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ABSTRACT 
 
This dissertation studies the refutation of monism in the philosophy of Abū Naṣr al-Fārābī (d. 950) 

through the logical theory of ambiguous predication (al-ḥaml bi-al-taškīk). I show how Fārābī 

conceives of a close relationship between human language, intelligibles and being. A fully 

transparent, and philosophically ideal language reflects the order and structure of what-there-is. 

However, an inescapable fact of language is the phenomenon of ambiguity (taškīk). Developing 

Aristotle’s theory of pros hen homonymy, Fārābī introduces the theory of ambiguous terms (asmāʾ 

mušakkikah) which are predicated neither fully homonymously nor synonymously. Such terms, 

which have multiple, related meanings, cause us to waver in our understanding of their use. 

 Fārābī tells us that ‘being’ is among the terms that are predicated ambiguously. As a 

transcategorial, ‘being’ is predicated of all the things that are. I show how Fārābī conceives of the 

many meanings of ‘being’ as hierarchically ranked according to the degree of perfection of beings 

in being what-they-are. I argue Fārābī espouses an essentialist metaphysics that develops 

Alexander of Aphrodisias’ essentialist theory of substantial form. As Alexander had identified the 

form of the hylomorphic substance with the differentia in the logical definition and made it the 

essence and real explanans of substance, I show how Fārābī identifies the wuǧūd (being-ness) of 

a being (mawǧūd) with the differentia in its logical definition and as the cause of it being what-it-

is.  
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From there I argue that Fārābī’s theory of emanationism should be read as doctrinally 

consistent with his essentialist metaphysics and as an illustration of the logical theory of the 

ambiguity of ‘being’. Instead of an ontological continuum or metaphysics of participation, each 

being is ranked according to the degree to which it is what-it-is. Subsequently I show how Fārābī 

refutes the monism of Parmenides of Elea by arguing that Parmenides had misunderstood the term 

‘being’ to have only one meaning. As a whole, this forms the genesis of a theory known in Arabic 

as taškīk al-wuǧūd (the ambiguity of ‘being’). I track the development of this theory in 

philosophers up to the present and point to the importance of its Fārābian basis. 
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Chapter 1 
 

Introduction 
 
How we understand the world around us is intimately related to how we understand the language 

that describes it. For the understanding and interpretation of language can be used to make 

arguments about what-there-is. This is particularly amplified when we think about the meanings 

of the term ‘being’. This study addresses the relationship between language and what-there-is 

through an exploration of the ambiguity of ‘being’ in Arabic and Islamic philosophy. 

The ambiguity of ‘being’ (commonly referred to as taškīk al-wuǧūd in Arabic) consists of 

two separate theories. Firstly there is the Arabic logical theory of ambiguous predication (al-ḥaml 

bi-al-taškīk). Secondly there is the theory that ‘being’ is an ambiguous term (ism mušakkik), which 

has metaphysical implications for what-there-is in the world. The theory of ambiguous predication 

tells us that the term ‘being’ (al-mawǧūd) is predicated ambiguously of different things. This 

means that there is not one single way in which we can say that things are. Throughout the history 

of philosophy, the theory that there is not one single, static meaning of ‘being’ has been used to 

refute theories of monism and the claim that all of being, or all of what-there-is, is one.  

In Arabic and Islamic philosophy, the logical theory of ambiguous predication highlights 

the epistemological problem that results from terms such as ‘being’ that are predicated differently 

of different things. As taškīk (ambiguity) literally means ‘creation of doubt’, the theory tells us 

that these terms are not predicated purely homonymously, i.e. with unrelated meanings, of different 

things, but neither are they predicated synonymously of each thing. Accordingly, it points to the 

doubt that arises in knowing how such terms are used. In the case of ‘being’ it raises awareness of 

the potential problems for our understanding of metaphysics if the term is misunderstood to be 

predicated with a single, synonymous meaning of the things that are. As such, it is a logical theory 
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that raises an epistemological problem and has metaphysical implications concerning what-there-

is. Although I separate between logic, epistemology and metaphysics for the purpose of analysis, 

what is attractive about the theory of ambiguous predication is that it involves all of these areas of 

philosophy in a single theory. 

 This dissertation is primarily focused on the genesis of ‘being’ as an ambiguous term in 

the philosophy of Abū Naṣr al-Fārābī (d. 950). Initially it began as a study of what is commonly 

known in Arabic as taškīk al-wuǧūd (often translated as ‘the modulation of existence’ or ‘the 

modulation of being’)1. However, in the course of my research I have concluded that the phrase 

taškīk al-wuǧūd has entered into our language but is not found in the source texts.2 For example, 

Fārābī, Ibn Sīnā (d. 1037) and Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī (d. 1274) never speak about taškīk al-wuǧūd. 

Instead, they speak about ambiguous terms and ambiguous predication. The term ‘being’ (al-

mawǧūd, and later, al-wuǧūd) is one among a number of terms that are predicated ambiguously.  

This precision in the formulation of the theory is critical because it allows us to understand 

the difference between a fundamentally metaphysical theory, and one that is fundamentally logical 

with metaphysical implications. The phrase taškīk al-wuǧūd implies that there is taškīk (ambiguity) 

in being itself, which would render taškīk a metaphysical theory. In contrast I emphasise that taškīk 

is a phenomenon in language and that the theory discussed in Arabic and Islamic philosophical 

                                                
1 The theory is referred to as taškīk al-wuǧūd by Alexander Treiger in his groundbreaking study of its origins: 
“Avicenna’s Notion of Transcendental Modulation of Existence (taškīk al-wuǧūd, analogia entis) and its Greek and 
Arabic Sources” in eds. Felicitas Opwis and David Reisman, Islamic Philosophy, Science, Culture, and Religion: 
Studies in Honor of Dimitri Gutas (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 327-363. The theory is also commonly referred to in this way 
in the Šīʿī seminaries where it is still taught to this day as a part of the philosophy curriculum. For the non-Arabic 
speaker, this phrase is difficult to translate because it ties into the argument I make throughout this dissertation. As I 
argue, taškīk (ambiguity) is a logical theory concerning a form of predication that is in between pure homonymy and 
synonymy. So while there is taškīk in the term ‘being’, there is no taškīk in being itself. Conversely, the phrase taškīk 
al-wuǧūd means ‘the taškīk of being’, referring to being itself, not simply the term. Despite this, I still use the phrase 
as a shorthand for the theory being discussed because it is how it is often referred to in the present day and I seek to 
give the history of a theory that is still discussed up to today. 
2 It is hard to define what the ‘source texts’ are because the theory is still taught and written about in a continuous 
tradition. For the sake of argumentation, in this context I refer to source texts prior to Mullā Ṣadrā (d. 1636). 
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texts is a primarily logical one about how terms are predicated with taškīk. One such term is 

‘being’. Consequently, rather than a metaphysical theory known as taškīk al-wuǧūd, we are dealing 

with a logical theory of ambiguous predication, and how the term ‘being’ is predicated 

ambiguously, which comes with metaphysical implications. In order to distinguish between the 

logical and metaphysical levels, I use ‘being’ with quotation marks when I am speaking about the 

term ‘being’, and without quotation marks when I speak about being as what-there-is. 

 Emphasising the fact that discussions of predication with taškīk are primarily a matter of 

logic brings out their philosophical value. Precisely because the concern is with the predication of 

terms, the theory of predication with taškīk reminds us that the function of language is to reflect 

what-there-is and therefore highlights the necessity for correctly understanding language. As a 

result, theories about the predication of ‘being’ with taškīk function as a reflection on being itself 

and lead to a discussion of the metaphysical problems that arise from misunderstanding the 

predication of the term ‘being’. 

 This brings us to the epistemological value of the theory of predication with taškīk. As a 

theory of predication, it forces us to ask if it is the case that terms not predicated totally 

homonymously are predicated synonymously. In the case of transcategorial terms such as ‘being’ 

that can be predicated of all things, we could mistake them for terms predicated synonymously 

that have the same meaning in all things. This epistemological ambiguity is inevitable, but by 

developing the logical theory of ambiguous predication, philosophers writing in Arabic could 

identify and mitigate the risks ambiguous terms pose to philosophical knowledge.   

It is through emphasising the logical nature of this theory that we can appreciate both the 

epistemological problem raised by terms that are predicated neither totally homonymously nor 

synonymously, and the role of language as a reflection of being. In both cases there is an 
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underlying appreciation for the role of human cognition in developing, understanding and using 

language for the sake of philosophical knowledge. 

 This dissertation contributes to a growing body of scholarship on the ambiguity of ‘being’ 

(or “taškīk al-wuǧūd) that has largely focussed on its metaphysical aspects. In the next sections I 

explain my contribution in relation to this scholarship with renewed attention to the history and 

translation of the term taškīk in philosophy, and with a focus on its genesis in Fārābī. Subsequently 

I introduce how it fits into Fārābī’s broader philosophical project and issues within Fārābian 

studies. 

 

1.1 The contribution of this study to the field 
 
This dissertation provides a number of contributions to the study of the ambiguity of ‘being’, 

including the emphasis on Fārābī and the logical nature of the discussions, as well as questioning 

the very terminology of taškīk al-wuǧūd. In order to adequately explain these contributions it is 

important to firstly give an overview of existing scholarship. Secondly, in order to effectively 

explain my position and contribution in relation to this literature I devote a subsection to a history 

of the theory from the Ancient Greek tradition to Fārābī. I expand on the significance of Fārābī’s 

theory of predication with taškīk and its contribution to the history of philosophy. I then outline 

the development of the theory in Islamic philosophy after Fārābī. In the following subsection I 

provide an explanation and defense of my translation of taškīk as ‘ambiguity’. In these two 

subsections I respond to the problems I see in existing scholarship and demonstrate how my 

contribution changes our conception of taškīk in the history of philosophy. 
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1.1.1 Existing scholarship 
 

Literature on “taškīk al-wuǧūd” has grown in the last twenty years but remains in its early stages. 

In 1998 Cécile Bonmariage completed a doctoral thesis at l’Université Catholique de Louvain on 

the philosophy of the early modern Persian philosopher Mullā Ṣadrā (d. 1641), subsequently 

published as a monograph in 2007 entitled, Le Réel et les réalités: Mullā Ṣadrā Shirāzī.3 In her 

study of Mullā Ṣadrā, Bonmariage studies Ṣadrā’s theory of taškīk (which she translates as 

‘modulation’) as a property of the reality of being. Almost concurrently to the work of Bonmariage, 

in 2001, Sajjad Rizvi completed a doctoral thesis at the University of Cambridge entitled 

“Modulation of being (tashkīk al-wujūd) in the philosophy of Mullā Ṣadrā Shirāzī (d. 1641)” which 

was subsequently published as a monograph in 2009.4 Both of these studies focus on taškīk al-

wuǧūd as a metaphysical principle in Mullā Ṣadrā, while acknowledging its history as a logical 

theory concerning the many meanings of ‘being’.5 

 In 2010 Alexander Treiger published an article entitled “Avicenna’s Notion of 

Transcendental Modulation of Existence (taškīk al-wuǧūd, analogia entis) and its Greek and 

Arabic Sources”6 which turned attention towards the Greek tradition and Ibn Sīnā [Lat.: Avicenna] 

(d. 1037) rather than Mullā Ṣadrā. While the field of Ṣadrian studies may have its own questions 

                                                
3 Cécile Bonmariage, Le Réel et les réalités: Mullā Ṣadrā Shirāzī (Paris: Vrin, 2007). 
4 Sajjad Rizvi, Mullā Ṣadrā and Metaphysics: Modulation of being (New York/London: Routledge, 2009). Rizvi’s 
monograph provides an impressive analysis of taškīk al-wuǧūd in the philosophy of Mullā Ṣadrā. However, he 
references different editions of Mullā Ṣadrā’s Al-Ḥikmah al-mutaʿālīyah fī al-asfār al-ʿaqlīyah al-arbaʿah without 
always correctly indicating to which one he is referring. 
5 Prior to Bonmariage and Rizvi there was a body of literature that discussed the Ṣadrian theory of taškīk, among 
which includes 1) Fazlur Rahman, The Philosophy of Mulla Sadra (Sadr Al-Din Al-Shirazi) (Albany: SUNY Press, 
1975), 34-41; 2) Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Ṣadr al-Dīn Shīrāzī and His Transcendent Theosophy (Tehran: Imperial 
Iranian Academy of Philosophy, 1977); and more recently, 3) Christian Jambet, L’acte de l’être: La philosophie de la 
révélation chez Molla Sadra (Paris: Fayard, 2006). I do not discuss the translations of taškīk by these scholars because 
their work is specific to Ṣadrian studies and their translations of taškīk have not been a part of the scholarly debates 
surrounding the history of taškīk, unlike the choice of ‘modulation’ by Bonmariage and Rizvi. 
6 Treiger’s article was first published in the journal Documenti e studi sulla tradizione filosofica medievale 21 (2010), 
165–98. It was subsequently republished with minor modifications in the 2012 collected volume by Opwis and 
Reisman (eds), Islamic Philosophy. 
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and concepts, Treiger opened up the study of taškīk al-wuǧūd to the broader field of Arabic and 

Islamic philosophy. Treiger must be credited as the first to seriously investigate the origins of 

taškīk in nearly a century, following the pioneering study of Harry Wolfson in 1938 entitled “The 

Amphibolous Terms in Aristotle, Arabic Philosophy and Maimonides”.7 Treiger’s article was an 

important turn in scholarship. By attempting to explain the origins and history of the theory in a 

neat and lucid fashion, Treiger generated significant scholarly engagement on taškīk and must be 

credited for sparking a renewed interest in the theory beyond Ṣadrian studies, including this study. 

 Several scholars have built on Treiger’s study and the central role he accords Ibn Sīnā in 

the history of taškīk al-wuǧūd, including Frank Griffel, Robert Wisnovsky and Damien Janos.8 

Having revived Wolfson’s concerns for the origins of taškīk, Treiger shifted away from Wolfson’s 

focus on the logical nature of taškīk. Treiger’s study established certain parameters for studying 

the theory that ‘being’ is an ambiguous term which are largely accepted by subsequent scholarship. 

These parameters include, 1) the translation of taškīk (‘ambiguity’) as ‘modulation’, 2) the very 

notion of taškīk al-wuǧūd as an object of study, 3) the centrality of Ibn Sīnā, 4) the question of 

divine predication.9  

 Treiger depicts taškīk al-wuǧūd as a theory in and of itself, and presents Ibn Sīnā as a 

critical turning point in its development within the history of philosophy. Upon Treiger’s account, 

                                                
7 Harry Wolfson, “The Amphibolous Terms in Aristotle, Arabic Philosophy and Maimonides,” The Harvard 
Theological Review 31.2 (Apr., 1938), 151-173. Treiger criticises Wolfson’s translation of taškīk as ‘amphiboly’ and 
frames his article as a correction to Wolfson. In chapter three I rehabilitate aspects of Wolfson’s thesis. 
8 Robert Wisnovsky, “On the Emergence of Maragha Avicennism”, Oriens 46 (2018) 263–331; Frank Griffel, 
“Ismāʿīlite Critique of Ibn Sīnā: Al- Shahrastānī’s (d. 1153) Wrestling Match with the Philosophers” in eds Khaled 
El-Rouayheb and Sabine Schmidtke, The Oxford handbook of Islamic philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2016), 210-232; Damien Janos, Avicenna on the Ontology of Pure Quiddity (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2020). 
9 In his article “On the Emergence” Wisnovsky does not make taškīk al-wuǧūd into an object of study, which is helpful 
because he reminds the reader that the theory is primarily about predication. He also focusses on Ibn Sīnā’s 
commentators instead of Ibn Sīnā. However, based on Treiger, the underlying problematic is still the question of 
divine predication (or the transcendental shift) which I argue below does not do justice to the full scope of the history 
of taškīk. 
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Ibn Sīnā is the first to shift taškīk al-wuǧūd from a theory of transcategorial predication to a theory 

of divine predication, framing the history as hinging upon when this shift happened. In response, 

Wisnovsky has argued that it took place with Ṭūsī, if not later, while Janos has rigourously 

defended it as taking place with Ibn Sīnā.10 

 As a whole, Treiger’s parameters create a paradigm in which the logical theory of 

ambiguous predication, and the notion that ‘being’ is predicated ambiguously, becomes a 

metaphysical theory referred to as taškīk al-wuǧūd. In my view, this paradigm suffers from 

inaccuracies and raises problems for understanding the most interesting contributions of taškīk to 

the history of philosophy, issues I address in the next two subsections. 

 Some scholarship has already cautioned against giving the pre-Ṣadrian theory of taškīk a 

metaphysical interpretation. In 2016 Caner Dagli published a monograph entitled Ibn al-ʿArabī 

and Islamic Intellectual Culture: From mysticism to philosophy in which he provides some 

discussion of the theory of the ambiguous predication of ‘being’ in the philosophical and mystical 

traditions of Islam.11 While Dagli does not reference Treiger’s article, and does not appear to be 

in conversation with the debates that emerged from it, he emphasises that for the Islamic 

Peripatetics,  discussions of taškīk constitute a theory of predication, not one of metaphysics.12 

Dagli insists that thinkers prior to Ṣadrā would not have had in mind a theory of being when 

discussing predication with taškīk, but would have only had in mind how a term such as ‘being’ is 

predicated of things.13  

                                                
10 Wisnovsky, “On the Emergence”, 282-293; Janos, Avicenna [add pages when the volume is out]. 
11 Caner Dagli, Ibn al-ʿArabī and Islamic Intellectual Culture: From mysticism to philosophy (New York/London: 
Routledge, 2016). 
12 Ibid, 63. However Dagli is in conversation with Rizvi and the field of Ṣadrian studies. 
13 Ibid, 65. 
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In contrast, Bonmariage tells us that for Ṣadrā taškīk is not only a property of terms, but a 

property of reality itself.14 To affirm taškīk of the term ‘being’ is to affirm taškīk in the reality of 

being. According to this theory of taškīk, each thing participates more or less, according to its 

worth (à sa mesure), in the reality of being.15 As such, the writings of Dagli and Bonmariage 

already indicate that Mullā Ṣadrā’s metaphysical theory of taškīk is different from the earlier 

tradition. 

 One of the main problems I address regarding Treiger’s paradigm is the simplification of 

the history. This manifests itself in the overemphasis on Ibn Sīnā, the neglect of the theory’s origins 

in Fārābī  and the focus on the shift from transcategorial to divine predication. Treiger’s neat 

history of taškīk al-wuǧūd from Aristotle to Ibn Sīnā is certainly an important contribution to 

scholarship and great value lies in its lucid exposition. Yet while it brought an important issue in 

the history of philosophy to light, there are inevitable inaccuracies when dealing with such a vast 

number of figures and texts.  

In the next subsection I relate my view to Treiger’s paradigm by giving a history of the 

ambiguity of ‘being’, beginning with the Greek origins and continuing to the Ṣadrian school. In 

this history I center the role of Fārābī as the first to discuss ‘ambiguous’ predication and the 

philosophical contribution of this theory. Scholarship until now has lacked a detailed study of the 

genesis of taškīk in Fārābī, and I argue that this context is crucial to understanding the theory. 

Subsequently, I give an explanation and defense of my translation of taškīk as ‘ambiguity’ and 

why I believe ‘modulation’ is both inaccurate and a distraction from the value of taškīk in Arabic 

and Islamic philosophy before Ṣadrā. 

 

                                                
14 Bonmariage, Le Réel, 55. 
15 Ibid, 60. 
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1.1.2 History of the ambiguity of ‘being’ 
 

In a broad stroke, the ambiguity of ‘being’ is a logical argument against the metaphysical theory 

of monism. It comes in a long line of debates surrounding the metaphysical positions of monism 

and pluralism, and whether the predication of ‘being’ of all things means that there is only one 

being. As the theory of taškīk and the ambiguity of ‘being’ is rooted in a history that spans 

millennia, as well as a number of languages and philosophical traditions, it goes without saying 

that its history is far from simple.16 Even if the Ṣadrian theory of taškīk can ultimately be traced 

back to Aristotle, it is not in the form of a straightforward progression through time. 

At its genesis, the Arabic theory of taškīk grew from the Aristotelian concern with how to 

understand transcategorial terms such as ‘being’ and ‘one’ that are predicated of all things but are 

predicated neither synonymously nor homonymously. Aristotle begins the Categories with an 

enquiry into how terms are predicated of things. Some terms are predicated synonymously, i.e. 

with the same meaning, of all of their subjects. For example, ‘animal’ is predicated of a human 

and a horse with the same meaning. Other terms are totally homonymous and have different, 

unrelated meanings in their uses. For example, ‘bank’ is predicated of an institution for money 

lending and of the side of a river with different, unrelated meanings. 

 Subsequently, Aristotle delineates the theory of the categories according to which there are 

ten different categories of predicating ‘being’, or ten different categories of the things that are. As 

being is not a genus, there is no single being that unites all the things that are, but rather there are 

different beings and ways to say something is something. The categories are thus simultaneously 

                                                
16 For example, a related theory in Latin is the ‘analogy of being’ famously upheld by Thomas Aquinas. I will not 
discuss the Latin tradition in this study because my concern is the specifically Arabic theory of taškīk, its philosophical 
value and its relation to the preceding Greek tradition. 
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a logical and metaphysical theory. The theory of the categories also accounts for the multiplicity 

and differences of being by explaining that ‘being’ has many meanings.  

Aristotle’s theory of the categories and argument for the multiplicity of beings was also a 

response to the monists, who he claimed had misunderstood ‘being’ to have only one meaning, 

which led them to consider that all things are one. Chief among these was the Presocratic 

Parmenides of Elea (fl. 475 BC) who had famously considered that things either are or are not, 

and on that basis argued that what is is one. This argument concluded that because the things that 

are cannot not be, they must be one. The categories problematised this by arguing that there can 

be different categories of being, thus allowing for a relative non-being, without creating a supreme 

genus of being. 

However, if ‘being’ is not predicated synonymously of all the things that are, this does not 

mean that it is predicated entirely homonymously either. If ‘being’ were predicated entirely 

homonymously, there would be no relation between its different uses. If this were the case, and 

the different meanings of ‘being’ were unrelated and merely coincidental to each other, there 

would be no possibility for the study of metaphysics (Met. Γ.1-2).17 The total homonymy of ‘being’ 

would also mean that beings themselves are unrelated to each other, and if there is no unified 

science with which to study being, it would not be possible to understand or know anything about 

what-there-is. 

Solving these problems, Aristotle developed the theory of the pros hen homonymy of 

‘being’.18 This theory allowed for multiple meanings of ‘being’ that all relate to the primary 

                                                
17 Safeguarding the study of metaphysics is important because it is the most primary science. As all teaching and 
learning comes about from already existing knowledge (APo. 1.1, 71a1-2), metaphysics is the science upon which all 
others ultimately rely. 
18 On this topic, see: G.E.L. Owen, “Logic and Metaphysics in Some Earlier Works of Aristotle” in eds I. During and 
G.E.L. Owen, Aristotle and Plato in the Mid-Fourth Century (Goteborg: Institute of Classical Studies, 1960), 163-90 
(repub. in ed. Martha Nussbaum, Logic, Science, and Dialectic: Collected Papers in Greek Philosophy (Ithaca: Cornell 
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meaning of ‘substance’. The notion of pros hen, which means ‘towards one’ in Greek, allows for 

a unifying meaning to a homonymous term, creating a type of predication in between total 

homonymy and synonymy. The pros hen homonymy of ‘being’, with the primary meaning of 

substance, meant that the many meanings of ‘being’ would not result in a world of chaos.19 Instead, 

the primary meaning of substance allowed for an order and structure to how we understand what-

there-is centered around substance. The theory of the categories tells us that ‘substance’ is always 

a subject, and the nine other categories are always said in or of substance (Cat. 5, 2a12-36). As a 

result, ‘being’ means primarily substance, and secondarily all of the other things that can be said 

in or of substance. Finally, the status of predicating ‘being’ as a type of homonymy rather than 

synonymy is important because it is what allows there to be beings that are essentially different 

from each other. 

It was the theory of pros hen homonymy in Greek that was transformed into the Arabic 

theory of ambiguous predication, first discussed by Fārābī. The use of ‘ambiguity’ to designate 

pros hen homonymy has important philosophical implications, particularly epistemological. The 

term taškīk, which I translate as ‘ambiguity’, literally means ‘creation of doubt’. Similarly, asmāʾ 

mušakkikah, which I translate as ‘ambiguous terms’, literally means ‘terms that create doubt’. The 

notion of ambiguity, or creation of doubt, highlights the epistemological problem of terms that are 

predicated neither synonymously nor totally homonymously. As intuition, common sense or basic 

reason tells us, a term such as ‘being’ is not homonymous in the same way ‘bank’ is predicated 

homonymously of a financial institution and the side of a river. This may lead one to question, or 

doubt, how such a term is used and if it is predicated synonymously of all things. 

                                                
University Press, 1986), 180-199); Christopher Shields, Order in Multiplicity: Homonymy in the Philosophy of 
Aristotle (Oxford: Oxford University Press: 1999). 
19 On this, see: Pierre Aubenque, Le problème de l’être chez Aristote: essai sur la problématique aristotélicienne 
(Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2013), 6th ed., 140-144, 189. 
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Furthermore, according to Fārābī’s theory of predication with taškīk, the fact that an 

ambiguous term can be mistaken for a synonym predicated in the same way of all things makes it 

possible for sophists to misuse such terms and create further doubt in the minds of their 

interlocutors. Sophists can construe ambiguous terms as only having one meaning to unsuspecting 

audiences and readerships in order to make fallacious arguments. Fārābī warns that it is confusing 

‘being’ to have only one meaning that leads to the theory of monism. The Arabic term taškīk, 

meaning ‘ambiguity’ or the ‘creation of doubt’, highlights this very epistemological problem. By 

bringing the epistemological difficulties to the fore of pros hen homonymy, the Arabic theory of 

predication with taškīk makes an important philosophical contribution to a long-standing issue. 

What is at stake in the ambiguity of ‘being’ is not only the relationship between language and 

being, but also the epistemological problem involved in understanding language, and pros hen 

homonyms in particular. 

The epistemological problem raised by taškīk relates to another problem in the philosophy 

of language. How possible is it for human language to truly reflect what-there-is?  The notion that 

the homonymy or synonymy in the predication of ‘being’ has a metaphysical implication for what 

we construe to be, reveals a conception of language and how we understand it as reflective of what-

there-is or is analogous to it. The theory of predication with taškīk, understood as ‘ambiguity’, 

highlights the tension of the extent to which it is possible for human language to reflect being. For 

if certain terms by their very nature cause us to doubt how we understand them, the extent to which 

it is possible for human language to reflect what-there-is comes into question. 

 The theory of predication with taškīk therefore develops and transforms the Aristotelian 

theory of pros hen homonymy by pointing to the difficulties raised by pros hen homonyms for 

epistemology and the philosophy of language. As articulated by Fārābī, the theory of predication 
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with taškīk is concerned primarily with transcategorial predication, such as terms ‘being’ and ‘one’ 

that can be predicated of all things across the categories, although it can be extended to any term 

that is predicated homonymously with related meanings. Taškīk alerts us to the epistemological 

problems of such terms and how we understand them, as misunderstanding such terms can have 

significant consequences for our knowledge and understanding of what-there-is. In the case of 

‘being’, misunderstanding the term can be destructive for our knowledge of metaphysics. In this 

context, it is important that Fārābī considered predication with taškīk to be a type of homonymy 

because it meant that as a term predicated with taškīk, ‘being’ refers to essentially different things. 

As ‘being’ is a homonymous term, there can be no supreme genus of being. 

 Fārābī’s reception of the Greek theory of pros hen homonymy, and his designation of it as 

predication with taškīk, is an important moment in the history of philosophy. In contrast, Treiger’s 

study produced a clear narrative of how the Late Antique commentary tradition regarding 

Aristotle’s pros hen homonymy was transmitted into Arabic, but he does not appreciate what is 

specifically unique in its designation as predication with taškīk in Fārābī’s writings. Consequently, 

as Treiger does not recognise Fārābī’s theory of predication with taškīk as a turning point in this 

history, he does not allocate space to exploring the philosophical significance of taškīk at its 

genesis. Without this crucial piece to the puzzle, I contend that it is difficult to adequately analyse 

its subsequent evolution in Islamic thought. 

In Arabic and Islamic thought after Fārābī, predication with taškīk became a theory 

concerned primarily with divine predication, and the possibility to predicate the same term of God 

and things that are not God (other-than-God), or things in the world. Concurrently to this shift, 

predication with taškīk developed from a theory of homonymous predication whereby a term has 

multiple, related meanings, to one according to which a term has only one meaning that is 
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predicated with priority and posteriority. Despite these shifts, I argue that Fārābī’s framework of 

taškīk as a logical theory related to how language reflects what-there-is remains constant. As such, 

the Fārābian basis for the history of predication with taškīk deserves to be studied. The history of 

predication with taškīk after Fārābī is not straightforward, but here I give a preliminary sketch. 

 Philosophically speaking, transcategorial predication and divine predication are related 

within the broader question of predication and ontology. Does saying something is something have 

an ontological implication? However, they address different issues within this question. 

Transcategorial predication is concerned with predicating a term across the categories, or more 

simply, of multiple, different things. Whereas divine predication is concerned specifically with 

how we can predicate (human) language of God, or how we can use the same language to speak 

of God that we use to speak of other than God. Both questions seek to answer what such 

predications mean ontologically. 

While Fārābī is concerned with both questions, he addresses them in different places, and 

he only uses taškīk to discuss the question of transcategorial predication.20 Similarly, Greek and 

Arabic Neoplatonic texts, as well as Islamic theological debates, have a long tradition of 

investigating questions of divine predication, separate from any Aristotelian question of 

transcategorials.21 Such discussions were not related to predication by means of taškīk. At a certain 

point either with, or after, Ibn Sīnā, taškīk came to be used to discuss divine predication. As such, 

                                                
20 Farabi addresses divine predication in the following texts: 1) The Political Regime, 50-51, which I discuss in chapter 
five; 2) Particles, §92, §239, which I discuss in chapters five and six respectively; 3) Harmony of the Two Sages, §67, 
§70, which I discuss in chapter three. However, none of these discussions are framed in relation to predication by 
means of taškīk. 
21 I cannot explore this topic in detail here, but examples include the Ps. Aristotle Discourse on the Pure God (Kalām 
fī al-Ḫayr al-Maḥḍ, lat. Liber de Causis) which says “The First Cause is above every name It can be called” (al-ʿillah 
al-ūlā fawq kull ism yusammā bihi) (Kalām fī al-Ḫayr al-Maḥḍ in ed. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Badawī, al-Aflāṭūnīyah al-
muḥdaṯah ʿind al-ʿarab (Cairo: Maktabat al-nahḍah al-miṣrīyah, 1955), 22, §21. Another example is the saying 
attributed to Ǧahm b. Ṣafwān: “I do not say that God, exalted be He, is a thing because that would be a comparison to 
things (lā aqūl inna Allah subḥānahu šayʾ li-anna ḏālik tašbīh bi-al-ašyāʾ)” (Abū al-Ḥasan al-Ašʿarī, Maqālāt al-
Islāmīyīn, ed. Helmutt Ritter (Istanbul: Maṭbaʿat al-Dawlah, 1929), 280). 
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taškīk was used to explain how the same term can be predicated of God and other than God. In 

these discussions, taškīk explained that a term could have a single meaning predicated with priority 

of God and with posteriority of anything else. 

Nevertheless, the history of predication with taškīk would continue to evolve even after its 

entrance into discussions of divine predication. Such evolution also needs further explanation, 

which I explore in detail in chapter eight of this study. In summary form, there appear to be at least 

two trends in the use of taškīk for discussions of divine predication. In one trend, figures such as 

Ibn Sīnā, Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī and al-ʿAllāmah al-Ḥillī (d. 1325) use predication with taškīk within 

the specific context of Ibn Sīnā’s metaphysics. A question that arose from Ibn Sīnā’s metaphysics 

was regarding how the same term ‘being’ could be predicated of God and other than God, while 

also maintaining that being (or existence) is necessary for God and identical to His essence but 

only contingent and distinct from the essences of other things.22 The response to this was that 

‘being’ is predicated ambiguously (with taškīk), with priority of God and posteriority of other 

things. This meant that the being of God could be necessary, while the being of everything else 

could be contingent. 

An alternative response to the question raised by Ibn Sīnā’s metaphysics came from the 

mystical philosopher Dāwūd al-Qayṣarī (d. 1350) who argued that ‘being’ is not predicated 

ambiguously (by taškīk) if what is meant by ‘being’ is being as such. According to Qayṣarī we can 

only say ‘being’ is predicated ambiguously if we are speaking of the manifestations of being, be 

                                                
22 On the essence-existence distinction, see: Amos Bertolacci, “The Distinction of Essence and Existence in 
Avicenna’s Metaphysics: The Text and its Context” in eds. Felicitas Opwis and David Reisman, Islamic Philosophy, 
Science, Culture, and Religion: Studies in Honor of Dimitri Gutas (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 257-288. Robert Wisnovsky 
has also explained how Ibn Sīnā used his essence-existence distinction in tandem to, and in service of, the distinction 
between necessary and contingent being: Robert Wisnovsky, “Essence and Existence in the Eleventh- and Twelfth-
Century Islamic East (Mašriq): A Sketch,” in eds. Dag Nikolaus Hasse and Amos Bertolacci, The Arabic, Hebrew 
and Latin Reception of Avicenna’s Metaphysics (Berlin: De Gruyter: 2012), 27-50. 
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they in the intellect or external.23 In the case of substances and accidents, ‘being’ means merely 

manifestation (zuhūr), whereas in the case of the Real, ‘being’ means Reality.24 In so far substances 

and accidents are manifestations of the Real, and are identical to the Real, then ‘being’ is predicated 

synonymously.25 Although Qaysarī has a very different metaphysics from the school of Ibn Sīnā, 

Ṭūsī and Ḥillī, the underlying approach to predication with taškīk is similar. As a type of 

predication, taškīk is used to argue for the correct metaphysics in our understanding of the term 

‘being’. 

In another trend, figures such as Abū Ḥāmid al-Ġazālī (d. 1111) and Ibn Taymīyah (d. 

1328) extend taškīk beyond the specific scope of Ibn Sīnā’s metaphysics to address the broader 

question of how any term that is predicated of created things can be predicated of God.26 It is said 

that anything that is predicated of both God and created things is predicated more perfectly, and 

with priority, of God, and less perfectly, and with posteriority, of created things. This is a single 

meaning, but this meaning has different degrees of perfection and priority in its referents. This use 

of taškīk is important for ensuring the possibility to know and speak about God. If there were not 

a shared meaning in predications of God, then we would not be able to truly know or say anything 

about God. Both Ǧazālī and Ibn Taymīyah wanted to save us from an entirely negative theology. 

 Taškīk took on a new form in the philosophy of Mullā Ṣadrā. The various uses of taškīk 

until Ṣadrā were unified in that they were all theories of predication. The question of how to 

understand the metaphysical implications of ambiguous predication was present, but taškīk in itself 

                                                
23 Dāwūd al-Qayṣarī, Muqaddimat Fuṣūṣ al-ḥikam, in Sayyid Ḥasan Ḫumaynī, Taḥrīr-i tawḥīd: šarḥ-i muqaddamah-
i Dāwūd b. Maḥmūd Qayṣarī bar Fuṣūṣ al-ḥikam-i Ibn ʻArabī, ed. Sayyid Maḥmūd Ṣādiqī (Tehran: Muʼassasah-i 
Chāp va Našr-i ʻUrūǧ : Anǧuman-i ʻIlmī-i ʻIrfān-i Islāmī-i Īrān, 1395 [2016]), 318-319. 
24 Dāwūd al-Qayṣārī, Asās al-waḥdānīyah in id. Rasāʾil-i Qayṣarī bā ḥawāšī-i Muḥammad Riḍā Qumšah-ī, ed. Ǧalāl 
al-Dīn Āštīyānī (Mašhad: Mu'assisah-'i Chāp va Intišārāt va Girāfīk-i Dānišgāh-i Firdawsī, 1974), 49-50. 
25 Qayṣarī, Muqaddimat Fuṣūṣ al-ḥikam, 349. 
26 This issue is discussed by Jon McGinnis and Billy Dunaway in their forthcoming article on divine predication in 
Ġazālī and Maimonides. I thank Billy Dunaway for sharing a draft of this article and for discussing the relationship 
between divine predication and taškīk with me. 
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was not a metaphysical theory. Perhaps under Illuminationist (išrāqī) influence, in Ṣadrā taškīk 

became a metaphysical principle for unity and differentiation in the same thing, with gradual 

intensification.27 Ṣadrā was particularly concerned with the taškīk in being, although it is 

extendable to other things. It was Ṣadrā’s theory of taškīk that allows for the notion of taškīk in 

being itself, and hence the shorthand taškīk al-wuǧūd to refer to the theory. Although Ṣadrā’s 

theory transformed the Fārābian theory of predication with taškīk, it is also the centrality of taškīk 

for Ṣadrian metaphysics, still taught today in Iranian seminaries, that gives an important impetus 

for getting to grips with the genesis of predication with taškīk in Fārābī and its subsequent historical 

development.28 

 Instead of a straightforward progression from Late Antique commentaries on Aristotle to 

Ibn Sīnā, as illustrated by Treiger, in this history I have indicated that specifically Fārābī’s theory 

of predication with taškīk is central to the development of Aristotle’s pros hen homonymy. I have 

also indicated that the shift from transcategorial to divine predication took different forms and was 

tied up with broader metaphysical concerns. 

 

1.1.3 The translation of taškīk as ‘ambiguity’ 
 
I have chosen to translate taškīk as ‘ambiguity’. Literally, taškīk means the ‘creation of doubt’, 

derived from the Arabic term for ‘doubt’, šakk.29 Predication by means of taškīk creates doubt in 

                                                
27 Bonmariage has described Ṣadrā’s theory of taškīk as rooted in the Illuminationist tradition founded by Šahāb al-
Dīn al-Suhrawardī (d. 1191) (Bonmariage, Le Réel, 69-73). 
28 For a discussion of the contemporary debates on taškīk see Rizvi, Mullā Ṣadrā, esp. the first and last chapters. 
29 Although the most common meaning of š-k-k is ‘to doubt’, Bonmariage also points out that another meaning is 
‘disposer en série’. She tells us that it is with this meaning in mind that ‘modulation’ is an appropriate translation of 
taškīk (Bonmariage, Le Réel, 55). From an examination of the entries under š-k-k in the classical dictionaries Maqāyīs 
al-luġah by Ibn Fāris (d. 920), al-Ṣiḥāḥ by al-Ǧawharī (d. 1003 or 1010), and Lisān al-ʿarab by Ibn Manẓūr (d. 1311), 
it appears that one underlying meaning concerns the relationship between two points or the division of something. For 
example, the meaning of ‘doubt’ could be expressed as ‘vacillating between two views’. Another example is the term 
šakīkah that means ‘sect’. Similarly, š-k-k can also mean to pierce with a spear, and šikkah means ‘weapons’. Finally, 
Lane’s Lexicon lists a šikk as a covering that is put upon the backs of the two curved extremities of the bow, a šakkah 



 18 

the mind of the interlocutor as to whether a term is used with a single meaning, or with multiple 

meanings. Such a term is ‘ambiguous’ (mušakkik) and, literally, such a term ‘creates doubt’. By 

using the straightforward and literal translation of ‘ambiguity’ I highlight the epistemological 

problem at the heart of this type of predication. Taškīk reminds us of the gap between our ability 

to speak about the world, and what-there-is. As taškīk is consistently addressed as an issue of 

predication until Ṣadrā, I contend that it is best translated as ‘ambiguity’, even if philosophers after 

Fārābī use it to discuss metaphysical problems. The metaphysical implications of the problem of 

predication by means of taškīk are raised by the epistemological problem of how we understand 

terms that are predicated with taškīk.30 

 In modern scholarship, ‘modulation’ has become increasingly accepted as the standard 

translation of taškīk. The translation of taškīk as ‘modulation’ can be traced back to a doctoral 

dissertation on the Iranian cleric and revolutionary, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini (d. 1989) by 

Christian Bonaud, entitled Métaphysique et théologie dans les oeuvres philosophiques et 

spirituelles de l’Imam Khomeyni and completed in 1995 at École Pratique des Hautes Études, 

Université de la Sorbonne, Paris. This dissertation was subsequently published as a monograph in 

1997 entitled L’Imam Khomeyni, un gnostique méconnu du XXe siècle with a preface by Jean 

                                                
as a single piercing through two men on a horse. Thus the movement between two points, or the division of something, 
seems to be the underlying meaning of the root š-k-k. It also appears to have a predominantly negative or destructive 
meaning. To describe a person as being of different šikkah (muḫtalif al-šikkah) is to say they have a discordant 
character (tafāwut al-aḫlāq) (Lisān al-ʿarab). As a result, I am not convinced that the translation of taškīk as 
‘modulation’ can be entirely justified from a dictionary definition, and especially not from the language as was used 
in the time of Fārābī, Ibn Sīnā and Ṭūsī. 
30 This seems to have been recognised by Ġazālī in his Intents of the Philosophers where he says that a term in between 
homonymy and synonymy may be called mušakkik due to its wavering (li-taraddudihi) (Ġazālī, Maqāṣid al-Falāsifah, 
ed. Aḥmad Farīd al-Mazīdī (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmīyah, 2008), 18. The Arabic ‘wavering’ (taraddud) also 
means ‘hesitation’. Ġazālī seems to be saying that it is unclear if such a term falls under homonymy or synonymy, as 
it wavers or hesitates between the two. Apparently, this was also recognised by the Māliki legal jurist Šihāb al-Dīn al-
Qarāfī (d. 1285) from Egypt who explains that terms between homonymy and synonymy are called mušakkik because 
they cause doubt as to whether they should be classified as homonymous or synonymous. This is discussed by M. M. 
Y. Ali, Medieval Islamic Pragmatics: Sunnī Legal Theorists’ Models of Textual Communication (Richmond: Curzon, 
2000), 116. I take this reference from Treiger, “Transcendental”, 328n2. 
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Michot.31 Bonaud’s work studies the greatly underappreciated philosophical and mystical writings 

of Khomeini. However, Khomeini is a member of the Ṣadrian school of Transcendental 

Philosophy, and hence his theory of taškīk is entirely based on Ṣadrā’s metaphysical theory and 

greatly removed from the concerns of the earlier tradition. 

 From the perspective of Khomeini and the Ṣadrian school, Bonaud explains that taškīk is a 

theory of how a single idea can apply with different degrees of intensity, and according to different 

modalities, in different things. He justifies the translation of taškīk as ‘modulation’ as follows:  

Les définitions de la modulation correspondent tout à fait à l’idée que l’on veut 
exprimer: 1. chacun des changements de ton, d’accent, d’intensité, de hauteur dans 
l’émission d’un son, 2. passage d’une tonalité (mode) à une autre, 3. opération par 
laquelle on fait varier l’amplitude, l’intensité, la fréquence, la phase d’un courant 
ou d’une oscillation (onde porteuse) (Petit Robert, s.v.). Il n’y a plus qu’à transposer 
de manière à englober toutes les modalités du tashkīk.32 

 

Referring to the French dictionary definitions of ‘modulation’ (which correspond to the English), 

Bonaud argues that ‘modulation’ perfectly captures the notion taškīk. Just as ‘modulation’ refers 

to the changing tone, accent, intensity and volume in a sound, the variation of amplitude and 

frequency, or the oscillating of a wave, taškīk refers to the variation of intensity and modality in a 

concept, or in the reality of Being. Both Bonmariage and Rizvi follow and reference Bonaud’s use 

of ‘modulation’ in their studies of Ṣadrā.33 Rizvi argues that in the case of Ṣadrā’s metaphysics, 

‘modulation’ is the best translation of taškīk because it accounts for a scale of intensity and conveys 

a sense of unity with gradation.34  

While Ṣadrā’s metaphysical considerations may render ‘modulation’ an ideal translation 

of taškīk specifically in the Ṣadrian school, I contend that in philosophy before Ṣadrā, taškīk retains 

                                                
31 Christian Bonaud, L’Imam Khomeyni, un gnostique méconnu du XXe siècle (Paris: Al-Bouraq, 1997). 
32 Ibid, 190, n.241. 
33 Bonmariage, Le Réel, 54; Rizvi, 39-40. 
34 Ibid. 
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a primarily logical concern. This view is echoed by Caner Dagli who acknowledges that 

‘modulation’ would be an incorrect translation of taškīk prior to Ṣadrā because it goes beyond the 

questions of predication that taškīk is concerned with in those texts. Dagli argues that “most earlier 

thinkers would not have had in mind the notion of a unitary Being “modulating” in intensity but 

would only have had in mind how certain things are “said of” multiple beings.”35 Although Dagli 

settles on ‘equivocity’ to translate taškīk, he states that he uses this in the contemporary sense (akin 

to ‘ambiguity’) rather than the Scholastic sense that translates Aristotle’s ‘homonymy’.36 

To the best of my knowledge, Dagli’s reservations about ‘modulation’ have not been 

acknowledged or discussed in subsequent scholarship. On the contrary, ‘modulation’ appears to 

have become widely accepted as the translation of taškīk with the publication of Treiger’s article 

in 2012 (“Avicenna’s Notion of Transcendental Modulation of Existence (tashkīk al-wuǧud, 

analogia entis) and its Greek and Arabic Sources”). In several places Treiger equates modulation 

to the “unequal” participation, or partaking, in a meaning.37 However, he does not convincingly 

explain what about ‘modulation’ means unequal participation in a meaning. While ‘modulation’ 

works well for Ṣadrian metaphysics according to which there is a unitary reality of Being that 

‘modulates’, or oscillates and varies in modes and intensity, like an electromagnetic wave, to what 

extent this can be transferred to the Peripatetic metaphysics of early Arabic and Islamic philosophy 

is questionable.38 ‘Modulation’ appears to capture the primarily metaphysical meaning of taškīk in 

Ṣadrian philosophy, but Treiger does not adequately justify how it applies to the logical context. 

                                                
35 Dagli, Ibn al-ʿArabī, 65. 
36 Ibid. 
37 He tells us that taškīk refers to “modulated (i.e. unequal) participation of subjects in one and the same meaning” 
(“Transcendental”, 331), that unequal partaking in existence is what makes the term modulated (“Transcendental”, 
341) and that in the case of terms predicated by means of taškīk, “meaning is applied by modulation, i.e. is partaken 
of unequally by the various subjects of which the term is predicated.” (“Transcendental”, 345). 
38 Most significantly, members of the Ṣadrian school themselves view their theory of taškīk as one of the characteristics 
that distinguishes them from the early Peripatetics such as Fārābī and Ibn Sīnā. As they explain it, the Peripatetics 
consider there to be a world of distinct essences, which is distinguished from the Ṣadrian school’s notion of a 
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Despite Treiger’s lack of clear justification for the choice of ‘modulation’, the term has 

gained widespread acceptance in subsequent scholarship as a translation of taškīk. Treiger is 

followed by Robert Wisnovsky, Frank Griffel and Damien Janos.39 Moreover, the choice of 

‘modulation’ is defended by Griffel as “the established terminology”.40 Griffel clarifies the term, 

telling us that ““to modulate” means to vary in strength or, for instance, to vary the amount or the 

degree of something in something else.”41 The ‘modulation’ of being would thus mean that there 

are various, unequal degrees of being within beings, or that beings participate to various degrees 

in being. This raises two problems. Firstly, if we understand there to be modulation in being itself, 

this would require a metaphysics of participation which is absent in the early Arabic Peripatetics. 

Secondly, if we understand there to be modulation in the concept of being, we remain in the domain 

of logic which ‘modulation’ does not adequately capture. 

Overall, ‘modulation’ as a translation of taškīk in philosophy prior to Ṣadrā fails because 

it neglects the primary philosophical problem of this type of predication, i.e. the confusion of 

meanings and resultant doubt, that is perfectly captured by the literal translation of ‘ambiguity’. It 

additionally fails because it does not adequately capture the logical context of taškīk, or worse, it 

commits us to a metaphysics that is not properly defended. ‘Ambiguity’ makes better sense as a 

translation given the role of taškīk in logic and the study of fallacious arguments that are 

constructed on misconstruing such terms as being predicated synonymously. 

                                                
‘modulating being’ (wuǧūd mušakkak) that encompasses all beings (on this, see: Kamāl al-Ḥaydarī, Šarḥ Bidāyat al-
Ḥikmah, ed. Ḫalīl Rizq (Beirut: Dār al-Hādī li-al-Ṭibāʻah wa-al-Našr wa-al-Tawzīʻ, 2004), 61-65). As it is the very 
Ṣadrian notion of taškīk that members of the school consider to be the factor that distinguishes them from the 
Peripatetics, it makes little sense to map the Ṣadrian theory onto the earlier tradition when we consider how to translate 
the term.  
39 Treiger, “Transcendental”; Wisnovsky, “On the Emergence”; Griffel, “Ismāʿīlite Critique”; Janos, Avicenna. 
40 Griffel, “Ismāʿīlite Critique”, 222. 
41 Ibid. 
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Although taškīk would eventually be used to give answers to metaphysical problems, 

especially in Ṭūsī onwards, this must not cloud us from recognising its genesis as a logical theory. 

It must also not lead us to neglect its linguistic meaning of ‘ambiguity’ that provides significant 

insight into the purpose and role of the theory in protecting language from leading to false 

metaphysical conclusions. One of the important philosophical contributions the theory of taškīk 

makes is highlighting the gap between what-there-is and our ability to speak about it, the 

subsequent epistemological problems that arise, and the need to protect from fallacious arguments. 

 

1.2 The ambiguity of ‘being’ in the philosophy of Fārābī 
 
The theory of taškīk makes significant philosophical contributions to questions stretching back to 

Antiquity and it has attracted increasing attention in contemporary scholarship. However, there 

have not been any studies on its genesis in the philosophy of Fārābī and the broader context of 

Fārābī’s philosophical project which I argue are central to our understanding of the theory. 

Previous scholarship is well aware that the theory of taškīk originates in the Greek commentary 

tradition on Aristotle’s Categories and the question of pros hen homonymy, yet not enough 

attention is paid to why exactly this type of predication is referred to as predication by means of 

‘ambiguity’ (taškīk). As this new formulation is first found in Fārābī, I seek to address the broader 

context of Fārābī’s philosophical project and the significance of the term ‘ambiguity’ to designate 

pros hen homonymy. 

Moreover, the philosophical study of Fārābī in general has not received its full due. In part 

the overemphasis on Ibn Sīnā and the fame accorded to Fārābī as the “second teacher” after 

Aristotle (thanks to whom Ibn Sīnā could understand the Metaphysics) has meant that Fārābī is 
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often studied as a precursor to ideas fully expressed by Ibn Sīnā.42 There are notable exceptions 

which study Fārābī on his own terms, but few studies, if any, make Fārābī the focus when studying 

the history of an idea.43  

In order to gain a full appreciation of the ambiguity of ‘being’ as it is conceived of in 

Fārābī’s writings I give a brief introduction to Fārābī, followed by a discussion of his sources and 

the harmonization of his texts. I argue that in his logical writings, where Fārābī speaks about 

predication with taškīk, he identifies the problem of how to understand such terms. Yet in other 

texts, specifically those using an emanationist framework, Fārābī carries out the realisation of 

philosophy, as he conceives of it, by illustrating what-there-is. In this way, I question traditional 

divisions of Fārābī’s texts as either ‘Neoplatonic’ or ‘Aristotelian’, or as either exoteric or esoteric. 

One of the difficulties scholars encounter when studying Fārābī is that we know very little 

about his life. Several studies have already extensively discussed what we can and cannot know 

about it, so I keep biographical details here brief.44 Fārābī was probably born in the year 870 in the 

far East of the ʿAbbāsid Empire in present day Kazakhstan. Fārābī wrote in Arabic but it is debated 

whether he was an ethnic Turk or Persian. He moved to Baghdad, lived some years in the last 

                                                
42 Studies on Ibn Sīnā often include a preliminary section on Fārābī and how Ibn Sīnā develops his philosophy from 
that of Fārābī (for example: Amos Bertolacci, The Reception of Aristotle’s Metaphysics in Avicenna’s Kitāb al-Šifāʾ: 
a milestone of Western metaphysical thought (Leiden: Brill, 2006); Robert Wisnovsky, Avicenna’s Metaphysics in 
Context (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003). 
43 Recent books devoted to the study of Fārābī include: Damien Janos, Method, Structure, and Development in Al-
Fārābī's Cosmology (Leiden: Brill, 2012); Philippe Vallat, Farabi Et l'École d'Alexandrie: des prémisses de la 
connaissance à la philosophie politique (Paris: Vrin, 2004), both of which situate Fārābī in relation to the Greek 
tradition, and David DiPasquale, Alfarabi's book of dialectic (Kitāb al-jadal): on the starting point of Islamic 
philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), which studies Fārābī’s Book of Dialectic as a 
commentary on Aristotle’s Topics. When scholarship presents Fārābī within the broader history of philosophy, it is 
usually in relation to the Greek tradition and not in relation to Islamic philosophy beyond Ibn Sīnā and the Andalusī 
tradition. My study places Fārābī at the center of a long philosophical history from the Ancient Greek tradition to the 
modern period. 
44 The most recent synopsis of Fārābī’s life is provided in an excellent form in DiPasquale, Alfarabi’s, ix-xxi. A full 
list of Fārābī’s writings, along with information on the editions and translations of his texts, is available in ed. Ulrich 
Rudolph et al., Philosophy in the Islamic World. Volume 1: 8th-10th Centuries, tr. Rotraud Hansberger (Leiden: Brill, 
2017), 526-535 and Vallat, Farabi, 379-387. 
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pagan outpost Harran, and spent the last years of his life in Damascus under the Ḥamdānids. He 

passed away in 950. There are indications that his two major ‘Neoplatonic’ works The Opinions 

of the People of the Excellent City and The Political Regime were composed towards the end of 

his life.45  

In terms of religion, Fārābī was a Muslim although it is significant that he studied 

Aristotelian philosophy with Syriac-speaking Nestorian Christians Yuḥannā b. Ḥaylān (d. 910) 

and Abū Bišr Mattā b. Yūnus (d. 940) and his most famous disciple was the Jacobite Christian 

Yaḥyā b. ʿAdī (d. 974). Moreover, Fārābī held philosophical positions that were considered 

heterodox to the Islamic creed which famously led Ġazālī to later declare him outside the fold of 

Islam.46 Some contemporary scholars have also sought to disassociate Fārābī from Islam or 

revealed religion more broadly.47 Although this study is not concerned with Fārābī’s status as a 

Muslim according to the tenets of Islamic orthodoxy, I contend that Fārābī’s philosophy can be 

described as ‘Islamic’ in as far as it is born out of Islamic civilisation.  

Fārābī’s theory of predication with taškīk is a part of his broader concerns with how to 

understand language and the very possibility for human communication about what-there-is. This 

in turn can be better appreciated within the broader context of debates about language in his time. 

Debates about the nature of language and meaning as well as the relationship of Arabic to other 

                                                
45 Fārābī was sponsored by the Ḥamdānids at the court of Sayf al-Dawlah (r. 945-967). This is significant because it 
might be the context for why he composed The Excellent City and the Political Regime, two texts which I argue 
provide a practical illustration, or realisation, of Fārābī’s metaphysics. 
46 Abū Ḥāmid al-Ġazālī, The Incoherence of the Philosophers, tr. Michael Marmura (Provo, Utah: Brigham Young 
University Press, 2000), 1-4, 226. On Ġazālī’s refutation and declaration of the philosophers’ unbelief, see: Frank 
Griffel, Al-Ghazālī’s Philosophical Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 97-109. 
47 Philippe Vallat has argued that Fārābī considers Islam a false religion (Al-Fārābī, Le livre du régime politique, tr. 
Philippe Vallat (Paris: Belles Lettres, 2012), x-xi, xvi). Damien Janos has argued that Fārābī moved away from a 
monotheistic philosophy towards polytheism and that his philosophy cannot be described as Islamic (Janos, Method, 
302ff). Charles Butterworth has argued that Fārābī’s true views are different from what he expresses in exoteric texts 
designed to be in harmony with religious doctrines (e.g. Charles Butterworth, “Alfarabi (870-950): Reason, 
Revelation, and Politics” MUSJ 65 (2013-2014), 103-117). 
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languages were of major concern in Baghdad and Islamic thought more broadly.48 Such 

discussions are not unrelated to the Islamic belief that the Qurʾan is the direct, unmediated word 

of God revealed to the Prophet Muḥammad in the Arabic language. Such a belief can inevitably 

be said to inspire, directly or indirectly, reflections on language and meaning. I argue that Fārābī 

is an Islamic philosopher not only because he lived in a society under Islamic rule, but also in as 

far as he is concerned with questions of interest to Islamic civilisation.49 Specifically, these 

questions provide context for Fārābī’s designation of pros hen homonymy as ambiguous 

predication. 

 

1.2.1 Fārābī’s sources 

A full appreciation of Fārābī’s theory of the ambiguity of ‘being’ requires an understanding of his 

sources. In addition, the qualification of Fārābī as an ‘Islamic’ philosopher must be understood in 

light of his broader profile as a philosopher. To that end, in this subsection I introduce my approach 

to Fārābī’s sources. Fārābī wrote primarily in the Aristotelian tradition as it was transmitted into 

Arabic. In fact, Fārābī saw Aristotelian philosophy to be identical to the endeavour of philosophy 

itself, and in that sense to be a philosopher simply meant to do Aristotelian philosophy. He 

conceived of philosophy as an all-encompassing body of knowledge that unfolded throughout time 

                                                
48 Nadja Germann is currently working on the philosophy of language in Arabic during this time, on which she has a 
forthcoming book with John Marenbon. She gave a presentation at the Virtual Medieval Colloquium on 30 April 2020 
entitled “The Speaking Animal: Philosophy of Language in the Age of al-Fārābī” in which she examined the writings 
of Fārābī’s contemporaries concerning the philosophy of language. The famous debate between Abū Bišr Mattā b. 
Yūnus and Abū Saʿīd al-Sirāfī also exemplifies the concern for the philosophy of language, on which see: D.S. 
Margoliouth, “The Discussion between Abu Bishr Matta and Abu Sa'id al-Sirafi on the Merits of Logic and Grammar” 
in The Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland (Jan., 1905), 79-129. 
49 There is a long-standing debate about whether to refer to the philosophical tradition of which Fārābī was a part as 
‘Arabic philosophy’ or ‘Islamic philosophy’. The most recent contribution to this topic is Olga Lizzini, “Comment 
définir la philosophie dans un context? Autour des mots: “arabe”, “islamique”, “philosophie” in eds Jean-Baptiste 
Brenet and Olga Lizzini, La philosophie arabe à l’étude (Paris: Vrin, 2019), 271-295, who gives references to the 
history of the debate on p.271n2.  
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and found its pinnacle in Aristotle.50 The job of subsequent philosophers was to transmit this 

acquired body of knowledge and protect people from the dangers of sophistry and false 

philosophical reasoning. 

 However Fārābī also saw himself as the reviver of Aristotle in the face of Christian decline 

or other opponents who did not fully grasp Aristotle’s philosophy. He describes himself as reviving 

the study of the Posterior Analytics in its entirety after its study had been restricted by Christians.51 

Likewise, scholars have also remarked that Fārābī never acknowledges his Muslim predecessor 

Abū Yūsuf al-Kindī (d. 873) despite the fact that Kindī also studied and taught the works of 

Aristotle in Baghdad and was nicknamed the ‘philosopher of the Arabs’. There is substantive 

agreement among scholars that Fārābī was in fact diametrically opposed to the Kindī school of 

philosophy and initiated a new approach to the study of Aristotle focused on logic and language 

rather than Kindī’s Neoplatonic metaphysics.52 

                                                
50 For example, the trilogy beginning with the Attainment of Happiness proceeds with the Philosophy of Plato and 
culminates in the Philosophy of Aristotle. On the idea that it was with Aristotle that demonstrative philosophy was 
achieved, see: Ahmad Hasnawi, “L’Âge de la démonstration. Logique, science et histoire: al-Fārābī, Avicenne, 
Avempace, Averroès” in eds Graziella Federici Vescovini and Ahmad Hasnawi, Circolazione dei saperi nel 
mediterraneo. Filosofia e scienza (secoli IX-XVII) (Edizioni Cadmo, 2013), 257-281. Moreover, Fārābī equates the 
divisions of philosophical subjects with the divisions of Aristotle’s works. That is not to say he simply repeats what 
Aristotle says, but that he sees the divisions in subject matter of Aristotle’s books as representative of the subjects of 
philosophy itself. As Fritz Zimmermann points out, “It would be more accurate to say that the titles of Aristotle’s 
books here stand for the subjects of logic as such, just as the title of Aristotle’s Metaphysics has come to mean an 
independent branch of philosophy to us. Al-Farabi’s own treatises under the titles of Categories, De Interpretatione, 
etc. cannot be described as mere epitomes of their Aristotelian counterparts. They reorganize, and select from, 
Aristotle’s subject-matters with considerable freedom; and they draw on the whole range of known philosophical 
tradition.” (Fārābī, Al-Farabi's Commentary and Short Treatise on Aristotle's de Interpretatione, ed. tr. Fritz 
Zimmermann (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), xxiii). On this basis, I refer to Fārābī’s books that share titles 
with those of Aristotle’s works with their literal translation, rather than as commentaries or treatises on Aristotle’s 
works. For example, I refer to Fārābī’s Kitāb al-ʿIbārah/Peri hermēneias as the “Book of Interpretation”. 
51 Fārābī, Appearance, 604. On this see: Nicholas Rescher, “Al-Farabi on Logical Tradition” Journal of the History 
of Ideas 24.1 (Jan. - Mar., 1963), 127-132. Fārābī considered himself to be reviving and renewing the study of the 
Posterior Analytics. See: Zimmermann, Al-Farabi's Commentary, cvii-cviii. 
52 This view is found in the excellent survey of Greek sources in Arabic and Islamic philosophy by Cristina D’Ancona 
("Greek Sources in Arabic and Islamic Philosophy", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2019 Edition), 
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2019/entries/arabic-islamic-greek/>. For a more 
detailed analysis of how Fārābī breaks from Kindī’s view of metaphysics, see: Stephen Menn, “Al-Fārābī’s Kitāb al-
Ḥurūf and His Analysis of the Senses of Being”, AScPh 18 (2008), 59–97. At the beginning of The Aims of Aristotle’s 
Metaphysics Fārābī critiques those who consider metaphysics to be equivalent to theology (Aims, 34), which sounds 
like a critique of the Kindī school. 
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 Although scholarship recognises that Fārābī introduced a new turn in the study of 

philosophy after Kindī, he is often still portrayed as a disciple and inheritor of the late Antique 

Alexandrian Neoplatonic school of philosophy.53 Based in Alexandria in modern day Egypt, 

members of this school were famous for their commentaries on Aristotle, the harmonisation of 

Aristotle with Plato, and their curriculum of study beginning with prolegomena to Aristotle’s logic 

and culminating in the study of Neoplatonic metaphysics and henology. While some link to 

Alexandria is undeniable, in this study I emphasise instead Fārābī’s substantive reliance on 

Alexander of Aphrodisias as a primary source for his interpretation of Aristotle, especially in 

metaphysics, as well as his own creativity in the formulation of the theory of taškīk. 

                                                
53 This is the approach found most prominently in Philippe Vallat’s monograph on Farabi et l’école d’Alexandrie. 
More recently Vallat has equally emphasised the role of Simplicius in Fārābī’s philosophy (Philippe Vallat, “Le livre 
de l’un et de l’unité de Farabi: L’invention persane de la doctrine des transcendantaux” in eds Pascale Bermon and 
Isabelle Moulin, Commenter au moyen âge (Paris: Vrin, 2019), 211-241), still affirming that the most important source 
for Fārābī’s Aristotelianism is the Neoplatonic reception of Aristotle (ibid., 215), even if not specifically Alexandrian. 
The emphasis on the Alexandrian school for Fārābī is also found in Dimitri Gutas, “Paul the Persian on the 
classification of the parts of Aristotle's philosophy: a milestone between Alexandria and Bagdad”, Islam 60 (1983), 
231-267. Robert Wisnovsky has argued that the Ammonian synthesis which took place in the Alexandrian school 
forms the backdrop for many doctrines in Arabic and Islamic philosophy (Wisnovsky, Avicenna’s Metaphysics and 
id., “On the Emergence”).  

Research on the role of the Alexandrian school in Fārābī’s philosophy is important and should not be 
underestimated. Fārābī himself mentions the school of Alexandria as the source of philosophical knowledge in 
Baghdad in On the appearance of philosophy. However, I am cautious about overemphasising the Alexandrian school 
and have not highlighted its importance in this study. This is primarily because Fārābī’s theory of taškīk, which is my 
focus, does not appear to grow from the Alexandrian school. Moreover I think the history of philosophy in Arabic is 
not a straightforward transmission from the Alexandrian, or more broadly Neoplatonic schools. The use of the older 
Alexandrian-Athenian historiographical model has been abandoned in the study of Greek philosophy (Dominic 
O’Meara, “Alexandrian Aristotelianism vs. Athenian Neoplatonism: Critique of a Historiographical Model Applied 
to Early Arabic Philosophy” in Brenet and Lizzini, La philosophie arabe, 315-326). In addition, the immensely 
important role of Alexander of Aphrodisias in Arabic philosophy has been recognised (e.g., Cristina Cerami, 
“Alexander of Aphrodisias” in ed. Andrea Falcon, Brill’s Companion to the Reception of Aristotle in Antiquity 
(Leiden: Brill, 2016), 160-179; Emma Gannagé, “Alexander of Aphrodisias” EI3 (forthcoming)), although we are yet 
to fully understand why or exactly how this happens. Undoubtedly, the Graeco-Arabic translation movement 
constituted some sort of renaissance which transcends a simple history of transmission. 

In contrast, the goal of identifying Fārābī’s Greek sources is not to reduce his philosophical output to mere 
imitation or to deny to it any originality as has been described by Charles Butterworth (“Alfarabi”, 105; id., “How to 
Read Alfarabi” in Pál Fodor et al., More modoque: die Wurzeln der europäischen Kultur und deren Rezeption im 
Orient und Okzident. Festschrift für Miklos Maroth zum siebzigsten Geburtstag (Budapest: Forschungszentrum für 
Humanwissenschaften der Ungarischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2013), 335). Rather, one of the goals is to 
recognise that the history of philosophy is subtle and important shifts or developments need not occur in a radical 
reordering. Seeking Greek sources can be done simultaneously with recognising Fārābī’s philosophical acumen, 
contributions and originality. 
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Alexander of Aphrodisias was a commentator of Aristotle from Asia Minor who held an 

endowed chair of Aristotelian philosophy in the Roman Empire in the late second and early third 

centuries. In this study I show that Fārābī’s theory of being develops and builds on Alexander’s 

essentialist thesis according to which form and essence are the real explanans of the hylomorphic 

substance. Fārābī expands this into a theory of being whereby to be is for something to be what-

it-is. I argue that Fārābī’s metaphysics is much more his own interpretation of Aristotle mediated 

through Alexander than it is Neoplatonic. I map Fārābī’s essentialist metaphysics onto his 

discussions of emanation, the hierarchy of beings, and the hierarchically ranked meanings of 

‘being’. As such, the ambiguity of ‘being’ in Fārābī consists of the theory that ‘being’ is predicated 

ambiguously and its meanings reflect an essentialist metaphysics that grows out of Alexander. 

My emphasis on Alexander contributes towards painting an alternative story of the 

transmission of Ancient philosophy into Arabic, mirroring earlier work by Fritz Zimmermann. In 

his study of Fārābī’s commentary on Aristotle’s On interpretation Zimmermann has masterfully 

argued that Fārābī relies not on the Alexandrian tradition, but on the tradition of Alexander of 

Aphrodisias and Themistius. This leads Zimmermann to seriously doubt the importance of the 

Alexandrian school for Fārābī’s philosophy.  Zimmermann deserves to be quoted in full, not only 

because of his lucidity, but also because the incredibly dense nature of his study has meant that 

not all aspects of its conclusions are as widely appreciated as they could otherwise be. He tells us: 

“Even if there was a continuity of instruction in Alexandrian fashion, the substance 
of instruction was at no stage exclusively Alexandrian. […] If, as would appear, the 
pillars of the Baghdadian renaissance were Alexander and Themistius, neither of 
whom has been connected with Alexandria, it makes sense to talk of a continuity 
of Alexandrian tradition only in al-Farabi’s scheme of the history of philosophy 
according to which all Greek Aristotelians, on the strength of their spiritual 
connexion with the legendary school of Aristotle at Alexandria, would qualify as 
representatives of ‘Alexandrian’ tradition. The exegetical tradition of the true 
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Alexandrians of the sixth century was all but eliminated by the Arabic renaissance 
of Aristotelian studies.”54  

 

Similar to Zimmermann’s conclusions, through my study of Fārābī’s theory of predication with 

taškīk and the notion of ‘being’ as an ambiguous term, I consider that Fārābī’s philosophy 

represents a revival of Aristotelian studies with the interpretation of Alexander of Aphrodisias.  

In addition, the renaissance of the Greek to Arabic translation movement provided a 

context for this revival in which the efflourescence of translations and the burgeoning new Islamic 

civilisation undoubtedly inspired Fārābī’s unique contributions to the study of Aristotelian 

philosophy. An example of this is Fārābī’s theory of predication with taškīk to designate Aristotle’s 

pros hen homonymy. As I discuss in chapter three, the choice of the term taškīk (‘ambiguity’) and 

the epistemological problem it raises is, in my view, more closely tied to Aristotle’s Topics and 

Sophistical Refutations where he talks about the epistemological problems of homonyms or terms 

of many meanings. In this way, Fārābī creatively links a logical theory from the commentary 

tradition on the Categories to epistemological problems Aristotle raises elsewhere. Together with 

his essentialist metaphysics, Fārābī’s theory of taškīk can be read as his response and alternative 

to monism. 

 

1.2.2 The division or harmony of Fārābī’s texts 
 
The connection of Fārābī’s metaphysical essentialism with his logical theory of predication with 

taškīk lies within a much broader controversy of how to understand the nature of Fārābī’s different 

texts. It is clear to any reader of Fārābī that he composed a large range of texts which cover many 

areas of inquiry and which were aimed at different readerships. As such, the content of some texts 

                                                
54 Zimmermann, Al-Farabi’s Commentary, civ-cv.  
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might look quite different from others. Many of Fārābī’s texts that are propaedeutic or logical in 

nature appear authentically Aristotelian, whereas in a number of other texts a seemingly 

Neoplatonic emanationist scheme is central.55 Even more striking is that this Neoplatonic 

emanationist scheme is mapped onto the Ptolemaic planetary system. According to this scheme, 

God is the efficient cause of the cosmos and all that is, emanating being in a cascading overflow 

to all that is below. For three quarters of a century now, modern scholars have grappled with how 

to understand the role of Fārābī’s emanationist texts and their apparent disparity with his other 

writings. 

 The genesis in Fārābī of the theory we call “taškīk al-wuǧūd” relates to this other, bigger 

problem of how to understand emanationism in Fārābī’s philosophy. As I have explained, “taškīk 

al-wuǧūd” consists of two theories, the first of which states that certain terms are predicated 

ambiguously in a way that is in between homonymy and synonymy. The second theory is that 

‘being’ is one such ambiguous term, and that the understanding of its meanings reflects a 

metaphysical standpoint. In this subsection I propose that in his logical writings Fārābī presents 

these two theories, but it is only in his emanationist writings that the ambiguity of ‘being’ is 

illustrated and realised according to its metaphysical, cosmological and even political implications. 

Following Stephen Menn I argue that the emanationist texts carry out the program Fārābī sets up 

in the Book of Particles.  

 The problematic of Fārābī’s emanationist texts in modern scholarship was first discussed 

by Leo Strauss. In 1945 Strauss published an essay entitled “Farabi’s Plato” in which he advanced 

the idea that Fārābī’s Neoplatonic, emanationist texts constitute his exoteric views that conceal his 

                                                
55 The former include Fārābī’s commentaries on Aristotle’s works and general introductions to philosophy, while the 
latter include The Excellent City, The Political Regime, Selected Aphorisms. The division is somewhat arbitrary 
because some texts, such as On the intellect, do not fit neatly into either category. 
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true, esoteric views.56 According to Strauss, Fārābī’s true views of political organisation, 

knowledge and human salvation were antithetical to religion, and had to be concealed with 

Neoplatonic, emanationist theories that were more aligned to religious belief. Strauss’s arguments 

have found a reception among a number of his disciples, and particular points of which have been 

discussed and refuted by Philippe Vallat.57 

 Vallat greatly criticises the modern disdain for Neoplatonism which he believes is the 

reason scholars have consistently tried to deny a significant role to emanation or Neoplatonism in 

Fārābī’s philosophy, despite the outward meaning of the texts. Critiquing the method of preferring 

some texts over others in order to find Fārābī’s true views as unscientific, Vallat describes the 

Straussian methodology as nothing more than “la violence faite aux textes”.58 However Vallat 

himself, and others who criticise the Straussian methodology, do not necessarily problematise the 

division of Fārābī’s texts into two kinds. Instead, their problem lies with how we understand the 

relationship between the two.59 

 One of the most prolific scholars of the last forty years in Fārābian studies, Thérèse-Anne 

Druart has argued that Fārābī intended to separate Neoplatonic emanationism from his Aristotelian 

texts because he was aware that emanation was nowhere to be found in Aristotle. Fully cognisant 

that authentic Aristotelian philosophy does not involve emanation or God’s efficient causation of 

the world, upon Druart’s account Fārābī sought to complete Aristotle’s metaphysics which he 

                                                
56 Leo Strauss, “Farabi’s Plato” in Louis Ginzberg Jubilee Volume (New York: American Academy for Jewish 
Research, 1945), 357-393. Large parts of this article were reiterated and developed in the introduction to his book, 
Persecution and the Art of Writing (Glencoe: The Free Press, 1952), 7-21. 
57 Vallat, Farabi, 85-128. 
58 Ibid, 100. 
59 Vallat and others such as Damien Janos and Dimitri Gutas disagree with there being a hidden political agenda in 
Fārābī’s writings. They consider that his political philosophy is simply reflective of his metaphysics (Vallat, Farabi, 
192; Janos, Method, 38ff; Dimitri Gutas, “The Study of Arabic Philosophy in the Twentieth Century: An Essay on the 
Historiography of Arabic Philosophy”, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 29.1 (May, 2002), 5-25). Yet there 
is large agreement that Fārābī’s emanationist texts are at odds with his other texts (whether these other texts are 
described as his esoteric texts, or otherwise as his ‘Aristotelian’ texts). 
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found to be otherwise unsatisfying.60 Druart’s account is illuminating because it seeks to make 

sense of how Fārābī’s texts can be harmonised without resorting to esoteric and exoteric doctrines. 

More importantly, Druart introduces the view that Fārābī can approach the same subject from 

different perspectives.61 Building on this approach, Stephen Menn has used Fārābī’s Book of 

Particles to propose that Fārābī’s emanationist texts can in fact be seen as carrying out the program 

of his Aristotelian logic and metaphysics.62 In other words, there is no significant division in terms 

of doctrine between the different sets of texts, only method of exposition.63 

 I build on the groundwork laid by Thérèse-Anne Druart and Stephen Menn to develop my 

views on predication with taškīk and Fārābī’s theory of being as parts of his larger concern with 

how we can know and talk about what-there-is, an issue he addresses throughout his textual corpus 

from different perspectives. I make substantive use of the Book of Particles, building on the 

attention called to this text by both Druart and Menn.64 As Druart tells us, the Book of Particles 

presents an Aristotelian outlook focussed on ontology that sharply distinguishes metaphysics from 

theology or Neoplatonic emanationism.65 I take this text as a blueprint and starting point for 

analysing Fārābī’s metaphysics as presented in other texts.   

                                                
60 Thérèse-Anne Druart, “Al-Farabi and Emanationism” Studies in Medieval Philosophy 17 (1987), 23-43. David 
Reisman has preferred to describe this as the distinction between ‘curricular’ texts and those of Fārābī’s own synthesis 
(David Reisman, “Al-Fārābī and the philosophical curriculum” in eds Peter Adamson and Richard Taylor, The 
Cambridge Companion to Arabic Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 69n9). 
61 More recently Druart has explored the dual logical-metaphysical approaches to the categories. She has argued that 
Fārābī considers metaphysics to be the study of what grounds the categories and what is beyond the categories 
(Thérèse-Anne Druart, “Al-Fārābī, the categories, metaphysics, and The Book of Letters”, Medioevo 32 (2007), 15–
37. 
62 Menn, “Al-Fārābī’s”, 93-94. 
63 In an alternative way to understanding the relationship between Fārābī’s texts, Damien Janos has defended the 
developmentalist approach, with the emanationist texts representing a later development in Fārābī’s philosophy 
(Janos, Method, 235ff; id., “The Role of Developmentalism in the Study of Arabic Philosophy: An Overview and 
Some Methodological Insight” in Brenet and Lizzini, La philosophie arabe, 113-178). If Janos is correct, then Fārābī’s 
theory of taškīk in the Book of Harmony between the Two Sages Plato and Aristotle and Epistle in Response to 
questions posed (on which see chapter three) could be considered early formulations. However as I explain in chapter 
three, these texts can be harmonised with Fārābī’s other discussions of taškīk. 
64 Menn, “Al-Fārābī’s”; Druart, “Al-Fārābī, the categories”. 
65 Thérèse-Anne Druart, "al-Farabi", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2019 Edition), Edward N. 
Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2019/entries/al-farabi/> 
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Although I believe scholars are right to dismiss the exoteric-esoteric divide as a scientific 

methodology for studying Fārābī’s texts, I consider there to be an underlying importance in this 

approach. Philosophy for Fārābī is not simply theoretical, but also real and practical. To the extent 

that it is real and practical it also requires exposition and realisation. With Menn’s contention in 

mind that the emanationist texts can be seen as practical illustrations of Fārābī’s synthesis of 

Aristotelian theories, I consider the different styles of text to reflect different perspectives and 

achieve different goals without changing the underlying ideas. 

 As I argue throughout the central chapters of this dissertation, Fārābī’s emanationist system 

represents a hierarchy of beings based on a metaphysics of essentialism. Accordingly, beings are 

ranked in degree to the extent that they are what-they-are, or to the extent that they achieve the 

perfection in being, i.e. for something to be what-it-is without need of another. In this way, the 

emanationist, ‘Neoplatonic’ or ‘exoteric’ texts are actualisations or realisations of Fārābī’s 

essentialist metaphysics. 

 In a different view, Charles Butterworth has argued that Fārābī does not believe we possess 

knowledge of metaphysics.66 Upon this reading, Fārābī’s emanationist metaphysical system can 

only ever be a “likely story” that Fārābī tells in order to provide a pattern for political life.67 

Butterworth also sees the emanationist texts as illustrations, but rather than illustrations of Fārābī’s 

actual doctrine (as I argue), Butterworth considers that they are illustrations not to be taken 

seriously as Fārābī’s views.68 Similarly, while Butterworth acknowledges that practical knowledge 

does depend on knowledge of the way things are, he argues that this knowledge constantly eludes 

                                                
66 This is based on Fārābī’s statement at the end of the Philosophy of Aristotle that we do not possess metaphysical 
sciences although he also acknowledges the necessity of metaphysics (Aristotle, 132-133). 
67 Charles Butterworth, “Alfarabi’s Plato: A Tale of Two Cities” in eds Marcel van Ackeren and Orrin Finn Summerell, 
The Political Identity of the West: Platonism in the Dialogue of Cultures (Berlin: Peter Lang, 2007), 66. 
68 Ibid, 55. Butterworth also tells us the accounts are friendly to the basic tenets of revealed religion without a 
commitment to it (ibid, 69). This interpretation of Fārābī’s emanationist system as an exoteric account friendly to 
religion strikes me as odd because this system was rejected by the theologians of Islam. 
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us and hence practical knowledge can only be grounded on opinion.69 As a result, Butterworth 

argues that Fārābī’s philosophy is thus practical and concerned with political life and the 

achievement of perfection rather than metaphysics or theoretical knowledge. 

 Although I disagree with the view that Fārābī’s metaphysics is only a likely story and that 

his emanationist texts do not represent his true views, I think there is something valuable in 

recognising the role of the emanationist texts in the domain of practical philosophy for the purpose 

of realisation.70 Instead of understanding the emanationist writings as exoteric, rhetorical works 

that are at odds with Fārābī’s true views they are better understood as illustrations that are a part 

of Fārābī’s concern for the realisation of philosophy.  

In a number of texts Fārābī explores the development of language, crafts and philosophy 

in society over time. Although there is an order of being and the reality of things, this is inverse to 

the order in which philosophy is discovered and developed.71 Once philosophy has been fully 

achieved, as it was with Aristotle, the job of subsequent philosophers is to preserve this knowledge 

and realise it in society.72 In an excellent study rehabilitating Strauss’s reading of Arabic 

                                                
69 Ibid, 74-76. 
70 Muhsin Mahdi discusses the importance of realisation in Alfarabi and the Foundation of Islamic Political 
Philosophy (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2001), 56-62. Moreover, Charles Butterworth’s emphasis on 
practical philosophy does have a parallel to my reading of Farabi’s metaphysics. In specific, Butterworth’s emphasis 
on the perfection of beings in Fārābī’s practical philosophy mirrors my conclusions about the essentialist thesis. 
Butterworth tells us that Fārābī’s political philosophy is centered around how to gain or achieve human perfection, 
which he portrays as a primarily practical endeavour (“Alfarabi’s Plato”, 57, 70, 72, 75). Similarly, my reading of 
Fārābī’s essentialism tells us that beings are ranked according to the degree of their perfection in being what-they-are, 
which is attained through a process of substantification. While Fārābī’s metaphysics might look static, there is an 
unmistakable process metaphysics at play too whereby beings become what-they-are. One cannot but help see a 
mirroring of Fārābī’s practical philosophy as construed by Butterworth in the attainment or achievement of perfection 
in being according to the essentialist thesis. 
71 Following Aristotle, the order of discovery is inverse to the order of nature. Texts such as Fārābī’s Book of Particles 
Pt. II and the Philosophy of Aristotle proceed according to the order of discovery. In the Epistle on the intellect Fārābī 
tells us that the human intellect intellects beings in an inverse order to the Active Intellect because we begin with what 
is closer to us and less perfect in being and move towards what is more perfect in being but further away from us, 
while the Active Intellect begins with what is perfect in being (Intellect, §35-37). 
72 Emma Gannagé (“Y a-t-il une pensée politique dans le Kitāb al-Ḥurūf d’al-Fārābī” MUSJ 57, 229-257) has 
discussed how the problematic of the Book of Letters Pt. II revolves around language and religion as vehicles for 
transmitting and teaching intelligibles and which form does so in the most transparent way. She tells us that the role 
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philosophy, David Wirmer explains the constant tension between the deductive and 

developmentalist perspectives of philosophy in Fārābī’s thought that provides a helpful framework 

for the issue of realisation.73 

According to Wirmer, there is a tension between Fārābī’s theory of the development of 

philosophy in time which begins with pre-philosophical, opinion-based views, and the retroactive 

modification of such views to be deduced from philosophical knowledge. Ideally, religion, which 

is opinion-based, should be deduced from philosophy even though its form is not philosophical or 

demonstrative. This deductive perspective is one way through which philosophy is realised in 

society.74 I propose that Fārābī’s emanationist texts, in as far as they are illustrations of Fārābī’s 

                                                
of religion is to actualise the intelligibles known through philosophy using the language and categories of a given 
community. 
73 David Wirmer, “Arabic Philosophy and the Art of Reading. 1. Political Philosophy,” in eds Jean-Baptiste Brenet 
and Olga Lizzini, La philosophie arabe à l’étude (Paris: Vrin, 2019), 179-244. 
74 Wirmer distinguishes between the ideal way that religion relates to philosophy (the deductive perspective) and what 
actually happens in practice, which is usually the developmentalist perspective. The ideal, deductive perspective is in 
tension with what we actually find in the world where actual, real religion (not ideal religion) is not in line with 
philosophy. Rather than deducing religion from philosophy then, we must attempt to develop and cultivate what 
already exists to bring it into line with philosophy as much as possible. 

As Wirmer explains, Strauss’s motives in studying the “political philosophy” of Fārābī were to address the aporia 
concerning how philosophy arises from pre-philosophical conditions that it can never reach back to and put on a 
philosophical foundation. Philosophy arises from the world of opinion and must be practised in the world of opinion, 
which is the inescapable condition of all of philosophy, despite its less than ideal basis. Within the context of this 
aporia, Fārābī’s discussions of the relationship between philosophy and religion were thought to provide an important 
exploration of the problem.  

Fārābī’s ideal religion, although not necessarily actual religions, is supposed to be pre-philosophical in logical 
form but post-philosophical in content. It is prior in the order of discovery, hence not apodictic in method, but conveys 
the same content as what is known in philosophy at the end of the order of discovery in a way accessible to society at 
large. However, this ideal religion is posterior to philosophy in nature because it depends on philosophy for its content.  

Nevertheless, Wirmer convincingly argues that Fārābī is aware that this ideal religion is not what we actually find 
in the world. In addition to theorising the ideal religion, Wirmer shows that Fārābī is very much concerned with the 
tension at play between the ideal and actual religion. For example, actual religions habituate people into false opinions, 
just like actual language (taškīk is a case in point). This is where the importance of practical or political philosophy 
comes into play. On the significant debate about whether Fārābī had a political philosophy, see: Gutas, “The Study of 
Arabic Philosophy” and Charles Genequand, “Loi morale; loi politique: al-Fārābī et Ibn Baǧǧa” MUSJ 61 (2008), 
491-514). Part of the brilliance of Wirmer’s intervention is showing the two different perspectives Fārābī takes on 
religion, the deductive and the developmentalist, the latter of which entails a significant political philosophy.  

Taškīk as a phenomenon in language might be an example of something in an actual language analogous to actual 
religion. Perhaps from a deductive viewpoint it is not ideal but it is the inevitable fact of human language that attempts 
to describe what-there-is. Hence, from a developmentalist (rather than deductive) perspective the philosopher must 
attempt to theorise this type of predication, teach the student how to recognise it, and thereby protect society from 
sophistical argumentation, such as Parmenides’ monism. 
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essentialist metaphysics, should be understood in this light. They have the same philosophical 

content but use a different method of exposition. 

 With respect to predication with taškīk, Fārābī’s emanationist texts provide an illustration 

of how we are to understand the hierarchical ordering of the meanings of ‘being’. Fārābī’s specific 

discussions of taškīk are concerned with the theory of predication and the fact that terms that are 

predicated by means of taškīk, such as ‘being’ have many, related meanings. However, it is in the 

emanationist texts that we have clear illustrations of how beings are hierarchically ordered that 

allow philosophy to be realised in society on a practical basis.75 

 

1.3 Dissertation structure 

The ambiguity of ‘being’, if we conceive of it as a single theory in response to monism, lies at the 

nexus of the philosophy of language and metaphysics. As I focus on the origin of this theory in 

Fārābī, the main body of this dissertation that deals with Fārābī is three-fold. Firstly I address 

Fārābī’s philosophy of language (chapters two and three), secondly I move on to his metaphysics 

(chapters four, five, six), and thirdly I bring the philosophy of language and metaphysics together 

to look at how he refutes the monism of Parmenides (chapter seven). 

I begin in chapter two with an exploration of the relationship between language and being 

in Fārābī’s philosophy. In this chapter I explore how Fārābī theorises language to reflect what-

there-is, thereby giving an ontological foundation to language. I detail Fārābī’s discussions of how 

the morphological structure of words should reflect metaphysics, for example which types of 

utterances should be morphologically prior to others. This chapter shows how embedded Fārābī’s 

                                                
75 Butterworth has a meaningful discussion of how metaphysical principles are realised in society in Butterwoth, 
“Alfarabi’s Plato”. 
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philosophy of language is with metaphysics, but ultimately how language is mediated through 

human intellection of what-there-is, and thus is closer to what we intellect of being than to being. 

 In chapter three I examine the theory of predication with taškīk. I show that in Fārābī this 

type of predication is a species of homonymy that has its origins in Aristotle’s pros hen 

homonymy. I also explain the different classes of ambiguous terms depending on how their 

meanings relate to each other, and the variations of the theory in Fārābī’s various texts. I then 

explore the origins of the term taškīk and argue that it is a creative reformulation of pros hen 

homonymy as an epistemological problem concerning how to understand language. 

Having examined Fārābī’s philosophy of language, the relationship of language to being, 

and the theory of ambiguous predication, in chapters four to six I explore Fārābī’s theory of being 

and how this relates to the ambiguous predication of ‘being’. I build my argument on Fārābī’s 

essentialist metaphysics such that the many meanings of ‘being’ map onto essentially different 

beings hierarchically ranked according to their degree of perfection in being what-they-are. To 

start, in chapter four I consider Fārābī’s theory of the term ‘being’ (al-mawǧūd). I argue that 

Fārābī’s very conceptualisation of this term is based on essence as he understands the term to mean 

both the Greek copula esti and the active participle to on (‘what is’). I also propose that Fārābī’s 

understanding of the term ‘being’, and the relationship between the Arabic al-mawǧūd and al-

wuǧūd, may have been impacted by the Graeco-Arabic translators’ own interpretations of how to 

distinguish between the various Greek terms einai, esti and to on.  

With Fārābī’s understanding of ‘being’ in mind, in chapter five I explore all the texts where 

Fārābī discusses the ambiguous or homonymous predication of the term and how he places ‘being’ 

in a class of ambiguous terms that have multiple meanings hierarchically ranked in relation to a 

primary meaning. Although there appear to be competing primary meanings of ‘being’ (either the 
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sensible substance or the First Being, i.e. God), I argue that these different perspectives are 

reconcilable if we understand that the primary meaning of ‘being’ is for something to be essentially 

what-it-is without need of anything else.  

