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Preface

Abū ʿAlı ̄al- Ḥusayn ibn ʿAbdallāh Ibn Sın̄ā, often called ‘Avicenna’ 

in English because this was his name in medieval Latin, was the 

most important and influential philosopher of the Islamic world. 

His impact on Islamic intellectual culture can be compared to that 

of Plato and Aristotle in classical antiquity, or Kant in modern 

European philosophy, in that all subsequent thinkers had to 

respond to him favourably or unfavourably, explicitly or implicitly, 

directly or indirectly. He supplanted Aristotle as the figure who, 

more than any other, represented what ‘philosophy’ ( falsafa) was. 

We can see this from a backhanded compliment paid by his most 

famous critic: when the theologian al- Ghazālı ̄(d. 1111) wrote a 

refutation of Ibn Sın̄ā, he called it simply Incoherence of the 

Philosophers (Taha ̄fut al- falāsifa). To criticize Ibn Sın̄ā was, 

it seems, to criticize philosophy itself.

Actually things are a bit more complicated than that, because the 

word falsafa evoked in al- Ghazālı’̄s title meant something 

narrower than our term ‘philosophy’. To be a faylasu ̄f, that is, a 

practitioner of falsafa, was to uphold certain doctrines associated 

specifically with Ibn Sın̄ā, such as the necessity and eternity of the 

world, an understanding of God as a pure intellect who does not 

grasp anything but universal truths, and a conception of science 

as the exploration of essential natures and necessary causal 

connections. Al- Ghazālı ̄rejected all this. But he was a philosopher 
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in his own way, whose own ideas were shaped by the tradition of 

rationalist Islamic theology or kalām. I mention this because one 

theme we’ll be pursuing in this book is the relation between Ibn 

Sın̄ā and kalām. We’ll find that later thinkers in the Islamic world 

often saw philosophy in a more general sense (they called it 

ḥikma, literally ‘wisdom’) as a kind of contest between Ibn Sın̄ā’s 

falsafa and traditional kalām. In some cases they saw Ibn Sın̄ā as 

adopting a certain position within pre- existing kalām debates, as 

on the status of the non- existent or the nature of good and evil.

We’ll get into all that in Chapter 6, when we turn to discuss his 

legacy. I will not tell the full story of his reception there, as that 

would mean charting the whole history of philosophy in the 

Islamic world from his death in the 11th century until today. Nor 

will I be able to give a thorough portrait of philosophy in the time 

before Ibn Sın̄ā, though I will sketch this in Chapter 1. For the 

broad contours of philosophy before and after Ibn Sın̄ā, the reader 

may instead be referred to my earlier volume in this same series, 

A Very Short Introduction to Philosophy in the Islamic World.

An incredible but true fact about Ibn Sın̄ā is that his place in the 

history of philosophy is matched by his place in the history of 

medicine. Actually, if you asked an intellectual of the European 

Renaissance what ‘Avicenna’ was most famous for, you’d probably 

be referred not to his metaphysics or theory of the soul, though 

these aspects of his achievement were certainly still known in 

Latin Christendom at that time. Instead, they would mention his 

Canon of Medicine (Qānu ̄n fi ̄l- tịbb), a tremendously successful 

attempt to distil the teachings of ancient and previous Islamic 

medicine into a single, well- organized reference work. I will duly 

be touching on his contributions in medicine, and paying special 

attention to his theory of science, since that is the point where his 

philosophical and scientific endeavours intersected.

Indeed, understanding Ibn Sın̄ā requires grasping the 

interconnections between the di�erent areas of his thought. 
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He was a profoundly systematic philosopher, who experimented 

with di�erent ways of leading readers into and through his 

system. His writings are often di�cult, in part for this reason. 

But this book is designed to prepare you for delving deeper into 

those writings, many of which are available in English, and into 

the vast and impressive modern scholarship on his thought 

(for recommendations where to start, see the end of this volume). 

We live in a time when non- European philosophy is of interest to 

a growing audience, and certainly Ibn Sın̄ā is among the most 

significant non- European philosophers. At the same time, those 

who are acquainted with the history of ancient and medieval 

philosophy in Europe will discover many connections with 

Ibn Sın̄ā. Though he was self- consciously innovative and 

independently minded, practically every page of his writings 

responds to the Greek philosophical legacy, especially Aristotle, 

and as already mentioned his relevance to later philosophy in 

Europe was enormous. So whether you are trying to move past 

Eurocentric narratives of the history of philosophy, or to gain a 

better understanding of European ideas and their reception, Ibn 

Sın̄ā is the philosopher for you.
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Chapter 1

Life and works

We know more about Ibn Sın̄ā’s life than we could have any reason 

to expect, thanks to the survival of his autobiography. It tells the 

story of a brilliant man who knew full well just how brilliant he 

was, and therefore o�ered himself as a model to be imitated by 

others who wanted to devote their lives to knowledge. It also tells 

the story of a man who confronted many practical obstacles, from 

ransacked saddlebags to imprisonment, as he journeyed far and 

wide in search of the patronage that he needed to be a peacefully 

established scholar. He did find quite a few patrons, but precious 

little peace.

Ibn Sīnā and his predecessors

The conditions for Ibn Sın̄ā’s intellectual project were created 

above all by the Arabic translation movement, which unfolded 

from the late 8th to the mid- 10th century. In this massive 

undertaking, many works of Greek science and philosophy were 

rendered into Arabic, with the financial support of the elite of 

Muslim society. Sometimes translators worked directly from 

Greek manuscripts, sometimes from Syriac intermediary versions. 

In fact philosophy, especially but not exclusively Aristotle’s logical 

writings, had already been pursued for centuries by scholars 

writing in the Syriac language. This means that there was no gap 

in the transmission of Greek thought from late antiquity to the 
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Islamic context. Rather, through the Syriac tradition there was 

continuity from the time of the school of commentators on 

Aristotle at the Egyptian city of Alexandria, in the 5th and 6th 

centuries, right up to the 9th century, during the ʿAbbāsid 

caliphate. This was the time of al- Kindı ̄(d. after 870), an intimate 

of the caliphal family who is usually acknowledged as the first 

Muslim philosopher. He oversaw the work of translators 

rendering philosophical and scientific works into Arabic. For this 

task al- Kindı ̄and his patrons turned to Christian scholars because 

they were able to work with the Greek or Syriac base texts.

I mention this not only to give credit where it is due, but to get 

across an important point about philosophy, or rather falsafa, in 

this early period: it was seen as a foreign import, one strongly 

associated with the Christians who were responsible for importing 

it. In the period before Ibn Sın̄ā, falsafa did not mean just any 

engagement with what we would now call ‘philosophical’ topics, 

but engagement with the fruits of the Greek‒Syriac‒Arabic 

translation movement (including mathematics and the sciences). 

Many falāsifa were themselves Christians, some being both 

translators and authors of their own philosophical works. Which 

is not to say that there were no Muslim philosophers before Ibn 

Sın̄ā. Apart from al- Kindı,̄ important early figures included Abū 

Bakr al- Rāzı ̄(d. 925) and al- Fārābı ̄(d. 950).

But al- Fārābı ̄is the exception that proves the rule. He studied 

with Christian masters and was involved with the so- called 

Baghdad school of Aristotelians at Baghdad, all of whom were 

Christians apart from al- Fārābı ̄himself. Nor was Christianity 

incidental to their intellectual project. A central figure of the 

school, Yaḥyā Ibn ʿAdı ̄(d. 974), wrote works on Christology and 

the Trinity, while the last member of the school, Ibn al- Ṭayyib 

(d. 1043), commented on the Bible. Some sense of the perceived 

link between Christianity and falsafa can be had from the record 

of a debate between Abū Bishr Mattā (d. 940), founder of the 
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Abū Bakr al- Rāzī and Galenism

Ibn Sīnā did not have a high opinion of his predecessor Abū Bakr 
al- Rāzī. He dismissed his philosophical ideas, saying that he ‘bit 
off more than he could chew in his attempts to deal with 
theology, and even exceeded his abilities when lancing abscesses 
and examining urine and feces’. But if al- Fārābī was the 
predecessor from whom Ibn Sīnā took the most doctrinally, 
al- Rāzī is the closest comparison in matters of self- presentation 
and authorial persona. Most obviously, he was likewise both 
physician and philosopher, though in his case medicine was the 
more important occupation. No thinker of the Islamic world had 
a greater legacy in medicine, apart from Ibn Sīnā himself; and in 
the Latin world, medieval and Renaissance readers would turn to 
‘Rhazes’ as an important authority in this field. Both men drew 
extensively on the great ancient doctor Galen for their medical 
theories (see Chapter 4). They also took their cue from Galen 
when it came to intellectual self- presentation. In a way that 
confounds our expectations of medieval thinkers, al- Rāzī and Ibn 
Sīnā were self- consciously original and open in criticizing even 
their most admired predecessors. This is an attitude they learned 
from Galen. Al- Rāzī applied it to Galen himself in a work bearing 
the frank title Doubts About Galen (Shukūk ʿalā Jālīnūs). Perhaps 
Ibn Sīnā was so abusive towards al- Rāzī precisely because he 
recognized in him a kindred spirit. Ibn Sīnā didn’t appreciate 
competition, even from rivals who were already dead.

(Note that Abū Bakr al- Rāzī is not to be confused with the later 
Fakhr al- Dīn al- Rāzī, who is mentioned numerous times in this 
book. ‘Al- Rāzī’ indicates simply that both hailed from the Persian 
town of Rayy, which, as it happens, was one of the many cities 
visited by Ibn Sīnā in his life.)



Ib
n 

Sī
nā

 (
A

v
ic

e
n

n
a

)

4

Baghdad school, and a grammarian named al- Sır̄āfı ̄(d. 979). 

Al- Sır̄āfi ̄argued that Arabic grammar, not Greek logic, sets the 

standard for correct speech. In his diatribe he pointedly made fun 

of Abū Bishr’s religious beliefs: the study of logic had not prevented 

Abū Bishr from thinking that God could be both one and three!

All this changed when falsafa became indelibly linked with Ibn 

Sın̄ā. It was thanks to him that falsafa entered the intellectual 

mainstream, rather than being a niche topic pursued by 

specialists. He successfully completed a project already begun by 

al- Kindı ̄and al- Fārābı,̄ by showing how the resources of 

Aristotelian philosophy could be brought to bear on the concerns 

of the Islamic intelligentsia. Nothing typifies this change more 

than logic. About a century before Ibn Sın̄ā, al- Sır̄āfı ̄mocked it as 

a pretentious waste of time. Fast forward to a few generations 

after Ibn Sın̄ā, and we find his most famous critic al- Ghazālı ̄ 

mocking those who denied the value of logic. It would duly 

become a standard part of the educational curriculum for 

religious scholars. In fact textbooks working broadly within the 

framework of Ibn Sın̄ā’s logic would still be used at universities 

around the Islamic world in the 20th century.

If Ibn Sın̄ā was a major factor in the absorption of falsafa into 

mainstream intellectual life, he also helped to decide which 

aspects of falsafa would carry on and which would die out. When 

modern scholars identify al- Fārābı ̄as the most significant Muslim 

philosopher before Ibn Sın̄ā, they are just following Ibn Sın̄ā’s 

own judgement. He claimed to be unimpressed by the Christian 

members of the Baghdad school, though research is increasingly 

showing that he took more from them than he cared to admit. 

Al- Fārābı ̄was the one Baghdad Aristotelian who won his explicit 

approval (‘all but the most excellent of my predecessors’, leaving 

room for Aristotle at the top). The autobiography tells of Ibn 

Sın̄ā’s struggles to understand Aristotle’s Metaphysics until he 

read a book by al- Fārābı,̄ which finally unveiled its purpose to 
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him. It has been suggested that the insight Ibn Sın̄ā took from 

al- Fārābı ̄was that metaphysics is primarily a study of being and 

not an inquiry into God, as al- Kindı ̄had stated in his most 

important work, On First Philosophy.

Indeed, Ibn Sın̄ā was arguably responsible for putting an end to 

what can be called the ‘Kindian tradition’, simply by ignoring it. I 

use this phrase to refer to a loosely a�liated group of Muslim 

thinkers who followed al- Kindı’̄s lead by adopting a rather eclectic 

approach to the Greek philosophical legacy, which was not 

constrained by the Aristotelian theory of science. As we’ll see, that 

theory was crucial for Ibn Sın̄ā, and before him it had been crucial 

for al- Fārābı.̄ Both of them put great emphasis on the internal 

structure of each science and the way that the disciplines form a 

hierarchy, with the lower ones taking their principles from higher 

ones. By contrast, thinkers of the Kindian tradition tended to 

pursue intellectual disciplines independently from one another, 

and were happy to spend time on topics lying altogether outside 

the Aristotelian curriculum, like the religious sciences, 

comparative religion, geography, and the practical arts (al- Kindı ̄ 

himself wrote about swords and removing stains from clothes).

The Kindian tradition was also characterized by its heavy use of 

the late ancient thinkers Plotinus and Proclus— central figures in 

‘Neoplatonism’, a tradition which fuses Plato’s thought with ideas 

taken from Aristotle and the Stoics— who had been translated in 

al- Kindı’̄s circle. We can see this in a rough contemporary of Ibn 

Sın̄ā named Miskawayh, perhaps the last figure we can include in 

the Kindian tradition. His philosophy was strongly characterized 

by Neoplatonism, and he quoted more than once from al- Kindı.̄ 

By contrast Ibn Sın̄ā showed no interest in al- Kindı,̄ and though 

he took important ideas from the Neoplatonists, he did so in a 

tacit and selective manner. In fact he commented on the Arabic 

version of Plotinus, adopting a rather stando�sh attitude towards 

its doctrine on the soul. It is telling that his most important debt 
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to the Neoplatonic tradition, the idea that the universe emanates 

necessarily and eternally from God, can already be found in 

al- Fārābı.̄ Like him, Ibn Sın̄ā engaged seriously with 

commentaries on Aristotle that were produced in the 

aforementioned school at Alexandria, and later rendered into 

Arabic. These, not Plotinus and Proclus, were the most important 

late ancient philosophical works for al- Fārābı ̄and Ibn Sın̄ā, for 

the simple reason that Aristotle was in their eyes by far the most 

important ancient philosopher.

It would be inaccurate, though, to see Ibn Sın̄ā’s intellectual 

context solely in terms of Greek philosophy and its Arabic 

reception. He did not devote great energy to the Islamic religious 

sciences, but he was trained as a jurist and produced Quranic 

commentary. Above all, he was well acquainted with the tradition 

of kalām, or rational Islamic theology. Kala ̄m dealt with many 

central philosophical issues, such as atomism, the nature of good 

and evil, the conditions for moral responsibility, free will and 

determinism, and proofs for God’s existence. Ibn Sın̄ā had things 

to say about all these topics. As we’ll see, that often involved 

responding implicitly to kalām debates.

The theologians (mutakallimu ̄n) up to his time are usually 

grouped into two schools, albeit with sub- groups within each 

school. On the one hand there were the Muʿtazilites, on the other 

the Ashʿarites, whose name comes from a theologian named 

al- Ashʿarı ̄(d. 935) who turned against the Muʿtazilite doctrines in 

which he had been trained. The Muʿtazilites insisted on freedom 

of the human will, and adopted a rigorous stance on divine 

simplicity. By contrast al- Ashʿarı ̄and his followers tended towards 

determinism— they said that God creates the actions performed 

by humans, who through ‘acquisition’ (kasb or iktisa ̄b) become 

responsible for these actions— and accepted a multiplicity of 

divine attributes. But some views were common to both schools, 

notably an account of created substances as atoms (‘parts of 
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bodies, which have no further parts’) upon which God bestows 

accidental properties, like motion, rest, and combination of the 

atoms into complex bodies. The theologians also shared a style of 

argument, which involved arguing for their own views mostly 

through the refutation of alternative positions.

For Ibn Sın̄ā, this was a weakness in kalām. Echoing a critique 

already levelled by al- Fārābı,̄ he deemed the theologians’ methods 

to fall short of proper philosophical demonstration, and to rise 

only to the level of what Aristotle called ‘dialectic’. So on two 

counts the theologians were in Ibn Sın̄a’s eyes not really 

‘philosophers’. First, they weren’t engaging with Greek sources like 

Aristotle, that is, weren’t doing falsafa. Second, they weren’t 

giving the kind of proofs a real philosopher should. But this did 

not prevent them from being among his most significant sparring 

partners, on a range of philosophical issues and especially in 

metaphysics.

Ibn Sīnā and his patrons

Ibn Sın̄ā lived in a time marked by political conflict, as regional 

powers competed for territory across greater Persia. This 

forced him into a career that was peripatetic in every sense of the 

word: he reinvented Aristotelianism while travelling widely, 

with longer stays in such cities as Bukhārā, Jurjānj, Rayy, 

Hamadhān, and Is ̣fahān. He was born in the village of Afsana 

near Bukhārā. The traditional date of his birth, 980 ce, seems to 

be somewhat too late, and he probably lived into his mid- sixties 

before dying in 1037 ce (428 of the Islamic calendar). Across 

these decades he received patronage from a number of rulers, who 

represent a cross- section of rulers active in this period of Islamic 

history. It was a time of political instability and fragmentation, 

subsequent to the e�ective end of the ʿAbbāsid caliphate back in 

945. In that year, a family called the Būyids took power in 

Baghdad and installed a puppet caliph.
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The Būyids’ rivals to the east were the Sāmānids, who took power 

in the Persian provinces of the collapsed ʿAbbāsid empire. This is 

directly relevant to Ibn Sın̄ā’s life story, because his first patron 

Nūḥ ibn Mansụ̄r was a Sāmānid. A precocious Ibn Sın̄ā, only 18 at 

the time, won a place at Ibn Mansụ̄r’s court by healing him from a 

disease. When the Sāmānid state was toppled in 999, Ibn Sın̄ā 

moved to Jurjān, where he spent about a decade in the service of 

its ruler ʿAlı ̄Ibn Maʾmūn, receiving special support from one of 

the latter’s ministers. He was again forced to move on, to avoid 

being drafted into the service of Maḥmūd of Ghazna, who is noted 

for expanding the reach of Islam into India. Maḥmūd was the 

patron of al- Bır̄ūnı ̄(d. c.1050), perhaps the only intellectual of the 

time comparable to Ibn Sın̄ā himself. Aside from his achievements 

in science, especially astronomy, al- Bır̄ūnı ̄took advantage of 

Maḥmūd’s incursions into northern India to learn about the 

cultures there, and on that basis wrote a massive work comparing 

Indian intellectual currents (including philosophy) to those of 

Islam and ancient Greece. We have an exchange of letters between 

Ibn Sın̄ā and al- Bır̄ūnı,̄ in which the former answers the latter’s 

queries about Aristotelian philosophy.

1. An image from a historical work, The Compendium of Chronicles, 

depicting warfare during the lifetime of Ibn Sın̄ā.
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After long travels, Ibn Sın̄ā wound up in the service of Būyids. 

First he was at Rayy as a client of the Sayyida (‘queen mother’), 

who held the real power as mother of the nominal ruler Majd 

al- Dawla. Again it was Ibn Sın̄ā’s medical expertise that got him 

this job. He left to go to Hamadhān, where he joined the court of 

Majd al- Dawla’s brother Shams al- Dawla. Upon the latter’s death 

in 1021, Ibn Sın̄ā intrigued to join a renegade governor who had 

turned against the Būyids, named ʿAlāʾ al- Dawla. Ibn Sın̄ā was 

placed under house arrest after this was discovered, but once ʿAlāʾ 

al- Dawla defeated Shams al- Dawla’s son, he was able to join his 

new patron. He would spend the last seven years of his life in his 

service. Patronage was thus an important, perhaps even the 

decisive, factor in Ibn Sın̄ā’s career. It helps to explain the 

significant attention he devoted to medicine: being a philosophical 

genius is nice, but it doesn’t always pay the bills. He also o�ered 

expertise as an administrator, as when he acted as the Sayyida’s 

‘business manager’. Several of his works were written for patrons, 

notably the one treatise he wrote in his native language of Persian: 

the Danesh Nameh (Book of Knowledge), composed for ʿAlāʾ 

al- Dawla.

The (auto-)biography

Much of the information just surveyed comes from Ibn Sın̄ā’s 

autobiography and the supplementary material added to it by his 

student al- Jūzjānı ̄after Ibn Sın̄ā’s death. The resulting document 

is of course to be taken with a small heap of salt. While it does 

relay useful factual information, this was not the main goal of 

either author. Ibn Sın̄ā sought above all to give a context for 

understanding his own writings, by explaining his own education, 

the occasions that led him to write several of his works, and his 

philosophical methodology. Al- Jūzjānı,̄ meanwhile, was concerned 

to highlight his own role in Ibn Sın̄ā’s career— notably, he recounts 

how he prompted the writing of the most famous of Ibn Sın̄ā’s 

works, The Healing (al- Shifa ̄ʾ)—and of course to extol his master’s 

prodigious talents.
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Along the way we get a good sense of Ibn Sın̄ā’s personality. He 

was a proud man, not apt to su�er fools, but deeply engaged with 

his circle of associates and students. In the ‘not su�ering fools’ 

category, a memorable story related by al- Jūzjānı ̄tells of how Ibn 

Sın̄ā prepared an elaborate humiliation for a man who slighted his 

knowledge of the Arabic language. He produced a fake collection 

of letters in the style of famous literary figures, which he had 

supposedly discovered ‘while hunting in the desert’. When the 

impertinent rival was unable to understand the text, Ibn Sın̄ā was 

then able to spring his trap by explaining it all masterfully— which 

of course was an easy task, since he had in fact written the letters 

himself! The hapless victim of this joke is only one of several 

intellectual inferiors encountered by our hero. In the 

autobiographical section Ibn Sın̄ā recalls how a man named 

al- Nātilı ̄tried to teach him logic and mathematics, only to be 

stunned by the superior intelligence of his precocious student. Far 

more hostile was the mature Ibn Sın̄ā’s attitude towards Abū 

l- Qāsim al- Kirmānı,̄ a rival philosopher mentioned in passing by 

al- Jūzjānı.̄ Al- Kirmānı ̄was a fellow client of Ibn Sın̄ā’s patron the 

Sayyida, and their feud may explain why he left her service to join 

Shams al-Dawla. So intense was Ibn Sın̄ā’s enmity for al- Kirmānı ̄ 

that he descended to obscene name- calling (‘dung- beetle’, ‘shit- eater’).

