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series foreword

Many people would be surprised to be told that there were any great
medieval thinkers. If a great thinker is one from whom we can learn today,
and if ‘‘medieval’’ serves as an adjective for describing anything which
existed from (roughly) the years 600 to 1500 a.d., then, so it is often
supposed, medieval thinkers cannot be called ‘‘great.’’

Why not? One answer often given appeals to ways in which medieval
authors with a taste for argument and speculation tend to invoke ‘‘au-
thorities,’’ especially religious ones. Such invocation of authority is not the
stuff of which great thought is made—so it is often said today. It is also
frequently said that greatness is not to be found in the thinking of those
who lived before the rise of modern science, not to mention that of modern
philosophy and theology. Students of science are nowadays hardly ever
referred to literature earlier than the seventeenth century. Students of
philosophy in the twentieth century have often been taught nothing about
the history of ideas between Aristotle (384–322 b.c.) and Descartes (1596–
1650). Contemporary students of theology are often encouraged to believe
that significant theological thinking is a product of the nineteenth century.

Yet the origins of modern science lie in the conviction that the world is
open to rational investigation and is orderly rather than chaotic—a con-
viction which came fully to birth, and was systematically explored and
developed, during the middle ages. And it is in medieval thinking that we



find some of the most sophisticated and rigorous discussions in the areas of
philosophy and theology ever offered for human consumption—not sur-
prisingly, perhaps, if we note that medieval philosophers and theologians,
like their contemporary counterparts, were often university teachers (or
something like that) who participated in an ongoing world-wide debate
and were not (like many seventeenth-, eighteenth-, and even nineteenth-
century philosophers and theologians), people working in relative isolation
from a large community of teachers and students with whom they were
regularly involved. As for the question of appeal to authority: it is certainly
true that many medieval thinkers believed in authority (especially religious
authority) as a serious court of appeal; and it is true that many people today
would say that they cannot do this. But as contemporary philosophers are
increasingly reminding us, authority is as much an ingredient in our
thinking as it was for medieval thinkers (albeit that, because of differences
between thinkers, one might reasonably say that there is no such thing as
‘‘medieval thought’’). For most of what we take ourselves to know derives
from the trust we have reposed in our various teachers, colleagues, friends,
and general contacts. When it comes to reliance on authority, the main
difference between us and medieval thinkers lies in the fact that their
reliance on authority (insofar as they had it) was often more focused and
explicitly acknowledged than it is for us. It does not lie in the fact that it was
uncritical and naive in a way that our reliance on authority is not.

In recent years, such truths have come to be recognized at what we
might call the ‘‘academic’’ level. No longer disposed to think of the Mid-
dle Ages as ‘‘dark’’ (meaning ‘‘lacking in intellectual richness’’), many
university departments (and many publishers of books and journals) now
devote a lot of their energy to the study of medieval thinking. And they
do so not simply on the assumption that it is historically significant but
also in the light of the increasingly developing insight that it is full of
things with which to dialogue and from which to learn. Following a long
period in which medieval thinking was thought to be of only antiquarian
interest, we are now witnessing its revival as a contemporary voice—one
with which to converse, one from which we might learn.

The Great Medieval Thinkers series reflects and is part of this exciting
revival. Written by a distinguished team of experts, it aims to provide
substantial introductions to a range of medieval authors. And it does so on
the assumption that they are as worth reading today as they were when
they wrote. Students of medieval ‘‘literature’’ (e.g. the writings of Chaucer)
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are currently well supplied (if not over-supplied) with secondary works to
aid them when reading the objects of their concern. But those with an
interest in medieval philosophy and theology are by no means so fortunate
when it comes to reliable and accessible volumes to help them. The Great
Medieval Thinkers series therefore aspires to remedy that deficiency by
concentrating on medieval philosophers and theologians, and by offering
solid overviews of their lives and thought coupled with contemporary
reflection on what they had to say. Taken individually, volumes in the
series will provide valuable treatments of single thinkers many of whom
are not currently covered by any comparable volumes. Taken together,
they will constitute a rich and distinguished history and discussion of
medieval philosophy and theology considered as a whole. With an eye on
college and university students, and with an eye on the general reader,
authors of volumes in the series strive to write in a clear and accessible
manner so that each of the thinkers they write on can be learned about by
those who have no previous knowledge about them. But each contributor
to the series also intends to inform, engage, and generally entertain even
those with specialist knowledge in the area of medieval thinking. So, as
well as surveying and introducing, volumes in the series seek to advance
the state of medieval studies both at the historical and the speculative level.

The subject to which the present volume is devoted is the first me-
dieval Islamic thinker to which a volume in the series has been devoted. It
is appropriate that this should be so since, as Peter Adamson observes, al-
Kindı̄ (born c. 800 a.d.) was the first philosopher in the Arabic tradition
(as Thales of Milesia was the first philosopher of ancient Greece). Al-
Kindı̄’s surviving writings constitute a substantial corpus and display a
great range of interests. Possibly born in Bas.ra, he wrote on what we
would now recognize as philosophical and theological topics. He also
wrote about medicine and astrology. As a commentator, he had things to
say about figures such as Aristotle, Euclid, and Ptolemy. Concerned to use
newly translated Greek philosophical works to speak philosophically to
an Arabic-speaking audience, al-Kindı̄ delivered an inheritance to later
Arabic thinkers (e.g., Avicenna and Averroes), an inheritance which
filtered through to Christian philosophers and theologians working in
Europe from the early thirteenth century and onwards.

Does al-Kindı̄ have sensible things to say to us? Are his arguments for
the positions he adopts good ones? Is he, though long dead, a figure with
whom to engage intellectually now? As well as documenting al-Kindı̄’s
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thought with great scholarly rigor, the present volume also seeks to en-
gage with it so as to treat al-Kindı̄ as someone worth talking to today.
Peter Adamson, as well as knowing a lot about al-Kindı̄’s writings, is also
someone who can reflect on them in detail. You shall see what I mean as
you read through what follows.

brian davies
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preface

A couple of years ago, when I was beginning to think about putting
my thoughts about al-Kindı̄ together into a book, I happened to read
John Marenbon’s superb contribution to this series on Boethius. Here,
I thought, was exactly the sort of book I hoped to write. While giving a
scholarly and thorough treatment of all Boethius’ writings, Marenbon
concentrated above all on the ideas in these writings, addressing a philo-
sophical audience. This book aims to follow suit, by subjecting al-Kindı̄ to
a more explicitly philosophical analysis than he has usually received. I was
also struck, while reading Prof. Marenbon’s book, by similarities between
al-Kindı̄ and Boethius: both were involved in the translation of Greek
works, and both applied Greek philosophical tools to problems of their
respective religions. (In fact, some of the ideas that Boethius had used to
explicate the doctrine of the Trinity are used by al-Kindı̄ in order to attack
the same doctrine.) Thus encouraged, I offered to contribute a volume on
al-Kindı̄ to the present series.

I did so with slight trepidation, since I had a similar worry to the one
addressed by Prof. Marenbon in the introduction to his volume: was al-
Kindı̄ really a ‘‘great medieval thinker’’? Whether or not he was a ‘‘great
thinker, ’’ I suppose readers of this book will judge for themselves. More
delicate is the question of whether he was ‘‘medieval.’’ He lived in the ninth
century, which is, I suppose, as medieval a century as one could ask for. But



in standard usage the term describes a certain period of European history,
not Islamic history, and its connotations are misleading with regard to the
Muslim world. In general I would prefer to speak of the first few centuries
of philosophy in Arabic as the ‘‘classical’’ or ‘‘formative’’ period. On the
other hand one must be practical about these things, and admit that when
al-Kindı̄ is read by philosophers, he will most often be read by people who
are taking courses about, or doing research on, the medieval period. In any
case I am in favor of anything that will lead to a wider readership for al-
Kindı̄ and subsequent philosophers who wrote in Arabic. If this means
calling them ‘‘medieval, ’’ so be it.

This book was written with the generous support of the Leverhulme
Trust, for which I am very grateful. I have also received help and encour-
agement frommany friends and colleagues. I should begin by thanking the
members of an Arabic reading group at the Warburg Institute, especially
Charles Burnett and Fritz Zimmermann. Thanks to this reading group
I learned a great deal about Arabic and al-Kindı̄ himself, and I also first met
Peter Pormann,my collaborator on a forthcoming volume of translations of
al-Kindı̄’s works. Without his input my grasp of these texts, on all levels,
would be much shakier. I have had very useful advice from other Arabists
in and around London, especially Anna Akasoy, Rotraud Hansberger,
Tony Street, and Sophia Vasalou. In the wider community of scholars of
Arabic philosophy, my work on the Kindı̄ circle has benefitted from years
of wise counsel from David Burrell, Cristina D’Ancona, Dimitri Gutas,
and Richard Taylor. I owe a particularly large debt to Jon McGinnis, who
kindly read through a manuscript of the book and made many useful
comments. I am very grateful also to my colleagues in the Philosophy
Department at King’s College London, and especially to VerityHarte, MM
McCabe and Richard Sorabji for making King’s such a stimulating and
congenial place to work onGreek philosophy. Finally I would like to thank
my family for their support: my grandfather, my parents and brother.
Above all, I am grateful to my wife, Ursula, and our daughters, Sophia and
Johanna, for being such delightful company while I was writing this book.
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citation and transliteration
conventions

This study is meant to be a companion volume with The Philosophical

Works of al-Kindı̄, translated by myself and Peter E. Pormann (Oxford
University Press, forthcoming). The translations in quotations from al-
Kindı̄’s works are mine, most often in conjunction with Peter Pormann.
All other translations are mine unless otherwise noted.

When citing works by al-Kindı̄ that appear in our translation, I give
the section number from that translation. I also give page references,
which are usually to the main editions of al-Kindı̄’s works, as follows:

AR M.‘A. H. Abū Rı̄da, ed., al-Kindı̄, Rasā’il al-Kindı̄ al Falsafiyya
(Cairo; Dār al-Fikr al-‘Arabı̄, 1950), vol. 1.

AR2 M.‘A.H. Abū Rı̄da, ed., al-Kindı̄, Rasā’il al-Kindı̄ al Falsafiyya
(Cairo; Dār al-Fikr al-‘Arabı̄, 1953), vol. 2.

RJ R. Rashed and J. Jolivet, eds. and trans.,Oeuvres Philosophiques et
Scientifiques d’al-Kindı̄, vol. 2, Métaphysique et cosmologie (Lei-
den; Brill, 1998)

Thus, for instance, On First Philosophy xXIX.1 (AR 153, RJ 83), refers
first to the section XIX.1 in the translation in Adamson and Pormann
(forthcoming), and then the page numbers of the Abū Rı̄da edition and
the Rashed and Jolivet edition. For references to other editions, see the
note where the work is first cited in this book. Some citations include a line

xiii



number, given after page number and separated with a full stop (e.g., 10.11
means page 10, line 11).

This book does not assume knowledge of Greek, Arabic, or Latin on
the part of the reader, but I have frequently given terms and phrases from
the original languages. For Arabic transliteration I have generally fol-
lowed the conventions used in the International Journal of Middle Eastern

Studies. The feminine ending tā’ marbūt.a is written -a, even in idāfa, and
the definite article is written al- or ’l-.

xiv citation and transliteration conventions
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X1
life, works, and influence

The history of philosophy is a competition, in which mostly long-dead
thinkers vie for the attention of the historian. In this competition, there is
nothing quite like the advantage of having been first. Thales of Milesia
exerts a powerful attraction for historians—even though we know almost
nothing about him—because he was the first philosopher of ancient
Greece. At the same time, historians of philosophy are interested in the
transmission of ideas: in the way that one philosopher reads, adapts, and
transforms the thought of his or her predecessors. Of course the two sorts
of interest usually coincide. With the possible exception of Thales, the first
thinker in any tradition must come to grips with previous traditions, if
only to reject them. Few philosophers, though, invite both sorts of interest
as much as al-Kindı̄. He was the first philosopher in the Arabic tradition,
and his thought was defined in large part by his engagement with the
Greek tradition that preceded him. Thus al-Kindı̄ has had a fair amount
of attention from historians of ideas and scholars of the Graeco-Arabic
translation movement. For readers with these interests, the reasons to
study al-Kindı̄ speak for themselves. This book, however, is aimed equally
at readers who are primarily interested in a philosophical approach to the
history of philosophy. By this I mean that I will spend most of my time
analyzing al-Kindı̄’s ideas and arguments, rather than identifying his
sources or discussing his later influence. The philosophical analysis of his
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works takes up the bulk of the book, beginning with chapter 3. This chap-
ter and the next are devoted more to placing al-Kindı̄ within his historical
and intellectual context.

Life and Historical Context

Though we do not know a great deal about al-Kindı̄’s life, we know
perhaps more than we would have any right to expect, thanks to several
biographical reports about him in later Arabic literature.1 We can also
reach a fairly reliable estimate of his dates, thanks to an astrological work
he wrote on the duration of the reign of the Arabs.2 This mentions an
uprising that occurred in 866, which means he must have died later than
this; his death date is usually estimated at about 870 a.d. As we will see, his
career peaked under the caliphate of al-Mu‘tas.im (reigned 833–842 a.d.),
and he was already active under al-Ma’mūn (reigned 813–833 a.d.). Since
he was still alive in the late 860s, if he was an active scholar already around
830, then we must put his birth date at about 800 a.d.

