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Abstract

This dissertation offers a new and comprehensive analysis of Abti Nasr al-Farabi’s (d.
950) cosmology by focusing on various important issues that have been largely
neglected by the modern scholarship. It provides an examination of the physical,
metaphysical, and astronomical aspects of al-Farabi's cosmology by adopting a
multidisciplinary approach that takes into account the history of philosophy and
the history of astronomy. Accordingly, my dissertation explores how al-Farabi
attempted to reconcile features of Ptolemaic astronomy with Aristotelian and
Neoplatonic theories, an endeavor which resulted in the formulation of innovative
cosmological ideas. Chapters I and II provide background information on al-Farabt’s
activity as a commentator and his relation to the Greek commentatorial tradition
and assess the relevant primary sources. In addition, they examine al-Farabr's
approach to cosmology and his scientific method in terms of both the Ptolemaic
astronomical tradition and the Aristotelian corpus. Chapter III addresses problems
related to the structure of al-Farabi’s cosmology, especially the origin of his ennadic
cosmological model and his spherology. Particular attention is devoted to the
question of how Aristotle’s unmoved movers and Ptolemy’s astronomical theories
are reconciled. Chapters IV, V, and VI analyze the place of celestial matter, intellect,
and motion respectively in al-FarabTs cosmology and attempt to redefine the
second teacher’s relation to the various trends of Greek philosophy. The study
stresses al-FarabT's connection with the Neoplatonic and Peripatetic currents,
particularly with thinkers such as Alexander of Aphrodisias, Themistius, and
Proclus. As a corollary, it challenges the Mahdian political interpretation of al-
FarabT's philosophy and of the latter’s alleged debt to Middle Platonism. Throughout
the dissertation, emphasis is placed not only on the Greek philosophical
antecedents, but also on the factors proper to the Arabic-Islamic context that can
best explain the development of al-Farabi's cosmological ideas. The debate over the
creation of the world, the influence of al-Kindi and Abt Bakr al-Razi, the
development of the astronomical hay’a tradition in Islam, the impact of the
translation movement from Greek to Arabic, and al-Farab1’s influence on Ibn Sina,
are some of the internal Arabic-Islamic elements that are highlighted in the
analysis. Ultimately, this study aims to provide a clearer understanding of al-
FarabT's role in the formation of medieval Arabic cosmology.

Résumé

Cette these présente une analyse novatrice et exhaustive de la cosmologie d’Aba
Nasr al-Farabi (mort 950) en exposant divers concepts issus de ses ouvrages. Les
deux premiers chapitres récapitulent la contribution d’al-Farabr a la tradition des
commentaires grecs et arabes, évaluent les sources premiéres, et examinent la
méthode cosmologique du deuxiéme maitre, autant vis-a-vis de la tradition
astronomique ptoléméenne que vis-a-vis du corpus aristotélicien. La place de
I'astronomie, de I'astrologie, de la physique et de la métaphysique dans la méthode
cosmologique, et I'importance de la démonstration et de I'analogie, sont examinées



afin de reconstituer la méthodologie employée par al-Farabi. La structure de sa
cosmologie, et en particulier la question de I'origine de son modéle énnadique, ainsi
que la relation entre les moteurs immobiles aristotéliciens et les théories cinétiques
ptoléméennes sont soulevées dans le chapitre II1. Les chapitres IV, V, et VI, étudient,
quant a eux, la matiére céleste, l'intellect, et le mouvement des astres, tout en
délinéant I'influence que les auteurs grecs eurent sur al-Farabi. L’analyse montre les
liens étroits qui unissent al-Farabi aux mouvances péripatéticienne et
néoplatonicienne de l'antiquité, et particulierement a Alexandre d’Aphrodise,
Themistius, et Proclus. Conséquemment, 'auteur critique la thése Mahdienne selon
laquelle la philosophie d’al-Farabi serait principalement redevable a la philosophie
politique du moyen-platonisme. L’accent est placé non seulement sur les
correspondances entre le deuxiéme maitre et ses prédécesseurs grecs, mais aussi sur
les facteurs internes au contexte arabo-islamique qui sont susceptibles de fournir
une lecture plus juste du développement de sa pensée. Le débat concernant l'origine
du monde, 'influence d’al-Kindi et d’Abt Bakr al-Razi, la formation d’une tradition
astronomique propre au monde islamique (‘ilm al-hay’a), 'impact du mouvement de
traduction du grec a l'arabe, sont pris en compte. Cette these a pour but principal
d’élucider et d’expliquer le rdle joué par al-Farabi dans le développement de la
cosmologie arabe médiévale.
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[. INTRODUCTION AND PRELIMINARY REMARKS

1. AIMS OF DISSERTATION

The principal objective of this dissertation is to provide a new, in-depth, and
systematic analysis of several key aspects of al-FarabT’s cosmology.' Al-Farabi (d.
950), also known as the ‘second teacher’ or ‘second master’ (after Aristotle), is
unanimously considered one of the great Arabic philosophers of the medieval
period, yet many dimensions of his work remain poorly known.” One of them is his
contribution to cosmology and the role he played in the development of one of the
most influential cosmological models of the Arabic philosophical tradition. In spite
of several recent monographs on this thinker, and with the exception of Davidson’s
book, no study has so far provided substantial insight into the sources underlying

his cosmology and its significance in the development of Arabic thought.’

My dissertation proposes to analyze al-FarabTls cosmology by bringing
together the history of philosophy and the history of astronomy and by interpreting
its sources, structure, and major concepts in connection with the ancient Greek and
early Arabic scientific and philosophical traditions. Emphasis will be placed on
explaining how physics, metaphysics, and astronomy interact in al-Farabi's works
and how Ptolemaic astronomical elements are reconciled with Aristotelian and

Neoplatonic theories.

! It should be made clear from the outset that al-Farabi does not use a specific Arabic term to convey
our modern notion of ‘cosmology.” Rather, as this study will show, the cosmology of medieval
thinkers such as al-Farabi consisted of various disciplines, especially astronomy, astrology, physics,
and metaphysics. It is insofar as these thinkers attempted to provide a systematic and rational
interpretation of the cosmos using these various sciences that one may legitimately speak of a
‘medieval cosmology.’

21 will not provide any biographical information on al-Farabi, because very little is known about his
life, and because even that which is known is subject to doubt. Gutas 1982a sifts through the
historical facts and the legendary accounts and is for the time being the most thorough introduction
to al-FarabT's life.

* Galston 1990, Davidson 1992, Fakhry 2002, Vallat 2004, and Colmo 2005. Davidson’s book is an
important contribution to the subject, but it focuses mostly on the Agent Intellect and says little
about other aspects of al-Farabi’s cosmology. Furthermore, it discusses chiefly the cosmologies of Tbn
Sina and Ibn Rushd. Finally, Davidson does not address the astronomical elements in these thinkers’
cosmologies or the question of how they relate to their metaphysical theories.



In Chapter II, I focus on the second teacher’s approach to cosmology and his
understanding of how the various sciences can contribute to the study of the
heavens. After a survey of the sources that were available to al-Farabi, which helps
to contextualize his work in light of the Greek legacy and the Arabic intellectual
climate of his day, I define the place that astronomy, astrology, physics, and
metaphysics play in al-Farabi's cosmology and address questions related to his
conception of the scientific method and the relation between scientific practice and

theory.

In Chapter III, 1 provide an overview of al-Farabi’s spherology and of the
basic components that constitute his cosmological model. This section not only
provides the reader with a general sense of the structure of al-Farab1’s cosmology as
it can be reconstructed from the sources, but it also addresses the question of the
origin of, and antecedents for, al-FarabT's ennadic or decadic cosmological scheme.
In order to shed light on this issue, I examine some of the Greek sources that are
likely to have influenced al-Farabrs model, and which include the Aristotelian
corpus and later Peripatetic and Neoplatonic commentaries. I argue that al-FarabT’s
theories show a remarkable degree of continuity with the works of certain Greek
thinkers, such as Alexander of Aphrodisias (fl. c. 200 CE) and Simplicius (fl. 500-550),
and that he carries on their project of harmonizing various and often conflicting

philosophical trends.

The remaining sections of this dissertation (Chapters 1V, V, and VI) examine
in detail al-Farabt’s theories of heavenly substance, intellection, and motion. The
basic reason behind my selection of these three themes is that they are conceptually
significant in the history of ancient and medieval cosmology, and, moreover, they
are often intricately connected. This is definitely the case in al-Farabt’s philosophy;
one cannot be properly explained without reference to the other two. In particular,
al-Farabt's theories of celestial substance and motion are dependent on his complex

theory of celestial intellection, which I treat in detail in Chapter V. In these



chapters, my analysis is confined to the superlunary world and only incidentally
touches on the question of how the separate intellects and the heavenly bodies
affect sublunary existents. It is therefore not a primary objective of this study to
examine the connection between the Agent Intellect and human noetics, a subject

which has already been studied by modern historians.*

Another, somewhat secondary, aim of this dissertation is to study the
cosmological sections of texts that have traditionally been attributed to al-Farabi or
associated with the Farabian corpus, but whose authenticity has been put into
question by modern scholars. The most important works in this category are the
Jam', the Jawabat, the Ta'ligat, the ‘Uytn al-masa’il, and the Da‘awa.’ The reason for
studying these texts is twofold. First, they present highly original cosmological ideas
that are related to al-FarabT’s and Ibn Sina’s philosophies, but which have never
been studied critically. Second, I believe that it is only through a detailed
examination of their contents that the question of their authorship will be
definitively settled. While I cannot offer a comprehensive treatment of these works,
a comparative study of their cosmological theories can shed some light on the
problem of their authorship and represent a starting-point for future research. This
is all the more justified by the very large place devoted to cosmology in these

treatises.

I also intend to challenge the political-reductionist reading of al-Farabt’s
philosophy that has until very recently been predominant in modern studies on this
thinker, and, by the same token, to contribute to the rehabilitation of the
cosmological and metaphysical sections of his works, which up to now have been

relatively neglected.’ I have not devoted a special section of my dissertation to fulfill

* See Lucchetta in al-Farabi 1974; Walzer 1974; Hamzah in al-Farabi 2001b; and especially Davidson
1972 and 1992.

® For information on the Fusiis al-hikam, which is now attributed to Ibn Sina, as well as the Ta'ligat, the
‘Uyiin, and the Da‘awd, see Khalil 1941-1946; Alon 2002, 794-830; Michot 1982; Davidson 1987, 148, 215,
237, 353-355, 360; and Vallat 2004, 379-390. For the Jam' and the Jawabat, see Walzer 1950; Lameer
1994, 25-39; M. Rashed 2008, 55-58; and D’ Ancona 2006, especially 380, note 6.

¢ This political approach has its roots in the scholarship of Leo Strauss and has been practiced most
assiduously by M. Mahdi, J. Parens, C. Butterworth, C. Colmo and others. For a less reductionist



this objective, but I believe that the analysis provided throughout will stand as the

best evidence to undermine the political-reductionist thesis.

I argue that al-Farabi's cosmology need not necessarily be interpreted in
light of his political philosophy to be coherent, and that it may be seen as a self-
contained system that perpetuates a long philosophical tradition harkening back to
Aristotle’s De caelo and other works. It reflects a valid scientific approach to the
world and cannot be defined merely as a ‘political cosmology’ or as a metaphor for
the way society is structured. Moreover, I situate al-Farab1’s theories in the context
of the late-antique Peripatetic and Neoplatonic traditions rather than Middle
Platonism, as Mahdi in particular had. Finally, I stress the parallels between al-
FarabT's celestial and human noetics and conclude that his cosmological theories are
connected primarily to his psychology and only secondarily to his political doctrine.
Al-FarabT’s cosmological theories are complex and draw on a rich and diverse

philosophical heritage that rarely bears a concrete link to political philosophy.

If that is the case, then the cosmological and metaphysical dimensions of al-
Farabr's works may be studied for their own sake and cannot be satisfactorily
understood if one sees them merely as a backdrop for a discussion of human politics.
My approach partly relies on the works of T.-A. Druart, D. Gutas, P. Vallat, D.
Reisman, C. D’Ancona, and many others who have analyzed al-FarabT's output in
connection with late-antique thought rather than through the narrow lens of
political theory.” Ultimately, however, my aim is more to contribute to
rehabilitating al-Farabt as a metaphysician and cosmologist than to dwell on the

lack of any political dimension in his cosmology.

Some of the basic reasons for conducting research on al-Farabi's cosmology

will have emerged clearly by now. A thorough analysis of its sources, structure, and

approach, but one which nonetheless focuses on al-Farabi’s political ideas, see 0’Meara 2003. Unlike
Mahdi, O'Meara connects al-Farabi’s political theories to Neoplatonism rather than Middle Platonism.
7 Gutas’ 2002 article is a cogent criticism of Strauss’ and Mahdi’s positions, and his views represent a
starting-point and guideline for my own research. See especially p. 19 ff.; pp. 23-24 deal specifically
with al-Farabi and refute the “political” reading of his works.



function will prove to be a valuable contribution to the modern understanding of al-
Farabr's place in the history of Arabic thought and the history of medieval
cosmology in general. In that sense, my study inscribes itself in the recent upsurge
of interest for ancient and medieval cosmology.® Cosmology plays a key role in the
second teacher’s oeuvre, not only for its own sake, but also in relation to other

aspects of his philosophy, such as his physics, psychology, and prophetology.

Moreover, the scholarship on al-Farabi is very imbalanced and has in general
focused on his ‘political philosophy’ and to a lesser extent on his logic to the
exclusion of other fields, with the effect that his cosmology has not received the
scholarly treatment it deserves and remains inadequately understood. Both the
sources behind al-FarabTs metaphysics and cosmology and the reasons that
motivated the elaboration of these disciplines are marginally or inadequately
treated in the modern literature. As D. Gutas writes, “..the prevalence of the
Straussian interpretation of al-Farabi has had a chilling effect on mainstream
studies of this very significant philosopher...”” This is regrettable, because al-Farabi
appears to have exercised a profound influence on subsequent Arabic thought, and
his ideas resurface in some of its crucial stages. His cosmological system is mutadis
mutandis the one adopted by Ibn Sina; it is (in its Avicennian form) the main object
of attack of al-Ghazali's Tahafut; and it is this same system that is in turn defended
and criticized by Ibn Rushd and Maimonides.

In this regard, some of the conclusions reached in this study can be fruitfully
applied to Ibn Sina’s (d. 1037) cosmology, which in many respects follows that of al-
Farabi. It is not an exaggeration to say that al-Farabi’s work profoundly influenced
some of Ibn Sina’s cosmological theories and served as one of its main models.
Throughout my discussion, I will stress the connection between the two

philosophers and provide hypothetical explanations for the divergences in their

® One may cite, among many other works, Taub 1993, Grant 1994, Lerner 1996, Rudavsky 2000,
Harrison 2003, Clay 2003, Betegh 2004, Obrist 2004, Wilberding 2006, Eastwood 2007, and Yousef 2008.
° Gutas 2002, 24; see also Gutas’ 2003 review of Mahdi’s book entitled Alfarabi and the Foundation of
Islamic Political Philosophy.



doctrines.”® Particularly interesting, I think, is to witness how they developed quite
similar, yet subtly distinct, concepts of celestial substance, intellection, and
causality. For these reasons this study will also be of benefit to students of Ibn Sina’s

cosmology.

Finally, my research will seek to clarify the problem of al-Farabf’s allegiance
to the various trends of Greek philosophy and the controversial question of the
place of Neoplatonism in his cosmology. As Chapter II shows, Al-Farabi’s conception
of astronomy and its method was profoundly shaped by Aristotle’s Organon, and
especially the K. al-burhan. Chapter III also argues that the main structure of the
second master’s cosmology is essentially Aristotelian and modelled on Book Lambda.
This being said, al-Farabi also introduces foreign elements derived from a variety of
other sources, such as Alexander’s Mabadi’, Ptolemy’s Almagest, possibly Simplicius’
In de caelo, and the Neoplatonica arabica. Chapters IV and V reveal the extent to which
al-Farabi's theories of celestial substance, intellection, and creation incorporate
Neoplatonic material and are dependent on the Arabic Neoplatonica, especially the
Proclus arabus. Thus, in many respects, my conclusions agree with the recent
contributions of T.-A. Druart, M. Geoffroy, G. Freudenthal, D. Reisman, and P. Vallat,
which have all emphasized the Neoplatonic element in al-FarabT’s thought. This
being said, my analysis aims to provide a more nuanced picture of the interactions
between Aristotelianism and Neoplatonism in al-Farabi's cosmology than has

hitherto been presented.

% In doing so, I follow several recent comparative studies of al-Farabi’s and Ibn Sina’s philosophy:
Davidson 1992; Wisnovsky 2003b, especially 145-161 and 219-227; Bertolacci 2001 and 2005a.



2. SURVEY OF SCHOLARSHIP AND METHOD

Past studies on al-Farabi’s cosmology have generally focused on specific issues,
notably the role of the celestial bodies in sublunary change," his treatises on
astrology,” the concept of emanation,” and the Agent Intellect.” An obvious
desideratum is therefore to provide a general study of the neglected themes in al-
FarabT's cosmology by taking into account as many of his writings as possible, by
analyzing their content, and by clarifying the links that exist between them. In fact,
a purely internal examination of the Farabian corpus can provide substantial insight
into the matter, because al-Farabi discusses cosmological issues at length in many of
his writings, particularly in the two emanationist works, the Ara’ and the Siyasah.”
Other works, especially the Risalah fi al-‘agl, the K. al-misiqga, the K. al-burhan, two
treatises on astrology,'® and the Fusil, also contain valuable material. Throughout
my discussion, I provide many translations and analyses of passages that have never
been studied before, especially from the K. al-burhan and K. al-miisiga, two very
interesting works that contain much information on al-Farabi's philosophical

method.

This straightforward textual approach, however, is not without its
shortcomings and pitfalls. First, it is undermined by the uncertainty that reigns over
the dating and chronology of the Farabian corpus. While it is generally accepted
that the Ara’ and the Siyasah were composed during a late stage of al-Farabi’s life,

there is no sure sense of how these two treatises relate to the second master’s other

" Druart 1981 and Davidson 1992.

2 Druart 1978 and 1979.

B Galston 1977, Ivry 1990, Marquet 1987 and 1990, Druart 1992, and Fakhry 2002.

" Davidson 1992,

' For the Siyasah, 1 have used Najjar’s edition (al-Farabi 1964). An English translation of the first
section of this work can be found in McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 81-104. For the Ard’, I have relied on
both Nadir’s (al-Farabi 1982) and Walzer’s (al-Farabi 1985a) editions. The latter contains some
lacunae and has been criticized (see Mahdi 1990a), but it occasionally provides a better reading than
the former. Unless otherwise stated, all English translations are taken from McGinnis and Reisman
2007 for the Siyasah and Walzer’s translation for the Ara’.

'¢ Al-Farabi wrote two treatises on valid and invalid propositions in astrology: Magalah fima yasihhu
wa-ma 1a yasihhu min ahkam al-nujiim (al-Farabi 1987a) and Magalah fi al-jihah allati yasihhu ‘alayha al-
gawl fi ahkam al-nujum (al-Farabi 1976). For more information on the editions and translations of these
treatises, see Druart 1978, 43, note 1.



works. The problem of the evolution of the Farabian corpus is thus one that must be
taken into consideration when one conducts an internal study of his thought.
Second, there is marked disagreement concerning al-FarabT’s position on many
crucial philosophical issues, a question which is directly related to the problem of
the authenticity of his works. Nowhere is this problem more forcefully expressed
than in his cosmogony, where one finds an apparent contradiction between the
creationist account articulated in the Jam' and the Jawabat and the emanationist
view formulated in the Ard’, the Siyasah, and other treatises. This has led some
scholars to suppose that the Jamand the Jawabat were not written by al-Farabi. In
addition, the authenticity of the Taligat, the ‘Uyin, and the Da‘awa has also been
questioned. This seriously limits the number of texts liable to provide authentic
information on al-Farab’s cosmology, but it also stresses the desideratum for an

analytical and comparative study of these works.

The internal study of the Farabian corpus is coupled with an examination of
the Greek and Arabic philosophical sources, both those that are known to have been
used by al-Farabi and those that present a doctrinal interest for the matter at hand
despite the absence of a clear textual link. This comparative approach is necessary
not only because the Greek texts provided al-Farabi with the essential building-
blocks of his cosmological system, but also because a comparative analysis of
common themes in the Greek and Arabic contexts is a requisite to assess al-Farabt’s

originality in his reworking of the tradition that reached him.

Throughout my analysis, I begin by identifying the Greek and Arabic sources
that may have influenced al-Farab1 and that stretch from the Aristotelian corpus to
the late-antique Neoplatonic commentaries of Proclus (d. 485) and Simplicius and, in
the Arabic milieu, to the works of al-Kindi (d. after 870) and Aba Bakr al-Razi (d.
925). 1 pay particular attention to the form in which al-Farabi read these texts, since
the process of translation from Greek to Arabic was often accompanied by a fair

amount of adaptation and transformation of the doctrinal material. This is the case,



for instance, of the Neoplatonica arabica,” which sometimes combines material from
Plotinus’ and Proclus’ works in an inextricable way. Nevertheless, my aim is also to
show that although al-Farabi depends heavily on the ancient tradition, especially
Alexander and Proclus, he endows the cosmological concepts he inherited with new
meaning and redefines their role in his philosophy. Whether it is Aristotle’s celestial
matter, Ptolemy’s kinematic model, or Proclus’ theories of intellection, al-Farabi
creatively modified and adapted these theories in order to integrate them in a
harmonious synthesis, which is nevertheless not free of tensions. In my analysis, I
try to present al-Farabi as an innovative thinker and an important agent in the

history of medieval cosmology, rather than a mere receptor of the Greek tradition.

In addition to discussing the links that connect al-Farabi to previous Greek
thinkers, I also attempt to analyze al-Farabt's theories within the context of early
Arabic philosophy, theology, and science. I try to identify some of the historical,
social, and intellectual factors that shaped al-Farabi's cosmology, as well as some of
the thinkers who may have influenced him during certain periods of his life. An
interpretation of al-FarabT’s cosmology that combines these cultural and intellectual
factors together with a study of the Greek sources can best explain the complexity

of his thought.

It is from this perspective that I address the question of how al-FarabT's
cosmology connects with the debate on the creation and eternity of the world, a
central issue in Arabic thought.” I put forth in Chapter IV a tentative

developmentalist hypothesis based on biographical, historical, and doctrinal

7 T use this formula to refer to the corpus of Neoplatonic texts translated and adapted into Arabic.
The corpus consists of the Plotiniana arabica (which itself consists mainly of the Theology of Aristotle,
the Sayings of the Greek Sage, and the Epistle on Divine Science spuriously attributed to al-Farabi), and the
Proclus arabus, which is composed of the excerpts assembled in Endress 1973 and two adaptations
based on Proclus’ Elements of Theology, the Kalam fi mahd al-khayr, or Liber de causis, and the Liber de
causis II. The most recent and up-to-date information on these texts is to be found in Aouad 1989,
Thillet and Oudaimah 2001-2002, and D’Ancona and Taylor 2003.

'8 Several recent monographs and articles have been devoted to the concepts of creation and eternity
in Arabic philosophy, especially in connection with Ibn Sina’s works; see, for instance, Janssens 1997,
iskenderoglu 2002, and Acar 2005. In comparison to later thinkers, al-Farabi has received little
attention; see M. Rashed 2008.
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elements according to which al-Farabi's views on celestial substance and the
question of the creation of the world underwent a significant evolution. According
to this interpretation, some of al-Farabi’s cosmological theories can be construed as
responses or reactions to some of al-Kindi's and Aba Bakr al-Razi'’s doctrines, while
others may have arisen out of his association with the Christian Peripatetic thinkers
of Baghdad. Al-Farabi's philosophical formation and his relation to pre-existing
philosophical systems are singled out as important factors in the understanding of

his thought.

Another example of my method pertains to al-Farabi's conception of the
astronomical method and its role in his cosmology, which I examine in connection
with both the Greek background and the development of the haya astronomical
tradition. My analysis suggests that al-Farabi at once inherited and perpetuated
some aspects of the ancient attitude toward astronomy, but also anticipated several
features that later became hallmarks of the Arabic hay’a tradition. The relation
between the early Arabic faldsifah and ‘ilm al-hay’a still awaits detailed examination,
and I hope that my dissertation will encourage others to investigate this question

more systematically.

The desire to analyze al-Farabt's cosmology in terms of both ancient Greek
philosophy and astronomy and the Islamic milieu of his day has led me to rely on a
wide range of secondary sources. With regard to the Greek background, I would like
to mention S. Fazzo’s, R. W. Sharples’, and I. Bodnar’s studies on Alexander’s
cosmology, as well as those by C. Genequand and A. Hasnawi on the Arabic
Alexander.” I have also greatly benefited from the various contributions by G. E. R.
Lloyd, R. Sorabyji, C. Wildberg, S. Sambursky, A C. Bowen and other scholars who
have focused on various issues in ancient Greek cosmology and astronomy.” R.

Sorabji’s recently published The Philosophy of the Commentators proved to be of

Y Fazzo and Wiesner 1993, Hasnawi 1994, Genequand’s introduction to, and commentary on, the
Mabadi’ in Alexander 2001, Fazzo 2002, and Sharples 2003.

% Sorabji 1988 and 2005, Wildberg 1988, Sambursky 1962, Verrycken 1990a and 1990b, and de Haas
1997.
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invaluable help in finding specific elements in the labyrinth that is the late-antique

commentatorial output.

For al-Farabi’s philosophy in general, I have relied on a wide array of
secondary sources, including several important recent studies.” These helped me to
delineate the philosophical background that shaped al-Farabi’s thought. More
important for my purpose are the various contributions that touch upon al-Farabt’s
cosmology.” None of these publications, however, provides a thorough analysis of
the sources and philosophical significance of al-Farabi’s cosmological doctrines.
Madkour’s classic study entitled La place d’al-Farabt dans Uécole philosophique
musulmane is today outdated and in need of serious revision as far as the sections on
cosmology and metaphysics are concerned. Walzer offers detailed treatment of the
second teacher’s cosmological theories, but his remarks are in the form of a
commentary and are restricted to the Ard’. In addition, his ideas suffer from several
major flaws, some of which are discussed in my own analysis. Netton’s treatment of
al-Farab1’s cosmology is confined to the concept of emanation and, moreover, makes
use of texts which are unlikely to have been composed by the second teacher. De
Smet and Genequand briefly compare al-Farabi’s cosmology to other intellectual
movements, namely ShiT thought and the works of the Arabic Alexander
respectively. Druart offers important insight into al-Farabi's conception of
astronomy and astrology, but her remarks are limited to two short treatises (see
section 11.4.3). Finally, Davidson’s book entitled Alfarabi, Avicenna, and Averroes, on
Intellect, which was published in 1992, represents an important contribution to the
study of medieval Arabic cosmology, but it devotes only twenty-nine pages to al-
Farabt and focuses chiefly on the Agent Intellect and its influence on the sublunary

world.

! Kraemer 1992; Alon 2002; Druart 1987a, 1987b, 1992, and 1999; Gutas 2002; D’Ancona 1995 and 2006;
Reisman 2005; Davidson 1992; Galston 1977 and 1990; Mahdi 1967 and 2001; Geoffroy 2002;
Freudenthal 1988 and 1990; Vallat 2004; Bertolacci 2001, 2005a, and 2006; Menn 2008; and M. Rashed
2008.

2 Walzer’s commentary on the Ara’ in al-Farabi 1985a; Madkour 1934; Druart 1978, 1979, and 1981;
Arnaldez 1976; Netton 1989; Davidson 1992; Maréth 1995; Marquet 1987; and De Smet 1995,
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If one looks at the existing scholarship in a critical manner, two points are
worth noting. First, no monograph has been written that deals with al-Farabt’s
cosmology in depth, a fact which is highly surprising considering its pivotal role in
the history of Arabic science and philosophy. Neither the major philosophical
concepts (e.g., matter, intellection, motion), nor the astronomical material
underlying his cosmology has been analyzed extensively in the modern literature

devoted to this thinker.

Second, al-Farab1's cosmology has traditionally been considered exclusively
in terms of the legacy of Greek philosophy, and in general little attention has been
paid to the social, cultural, and intellectual factors proper to Arabic culture that may
have influenced his ideas. The Islamic-Arabic background in which the various
features of al-FarabT’s cosmological system took root has either been omitted or
misconstrued in modern studies. A typical example is embodied in Walzer’s
commentary on the Ara’, which on the one hand posits hypothetical (and not clearly
identified) Greek sources for al-Farabi’s cosmological theories, thus bypassing the
possibility of Arabic-Islamic precedents, and on the other hand formulates a series
of hypotheses on the Islamic, and more particularly Shii, nature of al-FarabT's
philosophy that rely on very little evidence. Although Walzer’s hypotheses have
subsequently been dismissed by scholars, recent contributions, such as M. Maréth’s
article entitled “The Ten Intellects Cosmology and its Origin,”* have perpetuated
Walzer’s approach, which relies almost single-handedly on a source-hunting

method and does not interpret al-FarabT’s ideas in its Arabic context.

In contrast to most previous studies on al-Farab1’s cosmology, I endeavour to
take into consideration several aspects of the history of Arabic science and adopt an
interdisciplinary approach. My intention is to analyze the second teacher’s

cosmology from both the perspective of the history of philosophy and the history of

2 Mardéth 1995.
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astronomy and cosmology.* This method has the advantage of combining several
fields (astronomy, physics, and metaphysics) that have evolved in separate
directions over time, but which originally in al-Farabt's worldview were seen as

essentially connected to one another.

Furthermore, a study of al-Farabi’s cosmology would not be complete
without an examination of the astronomical texts that were accessible to him, such
as the Almagest and the Planetary Hypotheses, since these are likely to inform us of
some of its essential features. This method is also justified by the obvious interest
that al-Farabi entertained for astronomy and astrology, as his commentary on the
Almagest and his various treatises on astrology indicate. The necessity to include the
astronomical tradition is well illustrated by the question of celestial motion and of
al-Farab1’s allegiance to the Ptolemaic legacy. To what extent is al-Farabi's
cosmology Ptolemaic? Does he adhere to the Ptolemaic theories of eccentrics and
epicycles? If so, then one is faced with the corollary problem of having to explain
how al-Farab1 harmonized these Ptolemaic elements with the other Aristotelian and

Neoplatonic theories he endorsed.

For this endeavour, modern works on ancient and medieval cosmology and
astronomy were an enduring source of inspiration, from Duhem’s outdated Le
Systéme du monde to the more recent studies by G. E. R. Lloyd, M.-P. Lerner, L. Taub,
E. Grant, and A. Bowen among others.”” Recent monographs on the cosmology of
individual Greek and Arabic thinkers, such as Wilberding’s study of Plotinus’
cosmology, published in 2006, and Wiesner’s dissertation on al-KindT's cosmology,

were helpful, and testify to a rising interest in ancient cosmology.” With regard to

* Precedents for this approach may be found in Carmody 1952, Langermann 1991, Wiesner 1993,
Grant 1994, and Siorvanes 1987 and 1996.

% Duhem 1913-1959; Wright 1973; Grant 1978 and 1994; Lloyd 1978; Lerner 1996; and Bowen 2002 and
2007.

% Wiesner 1993; Wilberding 2006.
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Arabic astronomy, the groundbreaking works of H. A. Wolfson, B. Goldstein, A. L

Sabra, G. Saliba, F. J. Ragep, and R. Morelon were essential.”

Al-FarabT’s astronomical output has, to my knowledge, been studied only by
A. Kubesov in several books and articles written in Russian.”® The most important of
these are Astronomiia v trudakh al-Farabt, which is a general study of al-Farabi’s
cosmology with a special emphasis on his astronomy, and a translation of al-Farabt’s
commentary on Ptolemy’s Almagest entitled Sharh kitab al-majisti. Unfortunately,
Kubesov’s work is almost exclusively based on a manuscript in the British Library
that purports to be al-Farabi's commentary on Ptolemy’s Almagest, but which was
later shown to be by Ibn Sina.” As a result Kubesov’s studies are of little or no use to

the student of al-Farab1’s cosmology.

The foregoing considerations stress the need for a new analytical study of al-
FarabT's cosmology. This dissertation, which would not have been possible without
the works of the scholars mentioned above, will attempt to fill this void. In spite of
unavoidable shortcomings, I hope that it will contribute to a better understanding
of al-Farab1’s philosophy and of the ideas that this important thinker bequeathed to
the history of Arabic thought.

¥ Wolfson 1929, 1958, and 1962; Lloyd 1978; Sabra 1984, 1996, 1998; Saliba 1991, 2000, and 2007; Ragep
1993 and 2001; Morelon in Ptolemy 1993, Morelon 1996a, 1996b, and 2004, and his edition of Thabit
ibn Qurra’s works (see Ibn Qurra 1987).

?® Kubesov 1975 and 1981.

» More will be said about the history of the British Library manuscript in my discussion of the
sources.
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II. AL-FARABI’S APPROACH TO COSMOLOGY

1. THE DUAL LEGACY OF GREEK ASTRONOMY AND PHILOSOPHY

Knowledge of the sources accessible to al-Farabi helps to delineate some of the main
influences on his cosmology. What is immediately striking when one glances at al-
FarabT's position in the history of thought is that he inherited what seems to be a
dual cosmological tradition, an astronomical one embodied in the Ptolemaic works,
and a philosophical one contained in the Aristotelian corpus and its commentaries,
as well as in the Neoplatonizing works of the Proclus arabus and Plotinus arabus. This
duality is reflected in the Farabian corpus itself: while al-Farabi’s (no longer extant)
commentary on the Almagest was inscribed in the astronomical tradition of his day,
his emanationist treatises are more in the vein of philosophical works such as
Aristotle’s Metaphysics and De caelo and Proclus’ Elements of Theology. Hence, one may
from the outset raise the question of how al-Farabi conceived of this heritage,
whether he attempted to achieve a reconciliation of these two disciplinary
traditions, and the degree to which he succeeded in doing so. In turn, this raises the
question of the place occupied by astronomy on the one hand, and physics and
metaphysics on the other, in al-Farabt's approach to cosmology. These questions

will be treated in Chapters II and III of this dissertation.

Like most medieval cosmologists, al-Farabi relied primarily on Aristotle’s De
caelo, Physics, and Metaphysics, which had been translated into Arabic at least once
before or during his lifetime.* We know that the second master wrote
commentaries on these texts, none of which has survived, except for the Aghrad,
which is not strictly speaking a commentary, and a short excerpt in Latin on the
Physics.”* These Aristotelian works provided medieval thinkers with a coherent and

elaborate cosmological model, whose various theories, however, were not always

% For the history of the translation of these texts in Syriac and Arabic, see Peters 1968; Endress 1966
and 1995; Martin 1989; Bertolacci 2001 and 2005b; Hugonnard-Roche 2003; and Thillet 2003.

! For the Aghrad, see Gutas 1988, 240-242; Druart 1982; and Bertolacci 2005a. For the surviving
excerpt on Aristotle’s Physics, see Birkenmajer 1935.
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seen as compatible. Many if not most of the cosmological issues studied by al-Farabi,
such as the substance of the heavenly bodies, the organization of the heavenly
spheres, their intellection and motion and their relation to God, have their starting-
point in these seminal works. But as we shall see, in many instances al-Farabi goes
beyond Aristotle by developing interpretations that either are not completely
spelled out in the Aristotelian texts or are nowhere to be found in them. Salient
examples of this departure from the Stagirite are his theories of heavenly form and
matter, the nature of the sphere-souls’ intellection, and the causal relation between

the sphere-souls and the separate intellects (see Chapters IV and V).

In addressing these topics, it is clear that al-Farabi relied on a much broader
spectrum of sources. Some of them consisted of ancient commentaries (about which
more will be said later on), while others belonged to the Neoplatonica arabica. Indeed,
the Neoplatonica arabica contains several relevant passages on cosmology, which deal
with the nature of the stars, the effect of intellect on soul, the influence of the
celestial bodies on the sublunary world, not to mention the many excerpts that
discuss the creation of the world. That al-Farabi was familiar with some of these
texts can be ascertained by the fact that he sometimes quotes from them directly

and mentions their title; this is the case of the Theology (see section IV.3.1.1).

The importance of these Neoplatonic works in al-Farab1’s philosophy has also
been vindicated by recent studies,”” which have shown that they were instrumental
in shaping some of his interpretations of Aristotle’s metaphysics and psychology. As
we shall see, nowhere is this Neoplatonic dimension more explicitly and forcefully
expressed than in al-Farabi's cosmology and in his conception of the relation
between God and the world. As a result, his theories sometimes depart significantly
from Aristotle’s doctrine. What remains to be clarified, however, is the extent of al-
Farabl's acquaintance with these Arabic Neoplatonic sources, whether he genuinely

ascribed some of these works to Aristotle or did so only for polemical reasons, and

%2 Freudenthal 1990, Genequand’s study in Alexander 2001, Geoffrey 2002, D’Ancona 2003 and 2006,
and Vallat 2004.
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the degree to which the corpus he consulted differs from the recension now in our

possession.

In addition to this philosophical corpus, al-Farabi had access to Ptolemy’s
works. Both the Almagest and the Planetary Hypotheses were translated into Arabic
and were in theory accessible to the second teacher.” Apart from the fact that al-
Farabi is supposed to have written a commentary on the Almagest, the impact of
Ptolemy’s theories can be felt throughout his corpus, especially in the emanationist
works. The arrangement and order of the planets as al-Farab1 describes them, the
idea that there are two primary motions in the heavens and that a single, universal
motion from east to west is shared by all the spheres, and the mention of epicycles
and eccentrics are elements that appear in al-Farab1’s works and which he may have
culled either directly from the Ptolemaic texts or through the mediation of Arabic
astronomical works. In addition to these Ptolemaic writings, it is also possible, as we
shall see, that al-Farabi had access to excerpts of Geminus’ Introduction to the
Phainomena and Simplicius’ commentary on the De caelo, which contain several
interesting passages on the astronomical method, although these works are not

mentioned by the bio-bibliographers in their surveys of the Arabic translations.

The works of Arabic astronomers of the eighth, ninth, and tenth centuries,
such as those by al-Battant, al-Farghani, Ya'qtb ibn Tariq, and Thabit ibn Qurra also
represent a potentially important astronomical source from which the second
teacher may have benefited.” Their works enable us to gauge the progress achieved
in mathematical astronomy and observation during the early Islamic period and
also indicate the extent to which Ptolemaic material had been assimilated and

naturalized within an Islamic tradition.

* For the Arabic translations of the Almagest, see Ibn al-Nadim 1970, vol. 2, 639; Toomer 1984, 2. For
the Hypotheses, see Ptolemy 1967, 1993, and Morelon 1999. In the case of the Hypotheses, there is no
direct evidence from al-Farabi’s corpus that he knew or read this work. However, it would be
surprising if he ignored the existence of the Hypotheses, since it was known to earlier and
contemporary astronomers.

* For a survey of the sources of early Arabic astronomy and of the early practitioners of this science,
see Nallino 1944, Pingree 1973, Morelon 1996a and 1996b, Saliba 1994a and 2007.
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For this reason, it is not possible to know how much of al-Farabi’s knowledge
of Ptolemy’s astronomy is derived from these sources. This is the case, notably, of
the Planetary Hypotheses, which is not mentioned directly by al-Farabi, although it
seems to underlie many of his ideas. Indeed, there is no proof that he read or even
knew this work, in spite of the fact that it had already been translated into Arabic
and had a profound impact on the development of Arabic astronomy and
cosmology. But the Hypotheses contains several concepts that are discussed by al-
Farabi, such as power (quwwah), celestial matter, and the animate nature of the
heavenly bodies, and it shares with al-Farabi’s treatises a concern for the physical
organization of the heavenly spheres. These theories, however, were so widespread
in late-antique and medieval cosmology that one cannot conclude on the basis of
these parallels that the second teacher relied directly on the Hypotheses to elaborate
his cosmology. He may have become familiar with some of its theories through the
works of fellow astronomers, who had already adopted the basic structure of the

Ptolemaic cosmos.”

In any case, al-Farabi does not refer by name to any Arabic astronomer, and
for this reason we may surmise that he had direct access to Ptolemy’s works,
including the Hypotheses. Like most Greek and Arabic thinkers, he must have
regarded Ptolemy as the foremost authority in this field, in the same manner that he
held Aristotle as the sole authority in the study of logic. This desire to return to the
sources, so to speak, is in fact typical of al-Farabi's approach to philosophy and to

much of the falsafah tradition.

In view of the foregoing remarks, there is no doubt that al-Farabis
cosmological horizon extended well beyond the Aristotelian theories presented in

the De caelo and Metaphysics and encompassed a fair number of other philosophical

* This being said, it is unclear to what extent early Arabic astronomers (i.e., Arabic astronomers prior
to Tbn al-Haytham) attributed a corporeal quality to the system of nested spheres described in Book I
of the Planetary Hypotheses. More research must be carried out to assess this matter. Nonetheless, it is
quite clear that these authors were aware of the complex interaction existing between physics and
mathematics in the elaboration of astronomical models, as the work of Thabit ibn Qurra testifies (see
Rashed and Morelon EP?).
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and astronomical works. Furthermore, the integration of Ptolemaic elements in al-
FarabT's philosophical treatises (see Chapter III) suggests that he desired to some
extent to reconcile his philosophical ideas with the most up-to-date astronomical
knowledge of his day. Like Aristotle, who had drawn on the astronomical theories of
Eudoxus and Callipus, and Ibn Sina, who was himself a practicing astronomer and
devoted a part of his K. al-shifa’ to commenting on and revising the Almagest,”® al-
Farabi was genuinely interested in astronomy and reflected on how it might relate
to other aspects of philosophy . Like Ibn Sina, but unlike Aristotle, who confined
himself to the findings of contemporary astronomers, al-Farabi even wrote

independent treatises on astronomy and astrology.

In addition to the Greek sources, al-Farabi could also use as models the
efforts of previous Arabic philosophers toward cosmological synthesis, notably
those of al-Kindi and al-Raz1. Al-Kind1 seems to have been particularly interested in
this field, as his numerous writings on astrology, astronomy, and cosmology
testify.”” Like al-Farab, al-Kindi is said to have commented on the Almagest. Like al-
Farabi, he integrates a large share of astronomical, and more specifically Ptolemaic,
material in his treatises. Finally, both thinkers were obviously cognizant of the
Neoplatonica arabica, since many Neoplatonic elements resurface in their works, and
both attempted to provide a seamless cosmological picture that integrated

astronomical and metaphysical material from a wide range of sources.

As for al-Razi, it is well known that he developed an extremely original
cosmology, which is based on Platonic rather than Aristotelian sources. Unlike al-
Kind1 and al-Farabi, al-Razi does not base his cosmology on a theory of causality that
traces everything to God, the First Cause. Rather, his five eternals (God, soul, matter,
space, and time) assert the eternity and uncausedness of a plurality of cosmic
principles, a rare position in the Arabic tradition. Although few writings by al-Razi

have survived, it seems nevertheless that he was not as interested as al-Kind1 and al-

% For an assessment of Ibn Sind’s astronomical works, see Ragep and Ragep 2004.
%7 See the treatises in al-Kindi 1950-53 and 1997; al-KindT's treatises on these subjects are listed by Ibn
al-Nadim 1970, vol. 2, 615-622.
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Farabi in the nature of the celestial bodies and astronomy. Yet al-Razi may have
been instrumental in shaping some of al-Farabi’s theories, be it only in an indirect

and negative manner (see Chapter 1V.2.1.2).

Although al-Farabi does not mention al-Kindi and al-Razi by name in his
discussions on cosmology, it is likely that he knew their doctrines well. Not only did
these thinkers circulate in the same cultural and geographical sphere, but many of
al-FarabT's theories may be seen as responses to the ideas developed by these earlier
thinkers, especially the questions of celestial matter and creation. After all, al-Kind1
and al-Razi were the main Arabic models that al-Farabi could have turned to in his
youth, and it has even been speculated by some scholars that al-Farabi may have
studied with al-Razi at one point in his life.’® As we shall see, the question of celestial
matter illustrates this point well: while al-Farabi may have adopted some features of
al-Kindr’s theory of matter in his earlier works, he seems in his mature works to
have made special efforts to avoid some of its metaphysical implications. In any
case, it will be worthwhile in the chapter on matter to compare al-Farabt's

cosmological ideas to those of these two thinkers.

Finally, it is important to mention the theological background, both
Christian and Islamic, which may have nourished some of al-FarabT’s ideas. Al-
Farabrs formative years, spent in the company of the Baghdad Christian
commentators and philosophers, not only influenced his understanding of Aristotle,
but may also have been decisive in shaping some of his cosmological, and more
specifically, cosmogonical ideas. It is well known that al-Farabi in the Jam" attributes
a creationist position to Aristotle, a view which may also be implicit in another
treatise that al-Farabi wrote to refute Philoponus’ criticism of Aristotle’s aether
theory (see section 1V.3.1). Assuming for the time being that these treatises are

authentic, can the view they put forth be attributed to the influence of theological

*® This hypothesis has been advanced by F. W. Zimmermann and was communicated to me by
Professor Menn during a conversation. Furthermore, M. Rashed (2008) believes that some of al-
Farabi's arguments exposed in the treatise On Changing Beings may be seen as a response to Kindian
theories.
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ideas on al-FarabT’s early formation? As we shall see in Chapter IV, this seems a

likely hypothesis.

On the other hand, al-Farabi’s more mature cosmological views such as the
ensoulment of the heavenly bodies and the existence of separate intellects as
expressed in the emanationist texts, the Ara’ and Siyasah, and the Risalah fT al-‘aql, are
not reconcilable with the orthodox theological understanding of the universe.
Nevertheless, as S. Pines, H. A. Wolfson, and A. Dhanani have shown,” kalam was
already actively engaged in physical and cosmological pursuits during al-Farabt’s
life, and it is reasonable to speculate that the latter was cognizant of their position
on important topics such as the creation of the universe, the nature of celestial
matter, and the ontological status of the celestial bodies. It is thus not unlikely that
al-Farab1’s mature cosmological theories may have been shaped partly as a reaction
to kalam ideas. The dialectic between the doctrines of the philosophers and those of
the theologians is, I think, an important dimension of the early history of Arabic
cosmology in general,” and may enrich our understanding of al-FarabT’s philosophy
in particular. This being said, it is objectively difficult to establish concrete links and

textual parallels between al-Farab1 and the mutakallimiin on cosmological subjects.

In fact, when it comes to the structure of al-Farab1’s cosmology, it is quite
clear that it follows the Greek-Arabic philosophical and astronomical traditions and
bears little connection with kalam cosmology. Early kaldam cosmology was based on
passages from the Qur’an and hadith, which described the cosmos as consisting of
seven superimposed earths and heavens, with God’s throne (‘arsh) and footstool
(kurst) occupying the space above it." It is only gradually that elements of Ptolemaic
astronomy infiltrated this cosmovision and were equated to some of its features. In
later kalam, for instance, the throne and footstool became associated with the eighth

and ninth celestial spheres of the Ptolemaic universe, although it is unclear when

* Pines 1936, Wolfson 1976, and Dhanani 1994.

0 As an illustration of this dialectic, see Adamson 2003.

4 See, for instance, verses 2:29, 17:44, 23:86, and 65:12: “It is God Who created seven heavens, and of
earths their like...”
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exactly this trend began.” In contrast to these models, al-Farabi relies primarily on
Greek texts from natural philosophy and astronomy, and the presence of theological

elements in his cosmology appears to have been very limited.”

This brief overview of the Greco-Arabic textual and historical context places
al-Farabi at the confluence of various scientific and philosophical traditions, all of
which, it may be surmised, left an imprint on the second master’s thought. It is this
diversity of outlooks and sources that compelled al-Farabi to achieve a synthesis
that would encompass elements from the Greco-Arabic astronomical and
philosophical traditions. In the following paragraphs, I want to discuss in greater

detail al-Farab1’s handling of the texts and his commentatorial activity.

2 See Heinen 1982, 76 ff.; and Huart EI2.
* Perhaps the most striking one is the equation al-Farabi makes between the separate intellects and
the angels of the Islamic tradition (al-Farabi 1964, 32).



23

2. AI-FARABI AND THE GREEK AND ARABIC COMMENTATORIAL
TRADITIONS

Arabic bio-bibliographic sources provide most of our information on al-Farabi’s
activity as a commentator of the Aristotelian corpus.” Ibn al-Nadim, for instance,
reports that al-Farabl wrote commentaries on the Categories, the De interpretatione,
the Posterior Analytics, the Topics, and the Rhetoric,” while in his Tarikh al-hukama’, Tbn
al-QiftT™ mentions commentaries on the Physics, De caelo, and Meteorology, three
works that surely contained a wealth of information on al-Farabt’s cosmology, but
which unfortunately have not survived. As can be seen from these reports, al-Farab1
assiduously studied the most important works of the Aristotelian corpus, with a
special emphasis on the Organon. In the Arabic historiographical tradition, al-Farab1
is said to have mastered the teaching of Aristotle and to have achieved the highest
peak of wisdom, as his honorific title of ‘second teacher’ or ‘second master’ attests.
This at once shows the importance of al-Farabl's commentatorial works and his
status as an interpreter of the Stagirite in the Arabic-Islamic tradition, and the very

fragmentary state of our knowledge of this aspect of his philosophy.

It is well known that al-Farabi’s commentaries had a profound impact on
subsequent thinkers, such as Maimonides and Ibn Sina, the latter reporting in his
autobiography that he could only grasp the real subject-matter of the Metaphysics
after having chanced upon al-Farab1's Aghrad.” At the other side of the medieval
Muslim world, Ibn Bajjah, Ibn Rushd, and Maimonides made extensive use of the
Farabian commentaries in their cosmological, psychological, and logical writings,

developing and criticizing some of his ideas in the process.

The extant commentaries and works by al-Farabi on the Organon are valuable

not only for their capacity to help us understand later Arabic and Jewish thought;

* Some of the main sources for al-Farabr's life and works are: Ibn al-Nadim 1970, Ibn al-QiftT 1903, al-
Bayhaqi 1935, Ibn Abi Usaybi‘ah 1965, and Ibn Khallikan 1977-78.

* Ibn al-Nadim 1970, vol. 2, 599-602, 629.

* Tbn al-Qifﬂ 1903, 279-280.

¥ Gutas 1988, 28; see also al-Bayhaqt 1935, 16, who reports the anecdote; and Bertolacci 2001, 2005a.
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they also provide insight into his method as a student of philosophy and into the
evolution of his doctrine.® Although little is known about the chronology of al-
Farabi's works, it may be assumed that al-Farabi wrote most of his commentaries
during an early phase of his life, perhaps when he was studying under Yuhanna ibn
Haylan and possibly Abh Bishr Matta.” The practice of writing commentaries was
very common in the Christian intellectual milieu that al-Farabi frequented in
Baghdad, and it may be regarded as a continuation of the Alexandrian academic
tradition. Yuhanna ibn Haylan and Yahya ibn ‘Adi, a teacher and student of al-Farabi
respectively, were very active as translators of, and commentators on, the
Aristotelian corpus.” Thus one may surmise that most of al-Farabi's commentaries
were written during the Baghdad period, when he mingled with the Christian

Peripatetics.

This represents the first hint that al-Farabt's doctrine should not be seen as
monolithic and fixed in time, and that it may have undergone significant
development throughout his life. Furthermore, al-FarabT’s commentatorial works
illustrate the way in which he transformed some of Aristotle’s ideas. For instance,
al-Farabi’s summaries of the Prior Analytics (K. al-qiyas al-saghir and K. mudkhal al-
giyas) and his commentaries on the De interpretatione (K. al-ibarah) and Rhetoric show
the extent to which he departed from the Stagirite and elaborated on several
concepts merely alluded to in the original Greek texts.”® This suggests that al-
Farabl's other commentaries on the De caelo and Physics may have contained the
seeds of the cosmological theories he developed in his later treatises and that they

were not slavish paraphrases of Aristotle’s works.

“ See the various extant commentaries and treatises on the De Interpretatione, the Prior Analytics, and
the Posterior Analytics in Al-mantiq ‘inda al-Farabt (1985b), as well as Rescher in al-Farabi 1963,
Zimmermann in al-Farabi 1981, Black 1982, and Lameer 1994.

* See Gutas 1982a and 1982b.

* For Yahya' ibn ‘Adr’s activity as a commentator, see Endress 1977; Kraemer 1992, 108 ff, For a
general survey of the translations and translators, see Peters 1968.

*! For the K. al-giyds al-saghir, see al-Farabi 1963, Gyekye 1972, and Lameer 1994; for the K. al-‘ibarah,
see Zimmermann’s analysis in al-Farabi 1981, and Black 2006; for the Rhetoric, see al-Farabi 1971,
Black 1990, and Aouad 1992.
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Needless to say, the loss of al-Farabi's commentaries on the Physics, De caelo,
and Meteorology represents a tremendous impediment to our understanding of this
philosopher’s cosmology. The loss of the De caelo is particularly acute due to the
place that this work traditionally occupies in the cosmological systems of ancient
and medieval thinkers. This is all the more true in the case of al-Farabi, since he has
often been credited with the creation of a new cosmological model based on a
synthesis of Aristotelian, Ptolemaic, and Neoplatonic ideas, which exercised a strong
and lasting influence on subsequent thinkers. Ibn Sina and Ham1d al-Din al-Kirmani,
to name but two thinkers, adopted some of the key features of al-Farabi’s
cosmology. Although they introduced modifications in al-Farabi’s scheme, their
concept of a heaven divided in nine sections, each containing a separate intellect
responsible for the causation and motion of the sphere beneath it is directly

indebted to the philosophy of the second master.*

The loss of al-FarabT's commentaries on the Physics and De caelo also renders
an assessment of his relation to the ancient commentators more difficult. It was
customary for ancient commentators to discuss the views of previous or
contemporary exegetes in their own account. The De caelo in particular was one of
the most hotly debated texts and became a locus of scholarly contention in the late-
antique period. The Greek philosopher Simplicius offers a good example of this
practice: a wealth of information about other thinkers (e.g., Alexander, Philoponus)
can be extracted from his commentary on this work. Because many of al-Farabt’s
most important commentaries have vanished, we have only limited information
about his exegetical method and the degree of his reliance on previous
commentators. This problem is compounded by the fact that al-Farabi is usually
reticent to mention previous thinkers by name and to acknowledge the debt he
owes them.” In consequence, it is sometimes difficult to gauge the originality of his

ideas.

*? For al-Kirmani, see De Smet 1995, 282-284, 380; and De Smet 2007, 488, and note 33. More will be
said about Ibn Sina’s cosmology later on.

> For example, it will be shown that al-Farabi’s doctrine of celestial matter in his emanationist works
owes an unquestionable debt to the cosmology of Alexander of Aphrodisias; yet his name is not
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Nevertheless, it can be ascertained from the bio-bibliographic sources that
al-Farabi had access to several Greek commentaries on logic, natural philosophy,
and metaphysics, since these works were rendered in Arabic either before or during
his life. For example, he may have read all or part of Alexander’s, Themistius’,
Philoponus’ commentaries on the Physics, as well as Alexander’s and Themistius’
commentaries on the De caelo and on parts of the Metaphysics.>* This information is
crucial to understand some of the ideas developed by al-Farabi in his cosmology,
which sometimes build upon the theories that Alexander and Themistius had put
forth in their attempt to solve the aporias in Aristotle’s works. When one realizes
that some of the Arabic translators of these Greek commentaries belonged to the
same Baghdadi circle as al-Farabi himself and knew him either in the capacity of
master or pupil,” then the “connection” between al-Farabi and these Greek

commentators acquires a new significance.

In addition to his commentaries on Aristotle, al-Farabi is credited by the bio-
bibliographers with a commentary on Ptolemy’s Almagest, entitled Sharh al-majisti.>
It was long believed that the Sharh had survived in two manuscripts: both
Brockelmann and Sezgin provide references to two manuscripts, one in the British

Library and the other in the Majlis Library in Tehran.”’

To my disappointment, I realized over time that these two ascriptions are
erroneous. In a book review of Sezgin’s GAS published in 1980, Goldstein had already
pointed out that the British Library manuscript ascribed to al-Farabi is in fact by Ibn

Sina and is similar to another manuscript attributed to Ibn Sina in the Bibliotheque

mentioned by al-Farabi. This need hardly surprise us, since al-Farabi rarely refers to other thinkers
in his works, except when these are meant to summarize the doctrine of a particular philosopher,
like the Philosophy of Plato and the Philosophy of Aristotle.

** See the relevant sections in Peters 1968; Badawi 1987, 114, 117-118; Goulet and Aouad 1989, 129;
Martin 1989; and Luna 1989; Brague’s introduction in Themistius 1999.

> This is the case, for example, of Abii Bishr Matta and Yahya ibn ‘Adi respectively.

> See al-Qift1 1903, 279, 11. 17-18; and Ibn Abi Usaybi‘ah 1965, 608.

*7 Sezgin, 1967-, vol. 5, 195,
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Nationale in Paris.”® I was myself able to consult the British Library manuscript and
to confirm that although al-Farabi is mentioned twice as its author in the first folios,
a comparison with Ibn Sina’s commentary on the Almagest as it appears in the
mathematical section of the K. al-shifa’ reveals that he must be considered the
author of this treatise. As for the Tehran manuscript, I was sent the wrong
microfilm by the Majlis Library, and upon clarification it appeared that it possessed
no such Sharh attributed to al-Farabi. The conclusion, then, is that al-Farabi’s
commentary has not come down to us, although it is possible that an authentic copy

of it will appear in the foreseeable future.”

The loss of the Sharh raises the question of whether al-Farabr actually wrote
such a commentary, especially when it is realized that the reports of medieval bio-
bibliographers are often dubious. Although no definitive answer can be put
forward, there does not seem to be any a priori reason to reject the authenticity of
this attribution. As the examples of Ibn Sina and Nasir al-Din al-TasT show, it was
common for medieval philosophers to practice astronomy and to summarize,
comment upon, and criticize Ptolemy’s Almagest. Moreover, al-FarabT's Sharh is
attested by several different authors, such as al-QiftT and Ibn Ab1 Usaybi‘ah. Finally,
part of al-Farabi's commentary was apparently criticized by a later scholar
interested in astronomy.” In the absence of any decisive evidence pointing to the

contrary, I will assume that al-Farabi was indeed the author of such a commentary.

Despite the loss of al-Farabils Sharh, several points concerning his

astronomical activity may be inferred from his authorship of such a commentary.

*8 Goldstein 1980, 342.

** In consequence, the studies of al-FarabT’s cosmology conducted by the Russian historian A. Kubesov
cannot be used. Kubesov, who wrote several articles and a book on al-Farabi’s astronomy and
cosmology, and who also translated the Sharh into Russian, relied almost exclusively on the British
Library copy of the Sharh, which was listed as a work by al-Farabi in the library catalogue. In spite of
this, Kubesov must be given credit for being virtually the only scholar to have studied the astronomy
and cosmology of early Arabic faldsifah. Sabra 1998, 316-317, stresses the desideratum to study these
works.

A certain Abi al-Fath Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn al-SarT (d.1153) wrote a treatise entitled Qawl fi
bayan ma wahama fthi Abi Nasr al-Farabi ‘inda sharhihi al-fasl al-sabi‘ ‘ashar min al-magqalah al-khamisah
min al-majisti wa sharh hadha al-fasl, as reported by F. Sezgin in GAS 1967-, vol. 5, 195.
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First, although al-Farabi was chiefly dedicated to other sectors of philosophy such as
psychology and logic, he was sufficiently interested in astronomy to write an entire
treatise on Ptolemy’s Almagest. In that sense, al-Farabi continues a tradition that
harkens back at least to Proclus’ Hypotyposis and Simplicius’ commentary on the De
caelo (which contains numerous digressions on Ptolemy’s astronomy) and, in the

early Islamic period, also includes al-Kindi.”!

Second, al-Farabi was cognizant of the various planetary theories devised by
Ptolemy to explain the celestial phenomena, as well as with the technical
terminology involved in such queries. In fact, technical astronomical formulae such
as ‘epicycles’ (aflak al-tadwir) occasionally appear in al-Farabi’s philosophical
treatises.” The bio-bibliographic references to al-Farabt’s Sharh thus agree with the
rest of the evidence in pointing to the second teacher’s genuine interest in

mathematical astronomy.

Despite this information, it is difficult to define the exact nature of al-
FarabT's astronomical activity. Did al-Farabi limit himself to writing a commentary,
or did he, like Ibn Sina, participate in astronomical observations and the collection
of data? Al-Farab1's remarks in the K. al-misiga on the value of observation and
experience in astronomy and on the relation between theory and practice suggest
that his astronomical interest may have included a practical dimension.” This is also
supported by his protracted sojourn in Baghdad, a city which in the ninth and tenth
centuries was a center for astronomical research, in spite of the absence of well-
documented observatories.®* Nevertheless, the available evidence does not allow us

to confirm this hypothesis.

61 Rosenthal 1956; Rescher 1964, 45; and Adamson 20073, 8.

% See for example, al-Farabi 1982a, 73; and al-Farabi 1985a, 129.

® See section 11.4.5.1 of this dissertation.

* For the history and role of observatories in Islamic civilization, see Sayili 1960. Although there is no
solid evidence for the existence of observatories in ninth- and ten-century Baghdad, we know that
astronomical observations were carried out in this city, some of which were sponsored by the
‘Abbasid caliphs; see King 1997, 130-131.
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3. COSMOLOGY IN AL-FARABTI'S PHILOSOPHICAL TREATISES

Fortunately, al-Farabi also discusses aspects of his cosmological doctrine in his own
works, and thus one does not depend exclusively on his commentaries. His so-called
‘emanationist’ or ‘political’ works,” the Ara’ and the Siyasah, for example, provide
plenty of information on the structure of his cosmology. These treatises are divided
in two main sections: the first one deals broadly speaking with metaphysical and
cosmological issues; the second focuses on human psychology, prophetology, and
the organization of society. This structure is not fortuitous: the microcosm of
human societies is meant to reflect the order of the universe.” Partly for this reason,
al-Farab1 devotes many pages of his works to the celestial bodies, which, together
with the separate intellects, are the main entities that lie beyond the sphere of the
moon, and which are in a sense the counterparts of the beings in the sublunary

realm.

The cosmological information in the Siyasah and the Ara’ focuses especially
on the intellection of the heavenly bodies, their status in the hierarchy of existents,
and their influence on the world of generation and corruption. Other treatises by
the second master also shed valuable light on these subjects. This is the case, for
example, of the Risalah fi al-‘aql, the K. al-musiqa, the Fusil, the Ihsa’, the Jam', the
Jawabat, two treatises on astrology, and some of al-Farabrs logical works. In
addition, the Ithbat, the Ta'ligat, the ‘Uyiin, and the Da‘awa, despite their potentially

spurious nature, also serve as convenient points of comparison. All of these works

* The scholars who choose to emphasize the Neoplatonic dimension of the Ara’ and Siyasah often
refer to them as ‘emanationist treatises,” whereas those who privilege their political dimension call
them ‘political works.” Since my analysis focuses chiefly on the first part of these works, which
discusses metaphysics and cosmology, I will use the former expression exclusively.

% Mahdi 2001, 59-60, claims that the structure of these two treatises is unique, but this is not entirely
correct. As Maréth (1995, 105-106) and Genequand (Alexander 2001, 21-22), note, the Ara’ and Siydsah
are quite close in structure to Alexander’s Mabadi’, which must have been known to al-Farabi and
which he may likely have used as a model. Themistius’ Paraphrase of Book Lambda (Themistius 1999,
94 and passim), although a very different type of work, also compares the cosmos to a human polity
on numerous occasions. Another hypothesis has been advanced by Ulrich Rudolph in a lecture given
at McGill University on October 14 2008. Rudolph argues that the Ara’ may have been based partly on
Arabic theological treatises, which present a similar structure that begins with God and superlunary
cosmology and gradually shifts to a discussion of human affairs.
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contain valuable astronomical material, but in general their primary aim is to
discuss the inner nature of the heavens and the metaphysical principles that govern

them in the tradition of the De caelo and Metaphysics.

All in all, the existence of these treatises, as well as later reports about al-
Farabi's theories by Ibn Rushd, Maimonides, and others, enable one to reconstruct a
relatively satisfactory image of al-Farab1’s approach and contribution to cosmology,
although some links are inevitably missing. In addition, a comparative analysis
between the various types of works of the Farabian corpus (commentaries,
philosophical treatises, classifications of the sciences) yields interesting information
concerning the evolution of his cosmology and its relation to such issues as the
eternity of the world, the place of politics in his philosophy, and the chronology and
authorship of his output.
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4, THE PLACE OF ASTRONOMY IN AL-FARABI'S COSMOLOGY

4,1 Duhem and Instrumentalism vs. Realism

The previous section helps to contextualize al-Farabi’s thought and to clarify its
relation to the Greek heritage. One important aspect of this heritage is the corpus of
astronomical texts, which plays an important role in al-Farab1s cosmology. Like
many Greek philosophers, al-Farabi believes that it is necessary to take into account
the findings achieved by astronomers in order to elaborate a valid cosmological
model. Before defining the place of astronomy in al-Farabi’s philosophy in greater
detail, however, it is necessary to describe and criticize the interpretive framework
that prevailed for most of the twentieth century in the study of the history of
cosmology. This digression is essential in order to avoid certain pitfalls and develop
an accurate understanding of al-Farabi's conception of astronomy and its

connection with the other philosophical disciplines.

Ever since the work of P. Duhem at the beginning of the twentieth century
and until quite recently, it has been common practice in the history of astronomy
and cosmology to distinguish between a physical, realist approach, and a
mathematical, instrumentalist one. This conceptual framework was developed by P.
Duhem in his famous works Sozein ta phainomena and Le systéme du monde. According
to Duhem’s interpretation, ancient Greek astronomy was characterized by a
fundamental tension between mathematics and physics. The mathematicians’
approach, which was later called the “instrumentalist” approach, consisted in
explaining the motion of the planets through geometrical figures and in a purely
abstract manner, regardless of whether the models put forth actually corresponded
to physical reality. In contrast, the physicists developed a “realist” model, which
aimed to offer a physical explanation of the universe according to which its various
parts (spheres, eccentrics, epicycles, etc) were all endowed with a physical,

corporeal existence that corresponded to reality.
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Duhem made the instrumentalist model the quasi-exclusive privilege of
Greek scientists and thinkers such as Hipparchus, Ptolemy, and Proclus, which he
opposed to the physical cosmology of philosophers like Aristotle.” J. L. E. Dreyer, a
contemporary of Duhem, also held that a “physical system” of the cosmos prevailed
from Aristotle to Aristarchus and was replaced by a more mathematical type of

astronomy after Apollonius, Hipparchus, and Ptolemy.*

In addition, Duhem was particularly biased against Arabic astronomers and
minimized their contributions to this field.”” He contrasted a Greek astronomy
generally characterized by instrumentalism and a genius for abstract, geometrical
theorizing, to an Arabic astronomy that was essentially realist and obsessed with the
physical structure of the world. According to Duhem, in their quest to provide a
physical, concrete basis to their astronomical theories, the Arabs became “slaves of

their imagination.””

Since Duhem, many recent accounts of the history of ancient and medieval
astronomy have been influenced by his framework, and some historians have
persistently presented the tension or gulf between a mathematical and physical
trend in astronomy and cosmology as characterizing the entire development of
these disciplines from Plato and Aristotle up to Galileo. D. R. Dicks in his book Early
Greek Astronomy to Aristotle and S. Sambursky in The Physical World of Late Antiquity
follow Duhem, Dreyer, Heath, and Clagett in defining the history of Greek
astronomy up to Aristotle as an instrumentalist exercise focusing on purely
geometric models, a view also held by David Lindberg in his recent study The

Beginnnings of Western Science.” Surveys of Medieval Latin cosmology, such as M.-P.

” Duhem 1990, 3-27, and especially 27-28. It should nonetheless be noted that Duhem partially
revised his position in Le systéme du monde, which sets this dichotomy much less starkly than Saving
the Phenomena.

% Dreyer 1953. The first edition of Dreyer’s book was published in 1906, that is, two years before
Duhem’s Saving the Phenomena, published in 1908. In spite of this, one can see that these scholars
shared a common set of ideas on the history of astronomy.

% See Ragep 1990 for a criticism of Duhem’s view of Arabic astronomy.,

7 Duhem 1990, 28; Duhem 1913-1959, vol. 2, 118; and Ragep 1990, 208-211,

"' Dicks 1970, 150, 153, 176, 217; Sambursky 1962, 133-134; Lindberg 2007, 90-92. These historians
consider the early Greek astronomers’ theories, and especially those of Eudoxus, as purely
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Lerner’s Le monde des sphéres and B. Obrist’s La cosmologie médiévale: textes et images,
seem to reproduce this picture in their treatment of ancient Greek cosmology.”
Hence, to a greater or lesser extent, many later scholars have perpetuated Duhem’s
dichotomy between instrumentalism and realism and do not attempt to provide a
more nuanced explanation of the relation between mathematical and physical

theories in ancient astronomy.

This approach, however, was seriously undermined decades ago by other
scholars. O. Pedersen, on the basis of the discovery of the lost parts of the Planetary
Hypotheses made by Hartner and Goldstein,” cautioned against interpreting
Ptolemy’s astronomy purely in instrumental terms.”” At about the same time, L.
Wright and G. E. R. Lloyd argued in groundbreaking articles that the dichotomy

between instrumentalism and realism was not supported by sufficient data and

geometrical constructions. In this respect, they are perpetuating a view that was common during the
first part of the twentieth century (as Wright 1973, 165 also explains). Lindberg, however, provides a
more nuanced assessment of Ptolemy due to his inclusion of the Planetary Hypotheses in his survey.

2 Lerner (1996, 86-87) speaks not only of the difference between a physical and a mathematical
method in ancient astronomy, but also of an opposition between what he views as the purely
mathematical methodology of the astronomers and the theology-based approach of the
philosophers; this seems to be an oversimplification. Obrist (2004, 40 ff., 91-92) also follows the
traditional interpretation and defines ancient Greek astronomy as being purely geometrical. Her
study does not satisfactorily account for the importance of physical and metaphysical theories in the
works of its practitioners.

7 Hartner 1964, and Goldstein in Ptolemy 1967.

7 Pedersen 1974, 395, writes the following: “It is often said that the Almagest deals with theoretical
astronomy in a purely mathematical and formalistic way, as if Ptolemy were uninterested in the
question of the physical relevance of his geometrical models. But, as we have seen, there is a picture
of the physical structure of the universe behind the Almagest. Thus the fixed stars are supposed to
exist in a particular sphere concentric with the earth. As for the planets, Ptolemy usually describes
their motion by means of the purely mathematical concept of a circle, referring but rarely to
material spheres [...] But this should not make us think that he belongs to what has been called the
mathematical school of astronomers. We know from his Planetary Hypotheses that the doctrine of
spheres was, in fact, an essential part of his astronomy and that Ptolemy is one of the sources of the
many Medieval speculations on how the geometrical models could be transformed into a machinery
of spheres and how the theories of the individual planets could possibly be compatible from this
physical point of view.” And shortly thereafter, he adds: “Thus the new-found section of the
Hypotheses has revealed the very remarkable fact that it is in fact Ptolemy himself who is responsible
for what history has called the Ptolemaic system of the world. He was not a purely mathematical
astronomer interested only in the description of heavenly motions. He also felt it his duty as an
astronomer to give an account of the physical structure of the universe, combining the traditional
conception of a universe as composed of closely fitting spheres with his own theory of planetary
motions. This gives him a new place in the history of astronomy and points to the conclusion that the
often mentioned difference between a mathematical and a physical school of astronomers is smaller
than we have been used to think.”
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emerged as a result of Duhem’ s bias toward the sources.” They convincingly
showed that towering figures such as Eudoxus and Ptolemy, who had traditionally
been labeled as instrumentalists, also betrayed a concern for the physical modelling
of the cosmos, and that both trends were inextricably linked in ancient Greek
astronomy. This is also one of the central conclusions of Taub’s book entitled
Ptolemy’s Universe, which examines the place that metaphysics and physics occupy in

Ptolemy’s astronomical method.”

As far as the history of Arabic astronomy is concerned, it has been rightly
pointed out that Duhem’s thesis had a negative effect on its general understanding,
and it is still possible to find references to the Duhemian paradigm in the
contemporary literature.” Fortunately, this distorted image has been rectified,
thanks largely to the work of B. Goldstein, A. 1. Sabra, F. J. Ragep, and G. Saliba. Not
only have these scholars criticized Duhem’s methodology and thesis,” but they have
also highlighted the important role played by Arabic astronomers in the history of
science. Moreover, their research has shown that the relation between mathematics
and the other philosophical sciences in the works of Arabic astronomers is much
more complex than was previously thought and that a dichotomy between
instrumentalism and realism is too coarse a framework to rightly appreciate the
history of astronomy in Islam. Finally, their conclusions show that Ptolemy’s
methodology and epistemology were not opposed to those of Arabic astronomers,

but rather set a precedent for them.”

4.2 Reformulating the Problem

What emerges from this overview is, on the one hand, that the concepts of realism

and instrumentalism are, to a large extent, modern constructs projected backward

7> Wright 1973 and Lloyd 1978.

7 Taub 1993.

7 For example, Endress 2003, 122, inexplicably defines Ibn Rushd’s astronomical system as
“instrumentalist.”

78 See Ragep 1990 and Goldstein 1997.

7 See Ragep 1993, vol. 1, 27-29, for example, where the similarities between Ptolemy’s Hypotheses and
al-TusT's Tadhkirah are highlighted.
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in time, and that they provide a dichotomic, and necessarily simplistic, image of
ancient and medieval cosmology. On the other hand, and as a result of the influence
of Duhem’s thesis, the true issues at stake in ancient and medieval astronomy still

remain to be precisely identified and analyzed.

That the theoretical questions underlying the work of ancient and medieval
cosmologists are at once more numerous and complex than was previously thought
cannot be doubted. The question is no longer to which model, between a
mathematical one and a physical one, a thinker adheres. Rather, the more pressing
query is to understand how the various physical, metaphysical, and mathematical
assumptions and hypotheses interact with one another to form a wide range of
astronomical methods and approaches. Recent studies have shown, for instance, the
profound links that exist between a thinker’s philosophical allegiance and his
understanding of astronomy.” The key issues are thus multiple and infringe on the
tields of epistemology, natural philosophy, and metaphysics among others. Relevant
questions according to this new approach would be: what impact do physical and
metaphysical assumptions (such as the perfection of circular motion) have on an
astronomer’s methodology? How does he explain the relation between physics,
mathematics, metaphysics, and astronomy? How does he define the subject matter
of astronomy? How are the causes of celestial motion explained, and what is the role
played by a theory of causation in his account? To what extent is knowledge of
celestial phenomena possible? To what degree are observation and experience
required? It is only by trying to answer such questions that one may hope to better
understand the astronomical method of thinkers like Ptolemy, Proclus, al-Kindj, al-

Farabi, and others.

Thanks to these new avenues of interpretation, recent scholarship has
provided a much more nuanced and accurate picture of the theory and practice of

astronomy. It is possible, for example, to offer a relatively detailed account of

% See Taub 1993 for Ptolemy; Siorvanes 1996 for Proclus; Evans and Berggren 2006 for Geminus; and
Bowen 2007 for Geminus and Ptolemy.
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Geminus’, Ptolemy’s, or Arabic astronomers’ conception of the astronomical method
by omitting any reference to realism or instrumentalism.* As a result, it is also
easier to compare Arabic and Greek astronomers and to identify some common

attitudes vis-a-vis astronomy.

In the case of al-Farabi, we know that he had access to some of the seminal
texts dealing with the method and epistemology of astronomy, such as the Almagest,
and possibly the Planetary Hypotheses and Proclus’ Hypotyposis. In addition, there are
strong reasons to believe, as we shall see shortly, that al-Farab1 could have consulted
Geminus’ Introduction to Astronomy, and that he read parts of Simplicius’
commentaries, which contain much information on Geminus and other Greek
scientists. The following paragraphs will examine several aspects of al-FarabT's
approach to cosmology in the light of these considerations. Several key issues will
be examined: the relation between astronomy and astrology, the epistemic
foundations of astronomy according to al-Farabi, and the role of physics and
metaphysics in the astronomical method. These various lines of inquiry can provide
a much more accurate and nuanced picture of al-FarabT’s relation to the Greek
heritage and of his conception of the astronomical method than would the

dichotomic approach championed by Duhem and his followers.

4.3 The Relationship between Astronomy and Astrology

Before any aspect of al-Farabi’s cosmology is addressed, it is important to define or
at least clarify the role that astronomy, astrology, and other philosophical
disciplines play in his approach to cosmology. Ancient and medieval cosmologists
did not distinguish these fields as clearly as we do today, but many of them were
conscious of a fundamental epistemological gap between a more mathematical and
empirical approach on the one hand (astronomy) and a more speculative one on the

other (astrology).

* Taub 1993, Ragep 1993, Morrison 2005, Evans and Berggren 2006, Bowen 2007.
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In the history of Islamic thought, the turning point for the emancipation of
astronomy from astrology is usually said to have occurred in the eleventh century
as a result of both the advances made in mathematical astronomy and the
theorizing and debating that developed around the question of the classification of
the sciences. Al-Birtini and Ibn Sina are often hailed as key figures in this transition,
because they were very critical of astrology and regarded it as logically unsound. In
fact, they were among the first to separate astrology from astronomy and to view
the latter as an independent field of research, which they called ‘ilm al-hay’a. In so
doing, they departed from the earlier classifications of the sciences of al-Khwarizmi,
al-Farabi, the Ikhwan al-Safa’ and others, who combined astrology and astronomy in
one science known as ‘ilm al-nujum.” From al-BirGni and Ibn Sina onward, ‘ilm al-
hay’a (a name which gradually replaced ‘ilm al-nujim) was used to refer exclusively
to mathematical astronomy. According to Ibn Sin3, astronomy (‘ilm al-hay’a) is
defined as a mathematical science (riyadiyyah) that is exclusively concerned with the
external aspects of superlunary phenomena, while astrology (ahkam al-nujum) is

classified as a physical science (tabiiyyah).*”

It is not often realized, however, that a century before Ibn Sina, al-Farabi
already attempted to establish an epistemological distinction between astronomy
and astrology, as well as between the valid and invalid parts of astrology. As al-
Farabi explains in the Ihsa’, the “science of the stars” (‘ilm al-nujum) refers to both
astronomy and astrology.” But he then makes a distinction between mathematical
astronomy (al-‘ilm al-nujim al-ta'limi) on the one hand, and astrology (‘ilm ahkam al-
nujum) on the other, and considers them two different branches of ‘ilm al-nujam. The
first branch, astronomy proper, investigates the exterior aspects of the heavenly
bodies, those that pertain to numbers and measurements, such as the sizes,
distances, and motions of the planets. The second branch, astrology, focuses on the

heavenly indications and signs that enable humans to predict future events and to

%2 Ragep 1993, vol. 1, 34-35; Bosworth 1963, especially 101 and 110, where al-Farabt’s Thsa’ is briefly
compared to al-KhwarizmT's Mafatih al-ulam.

¥ In the Risalah fi agsam al-‘uliim al-‘agliyyah (Ibn Sind 1999, 120-121). It is interesting to note that
many Latin thinkers also classified astrology as a physical science (see Lindberg 2007, 270-277).

8 Al-Farabi 1949, 84.



38

know past and present events. The distinction al-Farabi makes in the Ihsa’ is
conceptual, epistemological, and terminological, but he does not take the extra step
to isolate astronomy from astrology, and his classification of the sciences presents
them as two sub-sections of a single, integrated science. In that sense, it differs

significantly from Ibn Sina’s classification.

Al-Farabi elaborates on the various sub-branches of astrology in two
treatises that he wrote to this effect: the Risalah fi fadilah al-‘ulim wa al-sina‘at, also
known as the Magalah fima yasihhu wa la yasihhu min ahkam al-nujim, and the Magalah
ft al-jihah allati yasihhu ‘alayha al-qawl fi ahkam al-nujam.” T.-A. Druart has shown in
her articles that al-Farabi was very critical of the subject matter and method of
astrology and made pioneering efforts to disentangle its more scientific parts from
the purely speculative dimension attached to it.* In his two treatises, al-Farabi
argues that only some aspects of astrology are permissible, namely, those that study
the physical influence of the heavenly bodies on sublunary beings (e.g., the effect
that the sun has on growth and corruption). Other aspects of astrology are
considered invalid, because they rest on an inadequate empirical foundation. For
death of a king when observed in the heavens. According to him, this method is
based on flawed analogical reasoning and is not grounded in a valid scientific

approach.”

What al-Farabi categorically rejects is the claim that astrology can lead to the
knowledge of future events and hence that it represents a form of divination. These
valid and invalid aspects of astrology correspond to a distinction in epistemology
and method: while astronomy studies what is necessary, the valid aspect of

astrology studies what is possible and occurs for the most part, and its invalid aspect

8 Al-Farabi 1976 and 1987; for information on the editions and content of these two treatises, see
Druart 1978 and 1979.

8 Druart 1978 and 1979; see also Saliba 1991, 68-69.

87 Al-Farabi 1987a, sections 23-24.
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studies what is purely hypothetical.* Hence, the invalid part of astrology should be
avoided altogether, as it does not fall within the realm of true scientific practice. For
these reasons, it is not surprising that al-Farabi excludes invalid astrological
pursuits entirely from his philosophical works. When it is realized that al-Kindi had
legitimated the wholesale practice of astrology, al-FarabT’s critical analysis of this

discipline acquires additional value.”

While the distinction between valid and invalid branches of astrology may
seem odd to a modern reader and appear to undermine the previous point made
concerning al-Farabts critical ability to distinguish between astronomy and
astrology, his conceptualization of these sciences is in fact grounded in a rigorous
epistemological method. The valid aspects of astrology are restricted to the physical
influences of the heavenly bodies on the sublunary world; as al-Farabi explains in
the Nukat, the scientist can rely on observation and experience (tajribah) to explain
them.” This sub-branch of astrology would nowadays correspond to biology,
meteorology, or another natural science, and it is easy to understand
retrospectively why Ibn Sina transferred astrology to natural philosophy.” On the
other hand, purely hypothetical predictions based on invalid analogies are rejected

as scientifically unsound, because they cannot be vindicated by experience.

What we should retain, then, is not so much the terminological and
categorical ambiguity that characterizes al-Farabi’s division of astronomy and
astrology, but rather his keen insight in exposing the different epistemic
foundations of these disciplines and his indubitable influence on and anticipation of

Ibn Sina’s attitude vis-a-vis the same issue. Moreover, al-Farabl’s treatment of

* Druart 1978, 44. Many Latin thinkers made a similar distinction between a valid and an invalid
branch within astrology; see Lindberg 2007, 270-277.

¥ For al-Kindi, see Walzer 1957, 227; and Wiesner 1993, 11, 32, and especially 107 ff. Al-Kind1’s various
treatises on astrology are listed by Ibn al-Nadim 1970, vol. 2, 621-622. Some titles, such as the
Indications of the Two Maleficent Planets in the Sign of Cancer and the Obtaining Indications about Happenings
from Eclipses, indicate clearly that al-Kindi was much less critical than al-Farabi when dealing with
astrology.

% See al-Farabi 1976, section 3, and Druart 1979.

°! Ibn Sina 1999, 120-121.
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astrology in these treatises provides a framework for the cosmology exposed in his
philosophical works: the condemned aspects of astrological practice find no place in
the Ara’ and the Siyasah, for example, whereas al-Farabi does discuss in these same
works the physical influence that the planets have on generation and corruption.”
In this regard, it should be remembered that al-Farabi, like al-Kindi before him,
makes the planets efficient causes for the generation and corruption of sublunary
beings. In light of these remarks and of Druart’s work on this topic, Nallino’s
assertion that al-Farabi’s refutation of astrology is “childish” and inefficient cannot

be accepted.”

Unlike astrology, astronomy is not only fully accepted by al-Farabi, but also
seems to have occupied an important role in his work and in his approach to
cosmology. There is, of course, the Sharh kitab al-majistt, an entire commentary
(albeit no longer extant) that al-Farabi devoted to Ptolemy’s seminal work, which is
sufficient in itself to testify to the importance of the astronomical discipline in al-
FarabT’s system. As we shall see shortly, other works also make evocative references
to the science of astronomy. Conversely, al-Farabi never refers to the invalid aspects
of astrology, i.e., to divination, to strengthen or illustrate a philosophical point. In
brief, there can be no doubt that al-Farabi distinguished between astronomy and
astrology, both in terms of their divergence in subject matter and method, in theory
and practice. Nowhere are there signs of confusion between these two disciplines in
his work; on the contrary, he is intent in criticizing one while fully endorsing the

other.

From a historical perspective, however, in maintaining that astronomy and
astrology are part of the same overarching discipline, al-Farabi is closer to the
ancient Greek world than to the hay’a tradition of the post-eleventh century. In
spite of his seminal importance in the history of astronomy, Ptolemy fully endorsed

astrology, as can be seen in the voluminous work he devoted to this subject, the

%2 Al-Farabi 1985a, 135 ff.
% See Nallino 1944, 25.
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Tetrabiblos. Moreover, the Greek terms dotpovopia and dotpoloyia can both mean
astronomy, and like the Arabic ‘ilm al-nujim, they have an inherent ambiguity in
that they can also refer to astrology. As can be seen from the various entries in
Liddell and Scott and Brill's New Pauly, Greek authors often used these terms very
loosely and without distinguishing clearly between the two disciplines. And it would
appear that the Greeks did not have at their disposal a specific term that embraced
the purely mathematical aspects of astronomy until the end of antiquity.” The fact
that al-Farabi never wrote a book such as the Tetrabiblos and that he meticulously
defined the border between astronomy and astrology, as well as between the
various parts of astrology itself, show that he anticipated in many ways the
subsequent breakdown of ‘ilm al-nujum achieved by Ibn Sina and later hay’a

practitioners.

4.4, The Subject-Matter of Astronomy

In the Thsa’, which contains al-Farabi's most systematic description of the sciences,
al-Farab classifies astronomy as a mathematical science, together with arithmetic,
geometry, music, optics, and other disciplines.” He also divides the subject matter of
astronomy into three parts. The first deals with the exterior aspects of the heavenly
bodies, such as their shapes, positions, and sizes. It also includes an examination of
the earth and asserts its stationary position in the world. The second part deals with
all aspects of celestial motion, both the general motion shared by all the celestial
spheres and the particular motions of the planets. The third part focuses on the
earth and related geographical, climatological, and demographical questions. I

provide a translation of the relevant passage, which is of direct interest to us:

Mathematical astronomy [‘ilm al-nujum al-talimi] examines three aspects of the
celestial bodies and the earth:

First, [it examines] their shapes, the positions of some of them vis-a-vis others, and
their order in the world, as well as the sizes of their bodies, the relations that exist between

* Krafft 2002-, and Hilbner and Hunger 2002-.
% Al-Farabi 1949, 43; see also the Introductory Risalah on Logic (al-Farabi 1957, 232).
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them, and the measures of the distances between them. [It also shows] that the earth as a
whole does not move from its center or in its center.

Second, [it examines] how many motions the celestial bodies have and the fact that
all of their motions are circular. [It studies] those [motions] that are common to the planets
and other non-planetary bodies, and those [motions] common to all the planets as well as
those that are specific to each. [It also examines] the number of each kind of these motions,
the directions toward which they move, and from which direction each one of these motions
originates. It also makes known the means to establish the place of each star one by one in
the parts of the zodiac at each moment and with the totality of its kinds of movements.

It investigates also into everything that is concomitant with the celestial bodies and
each one of their motions in the zodiac and what pertains to the relation between them due
to their conjunction, separation, and the diversity of their places.

In brief, [it examines] everything that pertains to their motions insofar as it relates
to the earth, like the eclipse of the sun. [And it investigates] everything that occurs to them
on account of the place of the earth among them in the world, such as the eclipse of the
moon. [It looks into] the number of these attributes, in what state and at what time and how
often they appear, like the rising and setting of the sun and other such things.

Third, it studies the inhabited and uninhabited regions of the earth. It establishes
how many parts are inhabited and how many are its major regions which are the climes, and
it classifies the places that happen to be inhabited at a particular time, as well as the place of
each inhabited region and its organization in the world. Moreover, it studies what
necessarily affects each one of the climes and inhabited zones due to the common
revolution of the world in the universe, which is the cycle of day and night, on account of
the position of the earth: like the rising and setting of the sun, the length of days and nights,
and other similar things. All of this is comprised by this science.”

Al-FarabT’s general description of the subject-matter of astronomy is
historically significant, for it anticipates the later descriptions found in ‘ilm al-hay’a.
The scheme outlined above reflects what was later known in hay’a works as a
distinction between hay’at al-ard and hay’at al-sama’, the former belonging to al-
FarabT’s third part, the latter to the first and second parts.” The inclusion into
astronomy of what today belongs to the disciplines of geography and climatology is

one of the marking features of this classification.

However, I am mostly interested here in the first two parts of astronomy
described by al-Farabi, which focus on the superlunary world. Al-Farabt’s outline of
the subject-matter of astronomy betrays his belief that astronomy focuses on

bodies, a notion that will appear in hay’a works as well. Yet astronomy is limited to

°¢ Al-Farabi 1949, 84-86, my translation.
7 Al-TasT’s Tadhkirah, for instance, is divided into these two main sections of hay’a; see Ragep 1993,
vol. 1, 36.
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studying the exterior aspects and properties of the celestial bodies, and it is not
suited to examine their substance. In fact, al-Farabi says nothing about the inner
nature of the spheres or about aether, the simple element of the heavens. This
explains why he classifies astronomy as a mathematical science, since according to
him the mathematical sciences study those aspects of bodies that can be abstracted

from matter.”®

That the investigation into the celestial substance is reserved for physics, not
astronomy, is confirmed by another section of the same work. There al-Farabi
explains that the second part of the physical science must investigate “whether
simple bodies exist, and if they do what kind of bodies they are, and how many they
are?”” By “simple bodies,” al-Farabi means not only the four sublunary elements
(fire, air, earth, and water), but also aether, the Aristotelian first body or fifth
element, which is conceived of as a simple, incorruptible substance; in fact,

Aristotle’s discussion of aether in De caelo 1.2 is explicitly mentioned."”

According to al-Farabi, astronomy and physics are therefore separate
sciences, which nevertheless study two different aspects of the same subject matter,
i.e., the celestial bodies. While astronomy studies the exterior aspects of the planets,
such as their motions, sizes, and distances, physics inquires into their substance,

what they are made of, and how this substance relates to the sublunary elements.

It is notable that al-FarabT’s presentation of the subject-matter of astronomy
and physics agrees with Aristotle’s, Geminus’, and Simplicius’ views on the subject.
These thinkers make a distinction between the physical study of the cosmos

(embodied in the De caelo tradition) and the astronomical approach, which discusses

% See his discussion of this topic and of Aristotle’s and Plato’s views on mathematical objects in his K.
al-burhan (al-Farabi 1985b, vol. 4, 68-69).

inquires into the bodies that are simple, as opposed to the fifth part that inquires into composite
bodies.

100 Al-Farabi 1949, 96.
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the celestial bodies by abstracting them from their matter.”” This position is also
encountered several centuries later in the work of hay’a practitioners like al-TaisT. As

¢

Ragep writes, for Tusi “..it was for ‘ilm al-haya to examine the outward

manifestations of simple bodies, whereas it was for al-sama’ wa-‘I-‘alam to investigate

their essential nature.”*

A word must be said about al-Farabi's conception of astronomy as a
mathematical science. Plato in Republic VII, Aristotle in Metaphysics X11.8.1073b and
possibly in Physics 11.2,'” Ptolemy in the Almagest, and Simplicius in his commentary

on Physics 11.2, had all classified astronomy as a mathematical science.

This is not to say, however, that these thinkers conceived of mathematics
identically and that they used it in a similar way in connection with astronomy.
There is in fact a great diversity in their approaches, which is due among other
things to the status of mathematics in their philosophy. In the case of Plato, for
example, mathematics is inextricably linked to his theory of the forms and of an
ideal world beyond the realm of sense-perception. Mathematical objects have a
privileged status due to their immateriality and their ontological proximity to this
purely intelligible dimension, although Plato did not go as far as Speusippus in
making them the primary entities of his metaphysical doctrine. This explains why
Plato in the Republic argues that astronomy should be studied “by means of
problems, as we do geometry.”'* For Plato, astronomy is non-physical and does not
deal primarily with bodies; rather, its deals with “true numbers” and “geometrical

figures.”'”

If this mathematical approach to astronomy is adopted, it can lead us
closer to the divine world, and, moreover, it should play an important role in the

curriculum of the guardians.

1% See Aristotle, Physics 11.2, as well as Simplicius’ commentary on this passage, and his report of
Geminus’ commentary on a work by Poseidonius, in Simplicius 1997, 290,1-293,15.

