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Abstract

The present work deals with establishing of the exact meaning of the technical terms used

by al-KindI in the longest of his extant philosophical treatises, The Letter on the First

Philosophy. On many occasions, however, when the meaning of a term appeared to be

obscure in the Letter, the evidence of al-KindI's usage of such a term has had to be

brought forward from his other philosophical works in order to elucidate its meaning as

accurately as possible.

Much .attention has been paid to the original significance of the terms that are al-KindI's

translation of Aristotle'sphilosophical vocabulary. In sorne instances, when the

difference between the Aristotelian usage and that of al-KindI appeared to be crucial (as

for example, in case of the terms ~ Kotvl, dia8nmç (the common sense), and al-lJiss al­

kullï (the universal sense), both usages have been given in adetailed exposition.

Wheneverhelpful to clarify the meaning of the terms, the. definitions of philosophical

terms given by al-TahanawI in the Kashshaf, havebeen included with the definitions

proper to al-Kindï.

Most of thephilosophical terms have been analyzed in their ptoper philosophical

contexts, which allows not only elucidating more distinctly their meanings but also

delineating the main themes ofal-KindI' s philosophy.
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Résumé

Ce mémoire est consacré à la définition des termes techniques utilisés par al-Kindï dans

la plus longue de ses ouevres philosophiques, La lettre sur la Première Philosophie.

Néanmoins, les terme dont la signification n'est pas claire dans la Lettre, sont expliqués à

partir de leurs usage dans les autres traités d'al-KindI.

Beaucoup d'attention a été accordée aux sens originals des termes qui sont la traduction

d'al-Kindi de la terminilogie philosophique d'Aristote. Dans certains cas où la difference

entre l'usage d'Aristote et celui d'al-Kindi était cruciale (comme, par exemple, en cas des

termes ~ KOtv~ àicr811mç (le sens commun) et al-!]iss al-kullï (le sense universel), tous les

deux sont donnés dans un exposé detaillé.

Dans des cas discutables, les définitions des termes philosophiques, donnés par al­

Tahanawï dans le Kashshaj, sont ajoutées aux définitions propres à al-Kindi.

La plupart des termes philosophiques sont analysés dans leurs propres contextes, ce qui

permet non seulement de définir leurs significations plus nettement, mais aussi de

signaler les thèmes principales de la philosophie d'al-Kindi.
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PartI

The Contextual analysis of The Letter on the First Philosophy

The precise meaning of most of the technical terms in the Letter can be established only

through the context in which they occur. On the one hand, this is the case with the terms

al-Kindï uses synonymously. for notions that are translated iuto English by the same

word. On the other hand, the same Arabic term can be used as a homonym and have a

completely different meaning in different contexts. The terms f!jism and f!jirm, which

designate the notion of body, are a good .example of this kind of synonymy. They have

different connotations that can be grasped only through their contexts. Thus, the term

f!jism is used mostly in a mathematical or physical context. When al-Kindï draws a

distinction. between point, Hne, surface and body he uses the term f!jism to denote the

mathematical body. However, when he speaks about body in its. metaphysical or

ontological sense he uses the term f!jirm. The body of the universe would be forhim

f!jirm al-kull. Kull, in its tum, is a homonym. In a mathematical context, or when al-Kindï

speaks about thepredicates, it means aU, synonymous to whole, f!jamf: but when used in

a discussion of an ontological issue it means the universe. Thus, if taken without its

proper context, f!jirm al-kull can be understood completely erroneously.

It shouldbe noted however, that al-Kindï is quite often inconsistent in his choice of the

terms for aparticular issue, and f!jirm can happen in a mathematical context as weIl

instead of a. more common f!jism. This inconsistency of the technical vocabulary is

mainly due to his difficult style, which is in some places highly convoluted and of

obscuring brevity. Nonetheless, the repetitivenessand redundancy ofother passages
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redeem, so to speak, these stylistic drawbacks, and the general tendency in the usage of

the terminology can still be traced. Another feature of al-KindI's writings, which is of

great help in view of his abbreviated style, is the fact that the majority of his treatises

complement each other, and an issue that is vaguely mentioned in one work may come to

be sufficiently clarified in another one. Since the text of The Letter on the First

Philosophy is only partially available to us, and, in any case it is .all too brief in the

discussion of many important questions, 1 thought if necessary, when need was felt, to

bring evidence from several other philosophical. treatises of al-Kindï in order to elucidate

his· terminology sufficiently.

The following principal contexts can be singled out: Philosophy, to which mainly the first

chapter, fann, of the Letter is dedicated; Epistemology, with which al-Kindï deals in the

second chapter; Mathematics, which immediately follows Epistemology in the second

chapter; Predicates, which are treated by him at length in the third chapter; and Unity,

which summarizesand. concludes the foregoing argumentation in the fourth chapter. No

separate chapter is assigned to Ontologyin the existing text of the Letter, but ontological

issues occur passim in all the chapters. In my opinion, the most expedient way would be

to analyze the contexts in the order al-Kindlputs them. And, though he is far from being

systematic in this respect, and on many occasions the contexts overlap each other, even

so, 1 think that.foUowing the general sequence of the themes will make if possible to trace

more easily the development ofhis thought from the beginning to the end of the treatise.

1
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The Context of Phllosophy

The Letter starts with an explanation of the nature of philosophy, as was traditional in late

Hellenistic philosophical treatises.1 AI-KindI, who was evidently acquainted with sorne of

the Greek sources. on the subject, combines several definitions ofphilosophy found in late

Hellenistic philosophical works into one extended definition. He does this in a very

selective way; emphasizing sorne characteristics of philosophy as they were understood

by the Greeks, while downplaying others. First, and this is the most important point for

al-KindI, philosophy is knowledge (ma rifah) or craft (~inii ah) aboutthe Truth (al-l]a~~).

By the Truth here al-KindI means God. He never says it direcdy, ·although it may be

surmised even in the beginning of the treatise from the fact that in Islam al-l]a~~ is one of

the attributes of Allah. This becomes clearer toward the end of the Letter where he speaks

about the True One (al-wiihid al-l]a~k). The treatise thus starts and ends with the same

theme, the nature ofGod, which allows us to regard it, despite its incompleteness, as an

Integral whole.

The Truth, God, is understood by al-KindI in his definition of philosophy not in an

epistemologicalor theological sense, as would be the case with the Mu'tazila2
, but

ontologically and causally. For al-KindI, God's being and causing the existence of all

things are His principal attributes. This brings him from the outset of the Letter into the

framework of the Aristotelian philosophical paradigm, which he observes rather steadily

throughout the treatise. Thus,he sounds like a true Peripatetic when he declares that since

the Truth exists necessarily U4tiriiran) the (individual) beings (al-inniyiit) exist. This

statement, in which the existence of GodtThe Truth is assumed to be the cause of the
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existence of all things, recalls the assertion of Aristotle in his Metaphysics: "m'tO'

SK(lCHOV roç ËXEl 't01) Étvm, 01>'too Kàt TIiç nÂ.110Etaç" ("so that as each thing paricipates in

being, so it does in truth")3. Nevertheless, it is questionable whether al-KindI here

paraphrases Aristotle trom the Metaphysics or is quoting Plotinus from a passage of the

Uthülümiya, where God the Creator (al-barn is described as the Pirst True Essence (al-

anfyah al-üla al-1]aJs;Js:) the cause of both intelligible beings (aniyat aJs;lfyah) and those

which are perceived with the help of the senses (1]issiyah)4. In the latter case there would

be a shift of significance which would lead to the neo-Platonic concept of emanation. To

my mind, the extant text of the Letter on the First Philosophy does not give suffident

ground for sucha suggestion, since nowhere is the notion of faytl, emanation, mentioned

in the philosophicalcontext. Al-KindI speaks about the emanation of the unity from the

True One at the very end of the Letter. It should be noted, however, that in his treatise On

the Explanation of the Active Proximate Cause of Generation· and Corruption, al-KindI

does refer to God as al-innfyatal-ljaJs;Js: that never becomes laysa, nothingness5
• Even if it

can be concluded from this reference that he was acquainted with the Uthülümiya and

borrowed from ita somewhat neo-Platonic attitude towards the understanding of

philosophy, still in his definition of philosophy in the Letter (based chiefly on the

Peripatetic concept of being qua being), al~KindI remains mainly Aristotelian. This

suggestion is further corroborated by other similarities betweert him and the Stagerite. In

the next passage Aristotle indirectly equates being(s) and truth, to which al-KindI alludes

in his definition of philosophy: "DEl 'tàç 'trov net ov'toov npxàç nvœYKulov nEt mvm
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ÙÀllSSO"'ta'taç" ("so necessarily, the principles of eternal beings necessarily must be

always the mast true")6.

One more parallel of the being-truth relation can be traced in the following passages of

al-KindI and Aristotle. As the True One for al-KindI is the only cause of the existence

and the unity of created things, which participate in (true) unity only metaphorically, bi'l

-ma4i.iiz, so tao for Aristotle the existence of what is the most true is the reason why the

other things are derivatively true: "ÙÀllSÉO"'ta'tOv 'tD 'toÏ<; uO"'tÉpot<; di'ttov 'tou ÙÀllSÉcrtV

lt.Vat,,7. There is, nonetheless, a very substantial difference between mm and Aristotle.

Generally speaking, al-wiihid al-J;a~~ of al-KindI corresponds ta Aristotle's 'to

a.Àllo"SÉ'ta'tov, the Truest One. But in the Metaphysics the Truest One is not absolutely

one, but rather, It is the eternal principles which cause the other kinds of existence but

which for their own existence do not require any exterior cause: "ouoÉ È1Œivatç dinov n

eo"n tou lt.Vat, à-u' ÈKsivaç 'toïc; ÜMOtÇ"S ("for these principles there is no cause of being,

but they are the cause of being for others"). Needless ta say, such a postulation of the

multipHcity of the ultimate cause would be unacceptable for al-KindI and in fact his

whole treatise is directed against it. That is why he renders tms Hne from the

Metaphysics, probably through Astat's (Eustathius, a Syriac Christian, dit Astat or

Usta!lh translator for al-KindI, end ofVllIc.- first half of IXc.) translation, as follows:

"wa lllat wu4jüd kull shay' wa thabiituh al-J;a~k" (the cause of the existence and

endurance of everything is The (one) Truth), translating 'tàç a.PXaC; by al-J;a~~.
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The definition of philosophy from the ontologicallcausal point of view is given alongside

the definition of philosophy from the point of view of its goal (gharad). This goal is

twofold: the achievement of the truth, i$iibat al-l;a~~, through science, îlm; and the

action, amal, acting according to the truth in practice.

In the Letter al-Kindï does not dwell in detail upon what he means exactly by aehieving

the truth and .acting according to the truth, and this part of the definition of philosophy

remains unexpounded. But in his other treatise, On Definitions, he adds another meaning

to the definition of philosophy found in the Letter: philosophy is similitude (tashabbuh)

to God through actions (ajal)9. One may suppose, as A. Ivry did lO
, that here al-Kindï

hints at a neo-Platonic theme of the unity of an individual soul with God, which is

attained as a result of becoming similar not to God per se, but to God's actions

(ÈvÉP'YEtat) and power (ôvvuIlEtÇ). Henee the tenu ajal in al-Kindï's definition. A. Ivry is

right, 1 thiI1k, in that this definition, called in late Hellenistic sources the teleological

definition of philosophy and whose origin goes back to Plato's Theaetetusll , was

borrowed by al-Kindï from sorne Alexandrian source. What he rnisunderstood, in my

opinion, is that the purpose of al-Kindï's quoting this definition in his treatise On

Definitions and briefly alluding to it in the Letter on the First Philosophy is not to bring a

neo-Platonic flavour into his discussion, but rather to accentuate that .the goal of

philosophy, through the imitation of the actions of God, 1S virtue. Indeed, he concludes

the definition as follows: "ariidü an yaküna 'l-insiin kiimi! al-fa4ïlah" ("they meant by this

that man should be of perfect virtue")12. Al-Kindï was known for his writings·· on morality

in the Middle Ages; indeed, he wrote several treatises on this subject and was the alleged
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author of a great number of popular maxims of moral character13
• Moreover, philosophy

was viewed by many educated Muslims of that period14 principally as wisdom, /;ikmah,

akin to Greek aocpia, whose goal was self-improvement and ennoblement of the soul. In

such an attitude towards philosophy, doubtlessly many Greek elements must be found,

not only neo-Platonic but also Stoic and probably Pythagorean, since the notion of

/;ikmah-aocpia itself is essentially foreign, at least in its origin, to Muslim thought.

Consequently, by adopting the teleological definition, (neo)-Platonic by its source, as part

of his definition of philosophy al-Kindï does not intend to change his philosophical

paradigm (which remains predominantly Aristotelian all through the Letter on the First

Philosophy) into a neo-Platonic one but just refers to an understanding of philosophy

commonly accepted in his time. For this reason 1 also reject A. Ivry's suggestion that al­

Kindï bythe term sarmadan in the phrase with which he ends the teleological definition

in the Letter ("r.l.oJ-"'ljS2iJ1 ~" (not acting endlessly) wanted to emphasize the absence of

any permanent conjunction with God15. It would seem more plausible, to my mind, to

explain it by the fact that al-Kindï, following John Philopponus (ca. 490-570), opposes

any kind of infinity in actuality, a subject about which he speaks extensively in

subsequent chapters.

In the Letter, al"'Kindï defines philosophy exclusively as human knowledge. The

knowledge of the true nature of things, ?lm al-ashya /bi IJaJs;a ~k.iha, which is one of the

definitions of philosophy, is by no means omniscience but limited ta the ability of man,

bi Js;adr taJs;at al-insan. This knowledge is attained through a cumulative process,

generation after generation, because "in the time of one man, even if his life span is

extended, and his research (ba/;!Jj) intensive.. .it is not possible ta assemble as much as
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has been assembled, by similar efforts over a period of time many times as long". This

attitude, whieh F.. Rosenthal caUs "daring"16, is a disguised attack on the traditional view

of knowledge as received by divine inspiration. Later in the chapter, al-Kindï equates

human knowledge, the greatest embodiment of which is Aristotle (whom al-Kindï

mentions by name) with the prophetie knowledge received from God.

One may even venture to suggest, in view· of this "daring" attitude, that in the first

chapter of the Letter al-Kindï tacitly gives preference to philosophy over prophecy,

because the former has the advantage over the latter in that it uses an elaborate scientific

apparatus (aliit mu addiyah Uii al- îlm) for its purposes. Its main constituents, as

mentioned by al-Kindï, are the four types of scientific inquiries (al-mapiilib al- îlmiyah:

"whether", hal; "what", mii; "which", ay; "why", lima), which correspond to the four

Aristoteliancauses (matter, un~ur, form, ~ürah, efficient cause (ftïîlah) and final cause,

(mutammimah); definition (IJadd) based on the knowledge of the causes, and

demonstrative proof ( îllah or burhiin). Moreover, philosophy has hs own methodology

that leads to verity. Al-KindI does not mention in the Letter what can be contrasted from

the part of prophetie knowledge with this scientific apparatus of philosophieal research

(Jalab). The nature of prophecy is explicated in his treatise On the Number of the Books

of Aristotle17
• Prophetie knowledge (al- îlm al-Uiihf) as distinct from human knowledge,

is.obtained neither through research, nor effort (takalluj) nor mathematical clevemess

(IJïlah bi 'l-riyiigiyiit), nor logic ( manti~) proper to the human beings. It is acquired in no

time by the will of God (bi-iriidatih) by His purification of their (the prophets) souls (bi­

tatMr anfusahum) and by the illumination of their souls (iniiratihii) through His help, His
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guidance, His revelation and His messages (Cl.o~b O~.J...uij,9 o~~ Clï\.l...w,),9) so that their

souls could be prepared for the acceptance of the truth (al-l]afsk). This knowledge is

superior to human.knowledge, it is the miraculous spiritual experience of the prophets

@awalidjuhum al- adi.ïbah) and one of the signs (ayiUuhum) granted to them and which

raise them above other human beings (düna 'l-bashar). This eulogy of prophecy allows R.

Walzer to draw the conclusion that here "we find ourselves, quite unexpectedly, in non-

Aristotelian surroundings,,18, from which it follows that al-Kindï sides with the Mu1tazila.

What R. Walzer does not mention in his article is that just a bit further in the treatise, al­

Kindï starts speaking about the knowledge of the prophets in the same language he uses

to speak about the knowledge of philosophers. He says, for example, that for human

beings (with the exception of the prophets) there is no way to the understanding of the

science of the secon.dary hidden substances (al-djawahir al-thawanï al-khaffiyah) as weIl

as to the science of the primary sensible substances (al-djawahir al-üla al-l]issïyah) and

to what happens as an accident in them (wa ma ya riq fiha). Somewhat later, he refers to

God, using philosoprucal terminology, as al-walJid al-l:Jafs~ who creates being from

nothingness (aysa min laysa). It looks as if al-Kindl's prophets are perfect philosophers;

the difference between them and the philosophers among human beings is that the

Prophetshave received their knowledge, which is purer butessentially the same, without

any effort, from al-walJid al-IJafsfs. They even apply trus knowledge to the same scientific

quaesita as the ordinary philosophers do. Prophetie knowledge has no scientific apparatus

because it does not need it, and in this lies its main distinction andsuperiority in respect

to philosophy. Taking thisall into consideration, it is in my view premature to speak
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about "non-Aristotelian surroundings". Moreover, al-Kindï in the Letter attaches

considerable importance to the elaboration of scientific methodology, and, en passant,

after expounding the scientific apparatus of the philosophers mentions the research

method of the theological investigation, i.e." na~ar. Theology's principal tools, as

mentioned in the Letter, are opinion (ray), individual reasoning U4itihiid) and estimation

(~ann). Since he gives a very negative characteristic of the,>b.J4 V:!0 !p"joli, who, as it may

be guessed, are the Mu'tazila, often mentioned in the sources as ahl al-na~a/9, it may be

deduced that al-Kindï does not hold their method in high esteem. In his treatise On

Definitions, he dwells in some detail on several of the theologians' research tools and

contrasts them with the philosophical method. Thus, in the definition of ma rijah2o,

which is one of the significations of philosophy, he says that ma rijah is the opinion that

does not cease (al-ray 'gj:Lair za il) whereas opinion, (ray) is an apparent estimation (al-

~ann al-:r,iihir) in an oral or written form, or a conviction of the soul (i ti~d al-nafs) in

one of two contradictory things that can cease (yumkin al-zawiil anh)21. Further, in his

definition of estimation,al-~ann, al-Kindï •.contends that it lacks scientific precision,

because it is a judgement of the apparent nature of the thing, not of its true nature (al­

lf,aqii' alii al-shay' min al-;iihir... lii min al-l]a~f~ah)and because itis anexplanation

without proofs Or demonstration (al-tabyfn minghair dalii 'il wa burhiin)22.Ma rijah, on

the other hand, derives its permanence from its accordance with the truth, and this truth

can be explained through proofs and demonstration. Therefore, the importance of an
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elaborated scientific apparatus is evident to al-Kindï, and he imputes a lack of it to the

Multazila.

Finally, al-Kindï incorporates into the first chapter of the Letter another Alexandrian

definition of philosophy: called the definition of philosophy from pre-eminence23
• This

definition is closely connected with, and in fact follows from, the definition of

philosophy from the ontologicallcausal point of view, as explained above. Philosophy is

called al-falsafah al-üla, the first philosophy, not because it is the first in number but

because its subject is the first cause (al- îllah al-üla) of the rest of the things. Since the

knowledge of the cause is nobler than the knowledge of the effect, the first philosophy is

the noblest (al-ashraj) of the sciences.

At the end of the chapter, al-Kindï sums up his expounded definition ofphilosophy in the

following way. 1) The first philosophy is the knowledge of the divine ( îlm al-rububfyah)

i.e., the true theology, because it studies the true nature of things and because it

investigates the first cause, which is one. That is why it is also the knowledge of unity

( îlm al-wal]daniyah). For this reason, it is the noblest of all sciences, as stated in the

definition from pre-eminence. 2) The first philosophy is the knowledge of virtue ( îlm al-

fa4ïlah) as was explained in the teleological definition. 3) The [rrst philosophy is the

complete knowledge of everything useful and the way to it (C4l1~13 g,gli J$ plc ~.9)24

for it is distinguished among all other speculative kinds of investigation due to its precise

scientific apparatus.
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Having viewed philosophy from all these sides, in the next chapter al-KindI will narrow

the field of his discussion and will look mainly into that branch of philosophy that deals

with the process of cognition.