His name was Abū Yūsuf Ya‘qūb b. Ish. āq al-Kindı̄, and he is said to
have been born in Bas.ra, though his father Ish. āq b. al-S.abbāh. was the emir
of Kūfa. His family was a particularly noble one within the important
Arab tribe of Kinda. (For this reason he is sometimes called the ‘‘philos-
opher of the Arabs.’’) As the biographers stress, our al-Kindı̄ was a direct
descendant of al-Ash‘ath b. Qays, the king of Kinda and a companion of
the Prophet. Al-Kindı̄ seems to have moved to Baghdad early in his life,
because he received his education there. Ibn Abı̄ Us.aybi‘a claims that he
was ‘‘of great standing under al-Ma’mūn and al-Mu‘tas.im.’’ Our evidence
indicates that his career peaked under the caliphate of al-Mu‘tas.im, but
one of his works is addressed to al-Ma’mūn,3 which reinforces the idea
that he was already a highly placed (albeit fairly young) scholar under the
earlier caliph. It was however under al-Mu‘tas.im that al-Kindı̄ wrote most
of the philosophical works to be considered in this book, including On First
Philosophy, addressed to the caliph himself. Al-Kindı̄ was also the tutor to
al-Mu‘tas.im’s son Ah.mad, who was the recipient of numerous Kindian
treatises.

We have no evidence as to how al-Kindı̄ fared for the next couple of
decades, but there is an intriguing report about an episode that occurred at
the end of the caliphate of al-Mutawakkil (reigned 847–861 a.d.). Again,
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our source is Ibn Abı̄ Us.aybi‘a. He tells us that al-Kindı̄ was victimized by
the plotting of the two famous mathematicians and scientists, Muh.ammad
and Ah.mad b. Mūsā. The Banū Mūsā persuaded al-Mutawakkil to seize
al-Kindı̄’s library, which at this stage of his career was no doubt consid-
erable, and to have him beaten. This may have been out of jealousy or at
least professional competition, since they also schemed to remove another
scholar, Sind b. ‘Alı̄, from the caliphal court. But the Banū Mūsā soon had
problems of their own. They appointed an engineer to build a canal, and
he incompetently made the mouth of the canal lower than the rest of the
channel, so that water would not flow through it. The Banū Mūsā had to
beg Sind b. ‘Alı̄ to save them from the caliph’s wrath, and as a condition for
his assistance Sind made them return al-Kindı̄’s books. This story, which
mostly has the ring of truth,4 is our last biographical information about al-
Kindı̄ apart from a report of how he died. This is found in al-Qift.ı̄, who
takes his account from al-Kindı̄’s associate, the astrologer Abū Ma‘shar:

He had a buildup of phlegm in his knee, and to treat it he drank aged
wine. Then he repented of this, and instead drank honey juice. But the
mouth of his veins did not open, and nothing of its heat managed to
reach deep down into his body. Thus the infection spread, and made his
nerves cause him extreme pain, until this pain reached into his head and
brain. Then the man died, because the nerves are rooted in the brain.

The most important feature of al-Kindı̄’s wider historical context is
that he worked during the massive translation effort that took place un-
der the ‘Abbāsids. A good deal of excellent scholarship has been devoted to
the translation movement, and al-Kindı̄’s part in it, in the past several de-
cades.5 To give the briefest of summaries: the translation movement began
already under the caliph al-Mans.ūr (reigned 754–775 a.d.) and by the time
of al-Kindı̄ had reached its peak. Al-Kindı̄ is indeed an almost exact
contemporary of the great translator H. unayn b. Ish. āq. Building on earlier
Syriac translations from the Greek, translators sponsored by the ‘Abbāsids
rendered a startling amount of Greek scientific and philosophical litera-
ture into Arabic, sometimes by way of a new Syriac version. Gutas has
shown that this was intended to support a variety of ‘Abbāsid political ob-
jectives, such as competition with the Byzantines and trumping the claims
of Persian culture with a new, learned Arabic culture.6 The texts translated
were chosen for practical purposes. For instance the Sophistical Refutations
was translated early on for use in theological dispute, and much effort
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was put into translating medical literature. The translators themselves
tended to be Christians who spoke both Greek and Arabic. H. unayn was
an example, as were several translators who worked closely with al-Kindı̄.
Thanks to the pioneering work of Gerhard Endress,7 we now know that
a family of translations of Greek philosophical works, by Aristotle, Alex-
ander of Aphrodisias, Plotinus, and Proclus, were all produced by a circle
of translators led by al-Kindı̄. These provided the immediate inspiration
for al-Kindı̄’s own writings.

Though the translation movement is naturally the feature of ‘Abbāsid
life that has drawn the most attention from historians of philosophy, it
is important to realize that philhellenism was only one strand of this vi-
brant intellectual period.8 The ninth century saw an explosion in Islamic
theological speculation, or ‘ilm al-kalām; as we will see al-Kindı̄ responded
directly to this development.9 This was related to the study of h.adı̄th, that
is, reports about the sayings and actions of the Prophet. The ninth century
was a peak time for scholarship in this area, collecting reports and eval-
uating their authenticity, and theologians appealed to h.adı̄th along with the
Koran in their disputations. At this time we also have the emergence of
refined Arabic literature, or adab; yet another almost exact contemporary
of al-Kindı̄’s was the greatest literary figure (adı̄b) of them all, al-Jāh. iz. . In
short, al-Kindı̄ was competing against many other burgeoning fields of
inquiry when he put forth his own synthesis and adaptation of Greek
thought. His works had the dual function of expounding the newly trans-
lated texts, and of promoting them and arguing that they were of unique
importance for his erudite ninth century, Arabic-speaking audience.10

Works

Our knowledge of al-Kindı̄’s corpus is dependent on two strokes of good
fortune. First, there is the fact that his philosophical writings have sur-
vived at all. For most of the treatises that will be discussed in this book,
there is only a single manuscript, which is held in Istanbul and was
discovered by Helmut Ritter.11 Had this manuscript not come down to us,
we would know far less about al-Kindı̄’s thought than we do, too little,
indeed, to write a philosophy book about him. Less fortunate is that even
this manuscript, and the other scattered textual evidence for al-Kindı̄,
preserve for us only a small fraction of al-Kindı̄’s corpus. On the other
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hand, we know the size of this original corpus only thanks to a second
stroke of good luck, which is that we have an extensive list of al-Kindı̄’s
writings contained in the invaluable Fihrist (meaning ‘‘list’’) of the tenth-
century book merchant Ibn al-Nadı̄m, and repeated in later authors.12

This list, which contains almost 300 titles, shows the astonishing range
of al-Kindı̄’s interests. It would seem that strictly philosophical research
took up only a fraction of al-Kindı̄’s energy and time. A mere 21 are
devoted to what Ibn al-Nadı̄m calls ‘‘philosophical’’ topics,13 with another
10 or so apiece on logic and practical philosophy (labelled here as ‘‘his
books on governance [kutubuhū al-siyāsiyyāt]’’ but including titles on both
ethics and politics). On the other hand, there is no firm line to be drawn
within this list between philosophical topics and those we would now
consider to be non-philosophical. For instance, some of the texts that will
occupy our attention in this book are labelled as ‘‘cosmological’’ (more
literally ‘‘his books on the celestial spheres [kutubuhū al-falakiyyāt]’’). The
list shows that al-Kindı̄ also wrote many works on mathematics, in its
various branches (Ibn al-Nadı̄m devotes sections to arithmetic, geometry,
music, astronomy, spherics, and the measurement of distances),14 as well as
on medicine and astrology. These, along with philosophy proper, were his
major areas of interest. Notice the inclusion of astrology in that list: al-
Kindı̄ was deeply involved in disciplines we would now consider to be
‘‘pseudo-science,’’ and especially astrology and other methods of precog-
nition, like scapulomancy (hence the sections ‘‘his books on astrology’’ and
‘‘his books on foretelling’’). The Fihrist also tells us, though, that al-Kindı̄
wrote a refutation of the deceptions (khuda‘) of the alchemists. He was thus
no uncritical enthusiast for every supposed scientific discipline, and as we
will see (chapter 8) his belief in astrology is grounded in his philosophical
cosmology.

Alchemy seems to be one of the few pursuits al-Kindı̄ had no time for.
The Fihrist’s inventory, especially a final section on miscellaneous topics,
shows the diversity of his interests, including jewels, glass, dyes (we also
know of a text on the removal of stains), swords, perfumes, zoology, tides,
mirrors, meteorology, and earthquakes. The biographical accounts men-
tioned above also pay due homage to the breadth of his learning. Our
initial impulse will no doubt be the same: to marvel at the sheer number of
different topics al-Kindı̄ took on. But a useful second reaction would be to
note that his work on many of these topics must have grown out of al-
Kindı̄’s relationship to the caliph’s family and other patrons. His keen
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interest in mathematics and astrology is representative of a general em-
phasis on these topics under the early ‘Abbāsids.15 Other topics just men-
tioned, like swords, jewels, and perfumes, would clearly have been of
interest to al-Kindı̄’s wealthy patrons. The Fihrist shows that al-Kindı̄
strove, as Franz Rosenthal put it, to ensure that ‘‘he lacked no knowledge
that an educated man of his time might need.’’16 His wide-ranging vir-
tuosity would have been a flattering ornament for the caliphal court.

If anything unified these many intellectual undertakings, it was the
project of interpreting and promoting the Greek inheritance, as we would
expect given al-Kindı̄’s involvement with the translation movement. This
is clear not only from the extant corpus, but from the Fihrist. It tells us that
he wrote numerous commentaries on, and abridgements or clarifications
of, works by Aristotle, Euclid, Ptolemy, and others. The influence of the
Greeks seems to have been at least as strong regarding mathematical and
scientific topics as regarding philosophical topics. (Again, this is borne out
by the extant works on mathematics and science, as we will see in chap-
ter 7.) But there is also a section on polemical works (al-jadaliyyāt), which
shows that al-Kindı̄ engaged in disputes with his contemporaries over
controversial topics of the day. He wrote against the doctrines of other
religions, such as the Manicheans. He also wrote on contemporary issues
within Islamic theology such as atomism and the justice of God’s actions.
The loss of almost all of these works deprives us of a chance to see al-Kindı̄
reacting directly to his immediate contemporaries. But what we do know
suggests that even in these sorts of controversial works, he drew upon
Greek materials.

Two final issues to be considered regarding the Fihrist’s report have to
do with the relation of this list to the extant corpus as it has come down
to us. First, there is the consideration of genre. Most of the entries on Ibn
al-Nadı̄m’s list are called ‘‘epistles [rasā’il],’’ and this corresponds to our
textual evidence. The works preserved in the Istanbul manuscript and else-
where are usually explicitly addressed to a patron, frequently the afore-
mentioned Ah.mad, son of the caliph al-Mu‘tas.im. These would mostly
have been short works, often only a few pages long, which helps to explain
how al-Kindı̄ was able to write so many works on so many different
topics.17

Second, there is the question of titles. In the cases of some extant works
mentioned in the Fihrist’s account, we find that the titles of the texts in our
manuscripts differ from those known to Ibn al-Nadı̄m. A good example is
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what the Istanbul manuscript calls On First Philosophy (Fı̄ ’l-Falsafa al-

Ūlā). Al-Kindı̄ also refers back to it in later works using this title. The
Fihrist has two distinct titles that might refer to the work, which are the
first two entries; in both the phrase ‘‘On First Philosophy’’ is only the be-
ginning of a longer title. Meanwhile, the later author Ibn H. azm quotes
from this work but calls it On Oneness (Kitāb al-Tawh. ı̄d). Finally, Sā‘id al-
Andalusı̄ is presumably referring to the same work when he says, ‘‘among
[al-Kindı̄’s] well-known works [is] a book on oneness (tawh. ı̄d), known as
The Mouth of Gold (Fam al-Dhahab), in which he followed the view of
Plato in the discussion of the creation of the world without time.’’ Most of
the ‘‘titles’’ in the Istanbul manuscript and the Fihrist are in fact more like
overviews of the contents of each epistle; the titles do not aspire to pithiness
(consider for instance On the Explanation That the Nature of the Celestial

Sphere Is Different from the Natures of the Four Elements, or On the True,

First, Complete Agent and the Deficient Agent That Is Metaphorically [an
Agent]). It seems likely that, in some cases at least, al-Kindı̄ himself did not
give his epistles titles, and that the titles that have come down to us simply
represent others’ attempts to summarize their contents.18 In some cases we
have to guess as to which titles in the Fihrist represent which extant works.
For example two works preserved only in Latin, On Rays and On Per-

spectives (De Radiis and De Aspectibus), probably correspond to entries in
the Fihrist, but it is impossible to be sure.19 In other cases, Kindian works
that have come down to us do not appear in the Fihrist inventory. Inclusion
in Ibn al-Nadı̄m’s list should not be taken to be a necessary condition for
authenticity.

