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PREFACE

‘ x Yith any luck, you are not merely browsing this volume in a bookstore or
online, but are a proud owner who has just lovingly taken it down from the
special shelf you reserve for books likely to impress house guests. With even more
luck, it resides there alongside the first two installments of The History of Philosophy
Without Any Gaps. If so, you may already have noticed that it is somewhat fatter than
the second volume—Philosophy in the Hellenistic and Roman Worlds—which was, in
turn, already fatter than the initial offering, Classical Philosophy. Like a middle-aged
parent whose work and family duties allow no time for regular exercise, the History
of Philosophy has good excuses for its weight gain. In the second volume, we
devoured a whole millennium of philosophy, stretching from contemporaries of
Aristotle in the fourth century BC to the end of late antiquity with Boethius and
Maximus the Confessor. In a further bid to satisfy your appetite for philosophy, this
book will cover an even larger time-span, and a far larger geographical area to boot.
Like its predecessors, the volume you're about to read is aimed at a general
audience. You need to be armed with nothing but interest in the topic. I've tried
not to assume familiarity with the territory covered in the first two volumes, though
this certainly wouldn't hurt. As ever, my approach is chronological, though certain
themes act as leitmotifs for the story as a whole. (For a briefer survey which instead
adopts a thematic structure, see my recently appeared Very Brief Introduction to Islamic
Philosophy.") Some of the themes are predictable: reactions to the Greek philosoph-
ical tradition; and the use of philosophy to defend and interpret Islam; proofs of
God’s existence; and the nature and fate of the human soul. Some, I think, may be
less expected. Among recurrent philosophical themes, one of the more prominent is
the critique of taglid, or blind acceptance of traditional teaching. I was so struck by
the frequency with which this issue arose that, while revising the book, I decided to
add further material on taqlid in the Ottoman empire (Chapter 58).>
For many readers, the most unexpected feature of the book will probably be the
attention I devote to non-Muslim thinkers in the Islamic world. Other introductory
volumes have been devoted to either “Islamic philosophy” or “Jewish (medieval)
philosophy,” and these may glance along the way at the faith tradition not in focus.’
But as far as I know this is the only general introductory volume that offers detailed

Xi



PREFACE

and dedicated coverage of philosophy in the Islamic world among all the Abraha-
mic faiths. Most of the material on Jewish philosophy will be found in the second
section on Andalusia, though there are discussions of earlier Jewish thinkers in the
first part too. This allows me to present medieval Jewish philosophy in its proper
cultural and intellectual context. Of course there will be more to say about the
history of Jewish philosophy in future volumes, with Renaissance Jews and figures
like Spinoza and Mendelssohn still to come. But covering philosophy in the Islamic
world “without any gaps” means examining one of the most important stretches in
the history of Jewish philosophy. Less extensive but no less important to the volume
is the discussion of Christian philosophy in the Islamic world, especially the so-
called “Baghdad School” of Christian Aristotelians.

The book is based on the scripts for the History of Philosophy podcast,* though as
with the earlier volumes I have revised these substantially and added some material,
for instance the aforementioned consideration of taglid under the Ottomans. This
version also has the advantage of giving references to the primary texts I am
discussing, as well as additional notes and suggestions for further reading. I hope
that this will inspire and assist you to read more widely about a topic that has
become a dynamic and exciting field within the history of philosophy over the past
couple of decades. With the increasing number of reliable translations, it is no
longer necessary to know Arabic (or Hebrew, or Persian) to familiarize yourself with
the amazing quantity and quality of philosophical literature in the Islamic world.
Indeed, when I launched this series of podcasts and books, part of my aim was to
build up an audience with curiosity about ancient philosophy, who I hoped might
stick with me once I reached the less widely known territory covered in this book. If
you are indeed coming to this after reading the first two books, then thank you for
continuing the journey. If you are new to the series, then hopefully you'll agree that
the book does stand on its own. Either way, I now invite you to embark on the third
volume of the History of Philosophy, without any gaps.
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All dates given here are AD. Dates in the Muslim calendar (AH) are approximately
the dates given here minus 622, though this will not give you an exact figure because
the Muslim calendar uses a lunar year and is thus a slightly different length.

For historical events, use has been made of G. Endress, Der Islam in Daten (Munich,
2006).

Abbreviations used: death date (d.); flourished (fl.).
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Expansion under the Prophet Mohammad, 622-632
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Map 1. Expansion of the Islamic Caliphate
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PART I

THE FORMATIVE PERIOD






THE STRAIGHT PATH
PHILOSOPHY AND ISLAM

ike a policeman following a silverware thief with a hole in his pocket, we have
L reached a fork in the road. At the end of the previous volume in this series, we
reached the end of antiquity, and looked ahead to three traditions of the medieval
age. First, there is Byzantine philosophy, which we left with Maximus Confessor.
Greek-speakers in the Eastern empire did not get a memo from some headquarters,
telling them that antiquity was over and that they had to stop philosophizing. To
the contrary, scholars of the Byzantine empire simply carried on what had been
business as usual in late antiquity. They commented on Aristotle. They applied the
tools of Hellenic thought to expound Christian doctrine. And they copied out
manuscripts in Greek, which is why so much ancient philosophy survives today
in its original language. Meanwhile, in most of the former Western empire, Latin
became the sole language of philosophy, and knowledge of Greek became rare. As a
result, philosophers of late antiquity who wrote in Latin, such as Augustine,
Martianus Capella, and Boethius, were indispensable sources in this part of the
world. Most of Aristotle and nearly all of Plato were inaccessible in Latin for several
centuries.

We will reach these Byzantine and Latin traditions in further installments of the
series. But first we’re going to venture down a third road, one that you need to travel
from right to left: philosophy in Arabic. It unfolded in the lands dominated by a new
faith that announced itself as the “straight path”: Islam.! We will, of course, be
talking about philosophers who were Muslims, and about the impact of Islam itself
on philosophy. But exploring philosophy in the Islamic world also means looking at
Christian and Jewish thinkers. Christians played a major role in the early develop-
ment of philosophy in Arabic. They served as translators, and some of the leading
early exegetes of Aristotle in Arabic were Christians. Meanwhile, Jewish philosophy
between the ninth and thirteenth centuries took place almost entirely within the
territories dominated by Islam. Nowadays, scholarship on philosophy written in the
Islamic world generally deals with these two faith traditions separately. But a more
revealing approach is to look at the whole history of philosophy in the Islamic
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world in chronological order. This will allow us to situate Jewish philosophy in
Islamic culture. You cannot, for instance, understand the thought of the great early
Jewish philosopher Saadia Gaon without knowing something about early develop-
ments in Islamic theology. An even more prominent example is Maimonides. He
was one of the two greatest exponents of philosophy in the Iberian peninsula, or
“Andalusia,” in the twelfth century; the other was a Muslim, Averroes.

Our story begins several centuries earlier. Of all the dates provided in the table at
the beginning of this book, the one most worth committing to memory is Ap 622.
This is the year in which the Prophet Muhammad led his followers away from the
city of Mecca, to the definitively named Medina (madina just means “city”). The
Islamic calendar is dated beginning from this event. You might see years of that
calendar labeled with “AH,” which stands for the Latin phrase anno hegirae, that is, the
year of the hijra (“emigration”). So if you take an AD year and subtract 622 you'll be
in the general ballpark of the corresponding AH date, albeit not exactly right—
because the Islamic calendar is lunar, so that one of its years doesn’t have quite the
same length as one year in a solar calendar. (Throughout this book I'll be using dates
from the AD calendar, on the assumption that this is what would be of use to most
readers.) The emigration to Medina was taken as the starting point for the calendar
because it marked the beginning of a distinct Muslim society. From this beginning
would grow a great empire. Within just a few generations, the religion of Islam
spread with spectacular speed across not just the Arabian peninsula, but also to the
West across northern Africa and ultimately into Iberia, and to the East through Iraq,
and then further still into Persia and central Asia.

