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INTRODUCTION 

Since the publication by Muhammad cAbd al-Bad! abü RIdah . 
in 1950 of the philosophical treatises of Abü Yüsuf YaCqüb ibn 

Ishaq al-KindI,1 there has been a renewed interest in the work 
• 

of this Arab philosopher who was among the first of his race to 

interest himself in strictly philosophical questions for their 

own sake and not merely for theological or apologetical purposes. 

As a pioneer in a new field, al-KindI was especially remarkable 

for the size of his literary output and the range of his inter

ests which not only included speculative philosophy but extended 

over the whole field of scientific enquiry, and included astron-

omy, mathematics, meteorology, optics, music and medicine. In 

fact he could be mora accurately described as a natural scientist 

rather than as a philosopher. Al-KindI's chief importance lies 

in the fact that as the first Muslim philosopher he was influen

tial in determining the method to be followed and the problems 

to be discussed by his successors in the same field. Islamic 

philosophy as it began with al-KindI set itself in the mainstream 

of Greek philosophy and althougb subsequent philosophers differed 

considerably as regards emphasisand particular points of doct

rine, yet Islamic philosophy for the most part remained true to 

the Greek tradition and developed .ithin that conceptual frame-
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In this thesis we will be concerned with al-KindI's psy-

chology, that is with those of his treatises in which he treats 

of the questions of intellect and soul, and the cognitive proc

esses. There are four extant treatises of his which are exclus-

ively devoted to these topics. The most important of these, 

from a philosophical point of view, is his Risalah fI'l-CAql, an 

analysis of the nature and divisions of the intellect written 

in the Aristotelian tradition. The second work of his which we 

will consider is his treatise on dreams and vision entitled !I 
MâhIyat al-Nawm wa'l-Ru'ya. Thirdly, we will examine two writ

ings of his on the soul - FI'l-QavI fI'I-Nafs al-Mukhtasar min . 
Kitab Aristü wa Flatun va sa'ir al-Fa18sifah and KaLam fI'I-. 
Nafs Mukhtasar Wa1Iz. The former treatise is wholly Neoplat

onic in inspiration as regards its concept of the nature and 

destiny of the soul while the last-named treatise has no great 

importance.being little more than a page in length and adding 

nothing to our understanding of al-KindI's psychology. There 

are also quite substantial passages in the other philosophical 

writings of al-KindI which treat of our topic and which will 

have to be taken into account. 

This dissertation, however, will not merely be an examin

ation and an elucidation of al-KindI's writings on poychology 

taken in themselves, our approach to theee texts will be an 

analysis of al-KindI's psychology as an instance, or a case his-

tory, of the passage of Greek philosophy to the Muslim Arabs. Al

~indI's vritings are only intelligible as one of the firet fruite 
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of the impact of Greek thought on the Arabs. This will be the 

framework of the thesis, so that even as we try to explain the 

meaning of al-KindI's psychology treatises we will be particul

arly concerned to trac~ his' views back to their immediate or 

original Greek sources. Therefore, the first chapter of this 

work will be an examiration of the intellectual milieu which 

produced al-KindI and will involve a discussion of the growth 

of rationalism in Islam, al-KindI's Muftazilite background, the 

translation movement, the channels through which classical Greek 

philosophy reached the Arabs, and the version of late Greek phil

osophy with which al-KindI would have come into immediate con

tact. Only when we have established this background will we be 

in a position to properly evaluate and understand al-KindI's 

writings on psychology. The second chapter will be an examin

ation of the history and authenticity of the texte on which we 

will be basing our analysis and also a general review of the 

scope of al-KindI's literary output. The third chapter will 

deal exclusively vith the Risalah fI'l-CAgl and will consider in 

particular the question of its direct, or indirect, dependence 

on Aristotle's De Anima, and its relationship to the vork of 

Alexander of Aphrodisias on the same subject. In the four th 

chapter we vill consider the remaining psychology treatises, 

aga in , in the light of their possible or probable Greek sources. 

In this final chapter ve vill also deal vith al-KindI's vievs 

of the relationship betveen rational and revealed knovledge. 

Our dissertation, therefore, aima not only at an examination 
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of al-Kind!'s ideas regarding the nature of intellect, soul 

and knowledge, and their introduction into Islamic thought 

where they remained central to the whole system of Islamic 

philosophy, but we will attempt to identify the Greek sources 

of these ideas and show, in a particular instance, how philos-

ophy in Islam grew out of Greek thought. 

NOTES 

1. Abü Yüsuf Yarqüb ibn IshRq al-Kind!, Rasa'il al-KindI al-. 
FalsafIyah (Cairo: Dar al-Fikr al-CArab!, 2 vols., 1950, 1953) 
edited with introductions by Muhammad 'Abd al-Rad! abü RIdah • 

• 
Throughout the thesis this work will be referred to as 
RasaJil. 
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CHAPTER 1 

-THE BACKGROUND TO AL-KINDI 1 S PHILOSOPHY 

For a proper evaluation of al-KindI's contribution to 

Islamic philosophy it is essential to set him in his proper his

torical and intellectual milieu. Wc cannot hope to understand 

his psychology treatises if we isolate them from their contexte 

Al-KindI is important because he was the first Muslim to attempt 

to integrate with his Muslim beliefs the scientific and philos

ophical knowledge which reached the Arabs by way of the Syrian 

Christian translators during the ninth century A.D.. The works 

of al-KindI are not the original productions of an isolated gen-

ius, but are the reformulation in Arabie, in summary form, of a 

later version of Greek philosophy as it had been commentated 

upon and systematized down the centuries. Al-KindI was a schol

ar; he derived his knowledge from the written word rather than 

from personal reflection. For that reason an accurate inter

pretation of his writings demanda an understanding of the var

ious traditions and influences to which he vas subject. We 

have to examine wht:> were his teachers, vhere vas he educa ted, 

vhat vere his sources. Unfortunately, the biographers give us 

almost no information about his life and intellectual develop-

ment, nor about the nature of his relationships vith his contem-

poraries. 

Ibn al-Hadrm1 gives an extended genea10gy tracing a1-
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KindI's descent from the most ancient Arab tribes and thereby 

justifying his title of FaylasÜf al-tArab. In the Fihrist, 

vhere he gives a very valuable list of al-KindI's vorks vhich 

ve vill consider later, he remarks that al-KindI vas unique in 

his age for the extent of his knovledge of the positive and 

philosophical sciences, but he gives us absolutely no details 

regarding the philosopher's life or character, except to say 

that he vas miserly. QadI Sa'id ibn Ahmad al-AndalusI gives us . . . 
2 more information in the Tabagat al-Umam. According to this . 

source al-Kind!'s father, Ishaq ibn al-Sabah, vas governor of . .. 
KUfa under al-MahdI and al-RashId, and his great-grandfather, 

al-AshCat ibn Qays, vas a companion of the Prophet. Thus al

KindI vas of noble origin and belonged to t he ruling classes. 

Al-QiftI tells us that al-Kindi vas born at KÜfa during his . 
father's governorship,but that he received his early education 

at Basrah and later studied at Baghdad. Ibn ab! Usaybiiah . . 
speaks of the prominent position al-KindI occupied in the court 

of al-Ma'mUn (813-833 A~D.) and al-MuCtasim (833-842 A.D.), being . 
in fact tutor to the latter's son Ahmad. Ibn abI Usaybi'ah also . 
mentions that al-KindI faced a certain amount of opposition from 

his more traditional co-religionists because of his dedication 

to philosophy. Ve have evidence of this opposition in the open-
~ - -ing pages of his trea tise F1' 1··Falsafah al- Ula vhere he force-

fully defends the value of philosophy against those who obviously 

considered it to be destructive of all true religion. The same 

biographer tells us that vhen al-KindI fell from favour on the 
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accession of the caliph al-Mutawakkil, a family known as the Banu 
Musa succeeded for a while in appropriating his library. This 

information is useful as it gives us a glimpse of a scholar who 

had gathered a precious collection of manuscripts. However, this 

is about aIl the information we have regarding the life of al

KindI. We do not know wh en he was born, although it ia gener-

ally accepted that it was sometime around 800 A.D. and that he 

lived about seventy years although there is no agreement about 

the year of his death. 3 

We have no direct information regarding al-KindI's 

teachers or his intellectual development. As the son of a gov

ernor, we May safely assume that he would have received a well

ordered education, at least of the traditional sort. Basrah, . 
where al-KindI received his earliest education, was at tbat time, 

the beginning of the nint~ century, a centre of intense relig

ious and intellectual activi ty. It was t he birthplace of Arabic 

grammar and prose and, besides being a centre of the tradi tion

al Arabic and r~slim sciences, it was also here that the 

MuCtazilite school had its origin.4 However, it was at Baghdad 

that al-KindI grev to maturity at a time when the capital of the 

'Abbas id empire was enjoying the most brilliant period of its 

political and intellectual life. He vas patronized by the 

enlightened caliphs of that time and his intellectual and spec-

ulative talents vere challenged and nourished by the first trans

lations into Arabie of the masterpiec8s of Greek scientific and 

philosophical thought. He must have been in direct contact vith 
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one of the greatest of aIl the translators, Hunayn ibn IsbSq, . . 
who was almost an exact contemporary of his. Nevertheless, we 

have no direct evidence of his relationship with Hunayn or with 

any of the other notable translators of his day, except for one 

or two who are reported to have done translations for him and 

whom we will consider later. 

What was the intellectual climate at Baghdad at the time 

of al-KindI? In order t 0 answer this question we will first have 

to examine briefly the causes, both internaI and external, which 

made rational philosophy acceptable and even attractive to cer

tain Muslims. The Arabs, originally, were not given to abstract 

specualtion, and the Qur'an which formed the b~iS of aIl the rel

igious sciences in Islam was not a theological treatise. In a 

manner that was in keeping with the concrete genius of the 

Arabie language and that responded directly to thetemperament 

and needs of those to whom i t was addressed, the Qur'an pres-

ented in vivid vigorous imagery a Gad who was majestic and 

awe-inspiring, demanding the absolute submission of his creat

ures. It vas a powerful, almost poetic conception of Gad and 

his relationship vith men; it was not a carefully articulated 

and balanced presentation. Indeed, some of its impact was 

undoubtedly düe to the tensions inherent in it; the fact that 

certain elements of the Qur'anic revelation seemed to coo-

tradict each other. It vas the effort to explain some of these 

problems and to elaborate a more systematic presentation regard-

ing the nature of Gad and his creation that firet ~ve rise to 
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rational speculation among Muslims. 5 With the establishment of 

Umayyad Caliphate at Damascus, the Muslims came into direct con-

tact with Christian theologians who over the centuries, with 

the aid of Greek philosophy, had elaborated a subtle and sophis

ticated theological dialectic. 6 One of the greatest of these 

figures was John of Damascus. It was in this situation that 

kalam, the defence of the traditional revelation by reasoned 

argument, was bom, and it was in discussions with the Christ-

ians that the Muslims were first forced to refine some of their 

theological thinking, although from the very beginning there was 

powerful opposition in religious circ les to any concession to 

the spirit of rational enqUiry.7 It is generally agreed tbat 

the tirst issue to be discussed vas t hat of free-will and pred-

estination, but it was not a purely speculative discussion; like 

nearly aIl theological debates in Islam it had political over

tones. The Umayyad Caliphs say in the theories of the Qadarites 

(the proponents of free-will) a threat to their own autocratie 

rule which vas presented as the extension of the inescapable 

viII of God. 8 The other problems discussed, the attributes of 

God and the connected question of the uncreatedness of the Qur
'
an 

may also have had their origin in Muslim-Christian polemic and 

the Christological problem of Christ as the uncreated Word (àoyo$) 

of God. 9 

It ia ta Umayyad times that scholars have traced the 

origin of the Muttazilite movement which definitively introd-

uced Greek philosophical concepts into the discussion of relig-
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ious topics in Islam. 10 According to H.S.Nyberg, the Muttazilah 

was originally a political attitude and the name was applied to 

those who refused to become involved in the Kharijite controv

ersy, they "stood aside". They were anti-Umayyad, however, and 

because they adopted Qadarite theories were persecuted by the 

Umayyads. During the cAbbasid revolution they adopted an ambig

uous, rather than a neutral, attitude towards the various shi 'ah 

groups and worked for the "house of the Prophet" (i.e. the C,Abbas

ids) rather than for the family of cAlI. Nyberg sees the Mu'taz

~ as the"official theology of the cAbbasid movement", an 

identification which reached its peak during the reigns of al

Ma'IDÜn,al-MuCtasim and al-Wathiq, when Mu'tazilite doctrines, . 
especially those regarding the absolute transcendance of God 

and the created nature of the Qur'an, were imposed as ~he offic

ial and only acceptable form of belief. The mjhna, or inquisit-

ion, which resulted was a dramatic confrontation betveen the new 

rationalizing tendency and t he more tradi tional approach repres-

ented by the pious and learned Ahmad ibn Hanbal who branded every . 
attempt to re-interpret the data of revelation according to the 

principles of philosophical reason as simple heresy - bid'ah. 

The Mu'tazilite phenomenon is important because its growth as a 

theological movement, its period of greatest influence and succ

ess, and its ultimate defeat at the accession of Mutawakkil in 

847 A.D., fall within the life span of al-KindI. It ia against 

this background of a struggle between a new rationalism and the 

old orthodoxy that hia attempt to reconcile philosophy and revel-



11. 

ation must be understood. MuCtazilitism, as a doctrinal position, 

is said to have begun at Basrah with Wasil ibn CAta' (d.748 A.D.) 
• 

who took up the Qadarite position regarding free-will and also 

attacked the anthropomorphic interpretation of certain passages 

of the Qurlan, thus coming into collision with those who insist

ed on keeping to the very letter of the revealed texte The move

ment developed during the next hundred years and two of the best 

known Muttazilite theologians, Abu al-Hudhayl al-tAllaf (d.840 

A.D.) and his disci~le al-Nazzam (d.845 A.D.) were contemporaries . . 
of al-KindI at the court of al-Ma'mUn and al-MuCtasim. The five 

• 
basic tenets of Muetazilitism are well known, especially their 

insistence on the unit Y and justice of God. Theyrought to safe

guard the simplicityand absolute transcendence of a God totally 

removed from anything created, but yet a God who was not despotic 

or tyrannical, who could never wish or do evil. Evil they said 

came from the free actions of men. 11 Ve are not here concerned 

witb the different versions of Mu'tazilite teaching or the 

effortsto explain these beliefs by various theologians, but 

rather with the new rationalistic principle vhich they introduced 

into Islam - reason ae an autonomous and distinct source of 

truth. The fugaha' resorted to analogy (gizas) as a last resort, 

vhen there vas no explicit statement in the Qur'an or the Sunnah, 

but the ~~Ctazilites had much greater confidence in reasoning 

"and vhere the conclusions of reason and tradition vere in con

flict, they used reason to correct the Iatter".12 The Mu'taz

ilites vieved reality as orderly and rational, and God too was 
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rational in his ways. Good and evil were not merely conventional 

concepts and dependent on the arbitrary will of God; things are 

not good and evil because God decides that it is so, things are 

objectively good or evil in themselves. God can only do what is 

right. 13 For the MuCtazilah, Cagl was supreme, even God was 

bound by the laws of abstract renson. For the "adherents of jus

tice" (i.e. the Mu'tazilites), according to al-ShahrastanI, "all 

objects of knowledge fall under the supervision of reason and 

receive their obligatory power from rational insight".14 

This is the intellecutal attitude which dominated Basrah 
• 

and Baghdad, or at least enjoyed the support of the caliphs, dur

ing the greater portion of the career of al-KindI, and it is 

clear from his philosophical writings that he shared this confid

ence in the power and value of reason. Apart from the fact that 

he could never have enjoyed the patronage of al-Ma'mÜD and al

MuCtasim unless he had been a supporter of the MuCtazilah, from 
• 

the list of works given by Ibn al-NadIm we know that he composed 

treatises of a MuCtazilite nature on such topics as the unit Y and 

justice of God, and also on the freedom of the will. The foll

owing three titles, none of vhich is still extant, are listed in 

the Fihrist: (1) Kitab fI anna af'al al-BirI.ialla ismuhu. 

kulluha CadI la jawr fIha, (2) Kitab risalatihi fI'l-istita'ah . 
va zamin kavnihi, (3) Kitab risalatihi fI'l-tavhId bitafsIrat. 15 

So far ve have considered the growth of the spirit of 

rational enquiry in Islam as it manifested itself in the discuss

ion of theological problems. Kalam, the attempt to express the 
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data of revelation in the categories of speculative thought, 

was a direct result of the influence of philosophy on the body 

of traditional Islamic belief. As compared with the sciences of 

the Qur'an, ~drth, fiqh etc., the new approach was more concer

ned with understanding than with the mere transmission of a body 

of knowledge. The introduction of Greek philosophy had a real 

effect on the formulation of Islamic beliefs, but the influence 

was not one-sided and philosophy as practised by the Muslims, 

and applied to solving problems which vere peculiar to them, 

developed its own specific character. 16 This is what justifies 

the use of the term "Islamic philosophy". Yet falsafah always 

remained, to some extent, a realm apart, and was viewed vith sus-

picion by those who cultivated the more traditional Islamic 

sciences. It was never part of the curriculum in the madras as , 

but continued as a strictly private venture on the part of indiv

iduals. 17 We have said tbat it is justifiable to speak of 

"Islamic philosophy" in so far as the Greek tradition as taken 

up by the Muslim philosophers and reformulated in Arabic and, to 

some extent, rethought by them, reflects their particular prob

lematique and their religious traditions. Yet Islamic philosophy 

did not grov immediately out of the Muslim experience nor vas it 

central to its expression; it oves its inception to the fact that 

from the beginning of the ninth century A.D. at Baghdad the 

major works of Greek Bcientific and philosophical thought were 

for the first time translated into Arabic. 

Greek philosophy entered Islam, not as might be expected 
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from the Byzantine west but from the Sassanian east. The immed

iate spur to the first translations of Greek works into Arabic 

came from the contact which was established at Baghdad towards 

the end of the eight century between the Arabs and groups of 

Syriac-speaking Christian scholars who for a number of centuries, 

although cut off from the important centres of Greek learning 

such as Antioch, Alexandria, Damascus and Edessa, had neverthe

Iess kept alive the tradition of Greek scientific and philos

ophical thought. 18 Syriac Christianity originated in the region 

of Edessa which towards the end of the second century was one of 

the principal centres of Christian activity and worship. Syriac 

speaking missionaries spread eastwards from there across the 

Tigris and established communities which developed traditions 

of their own, especially in matters of worship, and which were 

quite distinct from the Greek speaking churches of the west. 

Their sense of having a separate identity was greatly increased 

by Jovian's cession of the trans-Tigrine province2 of t~c Roman 

empire to the Sassanians, as a result of which certain Syriac

speaking Christian communities found themselves a Iinguistic and 

religious minority within the Persian empire. The isolation 

and independence of the Syrian church in Persia was further 

increased by the fifth century disputes regarding the nature and 

person of Christ, which to us seem more a matter of terminology 

and of emphasis rather than of substa~ce. When Nestorius was 

condemned at the Council of Ephesus (431 A.D.) and Eutyctes 

twenty years Iater at ChaIceàon, some of their follovers .ere 
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driven from the Syrian schools and sought refuge over the fron

tier in the Sassanian empire thus adding to the Christian comm

unities there. The importance of these subtle internaI Christ

ian feuds for the development of Islamic philosophy lies in the 

fact that it was the successors of these Nestorian and Monophy

site (Jacobite) teachers who vere for the most part the middle

men through whom the legacy of Greek thou~passed to the Arabs. 

Although the Syriac-speaking Christians in Persia maintained 

their own vernacular and ecclesiastical customs, and were hostile 

to the orthodox Byzantine church, yet their theology was Greek, 

not only in the sense that they appealed to the early Greek 

Christian Fathera, but more importantly, from our point of view, 

in the sense that in their theological debates, in elaborating 

and defending their theological positions, they made use of 

Greek philosophical categories and especially of Greek (i.e. 