For all that has been lost, the extant Kindian corpus is rich and varied.20

Obviously this book will deal chiefly with the philosophical works. Most of
these, as mentioned above, survive only in one Istanbul manuscript, and
were (mostly) edited in the 1950s by Muh.ammad Abū Rı̄da.21 Of these the
most important and famous is On First Philosophy, which is in fact only
partially extant. We have the first four sections, which deal most promi-
nently with the eternity of the world and the problem of divine attributes.
These are the two issues most commonly associated with al-Kindı̄ by
historians of Arabic philosophy, and they will occupy our attention in
chapters 3 and 4. The Istanbul manuscript also includes one of a very few
Arabic texts for a work known chiefly in Latin translation, On Intellect—
probably al-Kindı̄’s most famous work after On First Philosophy. Several
other works on psychology are included as well, as will be discussed below
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in chapter 5. We have works on cosmology, in particular the nature of the
heavens and how they relate to the sublunar world; on these see chapter 8.
There is a lengthy ethical work, On Dispelling Sadness, which along with
some supplementary materials will be considered in chapter 6. Two fur-
ther works are aids to the study of philosophy. One version of On Defi-

nitions, which is transmitted in several very different redactions, appears in
the Istanbul manuscript (in a different hand from the other treatises). And
On the Quantity of Aristotle’s Books gives a survey of the Aristotelian corpus,
with a surprising digression in the middle on the nature of prophecy.
Though Quantity and several other works give evidence of al-Kindı̄’s
engagement with Aristotle’s logical writings, we do not have any Kindian
treatises devoted specifically to logical issues.22

The rest of the Istanbul manuscript’s treatises are on what we would
consider to be scientific topics: meteorology (for instance a treatise explain-
ing phenomena like snow, hail, and thunder), medicine (on coitus and on
lisps), astronomy (on eclipses), measuring the height of mountains, the na-
ture of color, and so on. But these represent only a small fraction of the
extant scientific corpus. In other manuscripts we also have numerous works
on optics and catoptrics (i.e. the study of mirrors).23 One of the longest
treatises is the aforementioned On Rays,24 which explains magic and the
influence of the stars. There are several extant medical works,25 and On

Degrees (De Gradibus)26 deals with the administration of drugs. From his
pharmacological works we also have a medical formulary, that is, a list of
recipes for drugs.27 And there are numerous works on astrology as well as
several works on music.28 The bulk of the extant corpus, then, deals with
topics in the physical sciences. While these topics will not be at the center
of attention in this book, they are of some philosophical interest and it
would distort al-Kindı̄’s thought to exclude them. Chapter 7 of this book is
therefore devoted to mathematics and science, while chapter 8 will put al-
Kindı̄’s astrological interests in the context of his cosmology.

Before leaving the topic of the corpus, a word about the relative chro-
nology of al-Kindı̄’s writings. This is a problem that has been given no
attention whatsoever by previous scholars, as far as I can tell, and with
good reason. Apart from a very small number of cross-references within
his works,29 and the fact that some epistles can be roughly dated by the
identity of their recipients, we have precious little hard evidence to go
on here. I do however have a tentative suggestion to make, which I can-
not defend in detail here. One way to establish the relative priority of
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al-Kindı̄’s writings would be to determine which Greek sources he is
using. That is, if in work A he does not seem to have access to a certain
text, but then uses that text in work B, then A is prior to B. An example of
this might be his use of an Arabic paraphrase of Aristotle’s De Anima. As I
have shown elsewhere, his optical work On Perspectives seems to draw on
this paraphrase, as do several other treatises.30 Yet as we will see later some
psychological writings found in the Istanbul manuscript strikingly fail to
make use of the De Anima. This suggests that the psychological works
predate his access to the Arabic De Anima paraphrase, which in turn pre-
dates On Perspectives.

Such arguments from silence are notoriously weak. Yet this example
among others makes me suspect that many of the philosophical works
found in the Istanbul manuscript—which are dominated by concern with
Neoplatonic metaphysics and psychology, the eternity of the world, and a
cosmology deriving from Aristotelian sources—fall into a single period,
during the caliphate of al-Mu‘tas.im. These works show an interest in an
axiomatic methodology inspired by mathematics, as we will see in the next
chapter. But they show at most a rudimentary use of mathematics itself,
including geometry (though some of the cosmological treatises do have
very simple geometrical diagrams). By contrast there are numerous other
works that are dominated by their use of complex geometrical demon-
strations and mathematics. These include al-Kindı̄’s works on optics, his
treatment of the proportions of drugs in On Degrees, and also the use of
geometrical relations as a general theory of physical influence in On Rays.
As we will see On Rays also makes major doctrinal departures from the
works found in the Istanbul manuscript, which could be explained more
easily on a developmental account, unless we reject its authenticity alto-
gether (see chapter 8). A final point worth considering is that some of the
more ‘‘mathematical’’ treatises explicitly criticize or go beyond ancient
authorities. Al-Kindı̄ begins On Degrees by saying that he is undertaking a
project the ancients had not, namely the analysis of compound drugs. Even
more strikingly, he is critical of Euclid in several works on optics, one of
which is indeed titled On the Rectification of Euclid’s Errors.31 This con-
trasts sharply with the attitude he takes in the more ‘‘metaphysical’’
writings, where he is evidently concerned to promote and defend the
Greek authors on whom he draws.

My tentative proposal, then, is that the philosophical works that will
take up most of our attention in this book are earlier than the more
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technical, mathematicized treatises just mentioned.32 If this proves to be
the case, we might speculate that the beginning of al-Kindı̄’s career was
devoted to the metaphysical and cosmological concerns typical of late
Greek, Neoplatonizing Aristotelians. Later, his interests evolved, and he
became a practicing scientist and mathematician engaged in empirical
research. He also became more willing to strike out on his own, and to
engage in criticism of the ancients. Of course the change in his interests
could have resulted in part from which Greek texts al-Kindı̄ had been able
to read in translation. Equally, his evolving interests may have guided his
choices about which texts ought to be translated in his circle. Of course all
of this remains speculation for now; hopefully further research will de-
termine whether the speculation is well founded or not.

The ‘‘Kindian Tradition’’

Al-Kindı̄’s legacy within the Arabic philosophical tradition is in a sense
pervasive and permanent, but in a sense narrow and temporary. In the first
sense, his project of using the newly translated Greek philosophical works
to produce philosophy for an Arabic-speaking audience becomes definitive
of philosophy in the Islamic world. To this extent philosophers like al-
Fārābı̄, Avicenna and Averroes may be thought of as heirs of al-Kindı̄. But
of these three, only Averroes ever mentions al-Kindı̄, and then to criticize
him (see the next section). On the other hand, he did have a more direct
legacy, embodied by a philosophical tradition that engages directly with al-
Kindı̄’s own works and follows his lead on certain methodological and
doctrinal points. This ‘‘Kindian tradition’’ was a significant force in the
Islamic intellectual milieu for about two centuries following al-Kindı̄’s
death. In this section, I will quickly identify the main figures in this tra-
dition and explain the common features that allow us to group them
together.33

The core of the Kindian tradition is made up of al-Kindı̄’s own stu-
dents, and the students of those students. There are two figures we know
about from the first generation of students: Abū Zayd al-Balkhı̄ (died at
an advanced age in 934) and Ah.mad b. al-T. ayyib al-Sarakhsı̄ (b. 833–837,
d. 899).34 Unfortunately no complete philosophical works have come down
to us from either of them. We do have biographical information about
both, though, including lists of titles and some fragments. Al-Sarakhsı̄
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was evidently a close follower of al-Kindı̄’s thought. Many of the titles
ascribed to him match those of works by al-Kindı̄ and these may even
have reproduced al-Kindı̄’s own words to some extent. Al-Sarakhsı̄ is also
an intermediary source for a famous report about the Sabians of H. arrān
attributed to al-Kindı̄.35 We know even less about Abū Zayd’s thought,
but he is the most important conduit for a Kindian approach to philos-
ophy, having passed it on to his own students, Abū ’l-H. asan Muh.ammad
b. Yūsuf al-‘Āmirı̄ (d. 992) and Ibn Farı̄ghūn (tenth century).

Al-‘Āmirı̄ is the most significant figure with a direct link to al-Kindı̄,
numerous of his philosophical works having survived.36 As we will see he
epitomizes many of the features of the Kindian tradition, no doubt because
of the influence of Abū Zayd. We know far less about Ibn Farı̄ghūn, the
author of a fascinating work called the Compendium of the Sciences ( Ja-
wāmi’ al-‘ulūm), a treatise that uses branch diagrams to explain and sub-
divide every sort of human knowledge.37 Ibn Farı̄ghūn may or may not
also be the author of a geographical treatise that has come down to us.
But apart from that, we know nothing about him except that he was a
student of Abū Zayd’s (and even this is based only on a single note in a
manuscript of the Compendium).

In addition, there are several authors who are directly influenced by al-
Kindı̄ and who quote his works, usually without naming him. These
include an associate of al-Kindı̄’s, Abū Ma‘shar al-Balkhı̄ (d. 886), the
greatest astrologer of the Islamic world. Making his career possible was
perhaps al-Kindı̄’s most important contribution to astrology: the Fihrist

tells us that Abū Ma‘shar was a h.adı̄th scholar until al-Kindı̄ contrived to
turn his attentions towards mathematics, and thence to astrology. Abū
Ma‘shar’s Great Introduction to Astrology also makes some use of al-Kindı̄’s
cosmological writings.38 But the figure whose extant corpus makes the
most extensive use of al-Kindı̄’s works is the Jewish thinker Isaac Israeli
(ca. 855–ca. 907).39 Unfortunately we don’t know how Isaac came to have
such an extensive knowledge of al-Kindı̄’s writings, but he uses numerous
Kindian treatises, especially On Definitions, which influenced his own
work of definitions. Finally, we should mention Miskawayh (d. 1030), a
famous historian and philosopher who quotes al-Kindı̄ in one of his ethical
treatises.40 Though these are the figures with direct links to al-Kindı̄, the
list of ‘‘Kindians’’ could be lengthened considerably by naming other
tenth-century Neoplatonists who drew heavily on the same texts as these
authors and shared some of their attitudes about how philosophy was to be
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integrated into Islamic culture.41 Of course, these various figures did not
agree about everything. For example, whereas al-Kindı̄ and Abū Ma‘shar
were significant figures in the history of Arabic astrology, Abū Zayd
rejected its validity.42 But they may be loosely grouped together on doc-
trinal, and above all methodological, grounds.

What, then, are the defining features of this tradition, apart from the
historical and textual links between its members and al-Kindı̄? Obviously
all of them were practicioners of falsafa, that is, they wrote philosophical
treatises inspired by and engaging with Greek philosophy. But this is
true of other philosophers of the same time-period, in particular the Ar-
istotelian philosophers who were based in Baghdad. The most famous of
these is al-Fārābı̄. Many members of the Baghdad school were Christians,
such as the relatively well-known Abū Bishr Mattā (who was the founder
of the school) and Yah.yā b. ‘Adı̄ (a student of al-Fārābı̄’s).43 These phi-
losophers serve as a useful foil for our Kindians, since along with the
figures we are interested in, they form the most significant philosophical
tradition in the period before Avicenna.

The first and most striking contrast between the Kindians and the
Baghdad Peripatetics is a geographical one. Though al-Kindı̄ worked in
Baghdad, his influence was chiefly on philosophers who hailed from the
eastern reaches of the Islamic empire. (Hans Hinrich Biesterfeldt has thus
suggested the slogan ‘‘from Baghdad to Bukhara’’ for the phenomenon
I am calling the Kindian tradition.44) For example, as their names indicate,
Abū Ma‘shar and Abū Zayd were from Balkh and al-Sarakhsı̄ from
Sarakhs in Khurāsān. Others just mentioned hailed from, or spent sig-
nificant parts of their careers, in places such as Rayy (south of the Caspian
sea, in modern-day Iran) and Bukhara (north of the River Oxus, in
modern-day Uzbekistan). Roughly, the Kindians tend to be found in Iran
and Khurāsān, especially Transoxania, whereas the Peripatetic movement
was strongest in Baghdad.