In chapter six I argue that the hierarchy of beings is according to their degree of perfection 

in being what-they-are. I begin with a discussion of Alexander of Aphrodisias’s essentialist thesis 

that equates the form in the hylomorphic compound to the differentia in a logical definition, and 

show how Fārābī expands it from a theory of substantial form to a theory of being. Fārābī makes 

an analogy between the wuǧūd (being-ness) of something as what makes it what-it-is and the 

differentia. From there I argue that Fārābī’s descriptions of the emanation of al-wuǧūd must be 

understood as a causal chain rather than an ontological continuum. 

I tie together chapters two-three and chapters four-six in chapter seven by examining 

Fārābī’s refutation of Parmenides’ theory of monism. I look at how Fārābī accuses Parmenides of 

sophistry by misusing the ambiguity of ‘being’ to construe it as only having one meaning. The 

source of the problem is misunderstanding the term ‘being’ to have only one meaning when in 

reality it has multiple meanings. In this way the ambiguity ‘being’ can be seen as a refutation of 

the monism of Parmenides. Subsequently Fārābī’s emanationist texts provide an illustration of 

how beings are structured, metaphysically and cosmologically. 

Finally in chapter eight I discuss the development and doctrinalisation of the theory that 

‘being’ is predicated ambiguously in a variety of philosophers post-Fārābī, culminating in the 

Ṣadrian tradition and contemporary Šīʿī thought. In this chapter I show how the ambiguity of 

‘being’ was transformed into a single, unified theory in Islamic philosophy. 
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Chapter 2 

Language and Being 

According to Fārābī, the acquisition of intelligibles (al-maʿqūlāt) is necessary for man’s eternal 

felicity.76 In that regard, correct philosophical instruction is crucial for every person for it is tied 

to man’s eternal salvation. Yet, in order for there to be correct philosophical instruction, human 

language must be an adequate vehicle for the transmission of philosophical truths. Fārābī builds 

an important philosophy of language on this basis, one that ties into his ontology, noetics and even 

anthropology.77 For our purposes, one of his most significant ideas is that human utterances must 

reflect both intelligibles and being, or, what-there-is out there in the world (al-mawǧūd).78 This 

tripartite relationship among utterances, intelligibles in the soul, and being external to the soul lies 

at the foundation of Fārābī’s philosophy of language and is even posited as a part of human nature. 

In this chapter I focus on the way that human language is said to reflect being and what this means 

for the correct understanding of language in philosophical argumentation and instruction. 

 The deeper and broader question that looms large in this study concerns the very possibility 

of language to truly reflect reality or what-there-is. In the relationship between language, 

intelligibles and beings, the reflection of being in language is mediated by the intelligibles in the 

soul. To what extent can language truly indicate what-there-is? Although Fārābī insists that 

                                                
76 In the opening lines of the Attainment of Happiness Fārābī tells us that among the four things necessary in human 
society for happiness in both this life and the next are the theoretical virtues. These are defined as the sciences the 
ultimate goal of which is to acquire the intelligibles of beings (al-ʿulūm allatī al-ġarad al-aqṣā minhā an tuḥṣal al-
mawǧūdāt wa-allatī taḥtawī ʿalayhā maʿqūlatan mutayaqqinan bihā faqaṭ), Attainment, 49. 
77 On the emergence of the philosophy of language in Fārābī, see: Nadja Germann, “Imitation, Ambiguity, Discourse: 
Some remarks on al-Fārābī’s philosophy of language,” MUSJ 66 (2015), 135-166. She explains that the acquisition 
of knowledge, and most importantly, its instruction, is necessary for human and societal happiness. This is said to be 
the basis for Fārābī’s philosophy of language as he investigates how language can be a reliable means of instruction. 
78 See the Commentary on Aristotle's On interpretation, 9, which I discuss below in section 2.1, and Particles §122 
which I discuss in section 2.2. On the translation of al-mawǧūd into English, itself a translation of the Greek to on, 
see chapter four. 
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language is ultimately tied to being, the extent to which this is possible will be the question that 

frames the chapter. Furthermore, the notion that utterances must be reflections of being renders 

utterances themselves an important site of metaphysical investigation. For if utterances ultimately 

reflect what-there-is, then according to this reasoning, by studying what Fārābī has to say about 

utterances we can learn something about his ontology. 

I begin this chapter by examining what Fārābī says about how language must be structured 

in order to explore what this might mean for his ontology. I track how Fārābī’s distinction between 

primary and secondary intelligibles, and its reflection in utterances, may be mapped onto his 

distinction between singularity and composition in noetics and ontology. As Fārābī explores 

priority in utterances, this is also tied to a priority in intellection and ultimately related to an 

ontological priority. I explore this priority in a bid to shed light on how deeply metaphysics 

penetrates Fārābī’s philosophy of language. 

Building on the understanding of the tri-partite relationship between language, intelligibles 

and being, and the ontological foundation of language, in chapter three I move on to explore the 

role of ambiguity (taškīk) in Fārābī’s philosophy of language. Ambiguity poses a significant 

challenge to the ideal harmony and mutually reflective nature of utterances, intelligibles and being 

because it allows for utterances to be predicated with multiple meanings rather than synonymously. 

Ambiguity thus grants ample possibility for the faulty understandings of language or potentially 

for the abuse of language in the form of sophistry. If language ought to reflect what-there-is, then 

ambiguous language can be misused to mislead or create confusion about what-there-is or what is 

the case. The relationship between language and being thus amplifies the danger of ambiguity. 

Throughout this chapter my goal is to demonstrate the nexus between language and 

metaphysics in Fārābī’s philosophy. While human language does not determine metaphysical 
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principles, through man’s natural disposition together with philosophical leadership, human 

language must ideally reflect what-there-is. Existing scholarship has already spoken about the 

relationship of language to intelligibles and how this pertains to Fārābī’s noetics and epistemology. 

Nadja Germann has extensively discussed how language needs to correctly indicate intelligibles 

for the preservation of knowledge. 79 On the other hand, my study brings out the ontological 

foundation to language. It remains to thoroughly explore what Fārābī’s discussions of priority in 

utterances mean for his ontology and how possible it is for language to reflect being. These issues 

underscore the relationship between metaphysics and the philosophy of language in Fārābī’s 

thought, itself the reason why it is so important to understand language correctly. If language is 

ultimately a reflection of being, and consequently that the correct understanding of language is 

imperative for a correct metaphysics, then any ambiguity in language becomes dangerous. The 

theory of ambiguous terms, and their relationship to metaphysics is thus highly significant for 

philosophical instruction. 

This chapter, together with chapter three, show the importance of correctly understanding 

human language for metaphysics, and are complemented by chapters four, five and six in which I 

study Fārābī’s theory of being. This chapter lays some of the groundwork for chapter seven by 

showing what is at stake ontologically when it comes to understanding the meanings of utterances 

and explaining how Fārābī can reduce a metaphysical theory such as monism to a logical and 

linguistic problem. 

 

 

                                                
79 See Germann, “Imitation”, esp. 141-147, where she discusses the relationship between thoughts and things. See also 
Roger Arnaldez, “Pensée et langage,” Studia Islamica 45 (1977), 67-65, where he discusses the way intelligibles are 
reflected in language. 
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2.1 Utterances, intelligibles and being: the ontological foundation of language 

To some degree, Fārābī maintains that utterances are conventional. For example, as far as the 

actual words are concerned, there is no significance to the fact that we say ‘house’ in English but 

bayt in Arabic or oikos in Greek. The choice of attaching a given sound to a particular thing is by 

convention only.80 In his commentary on Aristotle’s On interpretation, Fārābī explains that the 

choice of utterances cannot be natural because this would necessitate a single language, whereas 

in reality we have multiple languages that indicate a single set of intelligibles.81 Likewise, Fārābī 

recognizes the discipline of grammar as relative to the rules of each language.82 Yet, at the same 

time, for Fārābī, utterances are not a random collection of sounds to which humans collectively 

decide to assign meanings. In this section I explain how, in order for a language to be 

philosophically sound, there must be a structure to these utterances that reflects both the structure 

of the intelligibles they indicate and what-there-is (al-mawǧūd),83 with the result that the structure 

of language rests on the structure of being as its foundation. These underlying structures will, 

ideally, be present in all human languages, both in the logical formulation of sentences, and more 

interestingly, in the morphological structure of words.84 

                                                
80 See: Thérèse-Anne Druart, “Logic and language” in The Routledge Companion to Islamic Philosophy, eds. Richard 
C. Taylor and Luis Xavier López-Farjeat (New York: Routledge, 2016), 73-76 and the relevant passages from the 
Commentary on Aristotle's On interpretation that she quotes. 
81 Commentary on Aristotle's On interpretation, 11-12. Here Fārābī says that there are in fact multiple languages, and 
they all relate to a single set of intelligibles and that the relationship between utterances and intelligibles is purely by 
convention and legislation (bi-waḍʿ wa-šarʿ sāḏiǧ). 
82 Enumeration, 68. 
83 Nadja Germann has also recognnised that Fārābī’s position is much “more complex” than the straightforward 
conventionalist view. She also demonstrates that according to Fārābī, language is not arbitrary because people, through 
their natural dispositions, seek to make language resemble intelligibles, “Imitation,” 12. 
84 There can be said therefore to be a degree of naturalism in Fārābī’s philosophy of language in as far as conventional 
languages must share a degree of conformity to the natural order in their reflection of intelligibles. In his introduction 
to and study of Fārābī’s commentary on Aristotle’s On interpretation, Zimmermann addressed the issue of Fārābī’s 
investment in a “logical language” which he describes as “a half-way house on the way to proper symbolism”, 
Zimmermann, Al-Fārābī’s, xliv. While I do not entirely disagree with Zimmermann, he did not discuss the fact that 
Fārābī’s logical language not only exhibits logical structures, it is also, ultimately, a reflection of being. 
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 It goes without saying that when Fārābī discusses the reflection of intelligibles and being 

in language he is conceiving of the ideal human language. The ideal human language reflects 

intelligibles and being, and it is not the case that any utterances made by people in any way 

determine what-there-is. Language reflects being but does not determine it. Yet what makes 

Fārābī’s theory unique is that the ideal human language is not entirely distinct from natural human 

language. The latter is guided by the natural human disposition (al-fiṭrah) which aims to make 

language reflective of intelligibles and being. When it falls short, it is for their leaders (mudabbirū 

umūrihim) to do so by legislating utterances.85 

In this section 2.1 I examine the basis for the relationship between utterances, intelligibles 

and being in Fārābī’s texts. I look at the various places where Fārābī discusses this tripartite 

relationship and focus on showing the reflection of being in utterances. Subsequently, in 2.2 I 

examine the mechanics of the language-being relationship to draw attention to what Fārābī’s 

reflections on language might mean for his ontology. 

As I discuss the relationship between utterances, intelligibles and being, it is important to 

clarify meaning and reference in Fārābī’s philosophy. Fārābī sees meaning and reference as 

organically related and makes no terminological distinction between the two. As a result, it is 

possible for Fārābī to say that an utterance both indicates a ‘meaning’ and a ‘thing’, glossing over 

the distinction between indicating a meaning and referring to a thing.86 This is not to say that Fārābī 

was ignorant of this distinction. In fact, the opposite is true, because as I explore below, Fārābī 

articulates clearly the distinction between the meanings or intelligibles of language and the things 

                                                
85 Particles §122. By “their leaders” Fārābī means, ideally, the philosophers as it is only the rule of the philosophers 
that can achieve happiness in the city. On this, see The Excellent City 5.7-14. 
86 For example, Particles §123 discusses utterances as indicating meanings and also as indicating concrete individuals 
and particulars (al-aʿyān wa-al-ašḫāṣ). 
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themselves referred to by utterances. However, the intelligible is what the mind abstracts in a 

natural process from the reference. The two are thus conceptually distinct but naturally related.87 

An additional and related terminological clarification that needs to be made is the 

difference between meaning (maʿnā) and intelligible (maʿqūl). We will see that in certain places 

Fārābī discusses utterances as indicating meanings whereas in others he tells us that utterances 

indicate intelligibles. However, it appears to me that he uses the terms in the same way in these 

cases, primarily because at times Fārābī refers to intelligible meanings (al-maʿānī al-maʿqūlah), 

i.e. to meanings that have been intellected.88 This implies that when Fārābī speaks of meanings 

and intelligibles both terms refer to intelligible meanings. Despite being interchanging, properly 

speaking they are distinct concepts. The reference to ‘intelligible meanings’ implies that meaning 

may exist regardless of whether it is intellected. Similarly, it is also important to note that the 

intelligible is a much broader category than simply the intellected meaning, consisting rather of 

everything that is immaterial, such as the celestial spheres in addition to intelligibles in the soul. 

For our purposes however, when Fārābī speaks of either the meaning or the intelligible indicated 

by language, there does not appear to be a distinction.89 

                                                
87 In the Book of Particles Fārābī tells us that the intelligible and what is intellected are identical (§67). On this, see: 
Kristell Trégo “Aristote à Bagdad. Catégories et métaphysique.” Les Études philosophiques 183 (2018), 411. In his  
study of maʿnā in classical Arabic texts (Alexander Key, Language between God and the Poets: Maʿnā in the eleventh 
century (Oakland: University of California Press, 2018) Alexander Key shows that while scholars writing in Arabic 
were negotiating the relationships among language, intelligibles and things, they were not negotiating contemporary 
(Anglophone) sensitivities to the boundaries between them. Arabic accounts use maʿnā to describe the relationship 
between language and intelligibles and also the relationship between intelligibles and reality, while the word ḥaqīqah 
(truth) was used when these relationships were accurate. As Key puts it, Arabic has a conceptual vocabulary in which 
epistemology and ontology bleed into each other (Language, 6). However, this does not mean philosophers writing in 
Arabic were unaware of a distinction between epistemology and ontology. What deserves more attention is the nature 
of the relationship between the two, which Key does not elaborate on satisfactorily. I thank Billy Dunaway for 
discussing Key’s book with me. 
88 For example, Particles §29 and §129. 
89 Germann remarks that Fārābī uses ‘meaning’ and ‘intelligible’ “more or less interchangeably”, but “it appears that 
he tends to speak of ma‘qūlāt [intelligibles], if he aims to refer to the quasi-physical entity, i.e., the mental act, 
occurring in the mind. He seems to prefer ma‘nan [meaning], by contrast, if the emphasis is on the intentional content 
of this act, so to speak on its ‘meaning’.” Germann, “Imitation”, 142n19. Key translates maʿnā as “mental content” to 
convey the idea of it being the content resulting from the intellection of things. 
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To turn to Fārābī’s texts, it has already been signaled by Thérèse-Anne Druart that in the 

Enumeration of the Sciences Fārābī defines the subject matter of logic as both utterances and 

intelligibles in as much as the former indicate the latter.90 This tells us that utterances are not 

entirely separate or as removed from their meanings as they might be if the subject matter of logic 

were restricted to intelligibles alone. In this regard, Fārābī also furnishes us in the same text with 

a discussion on the term manṭiq (logic) in which he expands on the relationship between utterances 

and intelligibles. The Arabic word for logic, manṭiq, is morphologically derived from the root word 

nuṭq, speech. Fārābī gives us three meanings of the word nuṭq and explains that as a discipline 

logic relates to all three of them:  

 توصلاب جراخلا لوقلا اهدحأ :ناعم ةثالث ىلع ءامدقلا دنع لاقت ةظفللا هذهو .قطنلا نم قتشم هنأ كلذو
 لدت يتلا تالوقعملا وهو سفنلا يف زوكرملا لوقلا يناثلاو .ريمضلا يف امع ناسللا ةرابع نوكت هب يذلا وهو
 ام نود ناسنإلاب صاخلا زييمتلا زيمي اهب يتلا ناسنإلا يف ةروطفملا ةيناسفنلا ةوقلا ثلاثلاو .ظافلألا اهيلع
 نيب زيمي اهبو ةيورلا نوكت اهبو عئانصلاو مولعلاو تالوقعملا ناسنإلل لصحي اهب يتلا يهو ناويحلا نم هاوس
 .حيبقلاو ليمجلا

[The term manṭiq] is derived from nuṭq, and this utterance is said by the Ancients 
according to three meanings:  

1) One of them is speech externalised through sound. This is that through 
which the tongue expresses what is in the consciousness;  
2) The second is speech embedded in the soul, and this is the intelligibles 
that utterances indicate;  
3) The third is the faculty of the soul to which man is naturally disposed, 
that through which man can be specifically distinguished from other 
animals, and it is that through which man attains intelligibles, sciences and 
crafts, and that through which there is deliberation, and that through which 
the good is distinguished from the bad. (Enumeration, 78) 91 

 

                                                
90 Druart, “Logic and language”, 71. Interestingly she points out that Ibn Sīnā rejects this view and that the later logical 
tradition is more removed from language. 
91 Manṭiq is a translation of the Greek logikē, and nuṭq is (one of the) translations of logos. The meanings of nuṭq that 
Fārābī ascribes to the Ancients can all be found in Plato and Aristotle (see for example, Plato, Theaetetus 189e6-
190a7, and Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1102a27-28). The meanings of the Greek logos are vast and the term had a 
number of translations into Arabic, including kalimah and qawl. 
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Subsequently Fārābī concludes by telling us that the discipline of logic is referred to as manṭiq 

because it encompasses all three of these meanings of nuṭq. He tells us that manṭiq gives rules for 

both the inner and outer speech, the first two meanings of nuṭq, and it directs (yuqawwim) the third 

meaning of nuṭq, which he describes as man’s natural predisposition (fiṭrah) through which he 

attains intelligibles.92 Based on this description, the way logic gives rules for both the utterances 

we externalise and the intelligibles within the soul reveals how utterances mirror intelligibles. 

Moreover, the role of logic in directing man’s natural predisposition to speech and the attainment 

of intelligibles, which is the third meaning of nuṭq, establishes a close relationship between 

utterances and intelligibles by rendering the logical alignment of language and intelligibles not 

only an ideal, but a part of human nature. 

 In a similar passage in the Book of Particles Fārābī explains the meanings of the term 

‘category’ (Ar. maqūl, pl. maqūlāt; Gr. katēgoria, Eng. ‘thing said’), this time demonstrating the 

relationship between utterances, intelligibles and being. He says that the word maqūl can refer to 

(1) simply what is uttered, i.e. the vocalised sound; (2) the utterance that indicates something, i.e. 

the utterance along with its meaning; (3) the thing indicated by the utterance, i.e. the reference of 

the utterance; (4) the predicate, i.e. the vocalised sound as it is predicated of some thing; (5) the 

intelligible, i.e. the intelligible without the utterance. The distinctions of these meanings make it 

clear that Fārābī conceptually distinguishes between meaning and reference even if he sees them 

as naturally related and makes no terminological distinction. Fārābī explains that we use the term 

maqūl to refer to the categories because the categories are simultaneously the references of 

                                                
92 Enumeration, 74-77, 78. Although logic is said to give the rules for outer speech, Fārābī gives the qualification of 
how logic differs from grammar in this regard. Grammar is concerned with the rules of a particular language whereas 
logic is concerned with the rules of speech universal to all languages. This shows us that while there is a conventional 
nature to language, evident in the existence of different languages, there is also a degree of universality. As I show in 
the following pages, this universality is based on the fundamental structures a language must adhere to in order to 
reflect intelligibles. 
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utterances, the utterances predicated of sensible objects, and the intelligibles of those sensible 

objects.93 In other words, the categories are simultaneously utterances, intelligibles and beings, 

revealing more than just the two-way relationship between utterances and their meanings found in 

nuṭq.  

Fārābī expands upon this notion in the Long commentary on Aristotle’s Categories where 

he tells us that in metaphysics the categories are real beings, whereas in logic they are parts of 

speech.94 Their exact status depends on the context involved. The explanations of nuṭq and maqūl 

are helpful for illustrating the notion that different things can mirror each other, or conversely, that 

they may be considered one thing that can be viewed from different perspectives. This is the lens 

                                                
93 Particles* §6. In addition, he says the category can mean the thing defined and the thing marsūm. 
94 This text is only preserved in medieval Hebrew translation, edited and translated into English by Mauro Zonta. The 
English translation of the relevant passage is as follows: 
“However, philosophy is also made up of these genera, and of what is included within them and employed in 
philosophy: the categories are the foremost of the subjects of philosophy. Philosophy - in particular, the first 
philosophy - and the art of logic share them, except that in philosophy categories are considered only as far as they 
refer to real beings: in fact, the categories are concepts, still they are concepts of characteristics and entities that really 
exist. So, philosophy studies the categories, as far as they are concepts of beings, and studies the way in which each 
of them exists; on the contrary, logic studies the categories as far as they are predicated of sense objects and they let 
us know about these sense-objects. Logic studies what is the information given by each of those categories and the 
predication of each of them, and it studies categories as far as they are predicates of each other and they let us know 
about each other, (1.) what and which it is, (2.) how it is, (3.) whether it exists and (4.) why it exists; and the categories 
are taken with these qualifications as far as they are signified by expressions. 

In philosophy, categories are considered only as far as we think of real beings when thinking of them, or as far as 
they are imitation of real beings - it depends on the way we think of each of them. In logic, on the contrary, categories 
are considered as a sort of imitation of the expressions that indicate them, either as far as expressions imitate them, or 
as far as they are imitated through expressions. So, when categories are dealt with in philosophy, it is said that they 
are "genera of the beings," and sometimes it is said that they are "categories of the beings"; in logic, on the contrary, 
we call them "categories" without involving the being. In fact, although these concepts are argued by means of 
expressions, they are also based on the being; however, they are not considered as beings, each having an existence 
of its own, but as having the abovementioned qualifications et similia, as it has been explained many times in many 
places.” Long Commentary on Aristotle’s Categories ((Ed. tr.) Mauro Zonta “Al-Fārābī’s Long Commentary on 
Aristotle’s Categoriae in Hebrew and Arabic: A critical edition and English translation of the Newly-found Extant 
Fragments” in Binyamin Abrahamov (ed.), Studies in Arabic and Islamic Culture II (Ramat-Gan: Bar-Ilan University 
Press, 2006)), 199-200.  

In the Short Commentary on Aristotle’s Categories (II), Fārābī tells us that within logic the categories are 
considered from the perspective of their relationship to particulars and to utterances, and neglects to mention 
metaphysics (Short Commentary on Aristotle’s Categories (II), 26). For a thorough discussion of how Fārābī 
approaches the categories and their relationship to metaphysics, see: Thérèse-Anne Druart, "Al-Fārābī, the Categories, 
Metaphysics and The Book of Letters," Medioevo 32 (2007), 15-37. 
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through which I will approach Fārābī’s philosophy of language and the reflection of utterances, 

intelligibles and being. 

The tripartite relationship between utterances, intelligibles and being is made explicit at the 

very beginning of Fārābī’s commentary on the On Interpretation which he opens with a discussion 

of the axioms a logician must know: 

 تادوجوم ةلمجلابو تاسوسحم انهاه نأ ملعي نأ اهفرعي نأ قطنملا يف عرش نمل يغبني يتلا لئاوألا نم
 هذه ةبسن ملعن نأ يغبنيو .طوطخو ظافلأو سفنلا يف تاليختمو تاروصتمو تالوقعم مث سفنلا جراخ
 تادوجوملا امهو نيفرطلا ىلإ ةبسن اهل ثيح نم تالوقعملا يف رظني قطنملا ملع بحاص نأل ضعب ىلإ اهضعب
 ىلإ ةبسن اهل ثيح نم اهسفنأ ظافلألا يف اضيأ قطنملا بحاص رظنيو .ظافلألاو سفنلا جراخ يتلا
 .تالوقعملا

Among the axioms that one who begins in logic must know is that there are: 
1) Sensible things, and in sum, beings external to the soul; 
2) Then, intelligibles, things conceptualized and things imagined within the soul; 
3) And utterances and writing. 
We must know the relation of these to each other because the logician examines 
intelligibles from the perspective of having a relation to both sides, namely the 
beings that are external to the soul, and utterances. The logician also examines 
utterances themselves from the perspective of having a relation to intelligibles. 
(Commentary on Aristotle's On interpretation, 9) 

 

This passage is highly significant for demonstrating that utterances themselves have a logical 

significance in as far as they have a relation to intelligibles. Furthermore, it establishes that 

intelligibles in the soul mediate between what is external to the soul, namely things or beings, on 

the one hand, and the utterances we use to communicate about them on the other. Slightly further 

on in the commentary Fārābī affirms that the relation between intelligibles and beings external to 

the soul is one attained by nature (nisbah ḥāṣilatan bi-al-ṭabʿ).95 If such a relation is natural, the 

reflection of intelligibles in language, is ultimately a reflection of the beings those intelligibles 

                                                
95 Commentary on Aristotle's On interpretation, 12. 
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relate to. This in turn raises the question as to what extent an investigation of the intelligibles 

represented by language can speak to Fārābī’s ontology.  

For Fārābī, at the heart of the philosophy of language is the question of language as a 

vehicle to convey information about what-there-is, i.e. about the world. It is thus critical that 

language itself be an accurate representation of what it indicates. This interplay between language 

and being, mediated through intelligibles, is expanded in the Book of Particles. In Part Two of this 

text Fārābī gives an introduction and illustration of the way language reflects intelligibles and 

being. This theory is critically developed in Part One.96 In what follows I examine the relevant 

passages to explore the ontological foundations of language in Fārābī’s thought and to what extent 

ontological conclusions can be drawn from a reflection on language. Through a detailed and close 

reading of passages from the Book of Particles I detail the relationship between utterances and 

being in order to eventually highlight what can be at stake when the meanings of an utterance are 

incorrectly understood. For if language has such a close relationship to its ontological foundation, 

its misunderstanding by way of ambiguity can present a serious philosophical concern. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
96 Stephen Menn has posited that Part Two was originally the introductory or first part of the Book of Particles, see: 
Stephen Menn, “Al-Fārābī’s Kitāb al-Ḥurūf and His Analysis of the Senses of Being”, AScPh 18 (2008), 66. I think 
this is likely. In addition to Menn’s reasoning, it is also noteworthy that the technical language Fārābī develops in Part 
One in relation to the philosophy of language is entirely absent in the discussion he presents in Part Two relating to 
the same topic. The passage of Part Two quoted below discusses only universals and accidents. Discussions of 
composition, singularity, utterances that encompass a this-something and utterances that are detached from the this-
something are distinctly absent, although they are pervasive in Part One. Taken together with Menn’s reasoning, I 
agree that Part Two was most likely originally an introduction to the history and development of language, hence why 
the technical vocabulary is not present. 
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2.2 The ontology within language  

Part Two of the Book of Particles provides a somewhat historical view on the development of 

language.97 It is here that Fārābī tells us it is a part of human nature for language to imitate 

meanings and what-there-is (being):  

 اودّمعتي نأ ريغ نم مهرَطِفب اوبلط ملعلاو ءاكذلا ىلإ ةلئام تناكو لادتعا ىلع ةّمألا كلت رَطِف تناك نإف
 ،دوجوملاو يناعملاب اهبش برقأ اهولعجي نأو يناعملا ةاكاحم يناعملا ىلع ةّلاد لعجت يتلا ظافلألا كلت يف
 ّىنأتي ام رثكأ ىلع يناعملا ماظتنا بسحب مظتنت نأ ظافلألا كلت يف ّىرحتت نأل اهرَِطفب مهسفنأ تضهنو
 .يناعملا لاوحأ نم هبشلا يف اهلاوحأ برقت نأ يف دَهتجُيف ،ظافلألا يف اهل

If the natural dispositions of [a] nation are moderate and incline towards 
intelligence and knowledge, then by their natural dispositions without doing so on 
purpose they will seek in those utterances that are made indicative of meanings the 
imitation of the meanings to make them closer in resemblance to meanings and 
what-there-is. And their souls will embark, by their natural dispositions, to attend 
to those utterances such that they are ordered according to the ordering of meanings 
as much as is feasible for them in utterances. Thus, effort is made to approximate 
their states to resemble the states of meanings. (Particles §122.) 

 

This passage is significant for establishing that language reflects intelligibles and being in its very 

structure,98 which will be elucidated further below.99 Even though Fārābī, characteristically, does 

                                                
97 See Germann, “Imitation,” 147-54 for another discussion of the texts examined here from Particles Part Two.  
98 Similarly, in Part One of the Book of Particles Fārābī remarks that the form of an utterance, i.e. its morphological 
structure, indicates something in itself regarding its meaning: 

 لَعجُي ّمث ،اّم لاحب ىنعم ىلع وأ ىنعمب اّم ءيش ىلع هسفنب الاد نوكي اّم ةَيْنِبو اّم لكش ىلع اظفل ّنأ هملعت نأ يغبني ّاممو
 رئاس هيلع ّلدت ام ىلع اّم ءيش يف  ّلدي ّقتشم ةينب هتينب نوكتف ؛لاحلا كلت نع دَّرجم رخآ ىنعم ىلع الاد هنيعب ظفللا كلذ
 .تاّقتشملا رئاس هيلع ّلدت ام ّلك نع دَّرجم رخآ ىنعم ىلع ةلالدلا يف اهنيعب ةينبلا كلتب لَمعتسُيو ،تاّقتشملا

Of what which you must know is that an utterance of some form and some structure is indicative 
through itself of something, through a meaning or of a meaning, through some state. Then that 
utterance is made itself indicative of another meaning, abstracted from that state, so its structure will 
be a paronymous structure that indicates something such as all paronyms indicate, and it will be 
used with that structure itself to indicate another meaning abstracted from everything that paronyms 
indicate. Particles §21. 

99 In this passage and throughout the Book of Particles, Fārābī refers to language as indicating meanings rather than 
intelligibles. As I explain at the start of this chapter, I consider their usage to be interchangeable for our purposes. 
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not spell out a comprehensive system to explain how this tripartite relationship between utterances, 

intelligibles and being is played out, he does offer a number of remarks and illustrations.100 

 Firstly, in Part Two, Fārābī illustrates the idea that each letter within a word indicates a 

meaning:  

 نايعألا ىلع ةّلاد ظافلأ اهنمو ،تاّيّلكلا ىلع ةلمجلابو عاونأو سانجأ ىلع ةّلاد ظافلأ اهضعب نذإ ظافلألاف
 اولعج يناعملاب ظافلألا هبش >اوبلط< اذإف  .صوصخلاو مومعلا يف لضافتت ّةّيلكلا يناعملاو  .صاخشألاو
 يناعملل نوكتو ،ةريثكلا ءايشألا كلت ّمعي هنيعب دحاو ظفلب ةريثك ءايشأّ معي دحاو ىنعم نع ةرابعلا
 .ةنيابتم ظافلأ ةنيابتملا يناعمللو ،صوصخلاو مومعلا يف ةلضافتم ظافلأ صوصخلاو مومعلا يف ةلضافتملا
 لعجت كلذك ،اهيلع بقاعتت ضارعأ اهيلع لّدبتتو اهنيعب ةدحاو ىقبت يناعم يناعملا يفّ نأ امكو 
 ضرعل لّدبتم فرح ّلك ،هنيعب دحاو ظفل ىلع ةلّدبتم ضارعأ اهّنأك فورح>و< ةبتار فورح ظافلألا يف
 ةدحاو ةظفلب اهنع ةرابعلا تلعُج ةبقاعتم ضارعألا هيلع لّدبتتو تبثي دحاولا ىنعملا ناك اذإف  .لّدبتم اّم
 ضرعب ةهباشتم يناعملا تناك اذإو  .رييغت رييغت ىلعّ لاد اهنم فرح ّلكو فرح فرح اهيلع لّدبتيو تبثت
 تلُعجو لئاوألاو رخاوألا ةهباشتمو لاكشألا ةهباشتم ظافلأب اهنع ةرابعلا تلُعج ،اهيف كرتشت اّم لاح وأ
 ماظنلا َبلطُي ادبأ اذكهو  .ضرعلا كلذ ىلع ّالاد لعُجف >ا<دحاو >اـ<ـفرح اهلئاوأ >وأ< اّهلك اهرخاوأ
 .يناعملا كلتب ةهيبش ظافلأب اّم ناعم نع ةرابعلا نوكت نأل ايّرحت ظافلألا يف

So, some utterances are utterances that indicate genera, species, and in sum, 
universals, and other utterances indicate individuals and particulars. Universal 
meanings differ from each other in generality and specificity by more or less. If 
they seek utterances to resemble meanings, they will make the expression of one 
meaning that is general to multiple things to be one utterance that in itself is general 
to those multiple things, and meanings that differ from each other in generality and 
specificity by more or less will have utterances that differ from each other in 
generality and specificity by more or less, and opposing meanings will have 
opposing utterances. 
 Just as among meanings are meanings that remain one in themselves while 
accidents alternate and succeed each other on them, similarly in utterances there are 
fixed letters and letters that are like accidents alternating on one utterance in itself, 
each alternating letter for some alternating accident. So if one meaning is fixed and 

                                                
100 Significantly, Fārābī accounts for the tripartite relationship on the basis of human nature. As we saw in the 
Enumeration of the Sciences, Fārābī talks about the natural human predisposition to speech. In the Book of Particles 
he expands this idea, telling us that it is the moderate natural disposition of a nation, if it inclines to intelligence and 
knowledge, that will naturally seek to make utterances imitate both their meanings and being (§122). See section 2.2.4 
where I discuss Particles* §30 on Fārābī’s saying that the abolishing of intelligibles would be outside of what it means 
to be human and against the natural predisposition of man. Fārābī thus appears to greatly expand his anthropology, 
which is thereby linked to the philosophy of language and ontology. I will not devote space to Fārābī’s anthropology 
in this dissertation, but it is important to note that the nexus of language and ontology is tied to Fārābī’s conception of 
the human. Thérèse-Anne Druart has also pointed to the link to political philosophy, “Logic and Language,” 74. 
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successive accidents alternate on it, its expression will be made with one utterance 
that is fixed and each letter will alternate on it, and each letter among them will 
indicate each change [of accident]. If meanings are similar by way of some accident 
or state that they share in, their expressions will be made as utterances with similar 
forms and similar suffixes and prefixes, and their suffixes or prefixes will all be 
made into one letter that is made to indicate that accident. In such a way order is 
forever sought in utterances out of concern for the expression of some meanings to 
be via utterances that are similar to those meanings. (Particles §123) 

 

Fārābī’s description of how language represents its meanings is tied to the triliteral root system of 

Semitic languages. The root letters, which form a core meaning, are said to represent universals. 

Other letters added to form new words indicate more particular meanings, with the end result that 

each letter in a word represents its own meaning within that word, either the universal or the 

alternating accidents that form a part of what the word indicates.101 An example of this could be 

the root letters n-ṭ-q which form the core meaning of nuṭq (speech or ‘logos’), and from which we 

can derive manṭiq (‘logic’), nāṭiq (‘rational’), naṭaqa (‘he spoke’), anṭuqu (‘I speak’) etc. This 

illustration underscores the general idea of how Fārābī sees the relationship between language and 

being, but one that refrains from entering into his more technical and critical discussions which we 

find in Part One. Its importance lies in the illustration of how an utterance may be conventional 

but structurally indicate something about its meaning. Fārābī describes how human natural 

dispositions drive us to make our language reflect being and as a result how our utterances should 

be structured to reflect what is essential and accidental to beings. 

As an introductory illustration, given from the more historical standpoint of Part Two of 

the Book of Particles, this passage retains the framework of traditional metaphysical building 

                                                
101 This view concerning the way letters alternate to represent the changing accidents, while a core group of letters 
reflect the core meaning, mirrors Fārābī’s description of substances and their alternating accidents (see Interpretation, 
94-95 discussed in chapter five). In both cases he describes the alternating (tabaddul) of accidents while the substance 
or underlying meaning remains the same. The mirroring in the way Fārābī speaks of human language morphology and 
hylomorphism is significant for pointing to the relationship between Fārābian language and ontology. 
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blocks. For example, Fārābī discusses the way language represents genera, universals, particulars 

and accidents. In Part One Fārābī moves away from such terminology and introduces a new 

framework revolving around utterances that ‘encompass the this-something’ and utterances that 

are ‘detached from the this-something’ evoking discussions tied much more closely to his 

ontology. 

 Part One offers several layers of analysis that expand on the relationship between 

utterances, intelligibles and being. Firstly, it distinguishes between primary and secondary 

intelligibles on the logical plane, and secondly it maps this onto a distinction between paronymous 

and prototype utterances on the linguistic plane. A third distinction between singularity and 

composition is tied to both Fārābī’s noetics and ontology. Below I explore the relationship between 

these three distinctions and what they reveal of the ontology in Fārābī’s philosophy of language. 

Fārābī’s often terse and indirect language requires a detailed and philological study of his text 

which I break down for close reading. 

 

2.2.1 Primary and secondary intelligibles; singularity and composition 

In Part One of the Book of Particles Fārābī focuses his question on how the meanings of utterances 

relate to sensible objects, whether they encompass the this-something (al-mušār ilayhi) or whether 

they are detached from it. Al-mušār ilayhi was the translation of Aristotle’s tode ti coined in the 

Graeco-Arabic translation movement. Literally it means ‘the [some thing] pointed to’ and has also 

been translated as ‘the object of sensible designation’.102 Utterances that encompass the this-

                                                
102 Roger Arnaldez, “Pensée et Langage dans la philosophie de Fārābī (à propos du Kitāb al-Ḥurūf),” Studia Islamica 
45 (1977), 59. Germann uses “ostensible thing” (“Imitation,” 142). I have chosen to translate it as the “this-something” 
in order to avoid a long and cumbersome translation seeing as it is a ubiquitous term and because the Arabic is not so 
long and cumbersome. Although the Arabic conveys, importantly, the notion of something that can be pointed to, I 
have tried to render this in English by using the demonstrative pronoun ‘this’ which inevitably involves the notion of 
pointing to or designating something. 
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something are reflective of to object thought which itself reflects what we perceive through the 

senses. Utterances that are detached from the this-something reflect meta thought which consists 

of what we abstract from sense perception to the level of analysis and evaluation.103 Such 

discussions are concerned with both noetics, the process by which we intellect things, and with 

ontology, what there actually is and what is prior in being. The issue can thus be said to revolve 

around how we move from seeing, or sensing, things around us to truly understanding them by 

intellection and the reflection of this process in language.  

Almost at the beginning of the Book of Particles Fārābī begins a discussion of the 

categories.104 There he introduces the distinction between primary and secondary intelligibles and 

between singularity and composition: 

 لوقعم ّلوأ ناكو تاسوسحملا نع سفنلا يف ةلصاح تالوقعم تناك ذإ لوألا تالوقعملا يه اضيأ هذهو
 اّنيب سيل كلذف تاسوسحم نع ال ةلصاح تالوقعم دجوت تناك نإو سوسحم َلوقعم لصحي امنإ لصحي
 سفنلا يف ةنئاكلا تالوقعملا هذهّ نإف اضيأو .تابَّكرملا مّدقتت ةدرفملاو ةدرفم اضيأ تناكو رمألا لّوأ ذنم انل
 ،اسنج اهضعب اهب ريصي قحاول سفنلا يف يه ثيح نم اهقحل ــ سفنلا يف تلصح اذإ تاسوسحملا ينعأ ــ
 نيريثك ىلع لومحم ّهنأ وهو ــ اعون وأ اسنج راص هب يذلا ىنعملاّ نإف  .ضعبب اهضعب اّفرعمو ،اعون اهضعبو
ّ صخأ اهضعبّ نأ نم اهقحلت يتلا تافاضإلا كلذكو  .سفنلا يف وه ثيح نم لوقعملا قحلي ىنعم وه ــ
 ضعبب اهضعب فيرعت كلذكو  .سفنلا يف يه ثيح نم اهقحلت ناعم اضيأ يه ضعب نم ّمعأ وأ ضعب نم
 "ةلوقعم" اّهنإو "ةمولعم" اّهنإ اهيف انلوق كلذكو .سفنلا يف يه ثيح نم اهقحلت رومأو لاوحأ اضيأ يه
 رومأ اضيأ يه سفنلا يف لصحت نأ دعب اهقحلت يتلا هذهو  .سفنلا يف يه ثيح نم اهقحلت ءايشأ يه
 ىلإ دنتست وأ تاسوسحم تالاثم اّهنأ ىلع سفنلا يف ةلصاح ةلوقعم يه تسيل اهّنكل ةلوقعم
 .يناوثلا تالوقعملا ىّمست يهو سفنلا جراخ ءايشأ تالوقعم وأ تاسوسسحم

These [the categories] are also the primary intelligibles as they are intelligibles 
attained in the soul from sense objects and the first intelligible attained is only 
attained as the intelligible of a sense object. Even if there are intelligibles not 
attained from sense objects this is not evident to us from the start. These would also 
be singular, and the singular is prior to composed things. 

                                                
103 On object and meta thought in Fārābī, see Zimmermann, Al-Fārābī’s, xxxi and Germann, “Imitation,” 145. 
104 The beginning of the Book of Particles is fragmented (see Muhsin Mahdi’s introduction to his edition of the text, 
Particles, 40-43), so it is hard to know where exactly the discussion of the categories was intended to be placed. 
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Furthermore, these intelligibles coming about in the soul, I mean sense 
objects when they are attained in the soul, in as far as they are in the soul, are 
followed by concomitants through which some of them become a genus, and some 
of them a species, and [through which] they are made known by each other. For the 
meaning through which one becomes a genus or a species, and that is that it is 
predicated of many, is a meaning that follows the intelligible in as far as they are in 
the soul. Such is also the case for relations that follow them in that some of them 
are more specific than others or more general than others. These are also meanings 
that follow them in as far as they are in the soul. Such is also the case for making 
each other known, as they are also states and matters that follow them in as far as 
they are in the soul. 

Such is also the case when we say they are “known” and “intellected”. They 
are things that follow them in as far as they are in the soul. These things that follow 
them after being attained in the soul are also intelligible matters but they are not 
intelligibles attained in the soul on the basis of being representations of sense 
objects or being founded on sense objects, or on things external to the soul. They 
are called secondary intelligibles. (Particles* §6-7) 

 

This passage highlights several important points. Firstly, Fārābī tells us that the categories are 

primary intelligibles. Significantly, he states that primary intelligibles are primary, or first, because 

they are the intelligibles of sensible objects and sensible objects are the first things to be intellected. 

Even if there are other intelligibles that are not intellected from sensible objects, Fārābī tells us, 

this is not evident to us at first. Based on this reasoning, I contend that in this passage Fārābī 

grounds the priority of primary intelligibles in the fact that they are the first to be intellected 

temporally not in the fact that the sensible is ontologically prior to the intelligible. In other words, 

what makes the categories primary intelligibles is the fact that sensible objects are the first things 

we intellect, not the fact they are sensible in itself.105 Furthermore, Fārābī tells us that secondary 

intelligibles are what follow primary intelligibles in as far as they are in the soul, such as genera, 

                                                
105 ‘Primary’ and ‘first’ are from the same root word in Arabic 
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or species,106 as they follow primary intelligibles and are not representations of anything external 

to the soul.107 Just like the priority of primary intelligibles, the posteriority of secondary 

intelligibles is thus based on the order of intellection. The noetic process begins with our sense 

perception of what is external to the soul and is followed by intelligibles in the soul.  

Aside from the distinction between primary and secondary intelligibles, in this passage 

Fārābī introduces another distinction between singularity and composition which requires 

unpacking. He tells us that there can be intelligibles that are not derived from sense objects and 

which are also singular (mufradah, lit. detached), then adds that singular intelligibles are prior to 

compositions. I argue that singular intelligibles are to be identified with secondary intelligibles. I 

make this interpretation based on several points. Firstly, singularity (ifrād, ‘detachment’) is a 

concept that reoccurs throughout the Book of Particles when speaking of utterances detached from 

the this-something, i.e. utterances with abstracted meanings or those that refer to secondary 

intelligibles, such as ‘whiteness’. Secondly, in this passage Fārābī tells us that singular intelligibles 

are not derived from sense objects, in contrast to primary intelligibles.108  

Furthermore, in §12 Fārābī makes reference to things composed of secondary intelligibles 

(al-murakkabāt minhā109) telling us that they only direct the intellect towards what is correct and 

                                                
106 Fārābī provides an interesting discussion from the end of §50 through §52 of the Book of Particles as to whether 
or not relation is one of the categories, whether it is a secondary intelligible, or whether it exists at all. Fārābī does not 
expressively give his own opinion, but it appears he might prefer the opinion of the relation as a secondary intelligible 
that is concomitant to the other categories (talḥaq kull mā siwāhā min al-maqūlāt, §50), not least because here in the 
Particles §6 he gives it as an example of a secondary intelligible. In this case Fārābī might disagree with Aristotle, 
who he says believes that many relations are primary intelligibles, hence why he included relation in the categories 
(§51). The question of whether relation is one the categories at all was common among Aristotle’s commentators 
beginning with Porphyry. 
107 See: Germann, “Imitation,” 144-6 on the relationship between first and second intelligibles as the relationship 
between object-language and meta-language and the use of the latter to analyse, classify, or in general assess the 
former – an activity indispensable to philosophy. 
108 It is also possible grammatically to read mufradah as describing maʿqulat uwal (first intelligibles), but I do not 
think that makes sense philosophically. 
109 Literally: “the things composed of them”. We can infer that the pronoun refers to the secondary intelligibles because 
it refers to the subject matter of logic from the previous sentence. 
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protect it from what is mistaken if the singular [intelligibles] (al-mufradāt) from which they are 

composed are taken in these states.110 Phrased somewhat abstrusely, it seems that Fārābī equates 

the secondary intelligibles to the ‘singular [intelligibles]’. The justification for this is that he speaks 

of the things composed of secondary intelligibles, and then refers to those things as singular 

intelligibles. Moreover, in §34 Fārābī discusses the logical and ontological makeup of ‘human’ 

(al-insān) as “composed of two things”  that give it its subsistence (qiwām), which are “its genus 

and its differentia, or two things one of which is like matter and the other of which is like form.”111 

As we saw above, the genus and the differentia are secondary intelligibles and here they seem to 

be the building blocks of the composition and thus must be singular in relation to the composition. 

This passage not only shows the analogy of logic and ontology, it also alludes to the analogy of 

definition and hylomorphism, both of which are compositions, rendering sense objects 

compositions both in their definitions and as hylomorphic compounds.112 

To return to §6, when Fārābī says that there are singular intelligibles in contrast to primary 

intelligibles, and that they are prior to the composed, if my reading is correct then he is saying that 

these singular intelligibles are the secondary intelligibles, such as genera and species, that make 

up the composition of the definition. Accordingly, primary intelligibles are primary in the temporal 

process of intellection, but as compositions they are also posterior to their singular parts. To be 

sure, Fārābī does not make a clear argument in this regard, and as we will see when it comes to 

priority of terms such as ‘human-ness’ (insānīyah), he says seemingly contradictory things. This 

should not be surprising because oscillating between these two types of priority represents a 

perennial epistemological problem. If secondary intelligibles are prior to primary intelligibles, then 

                                                
110 Particles §12. 
111 Particles §34. 
112 On the analogy of form-matter and differentia-genus in ontology and logic respectively and its origins in the 
essentialist thesis of Alexander of Aphrodisias, see chapter six. 



 58 

it is only through the abstracted form, devoid of matter, that we can truly understand what we 

perceive. This might seem somewhat contrary to the notion that the primary intelligibles are what 

are directly intellected from objects of sense perception. Fārābī appears to argue for the priority of 

both types of intelligibles in different ways.113 

 

2.2.2 Paronymous and prototype utterances 

The distinction and discussion of priority is laid out and explored in much greater detail from a 

linguistic perspective, rendering the philosophy of language at the heart of a broader philosophical 

discussion. As mentioned above, Fārābī’s predominant concern from the linguistic standpoint is 

how utterances reflect the priority of intelligibles and the intellection of the this-something. As I 

will show below, secondary intelligibles are indicated by prototype utterances (al-miṯālāt al-

uwal114) and primary intelligibles are indicated by paronyms (al-muštaqqāt) of prototypes. The 

key characteristic of a prototype utterance is its singularity (ifrād) from any composition, both 

linguistically and in the intellection of its meaning. Thus, although the distinction between 

prototypes and paronyms is based on a linguistic analysis, the stakes go beyond into noetics. 

Ultimately, however, language reflects not only intelligibles and the process of intellection, but 

also being. As we examine the way paronymous and prototype utterances are mapped onto primary 

and secondary intelligibles, an important question will be what this means for Fārābī’s ontology 

and how possible it is for language to reflect being. 

                                                
113 In the Philosophy of Aristotle, Fārābī criticises Parmenides on the basis that he ignores the intelligibles of sense 
perception, Aristotle, 90. See chapter seven for a discussion of this passage. See: Arnaldez, “Pensée”, 61-62 in 
particular, for an excellent discussion of the consequences of relative priority of the intelligibles. 
114 On the translation of miṯāl awwal as prototype and the origins of this Arabic term in Syriac, see Zimmermann, Al-
Fārābī’s, xxx-xxxi, xxxi n.2. 
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In the Book of Particles §23-24 Fārābī introduces his linguistic distinction of paronyms 

and prototypes through an important discussion regarding how we speak about the "this-

something". He distinguishes between 1) utterances with which the this-something is described 

(mawṣūf) and which encompass it (yanṭawī fīhi al-mušār ilayhi), and 2) utterances that indicate 

meanings that are detached (lit. singularised) from the this-something (mufradah ʿan al-mušār 

ilayhi). The first kind of utterance consists of words such as ‘the person’ (al-insān) or ‘the white 

[thing]’ (al-abyaḍ) or ‘the long [thing]’ (al-ṭawīl), which, when uttered, encompass the this-

something.115 However, according to Fārābī, in the second kind of utterance the mind detaches 

(yufrid, lit. ‘singularises’) a meaning, such as ‘whiteness’ (al-bayāḍ), which is specific to the 

intellect and unrelated to sense perception. The distinction between these two kinds of utterances 

then forms the basis for the distinction between prototypes and paronyms and the reflection of 

primary and secondary intelligibles. 

Having introduced the distinction between the two kinds of utterances, Fārābī discusses 

which type is prior. He tells us that each of them enjoys some form of priority over each other: 

 ىرحأ يه ثيح نم اهيلعّ لدت امنإ تناك نإ ظافلألاّ نأ ريغ  .اّم هجوب رخآلا ىلع مُّدقت اهنم دحاو ّلكلو
 هيلإ راشملا نع ةدرفم يه ثيح نم اهيلع ّةلادلا اهظافلأف لقعلا يف مُّدقت اهل ثيح نمو ةلوقعم نوكت نأ
  .اهريغ عم ةبَّكرم ريغو طسبأ يه ثيح نمو اهدحو اهعئابطب ةزاحنم يهو اهيلعّ لدت اّهنإف كلذ عمو مدقأ
 يه ةسوسحم نوكت نأ ىرحأ يه ثيح نمو ءيش ةدايز عم يه ثيح نم اهيلع ّةلادلا اهظافلأ نوكتو
 نم اهيلع ّلدت لاكشأب تّيمُسف عَزتنُت نأ لبق اهيلع تقبس اهظافلأ تناك نإف .لّوألا نم ةذوخأملا ةرّخأتملا
 .كلت نم ةذوخأم ةرّخأتم هذهو قبسألا كلتف هيلإ راشملا فاصوأ يه ثيح

Each of them has a priority over the other in some way. Yet, if utterances only 
indicate [meanings] in as far as they are more apt to be intellected and in as far as 
they have priority in the intellect, then the utterances indicating [meanings] in as 
far as they are detached from the this-something are prior. Additionally, they 

                                                
115 Fārābī tells that when we say ‘this person’ (hāḏa al-insān), the utterance encompasses the this-something, but when 
we say ‘the person’ (al-insān) it only does so in potentiality. This distinction is made in §23 of Charles Butterworth’s 
updated edition of the Book of Particles, which has a crucial emendation from the original edition by Muhsin Mahdi. 
It is worthwhile noting that because a substance, such as ‘person’, cannot be in anything, Fārābī’s choice of an 
utterance that ‘encompasses’ the this-something must be from a linguistic standpoint of reference. 
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indicate [meanings] that are circumscribed by their natures alone, and from the 
perspective of being simpler and not composed with anything else. And utterances 
that indicate [meanings] in and of themselves with the addition of a thing and in as 
far as they are more apt to be sensory, are posterior and taken from the first.116 If 
their utterances preceded [meanings detached from the this-smething] before they 
are abstracted, and they are named using [morphological] forms that indicate they 
are descriptions of the this-something, then those [utterances that precede] are prior 
and these [utterances that proceed] are posterior and taken from those. (Particles* 
§24) 

 

In this passage Fārābī looks at the two perspectives regarding the priority of the two kinds of 

utterances without subscribing to one view in particular. He explains that from the perspective of 

the intellect, utterances in which meanings are singular and not composed are prior. However, 

from a temporal perspective in which language develops from mere sounds into real language, 

utterances that have meanings which encompass the this-something are prior. Fārābī continues in 

the next section to go into more detail regarding why utterances that have meanings detached from 

the this-something are prior in the intellect. The reason, he says, is that it is necessary to grasp the 

singular before one can grasp the composed: 

 فاصوألا نم دحاو ّلك ّهنأ هيلإ راشملا يف تناك ام ثيح فقو دق نوكي نأ ناسنإلا نكمي فيك نكلو
 ّمث هلايح ىلع نيَدرفملا نم دحاو ّلك ملع هّنأ ال ول نيئيش نم بَّكرم هّنأ ملع ىّتح هيلإ راشملا يف ىنعم
 ظفل نع ةذوخأمو ةرّخأتم لكش رّيغتب بيكرت ىلع ّلدت يتلا ةيمستلا نوكت نأ بجي اذه نمف  .بّكر
 .لوألا تالاثملا يه كلتّ نأو ةّقتشملا يه هذه ّنأ ءامدقلا ىأر كلذلف .بيكرت الب اطيسب هدحو ملُع ام

How is it possible for a person to grasp, in so far as [the descriptions] are in the 
this-something, that each one of the descriptions is a meaning in the this-something 
such that he knows that it is composed of two things, unless he knew each one of 
the two detached things with regard to itself and then composed [them]? On this 
basis it is necessary that the naming that indicates composition through a change of 
form be posterior and taken from an utterance that is known alone to be simple 
without composition. Therefore, the Ancients considered these to be paronyms and 
those to be prototypes. (Particles* §25) 

                                                
116 By ‘first’ Fārābī means the first in this paragraph, i.e. utterances that have meanings detached from sense objects 
rather than encompassing them in potentiality. 
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This reasoning also explains §6 when Fārābī stated that singular intelligibles are prior to 

compositions, although they are identified with secondary intelligibles which are posterior to the 

primary intelligibles of sensible objects. Thus, in the noetic process secondary intelligibles are 

posterior from the temporal perspective because they come about in the soul after the primary 

intelligibles, and do not represent anything exterior to the soul. Yet, they are also prior because 

nothing exterior to the soul can be understood or grasped without them. The significance here lies 

in the fact that, due to this priority, Fārābī tells us singular intelligibles are indicated by prototype 

utterances while composed meanings, i.e. the meanings which encompass a this-something, are 

indicated by paronyms.117 This is significant for linking paronyms, which indicate primary 

intelligibles to compositions.118 

Although Fārābī admits that the first sounds uttered by people are those indicating the this-

something, he ultimately considers that prototype utterances are those that indicate detached 

meanings because utterances do not constitute language until after the process of intellection. 

Fārābī continues in §25 to explain that according to the Ancients language is only possible after 

intellection because utterances can only indicate how things are in the intellect in as far as they are 

intelligible and in as far as the intellect has a specific act in them. Before intellection we may still 

make sounds to refer to the sensible, but these do not constitute real language utterances, only 

sounds:  

                                                
117 Similarly, in §11 Fārābī tells us that primary utterances, by which we can assume he means prototype utterances, 
are coined primarily to indicate secondary intelligibles. Later in §27 Fārābī explains that naming, i.e. actual language, 
begins with prototypes because the soul yearns for the indication of that which sensible designation does not satisfy: 

 . هيلع ةلالدلاب ةراشإلا يفت ال ام ىلع ةلالدلا ىلإ قّوشتت سفنلا تناك ذإ ذئنيح ةيمستلا تأدتبا
Naming begins at that time as the soul yearns to indicate that which sensible designation does not 
satisfy. Particles §27. 

This connects to Fārābī’s anthropology discussed in n.27 and the notion of language, as logical articulation, 
and intellection being a part of human nature. 
118 In Particles §23, Fārābī describes utterances which encompass the this-something as “the first of the intelligibles,” 
which would mean paronyms indicate primary intelligibles, i.e. the categories in as far as they are composite beings. 
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 رومألا هيلع ام ىلع الّوأ ّلدت امنإ ظافلألا نأو ءايشألا تلقُع نأ دعب تثدحُأ امنإ ظافلألا ّنأ نوري امنإ مّهنال
 نم ءايشألا نوكت نأركنتسُي ال هّنأو ّصاخ لعف اهيف لقعلل يه ثيح نمو ةلوقعم يه ثيح نم لقعلا يف
 اّمإ اهيلع ّلدُي ناك دق سوسحملا ىلإ برقأ يه تناك ثيح نمو ّصاخ لعف لقعلل اهيف ثدحي نأ لبق
 ذئنيحف ــ اهتالالد ءاحنأ نم ةرَّبدم الو اهرمأ لّمأتم ريغ ظافلأ وأ تاقعزو تاوصأب اّمإو فورحب اّمإو تاراشإب
 نأ دعب اهيلع ةّلاد تلصح يتلا يه اهنم ةلماكلا ّنإف ةلماك ريغ نوكت نأ اّمإو ظافلأ كلت نوكت ال نأ اّمإ
 لّوُأ تالاثم ةدرفم يهو اهيلع ةّلادلا لعجت نأ بجي كلذ>ـل-<ـف .ّصاخ اهيف لقعلل لعفب ةلوقعم تراص
  .اهنم ةّقتشم اهيقابو

[The Ancients considered these to be paronyms and those to be prototypes] because 
they only consider that utterances are created after things have been intellected and 
that utterances firstly indicate how things are in the intellect in as far as they are 
intellected and in as far as the intellect has a special act in them, and it is not rejected 
that before a specific act of the intellect is created in things, and in as far as they 
are closer to the sensible, that they can be indicated by signs, or letters, or sounds, 
or cries, or utterances that have not been thought over or regulated with regards to 
the aspects of their signification. In this case they are either not utterances or they 
are incomplete [utterances]. Complete [utterances] are those that become 
significative after having been intellected by a specific act on the intellect in them. 
For this reason, those that indicate [things] in a state of singularity must be made 
prototypes, and the rest are derived from them. (Particles §25) 

 

This passage is striking because it grounds the priority of secondary intelligibles, indicated by 

prototype utterances, in noetics. Things are only understood after the noetic process is completed, 

which requires an understanding of the singular (i.e. secondary) intelligibles from which primary 

intelligibles are composed. On this basis, language is only language after the process of 

intellection, and thus in the ideal language utterances that indicate abstracted, singular meanings 

must be prototype utterances, and other utterances indicating the this-something and composed 

meanings must be derived from them and thus posterior. When read together, passages §6-7, 12 

and 23-25 form the basis of a three-tiered analogy in which primary intelligibles are analogous to 

paronymous utterances and composite things, and secondary intelligibles are analogous to 

prototype utterances and singular intelligibles or things. 
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 In §25 Fārābī turns his attention to identifying prototype utterances. He tells us they are 

constituted by Arabic maṣdars (‘verbal nouns’)119 and gives the example of al-ḍarb, an Arabic 

maṣdar which signifies ‘the act of striking’. From al-ḍarb we derive paronyms such as al-ḍārib 

(the striker), yaḍribu (he strikes), ḍaraba (he struck), sa-yaḍribu (he will strike) and maḍrūbun 

(struck).120 Subsequently, in §26 the issue is addressed from the standpoint of the categories. Fārābī 

tells us that the nine categories other than substance may be indicated by either prototype or 

paronymous utterances, depending on the perspective, whereas substance is indicated by prototype 

utterances when we intend it as genera and species: 

 لثم ةريثك ةّقتشملا هؤامسأو ،لّوأ لاثمو ّقتشم ,نيمساب اهنم دحاو ّلك ىلعّ لَدُي ةيقابلا عستلا تالوقملاو
ّ نإف هيلإ راشملا وه ام ىلع ّةلادلا ةلوقملا اّمأو .فيراصت هل امّم كلذ ريغو "ِملَع"و "ملعي"و "مولعم"و "ملاع"
 ّقتشم لكش هظفل لكش ام اهضعب يفو الصأ اهل فيراصت الو لوأ تالثم اهرثكأ ءامسأ اهعاونأو اهسانجأ
ّ لَدُي اّهلك اّهنإف اهدودح اهنم مئتلتف اهسانجأب َنرقُت يتلا اهلوصف اّمأو  .ّ"يحلا" لثم اّقتشم هانعم سيلو
 ءامسألا كلذكو  .ّةوقلاب هيفٍ وطنم هيلإ راشملاّ نإف هيلإ راشملا وه ام ىلعّ لدي ام ّلكو .ةّقتشم ءامسأب اهيلع
 رئاس ىلع ّةلادلا لوألا تالثملاّ نأ كلذو  .ةّوقلاب اهيفٍ وطنم هيلإ راشملا ّنإف تالوقملا رئاس ىلع ةّلادلا ةّقتشملا
 الولدم تذخُأ اذإو  .لوألا تالثملاب اهيلع الولدم ةّوقلاب اهعاونأ اهيف يوطنت اهسانجأ ّنإف ةعزتنملا تالوقملا
   .اضيأ ةّوقلاب هيلإ راشملا كلذ عم اهيف ىوطناو >ةّوقلاب< اهعاونأ اهيف توطنا ةّقتشملا اهظافلأب اهيلع

Each one of the remaining nine categories are indicated by two terms, a paronym 
and a prototype. Their paronymous terms are many, such as ‘knowing’, ‘known’, 
‘he knows’, ‘he knew’ and so forth of that which has conjugations. 
 As for the category that indicates what the this-something is, its genera and 
species are terms that are mostly prototypes and have no conjugations, and among 
some of them is that in which the form of its utterance is a paronymous form but its 
meaning is not paronymous, such as ‘the living’. As for its differentiae that are 
combined with its genera, and from which its definitions are soldered, all of them 
are indicated by paronymous terms. 

                                                
119 A maṣdar is a “source word” which functions somewhat similarly to the infinitive in Greek and other European 
languages. Linguistically, maṣdars are sometimes called verbal nouns because they are nouns we use to talk about 
actions. Not expressing tense or person they are also the basic conceptual unit of the verb, and they can be used to 
derive more nouns, as is characteristic of Semitic languages. Although Fārābī makes clear that he believes he is 
speaking about all languages, it is inescapable that the triliteral root system of Semitic languages, and Arabic in 
particular, whereby dozens of words can be created from triliteral stems (usually the basis of the maṣdar), was 
instrumental in the articulation of his idea that the maṣdar is the prototype utterance. This has already been noted by 
Zimmermann, Al-Fārābī’s, xxviii-xxxviii. 
120 Particles §25. 
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 Everything that indicates what the this-something is encompasses the this-
something in potentiality. Such is the case for paronymous terms that indicate all 
the categories, for the this-something is encompassed in them in potentiality. This 
is because prototypes of genera that indicate all the abstracted categories encompass 
their species in potentiality that are indicated by prototypes. If they are taken to be 
indicated by paronymous utterances their species are encompassed by them in 
potentiality and in addition the this-something is also encompassed by them in 
potentiality. (Particles* §26) 

 

This passage gives the principle that prototype utterances indicate meanings detached from the 

this-something while paronymous utterances encompass the this-something, echoing the 

distinction found in §23-24. As we saw in §23-24 with the difference between al-abyaḍ and al-

bayāḍ (‘the white [thing]’ and ‘whiteness’ respectively), a paronym such as al-abyaḍ encompasses 

the this-something, whereas al-bayāḍ is detached from the this-something and is hence a prototype. 

According to Fārābī’s reasoning in §26, what makes maṣdars such as al-ḍarb prototype utterances 

is that they are abstracted from the this-something. On the other hand, utterances that have 

meanings encompassing a this-something must be paronymous according to Fārābī’s schema.121  

 

2.2.3 Substance: paronym or prototype utterance? 

One of the principle issues at stake thus far in Fārābī’s discussion of priority in utterances and 

intelligibles is how his concerns relate to ontology. Fārābī is clear that language ultimately must 

                                                
121 In the Book of Particles the distinction between prototypes and paronyms is based on whether their meanings are 
abstracted from the this-something or not. In the Book of interpretation, Fārābī looks at it in a different way. In that 
text he bases the distinction on subjects and accidents. He tells us that when accidents are predicated of a subject they 
must be paronymous in order to indicate that their subsistence is through a substrate. A paronym is better at indicating 
(adall) this because its form indicates it is derived from another utterance. The example Fārābī provides is mulawwan 
(coloured) which is derived from lawn (colour). When mulawwan serves as a predicate its paronymous form indicates 
that the lawn is within the substance of which it is predicated. Likewise, Fārābī says, substances are usually prototypes 
because they do not subsist through anything. According to Fārābī, even when the utterances indicating substances 
appear to be paronymous, they fail to fulfil the condition of paronyms which is that their paronymous form must 
indicate a substrate through which the thing subsists, Interpretation, 95-96. 

The view taken in the Book of interpretation is similar to that taken in Part Two of the Book of Particles (see 
section 2.2 above) which is described in terms of universals and accidents. Both texts lack the technical vocabulary 
developed by Fārābī specifically in Part One of the Book of Particles. If they differ in doctrine I attribute this to the 
tension described in this section regarding the priority of primary and secondary intelligibles. 
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reflect being, but he also says this is mediated by intelligibles in the intellect, and his discussions 

of priority in language and intelligibles are grounded in noetics. Is there an ontological 

implication? We saw above that compositions are posterior to their singular parts, and when Fārābī 

speaks of the composition of al-insān (‘human’) as made up of a genus and a differentia he 

compares them to matter and form. 

In this section I examine what Fārābī has to say about substance, whether it is indicated by 

a paronym or prototype utterance. Thus far, as a composition, Fārābī’s schema would suggest 

substances ought to be indicated by paronyms, but this is not the conclusion he will reach. In §26 

Fārābī explains that the categories other than substance can be considered in either way; we may 

speak of them as descriptions of the this-something using paronyms, or as detached, simple 

meanings using prototypes. As for the category of substance, Fārābī refers to “the category that 

indicates what a this-something is” (al-maqūlah al-dāllah ʿalā mā huwa al-mušār ilayhi) and tells 

us that its genera and species are indicated by prototype utterances. This confirms the principle 

that utterances with meanings detached from the this-something are prototypes because genera and 

species are abstracted from sensible objects. At this stage Fārābī does not enter great detail 

regarding utterances that indicate substance as a this-something. In §27 he tells us simply that they 

cannot be conjugated: 

 فَرصُت ال ظافلأ يه عوضوم يف تسيلو هيلإ راشم وه امّم دحاو لك وه ام ّفرعي يذلا ىلع ّةلادلا ظافلألاو
 .ملك اهل َلعجت ال يأ الصأ

Utterances that indicate that which identifies what each one of that which is a this-
something and is not in a subject is are utterances that cannot be conjugated at all, 
i.e. verbs cannot be made for them. (Particles* §27) 

 

This somewhat ambiguous statement does not specify whether such utterances are prototypes or 

not, although their characterisation as not being conjugable may indicate they are. The issue is far 
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from clear, but if they are prototype utterances that would contradict the principle of prototype 

utterances being those that indicate meanings detached from the this-something. It is perhaps one 

of the most pressing questions in relation to the ontology within language. 

 In §32 Fārābī tells us that among the categories are utterances that are not paronymous or 

derived from a maṣdar, but in which a this-something is encompassed in potentiality. This this-

something, Fārābī qualifies, is that which is not in a subject, in other words, a substance. If the 

utterance encompasses a this-something, but is not derived from a maṣdar, Fārābī asks how it can 

have a maṣdar to fulfil the role of a prototype utterance: 

 اذإف .ردصم نم ّقتشمب سيلو عوضوم يف ال يذلا هيلإ راشملا هيف يوطني ام اهنم تالوقملا رئاس دجوت دقو
 نم اذوخأم نوكي نأ ىرحأ لكشلا كلذب لَّكشملا ذئنيح ناك هردصم ماقم موقي الكش هل لعجن نأ اندرأ
 نم ــ هيلإ راشملا يف فّرعت يتلا ءايشألا ءامسأ يف هلعفن هنيعب اذهو  .ردصملا نم ّقتشمب سيل يذلا ظفللا
 ،"ةّيلوجرلا نيب لجر"و "ةّيناسنإلا رهاظ ناسنإ هّنإ" لوقن اّنإف ،"ناسنإلا" لثم وه ام ــ عوضوم يف ال يتلا
 اردصم "ةّيناسنإلا" نوكتف ،"ملعلا ّمات ملاع وه"و "ضايبلا نيب ضيبأ وه" انلوقب اهبيش كلذ نوكيف
 .ردصملا ماقم امئاق وأ اردصم "ّةيلوجرلا"و

Among all the categories may be found that which encompasses the this-something 
that is not in a subject but is not a paronym of a maṣdar. If we wanted to make a 
form for it that takes the place of its maṣdar, then in that case it would be more 
appropriate that the utterance formed with that form be taken from the utterance 
that is not a paronym of a maṣdar. This is exactly what we do with the names of 
things that define what the this-something that is not in a subject is. For example, 
with respect to ‘human’ we say ‘he is a human with manifest human-ness’ and ‘a 
man with clear manli-ness’. That is similar to our saying, ‘it is white with clear 
white-ness’ and ‘he is knowledgeable with complete knowledge’. So ‘human-ness’ 
is a masdar and ‘manli-ness’ is a maṣdar, or they take the place of the maṣdar. 
(Particles* §32) 

 

An utterance that is not a paronym but does encompass a this-something does not fit neatly into 

the two types of utterances Fārābī had introduced up to this point in the Book of Particles.122 Even 

                                                
122 When discussing the distinction between prototype and paronymous utterances Fārābī never does specifically refer 
to ‘substance’, even though he does otherwise refer to the categories explaining that they can be indicated by 
prototypes and paronyms depending on the meaning (Particles §26). In the same section he refers to “the category 
that indicates what a this-something is” (al-maqūlah al-dāllah ʿalā mā huwa al-mušār ilayhi), telling us that its genera 
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though it is not a paronym, Fārābī considers it important to ask how we might give it a maṣdar 

(i.e. an utterance to fulfil the role of the prototype), because logically we need an utterance to 

indicate its meaning detached from the this-something. In this case, Fārābī tells us, we form another 

utterance to take the place of the maṣdar. For example, we form al-insānīyah (human-ness) from 

al-insān (‘human’) such that al-insān and al-insānīyah are analogous to al-abyaḍ (‘the white 

thing’) and al-bayāḍ (‘whiteness’). Therefore, although al-insānīyah is derived from al-insān from 

a morphological perspective, from the perspective of intellection, al-insānīyah is prior to al-insān 

in the way that al-bayāḍ is prior to al-abyaḍ.  This would render al-insānīyah in the place of a 

maṣdar and prototype, and al-insān in the place of a paronym. 

According to Fārābī, maṣdars such as al-insānīyah make known (tuʿarrif fī) a this-

something, telling us what it is, and they thus play the role of a differentia in logic or the form in 

ontology. Fārābī devotes two sections, §33-34, to explaining that utterances such as al-insān are 

composed of al-insānīyah and its subject, or the differentia and genus, which can be compared to 

the form and matter: 

 وهو هّدح هيلع ّلدي يذلا وه "ناسنإلا" ماوق هب يذلاّ نأ نٌيبف .هماوق امهب نيئيش نم بَّكرم نذإ "ناسنإلا"ـف
 .ةقلخلا وأ ةروصلاك رخآلاو ةّداملاك امهدحأ نائيش وأ هلصفو هسنج

Al-insān is therefore composed of two things through which it subsists. It is evident 
that that through which al-insān subsists is that which its definition indicates, i.e. 

                                                
and species are indicated by prototypes. This is presumably because the genus and species are detached from a 
particular this-something, and the implication is clearly that as prototypes their meaning is abstracted from sense 
objects, rather than the this-something being contained within them in potentiality. Fārābī makes the same point in the 
Book of interpretation where he says that the genera and species of substance are typically prototypes, Interpretation, 
96. 

In the Book of Particles §9 Fārābī says ‘human’ (insān) is an utterance in the first imposition (al-waḍʿ al-awwal), 
which is presumably akin to a prototype utterance. From the context it appears that he means ‘human’ as a genus, as 
he explains that knowledge of the meaning of ‘human’ and its concomitants is knowledge of all humans and whoever 
is a human: 

 .ناسنإ وه نَم عيمجو سانلا عيمج ةفرعم يه ىنعملا كاذ وه ثيح نم هقحلي يذلاو "ناسنإلا" ىنعم >ةفرعم<
Knowledge of the meaning of ‘human’ and what is concomitant to it in as far as it is that meaning 
is knowledge of all people and all who are human. (Particles §9). 
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its genus and differentia, or two things, one of which is like matter and the other of 
which is like form or character.123 (Particles §34). 

 

This passage which was briefly discussed above is highly significant for showing the analogy 

between logic and ontology as it demonstrates that logical analysis is reflective of ontological 

analysis. It also ties into the notion that if language is indicative of intelligibles, and if intelligibles 

refer ultimately to beings, there must be an ontology within Fārābī’s philosophy of language. 

Fārābī concludes the discussion by telling us that maṣdars such as al-insānīyah only correctly 

indicate that which is composed of them if they detach what that thing is: 

 ام درُفأ اذإ ابَّكرم اهنم ناك ام ّلك يف اهتلالد ّحصت امنإ هيلإ راشملا وه ام فّرعي اميف  رداصملا هذه لاثمأ نذإف
 .ّقتشم مساب هيلع ّلَدُي ال يذلا لصفلا وأ ةروصلا لثم هنم وه

Thus, these kinds of maṣdars that identify what a this-something is only correctly 
indicate that which is composed of them if one detaches what it is from it, such as 
the form or the differentia that is not indicated by a paronymous term. (Particles 
§34) 

 

Utterances such as al-insān which indicate a this-something are not a genus or species, and 

although they are not paronyms in the linguistic sense, their meanings encompass a this-something 

in potentiality, which implies that linguistically they should be paronyms derived from their 

maṣdars. In fact, this is the case for the other categories. As we saw when the other categories are 

said of a particular thing, i.e. descriptions of the this-something, they are paronyms, and when they 

are detached from the this-something they are prototypes. However, with regard to substance 

Fārābī does not specifically draw out this conclusion.  

The fact that Fārābī does not conclude that substances must be ideally indicated by 

paronyms is significant. Although paronymous utterances indicate compositions and are posterior 

                                                
123 ‘Character’ (ḫilqah), in addition to ṣūrah, also serves as a translation of the Greek ‘form’ (morphē). See Isḥāq b. 
Ḥunayn’s translation of Aristotle’s Physics 1.9, 192a13-14, 73. 
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to prototype utterances, compositions are also sensible beings external to the soul which enjoy a 

priority over intelligibles within the soul. Fārābī had grounded the priority of primary intelligbles 

in their being intelligibles of sensible objects external to the soul that are the first to be intellected. 

Similarly, he had told us that utterances which describe the this-something could be prior in as far 

as the this-something is external to the soul unlike abstracted meanings. There are thus dual and 

opposing priorities one based on what are the first things external to the soul we intellect, and one 

based on what is necessary for intellection and comprehension. That substance is indicated by 

neither a paronym nor a prototype utterance is indicative of these dual priorities. The central 

concern of how we speak about what-there-is or the this-something is based on the premise that 

there is something. Yet in order to speak about it we must intellect it, a process which involves 

detaching singular intelligibles from their compositions in the this-something. In the latter process 

detached singular intelligibles are prior, and from the former perspective, the compositions 

constituting what-there-is are prior.  

 

2.2.4 The nature of priority in utterances and intelligibles 

The priority in utterances and intelligibles, whichever way one looks at it, is a noetic priority 

relating to how we intellect things. Yet if language ultimately reflects being, is there also an 

ontological priority? Fārābī addresses this issue by telling us that utterances bear more resemblance 

to what is in the soul rather than external to it: 

 انلق امنإو  .سفنلا جراخ يتلل ةاكاحمو تالاثم سفنلا يف امو  .سفنلا يف ام ىلع الّوأ ةّلاد ظافلألا لصحتف
  .ّةصاخ سفنلا يف دجوي امنإو سفنلا جراخ دجوي سيل ضعب نع اهضعب ةلوقعملا يناعملا دارفناّ نأل "اّلوأ"
 ظافلألاو .ضعب نع اهضعب سفنلا يف درفني يتلا يناعملا ىلع اهب الولدم ضعب نع اهضعب َدرُفيف ظافلألاو
 .سفنلا جراخ يه يتلا هبشت نأ نم سفنلا يف يتلا تالوقعملاب هبشأ يه

Utterances are thus made first to indicate what is in the soul, and what is in the soul 
is representations and an imitation of that which is external to the soul. We have 
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only said “first” because the detachment of intelligible meanings from each other 
is not found external to the soul and is only found in the soul specially. Utterances 
are detached from each other as an indication of the meanings that are detached 
from each other in the soul. Utterances are of more resemblance to the intelligibles 
that are in the soul than they resemble those that are external to the soul. (Particles 
§29-30) 

 

This passage explains why secondary intelligibles can be prior to primary intelligibles even though 

they exist only in the intellect. The reflection of being in language is only in so far as it is mediated 

by the human intellect and intelligibles in the soul. Although there is an ontological foundation to 

language, the possibility for language to reflect being is limited by our own intellection of what-

there-is. 

 Even if the priority of secondary intelligibles is thus noetic and not due to an ontological 

priority, Fārābī insists that this in no way means that prototype utterances have unreal or untrue 

references. Continuing on from the previous passage, on this point he introduces a problematic 

raised by “some group” who were led to the position that utterances such as al-bayāḍ (‘white-

ness’), al-sawād (‘black-ness’) or al-ṭūl (‘length’) do not indicate anything real or true: 

 "داوسلا"و "ضايبلا" لثم ةقداصوأ ةدوجوم ظافلألا اهيلعّ لدت يتلا نم ريثك نوكي نأ قلخ ركنأ كلذلو
 مهنم ريثك ركنأ لب  ."لوطلا" ال "ليوطلا"و "ضايبلا" ال "ضيبألا" وه دوجوملاّ نأ نومعزي لب "لوطلا"و
 اذه"و "ناسنإلا اذه" وه ــ اومعز ــ دوجوملا لب ادوجوم "ناسنإلا"و "ليوطلا"و "ضيبألا" نوكي نأ اضيأ
 راشملا اذه يف ةريثكلا ظافلألا هيلع ّلدت ام نوكي نأ سانلا نم ريثك اضيا ركنأ لب ."ليوطلا اذه"و "ضيبألا
 الو ةرثك اهيف تسيل ام ةرثك ىلع ّلدت امنإ تناك ذإ ةلطاب ظافلألا اهيلع ّلدت يتلا ّنأ اومعزو ةدوجوم هيلإ
 ةفلاخمو سوسحملا ةفلاخم هذه ّنأ ريغ .تالوقملا دوجو اولطبأف ،ريثكب سيل هيلإ راشملا اذه ّنإف ،ريثك وه
 نأو مّلعيو ّلدي نأ هعابط يفو ظافلألاب قطني نأ ناسنإلا عابط يفّ نأل  ةّيناسنإلا نع جورخو لوألا فراعملا
 عضوت نأ الإ ءالؤه هيف طلغ ام َفشكُي نأ نكمي سيلو  .تفُصو يتلا لاحلاب ةلوقعم هنهذ يف ءايشألا لصحت
 انعضو اذإ اّمأف  .قرف ةراجحلاو تابنلا نيبو اننيب نكي مل الإو مهنيبو اننيب اميف ميهفتلاو ميلعتلاو ةقطانلا
 ةمهفم نوكت نأ دعب رومألا نم تئش امل كلذ َلعجُي لب ميهفتلاو ميلعتلا نم ّدُب نكي مل ،اناسنإو اناويح
 .تبّتُر ام ىلع تالوقملا تداع كلذك ناك اذإو  .ضعبل ضعب نم ّةلاد وأ

For this reason, some people denied that much of what utterances indicate exist or 
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are true, such as ‘whiteness’, ‘blackness’ and ‘length’. Rather they claim that what 
exists is ‘the white [thing]’, not ‘whiteness’, and ‘the long [thing]’, not ‘length’. 
And many of them also deny that ‘the white [thing]’, ‘the long [thing]’ and ‘the 
human’ exist, rather they claim that what exists is ‘this human’, ‘this white [thing]’ 
and ‘thing long [thing]’. 
 Many people also deny that that which many utterances indicate in this this-
something exists, and they claim that that which the utterances indicate is false for 
it only indicates a multiplicity of that in which there is no multiplicity and which is 
not multiple as this this-something is not multiple. They thus abolished the 
existence of the categories. 
 Yet this is contrary to the sensible and contrary to primary knowledge and 
a departure from humanity. For it is in the nature of the human to speak with 
utterances, and in his nature is to indicate, to teach and for things to be attained in 
his mind, intellected in the state they are described. It is not possible to reveal what 
these people are mistaken in without positing the rational [faculty], [the acts of] 
teaching and making understood, otherwise there would be no difference between 
us and plants and stones. Since we posit an animal and a human, teaching and 
making understood are undeniable, rather this [i.e. teaching and making 
understood] is made for whatever matter you like after it has been made understood 
or indicative by some for others. If that is the case the categories would return to 
how they were organized. (Particles* §30) 

 

This passage mentions a range of positions raised by a certain, unspecified group which amount 

to denying the existence of intelligibles such as ‘whiteness’ or the species ‘human’. They claim 

that what-there-is (al-mawǧūd) is only al-abyaḍ (‘the white [thing]’) or al-ṭawīl (‘the long 

[thing]’), with some only admitting of hāḏā al-abyaḍ (‘this white [thing]’) or hāḏā al-ṭawīl (‘this 

long [thing]’), thus abolishing intelligibles altogether. In its most radical form, this view amounts 

to the denial of any unity in what can be known from the objects of sense perception. All that can 

be known is things like ‘this man is this man’ as no knowledge of man as a concept can be 

abstracted from the objects of sense perception.124 As we see, Fārābī vehemently attacks this 

                                                
124 This could refer to the views of Antisthenes, the student of Socrates, to whom the Ancient commentators attribute 
a kind of nominalism. For example, Ammonius writes "Antisthenes used to say that genera and species were in mere 
conceptions, saying that ‘I can see a horse, but I cannot see horseness,’ and again, ‘I can see a human being, but I 
cannot see humanness.’ He said these things because he lived by sense-perception alone and was not able to raise 
himself up by reason to a greater discovery." (Ammonius, Interpretation of Porphyry’s Introduction to Aristotle’s Five 
Terms, tr. Michael Chase (London: Bloomsbury, 2020), CAG 4.3, p.39.13–41.5. The same point is attributed to 
Antisthenes by Simplicius (Commentary on Aristotle’s Categories, CAG 8 p.208.23–209.1, 211.15–21), Elias 
(Commentary on Porphyry’s Eisagoge, CAG 18.1 p.47.14–19), David (Commentary on Porphyry’s Eisagoge, CAG 
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position, declaring it contrary to primary knowledge and a departure from what it means to be 

human. The very fact that we use abstract terms and understand each other is proof of the fact that 

intelligibles exist.125  

 Although utterances bear more resemblance to what is in the soul than what is external to 

the soul, and the priority of prototype utterances is thus based on a noetic priority, Fārābī 

categorically denies that this means intelligibles do not exist and have no ontological basis. In §32 

he returns to the issue of the priority of utterances and what the basis for priority is. He says that 

there is weight to the argument that utterances which encompass the this-something should be prior 

because they are more apt to be external to the soul: 

 هيلإ راشملا ثيح نمو هيلإ راشملا ّةوقلاب اهيف يوطني ثيح نم اهيلعّ لدت يتلا اهظافلأّ نأ نومعزي موقو
 يه كلت اهظافلأّ نأو هيلإ راشملا نع ةعَزتنم يه ثيح نم اهيلع ةّلادلا اهظافلأ نم ةّقتشم يه اهب فوصوم
 يه ثيح نم اهّنإف  .لاقم عضوم نيقيرفلا نم دحاو ّلكلو .كلذ سكع اوأر نورخآو  .لوألا تالاثملا
 .سفنلا جراخ ةدوجوم نوكت نأب ىرحأ يه اهب فوصوم هيلإ راشملاو هيلإ راشملل تافص

One group of people claim that the utterances that indicate [meanings] in as far as 
the this-something is encompassed in them in potentiality and in as far as the this-
something is described by them are derived from the utterances that indicate 
[meanings] in as far as they are abstracted from the this-something, and those 
utterances are the prototypes. Others consider it to be the opposite of that. And each 
of the two groups has room to say something. For, in as far as they are descriptions 
of the this-something and the this-something is described by them, they are more 
apt to be found outside the soul. (Particles §32) 

 

                                                
18.2 p.109.12–19). I thank David Bronstein and Marko Malink for these references. Arnaldez proposes that the views 
Fārābī presents here be attributed to the Megarics, another minor Socratic school (Arnaldez, “Pensée”, 60). Discussion 
of another Megaric view on possibility is found in Fārābī’s commentary on Aristotle’s On interpretation. See 
Zimmermann, Al-Fārābī’s, lxxxv, lxxxv n.5, xcv. Zimmermann concludes that Fārābī must have read about these 
discussions through the Greek commentary tradition, and particularly that traced back to Alexander of Aphrodisias.  
125 That we can speak of whiteness, blackness, and length is thus essential to being human, for the definition of man 
is al-ḥaywān an-nāṭiq (‘the rational animal’), in other words, the animal that has the capacity for nuṭq (speech), the 
three meanings of which were examined above. The references to insānīyah and the nature of man show how crucial 
the ability to abstract from the sensible is to Fārābī’s anthropology. Fārābī follows in a long line of philosophers who 
considered the defining characteristic of the human, as opposed to other animals, to be language and rationality. Fārābī 
in fact seems to go further as he equates the intellection of intelligibles, and apprehending the very existence of 
intelligibles, with what it means to be human. To reduce being to only the this-something is to somehow be un-human. 
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This passage suggests that although from the perspective of intellection, abstractions are prior, 

from an ontological perspective, things that are found external to the soul are prior. Yet, because 

language is closer to the intelligibles than to being, prototype utterances are those that indicate 

secondary intelligibles, or meanings abstracted and detached from the this-something.126 This 

investigation has raised significant issues about the very possibility for language to reflect being, 

which Fārābī insists it does, and how it does so. While there is an ontological foundation to 

prototype utterances, their priority is grounded in their noetic priority of secondary intelligibles 

that are singular and detached from the this-something. The reflection of being in language is thus 

mediated by the human intellect and the act of intellection, although the act of intellection does 

not determine what-there-is. It is simply the perspective of how we understand it. 

                                                
126 Fārābī’s statement that both of these groups “has room to say something” (wa-li-kull wāḥid min al-farīqayn mawḍiʿ 
maqāl), i.e. has an argument worth considering, builds on the position he expressed in Particles* §24 regarding the 
priority of prototypes and paronyms. In that case Fārābī had said “each of them has a priority over the other in some 
way” (wa-li-kull wāḥid minhā taqaddum ʿalā al-āḫar bi-waǧh mā). Fārābī’s position in these passages that both 
viewpoints regarding the relative priority of protoype and paronymous utterances, or utterances that are detached from 
the this-something and those that encompass it, have merit might have a basis in Alexander’s moderate realist theory 
of universals which considers both the priority of particulars and universals, and endorses the priority of particulars 
only in a qualified form (Cristina Cerami, “Alexander of Aphrodisias” 166). See also: Martin Tweedale, “Alexander 
of Aphrodisias’ View on Universals”, Phronesis 29.3 (1984), 279-303.  

Fārābī does want to ascribe to some moderate realist view of universals, critiquing as we saw above those who 
abolish the existence of the categories and deny the existence of universals such as ‘humanness’ or ‘whiteness’. It 
might be asked to what extent Fārābī’s view of universals can be reduced to the Stoic view, whereby universals are 
simply mental, or heuristic, conceptions (see: David Sedley, “The Stoic Theory of Universals” The Southern Journal 
of Philosophy 23 (1985), 87-92). When Fārābī discusses the priority of universals (or terms that indicate meanings 
detached from the this-something) he grounds it in the priority of universals in the mind and for comprehension. I 
thank Eric Brown from Washington University for bringing this issue to my attention. The very discussion of the 
priority of terms and universals detached from the this-something might also be related to the Stoic discussion of 
incorporeal predicates and their identification with ‘sayables’ (lekta). On this, see: Riccardo Chiaradonna, 
““Existence” in Greek Neoplatonism” in (eds) Jean-Baptiste Brenet and Olga Lizzini, La philosophie arabe à l’étude 
(Paris: Vrin, 2019), 308-309. 