With Islam spread the Arabic language. The Koran is, of course, written in the
language spoken by Muhammad, and several verses call attention to this fact. God
says to Muhammad such things as “we have made it for you an Arabic Koran.”” The
very name of the Holy Book draws our attention to the importance of language in
this new faith. “Koran” (Qur'an, if you transliterate it properly) means “recitation,”
and the first word that the Prophet heard from the angel Gabriel, who delivered
God’s message to him, was the command igra’, “recite!” When Christianity emerged
in antiquity, it quickly became acceptable to read the Bible in languages other than
the original—especially authoritative was the Greek Septuagint, whose authors
were supposedly under divine inspiration as they worked. Not so with the Koran,
which gave Arabic the divine seal of approval when it was given to Muhammad, the
seal of the prophets. In much of the Islamic world, Arabic duly became and
remained the primary language. Even in places that held on to their local tongue,
like Persia, Arabic became an important and even dominant language for writing
literature, including philosophy. This is why philosophers from Persia and central
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Asia—including no less a thinker than Avicenna—wrote in Arabic, which was not
necessarily their native language.

Nor was the use of Arabic restricted to Muslims. The Christian exegetes of
Aristotle wrote Arabic commentaries on Arabic translations of Aristotle’s logical
works and his Physics, and the two Jewish authors just mentioned, Saadia and
Maimonides, also wrote in Arabic. On the other hand, it would be a mistake to
equate philosophy in the Islamic world with philosophy in Arabic. That's largely
true for the earlier period. But Maimonides wrote in Hebrew as well, and this
became even more common among Jewish thinkers in the generations after him.
A third important language for philosophy in the Islamic world was Persian. Users
of this language already resisted the hegemony of Arabic as Islam spread into the
Persian realms. As I say, even in these areas Arabic established itself as the main
language for philosophy. But Avicenna did use Persian for one of his treatises; at
about the same time the Isma‘li author Nasir Khusraw also wrote in this language.
Starting with al-Tusi in the thirteenth century, Persian will become an increasingly
common language for philosophical writings in the Iranian sphere.

What I've said so far explains why the title of this book is Philosophy in the Islamic
World, rather than Islamic Philosophy or Arabic Philosophy. You'll see both of those
phrases used, and I have been known to use them myself. But speaking of “Islamic
philosophy” excludes the Christians and Jews who will be such an important part of
our story; “Arabic philosophy” is closer to the mark, but wouldn’t cover texts in
other languages. (By the way, please don't confuse the words “Arabic” and “Arab™:
“Arabic” refers to a language, not the people among whom Islam first began.
Actually very few of the philosophers well be looking at were Arabs, yet almost
all of them wrote mostly or exclusively in Arabic.) Thus the title indicates the broad
aims of the book, which covers philosophers from three religions, who wrote in
several languages, and lived across a swathe of land from modern-day Spain to
modern-day Afghanistan.

Like this geographical territory, the intellectual territory to be covered is vast and
complex. Yet the most illuminating way to divide it chronologically is a simple
division into two periods: before Avicenna and after Avicenna. His career ends what
I call the “formative period” of philosophy in the Islamic world.> During this
formative period, the main concern of philosophers was the translation and inter-
pretation of Greek philosophical texts, especially Aristotle. Figures like al-Kind1
and al-Farabi championed these texts and insisted that they contained truths of
paramount importance for any reader—whether pagan, Christian, or Muslim. Yet
these same thinkers pondered the question of how the Hellenic philosophical
heritage could be reconciled with the teachings of Islam, and whether it might
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offer answers to questions being posed by contemporary Muslim theologians. This
dynamic too went beyond the confines of the Islamic faith, as Jewish and Christian
authors staged their own appropriation of Aristotle and Neoplatonism. Not unlike
Philo of Alexandria and the Christian Fathers in the ancient world, they used
philosophy to explain the descriptions of God in the Old Testament, or expound
the doctrine of the Trinity.

Then Avicenna came along, and changed everything. He was a philosopher of
considerable self-confidence, which is a polite way of saying that he was arrogant.
But, to be honest, he merited his high opinion of himself. Drawing together themes
from Aristotle, from Neoplatonism, and from Islamic theology, he forged some-
thing new. His self-consciously original works had something to contribute on
nearly every major area of philosophy, from logic to physics to metaphysics. He
also found time to become the single most influential medical author of any
medieval tradition (a film released in 2013, The Physician, picks up on this part of
his legacy by portraying him primarily as a doctor—and a rather saintly one, at
that). After Avicenna, philosophy in the eastern heartlands of the Islamic empire
was consumed with the task of responding to him, instead of Aristotle. The very
language of philosophy became distinctively Avicennan, even in authors who
opposed his ideas strenuously. His terminology and ideas were woven into the
fabric of Islamic theology and into the mystical tradition of the Sufis. One of the
most seminal figures of the post-Avicennan generations, Suhrawardi, founded yet
another tradition within this tradition: “Illuminationism.” It can best be understood
as an intricate critique and reworking of Avicenna, much as Avicenna had offered a
critique and reworking of Aristotle.

But in the eleventh century, news traveled slow, and texts often failed to travel at
all. That is one reason we see a mostly autonomous tradition arising on the far
western fringe of the Islamic empire, in Andalusia. If you take Jewish and Muslim
philosophy together, as I am doing, then you see just how enormous were the
contributions of philosophers living on the Iberian peninsula from the eleventh to
the thirteenth century. This was the time and place not only of the aforementioned
philosophical giants, the Jew Maimonides and the Muslim Averroes, but also
numerous other figures from both religions. Avicenna’s works did reach and
influence Andalusian philosophers, but much less so than philosophy in the East.
In Andalusia, it was still possible for thinkers of both faiths to adopt broadly
Aristotelian or Neoplatonic systems of thought—even to complain that this con-
founded Avicenna was ruining everything, and that right-minded philosophers
should return to Aristotle. That pretty much sums up the attitude of Averroes,
though his associate Ibn Tufayl had a far more positive attitude towards Avicenna.
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Meanwhile, the greatest mind in the history of philosophical Sufism was Ibn
‘Arabi—and he too hailed from Andalusia.

To take account of all this, once we get past Avicenna I'm going to devote a series
of chapters to Andalusian philosophy, before returning to the eastern tradition and
following it all the way to the time we think of as “early modernity.” Ultimately, we
will see the Islamic world fracturing into three great empires: the Ottomans, the
Safavids in Persia, and the Mughal empire in India. All three empires offered
something to the history of philosophy, though I should warn you that when we
reach that late period we will be entering territory that has barely been touched by
modern scholarship. So that’s a historical sketch of the journey ahead: a formative
period of engagement with both Greek philosophy and Islamic theology; a decisive
intervention by Avicenna, the greatest philosopher of the Islamic world; and then
another forking path, leading on the one hand west, to Muslim Spain and the
continued use of Hellenic materials, on the other hand east, with Avicenna having
become the new king of the road.

As for the philosophical issues that will be occupying our attention along the
way, some of them have to do with where we started: the philosophical milieu of
late antiquity. Both Muslim and Jewish philosophers will have a great deal to say
about whether or not the universe is eternal. Not only will they remind us of the late
ancient dispute between John Philoponus and upholders of eternity like Aristotle
and Proclus—they will actually be drawing directly on these very arguments, since
Philoponus’ anti-eternity polemic was available to read in Arabic. Appropriately
enough, therefore, the eternity debate didn’t really stop after late antiquity, but went
on and on. An equally long-running issue was the problem of how to understand
Aristotle’s remarks on the human intellect in the third book of his work On the Soul.
This will provide us with a particularly prominent illustration of the continuity of
the Greek and Arabic traditions of commentary on Aristotle.

But of course, philosophy in the Islamic world wouldn't deserve a whole book to
itself if it offered nothing but rehashed debates and puzzles from the ancient world.
In late antiquity, paganism and Christianity were powerful spurs to philosophical
innovation. We'll now see that the same is true of Islam. To start thinking about
why, we can do no better than to begin with the shahada, or Muslim profession of
faith: “There is no God but God, and Muhammad is His prophet.” In the first half of
that sentence we have the core Muslim theological commitment to monotheism.
Tawhid, the Arabic word for “oneness,” is at the core of both the Islamic faith and of
philosophy in the Islamic world. The Prophet Muhammad clearly taught the
centrality of tawhid, not only with his words but also with his actions—as when
he entered the holy shrine of the Kaaba in his home city of Mecca, and emptied it of
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the pagan idols that stood there.* Monotheism gave Muslims something in com-
mon with members of other faiths, notably Christians and Jews, but also Zoroas-
trians, who were still numerous in the lands that fell under the sway of this new
faith.