192 Ragep 1993, vol. 1, 39.

1% See the recent article by Mueller 2006,

194 Republic, VI1.530b.

19 Republic, VI1.529d.
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In the case of Aristotle, his intention in defining astronomy as a
mathematical science is grounded in methodological issues rather than
metaphysical ones. Aristotle believes that astronomy is primarily interested in the
exterior aspects of the celestial bodies, which it studies regardless of their inner
nature and composition. In contrast to the physicist, it is the privilege of the
mathematician to be able to conceive of objects without their matter. As for
Ptolemy, he had a completely different conception of the mathematical dimension
of astronomy. He may, in many ways, have been influenced by the Platonic and
Neoplatonic tendency to treat mathematics as a special discipline that bears a close
relation to the ideal world of nous. But Ptolemy’s interest in mathematics is
overwhelmingly tied to his methodological commitments and his conception of
scientific accuracy. Ptolemy undermines physics and metaphysics as cosmological
disciplines on the grounds that they provide inaccurate or unverifiable insights into
the universe. Mathematics, on the other hand, is able to formulate proofs that are
logically compelling and demonstrative in essence. This accounts for Ptolemy’s
interest in observation and in the accumulated planetary data of past astronomical
endeavours. Ptolemy’s interest in mathematics is therefore methodological and
epistemological, and he sees this science as the foundation of sound astronomical

practice.'®

Al-FarabT’s conception of the relation between mathematics and astronomy
is likely to have been inherited from the Alexandrian school tradition, and it may
best be described as a hybrid between the Aristotelian and Ptolemaic positions on
this issue. On the one hand, al-Farabi broadly follows Aristotle’s classification of the
sciences and the idea that astronomy focuses on the exterior aspects of the celestial
bodies and treats them as entities abstracted from matter. As for the inner nature of
the heavens, it is addressed by physics, not astronomy, as the De caelo had made
clear. On the other hand, al-Farabi emphasizes the observational and empirical
dimensions of astronomy, and in that sense he is much closer and directly indebted

to Ptolemy (see section 11.4.5.1). As his (now lost) commentary on the Almagest and

1% For the place of mathematics in the Almagest, see Pedersen 1974, 47-94,



46

his various treatises on algebra and geometry show,"”” al-Farabi was genuinely
interested in the various branches of mathematics, and, as a corollary, in the

mathematical dimension of astronomy.

4,5, The Astronomical Method

One of the main questions addressed by al-Farabi in the first introductory section of
the K. al-miisiga concerns the epistemological foundations of the particular sciences,
such as music. In order to strengthen his arguments, al-Farabi compares music to
other sciences such as astronomy and medicine, and by so doing provides insight
into their method and epistemology as well. Al-Farab1 begins by classifying the
sciences in various categories depending on the method required to establish their
first principles. There are sciences, he tells us, whose first principles are acquired
intuitively and from a very young age. There are other sciences some of whose first
principles are acquired in this manner while others are derived from separate
sciences. Finally there are sciences that rely on both methods and in addition

1% Al-Farabi does not provide specific

establish first principles through experience.
examples for the three categories he posits. But it becomes clear shortly afterwards
that astronomy belongs to the third category, which means that some of its
principles are innate to humans, some are derived from other sciences, whereas still
others are reached as a result of experience. In the following paragraphs, I discuss
the latter two methods, namely, experience, and the transfer of principles from one

science to another.
4.5.1 Experience (tajribah)
Al-FarabT's K. al-musiqd, together with his K. al-burhan, contains his most systematic

and detailed exposition of the importance of experience, observation, and induction

in philosophy. Experience (tajribah) in particular is treated in some length in the K.

197 See especially Freudenthal 1988 and 1990.
19 Al-Farabi 1960, 96.
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al-musiga."” There al-Farabi explains that it is grounded in the repeated sensation
(ihsas) of facts, and that it occurs when the intellect (‘agl) “acts” (yafal), that is, when
the intellect makes a universal judgement on the basis of these facts. As a result,
experience can produce certain knowledge and provides us with some of the first
principles necessary for demonstration. As al-Farabi puts it, “the things (ashya’)
acquired through experience (tajribah) become first principles (al-mabadi’ al-ila) in
demonstrations (barahin).”*'® Throughout his account, al-Farabi refers to Aristotle’s
Posterior Analytics for support. He even quotes Aristotle as stating that “sensation
(hiss) is used in the principles of demonstration,” but he adds immediately afterward
that by “sensation” Aristotle here means the kind of knowledge that leads

immediately to experience.'"!

Al-Farabi provides more specific information on the role of experience in
astronomy. At one point he writes that “the situation of this science [the musical
science] is like that of other sciences in which many of the principles [mabadi’] are
acquired through the experience of sensibles [tajribah al-mahsisat], as in astronomy
['ilm al-nujim] and most of optics and medicine...”*"? And shortly afterward, he adds
that “many of the principles of astronomy are acquired by the observer as a result of
an act of sensation through observations by means of instruments [kathir min
mabadi’ ‘ilm al-nujam tahsulu lil-nazir fihi ‘an al-ihsas bi-al-arsad bi-al-alat].”*"* According
to al-Farabi, then, the astronomer may derive astronomical principles from the
“experience of sensibles” and from “instrumental observations.” A similar point
appears in the K. al-burhan, where al-Farabi describes experience (tajribah) as a

source of knowledge for mathematical astronomy (‘ilm al-nujam al-ta'Timi)."**

19 Al-Farabi 1960, 92-96 in particular. Tajribah corresponds to Aristotle’s éuneipia, which is described
in several of his works, for instance in Prior Analytics 46a18-21 and Posterior Analytics 100a3-9. Al-
Farabi and Ibn Sina nevertheless developed their own concept of experience, which plays a special
role in their philosophy; see McGinnis 2003, 2008 and Janssens 2004 for its place in the method of
falsafah.

119 Al-Farabi 1960, 95-96, my translation.

1 Al-Farabi 1960, 96, my translation.

112 Al-Farabi 1960, 100, my translation,

' Al-Farabi 1960, 101, my translation,

114 Al-Farabi 1985b, vol. 4, 71.
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Now Janssens argues in his article “Experience in Classical Arabic
Philosophy” that experience and observation are two different concepts for al-
Farabi. “It is clear,” he writes, “that experience is not opposed to observation, but is
closely linked with it: they both pay special attention to things, or events. But
experience transcends observation, in that, contrary to the latter, it does not simply
notice particulars, but in addition tries to establish a kind of universality out of a

number of particulars.”*"

Janssens is undoubtedly right in attributing to experience
a claim to universal knowledge, and he adduces a number of convincing passages
from al-Farab1’s works to buttress his point. However, the problem is that Janssens
does not define observation, nor does he give the Arabic term that would
correspond to this concept. In fact, al-Farabi does not use a special word for
observation in the works studied by Janssens and in the K. al-miisiga. True, in the
latter work, he refers to the “instrumental observations” (al-arsad bi-al-alat) of the

astronomers, but it is unlikely, I think, that arsad here refers to a full-blown theory

of observation in the way that tajribah refers to a theory of experience.

On the other hand, al-Farabi distinguishes between experience (tajribah) and
induction (istigra’) in the K. al-misigd,''® in a manner reminiscent of the other texts
discussed by Janssens. What, then, is the difference between the two concepts? As
Janssens explains, experience involves a judgement of the intellect which can
extract universal knowledge from specific events or facts and lead to certainty,
whereas induction cannot provide universal and certain knowledge. “Experience,”
says al-Farabi in the K. al-burhan, “is what produces certitude of knowledge through
a universal judgement.”*"” The role of intellect in experience is underlined in the K.
al-musiqa, which defines tajribah as “the determination of the sensation of various

things a repeated number of times in order that the intellect may act with a special

' JTanssens 2004, 50.

116 Al-Farabi, 1960, 94-96. This passage may have been inspired by Posterior Analytics 1.31, where
Aristotle explains that sense-perception per se cannot lead to certain knowledge and demonstration.
See also Aristotle’s discussion of induction in Prior Analytics 11.23, which he contrasts to demonstrative
syllogisms.

17 Al-Farabi 1985b, vol. 4, 24-25, translated in Janssens 2004, 52.
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act and reach certainty...”""® It is not completely clear in this quotation what this
“special act” (fi'l khass) of the intellect is supposed to be, but when juxtaposed to the

previous passage, one may conclude that it consists in a judgment.

Confirmation of this appears in the definition of tajribah found in al-Farab1’s
Talkhis jawami* kitab al-nawamis li-Aflatin, which closely mirrors the one in the K. al-
burhan: “the meaning of experience is the attentive consideration of the particulars
of a thing, more precisely forming a judgment about the thing’s universality
inasmuch as experience finds that universality in these particulars.”'"” The “special
role” of the intellect in experience, then, is to form a judgment of the particular
sensations and extract a universal meaning out of these particulars. In contrast to
experience, induction does not involve the intervention of the intellect and simply
consists in the observation and gathering of data. Moreover, it does not produce

universal, certain knowledge.

It is interesting that Ibn Sina in his K. al-burhan also provides an elaborate
discussion of the distinction between induction and experience in connection with
the acquisition of first principles.’”® In many respects, such as their mutual
endorsement of experience as a valid method of investigation (one that is in fact

more valid than induction), al-Farab1’s and Ibn Sina’s accounts share many parallels.

Experience is important, for it produces phronesis (ta‘agqul), as al-Farabi
suggests in the Kitab al-millah,'” and it also plays a role in the theoretical sciences.
Yet it is difficult to apply al-FarabTs comments on induction and experience to
astronomy, for he provides no clue on how to do so. But it is possible that he
conceived of induction as being limited to observations, the “instrumental
observations” conducted by the astronomer, which after some time form the basis

on which experience can develop. A possible example could occur when the

18 Al-Farabi, 1960, 95, my translation.

% Al-Farabi 1998, 124; translated in Janssens 2004, 50.

12 See the insightful articles by Jon McGinnis (2003, 2008), which focus on Tbn Sina’s criticism of these
two concepts in Aristotle and their place in his own philosophy.

21 Tanssens 2004, 48,
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astronomer, having observed the sun, moon, and stars a repeated number of times,

is able through experience to anticipate some of their motions.

The emphasis on experience found in the K. al-miisiga also appears in other
works by al-Farabi. In one of the two treatises on astrology already discussed, al-
Farabi explains that experience is necessary to understand the effects of the
celestial bodies on sublunary existents, especially the manner in which the celestial
bodies transmit heat to plants and other organisms.'”” In this context, experience
enables valid astrological inquiries to take place, i.e., those that study the things
that occur with regular frequency. The epistemological importance of experience is
also highlighted in the K. al-millah, where it is presented as a source of knowledge for
the practicing physician.'” Finally, the Risalah fi al-khala’ shows that al-Farabi did not
hesitate to carry out practical experiments to solve physical questions such as the

existence of the void."*

The foregoing shows convincingly that al-Farabi regarded experience and
induction as important features of the philosophical method in general and of the
astronomical method in particular. Al-FarabT’s statements in the K. al-miisiga reveal
the essentially inductive quality of his approach to astronomy and other sciences
such as music and medicine, an attitude that can be explained by the influence of
the Posterior Analytics, a work quoted several times in the K. al-misiga. The
importance this text played in shaping al-FarabTs methodology appears clearly

when he writes that “the first principles of certain demonstrations in every science

122 A]-Farabi 1976, sections 3-4, translated in Druart 1979, 48-50.

12 Al-Farabi 2001a, 105 (translated by C. E. Butterworth): “Clearly, he [the physician] could not have
acquired this determination [how to cure a particular person] from the books of medicine he studied
and was trained on, nor from his ability to be cognizant of the universals and general things set down
in medical books, but through another faculty developing from his pursuit of medical practices with
respect to the body of one individual after another, from his lengthy observation of the states of sick
persons, from the experience acquired by being occupied with curing over a long period of time, and
from ministering to each individual.” This passage may be based on Aristotle, who also uses the
medical art as an example in Metaphysics 1.1.981a1 ff.

2% Al-Farabi 1951, for an edition and English translation of this text.
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only reach the soul through the sensation [ihsas] of individual and particular things,

as has been shown in the Posterior Analytics [analiitiqa al-akhirah].”'*

Together with al-FarabTs K. al-burhdn, the K. al-musiga testifies to the
profound impact that the Posterior Analytics had on the second master, and it is
probably al-Farabt’s thorough acquaintance with this text that can best explain the
main differences between him and previous Arabic thinkers like al-Kindi. In the
context of the particular sciences, especially astronomy, it leads him to emphasize
the value of experience and the inductive approach and probably played a decisive
role in the conceptual and epistemological differentiation he made between

astronomy and astrology.

Another point of interest in the K. al-misiqa is the distinction between the
theoretical and practical sides of astronomy. The theoretical astronomer, al-Farabi
tells us, need not know how to use astronomical instruments, as long as he can rely
on someone else to do the observations for him."* It is not completely clear whether
for al-Farabi experience corresponds to theory and observation or induction to
practice, but what is certain is that astronomical theory depends to some extent on
the empirical collection of data. As he explains, if, for some reason, the theorist is
not able to benefit from the help of an observer or does not possess the required
technology to carry out the observations himself, then he must rely on the findings
of his predecessors and can only provide limited theoretical insight into his subject.
Thus although al-Farabrt distinguishes between theory and practice and values the
former more than the latter, he nevertheless admits that theory can achieve only

limited progress if it is not supported by adequate practice and observation.

Al-FarabT’s discussion of experience, observation, and induction has several

precedents in ancient philosophy and science, but I will limit myself here to those

125 Al-Farabi 1960, 92, my translation.
126 Al-Farabi 1960, 100-101. The K. al-burhdn (al-Farabt 1985b, vol. 4, 75) also contains an interesting
section on the relation between the practical and theoretical dimensions of the sciences and
mentions astronomy as an example.
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that relate directly to astronomy. Aristotle alludes to the importance of observation
in Lambda 8.1073b1-20, a passage which betrays his belief that astronomy undergoes
periodic progress thanks to the gradual accumulation of astronomical data. An even
more striking precedent occurs in Prior Analytics 1.30.46a19-22, where Aristotle states
that “astronomical experience supplies the principles of astronomical science.”*” In
Ptolemy’s Almagest, observation is defined as one of the methodological pillars of
astronomy, and one on which mathematical theories rely."” As for the Arabic world,
Wiesner has stressed in her dissertation on al-Kindr's cosmology the important
function that sense-perception, induction, and experience play in this philosopher’s

approach to physics and cosmology."”

Furthermore, historians of Arabic astronomy have convincingly shown that
Muslim astronomers not only inherited Ptolemy’s outlook, but also developed it
considerably, placing a new emphasis on the value of precise observation. This trend
was to flourish especially after the eleventh century, and it culminated in the
achievements of the Maragha School. However, it is also perceptible at an earlier
stage. Already during the ninth and tenth centuries, Thabit ibn Qurra, al-Battani,
and al-Farghani were scrutinizing the heavens, and their works show that they
understood the value of precise observations in advancing astronomical
knowledge.” Important observatories were built during this period, such as those
in Damascus and Baghdad under the reign of al-Ma’'miin, which allowed for accurate
and systematic surveys of heavenly motions to be made. As a result, Arabic

astronomers corrected or refined a significant amount of the Ptolemaic data.

%’ Translated by A. J. Jenkinson in Aristotle 2001.

12 Ptolemy 1984, 1.1 H8, alludes to the work of previous scientists and the importance of empiricism;
1.2 H9 refers more directly to the role of observation: “We shall try to provide proofs in all of these
topics by using as starting-points and foundations, as it were, for our search the obvious phenomena,
and those observations made by the ancients and in our own times which are available” (translated
by G.]. Toomer); see also V.1 H266, and Goldstein 1997, 1-2.

Y Wiesner 1993, 35-38.

3% For the role of observation in Arabic astronomy, see Goldstein 1972; Sabra 1971 and 1998, 290 ff.;
Morelon 1994; Saliba 2007, Chapter 3; and Ragep 2008.
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In light of these trends, it is not surprising that al-Farabi makes experience
and observation one of the methodological foundations of astronomy. It is clear that
al-Farabi considers astronomy to be, at least partially, an empirical science, which
relies on the accumulation of data through observation and induction. Particularly
noteworthy is his mention of “instruments” (alat), which betrays a keen interest in
the quantitative dimension and practical side of the astronomical science. This
emphasis on the empirical aspect of astronomy is inscribed in al-Farabi’s general
conception of the origin and gradual development of philosophy as exposed in the K.
al-hurif and Fi zuhir al-falsafah. 1t should also be interpreted in connection with his

logical treatises, especially the K. al-burhan.

4.5.2 Astronomy and Physics

Besides experience and observation, al-Farabl mentions in the K. al-misiga a third
source from which the principles of astronomy are derived, namely, natural
philosophy. He explains that in order to account for certain celestial phenomena,
such as the planetary motions and their causes, astronomers must borrow physical

principles from natural philosophy. As al-Farabi writes:

Moreover, the case when we are unable to perceive certain harmonies is like the case in
which many of the sciences have their first principles [mabadi'uhd al-uwal] proven in other
sciences, and the practitioner of this science takes an accepted principle which has been
established in these [other] sciences. When he is asked to prove it, he refers to the specialists
of these sciences, and so does the astronomer [munajjim] when he wants to explain the
causes [asbab] of the various motions of the celestial bodies that appear through
observations [arsad]. He can only explain these causes, like the eccentrics and epicycles,
when it is posited that these planetary motions are in themselves regular [mustawiyyah]. He
cannot prove [laysa yumkinu an yatabayyana] this at all in astronomy, but only by borrowing

accepted [premises] [musallamatan] from the natural scientists..."”!

B3t Al-Farabi 1960, 102, my translation,
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This passage explicitly and vividly describes the dependence of astronomy
on physics. It does not on the other hand describe in any detail the nature of the
premises and principles that are borrowed from natural philosophy. But al-Farabi
does provide a hint when he mentions that the celestial motions are regular
(mustawiyyah). Although it is not spelled out, the assumption is that the heavens are
a made of a simple element that possesses a unique motion, namely, the circular
motion, which, in its constancy and harmony, befits the divine or semi-divine
nature of the heavens. This idea harkens back to Plato’s Timaeus, but it was
elaborated in full by Aristotle in the De caelo, and it subsequently became one of the
fundamental philosophical assumptions underlying the works of many ancient and
medieval astronomers. Aristotle’s discussion of aether in the De caelo is one that falls
within the purview of physics, since it connects the various motions (rectilinear and
circular) with different types of elements and bodies. Aristotle concludes his
exposition by equating circular motion with a unique, incorruptible element, which

he calls aether.

Al-Farabi probably had De caelo 1.2-4 in mind when he wrote this passage of
the K. al-misiga, for there he accepts the correlation made between the simplicity of
aether and the regularity of circular motion. Al-FarabTs argument may thus be
reconstructed as follows: astronomy is unable to account for the heavens’ regular
and uniform motions if it does not refer to physics, which alone can explain the
cause of this phenomenon through a discussion of simple bodies (especially aether)

and the principles of motion and rest.

What this means is that astronomy is dependent on other sciences for some
of its principles and is thus not a completely self-contained discipline. Experience
and observation, as well as the mathematical theories built on their data, are
insufficient for one to acquire a comprehensive knowledge of the heavenly
phenomena. Mathematics is not, as Ptolemy believed, the golden means and the
only legitimate method at the disposal of the astronomer. Nor is it the only path
that leads to divine knowledge. Although problems pertaining to the exterior
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qualities of the celestial bodies, such as the sizes and distances of the planets, can be
solved by astronomers using a combination of observation and mathematical
theories, knowledge of the causes and devices responsible for celestial motion
requires that one transfer physical principles to astronomy, where they are used as
first principles (mabadi’ uwal, which corresponds to the Greek dpyxai). Also of interest
is the term asbab (causes), which reveals a concern for causality and in a sense
marks the explanatory limit of the astronomical discipline. I will return later on to

this important notion.

The importance al-Farabi bestows on physical principles has one further
implication. It suggests that he has in mind an astronomical account that is in
accordance with physical reality. This can be vindicated a posteriori by the fact that
al-Farabi considered the celestial orbs and the various devices, such as the
eccentrics and epicycles, to be real, corporeal entities. This viewpoint transpires in
his general account of the structure of the heavens in the Ard’, as well as from
specific passages where he explicitly refers to these entities as “bodies” (ajsam) (see

Chapter III).

Al-FarabT’s position on astronomy and physics is indebted to a long Greek
tradition, a starting-point of which is Aristotle’s Physics 11.2, which provides a
discussion of the relation between astronomy, physics, and mathematics. According
to the traditional interpretation (illustrated in Ross’ commentary), Aristotle
concludes that astronomy is more physical than mathematical, but this view has
recently been challenged.” In any case, regardless of whether Aristotle ultimately
defines astronomy as a mathematical or a physical science, he stresses the strong
connection between astronomy and physics due on the one hand to the corporeality
and perceptibility of the heavenly bodies and on the other to their having motion.
However, Aristotle does not claim in this passage that astronomy is in any way
dependent on physics. As for Ptolemy, it is well known that although he claimed to

ground his method entirely in mathematics, he at times relied strongly on physics

1% See the recent article by Mueller published in 2006.
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to elaborate his proofs and explanations. This can be seen, for instance, in his
treatment of the heavens’ sphericity and his mention of aether in Chapter 1.3 of the

Almagest.

It is nevertheless in the work of Geminus that al-Farabt’s view finds a much
closer parallel. Al-Farabi’s general position concerning the importance of natural
philosophy in astronomy is mirrored in Geminus’ Introduction to the Phainomena and
especially in his shorter treatise entitled Concise Exposition of the Meteorology of
Poseidonios.”” In these treatises, Geminus (or Poseidonios as reported by Geminus)
makes the following points: astronomy and physics focus on different aspects of the
celestial bodies, the former on their motion and exterior characteristics, the latter
on their substance; both sciences use a different method to prove the same thing;
but because the astronomer cannot know the true nature of superlunary things, he
must take his first principles from physics; finally, there is an emphasis on the study
of causes.” The dependence of astronomy on physics is clear when Geminus writes
“that he [the astronomer] must take from the physicist the first principles, that the

motions of the stars are simple, uniform, and orderly...”**

As we have seen, all of these points may be found in al-Farab1’s writings. Al-
Farabi considers that astronomy and physics study different aspects of the same
subject-matter. He also presents physics as one of the sources from which
astronomical principles are derived. Finally, he cautions that astronomers can
acquire only partial knowledge of the causes of celestial phenomena. These glaring
parallels suggest that al-Farabi is indebted to a particular trend of Greek
astronomical theory, which is perhaps most plainly embodied in Geminus. Did al-
Farabi read part of the Arabic translations of Geminus’ works? This hypothesis is

o«

reinforced by the fact that, as Evans and Berggren write, Geminus’ “remarks

13 Both texts have been translated into English and analyzed by James Evans and ]. Lennart Berggren
in Evans and Berggren 2006; see also Bowen 2007, especially 331 ff,

34 Evans and Berggren 2006, 53-58, 252-255; see also Bowen 2007.

% Evans and Berggren 2006, 254-255. This quotation resembles al-Farabl’s statement in the K. al-
musiqa.



57

constitute the clearest statement of this relationship [i.e., between astronomy and

physics] we find in any of the Greek astronomical writers.”**

Moreover, we know that Geminus’ Introduction was translated into Arabic and
Hebrew'’; this means that this work or other writings by Geminus could very well
have been the direct model for al-Farabi’s conception of the astronomical method.
Hence, regardless of the impact that the Almagest and other Ptolemaic works had on
al-Farabi, in this particular instance the second master is much closer to Geminus
than to Ptolemy. This suggests that the Greek astronomical sources transmitted to

the Arabic world were more diverse than previously accepted.

3¢ Evans and Berggren 2006, 252.
17 Todd 1989, 473, who mentions that some of the Hebrew translations were based on Arabic
versions.
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5. THE PLACE OF METAPHYSICS IN COSMOLOGY AND THE DIFFERENT TYPES
OF PROOFS

It soon becomes apparent, however, that astronomy and physics can only yield
limited insight into cosmological queries, because according to al-Farabi the
principles and causes of the celestial bodies are immaterial and cannot be studied by
natural philosophy or mathematics. Metaphysics on the other hand can provide
knowledge of these immaterial causes and thus complete the inquiry into celestial
substance.”® As al-Farabi explains in the Philosophy of Aristotle in behalf of the
Stagirite,

he [Aristotle] had to investigate also whether the substances of the heavenly bodies consist
of a nature or a soul or an intellect, or something else more perfect than these. These
matters are beyond the scope of natural theory. For natural theory includes only what is
included in the categories; and it has become evident that there are here other instances of

being not encompassed by the categories: that is, the Active Intellect and the thing that

supplies the heavenly bodies with perpetual circular motion,"”

In this passage al-Farabi explains that metaphysics is necessary for two
things: to define the true substance of the celestial bodies (which could very well be
an immaterial principle like intellect) and to identify their cause of motion, which
one presumes is “something” exterior to them. Here we see that the physical
definition of the celestial bodies as being made of aether does not stand for a full
definition of their substance, since aether constitutes only the corporeal aspect of
their substance, which in addition may contain immaterial principles such as soul or
intellect. On al-Farabt’s reckoning, knowledge of the heavens’ substance and causes
must depend on metaphysics, which alone can investigate into these immaterial

principles.

*® More precisely, the part of metaphysics that deals with incorporeal substances. See the Ihsa’ (al-
Farabi 1949, 99) and Druart 1987a, 39.
3 Al-Farabi 1969, 129, translated by M. Mahdi.
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The approach underlying this view is explained in more detail in the Fusiil,
where al-Farabi advises the student of theoretical philosophy to “[ascend] little by
little in the things that need matter to be understood and conceived of until he

comes to the celestial bodies.”**® Then he adds:

When he ends up at the celestial bodies, the rational soul, and the active intellect, he [the
philosopher] transfers again to another rank. So it is necessary for him to inquire
theoretically into the principles of their existence until he becomes aware of principles that
are not natural...He also comes to a midpoint between two sciences—the science of natural

things and the science of what is after the natural things—in the ranking of investigation

. . 141
and instruction.

That the heavenly bodies mark the boundary between material and
immaterial things and thus between physics and metaphysics is also underlined in

the Tahsil, where one finds the following statement:

When one finally comes to enquire into the heavenly bodies and investigate the principles of
their being, this inquiry into the principles of their being will force him to look for
principles that are not natures or natural things, but beings more perfect than nature and
natural things. They are also not bodies or in bodies. Therefore one needs another kind of
investigation here and another science that inquires exclusively into beings that are
metaphysical. At this point he is again standing between two sciences: the science of nature
and the science of what is beyond natural things in the order of investigation and instruction

and above them in the order of being,'*

Finally, in the Fusil, the celestial bodies are said to represent a distinct genus
of beings. Al-Farab1 writes, “There are three genera of existing things: those devoid
of matter, celestial bodies, and material bodies.”' And shortly after, he adds that

“there are three worlds: spiritual, celestial, and material.”*** The latter statement is

somewhat peculiar, because the orthodox Peripatetic tradition divides the world in

10 Al-Farabi 20014, 61, translated by C. Butterworth,
M1 Al-Farabi 2001a, 62, translated by C. Butterworth,
12 Al-Farabi 1969, 21-22, translated by M. Mahdi.

3 Al-Farabi 20014, 45, translated by C. Butterworth,
14 Al-Farabi 20014, 45, translated by C. Butterworth.
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two dimensions, the superlunary and sublunary. This “two-sphere universe,” as T.
Kuhn has called it, is one of the most recognizable features of medieval Aristotelian
cosmological models. But al-Farabi is asserting here in a somewhat Platonic manner
that the celestial bodies represent an intermediary world between the world of

145 Al-FarabT’s use of the term

intelligible beings and that of corruptible existents.
“world” (‘alam) should probably not be taken literally, but it does underscore the
special status of the celestial bodies and their remoteness from the realm of
generation and corruption. Although the notion of an intermediate celestial world is
proper to this passage of the Fusul, the idea that the celestial bodies constitute a
distinct category or genus of existents is found in al-Farabi’s other writings. In the
Siyasah, which is also known by the more appropriate name Principles of Beings, the

celestial bodies constitute one of six genera (ajnas) of bodies.'*

The main idea that emerges from these passages is that the heavenly bodies
occupy an intermediate position between the natural world and the intelligible
world. For this reason, it is necessary to combine physics and metaphysics if one
wants a complete definition of their substance (jawhar) and principles (mabadi’). This
is all the more necessary since al-Farabt believes that the celestial bodies possess
intellects (‘uqil), which are immaterial and represent the true substance of the
planets (see Chapters I11.3. and V). Hence, although both physics and metaphysics
study the heavenly bodies, only the latter science can provide true knowledge of

these principles, which are immaterial and therefore lie beyond the realm of nature.

The necessity of including metaphysics in the study of superlunary causes
also has a bearing on the astronomical method. As we have seen, al-Farabi holds
observation and experience in high esteem. These produce some of the principles of
astronomy and enable the development of scientific progress over time. However,

the empirical method has a limit within cosmology, which is fixed among other

5 This passage in the Fusil is also reminiscent of Neoplatonic cosmology, especially that of Proclus.
Siorvanes 1996, 267 explains that for Proclus, “the heavenly objects may be divine, but they stand
between the intelligible and the sensible.” They are “intermediaries” (278).

146 Al-Farabi 1964, 31.
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things by the nature of the subject-matter. It is understandable that observation is
of no use when the causes of visible phenomena (here the planets and their motion)
are themselves invisible and can only be conceived intellectually. The study of these
causes falls, arguably, outside astronomy, but it has an impact on the kinds of things
the astronomer can legitimately seek to know and on the mode in which he knows

them, especially when it comes to celestial motion.

This explains why al-Farabit believes that astronomy, like any secondary or
particular science, is dependent on metaphysics for some of its principles. Al-Farabi
follows Aristotle in holding that a science cannot establish its first principles. And
just as astronomy derives some of its premises from physics and geometry,'” so it

derives some of its other premises from metaphysics.

This view appears clearly in al-FarabT’s general discussion of the sciences in
his K. al-burhan. In this work, al-Farabi outlines a complex model to explain the
various interactions between the sciences and argues that metaphysics or “first
philosophy” (al-falsafah al-ula) is the universal science that provides the particular
sciences with their principles. He writes that “the particular sciences (e.g., physics,
mathematics) are all below First Philosophy, participating in it in so far as all their
subjects are below the Absolute Existent. This science will employ universal
premises which all the particular sciences employ in the way we have described,
while the particular sciences employ premises which are demonstrated in that
science [First Philosophy].”**® And further on al-Farabi notes that metaphysics is the
science that “gives the highest causes of existence.”** These points are echoed in
the Aghrad, where al-Farabi explains that it is metaphysics that provides the

principles and subject-matters of the particular sciences."

1“7 For the latter science, see al-Farabi 1985b, vol. 4, 65.

148 Al-Farabi, 1985b, vol. 4, 65, translated in Endress 2003, 139; see also al-Farabi 1985b, vol. 4, 70.
%% Al-Farabi, 1985b, vol. 4, 70.

130 Al-Farabi 1982b, 42 in Druart’s translation; McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 80.
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Furthermore, in the K. al-burhdn, al-Farabit follows Aristotle’s distinction in
Posterior Analytics 1.13 between knowledge of the fact and of the reasoned fact,
known in Arabic as inna and lima (or inni and limmi) proofs. On the basis of this
distinction, al-Farabi argues that knowledge of the cause together with knowledge
of the existent is always preferable to knowledge of the existent alone.”™ Now
metaphysics is the science which par excellence is able to provide this kind of certain
knowledge, since it studies the most fundamental causes of being. Moreover, al-
Farabi holds that the premises borrowed from metaphysics by more particular
sciences such as physics and astronomy can be used to explain the causes (asbab) of
things. As al-Farab1 writes, “the prior sciences provide the posterior sciences with

knowledge of the causes or of the causes and existence together...”*”

This explains
why the proper cosmological method must rely not only on physics and astronomy
but also on metaphysics in order to provide a comprehensive account of the

universe that includes a causal explanation of its hidden principles.

The application of the inni /limmi distinction to astronomy and to al-FarabT’s
classification of the sciences raises several problems. First, it should be noted that
Arabic astronomers interpreted this conceptual distinction in an idiosyncratic way.
As Ragep notes, “In contrast with Aristotle, Arabic mathematical astronomers do
not see themselves as giving proofs of the reasoned fact but rather of the fact. These
“facts,” however, are not observations but rather the configuration (hay’a) of the

simple bodies.”*

On the one hand, this point could very well apply to al-Farabi, for as we have
seen he believes that astronomy is dependent on the other sciences and derives
some of its principles and proofs from them. This suggests that its capacity for limmi
explanation is limited. On the other hand, it may be inferred from al-FarabT'’s

statements in the K. al-misiga that astronomy is able to offer some kind of causal

51 Al-Farabi 1985b, vol. 4, 26 ff, For a discussion of these proofs in Aristotle and the Greek and Arabic
commentators, see Lettinck 1994, 105-113.

152 Al-Farabi 1985b, vol. 4, 66, my translation.

153 Ragep 1993, vol. 2, 387. See pages 386-388 for a discussion of the inni/limmi proofs in al-TTsT's
astronomy.
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explanation, since he mentions there the asbab of celestial motion, by which he
means the various devices (eccentrics and epicycles) that can be used to account for
the motions of the planets. Here he seems to be alluding to an astronomical account
that transcends the mere observation of the phenomena, and one which can explain

why motion occurs.

This passage also connects with al-FarabT’s claim in the K. al-burhan that
premises borrowed from prior sciences can be used as proofs of the reasoned fact in
posterior sciences.” In the case of astronomy, it entails that physical or
metaphysical principles be transferred to this science. But it is not completely clear
whether this proof of the reasoned fact is established within astronomy or imported
from outside. Furthermore, it may be doubted to what extent eccentrics and
epicycles correspond to a proof of the reasoned fact and what their explanatory

value is in a discussion of celestial motion.

This picture is further complicated by the fact that according to al-Farabi the
various sciences can prove the same thing in different ways. Astronomy and physics,
for instance, can muster different proofs and use a different method to establish the
same conclusion. In the K. al-burhan, al-Farabi provides the example of the sphericity

155

of the heavenly bodies to illustrate this.”” He begins by explaining that when a thing
has several causes (i.e., the four Aristotelian causes), then these causes can be
demonstrated either by one or several sciences. If the four causes cannot be proven
by one science, then various sciences might be required to provide knowledge of the
different causes. Hence, physics, which studies bodies that are enmattered and
insofar as they are in motion, and mathematics, which studies the qualities of bodies
abstracted from their matter, can identify the causes of the same thing, which is
why al-Farabi concludes that the sciences can collaborate together and study the
same object from different angles. For al-Farabi, there is therefore no contradiction

and opposition between the methods of physics and astronomy. He writes: “For this

13 Al-Farabi 1985b, vol. 4, 66.
135 Al-Farabi 1985b, vol. 4, 68.
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reason, it is possible for mathematics and physics to cooperate in [the examination
of] a single thing, and for the former to provide a cause, and the latter to provide
another cause. In this fashion the sphericity of the world and the sun and the moon

is examined by both mathematics and physics.”**

In using this particular example, al-Farabi is following Geminus as reported
by Simplicius in his commentary on Physics 11.2, and Simplicius himself.”” But al-
Farabi’s account differs in one important respect from the one found in Simplicius.
According to Geminus, the mathematician is not interested in causes: “the former
[the physicist], with an eye to productive power, often touches on causes. But the
latter [the astronomer], when he is constructing proofs from what impinges on a
heavenly body from outside itself, does not pay any great attention to causes, as for
example when he is presenting the earth or the spherical bodies as spherical.”"*® Al-
Farabi and Geminus thus seem to disagree on this point, for as we have seen, al-
Farabi believes that the physicist and astronomer both give an aetiological account
of the sphericity of the heavenly bodies and the earth, although they examine

different causes.

These comments shed some light on the questions of celestial motion
discussed in the K. al-miisiga and of the various types of proofs that can be used in
cosmology. In relation to the question of celestial motion with which we are
concerned, it is not implausible that al-Farabi would have considered that
astronomy, physics, and metaphysics can all provide an aetiological account of
celestial kinematics by studying the celestial bodies from different angles and by
identifying different causes: physics through the concept of simple bodies and
aether; astronomy by using the eccentrics and epicycles; and metaphysics by
revealing the fundamental causes and principles of the heavens, which are the
sphere-souls and separate intellects. Now there is no reason why any of these proofs

should not be lima proofs, since they all identify and reveal some of the causes at

156 Al-Farabi 1985b, vol. 4, 68, my translation.
Y7 Simplicius 1997, 290,25 ff.
138 Simplicius, Physics commentary, 292,9 ff.; translated by Barrie Fleet in Simplicius 1997, 47.
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play behind the phenomenon of celestial motion. Since astronomy can address the
same questions as these other sciences (e.g., motion) but treats them in a manner
proper to it, it would seem that it is indeed possible for astronomers to provide
causal explanations of superlunary phenomena. I will return to the relation between
these various accounts of causality in my discussion of celestial motion in Chapter

VL

In spite of these inherent difficulties, the previous considerations also enable
us to better understand the very important concept of ‘cause’ (sabab), which appears
in various contexts in al-Farabi's writings. In astronomy, sabab may refer to an
‘explanation’ or ‘interpretation’ of a planet’s motion by referring to the various
devices that carry it along, such as the epicycles and eccentrics. It is unclear at this
point to which extent Greek and Arabic astronomers would also have considered
these models to be ‘causes’ of a planet’s motion; this subject requires more sustained
research. However, it is likely that al-Farab7’s use of the term asbab in the passage
from the K. al-miisiga quoted above is intended to convey the dual meaning of
‘explanation’ and ‘cause.” Not only was there a semantic overlap between the two
concepts in Arabic philosophy, but al-Farabi clearly ascribes corporeal existence to
the eccentrics and epicycles. This suggests that the latter are not merely abstract

devices, but that they play a role in the actualization of planetary motions.

This view is also reinforced by the fact that in al-Farab1’s philosophical works
sabab/asbab usually designates the causes or principles (mabadi’) of existence of
lower entities. By way of illustration, God is described as a “proximate cause [al-
sabab al-garib] of the existence of the secondary causes [i.e., the separate intellects or
thawani].”" The separate intellects themselves are “causes [asbab] of the existence
of the celestial bodies,”*® and, in this particularly case, they are also final causes of
motion for the spheres. Hence, the term ‘cause’ surely has a different meaning in a

metaphysical and an astronomical context, in the sense that the eccentrics and

%% Al-Farabi 1964, 31.
160 Al-Farabi 1964, 31.
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epicycles are not principles of existence in the way that the separate intellects are.
Nevertheless, the fact that al-Farabi describes these devices as causes suggests that
they have an efficient role to play in the motion of the planets. This would not be
surprising, in view of the fact that al-Farabi’s entire physical and metaphysical
system is articulated around an elaborate theory of causality that begins with God,
described as the First Cause, and ends with the lower spheres of the elements and
prime matter. This being said, the terms ‘principle’ and ‘cause’ refer primarily to
immaterial and metaphysical beings (God and the separate intellects) that convey
existence to lower entities. This explains why metaphysics is the only science that

can enlighten us on these fundamental causes.

The emphasis on causality, then, is common to al-Farabi and some of the
ancient Greek astronomers, such as Geminus. But al-Farabi endows this term with a
crucial metaphysical meaning that is lacking in the passages composed by the Greek
astronomer, at least in the ones that have come down to us. And whereas Geminus
refers only to physics as the science on which the astronomer must rely in order to
complete his inquiry and says nothing about metaphysics, al-Farabi presents
metaphysics as the ultimate cosmological discipline, which can explain the most
fundamental causes of celestial phenomena and which also provides the other

sciences with some of their principles.

It should be noted, however, that al-Farabi also believes that metaphysics
can benefit from astronomy and the other particular sciences. In fact, the relation
between astronomy, physics, and metaphysics is not unilateral but rather
reciprocal. If astronomy depends on metaphysics and physics for some of its
principles, it appears that astronomy can also benefit these sciences by providing
them with premises concerning certain existents, i.e., the celestial bodies, with

which physics and metaphysics also deal. In the K. al-burhan, al-Farab1 writes that
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“things that are proven in astronomy are used as first premises in metaphysics and

physics.”*** Al-Farabi elaborates this point shortly afterwards by adding that

The prior sciences provide the posterior sciences with knowledge of the causes or
knowledge of the causes and existence (wujiid) together, whereas the posterior sciences
provide the prior sciences with knowledge of the existents alone. For example, the art of
astronomy provides physics and metaphysics with [the knowledge of] many aspects of the

existents that are comprised by them..."*”

Al-Farabi is once more following the Aristotelian distinction between proof
of the fact and proof of the reasoned fact. Particular, posterior sciences like
astronomy can benefit metaphysics by providing it with knowledge of certain
existents and thus by helping it to formulate demonstrations of the fact, or innt
proofs. Hence, whereas the premises borrowed by astronomy from metaphysics can
be used as causes (asbab), the premises that metaphysicians borrow from
astronomers can only be used as “evidential proofs” (dald’il), to use Marmura’s
translation.'” It should also be noted that al-Farabi's view on the interconnection
between astronomy and metaphysics is reflected in Themistius’ paraphrase on the
Metaphysics, parts of which were translated into Hebrew and Arabic.'* As for Ibn
Sina, he follows al-Farab1’s view in the Metaphysics of the Shifa’ and even makes an
emphatic statement as to the benefit that metaphysics can derive from

astronomy.'*

It is possible that al-Farab1’s classification of the sciences and his belief that
some sciences are subordinated to others was inspired by Aristotle’s Posterior

Analytics, especially 1.5.74a38-1.7.75b20, 1.13.78b35-79a15 and 1.27.87a32-38. Aristotle

161 Al-Farabi 1985b, vol. 4, 66, my translation. The Arabic reads: “fa-li-dhdlika tusta'malu ashyau
tubarhanat ft ‘ilm al-nujim muqaddamat uwal fi al-falsafah al-ula wa fi al-ilm al-tabi'1.”

162 Al-Farabi 1985b, vol. 4, 66, my translation.

'3 For an overview of the influence of Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics in Arabic thought, see Marmura
1990.

1% Themistius 1999, VIIL5, p. 101 (translated by R. Brague): “Si j’ai dit que la science des astres est trés
unie 2 la philosophie, c’est seulement parce qu’elle seule cherche la substance sensible éternelle.
Quant au reste des mathématiques, leur recherche porte sur les accidents qui affectent les corps.”

1% Tbn Sina 2005, 14-15.
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in general maintains the autonomy of the sciences, but in some passages he also
hints at their interconnection and seems to subordinate some sciences to others
(e.g., optics to geometry). While he may have been inspired by this work, al-Farab1
nevertheless goes beyond it and provides a different classification of the
philosophical disciplines. On the one hand, al-Farabi greatly develops the concept of
the “cooperation of the sciences” (mushtarakah al-‘ulim), which is crucial to
understand his classification and how first principles are established. On the other
hand, al-Farabi devises a pyramidal and highly hierarchical classification of the
sciences. He presents metaphysics as the first universal science, which encompasses
all the other particular sciences, and in so doing he set a profoundly influential

model for subsequent Arabic thinkers.

Retrospectively, it is also easier to highlight the differences between
Ptolemy’s method and al-Farabi’s. This difference is in part rooted in their
classification of the sciences. It should be remembered that according to Ptolemy,
mathematics is the highest science because it alone can provide certain knowledge.
Physics is hindered by the preponderance of obscure matter in its subject, while
metaphysics cannot reach true knowledge and can only yield speculative
hypotheses. Of all the theoretical sciences, then, mathematics is best equipped to

lead to demonstration and to a conception of the divine nature.'*

In opposition, al-Farabi adopts a very different position, according to which
astronomy is confined to studying certain aspects of the cosmos and must yield
priority to other disciplines when it comes to defining the ultimate causes and
substance of celestial beings. Moreover, al-Farabi develops the idea, which is not
formally accepted by Ptolemy, in spite of his occasional implementation of it, that
astronomy is dependent on other sciences, which provide it with the necessary

principles to establish certain proofs. Hence, according to al-Farabi, astronomy is

1% The key passage appears at the beginning of the Almagest: 1.1 H5-H8. In spite of his claims for the
superiority of mathematics, Ptolemy does not hesitate to borrow certain ideas from physics in order
to strengthen his arguments. An example of this occurs in 1.3 H14, when Ptolemy uses Aristotle’s
theory of aether and simple body in order to prove the sphericity of the heavenly sphere.
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located below physics and metaphysics in the hierarchy of the sciences. The two
latter sciences are more qualified to study the fundamental principles of the
heavenly bodies. At the same time, the subordination of these sciences to one

another ensures their cooperation within the cosmological context.

The previous analysis should compel us to re-examine some aspects of al-
Farabi's affiliation to the Aristotelian, Platonic, and Neoplatonic traditions. In his
description of the astronomical methodology, al-Farabi appears as a thorough
Aristotelian, and more specifically, as a careful reader of the Posterior Analytics. He is
one of the earliest thinkers in Islamic thought to emphasize the importance of
observation and experience, and to praise the empirical approach in the sciences. I
endeavoured to show how al-FarabT's understanding of the astronomical method
was influenced not only by the theories of ancient astronomers, such as Geminus
and Ptolemy, but also by the theories developed by Aristotle in his Posterior Analytics.
Al-Farabi is remarkable in having attempted to apply some of Aristotle’s
methodological ideas to sciences such as music and astronomy. He perceived the
significance of the inductive approach and experience in particular in the search for

first principles, and he reflected deeply on the relation between practice and theory.

Al-Farabi here departs markedly from many Platonists and Neoplatonists for
whom all true knowledge consists in insights into the intelligible and immaterial
world, and who in general discarded the realm of sense-perception. This basic
attitude can be witnessed in connection with astronomy in the opening pages of
Proclus’ Hypotyposis, for example.'” In contrast to these thinkers, al-Farabi condones
the study of the physical, perceptible world and shows a genuine interest in the
practical aspects of astronomy, music, and the other arts. In addition, his use of
mathematics within astronomy is informed more by the scientific method of
Ptolemy than the metaphysics of the Platonists and Neoplatonists, who had often

elevated mathematics and numbers to a divine or quasi-divine status.

17 See Lloyd 1978, 207, for a translation and discussion of this text.
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Al-Farabi conceived of mathematics as a useful tool and method to
investigate the world around us, but there is no suggestion, whether in his
mathematical or philosophical treatises, that he raised mathematics to a special
metaphysical status. In fact, al-Farabi in the K. al-burhan sides with Aristotle on the
issue of the nature of mathematical objects and defends the view that they may be
abstracted from matter only in the mind, but not in reality.'®® This view is also
clearly expressed in the Aghrad, where al-Farabi states that “although mathematics
is higher than natural science—since its subjects are abstracted from matter—it
most certainly should not be called the science of metaphysics because its subjects
are abstracted from matter only by human imagination, not actually.”** On this
point, al-Farab1 departs not only from the Greek Neoplatonists, but also from al-
Kind1, who was apparently influenced by Proclus’ commentary on Euclid’s Elements,
and according to whom mathematical objects enjoy an intermediary position

7 Moreover, as Freudenthal has

between physical objects and intelligible beings.
shown, al-Farabi endeavoured to develop an analytical approach to mathematics for
didactic reasons (in addition to the synthetic, deductive method inherited from
Euclid), and he strongly believed in the pedagogical virtue of proceeding gradually
from concrete physical bodies to more abstract geometrical entities in the teaching
of mathematics.””" In his approach to, and use of, mathematics, al-Farabi is thus
much closer to the Peripatetic and Alexandrian scientific traditions than to the

Neoplatonists.

The above conclusions agree with and strengthen the contentions of various
other scholars. In two recent articles, J. McGinnis and F. J. Ragep emphasized the
importance of induction, experience, and observation in the works of Ibn Sina and

Arabic astronomers respectively and stressed the discernment with which the

1 Al-Farabi 1985b, vol. 4, 68-69.

1% Tn McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 79.

17 See the very interesting article by D. Gutas on the role of mathematics in al-Kind1's philosophy in
Gutas 2004, especially 204-205, 208.

7! See Freudenthal 1988 and 1990.
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Muslims received, criticized, and tested the knowledge of the Greeks."”” Ragep’s
paper in particular enables us to contextualize al-Farabi’s position vis-a-vis Greek
Neoplatonic attitudes toward astronomy and to better assess the differences
between their approaches. In this respect, it would seem that al-Farabi participated
in the development of the Arabic-Islamic astronomical tradition, which in many

ways drastically revised the Greek legacy.

Yet at the same time, it must be said that al-Farabis contention that
metaphysics is the universal science on which all the other sciences depend has
certain implications in his philosophy that appear connected to the legacy of
Neoplatonism in Islam and depart quite radically from an Aristotelian framework.
For al-FarabT’s point is obviously not limited to issues of methodology, but also
suggests that there is a direct continuity between the physical and incorporeal
planes, between the physical beings and the intelligible beings. And indeed, al-
FarabTs cosmology posits a whole series of immaterial, noetical, and demiurgic
entities between the First Cause and the planets, which are directly responsible for

the latter’s existence and motion.

In this respect, al-FarabT’s cosmology is much more reminiscent of that of
Proclus than that of Aristotle or Ptolemy. Although there is no evidence to suggest
that al-Farabi shared Proclus’ bias toward Ptolemaic astronomy—quite the
contrary—it is undeniable that he manifests in his cosmology what may be called a
‘metaphysical’ approach to the cosmos, i.e., he upholds the idea that the heavenly
substance and the cause of its existence can only be explained completely by
metaphysics. In this picture, astronomy should be seen as only one component of
the cosmological approach, whose foundations rest ultimately on first philosophy.
Again, these remarks should not obscure the fact that al-Farabi also had a genuine

interest in mathematical astronomy, as the previous paragraphs have shown.

72 McGinnis 1993 and Ragep 2008. Ragep discusses some of the theological and social reasons that
may be responsible for the gap between the Greek Neoplatonists and the early Arabic thinkers in
their approach to the physical world.
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Another important conclusion pertains to the relation, and more specifically,
the compatibility between the various disciplines that constitute al-Farabt's
‘cosmology.” There is no reason to doubt that al-Farabi conceived of these various
disciplines as working together and in harmony and as covering different aspects of
the superlunary cosmos. Here I anticipate slightly the forthcoming chapters, but I
think it is worth stressing right away that al-FarabT’s willingness to harmonize
astronomy, physics, and metaphysics can be seen in the cosmological descriptions of
the Ara’ and Siyasah. Most of their essential structural features, such as the presence
of nine spheres (which correspond to the known planets of the time together with
the sphere of the fixed stars and the outermost sphere) and of other subordinate

corporeal devices (eccentrics, epicycles, etc),”

are derived from Ptolemy’s
astronomy and are combined with metaphysical concepts (e.g., the heavenly
intellects) and physical concepts (e.g., the simple heavenly substance and the

primacy of circular motion).

On several key points, then, al-Farabi is following the most up-to-date
astronomical knowledge of his time, which he may have acquired by studying and
commenting on the Almagest or by consulting the work of contemporary
astronomers. But he thoroughly integrates these elements within a broader physical
and metaphysical framework, which suggests that his basic intention was to provide

a unified and coherent cosmology.

17 See Chapter II1.
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6. PARALLELS WITH THE LATER HAY’A TRADITION

The idea that physics and metaphysics can be a source of astronomical principles is
found several centuries later in the works of two of the most important hay’a
practitioners, Nasir al-Din al-TtsT and Mu’ayyad al-Din al-'Urdi."”* At the beginning
of his Tadhkirah, for example, al-Tisl explains that “those of its [astronomy]
principles that need proof are demonstrated in three sciences: metaphysics,
geometry, and natural philosophy.”"”” As we have seen, al-Farabi also believes that
these three sciences provide some of the principles of astronomy, and he mentions
geometry and physics explicitly. Furthermore, although al-TiisT does not elaborate
on the metaphysical principles he has in mind, like al-Farabi he nevertheless
subordinates some sciences to others and integrates astronomy in a hierarchy that

culminates with metaphysics, which is seen as the first and primary science.

On the relation between astronomy and physics, al-Farab1 and al-Ts1 share a
number of ideas. Besides viewing physics as a source from which astronomical
principles are derived, they were both concerned about the physicality of the
astronomical model they discuss. Hence al-TiisT writes: “Restricting oneself to
circles is sufficient in the entirety of this science [astronomy] for whoever studies
the proofs. However, one who attempts to understand the principles [mabadi’] of the
motions must know the configuration [hay’a] of the bodies [i.e., must understand
their physical configuration].”"”® Al-TasT then goes on to describe the deferent,
concentric, and eccentric as orbs (aflak) and the epicycle as a sphere (kurah). And he
also mentions the surface and thickness of these bodies, thus providing a detailed

description of the physical features of his model.

Al-Farabi does the same in the Ard’, although his description is less detailed

and occurs in a different context, namely, in a philosophical treatise.””” By noting

74 For the former, see Ragep 1993, 38-46; for the latter, see Sabra 1998, 307-308, 313.

7 Translated in Ragep 1993, vol. 1, 90.

176 Ragep 1993, vol. 1, 115 [10].

77 See in particular al-Farabi 1985a, 119-131, which provides a physical description of the cosmos.



74

these parallels, I am not arguing that al-TasT read or even knew about al-Farabi’s
works, but am merely trying to point out some similarities in their conception of the
astronomical method. It is nevertheless possible that Ibn Stnha mediated between al-
Farabi and al-Tasi, although extensive research is required to confirm this

hypothesis.

The emphasis placed by the hay’a practitioners and by al-Farab1 on the role
of physics does not stem from a purely methodological concern about first
principles. It also indicates a desire to provide a comprehensive cosmological
picture, i.e., one that can simultaneously account for the mathematical theories
behind celestial phenomena and for the physical arrangement of the spheres and
planets. These thinkers believed that the physical laws at play in the superlunary
realm had to be understood in order to elaborate a valid astronomical model. Arabic
astronomers considered that Ptolemy had not achieved a satisfactory synthesis
between the mathematical theories put forth in the Almagest and the physical
descriptions of the cosmos found in the Planetary Hypotheses, and they wanted to

combine both dimensions in a more coherent manner.

In this respect, F. ]. Ragep writes: “In accepting that astronomy was based on
both mathematical and physical principles, Arab astronomers reached a rather
simple conclusion—the mathematical models had to be consistent with the physical
principles.””’® And A. 1. Sabra, who has called this project the “kinematic-modeling

179

project”” of the later hay’a tradition, writes: “...the program consisted in seeking, or

urging to seek, a reconciliation between the Ptolemaic “mathematical” hypotheses

178 Ragep 1990, 210; see also Ragep 1993, 26-27, on the similarities between al-TsT's and Aristotle’s
approach in Book Lambda of the Metaphysics.

17 Sabra 1998, 295. According to Sabra, the astronomical tradition that developed subsequent to Ibn
al-Haytham’s work was intent to reconcile Ptolemy’s mathematical model as exposed in the Almagest
with the physical model of the Planetary Hypotheses. Arabic astronomers strived to complete what
they saw as Ptolemy’s unfinished project of providing a valid physical foundation to the theoretical
edifice contained in the Almagest. We are not concerned here with Saliba’s criticism of Sabra’s article
(Saliba 2000), and Sabra’s response to Saliba’s attack (Sabra 2000). Saliba rejects some of Sabra’s
arguments, but his criticism does not seem to invalidate Sabra’s interpretation of the main
motivation behind the hay’a project. Saliba, like Sabra, defines the hay’a project as an attempt to
reconcile the physical and mathematical models put forth by Ptolemy (Saliba 2000, 338).
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assumed to be already supported by observational tests...and adopted theories of
cosmology and physics or natural philosophy.”'® Arabic astronomers did not want
to substitute a physical model for Ptolemy’s mathematical theories. In other words,
they were not seeking to replace the ‘instrumentalist’” model with the ‘realist,’
physical model, as Duhem claimed. Rather, their ambition was to achieve a thorough
reconciliation between physical and mathematical theories and to ground
astronomical theorizing in a valid set of physical principles, which would provide a
scientifically valid cosmology.”®" By so doing, they hoped to bring the Ptolemaic

project to its logical completion.'

Ragep’s and Sabra’s insights into the classical and post-classical hay’a
tradition are helpful to contextualize the cosmological work of previous Arabic
thinkers such as al-Farabi and Ibn Sina. In many ways al-FarabT's approach is not
unlike that of these later hay’a practitioners. He shares with them the idea that
astronomy derives some of its principles from physics, that a valid astronomical
model must exhibit a harmony between the mathematical theories and the physical
principles, and that ultimately it is metaphysics that represents the crowning
science under which astronomy is subsumed. Like these thinkers, al-Farabl was

conversant with both the Almagest and the De caelo traditions and tried to integrate

1% Sabra 1998, 300; Sabra 1998, 294: “...Islamic astronomers before and after Ibn al-Haytham knew
Ptolemy not only as the author of the Almagest but also of the Planetary Hypotheses, and it was only
natural that this fact would suggest to them that a theory of celestial motions could not be complete
or completely satisfying unless it was embedded in an acceptable cosmological scheme that
successfully represented these motions in terms of solid orbs and spheres similar to those described
in Ptolemy’s latter work.”

'8! This point is stressed by Sabra 1998, 295, when he writes: “Referring to the equant hypothesis as
an example, the aim of Arabic astronomers was not to get rid of the mathematical effect of the
hypothesis...Nor was it simply to produce the same effect by some combination of properly uniform
motions of abstract points and abstract circles...but to accommodate the hypothesis into a
configuration (hay’a) of physical orbs and spheres...Only thus would the offending feature of the
hypothesis be removed, and a physically plausible and satisfying description of what actually took
place in the heavens be accomplished.”

182 Some scholars might disagree with Sabra and accuse him of oversimplifying a complex and
variegated tradition. Moreover, they might object to the way in which Sabra defines the relation
between physics and mathematical astronomy. See R. Rashed 2007, for instance, who claims that Tbn
al-Haytham’s aim was to devise a model of celestial motion that would be purely geometrical and
abstract.
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their various and sometimes conflicting theories into a unified picture of the

CcoOSmaos.

There are also, of course, substantial differences between these thinkers’
approach to cosmology. For example, we have seen that Ibn Sina and later
astronomers radically separate astrology from astronomy, whereas al-Farabi
conceptually distinguishes between the two but subsumes both under a single
discipline. Moreover, there is no evidence that al-Farabi wanted to modify or
criticize Ptolemy’s astronomy the way later hay’a practitioners did. We cannot know
whether al-Farabi was conscious of any shortcomings in Ptolemy’s works and
whether he believed that it was the task of Arabic thinkers to complete the
astronomical project begun by Ptolemy. Finally, al-Farab1’s works do not display the
level of synthesis of the later hay’a works. These factors emphasize the gap between

al-Farabi and thinkers like Nasir al-Din al-TasT.

In spite of this, it is intriguing to realize that al-Farabi was one of the various
links in the chain that goes from Geminus and Ptolemy through al-Biriini and Ibn
Sina to al-TasT and al-‘Urdi and the Maragha School of the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries. More specifically, there are obvious similarities between the astronomical
outlook of Geminus, al-Farabi, al-TiisT and al-'Urdi, which enable one to establish a
certain continuity between these thinkers. If al-Farabi did not belong to the hay’a
tradition, he may nevertheless be said to have anticipated some of its essential

features.
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7. DEMONSTRATION AND ANALOGY IN AL-FARABI'S COSMOLOGY

7.1 The Evidence For and Against Demonstration

An important question pertains to the nature of the epistemological criteria that are
deemed appropriate to carry out cosmological inquiries. We have seen that
metaphysics is responsible for identifying and defining the causes of the celestial
bodies, but one may raise the question of how al-Farabi exposes his cosmological
ideas in his philosophical treatises. More precisely, what is the role of
demonstration and of the other methods of argumentation employed by al-Farabi?
The mathematical language of astronomy is adapted to studying problems that
involve observations, calculations, and measures, such as the positions, sizes, and
distances of the planets. It is clear, however, that the inquiry into invisible things,
e.g., the causes of the celestial bodies, cannot be carried out through mathematics,
since the philosopher is dealing in this case with entities that cannot be perceived
and measured. But this raises the question of whether the physical and
metaphysical approaches display the same concern for demonstrative rigor as the

mathematical one.

Here one is faced with a problem, because al-Farabi’s theoretical views on
demonstration are difficult to reconcile with the method and style of his treatises. In
other words, al-Farabt does not systematically apply his theory of demonstration in
his cosmological and metaphysical works. Before I analyze the style and method of
his emanationist treatises, it is necessary to examine whether any proof of a
cosmological nature is possible according to al-Farabi, and if so, what kind of proof
it is. This is all the more important considering that some medieval thinkers denied

that cosmological aporias could be settled by human reason.'

'8 In a recent article published in 2008, M. Rashed provides a detailed treatment of this question by
examining several works of the Farablan corpus, particularly the lost treatise On Changing Beings and
the K. al-jadal. M. Rashed is mostly concerned with the nature of al-FarabT’s proofs, and his article
succeeds in reconstructing some of them using the various excerpts and quotations that have
survived in the works of later authors.
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In an interesting section of The Guide of the Perplexed, Maimonides argues that
Aristotle’s arguments in the De caelo completely lack the certainty associated with
the demonstrative method; and he adds that Aristotle himself was aware of this, yet
wanted to convince his audience through rhetorical and dialectical means that the

1."** Maimonides’ stance on this particular issue seems to be that

universe is eterna
demonstrative arguments cannot be adduced to prove or disprove conundrums
pertaining to the heavens, since these lay well beyond the human ken. As

Maimonides writes in the Guide of the Perplexed,

...it is impossible for us to accede to the points starting from which conclusions may be
drawn about the heavens; for the latter are too far away from us and too high in place and in
rank. And even the general conclusion that may be drawn from them, namely, that they

prove the existence of their Mover, is a matter the knowledge of which cannot be reached

by human intellects.'®

Maimonides’ criticism of Aristotle raises the very important question of the
types of proofs and methods used by medieval authors in their handling of
cosmological problems. What was al-FarabT's position and how do Maimonides’

comments on the limits of human knowledge relate to his philosophy?

There are no statements by al-Farab1 that immediately come to mind that
would allow one to conclude that he shared Maimonides’ apparent distrust of the
demonstrative method in cosmology. Nor is there any indication that al-Farabi

limits demonstration to the mathematical method proper to astronomy, as Ptolemy

18 Maimonides 1963, I1.15.33a-b. This passage is reminiscent of some aspects of Philoponus’ criticism
of Aristotelian cosmology.

18 Maimonides 1963, 11.24.54b. Naturally, this passage should not be taken as representing
Maimonides’ last word on the topic, since as is well known the Guide is a multi-layered and esoteric
text. In any case, past scholarship has often portrayed Maimonides as a somewhat radical skeptic (see
for instance Pines 1979, who emphasizes the aporetic aspect of Maimonides’ thought). This picture,
however, is progressively changing and a new and more balanced assessment of Maimonides’
attitude vis-a-vis cosmological and metaphysical knowledge can be found in recent scholarship. See
Kraemer 1991; Ivry 1991; and especially Langermann 1991, and Rudavsky 2000, 24-30 (the last two
references also provide a re-assessment of Maimonides’ attitude toward astronomy). S. Pessin’s talk
at a conference at Marquette University in June 2008 similarly undermined the aporetic
interpretation of Maimonides’ philosophy and stressed the possibility of human knowledge of
celestial and divine matters.
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did. Before we turn to a study of al-Farabi's works, it should be noted that
Maimonides himself provides evidence for the fact that al-Farabi would not have

agreed with him. This is made clear when Maimonides writes:

However, you know Abii Nasr’s [al-Farabr’s] interpretation of this example, what he made
clear with regard to it, as well as the fact that he considered disgraceful the notion that
Aristotle could have doubted of the eternity of the world. He had an extreme contempt for Galen
because of the latter’s saying that this was an obscure question with regard to which no demonstration
is known. As Abi Nasr holds, it is clear and manifest, being proved by demonstration that the heavens

are eternal whereas that which is within them is subject to generation and passing-away.'*

According to Maimonides, then, al-Farabi believes that it is possible to settle
cosmological issues (in this case, the question of whether the world is created ex
nihilo or eternal) through demonstrative proof. Both thinkers disagree on this
crucial point: whereas Maimonides uses philosophical arguments that are as close as
possible to demonstration but in essence dialectical or rhetorical to try to convince
the reader of a particular cosmological view and ultimately relies on scripture as the
decisive criterion, al-Farabi1 believes that it is possible to formulate demonstrative
arguments to settle these matters. This, at any rate, is what is stated in the Guide of

the Perplexed.

This important testimony by Maimonides is partially vindicated by the
information that can be gleaned from al-FarabT’s corpus. We know that al-Farabt
paid particular attention in his works to the various types of argumentation at the
disposal of the philosophers (dialectical, rhetorical, etc), as his commentaries on the
Organon and his writings on language theory show. In these texts, al-Farabi carefully
distinguishes between demonstration on the one hand, which is the privilege of the
philosophers, and dialectical, rhetorical, and poetical arguments on the other, which

are used by theologians and other groups.

18 Maimonides 1963, 11.15.33b, translated by S. Pines (emphasis mine). See also Vajda 1965, who
proposes to trace Maimonides’ quotation to al-Farabi's K. al-jadal, 232-233.
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It is in these logical works that one must look for further hints of al-FarabT’s
position concerning the role of demonstration in cosmology. In the K. al-jadal, one
finds a very pertinent passage, which may or may not be the one implicitly referred
to by Maimonides above. In this passage, al-Farabi describes two ways of

approaching the question of the eternity of the world. He writes:

‘Is the world eternal a parte ante or not?’ [Topica, 1.11.104b14-16]...This example he [Aristotle]
proposes is very dialectical under one aspect, since when we say “is the world eternal a parte
ante or not?”, insofar as we employ this wording, it is not possible at all that we produce a
certain syllogism, neither of the fact that it is eternal a parte ante nor of the fact that it is not
eternal a parte ante. For our word “the world” is an ambiguous word and, moreover, taken as
indefinite. So, if the world is taken in its entirety in such a way, [it will be found to have]
many parts, one of which is clearly not eternal a parte ante, another such that it is possible to
produce about it a syllogism showing that it is eternal a parte ante, and another of unclear
status. Thus, when we take the world in its entirety, it is sometimes eternity a parte ante
which is imagined, and sometimes incipience, so that we always produce opposed
syllogisms. The only way then is to examine, for each of its parts, whether it is eternal a parte
ante or not, and in how many ways a thing can be eternal a parte ante, and in how many ways
it is said to be not eternal. This is the method leading to the production of its demonstration,
whereas according to the first method, it is not possible to produce its demonstration, the

syllogisms produced being opposed syllogisms in each case.'*’

%7 K. al-jadal, 232b (al-Farabi 1987b, vol. 1, 431) translated into English in M. Rashed 2008. This
passage, which is obviously of primary importance to understand al-Farabi’s method, was also quoted
and translated in French by D. Mallet (in al-Farabi 1999c, 32). Mallet’s French translation is very close
to M. Rashed’s English one, but interprets al-Farabi as discussing only dialectical arguments and not
demonstrative ones. I agree with M. Rashed, who proposes to read the second method outlined by al-
Farabi as a scientific or demonstrative one, which should be contrasted to the first, dialectic method.
M. Rashed rightly refers to the paragraph immediately following this passage (232b-233b), in which
al-Farabi criticizes Galen for having failed to grasp this distinction and for having limited himself to
dialectic in treating the question of eternity. Additional evidence can be gathered from the Tahsil,
where al-Farabi makes a similar point. He begins by stating that the goal of the theoretical sciences is
“to make the beings and what they contain intelligible with certainty” (al-Farabi 1969, 12, translated
by Mahdi). It is clear that al-Farabi is referring to demonstration here, which alone can lead to
certainty. But a few lines afterwards, he adds the following: “The attainment of certain truth is aimed
at in every problem. Yet frequently we do not attain certainty. Instead we may attain certainty about
part of what we seek, and belief and persuasion about the rest” (ibid.). As in the K. al-jadal, then, al-
Farabi accepts and commends the use of demonstration, but cautions that certainty may only be
achieved concerning one or a few aspects of any given problem. Hence, it would seem that al-Farabt
endorsed demonstration, but that he was also fully aware of the discrepancy between theory and
practice and of the necessity of adapting the philosophical method to the types of problems
examined.



81

In this passage, al-Farabi begins by expressing doubt as to whether syllogistic
reasoning can solve the question of the eternity of the world. He explains that if
taken as a whole, the question can only lead the inquirer into conflicting opinions,
and this is the problem of the dialectical approach. But true demonstration is
ultimately possible if one breaks down the initial proposition into components that
are then analyzed individually. His conclusion is explicit: “this is the method [tariq]

leading to the production of its demonstration [burhan).”

This statement thus supports Maimonides’ testimony in an unequivocal way.
Although the K. al-jadal does not reveal al-FarabT's own position concerning the
question of the eternity of the world, it conveys his belief that this problem can be
solved through demonstration. Moreover, al-Farab1 encourages the philosopher to
break down the initial question into its constitutive elements and to inquire into the
various parts that make up the world systematically. This injunction should be
connected to what was said previously about the subordination and cooperation of

the various sciences in al-Farabi’s conception of the cosmological method.'®

Further evidence for al-Farabt’s position may be gleaned from non-logical
texts as well. M. Rashed’s recent study of al-Farabt’s lost On Changing Beings shows
how this treatise originally contained several rigorous demonstrative arguments
aimed at Philoponus and at establishing the eternity of time and motion, and hence,
of the world.”” Rashed’s detailed analysis of the various synthetic and analytic
proofs developed by al-Farabi provides additional solid evidence for this thinker’s
belief in the possibility of settling cosmological problems through demonstration. In
the Jam', which, it should be noted, is a problematic work as far as the question of
authenticity is concerned, al-Farabi explains that Plato and Aristotle gave “clear and

persuasive proofs” (hujaj wadihah mugni'ah) and demonstrations (barahin) to settle

188 Al-Farabi’s other logical works, such as the K. al-qiyas al-saghir, or Short commentary on the Prior
Andlytics, also contain information on the cosmological method (see al-Farabi 1963, 74-78, 81-88). In
this work, however, al-Farabi does not discuss the demonstrative proof required to establish
scientific knowledge.

187 See M., Rashed 2008.



82

cosmological questions such as the creation of the world, although he does not

elaborate on this statement.'®

The importance of demonstration (burhan) is emphasized in al-Farabi's other
works as well. In the Ara” he writes: “It follows necessarily from the specific being of
the First that all the other existents which do not come into existence through
man’s will and choice are brought into existence by the First in their various kinds
of existence, some of which can be observed by sense-perception, whereas others
become known by demonstration [wa ba‘duhu ma‘lim bi al-burhan].”** Although al-
Farabi does not identify these “other existents,” there is little doubt that they
include both the celestial bodies and the immaterial beings below the One, the

separate intellects.

This is confirmed in another passage of the same work, when al-Farabi states
that among the common first intelligibles that humans acquire are “the principles
which are used for knowing the existents which are not the objects of man’s actions,
and their primary principles and ranks: such as the heavens and the first cause and
the other primary principles and what happens to come to be out of those primary
principles.”**” Here, al-Farabi unambiguously states not only that knowledge of the
heavens is possible, but that the “first intelligibles” that lead to such knowledge are
commonly shared by humans. Finally, after having listed the various things that
“the people of the excellent city ought to know,” which include knowledge of the
First Cause, of the immaterial existents, and of the heavenly bodies, al-Farabi
explains that “these things can be known in two ways: either by being in their souls
as they really are or by being impressed on them through affinity and symbolic
representation...The philosophers in the city are those who know these things

through strict demonstrations [bi-barahin] and their own insight...”**

%% Al-Farabi 2001a, 158, translated by C. Butterworth,

191 Al-Farabi 1982a, 55; and al-Farabi 1985a, 88-89.

192 Al-Farabi 1982a, 103; and al-Farabi 1985a, 205.

193 Al-Farabi 1982a, 146-147; and al-Farabi 1985a, 277-279.



83

The foregoing discussion of the role of demonstration in cosmology should
also be connected to the K. al-burhan. Like its original Greek counterpart, the
Posterior Analytics, the K. al-burhan is primarily devoted to the giyds burhani and
reveals the extent of al-FarabTs interest in the theory behind demonstrative

194

reasoning.” More specifically, al-Farabi develops the theory of the burhan mutlag
(absolute or unconditional demonstration), which combines knowledge of the
existent and knowledge of the cause, or put another way, consists in knowledge of
the fact as well as the reasoned fact.” And he makes it clear that this is the method
that should be used in the theoretical sciences, such as physics and metaphysics."
Now since the substance of the heavens, the existence of the separate intellects, and
the creation or eternity of the world are questions that belong to physics and

metaphysics, al-Farabl must have believed, at least in theory, that these questions

ought to be answered using the demonstrative method.

On the basis of the evidence contained in al-FarabT’s logical and non-logical
treatises and of M. Rashed’s recent article, one may conclude that the second master
considered demonstration not only possible, but also the proper method to use in
cosmological inquiry. As G. Endress writes, “al-Farab1 added to earlier concepts of
philosophy in Islam the radically Aristotelian concept of philosophy as a
demonstrative science which proves universally what in the particular sciences is
deduced by particular “indications” or “signs...””"”” Al-Farabi accepted Aristotle’s
concept of demonstrative proof and considered it philosophy’s task to provide

certain knowledge of, among other things, cosmological questions like the eternity
of the world."””

19 Al-Farabi 1985b, vol. 4, 21 ff.

1% Al-Farabi 1985b, vol. 4, 26.

1% Al-Farabi 1985b, vol. 4, 59.

197 Endress 2003, 138.

% In view of the substantial evidence to this effect, it is hard to understand the thesis defended by
many scholars, according to which al-Farabi rejected the demonstrative method and adopted
rhetoric or dialectic as his principal means of philosophical argumentation. Mallet (1996 and al-
Farabi 1999¢) is quite representative of this trend in the French scholarship. In a similar vein, Galston
1990 defines al-Farabl’s metaphysics as a veiled form of dialectic. But other more radical
interpretations have also been advanced, in which al-Farabi’s alleged lack of interest in the
demonstrative method is combined with the claim that he downplayed the importance of
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This assessment of al-Farabi’s method, however, is complicated on several
counts. First, there are passages in his works that suggest that only a limited
knowledge of the immaterial existents is possible for humans. This is problematic,
because as we have seen, the celestial bodies have immaterial causes and principles,
which one must know in order to fully grasp the nature of the heavens. Although
this kind of evidence does not contradict al-Farabi's belief in demonstration, it
raises the question of whether the human inquiry into the cosmos is after all
limited. Second, al-Farabi barely uses demonstrative arguments in his emanationist
treatises. This discrepancy between theory and practice must be accounted for.
Third, al-Farabi relies heavily on non-demonstrative methods such as analogy. What
is the function of these methods in the context of his cosmology? In the following

paragraphs, I attempt to shed light on these questions.

In some passages, al-Farabi displays a marked skepticism towards the
possibility of acquiring direct knowledge of superlunary beings and especially of
God, and one gets the impression that he denies humans full access to the divine

world."” For example, in the Jam", he writes:

metaphysics or even substituted political science to metaphysics. This position, which is influenced
by the work of L. Strauss and M. Mahdj, is articulated quite strongly in J. Parens’ An Islamic Philosophy
of Virtuous Religions. Parens argues that al-Farabi was fully aware of the limits of metaphysics and thus
promoted politics as the key science. He writes: “These limitations of the theoretical sciences no
doubt contributed to Alfarabi’s conviction that political science or political philosophy may offer a
superior frame for philosophy as a whole than metaphysics” (Parens 2006, 116). As for C. Colmo, he
argues in Breaking with Athens: Alfarabi as Founder that al-Farabi’s philosophical language is not
essentially different from the rhetorical and metaphorical language he attributes to religion.
Accordingly, al-Farabr's philosophy should itself be construed as a kind of religious imagery. What is
important in this Mahdian approach is the correlation that is made between al-Farabi's alleged belief
in the limits of metaphysical knowledge or in the impossibility of a demonstrative method and the
subsequent establishment of the political science as the most important discipline in his philosophy.
In his recent book on al-Farabi, P. Vallat has mounted a very solid and convincing refutation of these
views (Vallat 2004, especially 85-129). Through detailed argumentation, Vallat demonstrates that al-
Farabi's language, far from being merely rhetorical, reflects a precise ontological and epistemological
system that finds its roots in the Neoplatonic tradition. Moreover, Vallat concludes that it is
metaphysics, not politics, which forms the foundation of al-FarabT’s philosophy.

"% This skeptical streak in al-Farabi’s philosophy has been recognized for some time. Already in 1979,
Pines published an article on al-Farabi’s psychology and metaphysics in which he argued that
Maimonides’ skepticism toward the possibility of metaphysical knowledge stemmed partly from his
reading of some of al-Farabi’s writings, especially his commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics.
According to Pines, in this work, which incidentally has not survived, the second teacher denied the
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Thus we say: since the Creator, may his Majesty be dignified, differs in substance and
essence from anything else in that He is of a more venerable, more excellent, and higher
species, nothing is analogous to, resembles, or is similar to His substance...Yet, despite this,
we cannot avoid describing Him and applying to Him some of these synonymous utterances.
It is therefore necessarily requisite for us to know that with each utterance we state as one
of His attributes, He remains in essence remote from the idea we conceptualize from that

utterance...”®

And later on:

...one should know that necessity dictates applying synonymous utterances from physics
and logic to those subtle and venerable ideas that are exalted above all descriptions and
divergent from all the things that come into being and exist naturally...Since necessity
stands as an obstacle and intervenes between us and that, we limit ourselves to existing
utterances, forcing ourselves to bear in mind that the divine meanings we express by means
of these utterances are of a more venerable species and are other than we imagine and

conceptualize.”

Furthermore, in the K. al-miisiga, al-Farabi explains:

And the method that the theorist who cannot discern these harmonic beings [i.e., some
musical notes] will use to represent them is the method through which he conceives things
that cannot be perceived by the senses, such as the soul, the intellect, prime matter, and all
of the separate existents. Indeed those things cannot be used or studied that cannot be
imagined at all; since their imagining is not possible through the senses, another method

was devised in order to imagine them, and this is what is called the method of comparison

[mugayasah] and the method of analogy [mundsabah]...*

This attitude is expressed in the emanationist treatises as well:

immortality of the human soul and its capacity to apprehend metaphysical beings. Pines’ method and
conclusions have nevertheless been criticized by Vallat (2004, 102 ff.).

209 Al-Farabi 20014, section 67, 161, translated by C. Butterworth.,

21 Al-Farabi 2001a, 162-163, translated by C. Butterworth.

292 Al-Farabi 1960, 105, my translation.
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It is difficult and hard for us to apprehend it [the First Cause] and to represent it to ourselves
because of the weakness of our intellectual faculties, mixed as they are with matter and non-

being: we are too weak to think it as it really is.*”

And:

The pleasure which the First enjoys is a pleasure whose character we do not understand and
whose intensity we fail to apprehend, except by analogy [bi-I-giyds] and by relating it to the

amount of pleasure which we feel.”*

Two points are noteworthy in these passages. First, they show al-Farabt's
awareness of the limits of human knowledge of metaphysical things and especially
of God. This feature of al-Farabt’s epistemology has already been noted by some
scholars, who have compared it to the via negativa of Christian theology or the
aporetic ontology of Neoplatonism.”” Second, these excerpts present analogical
reasoning as a privileged method for acquiring insight into the intelligible world. In
the K. al-miisiga, for instance, al-Farabi advises the aspiring musical theorist to rely,
like the metaphysician, on analogy in order to acquire some knowledge of the
intelligible things that lay beyond the realm of sense-perception. What is
particularly noteworthy in this passage is the epistemological function that analogy
tulfills: it is described as a bridge between the physical and the metaphysical worlds
and as one of the only means available to us to glimpse into the intelligible world.
These works argue that the only way to know intelligible beings, in this earthly life
at least, is through analogy.” But although they clearly stress the value of

203 Al-Farabi 1985a, 78-79.

204 Al-Farabi 1985a, 84-85. For equivalent statements in the Siydsah, see al-Farabi 1964, 46-47, 49-50.

2% See for instance Reisman 2005, 58. This skeptical streak in al-Farabi’s thought may find its origin in
the far-reaching influence of the Neoplatonica arabica in the early centuries of Islam, which promoted
the Neoplatonic doctrine of the transcendence and ineffability of the One; see for example
proposition 5 of the Mahd al-khayr (Badaw1 1977, 8) and proposition 1 of the Liber de causis II (Thillet
and Oudaimah 2001-2002, 318). Al-Farabi seems to share with some earlier Neoplatonic thinkers the
belief that some intelligible entities are inaccessible to the human mind (at least through discursive
thought), and he also shares a penchant for analogical language when it comes to describing these
immaterial beings. As Vallat (2004, 275 ff.) has shown, analogy plays a crucial role in al-Farabi's
metaphysics and definitely points to a Neoplatonic influence. See also Booth 1983, who devotes a
chapter to al-Farabi in his book Aristotelian Aporetic Ontology in Islamic and Christian Thinkers.

2% See Vallat 2004, 230-231, for a discussion of analogy in al-Farabi’s epistemology.
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analogical reasoning, they offer virtually no indication on the nature of this method

and how it should be carried out.

An important question at this point is whether al-FarabT’s skepticism about
the knowability of God and some of the intelligible beings applies to the celestial
bodies as well. Maimonides’ statement in the Guide at 11.25.54b, which I have quoted
above, seems to deny humans substantial, if not partial, astronomical and
cosmological knowledge.”” Al-Farabi does not openly deny that such knowledge is
possible, but the previously quoted excerpts combined with the absence of elaborate
demonstrations and the frequent use of analogical language in the emanationist
treatises could betray such an attitude on the part of the second teacher. In fact,
God, the separate intellects, and the celestial bodies share a common mode of

exposition in his treatises, which relies heavily on analogy (see section 11.7.2).

Answering this question would require an extensive study of al-Farabi's
epistemology that would lead me far away from my topic. Suffice it to say here that
there are several reasons to believe that al-Farabi considered it possible for humans
to acquire knowledge of the heavens. The passages quoted above mention
immaterial beings, especially God, but the celestial bodies are corporeal and as such
can be perceived and studied by the senses, as al-Farabi explains in the Tahsil.”®
Moreover, al-Farabi greatly values the empirical and inductive approach in
astronomy, a fact that did not escape Averroes, who stresses the importance al-
Farabi placed on sense-perception in his cosmological method.”” In addition, al-
Farabi suggests in his works that natural science leads to metaphysics and can
provide some kind of knowledge of the heavens and of the immaterial beings. In the

Philosophy of Aristotle, for example, the transition between the study of motion and

the knowledge of an unmoved mover is brought out in his discussion of the

7 Again, the recent interpretations of Langermann 1991 and Rudavsky 2000, 24-30, should be taken
into account when forming a judgment of Maimonides’ cosmology.

208 Al-Farabi 1969, 20.

2 See M. Rashed 2008, 23-25.
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Physics.”® True, al-Farabi is here describing Aristotle’s methodology, but M. Rashed
has shown that al-Farabi adopted this analytical approach in his own works,

although he also develops some purely synthetic and deductive arguments.*"!

Thus we may conclude that the doubts al-Farabi entertained concerning the
limitations of human knowledge are restricted to the immaterial beings and
especially God, or apply only to a much lesser extent to the heavenly bodies.
Moreover, al-Farabt’s skepticism seems counterbalanced by the value he places on
experience, observation, and the analogical method, which allow one to obtain some

kind of metaphysical and cosmological knowledge.

How do these remarks on the knowability of the cosmos and the
metaphysical beings relate to our previous discussion of demonstration? The
juxtaposition of passages in al-FarabTs corpus that on the one hand legitimate
certain knowledge and on the other hand stress the limited insight one can get of
immaterial beings, as well as the uneasy coexistence in his works between the ideal
of demonstration and the reliance on analogy, represent some of the most
problematic aspects of al-Farabir's cosmology and metaphysics and are difficult to
harmonize. It is very possible that his genuine interest in Aristotle’s syllogistics was
offset by a penchant for the aporetic doctrine of the Neoplatonists. This in turn may
have led him to follow the Neoplatonists in using analogy as a privileged mode of
philosophical reflection. Alternatively, al-Farabi may have realized how rarely
Aristotle’s syllogisms fulfill the criteria of demonstration, and he may for this reason
have investigated other non-demonstrative philosophical techniques like analogy. I

will return shortly to al-Farabt’s use of analogy in a cosmological context.

Apart from the potential influence of Neoplatonic aporetics and al-Farabr's
interest in analogy, I believe there are other factors that can adequately explain the

lack or quasi-lack of demonstrative arguments in the emanationist treatises. These

210 A]-Farabi 1969, 102-103.
211 M, Rashed 2008.
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factors are related to the structure, genre, and especially the function of these
works. Before I enter this discussion, however, I think it worthwhile to expose and
address the modern political interpretation of the Ara’ and the Siyasah, which
explains their cosmology purely in terms of political theory. Although Gutas’
articles and Vallat’s monograph are sufficient to justify a revision of the
predominantly political reading of these treatises that has prevailed during the last
decades, I would like to add a few remarks concerning some of the arguments
originally developed by M. Mahdi, since these are directly relevant to al-Farabt’s

cosmology and were instrumental for subsequent political interpretations of it.***

In the first place, Mahdi contends that the Ara’ and the Siyasah, which he
calls “political treatises,” do not present al-Farab1’s true metaphysics and cosmology
and should be interpreted as metaphors or imitations developed for the inhabitants
of the virtuous city. As Mahdi writes, these treatises “do not ..embody either
Alfarabi’s theoretical philosophy or his practical philosophy but are only examples
of the kind of regimes that can be constructed by political philosophy.”*’ In other
words, the cosmology described by al-Farabi fulfills a pedagogical function and is
completely devoid of a scientific basis. It may be called, as Mahdi suggests, a
“political cosmology.”** Second, Mahdi underlines that al-Farabi’s style in the two
treatises is assertoric rather than demonstrative, an opinion which stems from
Mahdi’s belief that most medieval Arabic philosophical texts are rhetorical and
poetic in essence rather than demonstrative.””® Accordingly, al-Farabi does not
attempt to prove the ideas he puts forth through philosophical reasoning, but

merely states his views in short, descriptive sentences.

I wish to address the two claims separately. To begin with, it must be said
that the cosmological and metaphysical model presented in the Ara’ and Siydsah are

unlikely to have been shaped by the putative political dimension that Mahdi

12 Gutas 2002 and Vallat 2004.

213 Mahdi 2001, 7.

214 Mahdi 2001, 82, 121-122, 124.

?% This generalization is formulated in Mahdi 1990b, 77-78.
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attributes to these works.”® The main problem with this view is that it does not rely
on any significant evidence from the works themselves: al-Farabi nowhere states
explicitly that his cosmology and metaphysics, which together form the first part of
the emanationist treatises, should be construed as a metaphor, nor is there any

other obvious reason why they should be.*"

Second, al-Farabi addresses the same cosmological issues, uses the same
style, and develops the same theories in some of his other treatises, such as the
Risalah fT al-‘agl. As we shall see, some of the cosmological ideas contained in the Ard,
the Siyasah, and the Risalah fi al-‘agl, such as the creation of the celestial bodies by
the separate intellects, are identical. This is particularly noteworthy since the
Risalah fi al-‘agl bears no obvious relation to politics. Hence, nothing sets the
cosmological chapters of the Ara’ and Siyasah in a category of their own that would

allow one to conclude that they differ in essence from al-Farabi’s other writings.

Third, as will become clear in the forthcoming chapters, the cosmological
ideas presented in the Ard’ and Siyasah are in direct continuity with the Greek
philosophical (and especially commentatorial) tradition. A study of some of the key
cosmological concepts that al-Farabi discusses, such as substrate, form, and
intellect, indicate that he engages critically with the Greco-Arabic views on these
issues and that he elaborated his theories through a process of criticism and

assimilation, the product of which appears in these texts.

Fourth, the very fact that Ibn Sina adopted the main features of al-Farabt’s
emanationist cosmological system, and that al-Ghazali deemed it necessary to
devote an entire book to refuting them, indicates that these thinkers did not
interpret al-Farab1's cosmology metaphorically. The impact it had on subsequent
thinkers (especially Ibn Sina and al-Kirmani) decisively shows that it was

interpreted as a valid cosmological system by these later thinkers.

216 Mahdi 2001, 9.
27 Many points in my discussion follow Gutas’ 2003 critique of Mahdi’s political interpretation of al-
Farabl.
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Finally, the fact that al-Farabis treatises incorporate much of the
astronomical knowledge of his time (see Chapter II) indicates that his cosmological
model is grounded in a rigorous scientific approach. For all of these reasons, it
would seem that Mahdi’s hypothesis of a “political cosmology” does not rely on

sufficient evidence and must be rejected.”*®

The other point about the lack of a demonstrative method in the
emanationist works is more difficult to address. We have seen in the previous
paragraphs that at least in theory al-Farabi adopted Aristotle’s syllogistics and
theory of demonstration and applied it to cosmological problems. But the question
remains as to why the Ara’ and Siyasah are devoid of extensive demonstrative proofs.
For example, al-Farabi, unlike Ibn Sina, does not demonstrate the existence of the
separate intellects, nor does he try to justify their number and explain why there

2 And unlike al-Kindi, al-Farabt does not

cannot be an infinite series of intellects.
provide any argument concerning the ensoulment and rationality of the celestial
spheres. It must be acknowledged, then, that for whatever reason, al-Farabi is not
concerned about providing demonstrative proofs in these treatises. The following

remarks aim to shed light on the factors that can explain this.

That the Ara’ and Siyasah do not contain extensive demonstrations is not
very surprising considering the obvious summary-like format and didactic function

of these works. Whether these treatises are the embodiment of years of oral

220

teaching and transmission, as Vallat suggests,”® or were designed to convey in

218 Mahdi himself writes “that it is perhaps not quite fair to speak of “political cosmology” or “myth,”
that is, of a cosmos or a human body presented with no attention to the scientific accounts of the
cosmos or of the human body. For it is precisely the relationship between science and the city that is
at issue...Differently stated, the integrity of scientific knowledge should be maintained even when it
is used to help form the opinions of the citizens” (Mahdi 2001, 11). From Mahdi’s own admission,
then, there is no reason not to take the cosmology developed in these works as a serious and genuine
attempt on the part of al-Farabi to provide a valid “scientific” worldview.

" The only exception is to be found in the Ithbat (al-Farabi 1999d, 4 ff.), which provides several
proofs for the existence of the separate intellects, although it says nothing about their number. The
Ara and the Siyasah do not address this issue.

220 yallat 2004, 12.
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summary form the gist of al-Farab1’s mature philosophy, it is clear that their format,
style, and structure are not adapted to contain long arguments. In this respect, the
emanationist treatises are not a unique phenomenon, but belong to a common
genre of medieval Arabic literature, which is characterized by this particular mode
of exposition and which privileges a descriptive style over a demonstrative one. For
example, the hay’a basitah genre that developed in Arabic astronomy deliberately
shunned demonstration. As F. J. Ragep writes: “Since a hay’a basitah work was an
account meant to give a general overview of astronomy, it was generally held that it

should be devoid of mathematical proof.”**

In the philosophical tradition, short treatises such as Ibn Sina’s Danesh-nameh
and K. al-ngjah are also common and were meant to fulfill a similar function. This
does not mean that these works are unscientific, but merely that their primary aim
is didactic. If al-Farab1’s Ara’ and Siydsah were truly designed to give an overview of
his philosophy or if they are the product of oral transmission, then it is
understandable that they would shun elaborate demonstrations, something that
would detract from their clarity and structure. Seen from this perspective, it would
seem that the Ara’ and Siydsah, far from being exceptions, belong to a well-
established scientific and philosophical tradition in medieval Arabic literature. They
convey in a simple form knowledge that has been established and proved in other

works.

Furthermore, Mahdi’s emphasis on the lack of demonstration in the Ara’ and
the Siydsah is not entirely correct, since in many instances al-Farab1 does provide
arguments to support his metaphysical ideas. For example, in the Ara’, al-Farabi
demonstrates in some depth that God must necessarily be a unique being with no
associates, that He cannot have a contrary, that He is not divisible, etc.””” His
argumentation in these passages is not devoid of rigor and of a certain deductive

quality. The metaphysics he elaborates begins with the postulate of a unique,

#21 Ragep 1993, 36.
222 See al-Farabi 1982a, 37-46.
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uncaused, and transcendent being. This entity, whose existence and oneness are
established through logical arguments, occupies the very top of the metaphysical
hierarchy. Below it and belonging to the realm of the visible heavens are the various
planets. These lower beings can be observed and studied by astronomers. The next
logical step is to provide an interpretive link between the One, who has been shown
to exist necessarily, and the various heavenly bodies, which are perceptible and
whose existence can be established by sense-perception. Epistemologically, one may
say that al-Farabi’s cosmological system is basically an attempt to clarify the nature
and structure of the realm that lies between the First and the heavenly bodies. And
as M. Rashed’s recent article shows, al-Farabi relied on both analytic and synthetic

arguments to settle this problem.””