In an alternative view, Philippe Vallat has shown that Fārābī’s theory of “the quidditative one” (al-munḥāz bi-
māhīyatihi) is a transcategorial term said of conceptual realities (secondary intelligibles) as well as singular, sensible 
substances (Philippe Vallat, “Le Livre de l’Un et de l’Unité de Farabi: L’Invention Persane de la Doctrine des 
Transcendantaux” in Pascale Bermon and Isabelle Moulin (eds), Commenter au Moyen Âge (Paris: Vrin, 2019), 211-
241). Vallat tells us that this gives conceptual realities a metaphysical reality independent of individual, sensible 
beings. He interprets this to mean that Fārābī gives “une reformulation néoplatonicienne d’un principe de philosophie 
fidèlement aristotélicien” (“Le Livre de l’Un”, 236). I think that is going too far. Fārābī does want to emphasise the 
ontology of secondary intelligibles, but they remain ontologically secondary to the sensible, and their priority depends 
on their role in noetics. It remains to be seen how this could be a Neoplatonic reformulation of an Aristotelian principle. 
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 The distinction between paronyms and prototypes therefore serves as the foundation for a 

significant inquiry into noetics and being and is one which underscores the relationship between 

language and being. The distinction between paronyms and prototypes in Fārābī’s philosophy of 

language has already been approached by Fritz Zimmermann who saw it as an issue of syntax. In 

a seminal study Zimmermann argued that paronyms signify horizontal predication whereby one 

predicates accidents of a substance, and prototype utterances are used for vertical predication 

whereby one predicates universals of particulars. Zimmermann concludes that it is in 

contemplating the difference between prototypes and paronyms that we pass from nomenclature 

to syntax, from words to phrases, and that is, from the subject-matter of the Categories to that of 

the On Interpretation.127 Zimmermann’s analysis of the prototype-paronym distinction limits its 

function to syntax and predication; through their form paronyms tell us they attribute something 

to a subject. This analysis is insightful from a linguistic perspective, but it avoids the noetic and 

ontological levels of analysis. In the preceding sections I have shown that the distinction ties into 

several layers of philosophical significance beyond the linguistic plane. It relates to the act of 

human intellection and how language can indicate being. 

 The relationship between language and being, and the mediation of intelligibles, forms the 

backdrop to the next part of this chapter on Fārābī’s theory of ambiguous terms. If language 

ultimately reflects being, the way we understand language can have significant implications for 

our metaphysics. In the next chapter I consider what Fārābī calls ambiguous terms, a certain kind 

of utterance that has multiple meanings. Ideally, a single utterance indicates a single meaning that 

corresponds to a single account of being in all things to which it refers. However, Fārābī recognises 

that there are some utterances that are single utterances, but indicate multiple meanings, which 

                                                
127 Zimmermann, Al-Fārābī’s, xxxviii. 
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have different references with different accounts of being, all indicated by a single word. Although 

utterances are meant to reflect intelligibles and being, not the other way around, if we 

misunderstand an ambiguous term to only have one meaning, there is a metaphysical implication 

to how we construe what-there-is. In the next chapter I explore the significance of ambiguity within 

Fārābī’s philosophy of language as well as the history and theory of ambiguous terms. 
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Chapter 3 

Ambiguous Terms 

3.1 Ambiguous terms 

Correctly communicating meaning is a serious task in Fārābī’s view. In light of the close 

relationship between utterances and being, and given the status of a philosophical education as the 

journey to eternal salvation, disambiguation might even be seen to constitute a certain ethics of 

language. In the Enumeration of the Sciences Fārābī tells us that the science of language (ʿilm al-

lisān) is the first subject in the philosophical curriculum and that its first part consists of knowing 

what each utterance of a language indicates (Enumeration, 59).128 Understanding the meanings of 

words is a prerequisite for philosophical, or indeed any, learning. In fact, ideally, a single word 

should indicate a single meaning.129 In this, Fārābī follows the Aristotelian conception of human 

communication as founded on clarity of meaning, for to have infinite meanings is to have no 

meaning (Met. Γ.4, 1006b7-8). Here I will explore Fārābī’s theory of ambiguous and homonymous 

terms with a view to interrogating the philosophical implications of one such term, al-mawǧud 

(being), in chapters four, five and six. 

 Despite the ideal of synonymous predication, it is well known that the utterances of human 

language do not always have one meaning, rendering them homonymous or ambiguous. In light 

of this, it becomes incumbent to delineate and recognise the ways utterances and expressions can 

have multiple meanings, forming a site of important philosophical inquiry. Homonymy and 

ambiguity pose a danger to language because they make it challenging to accurately map meanings 

                                                
128 ʿilm al-alfāẓ al-mufradah al-dāllāh yaḥtawī ʿalā ʿilm mā tadullu ʿalayhi lafẓah lafẓah min al-alfāẓ al-mufradah al-
dāllah. 
129 Fārābī defines a noun as an utterance that indicates [a meaning] synonymously (lafẓah dāllah bi-al-tawāṭuʾ), 
Commentary on Aristotle's On interpretation, 15. I use ‘synonymous’ and ‘homonymous’ as Aristotle used them to 
mean ‘univocal’ and ‘equivocal’. 
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onto utterances, which in turn can be used for the purposes of sophistry to undermine philosophical 

reasoning. The concern for clarifying the meanings of homonyms goes back to Aristotle who 

discusses the issue at length in various places,130 and who was central to Fārābī’s own 

conceptualisation of the issue. In various places Fārābī too outlines the necessity for clarity when 

using homonymous or ambiguous terms. For example, in the Commentary on Aristotle’s On 

Interpretation, Fārābī tells us that when asking a question with a homonym as its subject, there 

must be a separate answer for each meaning of the term, even if the same answer is valid for all 

meanings.131 Similarly, in the Book of interpretation, Fārābī tells us that if it is necessary to use a 

homonym in philosophy, one must specify the intended meaning lest the interlocutor understand 

something else, resulting in a mistake (ġalaṭ) (Interpretation, 94). Moreover, in the Situations of 

sophistry, Fārābī warns that homonymy and ambiguity are the sites of sophistry in utterances (al-

amkinah al-muġliṭah min al-alfāẓ) (Sophistry, 197). He goes on to declare that homonymous and 

ambiguous terms can be so misunderstood that one may understand from them the opposite of 

what a speaker intends, or alternatively imagine that their meanings are the same and fail to 

recognise the difference between them (Sophistry, 198). Finally, the concern for clarifying 

meanings of utterances is manifested in Fārābī’s own writing where he often takes great strides to 

clarify the various meanings of words.132 

                                                
130 On Aristotle’s theory of homonymy, see: Christopher Shields, Order in multiplicity: homonymy in the 
philosophy of Aristotle, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999); Hallvard Markus Stette, Homonymy in Aristotle, 
(MA thesis, University of Oslo, 2011); Julie Ward, Aristotle on Homonymy: Dialectic and Science (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008). 
131 Fārābī tells us that Aristotle discusses this issue in the Topics (fī l-Mawāḍiʿ) (Commentary on Aristotle’s On 
Interpretation, 160-163). The title al-Mawāḍiʿ (lit. ‘the subjects’) is often used to refer to the Topics. In the 
Enumeration of the Sciences Fārābī refers to Aristotle’s Topics as al-Mawāḍiʿ al-ǧadalīyah (‘the Dialectical Subjects’, 
Enumeration, 88). In the Philosophy of Aristotle Fārābī refers to the Topics as Kitāb al-Mawāḍiʿ (‘Book of the 
Subjects’, Aristotle, 79). 
132 E.g., in the Book of Particles Fārābī provides extensive discussion of the different uses of terms, such as ʿaraḍ 
(‘accident’) §56, ǧawhar (‘substance’) §62, ḏāt (‘essence’) §74 etc., and he begins The Five Aphorisms by giving 
examples of words and how they are used differently by general people and people in a specific art/trade, 18. 
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Developing a theory of homonymous and ambiguous terms is thus important to Fārābī’s 

philosophical project as such a theory equips the mind to recognise them. Although it may seem 

that homonymy and synonymy are primarily matters of the relationship between words and their 

meanings, the theory as it was initially developed in Aristotle was about the relationship between 

words and things. At its core, the theory of homonyms and synonyms (Ar. asmāʾ muštarakah and 

asmāʾ mutawāṭiʾah) relates to the question of how different things can share a single name. This 

is why Fārābī often uses phrases such as al-mutawāṭiʾah asmāʾuhā,133 which literally means 

‘things that have synonymous terms’, in order to indicate that he is referring to the things 

themselves that share a name, rather than just the name. Thus, when we refer to a term as 

homonymous, we are not only pointing to the fact it has multiple meanings, but also, and primarily, 

to the fact that different and apparently divergent beings share that name. The Arabic for 

‘homonymous’, muštarak, literally means ‘shared’ in order to signify that the term is shared by 

different and divergent things. When different things share both a name and also the same account 

of being corresponding to that name, the term is synonymous. The Arabic for ‘synonymous’, 

mutawāṭiʾ, literally means ‘something that colludes’ in order to signify that the term colludes with 

the corresponding account of being in all things that go by that name. This distinction originates 

in Aristotle’s Categories where he differentiates between homonyms and synonyms on the basis 

of whether things that share a name also share the same account of being relative to that name.134 

                                                
133 For example, in the Book of Particles §19 Fārābī refers to al-muttafiqah asmāʾuhā (‘things that have coincidental 
terms) and al-mutawāṭiʾah asmāʾuhā (‘things that have synonymous terms’) and in §158 to al-mušakkikah asmāʾuhā 
(‘things that have ambiguous terms’). 
134 In Greek ‘homonym’ means ‘same name’, consisting of the prefix homo which means ‘same’ and the word ‘name’, 
whereas synonym has the prefix syn which means ‘together’. The Arabic translations are fascinating for conveying 
these meanings and also providing subtle shifts. Firstly, the designation of homonym as an ism muštarak (‘shared 
name’) conveys the idea of a single name but also puts emphasis on there being different things that share the name. 
Secondly, the use of mutawāṭiʾ (‘colluding’) to render the Greek prefix syn- captures the notion of the name being 
‘together’ with the account of being. I have chosen to retain ‘homonym’ and ‘synonym’ in English rather than the 
translation of ‘equivocal’ and ‘univocal’. Because we use ‘homonym’ and ‘synonym’ to refer to words not things in 
modern English some scholars have preferred to use ‘equivocal’ and ‘univocal’ when discussing the notions in ancient 
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 The fact that homonymy and synonymy primarily relate to things, not utterances, is 

confused by the fact that words are often described as homonymous. This implies that homonymy 

lies in the different meanings of a term, rather than in the different things that term is used for. For 

example, Aristotle in the Topics 1.15 and 6.2, Sophistical Refutations 5 and On Generation and 

corruption 1.6, and Fārābī in the Book of Interpretation and the Situations of sophistry refer to 

homonymous utterances as homonymous.135 However, when different and divergent things share 

a name, that name is homonymous as a result of the different accounts of being these things have. 

Consequently, we can also say the name has different meanings, each one indicating a different 

being. In contexts that are focused on language as such, and its discursive method, no longer on 

its ontological foundation, then it makes sense to typically refer to words, rather than things, as 

homonymous. This is what we find in the texts of Aristotle and Fārābī in the above examples.136 

To return to the ontological foundation of homonymy, Fārābī furnishes us with a rich 

theory of how different and divergent things share a name. Although things that share a term 

homonymously do not share an account of being, this does not require that they share no common 

characteristics whatsoever. We may speak of total homonymy where a term has different meanings 

with no relation to each other whatsoever. However, there can be an intermediate type of 

homonymy where a term refers to things that do not share the same account of being relative to it 

                                                
and medieval philosophy (e.g. Treiger, “Transcendental” and Wisnovsky, “On the Emergence”). However, I do not 
believe we can equate equivocity to homonymy. Homonymy is more strictly to do with different and divergent beings 
that share a name, whereas equivocity is about different meanings of a term (Barbara Cassin et al., 
“Homonym/Synonym” in Dictionary of Untranslatables, ed. Barbara Cassin et al. (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2013), 452). Although they relate to the same issue, they put emphasis on different aspects of it. In this 
dissertation both aspects are of interest, however because the fundamental problem is ontological, I use ‘homonym’ 
and ‘synonym’ in order to draw attention to the fact that we are not simply speaking about words, but about beings. 
135 106a23, 106b3, 106b8, 107a5, 107a10, 107b17, 107b25 107b31, 139b20, 139b22, 165b33, 322b31; Interpretation, 
92; Sophistry, 202. 
136 An exception might be Phys 7.4 (248b19) where Aristotle says the term ‘much’ is homonymous but the context is 
not language as such. However here, from the previous sentences it is clear that Aristotle is actually talking about 
things. 
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but may share a certain other relationship in light of which they share a term. These are what Fārābī 

calls ambiguous terms (asmāʾ mušakkikah).137 For the sake of clarity I will speak of intermediate 

homonyms when referring to the general idea of homonymous terms that have some shared 

meanings, and only speak of ambiguous terms when specifically referencing Fārābī’s theory. 

Fārābī’s theory of ambiguous terms has its origins in Aristotelianism. In some ways it is 

continuous with the Greek tradition, to which it contributes, but Fārābī’s innovations must be 

contextualised within the new and burgeoning Islamic civilization of which he was a part. 

Ultimately, I argue the theory is properly his own and must be appreciated as part of the Arabic 

philosophical tradition. As for the Greek philosophical background, the distinction of intermediate 

homonyms from total homonymy is germane in Aristotle but fully developed in Porphyry’s 

commentary on the Categories and the subsequent late antique commentary tradition. As we have 

stated, Aristotle begins the Categories with a sharp division between homonyms and synonyms. 

Despite the sharp distinction between the two in the Categories, elsewhere Aristotle delineates 

various types of homonymy, indicating a spectrum in which things may share a common term, as 

well as some common characteristics.138 On the extreme end of the spectrum is what Aristotle 

                                                
137 The classification of ambiguous terms, or of Aristotle’s pros hen terms, as a kind of homonymy makes sense when 
we consider homonymy and synonymy as primarily based on things rather than meanings. If those things do not share 
the same account of being, even if they have other relations to each other, they cannot be synonymous. See the helpful 
synopsis by Julie Ward, Aristotle on homonymy, 1-2. 

Similarly, in a discussion of ambiguous terms in the Book of Particles §124 Fārābī brings to light that the notion 
primarily refers to things. He tells us that ambiguous terms occur in a language when a single utterance indicates 
essentially different meanings when those meanings resemble each other through some other thing even if it is very 
remote from them, and their essence. This passage is helpful for pointing to the ontological foundations of ambiguous 
terms and to the fact that ambiguous terms refer to things with opposing essences. 
138 For example: Physics H4, 249a23-25, “among homonyms, some are far removed from one another, others have a 
certain similarity, and others are so near to one another, by kind or by analogy, that they are not thought to be 
homonymous.” Sophistical Refutations 7, 169a22-24 refers to homonyms that are not easy to distinguish, such as 
being. Metaphysics, K.3 1061b17-22, “Since the science of the philosopher treats of being qua being universally and 
not of some part of it, and ‘being’ has many senses and is not used in one only, it follows that if it is used 
homonymously and in virtue of no common nature, it does not fall under one science (for there is no one class in the 
case of such things); but if it is used in virtue of some common nature, it will fall under one science.” Julie Ward 
summarises the idea as there being “an intermediate range between synonymy and its absence. The things lying 
between synonymy and non-synonymy would include those that have a common term and some, but not all, common 
characteristics.” Aristotle on homonymy, 1. 
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refers to as “chance homonymy” (EN 1096a25) or things that are “wholly homonymous” (EN 

1236a17). In this type of homonymy it is by chance that such things are predicated by a common 

term. Thus, not only do they not share the same account of being, they also have no other 

relationship to each other indicated by that term. Elsewhere Aristotle refers to terms that have 

many meanings but are said in relation ‘to one’ (pros hen).139 Modern scholarship has identified 

such pros hen terms with a theory of “focal meaning”,140 or more recently, as “core-dependent 

homonyms”.141 According to this interpretation, pros hen terms form one type of intermediate 

homonyms. 

Porphyry’s systematisation of Aristotle’s theory of homonymy, in his commentary on the 

Categories, follows the same approach in recognising different types of homonyms. While modern 

scholarship has tended to focus on pros hen homonyms, Porphyry is more systematic in his 

divisions of homonymy and approach to the texts. In his commentary on the Categories he 

subdivides homonyms into a number of different kinds which can be said to be references to other 

Aristotelian texts. Firstly, Porphyry tells us that there are two kinds of homonyms, those “by 

chance” and those “by thought,” which might be seen as a reference to the Nicomachean Ethics 

reference to “chance homonymy” (EN 1096a25). Secondly, he divides “homonyms by thought” 

into four kinds: “by similarity”, “by analogy”, “from one” and “to one (pros hen)”.142 Homonyms 

                                                
139 1003a34. Interestingly Aristotle says that pros hen terms are not homonyms, although this should be interpreted to 
mean they are not chance homonyms. This would mean that Cat. 1 allows for related, systematic homonymy. See the 
systematic presentation of this view in Ward p.12-18. 
140 G.E.L. Owen, “Logic and Metaphysics in Some Earlier Works of Aristotle,” in Logic, Science, and Dialectic: 
Collected Papers in Greek Philosophy, ed. Martha Nussbaum (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1986), 
184. 
141 Julie Ward, Aristotle on homonymy, 3-4, passim; Christopher Shields, Order in Multiplicty. Ward critiques Owen’s 
theory of ‘focal meaning’ for being primarily “a linguistic claim about the inter-relation of meanings” Aristotle on 
homonymy, 3. 
142 Porphyry, On Aristotle’s Categories, CAG 65.12-66.21. There is a debate as to whether pros hen terms are a species 
of homonymy or a tertium quid in between synonymy and homonymy, on this see Treiger, “Transcendental”, 335-
338. This debate, as it pertains to the Greek tradition, is not so relevant here, although Alexander’s description of pros 
hen terms as being between (metaxy) homonymy and synonymy will be relevant to Fārābī in the Book of Particles as 
I discuss below.  
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“by similarity” is in reference to the Categories where Aristotle says both a man and a picture of 

an animal are called animals (Cat. 1, 1a3); in his commentary on the text Porphyry considers these 

to be homonyms by similarity.143 Homonyms “by analogy” and homonyms “from one” are 

references to the Nicomachean Ethics where Aristotle asks if things can be said to be good because 

they are derived “from one” good or because they are so “by analogy” (EN 1096b27-30). Finally, 

“pros hen” homonyms are a reference to Metaphysics Γ.2 where Aristotle says things are said ‘to 

be’ because they are related to one (pros hen) (Met. Γ.2, 1003a33-34).  

Porphyry’s systematisation of Aristotle is significant as a background to Fārābī because it 

establishes that not all homonyms are examples of the chance homonymy referenced in the 

Nicomachean Ethics, and that some may have related meanings, which Porphyry calls “homonyms 

by thought” and we refer to as intermediate homonyms. Furthermore, it establishes different kinds 

of intermediate homonymy, not limited to pros hen homonymy, with the result that there are 

different ways the various meanings of a term may relate to each other. One major point to note is 

that Porphyry seems to present us with a typology of homonymy. Although, as we will see, 

Fārābī’s theory might be more accurately described as a spectrum of homonymy. 

Fārābī follows Porphyry in seeing total, or chance, homonymy, as only one kind of 

homonymy, and in distinguishing between different kinds of intermediate homonyms, including 

pros hen homonyms. I show how these distinctions are formed within a new Arabic terminology 

that differentiates between homonymy as a genus and chance homonymy as one of its species and 

that designates intermediate homonyms as ambiguous terms (asmāʾ mušakkikah) as a further 

species of homonymy. Ambiguous terms are not limited to pros hen homonyms, but also include 

homonyms by analogy. As such, it is of specific interest how the multiple meanings of ambiguous 

                                                
143 Porphyry, On Aristotle’s Categories, CAG 66. 
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terms relate to each other. Fārābī’s theory of homonymy and its different species is intertwined 

within various passages which all need to be examined in tandem. After disentangling the theory 

of ambiguous terms from these various texts, I explore the history and context of designating them 

‘ambiguous’, which appears to be Fārābī’s innovation as a label for intermediate homonyms. I 

include both the context of Aristotle’s logical texts and the Islamic context in which Fārābī wrote. 

To begin with, in the Book of Interpretation Fārābī follows Porphyry fairly closely in his 

typology of homonymous terms with only minor differences. He distinguishes between six types 

of homonymous terms, the first of which refers to things that only share the same name 

coincidentally, and the remainder of which consist of homonymous terms that refer to different 

things while sharing some relation to each other: 

 وضعلا ىلع لاقي يذلا نيعلا مسا لثم اقافتا اهيف كلذ قفتا نأب ةريثك ءايشأ ىلع لاقي ام هنم كرتشملا مسالاو
 يذلا ىنعملا يف ال رخآلا امهدحأ ةهباشم لجأل نيئيش ىلع لاقي ام هنمو .ءاملا عوبني ىلعو رصبي هب يذلا
 .ناويح اعيمج امهيلع لاقي هنإف سرفلا لاثمتو ناسنالا لثم ام ضرع يف لب امهدحأ نم مسالا كلذ هيلع لد
 ساسح دغتم لكش هلكش نأ ىلع يناثلا نمو ساسح دغتم مسج ىلع امهدحأ نم لدي ناويحلا مساو
 طئاحلا ساسأ لثم ةفلتخم ءايشأ ىلإ ةهباشتم بسن اهل رومأ ىلع لاقي ام هنمو .طقف كلذ ىلع اهذخأتف
 نوكتلا يف طئاحلا ىلإ طئاحلا ساسأ ةبسن نأل أدبم ىمسي اهنم دحاو لك نإف .قيرطلا فرطو ناويحلا بلقو
 ام هنمو .هيف وه يذلا مسجلا نم نوكتي ءيش لوأ اهنم دحاو لك ناك ذإ ناويحلا ىلإ ناويحلا بلق ةبسنك
 يبرح مالكو يبرح حالسو يبرح سرفو يبرح لجر انلوقك ةدحاو ةياغ ىلإ بسنت ةريثك رومأ ىلع لاقي
 رتفدلاو برحلا ىلع هب ثحي مالكلاو برحلل دعتسملا وه لجرلا نإف .هذه نم ةياغلا يه برحلاف يبرح رتفدو
 وه بطلا نإف .ةيبط ةلآ يبط جالعو يبط رتفد انلوقك دحاو لعاف ىلإ بسنت وأ ؛برحلا فيك هنم ملعتي
 اهل لعاف الو اعيمج اهل ةياغ ءيشلا كلذ نأ ىلع ال دحاو ءيش ىلإ بسنت وأ ؛اهل لمعتسملاو هذهل لعافلا
 ءيش وه رمخلاف يرمخ نولو يرمخ بنع انلوقك ةفلتخم ابسن دحاولا ءيشلا كلذ ىلإ بسنت نكل اعيمج
 هنأ ىلع نوللاو هتياغ رمخلا نأ ىلع رمخلا ىلإ بسني بنعلاف .نيتفلتخم نيتبسن هيلإ ناذه بسني دحاو
 .رمخلا نولب هيبش

The homonymous term consists of:  
1) That which is said of multiple things such that it coincides in them 

coincidentally, such as the term al-ʿayn which is said of the organ with 
which one sees and of the source of water. 
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2) That which is said of two things due to their resembling each other, not 
in the meaning that the term indicates of one of them, but in some 
accident, such as man and the statue of a horse, of which both are said 
‘animal’. Of one of them the term ‘animal’ indicates a body that sense 
and is nourished, and of the second that its form is the form of a body 
that senses and is nourished, thus you understand them on that basis [of 
resemblance] only. 

3) That which is said of matters that have similar relations to different 
things, such as the foundation of a wall, the heart of an animal or the 
edge of a road. For each one of these is called a principle because the 
relation of the foundation of a wall to the wall in generation is like the 
relation of the heart of an animal to the animal, as each of them is the 
first thing that is generated of the body in which they are. 

4) That which is said of multiple things that are related to one telos, such 
as our saying ‘a bellicose man’, ‘a bellicose horse’, ‘a bellicose 
weapon’, ‘bellicose speech’, or ‘a bellicose ledger’, for war is the telos 
of these. The man is prepared for war, speech is used to incite to war, 
and the ledger is used to study how to [conduct] war.  

5) Or [that which is said of multiple of things] that are related to one agent, 
such as our saying ‘a medical notebook’, ‘a medical treatment’, or ‘a 
medical instrument’, for medicine is the agent of these and what uses 
them. 

6) Or [that which is said of multiple things] that are related to one thing, 
not that that thing is the telos of all of them or the agent of all of them, 
but that they are related to that one thing in different ways, such as our 
saying ‘wine grapes’ or ‘wine colour’, for wine is the one thing that 
these are related to in two different ways. Grapes are related to wine in 
that wine is its telos, and colour in that it is similar to the colour of wine. 
(Interpretation, 92.) 

 

Here, the only addition to Porphyry’s typology of homonymy is the sixth type that refers to things 

that are all related to one thing, but not in the same way. Aside from this addition, the remaining 

five types are intact (although the genus of homonyms by thought is removed): 1) by chance, 2) 

by similarity, 3) by analogy, 4) to one (pros hen), 5) from one.144 Here it is important that the 

Arabic clearly distinguishes between the homonymous term (al-ism al-muštarak) and its various 

                                                
144 It is unlikely that Fārābī took this directly from Porphyry because of several modifications to what we find in 
Porphyry. There is no mention of homonyms by thought, the ‘from one’ and ‘to one’ homonyms appear in reverse 
order and there is no specific reference to the term ‘analogy’. These modifications are indicative of some 
intermediary(ies) between Porphyry and Fārābī. 
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species, one which is said to purely coincide in its subjects (uttufiqa ḏālika fīhā ittifāqan), thus 

indicating that the homonymous term that is said completely coincidentally is only one species of 

homonymous terms, along with the other types. This is important because elsewhere Fārābī will 

contrast synonymous terms with those said coincidentally, which we must understand as the 

contrast between synonymy and one species of homonymy. As we will see, Fārābī is consistent in 

the distinction between homonymy as a genus and coincidental homonymy as a species, a 

distinction made in the Arabic terminology. 

For example, as we see below, in the Book of Particles Fārābī makes a clear contrast 

between ‘the [things] that coincide in name’ (al-muttafiqah asmāʾuhā) and ‘the [things] that 

collude in name’ (al-mutawāṭiʾah asmāʾuhā), i.e. between coincidentally homonymous terms and 

the synonymous. Furthermore, the Book of Particles is also where Fārābī develops his own theory 

of intermediate homonyms as ambiguous terms, albeit a revised theory from what we found in the 

Book of Interpretation. In the Book of Particles Fārābī tells us that in between synonymy and 

coincidental homonymy lies an intermediate kind of predication: 

 نيبو اهؤامسأ ةقّفتملا نيب ةطّسوتملاو ؛اهؤامسأ ةئطاوتملاو ؛اهؤامسأ ةقّفتملا تفرع دق نوكت نأ يغبنيو
 ىّمست نأ ريغ نم ةهباشتم ابسن ةفلتخم ءايشأ ىلإ بَسنُتو دحاو مساب ىّمست يتلا يهو ــ اهؤامسأ ةئطاوتملا
 بَسنُتو دحاو مساب ىّمست يتلاو ،ساسألاو بلقلل "أدبملا" لثم هذه مساب اهيلإ بَسنُت يتلا ءايشألا كلت
 مسا نم ّقتشم دحاو مساب ىّمست يتلاو ،ءايشألا كلت مساب دحاولا كلذ ىّمسي نأ ريغ نم دحاو ءيش ىلإ
 ءيشلا مسا هنيعب وه دحاو مساب ىّمست يتلاو ،ّبطلا مسا نم ّقتشملا "ّيّبطلا" لثم بَسنُت هيلإ يذلا ءيشلا
 .لضافتم اّمإو واستم اّمإ هذه نم دحاو ّلكو ــ بَسنُت هيلإ يذلا

You must know the things that coincide in name, the things that collude in name, 
and the things in between things that coincide and collude in name. These are: 
1) The things that have one name and are related to different things by similar 

relations without those things they are related to being named with their term, 
such as ‘principle’ for the heart and the foundation. 

2) The things that have one name and are related to one thing without that one 
being named with the name of those things. 

3) The things that have one name derived from the term of the thing they are 
related to, such as ‘medical’ which is derived from the term ‘medicine’. 
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4) The things that have one name that is exactly the same term of the thing they 
are related to. 

Each of these is either equal or hierarchically ranked. (Particles, §19.) 
 

This passage brings out the nature of intermediate homonyms as intermediary between 

coincidental homonyms and synonyms. The fact that Fārābī’s reference to ‘the [things] that 

coincide in name’ and ‘the [things] that collude in name’ must not be understood as contrasting 

synonymy with the genus of homonymy is corroborated by the next passage where Fārābī specifies 

coincidental homonymy as one species of homonymy. Fārābī describes intermediary homonyms 

as things that share a relationship to each other. This shared relationship is what renders them 

intermediary; they cannot be said to coincide in name by chance but equally they do not collude 

in their account of being.  

The theories laid out in the Book of Interpretation and in the Book of Particles are not 

identical and require comparison. In the passage from the Book of Interpretation Fārābī gives 

different types of homonyms that are not merely coincidental but have meanings related to each 

other through a number of ways: 1) resemblance, 2) analogy, 3) a relation to one telos, 4) a relation 

to one agent, 5) different relations to one thing. However, in the Book of Particles Fārābī only lists 

two major types, the first being: 1) different things that relate to each other by analogy, and 2) 

homonymy where different things share one name because they all relate to one thing.145 This 

second reduces the third, fourth and fifth kinds of homonyms in the Book of Interpretation to only 

one. In the Book of Interpretation Fārābī distinguished between whether homonyms relate to one 

thing that is an agent or a telos or in a variety of different ways. In the Book of Particles there is 

no longer a distinction between what type of relationship a thing has to the primary meaning of its 

                                                
145 This second type is further divided into three more types based on the linguistic relationship between the term and 
its primary meanings. This division is not of great relevance to us because it does not pertain to the way meanings 
relate to each other. 
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name. Additionally, the homonym by resemblance found in the Book of Interpretation is absent 

here. Overall, in comparison to the Book of Interpretation, in the Book of Particles Fārābī appears 

to have stratified and reduced the theory of homonyms into only two ways homonymous terms 

can have multiple meanings that relate to each other, either by analogy of in relation to one thing. 

 In a second passage in the Book of Particles Fārābī gives a similar discussion of terms that 

are intermediary between coincidental homonyms and synonymy. However, this passage includes 

two further points of significance. Firstly, it begins by distinguishing things that share a name 

coincidentally as one species of homonymy among others. Secondly it concludes by referring to 

homonymous terms that have analogous meanings or meanings that relate to one primary meaning 

as ambiguous terms: 

 ةهباشتم بَِسن اهل ام اهنمو  .كرتشملا مسالا كلذ يف ةقّفتم يه ام اهنم دحاو مسا يف كرتشت يتلا يناعملاو
 دحاولا كلذ نم اهبتر نوكت نأ اّمإ كلذو بيترت ىلع دحاو رمأ ىلإ بَسنُي ام اهنمو  .ةريثك ءايشأ ىلإ
 ]…[هنم ةبتر دعبأ اهضعبو هيلإ ةبتر برقأ اهضعب نوكي نأب ةلضافتم هنم اهبتر نوكت نأ اّمإو ةدحاو ةبتر
 اّمإ ــ دحاو ءيش ىلإ بَسنُت اهّنأ لجأل وأ ةريثك ءايشأ ىلإ اهَبسِن هباشت لجأل >ا<دحاو اهل امسا نوكيف
 ريغ >هذهو<  .اهمسا ريغ ٍمساب ىّمسي ناك وأ يه اهٍمساب ىّمسي دحاولا كلذ ناك ،لضافتب وأ واستب
 .اهؤامسأ ةكَّكشملا ىّمست دقو امهنيب ةطّسوتم يهو اهؤامسأ ةئطاوتملا ريغو اهؤامسأ ةقفّتملا

Among meanings that share in one term are: 
1) Those which are coincidental in that homonymous term 
2) Those which have similar relations to multiple things 
3) Those which are related to one matter according to ranking. That is either that 

their ranks from that one is one rank, or that their ranks from it are hierarchical 
such that one of them is closer in ranking to it and one of them is further from 
it […] 

The term for them is one because of the similarity of their relations to multiple 
things or because they relate to one thing, either equally or hierarchically, whether 
that one has the same name as them or has a different name. These are not things 
that coincide in their names and are not things that collude in their names, they are 
intermediary between the two, and they may be called the [things] with ambiguous 
names. (Particles §158.) 
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For our purposes in this chapter, the significance of this passage lies in the fact that it specifies 

coincidental and ambiguous terms as two species of homonymy.146 Furthermore, just like the §19 

passage, ambiguous terms appear to consist of two kinds: the ambiguous term that has unity in 

meaning through the analogous relationship its meanings have to different things, and the 

ambiguous term that has unity through its meanings all being related to one thing. The common 

factor in both kinds of ambiguous terms is the function of the nisbah (relation); the meanings of 

an ambiguous term either have relations to one thing, or they have analogous relations to different 

things. In both cases, it is the relations of the meanings, either analogous or to one thing, that give 

unity to the term and thus render it ambiguous as opposed to coincidental. Furthermore, with 

respect to the ambiguous term that is said in relation to one thing, Fārābī tells us in both passages 

that the different meanings of the term may relate to that one thing equally, or hierarchically. This 

means that they are either all on one ranking with respect to the primary meaning, or hierarchically 

ranked.  

 From these two passages it appears that Fārābī’s concern in the theory of ambiguous terms 

is twofold. Initially it is concerned with the unity of meaning and within that it addresses different 

ways meanings are related, whether analogically related or whether equally or hierarchically 

related to a primary meaning. To address the first concern, as stated earlier, there is a spectrum 

                                                
146 In both §19 and §158 Fārābī follows Alexander of Aphrodisias who refers to pros hen terms as between synonymy 
and homonymy. This is significant because, unlike Porphyry’s view, the view that something can be ‘between’ appears 
closer to the idea of a spectrum. Treiger has characterised Alexander as having an alternative position to Porphyry 
whereby pros hen terms are not a species of homonymy, but a different category of predication altogether (Treiger, 
“Transcendental”, 335-338). However, when we consider the fact that Alexander also speaks of “strict homonyms” 
(In Met. CAG, 241.9) and considers both these and pros hen terms to fall under “that which is said in many ways 
(pollachōs legomena) (In Met. CAG, 242.8-10), he appears closer to the notion of a spectrum we find in Fārābī. The 
notion of  intermediate homonyms ‘in between’ total homonymy and synonymy is also found in Abū Bišr Mattā’s 
comments on Porphyry’s Eisagoge, as quoted by Naṣīr al-Dīn Ṭūsī (d. 1274) in which Mattā tells us such terms are 
“in between (mutawassiṭah bayna) the meaning in which are things that have synonymous terms and between the 
homonymous term in which are things that have coincidental terms” (Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī, Muṣāriʿ al-Muṣāriʿ, ed. 
Wilferd Madelung (Tehran: Intišārāt-i Muʾassasa-yi Muṭālaʿāt-i Islāmī Dānešgāh-i Tehrān, 1969), 60). 
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according to which different things share the same name based on the unity of meaning. On one 

end things share a name and an identical account of being relative to that name, in which case the 

term and the meanings, or the accounts of being of the things it indicates, collude. In this case there 

is a unity in the utterance, the meaning and the accounts of being in the things indicated. On the 

other end of the spectrum lie things that share a name but nothing else, no account of being or any 

other characteristic corresponding to the name. There is thus unity in utterance only, but not in 

meaning or account of being or any common characteristic. These terms can only be said to 

coincide with their various meanings in a coincidental way. Yet, there can be degrees of unity 

between either ends of this spectrum, such as a term having multiple meanings that bear a relation 

to each other. The unity afforded by this relation renders such a term ambiguous in that it refers to 

things that have different accounts of being relative to the name they share while still sharing a 

degree of unity in the relations of the meanings. This creates an ambiguity as to whether they are 

predicated homonymously or synonymously.  

I contend that it is on the basis of this spectrum of unity that Fārābī forms his theory of 

ambiguous terms in the Book of Particles. This explains why they are considered to be between 

coincidental and colluding terms. It also explains why Porphyry’s division of homonyms by 

thought, and within that, homonyms by resemblance are omitted, and why aph henos and pros hen 

homonyms are compounded into ‘that which is related to one thing’ without specifying direction. 

None of these typologies has any role in a spectrum of unity in that they bear no relation to the 

degree of unity between the meanings of a homonymous term. On this spectrum there is only one 

question which is regarding to what extent a term either colludes entirely or coincides by chance 

with the accounts of being of the things it indicates.  
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To turn to Fārābī’s second concern, it is important to emphasise that despite this spectrum 

of unity of meaning, or perhaps in tandem to it, emerges a multivariate approach to the ways the 

different meanings of an ambiguous term relate to each other. Fārābī gives no single way that the 

meanings of ambiguous terms relate to each other but offers a variety of possibilities.147 It may be 

through the analogy of the relations, or through relations to one thing, and those relations may be 

equal or ranked. This is important because it contributes to the very ambiguity of a term. Once we 

establish that a term is ambiguous it still remains unclear how exactly its meanings relate to each 

other. 

 Furthermore, it is significant that Fārābī fleshes out his theory of ambiguous terms in the 

Book of Particles which can be said to pertain more to his own independent philosophy, rather 

than to digesting the commentary tradition on Aristotle. This is in contrast to the Book of 

Interpretation which represents Fārābī’s own rendition of Aristotle’s On interpretation and thus 

is stricter in its adherence to Porphyry and late antique Aristotelianism. Similarly, the theory of 

ambiguous terms in the Book of Interpretation passage is closer to Porphyry’s typology, while in 

the Book of Particles we find something more resembling of a spectrum. 

With regards to their classification, Fārābī reiterates in a number of places that coincidental 

and ambiguous terms are both species of homonymy. In the Book of Interpretation, we saw that 

Fārābī had distinguished coincidental terms from intermediate homonyms, making them both 

species of homonymy, although without referencing intermediate homonyms as ambiguous terms. 

In the Situations of sophistry the terminological clarification is made: 

                                                
147 In the Long Commentary on Aristotle’s Categories, Fārābī refers to five species of homonyms, the second, third, 
fourth and fifth of which he says are hierarchically ordered (Long Commentary on Aristotle’s Categories, 210). This 
appears to follow Porphyry’s scheme in which the first type of homonym is by chance, and the remaining four have 
meanings that bear relationships to each other (Zonta says the source is Simplicius, but Simplicius appears to be 
repeating what goes back to Porphyry). It is unclear exactly what Fārābī means by ‘hierarchically ordered’ other than 
perhaps there being a primary meaning, but even then, they must have differing relations among their meanings or 
they would not be considered different species of homonyms. 
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 اهنمو راعتسم اهنمو ككشم وه ام اهنمو قافتاب لاقي ام اهنم اهسفنأ يف ةكرتشملا ]ةدرفملا ظافلألا[و
 .لوقنم

Among the [singular utterances that are] homonymous in themselves are: 
1) That which is said coincidentally 
2) That which is ambiguous 
3) A metaphor 
4) Transferred (Sophistry, 202).148  

 

There remain two more texts of relevance to the classification and theory of ambiguous 

terms. The first is in The Aims of Aristotle’s Metaphysics where Fārābī makes a brief reference to 

ambiguous terms. He tells us that Book Delta of Aristotle’s Metaphysics deals with the utterances 

that indicate the very subject matter of metaphysics, whether these utterances are used, 

“synonymously (bi-al-tawāṭuʾ) or ambiguously (bi-al-taškīk) or truly homonymously (bi-al-ištirāk 

al-ḥaqīqī) (Aims, 37). While in this passage ambiguity may appear to be a tertium quid rather than 

a species of homonymy, Fārābī’s qualification of ‘truly homonymously’ implies simultaneously 

that there must be degrees of homonymy, with one type (which we can assume to be coincidental 

homonymy) as the fullest and truest form. On this basis, ambiguity may therefore be seen as a 

weaker degree of homonymy singled out due to its significance for metaphysics.  

The final text of importance for the theory of ambiguous terms is in the Epistle in Response 

to questions posed where Fārābī gives a different explanation of ambiguous terms and their 

                                                
148 Our interest lies in the relationship between homonymous, coincidental, and ambiguous terms. As such, I will not 
discuss the classification of other types such as metaphors and transferred terms. In this passage metaphors are classed 
as a species of homonymy, however in the Book of Interpretation they are considered their own genus of nouns 
(Interpretation, 91), and in the Book of Particles passage they are not mentioned. The reason for the different 
classifications most likely lies in the goals and subject matter of the particular text, rather than a firm or dogmatic 
classification. For example, with regards to sophism, the subject matter of the Sophistry, a metaphor would be a 
homonymous term, whereas from the more general perspective on language taken in the Book of Interpretation, it is 
simply a type of term, and it is not relevant to the more metaphysical character of the Book of Particles and hence 
omitted there. This is not to take away from the classification of coincidental and ambiguous terms both as species of 
homonymy, which remains established in all texts. 
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classification. In this text he classifies ambiguous terms together with synonymous terms under 

the division of terms without known meanings intended: 

 دصقُي مل رومأ اهب تيمس ءامسأ امهنم برض .نيبرض ىلع ءامسألا لاقف وه ام ككشملا مسالا نع لؤس
 دصُق رومأ اهب تيمس ءامسأ رخآلا برضلاو ةقفتملا ةكرتشملا ءامسألا يهو مولعم دحاو ىنعم ةيمستلا كلتب
 ةمولعم ناعم ةيمستلا كلتب دصُق رومأل ءامسأ هيف نيمسق اضيأ مسقنت يهو ةمولعم ناعم ةيمستلا كلتب
 ناعم ةيمستلاب دصق رومأل رخآ مسقو اهؤامسأ ةئطاوتملا يهو ىنعملا كلذ يف رخأتت الو مدقتت ال تايمسملاو
 ةوقلاو ضرعلاو رهوجلا لثم ةككشملا ءامسألا يهو ءامسألا كلت بسحب رخأتتو مدقتت تايمسملاو ةمولعم
  .اههبشأ امو رمألاو يهنلاو لعفلاو

[Fārābī] was asked about what the ambiguous term is. He said,  
“Terms are of two types: 
1) One type are terms that things are named with but no one known 

meaning was intended in that naming, and these are the coincidental 
homonymous terms.  

2) The other type are terms that things are named with and known 
meanings were intended in that naming. This is also divided into two 
divisions: 

a. Terms for things in which known meanings were intended in the 
naming and the named things are not prior or posterior to each 
other in that meaning. These are things with synonymous terms. 

b. The other division is for things in which known meanings were 
intended in the naming and the named things are prior and 
posterior to each other according to those names. These are 
ambiguous terms such as ‘substance’, ‘accident’, ‘potentiality’, 
‘actuality’, ‘prohibition’, ‘command’ and the like.” (Response 
§12149) 
 

This passage classifies synonymous, ambiguous and coincidental terms differently to how we have 

seen in other texts. Instead of grouping ambiguous terms together with the coincidental under the 

umbrella of homonymy, ambiguous terms are grouped together with synonymous terms. However, 

                                                
149 It is important to also mention that the authorship of the Epistle in Response to questions posed has been disputed. 
For a discussion and further references, see: Damien Janos, Method, Structure, and Development in al-Fārābī’s 
Cosmology (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 238-240. Ulrich Rudolph has emphasised that the Arabic tradition does not even 
ascribe the text to Fārābī himself, but to the oral transmission of a student (Ulrich Rudolph, “Abū Naṣr al-Fārābī” in 
Rudolph et al. eds, Philosophy in the Islamic World. Volume 1: 8th-10th Centuries, tr. Rotraud Hansberger (Leiden: 
Brill, 2017), 589). Thus, even if the text is authentically attributed to Fārābī, it is not Fārābī’s own writing, but that of 
a student recording Fārābī’s oral responses to questions in a classroom setting. As I consider this passage to be 
reconcilable with the others, I do not consider the issues of the text’s authenticity to affect my argument in either way. 
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upon further analysis of this classification it does not seem to be in direct contradiction to our other 

texts. As we saw, the classification in other passages was based firstly on whether or not there is 

more than one meaning to the term (i.e. the distinction between synonymous and homonymous), 

and then with respect to homonymous terms, how the multiple meanings were related. On the other 

hand, the classification of this passage is not to do with the number of meanings, but to do with 

whether those meanings were intended or not.150 For Fārābī, as we have seen, the relationship 

between utterances and meanings is not altogether conventional. In fact, in the Book of Particles 

§124-125 Fārābī says that the development of homonymous and ambiguous terms in language is 

a part of the exertion to seek order and resemblance between utterances and meanings. On this 

basis ambiguous terms can be grouped with synonymous terms in as much as the meanings of 

these terms were intended.151 Moreover, in the classification found in the Epistle in Response to 

questions posed Fārābī does not entirely neglect the typology of his other texts. He is careful to 

specify “coincidentally homonymous” terms as being a different type from the synonymous and 

ambiguous, rather than simply “homonymous”, perhaps in order to retain the notion that 

ambiguous nouns are also homonymous, even if that classification is not relevant to the discussion 

in that text. 

 To summarise, it emerges that ambiguous terms are a species of homonymy that lies in 

between synonymy and coincidental homonymy on the spectrum of unity according to which 

different things share a name. Despite their homonymy, ambiguous terms share in common with 

synonymous terms the fact that their meanings are not random. However, with respect to 

ambiguous terms there is not one single way in which their meanings relate to each other. On this 

                                                
150 The notion of intentionality is also found in Simplicius, who divides homonyms between intentional and non-
intentional (viz. ‘chance’) homonyms (Simplicius, In Cat. CAG, 31.24-27). 
151 In the Book of Particles Fārābī says that the meanings of purely homonymous terms are also related, but cannot be 
expressed in words, Particles §125. 
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basis I differ in my interpretation from that of the recent work by Alexander Treiger. In a 

pioneering study that led to a renewed interest in the theory of ambiguous terms and its origins, 

Treiger considered Fārābī’s ambiguous terms to be an example of what he calls “modulated 

univocals.”152 While he paved the way for a much greater understanding of an important area of 

Islamic philosophical thought, from the Greek sources to Avicenna and beyond, Treiger’s attention 

to Fārābī is somewhat cursory and leaves several unanswered questions.153 Here I will explain how 

my findings outweigh Treiger’s interpretation of modulated univocals.  

Firstly, Treiger reads the Book of Particles §19 and §158 passages to differentiate between 

three rather than two classes of predication, with ambiguous terms being a tertium quid between 

synonyms and homonyms.154 However, this ignores the distinction of coincidental terms as a 

species of homonymy. In the texts in question Fārābī had referred to ambiguous terms as in 

between synonymous and coincidental terms, but Treiger translated ‘coincidental’ as ‘equivocal’. 

Without bearing in mind the nuance between coincidental homonymy and homonymy tout court 

it would seem that ambiguous terms are contrasted to homonymy itself, rather than to one species 

of it.  Moreover, in one place Treiger recognises that ambiguous terms are said to belong to a class 

of homonyms, but he does not discuss this in relation to the passages in the Book of Particles §19 

and §158, leaving us to wonder what Fārābī’s position is. 

Although there is no systematic evaluation of Fārābī’s texts, Treiger concludes that 

Fārābī’s ambiguous terms are “essentially the same thing as modulated univocals.”155 Treiger 

makes this judgement on the basis that the meanings of ambiguous terms are said to be ranked, 

                                                
152 Treiger, “Transcendental,” 346. 
153 This is also something which he recognises, “complete analysis of these passages lies beyond the scope of this 
essay,” Treiger, “Transcendental,” 348. 
154 Treiger, “Transcendental,” 348. 
155 Treiger, “Transcendental,” 350. 
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even though not all ambiguous terms have hierarchically ranked meanings. Initially Treiger began 

by discussing the term al-mawǧūd, which is classified as an ambiguous term with hierarchically 

ranked meanings, but he subsequently broadens his analysis to encompass ambiguous terms as a 

whole despite the fact that there is a multivariate approach to the ways the meanings of ambiguous 

terms relate to each other. Most significantly, while some ambiguous terms have hierarchically 

ranked meanings in relation to one thing, this is not altogether the same meaning as Treiger’s 

concept of modulated univocals. 

Modulated univocals, as Treiger explains them, are terms that have one meaning but differ 

in intensity of that meaning. He shows that later authors in Greek and Arabic undertook a subtle 

shift in language away from Porphyry’s theory of pros hen homonyms. According to this shift, 

pros hen homonyms no longer had multiple meanings in relation to one thing, but only one 

meaning that differs in degree of intensity.156 In Arabic, Treiger bases this off Ibn al-Ṭayyib (d. 

1043), who seems to think that homonymous terms must either have altogether different meanings, 

or they must share one meaning with increase or decrease (bi-al-ziyādah wa-al-nuqṣān).157 Thus, 

although Ibn al-Ṭayyib retains intermediate, and more specifically pros hen, homonyms as a 

branch of homonymy, Treiger refers to them as modulated univocals because there is now only 

one meaning that differs in intensity. 

                                                
156 Treiger, “Transcendental,” 340-342. 
157 Ibn al-Ṭayyib states: 

 ناصقنلاو ةدايزلاب فلتخت اهنأ الإ يناعملا يف ةقفتم وأ يناعملا ةفلتخم نوكت دق اهنإف
[Homonymous terms] might differ in meanings or agree in meanings except that they differ by 
increase and decrease.  

Kwame Gyekye, Arabic logic: Ibn al-Ṭayyib’s commentary on Porphyry’s Eisagoge (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 1979), 99. In the Commentary on Aristotle’s Categories, Ibn al-Ṭayyib recognises Porphyry’s distinction 
between ‘homonyms by chance’ and ‘homonyms by thought’ and gives eight different kinds of homonyms by thought 
(Cleophea Ferrari, Der Kategorienkommentar von Abū l-Faraǧ ʿAbdallāh ibn aṭ-Ṭayyib: Text und Untersuchungen 
(Leiden: Brill, 2006), 37-38), none of which we find in Fārābī. 
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 While it may be the case that Ibn al-Ṭayyib’s intermediate homonyms can be more 

accurately described as ‘modulated univocals’, this cannot be extended to Fārābī’s theory of 

ambiguous terms.158 Even if we limit it to those ambiguous terms that have hierarchically ranked 

meanings, this is not entirely equivalent to Ibn al-Ṭayyib’s notion of increase and decrease in 

meaning. Fārābī refers to some ambiguous terms that are hierarchically ranked (mutafāḍil), but 

this concept cannot be equated to Ibn al-Ṭayyib’s notion of increase and decrease in meaning. The 

hierarchical ranking that Fārābī describes refers to multiple, individual things that are ranked, and 

unlike Ibn al-Ṭayyib’s ‘increase and decrease’, this does not necessarily pertain to anything real 

shared between them in bigger or smaller proportions. In chapter six I discuss further how the 

ranking of beings does not mean they have more or less of anything real, but rather they are ranked 

according to what extent they are what-they-are. 

 Finally, it cannot be forgotten that in his discussions of homonymy and ambiguity Fārābī 

is not only referring to the meanings of terms, but also to things named by such terms. Fārābī’s 

ambiguous terms are a species of homonymy for the important reason that the things indicated by 

them do not share a common account of being corresponding to their name, i.e. they are not said 

to be in the same way, which makes it impossible for them to be synonymous. Treiger refers to the 

ambiguous term al-mawǧūd (being) as a modulated univocal on the basis that its meanings are 

hierarchically ranked. However, precisely because it is an ambiguous term, al-mawǧūd can have 

no common account of being for all its meanings, and on the basis that there can be no common 

account of being for ambiguous terms, it is also theoretically impossible for it to be synonymous 

or univocal. 

                                                
158 Most importantly, Ibn al-Ṭayyib was active nearly a century after Fārābī, yet Treiger seems to read Ibn al-Ṭayyib’s 
theory of ambiguous terms into that of Fārābī. 
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 This brings us to touch on the metaphysical import of ambiguous terms. Fārābī does not 

give many examples of ambiguous terms, but some of the most significant are what are known as 

transcategorial terms, such as ‘one’ (al-wāḥid), ‘being’ (al-mawǧūd) and ‘thing’ (al-šayʾ) 

(Demonstration, 297, 298). These terms are general across all the categories and also the subjects 

of the universal science (Particles §88; Demonstration, 310).159 Because they are transcategorial, 

they also cannot tell us anything specific about something, as they could refer to anything. In the 

Book of Demonstration Fārābī uses the same reasoning to tell us that ambiguous terms cannot 

function properly as genera in definitions, or they might be said to be genera but only in a way 

other (bi-naḥw āḫar) than the way ‘animal’ is said to be the genus of man. The way in which they 

might be called genera is that they give a general idea of something in the imagination: 

 ءيشلا ماوق هب ءزج ىلع لدت نأ ريغ نم ام وحنب اماع الييخت ءيشلا ليخت دق نوكي نأ هبشي هذه نإف
 .الصأ

These [ambiguous terms] appear to perhaps cause the thing to be imagined 
generally in some way without at all indicating a part through which the thing 
subsists. (Demonstration, 298.)160 

 

The fact that ambiguous terms are often associated with transcategorial terms and do not function 

as proper genera in definitions is significant for showing that the theory is connected to a certain 

ontology. The ambiguity of these terms lies in the fact they refer to everything, i.e. they are 

transcategorial, but tell us nothing specific about anything, i.e. nothing through which a thing 

subsists. The theory of ambiguous terms is thus intimately tied to metaphysics and the question of 

what makes something what it is as well as how we can say all things are. Ambiguous terms such 

as ‘being’, ‘one’ and ‘thing’ form the subject matter of metaphysics and other examples of 

                                                
159 In the Book of Demonstration, Fārābī describes first philosophy, dialectic and sophistry as universal crafts (al-
ṣanāʾiʿ al-ʿāmmah). 
160 I discuss this passage further in chapter five, section 5.1. 
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ambiguous terms Fārābī gives, if not transcategorial, are also mostly related to the subject matter 

of metaphysics: ‘perfection’ (al-kamāl), ‘potentiality’ (al-quwwah), ‘relation’ (al-nisbah), 

‘substance’ (al-ǧawhar), ‘accident’ (al-ʿaraḍ), ‘actuality’ (al-fiʿl), ‘command’ (al-amr) and 

‘prohibition’ (al-nahī) (Demonstration, 297 and Response §12).161 I contend that the close 

connection between the theory of ambiguous terms and the subject matter of metaphysics speaks 

to one of Fārābī’s primary philosophical concerns, namely how we can say things about things and 

what makes something what-it-is. 

 In addition to the connection to metaphysics, the theory of ambiguous terms is perhaps 

more fundamentally tied to linguistic theory. Built on the spectrum of homonymy according to the 

degree of unity there is among things that share a common name, ambiguous terms require 

interlocutors to pay attention to how words are used. As we saw in the previous chapter, Fārābī 

considers language to be intimately tied to its ontological foundation, which illustrates what is at 

stake in the correct interpretation of language. In the next section I explore the origins of Fārābī’s 

choice of ‘ambiguous’ to describe his theory of intermediate homonyms, revealing a second crucial 

issue at play, namely dialectic and its potential for sophistry. 

 

3.2 Ambiguous terms and the origins of its terminology 

Until now we have seen that Fārābī’s theory of homonymy is based on the notion of divergent 

things sharing a name and the two different ways this happens, either coincidentally or through 

ambiguity. I now turn to the history and origins of its terminology. To some degree, Fārābī’s 

                                                
161 ‘Command’ and ‘prohibition’ appear to be an exception. They do not pertain to the study of metaphysics but to the 
study of Arabic eloquence (balāġah), Qurʿanic exegesis and Islamic jurisprudence. Language in Islamic scriptures 
which would grammatically constitute a command or prohibition in the imperative voice (fiʿl amr or fiʿl maǧzūm li-
al-nahī) is often interpreted to be a suggestion rather than a legal command or prohibition in the study of Arabic 
eloquence and and Qurʾanic exegesis. 
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theories and terminological choices are born out of the Arabic translations of Greek texts that he 

read. Nevertheless, with regards to homonymy and ambiguity, those texts that have come down to 

us do not appear altogether consistent in their translations of Greek terms and there are not 

necessarily clear sources for Fārābī’s terminology. This makes it likely that Fārābī’s terminological 

choices were his own innovations born out of his readings of Greek texts translated into Arabic. 

To begin with the case of ‘homonymy’ (Gr. homōnumia), in Arabic we find two different 

translations for this term 1) ištirāk al-ism (‘the sharing of a name’), and 2) ittifāq al-ism (‘the 

coinciding of a name’). In the following I will simply refer to ištirāk and ittifāq to indicate any 

Arabic term derived from these two translations respectively, such as muštarak or muttafiq. 

We have seen that these two terms have specific uses in Fārābī, but in the Graeco-Arabic 

translations their respective uses are far from clear. To do full justice to this topic would require a 

separate, independent study, but it appears clear enough that there is no distinction between the 

two in the translation of the Greek ‘homonymy’ in Aristotle’s texts. For example, as a translation 

of ‘homonymy’ we find ištirāk in Tadharī’ b. Bāsil’s translation of the Prior Analytics 1.13,162 

Abū Bišr b. Mattā’s translation of the Posterior Analytics 2.13,163 and Ustāṯ’s translation of the 

Metaphysics Γ.2.164 However, Isḥāq b. Ḥunayn uses ittifāq to render ‘homonymy’ in the 

Categories 1,165 On interpretation 6,166 and Physics 7.4.167 To further complicate the matter Isḥāq 

reverts to ištirāk in On interpretation 13.168 In the translation of the Topics, Abū ʿUṯmān al-

Dimašqī also varies between the two translations. The Topics 1.15 is the famous section Aristotle 

devotes to homonymy. In this section, Abū ʿ Uṯmān translates ‘homonymy’ with derivates of ištirāk 

                                                
162 Prior Analytics 1.13, 32a20 [Arabic: 142]. 
163 Posterior Analytics 2.13, 97b29 [Arabic: 451]. 
164 Metaphysics Γ.2, 1003a34 [Arabic: 300]. 
165 Categories 1, 1a2 [Arabic: 3]. 
166 On interpretation 6, 17a35 [Arabic: 65]. 
167 Physics 7.4, 248b8-249a5, 249a23 [Arabic: vol2., 776-778, 780]. 
168 On interpretation 13, 23a7 [Arabic: 94]. 
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six times, and of ittifāq four times.169 In Topics 6.10 he uses ittifāq nine times and ištirāk once.170 

In Topics 4.10 he uses both terms to translate ‘homonymy’ in a single sentence.171 Finally, there 

are additional uses of ittifāq in Topics 2.3 and throughout 6.2.172 From a cursory glance, there does 

not seem to be a difference in use between the two terms.173  

Despite the apparent non-distinction between these two translations of Aristotle’s 

homōnumia in most texts, there are two important exceptions to this. Firstly, in Isḥāq’s translation 

of the Nicomachean Ethics 1.6 (1096b27-30), homonymy as ištirāk is subdivided into four further 

types, one of which is ittifāq. In the Arabic rendition, when Aristotle discusses how many things 

can all be said to be good, the question is about how many things can have the same name, forming 

a discussion regarding which type of homonymy is at play. This emphasis on the type of 

homonymy is much clearer in the Arabic than in the Greek edition: 

 
Table 1: Comparison of the Greek Nicomachean Ethics 1.6, 1096b27-30 and its Arabic translation 

Greek edition: English translation: Arabic translation by Isḥāq b. 
Ḥunayn: 

English translation of the 
Arabic: 

(EN 1.6, 
1096b27-30) 
ἀλλὰ πῶς δὴ 
λέγεται; οὐ γὰρ 
ἔοικε τοῖς γε ἀπὸ 
τύχης 
ὁµωνύµοις. ἀλλ᾽ 
ἆρά γε τῷ ἀφ᾽ 
ἑνὸς εἶναι ἢ πρὸς 
ἓν ἅπαντα 
συντελεῖν, ἢ 
µᾶλλον κατ᾽ 
ἀναλογίαν; 

But then in what way 
are things called good? 
They do not seem to be 
like the things that only 
chance to have the 
same name. Are goods 
one, then, by being 
derived from one good 
or by all contributing to 
one good, or are they 
rather one by analogy? 

 مسالا يف ةكرتشم ]اهيمسن[ فيكف
 نم مسالا يف ةكرتشملا هبشت تسيل ذإ
 نوكت نأ اهب قلخأ نكل قافتالا ةهج
 اهنأ قيرط نم مسالا يف ةكرتشملا نم
 يتأت اهنأ قيرط نم وأ دحاو ءيش نم
 ىلوألاو دحاو ءيش ىلإ هلعفت ام لكب
  174.ةلكاشملا قيرط ىلع نوكت نأ اهب

How do we say [goods] share 
the same name? For they do 
not resemble that which 
shares a name by way of 
coincidence, but it is more 
becoming that they share a 
name by way of the fact that 
they are from one thing, or by 
way of the fact that they are 
directed in everything they do 
towards one thing. But the 
preferred is that they [share a 
name] by means of analogy. 

                                                
169 Topics 1.15 [Arabic: 490-497]. 
170 Topics 6.10 [Arabic: 657-659]. 
171 Topics 4.10, 123a27-29 [Arabic: 563]. 
172 Topics 2.3, 110b16 and 6.2 [Arabic: 509, 625-627]. 
173 The same can also be said of the translation of the Sophistical Refutations, of which we possess three different 
translations, each one varying in its translation of ‘homonymy’. The examples are too numerous to be listed here, but 
a cursory glance at Greek references to homonymy (such as SE 165b25, 165b32, 166a18, 166a23, 168a25, 169a23, 
170a14, 175b1) and the Arabic translations reveal what seems to be a lack of consistency in the translation. This would 
need to be studied further. 
174 EN, 129. 
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In this excerpt the Arabic Aristotle appears clear in referring to homonymy as ištirāk, and in 

distinguishing ištirāk from its various species, which he refers to as: 1) ittifāq (coincidental 

homonymy), 2) homonymy from one thing, 3) homonymy towards one thing, 4) homonymy by 

analogy. A similar case exists in Abū ʿUṯmān al-Dimašqī’s translation of the Topics 2.3. Despite 

the fact that he does not appear to have a system for distinguishing between the two translations 

ištirāk and ittifāq throughout most of the text, in at least one place ittifāq appears to be only one 

way in which a term can have multiple meanings: 

 
Table 2: Comparison of the Greek Topics 2.3, 100b17 and its Arabic translation 

Greek edition by E.S. 
Forster 

English translation: Arabic translation by Abū 
ʿUṯmān al-Dimašqī  

English translation of 
the Arabic 

(Top 2.3, 110b17) Πάλιν 
ὅσα µὴ καθ᾿ ὁµωνυµίαν 
λέγεται πολλαχῶς, ἀλλὰ 
κατ᾿ ἄλλον τρόπον 
 
 

Again, consider those 
terms whose uses are 
many, but differ not by 
way of homonymy, but 
in some other way. 

 نكي مل ام لك زيمن نأ يغبني اضيأو
 قافتاب ةريثك ءاحنأ ىلع لاقي
 .175ىرخأ ةهجب نكل مسالا

Also, we must 
distinguish between that 
which is said in many 
ways not by the 
coinciding of the name , 
but by some other way. 

 

In these texts coincidental homonymy, ittifāq al-ism, is only one species of homonymy. In the first 

text the broader category of homonymy is ištirāk al-ism, while in the second text it is simply “that 

which is said in many ways.”176 These passages, and in particular that of the Nicomachean Ethics, 

                                                
175 Top, 509. 
176 This ties into a further complication that originates in Aristotle. Aristotle refers to ‘terms that are said in many 
ways’ (pollakhōs legomena). Is this the same as homonymy? Or is homonymy only one type of terms said in many 
ways, namely those that coincide by chance? This would be an alternative reading of Met. Γ.2 and is substantiated 
from a passage in On Generation and corruption 1 where Aristotle says: “Now no doubt, just as every other name is 
used in many senses (in some cases homonymously, in others one use being derived from other and prior uses), so too 
is it with contact” (GC 322b27-30). Τhe translation of the GC into Arabic has not come down to us, but it would be 
significant to know whether ‘homonymously’ was translated with ištirāk or ittifāq. The Arabic GC was translated into 
Latin by Gerard of Cremona but remains as of yet unedited. Apparently, Giuseppe Serra has worked on its edition 
(Marwan Rashed, “De Generatione et Corruption. Tradition Arabe”, DPhAS). Most significantly, the notion of terms 
having “one use derived from other and prior uses”, in contrast to [chance] homonymy may have been a source for 
Fārābī’s distinction between coincidental homonyms and ambiguous terms as species of ištirāk. Although, as I have 
shown here, ambiguous terms are not limited to there being prior uses, and include homonyms by analogy. 
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which makes ittifāq a species of ištirāk, may have been sources for Fārābī’s distinction between 

the two terms.177 

 The more pressing question, however, is with regards to the choice of ‘ambiguous’ to 

describe those terms in between synonymy and coincidental homonymy. We have seen that the 

more general notion of intermediate homonyms between synonymy and coincidental homonymy 

originates in the commentary tradition on the Categories, itself a systematisation of different 

Aristotelian texts, but it remains to be seen on what basis Fārābī uses the term ‘ambiguous’ 

(mušakkik) to describe them. The Arabic mušakkik is derived from the term šakk, meaning ‘doubt’. 

Literally mušakkik means ‘that which causes doubt’. In what follows I draw attention to the 

significance of šakk and mušakkik in light of the Islamic environment in which Fārābī wrote, and 

the role they play in his own Book of Dialectic and the Situations of sophsitry. From there I will 

show that Fārābī’s theory of ambiguous terms is primarily concerned with dialectic and the 

potential for sophistry that such terms pose. Subsequently, in light of these findings I briefly re-

examine the Greek source texts that previous scholarship has discussed as possible sources for 

Fārābī. 

 Ambiguous terms must be understood in light of the more general discussion regarding the 

meaning of šakk (‘doubt’), from which mušakkik (‘ambiguous’) is derived, and its contrary yaqīn 

(‘certainty’). Both of these concepts play an important role in Fārābī’s philosophy within which 

ambiguous terms must be situated. In the Arabic philosophical tradition yaqīn refers to the 

                                                
177 Fārābī wrote a commentary on the EN but we cannot be certain of which translation he used. There was another 
translation, in addition to Isḥāq’s, that has not come down to us. Existing scholarship by Mauro Zonta and Chaim 
Neria both consider it probable that Fārābī was not using Isḥāq’s translation (Mauro Zonta, “Les Éthiques. Tradition 
Syriaque et Arabe.,” DPhAS, 193; Chaim Neria, “Al-Fārābī’s Lost Commentary on the Ethics: New Textual 
Evidence,” AScPh 23 (2013), 80, 80n33). I show in chapter four that Isḥāq’s translations were very important for 
Fārābī, and thus we must not rule out that he might have used this translation. 

A similar distinction is found in Abū Bišr Mattā who appears to distinguish things that share a term coincidentally 
(al-ašyāʾ al-muttafiqah asmāʾuhā) as one way in which a term can be ‘shared’ (muštarak, or ‘homonymous’). See 
n.146 above. 
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cognitive state produced in the knower by the employment of demonstrative methods.178 It differs 

from knowledge (ʿilm) which refers to the act of knowing something, rather than the cognitive 

state. Fārābī devotes considerable attention to yaqīn in his philosophical oeuvre, dedicating a 

whole treatise to it entitled The Conditions of Certainty (Conditions, 250-257). Given that the 

philosophical significance of yaqīn and its distinction from ʿilm has already been addressed by 

Deborah Black, here I will simply elucidate further the origins of yaqīn in Fārābī’s thought and its 

relation to šakk. Black tells us that the introduction of yaqīn into Arabic philosophical thinking 

was due to the Arabic translation of Posterior Analytics 1.2, 71b17-19, which introduced the notion 

of knowing with certainty (ʿilman yaqīnan) and the notion of a syllogism with premises that are 

certain (al-qiyās al-muʾtalif al-yaqīnī).179 The term yaqīn in the Arabic translation is an 

interpolation, rather than a translation of a Greek term. Black postulates that Fārābī’s theory of 

yaqīn is derived from this passage in the Arabic translation of the Posterior Analytics and thus 

may ultimately be “the result of a mere whim on the part of the Arabic translator”.180 

Without seeking to diminish the importance of this interpolation in the Arabic Posterior 

Analytics, there is a missing piece to Black’s account. Yaqīn and šakk were important Islamic 

concepts that would not have been unknown to Fārābī. Together, the two concepts and the Islamic 

framework from which they grew are crucial for fully contextualising Fārābī’s choice of the term 

mušakkik and the overall significance of ambiguous terms. The Qurʾan, the revealed book of Islam, 

repeatedly asks of its readers to have complete certainty (yaqīn) in God and the divine revelation 

to the Prophet Muhammad, and gives praise to those who cultivate this state (yūqinūn).181 Just like 

                                                
178 Deborah Black, “Knowledge (ʿilm) and certitude (yaqīn) in Al-Fārābī’s Epistemology,” AScPh 16 (2006), 11. 
179 Black, “Knowledge,” 13. 
180 Black, “Knowledge,” 43. 
181 See for example where the trilateral root Y-Q-N is used to mean having certainty in revelation or the existence of 
God: Qurʾan 2:4; 2:118; 5:50; 6:75; 13:2; 15:99; 26:24; 27:3; 27:82; 30:60; 31:4; 32:12; 32:24; 44:7; 45:4; 45:20; 
46:95; 51:20, 69:51; 74:47; 102:5; 102:7. 
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in the philosophical context, in the religious context yaqīn denotes a cognitive state, but one that 

comes about through religious devotion rather than syllogistic reasoning.182  

The Qurʾan typically uses yaqīn to describe a level of faith which affords complete 

certainty in things that revelation informs of but that are unseen or unknown to human reasoning 

alone, such as the Day of Judgment and the beholding of God. The test of true faith is therefore to 

have complete certainty in that which is inaccessible to human reason; this is the state the believer 

strives to cultivate. The opposite of yaqīn is šakk (‘doubt’), which is typically used in reference to 

those who doubt the truth of revelation or of God.183 In one instance the Quran pointedly asks, “Is 

there any doubt about God (a-fī-llāhi šakk)?” (14:10), as if to say, “is it even possible to have doubt 

in God?”. Šakk is negative because it denotes the questioning of things that revelation tells us are 

decidedly true, the very things of which the believer is expected to have yaqīn.  

I contend that this Quranic framework of yaqīn and šakk forms and important basis for 

Fārābī’s discussions of the two concepts. As Black has explained, there is no specific counterpoint 

to yaqīn in Aristotle.184 Although Fārābī’s theory of yaqīn is not a test of faith, it parallels the 

Qurʾanic demand for certainty alongside knowledge or, in the Quranic context, faith. For example, 

in the Attainment of Happiness Fārābī tells us that the theoretical virtues (al-faḍāʾil al-naẓarīyah) 

are the sciences the ultimate goal of which is to intellect beings and achieve certainty regarding 

them (an tuḥṣal al-mawǧūdāt maʿqūlatan mutayaqqinan bihā) (Attainment, 49). Thus the 

philosopher seeks not only to intellect what-there-is, but to achieve a state of certainty regarding 

it. Fārābī continues in the same text to repeat that the goal of the sciences is to reach yaqīn 

                                                
182 Qurʿan 15:99 instructs the believers to, “Worship your sustainer until certainty comes to you” (wa-ʿbud rabbaka 
ḥattā yaʾtīka al-yaqīn). 
183 For example, in the following passages it signifies the lack of faith in revelation or doubt in God: Qurʾan 10:94; 
10:104; 11:62; 11:110; 14:9; 14:10; 34:21; 34:54; 38:8; 40:34; 41:45; 42:14; 44:9. 
184 Black, “Knowledge,” 12. 
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(Attainment, 50, 51), which parallels the Qurʾanic demand of the faithful to not only believe in the 

unseen, but to be certain of it.  

In the Selected Aphorisms Fārābī tells us that true knowledge (al-ʿilm al-ḥaqīqī) is that 

which is true (ṣāḍiq) and certain (yaqīn) for all time because if it could change, then our certainty 

would turn into doubt (šakk) (Aphorisms, 52). Here šakk appears as the contrary to the certainty of 

knowledge and it is thus the questioning of something, parallel to the Qurʾanic theme of 

questioning revelation. Moreover, in the Enumeration of the Sciences Fārābī tells us that 

metaphysics (al-ʿilm al-ilāhī, ‘the divine science’) uses demonstrations that give certain 

knowledge (al-ʿilm al-yaqīn) and in which man can have no misgiving (irtiyāb) or doubt (šakk) 

(Enumeration, 123), which furthers the juxtaposition of yaqīn and šakk. The concepts in both the 

Arabic philosophical tradition and in the Qurʾan presuppose some sort of truth or knowledge to be 

apprehended.  For the Qurʾan this is the truth of revelation, while for Fārābī it is the truth of how 

things really are, or what-there-is, to be learned through the philosophical method. Yaqīn is to be 

certain in that knowledge and šakk is to doubt it. While yaqīn is a virtue, šakk is problematic when 

it makes one question things that should otherwise be known and clear. 

The problematic nature of šakk becomes more apparent in Fārābī’s Book of Dialectic and 

the Situations of sophistry where he investigates ambiguities, or things that can cause šakk 

(taškīkāt). It is in this context that we must place the theory of ambiguous terms, or more literally, 

‘terms that cause šakk’. At the start of the Book of Dialectic Fārābī tells us that dialectical 

syllogisms use commonly accepted premises (muqaddimāt mašhūrah), unlike demonstration that 

requires certain premises (muqaddimāt yaqīnīyah) (Dialectic, 358).185 While Fārābī is insistent 

                                                
185 Fārābī defines ‘accepted premises’ as those that people believe and accept to be true without testing them, Dialectic, 
362. 
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that dialectics has an important role in demonstrative philosophy,186 the fact that it is based off 

premises that are not necessarily proven to be facts means it is possible for dialectical 

argumentation to prove two opposing conclusions. As a result, Fārābī tells us, dialectical reasoning 

may comprise taškīk, in other words, ambiguity or ‘the causing of doubt’ (Dialectic, 366-367).187 

Thus, as long as premises are not certain, there will always be a degree of doubt and ambiguity in 

the argumentation.  

Fārābī distinguishes, however, between dialectical ambiguity and sophistical ambiguity. 

Dialectics as an art is intended to train the mind for demonstration and as such must not be used 

for the purpose of causing doubt. If it is, then it becomes sophistry. Fārābī tells us that sophistry 

looks like dialectics, and imitates dialectics, but is differentiated from it in that sophistry is 

designed to confuse people (Dialectic, 372, 374). Both dialectics and sophistry, due to their lack 

of certain premises, may house ambiguity, but only sophistry takes advantage of it in order to 

create confusion. While the issues sought after in dialectic (al-maṭlūbāt al-ǧadalīyah) are the very 

things of which there is šakk, or doubt (maškūkan fīhā) (Dialectic, 417-418), unlike the sophist 

who creates doubt, the goal of the dialectician is to resolve it. For example, among the issues 

                                                
186 Fārābī tells us that dialectics is necessary for debating people who doubt (yatašakkak) things that are manifest and 
evident in themselves. It is not possible to use demonstration with such people because they are distant from those 
methods. Rather accepted premises must be used, which can only be done with the art of dialectic (Dialectic, 381-
382). Furthermore, dialectic is important for training the intellect and preparing it for demonstration and the discovery 
of truth. 
187 There is also a positive role for taškīk in dialectic which Fārābī identifies in Plato’s dialogue Parmenides. Fārābī 
tells us that Plato’s Parmenides advises Socrates to train the soul with dialectic and dialectical argumentation, and that 
“Parmenides then started Socrates in dialectical argumentation, which is by the method taškīk and discussed with him” 
(Dialectic, 376). In this case, taškīk is a positive aspect of dialectic because it causes one to ask questions and 
investigate. This passage has been recently discussed by Phillippe Vallat who helpfully points out the positive aspect 
of taškīk (which he translates as ‘la méthode aporétique’) (Vallat, “Le Livre de l’Un”, 224-227. However, Vallat uses 
the passage in conjunction with the Book of One and Oness to conclude, I believe erroneously, that Fārābī considered 
Parmenides to have arrived at metaphysical truth. I discuss Vallat’s broader thesis in this article more in chapter seven. 
With regard to the specific reference at stake here, it is important to note that in this case Fārābī is discussing Plato’s 
Parmenides, i.e. the character Parmenides as portrayed in the Parmenides. This is in contrast to when Fārābī discusses 
the actual Parmenides who he believes was led astray by dialectical reasoning (Dialectic, 375). On this, see chapter 
seven. On the idea current in Arabic philosophy that Plato reached the level of dialectic in philosophical knowldge, in 
contrast to Aristotle who reached the level of demonstration, see: Hasnawi, “L’Âge de la Démonstration”. 
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sought after in dialectic are what Fārābī refers to as contrived, derived sayings (aqāwīl mubtadiʿah 

muštaqqah) that are upheld by people well known for their proficiency in the sciences. As a result, 

such sayings cause doubt (mušakkik) in what would otherwise be well accepted (Dialectic, 419).188 

Furthermore, in the Book of Dialectic Fārābī explicitly tells us that the role of dialectic is to protect 

philosophy from sophistry and sophistical ambiguities (Dialectic, 382). What separates dialectic 

from sophistry is not the existence of ambiguity, but its misuse for the sake of destroying 

knowledge and philosophy. 

Fārābī’s references to ambiguity in the Book of Dialectic are important for showing that at 

its heart ambiguity is an issue consequent to the dialectical method and the absence of certainty in 

its premises which can be misused for the sake of sophistry. The absence of certain premises means 

such language can have ambiguous meanings used to create confusion or misunderstanding. The 

issue of ambiguity (taškīk) is thus inextricably tied to the creation of doubt (šakk) resulting from 

the misuse of language. For example, in the Situations of sophistry Fārābī’s goal is to examine the 

different ways sophistry can cause misunderstanding. He begins the text by discussing sophistry 

in single utterances, for example homonymous, ambiguous or other similar terms: 

 .مسالا يف هل كراشملا رمألا دوصقملا ءيشلا لدب مهفي ىتح ءيشلا مهفت دنع ناسنإلا طلغت دق اهلك هذهو
 وأ اذه ذخؤي وأ كلذ ذخؤي نأ نيب قرف ال هنأ 189نظي ىتح مهفي دحاو ءيش اعيمج نيرمألا نأ مهوي دقو
 .مسالا كلذ هيلع عقي امم قفتا ءيش يأ ذخأي امنإ لب لصحم دحاو ىنعم ىلع رقتسي ال ثيحب نهذلا لعجي

All of these [homonymous, ambiguous, transferred and metaphorical terms] can 
cause a person to be mistaken in their understanding of a thing so that instead of the 
intended thing they understand the thing that shares its name. He might imagine that 
the two things are to be understood as one thing, even thinking there is no difference 
between taking that one or this one, or the mind might not be able to settle on one 
received meaning, but taking anything that happens to coincide with whatever that 
term is used for. (Sophistry, 198.) 

                                                
188 Fārābī gives Parmenides’ argument for monism as an example. On this, see chapter seven. 
189 The editions of both Dānešpājuh and ʿAǧam contain ḥattā lā yaẓunn (Sophistry, 198; Rafīq al-ʿAǧam, Al-Manṭiq 
ʿind al-Fārābī, 2.133) which I have amended to ḥattā yaẓunn. I believe the only way to understand the passage is to 
remove the lā. 
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Here Fārābī’s concern with such terms is not just their multiple meanings, but in the possibility for 

misunderstanding resulting from these multiple meanings. Subsequently, he gives some examples 

of ambiguous terms where the meanings are confused: 

 لاقي ريخلاو هب عفتني رشلا انلوق نإف .ريخ نذإ رشلاف ريخ هب عفتني يذلاو هب عفتني رشلا نأ ككشملا لاثمو
 نم كلذ هابشأو دوجوم ال وهف دوجوملا ىوس ام لاق نم لوق كلذكو .كيكشتلا قيرطب ةريثك ءاحنأ ىلع
 يف انلوقو .ناكم يف نذإ ناكملاف ناكم وهف ءيشلا هيف امو ءيش يف ناكملا نأ ننيز لوق كلذكو .ليواقألا
 وهف كل وه امو كل وه كنبا لاق نم لوق كلذ لاثمو هل كلذكو كيكشتلا قيرطب ةريثك ءاحنأ ىلع لاقي
 .ككشم ظفل كل انلوق نإف .كل كولمم نذإ كنباف كل كلم

An example of the ambiguous [term] is: ‘evil is benefitted from, and what is 
benefitted from is good, so evil is good’ because our saying ‘evil is benefitted from’ 
and ‘good’ are said in many ways by way of ambiguity. Similar to this is the saying 
of whoever said ‘other than being is not being’ and other similar sayings. And 
similar to this is Zeno’s saying that ‘A place is in something, and what has 
something in it is a place, so a place is in a place’. For ‘in’ is said in many ways by 
way of ambiguity. Similar to this is ‘belongs to’. An example of that is the saying 
of whoever said ‘your son belongs to you, and what belongs to you is your property, 
so your son is your possession’, for saying ‘belongs to you’ is an ambiguous term. 
(Sophistry, 198) 
 

This discussion of ambiguous terms in the Situations of sophistry shows that they form a smaller 

part of a larger issue to do with sophistry, itself the abuse of uncertain premises to create doubt.190 

Although the notion of terms intermediate between synonymous and homonymous terms is born 

out of the commentary tradition on Aristotle’s Categories, their designation as ‘ambiguous’ by 

Fārābī is born out of the broader framework of sophistry and its use of ambiguity or creation of 

doubt. Furthermore, it demonstrates Fārābī’s perception of the risk for sophistry contained in these 

terms, and it is thus properly his own philosophical innovation.191 

                                                
190 Another example is in the Book of Dialectic where Fārābī tells us that ʿālam (“world”) is an ambiguous term and 
when we ask if the world is eternal we do not know if we mean the world as it is or its parts (Dialectic, 429). This 
example of an ambiguous term again shows Fārābī’s concern with the uncertainty created by ambiguous terms. 
191 This use of ambiguous terms is also exemplified in the Book of Harmony between the Two Sages Plato and Aristotle 
attributed to Fārābī, but whose authorship is contested. In this text the author tells us that its purpose is to guide the 
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 Equally, it is worthwhile to briefly consider possible sources of inspiration for the choice 

of ‘ambiguous terms’. Firstly, Fārābī saw his own concern with resolving doubt in the Book of 

Dialectic as based in Aristotle’s Topics and he tells us in the Book of Dialectic that Aristotle’s 

Topics enumerates the kinds of propositions in which there is doubt (aṣnāf al-qaḍāyā al-maškūk 

fīhā) (Dialectic, 418). The Topics thus certainly formed some type of basis for Fārābī’s concern 

for doubt, heightened by the Qurʾanic disavowal of doubt discussed above. With regard to terms 

that cause doubt, i.e. ambiguous terms, almost a century ago Harry Wolfson pointed out that in his 

commentary on the Topics Alexander of Aphrodisias refers to ambiguity as a species of things said 

in many ways.192  

In Topics 1.15 when Aristotle distinguishes between terms with many meanings and terms 

with one meaning (106a9), Alexander remarks that these are homonyms and ambiguities 

(amphibola).193 Again, in Topics 2.3, when Aristotle distinguishes between two different types of 

                                                
student to know the true intention (ḥaqīqat al-murād) of the sayings of Plato and Aristotle, without deviating from the 
straight path towards what ambiguous terms cause him to imagine (ilā mā tuḫayyiluhu al-alfāẓ al-mušakkikah) 
(Harmony, §65). In this passage, imbued with Qurʾanic vocabulary, the author is concerned with the potential for 
ambiguous terms to misguide the student of philosophy away from the true intentions of the Sages. 

Fārābī’s authorship of this text was challenged by Marwan Rashed on the basis that its doctrines directly 
contradict what Fārābī says elsewhere in texts we are certain were written by him, for example on the eternity of the 
world (Marwan Rashed, “On the Authorship of the Treatise on the Harmonization of the Opinions of the Two Sages 
Attributed to al-Fārābī” AScPh 19 (2009), 43-82). Charles Genequand has since attempted to explain these doctrinal 
inconsistencies and defend Fārābī’s authorship of the text (Charles Genequand, “Théologie et philosophie: la 
providence chez al-Fārābī et l’authenticité de l’Harmonie des opinions des deux sages” MUSJ 64 (2012), 195-211). 
The most recent editor of the text Cecilia Martini Bonadeo accepts its authenticity (Fārābī, L'armonia delle opinioni 
dei due sapienti: il divino Platone e Aristotele, ed. tr. Cecilia Martini Bonadeo (Pisa: Pisa University Press, 2008)). 
Without wanting to enter deeply into this matter, I will add two points: 1) the reference to ambiguous terms in this 
text is consistent with Fārābī’s use of the theory elsewhere concerning their potential to ‘misguide’ the student. 2) 
However, in the subsequent paragraphs (§67, §70) the author discusses the use of synonymous terms (alfāẓ 
mutawāṭiʾah) to describe both God and other than God, telling us they must be predicated of God in a way that is more 
noble and not at all analogous to anything else. This appears in tension with the Political Regime passage in which 
Fārābī says transcategorial terms predicated of God and other than God are homonymous (muštarak) (Political 
Regime, 50-51. I discuss this passage in chapter five). While this is not intended to be a definitive argument for the 
misattribution of this text to Fārābī, I believe this discrepancy may be a reason to date the text posterior to Fārābī. As 
I show in chapter eight, it is in the tradition after Fārābī that ambiguous terms become a species of synonymy that is 
primarily concerned with the problems of divine predication.  
192 Harry Wolfson, “The Amphibolous Terms in Aristotle, Arabic Philosophy and Maimonides,” The Harvard 
Theological Review 31.2 (1938), 151. 
193 Alexander, In Cat., CAG, 96.28-97.1. 
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terms with many meanings, those that are homonyms and those that differ in some other way 

(110b16-17), Alexander says this second type are ambiguities.194 Yet Alexander also says that in 

homonyms the multiplicity of meanings resides in the word, and in ambiguities in the language 

(logos). Alexander, therefore, seems to point to a distinction between homonymy and syntactical 

ambiguity, rather than constituting a precursor for Fārābī’s ambiguous terms. Alexander’s 

distinction is likely born out of the Sophistical Refutations where Aristotle distinguishes between 

homonyms as multiple meanings in one word vs. ambiguities as multiple meanings in an 

expression (SE 4, 165b23-166a22).  

While ambiguity in these texts of Aristotle and Alexander seems primarily related to 

expressions, the concern lies with the sophistical argumentation that can arise based on the multiple 

meanings of a phrase. The same can be said of Fārābī whose discussions of ambiguity lie primarily 

in the focus on sophistical argumentation that causes doubt. On this basis, the theory of ambiguous 

terms rooted in the greater issue of ambiguity in the dialectical method is also inspired by the 

traditions of the Topics and Sophistical Refutations. 

 However, Wolfson had argued that Alexander’s references to ambiguities were a specific 

source for Fārābī’s ambiguous terms. Wolfson suggests that Fārābī may have read Alexander’s 

ambiguities to be in reference to single utterances rather than expressions. This would have led 

Fārābī to see homonyms and ambiguities as two different ways a single term may have had more 

than one meaning.195 Alexander’s commentary on the Topics in Arabic translation not having come 

down to us, it is not possible to examine its language and see how Fārābī may have interpreted 

                                                
194 Ibid., CAG 152.7-8. It must be pointed out that in both passages Alexander tells us that with regards to homonyms, 
the multiple meanings lie in the words itself (en onamasi), whereas in ambiguities the multiple meanings lie in the 
logos (en logōi), or expression. Both homonymy and ambiguity are species of terms said in many ways. Cassin 
explains that the Greek term amphibolia was reserved for syntactical ambiguity, “Homonym”, 458. 
195 Wolfson, “Amphibolous”, 151, passim. 
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it.196 In this regard, it is worth pointing out there is room for interpretation regarding the meaning 

of logos in which Alexander’s ambiguity is said to lie. A notoriously difficult word to translate 

into English, logos has a variety of meanings related to speech such as ‘tale’, ‘discourse’, 

‘language’, ‘explanation’, ‘reason’ that originate in its initial meaning of ‘collecting’, ‘gathering’ 

and ‘assembling’.197 In Aristotle logos is particularly linked to the meanings of essence and 

definition, or account.198 Interestingly, Aristotle uses logos to mean ‘account’ in the Categories 

precisely when he says that homonyms share a name but not the same account of being. In the 

Categories, the Arabic translation of logos is qawl (lit. ‘speech’). If Alexander’s use of logos in 

the Topics commentary was also translated as qawl then it might have been possible for the Arabic 

reader to have been led to believe that homonyms have multiple meanings in their very names, 

whereas ambiguities have multiple meanings in their account, in reference to the Categories. As 

we have seen, according to Fārābī’s theory of ambiguous terms, such terms share some meanings, 

but not the same accounts of being.199 

                                                
196 The Arabic translation has not come down to us, but the translation of amphibola as taškīk(āt) (ambiguity(ies)) is 
attested to in al-Nāʿimah’s translation of the Sophistical Refutations (SE 4, 166a15 [Arabic: 763], 166a23 [Arabic: 
764]; SE 17, 175a32-175b14 [Arabic: 900-901]; SE 19, 177a10 [Arabic: 924]; SE 20, 177a39 [Arabic: 930]; SE 23, 
179a11-179a25 [Arabic: 954-955], which Henri Hugonnard-Roche has found that Fārābī was using (Huggonard-
Roche, “Une ancienne “édition” arabe de l’Organon d’Aristote: problèmes de traduction et de transmission,” in 
Jacqueline Hamesse (ed.), Les Problèmes posés par l’édition critique des textes anciens et médiévaux (Louvain: 
Université Catholique de Louvain, 1992), 142). In the SE 4, 17, 19, 23 passages just referenced homonymy and 
ambiguity (taškīk) appear as a pair.) 