Which seems a good moment to mention the two most 

provocative details of the biography: Ibn Sın̄ā’s wine- drinking and 

sexual prowess. He tells us about the wine himself, in the context 

of explaining his working methods. As the biography conveys, he 

was a tremendously industrious scholar, and would often work by 

lamplight, late into the night. To keep himself awake he would 

drink wine, which may seem a rather jarring admission in the 

context of an Islamic society. As for sex, al- Jūzjānı ̄is keen to tell us 

how ‘vigorous’ was his master in this appetite, and a few pages 

later he (apparently) connects this to Ibn Sın̄ā’s death. He was 

su�ering from ‘colic’ (qawlanj), meaning an intestinal obstruction 

caused by gallstones or kidney stones. This was exacerbated by a 

combination of factors, including a slave who deliberately 
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overdosed him with opium to avoid detection for theft, and Ibn 

Sın̄ā’s unwillingness to stop indulging in deleterious sexual 

intercourse. Fortunately for his reputation, and unfortunately for 

the entertainment value of the biography, the truth of these matters 

turns out to be far less outrageous. The drinking can be understood 

within the context of Galenic medicine, which recognized wine as a 

fortifying drink due to its supposed heating properties. Wine was 

also important in Persian culture and tolerated by some Islamic 

legal schools. As for the sex, it was convincingly argued a few years 

ago that the reference to fatal overindulgence in intercourse is a 

later addition to the text, presumably introduced by someone 

hostile to the great philosopher.

Even without this salacious detail, the biography makes it clear 

that Ibn Sın̄ā had anything but a sedate life. He skimped on sleep 

but apart from that spurned asceticism, something he wittily 

explained to al- Jūzjānı:̄ ‘God the exalted has given me powers in 

abundance, both inside and out, so I give fully to every power 

what it has coming to it.’ In proof of his abundant ‘inside’ powers, 

Ibn Sın̄ā presents himself in the autobiography largely as an 

autodidact. Early on he mastered the Quran, jurisprudence, and 

mathematics, the latter being the occasion for his besting of the 

would- be teacher al- Nātilı.̄ When he was still a child he 

encountered partisans of a form of Shiite Islam called Ismāʿıl̄ism, 

which captured the interest of Ibn Sın̄ā’s father and brother. But 

our protagonist rejected their teachings (‘my soul would not 

accept it’). It has been suggested that Ibn Sın̄ā emphasized this in 

the autobiography in order to underscore his own independent 

approach to religion and philosophy. This made it impossible for 

him to accept Ismāʿıl̄ism, given its reliance on the authoritative 

teachings of an inspired Imam. In his teenaged years Ibn Sın̄ā 

mastered medicine, ‘not one of the di�cult sciences’, and then 

plunged into philosophy, working through the curriculum starting 

from logic and culminating with metaphysics. It was at this point 

that al- Fārābı’̄s guide to Aristotle’s Metaphysics came to 

his rescue.
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Many an eyebrow has been raised by Ibn Sın̄ā’s declaration, 

towards the end of the autobiography, that at the age of 18 he had 

reached full maturity as a thinker: ‘everything that I knew at that 

time, is as I know it now; I have not added anything to it, to this 

day.’ This looks like a self- undermining boast— is it really 

impressive if your philosophical thinking stops developing once 

you’ve left puberty? But we should take care to understand the 

remark in light of the Aristotelian theory of science which is a 

leitmotif throughout the autobiography. Ibn Sın̄ā has already 

explained how he undertook ‘verification’ of scientific theses by 

finding syllogisms in support of them. He even kept a kind of file 

collection for the individual arguments, as we might do today 

using flash cards. Such demonstrative syllogisms should be 

complete once carefully verified, since they can be put together 

into unbroken chains of inference that go back to certain first 

principles, and thus leave no room for doubt or omission. That 

would still allow plenty of room for shifts in emphasis, di�erent 

modes of presentation and pedagogical strategy, responses to 

objections, and so on. And in these respects, we do find wide 

variation in Ibn Sın̄ā’s corpus.

Ibn Sīnā’s works

The story of that corpus evokes a time when books were unique, 

handwritten objects. He tells in the autobiography of how he was 

given access to the library at Bukhārā by his first patron, Nuḥ ibn 

al- Manṣūr. Here he marvelled at the collection of works on o�er; 

tellingly he requested to look particularly at ‘books of the ancients’, 

and was able to consult texts he would never manage to see again. 

When it came to his own books, al- Jūzjānı ̄admits that Ibn Sın̄ā 

was liberal in his attitude, not to say cavalier, often handing them 

to others without keeping a copy for himself. The most hair- raising 

episode came when Ibn Sın̄ā’s bags were ransacked by soldiers 

outside Is ̣fahān in 1030, resulting in the loss of the Fair 

Judgement (al- Inṣāf ). But there were other cases in which he had 

to rewrite texts that had gone missing, which gives al- Jūzjānı ̄the 
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opportunity to boast implausibly about Ibn Sın̄ā’s prodigious feats 

of memory.

The upshot is a rather chaotic body of work, a situation that 

becomes still more problematic given the later temptation to 

ascribe spurious texts to this famous name. Both the authentic 

and the inauthentic corpora are forbiddingly large. An 

authoritative list counts about 100 genuine works and dozens of 

pseudographies; and here it should be borne in mind that some of 

the genuine ‘works’ are in fact many short works taken together 

under a single heading, for instance about 20 homilies and 

comments on passages from the Quran. The many genuine 

writings of Ibn Sın̄ā that survive to the present day show an 

impressive variety in length, level of di�culty, and genre. These 

di�erences reflect above all two issues that faced Ibn Sın̄ā as an 

author. What was the most e�ective way to present his ideas to 

students and readers? And what stance should he adopt relative to 

Aristotle’s philosophy?

In fact these two issues were connected, since we know that his 

readers expressed interest in Ibn Sın̄ā’s opinions about the ideas 

that had come down to their time through the Aristotelian 

tradition. This applies to The Healing, a work that covers all the 

departments of philosophy as well as disciplines we don’t consider 

to be philosophical nowadays, like mathematics. It is an enormous 

production with separate books on the various disciplines, with 

the whole Arabic edition filling a decent- sized shelf. Amazingly, 

this magnum opus was written during the most turbulent time of 

Ibn Sın̄ā’s life, when he passed from the service of the Būyids to 

that of ʿAlāʾ al- Dawla.

In his contribution to the biography, al- Jūzjānı ̄tells us that it was 

he who personally requested a commentary on Aristotle’s works 

from the master, only to be told that Ibn Sın̄ā preferred to set 

down his own views. Supposedly, some of this was done from 

memory without consulting books, owing to the disruption in Ibn 
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Sın̄ā’s situation. But as his original response to al- Jūzjānı’̄s request 

shows, this was always intended to be an original and opinionated 

work, one not bound by the strictures of commentary on Aristotle 

or anyone else. Indeed, this is a striking feature of Ibn Sın̄a ̄’s 

output. Unlike his admired predecessor al- Fārābı ̄and the later 

Ibn Rushd (Averroes, d. 1198), Ibn Sın̄ā had no intention of being 

just a faithful follower of Aristotle, and wrote no commentaries on 

his works. Instead, The Healing covers the topics addressed by 

Aristotle and more besides, but tackles these in a novel sequence 

and lays out clearly original positions in what amounts to an 

(ultimately successful) attempt to replace Aristotle, rather than 

interpret him.

The closest he came to straightforward exegesis on Aristotle is a 

work that comes down to us only partially, called The Fair 

Judgement (al- Inṣa ̄f ); as already mentioned, the full version was 

lost when his baggage was ransacked. As the name implies, it 

undertook to pass judgement on earlier philosophical texts, 

especially Aristotle, but also the Arabic version of Plotinus known 

as the Theology of Aristotle; Ibn Sın̄ā doubted the authenticity of 

its ascription to Aristotle but chose to discuss it nonetheless. He is 

at times remarkably critical, for instance when it comes to 

Aristotle’s attempt to prove God as a mere cause of motion, 

instead of a cause of existence. Another mostly lost work, called 

The Easterners (al- Mashriqiyyu ̄n), would have expressed similar 

attitudes. The title seems to refer to Ibn Sın̄ā’s personal views as 

opposed to those of the ‘Westerners’, that is, the more faithful 

Aristotelians of the Baghdad School. Ibn Sın̄ā also composed short 

refutations aimed against that group, a polemic inspired by his 

clash with al- Kirmānı.̄

Aside from The Healing, we have several other works that range 

over the gamut of philosophical disciplines, including the 

aforementioned Persian text, the Book of Knowledge. Another 

example is The Salvation (al- Najāt), written in response to a 
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request from friends for a brief exposition of philosophy. It is 

mostly cobbled together from his own earlier writings, including a 

likewise synoptic work, the Philosophy for ʿArūḍı ̄ (al- Ḥikma 

al- ʿAru ̄ḍiyya). In the later Islamic tradition, the most widely 

discussed text of this kind was the Pointers and Reminders 

(al- Ishārāt wa- l- tanbı̄ha ̄t) (Figure 2). As with The Fair 

Judgement, the title is a good guide to Ibn Sın̄ā’s approach, as the 

Pointers is written in a highly allusive and compressed fashion. It 

seems that the purpose of this was to exercise the reader, who 

should know Ibn Sın̄ā’s doctrines from reading his other treatises 

or studying with him personally, and use the hints provided to 

reconstruct full syllogisms in confirmation of these doctrines. The 

latter context also produced the Notes (al- Taʿlı ̄qāt) and 

Discussions (al- Muba ̄ḥathāt), the latter of which transmits 

questions and answers between Ibn Sın̄ā and his two students Ibn 

Zayla and Bahmanyār.

2. Manuscript of a commentary on Ibn Sı̄nā’s Pointers and Reminders 

by Najm al- Dı̄n al- Nakhjuwānı̄.
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In addition, we have a number of treatises on specific 

philosophical themes, like the soul (the subject of his earliest 

extant work), ethics, the afterlife, and love (ʿishq). His treatise on 

the latter topic shows the importance of Neoplatonism for Ibn 

Sın̄ā, even if his writings usually do not wear their Plotinian 

inspiration on their sleeves, in comparison to an author like 

Miskawayh. It understands love as a cosmic phenomenon in 

which all things pursue individual goods in an attempt to revert 

back upon their perfect source, God. Finally, Ibn Sın̄ā’s constant 

experimentation as an author also led him to write allegorical 

narratives like Ḥayy Ibn Yaqz ̣ān, whose title was borrowed by the 

12th- century Andalusian author Ibn Ṭufayl for a more famous 

treatise of the same name. In Ibn Sın̄ā’s work the title character 

(whose name literally means ‘Living, son of awake’) is a 

philosopher who visits the di�erent parts of the cosmos, 

representing the soul’s journey to God. Scholarship is still needed 

on the relation between these parables, his treatises on individual 

themes, and the longer synoptic treatises that have attracted the 

lion’s share of attention from readers from Ibn Sın̄ā’s death to the 

present day.

Commentaries on the Pointers

In the Latin scholastic tradition, The Healing was Ibn Sīnā’s most 
widely consulted philosophical work, which makes sense given 
its thoroughness and clear relation to Aristotelianism, which was 
of central interest to the scholastics. In the Islamic world, by 
contrast, the most popular work was the dense and challenging 
Pointers and Reminders. These very features made it a perfect text 
for commentary. Being so hard to understand, it positively called 
out for exegesis, and its relative brevity meant it could be quoted 
fully before the commentator went on to expound his own 
thoughts at length. Two sharply contrasting commentaries were 
written in the late 12th and 13th centuries, by Fakhr al- Dīn al- Rāzī 
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(d. 1210) and Naṣīr al- Dīn al- Ṭūsī (d. 1274). Fakhr al- Dīn was 
highly critical, posing every objection he could think of— and he 
was very good at thinking of objections. Even where he agreed 
with Ibn Sīnā’s conclusions, he tried to offer improved arguments 
for those conclusions. Al- Ṭūsī’s commentary is largely a response 
which rises to Ibn Sīnā’s defence, and thus a kind of 
‘super- commentary’.

These were only two of many responses to the Pointers. A study 
of philosophical commentary up to the year 1900 counts about 
20 commentaries on it, several of which received super- 
commentaries. It was thus the first instance of a key 
development in the post- classical Islamic world. Philosophers 
frequently expressed their ideas by writing glosses or line- by- line 
commentaries on a standard ‘base- text’ (matn). To some extent 
post- classical philosophy in the Islamic world can be divided in 
terms of the dominance of a given base- text in a given time 
period or place. Later examples of major base- texts, which often 
shared the brevity and compression of the Pointers, would be 
al- Ṭūsī’s own Tajrīd al- ʿaqāʾid (Disclosure of Doctrines: it even 
generated fourth- level commentaries), somewhat later, al- Ījī’s 
Mawāqif fī ʿilm al- kalām (Stations of Theology), and in the modern 
era the Sullam al- ʿulūm (Ladder of the Sciences) of al- Bihārī, a work 
that received many commentaries in Muslim India.
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Chapter 2

Logic and knowledge

In his diatribes against hated rival Abū l- Qāsim al- Kirmānı,̄ Ibn 

Sın̄ā stooped to verbal abuse. But he had more principled 

objections to al- Kirmānı’̄s way of doing philosophy, which he 

expressed in a letter to other members of the Baghdad school: this 

man did not know how to mount arguments, but o�ered merely 

dialectical proofs. Ibn Sın̄a ̄ was not going to make the same 

mistake. As we saw, he spent his youth mapping out his 

burgeoning knowledge in the form of syllogistic arguments, in an 

attempt to capture science in the form of adamantine chains of 

demonstration. Like Aristotle before him, Ibn Sın̄ā did not fill his 

works with relentless lists of syllogisms. His authorial methods 

were instead adapted to the pedagogical needs of his readership. 

Yet his entire philosophy presupposes a theory of scientific 

demonstration, which undergirds his epistemology in general and 

in particular such famous arguments as his flying man thought 

experiment and his proof for the existence of God.

Terms, propositions, and demonstrations

As in other areas, Ibn Sın̄a ̄’s work on logic was broadly within an 

Aristotelian framework, but made numerous fundamental 

innovations within that framework. This was true even when it 

came to the topics to be covered within logic. Since late antiquity, 

Aristotle’s logical writings had been collected as the so- called 
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Organon (meaning ‘instrument’), which included much more than 

what we’d call logic nowadays. It spans from Aristotle’s Categories, 

which o�ers an exhaustive list of the types of single term 

(substance terms like ‘human’ and ‘horse’, qualitative terms like 

‘black’ and ‘cold’, etc.), to the Poetics and Rhetoric. For Ibn Sın̄a ̄ the 

core of the Organon was to be found in the Prior and Posterior 

Analytics, which respectively study valid syllogistic arguments and 

the special case of syllogisms called ‘demonstrations’. Only 

demonstrative proofs are suitable for use in science. (In fact the 

Arabic title of the Posterior Analytics was just al- Burha ̄n, 

meaning Demonstration; this is also the title of the corresponding 

part of Ibn Sın̄a ̄’s The Healing.) Ibn Sın̄a ̄ went so far as to dismiss 

the value of the categories for logic. He grudgingly included a 

section on it in The Healing but warned that this was only out of 

deference to standard practice.

For Ibn Sın̄ā we get into logic proper only once we are dealing 

with objects of two mental operations called ‘conception’ 

(tasạwwur) and ‘assent’ (tasḍıq̄). This distinction, with the same 

terminology, was already used by al- Fa ̄rābı.̄ To have a ‘conception’ 

of a term is just to grasp what the term means, a grasp that could 

be expressed in a definition. All competent language users have 

some conception of any given term. If the term in question is 

‘gira�e’, they will reliably be able to distinguish gira�es from 

non- gira�es, and will be able to explain roughly what they mean 

by the word ‘gira�e’. They might say, ‘a gira�e is that tall animal 

that lopes around on the savannah’. But this will only be a nominal 

definition, a mere ‘description’ (rasm). A real definition (ḥadd) is 

one that captures what it really means to fall under the relevant 

term, for instance, what exactly makes something a gira�e. These 

are the sorts of definition suitable for use in science.

Some conceptions build on others: presumably we need to have a 

conception of ‘animal’ before we can arrive at a conception of 

‘gira�e’. But on pain of infinite regress, there must be some 

conceptions that are primitive or primary. These will not be 
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grasped, or explained, by appealing to any other term. Notable 

examples appear in Ibn Sın̄a ̄’s metaphysics, where he says that 

‘thing’ and ‘existent’ are such primary notions. Likewise the modal 

properties of necessity, contingency, and impossibility. You can 

explain them in terms of each other if you want, as by saying that 

the contingent (mumkin) is that which is neither necessary nor 

impossible. Or you could paraphrase, in a rather circular fashion: 

the contingent is what might be, but needn’t be. But precisely 

because this would be circular, it is not a definition or explanation. 

It is just a way of calling attention to the listener’s tacit 

understanding of what contingency is.

One can have a conception without asserting anything, not even 

that anything exists that corresponds to the conception. Ibn Sın̄ā 

mentions the case of empty space or ‘void’: he argues that there is 

no void, but he still has a conception of it. Indeed, how could one 

go about arguing against the existence of void without having a 

conception of it? But in logic we are mostly interested in 

conceptions because they can be combined to form assertions or 

‘assents’, which can be either positive (‘gira�e is ungulate’) or 

negative (‘gira�e is not stone’). Just as there are immediate 

conceptions, so there are cases of immediate assent, propositions 

to which we agree as soon as we understand their meaning, and 

which are not justified by anything further. This is for the same 

reason as in the case of conceptions: to avoid an endless regress 

where all propositions depend on further propositions. Anyone 

should assent to an immediate proposition as soon as attention is 

called to it. Ibn Sın̄a ̄ calls this a ‘reminder’ (tanbıh̄), a word we 

already saw in the title of his Pointers and Reminders.

Which is not to say that there is no room for confusion. Some 

beliefs are so generally accepted that they may seem to be 

self- evident, whereas in fact they are not. To test whether 

something is a genuine first principle, Ibn Sın̄a ̄ suggests 

considering whether someone will assent to it regardless of their 

personal history. For instance, ‘justice is admirable’ may look like a 
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first principle of moral reasoning, but Ibn Sın̄a ̄ denies this, on the 

grounds that someone from a corrupt society may find it doubtful. 

By contrast, something like ‘the whole is greater than the part’ is 

obviously true, and will command the assent of any competent 

rational being. This is a pretty strict standard, and doesn’t give us 

much to work with as a stock of certainly true propositions. But 

Ibn Sın̄ā does recognize other ways of arriving at certain assent 

without needing an argument. You might just grasp something 

with the senses, for instance. He also accepts that the 

accumulation of reliable testimony (tawātur) may be a source of 

certain knowledge. This looks like a concession to the Islamic 

religious sciences, which invoked testimony as the means by 

which, for instance, later generations know things about the 

Prophet Muḥammad, despite never having met him in person.

We also find ourselves believing things even when we don’t know 

them for sure. An important category of such beliefs is the ‘widely 

accepted’ (mashhūr). These are propositions people normally 

agree with, even without proof, and even without being certain of 

their truth. In some circumstances it is perfectly fine to argue 

from such premises, for instance if you are just trying to win an 

argument. This is what one does when practising dialectic, an art 

explored by both Aristotle and Ibn Sın̄a ̄ in great detail. What one 

should avoid, though, is confusing dialectical argument with 

genuine demonstration. That was the mistake committed by 

al- Kirmānı,̄ and Ibn Sın̄ā thought that theologians were typically 

guilty of the same blunder.

A demonstration will take the form of a syllogism which, as Ibn 

Sın̄a ̄ puts it, echoing Aristotle’s definition, is ‘an argument in 

which, if more than one thing is posited, something other than 

what was posited follows from these things by necessity, and not 

accidentally, but essentially’. In other words, we will have more 

than one premise, and the premises together will imply a 

conclusion. Notice that this definition does not require that the 

premises and conclusion are true, only that the conclusion does 
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validly follow. But the process is truth- preserving, meaning 

that true premises will yield a true conclusion. Likewise, if we 

know the premises to be true, we can use the syllogism to generate 

new knowledge, namely of the conclusion. In practice this will 

take one of two forms. First, the kinds of syllogisms considered by 

Aristotle, where terms are predicated of subjects, as in the 

following:

Hoofed is said of ungulate

Ungulate is said of gira�e

Therefore hoofed is said of gira�e.

Second, the hypothetical arguments not considered by Aristotle, 

but dealt with by the Stoics and integrated into Aristotelian logic 

already by late ancient commentators. For instance:

If it is night- time, the gira�e is sleeping

It is night- time

Therefore the gira�e is sleeping.

Ibn Sın̄a ̄ explicitly argues that hypotheticals still satisfy Aristotle’s 

general definition of the syllogism, and considers them in his 

logical writings. But following the Posterior Analytics, he thinks 

that demonstrative science is concerned above all with syllogisms 

whose premises and conclusions are predications.

One reason for this is that such syllogisms have ‘middle terms’, like 

‘ungulate’ in the above example. The middle binds together the 

extreme terms (here ‘hoofed’ and ‘gira�e’) and explains the 

predication in the conclusion: it is because gira�es are ungulates 

that they are hoofed. Ibn Sın̄ā thus thinks that science involves the 

search for explanatory middle terms. (‘I wonder why gira�es have 

hooves?’) The moment of insight at which the middle term is 

discovered (‘oh, I see, it is because they are ungulates!’) is called 

‘intuition’ (ḥads). Someone gifted with e�ortless and plentiful 

intuitions is said to have ‘acumen’ (dhakāʾ). This frees them from 
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the burden of laboriously ‘thinking’ ( fikr) about what might 

explain the phenomenon in question. In the extreme case, 

someone who is ‘incandescent with intuition’ possesses a power 

Ibn Sın̄ā calls the ‘sacred faculty’. He associates this with 

prophethood.