Yet God’s oneness could also be the basis for interreligious dispute. From a
Muslim point of view the Christians’ admirable acceptance of tawhid was fatally
undermined when they went on to insist that God is three, as well as one. Accord-
ingly, we're going to see Muslim philosophers using the tools of their trade to attack
the Trinitarian doctrine. Christians writing in Arabic responded to these attacks and
also defended their own particular conception of the Trinity against the views of
other Christians. It’s not only the tradition of debate over the Trinity that continues
from late antiquity, but also the emphasis on the oneness of God. When Greek
sources came to be translated into Arabic, Muslim readers immediately detected
resonances between the Muslim doctrine of tawhid and certain Hellenic ideas. In
particular, it looked tempting to find agreement with Plotinus and other Neopla-
tonists, who likewise taught that the first cause of all things was a transcendent One.

More potentially problematic, for both interfaith agreement and the appropri-

“

ation of the philosophical tradition, was the second half of the shahada: “and
Muhammad is His prophet.” Muslims recognized Jesus and the prophets of the
Hebrew Bible as genuine messengers from God, while of course denying the
Christian claim that Jesus was the Incarnation of God. But Christians and Jews
were, naturally enough, not going to return the favor and admit that Muhammad
was the final prophet that God would send to mankind. The Koran itself identifies
Christians and Jews, among other groups, as “peoples of the book”™—communities
favored by God with a revelation.” But the Koran was a book whose status as
revelation was accepted by Muslims alone. As for philosophy, there soon arose the
difficulty of how, and indeed whether, prophecy could be explained within rational
theories of knowledge. What was the mechanism by which Muhammad and other
prophets had come to possess a wisdom beyond other humans? Did this wisdom go
beyond any understanding that can be achieved through human resources? How do
prophecy, and knowledge more generally, serve to legitimize the political power
wielded by leaders like Muhammad? And, not to put too fine a point on it, but once
God has sent numerous messengers with divinely revealed books to bring us the
truth, do we really need Aristotle and Plotinus too?

Islam, in fact, gave rise to philosophical reflection in the absence of any explicit
reference to Hellenic thought. We can see this by looking at the earliest represen-
tatives of the tradition known as ‘ilm al-kalam. This phrase literally means “science of
the word,” and may allude to the fact that the theologians were trying to understand
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God’s word.® But the phrase, usually shortened simply to kalam, is typically trans-
lated more loosely as “rational theology.” Kalam was indisputably theological in
character, consisting mostly of disputes over the correct understanding of Islamic
revelation, albeit that these disputes often appealed to rational intuition and argu-
ment. For this reason kalam is often sharply contrasted to philosophy. Indeed,
philosophers who wrote in Arabic themselves drew this contrast, with figures like
al-Farabi and Averroes comparing the dialectical debates of kalam unfavorably to the
demonstrative knowledge offered by Aristotelian philosophy. Yet kalam is going to
play an important part in our story. Not only because it exercised a huge influence
on philosophers—among Jews as well as Muslims—but also because kalam was
eventually fused together with philosophy to form a unified tradition. Especially
important will be the way that theologians of the Ash‘arite school took over and
criticized ideas from Avicenna. But well before that happened, there emerged
another tradition of philosophically minded Muslim theologians. Collectively,
they are known as the Mu'tazilites.
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ALL FOR ONE
THE MU'TAZILITES

istory teaches some lessons the hard way. For instance, the lesson that the
H strongest leaders often leave the most disruption and discord when they die.
The Greeks learned this from the chaos that followed the death of Alexander
the Great. The same was brought home to the Romans by the demise of Constan-
tine, and a few centuries later early Islamic society faced a similar experience. In this
case the question of political legitimacy was compounded by a problem of religious
authority. When the Prophet Muhammad died in the year 632, it was not entirely
clear who should succeed him, nor was it even clear what principles of legitimacy
might justify one candidate over another. Was it crucial that the next leader be from
the family of the Prophet, or were personal qualities and suitability for the post
decisive? On the religious front, who would guide the Muslim community now that
Muhammad was gone, and with him the direct link to divine revelation? The Koran
by itself could not provide all the answers. Like any text, it stood in need of
interpretation. But who should be recognized as an authoritative interpreter? And
who could be trusted to extrapolate from the Koran to settle issues not addressed
explicitly in the revelation itself?

These questions would dominate much of the history of Islam, including the
fundamental division between Sunnis and Shiites. This split did not occur immedi-
ately, but its origins can be traced back to events immediately following Muhammad’s
death. The Prophet’s cousin, and husband to his daughter Fatima, was “Ali. Shiite
Muslims believe that rightful leadership of the Muslim community is inherited
through a familial line, beginning with ‘Ali. In fact, the word “Shiite” comes from
the phrase shrat ‘Ali, meaning “the party of ‘Al.” ‘Ali did succeed to the caliphate
eventually, but only after being passed over for three other caliphs, Abu Bakr, ‘Umar,
and ‘Uthman. These four are known as the rashidin or “rightly guided” caliphs,
and they played an enormous role in shaping Islamic society. During their
reigns, the Muslims launched startlingly effective military and cultural conquests
from their base in what is now Saudi Arabia. Within a few generations the Islamic
empire would stretch from the Iberian peninsula to central Asia. The sequence of
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rightly guided caliphs ended with the assassination of ‘All in the year 661 by one
of the Khawarij, former supporters of ‘Ali who had broken with him over his
willingness to accept arbitration between himself and his political opponents.
About twenty years later ‘Al’s son Husayn was killed in civil war over the caliphal
succession.

When Husayn died, so did the prospect that the house of “‘Ali might hold political
rule. The next few centuries would see two lines of caliphs, neither of which was
descended from him. The word “caliph” derives from the phrase khalifat rasul Allah,
“successor to the Prophet of God.” From 661 until 749 the succeeding would be
done by the Umayyads from their capital in Damascus. And they were, in fact, fairly
successful: this period saw continued expansion of the Islamic empire. Indeed, the
Umayyad line continued in the far West, maintaining a foothold in Iberia even when
the Umayyads were otherwise vanquished by the ‘Abbasids in the mid-eighth
century. This new line of caliphs drew their strength from the East—from the
central Asian lands known as Khurasan and from Iraq, which had already been a
power base for ‘Ali. The ‘Abbasids could not claim descent from ‘Ali himself, but at
least took their name from their forefather ‘Abbas, an uncle of the Prophet. Thus
they could say that they were keeping the caliphate in the family. Accordingly, much
more than the Umayyads, the ‘Abbasid caliphs made explicit claims to religious as
well as political authority." For example, the caliph al-Ma'mtin claimed the title of
imam while contending with his brother in a civil war over the caliphate. The
supporters of the house of “Ali would likewise refer to the figures they recognized
as rightful leaders as imams, and ascribe to them unique status as interpreters of
Islam, as well as secular legitimacy.

Al-Ma’mun is important not only for political history, but also for the history of
Islamic theology and philosophy. At the end of his reign in ap 833, al-Ma’mun lay

”? He instructed that judges and

down the so-called “mihna”—a “test” or “inquisition.
scholars should be required to admit that the Koran was created by God, and not
eternal like God Himself. This may seem a rather abstract point, but al-Ma'mun
thought it important enough to persecute and imprison anyone who disagreed. It’s
worth emphasizing how unusual this was. Tests of religious orthodoxy had not
been imposed by caliphs before al-Ma’mun. Rather, the rights and wrong of
religious belief had usually been determined by the judgment of scholars, men
who were steeped in the study of the Arabic language, the life and deeds of
Muhammad, and the text and context of the Koran itself. It was no doubt part of
al-Ma’mun’s objective to assert his own authority over that of the scholars, and
towards that end he may even have liked the idea of denying divine status to
the Koran itself. But this doctrine of the Koran’s createdness was not invented by
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al-Ma’mun. He took it from a group of thinkers who can with some justice claim to
be the first philosophers of Islam—the Mu'tazilites.