According to al-Farabi, then, the universe can be studied through the
combined methods of observation and experience on the one hand, and
philosophical deduction on the other. Both enterprises begin at opposite ends of the
ontological spectrum, that is, either with the perceptible particulars of the
sublunary world or God and the metaphysical entities of the superlunary world. But
these two approaches meet mid-way when the immaterial beings whose existence
has been posited by deduction from the One meet the various visible heavenly
beings (e.g., the moon and stars), whose existence is a matter of scientific
observation. As I have already shown, al-Farabi stresses the interconnections
between astronomy and metaphysics and argues that these sciences can mutually
benefit each other. In this respect, his position recalls a passage in Themistius’
Paraphrase of Book Lambda, and it will also be defended by Ibn Sina in the Shifa’** To
say that al-Farabr’s cosmology is not based on a scientific approach is thus to
underestimate the value he places on this interdisciplinary method, which combines
induction and deduction, and which integrates physics and metaphysics in a
common endeavour. In spite of what Mahdi thinks, al-Farabt’s cosmology shows a

remarkable concern for the scientific and demonstrative method.

2 M, Rashed 2008, especially 37-38, 42-43, 54.
?2¢ Themistius 1999, 101-103; Ibn Sina 2005, 14-15.
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This having been said, it is undeniable that al-Farabi falls short of providing
adequate demonstrative proofs for the existence of all the immaterial beings and
invisible causes in his cosmology. In particular, al-Farabi does not justify the
necessity of the plethora of heavenly intellects he posits, a point for which he and
Ibn Sina will be severely criticized by al-Ghazali in the Tahafut. But if the claims by
Mahdi and others seem partially justified in this respect, the cause for this is not al-
FarabT's lack of a sound methodology or the desire to develop a poetical or
rhetorical cosmology that would be subservient to his political doctrine. Rather, this
peculiarity of al-Farabi’'s emanationist treatises is to be explained in terms of their
genre, function, and readership. In addition, I think that it can be explained by
another important concept in al-Farab1's methodology, namely, analogy. In order to
better understand this concept, it is necessary to analyze al-Farabi’s terminology
and method in the emanationist texts in more depth, as well as his theories

concerning the evolution of language.

7.2 Transference (nuglah) as a Cosmological Method

7.2.1 Transferred Terms and al-Farabi's Cosmological Terminology

During the ninth and tenth centuries, Arabic philosophical terminology was slowly
crystallizing as a result of the translation movement from Greek to Arabic. Al-Farab1
flourished during this transitional period, and his contribution to the formation of a
distinctive Arabic philosophical vocabulary was significant, as modern studies have
shown.”” Al-Farabi also developed a quite complex theory of language, which can be

found in his works on logic and in the K. al-hurif.

Al-Farabi derives much of his technical terminology from the Arabic

translations of Greek works that he read. For his cosmology and natural philosophy,

5 Zimmermann in al-Farabi 1981, Abed 1991, Langhade 1994, Lameer 1994, Alon 2002, Kennedy-Day
2003, Black 2006, and Menn 2008.
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he had access to a wealth of technical terms transliterated or translated from Greek
works such as the De caelo, the Meteorology, and the Physics. The Arabic sirah
corresponds to the Greek poper|, hayiila and maddah to GAn, mawdi' to Onokeipevov,
and tabr'ah to @Uoig. Likewise, falak’® renders the Greek ogaipa or kOkAog, while
kawkab is, like the Greek d&otrip, a generic term that can refer to the stars, the

*”’ Hence, the basic conceptual and terminological framework

planets, and the sun.
that al-Farabi utilizes in his description of the cosmos is indebted to the ancient and
late-antique philosophical and astronomical traditions and ultimately to Aristotle
and Ptolemy. These examples show the terminological continuity that exists in

ancient Greek and early Arabic cosmology and natural philosophy.

Al-Farabr’s linguistic theory and his conception of the historical formation of
a specialized philosophical terminology have a direct bearing on the study of his
cosmology, and may help to explain his method and style in the emanationist works.
Al-Farabi believes that the specialized terminologies of the sciences are elaborated
gradually over a certain historical period. It is often the case that terms used in a
popular context acquire a specialized meaning over time. Jawhar, for example,
which for the masses can designate a precious stone, acquired the meaning of

‘substance’ as a result of the development of the philosophical discipline.””®

Jawhar is an example of what al-Farabi calls a “transferred term” (al-ism al-
mangqul). Al-Farabi describes this linguistic phenomenon in detail in some of his
logical works, as in his commentary on Aristotle’s De interpretatione and in its
appending treatise on the same subject entitled Short Treatise on Aristotle’s De
interpretatione.”” In the latter work, al-Farabi defines “transferred terms” (al-asma’

al-mangulah) as follows:

%26 Hartner EI%,

7 Kunitsch and Knappert EIZ.

%28 Al-Farabi 1970, sections 68-69, pp. 101-102,

?9 This treatise has been translated and published by F. W. Zimmermann after al-Farabi’s
commentary in al-Farabi 1981, 220 ff.
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A term is transferred if a word generally known to have been the signifier of a certain thing
ever since it was first introduced is later taken and used to signify a certain other thing, but
remains the common name of the first and the second. This situation arises when
discoveries are made by developing disciplines...The discoverer then transfers to them the

names of similar things generally known; for every new thing he introduces the name of the

known thing he thinks most closely akin to it.**’

Shortly thereafter (section 53), al-Farabl again mentions jawhar as an
example to explain the relation between transference and homonymy: “Transferred
terms are often used homonymously in the fields to which they have been
transferred, like the term jawhar, which is transferred to the theoretical sciences

I

and used homonymously there.” This passage is important, for it shows that
according to al-Farabi, transferred terms possess an intrinsic homonymous

quality.”!

A passage in the Ihsa’ provides a relevant case study of how certain terms
come to be transferred and enter the methodology of the philosophers: “Indeed,
shape, form, and design [al-sighah, al-sirah, wa al-khalgah] are almost synonymous
[mutaradifah] terms that the masses [jumhiir] use to indicate the shapes of animals
and artificial bodies. But by way of similarity [or analogy] [‘ala tarig al-tashbih], they
were transferred [nugilat] and were made into nouns that refer to the faculties
[quwwa] and things whose status in the natural bodies is that of shapes, forms, and
designs in artificial bodies”; and he adds, “this is because it is customary in the arts
[or sciences, sana’i] to transfer by means of similarity to the objects they contain

[i.e., study] the names which have been established by the masses.”**

9 Al-Farabi 1981, 48, pp. 227-228, translated by F. W. Zimmermann. Transferred terms are also briefly
discussed in the Introductory Sections on Logic (al-Farabi 1955, 274-275).

B Al-Farabi does distinguish, however, between the homonymy of transferred terms and other types
of homonyms by introducing a chronological distinction. In this regard, he writes: “The difference
between transferred and homonymous terms is that the homonymy of the homonym has been with
it from the moment it was first introduced, so that none of its two significations preceded the other
in time, while with the transferred term one of the two significations preceded the other in time...”
(al-Farabi 1981, section 49, pp. 228-229, translated by F. W. Zimmermann).

32 Al-Farabi 1949, 95, my translation.
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Here we notice that al-Farabi establishes a connection between the process
of transference and the concept of similarity (tashbih). The two previous passages
indicate that some transferred terms are homonymous, or that they point to similar
characteristics in the various subjects they qualify. It is this similarity between the
two things compared that enables transference to occur. These excerpts also point
to al-Farabi's awareness of the intrinsic ambiguity of philosophical terms, and of
transferred terms in particular, and to his desire to systematize and clarify the

philosophical terminology as much as possible.*”

In light of the previous paragraphs, it is likely that al-Farabi would have
considered the technical terms he uses in his physics and cosmology to fall in the
category of transferred terms. After all, jism, surah, mawdi', and nafs have a popular
meaning that harks back to the invention of language, and it is only at a specific
point in time that they acquired a more technical meaning. These terms had prior
significations before they were applied to cosmology or physics: for example, siirah
may refer to the shape or contour of a thing, while mawda" is a grammatical term
meaning ‘subject.’ It is only through a gradual process that they were transferred

from a popular usage to a more specialized semantic sphere.

That these transferred terms constitute the nomenclature of philosophers is

confirmed when al-Farabi writes that “transferred terms are used in sciences and

other disciplines for things whose knowledge is peculiar to specialists.”**

Furthermore, al-Farabi distinguishes between transferred terms and metaphors,

which, unlike the former, are “not used in any science.”””’

% On this subject and for homonymous terms in general, see Menn 2008. Menn provides an in-depth
study of al-FarabT’s discussion of particles and philosophical terms in the K. al-hurif and of its relation
to Metaphysics Book Delta. Menn’s arguments are very convincing, but he does not address how the
general conception of being as expressed in the K. al-huriif relates to al-FarabT's emanationist
treatises.

% Al-Farabi 1981, 231, translated by F. W. Zimmermann. Tbn Sina in the Shifd’ (Tbn Sina 2005, 125)
refers several times to terms that are “transferred” (nugila) in a manner that recalls al-Farabi's
comments, but it is not possible on the basis of this passage to conclude that he shared al-Farabi’s
theory of transferred terms.

25 Al-Farabi 1981, 231.
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What we know from al-Farabt’s conception of the history of philosophy, its
origin and gradual development through time, allows us to conclude that the
concept of ism manqgul must have been very important in his method, since he
viewed the process of transfer as one of the inevitable and essential corollaries of
the empirical development of the sciences. These remarks on the formation of a
technical philosophical language should be read in conjunction with al-Farabi’s
account of the development of philosophy and logic in the Fi zuhtr al-falsafah and K.

al-huraf.?*

Moreover, al-FarabT’s conception of the evolution of languages and especially
of the role of transferred terms helps to understand the nature of his cosmological
terminology and the emphasis he places on analogy. More precisely, it explains why
the terminology in the Ara’ and the Siydsah is ambiguous: the cosmological accounts
they contain abound with transferred terms, which establish analogical relations
between superlunary and sublunary beings. In fact, the notion of transferred terms
goes hand in hand with the method of analogy or transference (nuglah), which al-
Farabi appears to be using in these works. It is to the latter technique that we must

now turn.

7.2.2 Transference (nuglah)

In the Ar@’ and the Siydsah, as well as in other works such as the Risalah fi al-‘aql, al-

Farabl often relies on similarity and analogy” to describe metaphysical,

¢ The former text, which has survived in Ibn Abi Usaybi‘ah’s ‘Uyiin al-anbd’, has been translated by F.
Rosenthal (1975, 50-51); see also Rescher’s comments in al-Farabi 1963. As for the latter text, see al-
Farabi 1970 and Langhade 1994.

B7 1t is very difficult to establish a clear distinction between these two concepts in al-FarabT's
philosophy, and it is unclear to me to what extent they overlap. The ambiguity surrounding analogy
and similarity partly stems from al-Farabi’s own terminology and his failure to provide clear
definitions. As Alon’s Lexicon shows, al-Farabi uses a whole array of terms to express these concepts,
some of which have a common root. Qiyas, ishtibah, tamthil, tandsub, mundsabah, may all mean
“analogy,” while “similarity” is expressed by shibh or tashabuh. Another hint at their connection
appears in al-Farabi's definition of analogy in one version of the K. al-huriif: “Analogy, which is a
similarity in ratios, consists of the excesses, deficiencies, and equalities that possess a similarity, be
they of different genera” (“wa al-tandsub, huwa tashabuh al-nisab, an takina al-ziyadat aw al-nagsanat aw
al-musawat allati laha mutashabihah wa in kanat fi ajnas mukhtalifah”). Although al-FarabT's definition
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cosmological, and psychological beings or concepts. In the Ard’, for instance, al-
Farabi explains that terms such as “life” and “wisdom” can only be predicated of
God by analogy with things in this world.”* God, indeed, is living and wise, but not in
the same way that sublunary existents are, since God is immortal and eternal and

has the “most perfect existence,”””

while the latter are mortal and perishable.
Through analogy with things already known to humans, one can get insight into
God’s essence, although it will necessarily be a limited form of knowledge. This type
of analogy relies on the notion of common or homonymous names (al-asma’ al-
mushtarakah), which express the perfections that pertain to God in an absolute

sense, and which common objects have in a relative and derived sense.*

In these same works, al-Farabi explains that this analogical method is made
possible by transferring terms from one realm to another, that is, from the human
realm of sense-perception to the intelligible realm of the divine. More specifically,
the common names used in everyday speech can be transferred (nugila) to other
more perfect metaphysical beings and the First Cause itself. “When names like these
are transferred [nugilat] and applied to the First,” al-Farabi writes, “we have in mind
to denote by them the relation the First has to other things by virtue of the

existence which has been emanating from it.”**! And in the Siyasah, he writes:

refers primarily to Euclidean geometry, it is also useful in the wider context of his philosophy, for it
stresses the close connection between similarity and analogy. 1 owe this citation to Vallat 2004, 276-
277, who took it from an unpublished edition of the K. al-hurif. Vallat reaches the same conclusion as
me on the relation between similarity and analogy (see pp. 275-278).

2% Al-Farabi 1985a, 75-77.

2% Al-Farabi 1985a, 77; see also the Siydsah (al-Farabi 1964, 46-47, 49-50).

0 See al-Farabi 1964, 50-51; al-Farabi 1985a, 120-121; Vallat 2004, 275 ff.; and Menn 2008. Whereas
Vallat’s account puts the emphasis on the Neoplatonic background of al-FarabT’s theories and
connects al-Farabi to thinkers like Proclus, who also relied extensively on similarity and analogy,
Menn proposes to construe al-Farabi’s theories on philosophical terminology and his doctrine of
being as an original interpretation of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, particularly Book Delta. Menn'’s
interpretation is interesting in that it highlights the importance of Book Delta in the development of
al-Farabr’s philosophy in general. Many of the concepts I discuss in the context of al-Farabi's
cosmology, such as transference, homonymy, and analogy, are alluded to or described by Aristotle in
this part of the Metaphysics. For instance, in Delta 16 Aristotle mentions terms such as “perfect” and
“good,” which can be “transferred” (uetadépovrteg and katd petadopdv) from one context to
another. Al-Farabi conceives of transference in a different manner, yet it is tempting to view Book
Delta, in addition to Aristotle’s logical treatises, as a possible model for some aspects of al-Farabi’s
method.

1 Al-Farabi 1985a, 100-101.



100

Now, these terms are applied to the First in the most prior and true manner and to anything
else only by posteriority, but it is not unacceptable if our application of these terms to the
First came after our application of them to something else—for clearly our application of
many of them to the First is only by way of transferring them [‘ald jihah al-nagl] from

something else to It and after we had applied them to something else for a time...***

From these quotations, we can see that the homonymous and transferred
terms that al-Farabi defines in his works on logic, as in his commentary on the De
interpretatione, are actually implemented and used in his philosophical discussions of
God and other metaphysical beings in the Ara’ and the Siyasah. This suggests the
existence of a close connection and continuity between al-FarabT's logical and

linguistic treatises and his metaphysical and cosmological works.

Given the importance these transferred terms play in al-Farab1’s descriptions
of the First Cause, it is not surprising that he uses the same technique to describe
the celestial bodies. In the Arda’ and the Siydsah, he compares the forms and
substrates of celestial bodies to those of sublunary bodies. The heavenly substrates
“resemble” (tushbihu) the sublunary material substrates’” and the souls of the
heavenly bodies “resemble” (tushbihu) or are “like” (ka) the sublunary forms.**
Throughout his discussion, al-Farabi deploys an analogical language or language of
similarity, which is based especially on the shin-ba-ha root, and which stresses the
parallels between superlunary and sublunary bodies without establishing an

identity between them.*

To understand the function and scope of al-Farab1’s analogical language in a

cosmological context, we must turn to some of his other logical works. In the K. al-

242 Al-Farabi 1964, 51.

* Al-Farabi 1985a, 120-121.

24 Al-Farabi 1964, 41, and al-Farabi 1985a, 120-121.

5 1t is worth reiterating here that terms from the shin-bd-ha root also appear in al-Farabi’s discussion
of the technique of transference. This common terminology suggests a close connection between
transference, similarity, and analogy. See Vallat 2004, 226 ff., 307 ff., who mentions the shin-ba-ha
root several times in his discussion of analogy.
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giyas al-saghir, which according to Lameer is a summary of his commentary on the
Prior Analytics,* al-Farabi devotes an entire section to the epistemological status of
inference.”” More precisely, al-Farabi focuses on a technique he calls nuglah,
“transference,” which Rescher translates as “inference by transfer” or simply
“analogy,” and Gyekye as “analogical inference.””® Al-Farabi also ascribes this
technique to a contemporary group of scholars, most likely theologians, who call it

“inference from the evident to the absent” (wa huwa alladhi yusammthi ahl zamanina

al-isdidlal bi-al-shahid ‘ala al-gha’ib).**

In the K. al-giyas al-saghir al-Farabi provides an in-depth analysis of this type
of inference, its aim, the conditions necessary for its conclusions to be valid, and
how it may be put into syllogistic form. As he himself puts it, the aim of this section
of the treatise is to “discuss the ‘transfer’ from a judgment by [immediate] sensation
in some matter [amr], or [direct] knowledge about it by some other approach, to
another matter outside the realm of [immediate] sensation.”” In essence, nuglah
consists in ascribing a certain quality to a thing that is not known to us on the basis
of other things that are known to us to possess this quality. Naturally, the two
objects compared must present a valid commonality for transference to be effective.

More specifically, this is how al-Farabi defines the technique of transference:

The manner of this “transfer” is: that it is known by sensation that a certain “matter” [amr]
is in a certain condition, and that a certain “thing” is present in a certain “matter”; and so

the intellect consequently transfers this condition or thing from this [known] matter to

¢ Lameer 1994, 13-20.

M7 Al-Farabi 1963, see especially 266,13-268,20.

8 Gyekye 1972, 33; Rescher in al-Farabi 1963, 93.

29 Al-Farabi 1963, 266,15, with Rescher’s translation; and al-Farabi 1985b, vol. 2, 45, for the Arabic
version. The theological background of al-FarabT’s account of istidlal has been studied extensively by
Lameer 1994, 204 ff.. In contrast, Rescher (al-Farabi 1963), and Gyekye (1972 and 1989) emphasize the
link between nuglah and ancient Greek logic. The former proposes to trace analysis and synthesis to
Aristotle’s Prior Andlytics, the latter to the works of Sextus Empiricus and Pappus of Alexandria.
Lameer rejects any connections with Aristotle’s works and restricts his analysis of nuglah to kalam
(see especially pp. 206-207), although he agrees with Gyekye in regarding the work of Pappus as a
possible precedent (p. 216).

0 Al-Farabi 1963, 266,13-14, translated by N. Rescher.
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some other [unknown] matter similar to it, and thus judges with respect to it [i.e., the other,

unknown, “matter”] upon this [known] basis.”'

Al-Farabi then goes on to explain that there are two kinds or modes of
transference, analysis (tahlil) and synthesis (tarkib), and that, if correctly conducted,
these can be put into first figure syllogisms.”? Analysis begins with the thing that is
sought, whereas synthesis begins with the observed and known. In other words,
analysis entails moving backward from the conclusion to the premises, whereas
synthesis proceeds from the premises to the conclusion.””® As Lameer points out, the
practical difference between these two modes of inference is somewhat
“superficial,” since both rely on the data provided by induction and are analytical in

essence.”

On the basis of the studies conducted by Rescher, Gyekye, and Lameer, I
would like to suggest that al-Farabi viewed transference and analogical reasoning as
a technique that could sometimes be applied to philosophical inquiries, and more
precisely, to cosmology. There are many indications that would seem to justify this
view. First, it should be noted that although al-Farabl mentions the theologians in
his discussion, he does not confine this technique to the theological context. He
merely remarks that the mutakallimin call it by another name (al-isdidlal bi-al-shahid
‘ala al-gha’ib) than the term he himself uses (nuglah). Moreover, al-Farabi's
comments in the introduction and conclusion of the treatise reveal that he viewed
the content discussed in this work as genuinely Aristotelian, although he explicitly
says that the examples are chosen for a contemporary audience. Hence, nothing in
the K. al-giyas al-saghir suggests that nuglah cannot or should not be used by non-
theologians. Al-Farabi is, I think, perfectly aware of the non-demonstrative quality
of transference, but this is not a sufficient reason to conclude that he did not

endorse it to a certain extent.

1 Al-Farabi 1963, 266,16-18, translated by N. Rescher.

»2 Al-Farabi 1963, 267,20 ff.; and al-Farabi 1985b, vol. 2, 46 ff.
23 Lameer 1994, 216.

»% Lameer 1994, 215-216.
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Second, al-Farabt’s discussion of transferred terms in some of his logical
works may be seen as a propaedeutic to the more complex method of transference
(not of terms, this time, but of concepts and ideas) described in his K. al-giyas al-
saghir. According to al-Farabi there is a natural progression from the phenomenon
of transferred terms (asma’ mangilah) to the analogical technique of transference
(nuglah). Conversely, one may view transferred terms are the result of

transference.””’

Third, in the K. al-qiyas al-saghir al-Farabi1 provides a cosmological example to
illustrate the use of nuglah. He writes: “This [transference] occurs [for example]
when one knows by sensation that some corporeal substances, like the animals and
similar things, are created, and consequently the intellect transfers the createdness
from the animals or plants, and thus judges about the sky and stars that they are
[also] created.””*® What is important here is not the conclusion reached concerning
the createdness of the celestial bodies; al-Farabt informs the reader at the beginning
of the treatise that his examples are chosen on the basis of their intelligibility and
familiarity to a contemporary audience, in this case probably the mutakallimin. For
this reason it is not possible to ascribe to al-Farabi the philosophical positions that
are reflected in the conclusions of these examples.”” Rather, what is significant is
the fact that al-Farabi chooses a cosmological example to illustrate the use of
transference, which proves the applicability of nuglah to cosmology. And although
al-Farabi does not overtly claim to use this specific technique himself, the analogical
language used in the Ara’ and Siyasah suggests that he may to a certain extent have

accepted analogy as a valid philosophical method for the study of the heavens.

% The common root n-g-l seems to support this view.

%56 Al-Farabi 1963, 266,18-20, translated by N. Rescher.

7 The warning that appears at the beginning of the Short Commentary can be compared to what al-
Farabi says in the Jam' about the cosmological examples given in Aristotle’s Topics: “It has escaped
those who disagree [those who claim that Aristotle asserts the eternity of the world] that, first, what
is set forth as an example does not stand as a belief and, also, that Aristotle’s purpose in the Topics is
not to explain about the world; instead, his purpose is to explain about syllogisms composed of
widely-held premises” (al-Farabi 2001a, 154, translated by C. Butterworth). In illustrating his logical
explanations with cosmological examples, al-Farabi is in fact perpetuating a long tradition that
harkens back to Aristotle’s Topics and Posterior Analytics.
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Some of his statements in these works go hand in hand with the
cosmological examples given in the K. al-giyas al-saghir and are grounded in the
assumption that the superlunary and sublunary bodies, simply by virtue of being
bodies, possess similar characteristics and principles. The form, matter, and
ensouled nature of sublunary bodies can be known through experience and then
“transferred” to other remote substances, such as the stars and planets.”® It should
be noted, moreover, that terms from the shin-ba-ha root appear both in al-Farabi’s
descriptions of the celestial bodies in the Ara’ and Siydsah and in his exposition of
nuglah in the Short Commentary. Hence, terms expressing similarity connect al-
Farabt's logical treatises to his cosmological treatises and may indicate a possible use

of transference in the latter works.””’

This perhaps explains why al-Farabi argues for a greater tolerance
(musamahah) toward the use of these analogical techniques, as Gyekye remarks.”*
And, as Rescher notes, al-Farabl may have been responsible for developing the

concept of transference to a considerable degree, since it is not to be found in such

% Ibn Rushd adopts a similar view and also justifies the use of analogical reasoning in cosmological
inquiries. In his Jawami' 42.4-10 on the De caelo, he writes that “the things from which are acquired
the premisses by which man scrutinizes many of the things concerning the heavenly body and
through which he aspires to know their causes are [themselves] derived from the things which most
closely resemble them, viz. the animate bodies, and especially man...” And in his Talkhis 196.13-18 on
the same work, he adds that “clearly this statement about directions in the heavens with reference to
those extant in animals is ambiguous, as also the concept of “ensouled” applied to the heavens. Still,
generally accepted premisses may be employed in demonstration in a certain way, especially in
matters for which no other deduction is possible...” (both passages are translated by G. Endress in
Endress 1995, 31). Unlike al-Farabi, however, Ibn Rushd insists on the ambiguity of this approach. In
the Jawami', he notes that “this kind of statement is ambiguous” [yuqgal bi-al-tashkik] and therefore
“weak” (Endress 1995, 31). Another difference, which seems to contradict the preceding point, is that
Ibn Rushd believes that the premises derived from the study of sublunary existents may nevertheless
be used to form a “demonstration” and a “deduction.” Al-Farabi, on the other hand, does not express
such a view. See also Hyman’'s comments in Ibn Rushd 1986, 28-29.

»9 Lameer 1994, 207-208, briefly mentions the terms shabih and tashabuh in his treatment of
transference; see also al-Farabi 1985b, vol. 2, 45-46.

9 As Gyekye 1989, 138, writes: “In the purely dialectical part of the treatise where al-Farabi discusses
Induction, Transfer (that is, analogical reasoning), and the Example, he is mainly concerned with the
nature of the assumptions upon which some of our discourses are based. In this part al-Farabi is at
pains to emphasize the need for ‘tolerance’ (musamahah), that is to say, a less rigid approach, with
regard to the certainty of knowledge that is possible in such subjects as jurisprudence, rhetoric,
poetry, ethics, politics, metaphysics, and theology because the truths of the premises of the
arguments in these subjects cannot be established with certainty, and hence their conclusions would
not be certain.”
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an elaborate form in Aristotle or other Greek authors.”' Al-Farab1’s method in this
respect would not be wholly alien to that of the theologians; the analogical method
was of interest to all of them, albeit for different reasons. While perfectly aware of
its non-demonstrative character, al-Farabi may have to some extent condoned the

use of transference in cosmology.

I am not arguing that al-FarabT in the Ara’ and Siyasah applies nuglah in the
full-fledged form in which he describes it in the K. al-giyas al-saghir, nor that he
would have been willing to admit the similarities between his approach and that of
the theologians. Rather, I am suggesting that he may have accepted and even
encouraged the use of analogical reasoning to a certain extent in the practice and

teaching of his cosmology.

This hypothesis coincides with G. Freudenthal’s conclusions in his studies on
al-FarabT's commentary on the First Book of Euclid’s Elements, which deals with some
of the conceptual problems related to mathematical entities.”” Freudenthal argues
that although al-FarabTs theory of geometry is largely based on Aristotelian
empiricism, it criticizes and attempts to elaborate on some aspects of Aristotle’s
theories by drawing on Galenic and Neoplatonic ideas. Notably, al-Farabi stresses
two different, yet complementary, ways of approaching the problem of the relation
between abstract geometrical entities (points, line, etc) and physical bodies. One
consists in analysis, i.e., proceeding from the consequences to the first principles,
and the other in synthesis, the opposite method, which involves moving from the
first principles to the consequences and putting the elements in “the order in which

11263

they exist.

?1 Rescher (al-Farabi 1963, 93 note 2) mentions Topics 108b10-14 and Prior Analytics 11.25 as possible
starting points for al-Farabr's transference. Again, it is worth pointing to the potential influence of
Book Delta, particularly Delta 16, as well. The fact remains, however, that al-Farabi devotes a whole
section of his commentary to a theory that is not explicitly spelled out by Aristotle. As Rescher (al-
Farabi 1963, 43) notes, al-Farabi's discussion of transference goes “so far beyond its Aristotelian
original ...as to qualify, in effect, as an entirely fresh approach to the subject.” This illustrates al-
Farab's willingness to depart from his models.

*? Freudenthal 1988 and 1990.

%3 This is what al-Farabi himself says in his K. al-miisiqa, as reported in Freudenthal 1990, 55; see also
Freudenthal 1988, 110 and 124 ff,; al-Farabi 1960, 185-188, 211.
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As it turns out, the methods of analysis and synthesis mentioned by
Freudenthal have an ambiguous relation to those discussed by al-Farabi in his K. al-
qiyas al-saghir, and, as Freudenthal himself remarks, these techniques may originally
derive from different Greek sources and prototypes.”** Perhaps the most obvious
difference is that analysis in geometry consists in abstraction and is thus not an
analogical mode of reasoning in the way that analysis in transference is. Moreover,
there is a difference in the status of the studied objects as well. Mathematical
entities can be completely abstracted from matter (although they have no real
existence outside of matter), but the existents mentioned in al-Farabt’s logical
treatises, such as the celestial bodies, are corporeal, and there is no suggestion that

transference can be applied to completely immaterial beings.

In spite of these significant differences, however, there is a striking parallel
in al-Farabr's method and approach to these subjects, namely, that induction and
sense-perception represent a starting-point that can provide insight into unknown
things. Al-Farabi’s cosmological example in the section on nuglah and his analogical
language in the emanationist treatises illustrate how it is possible to ascribe certain
properties to the heavens on the basis of the experience we have of sublunary
bodies. Likewise, in his commentary on geometry he advises the student to begin
with bodies and progressively move to more abstract entities such as lines and

points. Hence, in geometry, analysis implies a shift from physical three-dimensional

?* Freudenthal 1988, 129-133. In fact, analysis and synthesis are very complex subjects in the history
of philosophy and science and have been studied extensively by modern scholars. In spite of this, the
relation between analysis in mathematics, logic, and metaphysics is still very obscure. I refer the
reader to Beaney’s 2007 article and bibliography, which discusses in lucid manner the different
functions of this concept in the ancient, medieval, and modern periods; see also Hintikka and Remes
1974. With regard to Arabic philosophy, analysis and synthesis have been studied mostly in a
mathematical context (see Rashed 1991, and Bellosta 1991 for a discussion of these concepts in the
works of Ibn al-Haytham and Ibn Sinan respectively). Freudenthal rightly suggests, I think, that
analysis and synthesis in a geometrical context and in a logical context stem from different
traditions. The concepts discussed by Freudenthal are definitely the ones that appear in al-Farabt's K.
al-miisiqa (al-Farabi 1960, 185-188, 211), and they are also similar to the ones analyzed in M. Rashed
2008, 37-39, 42-43, 54, In contrast to analysis and synthesis in geometry, music, physics, and
metaphysics, the concepts of analysis and synthesis in al-FarabT’s logical works, and in his discussion
of nuglah in particular, have their own characteristics. Freudenthal is to my knowledge the only
scholar to have addressed the relation between these various uses of analysis and synthesis in al-
Farabi's corpus; but this topic definitely requires more research.
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bodies to abstract mathematical entities, and in cosmology, transference enables
one to progress from the sublunary bodies and their principles (form, matter, and

substrate) to the celestial bodies.

Regardless of the disciplinary difference between the two texts, similar
epistemological assumptions are made: sense-perception and our experience of
reality are a foundation for further knowledge. Moreover, for obvious pedagogical
reasons, one may begin one’s inquiry from sensible objects and gradually progress
toward entities that are more abstract or remote from the human ken. Hence,
although analysis in al-Farab1's geometry and logic is conceptually dissimilar and
may stem from different textual traditions, it is characterized in practice by a

similar approach.

On the basis of these remarks, it is possible to establish a link between al-
FarabTs emphasis on observation and experience, his empirical understanding of
the evolution of language, and the value he places on analogical methods, which
take physical reality as a starting-point. All of these notions testify to a remarkable
‘empirical’ concern in al-FarabT’s approach to science. We see how conscientiously
al-Farabi followed Aristotle’s directive in Physics 1.1.184a.16-17 to “start from the
things more knowable and obvious to us and proceed towards those which are
clearer and more knowable by nature.””* On the other hand, if al-Farabi may be said
to operate within a fundamentally Aristotelian framework and more specifically
within the framework constructed by the Posterior Analytics, he in many ways goes
beyond his model in developing concepts that are only briefly mentioned by the
Stagirite.

The foregoing analysis enables us to understand why al-Farabi in his
emanationist treatises relies so ostensibly on analogical language to describe the
celestial bodies. Analogy (such as the method of transference discussed above)

possesses undeniable didactic qualities according to al-Farabi. It begins with things

? Translated by R. P. Hardie and R. K. Gaye in Aristotle 2001.
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closest to human experience, such as bodies, and is able to gradually lead the
student to an understanding of entities remote from the senses. Al-Farabi stresses

the didactic quality of analogical reasoning in the K. al-huriif, when he writes that

these aspects of similarity (shibh) have a certain utility when the student is taught an art due
to the speed with which he grasps these notions (ma‘ani) when their explanation is made

with words that resemble those that express notions known by him before receiving this

266
art.

D. Black reaches a similar conclusion concerning al-Farabi’s use of analogy in
education in her book Logic and Aristotle’s Rhetoric and Poetics in Medieval Arabic

7 As for G. Freudenthal’s research, it shows that analysis in geometry,

Philosophy.
like analysis in transference, possesses an undeniable didactic quality. He writes: “to
the claim that there is no systematic, intellectual, way leading from the world of
sensible to that of intelligible, the Commentary answers that geometry is a decisive
counter-example: the intelligible objects of geometry are obtained from the sensible
body through analysis...To the teachers of geometry, it shows how to guide the
student from the sensible objects to the knowledge of the intelligible, ideal,

geometrical objects.””*

Whether it is analysis in geometry or transference in logic, al-Farabi displays
a highly sensitive awareness of the didactic potential of these techniques. If we
recall that the Ara’ and the Siyasah may have been transmitted orally by the second
teacher or written expressly for didactic purposes, then the role of analogy in these
works acquires additional significance. Like the intelligible objects of geometry, the
celestial bodies are far removed from the human ken and border on the intelligible
world. However, through analogy and by relying on things known through

experience, it is possible to acquire insight into their nature. This method may have

26 Al-Farabi 1970, section 157, p. 160, 1-4, my translation. Although al-Farabi in this passage is
explaining the various possible ways in which philosophers can use philosophical terminology, it is
clear from the foregoing that al-Farabi endorses this particular method.

27 Black 1990, 176-177.

2% Freudenthal 1990, 60.
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been suggested to al-Farabi partially by Ptolemy’s Almagest and Planetary Hypotheses.
In these works, Ptolemy sometimes resorts to analogy in order to facilitate the
reader’s grasp of celestial phenomena. For example, in a passage of the Hypotheses he
compares the power of the stars to the power of birds in order to better explain
their kinematic properties.”” Before Ptolemy, analogy was also a prominent

technique in the teaching of ancient cosmology, as M. R. Wright has shown.?”

An interesting question is whether analogy is able to produce new
knowledge or simply represents a method of teaching things that have been
ascertained through other types of discourses, such as demonstration. Al-FarabT’s
inclusion of transference in his commentary on the Prior Analytics and the possibility
of shaping analogical reasoning into syllogistic form do not prove analogy’s capacity
to produce true knowledge. Rhetorical arguments, for instance, can be turned into
syllogisms whose conclusions are untrue. Yet the extensive use al-Farabl makes of
analogy in his metaphysics and cosmology suggests that it may have an important

philosophical or scientific role.

Black addresses this question briefly in her book on the Arabic Organon. She
begins by describing the ambiguous relation that exists between analogy and
demonstration in the works of several Arabic philosophers. “The Arabic
philosophers,” she writes, “are not entirely unaware of the apparent dependence of
philosophy upon analogical reasoning, and Farabt and Avicenna both attempt to
address the difficulties this seems to entail.”*”* Black’s subsequent discussion of the
epistemic value of analogy in al-Farabi's philosophy ends hesitantly, no doubt as a

272

result of the conflicting evidence in his corpus.”? Although al-Farabi developed a

2 See Taub 1993, 114; and Murschel 1995, 38-39.

7% See Wright 1995, who devotes a whole chapter to “Models, myths and metaphors” in ancient
cosmology. As Wright writes, “In the general context of ways of representation [in ancient
cosmology] comes a wealth of imagery—metaphor, simile, analogy and paradeigma—to try to explain
the constituents of the cosmos, with the variety and complexity of their phenomena, in simpler
terms, and to reconcile the reality of how things are with the perception of them by eyes and ears
and the senses generally” (52).

' Black 1990, 175.

72 As Black (1990, 176) notes, al-Farabl in some works seems to describe analogy as a demonstrative
method, while in others he regards it as a rhetorical method.



110

concept of “scientific analogy,” its use would apparently be limited to the
“facilitating of conception,” that is, tasawwur. In no cases can scientific analogy
“engender an act of scientific assent.””” Yet shortly afterwards, Black writes: “it is
far from clear that all of the uses of analogy in philosophy are merely instances of
the clarification of a meaning, which in no way aim at producing assent to a

conclusion.”*”*

And she suggests that analogy, while not representing a
demonstrative method per se, is nonetheless closely related to tasdig and

demonstrative reasoning.””

Al-Farabi does not elaborate much on the epistemological value of
transference beyond its didactic quality. However, his comments in the K. al-giyas al-
saghir suggest that it may be a perfectly valid form of reasoning. Al-Farabt explains
the conditions that must obtain for the method of transference to work: if the thing
compared in the ‘absent’ and the ‘present’ is valid, then the conclusion of the
transference will be valid, and may be formulated in a first figure syllogism.”® In
addition, the emphasis that al-Farabi puts on the methodological value of
experience and observation adds weight to the possibility that transference may be
a viable technique, since it is grounded in our empirical knowledge of reality.
Perhaps for this reason, Gyekye considers transference a quasi-demonstrative
method and describes it as a “logic of scientific discovery.””” And M. Rashed notes
that “the whole method of analysis-synthesis, then, far from being a mere didactic
way of exposition, has a deep heuristic value.”””® Transference and analogy, then,
may possess a demonstrative or semi-demonstrative quality that enables them to

produce knowledge.

The above discussion shows that al-Farabrs use of analogy in the

emanationist works differs in many crucial ways from imitation (muhakat), which is

73 Black 1990, 177.

774 Black 1990, 177.

27 Black 1990, 178.

276 Al-Farabi 1963, 95.

77 Gyekye 1972, 36-37.

7 M. Rashed 2008, 37, note 50.
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merely a translation into another form (namely, symbols and images) of opinions
that may or may not be correct. Whereas transference is a logical mode of
reasoning, has didactic value, is potentially knowledge-producing, and corresponds
to an ontological reality, imitation is merely representative and is not based on valid
logical criteria. This may be seen when al-Farabi states in the Philosophy of Aristotle

that

...image-making and imitation [muhakat] by means of similitudes [mithalat] is one way to
instruct the multitude and the vulgar in a large number of difficult theoretical things so as
to produce in their souls the impressions of these things by way of their similitudes. The

vulgar need not conceive and comprehend these things as they are. It is enough if they

comprehend and intellect them by means of what corresponds to them.””

And in the Ara’ al-Farabi writes that “the faculty of representation [al-
quwwah al-mutakhayyilah] also imitates [tuhaki] the rational faculty by imitating
those intelligibles which are present in it with things suitable for imitating them. It
thus imitates the intelligibles of utmost perfection, like the First Cause, the
immaterial things and the heavens...””® In these passages, the connection between
imagination and imitation appears clearly, and these two concepts should be
contrasted with the analogical technique of transference described by al-Farabt in

his logical treatises.

One of the upshots of the previous point is that the cosmological model al-
Farabi sets forth is not to be seen as an image or imitation devoid of scientific value
but as a valid attempt to use the various philosophical methodologies accessible to
him in order to provide an accurate and rational interpretation of the cosmos. It is
also possible to conclude that there has been some confusion in the modern
scholarship between the techniques of imitation/representation on the one hand,
and of analogy/transference on the other, which al-Farabi was careful to

distinguish. This confusion has unjustly contributed to the belief that al-FarabT’s

*7% Al-Farabi 1961, 85; and al-Farabi 1969, 93, translated by M. Mahdi (my emphasis).
80 Al-Farabi 1985a, 219.
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cosmological ideas in the emanationist works are to be interpreted as mere images

or imitations of deeper truths.

As the previous analysis has shown, al-FarabT’s cosmological method does
not rely on imitation (muhakat), which is the product of the imaginative faculty
(takhayyul) in man, and which simply substitutes an image or symbol for an
intelligible. Rather, it is grounded in analogy and possibly transference (nuglah),
which are logical tools that build on empirical knowledge and experience and thus
involve intellect (‘agl). Whereas imitation plays a key role in al-Farabi's
prophetology, political theories, and poetics, for instance, analogy is described in his
commentary on the Prior Analytics and in the metaphysical and cosmological
sections of his philosophical treatises, together with other forms of analogical
reasoning. Hence, analogy represents, in addition to experience and induction, one

of the main tools of al-Farabi’s cosmology and philosophy.

This being said, analogy also plays an important role in al-Farab7’s rhetoric
and poetics,’® and the relation between these rhetorical and poetic forms of analogy
and the ones discussed and implemented in al-Farabi's other works remains
ambiguous. It is perhaps too early to make a final judgment on this question. Yet I
believe that al-Farabi probably distinguished between various forms of analogy,
some of which he regarded as philosophically unacceptable and downright
rhetorical, others as inclining toward the realm of demonstration. At any rate, al-
Farabi perceived the didactic utility of analogy. Moreover, he construed
transference as a natural outcome of the evolution of philosophical terminology and
of its transmission from one culture to another. Finally, according to al-Farabi,
analogy is a privileged means of getting insight into immaterial entities, as many
passages of his works show. These points underscore the importance of analogy in

the second master’s method.

%81 See Black 1990; Vallat 2004, 318 ff.. In fact, al-Farabi wrote a short treatise on this subject entitled
Treatise on Analogy and Poetical Composition (al-Farabi 1987b, 504-506).
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In conclusion, it is possible that al-Farabi’s emphasis on this technique is
symptomatic of a certain skeptical outlook toward the possibility of metaphysical
knowledge. It is perhaps because al-Farabi was skeptical about human knowledge of
the metaphysical world that he emphasized techniques such as experience and
analogy, which are essentially inductive in nature and grounded in perceptible

reality.
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8. CONCLUSION

The previous analysis has, I hope, clarified some aspects of al-Farabi’s approach to
cosmology, despite the tensions that his works display. We have seen that there is
no contradiction between the various methods of astronomy, physics, and
metaphysics in al-Farabi’s cosmology. All are meant to operate in harmony and
toward a common goal, namely, knowledge of the heavenly world. This is made
possible by the fact that these disciplines study different aspects of the heavens:
astronomy studies the exterior qualities of the celestial bodies, such as their sizes,
relations, distances, etc, and aims to account for their particular motions; physics
studies their substance and provides some of the principles used in astronomys;
metaphysics investigates their causes, completes the investigation of their
substance, and also provides some of the foundational principles used in astronomy
and physics. Where astronomy and physics stop their inquiry, metaphysics begins
its own. This, of course, suggests that the distinction between an instrumentalist
and a realist approach that would be opposed to one another in al-Farabt's
cosmology is not pertinent; both the mathematical and the physical-metaphysical

aspects are integrated in one common endeavour.

Al-FarabT’s cosmological approach is thus an illustration on a smaller scale of his
belief in the subordination of the sciences, that is, the idea that the sciences are
hierarchically organized and dependent on one another, while at the same time
collaborating toward a common end. This position, which is partly indebted to the
Posterior Analytics’ exposition of the relation between the various sciences and the
conditions for certain knowledge, was characteristic of the Peripatetic circle that
flourished in tenth-century Baghdad. As P. Adamson notes, “the topic of the
subordination of the sciences receives a detailed treatment by some figures in the
Arabic tradition, especially al-Farabi, whose Attainment of Happiness is devoted
precisely to explaining how knowledge of the various sciences may be achieved, and

how the sciences interrelate.””® Unlike al-KindT’s methodology, which stresses the

%82 Adamson 2007b, 357.
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“epistemic gap™*® between sensation and intellect, and thus between physics and
metaphysics, al-Farabi’s methodology shows “no radical disjunct between the

sciences.”**

Not only are the various sciences to work hand in hand, but the methods
proper to each are not contradictory; rather, they are integrated in a
methodological continuum that begins with experience and observation and ends
with the deductive reasoning proper to syllogistics. It is significant that al-Farabi
emphasizes the value of observation and experience in the philosophical method in
general and in the astronomical method in particular. In this regard, he departs
significantly from thinkers such as Proclus and embodies some of the important
changes toward scientific methodology that were materializing in the Arabic-

Islamic world.

The question of al-Farabt’s language and of the epistemological criteria set
by these various philosophical disciplines is quite intricate. Although in some works
al-Farabi adopts the Aristotelian distinction between demonstrative and non-
demonstrative knowledge, and although he apparently believes that it is possible to
offer demonstrative proofs of metaphysical and cosmological matters, al-Farabt only
partially elaborates demonstrative arguments in his existing philosophical works.
Whether this is due solely to the nature of the works (their format and purpose), to
an exaggerated emphasis on analogical techniques, or to deeper aporetic
convictions entertained by al-Farabi is not completely clear, although I have argued
that these hypotheses may explain this fact much more convincingly than the

‘political interpretation’ of Mahdi, Parens, and others.

8 Adamson 2007b, 362.
8¢ Adamson 2007b, 358.
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III. THE STRUCTURE OF AL-FARABI'S COSMOLOGY

1. STARS, PLANETS, AND SPHERES

Al-Farabt’s cosmological descriptions are very brief and tantalizing, and there are
many issues that he leaves unsettled. However, by gathering and comparing the
various passages that deal with this subject it is possible to provide a sketch of the
structure of the universe as he conceived it. According to al-Farabf, the heavens are
divided into what he calls “systems” or “clusters” (sing. jumlah, pl. jumal),”® a term
which, to my knowledge, does not have an astronomical or philosophical pedigree.
There are nine jumal, which correspond to the nine main celestial spheres (s.
kurah/pl. kurat or ukar, and s. falak/pl. aflak) inherited from the Ptolemaic model.”*
Al-Farabi uses falak and kurah interchangeably to refer to the spheres together with
the planets or stars they carry around in a circular motion.*” It is notable that for al-
Farabi each sphere, despite its invisibility, is a “spherical body” (jism kur1).”® Kawkab
(pl. kawakib) may refer to the planets, including the sun and the moon, and the fixed

stars; the most accurate English translation therefore depends on the context.

Even more ambiguous than kawkab is the term jism samawi, whose
philosophical implications will be analyzed shortly. This term, usually translated as
‘celestial body’ or ‘heavenly body,” may refer to the sphere alone, the sphere with its
planet, and also to the planet alone. Because al-Farabi uses this term in a wide
variety of contexts, it is difficult to provide a general translation. For example, in

the Ara’ he states that “the celestial bodies (al-ajsim al-samawiyyah) are nine

?% This term appears in the Ard’ (al-Farabi 1985a, 188-119).

¢ The outermost starless sphere was accepted by most Arabic philosophers and astronomers,
probably on the basis of certain passages of Ptolemy’s Planetary Hypotheses (see Ptolemy 1967, 38-42).
Some late-antique Greek commentators, such as Ammonius and Simplicius, seem to have taken into
consideration the possibility of its existence without endorsing it systematically (Simplicius 2004a,
462,20-25). By the time of Tbn Sind, however, belief in the existence of this sphere is firmly
established, and its discovery is attributed to Ptolemy himself; see the K. al-najah (Ibn Sina 1985, 303),
the Danesh-nameh (Tbn Sina 1986, 142), and the Metaphysics of the Shifa’ (Tbn Sina 2005, 317). For a
discussion of how this ninth sphere is responsible for the daily rotation of the heavens, see Ragep
1993, vol. 2, 409.

%7 See al-Farabi 1964, 32, where the two terms are used interchangeably.

%88 Al-Farabi 1985a, 118-119.
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7% which implies that the term celestial body here refers to the main

altogether,
spheres or systems together with their planets or stars. In another instance, al-
Farabi writes that the second sphere or system (the sphere of the fixed stars) “is one
body, which contains a number of bodies [the fixed stars] which have a common
motion...” **° In this passage, the term jism is used equivocally to refer to the sphere

of the fixed stars and the fixed stars themselves.

Hence, although there is a conceptual distinction between sphere, planet,
and star, this is not always reflected linguistically, and these various elements are
often subsumed under the generic term jism samawi. Al-FarabT’s choice of terms (jism
samawi, kawkab, falak, kurah) overlaps with the terminology of Arabic astronomers,

thus showing that his cosmology shares some common roots with this science.

Al-Farabi establishes a hierarchy among the various cosmic systems. The
spheres are organized in ranks (maratib) in a descending order of excellence.”' The
farthest, outermost sphere, also called the first heaven (al-sama’ al-ild) and the first
body (aljism al-awwal), is nobler in rank than the other spheres, which it
encompasses and whose daily rotation from east to west it causes.””” Below it is the
sphere of the fixed stars (kurat al-kawakib al-thabitah), which is characterized by its
dual motion and by the fact that the stars are “fixed” and hence do not change
position vis-a-vis one another. Next are the seven planetary spheres, whose order
according to al-Farabi is the following: the first sphere, which is closest to the earth,
is occupied by the moon, the second by Mercury, the third by Venus, the fourth by
the sun, the fifth by Mars, the sixth by Jupiter, the seventh by Saturn. This order was
the one recommended by Ptolemy, and it was subsequently adopted by most Arabic
astronomers.”” Thus at the very bottom of the hierarchy is the sphere of the moon

that surrounds the spheres of the four elements and the earth. In brief, seven of the

%% Al-Farabi 1985a, 115.

%0 Al-Farabi 1985a, 119-121.

#1 Al-Farabi 1985a, 114-115.

2 1t is this sphere that some Arabic astronomers call “sphere of spheres” (falak al-aflak) and the
“encompassing sphere” (al-falak al-muhit).

3 This order appears in Ptolemy’s Hypotheses; see Ptolemy 1967, 6a.
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nine spheres contain a planet (including the sun and the moon), one the stars, and

one is starless and planetless.

Al-FarabT’s account of the organization of the heavenly spheres is brief and
raises numerous questions. For example, he says nothing about the spatial relations
of the spheres, whether these are in contact or not. This problem was to become a
controversial issue in Medieval Latin cosmology, but it does not seem to have
interested early Arabic cosmologists much. Moreover, it is unclear at first whether
the nine “systems” (jumal) each consist of a single sphere or contain several other
spheres, that is, whether they consist only of a planet-bearing sphere or of a planet-
bearing sphere together with other secondary or subordinate spheres responsible

for the planet’s motion.”

This point is of crucial importance to understand al-
FarabT's theories of celestial motion and to define his place in the history of

astronomy.

Closely related to it is the question of whether al-FarabTs cosmology is
homocentric, like Aristotle’s, or indebted to the Ptolemaic model of eccentric and
epicyclic motion. This question may appear odd if it is assumed that al-Farabt must
have necessarily adopted the latter due to his and his contemporaries’ acquaintance
with the Almagest and Planetary Hypotheses. But one must remember that the number
of post-Ptolemaic thinkers who either neglected or rejected the Ptolemaic model is
by no means insignificant and includes Alexander of Aphrodisias, Themistius, and
(although this is much more controversial) Proclus in the Greek tradition, and Ibn
Rushd, al-Bitr@iji, and other Andalusian thinkers in the Islamic tradition. The
evidence for al-Farabi’s adherence to a Ptolemaic model must therefore be discussed

and established and should not be taken for granted.

H. A. Davidson has written that “the version of the [astronomical] scheme

presupposed by Alfarabi gave its attention to the primary celestial spheres and

#* By secondary or subordinate spheres I mean either the counteracting spheres of the Eudoxan-
Aristotelian model or the eccentrics and epicycles of the Ptolemaic model. In both cases, these
spheres play an essential role in explaining the particular motions of each planet.
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ignored the subordinate spheres...”””> While this may be true to some extent, there
are many hints suggesting that al-Farabi also included these subordinate spheres in
his cosmology and that they played an important role in his explanation of celestial
motion. In the Ard’, al-Farabi writes that “the third system to the ninth system [i.e.,

’

the “planetary spheres,” including those of the sun and the moon] each contain
bodies [ajsam] whose motions are several and different...”** It is clear that the plural
ajsam here must include the subordinate spheres, since these systems only contain
one planet, the sun, or the moon, and therefore the reference to several bodies and

several motions would not be justified if al-Farabi was referring only to the planet.

The existence of these subordinate spheres in al-FarabTs cosmology is
confirmed by the evidence concerning eccentrics and epicycles. First, we know that
al-Farab1 wrote a commentary on the Almagest, which must have discussed at length
the function of epicycles and eccentrics in planetary motion. Both in the Almagest
and the Planetary Hypotheses, Ptolemy posits a variety of devices responsible for the
particular motions of the planets, the two most important of which are the
eccentrics and epicycles. Now it is unlikely that al-Farab1's commentary would have
amounted to a wholesale rejection of these theories, and it is much more plausible
to think that he endorsed the main features of Ptolemy’s account. Considering that
al-Kindi before him and Ibn Sina after him followed Ptolemy’s astronomy, it would
be all the more surprising if al-Farab1 had rejected it. While the commentary cannot
constitute a proof of al-Farabt’s allegiance to the Ptolemaic system, it nevertheless

points in this direction.

This hypothesis is also supported by several passages in the Farabian corpus,
although it must be said that these are sparse and yield little information. In the K.

al-musiqa, al-Farabi makes an explicit reference to the Ptolemaic theories of

% Davidson 1992, 45.

%6 Al-Farabi 1982a, 69, my translation. Here is the Arabic: “wa al-thalith, wa ma ba'duhu ila tamam al-
tis‘ah, yashtamilu kull wahid minha ‘ala ajsam kathirah mukhtalifah fi harakat ma..” Walzer’s edition and
translation of this passage in al-Farabi 1985a, 119-121, which differs from Nadir’s, cannot be correct,
since it ascribes only “one body” (jism wahid) to each system, which nevertheless consists of a planet
and several spheres, Walzer nevertheless provides the alternative reading “minha ‘ala ajsam kathirah,”
which is given by Nadir and should be preferred.
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eccentrics and epicycles in the course of an argument designed to show that the
astronomer must rely on physical principles in order to explain the causes of the
planets’ motions. Al-Farabi states that the astronomer “can only explain these
causes, such as the eccentrics and epicycles, if he posits that these planetary
motions are in themselves regular.””” One may surmise that although al-Farabi is
making a general statement about the astronomical method, he would have
endorsed the eccentrics and epicycles which he mentions in this passage. At any
rate, this passage shows that al-Farabi was aware of the existence of these

astronomical devices.

The Ard’ also contains relevant information. At one point, al-Farabi describes
one kind of celestial body as “a sphere or a corporeal circle” (kurah aw da’irah
mujassamah).””® Shortly thereafter, he again mentions other “corporeal circles”
besides the main sphere: “Each of the spheres and the ‘corporeal’ circles [dawa’ir
mujassamah] in them has an independent motion of its own...” * There is little doubt
that the formula “dawd’ir mujassamah” refers to the eccentrics and epicycles
contained by the main spheres and which are responsible for the particular motions
of each planet. The term da’irah is the counterpart of the Greek k0xAog, which may
or may not convey a sense of corporeality; but by specifying that these are
“corporeal” (mujassamah) circles, al-Farabi asserts his position in regard to the

physical existence of the subordinate spheres.’®

Finally, in the same section of the Ara’, al-Farabi also discusses the shifting
positions of the celestial bodies, mentioning the fact that the heavenly bodies

“..sometimes come together [tajtamiu] and sometimes separate [taftariqu]...”,

7 Al-Farabi 1960, 102,

28 Al-Farabi 1985a, 128-129; in al-Farabi 1982a, 23, Nadir provides a different reading, which seems
much less plausible since it would imply a definition of kurah, of what a sphere is, which seems
superfluous.

#9 Al-Farabi 1985a, 128-129, translated by Walzer: wa li-kull wahid min al-ukar wa al-dawd’ir al-
mujassamah allatt fiha harakah ‘ala hiyalihd...” Nadir gives the same reading in his edition (al-Farabt
1982a, 23).

% Ibn Sina also clearly ascribed corporeal existence to the eccentrics and epicycles, as can be seen in
the K. al-isharat wa al-tanbihat (Tbn Sina 1951, 419/168-169).



121

“..sometimes come near [tagrubu] some bodies on the lower level and sometimes
recede [tabudu] from them...””*' By an interpretive stretch, these remarks could
apply to a system of homocentric spheres, in which case “come together” and
“separate” would merely mean that the planets are aligned vertically or not.
However, it is much more likely that they refer to a Ptolemaic conception of
celestial motion whereby the planets conjoin and separate as a result of the motions

of epicycles and eccentrics.

Apart from these rare excerpts, al-Farabi does not elaborate a detailed
epicyclic or eccentric model in his philosophical works.*” In spite of this, however,
the evidence in the Ara’, the Siyasah, and the K. al-miisiga, coupled with the fact that
al-Farabi commented on the Almagest, enable us to conclude that al-Farabr's
cosmology included epicycles and eccentrics and is thus closer to Ptolemy’s model
as depicted in the Almagest and Planetary Hypotheses than to Aristotle’s homocentric
system. This basic fact has not always been recognized in past studies of the second
master.’” It should be noted that al-FarabT’s illustrious predecessor, al-Kindi, also
adopts a Ptolemaic model for his celestial kinematics and often mentions the
eccentrics and epicycles in some of his treatises, such as On the Proximate Efficient

Cause.*”

On the basis of the evidence discussed above, it would seem that al-Farabi
regarded the eccentrics and epicycles as physical entities embedded within the main
sphere of each system. At this point, it is worth reiterating the fact that al-Farab1
conceives of the spheres as spherical bodies (sing. jism kuri),”” and although he does

not say so himself, it would seem that not only the main spheres, but also the

1 Al-Farabi 1985a, 130-131.

% Reference to epicycles also appears in the Ta'lligat (al-Farabi 1992, section 68, p. 55), where the
author explains that “the planets are in themselves also moving around their own centers in
epicyclic spheres” (wa al-kawakib aydan fi dhatiha mutaharrikah ‘ala marakiziha anfusiha fi aflak
tadawiriha). But this treatise is probably inauthentic, as will be shown later on,

% In his classic but outdated work on al-Farabi entitled La place d’al-Farabi dans l'école philosophique
musulmane, 1. Madkour presents al-Farabi’s spherology as Aristotelian and does not recognize its basic
Ptolemaic character. He says nothing about eccentrics and epicycles. See Madkour 1934, 90-94.

% In McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 12-13.

% Al-Farabi 1985a, 118-119.
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subordinate spheres comprised by a system should be described as such. This
explains why al-Farabi asserts that there are several bodies (ajsam) within a system
and that these bodies have several different motions, since he is referring in this
instance not only to the planet, but also to the subordinate spheres necessary to
explain each planet’s particular motions. These subordinate spheres are themselves
endowed with their own motions. We may conclude that the term “system”
(jumlah), which al-FarabT uses to describe the various parts of the cosmos, refers to

the main spheres together with the smaller subordinate spheres they contain.

There is thus an obvious harmony between what can be inferred about al-
FarabT's astronomical allegiance to the Ptolemaic system and the physical model of
the cosmos he hints at in his emanationist treatises. There is no reason to think that
al-Farabi conceived of these elements as being in conflict with one another; rather,
he successfully integrates the astronomical features inherited from the Ptolemaic
tradition in his physical-metaphysical system. But al-FarabT’s belief that the celestial
bodies, including the spheres, are corporeal raises several difficulties, which will be

addressed in the following paragraphs.
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2. THE CELESTIAL BODIES, CORPOREALITY, AND NATURE

The Arabic terminology used by al-Farabi indicates that the heavenly bodies are
corporeal: jism samawi (pl. ajsam samawiyyah) literally means “celestial body.” The
term jism is, together with jirm and badan, the main Arabic word used in natural
philosophy to render Aristotle’s c®Gua. Unlike Greek, however, which possesses
generic terms like oUpdvior that refer exclusively to the celestial bodies in
opposition to sublunary bodies, the Arabic jirm and jism can indicate both the
sublunary and the superlunary body. Jism samawt (pl. ajsam samawiyyah) is the
expression most commonly used by al-Farabi to refer to the spheres and planets of

the firmament.

But what kind of bodies are the celestial bodies? The use of the term and
concept of body (jism) to describe the planets and spheres raises multiple questions,
the most prominent being the relation between nature, matter, and corporeality, as
well as the way in which superlunary bodies relate to sublunary bodies. Al-Farabi
inherited these issues and problems primarily through the De caelo and Physics and
the commentaries written on these works, and in all probability he devoted
considerable space to these questions in his own commentaries. Unfortunately, in
his extant treatises, al-Farabi does not provide satisfactory definitions of these
concepts and of the way in which they relate to one another in a cosmological

context. In spite of this, a few hints can be gleaned from his writings.

Al-FarabT’s most systematic discussion of body and corporeality appears in
his commentary on a mathematical work by Euclid, which has been studied in depth
by G. Freudenthal.*® This work, combined with the relevant passages that can be

" reveals that al-Farabi closely

collected from his other philosophical treatises,”
followed Aristotle’s definition of body, but that he also departed from it in a few

subtle ways as a result of his exposure to Neoplatonic doctrine. For our purpose,

3% See Freudenthal 1988.
37 Al-Farabi 1962, 91; al-Farabi 1969, 98, 100; al-Farabt 1991, 34; and Alon 2002, 558.
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what is important is that al-Farabi defines body as that which has extension in
space.’® In this sense, the celestial bodies are corporeal, for in the Ara’ al-Farabi says
that they have shapes (ashkal), volumes (a‘zam), and sizes or measures (magadir).””
Moreover, they have the noblest corporeal qualities: spherical shape, luminosity,
and circular motion.>® On the other hand, al-Farabi rejects the claim of the
Pythagoreans that they produce a celestial harmony.’"" Finally, al-Farabi tells us in
the Siyasah that the celestial bodies can be defined in terms of the Aristotelian

categories, of which they only possess the most excellent.’*

Hence, at first glance it would seem that the ajsam samawiyyah are regular
corporeal bodies, albeit of a nobler kind than the sublunary ones, and that, as such,
they fall within the purview of natural philosophy. This is implied in the Siyasah,
where al-Farabi divides bodies into six genera, the celestial bodies representing the
tirst genus. This corporeal dimension also explains why according to the Ihsa” and
the Philosophy of Aristotle, some aspects of the celestial bodies are studied by physics,
more specifically by the part of physics that focuses on simple substances, foremost

among which is the celestial substance.

However, as we have seen, al-Farab1 complicates the picture by introducing
immaterial causes responsible for the existence of the celestial bodies, which shifts
their inquiry to an intermediate status between the natural and the divine, between
physics and metaphysics. This raises the question of the relation between the
corporeal celestial bodies and the incorporeal and immaterial principles that are
responsible for their existence. As we will see, al-Farabi oscillates between these two

aspects of the heavenly bodies (their corporeal qualities and their immaterial

%% See the various sources collected by Alon 2002, 558.

39 Al-Farabi 1949, 84; and al-Farabi 1985a, 123-125.

1% Al-Farabi 1985a, 123-125.

' In the K. al-miisiga (al-Farabi 1960, 89) he writes: “wa ma ya'tagiduhu al fithaghiiras ft al-aflak wa al-
kawakib annaha tuhdithu bi-harakatiha naghaman ta'lifiyyatan fa-dhalika batil, wa qad lukhkhisa fi al-ilm al-
tabt'i anna alladht qalihu ghayr mumkin wa anna al-samawat wa al-aflak wa al-kawakib la yumkin an
tahdutha laha bi-harakatiha aswat.” This statement can be connected with a passage in Simplicius’
commentary on the De caelo devoted to the same issue (Simplicius 2004a, Chapter 2.9). Aristotle
himself had refuted the Pythagorean doctrine of the harmony of the spheres in De caelo I1.9.

12 Al-Farabi 1964, 53-54.
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causes), with the immediate result that it becomes very difficult to understand the
role devoted to celestial matter in this picture, as well as the kind of corporeality

that the celestial bodies have.

To give but one striking example, all bodies, according to al-Farabi, are
composed of form and matter, two of the six principles that make up his ontology.’*’
But al-Farabi says virtually nothing in his mature or emanationist treatises about
the nature of celestial matter and he even describes the celestial substrate as being
immaterial, which leaves the reader quite perplexed as to which category of bodies
the spheres and planets fall into. In the Ar@’, he claims that the heavenly bodies emit
light and possess corporeal qualities’; but at the same time, he defines them as
immaterial beings closer to the divine realm than to the world of material and

corporeal existents.

In that sense, al-Farabi departs from a well-established philosophical
tradition that had connected corporeality and perceptibility with materiality.
According to this view, the stars and planets are perceptible bodies and so they must
be composed of matter. The idea that the celestial bodies are material (whether
composed of the same matter or a different matter than sublunary beings) is rooted
in a basic assumption according to which everything that is perceptible to the
senses must be material. Aristotle articulates this view in the De caelo when he
writes: “Now since the universe is perceptible it must be regarded as a particular;
for everything that is perceptible subsists, as we know, in matter.”*"” Several
centuries later, Philoponus echoes this view in his attack against a group of
unnamed philosophers. He writes: “it is quite ridiculous...to say that the heavens are

immaterial (GuAov). For they are not intelligible, but perceptible.”**°

1 Al-Farabi 1964, 31.

*'* Al-Farabi 1985a, 122-123.

Y De caelo, 1. 9.278al1 ff,, trans. Stocks in Aristotle 1941. See also Metaphysics 1.8.990a1-5.

%1% In Philoponus’ Against Aristotle, as reported by Simplicius in his De caelo commentary, 133,21-29. It
is likely that Philoponus’ criticism is addressed to Proclus and other Neoplatonists, who often
describe the heavens as being immaterial (GuAov).



126

Nevertheless, on the basis of the heavenly bodies’ corporeal qualities which
are described in the Ard’, it would seem that al-Farabi considered the celestial bodies
to be perceptible and corporeal. But it is difficult in his cosmology to connect these
qualities with materiality, since he says nothing about celestial matter in his
emanationist treatises and even seems to reject it entirely, a fact which leads to a
real tension in his cosmology. I shall return to the question of the celestial bodies’

materiality and examine it in detail in Chapter IV of this dissertation.

Nature (tabi'ah), like matter, is an ambiguous concept in al-Farabi’s
cosmology. Although he provides several definitions of this term in the context of
his physics, no single one of them adequately describes the heavenly substance. Like
Aristotle in Physics 1.1 and Metaphysics V .4, al-Farabi holds the view that “the term
nature applies to both matter and form,” although “form is more appropriately
called by this name.”" In the Philosophy of Aristotle, he explains that nature refers
primarily to the essence of a composite being, thus reformulating Metaphysics
V.4.1014b35-37.°*® In addition, al-Farabi also refers to the Aristotelian definition of
nature as a “principle of motion and rest.”* Finally, natural bodies are described in
the Ihsa’ as bodies produced neither by art nor human volition and thus in a sense
primary. “The simple natural bodies,” al-Farab1 writes “are those the existence of
which does not result from bodies other than themselves.”** In this work, al-Farabi

specifically mentions the heavens (sama’) as an example of a natural body.**'

If we follow al-Farabi on this question, then bodies can be said to be ‘natural’
in several ways: a) because they are endowed with a principle of motion and rest; b)
because they have form; c) because they have matter; d) because they are compound
substances made of form and matter; e) because they are simple, primary entities

not produced by artificial and artistic means.

" In the Siyasah (al-Farabi 1964, 36), translated by Alon (2002, 655).

318 Al-Farabi 1961, 89,10-15 and 114,15-22.

3% Al-Farabi 1999a, 60, 20; and Alon 2002, 655; but as we shall see, the ‘Uyiin is probably not authentic.
320 Al-Farabi 1949, 83.8.

32 Al-Farabi 1949, 91; the corresponding passage seems to be Physics 11.1.192b12-20.
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All of these definitions apply somewhat to the celestial bodies, but in a vague
manner, and they reveal very little about the heavenly nature and substance.
Indeed, according to al-Farabi, the heavens are composite (they are made of
substrate and form), endowed with a principle of motion (albeit not of rest), and are
not artificial, in the sense that they are not produced by other bodies or art. Yet this
tells us little about how their nature differs from the nature of sublunary bodies.
Moreover, some features in al-FarabT’s description of the celestial bodies promote
the view that these beings may in a sense transcend the realm of nature proper
(identified with the sublunary realm), on which they act as efficient causes. This is
the case, for instance, of al-FarabT’s description of the spheres as rational beings
eternally engaged in the contemplation of immaterial principles (see Chapter V.1-2,

4),

In spite of the lack of a clear explanation in al-FarabT’s works of how nature
applies to the heavens, it may be assumed that he broadly followed the Peripatetic
tradition on this issue, which for centuries had elaborated on some passages of the
Aristotelian corpus.’” Some of the principal cosmological questions discussed in the
commentatorial tradition of late-antiquity were how the concept of nature could be
reconciled with the ideas of the ensoulment and special material constitution of the
heavens, as well as how nature in a sublunary context related to nature in a
superlunary context. For instance, Aristotle had defined nature as an internal source

2 and so the challenge was to explain whether this source was

of motion in a body,
psychological or material and how this definition could be meaningfully applied to
the celestial bodies, which appeared to be different from sublunary bodies in many
respects, including their circular motion. Moreover, it was unclear how this natural
celestial motion could simultaneously be caused by other, non-physical principles

such as separate intellects.

%22 Notably on De caelo 1.2-4, Physics 11.1, and Metaphysics V.4. Aristotle also mentions the “nature of the
stars” at Metaphysics XI1.8.1073a34. The loss of al-Farabi’s commentaries on the first two of these
works is particularly acute when treating such questions as the heavenly nature,

3% As in Physics 11.1,192b23-24 and Metaphysics V.4.1014b19-21,
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Some of the sources that discuss these issues in depth are Alexander’s On
Fate, Quaestiones, and Principles of the Cosmos, Simplicius’ commentaries on the Physics
and De caelo (which also preserve excerpts from Alexander’s commentaries), and
Philoponus’ commentary on the Physics and his polemical works Against Aristotle and
Against Proclus. These texts show the variety and subtlety of the opinions held by
their authors. For our purposes, it is important to note that in spite of the apparent
contradictions in the Aristotelian corpus,’® the concept of nature was often
successfully integrated in a cosmological account whereby nature was interpreted
in connection with the special celestial element (aether or a refined kind of fire), the
celestial soul, or an inclination in the celestial bodies. An example of such an
exegetical enterprise can be found in Simplicius’ commentary on the Physics, where
he explains that the celestial nature (by which he means the material constitution of
the spheres and their inclination for motion), soul, and intellect all have a part to
play in circular motion. Moreover, Simplicius clearly distinguishes between nature

and soul and criticizes Alexander for conflating the two concepts.’””

It is against this exegetical background that al-FarabT's views on nature in
cosmology should be examined. As the definitions listed above show, the second
teacher’s views on nature are obviously rooted in Aristotle’s own works, and one
could easily interpret al-Farabr's statement that the celestial bodies act “by their
nature” in light of Physics 11.1.192b35 ff. as meaning that they act through the
properties that make up their nature, e.g., their luminosity and circular motion. But
al-FarabTs comments also bring to mind various passages from the works of
Alexander. Alexander not only conceived of the entire heavens as having a nature,
but he also described the powers and effects produced by the heavens on the world

of generation and corruption as “natural.”**

* To give but one famous example, in De caelo 1.2-4 Aristotle explains celestial motion through
aether’s natural tendency to move in circles, but in De caelo I1.2 he seems to make soul responsible for
causing this same motion,

3% See the various excerpts collected in Sorabji 2005, vol. 2, 49-53.

326 This view is articulated in the Mantissa and Quaestiones; see the fragments collected in Sorabji 2005,
vol. 2, 41, It should be noted, however, that the ascription of these works to Alexander has been
contested.
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Al-Farabi, probably following Alexander, also presents the celestial bodies as
transmitting powers to the sublunary world. In the Siyasah, for instance, he argues
that the nature (tabr'ah) of the celestial bodies is to have powers (quwwa) that act on
the sublunary world, in a manner which recalls Alexander’s own theory of celestial
powers.””” Al-Farabi even makes the celestial nature responsible for the generation
of prime matter: “The substance, nature [tabi'ah], and activity of the celestial body is
such that there immediately follows from it the existence of prime matter.”**® In
that sense, al-Farabi acknowledged the interconnection existing between the

celestial and terrestrial realms.

Alexander and al-Farabi are also similar, moreover, in that they
simultaneously elevated the heavenly bodies to a special status in their ontology,
the former describing them as divine (probably following Aristotle in Metaphysics
X11.8.1074b ff. and De caelo 1.3.270b ff.), the latter connecting them with the causality

1 329

of the separate intellects and equating each one of them with an angel.”” As Sorabji
explains, for Alexander, nature is thus “a divine power, because derived from the
heavenly bodies which are divine.”**® The two ideas of the divinity and ensoulment
of the heavens and of a heavenly nature therefore seem to cohabit and even fuse in

these two thinkers’ cosmologies.

This feature can perhaps be explained by the primacy of soul. In the case of
Alexander, as in the case of al-Farabi, the most likely hypothesis is that the celestial
‘nature’ may be reducible to the celestial souls, which are responsible for causing
the motions that in turn produce the powers (quwwa) that emanate on the world of
generation and corruption. As mentioned above, we know from Simplicius’ account
in the De caelo, and also from his commentary on the Physics,”' that Alexander

equated the celestial soul with the celestial nature.

327 Al-Farabi 1964, 55-56.

328 Al-Farabi 1964, 95.

329 Al-Farabi 1964, 32.

% Sorabji 2005, vol. 2, 40.

! The relevant passage (1219,1-7) is reproduced in Sorabji 2005, vol. 2, 49.
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It is perhaps partly as a result of the influence of Alexander’s treatises that
al-Farabi chose to define the celestial bodies primarily in light of their soul and
intellectual faculties in his cosmological treatises, the Ara’ and the Siydsah (see
Chapters 1V.1.3 and V.1-2, 4). In these works, he seems to reject celestial matter and
never equates celestial matter with celestial nature. If the celestial bodies have a
nature, therefore, this nature is likely to be of a psychological kind. At any rate, the
primacy of soul and the mention of powers emitted from the heavens in Alexander’s
and al-FarabT's treatises suggest a link between the two thinkers.”*? Yet the inherent
ambiguity of al-Farabi's language and the brevity of his treatises compel one to
examine other cosmological themes (such as celestial substance, soul, intellection,

etc) to shed light on the problem of how nature applies to the heavens.

The concept of a celestial nature described in point a) above, that is, in
connection with motion, is particularly ambiguous. To say that the heavens have a
nature by which they move still begs the questions of what kind of nature they
possess and whether this nature is the only source of motion. It is on these
questions that the late-antique commentators had disagreed, some explaining the
‘natural’ motion of the heavens by using Aristotle’s aether (thus relying on De caelo
1.2.269b37 ff.), others making soul the primary principle and the real motive cause of
the planets. Al-Farabi states in the Ard’ that the heavenly bodies move “by their

nature” (bi-tabr'atiha),”” but it is unclear what “nature” is supposed to mean in this

332 . . - =1 =
There seems to be a difference, however. Whereas Alexander limits nature to soul, al-Farabi seems

to go further and even speaks of a “nature” of the Agent Intellect. “The Agent Intellect,” he writes, “is
disposed in its nature [bi-tabi'atihi] and substance to examine everything that the celestial body
prepares and gives...” (al-Farabi 1964, 55). This mention of a nature in connection with pure intellect
is quite surprising, since the Agent Intellect is removed from all materiality and the perceptible
world. Al-Farabr's statement may betray the influence of Neoplatonism, which had a tendency to
define nature as a weak imitation of soul, which was itself an imperfect manifestation of intellect. Yet
al-FarabT’s last statement should not be construed as referring to the realm of nature as conceived by
natural philosophy, but as expressing an inherent power within the Agent Intellect. In that sense,
one may perhaps say that the Agent Intellect acts ‘through or by its nature’ on the sublunary world, a
formula that brings to mind the Aristotelian expression “by nature,” but which cannot correspond to
it since it applies here to an immaterial being as opposed to Aristotle’s use of it in Physics 11.1.192b8-
193al to denote corporeal substance. If that is the case, then the Agent Intellect would have a nature
through which it would act, and which can be equated with its form and essence. Yet the use of such
a term in connection with the Agent intellect remains somewhat incongruous.

¥ Al-Farabi 1985a, 104-105.
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sentence, since it is not defined in any way. Does it refer to celestial matter, the
heavenly soul, the inclination inherent in the celestial body, or to a mechanical
force of some kind? Furthermore, there is the possibility that al-Farabi wants to
oppose motion ‘by nature’ (bi-al-tab’) to ‘natural motion’ (harakah tabiiyyah), as did
Ibn Sina.> 1 will postpone here the discussion of these issues, which will be

continued in Chapter VL.

3* See the Metaphysics of the Shifa’ (Tbn STna 1983-86, 382-383).
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3. SPHERE-SOULS AND SEPARATE INTELLECTS

The spheres and their planets and stars are not the only entities of al-Farabt’s
cosmology. Above them on the ontological scale is a series of celestial intellects. One
of the remarkable features of the Ara’ and the Siyasah, and of al-Farabi’s cosmology
in general, is the explicit distinction that is made between two different sets of
celestial intellects. First, there are the immaterial and separate (separate, that is,
from any kind of matter and from the heavenly spheres) intellects, which constitute
the main vertical line of beings going from the First to the sublunary world, which
lies below the last intellect, the Agent Intellect. These separate intellects are ten in
number. The first nine separate intellects are called al-thawani, while the last and
tenth separate intellect is called the Agent Intellect (al-‘agl al-fa“al).*> The generic
term al-thawant always encompasses the first nine intellects, but bears an ambiguous
relation to the Agent Intellect. In fact, in most cases, al-Farabi makes a
terminological distinction between the Agent Intellect and the other separate
intellects and enumerates them separately. This distinction has not been
emphasized enough in the modern literature on al-Farabtrs cosmology, and the
general tendency has been to treat the thawani and the Agent Intellect as belonging
to a single group. Yet as we shall see in Chapter V, they present very different

characteristics.

The term thawani itself is interesting. It may refer to the intermediate
position that these intellects occupy between God and the corporeal world. They
are, literally, the “second” in rank after God, called the First Cause. But their name
also refers to the fact that they are secondary causes of existence, since they
produce the celestial bodies. Ultimately, God is the primary and First Cause
responsible for the creation of the entire world, but the thawant are nevertheless the
proximate efficient causes of the heavens. Finally, the term thawant may also refer to
the twofold intellection of the separate intellects (i.e., their contemplation of God

and of their own essence). It is intriguing that the term thawant appears in the Mahd

3% Al-Farabi 1964, 31.
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al-khayr, the Arabic adaptation of Proclus’ Elements of Theology.”® In both texts, the
thawant are intellects (‘ugal). This terminological parallel is not sufficient to prove
that al-Farabi consulted this source, but the many other similarities existing
between the Mahd al-khayr and al-Farab1’s theories of celestial intellection (which
will be discussed in Chapter V) make this a possibility. In any case, these separate
intellects form a distinct set of immaterial existents in the ontological chain that
begins with the One and ends with Prime Matter, “the lowest of the possibly existing
things.”*” Finally, it should be noted that al-Farabi, unlike Ibn Sina, does not offer
any proof concerning the existence of the separate intellects nor any justification

concerning their number.**

The second set of heavenly intellects consists of the souls that inhere in the
celestial bodies and constitute their essence; they are the sphere-souls. Al-Farab1
does not have a technical term to refer to them and simply calls them anfus al-ajsam
al-samawiyyah (“the souls of the heavenly bodies”). These souls, al-Farabr tells us, are
intellects, albeit not as pure as the separate intellects.’” In addition, they are also
forms, that is, the forms of the celestial bodies. Although this definition of the
celestial soul was relatively widespread in Greek thought,*® al-Farabi may have
found it fully elaborated in some of Alexander’s works, such as the Arabic version of
the On the Principles of the Cosmos, known as the Mabadi’ al-kull. The Mabadi’ explicitly

asserts the ensoulment of the spheres and equates their soul with their form.**

The distinction between separate intellects and sphere-souls is crucial to

understand al-Farabr's cosmology and may be said to represent a particular

%3¢ Taylor 1981, 1V.28-30, where there is mention of the al-‘ugil al-thawant. In the Mahd al-khayr, this
formula refers to separate intellects, but these do not fulfill the same role as in al-Farabi’s cosmology.
37 Al-Farabi 1964, 58.

*® Ibn Sina is aware of the need to justify the existence of the unmoved movers, and he devotes
several sections of his metaphysical treatises to this effect, as in the K. al-najah (Ibn Stna 1985, 314-
316), the Ilahiyyat of the K. al-shifa’ (Ibn Sina 1983-86, 393,5), and the K. al-isharat (Ibn Sina 1951,
402/160 ff.).

% See section V.1.

%% See the overview given in Wolfson 1962 and Endress 1995.

! Alexander 2001, 52-53, 82-83, 100-101.
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interpretation of Book Lambda.’*” Al-Farabi, however, says little about the exact
number of the sphere-souls. It would seem that he associates one soul per system or
main sphere: seven souls for the seven planetary spheres, one soul for the sphere of
the fixed stars, and one soul for the outermost sphere or the sphere of spheres,

** This makes a total of nine sphere-souls, to which

which is starless and planetless.
correspond the nine thawani (the tenth intellect is occupied exclusively with
sublunary phenomena). Hence, although al-Farabi’s cosmology has been called
“decadic” (due to the presence of ten separate intellects),* it would be more precise
to call it an “ennadic” system, because there are nine main celestial spheres, nine
sphere-souls, and nine thawani, and because the symmetry breaks down when one
comes to the Agent Intellect, which governs not another celestial sphere, but the
sublunary realm. The idea of an ennadic system is also reinforced by the differences
that distinguish the thawant and the Agent Intellect. As Walzer and De Smet point
out,* the structure of al-Farabi's cosmos conforms to Ptolemy’s and Arabic

astronomers’ nine-tiered spherology, and for this reason it is evident that al-Farab1

took purely astronomical considerations into account when elaborating his system.

The theory of the ensoulment of the celestial bodies is one of the
cornerstones of al-Farabi's cosmology, because it plays a crucial role in his
explanation of the existence, intellection, and motion of the spheres and planets.
For this reason, it is surprising and regrettable that al-Farab1 does not provide more
detailed information on the sphere-souls, because he leaves several questions
unsettled. Are both the spheres and planets ensouled or are the planets alone

ensouled? How many souls does each system possess? Al-Farabi does not answer

*2 On this point, Ibn Sind agrees with al-Farabi, but Ibn Rushd disagrees with both thinkers. The
latter recognizes only the intellects that inhere in the spheres. See Genequand’s comments in Ibn
Rushd 1984b, 40-41.

% There is a strong possibility, however, that al-Farabi ascribes a soul to each component within a
system, i.e., not only to the main sphere, but also to the planet and the smaller spheres responsible
for its motion. On this point, however, al-Farabr’s and Ibn Sind’s cosmologies are particularly
ambiguous.

** Maréth 1995.

35 Walzer in al-Farabi 1985a, 364; and De Smet 1995, 276.
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these questions at all in his extant works. Nevertheless, I will have the occasion to

return to these issues in the course of my study.

There are, then, nine thawant and nine celestial spheres and sphere-souls,
and one Agent Intellect, with a total of nineteen superlunary souls and intellects of
different purity and grade.”* This proliferation of souls and intellects at the
superlunary level recalls the metaphysical models of some Neoplatonic thinkers like
Proclus, while al-Farabi's hierarchy of the First Cause, separate intellects, and
sphere-souls corresponds essentially (although not numerically) to the triad of One,
Intellect, and Soul that can be found in Plotinus’ metaphysics.””” This Plotinian triad
is also to be found in most of the Neoplatonica arabica, including, and this is more
surprising, in the corpora that emerged from Proclus’ Elements of Theology, such as

the Proclus arabus and the Mahd al-khayr.

Naturally, it may be objected that al-Farabi is really following Aristotle’s (or
his understanding of Aristotle’s) cosmology as exposed in Book Lambda 7-8, which
also presents a First Cause above the heavens (the Unmoved Mover), other lower

unmoved movers, and the celestial bodies. This hypothesis may be correct, in spite

¢ Al-FarabT's celestial scheme shows an ostensible and almost Pythagorean and Platonic concern for
numerology and mathematical harmony, despite the difficulty of establishing textual links with
these cosmological traditions.

*7 For this reason and as regard the content of al-Farabi’'s cosmology, it is difficult to agree with M.
Mahdi when he writes that “the complete absence from his [al-Farabi’s] authentic writings of the
central Neoplatonic philosophic doctrines—of the One, Intellect, and Soul—should have been
sufficient to suggest to students of Islamic philosophy who read him that they were in the presence
of a philosopher who made use of certain elements drawn from the Neoplatonic philosophic tradition
but whose Neoplatonism must remain suspect” (Mahdi 2001, 3). I think that it is correct to
hypothesize that al-Farabi relied just as much on non-Neoplatonist thinkers such as Alexander than
on Neoplatonist ones. But to say that there is a “complete absence of the Neoplatonic philosophic
doctrines” is clearly an exaggeration, since the overview of the structure of al-Farabi’s cosmology
outlined above emphasizes its triadic nature, namely the One (God), intellect (the separate cosmic
intellects), and soul (the sphere-souls). The ontological distinction between a level of intellect and a
level of soul in the Neoplatonic fashion is also discussed by al-Farabi in the Jam', where he ascribes
this doctrine to Plato as well on the basis of the Timaeus (al-Farabi 2001a, 163). Al-Farabi's
Neoplatonic reading of Plato’s cosmology is further revealed when he mentions the soul’s emanation
(ifadah) of nature, and the intellect’s emanation of the soul. Although al-Farabi does not construe this
term as meaning emanation of being per se, the formula nevertheless establishes a strong link with
Neoplatonism. Moreover, Chapter V will show that al-Farabi’s theories of intellection are directly
modelled on the Proclus arabus. Rather than a rejection of Neoplatonism, then, what we witness in the
case of al-Farabi’s cosmology is an assimilation and transformation of Neoplatonic ideas.
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of the fact that the distinction in the Metaphysics between the separate movers, the
spheres, and the sphere-souls is not clear and is still a matter of heated debate.
Indeed, it is indisputable that Aristotle’s description of these various beings in

% Moreover, as we shall see in the

Lambda 7 and 8 is obscure and ambiguous.
chapters devoted to intellection and motion, al-Farabi is indebted to the
Neoplatonic tradition in his account of celestial intellection, a fact which strongly
suggests that he may have modelled his celestial ontology partly on Neoplatonic
sources in addition to Aristotelian ones. Because of the importance of this question,
however, I would now like to turn to an in-depth examination of al-Farabi’s sources
and try to shed light on the origin of his ennadic model, by focusing especially on

the Greek and Arabic versions of Book Lambda and the commentaries attached to

this treatise.

1t is beyond the scope of this dissertation to analyze this question in any depth and to provide a
survey of the Aristotelian scholarship on it. For more information, I refer the reader to some classic
studies: Merlan 1946; Owens 1950 (this article provides an overview of the debate before 1950);
Wolfson 1958 and 1962; and more recently Broadie 1993; Kosman 1994; Gill 1994; and Beere 2003.
What is of interest here is not what Aristotle’s original cosmological ideas were like, but how al-
Farabi may have interpreted the Aristoteles arabus and used it as a model for his own cosmology.
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4, THE ORIGIN OF AL-FARABI'S ENNADIC SCHEME

Having provided an overview of the structure and ontological principles of al-
Farabi’s cosmology, I would now like to turn to the question of its sources and its
precedents in the Greek tradition. The first steps consist in identifying the most
salient features of his model, in analyzing them, and in comparing them to what is
known of Greek cosmology. Only then will an assessment of al-Farab’s originality
and of his adherence to the different currents of thought (Neoplatonic, Peripatetic,
etc) be possible.

First, the most important features of al-Farabis cosmology must be
identified. They are: a) al-Farab1’s division of the cosmos into nine principal spheres
corresponding to the seven planets, the sphere of the fixed stars, and the outermost
sphere, and the postulate of an equivalent number of separate and immaterial
intellects that act as causes of motion and existence vis-a-vis these spheres; b) the
ensoulment of the spheres, i.e., the theory that the celestial bodies are endowed
with a rational soul; ¢) the nature of the intellection of the heavenly intellects (both
the separate intellects and the sphere-souls); d) the relation between motion and

intellection.

These questions will be addressed throughout the rest of my dissertation.
Broadly speaking, questions b) and c) will be addressed in the section on
intellection; question d) in the section on celestial motion; and question a) in the
following paragraphs. Because these questions are all interrelated, however, I will
have numerous occasions to move back and forth between them. Ultimately, I hope
to provide additional insight into the sources that informed al-Farabt’s theories, as

well as the role that these cosmological theories play in his philosophy.

Perhaps the most urgent question is the origin of al-Farabt’s division of the
cosmos into nine major spheres and nine intellects. The origin of this ennadic

cosmological model and the function of the souls and intellects in it represent
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puzzling issues in the scholarship on al-Farabi’s cosmology and remain some of the
most intriguing aspects of his philosophy. Is this model a genuine innovation by al-
Farabi or is it derived from a Greek prototype? Traditionally, al-Farab1’s system has
been described as a synthesis of Aristotelian, Neoplatonic, and Ptolemaic
elements.”” But how do these various elements interact? And are there precise

precedents in the Greek tradition for this synthesis?

In his commentary on the Ara’, Walzer hypothesized that al-Farabi based his
cosmological model on a nonextant Neoplatonic source, which would have provided
him with an already-made cosmological and metaphysical synthesis.””® However,
because Walzer was unable to identify this putative source, his view has been
criticized and should no longer be used as a guideline.” In his work on al-Kirmani’s

cosmology,*”

De Smet has also put forth the hypothesis of the existence of Greek
prototypes that would have served as a model for Arabic philosophers. Moreover, De
Smet argues that al-Farabi inherited the Ptolemaic scheme of the planets, into

which he basically integrated the Aristotelian theory of the unmoved movers.*”’

At first glance, this hypothesis appears quite reasonable, especially when one
remembers that al-Farabi was conversant with Ptolemaic astronomy. The idea of an
eight-sphered or nine-sphered heaven was not only known to al-Farabt through the
Almagest and the Planetary Hypotheses, but was widespread during his time and in fact
constituted one of the main features of the classical Arabic astronomical worldview,
as can be seen for instance in al-Farghant's (fl. 861) Jawami* ‘ilm al-nujam wa usal al-
harakat al-samawiyyah.>* Hence, there is nothing surprising in the fact that al-Farabi
would have followed the established astronomical knowledge of his day on this

particular point and achieved a synthesis between Metaphysics Lambda and

** Walzer in al-Farabi 1985a, passim; Fakhry 2002; Druart 1987a, 1992; and Reisman 2005, 52.

»% Al-Farabi 1985a, 363, 365.

»1 See for example Mahdi 1990a.

3% De Smet 1995.

3 De Smet 1995, 275-279; see also Walzer in al-Farabi 1985a, 365 for the Ptolemaic heritage.

** Al-Farghant 1986, 45 ff; unlike al-Farabi and most of his successors in the Arabic astronomical
tradition, however, al-Farghani only mentions eight spheres.
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Ptolemy’s cosmological model, just as Aristotle in his day had relied on the model

elaborated by Eudoxus and Callipus to devise his spherology.

While this might very well be true, a systematic analysis must be carried out
to show exactly how al-FarabT'’s ideas relate to the astronomy of the Almagest and to
the Metaphysics. It remains to be shown how his cosmology may have developed out
of the Greek texts and especially out of their Arabic translations, which, oftentimes,
were closer to being adaptations or reinterpretations rather than mere translations.
Furthermore, there is one major problem with the interpretation of Walzer and De
Smet. Its implications will be discussed in depth later on, but for the meantime I
would like to present its bare outline: Aristotle posits one unmoved mover per celestial
sphere and per celestial motion in Book Lambda. Now in al-FarabT’s cosmology, it is
clear that the planets have more than one motion, yet al-Farabi posits only one
unmoved mover per planetary system, with a total of nine unmoved movers or

separate intellects (excluding God and the Agent Intellect).

The problem is compounded by the fact that, as we have seen previously, al-
Farabi probably posits other smaller spheres that are included in each “system,” or
main sphere, and which each possess a particular motion. How, then, can one
separate unmoved mover account for the multiple motions of its corresponding
planet or for the motions of the several spheres included in a system? Neither
Walzer nor De Smet seems to have taken this problem into consideration. If al-
Farabt had merely applied Aristotle’s theory of the unmoved movers to a Ptolemaic
model, then he would have included as many movers as the Ptolemaic theories of
motion require. But al-Farab1 does not achieve such a synthesis. In order to shed
light on this problem, we must begin by analyzing the Arabic sources through which
al-Farabl may have derived some of his ideas. This, I think, is a necessary starting-

point to better understand al-Farab1’s cosmological model.