While this goes considerably beyond Aristotle’s Posterior 

Analytics, it is recognizably based on that work, as is Ibn Sın̄a ̄’s 

demand that demonstrations be necessary in character and 

universal in scope. The biologist who specializes in gira�es is not 

out to understand why this gira�e standing in front of her 

happens to be hoofed, but why all gira�es are hoofed, and must be 

hoofed. Even if we can have certainty about something particular 

and contingent, as when we know through testimony that 

Muḥammad existed and said certain things, this sort of knowledge 

will not feature in the demonstrative syllogisms that make up 

science. Ibn Sın̄a ̄ is also far clearer than earlier logicians on the 

di�erence between something’s always being the case and its 

necessarily being the case. Suppose it just so happens that no 

gira�e ever visits Antarctica. This would not make it impossible 

that a gira�e visit Antarctica. For the same reason, it is not the 

same to say that something is possible and to say that it happens 

at least once.

Having distinguished these kinds of ‘modality’ (never/sometimes/

always and impossible/possible/necessary) Ibn Sın̄a ̄ is able to 

extend Aristotle’s logic by considering what happens when we 

combine statements with the di�erent modalities. For instance, if 

you combine a ‘necessity’ premise with an ‘always’ premise, will 

the conclusion hold necessarily, or merely always? He also 

observes that all predicative statements must have one or another 

modality, even if it is not expressed. Thus when I say ‘all gira�es 

are ungulates’ this really means ‘necessarily, all gira�es are 

ungulates’, whereas when I say ‘all gira�es sleep’ this might 

mean ‘all gira�es are sometimes asleep’ or ‘all gira�es are 

possibly asleep’.
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Prophecy

One of the bolder moves made by the falāsifa was to ‘naturalize’ 

the central phenomenon of Islamic religion: prophecy. Since they 

held that the perfect philosopher is one who has complete 

knowledge of all ‘intelligibles’, they assumed that the prophet 

must be someone who gets this same knowledge but in a less 

laborious fashion. Ibn Sīnā pushes this standard falsafa view to its 

limits by integrating prophecy directly into his theory of 

syllogistic discovery. He recognizes several kinds of prophecy, the 

greatest of which is nothing other than the ‘sacred faculty’, 

which allows for the quick and prolific finding of middle terms. 
On this basis Ibn Sīnā even develops a novel argument for the 
necessity of prophecy. Given that some people have no intuition 

at all, and are so minimally gifted in this respect, it only stands to 
reason that other people will be maximally capable of intuition. 

These are the people who have the sacred faculty.

In addition to this psychological argument for the sacred faculty, 

which is found in the treatise on soul in The Healing, Ibn Sīnā 
offers a political argument for why there must be prophecy more 
generally. This comes near the end of the treatise on metaphysics 

in the same work. Since humans are communal animals, who live 

in societies kept in order by laws, they need a lawgiver. This will 

be someone who understands what will be good for the 

community and can institute rules that ensure these goods will 

be achieved. Since humans stand in need of such individuals, 

divine providence will provide them. Ibn Sīnā here emphasizes 
the limited doctrinal content of the prophet’s message. It is 

aimed at securing justice and harmony between people, not 

disseminating knowledge about God or anything else. In this 

respect prophecy should restrict itself to teaching monotheism 

and the afterlife. To insist on more would just sow confusion 
amongst common believers. This seems a clear dig at the 
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Another important feature of Ibn Sın̄a ̄’s logic makes it more 

flexible than Aristotle’s. He distinguishes between what later came 

to be called ‘substantial’ (dha ̄tı)̄ and ‘descriptional’ (wasf̣ı)̄ 

interpretations of a proposition. A predicate holds of its subject 

‘substantially’ if it is true of it whenever it exists, whereas a 

predicate holds ‘descriptionally’ if it is true only under some 

condition. For example ‘all moving things are changing position’ 

looks straightforwardly true at first glance. But in fact it does not 

hold substantially, only descriptionally. A given moving thing, like 

a gira�e, is changing position so long as it moves, but not 

whenever the gira�e exists.

This looks like a small, even pedantic point. But it is in fact of 

tremendous importance, since it allows Ibn Sın̄a ̄ to expand greatly 

the scope of premises that can satisfy the strictures of Aristotelian 

demonstration. Once we allow propositions that are true only 

descriptionally, we can admit into science propositions that are 

true only on some condition or assumption. It is always and 

necessarily true, for example, that things are changing position 

assuming that they are moving. This breaks the link that had long 

been made in Aristotelian philosophy between necessity and 

eternity. What is necessarily true of gira�es might tell us about 

permanent features of the world, if it is true of gira�es 

substantially, and if there are always gira�es. A proposition like 

‘gira�es are ungulates’ would satisfy these criteria.

theologians, who did discuss such fine points, claiming to base 
themselves on the revelation. On the other hand, the prophetic 

message may also use ‘symbols’ to call select people towards 

philosophical investigation (al- baḥth al- ḥikmī ). With this, Ibn Sīnā 
quietly anticipates Ibn Rushd’s later claim, made in his famous 

Decisive Treatise, that Islam exhorts and even requires those with 

sufÏcient talent to pursue philosophy.
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But it is also necessarily true of gira�es that they are changing 

position when moving, and this does not require that gira�es are 

always (or even frequently) moving. It would, on Ibn Sın̄a ̄’s view, 

be enough for one gira�e to move just once.

Now, as we’ll be seeing in Chapter 5, Ibn Sın̄ā was an eternalist. 

That is, he believed that the universe has always existed and 

always will. But he did not say this in order to guarantee that 

science can discover permanently necessary truths. Given the 

availability of merely descriptive yet necessary propositions, there 

could be such truths even if the universe existed only for a limited 

time. Rather, the universe is eternal because it is always caused to 

exist extrinsically, by God. In itself, neither the universe nor 

anything in it has any claim to eternity. Thus our scientific 

conclusions about things other than God never presuppose that 

they must exist. Even so, those conclusions are necessary truths, 

founded upon other necessary truths, via chains of inferences that 

derive ultimately from immediate first principles.

Essentialism and science

The reason for Ibn Sın̄ā’s interest in necessity in demonstration is 

that, again following Aristotle, he thinks proper science should be 

an investigation of the essential properties of things. (There are 

several Arabic terms for ‘essence’, including dha ̄t, māhiyya, and 

h ̣aqıq̄a.) A property holds essentially of a subject if the subject by 

its very nature cannot lack that property. In such cases it is the 

subject’s nature that underwrites the necessity of the predication. 

This can happen with both substantial and merely descriptive 

truths: gira�es are essentially ungulates, and moving things are as 

such (that is, as moving things) essentially by changing position. All 

other properties are mere accidents (aʿrāḍ). For instance, ‘gira�es 

are in Africa’ is accidentally true, since it doesn’t need to be true 

whenever gira�es exist; and ‘moving thing is a gira�e’ is accidentally 

true, since a moving thing as such does not need to be a gira�e.
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But for Ibn Sın̄a ̄, not all essential properties are created equal. He 

made yet another fundamental distinction between ‘constituent’ 

(muqawwim) and ‘concomitant’ (la ̄zim) essential properties. 

Constituents are included in the very conceptualization of a term. 

In other words, if X is a constituent of S, we cannot even conceive 

of an S that is not X. In the first instance this means the notions 

that appear in a real definition, like ‘animal’ and ‘ungulate’ for 

gira�e. (To my shame I’m not sure what the definition of ‘gira�e’ 

is, but I suppose it would include these two terms.) The 

constituents would furthermore include terms that are higher up 

in the logical tree, to use a metaphor that goes nicely with our 

chosen example. For instance, if ungulates are a sub- species of 

mammals, then by mentioning ‘ungulate’ in the definition we have 

implicitly included ‘mammal’ as a constituent, and likewise 

‘animal’, since ‘mammal’ falls under this still more general term. 

Nonetheless it’s obvious that the constituents will be relatively few 

in number and not very informative. These are the features of 

gira�es that we get ‘for free’ just by knowing what gira�es are.

So most of the action in science has to do with the essential or 

necessary concomitants (lawāzim, also lawāḥiq). As the name 

says, these are features that follow from the essence but do not 

constitute it. To use examples given by Ibn Sın̄a ̄, being able to 

laugh is a concomitant of human being, since this follows from 

being rational; burning is a concomitant of fire, since this follows 

from being hot; and it is a concomitant of triangle that its internal 

angles add up to 180 degrees, since this can be proven on the basis 

of its definition. Noticing the invariant features of things and 

tracing these features back to the definitions that express essences 

is the main task of scientific inquiry. The relation may be rather 

indirect, if we have to go through numerous middle terms back to 

the essence. For instance, a more remote concomitant of triangle 

is having half the internal degrees of a square (180 is half of 360), 

which follows from the more proximate concomitant just 

mentioned. But as long as we can construct chains of syllogisms 
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that ultimately ground a property in the essence, the property is a 

necessary concomitant.

Ibn Sın̄a ̄ believes that one may ‘conceive’ of a subject as lacking its 

necessary concomitant, unlike a constituent; but one cannot 

‘imagine’ it as lacking the concomitant. The point being, again, 

that the constituents make up our very understanding of gira�e, 

triangle, fire, etc., whereas the essential concomitants are not like 

this, but are still invariant features these things must always have. 

All other properties are merely accidental. Now, it might just 

happen that a mere accident is possessed in all cases. Suppose that 

no gira�es ever wind up existing outside Africa. Then ‘being in 

Africa’ would always be predicated of gira�es, but it would still not 

be essential or necessary of gira�es that they cannot exist outside 

Africa. (Confusingly, Ibn Sın̄a ̄ uses the word ‘concomitant’ for this 

case also, which is why I have been speaking of essential or 

necessary concomitants.) This is why one could easily imagine a 

gira�e in Japan, even if in fact no gira�es ever existed 

outside Africa.

The upshot is that our approach to the properties of things needs 

to be sensitive to the type of property at stake. If it is a constituent, 

we need only consult our conception to see whether it belongs. 

Perhaps someone can help us to do this by o�ering a ‘pointer’ or 

‘reminder’, but it cannot be demonstrated. This makes sense: if 

you don’t understand that gira�e is animal or ungulate, no one 

can prove it to you, because you don’t even know what a gira�e is. 

By contrast, if the property in question is an essential 

concomitant, we should try to tie it back to the essence through 

demonstrative syllogisms, explaining why it belongs thanks to the 

middle terms. If it is a mere accident, this will not be possible, 

even if by chance the accident happens to belong in every case. 

Again, this makes sense: how could you prove demonstratively 

that no gira�es are ever in Antarctica, given that this does not 

follow from their essential nature and so could have been 

otherwise?
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Everything just explained would apply to any science, not only the 

study of gira�es. Actually, I regret to say that the study of gira�es 

is not even the most important of sciences. That position is 

reserved for metaphysics, which is the highest of sciences, in the 

sense that all other scientific disciplines are subordinated to it. 

One science is subordinated to another if the former takes 

principles from the latter. For example, astronomy is subordinated 

to geometry, since the astronomer simply assumes many things 

proven by the geometer. Whereas metaphysics, the highest science, 

is maximally general— it studies all existents insofar as they 

exist— lower sciences are narrower in focus. Thus astronomy studies 

not all geometrical shapes but only spheres, because it examines the 

features of heavenly bodies, which for Ibn Sın̄ā are rotating spheres 

(more on this later). Furthermore, astronomy studies spheres 

specifically insofar as they are in circular motion; otherwise it 

would just be the part of geometry that deals with spheres.

Notice the connection here to the above point about propositions 

that are true ‘descriptionally’: the truths of astronomy will apply 

to spheres provided that they are moving. In particular, the 

astronomer will demonstrate the necessary concomitant features 

of spheres in circular motion, such as that they must always return 

to their original position after one rotation. This applies no less to 

the case of metaphysics, where the task is to investigate the 

concomitants of the existence as such, for instance cause and 

e�ect, actuality and potentiality, necessity and possibility, and 

universality and particularity.

Sensation and intellection

This very contrast between universality and particularity is 

fundamental to another part of Ibn Sın̄a ̄’s epistemology, where he 

explains the di�erent kinds of cognition we can perform. As we’ve 

seen, demonstration concerns itself with universal, necessary 

truths about a given subject matter, the subject matter relevant to 

whichever scientific discipline is at hand. At the logical level, this 
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means having a conceptualization of each subject matter that can 

be expressed as a real definition, and then on that basis 

demonstrating how further properties (the concomitants) belong 

to the subject matter. At the psychological level, it means engaging 

in intellection (ʿaql), which is a function of the rational faculty or 

power of the soul. We then have other powers that allow us to deal 

with particulars, the most obvious being sensation (h ̣iss). For 

instance, I grasp universal truths about gira�es using intellection, 

but use eyesight to grasp that this particular gira�e is running.

We’ll learn more about these powers and their interrelation in the 

next chapter. For now let’s focus on what contribution sensation 

makes to human knowledge. The first thing to note is that we can 

know things directly via the senses. Remember, sensation is one 

source of certain assent: under normal conditions, when I see the 

particular gira�e running I can take myself to be sure that she is 

running. Unfortunately, this is not going to be enough to get me to 

truths suitable for use in science. How do I make the leap from 

seeing and hearing particulars to knowing things at a universal 

level, something Ibn Sın̄ā would describe as moving from a grasp of 

the ‘sensible’ (maḥsūs) to a grasp of the ‘intelligible’ (maʿqūl)? Here 

we run into a problem, which is not that Ibn Sın̄ā fails to give an 

answer to our question, but that he seems to give two answers.

The first answer, which is broadly speaking familiar from late 

ancient discussions of Aristotle, is to invoke ‘abstraction’ (tajrıd̄). 

The idea here would be to take our sensible image gleaned from 

particular gira�es and to purify it, by eliminating anything not 

essential to gira�es. Forget that it is in Japan, or eating hay. These 

are mere accidents. Focus just on the fact that it is an animal, an 

ungulate, etc. We should be left with a conception that applies 

universally to all gira�es, which as we know is the needed 

foundation for scientific inquiry.

The second answer instead invokes ‘emanation’ (fayḍ), and here 

somewhat more explanation will be needed. As we’ll see when we 
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come to talking about those heavenly bodies, Ibn Sın̄a ̄ believed 

that there are celestial intellects associated with the spheres, 

which descend from God in a necessary chain of emanations, like 

lights giving rise to further lights or like a fountain with water 

overflowing from one level to the next. This represents a fusion of 

classical Neoplatonism, which is where the ‘emanation’ metaphor 

comes from, with Aristotelian cosmology. Ibn Sın̄ā takes the whole 

picture from al- Fāra ̄bı,̄ who also proposed that the lowest of the 

celestial spheres, the so- called Active Intellect, is somehow 

involved in activating the potential for knowledge in human 

knowers, just as it is involved in bestowing form on suitably 

prepared matter. Ibn Sın̄a ̄ takes over this idea, agreeing with 

al- Fārābı ̄that intelligibles are emanated into the human mind. So 

this too could explain how we have knowledge of su�cient 

generality and necessity to do science.

How then should we deal with the fact that Ibn Sın̄a ̄ seems to 

have accounted for this twice, first ‘from below’ through an 

abstractive process based on sensation, then ‘from above’ through 

emanation from the Active Intellect? That turns out to be one of 

the most controversial questions in modern scholarship on Ibn 

Sın̄a ̄. It seems obvious at least that sensation provides a prompt 

for acquiring knowledge. If humans never empirically 

encountered gira�es, of course they could not do science about 

them. But for emanation to play a role, it seems that sensation 

cannot be enough. One idea might be that sensory input lacks the 

universality and necessity required by Ibn Sın̄ā’s theory of 

demonstration, and that the emanated intelligible somehow 

provides this. If this or something like it is right, then sensation is 

only a trigger which brings on the really key event, which is the 

arrival of the intelligible. Abstraction prepares you to know 

something in a universal way, but emanation actually makes you 

do it. In favour of this idea is that it would be pleasingly similar to 

the way matter receives form from the Active Intellect when the 

matter is ready. And there is some good textual evidence for it, as 

when Ibn Sın̄ā says, ‘perception conveys to the soul things that are 
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The Active Intellect

Against stiff competition, the most bafÒing and most- discussed 
passage in Aristotle is probably book three, chapter five of his 
treatise On the Soul. Having just discussed the human capacity 

for intellection, Aristotle goes on to say that there must be a 

productive active intellect to complement the potential intellect 

just described. Whereas the potential intellect ‘becomes’ things 

by thinking about them, this intellect ‘makes’ things, and is like a 

light, apparently because it somehow enables the potential 

intellect to become actual. Commentators in late antiquity and 

the Islamic world wrestled with this chapter, variously concluding 

that it describes an aspect of the human soul, a superhuman 

mind, or even God. The falāsifa mostly took the second option: 

Aristotle was describing an intellect superior to the individual 

human mind, but inferior to God. This already seems to be the 

idea of al- Kindī in his brief treatise On the Intellect. But it was 

al- Fārābī who prepared the way for Ibn Sīnā’s understanding of 
the issue. For al- Fārābī, the ‘Active Intellect’ is identified with the 
celestial intellect connected to the lowest celestial sphere, the 

one on which the Moon is seated.

With respect to our lower world below the Moon, the Active 

Intellect has two analogous functions. First, it is the ‘giver of 
forms’ (wāhib al- ṣuwar), forms that are received wherever matter 

is suitably prepared, like a radio signal that becomes audible 

wherever a device is tuned correctly. Thus when, for instance, 

matter is prepared in the womb of a female animal, the relevant 

species form will be received from the Active Intellect, yielding 

the offspring. Which makes it far easier to explain the supposed 
phenomenon of spontaneous generation. No parent is needed, 

since flies, worms, and the like can be brought out of rotting 
matter when the matter happens to develop aptitude for 

receiving an emanated form. Ibn Sīnā thought that in principle, 
this could occur with higher animals, even humans. It’s just that 
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mixed and unintelligible, and the intellect makes them 

intelligible’. But other interpretations have been defended. For 

example, emanation might be needed to explain how we can know 

about things when particulars are not available, as the gira�e 

scientist can do demonstrations about gira�es even if she is not 

looking at one. If this is right, then we get knowledge initially 

through abstraction, but are able to return to what we know 

through emanation.

In any case, one way or another sensation does seem to be 

required for successful intellection. So we might wonder whether 

it would be fair to describe Ibn Sın̄ā as an empiricist. The answer 

is no, at least if we take ‘empiricism’ to mean the view that all 

knowledge is acquired from sensation. That would be especially 

evident on views which give a greater role to emanation in his 

epistemology. But even leaving that aside, Ibn Sın̄a ̄ makes it clear 

that the intellect grasps many things on its own, without getting 

them from the senses. Immediate conceptions fall into this 

category. He says that such notions as ‘existent’, ‘thing’, ‘cause’, 

and so on, as well as laws of reasoning like the principle of 

non- contradiction, ‘transcend the realm of perception’. The same 

would go for cases of immediate assent like ‘the whole is greater 

than the part’, about which Ibn Sın̄a ̄ explicitly says that even if the 

conceptions ‘whole’, ‘greater’, and ‘part’ are taken from sensation, 

the suitable preparation of matter is far less likely to occur. 

Second, and as implied by Aristotle, the Active Intellect is 

involved in actualizing the human potential for knowledge. This 

helps to undergird Ibn Sīnā’s epistemological optimism. The 
things in the world around us were given their natures by the 

same source that is somehow allowing us to know those natures, 

which guarantees a correspondence between things in the mind 

and things in the world.
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the assent to the principle itself does not come from sensation but 

from our inborn disposition to make the judgement (jibilla).

One might retrench here to the claim that Ibn Sın̄a ̄ is an 

empiricist in a weaker sense. He may believe that sensation is not 

a source, but a necessary precondition for knowledge, even if the 

intellect is active on its own at the prompting of sense experience, 

as when it assents to first principles. While that would not make 

him an ‘empiricist’ in the stronger sense of this term usually 

employed in the history of philosophy and applied to figures like 

Locke, Berkeley, and Hume, it would mean that he agrees with 

them that a mind that has never enjoyed sense- experience would 

simply be ‘blank’, or in Aristotelian terms wholly potential. In Ibn 

Sın̄a ̄’s terms, it would have no conceptions or assents. But as it 

turns out, no pre- modern philosopher denies this more explicitly 

than Ibn Sın̄a ̄. In his famous flying man thought experiment, to be 

discussed in Chapter 3, he takes it to be not just true but obvious 

that a person who has never had any sensory input at all will 

assent to something, namely the proposition that they exist. From 

this I conclude that Ibn Sın̄ā was not an empiricist, in either a 

strong or weak sense. But it remains true that almost all 

knowledge for Ibn Sın̄a ̄ is at least prompted by sensation, if not 

drawn from sensation. So in practice, his scientific method is for 

the most part indistinguishable from what an empiricist might 

recommend.
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Chapter 3

The human person

We have already dipped our toes into the deep waters of Ibn Sın̄ā’s 

philosophical anthropology. Central to his epistemology was the 

contrast between cognition aimed at intelligibles, performed by 

the rational soul, and cognition aimed at particulars, performed 

by the senses. We’re now going to find out that he recognized 

other powers, seated in the brain, that deal with particulars and 

thus fall short of full- blown intellection, but are less tied to the 

immediate physical environment than sensation. These further 

powers belong to animals, as well as humans. The rational soul 

remains doubly set apart, as unique to humans and separate from 

matter. Indeed, for Ibn Sın̄ā it is our possession of reason or 

intellect that proves we can survive bodily death.