Justice was, in fact, one of the main concerns of the Mu'tazilites. They liked to
style themselves ahl al-tawhid wa-I-‘adl, “the upholders of oneness and justice.” Like
Augustine arguing that the whole message of the Bible boils down to charity, for
Mu'tazilites the core teaching of Islam was that God is one and that He is just. Their
most distinctive positions came directly from these two principles. Before we get to
those distinctive positions, though, I should explain the sense in which one might
reasonably describe these thinkers as “philosophers.” They certainly were not
spending most of their time reading Aristotle, albeit that some of them did show
(or at least claim) that they were familiar with his works. Rather, these were
theologians, and their sacred texts were not Hellenic philosophical treatises, but
actual sacred texts: the Koran itself, of course, and also the collected sayings and
anecdotes about the Prophet known as hadith. Muslims are enjoined to follow the
example of the Prophet (Koran 6:90, 33:21). On this basis, the practice of collecting
hadith emerged in order to address the problem mentioned above: if the Koran is
silent on a given question, whether it deals with practical arrangements or abstract
religious belief, how should we know the Islamic teaching on that question? An
obvious strategy was to follow whatever Muhammad had said or done in his
lifetime, insofar as this could be ascertained through reliable reports. Hadith schol-
arship, which blossomed during the “Abbasid era, determined which reports were
reliable by recording chains of testimony all the way back to eyewitnesses and
Companions of the Prophet. The accepted hadith, alongside the Koran, became a
second principal source for both Islamic law and Islamic theology.

The Mu'tazilites certainly did base their theories on these two sources, but they
also drew on a third resource: ‘agl, or reason. It is really this that distinguishes the
kind of theology we call kalam, and separates its practitioners (the mutakallimin) from
other Muslim scholars who often had a more conservative, traditionalist bent.
Mu tazilite mutakallimun had no hesitation in adopting a figurative reading of Koranic
descriptions of God as having a face, or sitting on a throne—since reason shows that
God has no body. Traditionalists instead accepted such statements at face value. This
point connects to the first of the Mu'tazilites’ principles: God’s unity. Here their
signature teaching was that God must be recognized as “one” not only in the sense
that He is unique—all Muslims would, after all, affirm that there are no other gods
but God—but also one in the sense that He is utterly free from multiplicity of any
kind. It was not only the Christian doctrine of the Trinity that fell afoul of this
restriction, but also certain views concerning a central issue of kalam: the status of
God’s attributes, such as His knowledge and power.
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The Mu'tazilites tended to deny the reality of attributes, or at least, deny that they
had any reality distinct from God’s own reality. The role of reason here was to
explain how it could still be true to say that God is “knowing” or “powerful,” if there
is no distinctly existing knowledge or power that belongs to Him. In this, God
is unlike the things He creates. As we'll see shortly, Mu'tazilite theologians did not
always agree about the physical make-up of created things. But in general, they
endorsed a theory according to which God connects certain attributes to atomic
bodies.” These atoms are indivisible bearers of properties, which are distinct
from the atoms themselves in precisely the way that God’s attributes are not distinct
from Him.

When it came to the second core principle of God’s justice, reason again lay down
a fundamental ground-rule: no one can be morally responsible for actions that are
not in their own power. Thus if humans are to be responsible for what they do, and
if God is therefore to be just in rewarding and punishing them for what they do,
then humans must have free will. This was sometimes expressed in terms of the
physical theory. A human is an atom or compound of atoms, and the human’s
actions or choices are attributes or properties that inhere in the atomic subject.
Since the human is responsible for these actions or choices, it must be up to the
human, and not to God, whether the relevant attributes come to belong to that
human. Some Mu'tazilites even admitted that humans “create” their actions,
whereas everything else is created by God.

All of this relates to the apparently obscure teaching on the Koran’s createdness,
the one enforced in al-Ma’'mun’s inquisition. Theologians understood the Koran as
being a sort of divine attribute—as God’s “word.” So in denying the eternity of the
Koran, the Mu'tazilites were simply adhering to their standard position on God’s
attributes. To make God’s “word,” the Koran, a separately existing thing that is co-
eternal with God, would be to deny tawhid, God’s uniqueness and oneness, and
would in fact be tantamount to shirk, or “polytheism”. The createdness of the Koran
was also important for God’s justice. It includes verses that condemn specific
opponents of Muhammad as sinners who are surely destined for hellfire (e.g.
111:3). The Mu‘tazilites worried that, if such verses had been eternally established
as part of God’s word, then the sinners in question would simply be doing what had
always been inevitable, rather than exercising their free will. In that case, God’s
justice would be compromised. He would be eternally promising damnation to
people who had no choice in sinning.

In part because of the political situation out of which they emerged, the Mu'ta-
zilites and other mutakallimiin had a particular interest in this question of sin and
moral responsibility. In fact, the origins of the name “Mu‘tazilite” are supposedly
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bound up with this issue. According to tradition, the man who began the Mu'tazilite
school in the first half of the eighth century was Wasil ibn ‘Ata’ (d. 748). One day he
was sitting with another early theologian named Hasan al-Basri, discussing the
moral status of sinners. Hasan al-Basr1 held that sinners still count as “believers,”
which Wasil found too generous. He did not go so far as other hardline theologians
who condemned sinners as “non-believers,” but instead offered what would become
the standard Mu'‘tazilite position: that Muslim sinners occupy an “intermediate
position,” neither believers nor non-believers. To express his disagreement, Wasil
“withdrew” from the circle gathered around Hasan al-Basr1 and walked away, taking
some new followers with him—they were the Mu'tazilites, meaning “the ones who
withdrew.” An unkind observer might think that Wasil’s “intermediate position”
looks less like a solution and more like dodging a politically and theologically
fraught issue. That is typical of kalam. Theologians frequently offered positions
that seem designed mostly to defuse intractable debate. In this respect, kalam
could be compared to late ancient debates over the Trinity, where verbal comprom-
ises were put forward in an attempt to satisfy rival groups who would never really
agree. But also as in late antiquity, many theologians persisted in wanting a rigorous
and detailed, and indeed philosophical, account of the matters at hand.

We should not allow this story, with its pleasingly vivid etymology of the term
“Mu‘tazilite,” to mislead us into thinking that the Mu‘tazilite movement had a
history like that of the Hellenistic philosophical schools, with a founder laying
down a set of doctrines that subsequent members took pride in following. Indeed,
even calling these early theologians “Mu‘tazilites” is to some extent anachronistic, a
habit borrowed from later authors who wanted neat classifications of theological
groups. Eventually, the Mu'tazilites did cohere into two stable groups, associated
with the cities of Baghdad and Basra. The two groups agreed about the main
principles of Mu'tazilite kalam, including the points just sketched—a denial of real
and separate divine attributes, an insistence on human freedom, and an analysis of
created things as atoms that bear properties. But there were points of dispute too,
and there had been even more disagreement among earlier so-called Mu'tazilites. To
reconstruct those early views we unfortunately have to depend on later accounts,
often written by hostile theologians. (Our knowledge of early kalam is, in this
respect, not unlike our knowledge of the Pre-Socratics or early Stoics.) For a really
complete overview of Mu'tazilite doctrine we need to wait for the enormous and
aptly named Sufficing Work, or Mughni, of the Basran theologian ‘Abd al-Jabbar, who
lived around the turn of the first millennium (935-1025).*

The lack of unanimity among early theologians of a “Mu‘tazilite” persuasion is
well illustrated by an eighth-century theologian named Jahm ibn Safwan (d. 745/6).”
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Jahm put forward a view on divine attributes like the one I just described, which led
some later authors to see him as linked to Mu‘tazilism. But if card-carrying Mu'ta-
zilites might have liked his stance on attributes, they would have been appalled by
his remarks on freedom, which look straightforwardly determinist. Jahm remarked
that belief in God is bestowed by the choice of God, not of the believer himself.
Without pushing the point too far, it might be helpful to think of the standard
Mu‘tazilite view as being akin to that of the Pelagians. They were late ancient
Christians who insisted that humans must have it within their power to be righteous
or to sin, since otherwise God could not punish sinners with justice. Jahm'’s view
was more like that of Augustine, in maintaining that God alone could bestow the
gift of faith.®

Mu'tazilite discussions of this issue attained a remarkable level of sophistication,
which would not embarrass a modern-day metaphysician working on the free-will
problem (not that modern-day metaphysicians are easily embarrassed). Consider the
aforementioned Basran Mu'tazilite, ‘Abd al-Jabbar. He identified a problem that is
familiar in the free-will debate nowadays, when he worried that our choices might
be determined by our own motivations.” Suppose I see an almond croissant and
stuff it eagerly into my mouth. It seems to be my powerful desire for the croissant
that causes me to perform this action. Where then is free will? Whether my action is
caused by my desire, or by God, there was no possibility that I would do anything
different; and if my action is inevitable, how can it be freely chosen? ‘Abd al-Jabbar
solves the puzzle by saying that even if some motivations compel us to act, not all
motivations are like this. We can see this from the fact that people sometimes reflect
on their already existing desires—perhaps with the help of external advice—and
form a view as to whether those motivations are appropriate ones. In such a case,
what began as a weaker motivation (such as the desire to lose weight) might wind
up trumping an originally stronger motivation (like the desire to eat delicious
pastries). Motivations, then, are causally relevant to action, but not irresistible
causes. So there remains space for free will.