A second striking difference is that the two groups tended to focus
on different texts from the Greek tradition. It is tempting to say that the
Baghdad philosophers were simply much more interested in logical texts
than the Kindians, since it is al-Fārābı̄’s achievements in logic that are his
greatest contribution to Arabic thought, whereas we have almost no ex-
tant works by Kindian authors devoted to logic. However, this is to some
extent an illusion created by our incomplete textual evidence: we know
that al-Kindı̄ himself already wrote summaries, commentaries, or treatises
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on texts from Aristotle’s Organon, and this is true for several other Kindian
philosophers mentioned above. Less misleading would be to say that al-
Kindı̄ himself was more interested in the early parts of the Organon, in
particular the Isagoge of Porphyry (which became the standard introduc-
tion to Aristotle’s logic) and Aristotle’s Categories. Later Kindians did en-
gage with, for instance, the Posterior Analytics, which had not yet been
translated in al-Kindı̄’s time. But never do we find the Kindians showing
much facility with the technicalities of the Aristotelian syllogistic. In other
words, as far as we can tell the Kindian tradition failed to do anything
with the Prior Analytics, whereas the Baghdad school’s greatest triumph
was in general their interpretation of the entire Organon, and in particular
al-Fārābı̄’s work on syllogistic. By the same token, there are texts that are
central for the Kindians and of little import for the Baghdad school. Here
I am thinking especially of Neoplatonic works in Arabic translation, like
the Arabic Proclus (a version of which became the Liber de Causis in Latin
translation) and Arabic Plotinus (the so-called Theology of Aristotle). As we
will see the Neoplatonic metaphysics of these works are decisive for al-
Kindı̄’s thought, and we later find, for instance, al-‘Āmirı̄ writing a para-
phrase of the De Causis.45

Another temptation is thus to say that the Kindians were ‘‘Neoplato-
nists’’ while the Baghdad school were, as I have called them, ‘‘Aristote-
lians’’ or ‘‘Peripatetics.’’ This isn’t a bad approximation of the truth, but it
is misleading in several ways. The Baghdad school read Aristotle through
the Neoplatonic commentators, though they were not much influenced by
Plotinus and Proclus.46 And conversely, the Kindians all drew heavily on
Aristotle. To contrast the two schools, it is more useful to stick to specific
intellectual commitments rather than broad philosophical allegiances. One
such commitment amongst the Kindians is that they construe metaphys-
ics first and foremost as theology: for them the Greek inheritance is a tool
for studying the nature of God. And for them, theology is the topic of
Aristotle’s Metaphysics, something denied by al-Fārābı̄.47 This is not un-
related to their interest in texts like the Theology of Aristotle, which have a
lot more to say about God than the genuinely Aristotelian Metaphysics. By
the same token, the Kindians are not mystics or proto-Sufis; they share
a confidence that rational philosophy can be used to understand God’s na-
ture at least in part.

The Kindians’ confident intellectualism is also manifest in their ap-
proach to ethics, which we already find in al-Kindı̄ (see chapter 6). By this
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I mean that the Kindians tend to see moral perfection as residing in or
following on the attainment of theoretical wisdom, that is, turning away
from the physical world in favor of the immaterial world of the intelli-
gibles. Or, to put the point in a different way, Kindian ethics deals with the
individual’s quest for perfection, where this does not require that the
individual act within the political sphere.48 Here the contrast to al-Fārābı̄,
above all, is very strong: several of his works join a theoretical or meta-
physical section to a section exploring what is required of the philosopher
within society as a whole.

Meanwhile the Kindians were much more open than the Baghdad
school to indigenous Muslim theology, or ‘ilm al-kalām. While al-Fārābı̄
and later Averroes spurn kalām as dialectical apologetics, in contrast to the
demonstrative philosophy that is science, Kindians extol the value of kalām
and engage in it themselves. Indeed, one of the most characteristic strat-
egies that al-Kindı̄ passes on to his successors is the use of Greek ideas to
solve specifically Muslim theological dilemmas. Later in this book, we’ll
see examples of him doing so even in explicitly philosophical works. And
we have already seen that several titles from the Fihrist’s report on al-
Kindı̄ seem to reflect disputes that fell more narrowly within contem-
porary kalām. These tendencies only increase among his followers. Two
generations later, al-‘Āmirı̄ was even capable of arguing that the religious
sciences, including kalām, are superior to the theoretical disciplines of
falsafa.49

The Kindian tradition’s irenic attitude towards kalām is part of their
general eagerness to engage in all the intellectual activities of their culture.
Many such activities fall under the notion of adab, Arabic ‘‘belles lettres.’’
Al-Kindı̄ and his student al-Sarakhsı̄ both wrote (lost) works on the
secretarial art of letter-writing, for instance. (In this book the work we will
study that comes closest to adab is a collection of Socratic sayings ascribed
to al-Kindı̄; see chapter 6.) Later Kindians, from al-Sarakhsı̄ on, were even
more engaged in a wide range of literary pursuits. Some of these seem to
have been abiding interests of the Kindian tradition, for instance geog-
raphy and the study of foreign religions and cultures. The Kindians, in
short, were not so much professional philosophers as professional intel-
lectuals, ready to write on a wide range of topics. They saw no tension
between disciplines that came down to them from the Greeks, and the
autochthonous pursuits of Arabic culture. Of course these ‘‘Arab’’ sciences
developed considerably from the time of al-Kindı̄ to that of the later
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Kindians, just as the translation of Greek philosophical works continued
after al-Kindı̄’s death. But for over two centuries, we find Kindians com-
bining the ‘‘foreign’’ and ‘‘Arab’’ sciences even as both of these evolved. 50

Thus the Kindians at least aspired to be a mainstream intellectual
tradition, in a way that the Baghdad Peripatetics did not. Yet for all their
attempts to weave philosophy into a broader, usually explicitly Muslim,
intellectual endeavor, the Kindians had little direct influence on later
philosophy in the Islamic world. At least part of the explanation for this
was Avicenna’s preference for the Baghdad thinkers, or at least al-Fārābı̄,
and his ignoring of the Kindians. After Avicenna, philosophy in Arabic is
always ‘‘Avicennan’’ in the sense that it responds to his thought, either
positively or critically. So Avicenna’s failure to engage with the Kindians
meant that the later tradition also tended not to engage with them. Still,
as we have seen al-Kindı̄’s own positive legacy was significant, though
temporary. In the next section we will see that he also had a legacy among
later thinkers who mention him only to criticize him.

Later Critiques

Let us begin with the two most entertaining such negative treatments, the
first by the famous polymath al-Jāh. iz. in his Book of Misers.51 In this work
someone named al-Kindı̄ is presented as a notorious miser and cheat,
especially in his role as a landlord. Unfortunately there is no consensus as
to whether this al-Kindı̄ is the philosopher or a different member of the
same tribe—although several arguments in defense of ‘‘thrift’’ might be
seen as a parody of our al-Kindı̄’s philosophical arguments.52 It is also
worth noting that the introduction to Ibn al-Nadı̄m’s list of al-Kindı̄’s
works (see above) mentions his miserliness.

A second parodic reference to al-Kindı̄ is doubtless to the philosopher.
It is to be found in the famous report of the debate between al-Sı̄rāfı̄ and
Abū Bishr Mattā over the relative merits of grammar and logic.53 The
grammarian al-Sı̄rāfı̄ reduces Abū Bishr, founder of the aforementioned
Baghdad Peripatetic tradition, to ineffectual fumbling as he debunks the
claims of logic and philosophy in general. His rhetorical tour de force

includes a viciously funny parody of al-Kindı̄ and his writing style. He
refers to al-Kindı̄ as a ‘‘compatriot [s. āh. ib]’’ of Abū Bishr, which is inter-
esting in its own right because it shows that opponents of falsafa at least
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sometimes failed to distinguish between the Baghdad school and those I
have been calling the Kindians. In the story retailed by al-Sı̄rāfı̄, heartless
wags mock al-Kindı̄ by putting to him meaningless philosophical ques-
tions, which he takes seriously, mistakenly thinking they derive from
‘‘foreign philosophy [al-falsafa al-dākhila]’’ (127.8). The episode is told as a
pastiche of philosophical terminology in the Kindian style; though the
mock-philosophy is nonsense, many of the terms used are genuinely
Kindian.54 Al-Sı̄rāfı̄ remarks that things are told of al-Kindı̄ ‘‘that would
make a bereaved mother laugh, that would make an enemy gloat and a
friend grieve. He inherited all this from the blessings of Greece, and the
benefits of philosophy and logic’’ (128.7–8).

While al-Kindı̄ appears here as little more than a hapless represen-
tative of philhellenism and philosophy, other critics make more specific
complaints about his methodology and doctrines. One biographical report
mentioned above, that of S. ā‘id al-Andalūsı̄, concludes with the following
remark:

As for the art of synthesis [tarkı̄b] that Ya‘qūb [i.e. al-Kindı̄] pursued
in these books of his, this is of use only to someone who is already in
possession of the principles. At that point synthesis is possible. But the
premises of any object of inquiry are found only through the art of
analysis [tah. lı̄l]. I don’t know what led Ya‘qūb to abstain from this
important art—whether he was ignorant of its power, or whether he
withheld its disclosure from the people. Either way he was deficient
in this respect.55

Obviously understanding this criticism requires knowing what tarkı̄b and
tah. lı̄l mean. If the complaint has any basis in al-Kindı̄’s genuine meth-
odology, then I suspect that what is meant is that al-Kindı̄ tends to
assume undefended axioms or premises, and argue from these, rather
than first establishing the truth of these premises through ‘‘analysis’’ (on
this see chapter 2). A later version of the criticism, in the report by al-
Qift.ı̄, adds that ‘‘analysis’’ provides the ‘‘foundations of logic [qawā‘id al-
mant.iq]’’—which I take to mean the axioms or first premises (368.2).56

Other authors were provoked into attacks on al-Kindı̄ by specific
philosophical and scientific works.57 Here I will mention some of the most
significant. Al-Kindı̄ wrote a short work using Aristotelian logic to attack
the Christian doctrine of the Trinity, which received a point-by-point
refutation by Yah.yā b. ‘Adı̄, the Christian student of al-Fārābı̄ mentioned
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above.58 I have already mentioned al-Kindı̄’s attack on alchemy. This
also provoked a refutation, by the famous philosopher and physician Abū
Bakr al-Rāzı̄.59 Unfortunately neither document has survived, depriving
us of what was no doubt one of the most interesting exchanges on the
subject of alchemy in the Arabic tradition. Al-Kindı̄’s greatest extant work,
On First Philosophy, was attacked by the Andalusian thinker Ibn H. azm.60

Ibn H. azm’s attack includes references to parts of On First Philosophy that
are no longer extant, which gives us important evidence for the scope of
the original complete treatise. Also in Andalusia, Averroes explicitly men-
tions al-Kindı̄ to criticize his views on compound drugs (on which see
chapter 7).61

To these Arabic critics we can add the medieval Latin author Giles of
Rome, whose work On the Errors of the Philosophers includes a section on
al-Kindı̄.62 Giles’ treatment reflects the fact that the Latin tradition knew
al-Kindı̄ primarily through his works on science, and especially his
teachings on astrology and magic.63 The source for the ideas attacked by
Giles is On Rays, which Giles refers to as De Theorica Artium Magicarum

(On the Theory of the Magical Arts). Among other things, Giles complains
that al-Kindı̄ believes that all things happen of necessity, that al-Kindı̄
denies the applicability of positive attributes to God, and that al-Kindı̄
affirms the efficacy of various magical devices like sacrifices. Although this
is the most striking engagement with al-Kindı̄ in Latin, there is plentiful
evidence that his works were translated and copied in the Latin West.
Indeed a few Kindian works are extant only in Latin (like On Rays), while
for others we have both a Latin translation and an Arabic text. On Intellect
is particularly well represented in the Latin manuscript tradition, in two
different translations, and there is a Latin version of On Sleep and Dream.64

Al-Kindı̄ is cited by numerous Latin authors, including Albert the Great,65

and the influence especially of his scientific and mathematical works con-
tinues through the Renaissance.66

Overall, then, we can say that al-Kindı̄’s direct impact on subsequent
thinkers was significant. This is especially true of his students and his
students’ students, whose whole approach to philosophy seems to follow
his in broad outline. And as the critiques just summarized show, he was a
well-known figure both as a kind of symbol of philhellenism and as the
author of specific treatises and doctrines. Yet he looms larger for the mod-
ern historian of philosophy than he did for his contemporaries, because of
the inevitable interest for us in seeing the first extensive engagement with
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Greek thought in the history of Arabic thought. There is a danger here,
which is that al-Kindı̄’s works are treated as little more than a repository of
information about which Greek works were known in his time period. Of
course Quellenforschung—the identification al-Kindı̄’s sources—is crucial
in understanding the thought of an author like al-Kindı̄, and has been a
goal of much excellent scholarship about him. In the rest of this book, as
I have said, I will instead focus on al-Kindı̄ as a philosopher, attempting to
understand his philosophical positions and why he held them, as well as
to determine the extent to which these positions cohere into a single, sys-
tematic philosophy. But even this sort of approach cannot dispense with a
discussion of the sources that shaped al-Kindı̄’s thought. Which were the
most decisive sources, and what overall conception of philosophy did al-
Kindı̄ take from them? These will be the issues taken up the next chapter.
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X2
falsafa

Sources and Structure

The word for ‘‘philosophy’’ in Arabic is falsafa, taken from the Greek
philosophia. The fact that it is a loan-word from Greek is not insignificant:
in al-Kindı̄’s time and beyond, Arabic-speaking culture viewed philoso-
phy as a foreign import. This is shown not just by the attitude of critics like
al-Sı̄rāfı̄, whom we met at the end of chapter 1. It is shown also by more
neutral authors like al-Khwārizmı̄, whose encyclopedic Keys to the Sci-

ences (written about 977 a.d.) is divided into two sections: one on native
Arabic disciplines, and one on foreign, that is, Greek, disciplines.1 The
latter consist essentially of the Aristotelian sciences as filtered through the
late ancient and early Arabic traditions. Right up to and past the time of
Avicenna, the importance and legitimacy of the Greek sciences would be
hotly disputed. A debate about the relative merits of (Greek) logic and
(Arabic) grammar served as a kind of microcosm of the wider dispute. But
at least there was widespread agreement about the contents and structure
of this imported knowledge.