> See Chapter VI, which is devoted to celestial motion, or for immediate reference, al-Farabi 1982a,
69.
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4.1 Al-Farabi and the Arabic Version of Book Lambda

The most obvious place to begin the inquiry is in Aristotle’s Book Lambda, which
may have been known to al-Farabi in at least two different translations. The more
important question is the following: is al-Farab1’s hierarchy of the First, the separate
intellects, and the sphere-souls derived from Book Lambda, or did he devise this
model by synthesizing other, Peripatetic and/or Neoplatonic, elements. Both
hypotheses present difficulties. In the case of Book Lambda, one must show that al-
Farabi construed it in a way that resembles his own cosmological scheme.” In the
case of the Neoplatonic sources, these often discuss Intellect and Soul as self-
contained ontological entities, not as particular souls and intellects inhering in the
heavenly spheres, so that the transition from this purely Neoplatonic model to al-

FarabT’s is neither natural nor obvious.

In order to clarify this question, it seems imperative to closely examine the
Arabic versions of Book Lambda and compare them to al-Farab7’s texts. Thanks
notably to the works of P. Thillet, M. Geoffroy, and A. Bertolacci,”” we have a much
clearer picture today of the reception of Aristotle’s Metaphysics in the Arabic world.
On the basis of their research, it appears that al-Farabi could have had access to
several translations of Book Lambda, all of which were translated either before or
during his life: one by Ustath, one by Abi Bishr Matta, which also contained an
incomplete commentary by Alexander of Aphrodisias, and one (possibly) by Ishag

ibn Hunayn.

According to Bertolacci, a terminological comparison between the Arabic
translations and al-FarabT’s corpus suggests that al-Farabi probably used Ustath’s
version of Book Lambda, which is the oldest extant version.’*® Fortunately, this early

translation is still partly extant in Ibn Rushd’s Tafsir on Book Lambda of the

»¢ This, a priori, is far from certain. Ibn Rushd, for example, in his great commentary on the
Metaphysics, Book Lambda, interprets Aristotle in a particular way by recognizing only the intellects
that inhere in the spheres. See Genequand in Ibn Rushd 1984b, 40-41.

*7 Thillet 2003, Geoffroy 2003, Bertolacci 2005b and 2006.

8 Bertolacci 2005b, 246, note 56. Ibn Sina also used this version; see Geoffroy 2003 and Janssens 2003.
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Metaphysics together with a section of Abt Bishr Matta’s translation.” In addition,
al-Farabl may have consulted another translation, which was edited by A. Badaw1
and which has often been called a Neoplatonizing adaptation because it inserts
various elements not found in the original Greek and shows some similarity with the

Theology.**°

A quick glance at Ustath’s and Aba Bishr Matta’s translations shows that
although they introduce numerous small and not so small departures from the
original Greek text, they convey a relatively accurate picture of Aristotle’s
cosmology as it appears in Book Lambda. For example, in Textus 42, 43, and 44 of the
Tafsir, one finds a discussion of the number of unmoved movers, which in Textus 45,
46, and 47 are said to correspond to the number of celestial spheres and whose

number is established at 47 or 55.

A few passages in particular explicitly assert the Aristotelian theory of a
plurality of unmoved movers: “...then it is necessary that each one of these motions
should be caused by something immovable by essence and an eternal substance™*;
“It is clear that there must be as many substances as there are motions, that they are
naturally eternal and immovable in themselves...”**; “It must be considered, then,
that the unmovable, and also the perceptible, principles, are this many [55 or
47]..°% In addition, in Textus 36 the question of the cause of celestial motion is
addressed, and the theory that the Unmoved Mover acts as the first object of desire
and thought is presented in a manner that mirrors Lambda 7. Finally, Textus 51

defines the First Unmoved Mover as an intellect thinking itself. In spite of the

*? Ibn Rushd’s Tafstr was originally edited by Bouyges in 1948 and has since then been translated in
French by Aubert Martin (Ibn Rushd 1984c) and in English by Charles Genequand (Ibn Rushd 1984b). 1
will be referring to Genequand’s translation in my analysis. In this version, Abl Bishr Mattd’s
translation together with Alexander’s commentary spans from Textus 1 to Textus 38 (from about
1069a18 to 1072b18 in the Greek), at which point Ustath’s translation takes over (Textus 39 to 58).
Most of the cosmological-astronomical aspects of Aristotle’s account are therefore conveyed through
Ustath’s translation.

30 Badawt 1947, 1-11.

**! Tbn Rushd 1984b, 170, textus 43.

** Tbn Rushd 1984b, 170, textus 43.

** Ibn Rushd 1984b, 184, textus 48.
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language difference and the hazards of manuscript transmission, then, Arabic
thinkers had access through this translation to some of the most important features

of Aristotle’s cosmology.

In comparison to Ustath’s version, the Arabic translation edited by A. Badaw1
differs quite significantly from the Greek original. Nevertheless, some of the
essential features of Aristotle’s doctrine in Lambda 7 and 8 come through in the
translation: the Unmoved Mover is said to move the spheres only by way of being an
object of desire and an object of thought (wa tahrikuhu innama huwa ‘ala tarig annahu
ma‘shiqg wa ma‘qal...).*** Moreover, the heavenly motions are 47 or 55, as are the
“unmoved principles” responsible for the spheres’ motions.* It is noteworthy that
the reference to the unmoved movers, described as “principles” (mabadi’ ghayr al-
mutaharrikah) in this translation, is much more fleeting and obscure than in the
Ustath translation. In any case, both translations do mention “unmoved principles”

or “unmoved movers.”

This overview enables us to clarify an important point. If al-Farabi had access
to Ustath’s translation (and the version given in Ibn Rushd’s Tafsir is the closest we
can get to the text that al-Farabl may have used), then he would certainly have
concluded that Aristotle posited a whole series of unmoved movers, since this

theory is explicitly asserted in this translation.

3% Badaw1 1947, 5, my translation.

%% Badawi 1947, 8. The passage immediately preceding the statement on the number of the spheres is
missing in the Arabic translation, as is noted by A. Badawl. In this passage, Aristotle provides details
about Eudoxus’ and Callipus’ theories and explains why many more spheres than celestial bodies
must be posited in order to properly account for the motions of the planets. Perhaps as a result of
this loss in the original manuscript, or perhaps due to the limited astronomical knowledge of the
author of this translation, there seems to be a serious confusion in the Arabic. The translation reads:
wa huwa khamsah wa khamsiin aw sab‘ah wa arba‘tn. Fa-‘adad al-harakat huwa hadha, wa kadhalika ‘adad al-
Jjawahir al-mahstsah al-mutaharrikah wa al-mabadi’ ghayr al-mutaharrikah.” (Badawi 1947, 8). The
absence of the term sphere (falak) and the fact that the translator refers instead to “perceptible
substances” (al-jawahir al-mahsiisah) suggest that he may have misunderstood Aristotle’s point here,
since the spheres that carry the planets and the other adjacent spheres are not perceptible. There is
no mention of “perceptible substances” in the original Greek.
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Moreover, al-Farabi could very well have regarded these movers as being
separate and not inhering in the spheres.’*® This is confirmed a posteriori by the fact
that al-Farabi identifies the separate intellects as unmoved movers in his Risalah fi
al-‘agl>” But this view is also implicitly conveyed in the Ustath translation. At
Textus 41, one reads that “...there is a substance which is eternal, immovable and
separate [mufariq] from sensible things [i.e., the first unmoved mover].”**® Shortly
afterwards, in Textus 42, the Arabic Aristotle raises the question of whether “we
should posit one such substance or more,”*® the separability of these substances
being assumed. Hence, in addition to the view of several unmoved movers, al-Farabi
may have naturally concluded from the Arabic Lambda that these movers are

separate.

However, contrasting evidence may be adduced against the hypothesis that
al-Farabi interpreted Aristotle as postulating several unmoved movers. In some of
his other works on Aristotle, al-Farabi only mentions one unmoved mover. For

example, in the Philosophy of Aristotle, al-Farab1 writes that

he [Aristotle] investigated whether or not the principles that move the bodies moving in a
circular motion by nature are themselves bodies or whether they are nonbodily essences
that are, however, in a material and a body. When he had investigated the case closely, it

became obvious to him that that which gives circular motion to the bodies at the limits is a

%% The reason I have stressed the word ‘could’ is because other thinkers developed divergent
interpretations of this text. Ibn Rushd shows much hesitation in his various treatises, but in the Tafsir
he seems to opt for only one separate unmoved mover, i.e., God, who is desired by the other intellects
inhering in the celestial bodies; see Genequand’s introduction (Ibn Rushd 1984b, 40-41). As for
Alexander, the evidence is ambiguous. Simplicius in his De caelo commentary (Simplicius 2004b,
269,30-270,27) criticizes Alexander for positing only one separate unmoved mover, a fact noted by
Sorabji in his preface to the same volume (viii). Genequand (Tbn Rushd 1984b, 41) holds a similar view
on Alexander and makes the Mabadi” a precedent for Ibn Rushd’s position, but Sharples (2003, 198-
199) believes that the Greek works of Alexander maintained the existence of several unmoved
movers. Upon close examination, however, the passages from Alexander’s commentary on the
Metaphysics adduced by Sharples to prove this point seem to me to be very ambiguous. The question
of the number of the separate unmoved movers in the Greek and Arabic Alexander deserves a
detailed study.

37 Al-Farabi 1938, 34, translated in McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 77.

**® Ibn Rushd 1984b, 162.

*** Ibn Rushd 1984b, 168.
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certain being [mawjid ma min al-mawjidat] that cannot be a nature or a natural thing, or a

body or in a body, or ever in a material at all...>”’

And a few pages later, al-Farabi mentions only a single mover: “...the thing
[al-shay’] that supplies the heavenly bodies with perpetual circular motion.””* The
point of view expressed in this work can probably be explained by the fact that al-
FarabT's discussion unfolds within the context of natural philosophy and more
specifically of Aristotle’s Physics. If al-Farabi is commenting on Physics 8, then it is
normal that he would only allude to one unmoved mover. Yet in the Risalah fi al-‘aql,
in a passage dealing with the separate intellects as unmoved movers in which one
would expect al-Farabi to quote Aristotle for support, the only reference one finds
appears at the very end of the treatise and is used to establish the identity of God as
pure intellect, not to support al-Farabi’s theory of various unmoved movers.
Strangely, then, there is no direct and positive evidence in al-Farab1’s works that he
interpreted Book Lambda as positing several separate unmoved movers, in spite of

the fact that this was probably the case.

But there are other complications. Al-Farabi posits one mover per principal
sphere or system and not, as Aristotle, a mover per motion. If al-Farab1 had read the
Arabic translations of Aristotle carefully (which he surely did), he could not have
failed to grasp this point, which is conveyed very lucidly by the Ustath translation:
“It is clear that there must be as many substances as there are motions...” Be it only
for this reason, al-Farabi's model is not completely reliant on Lambda 7 and 8 and
shows a marked departure from Aristotle’s cosmology. Unlike the Greek and Arabic
versions of Book Lambda, al-Farabi does not posit a mover per motion, but a mover
per system or main sphere. Hence, Lambda must be seen as only one of the sources
to have informed al-Farabt’s cosmology and one whose contents were transformed
and adapted to coexist with other philosophical theories. It is also possible that al-
Farabt's understanding of Aristotelian cosmology evolved over time, and that he

moved from the conception of a single unmoved mover in his early works to that of

%70 Al-Farabi 1969, 102-103, translated by M. Mahdi (emphasis mine).
7t Al-Farabi 1969, 129, translated by M. Mahdi.
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multiple unmoved movers in his Risalah fi al-‘agl and in his emanationist treatises.
Even then, al-Farabi is creatively adapting Aristotle’s theories to his own cosmology,

and not slavishly reproducing a pre-existing model.

The previous analysis has clarified al-Farabi’s understanding of Book
Lambda, but it has also created new problems. In particular, two questions remain
unanswered: first, on what basis does al-Farabi describe the unmoved movers as
separate substances? We have seen that this view is implicit in Ustath’s translation,
but are there other sources that assert this point more clearly? Second, why does al-
Farabi depart from Lambda and refrain from positing as many unmoved movers as
there are celestial motions? A study of the interpretations of Book Lambda achieved

by some Peripatetic and Neoplatonic thinkers can shed light on these points.

4.2 Al-Farabi and the Greek Commentators

4.2.1 Alexander and Themistius

Recent attempts have been made to delineate with greater precision the Greek
sources used by al-Farabi. In an article published in 1995, M. Maréth argued that
Alexander’s Mabadi’ and Themistius’ Paraphrase of Aristotle’s Book Lambda exercised a
decisive influence on al-Farabr's cosmology. Maréth contends that Alexander’s
theories of celestial souls and intellects and Themistius’ model of a nine-sphered
heaven are key antecedents in the cosmology of Arabic philosophers such al-Farabt
and Ibn Sina.””” Accordingly, these two key texts, when added to the Aristotelian and
Ptolemaic legacy, can account for al-Farabis ‘decadic’ scheme and its corollary
theories. In the introduction to his translation of the Mabadi’, C. Genequand also
stresses the relevance of Alexander’s work for studying al-Farabi’s cosmology,
although the common features he discusses are not the same as those highlighted by

Maréth.*”

2 Maréth 1995.
7 Alexander 2001, 21-22.
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Despite several shortcomings, which I will address shortly, Maréth’s article
sheds valuable light on the relation between al-Farabi and the work of Peripatetic
and Neoplatonic commentators, especially Alexander. It is undeniable that
Alexander’s Mabadi’ foreshadows some of the basic ideas of al-Farabi’s cosmology,
such as the influence of the heavenly bodies on the sublunary world, the parallel
made between the cosmic order and the social order, and the emphasis on the
ensoulment of the spheres. More specifically, M. Maréth is right, I think, to trace al-
Farabi's equation between the souls and the forms of the celestial bodies to
Alexander,” a thinker whom he may have known not only through the Mabadi’, but

also through other fragments derived from the Quaestiones.’”

In regard to the number of the unmoved movers and spheres in the works of
Alexander and Themistius, however, the problem is more complex, and Maréth’s
arguments rest on shakier grounds. First, Maréth’s discussion of this point in the
Mabadi’ remains ambiguous, since it is not completely clear whether according to
him the several intellects discussed by Alexander are separate from the spheres or
inhere in them. Marédth’s analysis is further marred by the fact that he refers to
Alexander’s commentary on Books Lambda and Nu of the Metaphysics, which have
been shown to be inauthentic.”® On the basis of these texts, Mardth argues that
Alexander posits 47 or 55 cosmic intellects, which correspond to an equivalent

number of spheres and celestial motions.””

Maréth’s statement that Alexander posits 47 or 55 movers, spheres, and
celestial motions is likely to be a misunderstanding that rests on his use of the
spurious sections of the Metaphysics commentary. In the Mabadi’, Alexander does not

mention these numbers. Moreover, Maréth nowhere acknowledges the fact that the

¥4 Maréth 1995, 108.

3 For the Quaestiones, see Alexander 1992b; for its reception in the Arabic context, see Fazzo and
Wiesner 1993, Hasnawi 1994, and Sharples 2003.

%76 See Dooley’s introduction in Alexander 1992a, vol. 1, 3; Alexander 2001, 22, note 38; and Sharples
2003. Only the first five books are by Alexander; the other nine were composed by the twelfth-
century commentator Michael of Ephesus.

77 Maréth 1995, 106, 108.
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evidence concerning the unmoved movers in the Mabadi’ is problematic and
contradictory, and he unjustifiably projects the information of the spurious
Metaphysics commentary onto the Mabadi’. In fact, the passages of the Mabadi’
dealing with the unmoved movers are very ambiguous, and it is difficult in the end
to establish whether Alexander posits one or several separate unmoved movers. The
text contains conflicting evidence that can be used to support both views. In several
passages, Alexander argues that since the motion of the heavens as a whole is
regular and continuous, there can only be one unmoved mover, which he identifies
with God.””® In contrast, in another passage, he seems to be alluding to several
separate unmoved movers.”” This being said, the balance seems to tilt in favour of
there being only one unmoved mover identified with God. This is the conclusion of
C. Genequand and G. Endress,’® who have studied the Arabic version of the text. It
should be noted that this reading of the Mabady’, i.e., that there is only one separate
unmoved mover that is identified with God, does not completely agree with the

information that can be found in Alexander’s other works preserved in Greek.”®

Equally flawed is Maréth’s contention that Alexander posits 47 or 55 spheres,
a view which again relies on the spurious parts of the Metaphysics commentary and
which is not developed in the Mabadi’. As Genequand notes, the Mabadi’ seems to put
forth a system of eight main celestial spheres.”” This is confirmed explicitly by the

3

Quaestiones, which mentions eight spheres,”® and implicitly by some passages in

Simplicius’ commentary on the De caelo in which Alexander refers to the “sphere of

78 Alexander 2001, 66-71, 87-88.

7% Alexander 2001, 90 ff.

% For Genequand, see Ibn Rushd 1984b, 41; and Alexander 2001, 14: “Thus, on balance and in spite of
some uncertainties, the overall evidence definitely weighs against the hypothesis of a plurality of
separate movers...” See also Endress 2002; and Sorabji 2005, vol. 2, 340-341, who simply underlines
the ambiguity without taking sides.

1 As I have said before, Sharples believes that the Greek Alexander upheld the theory of several
separate unmoved movers; see Sharples 2003, 199, who lists relevant sources.

*%2 Alexander 2001, 10, 92-95. Naturally, it is possible and even likely that these eight spheres contain
several smaller spheres, but the problem is that Alexander neither says so explicitly in this text, nor
how many these spheres would be.

% Quaestio 1.25.25-30: “There are several spheres of the divine body, and the first and outermost is
moved in a simple and single movement by desire for that being; of the seven after it too each is
moved by desire and appetition for some being...” (translated by R. W. Sharples). See also Sorabji’s
preface in Simplicius 2002, x. It is slightly surprising that Maréth does not mention the Quaestiones at
all.
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Saturn” and the “sphere of Venus,” thus betraying a simplified spherology which
ascribes only a main sphere to each planet.”® In addition, Bodnar has shown
convincingly that Alexander often represents the cosmos as consisting of eight
principal spheres, which nonetheless probably comprise several other minor
spheres.”® Hence, Maré6th’s mention of such a large number of movers and spheres

on the basis of the evidence provided by the Mabadi’ seems unjustified.

Mardéth’s statements concerning the influence of Themistius’ Paraphrase on
al-Farabi are even more surprising than his discussion of the Mabadi’. Apparently,
Maréth was not aware of the existence of Arabic excerpts of this paraphrase, since
he writes that it is “among his [Themistius’] works preserved only in Hebrew
translation.”® In fact, R. Brague’s edition and translation of the Paraphrase based on
the Hebrew and Arabic manuscripts was published in 1999, several years after
Maréth’s article.” Yet this does not justify some of Marédth’s conclusions. For
instance, Mar6th mentions that Themistius only posits nine celestial spheres and
thus nine celestial movers, and that this innovation was responsible for al-FarabT’s
cosmological model.” But there is no passage in the Hebrew version, nor in the
Arabic version for that matter, which articulates this view, and Themistius plainly
develops in Chapter VIII of his commentary a model based on the theories of
Aristotle (and indirectly Callipus and Eudoxus), which posits a total of 47 or 55
spheres. In addition, Themistius explicitly states that the number of motions,
spheres, and movers must be the same and that therefore the number of movers
also amounts to 47 or 55.°* Finally, although Themistius lived after Ptolemy, he does

not mention the Ptolemaic theories of eccentrics and epicycles and most probably

%% Simplicius 2005, 472,8 ff. and 474,5 ff.

%% Bodndr 1997, 196-200. Bodndr writes: “My contention then is that Alexander after talking about the
sphere of Saturn, Jupiter etc., could keep the possibility open to talk, on occasion, about the very
same entity as a bundle of different spheres, in whatever pattern they are arranged by a viable
astronomical theory” (198).

*% Maréth 1995, 109-110.

*¥” Themistius 1999.

°% Maréth 1995, 109.

9 Themistius 1999, 103.
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390 HOW

adhered to the homocentric model which he describes in his commentary.
Maréth concludes on the basis of this text that Themistius radically modified the
Aristotelian spherology and posits nine spheres and nine unmoved movers is a

mystery.

Mar6th’s comparison between Alexander’s, Themistius’, and al-Farabi’s
cosmologies is therefore undermined by ambiguity and an inaccurate reading of the
sources. The picture that emerges on the basis of a fresh examination of the
problem is the following. There are few similarities between al-Farabi and
Themistius. Perhaps the main point worth noting is that Themistius posits a
plurality of movers. But whereas he mentions 47 or 55 movers, al-Farabt only speaks
of nine celestial movers; and, moreover, Themistius says nothing as to whether

these movers are separate or inhere in the spheres.

There are, on the other hand, more important parallels between Alexander
and al-Farabi, although these are not the ones highlighted by Maréth. Alexander
appears to have reduced Aristotle’s system of 47 or 55 spheres to a simpler system of
eight main spheres, although the questions of whether these main spheres contain
smaller spheres embedded in them, and if so, how many, must remain open for the
time being. In any case, we can see that Alexander effected a simplification of the
Aristotelian model that resulted in something much closer to al-Farabi's own

solution.

According to Bodndr, Alexander’s attribution of one main sphere to each

planet was in fact common practice by his time, and other thinkers, such as

** This is also Bodnér’s (1997, 203) conclusion and is acknowledged by Brague (Themistius 1999, 102).
This being said, there is one odd feature in Themistius’ commentary. At one point (Themistius 1999,
88) Themistius seems to make a distinction between the sphere of the fixed stars and the outermost
sphere, which, following Aristotle (A1072a22-23), he calls the “first heaven.” However, for Aristotle
the “first heaven” is the sphere of the fixed stars. There are, I think, two possible explanations for
this discrepancy: either Themistius interpreted Aristotle through Ptolemy’s spherology (as exposed
in the Planetary Hypotheses), which distinguished between the outermost starless sphere and the
sphere of the fixed stars; or the Arabic author responsible for the translation or adaptation of
Themistius’ paraphrase modified this passage in light of his own understanding of cosmology, which
was probably based on the Ptolemaic model.
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Adrastus of Aphrodisias and the Platonist Alcinous (who both flourished in the
second century CE), had done the same.”” This way of representing the cosmos,
which may have been possible thanks to Ptolemy’s work and which may have arisen
out of a reaction vis-a-vis the problems inherent in the Aristotelian kinematic
model, was transmitted to the Islamic world, since it corresponds to al-Farabi’s
spherology in the Ara’ and to Ibn Sina’s spherology in the Shifa’, although the two
thinkers added an additional sphere. This affiliation with the Greek tradition
emphasizes the continuity between Alexander and al-Farabi and enables us to better

grasp the historical origin of the second master’s ennadic cosmology.

But this is not all. In spite of the ambiguity of the Mabadi’ concerning the
question of the number of separate unmoved movers, there is a strong possibility
that Arabic thinkers such as al-Farabt and Ibn Sina interpreted this text as positing
several separate movers in addition to the First Unmoved Mover. There is one

particular passage in the Mabadi’ that lends itself to this interpretation:

Let us posit that the noblest of these things and the most deserving to be the first is the
mover of the sphere of the fixed stars [al-muharrik li-kurat falak al-kawakib al-thabitah] [i.e.,
Aristotle’s First Unmoved Mover]; through the latter it also moves the things moved by it;
the following is the mover of the second sphere [al-muharrik lil-kurat al-thaniyyah], and after

it the mover of the third sphere, and so on with all the other things...**

In this passage Alexander may be interpreted as positing a separate unmoved
mover for each main sphere of his system, although he does not specifically say
whether the other movers after the First are separate from or inherent in the
celestial bodies. But it is notable nonetheless that Alexander is referring to the main
spheres of a simplified model (“the following is the mover of the second sphere...”),
and not to the Aristotelian model of 55 spheres. This excerpt thus potentially

presents some of the key features of al-Farab1’s and Ibn Sina’s cosmology.

31 Bodndr 1997, 198.
2 Alexander 2001, 92-95.
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In fact, there is a crucial passage in the Metaphysics of the Shifa’ that seems to
vindicate this particular reading of the Mabadi’. Addressing the thorny question of

the unmoved movers in Aristotle’s philosophy, Ibn Sina writes:

It is impossible that the first mover of the whole of heaven should be more than one, even
though there is for each of the celestial spheres a proximate mover proper to it, and an
object of desire and love proper to it, as the First Teacher and those Peripatetic scholars of
attainment after him see it. For they deny multiplicity only [in] the mover of all [things] and affirm
multiplicity in the movers, both [those] separated [from matter] [lil-muharrikat al-mufarigah] and
[those] not separated, that specifically belong to each one of the celestial spheres. They thus make the
first of the specific separated [entities] the mover of the first sphere. [This,] for those who preceded
Ptolemy, is the sphere of the fixed stars; and, for those who learned the sciences that
became manifest to Ptolemy, [it] is a sphere outside the [former] which surrounds it and is
without stars. After this, [they made] the [second of the separated entities] the mover of the sphere

that follows the first in accordance with the difference of the two views, and so on.*”*

Ibn Sina in this passage makes clear his belief that not only Aristotle, but also
the Peripatetic commentators who came after him, posited several separate

unmoved movers (muharrikat mufarigah) to explain celestial motion. He then goes on

to add:

One of his [Aristotle’s] followers, who is more sound than [other followers] in what he says,
declares and states in his treatise on the Principles of the Whole [fi risalatihi allatt fi mabadi’ al-
kull] that the mover of the entire heaven is one, it being impossible for it to be numerically
many, even though for each of the spheres there is a mover and an object of desire

specifically its own.**

Immediately after this passage, Ibn Sina exposes the view of another
Aristotelian follower, who posits “the existence of a principle of motion belonging

specifically to [each celestial sphere] as being an object of love separated [from

%% Tbn S1na 2005, 317,2-15, translated by M. Marmura, revised by me and emphasis mine.
*** Tbn Sna 2005, 317,20-25, translated by M. Marmura, revised by me.
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matter],” and concludes that “these two are the closest among the disciples of the

17395

First Teacher to being on the right path.

Ibn Sina is here providing examples of specific thinkers who followed
Aristotle in asserting separate unmoved movers in their cosmology, something
which he praises highly. Now it is very likely that the first follower described by Ibn
Sina is Alexander, since the former mentions Alexander’s treatise by its title (fi
risalatihi allat fi mabadi’ al-kull). If this is the case, as it seems to be, then this excerpt
stands as solid evidence that according to Ibn Sina, Alexander develops a theory of
multiple separate unmoved movers in his cosmology. Although Ibn Sina does not
specify that these unmoved movers are separate [mufarigah] in his implicit
description of Alexander’s work, the general context provided by the other
quotations above convincingly indicate that it must be the case and that these

movers are indeed separate.

On the basis of the foregoing analysis, it would appear that some Arabic
thinkers such as Ibn Sina, and potentially al-Farabi, interpreted the Mabadi’ as
positing separate unmoved movers. When this point is connected with the
spherology exposed in the Mabadi’, which as we have seen may be construed as
positing eight main spheres, we reach a cosmic picture of eight main spheres and
eight separate movers that corresponds closely to that of al-Farabt and Ibn Sina,
both of whom nevertheless added an extra sphere and an extra mover as a result of
the Ptolemaic legacy, as Ibn Smna explains in the above quotation. I would argue,
then, that in spite of its ambiguity, the Mabadi’ represents a key source in the
development of al-Farabt’s and Ibn Sina’s cosmology and may have contributed to
their particular interpretation of Aristotle’s theory of unmoved movers as exposed

in Book Lambda.***

%% Tbn STna 2005, 317,30-33, translated by M. Marmura,

% This being said, the differences between al-Farabi and Alexander are also significant: Alexander
posits eight spheres, whereas al-Farabi posits nine; Alexander may have adhered to a homocentric
model, whereas al-Farabi was an exponent of the Ptolemaic one. Moreover, the Mabadi’ cannot
account for the very unique function that al-Farabi ascribes to the separate intellects. The complex
theory of twofold and threefold intellection of the sphere-souls and separate intellects found in al-
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4.2.2 Simplicius

Simplicius’ commentary on the De caelo appears to be an equally promising source in
understanding the textual origin of al-Farabi’s cosmology. Although there is no
evidence that this work was translated either in full or in part, the influence of
Simplicius on Arabic philosophy is acquiring increasing credibility as more and
more parallels between his ideas and those of Arabic thinkers are emerging.””” The
present enquiry is a case in point. Like Alexander, Simplicius appears to have
drastically altered Aristotle’s complex spherology. At one point in his De caelo

commentary, Simplicius writes the following:

It has not been shown that it [i.e., the heavens] is one sphere (since he [Aristotle] knows that
the planetary is different from the fixed and he knows the division of the planetary into

several <spheres>), but that there is one cosmos with a system of eight spheres and not

. . 398
several heavens which fill out more than one cosmos.

Although in this chapter of his commentary Simplicius is discussing the
impossibility of there being several worlds, he gives a vital piece of information
concerning his, and according to him, Aristotle’s, conception of the heavens: these
can be reduced to eight main spheres, to a “system of eight spheres.” Hence, like
Alexander, Simplicius, following what seems to have been a fairly common trend in

Greek cosmology,™ presents a simplified model consisting of eight main spheres,

Farabi’s cosmology is completely absent in the Mabadi. On the other hand, the central concepts
discussed in the Mabadi’ in connection with motion, namely, impulse (ishtiydq), inclination (mayl),
imitation (iqtida’) and assimilation (tashabbuh), are absent in the Farabian corpus, although they play
an important role in Ibn Sind’s account of celestial motion in the Shifa’.

7 As early as 1969, Grignaschi had noted interesting parallels between one of al-FarabT’s epistles and
a work by Simplicius (Grignaschi 1969, 185-186). Walzer (al-Farabi 1985a, passim) also refers to
Simplicius on several occasions in his commentary on the Ara’. See also Gitje 1982, Stone 2001, and
Wisnovsky 2003b. As Hugonnard-Roche (2003, 289) writes: “On ne trouve pas d’attestation d’une
traduction arabe du commentaire de Simplicius [on the De caelo] chez les bibliographes arabes, mais
on ne devrait pas pour autant en conclure trop rapidement que 'ouvrage ait été totalement inconnu:
des recherches restent a faire sur ce sujet.” See also Vallat 2004, 368.

% CAG, vol. 7, 435.1-5; translated by I. Mueller in Simplicius 2004a, 435,1-5. The Greek reads &v
Oktdodaipov £vog kGopov for “one cosmos with a system of eight spheres.”

% See the previous section on Alexander, and Bodnér 1997.
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which, one assumes, contains several other components, such as planets, stars, and
perhaps smaller counteracting spheres or epicycles, depending on the nature of his

spherology.

But there is another passage in Simplicius’ commentary that suggests that he

may have accepted a ninth starless sphere. Simplicius writes:

When [ was present in Alexandria, our master Ammonius observed Arcturus using an
armillary sphere and found that it had moved forward so much with respect to its position
at the time of Ptolemy as to require that it had one degree of contrary motion in one
hundred years. So perhaps it would be truer to say that the starless sphere which contains

<all the spheres>, of which it seems there was no knowledge at the time of Aristotle, carries

around all the other <spheres> with its single simple motion from the east.*®

In this passage, Simplicius refers to a starless sphere that would be located
beyond the sphere of the fixed stars. Although he is not consistent in upholding the
existence of this ninth sphere, it would seem nevertheless that Simplicius and
perhaps his master Ammonius devised a system of nine main celestial spheres that
is identical to the one later adopted by al-Farabi and Ibn Sina. Furthermore,
Simplicius discusses in several parts of his commentary the way in which the
Ptolemaic theories of the eccentrics and epicycles, or other aspects of Ptolemaic
astronomy, can be integrated in this basic framework.”" That Simplicius thought
highly of Ptolemy’s achievement is witnessed by his calling Ptolemy “the best of the
astronomers.”*” Hence, both Simplicius’ spherology and his attempt to reconcile
some aspects of Ptolemaic astronomy with Aristotelian cosmology anticipate the

efforts of al-Farabi and other Arabic falasifah.

In addition, Simplicius posits several unmoved movers, and he criticizes

Alexander for interpreting Aristotle as positing only one. In one passage of his

% Simplicius 2004a, 462,20-25, translated by I. Mueller.

“' Simplicius 2005, Chapters 11.10, 11, and 12. However, as Sorabji notes in the preface (1-2),
Simplicius ascribes the invention of the eccentrics to Pythagoras.

2 Simplicius 2004a, 456,22.
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commentary, for example, he writes, pace Alexander, that “...Aristotle does not say
that the mover of the revolving body is single, but rather that while the single
movement of the fixed [sphere] is caused by the first substance, each of the
wandering spheres is moved by an unmoved, eternal substance.”*” Although he
does not say so explicitly, Simplicius probably regarded these movers as separate
from the celestial bodies, since he criticizes Alexander expressly for his belief in one
separate mover, i.e., for recognizing the existence of the first unmoved mover only.
In spite of the fact that Simplicius does not specify the number of unmoved movers
in his commentary, it is possible to connect this text with the other excerpts
discussed above and to hypothesize that he may have ascribed one separate mover
to each main sphere, i.e., eight movers excluding God. This being said, his claim that
“each of the wandering spheres” (t®v 8¢ TAavwuévwv o@alpdv £kdotnv) is moved
by an unmoved mover is ambiguous, since Simplicius could be referring in this

passage to the main spheres alone or to all the spheres associated with a planet.

Regardless of this ambiguity, Simplicius” work should be seen, together with
Alexander’s Mabadi’, as a major precedent for al-Farab1’s model. Simplicius develops
a simplified cosmological model consisting of eight or nine main spheres and may
have posited an equivalent number of separate unmoved movers. The similarities
between the views of the two thinkers are reinforced by the fact that Simplicius,
following his master Ammonius, conceives of God as not only a final cause, but also
as an efficient cause of creation.” God is responsible for the world’s (beginningless)
generation and sustenance, which is also the view put forth by al-Farabi in his later
emanationist treatises. The world is eternal, yet it depends causally on God for its

existence, and it is being continuously sustained in existence by the First Cause.

These parallels strongly suggest the possibility that al-Farabi was acquainted

with the works of thinkers from the Ammonian school, and especially with

% Simplicius 2004b, 270,15 ff,, translated by R. J. Hankinson; and CAG, vol. 7, 270,15 ff, for the Greek.
** For a clear statement of this view, see Simplicius 2004b, 271,12-20. For discussions of final and
efficient causality, see R. Sorabji’s preface in the same work, p. x; R. J. Hankinson’s introduction, 7, in
Simplicius 2002; Wisnovsky EIZ 2003a, and 2003b; Bertolacci 2005a, 2006; and the relevant articles in
Aristotle Transformed, edited by R. Sorabji.
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Simplicius, who was one of its outstanding members. Apart from the many
astronomical parallels highlighted above, these thinkers conceived of Aristotle’s
God as an efficient cause in addition to a final cause. Perhaps the main difference in
their cosmologies is that al-Farabi makes each separate intellect an efficient cause
for the existence and sustenance of its corresponding sphere, while Simplicius
seems to reserve efficient causality to God alone. It is difficult to know when the
transition from a single efficient cause responsible for the existence of the world as
a whole (Simplicius) to the theory that each separate mover or intellect is an

efficient cause of existence for each main sphere (al-Farabi) occurred.

What seems clear, however, is that al-FarabT’s theory is an accentuation of
the Neoplatonic tendency of seeing the Aristotelian Unmoved Mover as an efficient
cause of creation. Al-Farabi applies to each separate intellect of his cosmology what
Ammonius and Simplicius say about God. In addition, I will argue in the chapter on
intellection that al-Farabi may have been influenced by the noetical theories of
Proclus, which ascribe efficient causality to a plethora of noetic entities. But
whether al-Farabi was responsible for this specific doctrinal modification within an

Aristotelian framework should remain an open question for the time being.
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5. ANEW PROBLEM AND SEVERAL ANSWERS

What emerges clearly from the foregoing discussion is that Alexander’s and
Simplicius’ works anticipate several important aspects of the ennadic system
developed by al-Farabi and later by Ibn Sina. The key sources in this picture are
Aristotelian and Neoplatonic. The ultimate model for the theory of the separate
intellects is Aristotle’s Book Lambda, which ascribes a mover to each celestial
sphere. As we have seen, al-Farabi had access to Arabic versions of Aristotle’s
Metaphysics that state this view, and in addition he devoted at least one short
treatise to the Metaphysics, entitled The Aims of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, which testifies
to his familiarity with this work.”” However, he may have interpreted the
cosmological sections of Book Lambda through the lens of later texts, such as
Simplicius’ commentary on the De caelo and Alexander’s Mabadi’” and Quaestiones,
which combine some of the metaphysical theories of Book Lambda with a revised
astronomical model. Al-FarabTs fundamentally Aristotelian cosmological picture
was thus shaped considerably by the infiltration of Alexander’s and the
Neoplatonists’ ideas. Examples are the simplification of his cosmos to nine main
spheres, the existence of an equivalent number of separate unmoved movers, and
the notion that the first separate mover, i.e., God, is an efficient cause of creation in

addition to being a final cause of motion.

Yet despite these important clarifications, there remains a crucial problem,
which is not fully accounted for by the sources, and which modern scholars have
apparently failed to notice. Why is there no correlation in al-Farabi's system
between the number of separate intellects and the number of planetary motions and
spheres, considering that these intellects are defined by al-Farabi as movers (sing.
muharrik) in the Risalah fi al-'agl?*® In other words, why does al-Farabi posit only ten
separate intellects, in spite of the fact that he recognizes a greater number of

celestial motions? If he were truly following the model given in Book Lambda 7-8,

05 Al-Farabi 1982b; and Bertolacci 2001 and 2005a; McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 78-81.
406 Al-Farabi 1938, 34.
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then he would, like Aristotle, have posited as many movers as there are celestial
spheres and motions. Themistius in his Paraphrase, for instance, follows Aristotle in
arguing that there are 47 or 55 spheres, and then states that “it is necessary that the
number of motions be equal to the number of spheres that move, and that the
number of motive causes be equal to the number of motions.”*” Why does al-Farabi
depart from the Stagirite and his commentator Themistius on this point and limit

the number of movers to nine (excluding the First Cause and the Agent Intellect)?

There are, I think, two plausible answers. The first one is that al-Farabi
conceives of the separate intellects primarily as causes of being and only
secondarily as causes of motion. Now each intellect is responsible for producing a
main sphere, which may include, as we have seen, stars or a planet as well as other
minor spheres embedded within it; that is, each intellect produces a “system”
(jumlah) to use al-Farabi’s terminology. Unlike in Aristotle and other Greek thinkers
where the relation between the spheres and the separate intellect(s) is chiefly one of
motion, al-Farabi establishes a relation of essential causality between them, arguing
that each separate intellect causes the existence of its corresponding celestial
system. This is why he begins his account in the Ara’ by explaining how the spheres
are caused, and only afterwards addresses the question of their motion.*® This also
explains why in the Risalah fi al-‘aql, al-Farabi describes the separate intellects as
“movers,” but instead of proceeding to a discussion of motion (as one would expect),

he focuses solely on the question of the existence and causation of the spheres.*”

It is this very emphasis on the demiurgic activity of the separate intellects
that may explain why al-Farabt only posits a specific number of such intellects,
which does not correspond to the number of planetary motions. By definition, the
separate intellects have a dual intellection, and as a result of this dual intellection,
they can only produce two distinct causes: one is the cause of the existence of

another intellect; the other is the cause of the existence of a main sphere together

47 Badawt 1947, 19; Themistius 1999, 103.
%8 A]-Farabi 1985a, 101-135.
9 A]-Farabi 1938, 34-35.
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with its sphere-soul, i.e., a system. What this means is that the intellects can only
produce a limited number of effects, tied as they are to laws of causality. Now if al-
Farabi had wanted to assign an efficient cause to each corporeal component in the
heavens (i.e., to all the spheres, planets, and stars), he would have had to introduce a
whole plethora of intellects, which would have significantly complicated his account
and even represented a threat to its coherence. Moreover, the relation between
these many intellects would have been difficult to explain. One can imagine all kinds
of problems associated with such an account, e.g., considering that there is a
decreasing nobleness of the intellects, how could an intellect responsible for
producing a minor sphere within a planetary system simultaneously cause the
existence of an intellect which in turn would be responsible for causing a lower yet

more important sphere, etc.

It appears that al-Farabi’s priority in devising his system was not the
question of celestial motion but of providing a clear and coherent explanation for
the existence of the heavens. His main consideration was thus of an ontological
order and focuses on the relation between the spheres and the intellects. This shows
the gap between the projects of Aristotle in Lambda 7 and 8 and that of the Greek

commentators on the one hand, and that of al-Farabi on the other.

A second line of interpretation focuses instead on the question of motion and
has as its starting-point a passage that appears in the metaphysical section of Ibn

Sina’s K. al-shifa’. Ibn Sina begins by stating the following:

In sum, it is inevitable that each [of the spheres] that moves for a rational end should have

an intellectual principle that intellectually apprehends the First Good and that the essence

[of this intellectual principle] is separated [from matter].*"°

*1° Tbn STna 2005, 325,20-23, translated by M. Marmura,
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Having associated one separate intellect or mover per sphere, Ibn Sina then
goes on to discuss whether a separate intellect should be ascribed only to the main

spheres or to each individual sphere, including the subordinate ones:

Thus, the number of the separate intellects after the First principle would be the same as the
number of movements. If, in the case of the spheres of the wanderers, the principle of the
movement of the spheres®'! of each planet therein is a power emanating from the planets,
then it would not be unlikely that the separate [intellects] would have the same number as
the number of these [planets]—not the spheres—and their number would be ten, after the
First. Of these, the first would be the unmoved mover that moves the sphere of the
outermost body, then the one similar to it [that moves] the sphere of the fixed stars, then
the one that is like it [that moves] the sphere of Saturn, and so on, terminating in the
intellect that emanates on us—namely, the intellect of the terrestrial world, which we call
the active intellect. If, however, this is not the case, but each moving sphere has a rule
governing its own motion and every star, then these separate [intellects] would be of a
greater number. It would follow, according to the doctrine of the First Teacher, that there
would be something close to fifty and over, the last being the active intellect. But you have
known, from what we have said in the Mathematics, what we have attained in ascertaining

their number.**

This passage is of primary importance for several reasons. First, it shows that
Ibn Stna was conscious of the basic tension under discussion, which he probably
inherited alongside al-Farab1's cosmology. In this passage, Ibn Sina envisages the
possibility of two systems of celestial motion. In the first one, only one separate
intellect per main sphere (or system) is posited, and the motion of the other
subordinate spheres is explained in terms of a power (quwwah) that is emanated
(tafidu) from the planet. In the second model, all the spheres, both the main ones and

the subordinate ones, are moved by an unmoved mover, as in Aristotle’s model,

“I! Here Marmura translates this term in the singular, although the Arabic gives kurat. This has the
unfortunate effect of changing the entire meaning of the sentence, since Ibn Sina’s point here is
based precisely on the distinction between the main spheres of the planets and the other subordinate
spheres that they contain.

*2 Tbn STna 2005, 325,30-326,8, translated by M., Marmura, but slightly revised by me.
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which attributes a mover per motion and per sphere.*” Ibn Sina’s account enables us
to confirm not only that the coexistence of these various kinematic models was seen
as a genuine problem by medieval Arabic cosmologists, but also that each one of

them represented a valid explanation of celestial motion.

Second, it suggests that Ibn Sina’s awareness of this problem was shared by
his predecessor al-Farabi, although no comparable passage can be found in the
second teacher’s works. Third, the Shifa’ passage vindicates the reading that was
proposed earlier concerning the main spheres and subordinate spheres in al-
FarabT's system. It indicates that besides the main planetary orbs or sphere, al-
Farabi and Ibn Sina posited smaller, subordinate spheres and combined both types
of spheres into a single unit whose existence is caused by a separate intellect.
Although Ibn Sina does not indicate his preference for either system in this passage,
it is well known that he followed al-Farabi and opted for the first theory of ten

separate intellects.

Finally, and this is the most important point, this passage enables us to
explain why al-Farabt and later Ibn Sina greatly reduced the number of movers and
posited only one separate intellect per system, and not per sphere or motion: they
may have developed a particular theory of celestial motion that did not require the
47 or 55 movers mentioned by Aristotle, and which in contrast involved the
existence of powers emanating from the planet embedded in each system.”™ It is
possible that al-Farabt devised a kinematic model akin to the one described by Ibn
Sina in this passage. Apart from his postulation of just nine intellects involved in
planetary motion, this view seems supported by al-FarabT’s use of the concept of

quwwah in his cosmology. But more will be said about this in Chapter VI.

‘3 And this would be true regardless of whether one adheres to a homocentric or Ptolemaic model.
What is important here is the attribution of one mover per sphere and motion, regardless of whether
these spheres are counteracting spheres, eccentrics, etc.

** This point will be examined in more detail in the chapter on motion. For the time being, I will also
assume that Ibn Sina adopted a similar ennadic cosmological model, although I will challenge this
hypothesis in Chapter VI.
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The two interpretations I have proposed, which, it should be noted, are not
mutually exclusive, can account satisfactorily for the fact that al-Farabi departs
from Book Lambda and does not posit a separate principle per heavenly motion and
per celestial sphere, but simply one separate intellect per “system.” By making each
intellect the efficient and final cause of the corporeal and incorporeal elements of a
celestial system, al-Farabi is displaying a great economy of intelligible principles, a
kind of Ockham’s razor adapted to his cosmology. Unlike Proclus, who posits a
plethora of immaterial, intelligible principles, al-Farabi, I believe, aims to establish a
balance between the deductive and the inductive, between experience and
observation on the one hand and theoretical thought on the other, and both are to
meet midway methodologically in his cosmology. Understandably, al-Farabi does
not want to posit more principles than are necessary to explain the world of nature
and the existence of the heavens. He achieves a much more unified synthesis
between induction and deduction than does Proclus, for example, whose
innumerable deities and other intelligible principles do not have an exact corporeal
counterpart. The symmetry in al-FarabTs system between the intelligible entities
and the created, visible effects of these entities (embodied in the heavenly bodies),
suggests a careful and well-thought-out theorizing of this problem in his

415

philosophy.

Whether related to issues of existence or motion or both, al-Farabi’s choice
to limit the number of separate intellects and unmoved movers to nine (excluding
the Agent Intellect) was to have a lasting influence in Arabic philosophy. Al-Farabi
was the first thinker in the Arabic tradition to propose this new cosmological model.
In order to achieve it, he probably relied on the works of ancient thinkers, such as
Alexander and Simplicius, who anticipated his simplified spherology. Indeed, the
presence of nine systems or main spheres, the theory of the ensoulment of the

spheres, the existence of separate intellects responsible for their motion and

" Tbn Sina definitely inherited al-Farabi’s approach, for as he explains on several occasions, the
number of unmoved movers or separate intellects must be established by the art of astronomy and
therefore through observation. The number of unmoved movers is intimately connected with the
number of perceived planetary motions and celestial bodies. See Ibn Sina 2005, 14-15; 326,7-8.
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existence, the attempt to reconcile Ptolemaic theories of motion with metaphysical
ideas, are features that can be traced partially to works such as Alexander’s Mabadi’
and Simplicius’ commentary on the De caelo. Ultimately, some of these features
harken back to Aristotle’s Book Lambda, but it is clear that al-FarabT’s interpretation
of this text was mediated by several layers of subsequent exegesis, both Peripatetic

and Neoplatonic.

Despite the variety of the sources underlying al-Farabi’s cosmology, all are
integrated in a unified and coherent system. No philosopher before him seems to
have devised such a clear and condensed synthesis of Aristotelian, Neoplatonic, and
Ptolemaic elements. This suggests that although several aspects of al-Farabt’s
cosmology can be found in the Greek tradition, there is no reason to doubt the
originality of his cosmological project. Al-Farabi was responsible for elaborating a
profoundly innovative synthesis of the various trends that flourished in late
antiquity.”® In his desire for philosophical reconciliation, he may be seen as
continuing the effort of late-antique thinkers such as Ammonius and Simplicius.
These hypotheses will be further substantiated by the analysis of al-Farab1’s theories

of celestial substance, intellection, and motion.

1 Maréth (1995, 111) holds a similar view, although 1 disagree with the reasoning and analysis
leading to his conclusion.
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IV. CELESTIAL MATTER

1. THE NATURE OF CELESTIAL MATTER

1.1 Al-Farabi’s Terms for Matter and the Peripatetic Terminology

We have seen in Chapter 11 that the vocabulary used in the Ara’ and Siyasah to
describe the celestial bodies is ambiguous because it possesses a marked analogical
quality. Form, matter, soul, and substrate are used both in a sublunary physical
context and in a superlunary cosmological context in al-Farabt’s philosophy, and, as
such, they are homonymous terms. But the terminological ambiguity of these
treatises may also be due to the fact that al-Farabi had to adapt Arabic words to
express certain cosmological concepts that he developed from his contact with the
Greek commentatorial tradition. It seems that he was the first or one of the first
Arabic philosophers to endow common Arabic words with a specific cosmological

and metaphysical meaning: this seems to be the case of substrate (mawdu").

Al-FarabT’s hylic vocabulary testifies to the extent to which he was aware of
terminological issues. While al-KindT often uses the transliterated term hayula to
render the Greek UAn, his Risalah fi hudid al-ashya’ also includes entries for ‘unsur*’
and tinah,”® terms whose exact meaning are difficult to establish despite al-Kind1's
definitions. In fact, al-Kindi does not appear to have been very discriminating in his
choice of terms. Al-Farabt on the other hand shows a particular awareness of the
semantic nuances of Arabic. In the K. al-huriif, he explains that ‘unsur may refer to
both ‘element’ and ‘matter’ and is therefore an ambiguous term, which is why he

avoids it."” In most of his writings, al-Farabi uses hayiilda and maddah (pl. mawadd),*’

7 Al-Kindi often uses this term in his philosophy; see for example al-Kind1 1950-53, 219-220 and 257.
*® The term tinah is of Qur’anic origin, and connotes concrete, physical matter, See Wolfson 1947-48.
% Al-Farabi 1970, section 156, p. 159.

% Mawadd occurs in many places in the Farabian corpus: al-Farabi 1964, 41; al-Farabi 1938, 19; al-
Farabi 1970, 99-100; al-Farabi 1991, 34; al-Farabi 1992, 63. Ibn Sina also uses this plural, as in the Kitab
al-najah (Tbn Sina 1985, 312, 1. 13). Tt is difficult to perceive any difference in meaning between maddah
and hayiild. One is tempted to distinguish between a notion of physical, corporeal matter (maddah)
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although the latter term is by far the most common. Unlike hayula, which is a
transliteration of the Greek UAn, maddah is an Arabic term meaning ‘stuff or

‘substance.’

Al-FarabT’s choice of terms is certainly not random. The fact that he avoids
‘unsur, for example, is significant, because this term often expressed the concept of
intelligible matter in the Pseudo-Empedoclean tradition and the early Arabic
doxographies.”" Al-Kindi uses it in a somewhat idiosyncratic fashion to refer to “the

722 and it is not impossible that his definition was influenced

matter of everything,
by Pseudo-Empedoclean or Isma'ilt ideas. In opposition, al-Farabi uses the same
word (maddah) for both terrestrial and celestial matter. For example, in the Thsa’ and
the Against Philoponus, maddah refers to Aristotle’s aether.”” By doing so, he might
have wanted to distinguish clearly his conception of matter from the intelligible
matter of these Neoplatonizing traditions. In addition, unlike ‘unsur, the term

maddah does not entail any possible confusion between matter and the sublunary

elements, often called ‘unsur (pl. ‘andsir).

This suggests that al-Farabi wanted to maintain the characteristic Peripatetic
division of the cosmos into two spheres on the basis of a radical difference between
superlunary and sublunary matter. By al-Farabi’s time, a rich vocabulary had
developed to mark the difference between these two matters. Some called it aether,
others pure fire, first substance, or the fifth nature. Quite surprisingly, however, al-
Farabi consciously avoids these terms in his personal works. At first glance, it is
puzzling that in the numerous cosmological passages of his emanationist treatises,

which discuss the heavenly bodies in depth, al-Farabi never mentions the terms

and one of material potency (i.e., matter as potency=hayila), but this distinction does not seem to be
vindicated by the textual evidence in any consistent fashion. One of the reasons for this is that in the
sublunary world, there is an almost perfect equation between matter, possibility, and potency.

! De Smet 1998 discusses ‘unsur in depth. See also Rudolph 1989, 37; Jolivet 1995; and Netton’s and
Gardet’s articles in EI%

2 Al-Kind1 1950-53, 166.

23 Al-Farabi 1949, 96 and Mahdi 1967, passim.
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‘ether,” ‘first body,” and ‘fifth nature.” Even in his “curricular works,”*** there is a
glaring omission of this terminology. Yet we know that al-Farabi knew the doctrine
of aether, since he mentions the De caelo several times in his corpus and even wrote

a (no longer extant) commentary on it.

The complete omission of this terminology need not indicate that al-Farabi
rejected the theory of aether. Combined with the evidence drawn from his treatises,
however, it raises the possibility that he substantially transformed Aristotle’s
doctrine.” If one approaches al-Farabi’s philosophy with the assumption that he
merely received and preserved a genuine model of the Aristotelian cosmos, then
this omission proves difficult to explain. Conversely, if one assumes that al-Farabi
creatively transformed the theories that reached him, then the omission of this
terminology may point to a redefinition of celestial matter in al-Farab1’s cosmology.
It is inconceivable that if al-Farabi adhered to the Aristotelian theory of the fifth
substance, he would not have defined or described it at least once in his works. Al-
Farabt addresses the question of heavenly substance in virtually all of his personal
works, but what he says in them shows a reticence to accept the Aristotelian theory
of aether and a desire to provide a different interpretation of celestial substance. It

is to al-FarabT’s ideas on celestial matter and substance that I would now like to turn.

24 [ borrow this classification from Reisman 2005, 69, note 9. The curricular works are those in which
al-Farabi exposes the doctrine of other philosophers, especially Aristotle. They can be compared to
al-FarabT’s other, assumedly more mature, emanationist treatises.

> The question of how to interpret Aristotle’s aether is controversial and puzzled most of the late-
antique commentators, just as it puzzles modern historians. Exactly what kind of matter aether is,
the role it plays in celestial motion, the extent to which it is reconcilable with the theory of unmoved
movers in Book Lambda, and whether there are several grades of aether are questions that are still
unclear. Throughout intellectual history, evidence gleaned from various Aristotelian texts was
assembled to defend very different interpretations. On the one hand Aristotle calls aether the “first
body” and often discusses it as if it were another element, albeit with different properties, as in De
caelo 1.2-4. Moreover, the celestial bodies are visible, and Aristotle equates visibility and materiality.
These points suggest that Aristotle conceived aether as something material and corporeal. On the
other hand, in Metaphysics X11.2.1069b25, he suggests that the heavens may have matter that should
be understood exclusively as potency for motion in place, while at VII1.4.1044b5-8 he suggests that
some natural and eternal beings may have no matter, or, again, only matter for motion in place. This
ambiguity in Aristotelian doctrine was used as the starting point for subsequent Peripatetic and
Neoplatonic exegesis on the question of celestial matter. For more information on aether and its
relation to other aspects of Aristotelian cosmology, see Jaeger 1948; Moraux 1963; Moraux’
introduction in Aristotle 1965; Strohmaier 1996; and Guthrie 2000, xv ff.
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But first it is necessary to assess and criticize Walzer’s interpretation of celestial

matter in the Ard’.

1.2 Criticism of Walzer’s Theory of Intelligible Matter

Walzer’s commentary on the Ara’ represents the only attempt to explain al-FarabT’s
ideas on celestial substance as they appear in his emanationist treatises.” Although

7 it must be praised for

Walzer’s work has been seriously criticized by later scholars,
having identified some of the key problems in al-Farabi’s cosmology and attempted
to solve them in terms of both the Greek heritage and the Islamic context. In spite of
the fact that Walzer’s two principal theses concerning the Ard’, namely, that it is
completely dependent on a lost Greek source and that it embodies hidden ShiT
doctrines, have been rightly rejected, his attempt to account for some of the main
contradictions in al-FarabTs theories through careful source criticism deserves
attention. This is the case in particular with his theory of al-FarabT’s intelligible

matter, which is very compelling in spite of the fact that it does not hold together

under close scrutiny.

Having realized that al-Farabi does not adopt a conventional view of

2* Walzer argues that the second master developed a

heavenly matter as aether,
concept of intelligible matter, which he derived from Neoplatonic sources. He
writes: “Al-Farabi is quite aware that Aristotle had introduced a fifth element,
aether, being the element from which the stars are made, but he deliberately
abandoned the Peripatetic dogma by substituting for aether the ‘quinta essentia,

the neo-Platonic ‘spiritual intelligible matter’, the noete hyle, and making it in turn

26 Arnaldez 1976, 60 argues that al-Farabi adopted the aether theory in his emanationist treatises, but
no arguments are given in support of this view. As we shall see, al-Farabi departs significantly from
Aristotle’s “first body” as presented in the De caelo.

*7 See, for instance, Mahdi 1990a, who discusses the several shortcomings of Walzer’s edition,
translation, and commentary in depth.

8 Walzer in al-Farabi 1985a, 11. This also is the opinion of De Smet: “La notion aristotélicienne de la
quintessence, rejetée par Plotin et les néoplatoniciens ultérieurs, est absente chez Kirmani, ainsi que
chez Farabi” (De Smet 1995, 314, note 9).
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the ‘cause’ of the four elements.”” Intelligible matter has a complex history both in
the Greek and Arabic traditions, which probably finds its source in the Neoplatonic
exegesis, and in particular in Plotinus’ interpretation, of Aristotle’s brief and

430

tantalizing mention of this term in his Metaphysics.””® Regardless of the question of
origins, Walzer’s arguments seem to rest on insufficient textual evidence. The first
and perhaps the main objection to Walzer’s argument is that al-Farabi never
mentions intelligible matter. To my knowledge, not once does this expression or any
other identical to it (such as ‘intellectual,’ ‘spiritual,” or ‘conceptual matter’), appear
in the Farabian corpus. This is particularly problematic, because the Arabic thinkers
who do develop such a concept use specific terms to refer to it, such as ‘unsur awwal
and hayula ala wahmiyyah.*' Hence, although al-Farabi expressly treats the problem

of celestial substance, he deliberately refrains from using a type of terminology

associated with intelligible matter, which would surely have been known to him.

Moreover, Walzer seems to have misunderstood the exact status of
intelligible matter in the Neoplatonic legacy that he claimed was bequeathed to al-
Farabl. He unjustifiably equates intelligible matter with celestial matter, thus

passing over the fact that for most Neoplatonists intelligible matter is not the matter

42 Walzer in al-Farabi 1985a, 370; see also 375-376.

% Metaphysics VII1.6.1045a33 ff.. Intelligible matter has recently been the subject of several studies in
the Arabic tradition, notably by D. De Smet, who devotes a long chapter to the genealogy of this
concept in the Neoplatonic background and its naturalization in the Islamic context. See De Smet
1995 and especially De Smet 1998, 96 ff.; Jolivet 1995; Walker 1993, 54, and 1999, 95-97; and Gardet EI%
These studies shed light not only on the impact of this concept in Islamic philosophy, but also on the
question of its mode of transmission from the Greek to the Arabic world. For the Shi'1 tradition, see
Corbin 1971-72, vol. 3, 323-329; vol. 4, 200, 267 ff. Whether the connection between Shi'T philosophy
and intelligible matter was originally a factor that influenced Walzer’s contention that al-Farabi
developed such a theory is a question worth asking. Since Walzer is keen to interpret al-Farabi as a
crypto-ShtT, one wonders if he consciously advanced his theory of intelligible matter as an attempt
to strengthen the link he sees between the second master and Shi'ism. It is more likely, however, that
Walzer’s ascription of the theory of intelligible matter to al-Farabi rests on another presupposition
and contention. In his commentary, Walzer is particularly eager to relate al-Farabi to the Neoplatonic
background of late-antique philosophy and to define him as a Muslim representative of this Greek
school. Since intelligible matter plays a significant role in the systems of Plotinus, Iamblichus, and
Proclus, Walzer uses this opportunity to emphasize the links between these thinkers and al-Farabi,
but provides no satisfactory analysis of the sources al-Farabi could have used.

! These terms appear in the doxography of Pseudo-Ammonius (Rudolph 1989, 37) and the K. al-islah
of Abli Hatim al-Razi (1998, 39) respectively. In the first work, which ascribes the doctrine of
intelligible matter to Empedocles, ‘unsur awwal is described as “the first of the simple intelligible
[things]” (awwal al-basit al-ma‘qul).
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of the heavens. According to Plotinus, for example, the heavens are made of a pure
kind of fire, but intelligible matter belongs to the intelligible world that is emanated
directly from the One and represents a proto-stage of the formation of the Intellect.
Hence, for Plotinus, intelligible matter pertains to the level of the Intellect, whereas
celestial matter is emanated from the World Soul and is below it in the hierarchy of
being. Intelligible matter is, as its name indicates, beyond the realm of the corporeal
and the perceptible and thus beyond the heavens which are under the level of the
Soul, the true beginning of corporeal, physical matter. This is also how most
thinkers in the Arabic tradition seem to have understood intelligible matter: they
make it an emanation of the First Cause, sometimes even, as in the case of the
Doxography of Pseudo-Ammonius, the very first intelligible being to proceed from
God.*?

That Walzer’s theory contains a major flaw in this regard cannot be denied.
He does not explain how and why intelligible matter should be conceived of as a
perceptible thing, which it surely is if it is the matter of the heavens. Nor does he
address the question of exactly how al-Farabi would have effected this conceptual
transition from the Neoplatonic model he posits. For these reasons and despite the
temptation of attributing this theory to al-Farabi, a temptation that naturally occurs
when one is faced with the ambiguity of the second master’s ideas on celestial
substance, it is necessary for the time being to reject Walzer’s contention as
unsound.” His interpretation is undermined partly because he endeavoured to
ascribe a positive meaning to the views that al-Farabi communicates through
analogical language. However, I think that greater attention should be paid to the
nature of al-Farabt’s philosophical terminology in these passages and especially to

his use of analogy.

*2 The entry on Empedocles reads: “fa-abda‘a al-shay’ al-basit alladhi huwa awwal al-basit al-ma’'qil wa
huwa al-‘unsur al-awwal...” (Rudolph 1989, 37).

* De Smet 1995, 283 argues that the concept of intelligible matter is not found in the systems of the
falasifah. This is one of the differences between al-Kirmani and al-Farabt: “Kirman{ se distingue donc
de Farabi pour autant qu’il admet une matiére spirituelle dans le monde intelligible...” (314).
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It is now time to turn to a fresh examination of what al-Farabi says about
celestial substance in his corpus. The problem is rendered quite complex by the fact
that the second master’s views on the topic are not consistent and are even at times
contradictory. For this reason and in order to offer a comprehensive account of the
problem, I have decided to divide my survey into two sections. First, I will examine
the few passages in which al-Farabi seems to uphold an Aristotelian theory of
celestial matter, as well as “literal” hylomorphic theory about heavenly substance.
Second, I will analyze what appears to be a modified view of celestial matter based
on the concept of substrate, which is articulated in the emanationist works. Later
testimonia are also taken into account. It is notable that these two views never
appear alongside each other in the same work, but correspond to two groups of
texts. This suggests the possibility of a shift or evolution in the second master’s

doctrine over time.

1.3 The Nature of Celestial Matter: A Survey

1.3.1 The Farabian Corpus

1.3.1.1 The Ihsa al-‘uliim

Al-Farabi states in the Ihsa’ that the second part of the physical science studies
simple substances, whether these exist, how many they are, and other such
questions. According to al-Farabi, the term “simple bodies” (ajsam basitah)
encompasses not only the four sublunary elements, fire, air, earth, and water, but
also the matter of the heavens, which in the Peripatetic tradition is considered a
fifth simple substance. As al-Farabi says, physics studies “the heavens and its
various parts as being made of a certain one matter [maddah ma fiha wahidah].”*** The
inclusion of the celestial substance in the inquiry of the physical science is in line
with the De caelo tradition of the late-antique period, which al-Farabi here follows.

In fact, he refers explicitly to the first book of Aristotle’s work: wa huwa fi al-juz’ al-

#* Al-Farabi 1949, 34.
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awwal min al-magqalah al-ala min kitab al-sama’ wa al-‘alam.” Furthermore, the use of
the term maddah to signify celestial matter is important because it is one of the very
rare places where al-Farabi refers unambiguously to the heavens as being material.
As we shall see, al-Farabit avoids the notion of a material heaven in his emanationist

works.

1.3.1.2 The Philosophy of Aristotle

This work, which purports to provide an overview of Aristotle’s philosophy,
contains an important passage expressing al-Farabi’s understanding of Aristotle’s
aether theory. Al-Farabi writes that “he [Aristotle] explained that there are five
primary simple bodies that constitute the world...One of them is the outermost body
that moves in a circular motion: the remaining four have common material but are
different in their forms: the fifth differs from these four in both its material
[maddatihi] and its form [siratihi], and is the cause [sabab] of the existence of these

four...”**¢

Although this might seem like a faithful exposition of Aristotle’s theory of the
elements, there are in fact a few notable points that particularize al-Farabt’s
summary and signal a departure from Aristotle. First, it is clear that al-Farabi
attributed to Aristotle the view that the heavenly bodies are material and
composite, because, according to his account, aether possesses a different “form”
and a different “material” than the sublunary elements. This is slightly surprising,
since Aristotle does not specify anywhere in his works that aether is a compound of
form and matter, and in fact he presents the fifth element as an absolutely simple
substance. Al-Farabt's wording here can perhaps best be explained in terms of the
influence of ancient commentators, who often debated about whether or not the
heavenly bodies are simple substances. In any case, aether is defined in this passage

as a composite substance.

5 Al-Farabl 1949, 34. This passage and the one preceding it are in brackets in the Arabic edition and
do not appear in all the manuscripts.
¢ Al-Farabi 1961, 99; and al-Farabi 1969, 104, translated by M. Mahdi.
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Second, the idea that aether is the “cause” (sabab) of the other sublunary
elements also appears as an addition to the original Aristotelian doctrine.”” True,
Aristotle in the De generatione 11.10 explains that the sun plays an important role in
the generation and corruption of sublunary bodies. But he does not explicitly make
the heavens the cause for the existence of the sublunary elements and sublunary
matter. Hence, this passage does not merely convey Aristotle’s ideas but also betrays

a subtle transformation of the Aristotelian doctrine.

1.3.1.3 The Jam'

There are no explicit references to the nature of celestial matter in the Jam', but
there is nevertheless a passage in which al-Farabi ascribes the theory of God’s
absolute creation of matter to Aristotle on the basis of the Theology. The implications

of this attribution will be discussed later on.

1.3.1.4 The Against Philoponus

This treatise offers interesting but ambiguous information about al-Farabi's
understanding of the aether theory. The context is a defense of Aristotle’s
cosmology against Philoponus’ attacks. Philoponus criticizes Aristotle’s aether
theory in order to undermine his doctrine of the eternity of the world. Al-Farabi
retorts that Aristotle’s intention is not to prove the eternity of the world but merely
to explain the difference between aether and the other four elements. At one point

in the treatise, al-Farabi says:

Thus by some of those statements Aristotle explained that the form [sarah] of that part of
the world which is the body that moves with a circular movement is not the same as the
form of any other part of the world; by others it becomes evident that not even its material

[maddah] is the same as the material of [any other part of the world]; and by [still] others it

*7 Davidson 1992, 48, 63-64, has already noted this particularity of al-FarabT’s interpretation of
aether,
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becomes evident that its material is not the same as the material of anything at all of the

bodies in general, whether parts of the world or a body whose position is outside of these.**

In this passage al-Farabi explicitly refers to some well-known Aristotelian
theses: that the heavens are made of a unique element that is different from
sublunary elements, and that the heavens move in a circular motion. What is more
surprising is al-Farabi’s mention of both the form (siirah) and matter (maddah) of the
heaven, which implies a hylomorphic composition in the superlunary world, and
which would seem to go against the notion of the perfect simplicity of the heavenly
bodies. This passage is to be compared to al-Farabi’s description of the De caelo in
the Philosophy of Aristotle, where he also mentions the form and matter of the
heavens. Despite the polemical nature of the Against Philoponus, one may safely
conclude that al-Farabi is not only defending Aristotle’s cosmology against the
attacks of the Christian philosopher-theologian, but that he himself adhered to the

aether theory or a variant of it.

Hence, the Ihsa’, the Philosophy of Aristotle, and the Against Philoponus have in
common the fact that they explicitly ascribe matter (maddah) to the heavens and
refer to Aristotle’s aether theory as it is discussed in the De caelo, sometimes
mentioning this work by its title. In these works, al-Farabi exposes and, one

assumes, endorses this vital feature of Aristotelian cosmology.

1.3.1.5 The Ara’ and the Siydsah

A more elaborate and very different view of celestial matter is presented in the Ara’
and the Siydsah. In the Ard’, al-Farabi provides a general description of the
organization and nature of the celestial bodies. These bodies, he tells us, possess a
form (siirah), which is also their soul (nafs), and a substrate (mawdi’) in which this
form inheres. Although these celestial substrates can be compared to the sublunary

substrates of material beings, they are not stricto sensu material, but rather resemble

% Al-Farabi 1972, 273; and Mahdi 1967, 254, translated by M. Mahdi.
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matter. As al-Farabi writes, the celestial bodies “have substrates that resemble
[tushbihu] the matters laid down to bear the forms [al-mawadd al-mawdii‘ah li-haml al-
suwar].”*® Unlike the sublunary material substrates, which can receive many
contrary forms, the celestial substrates can receive only a unique form and do not
suffer from the contrariety associated with matter, i.e., change and corruption. This

unique form is different in each celestial body and is essentially an intellect (‘agl).**

Now the terms “matter” (maddah) and “substrate” (mawdi‘) are common in
al-Farabr’s physics and were part and parcel of the technical philosophical
vocabulary of his day. Al-Farabi follows the Peripatetic tradition according to which
sublunary beings are a compound of matter and form. Their matter is defined as a
substrate that receives form. In the Ara’ al-Farabi explains these principles by citing
the stock example of the wooden bed: matter is the wood of the bed, form its shape.
He then writes: “Matter, then, serves as substratum for the subsistence of

”*! meaning that the form of the bed inheres in its matter. Both form and

form....,
matter make up a compound and as such are indistinguishable one from another.
Hence, in the sublunary world, substrate and matter are closely related and even

identical.*

In the cosmological context of the Ara’, however, the relation between form,
matter, and substrate is not the same as in sublunary physics. Al-Farab1 does not

explicitly ascribe matter to the celestial bodies and uses the term mawdii" instead of

7 Al-Farabi 1985a, 120, translation by Walzer, but revised by me. The use of analogy in this passage
makes it clear that Walzer’s translation of the previous sentence wa hadhihi tujanis al-mawjiadat al-
hayilaniyyah as “These celestial bodies belong to the same genus as the material existents...” is an
inadequate literal rendition of al-FarabT’s argument. Since the heavenly bodies belong to another
genus than the sublunary existents, as the Siyasah (al-Farabl 1964, 31) states, a more accurate
translation of tujanis would be “resemble” or “are like.”

“% Walzer in al-FarabT 1985a, 120-123: the substrates do not “prevent their forms from thinking and
from being intellect in their essences.”

! Al-Farabi 1985a, 109.

2 Nevertheless, al-Farabi sometimes maintains a distinction between matter and substrate in the
sublunary world. An instance of this occurs in the Risalah, where he defines substrate both as a body
(i.e., the matter of a body) and a power or capacity in a body: wa zahir anna al-mawdi‘at...imma ajsam
wa imma quwwa fT ajsam... (al-Farabt 1938, 33). A few lines below, al-Farabi mentions that the celestial
bodies provide the Agent Intellect with both the matters (mawadd) and the substrates (mawdii‘at)
necessary for it to act (al-Farabi 1938, 34). Hence, the definition of substrate seems broader than that
of matter, even in the sublunary world where the two concepts are intricately related.
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maddah throughout his account. Moreover he simply notes that the celestial
substrates “resemble” the sublunary matters (mawddd) in their capacity to receive
form, thus resorting to analogical language to compare them. But the analogy
between heavenly and sublunary substrates ends here, for besides this capacity to
receive form, the two types of substrates share nothing else. The sublunary
substrates are material precisely by virtue of their capacity to receive different
forms. As al-Farabi writes, “...what has a contrary has a matter common to it and to

its contrary.”*”

Contrariety and potency affect sublunary substrates, but the
celestial substrates are affected by neither. Because the heavenly bodies do not
accept contrary forms, they cannot be made of the same potential matter that
composes sublunary beings. Moreover, the form of the heavenly body is also
essentially different from that of sublunary beings, since in the case of the former it
is unique and is a soul, whereas in the case of the latter it may be replaced by an

opposite one.

Hence, substrate and matter are synonymous when applied to sublunary
existents, but they must be distinguished in a cosmological context. Al-Farabi also
gives many hints through his metaphysical account that substrate is semantically
broader than matter, for example when he discusses the essence of God. He explains
that “[God’s] existence is devoid of every matter and every substrate [bal wujiduhu
khalwun min kull maddah wa min kull mawdial.”* In another passage, al-Farabi
reiterates this distinction: the heavenly body “is distinct from the First and from the
ten ‘separate’ intellects which are free from matter and any substratum [yufariqu al-
awwal wa al-‘ishrah al-mutakhallisah min al-hayila wa min kull mawdi].”** These
passages show that a thing may be in a substrate while not at the same time being in

matter, and that al-Farabi is careful to distinguish between them.

Al-Farabi’s description of heavenly substance in the Ard’ is inherently

ambiguous. He says neither that these substrates are completely immaterial, nor

3 Al-Farabi 1985a, 114-115.
44 Al-Farabi 1985a, 58-59.
5 Al-Farabi 1985a, 123.
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that they are material. As we have remarked above, the terminology usually
associated with the Aristotelian concept of heavenly matter (‘ether,” ‘first body,’
‘fifth nature’) is absent in al-FarabT’s accounts, and the Ard’ is not an exception to
this rule. The general impression we get from the Ara’ is that the heavenly
substrates somehow resemble material substrates, but are not identical to them. On
the one hand, al-Farabi compares the heavenly bodies to the sublunary compounds,
and stresses that the former are also distinguished from God and the separate
intellects because of their substrate. This suggests that the heavenly substrates are
in a sense material, perhaps made of a different matter than sublunary matter. On
the other hand, he explains that the only thing that the heavenly and sublunary
substrates have in common is their capacity to receive form, and that the heavenly
substrates have neither privation nor contrariety, which would seem to point to
their lack of materiality. Moreover, he never uses the terms maddah or hayila to

describe the heavenly bodies.

One therefore perceives some hesitation in al-Farab1’s account of the nature
of heavenly matter in the Ara’. While he does not openly commit himself to the view
of an immaterial heaven, he also does not develop a doctrine of a separate kind of
celestial matter on the model of Aristotle’s aether. From the information in the Ara’,
one could conclude that the heavenly bodies either have no matter or possess a
matter which is essentially different from that of perishable beings.** In any case,
this basic tension in the Ara’ provides no evidence for and even invalidates Walzer’s

thesis of intelligible matter.

One finds a similar but more pronounced trend in the Siyasah. The indecision
displayed by al-Farabi in the Ara’ seems to have been resolved in this work, because
his position concerning celestial substance is articulated in a more lucid and forceful

manner. The trend toward the denial of heavenly matter that was noticed in the Ara’

¢ This conclusion is in fact quite close to the way in which Themistius interpreted Aristotle’s aether.
In his Paraphrase of Book Lambda, Themistius writes: “Il faut en effet, ou bien, que I'on dise qu’ils [the
celestial bodies] n’ont pas de matiére du tout, ou que 'on dise que la matiére qui est la leur est autre
que la matiére des choses qui admettent la génération et la corruption” (translated by R. Brague in
Themistius 1999, 122).
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reaches a much more consummated stage in the Siyasah. Having explained at the
beginning of his treatise that form and matter are among the six principles of being
and that they are in bodies but are not themselves bodies,”” one would expect al-
Farabi to apply these principles to the orbs and planets, since these are after all
bodies (ajsam). But as in the Ara’, al-Farabi uses analogical language and explains
that the heavenly bodies consist of a soul and a substrate that merely resemble
sublunary entities: they “resemble the substances composed of matter and form
(tushbihu al-jawahir al-murakkabah min maddah wa min sarah).”® Here, however, al-
Farabi plainly asserts that “the heavenly substrates are not material (or are not

)** and that they are free from any

matters)” (ghayra anna mawda ‘ataha laysat mawadd
aspect of deficiency that is in sublunary matter.”® Al-Farabi also repeats the
argument of the Ara’ that the heavenly substrates can only receive one form and

that this form is a soul.

The Ara’ and Siyasah, then, not only avoid ascribing matter (maddah) to the
heavenly bodies, but even argue that the heavenly bodies are immaterial.”* While
this idea is only implicitly suggested in the Ard’, it is clearly asserted in the Siyasah.
Moreover, the two treatises conspicuously rely on analogical language. All in all, the
style and ideas developed in these two works are strikingly close in spirit and

suggest that they were written during the same period.*

7 Al-Farabi 1964, 31.

8 Al-Farabi 1964, 53.

9 Al-Farabi 1964, 41.

40 Al-Farabi 1964, 41.

*1 This is also Druart’s conclusion: the celestial bodies, she writes, “have neither form nor matter in
the proper sense and, therefore, are not subject to the hylomorphic composition” (Druart 1999,
218b).

2 Mahdi 2001, 4 writes that “the cosmology and the politics presented in them [the Ard@” and the
Siyasah] differ in the two works...” In spite of Mahdi’s claim, al-Farabr’s descriptions of the heavenly
bodies show a remarkable degree of consistency. This will also be the case with regards to
intellection in Chapter V.
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1.3.2 The Works of Uncertain Authenticity

1.3.2.1 The TaTiqat

The Ta'ligat, which as its name indicates is a somewhat random collection of notes
on various philosophical issues, displays a clear interest in cosmology and in the
celestial bodies in particular. One of the most intriguing aspects of this work is its
claim that the souls of the heavenly bodies are forms and that they possess the
faculty of imagination, a thesis famously attributed to Ibn Sina, but which al-Farabi
seems to have rejected (see Chapter V).** The author also mentions explicitly the
hylomorphic composition of the celestial bodies. He explains that because the stars
are affected by multiplicity, they must be composed of matter and form: fiha tarkib
min maddah wa sarah.”* Yet the celestial bodies are the noblest of “material things”
(al-maddiyyat).” In addition, he says that the forms of the celestial bodies are
“dependent upon their matters” (mawqifah ‘ala mawaddiha).”® This use of the plural
form of the noun maddah raises several questions. Is the author implying that the
spheres and heavenly bodies posses different types or degrees of matter? Or that the
heavens as a whole are composed of various different elements? No definitive
answer can be given on the basis of these laconic statements. But the previous
remarks suffice to show the gap between this work and al-Farab1’s emanationist

treatises, since the latter refuse to use the term maddah to describe the celestial

bodies.

3 Al-Farabi 1992, 52, 56, 58.
4 Al-Farabi 1992, 47.
% Al-Farabi 1992, 38.
¢ Al-Farabi 1992, 63.
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1.3.2.2 The Da‘awa

In the Da‘awa, a work which has been attributed to al-Farabi in the Arabic
tradition,”” one finds a wealth of comments on the celestial bodies, a fact which
testifies to the author’s interest in cosmology. The Da‘awa puts forth a cosmological
model based on the concept of emanation that closely resembles both al-Farabf’s
and Ibn Sin3’s emanationist schemes. More specifically, the process through which
the heavenly bodies are produced is reminiscent of their metaphysics: it is the
separate intellects, which, by contemplating their essence and God, cause a lower

separate intellect and a heavenly body to exist. The author writes:

wa huwa [the first separate intellect created by God] aydan wahid la kathrata fihi illd ‘ala al-wajh
al-madhkir wa yijadu ‘anhu min haythu huwa mumkin al-wujid ‘aqil li-dhatihi al-falak al-a‘la bi-
maddatihi wa stratihi allatt hiya nafsuhu wa innahu ydjadu ‘an hadhd al-thani ‘aql akhar wa falak

diina al-falak al-a%a...”*®

What is immediately noticeable in this passage is the specific technical
vocabulary used to describe the separate intellects, a vocabulary which is found
throughout the treatise and which is usually associated with Ibn Sina and his circle.
This is obvious, for instance, from the author’s extensive use of such terms as
“necessary of existence” (wajib al-wujid) and “possible of existence” (mumkin al-

wujid).*

For our purpose, however, the most important feature of this excerpt
consists in the reference to the composition of the sphere. The outermost sphere,
which is produced by the intellection of the first emanated being, is composed of
form (sirah) and matter (maddah). The reference to heavenly matter reappears in

another passage, where the author explains that the heavenly bodies cannot have

*7 The treatise, however, opens with these words: “Al-da‘awa al-qalbiyyah al-mansiibah ila aristi
mujarradah ‘an al-hujaj li-abl nasr al-Farabt... (al-Farabi 1930, 2). This raises the question of how
medieval thinkers perceived the authorship of this treatise.

% Al-Farabi 1930, 4-5.

7 Al-Farabi 1930, passim 2-4.
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the same matter as sublunary elements, nor can they have the same form, or else
they would be perishable. Hence, they possess an essentially different kind of
matter, which represents a “fifth nature” (tabiah khamisah).”® The formula used
here is a direct reference to Aristotle’s aether. It shows that the Da‘awa ascribes a

hylomorphic constitution to the heavens and refers explicitly to its matter

(maddah).

1.3.2.3 The ‘Uyiin al-masd’il

The ‘Uyiin shares the Taligat's and Da‘awa’s views on celestial substance. The
celestial bodies are described as hylomorphic beings that consist of form and
matter, the former principle being equated with soul. In addition, like the Da‘awa,
the ‘Uytin explains that both the celestial form and matter are different from their
sublunary counterpart,”' and that they represent a “fifth nature.” (tab‘ khamis)**
The cause of this form and matter is a separate intellect. It is noteworthy
nevertheless that the intellects produce both the form and matter of the spheres by
intelligizing their own essence. Thus, one cause is given to account for the dual

principles of form and matter.

This brief overview shows that on the one hand the TaTligat, the Da‘awa, and
the ‘Uyiin present a certain uniformity in their theory of celestial substance, and on
the other hand that this theory contrasts with the ideas contained in the Ara’ and
Siyasah. These three works stress the hylomorphic composition of the spheres,
repeatedly refer to celestial matter, mention the fifth nature of the heavens, but say
nothing about substrate. As we shall see, their treatment of other cosmological
concepts (intellection, motion, imagination) also differs from the content of al-

FarabT's emanationist treatises.

460 Al-Farabi 1930, 8.
1 Al-Farabi 1999a, 40.
%2 Al-Farabi 1999a, 42.
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1.3.3 Later Testimonia

1.3.3.1 Al-Ghazalf and the Tahafut al-falasifah

It has often been noted that the Tahdfut is interesting not only for the arguments it
contains, but also for the information it provides concerning the doctrines of
previous thinkers, especially those of the falasifah. An important section of this work
is devoted to cosmological issues such as the concept of the emanation of the
heavens, the eternity of the world, and the existence of a superlunary matter
different in essence from the four sublunary elements. Al-Ghazali sets out to refute
what he considers to be the heretical or misinformed views of the philosophers on
these topics. Hence, despite its polemical character, al-Ghazalr’'s work can provide
insight into al-Farab1’s cosmology, if one assumes that he is included in the group of

falasifah criticized by al-Ghazalx.

One passage is particularly relevant to our purpose. Al-Ghazali finds fault
with the falasifah’s belief that the heavenly spheres are hylomorphic and composed
of form (sirah) and matter (hayila) and that these are caused to exist by an
immaterial intellect.”® According to al-Ghazali, the falasifah cannot adequately
explain their creation by the separate intellects, which are by essence simple and
cannot provide the two causes (formal and material) necessary for the coming into
existence of the spheres, or in another instance, for the coming into existence of all
the different stars.* This point is one of many that are used to build an overarching

argument against the falasifah’s theory of creation as eternal causality.

Now al-Ghazali states at the beginning of the Tahafut that he will limit his
refutation to the theories of al-Farabi and Ibn Sina: “The most reliable transmitters
and verifiers among the philosophers in Islam are al-Farab1 Abi Nasr and Ibn Sina.

Let us then confine ourselves in refuting what these two have selected and deemed

63 Al-Ghazali 1997, 73 and 76.
4 Al-Ghazali 1997, 76.
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true of the doctrines of their leaders in error.”* Yet we have seen that unlike Ibn
Sina, al-Farabi does not hold a standard hylomorphic view on the celestial
substance, and he substitutes immaterial substrate for matter in his emanationist
works. Moreover, al-Ghazali describes a threefold mode of intellection to explain the
causation of the spheres that was developed by Ibn Sina, not by al-Farabi, who
endows the separate intellects with twofold intellection only (see section V.3 on

intellection).*®

Hence, one may conclude that al-Ghazalr’s depiction of al-Farab's theory of
celestial substance and intellection is inaccurate, to the point where it may be
wondered whether the entire Tahafut is not really a refutation of Avicennian
philosophy. Al-Ghazali is really criticizing Ibn Sina’s doctrine and his mention of al-
Farabi at the beginning of the work merely serves to strengthen the polemical scope
of his treatise. There is little if no effort on the part of al-Ghazalt to distinguish
between the theories of these two thinkers. This conclusion also seems supported by
the fact that al-FarabTs name is mentioned only twice, while Ibn Sina’s appears
more than ten times. Moreover, it is Ibn Sina, not al-Farabi, who is implicitly

addressed throughout the entire work.

1.3.3.2 Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed

Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed contains an interesting and somewhat puzzling
quotation allegedly borrowed from al-Farabi's commentary on the Physics. In the
context of a polemical argumentation against the eternalists, Maimonides refers to
the authority of the second master to lend weight to his claim that since the stars
are immobile and the spheres are mobile, they must be made of different matter. He

writes:

For the fact that a sphere is always in motion and a star is always fixed proves that the

matter of the stars is not the matter of the spheres. In fact, Abii Nasr [al-Farabi] in his glosses

% Al-Ghazali 1997, 4-5.
%% Al-Ghazali 1997, 76.
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on the “Akroasis,” [Physics] has made a statement of which the literal text is as follows. He
said: There is a difference between a sphere and the stars, for a sphere is transparent
whereas the stars are not transparent. The cause for this lies in the fact that there is a

difference between the two matters [al-maddatayn] and the two forms. But this difference is

small. This is literally the text of his statement.*"’

There are a few odd features about Maimonides’ citation that need
elucidation. First, although the mention of al-Farabi undoubtedly strengthens the
claim that Maimonides is trying to make, there is a discrepancy between the
contexts of their arguments. Maimonides infers the need for various celestial
matters from the contrast between mobile spheres and immobile stars. His is thus
an argument based on motion. Al-Farabi, on the other hand, comes to the same
conclusion on the basis of a distinction between transparent and non-transparent
heavenly bodies. Maimonides acknowledges this when he writes: “I, however, do not
say “small,” but say that they [the two matters] are very different. For I do not infer

this from the fact of transparency but from the motions.”**

Obviously, what is of interest and value here for Maimonides is al-Farabt’s
concept of different grades of celestial matter, not the reasoning he develops to
reach this conclusion. This disregard for the context from which arguments are
borrowed is typical of polemical works. Of much greater interest, however, is the
content of the cosmological idea that Maimonides ascribes to the second master, an
idea that not only contradicts the previous passage quoted from the Ihsa’, which
refers to “a certain one matter,” but also fits very awkwardly with al-Farabt’s other

theories of celestial substrate in the Ara’and Siyasah.

Maimonides’ quotation brings to mind certain Greek theories of celestial
matter, such as the one developed by Philoponus, who argued that the heavens are

composed of various elements and do not form a homogenous whole. In the Arabic

*7 Maimonides 1963, vol. 2, 309, translated by S. Pines. For an analysis of Maimonides’ theory of
celestial matter, see Glasner 2000, especially 320-323.
“® Maimonides 1963, vol. 2, 309.
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tradition, AbT al-Barakat al-Baghdadi apparently held such a view as well.*’ But as
far we know, al-Farabi never adhered to a Philoponian conception of celestial
matter, and this is clear from his refutation of the Grammarian’s cosmological
theories in his treatise Against Philoponus, as well as from the theories in his personal
works. Nor does what we know about al-Farabi’s background allow us to conclude
that he adhered to kalamic views on matter. How are we, then, to interpret this

passage?

Since al-Farab1’s commentary on the Physics has not survived, except in a few
fragments in Latin,”® there is no way of verifying Maimonides’ quotation. Although
Maimonides’ exaggerated emphasis on the fact that he is quoting al-Farabi
“literally” and the polemical use he makes of this quotation are a bit suspect, we

cannot nevertheless dismiss his testimony as wholly unsound.

The more likely hypothesis is that al-Farabi may indeed have upheld such a
conception during a period of his life, perhaps when he was a young student of
philosophy in Baghdad. The fact that Maimonides discusses this view in the midst of
arguments designed to prove the createdness of the world shows that this type of
theory of celestial matter fitted well in a creationist account, to which al-Farabi may
have adhered to at one point in his life, as the Jam" suggests. On the other hand, it is
difficult to imagine how it could be adjusted to an eternalist framework, since
different grades of matter would seem to indicate different grades of perfection and
purity among the celestial bodies, a notion that does not serve to support the
argument in favour of the eternity of the world. In any case, Maimonides’
testimonium indicates that at one point in his life, al-Farabi upheld the view that the

heavenly bodies consist of different grades of matter.

9 See Pines 1979, vol. 1, 179-180.
7% See Birkenmajer 1935.
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1.3.3.3 Ibn Rushd’s Middle Commentary on the De caelo

A diametrically opposed testimonium is presented by Ibn Rush in his middle
commentary on the De caelo, one of three Averroistic commentaries on this work to
have survived. In his discussion of celestial hylomorphism, Ibn Rushd surveys the
views of previous thinkers and writes that “Alexander acknowledged in his
commentary on Metaphysics X1I that the heavenly body is simple and not composed
of matter and form [ghayr murakkab min maddah wa sirah]. In his commentary on De
caelo Themistius also said that the heavenly body does not have a substrate [la

mawdii‘ lahu], as did Abti Nasr [al-Farabi].”*"

Although this quotation is a precious testimony for my overarching
argument, it is not without its ambiguities. The most obvious yet crucial point is
that Ibn Rushd in this passage ascribes the theory of immaterial and non-
hylomorphic heavenly bodies to al-Farabi, a report that corroborates the evidence
found in the Ara’ and the Siyasah. If the celestial bodies are devoid of “substrate,” as
Ibn Rushd tells us on al-Farabt’s behalf, then obviously they cannot possess any kind
of matter, for matter always functions as a substrate for form. Because Ibn Rushd
makes a point to cite al-Farabi together with the Greek thinkers (but he does not,
significantly, mention Ibn Sma, whose theory of celestial substance is more
explicitly hylomorphic), one must presume that he found al-Farabi’s position on this
issue noteworthy enough to mention him by name. In fact, as we shall see in a
subsequent section of this thesis, the connection that Ibn Rushd establishes between
Alexander, Themistius, and al-Farabi is substantiated both historically and
doctrinally: the former by what we know of the transmission and reception of the
texts written by these Greek authors in al-FarabTs Baghdad, the latter by a
comparison of al-Farabi’s and Alexander’s theories of substrate (see section 1V.2.1.1).
Hence, Ibn Rushd seems to be well informed both in terms of the historical
connection between the Greek and Arabic philosophers and of the content of their

ideas.

' In Tbn Rushd’s Talkhis, 183,15-17; translated in Endress 1995, 36, revised by me.
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On the other hand, what is slightly surprising about Ibn Rushd’s report is
that it uses the term “substrate” (mawdi) instead of the term “matter” (maddah). As
I have explained before, al-Farabi’s theory as it appears in the Ara’ and the Siyasah is
that the heavenly bodies are deprived of “matter,” but not of a certain “substrate.”
Ibn Rushd could not have failed to grasp this distinction if he had read al-Farabi’s
emanationist works carefully. This naturally raises the question of the work that Ibn
Rushd has in mind when making this statement. This question is all the more
relevant when one compares Ibn Rushd’s quotation to Maimonides’ on al-Farabt’s
Physics and gauges how completely contradictory their two reports are. Maimonides
refers to al-Farabi's theory of several matters in the celestial realm, whereas Ibn
Rushd claims that al-FarabT’s celestial bodies are devoid of substrates! In any case,
Ibn Rushd explicitly notes that Alexander, Themistius, and al-Farabi agreed on the

fact that the heavenly bodies are not composed of matter."?