Treiger has criticised Wolfson for identifying Alexander’s amphibola with ambiguous terms as “erroneous” and 
“highly misleading” (Treiger, “Transcendental,” 328, n.1). I believe this is unfair, for Wolfson does not actually 
identify them as the same thing. His purpose is to look for the origins of the Arabic theory of ambiguous terms, which 
he states fairly clearly at the beginning of his article (Wolfson, “Amphibolous,” 151). This is not the same as saying 
ambiguous terms are actually the same thing as Alexander’s amphibola. In fact, Wolfson recognises that Alexander 
states that amphibola refer to a logos and tells us this point plays no part in Arabic (“Amphibolous”, 152). This shows 
Wolfson was aware of the use in Greek, and that its Arabic use differed.  
197 Barbara Cassin et al., “Logos” in Dictionary of Untranslatables, ed. Barbara Cassin et al. (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2013), 582-3. 
198 Cassin, “Logos,” 584-585. 
199 Treiger postulates logos may have been translated as maʿnā (‘meaning’) (Treiger, “Transcendental”, 345). In any 
case, however it was translated, I think this story of how amphibola became ambiguous terms is unlikely because the 
contrast of multiple meanings lying in the name (i.e. a homonym) vs. in the meaning or account does not make sense 
because both homonyms and ambiguous terms have different meanings and accounts. 
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 It is also possible that Aristotle’s own references to ambiguities were a source for Fārābī’s 

theory of ambiguous terms. As referenced above, Sophistical Refutations 4 distinguishes between 

multiple meanings in a single word vs. multiple meanings in an expression, referring to homonyms 

and ambiguities.200 However, in this section he also classes them together as if they constituted a 

common way of there being multiple meanings in language (SE 4, 165b23-166a23). This is even 

clearer in Sophistical Refutations 7 when he refers to homonyms and ambiguities, telling us that 

the error in understanding comes about when we are unable to distinguish the various senses, 

adding, “for some terms it is not easy to distinguish, e.g. one, being, and sameness” (SE 7, 169a22-

24).201 Whether or not this could have been read to mean that ambiguities are also single words, 

like homonyms, the passage is particularly crucial for making a link between terms such as ‘one’ 

and ‘being’, archetypal examples of Fārābī’s ambiguous terms, and the notion of ambiguity. 

 Regardless of speculating how Fārābī understood references to ambiguities in the Greek 

texts, I believe the broader context of certainty, doubt and ambiguity in Fārābī’s philosophy is 

more important for analysing his choice to designate intermediate homonyms as ambiguous terms. 

To return to Wolfson, while Alexander cannot be said to have originated the theory of ambiguous 

terms, Wolfson is correct in raising the Topics and Alexander’s reference to ambiguity as a site of 

influence for Fārābī. To that we also add the Sophistical Refutations. Wolfson ought to be 

recognised for pointing out the significant connection between the Arabic theory of ambiguous 

terms and the issue of ambiguity in Greek logical texts. In sum, Fārābī’s choice of ‘ambiguous 

terms’ to designate those terms intermediary between synonymy and coincidental homonymy 

                                                
200 As shown in n.88, ‘ambiguity’ is translated as taškīk by al-Nāʿimah in the Arabic version of the Sophistical 
Refutations that Fārābī was using. 
201 To further complicate the matter, in SE 6 and 7, Aristotle uses the term logos, instead of amphibolia, to mean 
‘ambiguity’. Although it is clear that he means the amphibolia discussed in Book 4, this makes it even harder to 
establish a clear genealogy of Fārābī’s ambiguous terms.  
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should be seen primarily as his own innovation, although it is undoubtedly inspired by the question 

of ambiguity in the traditions of the Topics and Sophistical Refutations, texts which themselves 

inform his own Book of Dialectic and the Book of Interpretation. 

The theory of ambiguous terms is thus undoubtedly born out of the Greek heritage but 

fundamentally forms a part of Arabic philosophy.202 When introducing the notion of ambiguous 

terms, Fārābī also circumscribes the late antique tradition of intermediate homonyms. Through the 

removal of the notion of homonyms by thought and homonyms by resemblance, Fārābī scaled 

back the typology of homonymous terms into something closer to a spectrum based on the unity 

                                                
202 A note deserves to be said on the relationship of Fārābī’s ambiguous terms to the Jewish philosopher Maimonides, 
who refers to ambiguous terms in his Guide for the Perplexed. As Harry Wolfson’s article indicates, Maimonides’ use 
of ambiguous terms is continuous with the Arabic tradition of Fārābī and Avicenna (Wolfson’s article is precisely 
about the Greek origins of the theory in the Arabic tradition as well as Maimonides, who also wrote in Arabic. 
Recognising this continuity, and presumably following Wolfson, in his translation of the Guide Shlomo Pines uses 
‘amphibolous’ to translate mušakkik). Nevertheless, at first glance Maimonides’ use of ambiguous terms in the Guide 
appears to have a different concern from that of Fārābī. He tells us in the opening page that his goal is to clarify the 
meanings of terms in Jewish scripture, explaining that some of them are homonymous (muštarakah), metaphorical 
(mustaʿārah), or ambiguous (mušakkikah). The ensuing chapters are concerned with issues of divine predication and 
anthropomorphism, seemingly different concerns from Fārābī’s theory of ambiguous terms. However, similar to 
Fārābī’s explanation of ambiguity, Maimonides explains that ambiguous terms are those that are sometimes thought 
to be said synonymously, and sometimes thought to be homonymous: 

 .ةكرتشم اهنأ اهب نظي ةراتو ؤطاوتب لاقت اهنأ اهب نظي ةراتف ةككشم اهنمو
Among [the terms the meanings of which will be clarified] are ambiguous terms, for sometimes they 
are thought to be said synonymously, and sometimes they are thought to be homonymous. 

Musa İbn Meymun [Maimonides], Delalet’ü L-Hairin [Dalālat al-Ḥāʾirīn; Guide for the Perplexed], ed. Hüseyin 
Atay (Ankara: Ankara University Press, 1974), 9. This confusion evoked by ambiguous terms to which Maimonides 
alludes evokes the same concern of Fārābī, namely the epistemological worry of how to understand such terms and 
the possibility for error. The wavering between synonymous and homonymous predication also recalls the meaning 
of mušakkik as ‘that which causes doubt’. Moreover, in 1.56 Maimonides tells us that when we predicate knowledge, 
power, will and life of God, we must not think we are doing so ambiguously because ambiguous predication requires 
a similarity in meaning between two things: 

 .ام ىنعم يف هباشت امهنيب نيئيش ىلع لاقت يتلا يه كيكشتلاب لاقت يتلا ءامسألا نأل كيكشتلاب لاقت اهنأ نظت الو
Do not think they are said ambiguously because terms that are said ambiguously are those that are 
said of two things between which there is a similarity in some meaning. 

Maimonides, Guide 1.56. The issue of divine predication is intimately related to Fārābī’s theory when we consider 
that the problem is ultimately epistemological and revolves around how to understand the meanings of terms. In this 
passage from the Guide Maimonides does not want the faithful to misunderstand divine predicates to share in any sort 
of meaning with other things. In this respect he has a similar theology to the Ismāʿīlīs. The epistemology of language 
thus bleeds into metaphysics, as is the case with Fārābī. I am grateful to Billy Dunaway for insights on the 
epistemology of divine predication, and for sharing his forthcoming article co-authored with Jon McGinnis on this 
topic. 
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in the relations of the various meanings of a homonymous term. In doing so he can also be said to 

have steered the theory towards its metaphysical implications in as far as the unity of meaning and 

being has a metaphysical implication for a homonymous term that refers to multiple things. In fact, 

as mentioned above, it is noteworthy that most of the examples of ambiguous terms relate to 

metaphysics, and that the theory is developed in the Book of Particles, a highly metaphysical text. 

 

3.3 Conclusion 

I conclude this chapter with a few remarks on the relationship of ambiguous terms to ontology and 

metaphysics. As I emphasised above, the notion of ambiguity is primarily derived from the Book 

of Dialectic and the Book of interpretation, Fārābī’s own renditions of the Topics and Sophistical 

Refutations. Ambiguity is thus an issue of dialectic and sophistry. However, this does not prevent 

the importance of ambiguous terms being tied to metaphysics. As it happens, the very reason 

ambiguity is such a problem for Fārābī is because it causes one to have doubt, to have šakk, and 

thus to lose certainty, yaqīn. The virtue of yaqīn in Fārābī’s philosophical project lies in having 

certainty regarding the truth of what-there-is. Yaqīn is thus inextricably linked to knowledge of 

being. Ambiguity therefore is particularly problematic when it causes doubt in such issues. As we 

have seen, ambiguous terms cause doubt as to whether they refer to things with the same account 

of being or not, a fundamentally metaphysical issue.  

To return to the beginning of this chapter, utterances, meanings and being ought to 

mutually reflect each other in a tripartite relationship. In this regard, ambiguous terms cause havoc 

because they can be used to create misunderstanding in how meanings reflect being. This touches 

on the very possibility for language to reflect being. Clearly, for Fārābī an ideal language reflects 
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being, but he gives little indication as to whether this is truly possible or not.203 In any case, the 

correct human comprehension of language is paramount for both the ethics of language and for 

knowledge of being. 

In the following three chapters I examine the theory of al-mawǧūd (being) in Fārābī’s 

philosophy, the example par excellence of an ambiguous term. I explore how it functions as an 

ambiguous term, how its many meanings relate to each other, and how Fārābī develops a theory 

of being on that basis. In chapter seven I tie together my conclusions in this chapter with chapters 

four, five and six by looking at what is at stake ontologically in the ambiguity of al-mawǧūd. 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
203 This question might be said to tie into other questions in Fārābī’s philosophy, such as the possibility for conjunction 
with the Active Intellect. Fārābī’s philosophical project is built around salvation through knowledge of what-there-is, 
but he leaves open the question as to whether this is actually possible, just like whether or not human language can 
accurately reflect what-there-is. 
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Chapter 4 

The Theory of Being (al-mawǧūd) 

In Fārābian metaphysics, to be is for something to be what-it-is. In chapters four, five and six I 

argue that Fārābī’s theory of al-mawǧūd advances an essentialist thesis according to which being 

is conceived of in terms of essence or quiddity, i.e. what makes something what-it-is. Specifically, 

in this chapter I study the way Fārābī conceptualises the term al-mawǧūd as a basis for 

understanding his theory of being, which I contextualise within the history of the Graeco-Arabic 

translation movement. In the next chapter I focus on the ambiguity of the term al-mawǧūd. In 

chapter six I consider the practical consequences of the doctrine for how we understand the 

emanation and hierarchy of beings. Chapter four provides the background and framework 

necessary for the essentialist thesis that I advance more strongly in chapter six, arguing that there 

is no real being that is emanated and shared incrementally among beings. Rather, beings are 

hierarchically ranked according to the degree to which they are what-they-are. 

I begin this chapter with a discussion of the conceptual vocabulary in Greek, Arabic and 

English, to on, al-mawǧud, and ‘being’ respectively, which are used to define the subject of 

metaphysics. I show how Fārābī conceptualises use of the term al-mawǧūd for two purposes: 1) 

to mean ‘being’, or ‘what is’, and 2) to serve as a copula in essential predication. I also discuss his 

particular usage of the related term al-wuǧūd to mean the essence of something, or what makes it 

what-it-is, which I translate as ‘being-ness’ in line with Fārābī’s explanation of the term. Following 

this, I examine the historical functions of al-mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd in the Graeco-Arabic 

translation movement to show the link between Fārābī’s philosophical reflections on being and the 

choices and methods of the Graeco-Arabic translations. 
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In the broader context of the history of philosophy, I argue that Fārābī’s theory and 

conceptualisation of the terms al-mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd underscore an essentialist metaphysics 

that can be traced back to Alexander of Aphrodisias. In the interpretation of Aristotelian 

hylomorphism, recent scholarship has characterised Alexander as pursuing an essentialist project 

which gives ontological priority to form over matter and extends the scope of Aristotle’s 

hylomorphic theory from the study of physics to logic, metaphysics and cosmology.204 While I 

discuss this theory in more detail in chapter six, what is important for both this chapter and the 

next is that Fārābī develops Alexander’s essentialism from a theory of substantial form to a theory 

of being. Essentialism in Alexander is framed within the notions of substance and hylomorphism, 

whereby form is the essential and principle part of the hylomorphic compound. In Fārābī, 

essentialism revolves around the more basic notion of being: what makes a being what it is? It is 

in this framework that Fārābī theorises al-mawǧūd as a being that is what-it-is, and al-wuǧūd as 

what makes something what-it-is. The relationship between al-mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd is thus 

critical to Fārābī’s essentialist thesis because al-wuǧūd is the essential part of a being that makes 

it what-it-is. In this chapter I explore how Fārābī’s very conceptualisations of these terms is 

revelatory of this essentialist thesis, and in chapter six I examine the concrete ways Fārābī draws 

on Alexander’s essentialism in his theory of the hierarchy of beings and the emanation of al-

wuǧūd. 

In addition to framing Fārābī’s conceptualising of the terms al-mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd in 

light of Alexander’s essentialism, in this chapter I also provide a preliminary study of the terms 

al-mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd in the Graeco-Arabic translations undertaken by the Baghdad 

                                                
204 See: Marwan Rashed, Essentialisme: Alexandre d’Aphrodise entre logique, physique et cosmologie (De Gruyter, 
2007). This book is beautifully reviewed, digested and discussed by Inna Kupreeva, “Alexander of Aphrodisias on 
Form: A Discussion of Marwan Rashed” Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 38 (Summer, 2010), 211-249. 
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Aristotelians among whom Fārābī studied and taught. I argue that in addition to Alexander’s 

essentialism which provided the broader philosophical background, the specific functions of al-

mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd in Graeco-Arabic translations appear to provide a terminological 

framework for Fārābī’s theory of being. In this study my goal is to contextualise Fārābī’s 

philosophy not only within the broad context of philosophy, but also within the nuts and bolts of 

texts and the historical transmission of ideas. As such, I seek to bring to light Fārābī’s philosophical 

contributions to the study of being by situating his ideas within the considerably incremental and 

subtle nature of the history of philosophy.  

 

4.1 Conceptual vocabulary in Greek, Arabic and English 

Fārābī’s discussions in Arabic of the Greek copula provided a rich focal point for his theorising of 

being. As Arabic lacked an explicit copula verb,205 Fārābī took the opportunity to explain uses of 

the Greek verb ‘to be’, as he understood them.206 These discussions provide a starting point and 

framework for analysing Fārābī’s theory of al-mawǧūd. He understood the Greek terms to on and 

esti to constitute a single term, rendered in Arabic as (al-)mawǧūd, literally meaning ‘what is 

found’.207 In this section I will argue that this conception of (al-)mawǧūd performing the functions 

                                                
205 Arabic has several different ways of expressing the copula but lacks one word that has all the functions of the Greek 
copula. On this, see Fadlou Shehadi, Metaphysics in Islamic Philosophy, 1-17; id., “Arabic and the concept of being,” 
Essays on Islamic Philosophy and Science, 1975, 147-157. 
206 Fārābī often discusses Greek, leading his contemporaries to believe he knew Greek. However, modern scholarship 
has agreed it is unlikely Fārābī had a complete and accurate knowledge of Greek (Zimmermann, Al-Farabi’s 
Commentary, xlvi-xlviii, lxxvii; Vallat, Farabi, 13-14). It is impossible to completely reconstruct exactly what 
knowledge Fārābī had of Greek, but he may have acquired some knowledge of the language from Christians who used 
it as a liturgical language. He discusses the meanings of to on and to ōn at the beginning of the Book of Particles where 
he presents ōn as more emphatic and used for God. This is most likely a confusion based on Exodus 3:14 egō eimi ho 
ōn (see: Menn, “Al-Fārābī’s Kitāb al-Ḥurūf, 67-69. Menn remarks that Fārābī probably did not know any languages 
with a neuter gender and so that distinction between on and ōn would not have occurred to him. I think it is unlikely 
Fārābī was unaware of the neuter gender in Greek because it is discussed in detail in Aristotle’s Sophistical Refutations 
14). 
207 On the significance of al-mawǧūd meaning ‘what is found [there]’ for Fārābī’s metaphysics, see Kristell Trégo “Ce 
qui se trouve là et ce qui est fait: le nom de l’être et la reception d’Aristote dans la falsafa” Quaestio 17 (2007), 111-
131. Trégo makes an important intervention regarding the very characteristic of Fārābī’s theory of being as concerned 
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of both to on and esti is ultimately indicative of an essentialist thesis and creates a tight connection 

between essence and existence in Fārābī’s ontology. Moreover, Fārābī considered use of mawǧūd 

as a copula to be reserved for essential predication, which further underscores the significance of 

essence, essentialism and being what-it-is for Fārābī’s ontology. After demonstrating Fārābī’s 

linguistic conception of the term mawǧūd and explaining its philosophical stakes, I move to 

explain why the Arabic terms al-mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd must be translated using the English verb 

‘to be’, rather than ‘to exist’ as is common in contemporary scholarship. According to my reading, 

Fārābī’s theory of al-mawǧūd subsumes existence and cannot be reduced to it. 

In my analysis, Fārābī’s essentialist thesis ties into the broader issue of the relationship 

between essence and existence. I claim that the essentialist theory of being necessarily results in a 

tight and inseparable relationship between essence and existence, meaning that al-mawǧūd can 

never be reduced to ‘existent’. I consider that this view of Fārābī’s metaphysics builds on an 

important line of interpreting Aristotle, according to which the conceptual unity of metaphysics 

rests on the predicative function of the verb ‘to be’. As the predicative function gives the ability to 

say things about things, i.e. to depict things as they really are, or more simply, to convey 

information about the world, it is predication that unifies the study of being and what things are. 208 

As a result, to be is always to be something, such that the Greek einai is synonymous with einai 

ti.209 In this framework, the existential meaning of being is incorporated and subsumed under the 

                                                
with what is outside of the soul. She tells us, “Le nom de l’être, al-mawjûd, ce qui se trouve là, laisse à penser un 
rapport à l’être sur le mode d’une rencontre et d’une ouverture à l’extériorité.” 125-126. 
208 See Charles Kahn “Why existence does not emerge as a distinct concept in Greek philosophy,” Archiv für 
Geschichte der Philosophie 58.4 (1976), 71; id. “A Return to the Theory of the Verb Be and the Concept of Being,” 
Ancient Philosophy 24.2 (2004) 116. 
209 Charles Kahn “Why existence does not emerge,” 72; id., “A return to the Theory,” 111-112, 115, especially where 
he refers to Lesley Brown’s work on the use of einai in Plato’s Sophist; G. E. L. Owen, “Aristotle on the snares of 
ontology,” in R. Bambrough (ed.), New Essays on Plato and Aristotle (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1965), 71, 
76. For an alternative view to Kahn, see de Rijk who argues that the existential meaning, rather than the copulative, is 
the central meaning of ‘to be’ through which all other meanings can be explained, Lambertus Marie de Rijk, Aristotle: 
semantics and ontology (Leiden: Brill, 2002), vol.1, 24-60. Without being able to assess the various strengths and 
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predicative function of to be. I argue that Fārābī’s theory of al-mawǧūd and the essentialist thesis 

is built on this background, and likewise, subsumes existence. 

 

4.1.1 To on, esti and al-mawǧūd 

The subject matter of metaphysics is known in Greek as to on (‘what is’ or ‘being’). To on is the 

active participle of the verb einai (to be) and does not have an exact equivalent in English. It is 

distinct from its conjugation as esti (‘is’) that functions as the copula in predication. Here I provide 

texts in which Fārābī identifies both of these Greek terms in Arabic as (al-)mawǧūd.210  

In the Book of Particles Fārābī introduces to an Arabic readership the use of a term in other 

languages, which he identifies as esti in Greek, that has two functions: 1) to indicate all things 

without specifying one thing over another, 2) to link a subject and predicate: 

 ءایشألا ىلع ةلالدلا يف اهنولمعتسی ةظفل ةّّیدغسلاو ةّّینایرسلاو ةّّینانویلاو ةّّیسرافلا لثم ةنسلألا رئاس يف ّمث
 طبتری هب يذلا وهو هنع رََبخملاب ربخلا طابر ىلع ةلالدلا يف اهنولمعتسیو ءيش نود ائیش اهب نوّّصخی ال اهّلك
 قالطإلاب اطابترا عوضوملاب اطبترم لومحملا نوكی نأ اودارأ اذإو امسا لومحملا ناك ىتم عوضوملاب لومحملا
 رئاس يفو "يتسا" ةّّیدغسلا يفو" نیتسا" ةّّینانویلا يفو" تسه" ةّّیسرافلاب يهو  .]...[ نامز ركذ ریغ نم
 .هذه ناكم رخأ ظافلأ ةنسلألا

In all languages [other than Arabic], such as Persian, Greek, Syriac and Sogdian, 
there is an utterance they use to indicate all things, without specifying one thing 
over another, and they use it to indicate the link of the predicate to what it is 
predicated of, and it is what links the predicate to the subject when the predicate is 
a noun and if they want the predicate to be linked to the subject absolutely  without 
reference to time […]. In Persian this term is hast, in Greek astīn [Gr. estin], and 

                                                
merits of the respective arguments with regard to Aristotle, I have chosen to rely on Kahn precisely because he focuses 
on the copulative function of to be, which is the starting point for Fārābī’s analysis of al-mawǧūd in the Book of 
Particles. 
210 With the Arabic definite article al-, al-mawǧūd renders the Greek to on with the definite article to. Without the 
definite article, the Arabic mawǧūd can render either on or esti. The choice of al-mawǧūd to render to on was by no 
means a simple process as there were many different options. On this, see: Olga Lizzini, “Wuǧūd-Mawǧūd/Existence-
Existent in Avicenna: A key ontological notion of Arabic philosophy”, Quaestio 3 (2003), 111-138. For an overview 
of the terminology for ‘being’ in Arabic, see: Pierre Thillet, “La formulation du vocabulaire philosophique arabe” in 
ed. Danielle Jacquart, La formation du vocabulaire scientifique et intellectuel dans le monde arabe (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 1995), 43-47. 
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in Sogdian astī, and in all languages there are other words in place of these. 
(Particles*, §82.)211 

 
Of the two uses that Fārābī describes, it is evident that the Greek esti fulfils the second use to link 

a subject and predicate. However, it is not immediately evident what Fārābī means by the first use 

“to indicate all things” and how the Greek esti might be used as such. In the next paragraph he 

tells us that the Greek esti is rendered into Arabic as mawǧūd (Particles, §83).212 

How to understand Fārābī’s two uses of the Greek esti, rendered in Arabic as mawǧūd, is 

clarified in his Commentary on Aristotle’s On Interpretation. In this text Fārābī repeats the use of 

mawǧūd to indicate the composition (tarkīb) that is the relationship between the subject and 

predicate (Commentary on Aristotle's On interpretation, 35), echoing the copulative function of 

esti established in the Book of Particles. Subsequently, Fārābī reveals that the Arabic mawǧūd 

means both on and esti in Greek (Commentary on Aristotle's On interpretation, 37). This 

clarification of the dual function of mawǧūd makes clear that the first use of ‘esti’ in the Book of 

Particles  “to indicate all things” is in fact a reference to the use of  to on.213 This reading makes 

sense because to on can be said to indicate some thing or other in line with the substantive use of 

the Greek participle, without specifying one thing as opposed to another thing as Fārābī states. It 

is simply what is. Fārābī’s Commentary on Aristotle’s On Interpretation clarifies how the Book of 

Particles passage collapses two different Greek terms into a single term rendered into Arabic as 

                                                
211 This passage, taken from Fārābī’s chapter on al-mawǧūd, which is also discussed and explained by Trégo who 
points to the significance of this chapter for the history of metaphysics. I am in full agreement with Trégo and her 
view of Fārābī’s theory of being as what is external to the soul. In this section I want to draw equal attention to the 
importance of predication for Fārābī’s theory of being. 
212 He also says huwa is an option. Fārābī also mentions that inna is an option in the Commentary on Aristotle’s On 
interpretation, 35. 
213 It is important to note that Fārābī considers the Greek copula to be a particle. See Stephen Menn, “Al-Fārābī’s Kitāb 
al-Ḥurūf” where he discusses this in relation to Fārābī’s theory of an ideal language. According to Menn, in Fārābī’s 
ideal language particles express transcategorial (or “syncategorematic or transcendental”) concepts such as being. 
Equally important to note is that Fārābī distinguishes to on, as a particle, from verbs of becoming (al-kalim al-
wuǧūdīah) that are used to indicate past, present and future (see: Interpretation, 85-88 and the Commentary on 
Aristotle’s On interpretation, 37-38). 
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(al-)mawǧūd. Thus, I will refer to the term that Fārābī identifies in Book of Particles as esti* in 

order to distinguish it from the actual Greek esti. 

Fārābī continues to develop the theory of esti* in the Book of Particles telling us that it is 

used in the same way as the term šayʾ (thing) (Particles*, §85). This gives further substantiation 

to its meaning of to on as Fārābī considers both al-mawǧūd (which renders esti*) and al-šayʾ 

transcategorials that do not tell us anything about what they refer to.214 It is in this light that we 

must understand Fārābī’s statement in the Book of Particles §82 that esti* does not specify one 

thing over another. This should be read as a reference to Posterior Analytics II.7 where Aristotle 

says that being is not the substance of anything, for being (to on) is not a genus (92b14-15). 

The rendering of esti* as al-mawǧūd, and thus the identification of al-mawǧūd with the 

meanings of both to on and esti, is significant for showing that conceptually al-mawǧūd 

encompasses both the transcategorial meaning of what-there-is as well as the predicative function 

that makes it possible to say things about things, i.e. to construct statements about what-there-is 

and what things are, forming the background for Fārābī’s essentialist ontology whereby to be is 

for something to be what-it-is. 

 

4.1.2 Essential predication 
 
The link between the meaning of what-there-is and the predicative function of mawǧūd is further 

advanced in Fārābī’s stipulations for using mawǧūd as a copula. Fārābī tells us that mawǧūd can 

only be used as a copula without reference to time. In the Book of Particles §82 he states that it 

                                                
214 On ‘thing’ in Islamic philosophy, see Robert Wisnosky’s “Notes on Avicenna’s concept of thingness 
(shayʾiyya)”, AScPh 10.2 (Sept. 2000), 181-221 and references there. See the passage from the Book of 
Demonstration, 297-298 discussed in chapter five where Fārābī considers terms such as al-mawǧūd and al-šayʾ 
(‘thing’) ambiguous because they do not tell us what something is, with the result that they cannot be properly 
considered genera. 
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must be used “absolutely without reference to time (bi-al-iṭlāq min ġayr ḏikr zamān)” (Particles 

§82, repeated in §83). The idea that mawǧūd is only used as a copula in the absolute sense would 

provide the conceptual unity between its functions as both the Greek to on and esti; it describes all 

things absolutely, i.e. without specifying one over another, and if it serves as a link between subject 

and predicate, it does so absolutely, i.e. essentially and without tense. Fārābī specifies that if time 

dependent, and thus non-essential, predication is intended, conjugated verbs such as kāna, yakūnu, 

sa-yakūnu and wuǧida, yūǧadu, sa-yūǧadu must be employed, rather than mawǧūd.  

Crucially, later in the Book of Particles Fārābī clarifies the way that mawǧūd is used for 

essential predication. He explains that to ask whether something is something, using mawǧūd as 

the copula, means to ask whether the thing predicated of the subject is the essence of that thing or 

that through which it subsists. Specifically, he says that to ask whether something is (mawǧūd) 

something is to ask whether it being what-it-is (its wuǧūd or being-ness) through which its 

subsistence (qiwām) is (not by means of anything else) is that it is that thing predicated of it: 

 راص هب يذلا هدوجو له هانعم ّنإف "ادحاو دوجوم" وأ "املاع دوجوم" وأ "القع دوجوم وه له" انلوق اّمأ
 دوجول اببس وأ العاف دوجوم وه له" انلوقو .لقع هّنأ وه هتاذ لهو ملاع هّنأ وأ لقع هّنأ وه هريغب ال هماوق
 هريغ دوجول اببس نوكي نأ بجوي هل وأ هّصخت يتلا هتّيهام وأ دوجوم هب وه يذلا هدوجو له ىنعي "هريغ
 .هريغل العاف وأ

As for our saying, “Is it (mawǧūd) an intellect?” or “a knower?” or “one?” the 
meaning is: is its being-ness through which its subsistence is (not by means of 
anything else) that it is an intellect or that it is a knower? And is its essence that it 
is an intellect? And our saying “Is it (mawǧūd) an agent or a cause for the being-
ness of other than it?” means: does its being-ness through which it is or its quiddity 
that is specific to it or belongs to it, necessitate that it be a cause for the being-ness 
of other than it or an agent for other than it? (Particles*, §242.) 

 

In this passage Fārābī tells us that for something to be (mawǧūd) something is for it to be that thing 

by way of its being-ness, subsistence, essence and quiddity. Thus, when we use mawǧūd as a tool 

for predication, it serves the purpose of essential predication; it tells us what something is 
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essentially and absolutely. In its conjugated forms, the copula expresses accidental predication, 

things that can and do change. However, when we use mawǧūd for predication we make a 

statement about what makes something what it is, or what is essential to it. 

Fārābī’s linguistic analysis of the meanings of esti*, its rendering into Arabic as (al-

)mawǧūd, and the use of mawǧūd for essential predication articulate a theory of being that 

encompasses not only what-there-is, but also the quiddities of the things that are, and the 

essentialism of things being what-they-are.215 

 

4.1.3 Being, not existing  

One of the first problems we encounter when discussing Fārābī’s theory of al-mawǧūd is the 

problem of how to translate the term. I argue that we must use the English ‘being’ to translate al-

mawǧūd rather than ‘existent’ which has proven popular in recent scholarship but lacks adequate 

justification.216 The texts from the Book of Particles and the Commentary on Aristotle’s On 

interpretation demonstrate that Fārābī’s conceptualisation of al-mawǧūd is based on its function 

within predication and that it served as a translation the Greek esti and to on, derivatives of the 

Greek verb ‘to be’. 

                                                
215 In an excellent study on Fārābī’s theory of al-mawǧūd Kristell Trégo has reached similar conclusions to mine. In 
analysis of passages from the Book of Particles, she tells us that it is the quiddity that serves, in effect, to define being 
and points to the shift away from subjecthood (p.119). Consequently, the theory of being revolves around what 
something is. In another article on the development of Aristotle’s categories, Trégo tells us that in Yaḥyā b. ʿAdī there 
is already “un déplacement du centre de gravité de l’ousiologie du sujet support d’accidents aux essences telles qu’elles 
se donnent à penser. Les substances, qu’il s’agisse de la substance divine ou d’une substance advenue, se dévoilent au 
travers de quiddités […]. La multiplicité catégoriale est ainsi réduite, au profit de l’attention à ce qui caractérise 
essentiellement la substances” (Trégo, Aristote a Bagdad, p.398). This move, Trégo shows, grows from debates in 
Syriac Christology. The significance of this history must not be underestimated because it pinpoints the contributions 
of Fārābī’s metaphysics in the fabric of history. It is in pointing to the subtle and incremental shifts that the 
philosophical value of the ideas can be truly appreciated.  
216 For example: Treiger, “Transcendental”; Robert Wisnovsky, “On the Emergence of Maragha Avicennism”, Oriens 
46 (2018), 263-361; Dimitri Gutas, Avicenna and the Aristotelian Tradition: Introduction to reading Avicenna’s 
philosophical works (Brill, 2014), 2nd revised and enlarged edition; Damien Janos, Avicenna on the Ontology of Pure 
Quiddity (De Gruyter, forthcoming). 
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In addition to Fārābī’s framework of al-mawǧūd as a tool for predication, another reason 

to translate the term into English as ‘being’ is because the Greek to on is also typically translated 

as ‘being’ in English and I believe it is important to retain the same conceptual and linguistic 

framework in the three languages. For example, the first philosophical discussions of being in 

Greek by Parmenides revolve around to on.217 Likewise, in Aristotle when we speak of the 

“homonymy of being” we are referring to the homonymy of to on. For example, in Met. Γ2 

(1003a33) and Ζ1 (1028a10) and Phys. 1.2 (185a22; 185b6-7) we are told that to on is said in many 

ways.  The use of ‘being’ therefore offers us a conceptual unity between the Greek and Arabic 

traditions when writing in English.218 

On the philosophical level, rather than distinguishing between the existential and 

predicative meanings of ‘to be’, Fārābian metaphysics construes a tight relationship between the 

two. This finds its origins in the central role played by the predicative function of the verb ‘to be’ 

in Aristotle. As I have argued, in Fārābī’s thought, the function of (al-)mawǧūd for both essential 

predication and to render to on, develops the notion of both what-there-is and what those things 

are. To be mawǧūd, i.e. to exist, is simply to be what something is, and for something to be what-

it-is is for it to exist. This results in a tight connection between the predicative and the existential 

meanings of ‘to be’.219 Consequently, the essence and existence of a thing are not separable, even 

                                                
217 See for example, Parmenides Fr.4, 6, 8 that speak of to eon (using the aorist). 
218 Of course, the matter is not entirely straightforward with regard to the Greek tradition because even to on is 
occasionally translated as ‘existent’, but on the whole we speak of the subject of metaphysics as ‘being’. 
219 Like Aristotle, Fārābī can be said to not independently thematise existence. For a discussion on why existential use 
of the verb ‘to be’ is not distinct in Aristotle, see: Charles Kahn “Why existence does not emerge as a distinct concept 
in Greek philosophy,” Archiv für Geschichte der Philosophie 58.4 (1976), 325-327; id., “A Return to the Theory”, 
383-385. The argument is not that Aristotle is unaware of the concept of existence, for he does mention issues of 
existence relating to the void (Physics III and V), and distinguishes between the questions ti esti and ei estin ē mē in 
Posterior Analytics II, but that he does not thematise existence. According to Kahn, questions of existence are isolated 
and do not form a part of Aristotle’s conceptual scheme of substance, essence and the veridical. For Kahn’s take on 
the issue in Met. Δ7 and the On interpretation., see Charles Kahn “The Greek verb to be and the concept of being,” 
Foundations of Language 2.3 (1966), 249, n.3. Based on the Posterior Analytics, Menn has argued that Aristotle was 
cogniscent of existence as a separate concept, see: Stephen Menn, “Iγ1: The causes of being and the senses of being 
(ΔΕ)” in The Aim and the Argument of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, 37, 51, available only in draft form online:  
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if they are conceptually distinct. Therefore, as a term al-mawǧūd has the dual function of indicating 

that something is and of connecting it to a predicate that tells us what something is. 

Through a different account of Fārābī’s theory of being, Stephen Menn has presented the 

case that in the Book of Particles Fārābī discusses a meaning of al-mawǧūd that may be compared 

to the Fregean concept of existence as a second order concept. Menn makes this move in order to 

show how Fārābī argues that there is no real being distinct from the essences of things.220 While I 

strongly defend Menn’s view of Fārābī as having argued that there is no real being distinct from 

the essences of things, I do not agree with the thesis that Fārābī resorts to Fregean existence in 

order to do so. Even if Menn does not make the argument that al-mawǧūd should necessarily be 

translated as ‘existent’, it is fruitful to give some thought to his claim that Fārābī’s theory of al-

mawǧūd can be compared to Frege’s theory of existence, especially because we have already stated 

that for Fārābī the existential and predicative functions of ‘to be’ are tightly linked.  

Menn’s argument for Fārābī’s theorisation of Fregean existence rests in large part on 

interpreting Fārābī’s first use of the term ‘to be’ “to indicate all things” in the Book of Particles 

§82 to mean 1-place predication, i.e. esti, in its existential use.221 I have already endeavoured to 

                                                
<https://www.philosophie.hu-berlin.de/de/lehrbereiche/antike/mitarbeiter/menn/ig1neu.pdf> last accessed 14 March 
2020  
220 Menn, “Al-Fārābī’s Kitāb al-Ḥurūf”). This claim is part of a much larger exposition of how Fārābī argues that 
nothing is (i.e. nothing is mawǧūd) on account of a real being other than its essence. Menn’s article was influential 
for the formulation of the views in this dissertation, however I question the specific claim that Fārābī’s theory of being 
encompasses and delineates a Fregean concept of existence. On Frege’s theory of existence, see Michael Nelson, 
"Existence", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2016 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 
<https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/existence/>. As Menn argues, it is true that al-wuǧūd (being-
ness) is not something real that beings share in, just like Frege’s theory of existence. However, Fārābī differs from 
Frege in that for him al-mawǧūd is tied to predication and the veridical. As we will see in chapter six, al-wuǧūd is the 
what makes something what it is (viz. essence) of a being, relating to the veridical meaning of being rather than 
Fregean existence. 
221 Menn, “Al-Fārābī’s Kitāb al-Ḥurūf,” 74, 78. Menn’s exact argument requires more unpacking. Aside from the 
meaning of mawǧūd that refers to the categories, in the Book of Particles Fārābī tells us mawǧūd can also mean ‘the 
true’ (al-ṣādiq) (§88), a distinction based on Aristotle’s Met. Δ7. More specifically, Menn’s claim is that the use of 
mawǧūd-as-the-true in 1-place predication is what is equivalent to Fregean existence. He argues that as a univocal, 
second intention, mawǧūd-as-the-true applies to concepts, not things, and therefore is not real. This leads Menn to 



 127 

show that this first use should be understood to mean to on. As such, Fārābī considered the term 

rendered in Arabic as al-mawǧūd, to have the meanings of both to on and esti in Greek. This is 

also explicitly confirmed in his commentary on Aristotle’s On interpretation, and we will see the 

use of mawǧūd to translate both Greek terms is attested to in the Graeco-Arabic translations 

explored below. 

In addition, it is also helpful to briefly discuss a few further points as to why I think Menn’s 

case for Fregean existence is not sustainable. The argument is made, at least partially, on the basis 

of Fārābī’s definition of being-as-the-true that Menn translates as “being outside the soul and being 

by itself (bi-ʿayni-hi) as it is in the soul,”222 where it seems that the translation of bi-ʿaynihi as “by 

itself” provides at least some of the basis for the claim that, “thus in 1-place cases to say that X is 

true is to say that the concept of X is instantiated outside the soul”.223 However, I believe the correct 

translation of bi-ʿaynihi should be “exactly itself,” which weakens the meaning of existence 

implied by “by itself.”224 The point Fārābī is therefore making is that when al-mawǧūd means ‘the 

true’ (in reference to Met. Δ7), what is within the soul is exactly the same as it is in reality, which 

sounds like an Aristotelian theory of truth (i.e. the correspondence theory of truth, see: Met. 

1011b25). The meaning is not that there is a particular thing “by itself” external to the mind as it 

is internally, which might imply a more existential meaning.225 In addition, as Menn notes, Fārābī 

                                                
consider that Fārābī offers a Fregean concept of existence to counter the claim that there is any real being other than 
the essences of things. On the unity of these two meanings in Aristotle, see Kahn, “The Greek verb ‘to be’,” 21. 
222 Menn, “Al-Fārābī’s Kitāb al-Ḥurūf,” 78. 
223 Menn, “Al-Fārābī’s Kitāb al-Ḥurūf,” 79. 
224 Here ʿayn functions as an Arabic emphatic (taʾkīd maʿnawī) to give emphasis to the identity of the subject, not its 
being alone. 
225 This is not to say that Fārābī entirely ignores the question of existence. It is true that he does speak of the void (al-
ḫalāʾ) and asks whether there can be a void or not (see: Fārābī, Void). Yet this is a well-known Aristotelian subject 
(see: Aristotle, Physics 3-4) and is not enough to consider Fārābī’s primary preoccupation to be one of existence rather 
than being simpliciter (for a corollary point with respect to Aristotle, see: Kahn “Why existence does not emerge,” 
65). 

Regarding Fārābī’s engagement with the question of existence, another question that emerges is whether Fārābī’s 
distinction between al-šayʾ and al-mawǧūd entails a significant enquiry into existence. As Kristell Trégo demonstrates 
in her article entitled “Ce qui se trouve là”, for Fārābī al-šayʾ is broader than al-mawǧūd and covers things that do not 
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does not point out the distinction between the 1-place predication of being from other 2-place 

predications of being, although Menn does believe Fārābī is well aware of it due to the passage 

§82 discussed above. 

Finally, according to Menn, Fārābī’s Fregean conception of existence is evident in his 

consideration of being-as-the-true as a univocal and second order concept. However, Menn does 

not cite an explicit passage from the Book of Particles in support of this.226 It is true that Fārābī 

speaks of secondary intelligibles as concepts applied to concepts (Particles, §7-10), and he also 

says that being-as-the-true is a relation applied to a concept (Particles, §89), he does not state 

explicitly that ‘being’ is a secondary intelligible.227 In the commentary on Aristotle’s On 

interpretation, Fārābī does tell us that when mawǧūd is used as a copula (rābiṭ), i.e. in 2-place 

predication, it is a secondary intelligible (min al-maʿqūlāt al-ṯawānī) (Commentary on Aristotle's 

On interpretation, 37), but this is not the 1-place predication that Menn is concerned with. In light 

of all these points, I do not consider the existential use of the verb ‘to be’, delineated in the Frege-

Russell ambiguity thesis, to be explicit or a major part of Fārābī’s theory of al-mawǧūd, which I 

consider to have a tight connection between the predicative and existential functions of ‘to be’.228 

                                                
exist externally. In a second article, “Aristote à Bagdad”, Trégo argues that the origins of the essence-existence 
distinction are already present in Fārābī because he distinguishes 'thing' from 'quiddity' (“Aristote à Bagdad”, 407) 
and that Fārābī expands the scope of metaphysics from being to thing, including things that are not (ibid., 411-412). 
From Trégo’s work it is clear that Fārābī addresses the question of existence and is aware of it. My argument is not 
that Fārābī was unaware of or disinterested in the question of existence, but that his theory of being is more properly 
a theory of essence and cannot be reduced to existence. Existence is a separate question. The issue of non-existent 
things within Fārābī’s metaphysics needs further work before we could stretch it to conclude that Fārābian metaphysics 
is primarily about things (and existence) rather than being. 
226 Menn, “Al-Fārābī’s Kitāb al-Ḥurūf,” 80, 82, 84. 
227 I argued in the previous chapter that prototype utterances appear to be linked to secondary intelligibles, and Fārābī 
does consider ‘being’ to be a prototype utterance. However, in order to consider Fārābī’s theory of al-mawǧūd to be 
at all Fregean these points would have to be explicitly drawn out. 
228 There are some indications elsewhere that mawǧūd has an alternative meaning when it is used in 1-place 
predication. In the commentary on Aristotle’s On interpretation, 36 Fārābī says that if mawǧūd is used as a predicate 
(al-maʿnā al-maḥmūl), i.e. in 1-place predication, then it has a meaning other than al-wuǧūd. However, he does not 
specify what this other meaning of mawǧūd might be. Similarly, in Selected Aphorisms, 24-25 and the Book of 
Interpretation, 88 Fārābī discusses the verb wuǧida, but there he says that it can be used as a copula to link the subject 
and predicate, or simply as a predicate itself to indicate that something came into being/was generated/was created. 
Yet here, Fārābī is not specifically discussing mawǧūd, only the conjugations of wuǧida have already been explained 
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I argue that Fārābī’s theory of being is based on the essentialist thesis and on what things 

are, and that a concept of existence does not play an independent role in his metaphysics. Fārābī’s 

argument for why there is no real being distinct from the essences of things relies on the 

Aristotelian notion that to be is to be something and thus there is no real being other than the very 

things that are.229 The dual function of al-mawǧūd as both to on and esti in Fārābī’s thought is 

further indication that the issue of existence and essence are two sides of the same coin. They are 

two different meanings that nevertheless function together as a single, unified concept. If not with 

Fārābī then, the question of when existence enters the history of metaphysics remains the subject 

of research.230 While such a question remains outside of the scope of this study, I believe it will be 

important for subsequent study of the ambiguity of ‘being’ in Arabic philosophy.231 I do not argue 

it is inherently wrong to translate al-mawǧūd as ‘existent,’ but I prefer to stick to ‘being’ for 

                                                
to express non-essential predication. Significantly, in this passage he compares wuǧida to kāna, the Arabic verb 
meaning ‘to be generated’, thus it seems the 1-place predication of wuǧida is synonymous with generation, rather than 
existence. 
229 I am building on Menn’s work by addressing how there is no real being distinct from the essences of things in 
Fārābī’s philosophy. However, Menn argues that for Fārābī “the best way” to make the point that there is no real 
being distinct from the essences of things is to distinguish between mawǧūd-as-the-true and mawǧūd-as-the-categories 
(“Al-Fārābī’s Kitāb al-Ḥurūf”, 77), which is a very different argument to mine. I consider that Fārābī’s point is made 
through the idea of al-wuǧūd being the part of an individual being that makes it what-it-is, hence rendering al-wuǧūd 
proper and specific to each being, which I argue in chapter six. In any case, I find illuminating Menn’s explanation 
that in some ways mawǧūd-as-the-true is prior to mawǧūd-as-the-categories, in line with the Posterior Analytics, for 
something can be true without having an essence or being a category, such as privation. Yet I hold that Fārābī’s point, 
and I believe that of the Posterior Analytics and Δ7, is not intended to single out existence. Rather, existence and truth 
function as interdependent concepts within predication, working together under the framework of being to create the 
coherence of the metaphysical project. I do not see intermittent discussions of issues related to the question of 
existence, such as reference to the void, as shifting the focus away from the predicative function of ‘to be,’ a term that 
Fārābī himself defines by its predicative function. 
230 Charles Kahn has posited that it is tied to the doctrine of creation ex nihilo (Kahn, “Why existence does not emerge”, 
63) and in modern times closely correlated to the rise of skepticism (Kahn, “A return to the Theory”, 141), but also 
recognises that “the history of ‘existence’ seems to consist largely of still unanswered questions” (Kahn, “Why 
existence does not emerge”, 61).  
231 In an earlier publication I refer to al-wuǧūd and al-mawǧūd as ‘existence’ and ‘existent’ respectively when referring 
to philosophical debates in the post-Avicennan world (see: Rosabel Ansari, “Ibn Kemal, Dawānī and the Avicennan 
lineage” MUSJ, passim). I have not necessarily changed my mind about such a translation in the case of this article, 
but what is clear to me is much more work needs to be done to track not only the history of being and existence in 
Arabic texts, but also the history of al-mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd. How does their philosophical usage change over time, 
and how exactly do post-Avicennan, or post-Rāzian, thinkers differ in their theorisation from Fārābī? Does the 
veridical meaning of being still apply, and if not, can we use ‘existent’ and ‘existence’ when speaking of Arabic texts 
in the same way we do for those in Latin or other Western languages? 
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consistency and remaining faithful to the Greek background of such discussions in Arabic and the 

genesis of al-mawǧūd as a translation of to on. This is the case in Fārābī, and although the situation 

may, and surely will, differ with subsequent philosophers, this dissertation focusses on the genesis 

of certain concepts of being in Arabic. More detailed studies of subsequent philosophy will 

continue to establish the history of both being and existence. 

 

4.1.4 Al-wuǧūd 
 
Equally important to Fārābī’s theory of al-mawǧūd is his theory of al-wuǧūd which provides the 

backbone to the essentialist thesis. Here I will focus on Fārābī’s linguistic conception of the term 

al-wuǧūd and its translation into English. In chapter six I will return to its role in Fārābī’s 

metaphysics. Firstly, if we translate al-mawǧūd as ‘being’ in English, this leaves the question of 

how to translate the related term al-wuǧūd. Linguistically, al-wuǧūd is the maṣdar of al-mawǧūd 

and sometimes functions like an infinitive. It was often used to translate the Greek einai and can 

also be translated as ‘being’. 232 In order to distinguish between the two terms, scholars writing in 

English commonly translate al-mawǧūd as ‘the existent’ and al-wuǧūd as ‘existence’233 taking 

advantage of the morphological clarity afforded by the verb to exist. ‘Being’ on the other hand, 

due to the lack of a morphological distinction between its function as a countable noun (equivalent 

                                                
232 In fact, as noted above, al-wuǧūd is often also translated as ‘being.’ For example, Sajjad Rizvi refers to taškīk al-
wuǧūd as the ‘modulation of being’ in his monograph Mulla Sadra and Metaphysics, and he is followed in this by 
Hans Daiber in “Ambiguity (tashkīk) of Being in Mullā Ṣadrā: A Common Philosophical Problem between Cordoba 
and Iṣfāhān,” Studi Magribini 12-13 (2014-2015), 183 n.1. 
233 The Arabic al-mawǧūd is typically translated as ‘existent,’ for example by Richard Walzer in his translation of the 
Excellent City: On the Perfect State (Mabādiʾa ārāʾ ahl al-madīnat al-fāḍilah), revised text with intro., trans., and 
comm. by R. Walzer (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985). This can happen in translations of Greek too. For example, in 
his translation of the Metaphysics, W. D. Ross uses ‘existent’ for to on at Met. A5 (986b28). 
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to al-mawǧūd, i.e. a being), and as a gerund (equivalent to al-wuǧūd, i.e. being), offers no such 

possibility. 234  

To create the distinction, I have chosen to render al-wuǧūd as ‘being-ness’. This choice 

might seem cumbersome, especially for a word so ubiquitous in Arabic texts, and even in those of 

other Islamicate languages. Yet, this is exactly how Fārābī articulates the relation of the copula 

esti* to its maṣdar in the Book of Particles. When speaking of the copula in various languages he 

says that its maṣdar is the paronym derived from it: 

  .فيراصت الو رداصم اهل تسيلو ّلُوأ تالاثم يه لب ةنسلألا هذه نم ءيش يف ةّقتشم ريغ اّهلك هذهو
 رداصم اهنولمعتسي ظافلألا هذهو .هذه ناكم رخأ اظافلأ اهنم اوّقتشا رداصم اهولمعي نأ اودارأ اذإ نكلو
 هنم اولمعي نأ اودارأ اذإ نكلو .فيرصت ال و هل ردصم الو ةّيبرعلا يف لّوأ لاثم وه يذلا "ناسنإلا" لثم
 ةّيسرافلا يف ام لثم ةظفللا كلتب ةنسلألا رئاس لمعت كلذكو ."ناسنإلا" نم اّقتشم "ةّيناسنإلا" اولاق اردصم
 سيل ام رداصم ىلع ّلدي لكشلا اذه ّنإف ،"يتسه" اولاق اردصم "تسه" نم اولمعي نأ اودارأ اذإ مهّنإف
 .مهدنع ظافلألا نم فيراصت هل

None of these terms [for the copula] are at all paronymous in any of these 
languages, rather they are prototypes and they have no maṣdars or conjugations. 
But, if they want to construct them as maṣdars, they derive other paronymous terms 
from them in their place, and they use these terms as maṣdars, such as ‘human’ 
which is a prototype in Arabic and has no maṣdar and no conjugation. But if they 
want to construct a maṣdar from it they say ‘human-ness’ (insānīyah), a paronym 
of ‘human’ (insān). Likewise, all other languages do the same with that utterance 
[the copula verb], such as that in Persian, for if they want to construct a maṣdar 
from ‘is’ (hast), they say ‘is-ness’ (hastī), as this form indicates, for them, the 
maṣdars of utterances which have no conjugations. (Particles, §82.)235 

 

                                                
234 Similar problems exist in Greek regarding the differentiation between to einai and to on. For example, einai is 
sometimes translated as ‘being,’ such as in Δ7, and it is difficult to distinguish this from ‘being’ as to on elsewhere. 
Aristotle does not appear to have a substantive distinction between einai and to on and as far as I am aware no 
secondary literature has been written on this. Nevertheless, the conceptual distinction between these two terms would 
be paramount in the Graeco-Arabic translation movement and the philosophy of Fārābī. 
235 The view expressed here that the copula is not paronymous seems to be in contradiction with the view expressed in 
the Commentary on Aristotle’s On interpretation where Fārābī says that the copula said without reference to time is 
derived from the maṣdar of the verbs of becoming (al-kalim al-wuǧūdīyah, i.e. the verb ‘to be’ with reference to time) 
(Commentary on Aristotle’s On interpretation, 37). This tension might be reconciled by: 1) In the Commentary on 
Aristotle’s On interpretation Fārābī is dealing specifically with the claim that a sentence must have a verb, so he is 
explaining how the tense-less copula can be understood to be a verb; 2) The claim he is making in the Book of Particles 
is that the term ‘being’ cannot be derived from a noun. 
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In this passage Fārābī reiterates the issue explored in chapter two of maṣdars that are derived from 

terms that fall under the category of substance. With respect to ‘being’, Fārābī tells us that the 

relationship between the copula and its maṣdar is equivalent to that between ‘human’ and ‘human-

ness.’236 Shortly thereafter Fārābī clarifies that mawǧūd is used in place of the Persian hast and 

Greek esti as a copula in Arabic,237 and that its corresponding maṣdar is al-wuǧūd (Particles §83-

85),238 thus rendering the relationship between al-mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd as that between ‘human’ 

and ‘humanness’.239 By translating al-wuǧūd as ‘being-ness’ I intend to follow Fārābī’s own 

analysis of the term. Shortly following this passage, in §84 which I examine below Fārābī warns 

his reader of the pitfalls of misunderstanding al-wuǧūd to be prior to al-mawǧūd on the basis of 

its morphological priority. He clarifies that al-wuǧūd should be the term that is abstracted and 

derived from al-mawǧūd, even though Arabic morphology would indicate the opposite. 

Misunderstanding this point was dangerous and could lead to further significant 

misunderstandings in metaphysics.240 Therefore, by adding the English suffix ‘-ness’ to ‘being’ I 

intend to indicate its abstraction from ‘being’, equivalent to the abstraction of al-wuǧūd from al-

mawǧūd in Fārābī’s philosophy. 

On the other hand, for the sake of avoiding the awkwardness of ‘being-ness’, an alternative 

would be to reserve ‘being’ for al-wuǧūd, and use ‘what is’ for al-mawǧūd. Since ‘what is’ is often 

used to translate to on, and is arguably more accurate due to to on being an active participle, there 

                                                
236 This parallel is replicated in the Attainment of Happiness where Fārābī says that every being reaches its rank in the 
being-ness that is specific to it (rutbatihi fī al-wuǧūd allaḏī yaḫuṣṣuhu), just like the human being (al-insān) in 
accordance to its rank in human-ness (rutbatihi fī al-insānīyah), Attainment, 81. 
237 Zimmermann has stated that Fārābī may not have had extensive knowledge of Persian as he misses the distinction 
between hast (there is) and ast (is) (Zimmermann, Al-Farabi’s Commentary, 38n6). 
238 He specifies that the term al-wuǧūd is used as a maṣdar (wa-tustaʿmal al-wuǧūd maṣdaran, Particles, §85). 
239 This relates to the discussion in chapter two where we saw how Fārābī creates maṣdars for those utterances that 
have none in order to detach the meaning from sense objects. As we saw in that chapter, maṣdars indicate meanings 
that have priority in intellection, but prototype utterances refer to beings that are ontologically prior to intelligibles. 
240 On this, see chapter six. 
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is a strong case to be made. However, it too would result in certain cumbersome phrasing, such as 

“‘what is’ is said in many ways.” There would also be the problem of how to translate the plural, 

al-mawǧūdāt (ta onta), as there is no plural to ‘what is’ other than ‘the things that are’, which is 

not as straightforward as simply ‘beings’. Thus, there does not seem to be an adequate solution in 

English if we are to use the verb ‘to be’. In French l’étant could be used for al-mawǧūd and l’être 

could be used for al-wuǧūd, and likewise German has the luxury of seiend and sein respectively. 

Lacking such a distinction in English, I ultimately decided upon ‘being’ and ‘being-ness’. 

Occasionally I also refer to al-wuǧūd as ‘being-what-it-is’, because as I will explore in further 

detail in chapter six, the wuǧūd of something is what makes it what-it-is, just as human-ness is 

what makes a human man, in line with the essentialist thesis that there is an essential part of a 

being that makes a being what-it-is. 

 

4.2 The Baghdad Aristotelians and the impact of the Graeco-Arabic translators on Fārābī 

The foundation of Fārābī’s metaphysics in Aristotle and Alexander is undeniable. Philosophical 

notions of the categories, substance, essence and homonymy, among others, are all drawn directly 

from Aristotle and the commentary tradition on his texts. However, Fārābī did not read the Greek 

texts directly, rather his readings were mediated via the translations undertaken by the Greek and 

Syriac speaking Christians of Baghdad who formed a conglomerate known as the Baghdad 

Aristotelians.241 It is widely acknowledged that philosophy in the Arabic speaking world had a 

                                                
241 On the Baghdad Aristotelians, see: Gerhard Endress and Cleophea Ferrari, “The Baghdad Aristotelians” in Ulrich 
Rudolph et al. eds, Philosophy in the Islamic World. Vol. 1: 8th-10th Centuries, tr. Rotraud Hansberger (Leiden: Brill, 
2017), 421-525. The recent article by Kristell Trégo, “Aristote à Bagdad”, is instrumental for positioning Fārābī’s 
metaphysics within the Baghdad School of Aristotelianism. As I show throughout this dissertation, and especially in 
chapter two, Fārābī is closely concerned  with the way language represents reality and with the medium of intellection. 
In her article Trégo tells us that one of the central elements of the Baghdad School’s approach to the categories is “le 
refus d’une conception purement linguistique des catégories, pour faire droit au réel dans sa relation à l’intellection” 
(ibid., 401). In several ways Fārābī’s philosophy appears intimately built on his antecedents in the Baghdad School. 
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second beginning in Baghdad after an earlier movement associated with the Kindī school.242 In my 

research I have found several ways in which the translations of Aristotle’s use of einai, to on and 

esti in the school of Baghdad Aristotelians appear to have had a direct impact on Fārābī’s theory 

of being, both in content and in terminology. Not only were the translations significant in this 

regard, but the translators themselves must also be seen as active participants in the Arabic 

interpretation of Aristotle and the creation of an Aristoteles Arabus. Foremost among them in terms 

of impact on Fārābī’s philosophy seem to be Isḥāq b. Ḥunayn (d. 873), Abū ʿUṯmān al-Dimašqī 

(d. 914) and Abū Bišr Mattā b. Yūnus (d. 940) and, all of whom were crucial figures in the Baghdad 

school of philosophy from which Fārābī emerged. 

In this section I will examine particular excerpts from the translations that, taken together, 

suggest the terminological choices and distinctions made by Fārābī find their origins in the choices 

                                                
For more on the translations from Greek into Arabic and the Baghdad school, see: Cristina d’Ancona, "Greek 

Sources in Arabic and Islamic Philosophy", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2019 Edition), Edward N. 
Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2019/entries/arabic-islamic-greek/>; Dimitri Gutas, “The 
Rebirth of Philosophy and the Translations into Arabic” in Rudolph et al. (eds), Philosophy, 95-142; John Watt, “The 
strategy of the Baghdad philosophers. The Aristotelian tradition as a common motif in Christian and Islamic thought” 
in Jan van Ginkel et al. (eds), Redefining Christian Identity: Cultural Interaction in the Middle East Since the Rise of 
Islam (Louvain: Peeters, 2005), 151-165; id. “Christianity in the renaissance of Islam: Abū Bishr Mattā, al-Fārābī and 
Yaḥya Ibn ʿAdī” in Martin Tamcke (ed.), Christians and Muslims in dialogue in the Islamic Orient of the Middle Ages 
(Beirut: Orient-Institut, 2007), 99-112. The last two articles are republished in id., Rhetoric and Philosophy from 
Greek into Syriac (Ashgate Publishing, 2010), XV and XVI. 
242 On the two beginnings of Arabic philosophy, see: Nadja Germann, “Imitations”; Rudolph et al. (eds), Philosophy; 
Dimitri Gutas, “Origins in Baghdad” in Robert Pasnau et al. (eds), The Cambridge History of Medieval Philosophy 
(Cambridg: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 11-25. Although it is acknowledged that the earlier Kindī school of 
philosophy had a greater focus on mathematics and geometry, while the later Baghdad school put a greater emphasis 
on language and logic, recent work by Emma Gannagé seeks to show that Kindī had a concern for language and 
discussed how the shapes of words reflect meanings. In “Al-Kindî On the Great Art,” in (eds) A. C. Bowen and E. 
Gannagé, Ptolemy’s Philosophy and its Reception in  Greek, Arabic and Hebrew Thought, Proceedings of the 
Conference Held in the Department of Arabic and Islamic Studies, Georgetown University, 3-4 May 2016 (Leiden: 
Brill, forthcoming), she shows that the issue of ambiguity is one of Kindī’s relentless concerns in the introduction of 
several of his treatises, often as a strategy of self-promotion in order to establish his authority as the one able to clarify 
the confusion due to the ambiguity of terms (ištibah al-ism). In “Mathematics and Categories in al-Kindī’s Epistle On 
the Quantity of Aristotle’s Books”, in R. Taylor and T. Noon (eds), Festschrift for Thérèse-Anne Druart (forthcoming), 
she shows on a more technical philosophical level related to the reception of Aristotle’s Categories that the 
correspondence between utterances and meanings, which has been considered as characteristic of al-Fārābī’s theory 
of language as an imitation of thought, was already present in al-Kindī’s work, albeit with not the same degree of 
sophistication. Although the new beginning with Fārābī is undeniable, it is not necessarily a total turn, and it reflects 
the progressive nature of the history of philosophy. 
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made by these translators. The terminology chosen to translate the Greek einai, to on and esti is 

ultimately significant because it will inform the content of Fārābī’s metaphysics. What emerges 

from my preliminary study is that, as in Fārābī, (al-)mawǧūd was used to translate both to on and 

esti, and was used for essential predication. It also emerges that al-wuǧūd was used to signify the 

cause or essence of a being. 

The importance of the translations by Isḥāq, Abū ʿUṯmān and Mattā for Fārābī is evident 

from both commentaries Fārābī composed on the texts translated by them and from contemporary 

scholarship that has demonstrated the influence of texts they translated on Fārābī’s own output. 

Among these are: Isḥāq’s translations of Aristotle’s Categories, On interpretation, Physics, 

Nicomachean Ethics and Alexander’s On the intellect, and Abū ʿUṯmān’s translations of 

Aristotle’s Topics and Alexander’s On specific differences, accompanied by Mattā’s comments, 

and Mattā’s translations of Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics, On generation and corruption, On the 

heavens and Meteorology.243  

                                                
243 Regarding each of these texts: 1) Isḥāq’s translation of Aristotle’s Categories. Fārābī composed a long commentary 
on this text, now lost bar some Hebrew fragments, in addition to an epitome of the text. See Douglas Dunlop’s 
introduction to Fārābī, Categories 1-11, and Mauro Zonta’s introduction to Fārābī’s Long Commentary on Aristotle’s 
Categories. 2) Isḥāq’s translation of On interpretation. Fārābī wrote a commentary on this text. See: Fārābī, 
Commentary on Aristotle’s On interpretation. 3) Mattā’s translation of the Posterior Analytics. It has long been 
recognised that the translation of the Posterior Analytics was a crucial step in the development of the new stage of 
Arabic philosophy of which Fārābī was at the centre. The fragment of Fārābī’s On the appearance of philosophy that 
comes down to us points to the significance of this text for his philosophical project. Below I consider specific 
instances in this translation that may have been sources for Fārābī. 4) Abū ʿUṯmān’s translation of the Topics. For a 
study of Fārābī’s Book of Dialectic and its relation to Aristotle’s Topics, see: David DiPasquale, Alfarabi’s Book of 
Dialectic (Kitāb al-Jadal): On the starting point of Islamic philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2019). In the previous chapter I showed the role of the Topics in Fārābī’s theory of taškīk. 5) Isḥāq’s translation of 
Physics. In chapter seven I discuss the doctrinal impact of the Physics on Fārābī’s theory of the ambiguity of ‘being’ 
and the refutation of Parmenides. Fārābī is also said to have written a commentary on this text, now lost. Parts of it 
survive in a Latin translation by Gerhard von Cremona, see: Aleksander Birkenmajer, “Eine wiedergefundene 
Übersetzung Gerhards von Cremona” in Geisteswelt des Mittelalters. Studien und Texte Martin Grabmann zur 
Vollendung des 60. Lebensjahres von Freunden und Schülern gewidmet (Münster: Aschendorff, 1935), 472-481, 
reprinted in Studia Copernicana 1 (1970), 22-32. 6) Mattā’s translations of On generation and corruption, On the 
heavens, Meteorology. All three of these texts were greatly influential on Fārābī’s cosmology. See: Janos, Method, 
15ff. 7) Isḥāq’s translation of the Nicomachean Ethics. Fārābī wrote a commentary on the EN, now lost, although it is 
debated if he used Isḥāq’s translation or not. There was a second translation of the EN that has not come down to us. 
Existing scholarship has suggested that Fārābī used the other translation (see chapter three, n.58), but without a witness 
to the second translation it is hard to know. Given the importance of Isḥāq’s translations for Fārābī, we cannot rule 
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I begin by considering the translation of the Greek to on into Arabic, followed by the 

translation of esti and finally einai. As the subject of metaphysics, the translation of to on was 

particularly significant. The early stage of the Graeco-Arabic translations saw Aristotle’s to on 

translated as al-huwīyah (a neologism consisting of the abstract noun formed from the masc. sing. 

third person pronoun, ‘he’). For example, the early translation of the Metaphysics by the member 

of the Kindī school Usṭāṯ, and the only translation to come down to us in any significant quantity, 

famously makes use of al-huwīyah.244 Yet Fārābī almost exclusively uses the term al-mawǧūd as 

an equivalent of to on which is typical, and characteristic, of Isḥāq and Mattā, both of whom 

consistently translate to on as al-mawǧūd and its plural ta onta as al-mawǧūdāt. Any brief 

                                                
out that he used it. In chapter three I considered the importance of the Nicomachean Ethics for Fārābī’s theory of 
ambiguous terms as a species of homonymy. 8) Isḥāq’s translation of Alexander’s On the intellect. This text, rather 
than Aristotle’s, was a crucial text for Fārābī’s noetics. See: Marc Geoffroy, “La tradition arabe du Περἰ νοῦ 
d’Alexandre d’Aphrodise et les origines de la théorie farabienne des quatre degrés de l’intellect” in Cristina D’Ancona 
and Giuseppe Serra (eds.), Aristotele e Alessandro di Afrodisia nella Tradizione Araba (Padova: Il Poligrafo, 2002), 
191–231. 9) Abū ʿUṯmān’s translation of On specific differences with comments by Abū Bišr Matta b. Yūnus, edited 
by ʿAbd al-Rāhman Badawī, Arisṭu ʿind al-ʿArab: Dirāsah wa-nuṣūṣ ġayr manšūrah (Cairo: Maktabat al-Nahḍah al-
Miṣrīyah, 1948), vol. 1, 295-308. This text was crucial for Fārābī’s essentialist thesis that I discuss in chapter six. In 
that chapter I also address the importance of Mattā’s comments. 

Abū Bišr Mattā did not know Greek and translated into Arabic from Syriac. However, at least in the case of the 
Posterior Analytics, it was Isḥāq who translated the Greek into Syriac. Hugonnard-Roche has shown that even when 
Greek texts were translated into Arabic via a Syriac intermediary there was an important and consistent technical 
vocabulary used throughout the translation process in order to render Greek terms into Arabic (See: Henri Huggonard-
Roche, “L’Intermediare Syriaque dans la Transmission de la Philosophie Grecque à l’Arabe: Le Cas de l’Organon 
d’Aristote” AScPh 1 (1991), 187-209; id, “Sur la Tradition Syro-Arabe de la Logique Péripatéticienne” in ed. 
Geneviève Contamine, Traduction et traducteurs au Moyen Âge (Paris: Presses du CNRS, 1989), 3-14). 

Despite my thesis that the translations of the Baghdad Aristotelians played a formative role in the development 
of Fārābī’s philosophy, I make no claim to the definitiveness of this thesis, which requires much greater study. In one 
article Huggonard-Roche identifies a case where Fārābī does not preserve the use of the Arabic term ḥukm given by 
Isḥāq (“Sur la Tradition”, 11-13). 
244 Usṭāṯ’s translation is available to us through Ibn Rušd’s commentary on the Metaphysics, which also contains 
Isḥāq’s translation of Book α. These are contained in the excellent critical edition by Maurice Bouyges: Averroès, 
Tafsir ma ba‘d at-Tabi‘at, ed. Maurice Bouyges (Beirut: Imprimerie Catholique, 1938–1948), 7 vols. On Usṭāṯ’s 
translation of the Metaphysics and the Kindī school of which he was a part, see: Gerhard Endress, “The circle of al-
Kindī: Early Arabic translations from the Greek and the rise of Islamic philosophy’’, in G. Endress and R. Kruk (eds), 
The Ancient Tradition in Christian and Islamic Hellenism (Brill, 1997), 43–76). For general studies of the Arabic 
translations of the Metaphysics, see: Amos Bertolacci, “On the Arabic Translations of Aristotle’s Metaphysics” AScPh 
15 (2005), 241-275; Martin Aubert, “La Métaphysique. Tradition Syriaque et Arabe” DPhA, vol.1, 528-534; Cecilia 
Martini Bonadeo, “La Métaphysique. Tradition Syriaque et Arabe. Mise à jour bibliographique” DPhAS, 259-264. 



 137 

comparison of the Greek and Arabic will make this point, although the following constitutes a 

small selection of examples: 

 
Table 3: The translation of the Greek to on and ta onta into Arabic as al-mawǧūd and al-maǧūdāt 

Greek edition: English translation 
of the Greek: 

Arabic translations: English translation of 
the Arabic: 

[Ph., 185a22-23] 
Ἀρχὴ δὲ 
οἰκειοτάτη πασῶν, 
ἐπειδὴ πολλαχῶς 
λέγεται τὸ ὄν, πῶς 
λέγουσιν οἱ 
λέγοντες εἶναι ἑν 
τὰ πάντα 

The most pertinent 
question which to 
begin will be this: In 
what sense is it 
asserted that all 
things are one? For 
‘is’ is used in many 
ways. 

 امل اذه وه هلك هذهل ئدابملا مألأو
 ءاحنأ ىلع لاقي دق دوجوملا ناك
 تيل اهنم ةهج يأ ىلعف ىتش
 نإ نولوقي نيذلا لوقي يرعش
 245.دحاو اهلك ءايشألا

The most adequate of 
all these [principles] is 
as following: since 
‘being’ can be said in 
diverse ways, which 
way among them do 
those who say all things 
are one use? 

[Ph., 185b32-33] 
ὡς µοναχῶς 
λεγοµένου τοῦ 
ἑνὸς ἢ τοῦ ὄντος. 
πολλὰ δὲ τὰ ὄντα 

[…] As if ‘one’ and 
‘being’ were always 
used in a single 
way. [However,] 
beings are multiple 
[…]. 

 دوجوم انلوقو دحاو انلوق نأك
 نأ الإ دارفنالا ىلع لاقي امنإ
 246.]...[ ةريثك تادوجوملا

[…] as if our saying 
‘one’ and ‘being’ were 
only said in a single 
way, however beings 
are multiple […]. 

[Ph., 186a25-26] ᾗ 
ἁπλῶς λαµβάνει τὸ 
ὂν λέγεσθαι, 
λεγοµένου 
πολλαχῶς 

His assumption that 
‘is’ is used in a 
single way only is 
false, because it is 
used in several. 

 امنإ هنأ ىلع دوجوملا لمعتسا هنأ
 ءاحنأ ىلع لاقي وهو اقلطم لاقي
 247.ىتش

 

[…] that he used 
‘being’ on the basis that 
it is only said 
absolutely, when it is 
[actually] said in 
diverse ways. 

[APo II, 92b15] οὐ 
γὰρ γένος τὸ ὄν 

For what is is not a 
genus. 

 وه سيل دوجوملا ناك ذإ
 248.اسنج

For being is not a 
genus. 

[EN, 1096a24] 
ἐπεὶ τἀγαθὸν 
ἰσαχῶς λέγεται τῷ 
ὄντι 
 

Further, since things 
are said to be good 
in as many ways as 
they are said to be  
[…]. 

 بسح ىلع لاقي ريخلا ناك
 دوجوملا اهب لاقي يتلا ءاحنألا

249 

Goodness is said 
according to the ways 
‘being’ is said. 

                                                
245 Ph, tr. Isḥāq b. Ḥunayn, 10. 
246 Ph, tr. Isḥāq b. Ḥunayn, 16. 
247 Ph, tr. Isḥāq b. Ḥunayn, 21. 
248 APo, tr. Abū Bišr Mattā b. Yūnus, 423. 
249 EN, tr. Isḥāq b. Ḥunayn, 62. 
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Greek edition: English translation 
of the Greek: 

Arabic translations: English translation of 
the Arabic: 

ἔστι δὲ ἐνέργεια τὸ 
αὑτῷ ποιεῖν νοητὰ 
πάντα τὰ ὄντα 250 

And actuality is to 
make all the beings 
intelligible to it. 
 

 تادوجوملا ريصت نأ وه هلعفو
 251.هل ةلوقعم اهلك

And its actuality is for 
all the beings to 
become intelligible to it. 

 
Isḥāq is known to have produced a translation of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, 252 but scholars have so 

far agreed that Usṭāṯ’s translation of the Metaphysics is all Fārābī had access to.253 Yet, Fārābī 

conspicuously almost never uses the term al-huwīyah to render to on, sticking almost exclusively 

to al-mawǧūd. This leads me to question the extent to which Fārābī’s knowledge of the 

Metaphysics relied on Usṭāṯ.  

I could only find three instances of al-huwīyah in Fārābī’s texts: 1) The Aims of Aristotle’s 

Metaphysics, 2) the Book of Demonstration, and, 3) the Book of Particles.254 Significantly, the uses 

of al-huwīyah in both the Book of Demonstration and the Book of Particles are synonymous with 

al-wuǧūd, whereas in Usṭāṯ al-huwīyah is equivalent to al-mawǧūd. It is only in the Aims of 

Aristotle’s Metaphysics that Fārābī uses al-huwīyah to mean to on in the sense that Usṭāṯ uses it.255 

Thus, Fārābī’s overwhelming use of al-mawǧūd must be tied to another source. It is true that Fārābī 

                                                
250 Alexander, Peri nou, ed. Bruns, 110.12-13 in ed. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Badawī, Commentaires sur Aristote perdus en 
grec et autres épîtres, publiés et annotés (Beirut: El Machreq Editeurs, 1971), 273-280. 
251 Ibid., tr. Isḥāq b. Ḥunayn, 37. I read la-hu with the MS Escorial 794, 115v and the Latin translation (R. P Théry, 
Autour du décret de 1210: II. Alexandre d’Aphrodise (Paris: Le Saulchoir, 1926), 79), on which see: J. Finnegan, 
“Texte Arabe du ΠΕΡΙ ΝΟΥ d’Alexandre d’Aphrodise”, MUSJ 33.2 (1956), 157-202. I thank Professor Thérèse-Anne 
Druart for this reference. 
252 It is hard to pinpoint this for certain because we do not possess much of this translation (which was not a full 
translation, but of most of it. See: Ibn al-Nadīm, Kitāb al-Fihrist, ed. Gustav Flügel (Leipzig: Verlag von F.C.W. 
Vogel, 1871-1872), vol. 1, 251-252; Amos Bertolacci, “On the Arabic”, 244-245). Bertolacci has shown that Isḥāq’s 
translation consisted of at least Books α, Β, Γ, Δ, Θ, Ι, Λ, of which Book α has come down to us in its entirety and 
likely fragments of Γ, Θ, Ι and Λ (See: ibid, 247-248) 
253 Amos Bertolacci, “On the Arabic”, 258-260; Zimmermann, Al-Fārābī’s, lxxx. Paradoxically, Zimmermann also 
recognises that some of Fārābī’s references to the Metaphysics bear no resemblance to Ustāṯ’s translation. 
254 Aims, 37; Demonstration, 297; Particles, §83, §86. 
255 Significantly, Bertolacci uses this text to argue that Fārābī must have relied on Usṭāṯ’s translation (“On the Arabic”, 
259n56). It is possible however that Fārābī may have used Usṭāṯ earlier on, making Aims of the Philosopher an earlier 
text, and then moved to Isḥāq’s translation. As Bertolacci points out in the same footnote, in the Book of Utterances 
Employed in Logic Fārābī shows influence from Usṭāṯ and another translation of the Metaphysics. 



 139 

may have only had access to Usṭāṯ’s translation of the Metaphysics but found use of al-mawǧūd 

elsewhere and hence ignored Usṭāṯ’s translation of al-huwīyah, yet most crucially, Fārābī uses al-

mawǧūd in the Book of Particles in sections that Stephen Menn has decisively shown are built on 

Aristotle’s Metaphysics Δ7. In this passage Usṭāṯ translates ‘being-as-the-true’ as inna. Yet, in this 

context Fārābī uses mawǧūd. This would strongly suggest that Fārābī had access to a different 

translation at least of Metaphysics Δ7. I suggest this is likely to be that of Isḥāq, especially in light 

of the overall importance of Isḥāq’s translations and the Baghdad Aristotelians for Fārābī, which 

I will continue to explore below.256 

In addition to the use of al-mawǧūd to translate to on, Fārābī uses this term without its 

definite article to render both the 1-place and 2-place predication of ‘to be’ in the Book of Particles. 

The use of mawǧūd for the 2-place predication of being is particularly bad style in Arabic, which 

either does not use a copula, or uses the 3rd person masc. sing. pronoun for the purpose of emphasis. 

It is thus significant that the use of mawǧūd to render both the 1-place and 2-place predication of 

being can be traced to Mattā’s translation of the Posterior Analytics: 

 
Table 4: The use of mawǧūd in the Arabic translation of the Posterior Analytics 

Greek edition: English translation of 
the Greek: 

Arabic translation 
of the Greek by Abū 
Bišr Mattā b. 
Yūnus: 

English translation of the 
Arabic: 

[APo II, 89b34-35] 
γνόντες δὲ ὅτι ἔστι, 
τί ἐστι ζητοῦµεν 

And knowing that it is 
[esti], we seek what it 
is […]. 

 دوجوم هنأ انملع اذإو
 257.]...[وه ام بلطن

If we know that it is 
[mawǧūd] then we ask 
what it is […]. 

                                                
256 Other reasons to believe Fārābī might have had (and specifically wanted) access to Isḥāq’s translation of the 
Metaphysics is because he appears to have been staunchly opposed to the Kindī school of philosophy and thus perhaps 
sought to avoid the Kindī circle translations such as Ustāṯ’s Metaphysics. Recent scholarship has characterized 
Fārābī’s theory of being, his understanding of the subject matter of metaphysics, and his theology all in opposition to 
Kindī (Menn, “Al-Fārābī’s Kitāb al-Ḥurūf”). Furthermore, as I explore, Isḥāq and Mattā’s use of al-wuǧud appears to 
have informed Fārābī’s use of the term. On the other hand, Ustāṯ uses a myriad of terms to translate the Greek einai 
and has no standard use of al-wuǧūd. 
257 APo, 408. 
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Greek edition: English translation of 
the Greek: 

Arabic translation 
of the Greek by 
Abū Bišr Mattā b. 
Yūnus: 

English translation of the 
Arabic: 

[APo II, 91b9] ὅτι 
τὸ Α ἐστὶ τῷ Γ  

…that A is [esti]what it 
is to be C. 

 that A is [mawǧūd] for… 258.ج ل ةدوجوم ا نأ
C. 
 

[APo II, 92b2-3] 
ἀλλ᾿ ὅτι ἢ ἔστιν ἢ 
οὐκ ἔστιν 

But that either it is 
[esti] or it is [esti] not. 

 امإو دوجوم هنأ امإ نكل
 259.دوجوم ريغ هنأ

But either it is [mawǧūd] 
or it is [mawǧūd] not. 
 
 

[APo II, 96a18-19] 
ἔσονται τοίνυν καὶ 
τῶν ὡς ἐπὶ τὸ πολὺ 
ἀρχαὶ ἄµεσοι, ὅσα 
ὡς ἐπὶ τὸ πολὺ 
οὕτως ἔστιν ἢ 
γίγνεται. 

There will be 
immediate principles, 
then, also in the case of 
what is for the most 
part, whichever things 
are [estin] or come 
about in this way for 
the most part. 
 

 ريغ ئدابملا اذإ نوكتف
 يتلا ءايشألل طاسوأ تاوذ
 عيمج رمألا رثكأ يف
 رثكأ يف يه يتلا ءايشألا
 اذكه ةدوجوم امإ رمألا
 260.ةنوكتم امإو

The principles thus do 
not have mediums for 
things that are in the 
most case all things that 
in the most case either 
are [mawǧūd] in this 
way or are generated. 

[APo I, 84b29-32] 
καὶ ὥσπερ ἔνιαι 
ἀρχαί εἰσιν 
ἀναπόδεικτοι, ὅτι 
ἔστι τόδε τοδὶ καὶ 
ὑπάρχει τόδε τῳδί, 
οὕτω καὶ ὅτι οὐκ 
ἔστι τόδε τοδὶ οὐδ᾿ 
ὑπάρχει τόδε τῳδί· 
οὕτω καὶ ὅτι οὐκ 
ἔστι τόδε τοδὶ οὐδ᾿ 
ὑπάρχει τόδε τῳδί· 
ὥσθ᾿ αἱ µὲν εἶναί τι, 
αἱ δὲ µὴ εἶναί τι 
ἔσονται ἀρχαί. 

And just as there are 
some non-
demonstrable 
principles to the effect 
that this is [esti] this 
and this belongs to this, 
so too there are some to 
the effect that this is 
[esti] not this and this 
does not belong to this; 
so that there will be 
principles some to the 
effect that something 
is, and others to the 
effect that something is 
not. 

 ئدابم دجوت دق هنأ امكف
 نأ اهب نيبتي ةنهربم ريغ ام
 ام ارمأ دوجوم ءيشلا اذه
 ءيشلا اذه نأ اهب نيبتيو
 دق كلذكو ءيشلا اذهل
 نأ اهب نيبي ئدابم دجوت
 وه سيل ءيشلا اذه
 اضيأ الو ام ارمأ ادوجوم
 اذهل دوجوم ءيشلا اذه
 261.ءيشلا

So just as there may be 
some principles that are 
not demonstrable 
through which it is clear 
that this thing is 
[mawǧūd] something 
and through which it is 
clear that this thing 
belongs to this thing, 
similarly there may be 
principles through which 
it is clear that this thing is 
[mawǧūd] not something 
and also does not belong 
to this thing. 

[APo II, 91b5-6] καὶ 
γὰρ τὸ ζῴῳ εἶναι 
κατηγορεῖται κατὰ 
τοῦ ἀνθρώπῳ εἶναι 

For what it is to be 
[einai] an animal is 
predicated of what it is 
to be [einai] a man. 

 دوجوم وه ام نأ كلذو
 ام ىلع لمحي دق اناويح
 262.اناسنإ دوجوم وه

For that which is 
[mawǧūd] an animal 
may be predicated of that 
which is [mawǧūd] a 
human. 

                                                
258 APo, 417. 
259 APo, 422. 
260 APo, 441. 
261 APo, 382-383. 
262 APo, 416. 
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Given that we already know of the importance of the Posterior Analytics for Fārābī in the Book of 

Particles,263 these examples of Mattā’s translation may indicate that Fārābī’s use of mawǧūd for 

the 1 and 2-place predication of being in the Book of Particles had some origin in Mattā’s 

translation. The influence of Mattā’s translation is even clearer in the distinction discussed above 

that Fārābī makes between mawǧūd as the copula expressing essential predication that is absolute 

(bi-al-iṭlāq) and the use of its conjugated verbal forms (wuǧida, yūǧad and sa-yūǧad) to express 

predication in time. This distinction seems likely derived from the distinction we find in Mattā’s 

Arabic translation of the difference between to hoti and to ei estin haplōs in the Posterior 

Analytics: 

 
Table 5: The Arabic translation of Posterior Analytics II, 89b38-90a2 

[APo II, 89b38-
90a2] ζητοῦµεν δέ, 
ὅταν µὲν ζητῶµεν 
τὸ ὅτι ἢ τὸ εἰ ἔστιν 
ἁπλῶς, ἆρ᾿ ἔστι 
µέσον αὐτοῦ ἢ οὐκ 
ἔστιν· ὅταν δὲ 
γνόντες ἢ τὸ ὅτι ἢ 
εἰ ἔστιν, ἢ τὸ ἐπὶ 
µέρους ἢ τὸ ἁπλῶς 

We seek, whenever 
we seek the fact [to 
hoti] or if it is 
simpliciter [estin 
haplōs], whether there 
is or is not a middle 
term for it; and 
whenever we become 
aware of either the 
fact or if it is – either 
partially or simpliciter 

 هنأ وأ دجوي هنأ انبلط اذإف
 امنإف قالطإلا ىلع دوجوم
 هل دجوي دق ىرتأ بلطن
 انملع ىتمو ال مأ طسوأ ءيش
 امإ دوجوم هنأ وأ دجوي هنأ امإ
 264قالطإلا ىلع امإو ءزجلاب

If we seek whether it is 
(yūǧad) or whether it is 
absolutely (mawǧūd 
ʿalā l-iṭlāq), we are 
only seeking whether 
or not you see a middle 
term for it. When we 
know whether it either 
is (yūǧad) or is 
(mawǧūd), either 
partially or absolutely 
[…] 

 

This passage is part of a larger discussion in which Aristotle addresses the difference between the 

fact of something existing and its cause. In this passage he introduces the notion of ‘the fact’ (to 

hoti) of something being the case, also glossed as ‘if it is’ (ei estin). ‘If it is’ is further divided into 

partially and simpliciter (to haplōs, ‘absolutely’). Significantly, the Arabic version translates ‘the 

                                                
263 This is one of the arguments of Menn, “Al-Fārābī’s Kitāb al-Ḥurūf”. 
264 APo, 409. 
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fact’ as annahu yūǧad and ‘if it is simpliciter’ as annahu mawǧūd ʿalā al-iṭlāq, which gives the 

impression of a distinction in meaning between yūǧad and mawǧūd, and that mawǧūd is used 

absolutely, which is fair to say may be a source for Fārābī’s distinction between these two terms. 

Most importantly, the translation choices made by both Isḥāq and Mattā in their uses of al-

wuǧūd may have been an important source of philosophical inspiration for Fārābī’s theory of al-

wuǧūd as the essence or essential part of something that makes it what-it-is. In Arabic, even 

regardless of philosophical usage, there is a clear distinction between al-mawǧūd which refers to 

a concrete thing and al-wuǧūd which refers to an action or concept. The translations not only reflect 

the linguistic distinction between the two terms, but also lead themselves to the essentialist thesis 

whereby al-mawǧūd functions as to on and esti, while al-wuǧūd serves as the essence of a being 

that makes it what-it-is in the way ‘humanness’ is what makes a human human. 

Albeit without an in-depth examination, from some cursory study of the Arabic translations 

produced by Isḥāq and Mattā as we possess them in their current editions, it appears that al-wuǧūd 

was typically used in the way Fārābī explains it. One of the ways this seems to have been 

accomplished was through an attempt to systematise the sometimes overlapping uses of the Greek 

infinitive einai and its derivatives. Although al-wuǧūd was the standard translation of einai, their 

grammatical uses did not always align. As such, when einai was used for the purpose of 

predication, or in any way that did not signify the essence or way of being of something, it appears 

al-wuǧūd was not used. Likewise, when context appears to point to a meaning of how something 

is said to be, or the cause of its being, it appears al-wuǧūd is used, even without the corresponding 

Greek einai. Below is a small selection of examples from Mattā’s translation of the Posterior 

Analytics and Isḥāq’s translation of the Physics where I explore the possibility that al-wuǧūd may 
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have been used to convey the idea of the cause of being or the essence of a being, and that when 

the Greek einai did not have that meaning al-mawǧūd was used. 

Firstly, in the Posterior Analytics Mattā translates einai as mawǧūd when it is used for the 

purpose of predication: 

 
Table 6: The Arabic translation of Posterior Analytics II, 91b5-6 

[APo II,  91b5-6] 
καὶ γὰρ τὸ ζῴῳ 
εἶναι 
κατηγορεῖται 
κατὰ τοῦ 
ἀνθρώπῳ εἶναι 

For what it is to be 
[einai] an animal is 
predicated of what it 
is to be [einai] a man. 

 دق اناويح دوجوم وه ام نأ كلذو
 دوجوم وه ام ىلع لمحي
 265.اناسنإ

For that which is  
[mawǧūd] an animal 
may be predicated of 
that which is 
[mawǧūd] a human. 

 
 
Similarly, he translates einai as al-mawǧūd in the following passage of the Posterior Analytics 

where it is understood that einai is functioning in the same way as to on: 

 
Table 7: The Arabic translation of Posterior Analytics II, 92b14 

[APo II,  
92b14] οὐκ τὸ 
δ᾿  εἶναι 
οὐδενί· οὐ γὰρ 
τὸ ὄν 

But being is not the 
substance of anything; 
for what is is not a 
genus. 

 ارهوج وه سیل دوجوملا انلوقو
 ناك ذإ ءایشألا نم ءيشل
 266.اسنج وه سیل دوجوملا

Our saying ‘being’  
[al-mawǧūd] is not a 
substance for anything 
for being [al-mawǧūd] is 
not a genus. 

 

This example is particularly significant because it shows the attempt to systematise einai and to 

on into one translation of al-mawǧūd due to their having the same meaning in this context. 

More interestingly, in Isḥāq’s translation of the Physics there are numerous examples of 

derivatives of einai being translated as al-wuǧūd when there is the meaning of essence, way of 

being, or causation. For example, here eisi (‘they are’) is translated as “they derive their being (al-

wuǧūd)”: 

                                                
265 APo, 416. 
266 APo, 423. 
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Table 8: The Arabic translation of Physics 190b18-19 

[Ph., 190b18-19] 
φανερὸν οὖν ὡς, 
εἴπερ εἰσὶν αἰτίαι 
καὶ ἀρχαὶ τῶν 
φύσει ὄντων, ἐξ 
ὧν πρώτων εἰσὶ 
καὶ γεγόνασι […]. 