Similar ingenuity was applied in the other areas of Mu'tazilite theory. An impres-
sive early example is Abu 1-Hudhayl (d. 849). To draw another analogy to late
antiquity, he might be seen as the Chrysippus of Mu'tazilism. Chrysippus was not
the founder of Stoicism, but an early member of the school who systematized the
teachings of the movement.® Abti I-Hudhayl played something of the same role for
the Mu‘tazilites. One of his teachings concerned the much-debated issue of divine
attributes.” On the one hand, for the reasons already mentioned, he wanted to deny
that the attributes have real and distinct existence. On the other hand, the Koran

” ”

itself describes God as “knowing,” “powerful,” “merciful,” and so on. How can such
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statements be true, if there is no such thing as divine knowledge, power, or mercy?
Abu |-Hudhayl's suggested solution was that God is, as Abu l-Hudhayl put it
“knowing with a knowledge that is nothing other than God.” This yields the desired
result that God is really knowing, even though His knowledge has no independent
reality: for He simply is knowledge. Of course, the same analysis can be applied to
other attributes.

But that leads to a further problem: if God is identical to both His knowledge and
His mercy, for instance, then won’t His knowledge be the same thing as His mercy?
That doesn’t sound right. Here Abu 1-Hudhayl remarked that the attributes are
neither the same as nor distinct from one another. Again, this at first looks
uncomfortably like someone playing with words. But it is a more sophisticated
solution than it seems. Abu I-Hudhayl meant that it is only in relation to the things
God creates that His knowledge becomes distinct from His mercy. He knows exactly
how many hairs are on my head (not many), but this is not an object of His mercy
(though perhaps of His pity). In itself, however, God’s essence remains one. A related
Mu'tazilite distinction contrasts the so-called “attributes of essence” to the “attributes
of action,” with the former describing the unity that is God Himself, and the latter
relations that God bears to the things He creates.

When it came to the nature of those created things, we see a similar dynamic of
innovation and disagreement among early Mu'tazilites. Like mutakallimin of all
persuasions, both during this period and later in the tradition, Mu‘tazilites empha-
sized the radical dependence of such bodies on God. They even devised an argument
for God’s existence on the basis of their atomist physics. Since bodies cannot exist
without possessing properties, and since the properties themselves come into and
out of existence, bodies themselves must be created. And if the universe is made of
created bodies, then the universe itself must have a Creator.'° Again, though, broad
consensus masks extensive dispute concerning the details of the physical theory.
There was disagreement, for instance, about how many atoms were the minimum
needed to make up a discrete body. (Abu I-Hudhayl, like an expert cricket batsman,
went for six.) A particularly radical version of kalam physics was put forward by
al-Nazzam (d. 845/6), who was the nephew of Abu I-Hudhayl and one of the
most innovative of the ninth-century Mu'tazilites. Al-Nazzam questioned the rigor-
ous distinction between bodies and properties, using the word “body” to describe
even things like colors, tastes, hardness, coldness, and so on. What we naively
consider as bodily substances are nothing but interpenetrating properties. Some
of these properties remain “latent” until they are caused by God to become “mani-
fest.” When, say, wood lights on fire its latent heat and brightness suddenly manifest
themselves.
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Not content with this rather daring theory, al-Nazzam went on to deny the
underlying atomic theory embraced by other Mu'tazilites, asserting instead that
bodies are infinitely divisible. This left him with a problem that had already
bedeviled anti-atomist philosophers in antiquity, familiar from the paradoxes of
motion proposed by Zeno. If bodies and spatial intervals are infinitely divisible, then
won’t motion be impossible? After all, any given body will have to pass through an
infinite number of points to complete even the smallest motion, but nothing can
finish an infinite series of tasks. Al-Nazzam avoids the difficulty by proposing that
bodies do not glide continuously over all points in an interval. Rather, they “leap”
from one position to another. Thus the physical world around us is like a motion
picture, with seemingly continuous motion in fact emerging from a more funda-
mental reality of discontinuous bodily arrangements.

Of course, with these examples of early philosophical kalam I am, like one of al-
Nazzam’s bodies, skipping over a lot. But I hope I've managed to persuade you
that Mu‘tazilism offers plenty of material for the historian of philosophy. As I've
said, figures like Abu I-Hudhayl and al-Nazzam did not engage carefully with the
legacy of Greek philosophy, though some have suggested possible Hellenic
sources, such as the Stoics. Their project was more akin to that of the more
rationalist Church Fathers, like Origen or Augustine in some of his moods: they
believed in order to understand, placing their trust in God’s gift of reason. Here
too, some scholars have claimed to find more than a parallel, and pointed to the
possibility of real historical influence of Christian theology on early Islamic kalam.
This is not impossible. Greek ideas, including those of the Fathers, were kept alive
in places like Syria in the seventh and eighth centuries. Indeed, it can be hard not
to think of ancient thought when reading about early Mu'tazilism; Abu
|-Hudhayl’s move of identifying God with His attributes is very like what we
can find in Boethius.

Still, it would be a mistake to reduce Mu'tazilism to a mere echo of Christian
theology or Greek philosophy. In fact, the direction of influence is at least as much
the other way. Mu'tazilites and other mutakallimin had a great impact on the way
that Greek ideas were used and understood by more explicitly philosophical authors
in the Islamic world, like al-Kindi and Avicenna. Of course, for that to happen the
Greek texts first needed to be translated into Arabic. This too took place in the same
period that saw the high point of the ‘Abbasid caliphate, and the first flowering
of kalam and of hadith scholarship. It happened, in part, thanks to our new friend
al-Ma’'mun. Legend relates that he once had a dream in which he was visited by
Aristotle. The legend goes on to say that, once his alarm clock went off, al-Ma'mun
decided to sponsor a massive translation movement. He would make Aristotle and
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the rest of Hellenic philosophy and science accessible to Islamic civilization. This
story doesn’t have much historical credibility, sadly, and not just because I added the
bit about the alarm clock. But it is true enough that al-Ma’mun and his fellow
‘Abbasid caliphs supported translations from Greek, even as they were imposing the
Mu'tazilite-inspired mihna on their subjects.
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FOUNDED IN TRANSLATION
FROM GREEK TO SYRIAC TO
ARABIC

ne of the remarkable things about Germany, where I live, is that so much of

what they see on TV and in cinemas was originally in English. American
sitcoms and crime serials, romcoms and action blockbusters, are put before the
public, with the significant difference that it is all dubbed into German. They even
use the same German actors to dub characters played by the original, English-
speaking characters—so that stars like Will Smith or Meryl Streep always sound
the same in every movie. Of course, German is a rather different language than
English, and the translators of these movies and TV shows occasionally have to
make difficult choices. Like French, Spanish, and Italian, it distinguishes between a
formal and informal version of “you.” Thus, every time anyone in an original version
addresses anyone else, the translators must decide what sort of relationship is in
play—and render the scene accordingly, with an informal du or formal Sie.