More than 100 years earlier than al-Khwārizmı̄, al-Kindı̄ could not yet
rely on these assumptions. He had not only to defend and promote the
value of the newly translated works against critics, but also to try to
explain what Greek philosophy consisted of. On the other hand, al-Kindı̄
had an advantage that tenth-century thinkers did not: the battle lines
between Greek and Arabic thought had not yet been drawn. In the ninth
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century the translation movement received massive social and political
support, from the highest levels of ‘Abbāsid society. In this context al-
Kindı̄ could be optimistic about the prospects of bringing Greek ideas
into Arabic intellectual discourse. The Greek ideas would not replace
Arabic or Muslim ones, but would ultimately become Arabic and Mus-
lim. As a result, polarized contrasts such as the one between falsafa and
kalām—familiar to us from figures like al-Fārābı̄ and Averroes—are to
some extent anachronistic when applied to al-Kindı̄. Al-Kindı̄ did have
contemporary opponents who rejected Greek ideas for their foreignness,
and as we will see shortly he passionately disagreed with them. But his
concern was not merely to show that foreign truth and wisdom were
truth and wisdom nonetheless; it was also to show how foreign truth and
wisdom formed an integrated body of knowledge, and then to show how
this knowledge could be integrated with the Arabic language and the
teachings of Islam.2

The Defense of Falsafa

One of the most celebrated passages in al-Kindı̄ comes at the end of the
first part of his On First Philosophy. It follows on an introduction to the
topic of the work, which is metaphysics or ‘‘first philosophy,’’ here un-
derstood as the study of the first cause, God. Al-Kindı̄ is not shy about the
value of what he will offer in this work: ‘‘of the human arts, the highest
in rank and the noblest in degree is the art of philosophy, which is defined
as the knowledge of things in their true natures, insofar as this is possible
for man’’ (xI.2, AR 95, RJ 9). And because of the eminence of its object,
first philosophy is the noblest part of philosophy. Alluding to the Koranic
epithet for God, al-h.aqq (‘‘the Truth’’), al-Kindı̄ asserts that ‘‘everything
that has being has truth,’’ and that God, the First Truth, is the cause of all
truth insofar as He is the cause of all being. This leads him on to the
meditation on truth that concerns us now.

The passage begins with an injunction to value any contribution made
to the truth, whatever its provenance. Philosophy is a collective enterprise,
so that even if every philosopher contributes only a little, ‘‘if one collects
together the little that each one of these people has attained of the truth,
the result is quite considerable.’’ He then says:
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On First Philosophy xII.4 (AR 103, RJ 13): We must not be ashamed to
admire the truth or to acquire it, from wherever it comes. Even if it
should come from far-flung nations and foreign peoples, there is for
the student of truth nothing more important than the truth, nor is the
truth demeaned or diminished by the one who states or conveys it; no
one is demeaned by the truth, rather all are ennobled by it.

An admirable sentiment to us, no doubt, but not an uncontroversial one
among al-Kindı̄’s contemporaries. In what follows al-Kindı̄ says:

On First Philosophy xIII.1–2 (AR 103–4, RJ 13–15): [We must] be on
guard against the evil of the interpretation of many in our own time
who have made a name for themselves with speculation, people who
are estranged from the truth. They crown themselves undeservedly
with the crowns of truth, because of the narrowness of their under-
standing of the ways of truth . . . [and] because of the filth of the envy
that has mastered their bestial souls, whose veil of darkness cloaks the
vision of their thought from the light of truth.

This begins a long invective against a group of unnamed opponents,
whom al-Kindı̄ accuses of ‘‘trafficking in religion.’’ Obviously one would
like to know whom he has in mind.

The first clue is that these are people who have become known for
‘‘speculation [naz. ar],’’ and as a result risen to positions of prestige and
power. Apart from their ‘‘crowns’’ they are said to occupy ‘‘fraudulent
seats, in which they have undeservedly been installed’’ (xIII.2, AR 104, RJ
15). Alfred Ivry has suggested that al-Kindı̄ has in mind the Mu‘tazila,
who were the dominant school of speculative Muslim theology during the
middle of the ninth century, when On First Philosophy was written. Ivry
must be right that the targets of al-Kindı̄’s ire are theologians of some
description, since he grants them a reputation for ‘‘speculation’’ and also
says that they trade in religion. But it is painting with too broad a brush to
identify these opponents with the Mu‘tazila generally. For one thing, the
whole notion of a Mu‘tazilite ‘‘school’’ is somewhat anachronistic in this
context. The middle of the ninth century saw a number of competing fig-
ures within kalām, and it was only later that the differences between these
figures seemed minor enough to group them under a single Mu‘tazilite
heading. It seems unlikely that al-Kindı̄ is thinking of such a broad and
varied phenomenon in this passage, and more likely that he has in mind a
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specific group of theologians. Who these might be is a matter for guess-
work, not certainty. But I suspect that, far from being ‘‘Mu‘tazilite’’
thinkers, they are in fact more likely to be traditionalists like Ibn H. anbal
and his supporters.3 In any case, what seems to be distinctive about the
opponents is not so much that they are influential theologians, but that
they are detractors of the philosophical inheritance of the Greeks. This is
why al-Kindı̄ attacks them just after praising the Greeks for their pursuit
of truth. He goes on to say that the opponents deny the necessity to acquire
the ‘‘knowledge of things in their true natures,’’ that is, philosophy. Their
position is incoherent, al-Kindı̄ argues, because anyone who denies the
need to do philosophy would owe us a philosophical argument for why
philosophy is unnecessary. But by offering this argument they would of
course engage in philosophy, and thus refute themselves (xIII.4, AR 105,
RJ 15; this argument goes back to Aristotle’s Protrepticus).

Al-Kindı̄ concludes his attack with what is probably the most rhetor-
ically charged passage in any of his extant works. It is worth quoting in full:

On First Philosophy xIII.5 (AR 105, RJ 15–17): We beseech Him who can
see into our hearts—who knows our efforts towards establishing a proof
of His divinity, making manifest His oneness, driving away those who
stubbornly resist Him and do not believe in Him by using proofs that
refute their unbelief and tear aside the veils of their shamefulness and
declare openly the deficiencies of their destructive creed—to protect us
and whoever follows our path with the fortification of His unceasing
might, to dress us in the armor of His preserving shelter and grant us
the aid of the edge of His piercing sword, and support through the
might of His victorious strength, so that He may thereby let us reach the
end of our intention in aiding the truth and supporting what is right,
and so that He may thereby let us reach the degree of those whose
intention is pleasing to Him, those whose action He approves, and those
to whom He gives triumph and victory over His opponents who do not
believe in His grace, and who contravene the path of truth that is
pleasing to Him.

What is particularly striking about the rhetoric here is its religious con-
text. Al-Kindı̄ is not saying that the philosophical pursuit of truth is to
be detached from religious belief. Rather, al-Kindı̄ argues that the re-
jection of his own project amounts to ‘‘unbelief [kufr].’’ This is a startling
accusation. Al-Kindı̄ bases it on the fact that the opponents reject the
attempt to use philosophy in supporting the main tenets of Islam: God’s
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oneness and divinity. Insofar as philosophy can contribute to knowledge
of these truths, to reject philosophy is in effect to reject Islam itself.

This tells us a great deal about the project of On First Philosophy and
al-Kindı̄’s project in general. As was already suggested by the charac-
terization of metaphysics as theology at the outset of the work, On First

Philosophy is an attempt to use philosophy to prove the central truths of
Islamic theological dogma. And it is not only the uncontroversial claims
that God exists, and that God is one, that are at issue here. As we will see,
the extant remains of On First Philosophy culminate in an argument for a
broadly negative understanding of divine attributes, which is a position
associated with none other than the Mu‘tazila. This suggests that al-
Kindı̄’s invective here is not directed against Mu‘tazilite theological po-
sitions or indeed the practice of speculative theology. After all, al-Kindı̄ is
in the process of trying to persuade the reader to endorse the philosophical
speculative theology of On First Philosophy. His aims and even his ulti-
mate doctrines are like those of the Mu‘tazila; it is only the Greek ma-
terials on which he draws that distinguishes his project from theirs.4 His
quarrel, then, is with any theologian (or, presumably, anyone at all) who
wishes to deny the utility of Greek philosophical texts for supporting
positions within Muslim theology.

The Sources of Falsafa

Up until now I have spoken rather loosely of the ‘‘Greek tradition’’ and
‘‘philosophical texts’’ that inspired al-Kindı̄, whose use he was so keen to
defend. Before we can go further and discuss how he saw the Greek
tradition he was promoting, we need to be more specific about which texts
he was able to read, and in what form. Of course the Greek philosophical
corpus would have appeared much different to al-Kindı̄ from how it does
to us. Probably the biggest difference is that he may not have known a
single Platonic dialogue in complete form. He seems to have had access at
least to summary accounts of some dialogues, such as the Timaeus and
Phaedo, but in general his knowledge of Aristotle was much greater than
his knowledge of Plato. And even his knowledge of Aristotle was very
incomplete.

A second difference, so obvious that one is in danger of overlooking it,
is that al-Kindı̄ was reading these texts in Arabic translation. Although
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later reports credit al-Kindı̄ with having ‘‘translated’’ various Greek
works, this probably means that he had the works in question translated
by others in his circle.5 It is now generally agreed that he read no Greek,
and was dependent on his translators to provide him with Arabic versions
of Greek texts (and, perhaps, oral reports about works that had not yet
been translated). Now, when we look at some of the translations produced
in his circle, it becomes obvious that what al-Kindı̄ was reading was not
normally a pellucid rendition of the original Greek. His circle produced
two kinds of translations: one kind could be faulted for being so literal as
to be difficult to comprehend, while the other could be faulted for being
more a loose paraphrase than a translation. The star example for the latter
category is the Arabic Plotinus, which is not only loose in its handling of
the Greek but sometimes adds long original sections with no basis at all in
Plotinus’ Enneads. The Arabic version of the De Anima is similarly distant
from its Greek exemplar. These translations could also be selective. For
example, the Arabic Plotinus consists only of versions of parts of the
second half of the Enneads. This is quite possibly because the earlier parts
of the Plotinian corpus did not seem worth the expense and effort of
rendering them into Arabic.

Nor was the Arabic of either sort of translation necessarily a pleasure to
read.6 Al-Kindı̄ is said to have ‘‘corrected’’ numerous texts, which prob-
ably means that he fixed the Arabic of his translator colleagues, who were
not native speakers of Arabic, to something somewhat less barbarous.7

Ideally, then, if one wants to know what al-Kindı̄ thought was in a Greek
author, one should always read the Arabic translation he used and bear in
mind how difficult a task he faced in divining the original intent of that
Greek author. Thus I will cite from the Arabic versions of the texts he was
reading, when they are available, and sometimes indicate how these di-
verged from the Greek. On the bright side, it should be mentioned that the
Kindı̄ circle seems usually to have translated directly from Greek, whereas
the circle of H. unayn b. Ish. āq, for example, often used a Syriac interme-
diary translation. But it is not always possible to know whether a given text
known to al-Kindı̄ was based directly on Greek or on a Syriac model.

With these caveats out of the way, let us quickly survey the main texts
used by al-Kindı̄. The greatest influence on him in metaphysics and logic
is from a handful of Aristotelian and Neoplatonic works. Some works
from the Organon are very important for al-Kindı̄, especially Porphyry’s
Isagoge and Aristotle’s Categories. This is unsurprising because there was a
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well-established tradition of reading these works already in the Syriac tra-
dition, starting centuries before al-Kindı̄’s birth. Aristotle’s Metaphysics is
tremendously influential on al-Kindı̄’s On First Philosophy, as can be seen
merely by glancing through Ivry’s commentary on this work. Fortunately,
we have the Kindı̄ circle version of the Metaphysics—ascribed to an oth-
erwise unknown Ust.āth—preserved in Averroes’ Long Commentary on the
Metaphysics.8FromtheNeoplatonists, therewereArabicversionsof Plotinus’
Enneads and Proclus’ Elements of Theology. Like the Arabic Plotinus the
Arabic Proclus differs considerably from its source; for example Proclus’
complex metaphysical system of hypostases is simplified into something
more like the Plotinian world of cosmos, soul, intellect and God.

As for influences on al-Kindı̄’s physics, we know that Ibn Nā‘ima al-
H. ims. ı̄, translator of the Plotinus materials, also did an Arabic version of
some of the Physics (as well as the Sophistical Refutations). Al-Kindı̄ seems
to have known the Meteorology and On the Heavens as well. His cosmol-
ogy is also deeply indebted to treatises by the Aristotelian commentator
Alexander of Aphrodisias (see chapter 8). Most famously, though, al-Kindı̄
drew on the work of John Philoponus in his arguments that the physical
world is not eternal (see chapter 4). With regard to psychology and ethics,
at some point al-Kindı̄ would have been able to read the Arabic para-
phrase of the De Anima. But, as mentioned above, at least some of his psy-
chological works seem curiously untouched by the doctrines of the De

Anima. He did know at least parts of the Parva Naturalia, it would seem—
this is shown by his treatise On Sleep and Dream (see chapter 5). His sources
in ethics, though, were much thinner than in metaphysics and psychology;
in particular there is no evidence that he made use of an Arabic Ethics in
any of his extant works. As we will see (chapter 6), al-Kindı̄’s ethical
thought is as a result broadly Platonist, inspired by the figure of Socrates
and encouraging a kind of intellectualizing asceticism. Al-Kindı̄’s On

Dispelling Sadness, his most elaborate ethical work, also borrows an image
from Epictetus’ Enchirideon. But there is no reason to think he read this
entire work in Arabic.