Faculty psychology

From classical antiquity, philosophers of the Islamic world 

inherited two theories concerning the complexity of the human 

soul. From Plato they had the idea that each person has three 

‘parts’ to their soul or even three ‘souls’, namely reason, spirit, and 

desire. The modern reader will probably associate this especially 

with Plato’s Republic but the account best known in Arabic was 

the one in his Timaeus. The leading medical authority Galen 

was a conduit for this account, so it was well known to figures 

who worked in medicine, like Ibn Sın̄ā. The second theory 
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was that of Aristotle, who recognized three sets of psychological 

faculties:

Nutrition, growth, reproduction: belong to plants, animals, 

and humans

Sensation, voluntary motion: belong to animals and humans

Rational thought: belongs only to humans

In Arabic philosophical works the two theories were often 

conflated: plants have only a ‘desiring’ soul (since they partake in 

reproduction and nutrition, which are typical of this soul), 

non- human animals have the ‘spirit’ (since they are capable of 

3. Illustration of the venous system from a manuscript of Ibn Ilyās’ 

Anatomy of the Human Body.



T
h

e
 h

u
m

a
n

 p
e

rso
n

37

emotions but not thinking), and of course humans are 

distinguished by reason.

While this satisfied the urge to find harmony between the two 

great authorities, the conflation is not really that convincing. This 

is clear if we consider the souls of animals. True, animals can get 

angry, a function of the Platonic ‘spirit’. But for Aristotle what 

is really distinctive about animals is not emotion. It is the 

psychological powers or faculties (Greek dunameis, Arabic 

quwan) that di�erentiate them from plants. Aristotle’s ‘faculty 

psychology’, his focus on the abilities or capacities distinctive of 

each kind of soul, goes well with his famous definition of soul as 

‘the perfection of the body that potentially has life’. Each species of 

plant and animal, and the human species, is marked out by a 

specific kind of form, and the form confers certain capacities and 

dispositions on the living thing. Ibn Sın̄ā’s own psychological 

theory strikes a balance here. On the one hand he develops his 

own faculty psychology, which builds on Aristotle’s. On the other 

hand he criticizes Aristotle’s definition of soul and adopts a robust 

dualism, according to which the human soul is in itself immaterial 

and thus capable of existing without the body.

Aristotle was well aware that human and animal mental life 

involves more than just sensation and intellection. We dream, 

remember, recollect, imagine, and so on. He discussed these 

functions, but without carefully distinguishing di�erent faculties 

responsible for them. It would be a little unfair, but only a little, to 

say that he simply bracketed them under the catch- all heading of 

phantasia, which is sometimes translated as ‘imagination’ but in 

fact ranges across the aforementioned phenomena. By the time we 

get to Ibn Sın̄ā things look very di�erent. He draws upon 

subsequent authors, especially Galen, to develop an account of 

what he calls the ‘internal senses’. There are five of them, to match 

the number of external senses:
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Challenges for the faculty psychology

It might seem that the biggest threat to Ibn Sīnā’s faculty 
psychology would be the apparently rather arbitrary division 

between the faculties. Just as he divided up the functions of 
Aristotle’s phantasia among multiple ‘internal senses’, so someone 
might wonder whether Ibn Sīnā’s faculties could be further 
subdivided. Maybe there is one power of touch for temperature 
and another for pleasure and pain, or a distinct visual power for 
seeing each colour? Anticipating this objection, Ibn Sīnā insists 
that his enumeration of faculties is correct, and that each faculty 
is distinguished from the others by its ‘primary purpose’, like the 
seeing of colour. Individual applications of the faculty are 
derivations or ‘branches’ (furūʿ) from that central activity.

What he does not seem to have anticipated is that later 

authors would attack from the other direction. Especially two 
12th- century thinkers, Abū l- Barakāt al- Baghdādī and Fakhr al- Dīn 
al- Rāzī, questioned the whole project of faculty psychology. They 
urged that the subject of cognition is not a sense organ or a 
ventricle of the brain, nor is it a power seated in these parts of 
the body. Instead, the subject of all my cognitions, from 
sensation all the way up to intellection, is just me. Fakhr al- Dīn 
gives a powerful argument against Ibn Sīnā’s theory. Just as I can 
judge that honey is both yellow and sweet, a function of the 
common sense, so I can see Zayd with my eyes while 
understanding that he falls under the universal intelligible 
human. If we need to posit a unified power, the common sense, 
to handle the honey case, then we need to posit a unified subject 
of both my eyesight and my intellectual deployment of universal 
concepts. Otherwise I would not be able to make the single 
judgement ‘Zayd who I am seeing falls under the universal 
human.’ This argument threatens to undo the complexity of Ibn 
Sīnā’s psychology. Yet it may ironically enough be inspired by his 
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 (a) Common sense (al- ḥiss al- mushtarak). It combines what is given 

by the external senses, as when di�erent properties are perceived 

as belonging to the same thing (Aristotle already gave the example 

of grasping that honey is both sweet and yellow), or putting 

together impressions received at consecutive times, as when we 

see a falling raindrop as a line.

 (b) Imaginative store (al- khaya ̄l or al- muṣawwira). It preserves 

images received by the external senses and common sense, and 

those produced by the imagination.

 (c) Wahm. It grasps properties of particular items in the environment 

that are not available to sense- perception.

 (d) Memorative store (al- dhikr or al- ḥa ̄fiẓa). It preserves features of 

things that have been grasped by the wahm.

 (e) Imagination (al- mutakhayyila). It manipulates images gleaned 

from sense perception and the wahm, by ‘separating and 

combining’ them (think of conjuring up the image of a centaur or 

Pegasus).

Just as the external senses are seated in bodily organs, for instance 

sight in the eyes, so these ‘senses’ are seated in the body, namely in 

five di�erent parts of the brain. This supposedly explains why 

people with di�erent head injuries are variously a�ected in their 

cognition. Also like the external senses, the internal senses only 

ever deal with particulars. Even when you imagine something 

unreal, like a centaur, you are combining particular sense 

impressions (a human, a horse) to get a particular imaginative 

image. Universal thinking is reserved for the rational soul, which 

is not seated in any bodily organ.

own reflections on self- awareness, discussed later in this chapter. 
Ibn Sīnā’s critics took his idea of a single subject that is aware of 
all cognition and modified it, positing a single subject that 
performs all cognition.
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Apart from its systematicity, the most novel aspect of this theory is 

the third power on the list, wahm. It is usually translated into 

English as ‘estimation’, following the lead of medieval Latin 

translators who rendered it as aestimatio. But this is rather 

misleading, since that English word suggests guessing or 

approximation. In fact what wahm does is to grasp certain 

properties of things which belong to perceptible things but are 

not themselves perceptible, at least not by the external senses. 

These properties are, somewhat unhelpfully, called maʿānı ̄in 

Arabic— the plural of maʿna ̄, a famously untranslatable word that 

can convey the notion of ‘meaning’, ‘object’, ‘feature’, and so on. 

The best way to explain what they are is to give an example. 

Ibn Sın̄ā does just that, o�ering an illustration that becomes 

ubiquitous in later philosophy in both Arabic and Latin (it even 

turns up in Descartes). Suppose a sheep encounters a wolf. The 

sheep can use its eyes to see the colour of the wolf ’s coat, and its 

nose to smell the wolf. But what it most urgently needs to do is 

perceive that the wolf is dangerous or, as Ibn Sın̄ā puts it, ‘hostile’. 

Which is exactly what the sheep does, leading it to run for safety. 

Conversely animals use wahm to perceive the familiarity or 

friendliness of conspecifics, like their own o�spring. Wahm, then, 

is responsible for perceiving properties of sensible things 

inaccessible to eyesight, hearing, etc.

Ibn Sın̄ā’s postulation of this faculty shows his concern to account 

for the behaviour of non- human animals, befitting a man who 

included a lengthy treatise on zoology in The Healing. It is 

remarkable how much overlap he sees between humans and 

animals, or at least the higher animals that have fully developed 

external and internal senses. As al- Ghazālı ̄would later observe, 

one might take from Ibn Sın̄ā the idea that humans are just 

animals with a rational soul added on top. This isn’t strictly 

accurate, since we can use reason to deploy the imagination in 

ways animals can’t. When we do this the power is called 

‘cogitative’ (mufakkira), which is what we use, for instance, to 

plan what to have for dinner. Cogitation involves manipulating 
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representations of particulars (‘maybe that leftover tofu in the 

fridge?’) and so is clearly not a function of the intellect. 

Nonetheless, by granting so much cognitive sophistication to 

animals, Ibn Sın̄ā has partly closed the gap Aristotle and other 

philosophers posited as separating humans and non- humans.

The incorporeality of the rational soul

But only partly. Among earthly beings, humans are special 

because they alone have immaterial souls that can survive the 

death of their bodies. Ibn Sın̄ā is therefore unsatisfied with the 

aforementioned Aristotelian definition that makes the soul a form 

or ‘perfection’ of the body. In the opening chapter of his treatise on 

the soul in The Healing, Ibn Sın̄ā allows that this is not entirely 

wrong. Your soul is a ‘perfection’ of the body in the sense that it is 

the source of the body’s perfections and activities. It would even 

be fair to say that the word ‘soul’ (nafs) applies specifically to this 

entity we are investigating insofar as it has a relation to the body. 

But in itself, that entity (which we may as well keep calling ‘soul’) 

does not need to have any such relation. Its connection to the body 

and operation of the bodily powers is accidental to it. Thus 

Aristotle’s attempted definition is more like a nominal description 

of the soul. It would be like trying to define ‘wolf ’ and coming up 

with ‘the cause of terrified flight among sheep’. Wolves really do 

cause that to happen, just as the soul really does perfect the body; 

but in neither case is it a good definition.

At the end of this chapter Ibn Sın̄ā makes a first attempt at 

conveying the true nature of the soul with his famous ‘flying man’ 

thought experiment. We’ll come back to that in the next section. 

For now let’s page forward to the fifth part of the treatise on the 

soul, where he gives his main proof of the human soul’s 

incorporeality. This takes its departure point from our capacity to 

grasp intelligible forms. If the power to do this were seated in a 

bodily organ, then the form would be received in the parts of that 

organ and thus divided, the way that colour is spread out across 
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parts of a surface when the surface takes on the colour. More 

generally, as already we know, intellection requires abstracting the 

form from its material accoutrements, like place and divisibility. It 

would undo this process if the intelligible form were simply 

received in a new matter, e�ectively adding back to the form 

precisely the extrinsic features that had to be removed in order to 

grasp it as an intelligible.

Ibn Sın̄ā clearly sees this as an original contribution which 

improves on Aristotle’s proof that the intellect uses no bodily 

organ. This traded on the idea that intellect is potentially all forms 

and thus cannot itself have any actual formal properties, which it 

would have if it were in an organ. Suppose for example that the 

intellect were seated in the heart, which is hot: then the intellect 

would not be potentially ‘hot’, ready to receive the form of heat as 

an intelligible object, but already actually hot. Ibn Sın̄ā’s argument 

does have in common with this proof of Aristotle’s that it moves 

from the function of intellect to its ontological nature. This is itself 

a by- product of Ibn Sın̄ā’s faculty- based approach to psychology. 

Since we grasp the intellect in the first instance as a power for 

performing a certain kind of activity, we can only show what kind 

of entity it is— namely, an immaterial substance— by working 

backwards from the nature of that activity. In turn, the nature of 

the activity is inferred from the nature of the object grasped by the 

intellect. Ultimately, it is the indivisibility of the intelligible object 

that underwrites the proof, since we argue from this to the 

indivisibility and hence incorporeality of the mind.

How convincing is his argument? One potential weakness, 

pointed out by later critics including al- Ghazālı ̄and Fakhr al- Dın̄ 

al Rāzı,̄ is that it seems to presuppose that a putative body in 

which the intellect might reside must be divisible. Certainly that 

would be true if the intellect were seated in, say, the brain— Ibn 

Sın̄ā’s own theory of the internal senses draws attention to the fact 

that it has several ventricles, and these can be divided further, as 

by a surgeon. But what if the intellect’s seat were an atom, that is, 
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an indivisible body? Then it could receive the intelligible form 

without the form’s being divided. Not a bad point, but it ignores 

that Ibn Sın̄ā has argued separately against atomism, including in 

this very same chapter of The Healing. So all this line of critique 

really achieves is the caveat that Ibn Sın̄ā’s proof of the human 

soul’s incorporeality is only as strong as his refutation of atomism. 

A more telling and fundamental objection might question 

whether intellectual knowledge should really be understood as the 

‘reception of form’. If we instead think of knowledge as a relation, 

as was standardly done in kalām, then we would not need to 

worry that the object of intellection would need be divided. 

A divisible organ could be suitably related to an indivisible object, 

as when you use your brain to grasp the number four.

The flying man and self- awareness

Let’s now retrace our steps and go back to the end of the first 

chapter of the psychology in The Healing, where Ibn Sın̄ā sets out 

the flying man thought experiment. Actually this is only one of 

several passages where he mentions it, with evident pride. The 

di�erent texts have potentially important variations. For instance 

sometimes Ibn Sın̄ā asks us to suggest a person being created by 

God in mid- air, whereas elsewhere he asks the reader to imagine 

themselves created in that situation. But passing over these 

subtleties, here is the basic idea: God creates someone in mid- air. 

Out of deference to tradition I will call this person the ‘flying man’ 

even though the person is not really flying and doesn’t need to 

be male.

The flying man is ‘perfect’ in the sense of being a mature adult 

with functioning powers, but he has only just been created, so has 

no memory of any sensory experiences. Furthermore, his sight is 

veiled and there is nothing to hear, smell, or taste; his limbs and 

fingers are splayed out so that he is not in contact with his own 

body. This is the reason he needs to be in mid- air, by the way: to 

stop him from touching the ground and having sensory input as a 
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result. So what we have here is someone who is getting no input 

from his senses and has never had any input from the senses. Nor 

has he had opportunity to use wahm or imagination, since these 

require encounter with sensible particulars. Ibn Sın̄ā thus claims 

that the flying man will be unaware that he has a body, or even 

that there are such things as bodies. Yet— here comes the crucial 

move— the flying man is aware of the existence of his own ‘self ’ 

(dha ̄t). But if he is aware of his self, and not aware of his body, 

then his self is evidently not the same as his body. Thus his self is 

incorporeal. As Ibn Sın̄ā says at the end of a later passage 

reprising the flying man, our bodily organs are like clothes that 

our soul or true self (nafs) can strip o�.

Ibn Sın̄ā’s satisfaction with this thought experiment is well 

justified, even if we don’t conclude in the end that it works as he 

would like it to. The thought experiment can be stated quickly and 

in my experience tends to elicit enthusiastic debate. As with all 

philosophical thought experiments, the first reaction it tends to 

get is a stubborn refusal to engage with it, by questioning the 

set- up. Wouldn’t the flying man be able to feel his heart beat, or 

have ‘proprioception’, which is your capacity to sense where your 

limbs are in space? Then he would know he had a body after all. 

Which is not wrong, but easily answered. God has just gone to the 

lengths of creating this man in mid- air, and could surely also block 

his proprioception too, or do whatever else is necessary to achieve 

genuine sensory deprivation.

A second response would be simply to reject Ibn Sın̄ā’s claim that 

the flying man would have knowledge of the existence of his self. 

Maybe he cannot know he exists until he enjoys some sort of 

sensory input; this is what a thoroughgoing empiricist might say. 

Now, Ibn Sın̄ā does expect you to agree with him about this 

instinctively. He thinks it’s just obvious that the flying man would 

know he exists. But if you don’t agree, then he will not necessarily 

have to concede that there is an irresolvable clash of intuitions. 

Instead, he might refer you to his more general treatment of 
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self- awareness. This topic is explored with particular nuance in 

his Notes and Discussions, because it was evidently a matter of 

some interest to his students who prompted the exchanges 

recorded in these works. But the way is prepared already in The 

Healing, where Ibn Sın̄ā argues that in addition to our various 

psychological faculties, there must be some ‘single thing’ with 

which the faculties are conjoined. This is ‘that which each of us 

sees as himself ’. The fact that the faculties have a unified 

underlying subject explains why they can interfere with one 

another. When a noise distracts you from thinking, it is because 

the attention of your ‘self ’ is pulled from one kind of cognition to 

another. And as Ibn Sın̄ā says, whenever you do anything, you can 

say ‘it is I who did this’. So the self explains our first- person 

perspective on the world.

The self is also aware of itself, and ‘essentially’ so, or so Ibn Sın̄ā 

claims in the Notes. Note that self- awareness is di�erent from 

being aware of, say, the wolf you see crouching in front of you. It is 

eyesight that is directed at the wolf. Self- awareness is instead 

directed at the fact that it is you who is seeing the wolf using your 

eyesight. It seems that for Ibn Sın̄ā there can also be ‘primitive’ 

self- awareness, where one is simply aware of oneself without being 

aware of any cognitive activity or any object of a cognitive activity. 

This is why the flying man is able to know that he exists. In fact all 

of us are, according to Ibn Sın̄ā, constantly self- aware. As 

recorded in the Discussions, his foe Abū l- Qāsim al- Kirmānı ̄ 

questioned this claim by giving the example of people who are fast 

asleep. To which Ibn Sın̄ā replied that we are indeed aware of 

ourselves through the night while sleeping, it is just that we don’t 

remember it. ‘The awareness of self- awareness’, he points out, ‘is 

di�erent from self- awareness.’

As this shows, Ibn Sın̄ā is not claiming that we go through life 

being explicitly aware of ourselves at all times: ‘here I am seeing 

a wolf . . . here I am running in terror . . .’ To the contrary, 

self- awareness is usually ‘potential’, as he puts it. We might rather 
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say ‘tacit’. As a couple of modern- day scholars have suggested, the 

tacit self- awareness underlying all our cognitive activity might be 

compared to our constant deployment of logical principles such as 

the law of non- contradiction. Everyone presupposes all the time, 

whenever they are reasoning, that the two sides of a contradiction 

cannot both be true, but only people who study logic ever make 

this explicit to themselves. Likewise it takes some e�ort, a 

directing of attention, to notice that we can be and in fact tacitly 

are constantly aware of ourselves. This may be why Ibn Sın̄ā calls 

the flying man case a tanbıh̄, meaning ‘reminder’ or ‘admonition’. 

It alerts you to your own immediate access to your self, and the 

fact that this access does not require your body.

Which brings us to a further possible objection to the flying man 

passage. At the crucial stage of the argument, we saw Ibn Sın̄ā 

saying that if the flying man is aware of his self, but not his body, 

then his self cannot be his body. He states the principle underlying 

this inference: ‘you know that what is a�rmed is distinct from 

what is not a�rmed’. Sadly, this principle is false. To use a 

standard example, which as it happens also involves a flying man, 

Lois might be aware that Clark Kent is at the Daily Planet without 

being aware that Superman is there, since Lois doesn’t know his 

secret identity. But this wouldn’t mean that Clark Kent is not 

Superman. Similarly, Ibn Sın̄ā’s flying man might be aware of his 

self without being aware of his body, simply because he doesn’t 

have any way to learn that his self really is his body.

A number of solutions have been proposed to this di�culty. Here 

is one, which I have endorsed elsewhere. Think back to the 

context of the flying man passage. Ibn Sın̄ā has just been 

critiquing the Aristotelian definition of soul, on the grounds that it 

picks out the soul only through its accidental connection to the 

body. As he says at the start of the passage with the thought 

experiment, he wants to give us a way to grasp what the soul is in 

its essence (māhiyya), or rather what it is not. In terms of the 

logical system discussed in Chapter 2, he wants to show us that it 
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is not a ‘constituent’ of the soul’s essence to be corporeal or have 

any connection to body. And the thought experiment does show 

this, because the flying man is able to know that he exists without 

knowing that his body, or indeed any body, exists. But you cannot 

properly know that something exists if you are unaware whether 

one of its essential constituents has been satisfied. The 

interpretation just sketched gains some support from noting that 

the Arabic word I’ve been translating as ‘self ’, dha ̄t, can also be 

translated as ‘essence’, and has meant this previously throughout 

the chapter. Thus the flying man would actually be grasping his 

essence through self- awareness, and grasping that his essence has 

existence. Given that he is oblivious of bodies, he could not do this 

if it were essential to the soul that it be connected to body.

Let us now pose a final question about self- awareness: how does it 

fit into Ibn Sın̄ā’s faculty psychology? It may seem obvious that it 

is not any one faculty that is responsible for our self- awareness, 

because that awareness is meant to underlie the activities of all the 

faculties. Whether I see a wolf, imagine a wolf, or think about the 

essential nature of wolves, I can think ‘it is I who did that’. But in 

the Discussions, Ibn Sın̄ā at least toys with the idea that it is really 

the intellect that is self- aware. This looks at first to be ruled out by 

the fact that each of us is a particular, or individual, whereas the 

intellect thinks about universal intelligibles. Ibn Sın̄ā here 

observes, however, that what impedes intellection is not 

particularity as such, but materiality or corporeality. Remember 

that the problem was features like divisibility that come along 

with matter. So if the self is immaterial, maybe it could be grasped 

by the intellect after all.

In fact Ibn Sın̄ā seems to be torn between two ideas about the self. 

On the one hand, following a broadly Platonic tradition, he thinks 

that each person is ultimately the substance that he identifies with 

the rational soul or intellect. As he says in the Pointers, ‘it just is 

you’. Lower capacities and faculties are only ‘branches’ from this 

true self. On the other hand, Ibn Sın̄ā also has the more innovative 
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idea that selfhood might be even more fundamental than intellect, 

because intellectual thinking is just one of many things the self 

can be aware of itself as doing. Following this idea, he says in the 

Notes that ‘our awareness of ourselves is our very existence’. Later 

thinkers will exploit this tension and further develop the idea of a 

single subject of awareness, to the point that they question 

whether we need faculty psychology at all.

The afterlife

At the end of his Incoherence of the Philosophers al- Ghazālı ̄ 

condemns Ibn Sın̄ā—or rather the fala ̄sifa, but we know who he 

means— for three teachings that constitute apostasy from Islam. 

One of them is the denial of the resurrection of the body. And 

from the foregoing it should be clear that Ibn Sın̄ā would, at best, 

have little use for a resurrected body. His proof that we can survive 

death turns on identifying a capacity of the soul that needs no 

bodily organ, and this is intellection. The intellect may be the true 

self, or alternatively, if the true self is awareness of oneself, then 

one could have that without needing to perform additional 

functions aside from intellection. In short, it looks like Ibn Sın̄ā’s 

version of the afterlife would appeal only to a philosopher. It will 

be a continued existence involving nothing beyond pure 

intellectual activity.