2

The Context of Epistemology

In the Letter al-KindI mentions three organsof cognition: the senses (al-IJawass), the soul

(al-nafs) and the intellect (al- alsl); and two kinds of perception: sensory perception

(wUf!l.üd al-IJawass) and intellectual perception (wu4i.üd al- alsl). Each kind of perception

has its own object of apprehension. For sensory perception, it is a material individual

object (al-maIJsüs) which is in constant evanescence (zawal) so that it is not permanent

(gjJ:,air thabit) in nature. That is why al-KindI says that it is far from nature, i.e., it has no

factual existence; but it is close to us, that is, it exists only when our senses apprehend it,

«)l:!II~1 o~4.0 &0 1J"Ù.::J~CliI.l::!',9J) (JJ, p.19 lines 13-14). This material object is always a

body· and in a body @inn). The objects of apprehension of the intellect are the

Universals (al-kulliyat) wmch lack matter. They are close to nature; i.e., they have real

existence. As forthe soul,. no kind of perception is allotted toher by al-KindI, though he

ascribes to her certain cognitive abilities. In addition, it is not very clear, at first sight at

least, what the soul's object of apprehension may be. It is better, l think, to begin the

explanation of al-KindI's epistemological theory with the soul, because her role in the

epistemological process seems to beproblematic to him.

Whena human being perceives a sensory object through the senses, its form, or image

(~ürah) is first located in the imaginative. power (al-mu~awwir) and then transmitted to
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the memory (al-l]if?,) from whence it is conveyed to the soul. This image does not go

further to the intellect, but is somehow rationalized by the soul. The rationalizing

capacity of the soul is mentioned in On Definitions, where it is called "imagination" (al­

fantiisfyii or tawahhum)25. Its main function, as described there, is the representation of

the images of sensory things without their matter(~~ 8-0. ëL....u~1 ~~\JI.)9-0 ,)~)

(AR, p.167). In his other treatise, On the Essence of Sleep and Vision, al...KindI gives the

definition of the imaginative power (al-.~uwwah al-mu~awwirah) which strikingly

resembles that of tawahhum and in which the rationalizing feature is more accentuated26
•

Thus, he says that the differentia (al-fa$!) between the senses and the imaginative power

is that the senses present us with the images of sensory objects in their matter,. while this

power presents us in anabstract way with individual images (al-~uwar al-shakhsïyah

mUf!larradatan (sic!), without their (three) dimensional substrates (l]awiimil) and without

their qualitative and quantitative characteristics. This power al-KindI calls too al­

fantiisïyii. It can be concluded that imagination (tawahhum) is identical with the

imaginative power (al-mu~awwir or al~lfuwwah al-mu~awwirah). It is a rationalizing

capacity of the soul, which consists in abstracting the information received from the

senses. So, it functions as a cognitive link between the senses and the soul, and presents

the latter with her objects of apprehension which are the abstract images of sensory

individual things.

As one can see, there is no evident connection .between the soul and the intellect. This can

cause an epistemological problem for al-KindI, because in such a case, the process of

cognition willbe fragmentary; and sensory and intellectual perceptions will be

independent fromeach other. In the Letter Al-KindI attempts to solve this problem not by
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establishing an epistemological bridge between the soul and the intellect but by b1urring

the difference between them. In so doing, he contradicts himself on certain points. The

question is how the specific notion (al-ma na al-naw 1) can be perceived. On the one

hand, since it is a kind of image due to the fact that it belongs to a species (naw 'or oJürah)

it cannot be apprehended by the intellect, because, as al-Kindï says, intellectual

perception is an apprehension without images (idrak la mithalï). On the other hand, the

specifie notion and the abstracted images of the sensory things, with whieh the sou1 is

presented through the imagination, seem not to be images of the same order, because the

images of the species do not issue from the sensory objects, and thus, from their origin,

they are not apprehended by sensory perception (la mawdjüdah wudjüdan Jjissfyan);

consequently, they are notlater abstracted by the imagination power. Therefore, the

specific notion (or better translated here as "the meaning of the species") cannot be

grasped either by the senses or the intellect.

In order to extricate himself from this impasse, al-KindI asserts that the meaning of the

species (as weIl as that of the genera, adinas) falls under one of the faculties of the

perfect human soul, which is called the human intellect. Thus, it appears. that the intellect

and the soul are thesameability ofthehuman being. The specific notion, which is a kind

of intellectual image, is apprehended, - or rather validated. (muoJaddalf;) - in it through

self-evident intellectual premises (al-awa il al- alf;lfyah al-ma'l$;ülah ù:f!iraran). Several

points remain unclear in the explanation. given by al-KindIFirst, it is not obvious how

this .intellectual image can be dealt with by the intellect, which is, as he states in the

Letter, exclusively idrak la mithalï. Second, al-Kindï in his exposition in the Letter takes
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up his stand uponsome abbreviated version of Aristotle's epistemological theory, as it is

developed in De Anima27 and which he does not present completely correctly. There

Aristotle, after giving a long argumentation as· to why perception and thinking are not

identical (briefly stated, this is because perception is always true while thinking can be

erroneous) concludes that the soul thinks by that part of it which is called voüç, mind.

This thinking is possible due to the IOle of <pavt(lcria, imagination. Aristotle uses the term

voüç equivocally in his works; it can mean both mind and intellect. The latter is not part

of the soul atall; it is pure rational faculty, the ultimate stage of the cognitive process,

because of which cognition preserves its integriti8• Al-Kindï in the Letter seems to

understand . a~l as pure intellect, since it i8 a non-imaginary apprehension, which leads

him tothe contradiction mentioned above. Finally, al-Kindï's chain of epistemic process

(sensory object - sensory perception - imagination - memory - soul) is based on a partial

representation, (and, probably, on an confusion of sorne of its details with the epistemic

process as given in De Anima) of Aristotle's description of this process in Posterior

Analytici9• What al-Kindï does not mention in the Letter is that Aristotle after memory

mentions a very important link:: .experience, all1tEtpia, (imagination is excluded from the

process there) which becomes, when established, a universal notion,'to Ka8ûÀou, and

which, when apprehended by mind or intuition (vouç) through induction (arcaymyrl)

serves as the starting point for art and science ('tSXV1lÇ àpx~ Kat S7tt()'trlllllÇ). The

rationalising raIe of the imagination not being mentioned byAristotle (he mentions it

only indirectlY in De Anima), it looks as though al-Kindï has laid the rationalising IOle of

all1tEtPta upon it.
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It should be noted that in his treatise On the Intellect, al-KindI attempts to resolve this

epistemicproblemby linking the soul to the (first) intellect through a chain of intellects.

He opens the treatise by saying that he is going to expose not his own view, but intends to

treat this question in a doxographic manner, according to what Plato and Aristotle have

said on the subject30
• Since he reads them through late Hellenistic sources31

, his

exposition is a mélange of different views coming not only from Plato and Aristotle. but

at least from three reprsentatives of late Hellenistic thought: Plotinus, Alexander of

Aphrodisias (d. ca. 200 AD) and John Philopponus (490-570 AD), through whose

commentary al-KindI read De Anima32
. Al-KindI's whole treatise is an extremely concise

and obscure set of statements for which he provides no explanation. Thus, al-KindI gives

two lists of the intellects which do notmatch each other in all details. Based on the

second list, which seems to be more elaborated by al-KindI, the main points of his

exposition are as follows: there are four intellects: 1) The Agent Intellect (al- a~l al

fa 'al). It exists independently outside the soul and is a specifie being, i.e., being of

species (naw 'ryah) of the things that are always inactuality. This Intellect is the cause of

all other intelligible images and secondary intellects (."sVI~IJ~I, u~~1~ J,j, i:iJ..c).

It is not God or the first cause, as might be assumed by analogy with Aristotle, because,

as is asserted in the Letter on the First Phil()sophy, the intellect in general is multiple and

does not possess true unity. 2) The Acquired Intellect (al- a~l al-musta.fâd) which is in

potentiality in the soul. When the soul contacts the Agent Intellect (biisharath) the

Acquired Intellect brings the intelligibles in the soul from potentiality to actuality.

Through it the soul becomes acquiring (mustafidah) and that is why the First Intellect is
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also called al~mufid, the Dispensing One. AI- a~l al-mustajad is briefly mentioned in the

Fourth Chapter of the Letter on the First Philosophy, where it is equated with the

Universals thel1lselves (al-kulliyiit a Yiinuhii). The acquired intellect serves for al-KindI

as an epistemic link between the soul and the first intellect. The other two kinds of

intellect mentioned in the treatise On the Intellect belong solelyto the soul. They are 3)

the Appropriated Intellect (~d i~tanath lit. which (the soul) has already appropriated)

which roughly corresponds to the intellectus habitus of Alexander of Aphrodisias, and

which exists in the soul and for the soul; and 4) the Apparent Intellect (al- a~l al-J,iihir)

which is the Appropriated Intellect in its active function, i.e., when the soulprocedes to

act.

The endeavourof al-Kindï to preserve the integrity of the cognitive process withthe help

of the composite nature of the intellect is not satisfactory mainly. for two reasons. First,

the process of the soul conjoining the intellect or the intelligible immaterial non­

imaginary images (al-~uwar allatf Iii hayülii la-hii wa Iii jan!iisfyii) seems tobe the

mirroring of the process through which the soul acquires the images from the sensory

objects (al-$uwar al-hayüliinfyah) about which al-Kindï speaks in On the Intellect. Thus,

the soul acts in the same way vis-à-vis two qualitatively different types of images, wmch

hazes the distinction between sensoryand intellectual perception, but does not unite them

in a whole. Second, in On the Intellect, after· having dealt with sensory perception al­

Kindï immediately starts the discussion· on the intellect without any further mention of

the role of the senses in the cognitive process. In doing this, al-Kindï overlooks (as he

also does in the Letter) the stages through which. cognition passes from sensation to
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intellection as they are given by Aristotle in both De Anima and the Posterior Analytics.

The gap between sensory and intellectuai perceptions is not bridged by al-Kindï either in

the treatise On the Intellect or in the LeUer on the First Philosophy, or, to my knowledge,

in any other of his extant works. His epistemological theory remains fragmentary,

principally because he based it on the sources that were only partially avaiIable to him33
•

3

The Context of Mathematics

The importance of mathematics is mentioned by al-Kindï in many places. In the treatise

On the Number of the Books ofAristotle, for instance, he says that human knowledge and

the understanding of the true permanent things (al-a§hyii ~ al-l:!alf1sïyah al-thiibitah) - by

which al-Kindï means the Universals - cannot be obtained without mathematics34
• In the

Letter, there is no such direct statement of its significance. Nevertheless, its

indispensability for obtaining philosophical knowledge is shown through its role in

scientific methodology.

For each branch of science, as al-Kindï states in the Letter, its.proper method (allal:!~ al­

ta limf, or allal:!~ al-riyiiqï, -terms he uses synonymously, from which can be seen the

importance of the mathematical method for most of the sciences) should be acquired.

Thus, in mathematics one should seek a demonstration (burhiin) rather than persuasion

(ifs;nii ~ because in the latter case understanding wouid be conjectural, ;.annï, (again he is

making here an attack on the Muttazila) and not scientific ( 'ilmf). It is indispensable for

anyone who undertakes the study of any science to inquire first what is the cause of what
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falls under that science, i.e., what is its subject (mii îllat al-wiif.d f ta1}t dhiilik al- ~lm). A1-

Kindï proceeds to give a list of the wrong applications of some scientific methods to

several branches of know1edge, in which he mentions that the science of the divine (al-

îlm al-iliihf) which is true theo1ogy, or phi1osophy, as shown above must be studied

neither through exemplification (representation: tamthfl) nor through sensation (al-1}iss).

Here he does not say, however, what exactly the true method for phi1osophy is, but when

compared to what he said earlier in the Pirst Chapter of the Letter about the research too1s

of philosophy, it becomes evident that two of them, namely, demonstration and

demonstrative proof, originally are proper to mathematics. To be sure, the scientific

philosophical method surpasses that of mathematics because, as al-Kindï states, not in

each science sole1y the apodictic perception (al-wudjüd al-burhiinf: here synonymous to

demonstration) shou1d be sought. Thus, in the science of the principles of demonstration

(awii il al-burhiin) one shou1dnot seek a demonstration, otherwise it wou1d give rise to

an infinite series of proofs, and that which does not end in knowledge of its princip1es is

not knowable. Therefore, the Pirst Philosophy, which investigates the first cause of all

things, cannot be grounded exclusively on demonstration, but its method includes il.

Hence, the importance of math~maticsfor the study ofphi1osophy.

Al-Kindï applies the mathematical method to one of the crucial philosophical problems in

the Letter, namely, to the impossibility of a body to be infinite in actuality. As it is one of

the central points in the whole treatise,I will dwell in some detail upon il. Al-Kindï

grounds his demonstration on a set of veridical premises, "thought", as he says, without
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mediation (al-mu~ddimiit al-uwal al-1Jafslfiyah al-ma '!sülah bilii tawassut). They are six

in number; at least one of them is taken from the propositions of Euclid.

1) The bodies (al-adiriim) are equal (mutasiiwiyah) when no part Wlai j of each is

greater than the parts of the other;

2) The bodies are equal when the dimensions (ab ad) between their limits (bayna

nihiiyiitihii) are equal in actuality and potentiality5;

3) What isfinite is not infinite36;

4) For aH equal bodies, if a body is added ta one of them, it becomes the greatest of

them, and greater than before the act of adding;

5) Whenever two bodies of finite magnitudes are joined, the body, which cames ta be

from them, is of finite magnitude;

6) The smaller of two generically related things measures (.lS'l,!: i.e., is the unit of

measurement) the larger one or a portion of it37
•

The demonstration of the impossibility .of any body ta be infinite in actuality goes as

foHows. If an infinite body (al-djirm Iii nihiiyah lah) is divided and a body of finite

volume (mutaniihfal- î:r.am) is separated from it, that which remains is either of a finite

volume or of an infinite volume. If that which remains is of a finite volume, then

whenever the finite volume whichhas been separated from it is added ta it, the body that

cornes tobe from them together is a finite magnitude (premise 5). Thus, that which

cornes ta be from them bath is that which was infinite originaHy, before something was

separated from it. Therefore, it is finite and infinite, and this is an impossible

contradiction (khulflii yumkin). If the remainder is of an infinite volume, then when that
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which was taken from it is added to it, it (the whole) will be either greater or equal to

what it was before the addition. If it is greater than it was, then that which is infinite will

be greater than another infinite. Therefore, the smaller infinity should be equal to a

portion (ba.q:y of the greater infinity, and thus the limits (ab ad ma bayna nihayatiha) of

the smaller infinity .and those of the portion of· the .greater infinity shouid be equal

(premise 2). Sa the smaller infinity, as weIl as the portion of the greater infinity,

possesses limits, for equal bodies whichare not similar (mutashabihah) are those in

which one part (diuz) is numbered the same by the same body, though they differ in

abundance or quality or both, they tao being finite. Therefore,·the smaller infinite object

is finite. However, this is an impossible contradiction. Thus, one of them is not greater

than the other. If it is not greater than that which it was before it was added to (a body

having been added ta a body and not having augmented anything) and the whole (diamf ')

of this is equal ta it alone (it alone being a part, muz : of it) and ta its own part, which two

parts join, then the part is like the aU (al-kull). This is an impossible contradiction

(premise 4). Thus, it is impossible for a body ta have infinity, as weIl as for any

quantitative thing (shay ? min al-kammiyiit) it is impossible ta be infinite inactuality.

This is the most common type .of argumentation in al-KindI's works. It recaIls certain

elements of the Stoic logic, namely, the conditional statements and the application ofthe

law of the excluded middle, which the Stoics emphasized, and through which the denial

of one disjunct proves the affirmation of the othe?8. Al-Kindï seems to be influenced by

the Stoics not only in logic but also in the definition of sorne mathematical notions. For

example, he defines body (diirm) as that which has three dimensions (dhü ab ad
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thaliithah) following the Stoics who stressed the tridimensionality of the body as its main

feature. Finally, it should be worth noting conceming the Stoic influence on al-Kindï's

mathematical and logical views, which are tightly related to each other, that Zeno, the

alleged founder of Stoic philosophy, is reported to have been influenced by the Megarian

school established by EucHd39
, whose propositions al-Kindï uses among his veridical

prernises.

4

The Context of Predicates

The Arbor Porphyrii, as al-Kindï sketches it in the third chapter, is direcdy connected

with the definition of philosophy based on the notion of being qua being, given at the

beginning of the Letter. This is one of the principal differences between al-Kindï's

presentation of the predicates and the wayPorphyry explains them in lsagoge. For the

latter, the aim of his work, as he understood it, lay in writing a concise guide of how

Aristotle's categories could be used .in definitions, division and demonstration. In his

work, Porphyry says, he will put aside the investigation of sorne profound questions, like

whether genera or species exist in themselves orreside in mere concepts (èi1:E ÛcpÉ(rtTlKEV

èi1:E 1<:at &v IlOVatÇ 'l'lÀatç Émvoiatç Ket1:at)40. For al-Kindï, the question of the existence of

genera and species is central. He starts the exposition of the predicates from this point

after mentioning the kinds of dicta (la!?,): the meaningful ones, which are the subject of

philosophical inquiry, and the non-meaningful ones, which are not. The meaningful dicta

are either universal or particular. Following Ammonius (ca. 440-521 AD)4t, al-Kindï

asserts that the subject of philosophy is not particular things but the Universals (al­

falsafah Iii tatlub al-ashyii ~ al-diuz tyah) because the particular things are not limited
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(ghayr mutaniihiyah) and that which cannot be limited, knowledge cannot comprehend

(lam yul]it bih al- îlm).

The Universals are oftwo kinds: 1) Essential (dhiitfyah) due to whose existence (wUf!iüd)

the (temporal) existence (kawn) of a thing receives sustenance (~awiim) and permanence

C!JJ.abiit). That is why this kind of the Universals is also called diawharf, substantial. They

are divided by al-Kindï into several subgroups. 2) Non-essential (gh,ayr dhiitfyah) whose

sustenance is due to their substrate (al-mawqü t lah). These are accidents (a rii4).

Speaking generally, this kind of the Universals has no subdivisions, as all of them are

considered by al-Kindï as concomitants to the essential Universals. Nevertheless, two

subgroups can be noted here: property and accidental parts. The foHowing scheme can be

drawn to show more clearly the place of the predicates in al-Kindï's system of the

Universals:

Meaningful dicta

/' ---Universal dictaParticular dicta (not subject of philosophy)------ ~ ~
ES/Univer~Non-essential Univers ividuals

col/iveïnivzrSal~ct Univers~ Accidents (Property) (Part)

Genera Species AH Whole Portion (Part) Differentiae

Several important conclusions can be drawn from this scheme. First, the division

of the Universals according to their existence/non-existence places al-Kindï in the ranks

of medieval "realists", who asserted the "real" existence of the universal qua universal.

OriginaHy established by Aristotle as logical tools, the predicates gain metaphysical

overtones in Late HeHenistic Philosophy42. That is why al-Kindï, underthe influence of

that philosophy mentions additional predicatesbesides those found in the Isagoge: the
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individuals (ashkhii~), the all (kull) , the whole (4jamf', part (djuz), and portion (ba ll).