Aristotelian) logic. The result was that at the time of the 

Arab conquest, besides the great centre of Greek theological 

and philosophical learning at Al exandria, there were also impor
~ 

tant centres in Syria and Iraq, and it~these latter which proved 

the more important in the transmission of Greek learning. 19 

QinnisrInin northern 3yria, a monophysite monastery, 

vas a centre of Aristotelian studies and from the middle of the 

sixth century to the end of the seventh it produced translations 

and commentaries on portions of the Organon. The Syrian Christ

ian teachers on the vhole restricted their interest to the 

Isagpge of Porphyry, the Categoriae, De Interoretatione and 
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Analytica Priora bk.I,1-17,20 and their interest was largely 

theological; theystudied the logical works of Aristotle as a 

necessary prelude to the systematic study of theology. The Nest

orian school at Nisibis seems to have bad the same limited inter

est. Barran, like Qinnisrln, was also in northern Syria close 
• 

to the less ancient city of Edessa, but it was a pagan rather 

than a Christian centre and subject to a vider range of intell

ectual influences, due in part to the fact that it was situated 

on the silk road between China and the Mediterranean. It vas 

originally a centre of Babylonian astral worship in which the 

planets vere regarded as the intermediaries betveen man and the 

Supreme Being. At the time of the Arab invasion they succeeded 

in passing themselves off as the al-Sabi'a mentioned in the . 
Qur'an. In Islamic tradition they were identified vith the 

~unafaJ)the follovers of Abraham and true monotheists. 21 This 

ie undoubtedly due to the fact that in the Biblical tradition 

Barran vas the birthplace of Abraham. Due to 1te interest in . 
astrology, Barran becam& chiefly noted for aetronomy and mathem

atics, and it was in this field that one of its greatest scholar~ 

Thabit ibn Qurra (d.901 A.D.),contributed to the diffusion of 

Greek science among the Arabe. 22 The th1rd school which we will 

coneider, that of JundishapÜr, was originally a camp for Roman 

captivee and large groups of Greek-speaking peoples were trans

planted there. There 1s evidence that King ShapÜT l (241-272 A.D.) 

tried to incorporate Greek philosophical ideas into Zoroastr1an

ism,23 and this Bellen1c influence on Persian thought vas streng-
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thened by the welcome given to the teachers of the school cf 

Athens when it was closed by the emperor Justinian in 529 A.D •• 

There was also a strong Nestorian presence at JundShapÜT from 

the year 400 A.D. onwards. Under Chosroes l (Khusraw), who came 

to the throne in 531 A.D., there was a revived interest in for

eign learning. During his reign Paul the Persian, or Paul of 

Nisibis (d.571 A.D.), composed an introduction to logic (perhaps 

in Pahlavi) and also a commentary on the De Interpretatione of 

Aristotl~ which vas later translated from Pahlavi into Syriac by 

Severus Sobokht of QinnisrIn (d.667 A.D.). This same Severus 

himself composed commentaries on the logic of Aristotle. Besides 

Greek learning, Chosroes also shoved an interest in Indian visdom 

and it vas at this time that the collection of Indian fables, 

which came to be known in Arabie as Kalllah wa Dimnah, vas trans

lated from the Sanskrit into Pahlavi. 24 JundishapÜT eventually 

developed a medical school vith its hospital and also an obser

vatory. Thus at the time of the Arab invasions of northern Syria 

and Iraq, there vas a strong indigenous tradition of Greek learn-

ing; not Greek philosophy in its original and pure form, but 

rather as it had been put to the service of Christian theology 

by the Syrian churches, and the~~re limited in its scope by the 

specifie needs of that theology. Ve have mentioned one attempt 

ta incorporate the heritage of Greek learning into the religious 

traditions of Zoroastrianism and there are indications of some 

instances of fusion with Indian visdom and the surviving trad

ition of Babylonian astrology. Finally, mention must be made of 
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the powerful movement of Manichaeism which, with its gnosticism 

and doctrine of salvation and purification, made the East par

ticularly receptive not so much to Aristotle as to Neoplatonism. 

Ve have, therefore, a rough outline of the intellectual climate 

of the eastern part of the new empire conquered by the Arabs. 

Of the various elements mentioned the most important were the 

centres of Syriac-speaking Christianity. Rere groups of scholars 

were still in immediate contact with a certain limited selection 

of the works of Greek scholarship, both scientific and philos

ophical, and had developed a tradition of translating these 

works into their own Syriac vernacular and sometimes even into 

Pahlavi. 

There is evidence that the translation of Greek works 

into Arabic began in UŒayyad times, mostly of medical works, but 

it was only with the establishment of the cAbbasids at Baghdad 

that the translation movement began which provided the foundation 

for the whole philosophical movement in Islam and which formed 

the background to aIl al-Kindl's scientific and philosophical 

work. In 765 A.D., under the Caliph al-MansÜT, JÜTjIs b. 

BakhtIshü', head of the JundishapÜT medical school, was called 

to Baghdad to act as court physician. Thus was contact estab

lished between the Syrian-Christian custodians of Greek learning 

and the Arabs. Nearly aIl of the great translators of the next 

century and a half vere Syrians and Christians. Nor vas their 

rôle in passing on Greek learning merely literary, during the 

reigns of of Bârün al-Rashid (786-809 A.D.) and his successor 



19. 

al-Ma'mUn (813-833 A.D.) they set up the first hospital and obser

vatory at Baghdad, both of which were modelled on similar instit

utions at JundiShapÜT. 25 Al-ManSÜT showed a definite and keen 

interest in matters philosophical and scientific and there were 

other wealthy patrons at Baghdad who also encouraged the acquis

ition and translation of works of Greek Medicine, mathematics, 

astronomy and philosophy. The early emphasis seems to have been 

on the practical sciences of medicine and astronomy. The great

est patron of the translation movement was the Caliph al-Ma)mun, 

who appears to have had a genuine personal interest in the scien

ces. In the description given by al_Mas CüdI26 he is presented 

as an open-minded enquirer presiding over philosophical and 

theological debates. Against this picture of the liberal seeker 

after truth must be set the fact of his intolerant persecution 

ofthose who would not accept the Muetazilite theorics which he 

espoused. It is against this background of free discussion and 

intellectual enquiry that we must see al-KindI. Ibn al-NadIm27 

relates a story of how Aristotle is supposed to have appeared 

to al-Ma'mUn and commanded him to send a mission to search out 

and Dring back manuscripts from bilad al-Rüm - the Byzantine 

empire. Among those who formed part of this mission vas Yahya 
• 

ibn al-BitrIq who, as we will sœlater, translated the paraphrase 

of Aristotle's De Anima which may have been read by al-KindI. 

Ibn al-NadIm mentions a second mission dispatched by the Banü 

ShakIr vhich included the greatest of the translators, Bunayn . 
ibn Ish8q, and vhicb brought back "rare manuscripts" dealing 
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vith philosophy, geometry, music, aritbmatic and Medicine. These 

Banü ShakIr are the same Banü MUsa whom we have mentioned earlier 

as scheming to appropriate the library of al-Y~ndI when eventually 

he fell from favour. The fact that scholars were sent to Beek 

manuscripts in the west indicates that the restricted number of 

Greek works preserved b,y the Syrian Christians in their Nestorian 

and Monophysite schools no longer satisfied the expanding inter

ests of their Arab patrons. For this reason they handsomely re

warded their Syriac-speaking translators (the Fihrist mentions 

the sum. of five hundred dinars a month) and encouraged them to 

seek and translate works which up to then had remained outside 

the scope of their limited interest. 

The greatest and most famous of aIl the translators vas 

the Nestorian Hunayn ibn Isb8q, but before him there were other, 

less well-known translators, the vetustiores, whose translations 

vere reportedly very literaI and studded vith transliterations. 

These are of particular interest to us as al-KindI relied on 

these rather than on the improved translations of Hunayn and his 

school. One of the very earliest of these translators, Ibn al

Muqaffa t (720-756 A.D.) was of Persian origin and probably a 

Zoroastrian. He is chiefly famous for his translations from 

Pahlavi into Arabic, especially the KhalIlah wa Dimnah, a coll

ection of fables originally composed in Sanskrit, His other 

translations vere worka which dealt vith the ancient history, 

traditions and culture of Iran. Ibn al-Muqaffa' is regarded as 

a key figure in the history of Arabie as a literary language. 28 
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There is a certain confusion as to whether it is to this Ibn al-

Muqaffa C or a son of his, called lofllhammad, that certain translat-. 
ions of parts of the Organon are to be attributed. There is man

uscript evidence that this Muhammad translated into Arabie the 
• 

Isagoge of Porphyry, and also the Categoriae, Analytica and ~ 

Interpretationeof Aristotle. 29 A certain ThIadürus (Theodorus) 

is mentioned by Ibn al-NadIm30 as having translated the Analytiea 

Priora and attempts have been made to identify him with Theodore 
_ ( )31 abu Qurra d.820 A.D. but as he is mentioned in the Fihrist as 

having brought his translation to Hunayn to have i t corrected . 
this raises chronologieal diffieulties. A more important per

sonage ia Ibn Na(imah al-HimaI (d.835 A.D.) whose name is found 
• 

on the list given in the Fihrist of those who did translations 

into Arabie. 32 The surviving manuscripts of the Arabie trans

lations of the Theology of Aristotle (a paraphrase of Enneads 

IV-VIof Plotinus which was to have a tremendous influence not 

only on Islamie philosophy but also on the medieval Latins) 

states that it was translated by Ibn Nacimah al-HimaI, and corr-
• • 

ected by al-KindI for the caliph al-MuC taSim. 33 This pieee of 
• 

information is valuable as an indication of the influences to 

which al-KindI was subject. Ibn Nacimah al-HimsI was one of the 
• • 

older school of translators who were later critieized for the 

literal style of their translations. 34 Equally important i5 

one Ustath (Eusthathius) who is mentioned by Ibn al-NadIm as . 
having translated the greater portion of the Metaphysiea of 

Aristotle specifically for al-KindIe 35 
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Of the earlier translators two of the most important are 

al-BitrIq and his son Ibn al-BitrIq.36 These two translators 

have sometimes been mistakenly identified}although Ibn al-Nadim 

clearly distinguishes them and saysthat the father vas active in 

the time of al-MansÜT(754-775 A.D.) and that the son vas of the 
• 

company of al-Hasan ibn Sahl the vizier of al-Ma'mün. 37 We have 

already met the latter as one of those dispatched to collect 

Greek manuscripts from the B,yzantines. The older al-BitrIq is 

chiefly noted for his medical translations and of the six works 

he is said to have translated, five of them are works attributed 

to Galen or Hippocrates. His son Yahya also translated some med

ical works but we are more interested in the translations which 

he did of some ~orks of Plato and Aristotle i.e. Plato's Timaeus 

and the De Caelo and De Animalibus of Aristotle, aIl of which 

are said to have been corrected by Hunayn.38 Translations of . 
the Meteorica of Aristotle and of a summary of the De Anima are 

also attributed to him. This is important, as we have said, 

because since there is no mention of a complete translation of 

this work of Aristotle until that done by Isbaq ibn Hunayn, al-
• 

KindI may have depended on this summary for his views of Arist

otle's teaching regaràing the soul to vhich he refers in bis 

treatise FI'I-'AgI. Yahya ibn al-BitrIq was also criticised 
• • 

later for the literalness of his translations. 39 The final pre

Hunayn translator whom ve will consider is ThBbit ibn Qurra (836-. 
901 A.D.), a Sabian for Barran who vas patronized by the Banü 

MÜsa and vhose Iist of translations as given by Ibn al-NadIm is 
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40 
almost exclusively composed of works on astronomy and mathematics. 

AI-Qiftl also attributes to him a commentary on the Physica of 

Ariatotle and paraphrases of the Analytica Priora and the De 

Interpretatione. 41 Thus even before the t ime of Hunayn a size-. 
able body of Greek learning had been translated into Arabie. It 

is not our intention to compile an absolutely exhaustive list of 

aIl the scientific and philosophical workstranslated by either 

the earlier translators or Hunayn and his school, but rather to 

indicate the range of translated material which was made avail

able. Ve have mentioned a number of the early translators whose 

names have been preserved and the works which they are said to 

have translated, but there were undoubtedly other translators 

active before Hunayn whose translations were superceded by the 

more accurate and critical versions which he provided. 

Hunayn ibn Ishaq (809-873 A.D.)42 set new standards of 
• • 

critical accuracy in the work of translating. He was not al one 

but the head of a group which included his son IsbRq (d.911 A.D.), . 
his nephew Hubaysh, and a disciple cIsa ibn Yahya. Some of the 

• • 
translations attributed to Hunayn were probably the work of these 

• 
latter. Hunayn has himself described the method he followed in 

• 
his work. 43 He vas never satisfied, even vhen he had fini shed 

a translation, but vould continue to search out nev and better 

manuscripts. Then he vould collate them, and having established 

a good Greek text would then translate it. The translation into 

Arabie vas norma1ly via a Syriac intermediary, and it seems that 

the common procedure vas for Hunayn to prepare the Syriac version 
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vhich his son Ishaq then turned into Arabic. 44 Hunayn vas atta

ched to the court of Ma'mUn but his most important patrons vere 

the Banü MÜsi. 45 Although he himself vas chiefly interested in 

medical works, he and his school translated many of the works of 

Plato and Aristotle, together with their commentators. As reg

ards Plato, Ibn al-NadIm46 mentions the following works as hav

ing been translated by Hunayn: Republic (Fihrist in fact says 
• 

fassarahu, but probably means translated), ~, Timaeus ( he 

translated it anew or corrected t he translation of Ibn al-Bitriq) • . 
Ishaq is credited with a translation of the Sophiste Hunayn . . 
and Ishaq also translated a large portion of the corpus of Aris-. 
totle. 47 Among the works mentioned by Ibn al-NadIm as having 

been translated by either Hunayn or Ishaq, or jOintly, are: 
• 

Categoriae, De Interpretatione, Analytica Priora, Topica, Rhetor

~, De Caelo, De Anima and the Metaphysica. BadawI48 mentions 

a translation of the Physica by Ishaq and also that Hunayn trans-. . 
lated Alexander of Aphrodisias' treatise On the Intellect accor

ding to Aristotle into Syriac and that Ishaq provided an Arabie 
• 

version. 49 A translation of a commentary by Ammonius on part 

of the Topica ia also attributed to Ishaq. Taking into conaid-. 
eration} then, the fact that al-KindI and Hunayn died within a fev . 
years of eaeh other, ve ean s e.y that during al-KindI's lifetime 

a large number of works of ?lato and Aristotle vere translated 

into Arabie for the first time and also some of the eommentators. 

Unfortunately, although Ibn al-NadIm mentions aIl the later eomm-

entators by name, and the vorks of Ariatotle on .. hieh they eomm-
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ented, he is rlrmally not sufficiently interested to give the 
A 

names of t hose vho translated t hem into Arabie, so ve cannot say 

vhich commentators might have been available to ~l-Kindi. Ve 

can say vith certainty that a body of commentary material vas in 

circulation from the very beginning of the translation movemen~ 

because the version of Plato and Aristotle vhich ve find in the 

early Muslim philosophers, and clearly in al-KindI, is not pure 

Plato and Aristotle, but their teachings as presented by later 

Greek philosophy. 

Greek philosophy as it reached the Arabs in the ninth 

century vas a tradition vhich had developed and evolved in the 

thousand years since the time of Plato and Aristotle. This is 

an obvious point, and yet it is something that has to be cons

tantly borne in mind. When al-KindI in his treatises says that 

he is presenting the teaching of Plato or Aristotle, vhat he is 

in fact giving us is Platonism and Aristotelianism, or Neoplaton

ism, as it had developed in Alexandria and Athens, and to a less

er extent in the Syrian schools, in the first six centuries of 

the Christian era. So to understand al-KindI and the beginnings 

of Islamic philosophy, ve need to have a general idea of the 

forms vhich Greek philosophy assumed in the last centuries of its 

history; ve have to knov something of the later Peripatetics, 

F'la tonists, and above all Neoplatonists. It is not just an a 

priori judgement to say that the early Arab philosophers could 

not have understood PI~to and Aristotle in their exact original 

sense, unaffected by the developments of later centuries, and 
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uninfluenced by the interpretations of the later commentators. 

The version of Greek philosophy which reached the Arabs is clear 

from the Fihrist (the Bource of nearly aIl our knowledge regarding 

the entrance of Greek philosophy into Islam) which not only lists 

the works of Plato and Aristotle but, more interestingly, in the 

case of Aristotle gives the names of those who commented on his 

various works. Inthe section immediately following that devoted 

to the two great philosophers mos:· of these later Greek philos-

opher-commentators are again mentioned separately and their 

original works (i.e. those which are not merely commentaries) 

are listed. 50 The interesting fact is that nearly aIl of these 

men, apart from Alexander of Aphrodisias and Theophrastus, were 

Neoplatonists. Plotinus is mentioned by name, and we have 

already mentioned how al-KindI was familiar with a paraphrase of 

the Enneads IV-VI under the title of the Theology of Aristotle. 

Porphyry, Jamblichus, Proclus, Syrianus, Ammonius and John Phil

ipon are named. We cannot be certain that al-KindI was familiar 

with the works of t hese commentators and philosopl:.ers, but they 

supplied the background to his thought; the problems he faced 

and the methods he followed, as found in his writings, were those 

of the tradition he inherited, modified of course by his oyo 

int~llectual temperament and specifically Islamic beliefs. To 

ignore this influence would be to demand an originality of the 

early Muslim philosophers of which none of them were capable. 

The Fihriat51 givea a long list of the worka of Ilato, but 

not one of his authentic worka bas come dovn to us in its Arabie 
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translation. Because of this, and as a result of an investig

ation of the Platonic quotations preserved in the Arabie sources, 

some scholars doubt that there was ever a complete verbal trans-

lation of a work of Plato into Arabie and have suggested that 

what the Arabs had were paraphrases of some of the dialogues. 52 

A reading of the Fihrist, however, gives the impression that at 

least some of them, e.g. Republic, ~, Timaeus, were known to 

Ibn al-NadIm personally, that they had been translated by Hunayn . 
and his son, and that he had himself seen some of these transla

tions. What is certain is that the early Arab philosophers saw 

Plato through the eyes of his late commentators, especially 

Plotinus and Proclus. This Neoplatonic version of Plato ia very 

evident in the psychology treatise of al-KindI whlch ls entitled 

FI'l-Çawl fI'I-Nafs al-Mukhtasar min Kitab Aristu wa Flatun wa 
• 

sa'ir al-Falasifah. 

The Arabs had a much more direct contact withthe works 

of Aristotle, most of which were translated and re-translated 

from the beginning of the translation movement. At the same 

time the fact that the commentators and their commentaries are 

listed together with the original york, reminds us that if the 

Arabs had a thorough knowledge of Aristotle's thought, it was 

Aristotle as understood by the Neoplatonists. 53 What the Arabs 

received vas Aristotelianism rather than Aristotle; that i5 a 

tradition of philosophy deriving from Aristotle but which haà 

been shaped and systematized in the later Greek schoole. The 

version of Aristotle which they received often owed as mach to 
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the work of commentators like Alexander of Aphrodisias as it did 

to Aristotle. 

By the seventh century, on the eve of its passage from 

a Byzantine milieu to an Islamic one, Aristotelianism 
was a fully articulated system which provided a more 

or less consistent world view and a highly refined 

methodology developed over the course of the preced

ing centuries. At the core of the system stood the 

Aristotelian treatises themselves, arranged in a log
ical order with the systematic gaps filled in here 

and there with pseudigraphs. Attached to this central 
core was a growing body of professorial comment which 

both elucidated and fleshed out the system, a fusion 

that would have made - had anyone been interested in 

the project - any attempt at separating Aristotle from 
his secondary accretions €xtremely difficult. 54 

Not only was it har~ to distinguish Aristotle from his 

commentators, but there was also the historieal fact that Aris

totle survived in later Greek philosophy as an appendix to a more 

vital Neopl~tonism. This vas mainly due to the york of Porphyry 

who vas known in the Arabic tradition as a commentator on Arist-

otle tut vas in fact the disciple of Plotinus and the one who 

arranged the Enneads. Interest in Aristotle was mostly confined 

to his logic and psychology which were tacked on to a Neoplato

nist metaphysics; a fact which radically altered the original 

Aristotelian outlook. Later commentaries on the york of Arist-

otle take the Neoplatonic framework for granted. One of the 

immediate results of tais fusion was that a common trait of 

Iater Greek philosophy, and one that is very evident in al-KindI, 
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vas the assumption that there vas no irreconcilable difference 

betveen Plato and Aristotle. This assumption .as greatly streng

thened by the fact that a paraphrase of the Enneads passed as a 

york of Aristotle. Richard Walzer has also drawn attention to 

the fact that the later Greek philosophers and the Arabs may 

have had access to genuine early Aristotelian dialogues, in vhich 

the young Aristotle would have more faithfully reproduced the 

thought of the master. Walzer has discovered vhat he considers 

to be a fragment of such a dialogue, the Eudemus, in one of al

KindI's treatises on the soul. 55 

The two main centres of Greek philosophical studies in 

the later period vere Alexandria and Athens, and whereas the 

latter vas more speculative, Alexandria vhile it vas basically 

a Neoplatonic school, interested itself in a technical and rat

her academic examination of the texts of Aristotle especially, 

as we have said, those on logic and psychology vhich vere stud

ied as a prelude to Neoplatonic metaphysicS. 56 At the beginning 

of the second century of the Christian era there vas a renais3-

ance of Platonism and a much lesser extent of Aristotelianism. 