In science and mathematics, Euclid’s Elements seems to have been a
great influence on al-Kindı̄, as was his Optics in the recension of Theon of
Alexandria. Nicomachus of Gerasa’s Introduction to Arithmetic was an
important source for both mathematics and a Pythagoreanizing version of
Platonism which can be detected in various Kindian treatises. Al-Kindı̄
‘‘corrected’’ a translation of this work by Ibn al-Bahrı̄z, adding glosses
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of his own.9 As we will see shortly, these mathematical works exerted
a powerful influence on his philosophical methodology. Al-Kindı̄ was
also well-acquainted with the works of Ptolemy, a major influence on al-
Kindı̄’s astronomical theory. The Almagest is said to have been trans-
lated for al-Kindı̄ and he knew the Tetrabiblios as well.10 He also knew
medical treatises, such as Galen’s works on compound drugs, to which
he refers in On Degrees (see chapter 7). It may well be that al-Kindı̄’s
access to scientific texts like these outstripped his access to philosophical
works.

And that, sadly, is almost all we can be sure of. There remain many
uncertainties about what other works al-Kindı̄ could have known. One of
the biggest questions is how much, if anything, al-Kindı̄ was able to read
from the translations of his eminent contemporary H. unayn b. Ish. āq
(H. unayn died in 873, so about at the same time as al-Kindı̄). If he had
access to H. unayn’s productions then the list of Greek works al-Kindı̄
could have read would expand greatly. He may also have known texts
produced by other early translators. For example Yah.yā b. al-Bit.rı̄q (fl. ca.
815) translated the Timaeus and zoological works by Aristotle.11 Since al-
Kindı̄ quotes from his translations of On the Heavens and the Meteorology

he may well have known these as well.12 It is a matter of controversy
whether al-Kindı̄ knew certain other works—e.g. the Divine Names of the
Pseudo-Dionysius, the Optics of Ptolemy, and the Commentary on the De

Anima of Philoponus, to name just a few.
Space does not permit me to explore the range of questions that arise

here. But it is worth making the general point that, just as we today have
many texts al-Kindı̄ did not, so he knew Greek works that are lost to us.
For instance, it is clear that he knew summaries and epitomes of Greek
works or overviews of Greek authors, which probably came down to him
from the Alexandrian philosophical schools. Such summaries may have
provided him with his only access to the Platonic dialogues. One work
which probably depends on an earlier summary is al-Kindı̄’s overview of
the Aristotelian corpus, titled On the Quantity of Aristotle’s Books. When
al-Kindı̄ wrote this treatise, he had first-hand knowledge of some of
Aristotle’s works (like the Categories), and he gives us well-informed
accounts of these. But his remarks on other works are so cursory as to
suggest that he knows nothing about them apart from their titles (‘‘On the
Length and Brevity of Life,’’ al-Kindı̄ helpfully informs us, ‘‘is about the
length and brevity of life,’’ xXI.4). On the Quantity of Aristotle’s Books most
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likely depends on a summary of the topics of each item in the Aristotelian
corpus. This summary was presumably itself translated from Greek, but
we do not know when, or what the source text was.

A final consideration to be raised about al-Kindı̄’s sources is the
question of how he used them. It has sometimes been wondered whether
al-Kindı̄ added much to his sources, or whether his own treatises are just
pastiches of Greek material in translation. Sometimes an entire work by
al-Kindı̄ has even been assumed to be little more than a paraphrase of
some (lost) Greek work.13 Certainly some Kindian works do seem to fit
this description. For instance On the Sayings of Socrates may be culled
entirely from a Greek source or from several sources, with nothing of al-
Kindı̄’s own added. But when we do know al-Kindı̄’s sources it is clear
that he selects, manipulates, and combines them in surprising and phil-
osophically interesting ways, as well as adding arguments of his own. A
good example is On First Philosophy itself, as we will see in chapters 3
and 4. In reading al-Kindı̄ we would do well to abandon the notion
that philosophical innovation is precluded by close dependence on prior
sources.

Indeed, it is often in interpreting his sources or trying to reconcile
sources that al-Kindı̄’s creativity emerges.14 We have already seen that al-
Kindı̄ was determined to persuade his contemporaries of the value and
power of Greek thought. This meant, of course, that it would have been
exceedingly inconvenient for him to admit that Greek thought itself was
riven by disagreement. Rather he needed to present it as a single, har-
monious body of true doctrines. Thus we frequently find him stressing
the agreement of several philosophers on a core set of positions: for
example his Discourse on the Soul has Plato, Pythagoras, and Aristotle
presenting a united front in claiming that the soul is immaterial and
immortal. Another treatment of the soul, the Short Statement on the Soul,
asserts the internal consistency of the views of Plato and Aristotle, as well
as the harmony of these two philosophers with one another (see chapter 5
for both works). To be sure, al-Kindı̄ does sometimes disagree with
Greek thinkers. For example, he must have known that Aristotle held the
world to be eternal. But in his proofs that the world is not eternal, he
never admits as much, allowing the disagreement to remain tacit. The
only explicitly critical discussions of Greek thinkers to be found in al-
Kindı̄ appear in the scientific works that I take to be from his later career
(see chapter 1).
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The Structure of Falsafa

What, then, did this body of agreed truths consist in? For al-Kindı̄, fol-
lowing Greek precedent, philosophy can be broadly divided into practical
and theoretical disciplines.15 Thus On First Philosophy begins with the
assertion that ‘‘the objective of the philosopher is to achieve the truth with
his knowledge, and to act truthfully with his action.’’ This division is
reflected in other works.16 However, as we have seen in our survey of his
sources, al-Kindı̄ had much less access to works on practical philosophy
than he did to works on theoretical philosophy. His own writings reflect
this, as do his treatments of the structure and methodology of philosophy.
For him the question of philosophy’s structure is primarily the question
of how the theoretical side of philosophy is structured. The central diffi-
culty to be confronted here turns out to be al-Kindı̄’s attitude towards
mathematics—which he considers to be a philosophical science—and how
it relates to the rest of philosophy. For, as we will see, al-Kindı̄ presents
two conflicting versions of the place that mathematics occupies within the
philosophical curriculum. On both versions, though, mathematical meth-
odology is crucial for philosophy as a whole.

Let us begin with On the Quantity of Aristotle’s Books (hereafter
Quantity), the extant Kindian work devoted most explicitly to these con-
cerns. In it he gives the following division of philosophy, which he will
use to classify Aristotle’s writings:

Quantity xII.1 (AR 264–5): After propaedeutic science there are four
types of books: the first of the four is the logical books; the second is the
physical books; the third is those that deal with what may in itself
dispense with the physical in order to persist, having no need of bodies,
even though it exists together with bodies and is connected to them in
some way; and the fourth deals with what has no need of bodies and is
completely unconnected to them.

As just suggested, the division of the four types of books seems restricted
to the theoretical sciences. Indeed the final division of objects into ma-
terial, immaterial but connected to the material, and utterly immaterial,
comes ultimately from a division of theoretical science found in Aristotle
himself (Metaphysics E.1, 1026a13–19). When we turn to the rest of
Quantity we find that the practical sciences of ethics and politics sit rather
uneasily in the analysis of Aristotle’s corpus. Al-Kindı̄ lists the works of
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Aristotle twice, once to list and order them and once to identify the
‘‘purposes [aghrād. ]’’ of each. (In between, we get a surprising digression
on the nature of Muh.ammad’s prophecy, which I will discuss below.) In
both lists, the ethical treatises come at the end and are presented almost as
an afterthought. This may be in part because al-Kindı̄ has not read any of
Aristotle’s ethical works; he seems even to be hesitant about how many
there are and what they are called.17

Leaving practical philosophy aside, then, we have logic and then three
sciences identified in terms of their objects. It is the logical works (espe-
cially the Categories) that receive the most attention in both of al-Kindı̄’s
lists, which is probably because these are works he knows first-hand and
has studied carefully. Unfortunately he says nothing about how logic re-
lates to the other sciences. This may be because, as we will see shortly, al-
Kindı̄ is much more interested in how the propadeutic sciences prepare
the way for philosophy, than he is in how logic does so. But we can piece
together an answer to the question. Philosophy, like any discipline, ex-
presses its findings in language. And, as his discussions of the Organon

make clear, for al-Kindı̄ Aristotle’s various logical works are devoted to
various kinds of speech. The Categories deals with ‘‘terms [maqūlāt],’’ i.e.
subjects and predicates (xIII.1, AR 366): the 10 categories are the 10 types
of terms. On Interpretation deals with propositions or ‘‘judgments’’: what
types of propositions there are and how they are composed (xIX.5, AR
380). The Prior Analytics is about syllogisms generally, and the Posterior

Analytics, Topics and Sophistics about different types of syllogism (xIX.10,
AR 381). The Rhetoric is then about the discourse of persuasive argument,
and the Poetics is of course about poetic discourse. Thus the Organon

precedes the rest of theoretical science by determining which modes of
discourse will be appropriate to it.

It is then the remaining three sciences that actually deal with the objects
of theoretical philosophy. As we saw, these sciences are differentiated in
terms of the different kinds of objects they study. One science studies
physical objects, i.e. bodies; a second studies things that may be in bodies
but can persist without bodies; and the third studies things with no con-
nection to bodies. The first category comprises the physical sciences, ob-
viously enough. Aristotle’s corpus is generous in its investigation of these
sciences, including not only the Physics but (by al-Kindı̄’s count) seven
more books, including On the Heavens and theMeteorology. In Quantity, al-
Kindı̄ says that the second category is psychology, because the soul,
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according to al-Kindı̄, can survive without the body but also has a con-
nection of some kind to the body. On this topic al-Kindı̄ mentions the De
Anima and also the Parva Naturalia. Although al-Kindı̄ elsewhere again
identifies psychology as the intermediate science,18 he is not consistent on
the point, as we will see below.

Finally there is the science that deals with what has no connection to
bodies. According to al-Kindı̄ Aristotle devoted only his Metaphysics to
this science. We might find this characterization of the Metaphysics odd.
After all, don’t the middle books of the Metaphysics deal primarily with
substances that are composites of matter and form? It is not until book
Lambda that we get to objects that are explicitly said to be immaterial,
namely God and the movers of the heavenly spheres. Even after that, we
have the mathematical books, which according to Aristotle himself deal
with objects of the second class (immaterial things that may be connected
to body). But al-Kindı̄’s explanation of the ‘‘purpose’’ of the Metaphysics is
more than odd, it is astonishing:

Quantity xXI.5 (AR 384): His purpose in his book called Metaphysics is
an explanation of things that subsist without matter and, though they
may exist together with what does have matter, are neither connected
with nor united to matter; and the oneness [tawh. ı̄d] of God, the great
and exalted, and an explanation of His beautiful names, and that He is
the complete agent cause of the universe, the God of the universe and
its governor through His perfect providence and complete wisdom.

It now becomes easier to see why al-Kindı̄ could say that his own On First

Philosophy could be both a treatise on metaphysics and an investigation
into the nature of God: for al-Kindı̄ these are the same thing. To put it
another way, for al-Kindı̄ metaphysics is theology (indeed, Muslim the-
ology, given the references here to tawh. ı̄d and God’s ‘‘beautiful names’’).
Or, to put it still another way, for him the study of being reduces to the
study of the First Cause of being. In chapter 3 we will see how al-Kindı̄
works this out in detail.