The sole criterion for their being included among Porphyry's predicates is their asserted

"real" existence. Second, out of the five predicates of Porphyry, al-Kindï mentions four in

his scheme, downplaying the role of property ({OlOV, khii.J.Jah) which he does not mention

at aU in his first division of the predicates, and which he later in the chapter subsumes

under the accidents. The reason for this uncertain position of al-khii.J~ah is that al-Kindï

does not correctly represent Porphyry's subdivision of the accidents. The latter divides

them into the common accidents (tà <nJIl~E~l1KO'tUKotVIDV) which are identical with the

separable accident ('rô XropuJ"''tOv: al-KindI renders this subbdivision truthfully by al- araq

al- amm), and the inseparable accidents ('rà axropuna) whose role al-Kindï substitutes by

that of property. The general impression from al-Kindï's treatment of the

accidentlproperty is. that. he thinks of accident in the broad sense of an adventitious

attribute under the influence of Elias (VIc. AD). Another reason for al-Kindï's confusion

about "property" may he due to the fact that he cannot consider it exclusively as a non­

essential universal. Due to a poor translation of Aristotle's Topica43 al-Kindï

misunderstood the definition of the property as given there.Thus, in Topica Aristotle

says that ,liotOv o'Ècr'ttV ô Il~ ollÂ.Ot IlÈv 'tô TI UV ~Vat, llovCQ o'imapXEl Kat

avttKa'tTlyopEt'tUl 'tou 1tpaYlla'tOç" ("the property is something which does not show the

essence of a thing but belongs to it alone and is predicated convertibly of it',)44. Al-Kindï

renders this definition as follows: "the property is not the essential part of the thing but il

is indicative of its essence (munbi 'ah an innfyat al-shay J.In a way, the situation is the
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same with the part (dju; j which al-Kindï classifies both under essential and non-

essential Universals. The one classified under the essential Universals is the substantial

part (ç/jawharf: synonymous with essential, dhiitî). Its definition is given through

examples. It is either like parts of water, which are all similar to each other (this kind of

substantial part is called mushtabih al-adjzii ~ "of sirnilar parts"); or is it like the parts of a

living body (in this case it is called la mushtabih al-adjzii ~ "of dissirnilar parts"). The

part which is classified under the non-essential Universals is the accidental part, al-djuz f

al- araqf. This part is an attribute, malJmiil, of the substantial part, and it is like its three

dimensions, color, taste etc.

In his newly introduced predicates, al-Kindï is inconsistent in the application of the

distinction between the essential and the non-essential. At least, the portion, (ba li), could

have been distinguished in the same way. But despite its inconsistency, al-Kindï's

striving to view the predicates in their relation to existence brings him closer than any

other context analysed to the neo-Platonic themes of medieval philosùphy with its

hierarchy ofbeings. Al-Kindï, though, does not undertake their discussion in the Letter.

5

The Context of Unity

Unity for al-Kindï exists in two ways: either metaphorically (bi'l-madjiiz) or truly (bi'l­

1Ja~If). Metaphorically unity exists in the predicates and, consequently, in each (created)
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thing (al-ka in min al-ma~ulat), since the definition of each thing can be given in tenns of

the predicates. True unity, from which metaphoric unity derives, is applicable only to the

First Cause, God.

Metaphoric unity is not true because necessarily it exists alongside with multiplicity (al­

kathrah or takaththur). An things are multiple either due to division or change/motion

(the latter being a kind of change), or due to the fact that a notion, like the predicates or

the mathematical one (al-wal:Jid al- hdadf) can be predicated of many things. On the other

hand, if things were ohly multiple, a knowledge of them would not be possible, because

for a thing or a notion to be an object of knowledge, it must be somehow limited. That is

why sorne unity must exist in all thingsas weIl. For Aristotle, on whom al-Kindï bases

his .exposition here, there are two kinds of unity: accidentaI unity (Ka'tà O1Jll~E~TlKOç)

when accidents or general tenns, such as genus, refer to a single primary being; and

essential unity (KO:e' 0:1)"tO iN) which is due either to the continuity of a thing, or to its

similitude in fonn to another thing, or when the things belong to the same kind or genus,

or when their definitions are indistinguishable45
• Al-Kindï, though accepting this

Aristotelian distinction (wal:Jid bi'l-dhat and wal:Jid bi'l- hra4), in fact subsumes

Aristotle's essential unity under unity by metaphor and stresses exclusively the accidentaI

unity in the instances, where for Aristotle the unity would be essential. Genera and

species, for example, do possess unity, al-Kindï states, because they are predicated

univocally (mutawati lm): genera of the species, and species of the individual. This is a

metaphoric unity, since they are predicated of amultiplicity of things (this unity would be

essential for Aristotle). The individual (al-shakh~) in its tum, is one only by convention,
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(bi'l-waej j, not essentiaIly, bi al-dhiit, (for Aristotle it would be one essentiaIly due to its

continuity) since in reaIity it is physicaIly divisible (munJs;asim). The unity of aIl other

things is likewise divisible. EssentiaI unity is reserved by al-Kindï solely to the First

Cause. Having thus broken with Peripatetic tradition, al-Kindï begins advocating the true

essental unity, which is more akin to neo-Platonic thought. This is the second instance

(besides the predicates), and the last in the Letter, where the neo-Platonic elementis quite

conspicuous in al-Kindï's philosophy. He starts this theme with a statement asserting a

link between metaphoric and true unity: that which is accidentaI in one thing should be

essential in another. The accident is an affect in what it occurs (al- ariej athar fi al-

ma nJ4 fih). The affect is a relative term (min al-muejiij) it must come necessarily from an

agent (mu aththir) therefore an accidental unity is an affect coming from an agent whose

unityis essential. Speakingaboutthe correlation (athar/mu aththir) in his treatise On the

True First Agenl6, al-Kindïuses these terms along with the more usual munfa îl/fii îl,

foUowing As~at's translation of Aristotle's 1tCdhrrtKovI1Wtll'ttKoV47. Here in the Letter, he

prefers thefirst variant, probably to accentuate that in realityaU other "agents" are the

affects of the First Cause.

The First Cause is described byal-Kindï through a series of negations, which places him

in the ranks of those who explicated the nature of God apophatically. This tradition,

which started from Albinus (TI c. AD), has as its main representatives Plotious, Pseudo­

Dionysius (ca. 500 AD) and John of Damascus (ca. 675 - ca. 750). It was also continued

among the mutakalUmûn, in the works of Abu al-Hudhayl (Abü Hudhayl al-fAllaf, ca.
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752-840) and al-Nazzam (d. 835 or 845), for example. It is difficult to say, by whom al­

Kindï was most influenced in his views on the nature of God, (probably Plotinus, as he

read the Uthülüdjïyah), but almost certainly, those were not the mutakallimün, since any

allusion to a link between God and the creation would not be acceptable for them. Thus,

al-Kindï says, the True One is neither matter (hayülli) nor form ($ürah), nor quantity, nor

quality, because an these are divisible. The One is not a relation, as it does not acquire

unity from another thing (lam yufid al-walJdata min gh,ayrih). The True One is not the

intellect, which is multiple as a result of the multiplicity of the Universals; It is not the

soul, because the soul is subject to change/motion, as thoughts pass in it from one form

(~ürah) to another. Finally, the True One is not the mathematical one (al-wlilJid al-

'adadf) because the latter, though being not a number properly speaking but the principle,

(rukn) of numbers and thus being indivisible and exempt from characterization by

equality/non-equality, is still multiple, like all units of measurement, because it measures

different substrates. The True One is not described by any of the remaining intelligible

things.Moreover, the unity of all other things derives from It, the unity (here understood

as both kindsof unity, the true one and the metaphoric one) being the cause of

existentiation of every multiple thing (tahawwf kull kathfr hi al-walJdah). Therefore, all

things come into being from Its unity (walJdatih) and then pass to that which is other than

Its being (illi gh,ayr hawïyatih), i.e., to their own existence. This process is the emanation

(jay4) Qf unity from the True One. Al-KindI ends the Letter on this neo-Platonic note,

equating unification of (created) things with their individual existence, (tawalJlJuduhii

huwa tahawwiyuhli).
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6

The Context of Ontology

In my opinion, al-KindI's philosophical outlook, despite sorne neo-Platonic influences

(which 1 have tried to deHneate above) remains mainly Aristotelian. The proof of this is

the numerous similarities between him and Aristotle conceming ontological issues. Sorne

passages from the Metaphysics (in Astat's translation), which 1 will mention in Part il of

this work, are almost literally quoted in the Letter. And since philosophy, in al-KindI's

view, studies primarily being qua being, these similarities allow us to say that al-KindI

conceives of his philosophy mostly along Peripatetic Hnes.

The Context of Ontology penetrates the Letter from beginning to end and touchesupon

numerous philosophical themes, of which the following three are central: a) the relation

between essence and individual existence; b) characteristics of the etemal; c) finitude and

infinity in actuality and potentiality. The themes are logically connected, and though al­

KindI does not discuss them in this order, it would he better, 1 believe, to keep this

sequence for a more detailed analysis.

a)

Essence and Individual Existence

Al-Kindï starts his discussion with the question whether it is possible for a thing to he the

cause of the generation, or existence (kawn) ofits essence (dhiit). Bykawn he means here

an individual existence, tahawwin, which R. Rached and J. Jolivet translate also as

"constitution en sujet". AI-Kindï investigates four variants of logically possible relations
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between a thing (thing is here synonyrnous with tahawwin) and its essence. He makes it

seem beforehand that none of the variants is valid, though with his penchant for

unnecessary details, he goes through all of them. l shaH briefly mention all the variants.

1) A thing is an existent (aysa) while its essence is a non-existent (laysa). 2) A thing is a

non-existent, while its essence is an existent. 3) A thing and its essence are both non­

existents. 4) A thing and its essence are both existents. It is obvious from the first that the

third variant is beyond discussion, because if neither a thing nor its essence is existent,

there is nothing to talk about; or, as al-Kindï puts it, in this case there is neither cause

Cillah) nor effect (ma 'liil) because cause and effect are predicated of something that has

existence. The fust two variants are not possible either, because they contradict the

postulate that the essence of every thing is that thing (kuU shay'fa-dhiituh hfya huwwa).

Indeed, if something occurs (ya 'riq) to a thing, (for example, non-existence) which does

not happen to another, these things cannot be considered the same. The fourth variant is

invalid too, because in such a case a thing would be the cause of its effect. The cause and

the effect of the cause being different from eachother (this is an old argument which al­

Kindï borrows from the StoiCS)48, there would be a contradiction to the above-mentioned

postulate. This exposition of al-Kindï is a very brief and rather superficial summary of

Aristotle's explication in the Metaphysics of the kinds of relation of the essence ('tD 'ti

ÈCJ'tlv) to being, or substance (oucria)49. Aristotle's final conclusion isthat the essence and

hs substance are one. Hence al-Kindï derives his postulate that the thing and hs essence

must be one. Aristotle says nothing, however, about the self-sufficiency of the essence,

whereas for al-Kindï to prove that no essence can be self-sufficient is here the major

33



point. In this al-Kindï eontradiets himself, for if the essence of a thing is an effect of

something else, that is, its generation is due to an extemal cause, it cannot be identical

with its thîng. To make things stilliess clear, al-Kindï, dealing with this topie, confuses

terminology. Thus he renders Aristotle's 1'0 -ci EO''ttV by dhat, while in the translation of

the Metaphysics made for him by Ast~it this term is rendered by aysa (or aysu). The latter

is roughly used by al-Kindï as an equivalent to Aristotle's o1>O'ta. Al-Kindï's dhat means

rather "self'; this meaning is more obvious at the end of the third chapter where he

explains the necessity of the correlation between unity and multiplicity. One very

important conclusion can be drawn from this rather confused explication of the

essence/existence relation: the essence is not the cause of the generation of its thing, it

cannot thus be identified with the Platonic forms, nor can it be associated with the neo­

Platonic hierarchy of beings with God as their ultimate.essence. Al-Kindï, no matter how

he might simplify Aristotle on this point, remains here a Peripatetic.

b)

Characteristics of the Eternal

As shown above, neither essence is the cause of its individual existence, nor is individual

existence the cause of its essence. Both depend on an ultimate .extemal cause, which

necessarily must be causa sui, otherwise there wouldbe an infinite regression of causes.

That is why one of the principal characteristics of this ultimate cause is that it has no

existential "before" to its being (la ~abla kawnfyan li-huwfyahih). !ts sustenance

(permanence), lf;iwamuh, is not due to another. This causecannot be defined in terms of

the predicates, because the predicates are general terms that are predicated of a

multiplicity of things, whereas the ultimate cause must be unique. In this, al-Kindï
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follows John Philoponus who writes in the Refutation of Aristotle: "~ovov 1:0 npro1:Ov

à'YÉvr11:oV (i.e., without genus) EO'n Kat àvainov"so. It has therefore neither subject

(mawq,ü jnor predicate (malJmül) nor agent cause (fti îl) nor final cause (sabab). The

essence of tbis cause, unlike other essences, must be necessarily. simple, since it is not

composed (murakkab) of genus, species and differentia. Finally, !ts essence must be

etemal (azalf): It does not undergo corruption lfasiiri) because corruption involves

changing the predicate (tabaddul al-ma1Jmül) and It has no predicate. Thus, this etemal

ultimate cause does not require absolutely (mutla~an)·what is not It, (mii laysahüwa).

At fust, it looks as if al-Kindï identifies the ultimate etemal cause with the primary

substratum (al-1Jiimil al-awwal) about which he speaks after having given the foregoing

characteristics of the etemal. The primary substratum is also etemal, since as such it

never changes even if the things or individual existences, which it underlies themselves,

change. The corruption of what corrupts is not the existentiation of its existence (al-flisid

laysafasiiduh bi al-ta yïs aysïyatih). In other words, the primary substratum is pure being

(or rather essence, as l shall show further: aysu) that is not involved in any of the changes

of individual beings. This is an intmsion of the Aristotelian theme of the etemity of UÀ.ll

or i)1tOKSî~evov (rendered by al-Kindï as al-1Jiimil al-awwal) into the set. of the

characteristics of the etemal, which are largely borrowed from John Philoponus. For the

latter, everything but God, the First Cause, is created, including prime matter, the

duration of which depends upon His wilL This distinction between the nature of God and

the nature of Nature, <pû<nç, as to the creation of things is clear from the following
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passage, reported by Simplicius (first half of VI c. AD): Kâv yàp ~ <pucr\Ç, <P'llcrt, ~TI 1totij

8BÂ-rlcr'!J itç 1:0 ~~ av ("he says that the nature does not create the prime matter but that

God does not create it out of matter, and that He destroys it into non-being whenever He

wants"i l
. Al-Kindï seems to be in accord with these views of John Philopponus. He too

upholds the idea of creatio ex nihilo, most clearly expressed by him in the treatise On the

Number of the Books ofAristotle, and, just like John Philoponus, asserts the distinction

between the Eternal (God) that is unchangeable and can create out of nothing in no time

(kun fa-yakun) and Nature, which is in constant change and, thus, not eternal properly

speaking. Still, he does not know how to deal philosophically with prime matter, given

that it should be also created and consequently, not eternal. In order to find a way out al­

Kindï has to implicitly ascribe it eternity (he never states directly that al-I]iimil al-awwal

is eternal(azalf) the termbeing reserved by him only for the First Cause), thus following

Aristotle. In the treatise, On the Explanation of the Proximate Cause of Generation and

Corruption, dealing with a similar situation when speaking about the outer spheres and

the four prime elements, which are too eternal for Aristotle, al-Kindî, slightly disguising

his Aristotelian standing, describes them as 'permanent', which last (ayiim muddah) as

long as God wills. These attempts clearly show that, in spite of the fact that al-Kindïtries

to elaborate his philosophical system in the light of a monotheistic religion that

presupposes creation out of nothing and evanescence of the created, he has to recur to the

Aristotelian paradigm to preserve·the integrity of his philosophical system.

e)
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Finitude and Infinity in Actuality and Potentiality

The logical irnpossibility of any body @irm) to be infinite in actuality (bi'l-fi 1) is proved

by al-Kindï in the way.shown above. Not only is body [mite, but any quantity is finite in

actuality as weIl. More clearly, this can be shown in a list of correlatives al-Kindï deals

with in the second chapter of the Letta. For al-Kindï, a correlative (min al-mm!iij) is such

a term that necessarily presupposes a sirnultaneous existence of another term, which

shares sorne of its (the first term's) basic characteristics. Existentially, one correlative

term is dependent upon the other. The first pair of correlatives is body-motion (4jism-

IJarakah). Each body is brought into existence through composition (tarkfb or i iiltij).

Tarkfb and i iNtif are kinds of change (tabaddul) which is equated by al-Kindï with

motion. Therefore, whenever there is body, there must be motion, which is simultaneous

in time with the existence of body. This agrees with the position of Aristotle: "KtVllmç

o'aveu qmmKoü crro~aToç D'Dl( Ëcrnv"S2. Existentially, nevertheless, body is prior to

motion, because motion is predicated of body and not vice versa. This is due to the

foIlowing reasoning that can bereconstructed frorn al-KindI's scattered arguments. Body

is created out of nothing, therefore it is something given, actual. When there is body,

motion is possible. From this it ensues that motion necessarily exists in some bodies, for

that which is possible is that which exists (in actuality) in sorne possessors of its

substance (U-anna al-mumkin lah shay , huwa al-mawdjüd dhtiUk al-shay 'fi ba qdhawtit

djawharihl3
• The last statement is based on Aristotle's assertion of thepriority of

actuality to potentialityS4. This is so due to the final cause, SvTëÀÉX,Eta, which al-Kindï
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also recognizes but does not mention in this context. For man, as Aristotle says, is prior

to the material he is made from, because this material is not yet in operation. Thus,

actuality is prior to power (potentiality) in being, because the actuality is the end for the

sake of which this power is possessed: "1:ÉAOÇ ù'~ EvÉpyEta, Kat 1:mhou XaptV ~ ùuvaj.uç

Aaj.t~avE·ta.t" ("actuality is the end, entelechy, and for its sake, potentiality is

sustained,,)55. Therefore, body is in a sense prior to motion, while motion existentially

depends on body.

Motion is finite, since whatever is predicated of something finite, must necessarily be so.

The second pair of correlatives is motion-time (l:Jarakah-zamiin). Time is the number of

motion ( adad al-l:Jarakah). Whenever there is motion, there is time, which depends on it

and is, therefore, also finite. The third pair of correlatives is place-spatial object (makiin­

mutamakkin). Any body is mutamakkin, which follows from its definition as a three­

dimensional object. Wherever there is a body, there is place (space) necessarily, which is

finite because it is dependent on a body. These correlatives serve for al-Kindï not only to

show the actual finitude. of the universe in actuality from, so to speak, all sides, including

besides the body of the universe @irm al-kull) such quantitative magnitudes as time,

space, and motion, but also to demonstrate that neither time nor motion could have

preceded the body of the universe coming into being. This is one of the fundamental

differences between al-Kindï and Aristotle: for the latter the world, time and motion are

etemal; for al-Kindï the creation happens not in time (for that would presuppose that time

and therefore motion existed already before the creation of the universe) but

simultaneously.
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The aim of al-Kindï in arguing for the finitude of body and of any quantitative magnitude

is to prove that the universe was created. His argumentation is a slight modification, as H.

Davidson remarks56
, of John Philoponus' arguments thatthe infinite cannot be increased

in actuality; in an etemal universe (i.e., in such a universe that is infinite in time), there

would have to be addition of movements of the planets, consequently an eternal universe

is impossible. That is why the universe has only finite power, since infinite power,

ànsipocSuVUIlCl, cannot be present in a fmite body. Al-Kindï mirrors the last statement of

John Philoponus in saying that since the innïyah, being, of the universe is finite, the

universe is generated.

In potentiality, though, the universe is infinite, because any quantity can he added to in

imagination (bi.'l-wahm). A. Ivry remarks that this is kind of "whimsical" possiblity

which is not taken seriously by al-Kindï, that is why, unlike Aristotle, he is left solely

with an actually finite world, completely dependent on an external agent. This may be

true, but later, in the fourth chapter, when speaking about the relativity of such attributes

as big/small, long/short etc., al-Kindï proves that none of these attributes can be

predicated absolutely (mursalan) recurring to imagination. Thus, 1 would rather say that

this is probablyanother inconsistency of al-Kindï and that imagination, (wahm or

tawahhum) plays a significant role in his philosophy.