Plainly then, if there 
are causes and 
principles which 
constitute natural 
objects and from 
which they primarily  
are [eisi] or have 
come to be […]. 

 ةیعیبطلا ءایشألل ناك نإف
 رصانع يه ئدابمو بابسأ
 دوجولا دمتست اهنم ىلوأ
 267.]... [نوكت اهبو

If natural things have 
causes and principles 
that are more primary 
from which they derive 
their being [al- 
wuǧūd] and through 
which they come to be 
[…]. 

 

This passage discusses the principle from which natural beings can be said to be. In this context I 

argue that Isḥāq renders eisi as “they derive their wuǧūd” because he interprets it to be a statement 

regarding the cause of their being. 

Similarly, in this text to on is rendered as al-wuǧūd, where the Arabic version has a very 

different meaning to the Greek: 

 
Table 9: The Arabic translation of Physics 191a12-13 

[Ph., 191a12-13] 
οὕτως αὕτη πρὸς 
οὐσίαν ἔχει καὶ 
τὸ τόδε τι καὶ τὸ 
ὄν. µία µὲν οὖν 
ἀρχὴ αὕτη (οὐχ 
οὕτω µία οὖσα 
οὐδὲ  
οὕτως ὄν ὡς τὸ 
τόδε τι) 

So is the underlying  
nature to substance,  
i.e. the ‘this’ or being 
[to on]. This then is 
one principle (though 
not one or being [on] 
in the same sense as 
‘this’). 

 رهوجلا ىلإ ىلویهلا ةبسن يه
 .دوجولا ىلإ يئزجلا درفلاو
 ئدابملا دحأ يه اذإ ىلویهلاف
 ةینادحو اهل نكت مل نإو
 عون الو يئزجلا درفلا
 268.هدوجو

It is the relation of matter 
to substance, and the 
particular singular thing 
to being [al-wuǧūd]. 
Matter then is one of the 
principles, even if it does 
not have the unity of the 
particular singular thing 
nor the species of its 
being [al-wuǧūd]. 

In the Arabic version the relation of matter to substance is compared to the relation of the particular 

singular thing to al-wuǧūd. However, in the Greek version tode ti and to on are taken as synonyms 

for the substance. It would thus seem that the Arabic version is based on a Greek witness that read 

kai to tode ti pros on (“and the ‘this’ to being”). This reading would also make sense because the 

                                                
267 Ph, 62. 
268 Ph, 64. 
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text continues to compare matter to the tode ti (or the Arabic “singular particular thing”) as they 

have analogous roles in the two relations. The second use of to on in this passage is also translated 

as al-wuǧūd, which may be connected to its meaning of the way of being of the tode ti.  

In another place Isḥāq uses al-wuǧūd when there is no use of the verb to be in the Greek: 

 
Table 10: The Arabic translation of Physics 191a22 

[Ph., 191a22] ἀλλ᾿ 
ὅτι αἱ ἀρχαὶ τρεῖς 
καὶ πῶς τρεῖς,  
καὶ τίς ὁ τρόπος 
αὐτῶν, δῆλον 

But that the principles 
are three, and in what 
sense, and the way in 
which each is a 
principle, is clear. 

 فیكو ئدابم ةثالث انهاه نأ امأ
 فیكو  ئدابم ةثالث انهاه نأ
 269.نیب اذهف دوجولا يف اهلاح

As for there being 
three principles, how 
there are three 
principles, and how 
they are in being [al-
wuǧūd], this is clear. 

 

In this case the meaning is that of how a principle can be a principle, which again can be linked to 

the use of al-wuǧūd to refer to the cause of being. 

These examples are cursory, but through them I hope to signal the very important 

possibility that the meanings of al-mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd as Fārābī uses them may have already 

begun to crystalise in Graeco-Arabic translations of the Baghdad Aristotelians. In these 

translations we see several indications that al-mawǧūd indicated predication or the meaning of to 

on as a thing or a being, whereas al-wuǧūd indicated meanings related to the cause or essence of 

being. These translations, as in Fārābī’s explanations in the Book of Particles, reveal an essentialist 

ontology according to which to be is for something to be what-it-is, implying an essence or 

essential part that makes it what it is. In the next two chapters I examine how this plays out in 

Fārābī’s theory of the ambiguity of term al-mawǧūd and its primary meaning, the hierarchy of 

beings, and the emanation of al-wuǧūd.  

 
                                                
269 Ph, 64-65. 
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Chapter 5 

The Ambiguity of ‘Being’ 

There is a unified theory of being in Fārābī’s philosophy as something being what-it is, yet there 

are also many ways in which something can be said ‘to be’ and many rankings of beings. The 

structure and relations between beings, or the things that are (al-mawǧūdāt), forms the basis of 

discussions throughout many of Fārābī’s works. In this chapter I explore the theory that ‘being’ is 

an ambiguous term with many meanings, i.e. the ambiguity of ‘being’. This chapter gives the 

logical and linguistic framework that reflects Fārābī’s theory of beings and emanationist system 

explored in chapter six.  

I focus on what Fārābī considers to be the primary meaning of ‘being’ and consequently 

what he considers to be the First Being. As I show, Fārābī gives two different primary meanings 

to ‘being’ across his texts, that of substance and that of the First, i.e. God. I discuss how the two 

positions are reconcilable based on shared reasoning. In both cases, the reasoning for the primary 

meaning revolves around independence in being what-it-is and causation in what is below or in it. 

I also illustrate how the two positions reflect the inverse order of knowing and order of being. 

While the primary meaning of ‘being’ according to the order of knowing is substance, the primary 

meaning according to the order of being is the First. 

 

5.1 The ambiguous predication of al-mawǧūd 

For there to be a hierarchy of beings, there must be a plurality. Both the plurality and hierarchy of 

beings are indicated by the many meanings of the term ‘being’ that is predicated ambiguously (bi-

al-taškīk). In chapter two I explored how language reflects what-there-is and Fārābī’s argument 

that it is through language that we can learn and teach what-there-is. In chapter three I addressed 
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Fārābī’s theory of predication with ambiguity (taškīk) and the different classes of ambiguous terms 

(asmāʾ mušakkikah). I showed the epistemological concerns raised by ambiguous terms as they 

relate to sophistical and dialectical reasoning. As ambiguous terms are a species of homonymy 

with related meanings, they can be mistaken for examples of synonymy, and hence can create 

havoc for philosophical learning. As I emphasise, language’s transparent and accurate 

representation of what-there-is constitutes a certain ethics of language for Fārābī. 

Misunderstanding the ambiguous predication of ‘being’ is particularly problematic for 

metaphysics, an issue I take up in chapter seven. Here I discuss the ambiguity of ‘being’ and the 

species of ambiguous terms it belongs to. As language reflects what-there-is, the many meanings 

of ‘being’ reflects the plurality of beings, and the structure of those meanings reflects the structure 

of beings. Thus, any discussion on the relationship between the meanings of ‘being’ is also a 

layered discussion on ontology and the structure of being, issues which I address in detail later in 

the chapter. 

There are several texts in which Fārābī refers to the homonymy of al-mawǧūd, but only 

one place in which Fārābī explicitly tells us that al-mawǧūd is an ambiguous term. This is found 

in the Book of Demonstration in a subsection on definition within the section on conceptualisation 

(taṣawwur):270   

 قطانلا يفو سنج هنإ ناویحلا يف لاقی ام ةلزنمب امهدحأ :نافنص دودحلا يف الوصفو اسانجأ لمعتست يتلاو
 ةبسنلاو ةوقلاو لامكلاو دوجوملاو دحاولا لثم كیكشتلا ةماتلا تاككشملا هيلع لدت ام يناثلاو .لصف هنإ
 يتلا دودحلا امأو .]...[قالطإلا ىلع سنجلا وهو اسنج يمس ام ىرحأ وه لوألا فنصلاو .كلذ هبشأ امو
 وأ اكرتشم مسا لب الصأ اسنج نوكی ال نأ امإ .سنجلا ناكم دحلا يف عوضوملا نإف ءازجألا رئاس نم فلؤت
 كلذ لاثم .ناسنإلل سنج هنإ ناویحلا يف لاقی يذلا وحنلا ریغ رخآ وحنب سنج هنإ هيف لاقی نأ وأ اككشم

                                                
270 The Book of Demonstration begins by telling us that there are two types of knowledge: conceptualisation 
(taṣawwur) and assent (taṣdīq). After the introduction, the second part of this text deals with what assent is and how 
to achieve it through demonstration. The third part deals with conceptualisation. 
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 .رخأ ءاحنأب سانجأ نوكت نأ امإو الصأ اسانجأ نوكت ال نأ امإ اههابشأو هذه نإف ءيشلاو دوجوملاو دحاولا
 ءيشلا ماوق هب ءزج ىلع لدت نأ ریغ نم ام وحنب اماع الییخت ءيشلا لیخت دق نوكی نأ هبشی هذه نإف
 ام رخآلاو .ام وحن ىلع طقف اماع الییخت ءيشلا لیخ ام امهدحأ .نافنص سنجلاف كلذك ناك نإف .الصأ
 نم سنجلا مساب قحأ نوكی نأ يغبنی اذهو .ءيشلا ماوق هب ام ءزج ىلع كلذ عم لدو اماع لییخت لیخ
 .اسنج نایمسی امهالك ناك نإ لوألا

[The things] that are used as genera and differentiae are of two kinds. The first kind 
is on the level of what is said of the animal, that it is a genus, and of the rational, 
that it is a differentia. The second is what is indicated by completely ambiguous 
terms, such as one, being, perfection, potentiality, relation, and so forth. The first 
kind is the most appropriate [to be called a genus] among what is called a genus 
and it is a genus absolutely. […] As for definitions that are composed of all the 
parts, the subject in the definition is in place of the genus. Either it is not a genus 
at all, rather a homonymous or ambiguous term, or it is said to be a genus in another 
way, not the way an animal is said to be the genus of the human being. An example 
of this is ‘one’, ‘being’ and ‘thing’. For these and their like are either not genera at 
all or are so in other ways. For it seems that in their case, a thing might be imagined 
generally, in some way, without their indicating a part through which the thing 
subsists at all. If this is such, then the genus is of two kinds. One of them is what 
only causes a thing to be imagined generally in some way. The other is what causes 
[a thing] to be imagined generally and along with that also indicates some part 
through which the thing subsists. This should be more deserving of the term genus 
than the first if they are both called a genus (Demonstration, 297-298.) 

 

The primary concern of the passage is to explain what comprises a definition, i.e. a genus and 

differentia, and what happens if one of these is an ambiguous term. According to this passage, 

when we use an ambiguous term such as al-mawǧūd in the place of a genus in a definition, we are 

only left with a general concept in the imagination, rather than anything that indicates a part 

through which a thing subsists. 

  Although this passage is the only passage to specifically reference the ambiguity of al-

mawǧūd, I will examine below how other passages which refer to al-mawǧūd as a homonymous 

term clearly reference the characteristics of ambiguous terms. The singularity of this passage for 

referencing the ambiguity of al-mawǧūd rather than the more general category of homonymy 
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indicates that it tells us something of specific relevance to taškik.271 As we saw in chapter three, 

taškik is typically addressed in the context of epistemology and philosophical communication. The 

nature of ambiguous terms is that they create doubt about their meaning and thus can pose an 

epistemological problem. By not indicating a part through which a thing subsists, the use of 

ambiguous terms impedes the possibility of true definitions.272 Thus, the ambiguity of ‘being’ not 

only relates to ontology, but to epistemology in as far as ambiguous terms move one from the level 

of demonstration and true knowledge, to the level of imagination, leaving the interlocutor with no 

more than a general, imagined idea of something. It is also on this basis that al-mawǧūd can be 

said to be a general term that applies to all things, because it tells us nothing specific about them. 

In the Book of Particles Fārābī raises similar problems regarding the meaning of ‘being’. 

He tells us that al-mawǧūd is a homonymous term said of all the categories and that it can give no 

indication of the essence of a thing:  

 هيلإ راشم ّلك ىلع لاقیو هيلإ راشملا ىلع لاقت يتلا يهو تالوقملا عیمج ىلع لاقی كرتشم ظفل دوجوملا
 هّنأ ىلع ةیلاعلا سانجألا نم سنج سنجل مسا هّنإ لاقی نأ لضفألاو .عوضوم يف ال وأ عوضوم يف ناك
 ىلع لاقیو يلاعلا هسنجل مسا هّنأ ىلع اهنم دحاو ّلك تحت ام ّلك ىلع لاقی ّمث هتاذ ىلع ةلالد هل تسیل
 تحت امّ لك ىلع لاقی ّمث كارتشاب اهيلع لاقیو ةریثك عاونأل مسا هّنإف نیعلا مسا لثم ؤطاوتب هعاونأ عیمج
 .ؤطاوتب اهيلع لاقی ّهنأ ىلع عونلا كلذ تحت ام ّلكلّ مث عونلا كلذل لّّوأ مسا هّنأ ىلع ؤطاوتب عون عون

‘Being’ is a homonymous utterance said of all the categories (and they are what is 
said of the this-something) and it is said of each this-something, whether it is in a 
subject or not in a subject. It is preferable to say that it is a term for each genus of 
the supreme genera on the basis that it does not have an indication of its essence. 
Subsequently it is said of everything below each one of them on the basis that it is 
a term for [the thing’s] supreme genus, and it is said of all of [that genus’] species 

                                                
271 As I argued in chapter three, ambiguity is a species of homonymy according to Fārābī. Therefore, there is no 
contradiction when he refers to al-mawǧūd as a homonym. 
272 Definition is the basis of conceptualisation and thus at the foundation of knowledge. At the opening of the Book of 
Demonstration Fārābī tells us, “complete conceptualisation is to conceptualise something with that which extracts 
(yulaḫḫiṣ) its essence in a way that is specific to it. That is for a thing to be conceptualised through what its definition 
indicates.” (Demonstration, 266). In part three he says that the most perfect type of definition is that which definitions 
land on (mā awqaʿathu al-ḥudūd) (Demonstration, 293). It is possible to conceptualise something without its 
definition, but this will be deficient.  
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synonymously. For example, the term ʿayn is a term for many species and it is said 
of them homonymously, and subsequently it is said of each species synonymously 
on the basis that it is a first term for that species, and then of everything below that 
species on the basis that it is said of them synonymously. (Particles, §88) 
 

In this passage both the ontological and the epistemological implications of the ambiguity of 

‘being’ are touched upon; ‘being’ signifies all the categories but does not tell us anything specific 

about them. On the ontological level, there are as many ways of being as there are categories, and 

on the epistemological level, we cannot know anything specific about something just through the 

term ‘being’. 

The explanation in the Book of Particles that ‘being’ does not give an indication of a thing’s 

essence, and that of the Book of Demonstration stating that ‘being’ does not indicate the 

subsistence of a thing, relate back to the earlier passage in the Book of Particles §82 where Fārābī 

stated that ‘being’ indicates all things without specifying one over another. Furthermore, in another 

passage in the commentary on Aristotle’s On interpretation Fārābī tells us that the Greek on and 

the Arabic mawǧūd do not mean anything by themselves.273 These passages can be said to 

contribute towards a theme and important principle, that the term ‘being’ does not give us any 

information about what something is, so could be said to have no meaning in itself, or to only give 

a general meaning of all things without specifying one over the other. ‘Being’ therefore cannot tell 

us what something is essentially. This idea goes back to the Posterior Analytics where Aristotle 

says being is not the substance of anything for being is not a genus (92b14-15), and it is this notion 

that constitutes the basis for the ambiguity of ‘being’. ‘Being’ is not an entirely homonymous term, 

but its meaning is also not identical for everything as it varies according to the categories and the 

things that are. Thus, as a general term that applies to all things, ‘being’ neither tells us anything 

                                                
273 Commentary on Aristotle’s On interpretation, 35. 
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about the essence of a thing, nor does it have one synonymous meaning. This renders it ambiguous 

and unfavourable as a part of a definition. 

 

5.2 The primary meaning of al-mawǧūd 

Although ‘being’ does not tell us what something is, as an ambiguous term, it does have a primary 

meaning. In the Book of Interpretation Fārābī depicts al-mawǧūd as a homonymous term said of 

all the categories with ranking and proportion (characteristics of ambiguous terms) and with a 

primary meaning of substance: 

 نم ادحاو ادحاو اهنم دحاو دحاو صخی يتلا اهؤامسأ يهو ةنیابتم ءامسأ اهل ةرشعلا ةیلاعلا سانجألاو
 يهو اهعیمج اهنم دحاو لك معی ةفدارتم ءامسأ اهلو .كلذ ریغو ةیفیكلا ،ةیمكلا ،رهوجلا لثم رشعلا
 ءامسألا هذه نم دحاو لكو ءایشألا هذه عیمجب ىمسی اهنم دحاو لك نإف .دحاولاو رمألاو ءيشلاو دوجوملا
 ىلع لاقی دوجوملا نإف .بسانتو بیترتب اهيف كرتشملا مسالا فانصأ نم وهو كارتشاب اهعیمج ىلع لاقی
 نع دوجولا يف هسفنب اینغتسم مدقت امك رهوجلا ناك ذإ .تالوقملا رئاس نم دحاو لك ىلع مث الوأ رهوجلا
 نم دحاو لك دوجوو .اهنم هنع لوزی ام لاوز هدوجو صقنی الو هيلع لدبتت ضارعألا تناك ذإ ضارعألا
 .هب هماوق يذلا ضرعلا لطب لطب اذإ رهوجلاو رهوجلا يف ضارعألا

The ten supreme genera have distinct terms, and these are the terms that are specific 
to each one of the ten, such as substance, quantity, quality, and so on. And they 
have heteronymous terms, each one of them being general to all, such as ‘being’, 
‘thing’, ‘matter’, and ‘one’. For each one [of the categories] is called by all of these 
terms, and each one of these terms is said of all of them [the categories] 
homonymously and is among the kinds of homonymous terms that are said with 
ranking and proportionality.  

For ‘being’ is predicated of substance primarily, then of each one of all the 
other categories. As [explained] previously, substance is in itself free of need in 
being-ness of all accidents. Accidents alternate on it, but the disappearing of that 
which disappears from it from among them [the accidents], does not decrease its 
being-ness. The being-ness of every one of the accidents is in substance, and if 
substance were abolished, the accident whose subsistence is through it would be 
abolished. (Interpretation, 94-95.) 
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The description of a homonymous term that has a primary meaning and that is said with ranking 

and proportion makes it clear that Fārābī is referring to ambiguous terms. Like Aristotle, in this 

text he identifies the primary meaning of ‘being’ as substance as accidents are in substance and 

depend on substance. In the Metaphysics Aristotle makes the case for the unity of first philosophy 

based on the idea that it studies all things that are qua being (Met. Γ2, 1003b14-1003b16) and 

reserves the primary meaning of ‘being’ for substance. Likewise, in the Categories Aristotle states 

that if there were not primary substances, it would be impossible for any of the other things to be 

(Cat. 5, 2b5-2b7). In this way Fārābī’s reasoning for the primacy of substance is similar to that of 

Aristotle; all other categories exist within substance and can only be said to be in virtue of 

substance.274  

However, Fārābī adds a further layer of reasoning that is absent in Aristotle. He tells us 

that substance is the primary meaning of ‘being’ because it is in itself free of need in being-ness 

of all accidents, which is a theme that will recur throughout his discussions of the perfection of 

being. Being free of need of accidents refers to self-sufficiency and the notion that a substance 

does not require any of its accidents in order for it to be what-it-is, or for its being-ness. Rather, it 

is what-it-is through its quiddity, and any accidents that inhere in it are in need of it, without it 

needing them. This notion does not occur in Aristotle’s description of primary substance in Cat. 

5. Moreover, throughout Cat. 5 Aristotle’s primary justification for the primacy of substance lies 

in its subject-hood; primary substance is neither said of a subject nor in a subject but is a subject 

                                                
274 In addition to the reasoning for the primacy of substance, Fārābī’s description of accidents alternating on substance 
(Interpretation, 94-95) without this alternation effecting it also comes from Aristotle’s Categories. In the Categories 
Aristotle discusses the distinctiveness of substance being that it can receive contrary properties while remaining one 
and the same (Cat. 5, 4a10-4b19). Fārābī’s description differs from that of Aristotle in one important way; Fārābī 
describes how the disappearing of accidents from substance does not decrease its wuǧūd, whereas Aristotle only refers 
to substance remaining numerically one and the same being (to tauton kai hen arithmōi on, 4b18) while admitting 
contraries.  
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for everything else. This reasoning is not absent in Fārābī, but there is a shift in focus from subject-

hood to self-sufficiency in being what-it-is. 

In his Book of Categories Fārābī offers a similar argumentation to the Book of 

Interpretation for why the primary substance is the individual (šaḫṣ) rather than its universal 

(kullī). The former is said to be more perfect in being-ness (akmal wuǧūdan) in that it is self-

sufficient in being-ness and less dependent on anything else in being-ness for it does not at all need 

a subject (mawḍūʿ) for its subsistence (qiwām). The universal, on the other hand, is said of the 

individual, and thus requires a subject, and therefore it can only be said to be by virtue of its 

individual.275 The line of reasoning is identical to why a substance is the primary being; the more 

self-sufficient something is and the more it is needed by others, the more perfect a being it is. The 

same reasoning is found in the Book of Particles in the section on substance where Fārābī explains 

that the this-something (al-mušār ilayhi) rather than the universal is the primary substance because 

it is not said in or of a subject. What emerges from these passages in the Book of Categories, the 

Book of Interpretation, and Book of Particles, is that the primary meaning of ‘being’ is substance, 

and the primary substance is the sensible particular. 

However, in other texts Fārābī claims what might seem like a contrary position, stating that 

the primary meaning of ‘being’ is the First (al-awwal), i.e. the First Cause (that which should be 

called God276). This can be seen manifestly in the Political Regime where Fārābī asserts that the 

term ‘being’ primarily indicates the perfection of the First, and that other beings are ranked in 

relation to the First: 

 اهيف تادوجوملا ضعب كرتشی ام اهنمو تادوجوملا عیمج معی ام اهنم هریغ اهيف لوألا كراشی يتلا ءامسألاو
 ىلع ایناث مث وه هلامك ىلع الوأ لدی مسالا كلذ نأ هيف نیبتی هریغ اهيف كراشی يتلا ءامسألا نم ریثكو

                                                
275  Categories [1], §4. 
276 Enumeration, 122; Attainment, 63. 
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 ىلع الوأ نالدی امنإ نیذه نإف .دحاولا مساو دوجوملا مسا لثم دوجولا يف لوألا نم هتبترم بسحب هریغ
 لوألا نع ةسبتقم اهنأو لوألا نع ةرهوجتم اهنأ ةهج نم ءایشألا رئاس ىلع نالدی مث لوألا هب رهوجتی ام
 ىلع تلد اذإ اهنإف هدوجو ىلعو لوألا رهوج ىلع لدت يتلا ةكرتشملا ءامسألا نم ریثكو .هنع دافتسمو
 .ریسی هبش امإو ریثك هبش امإ لوألا دوجولا يف هبشلا نم هيف لیختی ام ىلع لدت امنإف هریغ

Among terms that the First shares in with others than It are what is general to all 
beings, and what [only] some beings share in. It becomes clear in many of the terms 
that It shares in with other than It that that term indicates primarily Its own 
perfection, and secondarily that of other than It according to its rank in being-ness 
from the First, such as the term ‘being’ and the term ‘one’. For these two indicate 
primarily that through which the First is substantiated, and then they indicate all 
things from the perspective of being substantiated from the First, adopted from the 
First, and acquired from It. Many homonymous terms that indicate the substance 
of the First and its being-ness, if they indicate something else, they only indicate 
that which is imagined to be similar to the First Being-ness, whether by a lot or a 
little (Political Regime, 50-51.) 

 

This passage appears to give a considerably different primary meaning to ‘being’ than that of the 

passage in the Book of Interpretation. Not only is the primary meaning of ‘being’ said to be the 

First, but other beings share in (yušārik fī) this term, rather than the term being shared (muštarak) 

between them. The shift from muštarak in the Book of Interpretation to yušārik fī in the Political 

Regime is significant for moving from a sense of parity, despite a focal meaning on a horizontal 

plane, towards a more staggered hierarchy and teleology.78 The idea of the First being the reference 

of the primary meaning of ‘being’ 277is not limited to this passage. It is also to be found in the 

Enumeration of the Sciences where Fārābī says that the First is the First Being and the most 

deserving of the term ‘being’ and its meaning (ism al-mawǧūd wa-maʿnāhu).278 Additionally, The 

Excellent City opens by discussing the First Being that is the First Cause for the being-ness of all 

                                                
277 This represents a shift from the iftaʿala pattern to the fāʿala pattern. The former pattern relates more to a partnership, 
whereas the latter indicates a participation in something. 
278 Enumeration, 122. 
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beings.279 Similarly, Fārābī concludes On the intellect by describing the Divine Intellect of 

Aristotle’s Metaphysics Λ as the First Being, a being of which no being can be more perfect, that 

serves as the principle for all beings, and is that through which the mover of the first heaven is 

substantiated: 

 نكمی سیلو ارارطضا تاهجلا لك نم دحاو وهف ىلوألا ءامسلا كرحم هب رهوجتی ام أدبم وه يذلا هأدبم امأف
 اهلك تادوجوملل لوأ أدبمو اهلك ئدابملا أدبم اذإ وهف أدبم هل نوكی نأ الو هنم لمكأ دوجوم نوكی نأ
 اضیأ رخألا كلت نم دحاو لكو ةعیبطلا دعب ام باتك نم ماللا فرح يف وطسرأ ركذی يذلا لقعلا وه اذهو
 نع القع تراص امنإ رخألا هذهو لوألا قحلاو لوألا دحاولاو لوألا دوجوملاو لوألا لقعلا وه كلذ نأ الإ لقع
 .بیترت ىلع كلذ

As for the principle [of the Mover of the First Heaven] that is the principle of that 
through which the Mover of the First Heaven is substantiated, it is one from all 
perspectives necessarily, and it is not possible that there be a being more perfect 
than it, and neither that it have a principle. Therefore, it is the principle of all 
principles, the first principle of all beings, and this is the intellect that Aristotle 
mentions in Book Λ of the Metaphysics. Each one of those other [principles] is also 
an intellect except that that one is the First Intellect, the First Being, the First One, 
the First Truth, and those others are only intellects on account of that one according 
to ranking (Intellect, §52-53.) 
 

The texts from the Enumeration of the Sciences, the Attainment of Happiness, the Political Regime, 

the Excellent City, and On the Intellect present the primary meaning of ‘being’ as the First Being, 

i.e. God. 

 

5.3 Reconciling the two perspectives: realisation of quiddity 

The two positions regarding the primary meaning of ‘being’ as the sensible substance or the First 

Being may seem contradictory. At first glance one might assume that the sensible substance is 

primary meaning of ‘being’ in propaedeutic or logical texts such as the Book of Categories, the 

Book of Interpretation, and Book of Particles, whereas the First Being would be the primary 

                                                
279 The Excellent City, 1.1, §1. 
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meaning of ‘being’ in a metaphysical and particularly Neoplatonic context. Despite the apparent 

disparity between these two views, their reasoning for what constitutes the primary meaning of 

‘being’ has the same basis in the essentialist thesis and they appear to be reconcilable. As stated at 

the beginning of this chapter, to truly be, for Fārābī, is for something to be what-it-is, independent, 

yet that on which others depend. Substance fulfils this in relation to the other categories by virtue 

of their needing it, while it does not need them. Outside of the categories, within Fārābī’s 

cosmological and emanationist scheme, it is the First Being, i.e. God, that is what-it-is without 

need of others but that on which what is below depends. 

The relationship between the cosmological hierarchy and the categories raises questions. 

Is the cosmological hierarchy of beings within the category of substance, and if so, how can ‘being’ 

be predicated homonymously of the categories and also homonymously within a single category, 

i.e. that of substance? This would pose a problem for Aristotelian logic. According to Aristotle, if 

something is predicated of an entire genus or category, then it must be predicated synonymously 

of the species within it (Cat. 5). For example, if we take the genus of animal, the term ‘animal’ 

must be predicated synonymously of various animal species. Furthermore, if the cosmological 

hierarchy of beings is within the category of substance, this leads to the question of whether the 

First Being within the cosmological hierarchy is a substance. 

In this section I will discuss how to reconcile the two positions regarding the primary 

meaning of ‘being’ using the essentialist thesis, and how to understand the relationship between 

the categories and the cosmological hierarchy. The point that ‘being’ is said homonymously of the 

categories and also within one specific category (i.e. substance) is made specifically in the Book 

of Particles. The following long and complex passage establishes the relationship between the 

categories and the cosmological hierarchy on the basis of perfection and realisation of quiddity: 
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 لمكأ ناك ام ّنأ وهو .بیترت ىلع ریخأتلاو میدقتلاب لاقی هّنإف اّّماع ناك نإو سفنلا جراخ اّّم ةّّيهام هل امو
 هذه ىلإ لََقعُی نأ يفو ةّّیهام لصحی نأ يف جاتحم اهيقابو اهيقاب نع ةّّیهام لصحی نأ يف اینغتسمو ةّّیهام
  لصحی نأ يف اجاتحم ةلوقملا هذه نم ناك ام ّمث .اهيقاب نم ةدوجوم اهّنإ اهيف لاقی نأ ىرحأ يه ةلوقملا
 ببس ةلوقملا هذه نم وه يذلا كلذ نم ةّّیهام صقنأ ناك ةلوقملا هذه نم سنج وأ لصف وأ عون ىلإ ةّّیهام
 ىرحأو ةّّیهام لمكأ ناك اهنم ءيش ةّّیهام هب لصحت نأل اببس ةلوقملا هذه يف امّّم ناك امف .ةّّیهام لصحی نأل
 ام اهيف لصحی نأ ىلإ ةّّیهام لمكألاف لمكألا ىلإ ةلوقملا هذه يف يقتری اذكه لازی الو .ادوجوم ىّّمسی نأ
 كلذ نوكیف .دحاو نم رثكأ وأ ادحاو كلذ ناك اهنم لمكأ وه ام ةلوقملا هذه يف دجوی الو ةّّیهام لمكأ وه
 هذه نع جراخ ءيش فدوص نإف .ةیقابلا نم" دوجوم ّهنإ" لاقی نأ ىرحأ يه ءایشألا كلت وأ دحاولا
 لاقی نأ ىرحأ كلذ ناك ةلوقملا هذه يف ءيش مدقأ وه ام ةّّيهام لصحی نأ يف ببسلا وه اهلك تالوقملا
 هذه يف ءيش لمكأ دوجول لّّوألا ببسلا وه كلذ نوكیف ةلوقملا هذه يف ءيش لمكأ نم" دوجوم هّنإ"
 ببسلا وه ةلوقملا هذه يف ام نوكیو ةلوقملا هذه يف ام يقاب ةّّیهام يف ببسلا وه لمكألا كلذ نوكیو ةلوقملا
 َّترم سفنلا جراخ ةّّیهام هل ام اهيف دوجوملاب ينعن يتلا تادوجوملا نوكتف .رخألا تالوقملا يقاب ةّّیهام يف
 .بیترتلا اذهب

[The meaning of being which is] that which has some quiddity outside of the soul, 
even if it is general, is said with priority and posteriority according to ranking.  
[This is to say,] that which is more perfect in quiddity and free of need, in realising 
a quiddity, from the rest, while the rest need this category in order to realise a 
quiddity and to be intellected, is more appropriately called being than the rest. 

Then, that from this category which is in need of a species or differentia or 
genus of this category to realise a quiddity is more deficient in its quiddity than that 
from this category which is a cause for it to realise a quiddity. So that in this 
category which is a cause through which the quiddity of a thing of it [this category] 
is realised is more perfect in quiddity and more appropriately called being. It does 
not cease to ascend in this category to the more and more perfect of quiddity until 
that which is more perfect in terms of quiddity is realised in it and nothing else 
more perfect in quiddity exists in this category is realised in it, be it one or more 
than one. Thus, this one [thing], or those things, are more appropriately said to be 
than the rest. 

If a thing is encountered external to all these categories that is the cause for 
the quiddity of the most prior thing in the category to be realised, it is more 
appropriately called a ‘being’ than the most perfect thing in this category and it will 
be the first cause for the being-ness of the most perfect thing in this category, and 
that most perfect thing will be the cause of the quiddity of the rest of what is in this 
category, and what is in this category will be the cause of the quiddity of the rest 
of the other categories. Thus, the beings by which we mean the being-of that-
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which-is-external-to-the-soul are ranked according to this ranking. (Particles*, 
§92.) 

 

This passage requires some unpacking. Firstly, it demonstrates that the primary meaning of ‘being’ 

centers around perfection of quiddity, or being what-it-is,280 and independence, while being that 

on which what is below depends. The perfection of quiddity and being what-it-is as the basis for 

the primary meaning of ‘being’ establishes the essentialist thesis. Secondly, this passage 

establishes that a certain category (which we can assume to mean substance) is more appropriately 

called ‘being’ than the other categories. This is because this category does not need the rest in 

order to attain a quiddity (māhīyah), whereas the rest need it. Thirdly, we see that within this 

category there are rankings of what can be called ‘being’ according to the perfection of realising a 

quiddity. This passage therefore links both the primary meaning of substance and the cosmological 

hierarchy of beings by placing the cosmological hierarchy within the category of substance. 

  Although the essentialist thesis underpins both perspectives on the primary meaning of 

‘being’, there remains a tension in this reconciliation. As indicated above, a term predicated 

homonymously of various genera must be predicated synonymously of the species within each 

genus. Fārābī in fact tells us in the Book of Particles §88 that ‘being’ is said homonymously of all 

the categories, but synonymously of the species under each category. In that case, how are we to 

understand the primary meaning of ‘being’ as the category of substance, while there is also a 

hierarchy of beings within substance, indicated in the Book of Particles §92? According to §88, 

within the category of substance there cannot be one substance that is more of a being than another; 

                                                
280 The Arabic term for quiddity, māhīyah, literally means what-it-is-ness (derived from mā hiya, meaning, ‘what is 
it?’). 
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all substances must be equally said to be beings.281 This appears to be in tension with Fārābī’s 

insistence in §92 on the rankings of beings within substance.  

One way to resolve this tension might be according to different perspectives. When 

speaking of genera, ‘being’ is said homonymously of different genera and synonymously of the 

species within each of the genera. In this case, ‘being’ is said homonymously of the ten supreme 

genera, and synonymously of the species within each of them, such as the different species of 

substances. However, it is also possible to take the different species within substance as genera for 

what is below them. In this case we might say, following §92, that ‘being’ is said homonymously 

of these different genera that happen to be within the category substance. It is the fact they are 

taken as genera which means ‘being’ can be predicated of them homonymously, and their being 

within the category of substance is irrelevant. As such, we are considering them qua being rather 

than qua substance. The result is that ‘being’ is said with priority and posteriority according to the 

ranking of substance in relation to the other categories. Within substance, but not qua substance, 

‘being’ is said with priority and posteriority according to the ranking of beings in relation to the 

First.282  

If the cosmological hierarchy of beings is within the category of substance, what does this 

mean for the First Being, God? The §92 passage discusses something external to the category that 

functions as a cause for the quiddity of its most perfect member. This thing is more appropriately 

called ‘being’ and it is the cause for the being-ness of the beings in the category. We can assume 

that this thing external to the category is the First. Thus, properly speaking, the First is not a 

                                                
281 In §88 quoted above Fārābī tells us that ‘being’ is predicated synonymously of all the species of a genus. 
 
282 In Cat. 5 Aristotle also tells us that substance admits of more or less. The sensible object is a primary substance, 
and the species and genera are secondary substances, although the species is more of a substance because it is closer 
to the primary substance. 
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substance but is the cause of substance that makes the most perfect substance what-it-is by realising 

its quiddity. The rankings of beings according to the degree to which they realise their quiddities 

is significant for drawing out the essentialist thesis. It explains that the perfection of being is tied 

to the realisation of quiddity, in other words, for something to be fully what-it-is. The more that 

something realises its quiddity without need of something else, and thus the more it is self-

sufficient in being what-it-is, the more perfect it is in being. The First is thus the most perfect in 

being what-it-is because it has no need of anything else at all. 

Just as the Book of Particles §92 passage points to the First as the cause of the most perfect 

substance being what-it-is, elsewhere Fārābī tells us that the First is that through which other things 

are substantiated. Both the previous passages from the Political Regime and On the Intellect 

examined at the end of the previous section state that it is through the First that what is below It is 

substantiated. On the other hand, the First is substantiated by Its own being-ness and unity. Thus, 

while the First is outside of the categories, beings within the category of substance are 

substantiated through It. 

If the First is external to the categories, in what way then is It substantiated and in what 

way are other beings substantiated through It? To answer this question, I will begin with a short 

discussion of the meaning of substantification followed by discussion of a passage in which Fārābī 

describes the possibility of a substance external to the categories. The term substantification 

(taǧawhur) is an Arabic verbal noun (maṣdar) that indicates a process through which something 

becomes a substance. Philosophically, we can say it is a process through which a being becomes 

what-it-is and realises its essence or quiddity. Substantification is intimately connected to the 

essentialist thesis because it is the process through which something becomes fully what-it-is. This 

is achieved by something desiring what is above it, where the final causation brings it to move 
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from potentiality to actuality.283 The First is substantiated through Itself because It has no need of 

anything else in order to be fully what-it-is. It is a cause for substance, and that through which 

other beings are substantiated, while remaining external to the categories. 

Related to this issue, in the Book of Particles Fārābī introduces the notion of a substance 

that is external to the categories. On the basis that substance is the primary meaning of ‘being’ 

because it is neither said of nor in a subject, Fārābī says it is even more appropriate for something 

that is not a subject for anything to be a substance: 

 نوكی نا ىرحأ هوجولا نم هجوب الصأ ءيشل عوضوم الو عوضوم يف الو عوضوم ىلع ال وه يذلا ناكو
 ىرحأ وهف ةفصلا هذهب ادوجوم انه نوكی نأ بجوی ناك نإ ناهربلاو .قثوأو ادوجو لمكأ ناك ذإ ارهوج
 اعوضوم الو الصأ ءيش ىلع الومحم وه سیل ذإ تالوقملا نع اجراخ ارهوج اذه نوكیو .ارهوج نوكی نأ
 يف ال ناك ام ىلع نیذه نیب نم هب رََصتقُی قالطإلا ىلع ارهوج ىّّمسی يذلا نوكی نأّ الإ مهللا الصأ ءيشل
 .تالوقملل اعوضوم ناك وأ اسوسحم هيلإ اراشم ناك اذإ عوضوم ىلع الو عوضوم

That which is not of a subject, nor in a subject, not a subject for anything at all in 
any way whatsoever is more appropriate to be a substance because it is more perfect 
in being-ness and firmer. If demonstration necessitates that there be a being of this 
description, it is more appropriate that it be a substance. This substance would be 
external to the categories as it is not predicated of anything at all and neither is it a 
subject for anything at all. This is unless that which is called a substance absolutely 
is limited from among these two to what is not in a substance or [said] of a 
substance if it is a sensible this-something or a subject for the categories. 
(Particles*, §72.) 
 

This passage raises the possibility that there may be an intelligible substance that is external to the 

categories. It would be a substance that is not only not in a subject but is also not a subject for 

                                                
283 For more on substantification, see: Janos, Method, 397-402 and Jawdath Jabbour, “L’âme et l’unité de l’homme 
dans la pensée de Fārābī”, PhD thesis, École doctorale de l’École Pratique des Hautes Études (2016), 175-180. Janos 
explains that substantification is a process through which substances strive to achieve their most perfect state through 
motion and actualisation and intimately linked to final causality. He points out that in Greek ‘substantification’ 
(ousiōsis) is a term used in Late Antique Neoplatonic texts but considers these usages to provide little insight into 
Fārābī’s theory. More work will need to be done on this. Jabbour points out that ‘substantification’ is not strictly 
synonymous with ‘realisation of quiddity’ and emphasises the progressive nature of substantification as a process. 
Jabbour challenges Janos’ thesis that substantification is only a process undertaken by immaterial substances and 
argues that it is relevant to all beings as they move from potentiality to actuality in becoming substances. 
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anything. Hence, it would not be possible to predicate or say anything of it. It is possible to read 

Fārābī’s references to the substantification of the First in light of this passage. The First may be a 

substance that is external to the categories.284 

  From this section it emerges that the term ‘being’ is primarily applied to substance, and 

within the cosmological hierarchy, to the First, on the basis of the essentialist thesis. Beings 

become essentially what-they-are through a process of substantification. Although not a substance 

in the categorial sense, the First is the cause and principle of substance. 

 

5.4 Reconciling the two perspectives: what is best known to us and what is best known by nature 

To return to the two different positions on the primary meaning of ‘being’, another aspect of 

reconciling the two positions is to limit the scope of the passages that give the position of primary 

substance to the sensible object. This idea raises an important discussion that has a long history in 

the Greek commentary tradition as to whether Aristotle’s Categories deals only with the realm of 

the sensible. Plotinus had harshly criticized Aristotle’s doctrine of the categories precisely because 

it does not include what is most authentically being.285 On the other hand, Porphyry considered 

Aristotle’s intention in the Categories to limit its subject matter to the sensible realm.286 This was 

the view that became widespread in the Arabic tradition, including in Fārābī,287 and it would be 

                                                
284 I propose this this is how we should understand the references to the ‘substance of the First’ (ǧawhar al-awwal’ 
throughout The Excellent City 1. 
285 Enneads, VI. 1-3. 
286 Porphyry, in Cat. CAG 57.19-58.20. 
287 In his own text the Categories, Fārābī tells us that the categories concern sensible things (tuʿamm ǧamīʿ al-ašyā  ʾ
al-maḥsūsah) (Categories II, §41). In the Philosophy of Aristotle Fārābī states that Aristotle’s Categories deals with 
beings that sense perception can witness and the intelligibles of which rely on sense objects. He tells us that the 
categories are identical to the subjects of physics (Aristotle, 72-73). On this basis, Fārābī follows Porphyry and 
subsequent Neoplatonists who attempted to harmonise Plato and Aristotle by limiting the scope of the Categories in 
order to bypass the anti-Platonic nature of Cat 5. In the Book of Particles Fārābī shows more nuance by establishing 
a stronger link between the categories and metaphysics. He tells us that metaphysics studies the categories by further 
penetration and examination into causality: 
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for that reason that the Categories makes the primary substance the sensible tode ti (al-mušār 

ilayhi, the this-something). From this perspective, in the passages where Fārābī ascribes the 

primary meaning of ‘being’ to the sensible, rather than to the First Being, it would be due to the 

limited scope of these passages, rather than the ontological primacy of the sensible over the 

intelligible.288 

The fact that different texts offer varying perspectives on the primary meaning of ‘being’ 

according to their perspective is alluded to in some fragments attributed to Fārābī in medieval 

Hebrew translation, edited and translated by Mauro Zonta. Fārābī had composed a long 

commentary on the Categories of Aristotle that is now lost, although fragments of its medieval 

Hebrew translation are said to be preserved in a super commentary on Ibn Rušd’s commentary on 

the Categories by Yehuda ben Yiṣḥaq ben Mosheh Cohen. In his super commentary, Cohen 

                                                
 كلت يف رظنت اهّنإف  .تاّّیعیبطلا دعب ام ملع يهو ىرخأ ةعانصب تالوقملا نع ةجراخلا ءایشألا يف رََظنُی نأ كلذ دعب ىقبیو
 .اهبابسأ رومألا كلت ام ةهج نم تالوقملا هيلع يوتحت اميف رظنتو اهتفرعم يصقتستو

After this it remains to examine the things external to the categories with another craft, and this is 
the science of metaphysics. It examines [the categories], penetrates deeply into knowledge of them, 
and examines what the categories consist of from the perspective of what the causes of these things 
are. Particles, §17. 

According to this view, the categories are also (incidentally) the subject of metaphysics, which studies their causation. 
This passage does not alter the view that the categories concern the sensible, but it pulls into question the sharp divide 
between the categories and metaphysics. 
He tells us they are a part of logic when they are considered as universal intelligibles that define sensible things and 
as utterances that indicates them. However, if they are taken abstractly as the intelligibles of sensible beings, they are 
not a part of logic (Categories II, §41). 
288 It is interesting to note that in the Book of Particles Fārābī explains that the primary substance is the this-something 
rather than the universal, since the former is external to the soul (iḏ hiya al-mawǧūdah ḫāriǧ al-nafs) and the latter is 
attained in the soul only after the former (Particles, §68). It is thus on the basis of their being outside of the soul that 
sensible objects rather than universals are primary substances, rather than the ontological primacy of the sensible, 
which does not preclude the existence of intelligible beings external to the soul that are superior beings to the sensible. 
In this regard it is also important to note that rather than the sensible/intelligible division, a more basic and fundamental 
ontological division is between what is in the soul and what is external to the soul, which we saw was significant for 
Fārābī’s philosophy of language in the previous chapter. As such, Fārābī can be said to distinguish between intelligible 
things in the soul, such as universals, and intelligible things that are outside of the soul such as the celestial spheres. 
For example Fārābī refers to the celestial objects as substances separate from matter (al-ǧawāhir al-mufāriqah li-al-
māddah) (Regime, 34). A related distinction is between forms and separate substances; while both are immaterial, the 
former require matter and the latter do not, and it is only through homonymy that some people call them both form 
(p.37-38). Although there is a similar distinction in Alexander between forms that are in matter and forms detached 
from matter, Fārābī appears to criticize Alexander’s description of the First as form (Excellent City, 1.1; see discussion 
of this by Richard Walzer, On the Perfect State, 336. 
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regularly quotes Fārābī by name, referring to him as Abū Naṣr, and refers to his commentary on 

the Categories.289 Zonta has convincingly argued these quotes must be from the long commentary 

mentioned by the bibliographic literature as they do not correspond to the epitome that we have 

today.290 In any case, in one of the fragments Fārābī is reported to have commented on Aristotle’s 

discussion of homonyms in the Categories as being only partial.291 Fārābī expands the discussion 

by referring to “hierarchically ordered homonyms” (viz. ambiguous terms), saying that their 

ordering can follow one of two rules, “either what is commonly accepted and better known to us, 

or the nature of things.” According to this fragment, one such word is “being”.292 Fārābī explains 

that according to what is better known to us, “the sense-object is worthier of being described as 

‘being’ than the concept which is intelligible per se and is not related to any sense-object,” whereas 

according to the nature of things, “what is intelligible per se and is not related to any sense-object 

is worthier of the name ‘being’.” The implications of this fragment are significant for 

understanding the different perspectives Fārābī takes in different texts, and moreover, for our 

understanding of the underlying unity to Fārābī’s thought. 

The distinction between what is best known to us and what is best known by nature is 

perhaps one of the most important distinctions in Fārābī’s philosophy. It forms the backdrop to the 

problematic of how to ensure language represents reality and the basis for the distinction between 

the order of knowing, and the order of being. A logical text such as the Book of Interpretation 

would be at the beginning of the philosophical curriculum, and thus would be beginning with what 

is best known to us. Hence, as is made clear in the fragment just quoted, ‘being’ will be said to 

                                                
289 Mauro Zonta (ed., tr.) “Al-Fārābī’s Long Commentary”, 190. 
290 Ibid, 188-192. 
291 Long Commentary on Aristotle’s Categories, frag. 8, 210. 
292 Hebrew: nimẓaʿ which is the medieval Hebrew translation of mawǧūd. Just like mawǧūd, its root letters originally 
mean ‘to find’ and its morphological form is a passive participle, literally ‘that which is found’. I thank Miriam 
Galston and Charles Manekin for help with identifying, transliterating and explaining the word to me. 
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apply primarily to the sense-object (i.e. the substance). In other texts that purport to state the nature 

of things, such as the Political Regime and the Enumeration of the Sciences, ‘being’ will be said 

to refer to the intelligible per se, and the First in particular.293  

Fārābī’s distinction between what is best known to us and what is best known in nature 

goes back to Aristotle, who refers to it in a number of places (APo. 71b33–72a25; Top. 141b3–14; 

Phys. 184a16–23; EN 1095b1-4; Met. Z3 1029b3-8), all of which belong to texts we know were 

used closely by Fārābī. Additionally, in the Physics and Nicomachean Ethics passages, Aristotle 

also states that we begin our enquiry with what is best known to us, and then proceed to what is 

best known by nature which establishes the epistemological progression as correlated to the 

ontological. For we progress in knowledge towards what is less known to us and best known by 

nature. The order of being and the order of knowing were thus already extremely important and 

foundational philosophical notions that had long been tied into the question of how we learn and 

acquire knowledge about what-there-is.  

Fārābī draws out the implications of the correlation between the order of knowledge and 

order of being in the Political Regime. He describes how the application of terms to the First that 

are shared between It and other things, such as the al-mawǧūd, might be posterior in time, but this 

does not prevent them from being prior in nature. This is because within time we use such terms 

firstly to indicate the perfection of what is best known to us, and only apply them progressively to 

more perfect beings as we discover them within time. He says: 

 نأ عنتمی الو .ةرخأتم ءاحنأب هریغ ىلع لاقتو اهقحأو ءاحنألا مدقأب لوألا ىلع لاقت ءامسألا هذه نوكتف
 امنإ اهنم اریثك نأ نیب هنإف .هریغل اهب انتیمست نع نامزلا يف ةرخأتم ءامسألا هذهب لوألا انتیمست نوكت
 يفو عبطلاب مدقألا نأل ام نامز يف هریغ هب انیمس نأ دعبو هيلإ هریغ نم لقنلا ةهج ىلع لوألا هب انیمس

                                                
293 The Political Regime tells us what views individuals must hold in order to attain felicity, and thus this text can be 
considered to state the nature of things. Similarly, the Enumeration of the Sciences describes knowledge as it is, not 
as it should be learnt. 
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 ةریثك ءامسأ اندنع تناك امل هنإف .صقن مدقألا كلذ قحلی الو نامزلا يف ارخأتم نوكی نأ عنتمی ال دوجولا
 يه ثیح نم تالامكلا كلت ىلع ةلالد اهلمعتسن امنإ اهنم ریثك ناكو انیدل ةروهشم تالامك ىلع لدت
 لضفأ لامك ال يتلا تالامكلا لضفأ نأ نیبلا نم ناك تالامكلا نم عاونألا كلت يه ثیح نم ال تالامك
 ىلإ مسالا كلذب قحأ هانلعج متأ تادوجوملا يف لامكب نحن انرعش املكف .ةرورض مسالا كلذب ىلوأ هنم
 رئاس لعجن مث عبطلاب مسالا كلذب لوألا ىمسملا وه هلعجنف لامكلا ةیاهن وه يذلا ملعلاب يقترن نأ
 .دحاولا لثمو دوجوملا لثم كلذو لوألا نم اهبتارم لاوحأ مسالا كلذ نم اهلاح تادوجوملا

These [ambiguous terms] are thus said of the First in the most prior of ways and 
most real, and are said of others in posterior ways. Our calling the First by these 
terms posterior in time does not prevent us from calling others with them. For it is 
clear that we only called the First by many of them by way of transfer to It from 
others and after we called others by them in time, because the most prior in nature 
and in being-ness is not prevented from being posterior in time, and it does not lead 
to a deficiency in that prior thing. 

Since we have many terms that indicate perfections well known to us, and 
we use many of them only as an indication of those perfections in as far as they are 
perfection, not as species of perfections, it is clear that the most excellent of 
perfections of which there is no perfection more excellent is necessarily more 
deserving of that term. As much as we feel a more complete perfection in beings, 
we make it more deserving of that term, until we reach the knowledge that is the 
utmost point of perfection so we make it the first thing named with that term by 
nature. Then we make the state of all the beings in relation to that term the states 
of their rankings from the First. That is like being and like one (Political Regime, 
51). 

 

This text is extremely important for linking the epistemological ascent from what is best known to 

us to what is best known by nature to the ontological ascent. As we ascend in knowledge to what 

is best known by nature, we also ascend to what is ontologically prior and more perfect. In this 

text Fārābī draws on his theory of priority and posteriority laid out in his Categories, based on that 

of Aristotle. Towards the end of his Categories, Fārābī discusses the different meanings of 

something being prior (al-mutaqaddam), giving five kinds: prior in nature, prior in time, prior in 
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rank, prior in perfection, and prior in being a cause for the wuǧūd of something.294 However, he 

points out that something does not have to be prior in all five kinds.295 In the Political Regime 

passage he builds on this where he tells us that there is no deficiency in something prior by nature 

also being posterior in time (in terms of discovery). This should help us understand why in the 

logical works, which are at the beginning of the philosophical curriculum, Fārābī claims the 

primary meaning of al-mawǧūd is substance. Yet when we proceed in knowledge it becomes 

clearer that within the category of substance the most prior is not the sensible substances, but the 

being of the First that is substantiated through Itself.  

The relationship between the order of knowledge and the order of being is also made in 

several other texts. Significantly, in the Book of Particles Fārābī specifically links the relationship 

between the two to ambiguous terms. He explains that when something is prior in knowledge it is 

often posterior in being-ness but that it might share a term with what is posterior in knowledge and 

prior in being-ness because they relate to one thing. This one thing may or may not also share the 

same term as them. Such terms are called ambiguous: 

 امّّدقت ّدشأ اهنم رخآلاو دوجولا يف ارّّخأت ّدشأ وه ةفرعملا يف مدقألا نوكی نأ رومألا نم ریثك يف قفّّتی دقو
 دحاو ءيش ىلإ بََسنُت اهّنأ لجأل وأ ةریثك ءایشأ ىلإ اهَبسِن هباشت لجأل ادحاو اهل امسا نوكیف .دوجولا يف
 ةقفّّتملا ریغ هذهو .اهمسا ریغ ٍمساب ىّّمسی ناك وأ يه اهمساب ىّّمسی دحاولا كلذ ناك لضافتب وأ واستب اّّمإ
 .اهؤامسأ ةكَّكشملا ىّّمست دقو امهنیب ةطّّسوتم يهو اهؤامسأ ةئطاوتملا ریغو اهؤامسأ

It happens in many things that the most prior in knowledge is the most posterior in 
being-ness, and the last of them is the most prior in being-ness. The term for them 
is one because of the similarity of their relations to many things, or because they 

                                                
294 In Cat. 12 Aristotle tells us the kinds of priority are: 1) priority in time, 2) implication of being, 3) order, 4) nature 
(least proper), 5) cause of being. In Met. Δ.11 he enumerates the kinds of priority as: 1) priority in relation to a first 
(e.g. in time, movement, power, arrangement), 2) priority in knowledge, 3) priority of the attributes of things that are 
prior, 4) priority in nature and substance. He concludes by telling us that in a sense all things called prior or posterior 
are so in accordance with this last kind of priority. Other than the priority in perfection, Fārābī’s priority in nature, 
time, rank and being a cause can all be traced back to these two passages. The addition of priority in perfection is in 
line with the general trend in Fārābī’s theory of being towards the notion of the perfection of being, which, likewise, 
is absent in Aristotle. 
295 Categories [II], §59. 
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relate to one thing, whether equally or hierarchically, and whether this one [thing] 
is called by their term or called by a term other than their term. These are not things 
that have coincidental terms and not things that have synonymous terms, they are 
between the two, and they can be called things that have ambiguous terms 
(Particles, §158.) 

 

In this passage Fārābī explicitly says that in the many meanings of an ambiguous term, in which 

there is hierarchical ranking in relation to one thing, the most prior in knowledge is the most 

posterior in being-ness. This would imply the possibility of considerable misunderstanding if, not 

recognizing the different types of priority, the prior in knowledge is mistaken for the prior in being-

ness. In addition to the fact that ambiguous terms do not indicate anything essential to a thing, their 

meanings may also be ranked according to various orders of priority. We can apply this to the case 

of al-mawǧūd in which we might come to know the sensible substance first, and only from seeking 

causes might we eventually discover the First. Through seeking causes we progress in the order of 

knowledge, away from what is best known to us and posterior in being towards the prior in being. 

In the Attainment of Happiness Fārābī explains this relationship between the order of knowledge, 

and the order of beings: 

 دوجولا ئدابم امیف كلذ نوكی امنإف دوجولا ئدابم ریغ تادوجوملا نم ام سنج يف میلعتلا ئدابم تناك اذإو
 نوكتو دوجولا ئدابم ریغ اهدوجو ءایشأ هيف میلعتلا ئدابم نوكتو رمألا لوأ نم ةمولعم ریغ ةیفخ هيف
 بیترتلا تبترف میلعتلا ئدابم نم ئدتبأ اذإ دوجولا ئدابم ملع ىلإ راصی امنإو دوجولا ئدابم نع ةرخأتم
 ئدابم نوكتف تبترو تفلأ يتلا ءایشألا دوجو أدبم يه ةنئاكلا ةجیتنلا نوكتف ةرورض ةجیتنلا هب مزلت يذلا
 اهيف قفتا يتلا رومألا دوجول ابابسأو ئدابم اهنع ةنئاكلا جئاتنلا نوكتو دوجولا ئدابمب انملعل ابابسأ میلعتلا
 نیقیلا ىلإ دوجولا ئدابم نع ةرخأتملا ءایشألا مولع نم يقترن لاثملا اذه ىلعف. میلعتلل ئدابم تناك نإ
 ىلعأ رخآ أدبم هل قیرطلا اذهب هيلإ انرص يذلا دوجولا أدبم ناك نإف ادوجو مدقأ ئدابم يه يتلا ءایشألاب
 ىلإ ادبأ بیترتلا اذه ىلع كلسن مث. أدبملا أدبم ىلإ هنم انیقتراو امدقم كلذ انلعج لوألا نم دعبأو هنم
 .سنجلا كلذ يف هدجن أدبم ىصقأ ىلع يتأن نأ

If the principles of teaching are in some genus of beings other than the principles 
of being-ness, then this is only the case if the principles of being-ness are hidden 



 169 

within, unknown at the beginning, and in the principles of teaching there are things 
whose being-ness is different from the principles of being-ness and are posterior to 
the principles of being-ness. 

Knowledge of the principles of being-ness is only reached if the principles 
of teaching are started with and ordered in a manner that necessarily leads to the 
end-point. Thus, the end-point is the principle of the being-ness of things that are 
composed and ordered. Thus, the principles of teaching are causes for our 
knowledge of the principles of being-ness, and its end-points are the principles and 
causes of the being-ness of things that happen to be principles of teaching. 

In this way, we ascend from the knowledge of things posterior to the 
principles of being-ness to certainty of the things that are principles more prior in 
being-ness. If the principle of being-ness that we reach by this method has another 
higher principle than it, and further from the first, we make this more prior and 
ascend from it to the principle of the principle. Then we move along in this order 
forever until we come to the further principle we can find in that genus. 
(Attainment, 53-54.) 

 

This passage establishes the clear correlation between progressing in knowledge and the order of 

beings. The Aristotelian basis for this progression is referred to by Fārābī in On the intellect. In 

this text he articulates that the ontological order of beings, i.e. the real order of beings, as found in 

the Active Intellect, is the opposite to that found in the intellect that is in actuality (al-ʿaql allaḏī 

bi-al-fiʿl). This is due to the fact that we begin our ascent in knowledge with the least known by 

nature, and thus ontologically inferior. Fārābī states that this distinction is clarified by Aristotle in 

the Posterior Analytics. He writes, 

 نأ الإ لازت الو لزت مل يه اهقوف يتلا ةقرافملا تادوجوملا روصو دافتسملا لقعلا عون نم وه لاعفلا لقعلاو
 يف سخألا نأ كلذو لعفلاب يذلا لقعلا يف هيلع ةدوجوم يه يذلا بیترتلا ریغ بیترت ىلع هيف اهدوجو
 يه يتلا ءایشألا ىلإ نحن انیقرت نأ لبق نم فرشألا نم مدقأ نوكیو بترتی ام اریثك لعفلاب يذلا لقعلا
 امنإ انك ذإ ناهربلا باتك يف نیب ام ىلع ادوجو صقنأ يه يتلا ءایشألا نع نوكی ام اریثك ادوجو لمكأ
 انلهج نأ ينعأ اندنع لهجأ وه هسفن يف ادوجو لمكأ وه امو لوهجم وه ام ىلإ اندنع فرعألا نع يقترن
 يف رمألا هيلع ام سكع ىلع لعفلاب يذلا لقعلا يف تادوجوملا بیترت نوكی نأ ىلإ رطضی كلذلف دشأ هب
 .لاعفلا لقعلا
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The Active Intellect [belongs to] the species of the Acquired Intellect. The forms 
of the separate beings that are above it have always been, and will always be, except 
that their being-ness in it is of an order other than the order that they are found 
upon in the intellect in actuality. This is that the basest in the intellect in actuality 
is often ordered and is more prior than the more noble because we ascend to the 
things that are more perfect in being-ness, often it is from things that are more 
deficient in being-ness, according to what he [Aristotle] made clear in the Posterior 
Analytics. For if we ascend from what is the best known to us to what is unknown 
and what is more perfect in being-ness in itself, it is more unknown to us, i.e. our 
ignorance of it is stronger. For this reason, it is necessary that the order of beings 
in the intellect in actuality is the opposite to what it is in the Active Intellect. 
(Intellect, §35-36.) 
 

This passage is instrumental for showing that the ranking of beings is ontological, not mental. Thus, 

when we speak of the ambiguity of al-mawǧūd, it is not only a logical or linguistic ambiguity, it is 

one that derives from the inverse order of what is best known to us and what is ontologically prior. 

This passage also shows that the ontological ordering of beings works in tandem with Fārābī’s 

cosmology, something discussed extensively by Damien Janos.296 In fact, Fārābī’s epistemology, 

ontology and cosmology can be said to share a certain degree of unity.  

 In addition to the integration of metaphysics into cosmology demonstrated by Janos, Fārābī 

also integrates his ontology into his epistemology and anthropology. He draws out the practical 

implications of the distinction between the order of being and the order of knowing in The Excellent 

City where he says that we see things contrary to how they really are. The more perfect something 

is, the less able we are to completely intellect and conceptualise it according to what it is in its 

perfection of being-ness, which is due to the weakness of our intellects and our distance from the 

substance of that thing. Equally, we cannot completely intellect and conceptualise things close to 

us due to the weakness of their being-ness and the deficiency of their essence and substance. Fārābī 

                                                
296 On the integration of Fārābī’s astronomical theories into his metaphysics to form his cosmology, see: Janos, 
Method, particularly 73-81. 
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claims that it is our being mixed with matter (multabisīn bi-al-māddah) that distances us from the 

First Substance. As much as we draw near to separating from matter, our conceptualisation of it 

[the First Substance] will be more complete.297 

Janos has also recognized in Fārābī’s philosophy the progression in knowledge from what 

is best known to us towards what is best known by nature. Janos emphasises the idea that we begin 

with the sensible and through analogy, transference of terms, and human experience we progress 

to the sensibly remote, leading him to describe Fārābī’s “remarkable ‘empirical’ concern.”298 While 

Janos’s assessment is valid, it is equally important to emphasise that Fārābī’s view does not meant 

the sensible is a more valuable object of knowledge. The obvious goal in Fārābī’s epistemology is 

precisely to move away from the sensible and sublunar, and progress towards what is best known 

by nature, i.e. the intelligible and the heavenly spheres. The value of the sensible lies in its being 

a point of departure from which, as sensible beings, we must begin seeking knowledge of causes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
297 The Excellent City, I.1, §11. 
298 Janos, Method, 109. 



 172 

Chapter 6 

The Ranking of Beings 

The structure and relations between beings, or the things that are (al-mawǧūdāt), forms the basis 

of discussions throughout many of Fārābī’s works. In addition to the many meanings of the 

categories and primary meaning of substance, ‘being’ is hierarchically predicated of the First and 

the beings within the category of substance. In the previous chapter we saw that the realisation of 

quiddity, or perfection in being what-it-is, is the basis for this hierarchy and the primary meaning 

of ‘being’. In this chapter I turn to Fārābī’s emanationist language and argue for a new reading 

based on the essentialist thesis. 

The ontological hierarchy of beings and the emanation of being-ness (al-wuǧūd) inform 

much of what are considered Fārābī’s Neoplatonist works. In this chapter I propose that we 

understand the language of ontological hierarchy and emanation through the essentialist thesis and 

the linguistic and logical theory of al-mawǧūd explored in the previous two chapters.299 As I 

demonstrate, the theory of al-mawǧūd is for something to be what-it-is. The ontological hierarchy 

of beings is thus based on the degree to which something is what-it-is and the emanation of being-

ness causes essence in what is below. 

Fārābī’s emanationist language describes the emanation of al-wuǧūd from the First Being 

down the rankings of beings. Such language has been interpreted to mean that there is some real 

being portions of which are allotted among all the things that are, constituting a real continuum in 

which they share or participate, and according to which they are hierarchically ranked. However, 

through my analysis of the precise meanings of al-mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd in Fārābī’s texts I argue 

                                                
299 The texts examined include: Political Regime, 50-51; Intellect, §50-53; Enumeration, 122; The Excellent City 1, 
§1. 
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that Fārābī’s emanationist theory should be understood to mean that individual beings are ranked 

according to the extent to which they are what-they-are without need of anything else. Instead of 

using the lens of Neoplatonism through which Fārābī’s theory of emanationism is typically read, 

I argue for a more Aristotelian reading of this key doctrine in Fārābī’s philosophy using the 

essentialist thesis of Alexander of Aphrodisias. 

When Fārābī discusses the emanation of al-wuǧūd from the First, it is not to be understood 

as something in which other beings share or participate, and thus does not constitute a continuum 

or anything that can be allotted. Building on Alexander’s essentialist thesis, Fārābī equates al-

wuǧūd to the differentia in logic, or the form in metaphysics, that makes something what-it-is. On 

this basis, the wuǧūd of the First Being must be understood as the perfect way of being through 

which the First is exactly what-it-is, entirely self-sufficient and without need of anything else. The 

emanation of al-wuǧūd from the First must thus be understood through an Aristotelian 

metaphysical framework of essence and of final and efficient causation through which beings 

undergo a process of substantification and become fully what-they-are by imitating the First. Their 

rankings are thus according to the degree of perfection that they are what-they-are. 

 

6.1 Essentialism 
 
The essentialist thesis originated in the development of Aristotelian hylomorphism by Alexander 

of Aphrodisias. Active in the late second and early third centuries CE, Alexander developed an 

important line of interpreting Aristotle that has continued to influence the reading of Aristotle to 

this day.300 Although it has been commonplace to consider Alexander an authentic Aristotelian, it 

                                                
300 For example, it is only with Alexander that the Metaphysics acquires the central place that it still has in any reading 
of Aristotle (Cerami, “Alexander”, 167). On Alexander in the Arabic tradition, see: Emma Gannagé, “Alexander of 
Aphrodisias” EI3 (forthcoming); Richard Goulet and Maroun Aouad, “Alexandros d’Aphrodisias” DPhA, 125-139; 
Silvia Fazzo, “Alexandros d’Aphrodisias” DPhAS, 61-70. 



 174 

has become clearer as scholarship on Alexander has evolved that he represents his own school of 

Aristotelianism among competing views.301 In the history of philosophy, it was Alexander’s 

distinct reading of Aristotle that would be transmitted to the Arabic speaking world and then 

developed by philosophers such as Fārābī.302 As a result, the mediation of Aristotle in Arabic by 

Alexander is perhaps so great that it is not possible to speak of Arabic Aristotelianism without the 

influence and interpretation of Alexander.303 

  One of the defining characteristics of Alexander’s reading of Aristotle is the global project 

to make Aristotle’s writings a coherent and canonical corpus, assuming that the same logical, 

physical and ontological principles apply across Aristotle’s philosophy.304 In the physical works, 

Aristotle develops his well-known theory of hylomorphism which explains that organisms are 

composed of form and matter.305 In his monograph entitled Essentialisme Marwan Rashed has 

masterfully shown that Alexander expands the theory of hylomorphism to all areas of Aristotle’s 

thought, including the celestial realm, arguing for the ontological priority of form in a strong sense. 

Form is the essence of the individual substance and functions as its principle and explanans. 

Likewise, the divine substances, are the principles of the sublunary world. 

                                                
301 On this, see: Cerami (“Alexander”) who calls for the recognition of Alexander as a Neo-Aristotelian akin to calling 
Plotinus a Neo-Platonist. See also Marwan Rashed’s introduction to his monograph in which he situates Alexander as 
offering one reading of Aristotle among several possibilities: Rashed, Essentialisme, “Introduction: Les aristotélismes 
possibles et l’exégèse ancienne”, 1-31. 
302 Cerami, “Alexander”, 162. Several of Alexander’s texts are preserved only in Arabic. Among them are: On specific 
differences, On the principles of the universes, On providence, Against Galen on motion as well as several questionae 
and excerpts of commentaries. 
303 Theories of God’s efficient causality, providence and global hylomorphism or teleology that are integrated into 
Arabic Aristotelianism are rooted in Alexander. 
304 Cerami, “Alexander”, 164. Cerami considers that Alexander establishes a unitary causal theory that bonds the two 
heterogenous regions of Aristotle’s cosmos: the celestial, incorruptible realm and the sublunary world, subject to 
generation and corruption. 
305 On Aristotelian hylomorphism, see: Bernard Williams, “Hylomorphism” Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 4 
(1986), 189-199; Marc Cohen, “Hylomorphism and Functionalism 1” in Martha Nussbaum and Amelie Oksenberg 
Rorty (eds), Essays on Aristotle’s De Anima (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 57-73; Robert Koon, “Staunch 
vs. Faint-Hearted Hylomorphism: Towards an Aristotelian Account of Composition” Res Philosophica 91.2 (2014), 
151-177. 
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  For our study of Fārābī, the most important part of Alexander’s essentialist thesis is the 

view that the definition in logic coincides with the hylomorphic compound, such that the 

differentia is equated with the form of a substance.306 In a short treatise preserved only in Arabic, 

On specific differences, Alexander equates the differentia, when it is a part of a definition, with the 

form and species of substance.307 This equation between differentia and form is of great 

significance for understanding the similar essentialist project in Fārābī. While the importance of 

this doctrine in Alexander lies largely in the global, unified reading of unitary causality he 

attributes to Aristotle, the significance takes on a new life in the philosophy of Fārābī.  

Fārābī was almost certainly acquainted with Alexander’s On specific differences. Not only 

was it translated by Abū ʿUṯmān al-Dimašqī, one of the Baghdad Aristotelians, it was also 

commented on and taught by his teacher, Abū Bišr Mattā, whose comments (taʿālīq) on the text 

have come down to us through the transmission of the latter’s student, Abū ʿAmr al-Ṭabarī (d. 

                                                
306 Kupreeva gives five doctrinal positions of the essentialist thesis: 1) eidos [form] is a unique place of being and 
unity, i.e. of reality; 2) an individual does not add to anything that is in a true sense; 3) the genus is to the extent that 
it is constitutive of the eidos; 4) the analogy is only a way of enquiry; 5) the specific definition coincides with the 
hylomorphic definition (“Alexander”, 218). 
307 Maqālat al-Iskandar al-Afrūdīsī fī al-Fuṣūl in ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Badawī (ed.), Arisṭū ʿinda al-ʿArab (Cairo: 
Maktabat al-Nahḍah al-Miṣrīyah, 1948), vol.1, 295-308, based on the manuscript Damascus, Ẓāhirīyah 4871, 115b-
119a. For a French translation, see Rashed, Essentialisme, 104-110 and 56-65 (corresponding to Badawī, 295-302.14 
and 302.14-308 respectively). Rashed does not provide an edition of Arabic and it is unfortunate that he divides the 
text into two parts and does not make clear which part corresponds to what in Badawī’s Arabic edition, rendering the 
translation troublesome for Arabists to use. However, Rashed does give important emendations of Badawī’s edition, 
and so Badawī’s Arabic edition must be read in conjunction with Rashed’s translation. The text has come down to us 
in two manuscripts, the long version in Damascus (Ẓāhirīyah 4871) and the short version in Bursa (Huseyin Çelebi 
823), both translated by Rashed who gives an important discussion as to why the longer Damascus witness is more 
authentic than the shorter Bursa witness, contrary to the view of previous scholarship (Essentialisme, 54-56). 

It is important to note that Alexander distinguishes between the differentia per se and the differentia taken together 
with the genus, of which we are concerned with the second sense. The first sense is only thinkable and does not belong 
to any of the categories. The differentia, when it is taken as a part of definition, is equated with the form in the 
hylomorphic compound and belongs to the same category as the genus.  The analogy of the definition and hylomorphic 
compound is not absolute. Firstly, although the hylomorphic compound and logical definition have affinities, they do 
not have identical scopes and remain on the physical and logical levels of analysis respectively. On this, see: Kupreeva, 
“Alexander”, 220-223. The equation of genus to matter is an issue that Alexander discusses in several places (for 
example: Alexander, Quaestiones 2.28; Alexander, On Aristotle On Coming-to-Be and Perishing 2.2-5, ed. tr. Emma 
Gannagé (London: Duckworth, 2005), 67-68). Furthermore, elsewhere Alexander compares the differentia to a quality 
(such as: Alexander, In Met. CAG 429.28-36), although this view is rejected in On specific differences. It might be to 
the In Met. that Cristina Cerami refers when she tells us that Alexander considers the differentia per se to be a quality 
(Cerami, “Alexander”, 166). 
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unknown).308  Some of Mattā’s comments take the form of a dialogue between himself, Abū ʿAmr 

al-Ṭabarī and others, which indicates Mattā’s teaching and engagement with the text.309 In terms 

of doctrine, I show below how Fārābī builds on this text of Alexander by making an analogy 

between the logical definition and the hylomorphic compound and rendering the differentia 

analogous to the form of a substance. Moreover, I show how Fārābī takes this a step further by 

equating the differentia to the wuǧūd of an individual being. As such, in Fārābī the essentialist 

thesis is developed from a theory of substantial form to a theory of being. 

In a similar vein to Rashed’s study of essentialism in Alexander, Kristell Trégo’s study of 

Fārābī’s theory of substance highlights the importance of essence. Trégo argues that Fārābī’s 

analysis of the term ‘substance’ in the Book of Particles privileges a formal and quidditative 

                                                
308 The comments can be found in Badawī’s edition. They are not discussed by Rashed. The incipit of the text reads: 

 ورمع يبأل قيلاعت اهيشاوح يفو يقشمدلا بوقعي نب ديعس نامثع يبأ ةمجرت لوصفلا يف يسيدورفالا ردنكسالا ةلاقم
 هللا مهمحر يىانقلا سنوي نب ىتم رشب يبأ نع يربطلا

The Treatise of Alexander of Aphrodisias On specific differences. The translation of Abū ʿUṯmān 
Saʿīd b. Yaʿqūb al-Dimašqī. In its glosses are comments [transmitted] by Abū ʿAmr al-Ṭabarī from 
Abū Bišr Mattā b. Yūnus al-Qunnāʾī. 

On Abū ʿAmr al-Ṭabarī, Mattā’s student, see: Ahmed Hasnawi, “Abū ʿAmr al-Ṭabarī” EI3. 
309 E.g., Badawī, 297† and 302.21-303.20. On the former, see Ahmed Hasnawi, “Un Élève d’Abū Bišr Mattā b. Yūnus: 
Abū ʿAmr al-Ṭabarī”, Bulletin d’études orientales 48 (1996), 36, 50-51. While Badawī asserts that we cannot know 
if the latter dialogue goes back to Alexander or Mattā (303n1), I believe we can tentatively attribute it to Mattā and 
one of his students. Badawī does not give any reasons for why it might not be by Mattā, but reasons might be: 1) In 
the MS the sigla indicating the comment, unlike the previous comments, does not spell out hāšiyah (gloss), but looks 
like the Arabic letters rā and ḥā, which could be short for šarḥ (commentary) (Ẓahirīyah 117b21); 2) Nothing 
specifically attributes it to Mattā. However, in response to 1), this sigla is also found for the following comment 
(118b14), which is the last comment in the text, and is also specifically attributed to Mattā. The change in sigla is 
surely a scribal difference and does not indicate a comment by someone other than Mattā. In response to 2), the incipit 
tells us that the comments contained in the text are of Mattā. While the comments that have no dialogue all begin with 
an additional attribution to Mattā (qāla Abū Bišr), this is not the case for either of the dialogues which could be because 
there are two people speaking. In any case, we either have to rule out both dialogues, or neither. However, given that 
the comments are transmitted by Mattā’s student, we can be fairly sure that he has transmitted dialogues between 
Mattā, himself and others that took place during the teaching. 

Other reasons to believe the dialogue should be attributed to Mattā and a student is that it is clearly set apart in 
the manuscript, so we can be sure it is not a part of the original text. If it were by Alexander, it would be from another 
one of his writings. In Quaestio 1.15 Alexander makes similar points to what we find in our dialogue, but he is much 
clearer and more definite, whereas the dialogue is tentative and unsure. The respondent in the dialogue (presumably 
Mattā) has trouble answering the questions, at one point pausing and saying he has to think. It seems likely this is 
Mattā’s student reporting the classroom discussion. 
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determination of substance, rendering it equivalent to essence.310 Substance is therefore no longer 

conceived primarily through subjecthood, but through a response to the question ‘what is it?’. 

Trégo’s reading of Fārābī’s substance, I believe, relates to Rashed’s essentialist thesis in 

Alexander, in that both consider substance to be primarily explained through essence. Both of 

these views contribute to the philosophical theory of essentialism. 

  In the remainder of this chapter I will take this theory of essentialism a step further in 

Fārābī by showing that not only is substance conceived in terms of essence, but that the very theory 

of being is conceived in terms of essence. Fārābī’s equation of al-wuǧūd to the differentia, form 

and essence of a being means that the very theory of being in Fārābī is for something to be what-

it-is. The implications of this reading of al-wuǧūd are considerable for Fārābī’s emanationist 

language in which he discusses the emanation and the qisṭ of al-wuǧūd. If al-wuǧūd is the essence 

or differentia of individual things, it cannot be a single continuum emanated from the First Being 

in which the rankings of beings participate. This in turn has implications for how we understand 

the causation of al-wuǧūd. Rather than a theory of causing the existence of things and giving them 

portions of existence, essentialism in Fārābī allows us to understand the First’s causation of al-

wuǧūd in beings to be akin to the causation of form in substance, i.e. to that of a principle and 

explanation.  

 

6.2 Emanation and the qisṭ of al-wuǧūd  

In at least three places Fārābī remarks that beings (al-mawǧūdāt) are ranked according to their qisṭ 

(‘extent’, ‘allotted share’, or ‘quantum’) of al-wuǧūd. These passages are to be found in The 

Excellent City, the Selected Aphorisms, and the Book of One and Oneness.311 It is challenging to 

                                                
310 Trégo,”Ce qui se trouve là”, 118-119. 
311 The Excellent City 2, §2; Aphorisms, 53; One, 51. 
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know how exactly to interpret such language. Richard Walzer has translated qisṭ as ‘allotted share’ 

and Philippe Vallat has chosen ‘quantum’.312 Here I look at the passages in which Fārābī refers to 

the qisṭ of al-wuǧūd and examine how Fārābī theorises the relationship between al-wuǧūd and al-

mawǧūd using the essentialist thesis in order to get to better grips with what Fārābī means by the 

qisṭ of al-wuǧūd.  

In the passage from The Excellent City Fārābī refers to the qisṭ of al-wuǧūd within the 

context of emanation, such that al-wuǧūd emanates from the First to other beings that are then 

ranked according to their qisṭ of it. He says: 

 دوجولا كلذ ناك فیك دوجو لك هنع ضیفی رهوج هرهوجو .ةلضافتم اهترثك عم يهو ةریثك تادوجوملاو
 لكل هنع لصحو اهيتارم تبترت اهلك تادوجوملا هنع تضاف اذإ رهوج اضیأ هرهوجو اصقان وأ الماك ناك
 مث الیلق هنم صقنأ هولتی مث ادوجو اهلمكأ نم ئدتبیف .هنم هتبترمو دوجولا نم هل وه يذلا هطسق دوجوم
 يطخت هنود ام ىلإ هنم يطخت نإ يذلا دوجولا ىلإ يهتنی نأ ىلإ صقنألاف صقنألا ولتی كلذ دعب لازی ال
 نكی مل هنود ام ىلإ هنم يطخت نإ يذلا دوجولا دنع تادوجوملا عطقنتف الصأ دجوی نأ نكمی ال ام ىلإ
 .دجوی نأ نكمی ال ام لب الصأ ادوجوم هنود يذلا

The beings are multiple, and in addition to their multiplicity, they are hierarchically 
ranked. The substance [of the First] is a substance from which every being-ness 
emanates, however it may be, whether perfect or deficient. But the substance of the 
First is also such that all beings, when they emanate from it, are arranged in ranks 
and every being attains from It the qisṭ of being-ness that belongs to it and its rank. 
It starts with the most perfect of them in terms of being-ness and is followed by 
something a little more deficient than it. Afterwards it is followed successively by 
more and more deficient things until it reaches a being-ness that, if overstepped to 
what is below, is overstepped to that which is not possible to be at all. So, beings 
come to an end at the being-ness that, if overstepped to what is below, what is 

                                                
312 See Richard Walzer in his translation of The Excellent City: Fārābī, On the Perfect State, ed. tr., Richard Walzer 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), 2, §2; and Vallat, “Le Livre de l’Un”, 219. 

Qisṭ is also a very Quranic term used frequently to refer to order, fairness and justice in the sense of things being 
ordered and in their right places on the societal level and in terms of measurements and weights in the marketplace. 
The Quranic usage of qisṭ does not presuppose an “allotted share” of something, but rather the notion that something 
must be ordered correctly and fairly. The term, and its derivatives, are used a total of twenty-three times in twenty 
different verses. It has the sense of ‘justice’ in relation to 1) legal proceedings, judgements and governance (2:282, 
3.18, 3.21, 5.42, 10.47, 49.9); 2) treatment of orphans (4.3, 4.127, 33.5); 3) general ethical conduct of the believers in 
(4.135, 5.8, 7.29, 57.25, 60.8); 4) the marketplace (6.152, 11.85, 55.9); 5) God’s recompense for human actions (10.4, 
10.54, 21.47). 
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below is not a being at all, rather it is that which cannot be. (The Excellent City 2, 
§2.)313 

 

This passage is found in the second chapter of The Excellent City in which Fārābī explains the 

relationship between the First and other beings as a part of his theory of emanation.314 If we take 

the reference to the qisṭ of al-wuǧūd solely in this context it could be understood to mean that the 

multiple beings share in ‘allotted shares’ or ‘quantums’ of al-wuǧūd emanated from the First, 

looking somewhat like a Neoplatonic chain of being or ontological continuum.315 Indeed, the text 

purports to depict Fārābī’s emanationist and cosmological system and thereby giving the 

ontological basis for the hierarchical structure of all beings. A somewhat dazzling system, 

however, I argue does is not indicative of a Neoplatonic chain of being but should rather be 

understood in terms of essentialism and an Aristotelian metaphysics of cause and essence. By 

Neoplatonic chain of being I refer to a principle of plenitude which renders all beings part of a 

continuous and hierarchically graded chain through which they participate in the First.316   

Instead of understanding the rankings of beings to constitute a single chain or continuum 

of al-wuǧūd that emanates from the First, the emanation of al-wuǧūd should be understood in 

terms of its causation. Moreover, in the meaning of ‘being-ness’, analogous to ‘human-ness’, al-

                                                
313 Translation modified from Richard Walzer. On the “substance of the First” see chapter 5.3. 
314 The details of this emanationist and cosmological system have already received substantial attention in Fārābian 
studies, and therefore will not occupy space here. This system was important for being the first to connect the theories 
of the different spheres and intellects to astronomical theories. On Fārābī’s cosmology and its relationship to 
metaphysics and emanation, see Janos, Method. On Fārābī’s theory of emanation, see: Thérèse-Anne Druart, “Al-
Farabi and Emanationism”, Studies in Medieval Philosophy 17 (1987), 23-43; Herbert Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna 
and Averroes on Intellect: Their cosmologies, theories of the active intellect and theories of human intellect (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1992), Chapter Three “Alfarabi on Emanation, the Active Intellect, and Human Intellect”, 
44-73. 
315 This would look somewhat like the Great Chain of Being described by Arthur Lovejoy in his William James 
Lectures delivered at Harvard University, 1933, published as The Great Chain of Being: A Study of the History of an 
Idea (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), and reprinted twenty-two times since. Notably, Janos refers 
to Fārābī’s ontological hierarchy of beings as an “ontological continuum” (Janos, Method, 190, 201). 
316 Such as Plotinus, Enneads V.2, 1-2 and what Arthur Lovejoy describes in Lovejoy, Great Chain, 59-63. 
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wuǧūd is more closely concerned with essence, thus rendering it implausible for there to be any 

chain or continuum to it of which beings have allotted shares. This is because al-wuǧūd is 

something being what-it-is, so there can be no Platonic form of al-wuǧūd in which beings 

participate. The reading of the emanation of al-wuǧūd to mean its causation is clearer in this 

respect in that it refers to the causation of essence and answers the question of what makes 

something what-it-is, as we will see below. 

In the passage from the Selected Aphorisms Fārābī mentions the qisṭ of al-wuǧūd in 

conjunction with true nature (ḥaqīqah) and unity and how they are acquired from the First. The 

context of this passage is Fārābī’s description of philosophy (ḥikmah) as knowledge of first causes, 

a part of which is, among other things, to know how beings acquire al-wuǧūd and what their qisṭ 

of it is: 

 نم اهنم دحاو لك طسق امو ةدحولاو ةقیقحلاو دوجولا تادوجوملا رئاس هنع دافتسا فیك كلذ عم ملعنو
 نأو اهلك تادوجوملا بتارم ملعن نأو ةیئیشلا ءایشألا رئاس هنع دافتسا فیكو ةدحولاو ةقیقحلاو دوجولا
 يه ةطسوتملاو .اهنود ءيشل ابابسأ يه تسیلو بابسأ اهل ةریخألاو .اریخأ اهنمو طسوأ اهنمو لوأ اهنم
 .هقوف رخآ ببس هل سیلو هنود امل ببس وه لوألاو .اهنود ءایشأل بابسأ يهو اهقوف ببس اهل يتلا

In addition, [philosophy is for us] to know how all the other beings acquire being-
ness, true nature and unity from It [the First], and what the qisṭ of each one of them 
is of being-ness, true nature and unity; how all things acquire thing-ness from It, 
and to know the rankings of all the beings, and that among them is the first, the 
middle and the last. The last ones are caused but are not causes for anything below 
them. The middle ones are those that have a cause above them while they are causes 
for things below them. The First is the cause for what is below It and has no other 
cause above It. (Aphorisms, 53-54.) 

 

In this passage the concept of causation as the basis for the rankings of beings and the acquiring 

of al-wuǧūd is explicit. A being thus has a certain qisṭ of al-wuǧūd, true nature and unity that it 

acquires from the First that is also said to be its cause. 
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In order to understand what Fārābī means by the qisṭ of al-wuǧūd in such passages as the 

two just quoted, it is imperative to study what Fārābī tells us about al-wuǧūd elsewhere. Before 

looking at the third use of this phrase, I return to passages from the Book of Particles regarding the 

relationship between al-wuǧūd and al-mawǧūd, both morphologically and ontologically. From 

these I show that al-wuǧūd is the quintessence (mulaḫḫaṣ) of each mawǧūd, each particular being; 

it is what makes that particular being what-it-is. In the previous chapter we saw that al-wuǧūd 

relates to al-mawǧūd in the way humanness relates to human, justifying the translation of being-

ness. Building on this, I explore further Fārābī’s concept of al-wuǧūd and argue that there can be 

no ontological continuum of al-wuǧūd across beings in which they share or participate because al-

wuǧūd is specific to each individual being. According to the continuum view, al-wuǧūd would be 

something real and shared between beings that would result in a Neoplatonic chain of being. 

Contrary to the continuum view, based on my reading of Fārābī, beings are ranked in 

accordance with the degree of perfection to the wuǧūd of each individual being in relation to that 

of the First. The degrees of perfection of al-wuǧūd are based on the degree of self-sufficiency in 

something being what-it-is, while being that on which others depend. Although hierarchically 

ranked, the beings remain separate rather than united on a continuum.  The First Being can thus be 

said to provide a model being-ness, or model way of being-what-it-is, and other beings are 

substantiated through imitating this way of being that the First emanates. Although such wuǧūd is 

acquired and adopted from the First, there is no real wuǧūd emanated from the First in which 

beings partake.317  

                                                
317 In the Political Regime Fārābī says that beings are adopted (muqtabasah, literally ‘copied’) and acquired 
(mustafādah) from the First (Political Regime, 50-51, discussed in the previous chapter). The notion of adoption 
(iqtibās) is important for showing that al-wuǧūd is something intelligible that can be intellected rather than real, i.e. 
external to the soul, that is shared. 
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Instead, I argue that the First exercises double causality through the efficient causality (viz.  

‘source’ causality) of wuǧūd and by acting as a final cause towards which beings strive and are 

thereby substantiated. In this double causality it is important to understand efficient and final 

causality as two ways of looking at the same thing.318 As such, there is one causal relation that can 

be described in two different ways depending on whether it is considered from the perspective of 

the cause or the effect. It is possible to consider efficient causality as ‘source’ causality that creates 

the desire for the final cause. Seeing as the desire is what causes movement and change, it can also 

be seen as the efficient (or ‘source’) cause of that effect.319 I argue that Fārābī’s references to the 

First’s emanation and efficient causation of al-wuǧūd must be understood as ‘source’ causality.320 

When we consider the First’s efficient causation of al-wuǧūd as the creation of the desire in other 

beings to imitate the First’s wuǧūd, then it is possible to understand that there is no real wuǧūd 

emanating from the First in which other beings partake. 