For now let us step back and consider theoretical science as a whole.
The three-fold division gives al-Kindı̄ an orderly way of thinking about
these sciences, and thus a way of ordering Aristotle’s corpus. But it also
raises a question: how are the three sciences interrelated, and how do we
progress from one to the next? The question is pressing because the three
sciences seem to be defined in opposition to each other. Each science has a
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discrete realm of objects, and there is no attempt to show how, for ex-
ample, the insights yielded in physics could be helpful for metaphysics or
vice-versa. In chapter 5 we will see that there is a good reason for this. Al-
Kindı̄’s epistemology presents serious obstacles to the idea that the study of
physical objects as such could be relevant to the study of psychology or
metaphysics. But Quantity suggests a more mundane reason for al-Kindı̄’s
presentation of the three kinds of theoretical science as autonomous from
each other: he does not know enough Aristotle. For Aristotle, the various
sciences could be interrelated using his theory of demonstrative syllogisms,
as put forth in the Posterior Analytics. One science (for example mathe-
matics) provides premises that are put to use in another (for example
optics). This notion of the subordination of sciences seems almost wholly
unknown to al-Kindı̄, which must be in part because his knowledge of the
Posterior Analytics is at best indirect and sketchy.19 Thus whenever he
raises the question of the ordering of the sciences, he ranks them in terms
of the eminence of their objects or just insists that they do have a proper
order, without explaining how the earlier sciences actually contribute to
our understanding of the later sciences, or how the later sciences could
retrospectively justify the principles of the earlier sciences.20

All of this raises a further set of questions. What method does al-Kindı̄
think we should be using in philosophy, and how does al-Kindı̄ think
philosophy is structured, if he does not draw on the philosophical method
and structure described in the Posterior Analytics? To answer this question,
we need to return to the topic of the propaedeutic sciences. These are, al-
Kindı̄ tells us, the mathematical sciences, namely arithmetic, geometry,
harmonics and astronomy. They study whatever is numbered, namely the
varieties of quantity and quality: discrete quantities (arithmetic), quantities
relative to one another (harmonics), unmoving qualities (geometry), and
moving qualities (astronomy) (xVII.2, AR 377). In stark contrast to his
handling of logic, al-Kindı̄ tells us at length and emphatically why the
mathematical sciences must be studied before we proceed to the others.
Our path to knowledge begins with our grasp of sensible objects, and this
is always by way of their quantities and qualities (xV.6, AR 372). So we
begin from the sciences that study quantity and quality, and these are the
mathematical sciences. Without these it is impossible to attain any other
kind of philosophical knowledge, since knowledge of secondary substance
(i.e. universals) depends on knowledge of primary substances (i.e. sensible
particulars).21 Al-Kindı̄ explored this point in another work that is now
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lost, mentioned in the Fihrist, titled That Philosophy Can Only Be Acquired

through the Science of Mathematics.
The structure of philosophy, then, seems clear enough: mathematics sets

us on the road towards theoretical science, and logic teaches us how to
express the truths we will discover in that science. The core of theoretical
science itself consists in three apparently autonomous inquiries, into bodies,
souls, and the divine respectively; presumably all three inquiries are a
matter of grasping universals or ‘‘secondary substances.’’ But there is a
problem. Al-Kindı̄ is not consistent in saying that it is psychology that is the
intermediate theoretical science. He sometimes claims that this science is
mathematics. When he does so he is following the aforementioned passage
(Metaphysics E.1, 1026a13–19) in which Aristotle gives the three-fold divi-
sion of the sciences. Aristotle identified the intermediate science as math-
ematics, not psychology (cf. Physics II.2 for the status of mathematicals).

There are three texts that show al-Kindı̄ following this alternate
scheme, with mathematics between physics and metaphysics. The first is a
report of his views by the later author Ibn Nubāta;22 the second is in a
work on music, On Stringed Instruments;23 and the third is the concluding
remark in a mathematical work having to do with the finiteness of the
created world.24 This scheme may also be assumed in On First Philosophy

itself, which says that ‘‘figure [shakl] . . . has no matter but may be per-
ceived together with matter’’ (xIV.7, AR 108, RJ 21). Furthermore, On
First Philosophy has the following to say about the use of mathematics
regarding the physical world:

On First Philosophy xIV.13–14 (AR 110–1, RJ 23–5): For this reason
many who have contemplated things that are above nature have been
confused, because in their inquiry they used the images of these things
in their souls, inasmuch as their habits were the result of sensation, like
children. . . . [Conversely they were confused] about natural things
when they used mathematical investigation. For this is appropriate
only for what is immaterial, because matter is subject to being acted
upon, and is moved. Nature is the first cause of everything that moves
and is at rest, and therefore everything natural possesses matter. Thus
it is not possible to use mathematical investigation in the perception of
natural things, since it is proper to the immaterial. If this is the case,
and such an investigation is for things that are not natural, whoever
uses it in an inquiry into natural things has turned away from and
missed the truth.
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This passage seems to be in direct conflict with the teaching of Quantity
that the mathematical sciences are the sciences that study sensible par-
ticulars (‘‘primary substances’’ in the language of the Categories, which is
taken over in Quantity). For it seems that these particulars must be
identified with the ‘‘natural things’’ mentioned here in On First Philoso-

phy. Far from saying that mathematics is the science through which we
grasp such particulars, al-Kindı̄ now tells us that using mathematics to
study sensible particulars can only lead to confusion.

We can partially resolve this tension by insisting on al-Kindı̄’s behalf
that the ‘‘qualities and quantities’’ are not themselves sensible particulars.
Rather they are abstract entities, like numbers, ratios, or shapes. Even in
Quantity itself (xV.6, AR 372), we find al-Kindı̄ saying that ‘‘sensation
does not make contact with its object directly, but contacts it through the
intermediary of quantity and quality.’’ This suggests that qualities and
quantities are something distinct from, and inhering in, the particulars.
They are themselves incorporeal but have a ‘‘connection’’ to bodies. If this
is right, then Quantity too sees the mathematical qualities and quantities
in themselves as ‘‘intermediary’’ objects, on a par with the soul. Kindian
works like On Degrees could provide concrete examples, such as the ratio
of 3 parts hot to 1 part moist in a given pharmacological compound. The
compound is a sensible particular, but the ratio of 3 to 1 is not. In light of
this, perhaps al-Kindı̄ had good reasons to consider both mathematics and
psychology to be intermediate sciences.

There are still two lingering tensions, though. First, there is no getting
around the inconsistency in the division of theoretical philosophy: is it
physics-mathematics-metaphysics or physics-psychology-metaphysics? Here
al-Kindı̄ seems simply to have repeated different versions of the curric-
ulum handed down from antiquity. It is unsurprising that he does not
present mathematics as the middle science in Quantity. Aristotle may have
identified it as such, but Aristotle’s corpus contains no separate works
devoted to mathematics. So the curriculum with psychology as interme-
diate, and mathematics as propaedeutic, is far more useful in this context.
A second, deeper problem is the methodological tension between Quantity

and On First Philosophy. Whether or not qualities and quantities are
themselves sensible particulars, Quantity states explicitly that the mathe-
matical sciences are primarily (perhaps only) used to study sensible par-
ticulars. On First Philosophy by contrast seems to counsel against this with
equal explicitness. This raises issues about al-Kindı̄’s broader epistemology

falsafa 35



and scientific method, which we will not be able to pursue until chapters 5
and 7.

For now let us note that when al-Kindı̄ speaks of using a ‘‘mathe-
matical investigation [al-fah. s. al-riyād. ı̄]’’ in On First Philosophy, he does not
then proceed to engage in anything obviously mathematical. Rather, he
continues on to a discussion of the eternity of the world. This is not,
however, a non sequitur on al-Kindı̄’s part. As we will see (chapter 4), al-
Kindı̄’s treatment of the eternity of the world in On First Philosophy is
indeed ‘‘mathematical’’ in the sense that it uses a mathematical meth-
odology.25 The methodology in question is the axiomatic proof. Al-Kindı̄
first lays out several principles which are undefended and apparently
in no need of defense: he says that they are known ‘‘immediately’’ or
‘‘without an intermediary’’ (bi-lā tawas.s.ut, xVI.1, AR 114, RJ 29). The
argument then deploys these premises to reach the desired result. This
form of proof is known to al-Kindı̄ above all from the works of Euclid,
not only the Elements but also the Optics. Al-Kindı̄ imitates Euclid’s
method in his own On Perspectives, which is inspired by the Optics. And
it is to this that al-Kindı̄ refers in Quantity when he extols geometry for
its ‘‘great method of demonstration [al-‘az. ı̄ma ’l-burhān]’’ (xVII.3, AR
377).

It is worth noting that in another passage from Quantity, one of the
few claims al-Kindı̄ associates with the Posterior Analytics is that ‘‘the
principles of demonstration do not need to be demonstrated, since they
are obvious and clear to the intellect or to sense’’ (xX.1, AR 381). Aristotle
does indeed argue in Post. An. I.3 that all demonstration terminates in
indemonstrable first principles. This scrap of information may have en-
couraged al-Kindı̄ to assume that in the Posterior Analytics Aristotle set
out an axiomatic method just like the one used in Euclid. In any case al-
Kindı̄ certainly would have had other models for the use of Euclidean
geometric proof in subjects like metaphysics. One source would have
been Proclus’ Elements of Theology, which was rendered into Arabic in al-
Kindı̄’s circle (some of the resulting texts were drawn together to form
the Book on the Pure Good, later the Liber de Causis). In the Elements of
Theology Proclus uses an axiomatic method deliberately styled on that
used by Euclid in his own Elements.26 As we will see, al-Kindı̄’s afore-
mentioned arguments against the eternity of the world draw heavily on
John Philoponus, and Philoponus also used an axiomatic argument in one
of his own discussions of this topic.
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Mathematics, then, gave al-Kindı̄ one paradigm for philosophical meth-
od: the axiomatic proof. A second style of argument is even more pro-
minent in al-Kindı̄: the reductio ad absurdum. Such an argument has the
form, Either A or B, but if B, either C or D, but neither C nor D, so not-B;
therefore A. (Obviously it can be more elaborate, for instance by intro-
ducing more than two possibilities at any stage; however most of the
arguments of this sort in al-Kindı̄ start with a dichotomy.) A good example
is the argument at the beginning of the third section of On First Philosophy
(xIX, AR 123–4, RJ 41–3), which can be schematized as follows:

Either (1) something can make its own essence, or (2) nothing can make
its own essence.
If (1) something can make its own essence, then either:
(1a) it is a being, and its essence is not a being;
(1b) it is a non-being, and its essence a being;
(1c) it is a non-being and its essence a non-being;
or (1d) it is a being and its essence a being.
But (1a–d) are, for various reasons, all impossible.
Therefore (2) nothing can make its own essence.

This sort of argument appears throughout al-Kindı̄’s corpus, with such
frequency that one is tempted to speak of reductio ad absurdum ad nau-

seam.
As a method of philosophical argument, the dichotomous argument has

the advantage that it claims to explore all the possibilities—in the example
just given, (1a–d) are logically exhaustive. So such an argument rules out
any unexplored avenues. But the method also has disadvantages. First, the
whole argument is only as strong as the sub-arguments used to rule out the
options on the false side of the dichotomy. So in this example, we must
accept al-Kindı̄’s arguments against each of (1a–d); in al-Kindı̄ these sub-
arguments are sometimes also by dichotomous reductio. Second, and more
important, such an argument, if successful, does establish the truth of
the only possibility to remain standing; in our example this is (2). But it
gives us no insight as to why this possibility is the true one. It is not a ‘‘de-
monstrative’’ proof in Aristotle’s sense, because it does not give the reason
why the conclusion is true, it only tells us that the conclusion is true. To
take another example, there is a classic dichotomous argument in That

there are Incorporeal Substances, to the effect that a species cannot be a body
(xx7–10). We get an exhaustive refutation of the suggestion that species are
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bodies, but no clue at all as to why we might find it attractive to think of
species as incorporeal substances, even though this is the conclusion of the
argument. Rather it is something we are meant to accept because the other
options are all foreclosed. Al-Kindı̄’s lack of access to the Posterior Analytics
again seems relevant. Had he read this work he might have put less stock
in these reductio arguments.27

The Integration of Falsafa

Al-Kindı̄ thus had a coherent vision of the contents, structure and methods
of philosophy as handed down from the Greeks. Using methods of proof
borrowed from mathematics, the most rigorous of the sciences, philosophy
would investigate all kinds of objects in a set of complementary disciplines,
culminating in metaphysics, which would yield an understanding of God
himself. The different Greek philosophers would be seen to agree, in most
cases, on the findings of metaphysics and the other sciences. Presenting
Greek thought as fulfilling these requirements was of course an ambitious
undertaking, but in a sense this conveys only half of al-Kindı̄’s ambition.
The other half was the integration of this received philosophical wisdom
into the intellectual currents of al-Kindı̄’s own culture.28

Such an integration required overcoming numerous challenges. There
was first of all the problem of even identifying the important figures in the
Greek tradition and saying what their doctrines had been. A work pro-
duced near the time of al-Kindı̄’s circle, the Opinions of the Philosophers

ascribed to ‘‘Ammonius,’’ shows both how interested al-Kindı̄’s con-
temporaries were in this project, and how wildly inaccurate their infor-
mation was.29 The Opinions puts Neoplatonic metaphysical doctrines into
the mouths of everyone from Thales to the late ancients. This text is closely
related to the burgeoning tradition of gnomological literature: lists of pithy
sayings and anecdotes about Greek wise men.30 Such literature also con-
tributed to the ‘‘historical’’ project of supplying doctrines and personalities
to go with the famous names of Greek tradition. Al-Kindı̄ himself is the
author of one of the first such gnomological treatises, a list of sayings as-
cribed to Socrates (see chapter 6).

Another, still more daunting task was the integration of philosophy
into the Arabic language itself. Even assuming that he did not know
Greek, through his close involvement with the work of numerous trans-

38 al-kind ı̄



lators al-Kindı̄ would have been keenly aware of the difficulty of ren-
dering Greek philosophy into Arabic. The obstacles confronting trans-
lators were many. They ranged from the problem of finding Arabic
grammatical constructions that could render Greek grammatical con-
structions, to understanding the references to Greek history and literature
that litter the works of Aristotle and other Greek philosophers. Above all,
there was a need for an Arabic technical vocabulary that could convey the
technical vocabulary of Greek texts. With a few exceptions, al-Kindı̄ could
not rely on the work of previous authors writing in Arabic. He and his
translators needed to establish an entirely new vocabulary that could not
only stand in for Greek vocabulary—both in translations and in original
treatises like the ones al-Kindı̄ was writing—but also make some sense to
Greek-less readers of Arabic. Thus we sometimes see al-Kindı̄ giving us a
Greek term in transliteration, telling us the equivalent Arabic term, and
explaining the intended meaning so that there can be no confusion. His
handling of the titles of Aristotle’s Organon in Quantity is one example.
Another is the following passage:

On Sleep and Dream xIII.1 (AR 295): If this is as we have said, then it is
already evident what dreams are, as long as the faculties of the soul are
known. For among them is a faculty called ‘‘imaginative [mus.awwira],’’
i.e. the faculty which makes us perceive the forms [s.uwar] of individual
things, without matter—i.e. when those things bearing the forms are
absent from our senses. This is what the ancient Greek philosophers
called phantasia.