1.3.4 Conclusion

Several conclusions may be drawn on the basis of the previous survey. First, al-
Farabrs doctrine of celestial matter is not homogeneous and presents many
different aspects that sometimes seem contradictory. In his Aristotelian or
curricular works, al-Farabi articulates a theory of matter that is quite close to the
aether of the De caelo tradition. Accordingly, the celestial bodies are made of a
different matter (maddah) than that of the sublunary bodies, which is characterized
by its incorruptibility. In the (assumedly later) emanationist works, al-Farabi never
mentions matter (maddah) explicitly, but introduces the concept of immaterial
substrate (mawdii) instead. There is a clearly definable trend in the Ara’ and Siyasah
to minimize the association between the heavenly bodies and matter. In contrast to
both of these groups, the Ta'ligat, Da'awa and the ‘Uyin present numerous
similarities. Like the emanationist treatises, they equate the celestial form with soul.

However, unlike them, they refer explicitly to the hylomorphic composition of the

2 This is also how Wolfson (1929, 596) understood this passage.
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spheres and especially to celestial matter (maddah and tabi'ah khamisah), and not to

immaterial substrate.

Second, al-Farabi relies heavily in the emanationist treatises on analogical
language based on the shin-ba-ha root, which helps to emphasize the remoteness of
the heavenly bodies from the sublunary bodies, while at the same time offering a
means of comparing the two. On the one hand, then, al-Farabi completely omits in
these two treatises the standard Arabic hylic terminology associated with aether or
celestial matter. On the other hand, the analogical approach seems proper to the

Ara’ and Siydsah and is absent from al-FarabT’s other (curricular) works.

Third, anticipating on my analysis slightly, the status of heavenly substance
and its mode of production are markedly different: matter is created absolutely and
out of nothing in the jam', while it is created through the intermediary of the

intellects in the emanationist treatises and in some of the ‘spurious’ works.

Finally, the later testimonia make very different statements about al-Farabt’s
theories of celestial matter, and this in consequence strengthens the contradictions
in the Farabian corpus. While Ibn Rushd confirms the theories expounded in the
emanationist treatises, Maimonides refers to a completely different view based on a
gradation of celestial matter, which he supposedly found in al-FarabTs Physics

commentary.

Al-FarabT’s contention that the heavenly bodies, in spite of their being
bodies, are immaterial, appears at first glance as an unexpected and intriguing
departure from the Greek cosmological traditions of antiquity, which had ascribed
some kind of matter to the heavens, whether aether (Aristotle), a refined version of
the four elements with a predominance of fire (Plato, Proclus, Simplicius), or even
the same elements as those that exist in the sublunary world (Philoponus). These
traditions, which take their starting-point in Aristotle’s De caelo or Plato’s Timaeus,

underwent significant transformation during the late-antique period and acquired a
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great degree of interpretive diversity. In some cases, the departures had been so
drastic that thinkers such as Xenarchus in the Peripatetic school and Plotinus in
Alexandria felt entitled to challenge the seminal views of Aristotle on aether. But
regardless of how subversive their criticisms were, these thinkers usually upheld a
theory of celestial matter. Even Philoponus who rejected wholesale Aristotle’s
cosmology and mounted the most serious rebuttal against it argued that the spheres

were composed of a mixture of the four elements.

What is more, al-FarabT's position is also in disagreement with that of his
predecessors in the Arabic tradition. Al-Kindi, for instance, refers several times to
the fifth substance of the heavens in his corpus*”’ and provides a definition of matter
in his Risalah fT hudad al-ashya’ that reveals his adherence to a literal understanding
of celestial hylomorphism. Al-Kindi writes that “falak [the celestial sphere] is matter
[‘unsur] which has a form [sirah].”* This definition makes it clear that al-Kindi
applies hylomorphism to the heavens in a literal manner and adopted a theory of
celestial substance that was dependent on the De caelo tradition. Ibn Sina and
Maimonides, to name but two major post-Farabian thinkers, also explicitly uphold
the materiality of the heavens and talk at length about the hylomorphic

composition of the celestial bodies and the matter (maddah) of the spheres.””

It is possible that al-Farabi is not actually saying that the heavens are

immaterial, but rather composed of a different matter than sublunary matter.”*

7 See al-Kind1 1950-53, vol. 2, 55; Atiyeh 1966, 73-74; and Adamson 2007a, Chapter 4.

7% Al-KindT 1950-53, 169. Al-Kindi further defines ‘unsur as the “matter of all matter,” a formula which
is tantalizingly reminiscent of the term for intelligible matter used in the Pseudo-Empedoclean
sources, but which in this context can only be construed as referring to the physical, concrete matter
of all corporeal things. Al-KindT also uses the plural ‘andsir to refer to the four elements fire, air,
earth, and water in his K. fi ibanah, 219-220. That al-Kindl uses the same term to signify both
terrestrial elements and the matter of the heavenly spheres is interesting, and may betray the
influence of Philoponus, who held the view that the heavens were made of the same elements as
sublunary beings, albeit of a purer kind.

7> See Tbn Sind’s Al-sama’ wa al-‘alam in the Shifa’ (Tbn STna 1983-1986, 15,6, and 30 passim; 31,2-3), the
Risalah al-‘ulwiyyah, passim; the K. al-najah (Ibn Sina 1985, 313); the Metaphysics in the Shifa’ (Ibn Sina
2005, 312, 324, 330, 331, 334); and M. Rashed 2004, 41. For Maimonides, see Wolfson 1929, 103, 605-606;
and Glasner 2000.

76 Walzer (al-Farabi 1985a, 375-377) also presents this view, which he somehow juxtaposes with his
theory of intelligible matter.
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After all, Proclus often calls the heavenly bodies “immaterial” (&vAov), although in
other instances he endows them with a material substrate made of a refined version
of the elements, especially fire.”” This, however, is not what emerges from the
accumulated evidence presented above. Not only does al-Farabi fail to introduce a
clear account of heavenly matter, but he specifies that the celestial substrates are
not material (laysat mawadd). These substrates are presented as being closely related
to the celestial soul, to the extent that one even wonders if they are not to be seen
as a part of it, just as al-Farabi calls mawdi" certain faculties of the human soul.”®
Moreover, he avoids the standard Peripatetic vocabulary connected to heavenly
matter (‘first body,” ‘ether,” ‘fifth nature,’ etc). Finally, al-Farabi does not make
correlative arguments between matter and motion, such as the one that appears in
De caelo 1.2-4. As we shall see in the section devoted to celestial motion, al-Farabi

nowhere claims that celestial matter possesses in itself a kinematic quality, but

instead he makes soul the main cause of motion.

The theory of immaterial celestial bodies was not unknown in the ancient
and medieval periods, as is attested by Philoponus’ criticism aimed at some thinkers

“? Hence, al-Farabi could be

who did not adhere to the view of a material heaven.
seen as continuing an exegetical tradition on the question of aether that he
inherited from the late-antique world, and which had culminated in the attacks of
Xenarchus and later Philoponus.” Instead of matter, al-Farabi introduces the
concept of immaterial substrate as the other principle that, together with soul,

constitutes the composite nature of the heavenly bodies.

7 Siorvanes 1987, 234-237, 239-246.

*7 See the Risalah, for example (al-Farabi 1938, 22).

7 Philoponus’ Against Aristotle, apud Simplicium in his De caelo commentary, 133,21-29.
0 See Sambursky 1962, 124-127, 154 ff.; Wildberg 1988; Verrycken 1990b; M. Rashed 2004.
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2. AN EVOLUTION IN AL-FARABI'S COSMOLOGY?

The previous survey of the passages dealing with celestial matter in the Farabian
corpus has brought to the fore a tension in al-Farabi’s various theories of celestial
substance. To recapitulate, the differences between these works may be summarized
as follows: the Ara’ and the Siyasah a) equate the forms of the heavenly bodies with
their souls; b) ascribe to them an immaterial substrate; c) use analogical language to
describe the celestial bodies. These points, which do not appear in any other work
by al-Farabi, are opposed to the more ‘standard’ descriptions given in the Ihsa’, the
Philosophy of Aristotle, and the Against Philoponus, which a) explicitly mention the
matter (maddah) of the heavens and omit to mention substrate (mawdu’); b) do not
equate the celestial form with soul, and do not even mention the soul of the

heavenly bodies; and c) shun analogical language.

The evidence that can be gleaned from later sources seems to intensify this
contradiction: while Ibn Rushd refers to al-FarabT’s view that celestial bodies lack
substrate, and therefore matter, Maimonides quotes al-Farabi as upholding a theory
of multiple types of celestial matter in his commentary on the Physics. To this basic
problem is added the further well-known conflict between the creationist view
expressed in the Jam' and the eternalist position defended in the emanationist
works, both resulting in different explanations for the creation of matter. These
facts strongly suggest the possibility of an evolution in al-Farabts cosmological
theories. This hypothesis is strengthened by the realization that these doctrinal

dissimilarities never appear within the same work.

Broadly speaking, then, it is possible to isolate three different groups of
works: on the one hand, there are the Fusil, the Ara’, the Siyasah (supported by Ibn
Rushd’s quotation), all of which display a certain homogeneity in describing the
study of the celestial bodies as part of metaphysics, in stressing the matterlessness
of their substance, and in emphasizing their noetic or soul-like nature. That these

works possess marked similarities in their treatment of celestial substance
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strengthens the hypothesis offered by scholars that they all belong to a late phase of
al-Farabt’s life.””" On the other hand, the Ihsa’, Philosophy of Aristotle, Against
Philoponus, and Maimonides’ quotation referring to the commentary on the Physics,
all stress the materiality of the heavens and their physical nature. These works
could belong to an earlier stage than the other group.”® Finally, there are the
Da‘'awa, the Ta'ligat, and the ‘Uyiin, which possess their own distinct features and

must be isolated from the rest of the Farabian corpus.

The study of the chronology and evolution of Farabi's works is still at a
relatively early stage. However, it is probably not a coincidence that the previous
categorizing of al-FarabT’s works on the basis of the cosmological doctrines they
contain accords with the chronological hypotheses so far advanced by scholars. The
previous analysis of matter also seems to substantiate the hypothesis of an
evolution in al-Farab’s philosophy, which has already been suggested by historians
with regards to other aspects of the second master’s philosophy.” When
Maimonides quotes al-Farabls commentary on the Physics and refers to a view
which conflicts explicitly with the evidence found in the emanationist texts, it
seems likely that the reason for this is that al-FarabT's ideas evolved over time, and
that his theories on celestial matter in his Physics commentary were probably not
the same as those that he later developed in the Ara’ and the Siydsah. It can be

assumed that al-Farabi modified his doctrine either when he came in contact with

**1 See Alon 2002, vol. 2, 824-826, who explains that Dunlop, Najjar, Rosenthal, and Walzer all seem to
agree that these works are al-Farabi's last compositions. See also Galston 1990, 4, note 2, who
provides a clear overview of past scholarly opinions on the topic, and Reisman 2005, 54-55.

®2 Alon 2002, 825. The Thsa’, it was argued by Heinrichs, belongs to an earlier period, after the Poetics,
but before the Philosophy of Aristotle.

3 The position of the Risalah in this chronology is uncertain, but the cosmological views developed in
this treatise, i.e., the emphasis on the intellectual nature of the heavenly bodies and their relation to
the separate intellects, as well as the analogical language it displays, connect it to the emanationist
works. This suggests, I think, a late date for its composition.

“8* This hypothesis may underlie Druart’s (1987a, 28) argument about the various categories of texts
in the Farabian corpus. Davidson 1992, 73, however, is more explicit: “I would accordingly conjecture
that Alfarabi worked from different oral or written philosophic sources and summaries at different
times, and that the position he took at any one time reflects the texts then before him.” Street 2004,
542 has come to the same conclusion with regards to al-Farab1's logical works: “Alfarabi modified his
logical doctrines throughout his life...” This developmentalist hypothesis, unfortunately, has not
been the object of much scholarly attention.
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new sources, or because he developed new interpretations of Aristotle’s cosmology,

or both.

A developmentalist hypothesis could also explain why the Jam® offers a non-
eternalist creationist account, while the Ara’ and the Siyasah have moved beyond
this interpretive framework. Finally, it has the advantage of accounting not only for
the discrepancies within the Farabian corpus, but also for the contradictory reports
made by later authors on al-Farabt’s theories. As we know from the examples of al-
Ash‘ari, al-Ghazali, and even Ibn Sina,”™ developments and shifts in doctrine, and

even intellectual crises, were not rare phenomena in the history of Islamic thought.

In the following paragraphs, I will try to substantiate the developmentalist
hypothesis by identifying and analyzing some of the historical and doctrinal reasons
that can explain the evolution of al-FarabT’s theories of matter. I will begin by
analyzing some of the sources that may have inspired al-Farab1’s theory of celestial
substrate. I will also consider the negative influence that some thinkers may have
had on al-FarabT's philosophy. Finally, the relation between celestial matter and

prime matter will also be examined.

2.1 Hypothetical Reasons behind the Evolution of al-Farabi’s Hylic

Theories

In the following paragraphs, I will examine what I believe are four convincing
reasons why al-Farabi may have engaged in a revision of his position on the
question of celestial substance in his later works, and why he may have moved away
from the theory he had adopted in the Jam® and the Against Philoponus. First, al-

Farabi was positively influenced by the commentaries of Alexander of Aphrodisias

*® Bertolacci 2001, 259, detects “an evolution in Avicenna’s knowledge of Aristotle’s Metaphysics.” See
Wisnovsky 2003b, Chapters 9 and 14, which also argue for a developmentalist account of Avicennian
metaphysics, and Gutas 2001 with respects to Tbn Sind’s theory of hads. As for Wasil ibn ‘Ata (the
alleged founder of Mu'tazilism), al-Ash‘ari, and al-Ghazali, traditional Arabic accounts of their lives
have recorded their shifts in allegiances and even their psychological crises. While these accounts
should not be taken literally and may contain mythical episodes, they do illustrate the fact that these
thinkers’ doctrines were shaped and evolved over long stretches of time.
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and Themistius, which provided him with new exegetical possibilities on the
question of celestial matter. Second, al-Farabl was negatively influenced by the
severe criticisms that Aristotle’s theory of aether incurred at the hands of
Philoponus. Moreover, some of the most prevalent Greek and Islamic precedents for
the view of a material heaven (those of Philoponus and al-Razi) were not doctrinally
satisfactory to al-Farabl because they clashed with other aspects of his thought.
Third, al-FarabT's emanationist treatises are marked by a depreciation of matter in
general. Fourth, Aristotle’s aether was difficult to reconcile with the Ptolemaic

theories of celestial motion.

2.1.1 Substrate (mawdii)) and the Greek Commentators

First, we must examine al-Farab1’s relation to the Greek commentatorial tradition,
because the idea of replacing the concept of matter with the concept of substrate
(both are not semantically identical) probably stemmed from al-Farabi’s exposure to
previous Greek interpretations of Aristotle’s aether. What are the potential
precedents for al-FarabT's interpretation of celestial matter as immaterial substrate
in the Ara’ and Siyasah? Walzer posited a lost Greek source to explain the
fundamental aspects of al-Farab1’s philosophy. As we shall see shortly, there is little
reason to posit a no-longer extant source when in fact al-Farabi could have relied on

texts that have survived until our present day.

Although the concepts of matter (VAn) and substrate (Onokeipevov) figure in
most ancient debates about the nature of the heavens and were part and parcel of
the Greek philosophical terminology that was translated into Arabic, no Muslim
thinker before al-Farabi makes such ample use of substrate (mawdi‘) in his
cosmology.”™ This point suggests that al-Farabi was well informed about the
cosmological debates of late antiquity and that he knew some of the commentaries
written on the De caelo, Physics, and Metaphysics, which also made ample use of this

concept and discussed its relation to matter. In fact, an examination of the works of

#% As far as T know, al-Kindi does not use the concept of substrate (mawdii‘) in a cosmological context.
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ancient commentators immediately reveals a doctrinal link between al-Farabi,
Alexander of Aphrodisias, and Themistius on the question of celestial matter and
substrate. There follows a brief overview of celestial matter in these thinkers’

cosmology and its relation al-Farabt’s.

The connection between substrate and matter is established by Aristotle in

” which later provided a starting-point and justification for

certain passages,”
exegetical elaborations on the issue of celestial matter. Alexander of Aphrodisias
and Themistius were both interested in clarifying the nature of celestial matter as it
appeared in the Aristotelian corpus, but in the process of interpreting Aristotle,
they reached a very different view than that of their master. Alexander and
Themistius appear in many passages to reject the idea that the heavens are material.
Building upon certain passages of the Aristotelian corpus in which Aristotle seems
to hint at the possibility that the heavens are immaterial,”® the later commentators
developed a new interpretation of celestial substance that moved away from the De
caelo model and exploited other concepts such as substrate and soul. Whether the

commentators were conscious that they were in fact departing from Aristotle’s

teaching is more difficult to answer.

An example of this exegetical trend in relation to celestial matter appears in
Alexander’s commentary on the Metaphysics, where he claims that “...the substrate
in the divine [bodies] is not matter...,”** and that “...the body that moves in a circle
is also a natural body, but matter is not the substrate for this body.”*° In another
passage dealing with the relation between form, matter, and body, Alexander writes:
“In this connection, one might inquire about the forms in the divine bodies, for

these forms are neither enmattered nor perishable and are separable in thought

*7 See for example, Physics 1.6.189a35; On generation and Corruption 11.1.329a30-33; Metaphysics
1.2.983a30, VII.3.1029a20-26, and XI1.2.1069b3-8.

*% See, for example, Metaphysics V111.4.1044b7-8.

9 “1d yap &v toig Oeiorg vmokeipevov o) UAN,” CAG, vol. 1, 22.2-3; translated into English by W. E.
Dooley in Sorabji 2005, vol. 2, 369.

0 “EMel Kal TO KUKAOQOPIKOV OOUA QUOIKOV UEV, 00 Unv VAN T To0tw Unokeiyevov,” CAG, vol. 1,
169.18-19; translated into English by W. E. Dooley in Sorabji 2005, vol. 2, 369.
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from their underlying body.”*" Finally, in the De mixtione, Alexander writes that
“...the whole divine body, which is active, is unmixed and unable to be reciprocally
acted on by the body acted on by it; for only enmattered bodies can be acted on.”**
As L. Bodndr writes in his article on Alexander’s cosmology, “...the celestial element,
which Alexander tends to call Osiov o®ua, divine body, is removed from the
components of the ever-changing sublunary world to the extent that it can be a
legitimate question whether the substrate of celestial bodies can be called

matter...”*?

Themistius also proposes a similar reading of Aristotle’s aether when he
writes in his commentary on the De caelo: “The body which rotates has no contrary,
as will become clear shortly. Nor does it have any substrate, for elsewhere it was
stated that it lacks matter.”** This view is also envisaged, but not endorsed, in his
paraphrase on Aristotle’s Metaphysics Lambda, where he suggests that the celestial
bodies may be pure forms devoid of matter or that they may contain matter in an
equivocal sense.” It should be mentioned that Proclus also states on numerous
occasions that the heavens are immaterial (&vAov), although he develops in parallel
a theory of celestial matter which is based on Plato’s account in Timaeus 40A,
according to which the celestial bodies are composed of a pure version of the four
elements, with a predominance of fire.””® To my knowledge, however, Proclus does
not include substrate in his discussion of the celestial bodies. Hence, the similarities
between Alexander’s, Themistius’, and al-FarabTs interpretation of celestial

substance are striking and suggest a possible textual link between these thinkers."”’

P “gmintioat Tig &v Tpog TolTto Tepl TOV eldGOV TV €V Toig Beloig owpaotv. tadta yap olte Evula

oUte @Oapta kal xwpiotd tfj €mvoia Tod LRokelpevoy avbToOlG owuatog,” CAG, vol. 1, 375.37-376.2;
translated into English by W. E. Dooley in Sorabji 2005, vol. 2, 369.

2 De mixtione, 229.3-9, translated into English by Robert Todd in Sorabji 2005, vol. 2, 366.

3 Bodnér 1997, 190.

** In caelo, CAG, vol. 5, 14.12-15, in the Latin version; translated into English by R. Sorabji in Sorabji
2005, vol. 2, 369, revised by me.

*® Themistius 1999, X.12, p. 122, translated by R. Brague: “Il faut, en effet, ou bien, que 'on dise qu’ils
[the celestial bodies] n'ont pas de matiére du tout, ou que I'on dise que la matiére qui est la leur est
autre que la matiére des choses qui admettent la génération et la corruption.”

% Sjorvanes 1987, 234-237, 239-246.

“7 My analysis of the link between al-Farabi and the Greek commentators should ideally be
complemented by a study of al-FarabT’s interpretation of the De caelo. There is a twofold problem,
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Although the descriptions of aether in the De caelo make it extremely
unlikely that Alexander and Themistius are correct in construing Aristotle’s theory
in this fashion,”® their views represent an interesting exegetical development on

“? However, it may be asked how literally one

celestial matter in late antiquity.
should construe Alexander’s statements that the celestial bodies are immaterial?
Can it not be said that the heavenly body consists of another type of matter? In fact,
Alexander and Themistius seem in other instances to posit the existence of some
kind of matter in the heavens that they associate with the potency of motion in
place. Alexander in the Quaestiones 1.10 and 1.15 argues that the heavens are
material, albeit made of a matter which shares nothing in common with sublunary

matter: he therefore posits the existence of two matters, one sublunary, and one

heavenly.””

however: first, al-Farabi’s commentary on the De caelo has not survived; second, there is no reliable
edition of the Arabic translation of this work made by Ibn al-Bitrig. Yet it is likely that a close
examination of the doctrines conveyed in the Arabic De caelo could yield interesting information
concerning the cosmology of the falasifah in general and al-Farabi’s theory of celestial substance in
particular. An indication of this is Endress’ statement (2007, 346) that Ibn al-Bitrig’s version “...gave a
specifically Neoplatonic slant to the Aristotelian text: rendering Aristotle’s 8eiov o®ua by al-jirm al-
kartm or al-jirm al-rithani, “the noble, spiritual body...” For more information on the Arabic De caelo,
see Endress 1966.

% Not only is aether presented as the “first body,” but Aristotle in De caelo, 1.9.278a11 clearly
correlates perceptibility and materiality in the heavens. Moreover, without a certain matter, the
motion of the spheres would be difficult to explain.

* Simplicius argues in his commentary on the De caelo (CAG, vol. 7, 133,29 ff.) that by “immaterial,”
these philosophers really mean to say that celestial matter is different from and “surpasses” the
matter of generation and corruption. However, this interpretation seems to be influenced by
Simplicius’ own view on the topic and to make a serious concession to the ‘materialistic’
understanding of celestial matter as defended by Philoponus.

%% See Fazzo 2002, 113 ff. Fazzo provides an in-depth analysis of Alexander’s views on celestial matter
in the Quaestiones. Although she emphasizes the complexity of the topic and acknowledges the
contradictions between Alexander’s views in his commentary on the Metaphysics and in this work
(123), she does not attempt to explain this discrepancy. In any case, it should be stressed that the
authorship of the Quaestiones is uncertain, and so this raises the possibility that the theories
expressed in them are not those of Alexander. See also Bodnar 1997, 190-191, and notes 3 and 4. In
any case, only fragments of the Quaestiones were translated into Arabic, and there is no indication
that 1.10 and 1.15., the two sections that focus on the question of celestial matter in most detail, were
among the passages translated. On the other hand, the translation of Alexander’s Metaphysics is
attested by Ibn al-Nadim. The important point here is not so much to define exactly what Alexander’s
and Themistius’ views are as to show that they could have served as a starting-point for al-FarabT’s
own theory.
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Hence, it is difficult to reconstruct Alexander’s true theory and it is unclear
whether he held a consistent and homogeneous view on this problem throughout
his life. In any case, the important point for my argument is that their views were
very likely known to al-Farabi as a result of the Greek to Arabic translation
movement and may have served as the starting-point for the second master’s own
interpretation of the problem. Whatever Alexander’s true position on the issue, the
fact remains that his statements may have opened new interpretive perspectives on

celestial matter that al-Farabi would not have had access to by reading the De caelo.

There is nevertheless a significant difference between Alexander’s and
Themistius’ views on celestial matter, which is important to underline due to its
connection with al-Farab7’s theory. Themistius not only states that the heavens are
immaterial, but he also seems to exclude the possibility of their having a non-
material substrate, since he equates substrate with matter. This view is apparent in
his statement: “Nor does it [the celestial body] have any substratum, for elsewhere it
was stated that it lacks matter.”*”" Alexander, on the other hand, explicitly refers to
a celestial substrate that is not matter, but which is meant to act as matter for the
celestial bodies. He thus replaces the concept of celestial matter with that of
celestial substrate, while keeping a conceptual distinction between the two
concepts. As Alexander explains in his Metaphysics commentary, “The term
‘substrate’ (to hupokeimenon) has greater extension than the term ‘matter’ (hule), for
the substrate in the divine [bodies] is not matter.”** Alexander does not say in this
passage what exactly is the nature of this substrate. But since we know that he
equates the nature of the celestial bodies with their soul, it may be hypothesized
that this notion of substrate should be construed in connection with his psychology,
since it is somewhat similar to the potential intellect in humans, which, while

immaterial, acts as a substrate for the intelligible forms.

> In caelo, CAG, vol. 5, 14.12-15; translated in Sorabji 2005, vol. 2, 369.
2 CAG, vol. 1, 22.2-3; translated by W. E. Dooley in Sorabji 2005, vol. 2, 369. See also Fazzo 2002, 123.
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On the issue of celestial matter Alexander’s and al-FarabT’s interpretations
are exactly the same. Both reject the straightforward notion that the heavens are
material, and both use substrate (Omokeiuevov/mawdii‘) as a substitute for matter.
Substrate in their philosophy is a broader concept than matter, since some things
can have a substrate without having matter.”” In addition, Alexander and al-Farabi

seem to reject any correlation between celestial matter and celestial motion.>

The previous analysis has revealed a possible link between Alexander,
Themistius, and al-Farabi on the question of celestial matter. This connection
acquires additional plausibility when one takes into account the fact that many of
Alexander’s and Themistius’ works are known to have been translated into Arabic.’”
The evidence of this transmission, however, is complicated. First, there is no way of
knowing if the idea of an immaterial heaven was developed in Alexander’s
commentary on the De caelo, since it has survived neither in Greek nor in Arabic. As
for the works previously discussed, Ibn al-Nadim mentions only Alexander’s and
Themistius’ commentaries on Book Lambda of the Metaphysics, and al-Farabi in the
Aghrad confirms that his knowledge of their commentaries was limited to this book,
at least during the time he was writing that treatise.>® There is therefore no proof
that al-Farabi had access to Alexander’s entire commentary on the Metaphysics. This
is problematic insofar as the passages discussed above belong not to Lambda but to

other books of this work.

This being said, the lists compiled by the Arabic bio-bibliographers are not

exhaustive, and we know that al-Farabi had access to Themistius’ paraphrase of

°% I have already shown this previously in section IV.3, but the relevant evidence may be reiterated.
For instance, in the Risalah, al-Farabi explains that the “substrates [mawdi‘at] on which the Agent
Intellect acts are either bodies or powers [quwwa] in bodies...” (al-Farabi 1938, 33-34, my translation).
From this passage, it may be seen that the concept of substrate is broader than the concept of body
and that some substrates may be in bodies without necessarily being corporeal or material.
Moreover, al-Farabi claims that each faculty of the human soul may in fact be seen as a “substrate”
(mawda’) for the faculty above it, including the immaterial faculty of the acquired intellect (al-Farabi
1938, 22).

% For Alexander, see Bodndr 1997, 190, note 1; for al-Farabi, see Chapter VI on motion.

9 Badawi 1987, 114, 117-118; Luna 1989, 250.

%% Al-Farabi writes: “...there is an incomplete commentary on Lambda by Alexander of Aphrodisias
and a complete commentary by Themistius...”; translated by McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 78.
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Book Lambda and to his commentary on the De caelo.”® Recent research has also
shown that the number of ancient texts transmitted to the Arabic world was much

t 508

greater than previously thought.”® Moreover, I think there is a likely possibility that
al-Farabi may have read Alexander’s commentary on the Metaphysics in full later on
in his life. We know that the emanationist works were composed toward the end of
his life, and so the comment in the Aghrad may not apply to this later period. Finally,
there are the salient doctrinal parallels between Alexander and al-Farabi, which
suggest that the latter may have read at least parts of Alexander’s commentary on

books other than Lambda.

Furthermore, it is important to realize that the Arabic translators of these
works were in direct contact with al-Farabi and gravitated to his circle. Thanks to
Ibn al-Nadim, we know that Abi Bishr Matta translated part of Alexander’s and
Themistius’ commentaries on the Metaphysics and that the latter translation was
copied and perhaps corrected by Yahya ibn ‘Adi’” It is noteworthy that both Aba
Bishr Matta and Yahya ibn ‘Adi were acquaintances of al-Farabt: the former was his
teacher in Baghdad, while the latter was one of his students. In fact, there is a
passage in Abi Bishr Matta’s preserved commentary on Aristotle’s Physics 11.7-9 that
shows a marked similarity with the Greek commentators’ views on celestial matter.
In his answer to a question addressed to him concerning Aristotle’s theory of the

four causes, Abii Bishr says:

The Sun and man are equally one and the same with respect to the form of body [that is,
inasmuch as they are bodies], but the Sun is bereft of all other causes, because it is unaffected by
whatever it affects since it has no matter; however, it has something like matter—where ‘matter’ is that

which is susceptible to affectation—and so it might receive the transmitted form that is simple.*™

What is of interest here is the parallel between Aba Bishr’s statement

concerning the immateriality of the sun and Alexander’s theories of celestial matter

%97 CAG, vol. 5, and Zonta 1994.

°% See Peters 1968, Hasnawi 1994, Wisnovsky 2003b, and Bertolacci 2006.
%% 1bn al-Nadim 1970, vol. 2, 606.

*° Translated by McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 123, emphasis mine.,
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on the one hand, and the parallel between Abt Bishr’s and al-Farab1’s views on the
other hand. Abu Bishr and al-Farabi both reject the concept of celestial matter, and
both suggest that the heavenly bodies are made of something that is “like” or
“resembles” matter.”"’ The similarity of their statements on celestial matter, the
close historical links between Abu Bishr and al-Farabi, and the former’s role in the
translation of Greek commentaries definitely point to a continuous line of thought
stretching from Alexander to the second teacher and the Baghdad philosophers of
the tenth century.

2.1.2 Philoponus and Abi Bakr al-Razi: A Negative Influence

In opposition to the positive precedent set by Alexander, there was the negative
influence that some of al-Farabt’s predecessors may have had on the development of
his thought, especially Philoponus and al-Razi. If we look back at the various
theories on celestial matter that were accessible to al-Farabi, it appears that many of
them would have been unsatisfactory to the second teacher. Philoponus, al-Kindsi,
and al-Razi, whose works were well-known to al-Farabi, developed different
versions of how matter relates to cosmogony and eternality. But these models
presented serious obstacles to al-FarabT’s twin commitments to the eternality and
causality of the world and matter. The incompatibility of these thinkers’ doctrine of
matter with al-Farab1’s mature metaphysics may have prompted him to move away
from the commonly held notion of the materiality of the heavens and to adopt a
different exegetical approach, which was partially suggested to him by the

Neoplatonica arabica and by Alexander’s and Themistius’ commentaries.

Philoponus in particular may have had a strong impact on the second
teacher, who was well acquainted with his criticism of Aristotle’s cosmology. As

Wildberg explains, the Against Aristotle shaped subsequent debates over the creation

' T was not able to check the Arabic version of Abli Bishr’s commentary, but 1 suppose that the
Arabic may be similar to the expression used by al-Farabi, perhaps “ka al-maddah” or an equivalent
expression.
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of the world in Islam.> Moreover, we also know that al-Farabi addressed
Philoponus’ critique of Aristotle’s cosmology in several of his works, including the
no longer extant commentaries on the Physica and De caelo, in the On Changing

3

Beings,”” and in the still extant Against Philoponus.”** That al-Farabi devoted such
effort to refuting Philoponus’ views shows that these must have played an
important role in the development of his own cosmological ideas, possibly inciting
him to move away from Aristotle’s theory of aether in his later years. Philoponus’
arguments concerning the corruptibility of the heavens were never endorsed by al-
Farabi, even in the Jam‘ and the jJawabat, which put forth a creationist view.
Nevertheless it is possible that they brought to his attention some of the problems

inherent in the Aristotelian doctrine of aether later on in his life.

Muslim and Christian theologians, whose views were often indebted to
Philoponus’ arguments, also combated the theory that the heavens are made of a
different matter than the sublunary world. Most Muslim theologians held the view
that the heavens are material, yet they ascribed neither eternity nor incorruptibility
to this matter. According to the occasionalists, for example, the world is composed
of atoms and accidents that are created each instant through divine power.””” The
celestial world does not escape God’s fiat and is essentially composed of the same
elements as the sublunary world. Hence, the Aristotelian dichotomy between an
incorruptible heaven and a lower world of change and corruption is rejected, as is
the notion of a simple heavenly substance.” It is possible that the first opposition
that a thinker such as al-Farabi encountered when he upheld a theory of eternal

celestial substance was that of the mutakallimiin.

* Wildberg 1988, 3. For information on the excerpts of Philoponus’ works preserved in Arabic and
their impact on Islamic thought, see Kraemer 1965; Davidson 1969; Pines 1972; Hasnawi 1994;
Wisnovsky 2001; Hugonnard-Roche 2003, 288-289; and M. Rashed 2004,

° The remaining fragments of this work have been recently analyzed in M. Rashed 2008.

%14 Mahdi 1967, 236.

° For an in-depth treatment of this topic, see Pines 1936, and Dhanani 1994,

*1% Abii al-Barakat, for example, believed, like Maimonides, that the heavens are composed of several
matters. For the former, see Pines 1979, vol. 1, 170-180, vol. 5, 214-215; and for the latter, Glasner
2000.
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The second doctrine al-Farabi may have had to contend with is al-RazT’s idea
of an eternal, uncaused matter. According to al-Razi, matter represents one of the
five, eternal and uncaused principles of the universe, together with time, soul,
space, and God. At the moment of creation, the demiurge allowed soul to mingle
with matter, and all the corporeal existents of the universe, including the stars and
planets, resulted from this unfortunate alliance. Al-Razi conceives of prime matter
(or “absolute matter,” hayila mutlagah) before creation as an amorphous mass of
atoms. At the moment of creation, this prime matter combines with void to form the
bodies of all created beings. At the end of time, all matter will return to this

amorphous primal state.”’

There are a few striking features of al-RazT’s account, all of which would have
been unacceptable to al-Farabi. The first and most obvious is the idea, directly
derived from Plato, of the existence of an eternal and uncaused primal matter,
existing beyond the demiurgic power of God. This view could not be accepted by al-
Farabi, who makes the entire universe and all its existents causally dependent on

the First Cause.

The second feature of al-Razi’s account of creation is the homogeneity of
matter, the idea that the matter of all the existents is essentially the same, i.e.,
atomistic, and that there is no hierarchy based on hylic distinctions. There is no
dichotomy in al-Razi’s universe between two opposed or essentially different types

°'® This again is alien to al-FarabT's Aristotelian

of matter, a terrestrial and heavenly.
division of the cosmos in two distinct entities, the higher level of the eternal

heavenly bodies and the lower level of perishable beings. In this respect, al-Razt’s

°Y For al-Razi’s metaphysics, see Pines 1936, 49; Gaudefroy-Demombynes 1941; Fakhry 1968; and
McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 44-49, who translate other Arabic thinkers’ accounts of al-Razi’s
philosophy.

*® On the one hand, this view of matter has affinities with the prime matter of the Ikhwan al-Safa’
and of many Isma'ili thinkers. Although prime matter in their philosophy does not consist of atoms,
it represents the material matrix out of which all the existents, heavenly and terrestrial, are made.
On the other hand, if al-RazT’s doctrine of matter at first glance appears to be closer to the kalam
doctrine of occasionalism and atomism, it diverges from it radically in that prime matter is posited as
an eternal, uncaused substance that lies outside the creative power of God.
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doctrine also contrasts from its Platonic source, since Plato also establishes a
qualitative difference between the heaven and the sublunary world on the basis of a

519

hylic hierarchy.

Finally, al-Razi’s idea that all matter resolves itself into absolute prime
matter at the end of time does not fit into al-FarabT’s eternalist framework as
exposed in the emanationist works. In fact, al-Farabi is supposed to have written a
treatise refuting some aspects of al-Razr's metaphysics, and it is possible that this

work focused partially on his theory of matter.””

Hence, it is clear that Philoponus’ and al-RazT’s hylic theories could not be
reconciled with some of the basic physical and metaphysical tenets in al-Farabt’s
philosophy. These two thinkers, who uphold a blatantly “materialistic” theory of
celestial substance (elemental for Philoponus and atomistic for al-Razi), may have
prompted al-Farabi to move away from these trends and to minimize the materiality

of the heavens in his later emanationist treatises.

As for al-KindT's position, although al-Farabi may have been influenced by it
during his creationist period, the second teacher elaborates a completely new
system in his emanationist treatises. Al-Farabi develops an eternalist model which
makes al-KindT's reliance on the absolute will of God to explain the perishability of
heavenly matter irrelevant. In al-FarabT’s emanationist scheme, celestial substance
becomes both incorruptible and removed from the direct control of the First Cause.
Its eternal generation and sustenance depends on the separate intellects, which
continuously emanate the substance of the celestial bodies. The elaborate causal
system contained in these treatises highlights the breadth of al-Farabt’s

philosophical development when compared to the Jam" and the Against Philoponus.

* In the Timaeus (31B-32B, and especially 40A) the heavens are said to be made of a pure version of
the four elements with a preponderance of fire.

*2% This work is mentioned by al-QiftT in the Tarikh al-hukama’ (al-QiftT 1903, 280) under the title Al-
radd ‘ald al-Razi and by Ibn AbT Usaybi‘ah 1965, 608, under the title Kitab al-radd ‘ala al-Razi ft al-‘ilm al-
ilaht. For information on the polemic between al-Razi and al-Farabi, see Najjar 2004, 31.
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Whether in the polemics of Philoponus and the mutakallimiin, in the Platonic
model of al-Razi, and in the creationist theories of al-Kindi, the idea of a material
heaven presented insurmountable philosophical difficulties for al-Farabf, since they
required drastic concessions to be made at the metaphysical level, such as the belief
in the uncaused status of prime matter (al-Razi), the intrinsic perishability of the

heavens (Philoponus), or the non-eternity of the world (al-Kindi).

Retrospectively, it appears that none of these models presented the
synthesis that al-Farabi was to achieve between the eternality and incorruptibility
of celestial substance and its causedness by higher principles. Thus, when he moved
away from the creationist non-eternalist paradigm of the Jam', al-Farab1 was faced
with the difficult task of reconciling the special status of celestial substance (an
Aristotelian position he seems to have adhered to throughout his life) with an
account of its eternal generation. His immediate predecessors (al-KindT and al-Razi)
could not provide the adequate exegetical solution to this problem. In each of the
legacies of these various thinkers, and for different reasons, a thorough
reconciliation of these various doctrinal components could not be satisfactorily

realized.

It therefore appears as no surprise that al-Farabi opted for a different
solution, which the commentaries of Alexander, Themistius, and the Neoplatonica
arabica helped him to develop. By dispensing with the materiality of the spheres, by
introducing the concept of an immaterial substrate, by emphasizing the noetic
nature of the heavenly bodies, and by ascribing eternal efficient creation to each
separate intellect, al-Farabi could bypass the problems he perceived in these
thinkers” doctrine and paint a cosmological picture that included both Aristotle’s
eternality thesis and the derived and caused status of celestial substance: the
celestial bodies of al-Farab1’s emanationist cosmos are eternal and incorruptible yet
dependent on higher principles for their existence. Moreover, the celestial bodies’

immateriality means that the problems associated with Philoponus’ criticisms of
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Aristotle’s aether do not apply. This exegetical synthesis testifies to al-Farabi’s

creativity and his innovative use of tradition.

2.1.3 Prime Matter and Heavenly Substance: The Baseness of hayiila

At the doctrinal level, there is another aspect of al-Farabi’s philosophy that deserves
investigation, because it bears a direct relation to the problem at hand: the status of
prime matter. Regardless of whether ancient Greek and medieval Arabic
philosophers established a radical or relative difference between heavenly and
terrestrial matter, most of them agreed in establishing prime matter as the
foundational principle out of which all types of matter arise, including celestial

matter.

This is the case, for example, of Philoponus, who develops a concept of prime
matter as three-dimensional corporeal extension, and which therefore encompasses
the celestial bodies within its scope.”®" For al-Razi, ultimate prime matter is not
substantially different than the atomic matter which later constitutes the things of
the earth and heavens. As for Ibn Sina and Ibn Rushd, they develop a theory
whereby prime matter and the corporeal form are at the basis of all corporeal
existents, including the celestial bodies, which also require corporeal form.** Other
Arabic intellectual traditions like Ismailism and the Pseudo-Empedoclean tradition
also establish a direct connection between prime matter and celestial matter, the
former being the matrix out of which all the corporeal beings, heavenly and

sublunary, are formed.””

*2! For Philoponus’ conception of prime matter, see de Haas 1997 and the relevant sections in Sorabji
2005, vol. 2; for celestial matter, see Sambursky 1962, 154 ff.; and Wildberg 1988, 236; M. Rashed 2004.
*22 See Wolfson 1929, 100-104; Hyman 1977, and his comments in Ibn Rushd 1986, 29-32; and Stone
2001.

°% For a brief overview of prime matter in Arabic philosophy, see Gardet EI%. The idea that prime
matter is one of the highest ontological principles can be found in many Ismafli, Pseudo-
Empedoclean, and early doxographic sources. In some cases, prime matter is even described as an
intelligible principle or an intelligible form emanating directly from the One or the Intellect. See Aba
Hatim al-Razi 1998, 30-31; the entry on Empedocles in the Doxography of Pseudo-Ammonius in Rudolph
1989, 37. Jabir ibn Hayyan’s view seems quite unique, although it also posits one source for all matter.
He makes substance or dust (al-haba’) the stuff out of which everything is made (see Haq 1994, 55).
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Al-Farabi in contrast has a completely different view on the subject. Prime
matter in his system is exclusively confined to the sublunary world, where it serves
as the source out of which the four elements arise; it has no role whatsoever in the
superlunary world. A clear indication of this is that its existence is dependent on the
rotating activity of the celestial bodies, which are explicitly described as the causes
of the existence of prime matter. In the Siyasah, for example, al-Farabi writes: “The
substance, nature, and activity of the celestial body is such that there immediately
follows from it the existence of prime matter [al-maddah al-ulal.”*** This view is
reiterated in the Risalah fi al-‘agl, when al-Farabi writes: “Indeed it has been
ascertained in the book entitled On Generation and Corruption that the celestial bodies
are the first efficient causes/principles of these [sublunary bodies] and it is them
therefore that provide the Agent Intellect with the matters and substrates in which

it acts.”””®

According to al-Farabi, then, it is not prime matter which is a cause or a
principle for the celestial bodies; rather, it is the celestial bodies themselves and
their circular motions that are a principle for the appearance of prime matter in the
sublunary world.””® While these quotations do not in themselves prove the
immateriality of the spheres, they nevertheless suggest a conscious distancing on
the part of al-Farabi from what appears to have been a relatively common position
in Greek and especially Arabic thought, namely that prime matter is the ultimate
principle from which the materiality of all things, including the celestial bodies’,

derives.’”

The Theology also presents a similar view: “...all bodies, by reason of their being bodies, are of one
matter”; “...because the matter of all bodies is one” (Lewis 1959, 183-185). A quick glance at these
sources suffices to stress the gap between their conception of prime matter and al-Farabr’s.

24 Al-Farabi 1964, 55; see also al-Farabi 1964, 55.

°» Al-Farabi 1938, 33-34.

°2¢ That prime matter is restricted to the sublunary world is explicitly stated in the Siyasah: ...fa-al-
maddah al-ila hiya bi-al-quwwah jami’ al-jawahir allati tahta al-sama’ (al-Farabi 1964, 54).

*”7 The causality of prime matter in al-Farabi’s and Ibn Sina’s philosophy was already noticed by
Duhem (1913-59, vol. 4, 474, 488-490), who nevertheless did not explain its relation to the matter of
the heavenly bodies. See also Davidson 1992, 47-48.
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Moreover, one notices a clear depreciation of matter in general in al-Farabi’s
emanationist treatises, in a way that sometimes recalls Plotinus. On one occasion
prime matter is described as the basest and “lowest of existents.”** It is situated
below even the simple elements in al-Farabi's ontological hierarchy. Although al-
Farabi does not equate matter with evil, there is nonetheless the idea that matter is
inevitably accompanied by potency, imperfection, and a base form of existence. The
low status of prime matter and matter in general in al-FarabT’s ontology goes hand
in hand with his desire to remove the celestial bodies as much as possible from any

kind of materiality and substantial imperfection.

When compared to the views of his contemporaries, such as the Ikhwan al-
Safa’ and Abu Bakr al-Razi, Isma‘lli thinkers such as AbGi Hatim al-Razi and al-
Sijistani, as well as those in the Pseudo-Empedoclean tradition, and even in
comparison to the view of al-Kindi, al-FarabT’s position on the status of prime
matter appears unconventional, yet closer to Aristotle’s original doctrine.’” Al-
Farabi, unlike these thinkers, relegates prime matter to the very bottom of his
ontological hierarchy and establishes a radical dichotomy between prime matter
and the superlunary world. One of the implications of this position is that there is
no relation whatsoever between prime matter and the substance of the celestial
bodies. The further implication, then, is not only that the substance of the celestial
bodies is different from sublunary substances, but also that it cannot in any way be
derived from prime matter or a material principle, since al-Farabi does not explicitly
mention any other “source” or “origin” for matter besides prime matter. As we shall
see, the cause emanating from the separate intellects and responsible for the
existence and corporeality of the celestial spheres is not described as a material

cause. This raises the intriguing question of how al-Farabi would explain the

°%8 Al-Farabl 1964, 58. This bi-polar ontological hierarchy with the First Cause at one extreme and
prime matter at the other is reminiscent of Proclus. Moreover, al-Farabi, like Proclus but unlike
Plotinus, does not explicitly connect matter with evil.

° This conclusion may be reached, in spite of the fact that scholars still disagree on the exact nature
of prime matter in Aristotle’s philosophy. For an incisive discussion of this question, see Charlton
1992, 129-145, Charlton also provides a useful summary of the previous scholarship on the topic on
pp. 146-147.
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perceptibility of the heavens and the fact that they possess obvious corporeal

qualities.

2.1.4 Aether and Motion

Finally, a word here must be said about the relation between aether and the
Ptolemaic theories of celestial motion, although this subject will be treated in more
depth in Chapter VI. As I explained previously in Chapter III, al-Farabi adopts many
features of Ptolemaic planetary theory, including, it would seem, the eccentrics and
epicycles. It is possible that al-Farabi may have perceived an inherent tension
between Aristotle’s aether theory and the Ptolemaic model, between the idea
exposed in De caelo 1.2-4 of a fifth nature possessing inherent circular motion and the
existence of multiple and different celestial movements. Al-Farabi may have been
influenced by some passages of Philoponus’ Contra Aristotelem, which uses the
Ptolemaic theories of eccentrics and epicycles to undermine the notion of a special
element possessing a propensity for regular, circular motion. As R. Sorabji writes,
“he [Philoponus] also exploits the theory of epicycles, worked out by Hipparchus
and Ptolemy, to argue that since they make celestial motions eccentric and complex,

the case for the fifth element, with its simple rotation, is already refuted.”**

Evidence for this is mostly of a negative nature: in his personal works al-
Farabi never establishes a correlation between celestial matter and celestial motion,
and thus avoids explaining the movements of the spheres by reference to material
causes.””' His account, as we shall see in the section devoted to motion, is exclusively
based on the noetic qualities of the celestial souls and in that sense perpetuates the
‘vitalist” or ‘psychological’ trend adopted by many Neoplatonists before him. One
may surmise that the difficulty involved in reconciling the kinematic implications of

aether and the Ptolemaic theories of the particular motions of the spheres

> In Philoponus 1987, 22.

' Al-Farabi's treatise Against Philoponus establishes a correlation between aether and circular motion
(see al-Farabi 1967, 253-254), but the second teacher’s aim in this treatise is clearly apologetic, i.e., to
explain Aristotle’s theory of the elements and defend it against what he sees as an unjustified attack
mounted by Philoponus. More will be said about this treatise in section VI.3.1.
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represents yet another reason for al-Farabi's reticence to adopt a clearly

recognizable aether theory in his emanationist treatises.
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3. MATTER, CREATION, AND EMANATION: A SHIFT IN PARADIGMS

The possibility of an evolution in al-FarabT’s cosmology is not only apparent in the
question of celestial substance. It is also supported by the contradictory views that
exist in al-Farabi’s corpus on the question of the relation between matter and
creation. In fact, as it stands today, the Farabian corpus adopts two ‘paradigmatic’
interpretations of the relation between creation and matter, which are mutually
irreconcilable and are based on different premises. I use the word ‘paradigm’ in
order to stress the pre-existent conceptual framework these interpretations imply,
and also to emphasize the fact that a quite radical breaking away from the first
paradigm must have necessarily occurred in al-FarabT’s cosmology in order for him

to have developed the features proper to the second.

In order to better understand this problem, it is necessary to contextualize it
in terms of both the legacy of Greek philosophy and of the Arabic-Islamic
background in which al-Farabi flourished. More precisely, one must look into the
debate over the eternity and creation of the universe. While this debate was acute in
the late-antique tradition, it acquired a new relevance in the Islamic cultural milieu
as a result of certain developments proper to this civilization, such as the
appearance of an influential class of theologians (mutakallimin) at the social and
intellectual levels and the emphasis on the absolute simplicity of God and His

transcendence from the world at the creedal level.

I do not want to argue that there is an exact correlation between al-Farabt’s
theories of celestial substance and his views on the creation of the world. However,
the two questions may be connected, since the status of matter in any system
depends partly on its theory of creation and vice versa. For example, the postulation
of an eternal and uncaused prime matter (as was done by Abt Bakr al-Razi) clashed
with the kalam notions of God’s uniqueness and of His absolute demiurgic power.
Conversely, the standard Christian and Muslim theological creationist account

makes matter directly dependent on God’s creative act. Hence, we must ask
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ourselves what the prevalent views of celestial matter were like in the tenth century
and how they were integrated in a creationist or eternalist picture. How did al-
Farabi respond to these interpretations? A contextualization of this problem in
terms of both Greek and Arabic intellectual history leads to the realization that al-
Farabi's cosmology may have undergone an important transformation when it

comes to the relation between creation and matter.

3.1 Aristotle’s Aether and Creation: An Unlikely Harmony

To begin with, we must examine al-FarabT’s understanding of Aristotle’s theory of
celestial matter and its relation to the eternity of the universe, because these
concepts are directly relevant to al-FarabT’s own philosophy. The important point
for our purpose is that al-Farabi was acquainted with Aristotle’s theory of aether as
a fifth substance or element endowed with special properties, such as
incorruptibility. Not only did al-Farabi write a commentary on the De caelo, but, as
we have seen previously, he also discusses Aristotle’s aether theory in several of the
works that have come down to us, such as the Philosophy of Aristotle, the Thsa’, and the

Treatise Against Philoponus.

At this point, I would like to argue that the theory of aether, at least as it is
exposed in Aristotle’s original system, in principle represents an obstacle to al-
FarabT's cosmology and metaphysics. In fact, Aristotle gives no indications in the De
caelo nor in any other work that aether is caused and essentially dependent on
higher principles for its existence. Surprisingly, al-Farab1 does not present this as a
potential problem, nor does he ever mention the uncausedness of matter in
Aristotle’s philosophy. This suggests that al-FarabTs understanding of Aristotle’s
first body was different from the original doctrine developed by the Stagirite, or else

al-Farabi would not have failed to address this point.

The reason for this may lie in al-FarabT’s peculiar conception of Aristotle’s

cosmology, which subsumes the question of the causedness of matter under the
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broader problem of the creation of the universe. This leads al-Farabi to consider
celestial matter from a very different perspective than Aristotle in at least one
major respect: according to al-Farabi, matter is always caused. Unlike Aristotle, al-
Farabi does not adhere to the notion of an uncaused and eternal celestial matter. If
we look at al-Farabi’s theories of celestial substance in his corpus, it readily appears
that either matter is subordinated to a creationist account in which the entire
universe (including matter) is produced out of nothing by a demiurgic God (the jam'
and the Jawabat), or matter is integrated in a causal scheme which, while it ensures
its temporal eternity, subordinates it to the causality of the First Cause (Ara’ and
Siyasah). My point is that in both cases the status and nature of celestial matter is
directly connected to the issue of the creation of the world. Hence, the two models
that can be found in the Farabian corpus (non-eternal creation ex nihilo and
causative emanation) can be interpreted as two solutions to the problem (from the
monotheistic perspective) of the uncaused status of aether that one finds in

Aristotle’s cosmology.

However, the sources and motivations behind each model and the corollary
theory of celestial matter that accompanies them seem to have been of a very
different kind. There are strong reasons to believe that al-Farabi interpreted
Aristotle through a Neoplatonic lens during a period of his life. Whether this was a
conscious and deliberate departure from Aristotle or an accidental one due to his
philosophical formation and intellectual context is a difficult and controversial
question. In any case, it is well known that al-Farabi ascribes some blatantly
Neoplatonic theories to the Stagirite, such as the belief that God is the efficient
cause of the world. But this particular idea is very differently expressed by al-Farab1
in his various works, and the difficulty of reconciling his views is such that there is
still widespread scholarly disagreement on two points. First, some scholars have
argued against the authenticity of the Jam" and the Jawabat, the two works in which
al-Farabi defends a non-eternalist view of creation. Secondly, there are those who
think that while the jJam* is authentic, al-Farabi quotes the Neoplatonica arabica

purely for polemical reasons and with full cognizance of their spurious character. I
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do not have the space here to provide an in-depth discussion of these views and will

limit myself to a few comments.

M. Rashed in his very recent article has argued that both the Jam and the
Jawabat must be inauthentic since they convey a view of creation and time that

2 and he lists several reasons to

cannot be reconciled with al-Farab1’s other works,
support this view, some of which are not entirely convincing.”® Rashed in addition
relies on and fully endorses the more sustained criticism against the authenticity of
these works that is found in Lameer’s book entitled Al-Farabt and Aristotelian
Syllogistics. While Lameer considers the Jam' completely spurious, he argues that the
Jawabat somehow reflects al-Farab1’s doctrine and may be the work of a student or a

later scribe.”**

On my view, Lameer’s arguments are not convincing enough to decisively

exclude these works from the Farabian corpus.” This being said, I partially endorse

**» M. Rashed 2008, 55-58.

** For example, M. Rashed (2008, 57) argues that the verb gala, which introduces al-FarabT’s answer
on creation in question nine of the Jawabat, “reflects a redactor’s intervention.” This seems to me to
be an exaggeration, as this practice was extremely common in medieval Arabic philosophical
literature. M. Rashed also mentions the “crypto-atomism” implied in question 9, which he regards as
anti-Farabian. I am not sure what M. Rashed means by crypto-atomism, since the author of the
Jawabat explicitly mentions the hylomorphic constitution of the world.

>3 Lameer 1994, 23-39. In this chapter of his book, Lameer discusses the authenticity of three works:
the ‘Uyiin, the Jam', and the Jawabat. My own assessment of these sources is diametrically opposed to
that of Lameer. While Lameer defends the authenticity of the Uyiin, I believe that a close
examination of its cosmology and metaphysics decisively shows that it should be attributed to Ibn
Sina’s circle. On the other hand, Lameer excludes the Jam® and the Jawabat from the Farabian corpus,
but I believe that these works are somehow connected to al-Farabi. Some of Lameer’s arguments are
not entirely convincing and have been criticized by Mallet in his introduction to the most recent
edition of the Jam' see Mallet in al-Farabi 1999¢, 37-40. Najjar, the other editor of the Jam', also
upholds its authenticity, as do most other scholars on al-Farabi. Menn 2008, 71, note 16, leaves this
question open.

> Several points seem to connect the Jam' and the Jawabat to al-Farabl. They show a conspicuous
interest for questions of logic and terminology, for the different types of philosophical discourses, for
the “virtuous city,” and for cosmology, all of which are themes dear to al-Farabi. For example,
questions 12 and 22 of the Jawdabat discuss ambiguous and common terms, which are also analyzed in
some of al-FarabT’s logical treatises, such as the K. al-‘ibarah and its appending treatise, as well as the
Siyasah (al-Farabi 1964, 49-52 and al-Farabi 1981). Moreover, in question 36 of the same work, the
author defines hayiila as the “lowest and basest of existents” (al-hayiila akhir al-huwiyyat wa akhassuha)
in a manner that is almost identical to what al-Farabi says in the Siydsah (al-Farabi 1964, 58: wa al-
maddah al-ila akhass al-mawjidat al-mumkinah). These are meagre elements indeed, but they suggest
that one should be cautious in assessing the authorship of these treatises.
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Lameer’s and M. Rashed’s hypothesis that the Jawabat may have been composed or
compiled by a student of al-Farabi. I will put forth shortly two hypotheses
concerning these works’ authorship, one of which follows and elaborates the line of
thought of Lameer and Rashed, and the second of which relies on a
developmentalist hypothesis and makes the young al-Farabi the author of these
works. Like all hypotheses at this point in time, they are necessarily tentative. But
they have the advantage of explaining the discrepancies in al-Farabi’s doctrine by
making use of the biographical and historical data we possess on al-FarabT’s
philosophical formation. For the time being I will assume that these works were
indeed written by al-Farabi and will return to the question of their authenticity at a

later stage.

Furthermore, other scholars argue that the jam', while authentic, makes
ample use of the Neoplatonica arabica and ascribes a creationist doctrine to Aristotle
for purely polemical reasons and does not reflect al-Farabt's true philosophical
views.”® Accordingly, although he cites the Theology on numerous occasions, al-
Farab1 was perfectly aware of its spurious character and mentions it solely in order
to buttress his contention about the concordance between Plato’s and Aristotle’s

537

philosophy.

I agree that al-FarabT’s aim in the Jam' is primarily polemical. After all, he
announces his intention plainly at the beginning of the work: it is to correct the
common misconception that philosophy (especially that of Plato and Aristotle) is
not homogeneous and presents an irreconcilable variety of doctrines. However, the
questions of the polemical nature of the Jam" and of al-Farabt’s particular portrayal
of Aristotle’s philosophy are related but not identical. I believe that there is no
reason a priori to doubt the validity of the views al-Farabi puts forth and the sources

he adduces to support his claims; and this for several reasons.

**® Mahdi in al-Farabi 1969, 4; and Galston 1977, 19.
>7 This view concerning al-Farab1’s use of the Theology has been defended by Galston 1977, 16; Druart
1987a and 1992; Butterworth 2001, 122; and Zimmermann 1994, 180-181.
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First, al-FarabT’s attempt to provide a seamless and harmonizing account of
Plato’s and Aristotle’s philosophical doctrine is not an isolated and peculiar
endeavour in the history of Greco-Arabic philosophy; rather, it continues a trend
initiated in the late-antique period, which harks back to thinkers such as Porphyry,
Ammonius, and Simplicius. Ammonius was famous in the Greco-Arabic tradition for
having written a treatise with the intention of showing that Aristotle’s Unmoved
Mover is also an efficient cause of creation and is thus not radically different from
Plato’s Demiurge.”® Ammonius’ treatise, which was translated into Arabic, is
mentioned by al-Farabi in the jam'* and, as A. Bertolacci has shown, it had a
significant influence on another work that he wrote.” In the Arabic tradition, al-
Kindi continues this harmonizing trend. His work provides a conciliatory reading of

! Hence, from a historical

Plato and Aristotle thanks to the Neoplatonica arabica.
point of view, al-FarabT’s skopds in the Jam" had several precedents in the Greek and
Arabic traditions, and in following them he was merely perpetuating a well-

established practice.

Moreover, contrary to what has been claimed by some historians,** al-Farab1
adopts a similar harmonizing stance in some of his other works, such as the Tahsil,

where one reads: “So let it be clear to you that, in what they [i.e., Plato and Aristotle]

>3 This treatise is mentioned by Ibn al-Nadim (1970, vol. 2, 610) in the Fihrist under the title Exposition
of Aristotle’s Doctrines about the Creator. For the Greek-Arabic background, see Mahdi 1967; Verrycken
1990a; Najjar 2004, 30; Bertolacci 2005a; and D’Ancona 2006. For the harmonizing projects of late-
antique Neoplatonism and their influence on Arabic thought, see Wisnovsky 2003b and 2005, and
D’Ancona 2005.

> Al-Farabi 2001a, 157. Proof that the harmonizing project was widely embraced by al-FarabT’s time
is found in the following statement: “Ammonius has a separate epistle that mentions the arguments
of these two sages [Plato and Aristotle] affirming [the existence] of the Artisan, which we need not
present here since it is so well known.”

*% Bertolacci 2005a stresses the impact of Ammonius’ treatise on al-Farabi and even identifies it as
one of the main sources behind the Aghrad.

*! D’Ancona 2003, 84, 88-90; and D’Ancona and Taylor 2003, 627-628. Due to his involvement in the
compilation of some texts of the Neoplatonica arabica, al-Kindi may have been aware of the true origin
of the Theology. As Zimmermann 1986 has shown, by al-FarabT’s time the corpus had undergone a
quite radical transformation, so I think that the same conclusion cannot be made in his case.

*#2 See Mahdi’s introduction to his translation of the Philosophy of Aristotle (al-Farabi 1969, 3-10), where
he claims that al-Farabi departs from other Arabic thinkers in rejecting the harmonizing reading of
Plato’s and Aristotle’s philosophy. This idea is endorsed by M. Rashed (2008, 56, note 111).
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presented, their purpose is the same, and that they intended to offer one and the

11543

same philosophy.

Third, recent research has emphasized the central role that the Neoplatonica
arabica played in al-Farabi’s understanding of Aristotelian metaphysics and
psychology in his other treatises. For example, in a recent article, M. Geoffroy
describes the Theology as one of the key sources behind the noetical theories of the
Risalah fT al-‘agl>* G. Freudenthal also mentions the Neoplatonic influence in al-
FarabT's treatment of mathematical objects.® And P. Vallat’s book on al-Farabi
stands as strong testimony to the survival of Neoplatonic elements in his
metaphysics.”* Furthermore, in the course of this research, I will show that Arabic
Neoplatonic texts such as the Mahd al-khayr and the Theology were influential in
shaping some of al-Farab1’s noetical and cosmological theories. This suggests that al-
FarabT's interpretation of Aristotle’s doctrine may have been colored by Neoplatonic

exegesis.””

Fourth, al-Farabi in the Jam' explicitly defends the authenticity of the
Theology. When discussing the possibility of the existence of separate forms, al-
Farabi points to the discrepancy between the relevant theories in the Metaphysics
and the Theology, and dismisses the idea that some of these texts may be apocryphal.
He writes: “That some of these statements be by Aristotle and others not is even
more inconceivable, since the books [i.e., the Metaphysics and the Theology] that

convey them are too famous for one to think that they may be apocryphal.”**

> Al-Farabi 1969, 50, translated by M. Mahdi.

> Geoffroy 2002.

** Freudenthal 1988 and 1990.

> vallat 2004.

*77 In spite of Mahdi’s and Druart’s claims to the contrary, the Neoplatonic heritage can be witnessed
even in al-Farab1’s exposition of Aristotelian philosophy. In the Philosophy of Aristotle, for example, al-
Farabi's account of the Agent Intellect and of its role in the creation of sublunary entities and in
human intellection is informed by Neoplatonic exegesis on the topic (see al-Farabi 1969, 127 ff.).

> Al-Farabi 1999c, 66, pp. 142-145, my translation from the French text. This passage represented a
problem for the scholars who argued that al-Farabi was fully aware of the real provenance of the
Theology. Perhaps for this reason, unnecessarily complicated and unconvincing interpretations of this
passage have been put forward, which cannot be sustained in light of the new edition established by
Najjar and Mallet.
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For all of these reasons, one may justifiably reject the view that al-Farabi
used the Theology purely for polemical motivations and with full cognizance of its
inauthenticity. It is unlikely, I think, that al-Farabi would have relied so heavily on
apocryphal sources to interpret Aristotle, whom he viewed as the pinnacle of
philosophy, if he had been aware of their true origin. All of this strongly suggests
that al-Farabi somehow associated at least parts of the Neoplatonica arabica with the
name of Aristotle. I therefore agree with H. A. Davidson, C. D’Ancona, and P. Vallat,
who see no valid reason to doubt al-Farabi’s position in the Jam' or the use he makes

of the Neoplatonica arabica.””

Regardless of this issue, it is undeniable that the creationist paradigm
exposed in the Jam' fulfills at least one crucial function in the context of al-Farabt’s
philosophy: it provides an explanation for the origin of matter. In other words, it
defines God as the direct and absolute efficient cause of matter (both superlunary
and sublunary, no differentiation between the two is made in this work). For this
idea, al-Farabi could rely on a relatively long exegetical tradition and on certain
Neoplatonizing texts that transformed the Aristotelian God, who is primarily a final
cause of motion, into an efficient cause responsible for the world’s creation. In so
doing, these texts also transformed the status of celestial matter, which from being
both eternal and uncaused in Aristotle’s system acquired the status of a created
substance. This exegetical departure helps to understand why al-Farabi did not
conceive of Aristotle’s theory of aether the way Aristotle himself conceived it or the
way it is generally interpreted by modern historians of philosophy. A glimpse into
this ‘creationist’ interpretation of matter can be obtained from some of al-Farabt’s

works.

*¥ Davidson 1992, 55; D’Ancona 2003, 97-99, especially note 258; and Vallat 2004, 82, 368.
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3.1.1 The Jam' and the Jawabat

An example of the exegetical trend discussed above occurs in the Jam', where al-
Farabi not only asserts Aristotle’s belief in the creation of the world by God,” but
also explicitly ascribes to the Stagirite the theory of the creation of matter on the
authority of the Theology: wa hunaka [in the Theology] tabayyana anna al-hayila
abda‘aha al-bari’... la ‘an shay’, wa annaha tajassamat ‘an al-bari’ jalla jalaluhu wa ‘an
iradatihi thumma tarattabat.® The specific use of the verb abda‘a (“he created
absolutely”) and the expression 1a ‘an shay (“not from a thing”) make it clear that al-
Farabi means that the existence of matter per se (prime matter) is essentially
dependent on God’s absolute creative act. This idea is of great importance to the
author, for he accuses other religious groups (for example, the Jews and the
Mazdeans) of upholding the eternity of matter. He then adds in a fashion slightly
reminiscent of the activity of the demiurge in the Timaeus that this matter is made

corporeal (tajassamat) and is organized (tarattabat) by God.>**

Moreover, al-Farabi says that the world as a whole, or more precisely, the
heavens (falak), were created absolutely (ibda"), all at once (duf'atan), and not in time
(bi-la zaman), and that time is the “number of the celestial motion” (‘adad harakah al-
falak) and resulted from it.”* In addition to being created, al-Farabi asserts that the
world, and therefore all matter, will come to an end: “whatever comes from a thing
will inevitably corrupt [yafsudu] and return to that thing...,” and “the world is

innovated out of nothing and will thus revert to nothing...”***

% God is described as an absolute creator (mubdi‘) and an artisan (sani’) of the world (al-Farabi 1999c,
130-131).

1 Al-Farabi 1999¢, 130-131.

*2? The idea that al-Farabt’s account in the Jam'is partially influenced by the Timaeus is proven by the
fact that he mentions this work several times. Al-Farabi invokes the authority of Plato, for instance,
to explain the necessary existence of an efficient cause of the world’s creation (al-Farabi 1999c, 132-
133). The Platonic connection may also be seen in al-Farab1’s use of the term tinah, which may have
been influenced by the matter or receptacle (ékpayeiov) of Timaeus 50C, and which, to my knowledge,
is not used by al-Farabi in his other works (al-Farabi 1999¢, 133-135). However, tinah could also derive
from the Qur’an, which uses this root.

>3 Al-Farabi 1999c, 128-129, my translation.

>* Al-Farabi 1999c¢, 136-137, my translation.
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It should be noted that the concept of divine will is stressed throughout the
cosmogonical account of the Jam' The author describes God as “the ruler or
organizer (mudabbir) of the world.” He also states that “He is ignorant not even of a
grain of mustard,” which is an obvious reference to siirah “The prophets” (21.47) and
stirah “Lugman” (31.16) in the Qur’an, that “not one part of the world escapes his
providence (‘indyah),” and that “the universal providence encompasses all
particulars.” Finally, in his account of matter, the author specifies that matter was
created and made corporeal “through God’s will” (‘an iradatihi).”*® According to the

Jam', then, God creates through will and has knowledge of all particulars.

The Jawabat, like the Jam', does not discuss celestial matter specifically, but it
provides a similar position on the question of the creation of the world and matter.
In section nine of this treatise, the author explains that the entire world is
composed of form (siirah) and matter (maddah), that it was created all at once and
not in time (fa-kawnuhu kana duf'atan bi-la zaman), in spite of the fact that the beings
it contains were created in time (ff zaman).>*® In addition, the author states that the
world will undergo corruption (fasad) and that this passing away too will not be in
time. Unlike the Jam', however, question nine of the Jawabat develops an argument,
or rather a proto-argument, to explain why the world is generated and destroyed.
The world is composed (murakkab) of form and matter, and because every
composition (tarkib) undergoes dissolution (tahlil or inhilal), the world too will
undergo composition and dissolution. This argumentative skeleton and its
corresponding terminology are nowhere to be found in the Jam', although the
author’s digression concerning the presence of a unifying cause in all multiplicity

definitely goes in the same direction.”’

As M. Rashed notes in his article, the similarity between the Jam‘ and the

Jawabat on the question of creation is striking.”® The brief overview given above

> Al-Farabi 1999c, 128-138, my translation.
% Al-Farabi 1987a, 281-283.

57 Al-Farabt 1999¢, 130-131,

% M. Rashed 2008, 57.
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suffices to show that the creationist view developed in the Jawabat closely mirrors
the one conveyed in the Jam' and vice versa. Not only the ideas, but the terms as
well, are the same: God is mubdi* and creates through ibda‘, the world is created
dufatan and bi-la zaman, and the world will also undergo corruption (fasad). The
doctrinal and terminological similarities of these two texts suggest that one account
may have been modelled on the other, and thus that they should be seen as forming

a single unit, at least when it comes to cosmology.

Having outlined the main features of the jam® and Jawabat, I now want to
identify and analyze some of the sources that underlie these accounts. One of the
obvious sources, and one which is mentioned in the Jam', is the Timaeus. The
author’s claims that God makes matter corporeal and organizes it, that time came
into existence together with the world, and that time is measured by the celestial
motions, are elements that may have been taken from this Platonic dialogue. For
example, at 38B, Timaeus says that “time came to be together with the universe,”
which echoes the statement in the Jam' that time results from the creation of the
heavens. In spite of these parallels, there are nevertheless major differences
between the Jam' and the Timaeus. While the Demiurge in the Timaeus fashions the
universe out of pre-existing substances and takes the realm of ideas or forms as a
model, the Creator of the Jam' creates the world ex nihilo and in an absolute manner.
Moreover, whereas the Timaeus upholds the eternity a parte post of the material
universe and the immortality of the celestial gods, the Jam" stresses the future

destruction of the world.

In spite of these important divergences, which are conspicuous to a modern
reader, there is much evidence in the Jam' that suggests that the author interpreted
Plato differently on these two issues, and in a way that could enable him to use
Plato’s authority to reinforce his own creationist position. This appears when the
author claims that Plato was among the sages who developed “proofs” (hujaj)

showing that the world was created ex nihilo and that it will return to non-
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existence.” Furthermore, he explains that Plato disagreed with other thinkers and
religious groups who upheld the eternity of matter (gidam al-tinah) and who

% We can

construed creation as a (possibly eternal) organization of this primal stuff.
see here that the author of the Jam' pits Plato against those who believe in eternal
matter, and in so doing he reveals his adherence to a particular exegetical school
that interpreted the cosmogony of the Timaeus literally, that is, as positing a
beginning to creation. But the author of the Jam* goes even further in this exegetical
direction, since he is unwilling to interpret creation as a mere organization of a pre-
existing matter that occurred in time or with time (a possible reading of the
literalist interpretation of the Timaeus), and conceives of it as absolute creation from

nothing, a view which he also ascribes to Plato. I will return briefly to this

interpretation of the Timaeus later on in my discussion of Philoponus.

In addition, it has already been noted by F. W. Zimmermann and D. Mallet
that the account in the jJam' relies on the Neoplatonica arabica, particularly the

**! The reliance on the Neoplatonica arabica is perhaps

Theology and the Proclus arabus.
most conspicuous not in the choice of nouns used to describe God and His act of
creation (khalig, bari’, mubdi’), for these nouns are common to the Islamic theological
and philosophical tradition as a whole, but rather in the statements that creation
did not occur in time and that it occurred all at once. These formulas can be found
repeatedly in the various Neoplatonic texts.’* Even the idea of creation ex nihilo
(which the Jam* conveys with the expression la min shay’), is also to be found in the
Neoplatonica Arabica, as in recension L of the Theology (i.e., the Long Theology

contained in the Leningrad MS. and still unpublished), although it is only implicit in

the short recension.’®

%9 Al-Farabt 1999¢, 136-137.

%0 Al-Farabt 1999¢, 134-135.

1 See Zimmerman 1986, 178 ff.; and the notes to Mallet’s edition and translation of this work in al-
Farabi 1999c.

*2 For the Theology, see Lewis 1959, 63, 229-231, 243, 263, 275, 281, 353-357, 431; and Badawi 1955, 24-
27, 70. For the Risalah fi al-ilm al-ilahi, see Badawl 1955, 174-177. For the Mahd al-khayr, see Taylor
1981, 74. And for the Liber de causis I, see Thillet and Oudaimah 2001-2002, 326, 330.

%% Zimmermann 1986, 178 ff.
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The Jam" and the Jawabat should be compared to the cosmogony of the tenth-
century Baghdad Peripatetics, who were also influenced by the Neoplatonica arabica
and who were active in the same intellectual environment as al-Farabi. These
Baghdad thinkers were either contemporaries of al-Farabi or lived shortly after his
death, and many knew him directly. In addition, they were all imbued with
Aristotelian philosophy and often endeavoured to reconcile some of its theories
with other theological or Neoplatonic ideas. In the following paragraphs, I survey
the creationist positions of some prominent Baghdad thinkers of the tenth century.
This comparative approach can yield interesting information about the content and

authorship of the Jam" and Jawabat.

In one of his epistles devoted to the question of the creation of the world,**
Ibn Suwar (b. 943) explains that the term muhdath when applied to the world should
not be understood as expressing creation in time. God is only essentially and
causally prior to the world, but not temporally prior. As in the jam', ITbn Suwar
argues that God’s actions occur “all at once and not in time” (duf'atan fi ghayr zaman),
and he defines time as the number of the celestial motion (‘adad harakah al-falak).
Taking Proclus as a model, Ibn Suwar also establishes a distinction between the
temporal perpetuity of the world and the atemporal eternity of God.>® From this it
is clear that Ibn Suwar believed in the infinity of time and conceived of the world as

being without a temporal beginning and end.

Many of these ideas reappear in the works of Abl Sulayman al-Sijistani (d.
985), Ibn Zur‘ah (d. 1008), and al-‘Amiri (d. 991).>*° According to S. Pines, Ibn Zur‘ah
upheld the eternity of time and the world, which implies that he may also have
believed in eternal creation. This position is defended more explicitly by Aba
Sulayman al-Sijistant. Al-SijistanT considers time eternal, and God’s act of creation

an eternal act. As Joel Kraemer notes, al-Sijistani believes that God’s power is

> Namely, the Magalah fi anna dalil Yahya al-Nahwi ‘ala hadath al-‘alam awla bi-al-qubil min dalil al-
mutakallimin aslan. This text has been analyzed and translated into English by Lewin (1954) and
subsequently published in Arabic by A. Badawi (see Tbn Suwar 1977).

*% Tbn Suwar 1977, 247; and Lewin 1954, 92 for the English translation. See also Kraemer 1986, 166 ff.
%% Kraemer 1986, 169-170, 200.
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“spread throughout the world permanently,” and he conceives of creation as “a
non-temporal, eternal process.” He also defines time as “the number of the

motion of the diurnal sphere in respect of before and after.”**

Al-‘AmirT’s position on creation is more ambiguous than Ibn Suwar’s and al-
SijistanT’s and it is ultimately unclear whether he was an adherent of eternal time
and eternal creation or not. For example, in his work entitled On the Afterlife (Kitab
al-amad ‘ala al-abad), al-‘Amiri interprets Plato’s Laws as defending atemporal
creation. He writes: “Plato says [i.e., in the book of the Laws] that the world had a
causative beginning, but not a temporal beginning.”* And al-‘AmirT holds like the
author of the Jam" that creation was not in time (ld fi zaman). The problem is whether
al-"Amiri understood this atemporal creation as being eternal or not, and thus
whether he also conceived of time and the world as being eternal. Everett K.
Rowson, who has provided a detailed study of al-"AmirT’s On the Afterlife, underlines
the ambiguity of al-'‘AmirT’s text and leaves the question open.”” The case for al-
‘AmirT’s eternalism nevertheless seems supported by the statement that “God wills
to emanate [ifadah] His beneficence.””' The term ifadah here could refer to an
emanationist relation between God and the world, in which case the positing of a
beginning to creation would be unlikely. This interpretation also seems supported
by the later accusation of eternalism (gidam) that a certain al-Jariri levelled against
al-‘Amiri.””* Perhaps partly for these reasons, Joel Kraemer lists al-‘AmirT as an
eternalist in his book Philosophy in the Renaissance of Islam.””” At any rate, and
whatever al-'‘AmirT’s true position may be, one clearly sees the gap between the

explicit statements in the Jam* and the ambivalence of the On the Afterlife.

7 Kraemer 1986, 197 and 224.

%% Kraemer 1986, 166.

% Rowson 1988, 87.

7 Rowson 1988, 258-262.

1 Rowson 1988, 87.

72 See Rowson 1988, 23-24, 257-262.
73 Kraemer 1986, 200, 220.
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Finally, Ibn ‘Adi, a Jacobite student of al-Farabi, represents the most
problematic, but also the most interesting, case.”* He wrote a wide array of
theological and philosophical texts that were aimed at different audiences and were
composed during different periods of his life. The information that can be collected
from his corpus is thus not entirely consistent. For example, in the text that
contains his answers to the philosophical questions asked by the Jewish thinker Ibn
AbT Sa'ld, Ibn ‘Adi calls God an efficient cause and explains that God caused the
world’s existence atemporally. Moreover, he defines time as the number of
motion.”” Shlomo Pines, the editor of this text, infers from these remarks that Ibn
‘Adi believed in the temporal eternity of the world, which would also entail a belief
in eternal creation. I am not sure whether Pines’ conclusion is supported by
sufficient evidence, since atemporal creation does not necessarily entail the eternity
of time. As we have seen, the author of the Jam" believes in atemporal creation, but
he also believes in the beginning and end of the world and hence of time. In any
case, if Pines is right, then Ibn ‘AdT’s position in this correspondence would be close

to that of the other Peripatetic thinkers.

However, in various theological treatises that he wrote, Ibn ‘Adi explicitly
defends the view that the world is not eternal and that it is temporally finite. In one
treatise, he states that “the world was created after having been non-existent.”” In
another treatise, in which he refutes the view that God is deprived of the attribute
of power (qudrah), he argues that according to Aristotle, the things are “originated
after non-existence and corrupt after having existed.” And he adds: “for this reason,
it is impossible that there be among them eternal and non-generated things.”*”’
Moreover, Yahya explains that God created the world through his act (fi), not his
nature (tab’). If the world had been created through his nature, then God could not

have preceded it, but God did precede the world. In addition, God could have

7% Netton 1992 examines some of the historical and doctrinal relations between Ibn ‘AdI and al-
Farabi, but his study does not focus on cosmology.

75 Pines 1955, 114, 117-118.

°7¢ Taken from Platti 1983, 106, my translation from the French text.

377 Périer 1920b, 90 ff.
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decided not to create the world had He wanted to.””® The non-eternity of the world is
also stressed in his discussion with al-MisrT: “the existents as a whole are not
eternal, but created...and only God is eternal.”*” Finally, in a third treatise, Ibn ‘Ad1
calls God not only the Creator of all things, but also their “sustainer” (razig) and

“destroyer” (mumit), thus revealing his belief in the world’s eventual termination.

In view of the foregoing, it is not surprising that in spite of some hesitation,
both Augustin Périer and Emilio Platti, who have written classic monographs on Ibn
‘AdT’s thought, have concluded that he rejected the theory of an eternal universe
and of eternal creation.® Although Ibn ‘Adi does not elaborate much on his
cosmological ideas, it would seem nonetheless that in many of his works he
defended the theory of a temporally finite world that came into existence after not

having existed.

I am aware of the rather schematic nature of the overview provided above.
Unfortunately, this is inevitable due to the fact that most of the works of the
Baghdad Peripatetics are still in manuscript form and await editing. Hence, I had to
rely on the few studies and edited texts that are accessible in the secondary
literature. In any case, this overview shows the diversity and complexity of the
cosmological views of the Baghdad Peripatetic thinkers. It also enables us to
conclude that there are several doctrinal and terminological similarities, but also
crucial differences, between these thinkers and the author of the Jam® and Jawabat.
First, it is clear that these thinkers were engaged in a process of harmonization,
which aimed at reconciling various intellectual currents, both religious and
philosophical. As we have seen, Ibn ‘Adi claims that Aristotle’s views on creation are
fully compatible with Christian dogma. And Ibn Suwar is said to have composed a

treatise entitled Agreement between the Opinions of the Philosophers and the Christians.*

78 Périer 1920b, 90 ff.

579 platti 1981-82, 106.

%80 platti 1983, 106-107; Périer 1920a, 85.
*8 Tbn al-Nadim 1970, vol. 2, 632-633.
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This is also visibly what the author of the Jam* and the Jawabat is trying to do; but I

will return to this point later on.

Second, the definition of time as the measure or number of celestial motion,
and the idea that creation occurs not in time (bi-la zaman) and all at once (dufatan
wahidatan) are common features in many of these accounts, which can probably be
explained by the wide diffusion of the Neoplatonica arabica in tenth-century Baghdad.
As has been shown previously, this corpus is at the origin of many of the ideas used
by the Baghdad thinkers. Hence, we may conclude with some certainty that the
author or authors of the Jam‘ and the Jawabat belonged to this Baghdad circle and
interacted with some of its members, and that all of these thinkers used the

Neoplatonica to elaborate their cosmogony.

However, there are also major differences between the Jam‘ and the Jawabat
on the one hand, and the works issuing from the Baghdad Peripatetic circle and the
Neoplatonica arabica on the other. One major difference is that time and the world
(not only the intelligible world, but the world taken as a whole) are clearly said to be
eternal in the Neoplatonica arabica and in the works of the Baghdad Peripatetics, Ibn
‘Ad1 being a possible exception. The eternalist view is articulated in the Theology>®
and the Liber de causis I1.”* Following this model, Ibn Suwar explicitly refers to the
temporal eternity of the world, as do Ibn ‘Adi (in his correspondence), Abi
Sulayman al-Sijistani, and probably Ibn Zur‘ah and al-'Amiri*** The evidence
suggests that these thinkers regarded creation as an eternal process, although they

do not necessarily use the emanationist vocabulary of the Neoplatonica arabica.

In contradistinction, the Jam" and the Jawabat say nothing about eternity, but
instead they state that the world will come to an end and is thus of finite duration.
Although the creation and destruction of the world do not occur in time, the world

is temporally finite and has a beginning and an end. Both texts strongly emphasize

821 ewis 1959, 185; and Badawt 1955, 126.
*8 Thillet and Oudaimah 2001-2002, 326.
84 See Tbn Suwar 1977, 247; Pines 1955, 117-118; Kraemer 1986, 196-200.
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this idea, which is absent in the Neoplatonica arabica and the works of the Baghdad

Peripatetics, with the exception of Ibn ‘AdT’s theological treatise.’®

A second crucial difference is that the Jam'mentions God’s will (iradah) as the
cause of the organization of matter and of the creation of the world, thereby
departing markedly from the Neoplatonists’ view of the One’s relation to the world.
Al-Sijistani expressly opposes the idea that God creates through volition.”* And
according to the Theology, the One emanates the lower entities by necessity, without
the mediation of thought or will, and in this respect it faithfully reproduces
Plotinus’ doctrine of the One.”” Ibn ‘Adi (and it must be noted, al-‘Amiri),’* on the

other hand, defend divine will and omniscience.

Hence, the differences between these sources are at least as important, if not
more so, than their similarities. Surprisingly, however, scholars have stressed only
the parallels between the jam‘ and the Jawabat and the Neoplatonica arabica, not the
differences. In addition, the creationist picture of the Jam' has never been carefully
analyzed beyond its Neoplatonic elements. But upon careful examination, it appears
that in essence the Jam" and Jawabat are much closer to the monotheistic position on
creation than to the Neoplatonic one. The emphasis they place on the necessary
corruption of all created beings, on divine will and omniscience, and on the direct
creation of prime matter reveals a conspicuous desire on the part of the author to
clarify his stance vis-a-vis these controversial aspects of the Greco-Islamic debate on
cosmogony. The place of matter in particular was highly debated, and many
Christian and Jewish theologians in addition to philosophers (e.g., Abti Bakr al-Razi)
had defended the view of the eternity of matter or of its pre-existence before

creation.’®

% Al-Farabi 1999c¢, 136-137; al-Farabi 1987a, 283.

%8 Kraemer 1986, 223-224.

87 Lewis 1959, 275, 321, 393-395.

8 Rowson 1988, 86-87.

°% See Sorabji 1988, 193 ff. For an in-depth study of the place of matter in Philoponus’ cosmology in
connection with the theme of creation, see Pearson 1999.
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Approached from this angle, the Jam" and the Jawabat should be connected
first and foremost with the Christian and Islamic theological traditions, and only
secondarily with the Neoplatonic philosophical tradition embodied in the
Neoplatonica arabica. Besides the parallels with Ibn ‘AdT’s works, this hypothesis is
reinforced by what I will call the latent Philoponian content of the Jam®and jawabat.
Indeed, the key ideas in these two works have very close precedents in Philoponus’
writings.””® There is a passage from the Contra aristotelem that Simplicius reports in

his commentary on the Physics and which reads as follows:

God not only produces the forms of the things directly generated by him, but is believed to
originate and to create even matter itself...Therefore, if the things generated by nature are
generated out of existing things, it does not necessarily follow that the things directly
generated by God are generated out of existing things as well, given that nature on the one
hand needs some time and a process of generation in order to create each of the physical
objects and that God on the other hand gives existence to the things directly generated by
him without a time lapse and without a process of generation, that is to say without a

gradual forming and shaping of the objects. For mere willing suffices for him to give

substance to things.”"

And also:

For the things created by God immediately are neither generated out of something pre-
existent nor by way of a process of generation or a stretch of time. For God brought into

existence both matter itself and time simultaneously together with the universe, so that

motion did not pre-exist the world in time.**

> In his very interesting analysis of creation and cosmogony in the works of Greek and Arabic
thinkers, Rowson mentions the Jam® several times and compares it to Philoponus’ position on
creation (see Rowson 1988, 252-261). To my knowledge, Rowson is the only scholar to have made this
connection and to have alluded to the ‘theological’ affiliations of this work. He also identifies some of
the key issues in Arabic discussions of cosmogony in general. Rowson’s analysis is nevertheless not
exempt of a certain ambiguity when it comes to al-Farabi and to the relation between the Jam" and
the other works of the Farabian corpus.

' Simplicius, in his commentary on the Physics, 1141,15-30; translated by C. Wildberg in Philoponus
1987.

> Simplicius, Physics commentary, 1142,21-25; translated by C. Wildberg in Philoponus 1987.
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Finally, Simplicius’ De caelo commentary reports the following statement by
Philoponus: “anything generated is brought into being only in so far as it is
generated without existing previously.””” These excerpts adequately show the
parallels between the views of Philoponus and the author of the jam® and the
Jawabat. These short and very condensed passages of Philoponus’ Contra aristotelem
contain most, if not all, of the features that characterize the creationist account in
the Arabic texts: the direct creation of (prime) matter, the absolute creation of the
world out of nothing and not in time, the will of God, and the idea that motion and
hence time follow, or are an outcome of, the creation of the world. This last point on
the creation of time together with the world is explained in more detail in a passage
of Philoponus’ Against Proclus, where he states: “by a temporal beginning I mean, as
has been repeatedly stated, not one that has taken place within a part of time, time
already being in existence, but [for a thing] to begin existing along with time, which
had not previously existed.”” Philoponus and the author of the Jam* and the Jawabat
thus have an identical conception of the relation between time and creation. The
creation of the world itself is atemporal, and time comes to be together with the
world. In view of these parallels, it is likely that these passages or equivalent ones
from the Against Aristotle and Against Proclus were known to the author of the jam'
and the Jawabat, for important sections of Philoponus” works were translated into

Arabic and had a significant impact on Muslim philosophers and theologians.”

The little we know about the extant Arabic translations of works by
Philoponus seems to confirm this interpretation. Some years ago, Pines edited and
translated several Arabic excerpts that originally belonged to a treatise by
Philoponus on the finitude of the world’s power.” In these excerpts, which were
accessible to thinkers of tenth-century Baghdad, one reads that the world is
muhdath, that it came “into existence after not having existed,” and that “as Plato

says, time and the heaven have come into existence together—for time is the

> Simplicius, De caelo commentary, 136,25; translated by C. Wildberg in Philoponus 1987.

*** Philoponus 2005b, 158,25-159,1, translated by M. Share.

% See Kraemer 1965; Davidson 1969, and Davidson 1987, 86-116; Pines 1972; Philoponus 1987;
Hasnawi 1994; and Wisnovsky 2001.

> Pines 1972.
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measure of the motion of the heaven—and if time has a beginning prior to which no
time existed, then the heavens too have a beginning prior to which they did not
exist.”” This excerpt anticipates several features of the Jam‘ and the Jawabat,
notably the view that the world had a beginning and was created out of nothing, and
that time is “the measure of the motion of the heaven” and came into existence

together with the heavens.

Finally, the Jawabat provides us with another link to Philoponus. Question
nine develops at length the concept of composition (tarkib) to show that the world
had a beginning and must have a cause. Now this concept definitely has its origin in
some of Philoponus’ proofs of the world’s finitude, and as Davidson has shown, it
was subsequently adopted by Saadia, al-Kindi, and other Arabic and Jewish
authors.” And indeed, this passage in the Jawabat recalls one of al-KindT's
arguments for creation, which is itself directly indebted to Philoponus, although al-
KindT's proof is structurally much more elaborate than the one that can be found in
the Jawabat. In both cases, the proof relies on the concept of the world’s composition

** Here again one witnesses a direct connection between the

of form and matter.
author of the Jawabat, Philoponus, and other Arabic authors close to the theological

tradition.

In fact, al-Kind1, who was himself close to kalam in many ways and who was
profoundly influenced by Philoponus, would have agreed with virtually every aspect

600

of the creationist account developed in the Jam®and the Jawabat.”® He too upholds
that time is the number of motion and that it is concomitant with body and motion,

that the world is created and will pass away, that God created the world through his

> Pines 1972, 296, 303, translation by Pines, slightly revised by me.

> Davidson 1969, 1987, 86-116.

> Davidson 1969, 371-373, and 1987, 106-116.

% For a recent analysis of al-KindT's relation to the Mu'tazilites, see Adamson 2003; for an in-depth
study of the question of the world’s creation in kaldm, see AlousT 1968.
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will, and even, in spite of what some modern historians have said, that creation did

not occur in time.*

What conclusions can we extract from the previous analysis? The creationist
accounts in the Jam® and the Jawabat are identical, but the latter develops the
important concept of composition (tarkib), which does not appear in the jam'. For
this reason, and because the terms and concepts otherwise used in these works were
widespread during the ninth and tenth centuries as a result of the diffusion of the
Neoplatonica arabica, it may be doubted, in spite of what Lameer suggests, whether
question nine of the Jawabat is derived from and dependent on the jam'. In any case,
both texts share a common textual background and may be the work of a single
author, who developed a very peculiar view of creation by combining elements from
Plato, from the Neoplatonica arabica, from Philoponus, and possibly from al-Kindi,
and who thus managed to strike a balance between Neoplatonic, and theological
tenets. Although this author shares numerous terms and concepts with the Baghdad
Peripatetics, he differs from most of them in stressing the destruction of the world
and its temporal finitude and in making the divine will the main cause of creation.*”
Ibn ‘Adi may be the only author to whom the cosmogony of the jam® and Jawabat is
connected, since as we have seen he defends creation ex nihilo and the temporal
finitude of the world in several of his treatises. On fundamental issues, then, the Jam'
and Jawabat are inscribed in the Greco-Arabic theological tradition, and more
specifically, in the Philoponian tradition, which had numerous ramifications in

Arabic thought.