There are a couple of di�culties here, though, one pragmatic and 

one of philosophical principle. The pragmatic problem is that Ibn 

Sın̄ā would quite like to say something in support of the idea that 

we are rewarded and punished after death, which is so important 

in Islamic belief. Towards this end he suggests that people with an 

unduly intense a�ection for their own bodies and bodily pleasures 

will be tormented after death by longing for what they have lost. 

So God doesn’t actually have to do anything to punish bad people: 

they are punished by their own vicious desires. It must be said, 

though, that it is not so clear how a pure intellect could experience 

any of that. The di�culty of principle is that we need to guarantee 
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that my soul after death is still me. This is what philosophers now 

call the ‘problem of identity over time’, which is not to be confused 

with the problem of individuation at a time, though Ibn Sın̄ā has 

things to say about that too. If what guarantees that my soul 

retains its identity across my life is a connection to my body rather 

than any other body, then how will my soul stay the same 

individual after I lose my body, perhaps through an unfortunate 

encounter with a wolf?

Individuation

Ibn Sīnā thinks we live in a world made up of particular individuals, 
which need to be grasped universally through an operation of the 
mind. But in respect of what are the particular things individuals in 
the first place? As Ibn Sīnā says, things that do not differ in respect 
of quiddity or form must still be distinguished somehow, to 
explain why they are not just identical. One possibility would be to 
appeal to the accidental features that belong to two members of 
the same species: for instance, this man is a philosopher, whereas 
that man is not, which differentiates them. But in the metaphysical 
section of The Healing, Ibn Sīnā rejects this strategy. We might 
provide a list of features, for example about Socrates: ‘the 
righteous philosopher unjustly put to death in a given city on a 

given day’. Assuming no other righteous philosophers were 
executed on the same day in Athens, this would indeed pick out 
Socrates uniquely. But Ibn Sīnā thinks that is not enough. In theory 
there could have been another individual to whom all this applies 

(if Plato had nobly stepped forward to die with his master, 
perhaps), and this mere possibility means the combination of 
features does not individuate. That will be true no matter how 
long a list of features we devise.

So what would be enough? We need something that would be 

really unique, and it seems that Ibn Sīnā thought the best bet 
(continued)
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To this you might say, ‘Ibn Sın̄ā is a dualist, so why would a 

connection to my body be responsible for the identity of my soul?’ 

Well, remember that all natural substances, including humans, 

come to be when suitably prepared matter receives a form from 

the Active Intellect. Ibn Sın̄ā takes this point so seriously that he 

uses it in a refutation of the theory of metempsychosis, that is, the 

idea that a single soul can go from one body to another after 

death. This can be ruled out, because the new body will 

automatically get a new soul when it is prepared to receive one, so 

the reincarnated soul would find itself sharing the body with that 

new soul, which is absurd. Thus the soul’s initial existence as an 

individual, at least, does seem to be due to the body. But once the 

soul has arrived, it may nonetheless not need the body to keep on 

being the soul that it is. Maybe it will be distinguished by the 

intellectual knowledge it has acquired and retained, or the 

character traits it has developed. Or maybe it will continue being 

the same entity because it is nothing but a self- aware subject who 

keeps being self- aware: this subjective, first- person perspective is 

not one that is shared with anyone else.

would be spatiotemporal location. No other object is in exactly the 
same places as Socrates at the same times, nor could any other 

object be there since things cannot overlap in space. Thus Ibn Sīnā 
says, when criticizing the theological claim that God will resurrect 
bodies that are identical to bodies that have long been destroyed, 
that this is impossible because the original bodies were 

individuated in part by the time at which they existed. Ibn Sīnā 
does not think that matter as such individuates, but matter plays a 
role because it accounts for the ‘extraneous attachments’ that 
attach to an essence and ‘render it individual’, as he says in the 
Pointers. This calls our attention to the fact that his strategy will not 
work for immaterial entities, which don’t occupy specific places at 
specific times. Still, a soul might be individuated indirectly through 
its initial relationship to a spatiotemporally located body.
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Chapter 4

Science

In the realm of natural philosophy, Ibn Sın̄ā covers more or less 

the territory surveyed by Aristotle, especially in The Healing, 

which has sections that correspond to the Aristotelian Physics, On 

the Heavens, On Generation and Corruption, and the Meteorology, 

as well as the spurious On Plants. In The Healing zoology is 

covered in a single book called Animals, but that was also true of 

the Arabic translation of Aristotle’s several treatises on the topic. 

This should not lead us to assume that Ibn Sın̄ā is content simply 

to repeat Aristotelian doctrine, though. He is aware of the late 

ancient commentary tradition and also of previous Arabic 

literature on natural philosophy, and thus o�ers novel defences 

against objections raised since Aristotle, while also adjusting the 

latter’s teachings where he sees fit. An even more dramatic change 

is that he integrates Galenic medicine with Aristotelian natural 

philosophy, giving careful thought to the relationship between 

these two disciplines.

The cosmos

In antiquity, cosmologists had been divided over the question 

whether space is infinite or has a limit, with the Stoics and 

Epicureans adopting the former view and the Neoplatonists and 

Aristotelians the latter. Ibn Sın̄ā goes with the second option, and 

envisions the universe as a spherical cosmos beyond which there is 
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nothing at all, not even void space. Almost the entirety of this 

cosmos is taken up with concentrically arranged spheres, which 

are rotating around a centre point. Upon these transparent 

spheres are seated the visible planets, whose motions allow for the 

astronomical study of the rotation of the spheres. Each of the 

spheres has a soul, which moves the sphere, and an intellect 

associated with that soul. So for Ibn Sın̄ā the study of ensouled 

things extends all the way to the edge of the universe: he even calls 

heaven an ‘animal’ or ‘living being’ (ḥayawān). Ultimately God is 

the explanation of this whole system, both because the series of 

celestial intellects descend from Him in an emanative chain, and 

because each celestial soul is causing motion out of the urge to 

imitate the eternal contemplation of its associated intellect, which 

in turn is contemplating God.

The celestial realm is for Ibn Sın̄ā perfect and, with the exception 

of the rotations of the spheres, unchanging. Nothing is ever 

generated or destroyed there. Things are di�erent in the relatively 

small space around the centre point of the universe, which is 

where we find ourselves. Below the lowest sphere, that of the 

Moon, is the ‘sublunary’ realm where instead of ungenerable and 

indestructible matter, things are made of the four elements: air, 

earth, fire, and water. The forms of these elements, and of the 

more complex substances yielded when they combine, are 

bestowed by the lowest of the celestial intellects, the ‘giver of 

forms’ or ‘Active Intellect’ which we have met in previous chapters. 

This intellect is also the source of prime matter, a featureless 

substrate that underlies even the four rudimentary elements. In 

addition to form and matter, which are the ‘internal’ causes of a 

physical thing, Ibn Sın̄ā follows Aristotle in recognizing two other, 

‘external’ kinds of cause, namely e�cient (a source of existence, 

form, or motion) and final (a goal of change). Note that God is 

both the ultimate source of existence and ultimate goal of motion, 

so He is both an e�cient and final cause for all things, though 

mostly indirectly. More on this in the next chapter.



S
c
ie

n
c
e

53

Body and matter

Aristotle did not argue explicitly for the postulation of prime 

matter. In fact, many modern- day scholars question whether he 

even believed in it, though in antiquity and the medieval period 

this was taken for granted by all commentators. By contrast Ibn 

Sın̄ā devotes careful consideration to the relationship between 

body and matter, which for him are not to be identified with one 

another. (On this and other topics we’re about to consider, he is 

especially responding to the critical discussions on Aristotle’s 

Physics o�ered by the late ancient commentator John 

Philoponus.) For Ibn Sın̄ā body is defined as continuity (ittiṣāl), 

which means divisible extension. Body is that in which one can 

demarcate three directions or dimensions, like the three axes of a 

coordinate system. Body as such does not have to have any specific 

dimensions, since even a single body can vary in volume, as when 

something cools down and becomes more dense. But neither can 

body exist without having some given dimensions at any one time. 

This gives us a nice illustration of a logical contrast we discussed 

earlier: to be extended and divisible are ‘constitutive’ properties of 

body, but to have a certain determinate size is ‘concomitant’.

Since body is for Ibn Sın̄ā so basic, just divisible extension, we 

might wonder why it is necessary also to posit prime matter. His 

answer comes in the form of a thought experiment. Since body is 

divisible, let’s take a single body and divide it, here considering it 

just as a body, not as a body of any particular kind. It will clearly 

no longer be the same body, since it was just one body before and 

now it is two bodies. So something still more fundamental has 

undergone that change. This is matter, which does not even have 

extension in its own right and is therefore not divisible. Since 

matter is in itself free of all determination, Ibn Sın̄ā says that it is 

only a ‘substrate’ for various forms; a proper ‘subject’ by contrast 

would be an actual substance, such as a rock or animal (he thereby 

clears up a potential confusion between two senses of the Arabic 
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word mawd ̣ūʿ). Likewise body is only a ‘second substrate’, matter 

to which the form of divisible extension has been added.

By defining body as divisible Ibn Sın̄ā rules out the possibility of 

an indivisible body, which is not an innocent or uncontroversial 

move on his part. In fact the dominant theory of bodies among 

Muslim intellectuals was atomism, because almost all theologians 

adopted this theory, with many variations on points of detail. 

Unsurprisingly then, Ibn Sın̄ā is at pains to refute atomism. To 

understand his arguments we need to realize that kalām atoms 

were not those of ancient atomists like Democritus and Epicurus. 

They were not very small bodies which simply ‘cannot be cut’ 

(this being the etymology of ‘atom’) but point- like substances 

which ‘occupy space’, yet have no extension and thus no internal 

parts at all. To this Ibn Sın̄ā first rejoins that if the individual 

atoms have no extension, then when they are put together they 

will not form an extension either, however numerous they are 

(zero plus zero is still zero). Furthermore, we can perform another 

thought experiment. Line up three atoms A B C in a row so that 

they are touching. A will touch B on one side; C will touch B on 

the other side. But if B has two distinct sides, then it has two 

halves or parts and is extended after all. Alternatively both A and 

C might be touching ‘all of ’ B, fully overlapping with it. But if that 

is true we’re back to the problem that adding atoms to one another 

will never yield extension.

Now, obviously Ibn Sın̄ā does not think that one can actually 

divide, and sub- divide, and sub- sub- divide, any body indefinitely. 

Our ability to keep performing divisions is subject to practical 

constraints. But every body, no matter how small, is in principle 

subject to division. On the other hand, dividing beyond a certain 

‘minimum’ will inevitably corrupt the form of the thing being 

divided. Here we have Ibn Sın̄ā’s theory of ‘natural minimums’. 

A substance like water has a smallest possible size, and if a particle 

of that size is divided it will no longer be water. Of course it will 

have to be some other kind of substance instead: you can’t just 
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have pure matter or pure body floating around, even at minuscule 

sizes. What we should imagine is that the particle of water is 

destroyed and the matter absorbed into some larger mass that has 

overwhelmed it, like air.

Time and place

Ibn Sın̄ā designates physics as the science that studies natural 

bodies insofar as they are subject to alteration (taghayyur). This 

means that for him, as for Aristotle, this discipline must study 

those phenomena that belong to bodies insofar as they change and 

move. Prominent examples include time (zamān) and place 

(makān). To get us started in grasping what time is, Ibn Sın̄ā 

points out the phenomenon of di�ering spatial motions, for 

example two bodies starting and stopping together but travelling 

di�erent distances, or travelling the same distance even though 

one starts before the other. We would probably capture his point 

by saying that velocity is a function of distance covered in a time. 

But thinking within an Aristotelian framework, he invokes a 

body’s possibility (imka ̄n) to, for instance, move over a certain 

distance either more or less quickly. So time is a ‘size’ of the 

motion just as much as the distance covered.

The reason this is a more Aristotelian way to think about the 

situation is that it ties time very strongly to bodies, via the motions 

that bodies perform. Like Aristotle, Ibn Sın̄ā thinks there would 

be no time if there were no bodies, or if bodies could never move. 

The reason we have temporal ‘before and after’ is that time 

measures motions which have their own priority, for example a 

motion from A to C is first at A, then at B, then at C. Time also 

measures changes other than spatial motion: the ripening of an 

apple, and not only the apple’s fall from the tree. But Ibn Sın̄ā 

picks up on an idea found earlier in the Aristotelian tradition, 

especially in Alexander of Aphrodisias, though it was tentatively 

and briefly suggested by Aristotle himself. The idea is to associate 

time ‘primarily’ with just one particular motion, and only 
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‘secondarily’ with other motions. This favoured motion will be the 

fastest one in the whole universe, the daily rotation of the 

outermost heavenly sphere, which accounts for the apparent 

motion of the fixed stars around us once each day. In reality of 

course it is the Earth that is spinning once per day. But we are in a 

pre- Copernican world here, so Ibn Sın̄ā assumes it is the heavens 

going around us and not us rotating below the heavens. The 

advantage of this is that we have a single, continuous motion 

which supplies a universal framework for all other change. So we 

could say for example that the apple first ripened, and then fell 

from the tree, because these distinct changes happen during 

di�erent phases of the continuous heavenly rotation. Furthermore 

time will already have been going on before any change occurs, 

since the heavenly rotation is eternal. Time does not begin, nor 

will it end, because it is dependent on the everlasting motion of an 

ungenerated and indestructible celestial body.

This puts Ibn Sın̄ā at odds with a rival theory of time, inspired by 

Plato, that had been adopted by Abū Bakr al- Rāzı ̄and would later be 

defended by Fakhr al- Dın̄ al- Rāzı,̄ according to which time is not 

dependent on bodies— in fact doubly dependent, on Ibn Sın̄ā’s view, 

since it is the extension of the motion which in turn depends on 

bodies. Instead the two Rāzıs̄ thought that time subsists in its own 

right, and makes it possible for there to be priority in change, instead 

of vice versa. One powerful argument given by the later al- Rāzı ̄was 

that, Ibn Sın̄ā’s preference for the celestial sphere’s motion 

notwithstanding, every motion considered just as a motion should 

have its own temporal magnitude. (Notice that this premise is based 

on Ibn Sın̄ā’s own conceptual apparatus: time is a concomitant of 

motion as such, so it makes no di�erence which motion we are 

considering. A small example of how Ibn Sın̄ā’s successors used his 

own techniques against him.) If then we have two motions going on 

at once, then we are forced to say that there are two times unfolding 

‘at the same time’, giving us a second- order time— a time at which 

other times are occurring— which looks absurd in itself and would 

also threaten to start an infinite regress of ever higher- order times.
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As for place, on Ibn Sın̄ā’s view it is like time in being dependent 

on bodies. He endorses the Aristotelian definition: the place of 

each body is the surface of the body or bodies directly in contact 

with it from the outside. For example the place of a fish floating in 

the sea is the interior surface of the seawater where the water is in 

contact with the fish. While this may seem strange, Ibn Sın̄ā 

asserts that it actually fits better with our intuitions than rival 

definitions, for instance a kalām account that makes the place of 

something the surface it is sitting (or ‘placed’) upon, so that the 

coaster would be the ‘place’ of the glass. Ibn Sın̄ā doesn’t like this 

idea, since he thinks it is obvious that a place should fully contain 

what is in it.

The more innovative aspects of Ibn Sın̄ā’s discussion of place have 

to do with his refutation of objections to the Aristotelian 

definition. I’ll consider two. First, as already pointed out in 

antiquity, according to this definition the universe itself has no 

place. Remember, there is nothing at all outside the cosmos, and 

certainly no further body surrounding it. Various attempts had 

been made to dodge this argumentative bullet, but Ibn Sın̄ā elects 

simply to bite it: the outermost sphere indeed has no place. How 

can that be, since it is rotating and thus engaging in spatial 

motion, which seems like it should count as change in respect of 

place? Ibn Sın̄ā’s answer is that the rotation is change in position, 

not place, since the parts of the sphere are changing their position 

relative to the poles of the sphere, that is, the points at the end of 

the axis of rotation.

The second objection also has to do with the idea that spatial 

motion is change of place. Imagine again our fish in the sea, but 

now add that the water around it is flowing. Bizarrely, it now 

seems we have to say that the fish is moving, even if it is sitting 

still, because the surface around it is its place, and this surface is 

changing all the time. Again Ibn Sın̄ā bites the bullet: the place of 

the fish is indeed changing. But it would be a mistake to infer 

from this that the fish is moving, because to move is to have a 
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‘principle of change’. It’s another clever response, which reminds 

us that within Aristotelianism motion or change is fundamentally 

an activity undertaken or undergone by that which moves or 

changes, and not a phenomenon defined relative to some external 

context.

A last question about place brings Ibn Sın̄ā, yet again, into conflict 

with kalām. Like ancient atomists, the theologians thought that 

space can be either occupied by a body (in the first instance, by an 

atom) or not occupied by a body, in which case we can speak of 

empty space or ‘void’ (khala ̄ʾ). By contrast Ibn Sın̄ā really has 

no use for the notion of ‘space’. There are only bodies with 

magnitudes and (except in the case of the outermost sphere) 

surrounding bodies that provide them with their places. His most 

impressive argument against space, to my mind, turns on an idea 

we’ve already encountered more than once, namely the need for 

any two things that are not identical to have di�erent features that 

individuate them. If we have a stretch of space that is occupied by 

a body, then the extension of that region of space will be exactly 

the same as the extension of the body. Suppose the body is a cube, 

for example. Then the space it is occupying will also be shaped like 

a cube of the same dimensions. But, says Ibn Sın̄ā, there is 

nothing to distinguish these two extensions from one another. 

Thus we cannot say that the extension of the body and the spatial 

extension are non- identical. And since the body clearly does have 

an extension, the one we should dispense with is the spatial 

extension.

Medicine and biology

Let’s now change tack a bit and look at a more concrete dimension 

of Ibn Sın̄ā’s natural philosophy, namely his work on medicine. Or 

rather his works on medicine, which are numerous. Pride of place 

must go to the Canon of Medicine (Qānu ̄n fi ̄l- Ṭibb) (Figure 4), 

which does for this discipline more or less what The Healing does 

for philosophy, but with Galen as the central authority rather than 
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Aristotle. There are also a much- read Poem on Medicine and a 

treatise on cardiac drugs, as well as an array of minor works on 

topics like urine, bloodletting, sexual intercourse, and the 

disease that would cause Ibn Sın̄ā’s own demise, colic. In the 

Autobiography he remarks disarmingly that medicine is not a 

di�cult discipline, so that he was able to ‘excel in it after a very 

short period of time, so that excellent physicians began to study 

under me’. Part of the explanation here may be that medical study 

involves lots of brute force memorization, which came easily to 

Ibn Sın̄ā. But there is more to say about the method of medicine.

Here the first thing to sort out is how medicine is related to the 

more general concerns of natural philosophy dealt with in this 

chapter so far. It might seem that this relation must be loose, at 

best. How would knowing about cosmology, elemental theory, and 

4. Manuscript of Ibn Sın̄ā’s major medical treatise, the Qānūn.
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so on help us treat patients? That question is implicitly answered 

at the beginning of the Canon, where Ibn Sın̄ā warns doctors 

against exploring the fundamental teachings of natural 

philosophy, not because they are irrelevant but because the 

physician should simply take them for granted. Thus in medicine 

one does not prove that there are four elements or four bodily 

humours that arise from them, but the doctor certainly needs to 

accept this, as so much therapy involves redressing imbalances in 

the humours. In other cases natural philosophy may establish 

truths the doctor can simply ignore. For instance in medicine we 

don’t need to know whether the soul is one, whether the di�erent 

organs instead have di�erent individual souls, or for that matter 

how to define time and place. The doctor should know about the 

internal senses but can get by with recognizing only three out of 

the five, since his goal of treating disease does not require him to 

distinguish between the two kinds of memory or to know at all 

about the estimative power.

In short, medicine is ‘subordinated’ to natural philosophy in the 

way discussed in Chapter 2. Whereas natural philosophy studies 

all sensible bodies, medicine studies only human bodies, and these 

only insofar as they are subject to health and sickness. Thus Ibn 

Sın̄ā describes medicine as a ‘derivative’ (farʿı)̄ science, that is, one 

that relates to natural philosophy as a ‘branch’ (farʿ) does to a root. 

Yet medicine does have scientific ambitions. In the opening of the 

Canon Ibn Sın̄ā says it should pursue ‘demonstrative proofs’ 

concerning diseases, their causes and symptoms, and also the 

restoration and preservation of health. He has interesting things 

to say about how this is achieved. Since the underlying causes of 

disease and health are not ‘manifest’ they need to be grasped 

indirectly, inferring those causes on the basis of sensory 

experience. For this task Ibn Sın̄ā recommends the method of 

experience as opposed to mere induction. He refers to this in the 

Autobiography when he says that through his medical 

explorations he learned about many therapies ‘that can be 

acquired only through experience’.
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Vision

Among the achievements of Islamic science is the great progress 

that was made in understanding the mechanism of vision. This is 

typically, and not without reason, credited to Ibn Sīnā’s 
contemporary Ibn al- Haytham, who was influential on European 
science under his Latinized name Alhazen. But in fact Ibn Sīnā 
had a very similar theory. The tradition down to their time 

saw a contest between two models for explaining vision, 
‘intromissionist’ and ‘extramissionist’. As the names convey, an 
intromissionist theory explains vision in terms of something 
coming into the eye, as in Aristotle’s theory, which has visual 
forms transmitted from the object to the viewer by means of an 

illuminated transparent medium, usually air. In an extramissionist 
theory, something instead goes out of the eye: a ‘visual ray’. This 
view goes back to Plato and Galen, with the latter saying that the 

visual ray is made of ‘spirit’ or pneuma, the same subtle body 

that vivifies the whole human or animal body. The visual ray 
theory was allied to the ideas of figures like Euclid and Ptolemy, 
who used geometry to represent vision and to explain 
phenomena like perspective and mirror reflection. In the Islamic 
world, al- Kindī had pursued this sort of account, according to 
which lines drawn from the eye to the visual object in a 

geometrical diagram represent visual rays coming from the eye 

in physical reality.