1 Cf. "In Porphyrii Isagogen." Commentaria in Aristotelem Gmeca iv!3, p.6.
2 Cf. R. Frank. Beings and Their Attributes. Albany: State University of New York Press, 1978, p.59.
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7 Ibid.
8 Ibid.
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Part II
The Technical Terms

In order toanalyze the technical tenus as accurately as possible, the above-discussed

contexts should be taken into account. Nevertheless, not all of the contexts mentioned

could he fully mis en jeu for this purpose. Thus, most of the tenus used in the

Philosophical context might be more conveniently regrouped as the ontological terms,

epistemological terms, etc. the previous division still being kept in mind and recurred to

when shades of meaning have to be .established. Moreover, such regrouping would be

more suitable in view of the great number of technical terms al-KindI uses in the Letter

(of which itis possible to discuss only the key ones here).

The discussion will be three-fold: firstly, whenever it is possible, 1 shall try to give a

historical account of how sucha tenu first appeared in the translation·literature; secondly,

1 shaH analyze what meaningsal-KindI ascribes to the term in the Letter; and thirdly, 1

shaH compare the term's usage,·proper to al-KindI, with thegeneral usage of the.term in

Arabie philosophieal works, mostly relying on A Dictionary of the Technical Terms Used

in the Sciences ofthe Musulmans by al-TahanawI [do 1158 H/l744 AD]1.

Why al·Tahanawi?

(a historical note)

AlI sorts of compendia and dictionaries intended to facilitate an acquisition of various

branches of science have been appearing throughout the history of Islamic civilization.

Thefirst among them were of purely linguistic character: they dealt with various sides of

language, such as grammar, lexicography, rhetoric ( ?lm al-baliig!lah) etc. Sorne of the
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most famous authors of this kind of dictionaries and compendia were: Abü Amr Shaybanï

Küfi (d. 206 H/820 AD); Khalïl Ibn A1}.mad Farahïdï (100-173 H/718-788 AD), founder

of the mIes of Arabie prosody (al- arü4); Sibawayhi Farisï (121- 161 .H/739-779 AD),

who wrote a famous book of the grammar of the Arabie language, and many others. In

their works, these authors discuss in detail various forms of such and such a word in

different dialects of the Arabie language, differences between the vocabulary of such and

such a poet, and try to establish mIes of grammar either by analogy (~iyas) or deduction

(isti~rii j. These works contain no information about how such and such a word was used

as a philosophical term, because most of them had been written before falsafa was

introduced into Islamic culture (in fact, the most fundamental of these works had

appeared beforeal-Kindï, the first Arab philosopher, was born). That is why, theyare of

little help as regards al-Kindï's philosophical vocabulary.

Another kind ·ofdietionaries and compilations started to appear shortly·. afteral-Kindï's

death.. They dealmainly with the terminology in different sciences (mu~talaljiit or

i~!iliiljiit al-funün or al-ulüm). They are very numerous..Some ofthe principalones are

the following:

1) al-Farabï's (d. 339 H1950 AD) IIj~ii 7 al- 'Ulüm (The Enumeration of Sciences). It is

not a .very extensive work, but despite itsbrevity, it attracted attention of many

scholars and was translated into manyEuropean.languages.

2) Ma/iitflj al- 'Ulüm (The Keys of the Sciences) by Abü Abd Allah Ibn. A1}.mad

Khawarizmï (d. 387 H/996 AD); it investigates tersely what each science, suchas

logic (al-mantflç), pharmacy (adwiyah) etc, is.
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3) Ta rïj'[it (Definitions) by al-Djurdjanï (d. 1413 AD); it is rather similar both in

contents and in composition to al-Farabï's IJ]sii·~

Someother interesting works of this kind à signaler are the following: The Letters of the

Brethren of Purity, a collective work of a group of Islamic gnostics (N c. HlX c. AD);

Mu*iibasiitby AbüHayan Tawl;1ïdI (d. 300 Hl9l2 AD); Al-Mudhish by Ibn .QiawzI (d.

598 Hl1201 AD); fla*ii 1* al-Anwiir by Fakhr RazI (d. 606 H/1209 AD); A~iim al-

flikmah by Na~Ir lüsï (d. 672 H/1272 AD); Namudhadj al- 'Ulum by Mul;1ammad Shah

Fanan (d. 839 Hl1434 AD); and AI-Nu~iiyahby .Qialal al-DlnSuyütI (d. 911 H11504

AD).

AIl these works in sorne way are concearned with scientific terminology.ldeally, one

should take into consideration as manyof them as possible while analyzing al-KindI's

technical vocabulary. However, this goes beyond the scope of the present thesis, whose

main objective is toanalyse al-Kindi's technical terms primarily as used in the Letter and

in someother of his philosophical treatises,and to compare .their usage to that in the

Greek sources (mainly .in works of Aristotle, onwhom al-KindI builds his argumentaiton

most frequently). Nevertheless, when· a sufficient elucidation of the meaning .of a term is

possible only through tracing its further destiny in .the philosophicalliterature after the

death of al-KindI, .a reliable reference has had to be found. Such.a reference should be

first of allcomprehensive, that is, chronologically, lateenough·.to ·encompass ·all main

worksthat deal with scientific technical terminology. Secondly, tofacilitate the tracing of

the terms under consideration, it should be·structured as a dictionary rather than a

summarising treatise on variousbranches of science.
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For these reasons 1 have chosen the Kashshaf by al-Tahanawï. Indeed, it appeared in

1158 Hl1744 AD, the year of the death of its author, that is, long after the works of al­

Farabï,lliurQianï andothers. It is cornrehensive : al-Tahanawï quotes in it many authors,

though sometimes withoutmentioning his sources. And finally, unlike Mafiitf~ al- Vlüm

by Khawarizmï, al-Kashshaf is structured as an encyclopaedic dictionary, which

facilitates Hs usage.

In some cases, however, 1 have made a few references to al-lliurQianï as well as to

several medievel Arab linguists.

Tbe Ontological terms

Beginningtheanalysis ofthe technical vocabulary of al-Kindï with theontological terms

is justified,jn my view, by the fact that they serve as basic terminology forhim to explain

a varietyof philosophical issues,dealing with episfemological, mathematical and other

questions. These terms occurin alLthe contextsin whichtheygain a vast ramification of

meanings and rich synonymy.

Imûyah(being)

The exact meaning as weIl as theQrigin ofthisterm,translated asbeing, is uncertain2
.

Al-lliurQianï [al-Sayyidal-Sharïf] listsinnfyah in his Book of Definitions, in the form of

aniyah3
. It indicates forhim individual existence or an individual existent, al-wu@üd al-
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aynï, that is, an existent that is perceived by the senses, in contradistinction to mâhïyah,

an existentthat is perceived by the intellect.

As for the origin ofthis term, some orthe Arab linguists, like Abü'1-B~a'4 [Abü'l-B~a'

KafawI, d. 1059 H/1648 AD]5 .asserted that it is a derivative of the emphatic inna, which

in the Arabie language stresses the existence of a· thing. From this it would follow that

innïyah indicates the permanent existence of a thing in a way that it (this existence) is

perceived directly by the senses. This assertion is in accord with the opinion of al­

lliurQiànI.

Abd al-Ra1;unan al-Badawf> upholds quite a different view on the origin and the original

meaning of innïyah. In the Uthülûd.iïyâ ofAristotle, edited by him, he uses this term in the

form of âniyah, as al"'lliurQianïdoes in the Bookof Definitions, but unlike the latterhe

assumes that it derives from the Greek l1.Vat, to be. Thus, âniyah would .mean for him

pure unqualified existence. Mlle Goichon in her Lexique de la langue philosophique

d'Ibn Sina7 generallyagrees with the view of Abu al-B~a' that the origin of innïyah is

inna. .She points out that theemphatic inna in sorne cases has a close .meaning to the

Greek on (that), which issomewhatequivalent to 'to ov, being. Shegives <several

examples of inna(uJ and innïyah used by Ibn Sina to indieate existence, as in the

followingphrases fromhisAI-Nadjâh wa al-Shifâ '8: .)$>.,9-0,9dlû1.c:ui .)$>.~I y>'1~uJ.9~I~i

(the first attribute of the Necessarily Existent is that He is innu and existent) andin ~)JI

~ o.i.àl,9 ~1.9 c:ui~ .)$>.~I ~1~~Lo ~ (there is no essenceJor the necessarilyexistent but
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that it is necessary, and this is innfyah, existence). It seems that innfyah in this context has

the meaning of pure existence, like A. Badawi's aniyah.

In the Letter, al-Kindï uses innfyah either in the plural, innfyat (probably the more

frequent usage), or in the singular when speaking about the being of something. He uses

this term in the plural, for example, when establishing an ontologicallink between Truth

and beings, al-innfyar. In On Definitions he gives the following definition of philosophy:

"it is knowledge of eternal universal things, their beings (innfyat) essences and causes"lO.

If innfyah meant pure existence for al-Kindï in these cases, he would most likelyuse it in

the singular;. therefore it can be concluded that innfyat means for him individual

existences. Further, if innfyah signified forhim, like for al-QiurQianï, sensoryexistence,

he would not use this term in the definition of philosophy, since, as has been shown in the

Context of Epistemology, philosophy does not consider the. particulars but only the

universals. The conclusion, based on this usage of innfyah byal-Kindï, is that forhim it

means an individual existence as perceived by the intellect. That this meaning is most

likely to be correct is corroborated by al-Kindï's usage of this term in the singular in the

following instances: 1) when speaking about the four scîentific inquires,he states that

what (ma) the second scîentific inquiry, investigates the genus ofevery existent,

innfyahll
; 2) OA several occasions, when proving the finitude of time he says that the

existence (innfyah) of body and time is finite12
; 3) he uses this term as weIl when

speaking about the finite existences of the body of the universe, 4i.irmal-kull13
• Never in

the Letter doeshe use innfyah to denote being in general, iUs always either beingsor the

being of something. To indicate pure being al-Kindï uses kawn, wu4i.üd or aysa. Thar is

why, to my mind, A. Ivry' s suggestion (based on M. T. d'Alverny' s article) thar al~Kindï
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uses innfyah both the in broad (pure existence) and the narrow (individual existence)

senses is not plausible14.

Al-Tahanawï does not mention innïyah in his dictionary, probablybecause in later Arabie

philosophical works itwas mostly replaced by more common huwfyah, kawn and wudjüd.

!2iawhar (substance)

AI-Kindï uses 4iawharin the Letter in many places but without giving a definition.. To

elucidateproperly its meaning it is better to start with how he defines it in On Definitions.

Thereal-KÏndï says that djawhar is that which subsists by itself, which serves as substrate

for accidents and whose essence, dhiitïyatuh, does not change. !2i.awhar isalways

predicated of, but is itselfnever a predicate, and it is not subject to generationand

corruption (since in· thesecases a new substance comes into being)15. Thisdefinition

generally holds true in the instances diawhar is used in the Letter, but there, several new

details are added to itsmeaning.

Al-Kindï .first •mentions4iawhar in the classification of changes 16: generation and

corruption arethe changesofdiawhar. This is one of thefourAristqtelian kinds of

change, munely, the substantial change (Ka't' oumav)17; hence, it appears thatal-Kindï's

diawhar is equivalentto Aristotle's ouata. !2i.awhar has. an Aristotelianmeaning too in

al-Kindï' s defmition of body, where, as in the Metaphysici8
, it is. identified with matter:

bodY,diirm, is· a long, broad, deep substance (diawhar) 19. That matter is a kind of

substance is clear from al-Kindï'sdivision of diawhar into the simple substances (al-

diawhar al-basft, they are matter, (un~ur) and .form, ~ürah) and the composite (al-
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murakkab) substance, which is formed matte?o. Finally, as was shown in the Predicates

Context, al-Kindï divides the universals into the essential, dhiitfyah (they are also called

there substantial, 4i.awharf) and the non-essential or accidentaI (gJ1ayr dhiitfyahi1
• In

other words, on the one hand, 4i.awhar and dhiit, "essence", have the same meaning for

al-Kindï and thus can be used synonymously, because each of them is that through which

the subsistence or permanence Œiwiim) of a thing is possible. On the other hand, they are

both opposite to araq" accident. None of these relations, substance-essence and

substance-accident, is fully investigated by al-Kindï in the Letter. For al-Tahanawï these

relations seem to be important, he treats themat length along with sorne other meanings

ofdiawhar in the kalam and philosophicalliterature. In a way, he supplements al-Kindï

on the subject by making explicit what the latter omits22
•

Al-Tahanawï starts with giving an introductory definition of djawhar, very similar to that

of al-Kindï. .f2i.awhar has two general meanings:an existentthat subsists by itself; and

truth or essence. In both the meanings, 4i.awhar is contrasted with accident that has

opposite .characteristics. AI-Tahanawï proceeds to. explain the details of these meanings

that are ascribed to the termby the theologians (al-mutakallimün) and the philosophers

(al-1Jukamti ,. The basic definition of the term· for the theologiansruns as follows:

4i.awhar ispart of the contingent existent (al-maw4i.üd al-mumkin); it is temporal, 1Jtidith,

and spatially coincident with its own essence (al-muta1Jayiz bi'l-dhtit). Accident is that

which does not have independent existence, it subsists in diawhar, al-muta1Jayiz bi al­

dhtit. .f2i.awhar is not composite. Its place in the relations betweenthe universe (creation),

individual existents, bodies and accidents can be better understood from the following

scheme.
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Everything in the Universe is:

~ ~
(either) accident 7~istent

(if composite) body (if not composite) substance

Substance as understood in this scheme, which according to the theologians (the

veteriores among them, like Abü al-HudhayI23) reflects the ontological structure of

creation, is synonymous with the indivisible part, al-djuz 1 alladhf la yatadjazza : It is also

called al-djawhar al-fard (atom). A set of brief definitions, quotedby al-TahanawI, can

add to the understanding of the scheme. Substance (= atom) is that from which something

else is composed. Body is that which is composed from something else (not from itself).

Accident is that the permanence, ba~a : of which is not possible.

Another scheme, according to the muta akhkhiron, recentiores among the theologians,

by whom al-TahanawI probably means the BasrianSchool of the Mu1tazila, places

substance in a somewhat different relation with the created things.

Contingent (temporal) existent, 1]adith

(inhering, 1]all, in djawhar) / ~iallYCOincident with its essence)

djawhar

/
(abstract notion) djawhar fard

mudjarrad
'"djism

In this scheme, substance is either indivisible, in which case itis called, as in the first

scheme, djawhar fard; or composite, and then it is body,. djism. Accident is an attribute,

~ifah, of substance24.
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This approach to substance by the recentiores among the theologians is close to the

understanding of substance by the philosophers (al-l]ukama j for whom, as has been

shown on the example of al-KindI, di.awhar is either basf{ or murakkab.

The main feature the philosophers attributed to substance, in contradistinction to

accident, as reported by al-TahanawI, is that substance never happens in a substrate,

maw4ii: while accident necessarily needs a substrate for its subsistence. Unlike the

theologians, the philosophers do not mention indivisibility as its outstanding feature. On

the contrary, al-KindI, for instance, stresses the actual divisibility of aIl created things,

substance included, asI tried to make clear in the Context ofUnity.

Dhilt (essence), mil tyah (quiddity), 1}al{iljah (truth)

In al-KindI's usage, these terms appearto be closelyrelated synonyms: aIl ofthem denote

such ontological aspects of a thing that are in· one way. or another coincident with the

thing itself. Dhat is identical with the individual thing itself (kullu shay 'fa-dhatuh hiya

huwa)25. Ma 'ryah is the common element of the things. that are related to the same.genus,

since, according to al-KindI's definition, genus is such apredicate of amultiplicity of

specificallydifferent things· that informs about their (common) quiddity, munbi' cm

ma 'ryah26
• It is grasped by intellect,notby the senses, which is evident fromal-KindI's

statement that everything which is either perceived sensually (ma adrakah al-l]iss) or

whose ma 'ryah is apprehended intellectually, isone or multiple27
.. The truth (reality) of a

thing - and each thinglbeing has its truth (kullu ma lah innfyah, lah l]alfflfah/8
, ~ is the
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abject of philosophical inquiry, inasmuch as it is that part of the thing through which its

sustentation, lçiwam29
, is possible.

For al-Tahânawï these tenus are close synonyms and he explains them through each

other. Essence is that which is validated (mwjaddalf, alayh) as the (common) quiddity

(mahfyah) of individuals, (afrad)30. In this definition afrad can have two meanings;

therefore, essence can have two distinct meanings as weIl. First, afrad can be taken

absolutely (mu#alf,an) as abstract notions, consequently, essence is understood in this case

as an abstract notion. Second, afrad can be considered specifically, nawan, or through

theirproperty or differentia, which are equivalent to species. (For al-Kindï, as has been

shown in the Predicates context, kha~~ah and fa# too can be used interchangeably with

species). In this case, essence is identical with Qiawhar, substance. Finally, essence is that

which. subsists by itself, ma yalf,üm bi nafsih; in other words, it is comparable to an

individual thing, which agrees with al-Kindï's definition above. It is also that in which

non-essence, i.e.accidents and attributes inhere (ma yalf,üm bihgJ1ayruh). Logically

(grannn.atically) essence is that which is independent as notion,al-musta~ill bi al­

mafhümfyah, i.e. it cannot be known through a predicate, ma ya#1]1] an yu 7am bi khabar

anh.

Thedefinition of mahfyah is reported by al-Tahânawï from different points of view31
•

The logicians, al-man!i~iyün, define it as that by which the question "What is the thing?"

is answered. The theologians and the philosophers define it as thatdue to which the.thing

is itself (ma bih al-shay f huwa). In the latter definition the following two meanings of the
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mahfyah are distinguished: the specific quiddity (al-mahfyah al-naw lyah) which appears

in the relation of a genus to its species (tal)alj;lfalj;afi al-djins bi al-lj;iyas Ua al-naw j; and

the particular quiddity, al-mahfyah al-djuz zyah, which is the thing itself.

Al-Tahanawï SUffiS up this set of definitions of quiddity (he uses the form mahïyah,

mentioning that grammatically, .the form ma îyah, the one al-Kindï prefers, is also

possible) stating its synonymy with the other two: dhat and I)alj;'ilfah. There is a slight

nuance, though: the two latter terms Can usually be used interchangeably with mahfyah

when the .extemal existence of mahïyah is taken into consideration. What the extemal

existenêe of a thing means becomes clear from al-Tahanawï's division of intelligibles

into primary and secondary intelligibles. The primary intelligibles are such as exist in

individual existents, a yan (to put it more clearly, the primary intelligibles are being, they

constitute outer existence, al-wuçJjfidal-kharidjf); unlike them, the secondary intelligibles

exist only in the intellect. Thus, al-TahanawI wants to say that essence, quiddity and truth

are secondary intelligibles, and in this respect, they Can be considered as accidents of

being(s).

A contradiction arises: how can mahfyah have an extemal existence while being a

secondary intelligible? AI-TahanawI's attempts toresolve it by mentioning two kinds of

mahfyah: the true quiddity (al-mahfyah al-I)alfïlfiyah) which is permanent CJh.abitah) in

existence and thus is identical with an individual existent itself (huwfyah)32 and the

cC)llventional quiddity (al-mahfyah al-i~ibarfyah) which subsists due to the convention of

the intellect (ka înah bi-IJasab i ~ibar al- 'alfl). This latter kind of mahfyah and specific
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quiddity are the same. Of these two, only the latter can be said to be an accident of being.

Still, to be Jully consistent, al-Tahanawï should have divided essence and truth into

similar subdivisions, since all three terms,. as he asserts, are synonyms. He does not do

that, and the contradiction remains. The root of the problem, 1 think, lies in that the

division of intelligibles into primary and secondary is unsatisfactory in view of the

existence of God as ultimate reality, which all the Islamic thinkers, al-Tahanawï included,

uphold, for such a division inevitably ascribes to an individual being (huwfyah)

independent existence. For al-Kindï this problem never arises, not only because essence,

quiddity and truth are perceived only bythe intellect, which can be deduced from the fact

that they are objects of the philosophical inquiry, but also because the division into

primary and secondary intelligibles is impossible for him owing to the fact that. in his

view, all individual beings derive their existence from the True One, and thus, are called

beings only metaphorically.