Interest vas no longer directly focused on man but on a wider . 

vision of the universe as a vhole and the question of a univer-

saI mind vhich vas seen as the key to the understanding of aIl 

reality.57 This r~vival reneved a tradition of commentary on 

Aristotle which vent back to the time of his immediate success-

ors and vhich by concentrating on and emphasizing certain aspects 

of his doctrine determined the form and content of philosophical 
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enquiry in the tradition of Aristotelianism for later generat

ions. 58 One such problem was the nature of the human intellect. 

The starting point of the discussion vas that very obscure pass

age in the De Anima vhich discusses the nature and division of 

the intellect and particularly that aspect of the mind which is 

"in its essential nature activity" and vhich is according to 

Aristotle "separable, impassible·and unmixed".59 If we confine 

our remarks to those commenta tors vhose names figure prominently 

in the Fihrist of Ibn al-NadIm, we will be able to understand, 

at least in broad outline, how the problem was formulated in the 

tradition of Aristotle which reached the Arabs and which influen-

ced such men as al-KindI. One of the commentators especially 

singled out by Ibn al_NadIm60 is Theophrastus (c.370-287 B.C.), 

a contemporary and a disciple of Aristotle, who according to 

Themistius raised the problem of the active and passive intellect 

and the question as to how intelligible forms are abstracted 
61 from sensible objects. This same question was taken up by 

Alexender of Aphrodisias vho vas prominent at Athens c.200 A.D. 

and vas one of the most influential of the Aristotelian commentat-

ors. His treatise on the soul, the part of which dealing with 

the intellect was translated by Ish8q ibn Hunayn, is mentioned . 
by Ibn al_NadIm. 62 He was a disciple of Aristocles who held 

that there was no real opposition betveen ~iato and Arictotle, 

and who set out to solve the noetic problem raised by Theoph

rastus. 63 For Aristocleepure thought, or the divine mind, pen

etrates aIl matter and acts through it; the passive (or material) 
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intellect is merely a certain material combination in man through 

which the separate active or divine intellect can act as through 

an instrument. Al.exander rejected t his explanation as Stoicism 

and in his treatise on the intellect distinguishes three minds 

or intellects. 

1. The material intellect ("0\1$ v~,\(o5: 

2. The acquired intellect: "intellectus qui 

habet habi tum ut intelligat (.,o"s. ~eet.'1f' , 
3. The active intellect (119",1\0''2'1"1 Kos 

intelligit et 

; ~~ j;:-i\ ) . 

J t".:.) \ ji:-l' ). 6'" 
The material intellect is the pure capacity in man to receive 

intelligible forma. It is "material" not in contrast to spirit

ual (and here is where Alexander differs from his teacher Ario

tocles), but in so far as it has no specifie jrmal determination 

ofitself, but is capable of being impressed vith the intellig

ible forme of objects extrinsic to it. It is a faculty of the 

human sOul, and as, according to the psychology of Alexander, 

the soul is the form or entelechy of the body, and therefore 

individualized in each case, the material intellect is also 

individualized and so mortal. The second intellect is called 

habitual or acquired; it is not mentioned by Aristotle and even 

vith Alexander is a bit vague. It is the state of the material 

intellect after it has been actuated; the intellect in so far as 

it has a share of intelligible forms at its disposition, from 

previous acte of intellection, vhich it can habitually actuate. 

The third intellect, the active or agent intellect, le the most 

important. For Alexander, it le that pover vhich actuates the 
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potentiality of the material intellect and renders intelligible 

the forms embedded in the material objects with which the knowing 

subject has established contact by means of sensation. It is an 

intellectual "light" which abstracts these forms and projects 

them as intelligible onto thematerial intellect. The active 

intellect is one, it is distinct from individual men, but is the 

source of aIl their intellectual knowledge; it is always in act. 

It is not perfectly clear in either the Arabie or Latin translat

ions, but it is certain that for Alexander this active intellect 

was divine in the full sense; it is intelligible and intelligiz

ing by its oWD nature. Alexander identified the "separable, 

impassible and unmixed" intellect of the De Anima Bk.III with 

the self-contemplating god of the Metaphysica Bk.~da, whose 

"thinking is a thinking on thinking", whose "thought and object 

of thought are the same n , who is identified with the principle 

of the universe, the unmoved First Mover, Aristotle's God. 65 It 

is generally agreed that such an identification vas not an acc

urate interpretation of Aristotle, but it vas highly influential 

and accepted by Plotinus. 

Alexander assumes two kinds of intelligibles, those which 

arethe forma of concrete material objects, and have to be absra

cted by the process already described, and those which are trans

cendent and in no vay bound up vith matter. The latter only 

exist in so far as they are intelligized, the object of an 

intelligence actually contemplating them; they are permanently 

known by the divine active intellect. The same is indeed true 
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of those forms which are immanent in matter and which only ex-

ist as intelligibles in so far as they are known by the material 

intellect. This doctrine of Alexander that the intelligible is 

identical with the act of intellection is one of the sources of 

Plotinus' doctrine that intelligibles have no existence apart 

from an intelligence. 66 The problem discussed by Alexander, 

regarding the nature of the intellect, and the general line of 

his solution, retained its importance for later Greek commentat

ors and occupies a central position in the systems of al-KindI, 

al-Farabi, Ibn SIna and Ibn Rushd. We will have to examine 

later, and in detail, to what extent al-KindI's treatise FI'I

CAgI was influenced directly or indirectly by Alexander of 

Aphrodisias, but it can be said that the framework of al-KindI's 

approach to the problem of the nature and division of the intell

ect was that laid out by Alexander. The whole incident is a 

striking example of the truth that the Arabs, on the whole, did 

their philosophy in the tradition of the later Greek schools. 

The figure who dominated the last period of Greek phil-

osophy, the Neoplatonist par excellence, and a thinker who had, 

perhaps, an equal and in some respects maybe an even more pro-

found influence on Islamic philosophy than Aristotle, was 

Plotinus (205-210 A.D.), a philosopher who deserves to be ranked 

vith the two great names of Plato and Aristotle because of the 

originality of his philosophical genius. 61 Although Ibn &1-

lladIm mentions a FlotInus as the final name of a list of "natur-. 
al philosophersn68 no worka are attributed to him, and it was as 
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al-Shaykh al-yüninI, a vague rather mysterious figure, that Plo

tinus figured in Islamic philosophy. One of the strangest events 

in the whole history of philosophy was that a paraphrase of the 

Enneads IV-VI, the key work of Plotinus edited by his disciple 

Porphyry, was accepted by most Muslim philosopheras the Theol

ogy of Aristotle, although there were hesitations on the part of 

al-Riz!, Ibn S!na, and especially Sadr al-DIn al-ShIrazI. 69 The . 
effect of his attribution was profound. First of aIl it prov

ided a basis for harmonizing Plato and Aristotle, and integrated 

many of the divergent trends which Greek philosophy had developed 

in the course of its history. More important still, its plainly 

religious, mystical and ethical character, its lack of clear 

distinction between philosophy and theology, its emphasis on the 

higher, contemplative sources of knowledge, its playing down of 

the material and the sensual, made this version of Greek philos

ophy especially attractive to the religious minded Muslims, as 

it had already appealed to the Christiane. The Theologz was one 

of the earliest Greek works translated into Arabie, perhaps via 

a Syriac version, and al-Kindi was familiar with it as he is men

tioned in the Fihrist as having corrected it - fassarahu. 70 More 

explici t still is t he attribution of the original Arabie manus-

script: 

The first chapter of the book of Aristotle the phil
osopher, called in Greek Theologia, being the discourse 
on the Divine Sovereignty; the interpretation of Por
phyry of Tyre, translated into Arabie by (Abd al-~~sih 
ibn Nacimah of Emessa and corrected L!slahahu7 for . . ::. 
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Ahmad ibn al-MuCtasim billah by Abü Yüsuf YaCqüb al-
K : d~ 71 1n 1. 

Plotinus did not merely set out to explain the visible 

world, its origin and meaning, he wished to give an ordered acc

ount of the whole of reality which flowed in an unbroken line 

from the first principle of aIl being, the One or the Good, 

through the realm of Mind and Soul, with increasing complexity, 

until an attenuated and pale reflection of the truly real rea

ches the world of matter. However, Plotinus' philosophyis more 

than a theoretical description of reality; besides this outward 

movement from the One, he is equally, or perhaps more, concerned 

to show the way of return; to explain his own mystical experiences 

of ascent to and union with the One. Plotinus' philosophy is 

both theoretical and practical, a metaphysics and a way of.life. 

The first of Plotinus' hypostases, the indivisible One, 

the source of aIl being, that from which aIl thing9 flow, which 

is their sustenance and support and to vhich aIl things return, 

itself transcends those things which emanate from it. It ie 

beyond aIl description and in no vay determined (i.e. limited) 

by positive attributes; it ie beyond being. That which orig

inates from the One, not because of any reflection or need on 

its part, but spontaneously, because of ite "completion and 

superabundance" , ie Mind. There are two stages in this emanat-

ion, a being first flows out from the One and in so doing turns 

to gaze on that from vhich it has come, and this contemplation 

of the One achieves that duality of object and knower which la 
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mind and being. Likewise the Soul flows out from Mind and in 

turning to contemplate its source acquires form and content which 

gives it the power to impress order on the world of matter. So 

in the Theologia are clearly defined the emanation and the nat

ure of the three hypostases of the Plotinian system. 72 

Plotinus uses two terms to refer to the source of aIl 

reality - the One and the Good. The first term stresses the tran-

scendence of the first principle which is "complete and above 

completeness"; "it is the beginning of the thing and is not the 

things".73 In stressing the absolute simplicity of the One, 

Plotinus wishes to deny that it has any determination or limit-

ation; it 1s beyond being because being means being something. 

Yet it 1s not merely a negative concept, what is stressed 1s the 

richness of the reality which 1s beyond the reach of human thought 

or language. We cannot analyze the F1rst Principle, aIl our con

cepts are inadequate and the One cannot be reduced to or con

fined within anything less that itself. To say that the One 

transcends being and thought 1s not to say that it 1s utterly 

remote from the other realities which der ive from it, rather 1s 

it the inexpressible core of aIl real1ty, that on which aIl less

er beings depend and to which they tend. The positive aspects 

of the first hypostasis 1s better expressed by the term the 

Good, which is derived from Plato. This brings out the perfect-

ion of the One, which because of the superabundance of its excel

lence overflows and spontaneously gives rise to the lesser hypo

stases of l-and and Soul. 74 The Theologia, ei tner because of i ts 
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probable Christian Syriac version, or because of its translation 

into Arabie by the Muslims, constantly uses the term "Creator" 

when speaking of the First Principle. However, t he description 

it gives of the emanation of the lesser hypostases from the One 

is radically at variance with the Judaeo-Christian-Islamic notion 

of the Creator as t he Being who by a defini te act of his free and 

sovereign will decides at a certain moment in time to bring par

ticular creatures into existence. This is in fact explicitly 

denied in the Theologia. 75 Beings simply "flow out from their 

Source leaving it unchanged and undiminished; there is no plann

ing or reflection on the part of the One, it does not choose or 

will to communicate itself, it is unconscious of the process, 

there is no activity on its part, it is just that is surpassing 

excellence necessarily produces something else. They are orig

inated by the mere fact of the One being what it is. 76 

The second hypostasis, as ve have said, in emanating 

from its source turns to contemp1ate the One. Hovever, normally 

it does not succeed in rising above itself and re-uniting with 

its origin in its absolute simplicity, but rather it know.sthe 

One as many and produces the world of forma, of real being. 

However, as according to the Theologia mind and being are iden

tical - "mind and being there do not separate, for mind is mind 

only because it cogitates about being, and being is being only 

because it is the objects of the mind's cogitation,,77- then 

vhat ve have is a vorld of minds. It is no longer the static 

realm of iàeas of Plato; the intelligible vorld 1e a vorld of 
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intelligences, of living minds. Bach of these minds knows aIl 

the others as it knovs itself, and so there is unit Y and diver

sity, a community of intellects which forms a single realm of 

knowing and being, with absolute motion and absolute rest. 78 

There is no weariness or toil in this world where true being is 

contemplation; the beholder never becomes satiated, but life is 

a continuaI source of joy and happiness. 79 In these terms the 

Theologia attempts to express the vitality and perfection of the 

realm of mind, where aIl substances are permanent, everlasting, 

eternally present, yet not frozen, but boundlessly alive. 80 

As being emananates from the First Principle it becomes 

more diffuse and divided. This is clear in the case of the third 

hypostasis Soul, which at its highest level lives in contemplat

ion of the world of Mind , of pure being, and together with the 

intellect can be drawn out of itself into union vith the One. At 

the other extreme, it communicates form and order to matter in 

the world of sense, and if it is not strong can allow itself to 

be drawn away from the contemplation of authentic reality to bec

ome enmeshed in the world of sense and change which would be a 

degradation of its true and noble nature. 8l Yet the soul is at 

the same time an intermediary betveen the world of intelligible 

being and the material world of the senses; its rôle in the chain 

of emanating being is to communicate to the lower world something 

of the beauty and goodness of authentic being which it has rec-

eived froc the One throughthe mediation of Mind, so that it 

becomes an inà~cation or pale reflection of true beauty and good-
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ness. 82 In this sense the connection between Soul and sensible 

matter is something good and necessary, as long as the soul hav

ing performed its ontological task immediately slips away from 

this world and re-enters the world of Mind. 83 We have here a 

basic tension in the system of Plotinus between his metaphysics, 

which is the description of the outward flow of being from the 

First Principle to the lowest thing which can be said to exist, 

and on the other hand his mysticism which is an effort to desc

ribe the path along which the Soul. and Mind seek to return to 

the absolute unit Y of the One. In an absolute sense, then, the 

sensible world is really something good, in a relative sense, in 

comparison with the higher levels, it is vile and evil; it can 

distract the soul from its true activity which is to derive aIl 

its light and joy from the continuous contemplation of the world 

of Mind. Instead of the eternal, immediate, and simultaneous 

possession of aIl objects of knowledge which the soul can achieve 

by directing its gaze inwards, it may be drawn downwards to the 

illusory world of the senses, where knowledge is partial, inad

equate and successive. For the soul to neglect the world of mind 

and intelligible being, and become immersed in the world of 

the senses is impurity and defilement. 84 In the realm of Soul 

there is the same unit Y and diversity we discovered in Mind. 

The Univeraal Soul ia the totality of individual souls, which, 

however, as living cognitive beings, know each other and so 

achieve a type of unit y, although, because of the tendency of the 

soul to become involved ~ith what is below it, and to neglect to 
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direct its gaze constantly towards the one true reality, the world 

of Forms, Soul does not achieve the same degree of unit Y in div-

ersity which is found in Mind. 

The problem vhich occupies the greatest portion 

of the Theologia is the question as to what isthe nature of the 

relatioDship between soul and body in man. Certainly, for Plot-

tinus, the soul has an identity and existence of its own and he 

is at pains to show that it in no way depends on, nor is it a 

result of the body. He utterly rejects any notion that the rel

ationship of soul to body can be described in spatial or quantit

ative tern::.s, as though the soul were part of t he body or in any 

vay contained in the body. It is not a bodily accident nor are 

body and soul related to each other as matter and form, because 

in aIl these cases the decay of the body would entail the des

truction of the soul. 85 For~he same reason the Theologia 

rejects the materialist hypotheais that the soul is merely a 

"subtle and refined bOdY",86 or that it is the harmony and con

cord of the body, i.e. that the soul spontaneously results from 

the felicitous combination of the various elements of the body. 

On the contrary it ie the soul that originates the harmony of 

the body and governs it; it is not merly an accident which arises 

from the mixing of bodies. 87 In another Arabie fragment of the 

( - - ~)88 Enneads, the Dicta Sapientis Graeci i.e. al-Shaykh al-Yunan1 
J 

?lotinus prefers to describe the body-soul relationship as that 

of instrument and agent, the ship and its helmsman. And yet 

even that analogy is veak because it does not adequately convey 



41 _ Jt'l. . 

the extent to which the power of the s oul penetrates 'the body, 

and in the Enneads at this point89 he expresses the mode of the 

soul's presence to the body as that of the presence of light to 

air; "for the air is in the light rather than the light in the 

air". Plotinus is prepared to accept the Aristotelian notion 

that the soul is the perfection (entelechy) of the body, not of 

body qua body, but only of a body that is potentially alive; it 

is not merely the natural or artistic form by which matter bec-

omes a particular type of body, it is the form whereby body bec

omes ensouled and it a~ys retains the possibility of separating 

from, acting independently of, and surviving the corruption of 

the body. 90 Therefore, the soul is t he distinctive element in 

man, hls true nature is spiritual, and the body will eventually 

corrupt: "man ls therebre the soul, for through the soul he ls 
#0 

what he is, and through her he ls permanent and everlastlng, 

while through the body he ls perishing and decaYing".91 For 

Plotinus, man is not an integrated unit Y of body and soul but a 

being whose true nature is intellectual and spiritual, and to 

this hlgher life the body has nothing to contribute. Man's 

whole attention should be concentrated inward, He ought to live 

in continual contemplation of the highest level of reality and 

raise himself to re-union with the One. This is not to say that 

Plotinus despised the body or was utt~lY indifferent to its dem

ands and those of human living; rather for him the wise man should 

preserve in the inner core of his being, at the level of soul, an 

a~titude of detachment from this world and of openess to the 
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vorld of intelligible and true reality. 

One of the distinctive notes of all Neoplatonic philos-

ophy is its ethical character; in this respect it is impossible 

to disassociate the moral and intellectual aspects of Plotinus' 

philosophy. What is most characteristic of the Theologia,and 

the explanation undoubtedly of its great attraction for Christ-

ians and Muslims, is its patently religious and mystical tone. 

The vise man is invited to with_draw himself from immersion in 

the delights and pleasures of the body, and by moral toil and 

effort to turn to what ls highest in him; by a long process of 

purification to prepare himself for mystical union vith the One. 92 

The religious non-philosophical element is evident in the foll

oving passage. 

We begin by abasing ourselvea before Gad and asking 
him for aid and assistance ••.• We do not ask him 
in speech alone, nor do we raise tovard him our 
perishable bands alone, but supplicate him vith 
our minda and spread out and extend our souls tow
ard him and abase ourselves before him and ask him 
importunately and unvaverinbly.93 

It ia generally admitned that Plotinus' teaching of the 

return of aIl being to ita source,of his viey of aIl lesser real-

ity trying to regain the unit Y of the One, vas an expression of 

his own mystical tendencies. The famous passage in vhich Plot

inus describes his experience of ectasy and union vith the One94 

is reproduced in the Theologia and no doubt made the same prof

ound impression on the Muslims that it had made on other readers 
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of the Enneads. 

Often when l have been alone with my soul and have 
doffed my body and laid it aside and become as if l 
were naked substance without body, so as to be inside 
myself, outside aIl other things. Then do l see with
in myself such beauty and splendour as l do remain 
marvelling at and astonished, so that l know that l am 
one of the parts of the sublime, surpassing, lofty, 
divine world and possess active life. When l am cer
tain of that, l lift my intellect up from that world 
into the divine world and become as if l were placed 
in it and cleaving to it, so as to be above the en
tir~ntelligible world, and seem to be standing in 
that sublime and divine place. And there l see such 
lightand splendour as tongues cannot describe nor 
ears comprehend. When that lightand splendour over
whelm me and l have not strength to endure it, l 
descend from mind to thought and reflection. When l 
enter the vorld of thought, thought veils that light 
and splendour from me, and l am le ft wondering how l 
have fallen from that lofty and divine place of thought 
when my soul once had the power to leave her body 
behind and retum to hersel! and rise to the world of 
mind and then to the divine world until she entereœ 
the place of splendour and light, which is the cause 
of aIl splendour anà light. 95 

Plotinus vas the outstandiné~ figure in later Greek philosophy and 

although some of his successors, ~~tably Jamblichus and ?rocluc, 

introduced substantial changes into his system and transformed 

it in many respects, yet having examined Plotinus in some det

ail ve ~~ve a general sense of the spirit and the method of phil-

oscphizing which vas inherited by the Muslims in the ninth century 
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and which bad a profound effect on al-KindI) being especially evid

ent in his longer treatise on the soule Neoplatonism survived 

as a definite school at Athens and Alexandria and its exponents 

propagated their teachings in theform of commentaries on the 

works of Plato and Aristotle, especially the latter, because 

since his works ~ere more systematic they provided a better 

basis for classroom teaching. We bave mentioned before that 

Neoplatonism was largely Aristotelian logic and psychology taught 

as a prelude to Platonist metaphysics. There w~ an unbroken 

series of Neoplatonist teachers from the death of Plotinus 270 

A.D. to the closing of the school of Athens by Justinian in 529. 

