be classed
as an exegetical commentary (sharh).1>

Earlier in the sixth/twelfth century, before the Isharat became the focus of
a commentarial tradition, two other general philosophical texts of Avicenna
appear to have enjoyed this privilege.!® The text of choice for longer com-
mentaries was the Najat, which received at least two commentaries, namely
a three-volume commentary by Zahir al-Din al-Bayhaqi,'” now lost, and one by
a certain Fakhr al-Din Muhammad ibn ‘Ali ibn Abi Nasr al-Isfara’ini al-Nisabuari,
about whose life we know nothing though judging by the contents of the com-
mentary he appears to have lived in the mid twelfth century.!® Al-Isfara’in1’s
commentary survives in several manuscripts, and is largely expository. The

13 Shihadeh, ‘Al-Razi’s Response), 2; al-Razi, Mabahith, 1, 198.

14  On the structure and functions of this text, see Shihadeh, ‘Al-Razi’'s Sharh'.

15  That said, much of al-Amidi’s commentary is only implicitly expository. It often defends
and elaborates Avicenna’s views without referring explicitly to the text of the Isharat.

16 Avicenna’s medical Canon was commented on from the eleventh century. Apart from
the two texts discussed above, two other philosophical texts received a small number
of commentaries, but these were not general in their subject matter. Avicenna’s Hayy
ibn Yagzan was commented on by each of his students Ibn Zayla and al-Jazjani (e.g.
al-Bayhaqq, Tatimma, 99;100-101); and his Risalat al-Tayr was commented on by Ibn Sahlan
al-Sawi and Zahir al-Din al-Bayhaqi (Yaqat al-Hamawi, Mujam al-udaba’, 4, 1763).

17 Al-Bayhaqj, Tatimma, 160; Yaqat al-Hamawi, Mujjam al-udaba@’, 4, 1763.

18  Themetaphysical part of the latter work is published. Brockelmann wrongly attributes this
work to Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, who never wrote a commentary on the Najat (GAL Suppl. 1,
815). One copy of this text, MS Istanbul, Kopriilii, 890, is attributed in the catalogue of the
Kopriilii collection to Aba ‘Ali Muhammad ibn ‘Ali ibn Ahmad ibn al-Harithan al-Sarakhst
(d. 545/1150) (Sesen, Fihris, 1, 439—440; on him, see al-Bayhaqi, Tatimma, 160; al-Sam‘an;,
Tahbir, 2, 175); however, the author’s name is given in the body of the text as al-Isfara’ini

(£.10).
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other Avicennan text that received commentaries is al-Khutba al-gharra’, a very
short text of approximately 500 words. In 472/1079-1080, ‘Umar al-Khayyam
produced a short interpretive translation into Persian, and around the middle
of the next century al-Mas‘tdi composed a more substantive, expository com-
mentary on this work.!® Interest in Avicenna’s Khutba seems to persist until the
late twelfth or early thirteenth century, as a further commentary is written by
Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahid al-Tabrizi (d. after 606/1210), a student of Fakhr
al-Din al-Raz1.20

2.2 The Broad Outline

Aswill become clear in what follows, although al-Mas‘ad1’s Shukuk is dedicated
to a single Avicennan text, it is an aporetic commentary and not an exegetical
one, and hence cannot properly be designated ‘a sharft’. The book was intended
by its author as an instalment in the shukuk genre, rather than a first attempt
at a dedicated interpretive commentary on the Isharat. So even though al-
Mas‘td1’s book came to mark the genesis of the long exegetical tradition that
grew around this Avicennan text, it is in fact generically at variance with the
later tradition, including al-Razi’s Jawabat, as we have just explained. To my
knowledge, it is the only aporetic commentary written on the Isharat.?!

I Preface and Conclusion
In the preface and conclusion of the Shukuik, al-Mas‘adi informs us of the book’s
objectives and modus operandi. The preface goes as follows:

These are puzzles (shukitk) and dubitations (shubah) that I encountered
(‘aradat [r) in some places in the Isharat. I have not lost hope of solving

19  Al-Khayyam, Tarjama, 228. Avicenna’s text is also briefly cited by al-Razi (Mabahith, 2,
501).

20  Thisworkis extant in several manuscript copies, for instance, MS Istanbul, Mehmed Asim
Bey 238 (Sesen, Fihris, 3,108). Al-Tabrizi does not seem to refer to al-Mas‘adr’s commentary.

21 Sothe other commentaries, including the ‘adjudication’ (muhakamat) series of commen-
taries, are exegetical, although some include aporetic content, such as al-Razi’s Sharh.
Zayn al-Din Sadaqa’s (d. Before 678/1279) Sharh Masa’il ‘awisa fi l-Isharat (Explicating
Some Knotty Problems in ‘The Pointers’) seems to be an exegetical commentary, as the
commentator is concerned mainly with explaining and developing Avicenna’s views and
arguments, rather than bringing them into question. For Sadaqa’s death date, see Wis-
novsky, ‘Avicennism and Exegetical Practice’, 353.
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(hall) them; for ‘on certain days God bestows favours’22 So I have commit-
ted them to writing to keep them from slipping away. I have also comple-
mented them with what I myself have established and arrived at through
my own research (intaha ilay-hi bahth-r) into some problems. I ask God,
exalted, to illuminate our insight by guiding us to truth, and to prevent us
from falsehood and error. [The Prophet], may God’s peace be upon him,
used to pray, ‘Our Lord, make plain to us things as they truly are, and make
plain to us the truth of the true and guide us to follow it, and the falsity
of the false and guide us to eschew it!" I have presented these puzzles to
the most excellent of my contemporaries, so that they may assist me with
some of their burden (a’a’). For the traveller on a journey may need the
guidance and company [of fellow travellers].23

The book concludes thus:

22

23
24

These are some of the puzzles that Thave been turning over in my mind. In
addition to these, I have remarks on further discussions [in the Isharat],
which can be construed as secondary problems ( furi‘) based on primary
problems that we have discussed, such as the proving of intellects and
souls on the basis of both the manner in which things proceed from the
First Principle and [the doctrine] that from one only one thing proceeds,
and the like. To the extent that the primary doctrines are sound, sec-
ondary ones will follow from them. For this reason, I have decided to
neglect [these secondary doctrines], considering that there is little value
in [pursuing] them. God guides and leads us to what is true and correct.
May the mercy of God be upon those who read [this book of mine] in
a spirit of impartiality (bi-‘ayn al-insaf’), who give their attention to the
discussion rather than the discussant, and who renounce prejudice and
partisanship (al-mayl wa-l-‘asabiyya) so as to seek truth immune from
their influence. We rely on God'’s favour to open before us the gates of cer-
tainty, to illuminate our hearts with the lights of knowledge, to remove
affliction, to eliminate dubitations (shubah), and to make plain to us the
truth of the true and the falsity of the false!?*

Echoing part of a hadith: ‘inna li-rabbi-kum ft ayyam dahri-kum nafahat’ (on this hadith,
see, for instance, al-Zabidj, Ithaf, 3, 280—281).

Shukuik, 196.

Shukuk, 288.
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Several important points are made in these two passages. As always, how-
ever, we must exercise due caution with the author’s own claims of what he
does and achieves in his book; so these points need not be taken entirely at
face value.

Al-Mas‘udj, first of all, declares that the principal purpose of the book is
to record ‘puzzles’ and ‘dubitations’ that he ‘encountered’ in the Isharat. The
commentator’s choice of the verb ‘encountered’ is noteworthy, as it suggests
that he did not read the Isharat intent on finding faults in the text and thereby
refuting its author’s views, but that he merely stumbled across them while
closely studying Avicenna’s book. The expression shubha, which occurs in the
preface and conclusion and is rendered here as ‘dubitation’, does not seem to
be used in a very precise sense, but is likely intended as a synonym of shakk.

These problems, as we also learn from the preface, need to be ‘solved’ and
as such they constitute a ‘burden’ on our commentator. Their burdensome
nature implies that some, or all, still await to be solved. Al-Mas‘adi has thus
been ‘turning the problems over in his mind’, and ‘has not lost hope’ that one
day—with God’s help, as he tells us—he will solve them. Feeling that he would
do with some human assistance too, he recorded these problems and circulated
them to some learned contemporaries, in the hope that they would be able to
‘share some of the burden’ and offer assistance towards solving them. Al-Razi
takes up the invitation: in the preface to the Jawabat, he tells us how the Shukuk
was presented to him by an unidentified individual, who asked him ‘to wade
into the oceans of these problems, and to solve the difficulties posed by these
knotty puzzles (mu'dilat).?s

Thus far, one gets the impression that al-MasdT’s stance towards Avicenna
is rather benign. He does not go out of his way to dig up problems in Avicenna’s
philosophical system, or to construct objections to it, but supposedly stumbles
upon some problems almost by accident. He feels burdened by the problems he
has identified, and spares no effort to solve them. As we have already seen, the
objection (shakk) and solution (hall), which often come as a pair, are normally
undertaken by two different individuals, one who raises the objections and
another who responds to them and defends or develops the system criticised.
Al-Mas‘adi does the former, and expresses his desire and hope to do the latter.
And, as noted, a ‘solution’, properly speaking, should not deviate radically from
the target system, but should be conducted as much as possible within its
parameters.

25  Al-Razi, Jawabat, n.
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Notwithstanding, al-Mas‘adi also informs us in the preface that he has com-
plemented his discussion of some of the problems identified in the Isharat with
the results of his ‘own research’ (bahth). As we shall see, the majority of the
problems are indeed presented, not merely as puzzles that need solving, but
rather as objections to Avicennan views, coupled with more positive investiga-
tions in which the commentator submits and defends views of his own, which
are contrary to Avicennan positions. This dual function of the commentary is
reflected in its title, al-Mabahith wa-l-shukik (Investigations and Objections)—
the expression ‘mabhath’ here denotes the treatment of a philosophical prob-
lem (mas’ala) through productive research (bahth), as opposed to unconstruc-
tive criticism. At first glance, these positive contributions appear to be attempts
by the commentator to ‘solve’ some of the problems he raises. However, in all
or most cases, they certainly are not solutions; and indeed they are never pre-
sented as such. For, as I shall explain shortly, al-Mas‘adi’s objections often target
quite fundamental and defining doctrines of Avicennan philosophy, and the
corresponding alternative views he proposes are profoundly incompatible with
it.

For solutions to most of al-Mas‘Gdr’s objections, we must turn to al-Raz’s
Jawabat. Although he titles his work using the more common expression
‘response’ (jawab), al-Razi writes in the preface that his task will be ‘to wade
into the oceans of these problems, and to solve (ahulla) the difficulties posed by
these knotty puzzles'26 The conventional expression ‘solution’ (hall) is accord-
ingly used at several points within the text. In the Mabahith, he also speaks of
‘solving’ the objection quoted from the Shukuk.2”

A further key point made in the conclusion of the Shukuk is that al-Mas‘adi
indicates his commitment to the ideal of dispassionate philosophical enquiry.
Conscious that the debate between traditional Avicennists and critics of Avi-
cenna has often been hostile, and that his work may be construed as an episode
in an ongoing onslaught on Avicennan philosophy, he is keen to dispel this
notion. He encourages his readers to direct their attention to the contents of
the text and not to the author, and to abstain from ‘prejudice and partisan-
ship’ (al-maylwa-l-‘asabiyya) and be impartial (insaf) in their assessment of his
ideas. The same point is echoed twice in the body of the book, where it is stated
that one who refrains from prejudice and partisanship and weighs the prob-
lems under discussion fairly will realise that the author’s views are correct.?8

26  Al-Razi, Jawabat, 11; cf. 15; 31; 35.
27  Al-Razi, Mabahith, 2, 317; see p. 4, n. 14, above.
28  Shukuk, 215—270.
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By implication, al-Mas‘adi himself adheres to the same attitude in the Shukik.
And we have already seen him, in a prefatory proviso in his commentary on
al-Khutba al-gharra’, explicitly declare his commitment, in precisely the same
terms, to eschew ‘prejudice and partisanship’ while treating Avicenna’s ideas.??
In the Shukiik too, he is careful not to appear motivated by either partisan,
anti-Avicennan prejudice or the desire to defend a competing thought or belief
system.

II Structure

The Shukuk consists of fifteen sections, whose contents we shall overview in
the next section. In the body of the text, each is headed ‘problem’ (masuala)
and given an ordinal number. The two earliest manuscript copies are furnished
with a prefatory table of contents in which substantive section headings are
provided, and which in all likelihood originates with the author.3° The sections
are of varying length, the longest being Section 4, and the shortest Sections 15
and 6.

From what al-Mas‘udi tells us in the conclusion, the Shukik contains only
some of the problems that he identified in the Isharat. The selection of which
topics to include and which to leave out, and hence which passages from the
Isharat to comment on, is determined, to an extent, by the distinction he makes
between foundational, ‘primary doctrines’, or ‘principles’, (usui!) and ‘secondary
doctrines’ ( furi®), that is, doctrines grounded in primary ones.?! This distinc-
tion is applied widely in kalam and jurisprudence, and much less so in philos-
ophy. We have already seen the former term used in Sharh al-Khutba, where
two theories are described as ‘principal doctrines’ (as! kabir) of Avicennan
philosophy, or more specifically, of Avicenna’s theory of emanation, on which
many secondary doctrines are premised—namely, the doctrine of atemporal
creation and the doctrine that from a cause that is absolutely one only one
effect proceeds.3? As al-Mas‘adi indicates, some secondary problems are left
out because the primary problems on which they are based have already been
treated in the book. He gives the example of the theory of the celestial souls and

29  Seep.21above.

30  See pp.169-172 below.

31 Shukuk, 288.

32 See pp. 37 and 40 above. He writes concerning the latter: ‘This is one of the principal doc-
trines of the philosophers, and a foundational problem on which numerous secondary
doctrines are based (min ummahat al-mas@’il yanbani ‘alay-ha fura kathira) (Sharh al-
Khutba, f. 412).
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TABLE Section headings of the Shukilk, with passages commented on from the Isharat33
Shukuk Isharat: Isharat: Further
Lemmata3* Citations
1. Establishing the existence of matter 1.6 (2,168-173) 110 (2,182-183)
2.  Establishing the finitude of bodies 111 (2, 183-190)
3.  That the power that preserves the 3.5-6 (2, 352—357)
mixture is the soul
4.  The reality of perceptions, and the 3.7 (2, 359—366) 3.9 (2, 373-376)
external and internal senses 313 (2, 396—-398)
5.  That the rational soul is not imprinted 3.6 (2, 404—408)  7.2—5(3,
in the body 244—260)
6. That some existents are beyond the 41(3,7-9)
grasp of the senses
7. Establishing the existence of the 412 (3,23—24)
Necessary of Existence and the finitude
of causes
8.  Establishing the oneness of the 418 (3, 36—41) 4.21-22 (3, 44—46)
Necessary of Existence
9. That the continued existence of the 4.10 (3, 20) 5.1-3 (3, 57-70)

effect depends on the continued
existence of its cause
10. That the possibility of coming-to-be 5.6 (3,78-84)
is an attribute that exists prior to
coming-to-be
1n. That from one only one effect can 5.11 (3, 97-102)
proceed
12.  That the activities of corporeal powers  6.19 (3, 165-169)
are finite 6.23 (3, 172-174)
13. That the human soul is not affected by 7.2 (3, 244-248) 7.2—4 (3, 249—252)
the loss of the body through death
14. That the human soul cannot possibly 7.6 (3, 261-264)

pass away

15. [The knowledge that the Necessary of  7.15 (3, 278)
Existence has of Itself and of things 7.21 (3, 295-296)
other than Itself]

33  For the Arabic table of contents, see p. 195 below.
34  All references here are to Part II of the Isharat.
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intellects, premised on both the theory of how things proceed from the First
Principle (which seems to involve several sub-theories), and the principle that
from an absolutely simple cause only one effect can proceed. These two under-
pinnings are treated, respectively, in Sections g and 10, and in Section 11 of the
Shukuk, and, as it happens, they correspond to the two theories described in
Sharh al-Khutba as ‘principal doctrines’ of Avicennan philosophy.3> The point
made in the conclusion of the Shukiik concerning the selection of problems is
confirmed, or probably echoed, in the preface to al-Razr's Jawabat, where he
writes that the author of the Shukiik ‘selected, out of [the problems of] phi-
losophy, those that are primary, principal, foundational and important (al-usul
wa-l-ummahat wa-l-qawa‘id wa-l-muhimmat)'36 That said, al-Mas‘adi does not
claim that all the problems treated in the book are ‘primary’. Some are ones
that he would certainly class as ‘secondary’, a case in point being Section 14, in
which the commentary starts with the remark that Avicenna ‘based this on an
aforementioned principle), which was treated in Section 10.37 Likewise, Section
5 presupposes and references Section 4.38

The sectional commentaries do not have a fixed internal structure. Unlike
al-Raz1’s Sharh on the Isharat, which owes its elaborate structure to its being
a systematic and multifunctional exegetical commentary, al-Mas‘td1’s work is
a much simpler, mono-functional aporetic commentary.3® Each discussion is
hence conducted on an ad hoc basis, depending on the nature of the objection
raised on the Avicennan text. The structural simplicity of sectional commen-
taries, of course, also reflects the fact that the Shukik was breaking new ground,
and was not part of a developed commentarial tradition, with established con-
ventions, structures and debates. The following elements can be identified in
sectional commentaries:

1. A passage from the Isharat. Each section begins, of course, by quoting a
passage from the Isharat, introduced by, ‘Al-Shaykh Abu ‘Ali says’ (gala), or
‘He, may the mercy of God be upon him, says. This is followed by commen-
tary, introduced by, ‘I say’ (qultu or aqilu). Further passages from the Isharat
are occasionally cited either at the beginning, or in the course, of the com-
mentary, in order to explain the contents and objectives of the main passage

35  See pp. 37—40 above.

36  Al-Razi, Jawabat, 1.

37  Shukiik, 285. See also our study of Section 14, pp. 136-141 below.

38 Shukuk, 240.

39  On the structure of al-Razi’s commentary, see Shihadeh, ‘Al-Raz1’s Shark'.
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cited, or to bring into the discussion further aspects or details of the Avicennan
views under consideration. Most passages from the Isharat are cited in their
entirety, but others, especially supplementary passages appearing within sec-
tional commentaries, are often cited partially and appended with ‘et cetera’ (ila
akhiri-hi). The table on p. 54 lists all the Avicennan passages commented on or
cited. No other Avicennan works are referenced in the Shukiik.

2. Expository interpretation. As to be expected of an aporetic commentary,
the Shukiik gives relatively little space to the expository interpretation of the
main text, which, by contrast, is a principal function of an exegetical commen-
tary. The preface, as we have seen, does not mention expository interpretation
among the book’s objectives; and nowhere in the book is the commentary
described using such terms as ‘sharft’ or ‘tafsir. The commentator appears to
assume that most passages commented on from the Isharat will be understood
by his readers with minimal interpretation. So he does not seem to regard the
little expository content of his commentary as especially original or illumi-
nating, despite its admirable lucidity. For example, he describes the longest
instance of expository interpretation, which occurs in Section 4, merely as a
‘report’ of ‘what the majority [of philosophers] have agreed upon'—so it is
only a report (hikaya) and a summary, rather than an original and thorough-
going exposition.*® An exception is the interpretation provided at the start
of Section 8, which offers a tidy and creative reading of a rather fraught pas-
sage from the Isharat, as we shall see.* In most sections (specifically, Sections
1, 5, 6, 7, 9, 10, 11 and 13), the commentary begins with a very brief explana-
tion of Avicenna’s text, sometimes introduced by ‘his objective is’ (gharad,
magqsud, arada an), which either clarifies the contents of the main text, or
provides an indication of their wider context. Sections 2 and 3 contain no
expository commentary at all. Other sections (specifically, Sections 4, 8, 12
and 14) start with a relatively longer, but not extensive, expository commen-

tary.

3. Objections and puzzles. These, of course, are the principal elements of the
commentary. Despite the appearance of the expressions ‘shakk’ and ‘shubha’,
both in the plural, in the book’s preface and conclusion (and in the case of
the former expression, in the title), neither expression is ever used within the
sectional commentaries themselves, except in Section 15 where ‘shukuk’ refers

40  Shukik, 212.
41 See pp. 69—70 below.
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to al-Ghazal1’s objections against certain Avicennan views. In the course of the
commentary, al-Mas‘Gdi sometimes refers to the objections he raises using the
term ‘ishkal’ (problem), which more or less has the same sense as ‘shakk’#?
He twice describes them as ‘objections’ (i‘tirad).#3 In al-Razi’s Jawabat, this
expression becomes the standard characterisation of the problems raised in
the Shukitk, and al-Mas‘td is referred to constantly as ‘the esteemed objector’
(al-fadil al-mu‘tarid).** Other markers are employed in the Shukuk to signpost
criticisms, such as ‘one may argue’ (/i-qa’il an yaqula) (in Sections 1 and 2),%5
‘this [i.e. an Avicennan view] is open to question’ ( fi-h{ nagar) (in Sections
3 and 8),*6 and ‘this [i.e. an Avicennan argument] falls short of its intended
objective’ (e.g. la yafi bi-hadha l-gharad, la yufidu hadha [-matlib) (in Sections
1, 6 and 10).#” Some objections, however, are not marked so clearly. After an
objection is submitted, the ensuing discussion sometimes proceeds in the
question-and-answer dialectical mode characteristic of kalam: ‘If it is said ...’
(in gila, in qultum, in gala), ‘we will say ... (quina), or ‘the response is ...
(al-jawab).

4. Alternative views and arguments. As well as criticising Avicenna’s doctrines
and arguments, al-Mas‘di, in some sections, submits and defends his own
alternative theses concerning the problems under discussion. Some are fully
fledged theories, explained and argued in detail, as, for instance, is the case in
Sections 1 and 10 discussed below.*® These are sometimes marked by expres-
sions that indicate positive ‘investigation’ aiming at knowledge of reality, as
opposed to the raising of objections against someone else’s thought system—
most importantly, ‘critical investigation’ (tahqiq), ‘research’ (bahth), ‘bringing
to light’ (kashf) and ‘reflection’ (nazar).*® For instance, in one discussion, al-

42 Shukiik, 204; 228; 273; 275; 280; 282; 286; 287.

43 Shukik, 253; 260.

44  Al-Razi, Jawabat, passim. In the preface, he describes the contents of the Shukik as
‘investigations and objections’ (abhath wa-i‘tiradat) ( Jawabat, 11). He sometimes refers to
al-Mas‘adi’s objections using the expression ‘ishkal’ (e.g. Jawabat, 15; 43; 51).

45  Shukik, 197; 205. This phrase becomes al-Raz1’s standard marker for his own objections to
Avicenna’s views in his commentary on the Isharat (Shihadeh, ‘Al-Razi’s Sharf’).

46 Shukiik, 205; 252.

47 Shukitk, 197; 246; 240.

48  See Chapters 4 and 6 below.

49  Shukik, 199; 212; 250. Though there are occasional exceptions, the expression ‘tahqiq’
should not be rendered as ‘verification’, as has become the norm in recent studies. Such a
rendering, first of all, is a mistranslation: ‘to verify/verification’ correspond to ‘tahagqaqa/
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Mas‘tdr’s own position is introduced as ‘what [we] have arrived at through
[our] research and investigation’ (alladhi intaha ilay-hi l-bahth wa-l-nazar).5°
In other discussions, the alternative view or argument is submitted tentatively
as a hypothesis, with little or no substantiation. For instance, in Section 11 an
Avicennan theory is criticised, and at the very end of the section an alternative
theory is briefly proposed as a possibility that is at least as compelling as the
theory criticised.?! In Section 2, an Avicennan proof is confuted; and although
an improved proof is proposed, in the end it is pronounced unsound on exactly
the same grounds.52

As already noted, these elements do not appear in a fixed order within
the sectional commentaries of the Shukitk; and this fact, particularly the rel-
ative ordering of objections and alternative views, drew sharp criticism from
al-Raz1. In some discussions, as for instance in Section 1, al-Masdi criticises
Avicenna’s views first, before going on to submit his own thesis.>3 Elsewhere,
the thesis comes before the complaint, as for instance in Section 4, where al-
Mas‘ad1 proceeds by summarising the Avicennan theory of perception and
then writes, ‘What we have just reported (haka) is what the majority have
agreed upon. As to what [we] have arrived at through [our] research and inves-
tigation ..."5* He then summarises his own alternative theory, which draws on
Abul-Barakat, and follows that with arguments against Avicenna’s position and
in support of his own. Al-Razi disapproves of this procedure, as he remarks in
the Jawabat:

This esteemed [objector] ought to start by objecting to the arguments he
cites from the Isharat and only then proceed to set out his own position.

tahaqqug (min), and not to ‘hagqaqga/tahqiq’. What ‘tahqiq’ means is simply to arrive at
knowledge of some truth or reality (haqq, hagiqa), as opposed, for instance, to accepting a
doctrine more orless uncritically (taglid) or to engaging merely in the discussion, criticism
or refutation of some doctrine or other. To arrive at knowledge, one should investigate
(bahth, nagar) thoroughly and critically using valid means and sound premises. In theory,
the investigation of a problem should start with an open mind, and not from a view that
the investigator then seeks to verify. A good investigator should ask, ‘Who among these
suspects is guilty?, rather than start, for some reason or other, with a presumption of the
guilt of Zayd and then seek to verify it.

50  Shukik, 212.

51 Shukuk, 277-278.

52 Shukuk, 203—204.

53  Shukiik,199.

54  Shukik, 212.
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For it is insufficient for one who goes against the majority (jumhir)
view on a certain point [simply] to set out his own view. Instead, he
should [first] confute the arguments of [his] predecessors and identify
any weakness or error in the premises of these arguments.>>

Elsewhere in the Jawabat, al-Razi complains against the relative organisa-
tion, not only of the objections and alternative theses, but also of the brief
expository interpretation of Avicenna’s views. He remarks on Section 3 of the
Shukuk:

This discussion, in my view, is unbefitting of its writer’s sharpness of
thought and his in-depth study of tortuous philosophical subjects; and
this is in two ways. The first is that one who advances a certain view, and
then raises a question concerning it, must answer it in such a way that
his first view remains intact. However, if in his answer he advances a new
view, which is unrelated to his first view, this will amount to an admission
that the first view is weak and unsustainable.>¢

Al-Razi goes on to explain that this is exactly what al-Mas‘ad1 does in Section
3: (1) al-Mas‘adi starts by accusing Avicenna of circularity for suggesting that
the rational soul of the foetus combines the mixture of its body, although its
rational soul requires a suitably prepared body before it comes to be; (2) he
does not report Avicenna’s view, put forth in the Mubahathat, that the mixture
of the foetus’s body is initially combined by the souls of its parents; (3) yet he
then considers the possibility that the mixture of the foetus’s body be initially
combined by the souls of its parents, which is introduced with, if it is said’
(fa-in gila). According to al-Razi, the last step in al-Mas‘adi’s discussion renders
the first step superfluous, and exposes it as based on a misinterpretation of
Avicenna.5”

2.3 A Synopsis

What follows here is a section-by-section overview of the contents of the
Shukuik, exploring the Avicennan views and arguments discussed and al-

55  Al-Razi, Jawabat, 33; Shihadeh, ‘Al-Razi’s Response), 6.
56  Al-Razi, Jawabat, 29.
57 See p. 62 below; Shihadeh, ‘Al-Razi’s Response’, 6.
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Mas‘tdr’s main criticisms. A more thorough analysis and contextualisation of
some discussions is provided in Chapters 3—6, but will not be attempted in the
present section.

Section 1. Establishing the Existence of Matter

Discussed in Chapter 6. In Isharat I11.6, Avicenna proves the existence of prime
matter starting from body’s susceptibility to division.>® Body is continuous,
but also divisible. So it has actual continuity, and at the same time the poten-
tiality for discontinuity, which is the contrary of continuity. Therefore, body
is a complex of two principles: one which provides its actual continuity, and
another which provides its potentiality for discontinuity. The former is corpo-
real form, and the latter is prime matter, which of itself lacks continuity and
extension.

Al-Mas‘udi objects to the claim that when body is divided, substantial con-
tinuity passes away.>® What is lost with division, he argues, is continuity as
an accident in the category of continuous quantity, whose subject is body.
Corporeity, on the other hand, does not change, as the parts that result from
dividing a body are no less corporeal than the original body. Therefore, Avi-
cenna’s argument fails to demonstrate that body consists of prime matter and
form.

The section concludes with a defence of an alternative hylomorphic theory,
according to which prime matter is corporeal and hence none other than
body.60 Al-Mas‘adi supports this theory by arguing that when a body undergoes
change in its species form, one essence passes away and another comes to
be, yet something remains unchanged in the body, neither passing away nor
coming to be. So body is a complex of two principles: form, whose passing away
and coming to be accounts for the change, and prime matter, which remains
unaltered. Al-Razi observes that both al-Mas‘di’s objection and theory of
matter are borrowed from Abt l-Barakat.6!

Section 2. Establishing the Finitude of Bodies
In an almost impenetrable passage, Isharat Il.1.11, Avicenna provides a geo-
metrical reductio ad absurdum to establish the finitude of space, which can be

58  Avicenna, Isharat, 2,168-173; cf. Shihadeh, ‘Avicenna’s Corporeal Form and Proof of Prime
Matter’, 370—378.

59  Shukuk,197-199.

60  Shukiik,199—200.

61 See Section 6.4 below.
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summarised as follows.52 If we postulate two lines that share the same starting
point A, and are each infinite in one direction, we can postulate a third line
starting from a given point B; on one of the two lines, and ending at point C;
on the other line, where B, and C, are equidistant to A. We may then postulate
further lines connecting the two lines starting from A (B,C,, B3Cj, etc.), which
run parallel to the line B,C,; and increase in length at fixed increments (and
hence, with each increment, become increasingly distant from A). Now, either
there is a line B,C,, which contains all increments and beyond which no fur-
ther increments are possible, or there is no such line. The former contradicts
our initial postulate that the two lines starting from A are infinite; for lines AB,,
and AC, must be finite. The latter implies that there is an infinite line B_.C,,
that is bounded by the two lines starting from A. However, being at once infi-
nite and bounded is a contradiction. Therefore, the initial assumption that the
two lines starting from A are infinite is false; and it follows that they must be
finite.

Al-Mas‘udi objects that if we postulate that the lines (B,C,, B3Cs, etc.) incre-
ment in length ad infinitum, it does not follow that there must be a line that
contains all increments and beyond which no further increments are possi-
ble.63 Indeed it is impossible to postulate an individual line that contains an
infinite number of equal increments of length; for whatever line we postulate,
there will be a line longer than it. Therefore, no absurdity follows from the pos-
tulate that the two lines starting from A are infinite.

At the end of the section, al-Mas‘adi proposes an alternative reductio, which
he describes as simpler and shorter than Avicenna’s. It runs as follows.5* If we
postulate the two lines starting from A forming an obtuse angle with each other,
and if we then take any point B on the first line and any point C on the second
line, the line BC will be longer than either AB or AC. Then if we assume that
each of AB and AC is infinite, line BC, which is the longest line of the three, must
also be infinite. So line BC will be infinite, yet at the same time bounded by two
points on two other lines, which is a contradiction. Al-Mas‘tdi, nonetheless,
remarks that this improved proof is susceptible to the same objection raised
against Avicenna’s proof. In his Jawabat, al-Razi says that a similar argument
was put forth in an unidentified work by Rashid al-Din Watwat, but he stops
short of asserting that al-Mas‘adi borrowed it from him.55

62  Avicenna, Isharat, 2, 183-190. See also al-Razi’s lengthy interpretation of the passage
(Sharh, 2, 47-54).

63 Shukuk, 201-202.

64  Shukik, 203—204.

65  Al-Razi, Jawabat, 26.
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Section 3. That the Power That Preserves the Mixture is the Soul

In Isharat 11.3.5, Avicenna argues that the soul is different from either the
corporeity or mixture (or temperament, mizdj) of the human body, starting
from evidence of the soul’s activity in the body.6¢ The body moves in a manner
different from the motion that its mixture inclines towards by its nature, and it
perceives things by which the mixture either would not be affected (because
they are identical to it in kind), or would be transmuted (because they are
contrary to it). Therefore, there must be something other than the mixture
that explains bodily movement and perception. What is more, the mixture
of the body consists of contrary elements that are naturally predisposed to
separate from each other. So there must be a force that causes them to combine
(jama‘a) and mix and then preserves (hafiza) their combination; and this
force cannot be an activity of the mixture itself, since it causes the mixture’s
coming-to-be and hence precedes it. Therefore, it must be an activity of the
human soul.

Al-Mas‘tdi complains that the human soul cannot cause the combination
of the mixture, since the soul only comes to be once there is complete pre-
paredness (tamam al-isti'dad) for its coming-to-be, which consists of a fully
formed human body possessed of a balanced mixture.5” So the human soul
comes to be after the coming-to-be of the mixture. Notwithstanding, al-Mas‘ad1
agrees that the mixture of the body is combined and preserved by a soul, but he
argues that this must be the vegetative soul, rather than the rational soul. The
vegetative soul, as he goes on to elaborate in some detail, comes about in the
human body before the rational soul comes to pass, and it is its activity that
explains the growth and nutrition of the foetus, and hence the development
and preservation of its mixture. At the end of the section, al-Mas‘adi concedes
the possibility that the foetus is managed by the vegetative and animal soul of
its mother, though he does not explain the role of her animal soul in the pro-
cess.58

66  Avicenna, [sharat, 2, 350-355.

67  Shukuk, 205-206.

68  As al-Razi (Jawabat, 27-28) points out, Avicenna maintains in the Mubahathat (123;
169-170) that the mixture of the foetus’s body is combined by the souls of its parents.
Al-Tusi (Hall, 2, 355-356) cites the Psychology of the Shifa’ (Nafs, 31), where Avicenna
asserts that the foetus’s soul is what combines the mixture of its body. This question goes
beyond our present purposes.
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Section 4. The Reality of Perceptions, and the External and Internal

Senses
The longest section in the Shukiik, Section 4 delivers an extensive rebuttal of
Avicenna’s theory of perception, especially sensory perception, and advocates
a radically different theory.6° I argue in the next section that this discussion
may have an indirect and unstated theological objective. The main thrust of
al-Mas‘adr’s criticism appears twofold: first, Avicenna constructs a modular,
and hence fragmentary psychology, which assigns sensory activities to discrete
external and internal senses, and intellection to the rational soul; and second,
it collapses the process of sensory perception into the senses, which are made
both the perceivers and strictly speaking the locations of perceptible objects.
In doing so, Avicenna creates a gulf between the rational soul and objects of
perception in the extra-mental world. Under the influence of Abui 1-Barakat, al-
Mas‘adi reassigns all perceptual activities to the rational soul, and externalises
the process of perception, such that objects are perceived in the extra-mental
world.