As the Germans would say, “das ist doch nichts Neues.” More than a millennium
ago, another civilization did their level best to import the entire output of another
culture—and did a fair bit of interpretation in the process. I refer to the Greek—
Arabic translation movement. It began in the late eighth century ap, at the behest of
the wealthy and influential elite of the ‘Abbasid era. When the second ‘Abbasid
caliph al-Mansur founded his new capital at Baghdad, he made it a round city,
perhaps inspired by the geometry of Euclid. The translation movement is more
often associated with the later caliph al-Ma’mun, who had the dream in which he
met Aristotle. But that's more a reflection of the success of propaganda put out by
admirers of al-Ma’mun than of historical reality. Indeed, the dream is itself a
carefully constructed bit of propaganda, and not one intended to justify the trans-
lation movement.! We know that translations in fact began already under al-
Mansur, who reigned from the 750s to the 770s. The later al-Ma'mun is also given
credit for the famous Baghdad institution known as the Bayt al-Hikma, or “House of
Wisdom.” Sometimes rather inflated claims are made about the Bayt al-Hikma, even
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that it was like a research university. Actually, though some research did go on
there, like astronomical observations, it seems to have been mostly a library, staffed
more by copyists and bookbinders than chemists and biologists.

But never underestimate the power of libraries, copyists, and bookbinders. By the
end of the translation movement, in the tenth century, an astonishing range of
Greek scientific and philosophical texts had been rendered into Arabic. Their
influence would last far beyond the ‘Abbasid caliphate. The translations included
works on mathematics by authors like Euclid and Ptolemy, medical writings by
Galen and other Greek authorities, and pretty much the same range of works by
Aristotle that we can read today. Without al-Mansur, his successor caliphs, and
other rich patrons of the ‘Abbasid age, there would have been no tradition of
Hellenizing thought in the Islamic world. The very word for philosophy in Arabic
is telling: it is falsafa, which is simply a loan word from the Greek philosophia. While
we're on the subject of etymology, I'll mention that the translation movement has
left its traces even in modern English. Our word “alchemy” comes ultimately from
the Greek chemeia, and the al- at the beginning is simply the Arabic definite article.

So why did they do it? The answer is complex and much debated, but let’s start
with a few basic and uncontroversial points. First, it was not a mere whim or the
casual fancy of idiosyncratic caliphs. The translators were handsomely paid for their
services, and the process stretched over more than a century, representing a
sustained effort sponsored at the highest levels. This was, quite literally, a major
investment in the value of Hellenic culture. Second, the translations were to some
extent motivated by common-sense usefulness. We don’t need to invoke some kind
of ideology to explain why people might want to be able to read the great works in
such practical disciplines as medicine, geography, and engineering. Just as useful, if
not more, was the tradition of Greek astrology and its sister science astronomy—the
two were both called by the same Arabic phrase, ilm al-nujum, “the science of the
stars.” As in antiquity, astrology was desired for use in imperial propaganda, and
of course to predict the future—which would be pretty useful if it could actually
be done.

But that doesn’t explain why the “Abbasids would have wanted an Arabic version
of, say, Aristotle’s Metaphysics. Some Aristotle may have been translated early on for
pragmatic reasons, since his logical works provided weapons to be deployed in
disputation over the relative merits of the Muslim and Christian faiths. (This might
explain why the now-obscure Topics, Aristotle’s study of dialectic, was one of the
first texts translated into Arabic.?) Cultural one-upmanship may also have played a
part. The new Islamic empire had a large, and hostile, neighbor in the shape of the
Byzantine empire. What better way to demonstrate superiority than to translate
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works of Greek science, and show a better understanding of them than the Greeks
themselves? Efforts were also made to provide a lineage for Hellenic culture that
traced the wisdom of Aristotle, Plato, Pythagoras, and so on back to a much earlier
time. Much as Church Fathers like Clement of Alexandria had done, the ‘Abbasids
were claiming not to take wisdom from the Greeks, but to take it back from the
Greeks.

If it's true that the translation movement was in part inspired by cultural rivalry
with the Christian Byzantines, then there is an irony here worth savoring: the
movement depended extensively on the involvement of Christians. If you had already
heard of the translation movement before reading this chapter, you may have had the
following idea about it. With the collapse of the Roman empire in late antiquity,
Greek philosophy and science fell into disuse. Several centuries passed in which
the Hellenic heritage was effectively ignored. Finally, Muslims got hold of precious
texts, blew the dust off, and started a cultural renaissance that could rival the goings-
on in Europe in the fifteenth century. What this story leaves out is the crucial
role of Christian intermediaries, who most often came from Syria. They wrote in
Syriac, a dialect of Aramaic and thus, like Hebrew and Arabic, a member of the
Semitic language group. As in much of the Eastern Roman empire, Greek also
remained a commonly used language in Syria. Thus this region boasted bilingual
scholars who produced Syriac translations and commentaries on Greek philosophical
literature.

A model for their work was provided by the fifth- and sixth-century school of
Neoplatonic commentators in Alexandria, and its leader Ammonius. At the same
time, philosophy was already being done in Syriac, notably by Ammonius’ contem-
porary Sergius of Resh‘ayna. Like his colleagues in Alexandria, Sergius concentrated
on logic, with forays into physics and metaphysics. For instance, he produced a
Syriac paraphrase of a work on cosmology by the Aristotelian commentator
Alexander of Aphrodisias.” It's worth noting that Sergius didnt yet translate
Aristotle—instead, he wrote in Syriac about the meaning of Aristotle’s works,
which he assumed would still be read in Greek. But already in the sixth century,
other translators were producing versions of works from Aristotle’s logic. And as
the generations progressed, knowledge of Greek decreased and Syriac translations
became increasingly necessary. Scholars connected with the monastery of Qen-
neshre in the seventh and eighth centuries continued the process of putting Aris-
totle’s logical writings into Syriac. These scholars bridge the time between the
school of Alexandria and the Arabic translation movement. As a result, the trans-
mission of Hellenic ideas to the Islamic world occurred just in the way this book
series would want: without any gap.
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Of course, these Christians were not motivated by a desire to prepare the way for
a future philosophical tradition in Arabic. So we can ask, as we just did about the
‘Abbasid translation movement: why did they do it? It's commonly assumed that
their interest in logic must have been for the sake of theological dispute. That may
have been one motive for the later Arabic translations, as already mentioned. But
there’s little evidence that it spurred on our Syriac authors. Rather, it seems likely
that they concentrated on logic for the same reason the pagan Neoplatonists did:
they thought it was the first thing you needed to learn in order to become a
philosopher. But there was at least one difference between their approach and
that of pagan thinkers like Proclus and Ammonius. For these Christians, philosophy
would culminate not with Plato, but with the Pseudo-Dionysius. His Divine Names, a
meditation on the possibility and ultimate impossibility of describing God, was
translated into Syriac in this period. Another influence was the philosophical
asceticism of late antique Christian authors like Evagrius, whose writings were
likewise translated. Though our textual evidence for this Syriac interlude in the
history of philosophy is not as rich as we would like, enough survives to show that
these were men with a systematic plan for doing Christian philosophy.*

The continuing significance of Syrians and Syriac in the translation movement is
clear from the personnel of the two most important groups of translators into
Arabic, both of which were active in the ninth century. One was gathered around a
Christian of Syrian extraction who lived in Iraq: Hunayn ibn Ishaq. He specialized in
the works of the Greek medical authority Galen. We have a fascinating report from
Hunayn’s own pen which tells us what he translated, and recounts his efforts to
track down manuscripts of Galen and his strategies for producing the best possible
versions of the works he could find. Hunayn occsionally translated from Greek into
Arabic, but mostly from Greek into Syriac. If an Arabic version was needed, this
would typically be provided by another member of the circle. Hunayn ibn Ishaq’s
son, the confusingly named Ishaq ibn Hunayn, produced a number of highly skillful
Arabic versions of Aristotle and other philosophical texts. When philosophers like
Avicenna and Averroes read Aristotle, it was never in Greek—a language of which
they were ignorant. They were in the hands of the translators, and if the translator
was Ishaq those were good hands to be in.

Less widely admired, even in the medieval Arabic tradition itself, were the Arabic
versions of Greek texts executed by a group we call the “Kindi circle.” Their name
comes from their leader al-Kindi, who is usually recognized as the first philosopher
to write in Arabic. He was a Muslim, but he collaborated with Christians of Syrian
background, like the members of the Hunayn translation circle. These Christians
could offer expertise in the relevant language, and also the intellectual background
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needed to understand what was going on in a work like Aristotle’s Categories or On
the Soul. Nonetheless, the translations of the Kindi circle were frequently criticized as
being overly literal. A faithful, word-by-word translation might be a useful crutch if
you're trying to decipher a difficult Greek text. But if you don’t know any Greek or
the Greek version is not available, such a translation is decidedly unhelpful.