Ibn Sīnā and Ibn al- Haytham resolve the impasse by accepting an 
intromissionist theory but keeping the geometrical analysis. 

Indeed Ibn Sīnā says that this topic stands at the intersection of 
natural philosophy and geometry. There is a cone- shaped visual 

field, but this cone consists of coloured light coming from the 
object rather than of rays coming from the eye. The angle of the 

vertex of the cone, which is at the eye, dictates how large the 
object will appear. Aristotle is right to say that a visual ‘image’ is 

(continued)
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In this respect medicine bears similarities to another science, 

zoology. The study of animals frequently involves inferences about 

imperceptible causes, for example organs that are too small to see. 

The zoologist should, again, use ‘experience’ to do this. A nice 

example is Ibn Sın̄ā’s way of establishing that fish must have 

auditory and olfactory organs. He has himself observed the way 

that they flee from loud noises and seem to appreciate music, and 

also mentions how fishermen have learned to use milk in water as 

a kind of bait to trap them. Thus we have a proof that fish can 

hear and smell, a proof that goes beyond mere probability. 

Through such means the zoologist is able to achieve scientific 

classification of the animal world, attending to di�erences in 

habitat, food, character (akhla ̄q, a word also used of human 

ethical traits), activities, and parts. The zoologist also studies 

cross- species phenomena like (external) sensation, voluntary 

motion, sleep, and sexual di�erence.

His methodological commitment to careful observation 

notwithstanding, Ibn Sın̄ā has the reputation for being a brilliant 

and influential theorist of medicine, rather than a practitioner. 

This is not entirely wrong. Ibn Sın̄ā’s Canon does provide the 

theoretical basis for the discipline of medicine, including what he 

calls the ‘theory of practice’, that is, general truths that one would 

transmitted to the eye, but in a departure from the Aristotelian 

account, Ibn Sīnā denies that the medium needs to be 
illuminated. It just needs not to obstruct the coloured light 

coming from the visual object, as an opaque body would do. By 

contrast the coloured surface does need to be illuminated, which 

Ibn Sīnā describes as actualizing the colour to make it visible. The 
upshot is an explanation of vision that is much closer to being 
correct than either of the rival theories that had come down to 

him through the Greek and Arabic literature on optics.
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Experience (tajriba)

Already in antiquity medical literature had been an arena for 

disputes about scientific method. Galen talked about the rival 
approaches of ‘rationalist’ and ‘empiricist’ doctors, the former 
trying to devise causal theories to underpin their therapeutic 

practice, the latter simply keeping track of what seems to work 

and repeating successful treatments. Galen was scornful of the 

empiricists, but admitted the need to bring experience to bear 
when developing theories. Ibn Sīnā agrees with this and develops 
the idea into a full- blown theory of scientific method. He 
contrasts ‘experience’ (tajriba) with ‘induction’ (istiqrāʾ). The 

difference is that induction simply generalizes from observed 
phenomena, for instance by assuming that if applying a cold 

compress to a rash worked in one case, it should work for other 

cases too. Ibn Sīnā critiques this approach with an example that 
is not original with him: using induction, someone from Africa 

might conclude that all humans have black skin, since everyone 

this person has ever met has been black. By contrast tajriba, 

sometimes translated ‘methodic experience’, takes more care to 
make repeated observations under similar circumstances, makes 

inferences to underlying causes, and recognizes the limits of the 

conclusions that can be drawn. Tellingly, Ibn Sīnā illustrates with 
an example drawn from medicine, namely the effect of 
scammony, a plant which causes purgation. Experiences of 
scammony allow us to postulate a purgative power in this natural 

substance, but with caveats. For instance, scammony growing in 

some other part of the world may not have the same effect, and 
the conditions of an individual body or the body’s environment 
may affect the working of the scammony.
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need to know as a practitioner. Since medieval medicine was so 

oriented around book- learning, the task of assembling the Canon 

was mostly a matter of systematically presenting the teachings of 

Galen and other authors, and of adjudicating disputes that had 

arisen in the tradition. Perhaps the most obvious of these was the 

question of which organ is primary in the human body: the heart, 

as claimed by Aristotle, or the brain, as claimed by Galen? Ibn Sın̄ā 

took a nuanced view on this question. As we know he located 

numerous cognitive faculties, of both humans and animals, in the 

brain. But for him the heart is the source of spirit (rūḥ, translating 

Greek pneuma), which is the vehicle for life in the body as a whole. 

Thus the heart is the seat of the ‘vital faculty’, a fundamental 

concept in medicine, and also of the emotions.

Despite his theoretical focus, it would do Ibn Sın̄ā a disservice to 

say that he never practised medicine. The Autobiography claims 

that he acquired patrons on the strength of his expertise as a 

doctor, and it has been shown that his Canon and other medical 

writings frequently allude to his own hands- on experience. He 

states repeatedly that he has ‘tested’ or ‘tried’ (jarrada) various 

remedies and drugs, as well as dietary measures to preserve 

health: he warmly recommends camel milk, advice I am 

unfortunately unable to confirm. It might be said, then, that 

with him the situation is the reverse of his predecessor Abu ̄ 

Bakr al- Rāzı ̄(see Chapter 1), the only figure who can rival his 

pre- eminence in the history of Islamic medicine. Due to his 

documented work in hospitals and his massive collection of 

medical notes The Comprehensive Book (al- Ḥāwı)̄, al- Rāzı ̄is often 

cast in the role of practitioner par excellence. But, while that work 

does present information from al- Rāzı’̄s own experiences, it is for 

the most part a record of his reading in Galenic and Hippocratic 

medicine. So he was in fact a professionally active doctor with 

extensive theoretical interests. Conversely Ibn Sın̄ā was primarily 

a theoretician, so his reputation to this e�ect is not misleading. 

Yet he did treat patients and learned from doing so, in precisely 

the way recommended by his own epistemology.
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Chapter 5

God and the world

As I’ve already said and will be explaining in more detail in the 

next chapter, Ibn Sın̄ā’s impact on subsequent philosophy in the 

Islamic world was pervasive and made itself felt in many areas. 

But if you had to choose just one idea as his most influential, it 

would probably be his proof for the existence of God. He argues 

that there is exactly one being in the world that by its own nature 

cannot fail to exist. This is the ‘necessary existent’ (wājib al- wujūd), 

which comes to be something of a new designation for God in 

later philosophical writing, almost like a proper name. While the 

proof was widely admired, Ibn Sın̄ā was frequently criticized for 

trying to derive all claims about God from the concept of necessity. 

In an anticipation of the medieval ‘voluntarism’ that emerged still 

later in Latin scholasticism, the critics argued for replacing Ibn 

Sın̄ā’s necessitarian God with one who does exist necessarily, as 

he had argued, but chooses voluntarily between alternative 

possibilities, something he had denied.

Essence and existence

Before we can get into the proof, we need first to acquaint 

ourselves with a distinction that is fundamental to Ibn Sın̄ā’s 

metaphysics: between essence and existence. At one level the 

distinction is simple enough. It just means that there is a 

di�erence between what something is (by its very nature, not 
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accidentally) and whether it exists, or as we might say using more 

technical language, whether the essence is instantiated. But there 

is a lot more that can be said about it. A good approach is to look 

at the historical background that led Ibn Sın̄ā to his insight. The 

distinction is foreshadowed in Aristotle, who in his Posterior 

Analytics likewise contrasted the question what something is 

(ti esti) with the question whether it is (ei esti). But this was really 

an epistemic contrast, between two sorts of inquiry one might 

undertake. Ibn Sın̄ā’s distinction is instead properly metaphysical, 

and implies among other things that existence needs to be given 

to an essence in order that the essence be instantiated.

For this we need to look again at the history of kalām. Members of 

the Muʿtazilite school were known for asserting the apparently 

paradoxical claim that the ‘non- existent’ (al- maʿdu ̄m) is a ‘thing’ 

(shayʾ). They had in mind passages in the Quran such as ‘when 

God wills a thing (shayʾ) He says to it, “Be!” and it is’ (36:82). This 

suggests that whatever God wishes to create is already a ‘thing’ 

before God creates it. Philosophically too, it makes sense that God 

cannot direct His will or knowledge at what He intends to create, 

if it is not ‘something’. Furthermore, non- existents seem already to 

have certain features before they exist, features that distinguish 

them from one another. An as- yet- non- existing sheep is 

herbivorous, whereas an as- yet- non- existing wolf is carnivorous. 

This presupposes that they have some kind of reality (thubu ̄t), 

since one cannot ascribe properties to something that is in no way 

real. So these non- existents must be ‘things’.

Here then we have the intuition underlying Ibn Sın̄ā’s distinction, 

that a thing’s essential features are independent of whether or not 

that thing exists. As if in confirmation that kalām is indeed in the 

background here, Ibn Sın̄ā even uses the neologism ‘thing- ness’ 

(shayʾiyya) as a synonym for essence. His position is so close to 

that of the Muʿtazilites, in fact, that later authors like Fakhr al- Dın̄ 

al- Rāzı ̄will sometimes describe him as a partisan of that school’s 

view. But from another angle, Ibn Sın̄ā could seem to be agreeing 
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with the Muʿtazilites’ opponents, the Ashʿarites. They said that 

reality consists exclusively of what God has in fact created. Talk of 

what God could create, intends to create, or knows He could 

create is just talk about God’s power, will, and wisdom. It is not 

about real things that are somehow independent of Him, like 

switches waiting to be turned from ‘o� ’ to ‘on’ by divine fiat. And 

like the Ashʿarites, Ibn Sın̄ā says that there are no non- existing 

things. Or to put it another way, that every possible thing receives 

existence.

On the face of it, this seems a ridiculous thing to say. What about 

centaurs and leprechauns, or the sister my parents never produced 

for me? It seems obvious that they could exist, but do not. Ibn 

Sın̄ā considers similar examples, such as the seven- sided house: 

one might build such a thing, but perhaps no one ever has. Yet the 

very fact that we are indeed considering these things shows that 

they do have existence after all. It is just that they exist in the 

mind (fi ̄l- dhihn), not in extramental, concrete reality (fi ̄l- aʿya ̄n or 

fi ̄l- kha ̄rij). As Ibn Sın̄ā says in the metaphysics of The Healing, 

even if we only make a negative judgement about something, it 

has to at least ‘have a form in the mind’. Once we add that things 

can exist mentally as well as concretely, we can say that every 

essence has existence of one sort or another. This allows him to 

have the best of both kalām views. Like the Muʿtazilites he is able 

to say that things have their essential properties independently of 

their existence; like the Ashʿarites he does not have to postulate 

some sort of ‘reality’ for things that don’t exist, since there 

aren’t any.

At this point, you might wonder why it is so important to 

distinguish essence from existence, if all essences have existence 

anyway. One reason has to do with causation. Since essential 

properties are indeed independent of existence, no cause is needed 

to account for them. An example from Ibn Sın̄ā’s Book of 

Knowledge is that nothing needs to make black be a colour. Black 

just is a colour, all on its own. By contrast, a cause is needed to 
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make black exist, because there is nothing about blackness that 

guarantees its existence. Going just by its essence, it might exist, 

or it might not. So something else must come along and bestow 

existence upon the essence, either by thinking about it so as to 

give it mental existence, or by making it exist in concrete reality.

Later in the tradition, this was often expressed using the language 

of ‘preponderance’ (tarjıḥ̄). Something needs to tip the scales, as it 

were, in favour of blackness existing rather than not existing. You 

might remember my saying in Chapter 2 that according to Ibn 

Sın̄a ̄ we have an immediate grasp of the ‘modal’ properties 

necessity, contingency, and impossibility. This is what 

‘contingency’ means: a thing is contingent (mumkin) if its essence 

does not guarantee its own existence. Of course, the contingent 

thing’s essence also does not guarantee its own non-existence, the 

way that something like a round square would do. The very nature 

of the round square (insofar as it has one) rules out that it exists, 

so no cause is required to explain its failing to exist. What about 

the reverse case, an essence that by its very nature cannot fail to 

exist? Something that exists without being caused to do so, the 

way that black is a colour all on its own? Is there any such thing?

The demonstration of the truthful

Ibn Sın̄ā thought that there is, and that he could prove it. This 

will of course be the ‘necessary existent’, also known as God. His 

argument for it received the rare distinction of having its own 

honorific, burha ̄n al- s ̣iddiqın̄, meaning ‘the demonstration of the 

truthful’. It deserves that honour, because it o�ered a genuine 

departure from arguments for the existence of God that had been 

given earlier in the history of philosophy. In particular, Ibn Sın̄ā 

was well aware that his approach di�ered from that of Aristotle. 

In the Physics, Aristotle had argued that since the heavenly 

motions are eternal, an infinite power is required to generate 

them. God is this infinite mover. As mentioned in passing already, 

Ibn Sın̄ā found this disappointing, since for him God should be 
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established as a cause of existence and not just motion. So in The 

Healing, where he takes unusual care to engage with the 

Aristotelian tradition, he instead takes inspiration from Aristotle’s 

Metaphysics book α (not book Λ, the locus classicus for Aristotle’s 

conception of God) to present arguments for a first cause based on 

the idea of avoiding infinite causal regresses, and not only for the 

sake of explaining motion.

It is in other texts, like the Salvation and Pointers, that he 

presents his own, distinctive proof. It takes its departure from the 

fact that ‘there is existence’. As we know by our primary concepts, 

existence can be either contingent or necessary. We want to show 

that there is in fact something necessarily existent, or put 

otherwise, that not all existents are contingent. Now, we’ve already 

seen that a contingent thing will not have existence through itself. 

Instead, it needs a cause to bestow existence upon it. Of course 

this cause need not be a necessary existent. It might just be 

another contingent thing, which was in turn caused to exist by 

some further contingent thing, and so on. Imagine a daughter 

caused by her mother, who is caused by the grandmother, who is 

caused by the great- grandmother, and so on. Indeed, this is a 

scenario Ibn Sın̄ā cannot rule out, since as we’ll see below he 

thought that the universe is eternal and that there have always 

been humans. So there will be mothers and grandmothers all the 

way back into the infinite past.

Instead, he invites us to consider the whole set or ‘aggregate’ of 

contingent things. Presumably it too needs a cause, because the 

aggregate of contingent things will itself be contingent. Even if 

someone denies this, they will have to say that the aggregate is a 

necessary existent. But they would thereby concede what Ibn Sın̄ā 

is trying to prove, namely that something exists necessarily. So the 

opponent must admit that the aggregate is contingent, and thus 

that its existence must have a cause. What might that cause be? 

Perhaps one of the contingent items inside the aggregate. But then 

what makes that item exist? Ibn Sın̄ā argues that nothing can 
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cause itself to exist. So it would have to be caused to exist by 

something else within the rest of the aggregate, which it is 

supposedly causing. That would mean that we have circular 

causation, but this too is absurd, argues Ibn Sın̄ā. Besides, what 

would entitle one contingent thing to be the cause of all the 

others? The only possibility Ibn Sın̄ā sees as viable, then, is that 

the cause of the contingent things is outside the aggregate of all 

contingent things. This will of course be a necessary thing, since it 

is not one of the contingents. QED.

One strength of Ibn Sın̄ā’s proof is that it exploits an intuition that 

really does motivate many people to believe in God: there must be 

some reason why all this (gesticulating at the universe) exists! Ibn 

Sın̄ā ratifies that intuition, and argues that we can only explain the 

existence of contingent things, which in themselves have no claim 

to existence, by postulating a necessary cause. This way of seeing 

the proof takes it to be a kind of ‘cosmological’ argument, that is, 

one that proceeds from the fact of the universe’s existence to a 

divine cause. But the proof has also been classified as an 

‘ontological’ argument, meaning one that derives the existence of 

God from pure conceptual analysis. Then it would be like the 

famous proof o�ered by the somewhat later medieval Christian 

philosopher Anselm, which aims to establish God on the grounds 

that it would be self- contradictory to say that God, ‘that than 

which nothing greater can be conceived’, is non- existent.

This interpretive question, whether Ibn Sın̄ā’s proof is 

cosmological or ontological, comes down to our reading of the 

opening premise, ‘there is existence’. Does Ibn Sın̄ā mean by this 

that there are some things that factually exist, for instance you or 

me? Or does he only appeal to our primary concept of existence, 

and our conviction that there can be at least contingent existence? 

The proof might be thought to work on that basis. Not because, 

à la Anselm, it would be contradictory to claim that a necessary 

existent does not exist. If this were Ibn Sın̄ā’s reasoning he would 

not need to bother with all that business about the aggregate of 
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contingent things. Rather, because if there were no necessary 

existent, then contingent things could not exist after all, since 

there would be nothing to cause them. But that looks like a rather 

fishy line of argument, since the contingent things would be 

rendered impossible only extrinsically, by a lack of any cause. They 

would remain intrinsically contingent (and thus ‘possible’) by 

their own essences. In any case it is far easier to assume, as the 

cosmological reading would have it, that Ibn Sın̄ā argues from the 

factual existence of at least one contingent thing. After all, this is 

hardly a controversial starting point.

Now for a more fundamental question: does the proof work? One 

might protest at his move of lumping together all contingent 

things as an aggregate and asking what causes it. If each of the 

elements in the aggregate has been caused then why would we 

need to cause the whole aggregate in addition? After all every part 

of it has already been explained, and it is just a whole of these 

parts. To use our analogy, if each daughter has a mother back 

through the generations, then it is unclear why we would need a 

separate cause for the whole lineage. Another objection might be 

that there is a part– whole fallacy involved in saying that the 

aggregate of contingent things is itself contingent. Some 

properties transfer from part to whole: every drop of water is wet, 

and the whole bucketful of water is also wet. But some do not: 

every part of the clock is small, but the clock is big. But Ibn Sın̄ā 

already answered this move, when he said that if someone denies 

the contingency of the aggregate, they will have to say the 

aggregate is necessary. So the opponent has conceded what Ibn 

Sın̄ā is trying to prove: there is a necessary existent.

Another way to resist would have a similar outcome, at least in 

Ibn Sın̄ā’s eyes. One could simply deny that contingent things 

always need external causes. Perhaps something contingent, the 

universe for instance, can exist just as a brute fact. True, it might 

not have existed, but here we are: the universe does exist, and we 

should resist the urge to explain it. If this objection were put to 



Ib
n 

Sī
nā

 (
A

v
ic

e
n

n
a

)

72

Ibn Sın̄ā, I think he would either dismiss it as nonsensical or 

interpret it as the (for him, false) claim that the universe is in fact 

necessary, since by definition only a necessary existent can exist 

without a cause. He would then reiterate that this concedes the 

sought conclusion.

Here though, we come to an important limitation of the proof. To 

show that there is a necessary existent is not the same as proving 

that God exists. We still need to show that this necessary existent 

has the traits one would expect of the Abrahamic God: 

uniqueness, simplicity, immateriality, knowledge, omnipotence, 

benevolence, and so on. If the necessary existent is just the 

universe, as conceded by the opponent, then we have not proved 

the existence of God. Ibn Sın̄ā was however well aware of this, and 

duly provided further arguments to show that the necessary 

existent has these traits. Here we really do have a parallel with 

Anselm, who in his Proslogion first uses the ‘that than which 

nothing greater can be conceived’ formula to show that God exists 

(indeed, exists necessarily), and then goes on to extract a similar 

set of traits from the formula.

Necessitarianism

It’s vital to see that this is the strategy of Ibn Sın̄ā’s philosophical 

theology, since it helps to explain the aspect of that theology that 

would be most controversial in subsequent generations. He insists 

that everything about God is necessary, and he can hardly do 

otherwise, since necessity is his sole route into establishing truths 

about God. Ibn Sın̄a ̄ would also add that there cannot be any 

contingent features in God anyway, because if there were, then 

some cause would be needed to bring these features about, and 

nothing exerts causal influence on God. Ibn Sın̄ā uses this 

premise, that God as a necessary being has no cause, to establish 

several important facts about Him, including His simplicity, His 

uniqueness, and His immateriality. After all, material causes are 

one of the four standard kinds of causal explanation in 
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Divine unity

The shahāda, or profession of Muslim faith, states that ‘there is 

no God but God, and Muḥammad is His prophet’. Islamic 

theologians duly concerned themselves intensely with the 

oneness of God. Indeed the Muʿtazilites styled themselves as the 

‘upholders of unity and justice’, the latter by insisting that 

humans act freely in order to safeguard God’s justice in 

punishing and rewarding them, the former by denying any 

multiplicity of attributes in God. As this shows, the doctrine of 

God’s unity (tawḥīd) can be interpreted not just as meaning that 

there is only one God, but also as meaning that God is simple. 

Ibn Sīnā argues that both points can be extracted from God’s 
necessity, and in particular from His having no cause. God is 

simple, that is, has no parts, because parts count as a cause for 

the whole they constitute, as a piece of furniture is caused by the 

parts that are assembled to produce it. Of course the parts are 

not the only cause of the whole. There is also the increasingly 

frustrated person trying to follow the assembly directions. But 

they are still a cause in a sense. And if some further cause were 

needed to put God’s putative parts together, then all the more 

would God’s necessity be undermined.

The argument for God’s being unique is somewhat more 

involved (I here consider the version found in his Pointers). If 

there were two necessary existents, Ibn Sīnā asks, what would 
distinguish them from one another? It cannot be something that 

follows just from being a necessary existent, because that would 

be a feature they share, given that they are both necessary 

existents. So it must be some feature that a necessary existent 

might have, or might lack. Let’s say for the sake of argument that 
necessary existent 1 is red, and necessary existent 2 is blue. Then 

redness is a cause for 1, because it makes 1 distinct from 2; and 
the same goes for the blueness of 2. But 1 and 2 are both 

(continued)
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Aristotelian philosophy, as we saw in the last chapter. So God 

cannot have any matter. By this simple bit of reasoning, we can 

now tie up a loose end: it is ruled out that the necessary existent is 

the universe itself, as it of course is a material entity.