Taking his cue from Isharat 11.3.7 and I1.3.13, al-Mas‘adi begins with a lucid
enunciation of the Avicennan account of sensory and intellectual perception.”®
According to Avicenna, we are told, perception occurs when the perceiver
comes into contact (muldagat) with the object of perception, such that the for-
mer becomes imprinted (irtisam) with a representation (mithal) of the latter.
Faculties of perception divide into bodily and non-bodily ones. The non-bodily
perceiver in the human being is the rational soul, which has the capacity for
intellection; and its objects of perception are both universals, which are per-
ceived when their forms obtain and become imprinted in the rational soul, and
incorporeal particular entities. The external and internal senses, which exist in
the body, perceive both corporeal things and imaginations. An external object
is perceived when the perceiving faculty is imprinted with a representation of
the object, which occurs when the sense organ, in which the faculty is present
and which it uses as its instrument, comes into contact with the external object
and becomes affected by it. The sense organ, accordingly, becomes the meet-
ing place for the faculty and the representation. Avicenna explains all types of

69  Iexplored this discussion and its wider context in an unpublished paper titled ‘Theories
of Perception in Twelfth Century Post-Avicennan Philosophy’, which was presented at ‘In
the Age of Averroes: Arabic Thought at the End of the Classical Period, a conference held
at the Warburg Institute on 14-16 February 2008.

70  Avicenna, Isharat, 2, 359—366; 2, 396—398; Shukiik, 209—212. On Avicenna’s theory of per-
ception, see, for instance, Sebti, ‘Le Statut Ontologique de I'ITmage’; McGinnis, Avicenna,
96 ff.; Kukkonen, ‘Faculties in Arabic Philosophy’.
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perception in this way, which is why, for instance, he defends an intromission
theory of visual perception, according to which vision occurs when external
objects become imprinted in the eye.”!

Countering this theory of perception, which, al-Mas‘adi says, was accepted
by the majority (al-aktharan, al-jumhur) of his contemporaries, our commen-
tator defends and develops two theses advocated by Abu 1-Barakat.”? The first
is the theory that perception should be conceived not as contact between the
perceiver and the object of perception, but rather as a state that the perceiver
has in relation (hala idafiyya) to the perceived object.”® Al-Mas‘udi substan-
tiates this view with several arguments. For instance, I can perceive myself;
however, self-perception cannot possibly involve the representation of oneself
within oneself, so perception is not the representation of the perceived in the
perceiver. A discussion of a possible response ensues.”

The second thesis adopted from Abu 1-Barakat is that the sole perceiver of
all types of perception, including the intellectual perception of intelligibles and
the sensory perception of particulars, is the rational soul.”> Al-Mas‘adi argues
that if intelligibles are perceived by one part of the human being (the rational
soul) and particulars by a different part (the faculties in the body, using bodily
organs), the individual would consist of two perceivers, rather than be one
perceiver, as is obviously and unquestionably the case. So the rational soul
perceives intelligibles in itself, and perceives sensibles using the sense organs
as instruments. However, it may be argued, in defence of Avicenna’s theory of
perception, that it does not entail a duality of perceivers within the human
individual, because the sensory faculty perceives an external object and then
passes on the content of its perception to the rational soul, which becomes
aware of it. Al-Mas‘udi asks in response whether or not the soul, on this model,
will perceive the perceptual content conveyed to it. If it perceives it, then the
function of the sensory faculty is not to perceive, but only to pass on some
content to the soul. If the soul does not perceive the content, then it will merely
be aware that a certain faculty perceived something; and it follows that I should
not know what my eyes and ears perceive.

71 Shukuk, 211—212. On Avicenna’s theory of vision, see Hasse, Avicenna’s De anima, 107{f;
McGinnis, Avicenna, 102 ff.

72 Abu l-Barakat, Mu‘tabar, 2, 394{f. For a discussion, see Pines, ‘La Conception de la Con-
science de Soi’.

73 Shukik, 212.

74 Shukik, 212—215.

75  Shukik, 215—217.
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As an application of this theory of perception, and again drawing partly
on Abu l-Barakat, al-Mas‘adi then defends at length an extramission theory
of vision and attacks Avicenna’s intromission theory.”® Part of this discus-
sion is quoted in al-Razl's al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya.”” Al-Mas‘udi argues, for
instance, that if vision occurs when the image of an external object becomes
imprinted in the eye and is then passed on to the brain, then the image would
be extremely small; so we should perceive a mountain as a miniscule object no
larger in magnitude than its representation in our brain.”® However, we per-
ceive not only the shape and colours of a mountain, but also its magnitude;
therefore, what we perceive is the mountain itself, rather than its replica in our
eyes or brain. The reality of vision, al-Mas‘udi explains, consists of the soul’s
awareness of the visual object through the mediation of specific instruments,
which in the first instance are the eye, the pneuma existing therein, and the
luminosity (nar al-‘ayn) that is an accident that inheres in the pneuma. Vision,
nonetheless, does not involve the emission of a ray from the eye towards the
visual object, but occurs rather when the cone of air separating the eye and the
objectis affected by the luminosity in the eye such that it obtains a similar lumi-
nous quality. In this process, the affected cone of air becomes an instrument
for the rational soul to perceive the external object through the air’s contact
with it.7”® Al-Mas‘adi addresses the following three defences of intromission, of
which I shall briefly discuss the third. The first is that the image of a mountain
impressed in the eye is analogous to the image of a mountain impressed in a
small mirror; just as, in the latter case, we are able to perceive the large size of
the object despite the smallness of the image in the mirror, we can likewise per-
ceive the size of the mountain despite the smallness of the image in our eye and
brain.8° The second is that double vision is caused by the misalignment of the
optical nerves, which results in the brain perceiving the two images impressed
in the eyes separately; this indicates that vision consists of the perception of
images in the eyes, which are then passed on to the brain.8!

For the third defence of the theory of intromission, al-Mas‘Gdi draws on
Isharat 11.3.9, where Avicenna argues for the existence of the faculty known
as the common sense. We perceive a drop of rain as a line, and this attests
that what we perceive is not the drop itself, but rather the image impressed

76  Shukuk, 218—227.
77  Seep. 4, n.14 above.
78  Shukuk, 223—224.
79  Shukuk, 222—223.
80 Shukuk, 218—221.
81 Shukitk, 224—227.
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on our faculties, which lingers for a short moment before it fades away.32
Al-Mas‘adi concedes that this observation does indicate the general notion
that the process of vision involves the impression of an image, but does not
constitute conclusive evidence that the impression occurs in the eye or the
brain. His alternative explanation is that since the air separating the eye from
the visual object serves as an instrument of vision, the image of the object will
become impressed on the surface of the air that touches the object. So it is
on that thin film of air that the impression may linger momentarily and be
perceived by the soul even after the object has moved to a different location.
Al-Mas‘udi then refutes Avicenna’s theory of the internal senses. He argues,
for instance, against the notion of the common sense—a faculty that, accord-
ing to Avicenna, is located in the anterior ventricle in the brain and receives
and integrates the sensory input conveyed to it by the external senses. He sub-
mits that this view leads to the clearly absurd implication that the sweetness
and heat that one perceives, respectively, in the mouth and on the skin of one’s
hand should be perceived, as sweetness and heat, once more in the brain.83
The upshot of al-Mas‘adi’s negation of the internal senses is that the rational
soul alone is responsible for all perceptual activity, both external and internal,
within the individual, and accordingly that no auxiliary faculties need be pos-
tulated to account for any type of perceptual activity. ‘All perception belongs
to the [rational] soul, and there is no perceiver other than the soul’3* The soul,
nonetheless, employs the different ventricles of the brain as instruments for
different types of internal perception, just as it employs different sense organs
(and indeed the air) as instruments for different types of sensory perception.8>

Section 5. That the Rational Soul is not Imprinted in the Body
Following on from his treatment of sensory perception in Section 4, al-Mas‘td1
turns to intellection. In Isharat 11.3.16, Avicenna explains that since the intel-
ligibles are indivisible, they cannot become impressed on a divisible thing; so
they cannot become impressed within the human body in the same way that
sensory images become impressed within the perceiver’s sensory organs and
brain. The intelligibles, therefore, are perceived by a thing that is neither a body
nor imprinted in a body, namely the immaterial rational soul.86

82  Shukiik, 228—229; Avicenna, Isharat, 2, 374—376.

83  Shukuk, 232—233.

84  Shukuk, 236.

85  Shukuk, 236.

86  Avicenna, Isharat, 2, 404—408. On the soul’s intellection of the intelligibles, see, for in-
stance, Gutas, ‘Avicenna: The Metaphysics of the Rational Soul.
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Al-Mas‘adi initiates his criticism by stating that the doctrine that the human
soul is an immaterial and indivisible substance is a widely accepted propo-
sition, which is taught unanimously by ancient and later philosophers and
prophetic revelations, and that on the basis of prophetic teachings he assents
to the doctrine as a religious belief.8” There have been attempts, he explains,
to support this doctrine with proofs, including Avicenna’s proof from the indi-
visibility of intelligibles, and yet none of the proofs adduced have been apod-
ictic. Al-Mas‘adi concedes that being indivisible, intelligibles cannot become
impressed and represented within bodies, because bodies are divisible. He
complains, however, that Avicenna’s proof hinges on a false premise, namely
that perception is, or at least follows from, the impression of the object of per-
ception within the perceiving faculty, which has already been refuted in Section
4 of the Shukuk. And if perception neither is, nor presupposes, the impression
of the perceived within the perceiver, then it will be possible that the soul is a
faculty that subsists in the brain, and that it has the capacity for the different
types of sensory perception through specific instruments and the capacity for
intellection through itself, either independently or with the assistance of the
brain which serves as its subject.

Against the notion that perception is, or requires, impression, al-Mas‘udi
reiterates a point he made in Section 4, which is this. I know that the perceiver
of all sensibles and intelligibles within me is one. However, if the perception
of sensibles requires their presence in the body, and the perception of intelli-
gibles requires their presence in the rational soul, then if I perceive sensibles I
will not perceive intelligibles, and if I perceive intelligibles I will not perceive
sensibles.88

He then considers the argument that knowledge is, without a doubt, an
attribute of the knower, and as such must inhere in the knower. If it inheres
within the body, the content of the knowledge—that is, the intelligibles—will
be divisible. However, since the intelligibles are indivisible, they cannot inhere
within the body. Al-Mas‘adi offers two replies.8? The first is that knowledge
is an attribute that does not inhere in the knower in the way that colour
or temperature inhere in a body. It is rather a ‘state that the knower has in
relation to the known), and as such indivisible. He analogises it to fatherhood,
which is an attribute that a man has in relation to his son, and hence is
indivisible despite the divisibility of his body. The second reply is to grant

87  Shukiik, 239—240. The paragraph is translated on p. 8o below.
88 Shukuk, 241.
89  Shukik, 242—246.
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that knowledge is an attribute that inheres in the knower, without conceding
that the divisibility of the substrate of knowledge entails the divisibility of
knowledge. For it is arguable that the substrate becomes prepared (musta‘idd)
to receive knowledge only when it is combined of specific parts, such that
if it loses its combination by undergoing division it immediately loses the
preparedness to receive knowledge and with it any knowledge that inhered
therein.

Section 6. That Some Existents are beyond the Grasp of the Senses

In Isharat 11.4.1, Avicenna attacks the view that only sensible things exist.°° He
argues that universals exist, but are devoid of any accidents concomitant to sen-
sible things, such as having a specific location or quality. Therefore, universals
are not sensible things, but purely intelligible existents. In a very briefresponse,
al-Mas‘adi complains that universal concepts have no extra-mental existence,
but are only intelligible to the mind. To say that they ‘exist’ in the mind—that
they have a ‘mental existence’—is misleading, and means nothing other than
that the mind knows them. What Avicenna intends to establish is that nonsen-
sible things exist in the extra-mental world, yet he fails to achieve this with his
proof.9!

Section ;. Establishing the Existence of the Necessary of Existence
and the Finitude of Causes
Discussed in Chapter 5. In Isharat 11.4.9-15, Avicenna proves the existence of
the Necessary of Existence through Itself starting from the existence of possible
existents.®? An outline of the argument is provided below, and shall not be
reproduced here.% Suffice it to say that in the course of the proof, Avicenna
opines that if we suppose an infinite series of possible existents, each being
an efficient cause that brings the next item in the series into being, the series
taken as a whole (jumla) will be possible of existence, and hence caused by an
efficient cause external to the series.
Al-Mas‘adi attacks the premise that an infinite series constitutes a whole,
and hence can be treated as a self-contained set.%* Being a ‘set), and having a
‘totality’ or a ‘whole) are accidents of finite quantities, for they demand that the

90  Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 7-9.

91 Shukuk, 246—247. On Avicenna’s theory of mental existence, see, for instance, Black,
‘Mental Existence in Thomas Aquinas and Avicenna.

92  Avicenna, [sharat, 3,19—27.

93 See Section 5.1.

94  Shukuk, 248.
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quantity be bounded. An infinite series, however, is not bounded; for wherever
we postulate a boundary, there will be further items beyond it belonging to
the series. Al-Mas‘tdi goes on to point out that, as it happens, Avicenna treats
neither the series of beginningless rotations of the celestial spheres, nor the
infinite number of human souls in existence, as having a whole, and hence does
not infer that since each item comes to be in time the whole must likewise
come to be in time. He argues that Avicenna is right not to do so, considering
that both cases involve an infinite quantity of items, and therefore do not
constitutes wholes. (Of course, this does not imply that al-Mas‘tdi accepts
either of these two doctrines, which are both tied to the theory that the world
is pre-eternal.) To be consistent, Avicenna must concede that an infinite series
of causes do not make up a whole.

Section 8. Establishing the Oneness of the Necessary of Existence
In Isharat 11.4.18, Avicenna establishes the uniqueness of the Necessary of Exis-
tence through Itself—that is, the doctrine that only one such being exists.
He puts forth a proof that commentators interpret in different ways, mainly
because it includes an elimination argument whose disjuncts are not set out
and eliminated in full.95 Al-Mas‘di begins his commentary with the follow-
ing tidy interpretation of the argument.¢ The Necessary of Existence through
Itself is individuated as the unique thing it is either (a) because it is neces-
sary of existence, or (b) because of some other factor. If the former (a), then
there obviously cannot be another thing necessary of existence through itself.
If the latter (b), then either (b.7) the individuation of the Necessary of Exis-
tence through Itself is concomitant to Its necessity of existence, or (b.2) Its
individuation is accidental to Its necessity of existence, or (b.3) Its necessity of
existence is concomitant to Its individuation, or (b.4) Its necessity of existence
is accidental to Its individuation. The first (b.7) clearly entails that only one
being necessary of existence through itself exists, which is what the argument
seeks to establish. If (b.2) necessary existence is accidental to individuation,
or (b.4) individuation is accidental to necessary existence, then what is acci-

95 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 36—4z; cf. al-Razi, Sharh, 2, 263—270; al-Tusi, Hall, 3, 36—40. Avicenna
(Isharat, 3, 41) concludes the passage by stating, ‘And what remains of the disjuncts is
impossible, which is vague in the extreme. For an interpretation, which generally agrees
with al-Tasi, see Mayer, ‘Fahr ad-Din ar-Razr’s Critique’ I shall not pursue Avicenna’s
argument here, as it goes beyond the purposes of the present study and has no bearing
on al-Mas‘adT’s criticism.

96  Shukik, 251-252.
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dental to the other must depend on a cause, which entails that the Necessary
of Existence through Itself is caused. Finally, if (5.3) necessity of existence is
concomitant to individuation, then it must be caused, though this point is left
unsubstantiated. (Al-Razi explains that this disjunct implies that the existence
of the Necessary of Existence through Itself is posterior to Its essence, which
entails the absurd conclusion that the essence must exist before it exists.) After
eliminating 6.2, 6.3 and b.4, disjuncts a and b.7 will remain, both of which estab-
lish the uniqueness of the Necessary of Existence through Itself. This reading
of Avicenna’s argument was later developed by both al-Razi and al-Tisi, each
in his own way.

Having set out the argument, al-Mas‘adi turns to the offensive, his central
complaint turning on the terms ‘necessary existence’ and ‘individuation’. Avi-
cenna considers necessary existence to have a distinct and irreducible reality
(amr wyjudr) over and above existence (haqgiqga muhassala thabita wara’ al-
wuyjud). For al-Mas‘adi, however, all that ‘necessary existence’ means is that
an existent does not depend on a cause that produces its existence—that is,
an efficient cause.%” As such, it is nothing but a sheer negation (salb mahd wa-
‘adam sirf), and has no reality over and above existence. Al-Mas‘td1 argues that
the same goes for ‘individuation’, which, quite simply, means that an entity is
differentiated from other things, and this does not necessarily require a fea-
ture that exists over and above the thing’s essence. With these two clarifica-
tions, he proposes to leave aside (for the moment) the ambiguous term ‘nec-
essary existent), and to reformulate Avicenna’s question thus: Why is it impos-
sible that there be two uncaused existents? From this, al-Mas‘ad1 goes on to
argue that if necessary existence is defined negatively, Avicenna’s proof will col-
lapse.®®

In the course of the ensuing discussion, al-Mas‘@di considers the following
reductio argument.®® If we postulate two uncaused existents, they must be
differentiated from each other. So each is differentiated from the other either
by its essence, or by some existent thing that it has over and above its essence. If
the former, the existence of each would be accidental to its essence and hence
caused. And since an essence cannot cause its own existence, the cause of each
of the two existents must be external to it. However, if the latter, then either
one or both of the entities would possess something that is superadded to its

97  Shukuk, 252—253. Al-Mas‘adi is clearly influenced by al-Ghazali here (cf. Tahafut, 138-139;
144-145).

98  Shukuk, 254.

99  Shukuk, 258.
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essence; so one or both would be composite, and composite things are caused.
Either way, the postulate that the two existents are uncaused does not hold.
This argument invokes Avicenna’s doctrine of the simplicity of the Necessary of
Existence through Itself, according to which It has neither an essence nor other
positive attributes over and above its necessary existence. Al-Mas‘udi refers to
Isharat 11.4.21—22, where this doctrine is asserted.100

At this point, our commentator turns his attention to the Avicennan doc-
trine of divine simplicity. He refers to, and draws upon, the thorough rebuttal
that al-Ghazali deploys in the Tahafut.'°! Al-Mas‘tdi complains that if ‘neces-
sary existent’ is defined as ‘not caused by an efficient cause’, the contention,
‘If existence is concomitant to an essence it cannot be a necessary existent,
i.e. it must be caused’, will be a baseless assertion, as it is not substantiated
with any proof. All that the proof discussed in Section 7 establishes, assum-
ing it is sound, is the existence of an uncaused existent; but it sheds no light on
whether or not this existent has an essence. Along the same lines, he avers that
there is no proof that an entity whose existence is uncaused cannot possess
an attribute over and above its essence. To describe such an entity as ‘com-
posite’ will amount to nothing, unless it is shown that either the attribute or
the entity’s existence is caused. Al-Mas‘iidi concludes that there is, in fact, no
impossibility that the First Cause (God) has an essence and pre-eternal posi-
tive attributes that subsist in His essence, a position that clearly accords with
Ash‘ar1 theology.

Section 9. That the Continued Existence of the Effect Depends on the

Continued Existence of Its Cause
Discussed in Chapter 3. In Isharat I1.5.1-3, Avicenna argues that a possible thing
depends on its (metaphysical) efficient cause (that is, the cause of its exis-
tence), not only for its coming-to-be, but also for its continued existence.!°? In
other words, possible existents have no inherent persistence that sustains them
in existence after they have come to pass, but must be sustained constantly in
existence by an efficient cause. The same view is implied in Isharat 11.4.10.103
To substantiate his point, Avicenna sets up an elimination argument: a thing
that comes to be depends on its cause either (a) for its existence, or (b) for its

100 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 44—46.

101 Shukuk, 259—261; al-Ghazali, Tahafut, Discussions 5-8, where Avicenna'’s doctrine of divine
uniqueness and simplicity are attacked.

102 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 57—70.

103 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 20.
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prior non-existence, or (c) for the temporal posteriority of its existence to its
nonexistence. He eliminates ‘0’ and ‘¢’ and by doing so establishes ‘a’104

Al-Mas‘adi rejoins that most possible existents do enjoy inherent continued
existence, and hence do not need to be sustained in existence by an agent. He
makes only two exceptions.1®> Some accidents need to be renewed constantly
by a cause, such as motion in space, which needs to be renewed constantly by
an inclination (may!) that supervenes on the object. Other accidents are con-
trary to the nature of the subject in which they inhere, and are sustained by
a constant force (gasr) applied by an external agent, an example being heat
that is forced on water by fire. Yet observation of forced accidents, al-Mas‘di
goes on to argue, will provide confirmation of the central principle, that pos-
sible existents continue to exist of themselves, independently of a cause. For
instance, when water is removed from the fire, the heat forced upon it will con-
tinue to exist for a while, even though its agent has become absent. Al-Mas‘adi
then dismisses a possible counter-explanation, namely that even though a form
is produced by an agent, it will be preserved in existence by the matter in which
it subsists, since matter must always have some form or other. This notion that
matter is a preserving cause ( illa mubgiya) for form is not one that Avicenna
holds.106

At the end of the section, al-Mas‘adi refutes Avicenna’s elimination argu-
ment. He has no quarrel with the elimination of disjuncts ‘6’ and ‘c} yet he does
not concede ‘@, on the grounds that Avicenna omits to consider a fourth dis-
junct, namely (d) that a thing that comes to be depends on an agent on account
of the effect’s ‘coming from nonexistence into existence’. This occurrence, an
affection, is what the expression ‘coming-to-be’ (hudiith, husil) denotes, and it
is strictly speaking the effect produced by the agent. As to the realised outcome
(hasil) of the affection, it is not dependent on an agent.1°? Al-Mas‘adi concludes
that a thing that comes to be depends on its agent only for its coming-to-
be, but not for its continued existence, and that coming-to-be cannot endure
constantly, as it must be preceded by non-existence. This suggests that the dis-
cussion serves as an attack on a cornerstone of the doctrine of the pre-eternity
of the world, and a defence of creation ex nifilo.

104 For the detailed argument, as well as a discussion of Avicenna’s doctrine, its background
and its criticism by al-Ghazali, see Sections 3.1-4 below.

105 Shukik, 262—263.

106  See the discussion on pp. 102-103 below.

107 Formore detail on this view and on its possible Maturidi inspiration, see pp.104—107 below.
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Section 10. That the Possibility of Coming-to-be is an Attribute That

Exists prior to Coming-to-be
Discussed in Chapter 4. Isharat 11.5.6 argues that a thing that comes to be
(hadith) must be possible of existence in itself before its coming-to-be; for
otherwise it would be impossible of existence. Therefore, this possibility must
obtain (hasil), and it can only obtain in a subject.1°8 In this way, Avicenna con-
flates the notion of possibility with the Aristotelian theory of potentiality.®® As
al-Mas‘adi points out at the start of his commentary, by establishing that all
that comes to be must be preceded by a substrate and potentiality, Avicenna
infers that matter is pre-eternal and consequently that the world is beginning-
less.

Our commentator queries the contention that a thing that comes to be must
be possible of existence before it comes to be.!° ‘Possibility’, he argues, is an
expression ‘common (mushtarak) to two meanings’ The first is the metaphys-
ical, per se possibility connected to essence; and this possibility is immutable
and not dependent on the conditions of any substrates and their receptivity
to the possible form. The second is the natural, dispositional preparedness
(isti'dad) that a particular substrate possesses to receive a form. Prior to their
coming-to-be, things that come to be must be possible in the former sense, but
they need not necessarily be possible in the latter sense. Things that come to
be in a substrate must indeed be preceded by their preparedness in that sub-
strate. However, things that do not exist in a substrate need not be preceded by
preparedness. The obvious implication is that matter can come to be ex nihilo
(though this raises the problem that the first form to subsist in matter must too
come to be ex nihilo without being preceded by preparedness, considering that
matter cannot exist without form, and that the two must therefore come to be
simultaneously).

Concluding the section, al-Mas‘di praises the ‘powerful objections’ that
al-Ghazali puts forth in the Tahafut against this Avicennan argument for the
pre-eternity of matter. He summarises al-Ghazali’s argument that Avicenna
contradicts himself by maintaining that things can only come to be if they are
preceded by their possibility-in-matter, and that the human soul comes to be
not in a substrate.!!!

108 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 78-84.

109 For more details on Avicenna’s argument and notion of possibility-in-matter, and on
al-Ghazali’s criticism, see Sections 4.1-2 below.

110 Shukuk, 271-273.

111 Shukitk, 273—274. For details, see Section 4.2 below.
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Section 1. That from One Only One Effect Can Proceed

In Isharat 11.5.11, Avicenna defends his well-known principle that from a cause
that is absolutely one, only one effect can derive.!> As already mentioned, he
appeals to this principle in various contexts in his philosophy, most importantly
his Neoplatonic account of the procession of multiple existents from the Neces-
sary of Existence through Itself, which is absolutely simple. Avicenna maintains
that being truly one and simple, the First Cause produces only one simple
effect, namely the First Intellect. Al-Mas‘tid1 notes in the conclusion of the
Shukiik the connection between this doctrine and the theory of the heavenly
intellects, which function as mediating causes through the agency of which the
sub-lunar world ultimately comes to be.13

Avicenna substantiates the principle in question using the following reduc-
tio. The conception (mafhum) that a thing causes effect A is different from the
conception that it causes effect B. If we suppose that a thing C is absolutely
one, and yet causes each of A and B, it will have the conception of being the
cause of A and the conception of being the cause of B. These two conceptions
must be due to C having two distinct aspects (haythiyya), each with its own
distinct reality, and these two aspects will either be constituents (mugawwim)
of the essence of C, or concomitants (/azim) to it. If the former, C will be com-
posite, which contradicts the supposition that it is simple. If the latter, the two
concomitants will themselves be engendered by two aspects of C, leading to
the same contradiction. Therefore, an absolutely simple cause cannot produce
more than one simple effect.

Al-Mas‘udi begins by reiterating his criticism of Avicenna’s contention that
the Necessary of Existence through Itself is absolutely simple. In a passage
that strongly echoes the Ash‘ari theory of attributes, he contends that it is not
impossible that the Necessary of Existence through Itselfhas an essence, or that
certain attributes subsist in Him 14

Al-Mas‘udi then attends to the principle that from one only one derives, and
proceeds with a question: Must the effect be one in quantity, or one in kind?
If Avicenna intends the former, then his argument fails to exclude the latter.
Al-Mas‘adi argues that it is indeed possible, if A and B belong to the same

112 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 97-102; cf. Ilahiyyat, IX.4, 403—405. On this principle, see, for instance,
D’Ancona, Ex Uno non fit nisi Unum'’. The principle is refuted in Discussion 3 of al-Ghazalr’s
Tahafut (noff.) to make way for the theological doctrine that God creates everything
directly.

113 Shukuk, 288; p. 50 above.

114  Shukuk, 275—276. The passage is translated on p. 36 above.
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kind, for C to produce them both by virtue of having only one causative aspect.
However, if Avicenna intends the latter, then it will be argued that existence
insofar as it is existence is one in kind, though it is numerically multiple
purely on account of the multiplicity of individual existents. So it is possible,
al-Mas‘udi reasons, for existence to issue from the First and to overflow ( fada)
onto all simple essences, be they intellects or elements, given that all caused
things are caused with respect to their existence, but not with respect to their
essence. He analogises the process to the light that flows from the sun by
the effect of only one aspect thereof—namely, its luminous nature—but is
nonetheless received by multiple bodies.

Al-Mas‘adi concludes by advancing an ad hominem (ex concessis) argument
starting from the doctrine of the Active Intellect, to which Avicenna ascribes
the provision of substantial and accidental forms to matter. These forms, he
opines, are endless in quantity, yet Avicenna would not concede that the Active
Intellect possesses an endless number of corresponding aspects. So if Avicenna
maintains that the Active Intellect produces multifarious forms without having
multiple aspects, then he should concede the possibility that the First Principle
overflows existence directly onto all simple essences.

Section 12. That the Activities of Corporeal Powers are Finite
In the course of setting out his emanationist cosmology in Isharat 11.6, Avi-
cenna defends the Aristotelian doctrine that a finite body cannot produce infi-
nite motion, and that since the motion of the heavens is infinite it must have
an immaterial mover.'> Al-Mas‘adi targets the following reductio ad absurdum
adduced by Avicenna in support of this theory.'¢ The motion produced in a
body can either be forced upon it by a power external to it, or produced by a
power natural and internal to it. Let us suppose that an external power inheres
in a given body, and hypothesise that it moves another body B, from a certain
starting point for an infinite duration of time. B, will traverse an infinite dis-
tance. Now suppose that the same power moves a smaller body B,, which is
identical in nature to By, from the same starting point. Being smaller, B, will
move faster than B;, and hence will traverse a longer distance in any given
duration. This means that the distance traversed by B, must be longer than
an infinite distance, which is a contradiction. Therefore, the initial assumption
that a body can produce infinite forced motion in another body must be false.

115 Aristotle, Physics, VIIL1o. On this doctrine and its reception in late antiquity, see Sorabji,
Matter, Space and Motion, 249 1f.
116 Avicenna, Isharat, 3,165-169.
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That a body could be moved infinitely by its own natural power is then excluded
along similar lines.!"”

The core of al-Mas‘adr’s objection is that being equal to another, or being
greater or smaller than another, are accidents of finite quantities.'® So if two
infinite quantities are postulated, they cannot be equal to each other, nor can
either of them be smaller or greater than the other. If we juxtapose in the
mind two infinite series, neither can be longer than the other, since neither
can possibly have an additional quantity over and above the point at which the
other terminates.

He then advances an ad hominem (ex concessis) argument starting from the
philosophers’ theory that the motions of the celestial spheres are beginning-
less—a case in which the series is infinite a parte ante and finite in the present,
rather than finite in the present or at some point in the past and infinite a parte
post as postulated in the problem at hand.!'® Take, for instance, the motion of
the spheres of the moon and Saturn. The former sphere rotates faster than the
latter. Avicenna must concede either that the sphere of the moon has rotated
more times than the sphere of Saturn, or that it has not rotated more times. If
the former, one infinite quantity would be greater than another infinite quan-
tity. If the latter, the difference in the speed of motion between the two spheres
will not entail a difference in the quantity of rotations completed during an
infinite period of time. Either concession will contradict Avicenna’s assertions
in the proof under discussion.

Section 13. That the Human Soul is not Affected by the Loss of the

Body through Death
At the start of Isharat 11.7, Avicenna advances one of his two arguments for the
immortality of the rational soul.!?® He had already established that the soul
is not imprinted in the human body, but exists separately from the body and
uses it as an instrument, and that the soul has a celestial cause. It follows that
the soul survives the corruption of the body. In the following passages (Isharat
I1.7.2—4), which al-Mas‘ad1 targets, Avicenna goes on to argue that the soul’s
intellectual activity too is not affected by the death of the body.'?! Since intellec-
tion is essential to the soul, and since the soul obtains the intelligibles from the

117 Avicenna, Isharat, 3,170-174.
118  Shukuk, 280.

119 Shukuk, 281.

120 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 241-243.
121 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 244—252.
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Active Intellect and not from the body, the death of the body will not adversely
affect the soul’s intellection. Were intellection dependent on the body, it would
deteriorate with the deterioration of the body’s health. Avicenna adduces fur-
ther arguments confirming that though the body is an instrument of the soul,
it does not serve as an instrument for the soul’s intellection. For instance, as
the body ages, its motive and sensory faculties deteriorate, while the intellec-
tual faculty either remains constant or continues to develop. Moreover, intense
and persistent activity causes exhaustion to bodily faculties; however, the intel-
lective faculty is not affected in the same way, but often grows stronger with
intense and persistent exercise.

In Section 5 of the Shukik, al-Mas‘ad1 briefly describes these arguments
as non-apodictic and merely persuasive.?? Here, in Section 13, he dismisses
as unsubstantiated Avicenna’s premise that the deterioration of bodily organs
does not bring on intellectual degeneration, and counters that in fact when-
ever the brain is damaged, the individual’s sensory and intellectual perception
degenerates, which suggests that the brain is the soul’s instrument for intellec-
tion.123 However, even if it is granted that intellection, as Avicenna asserts, is
essential to the soul and not a function of the body; it can still be claimed that
the brain serves as a subject in which the soul inheres. The soul, accordingly,
would be corrupted with the corruption of the body.

Section 14. That the Human Soul Cannot Possibly Pass Away
Discussed in Chapter 4. In Isharat 11.7.6, Avicenna argues that the human
soul is incorruptible in itself. The argument is basically this. A corruptible
thing must consist of two principles, one that provides it with actuality as
the thing it is, and another that provides it with the potentiality to pass away,
i.e. to be replaced with something else. Therefore, since the human soul is
self-subsistent and not a compound of two principles, it is incorruptible.24

Al-Mas‘tdi raises two complaints. The first is that Avicenna’s argument is
premised on the principle that occurrences must be preceded by possibility-
in-matter, which was already refuted in Section 10. The second is the following
ad hominem argument. The possibility of the coming-to-be of the human soul
either inheres in a substrate (in which case, the substrate must be the body), or
does not inhere in a substrate. If the former, then the possibility of the passing-
away of the human soul too may inhere in the human body. If the latter, then

122 Shukiik, 239—240.
123 Shukiik, 282—283.
124 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 261—264. For details, see Section 4.4 below.
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it will be possible for the soul to pass away, without this possibility having to
inhere in a body. Either way, the human soul is corruptible.

Section 15. [The Knowledge that the Necessary of Existence Has of
Itself and of Things Other than Itself |
The concluding section is only given a number, but not a substantive title. It
begins by citing Isharat 11.7.15 and I1.7.21, and then highlights three Avicennan
views concerning the knowledge of the Necessary of Existence through Itself.125
Al-Mas‘di does not discuss any, but only refers to al-Ghazali's refutationsin the
Tahafut .26 Here is a full translation of his commentary:

These [two passages submit] three claims. The first is that [the Necessary
of Existence] knows Itself. The second is that It knows [things] other than
Itself. The third is that It does not know particular things, except in a uni-
versal way. Concerning each of these [claims], there are powerful objec-
tions (shukuk) and serious problems (ishkalat). The Imam al-Ghazali—
may he be blissful, and may God sanctify his noble soul—provided these
in the Tahafut in a way that cannot be matched, and there is hence no
point in reproducing them here. Whoever wishes to acquaint himself
with them must read that book; for all that is found in that source is pre-
cious.!??

2.4 Interpretation: Al-Mas“adi’s Philosophical Theology

The preface and conclusion of the Shukik quoted and discussed in Section 2.2
above leave unanswered a few questions concerning what the author endeav-
ours to achieve in his book, especially as they should not readily be taken at
face value, as noted. So we should hone in on our text, and try to assess the
overall thrust and objectives of the criticisms it deploys against the Isharat.
What is al-Mas‘adT’s ‘agenda) so to speak? And does this agenda have more in
common with al-Ghazal’s critical theology, or with Abai1-Barakat’s critical phi-
losophy?128

125 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 278; 3, 295—296.

126  Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 210—238.