A good example is the Kindi circle version of the Metaphysics. Admittedly, that’s
not the easiest work to understand, in any language. But this version of the
Metaphysics is at times almost incomprehensible. I add the word “almost” only
because I have read Averroes’ commentary on it. For some parts of the Metaphysics,
Averroes was dependent solely on the Kindi circle translation. His deep understand-
ing of Aristotle allowed him to make plausible sense of passages that you'd think
would seem total gibberish to anyone who is not in a position to compare them
with the original Greek. By the way, that version of the Metaphysics supplies us with a
nice example of how translation could affect philosophical interpretation. One of
the most important technical terms used by Aristotle is eidos: we would translate it
either as “species” or as “form,” depending on context. Likewise, Arabic translators
had to use two different words to render eidos—either naw’, corresponding to
“species,” or sura, the Arabic for “form”—the way a German translator needs to
decide between formal Sie and informal du every time someone says “you” in an
American movie. Thus the translators of the Metaphysics effectively decided for
future readers what Aristotle had in mind every time he used the word eidos—
“form” or “species”—without the readers even knowing that any decision had
been taken.

Though the standard complaint about the Kindi circle was that their style was
overly literal, some of their translations went the other way and took startling
liberties with their source texts. The most famous example is their version of the
works of Plotinus. The works of Plato were not well known in Arabic, and to some
extent the Arabic Plotinus filled the gap left by their absence.” It was apparently part
of a collection of Hellenic works on the soul and other topics of advanced
philosophy—what the scholar Fritz Zimmermann called al-Kind1’s “metaphysics
file.”® Other items in the collection included selections from Alexander of Aphro-
disias, and an Arabic version of Proclus’ overview of Neoplatonism, the Elements
of Theology. Through a process of edition and reworking that scholars are still
trying to piece together, some of the Proclus materials were presented as a newly
organized text called the Book of the Pure Good. Later, it would be translated again
into Latin, and called the Book of Causes (Liber de Causis). In this guise, it would become
one of the most influential sources of Neoplatonic ideas in Latin medieval

philosophy.
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The story of the Book of Causes teaches us an important lesson, which is that if you
want to make a text influential in medieval Latin philosophy, it’s a good idea to say
that it was written by Aristotle. (Unfortunately, that advice probably comes too late
to help you now.) It may, though, have been only an accident of mislabeling that led
to some of the contents of al-Kindr's metaphysics file being falsely ascribed to
Aristotle. The Arabic version of Plotinus begins with a prologue, which explains
that what we are about to read provides a capstone to Aristotle’s philosophy.
Perhaps this confused a later scribe into thinking that the text before him was
actually by Aristotle. But whatever the reason, parts of both the Arabic Proclus and
the Arabic Plotinus were presented as Aristotelian works. A selection of materials
from the Arabic Plotinus was even called the Theology of Aristotle—“Theology”
because it dealt with higher divine causes like the soul, intellect, and first cause.
Other chunks of Plotinus in Arabic have survived, but without the aura of Aristotle’s
name. Some are simply ascribed to a “Greek sage,” which, I've just realized, sounds
like something you'd find on a spice rack. But the Theology was the most widely read
bit of the metaphysics file, still being made the subject of interpretation and
commentary as late as the Safavid period (Chapter 53).

As I say, the Theology of Aristotle is not a particularly faithful version of Plotinus.”
[ don’t mean that, as in a German version of an English-language comedy, so much
is lost in translation that the exercise becomes pointless. Rather, original phrases
and whole paragraphs of interpretive material were deliberately inserted into this
version, the equivalent of filming new scenes in German and splicing them into the
original movie. The changes made in the Arabic Plotinus are anything but philo-
sophically innocent. Consider its version of a passage in which Plotinus discussed
Aristotle’s theory of soul. Aristotle had defined the human soul as the actuality or
perfection of a living body. Plotinus disagreed, if only because this would mean that
the soul must go out of existence when the body dies. So he mounted a series of
criticisms against Aristotle’s definition. In the Arabic version, Aristotle is carefully
protected from Plotinus’ refutation, by the very way that this refutation is translated.
When Aristotle’s characterization of soul as the body’s perfection is first mentioned,
the Plotinus who has been dubbed into Arabic says that this is the view of the “most
excellent philosophers.” The translation goes on to reframe Plotinus’ criticism as a
warning against a possible misunderstanding of Aristotle. His definition could be taken
to indicate a strong dependence of soul on body, because a perfection needs the
thing that it perfects. But it should instead be understood to mean that the soul is the
source of the body’s perfection, a source that transcends the body. Thus Aristotle’s
definition is not just quietly defended from Plotinus, but even assimilated to
Plotinus’ own theory of soul.®
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Another example comes from the other end of Plotinus’ system: the first cause, or
One. Plotinus offers a strenuously negative treatment of this principle. His advice for
understanding the One is to “take away everything,”® and with a few exceptions he
consistently presents the One as beyond anything we can say or think. The Arabic
Plotinus makes several changes here. The most obvious is that it refers to the One as
“the Creator,” so that Plotinus’ philosophical theology is itself unified with that of
the Abrahamic faiths. Furthermore, the first principle is described much more
positively than in Plotinus. God is, in fact, presented more or less the way that
Plotinus presented his second principle, namely nous or mind. The Creator is said,
for example, to think all things, and is equated with being itself—whereas Plotinus
had insisted, quoting Plato’s Republic, that the One is “beyond being.”'® Occasionally,
Plotinus’ remarks about the intellect are simply translated as descriptions about the
One. Meanwhile, the translator borrows language from the contemporaneous
theologians we looked at in the last chapter, the Mu‘tazilites. For instance, it speaks
of sifat, divine attributes, using their kalam terminology.

It’s not entirely clear what inspired these changes, or even who made them. One
possibility is that they were introduced by al-Kindi himself, since the prologue to
the Theology says that he “corrected” the text. Perhaps some of his corrections were
philosophical ones. But I think the changes are partially or entirely the work of the
translator himself, a Christian member of the Kindi circle named al-Himsi. Either
way, the Arabic version takes liberties with its source, helping Plotinus speak to the
theological and philosophical needs of a ninth-century readership. That intended
readership included Ahmad, the son of the ‘Abbasid caliph al-Mu‘tasim—the pro-
logue tells us that the Greek text was rendered into Arabic for him (it brings a whole
new meaning to the phrase “render unto Caesar”). When you have friends in such
high places, fidelity to a Greek philosophical source is probably not going to weigh
as heavily on your mind as making the source seem interesting and useful for the
intended reader. The customer is always right, especially when the customer’s father
controls one of the largest empires in the history of mankind.
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PHILOSOPHER OF THE ARABS
AL-KINDI

his chapter is devoted to a man I've spent much of my adult life coming to

know. He was a pioneer in his field, who drew inspiration from an earlier
tradition but expressed that inspiration in a new medium. In so doing he created
some of the earliest, and still classic, works of their kind. I refer of course to my
favorite silent film star, Buster Keaton. No, just kidding! I'm actually talking about al-
Kindi, one of the few historical figures who has occupied more of my attention than
Keaton has over the last couple of decades. I've written a book about al-Kindi and,
with my colleague Peter Pormann, translated all of his philosophical works into
English.! In fact, maybe my enthusiasm for al-Kindi can be explained by his having a
lot in common with Keaton. Apart from their names beginning with K, they were
indeed both pioneers. Buster used ideas from his vaudeville youth in the new
medium of silent film, while al-Kindi was the first to make explicit use of Greek
philosophy while writing in Arabic. Whether al-Kindi walked the streets of Baghdad
wearing a pork-pie hat, though, is more doubtful.