Through efficient and final causality, other beings strive to imitate the perfect being-ness 

of the First in being what-it-is. This double causality results in the process of substantification 

through which a being becomes precisely what-it-is and realises its essence, true nature and unity, 

and hence its own self-sufficiency to the degree possible for it. The qisṭ of al-wuǧūd is the extent 

to which a being attains that. In what follows I use Fārābī’s theory of al-wuǧūd and the essentialist 

thesis to demonstrate this reading of the emanationist language. 

 

                                                
318 Aristotle himself says that often the efficient cause coincides with the formal and the final cause (for example: Ph 
2.7, 198a24-26). 
319 I thank David Twetten at Marquette University for discussing this idea with me. I use ‘source causality’ as a gloss 
for Twetten’s notion of a “refined efficient cause” whereby Aristotle’s God is an efficient cause for beings in virtue 
of being a formal and final cause. On this, see: David Twetten, “Whose Prime Mover is More (Un)Aristotelian, 
Broadie’s, Berti’s or Averroes’?” in Jean-Baptiste Brenet and Olga Lizzini (eds), La Philosophie arabe à l’étude 
(Paris: Vrin, 2019), 345-390. 
320 Damien Janos has already shown that Fārābī’s theory of emanation amounts to a theory of efficient causation and 
challenges the semantic specificity it is otherwise given (Janos, Method, 286-304). 
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6.3 The ontological derivation of al-wuǧūd from al-mawǧūd 

In chapter four we explored Fārābī’s philosophical problem with the morphology of al-mawǧūd. 

As a paronym (ism muštaqq) morphologically derived from the term al-wuǧūd, al-mawǧūd can 

mistakenly give the impression that it is a subject for al-wuǧūd. Although Fārābī makes clear in 

the Book of Particles §82 (discussed in chapter four) that the copula in other languages is a 

prototype utterance and not paronymous, al-mawǧūd in Arabic is in fact a paronym. Thus, he warns 

it must be used and understood as if it were a prototype. Otherwise its paronymous form might 

cause one to imagine that it is a subject in which al-wuǧūd is placed as accident. Fārābī explains: 

 هيلعّ لدی ام يف هتََیْنِب لِّّیخُت هّنإف ّقتشم ّلكو ةّّقتشم ةّّیبرعلا يف تعضُُو ام لّّوأ يهو دوجوملا ةظفل ّنألو
 لّّیخت دوجوملا ةظفل تراص كلذلف عوضوملا كلذ يف ّقُتشا هنم يذلا ردصملا ىنعمو هب حّّرصی مل اعوضوم
 ادوجو لّّیخت ىّّتح دوجولا ةظفلب هيلع لولدملا وه ىنعملا كلذو هب حّّرصی مل عوضوم يف ىنعم ءيش ّلك يف
 اذإ ةظفللا هذه ّنأ َمَلعُی نأ يغبنی و .]…[ عوضوم يف ضرعلاك دوجولا ّنأ مهُفو هب ح َّرصی مل عوضوم يف
 قاقتشالا ىنعم هنم لَّیختُُی ال نأ يغبنیف ةّّیسرافلاب" تسه" ناكم ةّّیبرعلاب يتلا ةّّیرظنلا مولعلا يف تلمعُُتسا
 ام ىلع ّلدت نأ ریغ نم ّقتشم لكش اهلكش ةظفل اهّنأ ىلع لََمعتسُت لب رخآ ىلإ ناسنإ نع نئاك ّهنأ الو
 لعف هيلإ ىّّدعت لوعفم ىلع الو الصأ عوضوم ىلع ّلاد ریغ لّّوأ لاثم ىنعم هانعم ّنأ لب ّقتشملا هيلعّ لدی
   .ةّّینانویلا يف "نیتسا"و ةّّیسرافلا يف" تسه" هيلع ّلدت ام ىلع ّالاد ةّّیبرعلا يف لََمعتسُی لب لعاف

Because the term al-mawǧūd, which was paronymous from when it was first 
coined in Arabic, and the structure of every paronym causes one to imagine 1) a 
subject that is not declared concerning what it indicates, and 2) the meaning of the 
maṣdar from which it was derived to be in that subject. Therefore, the term al-
mawǧūd causes one to imagine in every thing a meaning in a subject that is not 
declared, and this is the meaning indicated by the term al-wuǧūd, such that it causes 
a wuǧūd to be imagined in a subject that is not declared, and al-wuǧūd is 
understood as an accident in a subject […]. It must be known that if this term is 
used in the theoretical sciences in Arabic in the place of the Persian hast then the 
meaning of paronymy must not be imagined of it, and nor that it is generated from 
one human to another. Rather it must be used on the basis that it is a term that has 
the form of a paronymous form without indicating that which the paronym 
indicates, and that its meaning is the meaning of a prototype that does not indicate 
a subject at all or a passive participle that an agent acts upon. It must be used in 
Arabic to indicate that which hast in Persian and astīn [Gr. estin] in Greek indicate. 
(Particles, §84-85.) 
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Fārābī uses the mismatch of the morphological form of the term al-mawǧūd to make an important 

point; al-wuǧūd can never be said to be in al-mawǧūd. Earlier in the Book of Particles Fārābī had 

warned the reader of terms that have paronymous forms but meanings of prototypes, as is the case 

with al-mawǧūd, telling us there are among the greatest causes of sophistry (al-muġliṭāt al-ʿaẓīmat 

al-taġlīṭ) (Particles, §20).321  

In the subsequent passage Fārābī continues by emphasizing that if al-mawǧūd is used in 

the theoretical sciences it must be understood as a prototype, even if its morphological form is one 

of a paronym: 

 ام اهنم مَهفُي الو ّقتشم لكش اهلكش ناك نإو ّلوأ لاثم اّهنأ ىلع تلمُعتسا دوجوملا ةظفل تلمُعتسا اذإو

 اهيف اهلمعتسي يتلا ةنكمألا يف تلمعُتسا اذإ ةظفللا هذه اهمهفُت يتلا نم الو تاّقتشملا نم اهرئاظن هلّيخت

 لب ،رخآ ىلإ ناسنإ نع نئاك هّنأ الو عوضوم يف ىنعم الو اعوضوم ال لّوألا اهعضو ىلعو برعلا روهمج

 امك لَمعتسُتو كانه اهمهوت يتلا نع ةدَّرجم  يناعملا كلت نع ةلوقنم لَمعتسُت لب ،قفّتا فيك مومعلا ىلع

 ."ءيش" انلوق لَمعتسُي
When the utterance al-mawǧūd is used [in the theoretical sciences], it is to be used 
on the basis that it is a prototype even if its form is the form of a paronym. And it 
must not be understood from it what corresponding paronyms cause one to imagine, 
nor must it be understood what this term causes one to understand when it is used 
in the places in which the Arab multitude use it and according to its first coinage, 
i.e. not as a subject, nor as a meaning in a subject, nor as though it is begotten from 
one person to another, or generally however it happens. Rather, it must be used as 
an utterance transferred from those meanings [that are used by the Arab multitude 
and according to the term’s first coinage], abstracted from what they cause one to 
presume in those cases, and it must be used as ‘thing’ is used. (Particles, §86.) 
 

Across the Book of Particles §82-86 Fārābī presents the case that the meanings of al-mawǧūd and 

al-wuǧūd are mismatched with their morphological forms. As we saw in chapter four, in these 

passages Fārābī also tells us that the relationship between al-mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd is akin to the 

                                                
321 Likewise, in Particles §85 Fārābī tells us the reason some prefer to use huwa over mawǧūd is because mawǧūd can 
cause sophistry (muġlitah). 
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relationship between al-insān (‘human’) and al-insānīyah (human-ness), such that al-wuǧūd must 

be understood conceptually to be derived from al-mawǧūd, not the other way around.  

I consider that this theory of al-wuǧud presented in the Book of Particles must be central 

to our understanding of Fārābī’s discussions of al-wuǧūd elsewhere. Below I examine Fārābī’s 

development of the essentialist thesis that al-wuǧūd is the intelligible part of something that makes 

it what-it-is, analogous to the differentia. Taken together with his discussions of the conceptual 

relationship between al-mawǧūd and al-wuǧud, Fārābī’s theory of al-wuǧūd emerges as something 

that it is proper to each being. On this basis, the references to the qisṭ of al-wuǧūd cannot refer to 

something real that is actually shared and allotted among different beings precisely because al-

wuǧūd is something proper to each being.322 

 

6.4 Al-wuǧūd as differentia and quintessence 

Building on Alexander’s essentialism, Fārābī explains in several places that the wuǧūd of an 

individual being is what makes it what-it-is. To start, the analogy of al-wuǧūd to terms such as al-

insānīyah (‘humanness’) in the Book of Particles §82 reveals that al-wuǧūd must also be 

understood as the quiddity of a being. Earlier in the Book of Particles Fārābī explains that al-

insānīyah is the quiddity which is the form or differentia of ‘human’. This passage explicitly likens 

the form and differentia to each other and to the quiddity:  

 وهو هّدح هيلعّ لدي يذلا وه "ناسنإلا" ماوق هب يذلاّ نأ نٌيبف .هماوق امهب نيئيش نم بَّكرم نذإ "ناسنإلا"ـف
 لثم هل "ضايبلا" يذلا "ضيبألا" لثم ةقْلخِلاو ةروصلاك رخآلاو ةّداملاك امهدحأ نائيش وأ هلصفو هسنج
 "ضايبلا" ناك نإف .]...[ سنجلا وأ ةّداملاك هسانجأ وأ هعاونأ ضعب وأ هيلإ راشملا عوضوملاو لصفلا وأ ةروصلا
 .سنجلا وأ ةّداملا نود ةدَّرجم لصفلا وأ ةروصلا يه يتلا هتّيهام يه "ةّيناسنإلا"ـف لصفلا وأ ةروصلاك

                                                
322 Later Islamic philosophy will distinguish between the wuǧūd that is ḫāṣṣ (special or proper) to each thing, and the 
wuǧūd that is ʿāmm (general) and shared among all things. I discuss this with reference to Ṭūsī in chapter eight. 
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Human is thus composed of two things through which it subsists. It is clear that that 
through which human subsists is what its definition indicates, and that is its genus 
and differentia, or two things one of which is like matter and the other like form or 
character, such as the white (thing), of which whiteness is akin to the form or 
differentia, while the this-something subject, or some of its species or genera, is 
like the matter or genus […]. If whiteness is like the form or differentia, then 
humanness is its [the human’s] quiddity which is the abstracted form or differentia 
without the matter or genus. (Particles, §34.) 
 

Here we see that al-insānīyah is likened at once to the form, differentia and quiddity of the human 

composition.323 This idea finds its origins in Alexander’s On specific differences which equates 

the differentia to form when it is taken within the definition.324 Fārābī takes this further by also 

equating them both to the quiddity, i.e. what makes something what-it-is. 

Given that the relation of al-wuǧūd to al-mawǧūd is the same as al-insānīyah to al-insān, 

or humanness to human, it is clear that al-wuǧūd is what makes something what-it-is. With this in 

mind, when Fārābī speaks of the ranking of beings according to the qisṭ of al-wuǧūd, this must be 

understood as the ranking of beings according to the extent they can be said to be what-they-are, 

i.e. the extent to which they actualise their being, as a quiddity is the what-is-it of a thing. For 

example, Fārābī says in the Attainment of Happiness that beings follow each other in ranking until 

they reach the last of the beings in the ranking of al-wuǧūd (āḫir al-mawǧūdāt rutbatan fī al-

wuǧūd) (Attainment, 64). This should be understood to mean the last of beings in the ranking of 

                                                
323 This is repeated in the following section where Fārābī says:  

 سنجلا وأ ةّّداملا نود ةدَّرجم لصفلا وأ ةروصلا يه يتلا هتّّیهام يه "ةّیناسنإلا"ـف
Thus al-insānīyah is the abstracted quiddity, that is the form or the differentia, without the matter 
or the genus. (Particles, §35) 

The analogy is also made in the Political Regime where Fārābī likens the parts of a definition as causes of 
the thing defined to the matter and form that are causes for the thing they give subsistence to (Political 
Regime, 44). 
324 As we saw above in the section on essentialism, hylomorphism is a principle that Alexander employs throughout 
the different areas of philosophy (see: Cerami, “Alexander”). In addition to metaphysics and logic, Fārābī also uses 
hylomorphism in his noetics and cosmology. See: Janos, Method, 307ff. In this way Fārābī is building on Alexander’s 
global hylomorphic project. 
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being what-it-is and realisation of quiddity. This means the degree to which something actualises 

what-it-is. Thus, rather than referring to beings on a continuum of al-wuǧūd Fārābī is referring to 

rankings of each individual being’s self-actualisation. Later in the text Fārābī says that each being 

is generated to reach the furthest perfection (aqṣā al-kamāl) that is meant for it according to its 

ranking in the being-ness that is specific to it (rutbatihi fī al-wuǧūd allaḏī yaḫuṣṣuhu) (Attainment, 

81). This further indicates that each being has its own being-ness according to which it is ranked 

rather than sharing in wuǧūd that is dispensed or allotted from the First. 

In the Book of Particles Fārābī also distinguishes between al-mawǧūd and its reference to 

a particular being, and al-wuǧūd as the quintessence (mulaḫḫaṣ) of a being. In this distinction, 

Fārābī uses the essentialist thesis by equating al-wuǧūd to a being’s differentia. He tells us that in 

divisible beings, the quiddities of which are composed of a genus and differentia, al-mawǧūd is 

the totality, whereas al-wuǧūd is either the genus or the differentia, but more appropriately the 

differentia because it is more specific to it. Here, building on the essentialist thesis, Fārābī gives 

ontological value to logical terms, and further develops the thesis by equating the differentia with 

al-wuǧūd rather than just substance or quiddity. While al-wuǧūd is a distinct part of a divisible 

being, Fārābī tells us that in indivisible beings al-mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd are identical. The result 

of this is that while al-mawǧūd refers to the whole being, al-wuǧūd is only the part that is specific 

to it and through which it subsists, i.e. makes it what-it-is. This is why it is the quintessence. In 

indivisible beings there is no difference between the two; out of their perfection they are entirely 

what-they-are and there is no specific part that makes an indivisible being what-it-is. Fārābī says: 

 نوكیف هيف نافلتخی دوجولاو دوجوملا ّنإف ةلمجلا كلت صَّخلمو ةلمج هل نوكت ىّّتح ةمسقنم هتّّیهام ام اّّمأو
 ةلمجلا ءازجأ نم ءزج ءزج وأ ةصَّخلملا ءيشلا كلذ ةّّیهام وه دوجولاو ــ ةّّیهاملا تاذ يهو ةلمجلا وه دوجوملا
 تناك ام ّلكو ].… [هّصخی يذلا هدوجو نوكی نأ ىرحأ وهف هبّ صخأ ناك ذإ هلصفو هلصف اّّمإو هسنج اّّمإ
 ادحاو ائیش دوجوم هّنأو هدوجو ىنعم نوكی نأ اّّمإو دجوی ال ادوجوم نوكی نأ اّّمإ وهف ةمسقنم ریغ هتّّيهام
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ّ نإف ةیلاعلا سانجألا نم سنج سنج ىلع لوقملا دوجوملاف .هنیعب ادحاو ىنعم دوجوم ّهنأو دوجو ّهنأ نوكیو
 دوجوملاّ نإف ةروصلاو ىلوألا ةّّداملا كلذكو .ةّيهاملا مسقنم ریغ ناك ذإ هنیعب دحاو ءيش دوجولاو هيف دوجوملا
 طیسب ادبأ ّهنإف الصأ ءيشل عوضوم الو عوضوم يف سیل ام كلذكو .هنیعب دحاو ىنعم امهيف دوجولاو
 .هنیعب دحاو ءيش دوجوم هّنأو هدوجو ّنإف ةّّيهاملا

As for that which is divisible such that it has a totality and a quintessence of this 
totality, then al-mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd differ in it. Thus al-mawǧūd is the totality, 
and this is what has a quiddity, and al-wuǧūd is the epitomised quiddity of that 
thing, or each part of the parts of the totality, either its genus or its differentia. 
Seeing as the differentia is more specific to it [than the genus], then it is more 
appropriate to be its wuǧūd that is specific to it […]. And everything whose 
quiddity is indivisible, then either it is mawǧūd and cannot be said to become 
unessentially (lā yūǧad),325 or the meaning of its wuǧūd and that it is mawǧūd are 
one thing, and that it is wuǧūd and that it is mawǧūd are exactly one meaning. As 
for al-mawǧūd that is said of each genus of the supreme genera, al-mawǧūd and 
al-wuǧūd with respect to it are exactly one thing because its quiddity is not 
divisible. And such is the case for prime matter and form, for al-mawǧūd and al-
wuǧūd are exactly one meaning with respect to them. And such is the case of that 
which is not in a subject and nor is a subject for anything at all, for it is endlessly 
simple of quiddity and its wuǧūd and its being mawǧūd are exactly one thing. 
(Particles*, §89). 

 

In this text Fārābī makes three important points regarding al-wuǧūd: 1) it is the quintessence of a 

being’s quiddity; 2) within the quiddity, it is best identified as the differentia because the 

differentia is more specific; 3) the differentia is more specific to a being (aḫaṣṣu bihi) than the 

genus and is thus more appropriate to be the wugūd that is specific to a being (wuǧūduhu allaḏī 

yaḫuṣṣuhu). The identification of the wuǧūd of a being with the quintessence (mulaḫḫaṣ) of a 

being’s quiddity is significant because mulaḫḫaṣ, in addition to ‘quintessence’, also refers to what 

is essential to and what epitomises a being. Together, these points mean that the wuǧūd of a being 

is the part of it that makes it what-it-is. More specifically than the quiddity, Fārābī identifies this 

                                                
325 As was explained in chapter four, in the 2-place predication of ‘being’ Fārābī specifies mawǧūd for absolute 
predication and yūǧad for temporal predication. In this passage Fārābī is contrasting the two meanings, saying that 
the indivisible being must be mawǧūd and cannot be said to yūǧad, i.e. to be anything temporally. I interpret this to 
mean ‘to become unessentially’ because he appears to equate the meaning of being mawǧūd and lā yūǧad to when al-
mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd are identical to each other, and thus when something is fully what-it-is. See the passage from 
the Book of Particles §241 discussed below where I address the issue and my choice of ‘become’. 
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as the differentia, building on Alexander’s essentialist thesis and expanding it to a principle of 

being. 

Later in the Book of Particles Fārābī tells us that to ask whether something is mawǧūd is 

to ask whether it has a wuǧūd through which it subsists:   

  .هيف وهو هماوق هب دوجو هل ءيشلا لهو ءيشب ماوق هل ءيشلا له لاؤسلا اذه يناعم نم ىنعملا كلذ نإف
That meaning among the meanings of this question [is it mawǧūd] is: ‘does the 
thing have subsistence through a thing?’ and ‘does the thing have a wuǧūd through 
which it subsists that is in it?’ (Particles, §239.)326 

 

This passage further indicates the idea that al-wuǧūd is what makes something what-it-is because 

it is what provides subsistence to a being.327 Importantly, this passage also states that the wuǧūd 

of a being is within it (fīhi).328 In the next section Fārābī further expands that the wuǧūd of a 

divisible thing differs from that thing the way a part differs from the whole: 

 ّنأ ىلعو  .ةلمجلا ريغ ةلمجلاو ّلكلا ءزج نوكي ام لاثم ىلع اّم هجوب هريغ دوجوم هب وه يذلا هدوجو ّنإف
   ."دوجوم ّهنإ" اضيأ هيف لاقي دق ــ هدوجو مسقني اميف ةلمجلا ءزج وهو ــ دوجوم ءيشلا هب يذلا دوجولا كلذ

The wuǧūd [of something divisible] through which it is mawǧūd is other than it in 
some way, the way that the part of the whole and the composite is other than the 
composite and that that wuǧūd through which the thing is mawǧūd (and it is a part 
of the composite in which its wuǧūd is separated out) can also be said to be mawǧūd. 
(Particles, §241.)  

                                                
326 The notion of ‘having wuǧūd’ is articulated in Arabic as lahu al-wuǧūd, meaning ‘to it [belongs] al-wuǧūd’. 
Interestingly, Abū Bišr Mattā similarly uses al-wuǧūd lahu to translate Aristotle’s phrase to ti ēn einai (‘the what it is 
to be’, i.e. ‘essence’) in the Posterior Analytics 2.4, 91a25, 91b3, 91b9 (Arabic APo, 415-417). Aristotle’s formula for 
essence as ‘the what it is to be’ also points to a theory of being that is based on essence. Its translation into Arabic as 
al-wuǧūd lahu gives the meaning the wuǧūd that something has, or the wuǧūd that is specific to something. This might 
ground Fārābī’s notion of the wuǧūd of each thing being the specific part that makes something what-it-is. 
327 In the Book of Particles §34 quoted previously we saw that the differentia and genus give subsistence (qiwām) to 
a being. In §89 we saw that the differentia is more specific to a being than its genus. From this we might deduce that 
the differentia gives more specific subsistence to a being than its genus. Similarly, in the Eisagoge Fārābī tells us that 
the differentia is what completes the definition and what gives subsistence to a thing: 

 هرهوج يف هصخي امب هفرعي ناك ذإ هل موقملا وهو هدحل ممتملا وهو
[The differentia] is what completes [a thing’s] definition and is what gives subsistence to it as it 
makes it known through that which is specific to it in its substance. (Eisagoge, §9) 

328 The idea that a substance is made up of what makes it what-it-is, viz. the differentia or quiddity, is related to the 
Metaphysics where Aristotle says a substance is its essence: “a given thing seems to be nothing other than its own 
substance, and something’s substance is said to be its essence” (Met. Z.6, 1031a16). 
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The idea that al-wuǧūd is the part of something mawǧūd that makes it what-it-is means that al-

mawǧūd, as a composite, is not entirely what-it-is but depends on a part through which it subsists 

and which makes it what-it-is. This is parallel to the linguistic theory discussed in chapter four that 

the term al-mawǧūd does not tell us what something is or anything specific about it. It is only the 

specific part of al-wuǧūd which makes something what-it-is and which allows us to know what-

it-is.329  Al-wuǧūd therefore cannot mean ‘being’ or ‘existence’, it appears to have a technical 

meaning of ‘being-what-it-is’, or what I have coined as ‘being-ness’. 

In the case of indivisible beings, al-mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd are the same thing because, out 

of their higher degree of perfection, they cannot be divided into parts in which only one specific 

part is responsible for the substantification of the being.330 They cannot be said to be anything non-

essentially, and this is presumably because they are fully what-they-are; there is no one part 

through which they have subsistence and are substantiated. In this regard, the Book of Particles 

§241, from which the above passage is taken, concludes with the following statement:  

                                                
329 The Particles §241 passage just quoted continues to explain that a being will continue to be divided until we reach 
the part that cannot be divided for which being mawǧūd and having wuǧūd are identical. Such a part gives us 
knowledge of a thing’s quiddity: 

 يذلا امف كلذك ناك نإف ؟هدوجو هب اءزج هل ّنأو مسقني هّنأ ىلَعأ ؟"ادوجو اضيأ هل ّنإ"و "دوجوم هّنإ" لاقي ىنعم ّيأ ىلعف
 كلذ ناك نإو ؟اضيأ مسقنم هّنأ ىلع هيف كلذ لاقي له ؟"دوجو هل"و "دوجوم هّنإ" اضيأ هيف لاقي سيلأ ؟هئزج يف لاقي
 اّلإو مسقنم ريغ نوكيو دوجو هلو ادوجوم ءزجلا كلذ نوكيو ّام ءيش دوجو هب ءزج ىلإ اذكه ليلحتلا دنع يهتنيف كلذك
 .الصأ ءيش ةّيهام ملع لصحي ملو ةياهن ريغ ىلإ ىدامت

So according to what meaning is it said to be mawǧūd and that it also has wuǧūd? Is it [according 
to the meaning] that it can be divided and that it has a part through which its wuǧūd is? If that is the 
case, then what is said of its part? Is it not said of it also that it is mawǧūd and that it has wuǧūd? Is 
that said of it on the basis that it is divisible also? If that is the case, such an analysis concludes with 
a part through which the wuǧūd of some thing is, and that part is mawǧūd, has wuǧūd and is 
indivisible. Otherwise it would go on ad infinitum and no knowledge of the quiddity of a thing 
would be achieved at all. 

This reaffirms the idea that al-wuǧūd is something intelligible, that allows us to have knowledge of what something 
is, and what makes something what-it-is. 
330 This meaning is also articulated in the Political Regime where Fārābī tells us that an indivisible thing is that which 
cannot be divided into things through which it is substantiated (lā yanqasim ilā ašyāʾ bihā taǧawhuruhu) (Political 
Regime, 44). 
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 "دجوي ال دوجوم هّنإ" هيف لاقي نأ وأ هنيعب دحاو ىنعم دوجوم هّنأو هدوجو ىنعمف مسقنم ريغ ناك اذإف
 ."هنيعب دوجوملا وه دجوي"و "اهنيعب هتاذ وه دجوي دوجوم لب هتاذ ريغ اّم هجوب وه دجوي ال دوجوم ّهنإ"وأ

If something is indivisible then the meaning of its wuǧūd and [the meaning] that it 
is mawǧūd is one identical meaning, or [the meaning of its wuǧud] is that it can be 
said of it ‘it is mawǧūd and does not become unessentially (la yūǧad)’ or ‘it is 
mawǧūd and it does not become unessentially in any way other than itself, rather 
[it is] mawǧūd and it becomes identically itself’ and ‘it becomes the being 
identically’. (Particles, §241.) 
 

We have seen how al-wuǧūd and al-mawǧūd are identical in indivisible beings and there is thus 

no difference between their being and essence. In this passage Fārābī further articulates that the 

wuǧūd of an indivisible being is also for it to become (yūǧad) identically itself. This seems to be 

a reference to the process metaphysics of substantification and self-realisation whereby beings 

becomes fully what-they-are. Fārābī uses the temporal predication of ‘being’ (yūǧad) which we 

have seen is reserved for expressing the 2-place predication of being in time. I use ‘become’ to 

translate yūǧad rather than ‘is’ in order to distinguish it from mawǧūd, which can also be translated 

as ‘is’. The distinction Fārābī is making is a purely conceptual distinction between 1) the static 

mawǧūd, what-it-is and its quiddity, and 2) the process of it becoming exactly what-it-is (yūǧad).331 

An indivisible being becomes perfectly what-it-is, identical to its static quiddity, and does not 

become anything unessential to it. 

Some important remarks regarding the intelligible nature of al-wuǧūd are deserved. As we 

have seen, al-wuǧūd, equated with the quiddity and the differentia of a being, is what allows to 

know what something is.332 We have also seen that Fārābī equates al-wuǧūd to the ‘quintessence’ 

                                                
331 This distinction can be appreciated when we remember Fārābī’s distinction between the copula mawǧūd that is 
used without reference to time and the verbs of being or becoming (al-kalim al-wuǧūdīyah) that are used with 
reference to time (wuǧida, yūǧad etc.). On this see: Interpretation, 85-88 and the Commentary on Aristotle’s On 
interpretation, 37-38 and my discussion in chapter four. 
332 In Particles §241 Fārābī tells us that we must be able to analyse the indivisible part of a being (its wuǧūd) 
otherwise we cannot know what it is. 
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(mulaḫḫaṣ) of a being. The Arabic term mulaḫḫaṣ can also mean an ‘epitome’, a ‘summary’ or 

‘something extracted’. The mulaḫḫaṣ can be understood therefore as the quintessence of something 

that is extracted from it and should be considered in light of the notion of abstraction. Based on 

Aristotle’s On the soul 3.7, abstraction is a mental operation that consists in conceiving as separate 

from matter things that are nonetheless not separate from matter.333 Alexander develops this theory 

by distinguishing between “incorporeal forms that are by themselves immaterial” and “forms 

embodied in matter” where the latter only become intelligible through the process of abstraction.334  

Likewise, with respect to Fārābī, in divisible beings, al-wuǧūd is the quintessence of a 

being that the mind identifies and thus makes intellected, such as al-insānīyah (‘human-ness’) 

where the mind is able to intellect what it is that makes something human. On the other hand, 

indivisible beings, are already immaterial, and hence intelligible, and therefore there is no 

difference between al-mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd with respect to them. In both cases, al-wuǧūd can be 

said to be the intelligible thing that either exists within matter as a part of a being or constitutes an 

intelligible being itself separate from matter. This carries with it the implication that the intelligible 

is what truly is and what makes something to be what-it-is, building on Alexander’s essentialist 

thesis that gives ontological priority to form over both matter and the composition. 

In addition to the term mulaḫḫaṣ, the theory of al-wuǧūd as the intelligible part of a being 

that makes it what-it-is also fits with other vocabulary that Fārābī uses. Most significantly is the 

notion of iqtibās which means ‘learning’, ‘borrowing’ or ‘adopting’ that Fārābī uses in several 

places. In a passage from the Political Regime quoted in the previous chapter, he uses it to tell us 

that beings are muqtabasah (‘learned’, ‘borrowed’, or ‘adopted’) from the First.335 Similarly, in 

                                                
333 Alain de Libera, “Abstraction”, in ed. Cassin, Untranslatables, 3.  
334 Ibid. 
335 Political Regime, 50-51. 
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The Excellent City, Fārābī uses the same term to tell us that the celestial spheres yaqtabis (‘learn’, 

‘borrow’, or ‘adopt’) the perfect excellence [of the First’s wuǧūd] (al-faḍīlah al-kāmilah) (The 

Excellent City 6, §5). The notion of iqtibās is typically used in Arabic to refer to quotations or 

excerpts of texts. In the study of Arabic eloquence (balāġah), it refers to the use of Quranic 

language in a text as a literary device. The notion of iqtibās as learning, borrowing or adopting 

language fits well with the idea that the wuǧūd and excellence of the First is something intelligible. 

 

6.5 The causation of al-wuǧūd 

Al-wuǧūd is an intelligible part of a being that makes it what-it-is. In indivisible beings, al-wuǧūd 

is identical to the being. Yet the hierarchy of beings does not end with the indivisible beings, of 

which there are many. In this section I examine how the First relates to other indivisible beings as 

the cause of al-wuǧūd in what is below. Just as al-wuǧūd is equated with quiddity or essence, it is 

also tightly related to causation as it is what makes something what-it-is, and the emanation of al-

wuǧūd makes what is below what-it-is.336 

In the Political Regime, Fārābī tells us that the First must be indivisible because otherwise 

the parts through which it is substantiated would function as causes for its wuǧūd: 

 نأ نكمي ال هنأ كلذو .هرهوجت اهب ءايشأ ىلإ مسقني ال هنأ ينعأو لوقلاب هتاذ يف مسقنم ريغ هنإف اضيأو
 كلذك ناك اذإ هنإف .هب رهوجتي امم ءزج ىلع لوقلا ءازجأ نم ءزج لك لدي هتاذ حرشي يذلا لوقلا نوكي
 دحلا ءازجأ اهيلع لدت يتلا يناعملا نوكت ام ةهج ىلع هدوجو بابسأ يه هرهوجت اهب يتلا ءازجألا تناك
 .امهب موقتي ام دوجول ابابسأ ةروصلاو ةداملا نوكت ام ةهج ىلعو دودحملا ءيشلا دوجول ابابسأ

Also, It is indivisible in Its self by account. I mean, It is not divisible into parts 
through which It is substantiated. This is because it is not possible that each part of 
the account that explains Its Self indicate a part of that through which It is 
substantiated. For if this were the case, the parts through which It is substantiated 

                                                
336 The idea that a being can be a cause reminds us of Aristotle’s description of substance in Z17 as “some sort of 
principle and cause” (Met. Z17, 1041a9). In α1 Aristotle explains that the eternal things are the cause for the being 
(Gr. to einai, Ar. al-wuǧūd) of others, and they are the most true in virtue of being the causes of being (Met. α1, 
993b23-30). 
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would be causes for Its wuǧūd in the way the meanings that are indicated by the 
parts of a definition are causes for the wuǧūd of the thing defined, and in the way 
the matter and form are causes for the wuǧūd of that which subsists through them. 
(Political Regime, 44.)  
 

In this passage Fārābī links divisibility with causation. For something to be divisible is for it to 

have parts that are causes for its wuǧūd, or for it being what-it-is, and that are hence prior to it. 

This leads to a question. While Fārābī holds the First to be the only uncaused being, he seems to 

imply that there are other indivisible beings. As we saw in the Book of Particles §89 quoted above, 

Fārābī assumes that there are many things that are indivisible, including the supreme genera, prime 

matter and form. In On the intellect, he states that the Active Intellect is indivisible or that its 

essence is indivisible things (wa-huwa ġayr munqasim aw takūn ḏātuhu ašyāʾ ġayr munqasimah), 

and that the forms are indivisible when within the Active Intellect, but divisible in matter (Intellect, 

29). Fārābī seems to connect indivisibility with intelligibility and not needing anything for 

subsistence, and leaves open whether the intellects that are emanated from the First, concluding 

with the Active Intellect, are indivisible or not. 

In the Book of Particles, Fārābī also describes the deity (al-ilāh), as that in which convenes 

both the absence of anything at all through which it subsists or which is a cause for its wuǧūd and 

total indivisibility in all facets: 

 وأ هيف دقتعن ام له هب ينعن امنإ له  .هب ينعن يذلا ام "دوجوم هلإلا له" انلوق ىنعم نع لئاس لأسي دقو
 سفنلا جراخ هنيعب وه سفنلا يف هلوقعمّ نأ ملُع اذإ لهو  .سفنلا نع جراخ هنيعب وه سفنلا يف هنم لقعن
 ءيشلا له لاؤسلا اذه يناعم نم ىنعملا كلذّ نإف .يناثلا ىنعملا ىلع "دوجوم وه له" هنع لأسُي نأ غوسي
 هدوجوو هتّيهام مسقنت اميف غوسي ناك امنإ اذهّ نإف  .هيف وهو هماوق هب دوجو هل ءيشلا لهو ءيشب ماوق هل
 ببس الو الصأ رخآ ءيشب هل ماوق ال نأ هيف عمتجي هلإلاو  .هوجولا نم هجوب هماوق هب ببس هل ام يفو هتاذو
 .ماسقنالا هوجو نم هجوب الو ةمسقنم ريغ هتاذ ّنأو هدوجول

Someone may ask what we mean by saying “Is there a god?”, whether what we 
mean by it is only “Is what we believe in, or what we intellect from It in the soul, 
identical to It external to the soul?” and, if it is known that Its being intellected in 
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the soul is exactly It external to the soul, if it is acceptable for it to be asked about 
It “Is It there?” according to the second meaning [of the interrogative]. For that 
meaning among the meanings of the interrogative is “Does the thing have 
subsistence through [another] thing?” and “Does the thing have wuǧūd through 
which it subsists while [that wuǧūd] is in [that thing]?”. 

However, this is only acceptable [to ask] with regards to that which is of a 
divisible quiddity, wuǧūd and self, and that which has a cause through which it 
subsists in any facet. But it convenes in the deity that it has neither subsistence in 
any other thing at all nor a cause for its wuǧud, and its self is totally indivisible in 
all aspects. (Particles, §239.) 

 

The last sentence of the passage implies that there is a distinction between indivisibility and not 

being caused or having subsistence through something. As such, intelligibles may be indivisible 

but still have causes for their wuǧūd.337 The deity is the only being that is indivisible, with no 

distinction between its wuǧūd and it being mawǧūd, that has no cause. This might be what Fārābī 

means in this passage where he says that the deity “is totally indivisible in all aspects”. Other 

indivisible beings, to the extent that they have a cause, might be considered to have a degree of 

divisibility, viz. a degree to which their wuǧūd is not entirely identical to their being mawǧūd, and 

an extent to which they are not fully what-they-are. As Fārābī tells us, the deity is the firmest of 

beings in being-ness (awṯaq al-mawǧūdāṭ wuǧūdan) (Particles, §178).338 

                                                
337 Fārābī discusses the hierarchy of causes, or principles, of beings which terminates in a being that has no principle 
in several texts such as the Attainment of Happiness, 62-71; On the Intellect, 23-36; Enumeration of the Sciences, 
120-122. In addition, the Political Regime opens with the ordering of the principles of al-wuǧūd: 1) the First, 2) the 
secondary causes (al-ṯawānī), 3) the Active Intellect, 4) Soul, 5) form, 6) matter (Political Regime, 31). 
338 In several places in the Book of Particles Fārābī also suggests that the most absolute and prior being is one that has 
no relation to anything else at all. As we saw above, he describes an indivisible being that is “not in a subject and nor 
is a subject for anything at all, for it is endlessly simple of quiddity” (Particles, §89). The notion of not being a subject 
for anything is also found in the characterisation of a third type of substance, which Fārābī says would be most 
appropriate to be a substance, that is “not of a subject, nor in a subject, nor a subject for anything at all in any way 
whatsoever” (Particles, §72), on which see chapter five. The idea of a being that is not a subject for anything, meaning 
that nothing can be said of it, can be read in conjunction with Fārābī’s description of the absolute being: 

 امنإ يذلا دوجوملا وه قالطإلا ىلع دوجوملاو .الصأ ءيش ىلإ فاضي ال يذلا دوجوملا وه قالطإلا ىلع دوجوملا ّنإف اضيأو
 .هريغ رخآ اّم ءيشب ال هسفنب هدوجو

Also, the absolute being is the being that is not related to anything at all. And the absolute being is 
the being whose wuǧūd is only through itself, not through some other thing other than it. (Particles, 
§242). 

Together, these three passages point to a being of which nothing can be said and which not only subsists entirely 
through itself, but which has no relation to anything else. To my knowledge, Fārābī never equates this being to God, 
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The theology drawn out from the Book of Particles replicates the theology in Fārābī’s other 

‘Neoplatonic’ texts such as The Excellent City and the Political Regime as well as the reasoning 

for the primacy of substance among the categories. In both cases we find the notion of self-

sufficiency. In contrast, beings below the First acquire al-wuǧūd from the First. This is exemplified 

in the Enumeration of the Sciences where Fārābī states that the most perfect is a being for which 

it is impossible to have acquired (istafāda) al-wuǧūd from anything at all, and that such a being 

provides (afāda) all other beings with al-wuǧūd which they acquire from It (Enumeration, 121-

122). Likewise, in On the intellect, Fārābī describes the First Being as the cause for the wuǧūd 

through which a being is substantiated (fīmā yataǧawhar bihi) (Intellect, 34). Thus, while the First 

Being is substantiated through nothing but Its own being, It provides al-wuǧūd to other beings 

through which they are substantiated, and can thus be said to be the cause of something being 

what-it-is.339 The emphasis is not on the cause of something coming into being, or its existence, but 

on the cause of a thing being what-it-is. 

The tight relationship between being, essence and causality is evident from the terms that 

are co-significant with ‘being’, i.e. have the same extension. In the Book of One and Oneness, 

Fārābī tells us that al-mawǧūd, al-wāḥid (one) and al-munḥāz bi-māhīyatihi (the [thing] 

circumscribed by its quiddity) are equivalent terms (One, §17).340 A thing that is ‘circumscribed by 

                                                
perhaps because such a detachment from anything else would contradict the very notion of God. However, it does 
speak to Fārābī’s theory of being as one that is based on something being fully what-it-is independent of anything 
else. Broadly speaking, being a subject or having a relation to something else do not necessarily entail causation, 
divisibility or subsistence through something else, but subjecthood and relations to other beings are in tension with 
Fārābī’s view of total independence as the perfection of being. This tension is amplified by the role of God as an 
efficient cause of being. 
339 Janos has shown that in some texts Fārābī grants the secondary causes (al-ṯawānī) more direct causality on what 
is below than the First. The First is thus only a direct cause for what comes immediately after it (Janos, Method, 
286ff).  
340 Needless to say, the equivalence of ‘being’ and ‘one’ in Fārābī is clearly inspired by Aristotle who consistently 
treats them as a pair, thus also considering that a being is most properly something that is a single, unified thing. On 
oneness in Aristotle, and its relationship to being, see: Laura Maria Castelli, Problems and Paradigms of Unity: 
Aristotle’s Account of the One (Sankt Augustine: Academia Verlag, 2014). 
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its quiddity’ means that its quiddity circumscribes and separates a thing from other things, making 

it what-it-is. Damien Janos has pointed out that unlike Ibn Sīnā, for Fārābī being is not prior to 

one, it is co-extensive.  Together with ‘circumscribed by its quiddity’, these terms function in 

tandem.341 Rather than having different meanings, they offer different emphases within the same 

basic meaning. The perfection of being is equally the perfection of being one and being a thing 

that is circumscribed by its quiddity. In as far as being one and being circumscribed by a quiddity 

are co-extensive with being, this underscores the notion of being as something being what-it-is and 

as causing something to be what-it-is by circumscribing and separating it from others. 

The theory of being worked out in the Book of Particles and the Book of One and Oneness 

is drawn out in the Political Regime and The Excellent City where in two almost identical excerpts 

Fārābī tells us that one of the meanings of oneness (al-waḥdah) is the specific being-ness (al-

wuǧūd al-ḫāṣṣ) through which each being is circumscribed from other than it, and that this meaning 

is equivalent to ‘being’ (Political Regime, 45).342 By way of illustration, in the Political Regime 

Fārābī tells us that the splendour and adornment of being-ness (bahāʾ al-wuǧūd wa-zīnatuhu) is 

only attained in the celestial beings by their intellection of themselves in addition to what is above. 

However, Fārābī states that this presents a multiplicity in that through which they are substantiated 

(al-kaṯrah fīmā yataǧawhar bihi) and that this multiplicity is a deficiency in the wuǧūd of such a 

thing (Political Regime, 40). As such, multiplicity and divisibility take away from the being-ness 

and oneness of a thing, making it less of what-it-is, and less of a being. 

We can use the preceding analysis of Fārābī’s theory of al-wuǧūd to return to Fārābī’s 

references to the qisṭ of al-wuǧūd. In the Book of One and Oneness, he gives the meaning of ‘one’ 

                                                
341 Damien Janos, “Al-Fārābī’s (d. 950) On the One and Oneness: Some Preliminary Remarks on Its Structure, 
Contents, and Theological Implications” in Khaled El-Rouayheb and Sabine Schmidtke (eds), The Oxford Handbook 
of Islamic Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 117, 117n6. 
342 Almost the same wording is found in The Excellent City 1, §5. 
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as that which is circumscribed by its qisṭ of al-wuǧūd, and equates it to the meaning of ‘the [thing] 

circumscribed by its quiddity’: 

 تناك وأ ةروصتم تناك ةمسقنم ریغ وأ ةمسقنم تناك ةیهام يأ هتیهامب زاحنملا ىلع دحاولا لاقی اضیأو
 .دوجولا نم هطسقب زاحنملاو دوجولا طسق نم هل امب زاحنملا وهو سفنلا جراخ

Also, ‘one’ is said of that which is circumscribed by its quiddity, whichever 
quiddity it may be, whether it is divisible or non-divisible, or whether it is 
conceptualised or external to the soul. It is that which is circumscribed by what qisṭ 
it has of being-ness and that which is circumscribed by its qisṭ of being-ness. (One, 
§17.)343 

 

Here we see that the qisṭ of al-wuǧūd is presented as equivalent to the quiddity. Thus, the quiddity 

of a thing, according to how self-sufficient it is, represents something’s qisṭ of al-wuǧūd. Qisṭ 

cannot be understood as an ‘allotted share’ because there is no allotted share of a quiddity. Instead 

we should understand it to mean ‘extent’, such that the qisṭ of al-wuǧūd means the extent to which 

something embodies the perfection of being. In other words, the qisṭ of al-wuǧūd is the extent to 

which something self-actualises and is what-it-is, self-sufficiently and free of need.344 Only the 

                                                
343 Current research being undertaken by Hakan Genç at McGill University shows that the notion of something’s 
circumscription by its quiddity has its origins in use of the Greek perigraphein by various philosophers, including 
Galen, Alexander, Philoponus and Simplicius. Genç shows that Greek authors use perigraphein to express the idea 
that a body is unique through its proper extremity, and similarly, that the non-sensible is unique through the 
demarcation or circumscription of its definition. I thank Hakan for his excellent presentation on this topic at the 
American Oriental Society Annual Meeting in Chicago, March 2019. 

In the passage just quoted, the distinction between “that which is circumscribed by what qisṭ it has of being-ness” 
and “that which is circumscribed by its qisṭ of being-ness” amounts to a distinction between “being-ness ‘it has’ 
(lahu)” and “‘its’ being-ness”. Philippe Vallat has illuminated the meaning of this passage by proposing that we 
understand it as the same distinction between “le plus beau (aḥsan)” being-ness and “le plus éminent (ašraf)” being-
ness in the Political Regime, 54 where the latter is dispensed by what is above (Vallat, “Le Livre de l’Un”, 228n1). 
To add to this, it might be helpful to consider the distinction to be between the inherent being-ness of a thing, i.e. its 
own ability to be what-it-is, and the being-ness which it achieves from the causality of what is above, i.e. being what-
it-is through desiring what is above. Alternatively, Vallat has argued that the Political Regime passage is inspired by 
Proclus’ commentary on Plato’s Timaeus (ibid., and Al-Fārābī, Le Livre du Régime Politique, tr. Philippe Vallat (Paris: 
Les Belles Lettres, 2012), 83n262). 
344 As we have seen, in this translation of The Excellent City Richard Walzer translates the qist of al-wuǧūd as the 
‘allotted share’ of al-wuǧūd. He comments that the ‘allotted share’ corresponds to the intrinsic value of the thing 
(Walzer, 357). However, I think it is more precise to say that the qisṭ of al-wuǧūd is not in respect to value, but in 
respect to how much a being can sustain itself and how free of need it is to be what-it-is. 
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First is fully perfect in being what-it-is, and other beings are ranked according to the extent (qisṭ) 

of their perfection in being what-they-are in relation to the perfection of the First.  

The reading of qisṭ to mean ‘extent’ is supported in Fārābī. It is found in The Philosophy 

of Aristotle where he says that something is a substance according to the extent (qisṭ) of it 

resembling the substance that is absolutely (al-ǧawhar ʿalā al-iṭlāq) and which identifies in 

something what-it-is: 

 هنأ وهو رهوجلا اذهب ههبش نم هطسق بسحب ارهوج هيمسن امنإ هيلإ ةفاضإلاب ارهوج هيمسن يذلا رخآلاو
 .وه ام ام ءيش يف فرعي

The other that we call a ‘substance’ in relation to [the substance that is absolutely] 
we only call a ‘substance’ according to the extent (qisṭ) of its resembling this 
substance, and that is that it makes known of some thing what-it-is. (Aristotle, 88-
89.)  
 

Here, qisṭ cannot mean an ‘allotted share’ of resemblance, but only the ‘extent’ of resemblance. 

Even if we understand qisṭ as ‘extent’, it still remains to make sense of other cases of 

language that may be read to imply a continuum or unity to al-wuǧūd. Chief among these is the 

idea that the First emanates al-wuǧūd to other beings. Although in The Excellent City Fārābī makes 

clear that nothing can share (lā yušārikuhu) in the being-ness of the First, for it is unique in its 

wuǧūd (The Excellent City 1, §3 and 6, §3), in the same text he appears to identify the wuǧūd of 

the First that is emanated to the wuǧūd through which the First is substantiated: 

 هدوجو هنیعب وه هتاذ يف هرهوجت هب يذلا هدوجوو هرهوج يف وه هریغ ىلإ دوجولا ضاف هنع يذلا هدوجو
 ءيش لوصح رخآلابو هتاذ رهوجت امهدحأب نوكي نيئيش ىلإ مسقني سيلو .هنع هریغ دوجو لصحی هب يذلا
 .رخآ ءيش هنع لصحي هنيعب هبو هرهوجت نوكي هب دحاو رهوجو ةدحاو تاذ وه لب ]...[ هنع رخآ

Its being-ness from which being-ness is emanated to other than It is in Its substance, 
and Its being-ness through which It is substantiated in Its self, is identical to Its 
being-ness through which other than It attains being-ness from It. It is not divisible 
into two parts, through one of which Its self is substantiated and through the other 
of which something else is attained from It […]. Rather, It is one self and one 
substance through which It is substantiated and identically through which 
something else is attained. (The Excellent City 2, §1.) 



 200 

In this text Fārābī appears to identify the unique wuǧūd of the First with the same wuǧūd emanated 

to other beings through which they attain wuǧūd. In order to understand what Fārābī means by al-

wuǧūd in this text, it is important to give some consideration to his theory of emanation. While the 

concern of this study is not about the mechanics of emanation or how the First can “give” (iʿṭāʾ) 

al-wuǧūd,345 it is necessary to consider what such language means in order to address on what basis 

beings are hierarchically ranked. 

Earlier in this chapter I referred to the order of knowing as the inverse order of being. As 

‘being’ is an ambiguous term with hierarchically ranked meanings I sought to determine the 

grounds for this hierarchy. In several places Fārābī discusses this hierarchy as being grounded in 

the extent of al-wuǧūd particular to each being. He also refers to the emanation of the wuǧūd from 

the First Being to other beings. In the passage just quoted he tells us it is through the emanation of 

the First Being’s wuǧūd that others are substantiated. As I argue in this chapter, and have sought 

to demonstrate through Fārābī’s texts, the wuǧūd of the First is not something in which other 

beings share or participate, and thus does not constitute a continuum or a thing that can be allotted 

but is rather the perfect way of being through which the First is exactly what-it-is, entirely self-

sufficient and without need of anything else. If this is the case, how can we make sense of the 

emanation of al-wuǧūd from the First to other beings through which they are substantiated? 

Substantification refers to the process through which something becomes a substance, i.e. 

becomes what-it-is. On this basis, we might understand the emanation of al-wuǧūd from the First 

that provides a means of substantification for other beings to mean that the perfect way of being 

of the First is a cause for other beings becoming what-they-are. As such, emanation encapsulates 

the double causality of efficient and final causes. The First creates the desire in other beings to 

                                                
345 Fārābī refers to the First ‘giving’ (iʾṭāʿ ) al-wuǧūd in The Excellent City 2, §1. 
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imitate Its perfection in being what-it-is, and acts as a final cause, or object of desire. Through this 

double causality, beings are substantiated. Just as the First emanates al-wuǧūd to what is below It, 

the beings below It intellect and desire It. 

In The Excellent City Fārābī describes how in order to achieve “excellent wuǧūd” (fāḍil al-

wuǧūd) the celestial spheres must intellect the First in addition to themselves, bolstering the idea 

of al-wuǧūd as the intelligibility through which something is what-it-is. By intellecting the First, 

which is identical to Its own wuǧūd, the spheres achieve perfect excellence [of al-wuǧūd] (al-

faḍīlah al-kāmilah) (The Excellent City 6, §5). Ultimately, in order to say something is what-it-is 

requires it to be intellected. Therefore, we speak of the emanation of the perfect being-ness of the 

First that is intellected and desired by other beings and through which they also become what-they-

are. However, the multiplicity and limitations of their intellections leads to deficiency in their being 

on the hierarchy of beings. 

This understanding of the emanation of al-wuǧūd fits with recent scholarship. Stephen 

Menn has proposed that the metaphysical and emanationist system of The Excellent City carries 

out the metaphysical system of the Book of Particles as an investigation of causes based on 

Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics. According to Menn’s reading, the only way in which other beings 

can have the same wuǧūd as the First (as in emanation) is through causal definition, just as the 

earth gives wuǧūd to the lunar eclipse by being in its causal definition.346 Similarly, Damien Janos 

has argued that emanationist vocabulary in Fārābī amounts to no more than efficient causality.347 

                                                
346 Menn, “Al-Fārābī’s Kitāb al-Ḥurūf”, 93-96. Menn’s study masterfully demonstrates how according to Fārābī there 
is no real wuǧūd separate from the essences of things. 
347 Janos, Method, 290ff. Although I agree with Janos on this point, I differ from him with regards to our understanding 
of ontological causation in Fārābī. Janos holds that there is an ontological continuum in Fārābī’s metaphysics (Method, 
201) and that Fārābī articulates a Neoplatonic metaphysical hierarchy giving demiurgic powers to the immaterial 
beings of the superlunary world. In specific, Janos links ontological causation in Fārābī to the theory of intellection as 
creation in Syrianus and Proclus; through the activity of intellection, immaterial beings are endowed with inherent 
demiurgic powers. See: Janos, Method, 298-301. In my view, this position needs to be further defended, especially 
with regards to demiurgic powers. 
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According to Janos, the verb ‘to emanate from’ (fāḍa ʿan) is used no differently than ‘to follow 

necessarily from’ (lazima ʿan) and ‘to result from’ (haṣala ʿan). All of them are used to express 

an atemporal causal connection of necessary entailment between a cause and its effect. As such, 

Janos argues that emanation in Fārābī must be understood as a means of ranking beings according 

to their priority in relation to the First.348 

Despite the clear Aristotelian parallels, Fārābī’s theory of the emanation of al-wuǧūd 

differs from Aristotle in his embrace of the efficient causality of the First, and in particular the 

notion that beings need a cause in as far as they are beings. In Aristotle the self-sufficiency and 

detachment of the deity is a key doctrine. God does not create anything and functions only as a 

final cause; there is no efficient causality of beings in as far as they are beings or necessary creation 

which would lead to some form of dependence on others. This detached view of the deity has led 

scholarship to often emphasise the un-involved character of Aristotle’s God, and question its 

relevance to his philosophy at all.349 Aristotle’s God does not explain why there are other beings 

or why there are so many of them. There are no theories of emanation, plenitude or providence to 

                                                
Regarding intellection as creation, in The Excellent City 3 Fārābī tells us that through intellecting the First the 

separate intellects cause the wuǧūd of the intellect below, until reaching the Active Intellect. However, it is not clear 
to what extent this can be likened to demiurgy. According to my reading, the efficient causation of wuǧūd is not a 
demiurgic, creative power, but a necessary entailment (like emanation) that works in tandem with final causality. By 
intellecting the perfect wuǧūd of the First, a being is substantiated and becomes more perfectly what-it-is, and thus 
functions as a cause for the wuǧūd in what is below by causing it to also desire to be what-it-is. As I discuss in the 
following paragraphs, Alexander had already introduced efficient causation and the notion that the prior is a cause for 
the posterior. Following Stephen Menn, I take Fārābī’s theory of ontological causation to be closer to an Aristotelian 
explanation of causes (Menn, “Al-Fārābī’s Kitāb al-Ḥurūf”). This is in contrast to a Plotinian or Proclean view of 
creation and production. Regardless, Fārābī’s exact theory of ontological causation deserves to be the object of further 
intense study and scrutiny. 
348 In a contrary view, Philippe Vallat has argued that there is no efficient causation of being in Fārābī (Vallat, “Le 
Livre de l’un”, 220), although this is not grounded adequately in texts. Efficient causation does create a tension in 
Fārābī’s thought with regard to the perfection of being as total independence from other beings. 
349 The detached view of Aristotle’s God is summarised and challenged by Stephen Menn who has argued for a more 
involved role of Aristotle’s God. See: Stephen Menn, “Aristotle’s Theology” in Christopher Shields (ed.), The Oxford 
Handbook of Aristotle (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 422-464. 
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account for such things. Nevertheless, the introduction of certain of these ideas into Peripatetic 

philosophy began soon after Aristotle with Alexander of Aphrodisias. 

In the study of Arabic philosophy, it is well known that Alexander developed a theory of 

divine efficient causality through the theory of providence. Responding to the philosophical 

debates of his time concerning the power of the stars, Alexander developed his theory of 

providence to update Peripatetic philosophy as a part of his larger project to systematize and 

complete Aristotle.350 The theory of providence saw the movements of the heavenly bodies as 

efficient causes in the sublunar world. This idea was largely mapped out in On the principles of 

the cosmos and On providence, both of which survived and were influential in the Arabic tradition, 

but not in the Greek tradition.351  

Notwithstanding the importance of these texts in Arabic philosophy, scholarship has 

pointed out that Fārābī does not devote much attention to celestial movement, which is at the heart 

of Alexander’s theory of providence.352 In fact, Fārābī is much more concerned with the ontological 

perspective on causality; what makes something mawǧūd?353 One of the sources of Fārābī’s thought 

                                                
350 Cristina Cerami tells us that “Alexander’s doctrine of providence is the pinnacle of his Neo-Aristotelianism, for 
this doctrine is the direct consequence of Alexander’s attempt to build a global causal scheme in which a single chain 
of causes connects god to the physical world and re-connects its two parts, the sublunary and supralunary regions, 
which seemed inexorably dissociated in Aristotle.” (Cerami, “Alexander”, 177). 
351 On the principles of the cosmos is edited and translated into French by Charles Genequand with an updated 
introduction (Alexandre d’Aphrodise, Les principes du tout selon la doctrine d’Aristote, ed. tr. Charles Genequand 
(Paris: Vrin, 2017)) and into English in an older version (Charles Genequand, Alexander of Aphrodisias on the 
Cosmos: Arabic text with English Translation, Introduction and Commentary (Leiden: Brill, 2001). On providence 
has been edited and translated into French by Pierre Thillet (Alexandre d’Aphrodise, Traité de la Providence, ed. tr. 
Pierre Thillet (Verdier, 2003). In addition, Vivian Brown has shown that in his commentary on the Physics, Abū Bišr 
Mattā develops Alexander’s theory of nature as an efficient cause (H .V. B. Brown, “Avicenna and the Christian 
Philosophers in Baghdad” in Samuel Stern et al. (eds), Islamic Philosophy and the Classical Tradition: Essays 
presented to Richard Walzer (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1972), 35-48. 
352 Charles Genequand, “Introduction” in Alexander, Les principes, 42-43; Badr El Fekkak, “Alexander’s ʿInāya 
Transformed: Justice as Divine Providence in Al-Fārābī”, Documenti e studi sulla tradizione filosofica medievale XXI 
(2010), 1-17. El Fekkak shows that Fārābī uses an argument from ontology in his theory of providence rather than 
Alexander’s theory of motion (although El Fekkak embraces a Neoplatonic continuum reading of Fārābī’s 
metaphysics). 
353 Although, at least in the case of Ibn Rušd celestial movement can also be a cause of being (Twetten, “Whose Prime 
Mover”). 
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on this question may also lie in Alexander. In his own On the soul, translated into Arabic by Isḥāq, 

Alexander argues that the being (to on) that is maximally and properly ‘something’ is the cause 

for others being of such a nature. He concludes that whenever something is something primarily, 

and others are such secondarily, they are such due to what is primarily.  

Although we have a Greek edition of the text, Isḥāq’s Arabic translation has only come 

down to us indirectly in Hebrew translation. Here I provide a translation from the Greek edition:  

Dans tous les cas, en effet, ce qui est par excellence et au sens propre quelque chose 
est la cause, pour les autres, du fait qu’elles sont elles aussi de cette nature […].354 
De fait, dans tous les cas où une chose possède primitivement une caractéristique 
et qu’une autre la possède secondairement, ce qui la possède secondairement tient 
son être de ce qui la possède primitivement. De plus, si un tel intellect est la cause 
première, qui est cause et principe de l’être [Gr. einai; He. metẓiʾut] de toutes les 
autres choses [Gr. tois allois; He. ha-devarim ha-nimẓaʿi], il sera également agent 
au sens où il sera la cause de l’être de toutes les choses pensées. (Alexander, Soul, 
CAG 88.26-89.11)355  
 

This text is significant for attributing ontological causality to something that is more excellent in 

what is secondary to it. The Hebrew edition, from which we can deduce the Arabic, has particular 

nuances that could have been important sources for the ontological causation of al-wuǧūd in 

Fārābī. This edition tells us that the first cause is the cause and principle of being (Ar. al-wuǧūd, 

                                                
354 For the sake of brevity I have excised the examples Alexander gives. These are: 1) what is most excellently visible, 
light, is the cause for other things being visible; 2) what is the most excellent and first good, is the cause for why other 
things are judged to be good; 3) what is most excellently intelligible by nature, is the cause for the intellection of other 
intelligibles.  
355 Alexandre d’Aphrodise, De l’âme, tr. Martin Bergeron and Richard Dufour (Paris: Vrin, 2008), 210. I thank David 
Twetten for drawing my attention to this text and discussing it with me. The Hebrew translation of the Arabic version 
has not been edited in full. It remains in manuscript form, bar certain excerpts in the 1886 dissertation of Aron Günsz. 
Fortunately, the passage just quoted from the Greek edition is available in its Hebrew version in Aron Günsz, 
Alexanders von Aphrodisias über den Intellekt, PhD dissertation (Berlin, 1886), 1-16. The Hebrew passages of the 
text are not in the numerotation that begins at the front of the dissertation, but in the numerotation that begins at the 
back. 

The Hebrew terms metẓiʾut and ha-devarim ha-nimẓaʿim are the standard translations of the Arabic wuǧūd and 
al-ašyāʾ al-mawǧūdah. Like the Arabic wuǧūd, the Hebrew metẓiʾut is a verbal noun and has the same root letters 
that mean ‘to find’. We can be sure that Isḥāq’s underlying Arabic is wuǧūd and al-ašyāʾ al-mawǧūdah respectively. 
I thank Miriam Galston and Charles Manekin for their help in identifying, transliterating and explaining the Hebrew 
to me. 



 205 

Gr. tou einai) of all other beings (Ar. al-ašyāʾ al-mawǧūdah, Gr. tois allois). While Alexander’s 

concern in this passage is primarily to do with intelligibility, it is significant the Arabic translation 

renders tois allois, literally ‘the others’ as al-ašyāʾ al-mawǧūdah, ‘the things that are’.356 The 

meaning the Arabic leaves us with is that this first cause is the cause of the wuǧūd of beings (al-

mawǧūdāt), i.e. makes them be. 

In this passage Alexander builds on the Aristotelian principle that the cause of a quality in 

other beings possesses this quality to a higher degree (Met. a1, 993b2426). Admittedly Aristotle 

speaks only of the cause of a quality, whereas Alexander expands it to speak about the cause of 

being. He seems to imply that the Agent Intellect, here assimilated into the First Cause, is the cause 

of being in all things in as far as they are intellected, or simply qua being. It is ambiguous.357 In any 

case, what emerges in Alexander is not efficient causality only in the realm of providence, but in 

the realm of intelligibility and perhaps being in the form of an a-temporal principle. While I do not 

believe we can simply piece together an account for all of Fārābī’s philosophy from his sources, it 

is important to highlight the roots of efficient causality in Alexander if only to show that it can be 

seen as a development of Peripatetic philosophy.358 

Moreover, the roots of Fārābī’s thought in Aristotle and Alexander aside, I emphasise the 

unique and illuminating contribution to the philosophical tradition Fārābī makes. The causation of 

to einai/al-wuǧūd can be traced to Alexander’s passage in On the soul, but how do we avoid 

construing it as a continuum or unity that is allotted to the various beings? This is where Fārābī’s 

                                                
356 Whether this is due to the interpolation of the translator, or whether it could be a witness to another, perhaps more 
accurate, reading of the Greek text remains to be seen. 
357 It is unclear if he really means the cause of being or just the cause of being intellected. If he meant the former it 
should show up in other writings, but it does not appear to do so. 
358 If the efficient causation of al-wuǧūd can be traced back to Alexander, then this is already an important step towards 
Fārābī’s harmonising of Plato and Aristotle. Chaim Meir Neria has shown that in a Hebrew fragment of his lost 
commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics Fārābī tells us that both Plato and Aristotle hold God to be the efficient cause 
of wuǧud (He. metziʾut) (Neria, “Al-Fārābī’s Lost Commentary”, 84). 
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discussions regarding the difference between al-mawǧūd (to on) and al-wuǧūd (to einai) are so 

crucial. Given that al-wuǧūd refers to the intelligible that makes something what-it-is, to speak of 

its causation is to speak about what makes something what-it-is rather than the cause of 

something’s existence (i.e. the cause of it being mawǧūd). Emanation is thus the theory of how a 

being causes the substantification of what is below in an ordered cascade. As the rankings of beings 

are successively more perfect in their wuǧūd, i.e. in being what-they-are, emanation explains how 

the perfect wuǧūd of the First is intellected by the beings below, which decrease in perfection down 

the ranks as they intellect greater and greater multiplicities thereby diminishing their own 

perfection.359 Given that the world is eternal and the universe static, emanation and efficient 

causation can only ever be a-temporal descriptions; there is no specific moment in time when al-

wuǧūd is emanated. 

Modern scholarship has tended to view Fārābī’s emanationist vision and hierarchy of 

beings through the lens of a Neoplatonic procession.360 This reading might be said to pay more 

attention to Fārābī’s choice of language than how such language is being used.  In this chapter I 

have attempted to furnish a map of how exactly Fārābī uses the terms al-mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd 

and thus how we should interpret passages concerning these terms. Misconstruing these terms will 

inevitably lead to misreadings of Fārābī. 

                                                
359 Fārābī’s theory of substantification whereby a being undergoes a process to become what-it-is and realise its 
quiddity has parallels with Alexander’s distinction between first and second perfections. Cristina Cerami explains that 
in Alexander the movement from the first to the second perfection of a substance is not just the movement from 
potentiality to actuality, it is the accomplishment and completion of form. This accomplishment constitutes a real 
ontological increase of the form, and consequently the substance, through which the substance becomes more and 
more perfect. See: Cerami, “Alexander”, 172. Although Fārābī does not specifically relate substantification to the 
movement from the first to the second perfection, the theory is similar in that the more something is what-it-is (and 
form is the real explanans of being), the more ontologically perfect it is. As with Alexander’s essentialist thesis, Fārābī 
transforms it from a theory of substantial form to a theory of being. 
360 For example: Diane Steigerwald, “La pensée d’al-Fârâbî (259/872-339/950): son rapport avec la philosophie 
ismaélienne” Laval théologique et philosophique, 55.3 (1999), 455–476; Majid Fakhry, Al-Farabi: Founder of Islamic 
Neoplatonism (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2002). 
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In a totally different reading of Fārābī, Philippe Vallat has repeatedly defended the view 

that Fārābī develops the theory of the analogy of being according to which beings are ranked 

hierarchically according to the degree of their participation in Being.361 The point of contention 

between this study and Vallat’s view is how to understand the wuǧūd of the First and its emanation 

to other beings. Vallat argues that the First Being is not a being among a series of beings, but is 

identical to Being itself, or ‘the act of being’.362  This conception of the First as Being allows Vallat 

to then argue that being proceeds hierarchically from the First “in totality (en totalité)” and that 

Fārābī has in mind “the unity of Being (l’unité de l’Être)” when he speaks about the rankings of 

things “‘in Being (dans l’Être) (fī l-wuǧūd).”363 Having introduced the notion of a totality and unity 

to Being, Vallat then argues that Fārābī is responsible for the doctrine of the analogy of being as 

God dispenses al-wuǧūd “à tous les étants en fonction de leur rang ou selon leur quantum de 

participation.”364 By understanding there to be a totality and unity to al-wuǧūd in which beings 

participate Vallat arrives at the opposite conclusion to that of this study. As I have tried to show 

throughout this study, this is exactly the meaning of al-wuǧūd that Fārābī warns against. Al-wugūd 

                                                
361 The view is firstly explained in detail in an appendix entitled “L’analogie de l’être” in his monograph, Philippe 
Vallat, Farabi, 347-365. It is subsequently defended in id, “Le Livre de l’un”, 211-241. 
362 Vallat, Farabi, 70. In his recent article, Vallat appears to stretch this point even further. He says that in order to 
develop the analogy of being, Fārābī was the first to attribute the primary meaning of ‘being’ to the First (i.e. God), 
and it was similarly necessary to identify the First with “l’Être infinitif [einai]”, a notion which Vallat claims Fārābī 
made his own (Vallat, “Le Livre de l’un”, 217, 217n1). The attribution of infinitive being to the First, in which 
substantive being participates, originates in an anonymous Greek commentary on Plato’s Parmenides (attributed to 
Porphyry by Pierre Hadot (Porphyre et Victorinus (Paris: Études Augustiniennes, 1986)). However, Vallat does not 
sustainably show how Fārābī can be said to make use of this doctrine. Moreover, in an excellent study Ricardo 
Chiaradonna has significantly challenged “over-interpretations” of this anonymous Greek commentary (““Existence” 
in Greek Neoplatonism” in Brenet and Lizzini (eds), La Philosophie Arabe, 299-313. See p.307 n.2 for references to 
scholarship on the anonymous commentary and its authorship). Chiaradonna criticises Hadot’s use of the text to argue 
that it constitutes the origin of the Christian doctrine of God as the act of being. Likewise, similar criticisms might be 
levelled against Vallat for using the text as a source for Fārābī. 
363 Vallat, Farabi, 193. 
364 Vallat, Farabi, 355. In his most recent publication Vallat refines his view, by explaining that in their ascent towards 
the First beings can be said to participate in the First, but that there is no participation in the descent from the First. 
(Vallat, “Le Livre de l’un”, 219-220). This runs parallel to Vallat’s view that there is no efficient causation of being 
in Fārābī, only final causation, on which see: n.50 above. 
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is not something beings participate in but is the intelligible part of each individual being that makes 

it what-it-is and is hence proper to each being. 

In a different critique of Vallat, Alexander Treiger has argued that Fārābī cannot be the 

source of the analogy of being because he does not directly address the relationship between the 

categories and God, failing to cross “the transcendental divide” to examine how the being of God 

relates to the categories.365 Notwithstanding my central disagreement with Vallat concerning 

Fārābī’s theory of al-wuǧud, I disagree with Treiger’s critique. As I have shown in this chapter 

and in chapter five, Fārābī thoroughly addresses the issue of how the being of God relates to other 

beings and the categories. In fact, the question of ranking (tartīb), rightly highlighted by Vallat, is 

extremely important to Fārābī’s ontology, despite Treiger’s claim otherwise.366 In his recent article, 

Vallat expands on this view by explaining that Fārābī is the first philosopher to defend the 

transcendental, meta-categorial predication of ‘being’ and ‘one’, although he uses this to defend 

his thesis that Fārābī was the first to develop the analogy of being.367 

 

6.6 Conclusion 

In chapter five we saw that the primary meaning of ‘being’ is to be self-sufficient, precisely what-

it-is, and to be a cause for other beings to be what-they-are. In respect to the categories, this is 

substance, and within substance there is a hierarchy of beings, with the First being the First Being 

and external to the categories. All other beings are ranked according to the extent to which they 

                                                
365 Treiger, “Transcendental”, 351-351. 
366 Vallat, Farabi, 350-352. Richard Walzer also recognises the importance of the ‘rank’ (martabah) for Fārābī, see 
his commentary in: Fārābī, The Excellent City, 337, 359. 
367 Vallat, “Le Livre de l’un”. Vallat argues that Fārābī uses Simplicius’ theory of analogy, rather than the Aristotelian 
version, to explain how the transcendentals ‘being’ and ‘one’ are predicated in a continuous, vertical chain from God 
down the hierarchy of beings. I do not dispute this notion, but my underlying disagreement remains concerning how 
we understand Fārābī’s theory of al-wuǧūd. Even if we accept the hierarchical ordering of beings according to 
Simplicius’ notion of continuous analogy, Fārābī’s theory of al-wuǧūd does not allow for participation. Al-wuǧūd 
remains something proper to each being. 
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can intellect, and hence achieve, the perfect way of being of the First. Al-wuǧūd, being-ness, is the 

intelligible part of each being that makes it what-it-is. It is proper to each being and cannot be 

shared. The emanation of al-wuǧūd is the creation of desire in what is below to intellect and desire 

what is above by which a being undergoes a process of substantification and realises quiddity. 

Fārābī identifies al-wuǧūd as the differentia, the most specific part of a being through which it 

subsists, building on the essentialist thesis of Alexander and transforming it from a theory of 

substantial form to a theory of being.  

Understanding Fārābī’s theory of al-wuǧūd as the intelligible part of a being that makes it 

what-it-is, and his development of the essentialist thesis to identify al-wuǧūd with the differentia 

is of great importance for understanding the nature of Fārābī’s philosophy and construing the 

relations between his different texts. It will also serve as the basis for contextualising the later 

developments in the theory of the ambiguity of ‘being’ which we will examine in the concluding 

chapter. 
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Chapter 7 

The Refutation of Parmenides’ Theory of Monism 

 
A central concern of Fārābī’s metaphysics is the nature of the relations between beings. Likewise, 

tied to this metaphysical concern is the linguistic-logical question of how different things can be 

said to ‘be’. There is thus a close link between the metaphysical principles of being and the way 

they are indicated linguistically and logically. In chapter two we saw how Fārābī develops a 

tripartite relationship between utterances, intelligibles and being. On this basis, whenever we speak 

about the meanings of ‘being’ we are also speaking about the things that are. As an ambiguous 

term (ism mušakkik), ‘being’ has many meanings that are related to each other, and in chapter five 

we explored how its meanings and thus referents are hierarchically ranked in relation to a primary 

meaning and referent. Within the categories the primary meaning of ‘being’ is substance, and 

external to the categories the primary referent is the First Being, or what one may call God.  

Moreover, in chapter six we saw how Fārābī’s hierarchical ranking of beings is in 

accordance with increasing ranks of perfection of being. The perfection of being is based on the 

degree to which something is what-it-is and on its degree of self-sufficiency in being-what-it-is. 

The more something can be said to be what-it-is, and the more self-sufficient it is in that, the more 

perfect it is in being. Furthermore, we have seen that Fārābī develops the theory of substantification 

to explain the process of how beings become what-they-are. Thus, Fārābī combines a process 

metaphysics of becoming together with a static and ordered theory of being. In Fārābī’s system 

the process of substantification refers to the final and efficient causation of beings in the 

emanationist chain according to which each being actualises what-it-is to the fullest extent possible 

for it. While the First is substantiated through Itself and is thus completely free of need of anything 
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else, other beings are substantiated through the more perfect being(s) above them in the 

emanationist chain. Throughout these discussions of the many meanings of ‘being’ and the 

relations between beings, ontological multiplicity is assumed as a self-evident fact.  

 In this chapter I tie together the previous chapters by examining Fārābī’s criticisms and 

refutation of the theory of monism set forth by the Presocratic philosopher Parmenides of Elea. 

Refuting this theory ties together the ideas expressed in the previous chapters because Fārābī uses 

the notion that firstly language must reflect what-there-is, which is known through sense 

perception and what we intellect from it, and secondly that Parmenides’ mistake lies in giving only 

one meaning to ‘being’. Furthermore, I discuss how Fārābī’s theory of ‘being’ as an ambiguous 

term must be seen as a positive, constructive doctrine that grows out of the refutation of 

Parmenides and to which it offers a response and alternative. Fārābī refutes Parmenides on the 

grounds that his argumentation is dialectical, or even sophistical, for it is composed of false 

premises, its conclusion does not follow, and because he misunderstands the many meanings of 

‘being’. According to Fārābī, Parmenides was mistaken in considering ‘being’ to be used 

synonymously, when in fact it has many meanings.368 By tying together the linguistic problem 

regarding the meanings of ‘being’ into the metaphysical problem of monism, Fārābī affirms the 

metaphysical character of the theory of ‘being’ as an ambiguous term and the tight link between 

language and metaphysics. 

As we saw in chapter three, ambiguous terms are called ‘ambiguous’ precisely because 

they create doubt as to whether they are used synonymously or homonymously. Although they are 

a species of homonyms, ambiguous terms can be mistakenly understood as synonyms because 

their meanings are related. Parmenides’ misunderstanding of the ambiguity of ‘being’ has 

                                                
368 In the Book of Particles §105, Fārābī tells us the source of Parmenides’ mistake is thinking that ‘being’ has only 
one meaning. 
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particularly high stakes because it has implications for one’s entire metaphysics. Moreover, 

according to Fārābī a correct understanding of metaphysics is the basis for ethics and salvation, 

rendering Parmenides’ monism not just an abstruse philosophical problem, but a serious and real 

concern for all of humanity. Fārābī accuses Parmenides of faulty reasoning that led him to conclude 

that being is one (al-mawǧud wāḥid)369, despite the fact that such a position is contrary to manifest 

sense perception. The ethical stakes in the instruction and knowledge of metaphysics render 

Fārābī’s deconstruction of Parmenides of paramount importance. I argue that it has been a grossly 

underappreciated aspect of Fārābī’s philosophy. 

More broadly speaking, Fārābī’s theory of the ambiguity of ‘being’ provides a significant 

philosophical contribution to the question of how there can be multiple principles to being without 

positing a world of accidents and chaos. Having examined Fārābī’s refutation of Parmenides I 

offer a reflection on how the ambiguity of ‘being’ might be seen to solve certain philosophical 

problems pertaining to ontological monism and pluralism. If there is not one, singular and 

undifferentiated being, but rather multiple beings, how is there structure and order among them? 

The ambiguity of ‘being’ as a theory remains at its genesis in Fārābī’s works where it is never 

                                                
369 Fārābī attributes this saying to Parmenides in several texts to be discussed in this chapter, including: Aristotle, 90; 
Dialectic, 375, 381; Sophistry, 221. The attribution is also made in Isḥāq’s translation of the Physics 1.3 as an 
interpolation. See below (interpolation in bold): 
 

[Ph. 1.3, 186a33-35] 
Ἀνάγκη δὴ λαβεῖν µὴ 
µόνον ἓν σηµαίνειν τὸ 
ὄν, καθ᾿ οὗ ἂν 
κατηγορηθῇ, ἀλλὰ καὶ 
ὅπερ ὂν καὶ ὅπερ ἕν 
 

It is necessary for him 
[Parmenides], then, to 
assume not only that ‘being’ 
has the same one meaning, 
of whatever it is predicated, 
but further that it means just 
being and just one. 
[modified translation] 
 

 دوجوملا نأب لاق نم نذإ مزلي دقف
 سيل دوجوملا نأب دقتعي نأ دحاو
 ءيش يأ طقف دحاو ىلع لدي امنإ
 وه يذلا ىلع لدي لب هيلع ليق
 دحاولا وه يذلاو دوجوملا اضيأ

(Ph, 123). 

It is necessary then for he 
who said that being is one 
to believe that ‘being’ does 
not only indicate one 
[meaning], of whatever it 
is predicated, but also that 
it indicates what is being 
and what is one.  
 

 
At the start of Physics 1.2 Aristotle does refer to Parmenides’ argument as whether being is one and motionless (ei 
hen kai akinēton to on, 185a1), which Isḥāq translates as al-mawǧūd hal huwa wāḥid laysa bi-mutaḥarrik (Ph, 7). 
Thus, attributing the phrase al-mawǧūd wāḥid to Parmenides is not without basis in Aristotle’s Greek. 
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explicitly laid out, defined and theorized doctrinally. Instead it would be taken up by Fārābī’s 

successors for whom the theory would become a fully-fledged doctrine as I will explore in the 

following chapter. 

 This chapter begins with a brief introduction to Parmenides’ theory of monism from the 

fragments of his writings that have come down to us. Following this, I explore the way Parmenides 

is refuted by Aristotle, Fārābī’s chief source for his knowledge of Parmenides. These preliminaries 

allow me to fully situate Fārābī’s discussions of Parmenides. I then provide a systematic study of 

Fārābī’s references to, and refutation of, Parmenides’ theory of monism. I argue that Fārābī’s 

refutation of Parmenides, which so far lacks any systematic study, is a neglected yet significant 

part of his metaphysics. I then discuss how the ambiguity of ‘being’ should be seen as a response 

and alternative theory to Parmenidean monism and I offer remarks on the role and importance of 

metaphysics in Fārābī’s philosophy, as well as his balance between a monistic view according to 

which ‘being’ has a single, synonymous meaning, and a sophistical view whereby words are 

homonymous, having no fixed meanings, and thus reducing the cosmos to a collection of accidents. 

 

7.1 Parmenides 
 
Parmenides of Elea was active during the early part of the 5th century BC in the Greek city of Elea 

in Southern Italy. Elea was also home to the philosophers Melissus and Zeno, who together with 

Parmenides, form what is known as the Eleatic School.370 Parmenides is perhaps most famous for 

his theory of monism, but due to the fragmentary nature of what remains of his writings, it is 

difficult to accurately represent how the theory fit into his broader philosophy. In fact, Parmenides’ 

                                                
370 For more on the Eleatics, see: Patricia Curd, "Presocratic Philosophy", The Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy (Summer 2019 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2019/entries/presocratics/ and the references she gives in the bibliography.  
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textual output is limited to a single work in the form of a poem. The poem, the title of which is 

unclear, is estimated to have been composed of approximately eight hundred verses, only one 

hundred and fifty of which have survived into the modern period.371 These verses are contained in 

fragments quoted by later authors writing in Greek, including Plato, Sextus Empiricus, Proclus 

and, most extensively, by Simplicius, and range in length from a single word to sixty-two verses. 

Given that all we possess of Parmenides’ thought are fragments as quoted by other philosophers, 

while it is more than we possess of any other Presocratic, it is nonetheless difficult to come to 

precise conclusions about his thought. 

 Parmenides’ poem is divided into a prologue and two sections, the first of which is called 

the Way of Truth in which we find the theory of monism, and the second, much longer section, is 

called the Way of Opinion and details Parmenides’ cosmology and natural philosophy. It is 

estimated that we possess ninety percent of the Way of Truth and only ten percent of the Way of 

Opinion. This emphasis on the ontological and monistic part of Parmenides’ philosophy, to the 

exclusion of its more phenomenal aspects, was thus already underway in late Antiquity and 

bequeathed to modern scholars in the form of the fragments and discussions that come down to us. 

Despite this, from the content of what has come down to us and from the way later authors such 

as Aristotle engage Parmenides, it is clear that reflections on being were an important part of 

Parmenides’ philosophy, even if it is difficult to assess its relation to other aspects of his thought.372 

                                                
371 For the edition, translation and commentary on the fragments, see: A. H. Coxon, The Fragments of Parmenides: A 
Critical Text with Introduction and Translation, the Ancient Testimonia, and a Commentary, edited and with new 
translations by Richard McKirahan (Las Vegas: Parmenides Publishing, 2009). Parmenides’ poem has been 
transmitted to us with the title On nature (peri phuseōs), but this is probably inauthentic. The beginning of the poem 
is preserved by Sextus Empiricus, who describes it as the start of Parmenides’ poem “On nature”. This title is also 
affirmed by Sextus Empiricus, Against the Logicians, §111, and Simplicius, in DC, CAG 556.24-31. Parmenides is 
unlikely to have named his poem On nature because he uses the term to refer to the beliefs of mortals. Coxon proposes 
it was a title used indiscriminately for Presocratic works. See: Coxon, Fragments, 269. 
372 John Palmer reminds us that the cosmological parts of Parmenides’ system were extensive, but little of it has come 
down to us. We must not forget that the philosophical concerns of the authors who transmit Parmenides to us 
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These qualifications aside, as I am primarily concerned with the way that Fārābī engages 

Parmenides’ theory of monism, I focus on introducing this theory, rather than attempting any 

discussion of Parmenides’ philosophy as a whole. I subsequently focus on the sources at Fārābī’s 

disposal for his knowledge of Parmenides, which I argue were chiefly the writings of Aristotle.  

Parmenides begins his poem with a prologue in which he depicts himself as voyaging on 

chariots to a goddess, the only part of the poem narrated in his voice. The rest of the poem is 

presented as the revelation of the goddess to Parmenides with regards to the two differing ways of 

enquiry into knowledge of reality. In the highly significant second fragment the goddess introduces 

the two ways of enquiry as the distinction between “that a thing is” (hopōs estin), that is the only 

way to know reality (alētheia), and the other “that a thing is not” (hōs ouk estin), which is 

impossible to speak of: 

εἰ δ᾿ ἄγε,  τῶν ἐρέω,  κόµισαι δὲ σὺ µῦθον  ακούσας, 
 αἵπερ ὁδοὶ µοῦναι διζήσιός εἰσι νοῆσαι · 
ἡ µέν,  ὅπως ἐστίν τε καὶ ὡς οὐκ ἔστι µὴ εἶναι, 
 πειθοῦς ἐστι κέλευθος,  αληθείῃ γὰρ ὀπηδεῖ, 
 ἡ δ᾿,  ὡς οὐκ ἔστιν τε καὶ ὡς χρεών ἐστι µὴ εἶναι,  
 τὴν δή τοι φράζω παναπευθέα ἔµµεν  αταρπόν· 
οὔτε γὰρ ἂν γνοίης τό γε µὴ ἐόν,  οὐ γὰρ  ανυστόν, 

 οὔτε φράσαις. 
‘Come now, I will tell you (and do you preserve my story, when you have heard it) 
about those ways of enquiry which are alone conceivable. The one, that a thing is, 
and that it is not for not being, is the journey of persuasion, for persuasion attends 
on reality; (5) the other, that a thing is not, and that it must needs not be, this I tell 
you is a path wholly without report, for you can neither know what is not (for it is 
impossible) nor tell of it …’373 

 

                                                
necessarily shape our understanding of the Eleatic. See: John Palmer, “Parmenides", The Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy (Fall 2019 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.),  
URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2019/entries/parmenides/>.  
Parmenides’ extensive natural and cosmological philosophy means he cannot have been a strict monist.  
373 Fragment 2, Diels & Kranz [Fragment 3, Coxon, Fragments, 56]. All translations of Parmenides are taken 
from McKirahan’s new translations and revisions of Coxon’s edition. 
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“That a thing is” is thus the basis of knowing reality, whereas “that a thing is not” is not only not 

a way to know reality, it is also nothing and impossible to speak of. Since this second way is 

considered impossible, in Fragment six the discovery of reality is identified exclusively with what 

is, or Being (to eon), where ‘being’ becomes the subject of the esti of Fragment two: 

χρὴ τὸ λέγειν τε νοεῖν τ᾿ ἐὸν ἔµµεναι, ἔστι γὰρ εἶναι, 
 µηδὲν δ᾿ οὐκ ἔστιν · 
‘It is necessary to assert and conceive that this is Being. For it is for being, but 
Nothing is not.374 
 

Subsequently in the lengthy eighth fragment Parmenides tell us more about what Being is, 

describing it as ungenerated, imperishable, complete, unique, and unchanging: 

αγένητον ἐὸν καὶ ανώλεθρόν ἐστιν, 
οὖλον µουνογενές τε καὶ ατρεµὲς ἠδ᾿ ατέλεστον, 
οὐδέ ποτ᾿ ἦν οὐδ᾿ ἔσται,  ἐπεὶ νῦν ἐστιν ὁµοῦ πᾶν, 
ἕν, συνεχές · 
Being is ungenerated and imperishable, entire, 
unique, unmoved and perfect; it never was nor will be, since it is now all together, 
one, indivisible.375 

 

This approach to Being is what Parmenides states comprises the Way of Truth. It thus appears that 

according to Parmenides’ Way of Truth, reality is comprised of a single, unchanging Being. 

Conversely, the experience of change and multiplicity in the Way of Opinion is presented as only 

illusory. 

Parmenides’ argumentation that a thing is and that it cannot not be, and that if it is not it 

must not be, amounts to the assertion that something either is or is not, which he also references 

further down in Fragment eight.376 It is thus through ‘being’ and ‘non-being’, or the ‘is’ and ‘is 

not’, representing the Way of Truth and the Way of Opinion respectively, that Parmenides’ 

                                                
374 Fragment 6, Diels & Kranz [Fragment 5, Coxon, Fragments, 58]. 
375 Fragment 8, Diels & Kranz [Fragment 8, Coxon, Fragments, 64]. 
376 ἔστιν ἢ οὐκ ἔστιν, Fragment 8, Diels & Kranz [Fragment 8, line 16, Coxon, Fragments, 68]. 
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philosophy is defined. By asserting the impossibility of non-being, all that remains is Being, which 

Parmenides describes as a unique, unchanging entity. The distinction between Being and non-

being, or the Way of Truth and the Way of Opinion, famously constitutes the first attempt in Greek 

philosophy to distinguish between reality and appearance. To what extent Parmenides believed 

there is only a single, undifferentiated being has been the subject of scholarship since Antiquity. 

In this regard, concerned by the degree to which Parmenides rejects manifest sense 

perception as illusory, exegetes from Ancient times until today have often questioned the extent to 

which strict or generous monism should be attributed to Parmenides. According to a strict monist 

reading there is only one, single, undifferentiated being and everything we perceive and experience 

of multiplicity is illusory. A more generous reading would allow for differentiated aspects of 

intelligible and phenomenal being, such that what we perceive is the phenomenal aspect of being 

rather than an utter illusion. Although advocates of the strict monist approach are not insignificant, 

the prevailing view in Antiquity, including that of Aristotle, can be characterised as one of 

generous monism.377 According to this reading, although Parmenides considers being to be one, 

this cannot be set aside from his natural philosophy and physical theories of the duality of 

principles. Taken together, Parmenides might be said to consider what is to be one but to also allow 

for differentiated aspects of what is.378 The significance of this view is that it interprets 

Parmenidean monism to lie in the oneness of intelligible being, i.e. the singularity of the 

ontological principle, rather than the singularity of phenomena. In this vein, Aristotle discusses 

Parmenides from a logical-linguistic standpoint regarding the principles of being as I show below. 