1t is often stated in modern studies that al-Kind1 defends creation in time. But here again one must
distinguish between creation in time and creation with time. Al-Kindi clearly defines time as being
concomitant with body and motion, and, moreover, in his epistle entitled Fi kammiyyah kutub
Aristutalis he explains that God’s act of creation does not require time (al-KindT 1950-1953, 375); see
also Jolivet’s (1993) analysis of the relation between time and creation in al-Kind1's philosophy.

% 1t would seem that Mahdi’s assertion (1967, 236) that the Christian Peripatetics of Baghdad belong
to the “pro-Philoponus camp” is invalid, or at least very inaccurate, since, as we have seen, some of
these thinkers (e.g., Ibn Suwar) depart from Philoponus and prefer to follow the Neoplatonica arabica
on many crucial points. Pines (1972, 312-313, note 266) had already expressed doubts concerning this
view: “As far as [ can see, no definitive pronouncement can be made for the time being as to the
position of the Christian philosophic school of Baghdad with regard to the controversy over
Philoponus. As Professor Mahdi would certainly agree, the question requires further study.”
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Lameer and M. Rashed could very well be right in identifying the author of
these two books as a student of al-Farabi. In light of the previous discussion, it is
nevertheless possible to refine their hypothesis. We have seen that the only
Baghdad author whose views are somewhat close to those of the Jam® and the
Jawabat is Yahya ibn ‘Adi. Now Yahya was al-Farabi’s most eminent student. He was
a Monophysite who studied several years with the second master and then founded
his own philosophical school. One assumes that he was well-acquainted with the
Neoplatonica arabica, and being a Christian, he surely had a strong knowledge of the
Christian and Islamic theological traditions, and more specifically of the work of
Philoponus. This seems attested by the fifty or so treatises composed by Ibn ‘Adi on
various theological and Christological issues, and whose titles have been listed by
Gerhard Endress in his critical bibliography of Ibn ‘Adi’s works.®” His familiarity
with these sources is strengthened by the fact that he translated dozens of works

from Syriac into Arabic.

For all of these reasons, ibn ‘Adi appears as a likely candidate for the
composition of the Jam® and Jawabat. And even if he was not the sole author, he may
very well have been instrumental in the composition or compilation of these works.
This hypothesis is supported by an interesting piece of information that appears in
al-Bayhaqr's Tatimmat siwan al-hikmah. Al-Bayhaqt writes that Ibn ‘Adi was the most
talented student of al-Farabi and that “he would write compendia of al-FarabT’s
works” (wa kana yulakhkhisu tasanif Abt Nasr).** Could the Jam® and/or the Jawabat be
among the compendia referred to by al-Bayhaqt? It is difficult to decide. In any case,
both the content of his thought and the biographical data in our possession combine

to make Ibn ‘Adi a possible agent in the history of the transmission of these texts.

But I would like to suggest another hypothesis, namely, that the jam" and the
Jawabat could belong to an early stage of al-Farabr’s life, when he was studying with

the theologians in Baghdad. The foregoing analysis indicates that it is in the

3 Endress 1977.
%4 Al-Bayhaqi 1935, vol. 1, 90; and Endress 1977, 5.
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Christian and Muslim theological environment of late ninth- and tenth-century
Baghdad, and more particularly in the legacy of Philoponus’ thought in Islam, that
one must look into in order to solve the problem of the authorship of these works.
Now many links connect al-Farabi to this background: he studied with Christian
Aristotelians in Baghdad®”; he was familiar with some arguments of Philoponus’
Against Aristotle and Against Proclus; he also knew, one assumes, the main lines of al-
KindT's cosmology, which was itself influenced by kalam; and he read the Neoplatonica
arabica, which, it should be remembered, was partially copied and assembled by
Christians. Moreover, it is possible that Abs Bishr Matta and Yuhanna ibn Haylan set
an example for al-Farabi by attempting to reconcile aspects of Aristotle’s philosophy
with a Christian view of creation inspired by Philoponus, although the fragmentary

state of their works does not enable one to confirm this.

The previous hypothesis not only agrees with our biographical data on al-
Farabl and his connection with the Christian scholars of Baghdad. It would also
explain why he later eagerly engaged in refuting the views of al-Kindi and
Philoponus, something which might have occurred as a result of his heightened

¢ And it would also explain his

awareness of new aspects of Aristotle’s philosophy.
thorough knowledge of the mutakallimin’s arguments for creation as can been in
some of his logical works.*” Finally, as we have seen, the idea of a quite radical
evolution in al-Farabr’s cosmology is also supported by the discrepancies in his

views on celestial matter.

In light of the foregoing, it is not unreasonable to surmise that if the Jam"and
the Jawabat were indeed composed by al-Farabi, or if they contain a substantial
amount of his authentic doctrine, then they must belong to an early phase of his life,

when he was learning philosophy and logic in the Christian circle of Baghdad. This

5 For information on al-Farabi’s Christian teachers, see Zimmermann in al-Farabi 1981, cv ff.; Gutas
1982a; and Habby 1997.

%06 M, Rashed 2008 argues that some of al-Farabi’s arguments in his On Changing Beings were addressed
to al-KindT in addition to Philoponus.

%7 This is clear from the cosmogonical examples he uses in his K. al-qiyds al-saghir to illustrate his
discussion of the syllogisms. See also Davidson 1987, 134-137.
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interpretation has the advantage of integrating these two works in a developmental
and chronological perspective that accords with the biographical data on al-Farabi.
The developmentalist theory seems to me to be a more promising line of approach
than the traditional distinction made between an esoteric and an exoteric
dimension in al-FarabT’s works or the a priori assumption that the Jam" and the

Jawabat must be spurious because they conflict with al-FarabT's other works.*”

The previous analysis and the emphasis 1 placed on the ‘theological
connection’ also helps to explain the very loose quotations the author of the jam'
draws from the Theology. In the context of the Jam', the references to the
Neoplatonica arabica aim at establishing the existence of a creator and the creation of
the world ex nihilo. But other key features of the Neoplatonica, such as emanation and
the temporal eternity of the world, are completely left out. The author’s main
intention is thus to establish a doctrine that is in perfect agreement with the
theological view of creation described by Philoponus, and which leaves out those
elements incompatible with Philoponus. The compatibility between the material
extracted from the Neoplatonica and the main points of Philoponus’ account on
creation suggests that the author of the Jam' and the jawabat is adapting the
Neoplatonica to his own needs and to a cosmogony mostly derived from other

sources.

Furthermore, the Neoplatonica arabica may be a crucial piece of evidence to
explain the discrepancy between Philoponus’ and al-FarabT’s interpretation of
Aristotelian cosmology. Whereas Philoponus knew perfectly well that Aristotle
maintained the eternity and uncausedness of matter and of the universe as a whole,
al-Farabi construed Aristotle’s position on these questions through the lens of the
Neoplatonizing works and, following Ammonius, ascribed efficient causality to the

Unmoved Mover. This is why al-Farabi probably misunderstood some aspects of

%% Another attempt to interpret the Jam' has been made by Galston 1990 in her book Politics and
Excellence. Galston’s thesis that al-Farabi had a “masterplan” that he realized in his various writings
and whose aim was to induce dialectic knowledge in the reader seems very unconvincing to me. For a
condensed statement of this thesis, see Galston 1990, 220.
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Philoponus’ attacks on Aristotelian cosmology: the Aristotle they read was quite
different. Hence, when al-Farabi in the Jam® criticizes those scholars who
misinterpret Aristotle’s statements on time and deny him any belief in creation,*” it
is likely that he includes Philoponus himself in this group, not realizing that his own
reading of Aristotle is mediated by a long line of Neoplatonists, from Ammonius to
al-Kindi. The irony then is that the author of the Jam® was deeply influenced by
Philoponus, but at the same time misunderstood the latter’s criticism of Aristotelian
cosmology, which he construed through a thick stratum of Neoplatonic exegesis.
This reading of this passage of the Jam® and of the relation between al-Farab1 and
Philoponus seems substantiated by al-FarabT’s treatise entitled Against Philoponus, to

which I shall return shortly.

One question remains unclear. Al-Farabi does not address the issue of
celestial matter expressly in the Jam', and mentions only prime matter (al-hayla).
Hence, it is not possible to know whether he interprets celestial matter in an
Aristotelian or theological way, and whether he regards it as a substance that is in
itself corruptible or whether its corruptibility is due to the will of God.*"® The idea
put forth in the Jam" and the Jawabat that the world will corrupt (yafsudu) is of little
relevance, since it does not inform one of the nature of celestial matter nor how the
world will be destroyed. On this question, the author of the jam* could have followed
either al-Kindi or Philoponus. Al-Kindi combined the thesis of the world’s
destruction with a variant of Aristotle’s aether theory. According to al-Kindj,
celestial matter is itself imperishable and a different ‘fifth’ element, but will come to
an end due to God’s will, which is able to override the natural imperishibility of
aether. Philoponus, on the other hand, argued that the heavens are made of the
same perishable elements as sublunary bodies and are thus intrinsically corruptible.

Unless the world (including the heavens) is maintained in existence by God in a

599 Al-Farabi 1999c, 128-129.

% The relation between creation, eternality, and the corruptibility of celestial matter is a
complicated issue in ancient and medieval thought, which I can only address here in connection with
al-Farabt’s own position. For more information in the Greek-Arabic context, see Adamson’s (2007a, 80
ff.) useful discussion.
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“super-natural” (huper physin) way, it will naturally come to end due to the finite

power it possesses.’!!

There are good reasons to think that although al-Farabi mentions the
createdness of matter in this work, he regards it as something that is in itself
incorruptible. This view could be supported by passages not only from the De caelo,
but also by the precedent of al-Kindi, who maintained both the creation and
destruction of the world and the existence of an incorruptible fifth element in the

heavens that is nonetheless subjected to God’s power.*"

This view is conveyed in al-
KindT's statement that the celestial bodies “will not undergo generation (kawn) and
corruption (fasad) until their creator destroys them (hatta yudaththiruha mubdi‘uha),
if He wills, all at once (duf'atan), just as he created them...”*” According to al-Kindsi,
celestial matter is intrinsically incorruptible, but God has the power to destroy it all

at once, just as he created the world all at once.

It is possible that the Jam®and Jawabat adopt this view as well. In the Jawabat,
it is said that the world’s destruction will occur atemporally, like its creation, which
rules out the possibility of the world’s slow temporal decay. In the jam', al-Farab1
refers to the will (iradah) of God, describes Him as willing (murid), and stresses that

** Hence, one assumes that God not only

nothing escapes his providence (‘inayah).
creates and organizes matter, but also causes its destruction, which would mean
that the cause for the perishability of matter is not intrinsic to it but a direct effect
of God’s power. Third, one of the most common arguments to prove the world’s
intrinsic perishability, which was developed by Philoponus several centuries earlier,
namely, that a finite body cannot possess infinite power and must therefore

naturally come to an end unless it is maintained in existence in a “super-natural”

¢! Philoponus 2005b, 237, 10-15 and 240, 20-25.

1> Al-KindT 1950-53, 194, 210, 219-229, 242, 253; and Adamson 20074, 85, ff. As Adamson (2007a, 87)
writes, “Thus al-Kindi sides against Philoponus and with Aristotle and Simplicius over the issue of the
composition of the heavens, insisting that they have an incorruptible nature.”

" In the Risalah fi kammiyyah kutub Aristutalis (al-Kindi 1950-1953, 377, my translation).

*1* Al-Farabi 1999c, 146-147.
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way (huper physin) by an exterior cause, is nowhere to be found in the jam"*" Since
al-Farabi was acquainted with Philoponus’ arguments, it would be surprising had he
chosen not to include this argument had his real intention been to establish the
intrinsic perishability of celestial matter and the world. Finally, an examination of
the Treatise against Philoponus, a polemical work composed to refute some of
Philoponus’ arguments, shows that al-Farabi may have combined Aristotle’s aether
theory with creationism, and it thus provides additional information on how to read

the Jam'.

The previous remarks indicate that al-Farabi’s concept of celestial matter
during the period of composition of these works could have been influenced by the
Neoplatonica arabica and by al-Kindi and was unlike the theological view (indebted to
Philoponus’ works) according to which all matter is inherently perishable and made
of the four sublunary elements. Since al-Farabi in all of his other works endorses
Aristotle’s commitment to the specificity and permanence of celestial matter, it
would be very surprising indeed if he had chosen to follow Philoponus on this point.
Yet the dearth of information on this question in the jam® and the jawabat suggests
caution, especially considering the fact that Maimonides, as we have seen, ascribes a
different hylic theory to al-Farabi than the one that can be found in his

emanationist treatises.

3.1.2 The Against Philoponus

Against Philoponus offers additional but ambiguous information about al-Farabt's
position vis-a-vis Aristotle’s aether theory and the debate over the creation of the
world, which might very well represent a certain departure from the jam‘and the

616

Jawabat.”'® Al-FarabT's argument is that Aristotle’s comments about aether and the

elements are not intended to prove the eternity of the world (as Philoponus

* This argument on finitude appears in Philoponus’ Against Proclus and is designed to establish the
world’s generation, its natural corruption, and the necessity for an exterior agent. See Philoponus
2005b, Chapter 6, especially 83-87.

%16 C. Wildberg has collected and translated all the known fragments of Philoponus’ Against Aristotle
(see Philoponus 1987, and also Wildberg 1988).



238

contends), but rather to differentiate between the various simple elements, that is,
between the four sublunary elements on the one hand, and the fifth celestial

element on the other.®"’

Apart from this straightforward fact, which is stated by al-Farabi at the
beginning of the treatise, this text is particularly difficult to interpret due to its
obscure and polemical character. According to M. Mahdi, who edited the Arabic
version and translated it into English,*"® al-Farabi intends to undermine Philoponus’
criticism by showing that there is no contradiction between aether and the creation
of the world, and that these notions can be easily reconciled. This treatise, as Mahdi
understands it, argues that Aristotle’s De caelo is essentially a discussion about the
elements and does not articulate Aristotle’s belief in the uncreatedness and eternity
of the world. As Mahdi writes, “He [al-Farabi] does not believe that the first body as
established by Aristotle is necessarily incompatible with the doctrine of the creation
of the world.”*”” This may be echoed by al-Farab1 himself in the first sentence of his
work, where he quite surprisingly asserts that “none of Aristotle’s statements in On
the Heaven and the World that John the Grammarian intended to destroy were

intended by Aristotle to establish the eternity of the world.”**

There is, however, a fundamental ambiguity in this treatise, which is not
highlighted by M. Mahdi in his introduction. It concerns al-FarabT’s intention and
his exact doctrinal position vis-a-vis Philoponus’ critique of Aristotelian cosmology.
Is al-FarabT’s aim in this treatise to defend Aristotle’s thesis of the eternity of the
world by arguing that, pace Philoponus, there is no real link between aether and
eternity in the De caelo and that aether is not meant in any way to represent a proof
for eternity? Or is his aim to show, as in the Jam’, that Aristotle held a creationist

and non-eternalist doctrine and thus that Philoponus has completely

7 1t is interesting that the debate thus centers on the notion of skopds (aim or intention, and by
extension subject-matter) of the work, which was also a notion important to Simplicius and many
other Greek thinkers. Apparently, the skopds of the De caelo was particularly debated in late antiquity,
as is apparent from Simplicius’ survey of the issue in the prologue to his De caelo commentary.

*1® See Mahdi 1967 and al-Farabi 1972.

% Mahdi 1967, 238.

%20 Mahdi 1967, 253.
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misinterpreted the De caelo? In other words, is al-Farabi defending Aristotle from the

perspective of an eternalist or a non-eternalist?

The relation between the concepts of eternity, creation, and the
incorruptibility of aether are ambiguous in this treatise, to say the least. As Mahdi
points out, “Alfarabi does not commit himself either way on the question of the
eternity of the world.”** Although Mahdi does not address this question in any
depth, he seems to opt for the view that al-Farabi combines aether with a theory of
eternal causation and creation.®” Mahdi may very well be right in construing the
text in this manner. This interpretation would connect the Against Philoponus not
only to the later emanationist treatises, but also to other no longer extant works,
such as the On Changing Beings, in which al-Farabi is said to have defended the thesis
of the eternity of the world.*”” Moreover, it would mean that al-Farab1 had departed

from the position defended in the Jam" and the Jawabat when he wrote this work.

I would like to propose another way of reading the Against Philoponus, by
following and developing a line of interpretation suggested to me by C. D’Ancona in
one of her articles.®” For the time being, the following interpretation is not designed
to replace the previous hypothesis of eternal creation, but to help us maintain a
broader interpretive framework in the absence of additional evidence. There are
several reasons to believe that al-Farabi upholds a creationist and non-eternalist
position in this treatise. First, it must be remembered that he ascribes such a view to

Aristotle in the Jam', and so it is possible that the Against Philoponus belongs to the

621 Mahdi 1967, 252.

%2 Mahdi 1967, 236: “He [al-Farabi] upholds Aristotle’s position that the world as a whole is not
subject to generation and destruction. And he reconciles this position with the doctrine of the
creation of the world by proposing with Ammonius that Aristotle’s doctrine of movement and time
does not exclude the possibility that the world as a whole, together with time, were created from
nothing by a God who is the world’s final and efficient cause.”

%2 Tbn Rushd mentions this treatise on several occasions in his corpus. The relevant passages have
been collected by Steinschneider (1869/1966, 119-123), but they provide little insight into the original
work. M. Rashed 2008 provides an in-depth study of these excerpts and is able to reconstruct some of
al-FarabT's arguments,

24D’ Ancona 2006, 401-405.
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same period and was written with a similar intention in mind. In fact, there is a

passage in the Jam" that strongly tilts in this direction:

What also leads them in this presumption [those who claim that Aristotle was an eternalist]
is what he mentions in the book On the Heavens about the whole having no temporal
beginning, for they presume that he is there speaking about the world’s being eternal. That
is not the case, since he had already explained in that and in other books about physics and

theology that time is only the number of the motion of the celestial sphere and is generated

. 2
from it.**

This passage of the Jam" is important insofar as it throws light on al-Farabt’s
aim and method in the Against Philoponus. In both cases, his aim may be similar in
that he wants to refute the view of those who ascribe the eternalist thesis to
Aristotle on the basis of concepts found in the De caelo: time in the Jam', the elements
and aether in the Against Philoponus. Moreover, his strategy is also similar in that he
argues that these people have misinterpreted the concepts of time and aether as
well as Aristotle’s aim, and that they have erroneously inferred their conclusions
about eternity. Although he does not mention any name, al-Farabi in the jam‘ may
have implicitly included Philoponus as one of the thinkers who wrongly claim that
Aristotle was an eternalist. The Against Philoponus may thus be seen as continuing al-
FarabT’s warning in the jam'and as representing a more elaborate attempt to refute

Philoponus’ position.

Second, al-Farabi in the Against Philoponus apparently rejects any kind of
correlation between aether and eternity in the De caelo, an attitude which would be
very difficult to justify if he were indeed defending Aristotle from an eternalist
perspective. True, Aristotle does not prove the eternity of the world using the
aether theory in a demonstrative manner, but he establishes on numerous occasions
direct connections between the two theories, arguing that aether is by nature
incorruptible and eternal and in essence divine. Now the basic idea of these passages

seems to have been accurately conveyed by the Arabic translators, if one may judge

%25 Al-Farabi 20014, section 55, 154, translated by C. Butterworth,
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by the edition prepared by A. Badawi. For example, one reads: “wa ‘ala hadha al-
mithal bi-‘aynihi yanbaght an yu‘tagada anna hadha al-jirm al-karim [aether] ghayr ka'in

7% and “fa-amma hadha al-jirm al-awwal al-sharif fa-lam yatakawwan min

wa la fasid...,
shay’ albattatah.”*” This evidence would be difficult to dismiss for anyone thoroughly

acquainted with the De caelo, as surely Philoponus and al-Farabi were.

Now it is significant that the arguments al-Farabi puts forth in his refutation
do not focus on the eternity of the world, but rather on Philoponus’ discussion of
Aristotle’s theory of the elements, of the distinction between them, and of their
various motions. Al-Farabi is therefore primarily concerned with defending these
aspects of Aristotle’s physics and his aether theory, but surprisingly he says nothing
about the further eternalist implications that aether conveys in Aristotle’s
cosmology. What we seem to witness on the part of al-Farabi, then, is an
endorsement of the aether theory with an adamant effort to cancel its connections
with the eternity thesis.”® Oddly, a similar conclusion, but in connection with
motion, can be made about al-FarabT’s other critical writings on Philoponus, such as

the On Changing Beings.*”

As I have intimated above, one reason that could justify this approach would
be that al-Farabi is combining aether with a non-eternalist creationist picture,
which he also ascribes to Aristotle. If this were true, then one would have to connect
the Against Philoponus to the Jam‘ and the Jawabat. Indeed, an eternalist reading of
the Against Philoponus would be difficult to reconcile with the parallels between this

treatise and the Jam‘ and with the peculiar insistence al-Farabi shows to dissociate

626 BadawT 1961, 139, thus accurately reproducing the original text at 270a12 ff., which reads: “It is
equally reasonable to assume that this body will be ungenerated and indestructible...” (transl. By J. L.
Stocks).

627 BadawT 1961, 140.

% This seems to have puzzled R. Sorabji, who writes (Philoponus 1987, 20): “Surprisingly, he [al-
Farabi] thinks that Philoponus is wrong to ascribe to Aristotle belief in the eternity of the physical
world.”

%29 As M. Rashed (2008, 36) writes, “...there is no evidence that al-Farabi tried to give a positive proof of
the eternity of the heavens [in the On Changing Beings],” a fact which M. Rashed describes as a
“curious absence.” This being said, however, al-Farabi definitely seems to defend the eternity of
motion and time in this work.
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aether from eternity.*® This being said, it is also possible, as mentioned before, that
in the Against Philoponus al-Farabi had already moved toward a conception of eternal
creation, in which case the aether theory, which al-Farabi endorses in this treatise,
would be integrated in a causal scheme possibly similar to the one presented in his
emanationist treatises. Yet this does not explain why al-Farabi would reject the
connection between aether and eternity, which is explicit in the De caelo. Moreover,
the discrepancy between aether as it is presented in this treatise and the very
different theories of celestial substance that appear in the Ara’ and Siyasah suggests
that these works belong to quite different periods in al-FarabT’s life. In style, tenor,
intention, and content, the Against Philoponus is much closer to the jam"than it is to

the emanationist treatises.

If we accept the creationist, non-eternalist interpretation of the Against
Philoponus, then al-Farabt's cosmological stance in the Jam', in the Jawabat, and in the
Against Philoponus would be similar: he combines a creationist and non-eternalist
view of the universe with a theory of incorruptible celestial matter. This enables us
to understand why al-Farabi in the Against Philoponus simultaneously refutes the
correlation made by Philoponus between aether and eternity, and yet seems to
defend the existence of the fifth element as put forward by Aristotle in the De caelo.
While in agreement with Philoponus on the question of creation, al-Farabi opposed
Philoponus on the question of aether, which, like al-Kindi, he managed to reconcile
with his cosmogonical account. The irony is that al-Farabi’s account of creation was
itself deeply influenced by Philoponus during this early phase. And it is precisely
because al-Farabi was able to reconcile these two ideas (creation and aether) and
attributed this view to Aristotle, that he misunderstood Philoponus’ attack on
Aristotelian cosmology, which partially rested upon the correlation made between

aether and eternity.

This interpretation of the Against Philoponus naturally raises the question of

al-FarabTs interpretation of the Arabic version of the De caelo, a clearer

% D’Ancona 2006, 404-405, implicitly comes to the same conclusion.
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understanding of which would throw much light on the problem. Is it possible that
some of the crucial passages in al-Farabi’s version of the Arabic De caelo connecting
aether to the eternity thesis were left out, adapted, or modified by the translators?
Is it possible that this very compatibility between creation and aether was already
expounded in the version consulted by al-Farabi? Clearer knowledge of the Arabic
versions of the De caelo accessible to al-Farabi could go a long way in explaining the
formation of his views on aether and its relation to cosmogony. Unfortunately, the
Arabic De caelo has not yet been properly edited and little work on this seminal text

has been conducted.®!

Despite this gap in our knowledge, one may accept the possibility that during
this period of his life al-Farabi adhered to a conception of heavenly matter and
creation that was quite close to that of al-Kind1. Al-Kindi adopts Aristotle’s postulate
of a ‘first body’ or ‘fifth element’ that is in essence incorruptible, but he subjects this
theory to the more fundamental belief in the creationist act of God.”? In other
words, celestial matter is incorruptible during the period of time allotted by God. It
was created by God and will ultimately be destroyed by Him. Causally, it relies
absolutely on the First Principle. Since al-Farabi nowhere rejects the aether theory
to uphold the corruptibility of heavenly matter in his works, even in his
argumentation in Against Philoponus and in the Jam" where he seems to defend the
creation of the world ex nihilo, one must conclude that he never adopted this
Philoponian view. The parallels between al-Kindi and al-Farabi on this topic
naturally raise the question of the former’s influence on the latter, a question which
is rendered more complex by the fact that they had access to many similar sources,
such as Alexander and pseudo-Alexander, the Theology, and other texts from the
Neoplatonica arabica. Although al-Farabi does not mention al-Kindi by name, it is
undeniable that his views as expressed in the jam‘ and in the treatise Against

Philoponus betray some similarity to al-KindT's and that the latter may have been the

! There is a very corrupt edition that has been published by Badawt in 1961, but it is generally
considered unreliable. Endress 1966 represents the only general study of the transmission of the De
caelo and its reception in the Arabic world. Further research on this subject is a desideratum.

%32 See al-KindT's treatise entitled On the Proximate Efficient Cause in McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 12.3,
p. 5; and Adamson 2007a, 86-88.



244

source for al-FarabT’s understanding of celestial matter and creation during this
period of his life. Naturally, it is also possible that the two thinkers developed
similar views because they relied on identical sources (Philoponus and the

Neoplatonica arabica) to interpret Aristotle’s cosmology.

3.2 Moving Away from the Creationist Paradigm: The Philosophy of Aristotle

As we have seen in an earlier section, the Philosophy of Aristotle articulates a revised
version of the Aristotelian theory of aether. On the one hand, like the Against
Philoponus, it contrasts aether to the other four elements, thus establishing a radical
distinction between sublunary and superlunary matter in the Peripatetic tradition.
On the other hand, it mentions the form and matter (the hylomorphic nature) of
aether and also defines it as the cause of the other elements, thereby departing

slightly from the De caelo. But what is the origin and cause of aether in this treatise?

Al-Farabi says very little about the question of the creation or eternity of the
world in the Philosophy of Aristotle. This is not surprising if we realize that this work
focuses chiefly on the logical, physical, and psychological doctrine of the Stagirite,
although the question remains why al-Farab1 is almost completely silent about
Aristotelian metaphysics.”” Nevertheless there are a few hints in the text that
suggest that al-Farabi has moved toward an eternalist position. In one passage, al-
Farabi mentions the infinite number of moved things®*; in another, he describes the
“perpetual circular motion” (al-harakah al-mustadirah al-da’imah) of the celestial
bodies.”” In addition, al-Farabi discusses the role of the Agent Intellect and the
celestial bodies in sublunary generation and corruption, a theory which is
characteristic of his emanationist treatises.””® These hints definitely point to an
eternalist position, although it may be said that they do not constitute decisive

evidence for it. Nevertheless, they suggest that the way in which al-Farabi

%3 The hypothesis that the work is incomplete has been advanced, but it is generally accepted that al-
Farabi intended to treat this subject in another work.

4 Al-Farabi 1969, 102,

65 Al-Farabi 1961, 130; and al-Farabi 1969, 29, for Mahdi’s translation.

636 Al-Farabi 1969, 128.
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interpreted Aristotle’s cosmology had evolved by the time he was writing the

Philosophy of Aristotle.

If this is the case, then it would mean that al-Farabi rejected the creationist
non-eternalist position he combines with aether in the Jam’, the Jawabat, and the
Against Philoponus and was moving toward a conception of eternal causality, in a
fashion akin to that expounded in the emanationist treatises. This in turn would
mean that al-FarabTs understanding of Aristotelian cosmology was gradually
changing, an observation that T. Street has made in regard to al-FarabT's logical

works.*’

True, al-Farabi says nothing about creation, whether eternal or non-
eternal, in the Philosophy. But I doubt that the reason for this lies in al-Farabt’s
interpretation of Aristotle’s cosmology as postulating an eternal and uncaused
world, in the way that modern historians interpret Aristotle. Rather, as was
previously mentioned, it is probably due to the fact that in this treatise al-Farabt
restricts his discussion to natural philosophy and omits metaphysics. This also
seems supported by the negative fact that al-Farabi in his entire corpus never makes
matter eternal and uncaused; so that the basic assumption in this work must be that
celestial matter (and the world) is perpetually caused or emanated. Hence, the
account of matter in the Philosophy, as implicit as it is, nevertheless shows a certain
kinship with the Ara’ and the Siydsah. On the topic of creation and celestial matter,
the Philosophy may be seen as a transitional work between the Jam' and the

emanationist treatises.

3.3 The Emanationist Paradigm: Substrate, Causality, and Emanation in the

Ard@’ and Siydsah

If al-Farabt’s understanding of Aristotelian cosmology during one period of his life
was a creationist and non-eternalist one, and thus if Aristotle’s celestial matter was

construed in light of this interpretive lens, al-Farabt’s other works indicate that his

7 Street 2004, 536: “Alfarabi’s attitude to Aristotle seems to have become clearer over time, and in
consequence his position changes from one work to another.”
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understanding of the relation between celestial matter and creation was not always
the same. This, we have seen, is already apparent in the Philosophy of Aristotle, where
one encounters Aristotle’s aether with no suggestions that this theory should be
combined with a creationist and non-eternalist view. In fact, it seems that by the
time al-Farabi was writing this work he had a more accurate understanding of
Aristotle’s philosophy, since he adheres to an eternalist position concerning the

world and matter.

The departure from the creationist paradigm expressed in the Philosophy of
Aristotle is nevertheless much more forcefully expressed, and more fully
consummated, in the Ara’ and Siyasah. In these treatises, al-Farabi not only rejects
the concept of aether and provides a new formulation of the composition of the
celestial bodies; he also redefines the mode of production of celestial substance,
shifting from a non-eternalist creationist paradigm to one of eternal causality. How
is creation redefined in these works? What is the function of the concept of
substrate developed by al-Farabi and how does it relate to this new cosmological

model? The following paragraphs aim to provide an answer to these questions.

In a previous section I attempted to explain why al-Farabi may have been
tempted to move away from his early theories of celestial substance as expressed in
the curricular works, and why he may have adopted Alexander’s concept of celestial
substrate instead. Moreover, I presented arguments to support a developmentalist
hypothesis according to which al-Farabt’s cosmology underwent a shift from a non-
eternalist creationist paradigm which combines Philoponian, Neoplatonic, and
Kindian elements to a revised causative model of eternal creation and celestial
substance in the emanationist treatises. Although equally reliant on Arabic
Neoplatonic sources, the latter model presents a completely different explanation of
how celestial substance relates to God and the universe. While in the Jam', matter is
created directly by God alongside the rest of the world, in the Ara’ and the Siyasah, it
is the separate intellects that are responsible for the production of the celestial

bodies: celestial substance is therefore created through an intermediary, the
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thawani. And in turn it is these celestial bodies that are responsible for the
generation of sublunary prime matter. Hence, in this system God is not directly

involved in the creation of matter.

It is difficult at first glance to establish any direct link between al-FarabT’s
new theory of celestial substance (i.e., soul and immaterial substrate) and the
concept of eternal causation. One does not entail the other, and there may in fact be
no correlation between the two. A proof of this is that Ibn Sina in the K. al-shifd’
upholds both a theory of eternal emanation and the materiality and hylomorphism
of the celestial bodies. Yet in the case of al-Farabi, the concept of substrate fits
nicely in his account of eternal causation, and there are reasons to believe that it
actually possesses a special role in this new cosmic picture. The following section is
devoted to explaining the implications that al-Farab1's new concept of substrate has

at the metaphysical level and how it relates to creation.

To begin with, we must examine how the language of creation used in the
Ard’ and Siydsah to explain the production of the celestial bodies differs from the one
used in the Jam'. There are several major differences. First, God in the Ara’ and the
Siyasah is not an absolute creator in the way He is presented in the Jam". In fact, al-
Farabi in his emanationist treatises completely omits the Arabic roots b-d-*, b-r-’, and
kh-1-q, which are used repeatedly in the Jam'to convey God’s act of absolute creation.
This omission is surprising and suggests a radical departure from theological and
some philosophical (e.g., al-Kindi) accounts of creation. Al-Farabi replaces this
vocabulary with terms expressing emanation and causality. Hence, God, the First
Cause, is said to “emanate” (yafidu) all of the existents, while these are “necessarily

entailed” (lazima ‘an) by God.**®

Second, while God creates through volition in the jam', it is through

intellection that He emanates the various other beings in the Ara’ and the Siydsah.

-7«

“The First,” al-Farabi writes in the Ard’, “is in its substance actual intellect [‘agl bi-al-

%3 Al-Farabi 1985a, 88-89, 94-95,
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fill.”*° Al-Farabi takes over this idea from Aristotle’s Metaphysics, but unlike
Aristotle, he connects intellection with creation. In so doing, al-Farabi was probably
inspired by passages of the Proclus arabus, which equate intellection and emanation
in the intellectual beings, although the First Cause itself is said to be beyond
intellect.*® Third, the First Cause directly produces only a single being, the first
separate intellect, while the heavenly spheres and their souls are produced by the
other separate intellects. More specifically, it is by thinking their own essence that

they cause the existence of the spheres and sphere-souls.

The most common term found in al-Farabi’s emanationist treatises to
express the relation between the separate intellects and the spheres is lazima ‘an, “to

necessarily entail,”**

a formula which expresses the logical connection of the
heavenly bodies to the separate intellects and the necessity of their dependence
upon higher principles. In addition, al-Farabi sometimes uses the verb fada, which
unlike lazima has been traditionally interpreted as referring to the concept of
emanation and the ‘flowing of being.”** 1t is notable that al-Farabi usually prefers to
restrict the use of the term fada to signify God’s creation of the first separate
intellect or of the world as a whole.*® In spite of this, lazima ‘an and fada are the two
most common verbs that the second teacher uses to describe the creation of the
celestial bodies. Both terms express the concept of an eternal and permanent

creation, but while the former puts the emphasis on the causal relation between the

separate intellects (cause) and the spheres (effect), the latter underlines the role

% Al-Farabi 1985a, 70-71; see also the Siyasah (al-Farabi 1964, 45); and the Risalah fi al-‘agl (al-Farabi
1938, 35-36).

%% Mahd al-khayr, V111, Liber II, I, XXIL These texts follow Plotinus in Enneads V.3.11, where the One is
said to be beyond intellect.

! For example, al-Farabi 1985a, 100; and al-Farabi 1964, 32. Although lazima is close to lahiga in
meaning, only the former appears in al-Farabi’s cosmology. This may be due to the fact that lazima
emphasizes concomitance whereas lahiga stresses consequence, as Goichon remarks in connection
with Tbn Sina’s vocabulary (Goichon 1938, 364-365).

2 Al-Farabi 1964, 53; Goichon 1938, 290-291; Fakhry 2002. There is some disagreement in the
secondary literature about the place of emanation in al-FarabT’s philosophy; see Netton 1989; Galston
1997; Druart 1987a, 1992. On my view, the question of al-Farabi’s allegiance to Neoplatonism cannot
be reduced to the question of emanationism; in this respect, many recent studies have underlined al-
Farabi’s debt to the Neoplatonists without addressing the issue of emanation per se; see Geoffroy 2002;
Freudenthal 1988; and Vallat 2004.

** Al-Farabi 1985a, 88-9, 100-101; and al-Farabi 1964, 47.
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that the intellects play as constant purveyors of existence. Again, al-Farabi never
uses the term ibda“ to refer to the creation of the sphere-souls by the separate

intellects.

This being said, it is unclear to me whether the root f-y-d is really meant to
convey a special concept of creation, i.e., of creation as emanation. Even if it were, it
is hard to see to what extent its meaning would differ from that of the root l-z-m. Al-
Farabi himself seems to use these verbs synonymously, and he does not provide
definitions on the basis of which one could distinguish them. His basic motivation in
using these terms seems to be the same, namely, to emphasize the causal
dependence of all things on God and to present God as the First Existent and the

First Cause.

In spite of this ambiguity, the presence of the term fada is important insofar
as it establishes a terminological link between al-Farab1 and the Arabic Neoplatonic
texts, since this verb also appears in the Theology,** the Mahd al-khayr,”” and the
Liber de causis I1.°* These three texts, together with other works of the Neoplatonica
arabica, form a bridge between the Greek Neoplatonists and al-Farabi, and it is
perhaps on these grounds that one may say that these thinkers share a common
conception of emanation. Regardless of the importance one should attach to this
terminological similarity, the rest of the dissertation will show the many parallels
that exist between al-Farabt and Proclus. In this respect, the attempts by Mahdi,
Galston, and others to downplay the ‘Neoplatonic connection’ of al-Farabt’s theories
of creation appear unfounded. I will have more to say about these Neoplatonic texts

in the chapter on intellection.

Perhaps as a result of the use of common sources or of a direct reliance on al-

FarabT's works, Ibn Sina’s language of creation is similar in many respects. As

44 Lewis 1959, 231; and Badaw1 1955, 27.
*%> Badawi 1977, 24; Taylor 1981, 321.
84 Thillet and Oudaimah 2001-2002, 330.
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Janssens’ article reveals,” Ibn Sina uses a wide range of terms to express creation
and emanation at the cosmological level. When it comes to the heavenly bodies, Ibn

® a term whose use in this

Sina, like al-Farabi, relies heavily on lazima ‘an,*
cosmological context may have been suggested to him by the work of the second
master. Fada usually signifies the emanation of the whole world from God.*” As for
ibda’, Ibn Sina applies it to the creation of the first intellect or of all the separate
intellects by God; this term expresses absolute creation without an intermediary.*°
Ibn Sina seem to have been relatively consistent in limiting this term to God and not
using it to describe the creative activity of the separate intellects, although he

occasionally defines the creation of the spheres as ibda".*' But the use of this term is

one of the main differences between the two thinkers.

It may be noticed that al-Farab1’s account of the creation of the spheres does
not ascribe a special material cause for the celestial bodies that can be distinguished
from the cause of their soul. Al-Farabi explains the creation of the heavens as
follows: by thinking the first, the separate intellects cause another intellect to exist;
by thinking their own essence, they cause the existence of a sphere together with its
sphere-soul. Hence, it is notable that al-Farabi ascribes only one cause to the
composite of soul and body. In contrast, Ibn Sina mentions three causes: one for the
intellect, one for the sphere-soul, and a third cause that is responsible for the
production of the matter (maddah) and corporeality of the celestial bodies®?; the
latter is therefore a material cause. This third material cause emanating from the
separate intellects is lacking in al-Farab1’s account. This is yet another proof that the

material dimension of the celestial bodies is downplayed in al-Farabt’s cosmology.

Despite the lack of an identifiable material cause in the heavens, however,

the heavenly bodies are corporeal and, as such, are not completely simple

%7 Janssens 1997.

%48 Tbn Sind 1951, 427/173; Ibn Sina 1983-86, 406,15; Ibn Sind 1985, 314; see also Goichon 1938, 364-365.
* For example, Ibn Sina 2005, 327,16-17.

%0 Tbn Sina 1951, 385/153; Ibn Sina 1983-86, 406,15; Goichon 1938, 19; and Janssens 1997, 472. For a
detailed analysis of Ibn Sina’s language of creation, see Janssens 1997.

%! An example occurs in Ibn Sin 1985, 314.

%2 Ibn Sina 1951, 430-174; Ibn Sina 1985, 313-314; and Ibn Sina 2005, 330,39-331,4.
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substances. In this respect, one of the differences between al-Farabr’s and
Alexander’s concepts of substrate appears clearly. Although Alexander defines the
celestial body as a soul inhering in a substrate and although there is some ambiguity
as to whether this substrate is to be understood as completely immaterial or as a
second type of matter,” he is consistent in claiming the absolute simplicity of the
heavenly spheres. For example, in the Mabadi’, it is written: “As for the divine body,
since it is simple—because it could not be eternal if it were composite—and its
motion is also one and simple, it does not have any nature at all other than the
soul..”®* Alexander establishes a direct equation between simplicity of substance
and soul: because the celestial bodies are essentially a form or soul, they are devoid

of multiplicity.

Al-Farabi has a very different view on this issue. According to him, the fact
that the heavenly bodies consist of substrate and soul is used to argue against their
simplicity. Unlike Alexander who makes soul the simple substance of the spheres,
al-Farab1 emphasizes the duality of soul and substrate and presents them as the two
components of the orbs’ substance. He writes: “The substance (jawhar) of each one
of the heavens [i.e., main spheres] (samawat) is composed (murakkab) of two things: a
substrate (mawdi‘) and a soul (nafs).”® The use of the adjective murakkab here is
noteworthy, because it is often employed in physics to signify the composite nature
of sublunary bodies. In this context, the term suggests a parallel between the
sublunary hylomorphic beings and the celestial bodies, both being composed of a
duality of principles. In view of this distinction, it is surprising that al-Farabi does

not posit a separate cause for the soul and substrate of the spheres.

%3 This depends on whether one relies on the commentary on the Metaphysics or the Quaestiones. In
the latter work, Alexander seems to argue for the existence of a celestial matter that is different from
the sublunary matter. See section 1V.6.1.

*** Alexander 2001, 17-19; see also 52-53.

%5 Al-Farabi 1964, 53, my translation: “wa jawhar kull wahid min al-samawat murakkab min shay’ayn: min
mawdi wa min nafs.”
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Furthermore, in the Ard’, al-Farabi specifies that the celestial body “thinks
with an intellect that is not identical with its entire substance.”®® And he adds that
“because it [the celestial body] also thinks its substrate which is not intellect, that
part of its essence which it thinks is not entirely intellect...”®” This passage is
important because it shows that in the celestial bodies the concept of substance is
broader than that of intellect. The celestial bodies are primarily intellects, but their
complete substance also includes substrates. These substrates are responsible for
making the heavenly substance composite. This explains why al-Farabl mentions

the “things” (ashya’) and parts (ajza’) that constitute the heavenly substance.**®

The conclusion is that al-Farabi never describes the heavenly bodies as
beings that are simple in substance, in the manner that Alexander does in the
Mabadi’. This is one of the notable differences in these two thinkers’ treatment of
the concept of substrate: for Alexander, the substrate does not prevent the spheres
from being simple bodies; for al-Farabi, it is the main reason why they are

composed.”’

This point could remain a minor interpretive divergence in these thinkers’
concept of substrate; but when related to broader issues, such as the question of the
eternity and causation of the world, it acquires a new significance. Alexander’s
universe is in many ways like Aristotle’s: it is both eternal and uncaused. The
cosmological priority for Alexander was probably to isolate the celestial bodies from
the sublunary world and stress their divinity, and this is why he might have wanted
to make a strong case for the simplicity of their substance, as opposed to the

composite nature of sublunary beings.

66 Al-Farabi 1985a, 123.

%7 Al-Farabi 1985a, 123, translated by Walzer, revised by me.

6% Al-Farabi 1964, 53.

% The fact that the heavenly bodies are composed and yet that only one cause is posited for their
existence was obviously problematic for Ibn Sin3, who revised al-FarabTs model in light of his
elaborate theory of causality. The result was that two distinct causes are assigned to the heavenly
bodies in Ibn Sina’s cosmology. See section V.3.5.
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Al-Farabi, on the other hand, has a deeper aim in mind when he mentions
the composite nature of the orbs. Since his universe is causally dependent on the
First Cause, all the existents in the universe must be integrated in the causal chain
that begins with God. Now according to al-Farabi, one of the direct consequences of
a thing’s being caused is that it is composite, i.e., it is itself made of a plurality of
things that are united through its cause. No absolutely simple being can be caused.
God, being the only absolutely simple being, is uncaused. Because the celestial
bodies are part of God’s causal scheme, they must by the same token be composite.
The notion of composition is usually associated with matter, since matter together
with form makes up a composite matter. Matter is also a principle of potency and
indeterminacy, which can receive a plurality of forms and enable any possible
existent to actual become x or y. But the view that the heavenly bodies are
immaterial raised a fundamental problem that called for a solution on the part of al-
Farab. If the heavenly bodies are not literally hylomorphic, then they must be seen
as simple entities, like God and the intellects. Since al-Farabi wants to avoid this
conclusion, he is compelled to introduce a second principle (besides soul) to justify
the composite nature of the spheres, and this principle is substrate. Substrate, then,
fulfills the requirement for the compositeness of the heavenly bodies.**

The correlation between causality and complexity®

(in itself a very
Neoplatonic idea) explains why al-Farabi has no problem with and even fully
endorses the view of the compositeness of the heavenly bodies, and thus goes
against a well-established tradition that viewed the heavenly bodies as simple
entities. Having rejected the heavenly bodies’ materiality, al-Farabl must seek this

multiplicity elsewhere, and he finds it in this duality of substrate and soul and in the

% To be more precise, the problem of the compositeness and multiplicity of the spheres is solved by
al-Farabi in two ways: first, as has just been said, by means of the substrate, which together with form
represents the “composite” nature of the heavenly bodies. But there is a second way in which the
spheres may be said to be multiple and composite: they possess several objects of thought and are
thus characterized by a complex intellection (more will be said about this in Chapter V).

*1 Al-Farabi states this relation explicitly in the Risalah, in the context of his discussion of the
separate intellects: “...it [the separate intellect] has a principle [i.e., a cause], since whatever is
divisible has a cause that makes it a substance” (al-Farabi 1938, 35; translated in McGinnis and
Reisman 2007, 77). For a comparison of al-Farabi's and Proclus’ theories of causality, see Wisnovsky
2003b, 110-111.
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intellection of the spheres. Hence, substrate fulfills the same function as matter in
this case, namely, it makes the celestial substance a composite substance, although
it possess none of the negative attributes of matter, nor even its usual cosmological
characteristic, circular motion. It is noteworthy, moreover, that no specific cause is
ascribed to this substrate in the way that Ibn Sina ascribes a specific material cause

to the matter of the spheres.

The substitution of immaterial substrate for matter in the heavenly
substance also helps to explain why al-Farabi describes the celestial souls as
intellects, and not, as Ibn Sina, as “corporeal souls” endowed with imagination.® In
Ibn Sina’s cosmology, the sphere-souls are not properly speaking intellects and do
not have pure intellection, due to their material and corporeal dimension. Rather,
they are characterized by imagination. Ibn Sina stresses this point in numerous
places in his cosmology.®® Al-Farabi, on the other hand, calls the sphere-souls
intellects and endows them only with intellection.””* The main reason for this
difference lies in the divergent explanation that both thinkers give concerning the
substance of the celestial body, which is truly material for Ibn Sina, and merely a
composite of immaterial substrate and soul for al-Farabi. This is one of the salient

differences in these two thinkers’ treatment of the celestial substance.

One of the consequences of al-Farabi’s adoption of substrate is, therefore,
that it makes the material cause superfluous and does not lead to a duality of causal
principles, one of which (the material cause) would be necessary to explain the
corporeality of the sphere, the other of which (the formal cause) would account for
the soul and form of the sphere. It thus differs from Ibn Sina’s cosmology, which, in
addition to the two formal causes of the separate intellect and the sphere-soul, adds

a third material cause to explain the materiality of the spheres.

%2 Tbn Sina describes the celestial soul as “corporeal” (jismaniyyah) in the Shifa’ (Ibn Stna 2005, 312,5-
6).

%3 In the Shifa’ (Tbn Sna 1983-86, 383,14 ff., 387,5). For more information, see the upcoming chapter
on intellection.

%4 See for example al-Farabi 1964, 34.



255

Moreover, al-Farabi’s theories greatly emphasize the noetic nature of the
celestial bodies. Because substrate does not represent a material principle opposed
to the psychological nature of the spheres, the celestial bodies acquire an existence
that is almost completely noetic or intelligible. This particular understanding of
celestial substance as soul and immaterial substrate may be seen as belonging to al-
Farabi's general strategy to make intellect and form the main principles of his
cosmology. The absence of matter (the normal Aristotelian principle of
individuation) means that the differentiation of the celestial bodies occurs purely as
a result of their intellection and the hierarchy of their objects of thought, not of a
decreasing nobleness of their matter (see section V.9). What distinguishes the
celestial bodies is not their having different matters, but their having different
objects of thought and desire: each sphere aspires to imitate its corresponding
separate intellect, and it is the hierarchy of the separate intellects that dictates the
hierarchy of the celestial bodies. For example, the outermost sphere is nobler than
the sphere of the sun, because it intelligizes the first separate intellect, which is
closer to the One than the separate intellect corresponding to the sphere of the

sun.®®

Furthermore, the notion of substrate in the celestial bodies serves to
establish a bridge between heavenly and human intellection in the emanationist
treatises and the Risalah fi al-‘agl. It is notable that the concept of substrate also
figures prominently in al-Farabi’s noetics, a subject to which the second master is
known to have dedicated several treatises.**® In the Risalah fi al-‘agl, which provides a
detailed examination of the various meanings of the term ‘intellect’ and the stages
of human intellection, al-Farabi explains that the potential intellect, which is “a

1,7%” enables human

certain soul, or a part of a soul, or one of the faculties of the sou
beings to abstract the forms from the material objects they apprehend. This
potential intellect is succeeded by the active and acquired intellects, and finally by

the separate Agent Intellect, which is also the tenth cosmic intellect that governs

% This hierarchy is clearly expressed in al-Farabi 1985a, 114-115.
%66 Alon 2002, 810-811.
57 Al-Farabi 1938, 12; translated in McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 71.
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the sublunary world and ends the cycle of emanation. What is of particular concern
here is the fact that the material intellect is described as being “like a kind of
matter” (shabihah bi-maddah)*® and as being “itself that which is like matter and
substrate” (..al-dhat allati tushbihu maddatan wa mawdi‘an...)*® for the forms it
receives and for the intellects above it, especially the active intellect, which acts like

a form on the potential intellect.*”

In another passage of the Risalah fi al-‘agl, a-Farabi goes even further and
explains that each intellect is like a substrate for the intellect above it and a form for
the intellect below it. Even the acquired intellect (‘agl mustafad), the highest human
intellectual faculty, is like a substrate for the forms it receives (wa al-‘aql al-mustafad
shabih bi-mawdii"...)."”" A similar description of the human intellect occurs in the Ard,
where al-Farabi calls each faculty of the soul “matter” for the faculty above it and
form for the faculty below it.””” These passages are all characterized by the use of
analogical language, which compares the faculties of the human soul to a substrate

or matter for higher faculties.®”

That any part of the human soul may represent a substrate in which higher
principles can act recalls the heavenly substrate, which is also acted upon by the
higher faculty of the sphere-soul, i.e., its purely intellectual part. The function of
substrate in these passages is meant to introduce a notion of multiplicity in the
human soul and the heavenly body, as well as a faculty that is not material strictly

speaking, but possesses some of the characteristics of matter, such as receptivity.

%68 Al-Farabi 1938, 13, my translation.

%9 Al-Farabi 1938, 14, my translation.

%7° For another description of the potential intellect as material intellect, see al-Farabi 1985a, 198-203,
passim.

71 Al-Farabi 1938, 22; translated in McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 74.

¢72 Al-Farabi 1985a, 174-175. Apparently, Themistius develops a similar analogy; see Duhem 1913-59,
vol. 4, 386, 397.

¢ As we learn from al-Farabt's (1938, 13-15) discussion, the difference between the potential intellect
and other ‘regular’ material substrates is that the former entirely fuses with the form it receives and
becomes indistinguishable from it, whereas the latter only receive forms on their exterior surface,
i.e., these material substrates do not fuse completely with their forms in that the material cause and
the formal cause remain distinct (e.g., the shape and the matter of a wooden bed). Al-Farabt's
description of the potential intellect is indebted to the Aristotelian notion that mind and object of
mind become one in the act of intellection.
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Both the heavenly bodies and the various intellectual faculties in humans are
substrates in their capacity to receive form from a higher agent, and yet they are

strictly speaking immaterial.

This parallel in the cosmology and noetics of al-Farabi is strengthened by the
fact that the heavenly bodies possess a rational soul, which, like the human rational
soul, is primarily defined by its intellection and its being a source of perfection. This
kinship is emphasized in the Siyasah when al-Farabi writes that “the celestial
souls...have only the soul that intellectualizes, which in some sense is congeneric
with the rational soul [in humans].”* Hence, although human and heavenly souls
and intellects are not identical, they share a number of similarities and are defined
through a common terminology in al-Farab1’s philosophy. Moreover, substrate plays
an important role in the ontological structure of soul in al-Farabt’s psychological

and cosmological accounts.

The common terminology, conceptual framework, and analogical approach
employed by the second master in his discussions of human and celestial
intellection indicate an overlap between the cosmological and psychological

> Moreover, the evidence suggests that al-

disciplines in al-Farabt’s philosophy.
Farabi found in the concept of substrate a solution to the problem that the omission
of heavenly matter posed for him, and that he may have derived this concept from
psychology in addition to metaphysics. Although the concept of substrate is
common in ancient Greek debates about the nature of heavenly substance (as
Alexander’s works testify), al-Farabl goes beyond the metaphysical sources by
establishing parallels between human and celestial noetics. The concept of
substrate, which is usually associated with discussions of the human intellect, gets

transferred to the sphere-souls, which are also said to possess substrates on which

7% Al-Farabi 1964, 34; translated in McGinnis and Reisman 2007, revised by me.

%> The idea that al-Farab1’s psychology and noetics are a bridge between the cosmological and human
levels has been noted by several scholars, including Madkour 1934, 145; Lucchetta in al-Farabi 1974;
and Hamzah in al-Farabi 2001b, 45. However, these scholars have focused chiefly on the role of the
Agent Intellect and not on that of the heavenly souls. Moreover, although my argument agrees with
their basic view of an ontological link between the superlunary and sublunary souls, it goes further
in positing a transfer of noetic and psychological notions to the cosmic level.
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the higher intellectual faculties act. Al-Farabi's celestial noetics thus seems to

exploit ideas from his human psychology and noetics.”

What is particularly interesting in this respect is that modern studies have
shown that al-Farabi’s noetics, like his cosmology, was influenced to a great extent
by the work of Alexander of Aphrodisias.”” The idea that the potential intellect is a
‘material’ intellect, which can best be defined as a substrate for forms, finds an exact
parallel in the psychological writings of the Greek commentator. In fact, as far as we
know, Alexander is the first to have described the potential intellect as a material
intellect.””® Whether al-Farabi developed his view of celestial substrate from
Alexander’s writings on noetics and psychology in addition to the already discussed
passages of Alexander’s commentary on the Metaphysics is a point worth
considering, and, in my view, a highly likely one. According to Genequand,
Alexander was the first to provide a systematic treatment of the celestial souls by

’ and this approach represents an

applying concepts taken from the De anima,”
interesting precedent to al-Farabi’s own approach.”™ If that is the case, then
Alexander and al-FarabTs method of studying the celestial bodies would be very

similar indeed.

It is undeniable, however, that these two thinkers had different
philosophical priorities and aims. For Alexander, it was to stress the divinity and
life-power of the celestial bodies in order to better explain their impact on the

sublunary world, a view that fits well with his theory on providence. For al-Farabr, it

%76 It is worth asking oneself if al-Farabi would have considered the term “substrate” a transferred
term (al-ism al-manqal) from psychology, assuming that this science was elaborated before
cosmology.

7 For information on Alexander’s psychology and noetics, see Fotinis in Alexander 1980, Shroeder
1989, Blumenthal 1996, and for the various levels of intellect Gilson 1929, Rahman 1958, and Davidson
1992. In spite of Finnegan’s thesis (Finnegan 1957) that al-Farabi was not influenced by Alexander’s
psychology, there are convincing reasons to think that the opposite is true. Jolivet 1977, 218, note 33
rightly calls for a revision of Finnegan’s position, and Geoffroy 2002 reinstates Alexander’s De anima
as one of the crucial sources in al-Farabi’s theories of human intellection. The above analysis also
seems to confirm this. See also the sections on al-Farabi in Davidson 1992.

%78 See Alexander’s commentary on the De anima in Alexander 1980, 105.

7 Alexander 2001, 6.

%8 According to Steinschneider (1869/1966, 117), al-Farabi composed a commentary on Alexander’s
De anima; this is yet another connection between the two thinkers.
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centered on the problem of celestial matter and substance and its relation to the
question of God’s unicity and causality, as well as the intellection of the heavenly
bodies. Hence, the use that al-Farabi makes of these psychological concepts at the
cosmological level is proper to his philosophy and fulfills specific requirements in

the evolution of his thought.

The foregoing analysis of substrate has shown that this concept fulfills a
positive function in al-Farabi’s cosmology and that it represents a highly original
and creative interpretation of the question of celestial substance. Although probably
based on Alexander’s and Themistius’ commentaries, this concept is nevertheless

transformed by al-Farabi to address particular issues in his philosophy.

3.4 Conclusion

In the previous paragraphs, I have attempted to support the hypothesis of an
evolution in al-Farabt’s cosmological theories by pointing to the various doctrinal
contradictions that exist in his works, by suggesting some of the causes and reasons
that triggered this evolution, and by explaining how al-Farabi assimilated and
subsequently transformed the philosophical concepts he inherited from Greek
philosophy. This process resulted in a new and creative cosmological model. I
argued that it is in the ancient Greek commentatorial tradition, and in particular in
the commentaries of Alexander and Themistius, as well as in the Neoplatonica
arabica, that al-Farabl may have found the inspiration to redefine the nature of
celestial matter and integrate it in a framework characterized by eternal creation.
He combined this theory with the concept of causality as expressed in the
Neoplatonica arabica. These sources, when combined with the negative influence that
thinkers such as Philoponus and al-Raz1 exercised on his philosophical formation,
also explain why al-Farabi broke away from an Aristotelian theory of celestial

matter and adopted the concept of substrate instead in his later emanationist works.
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Nevertheless, my analysis has shown that al-FarabT’s use of the concept of
immaterial substrate is highly original and has various metaphysical and
epistemological implications. First, al-Farabi’s new theory of celestial substance is
perfectly adapted to the prominence of the noetical principles that govern the
superlunary cosmos. It leads to a noeticization of the heavenly bodies, which are
defined primarily in terms of their rational soul. Second, it enables al-Farabi to
reject any material causality in the heavens, while at the same time accounting for
the compositeness of the heavenly bodies, an essential feature of his cosmology and
an important requirement of his theory of causality. Third, al-Farab1’s account of
the sphere-souls and of the role of substrate betrays the influence of human
psychological concepts, with the result that the heavenly and human intellects

present numerous parallels and a similar structure.

These points enable us to conclude that some of al-Farabi's cosmological
ideas show a marked continuity with the ancient Greek cosmological tradition. Not
only are the questions addressed by al-Farabi (the relation between matter and the
First Cause; the nature of celestial substance; the relation between the celestial
bodies and human psychology) often similar, but the sources on which he relies in
order to build his own interpretation belong to the Peripatetic and Neoplatonic
background of late antiquity. In particular, Alexander, Themistius and the
Neoplatonica arabica provided al-Farabi with the tools to fashion a new and original
synthesis. In regard to celestial matter, it is possible to surmise that al-Farabi moved
from a hylomorphic conception of the celestial bodies (the curricular works) to a
more Neoplatonizing and psychological one (in the emanationist treatises), where
celestial substance is primarily defined in terms of soul. It is undeniable that al-
Farabi in this respect is an assiduous continuator of a Neoplatonic tradition that
privileges soul, intellect, and form over matter. Moreover, al-Farabi is one of the
first thinkers to have provided such a complex interpretation of the relation
between celestial substance, creation, and intellection in the history of medieval

cosmology.
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V. INTELLECT AND INTELLECTION

1. GENERAL PRESENTATION OF THE CELESTIAL SOULS AND INTELLECTS

The ensoulment of the heavenly spheres is a central tenet in al-FarabT’s cosmology.
This idea, as is well known, harkens back to Greek thinkers such as Pythagoras,
Plato, Aristotle, Alexander, Proclus, and Simplicius.®® Plato, for instance, (or rather
the characters of his dialogues) asserts his belief in the ensoulment of the heavens
in several of his works, such as in Timaeus 36E-39A and Laws 896B-897C and 967D-E, a
view reproduced by the author of the Epinomis (981E, 983A-C). The evidence in
Aristotle is somewhat more ambiguous, but several passages in his works seem to

defend a similar view.**

At any rate, his later commentators took it for granted that
Aristotle upheld the ensoulment of the heavens.®” The Neoplatonica arabica,** al-
KindT's treatises,*” and especially the Mabadi’ al-kull attributed to Alexander attest
that this theory was transmitted to the Arabic world and became widespread during
the early centuries of Islam.*® It is probably due to the latter work that the theory of
sphere-souls became so popular in Arabic thought, since this treatise appears to
have been known by many Syriac and Arabic authors and extensively articulates
this theory. To modern readers, the ensoulment of the heavens represents one of
the most interesting and curious aspects of ancient and medieval cosmology. Some

of the metaphysical implications of this idea in al-FarabT’s philosophy will now be

analyzed.

We have seen in the previous chapters that because al-Farabi uses terms
associated with sublunary physics to describe the celestial bodies in his

emanationist texts, these terms should be interpreted with care as they possess a

%1 See Wolfson 1962, who traces the continuity of the idea of an ensouled heaven from the Greek to
the Islamic period via the church fathers.

%82 See De caelo 11.2, 12; and Metaphysics X11.8.1074b1-15, where Aristotle endorses the age-old view that
the celestial bodies are gods.

%83 See Simplicius 2004a, 378,1-382,1.32, who also discusses the view of Alexander on this subject.

%4 For example, in the Theology (see Lewis 1959, 77, 181).

%85 Al-Kind1 1950-53, passim, and Gobillot 2002.

%8¢ Alexander 2001, 46-47, 52-53, and passim.
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marked analogical quality and have only a vague relation to the concrete
constitution of the heavenly spheres. Despite their equivocity, however, the terms
‘matter,” ‘substrate,’ and ‘form’ represent the basic framework of al-FarabT’s
cosmology, and are designed to facilitate or make possible a description of
something (i.e., the heavens) whose essence is remote from human conception.
Upon closer examination, however, it becomes clear that substrate and especially
form refer to concepts that al-Farabi holds to be fundamental, namely, soul and
intellect. Soul and intellect emerge as the primary principles of his cosmology. This
is not surprising considering that the First Cause is “in its substance actual intellect

[‘agl bi-al-fi'l]"**" and that the superlunary beings ultimately proceed from it.

I have already provided an overview of the two sets of celestial intellects in
al-FarabT’s cosmology (the separate intellects and the sphere-souls) in Chapter III of
this dissertation. Unlike the separate intellects, the sphere-souls are not separate
from the spheres, but inhere in them. In addition, al-Farabi, following Alexander,
describes the sphere-souls as the forms of the celestial bodies, an idea that is later
taken up by Ibn Sina as well.”® Unlike the separate intellects, the sphere-souls do
not participate in the causation or creation of other intellects or celestial bodies in
the cosmic emanationist scheme. However, they play a crucial role in the coming to
be of sublunary bodies by preparing matter in a way that enables it to receive the

sublunary forms.

In his human psychology, al-Farabi makes an ontological and epistemological
distinction between soul (nafs) and intellect (‘agl). When it comes to the celestial
bodies, however, al-Farabi equates both concepts: the spheres have souls that are in
essence intellects. The distinction is thus merely terminological. The souls of the
heavenly bodies can be identified as intellects since they are rational souls that have
intellection as their principal activity. This appears clearly in the Ara’ and the

Siyasah, where al-Farabi explains that the heavenly substrates “do not prevent their

%7 Al-Farabi 1985a, 70-71.
% Tbn Sina 1985, 314; Ibn Sina 2005, 311,31-32.
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forms [i.e., the celestial bodies’ souls] from thinking and from being intellects
[‘ugiilan] in their essences”®®; that “despite the fact that the soul that is in each of
them [the celestial bodies] is something existing in a substrate, it is [...] an actual
intellect...”*; and that “the celestial souls have neither sensory perception nor
imagination; rather, they have only the soul that intellects...”*! Moreover, al-Farabi
repeatedly mentions the fact that the celestial bodies “contemplate” (‘agala) the

higher principles.*”

Unlike al-Kindi, his predecessor, al-Farabi does not endow the heavenly
bodies with the senses of sight and hearing.*”” The sphere-souls possess the rational
faculty only, and have neither sensation nor imagination. The usual argument for
justifying sensation at the celestial level, and the one that appears in al-Kindr's
works, is that if the celestial bodies are the best and noblest of bodies, they must
possess the most excellent senses (sight and hearing), or else simple perishable

animals in the sublunary world could be said to be nobler on this ground.®

Al-Farabi does not explain why he rejects this argument and the theory of
celestial sensation, but his position indicates that intellection is the key differentia
that sets the heavenly bodies apart from other living beings. One may explain the
discrepancy in the two thinker’s cosmologies by arguing that al-Kindt and al-Farabi
might have consulted different sources and thus reached different conclusions on

this topic. However, we know that both had access to a common Neoplatonic

%% Al-Farabi 1985a, 121-123; translated by Walzer, slightly revised by me.

% Al-Farabi 1964, 53; translated in McGinnis and Reisman 2007, revised by me. This Arabic passage
lacks felicity of expression, but the general meaning, i.e., that the sphere-souls are intellects, is clear.
' Al-Farabi 1964, 34.

2 See for example al-Farabi 1964, 34 passim. Unlike al-Farabi, Ibn Sina maintains a sharp distinction
between soul and intellect in his cosmology and does not define the sphere-souls as intellects (Shifd’,
Tbn Sina 1983, 383,14 ff., 387,5). The reason for this may be that Tbn Sina ascribes imagination,
knowledge of particulars, and a certain degree of corporeality to the sphere-souls. This implies that
they cannot be pure intellects. As Ibn Sina explains in the Shifa’ (Ibn Sina 2005, 312,4 ff., translated by
M. Marmura): “As for the motive soul, it is—as this became evident to you—corporeal, transformable,
and changeable, and it is not denuded of matter; rather, its relation to the heavenly sphere is the
same as the relation of the animal soul that belongs to us...”

%3 For al-Kind1's view on this issue, see Wiesner 1993, 79 ff,; for a survey of this question in the Greek
and early Arabic background, see Wolfson 1962 and Walzer in al-Farabi 1985a, 366.

®* This argument has its roots in ancient Greek thought. Some thinkers such as Plutarch of
Chaeronea ascribed hearing and sight to the heavenly bodies. See Wolfson 1962, 77-79.
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heritage that sometimes ascribed sensation to the heavenly bodies; and al-Farabi
surely came across this doctrine in some of the texts issuing from this Neoplatonic
corpus, such as the Theology.” It seems more likely that he rejected celestial
sensation as a result of the exclusive emphasis he places on the intellectual and
rational nature of the spheres, through which he addresses more fundamental

cosmological issues such as substance, existence, and motion.

Another significant feature of al-Farabi’s description of the celestial souls is
his rejection of imagination (takhayyul). Unlike both al-Kind1 and Ibn Sina, al-Farabi
limits the activity of the celestial souls to intellection alone and deprives them of
the imaginative faculty. Again in this case, he does not explain why the planets are
deprived of imagination. This is all the more surprising when one realizes the
important role that imagination plays in al-FarabTs political and psychological
theories. One of the reasons for this could lie in his belief that imagination replaces
reason in the non-rational animals.® Since the planets are rational beings, they do
not need imagination to achieve perfection. It is notable that the Ta'ligat and the
‘Uyiin deviate from the rest of the Farabian corpus and ascribe imagination to the
heavenly bodies. This is, I think, a strong indication of the apocryphal nature of

these works.

In addition, al-Farabi says virtually nothing about will (iradah) and desire
(shawgq, tashawwugq), two concepts that were often used in ancient and medieval
cosmology to explain the motion of the heavenly bodies. According to this theory,
the spheres desire to imitate the perfection of the immaterial movers, and in so
doing produce the circular motion of the heavens. In the early Arabic tradition, al-
Kindi, al-Sijistani, and Ibn Sina endow the celestial bodies with will (iradah).”” The

concept of will, which is also adopted later by al-Bitriiji and Ibn Rushd in the West,*®

% Lewis 1959, 75-79.

*Al-Farabi 1964, 33.

%7 Walzer 1957, 230; Ibn Sina 1983-86, 383,11-13, 391.10; al-Sijistani 1974a, 370, and 1974b, 374-375.
%% For al-Bitriji, see Samso 1992, 8 ff,; and for Ibn Rushd, Carmody 1952, 580-581.
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seems to have been prevalent in Arabic cosmology, and thus it is surprising to

realize that al-Farabi makes so little use of it.

Although no definite explanation comes to mind, it may be hypothesized
that al-Farabi considered will proper to the human soul and unnecessary to
explicate heavenly motion.” It is also possible that in spite of the fact that al-Farabi
omits to mention will in his treatises, it nevertheless played a role in his theory of
celestial motion, about which he says relatively little. This seems supported by his
strong belief in the rationality of the celestial bodies; since these have reason, one
assumes that they have the faculty of choice (ikhtiyar) and are thus endowed with
will (iradah). This point should be borne in mind when analyzing the second

master’s theory of celestial motion, which presents multiple ambiguities.

The foregoing comments point to the intellective nature of the spheres
according to al-Farabt: these possess rational thought alone and are deprived of
sensation and imagination.”” As we shall see, however, the sphere-souls are not
perfect intellects and are lower in rank than the separate intellects. Unlike the
thawant, they are not pure intellects because they have a certain substrate that
introduces an element of multiplicity in their essence that is absent in the case of
the thawani. In the Ithbat, a writing whose ascription to al-Farabi is dubious, it is said
that the heavenly bodies do not possess a “pure intellect” (‘agl sirf).”* The Siyasah
provides a longer explanation as to why the sphere-souls are not completely nous,
which rests on the notion of multiplicity. Before analyzing al-FarabT’s theories of

celestial intellection, we must inquire into the relation between form and intellect.

*° For example, in the Philosophy of Aristotle (al-Farabi 1969, 129) he writes about “will, volition, and
choice” that “...it is these that make up the human will.”

7 In this respect, al-Farabi’s theory of the celestial bodies is quite different from the one that can be
found in the Theology, where the celestial bodies are said to have soul, but not intellect, and do not
engage in rational thought; see Lewis 1959, 77.

7t Al-Farabi 1999d, 46.
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2. SOUL AS FORM

The most important assertion made by al-Farabi concerning the substance of the
celestial bodies (besides the claim that they possess an immaterial substrate) is that
their soul is identical to form. If the heavenly bodies are “like” sublunary beings in
that they have a substrate, albeit non-material, they are also “like” them in that
they possess a form, which al-Farabi always identifies with their soul.””” Unlike
sublunary substrates, however, which can receive a variety of forms, the heavenly
bodies only ever possess a single irreplaceable form. Al-Farabt’s identification of
form with soul in the spheres establishes a parallel with humans, who possess a

rational soul that is the form of their body, according to the Aristotelian formula.

The identification of soul with form has a long and complex history in
ancient Greek thought, which begins with Aristotle’s assertion in De anima 11.1 that
“the soul must be a substance in the sense of the form of a natural body having life
potentially within it.”’® Most of the Peripatetic and some of the Neoplatonic
philosophers who flourished after the Stagirite accepted this equation and
attempted to address some of the problems raised by it and to reconcile those

" A further level of exegetical

problems with other aspects of their philosophy.
difficulty was created by Aristotle’s definition of soul as an actuality in De anima
11.1.412a.28-29, and more precisely, as the “first grade of actuality of a natural body
possessing life potentially in it.”’*” Subsequent thinkers exerted much effort to

clarifying the relation between soul, form, substance, and the various grades of

7% Al-KindT (d. after 870) and Abl Sulayman al-Sijistan (d. 985) were two other early Arabic thinkers
who also upheld the doctrine of the ensoulment of the spheres. Al-Sijistani, like al-Farabi, equates
superlunary soul and form. In his treatise entitled Magqalah fi anna al-ajram al-‘ulwiyyah dhawat anfus
ndtiqah, al-Sijistant (1974a, 370, my translation) asserts that “the soul [of the celestial bodies], which
is their form, move them through volition...” (fa-al-nafs, allati hiya siratuhd, tuharrikuha bi-1-iradah...).
Did al-Sijistani derive the equation between form and soul from al-Farabi’s works or from another
text, such as the Mabadi? The temporal and geographic connections between these two Muslim
thinkers suggest that the former hypothesis could be true, although it is not possible to prove it.

7% De anima 11.1.412a20-21, translated by J. A. Smith in Aristotle 2001.

0 See Fotinis in Alexander 1980, 163-183 for a discussion of the relation between soul and form from
Aristotle to Alexander; for an overview of the various interpretations of the De anima in late-antique
philosophy, see Blumenthal 1996; Davidson 1992, Chapter 2, “Greek and Arabic Antecedents,” also
provides information on the Greek background of al-FarabT’s, Ibn Sina’s, and Ibn Rushd’s theories.

7% Translated by J. A. Smith in Aristotle 2001.
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actuality, a task rendered more difficult in the Neoplatonic context by the
postulation of various super-cosmic and encosmic souls and by new definitions of
potency and actuality. As R. Wisnovsky explains, one witnesses a gradual shift in the
definition of the soul’s actuality, which begins with Alexander’s and later
Ammonius’ commentatorial works, and continues well into the Islamic period,
culminating in the works of Ibn Sina. From its early interpretation as
“completeness” and “endedness,” actuality (entelekheia) acquired the new and
important meaning of perfection (teleiotés). As Wisnovsky has shown, the evolution
of these interpretations was partly due to new exegetical projects devised by the
Greek and Arabic philosophers, but it was also informed by the linguistic and textual

accidents inherent in the process of translating from Greek to Arabic.”*

Al-Farabi was obviously aware of the crucial passages of the De anima cited
above, and in addition, he may have known Alexander’s commentary on the De
anima, his De intellectu, and Themistius’ paraphrase of the De anima, all of which were
translated into Arabic.””” But the origin of al-Farabi’s conception of celestial soul as
form should probably be sought elsewhere, since Aristotle himself does not, to my
knowledge, make this connection in a cosmological context. Moreover, the De anima
and its commentaries are primarily interested in the human soul and intellect. For
this reason, I will limit my discussion in the following paragraphs to soul and form
in the superlunary world, thereby bypassing the complex history of interpretation

that was weaved around these passages of the De anima.

It is most likely in Alexander’s Mabadi, a cosmological work already
discussed in Chapter 111, that al-Farabi found a precedent for the equation between
sphere-souls and forms. In the Mabadi’, this identification is made explicitly on
numerous occasions.”” Since al-Farabl seems to have relied on this text quite

heavily in addressing other issues, it is reasonable to hypothesize that this is also

7% Wisnovsky 2003b, Chapter 1.2-6.

77 Davidson 1992, 7-9, goes over these important texts; see Gitje 1971 for a study of the reception of
Aristotle’s psychological theories in Arabic philosophy.

7% Alexander 2001, 52-53, 100-101; and Sharples 2003, 199.
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where he derived the idea of describing the sphere-souls as forms. Alexander, in
fact, was famous in antiquity for making soul the true nature of the celestial bodies,
thus greatly emphasizing their psychological qualities and downplaying their

material qualities.””

In the course of my analysis of al-Farabi’s analogical method and of the
concept of substrate in Chapters II and IV, I raised the question of how literally al-
FarabT's use of hylomorphic terminology in a cosmological setting should be
construed. I concluded that there are valid didactic and epistemological reasons that
justify al-Farabi's adoption of this analogical language, and that it is meant to
correspond to an ontological reality. What is immediately noticeable in al-FarabT’s
mention of the heavenly form is that it is accompanied by the same qualifications as
his discussion of substrate and is conveyed through the same analogical
terminology. In the Ard’, for example, al-Farabl explains that the heavenly bodies
have “things that are like forms” (...wa ashya’ hiya laha ka-al-suwar...),”* which leads
Walzer to conclude that the spheres have “quasi-forms.””"! In the Siyasah, it is said
that the celestial souls are similar to forms (tushbihu al-suwar) because they reside in

a substrate.”*?

The question nevertheless remains as to whether these celestial forms
are really forms and can legitimately be said to inhere in “immaterial substrates,”
since al-Farabi elsewhere tells us that form must necessarily inhere in matter to
exist. In order to answer this question, we must examine what al-Farabi says about

the separability of form.

The passages in the Farabian corpus dealing with the question of the
separability of form show definite tensions and are not easy to reconcile. On the one
hand, al-Farabi is quite clear that form and matter are principles that pertain to the
sublunary world alone, and thus one assumes that they have no place in the

heavens. He explains that form cannot exist without matter and must inevitably

7 See Simplicius’ De caelo commentary (Simplicius 2004a, 380,30-382,10).
10 Al-Farabi 1985a, 120.

"' Walzer in al-Farabi 1985a, 121 and 336.

712 Al-Farabi 1964, 41.
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inhere in a material substrate. In talking about the First Cause, for example, al-
Farabi asserts that it does not have form, “because form can exist only in matter.””"
In the Siyasah, al-Farabi writes “that forms do not subsist by themselves, as they

need a subject in order to exist, and their subject is matter.””**

The Siyasah provides additional information on the more specific relation
between form and soul. In one passage, al-Farabi distinguishes between the forms
that inhere in the matter of concrete objects, which he calls suwar, and the forms
that enter the various faculties of the human soul as a result of abstraction, which
he calls “imprints” (rusim). He then adds that although these imprints are “like
forms in matters, they are definitely not called forms, except in an equivocal
manner [illa ‘ala sabil al-tashbih].” Even more important for our purpose is al-FarabT’s
statement that the imprints of the intelligibles are “most unlike forms” and that “in
the case of the actual intellect’s becoming like the Active Intellect, the intellect is
not a form nor even like a form.” And al-Farabi concludes that it is only by
homonymy (ishtirak) that one may call the human intellect a form in this case.””
What this shows is that the human intellect and a fortiori the celestial souls and
intellects are not real forms stricto sensu, but rather they can be called forms in an
equivocal or homonymous manner. These passages from the Siydsah suggest that
form can only truly exist in sublunary material substrates and that by comparison

even the human intellect should not be regarded as a real form.

On the other hand, in the Risalah fi al-‘agl al-FarabT unambiguously posits the
existence of immaterial forms. For example, he writes: “In the case of existing
things that are forms that neither are in matters nor were ever in matters.””*® The

possibility that forms can exist without an accompanying matter is also asserted in

" Al-Farabi 19854, 59.

7 Al-Farabi 1964, 36-37: fa-inna al-suwar laysa lahd qiwam bi-dhawatiha wa hiya muhtajah ila an takina
mawjadah fi mawdu'.

> Al-Farabi 1964, 37-38.

716 Al-Farabi 1938, 20; translated in McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 73: fa-idha kanat hahuna mawjidat hiya
suwar la fi mawadd wa lam takun qattu suwaran fi mawadd.
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another passage: “What Aristotle calls the ‘Active Intellect’ in Book III of De anima is

a separate form [sirah] that has never been and never will be in matter.””"

Besides the Risalah fi al-‘agl, al-Farabi defends the existence of separate forms
in some of his other works. In the Jam', whose authenticity, it should be stressed, is
always problematic, al-Farabi refers to the authority of the Theology to argue that
Aristotle agrees with Plato in positing spiritual forms devoid of matter.”** In the
Philosophy of Aristotle, he describes the Agent Intellect as “a separate form of man.””"
Although he does not mention the Theology by name in this case, it is clear that this
text or other material from the Neoplatonica arabica is lurking in the background,

because the idea of separate forms seems to have been a salient trait in this

corpus.’*

These passages show that al-Farabi follows many Greek and Arabic thinkers
of a Neoplatonic background in positing the existence of superlunary forms that can
exist separately from matter. It then becomes easier to understand how separate
intellects like the Agent Intellect may be defined as pure forms and how the souls of
the heavenly bodies may be defined as forms inhering in immaterial substrates.
Although the celestial bodies are not pure forms and pure intellects like the thawant,
they are nonetheless closer to form than matter, to the intelligible than the

corporeal.

Al-Farabi believes that matter, as well as the compound of form and matter,
represent the essence and substance of a thing, but following Aristotle he stresses

that form remains primary in expressing these concepts.””’ Hence, just as form

7 Al-Farabi 1938, 24, translated in McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 74: wa al-‘agl al-fa“al alladhi dhakarahu
Aristatalis i al-magqalah al-thalithah min kitab al-nafs huwa sirah mufarigah lam takun fi al-maddah wa la
takinu aslan. Walzer’s conclusion that “the separate intellects are then, in his [al-Farabi's] view,
without forms as well...” (al-Farabi 1985a, 336) is not valid if one takes into consideration the Risalah ft
al-‘aql.

718 Al-Farabi 1999c, section 66, pp. 142-145,

7 Al-Farabi 1969, 127, translated by M. Mahdi.

72 See for example the excerpts in Endress 1973, 12-21, many of which aim to prove the existence of
spiritual forms (suwar rithaniyyah).

72! See al-Farabi 1964, 36, 39; Abed 1991, 69 ff. and 82.
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expresses essence in the sublunary world, it would seem that heavenly ‘form’ or its
equivalent, i.e., soul or intellect, is the essence of the celestial bodies. In fact, there is
nothing surprising in this conclusion, since according to al-Farabi, the essence of a
rational animal is its rational soul, which is also its form. Since the celestial bodies
are rational beings, this means that their essence can be primarily defined in terms
of soul. What appears from the foregoing remarks is that soul and form enjoy a kind
of ontological priority over other concepts and are that by which the heavenly

bodies are defined in an absolute sense.’*

Moreover, we have seen in Chapter IV that for al-Farabi substrate is
semantically broader than matter, which again suggests that the forms of the
heavenly bodies may inhere in substrates which need not be material. Thus, in al-
FarabT's cosmology, form may exist without matter and may refer primarily to
intellect, in spite of the fact that the analogical quality of the concept of form in a

superlunary context cannot be ignored.

This conclusion is noteworthy, because the equation of soul and form in the
heavenly realm was not explicitly made by Aristotle, who is in general unwilling to
speak of forms in the superlunary world. Furthermore, he says virtually nothing
about the sphere-souls in the Metaphysics, and what he says about them in the De
caelo is ambiguous and difficult to reconcile with his other views.”” It is in the work
of later thinkers such as Alexander that one finds a clear identification of
superlunary soul with form, and it is probably by reading the Arabic adaptations of
such works that al-Farabi derived his theory of celestial form. As for the Neoplatonica
arabica, P. Adamson notes that form plays an important role in the ontology of the

Arabic adaptor of the Theology, and is sometimes used to refer to the intelligible

72> The identity between form and soul in the cosmological passages of the Ara” and Siyasah finds a
parallel in al-Farabr’s noetics. For example, in his discussion of the human intellectual faculties in the
Risalah fi al-‘aql (al-Farabi 1938, 22), al-Farabi explains that each level of the human intellect may be
conceived of as “form” for the intellect below it and as “substrate” for the intellect above it. Like
substrate, form is a concept that appears both in al-FarabT's cosmology and noetics, and one which is
used to describe the various faculties of the intellect.

2 Aristotle alludes to the ensoulment of the celestial bodies in De caelo 11.2 and 11.12. Aristotle also
addresses this issue in I1.1, but his comments there are much more ambiguous.
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world of soul and intellect.”” In the early Arabic tradition, immaterial and
intelligible forms are also a hallmark of the Pseudo-Empedoclean and Isma‘ili
currents, which made extensive use of works such as the Theology. Sometimes, form
is said to be the first thing created by God and the principle that subsequently
fashions the universe.”” Although al-Farabi does not adhere to these metaphysical
theories, it is not unreasonable to speculate that he may have been influenced by

the emphasis they place on form.

If form can exist on its own in the superlunary world, then why introduce
the concept of immaterial substrate in the celestial bodies? If al-FarabT’s intention is
to noeticize the celestial bodies, then why not define them simply in terms of soul
and form and omit substrate altogether? The reason, I think, is twofold. First, it is
clear that al-Farabi felt compelled to account for the visibility of the heavenly
bodies. This problem does not apply to the separate intellects, since these are
immaterial beings that lie beyond human sensation; hence their perfect identity
with form. But no one can deny that some of the celestial bodies are visible, and this
raises a difficulty that is not encountered with the rest of the superlunary beings.
Traditionally, visibility was associated with materiality, and so al-Farabi may have
considered it unacceptable to define the planets purely as intelligible beings, since
this would have eliminated all grounds for their visible quality. But with the
principle of substrate, which is intimately linked to the celestial intellect although
itself “not completely intellect,” the corporeality and corollary perceptibility of the

heavenly beings could be accounted for to a certain degree.

Al-FarabT’s solution nonetheless seems unsatisfactory, since the celestial

1% There still remains a tension in al-Farabi’s

substrates are themselves immateria
account of the celestial bodies, since it is not explained how they can be

simultaneously immaterial and visible. As for the second reason, we have already

24 Adamson 2002, 140. See Theology, X.192 (Lewis 1959, 395), where it is said that God originated the
“minds and souls” through form; see also Lewis 1959, 207, 281 for the Theology and Sayings of the Greek
Sage, and Endress 1973, 12-21 for the Proclus arabus.

7 Altman and Stern 1958; Jolivet 1995; De Smet 1995, 219, and De Smet 1998,

726 Al-Farabi 1985a, 122-123.
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noted that al-Farabi's breakdown of the sphere-souls in the two components of form
and substrate has the important function of introducing an element of multiplicity
in the celestial substance in order to justify the causal hierarchy between beings and

explain the spheres’ procession from the separate intellects.

One must conclude that in spite of its marked analogical quality, form is one
of the key concepts of al-Farabi’s celestial noetics, and one which he uses to define
the essence of the celestial bodies and the separate intellects: form and immaterial
substrate in the former; pure form in the latter. Moreover, form is also a bridge
between celestial and human souls, especially between the Agent Intellect and the
rational human intellect, and thus between cosmology and noetics.””” The emphasis
placed on the soul-like, immaterial quality of the celestial substance and the
insertion of noetic and psychological principles in a cosmological context may be
traced to the influence of the Arabic Alexander and the various trends emerging
from the Neoplatonica arabica. These ideas are nevertheless discussed in a particular
way in al-Farabi’s writings, which reveals a conceptual and terminological overlap

between the physical, psychological, and metaphysical disciplines.

7% See Jolivet 1977, 215-218, who has already stressed the primacy of form in al-Farabi’s psychology
and metaphysics.
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3. THE SEPARATE INTELLECTS

Al-FarabT’s theory of celestial intellection is one of the most fascinating aspects of
his cosmology and has received some attention from scholars, who have
traditionally interpreted it as a synthesis of Aristotelian and Neoplatonic
doctrines.”” In spite of this, the sources underlying his celestial noetics are still
obscure, and the role these theories play in his philosophy remains imperfectly
understood. It is worth pointing out that al-Farabt’s theories are often inaccurately
described in the secondary literature, to the point that his cosmology becomes
distorted.”” In the following paragraphs, I provide a detailed analysis of the sources,

characteristics, and function of al-FarabT’s doctrine of celestial intellection.

It is doubtful whether al-Farab7s treatment of the heavenly souls and
intellects has an exact precedent in the Greek sources. However, his theories may
have been inspired by some aspects of Proclus’ metaphysical noetics, which were
known to Arabic philosophers via the translations and adaptations of parts of the
Elements of Theology. These adaptations have survived in different forms: there are
the excerpts assembled and studied by G. Endress™; the Liber de causis, known in
Arabic as the Kalam fi mahd al-khayr”'; and the Liber de causis II, which has recently
been edited and which presents several divergences from its better known
homonym.”” The Mahd al-khayr and the Liber II, which consist of 31 and 29
propositions respectively as opposed to Proclus’ original 211, deal mostly with the
structure of the intelligible world and the relation between the One and the

emanated entities. In the following paragraphs, 1 analyze al-FarabT's theories in

728 See, for example, Demidcik 1975 (as reported by Maréth 1995, 104, note 5); Walzer’s commentary
in al-Farabi 1985a; and Reisman 2005, 56.

7 Here are a few examples: Maréth 1995, 103 wants to provide a “combined view” of Ibn Sina’s and
al-Farabr’s cosmology. In fact, he describes Ibn Sina’s theories and assumes that they can be applied
to al-Farabi. The problem is that there are crucial differences between the two thinkers. Another
example is Walzer (al-Farabi 1985a, 344 and 363), who confuses the order according to which each
sphere and intellect is produced by the intellect above it. Finally, Marquet 1987, 66, also confuses the
intellection of the separate intellects and the sphere-souls.

7% Endress 1973.

73! For the Arabic edition, see Badaw1 1977, 1-33; and Taylor 1981. The most up-to-date and detailed
study on this work is to be found in D’Ancona 1995, and D’Ancona and Taylor 2003.

7? Thillet and Oudaimah 2001-2002.
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connection with this Neoplatonic heritage and show that the Proclus arabus must be
seen as one of the main sources used by al-Farabi. In doing so, however, I emphasize
the creativity al-Farabi displayed in borrowing, adapting, and transforming these

theories.

3.1 The Twofold Intellection of the Separate Intellects

The separate intellects, like God and the sphere-souls, have intellection (ta‘agqul) as
their principal activity. However, unlike God, who contemplates only his essence,
and the sphere-souls, which think of three different objects, the intellection of the
separate intellects focuses on two objects: God, and their own essence. This model is
developed in some detail in the Ara” and the Siyasah,”** and it also appears briefly
in the Risalah fi al-‘agl, where al-Farabi posits the existence of immaterial movers for
the celestial spheres that are essentially intellects: “Now, since the mover of the first
heaven is neither matter nor in matter, it necessarily follows that it is an intellect in
its substance, in which case it contemplates itself and the very thing that is the

principle of its existence.””**

This passage from the Risalah fi al-‘agl shows convincingly that al-Farab1 had
already developed his theory of celestial intellection during the period of
composition of this treatise. In turn, this indicates that Mahdi’s claims about the
specificity of the cosmological doctrine of the Ara’ and the Siyasah is unfounded,
since the same theories appear in other non-“political” works by al-Farabi, such as
the Risalah fi al-‘agl. In any case, the previous remarks show that the separate
intellects, like the sphere-souls, possess a certain plurality due to their having two
objects of thought, yet their plurality is not as great as that of the sphere-souls. The
Neoplatonic doctrine of simplicity dictates that the higher one goes in the

ontological hierarchy, the simpler the concept of being manifests itself, until one

73 Al-Farabi 1985a, 100-105; 116-117.

73* Al-Farabi 1964, 52.

735 Al-Farabi 1938, 35; translated into English in McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 77, revised by me. The
Arabic reads: wa idh muharrik al-sama’ al-ila la maddata wa la fi maddah lazima dartiratan an yakina ‘aglan
fijawharihi fa-huwa ya'qilu dhatahu wa dhat al-shay’ alladht huwa mabda’ wujtdihi.
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reaches the First Cause that is absolutely simple. Conversely, as one descends this
ontological ladder, the more multiplicity one encounters. Al-FarabT’s theories of

celestial intellection adhere to this basic causal and hierarchical framework.

The first created being, or the first intellect, is conceived of in similar terms
by al-Farabi and the Arabic adaptors of Proclus. On this point, they depart from the
historical Proclus, for whom the One first emanates Being, then Life, then Intellect.
The elimination of these intermediary entities between the One and Intellect is,
together with the equation of God and Pure Being, the most notable and radical

transformation undergone by the Greek Proclus in the Arabic context.”

This being
said, the Arabic adaptors and al-Farabi follow Proclus quite closely in their
conception of the intellect’s substance, activity, and multiplicity. On this latter
point, Proclus himself was dependent on Plotinus’ discussion of Intellect in the
Enneads.””” In the Elements, Proclus argues that the Primal Intellect is not purely
simple, because it is composed of the duality of Finitude-Infinity. He then goes on to
show that every intellectual being subsequent to the first Primal Intellect possesses
a certain plurality in its essence due to its thinking its own essence as well as its
causes and effects. Hence, while the Primal Intellect derives its multiplicity from its
being composed of Finitude and Infinity, the subsequent intellects are affected by
multiplicity as a result of their various objects of thought. As Proclus writes in
proposition 167, “each subsequent intelligence knows simultaneously itself and its

priors, so that its object is in part itself but in part its source.””**

These ideas reappear in most works forming the Arabic Neoplatonic corpus.
In proposition 4 of the Mahd al-khayr, it is said that the first originated being (i.e.,
17739

Intellect) “receives multiplicity,” because it is “composed of finitude and infinity.

In the Liber II, the intellect is “multiple [kathir] because of the virtues it receives

73¢ See D’Ancona 1995, especially 53-73, 73-97, and 121-155.

737 See, among other sections, V.1.5, V.3.11, V.3.12, V.3.15, and V.4.2.
73 Proclus 1963, 167.20-25, translated by Dodds.