AlI of these commentators and their original works and commenta

ries are mentioned in the Fihrist of Ibn al-NadIm. 96 We intend 

to give a short sketch of these philosopher-commenta tors since 

their works were the vehicles through which Greek philosophy 

passed to the Arabs. 97 

The most important figure after Plotinus was Porphyry 

(233-305 A.D.), hia disciple and editor1who studied under him at 

Rome. Porphyry, apart from arranging the Bnneads, is mostly 

famous for his Isagoge and his Commentary on the Categories, 

two introductions to the Categoriae of Aristotle. Although he 

was a leading Neoplatonist he was accepted by the Arabs as an 

Aristot~lian. As regards his philosophical teaching, Porphyry 

tended to blur the distinction between the ?lotinian hypostases 

and to be more monistic. For ?orphyry the first in any chain 

and the most universal is the truly real, and the material seems 
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to have had Iess reality for him than for Plotinus. The second 

major figure was Jamblichus (c.250-325 A.D.) a follower of Por-

phyry, althought it is not certain whether he knew him personally 

or merely studied his writings. He had in common with his teacher 

a desire to harmonize Plato and Aristotle, but differed from him 

fundamentally in his reaction to Plotinus. Whereas Porphyry 

telescoped the hypostases, Jamblichus tended to make t hem almost 

self-subsistent and distinct. He was a religious-minded philos-

opher and attempted to separate the philosophical approach to 

God from what he considered the truly religious vay of almost 

magical rites and prayers, which were a common feature of the 

pagan world in the first centuries of the Christian era. 98 

On the death of Jamblichus the c entre of philosophy moved 

to Athens, where under Plutarch (d.432 A.D.) and his disciple 

Syrianus there developed a syncretic school of Aristotelian psy

chology and Neoplatonic Metaphysics, with the emphasis on the 

latter. It 1s the disciple of Plutarch and Syrianus, Proclus 

(410-485 A.D.), who is regarded s.s the great systematizer of 

Neoplatonism and is chiefly known for the many addi tional links 

which he inserted into the criginal Plotinian chain of being. 

~oclus' work the Liber Aristotelis de expositione bonitatis iJurae 

or the Liber de Causis (which is derived from his Elementatio 

Theologica) passed at a later stage as a work of Ariatotle, but 

in the Fihriat of Ibn al-NadIm99 it is clearly ascribed to ?roclus 

under the title of Kitab al-Khayr al-Awwal (net Kitab al-~YYiz 

al-Avwal as is fo~d in the Flügel edition of the Fihriet)100 
1 
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and there is also mention of a work entitled Kitab al-TbalogIa 

(Elementatio Theologica?). 

When Proclus died Alexandria became the centre of Neo-

platonism and t he dominant figure was Ammonius who lived in the 

fifth century and was r disciple of Proclus and Syrianus. Along 

with Ammonius two of his students, Simplicius and John Philipon 

(Yahya al-Nahwi).are mentioned by Ibn al-NadIm, the latter as . . 
having commented on nearly aIl the major works of Aristotle. 

John Philipon, a Monophysite bishop, is chiefly famous for his 

De Aeternitate Mundi contra Proclum in which he rejects what 

was a basic tenet of Neoplatonism and insisted on the Christian 

teaching that the world was created in time. He abolished the 

distinction between celestial and sublunary matter and held that 

both were corruptible and "therefore created. This work was 

translated by Ishaq ibn Hunayn and Philipon's commentary on the . . 
Physica was translated by Ibn Nacimah al_Himsi101 who translated . . 
for al-Kindi. Therefore the Arabs came in contact w ith John 

Philipon at an early stage in the translation movement and he 

almost certainly contributed to al-KindI's refusaI to accept 

the universally held teaching of Greek philosophy that the world 

was eternal. 

Having outlined the version of Greek philosophy which 

the Arabs inheri ted and t he manner anà:he channels through which 

it reached thec, wrAt can we say specifically abou~the sources 

of al-KindI's philosophy and especially of his vievs of 30ul and 

~ind. Tt is certain that al-KindI, in co~cn vith most of his 
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successors, knew neither Greek nor Syriac, and was therefore 

completely dependent on translations. When we read that he 

"corrected" Ibn Natimah al-HimsI's translation of the Theologia 

it must be understood that he worked on the Arabie text, and 

that his contribution consisted in trying to find more accurate 

technical terms to render the Greek or in trying to improve the 

Arabie. 102 Our survey of the translation movement has sho~ us 

that al-KindI would have had quite a sizeable body of translated 

material at his disponal cven if he restricted himself to the 

pre-Hunayn translators. They translated nearly aIl the major . 
works of Aristotle and we have a specifie referencc to a trans

lation of the Metaphysica done at the request of al_KindI. 103 

A reading of al-KindI's longer treatise on the soul will show 

that he was heavily influenced by Neoplatonic speculation and 

we have emphasized his familiarity vith the Theologia. One of 

the myateries surrounding al-KindI is the nature of his relat-

ionship vith Hunayn and his school. It i8 certain that he must . 
have known him personally at the court of Ma'mUn, but as the 

sources are silent on the matter we have no way of knowing 

whether al-KindI was influenced by, or had access to, the large 

body of new material translated by Hunayn and his disciples. The 

generally accepted opinion is that he did not make use of these 

later or improved translations. 

AbÜ Rldah in his long L~troduction to the treatises of 

al-KindI stresses that there .ere other influences operative in 

his philosophy besides~e Greek tradition and he ~enticns in 

particular the Harranian (Sabian) tradition. 104 Ee refers to 
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their teaching on divine unit Y (they are chiefly remembered in 

Islamic tradition asthe monotheistic followers of Abraham) but 

probably of much more real impc~tance was their astrological 

interests which are mentioned by al-BirUnI whom Abü RIdah quotes 

in this context. The growth of the sciences of astronomy and 

mathematics owes a great deal to the cult of astrology and the 

effect of Harran on al-Kindi was probably in these fields. As 

regards the non-Greek foreign influences, Ibn al-NadIm has the 

interesting notice that he read and copied a work entitled the 

Beliefs and Religions of India (Milal al-Hind wa Adyaniba) and 

that he came across a copy of the same work written in the band 

of al-KindI. 105 

One of al-KindI's main contributions to Islamic philos

ophy was in the field of the formation of an Arabie philosoph

ical terminology. Sometimes he made use of words which had 

fallen from eommon usage to whieh he gave new teehnieal meanings, 

and other times he eoined new terms from Arabie roots, some of 

whieh were not too sueeessful and were replaeed by later trans

lators an~hilosophers.106 In general al-KindI is not noted 

for the eleganee or eoneiseness of his style and is often erit

ieized for vriting Arabic that is involved and marred by frequent 

digressions whieh in no way eontribute to elarity of exposition~07 

Against this ~ust be set the faet thP.t he was dealing with a sab-

jeet bath abstract and speeialized, whieh had never before been 

treated in Arabie, and also that he ~aa writing for people who 

had no previcus for-~tion in this field. 
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The points we have been trying to make about al-KindI 

in this chapter have been summed up by a recent writer. 

AI-Kindi is the first of a galaxy of great Muslim 
thinkers whose humanistic and scientific works helped 
shape the t rend of the Medieval Arab renaissance. To 
study him is important not only for tracing the orig
in of the different tendencies in Arab-Muslim thought, 
but also for understanding the methodologies and att
itudes of a great number of Muslim thinkers. His 
writings which include works on aIl current sciences 
of his time put him in a unique position to help 
establish the relations of Arab Muslim philosophy 
with earlier philosophies and with the following gen
erations of Muslim thinkers who deal with metaphysical 

d o tOfO bl 108 an SC1en ~ ~c pro ems. 
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CHAPTER 2 

AL-KINDI 'S WRITINGS 

The bibliographical sources bear striking testimony to 

the scôpe and encyclopaedic character of al-Kind!'s intellec

tuaI interests. Ibn al-Nadim in his Kitab al-Fihrist1 lists 

two hundred and fort y one titles of works attributed to al

KindI. He GrOUpS them according to subject matter, and the head

ings include philosophy, logic, arithmatic, the science of 

spheres, music, astronomy, geometry, heavenly bodies, medicine, 

astrology, polemical writings, psychology, poli tics, meteorology, 

magnitudes and divination. This list, and similar lists such 

as those of al-Qift! in his work Tarikh al-Hukama',2 which 

lists two hundred and twenty eight titles, and that of Ibn Ab! 

U~aybicah in the CUyUn al-AnbaJ fI ~abagat al-A~ibba',3 which 

gives two hundred and eighty one, all clea~ly show that the 

title "philosopher" is not to be applied to al-KindI in any 

restricted sense. He was also a scientiste In fact, an exam-

ination of the lists of his writings show that he might more 

properly be called a scientist than a philosopher, if we are 

to decide by the relative number of treatises he devoted to each 

discipline. As regards the bibliographical lists, ~~ e7.a~inat

ion of thern clearly ShOR~that the Fihrist ie the basic scurce 

and that the catalogues of al-QiftI (d.1248 A.D.) and of Ibn Ab! 

U~aybi 'ah (d. 1 270 J.... D.) are addi 'tions or ::-.odifica't ions of tha t 
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of Ibn al-NadIm (d.997 A.D.) whose work is generally praised for 

its accuracy and historical prudence. 4 Thus the basic source 

for our knowledge of al-KindI's writings is a list drawn-up by 

a writer, accepted as reliable, within a hundred years of al

KindI's death, and at Baghdad where the philosophical tradition 

initiated by al-KindI was still flourishing. This is not to say 

that the list in the Fihrist is to be accepted without qualif-

ications, some of the titles which are very similar undoubtedly 

refer to a single work, and probably some are the titles of 

works by lesser known authors. Nor must we te too impressed by 

the actual number of titles, some are quite short, not much 

more tban a page in length, others are longer. Al-KindI's 

treatise on metaphysics Fi'l-Falsafah al-Ula occupies over 

sixt Y pages of Abü Ridah's edit ion of the philosophical treat-

ises. 

In recent times attempts have been made to compile an 

accurate list of al-KindI' s wri tings. Two s uch efforts can be 

mentioned, that of Gustav Flüge15 and of Albino Nagy6. The 

latter drew up a comparative table of the titles listed in Ibn 

al-NadIm,al-Qifti and Ibn abI U~aybirah. Basing himself on 

Flügel's article, Nagy distinguished three hundred separate 

titles. These recent works have been superceded by an excellent 

and comprehensive study of the writings of al-Kindi by Richard 

z.!cCarthy.7 fiaving th.oroughly exa!:lined the So"J.rces , McCarthy 

bas assembled referencee to three hundred and sixt] one titles 

of treatises ascribed to al-Kindi. Of these he has discovered 
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only eighty three of them to be still extant, some in manuscript 

forme His work gives complete references to manuscript sources, 

printed editions, and translations of the extant works. 

The majority of al-KindI's philosophical treatises which 

are now available were only rediscovered in the last fort y years. 

In 1932 Hellmut Ritter published a description of a manuscript 

which he had discovered in the library at Istanbul, Aya Sofya 

codex 4832. 8 The manuscript consisted of two parts, the first 

was a collection of mathematical treatises, mostly by ThRbit 

ibn Qurrah, but the second section, which began with a new ènum

eration of the pages, indicated on its title page that it was 

the first part of a collection of al-KindI's writings, of which 

it said it contained sixty. In spite of this description on 

the title page the collection in fact only contains twenty nine 

treatises by al-KindI, not sixty. Mixed in with these genuine 

works of al-KindI there are a number of short mathematical 

writings belonging to other authors, which, however, because of 

the script used, are cJ.early distinguishable. It is a mediocre 

manuscript, carelessly transcribed,9 but from an examination of 

the script and because of the colour of the paper, Ritter was 

able to conclude that it indeed dates from the twelfth century 

A.D.; the manuseript states that it passed into the bands of its 

owner, Ibn al HamBmI abI Zayd ibn CAlI, in the year 568 h. (i.e. 
10 1172 A.D.). There is no doubt that these really are the worka 

of al-KindI. Apart from the faet t hat the ti tles correspond to 

~Titings listed in the Fihrist, we r-ave here the Arabie originale 
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of two important writings on psychology which were only available 

in Latin translations since the Middle Ages - De Intellectu and 

De Somno et Visione. 11 The collection discovered by Ritter 

forms a unit y, not only externally as regards script, but they 

have an inner consistency as regards terminology,which ia what 

we would expect from al-KindI, as it indicates a first effort to 

find Arabie equivalents for technical Greek philosophical terms, 

and at the same time echoes the terminology of the early 

- 12 Mutakallimum. 

Of the twenty five treatises edited an~ublished by 

Abu Ridah in two volumes, 13 twenty three are from the manus

script discovered by Ritter. In the preface to his edit ion Abu 

RIdah relates how with the help of some Egyptian diplomats he 

managed to secure a photo-copy of the manuscript described by 

Ritter. Working wit~ this one, admittedly defective, text, Abu 

RIdah frankly admits the deficiencies of his edition which cann-

ot be called critical in any strict sense of the word, es pec

ially as the editor has in places "corrected" the text and style 

of the original without always clearly inàicating the emendations 

he has made. 14 

The editor of the Rasa'il was faced vith a text which 

was in places wholly unintelligible due either to the careless-

ness of the copyist, or to the fact that he did not understand 

the material he vas transcriting. The text ia sometimes vith-

out diacritical points, in other places they are misplaced, BC 

that even veen he settlea for one r~ading Abü Rldah honestly 



63. 

admits that others are possible. He has attempted as far as 

possible to~eave it to the reader to decide on the proper read

ing. Along with these emendations of substance, the printed 

text has attempted to make al-KindI's writings more easily read

able and intelligible, by breaking it into paragraphs and by 
, . 

suitable punKuat10n. Part of the baEic problem is not only a 

poor manuscript, but al-KindI's own style which is notoriously 

diffuse and longwinded. What ve have in the Rasa' il, therefore, 

is not a critical text, but an attempt to render an obscure and 

difficult manuscript intelligible, and to present to the general 

public for the first time a large number of al-KindI's writings 

on philosophy and natural science, which up to then were merely 

titles. 

In tbis thesis, which is concerned vith al-Kindi's writ-

ings on soul and intellect, we will be concentrating on four of 

his treatises in particular. Three of these are part of the 

Aya Sofya collection. 

1. Risalah fI'I-CA9l.15 

2. Risalah fI MihIyat al-Nawm wa'I_Ru1 ya. 16 

- ~ ~ 17 3. Kalam f1'I-Nafs Mukhtasar Waj1z. 

4. Al-Çawl fI'I-Nafs al-~ukhtasar min Kitab Aristü va Flatun 
va Sa'ir al-FaIasifah. 18 

The last mentioned treatise is not found in the Istanbul collect-

ion but is derived from a œanuscript preserved in Cairo of which 

there is also a copy in the British Muaeum. 19 Of these four 

treatises only the first two are listed in the Pihrist or in the 
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other bibliographical sources which we have mentioned. The FI'I

CAgI is listed under t he "philosophical n works and a similar 

title is found under the heading of wr.tings on II politics,,!20 

The treatise on dreams and visions is found among the works on 

psychology.21 Both of these workshave been familiar in the 

west in the medieval Latin translations which have been edited 

by Albino Nagy. The De Somno et Visione was translated by 

Gerard of Cremona at Cordova between 1167 and 1187 A.D. and the 

translation of the FI'I-'AgI under the title De Ratione is also 

probably by him. 22 The other translation of this latter work, 

under the title De Intellectu, is attributed to John of Spain. 

In his editing of the Arabie text of these works, Abü RIdah has 

at times had recourse to the Latin translations in trying to 

establish the correct reading. Both the Arabie and the Latin 

texts, as edited, remain in places obscure and difficult, so 

when we come to analyze these texts, tfe too will make use of 

both versions. 

Besides the writings of al-KindI on psychology which 

have survived, other titles are listed in the Fihrist under the 

heading Kutubuhu al-NafsIyat which throw some light on al-KindI's 

teachings. Among the titles are: 23 

1. On the soul that it is a simple substance, eternal and 
active on bodies. 

2. On the reminiscences of the so~l in the intelligible 
yorld before her descent into the sensible world. 

These lastUto titles clearly belong to the more ?latonic, or 
-

rather ireoplatonic element in al-Kindi. 
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CHAPTER 3 

AL-KINDI'S TREATISE FI'L-cAQL 

The most important of al-KindI's writings on psychology is 

his treatise on the intellect - the FI'l-'Agl. It is extremely 

short and were it not for the lengthy footnotes inserted by the 

editor would occuPY no more than three pages in Abü RIdah's 

edition of al-KindI's philosophical writings. 1 We have mentioned 

that one of the criticisms levelled against al-KindI is long

windedness, but his exposition in this instance is disappoint

ingly brief, almost incomprehensibly concise. He presents his 

treatise as a short informative account of teachings regarding 

the intellect derived from those among the ancient Greeks whose 

views he considered worthy of esteem; especially Plato and Aris

totle. 2 The opening paragraph ia particularly illuminating. 

That al-KindI vas writing underthe influence and in the tradit

ion of the later Greek commentators is obvious, not only from 

the stated intention of the treatise, which was to summarize 

the views of various authorities on one particular topic, i.e. 

the intellect, but also from his untroubled assumption, indeed 

his explicit assertion, that in the matter of the intellect 

Plato and Aristotle held identical viewpoints. Beth of these 

r-henomena vere a characteristic of the later school-tradition of 

Greek philosophy which exhibited a basic tendency to or~~ize 

and syste~tize, and eapecially to harmcnize Plate and Aristotle. 
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AI-KindI's treatise is of great importance and interest. 

It was the first of a series of writings in Islamic philosophy 

which dealt with the problem of soul and intellect. Even more 

importantly, it is a link in the chain of commentaries and writ

ings on psychology which stretch from Aristotle to the Latin 

middle ages; a tradition which, in the view of Étienne Gilson, 

can be seen as nothing more than an attempt to elucidate and dev

elop ideas obscurely implied in the De Anima of Aristotle, espec

ially in the classic passage Book III, chapter 5, to which we 

earlier referred. 3 This tradition, which was formed over the 

space of more than sixteen centuries, was undoubtedly subtly, 

and sometimes even profoundly, altered as it passed through succ

essive translations from Greek to Syriac to Arabie to Latin, and 

an attempt was made to harmonize the views of the original pagan 

Greek philosophers and commentators with the demands of Christ

ian dogma in its Greek, Syriac and Latin versions, or to bring 

it into line with the teachings of Islam. The most important 

developments were due, however, not so much to language or to 

religious influences, but to the personal genius and the unique 

contributions made by original thinkers. In this chapter we are 

primarily concerned with that stage of the tradition where it 

tirst passed to the l·!uslim Arabs in the person of al-KindI. 'tle 

are not goir.g to concern oUTselves with subseq~ent developmente 

of the notion of soul and intellect in ?'!uslim philosophy in the 

·~itings of al-FarabI, Ibn sini, Ibn Rushd, or as it finally 

'" passeà to the Latin medieval scolastics. The =ain fccus cf ttis ,.. 
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-dissertation is the psychological theories of al-Kindi as an 

instance of the passage of Greek philosophy to the Muslims. 