 

                                                
377 For a helpful outline of the various interpretations of Parmenides, including the strict monist interpretation and the 
aspectual interpretation prevailing in Antiquity, see Palmer, “Parmenides” Section 3.  
378 See Palmer, “Parmenides”, Section 3.4. Aristotle refers to Parmenides’ belief in the plurality of principles 
in  Physics 1.5, 188a19–22. 
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7.2 Fārābī’s knowledge of Parmenides 

Fārābī likely had no direct access to fragments of Parmenides and his knowledge of Parmenides 

was likely mediated almost entirely through Aristotle. This is evident for several reasons. Firstly, 

Arabic doxographies contain very few references to Parmenides.379 Even Tāǧ al-Dīn al-

Šahrastānī’s Book of Sects and Creeds has no section on Parmenides despite including many 

sections on various Pre-Socratics, such as Zeno and even Homer.380 The Arabic translation of 

Aetius’s (Ps.-Plutarch) Placita Philosophorum only references Parmenides’ natural philosophy 

and cosmology, with no discussion of monism or any reference to the claim that being is one.381  

Although there is an important Neoplatonic reception of Parmenides’ metaphysics in 

Greek, to be found for example in Simplicius’ commentaries on Aristotle’s Physics and On the 

heavens and Proclus’ commentary on Plato’s Timaeus, these texts were not translated into Arabic 

and it appears that the extant Arabic Neoplatonica do not reference Parmenides.382 It is possible 

                                                
379 Carmela Baffioni, “Presocratics in the Arab world”, Encyclopedia of Medieval Philosophy: Philosophy between 
500 and 1500, vol.2, 1073. Baffioni ascribes this to the fact that Parmenides’ theory of being “as an absolute but 
impersonal entity was at odds with the Qurʾānic idea of God”. Regrettably, there is no section on the Arabic tradition 
in the Parmenides entry of the Dictionnaire des Philosophes Antiques (Denis O’Brien and Richard Goulet, “Parménide 
d’Élée” DPhA V). 
380 Šahrastānī’s Book of Sects and Creeds devotes many chapters to outlines the philosophies and beliefs of Ancient 
peoples, including the Greek philosophers. For the chapters on Zeno and Homer respectively, see: Tāǧ al-Dīn al-
Šahrastānī, Kitāb al-Milal wa-al-niḥal (Cairo: Maṭbaʿat Ḥiǧāz, 1948), vol.2, 320-325 and 339-343. For a review of 
this text and the various pieces of secondary literature on it, see: Steven Wasserstorm, “Islamicate History of 
Religions?” History of Religions, 27.4 (May 1988), 405-411. 
381 See the references to Parmenides in: Hans Daiber, Aetius Arabus: Die Vorsokratiker in Arabischer Überlieferung 
(Wiesebaden: Steiner, 1980), 132, 144, 160, 168, 181, 184, 194, 220, 224. These references are all related to 
Parmenides’ natural philosophy on topics such as creation, movement, cosmology and reproduction. 
382 I have not found references to Parmenides in the Kitāb al-Īdāḥ fī al-ḫayr al-maḥḍ or the Theology of Aristotle (an 
Arabic adaptation of Plotinus’ Enneads). Philippe Vallat has claimed that Fārābī must have read Simplicius’ 
commentary on the Physics and the excerpts of Parmenides’ poem therein. In his book entitled Farabi et l’École 
d’Alexandrie, Vallat links a passage from the Book of Particles §105 in which Fārābī explains that Parmenides’ 
understood ‘being’ to be predicated synonymously (which I discuss below in this chapter) to a passage in the Selected 
Aphorisms in which Fārābī says that the being-ness and oneness of the First are the most complete (atamm). According 
to Vallat, the notion of the most complete being-ness cannot come from Aristotle but must be from the fragments of 
Parmenides’ poem in Simplicius (Vallat, Farabi, 67). This reasoning is unsound because there is no justification for 
linking the passage from the Selected Aphorisms to what Fārābī says about Parmenides in the Book of Particles.  
Moreover, the notion of ‘complete’ being is a much broader question that could have many sources and in no way 
needs to be tied to fragments of Parmenides in Simplicius. Vallat again postulated that Fārābī must have read fragments 
of Parmenides in Simplicius’ commentary on the Physics in his recent article on the Book of One and Oneness. In that 
text Fārābī discusses the meanings of ‘one’, and after discussing the quidditative one tells us: 
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that Porphyry’s commentary on Aristotle’s Physics, a text which was translated into Arabic, 

referenced Parmenides, but neither the Greek nor Arabic has come down to us.383  

Bibliographic sources tell us that the commentary on the Physics by John Philoponus, 

which does contain minimal fragments of Parmenides, was translated into Arabic.384 However, 

Fārābī’s reading of Parmenides does not appear influenced by Philoponus. As I show below, much 

of Fārābī’s concern in the refutation of Parmenides is that Parmenides’ reasoning goes against 

manifest and self-evident sense perception, issues which Philoponus does not touch upon. 

Moreover, most of Philoponus’ engagement with Parmenides insists on Parmenides’ incorrect 

logical conversion in his reasoning,385 however Fārābī does not mention the specific issue of 

conversion in any of the texts that have come down to us.  

Yet, most importantly in the commentary on Physics 1.3, Philoponus shows sympathy for 

Parmenides, quoting him charitably to show he recognises a plurality of beings, and at the end of 

the section criticises Aristotle’s refutation of Parmenides, stating that it is superfluous to posit non-

                                                
 دحاو دوجوملا هلوق يف دحاولا يناعم نم همهف سدينامرب ناك يذلا وه بسحأ اميف ىنعملا اذهو

From what I gather, it is this meaning from the meanings of ‘one’ that Parmenides understood in his 
saying ‘being is one’. (One, §71) 

Vallat claims that Fārābī’s saying “from what I gather (fī-mā aḥsab) is “une quasi preuve que Farabi connaissait les 
fragments transmis par Simplicius dans son commentaire sur la Physique” (Vallat, “Le Livre de l’un”, 237n3). Again, 
this is an unsound argument because it no way means that Fārābī must have read Parmenides directly. In fact, the verb 
aḥsab implies a tentative claim, and could be interpreted to mean that Fārābī is not entirely definitive precisely because 
he has not read Parmenides directly. 
383 Stenn Ebbesen has pointed out to me that Simplicus’ citations of Parmenides may have been taken from Porphyry, 
and as Porphyry’s commentary on the Physics was translated into Arabic, Fārābī may have had access to it. However, 
it is impossible to ascertain this or judge how Fārābī was influenced by such a text given that neither the Greek nor 
Arabic is available to us and we cannot know if it did indeed include any citations of Parmenides. 
384 Only excerpts of the commentary survive. These are found in Isḥāq’s translation of the Physics and attributed to a 
certain Yaḥyā, on which see: Gerhard Endress, The Works of Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī: An analytical inventory (Wiesbaden: 
Ludwig Reichert, 1977), 36-38; Shlomo Pines “Un précurseur Baghdadien de la théorie de l’impetus”, Isis 44.3 (Sep., 
1953), 250; id., “La dynamique d’Ibn Bajja”, L'aventure de la science. Mélanges Alexandre Koyré (Paris: Hermann, 
1964), 465n53 (repr. Shlomo Pines, Studies in Arabic versions of Greek texts and in Medieval Sciences (Leiden: Brill, 
1986), 418-422 and p.440-466 respectively). 
385 Philoponus, Commentary on the Physics, CAG 58.2-59.6; 61.21-63.7. 
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being in order to refute Parmenides.386 This sympathy for Parmenides is in stark contrast to 

Fārābī’s utter disdain examined below. Moreover, elsewhere Philoponus’ physical theories are the 

object of Fārābī’s critique. Fārābī wrote extensively against Philoponus’ position on the creation 

of the world.387 

Another potential source for Fārābī’s knowledge of Parmenides could have been a 

Neoplatonic School education. As we will encounter below, Fārābī often refers to “the syllogism 

of Parmenides” and lays out the argument for monism in a syllogistic format not found in 

Parmenides or Aristotle. The sources for this could perhaps have been in Fārābī’s early 

Alexandrian education.388 In fact, in his discussions of Parmenides in the commentary on the 

Physics Philoponus devotes himself to analysing Parmenides’ syllogistic reasoning. However, 

Fārābī’s references to the “syllogism of Parmenides” need not necessarily be understood as 

Philoponus’ or Neoplatonic influence. Fārābī does not break down Parmenides’ reasoning into an 

explicit syllogistic formula as Philoponus does.  

While Fārābī does refer to the logical fallacy of Parmenides’ reasoning that does not result 

in a correct syllogism, which I explore below, this is in the same style of Aristotle’s statement that 

Parmenides’ conclusions do not follow in Physics 1.2. In fact, the Arabic translation of this passage 

translates the Greek asullogistoi as “that which does not necessitate a syllogism”, which could 

                                                
386 On Philoponus’ engagement with Parmenides, see Catherine Osborne’s introduction in: Philoponus, On Aristotle 
Physics 1.1-3, tr. Catherine Osborne (London: Bloomsbury, 2006), 17-18. 
387 See: Marwan Rashed, “Al-Fārābī’s Lost Treatise On changing beings and the Possibility of a Demonstration of the 
Eternity of the World,” AScPh 18.1 (Mar. 2008), 19-58; Muhsin Mahdi, “The Arabic text of Alfarabi’s Against John 
the Grammarian” in Sami A. Hanna (ed.), Medieval and Middle Eastern Studies in Honor of Aziz Suryal Atiya (Leiden: 
Brill, 1972), 268-284; id., “Alfarabi against Philoponus”, Journal of Near Eastern Studies 26.4 (Oct., 1967), 233-260; 
Herbert Davidson, Proofs for Eternity, 43-44. 
388 I thank Wilfrid Hodges for pointing out to me that Fārābī’s references to “the syllogism of Parmenides” may betray 
an alternative scholastic source for his knowledge of Parmenides. Such a source may have already translated 
Parmenides into syllogisms and thus may have been part of the teaching material from the late Alexandrian School of 
philosophy.  
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therefore be the major source for Fārābī’s use of the “syllogism of Parmenides”.389 Given the 

absence of influence of Philoponus on Fārābī’s refutation of Parmenides, and the basis for referring 

to the “syllogism of Parmenides” in the Arabic translation of the Physics, there is not enough 

reason to believe that Fārābī’s reading of Parmenides was based substantially on anything other 

than the texts of Aristotle.390 If references to the “syllogism of Parmenides” betray a school 

curriculum, it does not appear to have greatly influenced Fārābī’s approach to the Eleatic. 

The remaining major source for Fārābī’s knowledge of Parmenides would have been the 

numerous discussions in Aristotle. As I show, Fārābī’s discussions of Parmenides develop the key 

readings of Aristotle. Furthermore, we also know Fārābī was writing within the context of a certain 

philosophical milieu. In chapter four I discussed the influence of the Baghdad Aristotelians’ 

translations of Greek texts on Fārābī’s theory of being. In that regard it is important to note that 

Aristotle’s Physics, which contains the longest engagement with Parmenides, was a central text to 

the Baghdad Aristotelians, and was the subject of numerous original commentaries in Arabic.391 

Fārābī also produced a commentary on the text, which unfortunately is lost to us.392 As Fārābī 

                                                
389 

(Ph. 1.2, 185a10-11) 
καὶ γὰρ ψευδῆ 
λαµβάνουσι καὶ 
ἀσυλλόγιστοί εἰσιν 
 

[Melissus and 
Parmenides’] premises 
are false and their 
conclusions do not 
follow.  

 ةلطاب ءايشأ نابضتقي مهنأ كلذو
 سايقلل مزال ريغ وه امو

(Ph, 8) 

For [Melissus and 
Parmenides] grab false 
matters and that which 
does not entail a 
syllogism. 

 
390 Another source for Fārābī may have been Themistius’ paraphrase of Aristotle’s Physics, which was translated into 
Arabic. However, Themistius’ text is more ‘Aristotelian’ than Neoplatonic, and reproduces what Aristotle says about 
the Presocratics, rather than providing new information on them, on which see: Robert Todd’s introduction to 
Themistius’ text in his translation, On Aristotle’s Physics 1-3 (London: Bloomsbury, 2012), 1-7. It does not therefore 
seem to be a major source that would differentiate Fārābī from Aristotle’s reading, although more work could reveal 
a relation between Fārābī’s argumentation and that of Themistius. 
391 These include those by Abu Bišr Mattā b. Yūnus (d. 940), Abū ʿAlī b. al-Samḥ (d. 1027), Abū al-Faraǧ b. al-Ṭayyib 
(d. 1043). They all appear in the single manuscript of Aristotle’s Physics in MS Leiden Or 583 and are included in the 
edition of the Arabic Physics. For a discussion of these commentaries and their relationship to the Greek tradition, see 
Paul Lettink, Aristotle’s Physics and its Reception in the Arabic World (Leiden: Brill, 1994). 
392 One extract survives in Latin translation, see: Alexander Birkenmajer, “Eine wiedergefunde Ubersetzung Gerhards 
von Cremona” Aus der Geisteswelt des Mittelalters S III (1935), 472-481. Had it survived, Fārābī’s commentary on 
the Physics may have provided much more insight into his refutation of Parmenides and into his sources. 
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clearly develops Aristotle’s reading of Parmenides, and given  the paucity of other likely sources 

for his knowledge of Parmenides, it seems likely that Aristotle was the sole, or at least the major 

source for Fārābī’s engaging the Presocratic. 

Aristotle’s critical discussions of Parmenides that concern us are concentrated in four texts: 

Sophistical Refutations 33; Physics 1.2-3; Metaphysics B.4; and On the heavens 3.1. In order to 

contextualise Fārābī’s engagement with Parmenides, I begin with that of Aristotle. I address the 

various aspects to Aristotle’s refutation of Parmenides’ monism thematically, beginning with how 

he situates it philosophically in relation to different subject matters, followed by how he analyses 

the argumentation, and finally his commentary on the philosophical import of what it means for 

there to be only one being. From the outset, it is important to bear in mind that Aristotle considers 

the issue of monism to belong to the science of metaphysics, not physics. In On the heavens he 

tells us that Parmenides’ argument that there is no generation or change does not belong to natural 

philosophy, but to another and higher enquiry (DC 3.1, 298b18).393 Likewise, in the Physics 

Aristotle insists that Parmenides’ argument is one with regards to principles and tells us that to 

investigate whether being is one “is not a contribution to the science of nature” (Ph. 1.2, 185a1).  

In Aristotle’s view, Parmenidean monism therefore is not a question of strict monism in 

the physical sense of there being only one single, unchanging physical entity.394 In fact, 

Parmenides’ physical theories were well known and Aristotle recognises his dual principles of fire 

and earth to explain phenomena (Ph 1.5, 188a19-22). In Metaphysics A.5 he states that Parmenides 

is forced to follow phenomena, “supposing that what is is one in formula but many according to 

perception”, leading him to posit the dual principles of fire and earth. (Met. A.5 986b31-32). 

                                                
393 Another view is that this “other enquiry” refers to dialectic. This would be similar to Fārābī’s approach. 
394 However, this is exactly the view of Parmenides that Timothy Clarke attributes to Aristotle in his new book, 
Aristotle and the Eleatic One (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019). 
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Similarly, in On the heavens Aristotle makes the distinction between unchanging entities and 

things perceived, claiming that Parmenides unwittingly transferred what he knew of unchanging 

entities to things perceived (DC 3.1, 298b22-23), a claim involving the underlying assumption that 

Parmenides recognised a plurality of things in phenomena and human perception. In the eyes of 

Aristotle, Parmenidean monism, being a question of metaphysics, was thus not about phenomenal 

or physical things, but was rather about the principle of beings and can therefore be characterised 

as a generous monism.395 

Squarely placing the question of monism within metaphysics, Aristotle addresses 

Parmenides’ argumentation which he views as leading to false metaphysical conclusions. In the 

Sophistical Refutations 33 Aristotle presents Parmenides’ monism as a logical-linguistic fallacy, 

telling us that it depends on homonymy, and arguments depending on homonymy are “the silliest 

form of fallacy” (SE 33, 182b13). Yet, Aristotle explains that while some arguments depending on 

homonymy are clear even to the man on the street, others such as that of Parmenides elude even 

the most expert (SE 33, 18b13-22). Aristotle informs us that the “symptom” of fallacies that elude 

even experts is that they lead people to fight about words, such as whether ‘being’ has multiple 

meanings or not (SE 33, 182b22-24). Here Aristotle reduces Parmenides’ argumentation to a play 

on words that takes advantage of a homonymous term in order to obscure multiple meanings into 

one. As Aristotle implies the fights over words are of little philosophical value, he signals that the 

importance of the discussion of the many meanings of ‘being’ lies in its ontological implications. 

This is precisely the problem with Parmenidean monism; it is based on a fallacious linguistic-

logical argument, but one its proponents use for ontological conclusions. 

                                                
395 Although Met A.5 gives the clearest picture of generous monism, and this part of the text was not translated into 
Arabic, from the different references in this paragraph I have tried to show that even without A.5 the Arabic reader 
would still have understood that Aristotle attributed a generous monism to Parmenides. 
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In the Physics 1.2-3 we find the longest discussion of Parmenides’ monism which 

interrogates the argumentation in much closer detail. Speaking of Parmenides and his student 

Melissus, Aristotle declares that “their premises are false and their conclusions do not follow” (Ph. 

1.2, 185a9). He begins by deconstructing the premise that leads to the conclusion that being is one, 

telling us, “His assumption that ‘is’ is used in a single way only is false, because it is used in 

several” (Ph 1.3, 186a24). As we saw in the Sophistical Refutations 33, Aristotle considers that 

Parmenides’ argument is based on a linguistic-logical fallacy by reducing the meanings of a 

homonymous term to a single meaning. By attributing only one meaning to ‘being’, Parmenides 

was unable to recognise the different categories of being, leading Aristotle to ask, “Do they mean 

that all things are substance or quantities or qualities?” (Ph. 1.2, 185a23-24). According to 

Aristotle, Parmenides thus had no idea of any form of being other than the substance of things 

perceived (DC 3.1, 298b22). The premise that ‘being’ has only one meaning, and thus that all there 

is is substance is refuted by the theories of the categories and the homonymy of being. 

Subsequently, Aristotle addresses the conclusion drawn by Parmenides; even if all there is were 

substance, it doesn’t follow that all things that are must be one. He criticises Parmenides for being 

unaware of the distinction between things that have different definitions, but nonetheless do not 

exist apart from each other, such as ‘whiteness’ and ‘that which is white’ (Phys 1.3, 186a25-33). 

Therefore, even if there were only one meaning to ‘being’, and the things that are could not be 

separate from it, that does not require that they be identical and singular in definition. In the Physics 

1.2-3, Aristotle thus deconstructs the linguistic-logical fallacy in Parmenides’ premise, its 

ontological implications and the logical conclusion drawn. 

Finally, in Metaphysics B.4 Aristotle addresses Parmenidean monism from a different 

perspective, raising the issue of whether there is being-itself, i.e. whether we can speak of being 
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in the absolute sense as a thing. Aristotle tells us that if there is being-itself and a unity-itself, 

“there is difficulty in seeing how there will be anything else besides these” (Met. B.4, 1001a27-

29).396 According to Parmenides, if ‘being’ has one meaning and is reduced to substance, given 

that what is different from being does not exist, it necessarily follows that all things are being and 

thus all things are one (Met. B.4, 1001a31-33). Metaphysically, the singular meaning of ‘being’ 

and the existence of being-itself would require that there be only one being because necessarily 

anything other than being is other than being and does not exist. The implication is that there can 

be no being-itself that is a thing or substance because then there could be nothing else. The 

discussion in Met. B.4 may seem to attribute a stricter monism to Parmenides than other passages, 

but it can perhaps be read in conjunction with these passages to mean that according to Parmenides 

all things that are can be said to be on account of being-itself, and thus they are identical in their 

account and definition, and thus all things are one from the aspect of intelligibility. 

From the texts discussed, Aristotle’s reading of Parmenides can be summarised as one that 

refutes him on the grounds of his logical fallacies and the falsity of his metaphysical conclusions. 

There can be no being-itself or singular meaning to ‘being’ because these would mean there is 

only one single principle of being. As far as Aristotle is concerned, monism is unrelated to physics 

and phenomenal being because it is not about the question of whether we perceive multiplicity, it 

is about the intelligibility of multiplicity in being. Like Aristotle, Fārābī, to whom we now turn, 

considered Parmenides to be making a logical-linguistic argument that led to false metaphysical 

conclusions. This framework for understanding Parmenides is significant in turn for our own 

understanding of Fārābī’s theory of the ambiguity of being which ties language and logic together 

with metaphysics. 

                                                
396 It is not certain that B.4 refers specifically to Parmenides. Another possibility is that it is a discussion of certain 
Platonists who posit a form of Being and a form of One. 
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7.3 Fārābī’s refutation of Parmenides 
 
Across his oeuvre, we can distinguish two broad approaches to Fārābī’s refutation of Parmenides. 

One of these may be called the logical approach whereby Fārābī presents Parmenides’ argument 

for monism as 1) dialectical and sophistical because it is based on false premises and 2) logically 

unsound because it leads to the absurdity of contradicting self-evident sense perception and 

intelligibles. This approach focuses on deconstructing “the syllogism of Parmenides”. The second 

approach focuses on Parmenides’ misunderstanding of the many meanings of ‘being’. According 

to this second approach, Fārābī tells us that Parmenides’ mistake was to understand ‘being’ to have 

only one meaning, when in reality it has multiple meanings. I describe this approach to refuting 

Parmenides as the linguistic approach because it is based on the many meanings of ‘being’. As the 

logical approach has a larger scope in the issues it addresses than the linguistic approach, I will 

begin by exploring the texts in which Fārābī lays out the logical approach. Moreover, this approach 

gives an important, general introduction to how Fārābī construes Parmenides’ philosophy. 

Fundamentally, it is important to note that the two approaches work in tandem as they both relate 

to the way philosophical arguments are constructed from the basis of language. 

 Fārābī’s longest engagement with Parmenides’ argument for monism is in the Philosophy 

of Aristotle where he discusses Aristotle’s Physics. This excerpt provides the basis for the logical 

approach to refuting Parmenides as it gives the most detailed articulation of Parmenides’ 

reasoning. This reasoning, referred to elsewhere as “the syllogism of Parmenides” (qiyās 

Barmanīdas), can be found in shortened versions in several places in the Book of Dialectic and 

Situations of Sophistry. The dialectical approach, in its entirety, consists of refuting Parmenides 

on three points: 1) the argument contradicts self-evident sense perception and intelligibles, 2) its 

premises are false, 3) its conclusions do not follow. The first two points are best elaborated in the 
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Philosophy of Aristotle and the Book of Dialectic, and the third point in the Situations of Sophistry. 

The third point is in turn related to the linguistic approach with which Fārābī constructs an 

alternative, positive, account of being. As I will discuss, in this approach Fārābī develops important 

analyses from Aristotle’s Physics 1.2-3 and Metaphysics B.4. 

 To turn directly to the Philosophy of Aristotle, Fārābī tells us that when examining natural 

essences and accidents, Aristotle takes what is perceived by sense perception (al-ḥiss) and what is 

intellected of these things to be first premises (muqaddimāt uwal) (Aristotle, 90). Yet, according 

to Fārābī, when Aristotle began this examination, he encountered views that are contradictory to 

sense perception and what is intellected from it. Although he does not specifically name 

Parmenides, in his account of these views it is clear that Fārābī is discussing Parmenides’ theory 

of monism which he names elsewhere: 

 يف رمألا هيلع ام دناعتو رومألا هذه نم سحلل رهاظ وه ام دناعت ليواقأ دجو كلذ يف عرشي نأ دارأ املف
 ليواقألا كلتو .اهنيابتو تادوجوملا رياغت يف ككشت يتلا يه ليواقألا كلتو .هذه نم لقعي ام لامعتسا
 نكمي امنإ لب ةدوجوم يه ثيح نمو دوجولاب تادوجوملا نيب نوكت نأ نكمي ال رياغتلاو نيابتلا نأ نم ةتبثم
 هذه يفف .ءيشلا كلذ ادوجوم نكي مل نأب هريغ راص امنإف ءيشلا ريغ وه ام نأ كلذو .دوجوملا ىوس امب
 ىلع ةدوجوم تذخأ اذإف .ةيئزجلا تادوجوملا اهب تنيابت ةيئزج تادوجوم ال ةسوسحملا ةيئزجلا تادوجوملا
 دوجوم ريغ وه امو الصأ دوجوم ريغ وهو دوجوملا ىوس وه امب دوجوملل دوجوملا ةنيابم ذئنيح تناك قالطإلا
 دوجوم ريغ وه امبو دوجو الب نوكي امنإ كلذ ناك ذإ دوجومب سيل اذإ نيابت هنأ هب نظي يذلاو .ءيشب سيلف
 ريغ اذإ ةرثكلاو نيابتلاب يه ةرثكلاو .دوجوم ريغ رياغتلاو نيابتلا اذإف .دوجومب سيلف دوجوم ريغ وه امو
 لك لدت ةريثك تافصب دحاولا ءيشلا فصوي نأ كلذب عفتريف .دحاو وه اذإ دوجوملاو .دوجوملاب ةدوجوم
 ةريثكلا ظافلألاب هيلع لدي ام ريصيف .ىرخألا هيلع لدت ام ريغ ىلع دحاولا ءيشلا كلذ نم اهنم ةدحاو
 .لوق الو ظفل ال دجوي ال لب ددعلاب ادحاو اهلك

 لامعتسا دنع هيلع رمألا دجن امو سحلا هل دهشي ام دناعت يتلا ليواقألا تأشن لصألا اذه ىلعف
 نم ائيش ليزت ال اهنأو تاطلاغم اهنأ نيبو ليواقألا كلت خسفف أدتباف .ةسوسحملا ءايشألا هذه تالوقعم
 لقعي امبو سحلاب ةحيحص هذه نكل اهدناعت يتلا ليواقألا كلت خسفي نأب حصت امنأ هذه نأ ىلع ال هذه
 .اهرمأ نم

When [Aristotle] wanted to begin that [investigation], he found sayings that 
contradict what is manifest to sense perception of these things and contradict what 
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is the case in using what is intellected of them. These sayings are those that create 
doubt regarding the otherness of beings from one another and their being different 
from one another. These sayings establish that difference and otherness are not 
possible among beings through being-ness and in as far as they are, rather they are 
only possible through that which is not being. This is because that which is other 
than a thing is only other than it through not being that thing. So, among these 
sensible, particular beings, there are particular non-beings from which particular 
beings differ. If they [particular beings and non-beings] were taken to be absolutely, 
then a being would differ from a being through that which is not being, and which 
is not being at all, and that which is not being is nothing. Then that which is thought 
to be difference is not because it would only be through non-being-ness and through 
that which is not being, and that which is not being is not being. Thus, difference 
and otherness are not being. Multiplicity is through difference, so multiplicity is 
not through being. Therefore, being is one. Through that, describing a single thing 
with multiple adjectives, each of them indicating other than what the other indicates 
with respect to that single thing, is abolished. Thus, all of that which is indicated 
by multiples utterances, becomes one in number, rather there is neither utterance 
nor speech. 
            It is on this basis that the sayings that contradict what sense perception gives 
testimony to and what we find the case to be upon usage of the intelligibles of these 
sensible things grew. Therefore, he began and invalidated these sayings, making 
clear that they are sophistries and do not remove any of these [sensible things], not 
that [sensible things] are only correct if he invalidates the sayings that contradict 
them, but they are correct through sense perception and through that which is 
intellected from them. (Aristotle, 90-91.) 
 

In this passage Fārābī outlines the argumentation used by Parmenides to conclude that being is 

one. According to Fārābī, Parmenides concludes that being is one by arguing that it is not possible 

for beings to differ from each other. Particular beings can only differ from each other through a 

relative non-being. For example, for a white table to differ from a black table there must be a 

relative non-white. The argument for monism generalises from this relative non-being among 

particulars to the absolute, by arguing that if we take being absolutely then the only way it could 

differ from anything would be through other than being, but other than being is nothing. If other 

than being is nothing, and we take being absolutely, there can be no such thing as difference 

because anything other than being is other than being and does not exist. Therefore, being must be 

one. 
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 As Fārābī argues, this reasoning is problematic because it leads to the absurdity that nothing 

is different from anything, clearly in direct contradiction to what we perceive through the senses 

and what we intellect from what we perceive. Furthermore, it leads to the absurdity that language 

has no meaning; we cannot say anything about anything because there are no differences in 

meaning between different utterances. In signaling these absurdities Fārābī makes the first point 

of the logical approach to refuting Parmenides. Moreover, according to Fārābī’s argumentation, 

we must allow a relative non-being otherwise there can be no such thing as multiplicity and 

diversity and no possibility to speak coherently about what we perceive and intellect. This 

constitutes the second point of the logical approach to refuting Parmenides, namely that 

Parmenides’ premise is false: there is in fact such a thing as relative non-being that allows for 

multiplicity and diversity among beings. Therefore, even if we take being absolutely we are still 

compelled to accept relative non-being. 

 The point that Parmenides’ argument consists of a false premise is further expounded in 

the Book of Dialectic where Fārābī gives Parmenides’ reasoning as an example of a dialectical 

argument. Unlike the method of demonstration, dialectical reasoning is not necessarily composed 

of certain knowledge. Nevertheless, dialectic has value and Fārābī is insistent that it is important 

preparation for demonstration, even if it does not enjoy the certainty of demonstration. Fārābī’s 

first reference to Parmenides’ argument for monism in the Book of Dialectic is where he mentions 

the benefit of dialectic in encouraging one to question received views. However, Fārābī says, it 

can also drive one to doubt and question sensible things as befell Parmenides and Zeno: 

 اريثك لمح امبر هنأ ىتح اهدوعو اهب بدأو الوأ اهيقل ناك يتلا ةلوبقملا ءارآلا نحتمي نأ ىلع كلذ هلمحيو
 نأ ىلإ ننيزلو سدينمربل ضرع امك اهناحتماو تاسوسحملاب ةبارتسالا ىلع تاقوألا نم ريثك يف سانلا نم
 هبجوت ام اوعبتي نأ اوأرو دحاو دوجوملا نإو ةدوجوم ريغ ةرثكلا نإو ةدوجوم ريغ اهنإ ةكرحلا يف الاق
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 ناسنإلاب صخأ تالوقعملا تناك ذإ سوسحملاب بارتسي نأو مهدنع تالوقعملا يه تناك يتلا تاروهشملا
 .تاسوسحملا نم

This encourages him to test the accepted opinions that he had first encountered, was 
raised with, and was habituated to, to the point that it perhaps encourages many 
people in many times to be unsure of sensible things and to test them, as happened 
to Parmenides and Zeno. This was to the point that they said that there is no 
movement, that there is no multiplicity, and that being is one. They considered 
following what the widely-accepted [premises], which were for them the 
intelligibles, necessitated and to doubt the sensible because intelligibles are more 
specific to man than sensible things. (Dialectic, 375.) 

 

The questioning of the sensible, as we saw in the Philosophy of Aristotle, is problematic because 

manifest sense perception and what we intellect of it is supposed to constitute the first premises of 

knowledge, which constitutes certain knowledge. Here in the Book of Dialectic Fārābī tells us that 

Parmenides and Zeno questioned the sensible and considered themselves to be following what was 

necessitated by their premises, yet their premises were widely-accepted premises that consisted of 

what was intelligible to them, i.e. they were relative, uncertain, and false. They reasoned that 

intelligibles are more specific to man than sensible things, and this led them to be unsure about the 

sensible. This critique of Parmenides is based on the identification of the premises as mašhūrāt 

(widely-accepted), rather than certain. Widely-accepted premises, unlike certain premises, may be 

false. The same critique is found in another passage in the Book of Dialectic where Fārābī says the 

argument for monism is composed of widely-accepted premises: 

 ال اموق دجن ام لاثم ىلع اهسفنأب ةنيبلا ةرهاظلا ءايشألا يف ككشتي نم سانلا يف نوكي نأ عنتمي ال هنإف
 نأ نيبي نأ سمتليو ةرثكلا دوجو ركني نم ةبطاخم كلذكو }...{ اعم قدصت ال تاضقانتملا نأ نوفرتعي
 يف سيلاطوطسرأ لاق كلذلف .ةروهشملا تامدقملا نع ةفلؤملا تاسايقلاب نوكي نأ يغبني امنإ دحاو دوجوملا
 مهتبطاخم يف نإو نييلدج بطاخن نحن سدينمرب ةبطاخم يف عرشي نأ دارأ امدنع يعيبطلا عامسلا لوأ
 .ام ةفسلف

It is not impossible that there be among people some who doubt self-evident, 
manifest things, such as how we find one group who do not acknowledge that 
contraries cannot be true at the same time […]. Likewise addressing he who negates 
the existence of multiplicity and attempts to explain that being is one must be 
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through syllogisms composed of widely-accepted premises. For this reason, 
Aristotle said at the start of the Physics when he wanted to begin addressing 
Parmenides, “We are addressing dialecticians, even if there is some philosophy in 
their claim.”397 (Dialectic, 381.) 

 

In this passage Fārābī tells us that monism leads to doubt self-evident, manifest things. As in 

previous passages, the notion that Parmenides’ reasoning is composed of widely-accepted 

premises, which would be in opposition to certain premises, is tied to the idea that these premises 

contradict that which is self-evident and manifest. Further on in the Book of Dialectic Fārābī 

reports that sometimes topics of dialectic occur when a group of people uphold contrived and 

repulsive views that contradict what is widely-accepted. Yet they are taken seriously because they 

are upheld by intelligent people. An example of this is Parmenides’ view that being is one: 

 نأ كلذو .مولعلا يف قذحلاب نيروهشملاو ةهابنلا لهأ نم موق اهاري يتلا 398ةعنشملا ةعدتبملا ليواقألا اهنمو
 ةروهشملا ءارآلا كلت نوداضيو مولعلا يف قذحلاب عيمجلا دنع نيروهشم اموق دجنو ةروهشم ءارآ دجوت
 دق اونوكي نأ ىسع مهنأ سفنلا يف عقوي امم قذحلاب مهترهشو .روهشملا داضي امب نيلئاقلا ةهابن نوكتف
 تابولطم تاروهشملا كلت ريصتف .تاروهشملا كلت يف انل اككشم كلذ ريصيو مهريغ هملعي مل ام اوملع
 .دحاو دوجوملا نأ سدينمرب لوق لثم ةيلدج

Among [the topics of dialectic] are the contrived and utmost repulsive sayings that 
are upheld by intelligent people well known for their proficiency in the sciences. 
This is such that there are widely-accepted views, but we find a people well known 
by all for their proficiency in the sciences contradicting those widely-accepted 
views, and so the intelligence of the proponents resides in that which contradicts 
the widely-accepted view. Their being well known for proficiency is that which 
plunges into the soul [the idea] that maybe they have known something that other 
than them did not. This makes us doubt the widely-accepted views. Then the 

                                                
397 This may be a reference to: “It will perhaps be as well to spend a few words on them, especially as the inquiry is 
not without scientific interest.” Physics 1.2, 185a17-20. The Arabic translation reads: 

 ةفسلفلا قح نم كلذ يف رظنلا نإف اهيف مالكلا يف اليلق عرشن نأ سأب امف ةيعيبط اكوكش مهكوكش نكت مل نإو
Even if their doubts are not natural [i.e. not a part of the study of nature], we can speak a little about 
them for the investigation into that is from the due of philosophy. (Ph, 9.)  

398 In this instance I follow Dominique Mallet’s edition of the Book of Dialectic and the reading of al-mušanniʿah 
instead of Dānešpajūh’s al-muštaqqah (Dominique Mallet, “La dialectique dans la philosophie d'Abū Naṣr al-Fārābī”, 
Doctoral thesis, Université Michel de Montaigne-Bordeaux III (1992), 66, §88). In his recent study of Fārābī’s Book 
of Dialectic David DiPasquale confirmed that Mallet’s edition is the best (DiPasquale, Alfarabi’s Book of Dialectic, 
xvii-xviii). Although I did not have access to Mallet’s edition of the Book of Dialectic, Professor Charles Butterworth 
generously provided me with the passages I was quoting so that I could verify the readings. 
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widely-accepted views become dialectical questions, like the saying of Parmenides 
that being is one. (Dialectic, 419) 
 

Across these texts where Fārābī addresses Parmenides’ monism as an issue of dialectic he 

emphasizes that the premise is false because it contradicts that which is self-evident and the only 

reason it is paid any attention is that because those that uphold it appear proficient in the sciences. 

To return to the Philosophy of Aristotle, the premise that there is no relative non-being that allows 

for multiplicity and diversity is therefore attacked as false. Such a view is said to only serve to 

create doubt in what should otherwise be manifest and self-evident, i.e. the perception of 

multiplicity. As a continuation to his refutation of Parmenides, in the Situations of Sophistry Fārābī 

attacks the reasoning behind the conclusion drawn by Parmenides, stating that even if other than 

being is nothing, the conclusion that being is one does not follow. Fārābī makes this point in two 

places in the Situations of Sophistry. The first place occurs in a longer discussion about false 

reasoning. Fārābī explains how an infinite distance can only be crossed in infinite time and how 

an infinitely divisible distance can only be crossed in infinitely divisible time. Fārābī then points 

out that it is sophistry to claim that an infinitely divisible distance can only be crossed in infinite 

time because they are infinite in different aspects, to which he then likens Parmenides’ reasoning: 

 .ائيش وه سيلف دوجوم ال وه ام لكو دوجوم ال وهف دوجوملا ىوس ام لك سدينمرب سايق كلذكو
Likewise is Parmenides’ syllogism: everything other than being is not being, and 
everything that is not being is not a thing. (Sophistry, 213.) 
 

The argument Fārābī is making is that, although other than being is not a thing, this does not mean 

that being is one.399 Just as we cannot conclude that an infinitely divisible distance can be crossed 

                                                
399 Fārābī does not include the conclusion that being is one but it is understood because of the other places he uses the 
same language to report Parmenides’ syllogism. Here he is focusing on the different aspects of the premises, similar 
to the infinitely divisible distance and infinitely divisible time, rather that the conclusion itself. 
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in infinite time because their infinitudes belong to different aspects, similarly we cannot conclude 

that because other than being is not a thing being is one because there are different principles to 

being. This critique is spelled out more clearly below, where he tells us it is false to conclude that 

being is one: 

 لكو دوجوم ال وهف دوجوملا ىوس ام لك سدينمرب سايق لثم لوألا بولطملا جتني ال نكل جتني نأ اهنمو
 ام نأ جتني امنإ نكل بولطملا اذه جتني ال لوقلا نإف .دحاو نذإ دوجوملاف ائيش وه سيلف دوجوم ال وه ام
 .ائيش وه سيل دوجوملا ىوس

Among [the sophistical arguments] is one that concludes but does not conclude the 
first question, such as the syllogism of Parmenides: everything other than being is 
not being, and everything that is not being is not a thing, so being is thus one. For 
this statement does not conclude the question, rather it only concludes that what is 
other than being is not a thing.400 (Sophistry, 221.) 
 

Again, this tells us that just because other than being is not a thing, it does not follow that being is 

one. This part of the analysis can be seen as the final step in the logical approach to refuting 

Parmenides. Here Fārābī agrees that while other than being is not a thing, this does not mean that 

being, when taken absolutely, is one. The final step of the logical approach to refuting Parmenides 

relates to the second approach, namely the linguistic approach, and the ambiguity of being. While 

absolute non-being is not a thing, that does not mean being is one because there can still be multiple 

beings which differ through relative non-being. Furthermore, as discussed above, we are obliged 

to allow relative non-being otherwise we arrive at the absurdities of contradicting manifest sense 

perception, its intelligibles and the impossibility of speech. 

 The logical approach to Fārābī’s refutation of Parmenides synthesises different parts of 

Aristotle’s critiques in Physics 1.2-3 and Metaphysics B.4. Fārābī integrates Aristotle’s critique in 

                                                
400 This bears similarity to Themistius’ paraphrase of Aristotle’s Physics 1, 186a22-25 in which he summarises 
Parmenides’ argument as follows: “[Parmenides’ argument] in its basic thrust is as follows: What is beyond what is is 
what is not; what is not is nothing; therefore what is is one” (CAG 8.25). 
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the Physics that Parmenides’ premises are false and the conclusions do not follow into the way 

Aristotle characterises Parmenides’ argumentation found in Metaphysics B.4. In Metaphysics B.4 

Aristotle tells us that if being-itself existed there would be nothing other than being, which is what 

Fārābī tells us Parmenides argues. According to Fārābī, Parmenides’ argument states that when 

we take absolute being, i.e. being-itself, there can be nothing else because other than being can 

only be through non-being. Fārābī integrates this critique of the absurdity that the argument results 

from false premises and the fact that the conclusion does not follow. As we saw above, according 

to Fārābī, correct Aristotelian philosophical reasoning takes sense perception and its intelligibles 

as premises that cannot be contradicted. 

Fārābī’s argumentation in the logical approach creatively synthesises Aristotle’s differing 

treatments of Parmenides. Yet, Fārābī also puts emphasis on the idea that monism is in 

contradiction to manifest sense perception and what is intellected of it. While Aristotle had readily 

accepted that Parmenides does not deny phenomenal being, Fārābī might be construed to say he 

does. This is further exacerbated by the fact that in the Book of One and Oneness Fārābī tells us 

that Parmenides uses ‘one’ to mean something circumscribed by (munḥāz bi-) a limit (nihāyah), a 

place (makān) or a quiddity (māhīyah) (One, §71). This indicates that when Parmenides says that 

being is one, he means one physical thing or one single quiddity. This reading takes Fārābī’s 

understanding of Parmenidean monism far from Aristotle’s reading of a generous monism 

pertaining to intelligible being.401 

Nevertheless, the view that Fārābī ascribed a strict monism and a failure to recognise 

phenomenal being to Parmenides can be problematised for two reasons. Firstly, in the Philosophy 

of Aristotle passage Fārābī is careful to state that there can be no difference or otherness among 

                                                
401 However, it has a lot in common with how Timothy Clarke interprets Aristotle’s reading of Parmenides (see: 
Clarke, Aristotle). 
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beings in being-ness (wuǧūd) or in as far as they are beings. This implies that from an alternative 

aspect there may be difference and otherness among things from relative perspectives, for example 

in as far as they are bodies or colours. Moreover, it would mean that the oneness of being is only 

a matter with respect to principles, or what makes beings what-they-are. This distinction would be 

similar to that in Aristotle’s reading of Parmenides between phenomenal and intelligible being. 

Support for this distinction is bolstered in the Opinions of the People of the Excellent City 

where Fārābī makes a reference to Parmenides’ exoteric views and the opposition of matters. In a 

discussion regarding the perfect being of man, Fārābī introduces the view of some philosophers 

that man’s felicity and perfection in being can only be achieved after death. As such, there is a 

distinction in the cause between the natural being-ness of the soul, i.e. it being as it should be, and 

its being-ness as it is presently in the body. Fārābī tells us that that in his exoteric views Parmenides 

considered the opposition of matters to be the cause for the accidents of the soul and the being-

ness of the soul as it presently exists in the body: 

 هنع يذلا ببسلا نأو نآلا اهل يذلا دوجولا ديفي يذلا ريغ يعيبطلا دوجولا ديفي يذلا نأ موق ىأر كلذلف
 كلذ بابسأ مهضعب لعجف قطانلا ءزجلا دافأ يذلل داضم سفنلا ضراوع رئاسو بضغلاو ةوهشلا تدجو
 هريغو ةرهاظلا هئارآ يف سدينامرف لثم داوملا داضت كلذ ببس لعج مهضعبو سلقدبنأ لثم نيلعافلا داضت
 .نييعيبطلا نم

Therefore, some people considered that that which avails natural being-ness is not 
that which avails the being-ness that [the soul] has now, and the reason for which 
there is desire, anger and all the accidents of the soul, is contrary to that which 
avails the rational part [of the soul]. So, some of them made the causes for that to 
be the opposition of two agents, such as Empedocles, and others of them made the 
cause for that to be the opposition of matters, such as Parmenides in his exoteric 
views, and others among the naturalists besides him. (The Excellent City 19, §6.)402 

 

Fārābī’s recognition of Parmenides’ exoteric views according to which the opposition of matters 

is the cause for the corporeal being of the soul appears to be an explicit recognition of different 

                                                
402 Translation modified from Richard Walzer’s. 
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aspects of being: the phenomenal and corporeal on the one hand, and the true or real on the other, 

which would place him squarely in line with Aristotle’s understanding of Parmenides. 

If we accept that Fārābī understood Parmenides to account for the multiplicity of 

phenomenal being then we are obliged to understand his reference to Parmenides in the Book of 

One and Oneness not in terms of a strict monism as suggested previously, but in some other way. 

In more than one place Aristotle questions what meaning of ‘being’ Parmenides had in mind when 

he said being is one, suggesting he meant substance (Met. B4, 1001a3-1001b26; Ph 1.2, 185a21-

185a26). Fārābī’s reference to Parmenides’ use of ‘one’ to mean substance might be read in this 

way, that being is one in that the totality of being is substance and has a limit (nihāyah) as it has 

one principle and definition. 

If, like Aristotle, Fārābī can be seen to attribute a generous monism to Parmenides that 

allows for the multiplicity in the phenomenon of what there is, it remains to be seen to what end 

he frames his refutation of monism as its contradiction to self-evident sense perception and 

intelligibles. What is important to note is that Fārābī insists that self-evident sense perception 

together with what is intellected from it must both constitute first premises. Therefore, if we 

perceive multiplicity among beings, we must intellect multiple principles for correct philosophical 

thinking requires us to take this multiplicity of the principles of being as a first premise. Therefore, 

there can be no monism, not even a generous monism, which states that there is one principle to 

being. Thus, although Fārābī is aware that Parmenides does recognise the multiplicity of what we 

perceive, and does not advocate that it be entirely denied, the underlying monism remains a 

profound problem if our first premise is one of multiplicity. For Fārābī, to understand what is, we 

must begin with what we perceive and intellect, rather than espousing a framework of the 

distinction between reality and perception. Such a distinction ultimately leads to absurdities, and 
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we are philosophically better off to accept multiplicity and our ability to intellect it and speak about 

it as facts and first premises. Rather than attributing a strict monism to Parmenides, Fārābī’s 

insistence on monism’s contradiction to sense perception is thus a meaningful and serious 

reflection of how we can know what there is. 

 In the linguistic approach to refuting Parmenides, in which Fārābī offers a positive theory 

of being, he makes explicit reference to the many meanings of mawǧūd as a basis for refuting 

ontological monism. In this theory Fārābī’s many meanings of ‘being’ reflect the many principles 

to being that we intellect from self-evident sense perception. The linguistic approach to refuting 

Parmenides is discrete and only found in two passages, one in the Situations of Sophistry and the 

other in the Book of Particles. Yet the theory of the ambiguity of ‘being’ is drawn out in many 

other texts as discussed in chapters five and six, which should therefore be seen as thematically 

related to Fārābī’s refutation of Parmenides. 

 In the Situations of Sophistry Fārābī tells us that terms with many meanings can be 

misunderstood and can consequently lead to sophistical arguments, giving the syllogism of 

Parmenides as an example: 

 لاقي ريخلاو هب عفتني رشلا انلوق نإف .ريخ نذإ رشلاف ريخ هب عفتني يذلاو هب عفتني رشلا نأ ككشملا لاثمو
 كلذ هابشأو دوجوم ال وهف دوجوملا ىوس ام لاق نم لوق كلذكو .كيكشتلا قيرطب ةريثك ءاحنأ ىلع
 .ليواقألا

An example of the ambiguous term [that can be misunderstood] is [the saying]: 
“Evil can be benefitted from, and that which can be benefitted from is good, 
therefore evil is good”. Our saying “evil can be benefitted from” and “good” is said 
in many ways by means of ambiguity. Likewise is the saying of the one who said: 
“Other than being is not being” and other similar sayings. (Sophistry, 198.) 
 

In this passage Fārābī criticises Parmenides for taking advantage of an ambiguous term. By 

ignoring the many meanings of ‘being’, the proponent of the syllogism is able to conclude that 

being is one. The implication is that when we accept and recognise that ‘being’ has many 
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meanings, it is no longer possible to argue that being is one. For, even if other than being is not 

being and therefore nothing, ‘being’ is an ambiguous term with many meanings referencing many 

beings. Although this is a similar argument to the earlier passage in the Situations of Sophistry 

where Fārābī said the conclusion of the syllogism did not follow, it is significant that here Fārābī 

specifically draws attention to the misuse of an ambiguous term, signaling the theory of the 

ambiguity of ‘being’. 

 In the Book of Particles Fārābī tells us even more pointedly that Parmenides was able to 

argue that being is one by misconstruing the many meanings of ‘being’. In this passage Fārābī 

explicitly tells us that Parmenides understood ‘being’ to be said synonymously: 

 
 اذهو  .سفنلا يف الو سفنلا جراخ ال الصأ ةّيهام هل تسيل ام هب ىنعُي "ءيشب سيل"و "ءيش ال" انلوقو
 هّنإف ."ءيشب سيلف دوجوم ريغ وه ام ّلكو" لاق كلذلف "دوجوملا ريغ" نم سدينامرب مهف يذلا وه ىنعملا
 هجوب الو الصأ هل ّةيهام ال ام ىلعّ لدي ّهنأ ىلع "دوجوملا ريغ" ذخأو ؤطاوتب لاقي ّهنأ ىلع "دوجوملا" ذخأ
 سيل دوجوملا ىوس ام ّنأ لوقلا اذه نع جتني يذلا ناكف ءيشب سيل هّنأ هيلع مكح كلذلف هوجولا نم
 جتنأ هّنإف وه اّمأو  .طقف ادحاو دوجوملا لعجو تادوجوملا ةرثك كلذب لطبأف  .الصأ هل ةّيهام ال هّنأو ءيشب
 ."دحاو نذإ دوجوملاف" رمألا لّوأ نم

In our saying ‘nothing’ and ‘it is nothing’, ‘that which has no quiddity at all, neither 
external to the soul or in the soul’ is meant. This is the meaning Parmenides 
understood from ‘other than being’, and for this reason he said ‘everything other 
than being is nothing’. For he took ‘being’ on the basis that it is said synonymously, 
and he took ‘other than being’ on the basis that it indicates that which has no 
quiddity at all, not in any way whatsoever. For this reason he judged that it is 
nothing. So what is concluded from this saying is that other than being is nothing 
and has no quiddity at all. With this he abolished the multiplicity of beings and 
made being one only. As for him, he concluded from the very beginning ‘so being 
is one’. (Particles, §105) 

 

In this passage we see that according to Fārābī, understanding ‘being’ to be said synonymously is 

what allowed Parmenides to make the argument for monism and to deny the multiplicity of beings. 

As a species of homonymy, the theory of ambiguity means that ‘being’ refers to different things 
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with different accounts. It means that there are essentially different ways of being. However, the 

theory of ambiguity also requires that there be relations between the different meanings of ‘being’ 

and consequently between different beings. Thus, while beings are multiple, they are structured 

and related to each other. This theory of being gives an account of how there can be a world of 

multiplicity without chaos. It is an alternative, positive theory of being in response to monism, 

which misconstrues the homonymy of the term ‘being’ in order to argue for a singular, monistic 

universe that is in direct contradiction to manifest sense perception. 

 In the linguistic approach to Parmenides’ monism Fārābī is clearly influenced by Aristotle 

who proposes the many meanings of ‘being’ as a solution to Parmenides’ contention that there is 

just one being (SR 33, 182b26-28; Ph 1.2, 185a21-23; Ph 1.3, 186a24-26). Fārābī’s reasoning in 

the Situations of Sophistry passage just discussed seems directly related to the Sophistical 

Refutations 33 where Aristotle speaks of arguments using homonymy as the silliest kind of fallacy. 

Likewise, the reasoning in the Book of Particles derives from the Physics where Aristotle says that 

Parmenides uses ‘is’ to mean one thing, where ‘is’ is translated into Arabic as mawǧūd. In the 

refutation of monism, Fārābī’s theory of the ambiguity of ‘being’ is also a clear development of 

Aristotle who also rejects both the outright homonymy of ‘being’ as advanced by those that hold 

the view of the sophists that utterances have no fixed meanings, as well as the synonymy of ‘being’ 

that leads to a fixed, immutable meaning of ‘being’ as held by the monists. Like Aristotle, Fārābī 

attempts to seek a middle ground. The ambiguity of ‘being’, as it explains the way beings are 

ontologically different but related, allows us to make sense of a world of multiplicity that is 

nevertheless structured. 

In its emphasis on the mirroring of being and language, as discussed in chapter two, the 

ambiguity of ‘being’ is also a properly Fārābian theory. In the linguistic approach, Fārābī explains 
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that because Parmenides understood being to be synonymous this led him to conclude there is only 

one being. In this way, Parmenides began his metaphysical investigation from a logical-linguistic 

standpoint. However, as Fārābī explains in the dialectical approach, correct philosophical 

investigation requires one to begin from sense perception and what is intellected of it. We must 

begin from the self-evident standpoint of ontological multiplicity. Once we have perceived what-

there-is through sense perception and intellected it, then we can begin the metaphysical 

investigation. Within the metaphysical investigation, the structure of how the meanings of an 

ambiguous term relate to each other reflect the metaphysical plane. Fārābī’s theory of ambiguity 

thus offers a perspective on how beings can be multiple without chaos as would be the case in the 

universe of the sophists where words have no fixed meanings. Seeing as we begin the metaphysical 

investigation through sense perception and its intellection, language must be the mirror of being, 

not the other way around. The insistence on the way language must reflect being, and the 

epistemological concerns if this is not done correctly, is proper to Fārābī’s philosophy. 

Significantly, the link between the view that words have no fixed meanings and the 

metaphysics of those that hold such views is drawn out at the end of the Opinions of the People of 

the Excellent City. In this text Fārābī ties knowledge of the ontological structure of the universe 

into his ethics and political philosophy. He tells us that in “ignorant cities” the rankings of beings 

(marātib al-mawǧūdāt) are ignored, and such cities justify being in constant war because there is 

no ranking or order to the universe (The Excellent City 18, §3),403 exemplifying the practical 

implications to the way being is understood. On this basis, Fārābī’s ethics might be said to hinge 

on the realisation of metaphysics and the actualisation of being in human action.  

                                                
403 Cf. Regime, 84, where Fārābī says that the excellent city resembles the rankings of beings (marātib al-
mawǧūdāt). 



 241 

Moreover, in the last chapter of the Opinions of the Inhabitants of the Excellent City where 

Fārābī discusses what he calls the misguided cities, he connects the way being is understood to 

language. He explains that the people of misguided cities consider that because beings are always 

changing and differing, and coming into and out of existence, they can have no defined substances 

(ǧawāhir maḥdūdah). Instead, a substance such as man is made up of infinite things. If this is the 

case, Fārābī tells us that an utterance such as ‘man’ would be used homonymously, and language 

would cease to have meaning (The Excellent City 19, §8). What emerges from this discussion is 

that not only is the understanding of being tied to ethics and political philosophy, it is reflected in 

the very way we use and theorise language. Specifically, the homonymy of terms reflects a broader, 

ontological implication rather than being a merely linguistic problem, and it tells us something 

about how the world is construed. 

While Richard Walzer has characterised this conclusion to the Opinions of the People of 

the Excellent City as “puzzling”,404 I propose that it makes much more sense than has been 

previously credited to it. It fits clearly into the philosophy of language discussed throughout this 

dissertation whereby the meanings of utterances reflect being, and Fārābī’s singular concern to 

explain the importance of understanding language in the correct way. While Walzer is clear that 

the passage is not an unintended afterthought, he says it is not obviously linked to what precedes 

it and seeks to explain it as a refutation of the Ismāʿīlīs, rather than a tedious variation on well-

known skeptical arguments.405 While I agree that the passage is not merely a tedious variation on 

                                                
404 Commentary on §8-9 in Fārābī, The Excellent City, 501. 
405 Ibid, 502. Unlike Walzer, I do not consider it a problem to be explained why Fārābī concludes the text with this 
issue. The issue of correctly understanding the meanings of words is often discussed by Fārābī, and the link between 
the correct understanding of what there is (indicated by language) and salvation is clear. Walzer connects the 
discussion to Ġazālī’s attack on the Ismailis for their use of taškik. However, Ġazālī’s attacks on the Ismailis are 
considerably later than Fārābī and, in my view, seem unrelated. Of course, both Fārābī and Ġazālī are writing on a 
much broader, common problem, which is the claim that words have infinite meanings. 
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well-known skeptical arguments, I do not believe that we have to explain it as a refutation of the 

Ismāʿīlīs in order to make sense of it. The passage in fact fulfills and concurs with an important 

theme found throughout Fārābī’s works regarding the metaphysical implications of our 

understanding of language. For example, in the Philosophy of Aristotle we saw Fārābī explain that 

Parmenides’ monism, a metaphysical view, would result in the impossibility of language. 

Similarly, much of the Book of Particles is devoted to explaining how language can be 

metaphysically sound. Fārābī demonstrates a clear and consistent concern with the link between 

language and metaphysics and the way the former must reflect the latter. With this in mind, it 

appears entirely fitting that when discussing an incorrect understanding of being Fārābī will 

indicate how language reflects it. 

Until this point I have put forward Fārābī’s theory of the ambiguity of ‘being’ as a response 

to Parmenides and a development of Aristotle. I have also emphasised the characteristic of Fārābī’s 

philosophy as being concerned with the way language can accurately indicate being and be an 

effective tool for communicating knowledge. In all of these points the multiplicity of what-there-

is is a starting point and first premise that must be reflected in our understanding of the term 

‘being’. 

In an entirely different reading, Philippe Vallat has postulated that Fārābī considered 

Parmenides to be a philosophical authority who arrived at the truth. According to Vallat, Fārābī 

did not seek to refute Parmenides, but actually wished to advocate the univocity of being and 

identify God as the sole, true being. Firstly, in his monograph Vallat reads the reference to 

Parmenides in the Book of Particles §105 in conjunction with the Selected Aphorims based on their 

shared vocabulary, and identifies Parmenides’ Being with Fārābī’s First Being in the Selected 
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Aphorisms.406 According to Vallat, because Fārābī does not express disapproval for Parmenides in 

the Book of Particles §105, he is in fact referring to Parmenides as an authority.407 It seems to me 

that the only reason Vallat can sustain this view is because he overlooks Fārābī’s other discussions 

of Parmenides and the view that being is one. Vallat does not take the relevant passages from the 

Book of Dialectic, the Situations of Sophistry or the Philosophy of Aristotle that are discussed in 

this chapter into account. In any case, Fārābī’s references to a First Being in the Selected Aphorisms 

and elsewhere cannot be integrated into Parmenides’ statement that being is one because the First 

Being is assumed to be the first in a chain of beings, an entirely different theory to monism.408 

More recently, Vallat has argued that Fārābī considered Parmenides to have arrived at 

philosophical truth.409 He bases this claim on Fārābī’s reference to Plato’s Parmenides in the Book 

of Dialectic according to which Parmenides directs Socrates to train himself with the dialectical 

method (Dialectic, 376).410 However, this is a discussion of Plato’s Parmenides, not necessarily 

what Fārābī thinks of the actual Parmenides (or what he knew of the actual Parmenides through 

Aristotle) and it does not mean that Parmenides arrived at truth. In fact, the view that Parmenides 

trained Socrates in dialectics fits with what Fārābī says elsewhere of Parmenides as a dialectician, 

albeit one who was led astray. 

Vallat links the reference to Plato’s Parmenides to the Book of One and Oneness where 

Fārābī tells us Parmenides meant ‘one’ to mean the ‘quidditative one’ (One, §71). According to 

                                                
406 Vallat, Farabi, 66-67. I discuss the passage from the Selected Aphorisms in chapter six. 
407 Ibid. In the rest of his argumentation Vallat advances the thesis that Parmenides’ notion of Being, to be identified 
with the One by Porphyry, was transmitted into Arabic as a Neoplatonic doctrine and assimilated by Fārābī (Vallat, 
Farabi, 65-83). A further argument he makes is that because Fārābī tells us the First Being does not share a maʿnā 
with anything else, Fārābī must be in agreement with Parmenides (Vallat, Farabi, 80). Yet this does not have to mean 
there is only one being. 
408 Vallat rejects the idea that the First Being refers to one being among a series of beings. He says it is identical to the 
being that is identical to the act of being and “l’acte d’auto-position absolue” (Vallat, Farabi, 70). The problem returns 
to how we understand wuǧūd and whether beings participate in it, which I discuss in chapter six. 
409 Vallat, “Le livre de l’un”, 226. 
410 I discuss this in chapter three, n.73. 
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Vallat’s reading, Fārābī considered Parmenides to have arrived at the truth by understanding the 

meta-categorial predication of ‘one’ and ‘being’ as quidditative and beyond the categories.411 I 

think this is an over interpretation. While I do not dispute that Fārābī discusses the meta-categorial 

predication of ‘one’ and ‘being’, he does not specifically link this to Parmenides. In my view, the 

Book of One and Oneness passage should be understood as a straightforward explanation of how 

Parmenides understood being to be one, i.e. as circumscribed by a limit, place or quiddity, which 

could be read as a strong form of monism. 

Finally, Vallat concludes by connecting Parmenides’ meaning of the ‘quidditative one’ to 

Fārābī’s description in the Book of One and Oneness §24 regarding that which has an absolutely 

indivisible quiddity (i.e. God). According to Vallat, this must be the most eminent meaning of 

Parmenides’ quidditative one.412 This argument contributes to Vallat’s larger project of showing 

that Fārābī espoused the analogy of being, with God at the top of an analogical, continuous chain 

in which beings participate in the being of God. I have addressed this already in the previous 

chapter, so here it suffices to say that there is no basis to connect Fārābī’s discussion of the 

indivisible quiddity to Parmenides. As we saw in the Philosophy of Aristotle and Book of Particles, 

according to Fārābī, Parmenides’ statement “being is one” is used to abolish multiplicity and is a 

separate issue to Vallat’s interest in the co-extension of being and one and the preeminent meaning 

of the indivisible quiddity. Vallat must be credited for recognising the importance of Parmenides 

for Fārābī’s metaphysics, but I believe the evidence I have presented in this chapter forces us to 

reconsider Vallat’s interpretation of its role in Fārābī’s metaphysics. 

 
 
 
 
                                                
411 Vallat, “Le Livre de l’un”, 226. 
412 Ibid, 239. 
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7.4 Conclusion 
 
The refutation of Parmenides constitutes a highly significant part of Fārābī’s metaphysics, hitherto 

neglected in scholarship. It demonstrates Fārābī’s profound concern with the relationship between 

language and metaphysics and provides a clear example of Fārābī’s Aristotelianism as well as the 

character of his own philosophical thinking. In sum, it appears from Fārābī’s argumentation that 

Parmenides’ mistake was to construe his metaphysics on the basis of his understanding of the term 

‘being’ as synonymous. On the contrary, according to Fārābī we must make sense perception and 

what is intellected of it our first premises. This way we begin from a starting point of ontological 

multiplicity. From there, the theory of ‘being’ as an ambiguous term explains how although there 

are many meanings to ‘being’, they are related and structured. 

  Recognising the nexus between metaphysics and language serves as the reminder as to why 

predication with taškīk (ambiguity) is simultaneously a linguistic and ontological concept. It is in 

the refutation of Parmenides that the link between predication with taškīk as a logical-linguistic 

concept and as a metaphysical concept can be drawn out. Although Fārābī does not explicitly 

theorise the ambiguity of ‘being’ as a metaphysical concept in detail, or turn it into any sort of 

doctrine, I contend that the building blocks and genesis of this theory can all be found in his oeuvre. 
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Chapter 8 

The Ambiguity of ‘Being’ Post-Fārābī 

The ambiguity of ‘being’ in Fārābī’s thought lies at the nexus of his metaphysics and the 

philosophy of language, pointing to the intricate ties between being and language. Yet, it is neither 

a theory worked out in detail nor specifically labelled and doctrinalised as the ‘ambiguity of 

‘being’’. In fact, when speaking of the ‘ambiguity of ‘being’’ in Fārābī’s thought we are referring 

to the linguistic and logical notion of al-mawǧūd (Eng. ‘being’, Gr. to on) as an ambiguous term 

(ism mušakkik) that is predicated across the categories and within the category of substance by 

means of ambiguity, i.e. with different, but related, meanings. The ontological implications to this 

theory were drawn out in the previous chapter where we saw its connection to the refutation of 

Parmenides’ monism. As Fārābī’s theory of being is based on his essentialist thesis, the ambiguity 

of ‘being’ explains how a single term can reference beings that are essentially different. 

The ambiguity of ‘being’ in the philosophy of Fārābī can thus be surmised as a primarily 

linguistic and logical theory that is intimately and inseparably tied to ontology, concerned with 

defending the plurality of beings over theories of monism. In this chapter I explore the 

doctrinalisation of the ambiguity of ‘being’ in post-classical Islamic philosophy and theology by 

Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī (d. 1274) to explain how ‘being’ can be predicated of both God and other than 

God. This is followed by its transformation in Mullā Ṣadrā (d. 1640) as a metaphysical theory 

known as the modulation of being. This highlights three major turning points in the history of 

taškīk al-wuǧūd: 1) its genesis in Fārābī as a logical-linguistic theory regarding the many meanings 
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of ‘being’, 2) its doctrinalisation by Ṭūsī as a logical answer to how we predicate ‘being’ of God 

and other than God, 3) its transformation in Mullā Ṣadrā as the modulation of being.413 

While affirming these three major turning points, in this chapter I also point to the more 

detailed and comprehensive history of taškīk al-wuǧūd. I pay close attention to the shifts 

introduced to Fārābī’s theory by Ibn Sīnā (Latin: Avicenna, d. 1037) and how these would be fully 

achieved by Ṭūsī. Chief among these is the shift from discussing the ambiguity of the term al-

mawǧūd to discussing the ambiguity of the concept al-wuǧūd. I consider this a move away from 

the Peripatetic concern with ‘the things that are’ towards a concern with the concept of being, be 

it real or purely mental, and how things are, rather than what is. Equally important was the shift in 

the theory of ambiguous terms from having multiple meanings to having only one meaning said 

with priority and posteriority of its referents. The result of these shifts is that Fārābī’s theory of 

how the term al-mawǧūd could be predicated of the different things that are became a question of 

how the single concept of al-wuǧūd is predicated of (or applied to) different beings with priority 

and posteriority. 

Concurrent to these shifts would be the increasing emphasis on the specific issue of divine 

predication, rather than the general predication of transcategorials. While Fārābī addressed the 

issue of the ambiguous predication of ‘being’ within the category of substance, not just across the 

categories, he did not centre the question on how ‘being’ can be predicated of God and other things, 

even if that was theoretically a concern. The problem of divine predication is properly speaking a 

separate question to transcategorial predication that revolves around how we can say or know 

                                                
413 My analysis of Mullā Ṣadrā representing a turning point in the history of taškīk is tentative. This is because we are 
still lacking enough studies of Ṣadrā’s sources and the history of philosophy prior to him, particularly in the Ottoman 
realm. Current research by Hasan Spiker at the University of Cambridge might reveal a much closer link between 
Mullā Ṣadrā and Ottoman thought than has currently been recognised. It is possible that his theory of taškīk have 
antecedents in the Ottoman tradition, especially because we already see an attempt to integrate the theory into 
Akbarian metaphysics by Dāwūd al-Qayṣarī, as I discuss below. If this is the case, then an earlier transformation of 
taškīk might take place among the Ottoman Akbarians, from which the Ṣadrian school is derived.  
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anything about God. The enmeshing of divine and transcategorial predication in the theory of 

taškīk al-wuǧūd has different manifestations in different authors beginning with Ibn Sīnā, which I 

comment on in this chapter. 

As should be clear, I recognise the incremental and not necessarily straightforward history 

of taškīk al-wuǧūd, however for the sake of also identifying its major turning points, after Fārābī 

I centre its history around Ṭūsī who was the first to make extensive use of the doctrine across his 

oeuvre and who doctrinalised it into Islamic thought. By doctrinalisation I mean that Ṭūsī turned 

taškīk al-wuǧūd into a quasi-tenet of Islamic metaphysics, held by both Sunnīs and Šīʿīs, which he 

achieved by deploying it in his debates with various opponents, among whom are the Akbarian 

monists. Following Fārābī’s refutation of Parmenides, and foreshadowing Mullā Ṣadrā’s critique 

of monism, Ṭūsī also used taškīk al-wuǧūd as an alternative theory to monism by explaining how 

there can be a single concept of being without all things being one.  

As I argue, Ṭūsī’s theory of taškīk al-wuǧūd remains very Fārābian as it retains the 

primarily linguistic and logical framework in which Fārābī first articulated it and it embodies 

Fārābī’s concern with how language reflects being. Discussions of taškīk continue to remain a 

theory of predication concerning how ‘being’ is predicated of (maqūl ʿalā) different things and the 

ontological consequences of this. However I also argue Ṭūsī’s writings represent the turning point 

in this theory’s development from Fārābī’s primarily Aristotelian theory, into a uniquely Islamic 

theory doctrinalised as the ‘ambiguity of ‘being’’ (taškīk al-wuǧūd). Although there are more than 

three centuries between Fārābī and Ṭūsī, I focus on Ṭūsī’s development of Fārābī because the 

former specifically references the latter as the source of the doctrine in Arabic.414 

                                                
414 Ṭūsī, Muṣāriʿ, 61. In responding to Šahrastānī’s claim that Ibn Sīnā invented the theory of taškīk, Ṭūsī insists that 
doctrine existed in the Greek and Arabic traditions prior to Ibn Sīnā. After listing Aristotle, Alexander of Aphrodisias 
and Porphyry as sources for the theory among the Ancients, Ṭūsī tells us that among the Moderns (al-mutaʾaḫḫirūn), 
it was Fārābī who wrote about taškīk, citing a number of texts. I discuss Ṭūsī’s engagement with Fārābī below. 
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Modern scholarship on Ṭūsī thus far has emphasised Ṭūsī as a commentator on Ibn Sīnā 

and focused on comparing the rival commentaries of Ṭūsī and Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (d. 1210) on 

Ibn Sīnā’s Pointers and Reminders.415 This scholarship has been crucial for situating Ṭūsī in the 

history of philosophy and introducing his approach to philosophy as a defender of Ibn Sīnā.416 In 

this chapter I show a different aspect of Ṭūsī’s thought. Instead of focussing on his defence of Ibn 

Sīnā I point to the influence and role of Fārābī in Ṭūsī’s philosophy, particularly with regards to 

his use of taškīk al-wuǧūd. In tandem, I also present another perspective on Fārābī’s posterity. In 

my view, there has been an over emphasis on Ibn Sīnā in the history of philosophy which has led 

to the neglect of other philosophers and their impact. Thus far scholarship has tended to celebrate 

Fārābī’s philosophical achievements as a precursor to Ibn Sīnā.417 The development of taškīk al-

                                                
415 For example, see Michael Rapoport, The Life and Afterlife of the Rational Soul: Chapters VIII-X of Ibn 
Sīnā's Pointers and Reminders and Their Commentaries (New Haven: Yale University Dissertation, 2018); Davlat 
Dadikhuda, “Not That Simple: Avicenna, Rāzī, and Ṭūsī on the Incorruptibility of the Human Soul at Ishārāt VII.6” 
in Islamic Philosophy from the 12th to the 14th Century, ed. Abdelkader Al Ghouz (Bonn: Bonn University Press, 
2018); Jon McGinnis, “Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī (d. 1274): Sharḥ al-Ishārāt,” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic 
Philosophy, eds. Khaled El-Rouayheb and Sabine Schmidtke (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017); Robert 
Wisnovsky, “Towards a Geneaology of Avicennanism” Oriens 42 (2014), 323-363; Toby Mayer, “Faḫr ad-Dīn ar-
Rāzī’s Critique of Ibn Sīnā’s Argument for the Unity of God in the Išārāt and Naṣīr ad-Dīn aṭ-Ṭūsī’s Defence” in 
Before and After Avicenna, ed. David Reisman (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 199-218. The principal exception to this trend is 
the work of George Saliba on Ṭūsī’s mathematical and astronomical treatises, including (among others) publications 
such as: George Saliba, “The Role of the Almagest Commentaries in Medieval Arabic Astronomy: A Preliminary 
Survey of Ṭūsī’s Redactions of Ptolemy’s Almagest” Archives internationales d’histoire des sciences 37 (1987), 3-
20; id. “The Spherical Case of the Ṭūsī Couple” with E. S. Kennedy, AScPh 1.2 (1991), 285-291. 
416 Wisnovsky has argued Ṭūsī sticks more closely to the doctrines of Ibn Sīnā, while Razi can be said to be engaging 
in critical analysis, even if it leads him to contradict Ibn Sīnā. See Wisnovsky, “Towards a Geneaology”. 
417 For example, Dimitri Gutas celebrates Fārābī as he who explained Aristotle’s Metaphysics to Ibn Sīnā (Dimitri 
Gutas, Avicenna and the Aristotelian Tradition, 2nd ed. (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 270ff). There has been work on the 
importance of Fārābī for the Jewish and Andalusī tradition, such as: Stephen Menn, “Fārābī in the Reception of 
Avicenna’s Metaphysics: Averroes against Avicenna on being and unity” in Dag Nikolaus Hasse and Amos Bertolacci 
(eds), The Arabic, Hebrew and Latin Reception of Avicenna’s Metaphysics (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2012), 51-96; Mauro 
Zonta, "Influence of Arabic and Islamic Philosophy on Judaic Thought", The Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy (Winter 2016 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), esp. “Section 4: Fārābī”, URL = 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/arabic-islamic-judaic/; Lawrence Berman, “Maimonides, the 
disciple of Alfarabi,” Israel Oriental Studies 4 (1974), 154-78; Shlomo Pines, “The Limitations of Human Knowledge 
according to Al-Farabi, Ibn Bajja and Maimonides,” in Studies in Medieval Jewish History and Literature, ed. I. 
Twersky (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1979), vol.1, 82-109; id., “Les limitEs de la métaphysique selon 
al-Fārābī, Ibn Bājja et Maïmonide,” in J. P. Beckmann et al., eds., Sprache und Erkenntnis im Mittelalter I (Berlin: 
De Gruyter, 1981), 211-25), but I am not aware of major studies on the role of Fārābī in the mašriq “post-Classical” 
period. 
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wuǧūd in Ṭūsī and beyond demonstrates that the importance of Fārābī’s thought goes beyond Ibn 

Sīnā and into the post-classical period. 

In exploring the relationship between Fārābī, Ṭūsī and the post-classical period concerning 

taškīk al-wuǧūd I de-centralise the role traditionally accorded to Ibn Sīnā in the history of 

philosophy. I do this by emphasising the roles of Fārābī who came before him and Ṭūsī who came 

after. This is not because Ibn Sīnā is unimportant. On the contrary, he introduces significant shifts 

to the theory which are important for Ṭūsī and that I discuss below. However, in my view it is the 

genesis of taškīk al-wuǧūd as a logical-linguistic theory in Fārābī that defines it, and its 

doctrinalisation achieved by Ṭūsī that is central to the subsequent development of the theory. By 

emphasising Fārābī and Ṭūsī in the history of taškīk al-wuǧūd I hope to provide a counter balance 

to the otherwise widespread emphasis on Ibn Sīnā in the history of Islamic philosophy.418 

I begin this chapter by examining how Ibn Sīnā introduces shifts into Fārābī’s theory of al-

mawǧūd as an ambiguous term. In this process I discuss the philosophical significance of these 

shifts as moves away from Aristotelianism towards the creation of an independent Islamic 

philosophical tradition with its own key terms, concepts and questions. Following this I examine 

the use of taškīk al-wuǧūd in Ṭūsī in whom the shifts underway in Ibn Sīnā are fully achieved. I 

look at how Ṭūsī uses this newly articulated theory to solve problems raised by his opponents, 

                                                
418 The emphasis on Ibn Sīnā in the history of Islamic philosophy is evident in the numerous publications on his 
sources and influence, such as: Dimitri Gutas, Avicenna and the Aristotelian Tradition; Robert Wisnovsky, Avicenna’s 
metaphysics in context (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003); Jean Michot “La Pandémie Avicennienne au VIe/XIIe 
siècle ” Arabica 40.3 (1993), 287-344; David Reisman (ed.), Before and after Avicenna: Proceedings of the First 
Conference of the Avicenna Study Group (Leiden: Brill, 2003); Jon McGinnis (ed.), Interpreting Avicenna: science 
and philosophy in medieval Islam: Proceedings of the Second Conference of the Avicenna Study Group (Leiden: Brill, 
2004); Amos Bertolacci, The Reception of Aristotle’s Metaphysics in Avicenna’s Kitāb al-Šifāʾ: a milestone of Western 
metaphysical thought (Leiden: Brill, 2006); Tzvi Langermann (ed.), Avicenna and his legacy: a golden age of science 
and philosophy (Turnhout: Brepols, 2009); Dag Nikolaus Hasse and Amos Bertolacci (eds), The Arabic, Hebrew and 
Latin reception of Avicenna’s Metaphysics (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2012); id, The Arabic, Hebrew and Latin Reception 
of Avicenna’s Physics and Cosmology (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2018), to name a few. Alexander Treiger reproduces this 
same emphasis on the role of Ibn Sīnā in the history of taškīk al-wuǧūd in his article “Avicenna’s notion of 
transcendental modulation of existence (taškīk al-wuǧūd, analogia entis) and its Greek and Arabic sources”. 
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thereby establishing it as an important doctrine in Islamic metaphysics. I also situate this discussion 

in current scholarly debates surrounding the shift away from predicamental being to transcendental 

being in Ṭūsī. I argue that the significant developments in metaphysics made by Ṭūsī are better 

understood within the shift from discussions of al-mawǧūd to discussions of al-wuǧūd. 

Having examined Ṭūsī’s doctrinalisation of taškīk al-wuǧūd, I briefly consider how the 

Sunnī tradition following Ṭūsī makes use of the doctrine. Firstly I consider how the Akbarian 

monist Dāwūd al-Qaysarī (d. 1350) attempts to reappropriate the doctrine, and secondly how the 

Ašʿarī theologian Saʿd al-Dīn al-Taftāzānī (d. 1390) uses taškīk al-wuǧūd in a similar way to Ṭūsī 

to refute monism and correct misunderstandings in Ibn Sīnā’s metaphysics. Then I briefly consider 

how Ibn Taymīyah (d. 1328) used the theory to refute different theologically heterodox groups on 

the broader issue of divine predication. 

Finally I consider how Mullā Ṣadrā and the Ṣadrian school of Transcendental Philosophy 

(al-ḥikmah al-mutaʿālīyah) transforms taškīk al-wuǧūd from a logical-linguistic theory with 

metaphysical implications into an explicitly metaphysical doctrine known in English as the 

modulation of being. This theory offers an alternative to monism while rejecting Fārābian and 

Peripatetic essentialism. According to this school, Being is both single and differentiated at the 

same time. I conclude by considering how the doctrine of taškīk is defined by contemporary 

members of the Ṣadrian school and removed from its original Fārābian framework. 

 

8.1 Fārābī to Ibn Sīnā: Shifts in the ambiguity of ‘being’ 

A defining characteristic of ambiguous terms in Fārābī’s thought is that they have multiple, related 

meanings. In the case of ‘being’ (al-mawǧūd), this means that there are many different meanings 

of ‘being’, and thus many different beings. Fārābī is not only concerned with beings, or the things 



 252 

that are, but also with what we can say about them. As we saw in chapter three, mawǧūd means 

not only ‘what is’, but also signifies the copula ‘is’. To speak about the ambiguity of ‘being’ in 

Fārābī’s thought is thus to speak about the different ways that we can make assertions about what 

something is, and hence the different beings that constitute what-there-is. Ontology for Fārābī 

revolves around the essentialist thesis and what things are and is closely linked to the 2-place 

predication of being. The multiple meanings of al-mawǧūd as an ambiguous term are crucial for 

maintaining an ontological pluralism, as we saw in the previous chapter on Fārābī’s refutation of 

Parmenides. 

 Conversely, in subsequent Arabic and Islamic philosophy beginning with Ibn Sīnā there is 

a shift from discussions of the ambiguity of al-mawǧūd to discussions of the ambiguity of al-

wuǧūd. Simultaneously, there was a shift in the theory of taškīk whereby ambiguous terms only 

have one meaning said with priority and posteriority. Rather than being concerned primarily with 

what there is, these shifts point towards a concern with the concept and theorisation of being (al-

wuǧūd) and how this single concept applies to things. Ibn Sīnā typically refers to the ambiguity of 

al-wuǧūd which he construes as the meaning or concept (mafhūm) of al-mawǧūd that is applied 

with priority and posteriority in things. If al-mawǧūd has a single meaning, namely al-wuǧūd, that 

is applied with different degrees of priority and posteriority in things, these shifts transform al-

wuǧūd into a single concept found to varying degrees in things. 

 To begin with Ibn Sīnā’s logical works, in the Categories 1.2 he introduces various types 

of non-synonymous terms, explaining that there are homonymous terms with multiple meanings, 

or ambiguous terms with one meaning that differs in its referents. He tells us that this is the case 

with al-wuǧūd which is one meaning in multiple things but differs in them: 
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 هنكل ةريثك ءايشأ يف دحاو هنإف دوجولا ىنعم لثمف كلذ دعب فلتخي نكلو دحاو اهيف ىنعملا نوكي يذلاو
 .اهيف فلتخي

[Among non-synonymous terms are the terms] the meaning in which is one but 
differs subsequently, for example the meaning of al-wuǧūd. It is one in multiple 
things but it differs in them.419 

 

Subsequently Ibn Sīnā lists the different ways that the meaning of an ambiguous term can apply 

to different things differently, such as with priority and posteriority (ṭarīq al-taqaddum wa-al-

taʾaḫḫur).420 In an example of how the meaning can apply differently Ibn Sīnā tells us that “the 

being existent through itself is worthier of al-wuǧūd than the being existent through other than it 

(al-mawǧūd bi-ḏātihi awlā bi-al-wuǧūd min al-mawǧūd bi-ġayrihi)”.421 

 Similarly, in the Middle Compendium on Logic, Ibn Sīnā summarises the view that an 

ambiguous term has one meaning that applies differently, and here specifies that the meaning is 

one but that it exists unequally in the referents. He gives the example of al-wuǧūd as a meaning 

that applies firstly to substance and then to accidents: 

 ءاوسلا ىلع سيل هنأ الإ دحاو اهيف مسالا كلذ نم موهفملاو دحاو مسا اهل يتلا يهف اهؤامسأ ةككشملا امأو
 لثم ىلوأب سيلو فعضأ اهضعبلو ىلوأو دشأ اهضعبلو لوألا نم رخآللو الوأ اهضعبل لب اهعيمج يف
 .ىلوأ الو ايناث ضرعلا ىلعو ىلوأو الوأ رهوجلا ىلع هانعم عقاولا دوجولا

As for the things with ambiguous terms, they are what have one name, and the 
concept of that term422 is one, except that it does not exist equally in all of [those 
things]. Rather it comes first for one of them and for another it is from the first, and 
for one of them it is more intense and primary, and for others it is weaker and not 
primary, such as al-wuǧūd the meaning of which applies to substance first and more 
primarily, and to accident secondly and not primarily.423 

                                                
419 Ibn Sīnā, Al-Maqūlāt 1.2 in al-Šifā ed. Ibrāhīm Madkūr (Cairo: Wizārat al-Maʿārif, 1952-1983), vol. 2, 10. 
420 He also tells us it can apply according to what is more proper and better (ṭarīq al-awlā wa-al-aḥrā) or by means of 
strength and weakness (bi-al-šiddah wa-al-ḍaʿf). On the different types of ambiguous predication in Ibn Sīnā, see: 
Janos, 424ff. 
421 Ibn Sīnā, Al-Maqūlāt 1.2, 10. 
422 Literally: ‘what is understood from that term’, which in this case is synonymous with ‘meaning’. 
423 Ibn Sīnā, Middle Compendium on Logic, in Alexander Kalbarczyk, “The Kitāb al-Maqūlāt of the Muḫtaṣar al-
awsaṭ fī l-manṭiq: A Hitherto Unknown Source for Studying Ibn Sīnā's Reception of Aristotle's Categories” Oriens 
40.2 (2012), 326. 
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In both the Categories and the Middle Compendium on Logic Ibn Sīnā refers to al-wuǧūd as a 

‘meaning’ or ‘concept’ of an ambiguous term. On the other hand, in the Elements of Philosophy 

Ibn Sīnā tells us that it is the term al-mawǧūd that has one meaning that applies to the substance 

and accident unequally: 

 .ضرعلاو رهوجلا ىلع دوجوملا سفن عوقو اككشم ىمسيو ءاوسلا ىلع ال دحاو ىنعم عقي نأ امإو
Or one meaning can apply unequally, and [such a term] is called ambiguous, as al-
mawǧūd applies itself to substance and accident.424 

 

While the Elements of Philosophy passage uses the term al-mawǧūd, it speaks of the term itself, 

rather than the meaning of the term, as is the case in the texts which use al-wuǧūd. Taken together, 

we can surmise that while al-mawǧūd is an ambiguous term, its meaning is al-wuǧūd, and it is the 

single meaning of al-wuǧūd which is being applied ambiguously, e.g. with priority and 

posteriority, in things. In both the Categories and the Middle Compendium on Logic when Ibn Sīnā 

talks about al-wuǧūd he talks about it as a meaning, presumably the meaning of al-mawǧūd, 

whereas in the Elements of Philosophy Ibn Sīnā speaks simply of the term al-mawǧūd. It appears 

that Ibn Sīnā refers to the ambiguity of al-mawǧūd as a term itself, and to the ambiguity of al-

wuǧūd as the meaning of that term.425 The ambiguity of the former would represent the mere 

linguistic level of ambiguity, whereas the ambiguity of the latter carries the logical-ontological 

level of applying a concept to things. 

                                                
424 Ibn Sīnā, ʿUyūn al-ḥikmah, ed. Muǧtabā Mīnuvī (Tehran: Intiširāt-i Dānišgāh-i Tihrān, 1954), 3. 
425 Likewise, in The Guidance Ibn Sīnā tells us that al-mawǧūd is predicated ambiguously of substance and accidents 
(Ibn Sīnā, al-Hidāyah, ed. Muḥammad ʿAbduh (Cairo: Maktabat al-Qāhirah al-Ḥadīṯah), §9, p.72; §137, p. 232-233) 
and that substance is the most prior in the meaning of al-wuǧūd (§137, p. 232-233). However, in the Physics Ibn Sīnā 
clearly refers to the term al-wuǧūd, rather than the meaning or concept of al-wuǧūd, when discussing its ambiguity: 
dalālat al-wuǧūd (Avicenna, The Physics of The Healing Books I & II: A Parallel English-Arabic text, tr. ed. Jon 
McGinnis (Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 2009), 1.3, §9) and lafẓat al-wujūd (Physics 2.2, §1). 
Elsewhere in the Physics Ibn Sīnā refers to the concept of al-wuǧūd (Physics 2.2, §6). This discrepancy could be 
because as a non-logical and non-metaphysical text there is less precision in the Physics. 
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In these logical texts the shift from Fārābī is already apparent. Fārābī does not connect al-

wuǧūd to his theory of al-mawǧūd as an ambiguous term. His discussions of al-wuǧūd as what 

makes something what-it-is, equivalent to ‘human-ness’ in relation to ‘human’ are relevant for his 

metaphysics and how beings relate to each other but are not connected to the many meanings of 

al-mawǧūd. However, in Ibn Sīnā al-wuǧūd is construed as the meaning of al-mawǧūd and it is 

this meaning that applies with priority and posteriority across different beings. The discussion of 

the ambiguity of al-mawǧūd is thus no longer about the different essences of beings and what 

beings are, but it is now about a single meaning or concept that applies universally, albeit with 

priority and posteriority. The ambiguity no longer lies in the term with its multiple meanings and 

referents, but in the predication of a single meaning with priority and posteriority. There is the 

beginning of the shift from a discussion of what-there-is to a discussion of the concept of being 

and how things can be said to ‘be’, i.e. how al-wuǧūd is applied to them.426 

While the logical texts appear to make al-wuǧūd the meaning or concept of the ambiguous 

term al-mawǧūd, elsewhere Ibn Sīnā refers simply to the ambiguity of al-wuǧūd. In the 

Discussions Ibn Sīnā explains how al-wuǧūd is not a genus or a part of the essence of anything, 

rather it is a non-constitutive concomitant (lāzim ġayr muqawwim). As a part of this discussion he 

tells us that al-wuǧūd is predicated ambiguously and that is why beings differ from each other 

essentially: 

 هتاذب رخآلا نع تادوجوملا نم دحاو لك زيمت نوكي نأ بجيف كيكشتلاب هتحت ام ىلع لمحي دوجولا
 .رادقملا نع داوسلاك

                                                
426 On this basis, Ibn Sīnā’s ambiguous terms appear to no longer be a species of homonymy. Alexander Treiger has 
called them “modulated univocals” (Treiger, “Transcendental”, 332, 340ff). Similarly, Olga Lizzini has described al-
wuǧūd as a “univocal concept” for Ibn Sīnā (Olga Lizzini, “Wuǧūd-mawǧūd/existence-existent in Avicenna: a key 
ontological notion of Arabic philosophy”, Quaestio, 3 (2003), 127). In her study of Mullā Ṣadrā (who I discuss below), 
Cécile Bonmariage appears to have been the first to point out the significance of this distinction. She tells us “Il est à 
remarquer toutefois que dans les textes de logique de la tradition arabo-musulmane que nous considèrerons plus loin, 
ainsi que dans l’usage de Sadra, les termes mushakkak ne sont pas un type de termes se disant en différents sens, mais 
bien des termes dits avec une signification en tout. La différence est importante.” Bonmariage, Le Réel, 55. 
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Al-wuǧūd is predicated of that which is below it ambiguously. Thus, it is necessary 
that the distinction between each one of the beings from another be through its 
essence, such as [the distinction of] blackness from measurement.427 
 

This shift is also found in the Notes where Ibn Sīnā refers to al-wuǧūd as one of the ambiguous 

terms.428 The Discussions and the Notes, both of which are texts written late in Ibn Sīnā’s career, 

refer simply to the ambiguity of al-wuǧūd rather than the ambiguity of al-wuǧūd as the meaning 

or concept of al-mawǧūd. The total shift towards the ambiguity of al-wuǧūd in these texts shows 

that the ambiguity of ‘being’ in Ibn Sīnā is increasingly related to the ambiguity of a single concept 

in its application to things, rather than the ambiguity of referring to what-there-is.429 

 Elsewhere Ibn Sīnā’s theory of al-mawǧūd retains some important similarities to that of 

Fārābī. In Fārābī the notion that al-mawǧūd is an ambiguous term is inextricably tied to the fact 

that it is transcategorial and tells us nothing about what something is. This means that it has 

multiple meanings and refers to different things with different essences. Ibn Sīnā retains this 

framework of al-mawǧūd as transcategorial and not a part of the essence of anything. In the Book 

of Metaphysics 5.8 Ibn Sīnā reminds us that al-mawǧūd is among the things general to all the 

categories (min al-ašyāʾ al-ʿāmmah li-al-maqūlāt).430 Furthermore, as being is general to all 

things, in numerous places throughout the Book of Demonstration Ibn Sīnā establishes that being 

is not part of the essence of things. For example, in 4.3 Ibn Sīnā tells us that al-mawǧūd is not a 

part of the quiddity of anything and therefore cannot be part of a definition: 

                                                
427 Ibn Sīnā, al-Mubāḥaṯāt, ed. Muḥsin Bīdārfar (Qom: Intašārāt Baydar, 1992), 218. 
428 Ibn Sīnā, al-Taʿlīqāt, ed. Sayyid Ḥusayn Mūsāwiyān (Tehran: Muʾassasah-ʼi Pijūhišī-i Ḥikmat va Falsafat-i Īrān, 
2013), 163. The recension of this text is problematic and may not be the direct word of Ibn Sīnā, see Dimitri Gutas, 
Avicenna and the Aristotelian Tradition, 162-163. 
429 This shift requires serious philological study, especially because there is the broader problem of the transmission 
of texts and the similarity in how the terms al-mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd are written in Arabic. 
430 Avicenna [Ibn Sīnā], The Metaphysics of The healing: a parallel English-Arabic text tr. ed. Michael E. Marmura 
(Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 2005) 5.8, §1. 
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 الو اسنج دوجولا سيلف .اهنم سيل تملع امك دوجوملاو دودحملا ةيهام يف ةلخاد رومأ ىلع ينبي امنإ دحلا
 .مزال لومحم وه لب الصف

The definition is built only on things that enter in the quiddity of what is defined, 
and, as you know, al-mawǧūd is not one of them. Thus, al-wuǧūd is neither a genus 
nor a differentia, rather it is a concomitant predicate.431 
 

Similarly, like Fārābī, Ibn Sīnā tells us that ambiguous terms cannot be used as a part of a 

definition. In the Book of Demonstration 2.7 Ibn Sīnā states that terms such ‘being’ (al-mawǧūd) 

and ‘one’ (al-wāḥid) are not essential (ḏātī), i.e. part of the essence of something, and as they are 

general terms they cannot be part of the definition of something specific.432 Subsequently in 4.6 

Ibn Sīnā discusses how to construct definitions, explaining that one must take essential things (al-

umūr al-ḏātīyah) that are not outside of the first genus of what is being defined, i.e. its category. 