127  Shukik, 287. The concluding statement is an Arabic proverb that cannot be rendered
literally.

128 Itis worth pointing out here that al-Mas‘adi composed the Shukuk before meeting al-Razi
and most probably before reading any of his works. So we can immediately discount the
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To begin with, al-Mas‘adr’s conceptual toolkit is thoroughly philosophical,
including where his own views are expressed. From the preceding synopsis, it
is obvious that he subscribes, for example, to the theories of hylomorphism,
universal essences, natural causality and the rational soul, theories which are
almost never tolerated in classical kalam sources on account of their direct con-
flict with the theologians’ atomism and occasionalism. What is more, there is
a conspicuous absence in the Shukitk of any of the conceptual vocabulary of
kalam. For example, al-Mas‘adi uses the terms ‘First Principle’ and ‘Necessary
of Existence through Itself’ repeatedly, but nowhere any of the more religious
appellations of the deity such as ‘God’ (Allah) or ‘Creator’ (khaliq, bari’), except
in formulae. Likewise, instead of ‘creation’ (khalq), he uses ‘procession’ (sudir)
and ‘overflowing’ ( fayd), though whether the commentator is genuinely com-
mitted to these notions or only employs them for dialectical expediency is far
from certain.!?® Despite its thoroughly philosophical conceptual vocabulary,
the book exhibits much of the non-conceptual, dialectical vocabulary and argu-
mentative structure and tactics characteristic of earlier kalam, most obviously
the question-and-answer format (‘If they say ..., we say ..., in galii ... quina ...).

Yet al-Mas‘ud1'’s conceptual vocabulary is only one part of the story. What he
does with it is another matter. And it seems to me that the problems treated in
the Shukiik fall into three classes—natural philosophy and mathematics, the
ontology of the human soul, and metaphysics—and that each of these classes
exhibits its own distinct motivating objectives.

1. Natural philosophy and mathematics. The first class includes discussions
that fall under, or are closely linked to, physics and mathematics, specifically
Sections 1-4.130 These discussions have a twofold background. First, they tie in
with al-Mas‘adT’s career in the sciences, particularly the mathematical sciences,
which has already been highlighted in Chapter 1.13! Most notably, his expertise
in geometry and geometrical optics comes to the fore in Section 2 of the Shukiitk
and in the discussion of vision in Section 4. Second, discussions of natural
philosophy in the book bespeak the influence of Abu 1-Barakat's Mu‘tabar,

possibility that he was in any way either influenced by his younger contemporary, or
responding to him.

129 With one exception: life is ‘created’ in a foetus (Shukik, 208).

130 Although Avicenna considers Problems 1 and 2 to belong properly to metaphysics, they
concern principles of natural philosophy, which is why he covers these problems alongside
other physical topics, at the beginning of the second part of the Isharat (cf. Avicenna,
Tabryyat, 11.2,13-26).

131 See Sections 1.2—3.
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which is cited explicitly no less than three times in Section 4. The first citation
highlights his opposition to a widely accepted Avicennan position, and runs as
follows:

The view that perceivers divide into bodily ones, which only perceive
sensible objects, and non-bodily ones, which only perceive intelligibles,
is a widely accepted view received on authority (mashhur magbul) and
agreed upon by the majority. The only one to go against this is the most
excellent person of our time, whom God favoured with a superior [skill
for] research and inquiry, the author of the Mu‘tabar, may God reward
his deeds and recompense him well. If you apply an impartial method,
abandon prejudice and partisanship, and give reasoned consideration
to the different doctrines, you will know that his is the correct posi-
tion.132

Abu 1-Barakat’s influence is also palpable in Section 1 of the Shukuk, as we shall
see in Chapter 6 below. Going further, al-Razi remarks in the preface to his
Jawabat that most of al-Mas‘ad1’s criticisms are borrowed from Abu 1-Barakat,
but this seems an exaggeration.33

None of the discussions of natural philosophy in the Shukik are motivated
by direct or explicit theological concerns, and only one, to my mind, may have
an indirect and unstated theological objective. In Section 4, which focuses on
human perception, al-Mas‘adi assigns all types of perception to the rational
soul and externalises the process of sensory perception such that objects are
perceived in the external world and not within the perceiver.!3% Perception,
accordingly, consists not of the representation of the object perceived within
the perceiver, but instead of a relation that the perceiver has to the exter-
nal object. Abti 1-Barakat appeals to this theory of perception to establish, in
opposition to Avicenna, that God knows particular things without undergoing
change or requiring bodily organs, a position that Ibn Sahlan al-Saw1 responds
to in defence of the Avicennan thesis together with its underpinning theory
of perception.!3 Though he does not indicate the theological relevance of his

132 Shukuk, 215.

133 Al-Razi, Jawabat, u; cf. 19; 29; 39; 49. On al-Raz1’s remarks on the sources of the Shukiik,
see Shihadeh, ‘Al-Raz1’s Response) 4.

134 See pp. 64—65 above.

135 Abua l-Barakat, Mu‘tabar, 3, 69ff. Al-Sawi (Nahj al-taqdis, 31) responds to Abu l-Barakat’s
views as reported in an unidentified epistle penned by a contemporary, which suggests
that he did not have access to the Mu‘tabar.
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own discussion of perception, al-Mas‘ad1 is likely to have intended it ultimately
as a response to such defences of the Avicennan position, probably even to
al-SawT's Nahj al-taqdis specifically, to lend support to the doctrine that God
knows particulars. His espousal of this doctrine is declared in Section 15 of the
Shukiik.

2. The ontology of the soul. The second class includes discussions of the ontol-
ogy of the human soul, more specifically its immateriality and immortality.
These are Sections 5, 13 and 14, though Section 3 may also be included. In my
view, these discussions are motivated in the first place by considerations of the-
ological epistemology, which al-Mas‘iidi declares in Section 5 where he remarks
on the doctrine of the immateriality of the human soul as follows:

This is a widely accepted proposition, which is agreed upon by both
ancient and later [philosophers], taught in all true religions, and made
known through revelation and the light of prophecy to prophets and
messengers, the blessings of God be upon them all, who informed us of
the survival of [the soul] after death. An accident does not continue to
exist after the passing away of the substrate; [therefore, the soul is not an
accident, but a substance]. So we have accepted this from them by way
of faith in the Unseen, assent and belief (imanan bi-l-ghayb wa-tasdigan
wa-i‘tigadan), having devotionally subscribed to their teachings, peace be
upon them.136

He avers that the proofs adduced for this doctrine by those who search out
the realities of things and strive to rise above traditional belief (taglid) are
all non-apodictic, and he goes on to argue that this is true of the Avicennan
proof under discussion. What this reveals is that al-Mas‘di follows earlier
theologians, including al-Ghazali, in maintaining (1) that the nature of the
human soul is unknowable to the mind and can only be established through
prophetic revelation, which presupposes that revelation provides knowledge
of certain ‘unseen’ things that are otherwise unknowable, and (2) that since the
soul, as revelation teaches, survives the death of the body and continues to exist
separately from it, it must be a substance rather than an accident.!” Follow-

136  Shukiik, 239—240.

137 On both points, see Shihadeh, ‘Classical Ash‘ari Anthropology’ 465ff. So al-Mas‘adr's
epistemological stance goes back ultimately to classical kalam, and pertains primarily (or,
as far as the problems treated in the Shukik are concerned, exclusively) to the ontological
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82 CHAPTER 2

ing al-Ghazal’s model, however, he maintains that the soul is an immaterial
substance, rather than a ‘subtle body’ embedded in the human body, as some
earlier Ash‘arls opined.!38 It is safe to assume that the same epistemological
stance elicits al-Mas‘adT’s confutation of Avicenna’s arguments for the immor-
tality of the soul in Sections 13 and 14, and is possibly at play in Section 3, which
targets Avicenna’s argument that the soul is different from the temperament.

3. Metaphysics. The third class of discussions includes Sections 6-12 and 15,
which concern metaphysical problems, especially problems concerning the
nature of the First Cause, cosmogony and cosmology. Although at first glance
these appear to reflect the same overall critical outlook that motivates sec-
tions on physics and mathematics, on closer inspection a different underlying
narrative emerges, which resonates with the theological perspective already
encountered at the beginning of Section 5. The most conspicuous clue lies in
the following references made to al-Ghazali's Tahafut, the only source other
than Abu 1-Barakat cited in the Shukuk. In the first, al-Mas‘udi introduces as
follows a response evoked by an Avicennan argument: ‘The response ( jawab)
to this is what the Imam al-Ghazali—may he be blissful and may his soul be
sanctified—provided in the Tahdfut and set out in a most superlative man-
ner’139 In the second, he references the same source, this time to support his
own line of criticism:

All of this [i.e. al-Mas‘adi’s own criticisms of Avicenna] finds support in
what the Imam al-Ghazali—may he be blissful—provided in the Tahafut
in response (radd) to their [i.e. the philosophers’] views on this question.
They are all potent objections (ishkalat), and very much on target.140

The final reference occurs in Section 15, a very short section which I have
already cited in full.'*! Obviously, therefore, the Tahafut had a decisive effect
on the metaphysical discussions in the Shukik. A direct Ghazalian influence

status of the soul. I should add that I do not subscribe to the view that al-Ghazali’s Tahafut
is largely motivated by the conviction that reason cannot arrive at truth without the aid
of revelation. This question, however, goes beyond the purview of the present study and
demands a separate treatment.

138 Some earlier Ash‘aris believed the soul to be an accident. See Shihadeh, ‘Classical Ash‘ari
Anthropology’, 465 ff. On al-Ghazali’s views, see Shihadeh, ‘Al-Ghazali and Kalam'.

139  Shukiik, 259.

140 Shukuk, 273.

141 See p. 78 above.
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is detectable even in metaphysical discussions in which the Tahafut is not
cited—for instance, in Sections 7, 9 and 14, as the case studies conducted
in the following chapters will illustrate. This is hardly surprising, as we have
already established al-Mas‘tdT’s broader intellectual debt to al-Ghazali on the
basis of sources other than the Shukitk, most notably al-Razi, Ibn Ghaylan and
al-Mas‘udr’s own Sharh al-Khutba 142

Yet the Ghazalian impact on the Shukiik is not confined to the specific argu-
ments reproduced or developed by al-Mas‘udi, but informs the very ‘agenda’
of the book. We have already seen that in Sharh al-Khutba he exhibits a keen
interest in theological themes, although there he commits himself to a neu-
tral and expository reading of the main text. A similar focus on theologi-
cal questions is attested in the choice of metaphysical problems attended
to in the Shukitk, though now Avicenna’s doctrines are treated critically, the
overall thrust of the criticisms being to sustain competing theological posi-
tions. Although the underlying theological commitments and motives are not
declared openly in any metaphysical discussions, they are unmistakable. In
Sections 8 and 11, al-Mas‘Gdi attacks Avicenna’s doctrine of God’s absolute sim-
plicity, and argues instead that it is possible that He has an essence and (as
Ash‘aris hold) attributes over and above His essence.!*3 In Sections g and 10,
he criticises two prime underpinnings of the theory of the pre-eternity of the
world, and champions antitheses each of which entails that the world is cre-
ated in time, ex nihilo. In Section 11, al-Mas‘adi complains against the principle
that the First Cause produces only one effect, on which Avicenna’s account of
the Neoplatonic theory of emanation is premised, and he submits the alterna-
tive thesis that the First Principle could confer existence on all possible things
directly. His disapproval of Avicenna’s cosmogony finds expression also in the
conclusion of the Shukik, cited previously. Yet perhaps the most telling indica-
tion of the commentator’s theological motives lies in Section 15, quoted above,
where he simply refers us to al-Ghazali’s refutations of Avicenna’s views on
God’s knowledge in Discussions 11-13 of the Tahafut.!** This reference evinces
an acceptance of the upshots of al-Ghazal1's refutations, most notably the the-
ological tenet that God knows particulars. With its criticisms of metaphysical
doctrines evidently intended to lend credence to certain widely held theologi-
cal views, the Shukuk displays some of the hallmarks of al-Ghazal1’s critical and
dialectical style of theology, which underlies the latter’s criticism of Avicennan

142 See Section 1.4 above.
143 See pp. 69—70 and 74 above.
144 See p.78 above.
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philosophy in defence of the orthodox creed. Yet, in sharp contrast to al-Ghazali
and Ibn Ghaylan, al-Mas‘adi undertakes his criticism of Avicennan doctrines in
a much more restrained manner, nowhere declaring any religious motives nor
partaking in anti-Avicennan polemic.

The fact that a theological undercurrent is detectable in the Shukiuk mainly
in discussions of metaphysics and the ontology of the soul, more so than in
discussions of other branches of natural philosophy and mathematics, also
corresponds, to a degree, to the Ghazalian kalam project epitomised in the
Tahafut. Al-Ghazali directs his attention primarily to critiquing doctrines of
metaphysics and human ontology (to which he dedicates, respectively, sixteen
discussions and three discussions), and much less so to other areas of natural
philosophy (which receive only one discussion, namely Discussion 17, on cau-
sation, which in fact is highly pertinent to theology), because, as he writes, the
bulk of the philosophers’ metaphysical doctrines are false, whereas the bulk of
their natural philosophy is acceptable. In his view, the majority of the philoso-
phers’ physical theories and almost the entirety of their mathematical theories,
just like medicine, are sound and do not clash with the teachings of revela-
tion.15 This broad assessment in effect gives a green light to a more positive
partaking in philosophical physics and mathematics; and, to my mind, it is this
outlook that explains the absence of theological motives, direct or indirect, in
some sections on physics and mathematics in the Shukiik.

In view of this Ghazalian influence, should we class the Shukuk as a Tahafut-
style work, without the rough edges? I am inclined to think not, as fundamental
differences exist between al-Mas‘adi and his predecessor. The Tahafut is alarge-
scale refutation executed very much from the perspective of an ‘outsider’, albeit
one who avowedly is willing to take onboard whatever philosophical views
prove sound and worthy. It is fixed exclusively on refutation, as al-Ghazali gen-
erally abstains in this book from the more constructive business of establishing
the Sunni creed (‘agidat ahl al-sunna, as he calls it) or any other positive doc-
trines. The latter task is assigned to other works, such as the Iqgtisad, a kalam
manual.'6 In contrast, the Shukuk offers an ‘insider, philosophical critique of
a philosophical system. As an aporetic text, al-Mas‘adr’s work displays greater
precision and selectiveness in the Avicennan views it targets, and the criti-

145 Al-Ghazali, Maqgasid, 3; Mungidh, 79-85. Al-Ghazali also explains that the philosophers’
logic is mostly correct.

146  On al-Ghazalt’s view that the principal objective of kalam is to defend the Sunni creed,
see his Mungidh, 71—72. For earlier Ash‘aris, by contrast, the objective of kalam is both to
establish and to defend the creed.
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cisms it deploys are much more pinpoint in scope and implications. What is
more, al-Mas‘adi counters many Avicennan doctrines by submitting and some-
times defending views of his own. These, for the most part, concur with widely
held religious doctrines, but are nonetheless formulated and justified in wholly
philosophical terms. (By ‘religious doctrine’ here, I mean the skeletal Sunni
creed, as understood by al-Ghazali, abstracted from the theoretical exposi-
tion and defence that surrounds it in kalam.#7) Therefore, the metaphysical
discussions of the Shukiik can be read as being attempts to develop philosoph-
ical formulations of certain central creeds that were previously couched in the
framework of kalam. They are evidence of a nascent philosophical theology,
which, to an extent, was still inchoate and unsystematic. That the big question
of whether philosophy and revelation are, or can be, in agreement (muwafaqa)
is likely to have been at the back of al-Mas‘tdr’s mind when he wrote the Shukik
is already suggested by the fact that this question motivates his commentary on
Avicenna’s Khutba, as we have seen. The latter text tries to show, through exege-
sis, how Avicennan philosophy is in harmony with the teachings of revelation,
though the commentator, of course, is noncommittal about the contents of his
book. The Shukiik seems motivated, in part, by the same basic conviction that
philosophy need not clash with the teachings of revelation, but it pursues this
objective by critiquing aspects of Avicennan philosophy and proposing alter-
native philosophical theories and arguments.

147 Cf Ibn Khaldun’s distinction between religious doctrines (al-‘aga’id al-imaniyya) and the
rational proofs (dalil ‘aqli, hujja ‘agliyya) adduced by theologians (Shihadeh, ‘Argument
from Ignorance), 218).
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CHAPTER 3

Efficient Causation and Continued Existence:
Problem g

In Section g of the Shukiik, al-Mas‘0di targets a theory that serves as one of the
cornerstones of Avicenna’s cosmology and cosmogony. The commentary takes
its cue initially from Isharat I1.4.10, which occurs in the context of Avicenna’s
proof for the existence of the Necessary of Existence through Itself, but it then
turns to Isharat 11.5.1-3, where the theory is set out in detail. The question at
issue concerns, in the first place, both the process of efficient causation and the
mode of existence that possible existents are possessed of, more particularly
the problem of whether an effect depends on its agent with respect to its
coming-to-be or its existence per se. This metaphysical problem is of central
importance in both classical kalam and Avicenna, who, as we shall see, frames
his discussion in the Isharat first and foremost as a response to the theologians’
conception of agency, and presents his own position as antithetical to theirs.
The problem has broader implications, with the theologians’ position being
inextricably linked to their theory of creation ex nihilo, and Avicenna’s to his
theory that the world is pre-eternal.

31 The Classical Kalam Background

One of the key precepts of classical kalam is that an effect depends on (iatdja
ila) its agent only for its coming-to-be (hudith), but not for its continued exis-
tence (baqa’).! This is what the theologians would class as a ‘principle’, or a
‘primary doctrine’ (as/), on which one or more ‘secondary doctrines’ ( far*)
are premised. This primary doctrine finds its chief application in the classical-
kalam cosmological proofs of the existence of God starting from creation ex
nihilo; and it is in this context that the doctrine is normally substantiated. The
Bahshami Mu‘tazila—the followers of Abu Hashim al-Jubba’t (d. 321/933)—
and classical Asharis developed radically different proofs. Both, however,
started by positing the same central question: Why does an entity that comes

1 Fora fuller exploration of the theological background, see my forthcoming article ‘Metaphys-

ical Causality, Contingency and Coming-to-be’.
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to be (hadith) require another entity to originate it (muhdith)? In what follows,
I shall only examine the standard Bahshami proof, as I argue that it became
Avicenna’s prime target of criticism.?

The Bahshamis prove the existence of God by means of an analogy (géyas)
starting from the view that human acts (fi) are entities—specifically acci-
dents—which come to be either in the agent’s body or in other bodies. An
act-entity, they argue, depends on (ihtaja ila) its agent (fal). For instance,
every time I act or refrain from acting, I do so in accordance with the presence
or absence of prior motives and counter-motives corresponding to my act or
abstention; this attests that my acts are necessarily dependent on my motives,
and consequently on me as an agent.? In the schema of the analogy, the act-
entity is said to be the primary case (as!), and its dependence on its agent is
thus said to be a judgement (hukm) that applies to it. This judgement is then
explained as being caused by a determinant (i/la), which is a specific attribute
of the act-entity. The Bahshamis use several arguments to identify this deter-
minant, which is argued to be the same for all act-entities, since they are all
equally dependent on their agents. One example is the following disjunction-
and-elimination argument: the attribute in question must either be the act-
entity’s continuous existence (istimrar al-wujid), or its prior nonexistence, or
its coming-to-be. The first disjunct is eliminated on the grounds that acts often
outlast their agents, and hence cannot depend on them continually. The con-
struction of a building involves the production of accidents of composition
between its constituent parts, and these accidents will continue to exist long
after the death of their agent, the builder. The second disjunct is obviously false,
as nonexistence, even when it precedes an entity’s existence, is clearly noth-
ing, and hence cannot be a cause for anything. It follows that the third disjunct
must be true, and that an act-entity depends on its agent precisely with respect
to the act-entity’s coming-to-be. It is the entity’s coming-to-be, rather than its
continued existence, that is caused by the agent.* Once the determinant has
been established in the primary case, it can subsequently be used analogically
to establish whether the same judgement applies to the secondary case ( far),
which, in the problem at hand, is specifically the case of temporally originated
entities that are not produced by humans. Since these entities come to be, they
too must depend on an agent, who is argued to be a pre-eternal creator.

2 On the Ash‘ri argument, see my forthcoming ‘Metaphysical Causality, Contingency and
Coming-to-be.

3 Ibn Mattawayh, Majmu, 1, 69—72.

4 Mankdim, Sharh, ng; Ibn Mattawayh, Majmu*, 1, 73.
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Another application of the principle, that an entity that comes to be depends
on its agent only with respect to its coming-to-be, occurs in discussions of the
continued existence of created entities. The flipside of the principle is that if
an entity is of a type that has a capacity for continued existence (istimrar al-
wujud), or persistence (baqa’), its continued existence, once it comes to be,
will be self-sustaining and uncaused. According to Bahshamis, certain classes
of created beings enjoy continued existence, in particular atoms and specific
classes of accidents, such as accidents of colour, life and composition. Such
beings depend on their agents, strictly speaking, only for their coming-to-be,
but they then continue to exist autonomously, independent of an agent. A case
in point is the accident of composition produced by a builder between the
bricks of a building, which continues to exist even after the builder has died or
become incapacitated.5 Certain other accident classes, such as the accidents
of pain and sound, do not persist, so when such an accident comes to be, it
will exist for a single moment and pass away. When such an accident appears
to persist for an extended duration, the observer is given this impression only
because a series of discrete instances of the same accident come to be uninter-
rupted at successive moments.®

In classical Ash‘arism, all accidents without exception lack persistence and
last no more than an instant. The colour of an object, hence, is recreated
directly by God at each moment (tahduthu halan ba‘da hal).” Al-Juwayni main-
tained that atoms persist in existence so long as they contained instances of
certain classes of accidents.®

The doctrine that an effect depends on its cause solely with respect to its
coming-to-be is of far-reaching significance in earlier theology, as it underpins
the macrostructure—so to speak—of the classical-kalam worldview, with God
as a pre-eternal voluntary agent, on the one hand, and the world as His tem-
porally created act, on the other. According to this same principle, the philo-
sophical notion that the world is pre-eternal, and hence did not come to be at
some point in the past, immediately implies that, like God, it is uncaused (not
to mention, of course, that it contradicts scriptural conceptions of creation, as
theologians argued). Avicenna is keenly aware of the centrality of this theolog-
ical doctrine, and for this reason gives considerable attention to refuting it and
to advocating the antithetical doctrine that an effect depends on its agent only
for its continued existence, and not for its coming-to-be.

5 Ibn Mattawayh, Tadhkira, 1, 68.

6 Ibn Mattawayh, Tadhkira, 1,149-152; 1, 174.
7 Al-Ansari, Ghunya, 2, 684.

8 Al-Juwayni, Shamil, 160.
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3.2 Avicenna’s Theory of Efficient Causation

Turning now to Avicenna, we must start with his account of efficient causation.
While Aristotle defines ‘efficient cause’ as ‘the primary cause of change or rest,
Avicenna distinguishes between two types of efficient causes (‘illa fa‘iliyya), or
agents ( fa'il).> He writes:

... Metaphysical philosophers do not mean by ‘agent’ only the principle of
motion, as the naturalists mean, but the principle and giver of existence,
as in the case of the Creator with respect to the world. As for the natural
efficient cause, it does not bestow any existence other than motion in one
of the forms of motion. Thus, in the natural sciences, that which bestows
existence is a principle of motion.!0

Metaphysical efficient causes, according to Avicenna, are causes that confer
existence on things other than themselves, whereas natural (tabi7) efficient
causes (corresponding to Aristotle’s efficient causes) only produce motion in
existent things, which can be in the categories of quantity, quality, place or
position. Avicenna accordingly describes metaphysical efficient causes as ‘true’
(hagiqr) efficient causes.!! God, the Necessary of Existence through Itself, con-
fers existence on all beings and thus can be said to be their ultimate meta-
physical efficient cause. The Giver of Forms is the metaphysical efficient cause
of forms, which give actual existence to matter when they are combined with
it.

In contrast to causes of existence, natural efficient causes are, in one respect,
not true and essential (bi--dhat) efficient causes, but only have an accidental
(bi-I-‘arad) and auxiliary (mu‘in) activity.!? As a principle of motion, a natu-
ral efficient cause prepares (mu‘dd, muhayyi’) matter to receive a new form,
and it does so by effecting motion therein. Another, metaphysical efficient

9 Aristotle, Physics, 11.3; Metaphysics, V 2. The following reading of Avicenna’s theory of
efficient causality is, in key respects, my own (see my forthcoming article ‘Metaphys-
ical Causality, Contingency and Coming-to-be’). On this subject, see also Richardson,
‘Avicenna’s Conception of the Efficient Cause’; Marmura, ‘The Metaphysics of Efficient
Causality in Avicenna’; Wisnovksy, ‘Final and Efficient Causality in Avicenna’s Cosmology
and Theology’; McGinnis, Avicenna, 192-195.

10  Avicenna, Ilahiyyat, V11, 257 (Marmura’s translation, 195, with slight adjustment).

11 Avicenna, llahiyyat, V1.2, 265.

12 Avicenna, llahiyyat, V1.2, 265. On essential and accidental causes, see Tabiiyyat, 1112,
74—75; Najat, 521. On auxiliary causes, see Tabi%yyat, 1110, 65.
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cause—namely, the Giver of Forms—completes (mutammim) the process by
producing the new form in matter, when it has obtained a complete disposi-
tion (isti‘dad tamm) for that form.!® Avicenna explains that the father is not the
real cause for the existence of the son, but only the cause for producing the
motion that delivers semen to the mother’s womb. The true cause that con-
fers form on matter to produce the son is the Giver of Forms. Likewise, when
a builder constructs a building, the motions of his body only produce motions
in bricks and mortar, which is a motion in the category of place. The real cause
of the combination (ijtima°“) of these things, and consequently of the shape of
the building and its existence as a building, is again the Giver of Forms, rather
than the builder.!*

According to Avicenna, a metaphysical efficient cause must be simultane-
ous with its effect (al-lal al-haqiqiyya mawjuada ma‘a [-ma‘al).’> This means
that the agent does not precede its effect temporally, and moreover that an
effect that continues to exist after it has come to be does not become self-
necessitating, but must be sustained in existence constantly by an agent.!® This
view is central to Avicenna’s cosmology, and in the Najat it is substantiated
in a lengthy argument that appears in the context of proving the existence of
the Necessary of Existence through Itself1” In brief, the argument is that since
the possibility of a possible thing is linked to its essence, it is not only possible
before it comes to be, but remains possible after it comes to be and throughout
its continued existence. Avicenna writes:

Every thing that comes to be has a cause for its coming-to-be, and a cause
for its continued existence (thabat). The two may be one and the same
thing, as in the case of a vessel that confers shape on a body of water.
Or they may be two different things, such as the form of a statue, which
is produced by an artisan and sustained (thabata) by the dryness of the
substance of the element from which it is made. It is impossible for a
thing that comes to be to become, after it has come to be, continually
existing by itself such that it becomes, once it has come to be, necessary

13 Avicenna, Tabiiyyat, 1110, 65. We return to Avicenna’s conception of preparedness in the
next chapter.

14  Avicenna, llahiyyat, V1.2, 264—265.

15 Avicenna, llahiyyat, V1.2, 265.

16 For the Neoplatonic background of Avicenna’s theory of constant, eternal creation, see
Sorabji, Matter, Space and Motion, 249 ff.; Kukkonen, ‘Creation and Causation’, 239 ff.

17  Avicenna, Najat, 571-576.
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of existence and such that it continues to exist independently of a cause
for its existence and continued existence.!®

So, ifa possible thing comes to be, it does not become necessary through itself,
but will be necessitated by an agent so long as that agent exists. Therefore, the
continued existence of the effect depends on the continued existence of an
agent that continues to necessitate it (and it may or may not be the original
cause of its coming-to-be).

As to natural efficient causes, Avicenna writes in some places that these
‘precede’ (mutaqaddim) their effects; but this should not be taken at face value,
for in the final analysis they too in fact must be simultaneous with their effects.
A natural efficient cause is simultaneous with the motion it produces, which
strictly speaking is its true effect. This motion, which of course takes place in
time, may eventually engender preparedness in a substrate to receive a new
form, which will then come to be and may subsequently continue to exist.
The true agent of this new form will be a metaphysical efficient cause, rather
than the cause of motion. So, a natural cause is simultaneous with its true
effect, which is motion, but it precedes the effect to which it serves only as an
accidental or auxiliary cause, which is the form.1®

There may seem to be exceptions to the rule. For instance, if I throw a
stone, my moving arm will be the agent for the forced motion (haraka gasriyya)
produced in the stone while it is still in my hand; however, the stone will
continue to move after I release it. So the motion of the stone continues after it
becomes separated from the external force exerted by its agent. For Avicenna,
however, there is more to the process than meets the eye:

Forced motion may [continue to] exist separately from the mover [i.e.
when the mobile is separate from the mover], even though the mover’s
production of the motion has ceased. Now, it is impossible that the mo-
tion that is continuously being renewed should exist while its cause does
not exist. So there must be some cause that preserves the motion, and that
cause will exist in the mobile, producing an effect on it.20

Avicenna explains the continued motion of the stone after it separates from
the hand by appealing to his theory of inclination (may!), understood as an

18 Avicenna, Najat, 572.
19 Avicenna, Illahiyyat, V1.2, 264—265.
20  Avicenna, Tabi%iyyat, 1118, 194-195 (partly based on McGinnis's translation).
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accidental power that occurs in the moving object and causes its motion.?! A
stone, consisting predominantly of earth, has a natural inclination for down-
ward motion, but if I throw it upwards, my arm will generate a foreign (gharib)
forced inclination (may! qasrt) in the object. This forced inclination will move
it while it is in my hand. After I release the stone, the forced inclination con-
tinues to exist for a while in it and to cause its continued forced motion, until
this foreign inclination is overcome by the stone’s natural inclination or some
other foreign force (for instance, if the object hits the ceiling) and is ultimately
replaced with a different inclination.?2 So, the continued motion of the stone
will be caused continuously by its true and immediate agent, which is the incli-
nation that inheres therein. ‘It is impossible), Avicenna writes, ‘that what arrives
ata given end point [of motion] should do so without some [continually] exist-
ing cause that makes it arrive), i.e. a cause that exists throughout the motion.
The cause in question is the inclination that supervenes upon the object.23
Inclination is thus the ‘natural efficient cause’ of the stone’s motion (‘natural
in opposition to ‘metaphysical, rather than in opposition to ‘forced’). Avicenna
would say that the mover’s arm, in turn, acts as another natural efficient cause,
which produces preparedness in the matter of the stone to receive a foreign
inclination, and that this inclination then comes to be through the agency of
the Active Intellect, which acts as its metaphysical efficient cause and sustains
it continuously in existence as long as there is preparedness in the matter of
the moving object.

In the Metaphysics of the Shifa’, Avicenna argues against the three intercon-
nected kalam views that the agent precedes its effect, that it only causes the
coming-to-be (hudiith) of the effect, and that the continued existence (baga’)
of the effect is hence uncaused and independent of the cause of its coming-
to-be.2* He argues that the agent only causes the existence of the effect, and
hence that the effect’s coming-to-be, which denotes the fact that its existence
was preceded by nonexistence, is strictly speaking uncaused. For, firstly, the
prior nonexistence of the effect is not caused, except in the privative sense of
being due to the absence of an efficient cause. Secondly, the fact that existence
is temporally posterior to nonexistence too is not caused; for the existence of
a temporally originated entity cannot possibly be except after nonexistence,

21 On Avicenna’s theory of inclination, see Hasnawi, ‘La Dynamique D’Ibn Sina’; McGinnis,
Avicenna, 79—84.

22 Avicenna, Tabriyyat, 1.IV.8, 460—462.

23 Avicenna, Tabriyyat, 1.IV.8, 460.

24  Avicenna, llahiyyat, Vla1-2, 2591f.
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and what is not possible, but necessary, cannot be caused. The existence of the
effect, by contrast, is possible and hence caused.?>

3.3 Avicenna’s Criticism of Kalam in the Isharat

This brings us to Isharat 11.5.1—3, which bears some correspondence to the dis-
cussion in the SAif@’, just described.?6 In these first three sections of Chapter 5 of
the Physics and Metaphysics, titled ‘On demiurgy and [atemporal] creation’ ( f
l-sun‘wa-l-ibda“), Avicenna frames his theory of metaphysical efficient causa-
tion against the backdrop of the foregoing theological, particularly Bahshamy,
doctrines. In his full commentary on the Iskarat, al-Razi insightfully groups
the three Avicennan sections under one heading: ‘On that the determinant for
dependence on a cause is possibility, rather than coming-to-be, and that dur-
ing its continued existence a thing is not independent of a cause’ ( fi anna llat
al-haja ila [-muaththir hiya l-imkan la l-hudiith, wa-anna -shay’ hal baqa’i-hi la
yastaghni ‘an al-sabab).2”

In the first section (Isharat 11.5.1), labelled a ‘false notion’ (wahm), Avicenna
provides an account of the belief, held by ‘ordinary people’ (‘@mma), that
the effect depends (ta‘allug) on its agent precisely because the former was
initially non-existent and then obtained its existence from the latter.2® That
is to say, the two are connected purely on account of the effect’s coming-to-be,
although Avicenna does not mention the term ‘huduth’ here. This conception
of causation is intended in such expressions as ‘to produce’ (awjada), ‘to make’
(sana‘a) and ‘to act’ (fa‘ala) when used by ordinary people, that is, when
they are employed in their ordinary, lexical senses. Such an understanding of
agency is associated with ‘awham ammiyya), i.e. it consists of an ‘estimative
proposition’ (wahmiyya) stemming from the estimative faculty of the mind,
which holds sway over the worldview of ordinary people.?® Avicenna observes
that, according to this popular notion, once existence has been conferred on
the effect, the effect will become independent of its agent, and will continue to

25 Avicenna, llahiyyat, V1.1, 260.

26  This overview of these three sections of the Isharat draws on my ‘Al-Razi’s Sharh'.

27  Al-Razi, Sharh, 2, 385.

28  Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 57-59.

29  On the Avicennan notion of estimative propositions (wahmiyyat) and the faculty of esti-
mation (wahm), see Avicenna, Najat, n5-u8; cf. Black, ‘Estimation (wahm) in Avicenna’;
Hall, ‘The Wahm in Ibn Sina’s Psychology’; Griffel, ‘Al-Ghazalt’s Use of “Original Human
Disposition” (Fitra), 10ff.
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exist by virtue of the existence it obtained. He gives the example of the building,
which continues to exist even after the builder is long dead. Some people—by
whom he patently refers to the theologians—have the temerity even to assert
that if it is conceivable for the Creator to pass away, the world would continue
to exist, because the world is only dependent on God for its coming-to-be, to
the exclusion of its continued existence. In their view, if the world depended
on God for its existence per se, then every existent would likewise depend on
another for its existence, and God Himself would have been dependent on
another being for His existence.

In the second section (Isharat I1.5.2), Avicenna analyses (hallala) the expres-
sion ‘agent’ ( fa‘il) and related expressions to their constituent elements, and he
then separates those elements that are essential to agency from those that are
accidental .30 He argues that the expression should be defined essentially as a
thing that engenders the existence of another thing after the latter was nonexis-
tent. All other elements ordinarily included in the concept of ‘agency’—such as
the agent’s being voluntary or natural, or its production of the effect directly or
using an instrument—are accidental, and hence essentially extraneous to this
concept. Otherwise, expressions such as ‘voluntary agent) ‘natural agent ‘act-
ing through an instrument’, and the like, would have involved either repetition
or contradiction. Yet none of these expressions, Avicenna argues, are internally
repetitive or contradictory.