Wudi.iid (existence), mawdi.iidlyiifli..ad (existentl"to be" used as a copula)

In al-KindI's usage, wudjiid is a homonym: it can meaneither existence or human

perception with its subdivisions (ub.P;',9 ."NL....u)l1 ~.P;'~.\)33. The latter meaning 1 shall

discuss among the Epistemological terms.

WuçJjiid for al-Kindï means unqualified existence. Usually he uses this term to assert that

something is the .cause of existence of something else,. as in the following statement,

where the Truth is asserted to be the cause of the existence of each thing (wa- Wat

wuçJjiid kull shay F wa-thabiituh al-l;alsk)34. Anotherexample of fuis usage occurs in the

discussion of the impossibility of a thing to be the cause of its own essence35
• There al-
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KindI says that in order that the relation between the thing and its essence be vaUd for

investigation, they both (the tmng and its essence) must be predicated of sometmng that

has a kind of existence (Lo ~9>.'3 cù ~~ vJ.c ü)J,9Ji.o l..o..àI l.oJD36
• The same meaning (that of

unqualified existence) wuf!iüd has in the definition of the essential (al-dhiiti): the

essential is that through whose existence (bi-wuf!iüdih) the sustention of the generation of

a thing (~~I ü~ »1,99)37 is possible.

Mawdjiid, a derivative of wudjüd (or, to be more accurate, the passive participle from the

root w-4i::..d) is used by al-Kindï to denote that something is or is not under certain

conditions. Thus, in the exposition to the effect that body, motion and time are

concomitants and none of them. precedes the other, he says that if there is body

(maudiüd), there is (also) motion (mawdiüdahi8
• In the same exposition, mauf!iüd is used

in tms sense interchangeably with yakün (is), as in this phrase: "either there is no motion

at all,or it is not existent but can become existent" (Ü~.üÎ~3 ü~)Ji loi ëI..iI ëlSp ü~

)Ji LoD39
• Hçre, the omitted nominal part of the predicate is implied to be mawf!iüdan

(existent). Fromthis example, it can be inferred that in such instances mawf!iüd, due to its

synonymy with yakün, has not exactly, or not exclusively, the meaning of "existent".

Rather, it used as a substitute for the copula (like Latin esse), which is absent in the

Present Tense in the Arabic language40. Another characteristic example of tms usage is in

the following statement of al-Kindï (I quote it in J. Jolivet's translation wmch accurately

renders this shade of meaning, distinguishing between the meanings of mawf!iüd and

innfyah): "nécessairement, le vrai est, pour des existences qui sont,,41(04.;))1 ~bl ~?.9-0

~I)~I ~l9 ë~?.9-0). Here, mawdjüd is rendered by the copula est, sont (though it does

not appear as such at first glance due to the omission of the nominal part of the
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predicate), in contradistinction to "existences" (existents) by which al-innfyiit is

translated. That this usage of maw4i.üd (Passive Participle) / JÜ4i.ad (the Passive Voice of

the Present Tense) was rather common in the early period of Arabic philosophy is

corroborated by an example given by al-Tahânawï in the Kashshiij2 : it seems that it was

accepted to say, for example, "Zayd yü4i.ad kiitiban" (Zayd is writing). Here, JÜ4i.ad is

used in place of the lacking copula in order to distinguishbetween the subject of the

sentence (Zayd) and the nominalpart of its predicate (kiitiban). As al-Tahânawï says,

wu4i.üd is used here (yuflalç) in lieu of a connective word (al-ribii()43. Though such

constructions with JÜ4i.adlmaw4i.üd areartificial in the Arabic language, and are never

used outside philosophical literature, al-Tahânawï tries to explain the given example in

terms of Arabic grammar. Evidently, he cannot do it in the way common to the

grammarians, because this sentence would not fit into the ordinary division for

nominative sentences mubtada 7khabar. Therefore, al-Tahânawï's explanation is a

curious mixture of grammar and philosophieal terminology, called upon to account for

this unconventionalusage. Thus, this construction, in al-Tahanawï's wording, is "an

attribution (nisbah) of existence (wu4i.üd) to the subject (al-mawqü ~, i.e. "Zayd", through

the predicating (ma!Jmül) of an external (i.e. other than Zayd) quiddity (al-miihfyah al­

khiiridfiyah), i.e. "writîng,,44.

What is striking in this explanation is that the two distinct meanings of the verb (eg. JiVUl

in Greek or esse in Latin), which in the Indo-European languages serves both to denote

being/existence and to dif{erentiate, as a copula, between the subject and the predicate of

a nominal sentence, and of which yü4i.adlwu4i.üd is an Arabie equivalent, are conflated
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here. Primarily, 1 conjecture, the reason for this usage of mawçJjudlyüdjqd was the

necessity to grammatically differentiate between the subject of the proposition and the

nominative part of the predicate, which could be otherwise easily mixed up with the

subject or taken for its .attribute, thus causing a problem for the logicians. But then,

somehow, the original meaning of "being" was not totally erased from the significance of

mawçJjüd, even when used as a copula. The reason for this may be the fact that literally

mawçJjud means "is found", i.e. grammatically, it already implies "to he".

In al-Kindi's language, however, the nominal part of the predicate is in most cases

omitted, which makes it difficult, as l mentioned above, to recognize at first glance

mawçJjüdlyüdjad as a copula. Such is the last part of the sentence under consideration:

"li-innfyiit mawçJjüdah". Here, as in most similar instances, the nominal part of the

predicate can be restored. Indeed, as 1 tried to show in the Context of Ontology, existence

for al-KindI is either true, bi'l-lJa~~, or .metaphorical, bi'l-madjiiz. Thus, if this

consideration be taken into account, the full meaning of the phrase will appear as·"for the

existences that are (exist) metaphorically". The structure of the phrase, ·restored in this

way, is analogous with that of the example explained by al-TahanawI "Zayd yilçJjad

kiitiban".

WuçJjüd for al-KindI, as 1 mentioned·above, means existence generally speaking, that is

such unqualified existence that does not differentiatebetween the existence of an accident

and the.existence of a differentia, for instance. Nevertheless, al-KindI makes·a very brief

notion of several kinds of existence (apart from his mainstream division of existence,

along with unity, into true and metaphorical existence). He mentions individual existence,

or, to translate it more accurately, existence in itself (wuçJjud fiaynih), natural existence
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(wudiud {abf î) and accidentai existence (wumud araqi)45. These kinds of existence are

referred to by al-KindI in his argumentation for the multiplicity of the soul. The soul, as

has been shown in the Context of Epistemology, carries out both sensory and intellectual

perceptions. Every thing apprehended by the soul either exists in itself as individual

existence (wudiud fi aynih)- this is the case when it is perceived by the soul through the

senses,- or as natural existence (wudjud {ahf î)- and in this case it is perceived bythe soul

through intellect. WuçJJud fi aynih, is not the same, as might be at first thought, as

innfyah, because the latter (as explained above) is individual existenceperceived

intellectually. WuçJJud fi aynih is doser to the human being, for the senses, as al-KindI

says, "belong to us from the beginning of our development" (W~ \:.~ .i.i..o W~)46, and

farther from nature, because it is unstable, "due to the motion and fluctuation of that

which we contact" ~L,..i le JI~) ~lJ ~)47. On the other hand, wudiud {ahf t which, as

al-KindI says, is doser to nature, because it is stable, and farther from thehuman being,

exists as such only in our thought. The soul is multiple not only because itperceives

changeable objects, subsumed under wudjudfi aynih, but·also because the soul passes, in

its apprehension, from certain forms (§'uwar) of things toothers, whichexist as natural

existence.

As for wudjud araqf,.it is not, as might be thought, the existence of accidents, but the

conventionaI existence of a thing, through which it .exists in our speaking orwriting,

because speaking and writing, as al-KindI implies, must be leamed, and as such are
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accidental for hurnan nature (i.e. these capacities rnay not exist and human nature would

be in its essence the same).

Al-Tahanawï, quite in accordance with al-Kindï, but for sorne. changes in terminology,

divides wu4i.üd into three subdivisions: existence in itself or external existence (al-

wuf!iüd al- aynf or khtiridjf), which corresponds to al-KindI's wu41üd fi aynih;

intellectual existence (al-wuf!iüdal-dhihnf), which is equivalent to al-KindI's natural

existence; and existence in speech and writing (al-wuf!iüd al-la/zï wa .al-kha!!f), which is

the same as al-KindI's accidentaI existencé8
• The latter, al-TahanawI adds, is called

existence only rnetaphorically, because speaking and writing do not contain any

individuation (tashakhkhu$) or quiddityof a thing (or of a human being, as runs al­

TahanawI's example), but only Hs name (in case of speaking) and Hs graphic image (in

case of writing). For al-KindI, quiteunlike al-TahanawI, quiddity is not the criterion by

whichexistence could be described as true or rnetaphorical, and aIl the three subdivisions

of existence remain for him metaphorical, as l have mentioned above.

Kawn (beinglgenerationlbeing-in-time),Jasai (corruption)

The key word of this pair of terms is kawn; which is why it is more convenient to start

the discussion.frorn.its analysis. The more so in thatfastid andjàsid rarely stand·in al­

KindI's usageunaccornpanied by kawn or ka ~in.

To beginwHh, kawn istranslated not in the sarne wayby J. Jolivet and A. Ivry: while the

former translates it altematively as"l'être" (being) or "generation", the latter consistently

tenders it as "generation" throughout his translation of the Letter on the First Philosophy.

Thus, the following phrase of al-Kindï: "C(jb ù~ <ûc t:~ù~ ùÎ~ ~,,49 is translated
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by J. Jolivet as "il est impossible qu'une chose soit la cause de l'être de son essence"so;

the same phrase in A. Ivry's translation sounds as "it is not possible that something

should be the cause of its own generation,,51. J. Jolivet' s translation is the more precise,

for A. Ivry, apart from blurring the very important point, namely the relation of a thing to

its essence (he omits the word essence from his translation altogether), which is central in

this argumentation of al-Kindï, apparently presents the causal relation as a creational

action. This might not be true: first, because it is impossible for al-Kindï to suppose that

something other than the First Principle can cause generation, as is perfectly clear from

the verybeginning of the Letter. Second, because when al-Kindï wants to stress that

something is generating and something else is generated, he uses the correlative terms

mu 'aththirlmu 'aththar, as I have discussed above, or mukawwinlmukawwan.Even so, for

several reasons, which I shall explain later, in my Contextual Analysis of the Letter, I

havepreferred A. Ivry' s translation of kawn as generation in this instance.

For another phrase of al-Kindï, "Jj.!. pJ ,1~ v.e ''lj~ J$,l1'pP v~ vi .v-o~ lli,,52, the

following translations are given by J. Jolivet and A. Ivry. The first translates it as follows:

"alors de deux choses l'une: ou bien le corps de l'univers est un être venu de non-être, ou

bien il est étemel,,53. The second again translates here kawn as generation: "(either) .the

body of the universe would have to be a. generation from nothingor etemal,,54. In this

instance, A. Ivry's version appears to be clearer than that of J. Jolivet because il reflects

more distinctly the concept of creatio ex nihilo, which, .as is known, al-Kindï upheld.

Nonetheless, I would not discard J. Jolivet's translation as inaccurate.

Al-Tahânawï well explains in al-Kashshiif, in myopinion, why both variants of being and

generation can be used for al-Kindï's kawn. His definition runs as follows: "kawn, in the
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writings of the philosophers ( ?nda al-lJukama -:> is the temporal occurrence (1JudütJr) of a

specifie form (~ürah naw tyah),,55. Not the temporal occurrence of any form (~ürah), as

al-Tahanawï stresses further, can be called kawn. For if it is only the physical form (al­

~ürah al-4i..ismfyah) of a thing that occurs, with the preservation of its matter ( 'GIa hayüla

wa1Jidah), the temporal occurrence of such a form is not called kawn, but rather a change

(tabaddul).

No doubt, the kawn of al-Tahanawï's definition means the same as Aristotle's substantial

change or generation (yÉvsO'tç). (Cf. also al-Kindï's definition: the change of the

substance (of a thing) is (called) either generation or corruption (tabaddul 4i..awharih

huwah al-kawn wa 'l-jasad)56.

The most important thing, .10 my mind, in al-Tahanawï's definition of kawn is that it is

viewed as a temporal occurrence (1Judüth). AI-Kindï too, on several occasions,

emphasizezits temporal character (as well as that of corruption), as in the following

instance: "ü~1 C49 ."s.iJ1 ül..o)1~ 41 0 ,,'Qio ,')L....illI,3 ü~1 ~lg..j ...sJ1 ,')L....uJI,3 ü~1 r:.~ v-o ü~

,')L....uJ1,3,,57 (from their beginning, generation and corruption are divisible by way of time

they are in). This divisibility is due to the fact that kawn and jasad are kind of motion:

".:>L......9 ,31 ü~ ,91 ~ ,31 f).!.) ,91 ...èÜ.ii..i :è\.$,pJ1,,58 (motion is either locomotion, or growth, or

diminution, or generation, or corruption). Since body, motion and time are concomitants,

wherever there is body, there must be motion (ëlSp ..::..ilS' pp ülS' ü~)59, and wherever

there is motion, there mustbe time, because time is a quantity(~ ül..o)I)60 and as such it

is segmented through motion (ëIS,pJ4 J~)61.
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Though in J. Jolivet's translation of the Letter it appears that kawn is a homonym which

means both being and generation (the latter meaning is mainly due to the fact, 1 think,

that kawn wa-fasiid are used respectively by al-KindI to render Aristotle's· yÉvamç Kat

<p90pa'62, which often come together in the Metaphysics), it does not appear that al-KindI

is fully conscious of these two distinct meanings of kawn. In the following phrase, from a

passage where al-KindI speaks about generation being one of the kinds of motion, for

example, kawn can be read either as "being" or as "generation,,63: "fa-idhii lam yasbifs al­

&jrm kiina dhiitah, fa-idhan lam yasbiJs, kawn al-mirm al-I]arakah battatan" ("if body

does not precede (its own generation, kawn, as understood from the preceding sentence),

thus it is its essence, and in this way the being/generation (kawn) of body is never

preceded by motion"). In this context J. Jolivet translates kawn now as generation, now

as being, which obliges him to make a clarifying remark to the effect that "le mot kawn a

dans ce contexte deux sens, soit celui, le plus usuel, de être, soit le sens aristotélicien de

génération,,64. These distinctions seem to be not important for al-KindI, for otherwise, he

would have made his entire discussion of the impossiblity of body precede its kawn split

into twoparts: first, to prove that body does not precede its being, and second, that body

does not precede itsgeneration. However, ihis is not the case, that is why J. Jolivet's

distinguishing the two meanings ofkawn in al-KindI's usage seems to me somewhat far

fetched.

More important, in my view, is the difference between the meanings al-KindI ascribes to

wu!fi.üdand to kawn.Even if there is no explicit opposition ofthese terms in the Letter, it

can be inferred from al-KindI's usage of them that sorne of their characteristics are

opposite to each other. For one thing, when .speaking about the existencelbeing of the
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universe, or body taken in the physical sense, al-Kindï steadily uses the term kawn, and

never wudjüd, although, as has been shown above, they both can signify existence or

being. Kawn çJjjrm al-kull, or kawn al_çJjjrm65 are the only combinations used in such

instances. On the other hand, if a thing or a body is taken as an abstract notion, al-Kindï

uses wudi.üd rather than kawn. Thus, in the phrase already quoted in the section under

WugJ..fld, al-Kindï says that the cause and its effect (al- îllah wa'l-ma 7ü!) are predicated

of a thing (shay) that has a kind of exist(;(nce ([ah wudi.üd mâ). As cause, effect and

predication are abstract notions; shay ~ here is used abstractly, not in the sense of a

physical body, and therefore wudi.üd instead of kawn is used in this context. As J. Jolivet

remarks in one of the notes to his translation of the Letter, kawn means "l'être de la chose

engendré ou en devenir", whereas wudi.üd means "l'être de l'universel,,66.

Taking aIl this into consideration, I would suggest that the most precise equivalent in

English for al-Kindï's kawn would be "being-in-time". However, as this sounds a bit

clumsy and would. obscure the understanding ofsome passages, in my Contextual

Analysis of the Letter I preferred to keep A. Ivry's translation of kawn as generation, all

the more so since the term generation already implies being-in-time. And as al-Kindï uses

kawn withoutany specification as to whether it means being or generation in such-and­

such a case, following A. Ivry, I have used "generation" for kawn even in the instances

when J. Jolivet renders it as "l'être".

It should be noted, however, that this distinction between kawn and wudi.üd is peculiar to

al-Kindï, for al-Tahanawï quotes instances orthe interchangeable usage of these terms in

some authors67
. He says, for example, that in the works of the Muttazila (înda'l-
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mu tazilah) as weIl as in general in the works of the theologians (înda'l-mutakallimfn),

kawn is a synonym (muriidif) for wudjiid. He refers to sorne works by the Ash'arites (he

does not specify them) in which the terms permanence (al-thubüt), being (al-kawn),

existence (wuf!iüd) and actualization (al-talJa~~u~) are used as synonyms. Of these

terms, al-Kindï never mentions talJa~~u~ at aIl. As for thubüt, which al-Kindï spells as

thabiil8, it occurs seven times in the Letter, mostly as a synonym to "sustentation"

(~iwiim) in the passages dealing with the relation of a thing to its essence. The most

characteristic example of this usage is the following phrase: "(al-dhiitÏ) huwa alladhl bi­

wudjiidih lfawiim kawn al-shay' wa thabiituh (the essential is that by whose existence

there is sustentation and permanence of a thing),,69.

Al-Tahanawï says nothing about what meaning the philosophers ascribe to the term

kawn; but based on the material of the Letter on the First Philosophy by al-Kindï, it can

be surmised that the usage of kawn constitutes one of the important differences between

the technical vocabulary of the theologians and that of the philosophers.

The term fasiid occurs mainly in combination withkawn and is a translation of

Aristtotle's <pSopa, corruption. When speaking about the characteristics of the etemal, al­

Kindï defmes fasiid as follows: "the etemal does not undergo corruption, because

corruption is a change (tabaddul) of an attribute/or predicate (malJmül), not of the first

substrate (al-lJiimil al-awwal")70.

Other important ontological tenns used in the Letter
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Most of the other ontological tenus that occur in the Letter are proper only to the

vocabulary of al-Kindï. AI-Tahanawï does not mention them in the Kashshaf, either

because other authors, besides al-Kindï do not use them (eg. tahawwin, existentiation or

"coming to be" in A. Ivry's translation)71, or because they became obsolete shortlyafter

his time. Of these, the most frequently used are the derivatives of the root a-y-s (Û""":!i),

such as aysa (J. Jolivet prefers reading it as aysu), which means "an existent"; aysfyah

(existence), ta yis (existentiation). The root l-y-s occurs in two forms: laysa, wbich means

"non-existence"; and (according to J. Jolivet's reading) laysu, whichmeans "non­

existent".

The tenu aysa first appears in the form of al-aysu (very seldom used by al-Kindï in the

Letter) in the translation of the Metaphysics by A~tat, carried out in the translation circle

ofal-Kindï. 1t was meant to be an equivalent of Aristotle's .'ta 'ri Èanv (literally, "that

wbich is",quod quid est)72; 'ta Ilh mvatand 'ta Il~ DV (a non-existent) were translated by

bim as ma laysa huwa, for which al-Kindï uses laysu or laysa.

It seems that the· derivatives from the root a-y-s were never, or extremely rarely, used

outside the circle of al-Kindï. Not only does al-Tahanawï say nothing about this term or

its derivatives; it is not used once in the Uthülüdifyah; nor was it used in other translation

circles, contemporaneous to that ofal-Kindï. Isl:}.al} ibn ijunayn in his translation of

Aristotle's De Anima,. employs the term shay ~ for ouata (a being)73. Nor does 'aysa

happen in Themistius' paraphrase of Book Xli of the Metaphysics, the real translator of

which wasprobably the .same Is1).al} or Abû Bishr Matta74
•
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The theologians in the 9th_l0th centuries also hardly ever use tms term, for R. Frank does

not mention it in ms list of the technical terms of the Basrian School of the Muttazilah75
•

Despite its rarety, aysa, as stated in the Lisan al- 'Arab76
, is originally a pure Arabie word,

and the medieval linguists were aware of tms. Literally it means I;taythu huwa, when

speaking about the existence of a tmng; accordingly, laysa, which, in the view of the

medievallinguists al-KhaiTI [d. 791 or 786] and al-Farra' [d. 822], is composed of la and

aysa, is the negative of aysa, literally meaning ijaythu la huwa77
.