Furthermore, Ibn Sın̄ā feels able to infer from God’s immateriality 

that He is an intellect. This is because, as he puts it in Pointers, 

‘He subsists free from attachments, lacks, or materials . . . and what 

is like this grasps itself intellectually.’ Here he is exploiting points 

made in his psychology, where he showed that human intellection 

is an immaterial activity and that things become intelligible for 

humans when they are freed from matter. Since God is immaterial, 

the only activity He can perform must likewise be intellection. And 

if He is immaterial then nothing prevents Him from being grasped 

intellectually, so He will be able to grasp Himself. Here we have a 

remarkable example of Ibn Sın̄ā’s strategy for understanding the 

divine. He begins from the negative point that God has no cause, 

and moves from here to a positive characterization of God as a 

self- thinking intellect. Not coincidentally, that characterization 

echoes Aristotle’s portrayal of God in his own Metaphysics. But it 

is reached in a completely new way.

Thus far many Muslim theologians would find little to object to. 

God exists necessarily, is simple and unique, has no body, and has 

knowledge? No disagreement there. But the theologians were less 

necessary existents, so they cannot have causes. Thus we cannot 

appeal to these extrinsic factors to distinguish them after all. 
Notice here how Ibn Sīnā again presupposes that two non- identical 
things must be differentiated by some property they do not 
share, an assumption we also saw in the context of his treatment 

of individuation (see Chapter 3) and his discussion of void 
(see Chapter 4).
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happy once they got into the details. Ibn Sın̄ā does believe that 

God has knowledge, but only of Himself. Or rather He does know 

other things, but indirectly, by grasping Himself as their ultimate 

cause. Notoriously, Ibn Sın̄ā claims that this will not allow God to 

grasp particulars ‘as such’. Equally controversial is his view that 

His e�ects proceed from Him necessarily, and mostly indirectly. 

That they come forth from God necessarily should, at this point, 

come as no surprise. If His causing them to exist were contingent, 

then something would have to cause this contingency to be 

realized, compromising God’s own necessity and freedom from 

causal influence.

That they come forth from Him mostly indirectly is due to another 

constraint, which came to be called the ‘from one can come only 

one’ rule, often known by its Latin tag, ex uno non fit nisi unum. 

Being simple, God can have only one e�ect. The same problem 

had been confronted by Plotinus and other late ancient Platonists, 

who were no less committed to the utter simplicity of their first 

principle, which they even called ‘the One’. These Platonists 

always faced the di�culty of explaining where multiplicity comes 

from. At best, it seems like we should have a sequence of simple 

e�ects descending from God in a chain, each member of the chain 

causing one and only one additional member. As we know, Ibn 

Sın̄ā actually thought that something like this is true. There is a 

chain of immaterial intellects that descend from God, which are 

associated with the heavenly spheres. But where do these spheres, 

and their souls, come from? And how do we get the complex 

region down here where we live, where the four elements are 

combined into composite substances?

To explain this Ibn Sın̄ā again invokes modal properties. Whereas 

God is necessary, the first intellect to emanate forth from Him is 

contingent. But it is also caused to exist, indeed ‘necessitated’ by 

God to do so. So where God had only one thing to think about, 

namely Himself, the first intellect has three things to think about: 

God, itself as contingent, and itself as necessitated by God. 
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God’s knowledge of particulars

Suppose that I get up in the morning and have toast for 

breakfast. Most Muslims, indeed most adherents of Abrahamic 
religions more generally, would assume that God knows I am 
having toast. Ibn Sīnā was an exception, or at least, he believed 
that God knows this in a surpassingly unusual way. To see why, 
we need to cast our minds back to the strict demands of the 
Aristotelian theory of knowledge further developed by Ibn Sīnā. 
Knowledge in the proper sense means grasping universal 

intelligible objects, this being the work of the intellect. 
Since God is an intellect, it seems obvious that this is the kind 
of knowledge He should have too. Now, humans are able to 
deploy their universal knowledge by applying it to particular 
cases. If I know universally that toast contains flour, then when 
I see toast on my plate I can know that this piece of toast 

contains flour. But that requires me to use a lower cognitive 
power, in this case vision, which acquaints me with this 

piece of toast.

Since God is a pure intellect it isn’t clear how He could do this, 

that is, how He could become aware of particulars in order to 

subsume them under His universal, intellectual knowledge. 
Indeed, as Ibn Sīnā points out, there is good reason to suppose 
that God cannot have such direct awareness of particulars, 

since this would induce change in Him as He tracks the 
changing objects of that awareness. Instead, he proposes that 

God does know about particulars, but only universally, not as 

particulars. His example is that one could know about the 
occurrence of a particular eclipse as a kind of corollary of 
general knowledge about the heavenly motions. Why though 
would God have even this sort of general knowledge? Well, 
within Ibn Sīnā’s deterministic system, all particular existents 
and events can be traced back to God. So it is only by knowing 
Himself as a cause that He can know about particulars being 
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Happily, there are exactly three things it needs to generate in turn, 

namely the next intellect in the chain, its own heavenly sphere, 

and the soul that moves that sphere. So its three distinct 

intellectual acts give rise to three distinct e�ects. As for our lower 

world of elements, its complexity can now be explained through 

the motions of the spheres. These motions facilitate a transition 

from the eternal realm of the celestial bodies, where nothing is 

ever generated or destroyed, to our lower realm of more 

temporary beings. As we can see from the fact that plant growth 

and animal reproduction are correlated to the motions of the Sun, 

the variations in spatial location in the upper world lead to more 

extreme forms of change in the lower world.

Something I just said may worry you (perhaps several things, 

but let’s focus on just one). I mentioned that the first intellect is 

‘necessitated’ by God, because it cannot but come forth from Him. 

Furthermore, that necessitation carries on, since the first intellect 

must give rise to its three e�ects. But this means that the celestial 

intellects, souls, and spheres are necessarily existent! Wasn’t that 

status reserved for God? Not quite. God is unique in being the 

only being that is ‘necessary in itself ’ (wa ̄jib bi- dha ̄tihi), since the 

divine essence is the only one that guarantees its own existence. 

The celestial entities, and the universe as a whole, are also 

subsumed under universals. Unlike us, He has no direct 
acquaintance with them.

Ibn Sīnā must have known that this was a provocative thing to 
say. To forestall the objection that he was contradicting the 

teaching of the Quran, he took what was for him the rare step of 
quoting Scripture. His theory, he insisted, confirms that ‘not even 
the weight of an atom in heaven or on earth is hidden from Him’ 

(Quran 10:61). But many later authors were not convinced, and 

polemicized against this teaching as one of Ibn Sīnā’s most 
flagrant departures from acceptable belief.
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necessary. But they are ‘necessary through another’ (wa ̄jib 

bi- ghayrihi), either through God directly in the case of the first 

intellect, or in all other cases through a chain of causes that goes 

back to God.

What about things in the lower world below the heavens? Is all 

contingency down here reduced to necessity once we consider the 

causal chain leading (now very indirectly) back to God? In other 

words, was Ibn Sın̄ā a determinist? The answer seems to be yes. 

There is a section of the logical part of The Healing that 

corresponds to Aristotle’s On Interpretation, which itself has a 

famous discussion of determinism. In this context Ibn Sın̄ā 

remarks that ‘everything is necessary, but it may be either 

necessary in itself, or necessary through the occurrence of a cause 

that renders it necessary’. Future events are an exception, but only 

in a sense. They have not yet been rendered necessary, but they 

will be once their causes arrive. The same goes for human actions. 

We do ‘will’ them, but are necessitated to do so by our desires, 

beliefs, and so on, in such a way that the actions will inevitably 

proceed so long as we have the power to perform them. And our 

desires, beliefs, and so on have their own causes, which 

necessitate them.

It was inevitable that Ibn Sın̄ā should be a determinist, and not 

just because according to determinism everything is inevitable. It 

follows from his analysis of contingency and causation. As he says 

in the Book of Knowledge, ‘nothing is until it becomes necessary’, 

and though we often do not know the causes of what has 

happened, is happening, or will happen, all these things are in fact 

necessitated at the moment of their occurrence. If one objected to 

him that one thing can cause another without making it necessary, 

he would simply disagree. To cause something just is to 

‘preponderate’ it so that its possibility for both being and not being 

is decided in one direction or another. Until something is 

necessitated, its occurrence has not yet been explained; perhaps it 

has been made more likely, but it has not been caused. To put this 
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in the language of today’s philosophers, for Ibn Sın̄ā every genuine 

cause is a ‘su�cient’ cause, that is, a cause that guarantees that its 

e�ect follows. Subsequent philosophers in the Islamic world 

similarly spoke of a ‘complete’ cause. This might include not only 

the obvious cause of something, like fire for burning, but also 

those factors that prevent any impediment (heat shielding, say) 

that could stop the thing from being burnt.

As so often, it is worth pausing here to compare Ibn Sın̄ā’s 

position to that of the kalām schools. In particular, the Ashʿarites 

are well known for having espoused a form of ‘occasionalism’, 

according to which all things are caused by God, which sounds a 

little like Ibn Sın̄ā’s view. There are a couple of significant 

di�erences between Ibn Sın̄ā and the Ashʿarites. For one thing, 

they have God directly causing everything to happen, creating 

even human actions, whereas Ibn Sın̄ā’s God is very ‘hands o� ’, 

with a direct causal relation only to the first celestial intellect. For 

another thing and more importantly, the Ashʿarites do not believe 

that God’s will in causing all these things to happen is itself 

necessary. For them, God is a voluntary (mukhtār) agent who is 

capable of making decisions that could have fallen otherwise. 

Al- Ghazālı ̄memorably illustrates this idea with the example of a 

man allowed to take one of two equally appealing dates. The man 

can take either date, having no reason to prefer one over the other, 

so he simply chooses one arbitrarily. Similarly God can make 

arbitrary choices such as, say, the first moment at which the 

universe will exist.

Ibn Sın̄ā’s universe is thus genuinely deterministic because 

necessity begins with God and flows downwards from there, 

whereas the Ashʿarite universe is deterministic only in the sense 

that all things are subject to God’s contingent will. This became 

the core of al- Ghazālı’̄s opposition to Ibn Sın̄ā’s philosophical 

theology. Seeing things from an Ashʿarite point of view, al- Ghazālı ̄ 

said that Ibn Sın̄ā’s God would not even be a proper ‘agent’ (fāʿil), 

but more like an automatic or natural cause, like fire radiating 
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heat without choosing to do so. The use of the Neoplatonic 

language of ‘emanation’ seems to confirm that impression. It 

suggests that God is like a shining light or overflowing fountain, 

not a voluntary agent. But Ibn Sın̄ā anticipates this line of 

criticism and answers it. He explicitly says that choice need not be 

between di�erent open possibilities. What is required is instead 

an absence of external constraint— which is of course satisfied 

in God’s case, since nothing else forces Him to cause the 

universe— and that the action in question proceeds from the cause’s 

knowledge, power, and will. So as far as he is concerned, God is a 

voluntary agent, despite exerting His causation necessarily.

Good and evil

‘Goodness’ is another attribute that Ibn Sın̄ā derives from 

necessity. In fact God is according to him ‘pure good’ (khayr 

maḥḍ) and ‘pure perfection’ (kama ̄l maḥḍ), because goodness 

is for him correlated with existence and actuality, and as the 

necessary existent God has perfect existence and actuality. These 

statements too are reminiscent of the Neoplatonic tradition. 

The phrase ‘pure good’ appears even in the title of the Arabic 

translation of Proclus’ Elements of Theology (in Arabic known as 

Book of the Pure Good, later in Latin as the Book of Causes), and 

the equation of being with goodness is familiar from Plotinus. 

Conversely, Plotinus put forward the very influential idea that evil 

is simply non- being or absence of perfection, a view also adopted 

by Ibn Sın̄ā. As he puts it in the Salvation, ‘what su�ers absence in 

any way is not entirely free of evil and deficiency’. For example, 

natural evils might include things like a body’s failure to have a 

healthy balance of the four humours, while moral evils would 

involve a deficit of rationality or self- control.

It is easy to get confused here, since this theory of evil as privation 

is often referred to as a ‘theodicy’, suggesting that it is supposed 

to explain why God would allow evil. But it looks like a very 

unconvincing answer to that question, since we could just ask why 
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God allows there to be such absences rather than making 

everything in the world perfect, so that every human is virtuous, 

every body healthy, and so on. In fact, the privation theory was not 

designed to respond to what we usually call the ‘problem of evil’, 

but to show that evils are not causally traceable to the perfectly 

good first principle. Since evils are just absences, they are not 

existents that need to be produced by God, whether directly or 

through indirect causation. Rather they are yet another example 

of necessary concomitants: they arise only as inevitable, 

dependent consequences of the things that God did produce.

Ibn Sın̄ā has an entirely di�erent answer to the problem of 

theodicy, that is, the question why God allows evils. It looks very 

much like the position taken in late antiquity by Proclus. The 

basic idea is that as the diverse things in our earthly realm pursue 

their diverse goods, they will so to speak ‘get in each other’s way’. 

Ibn Sın̄ā gives the example of a garment burned by fire. It is a 

‘great good’ for the world that there is fire and that it is hot, by its 

very essence. But if the world contains fire, sometimes things are 

going to get burnt. This is a shame, but we shouldn’t overreact to 

such phenomena. Ibn Sın̄ā stresses that in general, the good far 

outweighs the bad. If it were on balance a bad thing that fire 

existed, because so many garments were getting destroyed that 

this overwhelmed the benefits provided by fire, then God’s 

providence would see to it that there is no fire. But of course that 

is not the case. Even when it comes to moral goodness, he adopts 

the refreshingly optimistic view that although truly virtuous 

humans are rare, so are extremely vicious humans. The vast 

majority lie somewhere in between, and are good enough that they 

will be rewarded rather than punished in the afterlife.

Nor is this just a matter of good luck. As we saw earlier 

(Chapter 2), Ibn Sın̄ā believed that the gifts of divine providence 

include the sending of prophets to lay down laws that will lead 

people to an orderly society and good afterlife. His views on ethics, 

as presented for example towards the end of the metaphysics in 
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The Healing and in a short work entitled On the Science of Ethics 

(Fı ̄ʿIlm al- Akhlāq), are uncharacteristically conventional. He 

a�rms Aristotle’s definition of virtues and vices as character traits 

that arise through habituation, with virtues lying in the mean 

between extremes. Also endorsed are familiar Platonic doctrines 

like the tripartite soul (reason, spirit, desire) and the need for the 

soul to turn away from the concerns of the body.

More distinctive, though prefigured in al- Fārābı,̄ is his integration 

of these familiar ethical concepts with the lawgiving role of the 

prophet- ruler, which is further set within the context of the whole 

cosmic order. The lawgiver sees to it that the community fulfils 

religious obligations, like prayer, and institutes practices that are 

conducive to social stability, like marriage with the possibility of 

divorce. As so often, Ibn Sın̄ā approaches these matters in a 

self- consciously philosophical way while also speaking to a 

broader audience. In this case he is o�ering a systematic rationale 

for Islamic jurisprudence, whose role is to study exactly the laws 

laid down for the aforementioned purposes. As this chapter has 

shown, Ibn Sın̄ā was not afraid to make provocative claims, 

which he surely knew would elicit objections from mainstream 

intellectuals. But equally, he o�ered those intellectuals many 

opportunities to appreciate the relevance of his philosophy. And 

appreciate it they did.
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Chapter 6

Ibn Sīnā’s legacy

From the Iberian Peninsula and the British Isles in the west to 
central Asia in the east, no philosopher of the medieval era had 
an influence comparable to that of Ibn Sın̄ā. This is simply 
because no other figure spanned cultural divides as he did. 
Directly or indirectly, he shaped philosophy in the Islamic world 
for a full millennium after his death. He was massively 
influential in European Christendom too, in this case for about 
half a millennium, stretching from the first Latin translations of 
his works in the 12th century down to the early modern period, 
when he remained a major figure in medical literature and still 
relevant for thinkers like Descartes, Leibniz, and Spinoza. In 
contrast to his stature among Muslim and Christian intellectuals, 
Jewish thinkers did not embrace him as a major figure. But even 
here his ideas circulated, if often indirectly. In the Kuzari of Judah 
Hallevi (d. 1141), a dialogue in which a king chooses between the 
belief systems of Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and ‘philosophy’, 
the last option is strikingly close to a summary of Ibn Sın̄ā’s 
philosophy. This is an echo of the way that Ibn Sın̄ā had come to 
define falsafa in the Islamic world. Of course Hallevi does not 
recommend falsafa as the correct set of teachings, and that too is 
not atypical. Ibn Sın̄ā was just as important in provoking 
opposition as in winning adherents.
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The Islamic world

To tell the full story of Ibn Sın̄ā’s reception in the Islamic world 
would be too large a task for the present context, so I will focus 
here on the few centuries immediately following his death. 
His ideas were immediately taken up by a small number of 
students and associates, whose works are sometimes little 
more than patchworks of quotation from the master’s texts. 
Among these figures the most significant historically seems to 
have been Bahmanyār (d. 1044). His philosophical exchanges with 
Ibn Sın̄ā are recorded in the Discussions (Muba ̄h ̣athāt), and he 
wrote a systematic survey of Ibn Sın̄ā’s philosophy that seems to 
have been read widely as a useful and authoritative presentation 
of that philosophy.

Where Bahmanyār was a faithful disciple, a series of other 
thinkers challenged Ibn Sın̄ā, often approaching him from a 
kalām perspective. This is true of the Ashʿarite al- Ghazālı ̄ 

5. Tomb of Ibn Sın̄ā in Hamadhan̄, Iran.
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(d. 1111), who has been mentioned several times already as the 
author of the famous Incoherence of the Philosophers, and the 
Muʿtazilite Ibn al- Malāḥimı ̄(d. 1141). His Gift for the Scholars of 

Kala ̄m (Tuḥfat al- mutakallimın̄) updates traditional Muʿtazilism 
for a post- Ibn Sın̄ā world, defending the teachings of his own 
school against both Ashʿarism and falsafa. Around the same time 
Tāj al- Dın̄ al- Shahrastāni (d. 1153) undertook a related project, 
which set a template for philosophy in succeeding generations. 
His Utmost Point of Progress in the Science of Kalām (Niha ̄yat 

al- aqdām fi ̄ ʿilm al- kalam̄) compares Ashʿarism, Muʿtazilism, and 
falsafa, where the latter means specifically the philosophy of Ibn 
Sın̄ā. Here we can see that Ibn Sın̄ā’s thought has become one 
among a small number of systems worth taking seriously for the 
Islamic mainstream. In the Islamic East, he has supplanted 
Aristotle as the figure who most embodies falsafa. Around this 

6. Iranian postage stamp of Ibn Sın̄ā.
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period, the one real exception in the East was ʿAbd al- Lātịf 
al- Baġdādı ̄(d. 1231), whose animus towards Ibn Sın̄ā led him to 
comment pointedly on Aristotle, as if that were still a relevant 
thing to do.

A parallel, and much more successful, attempt to do the same 
thing was undertaken by Ibn Rushd (in Latin, Averroes, d. 1198) 
in Muslim Spain. He devoted huge e�ort to expounding the works 
of Aristotle, using several formats: epitomes, running paraphrases, 
and, for a handful of important works, full- dress commentaries 
that quote Aristotle in Arabic translation and then discuss the 
quotations at length. But even Ibn Rushd was not immune to the 
impact of Ibn Sın̄ā. He critiqued the latter on numerous points, 
both small and large. For instance, in psychology he dispensed 
with Ibn Sın̄ā’s faculty of wahm, while in metaphysics he rejected 
the famous proof of God’s existence on methodological grounds. 
In his opinion, metaphysics has God as part of its subject matter, 
and no science should prove the existence of its own subjects. 
Instead, Ibn Rushd followed Aristotle by establishing God’s 
existence within natural philosophy, as the prime cause of motion 
in the cosmos. It is then up to the metaphysician to explore more 
fully God’s nature and His relationship to the cosmos.

Ibn Rushd was e�ectively trying to undo the damage done by 
the arrival of Ibn Sın̄ā, which was for him demonstrated by  
al- Ghazālı’̄s Incoherence. In his Incoherence of the Incoherence, Ibn 
Rushd took umbrage at al- Ghazālı’̄s attacking philosophy, and 
especially at the unspoken assumption that falsafa meant Ibn 
Sın̄ā, not Aristotle. Repeatedly, he dismissed al- Ghazālı’̄s critiques 
as irrelevant, because they were aimed at positions not to be found 
in Aristotle. Ibn Rushd partially prevailed in his rear- guard 
action. Especially in the Jewish tradition, his influence came to 
dwarf Ibn Sın̄ā’s, because his commentaries on Aristotle were 
rendered into Hebrew. As we’ll see below, he also rivalled and 
sometimes exceeded Ibn Sın̄ā as the most impactful Muslim 
philosopher in the Latin scholastic context. But we should not 
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jump to the conclusion that Ibn Sın̄ā was relevant in the far 
Islamic West only as a foil for an Aristotelian resurgence. Ibn 
Rushd’s associate Ibn Ṭufayl (d. 1185) wrote Ḥayy Ibn Yaqz ̣ān, a 
kind of philosophical novel in which a man grows up isolated on 
an island and independently becomes a fully accomplished 
philosopher and mystic. As is clear from both the prologue to 
Ḥayy and the arguments unfolded in the work, Ibn Ṭufayl had 
imperfect access to Ibn Sın̄ā’s philosophy but still made good use 
of it. Indeed the premise of the story is that the main character 
Ḥayy is spontaneously generated from the earth, a possibility that 
Ibn Sın̄ā had notoriously allowed.

It is sometimes said that Ibn Rushd had almost no legacy in the 
pre- modern Islamic world, precisely because his ambition of 
putting Aristotle back at the core of philosophical discussion was 
outmoded. While this is not entirely the case, it is true that among 
his co- religionists Ibn Rushd was a mere footnote in comparison 
to Ibn Sın̄ā. If we turn now back to the Islamic East, we find that 
in the period running up to and through the time of the Mongol 
invasions in the middle of the 13th century, philosophy was 
flourishing and was primarily an engagement with Ibn Sın̄ā’s 
ideas. One could mention literally dozens of thinkers here, who 
run the gamut from outraged critics— for instance Šarāf al- Dın̄ 
al- Masʿūdı ̄(d. c.1194), author of a relentlessly critical response to 
the Pointers— to staunch defenders like Nası̣r̄ al- Dın̄ al- Ṭūsı ̄ 
(d. 1274). He is rightly famous as an astronomer but also wrote a 
commentary of his own on the Pointers, which defended that work 
against the critiques of Fakhr al- Dın̄ al- Rāzı ̄(see Chapter 1).