Therefore, this chapter will not only be an examination of the 

text of the FI'l-CAgl, but will attempt to identify the origin of 

the views which al-KindI presents as thoae of Aristotle. The 

treatise is undoubtedly Aristotelian in inspiration, but in the 

sense that it is part of a tradition of philosophy deriving from 

Aristotle which had been shaped and systematized over the cent-

uries and which often owed as much to the commentators as it did 

to Aristotle. 4 In the case of the De Anima Ibn al-Nadim besides 

mentioning the translations of Hunayn and his son Ishaq, tog

ether with the summary of Ibn al-BitrIq, also mentions comment-. 
aries by Themistius, Simplicius and Olympiodorus together with 

a paraphrase or condensation (talkhI~) by the nAIexa~ians".5 

The Fihrist also refers to the treatise on the soul by Alexander 

of Aphrodisias and another work of the same topic by Porphyry.6 

Th~urpose of this chapter is first of aIl to examine the text of 

the FI'I-CAgI and to summarize and explain it. Secondly ~e will 

compare it with the teaching on the intellect found in the orig

inal works of Aristotle, especially the Do Anima, in order to 

determine to what extent al-KindI's views are truly those of the 

master, and to what extent, if any, they differ. Thirdly, Re 

will examine al-KindI's treatise in the light of Alexander of 

Aphrodisias' work on the same topic, as it ~~s often been held 

that he 15 the primary source of al-KindI's teaching. Finally, 

ve viII indicate other possible sources wnich may have more 



70. 

directly influenceiA the views presented by the "Philosopher of 

the Arabs". 

Al-KindI begins his exposition with a fourfold division 

of the intellect which he attributes to Aristotle. 7 The first 

intellect is that which is "always in act" ( \ .. ~\ jsz.èJ~<.S~\ ); the 

second is the intellect tha t is "in potency" ( ô A) regarding 

which al-KindI adds tha t "i t belongs to the soul" ( ~.JIb') 1 

which could be understood as implying a closer relationship bet

ween it and the soul than exists between the soul and the first 

intellect mentioned. At this point both of the medieval Latin 

translations edited by Albino Nagy have "in anima", which indic

ates that their Arabie texts had ~\~ which is a little weaker 

than our reading. 8 The third intellect is that "which has passed 

from potency to act in the soul". The four th intellect is call-

ed in the Latin texts "demonstrativus". At this point there is 

an obscurity in the Arabie. Abü RIdah reads ~~, (the second); 

this is certainly wrong and would give rise to innumerable com

plexi ties. Richard McCarthy in his edi tion reads <:Ï 1,; •• )1 , which 

would literally mean that which is "jutting out", or as he trans

lates it "the emergent (appearing) intellect".9 Another poss-

ible reading is offered by Badawi in his introduction to the 

Arabie translation of Aristotle's De Anima where he suggests 

that we should read ~~, or & t)" both of which are ::::ore in 

keeping vith the description of the four th intellect vhich occ-

urs towards the end of the treatise wnere it is described as 

tha t which is "apT earing" ( ". W\) • 10 tram the SO"J..l.. 
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have, therefore, in the opening paragraphs of the FI'l-CAql is 

a description of the mind as originally potential, a mere cap

acity for knowledge, but which is moved to actual knowledge by a 

mind which is always in act. In the mind, then, there are two 

basic principIes; a potential principl~which is a capacity to 

receive abstract intelligible forms, and an active principle 

which actuates this potency in the mind. There are two possible 

states of the mind after i t has passed from potency to actuali ty, 

and to these two different states al-Kindi has given the names 

third and fourth intellects. The third intellect is either the 

intellectual memory, the storehouse of ideas, derived from prev

ious acts of knowledge, which are present in the soul although 

not heing usedj or the habit of science or art, also acquired 

through previous acts of knowledge, but not now being used. These 

are a real perfection or actualization of the soul, because it 

can draw on them at any time it wishes. The fourth intellect is 

when the soul exercises an actual conscious act of knowledge 

either for the first time or by drawing on the memory'or by exer

cising its acquired habit. The actunlity of the third and fourth 

intellects is essentially different from the actuality of the 

first intellect, because their actualization depends ultimately 

on the activity of this first intellect .hich is always in act. 

After presenting his fourfold division, al-KindI elabor

ates in the latter r~lf of his treatise on the ~ature and func

tion of these various intellects. The nearest he comes to a 

description of the intellect "wnich is al.ays in act" is when he 



72. 

describes it as "the cause and. first principle of aIl intellig

ibles and second intellects".11 The first intellect is not des-

cribed in itself, it is postulated because whatever is in pot

ency (in this case the second intellect) can only pass into a 

state of actuation under the influence of something other than 

itself which is already in act. 12 The first intellect is always 

in act, it was never in a state of potency, otherwise we would 

have an infinite regression by having to explain what moved the 

first intellect from potency to actuality etc. etc •• AI-KindI 

describes this first intellect as ~ cause and ~ first principle 

(both words are indefinite). In the Latin translations the first 

intellect is not said to be the cause of the second intellects, 

but only of the intelligibles. Gerard of Cremona's translation 

reads. 

Ratio igitur prima est instrumentum omnium rationat
orum et rationatum. Ratio_ vera secunda est animae 
potentia. Igitur ratio aut est prima et instrumentum 
omnium rationatum, aut est secunda et est animae in 
potentia. 

The second translation attributed to John of Spain has: 

Intellectus igitur primus causa est omnium intellect
orum. Sed intellectus secundus est animae in potentia. 
Intellectus igitur vel est primus omnibus intellect
ibus, vel est secundus, et tunc animae est in potentia, 
. t ... .. . .. 1"· . ~~ t 1 3 
~n er~ aum an~ non es~ ~r.~e~~~gens ~n e~_ec u. 

Thus, al-Kindi says almost nothing about the na~ure of 

t~is first intellect. The only hint, or ~erhaps ecbo, wtich we 

have that this ir.tellect =igr.t ~ossess a certain distinct exist-

; ... ' 
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ence of its own, or be in some way independent of the other int

ellects or faculties of the soul, is the fact that when al-KindI 

comes to mention the second and third intellects he remarks that 

these "belong to the soul" or are "in the soul". In fact aIl the 

treatise clearly says is that the first intellect has a certain 

priority over the second, and this in so far as what is in act 

is always~in the order of being, superior to what is still in 

potency; it has a priority at least of nature, in so far as it is 

the cause which actualizes the potentiality. There is no indic

ation whatsoever that al-KindI considered this first intellect, 

which is always in act, to be a divine being. He describes it 

in terms of its function and if he genuinely thought it was God 

this would have been evidcnt. 

So far we have seen that for al-Kindi there is in the soul 

of man a potentiality or a capacity for int~llectual knowledge, 

which if it is to be actualized, demands that there be an active 

principle (the first intellect) under whose influence the poten

tial intellect will move to actual acts of knowledge. But what 

does al-Kindi mean by intellectual knowledge? Referring to his 

authority, Aristotle, al-KindI claims that he "compared the 

intellect (al-(agl) to sense (al-hass)", or probaly more accur-
• 

ately, he compared intellectianto sensation. 14 The jU3tificat-

ion he gives for this comparison of the two forms of kno.ledge is 

because of the "nearness of sensation to the 2..ivir.g and tecause 

i t is comoon to themall ...Ift!..isis t he correct reading then 

what al-KindI is probably saying is that of 'the tvo :'c~s of 
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cognition, sense knowledge is the more evident phenomenon1as a 

common and clear characteristic of aIl living things,and that 

intellectual knowledge, which is not so easy to examine, is to 

be understood by analogy with sensation. This would explain his 

procedure in the sections which follow, where he first carefully 

ex plains the process of sense knowledge and then says that intell

ectual knowledge is somewhat similar but on a higher level of 

abstraction and universality. However, in the corresponding 

passage in the Latin translations we find the reason given for 

the comparison of the two modes of cognition as "propter propin-

quitatem sensus ad veritatem" - "because of their nearness, close 

connection wi th truth". They read ~where the Arabie versions 

we have before us read ~. This alternative reading would be 

more philosophically meaningful, because it is saying that the 

object of aIl knowledge, both of the senses and of the intellect, 

is wbat exists - the real (al-bagg). This comparison of the . 
functions of sense and intellect is found in Aristotle, where he 

says that "mind must be related to wbat is thinkable, as sense 

to what is sensible".15 In an earlier passage Aristotle gives 

the reason for the similarity: "thinking both speculative and 

practical, ia regarded as akin to a form of perceiving Li.e. 
sensatio~; for in one as weIl as the other the soul thus dis

crioinates and is cognizant of something which iS".16 This 

passage from Aristotle, from wh~al-KinàI's iàeas are certainly, 

though indirectly, àerived, would support the reading 1".ago in . 
place of hay~. ~here is ocvious room for confusion between theae . 
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two words in their Arabie forme 

Of the two processes, as we have said, sensation is the 

more easily examined. Knowledge comes about when the knower poss

esses the form of the object known, and corresponding to the two 

types of knowledge there are two types of form; the material form 

which falls under sense perception, and the immater1àl form which 

falls under intellect. AI-KindI does not elaborate, but implicit 

in this division of forms is Aristotle's theory that aIl types 

of knowledge demand that the cognitive potency should receive the 

form of the object known, and in so far as it is informed by it, 

becomes that objecte But he warns that we must be careful with 

this statement that the potency "becomes the object", as, he says, 

when we know a stone, it is not the stone which is in the soul, 

but its form. 17 In the case of sensation, what happens is that 

the external object, by means of a medium, e.g. air, flesh,water 

etc., sets up a syepathetic response in the sense in question so 

that the quality is reproduced there. Bach sense organ is sens

itive to a particular quality within a certain range from one 

extreme to the other, e.g. light-darkness, heat-cold, etc.. If 

the stimulus is too intense, e.g. too bright, or too hot, the 

sense is incapable of dealing with it. The sense itself occup

ies a certain middle position with regard to the quality, so when 

it is stimulated it reacts by taking up the proper position on 

the scale and thus the external quality is reproduced in the 

organ. This is what is meant by saying that the sense becomes 

the quality it perceives. Aga in , Aristotle stresses that the 
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sense receives the sensible form withcut matter. It does not 

receive the object in its total concrete external reality, but a 

particular aspect which corresponds to the sense in question, and 

only the form of it. 18 

The cognitive faculties,or the power to know, then, are 

simply the capacity to receive the forms of existing objects, 

because as Aristotle says, and al-KindI repeats,19 the soul could 

only receive these forms in fact (in act) if before this it had 

a potency or a capacity for receiving them. Al-KindI speaks of 

sensation being the reception of a material form as distinct from 

intellectual knowledge which is the reception of an immaterial 

forme However, al-KindI says that the soul does not receive the 

matter of the object sensed (i.e. the total material concrete 

reality of the object) but only a forme What is meant by a mat

erial form is better explained in another psychological treatise 

of his, Risalah fI Mâhlyat al-Nawm wa l l_RuJ ya,20 where he deals 

vith the objects of sensation and intellection in more detail, 

and the differences between the sensible and intelligible forme 

The sensible form is the form of one particular individual object 

- e. particular colour, s~~pe, taste, sound, smell or feel. It is 

material in so far as the sense which perceives it is material 

and receives it as one particular sensation. Intellectual knov-

ledge on the other band has a universality anà timelessnesB 

about it. 

The form of an object is that which, vith Ariatotle, makes 

a thing to be vhat it is, whether in the larger ~eaning of its 
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intelligible essence or in the more restricted meaning of an acc

identaI form which makes an object to be, for example, black, 

rough, hot etc. As we have seen, according to the Aristotelian 

theory of sensation, when the sense faculty is stimulated by a 

particular quality, that quality is reproduced in the sense, and 

to that extent the sense becomes the quality; the form of the 

object is present in the knower, not in its concrete reality, or 

spatially (not in a vessel as al-KindI says), but it is present 

psychically. This is the meaning of the strange phrases used by 

al-KindI when he states that as regards the sensing subjcct 

(al-biss) it is identified with the object sensëd (al-mahsüs) . 
and there is no·: "otherness" (ghayrIyah). 21 The potency to know 

is the c apacity to receive the forms of external objects, in this 

specifie psychieal sense, and to that extent to become those 

things in so fàr as the form of the object known is actually 

informing the soul. 22 

As in the ease of sensation where the potentiality is the 

capaeity to receive sensible forma, and actual sensation is the 

actualization of that potency by a partieular form, so too int

ellectual knowledge is the actualization of a potency to receive 

intelligible forms by the reception of such a form, so that the 

intellect (or the soul as al-KindI says) and the intellectual 

form become one thing. There is no distinction of mind and 

form, but rather they become a unit Y - a mind inforced. The 

Latin medieval sehoolmen expressed this phenomenon in the phrase 

"eognoseens, cognoscendo fit cognitum". For al-KindI, following 
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Aristotle, the potential aspect of the mind is nothing more 

than a capacity to receive the intelligible forms of aIl things 

according to this psychie mode, and in that sense a eapaeity to 

become aIl things. When it is informed by an intelligible form 

that form consti tutes the whole nature of t he mind, on an anal

ogy with formand matter in the ontologieal order. This intell

igible form differs from the sensible in that it is not just the 

form of a partieular individualized quality, but a univers al idea 

- navtIyat al-ashya~ - the specifie nature of the thing. It is 

in no vay material, nor is it merely an image in the imagination. 

In the MihIyatal-Nawm va'l-Ru'ya al-KindI adds that the intell

igible correspo.nds to the species of things, their specifie 

differences (tamyIzat anwaciba) and what is proper to them (ma 

lahagahi). It is the possession of these general and universal . 
ideas by the mind which make i t pass from potential t 0 actual 

- ~ - - -knowledge. In the Risalah f1'I-Falsafah al-Ula al-Kindi states 

that these 'l4Iliversal\ OrullIyat) are what moves the mind from 

potency to actuality; these are he says the soul's "aequired 

intellect" (hiya 'agI al-nafsi'l-mustafad).23 There is need 

for some clarification here. Al-KindI has deecribed the first 

intellect as that whieh moves the potential intellect from a 

state of potential to actual knowledge. Rere he assigns that 

function to the universal ideas. The passage in the FI'I-tAgl 

is difficult and translated reads as follovs. 

Vhen the soul joins the intellect, l mean with the 
forms vhich have neither matter nor an image (fantasIya) . ' 
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they unite. l mean they were present in it in act, 
after not being present in it in act but in potential
ity. This form which has not matter nor an image is 
the intellect acquired by the soul from the first int
ellect,being [the following clause can, gramatically, 
refer either to the acquired intellect, or the first 
intellec!7 the species of things that are always 
in actuality.24 

The main lines of the argument are clear. The intellect 

which was in potency becomes an intellect in act when it appreh

ends, or ~cquires, the intelligible forms which are abstract and 

universal. In the paragraph which follows the one quoted above, 

the first intellect is described as t bat thing w hich is in a1:t 

and is' the cause that moves the potential intellect from potency 

to act. 
c 

The seeming contradi~ion which arises from the fact tbat 

in one place al-KindI says that the intellect in l)otency is moved 

to a state of actuality by the universal ideas and in another by 

the first intellect, is easily solved if, in Aristotelian fashion, 

we distinguish two types of causality - the formaI cause and the 

efficient. The efficient cause in this instance is the first 

intellect, it is that which initiates the process; the formaI 

cause ~ the universals, which constitute· the second intellect 

in act, after it had been in potency, by the acquisition or poss

ession of the intelligible forms, i.e. the universal ideas. So 

both the universal ideas and the first intellect are causes, each 

in their own sphere. But this does not solve the ambiguity in 

the text regarding the original locus of the "species of things 

that are alvays in actuality". When the second intellect passes 
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into actuality then it acquires these universal ideas and they 

are identified with the intellect which has passed from potency 

to act. but before that were they found in the first intellect? 

The text, as we have said,is ambiguous in so far as it can be 

read as saying that the abstract form is acquired frQm the first 

intellect which (first intellect) is the species of things that 

are continually in act. This reading which identifies the univ-

ersal notions with the first intellect is supported by the Latin 

translations, both of which describe the "intelligencia prima" 

or the "ratio prima" as the "specialitas rerum quae est semper 

in actu".25 Richard McCarthy in his translation prefers the read

ing which would identify the acquired intellect and the "kindness 

of things which is in act perpetually".26 He bases himself on a 

parallel passage in the Rioalah fI'l-Falsafah al-Üla 27 where 

the universals (kulIIyat) are clearly stated to be the soul's 

acquired intellect. But the universals are here also described 

as "the intellect which is in act and which moves the soul from 

potency to act". This intellect which is in act must reter to 

the first intellect, because the second intellect cannot move 

itself from potency to actuality as al-KindI has already clearly 

pointed out. This confusion betveen the intellect which vas 

in potency, but has nov been actualized by the reception of the 

intelligible forms, and the intellect which ia always in act, 

appears clearly in the Arabic and Latin translations of the 

litf; Voû of Alexander of Aphrodisias, where the agent intell-

ect (the ac'tive or tirst intellect) and the acquired intellect 
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( ",l~ ..•• ;adeptus) are identified. 28 l am inclined to the view 

that the position which al-KindI is reproducing here, and presen

ting as that of Aristotle, is one which held that the \ù~iversal 

ideas of the things which are "always in act" were, bef'ore they 

were acquired by the second intellect, identified with the first 

intellect which is "always in actIf. The use of' the phrase "always 

in actIf ( ,·~l J.AI~) for both is, l think, signif'icant. The 

classic passage in Aristotle's De Anima regarding the active and 

passive intellect, to which we have already ref'erred, and indeed 

other passages to which we will ref'er later, clearly imply that 

the active mind (the first intellect of al-Kindi) has an activity 

of its own over and above that which ia proper to it in so far 

as it is active in a particular individual. 

Mind in this sense of' it [the active elemen17 is sep
arable, impassible, unmixed, Binee it is in its ess
ential nature activity (for always the active is sup
erior to the passive factor, the originating force to 
the matter which it forme). Actual knowledge is iden
tical with its object in the individual, potential 
knowledge is in time prior to actual knowledge, but 
in the universe as a whole it is not prior even in 

time. Mind is not at one time knowing and at another 
note When th~nd is set free from its present cond
itions it appears as just what it is and nothing more: 
this alone is immortal and eternal (we do not, however, 
remember its former activity, while mind in this sense 
is impassible, mind as passive is destructible), and 
without it nothing thinks. 29 

Clearly implied in this whole passage ia the theory of an 
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impersonal mind which precedes and survives the individual soul 

and is continually knowing. What are the objects of its know-

ledge? It is no straining of the text, especially when we rem

ember that Aristotle never completely freed himself from Plato's 

theory of ideas, to~~liese as the intelligible and universal ess

ences of things. It is because the active intellect already 

knov~ll intelligible objects that it becomes possible for the 

intellect which ia in potency actually to know the s pecific nat

ure of things, and for the object to be kno~in its intelligible 

reality. Al-Kindi has a1.ready stated that "everything vhich is 

in potency emerges into act only by an other which is that thing 

in act".30 

An immediate and cogent objection to our interpretation 

of the relationship betveen the universamand the first intellect 

in al-KindI, is the subsequent passage where he clearly states 

that the intellect which is always in act and its intelligible, 

i.e. the form intellected by it, are not one and the same thing. 31 

In the theory of knowledge which we have ~xpounded this would 

imply that the first intellect does not really knov, because knov

ledge is the union of the knoving potency and the form of the 

object knovn, which in this case, according to al-KindI, only 

takea place in that intellect (the second) which vas originally 

in potency in the soul and is nov in act through the apprehenaion 

of the intelligible universal forma. In this interpretation the 

second intellect, or the passive mind, once it has passed from 

potency to actuality, ia mind in the true sense, because it ia 
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there that knowledge takes place. What we calI the first intell

ect would only be a mind by association, it would not itself know, 

but would be merely the power which makes the soul pass beyond the 

sensible and the particular and grasp the intelligible forms of 

things. This would be a valid interpretation of al-KindI's 

remarks. 

If we wish to maintain the other interpretation, which l 

think is implicit in Aristotle, viz, that the first intellect is 

truly an intellect and always in act as an intellect, that is 

continllally knowing, hoy can this be reconciled with the state

ments of al-KindI? The whole purpose of al-KindI's treatise is 

to attempt an explanation of the nature and genesis of an act of 

human knowledge, understanding as it occurs in a particular indiv

ual. Certainly this knowledge takes place in the second intellect, 

which is in the soul, when by the acquisition of the intelligible 

forms it passes from potency to actuality. Human knowledge is 

not merely a sharing in the unchanging knowledge of the first 

intellect; the acquired intellect is distinct from the first_ It 

really possesses the intelligible form of the object known and 

becomes that object. The first intellect,on the other hand, is 

in no way changed by the individualls acts of intellectual know

ledge, it is impassible and unchanging, eternally knowing, it is 

in no vay affected by the soulls particular acts of knowledge, 

it lends its e~ernallyacti~e~power of intelligizing to the pass

ive particular intellect (the second) and enables it to know in 
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in actuality, but itself remains unaltered; it does not receive 

new forms or new knowledge. It cannot, because it is already 

perfect and impassible. In that sense there is no union between 

it and the form of the object known by the human intellect. This 

would explain al-KindI's assertion that the intelligible in the 

soul and in the first intellect, with respect to the first 'intell

ect are not one and the same thing. However, the statement that 

the first intellect and its intelligible object are not identified 

remains unintelligible. 