Thus, al-Kindï (and ASJat) employed not a foreign word, as it might have been judged

from its rarity, but an old Arabie one, unusual as it might have sounded even for many of

his contemporaries. This fact, 1think, accounts for its frequent usage in the Letter and for

its numerous derivatives, which al-KÏndï coins rather freely to create synonyms to already

existing and commonly accepted terms in the milieu of the pmlosophers and the

theologians.

Abü Rïdah is of another opinion and disagrees with the medieval scholars. He daims that

since aysa in al-Kindï's vocabulary is synonymous to wwliüd or mawdi.üd, the true

origin of the term should be sought in the language of Aristotle, because, as he says

"ouata'lcJS uJl 8=>:'>ï (i.e. aysa) Le;l ul.i~1 J..i..C~I <:\l.b.o\J~ ~JWJ J;)~ .>..9,,78. As tms

argument is based on notmng but an accidental phonic resemblance between the two

words, J would rather stick to the explanation of the term given in the Lisan al- 'Arab, no

other reasonable explanation having been offered, to my knowledge, elsewhere.
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Of the derivatives from the root a-y-s, the most frequently used in the Letter are aysu

(occurring also a few times with the article, al-aysu) and laysu. Aysfyah and ta yfs occur

only once, and that in a combination with each other; and laysa in the sense of non­

existence occurs three times.

For the first time aysu occurs in the definition of the primary substratum (al-l:Jàmil al­

~wwal, which corresponds to Aristotle's.lmoK81IlEVOV or 01>cr1U in the sense of primary

being): the primary substratum, wbich is al-aysu, does not change (là yatabaddal). A.

Ivry and J. Jolivet translate al-aysu in tbis instance differently: the first renders it as

"being", wbile the second prefers to preserve in bis translation the original meaning of the

term as it was fIfSt used by As~at, and translates it as "l'existent". Abü Rïdah in a note to

tbis passage remarks that al-aysu here means al-wuç]J..üd79
, that is being.

Now, if R. Walzer's remark that As~at translated by al- aysu Aristotle's TO Ti f::cr'ttv is

correct, then al-aysu should have rather been translated in the above definition according

to one of the meanings of tbis Greek term. "Being", or "primary being" is only one of

them, it can also mean "essence" or "quiddity" ("existent" is not among its meanings)80.

The whole passage under consideration reads as follows:

aljasàdînnamà huwa tabaddul al-mal:Jmül, là al-l:Jàmil al-awwal, fa-ammà al-l:Jàmil al­

awwal alladhf huwa al-aysu, fa-laysa yatabaddal, lî-anna al-fiisîd laysa fasàduh bî-ta yfs

aysfyatîh.

Three terms here can be rather generally translated as· "being", as A. Ivry did· in bis

translation: " perisbing being but just the changing of the predicate, not of the primary

substratum; as for the primary substratum, which is being (al-aysul, it does not change,
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for the perishing of a perishable object does not involve the being (ta yfs) of its being

(aysfyatih)',81.

It would be strange, if al-Kindï used in one short paragraph three different words for

exactly the same notion. His general styHstic abstruseness cannot account for it, because

whenever al-Kindï Hnes up several synonyms in a single phrase, they do not have the

same signification, but carry different shades of meaning in order to elucidate more fully

the purport of the sentence or the passage. A. Ivry' s translation fails to preserve the

original meaningfulnessof al-KindI's phrase; J. Jolivet does better, and gives precise

equivalents for ta yfs and aysfyah: "existentiation" and "existence" respectivell2
• The

problem arises with bis translation of al-aysa as "l'existent", for Aristotle's 'to 'Ci Ecrt1V

does not have tbis meaning83
• Certainly, one can translate al-aysu as being, as A. Ivry did,

and the two other terms as "existentiation" and "existence"/or "being", as in J. Jolivet's

translation. That will be a rather accurate translation, though there will be again two

words, al-aysu and aysfyah, to denominate being.

On my part, 1 would offer another version of tbis passage, which seems to me more

adequate to what al-Kindï implies here. First, 1 would like to draw attention to the fact

that the· passage starts with the definition of fasiid (corruption) in terms of mal]mül:

corruption is a change (tabaddul) of a predicate (al-mal]mül), not of the primary

substratum. This is A. Ivry' s translation. Mal]mül, however, can mean not only predicate

but accident as well, and J.. Jolivet in bis variant prefers tbis meaning: "la corruption n'est

rien d'autre que le changement de l'accident, et non du sujet premier". Now, the primary

substratum, which is al-aysu, must have the nature opposite to that of mal]mül, accident.
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That can be only essence, and this meaning is found among other meanings of Aristotle's

'tD 'ti Ècrnv. The whole passage in my reading is as follows:

Corruption is the change of an accident, not of the primary substratum; as for the primary

substratum, which is essence (al-aysu), it does not change, for the corruption of an object

which is subject to corruption is not (or does not involve) the existentiation of its being.

Thus, the essence of a thing cannot be corrupted,because the act of corruption would

mean an existentiation of its being. This does not appear very clear until one looks into

how al-Kindï classifies different kinds of action in his treatise On the First True Perfeet

Agent and on the Imperfeet Agent, Called Thus Metaphoriealll4
• There al-Kindï says

that true primary action (al-fi? al-1Ja~~f al-awwal) is to produce beings from non-being

(ta yfs al-aysiyiit min laysa). This actionbelongs exclusively to God: "and this action, it

is evident, is the property of God Almighty (wa hadha'lli 7bayin annahukha$$at Allah

ta ala)"; and to no one or nothing else: "verily, the existentiation of beings out of non-

being is not proper to anyone beside Himlfa-inna ta yfs al- aysiyat. lm laysa laysa li-

ghayrih)". It is this kind of action, namely, ta yfs, which is ealled ibda ~ "and it is

specified by the narne of ibda '(huwa al-makh$ii$ b 'ism al-ibda Y'. Essence is not subject

to corruption because, as ·canbe concluded from the above exposition, its corruption

would mean a creative process, and in al-Kindï's philosophy, only God is able to perfonn

such an act.

The Epistemological Te:rms
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The epistemological terms can be divided into two main groups: the terms that signify

perception and its kinds - which are three: wu4iüd (perception properly speaking), 1}iss

(sensation or sensory perception) and tawahhum or wahm (imagination, the last

derivative of the root w-h-m can also have a derogatory connotation of a whim); and the

terms that denote the predicates-which are ten in number; five of them are borrowed by

al-Kindï from Arbor Porphyrii: 4iins (genus), naw f or ~ürah (species), khii~~ah

(property),fa~l (differentia), ara4 (accident); while the other five are bis own: kull (all),

4iamf t (whole), 4iuz ' (part), ba rq. (portion) and shakh~ (individual).

The reason l include the names of the predicates with the epistemological terms is the

following. For al-Kindï, cognition (al- îlm) is a process of attaining the true nature of

tbings. As he says in On Definitions: "al- îlm - wi4idiin al-ashyii' bi-1}a~ î~ihii"

("cognition is attaining things according to their true nature,,)85. However, the true nature

of tbings can be grasped only with the help of the predicates. This process is described in

a detailed way by al-Kindï at the beginning of the Letter: "when we attain the

knowledge/cognition of the matter (un~ur) of an existent, we thereby attain the

knowledge of its genus (4iins); and when we attain the knowledge of its form (~ürah) we

thereby attain the. knowledge of its species (naw j; knowledge of the specifie difference

(ja#) being subsumed within the knowledge of the species. When, therefore, we attain

full knowledge of its matter, form, and final cause, we obtain full knowledge of its

definition (1}ade!) , and the true nature of every defined thing is in its definition,,86. The
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process of cognition, therefore, appears to consist for al-Kindï in giving definitions in

tenus of the predicates.

Perception and ias kinds

a) wu!liüd and wi!lidiin

The most general term for perception, and that, which occurs most frequently, is wu4i.üd.

Another fonu of the same root w-!fi.-d, wi!fi.diin, which differs from the signification of

wu!fi.üd in that it represents perception as a process, occurs only two times in the Letter87
,

but is not uncommon in al-KindI's other treatises.

1 have dwelt at sorne length on the kinds of wu4i.üd and the objects of their apprehension

in the Context of Epistemology in Part I. Here 1 have only to add that, strictly speaking,

wu4iüdal-1]awiiss (sensory perception) is excluded by al-Kindï from the cognitive

process, or at least its role is much less significant than that of wu4iüd al- alf.;l (intellectual

perception). Indeed, he says: "."s-.9~ vi~ pJ 'h~ . uJ~,!I.i9 ~J$ v.)~

eU uJ~ ~ lo êl.Dl> ~ .)1 ~~..,JI ~I~I s:~\J1 ~~,!I,,88 ("Therefore every physical

thing is materiaLand hence it is not possible for mathematical investigation to. be used in

the perception of physical things, since it is the property of that which has no matter').

Here, "mathematical investigation" should be understood in a broad sense as one dealing

with abstract notions; and since defining things in terms of the predicates is abstract, the

true cognitive process belongs to the domain ofintellectual perception.

The term wu4iüd is notcommonly used for perception in medieval Arabic philosophical

literature - al-Tahanawï does not mention this meaning in the Kashshiifunder theheading

of Wu4iücf9
• He speaks briefly, though, about wi!fi.diin90

, and among several meanings he
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attributes to this tenn, one describes it as inherent powers/capacities of the soul (al-nais

wa-~uwâhâ al-bâfinah). These capacities seem to be of a purely intellectual character, for

al-Tahanawï completes the exposition of this meaning of widjdân in the following way:

"According to the well-known defmition (alâ'l-~awl al-mashhûr) , it (wif1i.dân) is that

which everyone finds in bis soul as purely intellectual ( a~lïyan $iifan), like the states of

bis soul (ka-a1Jwâl nafsih), or as perceiving (mudrikan) by the intermediary of an inherent

power/capacity (bi-wasâtat ~ûwah bâtinïyah)". AI-Tahiinawï does not provide sufficient

clarification for a detailed understanding of tbis exposition. Nevertheless, it is clear that

wif1i.diin means intellectual perception, not only because it is "purely intellectual" but also

because "mudrikan (perceiving)" is the nomen actionis of idrâk, wbich, in its turn, is a

synonym of Um, intellectual knowledge.

Al-Kindï doesnot use the tenn idrâk in the Letter (he uses it in several other treatises),

and a consideration of it is beyond the scope of the present work. l shall just give al­

Tahiinawï's definition of it, because it shows its intellectual character, and, also,involves

sorne tenninology proper to al-Kindï. "Idrâk is an intellectual image ($ûrah înda'l- a/Sl)

appropriated from a thing (1Jâ$ilah min al-shay j and wbich is more general (a amm) than

this thing being taken either abstractly (muf1i.arradan) or materially (mâddfyan) , as a

particular (f1i.uz zyan) or a universal (kuUïyan) (notion),,91.

Fot al-Kindï (though it isdifficult to make a conclusion on the base ofhis scantyusage of

this tenn in the Letter) wif1i.dân is likely to mean not exclusively intellectual perception,

but such a sensory or an intellectual kind of perception, which is viewed as a process.

72



That is why J. Jolivet prefers to render this term not by a noun, but either by a participle

or an infinitive92
• The first instance where widi.diin means a process of sensory perception

reads as follows: "(the sensory object) is very close to the perceiver (al-!Jiiss), being

perceived by the sensel"étant perçu par le sens" (li-widjdiinih bi-l'!Jiss) with the contact

of the sense with it (ma t mubâsharat al-!Jiss iyiih)". A. Ivry translates here widi.diin as

"perception"93.

In the second example, widi.diin means an inteIlectual process through which scientific

quaesita are obtained: "wa in. khiilafnii dhalik (i.e. the proper method in our scientific

research), akhta nii aghriiq,anii min ma!iilibinii wa asura alaynii widi.diin ma~~üdiitinii".

J. Jolivet renders it by an infinitive: "si nous nous en écartons nous manquerons le but de

nos recherches et il nous sera difficile de trouver (widi.diin) ce que nous nous proposons".

A. Ivry, here as.weIl, translates it as "perception" and the final part of this passage mns as

foIlows in his translation·: ''we will miss the objectives of our pursuits, and the perception

(widi.diin) of our intended objects (ma!iilibinii) will become difficult".

In both examples, J. jolivet's translation is more precise, for il preserves that shade of

meaning of widi.diin as a process, which A. Ivry's version fails to do.

Finally, [think it worth mentioning that al"KindI too, as al-TahiinawI does in the

Kashshiif, refers to perception as "power/capacities of a perfect soul (~uwii 'I-nals al­

tiimmah)". l}uwah, similarly to wudi.üd and widi.diin, can mean either "intellectual

perception/capacity", when the object. of. its apprehension is genera or species, because

the latter do not fall under the senses (ghayr wii~ ah ta!Jt al-!Jawass); or "sensory

perception", when its object is a kind of representation in the soul of an object
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apprehended by the senses ("fa-kull mutamaththil ft-l 'nafs min al-maJ]süsiit fa-huwa li­

llf;uwat al-musta mi/ah al-hawiiss" ("every sensible object represented in the soul belongs

to the faculty/capacity which employs the senses").

b) 1}iss, tawahhum/wahm

lfiss means sensory perception in general; 1have already mentioned its role in the process

of cognition and its relation to the intellect in the Context of Epistemology above. Here 1

shall speak about one of its functions, which stands aside from the mainstream of the

epistemological process as given by al-Kindï and which therefore has not been mentioned

in Part 1.

Like Aristotle, al-Kindï is faced with the same problem in his epistemological theory :

how can a material object be perceived as anintegral whole? Each object has different

qualities that require different senses for their apprehension : coler requires sight, sound

requires hearing, etc. Nevertheless, each human being in his perception forms holistic

images of material thingsaroundhim in which·all the qualities perceived are somehow

united. It is obvious that these holistic images cannotbe produced by any of the five

sensestaken separately, for sight, for example, can perceive only the coler of a given

object, while its other qualities remain unperceived by it. Nor can aIl the senses put

together form a holistic image, because each of them forming an image of a separate

quality, the perception of a material object would be desintegrated into a multiplicity of

images.

That perception of material things requires some other sense besides the five physical

senses is especially clear in case of the so-called common sensibles. The common
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sensibles (1:à. Kowa in Aristotle's tenninology) are such things that " f:KaO'TIJ atO'Or}0'8t

atO'Oavchu;Oa Ka1:à. O"UuBeBUKoç (we perceive incidentally by each sense),,94. Such are

motion, rest, shape, magnitude, number and unity. One object can be iI1cidentally

perceivedby touch and sight, for instance, or two sounds by hearing, but neither sight nor

touch nor hearing can perceive "one" or "two". Nor can an object that requires aIl the

senses for its perception can be judged by them as being a unity, for "unity" does not fall

under the perception of any of the five senses.

Aristotle resolves this problem by introducing a sixth sense, which he calls the "common

sense", ~ KotV~ aiO'0TlO'tç;. It is the general perceptive faculty of the soul which perceives

the common sensibles through the perception of particular sensible objects. While the

five physical senses perceive each other's proper objects incidentaIly, that is, not in their

own identity but acting together as one (eg. bile, being yeIlow and bitter is perceived

incidentally by sight and taste; but the senses can be deceived, and if another object is

bitter and yeIlow, think it to be bile), the common sense perceives the common sensibles

not incidentally, so that in normal conditions, according to Aristotle, the human being

cannot err as to the unity, number, motion, rest and shape of the perceived objects95.

AI-Kindï, though heavily dependent on Aristotle's theory of sensation, introduces the

common sense, which he translates as al-1)iss al-kuUt6 (lit. the universal sense), for

reasons that are different· from those of Aristotle. For him, the question is not how the

things can be represented in the •• soul as integral images, but what is represented in the

soul as an image and what is not. Generally speaking, al-Kindï divides objects of

perception into two groups: particular material objects (al-ashkhii~ al-djuz 'fyah al-
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hayüliinfyah) perceived by the senses - each of them is mithiitt7, that is, represented in

the soul by an image; and objects of intellectual perception, which are universals

(kullfyiit), like genera and species98
• The latter are not representational, because they lack

matter, and that is why intellectual perception is also called by al-Kindï idriik Iii mithiilf

(non-representational apprehension).

Any material object (kull mii kiina hayülânfyan) is represented in the soul by the

universal sense (yumaththiluh al-/]iss al-kullffi '-l-nafs). This is not exactly how Aristotle

decribes the function of the common sense, which, in his view, fust of all, perceives the

common sensibles. Al-Kindï says nothing about the common sensibles in the Letter, nor

in his other philosophical works, and this important link in the chain of the

rationalizational process of sensory images is omitted by him. He gives, though, an

explanatory example of the functionning of al-/]iss al-kullf, and it is Aristotelian.

Besides the two main groups of objects of perception mentioned above, there is a

particular kind of objects that, in al-KindI's view, can cause confusion: being immaterial,

they happen in matter andtherefore seem to produceimagesin the soul. Toillustrate how

it can happen, al-Kindi takes as example one of the Aristoteliart common sensibles,

namely, shape (shakl). In a colored image, the shape is the limit (nihiiyah) of the color,

and through .the color the shape occurs. by accident (ya hej, and tbis is quite Aristotelian

language, cf KU't'à. O1)Il~E~l1KOÇ above) to the sense of sight. Due to the fact that the shape

is the limit perceived (mudrak) by the visual sense, it is sometimes believed that the

immaterial (in this case shape) is represented in the soul through it being transmitted

Ci4itiliib) to the soulby the universal sense. However, in reality, al-Kindï says further, the

perception of the limit (wu4iüd al-nihiiyah) is not sensory but intellectual99
• The last
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statement al-Kindï does not prove. He takes it for granted, and that is why overall it is

unclear how he understands the function of the universal sense. On one hand, it seems to

perceive all kinds of material objects (which Aristotle's ~ KOtvlt dtcr81"Jcnç does not do),

and on the other, things like common sensibles, which according to Aristotle are

perceived by the common sense in the first place, in al-Kindï's epistemological theory are

perceived by the intellect.

Two reasons, to my mind, may account for al-Kindï's misrepresenting the role of the

common sense in his epistemological theory: first, his failing to understand how sensory

perception is related to intellectual perception. He tries unsuccessfully to find an

intermediary between the two by multiplying the nature of the intellect (as l have shown

in the Context of Epistemology) or, as in the case now under consideration, by bringing

forward al-1Jiss al-kullf to bridge the gap between them. It may be surmised, though al­

Kindï says nothing about it in the Letter, that unlike the other five senses al-1Jiss al-kullf

should perform sorne intellectual operations, and that is why al-1Jiss al-kullf, and not any

other sense, is mentioned in the context when the. intelligibles, which, though deprived of

matter, occur in matter.

Second, Aristotle's epistemological theory in itself lends sufficient grounds for such

confusion: it is unclear whether the cornrnon senseforms holistic images directly from

material things or through forming first the images of the common sensibles. Indeed, as

Aristotle says100, it is impossible to pass judgement on separate objects (or separate

qualities) by separate faculties, because each sense relates only to the subject which is

proper for it to perceive. For example, sight discriminates between white and black, but it

cannot distinguish between white and sweet. So, the physical senses, according to
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Aristotle, cannot be the ultimate sense organ (OÙK Ëan 'to Ëaxcn:ov atcrerrnlPtov)lOl.

Whether this ultimate sense organ is identical with the common sense or not remains

unclear102
• Aristotle refers to the ultimate sense just as "judging faculty" ('to KPî'VOV),

which is one of the faculties of the sou!, but he does not mention the common sense at all.