In the same section, Avicenna goes on to raise the following question con-
cerning his definition of agency. If the essential constituents of the concept of
‘effect’ are (a) the existence of the effect, () its prior nonexistence, and (c) the
temporal posteriority of its existence to its nonexistence, then on account of
which of these constituents does the effect depend on its agent? Through a
process of elimination, Avicenna argues that the constituent in question must
be (a) the existence of the effect. For (b) nonexistence, obviously, is uncaused,
and hence cannot be the constituent on which the dependence of the effect on
its agent hinges. As to (c) the temporal posteriority of the existence of a tem-
porally originated thing to its nonexistence, this is a necessary attribute of the
effect, and as such uncaused. The section closes with a further question: If the
effect depends on its agent on account of its existence, then is the existence of
a temporally originated thing caused because (a.7) it is not necessary (i.e. pos-
sible), or (a.2) because it was nonexistent before it obtained its existence (i.e.
it is temporally originated)?

30 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 59—65. On Avicenna’s notion of ‘analysis) see McGinnis, ‘Penetrating
Question, 64—67.
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This question is answered in the third section (Isharat, 11.5.3), labelled ‘con-
cluding discussion and a pointer’ (takmila wa-ishara).?! Avicenna here argues
that the conception ‘necessary of existence, not in itself, but through another’
is a general conception that is true both of entities that have always (da’iman)
been necessitated through another and of those that have been necessitated
through other entities for a finite duration of time. The conception ‘preceded
by nonexistence) on the other hand, is more specific, as it is true of the latter
class of entities, but not of the former. Both conceptions are predicable of ‘being
dependent on another for existence. However, if two conceptions—one gen-
eral, and one specific—are predicated of the same conception, then the more
general conception will be predicated of this notion essentially and in the first
place, and the more specific conception will be predicated of it non-essentially
and secondarily. Therefore, an effect depends on its agent because its existence
is necessitated through another, and not because its existence is preceded by
nonexistence. ‘Being necessitated through another), i.e. being possible of exis-
tence, is an attribute that characterises effects permanently, and not only at the
moment they come to be; so it follows that the dependence of effects on their
causes must be equally permanent.

3.4 Al-Ghazalt’s Criticism

The Avicennan conception of agency just described is attacked in Discussion 3
of al-Ghazali’'s Tahafut, titled, ‘On showing [the philosophers’] obfuscation in
asserting that God is the agent ( fa‘il) and maker of the world, that the world is
created and produced ( fi/) by Him, and that with them these [expressions] are
used figuratively rather than literally’.32 Al-Ghazali introduces the discussion
by identifying three respects in which the philosophers misuse the expressions
fil and fail by employing them in the context of cosmogony: (1) an ‘agent’
must be possessed of volition and knowledge, whereas God, in their view,
is an involuntary cause; (2) an ‘act’ must come to be in time, whereas the
world, according to the philosophers, is pre-eternal; and (3) they maintain that
God is absolutely simple, and that from an absolutely simple entity only one,
simple effect proceeds, so they are in no position to assert that the world,
which is composed of different things, proceeds from God.33 Here, we are only
concerned with the second criticism.

31 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 65—71.
32 Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 95-132, esp. 103-109.
33 Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 95-96.
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Against Avicenna’s theory of agency and his conception of atemporal com-
ing-to-be, al-Ghazali reasserts the classical kalam definition of ‘act’ as bringing
a thing from nonexistence into existence in time (ma‘na l-fil ikhraj al-shay’ min
al-‘adam ila l-wujud bi-ihdathi-hi).3* He then paraphrases Avicenna’s defence of
his position, including his previously mentioned disjunction and elimination
argument, in which he establishes that the effect depends on its agent (a) with
respect to its existence, by eliminating that it depends on it on account of either
(b) its prior nonexistence or (c) the temporal posteriority of its existence to its
nonexistence. By eliminating ‘4’ and ‘c, Avicenna eliminates that this depen-
dence rests on the effect’s (temporal) coming-to-be.35 Al-Ghazali proceeds to
respond to this argument as follows:

The act depends on ( yata‘allagu bi-) the agent with respect to its coming-
to-be, not with respect to its prior nonexistence, nor with respect to its
being existent simpliciter. For, according to us, [the act] does not depend
on [the agent] at the moment following its coming-to-be, during which
it exists, but rather depends on it at the moment of its coming-to-be and
inasmuch as this [occurrence] is coming-to-be and coming from nonex-
istence into existence (khurtyj min al-‘adam ila l-wujid). If the notion of
coming-to-be is denied as true of [the supposed act], it cannot be con-
ceived of as an act, or as being dependent on an agent.3%

So, al-Ghazali concedes Avicenna’s elimination of disjunct ‘b) that the effect’s
dependence on its agent hinges on the effect’s prior nonexistence. He also
rejects disjunct ‘a’, which Avicenna affirms. What al-Ghazali then does is effec-
tively to propose a fourth disjunct: (d) that the effect depends on its cause only
for its coming-to-be, understood as an occurrence that takes place in an instant,
which is the moment at which something that was nonexistent becomes exis-
tent. This is precisely the theologians’ understanding of coming-to-be and its
correlation with agency, which is why al-Ghazali introduces it by ‘according to
us’ (‘inda-na). Accordingly, he explains, it is inconceivable for a thing that does
not come to be in time to be produced and to have an agent. What he does here
is simply to assert his and the theologians’ position, without supporting it with
an argument that would force an Avicennist into a corner. But this tactic seems
justified, as the onus is arguably on Avicenna to eliminate disjunct ‘d.

34  Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 103.
35  Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 103—106.
36  Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 106.
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Al-Ghazali then turns to disjunct ‘c’—that the effect owes its dependence on
its agent to the temporal posteriority of its existence to nonexistence—which
Avicenna eliminates on the grounds that the temporal posteriority of existence
to nonexistence is a necessary attribute of the existence of a temporally origi-
nated thing, and as such cannot be dependent on the agent’s activity. It is true,
al-Ghazali responds, that temporal posteriority to nonexistence is not a caused
attribute of existence, but it is nonetheless a condition (shart) for existence
to be caused by an agent. Being a condition for the agent’s act, it need not be
produced by the agent, just as the agent’s own existence, capacity, volition and
knowledge are conditions for his acts, but are not produced by him.%7

So, al-Ghazali rejects Avicenna’s analysis of coming-to-be into a prior state
of (continued) nonexistence, a subsequent state of (continued) existence, and
an attribute of (continued) existence. Instead, he reasserts the classical kalam
conception of coming-to-be as, strictly speaking, an occurrence that lasts no
longer than an instant.

The remainder of the section is of less relevance to our present purposes,
as it turns to the question of how God can be a pre-eternal agent, but produce
acts in time. One pertinent point that transpires, however, is that al-Ghazalj, in
this discussion, seems to advocate an Ash‘ari form of occasionalism. He writes
that constant motion should be understood in terms of a series of successive
instants, or ‘parts’ (azja’), of motion, each of which comes to be ex nihilo,
out of nothing (hadith ‘an ‘adam).®® It is precisely this classical Ash‘arl view
that al-Ghazali champions in his theological manual, the Igtisad, where he
maintains that accidents lack continued existence and last for no more than
an instant, and that the accident hence passes away (in‘idam) at each instant,
although it can be renewed (tajaddud) at the next instant. This, he writes, is true
of all classes of accidents, even colours. Following al-Juwayni, he maintains that
atoms, by contrast, enjoy continued existence so long as they contain instances
of certain indispensible classes of accidents.3?

In sum, while al-Ghazali declares his opposition to the Avicennan thesis
that an effect depends on its agent with respect to its existence, as opposed
to its coming-to-be, he only asserts its direct antithesis—namely, the classical
kalam view that a temporally originated thing depends on its agent for its
coming-to-be, and that it continues to exist thereafter independently of the
agent—but he does not substantiate it. This is hardly surprising, as al-Ghazalt’s

37  Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 106-107.
38  Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 109.
39  Al-Ghazali, Iqtisad, 37.
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express task in the Tahafut is to attack Avicenna'’s teachings, and not to lay out
and to defend an alternative system. In Discussion 3, his focus is on Avicenna’s
theory of efficient causality, not in abstraction from its theological context, but
only insofar as it underpins his theory of the pre-eternity of the world.

3.5 Al-Mas‘adr’'s Commentary

Al-Mas‘adi nowhere mentions al-Ghazali in relation to this specific problem,
yet I will argue towards the end of the present section that the Tahafut is a key
part of the background. For now, we must circle back to the Isharat.

Although Isharat 11.5.1-3 is the discussion in which Avicenna refutes the
classical kalam conception of agency and advances his own theory, al-Mas‘ad1
opens Section g of the Shukuk by citing a shorter passage, Isharat 11.4.10. He
turns to Isharat 11.5.1-3 in the last quarter or so of the section. The structure of
Section g is as follows:

1. Al-Mas‘udi cites Isharat 11.4.10, where Avicenna argues that the existence of
every possible being is conferred on it by another being.49

2. Al-Mas‘adi interprets the passage briefly, and submits an alternative theory,
according to which the continued existence of some possible beings does
not require a continuous cause of existence.*!

. Four particular cases are then adduced as evidence for al-Mas‘adr’s thesis.*2

. A possible counter-argument to this thesis is addressed.*?

. A second possible counter-argument to the thesis is addressed.**

. Al-Mas‘udi then cites Isharat 11.5.1-3, in which, as we have seen, Avicenna

o gL~ W

argues against the view that an effect depends on its cause only with respect
to its coming-to-be, as opposed to its continued existence.*>
7. This Avicennan argument is confuted.*6

So, al-Mas‘tdT’s first order of business in this section, particularly in parts 2—5 of
the above outline, is to counter an Avicennan theory with his own alternative

40  Shukuk, 262.3-6.

41 Shukuk, 262.7-263.2.
42 Shukuk, 263.3—265.3.
43 Shukuk, 265.4—266.7.
44  Shukuk, 266.8—267.7.
45  Shukuk, 267.8—268.11.
46  Shukuk, 268.12—269.11.
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theory, before attending to Avicenna’s arguments. It is only in part 6 that
he cites and addresses the most relevant argument deployed by Avicenna in
support of his thesis, a thesis that in effect is merely asserted in the passage
cited in part 1. We have already noted in Chapter 2 above how, commenting on
another section of the Shukiik, al-Razi finds this procedure objectionable.#”

Al-Mas‘udT’s choice to centre his discussion on Isharat I1.4.10, which occurs
in the course of Avicenna’s proof of the existence of the Necessary of Exis-
tence through Itself, may be influenced by a reading of the Najat, where, as
mentioned already, this is precisely the context in which Avicenna establishes
the view that a continuously existing effect must be sustained continuously in
existence by a coeval agent. So although it occurs earlier in the book, the pas-
sage arguably presupposes Isharat I1.5.1—3, in which this point is substantiated.
Isharat 11.4.10 goes as follows:

Pointer. That which, on account of itself, is characterised only of possi-
bility cannot become existent through itself. For its existence does not
preponderate over its nonexistence on account of its being possible. So if
either [existence or nonexistence] becomes preponderant, that must be
due to the presence or absence of something. Therefore, the existence of
every possible being must be due to something other than itself.48

Al-Mas‘tdr’s commentary begins by considering two possible readings of this
passage: either (a) that the existence of a possible thing depends on another
only at the moment it is initiated (ibtida’), or (b) that a possible thing depends
on another for, and throughout, its continued existence (dawam al-wujiid wa-
baqa’u-hu). He has no complaints against the former view. Reading ‘0’ however,
is the correct reading, as confirmed by Isharat 11.5.1-3 cited later in the section;
and it is thus the view that the ensuing discussion attacks.*?

So, the section targets Avicenna’s general claim that all things possible of
existence are dependent for their continued existence on a continuous and
simultaneous efficient cause, and defends the counter-thesis that, in principle,
a thing possible of existence requires a cause only to bring it into being, but
then continues to exist independently of an efficient cause. The preponderator,

47  See pp. 58-59 above.

48 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 20.

49  On that the notion that a metaphysical efficient cause is simultaneous with its effect is
central to Avicenna’s proof of the existence of the Necessary of Existence through Itself,
the context in which Isharat 11.4.10 occurs, see Section 5.1 below.
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in other words, is only needed to tip the balance, but not after the balance
has been tipped. Al-Mas‘ad1 initiates his response by arguing that things that
come to be fall under two classes according to whether or not they possess
self-sustaining existence, and consequently whether or not they depend on
their agent to sustain them in existence. The first is the class of things that
possess continued existence, and hence need to be brought into being by an
agent but afterwards continue to exist without having to be perpetually caused.
This class includes all substances and most types of accidents. The second is the
class of accidents that lack self-sustaining continued existence, and these are
of two types.

The first sub-class includes accidents that appear to persist, but are actu-
ally ‘renewed’ (tajaddada) constantly by a cause. The only example we are
given of this type of accidents is motion in space. The notion of ‘renewal’ here
may seem to presuppose the atomistic conception of time espoused in clas-
sical kalam, but is in fact borrowed from Avicenna (who, in turn, adapts it
from the Mu‘tazila).>® Locomotion, according to Avicenna, is produced in the
mobile constantly by the inclination that supervenes upon it. This renewal of
motion is not atomistic, but continuous: locomotion is ‘continuously renewed’
(vatajaddadu ‘ala l-ittisal), as Avicenna writes.5! On such accidents, al-Mas‘adi
writes:

Among accidents are some that have no fixed disposition or real con-
tinued existence (haya garra wa-baqa’ haqiqr), but of which similar in-
stances are renewed in succession (tatajaddadu amthalu-hu ala l-taa-
qub). These are called ‘continually existing’ only in a figurative sense
(yusamma bagiyan majazan). For this continued existence is dependent
on a sustaining cause (illa mubgiya).52

Al-Mas‘adi accepts the Avicennan conception that locomotion must be con-
stantly renewed by the agency of inclination. But he goes on to deny the suppo-
sition (zann) of ‘some mutakalliman’ that all accidents likewise lack continued
existence, a reference, it seems, to Ash‘aris and Maturidis.

The second sub-class includes accidents that, of themselves, lack continued
existence, but may be sustained in existence by a force (gasr) applied con-

50  See Rashed, ‘Natural Philosophy’, 295-302, esp. 299—300. On Avicenna’s theory of motion
and inclination, see also McGinnis, Avicenna, 59-84; idem., ‘A Medieval Arabic Analysis
of Motion at an Instant’; Hasnaoui, ‘La Dynamique d’Ibn Sina.

51 Avicenna, Tabriyyat, 1118, 194 (see p. 91 above).

52 Shukuk, 262.
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stantly by an external agent. Such accidents supervene on a thing whose nature
is contrary to theirs by a cause that forces (gasara) them thereon.

Only in these two cases, according to al-Mas‘adi, does an accident lack inher-
ent persistence and depend on a constant efficient cause to sustain it con-
stantly in existence, so long as it exists. They are hence the only exceptions
to the general principle that he is in the process of defending—namely, that
entities depend on their agents for their coming-to-be, but not for their contin-
ued existence. ‘All substances and accidents other than these continue to exist
independently of the continued existence of their cause’53

Not all forced effects, however, break this general principle. For often, as
al-Mas‘adi argues, their continued existence does not require a simultaneous
sustaining efficient cause, and these exceptions provide support to his central
thesis that most effects persist independently of an agent (so they are excep-
tions to the exceptions to this principle). He writes:

If a forced existent (mawjud qasrt) becomes fixed and set firmly in the
substrate, and if the cause, which produces it and suppresses the nature
that is contrary to it, intensifies, it may persist for some duration after the
passing away of its cause, until the [thing’s] innate nature strengthens to
the extent that it repels it and causes it to pass away.>*

Al-Mas‘adi gives two examples. First, when a body of water is affected by
intense fire, heat will be forced onto it to the extent that it overcomes the
natural coolness of water, which is its contrary. This heat will persist in the
water for an extended duration after it has been removed from the fire, since the
nature of water can only overcome heat and restore coolness gradually. Were it
not for the natural activity of water, heat would remain perpetually in a heated
body of water. The fact that it persists for a while after the influence of the fire
comes to an end confirms that its continued existence is independent of its
efficient cause; for otherwise a heated body of water would turn cool as soon
as it has been removed from the fire.55

The same sequence of events can be observed when a stone is thrown
upwards. Being predominantly made up of the element earth, a stone has a nat-
ural inclination (may!) for downward motion, but will travel in upward motion,
contrary to its natural inclination, by a forced inclination produced by the

53  Shukuk, 263.
54  Shukuk, 263.
55  Shukik, 263.
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thrower. Al-Mas‘adi reasons that the persistence of upward motion in the stone
after the thrower has released it confirms that the motion is caused by a forced
inclination that continues to exist in the stone throughout the duration of its
upward motion. The correlation between the distance traversed by the stone
in its upward motion and the force exerted by the thrower indicates that the
cause of this forced inclination is the initial propulsion (daf*) generated by the
thrower’s motion. ‘Had the continued existence of the effect been dependent
on the continued existence of its cause, it would have been impossible for the
[forced] inclination to continue to exist after the passing away of propulsion’.56

Al-Mas‘udi gives two further examples of effects that persist in the absence
of their agents. First, colours, which are accidents of quality, continue to exist in
bodies. When an object is dyed by the application of henna, the resulting colour
will persist for a long time afterwards. The dyeing process does not occur by the
adhesion of henna particles to the object’s surface—this is attested by the facts
that the green colour of henna differs from the brown or red colour produced in
the dyed object, and that the dye cannot be removed with vigorous washing and
scrubbing. Therefore, henna acts as the efficient cause of the colour produced
in the dyed object, and this effect continues to exist after its cause has become
absent.57 Second, a body may undergo elemental change by the agency of an
efficient cause, and the new elemental form it acquires may continue to exist
after the passing away of its cause. For instance, when air is cooled it turns into
water, and when water is heated it turns into air; both bodies may remain in the
resultant form even when they are no longer affected, respectively, by coolness
and heat.58

This last case, al-Masdi points out, may elicit the following counter-
explanation, which may be given in support of the Avicennan thesis. Even
though the new elemental form comes to be by one cause, it will thereafter
be sustained in existence by a different cause, namely the dependence of mat-
ter, with respect to its existence, on form. Matter cannot be devoid of form,
but must constantly be in receipt of some form or other. It is equally recep-
tive of all forms, and is not inherently predisposed to some forms over others.
So when a given form comes to be in a material substrate, it will come to be
by an efficient cause; and if the activity of that cause then comes to an end,
the form it has produced will continue to exist in its material substrate. Mat-
ter itself will preserve (hafiza, abga) that form, and as such be the preserving

56  Shukuk, 264.
57  Shukuk, 264.
58  Shukuk, 264—265.
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cause (‘illa mubgiya) that sustains its continued existence. Matter would pre-
serve form in the absence of its originating cause by holding on to it, so to
speak, since it is impossible for matter ever to be devoid of form. It follows
that although the cause of coming-to-be may become absent, the effect will
nonetheless be sustained in continued existence by a different, simultaneous
cause.?® This counter-explanation is introduced by, ‘If it is said’, which pro-
vides no clues as to whether al-Mas‘adi reproduced it from an earlier source,
or whether he postulated it himself on behalf of Avicenna and his followers.
The latter is most likely the case; for the notion that matter acts as a preserving
cause for form is not one that Avicenna would advocate, but is in fact a view
that he explicitly rejects. According to Avicenna, although matter, when com-
bined with form, serves as one of the two proximate causes of body—namely,
the material cause—it certainly does not cause the form with which it is com-
bined. For matter is associated with passive potentiality and is actualised by
the form it receives, but cannot itself be an actualising cause. It is moreover
ontologically posterior to form; so to be a cause for form, it would become
essentially prior to it.5° The existence of form in suitably prepared matter, for
Avicenna, is produced directly by the Active Intellect, which acts as its (meta-
physical) efficient cause; and form is sustained in existence by its continued
agency.

Responding to this possible counter-explanation, al-Mas‘Gdi argues that
‘if you allow this with respect to [substantial] forms, then you must do the
same with respect to all accidents, and indeed with respect to all possible
existents’.®! Take, for instance, the existence and nonexistence of the accident
of the colour black. No material substrate can be devoid of either of these two
contraries, just as it cannot be devoid of substantial form; yet matter is not
inherently predisposed to either the presence or absence of blackness. If either
possibility becomes actual in a given subject, it will do so by the influence of a
preponderator (murajjih); and if afterwards the alternative possibility replaces
it, it will only do so, again, by the influence of some other preponderator. Yet in
the absence of this second preponderator, the state of affairs brought about
by the first preponderator will persist, not by an external cause, but purely
by virtue of the fact that the underlying subject cannot be devoid of either
possibility. Al-Mas‘ad1 writes:

59  Shukuk, 265.
60 Avicenna, llahiyyat, 11.4, 83—85; V1.1, 258.
61 Shukiik, 265.
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If the actual state of affairs is nonexistence, it will persist (istamarra)
until the cause of existence comes to be; and if the actual state of affairs
is existence, it will persist until the cause of nonexistence comes to be.
The initial occurrence of either of the two contraries requires a cause.
Thereafter that cause may become absent, yet the actual alternative will
persist by virtue of a different cause, which is the impossibility that the
subject be devoid of either of the two contraries.52

The radical divergence of this position from Avicenna’s account of causation
and possible existence is striking. Al-Mas‘dl’s analysis of the coming-to-be
and continued existence of possible things has some explanatory power, but
it hardly has any argumentative power against Avicenna’s account. Most obvi-
ously, al-Mas‘ad1 does not seem to subscribe to the distinction between meta-
physical efficient causes, which produce existence, and natural efficient causes,
which produce motion. What is more, unlike Avicenna, as already noted, he
maintains that a material substrate can act as a preserving cause for a species
form engendered by some initial cause.

Al-Mas‘adi then considers evidence that may be adduced in support of the
Avicennan thesis that the continuous existence of the effect depends on the
continuous existence of its cause: namely, that light is caused by fire or the
sun, and ceases to be as soon as its cause becomes absent.® He responds
that such evidence is insufficient for establishing the general proposition it
is meant to support. It is enough to produce just a single case in which the
effect outlasts its efficient cause, for the Avicennan thesis to collapse. What
is more, the explanation of the concomitance (talazum) between cause and
effect in cases in which the two are inextricably concomitant with respect to
their continued existence and nonexistence, such as light and its cause, may
be more specific than the general principle that the continued existence of all
effects depends on the continued existence of their causes. This more specific
explanation, al-Mas‘adi opines, may be unknown to us: it could be, for example,
that light, like motion, needs to be renewed constantly by its cause, or that light
is a forced effect that is contrary to the nature of air, and is repelled swiftly by
it, so it passes away without a trace as soon as the cause that forces it on air
becomes absent.

Finally, al-Mas‘adi turns to Isharat I1.51-3 to address Avicenna’s above-
described elimination argument, which he describes as an investigation and

62 Shukiik, 266.
63  Shukuk, 266—267.
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disjunction argument (al-sabrwa-I-taqsim).6* He confutes the argument on the
grounds that the disjunction set out by Avicenna is not exhaustive, since it does
not account for all conceivable divisions.®® As mentioned, Avicenna considers
three options for the grounds on which a thing that comes to be depends on
its agent: (a) the existence of the effect, (b) its prior nonexistence, and (c) the
temporal posteriority of its existence to its nonexistence. Al-Masadi accepts
the sub-arguments that Avicenna puts forth to eliminate the last two disjuncts.
However, he does not automatically concede disjunct ‘@) since, he avers, there
is in fact a fourth disjunct that Avicenna neglects to consider: namely, (d) that
a thing that comes to be depends on an efficient cause because of the effect’s
‘coming from nonexistence into existence’ (al-khurij min al-‘adam ila l-wujid,
or al-dukhul fi l-wujud). This, we are told, is precisely the sense denoted by
‘coming-to-be’ (huduth, husul), as well as by ‘change’ (taghayyur, tabaddul),
‘motion), ‘alteration’ (istihala), and ‘affection’ (infi'al, ta’aththur). The process of
coming-to-be (husul) is different from each of (a) that which obtains (hasil)
from the process, namely existence, (b) prior nonexistence (which is obvi-
ous), and (c) the attribute (sifa) of the existence that obtains from the pro-
cess, which is the attribute of being preceded by nonexistence. ‘Coming-to-be,,
al-Mas‘adi asserts, belongs to the category of affection (an yanfa‘ila), and as
such is not the same as ‘that which comes to be’ (hadith)—that is, the effect
(athar), or more precisely the existence of the effect—which belongs to the
category of quality. The thing’s ‘becoming existent’ (sayraratu-hu mawjiadan)
is different from existence itself, and irreducible to a mere attribute of exis-
tence. This distinction between the process, or event, of coming-to-be and its
subsequent, enduring outcome is analogous to the distinction between ‘being
heated’ (tasakhkhun) and heat itself (sukhuna), and between ‘becoming black’
and the colour black itself. Al-Mas‘adi submits that this occurrence, which Avi-
cenna fails to consider in his disjunction, is in fact the true grounds for the
effect’s dependence on its agent. The agent, in other words, is responsible for
the affection (that is, the process of bringing something into being), rather than
for the effect itself (that is, existence), which hence persists independently of
the agent.

Leaving aside al-Mas‘tdr’s appeal to the Aristotelian categories here, we
can identify two likely sources for his analysis of coming-to-be. The first is
Discussion 3 of al-Ghazal’s Tahafut, examined earlier. Al-Ghazali, as we have

64  Shukik, 268. See pp. 94—95 above.
65  On exhaustive and non-exhaustive disjunctions, see: Shihadeh, ‘Argument from Igno-
rance), 192 ff.
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seen, eliminates disjuncts ‘a’ and ‘4’ of the disjunction set up by Avicenna. Yet
instead of affirming the remaining disjunct ‘c’ (the temporal posteriority of
the effect’s existence to its nonexistence), he invokes the earlier-kalam defini-
tion of ‘huduth’, namely the effect’s ‘coming from nonexistence into existence’
(al-khuraj min al-‘adam ila l-wujud), which is an occurrence as opposed to an
attribute of the subsequent existent.®¢ It is precisely with respect to this occur-
rence, al-Ghazali asserts, that the effect depends on its agent. Yet he neither
elaborates nor emphasises the distinction between the two senses of ‘Audiith’.
Al-Mas‘idi seems to pick up on the distinction subtly made by al-Ghazali, and
on its basis he introduces the fourth division, ‘d) into Avicenna’s disjunction,
differentiating it from division ‘c.

The distinction that al-Mas‘adi proposes between divisions ‘d’ (the effect’s
coming-to-be) and ‘a’ (the effect’s existence) recalls the distinction that Maturi-
dis make between ‘creating’ (takwin) and the ‘thing created’ (mukawwan).
One of the central tenets of Maturidism, and a major point of conflict with
Ash‘arism, is that ‘Creator’ (khaliq) is affirmed as a real and pre-eternal attribute
of God over and above His power (qudra). The activity of this attribute—that is,
creating (khalg, takwin), or bringing into being (jad)—belongs to the attribute
itself, and as such is ontologically distinct from the things that exist separately
from God and are the products of this activity.6” For should ‘creating’ boil down
to the mere existence of created things, it would not be a real attribute of God,
but only a relational one, nor would it be pre-eternal, as it would apply to
God only while He is actually creating things. Ash‘aris, by contrast, maintain
that God creates things, which strictly speaking are His acts, directly through
His capacity, without the involvement of a distinct attribute or intermediary
process of ‘bringing into being’ In their view, ‘creating’ (khalg) and ‘what is
created’ (makhliiq) are identical; and so are ‘coming-to-be’ (hudiith) and ‘what
comes to be’ (muhdath).5® Though the Maturidi theory of the divine attribute

66  Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 106 (see pp. 96—97 above).

67 See, for instance, al-Maturidi, Tawhid, 110-13; al-Nasafi, Tamhid, 1911f.; al-Sabuni, Kifaya,
135-147; Gimaret, Théories de [’acte humain, 1881t.; Rudolph, al-Maturidr and the Develop-
ment of Sunni Theology, 278 ff.

68  Al-Ansari, Ghunya, 1, 438{f. Classical Ash‘aris rarely pay attention to the Maturidi position,
or to other Maturidi doctrines for this matter. Al-Ansari ascribes the distinction between
‘creation’ and ‘created’ to the Karramiyya and Aba I-Hudhayl al-Allaf (d. between 226/840
and 236/850) and Aba Hashim al-Jubba’l of the Mu‘tazila (Ghunya, 1, 340-341; 1, 439). To
my knowledge, one of the earliest Ash‘aris to respond to this Maturidi doctrine is al-Razi
(Muhassal, 435-437; Ma‘alim, 59-60).
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EFFICIENT CAUSATION AND CONTINUED EXISTENCE: PROBLEM 9 107

of ‘creating’ is in itself of little direct relevance to al-Mas‘Gd1’s response to
Avicenna’s theory of efficient causation, the distinction between the process of
creating and that which is created is most probably what inspires this response.
This distinction would have been familiar to scholars based in Bukhara, and
indeed it was the subject of one of the debates in which Nar al-Din al-Sabuni
(d. 580/1184), the chief Maturidi in town, chose to engage al-Razi during his stay
in the city.%°

So, what—we may ask—motivates al-Mas‘tdT’s criticism of Avicenna’s views
on efficient causation and the continued existence of things possible of exis-
tence, and his own counter-thesis? It will be recalled that, in the Isharat and
the Najat, this problem is treated in the context of theology, particularly both
in the course of proving the existence of the First Cause and in the discussion
of cosmogony, where it plays a key role in Avicenna’s theory of the pre-eternity
of the world. We have also seen how in a discussion on creation in the Taha-
fut, al-Ghazali approaches the problem as having a purely theological import.
So, although Section g of al-Mas‘tdi’s Shukiik makes no mention of God, but
treats the problem as though it only revolved around an abstract metaphysical
principle, we can safely assume that to him it has more or less the same theo-
logical relevance it has to Avicenna and al-Ghazali. There is a clear hint at this
theological background in the conclusion of the section:

What is dependent on the act and the agent is the affection; for it is
inconceivable without [the agent’s acting]. As to the [thing that becomes]
realised and actual, it has no dependence on the agent; for the act is
the bringing-into-being, and must be preceded by nonexistence. It thus
becomes evident that the initiation of existence depends on an efficient
cause only for the coming-to-be [of the effect]. However, it is inconceiv-
able that coming-to-be endures perpetually; for it must be preceded by
nonexistence.”®

This closing statement is the closest that al-Mas‘di comes to asserting his ulti-
mate goal in the question under discussion. Once it is established that the
coming-to-be of a thing is caused, and that its continued existence is uncaused,
itwillimmediately follow that a pre-eternal thing cannot be caused, and conse-
quently that for the world to be dependent, one way or another, for its existence

69  Al-Razi, Munagarat, 17-20. The same problem was also the centre of a debate in which
al-Razi engaged in Ghazna (Munagarat, 21-22).
70 Shukuk, 269.
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108 CHAPTER 3

on God it must be temporally originated. The key expression in the passage is
‘the precedence of nonexistence’ (tagaddum al-‘adam): for things to be created,
they must be preceded by nonexistence (that is, in the temporal sense of prece-
dence). Al-Mas‘udT’s assertion that coming-to-be cannot persist perpetually,
beyond the moment of coming-to-be, seems targeted against Avicenna’s notion
of atemporal ‘essential coming-to-be’ (huduth dhatt), to which he appeals in
explaining the causedness and atemporal createdness of pre-eternal possible
beings.”! To the extent that he re-establishes the connection between causation
and coming-to-be, al-Mas‘adi reasserts the classical kalam thesis, also endorsed
by al-Ghazalj, that the effect depends on its agent for its coming-to-be, but not
for its continued existence.

That said, al-Mas‘adi clearly does not espouse the occasionalist doctrine of
continuous creation advocated in classical Ash‘arism and Maturidism, as he
does not maintain that all accidents lack continued existence of themselves
and need to be renewed by God at each moment. This is where he departs with
al-Ghazali’s more conservative treatment of the problem. His position appears,
to an extent, analogous to the previously described Bahshami Mu‘tazili posi-
tion, in so far as it affirms that the continued existence of certain classes of
simple created entities is uncaused. Yet it clashes with Bahshami ontology at
important points, not least the fundamental questions of what an accident
is, and which types of accidents have, and which ones lack, continued exis-
tence, and under which circumstances. What is more, al-Mas‘udji, in contrast
to Bahshamis, affirms natural causality: so, for instance, it is the nature (tab)
of water, rather than the power of God, that engenders coolness.

So if al-Mas‘tdr’s discussion is driven, at least in part, by theological motives
and commitments, it seems that he salvages the doctrine of the creation of
the world ex nihilo at the expense of denying constant creation. God brings
things into being, but His creatures then continue to exist and to operate
autonomously in accordance with their inherent natures.

71 For instance, Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 84—9o.
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CHAPTER 4

The Ontology of Possibility: Problems 10 and 14

As our second case study, we consider two sections of the Shukiik, in which al-
Mas‘adi applies himself to critiquing a component of Avicenna’s modal meta-
physics. In Section 10, he addresses the philosopher’s position on the ontology
of the possibility of generable things. A thing that comes to be, Avicenna rea-
sons, must be possible of existence before it exists; yet for it to be possible, its
possibility must have some real and concrete presence, and it can only do so, he
argues, if this possibility inheres in a substrate. Possibility in this sense is also
termed ‘potentiality’ (quwwa), which explains why Avicenna’s main discussion
of this type of possibility in the Shifa’ and the Najat appears in the midst of
his broader treatment of precisely this subject.! The Aristotelian background
of this notion of possibility-cum-potentiality is all too evident: in his account
of coming-to-be, Aristotle identifies three principles engaged in the process—
namely, a subject that serves as the underlying recipient, a form that comes to
be and is received by the subject, and finally privation, which supervenes as an
accident upon the underlying subject and corresponds to the form that comes
to pass. This last principle is the potentiality that obtains before the coming-to-
be of the new form.2 However, the confluence of the Aristotelian conception of
potentiality with modality originates with Avicenna.

From his theory of potentiality, Aristotle goes on to infer that motion is
beginningless. For every instance of motion presupposes the prior existence
of something capable of being moved, and the coming-to-be of that movable
thing is itself an instance of motion, which presupposes the prior existence
of another movable object, and so forth ad infinitum. From this, it follows
that time too is beginningless.? This argument is taken over by Avicenna, who
adapts it as a cornerstone of his own theory of the pre-eternity of the world.*

1 Avicenna, Ilahiyyat, IV.2, 177 ff,; Tabriyyat, 111L1, 361; Najat, 534—536. On Avicenna’s account
of potentiality, see now Kukkonen, ‘Potentiality in Classical Arabic Thought), Section 2.