Before we go on to say what al-KindI means by the third 

and fourth intellects there is another very obscure remark of 

nis which needs clarification. Having given his exposition of 

the relationship between the first and second intellects he con

cludes: "and this [referring either to the intelligible form, 

about which he has been speaking, or the intellect itsel!l in the 

intellect, by reason of the simple, is more like'to the soul and 

much stronger than it is in the sensible object".32 Such a ren

dering does not make much sense. The Latin translations are 

more intelligible, especially that attributed cc John of Spain 

which reads: "intellectus autem, qui in simplicitate est similior 

animae, est multo fortior quantum ad intellectum, quam sensus ad 

sensatum".33 The meaning seems to be that intellectual knowledge 

is far superior to sensation, either because the mind, or the 

intelligible form which it apprehends, has a simplicity or a 

directness which makes the intelligible form stronger and clearer 

than the sensible form which is still closely bound up vith matter. 
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It is not clear whether al-KindI is referring to the intellect or 

to its object, but he ascribes to whichever of thamhe bas in mind 

a simplicity (bi'l-basIt) which is similar to that of the soule 

in this he is probably referring to the fact that just as the 

soul as form and act is superior to the body, which is the mat

eria~lement in the human composite, so too intellection is sup-

erior to sensation. 

As for thethird and fourth intellects, these are merely 

two states of the mind which has passed from potency to actuality.34 

The third intellect is the state of the intellect which as a res-

ult of previous acts of knowledge, has the power to recall these 

ideas at will; they are recalled from within the soul, from the 

intellectual memory. AI-KindI also includes within the third 

intellect the habit of science; the example he gives is the abil

ity to write, which, even wh en it is not being used, is a per

manent perfection or actualization of the soul, to be exercised 

at will. It has become a possession of the writer because of 

previous particular acts of the intellect. The fourth intellect 

is wh en the intellect which is in the soul is actually exercising 

an act of intellectual knowledge; either for the first time, or 

when it is drawing on the intellectual memory, or exercising an 

intellectual habit which it has acquired through repeated acts. 

Thisseems the obvious and clear meaning of these intellects which 

are numbered three and four by al-KindI. Aristotle speaks of two 

stages of actuality corresponding respectively to the possession 
7~ 

of kno-ledge and the actual exercise of knovledge.// There is a 
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passage in the De Anima which clearly speaks of the three stages 

of knowing which are schematically enumerated by al-KindI as 

intellects two, three and four. 

but we must now distinguish not only between what is 
potential and what is actual but also different senses 
in which things can be said to be potential or actual; 
up to now we have been speaking as if each of those 
phrases had only one sense. We can speak of something 
as a knower, as when we say man is a knower, meaning 
that man falls within the class of beings that know or 
have knowledge, or as when we are speaking of a man who 
possesses a knowled~~ of grammar; each of these is so 
called as having within him a certain potentiality, but 
there is a difference between their potentialities, the 
one being a potential knower, because·his kind or matt
er is such and such [al-KindI's second intellect which 
is pure potentialit17, the other, because he can in the 
absence of any external counteracting cause realize his 
knowledge in actual knowing at will [third intellec!7. 
This implies a third meaning of a 'knower' one who is 
already realizing his knowledge - he is a knower in 
actuality and the Most proper sense is knowing, e.g. 
this A [?ourth intellec17.36 

In our exposition of al-KindI's treatise FI'l-'Agl we have 

shown how all the major themes are definitely Aristotelian and 

can be traced back to the De Anima. Does this mean that the FIcl

CAgI is a summary of the De Anima or tha t al-KindI had i.mI!edia te 

access to Aristotle's work. We have no evidence that al-Kindi 

haà available to him a complete translation of the De Anima. Ibn 

al-Naàim states that the first complete translation of this work 

into Arabie was by Isnaq, although his father Hunayn haà previously 
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translated it into Syriac. He does, however, mention a summary 

(jawami C) by Ibn al-Bitrlq, a contemporary of al-KindI.37 Never-
• 

theless a comparison of the text of the FI'I-CAgI with that of 

the De Anima, in spite of the definite derivation of al-KindI's 

ideas from Aristotle, leaves one with the clear impression that 

the Arab philosopher had not a copy of the De Anima hand wh en 

he wrote his treatise on the intellect. The whole tone is diff-

erent. In al-KindI we have a schematic extremely concise and 

organized presentation of the nature of intellect, according to 

a fourfold division. Apart from the fact that this division, and 

the terminology used, i5 nowhere found in Aristotle, although the 

substance of the division is, there is not in al-KindI's writing 

that sense of searching and reaching for a solution which is so 

characteristic of Aristotle~s work. Where Aristotle~s vague and 

tentative, and one can see through the text an original mind 

grappling with problems, in al-KindI's FI'l-'Agl everything is 

cut and dried, and schematized; we are presented with an organ

ized system of ideas. This as we saw is typical of the later 

Greek commentaries on the works of Aristotle and the result of 

their being used as texts in the schools. One could say that al

KindI himself organized &ad systematized Aristotle's exposition. 

This is extremely un1ikely. Al-KindI omits aIl reference to the 

empirical investigations regarding the various faculties of the 

soul which occuPy the larger portion of the De Anima. He con-

centrates on the relationship between the active and potential 

intellects but in no part of his treatise does he betray any sign 
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of having read the text of Aristotle. There is no echo of the 

important and crucial passage in Bk.III, c.5, where Aristotle dis

eusses the nature of the active intellect, nor does al-KindI show 

any evidence that he is aware of the passages where Aristotle 

clearly ascribes to the active aspect of the mind an existence 

which precedes and survives the individual soul; that it is 

"separable, impassible, unmixed",38 that it is "an independent 

substance implanted within the soul and incapable of being des

troyed lt
•
39 There is no hint in al-KindI that Aristotle suggests 

that the mind, or at least po.rt of it, "was a videly differènt 

kind of soul, differing as what is eternal from what is perishable; 

it alone is capable of existence in isolation from all other psy

chic powers ll
•
40 Here too l would suggest that Abu RIdah is hardly 

to be followed when he tries to persuade us, in an effort to show 

hoy close al-KindI is to Aristotle, that for Aristotle there was 

no real distinction between the active and passive intellects. 41 

For Aristotle there was a very real distinction, although he does 

not elaborate on the consequences of the independence and impass

ibility which he ascribes to the mind. He does not raise nor 

answer the question as t 0 whether there are many active intell

ects or only one, or the nature and extent of the individuality 

which BUch an intellect might possesse However, these quasi 

divine qualities of the soul vere cons~antly at the back of Aris-

totle's mind in the elaboration of hie psychology and ... cre also 

an important element in his ethics. This aspect of the De Anima 

i8 missing from the FI'l-CAgl. 
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Finally, it seems to me impossible that al-KindI could 

have read the classic passage in the third book of the De Anima, 

which deals explicitly with the relationship of the active to 

the passive intellect, and not himself have ueed the analogy of 

light which Aristotle used to e~lain the influence of one on the 

other. For all these reason l conclude that al-KindI did not 

make use of the De Anima of Aristotle, and that the elements of 

that work which are found in the FI'l-'Aql were derived indirectly 

from later Greek commentators for whom these questions were no 

longer burning issues but theses to be classified and taught in 

the schools. 

Who were these commentators from whom, according to our 

hypothesis, al-KindI derived his v iews on Aristotle' s theory 

of intellectual knowledge? Undoubtedly, the most influential 

commentary on the De Anima was that written by Alexander of Aph

rodisias who was prominent in Athens c.200A.D., an outline of 

whose theories and influence we have given in the first chapter 

of this thesis. The work in which he chiefly expounded his ideas 

was his treatise on the intellect - rr~e' vo~ - a section of a 

larger work of his on the soul - lfepi ~~X?s. 42 The liée. v'()~ 

was translated into Arabic by Ish8q ibn Hunayn and into Letin by . . 
Gerard of Cremona, who seemingly not only had a copy of Isnaq's . 
Arabic translation before him but also the original Greek. 43 

The Latin transcription of this work was carelese, thp. scribe 

who copied '" the manuscript on w~ich Thery bases his edition 

àoes not seem to have had much unàerstanding of what he vas 
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COpYing. 44 The Arabie translation of ISbaq is still extant,45 

but as this is in m&~uscript form and inaccessible l have based 

my exposition of Alexander as he was understood by the Arabs, on 

the Latin translation of Gerard of Cremona edited by G.Thery, 
-

which seems accurately to have reproduced the Arabie including 

those places where it departs from the Greek original of Alex-

ander. Some passages of the Latin translation which are partic-
~ 

ularly unintelligible have been corrected by Etienne Gilson in 
. 6 

the light of the Greek. 4 

Certain scholars have seen Alexander's treatise as the 

immediate source of theviews found in al-Kindi's Fi'l-tAgl. This, 
- -~, 

for example, is the opinion of de Boer and al-Ahwani, but has 
, 

been Most cogently argued in a long article by Etienne Gilson 

on the Greek-Arabic sources of Averroism in the Latin Middle 

ages. 48 This view that al-Kindi's treatise is a confused and 

weakened version of Alexander, who was his immediate sou~ce, is 

completely unacceptable to Abü RIdah who in his introduction to 

his edition of the Fi'l-tAgI devotes Many pages to a summary of 

Gilson's views and tries to show that al-Kindi's work, in terms 

of its sources, is wholly explicable as the work of someone who 

had direct access to the De Anima and other works of Aristotle. 49 

James Finnegan, in an article which examines the influence of 

Alexander on al-FarabI, agrees vith Abü RIda~hat in spite of 

Gilson's article the exclusive or predominant influence of Alex

ander on al-K1ndI 1s by no means proved. 50 

In treating of Alexander of Aphrodiaias as part of the 
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Greek tradition we outlined the three~old division which he gives 

of the intellect. 

1 • The material intellect - d~~'~\ 
2. The habituaI intellect - cUJJ. ~ j.i-J \ 
3. The agent intellect - Jta.J\ yuJ\ 

Alexander is careful to stress that when he s peaks of the intell-

ect as material, he in fact uses the phrase "quasi materia", he 

does not mean corporeal, and that what he is stressing is the 

completely potential aspect of the human mind, which is no par

ticular thing in itself, but is capable of becoming, i.e. knowing, 

aIl things. Alexander elaborates on the parallel between intell

ection and sensation and clarifies the t heory of sense knowledge 

which is found in the De Anima. 51 The material intellect is the 

human intellect in the proper sense; "intellectus materialis est 

in omni habenti animam integram, scilicet homine". 52 

The second intellect is described as "qui intelligit et 

habet habitum ut intelligat" - "that which understands and has 

the ability (habitus) to understand".53 "Ability" is here under

stood not in the sense of a mere undifferentiated potency or 

capacity, but in the sense of a quality or perfection acquired 

through previous acts of knowledge; the -habitus artificiorum" 

by which one bas of oneself a mastery in a particular science or 

art. 

The t hird intellect is the agent intellect (intelligencia 

agens), that wnich actuates the potentiality of the material 

intellect. The influence of the agent intellect on the material 
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intellect is described in terms of Aristotle's analogy of light. 

It is this intelligizing power which allows the material intellect 

to apprehen~ntelligible forms by a process of abstraction from 

the matter in which they arefound in their concrete reality.54 

This agent intellect is described as in no way dependent on 

matter, nor does it acquire its knowledge by abstraction from 

matter. It is separate from the human soul and only acts on it 

from outside. It is self-sufficient in itself and contemplates 

its own essence, it is immaterial, incorruptible and immortal. 55 

Here we Bee clearly reflected the attributes which Aristotle pre

dicated of the active intellect. However, Alexander goes beyond 

Aristotle and makes the agent intellect into a self-subsistent 

intelligence which contemplates its own essence, i.e. Aristotle's 

God. 56 

We know that Alexander's teacher, Aristocles, tried to 

solve the problem of how the active intellect, which Aristotle 

described as impassible, could be involved in particular acts of 

knovledge without in seme way being changed. He proposed that 

the active intellect is continually present in the body, and that 

the material intellect was nothing more than a particular harmon

ious combination of the elements in the body which when it occur\d 
~ 

made the body a suitable inst~ent for the active intellect. 

The change involved in knowledge, therefore, took place in the 

body.57 Alexander rejected this explanation as Stoicism. 58 How-

.ver, in the Arabie and Latin translations the name Aristocles was 

changed to Aristotle, and 50 the very theoT3 which Alexander had 
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rejected was attributed to Aristotle and so, indirectly, to Alex

ander himself. The agent intellect acquired the new name of the 

"instrumental intellect", since the material intellect (reduced 

in this theory to a certain bodily equilibrium) served as its 

instrument. Obviously when this Stoic theory was found alongside 

Alexander's own exposition of the nature of the mate~al intellect, 

in which he explicitly rules out that material is synonymous with 

corporeal, it gave rise to an accusation of inconsistency. 

A second point where Alexander's thought was altered in 

translation vas regarding the question of the acquired intellect 

- intellectus adeptus. In the Arabic and Latin translations the 

agent intellect, vhich for Ale~ander was something strictly separ

ate and extrinsic - e\lf!:=ElE.V, received the added qualification 

of "acquired" ( >t...:.-.; adeptus) when it is considered as act-

uating the potentiality of the material intellect. Gilson in 

his article raises a great problem about this, but it is clear 

that in the Arabic and Latin versions nothing of the independence 

or separatenes5 of the agent intellect is taken avay. The terms 

"intellectus adeptus agells",59 or the more striking combination 

"intellectus generatus adeptus extrinsecus immortalis",60 refer 

to the agent intellect in 50 far as it is actuating the poten

tiality of the material intellect and making it an intellect in 

act. It is the extrinsic agent intellect as participa ted by the 

material intellect when under its influence it passes from pot-

ency to actuality and has actual intellectual knovledge. 

Cum L!ntelligencia in effect~ sit causa intellectui 



94. 

materiali ad abstr~endum et intelligendum et ymagin
andum singulas formas materiales, et fiunt intellectum 
in effectu secundum illas formas, dicitur de ea quod 
ipsa est intellectus adeptus agens, qui nec est pars 
nec virtus anime in nobis; sed fit in nobis ab extrins
ecus scilicet cum nos intelligimus per illam. Lihen the 
intelligence in act becomes the cause by which the mat
erial intellect abstracts, understands and imagines in
dividual material forma, and they become an intellect 
in act with regard to those forms, then the intellig
ence in act is called an acquired agent intellect, which 
is neither a part nor a faculty of the soul which is in 

us; but it acts on us from without, namely when we un
derstand by means of it~ 61 

Having expounded Alexander's the ory of intellect, what conclus

ions can ve drav about it as a possible source for al-KindI's 

treatise? In comparing the rr~eIVo~ vith the FI'I-CAgl ve can 

say that the former is much nearer ta the De Anima of Aristotle, 

a work vith which Alexander vas clearly very familiar. Ve find 

in klexander Aristotle's theory of sensation62 and he also elab-

orates on and develops those passages where Aristotle indicates 

that the active element in intellectual knowledge has a certain 

independence and immortality, especially the passage vhere Aris

totle qualifies the active intellect as "separable, impassible 

and unmixed". Ve also find in Alexander that the relationship 

between the active and pa~ve intellects is described according 

ta Aristotle's analogy of ligbt. But although Alexander is 

clearly commenting on the actual text of the De Anima he goes 

beyond a mere explanation of Aristotle; his York is more a per-
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sonal interpretation. He not only reorganized and systematized 

Aristotle's treatise, which like aIl the extant works of Arist-

otle is not very orderly, but rather a collection of reflections 

and notes. At times Alexander goes beyond a mere rearrangement 

and gives definite solutions to questions which Aristotle had 

left vague. His solutions are not necessarily the conclusions 

the Master himself had in mind. The Most obvious example is when 

Alexander identifies the active intellect, a reality that is quite 

obscure in Aristotle, with God. In this he is probably not true 

to Aristotle who May ha~considered the active principle in int

ellectual knowledge as something "divine", an extremely elastic 

term in Greek philosophy,63 but hardly as God in the sense of 

the First Mover. Likewise, although the threefold division of 

the intellect accurately sums up Aristotle's view of the genesis 

of intellectual knowledge, yet nowhere in his works do we find 

such a division nor the terminology used by Alexander: ~ou~ ~~'~O$ 

(material intellect); \lo~ kuE:;)'ce'Y 

"o'a~.ko~ (agent intellect). 

(habituaI intellect); (o~$ 

As regards the relationship of Alexander to al-Kind~ we 

can certainly concede that there is at least an indirect influence, 

not only because both of them are ultimately dependent on Arist

otle, but in so far as the later Greek commentators, whom ve bel

ieve to De the immediate source for al-KindI's work, vere probably 

more directly influenced by Alexander. He vas probably influen-

tial in so far as he gave ri se to the tradition of writing treat-

ises "on the Soul", On the Intellect", and to the practice of 
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classifying the intellects numerically. As regards the substance 

of the two treatises one can agree with Gilson that al-Kindi's 

work contains nothing that is not more clearly contained in Alex-
this 

ander, but~is easily explained by their common source in Arist-

otle; much more indirect in the case of al-KindI. There is no 

evidence internaI or external, that al-Kindi was familiar with 

Alexander's work, the first translation of which into Arabic was 

made by Is~q. Besides the fact that the terminology used by al

KindI is quite different from that used by Alexander, who in place 

of al-KindI's fourfold division names three intellects,64 there 

are also important elements in Alexander's exposition which find 

no echo in al-KindI, as for example Alexander's clearly expressed 

views on the separateness and independence of the active intellect, 

his theory of abstraction according to which sensation provides 

the material from which the mind draws the intelligible forms 

through the action of the active intellect. There is also the 

absence of the famous analogy of light which again str1kes me 

as the type of metaphor upon which a philosopher like al-KindI 

would have seized in his effort to express the truths of philos

ophy in a language and for a people vhich had not yet developed 

an abstract vocabulary. Forthese reasons we conclude that al

KindI was not familiar vith, nor directly influenced by Alexander 

of Aphrodisias to whom there is not a single reference in his 

vritings. Astothe common use of the term ŒUstafad to describe 

the active intellect as participated by the intellect vhich vas 

formerly in potency, vhen it passes into actuality, this term, 
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or at least its Greek equivalent, does not occur in the Greek 

original, but only in the Arabic and Latin translations. In that 

case it is more likely that the Arabic version of Alexander was 

influenced by al-KindI rather than vice versa. We conclude that 

the origin of al-KindI's FI'l-'Agl was a late Greek work which set 

out in summary form what, it claimed, were the views of Plato and 

Aristotle on the intellect. However, we cannot indicate precisely 

what the sources were. It would be profitable for someone well-

versed in philosophical Greek to investigate the commentaries on 

Aristotle which were produced at Alexandria in the sixth century 

A.D.. Here there developed a rather detached and academic type 

of commentary on Aristotle's logic and psychology,which was not 

very original in characte~ but drew heavily on the earlier and 

better commentaries; in the field of psychology the commcntary of 

Alexander would have occupied an important Place. 65 Three sixth 

century commentators of this~hool, Simplicius, Olympiodorus, and 

John Philipon, are aIl mentioned, along with Themistius, in Ibn 

al-NadIm's note on the De Anima of Aristotle. 66 In the same 

place there is a reference to a hundred page summary (talkhIs) . 
of the De Anima by the"Alexandrians". Perhaps it is in that 

circle that one day the immediate source of al-KindI's treatise 

on the intellect will be found. 
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CHAPTER 4 

- -AL-KINDI'S TREATISES FI MAHIYAT AL-NAWM WA'L-RU'YA AND 

-
AL-QAWL FI' L-NAFS 

Having examined the Fi'l-fAgI,whiCh we have seen to be 

basically Aristotelian in inspiration) in this chapter ve viII 

examine al-KindI's two other main treatises on psyehology~the 

FI Mihiyat al-Nawm va'l-Ru'ya and Al-Qavl fI'I-Nafs, al-Mukhtasar 

min Kitab Aristü va Flatun va Sa'ir al-Falasifah. Ve will like-
• 

vise consider a short note entitled KaLam fI'I-Nafs Mukhtasar 

Wajiz. Al-KindI's longer treatise on the soul is eompletely in 

the Neoplatonie tradition vith a heavy ethîcaland mystical emph-

asis. The treatise on sleep and vision oecupies an intermediate 

position, being on the vhole logieal and analytie in tone and 

attempting to give a rational explanation of the phenomenon of 

dreams, espee1ally of those vhich predict future events. At 

the same tilDe it hints at the t heory of/prophecy vhich is found 

in other writings of al-KindI vhich ve viII examine. In so far 

as i t plays down the rôle of the senses in knowledge, i t antic

ipates, or eehoes, the doctrine found in the treatise on the soul 

which holds that sense knowledge is not only inferior but decep-

tive andoorrupt. In this chapter, then, ve viII first examin~ 

the treatise on dreams and vision, vhich as we have seen in the 

previous chapter, is to some extent based on Aristotle's theory 
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of knowledge as being the reception by the knower of the form of 

the object known. We will be particularly interested in those 
-

elements in this treatise which seem to be associated with al-

Kindi's notion of prophecy and of the position he takes regarding 

the relationship between rational and revealed knowledge. The 

second part of the chapter will consider his treatise on the soule 

The question of dreams and the interpretation of dreams 

was an important element in the life and religion of the civil

izations of antiquity, and a belief in their divine prophetie 

character was universal throughout Greek literature. This belief 

was central to the Orphie religion and vas taken'over by the Pytha-

goreans; there are also many references to dreams in the dialogues 

of Plato. 1 In the Timaeue, however, Plato indicates that the 

dream in itself is of no great value, what is important is the 

interpretation; it is the man who can interpret dreams who is 

blessed with special insight. 2 Aristotle wrote three short trea

tises on the topic of sleep and dreams. 