A much more systematic exposition of perception and its kinds is found in the

Kashshiij03. Since one of the kinds ofperception mentioned by al-Tahanawï appears to

be quite similar to al-Kindï's universal senSe, it might be helpful to examine al­

Tahanawï's exposition in order to establish what meaning al-Kindï could have possibly

ascribed to his al-ij,iss al-kullf.

Just as al-Kindï divides perception into sensory and intellectual, so al-Tahanawï

distinguishes two major groups of senses (al-ij,awiiss, pl. from al-ij,iss as used by al­

Tahanawï, though strictly speaking, ij,awiiss is the plural of ij,iissah, a sense organ): the

external senses (al-ij,awiiss al-;iihirah) which are the five physical senses; and the internal

senses (al-ij,awiiss al-biifinah), which are also five in number. They are: al-ij,iss al-

mushtarak (the common sense; al-Tahanawï gives here a more faithful transation of ~

KotVll aicrellcrtç than al-Kindï's al-ij,iss al-kutti), imagination (al-khayiil), conjecture (al­

wahm; al-Tahanawï uses this term in anothersense than al-Kindï, without a pejorative

connotation), al-ij,iiji~ahlor al-dhiikirah (memory)and finally al-mutaoJarrifah (the

judging faculty; with sorne certainty, it can be supposed that this latter should correspond

to Aristotle's 'tOKpî'VOV).

As al-Tahanawï remarks, this division of the senses into external and internaI is peculiar

only to the philosophers, forthe theologians do not recognize any but the five physical
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senses. On the authority of the philosophers (though he does not specify any of them) he

expounds the function of each of the internaI senses in a way which has much in common

with al-Kindï's theory of the predicates as shown in the Context of the Predicates in Part

1.

Thus, there are two principal kinds of objects of apprehension: particular notions and

universal notions. As in al-KindI'sepistemological theory, the universais are

apprehended by the intellect. Matters grow more complicated with the particular notions,

for they seem not to be apprehended by. the same faculty. They are subdivided into

particular notions with images, apprehended by the five external senses; and particular

notions without images, which are abstract meanings (ma anin). Now, there follows an

interesting passage in the Kashshfij04, in which al-Tahanawï allots to each of the

internals senses its proper object of apprehension or its role in it. This does not proceed

without what seems to be a contradiction. AI-1Jiss al-mushtarak is the perceiver (mudrik)

of images (or the particular notions with images); and their preserver/retaining capacity

(1Jfiji+) is al-khayiil (imagination). Whether he refers here to the samekinds ofimages that

are perceived by the external senses, or to some other kinds of images, is not clear. AI­

wahm (conjecture) is the perceiver of meanings (or the particular notions without

images),· and their. preserver is· dhiikirah (memory). (AI-Js;uwah) al-muta~arrifah has no

particular object of apprehension, it is said to be a thinking (mufakkirah) facuIty of the

soul, which again makes it look like Aristotle's TO KptVOV.

In an attempt to answer the question, i.e., what kinds of images does the common sense

deal with, according to al-Tahanawï's theory of perception, it is helpful to consider his
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account, concise as it is, of its role in the epistemological process under the heading of

"al-lfiss al-Mushtarak" in the Kashshaj°5:

"The common sense is a capacity in which the images of sensory particular objects are

pictured by the external senses. The common sense is also called in Greek "bantiisfyii",

that is the tablet of the soul (lawl] al-nafs). The external senses function as "spies" for the

common sense; that i8 why it is called "common" (i.e., because all the five senses

contribute to its functioning). According to (sorne) researchers ( înda'l-mul]alf;~il{ïn), the

soul contemplates the images (of material objects) through them being. pictured (al­

irtisiim) on al-l]iss al-mushtarak; according to sorne others, it is al-l]iss al-mushtarak, not

the soul, thatperceives (tudrik) these images".

Therefore, the common sense actually plays the role of imagination, bantiisfyii, as al­

TahiinawI transliterates it, and its function appears to be the same as the one ascribed by

al-KindI to al-tawahhum in On Definitions: apprehension of the images of sensory things

without matter (ma f ghaybat {fnatihii). The only difference between al~TahanawI's

account of it and that of al-KindI is that the .former clearly implies that al-l]iss al­

mushtarak produces integral images of sensory objects, based on the perception of the

physical senses. AI-KindI's theory ofperception, thoughnot contradicting al-TahanawI,

oOOts this point.

Finally, it should be remarked that wahm hasalmost the same meaning as tawahhum in

the Letter, thoughsometimes it may have a negative connotation of a "whim", as Ihave

mentioned in the Context of Ontology in the discussion of Finitude and Infinity in

Actuality and Potentiality.
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The Predicates

In the Context of the Predicates 1have already indicated the main differences between the

categories of Aristotle (or, strictly speaking, between Porphyry's representation of

Aristotelian categories in the Isagage) and al-Kindï's predicates. Here 1 shall confine

myself to giving the definitions of the predicates as they are found in the Letter, with

some additional details as for their meaning that can be deduced from their us~ge in a

number of passages that do not directly bear upon them.

As 1 have mentioned above in. the form of a diagram, al-KindI divides his predicates

according to three criteria: either according to their being universal and particular; or

essential and non-essential; or collective and distinct. These criteria are based on the

ways the· predicates can be viewed106
• When they are considered in their ontological

status (i.e. in their relation to being), they are either essential, that is, having independent

existence, or non-.essential, that is, •depending in their existence on essential universals.

When considered according to the way theyare perceived, the predicates are subsumed

either under universal dicta, which are .objects .of intellectual perception, or under

particular dicta, in which case they are apprehended by the senses. The latter are ashkhiïs

(individuals). The predicates are collective or distinct according to the way of their

application. When they apply to a number of things, giving to each of them their name or

definitioIl, they are called collective. When they apply only to one class of things, they

are distinct.

Of these three criteria, the second, based on the way of perception, is, so to speak, the

weakest. Indeed, the predicates •were introduced by Aristotle to serve as logical tools for
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giving definitions; and to this end al-Kindï principal1y uses them in the Letter. To include

objects of sensory perception as instrumental into the domain of logic would seem

incompatible with the notion of logic itself as science dealing exclusively with mental

constructs. That is why neither Aristotle, not Porphyry lists individuaIs among the

predicates.

For al-Kindï, however, as 1 have briefly mentioned when analyzing the predicates above,

the reason for including ashkhii~ into the Aristotelian categories is probably their

independent existence, for th~ ontological status (the first criterion) of the predicates

becomes of crucial importance in medieval philosophy. On the other hand, al-Kindï does

not subsume ashkhii~ either under the essential or non-essential predicates, and they,

though having independent existence, stay apart from the rest of the predicates.

The division of the predicates accordingto the third criterion was borrowed by al-Kindï

from sorne late Hellenistic commentaries on Porphyry' s Isagoge107
•

Aristotle andPorphyry used none of these criteria in their treatment of the predicates the

way they.are used by al-KindI. Aristotle, though discriminating between essential and

non-essential categories, does not fully elaborate their ontological characteristics, apart

from mentioning that non-essential ones inhere, and therefore are existentially dependent

on essential ones108
• Porphyry, in his tum, though aware of the problem of the

independentexistence of such predicates asgenera and species, deliberately omits its

discussionfrom the Isagoge109
•

Before starting the analysis of each of the predicates, sorne of the characteristics that are

common to them all should be mentioned.
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AlI the predicates are multiple either through division (like ashkhas, for they can be

physically divided into pieces) or through their reference to a number of things (the rest

of the predicates).

At the same time, along with multiplicity, there is sorne kind of unity in all the predicates,

otherwise, if they were infinitely multiple, no definition, andtherefore knowledge would

be possiblellO
•

Since "one" can be predicated of every continuum (kull mutta#l) (an Aristotelian

thought picked up by al-Kindï), unitycan be predicated of each of the predicates. Each of

them is a kind of continuum either through the connection and interrelation of the parts

(individuals); or due to the fact that they refer in the same way (i.e. define in the same

way) a nurnber of things (genera and species); or because they belong exclusively to one

kind ofthings (differentiae and property).

,
Accidents too possess unity, though not through continuity, but accidentally, Kata

crullPePllKoç, as Aristotleremarks111
• Al-Kindï in the Letter does not mention in what way

an accident can be considered "one".

The unity that is predicated of aU the predicates is metaphoric.

!2i.ins (genus, Gr. 'Yivo~)

[}jins is a collective essential universal. It indicates the substance of a thing or, in other

words, it is the informer of the quiddity of athing (munbi 7 tln ma îyat al-shay yu. Being

a universal, it is perceived only by the intellect, not by the senses. Being collective, it

refers univocally (Js,awlan mutawa{i an) 113 to the things of the same substance. Finally,

being essential means that it does need for its sustentation (lf;iwam) anything but itself.
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Genus can be predicated of all created things, but not of the Etemal. The etenial has no

genus (la diinsa lah)1
14 because if It had a genus, It would be necessarily subsumed under

sorne species. This is not possible, since the Etemal is simple by definition, while species

are cornposed of genera and differentiae.

Fa§! (differentia, Gk. ÔUl(j)0pÛ)

Fa:jl is a distinct (mufarrilç) essential universal that distinguishes between the definitions

of things. It i8 the informer about the quality of a thing (munbi J cmayfyat al-shay j115.

One of the examples of differentia given by al-Kindï in the Letter is in the definition of

body: body i8 composed of substance, which is its genus, and of the three dimensions,

which are its differentia116
• In this definition, differentia is a synonyrn of "form",

Aristotelian f!tôoç (or 'tôia, but the latter is used by Aristotle in reference to Platonic

forms).

Naw ' or §ürah (species, Gk.ltôoc;;)

Species is a collective essential universal. It is composed of a genus and a differentia. It is

predicated.ofa rnultiplicityofindividually different things that belong tothe same genus

and have the sarne differentia. Or, in al-KindI's words, species is cornposed of its genus

that is COIumon to it and to others, and of adifferentia that does not exist in others (al-

naw'murakkab min diinsih al-fr.abillah wa li-g/:layrih, wa min fa:jllaysa li~glrayrih/17.

Etymologically the Greek tiôoç, which Aristotle and, followinghim, Porphyry use for

species, cornes from the verb 'tôci'v, to see; thus, tiôoç means literally an object of sight.
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As Porphyry mentions in the Isagage, môoç is used, above all, to designate the

shapeliness/form of an individual (tD ôÈ môoç Â.Éy€1:at... bn TIiç ÉKamov !lOp<p~ç)118.

That is why the first Arabie translation of the Greek môoç was ~ürah, "image". It oœurs

in A~tat's version of the Metaphysics. For example, the definition of the species taken

from the Metaphysics ('t'D môoçÈK 1:0U yivov 1tOlOU<H Kat 't'rov ôta<poprov) is rendered by

him as following: "verily, the species (is composed) of a genus and differentiae (inna' -1­

sürah min al-diins wa'1-fu~ül),,1l9.

Al-Kindï was probably the first, or among the first ones, who translatedmôoç as naw ~

Nevertheless, he still uses the older translation, ~ürah, to designate "species" in the

Letter, though much more rarely than naw ~ Thus, speaking about collective and distinct

universals, he remarks that a collective universal (diiimij is such that refers to. many

things, giving to each of them its definition (IJaddah) and name (ismah). The collective

universal that refers to individuals is called species (~ürah)120, because it is a unique form

(again theterm ~ürah is used here) that applies to each of the individuals.

This is one of the instances of al-Kindï's unsystematic usage of the technical terms,

wmch cancause, as in the example above, diffieulty for understanding. The more so, that

besides being used to designate "species" and "form", ~ürah can also mean "image", as in

the following passage from the Letter, which speaks about the objects of sensory

perception: !' it (i.e. a sensuously perceived object) is that whose images are established

in the imaginative faculty (wa huwa alladhï tuthbat suwaruh fi'l-mu~qwwir),,121. A.

Ivry's, who translates here ~urah as "form,,122 isnot precise, because "form" for al-Kindï
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means the same as differentia, which is an intelligible category and has nothing to do

with imagination. J. Jolivet gives a correct translation: "...c'est aussi ce don't les images

persistent dans l'imaginative,,123.

It may be the polysemy of the term ~ûrah that induces al-Kindï to chose another word,

namely, naw : to denote species wherever confusion may arise, but he does not do that

regularly.

Khii§§ah (property, Gk. 'iÔlOV)

Property is a non-esssentiai universal that indicates the existence of a thing (munbi ah lln

innïyat al-shay yt24. It happens in many individuals but only in one species ( ala naw r

wa1Jid). AI-KindI's example of property is laughter in men: it happens in many

individual.s but is confined to one species among animals, namely, to human beings. The

difference between.property and differentia, which toooccurs only in the individuals of

one species, is that differentia must exist necessarily as long as its species exists, because

it is that which distinguishes one species from the other species of the same genus.

Property.does notexistnecessarily. Indeed, one can imagine a person that never laughs,

and still he would be a human being,as long as the differentia which distinguishes him

from other animals, namely,being rational (nati~, as al-Kindï says)125 is preserved. On

the other hand, property indicates· human existence, because if someone is said to be

capable of laughter, it means that he is human, since among all animaIs thecapacity of

laughter belongs only to human beings.
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Accident is a non-essential universal. For its sustentation it needs the substrate of another

thing (huwa alladhf Jpwamuh bi'l-shay 1 al-maweJ:ii f lah)126. That is, when the substrate

perishes, the accident perishes with il. Accident occurs either in one thing exclusively (fi

shay 1 waltid munfaridan bih127
, by this al-Kindï implies that it occurs exclusively in one

species), - this is property; or does it occur in many things to which it iscommon (yakiin

fi ashya 1 kathfrahya ummuha128
, that is, itcan occur in many species),- this is common

accident (araq amm). Common accident can indicate either quantity, thus being subject

to augmentation .and diminuition, or quality - in this case it is subject to

similarity/dissimilarity, strongness/weakness etc129
• In other words, accident is the only

predicate that can manifest itself in a heigher or in a lower degree.

The other five predicates are not found in Aristotle or in the Isagoge, they are proper to

al-KindI.

Sha!Y:!:§ (individual)

Though shakh~ is considered by al-KindI a predicate, he does not subsume it under any

subdivision of universals. Shakh~ belongs to particular dicta (alfii; djuz îyah) which, in

general,. are not subject of philosophical investigation.

Shakh:j can be either natural (jahl 1), or artificial (#na 1)130. This division al-Kindï

borrows from Aristotle, though not without a change. The latter in the passage in the
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Metaphysici31
, to which al-Kindï alludes in ms division of individualsinto natural and

artificial, speaks not about individuals but about what kind of objects can be called one.

The objects are "one" through being continuous either by nature (rà, <puast cruvsm) or by

art (texv1J). An example of continuity by nature is any organ, such as a leg or an arm;

pieces of woodunified by glue, or a house are an example of unity by art. Both

individuals, either continuous by nature or by art, are asserted by Aristotle to constitute

an essential unity (Ka9'eau't'à,ifv, lit. "one" by themselves).

Al-Kindï, though, in ms example of "house", shifts the accents. According to Aristotle,

"house" is continuous by art, but it is an essential unity. For al-Kindï (quite

unexpectedly!), "house" is continuous by nature (ja-inna'l-bayt mutta~al bi'I-lab j132, but

its composition (tarkib) - and such a term Aristotle does not mention at all- is continuous

by accident (mutta~al bi'l- ara4)133, that is, as he adds at the end, through the (builder's)

craft (bi'l-mihnah). In doing this, al-Kindï considers essential unity as accidentaI, quite

contrary to Aristotle's view.

Though the text of the Metaphysics could lend grounds for such a confusion (cf. Met. X 1

lü52a 22 ff., where Aristotle contrasts, among non-accidental unities, tmngs that are

themselves the cause of their continuity, and those that are continuous by art), Ithink that

the. main reason for al-Kindï's stressing accidentaI unity in cases where Aristotle would

see essential unity only is the fact that for the former essential unity means ''true unity",

and he reserves if, along with true existence, exclusively to the True One.

Kull (aU, totaUty) and 4iamï f (whole)
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Kull is a collective universal that is predicated of that whose parts are either similar

(mushtabah), like, for instance, parts of water, or dissimilar, like the parts of a living

body.

!li.amf ~ which is a collective universal too, is predicated only of that whose parts are

dissimilar, i.e. of an aggregate heterogeneous by accident (4i.am r mukhtaliftit bi'l-

aracf)134. Therefore djamt is a non-essential universal; while kull can be either essential

(when, as J. Jolivet remarks in a note to his translation of the Letter, it is predicated, for

example, of genus with respect to species), or non-essential, when it is used in lieu of

4i.amf~

Al-K1ndï's distinction between "all" and "whole" is taken from the Metaphysics (Met. V:

26 1024a) where Aristotle, speaking about quantities, discriminates between nav (aU,

total), whose parts can change their position without affecting the aggregate; and oAoe;

(whole), whose parts have fixed positions. Al-Kindï, on his part, substitutes "change of

the position of the parts" by"Similarity/dissimilarity".

It is ofinterestto note that al-Kindï, grounding his exposition here on Astat' s version of

the Metaphysics135
, reverts the latter's translation of nav as "4i.amf h (whole) and oAoe; as

"kull" (all). Nevertheless, in On Definitions136
, al-Kindï preserves Astat's translation of

nav: "aU is proper of that which has similar parts (al-djamf r khti$$ lil~mushtabah al-

a4i.zti j", but "all is also said of that which is an aggregate of accidentally dissimilar parts

(al-4i.amf r ayejan yu~iil alti djam r al-mukhtaliftit bi '1- aracf)".
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In the Letta, however, al-Kindï uses kull1tav for and di.amf' for oÂ.oç regularly.

As a predicate, kull is used either without an article or with a definite article: al-kull. In

passages dealing withontological questions, al-kull can mean "universe,,137, mostly in

combination with diinn: djinn al-kull- "the body of the universe".

lliamf: besides designating one of the predicates, in some contexts in the Letter can

mean a totality or a combination of units (1J p. 31 line 6).

Djuz ' (part) and ba g(portion)

lliuz' is a collective universal that measures/enumerates kull (yulf,âl 'alti mti 'adda al-

kull)138. It divides kull into equal amounts (alf,dtir mutastiwiyah); in other words, diuz ris a

unit of measurement for kull. lliuz' can be either essential or accidental. When it is

essential, it canbe either one of the similar parts of a totality (kull), like parts of water; or

one of the dissimilar parts of a totality, like parts of a living body. The accidental part (al-

djuz ' al- 'araqï> is an attribute (ma1]mûl) of the essential part, like tridimentionality of the

parts of a living body, or their color, taste etc. (The last examplegiven by al-Kindï to

illustrate the accidental part is contradictory to the first definition ofdiuz ~ because it does

not divid~ body into equal amounts).

Ba '4 is a collective universal that does not measure/enumerate kull, because it divides it

into unequal amounts. That is· why it cannot be called a unit of measurement for kull (ja-

k - d·· ·'l h)139ya un yuz an a .
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The Physical and Mathematical Terms

In medieval Arabic sources al-Kindï was acknowledged to be not only the first

philosopher arnong the Arabs, but also the one who obtained high proficiency in various

arts and sciences, like mathematics, physics, astrology, medicine etc. According to

Fihrist, his scientific works by far outnumbered his philosophical treatises140
• This

allowed to sorne medieval historians to regard him first of all as a scientist. Al-Bayha1}ï,

for example, in his History ofIslamic Scholars refers to him as an engineer141
•

Being so deeply interested in the exact sciences, al-Kindï created a rich technical

vocabulary for sorne of their branches. The glossary of the first volume of the works of

al-Kindï edited by Roshdi Rashed gives an idea of how meticulously al-Kindï elaborated

his terminology for optics142
• In the Letter, however, as in most of his philosophical

epistles, scientific terminology is rather scarce, and is used not for its own sake, so to

speak, but mainly to elucidate metaphysical issues.