2 Aristotle, Metaphysics, IX; Physics, 1.7; 1.9.

3 Aristotle, Physics, VIII, 251a8-bio.

4 On this borrowing from Aristotle, see, for instance, McGinnis, ‘The Eternity of the World’;
idem., ‘Making Something Out of Nothing'. For studies of the broader historical background
of Avicenna’s modal metaphysics, see: idem., ‘What Underlies the Change from Potentiality
to Possibility’; Wisnovsky, Avicenna’s Metaphysics in Context, part II.
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110 CHAPTER 4

And indeed in the Isharat, the argument is set out in the context of cosmogony,
as we shall see. The bottom line of Avicenna’s argument is this.? If everything
that comes to be requires a pre-existing substrate, then prime matter must
be pre-eternal. Matter, that is, did not come to be at some point in the past
(nor, we may add, can further portions of matter come to be in the future),
and this is for two reasons. The first is that if we assume that matter came to
be ex nihilo at some point in the past, then the possibility of the first form it
received must have been present before the coming-to-be of the form, and this
possibility would have required a material substrate in which it inhered—this,
however, contradicts our initial assumption that matter came to be ex nihilo.
The second is that if matter came to be after not having existed, the possibility
of its coming-to-be would have been present prior to its coming-to-be, and this
possibility would have required a further substrate in which it inhered. Which
is to say that matter would have needed a pre-existing material substrate, other
than itself; and if that further substrate was not pre-eternal but had a temporal
origin, it too would have demanded a further material substrate; and so forth ad
infinitum. From this reductio ad absurdum, it follows that matter is pre-eternal.
And since prime matter, as Avicenna has it, cannot be formless, but necessarily
must exist in combination with forms to constitute bodies, it follows that the
world as a whole must be pre-eternal.®

It is little wonder, thus, that Avicenna’s theory of the possibility of things
that come to be promptly became the subject of contention. Al-Ghazalj, as I
shall explain in what follows, rebuffs this theory, alongside the proof premised
thereon, in the course of his attack against the philosophers’ doctrine of the
pre-eternity of the world—a doctrine that he, of course, lambasts as an arch-
heresy, since it conflicts with what he considers to be explicit scriptural depic-
tions of the world as God’s creation ex nihilo. As al-Mas‘idi wades into this
debate, it behoves us to begin by exploring the Avicennan and Ghazalian back-
ground before turning to his commentary.

At the end of the present chapter, we shall turn to Section 14 of the Shukuk,
a short discussion in which the question of the possibility of generable things
is revisited. There, al-Mas‘ud1 considers the case of the human soul, which is
special in being an entity that comes to be but does not exist in a substrate,
and therefore, according to Avicenna, does not pass away.

5 Avicenna, llahiyyat, IX.1, 374-376; Tabiiyyat, 111111, 359—-364; Najat, 607-608.
6 On that matter is never devoid of form, see Avicenna, Ilahiyyat, 11.3, 72ff,; IV.2, 183 ff,; Najat,
502—506; Isharat, 2, 202 ff.
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THE ONTOLOGY OF POSSIBILITY: PROBLEMS 10 AND 14 111
4.1 Avicenna on Dispositional Possibility and Per Se Possibility

Avicenna discusses the possibility of generable things in both the Metaphysics
and Physics of the Shifa’” In the Metaphysics, the subject is treated, as already
noted, in the context of his discussion of potentiality and associated topics.® He
explains that there are two types of possibility pertaining to concrete individual
things (shay’):

The thing that is possible to be is [also] possible not to be; otherwise it
would be necessary [for it] to be. That which is possible to be must either
[a] be possible to be and not to be a different thing (mumkin an yakiana
shay’ akhar wa-an la yakuna)—and this is the subject for the form of the
[other] thing to inhere therein—or [6] be as such when considered in
itself (bi-i‘tibar nafsi-hi) (as, for example, whiteness), if it is possible for it
in itself to be and not to be. This [latter] must either [5.7] be something
that, if it exists, would be self-subsistent—such that the possibility of its
existence consists in [the fact] that it is possible for it to be self-subsistent
and separate [from matter]—or [b.2] [something] that, if it exists, exists
in another.®

That is to say, ‘possible’ can be said in relation to individual things in either of
two ways, depending on whether it pertains in the first place to the subject or
the form. The first (a) is to say that it is possible for a subject to be X, when that
subject is presently not X. For example, if it is currently spring, I can point to a
green leaf and say that it is possible for it to turn, say, yellowish brown (come
autumn), in which case I will be referring to the substrate, which currently is
recipient to the accidental form of greenness, and its receptivity, under certain
circumstances, to a form other than the one it currently has. Once the leaf turns
yellowish brown, it will no longer be the case that the leaf is possibly yellowish
brown, since it will actually be of this new colour.

7 Avicenna, Ilahiyyat, V.2, 177-182; Tabriyyat, L1ILn, 3591f; cf. Najat, 534—536; Danish-nama,
62—63.

8 Avicenna, Ilahiyyat, V.2, 177. The discussion begins in the middle of line 6 (= p. 136, L. 3,
in Marmura’s edition); ‘wa-l-shay’ alladht ... should start a new paragraph. The previous
sentence belongs to Avicenna’s discussion of the views of ‘certain ancients, including the
Megarians’ (IV.2, 176-177). Recent studies of Avicenna’s treatment of possibility in Ilahiyyat
IV.2 seem to overlook the crucial introductory part of the discussion (p. 177, ll. 6-12) and
instead begin at 1. 13.

9 Avicenna, llahiyyat, IV.2, 177 (based on Marmura’s translation, with key adjustments, p. 136).
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112 CHAPTER 4

The second type of possibility (6), which is associated with form, is the
possibility of the thing in itself ( f7 nafsi-hi, fi dhati-hi). This I shall term per
se possibility’, or ‘essential possibility’. If I say, for instance, that the autumnal
colour I am calling ‘yellowish brown’ is possible in itself, I will be referring to the
possibility of existence of the colour itself, rather than to the susceptibility of
some substrate or other to receive this colour. And, I propose that, for Avicenna,
per se possibility can be either absolute and universal, or conditional and
particular, and that in this context his expression ‘possible in itself’ should be
read as referring to particular per se possibility, as I shall explain shortly.

Now, as Avicenna goes on to explain in the above passage, if a thing is pos-
sible in itself (that is, possible in the per se sense of possibility), it can be pos-
tulated as being either (b.7) self-subsistent, or (.2) subsistent in another. The
latter case (b.2) is straightforward enough: If a thing subsists in another, then
this other—its substrate—will have the former type of possibility, that is, the
possibility to receive a new form (in other words, 6.2 simply reduces to a). For
the colour yellowish brown to be in itself possible of instantiation, there must
already be something—such as a leaf—that has the possibility of becoming
yellowish brown. More problematic is the former case (b.7), since the coming-
to-be of a thing that is self-subsistent and separate in its existence from matter
will not occur in a substrate; so there is nothing that possesses the possibil-
ity to be that thing prior to its coming-to-be.!? Such a thing would either (b.1.7)
have no connection whatsoever to matter, or (5.1.2) have some connection to
matter. If (b.1.7) a self-subsistent thing has no connection (‘alaga) at all to mat-
ter, such that it neither subsists in matter nor depends one way or another on
some material object or other, then the possibility of this hypothetical entity,
which precedes its coming-to-be, would not occur in matter, but would have to
be self-subsistent. The only other alternative is for the possibility of that thing
to be completely absent prior to its coming-to-be; however, ‘if the possibility of
its existence does not obtain, it would not be possible of existence, but impos-
sible’! So, if possibility is a substance, then it would have its own independent
essence, and would not consist of a mere relation (mudaf). However, possibil-
ity is arelation—that is, a relation to something that is not yet actual—so it can
only be an accident, rather than a substance. From this reductio ad absurdum,

10 Starting at Avicenna, Ilahiyyat, V.2, 177, 1. 15, from ‘wa-in kana—idha kana—qa’iman
bi-nafsi-hi’ (my punctuation), which I render as, ‘If, assuming [such a thing] exists, it is
self-subsistent .... The second ‘kana’ is synonymous with wujida’; and ‘qa’iman’ is the
predicate of the first ‘kana’.

11 Avicenna, llahiyyat, IV.2,177.
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it follows that a possible thing that has absolutely no dependence on matter
(b.1.1) cannot come to be after not having existed, though, of course, this leaves
open the prospect that such entities may have existed from pre-eternity.!2
(Avicenna, of course, affirms the existence of such entities, though they bear
little relevance to his discussion of potentiality.)

As to (b.1.2) the hypothetical case of self-subsisting things that do have some
connection to matter, they can either come to be from (min) another thing, or
with another.!® An example of a thing that comes to be from a subject is body,
which comes to be from the combination of matter and form. Obviously, how-
ever, the coming-to-be of a body reduces to the coming-to-be of its new form (so
itreduces to ‘b.2" above). More interesting is the case of a substance that comes
to be with another.!* The rational soul, which is immaterial and self-subsisting,
comes to be with the formation of the human body. Yet, Avicenna explains, the
possibility of its existence resides in the body, not in the sense that the body is
potentially a soul (in the same way that a non-white body is potentially white),
nor in the sense that the body, or its matter, has the potentiality to receive a
soul that would become imprinted therein (in the same way that a subject has
the potentiality to receive the colour white), but in the sense that the existence
of the rational soul depends on the existence of a suitably composed body with
which it has a specific connection, which rests on the fact that an individual
body is predisposed to serve as an instrument for an individual soul.!®

The upshot of Avicenna’s discussion thus far is that the coming-to-be of a
temporally generated thing—be it subsistent in another or self-subsistent—
must be preceded by a real possibility that obtains in a substrate. He returns
to the same subject a little later on in llahiyyat IV.2, where he asserts his inten-
tion to ‘confirm’ the point made earlier, namely, that ‘everything that comes to
be has a material principle’!6 The purpose, hence, is to confirm a view that has
already been established—which suggests that the view is established and then
re-established (or confirmed) by two distinct lines of argument.!” And indeed,

12 Avicenna, llahiyyat, IV.2, 177-178.

13 Starting at Avicenna, Ilahiyyat, IV.2, 178, 1. 8, from ‘wa-amma idha kana ..., which should
introduce a new paragraph.

14 Avicenna, llahiyyat, IV.2, 178-179.

15  Avicenna, Ilahiyyat, IV.2, 178-179 (reading ka-kawn instead of kawn in two cases: p. 178,
Il 11 and 12). Elsewhere, Avicenna says that this connection is obscure (Nafs, 223—225; cf.
Druart, ‘The Human Soul’s Individuation and its Survival after the Body’s Death’, 261ff.;
McGinnis, Avicenna, 124-125).

16 Avicenna, llahiyyat, IV.2, 181.

17 Pace McGinnis (Avicenna, 1821f., esp. 187-188), who reads the discussions in Ilahiyyat
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it is only the latter, ‘confirming’ argument that we find in the Isharat and the
Najat. So let us shift our attention slightly to the relevant passage in the Isharat,
since it is the focus of al-Mas‘adi’s commentary.

The subject is treated in Chapter 5 of the Physics and Metaphysics of the
Isharat, titled ‘On demiurgy and [atemporal] creation’ ( fi [-sun‘wa-l-ibda“), the
first discussion in which we have already treated in our previous chapter. This
chapter of the Isharat sets out the broader structure of Avicenna’s cosmogony,
with an emphasis on the world being both pre-eternal and the effect of the
First Cause. Concluding the chapter, Avicenna counters competing cosmogo-
nies, most importantly the theologians’ doctrine that the world is created ex
nihilo in time through a voluntary act of God.!® The passage that concerns
us here—since it is quoted and commented on by al-Mas‘Gdi—is labelled ‘a
pointer’ (ishara), i.e. a proof, and it runs as follows (Isharat 11.5.6):

Everything that comes to be must have been possible of existence prior
to its existence. So the possibility of its existence must have obtained
(hasil) [prior to its coming-to-be]. However, [this possibility] cannot be
the power (qudra) of one who is capable of [bringing that thing into
being]. For otherwise, if it is said of the impossible that ‘it is beyond power
(ghayr magqdur ‘alay-hi) because it is not possible in itself’ ( fi nafsi-hi),
that would amount to asserting that it is beyond power because it is
beyond power, or it is not possible in itself because it is not possible in
itself. So it becomes clear that this possibility is different from the capable
agent’s being capable of producing it. And since it cannot be a thing that
is intelligible in itself (ma‘qul bi-nafsi-hi) and does not exist in a subject,
but is relative, it must require a subject. Therefore, what comes to be must
be preceded by a potentiality for existence and a subject.!®

Everything that comes to be, Avicenna submits, must be possible of existence
in itself prior to its coming-to-be; otherwise it would be impossible of existence
in itself, and hence would not exist. This possibility cannot be merely nonex-
istent, but must exist (mawjud).2° It must have an extra-mental reality, which
differentiates it, as a determinate thing, over and above the level of indeter-

IV.2 and Tabiiyyat, L1ILn as offering Avicenna’s general analysis of possibility and then
turning to the possibility of what is temporally created. In my reading, these discussions
are concerned exclusively with the possibility of temporally generated beings.

18 Avicenna, Isharat, 3,102-116.

19 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 78-84.

20  Avicenna, Tabiiyyat, 11111, 359.
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minate nonexistence. ‘For many a nonexistent thing, Avicenna writes, ‘is not
possible of existence’?!

But if the possibility of a thing X pre-exists the actual existence of X, then
exactly what sort of thing is this possibility? Avicenna argues, first of all, that it
should not be identified with the power (qudra) of some (voluntary) agent, by
which he intends a metaphysical agent capable of bringing things into being,
rather than a natural agent whose activity is only to produce motion in already
existing things, as we explained earlier.2? There is an unmistakable reference
here to the theologians, whom Avicenna portrays as promoting the belief that
possibility hinges solely on divine power. He counters this view by arguing that
for an agent to be capable of producing an effect, that effect must be possible
in itself to begin with; otherwise, if the thing itselfis not already possible, it will
be impossible of existence and accordingly beyond the creative capacity of any
agent. So since the possibility of a thing is a precondition for its being produced
by an efficient cause, possibility cannot be defined as a thing’s being the object
of an agent’s power.

So, if the possibility of a thing exists, but is not grounded in the power of an
agent, then like all existents, it either is self-subsistent, or subsists in a subject.
However, as explained already, it cannot be a substance in itself, for as a sub-
stance it would have its own independent existence and be ‘intelligible in itself’,
whereas possibility is by its very definition correlative (mudaf) to that thing for
which itis a possibility.22 It can be cognised only by reference (ma‘qil bi-l-giyas)
to something other than itself.24 For the possibility of things that come to be is
always a possibility for a specific thing, which is not yet actual—possibility for
ahuman being, possibility for an apple tree, etc.—and never exists abstractly as
possibility simpliciter, which is associated with nothing specific. So since pos-
sibility does not subsist by itself, it must subsist in a subject, upon which it
supervenes as an accident. If the possibility is for a form, then the substrate in
which it inheres will be prime matter; for instance, if water turns into air, the
possibility of air will inhere in the matter of the body of water before the trans-
mutation takes place. If the possibility is for an accident, then it will inhere in
a substance that may then undergo accidental change.

21 Avicenna, Tabi%iyyat, LIILn, 359 (my translation).

22 See Section 3.2 above. Power, for Avicenna, denotes a natural or metaphysical efficient
cause associated with volition (ir@da), even in cases where an agent’s volition is unchang-
ing and determined by its essence (Ilahiyyat, IV.2, 172-173).

23 Avicenna, Najat, 535; llahiyyat, V.2, 182; Isharat, 3, 83.

24  Avicenna, Tabiiyyat, 11111, 359.


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/

116 CHAPTER 4

One of the most important points to note here is that in the above-quoted
Isharat 11.5.6 and parallel passages in other works, Avicenna asserts that for
a thing to be possible in itself (fi nafsi-hi), its possibility must inhere in a
substrate, otherwise the thing will be impossible in itself.2> Should this be
taken to mean that unless there is presently at least one substrate in which the
possibility for the form F inheres, F will be impossible in itself? This seems to
be the prima facie reading of our Avicennan sources. But it hardly makes sense
to say that the per se possibility of F—say, the colour black—rests absolutely
on the presence of the possibility of F in particular substrates, such that if
at one moment the possibility of F inheres in one or more substrates, the
essence F will be possible in itself absolutely, and if at another moment the
possibility of F inheres in no substrates at all, the essence F will be impossible
in itself absolutely. The only reading that makes sense of Avicenna’s use of the
expression ‘the possibility of the thing in itself’ in this context is that it refers,
not to absolute, universal per se possibility, but to particular per se possibility,
as already suggested a little earlier. So, a particular instantiation of form F will
be possible of existence in itself in a particular substrate and at a given time,
if that substrate bears the possibility to receive F. The universal possibility of
F, by contrast, is unconditional and not at issue. But how does the particular
per se possibility of F relate to the possibility that inheres in the substrate?
The two are in fact conceptually distinct, but ontologically inextricable, as the
above-discussed exposition in the Metaphysics of the Shifa’ makes clear. The
particular per se possibility of F is what Avicenna refers to as the possibility
of the thing ‘when considered in itself’ (mumkin bi-i‘tibar nafsi-hi) (division
‘b.2" above), whereas the possibility in the substrate is the possibility of the
thing ‘to be a different thing’ (mumkin an yakuna shay’an akhar) (division ‘a’
above).26 We have seen that the former type of possibility is the flipside of the
latter type: to say that form F is in itself possible in substrate S is equivalent
to saying that S is possibly an F, or bears the possibility to be an F. To say that
the colour yellowish brown is in itself possible in this individual leaf means
that the leaf has the possibility of becoming yellowish brown in colour. I shall
term the possibility of S to be, or to receive, F ‘dispositional possibility’, to
distinguish it from the possibility of F in itself, which I have already termed
per se possibility’”.

Thus far, Avicenna has only shown that the possibility of a temporally gen-
erable thing must be present in a substrate. Still, although he tells us that pos-

25 Cf. Avicenna, Ilahiyyat, V.2, 181; Najat, 534—535.
26  See pp. 11-112 above.
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sibility is potentiality and can be present in a substrate, it is not immediately
obvious, from his main discussions of the subject, what he means by possibil-
ity here or how it comes about in a subject. For it is plain that the possibility
that precedes a thing that comes to be is not potentiality simpliciter. We do,
however, have one vital clue already, namely, that possibility is a ‘relation’

The possibility of things that come to be, for Avicenna, reduces to privation
(‘adam) in a material substrate. As such, it corresponds to one of the three
principles that Aristotle identifies as required for the process of coming-to-be,
although Avicenna does not consider privation to be a ‘principle’ properly
speaking.?? Prime matter, considered in itself, has the potentiality to receive
all forms, and is thus of itself characterised by an absolute, indeterminate
privation. In other words, matter of itself does not possess distinct potentialities
for different forms, for instance, a distinct potentiality for the form of water and
another for the form of air. The possibility of water is not, per se, constantly
and inherently present in matter. So the privation inherent in prime matter
does not represent the possibility for specific generable things, which precedes
their coming-to-be. It is only when privation in a substrate narrows down and
becomes determinate and restricted as a passive capacity for a specific form—a
sui generis correspondence to, and fitness for, the form—that we can speak
of the possibility of that specific form obtaining and being present in that
particular substrate. This sui generis privation is a disposition in the substrate,
and it is brought about by whatever circumstances the substrate is under at the
time.

Accordingly, natural, dispositional possibility is circumstantial and dynam-
ic. For a withered tree to turn green, a bundle of circumstances are required,
and these normally coincide in spring, or can be brought about artificially—for
instance, by the provision of sufficient water and warmth. Either way, these cir-
cumstances will make it possible for the tree to green up. However, this occur-
rence will be impossible when fitting circumstances are absent, for instance
if it is autumn, or when obstructing circumstances are present, for instance
if the tree’s environment is affected by a high level of pollution. As to the
metaphysical per se possibility of the colour green, it is unconditioned and
immutable.

Bahmanyar provides an illuminating example to illustrate the notion that
the possibility of the coming-to-be of a form exists in matter.2® Possibility, he

27  Onpossibility as privation, and on that privation is not a principle, see McGinnis, ‘Making
Something of Nothing), esp. 557-565.
28  Bahmanyar, Tahsil, 483-484.
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explains, is analogous to an empty courtyard, and the matter in which this
possibility inheres is analogous to the house in which the inner courtyard is
located. Possibility is an attribute (sifa) of matter, just as the courtyard is an
attribute of the house. Now the empty courtyard has the potentiality to accom-
modate a group of men, and as such—that is, in relation to the group of men—
it represents a possibility of existence (imkan wujid). The courtyard, in this
respect, is the privation (ma‘na ‘adami) in matter—the possibility-in-matter—
which makes the group of men (analogous to the form) possible of existence in
the house.

Medieval commentators on Avicenna elucidate this notion of particular
potentiality in terms of preparedness (istidad) and proximate potentiality
(quwwa qariba)—concepts that Avicenna employs in discussions of poten-
tiality, though nowhere, as far as I am aware, to explain possibility-in-matter
as such.?9 Around the 7th/13th century, the term ‘dispositional possibility’ (or
‘possibility through preparedness’, imkan isti'dadr) was introduced to differen-
tiate this conception of possibility from per se possibility’ (or ‘essential possibil-
ity’, imkan dhatt).3° To my knowledge, the earliest source to invoke the concept
of preparedness in this context is al-Mas‘di, to whom we shall turn shortly,
though the first to offer a fully fledged exposition using these terms is al-Razl.
He offers the following extremely helpful explanation of the theory in an extant
excerpt from his Jawabat:

Everything that comes to be is preceded by matter. For everything that
comes to be hinges ultimately, in the chain of dependence, on the Nec-
essary [of Existence] through Itself, whose activity cannot occur under
some conditions but not under others. Rather, It constantly overflows
[existence] upon all that is possible of existence. Therefore, all that comes
to be at a particular time, but was previously nonexistent, was not possi-
ble of existence [when it was nonexistent]. Otherwise, it would have been
existent, as we have explained. The possibility that it lacks at the time [it
is nonexistent] is not the possibility concomitant to its essence (al-imkan
al-lazim li-l-mahiyya). For if at one point in time, a thing is not possible
in this sense of possibility, it cannot become possible at any time at all.
It follows that this renewed (mutajaddid) possibility is an existent thing
(amrwujadr) [...].3 It precedes the existence of [the thing that comes to

29 For instance, Avicenna, llahiyyat, IV.2, 175-176; Tabiyyat, 1112, 77.
30  See pp.141-142 below.
31 Afull stop is needed after bi-l-zawal.
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be]. For unless this possibility—by which I mean complete preparedness
(al-isti'dad al-tamm)—is realised, it will be impossible of existence.3?

A particular potentiality that comes about in a substrate and makes it receptive
to a particular form is a disposition (kaya) of that substrate, and as such is an
accident in the category of quality (kayfiyya). The disposition of the substrate
is referred to as ‘preparedness) while the restricted privation it brings about
is what is properly denoted by ‘possibility’.33 Depending on the degree of pre-
paredness of a substrate for a particular substantial or accidental form, which
follows from the activities of preparatory causes (mu‘idd), the potentiality for
that substrate to receive that form may be ‘remote’ (quwwa ba‘ida) or proxi-
mate. The potentiality of a substrate for the form may initially be remote, but
then develop until the substrate acquires complete preparedness to receive it,
at which point that form will become possible of existence in the substrate.

So, for example, the simple elements have the potentiality to be a full-grown
man, yet this potentiality is extremely ‘remote’. The potentiality is much more
proximate in semen, and it becomes increasingly proximate as an embryo
develops, until it becomes very proximate as the entity develops into a boy.
Al-Tusi remarks that just as the potentiality for a thing varies in its proximity
and remoteness, so too the possibility of the thing varies in the same way, such
that even a remote potentiality for a thing constitutes, to an extent, a possibility
for it, though in a comparatively indeterminate way. He writes:

The possibilities of these things [that come to be] are present before they
exist, and they are designated as ‘potentiality’ So it is said that these
existents are in their substrates in potentia. They vary with respect to
remoteness and proximity, and come to an end when the existents come
from potentiality into act. The designation ‘possibility’ applies to them by
gradation (bi-I-tashkik).3*

Once complete preparedness for a thing obtains and the substrate is said to
contain the possibility for it, the immanent thing will be brought into being by
the agency of its metaphysical efficient cause. After it comes to pass, the thing
will become actual, rather than potential, and the possibility that preceded it
in its substrate will come to an end. As Bahmanyar writes:

32 Al-Razi, Jawabat, 56.
33 On preparedness as an accident of quality, see Avicenna, Mantig, ILV, 167 ff.
34  Al-Tasi, Hall, 3, 81.
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Know that the possibility that passes away at the actualisation [of the
thing] has a cause. So, without a doubt, it comes to be in time (hadith),
and it is preceded temporally by another possibility, [and so forth] ad
infinitum.3>

Even though dispositional possibility passes away at the coming-to-be of the
thing, the thing itself, as al-Raz1’s above-quoted passage explains, will remain
possible on account of its per se possibility, which is concomitant to its essence.
The colour black will always be possible by virtue of its essence, whether there
are multiple instantiations thereof—each of which will accordingly be possible
in itself—or none.

Although Avicenna himself does not employ the term ‘dispositional possibil-
ity’ (imkan isti'dadr), the concept is nonetheless already present in his system,
as I have shown. To my knowledge, he was the first to develop this concept,
his prime motive arguably being to integrate the theory of potentiality into his
modal metaphysics.36 Yet, the fact that he uses one and the same term, ‘possibil-
ity’, in different contexts to refer to different concepts of possibility led to con-
siderable confusion among some of his 5th/11th- and 6th/12th-century readers,
to whom we shall now turn. The resultant debate called for some refinement,
which eventually took the form of the introduction of the clear-cut distinction
afforded by the terms per se possibility’ and ‘dispositional possibility’.

4.2 Al-Ghazali: An Ash‘ari Rejoinder

Avicenna’s theory, that the possibility of a thing that comes to be is real and that
it inheres in a substrate, is afforded a fair amount of attention in al-Ghazali’s
Tahafut. Earlier studies emphasise (1) that the criticism levelled by al-Ghazali
at this aspect of Avicenna’s metaphysics shifts the narrative by countering the
Avicennan theory with a very different conception of possibility, and (2) that
the alternative conception he proposes is more or less novel.3” While I agree
with the former point, I will argue briefly that al-Ghazali’s criticism overall is

35  Bahmanyar, Tahsil, 483.

36  For a contemporary formulation of dispositional modality, see Anjum and Mumford,
‘Dispositional modality”.

37 In particular, Kukkonen, ‘Possible Worlds in the Tahdfut al-Faldsifa’; Dutton, ‘Al-Ghazali
on Possibility and the Critique of Causality’. See also the overview of recent scholarship in
Griffel, Al-Ghazalt’s Philosophical Theology, 157 ff.
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wide off the mark and rests on a misreading of the Avicennan position. On the
second point, I will explain that the alternative conception of possibility he pro-
poses is part and parcel of the classical Ash‘ari understanding of possibility.38

The problem is broached in the First Discussion in the Tahafut, dedicated to
refuting the philosophers’ doctrine of the pre-eternity of the world. Al-Ghazali
discusses four arguments used to support this doctrine, the fourth of which is
Avicenna’s argument for the pre-eternity of the world from dispositional possi-
bility. After a brief summary of this argument, the ensuing discussion consists of
al-Ghazali’s objection, a possible Avicennan defence mooted in response, and
finally al-Ghazali’s response to this possible defence. The objection proceeds
as follows:

The possibility they [i.e. Avicenna] refer to reduces to a judgement of
the mind. Anything whose existence the mind postulates, and does not
find impossible to postulate, we call ‘possible’. If it finds it impossible [to
postulate its existence |, we call it impossible’ Ifit is unable to postulate its
nonexistence, we call it ‘necessary’. These are all judgements of the mind,
which do not require an existent so as to be explained as an attribute
thereof.39

There are two salient points here. First, modal terms are defined in terms
of the conceivability and inconceivability of things, and are not associated
to essences, in contrast to Avicenna. What al-Ghazali proposes, hence, is a
model of synchronic alternative possibilities, according to which, at any given
moment, an actual state of affairs is contingent, since one or more alternative
states of affairs are conceivable and equally possible.#? (This position is often

38  Itshould be noted here that although al-Ghazali rejects Avicenna’s conception of possibil-
ity-in-matter, and nowhere (at least in his main works) approves of the Aristotelian theory
of potentiality, he nonetheless upholds a theory that, in some respects, is analogous. He
maintains that created things may serve as conditions for an occurrence, which may then
be created directly, and voluntarily, by the God (Daiber, ‘God versus Causality’; Griffel, Al-
Ghazalt’s Philosophical Theology, 2221f.; cf. Shihadeh, Teleological Ethics, Chapter 1, where
I show that al-Razi holds a comparable theory). Al-Ghazalt’s position is a development of
the classical Ash‘ar1 conception of ‘conditions’ (shart) (to which I return briefly on p. 124,
n. 45 below), probably under the influence of Avicenna’s discussions of preparatory causes.
Al-Ghazali, of course, also maintains that God can create things out of nothing, without
prior conditions.

39  Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 70-71.

40 On this, see Kukkonen, ‘Possible Worlds in the Tahdfut al-Faldsifa’.
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contrasted to the so-called ‘statistical’ conception of possibility prevalent in the
Aristotelian tradition; however, as I shall explain, this is not really at issue in
the debate at hand.) Second, modal judgements are not anchored in real and
irreducible attributes of things in the external world. Al-Ghazali reiterates the
latter point a little later, and explains how, for instance, the judgement, X is
possible’, can be a knowledge-item ( i/m), even though there is no extra-mental
object of knowledge (matim) to which the predicate corresponds. There is
indeed an object of knowledge, he submits, but it is present only in the mind,
not in the external world of objects. For the subject X in the statement, X is
possible), is properly speaking the mental representation of X; so the judgement
too should accordingly be present in the mind.# This account of the modalities
appears rather vague in some respects, but it becomes clearer once we have
considered earlier Ash‘ari doctrines, in which it is rooted.

Briefly put, the classical Ash‘ari conception of possibility is based in the
theory of what constitutes a thing (shay’) and what constitutes an object
of knowledge (ma‘um).#* A thing, according to Ash‘aris, must be existent
(mawjud) in the external world. An object of knowledge, however, can be either
existent or nonexistent (madim), and is strictly speaking a representation
in the mind. To constitute a knowledge-item (im), the object of knowledge
present in the mind must be associated with the correct judgement (hukm)
of either (1) affirmation (ithbat), if the object of knowledge corresponds to
an existent thing in the external world or to a true state of affairs, or (2)
negation (nafy), if it does not correspond to an existent thing or to a true
state of affairs. So, for instance, my affirmation of myself and my negation
of a horse in the adjacent room are both knowledge-items, since I exist and
there is in fact no horse in the adjacent room: both I and the horse are thus
objects of knowledge. Since nonexistents are endless, there can potentially be
an infinite number of objects of knowledge. All are known to God, but only a
finite amount of knowledge-items are known to any human being at any given
time.

Now, suppose I reflect on a given object of knowledge, one that corresponds
to an actual state of affairs. I can then juxtapose it in my mind with conceivable
alternative states of affairs, which are hypothetical, but nonetheless, as I have
just explained, constitute knowledge-items. If I compare all these actual and
hypothetical states of affairs, it may become evident to me that they are all
in themselves equally possible. In view of this realisation, I can then pass

41 Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 72; 74-75.
42 On this, see Frank, ‘The Nonexistent and the Possible in Classical Ash‘arite Teaching
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a judgement on each of these objects of knowledge, including the one that
corresponds to external reality: namely, that the object of knowledge is possible
(jaiz, yasihhu).

One of the most prominent and important applications in which this con-
ception of possibility finds clear expression in classical Ash‘arl sources is the
context of proving the existence of God using the principle of particularisation
(takhsts). If multiple alternative states of affairs are equally possible, but if only
one of them is actual at a given moment, then one may ask, what makes an
actual state of affairs, utterly contingent though it may be, actual? Here is how
this question is tackled by al-Juwayni (d. 478/1085), as he concludes his discus-
sion on proving the existence of God in the Shamil:

Proofs [for the existence of the Creator] may differ in their formulation
and wording. However, they all hinge on [...] that a possible charac-
teristic must depend on a particulariser (al-hukm al-ja’iz yata‘allagqu bi-
mukhassis). The proof can then start from [the dichotomy of] existence
and nonexistence, such that the two are set as possible alternatives. It
can also start from the temporal precedence or antecedence of tempo-
ral occurrences. Or it can start from the specific types of attributes and
the diverse shapes and structures characteristic of [particular] bodies.

In all cases, the proof can be set out using the foregoing disjunction,*3
as follows: Necessarily, what is temporally precedent is in fact precedent,
and the shapes and forms particularised are in fact particularised, either
on account of the thing itself, or an accident, or particularisation [by a
separate particulariser], or the possibility [of the actual state of affairs],
or not by a cause at all. If you set out the argument as we have described,
you will find that it is sound and leads to truth.*4

Whether it is the existence or nonexistence of an entity, the time of its coming-
to-be, the accidents that inhere in a body, the arrangement of the body’s atoms,
the location of an atom, etc., all of these states of affairs are contingent. What-
ever state of affairs one postulates, there will be nothing inherent in that state of
affairs itself—neither the class of the entity involved (e.g. an atom, an accident
of the colour red, or an accident of heat), nor some accident or other present
in that state of affairs—that makes it actual. The explanation, therefore, must

43 AlJuwayni discusses this disjunction earlier in the section. He eliminates all disjuncts
except particularisation, as I shall explain next.
44  Al-Juwayni, Shamil, 272.
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lie in an external factor, which is here argued to be God’s power (qudra). Divine
power, according to Ash‘aris, is the particulariser that actualises some of God’s
objects of knowledge (in other words, some possibilities) to the exclusion of
others. This view, of course, presupposes an occasionalist worldview according
to which accidents lack continued existence and are created at each moment
directly by God; so there is no real causal nexus between one moment and the
next, though God generally preserves the normal order of events (‘ada).

This, in a nutshell, is the backdrop against which al-Ghazali proposes, in the
First Discussion of the Tahafut, his alternative account of possibility to counter
Avicenna’s. Like his Ash‘arl predecessors, he advocates a conception of syn-
chronic alternative possibilities; and he maintains that the assertion, ‘X is possi-
ble) is a knowledge-item in which both the object of knowledge and the judge-
ment are present in the mind, rather than in the external world.*5 As already

45  Having contended that the conception of possibility that al-Ghazali advances in the First
Discussion of the Tahafut corresponds to the classical Ash‘ari conception, I must remark
briefly on another discussion, which has widely been interpreted as indicating that his
views on modality in this text betray a philosophical influence (for a discussion, with
references to earlier studies, see Griffel, Al-Ghazall’s Philosophical Theology, 1581t.). In the
Seventeenth Discussion, he addresses the question whether God can do the impossible,
and writes: ‘The impossible consists in [1] affirming a thing while negating it; [2] affirming
the more specific while negating the more general; or [3] affirming two [things] while
negating one [of them]. What does not reduce to this is not impossible’ (Tahafut, 293;
Marmura’s translation with adjustments, 179). Again, this account of impossibility in fact
accords with earlier Ash‘ari views, and of itself does not attest philosophical influence.
The first type of impossibility is that a thing cannot, at the same time, both exist and not
exist, or have a certain attribute and not have it. This principle is already well-attested
in earlier kalam sources (al-Baqillani, Tamhid, 10). For the second type, al-Ghazali gives
two examples, namely, that for an entity to have volition (which is more specific) it
must already possess knowledge (which is more general), and that for an entity to have
knowledge (more specific) it must already possess life (more general) (Tahafut, 293—-294).
This has been read as an acceptance of the Aristotelian ‘view that substances are to be
classified conceptually and that the properties of the more general must be found in the
more specific’ (Goodman, Avicenna, 187). However, what al-Ghazali expresses is actually
the standard kalam principle that if attribute A is a general condition (skart) for a more
specific attribute B, it will be impossible for B to exist in the absence of A. For instance,
life is a condition for all other attributes specific to animate beings (sifat al-hayy), such
as knowledge and volition; so it is impossible for a rock to have knowledge (Shihadeh,
‘Classical Ash‘ari Anthropology’, 443-449). On the basis of this principle, theologians
argue that since God has knowledge and volition, He necessarily has life. Al-Ghazali does
not explain the third type of impossibility, perhaps as it seems self-explanatory.