If we wanted to define ‘three’, Ibn Sīnā tells us, we could not use ‘being’ (al-mawǧūd) because it 

is outside of its genus.433 Ibn Sīnā reiterates the point that al-mawǧūd is not a genus in both the 

Metaphysics and the Notes.434 

Like Fārābī, Ibn Sīnā does not consider al-mawǧūd to be a part of what something is. Yet, 

while the different beings have different essences and are not united under a supreme category of 

al-mawǧūd, for Ibn Sīnā the locus of ambiguity is not in the fact that al-mawǧūd refers to things 

with different essences. According to Ibn Sīnā, the locus of ambiguity is in the theory of al-wuǧūd, 

as one single meaning, applying with priority and posteriority to different beings. The shift from 

al-mawǧūd to al-wuǧūd in Ibn Sīnā’s discussions of ambiguity is thus complex. Ibn Sīnā discusses 

al-mawǧūd in ways similar to Fārābī, and considers it an ambiguous term, however there is a subtle 

                                                
431 Ibn Sīnā, Kitāb al-Burḥān 4.3 in al-Šifā ed. Ibrāhīm Madkūr (Cairo: al-Maṭbaʿah al-Amīrīyah, 1956), vol. 5, 282. 
I thank Riccardo Strobino for this reference and for his presentation on this topic at Georgetown University, April 19, 
2018 entitled “Definition, Induction, and Composition in Avicenna’s Theory of Science”. 
432 Ibn Sīnā, Kitāb al-Burḥān 2.7, 165.  
433 Ibn Sīnā, Kitāb al-Burhān 4.6, 307. 
434 Ibn Sīnā, Metaphysics 1.5, §21; Ibn Sīnā, al-Taʿlīqāt, 280. 
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shift whereby it is a single concept, applied with priority and posteriority, as a concomitant to 

different things, which constitutes ambiguity, rather than the ambiguity of different meanings. Ibn 

Sīnā’s theory leaves the tension of how al-mawǧūd can have only one meaning (al-wuǧūd) yet 

refer to different beings with different essences, which he resolves with the theory of al-wuǧūd as 

a non-constitutive concomitant. 

Although the move from al-mawǧūd to al-wuǧūd in the theory of ambiguous terms begins 

with Ibn Sīnā, it is not made decisively. It is only with Ṭūsī that this shift towards al-wuǧūd is fully 

achieved. Across his different texts Ṭūsī speaks exclusively of the ambiguous predication of al-

wuǧūd and of al-wuǧūd as an ambiguous term.435  

 

8.2 The doctrinalisation of taškīk al-wuǧūd in Ṭūsī 

Ṭūsī begins his primer on philosophical theology, the Abstraction of Belief, with a chapter (faṣl) 

on being and non-being (al-wuǧūd wa-al-ʿadam). Within a few lines of the chapter he introduces 

the notion of taškīk al-wuǧūd: 

 لاقيو تاعوضوملا رثكتب رثكتيو لصف الف طيسب وه لب هل سنج الو ايسنجو ايعونو ايصخش ذخؤيو
 .اقلطم ريغ نم اءزج سيلف اهضراوع ىلع كيكشتلاب

[Al-wuǧūd] can be taken as a particular, a species or a genus, but it has no genus, 
rather it is simple, so it has no differentia. It is multiplied with the multiplication of 
subjects and it is predicated ambiguously of its accidents, so it is absolutely not a 
part of anything else.436 

                                                
435 For example, he tells us: “al-wuǧūd is said ambiguously of the accidents [of its subjects] (al-wuǧūd yuqāl bi-al-
taškīk ʿalā ʿawāriḍihā)” Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī, Taǧrīd al-iʿtiqād, ed. ʿAbbās Muḥammad Haṣan Sulaymān (al-Azārīṭah 
[Egypt]: Dār al-Maʻrifah al-Jāmiʻīyah, 1996), 65; “al-wuǧūd is applied to what is below it with one meaning (al-
wuǧūd yaqaʿ ʿalā mā taḥtahu bi-maʿnā wāḥid)” id., Šarḥay al-Išārāt (Cairo: al-Maṭbaʿah al-ḫayrīyah, 1325H [1907]) 
4.17, 2o2.4-5; “al-wuǧūd indicates [beings] ambiguously (al-wuǧūd yadull ʿalayhā bi-al-taškīk)” id., Talḫīṣ al-
Muḥaṣṣal, 2nd ed. (Beirut: Dār al-Aḍwāʾ, n.d.), 93; “al-wuǧūd is among the ambiguous terms (al-wuǧūd min al-alfāẓ 
al-mušakkikah)” id., al-Murāsalāt bayna Ṣadr al-Dīn al-Qūnawī wa-Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī, ed. Gudrun Schubert 
(Beirut: Franz Steiner, 1995), 108. Tusi does speak of al-wuǧūd as a (single) meaning (maʿnā) (e.g. he tells us al-
wuǧūd is a “shared meaning”, Talḫīṣ, 93, and an “ambiguous meaning” Talḫīṣ, 251), but the distinction between al-
mawǧūd as the ambiguous term, and al-wuǧūd as the concept that is predicated ambiguously appears absent in Ṭūsī. 
As I have stated, this is significant because it shows a shift in concern away from beings, or what-there-is. 
436 Taǧrīd, 65. 
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Introducing taškīk al-wuǧūd into the opening chapter of a primer on theology is a break with the 

history of the theory as found in Fārābī and Ibn Sīnā. For Ṭūsī, taškīk al-wuǧūd is one of the 

fundamental doctrines that explains the relationship between God and other things qua being. 

Moreover, it did not enter this introductory text out of a vacuum, rather for Ṭūsī it is an essential 

theory for a correct understanding of God and the world around us, permeating many of his texts. 

As mentioned earlier, Ṭūsī uses taškīk al-wuǧūd in his numerous metaphysical debates with 

opponents. 

As the first philosopher in the Islamic tradition to deploy taškīk al-wuǧūd in such a way, I 

contend that it is Ṭūsī who turns the theory into an explicit doctrine that solves problems raised by 

his opponents in the post-classical age of Islamic philosophy.437 Similarly, I contend that it is Ṭūsī 

who hails a new beginning to Islamic metaphysics, albeit one rooted in its Graeco-Arabic origins. 

Ṭūsī’s use of taškīk al-wuǧūd to debate his opponents, and his establishment of the theory as an 

elementary and foundational part of Islamic metaphysics, is one signal of a new chapter in the 

history of Islamic metaphysics. In order to flesh out Ṭūsī’s theory of taškīk al-wuǧūd, and place it 

within the history of Islamic philosophy, I give a brief synopsis of the metaphysical problems in 

which Ṭūsī was entrenched. 

 Many of the philosophical polemics during Ṭūsī’s life were surrounding the interpretation 

of Ibn Sīnā, whose philosophical system Ṭūsī sought to defend.438 It was precisely in debating the 

                                                
437 Prior to Ṭūsī, ʿUmar Ḫayyām (d. 1131) also uses taškīk al-wuǧūd at length to explain that al-wuǧūd is something 
conceptual (amr iʿtibārī) that applies to both God and other things (al-Ǧawāb ʿan ṯalāṯ masāʾil: Ḍarūrat al-taḍād fī 
al-ʿālām wa-al-ǧabr wa-al-baqāʾ, ed. Ḥāmid Nāǧī Iṣfahānī (n.p., n.d.), 165-166). The theory of taškīk al-wuǧūd must 
have already grown in importance after Ibn Sīnā, foreshadowing Ṭūsī’s doctrinalisation of it. I thank Frank Griffel for 
bringing Ḫayyām’s treatise to my attention and furnishing me with a copy of it. 
438 On Ibn Sīnā’s reception in the Islamic world, see: Robert Wisnovsky “Avicenna’s Islamic Reception” in 
Interpreting Avicenna: Critical Essays, ed. Peter Adamson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 190-213; 
Frank Griffel, “Theology Engages With Avicennan Philosophy: al-Ghazālī’s Tahāfut al-Falāsifa and Ibn al-
Malāḥimī’s Tuḥfat al-Mutakallimīn fī l-Radd ʿalā l-Falāsifa” in ed. Sabine Schmidtke, The Oxford Handbook of 
Islamic Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 542-567; and the references listed in section 8.1. 
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philosophy of Ibn Sīnā that a newly articulated tradition of Islamic metaphysics began, growing 

out of its Graeco-Arabic origins. For our purposes the most significant part of Ibn Sīnā’s 

philosophy is his identification of God’s essence with His wuǧūd and the claim that the wuǧūd of 

God is necessary by itself while the wuǧūd of other things is possible.439 This theory would become 

a turning point in the history of metaphysics to which three different metaphysical schools grew 

in response: the Akbarian school of Islamic mysticism, the Ašʿarī school of dialectical theology 

and the Peripatetic philosophers. 

 Ibn Sīnā’s identification of God’s essence with His wuǧūd raised the question of how al-

wuǧūd can be said of things other than God and how al-wuǧūd can be a single concept that is 

necessary in God but possible in other things. The Akbarians considered that if this is the case then 

al-wuǧūd can be attributed to nothing other than God. According to this view, al-wuǧūd cannot be 

said of anything else because it is identical to God’s essence. This view formed the basis for Islamic 

monism (waḥdat al-wuǧūd).440 On the other hand, the early Ašʿarī theological response denied the 

identification of God’s essence with His wuǧūd, declaring that if al-wuǧūd is separate from essence 

in things other than God, it must be separate from God’s essence too.441 These two schools offered 

                                                
439 On Ibn Sīnā’s theology and the identification of essence with al-wuǧūd in God, see: Jon McGinnis, Avicenna 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), Chapter 6 “Metaphysics I: Theology”, 149-177; Amos Bertolacci, “The 
Distinction of Essence and Existence in Avicenna’s Metaphysics: The Text and its Context” in eds. Felicitas Opwis 
and David Reisman, Islamic Philosophy, Science, Culture, and Religion: Studies in Honor of Dimitri Gutas (Leiden: 
Brill, 2012), 257-288.  
440 On waḥdat al-wuǧūd, see: William Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn al-ʿArabī’s Metaphysics of the 
Imagination  (Albany: SUNY Press, 1989), chapter five; id., “Qūnawī on the One Wujūd”, Journal of the Muhyiddin 
Ibn 'Arabi Society 49 (2011), 117-127; id., In Search of the Lost Heart: Explorations in Islamic Thought, ed. 
Mohammad Rustom et al. (Albany: SUNY Press, 2012), chapters eight, eleven and twelve; Mohammad Rustom, 
“Philosophical Sufism” in eds. Richard Taylor and Luis Xavier Lopez-Farjeat, The Routledge Companion to Islamic 
Philosophy (London/New York: Routledge, 2016), 399-411; Nicholas Heer, “Al-Jāmī’s Treatise on Existence” in ed. 
Parviz Morewedge, Islamic Philosophical Theology (Albany: SUNY Press, 1979), 223-256. 
441 This was the position of Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (d. 1210) discussed below. For a discussion of this position, see: 
Robert Wisnovsky, “Essence and Existence in the Eleventh- and Twelfth-Century Islamic East (Mašriq): A Sketch,” 
in eds. Dag Nikolaus Hasse and Amos Bertolacci, The Arabic, Hebrew and Latin Reception of Avicenna’s Metaphysics 
(Berlin: De Gruyter: 2012), 40ff. Later, the famous Sufi theologian Al-Sayyid al-Šarīf al-Ǧurǧānī (d. 1413) would 
report that al-wuǧūd is a shared concept (muštarak maʿnawīyan), except that the philosophers (al-ḥukamāʾ) hold it to 
be predicated ambiguously and others hold it to be predicated synonymously (Ǧurǧānī, Šarḥ al-Mawāqif (Beirut: Dār 
al-Kutub al-ʿIlmīyah, 2012) vol. 2, 112). The ‘philosophers’ must refer to Ibn Sīnā, Ṭūsī and those that followed them 
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opposing solutions to the same problem. The Akbarian school maintained the identification of the 

divine essence with God’s wuǧūd but did so through a theory of monism which undermined Ibn 

Sīnā’s philosophy. On the other hand, the Ašʿarī response did not fall into the trap of monism but 

it abandoned a key Ibn Sīnan doctrine. 

Ṭūsī proposed the theory of taškīk al-wuǧūd as a solution to the problems raised by these 

opposing schools. Although the Akbarian and Ašʿarī responses to Ibn Sīnā produced very different 

metaphysics, their difficulties with Ibn Sīnā both amounted to the question of how God’s essence 

can be identical to His wuǧūd if al-wuǧūd is also predicated of other things. Ṭūsī adopted the 

theory of taškīk al-wuǧūd in order to solve this problem, incorporating the shifts already made by 

Ibn Sīnā, namely the ambiguity of al-wuǧūd as a single concept said with priority and posteriority 

of different things. He achieved this by arguing that al-wuǧūd is a general concept shared between 

all things ambiguously, and that ambiguity is what allows this concept to be necessary in God but 

possible in other things. Furthermore, Ṭūsī also distinguished on the one hand between the wuǧūd 

that is general and shared ambiguously and between the particular wuǧūd (al-wuǧūd al-ʿaynī) of 

each individual thing that is its concrete being external to the soul on the other hand. According to 

Ṭūsī, the identification of God’s essence with His wuǧūd is the identification of His essence with 

His particular wuǧūd, not the general wuǧūd that is shared ambiguously. Ṭūsī lays out this theory 

across many texts where he responds directly to his opponents. 

Tūsī refuted the Akbarian school of metaphysics in his correspondence with Ṣadr al-Dīn 

al-Qūnawī (d. 1274).442 Qūnawī was the son-in-law and chief disciple of the famous Sufi mystic 

                                                
(on which see: Robert Wisnovsky, “On the Emergence of Maragha Aviennism” Oriens 46 (2018), 263-331, esp. 282 
onwards), whereas the ‘others’ must include reference to Rāzī. 
442 The correspondence has been edited in Gudrun Schubert (ed.), Al-Murāsalāt bayna Ṣadr al-Dīn al-Qūnawī wa-
Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner, 1995). On this correspondence, see: William Chittick, “Mysticism 
versus Philosophy in Earlier Islamic History: The Al-Ṭūsī, Al-Qūnawī Correspondence”, Religious Studies 17.1 (Mar., 
1981), 87-104. For an Italian translation and study, see: Il calamo dell’esistenza: la corrispondenza epistolare tra 
Ṣadr al-Dīn al-Qūnawī e Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī, tr. Patrizia Spallino and Ivana Panzeca (Barcelona/Rome: Fédération 
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Muḥyī al-Dīn ibn al-ʿArabī (d. 1240), also known as al-Šayḥ al-Akbar (‘the Greatest Master’), 

after whom the Akbarian school is named. Qūnawī lived and taught in modern day Konya where 

he was an associate of the famous poet Ǧalāl al-Dīn al-Rūmī (d. 1273). In addition to his Sufi 

training, Qūnawī had an extensive philosophical education and can be said to have synthesised his 

master’s teachings into a metaphysical school. Qūnawī initiated correspondence with Ṭūsī in 

which he sought to find common ground as well as to critique the positions of the Peripatetics and 

to push for the philosophical soundness of his own school. 

Although Qūnawī sought to understand the positions of the Peripatetic philosophers, he 

ultimately sought to defend his own views and give philosophical backing to the theory of 

monism.443 To that end, in his letter to Ṭūsī, Qūnawī argues that if al-wuǧūd is one concept, it must 

either be added as an accident to all things including God, or an accident for nothing.444 Qūnawī 

held that as a single concept al-wuǧūd could not be necessary for God, identical to His essence, 

and at the same time an accident added to the essences of other things. Ṭūsī solved this problem 

using the notion of taškīk, stating that al-wuǧūd is indeed one concept, but that it can be predicated 

unequally and with different modalities: 

 كلذ نوكي نأ امهدحأ .نيمسق ىلإ مسقنت نيريثك ىلع لوقم دحاو موهفم اهل يتلا ظافلألا نأ هباوجف
 .سرفلا كلذو سرفلا اذه يف سرفلاو ورمعو ديز يف ناسنإلاك وهو ءاوسلاب نيريثكلا كلت داحآ يف موهفملا
 .ركذ امك ادحاو امكح تاموهفملا كلت يضتقت اميف اهمكح نوكيو ةئطاوتملاب ظافلألا كلت ىمستو
 وأ ىلوأ وأ مدقأ اهضعب نوكي نأ امإ لب ءاوسلا ىلع ال ةرثكلا كلت يف موهفملا كلذ نوكي نأ رخآلا مسقلاو
 نأ بجي ال مسقلا اذه يفو .ضرعلاو رهوجلا ىلع دوجوملاو جاعلاو جلثلا ىلع ضيبألاك وهو رثكأ وأ دشأ
 ءوضو سمشلا ءوض ىلع عقاولا ءوضلا مسا لثم فلتخت امبر لب ةدحاو تاموهفملا كلت تايضتقم نوكت

                                                
Internationale des Instituts d'Études Médiévales, 2019). On Qūnawī’s philosophy, see: Ekrem Demirli, Sadreddin 
Konevi’de Bilgi ve Varlik (Istanbul: İz Yaıncılık, 2005). 
443 This is especially evident in the final letter and Guiding Epistle (al-Risālah al-Hādiyah) that Qūnawī sends to Ṭūsī 
in which he distinguishes his method (maḏhab) as one of ‘tasting’ (ḏawq) according to which there is no multiplicity 
in things (see Al-Murāsalāt, 140-173, esp. 142, 145, 156, 162). 
444 Al-Murāsalāt, 48-54. 



 263 

 هنإف ليبقلا اذه نم دوجولاو ]...[ ءاوضألا رئاس نود يشعلا لاوز يضتقي سمشلا ءوضو رانلا ءوضو رمقلا
 .هتيهامل اضراع نوكي بجاولا ريغ يفو هتيهامل هضورع ريغ نم هتاذب امئاق بجاولا يف نوكي

The response to [Qūnawī] is that utterances that have one concept predicated of 
many are divided into two types: 
1) One of them is for that concept to be in the individuals of the many equally, 

such as man in Zayd and ʿAmr, and horse in this horse and that horse. These 
utterances are called synonymous, and their ruling in what those concepts 
require is one ruling as has been mentioned. 

2) The other type is for that concept to be in that multiplicity unequally. Rather, it 
is either more prior or primary or more intense or there is more of it in some of 
them, such as white in snow and ivory, and being in substance and accident. In 
this type it is not necessary that the requirements of those concepts be one, 
rather they can differ, such as the term ‘light’ that applies to the light of the sun, 
the light of the moon and the light of fire. The light of the sun requires the end 
of night, unlike the other lights. Al-wuǧūd is of this kind for it is self-subsisting 
in the Necessary, without being an accident to its quiddity, while in other than 
the Necessary it is an accident to its quiddity.445 
 

In this passage Ṭūsī explains that al-wuǧūd is said with priority and posteriority of different things 

and as a result it does not have the same requirements or modalities in those different things. That 

is to say, this is what permits al-wuǧūd to be necessary for God but only accidental for other things. 

Continuing to address Qūnawī, Ṭūsī then explains that the concept of al-wugūd that is applied 

ambiguously only exists in the mind and is nothing real that is shared between things: 

 .يلقع رمأ كيكشتلاب نكمملاو بجاولا ىلع هموهفم عقي يذلا دوجولا نأ وهو ميظع رس انههو
Here is a great secret, and that is that the concept of al-wuǧūd that applies to the 
Necessary and contingent ambiguously is something of the intellect.446 
 

Qūnawī had ultimately sought to defend the theory of monism using Ibn Sīnā’s philosophy. If al-

wuǧūḍ is a single concept, and if God’s essence is identical to His wuǧūd then this would mean al-

wuǧūd cannot be predicated of anything else, ergo God is the only being. In addition to the theory 

of ambiguity, Ṭūsī rebuts Qūnawī by explaining that not only can al-wuǧūd have different 

                                                
445 Al-Murāsalāt, 97-98. 
446 Al-Murāsalāt, 99. 
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modalities in different things, it is also a mental concept which is why it can apply to different 

things without blurring the distinction between God and other things. Finally, this mental concept 

is different from the particular being of each thing and it is the particular being of God that is 

identified with His essence. 

 Ṭūsī also used the theory of taškīk al-wuǧūd to refute the Ašʿarī dialectical theologian and 

philosopher Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (d. 1209). Like Qūnawī, Rāzī also saw an inconsistency in Ibn 

Sīnā’s metaphysics, and feared that there would be no differentiation between God and other-than-

God if God’s essence is identical to His wuǧūd and if this wuǧūd is necessary. This led Rāzī to 

argue that al-wuǧūd is a shared concept that is added to the quiddity of God, just like in other 

beings. Ṭūsī refutes this position in two responses to Rāzī. In the Summary of the Thoughts of the 

Ancients and the Later Philosophers and Theologians Rāzī had criticised the notion that the wuǧūd 

of God requires necessity (an yakūn al-wuǧūd mustalziman li-al-wuǧūb) because in that case it 

should be the same for every being and everything would be necessary (fa-kull mawǧūd wāǧib).447 

As he did in his response to Qūnawī, Ṭūsī rebuts this position by explaining that al-wuǧūd is 

predicated ambiguously and hence can be necessary for God but possible for everything else: 

 نوك عضوم يف بوجولل امزلتسم هنوك نم مزلل ؤطاوتلاب تادوجوملا ىلع لدي كرتشملا دوجولا ناك ول لوقأ
 ليبس ىلع ةكرتشملا يناعملاو كيكشتلاب اهيلع لدي هنإف كلذك رمألا سيلو .هل امزلتسم دوجو لك
 .ءيشلا كلذل ضعبلا كلذ ريغ مازلتسا ءيشل اهضعب مازلتسا يضتقي ال كيكشتلا

I say: If al-wuǧūd that is shared [among all beings] indicated beings synonymously 
then its necessitating necessity in one place necessitates every wuǧūd to necessitate 
[necessity]. However, this is not the case because [al-wuǧūd] indicates [beings] 
ambiguously and in meanings that are shared [among things] ambiguously one of 
them necessitating something does not require that other than that also necessitate 
that thing.448 
 

                                                
447 Quoted in Ṭūsī, Ṭalḫiṣ, 93 (Faḫr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, Kitāb al-Muḥaṣṣal wa-huwa muḥaṣṣal afkār al-mutaqaddamīn 
wa-al-mutaʾaḫḫarīn min al-ḥukamāʾ wa-al-mutakallimīn, ed. Ḥusayn Atay (Qom: Intišārāt al-Šarīf al-Riḍā, 1999), 
2.3, 173-174). 
448 Talḫīṣ, 93-94. 
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Ṭūsī’s refutations of Qūnawī and Rāzī make the same argument using the doctrine of taškīk al-

wuǧūd whereby al-wuǧūd can have different modalities in different things.449 In the Summary Rāzī 

subsequently argues that God’s wuǧūd must be added to His quiddity rather than be identical to it 

because they are distinct from each other. His wuǧūd is something known (maʿlūm) whereas His 

quiddity is unknown, and something known must be different from something unknown.450 Ṭūsī 

refutes this argument by stating that the wuǧūd of God that is known is the wuǧūd that is intelligible 

and shared between all beings ambiguously, whereas the particular, external wuǧūd of God is 

unknown and cannot be predicated of anything: 

 نأل حيحص ريغف ةمولعم ريغ هتيهامو مولعم هدوجو نأب هتيهام ىلع ادئاز هدوجو نوك ىلع لالدتسالا امأو
 ريغ وه يذلاو .كيكشتلاب هريغ ىلعو هيلع عقي لوقعم رمأ وهو هريغ نيبو هنيب كرتشملا وه مولعملا هدوجو
 .هريغ ىلع لمحي نأ نكمي ال يذلا هتاذب مئاقلا هب صاخلا يجراخلا هدوجو وه مولعم

As for proving His wuǧūd to be superadded to His quiddity by the fact that His 
wuǧūd is known and His quiddity is unknown, this is not correct because His wuǧūd 
that is known is shared between Him and other than Him and it is something 
intelligible that applies to Him and other than Him ambiguously. That which is 
unknown is His external wuǧūd that is special to Him, subsisting through His 
essence, and that cannot be predicated of other than Him.451 
 

Ṭūsī argues that the wuǧūd of God that is identical to the essence is the particular, external wuǧūd 

that is unknown. The wuǧūd that we know is the conceptual wuǧūd that is shared ambiguously 

among all things and exists only in the intellect. 

 Later in the Summary Rāzī attacks Ibn Sīnā for not adequately distinguishing between God 

and other things. According to Rāzī, the quiddity of God must be different from all other quiddities 

through itself (māhīyat allāh taʿālā muḫālifah li-sāʾir al-māhīyāt bi-ʿaynihā) and he takes Ibn Sīnā 

                                                
449 The same argument emerges at other places in Ṭūsī’s refutation of Rāzī, e.g. he explains that 1) al-wuǧūd is not 
shared synonymously (bi-al-tawāṭuʾ) and for that reason al-wuǧūd does not have to be possible for both God and other 
beings (Talḫīṣ, 100) and, 2) that ambiguous meanings (maʿānī mušakkikah) do not have to apply equally in different 
things (Talḫīṣ, 251). 
450 As quoted by Ṭūsī in Talḫīṣ, 97 (Rāzī, Muḥaṣṣal 2.3, 178-179). 
451 Talḫīṣ, 98. 
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to task for not adhering to this position. Upon Rāzī’s reconstruction, Ibn Sīnā’s position is such 

that God’s quiddity is identical to al-wuǧūd and al-wuǧūd is shared among all beings (māhīyatuhu 

nafs al-wuǧūd wa-al-wuǧūd musammā muštarak fīhi bayna kull al-mawǧūdāt). Thus, the only 

thing that distinguishes God from other things is that God’s wuǧūd is not an accident, whereas it 

is an accident for everything else.452 Ṭūsī once again refutes this position by explaining that the 

wuǧūd that is predicated of God and all other things is something conceptual and not the essence 

of anything. Rather, it is predicated ambiguously of God and everything else: 

 تانكمملا تايهامو .ةيهامل هضورع الب ةديقم دوجولا سفن ىلاعت هللا ةيهام لاق انيس نب يلع وبأ امأو
 تايهاملا رئاسو هللا ةيهام نيب نوكي ال نذإف .دوجولا سفنل ةفلاخمو ةفلاختم يهو دوجولل تاضورعم
 لوقملا دوجولا لوقي هنكل .تانكممملا دوجوو ىلاعت هللا ةيهام نيب ةكراشملا نوكت امنإ .ةتبلا هجوب ةكراشم
 ىلع لومحم يلقع رمأ وه لب هريغل الو هل ال ءيشل ةيهامب وه سيل تادوجوملا رئاس ىلعو ىلاعت هللا ىلع
 .دوجولا بجاوب وه سيلو كيكشتلاب تادوجولا رئاس ىلعو هللاب صاخلا دوجولا

As for Abū ʿAlī b. Sīnā [Ibn Sīnā], he said: The quiddity of God is identical to al-
wuǧūd, determined without [al-wuǧūd] being accidental to [any other] quiddity. 
The quiddities of contingent things are accidental al-wuǧūd, they are essentially 
different from each other, and essentially different from al-wuǧūd itself. As such, 
there is no participation of any kind whatsoever between the quiddity of God and 
rest of the quiddities. The only participation is between the quiddity of God and the 
wuǧūd of contingent things. However, he says that the wuǧūd that is predicated of 
God and the rest of the beings is not a quiddity for anything, neither for Him nor 
for other than Him, rather it is something mental, predicated of the special wuǧūd 
of God and of the rest of the beings ambiguously, and it is not the Necessary 
Being.453 
 

In the Commentary on the Pointers and Reminders of Ibn Sīnā, Ṭūsī gives his most sustained 

refutation of Rāzī’s position. Ṭūsī explains Rāzī’s view to be that al-wuǧūd is one and the same 

thing for God and all other things and that it is accidental to God’s essence as it is accidental to the 

essences of other things. If this were not the case then either God would have to be equivalent to 

                                                
452 As quoted by Ṭūsī in Talḫīṣ, 257 (Rāzī, Muḥaṣṣal 3.2, 357-358). 
453 Talḫīṣ, 258. 
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the beings of things that are caused (musāwīyan li-al-wuǧūdāt al-maʿlūlah) or we would have to 

say that al-wuǧūd applies to God and other things homonymously (bi-al-ištirāk al-lafẓī) and thus 

al-wuǧūd would mean something entirely different for each thing. Ṭūsī refutes this binary and 

explains how al-wuǧūd can be necessary for God and only possible for other things with the theory 

of taškīk al-wuǧūd: 

 عقت امنإ ةفلتخم ءايشأ ىلع كيكشتلاب عوقولا نإف كيكشتلاب عوقولا ىنعمب لهجلا وه طلغلا اذه أشنمو
 عوقو ءاوسلا ىلع ال نكلو عيمجلا يف دحاو ىنعمب لب هتاموهفم ىلع نيعلا عوقو يظفللا كارتشاب ال اهيلع
 يذ مسجلا ىلعو رادقملا ىلع لصتملا عوقو رخأتلاو مدقتلاب امإ فالتخالا ىلع لب هصاخشأ ىلع ناسنإلا
 وه يذلا ريغ رخآ هجوب مسقني ام ىلعو الصأ مسقني ال ام ىلع دحاولا عوقو اهمدعو ةيولوألاب امإو رادقملا
 هنإف تافالتخال هذه عيمجل عماج دوجولاو جاعلاو جلثلا ىلع ضيبألا عوقو فعضلاو ةدشلاب امإو دحاو هب
 راقلا ريغو راقلا ىلعو اهمدعو ةيولوألاب ضرعلاو رهوجلا ىلعو رخأتلاو مدقتلاب اهلولعمو ةلعلا ىلع عقي
 ىلع لوقملا دحاولا ىنعملاو .ةثالثلا هوجولاب نكمملاو بجاولا ىلع لب فعضلاو ةدشلاب ةكرحلاو داوسلاك
 الو فلتخت ال ةيهاملا نأل ءايشألا كلتل ةيهام ءزج وأ ةيهام نوكي نأ عنتمي ءاوسلا ىلع ال ةفلتخم ءايشأ
 جاعلا ضايب ىلعو جلثلا ضايب ىلع لوقملا ضايبلاك الثم اقرافم وأ امزال ايجراخ اضراع نوكي امنأ لب اهءزج
 يفرط نيب نأل كلذو .جراخ نم امهل مزال رمأ وه لب امهل ةيهام ءزج الو ةيهامب سيل وهف ءاوسلا ىلع ال
 ةلمج لك ىلع عقي ليصفتلاب اهل يماسأ الو ةوقلاب اهل ةياهن ال ناولألا نم اعاونأ ناولألا يف عقاولا داضتلا
 ريغ ةلمجلا كلتل امزال ىنعملا كلذ نوكي كيكشتلاب داوسلاو ةرمحلاو ضايبلاك دحاو ىنعمب دحاو مسا اهنم
 اهل ءامسأ ال يتلا تايوهلاب ةفلتخملا نكمملا دوجوو بجاولا دوجو ىلع هعوقو يف دوجولا كلذكف موقم
 عوقو اهيلع عقي اضيأ هنأ ينعأ تايهاملا كلت تادوجو ىلع لب تانكمملا تايهام ىلع لوقأ ال .ليصفتلاب
 ىلع عقي دوجولا نأل كلذو اهرسأب لضافلا اذه تالاكشإ لحنا دقف اذه ررقت اذإو .موقم ريغ يجراخ مزال
 يف بجاولا دوجو يه يتلا هتاموزلم يواست كلذ نم مزلي الو ءامكحلا هيلإ بهذ امك دحاو ىنعمبو هتحت ام
 .دحاو مزال يف كرشي دق ةقيقحلا تافلتخم نأل ةقيقحلا يف تانكمملا دوجو

The origin of this error is the ignorance in the account of ambiguous  application, 
for that which applies ambiguously to different things does not apply to them 
homonymously in the way that “ʿayn” applies to the things comprehended [by] it, 
but only in a single sense to all of them, but not equally in the way that “human” 
applies to its individuals. In fact, [it applies] differently either by priority and 
posteriority in the way “continuous” applies to magnitude and the body that 
possesses magnitude or by primary-ness and its privation in the way that “one” 
applies to that which is fundamentally indivisible and to that which is in some other 
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way different from that through which it is one, or by strength and weakness in the 
way that “white” applies to snow and ivory. 

Al-wuǧūd brings together all of these differences. Indeed, it applies to the cause 
and its effect by priority and posteriority and to the substance and accident by 
primary-ness and privation and to what is fixed and not fixed, like blackness and 
motion, by strength and weakness and in fact [it applies] to the necessary and the 
contingent in [all] three ways. The one sense predicated of different things 
unequally precludes that it be some quiddity or a part of the quiddity of those things. 
[That is] because neither the quiddity nor its parts differ; rather, it is a concomitant 
or separable external accident as whiteness is not equally predicated of the 
whiteness of snow and of the whiteness of ivory. Thus, it is not at all a quiddity nor 
a part of the quiddity of the two; rather, is something concomitant to them both 
from outside. That is because between the two contrary limits that apply with 
respect to colours there is a potentially infinite [number] of species of colors that 
have no specifically differentiated names, but one name with one sense applies 
ambiguously to each group of them, like whiteness, redness and blackness. That 
sense is a non-constitutive concomitant for that group. Thus, likewise al-wuǧūd in 
its application to the wuǧūd of the Necessary and to the wuǧūd of contingent things 
differing in identity (hūwīyāt) that have no specifically differentiated names. I am 
not saying [the application of al-wuǧūd] to the quiddities of the contingent things, 
but to the wuǧūds of those quiddities. I mean that it also applies to them as a non-
constitutive, external concomitant. 

When this settles in, the vagaries of this Eminent one will entirely melt away. 
That is because al-wuǧūd applies to what is below it in one sense just as the 
philosophers think. From that, it does not follow that those things that imply the 
concomitant of [al-wuǧūd] (malzūmātihi), which are the wuǧūd of the Necessary 
and the wuǧūds of the contingent things in reality, are equal. [That is] because the 
different things in reality might share in one concomitant.454 

 

In this passage Ṭūsī attributes the reason for Rāzī’s mistakes to his ignorance of taškīk al-wuǧūd. 

It is the doctrine of taškīk al-wuǧūd that allows us to understand how to make sense of Ibn Sīnā’s 

claim that the essence of God is identical to His wuǧūd and that God’s wuǧūd is necessary while 

it is only superadded and possible for other things. Moreover, it is the doctrine of taškīk al-wuǧūd 

                                                
454 Šarḥ al-Išārāt, 201-202, translation done collaboratively with Jon McGinnis. 



 269 

that allows us to understand how being is neither one nor is it without any static meaning. It has 

different degrees of meaning that allow for it to be predicated in different ways of different things. 

 

8.3 Relation to Fārābī 

Ṭūsī’s theory of taškīk al-wuǧūd plays a major part in the creation of a newly articulated and 

independent Islamic metaphysics, one that has its origins in the Graeco-Arabic philosophical 

tradition but develops its own questions, key concepts and theories. Ṭūsī develops taškīk al-wuǧūd 

as a theory to answer the question of how al-wuǧūd can be attributed to both God and created 

things. Although the theory took on a new role as a doctrine of Islamic metaphysics, Ṭūsī 

recognised its origins in Fārābī and the Graeco-Arabic translations and built on the logical-

linguistics basis for the theory.  

Ṭūsī’s reliance on the logical-linguistic basis of taškīk is clearest in his refutation of Tāǧ 

al-Dīn al-Šahrastānī (d. 1153)’s critique of Ibn Sīnā. Šahrastānī had critiqued Ibn Sīnā’s use of 

taškīk, claiming Ibn Sīnā invented the theory of ambiguous terms in order to avoid making being 

a genus.455 Ṭūsī rebutted him by citing examples from earlier logicians to argue that the theory of 

ambiguous terms existed prior to Ibn Sīnā. This allows Ṭūsī to accuse Šahrastanī of not having 

                                                
455 Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-Karīm Tāǧ al-Dīn Šahrastanī, Struggling with the Philosopher: A Refutation of Ibn Sīnā’s 
Metaphysics, ed. tr. Wilferd Madelung and Toby Mayer (London: I.B. Taurus, 2001), 30-35. In his critique of Ibn 
Sīna’s metaphysics Šahrastānī claimed that God is above being and non-being, as well as all opposites and relations, 
(such as truth and falsehood, unity and multiplicity, knowledge and ignorance, life and death, good and evil, power 
and impotence) and is their sovereign judge. According to Šahrastānī, al-wuǧūd can only be predicated of God and 
other things homonymously, as is the case with all of God’s other attributes (Struggling, 41-42). Although Šahrastānī 
was a Šāfiʿī Sunnī theologian, he also appeared to have Ismāʿīlī views which come to the fore in this text, the key 
thesis of which Madelung tells us is “the absolute transcendence of God above all being and comprehension as taught 
by the Ismāʿīlī tradition” (Struggling, 3). Thus, al-wuǧūd must be a homonym because in Ismāʿīlī theology God cannot 
be a part of this world; if we say that God is, it is an entirely different sense of ‘is’ from what we mean when we say 
that we are.  In his refutation of Šahrastānī Ṭūsī noted that Šahrastānī’s views constituted the doctrine of the Ismaʿīlī’s 
(al-taʿlīmīyīn) who said that “God is neither a being nor a non-being, rather He is the founder of being and non-being, 
and likewise for all opposites and rankings” (Ṭūsī, Muṣāriʿ, 87-88). For more information on Šahrastānī’s text and 
Ismāʿīlī views, see: Griffel, “Ismāʿīlite Critique”, 210-232. 
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studied the logical works of the philosophers.456 Ṭūsī begins his response by referencing Aristotle’s 

critique of using ambiguous terms in demonstrations. According to Ṭūsī, Aristotle cautions use of 

ambiguous terms over synonymous terms in demonstrations, in contrast to the dialectician and 

sophist who urge their use.457 Ṭusī then quotes Topics 6.10 (148b1-9 and 148b18-19) in which 

Aristotle discusses the necessity of disambiguating homonymous terms in definitions. Ṭusī asserts 

that this discussion of homonyms in Aristotle is clearly an explanation of the meanings of 

ambiguous utterances (bayān maʿānī al-alfāẓ al-mušakkikah ṣarīḥan).458  

Ṭūsī subsequently gives quotations from Alexander of Aphrodisias and Abū Bišr Mattā b. 

Yūnus to illustrate the view that ‘being’ is not predicated synonymously of the categories.459 

Lastly, Ṭūsī refers to Fārābī, who he considers to be from among the later logicians (min al-

mutaʾaḥḥirīn),460 citing passages from Fārābī’s Book of Interpretation, Book of Demonstration, 

                                                
456 ʿadam wuqūf hāḏā al-qāʾil bi-mā fī manṭiq al-ḥukamāʾ (Ṭūsī, Muṣāriʿ, 58). 
457 Ṭūsī may have had in mind the beginning of Aristotle’s Sophistical Refutations in which he discusses arguments 
based on homonymy (such as passages from SE 165b23-166a22, 169a22-24, 170a12-170a19, 175a32-176a17). Most 
likely, Ṭūsī had several texts in mind. He tells us: “If I had the books available at the time of composing this draft, I 
would have cited [Aristotle’s] words and the words of others on [this topic]. If I obtain the books then I will add them 
to it, God willing” (Ṭūsī, Muṣāriʿ, 58). The edition of this text is based on two manuscript witnesses (MS Istanbul, 
Aya Sofia 2358 located in the Süleymaniye Library and MS Mašhad, ʿAlī Aṣġar Ḥikmat 267 located in the Astan-i 
Quds Library). The Mašhad witness subsequently gives quotations from Aristotle, Alexander, Abū Bišr Mattā and 
Fārābī. 
458 Ṭūsī, Muṣāriʿ, 58-59. Ṭūsī seems aware of the fact that the term mušakkik is not found in Aristotle to describe such 
subtle homonyms, but his point is that the concept of homonyms that could be mistaken as synonyms existed in 
Aristotle. 
459 Ṭūsī quotes Alexander of Aphrodisias’ commentary on the Categories 1 in which Alexander criticises those who 
say being is a genus and asserts that ‘being’ is predicated homonymously, not synonymously (Muṣāriʿ, 59-60). 
Alexander’s commentary on the Categories has not come down to us and, in addition to Ṭūsī, is only preserved in 
excerpts in Simplicius, Dexippus and David’s commentaries. Ibn al-Nadīm reports that it was translated by Yaḥyā b. 
ʿAdī (Fihrist, 248). On the transmission of Alexander’s commentary on the Categories, see: Goulet and Aouad, 
“Alexandros d’Aphrodisias” DPhA, 129-130. 

Ṭūsī quotes also glosses by Abū Bišr Mattā b. Yūnus on Porphyry’s Eisagoge in which Mattā tells us ‘being’ is 
predicated of the different genera in a way that is in between homonymy and synonymy (Muṣāriʿ, 60). Mattā’s glosses 
on various Greek texts have been noted by Gerhard Endress (Endress, “The Baghdad Aristotelians”, 429-434), to 
which list Ṭūsī’s report should be added, but their collection and careful study remains a desideratum. 
460 It is interesting that Abū Bišr Mattā is not included in Ṭūsī’s designation of the ‘later’ logicians. Although Mattā 
was Fārābī’s teacher and thus contemporary to him, Mattā is included in the same grouping as Aristotle and Alexander 
rather than with Fārābī among the ‘later’ logicians. This indicates that Ṭūsī’s conception of the ‘later’ tradition (as 
opposed to the Ancient or ‘early’ tradition) is most likely based on the Islamic vs. pre-Islamic division, rather than 
Arabic vs. Greek (or Syriac). As we have seen, Ṭūsī’s theory of taškīk al-wuǧūd is as much a doctrinalisation of 
Islamic metaphysics as it is a philosophical investigation. 
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and Situations of sophistry as sources for the theory of taškīk.461 These passages identify ‘being’ 

as an ambiguous term that is predicated across the categories with the primary meaning of 

substance, and specify that ambiguous terms are among the terms that cause sophistry. 

In addition to citing texts that show Ibn Sīnā did not invent the theory that ‘being’ is not 

predicated in the same way of all things, Ṭūsī also gives texts that show the importance of the 

logical-linguistic problem in how to understand such terms that are neither fully homonymous nor 

fully synonymous. Ṭūsī is thus fully aware of, and incorporates, the issue that Fārābī raises 

concerning the problems that result from misunderstanding such terms. His eagerness to recognise 

Fārābī as a source for taškīk al-wuǧūd prior to Ibn Sīnā indicates a close relationship between their 

systems of thought and shows that despite the transformation of taškīk al-wuǧūd in Ṭūsī, the theory 

is nevertheless rooted in Fārābī’s philosophy.  

The background and overarching philosophical question behind Ṭūsī’s theory of taškīk al-

wuǧūd remains the relationship between language and metaphysics and the concern to ensure the 

correct understanding of language in order to avoid sophistry and metaphysical misunderstandings, 

as was the case in Fārābī. What is the relationship between predication and ontology? What is the 

meaning of ‘being’ and what are the ontological implications to predicating ‘being’? If ‘being’ has 

one meaning, does that mean all things are one? And if ‘being’ has multiple meanings does that 

mean that things are in a state of chaos? Similarly, just as Fārābī reduces Parmenides’ theory of 

monism to the misunderstanding of the many meanings of ‘being’, Ṭūsī responds to Qūnawī’s 

theory of monism with the theory of taškīk al-wuǧūd.  

                                                
461 Tūsī refers to the passages from Fārābī’s Book of Interpretation, 94-95 (which he erroneously identifies as the Book 
of Categories) and Book of Demonstration, 297, which I discuss in chapter five, and to passages from Situations of 
sophistry, 197, 202, which I discuss in chapter three. 
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 At the same time, Ṭūsī’s theory makes important developments and shifts from Fārābī’s 

theory of al-mawǧūd as an ambiguous term. Although Fārābī theorised in detail the question of 

how the First Being relates to other beings, this did not form a part of the discussions of al-mawǧūd 

as an ambiguous term. The ambiguity of al-mawǧūd was largely concerned with the sophistries 

that could result from misunderstanding its meanings. Ṭūsī, on the other hand, focusses on the 

ambiguity of al-wuǧūd, and uses this theory to explain how al-wuǧūd can be predicated of both 

God and other things. According to him, this is possible because al-wuǧūd is only a mental concept 

that is shared ambiguously, and ambiguity means that it can be said with priority of God and with 

posteriority of other things, and be necessary for God but possible for other things. While being 

grounded in similar concerns to Fārābī regarding the language of ‘being’ and its ontological 

implications, Ṭūsī offers a qualitatively different theory from Fārābī, rendering it primarily about 

divine predication rather than transcategorial predication. 

Unlike the tradition that came after him, Fārābī never speaks about the ambiguity of al-

wuǧūd. Instead, Fārābī speaks exclusively of the ambiguity of al-mawǧūd, which is a reference to 

the things that are, rather than the concept of being (al-wuǧūd) and how it applies to different 

things. In other words, Fārābī’s concern is with beings rather than being as such. As I show in 

chapter four, when Fārābī speaks about al-wuǧūd, he is referring to the part of something that 

makes it what-it-is. In sum, while Fārābī’s metaphysics is concerned with what things are across 

the categories, Ṭūsī is primarily concerned with how something is, al-wuǧūd as a single concept 

and how it can apply to God and other-than-God. 

This theoretical leap forms part of a move common to both the philosophical and Sufi 

traditions after Ibn Sīnā and Ibn al-ʿArabī (d. 1240) to theorise al-wuǧūd rather than al-mawǧūd 

or what-there-is out there in the world. This represents a shift from a more properly Aristotelian 
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metaphysics centered on what-there-is towards a newly articulated Islamic philosophy. In Islamic 

philosophy and mysticism of this period onwards the primary concern no longer revolved around 

the Greek concept of to on, ‘what-there-is’, but around al-wuǧūd and how things can be said ‘to 

be’, especially in relation to God. I contend that it is with Ṭūsī that the key concepts, questions and 

theories of a newly defined Islamic philosophy became manifest. In specific reference to taškīk al-

wuǧūd, it was Ṭūsī who transformed this theory into a tenet of Islamic theology and philosophy, 

and it was Ṭūsī who was instrumental in its use simultaneously as an alternative to monism and as 

an argument against monism.462 

 

8.4 Predicamental and transcendental being 

The shift in concern from the ambiguity of al-mawǧūd to the ambiguity of al-wuǧūd has great 

philosophical interest but has so far not been addressed in extant studies on taškīk al-wuǧūd. While 

a discussion on the ambiguity of al-mawǧūd pertains to beings themselves, and what they are, a 

discussion of the ambiguity of al-wuǧūd pertain to the concept of al-wuǧūd and how it applies to 

things. In addition, the shift from the ambiguity of al-mawǧūd to the ambiguity of al-wuǧūd is also 

a shift from a concern with the 2-place predication of ‘being’ (what it means to say something is 

                                                
462 In his book Damien Janos makes two alternative arguments regarding the history of taškīk al-wuǧūd, which he 
translates as ‘the modulation of existence’ (Janos, Avicenna, 242ff). Janos argues that Ibn Sīnā transforms taškīk from 
a logical theory into a metaphysical theory and that in doing so he created an innovative doctrine that played a profound 
role in the history of philosophy. One of the bases for these arguments is that Ibn Sīnā includes ‘the possible’ and ‘the 
necessary’ as criteria for the different ways al-wuǧūd can be predicated, something that has no precedents in the earlier 
tradition. Equally, Ibn Sīnā systematises the various aspects with which ambiguous terms (or ‘modulated terms’) can 
differ in how they are predicated (by means of priority and posteriority (al-taqaddum wa-al-taʾaḫḫur); autonomy and 
need (al-istiġnāʾ wa-al-ḥājah); primary and secondary relevance and priority (al-awlā wa-al-aḥrā); modalities (al-
wuǧūb wa-al-imkān); strength and weakness (al-šiddah wa-al-ḍaʿf)). While it is true that Ibn Sīnā is the first to use 
the modalities of necessity and possibility as differing ways ambiguous terms can be predicated, in my view this does 
not render taškīk a metaphysical doctrine. As in Fārābī, taškīk in Ibn Sīnā is still a question of logic and predication 
which has metaphysical implications, rather than being principally a question of metaphysics. In other words, taškīk 
is not a theory about being, but a theory about how language reflects being. Moreover, while Ibn Sīnā certainly 
developed the theory of taškīk, in my view it was Ṭūsī’s doctrinalisation that had the profound role in the history of 
philosophy. 
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something) towards a sole focus on the 1-place predication of ‘being’. This broader trend in Arabic 

metaphysical writings to theorise al-wuǧūd rather than al-mawǧūd represents a move away from 

Aristotelian metaphysics towards a newly articulated Islamic metaphysics, which requires further 

critical and philosophical study. 

Current secondary literature on the historical development of taškīk al-wuǧūd as a theory 

in Islamic philosophy has focussed its attentions on the shift from “predicamental being” to 

“transcendental being”.463 According to this literature, a defining moment in the development of 

taškīk al-wuǧūd was when the focus of the debate shifted from discussions of how ‘being’ is 

predicated across the categories to the question of how being applies across the transcendental 

divide, to both God and created things.464 Accordingly, various scholars have attempted to 

determine when this shift occurred. When did philosophers writing in Arabic cease to be 

exclusively concerned with the Aristotelian question of the predication of ‘being’ across the 

categories, and when did they focus their attention on how being applies to both God and created 

things? Here I will offer some reflections on this debate and incorporate discussion of the shift in 

usage from al-mawǧūd to al-wuǧūd which I consider to be the deeper philosophical question. The 

shift from predicamental to transcendental being (perhaps better articulated as the shift from 

transcategorial to divine predication that I have alluded to) is significant, but it is tied to a more 

transformative conceptual shift from what-there-is (al-mawǧūd, ‘being’) to being as such, or the 

concept of being (al-wuǧūd). 

Firstly, the terminology of “predicamental” and “transcendental being” was introduced into 

the study of Arabic and Islamic philosophy by Alexander Treiger who borrowed it from John F. 

                                                
463 Treiger, “Transcendental”; Wisnovsky, “On the Emergence”; Janos, Avicenna. 
464 Treiger, “Transcendental”, 327. 
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Wippel’s study of Thomas Aquinas’s metaphysics.465 While the terminology may well be accurate 

for the study of Thomas, it was introduced into the field of Arabic and Islamic philosophy without 

justification. Treiger compounds this comparison to the Latin tradition by equating taškīk al-wuǧūd 

to the Latin theory of analogia entis. It is true that much of Thomas’ metaphysics grew from Ibn 

Sīnā, and Thomas’ theory that ‘being’ is predicated both across the categories and vertically 

between God and creatures appears to be similar to the questions in Islamic philosophy. However, 

transplanting terminology from Thomistic studies into the study of Arabic and Islamic philosophy 

is problematic because it fails to study Islamic philosophy on its own terms and fails to pay 

attention to the nuances of Arabic philosophical writings.  

The term “predicamental being” is used to refer to being across the categories, whereas 

“transcendental being” is used to refer to the vertical relationship between God and creation. The 

juxtaposition of these two terms and the discussion of the shift from one to another entail that 

predicamental being is different from transcendental being. Yet, even for Ṭūsī, for whom 

“transcendental being” is a central concern, such discussions are not removed from discussions of 

predication. In fact, Ṭūsī asks how al-wuǧūd is predicated of God and other things. On this basis, 

it does not make sense to use the terms “predicamental being” and “transcendental being” to 

differentiate between predicating ‘being’ transcategorially and the issue of divine predication.466 

Both are questions of predication, and hence the shift is better framed as a shift from transcategorial 

to divine predication. This also reminds us that we are still dealing with a theory that is logical at 

its foundation. 

                                                
465 Treiger, “Transcendental”, 328 references John F. Wippel, The Metaphysical Thought of Thomas Aquinas 
(Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2000), 73f and the references therein. 
466 I make no claim about the accuracy of the terminology with regard to Thomas. My contention is that unless it can 
be substantiated and justified we cannot take the terminology used in the study of Latin philosophy and transplant it 
onto the study of Arabic and Islamic philosophy. 
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With this in mind, when did the ambiguity of ‘being’ become primarily a question of how 

to predicate ‘being’ of God and other than God, rather than a question of transcategorial 

predication? Treiger defends the view that Ibn Sīnā was the first to make this move based on two 

texts, one in the Categories and one in the Discussions. Treiger uses the Categories text examined 

above in which Ibn Sīnā says that al-wuǧūd is predicated ambiguously because “the being existent 

through itself is worthier of al-wuǧūd than the being existent through other than it (al-mawǧūd bi-

ḏātihi awlā bi-al-wuǧūd min al-mawǧūd bi-ġayrihi)”.467 This could be interpreted to refer to a 

number of different distinctions: 1) the distinction between God and other things; 2) that between 

cause and effect; 3) or that between substance and accident. Treiger argues that this passage should 

be read in conjunction with a passage from the Discussions where Ibn Sīnā explicitly refers to how 

al-wuǧūd is predicated ambiguously of God and other things: 

 .ةككشملا ظافلألا نم لب ةكرتشملا ظافلألا نم سيلف هدعب ام ىلعو لوألا ىلع دوجولا عوقو امأو
As for the application of al-wuǧūd to the First and to what comes after It, it is not 
from among the homonymous terms, rather it is from among the ambiguous 
terms.468 
 

According to Treiger, this is the first place in the history of philosophy where the issue of the many 

meanings of ‘being’ is extended from the categories to the transcendental level.469 Treiger argues 

                                                
467 Ibn Sīnā, Al-Maqūlāt 1.2, 10. 
468 Ibn Sīnā, al-Mubāḥaṯāt, 232. 
469 Treiger, “Transcendental”, 360. Robert Wisnovsky has challenged Treiger’s interpretation of Ibn Sīnā’s language 
in the Categories, arguing that it is relatively non-committal and it is only with Ṭūsī, and subsequently ʿAllāmah al-
Ḥillī’s (d. 1325) commentary on the Categories that transcendental being is teased out (Wisnovsky, “On the 
Emergence”, 293). Damien Janos challenges this reading of the text and argues that there is no ground for denying the 
theological relevance of this text, especially because other texts such as the Discussions passage make the point. Janos 
argues that the theory of taškīk al-wuǧūd culminates in Ibn Sīnā’s theology and the proof for God as the only being 
necessary in itself (Janos, Avicenna, 242ff). Without necessarily supporting Janos’ view about the global role of taškīk 
in Ibn Sīnā’s theology, I agree that there are no grounds to deny the theological relevance of the Categories passage, 
and it must be read in conjunction with that of the Discussions. 
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that although the theory is theoretically extendable to the transcendental level in the philosophy of 

Fārābī, it is not done so explicitly.470  

It is true that Fārābī does not specifically link the theory of taškīk to the question of how to 

predicate ‘being’ of God and other things, which would mean Ibn Sīnā is first to make this move. 

However, Fārābī does discuss the rankings of beings from the First and how beings other than the 

First can be predicated with the same terms as the First (Political Regime, 50-51, 51). This text, 

discussed in chapter five, demonstrates that even if Fārābī does not relate it to taškīk, he is 

nevertheless concerned with issues of divine predication and how both God and other than God 

can be said ‘to be’. This undermines the great significance that is accorded to when the many 

meanings of ‘being’ are extended to the transcendental level in secondary literature.471  

 On the other hand, when the shift focusses to the ambiguity of al-wuǧūd rather than al-

mawǧūd, there is a new discussion taking place regarding the subject-hood of ‘being’. While 

Fārābī’s concern in the ambiguity of al-mawǧūd is primarily based on the 2-place predication of 

‘being’ and how we can say things about things, discussions about the ambiguity of al-wuǧūd 

concern the 1-place predication of ‘being’ and what it means for God to be the subject of ‘being’ 

and other things to be the subject of ‘being’. How does al-wuǧūd apply to God and other things 

differently?472 The question of when taškīk begins to be primarily an issue of divine predication is 

tied to the shift from the predication of al-mawǧūd to the predication of al-wuǧūd, a shift which 

asks a very different question. The lack of discussion regarding this shift means we have not 

adequately addressed one of the most important concepts in post-classical Islamic philosophy. 

                                                
470 Treiger, “Transcendental”, 352. 
471 Wisnvosky has already pointed out that the Greek Neoplatonist commentators of the Ammonian synthesis had 
prepared the way for transcendental being in their theories of procession and reversion (Wisnovsky, “On the 
Emergence”, 292). However, the question of divine predication is also much broader than the metaphysics of 
procession and reversion. It was also greatly discussed in early Islamic theology (kalām), as I discuss below.  
472 At the end of his article Treiger himself brings up the in quale and in quid distinction of the predication of ‘being’ 
(Treiger, “Transcendental”, 362) which seems to get at a similar issue although it needs to be fleshed out. 
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 By the time of Ṭūsī, al-wuǧūd had become a defining concept of Islamic philosophy. Ṭūsī’s 

consistent use of language to ask how al-wuǧūd can be said to apply in (yaqaʿ fī) different things 

raises important questions about the nature of the concept. Tentatively, I propose that this language 

forms part of the shift from the Aristotelian theory of al-mawǧūd towards the concept of al-wuǧūd 

and how it can be applied to different subjects and possessed by them. 

 

8.5 Taškīk al-wuǧūd after Ṭūsī 

After Ṭūsī, the theory of taškīk al-wuǧūd would become ever increasingly ubiquitous in Islamic 

philosophy. It found use among adherents of the mystical school of Ibn al- ̵ʿArabī, as well as 

theologians and philosophers all of whom sought to answer the question of how both God and 

other things can be said ‘to be’. Without aiming to be exhaustive, In this section I will point to and 

document some of the ubiquitous usage of taškīk al-wuǧūd after Ṭūsī as well as signalling ways 

that the theory may have developed and been transformed by different thinkers. 

 As we saw above, Ṭūsī used the theory of taškīk al-wuǧūd to refute the monism of Qūnawī, 

the renowned Akbarian mystic and systematiser of philosophical Sufism. In his correspondence 

with Qūnawī, Ṭūsī argued that al-wuǧūd is not a singular, real being, but merely a concept that 

applies ambiguously to God and other things. Yet, several generations later, it appears that at least 

one member of the Akbarian school would attempt to appropriate the theory of taškīk al-wuǧūd. 

Dāwūd al-Qayṣarī (d. 1350) was a third-generation student of Qūnawī who discussed taškīk al-

wuǧūd in his works, including in his introduction to Ibn al-ʿArabī’s Ringstones of Wisdom.473 

                                                
473 Qayṣarī studied with ʿAbd al-Razzāq al-Kāšānī (d. 1335), a student of Muʾayyad al-Dīn al-Ǧandī (d. 1292), who 
was a student of Qūnawī. For an introduction to Qayṣarī and his historical context respectively, see: Mohammed 
Rustom, “Dāwūd al-Qayṣarī: Notes on his Life, Influence and Reflections on the Muḥammadan Reality” Journal of 
the Muhyiddin Ibn ʿArabī Society 38 (2005), 51-64; İhsan Fazlıoğlu, “What Happened in Iznik? The Shaping of 
Ottoman Intellectual Life and Dāwūd Qayṣarī”, NAZARİYAT Journal for the History of Islamic Philosophy and 
Sciences 4.1 (October 2017), 1-61. 



 279 

According to Qayṣarī, al-wuǧūd is predicated ambiguously of different things, but only in so far 

as they exist in the intellect. As an Akbarian, Qayṣarī denies any real wuǧūd outside of God, 

declaring that the multiplicity of beings and quiddities are only manifestations within the intellect. 

While Qayṣarī states that there can be no taškīk in al-wuǧūd in itself (min ḥayṯ huwa huwa) as 

taškīk entails a relation and a multiplicity, he accepts the taškīk of al-wuǧūd when it is predicated 

as a universal of quiddities as an intellectual manifestation (al-ẓuhūr al-ʿaqlī).474 Qayṣarī subverts 

Ṭūsī’s theory according to which absolute being is something conceptual predicated ambiguously 

of all things including God, rendering Being-itself the only true being and the ambiguous 

predication of ‘being’ of other things confined to the intellect. 

 Taškīk al-wuǧūd also appears in the Ašʿarī theologian Saʿd al-Dīn al-Taftāzānī’s (d. 1390) 

refutation of Akbarian monism (waḥdat al-wuǧūd). In his magnum opus Commentary of the 

Intents, Taftāzānī gives a scathing critique and refutation of waḥdat al-wuǧūd, declaring its 

proponents as amateur-philosophers and amateur-Sufis, based largely on the reasoning laid out by 

Ṭūsī. In his refutation of the monists, Taftāzānī says there is no such thing as Being, but only the 

necessary and the contingent, and that ‘being’ is a term predicated of all things ambiguously, and 

its meaning exists only in the mind.475 Although Ṭūsī was a Šīʿī, his refutation of monism appears 

to have been largely absorbed by the Sunnī Ašʿarī school. 

 In a slightly different context, Taqī al-Dīn Ibn Taymīyah (d. 1328) uses the same Ṭūsian 

reasoning in his refutation of Ismāʿīlī and Ǧahmī claims that God is above al-wuǧūd, or that God 

                                                
474 Dāwūd al-Qayṣarī, Šarḥ Muqaddimat Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam in ed., tr. Sayyid Ḥasan Ḫumaynī, Taḥrīr-i Tawḥīd: Šarḥ-i 
Muqaddimah-i Dāwūd b. Maḥmūd Qayṣarī bar Fuṣūs al-Ḥikam-i Ibn ʿArabī (Tehran: Muʾassasah-i Chāp va Našr-i 
ʿUruǧ Anǧuman-i ʿIlmī-i ʿIrfān-i Islāmī-i Īrān, 1395 [2016]), 317-320. Other relevant passages include: ibid, 217-218, 
233-234, 245, 349. Qayṣarī also discusses taškīk in his Foundations of Oneness: Dāwūd al-Qayṣārī, Asās al-
waḥdānīyah in id. Rasāʾil-i Qayṣarī bā ḥawāšī-i Muḥammad Riḍā Qumšah-ī, ed. Ǧalāl al-Dīn Āštīyānī (Mašhad: 
Mu'assisah-'i Chāp va Intišārāt va Girāfīk-i Dānišgāh-i Firdawsī, 1974), 48-50. These passages are also discussed by 
Caner Dagli, Ibn al-ʿArabi, 135-139, where I first encountered Qayṣarī’s contribution to taškīk.  
475 Saʿd al-Dīn al-Taftāzānī, Šarḥ al-Maqāṣid (Istanbul: Būsnawī al-Ḥaǧǧ Muḥarram Afandī, 1887), vol. 1, 73-75. I 
have translated this text and plan to publish it. 
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cannot be described with any attribute at all. In his Path of the Prophetic Tradition Ibn Taymīyah 

says that common, shared terms (al-alfāẓ al-ʿāmmah al-muštarakah fīhā) are not predicated 

homonymously (bi-al-ištirāk al-lafẓī) of God and creation, but are ambiguous (mušakkikah) as the 

meaning applies to different degrees in God and creation. Contrary to what his opponents claim, 

Ibn Taymīyah insists that this does not mean there is something real that is shared among them 

because the meanings exist only in the mind. Universals such as al-wuǧūd have no reality external 

to the mind.476 Ibn Taymīyah extends Ṭūsī’s reasoning to the broader domain of divine predication, 

beyond the debates in interpreting Ibn Sīnā’s metaphysics.477 

As these examples indicate, discussions of taškīk al-wuǧūd became widespread in Islamic 

philosophical, mystical and theological texts after its doctrinalisation by Ṭūsī. While Ṭūsī 

transformed Fārābī’s theory, it remained true to Fārābī’s concern for how language relates to 

metaphysics. This is clear in Ṭūsī, Qaysarī, Taftāzānī and Ibn Taymīyah whose theories of taškīk 

                                                
476 Ibn Taymīyah, Minhāǧ al-Sunnah, ed. Muḥammad Rašād Sālim (Riyad: Idārat al-ṯaqāfah wa-al-našr bi-al-ǧāmiʿah, 
1986) vol.2, 581-598. Interestingly, this text was written in response to Ḥillī’s Minhāǧ al-karāmah. As Ḥillī also 
discusses predication with taškīk in his writings (Wisnovsky, “On the Emergence”), it seems both Ibn Taymīyah and 
Ḥillī use the theory but for different purposes. This shows the ubiquity of the theory of predication with taškīk in this 
period. I thank Rodrigo Adem for the references to Ibn Taymīyah and discussing the text with me. On Ibn Taymīyah’s 
engagement with philosophy, see: Rodrigo Adem, "Ibn Taymiyya as Avicennan? 14th Century Cosmological 
Controversies in Damascus," The Muslim World 108.1 (Jan., 2018), 124-153. 
477 The issue of divine predication and how we can say things about God has a long history in Islamic thought. As I 
explain in my introduction, this dissertation deals specifically with the predication of ‘being’ as a transcategorial, and 
how we predicate terms across the categories (including within the category of substance), while a separate, but closely 
related issue, is not specifically about transcategorials, but about how we predicate any attribute of both God and other 
than God. Ibn Taymīyah’s use of taškīk just referenced is a part of a longer section dedicated to refuting the Ismāʿīlīs 
who say God is above anything we can predicate of Him, and the Ǧahmīyah who say that we cannot say anything 
about God. In this section Ibn Taymīyah attributes to Ǧahm b. Ṣafwān the saying “God is nothing (inna Allāh laysa 
bi-šayʾ)” (Minhāǧ al-Sunnah, vol. 2, 526). Perhaps more accurately, al-Ašʿarī (d. 936) attributes to Ǧahm b. Ṣafwān 
the saying, “I do not say that God, exalted be He, is a thing because that would be a comparison to things (lā aqūl inna 
Allah subḥānahu šayʾ li-anna ḏālik tašbīh bi-al-ašyāʾ)” (Abū al-Ḥasan al-Ašʿarī, Maqālāt al-Islāmīyīn, ed. Helmutt 
Ritter (Istanbul, 1929), 280) and “It is not said that the Creator is a thing because the thing is what is created that has 
an equivalent” (ibid., 181, 518). On Ǧahm b. Ṣafwān, see: Joseph van Ess, “JAHM B. ṢAFWĀN,” Encyclopædia 
Iranica, XIV/4, 389-390; Cornelia Schöck, “Jahm b. Ṣafwān (d. 128/745–6) and the ‘Jahmiyya’ and Ḍirār b. ʿAmr (d. 
200/815)” in ed. Sabine Schmidtke, The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2016), 55-80. 
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al-wuǧūd revolve primarily around the predication of al-wuǧūd. The metaphysical relevance of 

the doctrine remains tied to the logical questions of predication.  

 

8.6 Taškīk al-wuǧūd in the Ṣadrian school of Transcendental Philosophy 

The theory of taškīk al-wuǧūd would undergo another transformation with the Šīʿī philosopher 

Ṣadr al-Dīn al-Šīrāzī (d. 1635), famously known as Mullā Ṣadrā, and in the Ṣadrian school of 

Transcendental Philosophy (al-ḥikmah al-mutaʿālīyah) that is alive to this day. In fact, the 

centrality of taškīk al-wuǧūd for Ṣadrian metaphysics alone could be said to justify this study of 

the doctrine’s origins. As Ṣadrian studies is a field in its own right and the role of taškīk al-wuǧūd 

in Ṣadrā’s philosophy cannot be adequately dealt with here, I simply signal the fact that Mullā 

Ṣadrā is another culmination and turning point in the history of the doctrine, and perhaps one of 

the main reasons for the renewed interest in it, rather than attempting to delve into it. With Ṣadrā, 

taškīk al-wuǧūd becomes a primarily metaphysical doctrine concerned with different levels of 

being or reality that are unified in al-wuǧūd. This new vision of the doctrine is what inspires 

modern scholarship to refer to the doctrine as the “modulation” of being.478 

                                                
478 On Ṣadrā and taškīk, see: Bonmariage, Le Réel; id, “Ṣadr al-Dīn al-Shirāzī’s (d. 1635) Divine Witnesses” in eds 
Khaled El-Rouayheb and Sabine Schmidtke, The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2017), 465-487; and Rizvi, Mullā Ṣadrā. Rizvi attempts to explain how Ṣadrā’s notion of taškīk may be traced 
to the Akbarian theory of marātib al-wuǧūd (see chapter two, esp. p.45). While I think this is a helpful avenue to 
explore, unfortunately not all of Rizvi’s citations include page numbers, and at least one (p.45, n.90 citing Ǧīlī) does 
not refer to anything. However, if Rizvi is right this is an important explanation for the transformation of taškīk from 
a logical notion of ‘ambiguity’ to a metaphysical notion of ‘modulation’ or ‘gradation’. Bonmariage has argued that 
what makes Ṣadrā’s metaphysics different from Ibn al-ʿArabī’s is precisely his doctrine of taškīk which she claims is 
Illuminationist (išrāqī), deriving from the Illuminationist school of Šihāb al-Dīn al-Suhrawardī (d. 1191). For 
Akbarians there is only multiplicity in the manifestations of a single reality, whereas for Ṣadrā there is multiplicity in 
reality because there are degrees of reality which Bonmariage argues is a typically Illuminationist doctrine. I think 
Bonmariage’s interpretation is likely correct but needs to be more substantiated with texts and fleshed out. Finally, it 
is important to bear in mind that even Ṣadrā does not completely abandon the original linguistic and logical concerns 
of taškīk. At the beginning of the Four Intellectual Journeys he devotes a section (faṣl) to the predication of al-wuǧūd 
by means of ambiguity (Al-Ḥikmah al-mutaʿālīyah fī al-asfār al-ʿaqlīah al-arbaʿah, ed. Ḥasan Ḥasan Zādah al-Āmulī 
(Tehran: Muʾassasat al-ṭibāʿah wa-al-našr li-wizārat al-ṯaqāfah wa-al-iršād al-Islāmī, 2004), vol. 1, 57-61).  
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 Instead of attempting to discuss Mullā Ṣadrā, I offer some remarks on the codification and 

systematisation of his theory of taškīk al-wuǧūd in the contemporary Ṣadrian school which 

illuminate our understanding of how the theory develops. The Ṣadrian doctrine of taškīk al-wuǧūd 

continues to grow and evolve in contemporary Šīʿī, Ṣadrian philosophy and is one of the first 

theories taught in Šīʿī seminary philosophy courses.479 Towards the start of his seminary textbook 

The Beginning of Philosophy, Al-Sayyid Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1981) devotes a 

section to explaining taškīk al-wūǧud. Here, he tells us that al-wuǧūd is a single and modulated 

(i.e. ‘ambiguous’) reality (al-wuǧūd ḥaqīqah wāḥidah mušakkakah480) that has different rankings 

(marātib muḫtalifah) distinguished by strength and weakness, and priority and posteriority. He 

explains that the reason we call this single reality ‘modulated’ is because it is a single reality that 

is multiple in itself, and this is precisely what taškīk is: 

 ةجراخ ريغ ةلضافتم تافص يه يتلا ةفلتخملا ةيقيقحلا تالامكلا نم رهظي املف ةككشم هتقيقح نأ امأو
 ةرثكتم ةدحاو ةقيقح يهف كلذ ريغو لعفلاو ةوقلاو رخأتلاو مدقتلاو فعضلاو ةدشلاك ةدحاولا ةقيقحلا نع
 .كيكشتلا وه اذهو سكعلابو كارتشالا هب ام ىلإ زايتمالا هب ام لك اهيف عجري اهتاذ يف

Concerning the reality [of al-wuǧūd] being modulated: seeing as it is manifested 
from the different, real perfections that are the attributes increasing in rank, not 
separate from the single reality, such as strength and weakness, priority and 
posteriority, potentiality and actuality etc., then it is a single reality multiple in its 
self, and in it everything through which there is distinction returns to that through 
which there is commonality, and vice versa, and this is taškīk.481 

                                                
479 In contemporary Sunnī philosophy taškīk remains a strictly logical doctrine referring to terms that are predicated 
with a single meaning with priority and posteriority of referents. For example, the Kurdish scholar from Turkey, 
Muhammed Emin Er (d. 2013) classifies terms that have one meaning into: 1) Ǧuzʾī ḥaqīqī (real particular); 2.a) kullī 
mutawāṭiʾ (universal synonymous); 2.b) kullī mušakkik (universal ambiguous). Terms that have multiple meanings 
are divided into: 1) muštarak lafẓī (homonymous); 2.a) ʿāmm (general); 2.b) nakirah (indefinite). Muhammed Emin 
Er [Muḥammad Amīn Ar al-Mīrānī], Al-Fayḍ al-ʿatīq fī ʿilm al-manṭiq in id. Ǧāmiʿ al-mutūn al-dirāsīyah (Damascus: 
Dār al-Andalus, 2011), 212-213. Ṭabāṭabāʾī’s philosophical textbooks are apparently also studied among certain 
traditionalist Kurdish Sunnī circles in Eastern Turkey. 
480 The Ṣadrian tradition reads m-š-k-k as mušakkak (the passive participle) rather than mušakkik (the active participle). 
On this see: Treiger, “Transcendental”, 328n2. 
481 Al-Sayyid Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī, Bidāyat al-Ḥikmah in Kamāl al-Ḥaydarī, Šarḥ Bidāyat al-Ḥikmah, 
ed. Ḫalīl Rizq (Beirut: Dār al-Hādī li-al-Ṭibāʻah wa-al-Našr wa-al-Tawzīʻ, 2004), 64. For an introduction to 
Ṭabāṭabāʾī, see: Sajjad Rizvi and Ahab Bdaiwi, “ʿAllāma Ṭabāṭabāʾī (d. 1981), Nihāyat al- ḥikma” in The Oxford 
Handbook of Islamic Philosophy, 654-675; Louis Medoff, “ṬABĀṬABĀʾI, MOḤAMMAD-
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In this passage Ṭabāṭabāʾī develops the Ṣadrian view that al-wuǧūd is both a principle of 

commonality and distinction, and that taškīk is the theory that explains these otherwise opposing 

functions. According to this development, taškīk is the notion that allows al-wuǧūd to be single 

and differentiated simultaneously. Taškīk in this case is a metaphysical doctrine that defends a 

metaphysical position between ontological monism and pluralism.482 

 The contemporary Šīʿī philosopher, theologian and jurist, Al-Sayyid Kamāl al-Ḥaydarī (b. 

1956) currently teaching in Qom, Iran has written a famous commentary on Ṭabāṭabāʾī’s 

Beginning of Philosophy. Commenting on the passage just quoted, Ḥaydarī expands upon how 

Ṣadrian metaphysics differs from the Peripatetic tradition. He tells us that one of the distinguishing 

characteristics of Ṣadrian Transcendental Philosophy (al-ḥikmah al-mutaʿālīyah) is that al-wuǧūd 

is considered a single reality that has numerous rankings (ḥaqīqah wāḥidah lahā marātib 

mutaʿaddidah) rather than there being different realities (ḥaqāʾīq mutabāyinah) as held by the 

Peripatetics.483 Ḥaydarī recognises, as I have argued with regards to Fārābī, that in the Peripatetic 

school what-there-is consists of a plurality of different essences. He explains that it is taškīk (in 

the newly articulated Ṣadrian sense) that the Ṣadrian school uses to define their metaphysics of 

modulation in contrast to the essentialist Peripatetic metaphysics. Taškīk is transformed from the 

logical doctrine that Fārābī used to refute the monism of Parmenides, and to defend the tight 

relationship between being and essence, to a metaphysical doctrine at the heart of Ṣadrā’s 

modulated metaphysics. 

                                                
ḤOSAYN,” Encyclopædia Iranica, online edition, 2016, <http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/tabatabai-
mohammad-hosayn> (accessed on 30 April 2017). 
482 For more analysis of this theory of taškīk in both Ṣadrā and those that came after him, see: Rizvi, Mullā Ṣadrā and 
Metaphysics, esp. 102-136. 
483 Kamāl al-Ḥaydarī, Šarḥ Bidāyat al-Ḥikmah, 65. 
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In a footnote on the passage of Ḥaydarī’s commentary, the Lebanese editor of the text and 

Šīʿī scholar Khalil Rizk, gives various meanings of taškīk. He distinguishes between its logical 

and metaphysical uses, which in a qualified sense could be compared to the distinction between 

the Fārābian and Ṣadrian theories of taškīk: 

 ىلع قلطي دقو .ةغللا يف امك نيقيلا لباقم يف كشلا ىلع قلطي دقف :ةفلتخم دراوم ىلع قلطي كيكشتلا
 ناك نإف ،هدارفأ ىلع هقدص ظاحلب موهفملل افصو نوكيو ةريثك دارفأ ىلع قدصي يذلا يلكلا موهفملا
 زايتمالا هب امو ةيهام كارتشالا هب امف ايماع اكيكشت ىمسي زايتمالا هب ام ةيثيح ريغ كارتشالا هب ام ةيثيح
 ةقيقحلل افصو نوكيو يفسلفلا كيكشتلاب ىمسي ام ىلع قلطي دقو .قطنملا يف اذهو ىرخأ ةيهام
 كيكشتلا ىمسيو زايتمالا هب ام نيع كارتشالا هب ام نأب قباسلا نع فلتخي كيكشتلا اذهو ةيجراخلا
 .انه ثحبلاب دوصقملا وه كيكشتلا اذهو .يصاخلا

Taškīk is used in different places: 
1) It can be used for ‘doubt’ in opposition to ‘certainty’, as in language. 
2) It can be used for the universal concept that is true of many individuals. This would 

be a description for the concept by noticing that it is true for the individuals of 
which [it is said]. If the aspect of that through which there is commonality is other 
than the aspect of that through which there is distinction it is called general taškīk 
because that through which there is commonality is a quiddity, and that through 
which there is distinction is another quiddity. This is in logic. 

3) It can be used for what is called philosophical taškīk. This would be a description 
for the external reality. This taškīk differs from the previous one in that that 
through which there is commonality is identical to that through which there is 
distinction. This is called special taškīk. This taškīk is what is intended in the 
investigation here.484 
 

According to the logical theory of taškīk given by Rizk, when two things share a term, this shared 

term does not have the same meaning as that which makes them distinct. To extend this to the term 

al-mawǧūd, the shared term al-mawǧūd has a different meaning to the essences of beings that 

cause them to be distinct from each other. This seems fairly Fārābian, although Rizk uses the term 

‘quiddity’ in a different way to Fārābī. 

                                                
484 Khalil Rizk [Ḫalīl Rizq] in Kamāl al-Ḥaydarī, Šarḥ Bidāyat al-Ḥikmah, 66n1. Khalil Rizk is a scholar and Imam 
at the Muǧammaʿ al-Imām al-Muǧtabā in Beirut, Lebanon. 
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 However, in the “philosophical” (viz. metaphysical) meaning of taškīk developed by the 

Ṣadrian school, Rizk explains that what is shared between things (their commonality) is identical 

to what distinguishes them. In the case of being, al-wuǧūd is both what is shared and common to 

all things, and what causes them to be distinguished from each other. This is a very different theory 

from that of Fārābī, for whom beings are essentially what-they-are, distinct from each other, and 

the emanation of al-wuǧūd (‘being-ness’ or being-what-it-is) is what propels them to be what-they-

are, distinct from one another. While for Fārābī logic is a reflection of metaphysics, for the 

Ṣadrians, as for the Akbarians, metaphysics is above logic. Fārābī could use the many meanings 

of al-mawǧūd to refute Parmenidean monism because ultimately those meanings reflect the many 

beings. In Ṣadrian philosophy, which self-consciously distinguishes itself from the Peripatetics, 

metaphysics is not constrained by logic. Hence, taškīk can have different, and opposing, functions 

in logic and metaphysics. 

 This brief excursion into the Ṣadrian development of taškīk al-wuǧūd in contemporary 

Ṣadrian philosophy shows the enduring interest in the questions of ontological pluralism and 

monism based on how we understand the term ‘being’. Yet the Ṣadrian paradigm also seems to 

constitute a break with the tradition that came before which was based primarily on the term 

‘being’ (whether al-mawǧūd or al-wuǧūd) and how it is predicated of beings as a basis for 

explaining what-there-is, or how what-there-is relates to God qua being. Instead, the Ṣadrian 

tradition retains the notion of taškīk and transforms it from a theory of predication to a 

metaphysical theory that goes beyond the linguistic and logical domain in which it originated. 
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Chapter 9 

Conclusion 

This study has shown how the theory commonly known in Arabic as taškīk al-wuǧūd finds its 

genesis in Fārābī’s logical writings where he discusses predication with ambiguity (taškīk). Among 

the terms predicated ambiguously is ‘being’ (al-mawǧūd). I have argued that contrary to the 

popular translation of ‘modulation’, Fārābī’s term taškīk should be translated literally as 

‘ambiguity’. Predication with taškīk is Fārābī’s designation for Aristotle’s pros hen homonymy 

which refers to terms that have many meanings that all relate to each other. Such terms are 

described by Fārābī, following Alexander of Aphrodisias, as being ‘in between’ total homonymy 

and synonymy. On this basis, I argue that Fārābī designated these terms as ‘ambiguous’ (mušakkik) 

precisely because they cause us to doubt whether they are predicated synonymously or 

homonymously as taškīk, which I translate as ‘ambiguity’, literally means ‘to create doubt’. 

 I have further argued that Fārābī’s theory of taškīk is a creative reformulation of pros hen 

homonymy because it puts the focus on the epistemological problem that arises from these terms. 

If we have doubt regarding whether a term has one meaning or many meanings, we cannot know 

what we are referring to. Taškīk, which Fārābī construes as an inevitable fact of human language, 

thus highlights a problem for philosophical knowledge and learning which philosophers must 

overcome through clarity of expression. However Fārābī also warns that ambiguous terms are 

subject to abuse by sophists who can make fallacious arguments by using an ambiguous term with 

many meanings as if it only had one meaning. 

 Moreover, the epistemological concerns raised by Fārābī’s theory of taškīk give great 

significance to the status of ‘being’ as an ambiguous term. Fārābī conceives of language as 

reflective, not determinative, of what-there-is. Yet precisely because language reflects being it is 
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of great importance to ensure what we understand from it is an accurate reflection of both what 

the speaker intends and what is true, otherwise it can be used to make false arguments about what-

there-is, as in sophistry. In the case of the term ‘being’, if it is misunderstood, or misused, to have 

only one meaning, this can be used to argue that what-is is one. In other words, misunderstanding 

the ambiguity of ‘being’ can lead to an argument for monism. This is how Fārābī construes the 

monism of Parmenides of Elea. It is his theory of predication with taškīk (ambiguity) that elegantly 

summarises the logical, ontological, epistemological and even political problems of the theory that 

being is one. 

 If understanding ‘being’ as having one meaning can result in a theory of monism, 

understanding ‘being’ as having multiple, unrelated meanings can lead to the opposite problem 

whereby there is no structure or order to the cosmos. However, unlike totally homonymous terms, 

the meanings of ambiguous terms relate to one primary meaning. I have shown how, building on 

the Greek commentary tradition on Aristotle, Fārābī distinguishes different types of ambiguous 

terms according to the way their different meanings relate to each other. In some places he 

identifies the primary meaning of ‘being’ as substance, and in others he identifies ‘being’ as an 

ambiguous term with meanings that are hierarchically ranked in relation to the First Being, i.e. 

God. 

 I have argued that Fārābī’s primary meaning of ‘being’, whether substance or the First, is 

based on his essentialist metaphysics whereby to be is for something to be what-it-is. As such, the 

more something is what-it-is essentially, and the less need it has for something else in becoming 

what-it-is, the more perfect it is qua being. I have used Fārābī’s understanding of the verb to be, 

and his explanation of the relationship between the Arabic terms al-mawǧūd and al-wuǧūd that he 

expresses in the Book of Particles as a framework for understanding his other texts where he 
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discusses a hierarchy of beings according to the extent of their wuǧūd within an emanationist 

framework. 

 Fārābī tells us that the Arabic term ‘being’ (al-mawǧūd) has the meaning of both the copula 

(‘is’) and the active participle (‘what is’). This dual function lays the groundwork for an essentialist 

metaphysics by joining together the meanings of the thing-that-is (the active participle) with what-

it-is (the copula). Moreover, Fārābī is insistent that although the term ‘being’ (al-mawǧūd) is a 

paronym, derived from the term al-wuǧūd (equivalent to the way a participle is derived from an 

infinitive), it must not be understood as a subject in which al-wuǧūd inheres. Instead, al-wuǧūd 

should be understood as derived from al-mawǧūd, with the meaning of being-ness. Most 

importantly, Fārābī makes al-wuǧūd analogous to the differentia in logic, as the specific part of 

something that makes it-what-it. I have shown how this is an expansion and development of 

Alexander of Aphrodisias who had likened the form within the hylomorphic compound to the 

differentia in logic as a part of his own essentialist metaphysics. 

 I have argued that al-wuǧūd is the intelligible part of something that makes it what-it-is. 

Therefore when Fārābī speaks about the emanation or efficient causation of al-wuǧūd down the 

hierarchy of beings, this must not be understood as an ontological continuity. Instead, the causation 

of al-wuǧūd should be understood as a causal explanation for why something is what-it-is as it 

strives to become what-it-is by desiring the more perfect being above it. As such it cannot be 

separated from final causality. 

 As a whole, this study has illustrated how Fārābī’s theory of ‘being’ as an ambiguous term 

simultaneously points to the epistemological problem of how we understand terms in between total 

homonymy and synonymy and also points to a structured, hierarchical metaphysics whereby 

beings are ranked according to the degree to which they are what-they-are. Although Fārābī does 



 289 

not explain all of this in one place, by using a large range of his texts I have unpicked the various 

places where he speaks about ambiguity, hierarchy and being in order to demonstrate a 

comprehensive and systematic philosophy. 

 Regardless, it is not the ingenuity of Fārābī’s system alone that drove this study. The study 

of taškīk al-wuǧūd is ubiquitous in work on Mullā Ṣadrā, and continues to be the object of study 

in Šīʿī philosophical curricula to the present day. Although the theory is used in the Ṣadrian school 

to defend a different metaphysics to that of Fārābī, Alexander and Aristotle, it is continuous with 

a long history stretching back to theories developed by these figures. The contemporary 

importance of taškīk al-wuǧūd in Islamic philosophy not only gives relevance to this study, but 

also demonstrates the ever-living and present nature of the philosophical problem. 

 After demonstrating the comprehensive and systematic way in which Fārābī addresses the 

problematic of ambiguous predication, his theory of being and how these connect in his refutation 

of Parmenides, I have shown the subsequent development of Fārābī’s theory of taškīk and its 

doctrinalisation in both Sunnī and Šīʿī philosophy. I have explained that in after Fārābī there is an 

increased concern with divine predication in response to Ibn Sīnā’s metaphysics, and that taškīk is 

transformed into a theory of synonymy with a single meaning predicated with priority and 

posteriority. Despite the shifts, I argue that at least until Mullā Ṣadrā taškīk remains a primarily 

logical theory that is Fārābian in spirit because it remains primarily concerned with how to 

understand the predication of terms. The correct understanding of ambiguous predication, and the 

important metaphysical implications it results in, is the core of Fārābī’s concern. 
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