As in creating technieal terms for the applied sciences al-Kindï was dependent on various

translation of the works of Euclid, so the terms which occur in his philosophical treatises

and which can be classified as·physieal and.mathematical, are borrowed chiefly from the

Arabie translations of Aristotle's Metaphysics (by Astat) and Physics (by Ibn

Na'imah)143. Of these, "motion", "change" and their subdivisions occupy the central

place among the scientific terminologyused in al-Kindï'sphilosophical works in general

and in the Letter in partieular.

lfarakah (motion), tabaddul (change) and their subdivisons
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Strictly speaking, for al-KindI, as for Aristotle, motion is a kind of change, and it would

be more correctly to speak about "change" and its kinds. Indeed, the line from the

Physics: "nacra. KtVl1O"tÇ I!E'tapoÀrl nç"l44 al-KindI renders in one place as follows: "al-

istiIJalah tabaddul (motion is change),,145, or in another place in the Letter: "al-IJaraka

tabaddul ma (motion is a kind of change)146. That is, KtV'Jlcrt<; is translated either as

IJarakah or istiIJalah. In spite of al-KindI's using these terms sometimes indiscriminately,

as in the instance above, he tends to use IJarakah when he wants to stress general physical

characteristics of motion, such as its continuity/discreteness, its finitude in actuality and

its relation to time ("al-zaman huwa adad al-IJarakah, time is the number of motion")147.

IstiIJalah, on the other hand, in most cases means one of the kinds of change.

In other words, though change is the generic notion for motion (and motion in its tumis a

species of change), the later possesses its own kinds (in respect of which it plays the role

ofa genus) and outstanding characteristics that it would be easier to consider separately

from "change" and its subdivisions.

Before going into the details,a general scheme of "change" and its species can be drawn

according to al-KindI's understanding ofthis term.

Tabaddul (change)

-------l ~
IJarakah makiinïyah istiIJalah kawn/fasad tarkib and i ;tilaf

or inti~al (locomotion) (alteration)

/ ~
rabw(increase) iqmiIJlal(decrease)
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al) al-1}arakah

AI-1]arakah stands for Aristotle's KlVllcnÇ. As can be seen from the scheme, it is too

general a term to be used for any of the species of tabaddul, in fact, aU these subdivisions

of tabaddul are !]arakah. In case of locomotion (1]arakah makiinfyah), intifs,iil is a more

preferable term in the Letter.

lfarakah (or, rather its principle) is one of the four Aristotelian causes al-Klndï

enumerates at thebeginning of the Letter, namely, the agent cause ("fi îlah, a ni" mii minh

mabda Yal-1]arakah, the agent cause, l mean (by this) the principle of motion,,)148. It is

one of the main characteristics of.a sensory object, in which case it is synonymous with

sayaliin (evanescence)149. lfaraka is the criterion by which science in general is divided

into physics, whose object of scientific inquery (mat!üb) is in motion and, therefore

sibject to changes; and metaphysics, which inquires into the nature of the Etemal, that

does not move or change. lfarakah is that by which the duration of time is divided and

counted (al-zamiin maftül bi'I-1}arakah)150.

b) intiljiil (locomotion)

lntifs,iil is al-Kindï's translation for Aristotle's <pOpeiISI • It is the change of place of the

parts of the body and its center. IntiJs,iil is the generic notion for two other kinds of

locomotion which are its species, namely, rabw (increase, lit. growth) and üjmi1}liil

(decrease, lit. evanescence). The difference between them and inti/s,iil is that the center of
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the body that undergoes increase/dicrease is unmoved: it is such a change of place to

which the body is brought by its limits either in nearness or farness from its center.

Al-Kindï was probably the frrst one who translated <popa as intffs;iil: Ast~it in his

translation of the Metaphysics uses "al-Ijarakah fi'l-makiin" for "q>opà ôÈ ~ KaTà Tonov"

(Met. XII 1 l069b 12)152. Abu Bishr Matta translates the same phrase as "al-nufs;lahfi'l­

makiin" (lit. transfer in the place).

Though al-KindI's intifs;iil doubtlessly is a translation ofq>opa, there seems to be an

important difference between him and Aristotle in the way they understand this term. For

al-Kindï locomotion is a species of change in general, or else a kind of motion. For

Aristotle <popa is the genus of aU other kinds of change (and. motion), as is clear from the

following line: "<popà yàp ~ nprot11 TroV J-LETapoMiiv", translated by Astat as "wa inna '1­

Ijarakah ülii al-taK!J.ayyuriit, motion is the first of changes"153 (Met. XII 7 1072b 9).

c) isti1}iilah (motion, alteration)

Gnly once in the Letter (in the example mentioned above under lf.arakah) doesal-Kindï

refer to istiljalah as "motion", in which case it is synonymous with.ljarakah. In allother

instances istiljalah means "alteration", the same as Aristotle's CtMOtromç154, change of

qualities, or .accidental change. As al-KÎndï defines it: "the change of qualities alone that

areaccidental (al-ma1;Jmülah) in a body is alteration". lstiljiilah is contrary to kawn and

fasiid, which are substantial change.

d)kawnbfasiid(generatlon/corruptlon)
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These terms havebeen analysed at length among the ontological terms. Here it should be

noted in connection with other kinds of change/motion that in fact there is only one kind

of change that al-Kindï would call substantial, or generation: this is creatio ex nihilo,

ibda :which is a unique action proper to God. AlI other changes, kawnlfasad included

(unlike Aristotle's yévsmç, generation, or J.lê'ta~oÀrf, substantial change), do not involve

the essence of a thing (cf. my discussion of the usage of aysa in the Ontological Terms).

e) tarklbli Wlal (compositionlcombination)

/tila! is just another word for tarkfb; there is no difference between their meanings. It

occurs only once in the Letter.

Tarkfb (composition), the more usual term of the two, means such a change that is

opposite to the state of not being composed ("al-tarkfb tabaddul al-lJal allatï hiya lii

tarkfb,,)155. As. the result oftarkIb, murakkabat come into existence, that is, all things

composed of form and matter; in other words, all created things.

Al-wal}ùl.al-adadi(the mathematical "one")

Investigating the answerto the question "what is the true unity?",al-KindI cornes to

consider the absolute little. It. may be supposed, he argues, that little may be predicated

absolutely, because in fact the first number is "two" (it is probable that al-KindI grounds

himselfhere on David's commentary on /sagoge, but not following him exactly156) every

other numberbeiIlg greater than it That is, "two" is the absolute little, since it is the least

of the numbers.
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But, on the other hand, "two" is composed of "ones",and if "one" were a number, nothing

would be less than il. The question now is: can "one" be considered an number?

In order to find an answer, al-Kindï applies to "one" an Aristotelian property of

quantities, found in the Categories (Cat. VI 6a 28 ff). Each quantity (nôcrov) - and the

number, according to Aristotle (and al-Kindï) is a discrete quantity (kammfyah

munfa$alah) - can be both "equal" or "unequai" (icrov/avicrov) in relation to other

quantities. Thus, if "one" were a number, it would be musiiwin lii musiiwin (equal and

unequal at the same time). For Aristotle that would hold true, and "one" would he a

number according to this distinction (but Aristotle rejects the idea of "one" as a number

for sorne other reason mentioned further). But al-Kindï applies the property of

equality/inequality in another way: not to "one" itself but to the units (ii!]iid}from which

"one" were presumably composed: sorne of these units would be equal to the whole

"one" and the others would he unequal (ba (Jlf-hii musiiwiyah lah (to "one"), wa ha (Juhii

lii musiiwiyah). To be sure, such units of "one" do not exist, and this supposition is one of

the weakest arguments of al-Kindï against "one" being a number. (Later in thechapter,

he, however, applies correctly equality/inequality to "one", i.e., "one" is equal to another

"one" and unequal tQ other numbers, but the conclusion that "one" shQuld he thus a

number is finally rejected owing to other arguments).

The second argument against "one" not being a number is the following: each number is

either even (zaw4i) or odd (fard). But "one" is neither even nor odd, because in order to

be even il would have to be divisible into two equal parts, as weIl as for beingodd, il

whould have to be divisible into two unequal parts. Consequently, one is not a number.

This distinction of numbers goes back to the Pythagoreans, as is reported in the
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Metaphysics (Met. 15 986a 17). It is strange that al-KÏndI brings forward this argument

here, since for the Pythegoreans the combination of odd and even makes unity (cf. Met.

ibid. and ff.), to which al-KindI would never agree, asserting that both even and odd are

divisible, and thus, not truly one. This argumentation of al-KindI is as unsatisfactory as

the first one.

The third argument (the decisive one) by virtue of whichal-KindI finally declares "one"

not to be a number, is based on Aristotle's postulate found in the Metaphysics to the efect

that the principle, or the element, ofa thing is not that thing. This postulate is not

expressed outwardly, rather it is implied in the following two passages. In the first one,

Aristotle states that the questions "what is it to be one?" and "what is the definition (i.e.

explaining factor, as he elucidates further) of unity?" do not have the same meaning (Met.

X 1 lO52b 1 ff.). In the second one (Met. XIV 1 lO88a 1 ff.) Aristotle argues that "one"

cannot be a numberbecause it is the measure ofnumbers and thus belongs among the

principles (cf.alsoMet. XIV 1 lO87a 30 ft).

Based on these passages from the Metaphysics, al-KÏndI formulates his principle that

"rukn .al-shay' alladhf yubnii minh al-shay ~ .. laysa huwa al-shay '157 ( the element of a

thing from which that thing is constructed... is not that thing)". Thus, ifany number is

composed from units, then "one" is the element of number, and therefore, it is not a

number. Moreover, if "one" were not the elementlprinciple (rukn) of the numbers, it

would have to .be composed of units as any other number (murakkab min iil]iid), .and

therefore, would not be one.

Still, under the influence of David, al-KindI is obliged to take into account his further

argument: if "one"· is not a number because it is an element of "two", then in its tum,
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"two" may also be said not to be a number because it is an element of "three" etc., this

line of reasonong being applicable to all the numbers. This argument is not true in al­

Kindî's view (even to David it holds true only with respect to "two"; he consideres

"three" to be the frrst number), because unlike aH the numbers "one" itself has no

element; it is simple (basft). It is not possible for any number ta be simple, and

consequently, as al-KindI concludes finally, al-wa~id al- adadfis not a number.

Since "one" is an element of a number and not a concrete number, the definition of

nurnber will include "one" fully. That is, "one" by itself is not a subject (i:m:OKEÎJ.tEVOV),

(i.e. in itself "one" is nothing) but either an arrangement of units (na:{.m al-wa~danfyat),

or a totality of units (f!.i.amf' al-wa~danfyat), or a collection of units ·(ta 1ïj al-

wa!]danfyat). Thus the smallest number for al-Kindï (as forAristotle) is "two" because it

is the smallest combination of units. (cf. Met. XN 1 lOSSa 6 ff: "ËÀUXtcr'toç ai> ùpt8J.tOç 0

J.tÈv Ù1tMi)ç Ëanv ~ allUÇ" absolutely speaking, the smallest of the numbers is "two").

Though "two" is the absolute smallest number, it is not the absolute little because by its

nature it is the doubling of "one" (ta4lfal-wa!]fd), orthe sum (f!.i.am ) of two "ones". The

following reasoning is operative here: 1) "two" is composed; 2) every composed has

parts; ·3) a composed is a whole related to its parts; 4) a whole is bigger than its parts; 5)

thus, "two" cannot be absolute little because it is bigger than its parts.

Thus, in responding tothe question: "What is the absolut~ litter?", al-Kindï asserts thatit

does not exist, which is in accordance withhis view that no attribute can be predicated

absolutely (mursalan). "Being absolute" is reserved by him only to al-Wa!]id al-lfa/f;/f;.
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l2iism and tJi.irm (body)

Both 4iism and diirm can be said to mean "body", and this is how A. Ivry renders them

thoughout ms translation of the Letter. Al-Kindï's usage of these terms in the Letter,

however, is very nuancé to be rendered always by "body" without an explanatory

remark.

J. Jolivet translates diism as "corps" and "solide"; and 4iirm as "corps" and "volume". In

both cases, his. translation seems to me somewhat artificial. For example, let us consider

the following passages:

1) "wa kadhalik la yufsal fsawlan fjadifsan: djism atwal aw afsfjar min sa!!} aw khatt... (De

même on ne dit pas, si l'.on parle correctement, qu'un solide est plus long ou plus

court qu'une surface, une ligne (D p.81line16 ff);

2) (al-KindI continues the same topic) ''fa-bayin an la yufsal al-tU! wa 'l-fsafjr ... il/a li-ma

kiina ft m ins wa!}id, awft djirm fafsa! aw sali]. ....(TI est donc clair qu'on attribue le

long et le court... seulement à ce qui est dans un genre unique, c'est-à-dire à un

volume seulement, à une surfa.ce seulement. .. (D p.S1 Une 25 ff).

Here.al-Kindï's usage of diism and mirm isobviously synonymous, for both of themare

used in the same discussion of the continuous magnitudes (body, surface, line, place,

time) and compared with the same notions of "surface", "Une" etc. Therefore J. Jolivet's

translation mism as "solide" and diirm as "volume" appears arbitrary, and besides, he

does not make any explanatory remark to ground· ms translation on. 1 think that it would

be better to translate here both diism and diirm as "body" with a remark that it is

considered in its quantitative aspect.
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The distinction between diism and diinn, to my mind, lies sooner in a different usage

(inconsistent as it may appear) rather than in different meanings. As l have mentioned at

the beginning of my Contextual Analysis of the Letter, diinn occurs more frequently than

diism in the ontological and mathematical contexts. In the latter, diism may also occur

with the sarne meaning, as in the passages above. In sorne instances, however, diism and

diinn may have a slightly different connotation. For exarnple, for "the body of the

universe" in most cases stands "4iinn al-kull". Gnly in the discussion of void and plenum

(khala' wa mala) does diism al-kull occur, in which case diism is a synonym of plenum

(cf. JJ p.21linel5 where khala' and ma/a' are juxtaposed with faragh and diism

respectively).

In the physical contexts, diism is more cornrnon than diinn (in these cases J. Jolivet

translates it as "solide", cf. JJ p. 81 Hne 5,6,7 ff); though diinn also occurs (al-ma1]süs

abadan djinn wa bi 'l-djinn, the sensory object is always a body and in a body).

It may be worth noting that in his scientific works, al-Kindï uses diism and diinn

irrespectively in the meaning of physical body.

1 Kashshàf, p. 4.
2 In her article Anniya-Anitas, M.T. d'Alvemy gives a detailed summary ofdifferent views concerning the origin of

this term. Sheherself seems to uphold the hypothesis of anniya having been coined from sivut, because it corresponds
mostoften to this Greek term in Astat's translation ofthe Metaphysics. M. T. d'Alvemy. "Anniya-Anitas". Mélanges
offerts à Étienne Gilson, Paris: Librarie Philosophique J. Vrin, 1959,p. 73.
3 See AR,pp.97-101.
4 Ibid., p. 97.
5 Kashshâf, p. 4.
6 AR, p. 98.
7 Ibid., p. 100. See also A. M. Goichon. Lexique de la langue philosophique d'Ibn Sina. Paris: Desclée de Brouwer,
1938, pp. 9-11.
Slbid.
9 n, p. 9line 13.
10 AR, p. 173.
Il JJ, p. 11line 6. Cf. also the latin anitas that occurs in the similar context. M. T. d'Alvemy, op.cit., p. 69.
12 n, p. 31lines 22-23.
13 n, p. 35 line 21.
14 Al,p. 121.
15 AR, p~ 1<56.
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16 n, p. 33 line 5.
17 Phys. III 1 200b 33.
18 Met. 1 3 983b10-11; 14 985b 10; 1 9 992b 1-7; III 4 999b 14; V 24 1023b 2; VU 2; VU 3; VIll 1; VIII 4; IX 6 1048b
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23 Frank, R. The Metaphysics ofCreated Being According ta Abü Hudhayl al- 'Allaj. Istanbul, .1966, p. 42.

24 Cf. Frank, R. Beings and Their Attributes. State University of NewYork Press: Albany, 1978, pp. 131 (l]adi!fj); 22,
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26 n, p. 49line 5.
27 JJ, p. 53lines 16-17.
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30 Kashshiifv. 1 p. 511
31 Ibid., v. U p. 1313.
32 It may be supposed that in this sense mahîyah is sensually perceived, as mentioned in al-lliurlliiinî's definition. It is
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33 n, p. 19line 4.
34 Ibid., p. 9 line 12.
35 Ibid., p. 41 ff.
36 Ibid., lines9-10.
37 Cf. n.26.
38 Ibid., p. 33 lines 10-11.
39 Ibid., Hnes 9-10.
40 Cf. an exposition of the meaning of wur!J.üd and maudj,üd in A. M. Goichon. La Philosophie d'Avicenne et son
influence en Europe médiévale. Paris: Librarie d'Amérique et d'Orient, 1951, p. 62. "C'est (wujüd) l'existence, l'esse
des latins".
41 JJ, p.8.
42 Kashshiif, v. U p. 1457.
43 Ibid.
44 Ibid.
45 JJ, p. 85lines 7-8. Cf al-Kindî's usage of ayn in the sense of "individual existence" in bis treatise On the Prostration
ofthe Extreme Body. JJ, p. 1951ine 6.
46 JJ, p. 19line3.
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48 Kashshaf, v. Up. 1456.
49 JJ, p. 41line 4.
50 Ibid., p. 40.
51 AI, p. 76.
52 JJ,p. 33 line 24
53 Ibid., p. 32.
54 AI, p.72.
55 Kashshiif, v. U p. 1273.
56 JJ, p. 33 lines 5-6.
57 Ibid., p. 83 line 26- p. 85 line 1.
58 Ibid., p. 83 line 20.
59 Ibid., p. 33 line 21.
60 Ibid., p.31line 10.
61 Ibid., line 13.
62 Cf Met. 1 3 984a 20.
63 JJ, p.35line 2.
64 Ibid., p. 34.
65 Forinstance, JJ, p. 33 and passim.
66 Ibid., p. 42.
67 Kashshaf, v. U p. 1274.
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69 Ibid., p. 43line 16.
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73 R. Frank. "Sorne Textual Notes on the Oriental Versions of Themistius' Paraphrase of Book 1 of the Metaphysies".
Cahiers de Byrsa (1958-59) p. 241, n. 10.
74 Ibid., p. 215.
75 See Technical Terms Index -Arabie in R.Frank's Beings and their Attributes.
76 AR, p. 182 n 2.
77 Ibid.
78 Ibid.
79 Ibid., p. 113 n. 5.
80 See for example Analytieal Index of Technieal Tetrns in Aristotle's Metaphysics tr. by Richard Hope. New York:
Columbia University Press, 1952; p. 357.
81 AI, p. 67.
82 n, p. 26.
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84 AR, p. 183.
85 Ibid., p. 169.
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88 Ibid., p. 23 lines22-23.
89Kashshiij, pp. 1456-1461.
90 Ibid., p. 1455.
91 Ibid.
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93 AI, p. 61.
94 De An.. III 1. 425a 14 ff.
95 Ibid.
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97 Ibid., p. 19.
98 Ibid.
99 Ibid., p. 21. See also G. Atiyeh, op.cit., pp. 105-108, where he says that "al-Kindlsees the function of the faculties
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Aristotelian universa1 sense.
100 De An. III 2 426b.
101 Ibid., 426b 16:
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(kath' hauta), when apprehended by the common sense, or kata sumbebékos, when apprehended by another sense. The
common sense, besides apprehending the common sensibles, is also the faculty that enables a percipient to make
various apperceptual judgements (De An. 426b 8-21). Thus,inher analysis, it appears that the common sense is

identieal with 1:0 KpÏVOV, or, rather 1:0 KpÏVOV is one of its functions. She does not rise the question, how this
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103 Kashshiij, v. 1p, 302.
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List of Abreviations

AR M. tA. H. Abü Rïdah's edition of The Letter on the First Philosophy and other

treatises, in the Rasa 'il al-Kindf al-Falsafiyah

JJ Oeuvres philosophiques et scientifiques d'al-Kindf, vo1. JI: Métaphysique et

Cosmologie. Ed. par R. Rashed et J. Jolivet

AI A. Ivry. AI-Kindf's Metaphysics

CAG Commentarii in Aristotelem Graeca
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