He then addresses the philosophical challenge that, according to Ash‘ari occasional-
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noted, what al-Ghazali intends to counter here is not the diachronic theory of
possibility prevalent in the Aristotelian tradition, but rather Avicenna’s claim
that the possibility of a thing that comes to be has extra-mental existence and
must inhere in a substrate before the thing’s coming-to-be, which, of course,
derives from the Aristotelian theory of potentiality. Al-Ghazali’s objection,
however, rests on two assumptions: first, that Avicenna has only one, rather
simple account of possibility; second, that possibility is either in the external
world or in the mind. As I have explained, Avicenna sees no mutual contradic-
tion between the notion that possibility is, in one respect, a mental judgement
and his assertion that the possibility of things that come to be must be present
in a substrate.

After advancing his own position on the modalities, al-Ghazali adduces
three arguments that support this position and contest Avicenna’s claim that
possibility requires a substrate. Only the second and third arguments are of
interest to us here. The first is an ad hominem argument that sheds no light on
the author’s own position or his reading of Avicenna.

Al-Ghazali’s second argument is that before the colour black comes to be
in a given body, we know that it is possible in itself. If this possibility is a
relation to the body upon which this accident supervenes, then it will be
nothing more than the possibility for the body to become black. Possibility,
consequently, will be an attribute of the body, rather than of the colour black,
which will not be possible in itself. Yet we already know that blackness is
possible in itself; so it follows that its possibility does not require the presence
of some other thing to which it needs to be related.*¢ The philosophers, we
are told, believe that if the colour black is considered in abstraction from any
substrate in which it may inhere, it will be impossible; for it can only be possible
in itself if its possibility occurs in a body.*” Al-Ghazal’s argument is deeply
problematic, as it assumes that from the absence of possibility for blackness in

ism, God would be able to ‘alter the realities of things’ (galb al-ajnas). The term ‘jins’ here
is used in the classical kalam sense of a simple class of entities, such as the atom, the colour
black, capacity and motion; so it is inaccurate and misleading to render it as ‘genus, as in
Marmura’s translation (p. 179) and some recent studies. The problem of ‘whether the real-
ities of entities can be altered’, which we shall not discuss here, originates in earlier kalam,
and al-Ghazali’s response to the philosophers’ objection coincides with classical Ash‘ari
views (Tahafut, 294—295; cf. al-Juwayni, Shamil, 150). The fact that he gives a hylomorphic
example to illustrate his general point does not in itself attest a commitment to hylomor-
phism.

46 Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 71.

47  Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 73.
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any substrate, Avicenna infers the impossibility of blackness absolutely. This,
as I explained earlier, is not the case. Blackness, according to Avicenna, is
possible in itself absolutely and unconditionally, on account of its essence,
regardless of whether or not any substrates presently are black or have the
possibility to become black. A particular instantiation of blackness, however, is
possible or impossible conditionally, depending on whether or not a particular
substrate presently possesses the (dispositional) possibility to become black. If
this particular body possesses the potentiality to become black, then blackness
in itself will be possible of existence now and in this body. If not, then blackness
in itself will presently be impossible of existence in this body.

The third argument—a reductio ad absurdum—is that the rational soul,
according to Avicenna, is an immaterial substance, which comes to be in time.
The soul, however, does not come to be in a material substrate. So, if the
possibility of a thing that comes to be is a relation that precedes the thing’s
existence, and if it is not a relation to the agent’s power, which produces the
thing, then there will be nothing to which the possibility of the soul can be
related—meaning, that before it comes to be, the soul cannot be possible and
accordingly cannot come to be.*8 Al-Ghazali then considers Avicenna’s view
that the rational soul’s possibility is a relation to the matter of the body that
the soul will become connected to and manage, even though it will not subsist
in that matter.*® However, the possibility of managing the body, he responds, is
a ‘remote relation’ (idafa ba‘ida) for the rational soul—that is to say, it is more
remote than the relation between a thing and the substrate in which it becomes
‘imprinted’. If such a remote relation is deemed sufficient for establishing the
possibility of the soul before it comes to be, then it seems no less apt to assume
that this possibility arises out of the agent’s capacity to create a soul. There is
no difference in proximity, al-Ghazali avers, between the soul’s relation to its
efficient cause (that is, the agent’s power) and its relation to the patient (the
body), since the soul is imprinted in neither.5°

This last argument seeks to refute Avicenna'’s theory that a thing that comes
to be must be preceded by a substrate, but also lends credence to the Ash‘arl
doctrine that God’s power can create things ex nihilo, which al-Ghazali de-
fended. It is, however, an ad hominem argument, since it does not presuppose
a commitment to the doctrine of the rational soul, which in this context is con-
ceded purely for the sake of argument.5!

48  Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 71—72.
49  Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 73-74.
50  Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 76-77.
51 Al-Ghazali, however, does subscribe to this doctrine, though he does not state this explic-
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4.3 Al-Mas‘adi on the Ontology of Possibility (Problem 10)

The debate is pursued further in Section 10 of al-Mas‘adi’s Shukik, mainly,
as will soon become clear, under the influence of al-Ghazal's Tahafut. After
quoting Isharat 11.5.6 in full (cited on p. 114 above), al-Mas‘adi starts by briefly
clarifying Avicenna’s ultimate goal in the passage:

His objective (gharad) is to show that prime matter is pre-eternal and
does not come to be in time. For, if it were temporally generated, the pos-
sibility of its coming-to-be would have obtained before its coming-to-be,
and this possibility would have been present in some matter other than
[this matter]. The series [of material substrates] would thereby regress
ad infinitum. Therefore, there necessarily must be matter that does not
come to be, at which the series terminates. However, the account that he
provides is too condensed (mujmal); and once it is investigated, it will
become evident to fair-minded people that it falls short of serving its52
aforementioned objective.>3

So, the Avicennan theory of the possibility of generable things serves as a
premise for the doctrine that matter is pre-eternal. The fact that al-Mas‘tdi
highlights, at the outset, the latter doctrine as Avicenna’s objective suggests
that his interest lies chiefly in the theological import of the passage at hand. His
own objective, as he indicates here, is to subject Avicenna’s terse and elliptical
passage to closer scrutiny, but only in order to expose its failure to fulfil its
ultimate objective. So, although in the ensuing discussion al-Mas‘adi focuses
on the ontological status of possibility and does not return explicitly to the
question of the pre-eternity of matter, his true aim and motive is to refute the
latter doctrine.

This is not the only hint in the passage at a possible Ghazalian influence.
A salient feature of the discussion in the Tahafut is that it offers an incom-
plete account of Avicenna’s argument for the pre-eternity of the world from
dispositional possibility. It was noted towards the beginning of the present
chapter that Avicenna argues that if we postulate that matter came to be at
some point in the past, then we will be forced to concede, on two counts,

itly in the Tahafut. See Shihadeh, ‘Al-Ghazali and Kalam: The Conundrum of His Body-Soul
Dualism.

52 Or, alternatively, ‘his’.

53  Shukuk, 270.
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that matter must have pre-existed this point in time.5* For, first, the first form
received by the temporally generated matter postulated, once it came to be,
must have been preceded by the possibility of its existence, and this possibility
would have required a material substrate to inhere in. Second, the possibil-
ity of the matter postulated to have come to be must have preceded its exis-
tence, and hence would have required a further material substrate to inhere
in. On both counts, it seems that there was matter before the coming-to-be
of what is postulated to be the first bit of matter; but this violates our initial
hypothesis that matter came to be ex nihilo. Now, in the Tahafut, al-Ghazali
for some reason considers only the latter of these two sub-arguments, omit-
ting any mention of the former.55 Apparently influenced by his predecessor’s
defective account of the argument, al-Mas‘ad1 does exactly the same in his
above-quoted interpretation of Avicenna'’s passage. He only considers the pos-
sibility that must pre-exist the coming-to-be of matter, but neglects to mention
the possibility that must pre-exist what is postulated to be the first form in exis-
tence.>6

Proceeding with his critique, al-Mas‘ad1 analyses Avicenna’s claim that
‘everything that comes to be must be possible of existence prior to its existence.
This, he reasons, can be understood in either of two ways.57 The first is that prior
to its coming-to-be, a thing cannot be ‘necessarily nonexistent’, which is to say
that it cannot be impossible of existence. This is the possibility of the thing
in itself (imkan al-shay’ fi dhati-hi), or what I have termed per se possibility.58
Al-Mas‘adi’s one-sided definition of ‘possible’ as ‘not necessarily nonexistent,
as opposed to the two-sided definition (namely, ‘neither necessarily existent
nor necessarily nonexistent), in other words ‘contingent’) seems apt, consider-
ing that the discussion centres on the possibility of things that come to be after
not having existed, which obviously excludes things necessary of existence.>®
The second sense of possibility is that prior to a thing’s coming-to-be, there
must be preparedness for its existence—in other words, what I have termed
dispositional possibility, or natural possibility.

54  Seep. 110 above.

55  Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 69, ll. 10-13. By contrast, only the former, traditional Aristotelian
sub-argument appears in his Magqasid al-falasifa (129-130).

56  The same is true of Ibn Ghaylan’s reading of Isharat 11.5.6 (Huduth al-Glam, 82), an
influence from either al-Ghazalt’s Tahafut, al-Mas‘adr’s Shukiik, or both.

57  Shukuk, 271.

58  Shukuk, 272.

59  Onone-sided and two-sided possibility, see Avicenna, Mantiq, IV.1.4, 33—35; Najat, 30-33.
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Al-Mas‘adi begins with the former, per se type of possibility. If possibility is
defined in this way, then he has no quarrel with the view that whatever comes
to be must indeed be possible in itself before its coming-to-be:

If by [‘possibility’, Avicenna] intends the former sense, then there is no
objection to that. However, possibility in this sense is not a realised and
existent thing, so that we could seek out its reality—whether it is the
power of a capable agent, or a thing that is intelligible in itself and does
not require a subject, or a thing that [inheres] in a subject. Rather, the
meaning of this possibility is the negation of necessary nonexistence; yet
the negation of necessity is not an existent thing.6°

This objection clearly takes its cue from the main criticism deployed in al-
Ghazalr’'s Tahafut, yet with a crucial improvement. Unlike his predecessor, al-
Mas‘ad1 does not simply assume that Avicenna has only one definition for
possibility, which he uses across the board, but takes the extra step of consider-
ing two different conceptions of possibility. So far, he rules out only one of these
two readings: If by ‘possibility’ we mean general, per se possibility, then genera-
ble things must indeed be possible before their coming-to-be; their possibility,
nonetheless, has no reality in the external world of objects.

This type of possibility, al-Mas‘idi goes on to explain, is absolute and associ-
ated with essences, rather than with the existence of any particular instantia-
tions of an essence. ‘Before things become existent, their essences are in them-
selves distinct from each other’, and they fall into two classes.5! Some essences
are impossible of existence—these, al-Mas‘ad1 writes, are termed ‘impossi-
ble’ (mumtani, muhal), ‘inconceivable’ (ghayr mutasawwar), or ‘not possi-
ble’. Other essences are not impossible of existence, and are termed ‘possible’
(mumkin), ‘conceivable’ (mutasawwar), or ‘not impossible’. What we have here,
however, is a rather puzzling characterisation of modality. On the one hand,
possibility is associated with essence, which, of course, presupposes an accep-
tance of the theory of essences—possible essences are not mere mental con-
structs, but have a presence in the mind and correspondingly exist in concrete
particulars in the extra-mental world. (In an earlier section of the Shukiik, inci-
dentally, al-Mas‘ad1 attacks Avicenna’s theory of mental existence.62) On the

60 Shukik, 271.

61 Shukik, 272.

62 He writes in Section 6 (Shukiik, 246): ‘The assertion, that “[universals] exist in the mind’,
is a conventional and widely held opinion. However, once we investigate it, we will find
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other hand, possibility is equated with conceivability, and impossibility with
inconceivability, which divorces possibility from essence and greatly broadens
its scope. From an Avicennan point of view, conceivable things are frequently
impossible of existence—for example, a phoenix, or a flying human being. So
it might seem that al-Mas‘tdi was influenced, to an extent, by the classical
kalam conception of possibility, understood in terms of alternative states of
affairs. According to this understanding, we can conceptualise both a horse
and a phoenix, and ascertain that neither conception postulated and imag-
ined involves a contradiction; so we must regard both conceptions as possible
of existence, and if God so wishes He can create such entities. However, a lit-
tle later in Section 10, al-Mas‘tdi defines ‘impossibility’ as ‘the negation of the
conceivability of existence (salb tasawwur al-wujiud), which suggests that possi-
bility cannot be defined by conceivability alone.63 I can conceive of a phoenix,
for instance; but can I conceive of it actually existing in the external world? I
suspect al-Mas‘adi would have answered this question in the negative on the
grounds that a phoenix is impossible of existence on account of its essence.
We must leave it at this, however, in view of the fact that the Shukiuk does not
provide us enough details to reconstruct a fuller or more consistent account of
al-Mas‘di’s understanding of the modalities.

At any rate, al-Mas‘0d1 proceeds from the association he underscores be-
tween modalities and essences to argue that a modal term is said of an essence
per se even before the coming-to-be of any concrete instantiations thereof in
the external world. Since an essence has no existence other than its existence in
concrete particulars, it will be possible even when it is nonexistent. (And since,
as mentioned, al-Mas‘0di rejects Avicenna’s theory of mental existence, the
mental cognisance of an essence does not confer existence on it.) An existent
attribute, however, cannot inhere in a nonexistent thing; therefore, possibility
cannot be an existent attribute of a nonexistent essence. Possible and impossi-
ble essences are equivalent in this regard: just as the impossibility related to a

that what it means is different from what we understand by existence proper. For “the
thing’s existing in the mind” means nothing other than its being known by, intelligible to,
and apprehended by, the intellect. As to the reality of existence, it is that through which
the realities of essences obtain in concrete particulars ( fi(-a‘yan). There is no meaning to
“existence” other than this. The thing’s existing in the mind has a meaning other than this
meaning—namely, its being known to the intellect’ This position presupposes an earlier
discussion in the book, in Sections 4 and 5, where al-Mas‘adi argues against the theory
that knowledge involves a form being imprinted in the knower’s mind.
63  Shukuk, 273.
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nonexistent essence is not a real attribute that inheres therein, so also the
possibility related to a nonexistent essence cannot be a real attribute found
in the external world.64

So, if the per se possibility of an essence does not have an extra-mental
existence before an instantiation thereof comes to be (nor, for that matter,
even after its coming-to-be), then what of dispositional possibility? Al-Mas‘adi
writes that if ‘possibility) in Isharat 11.5.6, is understood in the sense of pre-
paredness, then Avicenna’s claim—that this possibility must obtain before a
thing comes to be—cannot be conceded absolutely, but only with qualifica-
tion.55 Beings that come to be in time, he reasons, fall into two classes. Some
things can only exist if they inhere in a substrate; and the would-be substrate
of such a thing must indeed be prepared to receive it before it comes to be.
Preparedness, in this case, must obtain prior to the thing’s existence—‘there
is no disagreement on this) al-Mas‘adi remarks. Other things, however, do not
require a substrate to exist in:

If the thing that comes to be does not require a substrate to exist in, then
preparedness for its existence (istidad wujiadi-hi) need not obtain before
it comes to be. Youneed to provide proof that such a temporally generated
thing is possible of existence in this sense.56

This point is made briefly in the middle of the section and can easily go unno-
ticed. However, it deserves to be unpacked, as it is in fact a key objection
that al-Mas‘di makes to Avicenna’s argument for the pre-eternity of matter
from dispositional possibility. It will be remembered that when he proves that
the coming-to-be of a generable thing must be preceded by its dispositional
possibility, Avicenna begins by setting up a dichotomous disjunction: a thing,
he argues, either subsists in another, or is self-subsistent. Either way, a sub-
strate must pre-exist the thing’s coming-to-be.67 Yet this is a disjunction that
al-Mas‘adi would describe as non-exhaustive (ghayr hasir).68 By contrast, the
disjunction al-Mas‘ndi himself proposes is exhaustive, as it rests on a straight-
forward affirmation and negation: a thing either subsists in another, or does not
subsist in another. The latter class of things includes, not only self-subsistent

64 Shukik, 272.

65  Shukik, 271.

66 Shukik, 271.

67 See Section 4.1 above.

68  Ashe does elsewhere: Shukiik, 268—269; see pp. 104—105 above.
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things, but also matter. Now, matter neither subsists in another, nor is self-
subsistent, yet Avicenna treats it in his argument in the same way he treats a
thing that subsists in another. It seems inapt to start from the notion that when
a substantial form or an accident comes to be, it must be preceded by a sub-
strate that has a preparedness (that is, a dispositional possibility) to receive it,
to conclude, straightforwardly, that if prime matter were temporally generated,
it too must be preceded by a substrate and dispositional possibility, consider-
ing (a) that prime matter not only does not inhere in a substrate, but moreover
(b) is pure potentiality and lacks any actuality of itself. Al-Mas‘tdi thus appears
right to underscore this lacuna in Avicenna’s reasoning, and to demand a proof
tailored specifically to matter.

That said, this objection offers an incomplete response to Avicenna’s argu-
ment for the pre-eternity of matter. It confronts the argument as interpreted by
our commentator, probably, as we have seen, under the influence of al-Ghazali.
An Avicennist would still be able to establish the pre-eternity of matter, as
noted earlier, on the grounds that any form that comes to be in a material sub-
strate must be preceded by the presence of its dispositional possibility in the
same substrate.

Al-Mas‘adi further disputes Avicenna’s claim, in the context of Isharat 11.5.6,
that ‘if [a thing] is not possible of existence before it comes to be, it will be
impossible of existence’.®® ‘But on what basis do you assert this (wa-lima qultum
dhalika)?, he challenges in typical kalam manner, before accusing Avicenna
of confusing two senses of possibility: dispositional possibility and per se pos-
sibility (that is, the possibility of the thing ‘in itself’, fi nafsi-hi, as Avicenna
writes).

As to possibility in the former sense of preparedness, al-Mas‘ad1 confirms
that before an accident comes to be in a subject, or a substantial form comes to
be in matter, the accident or form necessarily requires (la budda) the presence
of prior preparedness in that subject or matter. In both cases, this preparedness
will be an attribute of the substrate in which it obtains. Al-Mas‘td1 has no
objection to designating this attribute as ‘possibility’, as it would be apt to say,
for example, ‘This subject bears the possibility for the inherence of such and
such an accident therein ( fi-hi imkan qiyam al-‘arad bi-hi), or ‘This parcel of
matter bears the possibility for the existence of such and such a form therein’.7®
Note here that both statements refer to the possibility that a subject has for an

69  Shukuk, 271.
70 Shukuk, 272.
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accident or form, rather than the possibility of the accident or form in itself.
Possibility in this sense, al-Mas‘adi goes on to explain, should not be confused
with absolute per se possibility. He writes:

To know if a thing is possible in itself ( f dhati-hi) or impossible in itself,
we do not need to investigate the conditions of all beings, such that if we
find one among them that has the preparedness to receive it we affirm
that it is possible in itself, and if we do not find that we deem [the thing] to
be impossible in itself. Rather, we know the possibility of the thing in itself
or its impossibility in itself without considering the condition of other
things.”!

The colour black, for example, is possible in itself regardless of whether or
not there is a subject presently in existence that contains the preparedness
to receive this colour. And if we hypothesise a colour that is both black and
white at the same time, it will be impossible of existence on account of the
impossibility of the essence postulated, rather than due to our hunch that no
being in existence has a preparedness to receive it—for a substrate can only
receive a thing that is possible in itself to begin with. Al-Mas‘udi here fleshes
out the opening complaint in the section: that per se possibility, which is linked
to essence tout court, does not inhabit the external world.

The upshot of al-Mas‘adi’s account of these two senses of possibility is that
Avicenna, as already pointed out, confuses them by equating the absence
of dispositional possibility with the negation of per se possibility. Our critic
goes even further, and submits that what we have here are not two more or
less nuanced senses of the same concept, but two fundamentally different
concepts. He writes:

If we assign the noun ‘possibility’ to this preparedness, then the noun ‘pos-
sibility’ will be common to two meanings (mushtarak bayna ma‘nayayn).
Possibility, in the meaning of preparedness, certainly requires a substrate
to exist in. As to possibility in the former meaning [that is, per se possibil-
ity], it does not require a substrate to exist in. For it is not an existent thing
(amrwujudr), but is rather a negative notion (amr salbt), as it means that
[a thing] is not necessarily nonexistent. So it is the negation of necessary
nonexistence, while impossibility is the negation of the conceivability of
existence (salb tasawwur al-wujid). Everything that comes to be, before it

71 Shukik, 272.
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becomes existent, is possible of existence in the former [ per se] meaning,
but not in the latter meaning, [i.e. preparedness].”

So the expression ‘possible’ is ‘common’ to two meanings (a case of so-called
ishtirak lafzi); and since the two meanings appear related, we can say that
it is a polysemous term. Despite the conceptual relation between the two
conceptions denoted by the term, the realities they refer to are distinct. One
meaning is preparedness, which has a reality in the external world. The other
meaning is per se possibility, and it has no reality in the external world.”
Avicenna'’s fault, according to al-Mas‘adsi, lies in his failure to make a distinction
between the two.

Al-Mas‘adi is right to highlight the ambiguity of Avicenna’s account of the
possibility in things that come to be. By my reading of this account, however,
the accusation that Avicenna confuses the two senses of possibility does not
hold. For, as I explained earlier in the present chapter, the expression ‘possible
in itself’ in Isharat 11.5.6 and corresponding discussions in other Avicennan
works refers to particular per se possibility, rather than to universal per se
possibility, and as such is the flipside of dispositional possibility. When he
claims that unless substrate S contains the possibility to receive, say, form F,
F will be impossible of existence in itself, he does not mean that F-ness will
be absolutely impossible, but simply that a particular instantiation of F-ness is
impossible in S. Although F per se will be impossible in S, F per se may still be
possible absolutely.

Al-Mas‘adi’s characterisation of per se possibility as ‘a negative notion’ (amr
salbr), as opposed to an ‘existent thing’ (amr wujudr), is noteworthy. In Section
8 of the Shukitk, he characterises necessity in the same way:

The expression ‘necessary of existence’ (wajib al-wujid) may give the false
impression that [necessity of existence] is an existent thing and that
necessity of existence has a reality that obtains and exists over and above
[the thing’s] existence (hagiga muhassala thabita ward® al-wujad). This
is not the case. For what we understand by the expression ‘necessary of
existence’ is nothing other than [the thing’s] being an uncaused existent,
that its existence does not obtain from another, and that it is impossible
forit to be nonexistent. So the necessity of existence is the absence of need

72 Shukuk, 273.
73 Characterising possibility and necessity as ‘negations’ is a borrowing from al-Ghazali (for

instance, Tahafut, 144-145; cf. 138-139; see also pp. 141142 below).
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for a cause to confer existence. This is a sheer negation and is absolutely
nonexistent (salb mahd wa-‘adam sirf). It has no reality that obtains and
exists, which is different from [the thing’s] existence and is additional to
[its] existence.”

The background of this view goes beyond the scope of our present chapter.
The bottom line, however, is that al-Mas‘ad1 espouses a tidy position on the
ontology of the modalities. Neither per se necessity nor per se possibility is a real
and irreducible attribute of things themselves, as they are defined in negative
terms and by reference to causation. Necessity of existence is definable in terms
of both uncausedness and the negation of nonexistence; possibility of existence
is definable in terms of causedness and the negation of the impossibility of
existence.

Al-Mas‘adi wraps up the section by revealing, and paying homage to, his
main source of inspiration. He writes:

All of this [i.e. his own criticism of Isharat 11.5.6] finds support in what
the Imam al-Ghazali—may he be blissful—provided in the Tahafut in
response to their [i.e. the philosophers’, particularly Avicenna’s] views on
this question. They are all powerful objections (isfkal), and very much on
target.”

The reference is clearly to al-Ghazali’s criticism of the fourth philosophical
argument for the pre-eternity of the world confuted in the First Discussion in
the Tahafut, which we treated earlier. Al-Mas‘Gdi summarises only one of his
predecessor’s objections, namely, the objection from the possibility of the ratio-
nal soul. The summary reflects the same organisation as the original: the initial
objection is appended by a philosophical defence ( ‘udhr, the same term used
in the Tahafut), which is then followed by a final and conclusive response.”®
Al-Ghazali, we are told, begins by arguing that the human soul comes to be
after not having existed, and is possible of existence before its coming-to-be.
However, since the soul exists separately from matter, the possibility that pre-
cedes its existence cannot exist in a material substrate, which contradicts the
Avicennan doctrine that the possibility of a thing that comes to be must inhere
in a substrate prior to its coming-to-be. An Avicennist, as al-Mas‘adi points out,

74  Shukuk, 252—253.
75  Shukuk, 273.
76  Cf.p.126 above.
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would defend his position by explaining that the possibility of existence of the
rational soul does precede its coming-to-be, and does inhere in matter; this,
however, is not the matter of a would-be substrate for the soul, but that of the
incipient human body that would later be governed by the soul. These first two
steps—the criticism and the defence—coincide accurately with the original
discussion in the Tahafut. However, the third step does not, but goes as follows.
The Avicennist response, it is argued, is unsound:

For the possibility that precedes [the soul’s] coming-to-be is not a thing
that comes to be. For before they come to be, souls have constantly
been possible of existence. However, the preparedness of the body to
be managed by the soul, and for [the soul] to become connected to
it, is something that comes to be with the coming-to-be of the body.
So this preparedness does not exist before the existence of the body. If
the possibility that precedes its coming-to-be is this preparedness, then
before the existence of the body the soul is not possible of existence in
itself. So it was impossible in itself, then became possible. It is obvious
that such a view is false.””

This argument does not apply specifically to the immaterial human soul, but
can appeal to any other sort of temporally originated thing. It corresponds,
not to al-Ghazali’s response to the Avicennan defence, but rather to the main
point of contention raised in al-Masadi’s commentary on Iskarat 11.5.6, as we
have seen. Al-Mas‘adr’s intention here seems to be, not simply to recapitulate
al-Ghazali’s reasoning, but to illustrate how his own objection concurs with,
and develops, his predecessor’s line of criticism.

4.4 Al-Mas‘udi on the Indestructibility of the Human Soul (Problem 14)

The relation between Avicenna’s theories of the immateriality of the human
soul and dispositional possibility is revisited in Section 14 of the Shukiik, titled
‘That the human soul cannot possibly pass away’ The question immediately
at issue here is not the possibility of the coming-to-be of the soul, but the
possibility of its passing away, although, as we shall see, al-Mas‘adi invokes the
former problem in his commentary.

The Avicennan passage targeted in Section 14 occurs in the context of prov-
ing the immortality of the soul. In his major works, Avicenna begins first of all

77 Shukuk, 274.
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by proving that although the soul’s coming-to-be depends on the existence of a
suitably disposed body to which it becomes connected, its continued existence
does not depend on its connection to the body, and that it hence survives
the body’s death.”® This is followed by an argument proving that the soul is
incorruptible in itself, in the first place (aslan).” The passage (Isharat 11.7.6)
is terse; but read alongside parallel passages in the Shifa’ and the Najat, the
central argument runs as follows.8°

A thing that is susceptible to corruption, he argues, possesses the potential-
ity to be corrupted (which is to say, the potentiality for another thing to come
to be in its place; the potentiality for the form of water to be corrupted by turn-
ing into air is the potentiality for the form of air to come to be). The thing also
possesses the actuality of being the thing it is. Its potentiality for corruption
and actuality of existence cannot be due to one and the same principle, but
must be explained by two distinct principles. These are form, which provides
the thing’s actual existence, and matter, which explains the thing’s susceptibil-
ity to corruption. So, for the human soul to be corruptible, it would be either
a compound thing consisting of matter and form, or a simple entity that sub-
sists in a material substrate. Avicenna, however, had already proved that the
human soul is neither a compound of form and matter, nor a simple substance
impressed in matter, but a simple, immaterial self-subsisting entity.3! From this,
Avicenna infers that the human soul is incorruptible.

Al-Ghazali paraphrases Avicenna’s argument in Discussion 19 of the Tahafut,
‘On refuting [the philosophers’] views that it is impossible for human souls
to pass away after [having come] to exist, and that they are everlasting, their
passing away being inconceivable’82 His only response is to refer to his earlier
criticism of the more general principle on which the doctrine of the soul’s
incorruptibility is premised: ‘The source of obfuscation is their asserting that
possibility is an attribute that requires a substrate in which to inhere. We have
already discussed this satisfactorily, so will not repeat ourselves; for it is one
and the same problem’.83

78  Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 244—248; Nafs, 227—231; Najat, 378—383; cf. Druart, ‘The Human Soul’s
Individuation and its Survival after the Body’s Death’; Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna, and
Averroes, 103 ff.; McGinnis, Avicenna, 126—-129.

79  Avicenna, Najat, 383.

8o Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 261-264; Nafs, 231-233; Najat, 383—386.

81 Avicenna, Isharat, 2, 4041f.; Nafs, 209 ff.; Najat, 356 ff.

82  Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 339-343.

83  Al-Ghazali, Tuhafut, 343.
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A similar cross-reference is made by al-Mas‘adi in his commentary on Isha-
rat 11.7.6.84 He proceeds by explaining Avicenna’s argument for the incorrupt-
ibility of entities that are separate from matter (mufarigat), including human
souls. The argument, he observes, is premised on the previously discussed prin-
ciple that before a thing comes to be its possibility must obtain in a substrate,
which is extended to the passing away of things. He writes that, according to
Avicenna,

Just as the possibility of existence must obtain before [the thing’s] exis-
tence, so too must the possibility of nonexistence obtain before [its]
nonexistence. Otherwise, [the thing]’s nonexistence would be impossi-
ble. And just as the potentiality for existence requires a substrate to inhere
in—such that the substrate serves as a recipient upon which that exis-
tence would supervene—so too does the potentiality for nonexistence
require a substrate upon which nonexistence would supervene.8>

Against this, al-Mas‘adi presents two objections. The first is to refer—as al-
Ghazali does—to his earlier discussion in Section 10. He writes: ‘The objection
to this is the same as before—namely, that the possibility of existence does not
require matter to inhere in; so the same is true of the possibility of nonexis-
tence’86

The second objection is made in the manner of an ad hominem (ex conces-
sis) argument, starting from Avicenna’s view on the coming-to-be of the human
soul.87 He argues that if the possibility of the coming-to-be of the human soul
obtains in the body before the soul comes to be, then it is conceivable for the
possibility of the passing away of the soul to obtain in the body, and subse-
quently for the soul to pass away. An Avicennist would reply that the possibility
that obtains in the body before the soul comes to be is not the possibility of the
soul’s existence, but the possibility for the soul to have a connection (taalluq)
to the body, and to govern it (tadbir). So what may subsequently obtain in the
body is only the possibility for this connection and governance to come to an
end, rather than the possibility of the soul’s passing away.

84  Shukuk, 285. Avicenna’s argument is outlined uncritically in Sharh al-Khutba al-gharr@
(F. 65).

85  Shukuk, 285.

86  Shukiik, 286.

87  Shukiik, 286.
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Responding to this Avicennan view, al-Mas‘tdi seems to develop the afore-
mentioned brief criticism put forth by al-Ghazali, that the governance of a body
is a ‘remote’ relation for the soul.88 He argues as follows:

We say: The possibility for a connection [between the body and a soul] is
insufficient for [the soul]’s [coming into] existence, unless its existence is
already possible in itself. For a substrate can only become prepared for a
thing that is possible in itself to become connected to it, to the exclusion
of what is not possible [in itself]. So [the soul]’s possibility in itself is
different from the possibility of it becoming connected to a substrate.
A thing’s being possible or impossible in itself may be known before
consideration of the condition of the substrate, [specifically,] whether or
not preparedness to receive it has obtained in [the substrate], as we have
already established.

Therefore, you [Avicenna] will be forced to concede (yalzamu-kum)
the view that the possibility of existence of the soul obtains before it
[comes to] exist, and that it requires a substrate to inhere in, which
can only be the body. However, if it is admissible that the possibility of
existence of the soul in itself inhere in the body, alongside the possibility
that the soul become connected to it, then why can it not be admissible
that the possibility of its passing away inhere therein? Yet if the possibility
of existence in itself does not require a matter to inhere in, then the
possibility of passing away too would not require a matter and a subject
to subsist in.8?

So, al-Mas‘adr’s argument is basically this. The possibility of existence of X
in itself—that is, the per se possibility of X—is different from the possibility
that X become connected to some other entity. The per se possibility of X is
the more primary of the two possibilities; for unless X is already possible of
existence in itself, it cannot possibly have connections to other things. So, as
is the case with all other generated things, the per se possibility of the human
soul must be present before the coming-to-be of the soul; and this possibility
either (a) requires a substrate to inhere in—that is, it must be rooted in a
dispositional possibility that obtains in a substrate—or () does not require
a substrate. Al-Mas‘0di postulates the former alternative only for the sake of
argument. If (a) it does require a substrate, then the substrate would have to be

88  Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 77; see p. 126 above.
89 Shukuk, 286.
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the individual human body to which the soul becomes connected. The body,
al-Mas‘adi avers, would then possess two distinct dispositional possibilities:
one for the existence of a soul (corresponding to the soul’s per se possibility),
and another for the soul to be connected to, and to govern, the body. However, if
the body serves as the substrate for the former possibility, then correspondingly
it could also serve as a substrate for the possibility of the passing away of the
soul, an implication that Avicenna would not concede. If, on the other hand,
(b) the per se possibility of the soul does not require a substrate, then likewise
the possibility of its passing away too would not require a substrate. Either way,
the soul would be corruptible.

By querying the anomalous status of the human soul in Avicenna’s ontology
of generable things, al-Mas‘adi highlights a contradiction between Avicenna’s
theories of dispositional possibility and the incorruptibility, and hence immor-
tality, of the soul. Avicenna accordingly must give up one of these two doc-
trines.

However, al-Mas‘udi’s argument goes further than this. For regardless of
which conception of possibility we subscribe to, there seems to be, in his view,
no way to prove that the passing away of the human soul is impossible, or, in
other words, that necessarily the soul is immortal. This position accords with
two earlier discussions in the Shukiik. In Section 13, titled ‘That the human
soul is not affected by the loss of the body through death) which immediately
precedes the section at hand, al-Mas‘adi rejects Avicenna’s argument that the
soul survives the corruption of the body on the grounds that the soul is in itself
immaterial and incorruptible.° This argument, al-Mas‘adi tells us elsewhere, is
non-apodictic ({@ tufidu [-yaqgin), but merely persuasive (igna).9! His rejection
of both arguments for the immortality of the human soul stems from his
more basic conviction—stated in Section 5 of the Shukiik, in a passage cited
earlier in the present study—that the immateriality and self-subsistence of
the rational soul cannot be proved philosophically, but are only established by
prophetic revelation.92 It follows that the immortality of the soul too can only
be established by revelation, and is not rationally demonstrable. This stance
appears to be an influence from al-Ghazali, who in turn adopted it from earlier
theology. In classical Ash‘arl works, both the reality of the spirit (rih, nafs)
and the afterlife are always treated under the heading ‘al-sam%yyat’ (matters
known through revelation); so the mind can only go so far as to recognise the

90  Shukuk, 282—284; Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 244-248; cf. Nafs, 227—231; Najat, 378-383.
91 Shukiik, 242.
92 Shukuk, 239—240; see p. 81 above.
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conceivability of certain things and occurrences in question, but their truth can
only be established through the teachings of revelation.??