1. De Somno et Vigilia. 

2. De Somniis. 

3. De Divinatione per Somnum. 

Certain elements of al-KindI's treatise can be found in Aristotle, 

who was prepared t 0 examine the belief that i t is possible to 

foresee the future in dreams. 3 Ve find in both Aristotle and al-

Kindi the basic definition of eleep as'be suspension of the exer

cise of the external faculties of sensation. 4 For Aristotle, 

hovever, sleep is not merely the separate or special senses each 
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ceasing to function idividually, but is brought about by a change 

in the common controlling organ of sense perception to which aIl 

the special senses are tributary and subordinated. 5 Aristotle's 

explanation of the physical causes of sleep is identical with that 

found in the FI MahIyat al-Nawm wa'l-Ru'ya, where it is ascribed 

to the fact that after eating, heat tends to sink and concentrate 

deep within the body while the external parts of the body cool; 

at the sarne time damp cool vapours rise to the brain. It is this 

latter phenomenon which brings on sleep.6 Yet although there are 

agreements as to the physical mechanism of sleep, when it comes 

to the discussion of the value to be placed on dreams there is 

no such agreement. Al-Kindi devotes the larger part of his treat

ise to an expIant ion as to why some dreams do not predict the fut-

ure, as though this were the normal situation, whereas Aristotle, 

although not willing to reject out of band the possibility of 

divination through dreams, is highly sceptical as to their value. 7 

His view is that most so-called prophetie dreams are to be classed 

as coincidences - he does not accept that they come from God. S 

It is clear, therefore, that al-KindI's work is not merely a 

rearrangement of Aristotle's writings on the same theme, and 

although it contains elements derived from Aristotle, in the opin

ion of Albino Nagy, it is probably more directly i~luenced by 

Galenic and Neoplatonic writings. 9 Once aga in , however, it is 

not possible to inàicate exactly the immediate sources on .hich 

al-KindI drev. It may very vell be largely an original vork of 

his oYn. 
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In his treatise on the intellect al-KindI clearly distin

gui shed between the faculties of sensation and thp intellectual 

faculties; here in the FI MihIyat al-Nawm wa'l'Ru'ya, he introd

uces a new faculty, al-güwat al-masawwarah, which the Latin trans-. 
lates as virtus formativa, and which we will call the "represent-

ative faculty". This new power occupies an intermediary position 

between external sensation and intellection. The form which ia 

proper to this faculty has not the abstract universality of the 

intelligible form, it is still particular and individual 

(shakhsIYah), but is not tied to the presence of an actually pres-. 
ent real material object; it bas a higher degree of immateriality 

than the external senses which are only stimulated by a form or 

quali ty embedded (inhering) in actual matter - ~ & ~~ 1ïL..,...:' .J;..I'. 1 0 

The representative power, which al-KindI says was known to the 

ancient Greek philosophera as the phantasy (4J.,V'f'fJI.<S'lfJ.. ), receives 

a form which is still sensible and individual but without those 

specifie quantitative and qualitative accidents which come from 

the particular material in which it inheres -

\.;~, L;~ ~ t.. J, .: '" ;;, .• 11 This is wha t al-KindI means when he says 

that it receives the form "without matter" (bi-lS tInah). It 
• 

does not mean that it is a form without any of the sensible accid

ents, this vould be an intelligible form akin to substance, whereas 

the form in the representative faculty is still a sensible form, 

but vithout the limiting particular determinations which vould 

come from its inhering in individualized matter. 

The representative faculty 1s located in the orain which 
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was for al-Kind~the primary organ of cognition in both sense and 
12 intellectual knowledge. lt is here that we see dreams or vis-

ions. The distinctive feature o~this faculty is that it is inde-

pendent of the exercise of the external senses. It can be at 

work whether the subject is awake or asleep, but is is stronger 

wh en it is not distracted by the sensations which flow contin

ually from the external senses. 13 That is why visions are espec

ially associated with sleep which is defined as the suspension of 

the activity of the external senses (or the non use of them)~ but 

not because of a sickness or a malfunction. 14 By abandoning the 

immediate exercise of the external senses the representative fac-

ulty acquires a clearer and more perfect grasp of the form - it 

sees it directly and not through the intermediary of the senses. 15 

Al-KindI gives three reasons why the sensible individusl form 

which is grasped directly by the representative faculty is stron

ger and clearer thanthe form which comes through the intermediary 

of the external senses. Firstly, the external organs, which al

KindI refers to as the secondary instruments (of knowledge), as 

distinct from the central organ which is the seat of the repres-

entative faculty, are subject to variations in their performance, 

but the central faculty which grasps the form directly is spared 

these fluctuations. 16 Secondly, the representative faculty acqui

res the form "without matter". As aIl matter is not equally and 
a perfectly receptive of form, this m~s that the representative 

faculty rcceives the form without the limitations which might be 

~posed on i~ecause of the imperfections of the matter Ln which 
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it inheres. 17 Thirdly, not only does the matter in which the 

form inheree inhibit the fulness of the form by not permitting it 

to be seen in aIl its perfection, but, positively, it attaches 

certain accidents to it which falsify it. Also, wherees the exter-

nal senses are restricted to grasping those objecte which really 

exist, the representative faculty can produce images of things 

which have not real existence, e.g. a man with horns or vith 

feathers. 18 For aIl these reasons the representative faculty is 

superior to the external senses. 

Having explained the nature of the representative faculty, 

al-KindI comes to the central portion of his treatise; how is it 

that sometimes visions or dreams reveal the future clearly or 

symbolically, while other dreams have no prophetie Significance. 19 

It is clear from the text that al-KindI considers divination 

through dreams to be normal, he has none of Aristotle's hesitat

ions. For al-KindI the basic reason why the soul can see things 
20 

before they ar~ is because it is "a place (mawdi~) of aIl species 

of things both sensible and intelligible".21 That the soul is 

a place of all things sensible and intelligible ia, according to 

al-Kindi, a view of Plato reported by Aristotle in his remarks 

on the soule There is su ch a reference in the De Anima where 

Aristotle says that nit was a good idea to calI the soul 'the 

place of the forms', though this description holds only of the 

intellective soul and even this is the forms only potentially, 
22 not actually". Arietotle does not explicitly attribute this 

phrase to ;:lato ,al though a footnote in the English translation 
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edited by J.A.Smith and W.D.Ross adds that the idea is certainly 

Platonic but that the actual expression is not found in any of 

the extant works of Plato. Al-KindI goes on to expIa in what he 

understands by the phrase. It is based on the theory of knowledge 

which we examined in de ta il in the last chapter, and indeed this 

section of the Fi MihIyat al-Nawm wa'l-Ru'ya closely parallels 

the description of the nature of sense and intellectual cognition 

which is found in the FI'I-CAgI. AlI knowledge is the reception 

by the knowing faculty of theform of the object known and this 

form becomes psychically identified with the knower so that we 

can say, in the sense explained in the last chapter, that the 

knower is the object known. Therefore, we have within the soul 

both the sensible, which is the forms of individuals, and the 

intelligible, which is the forma of what is above the individ-

ual species and genera. Thus al-KindI concludes: 

Now genera and species and individuals comprise aIl 
cognoscibles Lthe Arabic has ma~Ülat,intelligibles, 
but this would not include individuals which al-KindI 
obviously means to d27. So these when they are had 
by the one sensing and intellecting, i.e. when they 
are present to his soul, then they are aIl in his soule 
For that reason Plato said that the soul is a place 
(maksn)of aIl thing sensible and intelligible. Hence 
the soul is very knowing (Callamab) by nature, because 
all knowledge belongs only to sense and intellect and 
what is akin to them and includes them. 23 

Al-KindI's explanation of the soul as the locus of aIl 

cognitive forms does not answer our basic question as to hov the 
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representative faculty acquires the images or forms which directly 

or by interpretation foretell future events. The whole emphasis 

in the first section of the treatise, where he speaks about the 

difference between the representative faculty and the senses, is 

on the fact that this faculty acquires its images independently 

of the senses, directly and immediately. This would imply that 

the knowledge which comes to the representative faculty in sleep, 

or when the senses are at rest, is either innate or is infused 

knowledge which is not acquired through the channels of the exter

nal senses. However, when al-Kindi comes to explain what he means 

by the soul as the locus of aIl" forma, he resorts to an Aristot

elian theory of knowledge, and for Aristotle the phantasia, or 

imagination, is very closely bound up with the external senses and 

ultimately depends on them for the images it produces. 24 It 

seems clear that although al-KindI accepted Aristotle's theory 

regarding the nature of sense knowledge, he did not follow him 

in his teaching on the nature of the imagination, at least in 

so far as it is the faculty of dreams and visions. This is why 

we have purposely avoided the term "imagination" as a translation 

of the Arabic al-güvat al-masawwarah. For al-KindI) certain gifted 

people have the power to produce, or receive, images which are 

similar to the images of the Aristotelian imagination, individual 

and sensible, but not restricted to a real concrete externally 

existing object, as the forms of the exte~l senses are. How-

ever, vhereas for Aristotle such images are ultimately dependent 

on previous p8rticular sense data,al-Kindi does not say that. It 
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may be what he means by the soul as the place of all cognitive 

forma, thàt i t is the memory as the storehouse of all previous acts 

of knowledge, both of sense and intellect; images or ideas which 

can be recalled at will, or which revive spontaneously without 

any activity on the part of the external senses, as when the 

person is daydreaming or asleep. However he seems to imply more 

than that. 

l would be inclined to interpret him in a more Neoplat

onic sense, in the spirit of his treatise on the soul which we 

will next considere If that is the background to this theory of 

dreams and visions, then these images could be regarded either as 

innate or as infused. If we consider them as in some way innate, 

it would mean that they are always present in the individual, but 

lying at a deeper level of consciousness and only accessible to 

those with especially penetrating minds and refined souls, when 

the senses are dormant. The fact that al-KindI lays such stress 

on the soul as the place of all knowledge would support the view 

that he holds that aIl kn~ledge is innate and contained in the 

soul of each individual to be discovered by those who huve the 

power and purjty of soul to turn inward and discover it, freed 

from the distractions of the senses. This would recall Plato's 

theory that all learning is but remembering25 and we also recall 

that among the titles of works attributed to al-KindI by Ibn a1-

Nadim was one entitleà: On the reminiscences of the seul in the 

intelligible vorld before her descent into the sensible world. 26 

The second possible explanation vould be on the lines of 
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the discussion of dreams and visions in al-FarabI's Al-MadInat al-

Fadilah which closely parallels what we find in al-KindI, but 

which is far more detailed and clear. 27 Al-Farabi uses Arist-

otlets analogy of light to describe the relationship of the act

ive intellect (Jt.:Jl ~\) to the material intellect (J.!J~ ~\ ) , 

but the whole framework of the discussion i~ Neoplatonic; the 

active or agent intellect is a separated intelligence, the tenth 

and lowest in a series of separated substances (al-ashya' al

mufarigah) emanating fron the First Cause. 28 This agent intellect 

18 the immed1ate source of aIl intelligible knowledge and it is 

from it that the passive intellect (the intellect in man) acquires 

the first principles of reasoning. In speaking about dreams and 

visions, al-Farabi says that the agent intellect supplies the 

imagination (al-güwat al-mutakhayyilah) with intelligible forms 

of either present realities or future events, which the imaginat

ion re-expresses in images derived from previous acts of sensation. 

In this interpretation, the imaginative faculty indeed occupies 

a middle position between reason and sensation, being open to 

both; expressing the knowledge derived from the higher intell

igence in terms derived from the material sensible world. 29 Al

Farabi attributes the varying clarity of visions and ability to 

receive divine revelations to degrees of perfection in the imag

inative power, and his treatment ofthis aspec~f the question, 

especially the various types of dream, is very similar to .hat 

ve find in al-KindI's . 30 
~reat~se. 

For al-AindI, the reason wh] some visions and dreams are 
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prophetie and clear, and that others foretell the future only in 

a symbolic fashion, or are completely erroneous, is due to the 

subjective dispositions of the individual. If the soul is really 

prepared an~purified of those accidents which weaken its recept

ive power, and if it is particularly strong and effective in for

mulating images, then it will be able- to produce visions of things 

before they actually occur. The clarity of the vision is due to 

the strength and purity of the soul, which, however, in the same 

individual can vary from one time manother. 31 When the r~ceiving 

faculty is weaker or less receptive,because less prepared, then 

the future event is not clearly seen but is represented symbolic

ally and needs to be interpreted. The example al-KindI gives is 

a dream of someone flying from place to place as symbolizing a 

journey.32 AI-KindI compares these two forms of vision to two 

types of reasoning. The clear vision of a future event is similar 

to a reasoning process which from true and certai~remisses der

ives a true and certain conclusion. The symbolic vioion he 

compares to a conclusion drawn from premisses which are not cer-

tainly true. In that case the conclusion may be true or false, 

it is no more than an opinion. 33 Other factors have to be taken 

into account to determine whether the conclusion is true or false. 

If the pers on is notoriously weak as regard his power of receiv

ing or formulaing vi.ions or dreams then we can Bay that his vis

ions are always false and the contrary is alwsys true. 34 However, 

there are some people whose power of representation is 50 weak 

and confused that their dreams are of ~o value and no conclusion 



114. 

can be drawn from them. 

In his treatise on sleep and vision al-KindI, as we have 

seen, speaks of especially gifted individuals who because of the 

purityand power of their souls are able to seethings in vis

ions before they take place. The whole treatment of the problem 

is rationalistic and naturalistic; nowhere does al-Kindi mention 

revelation or God as the:source of this special insight into the 

future, although al-FarabI does. If we define a prophet as a man 

who sees things in vision before they actually occur, then the 

type of prophecy which al-KindI here de scribes is natural proph-

ecy. In another writing of his,FI KammIyat Kutub Aristü,35 al-. 
KindI treats of the difference between natural knowledge labor

iously acquired, and the revelation which comes from God. Although 

the topic lies outside the scope of this thesis, especially as he 

does not treat of the psychology of revelation, it is close enough 

to warrant a fev remarks. In the first chapter of this work we 

discussed al-Kindi's Mu'tazilite background and his great respect 

for rational knowledge. In fact al-Kindi's outstanding contrib

ution to Islam vas his vholehearted acceptance of the value of 

philosophy and rational thinking, a position, hovever, which in 

no way lessened his respect for revelation. In his attempt to 

main tain both the rights of philosophy and revelation as two 

valid paths to truth, al-KindI vas probably unique in the whole 

intellect~l history of early Islam. His better known successors, 

whether philosophers OT. theologians, opted for either reason or 

revelation as the only sure vay to tr~th.36 In the passage in 
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the introduction to the works of Aristotle, to which we bave ref

erred,37 al-Kindi stresses, however t the superiority of divine 

knowledge Ov€!' merely human knowledge. "Human knowledge" in the 

context means the syllabus of late Greek philosophy which al

Kindi was eager to introduce into Islam. 38 Thus although al-Kindi 

in many of his wri tings manifests the highest regard for t he pow

er of reason, anœ for philoeophy, yet in thi~reatise he clearly 

shows that in his opinion revelation is superior to philosophy, 

and that the knowledge of the prophets, which comes by divine 

illumination, is of a higher type than that which can be obtained 

by human effort. In contrast to human rational knowledge which 

is acquired through research and the effort and industry of man, 

and after long years of study, divine revelation is received with-

out any effort on the part of the individual, but by the free 

will of God "through the purification and illumination of their 

souls so that they are t urned towards the Truth, through God' s 

support,his assistance, his inspiration and his messages". Al

Kindi does not say explicitly that knowledge which comes by div-

ine revelation is essentially different from naturally acquired 

human knowledge, nor does he say that a man could never by his 

ovn efforts attain to euch knowledge,but he seems to imply that 

in fact such clarity and insight into the inner secrets of real

ity can only be attained by divine illumination. That al-KindI, 

even in such a technical and Greek-inspired treatise as the II 
Kammiyat Kutub Aris~u, still remained a J~Ctazilite mutakallim, 

i5 very obvious from the section which follows the passage ve 



116. 

have just discussed, where suddenly the whole focus is Islamic -

the exegesis of a verse from the Qurlan in support of such dogmas 

as the creation of the world ex nihilo and the resurrection of 

the body. The whole argument presupposes that one accepts a 

revealed text as more cogent and binding than any merely human 

rational argument. 39 This brief ex cursus regarding the relation

ship of reason and revelation in al-Kindi will serve as a suitable 

bridge between the first two psychology treatises of our philos

opher which we have discussed, and which are logical and rational 

in tone, and the finalmaôor treatise which we will consider, !1= 
Qawl fi'l-Nafs, which is mystical and owes a great deal more to 

the Neoplatonists than it does to Aristotle. 

In contrast tothe firet two treatises which we have con-

sidered in detail and vhich were 10glcal and analytic in their 

approach, the Al-Qawl fill-Nats, al-Mukhtasar min Kitab Aristü va 
• 

Sa'ir al-Falasifah ls simply descriptive. In a style that is 
by 

repetitious it states that the soul is~nature, and in digni+'y, 

superior to and independent of the body; that its true goal lB 

to free itself from being dominated by bodily passions and pleas

ures. It must strive to escape from the world of sense and con

centrate on the world of true reality where it will discover 

true spiritual joy in communion vith God, even in this life, but 

more so when in death it separates definitively from the body. 

The vork is patently Neoplatonic in its constant recourse to 

such notions as purification and illumination, and in its concept 

of the soul. Ve do not find in it any echo of the Aristotelian 
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definitions of the soul which we find in al-KindI's book of def

initions Fi Hudüd al-Ashya' wa RusUmihi40 where he defines the 
• 

soul as "the completion (tamimiyah) of a natural organic body 

which is apt to receive life" and as the "first perfection 

(istikmal) of a natural body which possesses life in potency".41 

There is a reference to the body-soul relationship in al-Kindi's 

note on the soul (being little more than a page in length it 

hardly qualifies to be called a treatise) entitled Kalam fI'I-Nafs 

lfukhtasar WajIz. There al-KindI describes the soul as having 
• 

neither length, depth, nor breadth, but while the soul is said 

t~e simple it is stressed that it acts through the body, and 

this opinion is said to be that of Plato and Aristotle. 42 The 

remainder of the note is devoted to a discussion of the distinc-

tion between jism and jirm. In the two definitions of the soul 

which we have just given both terms are used interchangeably to 

denote the body. 