7 Taylor 1981, IV.10-13.



277

from the First Cause.””® More important for our purposes is the link between
intellection and complexity in the other intellectual beings. In one of the
propositions of the Proclus arabus edited by G. Endress, the author discusses the
intellection of the intellectual beings and concludes: “It has been established by now
that there exists a knowledge that knows its essence and knows what is above it,
without the knower and the known being like one thing.””*! This theory also appears
in the Mahd al-khayr, where one finds the assertion that the intellects know what is
above them and what is below them through their own substance.”” In a way, this
does not mean that a real complexity affects the intellects, since the knowledge of
each intellect is nothing but knowledge of itself, of its own essence. In other words,
the various kinds of knowledge of the intellects can be reduced to knowledge of
their own essence. Accordingly, the adaptor of the Mahd al-khayr concludes that “the
intellect and the intelligible things...are one.””* Yet at the same time intellect is not
completely simple in the way that the First Cause is simple. The very fact that it
possesses a cause suggests that it cannot be completely simple and that it contains
multiplicity in its essence. Hence, the adaptors of the Mahd al-khayr and of the Liber
II seem to oscillate in their descriptions of the intellect, which is not simple when
compared to the One, but whose various kinds of knowledge can nevertheless be

subsumed under its essence.

The idea that the essence of intellect is characterized by plurality is found in
al-Farab1's metaphysics as well, and it is derived not from the Finitude-Infinity
contrast that characterizes the Primal Intellect, but rather from the multiple objects
of intellection of the subsequent intellectual beings. In al-Farabi's cosmology, each
separate intellect reflects on God and its own essence and therefore has a dual
intellection. This duality prevents the intellects from being absolutely simple. As al-

“”

Farabi says, “”there is a multiplicity in the very being of each of them [the separate

intellects], since anything that intellects some other given thing does itself, in a

7 Thillet and Oudaimah 2001-2002, XIX.

71 Endress 1973, 35-36 in the Arabic text, my translation.
742 Badaw1 1977, VII.

7 BadawT 1977, XII, translated in Taylor 1981.
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certain manner, become that other thing while simultaneously being its own proper
self.””* The intellects represent a first degree of plurality in the metaphysical world,
and, in spite of being immaterial and completely intelligible, they are below the
First Cause in the ontological hierarchy and are the first deficient beings. On the
question of the plurality of the intellects’ essence and the cause for this plurality, al-

Farabi is relying directly on the Proclus arabus.

3.2 Knowledge of the Cause, of the Effect, and of the Essence

A common feature in the Greek Proclus and the Neoplatonica arabica is the relation
established between knowledge of the cause and knowledge of the self on the one
hand, and knowledge of the self and knowledge of the effect on the other. This is a
crucial concept for Proclus and many Neoplatonists, because it creates a noetical
link between the various metaphysical entities and implements the fundamental
rule that the effect be in a sense like the cause and the cause like the effect. In
proposition 167 of the Elements, for instance, Proclus explains that each intellect
knows itself and its prior cause, and that by knowing its prior cause it knows its own

essence.

The gist of this idea appears to have been conveyed by the Arabic adaptors
and translators of Proclus. In proposition 167 of the Proclus arabus, one reads in
respect to the intellectual beings: in ‘alima ma fawgahu ‘alima dhatahu aydan.”* The
Theology of Aristotle also contains a similar passage in which the adaptor discusses the
‘mind’s’ (Intellect’s) knowledge of the One and of itself. The adaptor argues that
since the Intellect knows God, Who is its cause, it must necessarily know itself as
well. He writes: “If we concede to you that the mind knows and desires God
Almighty, we concede also that when it knows Him it knows itself.” And he adds

shortly after: “If...we concede that the mind knows God Almighty, then it knows His

44 Al-Farabi 1964, 40.
7 Endress 1973, 35 of the Arabic text.
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powers too. And if the mind knows His powers, it knows itself...””* The Mahd al-khayr
makes a similar point in regard to the nature of the intellectual beings: “every
intelligence...knows what is below it because it is a cause of it and knows what is
above it because it acquires the virtues from it.””*" And the Proclus arabus asserts: “As
for the rest of the things endowed with knowledge [or science] (‘ilm), each one of
them knows its essence and knows what is above it (for this is also knowable). I say

that it knows what is above it and knows those things that are below it.””*

The connection between knowledge of the cause and knowledge of the
essence is nowhere stated explicitly by al-Farabi, who appears to have maintained a
distinction between these two kinds of knowledge. His aim was perhaps to
strengthen the duality of the intellects’ intellection, which would have been
somewhat fuzzy if he had collapsed both types of knowledge into one. However, we
cannot completely exclude the possibility that al-Farabi would have accepted the
theory that by knowing their cause, i.e., God, the intellects know their essence, for
nothing of what he says contradicts this view. Moreover, Ibn Sina adopted it later
on, arguing that each intellect can know its essence either in itself (as possible of
existence) or through its cause (as necessary of existence). But Ibn Sina develops in
this respect a threefold model of intellection, while al-Farabi defends a twofold
model, which does not contain the logical distinction between “possible” and

“necessary” later made by Ibn Sina.

Moreover, it should be noted that in al-Farabi's system, each intellect does
not contemplate the intellect located immediately above it, but rather the First
Cause. This is slightly odd, because according to al-Farabi, each intellect is directly
caused by the intellect above it, so that its proximate efficient cause is another
intellect rather than the First Cause. Al-FarabT’s view can perhaps be explained by
the propensity among monotheistic philosophers to emphasize the causal primacy

of God to the detriment of the other metaphysical beings and to limit the demiurgic

6 Lewis 1959, 309.
77 Taylor 1981, VIL1-5,
8 Endress 1973, 35 of the Arabic text.
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role of these other beings. By making each intellect reflect on God rather than a
higher intellect, al-Farabi suggests that God is indeed the First Cause of all beings,
even the ones at a distance from His immediate emanation. But in this particular
case, this theory is hard to reconcile with some of al-Farabi’s other statements on
the importance of the separate intellects in the creation of the heavens, a topic

which will be addressed shortly.

Al-Farabi is more straightforward when it comes to the relation between
knowledge of the essence and knowledge of the effect, and here one can be quite
sure that he rejected this theory. In the Siyasah, for instance, he writes that “it is not
part of their nature [the separate intellects’] to gain the splendour, beauty, and
adornment of existence by contemplating anything existing below them, or
anything that comes to be out of each of them, or anything that is consequential to
the existence of each of the existing beings; none of that is associated with any one
of them or inheres in any one of them.””* In the Ard’, al-Farabi also states somewhat
mysteriously that “what it [the first separate intellect] thinks of its own essence is
no more than its essence.”””® Here the emphasis may serve to indicate that the
essence of the separate intellect does not contain or embrace the cognition of lower
beings. The radical detachment of the separate intellects from what lies beneath
them seems appropriate to the mode of their intellection, which focuses on the
unchanging and eternal principle that is the First Cause. This restriction of the
intellects’ cognition to a higher principle is not surprising in view of the fact that al-
Farabi also rejects the idea that the sphere-souls know what lies beneath them (see

the forthcoming section).

It would seem, then, that according to al-Farabi, God is the only intellect that
has knowledge of its effects, whereas the other separate intellects of the
superlunary world are ignorant of what lies beneath them. In the Siyasah, al-Farab1

maintains that God knows all things through His essence. As he puts it, “The First

74 Al-Farabi 1964, 40; translated in McGinnis and Reisman 2007, revised by me.
0 Al-Farabi 1985a, 100-101.
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contemplates Itself, which, in a certain way, is all of the existents.”””* Whether this
knowledge is universal or of some other kind is not indicated, but it could also be a
knowledge which is neither of particulars nor of universals, and one which only God
as First Cause can have. In making God cognizant of all the effects that derive from
His essence, it is possible that al-Farabi is here following Themistius’ interpretation
of Aristotle’s Prime Mover as it appears in his paraphrase of Book Lambda.””* At any
rate, al-Farabi departs from the Greek Proclus and the Neoplatonica arabica on the

question of the celestial intellects” knowledge of the effects.

3.3 Intellection and Actuality vs. Potency

The relation between actuality and potency is an interesting question concerning
which al-Farabi is in complete disagreement with the Neoplatonica arabica. In the
Theology, the adaptor argues that the higher mode of thought, that is, the mode of
thought attributable to the incorporeal entities such as intellect and soul, is
potency, not actuality. As he writes, potency is, “in the high intellectual substances,
that which manifests and perfects activity, whereas in the corporeal substances it is
activity that perfects potency and brings it to the limit.””*® The Mahd al-khayr also
articulates a similar idea, which can be traced back to several propositions of the
Elements of Theology, especially propositions 78, 91, and 92. The Neoplatonic idea that
potency surpasses actuality ultimately has its roots in the Enneads, but the adaptors
of the Theology and the Mahd al-khayr were obviously keen to elaborate on this

** As Adamson notes in his study of the Arabic Plotinus, the Arabic term

theory.
quwwah, and the equivalent Greek term d0vauig, should probably be translated as
“power” rather than as “potentiality.” In the context of Neoplatonic philosophy,
quwwah is not meant to express Aristotle’s concept of potentiality, but rather a

power that transcends actuality and causes actuality in lower beings. For instance,

31 Al-Farabi 1964, 34.

752 Brague in Themistius 1999, 37-38.

7 Lewis 1959, 75, revised by me. See also Adamson 2002, 94 ff. Cf. with Proclus’ discussion of actuality
and potency in propositions 77-79.

3% See for instance, Enneads V.3.15.



282

the Intellect may be said to possess a potency or power that causes the actuality of

the Soul.”””

Regardless of the question of the exact and best translation of quwwah, al-
Farabi categorically rejects the idea of a potency or power that would transcend
actuality. He follows Aristotle in holding that everything above the sphere of the
moon is in a state of constant and perfect actuality (fi), and he opposes this eternal
actuality to the potency (in the sense of potentiality) of the sublunary existents.
God, to begin with, is “actual intellect” (‘agl bi-al-fil).”*° The souls of the heavenly
bodies are, for their part, “in no way and at no time in potentiality. On the contrary,
they are always in actuality.””” Finally, although al-Farabi does not state this
explicitly in his works, it is obvious that the separate intellects are in a state of
complete actuality as well, since they are above the sphere-souls in the hierarchy of
being. In addition, like the First, they are immaterial and constantly actualized by
their intellection. Their only deficiency derives from their having multiple objects
of thought. Al-Farabi thus restricts potency to the sublunary world and, more
specifically, to sublunary matter. On this issue he thus follows Aristotle and the

Peripatetic tradition rather than the Neoplatonica arabica.

3.4 Intellection, Emanation, and Creation

On the question of the creative or causative power of the separate intellects, we
reach one of the crucial issues in the development of al-Farabrs cosmology.
Although the second teacher articulates a cosmological model that in many ways is
indebted to Aristotle’s Book Lambda, there was no precedent in the Aristotelian
tradition for transforming each separate unmoved mover into an intellect
responsible for creating other intellects as well as the visible heavens. One may
legitimately hypothesize that al-Farabi turned to Neoplatonic, and more specifically

Proclean, sources to draw the inspiration he needed to elaborate this aspect of his

5 Adamson 2002, 94-102.
756 Al-Farabi 1985a, 70-71.
7 Al-Farabi 1964, 34.
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philosophy. This hypothesis seems supported by the wide circulation of Arabic
versions derived from Proclus’ Elements in tenth-century Baghdad and by the

emphasis on demiurgic intellectual substances in Proclus’ metaphysics.

According to al-Farabi, the production of the spheres occurs as a result of, or
rather through, the intellection of the separate intellects. By reflecting on the First
Cause or God, Who is the ultimate principle of their existence, each intellect
produces a lower intellect, and by thinking its own essence, it produces a sphere and
its soul. It should be noted that since intellection is the only activity that
characterizes the separate intellects, it is necessarily as a result of their intellection
that they may cause lower beings to exist. This picture is the one that appears in al-

Farabi’s emanationist treatises, the Ara”® and the Siyasah,”® as well as in the Risalah
fral-‘agl”®

Now according to proposition 193 of the Elements, each soul has its origin in
an intellect and proceeds from an intellect. The link between the souls and intellects
is also discussed in propositions 166 and 182. And again in proposition 160, Proclus
writes that the “divine intelligence... produces the others from its own being.””*
Intellect is therefore a demiurgic principle in Proclus’ metaphysics, and one
responsible among other things for the existence of soul. Furthermore, Proclus
explains that creation occurs through intellection. For each intellect, he says, “its
creative activity is thinking, and its thought is creation [ moinoig €v T® voelv kai 1

vonoig év t@ motetv].”’*

Proclus provides further information on the various intellects considered as
minor demiurges in his commentary on the Timaeus. This subject has been covered

in detail by J. Opsomer, and I refer the reader to his various articles on Proclus and

58 Al-Farabi 1985a, 100-105; 116-117.

% Al-Farabi 1964, 52.

760 Al-Farabi 1938, 35.

761 Proclus 1963, translated by Dodds.

762 Proclus 1963, 174.8-9, translated by Dodds.
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’** What is important for our purposes is that Proclus recognizes a whole

demiurgy.
series of secondary demiurges below the main Demiurge mentioned in the Timaeus.
These demiurges are intellectual beings that are responsible for the creation of the
lower entities such as the souls. For Proclus, then, there is a variety of creator-gods
who create through intellection. These beings are not merely intermediaries, but

demiurges in the true sense.

This aspect of Proclus’ philosophy was considerably watered-down by the
Muslim and Christian adaptors who received and studied the Greek Neoplatonic
works. Their priority as monotheists was to preserve or re-establish the divine
omnipotence and the absolute priority of God in matters of creation. This they did
in two ways. First, they used the root b-d-* to express God’s absolute creation of
intellect or of the world as a whole. Indeed, God is presented as the sole innovator of
the world, and a whole array of traditional Arabic terms is used to describe his
demiurgic power, such as mubdi, badi’, and khaliq.”** Second, intellect itself is
stripped of any real demiurgic ability and is described as an intermediary through
which God’s creation or emanation filters. In one passage of the Mahd al-khayr, for
instance, God is said to create the “being of soul,” while intellect is merely
responsible for endowing it with intellective powers.”® The Liber II, the other known
recension of the Mahd al-khayr, states that the First Cause “created the intellect
without any intermediary and created soul and nature through the intermediary of

intellect.””* The Theology and the Sayings of the Greek Sage uphold a similar view.”

Just how al-Farabi relates to the Greek and Arabic Proclus on this particular
issue is a delicate question. Al-FarabT’s position seems to be a subtle compromise of
various views and is difficult to pinpoint. Here a short digression is called for in

order to explore the language of creation al-Farabi applies to the separate intellects.

763 Opsomer 2000 and 2001; Dillon 2000, 344-345,

7%* In the Theology; see Badaw 1955, 24-27.

7% Taylor 1981, I11.12-15,

7% Thillet and Oudaimah 2001-2002, proposition XXII.
77 Lewis 1959, 281, 291.
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The most common verb found in al-FarabT’s treatises to express the relation
between the separate intellects and the sphere-souls is lazima ‘an, “to necessarily
entail.”’®® In the Ard’, for instance, it is said that “as a result of its [the second
existent or the first intellect after God] thinking of the First [God], a third existent
follows necessarily [lazima ‘an] from it.”’® In the Siyasah, one reads that “the
existence of each one of the celestial bodies is a necessary consequence [yalzamu
‘anhu] of them [the separate intellects].”””’ The verbal construction hasala ‘an is also
used in the Siydsah in a similar context, and it conveys virtually the same meaning as

lazima ‘an.

In addition, on one occasion, al-Farabi explicitly states in the Siyasah that the
intellects “emanate” the spheres and sphere-souls: “each one [of the separate
intellects] emanates [yafidu] the existence of each heaven from its [own]
existence.”””" Now it is noteworthy that McGinnis and Reisman do not translate the
term yafidu as “emanate” in their anthology of Arabic texts, but as “bestow the
existence of.”””” The important point, which is not apparent from McGinnis’ and
Reisman’s translation, is that al-Farabi uses the exact same terms to express
creation from God and from the intellects; these come from the roots l-z-m and f-y-d.
God “emanates” and “necessarily entails” the first intellect, and by extension all of
the existents, but each separate intellect also “emanates” and “necessarily entails”
another intellect and a sphere. Terminologically and conceptually, there is
therefore nothing that distinguishes God’s and the intellects’ mode of creation. The

only difference is one of scope and extent.

This parallel is strengthened by the fact that in both the First Cause and the
separate intellects, creation or emanation occurs through, or as a result of,
intellection. Each intellect is characterized by a unique intellection, and thus

produces effects that are suited to its own nature and being. In this regard, al-Farab1

7% For example, al-Farabi 1985a, 100; and al-Farabi 1964, 32,
7% Al-Farabi 1985a, 100-101.

77° Al-Farabi 1964, 32.

7' Al-Farabi 1964, 53.

72 McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 94.
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is much closer to the Greek Proclus, who posits a multiplicity of intellectual beings
who create through their intellection, than to the Arabic texts, although Proclus
dissociates the First Cause and Intellect in a way which al-Farabi does not. It is
striking that on this point al-Farabi departs radically from the adaptors of the
Neoplatonica arabica, who used a specific terminology, such as the terms khalg or

773

ibda", to differentiate God’s mode of creation from that of the lower entities.”””> One

never encounters this root in relation to God’s creation in al-Farabt’s writings.

Now the term lazima expresses logical entailment first and foremost, but
derivatively it may also convey a sense of causality. In this regard, the separate
intellects are causes of existence for the lower celestial beings. In fact, al-Farab1
describes them explicitly as “causes” (asbab) in one instance.”* Accordingly, each
intellect is an efficient cause that produces and sustains the existence of a lower
intellect, a sphere, and a sphere-soul. In addition, and this is noteworthy, there is no
suggestion in the Farabian texts that these intellects are merely intermediaries
through which the being of the First Cause is transmitted. The expression “through
the mediation of” (bi-tawassut), which appears frequently in the Theology and the
Mahd al-khayr, is omitted in the Farablan texts. As previously intimated, the
Neoplatonica arabica frequently stresses the instrumentality and mediation of
Intellect, or of the various intellects, in the unfolding of God’s primal emanation. But
al-Farabi seems to have disliked the idea of mediation as expressed in these texts,
and in many ways he is closer to the Greek Proclus who regarded the various

intellectual beings as demiurges.””

7 Badawl 1955, 24-27.

77 Al-Farabi 1964, 31.

775 My point here is that although Proclus believes in the existence of a plethora of intermediaries
between the One and the sublunary world, he also describes these intellectual beings as demiurges
and thus ascribes to them a certain degree of independence vis-a-vis their higher principles. In
contrast, the Neoplatonica arabica describe the intellects (as well as the soul) solely as mediators of the
One’s (God’s) absolute creative act (ibda’). In endowing the separate intellects with the responsibility
of emanating the spheres and sphere-souls, as well as the lower intellects, by omitting the notion of
mediation (tawassut), and by using the same language of causality and emanation to describe God’s
mode of creation and the intellects’ mode of creation, it seems to me that al-Farabi is closer to the
Greek Proclus, or at least that he stands midway between the Greek and Arabic Proclus on this issue.
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There is, finally, another statement in the Siyasah that stresses the
importance of the separate intellects as purveyors of existence. At point, al-Farabi
writes that “on its own it [i.e., each separate intellect] is capable of bringing
something else into being without seeking the help of any instrument or
circumstance beyond its own substance.”””® The formula f7 jjad ghayrihi (“bringing
something else into being”) seems to imply something more than mere entailment
or causality, and suggests the presence of an actual power in the separate intellects
that can give being to other entities. It indicates the active, creative role of the
intellects in the production of the lower existents in the ontological hierarchy. It is
noteworthy that al-Farabr also uses the root w-j-d in connection with God’s creation

of the world, as can be seen for instance in the Ara’.””’

Here one can see plainly the difference that distinguishes al-Farabt's
separate intellects from the description of intellect found in the Neoplatonica arabica.
In the latter corpus, intellect is presented as an intermediary that mediates God’s
emanation of being and whose main function is to transmit form to the lower entity
of soul. This view appears clearly when the Adaptor writes, “The true One originated
the being of the intellect, and the intellect originated the form of the soul from the
being which was originated from the true One through the intermediary of the
being of the intellect.”””® In contrast, the separate intellects are not presented as
mediators of God’s being (although they very well may be understood as such), but

as causes of existence for the sphere-souls and spheres.

The above-quoted passage from the Siyasah contains another point of
importance: the intellects themselves do not need an instrument and an
intermediary to assist them in the production of the lower entities. According to al-
Farabi, the intellects can “bring into being” other existents without relying on
anything else but their own substance, that is, without intermediaries. Hence, we

see not only that for al-Farabi the separate intellects are not intermediaries in God’s

776 Al-Farabi 1964, 40-41.
777 Al-Farabi 1985a, 88-89.
77 Theology, X.3,12, translated by Adamson 2002, 141.
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creation in the way that the primal intellect is portrayed as an intermediary in the
Neoplatonica arabica, but also that they themselves do not need any intermediaries to
produce other celestial beings. This again is contrary to the Arabic Neoplatonic

texts, which describe soul as the intermediary between intellect and nature.””

Al-FarabT's use of the root f-y-d to express God’s emanation of the world as a
whole nevertheless raises the question of how this divine emanation is received and
transmitted by the various links of the metaphysical hierarchy. For some of al-
Farabi's other comments suggest a different model of creation, which fits awkwardly
with the previously discussed role of the intellects in creation. In these other
passages, al-Farabi explains that the being emanating from God is received by all the
various strata of existents that lie between Him and the sublunary world. Hence, in
the Ara’, he says: “It follows necessarily from the specific being of the First that all
the other existents which do not come into existence through man’s will and choice
are brought into existence by the First in their various kinds of existence...””* And
also: “But the substance of the First is also such that all the existents, when they
emanate from it, are arranged in an order of rank, and that every existent gets its

allotted share and rank of existence from it.””®

These quotations present a different model according to which God is the
only true source of emanation, while each being receives the divine emanation that
filters through it in accordance with its rank. It is in these moments that al-Farab is
closest to the Plotinian theory of emanation conceived of as a flowing or cascading
of being that pours downward through the various levels of the intelligible and
corporeal world. In fact, very close statements can be found in the Neoplatonica as
well, such as the following in the Mahd al-khayr: “For the First Good pours forth
goods on all things in one emanation, except that every one of the things receives of

that emanation in accordance with its potentiality and its being.””® And in the Liber

77 Thillet and Oudaimah 2001-2002, proposition XXIIL
7% Al-Farabi 1985a, 88-89.

78! Al-Farabi 1985a, 94-95.

782 Taylor 1981, 19.10-15.
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I, one reads: “For each thing is capable of receiving the good of the First Cause only

according to its capacity and depending on the existence of the cause in it.””*

Let us briefly recapitulate the many points discussed so far. Taking into
consideration the different contexts, the Elements, the Proclus arabus, the two
versions of the Mahd al-khayr, and the Theology anticipate several crucial features of
al-FarabT’s celestial noetics. The idea that the First Cause emanates a single intellect;
that the intellectual beings have several objects of thought that lie both outside
their essence and within it; that this intellection leads to their having multiplicity;
and that the intellects’ creation or emanation occurs through their intellection are
all ideas that al-Farabi borrowed directly from the Greek or Arabic Proclus. On other
issues, however, such as the existence of superlunary potency and the idea of
absolute divine creation (ibda’), al-Farabi departs from the Arabic corpus of
Neoplatonic works. This shows that al-Farabi did not slavishly follow the
Neoplatonica arabica and that he critically selected certain theories and adapted them

to his own cosmology.

Perhaps the most important and interesting issue in this context is the
relation between the creation and emanation of God and of the intellects. All in all,
al-Farabi appears to be making a compromise between the various different views
on demiurgy and emanation found in the Greek Proclus and the Arabic Proclus.
Unlike the Neoplatonica arabica, al-Farabi does not stress the absolute creation of God
and omits the b-d-* root. Moreover, he uses the same emanative and causative
vocabulary to express God’s creation and the intellects’ creation, and he presents
the intellects as having a genuine role in creation and as being more than mere
mediators of God’s emanation. On the other hand, he follows the Greek and
especially the Arabic Proclus in conceiving of God’s creation as a single emanation
or pouring forth that filters through all beings according to their capacity to receive
this emanation. Al-FarabT’s account thus oscillates between the monotheistic belief

in an omnipotent creator and the Proclean idea of several intellectual demiurgic

78 Thillet and Oudaimah, 2001-2002, 332-333, my translation,
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deities, and although it displays a synthetic quality and much originality in its
attempt to reconcile these views, it can only be considered mildly successful in
terms of its logical and conceptual coherence. It is not surprising that al-Ghazali was

later able to find many flaws in this system.

From a historical and textual perspective, however, al-Farabi only had access
to the Arabic works on Proclus, and we can be quite sure that he did not read the
original Greek works. But the theories the Arabic works contained were by no
means completely homogeneous and compatible, and they in fact convey subtly
different positions on the role of the intellectual beings in creation. In spite of their
efforts, the Arabic adaptors were not able to eliminate all the allusions to the
secondary demiurges that one finds in the Elements. Al-Farabi inherited the tensions
he found in these texts, which also appear in his own writings and which are due to
the hybrid nature of the Neoplatonica arabica. We know that this corpus combines
material from Proclus and Plotinus in an almost inextricable fashion. And it is safe
to hypothesize that al-Farabi would have been at a loss to distinguish between
Plotinus’ and Proclus’ doctrine, and in addition he had no way of comparing the
original Greek texts with the Arabic adaptations. The latter were all that al-Farab1
had to work with.

The previous analysis has shown that al-Farabi’s cosmology and metaphysics
are to a certain extent genuinely Neoplatonic. It is not so much the concept of
emanation per se, as all the other parallels, which indicate al-FarabT’s allegiance to
Neoplatonic metaphysics. Although it was previously thought that early Arabic
philosophers such as al-Kindi, al-Farabi, and Ibn Sina did not know or did not use
the Mahd al-khayr,* the foregoing analysis indicates that it represents a key source
in the elaboration of al-Farabt’s celestial noetics, and, through al-Farabt’s works, of

Ibn Sina’s as well.”®

78 D’Ancona and Taylor 2003, 637.

78 This conclusion is also supported by Zimmermann’s (1986, 178) remark that al-Farabi's quotations
from the Theology in the Jam' rely instead on passages culled from Proclus’ Elements of Theology, as
Vallat (2004, 73) also shows. These major parallels with the Neoplatonica arabica are strengthened by
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4, THE SPHERE-SOULS

4.1 The Threefold Intellection of the Sphere-souls

The intellects of the heavenly bodies, which we have called sphere-souls, have three
objects of thought. First and foremost, they reflect upon God as the ultimate cause
of the universe. Second, they contemplate the separate intellects, the thawant, which
are causally closer to them, and which are responsible for their existence. Finally,
the heavenly bodies think about their own essence.”* This threefold mode of
intellection introduces an element of multiplicity in the heavenly bodies and
prevents them from being completely simple substances. Al-Farabi, following
Aristotle, equates thought and the object of thought in the divine essence.”” In the
case of the celestial bodies, however, the relation between the intellect and the
object of thought is different for two reasons. First, the heavenly bodies are not
thinking one object, but three different objects simultaneously. Second, they
contemplate objects that are exterior to their own essence, namely, the First Cause

and the separate intellects.

Al-FarabT’s theory of the threefold intellection of the heavenly souls
represents one of the most original and interesting features of his cosmology. It is
essential in explaining not only the motion of the spheres, but also the status of the
heavenly bodies as intermediate beings between the more perfect separate

intellects and the sublunary world. But how did al-Farabi come up with this theory?

To begin with, one finds in Proclus the idea that the souls and intellects are

intimately connected and that in a certain way the souls, or at least some souls,

other terminological similarities, such as the common use of the term al-thawani, which means
“secondary intellects” in the Mahd al-khayr, and which al-Farabi uses to refer to the nine cosmic
intellects (see BadawT 1977, proposition 9, p. 13, and passim). The impact of Proclus’ ideas on Arabic
thought is still difficult to delineate, but the evidence for it is slowly accumulating,

7% Al-Farabi 1985a, 122-123; and al-Farabi 1964, 34.

787 Al-Farabi 1985a, 70-73.
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participate in the nature of intellect. This view is articulated in propositions 174,
193, 207, and 208 of the Elements. In addition, as we have seen in the previous
section, the souls are directly produced by the intellects. Again, al-Farabi follows
Proclus in subjecting soul to intellect and in making the sphere-souls dependent on
the separate intellects for their existence. The parallel is strengthened even more by
the fact that in the Elements some of these souls are meant to inhere in corporeal
bodies, by which Proclus means the planets and spheres. For instance, proposition
196 states that “every participated soul makes use of a first body which is

perpetual.”’®

Furthermore, proposition 201 of the Elements explains that each soul is
characterized by a “threefold activity,” which reflects its intermediary status
between the intelligible and the corporeal worlds. This threefold activity of the
souls is due to their godlike nature, to their intellectual nature, and to their having
self-motion. Al-Farabi does not reproduce this exact scheme in his treatises, but he
probably derived the idea of the three-fold intellection of the sphere-souls from the
Arabic adaptation of this passage. A likely vehicle of transmission for this last theory
is the Mahd al-khayr. In proposition 3 of this work, the Arabic adaptor discusses the
nature of soul and says: “Every noble soul possesses three actions [or operations]
[afa'tl]: a spiritual (nafsani) action, an intellectual [‘aqli] action, and a divine [ilahi]
action.””® The adaptor goes on to explain that these actions are made possible by
powers [quwwa] invested in the Soul by the First Cause and the Intellect, which
enable the Soul to act on the world of nature and know things. At the end of this
proposition, the author provides a similar statement about the threefold power in
the soul: “soul has three actions [afail] because it has three powers [quwwan]: a

divine power, an intellectual power, and an essential power [quwwah dhatiyyah]...””*

What is significant for our purpose is not so much the notion of quwwah

(which here is to be understood in the sense of power or capacity, not possibility),

78 Proclus 1963, 196.18-19, translated by Dodds.
78 BadawT 1977, 5, my translation.
7 Badawi 1977, 6.
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but the idea that soul is divided into three aspects, one connected to the First Cause
(ilahi), one to Intellect (‘aqli), and one to its own essence (nafsaniyyah or dhatiyyah).
The Mahd al-khayr’s division of the soul into these three different aspects
corresponds in al-Farabi’s cosmology to the souls’ objects of thought: God, intellect,
and their own essence. This passage shows such striking resemblance to al-Farabt’s

theory that there can be little doubt that it represents its point of origin.

4.2 The Knowledge of the Sphere-souls

As with the separate intellects, in the case of the sphere-souls one must examine the
objects of their intellection. First, is the intellection of the sphere-souls discursive or
non-discursive? Second, al-Farabi limits the objects of the sphere-souls’ intellection
to three, but the question remains as to whether by contemplating their own
essence the sphere-souls know what lies beneath them. In other words, do they
know the particulars of the sublunary world (either qua particulars or universals) in

addition to the First Cause and the separate intellects?

Al-Farabi describes the sphere-souls as being in a state of constant and
continuous intellection. As he writes, the sphere-souls are “always contemplating
what they contemplate,” and the “objects of their intellects are present in them
from the very beginning.””” Al-Farabi then compares the sphere-souls to human
souls. Unlike the former, the latter “are at first in potentiality and then later in
actuality.””* In the case of human intellection, which is discursive and moves from
one object to another, it is clear that the intellect identifies with only one particular
object at any given time, because it cannot think many objects simultaneously.
However, the sphere-souls intellect several objects simultaneously, and, moreover,
these objects, namely, God and the separate intellects, are themselves eternal and
unchanging. Clearly, for al-Farabi, the intellection of the sphere-souls is non-

discursive, continuous, and simultaneous.

7! Al-Farabi 1964, 34, translated in McGinnis and Reisman 2007, revised by me,
792 Al-Farabi 1964, 34.
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As for the question of the heavenly bodies’ knowledge of particulars, it was
frequently addressed in late-antique cosmological works and is intricately tied to
the theme of divine providence (‘indayah). A salient example is the Arabic translation
of Alexander’s De providentia, which discusses this question at length. This trend
continued in the early Arabic context, and al-Kindi for instance devoted several
sections of his treatises to the questions of the celestial bodies’ knowledge and

" Al-Farabi, in comparison, says little about this subject, but what he

providence.
does say seems to exclude the possibility of heavenly knowledge of particulars. For
instance, in the Siyasah he writes that “the celestial souls definitely do not
contemplate the majority of the intelligibles that humans contemplate from things
in matter because they are far too high in rank by virtue of their substance to

7% This quotation seems to limit

contemplate the intelligibles that are below them.
the intelligibles of the sphere-souls to eternal, immaterial principles, a view that
agrees fully with al-FarabT’s belief that the sphere-souls are always in actuality “due
to the fact that the objects of their intellect are present in them from the very
beginning [awwal al-amr].””” Indeed, if the sphere-souls knew particulars, their
thought would be discursive and constantly changing from one object to another.

Alternatively, there is the possibility that the heavenly bodies know particulars in a

universal way, but al-Farabi says nothing that could be used in support of this view.

The previous comparison between the Proclus arabus and al-Farabt's writings
convincingly shows that the second master applied some of the Neoplatonic
theories of intellect and soul to the sphere-souls of his cosmological model. What we
witness therefore is an adaptation of fundamentally Neoplatonic noetic theories to
fit an Aristotelian cosmological framework of unmoved movers and celestial
spheres. Al-Farabt did not merely borrow these Neoplatonic theories, but creatively

transformed them to fit other aspects of his cosmology and metaphysics. Regardless

7 See Alexander 2003; the various cosmological treatises in al-Kindi 1950-53, especially the On the
Proximate Efficient Cause of Generation and Corruption; and Wiesner 1993, 41-107.

794 Al-Farabi 1964, 34.

7% Al-Farabi 1964, 34.
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of the recension in which al-Farabi read the Proclus arabus, this corpus, and
especially proposition 3 of the Mahd al-khayr and the Arabic version of proposition
201 of the Elements, represents one of the key sources for his theories of the sphere-

souls’ intellection.

Before concluding this section, we may point to a tension in al-Farabi’s
account of celestial intellection. On the one hand, al-Farab tells us that the sphere-
souls are always in actuality. Al-Farabi places great emphasis on this idea: the
heavenly souls are “never potential” (wa dhalika annaha lam takun bi-al-quwwah
aslan..) and “always [or eternally] actual” (bal hiya bi-al-fi'l da’iman).””® The
intelligibles in them are continuously actualized and have been so “from the start”
(min awwal al-amr). This equation between intellection and actuality harkens back to
Aristotle’s account of God as nous and pure actuality in Book Lambda 7 and 9, and it

is clear that al-Farabi is here following a well-established tradition.

However, we have seen that the substance of the heavenly body is broader
than the concept of intellect and that it is in a sense composite because it includes
substrate. If the substance of the heavenly body as a whole is composite and not
pure intellect, then it is difficult to understand how it could be said to be in a state of
eternal actuality, for its substrate would possess some degree of potentiality.
Perhaps the answer is that only the intellectual part is in actuality, whereas the
composite substance as a whole is not. Another (more satisfactory) possibility is that
because the substrate is not regarded as being truly material, it is being
continuously actualized by the intellection of the soul. In any case, the celestial soul
may be said to be the actuality of the celestial body in an Aristotelian sense, with the
difference that the intellection of the celestial soul is continuous and non-discursive

and that the celestial body is imperishable and eternal.

In conclusion, the previous analysis of intellect and soul reveals that al-

Farabi knew the Neoplatonic, and more specifically, the Proclean, noetical theories

7°¢ Al-Farabi 1964, 34.
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contained in the Neoplatonica arabica, and that he applied some of these theories to
his treatment of the cosmological beings. This statement nevertheless needs to be
qualified in two respects. First, al-Farabi was very critical of the theories he
borrowed from these works. Some of them he accepted entirely, such as the idea
that God emanates and causes the entire world as well as a specific intellectual
being, that this intellectual being (as well as all the subsequent intellectual beings) is
multiple due to its various objects of thought, that the intellects in turn cause and
emanate the existence of the souls, and that emanation or creation occurs through
intellection. On the other hand, he rejects other theories, e.g., the relation between
knowledge of the essence and of the effect and the intellectual beings’ knowledge of
what lies below them, the existence of a superlunary potency that is higher than

actuality, and the idea that intellect is a mere intermediary in creation.

Secondly, we can see that al-Farabi did not passively reproduce these
theories in his works, but that he transformed them to make them compatible with
other aspects of his philosophy. His noetical theories are fundamentally
Neoplatonic, and more specifically Proclean, but he adapts them to fit an
Aristotelian cosmological framework of spheres, sphere-souls, and unmoved
movers. This is illustrated, for instance, in al-Farabt’s description of the separate
intellects as causative, emanative entities in their own right and not merely as
intermediaries in God’s creation. Al-Farabi thus makes the intellects responsible for
the creation of the visible heavens, a task which was traditionally ascribed to soul in
the Greek Neoplatonic tradition. Here we see that al-Farabi is inserting these
noetical theories within a Ptolemaic and Aristotelian astronomical and
spherological model, which establishes a direct relationship between the number of
separate intellects and the number of spheres. Another example is the threefold
intellection of the sphere-souls, whose basic features can be found in the Elements
and in the Mahd al-khayr, but which in al-Farabt’s cosmology acquires a completely
new meaning due to his particular emanative scheme and his theory of motion (see

Chapter VI).
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5. THE THREEFOLD INTELLECTION OF THE AGENT INTELLECT

An interesting feature of al-FarabT’s cosmology is the discrepancy between the first
nine separate intellects and the last separate intellect, the Agent Intellect (al-‘agl al-
fa“al). What is of concern here is not the Greek antecedents for the theory of the
Agent Intellect in Arabic philosophy, nor the unique role played by this intellect in
the processes of sublunary change and in human intellection. These topics have
already been discussed by Davidson and other scholars,” and could very well form
the subject-matter of a new monographic study. Rather, I will limit my comments to
the relation between the Agent Intellect and the other superlunary intellects and
souls, and to a few peculiar features concerning the nature of the Agent Intellect’s
intellection. These features have not been dealt with sufficiently in the modern
literature. My goal is to emphasize the divergence between the intellection of the
Agent Intellect and that of the other superlunary intellects and explain why these

intellects may be considered two different classes of beings.

Al-Farabi explains that the Agent Intellect has a threefold intellection
instead of a twofold intellection like the other separate intellects. Its intellection is
thus much closer to that of the sphere-souls. This, at any rate, is what one reads in
the Siyasah: wa amma al-‘agl al-fa“al fa-innahu ya'qilu al-awwal wa al-thawant kullaha wa
ya'qilu dhatahu...””® Hence, unlike the thawant, the Agent Intellect does not have two,
but three objects of thought: the First, the thawant (i.e., the nine separate intellects
below God), and its own essence. In terms of the structure of its intellection, this
makes the Agent Intellect closer to the sphere-souls than to the separate intellects.
However, although the Agent Intellect and the sphere-souls all have three objects of
thought, the former is distinguished from the latter in having all the thawant as a
single object of thought (..wa al-thawant kullahd...). In contrast, each sphere-soul

contemplates the intellect immediately above it. The conclusion is that the Agent

77 Finnegan 1957; Rahman 1958; Walzer 1974; Luccheta in al-Farabi 1974; Davidson 1972 and 1992; and
Hamzah in al-Farabi 2001b; Geoffroy 2002.
78 Al-Farabi 1964, 34.
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Intellect has a unique kind of intellection, which sets it apart from the other

celestial intellects.

Al-Farabi does not explain why the Agent Intellect has a unique intellection,
nor is there any particular reason that could immediately justify this view. However,
at least one hypothesis can be advanced. Al-Farabi tells us that the separate cosmic
intellects and the heavenly bodies are organized hierarchically depending on their
nobility and purity. The Agent Intellect is the tenth separate intellect and lies below
the nine thawani, although it is higher in rank than the celestial bodies. Moreover, as
a result of its lower rank and its remoteness from the One, it does not produce
another separate intellect and a sphere but instead governs the sublunary world.
This is, at least outwardly, the most conspicuous difference between the Agent

Intellect and the thawani.

Now the separate intellects are all alike in that they are all immaterial and
pure intellects, so that the substance of the Agent Intellect is really the same as that
of the thawant; they are immaterial forms and intelligible beings. Their only
deficiency lies in their having multiple objects of intellection. Hence, it is at this
level only that al-Farabi can establish a distinction between these intellects and
justify the fact that the Agent Intellect is the last and lowest in the series. This he
does by introducing a threefold intellection in the Agent Intellect, thus setting it
apart from the thawani, which only have a twofold intellection. This threefold
intellection means that the Agent Intellect has a lower status than the thawant
because it possesses a higher degree of multiplicity. It is this greater degree of
multiplicity attached to its threefold intellection that can best account for the
special status of the Agent Intellect and for the fact that it cannot emanate another

separate intellect.

There is, however, another peculiar feature about the threefold intellection
of the Agent Intellect. Not only does this intellect mirror the sphere-souls due to its

threefold intellection, but it can also be compared to the human intellect, which in
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al-FarabT’s noetics possesses three faculties: potential, active, and acquired. The
parallel between these three human noetical faculties and the three objects of
thought reflected upon by the Agent Intellect is strengthened by the fact that the
Agent Intellect is responsible for the actualization of man’s intellect. It is thanks to
the Agent Intellect that man can reach the state of the acquired intellect. Moreover,
al-Farabi writes that the Agent Intellect “belongs to the same species as the acquired
intellect” in man (wa al-‘agl al-fa“al huwa min naw' al-‘agl al-mustafad...).””” This
statement is at first sight surprising, because the sphere-souls are said in another
passage to belong to a different species than man’s intellect, and so a fortiori the
separate cosmic intellects should be very different than the human intellect.*” But
in light of the role of the Agent Intellect in human cognition and in the actualization
of the human intellects, it is understandable that al-Farabi would want to stress the
kinship between them. Hence, it would seem that the unique status of the Agent
Intellect is also due to its epistemological connection with man’s rational soul. In
fact, if the Agent Intellect were radically different from human souls, then the
acquisition of knowledge by humans would be more difficult to explain, especially
considering that it is the principal agent in man’s cognition according to al-Farab.
This suggests that al-Farabi may have intended to model his cosmology closely on
his psychology and to elaborate a celestial noetics that is as symmetrical as possible

to his human noetics.

Thanks to the previous analysis, it is easier to understand why al-Farabi in
the Siyasah lists the Agent Intellect as a principle that is distinct from the other
separate intellects (thawani).*' Although all of the immaterial beings share a
common essence (namely, intellect), the Agent Intellect nevertheless fulfills
functions that are unique to it and thereby acquires a special status in al-Farabt’s

cosmology.

7% Al-Farabi 1938, 27; translated in McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 75.
800 Al-Farabi 1964, 33.
801 Al-Farabi 1964, 31.
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6. IBN SINA’S TRANSFORMATION OF AL-FARABI'S THEORY

The idea that al-Farab1’s theory of celestial intellection was the direct model for Ibn
Sina’s own theory has been acknowledged but insufficiently stressed by modern
scholars. In general, the emphasis is placed on the differences rather than the
similarities between their theories: the “dyadic” scheme of al-Farabi is opposed to

the “triadic” scheme of Ibn Sina.**

Yet al-Farabt's cosmology represents the main
source from which Ibn Sina derived his own conception of celestial intellection. Not
only do these two thinkers present an almost identical account of the relation
between the sphere-souls and separate intellects, but in addition intellection plays

an equally important role in their explanations of celestial causality and motion.

This being said, there are also crucial differences, which suggest that Ibn
Sina significantly transformed al-FarabT’s theories. First, Ibn Sina applies threefold
intellection to the separate intellects, not to the sphere-souls, which in his system

803

possess only a twofold intellection.®” While this has long been recognized, the basic
motive underlying Ibn Sma’s decision to transfer threefold intellection from the
sphere-souls to the separate intellects has not been accounted for properly; I will
address this point shortly. Second, Ibn Sina integrates this noetic theory in a causal
framework that relies on the Avicennian distinction between necessary and possible
of existence. Rather than assigning three different objects of thought to the separate
intellects, he assigns only two (the First Cause and their own essence), but breaks
down the intellection of the intellects’ essence into a duality based on a logical
modality: the separate intellects contemplate their essence as necessary of existence

in relation to the First, and as possible of existence in itself.** What we witness here

is a transfer of the metaphysical distinction Ibn Sna makes between ‘possibility” and

%2 1t is commonly mentioned in general surveys of Islamic thought that al-Farabi developed a theory
of twofold intellection as opposed to Ibn Sina’s threefold intellection. See for example Marmura in
Ibn SIna 2005, xxi.

%9 A clear account of the threefold intellection of the separate intellects appears in the Metaphysics of
the Shifa’ (Ibn Sina, 2005, 330.8-35).

84 Ibn Sina, 2005, 330.11-16.
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‘necessity’ to his cosmology in order to explain intellection and creation in the

superlunary beings.

But why did Ibn Sina modify al-Farabi’s theory? I believe that he was
motivated by specific philosophical considerations that pertain to the ambiguities of
al-Farabt’s account of celestial substance. Ibn Sina probably wanted to correct what
may have appeared to him as a logical flaw in the Farabian system, namely, the
discrepancy between the fact that the separate intellects have only a twofold
intellection, but that they are supposed to emanate 1) a lower intellect, 2) a sphere-
soul, and 3) a corporeal sphere. In al-Farab1’s system the sphere-soul and the sphere
itself may be conceived of as forming one single entity and one substance, since the
sphere, in spite of being corporeal, is described as being an immaterial substrate.
And so al-Farabi ascribes only one cause for the existence of both the soul and the

body of the sphere.

Ibn Sina may have rightly considered al-Farabi's cosmology confusing on this
issue and preferred to assign a distinct cause for the form and another distinct cause
for the matter of the celestial bodies. In opposition to al-Farabi, Ibn Stna upholds the
hylomorphic composition of the heavenly spheres in an explicit manner, which
requires him to posit two individual causes to account for their form and matter, in
addition to a third cause for another separate intellect. This appears clearly in the
Shifa’ when Ibn Sina writes: “Because there is beneath each intellect a sphere with
its matter [maddah] and its form [sirah], which is the soul, and also an intellect
below it, there is beneath each intellect three things in existence. It follows
necessarily, then, that the possibility of the existence of these three from the first
intellect with respect to innovative creation is due to the above mentioned triadic
order.”® By positing this third cause to explain the corporeality and materiality of
the spheres, Ibn Sina achieves a radical modification of the Farabian model, which
may in some regards be seen as a philosophical improvement made possible by his

more elaborate theory of causality. The theory of celestial intellection offers a

%% Tbn STna 2005, 330,39-331,4, translated by M. Marmura.
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striking example of how Ibn Sina assimilated and transformed ideas first developed
by al-Farabi. Ibn Sina displays the same remarkable degree of creativity in his
treatment of the theories he inherited from his predecessor than al-Farabi did

toward the Greek material he studied.
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7. INTELLECTION AND SUBSTANTIALIZATION (TAJAWHUR)

Tajawhur (derived from the verb tajawhara) is a concept that is encountered in al-
Farabls and Ibn Sina’s philosophies and which can be translated as
“substantialization” or “to become a substance.” As Goichon notes in her Lexique of
Ibn Sina’s terminology, however, the exact meaning of this concept is difficult to
pinpoint.”*® One of the problems is this concept’s ubiquity and the variety of
contexts in which it is found. Al-Farabi uses tajawhur in both a sublunary physical
context and a superlunary metaphysical context and uses it to describe entities as
varied as the human soul, the celestial bodies, the separate intellects, and the First
Cause itself. Another difficulty is that al-Farabi applies the concept of tajawhur to
beings that are already substances, and, what is more, to substances that have
attained their highest state of perfection, such as the celestial bodies. It would seem,
then, that tajawhur can be envisaged both as a process and as a state, depending on
which beings it is applied to. Finally, while tajawhur may correspond to the Greek
terms ovo1dtng and ovowwotg, it is difficult to find an exact precedent for it in
ancient philosophy. The most likely hypothesis is that al-FarabT's understanding of
this concept was shaped by late-antique interpretations of Aristotle’s concept of
actuality. The following paragraphs will attempt to shed light on these issues and to

clarify al-FarabT’s use of this term in a cosmological context.

In the Ard’, al-Farabi explains that human beings are substantialized by
virtue of their thought or speech (nutq), and he opposes this mode of

%7 On the one hand, this statement

substantialization to God’s unity and perfection.
should be interpreted in the context of al-Farab1’s anthropology, according to which
humans are distinguished from the other sublunary existents because they possess
rational thought. This difference enables them to achieve a perfection that is not
possible for the other non-rational sublunary beings. On the other hand, al-Farabt

opposes human perfection to divine perfection, because human thought or speech is

86 Goichon 1938, 52.
87 Al-Farabi 1985a, 92-93.
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a discursive activity, and so it is clear that the substantialization of human beings
consists of a process that unfolds in time and involves change. More specifically, it is
a process which requires the cultivation of the rational soul of human beings
throughout their lives by means of study or reflection. In Aristotelian terminology,
one could say that tajawhur occurs when humans actualize their potentiality for
knowledge. Thus, al-Farabi opposes the changing substantialization of humans to

the immutable and eternally perfect divine essence.

In contrast, tajawhur in the superlunary world does not seem at first glance
to imply a change of any kind. This is because all of the superlunary beings are in
their state of utter perfection and do not suffer from potentiality, except the
celestial bodies which have a potentiality for circular motion. In another passage of
the Ara’, al-Farabi explains that the heavenly spheres become “substantialized”
(tajawhara) by virtue of their souls. The celestial bodies are said to “have...things
[intellects] that are like forms and through which they [the celestial bodies] become
substantialized (wa ashya” hiya lahd ka-al-suwar biha tatajawharu).*® This statement is
mirrored in the Siydsah: wa bi-hadha [the soul] tajawhara al-ajsam al-samawiyyah.*”
Finally, in the Risalah fi al-‘aql, al-Farabi says something quite similar, but the

emphasis this time is on the agency of the separate intellects:

Every celestial body is set in motion only by a mover that is neither a body nor in a body in
any way. [This mover] is the cause of [the celestial body’s] existence, inasmuch as it is that

by virtue of which [the celestial body] is a substance [tajawhara], but its level, in terms of the

existence that is [the celestial body’s] substance, is the same as that body.*"

At the cosmological level, then, the verb tajawhara explains how the
substance of the heavenly bodies is constituted through the activity of the soul and,
more specifically, through intellection (ta'agqul) and the contemplation of the

separate intellects. The Ard’, the Siyasah, and the Risalah fi al-‘agl all develop this

%% Al-Farabi 1985a, 120.
%9 Al-Farabi 1964, 34.
#10 Al-Farabi 1938, 34.
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concept of tajawhara based on the intellection of the celestial souls. We can see the
narrow link that al-Farabi perceives between tajawhur and soul in both the
sublunary and celestial contexts. Tajawhur seems to be used primarily in relation to
animated beings and especially to indicate the role of the rational soul in actualizing

the potentialities inherent in them.

There is an important difference, however, between human tajawhur and
celestial tajawhur. Whereas human intellection is constantly shifting from
potentiality to actuality, thereby implying a gradual and chronological
substanlialization, celestial intellection is always actualized and constant, which
means that the celestial substance itself is always actualized and in a state of utter
perfection. As al-Farabi asserts in the Siyasah, “the celestial bodies are, in their
substances, always in a state of final perfection.” As a result, the planets have
motions that “come out of their final perfections” and that are “never interrupted,
not even for an instant.”*" In this sense, it would seem that tajawhur in the
superlunary world does not refer to a process, but rather to a state, that is, to the
conditions required for the heavenly substance to exist. Whereas human beings
would still exist qua humans even if they did not assiduously cultivate their rational
soul and ‘substantialize’ themselves through study or contemplation, the celestial
bodies would not be the exalted beings they are if they ceased to perform the

eternal contemplative activity in which they are engaged.

In De anima 1.1, Aristotle had established an identity between soul, form, and
actuality when he wrote that the soul “is the first grade of actuality of a body.”*"
While al-Farabi's concept of tajawhur may be construed as the actualization of the
soul in an Aristotelian sense, it is more likely that it was informed by late-antique
Neoplatonic trends, which gradually came to see the soul as a source of perfection

813

for the body by interpreting entelekheia as teleiotés.”> More specifically, al-Farabt

seems to be following Proclus’ distinction between various grades of perfections and

1 Al-Farabi 1964, 102.
*2 Translated by J. A. Smith in Aristotle 2001.
3 Winosvsky 2003, Chapter 1.
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applying these notions to his cosmology, although there are differences in the way

814 As a result, al-

in which these two thinkers define these grades of perfections.
Farabi believes that the heavenly souls are not only actual, but also a source of

eternal perfection for the heavenly bodies.

Yet, and this seems slightly contradictory, al-Farabi's concept of
substantialization also seems to be connected at another level with deficiency and
imperfection. The substantialization of the heavenly bodies is a result not just of
their intellection, but more specifically of their contemplating several objects of
thought. In the Siyasah, al-Farabi explains that the heavenly bodies are more
deficient than the separate intellects because the “plurality by which they
substantialize themselves is greater than that of the thawani” (al-kathrah allatt biha
tajawharahd azyad mimma tatajawharu bihi al-thawant...).*"> The celestial bodies thus
share the concept of substantialization with the separate intellects, but the latter
become substantialized through an intellection that implies a lesser degree of

816

multiplicity than that of the sphere-souls.”® God, on the other hand, does not rely
on other things that substantialize his essence. In fact, al-Farabi uses the verb
tajawhara negatively speaking about God in order to stress that the First Cause does
not need any exterior agent for its substance to be complete, one, and perfect.*”’ The
First Cause, unlike everything else, is autonomous and does not depend on exterior
things to achieve its perfection. In the celestial bodies, however, tajawhur and nugsan
are intricately connected, since the intellection that leads to the substantialization
of the spheres is multiple. This fragmented intellection introduces a certain
deficiency in the substance of the spheres, and this is why, according to al-Faraby,

the celestial bodies are the “first of the deficient existents.”®'®

% For a comparative analysis of Proclus’ and al-Farabr’s theories of actuality as perfection, see
Wisnovsky 2003, 108-112.

815 Al-Farabi 1964, 41.

816 Al-Farabi 1964, 40.

87 Al-Farabi 1985a, 66-67, 92-93.

8% Al-Farabi 1985a, 131.
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In conclusion, then, it would seem that al-Farabi develops a quite original
interpretation of substantialization in his cosmology, which refers simultaneously
to a state of perfection in the celestial bodies, i.e., to their eternal actuality and
continuous contemplation of the higher immaterial principles, and at the same time
to the complexity and deficiency which characterize their nature as caused
existents. While the meaning of tajawhur varies subtly depending on the context in
which it is found, it would seem that for al-Farabi it is closely connected with the
concepts of soul and intellection. The links that exist between tajawhur, intellection,
perfection, and deficiency in the superlunary and intelligible beings suggest a
Proclean antecedent, although there is no good reason not to credit al-Farabi with a

personal formulation of this concept.
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8. PARALLELS BETWEEN THE HUMAN AND CELESTIAL INTELLECTS

Al-Farabi also uses the concept of substantialization in his human psychology. For
example, in the Risalah fT al-‘aql, he explains that when a person reaches the stage of
the acquired intellect, “the substance of man, or man by virtue of what constitutes
his substance, becomes the closest thing possible to the Active Intellect” (fa-yasiru
‘inda dhalika jawhar al-insan aw al-insan bima yatajawharu bihi aqrab shay’ ila al-‘aql al-
fa“al...).*" Like the celestial bodies, then, human beings become substantialized
through intellection, and more specifically by cultivating their rational soul until it
becomes an acquired intellect and establishes contact with the Agent Intellect. In
both cases, the realization of the substance that is the human and celestial intellect

is brought about through the contemplation of higher principles.

The connection between al-Farabt’s cosmology and psychology is laid out in

the Tahsil, where he writes that

the inquiry into the rational animal will thus lead him [the philosopher] to a similar
conclusion as the inquiry into the heavenly bodies. Now he acquaints himself with
incorporeal principles that are to the beings below the heavenly bodies as those incorporeal
principles (with which he became acquainted when investigating the heavenly bodies) are to
the heavenly bodies. He will acquaint himself with the principles for the sake of which the

soul and the intellect are made, and with the ends and the ultimate perfection for the sake of

. . 820
which man is made.

What is interesting in this passage is al-Farab1's emphasis on intellection as
perfection and an end in both human and heavenly beings. What unites humans and
heavenly bodies is the possession of a rational soul that enables them to fulfill their
nature and complete their perfection, the former by reaching a noetic state in close
contact with the Agent Intellect, the latter by reflecting on the highest principles

and eternally revolving in circles. This, perhaps, is why al-Farabt applies the same

819 Al-Farabi 1938, 31; translated in McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 76.
820 Al-Farabi 1969, 22, translated by M. Mahdi.
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term and concept of “substantialization” (tajawhur) to both the human and celestial

intellects.*

Another indication of the affinity between human and celestial psychology is
the fact that al-Farabi applies the same concepts of form and substrate to both types
of souls. For example, in the Risalah fi al-‘agl, he compares the various stages of the
human intellect to form and substrate and applies the same concepts to the celestial
bodies in the Ara’ and the Siyasah (see section 1V.1.3.1.5). This practice can ultimately
be traced to Aristotle’s De anima 111.4-5. Unlike Aristotle, however, al-Farabi makes it
clear that his hylomorphic descriptions are analogical. In any case, the use of a
common terminological and conceptual framework in the two contexts explains
why al-Farabi discusses human and celestial psychology in the same works and even

in the same passages.*”

This raises the question of the exact relation between the celestial and
human souls. In al-Farabi's ontological hierarchy, human beings are the only
sublunary existents to possess reason. And it is by virtue of their rational soul that
humans are connected to the higher levels of the universe and are distinguished
from the other animals. However, al-Farabi does not say that heavenly and human
intellects are identical, but that they are “congeneric” (mujanisah).*” Although
ambiguous, this term suggests that by virtue of their rationality, both types of souls

belong to a common genus.

In other instances, however, the idea that human and celestial souls are
essentially different is articulated quite strongly. In one passage, al-Farabi explains
that the heavenly souls differ from the human souls “in species” (fi al-naw‘) and that
the former are detached and separated from the latter “in their substances.”® This

can be explained by the fact that the heavenly intellects are “always actual” (da’'iman

%21 For tajawhara and the human mind, see al-Farabi 1985a, 92; for the celestial intellects, see al-Farabi
1985a, 120-121.

%22 See for example al-Farabi 1938, 34-35; and especially al-Farabi 1964, 33-34.

823 Al-Farabi 1964, 34.

824 Al-Farabi 1964, 33.
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bi al-fi'l),”® whereas the human souls pass from a state of potency to one of actuality.
Moreover, both types of souls contemplate different intelligibles: the celestial souls,
al-Farabi writes, “definitely do not contemplate the majority of the intelligibles that
humans contemplate from things in matter because they are too far in rank by
virtue of their substance to intellect the intelligibles that are below them.”® Finally,
whereas human intellects need to abstract forms from their matters before they can
be apprehended as intelligibles, the celestial souls do not need to pass through this
process of abstraction. These points seem to establish an important epistemological
gap between celestial and human souls, and connect with the previous remarks
concerning the limits of human knowledge of the cosmos (see section 11.7). They also
suggest that it is not possible for the human intellects to reach the level of the
celestial intellects. Moreover, in this case as well as in the case of form and matter,
the most appropriate way of expressing the relation between the celestial and
sublunary souls seems to be through analogy. Both types of souls are rational, but
they merely ‘resemble’ one another in possessing rationality. One may perhaps

conclude that they share a common genus but differ in species.

825 Al-Farabi 1964, 34.
826 Al-Farabi 1964, 34; translated in McGinnis and Reisman 2007, revised by me.
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9. HEAVENLY SUBSTANCE, GENUS, AND SPECIES

Before I move on to discuss the theme of intellection in the works of uncertain
authenticity, I would like to address a last point of considerable significance in
medieval cosmology, namely, the relation between the substance, genus, and
species of the celestial bodies, and examine under what form this problem appears
in al-Farab1’s works.*” In the Ara’ al-Farabi writes that “all these bodies [i.e., the
celestial bodies] have one and the same genus while differing in species. But in each
of these different species only one body can exist and no other can share that
species with it.”*® A similar view appears in the Treatise on the One and Unity, where
al-Farabi explains that moonness (qamriyyah) belongs to the moon alone, which is
the single existent of a single species.”” The justification for making each celestial
body a unique species is that its substrate can only receive one form and cannot

have other forms opposed to the one it already has.

One may wonder, however, whether al-Farabi posits a common substrate for
all the celestial bodies, and if so, on what grounds. As has been explained, al-Farabt
does not develop a theory of celestial matter that can account for the common
qualities shared by the celestial bodies, such as perceptibility and corporeality.
Moreover, even if it is assumed that the celestial bodies must possess some kind of
matter (or else they would not possess these corporeal qualities), al-Farabi refrains
from positing one common matter or substrate that is shared by all the celestial
bodies. Finally, the fact that each celestial body has only one form and can only

accept that particular form suggests that its substrate is unique.

But if this is true, it is not clear how the heavens as a whole can be said to be
a homogeneous body or even constitute several bodies of the same genus, since the

concept of a genus implies a matter common to several species. If the celestial

%7 For a discussion of this issue in medieval Latin cosmology, see Grant 1994, 220-223. Surprisingly,
Grant devotes very little space to this important question,

828 Al-Farabi 1982a, 69; al-Farabi 1985a, 120-121. Both editions give the same Arabic reading.

*2 Al-Farabi 1989, 56.
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spheres have nothing in common (neither form nor substrate), then on what basis
are they characterized by genus and differentiae? Why should the same term “jism
samawi” be applied to all of them? On the other hand, that the celestial bodies
cannot be completely different from one another is clear from the fact that similar
things can be predicated of them, like eternity, perceptibility, circular motion, etc.
Thus, they are not what al-Farabi would call “perfectly different.”*° This question is

left unresolved by al-Farabi, but a hypothetical explanation may be advanced.

Several hundred years after al-Farabi, Ibn Rushd faced the same conundrum
of how to explain the genus and species of the celestial bodies, and he came up with
an interesting solution. Ibn Rushd, like al-Farabi, sometimes describes the celestial
bodies as being matterless.””* Unlike al-Farabi, however, he infers from this that the

832 In

heavenly bodies have no common genus, although they do differ in species.
spite of this, Ibn Rushd still has to account for the differences between the species of
the celestial spheres. A recent article by Di Giovanni® provides an insightful
analysis of the way in which Ibn Rushd solved this problem. Di Giovanni explains
that Ibn Rushd has recourse to synonymic analogy to explain how the term ‘species’
can be predicated of the celestial bodies “according to different degrees of being by
which the same essence is realized.”* Ibn Rushd’s solution relies on the celestial
intellects, which are the same in essence but possess different degrees of being. It is
this discrepancy in the nobility and order of the intellects that provides the
differentiae that distinguish the celestial bodies. Matter plays little if no role at all as

a criterion of differentiation.

¥ In the K. al-jadal, he writes: “The perfectly different are two things that share neither one single
predicate, nor one single subject”; translated in Alon 2002, 584.

¥ Wolfson 1929, 607-608; Hyman'’s introduction in Ibn Rushd 1986, 34; and Di Giovanni 2006, 438, 440-
443,

2 Ibn Rushd seems to have changed his mind on this issue, sometimes arguing that each celestial
body is the unique existent of its species, other times arguing that the celestial bodies belong to one
species; see Di Giovanni 2006, 448.

¥ Di Giovanni 2006.

84 Di Giovanni 2006, 439.
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Di Giovanni’s article provides a convenient starting-point for a possible
interpretation of this issue in al-Farabi’s cosmology. Since al-Farabi does not endow
the celestial bodies with a common matter and hence does not describe them as
belonging to a single genus on this basis, it follows that the celestial bodies’
similarities and differences must be based on the concept of the celestial soul alone.
Here we see that al-Farabt’s approach to the problem is essentially the same as that
of Averroes. The only thing that the celestial bodies have in common is this rational
soul or intellect, an intellectual nature which they also share with the First Cause
and the secondary intellects. Moreover, in spite of the fact that the substrate is
adapted in each case to the specific soul of the celestial body, the various sphere-
souls participate in a common contemplation of the First Cause and thus resemble
one another in this intellective activity. Intellect is common to all the celestial
bodies, and, what is more, the intellects of all the celestial bodies contemplate God.
It would seem, then, that the common intellectual nature and intellection of the

heavenly bodies can justify al-Farabt’s claim that they all belong to a single genus.

The differentiae, however, still have to be accounted for. In Ibn Rushd’s
account, the quasi-differentiae that distinguish the celestial intellects are their
varying degrees of nobility that result from the notions of priority and

posteriority.*

The further away the intellects are from their originative source, the
more imperfect their intellection. Al-Farabl maintains a certain hierarchy in the
heavenly souls, but one does not find the notions of priority and posteriority in his
treatises. Rather, the main criterion of differentiation in al-Farabi's cosmology
appears to be the different objects of thought that are contemplated by the
heavenly souls besides the First Cause. Each sphere-soul contemplates a unique
separate intellect responsible for its existence, as well as its own essence. Hence, the
second and third objects of thought of the sphere-souls are not common, but

individualized and adapted to each celestial body.

83 Di Giovanni 2006, 461.
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I would argue that it is this difference in the objects of intellection that
results in the particularity and differentiae of each celestial body. Put another way,
the unique soul, and hence form, of each celestial body would, together with its
unique intellection, be the defining criteria that distinguish the various heavenly
species. Hence, we see that al-Farabi’s and Ibn Rushd’s lines of reasoning follow a
similar course on this issue, but that the latter focuses on the degrees of ontological
excellence of the celestial bodies by using the priority-posteriority distinction,
whereas the former relies on the distinction between objects of intellection to reach
the same conclusion. This difference in the approaches of Ibn Rushd and al-Farabi is
significant and may be explained by the fact that Ibn Rushd interprets Aristotle’s
unmoved movers as being inherent in the spheres, whereas the second master
maintains an ontological distinction between the separate intellects and the sphere-

souls.

Al-FarabT’s omission of celestial matter need not, therefore, be seen as an
insurmountable impediment to the notions of celestial genus and species. Al-
FarabT's answer to this traditional problem, even if it is not explicitly formulated in

his works, may be reconstructed along this line.
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10. INTELLECTION AND IMAGINATION IN THE TALIQAT

10.1 Intellection

To my knowledge, no in-depth study has been devoted to the Ta'ligat, in spite of the
many interesting metaphysical and cosmological themes it discusses. Although Al-
Yasin, who provided an Arabic edition of this work in 1992, attributes the treatise to
al-Farabi, other scholars have questioned this attribution.”® In the following
paragraphs, 1 provide an overview and analysis of several topics: celestial
intellection; celestial imagination; the relation between human and celestial
imagination; and the relation between imagination and creation in the sublunary
world. Hopefully, this will shed some light on the problem of attribution, to which

we shall return at the end of this analysis.

Like the Arda’ and Siyasah, the Ta'lligat presents the heavenly bodies as
ensouled beings that possess rational thought. The celestial bodies are composed of
form and matter, the former principle being identified with their soul (nafs) or
intellect (‘agl),”” while the latter principle introduces an element of multiplicity that
makes the heavenly souls deficient and imperfect compared to the separate

t.2® These souls, and the heaven as a whole, desire to attain

intellects and the Firs
perfection by contemplating God, the noblest object of thought.”” The circular
motion of the heavens results from this intellection and from the spheres’ desire to
imitate the higher principles. Besides the sphere-souls, there are “efficient
intellects” (al-‘ugal al-fa“alah), which differ from the sphere-souls by being simple in

essence.*®

So far, the cosmological picture that emerges from the Ta'ligat contains a

First Cause, separate intellects, and sphere-souls, and it thus bears a marked

#3¢ Michot 1982; Vallat 2004, 387.

%7 As in the Ard’ and Siydsah, these two terms are used interchangeably to refer to the sphere-souls.
%38 Al-Farabi 1992, section 27, p. 47.

9 Al-Farabi 1992, sections 43-44, p. 50, section 56, p. 52, and section 63, p. 54.

$40 Al-Farabi 1992, section 27, p. 47.
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resemblance to the Ara’ and Siyasah. However, the author of the Ta'ligat seems to
have been preoccupied by issues that did not interest al-Farabi much. It was noted
before that al-Farabi provides little information about the nature of the intellection
of the celestial spheres, for example, whether their intellection is discursive or non-
discursive, how it differs from the intellection of the separate intellects, and

whether it is potential or actual.

The Ta'ligat, on the other hand, provides more insight into these noetical
questions. One reads that the “intellects of the planets are in potency, not in
actuality, and that their intellection does not occur at once, but rather they think
one thing after another...” (‘uqil al-kawakib bi-al-quwwah 1a bi-al-fi'l fa-laysa laha an
ta'qila duf'atan bal shay’an ba'da shay...).**"" According to the author, then, the thought
of the celestial bodies is discursive, which means that it moves from one object of
thought to another because it cannot encompass all the intelligibles at once. This
creates an element of multiplicity that makes the sphere-souls deficient, because
“wherever there is plurality, there is deficiency.”* Moreover, the celestial souls are
potential. Whether this potency is due to the discursive nature of the celestial souls’
thought or to their composite hylomorphic nature is not specified. In any case, this
view goes against the more common Aristotelian idea that everything above the

sphere of the moon is in a perpetual state of actuality.

The themes discussed in the Tafligat, such as the notions of discursive
thought vs. non-discursive thought and potency vs. actuality, also figure
prominently in the Neoplatonica arabica. But it is notable that the authors of these
works provide different answers to these problems. In the Theology, for example,
discursive thought is associated with actuality, and non-discursive thought (a higher
intellective mode) with potency. Hence, potency is considered to be more perfect

than actuality. As the Adaptor (to use Adamson’s term) writes, potency “manifests

1 Al-Farabi 1992, section 27, p. 47.
#42 Al-Farabi 1992, section 27, p. 47.
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and perfects activity.”*” In contrast, the Ta'ligat associates discursive thought with
potency, not actuality. Moreover, this potency is described as a source of
imperfection and deficiency in the heavenly bodies. The two works therefore adopt
a different view on the potency-actuality question. Whereas potency corresponds to
a higher form of (non-discursive) intellection for the Adaptor, it entails

discursiveness, plurality, and deficiency for the author of the Ta'ligat.**

Another significant difference between the Ta'ligat and al-Farab's
emanationist works concerns the number of the contemplated objects. Whereas the
sphere-souls in the Ara’ and Siyasah have three objects of thought (God, the separate
intellects, and their own essence), those of the Taligat seem to limit their
contemplation solely to the First. This appears clearly in section 56, which states
that the “heavens and stars intelligize the First,” and in section 58, when the author
notes that it is sufficient to posit a single mover to explain the various heavenly

motions.**

This overview indicates that al-Farabi would have disagreed with many of
the ideas developed in the TaTigat. As we have seen, he considers that the heavenly
souls have non-discursive thought, since their intellection occurs “all at once”
(dufatan). Moreover, al-Farabi would have rejected the notion that the heavenly
souls are affected by potentiality; according to him, they are eternally in actuality,
and actuality is a higher principle than potency. Their only deficiency derives from
the plurality of their intellection, which introduces complexity in their essence and
sets them apart from the First (who is absolutely simple) and the intellects (which
have a lesser degree of complexity). Unlike the author of the Ta'ligat, then, al-Farabi

combines non-discursive thought with actuality in the celestial bodies.

3 Lewis 1959, 75, translated by Lewis, See also Adamson 2002, 94 ff,

¥4 Again, this might be explained by the fact that quwwah in the Neoplatonica arabica often refers to
‘power” and not to ‘potentiality’ in the Aristotelian sense.

85 Al-Farabi 1992, section 56, p. 52: “al-falak wa al-kawakib ta‘gilu al-awwal,” and section 58, p. 53: “wa
yakfi fiha muharrik wahid...”
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10.2 Imagination

One of the fundamental doctrines of the Ta'ligat is the ascription of imagination to
the celestial bodies. Whereas al-Farabi explicitly asserts in his emanationist works
that the sphere-souls are devoid of the faculty of imagination, the Ta'ligat devotes
several paragraphs to this topic and its implications at the celestial and sublunary
realms.” Imagination appears as an essential aspect of the activity and knowledge
of the heavenly souls. According to the author, the sphere-souls “first intellect
things and then imagine them.” In humans, this pattern is inverted and
intellection is said to follow imagination. The dual nature of celestial thought
(intellection and imagination) and especially the fact that imagination is said to
follow intellection are intriguing ideas, which may have their origin in some
passages of the Neoplatonica arabica, but which I was not able to identify with any

precision.

The main question at this point is the reason that would have led the author
of the Ta'ligat to stress the imaginative faculty of the planets. What is the benefit of
having celestial souls that possess imagination in addition to intellection? The
answer to this question lies in the special powers conferred to the heavenly bodies
as a result of their imagination. The peculiarity of the Ta'ligat in this respect is that
heavenly imagination acquires a demiurgic power that intellection alone does not
have. Because of their imagination, the heavenly bodies become key agents and
causes in the generation of beings in the sublunary world. The author writes that
“the imagination of the celestial bodies becomes a cause for the creation of things”
(al-kawakib tatakhayyalu al-ashya’, fa-yasiru takhayyuluha sababan li-hudith ashya’...).**
For example, when the heavenly bodies imagine heat in the air, then heat is

produced in the air.*”

$6 See in particular sections 55 and 78.

7 Al-Farabi 1992, section 55, p. 52: “al-falak ya'qilu hadhihi al-ashya’ thumma yatakhayyaluha...”
#48 Al-Farabi 1992, section 78, p. 57.

9 Al-Farabi 1992, section 78, p. 58.
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Furthermore, the author explains that the creation that occurs through the
celestial bodies’ imagination is different than the one that results from their motion:

7#% and: “wa gad

“kamma anna harakataha takin sababan li-hudiath ashya’ ukhar...,
tatakhayyalu fa-tuhdithu shay’an la bi-tawassut al-harakah, aw ma'a tawassut al-
harakah.”®" The celestial bodies have, therefore, a dual demiurgic power that can be
expressed through motion or through imagination. The idea that the movements of
the heavenly bodies have a direct influence on sublunary beings harkens back to
Aristotle, according to whom the sun is an efficient cause that plays a crucial role in

sublunary generation.*”

Many subsequent thinkers, including al-Kind1 and al-Farabr,
generalize this principle and make all the planets efficient causes that act on the
sublunary world. But the claim that celestial imagination itself is a cause of
sublunary existence that operates in isolation from heavenly motion appears
unprecedented and testifies to the original reworking of cosmological ideas

achieved by the author of the Ta'ligat.

Even more surprising is the assertion made by the author that the
imagination of the heavenly bodies is a cause for the appearance and actualization
of “imaginables” (takhayyulat) in human souls.”® Hence, the heavenly bodies’
imagination can act on the human soul in addition to natural phenomena. One of
the implications of this theory is that it establishes a direct epistemological link
between human souls and heavenly souls, a link which is traditionally reserved in
Arabic philosophy to the Agent Intellect. Here it appears that the heavenly souls
have partially appropriated the role played by the Agent Intellect as an agent of
human thought, although the author does mention the Agent Intellect in another
passage on human noetics.* This important development suggests that the
psychology and epistemology developed by the author of the Ta'ligat depart in many

ways from standard aspects of Arabic Peripatetic teaching.

0 Al-Farabi 1992, section 78, p. 57.
1 Al-Farabi 1992, section 78, p. 58.
%2 See De generatione 11.10.

%3 Al-Farabi 1992, section 78, p. 57.
¥4 Al-Farabi 1992, section 78, p. 58.
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One cannot refrain from comparing the theory of imagination put forth in
the Ta'ligat to al-Farabi's theory of human imagination. It is well known that
imagination is an important faculty in al-Farabi’s epistemology, psychology, and
prophetology. Among other things, it is what enables the prophet to transform the
intelligibles and demonstrative knowledge in general into a metaphorical language
accessible to the masses. However, the differences between these theories seem
greater than their similarities. In al-Farabt’s philosophy, the Agent Intellect is the
only superlunary entity to act on human reflection; the other heavenly bodies are
not instrumental in this process. Moreover, the Agent Intellect is responsible for
transmitting intelligibles, not imaginables, to the human rational soul, and as a
corollary, imagination is a faculty developed only by humans. In that sense, what is
particularly compelling about the Ta'ligat is that it provides a link between human
and celestial imagination, arguing that the imagination of the celestial bodies is

directly responsible for the images in man’s mind.

This brief analysis shows that the theory of celestial intellection developed
in the Ta'ligat is significantly different than the one that can be found in the Ara’ and
Siyasah, or, for that matter, in the rest of al-FarabTs corpus. In particular, the
ascription of imagination to the heavenly bodies and the emphasis on its causative
power, and the primacy of potency over actuality are sufficient to undermine the
ascription of this treatise to al-Farabi. But the theories developed in the TaTigat are
only remotely reminiscent of Ibn Stna’s cosmology, despite the hypothesis, already
put forth by Michot, that this work could belong to the Avicennian corpus.™ Ibn
Sina also attributes imagination to the sphere-souls, but he does not ascribe the
demiurgic power of the celestial souls to their imaginative faculty explicitly, nor
does he connect celestial and human imagination in such a marked fashion. For this
reason, it would perhaps be precocious to attribute this version of the Ta'ligat to Tbn
Sina, since it could very well have been composed by one of his disciples or by a
later scholar influenced by his philosophy. Only future research will be able to settle

this question decisively.

85 Michot 1982.
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11. INTELLECTION AND IMAGINATION IN THE ‘UYUN

The status of the ‘Uyin, like that of the Ta'ligat, is very uncertain, and its ascription
to al-Farabi has been challenged by scholars.®® Although the translation and
reception of this treatise in the Medieval Latin context has been studied,”” there is
to my knowledge no existing in-depth treatment of its content. My aim in this
section is to help palliate this lack by discussing some of its crucial cosmological

themes.

That the author of the ‘Uyiin was interested in cosmology is reflected in his
protracted discussions of various cosmological subjects: the celestial bodies’
creation, nature, motion, and influence on the sublunary world are examined in
detail. It would not be an exaggeration to say that the ‘Uyian is essentially a
cosmological-metaphysical treatise, which also contains interesting digressions on

physical and psychological topics.

Like al-Farab1 and the author of the Ta'ligat, the author of the ‘Uyin takes it
for granted that the celestial bodies are ensouled beings that possess intellection as
their principal activity and rotate in a perfect circular motion. Moreover, in sections
7 and 8, the creation of the spheres is explained in much the same manner as in the
other treatises examined thus far: it is the intellection of the separate intellects that
causes the existence of the spheres and the other lower intellects.®”® It is notable,
however, that the author does not indicate the total number of separate intellects
and spheres; he claims not to be able to answer this question precisely, but only in a

general manner (‘ala tariq al-jumlah).””

Moreover, although his account of celestial
intellection is compatible with the emanationist model of the Ara’ and Siyasah, the

‘Uyiin does not display the standard emanationist vocabulary (fada, inbajasa, sudir)

¢ Goichon 1937, 226 ff.; Cruz Hernandez 1950-51; Alonso Alonso 1959; and more recently Lameer
1994, 23-25, take it to be a genuine Farabian work. Serra 1993, 51 rejects al-FarabT’s authorship and
ascribes it to Ibn SIna’s circle. Vallat 2004, 383, classifies it as a genuine work but remains skeptic.

87 Serra 1993.

8% Al-Farabi 1999a, 58-59.

¥ Al-Farabi 1999a, section 9, p. 59.
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found in Arabic Neoplatonizing texts, but uses the verb hasala/yahsulu throughout
the treatise to describe the creation or actualization of the spheres from the

separate intellects.

There are several other features in the ‘Uyiin that deserve attention. First, it
is notable that the separate intellects possess a twofold intellection, which is
described using Avicennian metaphysical terminology. The author writes:
“Multiplicity is produced in the first created being (al-mubda‘ al-awwal) accidentally
because it is possible of existence in itself and necessary of existence through the
One, because it knows its essence and it knows the One...”*° Again, in section 8, it is
said that “another intellect is produced by the first intellect as a result of its being
necessary of existence and cognizant of the One...and the first intellect in its being
possible of existence and cognizant of its own essence produces the first heaven
with its matter and form, which is its soul.”®" Although the vocabulary of “possible”
and “necessary of existence” is Avicennian, the fact that only one cause is
responsible for the form and matter of the spheres differs from Ibn Sina’s
cosmology. On the other hand, it corresponds to al-Farabi’s account in the Ara’ and
Siyasah, where by thinking the One, the first intellect produces the second intellect,
and by thinking its own essence, it produces both the immaterial and corporeal

2 Moreover, like al-FarabT's treatises, the ‘Uyiin

components of the first heaven.
explains that the twofold intellection of the separate intellects results in their

having multiplicity (kathrah), albeit by accident (bi-al-‘arad).*

Second, the ‘Uyin provides interesting information on the nature of the
sphere-souls’ cognitive faculties. In the first place, the celestial bodies are said to
have knowledge of both universals and particulars: wa li-ajram al-samawat ma‘lamat
kulliyyah wa ma‘limat juz'iyyah...** It is then specified that this dual knowledge entails

that the celestial bodies undergo a kind of change or transition (intigal), since they

% Al-Farabi 1999a, section 7, p. 58, my translation.
%1 Al-Farabi 1999a, section 8, p. 59, my translation.
862 Al-Farabi 1985a, 100-101.

83 Al-Farabi 1999a, 58.

%4 Al-Farabi 1999a, section 10, p. 59.
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must pass from one cognitive state to another, from the particular to the universal
or more likely from one particular object to another. This transition occurs through
imagination (‘ala sabil al-takhayyul).*® Furthermore, this intellectual imagination
produces a corporeal imagination (al-takhayyul al-jismani),”® which is defined as the
cause of celestial motion, which is itself a cause of sublunary change. These ideas are

quite original and find no parallel in the other texts analyzed thus far.

Section 10 of the ‘Uyiin, which contains most of the information on the
sphere-souls’ knowledge, is very condensed and laconic, and leaves many questions
unanswered. For example, the mention of a transition (intigal) in the intellection of
the celestial bodies is problematic, because it would imply potency, a fact that is not
accounted for by the author. Moreover, knowledge of particulars suggests a
discursive mode of thought, whereas knowledge of universals could be non-
discursive. No clarifications are given concerning this point either. It will be
remembered that the author of the TaTigat addresses these issues expressly and
defines the celestial bodies’ thought as discursive and potential.**” Since the ‘Uyun
attributes particular objects of thought to the celestial bodies, one assumes that

their intellection is also discursive and affected by potentiality.

Moreover, no precise information is given in the ‘Uyin concerning the
universal objects intellected by the sphere-souls. Although these may be the
separate intellects or God Himself, they could just as well be the universal principles
of sciences or Platonic ideas like ‘human’ or ‘horse.” The ‘Uyiin’s lack of precision on
this question differs greatly from al-Farab1’s and Ibn Sina’s accounts, which identify
the objects of the sphere-souls’ intellection precisely. It also deviates from the

11868

Ta'ligat, which specifies that “the spheres and planets intelligize the First...

%5 Al-Farabi 1999a, section 10, p. 59.
%6 Al-Farabi 1999a, section 10, p. 60.
87 Al-Farabi 1992, section 27, 47
88 Al-Farabi 1992, section 56, 52.
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From the overview provided above, one may conclude that the ‘Uyin and
Ta'ligat share several features but also develop unique theories. For example, like the
Ta'ligat, the ‘Uyiin ascribes imagination to the sphere-souls. In the ‘Uyiin, however,
this imagination is not described so much as a faculty that can be clearly
distinguished from rational thought, as a process of transition between two
cognitive states; it is the means (tarig) between two kinds of rational thought, the
universal and particular. Imagination fulfills no such function in the TaTigat,
although the assertion that “the spheres think these things [particulars?] and then
imagine them”®” definitely indicates a change or transition as well. In any case, the
Ta'ligat distinguishes imagination from intellection and presents them as two
different faculties. Moreover, the theory of imagination as a demiurgic power,
which is fully developed in the Ta'ligat, finds no counterpart in the ‘Uyin. Whereas
the Ta'igat stresses the direct impact of celestial imagination on sublunary things
and on human thought, the ‘Uyiin presents this imagination as an indirect cause of

sublunary change that operates through the mediation of celestial motion.

The conclusion, then, is that although the cosmological material in the
Ta'ligat and the ‘Uyiin overlaps to a certain extent, these treatises present two
different cosmologies. They possess common themes, such as imagination, but also
substantial differences that point to a different authorship. Moreover, their content
is closer to Ibn Sma’s cosmology than to that of al-Farabi. From a cosmological
perspective and on doctrinal grounds, they cannot be attributed to the second
master. This being said, a closer examination between these works and Ibn Sina’s
cosmology is required in order to settle the question of their authorship in a

definitive manner.

89 Al-Farabi 1992, section 55, 56.
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12. CONCLUSION

The foregoing analysis has shed light on the sources and function of al-Farabt’s
celestial noetics. It complements the work already achieved by Davidson on some
aspects of the falasifah’s cosmology. Unlike Davidson, however, who presents
Alexander’s and Themistius’ commentaries on the De anima as the most important
sources to understand al-Farabt's and Ibn Sina’s celestial noetics, I believe that it is
the Neoplatonica arabica, and especially the Proclus arabus, which represents the main
source for these thinkers’ doctrines of celestial intellection.””® While heavily
dependent on the Neoplatonica arabica, al-Farabi’s theories were adapted to fit his
cosmological model, which is in essence a fusion of Book Lambda and Ptolemaic
astronomy. Using these texts, al-Farab1 applies to each intellect and soul in his
cosmology some of the characteristics of the Neoplatonic doctrine of intellect and,
more precisely, some of Proclus’ ideas on the secondary intelligible beings as
expressed in the Elements of Theology. I have tried to show how al-Farabi creatively
adapted and transformed the material he found in the Greco-Arabic sources, and
how these concepts acquired a new meaning in his cosmology as a result of their
association with other theories. The interconnections between these various

elements will be further studied in the chapter on celestial motion.

¥7° This difference can be explained once again by the fact that Davidson is primarily interested in the
genealogy and the development of the theory of the Agent Intellect from the Greek context to the
Arabic one. In this respect, he is certainly right to regard the commentaries of Alexander and
Themistius as key sources. The focus of my analysis, however, is mostly on the other nine separate
intellects (or thawani) and the sphere-souls.
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VI. CELESTIAL MOTION

1. GENERAL PRESENTATION

Any attempt to construct a viable cosmological system must include an account of
the causes of the celestial bodies’ movements. The theories of Plato in the Timaeus
and of the author of the Epinomis,”" Aristotle in the De caelo, Metaphysics, and
Meteorologica, and of Ptolemy in the Almagest and Planetary Hypotheses,”* presented
medieval philosophers and astronomers with a variety of cosmological ideas and
became the most influential models for celestial motion in the Middle Ages. The
popularity of some of these texts, such as the Metaphysics and the Planetary
Hypotheses, was partly due to their successful synthesis of astronomical theories and
physical and metaphysical principles. They could therefore provide a
comprehensive picture of the heavens and a clear explanation of the causes of

celestial phenomena.

Medieval cosmologists’ reception of these texts was nevertheless enriched
and mediated by the commentatorial tradition that flourished in the late-antique
period. During this time, many interpretations of celestial motion were developed,
some of which were basically a reworking of Aristotle’s or Plato’s theories, while
others appeared to present radically new solutions. Thus, celestial motion could be
caused by a natural inclination in the heavenly body, by matter, by soul, by will, and
even, according to Philoponus’ original idea, by a force or impetus that God

imparted to the universe at the instant of creation.

! This dialogue was most likely not composed by Plato, although it is often included in editions of
Plato’s complete works.

¥2 No edition of the entire Arabic version of the Planetary Hypotheses exists to this day. For my
research, 1 relied on the reproduction of some of the Arabic MSS. by Bernard Goldstein (Ptolemy
1967), the complete Spanish translation executed by José Garcia Blanco and Aurora Cano Ledesma
(Ptolemy 1987), and Régis Morelon’s French translation of Book One (Ptolemy 1993).
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These remarks help to situate Arabic cosmologists as the inheritors of a long
tradition of debate in this discipline. Al-Farabi and Ibn Sina had access not only to
Aristotle and Ptolemy, but also to Philoponus’ refutation of Aristotelian dynamics. In
the case of al-Farabi, it is even possible that he may have known some elements of
the Syriac tradition in cosmology due to his association with Nestorian translators

873

and philosophers, although this is unverifiable.””” As may be expected of someone
writing in the tenth century CE, that is, chronologically in-between Ptolemy and
mature expressions of the hay'a tradition (al-TasT, al-'Urdi), al-Farabi’s theory of
motion displays an interesting synthesis of astronomical and philosophical ideas. On
the one hand, he discusses themes that overlap with the science of mathematical
astronomy, such as the general and particular motions of the planets. On the other
hand, he also examines the physical and metaphysical implications of heavenly
motion, such as its causes and effects, the relation between circular motion and the
perfection of the heavenly bodies, motion and intellection, and differences in spatial
relation as a kind of deficiency. It is the fusion of these various elements derived
from a variety of philosophical and astronomical sources that makes al-Farabi's

cosmological system a perfect illustration of the cosmopolitanism of medieval

Islamic intellectual history.

Considering the richness of this philosophical background, it is disappointing
to realize that al-Farabi does not devote much space in his extant works to celestial
motion. It should be borne in mind, however, that the works in which extensive
analyses of this topic surely occurred, namely, his commentaries on the De caelo and
the Almagest, have not survived. This means that any reconstruction of al-Farabt’s
theories is based solely on the passages that can be gleaned from his extant works

and on a certain amount of conjecture.

7 Hugonnard-Roche (2007, 289-291) notes that Ptolemy, along with other Greek scientists, was
already studied by Syriac authors during the sixth to eighth centuries. The Syriac corpus contained
cosmological works like the De mundo and Alexander’s On the Principles of the Cosmos, the latter of
which was probably used by al-Farabi in its Arabic version. It is interesting that these works were
somehow attributed to Aristotle in the Syriac tradition. But al-Farabi surely knew the real author of
the Principles, since the name of Alexander appears explicitly at the beginning of the Arabic
translation.
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It is therefore understandable, albeit not quite correct, for Walzer in his
commentary on the Ard’ to argue that one of the characteristics of al-Farabi's
cosmology is that it does not provide a clear and comprehensive account of celestial

874

motion.” Again, this statement should be qualified in light of the fragmentary
nature of the Farabian corpus. Nevertheless, it is true that compared to
contemporary medieval astronomers, whose main concern was to make intelligible
the various trajectories of the planets in the firmament, al-Farabi is quite laconic on

the subject of motion in his extant philosophical works.

Two reasons may be given to account for this fact. First, al-Farabi surely
discussed the issue of celestial motion in depth in his commentary on the Almagest.
On the other hand, he might have considered that it was neither the function nor
the skopds of his philosophical treatises to address such a topic. As al-Farabi explains
in the Ihsa’, investigation into the variations of the heavenly bodies’ movements is
one of the main tasks of mathematical astronomy. But as we have seen, al-Farabr’s
cosmology extends beyond the astronomical discipline to embrace physics and
metaphysics as well. In his metaphysical treatises, al-Farabts approach to the
cosmos does not privilege an in-depth treatment of celestial motion, because he is
more concerned with other cosmological problems, such as substance, existence,
and intellection. And since the substance and existence of the heavenly spheres are
no doubt points of greater interest for al-Farabi than the question of motion, it is
understandable that he would have relegated the latter to a secondary place in his
philosophical treatises. Second, it is possible that al-Farabi did not have a complete
theory of celestial motion, or that he experienced difficulty in reconciling the
various and often contradictory theories of his predecessors, especially those of
Aristotle, Ptolemy, and Alexander of Aphrodisias. This would also explain why al-

Farabi would have been reluctant to discuss this topic in detail.

Despite all of this, Walzer’s claim is partially inaccurate. In many places in

the Ara’, al-Farabi does make brief but interesting comments on celestial motion,

874 Al-Farabi 1985a, 363.
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both on its cause and its nature.”” It is notable that none of these passages is
analyzed by Walzer in any depth, nor is there any mention in his commentary of
relevant sections from al-FarabT’s other works. What is striking therefore is not so
much al-FarabT’s lack of interest in this subject as Walzer’s reticence to discuss it.”*
Besides the Ard@’, interesting information also appears in the Siyasah, the Risalah fi al-
‘aql, the K. al-miisiqa, the ‘Uyin, and the Ta'ligat. There follows a detailed examination
of the celestial dynamics contained in these works and how these relate one to

another

%7 For example, al-Farabi 1985a, 116-117 and 125-133.