4.5 Concluding Remarks: Dispositional Possibility and Per Se
Possibility Post-Avicenna

To conclude the present chapter, let us return to the main point of contention in
Section 1o of the Shukiik, and take a quick glance at the later history of this prob-
lem. As already noted, the association between per se possibility and essence is
already well-established in Avicenna. As far as I am aware, however, al-Mas‘adi
was the first (1) to point out that Avicenna’s notion of the possibility of genera-
ble things, which inheres in a substrate, is not reducible to per se possibility, and
consequently the first (2) to propose a clear-cut distinction between these two
conceptions of possibility, and (3) to link possibility-in-matter explicitly to pre-
paredness. As we have shown, the association between dispositional possibility
and potentiality is already evident in Avicenna, although, to my knowledge, he
nowhere explicitly makes the link. The fact that al-Mas‘idi expresses such fun-
damental and genuine puzzlement at what Avicenna intends attests that he
was unaware of any earlier attempts to disentangle Avicenna’s two accounts of
modality.

To counter al-Mas‘ad’s criticism, al-Razi incorporates the same distinction
and terms proposed by his contemporary, developing what appears to be the
first fully fledged Avicennan account of dispositional possibility as contrasted
to per se possibility. He does so, as we saw earlier in the present chapter, in
the extant excerpts from Section 10 of his Jawabat.>* At some later point after
al-Razi, in the seventh/thirteenth or early eighth/fourteenth century, the terms
‘dispositional possibility’ (imkan isti‘dadr) and per se possibility’, or ‘essential
possibility’ (imkan dhatr) are introduced, and they continue to be employed
in later Arabic philosophy.%> To give one illustrative example, in al-TahanawT’s
great technical dictionary completed in 1158/1745, the Kashshaf, the entry on
‘possibility’ (imkan) is commenced by delineating precisely this distinction and
using these very terms.%6

Al-Mas‘udi, to my knowledge, was also the first to characterise per se possi-
bility as a ‘negative notion’ (amr salbi), which is to say that it is nonexistent

93 Shihadeh, ‘Classical Ash‘ari Anthropology’, 265 ff.; idem., ‘Al-Ghazali and Kalam'.

94  Al-Razi, Jawabat, 57.

95  The terms appear well-established in al-Tahtani’s (d. 766/1364) Muhakamat (343 ff.).
96  Al-Tahanawi, Kashshaf, 1, 267—269.
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(‘adami), in contrast to dispositional possibility, which is an ‘existent thing’
(amrwuwjudr). The former characterisation is a Ghazalian influence, of course,
but it is al-Mas‘adr’s formulation of this question as a distinct ontological prob-
lem that led al-Razi to identify it as a principal aporia in his works, namely,
whether or not possibility is real (thubutr).%” This problem too continues to
be debated in later Arabic philosophy, and I shall conclude by giving just one
striking example. In his influential compendium of philosophical theology, the
Mawagqif, ‘Adud al-Din al-Iji (d. 756/1355) argues that necessity, possibility and
impossibility have a purely mental (itibari) reality and lack any existence in
the external world.8 A little later, he discusses coming-to-be, and there cites
the Avicennan view that the possibility of a thing that comes to be is exis-
tent (wujudr) and requires a substrate. He remarks that ‘what is intended by
this possibility is dispositional possibility, rather than per se possibility’, and he
explains that he meant the latter type of possibility when he argued earlier that
possibility has no extra-mental existence.® Here is al-Jurjant’s (d. 838/1434)
commentary on this point:

Per se possibility is a mental thing, which is cognised with respect to a
thing when its essence is related to existence. It is concomitant to the
essence, associated to it, and subsists in it, as already mentioned. It is
inconceivable for [per se possibility] to vary at all in terms of strength
and weakness, or proximity or remoteness, in contrast to dispositional
possibility. For [the latter] is an existent thing in the category of quality,
subsists in the substrate of the thing to which possibility is related, rather
than in [the thing itself], is not concomitant to [the thing itself],'°° and
is subject to gradation [in proximity or remoteness].10!

97  Forinstance, al-Razi, Mabahith, 1,118-121 (where the problem is discussed in two sections:
on whether one-sided possibility is real, and on whether two-sided possibility is real);
Sharh, 2, 404—408; Muhassal, 188-193.

98  Alji, Mawagqif, 68—70.

99  Alji, Mawagqif, 77.

100 Reading wa-ghayr, rather than wa-ghayru-hu.

101 Al-Jurjani, Sharh, 4, 10.
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CHAPTER 5

Avicenna'’s Proof of the Existence of God: Problem 7

In Section 7 of the Shukuk, al-Mas‘udi targets Avicenna’s well-known cosmo-
logical argument from possibility for the existence of the First Cause, God. In
what follows, we begin with a reading of the proof as it appears in the Isharat,
referring where relevant to the corresponding discussion in the Najat, and then
make a quick detour to the Shifa’, where Avicenna addresses a closely related
puzzle. We then consider al-Ghazalt’s objections to the proof, before turning to
the complaint raised by al-Mas‘ad1.

5.1 Avicenna’s Proof from Possibility

The proof of the existence of the Necessary of Existence through Itself appears
in Chapter 4 of the Physics and Metaphysics of the Isharat (11.4.9-15).! Fol-
lowing a discussion of causation, Avicenna introduces the concepts ‘possible
existent’ and ‘necessary existent’, and submits that every existent must be either
possible of existence in itself, or necessary of existence in itself (Isharat 11.4.9).2
A thing that is possible in itself is predisposed as such to neither existence nor
nonexistence. So if such a thing becomes existent, there must be something
other than itself that tips the balance and renders its existence preponderant
to its nonexistence. Therefore, the existence of a possible thing must be caused
by another (Isharat 11.4.10).3 What Avicenna intends by ‘cause’ here is a ‘meta-
physical’ efficient cause (that is, a cause of existence), as opposed to a ‘physical’
efficient cause (that is, a cause of motion).* As such, the cause of a possible
existent must coexist with its effect.

1 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 19—27. For a discussion of the proof as it appears in the Najat, see
McGinnis, Avicenna, 163—168.

Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 19.

Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 20.

On this distinction, see Section 3.2 above.

[S20 VI V)

This reading finds explicit confirmation in the Najat (567; cf. Davidson, Proofs for Eternity,
2991f.). In his commentary on the proof as it appears in the Isharat, al-Razi rightly points
out that it lacks a vital ingredient—namely, an indication of whether the series of successive
causes possible of existence are ordered temporally, or are simultaneous. He writes that

© KONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2016 | DOI:10.1163/9789004302532_007
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the cc-BY-NC 4.0 License.
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144 CHAPTER 5

Now, it is obvious that possible existents do actually exist. Each possible exis-
tent must be caused either by another possible existent, or by an existent nec-
essary through itself. As the existence of the latter has yet to be demonstrated,
the argument proceeds on the assumption that the cause is a possible exis-
tent. If this second possible existent is caused by yet another possible existent,
which is caused by yet another possible existent, then the series of successive
causes possible of existence may be either infinite or finite. The next passage
(Isharat I1.4.11), therefore, begins with the disjunctive ‘either’ (imma), although
Avicenna here only considers the former disjunct, namely that the series is infi-
nite (which is why, in what follows, I have replaced ‘either’ with ‘if’). He writes:

If [the series of causes possible of existence] regresses ad infinitum, then
each unit in this series will be possible in itself. The whole (jumla) is
dependent on these [units]. Therefore, it too is not necessary, but must
be necessitated by another.®

The second disjunct—that the series of causes possible in themselves is fi-
nite—is omitted, as it points straightforwardly to the existence of an ultimate
cause necessary through itself.” What is deserving of consideration is only the
notion that the series of causes possible of existence could regress ad infini-
tum, which ostensibly would leave no room for an ultimate, first cause. Both
disjuncts are mentioned in the Najat.

Avicenna ‘ought to have explained, prior to this section [Isharat 11.4.11], that the efficient
cause cannot precede its effect in time. For if it is possible [for the cause to precede its effect
in time], it would not be impossible for every possible thing to be dependent on another
preceding it in time, ad infinitum. However, according to him, this is not impossible’ (Shar#,
2, 346). The question of whether or not the series of temporally successive occurrences is
beginningless is of no relevance to Avicenna’s proof for the existence of the Necessary of
Existence through Itself; and, in fact, the discussion centres on the concept of ‘possibility’ and
makes no reference to ‘coming-to-be’. So, as al-Razi adds, the precise question Avicenna needs
to address is whether or not an infinite series of simultaneous causes exist. Al-Raz1 opines
that this is the place in which Avicenna ought to have addressed this question, but excuses
him since he returns to it in Isharat 11.5.1-3, as we have already seen in Chapter 3 (Sharh, 2,
346-347). So I differ with Toby Mayer, who takes the series to be temporally ordered, and reads
al-Razi’s attempt to develop Avicenna’s argument as a misreading motivated by a theological
agenda (‘Ibn Sina’s Burhan), 281f.).

6 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 21.

7 Cf. al-Razi, Sharh, 2, 347.

8 Avicenna, Najat, 567.
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The point that Avicenna makes here is that a hypothetical series consist-
ing of an infinite number of possible things constitutes a whole, and in this
respect can be treated as a self-contained set. As such, the series must be in
itself either necessary or possible. It cannot be necessary through itself; for
the whole depends on its constituent parts, in the sense that it exists through
their existence, and the parts in this case are all possible of existence. There-
fore, the whole, like its parts, must be possible of existence. And since it has
already been established that what is possible of existence must be caused by
another, it follows that the whole must be caused by something other than
itself.

The upshot of the argument is that even a series that consists of an infinite
number of causes possible of existence and includes absolutely all such causes
must, as a whole, have a cause that falls outside it. This cause cannot be possible
of existence, but must be something necessary of existence in itself. What
Avicenna concludes here is effectively that even if an infinite series of possible
causes is postulated, it cannot be self-sufficient with respect to its existence;
forif this infinite series is ‘bracketed’ and considered as a self-contained whole,
it must depend ultimately on a cause necessary of existence, beyond which
no further cause exists. Avicenna’s proof for the existence of the First Cause
concludes with the statement, ‘Therefore, every series terminates (tantaht)
in the Necessary of Existence through Itself’ (Isharat 11.4.15).° Which implies
that Avicenna’s proof for the existence of God can be read as a reductio ad
absurdum, whereby the starting hypothesis (the series is infinite) is shown to be
impossible (the series must terminate at some point, and hence must be finite).
This conclusion is spelled out explicitly in the Najat:

Therefore, possible existents must terminate in a cause that is necessary
of existence. It follows that not every possible existent has a simultaneous
cause possible of existence. Therefore, it is impossible for an infinite
number of causes to exist together at the same time.!?

To highlight the novelty of his train of reasoning, Avicenna is careful to keep the
existence of the First Cause independent of the finitude of causes possible of
existence. A little later in the Isharat (11.4.29), he refers back to this proof (and
subsequent discussions) as follows:

9 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 27.
10 Avicenna, Najat, 568; cf. llahiyyat, VIIL1, 327-329.
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Reflect on how our proof for the existence and oneness of the First and His
being free from attributes did not require reflection on anything except
existence itselfand how it did not require any consideration of Its creating
and acting, even though these do attest to [Its existence and nature]. This
mode, however, is more reliable and noble, that is, when we consider the
state of existence, we find that existence inasmuch as it is existence bears
witness to It, and afterwards It bears witness to all that comes after It in
existence.l!

The novelty of the argument lies in that it does not prove the existence of
the First Cause starting from the finitude of the series of causes possible of
existence. Instead, it first establishes that the First Cause exists, and then infers
that the series of causes possible of existence must be finite.

P,..->P3->P,-> P,
N-{P,..>P3>P,>P;}
N-{P,..>P3->P,->P;}

An illustration of Avicenna’s ‘bracketing’ of an infinite series of possible
things. P, is caused by P,.

The above-quoted passage (Isharat I1.4.11) concludes with, ‘Let us explain this
further’!? So the next passage is labelled ‘explanation’ (sharh). What it explains
is the notion that if all the constituent units of a whole are caused, the whole
too must itself be caused by another—that is, by something other than its
units—regardless of whether the units are finite or infinite in number. The
passage goes as follows (Isharat 11.4.12):

Every whole, whose units are each caused, will itself require a cause that
is other than its units. For either [a] [the whole] does not require a cause
at all, in which case it will be necessary, rather than possible. However,
how could it be so, when it can only be necessitated by its units!

Or [b] it requires a cause, which is the entirety of the units, in which
case it will be caused by itself; for the whole and the totality (al-kull) are
one and the same thing. As to ‘the totality’ in the sense of ‘each unit’ (ku/l
wahid), this will not necessitate the whole.

11 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 54 (Marmura’s translation in ‘Avicenna’s Proof’, 133, with adjust-
ments).
12 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 22.
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Or [c] it requires a cause, which is some of its units. However, none
of its units would be more predisposed (awl@) than the others to be [the
cause of the whole]. For each one of [its units] is caused, and its cause will
be better predisposed in that way.

Or [d] it requires a cause other than all its units. This is the remaining
[division in the elimination process].!3

From this elimination argument, Avicenna goes on to conclude that the thing
that causes the whole of all causes possible of existence must be a terminus
(taraf ), that is to say, an uncaused cause, as opposed to an intermediate thing
(wasat), which is both caused and a cause for another. This uncaused cause
must be necessary in itself.14

In Isharat 11.4.14, Avicenna then considers a series that does not consist
exclusively of possible, and hence caused, things. If a series includes things that
are all caused, except one which is an uncaused cause, this uncaused cause
must be a terminus for the series, rather than an intermediate link within it,
and as such it would be the ultimate cause for the rest of the series. Again, this
ultimate cause cannot be possible, but must be necessary in itself.!® In all cases,
therefore, there must be a thing that is necessary of existence through itself, and
the ultimate cause of possible existents.

5.2 Avicenna on Infinite Temporal Series

Avicenna was well-aware that the same reasoning through which he infers that
a series of simultaneous causes must terminate in an uncaused cause can also
be used to infer that a series of temporally ordered causes must terminate in
a first, pre-eternal cause preceded by no further causes. As already noted, the
former series would consist of what Avicenna considers to be ‘metaphysical’
causes, whereas the latter would consist of what he terms ‘physical’ causes.!6
So in the Physics of the Shifa’, he confutes several arguments adduced against
the doctrine of a beginningless series of temporally ordered occurrences, a
discussion pertinent to the question of when a series constitutes a whole.

In his response to the first objection, Avicenna makes clear that unlike
a series of coexistent things, a series of temporally ordered items, in which

13 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 23—24.
14 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 27.

15 Avicenna, Isharat, 3, 26—27.
16 See Section 3.2 above.
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items come to be and pass away in succession, does not constitute a whole.
The objection in question is John Philoponus’s well-known argument from
the increase and decrease of infinite quantities, which came to be known
as the argument from correspondence (burhan al-tatbiq).'” As presented by
Avicenna, it runs as follows. If we postulate a beginningless series of successive
motions, and if we then consider the number of motions that occurred up to
the Flood, and those that occurred up to the present day, the former quantity
will be smaller. If a quantity is smaller than an infinite quantity, then the
former quantity must be finite; however, this contradicts the initial assumption
that it is infinite. Our initial postulate, therefore, is unsustainable.!® Avicenna
responds by arguing that, when considered in the present, past motions will
be non-existent, and hence will not cumulate into an actual infinite quantity.
What is realised, therefore, is not the series of past occurrences as such, but
rather each past occurrence individually. He adds:

Yet the status of each one is not that of the whole (kulliyya) of the past.
[...] The fact is that all the finite number of things that have been or
will be realised, and are such that the second follows upon the first’s
ceasing to exist, do not constitute a whole ( jumla). For what is understood
by ‘whole’ is the aggregation (jitima“). These are, however, simply not
collected together in reality, even if each one of them exists individually
at some moment during which the other does not exist.!¥

Successive past occurrences exist together only in the mind. Being transitory,
they do not constitute an aggregate and have no real totality, and hence no
quantity, in the external world. So the coming-to-be of further occurrences does
not result in an infinite coexisting quantity.

In response to a further objection, Avicenna contends that since a temporal
series such as the one described does not constitute a whole, the series lacks
any real attributes. The objection is that ‘if every motion comes to be in time,
the whole (kull) and totality ( jumla) of motions come to be in time’2° In other
words, since all the individuals share the attribute of being temporally origi-
nated, the whole too must have the same attribute. This claim unmistakably

17 See, for instance, Philoponus, Against Aristotle,145-146; Davidson, Proofs for Eternity, 86 f.,
esp. 88-89.

18 Avicenna, Tabriyyat, 111111, 365.

19  Avicenna, Jabiiyyat, L1ILn, 367 (McGinnis’s translation, with modifications).

20 Avicenna, Tabriyyat, 111111, 365.


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/

AVICENNA’S PROOF OF THE EXISTENCE OF GOD: PROBLEM 7 149

parallels Avicenna’s assertion that the totality of things possible of existence
must, as a totality, be possible of existence, the difference being that ‘possibility’
here is swapped for ‘coming-to-be’. Consistency demands, it seems, that Avi-
cenna treat a chain of temporally ordered causes no differently than he treats
a chain of simultaneous causes. In response, he counters that even where indi-
viduals, all sharing the same attribute, do make up a whole, the whole need not
be characterised by that attribute. Moreover, in the case under discussion, the
individuals do not even add up to an actual whole, as Avicenna argues reiter-
ating his earlier point. It follows that a series of occurrences that come to be
and pass away, one after the other, cannot bear any attributes, as a set, over and
above the attributes borne by each of its constituents individually.?!

5.3 Al-Ghazalt’s Criticism

Avicenna’s proof for the existence of the Necessary of Existence is targeted in
the Fourth Discussion in al-Ghazali’s Tahafut, titled ‘On showing [the philoso-
phers’] inability to prove the existence of the maker of the world’. In the course
of his criticism, he reports the argument that if all possible things are consid-
ered as a whole, the whole too will be possible and will require a cause that is
not possible, but necessary.22 Al-Ghazali complains that the expressions ‘nec-
essary’ and ‘possible’ are vague, but he is willing to put up with them as long
as the former is defined as ‘uncaused, and the latter as ‘caused’. By these def-
initions, however, although each individual in a hypothetical infinite series of
causes will be possible in the sense of being produced by another, the totality of
the series will not be produced by another—that is, by a cause that lies outside
the series—and hence it is not possible in this sense.23

This response implies that, in the case hypothesised, something necessary
(that is, the whole series, since it is uncaused) subsists through possible things.
Al-Ghazali concedes this implication—provided that ‘necessary’ and ‘possi-
ble’ are defined in the sense indicated—on the principle that what is true of
the individuals need not, by extension, apply equally to the totality (majma©).
This general principle was most probably picked up from Avicenna’s discus-
sion of temporal series, where he makes exactly the same point, as we have just

21 Avicenna, Tabiiyyat, LIILu, 368-369 (McGinnis’s translation, with a slight modification).

22 Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 1381f.; for a discussion of al-GhazalT’s criticism, see Davidson, Proofs
for Eternity, 366 ff.

23 Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 138-139.
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seen. To substantiate this principle, al-Ghazali uses an ad hominem (ex con-
cessis) argument (ilzam), which analogises the chain of simultaneous causes
to chains of temporally ordered occurrences. For instance, time, according to
the philosophers, is pre-eternal, yet it subsists through motions, each of which
comes to be in time. Al-Ghazali remarks: ‘Therefore, that which has no begin-
ning has been rendered subsistent by things that have beginnings; and “having
a beginning” is true when said of individual units, but not true of the totality’.2*
It follows that the whole need not carry the same attributes as its individual
parts. Al-Ghazali concludes that since the philosophers consider the series of
past occurrences beginningless, although each occurrence comes to be in time,
they are not entitled to hold that a series of simultaneous causes must be finite,
and correspondingly that a First Cause exists. In his view, the difference ( farg)
that his adversaries make between the two cases is purely arbitrary (tahakkum
mahd).25

Al-Ghazali then considers Avicenna’s aforementioned response to the argu-
ment from correspondence, that past occurrences exist, not simultaneously,
but in temporal succession, and hence do not exist as an actual infinite in
the external world, though such an infinite quantity can be hypothesised in
the estimation (wahm). He counters by pointing out that Avicenna does in
fact affirm an actual infinity, namely the infinite number of souls of deceased
humans, which are indestructible and hence cumulate in actual existence
despite the corruption of the bodies to which they were attached.?6 A little
earlier in the same Fourth Discussion in the Tahafut, al-Ghazali had already
rebuffed Avicenna’s contention that an actual infinity is only impossible if its
constituent items are ordered in either position or nature, whereas human
souls do not exist in any specific order in relation to each other, and therefore
can be infinite in number. This, al-Ghazali complains, is an unsubstantiated
claim, as Avicenna fails to demonstrate that an actual infinite is impossible only
if it consists of a chain ordered in either of these ways. Moreover, it is arguable
that human souls are ordered according to the time of their coming-to-be, and
that consequently there is no difference between an infinite number of coex-
isting causes and an infinite number of coexisting souls.?”

24  Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 139.

25  Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 140.

26  Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 141.

27 Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 137; cf. Marmura, ‘Avicenna and the Problem of the Infinite Number
of Souls’.
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5.4 Al-Mas‘adi’'s Commentary

A version of Avicenna’s proof appears in al-Mas‘tdl’s commentary on Avi-
cenna’s al-Khutba al-gharra’. If we consider the totality ( jumla) of existents, the
argument goes, then either they include an existent that is necessary through
itself, or they do not include such an existent. If the former, then there exists a
thing that is necessary through itself, which is what we are after.

However, if the totality of existents does not include such an existent, but
is such that the existence of any given existent is produced by another, and
the existence of that other is produced by another, and the existence of
that other is produced by yet another, and so on and so forth ad infinitum,
then each individual within the totality of existents will be caused in itself,
and its existence will be produced by a cause that precedes its existence.
So the whole and totality of existents, qua a single whole, must be caused.
For it obtains from caused individuals, and the whole that obtains from
caused individuals is, by necessity, itself caused and not necessary of
existence through itself. Then the cause of a caused whole must be either
[1] the totality of its [constituent] individuals, or [2] each one of these
individuals, or [3] a specific one of these individuals, or [4] something
other than these individuals and their totality.?8

Each division is then eliminated in turn. The cause cannot be the totality, for
otherwise the totality of caused individuals would be necessary of existence
through itself. Nor can it be each one of its individual constituents, for if the
whole is caused by one individual it cannot conceivably be caused by another.
Nor can the cause be one constituent, for since all constituents are caused, it
would be a cause for its own existence and the existence of its own cause. Nor
can the cause be outside the totality, for the totality was postulated to include
the entirety of existents. Therefore, the postulate that all existents are caused
must be false; and the contrary must be the case, namely that there must be
something in existence that is uncaused and is the ultimate cause of other
existents.

Notwithstanding, in Section 7 of the Shukuk, al-Mas‘adi raises an objection
to the argument. Quoting Isharat 11.4.12, the elimination argument quoted
earlier in the present chapter, he opens his commentary by briefly explaining
that the passage intends to prove that the series of causes must be finite, and

28  Al-Mas‘udi, Sharh al-Khutba, ff. 35°—362.
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ultimately that a thing that is necessary through itself exists. There is nothing
in the passage itself with which he disagrees: he accepts the principle that a
whole, each of whose constituent units is caused, must itself be caused, and
that its cause must be external to it; so he should have no quarrel with the
elimination argument through which this principle is established. What he
challenges, rather, is that this principle could apply to an infinite quantity of
units (as claimed in Isharat I1.4.11, quoted above), as follows:

A. A whole, each of whose constituent units is possible, must itself be possible.

B. An infinite series of possible things is a whole, each of whose constituent
units is possible.

C. Therefore, an infinite series of possible things is itself possible.

Al-Mas‘udi targets the minor premise B, which, he contends, remains un-
proven, since Avicenna fails to support it with any substantiating proof.2° He
has no objections to the major premise A, the focus of al-Ghazali’s attack, as we
have already seen.

An adversary (khasm) of Avicenna, al-Mas‘tid1 argues, can dismiss premise
B as false simply on the grounds that an infinite quantity of things do not make
up a whole. Being ‘a whole’ (jumla, kull, jami) is an accident concomitant
to things of finite quantity. For the definition of ‘the whole’ of all Xs is the
totality (majmi‘) of all individual Xs, which does not leave out any Xs.3? There
must be an extremity, or a limit (fadd) at which Xs end, so that the totality
of what falls within these limits (mahdud) constitutes a whole.3! However,
if an infinite series of coexisting causes is hypothesised, they can have no
bounded, all-encompassing totality; for whatever totality we may postulate,
there will be further causes beyond it in the series. So if an infinite quantity
of successive things, each caused by the thing preceding it and the cause of
the thing succeeding it (except for one thing, which is caused but not a cause),
do not make up a whole, there will be no whole to which the causedness of
each unit in the series can be extended, and which hence can be said to be
caused.

The upshot of the objection is that Avicenna implicitly premises his argu-
ment on precisely the view that the argument seeks to prove. By treating the
series as a ‘whole’, he has already determined it to be finite. So it is no surprise

29  Shukuk, 248.
30  Shukiik, 248. 1 have not found this definition in Avicenna.
31 Shukuk, 249.
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that his reductio argument seems to show that even if a series of coexisting
things is hypothesised as infinite, it necessarily is finite.

Al-Mas‘adi supports this central objection with an ad hominem (ex conces-
sis) argument, which appeals to the same cases of infinity affirmed by Avicenna
that al-Ghazali uses in his refutation. He appeals to them, however, within a
new line of argument. For al-Ghazali, these cases illustrate that Avicenna is
inconsistent in his application of the principle that what applies to all indi-
viduals applies equally to the whole, and in doing so they bring premise A into
question. Al-Mas‘id1 invokes them against premise B, his argument being that
in other cases Avicenna does not treat infinite quantities as wholes.32 His ad
hominem argument takes the form of an analogy starting from cases in which
all Xs share a certain attribute, but the attribute is not extended to the totality
of Xs. According to al-Mas‘adi, the reason that the attribute cannot be extended
from the parts to the totality is that in the starting cases, Xs are infinite in num-
ber, so they cannot constitute an all-encompassing whole. By the same token,
since in the case under discussion, the series of causes postulated too is infinite,
there is no totality encompassing the entirety of causes, which could carry the
attribute that each individual cause has.

The first case is the rotation of the heavenly spheres. Al-Mas‘tid1 writes that,
‘according to you' ( inda-kum), the series of heavenly rotations has no beginning
and so is infinite a parte ante. Yet each individual rotation comes to be in time.
However, as al-Mas‘adi argues, Avicenna need not concede ((a yalzamu-kum)
that this fact must be extended to the whole series of heavenly rotations, to
infer that the series comes to be in time. The second case is that, according to
Avicenna, human souls are infinite in number, as we have seen. And they have
been infinite in number from pre-eternity, since there was never a particular
point in time before which human souls were finite in number and at which
they became infinite. Yet each individual human soul came to be in time.
Avicenna, however, need not concede that this fact must be extended to the
entirety of human souls, to infer that the whole, just like its individual units,
came to be in time. According to al-Mas‘idi, Avicenna need not concede these
two implications: Avicenna is right not to appeal in either case to the notion
that if all individual items of a set share an attribute, the same attribute may by
extension be carried by the set as a whole, because in both cases the quantities
in question are infinite and hence do not constitute wholes. Otherwise, if the
rotations of a heavenly sphere do make up a whole, and if human souls likewise
make up a whole, Avicenna will be forced to concede (lazima-kum bi-l-darira)

32  Shukik, 249—250.
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that both of these wholes have a beginning in time, just as their constituent
units. Al-Mas‘Gdi concludes the section thus:

The truth of the matter is (al-tahqiq fi-hi) is what we have already stated,
namely, that this [i.e. finitude] is entailed, neither with respect to [ coexis-
tent] causes, nor with respect to the separate souls, nor with respect to the
rotations of the spheres. For their quantities do not terminate in a limit
beyond which nothing of the same type exists, so much so that what is
delimited [byit] would constitute a totality and a whole, and what applies
to each individual would then apply to this totality.33

It goes without saying that al-Mas‘adi himself subscribes to neither of these
two Avicennan doctrines (that there has been an infinite number of successive
heavenly rotations in the past, and that an infinite number of human souls
exist), but invokes them as sound applications of the principle that motivates
his discussion. As we have already seen, in Section g of the Shukuik, he argues
against the theory of the pre-eternity of the world, which excludes the former
of these two doctrines.34

An analogy such as the one put forth by al-Mas‘tid1 requires proper corre-
spondence between the two cases that form its starting point, on the one hand,
and the case under discussion, on the other. Al-Mas“udi does not establish this
correspondence in detail, but deems the two sides of the analogy equivalent
with respect both to (a) the grounds on which the attribute of individual units
extends to the whole, and (6) the absence of a whole, when the units are infinite
in number, to which any attribute could extend. He writes:

If it is possible for each one of an infinite number of souls to be preceded
by a time at which it was nonexistent, whereas the entirety of these souls
(in the sense of [their overall whole]3%) is not preceded by a time at which
it was nonexistent, then why would it not be possible for each one of an
infinite number of causes to be preceded by a further cause from which
it obtains existence, whereas the entirety of these causes (in the sense of
[their overall whole]) is not preceded by a further cause from which it
obtains existence? What difference is there between the two cases?36

33 Shukuk, 250.

34  See Section 3.5 above.

35  Asopposed to their entirety, in the sense of ‘each one, individually’.
36 Shukuk, 250.
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In al-Mas‘adr’s view, therefore, the equivalence of the two sides of the anal-
ogy seems evident and in need of no further elaboration. He challenges his Avi-
cennist adversaries to point out a difference ( farg) between them, which would
render his analogy unsound. Pointing out a pertinent ‘difference’ between the
original case and the secondary case is, of course, the most common way of
countering an analogical argument (and we have already seen how al-Ghazali
demands the same: a difference between the original and secondary cases in his
analogy).

Al-Mas‘udi’s objection seems to seize upon a point that Avicenna himself
makes. We have seen how, to counter attacks on the notion of a beginningless
series of successive things that come to be and pass away, Avicenna argues
that such a series is not impossible because its units do not constitute a whole
(jumla), since the units are not coexistent.3” What al-Mas‘adi does is to argue
that the series is not impossible because it does not constitute a whole, since it
is infinite.

The extant parts of al-Razl's Jawabat do not include his commentary on
Section 7 of the Shukiik.3® But we would expect an Avicennist to respond to
al-Mas‘adi’s analogy, not by taking up the challenge to delineate the differ-
ence between the original and secondary cases, but by rejecting the grounds
on which he maintains that in the two original cases within his analogy the
finitude of the series does not immediately follow from the finitude of its units.
So while, to my mind, al-Mas‘adr’s central objection—that an infinite series
cannot be treated as a self-contained whole, at least not in Avicenna’s matter-
of-fact manner—seems quite compelling, there is much less mileage in his
analogical ad hominem argument, as it fails to fulfil the principal requirement
of this type of argument, namely, that it should start from the adversary’s own
views.

37 See Section 5.2 above.
38 The only work in which, to my knowledge, al-Razi discusses, and responds to, al-Mas‘adi’s
objection is the Matalib (1,145;149).
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CHAPTER 6

Matter and Form: Problem 1

The opening section of the Shukitk tackles a problem that occurs towards
the beginning of Chapter 1 of the Physics and Metaphysics of the Isharat.
Al-Mas‘udi attacks Avicenna’s theory of matter and body, particularly his proof
of prime matter and closely related theory of corporeal form. In what follows, I
shall begin by contextualising the problem against the backdrop of Avicenna’s
hylomorphism and Abu ]-Barakat’s criticisms and advocacy of an alternative
strand of hylomorphism. We shall then turn to the Isharat and Shukik.!

6.1 Avicenna’s Theory of Matter and Corporeity

According to Avicenna, ‘body’ (jism) is said of different things. In the sense of
‘natural body’ ( jism tabi7), it denotes the substance in which three dimensions
(bu'd), perpendicular to one another can be postulated.? He is, nonetheless,
aware that were the dimensions hypothesised to become actual, they would be
accidental, rather than essential, features of body; for this reason, he consid-
ers this definition a description (rasm) of body, as opposed to a real definition
(hadd), which would only consist of essential features of what is defined.? In
one place, Avicenna gives the real definition of body as ‘the form of conti-
nuity (ittisal), which receives the positing of the three dimensions we have
mentioned’* ‘Continuity’ here is used in the sense of divisibility, which is the
absolute sense of the term: a thing is continuous in itself if we can postulate
divisions within it, such that any two postulated divisions share a common
boundary.®

1 See also: Shihadeh, ‘Avicenna’s Corporeal Form and Proof of Prime Matter’ In the present
chapter, Sections 6.1 and 6.2 and part of Section 6.3 draw closely on this article.

Avicenna, Tabi‘iyyat, 1.1.2,13; llahiyyat, 11.2, 61-63; Hudud, 22.

Avicenna, llahiyyat, 11.2, 63.

Avicenna, Ilahiyyat, I1.2, 64; cf. Stone, ‘Simplicius and Avicenna) 101-102.

[S2 0 SN CU I N

In addition to this absolute sense, Avicenna gives two further, relative definitions for ‘continu-
ity’, namely: contiguity, that is, when two bodies share a common boundary, in the sense that
their surfaces are in contact; and attachment, that is, when two bodies are attached to one
another, either by adhesion or interconnection (Avicenna, Mantig, ILIIL4, n6-17; Tabriyyat,

LIIL2, 269—271; cf. Stone, ‘Simplicius and Avicenna), 102).
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MATTER AND FORM: PROBLEM 1 157

Another sense of ‘body’ is ‘mathematical body’ ( jism talimi), which is a
non-substantial, but accidental, form that inheres in a corporeal substance.®
‘Mathematical body’ denotes the accidents of magnitude that are concomi-
tant (lazim, lahiq) to natural body in its actual existence in determinate bodies,
but do not contribute to the subsistence (giwam) and realisation (tahagquq)
of corporeity, being accidental rather than essential to it.” For example, fini-
tude is necessarily concomitant to all determinate bodies, because all indi-
vidual bodies consist of finite parcels of matter.® Associated with finitude
are further quantitative accidents, specifically surfaces, determinate dimen-
sions and shapes.? As the quantitative form of any given body is accidental,
it is never inherently necessary; yet certain bodies, most notably the celestial
spheres, possess fixed magnitudes by virtue of their natures, which are distinct
from the corporeity they share with all bodies, and from their specific magni-
tudes.1?