The AI-Qawl fI'I-Nafs introduces itself as being in part 

"a summary of Aristotle's book on the soul" (ikhtisar li-kitab 

Aris~ü fI'1_na!~,43 but then proceeds in Neoplatonic fashion to 

exalt the dignity and excellence of the soul; it is simple, and 

its essence (jawhar) is of the essence of the Creator. That the 

is distinct from the body is clear for al-KindI from the fact that 

it has power to control the bodily passions and the irascible 

appetite. The fact that there i5 tension and opposition between 

them is proo! that they are distinct. Indeedthe function of the 

soul i~ to rule and dominate the body. It is only if we overcome 
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and control the baser corporeal desires, especially our love of 

eating and drinking, that we will attain to our higher calling -

the contemplation of the divine and the sublime. This, however, 

demands the effort of asceticism, which al-KindI compares to the 

process of cleaning a mirror so that it will more accurately and 

clearly reflect the true reality of things. 44 !n this treatise 

the passions or sensual appetite, is compared to a pig, the iras

cible to a dog, while he in whom the intellectual element pre-

dominates is said to be a king, a perfect man who is very similar 

to God. 45 A man ought, therefore, to disdain the material world 

and even in this life strive to free himself from his body by 

meanà of contemplation and study so that we will come to under

stand the true essences (~gaJig al-ashya') of ttings and aIl 

mysteries will be revealed to him. 46 This separation from the 

body can sometimes be achieved in sleep when the soul abandons 

the use of the senses, and if the individual has achieved a high 

degree of purification it will see in sleep marvellous dreams. 47 

AI-KindI says that Aristotle mentions a king who in a state of 

ectasy remained suspended for a number of days between life and 

death and who on his return to consciousness foretold many events 

aIl of which occurred exactly as he had predicted. Aristotle 

concludes that if the king saw all this while he was only temp-

orarily and, as it were , half-separated from the body, what 

greater wonders would he have seen had he completely abandoned 

it. 48 It is therefore after death that a man can hope to attain 

to the closest assimilation (tashabbuh) to the Creator. 49 However, 
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it may happen that at death the soul will not enter directly into 

the divine world (talam al-rubübIyah), there may be need for fur

ther purification so that it can be stripped of its last vestiges 

of attachment to what is material and sensual,so that having passed 

through the final stages it will be worthy to enter into the most 

glorious and noble abode where in the light of the Creator it will 

know aIl things perfectly.50 

This final treatise which we have just summarized, con

tains nothing but the commonplaces of Neoplatonism. Ve are immed-

reminded of Plotinus' teaching of the retum of the soul to its 

source. Ve find here the same emphasis on the soul as the dist-

inctive element in man which Plotinus express€~ in the words: 

"l4an is therefore the soul for t hrough the soul he is what he is, 

and through her he is permanent and everlasting, while through 

the body he is perishing and decaying". 51 For Plotinus man was 

not a composite of body and soul, but a being whose true nature 

was spiritual and whose body had nothing to contribute to his inner 

life. Many of the passages in the Al-Çavl fI'l-Nafs of al-KindI 

recall Plotinus' description of his experience of ectasy which 

we quoted from the Theologia in an earlier part of this thesis. 52 

However, it is important to note that although there are many 

passages in this treatise which reflect ideas found in the Theol-

2!1!, a york vith which ve have shown al-KindI to be familiar, 

yet there is no hint of Plotinus' theor,y of emanation. 
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Giuseppe FurIani in some brief comments wnich he appended 

to an Italian translation of the Al-Qawl fi'1-Nafs 53 is of the 

opinion that the whole work is directly and almost exclusively 

influenced by the TheOlOgia. 54 This i3 probably an exaggeration. 

Some of the ideas in this treatise are also closely paralleled by 

passages found in the dialogues of Plato to whom al-Kindi attrib-

utes some of the views found in the treatise. This is not to say 

that al-KindI had direct access to the Platonic di~logues, but 

parts of them were undoubtedly incorporated in his sources. Some 

of the basic ideas on the treatise clearly bring to mind the 

Phaedo, an early dialogue in which Plata expresses a highly int

ellectual and spiritual view of the soul and uses the phrase 

"the release of the soul from the chains of the bOdy".55 The 

views propounded in this dialogue imply an almost complete oppos

ition between the body and the so~ and although they were later 

modified by Plato in favour of a more unified view of human nat

ure56 they vere nonetheless extremely influential in late Greek 

philosophy. We can quote a representative passage. 

In this present life, l reckon that we make the near
est approach to knovledge when we have the least poss
ible intercourse or communion wi~ the body, and are 
not surfeited vith the bodily nature, but keep ourselves 
pure until the hour vhen God himself is pleased to 
relesse us. And having got rid of the foolishness of 
the body ve shall be ~ure and hold converse vith the 
pure, and know ourselves the c1ear light everyvhere, 
vhich is no other than the light of Truth. 57 

-e a1so find in ?lato the division of the soul attributed to him 
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by al-KindI, i.e. that the soul is composed of t~~ee parts; the 

passions (the sensual appetite), the feelings (the irascible 

appetite), and reason. The reason is the controlling power and 

can harness the feelings, but the passions are continually unruly. 

To describe the situation Plato used the metaphor of a charioteer 

and two horses, one which is fine and responsive, the other "a 

crooked, lumbering animal, put together anyhow".58 This sarne 

image is used by al-KindI to de scribe the control which the soul 

should exercise over such feelings as anger. 59 

It also seems that Furlani was wrong when he said that 

the story which al-KindI attributes to Aristotle, regarding the 

king who foresaw the future in a state of ectasy, could in no way 

be Aristotelian but was clearly NeoPlatonic. 60 Richard Walzer in 

an article entitled "Un frammento nuovo di Aristotele,,61 holds 

that this passage is a fragment of a lost dialogue of Aristotle 

written in his early period when he was still under the influence 

of hia teacher Plato. If this is so, it would explain how al

Kindi could claim to be summarizing "a writing of Aristotle on 

the soul",because according to Walzer the full title of the work 

--was EÛ~~)J"os 2 "'fi 'PuJ,s and i t was sometimes ci ted simply as IIEe' 

*yt?S - De Anima. 62 It is interesti~g to note that of the eight 

fragments of the Eudemus which have been discovered, six were 

found in writers of the late Greek period i.e. Themiatius, ~oclus, 

Simplicius, John ?hilipon and Elias. Here we have another indic-

at1on, perhaps , as to the immediate sources from which al-KindI his 

knowledge of Greek philosophy, especially of Plato and Aristotle. 
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There is one final point to be made before we bring to a 

close our examination of the psychological treatises of al-KindI. 

In his Italian translation of the al-Qawl fI'I-Nafs FurIani trans

lates a proper name which appears in the manuscript as ~)~, 
as "Epicuro".63 He accuses al-KindI of a colossal blunder bec-

ause he attributes to Epicurus, who was weIl known for his mat-

erialism and his denial of the immortality of the soul, views i 

which were highly spiritual. However, in the manuscript which 

Abu RIdah edited, the name appears as ~J~l and he holds 
. , • .:. 6/1.· . 

that i t probably refers to Pythagoras ~~:;-S=~ • Th~s would 

be much more likely as the Pythagoreans were noted for their cul

tivation of the soul and their practice of purification through 

asceticism. It is probably from them that the ccnception of the 

soul as the noblest and immortal part of man derived, a concept
~. 

ion that influenced Plato and mainstream of Greek philosophy, ,. 

and which we find so enthusiastically propounded by al-KindI in 

this treatise. 



123. 

IlOTES TO CHAPTER 4 

1. A.E.Taylor, "Dreams and Sleep", The Encyclopaedia of Religion 
and Ethics, edited by James Hastings (New York: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1955), vol.5, pp.30-32. 

2. Timaeus, 71-72. 

3. De Somno et Vigilia, 453b,21-24. 

4. Ibid., 454b,25-26~ 

5. Ibid., 455a,13-455b,13. 

6. Ibid., 457b,1-458a,10; also Rasa'il I, pp. 306-307. 

7. De Divinatione per Somnum, 462b,11-20. 

8. Ibid., 463b,1-10. 

9. Nagy, "Abhandlungen des Ja'qub ben Ishiq al-KindI", opus cit., . 
p.xxiii. 

10. Rasa'il I, p.295. 

11. Ibid., p.295. 

12. Ibid., p.297. 

13. Ibid., p.296. 

14. Ibid., pp.294-295. 

15. Ibid., p.296. 

16. Ibid., p.297. 

17. Ibid., p.299. 



124. 

18. Ibid., pp.299-300. 

19. ~., p.301. 

20. In a later passage, p.302, he uses the word makan. 

21. Ibid., p.301. 

22. De Anima, 429a,26-28. 

-J T 23. Rasa il l, p.302. he translation is that of Richard Mc 
Carthy in his article in Islamic Studies III (1964) to which 
reference has already been made, p.146. 

24. De Anima, 428b,10-429a,5. 
~. 

25. ~, 81. 

26. Fihrist, p.259. 

27. Ibn Nasr al-FarabI, Risalah fI Ara' ahl al-I~dInat al-Fadilah, . . 
edited by Fri~ich Dieterici (Leiden: Brill, 1895), chs.24-25, 

pp.47-53. 

28. Ibid. , pp.44-45. 

29. Ibid. , pp.50-51. 

30. Ibid. , p.52. 

31 • Rasa'il l, p.303. 

32. Ibid. , pp.303-304. 

33. Ibid. , pp.304-305. 

34. Ibid. , p.306. 

35. Ibid., Du.363-384. 



125. 

36. .!Jouis Gardet, "Philosophie et religion en Islam avant l'an 
" -330 de l'hegire", L'Elaboration de l'Islam (Paris: Presses 

Universitaires de France, 1961), p.51. 

37. Rasa' il l, pp. 372-373. 

38. Walzer, "New Studies on al-KindI", Greek into Arabie, pp.177ff. 

39. Rasa' il I. p.273. 

40. Ibid. , pp.165-180. 

41. Ibid. , p.165. 

42. Ibid. , p.281 • 

43. Ibid., pp.272-173. 

44. Ibid., p.276. 

45. Ibid., pp.274-275. 

46. Ibid., p.274. 

47. Ibid., p.277. 

48. Ibid., p.279. 

49. Ibid., p.274. 

50. Ibid., p.278. 

51. Theologia, p.179. 

52. Ibid., p.225. 

53. Giuseppe furIani, "Una Risalah di al-Kindi sull'anima", 
Revista Trimestrale di ~t~di Filosofiei e Religicsi (Perugia), 

III (1922), pp.50-63. 



126. 

54. Ibid., ppp.59-61. 

55. Phaedo, 67. 

56. G.N.A.Grube, Plato's Thought (Boston: Beacon Press, 1968), 
pp.129-131. 

57. fhaedo, 69. The translation is from The Dialogues of Plato, 
trru:alated into Engl~ with analyses and introductions by 
B~.Jowett, 4vols.(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1953). 

58. Phaedrus, 253. 

59. Rasa'il I, p.273. 

60. furIani, opus ci t., p.69. 

61 • Walzer, Greek into Arabie, pp. 38-47. 

62. Ibid" PP.38-39. 

63. furIani, opus cit., p.56. 

64. Rasa'il I, p.276. 



127. 

CONCLUSION 

In so far as in this dissertation we did not set out to 

prove any particular thesis, this final section will be in the 

form of some general remarks which will tie together the separate 

parts of our work. The goal we set before us was a detailed exam

ination and explanation of al-KindI's theory of mind and soul,.as 

foundin his treatises on psychology, as a specifie instance of 

the passage of Greek philosophy to the Muslims. This we have 

done; we have separately examined and summarized the views found 

in the three major psychology treatises which are still extant. 

However, as the views which we have found expressed range from an 

analytical Aristotelian logical approach in the FI'I-tAgI, to an 

almost mystical description, in the Neoplatonic manner, of the 

nature and glory of the soul, in the AI-Qawl fI'I-Nafs, with the 

treatise on sleep and vision occupying an intermediate position, 

the question arises as to whether al-KindI himself had a personal 

or consistent viewpoint. One of the main problems associated 

vith our study is the lack of information which would allow us to 

establish even the outlines of a chronology of al-KindI's writ

inge. The order in vhich we have chosen to treat these treatises 

is arbitrary in so far as it ~kes no claim to trace the devel

opment of al-Kindi's thought, :if there vas such a development. 

'rie have examined the treatises separately according to an order 
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of what we regard as their philosophical importan.ce. What conc

lusions can we draw from a comparison of them with one another? 

The conclsuion which forces itself upon us is that the range of 

views is so wide and disparate that itwould be very difficult to 

combine them into one coherent system. The treatises indicate 

that al-KindI was eclectic in his choice of material and on the 

whole reproduced the ideas he found in his sources. We do not 

find very much in al-KindI in the line of an original synthesis 

on the theme of mind and soule 

This reinforces the general picture which has emerged in 

this study, that the birth and early growth of philosophy in 

Islam was almost exclusively due to the influence of Greek science 

and philosophy which at the time of al-KindI was first translated 

into Arabic, and that Greek philosophy as it reach the Arabs was 

a philosophy which had been in a constant state of evolution and 

sytematization from before the time of Plato. Plato and Aristotle 

as found in al-KindI was rather Platonism and Aristotelianism; al

KindI saw these two philosophers through the eyes of the late 

Greek commentators who vere his immediate sources. One of the 

most important of the works of al-KindI vhich has survived is an 

introductory treatise to the study of Aristotle - Risalah fI 

KammIyat Kutub Aristü va ma Yuhtaju ilayhi fI Tabsrl al-Falsafah.' 

Although this york is mainly concerned with mathematics and logic 

as the necessary preparation for a st~dy of philosophy, it not 

only lists aIl of Aristotle's major works on logic anà pnysics 

but also mentions nis two major psychology treatises, the De Anima 
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and De Sensu et Sensato. The fact that al-Kindi lists almost • 

the vhole corpus of Aristotle, is, of course, no guarantee that 

he vas familiar vith aIl these writings or had access to them. 

The Risalah fI KammIyat Kutub Aristü is certainly based on later 

Greek introductions to the 5 tudy of Aristotle, if i t is not a 

mere paraphrase of such a York. Richard Walzer is of the opinion 

that this york is a clear indication that al-KindI's Greek 

source vas an introduction to Aristotle of a Platonic character 

and that he vas most influenced by the Neoplatonic tradition that 

traced its origin back to the school of Athens, rather than to 

Alexandria, and that it reached al-KindI via Christian sources. 2 

He bases thisoonclusion on the nosition vhich al-KindI assigns to 

mathematics in his discussion of the sciences. For Aristotle, 

logic vas the necessary propaedeutic to philosophy, and mat hem-

atics came betveen physics and metaphysics in an order of increas-

ing abstraction. For Plat 0 , mathematics vas the prerequisite 

and the foundation of philosophy. It is sa id that over the door 

of the Academy vere written the vords: "Whoever is not a mat hem-

atician should not enter here". Although almost aIl the commen-

tators from .?orphyry onvard.~ attempted t;o harmonize ?lato and 

Arist(.tle, mathematics still retained i ts position in the Aris

totelian classification of the sciences. The fact that al-Kindl 

places it among the introductory sciences relates him to a clearly 

defined tradition. 3 

Summing up, .e can say that although there ls a great deal 

o~ Aristotelian ~terial in al-KindIJhia viey of Arlstotle vas 
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greatly influenced by the Neoplatonic sources from whichit was 

derived. In this tradition both Plato and Aristotle tended to 

lose their philosophical identity, and were fused in a new sys

tematic unity. The later Greek habit of paraphrasing works, and 

the doxographical approach, which listed the opinions of various 

authorities under specific headings, involved the loss of textual 

accuracy and inevitably lead to syncretism, as we have seen in 

al-KindI. We need only mention his treatise on the soul in which 

he claims to be presenting the views of Plato and Aristotle and 

other philosophers on the topic of the soule Likewise in this 

connection we can mention his treatise on definitions. We have 

stressed the Aristotelian, Platonic and especially Neoplatonic 

elements in al-Kindi because we have dealt with his psychology 

which nevertheless formed only a small portion of his total out

put. Nicholas Rescher has sa id thattaking an overall view of 

al-KindI's work: 

••••• he drew indescriminately on various Greek schoole. 
Plato or Aristotle, the philosophers or the mathematic
ians, the rationalistic natural scientists or the new 
Pythagorean number mystics, aIl provide grist to his 
mille His purview is definitely not restricted to the 
con:ines of any sect, discipline or school. 4 

~e have considered the background and the sources of al-KindI's 

philosophy and we ~~ve seen that most of his ideas were drawn 

from the philosophical tradition which he inherited, vhat then 

i5 nis importu...'"'!.ce '_·r originali ty. Ibn al-llaàIm says of him that 

he vas unique in nis age for the extent of hi~o-... ledge of the 
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"ancient sCiences",5 and he was recognized as the greatest thinker 

of his age becaue of the breadth of his interests and his influence 

on succeeding generations of Philosophers. 6 AI-KindI is important 

not so mcuh for the originali ty of his ideas but as t he one who 

introduced pure philosophy (falsafah as distinct from kalam) into 

Islamic thought. He is entitled to a special place because he 

began the philosophical movement among Muslims which was to prod-
~ ... s. 

uce original thinkers of the first rank,. and because he one of ,.. 
the first to overcome a basic aversion in Isl~ to the free use 

of reason. We have to judge the success of al-KindI's achieve- -

ment against the newness of philosophy for Arabs and MuslimB, 

who had no real tradition of either speculative or practical 

science. Judged in that context, al-KindI was exceptionally 

original and daring. 

In the opening lines of his treatise on metaphysics FI'l-

Falsafah al-Ula al-KindI defines philosophy as: 

The sublimest and noblest of human arts is the art of 
philosophy which is defined as the knowledge of things 
in their realities to the limit of human power. The 
purpose of t he philosopher in his knowledge is to arr
ive at the truth and in his action to act in accord
ance with the truth. 7 

Al-KindI freely admits that he has drawn extensively on his pred-

ecessors al'ld recorded "in complete quotationa aIl that the anc-

ients have said on thia subject, but he claims t~~t he has maàe 

his ovn personal contribution anà "completed wh~t the ancients 

have not fu:ly expressed and this accoràing to the usa~ of our 
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Arabic language, the customs of our age and our own ability".8 

One of the most striking and attractive features of al-Kindi is 

his respect for truth no matter where it comes from, 

and the stress he puts on the cumulative character of philosophy. 

He quotes with approval words attributed to Arintotle: "It is fitt-

ing to acknowledge with gratitude the contributions of those who 

have added anything to truth; they have prepared for us the road 

by which we can reach the truth". Therefore, says al-KindI, "it 

is fitting for us not to be ashamed to acknowledge truth and to 

assimilate it from whatever source it comes to ys, even if it is 
9 brought to us by former generations and foreign peoples". 

There were two points on which al-Kindi refused to 

compromise with the genera~ tendency of Greek philosophy; he ~~in

tained the orthodox Islamic position that the world was created 

ex nihilo and in time. He was also a stannch defender of proph

ecy. It is this second point which is most distinctive of al

Kindi, hts attempt to reconcile his Muslim faith with Greek phil

osophy. He was a r~U. ttazili te, but he refused to completely sub

ordinate his 1slamic beliefs to reason and attempted to maintain 

a balance between revelation and philosophy. He attacked those 

who r':jected the value of philosophy tut he himself rt::mained a 

This concerr. vith revelation and prophecy adàs 

a new, and specifically Islemic/di~ension to al-Kindi's teac~i~g 

!"egarding t.he origin and nature of true knowledge. At any rate 

he .as one of ~he first to deal .ith a problem which was to ce 

central for aIl Islamic philosophers, as ':':-.deed i t ."as for the 
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later Latin theologian-philosophers. 

We bring this work to a clos~ then, conscious that a great 

deal of research still needsto be done in the area of the late 

eixth century Greek commentators if we are to discover the immed

iate inspiration of al-KindI's psychological treatises. There 
... 

is also need for a study of the influence of al-Kindi's y.~itings 

on similar treatises by al-FarabI, Ibn sIna and Ibn Rushd, and 

also on the Latin middle ages. However, such a study lies out

side the scope of this dissertation. 
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NOTES TO CONCLUDING SECTION 

1. Rasa'il l, pp.363-384; see also Nicholas Rescher, "AI-KindI's 
sketch of Aristotle's Organon", The New Scholasticism XXXVII 
(1963), pp.44-58; aiso Guidi and Walzer, "Studi su al-KindI 1: 

Uno Scritto Introduttivo alla Studio di Aristotele", Memorie 
della Reale Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei (classe di scienze 
morali, storiche et filologiche), Serie VI, Vol. VI, Fasc.V; 
(Rome 1940). pp.375-419. 

2. Richard Walzer, "Arabie Transmission of Greek Thought to 
Medieval Europe", Bulletin of the John Rylands Library XXIX, 
p.174. 

3. Guidi and Walzer, opus cit., pp. 376-378. 

4. Nicholas Rescher, Studies in Arabie Philosophy (Pittsburg: 
University of Pittsburg Press, 1967), p.4. 

5. Fihrist, p.255. 

6. Abü RIdah, Rasa' il l, p.33. 

7. Rasa'il l, p.97. 

8. Ibid. , p. 1 03. 

9. Ibid., p.103; quotations as translated by Richard Walzer in 
his article "Arabie Transmission of GreekThought to Medieval 
Europe", opus cit., p.172. 
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