76 An example of this is his notes on Chapter 7, section 8-9, which focus on the motion of the
heavenly bodies. Walzer avoids analyzing the theories developed in these paragraphs (see al-Farabt
1985a, 377-378).
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2., TWO BASIC MOTIONS IN THE HEAVENS

According to al-Farabi, all the heavenly spheres are endowed with circular motion,
the most perfect type of motion.”” Each sphere (kurah) possesses at least two
different movements, except the outermost sphere, also called the first heaven (al-
sama’ al-uld) and the first body (aljism al-awwal), which possesses only one
movement.”® The motion of the first heaven is regular and has a period of
revolution that elapses in a day and a night. This regular circular motion is imparted
by the first sphere to all the other spheres below it, with the result that all the
heavenly spheres share a common circular movement from east to west.”” However,
the other spheres also have their own particular motions.* For example, the sphere
of the fixed stars (the second heavenly sphere after the first heaven), shares the
motion of the outermost sphere and also possesses a second motion proper to it, the
precession. As for the other seven planetary spheres below the sphere of the fixed
stars, they participate in the general motion of the first sphere, but in addition have
many other particular easterly motions that distinguish them. It is these particular
motions that explain the unique trajectories of the planets, the sun, and the moon in
the firmament. Finally, al-Farabi believes, like Aristotle,” that heavenly motion

gives the measure of time and that it is something eternal and constant.*

877 Al-Farabi 1969, 102-103; and al-Farabi 1985a, 124-125. 1 have already discussed the philosophical
implications that underlie such a view in the section on methodology. It is worthwhile reiterating
that the assumption of the perfection of the superlunary bodies entails that all heavenly motions be
circular despite their variations in velocity and direction.

#7% Al-Farabi 1985a, 118-119.

%72 Al-Farabi 1964, 55. The problem of explaining how this outermost sphere imparts motion to the
other spheres preoccupied the minds of many philosophers and astronomers: is it through direct
physical contact, through soul, or through a power that acts at a distance? Whatever the cause, this
ninth starless sphere was made responsible for the general westward motion of the entire heavens.
This idea, however, was not accepted by everyone, and Ibn Rushd and the Ikhwan al-Safa’, for
instance, rejected this ninth sphere and preferred to conceive of the heavens as a single animated
being moving with one motion (for a discussion of this issue in Arabic astronomy, see Ragep 1993,
409). Al-Farabi for his part uses the term quwwah to describe the action of the outermost sphere on
the other spheres without specifying the source from which this power derives. More will be said
about this concept shortly.

80 Al-Farabi 1985a, 128-129.

**! De caelo 1.9.279a15 and 11.4.287a24-27.

%2 Al-Farabi 1964, 34, 65. The eternity of the sphere-souls’ intellection, rather than their motion, is
stressed in the first passage, but the two concepts are intricately connected. And according to al-QiftT
(1903, 280), al-Farabi wrote a work entitled Kitab fi anna harakah al-falak sarmadiyyah. The idea that
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This basic account is indebted to Ptolemaic astronomy. The idea that the
heavens have two basic motions is developed in Chapter 1.8 of the Almagest, and it
was subsequently accepted as a fundamental tenet of Ptolemaic astronomy by many
Arabic and Latin authors.* According to Ptolemy, there is first the universal motion

)¥* from east to west in which all the spheres

(harakat al-kull or harakat al-kulliyyah
participate, and, second, there are other motions from west to east proper to the
planetary spheres. Moreover, as in al-Farabi’s account, the Almagest in VII.2-3
ascribes two motions to the sphere of the fixed stars, one being a motion from east

to west, the other a motion from west to east known as precession.

There is some ambiguity, however, as to what causes the universal westward
motion in Ptolemy’s model. In the Planetary Hypotheses, Ptolemy describes the

" which suggests that the universal

heavens as a cosmic animal (hayawan kulli),
motion may be regarded as a kind of power animating a single organism, analogous
to the motive power in animals. But as Saliba has pointed out, Ptolemy in the same
work posits the existence of a ninth sphere in order to account for the precession of
the sphere of the fixed stars. This ninth sphere is also presumably responsible for
imparting the universal motion to the other spheres.*® Al-Farabi, in contrast, never
compares the heavens to a single animal, and he believes that they are made of
several distinct and independent units or systems. For this reason, he makes the

power (quwwah) of the ninth outermost sphere responsible for transmitting the

daily westward motion to the lower spheres.

time issues from celestial motion also appears in the Jam‘ (al-Farabi 1960, 101 and al-Farabi 2001a,
154), which is otherwise known for its exposition of a creationist view.

%3 Al-Farghani, for instance, who came from the same region as al-Farabi, discusses the two heavenly
motions in his work entitled Jawami* ‘ilm al-nujim wa ustl al-harakat al-samawiyyah (see al-Farghani
1986, 15 ff. and 45 ff.). This work was quite influential in both the Arabic and Latin worlds and was
used as a handbook for centuries subsequent to the author’s death.

% Ptolemy 1987, 92; Ptolemy 1993, 18-19, 56-57.

% Ptolemy 1967, 36.

%¢ The ambiguous relation between the idea of a universal motion moving the heavens as a cosmic
animal and the ninth sphere is discussed in Ragep, 1993, vol. 2, 409; and Saliba 1994b, 118-121, and
note 19. It is unclear at this stage how Ptolemy viewed this issue; a systematic edition and analysis of
the Planetary Hypotheses is required to answer this question.
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Besides the general motion of the first sphere, which is transmitted to the
rest of the celestial spheres, al-Farabi believes like Ptolemy that each planet
possesses several motions that are proper to it and that can explain its particular
trajectory in the heavens. In the Ard’, for example, al-Farabi explains that while the
first heaven has one motion and the sphere of the fixed stars has two motions, the
third to ninth spheres possess “numerous different motions” (harakatuha kathirah
mukhtalifah).”” This view also appears in the Siydsah, where it is said that the

11888

celestial bodies revolve around the earth “with many kinds of motions,”** as well as

in a short passage of the K. al-musiga.™

Each celestial motion has its own velocity. This is justified by al-Farabi in two
ways.” First, he argues that each sphere possesses an essential motion that differs
from that of the other spheres and whose speed is fixed and does not change. Hence,
the speed of each sphere is essentially different to begin with and remains so for all
time. The second factor is the varying positions of the planets, which create
variations in the speed of the spheres. The idea of various celestial motions and
velocities plays an important role in al-Farabt’s cosmology, because it explains how
the influences coming from the heavens can be responsible for the diversity of
sublunary existents. The changing relations between the planets and spheres are
also, according to al-Farabi, the only accidents that affect the heavenly bodies and
make them “the first of the deficient existents.”®" However, al-Farabi stresses that it
is an insignificant accident that does not pertain to their substance. What is
noteworthy about al-Farabt's account of the variations in the speed of the spheres is

that it does not presuppose any metaphysical premise, such as will or intellect.

Although al-Farabi follows Ptolemy and contemporary Arabic astronomers in
positing two basic types of celestial motions, his views on the particular motions of

the planets are ambiguous and difficult to reconstruct. There is no explanation in

87 Al-Farabi 1982a, 69; and al-Farabi 1985a, 121.
888 Al-Farabi 1964, 55.

89 Al-Farabi 1960, 102.

8% Al-Farabi 1985a, 128-131.

81 Al-Farabi 1985a, 131.
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these texts as to how these different motions occur and what their causes are. To
say that each sphere has a motion that is essential and specific to it does not in any
way clarify the nature of its cause: is this cause mechanical or spiritual? Is it due to
desire (ishtiyaq), intellection (ta‘agqul), propensity or inclination (mayl), or matter
(maddah)? Or are these motions caused exclusively by eccentrics and epicycles? The
following section examines the relevant passages in al-Farabi’s works and attempts

to reconstruct the most accurate picture possible of his celestial kinematics.
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3. THE CAUSES OF CELESTIAL MOTION

3.1 Nature and Motion: An Impasse

I have already broached the issue of celestial nature in Chapter IIL.2 of this
dissertation. Here I wish to provide additional remarks about its relation to celestial
motion. Al-Farab states in the Ard’ that the heavenly bodies move “by their nature”
(bi-tabr'atiha)®* and that they “have a common nature [tabr'ah mushtarakah] through
which, by virtue of the motion of the first body, they all come to move round in a
circular motion in one day and one night, as a result of the motion of the first body
among them.” And he adds: “For this movement of what is below the First Heaven
is not brought about by compulsion, since it is impossible that there should be

anything in the heaven which takes place by compulsion.”**

Al-Farabi adopts in these passages a well-known ancient Greek cosmological
tenet according to which celestial motion is essentially harmonious and natural and
devoid of compulsion. Al-Farabi opposes motion ‘by nature’ to motion ‘by
compulsion,” limiting the latter concept to the sublunary world. This basic
opposition harkens back to Aristotle’s theory of the elements as exposed in De caelo
1.2-4, according to which the basic, primary elements all possess a natural motion
(such as the downward motion of earth and the upward motion of fire) and cannot
move in the opposite direction except through compulsion. Aristotle concludes De
caelo 1.2 by positing the existence of a fifth element, aether, which possesses circular

motion by nature.

In the late-antique exegetical tradition that developed in an attempt to
clarify and explain the works of Plato and Aristotle, there was much disagreement
as to what constitutes natural motion in the heavens and how it is caused. Celestial

motion could be interpreted in light of many different principles such as matter,

82 Al-Farabi 1985a, 105.
%3 Al-Farabi 1985a, 132-133, translated by Walzer, revised by me.
84 Al-Farabi 1985a, 132-133.
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inclination, or soul, depending on whether Aristotle or Plato was chosen as a model.
Furthermore, even within the Aristotelian corpus, the De caelo seemed to posit two
alternative models depending on whether one made aether (1.2-4) or soul (11.2) the
primary cause of motion. These contradictions were magnified when one
confronted the De caelo to the evidence contained in Physics VIII and Metaphysics
XIL.7-8, which argues that the heavens require an exterior source of motion.
Furthermore, the latter text also introduced the theory of several unmoved movers

moving the various spheres as final causes through love and contemplation.

The confusion that emerged as a result of these conflicting views is reflected
in the works of late-antique thinkers, who struggled to come up with a conciliatory
and harmonizing account of these various trends.” Philoponus, for example, held
different positions throughout his life and his conception of the nature of the
heavens evolved accordingly. As a young man, he conceived of heavenly motion as
being caused by both matter and soul, while later in his career he turned to a more
physical-theological account to explain the revolution of the heavens by developing
the impetus theory: it is the power invested in matter by God at the moment of
creation that is responsible for the motion of the spheres.” By contrast, Alexander
of Aphrodisias equated celestial nature with soul, so that he conceived of celestial
motion as being caused essentially by the will and desire of the heavenly souls.
Simplicius disagreed with Alexander, because he regarded nature as a potency to
suffer change, not to cause it, and therefore posited a distinction between nature
and soul, arguing that the heavenly bodies move as a result of their soul acting

through their nature.”

The previous remarks show the great semantic flexibility of the concept of

‘nature’ in an ancient cosmological setting and the diversity of opinions held by the

¥ The relation between nature, aether, soul, inclination, and other concepts in an ancient
cosmological context is very intricate, and I can only offer a glimpse here into its history. For further
information, see Sambursky 1962; Wildberg 1988; Sorabji 1988; Verrycken 1990b; and Pearson 1999.
Sorabji 2005, vol. 2, Chapter 1, especially 33-56, compiles some of the most relevant passages from the
primary sources.

%% See Wildberg 1988, 240 ff.; Pearson 1999,

7 Both views are exposed in Simplicius’ De caelo commentary (Simplicius 2004a, 380,1.30 ff.).
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commentators on the question of what constitutes natural motion in the heavens.*®
It is possible that this lack of uniformity in the commentatorial tradition impacted
negatively on al-Farabi, who does not define celestial nature in an adequate manner
in his personal treatises. In spite of this, however, a few important points can be

extracted from al-Farabi’s works.

To begin with, al-Farabi rarely ascribes a natural motion to celestial matter,
and when he does so, these passages always belong to his explanatory or apologetic
works on Aristotelian philosophy and never to his own autonomous treatises.
Perhaps the most striking example of this occurs in the Against Philoponus, a treatise
devoted to defending Aristotle’s theory of the elements, where the second teacher
states that “he [Aristotle] begins with that part of the world which, by its nature [bi-

tabi‘atihi], moves with a circular movement.”*”

Another similar statement appears in the Philosophy of Aristotle, where al-
Farabi explains that “he [Aristotle] investigated whether or not the principles that
move the bodies moving in a circular motion by nature are themselves bodies or
whether they are nonbodily essences that are, however, in a material and a body.”*”
Al-Farab1 was thus aware that Aristotle had endowed the celestial element with a
natural circular motion, but, surprisingly at first glance, he seems to have
completely neglected this idea in his later cosmological works. In fact, as we have
already seen in the chapters on matter and intellection, al-Farabi makes soul the
main principle of his cosmology in his later period, and it is likely as a result of this

that he neglects the correlation established in the De caelo between aether and

circular motion.

Furthermore, as we shall see shortly, al-Farabi makes the celestial souls the

proximate movers of the spheres and planets. Hence, it is possible that al-Farabi

%% For this reason, Wolfson’s (1929, 77-78) distinction between two types of accounts of celestial
motion in the medieval period, one based on soul, the other based on nature, appears artificial due to
the equivocity of the term ‘nature’ and the overlapping of these two concepts.

89 Al-Farabi 1967, 253-254.

% Al-Farabi 1969, 102-103, translated by Mahdi, emphasis mine.
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would agree with Alexander in construing celestial nature in a psychological
manner, that is, as being reducible to the celestial souls. Nevertheless, the passage
from the Ara’ quoted above mentions a nature that is shared by all the spheres and
which enables the universal motion imparted by the outermost sphere to occur.
This idea is not easy to reconcile with a psychological account of celestial nature,
since the power transmitted by the first sphere to the other spheres below it could
very well be of a mechanical kind, or it could be that the nature of the celestial
bodies in this case refers to a propensity they may have to follow this universal

motion.

Here it is worth pointing out that tabi'ah also had a more specific
astronomical meaning, which seems to correspond quite well to al-Farabi's
statement, namely, the idea of a simple, regular motion from east to west shared by

901

all the spheres.” As Ragep and Pingree explain, regularity or homogeneity appears

to have been the most important criterion in the astronomical tradition for

902

ascribing natural motion to the celestial bodies.””” Hence, Ptolemy in the Planetary
Hypotheses explains the regularity and harmony of the spheres’ motions by referring
to their tabi'ah.”” Al-FarabT's mention in the Ara’ of a “common nature [tabi'ah
mushtarakah]” of the spheres through which they follow the motion of the
outermost sphere may definitely be construed in this sense and could be based

directly on the Hypotheses.

Here too we are faced with the problem of understanding what Ptolemy
means by nature, since he accepts the existence of aether and in addition posits
planetary souls.® However, since tabi'ah is defined primarily by the regularity of the
celestial motions in an astronomical context regardless of whether soul is taken as a
cause of motion, and since Ptolemy mentions aether several times in the Planetary

Hypotheses, sometimes even explicitly in connection with the nature of the

! Pingree and Haq EI%.

%2 Pingree EI? and Ragep 1995, vol. 2, 380.

%% Ptolemy 1967, 36; Pingree EI%.

% See Pingree and Haq EI%, Sambursky 1962, 133 ff.,; Murschel 1995,
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** it is reasonable to conclude that Ptolemy made aether responsible for this

spheres,
natural celestial motion. As for al-Farabi, he says nothing about a special heavenly
element. Yet his use of the concept of nature in the astronomical section of his
treatise could stem from this astronomical tradition and signify simply the
harmonious, regular motion shared by the spheres, regardless of its ultimate

principle.

Unlike Ibn Sina, al-Farabi does not seem to distinguish clearly between
motion “by nature” (bi al-tab‘) and “natural motion” (harakah tabtiyyah) and only
uses the terms tabi'ah and tabi'7 in his works.” He may, however, have been aware of
the difference between the two concepts. This seems supported by his statement in
the Ithbat that celestial motion is “not natural” (ghayr tabtiyyah),”” a view which is
reiterated in the Da'awa when the author writes that “the motion of the celestial
body is spiritual, not natural” (wa inna harakatahu nafsaniyyah la tabiiyyah).® 1f these
two texts are authentic, then this would mean that motion ‘by nature’ (bi-al-tabt'ah),
the expression which appears in the Arad’, should be opposed to ‘natural motion’
(harakah tabtiyyah) when talking about the heavens.”” On the other hand, al-Farab1's
mention of nature in connection with celestial motion may serve simply to
emphasize the notion of cosmic harmony: every part of the universe obeys a divine
order or providence and fulfills the particular role that is assigned to it; nothing

occurs through compulsion or randomness.

%% Ptolemy 1967, 36, 11. 6-7.

% According to Ibn Sina in the Metaphysics of the K. al-shifa’, heavenly motion is not “natural” (tabi7)
but occurs “by nature” (bi-al-tab‘) (Ibn Sina 1983-86, 382, 383; Ibn Sina 2005, 308); Hasnawi 1984. For a
discussion of this distinction in al-TiisT's astronomy, see Ragep 1993, vol. 2, 380. The term tab" is
nevertheless used repeatedly by al-Farabi in other contexts in the Ard’; see Walzer’s comments in al-
Farabi 1985a, 393-394.

*%7 Al-Farabi 19994, 6.

%% Al-Farabi 1930, 7. This text, however, shows greater similarities to Ibn Sind’s doctrine and should
probably be attributed to his circle.

% This, however, seems unlikely, since the usual opposition is between bi-al-tab‘ and tabiT. Moreover,
al-Farabl nowhere explicitly articulates this distinction in his corpus. Finally, the authenticity of the
Ithbat still has to be established. For all of these reasons, it seems more reasonable to credit Ibn Sina
with this distinction.
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Overall, al-Farabi’s mention of a celestial ‘nature’ (tabi'ah) is of very little
help to understand the causes of celestial motion.”™ The only thing that may be
established with some certainty is that al-Farabi believes heavenly motion takes
place ‘by nature’ as opposed to ‘by compulsion.” But what is meant by the concept of
‘nature’ in this context is not clear. Is it to be equated with a celestial power, an
inclination inherent in the celestial bodies, or a psychological principle? Moreover,

does the first heaven move by virtue of an exterior agent or on its own?

3.2 Quwwah

Quwwah is another concept that al-Farabi mentions in connection with celestial
motion, and one which is not properly defined in his works. To my knowledge, it
appears only twice in al-FarabT’s writings in relation to the motion of the celestial
bodies: in the K. al-‘ibarah and in the Siyasah.”'' Both occurrences will be examined

below.

Like the concept of nature (@voig), quwwah (d0vapig in Greek) has a rich
history in ancient philosophy. Plato mentions the “powers” of the celestial bodies
on numerous occasions in his works, as does the author of the Epinomis.”** In
Ptolemy’s Planetary Hypotheses, which may have been influenced by the Platonic
tradition in this regard, power (quwwah in the Arabic) refers to the planets’ ability to
rotate in circles. According to Murschel, Ptolemy’s quwwah should be associated
with the psychological faculty of the planets, although it does not necessarily

913

involve any intellectual activity.”” Quwwah is also a central philosophical concept in

the Greek and Arabic Aristotle, where it may be translated as ‘potency, ‘ability,” or
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If we accept the above hypothesis that al-Farabr’s use of tabrah in the Ard’ passage may be
informed by the astronomical tradition, then it is not surprising that it says nothing about the
ultimate causes of celestial motion; on this point in the hay’a tradition, see Ragep 1995, vol. 1, 45-46,
and vol. 2, 380.

It Al-Farabi 1981, 94,10; and al-Farabi 1964, 55. Al-Farabi also uses quwwah frequently in his
discussion of the human soul. In this context, quwwah means faculty, as in al-quwwah al-natigah, the
rational faculty.

*12 See for instance Timaeus 38D; Epinomis 986B-C.

° Murschel 1995, 38-39.
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‘power’ depending on the context. More specifically, however, quwwah appears in
Aristotle’s discussion of the Unmoved Mover in the Physics and Metaphysics, where it
serves to designate the continuous power and actuality of God.”* Finally, it is also
used by the author of the Mahd al-khayr in connection with the various activities of
soul, and in the Theology to signify the power emanated from the soul onto the world
of nature.”” Although al-Farabi may have derived the notion of quwwah from any of
these sources, the astronomical context in which he uses this term establishes a
connection with the Physics and Metaphysics on the one hand and Ptolemy’s Planetary

Hypotheses on the other.

In al-Farabt's cosmology, it is clear that quwwah does not mean potency in
the sense of possibility, but power.”* It is a ‘power’ or ‘ability’ for only one type of
activity in which the spheres are continuously engaged, namely, circular motion.””’
Unlike sublunary bodies, whose quwwah embraces the opposites of action and
inaction, the heavenly bodies” power is only for action. In his K. al-‘ibarah, al-Farab1
writes: “There is another kind of power [quwwah], namely, readiness for one of the
opposites alone, such as the power of circular motion, which is in the heavenly
bodies.”*® As al-TahanawT’s Istilahat al-ulim al-islamiyyah reveals, this meaning of
quwwah as power and its association with the continuous circular motion of the

heavens were widespread in the Arabic cosmological tradition.’”

°* Endress 2002, 23. The relevant passages in Aristotle are: Physics I11.5, VIIL6 and 10, and Metaphysics
XII.7.1073a3-11.

1> See section V.3.2 of this dissertation; Lewis 1959, 77; and the Theology in D’Ancona 2003, 250.

°1% That the spheres are free of potency in the sense of possibility is made clear when al-Farabi,
referring to Aristotle’s view, writes that “as regards agents, possibility is in such agents as—unlike
the heavenly bodies, which perform an action of permanent motion—are not in action permanently”
(al-Farabt 1981, 93,24). It would seem, then, that al-Farabi distinguishes between a possibility of
action, which the heavenly bodies lack, and a possibility of existence, which the heavenly bodies
have in virtue of their causes, i.e., the separate intellects.

°' Tbn Sina also discusses quwwah in his cosmology (Ibn Sina 2005, Book 9, Chapter 2, passim). In Ibn
Sina’s system of celestial dynamics, quwwah is connected with inclination (mayl) and intention
(ma'na). “Power,” says Ibn Sina, “imparts motion only through the mediation of inclination.
Inclination is the idea [ma'na] sensed in the mobile body” (Ibn Sina 2005, 308,20-21). Anawati
translates quwwah as “puissance” in the French version of the Shifa’.

°1® Al-Farabi 1981, 94,10, translated by Zimmermann.

°1 See the article on quwwah by de Boer in EI% Al-Tahanawi gives an almost identical description of
how quwwah relates to celestial motion, but in addition he calls it the “origin of an act” (mabda’ al-fi),
and also a “cause” (sabab).
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But what exactly is the function of quwwah in al-Farab1’s cosmology? In order
to answer this question, we must look at the other instance in which al-Farabi
mentions this term. In the Siyasah he writes: “All [the celestial bodies] are connected
to the power [quwwah] of the first heaven, which is one, and consequently they all
move by virtue of the motion of the first heaven. They have other powers [quwwad]
by virtue of which they are distinct from one another and by virtue of which their

motions differ.”**

The first appearance of the term quwwah in this passage expresses a force or
impetus that is transmitted by the first heaven to the other spheres below it. This
power should not necessarily be construed as a psychological one and may simply
be regarded as a mechanical force transmitted as a result of the proximity of the
spheres. The problem is that, as we shall see shortly, al-Farabi considers soul the
main principle of celestial motion; so that there is the possibility that quwwah
should be interpreted in relation to soul, and more particularly to the souls of the
planets. It is perhaps in this manner that the second reference to the quwwa of the
celestial bodies should be construed, since in this case it is more difficult to explain
this power in purely mechanical terms. Al-Farabi states that the planets have “other
powers” which belong to them and are responsible for their particular motions, and
it is possible in this case that these powers are produced as a result of the

contemplation of each celestial soul.

The Planetary Hypotheses mentions the ‘power’ of the planets on several
occasions.””" Ptolemy presents it as a vital force or psychological faculty associated
with the celestial bodies, which are described as animated, living beings. As A.
Murschel writes, “Ptolemy also claims that the celestial bodies maintain a faculty
(quwwa) which may be compared to the human faculties of vision and intelligence,

but his use of such a comparison does not imply that he believed that the planets

20 Al-Farabi 1964, 55.
2! Ptolemy 1987, 92, 98-99, 103.
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have the ability to see or perform some mental function.””” Nevertheless, as we
shall see shortly, al-Farabi and Ibn Sina likely interpreted this power in connection
with soul and its intellective activity, an interpretation that would have seemed all
the more natural to them since Ptolemy himself asserts the ensoulment of the
spheres.”” However, since al-Farabi does not provide more information, it is unclear
at this point whether quwwah should be interpreted as a power emanating from the
celestial soul, a disposition in the celestial body as a whole, or simply a mechanical

force transmitted from one sphere to another, although I favour the first option.

3.3 Intellection as a Cause of Motion: the Ard@’, the Siydsah, and the Risalah fi
al-‘aql

Given that al-Farabi does not develop an elaborate theory of celestial matter and
that he nowhere establishes a correlation between matter and motion in the
heavens, it is not surprising that celestial matter is not presented as being the main
cause of motion of the heavenly bodies. In other words, when al-Farab1 writes that
the spheres move “by their nature,” it is unlikely that he is thinking of a physical
principle or a special heavenly element that would possess an inherent circular
motion. In that sense, he departs from Aristotle’s De caelo I. 2-4 as it was interpreted

by many Greek and Arabic philosophers.

In contradistinction to the correlation made in the De caelo between aether
and circular motion, Plato’s Laws and Timaeus, the Epinomis, and Aristotle’s
Metaphysics (assuming here that the spheres of Lambda 7 and 8 are ensouled)
develop a different interpretation of celestial dynamics, which makes soul the main
cause of heavenly motion. This psychological theory, which was later adopted and
developed by many thinkers such as Alexander of Aphrodisias, Themistius,

Simplicius, and Proclus, and which influenced Ptolemy in the Planetary Hypotheses,

**2 Murschel 1995, 38.

2 Ptolemy holds that “the planets are ensouled (mutanaffisa) and are moved with a voluntary
motion” (Murschel 1995, 39). What kind of psychological functions the spheres have according to
Ptolemy is nevertheless unclear and requires more detailed research.



343

emphasizes the activity of the heavenly souls as movers of the spheres, either

through desire, will, intellection, power, or a combination of these concepts.”*

The few relevant passages that can be gleaned from al-Farabt’s works show
that he belongs partially to this ‘psychological’ trend, which makes soul the main
cause of celestial motion.”” In the Siyasah, he writes that the celestial bodies “move
in circular fashion by virtue of their [souls]” (wa ‘anha tataharraku dawran).””® The
exact process through which motion occurs is not further described by al-Farabi in
this passage, and the reader may wonder at the role that the sphere-souls and
separate intellects play respectively. Moreover, it is notable that this is the only
piece of evidence in the “emanationist” works that explicitly connects heavenly soul

and motion.

The Ithbat provides much more information on this topic. This short treatise
is designed to provide proofs for the existence of the immaterial, metaphysical
beings. Al-Farabi begins by discussing the existence of God and the separate
intellects, and then lists three proofs for the existence of the celestial souls (al-nufis
al-samd’iyyah) based on motion.”” The first one argues that natural motion (al-
harakah al-tabi‘iyyah) occurs only when a thing is in a non-natural state and seeks to
return to its natural state, which is rest. But rest does not apply to the heavens,
whose motion therefore cannot be natural. The second proof affirms that a body’s
natural motion seeks a place according to the shortest and most direct path, which
is necessarily rectilinear. The heavens, in contrast, always move in circles. The third
argument opposes the mechanical motion of the natural elements that can never
avoid their goal with the free, volitional motion of the heavens. Al-Farab1 concludes
by saying that circular motion is “not natural, but arises from soul and choice” (fa-

hiya idhan ghayr tabtiyyah fa-hiya nafsaniyyah ikhtiyariyyah).

2 Sambursky 1962, 142-146; Sorabji 2005, vol. 2, 344-346,

%% Davidson 1992, 44-45, who limits his study to al-Farabi's Ara’ and Siyasah, had already noted that
both al-Farabi and Ibn Sina make soul the main cause of celestial motion.

%6 Al-Farabi 1964, 34.

°?” Al-Farabi 1999d, 6.
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It is notable that al-Farabi's proofs are mostly negative. He does not
positively show that the celestial souls must exist, but rather infers this from the
impossibility of conceiving of celestial motion as a natural phenomenon. If celestial
motion is not natural, then it must be psychological. Regardless of the philosophical
value of these arguments, they reveal al-FarabT’s belief in the ensoulment of the
spheres and in the spiritual cause of celestial motion. In addition, the Ithbat is the

only text that explicitly mentions the choice (ikhtiyar) of the heavenly bodies.

So far I have discussed the role of the sphere-souls in motion, but what about
the separate intellects? The Risalah f7 al-‘aql sheds light on this question, although it
is far from offering a systematic treatment of it. Toward the end of the treatise,
which is primarily devoted to a discussion of the various definitions of ‘intellect’
elaborated by philosophers and theologians, al-Farabi reveals his adherence to

Aristotle’s theory of the unmoved movers. He writes:

Every celestial body is set in motion only by a mover [muharrik] that is neither a body nor in
a body in any way. [This mover] is the cause of [the celestial body’s] existence, inasmuch as
it is that by virtue of which [the celestial body] is a substance, but its level, in terms of the
existence that is [the celestial body’s] substance, is the same as that body. The mover of the

more perfect of [the celestial bodies] is the more perfect in terms of existence, and the more

perfect in terms of existence is the mover of the first heaven.”®

Al-Farabi then goes on to identify the movers with the separate intellects:
“Now, since the mover of the first heaven is neither matter nor in matter, it
necessarily follows that it is an intellect in its substance...”*” Al-Farabi’s priority in
this entire passage is noetics and ontology rather than motion per se; he expounds
on the ontological and intellective role of the separate intellects but says little about
their being causes of motion. Nevertheless, al-FarabTs identification of each

separate intellect (‘agl) as a mover (muharrik) of a celestial sphere is important

28 Al-Farabi 1938, 34; translated in McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 77.
2 Al-Farabi 1938, 34; translated in McGinnis and Reisman 2007, 77.
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because it proves his reliance on Aristotle’s theory of unmoved movers in Book

Lambda.

In contrast to the Risalah fT al-‘agl, the description of the relation between the
spheres and the separate intellects in the Ara’ and the Siyasah is limited to ontology
and intellection. But these works do not contradict the Risalah. It is even possible to
apply to them the theory of motion that one finds in the latter text and thus to
define the separate intellects as unmoved movers. Nevertheless, the Risalah is
crucial in that it represents the only instance in the Farabian corpus where al-Farab1
uses the term muharrik to describe the separate intellects, thereby explicitly

revealing his belief in the existence of several separate unmoved movers.

Yet the main principle of celestial motion is not explained in the Risalah. As
have just noted, this is probably due to the fact that it is a treatise on intellect and
intellection, not on cosmology and natural philosophy. Al-Farabi introduces the
separate intellects and the heavenly bodies in his discussion merely to explain their
ontological relation. However, by combining the various hints in the Ara’, the
Siyasah, and the Risalah, all of which are compatible, it is possible to reconstruct the
following kinematic model: each celestial body possesses a rational soul (Ara’;
Siyasah), which enables it to contemplate entities exterior to it in addition to its own
essence (Ara’; Siyasah). Since the separate intellects are described as separate movers
of the spheres (Risalah), and since they are contemplated by the sphere-souls (Ara%
Siyasah), one may conclude that they act as final causes of motion for the spheres by
being an object of thought. Furthermore, since the First Cause (God) is also
contemplated by the sphere-souls and is described as an object of desire and love

(Ara’; Siyasah), it also acts as a final cause of motion for the celestial spheres.

More should be said about this last point. In the Ara’ al-Farabi mentions the
“love” (‘ishq) that the heavenly bodies share with the thawani for the One.”” In

another passage, God is described as the “first object of love and the first object of

% Al-Farabi 1985a, 122-123.
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affection” of the separate intellects.””! In a similar vein, the Siyasah presents God as
the “First Beloved” (al-mahbiab al-awwal) and the “First Desired” (al-ma‘shiig al-
awwal).”* Although al-Farabi does not connect desire, intellection, and motion
explicitly in his works, one may easily and justifiably make the link between these
various concepts. In this picture, God and the separate intellects are constantly
contemplated and desired by the sphere-souls and act as unmoved movers and final

causes of motion. As a result, the heavens engage in eternal circular motion.

We can conclude, then, that it is primarily the intellection of the sphere-
souls that is responsible for the revolutions of the spheres, and more precisely, their
intellection of the First Cause and the separate intellects, which act as final causes of
motion. Although al-Farab1 does not describe this intellective process in detail, the
various elements he provides in his corpus enable one to reconstruct a fairly
convincing picture of his celestial kinematics. This picture is strengthened by the
fact that al-Farabi does not ascribe matter, inclination, and imagination to the
spheres, which are other potential causes of motion in the Greco-Arabic tradition.
Conversely, he stresses their purely intellectual nature and defines their main
activity as intellection. This makes intellection the principal cause of celestial

motion.
3.4 Al-Farabi and the Arabic Versions of Book Lambda on Motion
We know that al-Farabi had access to Book Lambda of the Metaphysics, the Physics,

and the De caelo, and thus that he was in possession of the principal Aristotelian

texts dealing with celestial motion. As I have already stressed, al-Farabi, unlike

! Al-Farabi 1985a, 119.

%2 Al-Farabi 1964, 52. In spite of these statements, al-Farabi does not develop the concepts of
imitation (iqtida’) and assimilation (tashabbuh), which play an important role in the systems of many
Greek and Arabic thinkers. For example, Alexander mentions them several times in the Mabadi’
(Alexander 2001, 54-55, 70-71). Abid Sulayman al-Sijistani in his treatise on the celestial bodies
explains that the souls of the planets desire (yatashawwaqu) the virtues (fada’il) of the higher principle
and “move the celestial bodies through will in order to imitate the First Cause...” (...tuharrikuha bi-al-
iradah li-al-tashabbuh bi-al-‘illah al-uld...) (al-Sijistant 1974a, 370; 1974b, 374-375).
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Aristotle and many other Greek and Arabic thinkers, does not correlate celestial
matter and celestial motion. Moreover, despite the ambiguity in the De caelo as to
whether the movement of the spheres is caused by aether or soul, al-Farabi does not
hesitate to make soul the main cause of celestial motion. In his cosmology, the
concept of soul plays a central role not only in his ontology but in his theories of
motion as well. One must conclude, then, that the De caelo had very little influence
on al-FarabTs understanding of Aristotelian celestial kinematics and in the

elaboration of his own cosmology.

This is definitely not the case of the Arabic version of Book Lambda, which
may be seen as one of the foundational texts of al-Farab1’s cosmological system, be it
only for the fact that it develops a theory of motion on the basis of heavenly
intellection and desire and that it posits separate unmoved movers in addition to
the First Unmoved Mover, two key features that are found in al-Farab1s model as
well. The challenge, however, is to assess the degree of resemblance between al-
FarabT's theories and those that appear in the Arabic Aristotle. I have already shown
previously in section I11.4 that the theory of several separate movers is conveyed in
the Arabic translations, and that in addition al-Farabi probably relied on
commentatorial works such as Simplicius’ commentary on the De caelo and
Alexander’s Mabadi’, which may also defend this doctrine. However, to what extent

is al-Farab1’s theory of motion as intellection foreshadowed in these works?

The theory that motion is caused by desire and intellection is explicitly
articulated in Abt Bishr Matta’s and Ustath’s Arabic translations of Lambda. In
Textus 36, one reads that the First Unmoved Mover “imparts motion in the same
way as the object of desire and the intelligible which is not moved; the first of these

are the same™”; and in Textus 37, that “the principle [of motion] is intellectual

3 Tbn Rushd 1984b, 148.
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representation...” and that “it [the Unmoved Mover] imparts motion as object of

love...”.”**

One finds in the other translation of Book Lambda published by Badawi some
departures from the original Greek, which are even more pertinent to the problem
at hand. For example, whereas the Greek text makes a general statement about the
identity of the objects of desire and the objects of thought at XI1.7.1072a26-28, the
Arabic has: “The principle of love is only that which is contemplated from the First
Cause” (wa ibtida’ al-‘ishq innama huwa ma yu'qal min ‘illah al-ala),” thus explicitly
identifying the first intelligible with God, as well as love with intellection. Equally
significant is the sentence immediately following: “The motion of each intellect is
[derived] from the contemplated thing...” (fa-kull ‘agl faharakatuhu min al-shay’ al-
ma‘qul...). This passage, which finds no parallel in the original Greek, is important
insofar as it establishes a direct connection between intellection and motion.
Although it is not clear which intellect is referred to here, it is easy to imagine that
medieval thinkers could construe this passage as applying to the intellects of the
spheres. This excerpt may be compared to the Textus 37 in Ibn Rushd’s Tafsir and
especially to the statement that “the principle [of motion] is intellectual
representation,” although it departs more drastically from the Greek and states in

an even more forceful manner the kinematic implications of intellection.

All in all, then, the Arabic versions of Lambda that have come down to us can
account for some of the essential features of al-FarabT’s celestial dynamics. Not only
do they mention the existence of separate unmoved movers, but they also present
intellection as the principal cause of motion. God and potentially the other separate
intellects stand as objects of desire and intellection for the sphere-souls. The

translation of AbG Bishr Matta and the one in Badawi both establish a direct
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Ibn Rushd 1984b, 151. That the principle that is “intellectual representation” is a principle of
motion is stressed by Ibn Rushd in his commentary on the same page: “...the principle of this motion
in the celestial body is intellectual representation. He [Aristotle] says that to make it known that the
principle of this motion is not imagination, nor sense-perception, but intellectual representation and
the desire moving this body locally comes from the intellectual representation.”

% Badawl 1947, 5.
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connection between celestial motion and intellection, which is less forcefully
conveyed in the Greek original. It is possible that these passages provided an
impetus for al-Farab1’s own theory of intellection as a cause of motion, a theory that
he could have refined using some of the Neoplatonic sources he had access to,
especially Proclus and Simplicius, who also explain the motions of the celestial
bodies in terms of soul. However, other aspects of al-FarabT’s doctrine, such as the
radical distinction between sphere-souls and separate intellects, and the presence of
only ten separate intellects, are not explicitly articulated in the Arabic versions of

Book Lambda.

There is, moreover, a very important astronomical-metaphysical difference
between Book Lambda and al-Farabi's account. In Aristotle’s cosmovision, the
outermost sphere, i.e., the sphere of the fixed stars, is moved by the First Unmoved
Mover, that is, God, who stands at the apex of the hierarchy of movers. In Lambda
7.1072a22-24, Aristotle singles out this outermost sphere as the first thing moved,
which then presumably communicates its motion to the other lower spheres. In
contrast, in al-Farabr's cosmology, the outermost starless sphere has the first
separate intellect as mover. This means that no special relation is established
between God and the outermost sphere in the manner achieved by Aristotle in Book
Lambda. In al-Farab’s system, God may be said to move all the spheres and hence
the entire heavens by acting as a beloved, a final cause, which is eternally

contemplated and taken as model by the sphere-souls.

It should be noted, however, that the idea that God is the mover of the
heavens as a whole is difficult to reconcile with al-FarabT’s statement in the Siyasah
to the effect that the outermost sphere transmits a power (quwwah) to the other
lower spheres. The problem is that if all the planetary spheres contemplate God,
then it seems useless to posit a transmission of power from the outermost sphere to
the other spheres in order to explain the regular diurnal motion of the heavens.
This might just as well be explained by the common notion that the spheres have of

the First Cause. However, as I will try to explain below, it is possible that al-Farabr,
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and later Tbn Sina, combined the theory of contemplation derived from Book
Lambda with a theory of emanating celestial powers and that both have a role to

play in their kinematics.

To conclude, one may agree with Walzer’s statement according to which God
in al-FarabT’s system is not described as the First Unmoved Mover, if by this is
understood the fact that God is not responsible for moving the outermost sphere
specifically.” However, al-Farabi does state that the sphere-souls have God as an
object of thought and love, and since the contemplation of the first principle and
the secondary intellects is presented as the main cause of celestial motion, then God
must also act as a final cause of motion for the entire heaven in this model. In this

regard God is the First Unmoved Mover, and Walzer’s claim does not hold.

3.5 Quwwah, Intellection, and the Particular Motions of the Planets

The sources and concepts discussed up to this point can explain al-Farabt's belief
that soul and intellect are the basic principles underlying the motion of the heavens,
but they leave unanswered the question of exactly how the particular motions of
the planets occur. Since al-Farabi does not posit one separate intellect per sphere
and per motion, as Aristotle does, how is a plurality of motion justified? This
problem is compounded by the ambiguity of al-Farabt’s description of the sphere-
souls: does each component within a system (planet, eccentric, etc) possess a
distinct soul, or is the planet the only celestial body to be ensouled? Alternatively, is
the celestial soul diffused throughout the entire system? In most instances, al-Farabi
mentions the “souls of the celestial bodies” (anfus al-ajsam al-samawiyyah) without
providing further details. Finally, what is the relation between the celestial powers
(quwwa) and motion, a point about which al-Farabi says almost nothing? Hence, the
existing evidence in al-FarabT's corpus concerning the particular motions of the

planets appears to be very limited and undermined by several difficult questions.

% Walzer stresses this point twice in his commentary; see al-Farabi 1985a, 352, 363.
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In spite of this, it is possible to formulate an interpretation of this issue by
taking as a starting-point a passage in Ibn Sina’s Shifa’, which has already been
mentioned in Chapter III, but which should also be examined here due to its
importance. When addressing the question of celestial motion, Ibn Sina considers
two possibilities: either each sphere, including the subordinate ones, possesses its
own autonomous motion, in which case one must posit, like Aristotle, one separate
intellect per sphere and per motion with a total of 55 unmoved movers; or one
posits that the planet is responsible for the motion of the subordinate spheres, in
which case the number of separate intellects can be limited to ten. As Ibn Sina

writes:

If, in the case of the planetary orbs [aflak al-mutahayyirah], the principle [mabda’] of the
movement of the spheres [kurat] of each planet therein is a power [quwwah] emanating
[tafidu] from the planets, then it would not be unlikely that the separate intellects would
have the same number as the number of these planets—not the spheres—and their number
would be ten, after the First. Of these, the first would be the unmoved mover that moves the
sphere of the outermost body, then the one similar to it [that moves] the sphere of the fixed
stars, then the one that is like it [that moves] the sphere of Saturn, and so on, terminating in
the intellect that emanates on us [i.e., the Agent Intellect]. If, however, this is not the case,
but each moving sphere has a rule governing its own motion and every planet, then these
separate [intellects] would be of a greater number. It would follow, according to the doctrine
of the First Teacher, that there would be something close to fifty and over, the last being the
active intellect. But you have known, from what we have said in the Mathematics, what we

. . .. . 937
have attained in ascertaining their number.

In this important passage, Ibn Sina explains how the plurality and specificity
of the planetary motions is possible even if one posits only ten separate intellects,
that is, one separate intellect per main sphere (excluding the Agent Intellect). In
this picture, the main cause of motion appears to consist of the power (quwwah) that
the planet transmits or emanates (tafidu) to (one assumes) the other spheres or

components within the main sphere, such as the eccentrics and epicycles.

*7 Ibn Sina 2005, 325,31-326,1, translated by Marmura, but revised by me. The exact same passage
appears in the K. al-najah (Ibn STna 1985, 310). Mention of emanations from the celestial souls can also
be found in another passage of the Najah (Tbn Sina 1985, 296).
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Ibn Rushd’s Talkhis ma ba'da al-tabr'ah describes a very similar theory and
indicates that this view was held by at least some thinkers in the history of

philosophy. Ibn Rushd writes:

As to [the question of] whether it is possible to posit fewer movers than the number [which
we have indicated, i.e., 47 or 55], as some of them think [i.e., some of the philosophers of the
past], this is because they assign to each [main] sphere only one mover which moves the

planet only, from which [i.e., the planet] then emanates powers [quwwd] that coordinate the

other motions which characterize this planet and which occur due to it...””*

And Ibn Rushd to defend a more Aristotelian approach by adding: “but we

have shown this to be impossible.””

The view criticized by Ibn Rushd shows obvious parallels with the one
described by Ibn Sina in his Shifa’ and Najah, and although the Commentator does
not name the thinkers he intends to refute, it is possible that he has not only
Ptolemy in mind, as Walzer notes,”* but also and more specifically al-Farabi and Ibn

Sina.

Ibn Sina and Ibn Rushd present two different and apparently independent
models of celestial motion, one of which depends on the Aristotelian theory of the
unmoved movers and the other of which maintains the existence of ten unmoved
movers but in addition relies on the Ptolemaic conception of a vital power
transmitted from the planetary soul to the other corporeal components associated
with a planet. We thus seem to be faced with two alternative kinematic models,

which I have summarized below:

3 Tbn Rushd 1958, 134, section 22.

*Ton Rushd 1958, 134, section 22.

% Al-Farabi 1985a, 365. I follow Walzer in regarding Ptolemy’s Planetary Hypotheses as a key source in
understanding al-Farabr’s and Ibn Sind’s views on celestial motion, and I therefore disagree with
Maréth’s statement (Maréth 1995, 108-109) to the effect that the faldsifah’s kinematics bears no
relation to Ptolemy. However, it is still unclear to me to what extent the falasifah endorsed this
theory of psychological power.
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a) Either one assumes that each component within a system is ensouled and
that motion ensues as a result of this celestial soul’s contemplation of,
and desire for, its corresponding unmoved mover, with a total of
unmoved movers equalling the number of spheres and motions.

b) Or one holds that motion results from the planetary soul’s transmission
of powers to the other corporeal components within its system; this view
is then reconciled somehow with the theory of nine separate intellects

that act as unmoved movers.”*

Here, however, we reach a set of difficult questions: which model is endorsed
by Ibn Sina? What exactly is this theory of emanating powers? Can it be applied to
al-FarabT’s cosmology? And exactly what relation does it bear to Ptolemy’s theory of
dynamis/quwwah in the Planetary Hypotheses? More broadly, to what extent are
Ptolemy’s kinematic theories in the Planetary Hypotheses similar to al-FarabT's and

Ibn Stna’s theories?

In order to answer these questions, it is necessary to establish how many
separate intellects the falasifah posit, as well as to examine carefully the relation
between the souls and bodies of the planets and spheres. More specifically, we must
understand how the celestial soul as a principle of motion can operate in
conjunction with other immaterial and material principles to cause the particular
motions of the planets. This task is delicate in view of the facts that neither al-Farabi
nor Ibn Sina provides much information on these topics and that no thorough
edition of the entire Planetary Hypotheses exists.”” In the following paragraphs, I will
focus mostly on Ibn Sina’s theories and then address the question of how the
evidence that can be gleaned from his works may apply to the second teacher’s

thought.

! The Agent Intellect is omitted here, because it does not act as an unmoved mover for a celestial
sphere.

%2 This will shortly change, however. A French translation is being prepared by R. Morelon, while J.
Ragep and A. Jones are working on a new edition and English translation of this important text.
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A comparison between the Planetary Hypotheses and the falasifah’s works
yields several important results. First, Ptolemy rejects Aristotle’s unmoved movers
as they are conceived by the Arabic falsafah tradition. The movers (sing. muharrik)
mentioned in the Arabic version of the Hypotheses refer instead to the main celestial
spheres of the planets and not to the immaterial principles first formulated by
Aristotle in Book Lambda and endorsed later on by the falasifah.’® This represents a
crucial difference between our authors. While for al-Farabi and Ibn Sina, the movers
are either the celestial souls (the proximate movers) or the immaterial intellects
(the remote movers), the latter acting as final causes and objects of contemplation
and desire for the celestial souls,” for Ptolemy a ‘mover’ is a main sphere that

carries the planet around.

In this respect, it might appear surprising at first glance that in attempting
to settle the number of the unmoved movers, Ibn Sina refers to a theory which
seems to be taken from Ptolemy’s Planetary Hypotheses, since Ptolemy himself says
nothing about immaterial unmoved movers. What this means, however, is that the
theory of the ten unmoved movers, which is in essence an adaptation of the
Aristotelian cosmology in Book Lambda 7 and 8, is combined with the Ptolemaic
doctrine of psychological powers; the model elaborated by Ibn Sina (which
corresponds to b) above) is therefore a hybrid of two theories stemming from two

very different traditions, the Peripatetic and the Ptolemaic.

Second, Ptolemy explains the particular motions of the planets through the
concept of a “vital power” or “psychological power or faculty” (quwwah nafsaniyyah).
Ptolemy’s theory of planetary power is exposed in Book II of the Planetary

Hypotheses, where the term quwwah (dynamis in Greek) appears repeatedly in his

3 Ptolemy 1967, 42.
*** The Danesh-nameh provides a clear explanation of how both the sphere-souls and the separate
intellects can be called “movers” of the spheres; see Ibn Sina 1986, 242-243,
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discussion.” Ptolemy regards the celestial bodies as ensouled beings, each behaving

independently from the other by virtue of its respective psychological powers.

In one passage, Ptolemy compares the relation between the soul and body of
each planet to the relation between the soul of a bird and its various bodily parts.
Just as the animal soul transmits an emission (inbi‘ath) to the various limbs and
muscles that make up the body of the animal, so the soul of each planet sends
emissions that move the various corporeal parts attached to this planet.”® While it is
unclear to what extent Ptolemy wants us to construe this analogy literally, it
adequately reflects his theory of celestial kinematics, which presupposes the
existence of a motive power inherent in each planet. As Murschel explains, “Each
planet...has the power to direct its own motions and the motions of the adjacent
celestial bodies within its own system...The planet’s psychic faculty sends motive
emissions to the epicycle, then to the deferent, then to the outermost of that
planet’s celestial bodies, which is concentric with the earth.””” Except for the
absence of the unmoved movers, Ptolemy’s theory thus seems to correspond to one
of the two kinematic models described by Ibn Sina in the Shifa’ and Najah. At any
rate, one may speculate that Ibn Sina’s mention of powers emanating from the

planetary souls was inspired by the Planetary Hypotheses.

Now it should be noted that Ibn Sina uses the conditional mode throughout
this passage in the Shifa’ and presents both kinematic theories as equally possible.
Yet modern scholars have almost unanimously ascribed the theory of ten separate

intellects to Ibn Stna.’*

Upon consideration, however, this seems unjustified, for to
my knowledge Ibn Sina does not explicitly posit ten separate intellects in the

Metaphysics of the Shifa’ and in the Najah. Rather, his comments on the separate

% Ptolemy 1967, 36, 40-41; see also Murschel 1995, 38-39.

%46 Ptolemy 1967, 40-41. For more information on the concepts of “action at a distance” and “moving
soul” (al-nafs al-muharrikah) in astronomy, see Ragep 1993, vol. 2, 409-410. Ragep’s discussion focuses
on al-TTsT's astronomy, but it is strikingly close to what we find in Ptolemy and Ibn Sin3; this raises
the possibility of a direct continuity of the concept of psychological power in the works of these
thinkers.

7 Murschel 1995, 39.

8 See, for instance, Goichon 1937, 236-237; Leaman 2002, 20.
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intellects always leave the question of their number open to discussion, and in those
passages of the Shifa’ and Najah where he mentions ten intellects, it is not as a fact
but as a hypothesis among others. For these reasons, I will leave both possibilities
open for the time being and assume that Ibn Sina could have adhered to either
model. It should be noted that in contrast to Ibn Sina, al-Farabi clearly mentions ten

separate intellects.””

The immediate upshot of this is that Ibn Sina’s, and hence al-Farabr’s,
theories of celestial kinematics seem to depend on the number of posited unmoved
movers or separate intellects. Since this latter point is left unsettled by Ibn Sina (at
least in the works discussed above), any immediate conclusion seems premature. If
one accepts that Ibn Sina posits only ten intellects, then this would mean that he
also adhered to the theory of powers emitted by the planetary souls. But this in turn
seems contradicted by the way in which Ibn Stna explains the particular planetary
motions, which relies on the contemplation of each sphere for a separate intellect.
As Tbn Sina writes in the Shifa’, “It thus remains for each [of the spheres] to have an
imitation of a separate, intellectual substance that belongs specifically to it; and that
the [celestial] motions and their states will have differences that belong to them
because of this...””® And also: “It has become true to us through the art of the
Almagest that [there are] numerous celestial motions and spheres, differing in
direction, speed, and slowness. It thus follows necessarily that for each movement
there exists a mover which is other than [the mover] existing for the other...”*' And,

finally, Ibn Sina states:

If such, then, is the case, the celestial bodies share in the circular motion only through the
desire of a common object of love and differ only because, after that First, their principles
that are loved and desired would differ. If the manner in which each desire necessitates a

movement in this situation becomes problematic for us, this must not influence what we

9 Al-Farabi 1985a, 114-115. It is perhaps by overestimating the closeness of al-Farabt’s and Ibn Sina’s
cosmologies that modern scholars systematically ascribe ten intellects to the latter.

% Ibn Sina 2005, 325,2-5.

! Ibn Sina 2005, 317,34-39.
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know—[namely], that the motions differ because of the differences in the objects of

. 2
desire.”

These passages show clearly that Ibn Sina explains the particular motions of
the planets and spheres through the theory of the contemplation of each sphere for
an unmoved mover. One may summarize Ibn Sina’s view as follows: each sphere
possesses a distinct separate intellect or unmoved mover, which it contemplates and
desires, and this explains the diversity of the planetary motions. There is no need in

this picture for powers to be transmitted to the spheres by the planetary souls.

Because Ptolemy’s kinematic theory is independent of the Aristotelian
tradition of the unmoved movers, and because Ibn Sina stresses the latter concept to
a great extent in his metaphysical writings, it would seem that the evidence
indicates that although Ibn Sina was aware of Ptolemy’s theory of planetary
psychological powers, he rejected it in favour of the doctrine contained in Book
Lambda.” This conclusion also seems supported by the fact that Ibn Sina ascribes a
celestial soul not only to the planets, but also to each heavenly body, whether main
sphere, eccentric, or epicycle. This view appears clearly, for instance, in the K. al-
isharat wa al-tanbthat,”* but it can also be inferred from Ibn Sina’s frequent
descriptions of the spheres as rational beings that move as a result of will in the
Shifa’>> The view that each sphere is ensouled (and not merely each planet) would
render the Ptolemaic theory of planetary power superfluous, since each sphere
would be able to produce its own particular motion through its contemplation of the
unmoved mover. In other words, if each component of a planetary system possesses
a contemplative soul, then it becomes pointless and redundant to want to explain

the motion of each sphere as resulting from powers transmitted from the planetary

% Ibn Sina 2005, 323,20 ff.

»3 That is, in favour of the doctrine of having an unmoved mover for each sphere, with the
difference, of course, that Ibn Sina’s spherology would not be homocentric, but derived from
Ptolemy.

% Tbn Sina 1951, 419/168.

%5 Tbn Sina 2005, 308,35-38; 311,27: “If, then, this is the state of affairs, then the celestial sphere [falak]
moves by the soul...”; see also 317,25-35, where Ibn Sina quotes Themistius approvingly in support of
the view that each sphere (kull falak) has an inherent principle of motion (i.e., a soul).



358

soul, for this theory would seem to rely on the requisite that only the planet is

ensouled and that it alone can move the corporeal components of its system.

Furthermore, it must be realized that the model outlined by Ibn Sina is not
completely modelled on the Planetary Hypotheses, since it introduces nine unmoved
movers in the picture (excluding the Agent Intellect). Regardless of the role of the
planetary souls and their powers, one may legitimately wonder at the function that
these nine separate unmoved movers are supposed to fulfill in this kinematic model.
The only solution I can envisage is that Ibn Stha somehow wanted to reconcile the
Ptolemaic theory of planetary powers with Aristotle’s theory of the unmoved
movers. Accordingly, the planetary souls would contemplate their corresponding
unmoved mover and then emanate powers to the corporeal components responsible
for the particular motions of the planets. This, in fact, seems to correspond to Ibn
Rushd’s statement that “they assign to each [main] sphere only one mover which
moves the planet only, from which [i.e., the planet] then emanates powers [quwwa].”
This seems to be the only way of combining the two theories of emanating planetary

powers and unmoved movers.

Moreover, there are a few elements that can lead one to think that Ptolemy
did influence Ibn Sina’s understanding of celestial powers and how the celestial
souls relate to the celestial bodies. Ibn Sina in general discusses the celestial souls
primarily in connection with the separate intellects and says very little about the
way in which the former are supposed to act on the celestial body. Nevertheless, a

few points may be noted.

In the Shifd’, Ibn Sina presents each celestial soul as the proximate mover (al-

¢ Moreover, in the K. al-najah, Tbn Sina,

muharrik al-qarib) of a celestial body.
probably inspired by Ptolemy’s analogy between the heavens and the sublunary

animals, compares the relation existing between the celestial soul and the celestial

¢ In the Shifa’ (Tbn Sina 2005, 307,15 ff.).
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body to the one existing between the human soul and the human body.” Finally,
Ibn STna mentions celestial powers on numerous other occasions in the Shifa’ and
Najah.”® In one instance, he even mentions powers transmitted by the celestial
souls, although there is no specification that these powers emanate only from the

*° Nonetheless, it is

planetary souls, as seems to be the case in Ptolemy’s cosmology.
possible that the Planetary Hypotheses is the source from which Ibn Sina developed

his own theory of celestial power.

We can conclude from the foregoing that Ibn Sina’s cosmology seems to
display two kinematic models and two explanations of how the particular motions
of the planets occur, which do not seem to be entirely compatible and which
represent a real difficulty in interpreting this thinker’s cosmology. Ibn Sina could
have followed either model, and one may also find evidence in his works that seems
to support both possibilities. However, Ibn Sina’s repeated statements to the effect
that the particular heavenly motions occur as a result of each sphere’s
contemplation of a distinct mover seems to argue for his adherence to a revised
version of the Aristotelian account. One is then faced with the question of how
many spheres and unmoved movers Ibn Sina’s model contains, a question which I

will not attempt to answer here.”

*” Tbn Sina 1985, 298.

%% Ibn SIna mentions a psychological power (quwwah nafsaniyyah) attached to bodies (Ibn Sina 2005,
331,30-40). Since this expression is the same as the one that is found in the Planetary Hypotheses, and,
moreover, since it appears in a cosmological context, it is possible that Ibn Sina had something close
to Ptolemy’s theory in mind. In another passage, Ibn Sina explains that soul can only act in the body
in which it inheres, and he writes: “For it has become evident in every respect that the celestial
powers [quwwa samawiyyah] that are impressed in their [individual] bodies act only through the
mediation of their bodies” (Ibn Sina 2005, 332,22-4). Finally, Tbn Sina also refers to powers emanated
by the celestial souls (Ibn Sina 2005, 308,20-38).

*? For an account of the relation between soul, power, and inclination in the realization of celestial
motion, see Ibn SIna 2005, 308,20-38.

%% Again, 1 wish to stress that the frequently stated view that Ibn Sina posits ten separate intellects
should probably be revised in light of Ibn Sina’s astronomical output and doctrine. It seems to me
that Ibn Sina leaves this question open, although part of the textual evidence points to the existence
of a larger number of unmoved movers. In the long quotation from the Shifa’ given at the beginning
of this section, Ibn Sina claims to have answered this question in the “Mathematics,” by which I
assume he means the astronomical part of the Shifd@’, i.e., his commentary on the Almagest. This would
mean that according to Ibn Sin3, the question of the number of separate intellects hinges upon the
question of the number of spheres and celestial bodies, an endeavour which must be tackled by the
mathematical sciences. If that is the case, then Ibn Sina may have followed the number of spheres
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The question of how the theory of emanating powers outlined by Ibn Sina in
the Shifa’ and Najah applies to al-Farabi’s cosmology is ambiguous. First, al-Farabi,
unlike Ibn Sin3, explicitly posits ten separate intellects, nine of which correspond to
the nine celestial systems. If we follow the logic of Ibn Sina’s explanation of the two
possible kinematic models, then this would mean that al-Farabi made the planetary
souls responsible for the motions of the other corporeal components within its
planetary system, since the number of separate intellects would not correspond to
the number of spheres and motions. This seems supported by the Siyasah, which
presents the quwwa of the planets as being responsible for their unique, particular

motions.”®

Moreover, these powers can be transmitted from one celestial body to
another, and al-Farabi gives the example of the primary universal motion that is
communicated by the first outermost sphere to the other spheres. Although al-
Farabi does not explain how these powers come to be, the presence of ten separate
intellects, celestial souls, and transmitted powers in his account of celestial
kinematics would seem to indicate its connection with the model described by Ibn

Sina in the Shifa’.

The problem, however, is that al-Farabi does not say that the celestial
powers emanate from the celestial souls, and, moreover, he does not provide the
justification for adopting the theory of the ten separate intellects that Ibn Sina gives
in the Shifa’ (i.e., that only ten intellects may be posited if one adheres to the theory
of emanating powers from the planetary souls). Furthermore, al-Farabi’s comment

on the power of the outermost sphere can be construed in purely mechanical terms,

posited by Ptolemy in the Planetary Hypotheses, which total 41 or 29, depending on which model is
adopted (see Morelon 1999, 112). In turn, this would mean that one unmoved mover should be
attributed to every one of these spheres. I was unable, however, to identify with any precision the
passage in the “Mathematics” refered to by Ibn Sina.

! Al-Farabi 1964, 55; see the section on quwwah above.
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and this presumably is how Aristotle understood the common motion of the

heavens to occur.’®

How, then, are we to understand al-Farabi’s remarks concerning the celestial
powers (quwwd)? Is it conceivable that al-Farabi juxtaposed a mechanistic model
alongside an intellective one in his celestial kinematics? Or must these various
powers emanating from the celestial bodies be construed in the sense in which Ibn
Sina presents it in his Shifa’ in spite of the lack of clear indications to this effect in al-
FarabT's treatises? In this case, one would also have to reconcile this view with al-
FarabT's theory of intellection as a source of motion. If feasible, this interpretation
would have the merit of connecting al-Farab1’s concepts of intellection (ta‘agqul) and
power (quwwah) with his spherology and provide a convincing explanation of how
multiple motions are possible within a model that posits only nine unmoved movers
(excluding the Agent Intellect).”” Decisive evidence for this interpretation is

nonetheless still lacking in al-Farab1’s and Ibn Stha’s cosmologies.

It is nonetheless tempting to surmise that al-FarabTs cosmology may have
been one of the first to attempt the very synthesis of Aristotelian and Ptolemaic
elements described by Ibn Sina. For al-Farabi's cosmology contains all of the
elements that characterize this model: not only the ten separate intellects, but also
the complex theory of celestial intellection, the ensoulment of the celestial bodies,

and the theory of celestial powers.

Nevertheless, in the picture of celestial kinematics that can be reconstructed
from al-FarabT's works, the relation between the body and soul of each planet

remains very ambiguous, and one still has to explain how the celestial souls’

%%2 See Metaphysics XI1.8.1073b25-27.

°*3 1t is easier to see now that making intellection into a principle of motion significantly facilitated
the task of explaining a plurality of heavenly motions. In comparison, the aether theory developed in
De caelo 1.1-2 appears much more rudimentary. It is challenging to imagine how one homogenous and
unchanging element may be responsible for a variety of motions, if it is assumed that aether is the
main cause of motion. In contrast, the concept of intellection provides more leeway to develop a
nuanced and flexible theory of multiple motions, as can be witnessed by al-Farabi’s and Ibn Sina’s
works.
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intellectual contemplation of the separate intellects can achieve motion in a
physical body. Al-FarabT’s theory on this particular point is all the more vulnerable
to criticism since he defines the souls of the celestial bodies themselves as intellects
devoid of imagination and possessing only rational thought (see Chapter V.1 and 4).
It is also unclear whether al-Farabi would have agreed with Ibn Sina in regarding all
the celestial bodies (spheres and planets) as being ensouled, although I think that he
would have.” Finally, the most important shortcoming of al-Farabi works is that
they do not attempt to explain how just ten unmoved movers can cause the various,

particular motions of the planets.

It is perhaps these shortcomings in al-FarabT's legacy that can explain Ibn
Sina’s choice to address these difficult issues in the Shifa’ and to defend a different
theory of the celestial soul. According to Ibn Sin3, the celestial soul is primarily
engaged in the conceptualization of particulars and is corporeal and inextricably
linked to the celestial body whose form it constitutes.”® In fact, as I have said above,
Ibn STna compares the relation between the celestial soul and body to our own soul
and body in a manner reminiscent of Ptolemy’s analogy between the macrocosm
and the microcosm in the Hypotheses. This analogy is absent from al-Farabt's

writings, which in general stress the transcendence of the celestial bodies.

I will conclude by saying that al-Farabt’s theory of the particular motions of
the planets may have included powers emanating from the celestial souls, but relied
primarily on the concept of intellection. Intellect and intellection are foundational
concepts in al-Farab1’s cosmology, and so it is not surprising that he would have
endeavored to explain the particular motions of the planets by relying on them. As
for how exactly this theory worked in its details, it is not possible to say. Additional
research on Ibn Sina’s celestial kinematics seems a requisite to understand how the

early falasifah envisaged this problem.

°%* This might be inferred from the fact that the outermost sphere is starless and planetless and yet is
placed in the same category of ensouled celestial body as the planetary spheres; see al-Farabi 1985a,
118-123.

’* Ibn Sina 2005, 312,4 ff.
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In spite of this, the foregoing analysis enables us to conclude that al-FarabT’s,
and especially Ibn Sina’s, accounts of celestial kinematics appear as original and
very loose adaptations of Book Lambda, which are supplemented generously with
noetical theories derived from various Neoplatonic sources as well as (potentially)
Ptolemaic ideas. In fact, al-Farabi quotes Book Lambda at the end of the Risalah fi al-
‘aql, thus dissipating any doubt one may have concerning the importance of this
treatise in his cosmology.”*® Yet al-FarabT’s celestial kinematics appears as a creative
reworking of the Stagirite’s model in light of the Neoplatonic concept of intellection
and possibly the Ptolemaic theory of psychological powers. Moreover, we have seen
that the Arabic translations of Book Lambda introduce elements foreign to the
Greek text, which emphasize the relation between intellection and motion.
Although Book Lambda remains the basic framework, there are crucial differences
between Aristotle and al-Farabi, which suggest a reworking rather than a mere
reproduction of the Aristotelian model. As far as I can tell, al-Farabt’s and Ibn Sina’s
syntheses of these Aristotelian, Ptolemaic, and Neoplatonic theories and their
position vis-a-vis the problem of celestial motion were innovative and do not have

an exact precedent in the Greek and Arabic traditions.

%6 Al-Farabt 1938, 35-36.
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4, CELESTIAL MOTION AND THE CLASSIFICATION OF THE SCIENCES

We have seen on the one hand that al-Farabi adopts the Ptolemaic theories of
eccentrics and epicycles, which he views as subordinate components encompassed
by a main sphere or “system,” which also contains the planet. On the other hand, al-
Farabi develops a theory of motion that synthesizes information from the Arabic
Lambda and from Ptolemaic and Neoplatonic sources. The main idea is that soul,

and more precisely, intellection, is the main cause of motion of the celestial bodies.

The juxtaposition of these two interpretive theories of celestial motion in
the Farabian corpus raises the question of their compatibility. What is the role of
devices such as eccentrics and epicycles, which according to al-Farabi have a
corporeal existence, if motion is caused by the soul of the heavenly bodies? This
problem is all the more acute since in the K. al-misiga, al-Farabi, following a Greek
custom, defines the eccentrics and epicycles as “causes” (asbab) of motion. But if
soul is the cause of motion, to what extent can these eccentrics and epicycles also be
called causes? This question is particularly relevant to the systems of medieval
philosophers, who were often metaphysicians and astronomers all at once. Al-Farabt
does not provide any clue as to how one should go about solving this aporia. But I
would like to suggest a very tentative interpretation, which has the merit of
reconciling these two theories and avoiding any contradiction. Moreover, the
answer sketched below may apply to other thinkers’ cosmologies, such as Ibn Sina’s,
who also presents a dual psychological and eccentric-epicyclic model of celestial

motion.

Calling eccentrics and epicycles “causes” betrays on the part of a medieval
astronomer or philosopher, and here al-Farabi, a concern for the reasons that lay
behind celestial motion. But this concern might best be called relative, since the
primary object of inquiry is not the cause of celestial motion per se, but of the
particular motions of the planets. Hence, the theory of eccentrics and epicycles does

not address the question: Why does the celestial sphere move? Or even: Why does
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this planet move in a circular fashion? But rather: Why does this planet move in this
particular way, following this particular trajectory? To this question, the
astronomer answers: because of the eccentric and/or epicycle that carry the planet
along. In this instance, eccentrics and epicycles appear as the immediate and
proximate causes of a particular planetary motion. But it is clear that the same
explanation cannot account for celestial motion in general, especially if the question
is asked from a metaphysical perspective, i.e., what is the essential cause of celestial

motion?

To many ancient and medieval thinkers, the regularity and harmony of the
celestial rotations had to be explained by a principle that was more basic and
endowed with a greater causal and interpretive force. Physics could provide such an
explanation by referring to the elements and their corresponding motions and by
arguing for the uniqueness of the celestial substance and its inherent propensity for
circular motion. And indeed, it is precisely to this type of argument that al-Farab is
alluding to in his K. al-miisiqa, where he explains that the astronomer must rely on

physical principles (see section 11.4.5.2).

Alternatively, an even more fundamental explanation of celestial motion
could be given by metaphysics through the concepts of soul and intellect. Hence, to
the question, why do the celestial bodies move?, the philosopher could answer:
because they are animated and rational beings that move by virtue of will. The
celestial bodies move as a result of their intellection of, and desire for, the First
Cause. It is to this explanatory mode that al-Farabi alludes fleetingly in the Siyasah,
when he states that “they [the celestial bodies] move in circular fashion by virtue of

their [souls].”**

Now there is no reason why the metaphysical explanation of celestial motion
per se should be in any way incompatible with the subordinate and more specific

question of why particular planets move in particular ways. To perceive any

%7 Al-Farabi 1964, 34.
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contradiction between these two accounts is, I think, to establish artificial
boundaries between disciplines and modes of argumentation that were seen as
complementary by medieval practitioners. Thus, when al-Farabi presents
intellection and Ibn Sina intellection and imagination as the main principles
underlying celestial motion in their philosophical treatises, they are approaching
the question of celestial kinematics from a metaphysical perspective, i.e., with the
intention of clarifying the fundamental cause of celestial motion per se, a question
whose answer requires investigation into the essence of the celestial bodies and the
immaterial causes that govern them (see section I1.5). And indeed, analysis of this
type appears in the metaphysical sections of al-Farabi’s and Ibn Sina’s writings, as is
attested, for instance, by the Shifa’’®® If then asked why the planets each possess
trajectories that are proper to them, they would have on the one hand mentioned

% and on the

the particular intellection or imagination proper to each celestial body,
other hand referred the inquirer to their astronomical writings, arguing that this
question primarily falls within the purview of the astronomical discipline, and that
it is the skopds of astronomy rather than metaphysics or natural philosophy to
address this point. Indeed, according to their classification of the sciences,

astronomy is the discipline that studies the various particular celestial motions.””

If al-Farabi1 and Ibn Sina do not provide an elaborate and unified account of
celestial motion using soul, eccentrics, and epicycles in the same work, except
briefly (as the passage of the Shifa’ discussed in the previous section shows), it is
surely not because they viewed these concepts as paradoxical or irreconcilable, but
rather because they viewed them as belonging to different disciplines and genres.
The questions of the essential cause of celestial motion and of the particular
motions of the planets should not be treated within the same work. Thus, the

problem pertains more to the literary skopds of these works and to these thinkers’

% Tbn Sina 2005, Book Nine.

%% Tbn Sina 2005, 317,34-39.

7% In the Ihsd’, for example, al-Farabi subsumes the study of the various celestial motions under the
subject-matter of astronomy; see section 11.4.4 of this dissertation.
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classification of the sciences than to the incompatibility of the various scientific

disciplines.

Naturally, there remain the questions of what type of causes these various
sciences study in connection with celestial motion and exactly what type of proofs
they provide. Here we are in much more murky waters. I have already addressed
these questions in the section on al-Farab1's method of astronomy and can only add
a few remarks here. Al-Farabi makes it clear in the K. al-burhdn that the various
sciences can provide different causes of the same thing. And within the context of
astronomy, he even gives the sphericity of the world and planets as an example.
This question can be treated by astronomy and physics, which both use a different

method and examine different causes (see section 11.4.5.2).

In the case of celestial motion, however, al-Farabi does not provide any hints
as to whether the same multidisciplinary method applies to this subject as well,
although one may hypothesize that it does. Physics, by examining the celestial
substance and its implications for motion, may yield knowledge of the material and
formal causes of celestial motion; aether is after all regarded as an element or body
in the Peripatetic tradition. Building on the insights of physics, astronomy then
posits geometric devices (epicycles and eccentrics) to explain the particular motions
of the planets. These devices, it should be underlined, are also meant to correspond
to a physical reality, and they are presumably made of the same substance as the
planets. The eccentrics and epicycles, as well as the main orbs, are efficient causes of
motion, since they actually contain and carry the planets and stars along their

respective trajectories.

Finally, metaphysics posits soul and intellect as another set of causes, both
efficient and final. The planetary soul is a proximate efficient cause, and indeed Ibn
Sina presents it as a “proximate mover” (muharrik qarib) of the spheres.
Furthermore, if the falasifah endorsed the theory of powers discussed previously,

then it would mean that the celestial soul would be responsible for emitting powers
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(quwwa) to the components contained in the planetary system. Moreover, it thinks
the separate intellects, and this intellection of the sphere-souls in turn produces the
celestial motion. Finally, the separate intellects themselves, as well as the First
Cause, may be regarded as final causes that act upon the sphere-souls as objects of

desire.

If this scheme is correct, then al-Farabi’s cosmology, and later Ibn Sina’s,
would posit a whole array of causes superimposed on one another. These causes are
at once distinguished and yet intricately connected. They are organized in a
hierarchical fashion, in that some are more fundamental than others. Some causes
can only appear once others have been identified. This refers back to al-Farabt’s
conception of the interconnection and cooperation of the sciences, which has
already been dealt with previously. But the model outlined above also has important
ramifications as far as the various types of proofs are concerned. For it shows that
al-Farabi1 and Ibn STha may have accepted various levels of demonstration and of the
lima-type proofs with regard to celestial motion. Astronomy, by relying on the
eccentrics and epicycles, can indeed provide knowledge of the causes (asbab), but
this knowledge will be restricted to why certain planets move the way they do and

! A more basic explanation can be given through physics

along certain trajectories.
and metaphysics, which explain why the celestial bodies move in the first place, and
what they seek to achieve through this motion. In other words, metaphysics can
identify the essential causes of celestial motion. Hence, astronomy, physics, and
metaphysics can provide knowledge of the causes of celestial phenomena, but these
causes are of a different order and correspond to a different type of inquiry. While
they are fully compatible, these explanations must be treated in different works and

using a different method.

71 1t is still unclear to me, however, whether these astronomical models would stand as innf or limmi
proofs of motion. It would perhaps be more precise to say that the eccentrics and epicycles can be
seen as efficient or material causes of motion qua corporeal entities, and thus as considered within
the physical science. But since these devices are elaborated and studied by the mathematical science
of astronomy, it would seem that the latter also has to be credited for the explanation of how the
planets move.
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In this respect, al-Farabi may represent an important link in the history of
Arabic cosmology, and his influence on Ibn Sina is indubitable. Unlike Ptolemy, who
in the Planetary Hypotheses combines all of these explanations and juxtaposes soul,
aether, power, and eccentrics and epicycles as causes of motion, al-Farabi and later
Ibn Sina attempted to separate these various explanatory models as much as
possible and to develop the various proofs and explanations pertaining to celestial
motion in different types of works. In this they followed their particular
classification of the sciences, which, although influenced by the Posterior Analytics,
developed out of their own ideas about the subordination of the particular sciences

to first philosophy.



370

5. CELESTIAL MOTION IN THE TALIQAT

Like most other philosophical works in the early Arabic tradition, the TaTigat

*”? However, it provides a particular account of

ascribes soul to the heavenly bodies.
celestial motion, the emphasis being not only on the contemplation of the heavenly
intellects, but also on their will (iradah) and imagination (takhayyul). The author
writes that “the sphere[s] and planets contemplate the First Principle, such that this
intellection generates pleasure and that motion follows out of this pleasure” (al-falak
wa al-kawakib ta'qilu al-awwal, fa-yastafizzuha al-iltidhadh bi-hadha al-ta‘aqqul fa-
tatba‘uhu al-harakah). In addition, one reads that the spheres “conceive of the end

along with their motions” (al-falak yatasawwaru al-ghayah ma‘a tilka al-harakat).””

These passages reveal that the intellection of the heavenly bodies causes
their motion, although this is not achieved directly, but through the intermediary of
pleasure (iltidhadh). The inclusion of pleasure, which recalls Aristotle’s comments in
Book Lambda 7 on the pleasure that accompanies contemplation, is here defined as
a stage that leads to heavenly motion. Motion is not the cause of pleasure or even
synchronic with the pleasure that results from the intellection of the spheres;

rather, motion is an outcome of the pleasure and blissful state of the spheres.

In another excerpt, we learn that “the cause of the constant circular motions
[of the spheres] is their constant [acts of] willing, for which it is sufficient to posit
only one mover that acts through love” (ittisal al-harakat al-mustadirah sababuhu al-
iradat al-muttasilah, wa yakfi ftha muharrik wahid ‘ala sabil al-‘ishq).”* Mention of the
spheres’ will is reiterated in section 63, together with the concept of imitatio dei: “the
will of [each] sphere and planet is to perfect itself and imitate the One” (iradah al-
falak wa al-kawakib an tustakmala wa tatashabbaha bi-al-awwal).””” Here it is will rather

than intellection proper that is described as the main cause of motion, although the

72 See for example al-Farabi 1992, section 27, p. 47, and section 73, p. 56. The author also calls these
souls ‘intellects’ (‘ugal).

°7 Al-Farabi 1992, section 56, pp. 52-53, my translation,

7% Al-Farabi 1992, section 58, p. 53, my translation.

°75 Al-Farabi 1992, section 63, p. 54, my translation.
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two concepts are not opposed and are usually presented together. The clarity and
forcefulness with which these ideas are articulated greatly contrast with the
fragmentary and ambiguous information provided by the Ara’, the Siydsah, and the
Risalah fi al-‘agl. Although the views exposed in the Taligat are by no means
incompatible with these treatises, al-Farabi omits to include such concepts as

pleasure and especially will in his account of celestial dynamics.

The Ta'ligat also establishes a connection between motion and imagination,
an idea which is completely absent in al-Farabi's cosmology since the second
teacher rejects the existence of celestial imagination. As we have seen before, the
Ta'ligat states that the heavenly bodies possess an intellect in potency, not in
actuality, which means that their intellection is discursive and must progress from
one object to another. Closely linked to this idea is the author’s claim that the
celestial bodies can only “imagine [takhayyala] their individual motions one at a time
and not all at once.””’® Hence, the imagination of the celestial bodies is subjected to
the same limitation and follows the same pattern as their intellection. “If that were
not the case,” the author continues, “then the planets would be able to perform all

the movements at once, but this is impossible” (wa illa la-kanat tataharraku al-harakat

kulluha duf atan, wa hadha muhal).””’

What is noteworthy in these passages is not that the author ascribes
imagination to the heavenly bodies, but rather that he seems to make imagination
the primary principle or cause of heavenly motion. In other words, a motion that is
imagined actually occurs, and this is why the planets cannot imagine all movements
at once. Finally, the Ta'ligat displays other interesting features about the heavens
that do not find any parallel in al-Farabi’s works. These include the use of the term

978

shakhs/ashkhas to refer to the heavenly intellects”® and the strong connection

between motion, imagination, and causation.””

76 Al-Farabi 1992, section 27, p. 47, my translation.
°77 Al-Farabi 1992, section 27, p. 47, my translation,
°7% Al-Farabi 1992, section 65, p. 54.
°7% Al-Farabi 1992, section 78, p. 57.
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6. CELESTIAL MOTION IN THE ‘UYUN

Compared to the Ta'ligat, the ‘Uyiin contains limited information on the causes of
celestial motion, but the theories it develops are nevertheless worth examining. Like
the other treatises under examination, the ‘Uyiin describes heavenly motion as
circular and regular’® and establishes a direct relation between the heavenly bodies’
imagination and motion: the former is the cause of the latter. More specifically,
however, motion occurs when the sphere-souls’ intellectual imagination becomes a
“corporeal imagination” (al-takhayyul al-jismani) responsible for accomplishing
particular motions.”® 1t is these particular, corporeal “imaginings” that translate
into the continuous, corporeal movements of the spheres. Moreover, heavenly
motion is a motion “in position” (wad‘iyyah), which is opposed to the motion “in
place” (makaniyyah) of the sublunary bodies.” It should be noted that the concept of
motion “in place” is typically Avicennian and is not mentioned by al-Farabi in the

works attributed to him.’®

As in the Ta'Tigat, then, the concept of celestial motion in the ‘Uyiin is related
to the concept of imagination. But here a special concept, “corporeal imagination,”
is introduced as an intermediary stage between the sphere-souls’ psychological
faculty and the physical motion of the spheres. To my knowledge, the notion of
corporeal imagination is idiosyncratic to this treatise and does not have any

equivalent in other Arabic cosmological works.

Besides imagination, the ‘Uyiin contains other notable kinematic features. In
section 13, the necessity of a First Unmoved Mover is introduced on the basis of the
impossibility of an infinite regress of movers and moved. This fundamentally
Aristotelian argument shows that the author of the ‘Uyin was familiar with the

Physics and the Greek tradition of natural philosophy. The existence of a First

%0 Al-Farabi 1999a, section 11, p. 60.

%81 Al-Farabi 1999a, section 10, p. 60.

%82 Al-Farabi 1999a, section 12, p. 60.

3 For some insight into Ibn Sina’s celestial dynamics and especially his concepts of motion and
inclination, see Hasnaoui 1984.
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Unmoved Mover suggests, as in Aristotle’s cosmological system, that planetary
motion occurs as a result of the spheres’ desire for the first principle. Furthermore,
the author follows the Arabic Peripatetics in making the spheres desire other
separate principles, which act as unmoved movers. This appears clearly when the
author writes that the motion of the spheres is “psychological, not natural
(nafsaniyyah la tabt'iyyah), and is due not to passion (shahwah) or anger (ghadab), but

to their desire (shawq) to imitate the intellects separated from matter...”***

If the celestial dynamics of the ‘Uyun harkens back to Book Lambda and
follows al-Farabi's cosmology in many respects, it differs from it in a number of
ways. First, it is notable that the author distinguishes between passion (shahwah)
and desire or love (shawq). Al-Farabi does not make this distinction, but it is well-
known that Ibn Sina did.”®* The basic idea is to elevate the heavenly bodies beyond
the passions of sublunary beings and stress their nobleness. It is a purely intellectual

form of love that they experience for the unmoved movers.

Second, the opposition between natural and psychological motion is
noteworthy. The author of the ‘Uyiin contrasts the purely psychological motion of
the heavens with the natural motion of sublunary bodies. This connects with the
definition of nature he provides as “the principle of motion and rest when these are
not caused by an exterior thing or through will.”**® Although al-Farabi opposes
natural motion to spiritual motion in the Ithbat (assuming this work is authentic),
the ‘Uyan’s view of celestial motion can also be linked to Ibn Sina, who also argues in

several places that celestial motion is not natural and primarily caused by soul.”’

The connection with Ibn Sina is further reinforced by a crucial concept that
appears in the ‘Uyan: mayl, or inclination. To my knowledge, al-Farabi does not

mention this concept in any of his works. Having explained that the universe is

%% Al-Farabi 1999a, section 17, p. 62, my translation.

% Tbn Sina 2005, 312-313, 316.

%6 Al-Farabi 1999a, section 13, p. 60. The Aristotelian theory of the natural motion of the four
elements is further developed in section 12.

%7 See the previous section on nature and celestial motion.
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contained and has a center and that void does not exist (these are well-known
Aristotelian theses), the author then introduces the concept of natural inclination
(al-mayl al-tabi'7), which he opposes to compulsive or forced inclination (al-mayl al-
qasri). The celestial spheres, he says, have “circular inclination by nature” (wa al-
falak bi-tab'ihi al-mayl al-mustadir).’® This means that unlike the sublunary bodies,
which are characterized by rectilinear inclination and whose motions may be

governed by compulsion, circular motion is free of any kind of compulsion.

Finally, the concept of tashabbuh should be mentioned here, since it plays an
important role in the Arabic tradition. While al-Farabi does not develop this
concept, it plays a central role in the cosmology of such thinkers as Ibn Sina and al-
Sijistani.”” In the ‘Uyin, tashabbuh is presented as the ultimate aim of the spheres,
which consciously seek to attain the perfection of the higher immaterial principles.
As rational beings, the spheres contemplate and know the beauty of the separate
intellects, and this knowledge translates into a desire to return to their originative

source.

As in many other cosmological adaptations derived from Book Lambda, the
author of this treatise addresses the question of the object of the spheres-souls’ love:
is it the First Unmoved Mover, the separate intellects (also acting as unmoved
movers), or both at the same time? The author writes that “each celestial body has a
special separate intellect that it desires to imitate, and it is not fitting that the love
of the entire system (i.e., of all the spheres) be directed at one thing of a single
genus. Rather, each celestial body has a special beloved that is different from the
object of the other spheres...”””® This leads one to think that each separate intellect
acts as an unmoved mover for its respective sphere. However, immediately after
this statement, the author adds that “the totality (al-kull) shares a single object of

desire, which is the First Beloved (al-ma‘shiig al-awwal).” Here it would seem that all

%% Al-Farabi 1999a, section 14, p. 61, my translation.
% See for example Ibn Sina 2005, 315,15 ff.

% Al-Farabi 1999a, section 17, p. 62, my translation.
! Al-Farabi 1999a, section 17, p. 62, my translation.
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the spheres also have a common object of desire, which reigns over each sphere and

binds the whole system together.

What the exact relation is between this First Beloved and the separate
intellects is not discussed by the author, but the likely interpretation is that both
the separate intellects and the First Beloved are responsible for celestial motion: the
former for the common, regular, westward motion of the entire heaven; the latter

for the particular motions of the planets and spheres.”

To conclude, the celestial dynamics found in the ‘Uyiin constitutes an eclectic
system made up of various theories mostly drawn from the Greek and Arabic
Peripatetic tradition. Noteworthy are the theories of takhayyul and mayl, which are
grafted onto the basic Aristotelian cosmic scheme depicted in this work. Generally
speaking, the ‘Uyan’s theories of celestial motion are much closer to Ibn Sina’s
cosmology than that of al-Farab. In fact, several points suggest that the author was
active in Ibn Sina’s circle, or that he was particularly influenced by the shaykh al-
ra’is. The recognizable Avicennian theories include: the ascription of imagination to
the celestial bodies; the distinction between shahwah and shawgq; tashabbuh; and the
concept of mayl. When added to the Avicennian terminology used in the work
(“necessary” and “possible of existence,” etc), the accumulated cosmological
evidence definitely points to Ibn Stna or one of his disciples as the author of this

treatise.

2 This is the view Ibn Sina holds in the Shifa’ (Ibn Sina 2005, 323,20-26).
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VII. CONCLUSION

With the benefit of hindsight and by virtue of the previous analysis, it is easier to
assess al-Farabr’s originality in the history of cosmology and define his adherence to
the various philosophical currents of his day. Generally speaking, al-Farabi was both
dependent on the Greek and Greco-Arabic sources and original in the way in which
he adapted and transformed the material he found in them. The main features of his
cosmology are derived from a set of sources that can now be identified with some
certainty: The Arabic versions of Book Lambda, Alexander’s Mabadi’ and the
authentic parts of his commentary on the Metaphysics, Ptolemy’s Almagest and
Planetary Hypotheses, passages from Geminus’ works (possibly conveyed through
Simplicius), Themistius’ and Simplicius’ De caelo commentaries, and the Neoplatonica
arabica, especially the Mahd al-khayr. 1t was previously thought that the Mahd al-
khayr played little or no role in the falasifah’s philosophy, but I adduced, I think,
sufficient evidence to show that it in fact represents one of the key sources al-Farabi

utilized to build his theories of celestial intellection.

The nature of these sources and the creative use al-Farabi makes of them by
adapting and transforming their doctrine place him at the confluence of the
Peripatetic and Neoplatonic currents and define him as a true continuator of these
traditions. It is not Middle Platonism, as the Mahdian thesis would have it, but late-
antique Peripateticism and Neoplatonism that form the foundation of his
cosmology. It is the works and commentaries of thinkers such as Alexander, Proclus,
Simplicius, and Philoponus that provided al-Farabt with the exegetical possibilities
to interpret Aristotle the way he did and enabled him to achieve his own

cosmological synthesis.

In some cases, and for lack of a clear precedent, al-Farabl must be credited
with the innovation of important cosmological theories, some of which had a
profound and lasting effect on Arabic thought. One such theory is that each separate

intellect has demiurgic powers and is responsible for the existence of its
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corresponding sphere. This, I argued, was made possible by al-Farab1’s application of
Proclean noetic doctrines to his cosmology, which also led to a reformulation of the
concepts of celestial causation, motion, and substance. Another example is al-
Farabi’s theory of motion, which is not explicitly spelled out in his works, but which
can be reconstructed using several key passages and later statements by Ibn Sina.
According to this theory, the sphere-souls’ intellection of the separate intellects is
directly responsible for producing motion, but this theory may have been combined
with the idea of powers emanating from the planets. In this fashion, al-Farabi and
later Tbn Sina managed to reconcile and synthesize Aristotelian, Neoplatonic, and

Ptolemaic elements in their account of celestial motion.

In this respect, the dissertation emphasized the scientific nature of al-
FarabT's method and especially the important role played by astronomy in his
cosmology. Al-Farabi is one of the first faldasifah, together with al-Kind, to develop a
genuine interest in mathematical astronomy. In forming his cosmology, he
combines many of its findings with other physical and metaphysical theories, thus
providing a complex picture of the relation between the sciences. In this endeavour,
he drew on the works of ancient astronomers such as Ptolemy and Geminus, but he
was also influenced by the Posterior Analytics and by the new Arabic-Islamic attitude
toward astronomical observation. By focusing on rarely studied texts, such as the K.
al-misiga and the K. al-burhan, the analysis was able to show that al-Farabi
elaborated a scientific method that privileged induction, observation, and
experience, but which ultimately depended on first philosophy, which alone can
study the fundamental causes underlying the cosmos. In fact, it is with regard to his
conception of the astronomical method that al-Farab1 departs quite radically from

the Neoplatonists.

In addition to the question of the sources and of the originality of al-Farabi’s
cosmological doctrines, this dissertation has tentatively introduced a
developmentalist hypothesis to explain the discrepancies in al-Farabt’s cosmological

theories and to address the problem of the authenticity of the Farabian writings. By
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putting the emphasis on the historical and intellectual climate in which al-Farabi
lived and by construing his works in light of such contemporary issues as the debate
on the creation and eternity of the world, I argued that al-Farabi’s cosmology may
have undergone a quite radical transformation on the questions of cosmogony,
eternity, and celestial substance. Whereas some works such as the Ta'ligat, the ‘Uyin,
and the Da‘awa should be decisively rejected from the Farabian corpus, others, such
as the Jam' and the Jawabat may belong to al-Farabt’s early Baghdad period. By this I
mean either that they were composed by al-Farabi when he was under the direct
influence of the Christian Peripatetics, or that they were composed by one of his
followers or immediate students, a hypothesis initially formulated by Lameer and M.
Rashed. In the latter case, Yahya ibn ‘Ad1 was identified in Chapter IV as the most
likely candidate. This hypothesis, however, does not automatically entail that the
content of these two works is spurious or does not faithfully reflect views that al-

Farabi may have held at one point in his life.

I hope to have shown that al-Farabi stands at a crucial juncture in early
Arabic thought and that his works anticipated several important aspects of later
falsafah, and especially of Ibn Sina’s cosmology, both in terms of method and
content. The chapters on the method of astronomy, on the structure of al-Farabt’s
cosmology, on intellection and motion, show that al-Farabi was the first Arabic
thinker to achieve a viable and systematic synthesis of all the cosmological
knowledge of his day, both astronomical and philosophical, and that, in so doing, he
decisively influenced the course of Arabic thought. Naturally, al-FarabT's theories
are not devoid of tensions and sometimes appear almost experimental, such as his
theory of celestial substance and its connection with creation. Ibn Sina subsequently
built upon, modified, and in a sense perfected from a logical point of view his
predecessor’s theories. But al-Farabl must be given credit for having laid the
foundations of what later became a very influential paradigm in the history of

Islamic and Arabic thought.
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I hope that some of the questions which were raised in the course of my
analysis but which I could not address due to lack of space will in the near future be
studied in more depth. In particular, a detailed analysis of the Greco-Arabic sources
and ideas underlying al-FarabT’s theory of the Agent Intellect is a desideratum. A
thorough study of the influence of the celestial bodies on the sublunary world and
their role in generation and corruption and in the actualization of human thought

and imagination is another topic worth examining.
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