Fakhr al- Dın̄ (d. 1210) was one of three roughly contemporaneous 
thinkers who all attempted to do to Ibn Sın̄ā what he had 
managed to do to Aristotle. That is, they presented themselves as 
systematic and synoptic thinkers of such genius that they could 
survey the whole intellectual terrain of their times and stand in 
judgement over it all, while adding novel ideas and arguments of 
their own. The ambition is sometimes clear even from the titles 
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of their works. Just as Ibn Sın̄ā wrote The Fair Judgement, so the 
Jewish‒Muslim convert Abū l- Barakāt al- Baghdādı ̄(d. 1165) 
produced The Carefully Considered (al- Muʿtabar). We’ve seen 
a good example of his approach already, with his ‘careful 
consideration’ and rejection of Ibn Sın̄ā’s faculty psychology 
(see Chapter 3). On this point and some others he was followed 
by Fakhr al- Dın̄, who in recent research is emerging as perhaps 
the most exciting and philosophically acute of the thinkers in 
this period.

He has some competition for that honour from a third major 
figure of the time, Shihāb al- Dın̄ al- Suhrawardı ̄(d. 1191). Actually 
he is the most famous of the three, thanks in part to his having 
been put to death on the orders of Saladin, and in part to his 
having developed a new and idiosyncratic approach to philosophy 
called ‘Illuminationism’. Or one might better say, for claiming to 
have done this. Close inspection of his full range of works shows 
that, far from abandoning Ibn Sın̄ā for an entirely new philosophy 
based around the concept of light, al- Suhrawardı ̄was in fact 
closely engaged with Ibn Sın̄ā (and kalām) in much the same way 
as his contemporaries, often reaching similar conclusions. His 
most widely read work, the Philosophy of Illumination (Ḥikmat 

al- ishrāq), does frame his ideas in the way promised by its title. 
God is a ‘first Light’ from whom derive other lights, which play the 
role of Ibn Sın̄ā’s celestial intellects but are far more numerous. 
Furthermore, al- Suhrawardı ̄held a number of views that were 
diametrically opposed to Ibn Sın̄ā’s, for instance his rejection of 
the possibility of providing real definitions, and his positing of 
Platonic Forms. But he always articulated his own views through 
critique of Ibn Sın̄ā, much as Abū l- Barakāt and Fakhr al- Dın̄ 
were doing around the same time. If Suhrawardı ̄looms larger in 
modern secondary literature, this is mostly because his philosophy 
was taken up in early modern Iran during the Safavid era, 
especially by the towering figure Mullā S ̣adrā. S ̣adrā (d. 1640) 
remains central in Iranian philosophy to this day and was himself 
a conduit for the influence of Ibn Sın̄ā.



Ibn Sīnā’s legacy

89

Definitions, existence, eternity

So much for the personalities. What were the ideas of Ibn Sın̄ā 
that had the most purchase in this context? Well, practically all of 
them. But let’s take a few representative examples, which I’ll draw 

Mullā S ̣adrā

The 17th- century philosopher Ṣadr al- Dīn al- Shīrāzī, commonly 
known as Mullā S ̣adrā, was not the terminus of the tradition of 
thought initiated by Ibn Sīnā, but he was certainly one of its 
greatest exponents. He benefited from a resurgence of interest 
in the Greek‒Arabic translations produced in the formative phase 
of philosophy in the Islamic world, like the Theology of Aristotle. 
Ṣadrā was a syncretic thinker who knew his Ibn Sīnā but also 
drew heavily on Suhrawardī’s Illuminationism and on the 
mysticism of the great philosophical Sufi, Ibn ʿArabī (d. 1240). 
Ṣadrā’s signature doctrine can be traced back directly to Ibn Sīnā, 
though it is refracted through the lens of Sufism. From this 
tradition he adopted the doctrine of the ‘unity of existence’ 
(waḥdat al- wujūd): all existence is ultimately divine, and things 
other than God are mere appearances or manifestations of this 
single being. Mystical insight is duly understood as an awareness 
of one’s own unity with existence. Ṣadrā took this idea and 
combined it with one explored elsewhere in this chapter, the 
‘modulation (tashkīk) of existence’. For him the difference 
between God and other things is a contrast between pure, 
unmodulated existence and lesser, diminished forms of existence 
that remain grounded in God for their reality. Suhrawardī offered 
him the perfect language for expressing this idea: God is a pure 
light and other things are arranged beneath him in a series of 
ever dimmer lights. No wonder that S ̣adrā appreciated the 
Theology of Aristotle, since his own vision was remarkably similar 
to the hierarchical metaphysics of Neoplatonism.
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from three di�erent areas of Ibn Sın̄ā’s thought: logic, 
metaphysics, and cosmology. Logic was an area where great 
innovations emerged within Ibn Sın̄ā’s system, especially at the 
hands of al- Khūnajı ̄(d. 1248). Another important figure here, not 
least for his widely disseminated textbook on logic, Epistle for 

Shams al- Dın̄ (Risa ̄la al- Shamsiyya), was al- Kātibı ̄al- Qazwın̄ı ̄ 
(d. 1276). Since their contributions are often quite technical, 
though, I’ll focus here on a more easily explained issue: a sceptical 
stance towards definitions.

As we saw in Chapter 2, definitions play a crucial role in Ibn Sın̄ā’s 
logic. By capturing our conceptualizations, they provide the 
starting point for syllogistic demonstration. Now, exploiting Ibn 
Sın̄ā’s link between definition and conceptualization, Abū 
l- Barakāt, al- Suhrawardı,̄ and al- Rāzı ̄all argued that the process 
of ‘making something known’ (taʿrıf̄ ) can really only ever convey 
how a given person is understanding a term. Of course there can 
be more and less adequate understandings, better and worse 
perspectives on things. But you cannot argue with someone’s 
definition: it just expresses their conceptualization, and a 
conceptualization is just a way of thinking about something. 
Thus all definitions are bound to be merely nominal. As we 
saw, nominal definitions pick something out under a certain 
description, but do not necessarily reveal the essence or ‘true 
nature’ of that thing. The upshot is that we cannot advance 
our knowledge just by articulating a definition. Rather the 
definition merely expresses what one has already learned, through 
sense- perception or some other form of direct acquaintance.

This is typical of philosophy in the Islamic East after Ibn Sın̄ā, in 
that reflection on his epistemology often led in a rather sceptical 
direction. One worry was that reason itself may be subject to 
doubt. Al- Ghazālı ̄notoriously said in his autobiography The 

Deliverer from Error (Munqidh min al- Dalāl) that he was able to 
fend o� a sceptical crisis along these lines only thanks to God, who 
gave him certain confidence in the dictates of his own intellect. 
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A worry more closely related to Ibn Sın̄ā’s thought was provoked 
by the high bar he set for knowledge. His standard for knowledge 
in the strict and proper sense, that it is established by valid 
syllogisms grounded ultimately in certain first principles, was 
bound to provoke the thought that we rarely if ever achieve this. 
Several modern- day scholars have suggested that this concern 
prompted a characteristically ‘dialectical’ form of writing in the 
12th to 13th centuries. Arguments and counter- arguments, and 
counter- counter- arguments, and so on, were weighed up on all 
sides of every issue, often with only tentative conclusions about 
where this survey of considerations should leave us. A good 
example is Fakhr al- Dın̄, who tended to indicate only a balance of 
probability on a given question and finish with the remark, ‘but 
God knows best!’ Where he was more confident in a conclusion, it 
was usually because he took himself to have ruled out rival views, 
not because he was able to o�er positive, ironclad proofs for that 
conclusion.

Ibn Sın̄ā’s metaphysics provided another nudge in a sceptical 
direction by introducing the notion of mental existence. Much as 
one might worry that conceptualizations do not fully latch on to 
real essences, so one might worry that a given essence is in fact 
realized only in the mind, not in concrete reality. Things are pretty 
clear with centaurs and gira�es: the former exist only mentally, 
the latter concretely. But what about a phenomenon like time? In 
a typical illustration of his dialectical style, Fakhr al- Dın̄ o�ered a 
long discussion of whether time exists and considered at length 
not one but two possible sceptical positions about it. First that 
time does not exist at all, because it is an inherently contradictory 
notion, and thus impossible in itself. Second that time does exist, 
but only in the mind; that is, it is a purely subjective phenomenon. 
In the end he argued that time does exist in reality. Still, his 
procedure suggested that the burden of proof lay on the realist.

Existence was more generally one of the topics of Ibn Sın̄ā’s 
philosophy that provoked the most debate, in part because his 
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own position was rather unclear. As the later philosophers saw, 
there was a dilemma at the heart of his metaphysics. On the one 
hand he drew a contrast between the necessary being, who has 
existence through Himself, and contingent beings, which have 
existence through a cause. This seems to imply that existence is 
the same for both God and other things. They would di�er only in 
their way of having existence: God intrinsically, other things 
extrinsically. So on this view ‘existence’ is univocal, that is, it 
always means the same thing. On the other hand, Ibn Sın̄ā 
sometimes seemed to suggest that the divine essence just is pure 
existence, so as to safeguard God’s simplicity. If this is true, then 
God’s existence is clearly very di�erent from mine or yours, since 
my existence or yours is presumably not identical with God 
(though philosophical mystics like Mullā S ̣adrā thought otherwise). 
That impression was apparently confirmed when Ibn Sın̄ā, 
especially in some late works, spoke of tashkık̄, meaning 
‘modulation’ or ‘analogy’. The idea would be that the existence of 
contingent beings is a di�erent and lesser version of the existence 
that belongs to God, or just is God. This then would be an 
analogical theory of existence.

We duly find a healthy debate in the later period over whether 
existence is one and the same phenomenon for all existents, or 
di�erent in di�erent cases. The main partisan of the univocity 
view was Fakhr al- Dın̄ al- Rāzı,̄ who suggested that metaphysics 
is the study of a unified concept of existence, which is then 
sub- divided into necessary and contingent, eternal and non- eternal, 
one or many, actual or potential, and so on (he gave no fewer than 
20 such disjunctive pairings). He presented several arguments for 
univocity, for instance that non-existence is always the same idea. 
So its converse, existence, should also always be the same. 
Furthermore, one can doubt whether something exists without 
conceptualizing it as necessary or contingent. So the doubt must 
concern a univocal notion of existence that applies to both the 
necessary and the contingent. Partisans of the analogical theory 
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of existence, like al- Ṭūsı,̄ refuted these arguments. They also 
observed that we don’t even need to get into the di�cult case of 
God to see that existence means di�erent things in di�erent cases, 
because an accident doesn’t exist in the same sense as the 
substance to which it belongs. My baldness is a dependent entity, 
whereas I am a self- subsisting one, thus my baldness and I do not 
‘exist’ in precisely the same sense.

Another debate concerned the very contrast between existence and 
essence. Are they distinguished in the real concrete world, or only 
in our mental conceptions? Al- Suhrawardı ̄was prominent, though 
far from unusual, in adopting a conceptualist position on existence. 
He and others contended that absurdities would arise if we were to 
postulate extramental existence. A common argument here was 
that if extramental essences need to receive existence in order to be 
concretely realized, then the same should go for extramental 
existence. Thus when a gira�e exists, the existence of the gira�e 
would also need to exist. But this second- order existence would 
also need to exist, and so on, yielding an absurd infinite regress.

Let us turn now to Ibn Sın̄ā’s cosmology, and in particular his 
commitment to the eternity of the universe. This was one of his 
most hotly contested teachings, along with his positions on the 
afterlife and God’s knowledge. His eternalism seemed to deny the 
clear meaning of the Quran and its praise of God as Creator of all 
things. Of course Ibn Sın̄ā would say that God does ‘create’ all 
things in the sense of being their ultimate cause. In fact he held 
that a real cause exists whenever its e�ect does, because the e�ect 
keeps depending on it for its continued existence. So for him 
causation, including divine creation, need not involve initiating 
the existence of something. It is about maintaining a thing’s 
existence, for the whole time of its existence— which may be an 
eternal time. By contrast, in kalām it was typically assumed that 
to create something means bringing something to exist at a 
certain moment, after it was non- existent.
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This is why al- Ghazālı ̄devoted so much attention to the issue in 
his Incoherence of the Philosophers. For him asserting the eternity 
of the universe, as Ibn Sın̄ā had done, meant refusing to 
acknowledge God as the almighty Creator praised in the Quran. In 
thinkers after al- Ghazālı ̄we find even longer treatments of the 
issue, over many dozens or even hundreds of pages. Detailed 
attention was paid to such questions as whether God can decide to 
create something but then ‘delay’ doing so, such that His will 
would be eternal but have a non- eternal e�ect; non- temporal 
senses in which God could be ‘prior’ to the universe; whether it is 
possible that an infinity of events, for instance revolutions of the 
celestial spheres, can already have elapsed prior to now; and 
whether the possibility of the universe’s existence needs to be 
grounded in matter, so that matter at least must be eternal. At the 
heart of this debate lies the contrast already noted in the last 
chapter, Ibn Sın̄ā’s necessitarian God as opposed to the voluntarist 
God of kalām. The eternity of the universe was not debated only 
for its own sake, but as an occasion to settle the issue between 
those two positions.

Latin Christendom

The eternity of the universe was no less a matter of contention in 
the Latin West, but there the debate centred on Aristotle rather 
than ‘Avicenna’. On the whole it cannot be disputed that medieval 
Latin scholasticism treated Aristotle as the main authority within 
philosophy. In fact he was often just called ‘the Philosopher’, 
while Ibn Rushd or ‘Averroes’ was ‘the Commentator’, the most 
authoritative guide to Aristotle’s thought. But this did not 
preclude Ibn Sın̄ā from playing a major role. At first his influence 
could even exceed that of Aristotle, because his works were 
translated so early.

In Toledo and then in Burgos, speakers of Arabic (often Jews) 
were available to collaborate with Christians to usher 
philosophical texts from the Islamic world into Latin. Parts of Ibn 
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Sın̄ā’s The Healing got this treatment in the second half of the 
12th century, in part thanks to a translator named ‘Avendauth’, 
probably to be identified with the Jewish philosopher Abraham 
Ibn Daud (d. c.1180). In one of the great ironies of medieval 
philosophy, al- Ghazālı ̄(‘Algazel’) was taken to be a further source 
for understanding Ibn Sın̄ā’s ideas, rather than as his greatest 
critic. This is because al- Ghazālı ̄had written the Intentions of the 

Philosophers (Maqa ̄ṣid al- fala ̄sifa), a summary of the philosophy 
of Ibn Sın̄ā, as preparatory background for its demolition in the 
Incoherence. On the basis of the Latin version of the Intentions, 
al- Ghazālı ̄was taken to be a disciple of Ibn Sın̄ā. Albert the Great 
(d. 1280) even referred to ‘Algazel, who follows [Avicenna] in 
everything’ (qui eum in omnibus sequitur).

It was only around the time of Albert the Great and his disciple 
Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274) that Ibn Rushd emerged as the most 
important guide to Aristotle, and thus the most widely consulted 
thinker of the Islamic world. Prior to that we find scholastics of 
the first half of the 13th century, like William of Auvergne (d. 1249), 
drawing on Ibn Sın̄ā to understand Aristotle’s Metaphysics and for 
theorizing about the soul. At this time and still later, the flying 
man thought experiment was on the list of standard arguments 
for the incorporeality of the soul. Ibn Sın̄ā’s proof from the nature 
of intellection, that a universal cannot be received in a bodily 
organ, was also known. In fact it was still being cited in the high 
Renaissance by Marsilio Ficino (d. 1499), who called it ‘an 
argument of the Arabic Platonists’ (Platonicorum Arabum 

sententia).

Other aspects of Ibn Sın̄ā’s psychology also had a long afterlife, 
such as his theory of the Active Intellect as ‘giver of forms’ (dator 

formarum). William of Auvergne even ascribed it to Aristotle, 
so convinced was he that Ibn Sın̄ā was a reliable guide to 
philosophical tradition. Ibn Sın̄ā’s controversial claim that the 
Active Intellect could cause even a human to be spontaneously 
generated was discussed well into the Renaissance, and routinely 
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connected to the name of ‘Avicenna’. Also pervasive was 
knowledge about wahm or aestimatio. Dag Nikolaus Hasse, in a 
study of the Latin reception of Ibn Sın̄ā’s psychology, has observed 
that ‘almost every writer after 1200 who wrote on the soul 
mentioned at least the basic ingredients of Avicenna’s doctrine: 
the name of the faculty, the connotational attributes and the 
example of the sheep and the wolf ’. Readers of Latin could draw 
on several sources for the doctrine: The Healing of course, but also 
al- Ghazālı’̄s Intentions, and Ibn Sın̄ā’s Canon of Medicine, which 
was widely read in both the medieval and Renaissance periods.

‘Avicenna’ as ‘prince of physicians’

Ibn Sīnā’s legacy in Christendom was not restricted to his 
philosophical influence. He was recognized as a great authority in 
medicine, the most important such authority from the Islamic 
world alongside Abū Bakr al- Rāzī; only Hippocrates and Galen 
were considered more important. Ibn Sīnā’s status as ‘prince of 
physicians’ was due especially to the Latin translation of his 
Canon, though other medical treatises of his were also translated. 
Here as in the Islamic world the Canon was recognized as an 
invaluable overview of the whole of medicine. Ibn Sīnā’s works 
were on the curriculum at faculties of medicine around Europe, 
not least in Bologna, the leading university for this discipline. 
During the Renaissance, some argued in keeping with the values 
of the humanist movement that the medicine of ‘the Arabs’ 
(never mind that al- Rāzī and Ibn Sīnā were Persians) should be 
discarded, for the sake of getting back to the truer wisdom of 
the original Greeks. This sentiment paralleled what we find in 
philosophy, where scholasticism and its Arabic sources were 
rejected by the humanists.

Yet the sheer usefulness of Ibn Sīnā made it difÏcult to dispense 
with him. A study of Latin editions of the Canon has counted at 
least 60 between 1500 and 1674, and it was also made the basis 
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Still, it may have been as a philosopher of existence that Ibn Sın̄ā 
had his most far- reaching influence in Christendom. A debate 
over existence in the late 13th century, which is one of the most 
famous episodes of Latin medieval philosophy, was actually an 
unwitting reprise of the controversy that had unfolded about a 
century earlier in the Islamic East. The ‘analogy’ theory of 
existence was paralleled by Aquinas’ understanding of being. He 
accepted a distinction between being and essence, even writing a 
work called De Ente et Essentia, and argued that this distinction 
breaks down in the one case of God. For God is identical with 
existence, or is ‘being itself ’ (esse ipsum). Now, it should be said 
that Aquinas did not take himself to be simply reiterating Ibn 
Sın̄ā’s version of the essence‒existence distinction. In part thanks 
to the way the translators had rendered the original Arabic texts, 
the Latin scholastics understood Ibn Sın̄ā to be saying that 
existence is ‘accidental’ to essence. This looks like an unconvincing 
claim, because it would suggest that essence already ‘is something’ 
before it receives existence. We would be back, by a circuitous 

of commentaries and new translations. The anatomist 
Berengario di Carpi (d. 1530) quoted Ibn Sīnā more than 1,000 
times; this compared to only about 600 citations of Aristotle. 
Even such a self- consciously humanistic doctor as Symphorien 
Champier (d. 1538) expressed his disdain for would- be experts 
who had ‘never read Galen and Avicenna’. Another French doctor 
of the same century, Jean Fernel (d. 1588), was not guilty of this 
charge. He discussed Ibn Sīnā’s example of scammony in a work 
devoted to the rather ‘Avicennan’ idea that there are underlying 
causes in things that cannot be discovered directly by sensation. 
On the whole, Ibn Sīnā’s reception as a medical author was no 
less significant than his reception as a philosopher, something 
well captured by none other than Dante Alighieri, who in the 
fourth canto of Inferno puts Ibn Sīnā in limbo, right next to 
Hippocrates and Galen.
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route, to the Muʿtazilite thesis that something non- existent may 
be a real thing. In fact, though, Ibn Sın̄ā said that existence is 
‘concomitant’ (la ̄zim) to essence. This may or may not have exactly 
the same meaning as we discussed while looking at his logic, but it 
at least means that essence and existence are inseparable. So, had 
Aquinas been able to read Ibn Sın̄ā in Arabic, perhaps he would 
have been more prepared to see himself as an ‘Avicennan’, 
especially if he had also been given access to the works of later 
partisans of the analogy interpretation, like al- Ṭūsı.̄

As for the univocity view, in the Latin context this was defended 
by, among others, Henry of Ghent (d. 1294) and Duns Scotus 
(d. 1308). Scotus even proposed that existence is a unified general 
notion that is then divided by a series of dichotomies, exactly as 
Fakhr al- Dın̄ al- Rāzı ̄had argued. This looks like an astounding 
coincidence, until you notice that al- Rāzı ̄himself said he was 
simply expanding on a point already made by Ibn Sın̄ā. He and 
Scotus expressed similar theories of existence because they were 
both drawing on the same source. This is just one example of the 
way that two distinct ‘scholastic’ traditions, one in Arabic and 
Persian, the other in Latin, drew on the rich resources provided by 
Ibn Sın̄ā’s philosophy. Few thinkers in world history have had 
such a long- lasting and philosophically fruitful legacy. In light of 
the personality so vividly on show in the Autobiography, I doubt 
that this would have surprised Ibn Sın̄ā himself.
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accident (ʿaraḍ) 26, 28
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essence, quiddity (dhāt, ḥaqı̄qa, 
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al-Sı ̄rāf ı ̄ 2–4

soul (nafs) 36–7, 52

essence of 46–7

immaterial 41, 47, 95

power (quwwa) of 37–9, 42, 95–6

space 51–2

sublunary 52

void (khalāʾ) 58
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