Body, in the sense of natural body, is a composite of two primary principles,
namely prime matter and corporeal form (sura jismiyya). These are the two
proximate causes to which body owes its subsistence.!! The most basic differ-
ence between these two principles is that the material cause of body is a passive
principle and associated with pure potentiality, whereas the formal cause is an
active principle and associated with actuality:

If [the cause of a thing] is included in its constitution and is part of its
existence, then either it must be the part where, in terms of its existence
alone,'? it is not necessary for it to be actual, but only to be in potency,
and is termed ‘matter’. Or [the cause must be] the part whose existence is
its being in actuality, namely form.!3

Considering its absolute passivity, matter, according to Avicenna, lacks exis-
tence ofitself and exists only by virtue of being actualised by the form, to which

6 Avicenna, Mantig, IL11L.4, 115; Ilahiyyat, 11.2, 64—65.

7 Avicenna, llahiyyat, 11.2, 62.

8 Avicenna, Ilahiyyat, 11.2, 62; Mantiq, L1114, 13; Isharat, 2, 191-195; 2, 227.

9 Avicenna, llahiyyat, 11.2, 62; Isharat, 2, 191; 2, 243—-244; 2, 227.

10 Avicenna, Ilahiyyat, 11.2, 64; Najat, 499; Isharat, 2, 174-176.

11 Avicenna, Tabi'iyyat, 111, 14; llahiyyat, 11.2, 64-65; 257 ff.; Najat, 190-191.

12 Reading wahdahu, rather than wa-haddihi (Marmura).

13 Avicenna, Ilahiyyat, V11, 258 (Marmura, 195, with modifications); cf. 257; cf. Belo, Chance
and Determinism, 57 ff.
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itis a mere passive recipient (qabil).}* It can never be divested of form.!® So mat-
ter is a principle only accidentally, ‘because it is first rendered subsistent in act
through form, while its essence, considered only in itself, is in potency’6 In the
same vein, since matter of itself lacks any actuality, it is not inherently corpo-
real by predisposition, and hence does not contribute to the actualisation of
body qua body.

So body is not corporeal on account of being material. What invests body
with corporeity ( jismiyya)—that is, three-dimensional continuity—is corpo-
real form, which is a substantial form combined with prime matter to consti-
tute natural body. Corporeal form is the active principle of body and associated
with the actualisation and realisation of body qua body.!” Corporeal form is
common to all determinate bodies, no individual body having more or less of
it than another.®

6.2 Avicenna’s Proof of Prime Matter in the Isharat

Avicenna proves that body consists of the combination of matter and corporeal
form using an argument that starts from body’s continuity and susceptibility to
discontinuity. We shall only consider here the proofas it appears in Chapter1 of
the Physics and Metaphysics of the Isharat, titled ‘On the reality of bodies’ ( fi
tajawhur al-ajsam).’® The proof is preceded by five passages, which make the
following points (Isharat 11.1.1-5):

1. Avicenna, first of all, refutes the belief held by ‘some people’ that bodies
consist of indivisible parts ( juz’), a clear reference to the standard classical
kalam atomism taught in Basran Mu‘tazilism and Ash‘arism.2°

14  Avicenna, llahiyyat, V1.1, 258; I1.3, 72 ff.

15  Avicenna, llahiyyat, 11.3, 72 ff.; Najat, 502—506; Isharat, 2, 202ft.

16 Avicenna, Ilahiyyat, V1., 258 (Marmura, 195).

17 Avicenna, Mantig, 1L111.4, n3.

18 Avicenna, Ilahiyyat, 11.2, 64; 71; Mantiq, IL111.4, n3-114; Tabiiyyat, 1.1, 13; Isharat, 2, 174; 2,
243-244.

19 On rendering ‘tajawhur’ as ‘reality’ (hagiqa), as opposed to ‘substantiality’, see al-Raz,
Sharh, 2, 3—4. On the versions that appear in the Shifa’ and the Najat, and on how the
Isharat argument relates to them, see: Shihadeh, ‘Avicenna’s Corporeal Form and Proof of
Prime Matter".

20  Avicenna, Isharat, 2, 152-157. On this strand of atomism, see Dhanani, Physical Theory.
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2. He then refutes the belief held by ‘other people’ that bodies consist of
infinitely divisible parts, which is the theory attributed to the early Mu‘tazili
al-Nazzam (d. 220-230/835-845).2!

3. From his refutation of atomism in 1 and 2, he infers that bodies consist of a
continuum, and are susceptible to division either actually or in thought.22

4. From 3, it follows that bodies are infinitely divisible, at least in thought.23

5. He points out that later in the book, he will prove that motion and time too
are continua.?*

From 3 and 4—that is to say, the continuity and infinite divisibility of body—
Avicenna goes on to infer that body consists of matter and corporeal form.
Labelled a ‘pointer’ (ishara, by which he means ‘proof’), the passage goes as
follows (Isharat 11.1.6):

You have come to know that a body has a continuous, three-dimensional
magnitude, and that it is susceptible to discontinuity and fragmentation.
You also know that what is continuous in itselfis different from the recip-
ient of continuity and discontinuity, whose receptivity is itself attributed
by both [i.e. as receptivity to continuity and discontinuity]. Therefore, the
potentiality for this reception is different from the existence in actual-
ity of that which is received, and different from its shape and form. This
potentiality belongs to [something] other than what is the same as what is
continuous in itself, which at the occurrence of discontinuity passes away,
and a different [thing] comes to be, and the like of which then comes to
be anew at the restoration of continuity.2

Although the conclusion is not stated here, Avicenna appears to refer back
to this passage a little later in the chapter (Isharat Il.1.10) as his proof that
body consists of the combination of prime matter and corporeal form.26 This
cross-reference is noted by al-Mas‘adi.2”

The passage begins with, ‘You have come to know’, since the starting points
of the argument are not self-evident, but have just been demonstrated earlier

21 Avicenna, Isharat, 2,158-162.
22 Avicenna, Isharat, 2,163-165.
23 Avicenna, Isharat, 2, 166.

24 Avicenna, Isharat, 2, 167.

25  Avicenna, Isharat, 2,172-173.
26 Avicenna, Isharat, 2,182-183.
27  Shukik, 197.
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in the chapter: body is continuous, and at the same time divisible. These are
two characteristics of body. On the one hand, body is essentially continuous;
so it has actual continuity. On the other hand, body is susceptible to both
continuity and discontinuity; so it has the potentiality to receive either. Now,
these two characteristics of body either belong to one and the same simple
substance, or they belong to two different things the combination of which
constitutes body. However, the thing that is susceptible to both continuity and
discontinuity cannot be the same as continuity itself, because (determinate)
continuity passes away at the occurrence of discontinuity, and is replaced with
different determinate continuities. Similarly, when two bodies combine into
one, their determinate continuities will pass away and be replaced with a
new determinate continuity. Therefore, these two characteristics belong to two
different things within body: corporeal form, which invests body with actual
continuity and is subject to generation and corruption; and matter, to which
the potentiality for continuity and discontinuity belongs, and which serves as
the substrate for the generation and corruption of continuity.

6.3 Abu 1-Barakat al-Baghdadi’'s Competing Theory of Matter

In his philosophical summa, the Mu‘tabar, Abu 1-Barakat attacks Avicenna’s
theory that corporeity is a substantial form superadded to prime matter. He
opines that Avicenna—whom, in this context, he does not identify by name,
but refers to simply as ‘an eminent individual’ (ba'd al-fudala’)?®—was misled
into developing this theory by a misreading of statements concerning the
nature of matter in ancient sources, particularly Aristotle, whom Abu l-Barakat
quotes directly.2® When Aristotle asserts that prime matter lacks any inherent
quantitative characteristics, he means that matter is deprived of determinate,
accidental magnitude, as Abti 1-Barakat explains:

They [i.e. Avicenna] became confused by the assertions of the ancients,
who coined this expression [i.e. ‘matter’ (hayila)], when they said that
it has neither magnitude, shape, attribute of heaviness or lightness, nor
location such as up or down. What [the ancients] meant by this is that,
of itself, it is not characterised by any specific magnitude that is bigger
or smaller than another, double or half, or any specific attribute such

28  Abul-Barakat, Mu‘tabar, 3, 201.
29  Abul-Barakat, Mu‘tabar, 3, 200—201.
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as lightness or heaviness. [Matter] has none of these [characteristics] by
virtue of its essence, or as parts of its essence.30

So while Aristotle denies that matter has any inherent determinate characteris-
tics, he can plausibly be read as affirming that matter is essentially corporeal.3!
Yet Avicenna misinterprets his statements as divesting matter of corporeity
altogether, such that if considered separately from form, it would be charac-
terised by neither three-dimensional continuity nor divisibility, and be appre-
hensible to the mind but imperceptible to the senses.32

Against the Avicennan thesis that prime matter does not exist of itself but
is only actualised by form,32 Abu l-Barakat argues that prime matter is in fact
body, and accordingly essentially corporeal and characterised by continuous
extension (imtidad ittisalt). By analysing (tahlil) bodies to their basic con-
stituents, both in reality (wujudr) and in the mind (dhihni, fi [-nazar), we find
that there must be an underlying substrate that all bodily objects share and that
persists unchanged as they undergo qualitative alteration. This substrate must
be essentially corporeal, as all observed and conceivable alterations that super-
vene upon bodies affect them qualitatively, but never cause their corporeity to
pass away or come to be.3* He writes:

Reflection reveals to us things that we call ‘matter’ for other things, such as
wood for a bed. Wood too has as its matter things that share its substrate
with it, but differ from it with respect to form. For when wood is burnt,
ash remains and water and air separate. So earth (which is the ash),
water and air are the matter of wood, from which it is composed, and to
which it decomposes. Therefore, each of water, earth and air is a matter
for things that are composed of them, which vary in that they have a
higher proportion of some and a lower proportion of others. Finally, these
[elements] share corporeity ( jismiyya) among them. Body ( jism), hence,
is the prime matter for all; yet body itself does not have underlying matter,
because we find that it neither is composed of another thing nor becomes
decomposed to another thing.3>

30  Abul-Barakat, Mu‘tabar, 2, 12; cf. 3, 200—201.

31 Abu 1-Barakat, Mu‘tabar, 3, 200.

32  Abul-Barakat, Mu‘tabar, 2, 12.

33  Abul-Barakat, Mu‘tabar, 2,16; 2, 123-124.

34  Abul-Barakat, Mu‘tabar, 2,10-12; 3, 195-196; 3, 202—203.
35  Abul-Barakat, Mu‘tabar, 3,195-196.
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Abu 1-Barakat cites the traditional Aristotelian argument from the trans-
mutation of the elements to the presence of an underlying material substrate
common to all bodily objects, and remarks that it accords perfectly with his
own proofand doctrine of prime matter. Referring to the Aristotelian argument,
he writes:

This is none other than the notion [of matter] that we have set out. For
when water becomes altered into air, it will lose all the characteristics that
characterise water, except corporeity, and it will acquire all the charac-
teristics that characterise air, except corporeity. So what is common and
unchanging is [corporeity], and nothing else.3¢

As to Avicenna’s theory that prime matter is incorporeal and that body hence
consists of the combination of matter and corporeal form, it has no basis in
any evidence: ‘We have not discerned this so-called ‘matter’ in body through
perception, nor does it result from decomposition, nor are we led to accepting
itby [...] a demonstrative argument’3’

Abti 1-Barakat also confutes Avicenna’s argument for the existence of such
matter. The thrust of his lengthy response is that the inference starts from
change that body undergoes in the accident of magnitude, rather than in cor-
poreity.3® He targets the assertion that continuity passes away at the occur-
rence of discontinuity, for which he considers two possible interpretations.3®
The first is that the body’s continuity passes away completely. Avicenna’s argu-
ment would be sound if the premise, thus understood, were true. It is, however,
false; for division does not cause the continuity of the entire body to pass away,
and indeed even if the body is divided infinitely, the outcome of each division
will be continuous parts. The second interpretation is that only the continuity
between the potential parts of the body divided is lost. If correct, however, this
interpretation would render the argument unsound; for the continuity that is
lost with division will be a relation, and therefore accidental, rather than sub-
stantive. The potential parts, which become actually separate parts, remain
unchanged with respect to their corporeity, and undergo neither generation
nor corruption by division. As Abu l-Barakat writes,

36  Abul-Barakat, Mu‘tabar, 3, 201.
37  Abul-Barakat, Mu‘tabar, 3, 200.
38  Abul-Barakat, Mu‘tabar, 3,196-202.
39  Abul-Barakat, Mu‘tabar, 3, 201—202.
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If [a body] is divided, discontinuity will not make its continuity cease
to be in the way that the form of air makes the form of water cease to
be, so that [the existence of] a thing common to both of them can be
established. Rather, it multiplies it. Yet multiplication is not the same as
passing away.*°

Both Avicenna’s argument and Abt 1-Barakat’s objection became widely influ-
ential in the twelfth century. Al-Razireports that the debate had become highly
partisan among his contemporaries (‘azuma ta‘assub al-nas).*! Avicenna’s argu-
ment from body’s susceptibility to discontinuity was the standard philosoph-
ical proof (al-burhan al-mashhir) of prime matter.4? It is the proof, he writes,
on which hylomorphists ‘rely and with which they stride around (bi-ha yasuli-
na)"*3 The same proof, unsurprisingly, is deployed in Bahmanyar’s Tahsi/ and
al-LawkarT's Bayan al-haqq, and reported in al-Ghazali's Magasid al-falasifa and
al-Shahrastan1’s Milal.** Abu 1-Barakat’s counterargument, on the other hand,
is reproduced by critics of Avicenna, such as al-Shahrastani.#5 Ibn Ghaylan al-
Balkhi, al-Mas‘adi’s colleague, provides the following summary:

Abul-Barakat refuted this [argument of Avicenna] in the Mutabar, where
he writes: The discontinuity that supervenes on the body does not make
its continuity pass away—that is, continuity in the sense of the reality
and essence [of body]—it rather multiplies it.*6 For each of its two parts
[which result from division] is essentially a continuous body, no less so
than the [original] whole. In fact, what passes away is the continuity
that is an accident inhering in it, on account of which it is initially long
and then with the passing away of [this continuity] becomes short, or
it is initially wide and with this becomes narrow, or it is thick and with
this becomes thin. The*” extended continuity that is the reality of [body]

40  Abul-Barakat, Mu‘tabar, 3, 202.

41 Al-Razi, Sharh ‘Uyun al-hikma, 3, 21.

42  Al-Razi, Jawabat, 12.

43  Al-Razi, Matalib, 6, 201.

44 Bahmanyar, Tahsil, 312—318; al-Lawkarl, Bayan, 50-54; al-Ghazali, Magasid, 2, go—91; al-
Shahrastani, Milal, 366; cf. idem., Nihayat al-agdam, 164.

45  Al-Shahrastani, Nihayat al-agdam, 165. This, he remarks in characteristic fashion, is a
philosopher’s response to another philosopher (as opposed to a mutakallim’s response).

46  Reading yukaththiru-hu rather than bi-kathra.

47  Reading wa-l-ittisal rather than aw al-ittisal.
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remains unchanged. This is similar to Avicenna’s assertion that if a lump
of wax is shaped once in the shape of a ball, then in the shape of a
cylinder, and so forth, the continuity that is its corporeal form will persist,
while its accidents—namely, length, width and thickness—will change.
Therefore, discontinuity and continuity will only supervene in succession
upon the continuity that is corporeity; so it does not follow that there
must be a matter that receives the form of corporeity.*8

As al-Razi observes in his Jawabat, Abu 1-Barakat also inspires Section 1 of
al-Mas‘ud1’s Shukiik, to which we should now turn.4°

6.4 Al-Mas‘udr’'s Commentary

Al-Mas‘udi opens Section 1 of the Shukitk by quoting Avicenna’s proof of prime
matter (Isharat 11.1.6), and then briefly indicating its unstated conclusion: ‘His
objective (gharad) in this passage is to demonstrate that body consists of a
complex of matter and form; he points this out a little later where he states
... Al-Mas‘tdi then refers to Isharat 11.1.10, where this conclusion is stated.50
No further interpretation of Avicenna’s text is provided. The ensuing critical
commentary consists of three parts:

1. Al-Mas‘adi argues that Avicenna’s proof falls short of entailing its purported
conclusion.

2. He moots a hypothetical view of the nature of body to confirm his criticism
of the proof.

3. He advances an alternative proof of prime matter, which assumes a different
strand of hylomorphism.

Avicenna’s argument, al-Mas‘tdi submits, is not fit for purpose; for rather than
proving that body consists of matter and form, it only goes so far as to illustrate
a more general point:

This argument falls short of its intended objective (la yafi bi-hadha [-
gharad). For what is entailed by it is that we have continuity and a recipi-

48 Ibn Ghaylan, Huduth al-alam, 123.
49  Al-Razi, Jawabat, 19.
50  Shukik,197. See p. 159 above.
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ent thereof, and that the two are different. This, however, is an indubitable
fact.

The problem, of course, is that by proving the presence of continuity and a
receptacle thereof, Avicenna, according to his critic, still has to show that the
continuity in question is a substantial form and not merely an accident.

Al-Mas‘udi goes on to make a case for the possibility that Avicenna fails
to address, namely that the continuity-and-recipient dichotomy evinced in
the argument is merely the dichotomy of accidental magnitude and body. He
writes:

One may argue (li-qa@’il an yaqula) that the continuity that passes away at
the occurrence of discontinuity, and that the like of which then comes to
be when discontinuity comes to an end [i.e. when continuity is restored],
is an accident in the category of continuous quantity (‘arad min bab
al-kammiyya al-muttasila), and that the subject (mawdu‘) that receives
it is none other than body.

A single lump of wax, for instance, has magnitude, three-dimensional-
ity and continuity. It may then become subject to discontinuity and frag-
mentation, ifitis divided into portions, split into parts, and made multiple
separate pieces. What passes away, and is lost, as a result of this division
and fragmentation is only the unity (wahda) that was in [the original
lump of wax], the magnitude that it had, and the continuity that existed
in act within it between its postulated parts. It is manifestly evident that
all of these are accidents that supervene upon body and pass away, while
the reality (hagiga) of body is altered neither by its supervention nor pass-
ing away. For every part that becomes separate from the lump of wax is no
less a lump of wax than the one from which it was separated, and the two
differ in nothing but some accident or other, such as magnitude or the
like.

Every body has a magnitude and [accidental] continuity. This magni-
tude and continuity may pass away, and the like of which may then come
to be anew, but the corporeity that the body will have after [either of
these changes] will remain the same as it was beforehand. For the form by
which [corporeity] subsists remains the same in both cases [i.e. in both
types of change].5!

51 Shukiik, 197-198.
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So, when a body is divided, there will be no loss of continuity, in the sense
of formal corporeity, since the resultant parts will be no less corporeal than the
original body. The passing away and coming-to-be of quantitative continuity
only attest the inherence of accidents of magnitude in body, but not the sub-
sistence of corporeity, as a substantial form, in matter.

Al-Mas‘adr’s objection starts with the contention that Avicenna’s argument
falls short of its purported goal, since it only evinces a dichotomy of continuity
and recipient in body, which is an equivocal conclusion, as the dichotomy
evidenced can be that of (A) substantial form and matter, or (B) accidental form
and body. He proposes an alternative reading of the division hypothesised in
body, yielding B. So al-Mas‘aid1 concludes this particular objection by asserting
that Avicenna needs a further argument to establish A. Al-Mas‘adi himself
affirms B not merely for the sake of argument, but as a genuine commitment.

The second part of al-MasadT’s criticism is a follow-up challenge, which
echoes the characteristic style of al-Ghazal’s Tahafut. He begins with the for-
mulaic rhetorical question, ‘How do you counter one who asserts ..." (bi-ma
tunkiruna ‘ala man yaqilu bi-), which occurs numerous times in the Tahafut,
where it generally introduces views that are contrary to the philosophers’ doc-
trines, and that they do not, or arguably cannot, disprove. The views submitted
may be actual commitments of the questioner, or may be postulated purely for
the sake of argument, in order to undermine the respondent’s position.52 The
challenge mooted by al-Mas‘adi is of the latter type.

He postulates that body is a simple, non-composite and self-subsisting sub-
stance, and that the reality of any given body is its species form (sura naw Gyya).
For instance, the reality of a lump of wax is simply the form of wax (surat
al-sham‘iyya), which is not combined with anything. Any particular lump of
wax, however, will invariably be characterised by accidents of magnitude; and
if any of these accidents undergo change—for instance, if the body is divided
or reshaped—the reality and essence of the lump of wax will not be affected.
The fact that such a hypothetical state of affairs involves no absurdities, but
seems entirely plausible, confirms, in al-MasGdT's view, that Avicenna’s argu-
ment from discontinuity fails to entail that body is not a simple substance, but
a complex of matter and form. He concludes:

Therefore, a demonstration is still needed (la budda min al-burhan) to

prove that this form is not self-subsistent, but rather subsists in a recip-
ient, which is its matter and substrate. What you [Avicenna] have ad-

52 For instance, al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 26; 31; 34; 39.
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duced—namely, that there is something that receives continuity, and is
other than the continuity received—does not entail this conclusion. For
the recipient that you have evinced is the reality of body, and the conti-
nuity it receives is an accident, the subject of which is body.53

To recap, Avicenna fails to prove that body consists of matter and form; and
a proof ‘is still needed. In the remainder of the section, al-Mas‘udi himself
will provide this proof. What is at stake, however, is not only the proof, but
Avicenna’s theory of matter and corporeal form.

The alternative proof is provided in the third and final part of the section.
Al-Razi observes that here again al-Mas‘udi is reliant on Abu 1-Barakat: ‘After
the esteemed objector [al-Mas‘tdi] finished setting out the objection given by
al-Shaykh Abu 1-Barakat to establish that [ Avicenna’s] prooffor the existence of
matter is specious, he endorsed his theory of matter.54 Al-Mas‘di introduces
his alternative proof of prime matter with the phrase, ‘As to what we have
arrived at through investigation (amma lladht intaha ilay-hi -bahth) to prove
matter ..., signalling the end of the dialectical discussion in the section.5* Some
bodies, he argues, undergo alteration with respect to species, such that one
essence passes away and a different essence comes to be. Such a qualitative
alteration, however, does not change the body in its entirety. For something
will remain unchanged before and after the alteration, neither passing away nor
coming to be. For example, an egg, when it hatches, becomes altered into a bird,
and sperm is altered into an animal. Wheat, when prepared for consumption
and then ingested and digested, is altered, respectively, into flour, dough, bread,
chyle, blood and finally flesh and bones. In each of these cases, something in
the body is altered, but the body does not pass away completely. So there must
be something in the body that remains constant, and receives the different
alternating species that come to be and pass away. Al-Mas‘tid1 concludes:

The thing that receives these things and serves as their substrate is what
we call ‘hyle’ and ‘matter’. It is not a thing we can perceive with any of our
senses, but it is knowable by the testimony of reason. As to these alternat-
ing things, we call them ‘forms’ and ‘accidents’ You have already come to
know the difference between form and accident: with [the alteration of]
some of these things the species is altered, and with [the alteration of oth-

53  Shukik, 198-199.
54  Al-Razi, Jawabat, 19.
55  Shukuk, 199.
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ers] it is not altered; that [whose alteration] alters the species is a form,
and that [whose alteration] does not alter [the species] is an accident.>®

So body consists of a complex of matter and species form. Corporeity, accord-
ingly, belongs to matter, and is not invested to it by a distinct form. Although
Abu 1-Barakat is not mentioned in the section, he is clearly the direct source
both of this strand of hylomorphism, and of the supporting proof put forth by
al-Mas‘adi.

56  Shukik,199—200.
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CHAPTER 7

The Manuscripts and Critical Edition

71 The Manuscripts

Four manuscript copies of the Shukiik are known, three currently housed in the
Siilleymaniye Library in Istanbul, and one located in Shiraz.! I have obtained
copies of all four. What follows is a description of each copy, followed by an
introduction to the critical edition.

A MS Istanbul, Hamidiye 1452, ff- 109°-150¢

An early copy in a composite volume containing miscellaneous philosophical
texts, including several epistles by Avicenna, one by each of Ibn al-Haytham
and Miskawayh, a short Persian text titled Fawa’id dhakha’ir al-hikma by Zahir
al-Din al-Bayhaqi (d. 565/1170), referred to as Farid Khurasan (ff. 1502-1522), and
a short epistle on the differentia ( fas/) by a certain Sharaf al-Din Muhammad
ibn ‘Uthman ibn Abi Bakr al-Jarabdhi (ff. 1522-1552).2 The last figure, on whom
I have found hardly any information in other sources, originates from Jarabdh,
a village near Isfara’in in northern Khurasan, and was alive when the copy was
produced.? The volume is undated, but appears to originate from late-6th/12th-
century or early-7th/13th-century Khurasan or Transoxania, judging primarily
by the style of script and secondarily by its inclusion of al-Bayhaqt’s work and
association with al-Jarabdhi. It was produced after al-Mas‘0dr’s death, as indi-
cated by the formulaic prayers appended to his name in the incipit and two
marginal notes, to be discussed next. The incipit (f. 109®) goes as follows:*

1 References to the three manuscripts in Istanbul are given by Ergin (‘Ibni Sina Bibliyografyasr,
49; 71), and following him by Brockelmann (GAL Suppl. 1, 817). I have also consulted a
microfilm copy housed at the Jafet Memorial Library at the American University of Beirut
and established that it is a copy of MS A below.

2 Inthe catalogue of the Hamidiye Library, the volume is listed only as a composite manuscript,
without note of its contents (Hamidiye Kiitiiphanesinde, 78).

3 As is clear from the laudatory formula appended to his name on f. 1522. On Jarabdh, see
al-Samani, Ansab, 3, 353. A short philosophical commentary on a Prophetic hadith by al-
Jarabdhi is also extant, but provides no biographical information on him (MS Istanbul, Ahmet
111461, ff. 342-352).

4 I have added dots and hamzas, where appropriate, to the Arabic texts reproduced in this
section. No other changes or corrections have been made.

© KONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2016 | DOI:10.1163/9789004302532_009
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Neither this copy of the Shukiik, nor any of the other texts included in this
composite volume is signed off with a colophon.

The copy is executed in curvilinear naskh, with section headings and a dia-
gram inserted in red ink. The margins contain several textual corrections and
two collation notes (balaghat, on ff. 132" and 138P). The copy most proba-
bly derives from a non-holograph copy. However, it was collated with a holo-
graph—that is, a copy penned in the author’s hand—as indicated by two
marginal notes in the copyist’s hand, both occurring as glosses on Section 8.
The first, appearing on f. 1352, states that the last five words of a sentence are
absent from ‘the author’s copy’:®

army Canall et G G 2 ) o A3 B 2 )1t d$ e
4l

The second note, appearing on f. 135, states that a lengthy passage is absent
from ‘the copy in the author’s hand’:6

S Obs 08 ) s obds dldde Y sl ds o
Al amy Canall bz o8 g sl

A second note starting on the same page and continuing onto the next page
(f.1362) is an insertion, which apparently transmits the passage that the copyist
found in the author’s copy in place of the missing passage, which is approxi-
mately four times as long as the insertion.” This indicates that al-Mas‘adi pro-
duced arevised version of the Shukiik, and that, assuming that the copyist noted

5  Shukiik, 253.
6 The passage corresponds to Shukitk, 254.11-258.3.
7 The insertion is reproduced on p. 255 below.
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all the differences that he found between the two versions, the only significant
revision was made to this one passage in Section 8. Judging by the contents and
length of the two variant passages, I estimate that the longer version, transmit-
ted in the main body of the manuscript text (and in MS B, described next), is the
later, revised version, and that the marginal variant transmits an earlier version
of the Shukik.

The title page (f.12) lists, in alater hand, the texts contained in the composite
volume, and gives the title of al-Mas‘tdr's work as Mabahith wa-shukik ‘ala
kitab al-Isharat li--Mas‘adi. On f. 1099, the title is given as Kitab al-Mabahith
wa-l-shukiik, and followed with a table of contents for the Shukuk.8

B MS Shiraz, Madrasa-’i Imam-i Asr, no Number, [f. 1°-51¢

An early copy in a composite volume also containing al-Farabi's ‘Uyun al-
mas@’il (ff. 452—512) and al-Kind1's Résala fi -asma’ al-mufrada (ff. 52°-562).° The
copy is transcribed in an elegant naskh, with section headings inserted in red
ink. A table of contents for the Shukiik is provided on f. 1*. The title page (f. 22)
gives the title and the author’s name, as follows:

ﬂ;ﬁ.ﬂ\) C-W O

a2l aede clly U O 2 W Ja V1 pb Y1 20 Y 5
B 3 grs (1 IE i Al (s sl Bld B e L
4:194“13‘ :L?*) L"gsjwl\

The formula, ‘may God’s mercy be upon him, following the author’s name
confirms that the copy was produced after his death. The text begins on f. 2P
as follows:

mm&&sw\,@&u\%&wf)\c,a)\fmf.{
Gyl A2 (5 5 gnan (A2 Uy nas)

8 The Hamidiye collection, to which this manuscript belongs, was originally the library of the
Ottomoan sultan Abdiilhamid I (r.1187/1774-1203/1889), who is named in a bequest statement
on the title page (f. 12). However, the manuscript was in Ottoman lands at least since the turn
of the fifteenth century, as MS C is derived from it, as I explain below.

9 A facsimile edition of this copy was published by Mirath-i Maktab, Tehran, in 2o11.
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According to the copyist’s colophon on f. 442, the copy was completed
on Thursday, 29 Muharram 605 (13 August 1208), by a certain Masd ibn
Muhammad ibn ‘Ali ibn Muhtaj al-Gulbari:

wa}\uﬁdfw\)@u\u&\rxsjﬁwwajﬂ\&ﬁ\
Je O AF G o 4 OLE L) Can Al el By
Caal¥

The copyist’s name also appears at the end of the two other texts in the volume,
hence on ff. 512 and 562. These are dated, respectively, Wednesday, 8 Dhil-Qa‘da
603 (6 June 1207) and Sunday, 11 Ramadan 604 (30 March 1208). Folio 12 contains
an ownership note belonging to Muhammad ibn Ibrahim ibn Yahya al-Shirazi,
that is, the famous early-seventeenth-century philosopher Mulla Sadra.

C MS Istanbul, Ayasofya 4851, [f 741214

This copy appears in a composite volume, which also contains eight short
epistles by Avicenna. The volume is undated, and none of the texts is signed off
with a colophon. The title page (f. 12) contains the seals of the Ottoman sultans
Bayezid II (r. 886/1481-918/1512) and Mahmud I (7. 1143/1730-1168/1754), and a
bequest statement naming the latter sultan. The copy was most likely produced
for Bayezid II's library.

The copy is executed in a professional naskh. Some section headings (Sec-
tions 1-3 and 5-8) are inserted in red ink, but the rest were not written in.
Likewise, on f. 1%, blank space was left for a diagram, which was not drawn
in. Only four corrections, all minor, appear in the margins.

Folio 12 contains the titles of the works included in the composite volume,
and includes two mentions of the Shukuk: Kitab al-Shukik al-Mas‘adr quddisa
sirru-hu fiKitab al-Isharat (sic.) and Kitab al-Shukiik al-Mas ‘udiyya li-l-Isharat *°
Onf. 743, the title is given as Kitab al-Shukuk al-Masudiyya ‘ala matn al-Isharat,
and is followed with a table of contents for the text. The text begins on f. 74" as
follows:

10  Iam grateful to Himmet Tagkomiir, who has been studying the library of Bayezid II, for
informing me that the former note of the title appears to be in the hand of Khayr al-Din
‘Atafi (d. 948/1541), the cataloguer of this sultan’s library (on him, see Tashkopriizade,
Shaqa’iq, 216—417).
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D MS Istanbul, Pertev Paga 617, [f- 197°-229°

This copy appears in a composite volume, also containing several other philo-
sophical texts and miscellaneous excerpts in Arabic and Persian. The volume
is undated, but is manifestly Ottoman, probably dating to the 15th or 16th cen-
tury, judging mainly by the style of script, the paper, and an ownership note for
a certain Ahmad Awhad al-Din Hilmi Zade on f.12. The copy is executed in nas-
ta'lig. No title or table of contents was provided in the original copy. However,
anote was added by a later hand in the margin at the beginning of the Shukiik,
identifying the text as I'tiradat al-Imam Sharaf al-Din al-Mas‘udr ‘ala [-Isharat,
and stating that al-Tis1 mentions this work in his commentary on Isharat I1.1.11.
The text begins on f. 197" as follows:

\

e e o 3ally Al ) b ad 1 el &) o
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7.2 Introduction to the Critical Edition

So, we have two earlier manuscripts, MSS A and B, and two later ones, MSS C
and D. And as MSS A, C and D are all located in Istanbul, we have reason to
suspect that MSS C and D are derived from MS A, and that the three copies
form a closed tradition. This suspicion is confirmed through close comparison
between the texts of the three copies. The texts of MSS C and D nowhere
improve the text of MS A, and they introduce numerous errors to it. That said,
the copyist of D occasionally attempts to make minor linguistic corrections to
the text, but these are all clearly his own and not based on a different witness.
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For instance, he corrects al-mulagat al-madhkir (as in MSS A, B and C) to
al-mulaqat al-madhkira. Given that the errors introduced to the text in MS C
differ from those introduced to the text in MS D, neither copy is derived from
the other.

Therefore, as the two later copies, MSS C and D, make no improvements
to the text, they have not been used for the critical edition. For safe measure,
however, we collated our edition extensively with both copies.

This leaves us with the two earlier copies, MSS A and B. As evident from the
variants noted in the critical apparatus of our edition, the two manuscripts do
not replicate the same textual errors, so neither copy derives from the other. In
our critical edition, we have collated both copies and attempted to establish the
best text without treating either copy as a base manuscript. As already noted,
MS A was collated with a holograph copy, which apparently transmitted an
earlier recension of the Shukitk. The only passage where the earlier recension
differs significantly from the later recension transmitted in the main body of
both copies is a long marginal note, which we have reproduced on p. 255,
separately from the main body of our edition. Two minor differences between
the two recensions have been noted in the critical apparatus.

We have also collated citations from the Isharat with the published edition
of this text (ed. S. Dunya). To give priority to al-Mastdr’'s own reading of
Avicenna’s text, we have generally refrained from modifying these citations
in conformity with the edition, and have instead noted the variants in the
critical apparatus. In at least two places (at the beginnings of Sections 8 and
14), our edition improves the published edition of the Isharat. We have also
collated the edited text of the Shukuk with citations in al-Razi's Jawabat, and
one long passage from Section 4 with a quotation in al-Razi’s al-Mabahith
al-mashrigiyya,! without note of any variants, as no improvements to the
edited text have been made in either case.

Any additions made to the text, most notably the substantive section head-
ings which in the manuscripts only appear in the table of contents, are inserted
in square brackets. The text has been modified in accordance with modern
spelling conventions, and nunation and diacritical marks have been added
where relevant.

11 See p. 4, n. 14 above.
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In MS A, a signe-de-renvoi inserted here refers to two marginal notes, both
in the copyist’s hand. The first is the following note, which indicates that
a long passage, starting here and ending on p. 258, . 3 below, is missing
from the autograph copy against which this manuscript was collated:
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The second marginal note, which appears on two pages (ff. 135-1362), isa
long insertion, marked at the end by a familiar correction indicator: sahha
sahha sahha. This insertion does not fit into the main text, but appears to
transmit the text of the autograph copy, which would thus read as follows:!
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IFor a discussion of MS A, see pp. 16g-171 above.
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