Al-Kindi could, of course, read the Greek philosophical works hot off the presses,
so to speak, as they were translated into Arabic. A devout Muslim, he oversaw the
work of a circle of Christian translators. It seems he did not himself read Greek, but
he improved the translated texts—possibly just in terms of style, possibly also with
respect to content—and may have played some role in choosing the works selected
for translation. Certainly, he was an intermediary between the translators and the
patrons whose wealth was making the whole thing possible. Al-Kindf's family
background put him in touch with the higher echelons of the ‘Abbasid society of
ninth-century Iraq. His name “al-Kindr” indicates that he belonged to the Arab tribe
of the Kinda, which had been very powerful in earlier times, including the period
before the coming of Islam. Our al-Kindi was, we are told, a direct descendant of
their kings, one of whom had been a Companion of the Prophet. Al-Kindr's own
father was emir of the city of Kufa. To emphasize his noble lineage, al-Kindi was
honored in the later tradition with the epithet “philosopher of the Arabs.” The
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honorific also alludes to the fact that he was unusual among philosophers in
claiming descent from an Arab tribe.

On the strength of this privileged background, al-Kindi ascended about as high as
a philosopher could at this time, becoming attached to the court of at least one
caliph, al-Mu‘tasim. He was tutor to this caliph’s son Ahmad, and dedicated several
works to him. Al-Kindr's masterpiece, On First Philosophy, was addressed to the caliph
himself—even though al-Mu‘tasim was more the type to crack together the skulls of
enemies like the Byzantines than to crack his own skull against the formidable
ramparts of Aristotelian metaphysics. In On First Philosophy and other works, al-Kindi
was doing not just philosophy, but also public relations. He was explaining in detail
why the newly translated texts emanating from his circle were valuable for a Muslim
readership, especially the wealthy elite who sponsored the translations. In On First
Philosophy al-Kindi responds stridently to certain unnamed critics, religious scholars
who protested against the use of Hellenic philosophical materials (§I11.1-2). These
opponents may have thought that the revelation of the Koran made such materials
superfluous, at best. Al-Kindi responds that the truth is valuable, wherever we find it.
He puts that sentiment into practice in his philosophical writings, showing that
Greek ideas can provide support and explication for Muslim beliefs, ranging from
the oneness of God to the immortality of the soul.

The title On First Philosophy indicates that al-Kindi is here giving us his version of the
highest philosophical science covered in Aristotle’s Metaphysics. But whereas that work
deals with a variety of topics that have to do with principles, from principles of
reasoning to the nature of substance, al-Kindi seems to understand metaphysics rather
narrowly as philosophical theology.? For him, first philosophy should study the first
cause, which is of course God. Thus one of the main topics of the work is what we can
say about God—or rather, what we can't say. The other main topic is the eternity of
the universe. Why is this on the agenda? One might expect his reason to be that if the
universe is not eternal, it must have been created, which proves that there is in fact a
Creator God. But if this is what al-Kindi is thinking, he keeps that to himself. Instead,
the point would seem to be that if God alone is eternal, then His eternity distinguishes
Him from everything He creates. If we consider again the motives of the Mu'tazilites
in denying the eternity of the Koran, we may be struck by a parallel. They too wanted
to say that nothing is eternal other than God, not even God’s own word. This might
help account for al-Kindr's interest in the eternity question.

But when al-Kindi comes to give arguments against the eternity of the universe,
he does not draw on contemporary theologians. His main source is instead the late
ancient Christian philosopher John Philoponus.” Philoponus wrote works against
the eternity of the universe, aiming refutations at both Aristotle and Proclus.
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Al-Kindi borrows from Philoponus extensively in On First Philosophy, but avoids
mentioning that Aristotle was one of Philoponus’ targets. (What with all this
reticence, maybe the comparison to silent film stars isn't so far-fetched.) Of course,
as a public-relations man for Hellenic thought, it would hardly do for al-Kindi to
criticize the great Aristotle. Indeed, he seems to be trying to agree with Aristotle as
far as he can. He provides a meticulous proof that no body, including the body of
the universe, can be infinitely large (§VI.1-5). He then asserts, with less argument
than we might ideally have liked, that any feature of a finite body must itself be finite.
Since time measures motion, as Aristotle said, and since motion applies to body,
neither motion nor time can ever be infinite (§VL.6).

Aristotle would agree with almost all of this, up until the last step. He would want
to distinguish between the kind of infinity at stake in an unending body—where the
infinite is actually present in its entirety—and the kind of infinity involved in
unending time. The second kind of infinity is not actual, but potential. It is like
the infinity of numbers: just as you can count as high as you want without ever
reaching an actually infinite number, so you can count backwards how many years
have already elapsed, without reaching a time when the universe began. By simply
assuming that eternal time is on a par with infinite size, al-Kindi misses the whole
point of the Aristotelian distinction between actual and potential infinity. Some-
what more convincing is another consideration that al-Kindi takes from Philoponus.
If the universe has already existed eternally, then an infinite time must already have
elapsed in order to reach the present moment. But an infinite time cannot finish
elapsing. This proves that the past is not eternal (§VIIL.1-2).

Despite the central role played by Philoponus in this discussion, al-Kindi con-
tinues his selective silence by saying nothing about the biggest point of contention
between Philoponus and Aristotle: the nature of the celestial sphere. Aristotle had
argued that the heavenly bodies are made out of a so-called “fifth element” which,
unlike air, earth, fire, and water, can be neither generated nor destroyed. Philoponus
spent most of his refutation of Aristotle arguing against this conception of the
heavenly bodies. Al-Kindi, by contrast, wrote a little treatise defending Aristotle’s
conception of the heavens as being made from a unique, indestructible material.
This at first seems inexplicable, until we get to a little caveat towards the end of that
treatise. The heavenly spheres are indestructible, al-Kindi says, so they will exist
forever...for as long as God wants them to (On the Nature of the Celestial Sphere §13).
He’s changed the rules, by implying that even a body whose nature is not subject to
destruction will vanish if God stops making it exist. Perhaps this is why al-Kindi thinks
the universe’s eternity is a matter for metaphysical theology, and not physics. It is not
the nature of the universe that determines how long it exists, but the will of God.
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When it comes to the question of how that divine will is exercised, al-Kindi again
thinks he can mostly agree with Aristotle. Drawing on works by Aristotle’s most
faithful ancient commentator, Alexander of Aphrodisias, al-Kindi says in several
treatises that the heavens serve as an instrument of divine providence. They move at
God’s command, and their motions stir up the four elements in our realm—good
old air, earth, fire, and water—so that they come together to form more complex
bodies like rocks, plants, and giraffes. This means that al-Kind's God is a rather
stand-offish chap. He does not directly cause things to happen down here among us,
but works indirectly through the heavens, which al-Kindi calls the “proximate” cause
of such things. That may seem like a high price to pay for fidelity to Aristotle.
Theologians like the Mu‘tazilites conceived God as a much more “hands on” deity,
seeing Him as the direct cause for all created things and events in our world, except
perhaps freely willed human actions. But al-Kindi had an ulterior motive to say that
the heavens are an instrument of providence. He was a staunch believer in astrology,
and thought that observing heavenly motions would allow us to predict specific
events in our lower world. Like Ptolemy before him, al-Kindi thus managed to get
astrology and Aristotelianism into a single theory, along with an emphatic endorse-
ment of divine providence.*

It's looking as though al-Kindi has a lot to say about God. But if we take a closer
look, this has all concerned God’s effects in our world. We have learned that they are
providentially ordered through divinely commanded heavenly motion. But we
haven't learned much regarding God Himself, and we aren’t going to. Indeed, a
Keatonesque silence is forced upon us, once we take seriously al-Kindi's portrayal of
God as what he calls a “true One.” This theme takes up the rest of On First Philosophy.
Al-Kindi offers us a proof that there must be such a true One, on the basis that all the
things we see in our world are characterized by both unity and multiplicity. A single
body will have multiple parts. A single species, like humanity, will have many
particular instances, like Buster Keaton, Charlie Chaplin, and Harold Lloyd. The
single genus of animals to which human beings belong will contain other species,
like goat, horse, and giraffe. In general, al-KindT insists that anything we can conceive
as a unity will also involve some kind of many-ness.

Al-Kindi knew his Neoplatonism. After all, the works of Plotinus and Proclus
were translated in his circle. So he has no hesitation in drawing the same conclusion
they did, namely that there must be a principle of unity, which bestows oneness on
all these things that are both one and many (§XVI). This will be the “true One,”
which al-Kindi wants to identify with God. Although the Greek sources of the
doctrine are clear, what al-Kind1 is doing here also resonates with Islam, and with the
ideas of those Mu'tazilite theologians I keep mentioning.” We've seen how much
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