In passages like these al-Kindı̄ is trying to establish a new philosophical
vocabulary inArabic.His successwasmixed.Thewordmus.awwira is in fact
used by later authors, including Avicenna, to refer to an aspect of the
imaginative faculty. But some of the most striking terminology, including
several neologisms, to originate in al-Kindı̄’s circle quickly fell into disuse.31

Another work that displays al-Kindı̄’s project of producing new Ara-
bic terminology does seem to have been influential.32 This is On Defini-

tions, which consists of a list of about 100 Arabic terms with definitions.
Sometimes the same term is given several definitions, and the entries ‘‘phi-
losophy’’ and ‘‘the human virtues’’ each receive a lengthier discussion. A
few entries show clearly that this work was produced through engagement
with Greek texts. For example it mentions etymologies for the Greek terms
that stand behind the Arabic words being defined (including ‘‘philosophy’’
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at x70A, AR 172; see also x88, AR 176, ‘‘rancor’’).33 An entry on ‘‘imagi-
nation’’ (x21, AR 167) shows how fluid technical terminology could be in
al-Kindı̄’s time. As we just saw, in On Sleep and Dream al-Kindı̄ uses the
phrase quwwa mus.awwira for the imaginative faculty. But the entry on
‘‘imagination’’ in On Definitions does not use this term at all, instead giving
tawahhum as the term to be defined and using takhayyul as a synonym
within the definition itself. On the other hand, just as in On Sleep and

Dream, we are given the transliteration fant.āsiyyā to show the underlying
Greek.

Assessing the role that On Definitions played in al-Kindı̄’s wider project
is made difficult by its complex textual transmission. It is preserved in
three very different versions in different manuscripts (definitions from it
also appear in the Muqābasāt of al-Tawh. ı̄dı̄). One manuscript contains
only a handful of the definitions found in the version of the Istanbul
manuscript, and seems to have had some non-Kindian material added to
these. Another adds more than 30 entries beyond what is present in the
Istanbul version. Worse still, doubts have been raised about the authen-
ticity of the treatise. I have dealt with the questions of transmission and
authenticity elsewhere.34 Here let me say only what is relevant for present
purposes, which is that On Definitions seems to have been compiled from
various texts known to al-Kindı̄’s circle. It may have been compiled by
al-Kindı̄ alone, or (more likely, in my view) by him together with his
translators and/or his students. Alternatively it may even have been a
resource produced by these associates without al-Kindı̄’s direct involve-
ment. But the important point is that the definitions were culled, by
someone in al-Kindı̄’s circle, from Greek texts. Yet the terms being de-
fined are Arabic; it is only rarely that the underlying Greek word is even
mentioned. On Definitions thus embodies the project of creating an Arabic
version of the Greek philosophical vocabulary. It also shows that native
Arabic speakers might need a lexicon to understand this new Arabic
terminology.

The question of terminology provides a concrete example of the process
I have described above, in which Greek philosophy was integrated into
an Arabic-speaking culture. This holds true for Greek ideas as well as for
Greek language. In al-Kindı̄’s hands the Greek heritage becomes not only
‘‘Arabized’’ but also ‘‘Islamicized,’’ woven into the project of defending
and explicating the truths handed down to the Prophet. I will spend much
of this book describing how al-Kindı̄ does this with regard to divine
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predication, the creation of the world, the immortality of the soul, divine
providence, and so on. But for now let us take some even clearer cases
where falsafa is pressed into the service of interfaith disputation and Ko-
ranic exegesis. These cases arise in three texts that will be discussed in
greater depth later in this book; for now I want only to indicate their
importance for understanding how al-Kindı̄ saw the relationship between
philosophy and Islam.

We saw already that al-Kindı̄ wrote numerous ‘‘controversial’’ works,
in which he attacked both doctrines of other faiths and doctrines held by
theologians within Islam. Most of these are lost, but we do still have a very
brief treatise of his written against the Christian doctrine of the Trinity,
and this provides us with our first example. The polemic is preserved for
us by Yah.yā b. ‘Adı̄, who quotes it in order to refute it and thus unin-
tentionally preserves al-Kindı̄’s words for posterity. Al-Kindı̄ is explicit
that his purpose here is to use ideas from the Greek tradition, despite the
theological context. He says at the outset that he will show the ‘‘falsehood
of the Christians’ doctrine of the Trinity on the basis of logic and phi-
losophy’’ (x1, RJ 123). And indeed, the text moves through the five ‘‘voices’’
of Porphyry’s Isagoge, showing that the three divine Persons cannot be
accommodated under any of these logical concepts (at the end he also
mentions and makes use of Aristotle’s Topics). Al-Kindı̄ explains his use of
Greek logical works as follows:

Against the Christians x9 (RJ 125–7): Actually the falsehood of [the
doctrine of the Trinity] is clear in many ways, but we wished to refute
it using the Isagoge because it is the book that youths and beginning
students train with. Thus this [refutation] can be grasped by the un-
derstanding even of someone of mean speculation and paltry learning.
Also because this book we have used in our rebuke of [the Christians]
can be found in just about every one of their homes. So perhaps this will
increase their suspicions and help to awake them from their slumber.

This is a rather revealing passage. It adds to our evidence that at least the
early parts of the Organon (which included Porphyry’s Isagoge as an in-
troduction to Aristotelian logic) were being studied widely in al-Kindı̄’s
day. But it also tells us something about al-Kindı̄’s attitude towards the
Christians, who, after all, included most of the translators with whom he
collaborated. He is no doubt exaggerating when he says that in his day,
pretty much every Christian home boasts a copy of the Isagoge. But the

falsafa 41



remark shows his respect for the learning of the Christians, who had
anticipated his own interest in philosophical works, and who were now
providing him with Arabic translations of those works.

Furthermore, the whole treatise shows that for al-Kindı̄, philosophy
can be used to show the superiority of Muslim doctrine to the doctrines of
other religions. No doubt he also used philosophical weaponry in his
attacks on other sects, like the Manicheans, which are lost but mentioned
in the Fihrist. Here one might be tempted to assume—especially given al-
Kindı̄’s own emphasis on the Christians’ knowledge of Greek logic—that
he appealed to philosophy only as a ‘‘neutral’’ discourse, so as to argue
from common ground when he disputed with members of other faiths.
But he was no less confident of the value of philosophical argument when
speaking to his coreligionists about the truths of Muh.ammad’s revelation.
Nothing shows this more clearly than two works in which he uses phi-
losophy to explicate the Koran itself.

The first of these is On the Prostration of the Outermost Sphere, the en-
tirety of which is devoted to glossing a verse from the Koran (55:5[6]): ‘‘and
the stars and the trees prostrate themselves.’’ He says he is responding to a
request from Ah.mad, the caliph’s son, to explain this verse. But one sus-
pects that al-Kindı̄ may have suggested the topic himself, since it gives him
such a perfect chance to explain his cosmology and theory of divine
providence, according to which God’s will is achieved through the motions
of the heavens (see chapter 8). In any case al-Kindı̄ does not simply move
straight into his philosophical account, but rather first makes some pointed
comments about the dangers of misinterpreting passages from the Koran.
He points out that all languages, and especially Arabic, have ambiguous
terms, and that one must be careful not to insist on the most obvious, literal
interpretation of any word that may arise (xI.2, AR 245, RJ 177–9). Surely,
though al-Kindı̄ does not say so, part of what he has in mind here is the
fact that the Koran speaks of God in anthropomorphic terms, talking
for instance of His ‘‘face’’ or of His sitting on a throne. This point about
ambiguous terms also arises regarding figurative readings of such pas-
sages, which al-Kindı̄ would no doubt himself adopt given his views on
God’s nature. Similarly, when the stars are said to ‘‘prostrate’’ themselves,
this should not be taken literally, since the stars obviously cannot physi-
cally prostrate themselves. Rather ‘‘prostration’’ here simply means ‘‘obe-
dience’’ (xII.1, AR 246, RJ 179). Al-Kindı̄ even quotes a non-Koranic pas-
sage from Arabic poetry to illustrate the point (xII.2, AR 246, RJ 179).
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Only then does he go on to a philosophical treatment of why it makes sense
to think of the stars as ‘‘obeying’’ God.

Here, then, we see al-Kindı̄ engaging in two disciplines that are later
thought of as ‘‘Arabic’’ or ‘‘religious’’ sciences, in contrast to the foreign
Greek sciences. Most obviously, he is showing his ability in Koranic exe-
gesis or tafsı̄r. In addition, he is drawing on Arabic grammar to help him
disambiguate the passage at hand. He alludes to the ‘‘inflection and deri-
vations’’ that one must be aware of in reading an Arabic text (xI.2, AR 245,
RJ 177) and makes a technical grammatical point in his remarks on the
classical Arabic poem he cites (xII.2, AR 246, RJ 179).35 Of course one of al-
Kindı̄’s aims here is simply to demonstrate his own proficiency, and to
scold those who read the Koran without his degree of subtlety. But im-
plicitly, he also demonstrates that falsafa can be used alongside, and even in
the service of, the disciplines and projects of his own culture.

A third and final example, which again shows how al-Kindı̄ uses
philosophy within the context of tafsı̄r, gives us our best evidence as to his
belief in the harmony, even the identity, of the truths of philosophy and
the truths of Islam. The passage in question is the aforementioned ‘‘di-
gression’’ on prophecy in On the Quantity of Aristotle’s Books. Al-Kindı̄ has
just been insisting that we cannot achieve philosophical knowledge without
training in the propaedeutic sciences. This leads him to a contrast between
the knowledge available to a prophet through revelation, and the knowl-
edge attained in philosophy. The human sciences (al-‘ulūm al-insāniyya),
he says, ‘‘are of a lower rank [martaba] than divine knowledge [al-‘ilm al-

ilāhı̄],’’ because the latter can be acquired ‘‘without study, effort, or human
methods, and without time’’ (xVI.1, AR 372). The prophets simply ‘‘know
through the will of Him, the great and exalted, and by their souls’ being
purified and illuminated with the truth’’ (xVI.2, AR 373). Indeed, their
instant and effortless access to the truth is a proof that their knowledge
does indeed come from God (xVI.3, AR 373).

Of course, al-Kindı̄ is here favorably contrasting prophetic knowledge
to ‘‘human’’ or philosophical knowledge. But he does not say that prophets
have access to any more or different knowledge from that attained in
philosophy. Rather prophets have access to precisely the same truths, but
instantly and without effort or study.36 He underlines this in what follows
by giving a specific example, namely a passage from the Koran (36:79–82).
In this passage, Muh.ammad has been challenged by the unbelievers to
explain how God could raise the bodies of the dead at Judgment Day
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(‘‘who can revivify the bones when they have decayed?’’). The answer was
revealed to him:

Say that He will revivify them who brought them forth the first time,
the one who knows every created thing; He who made fire for you
from the green tree, so that you might kindle flame from it. Or is He
who created the heavens and the earth unable to create their like again?
Surely, He is the Creator, the knowing. When He wills something, He
says to it, ‘‘be,’’ and it is.

Al-Kindı̄ admires this answer as ‘‘more clear and brief’’ than any that
philosophy could give (xVI.4, AR 373),37 but this does not stop him from
giving an extensive philosophical account of the meaning of the revealed
answer. This account provides us with one of al-Kindı̄’s most interesting
discussions of creation (see chapter 3). Though his treatment of the ques-
tion is philosophical, we find him again quoting classical Arabic poetry to
illustrate a point about interpreting the Koranic passage (xVI.9, AR 376).
As in Prostration, the literary allusion is given in support of a figurative
reading of the passage at hand.38

This lengthy digression on prophecy tells us a great deal about how al-
Kindı̄ thinks philosophy can be used in a Muslim society. Revelation sets
out its truths in a more precise, brief, and compelling way than any human
could hope to achieve. But revelation does not add truths which are
unavailable to human reason (as would be held by, say, Thomas Aqui-
nas).39 Nor does it fall short of philosophy by failing to provide rigorous
demonstration, and by being merely rhetorical or symbolic, intended for
the masses who cannot hope to master philosophy (as al-Fārābı̄ and
Averroes would have it). This means that philosophy can simply be in-
tegrated directly into the task of expounding the Koran: when the
meaning of the Koran is unclear or disputed, philosophy is given pride of
place as an interpretive tool. But its use does not rule out the deployment of
more traditional techniques in the burgeoning tafsı̄r tradition. Particularly
telling is that in both of these texts al-Kindı̄ draws parallels from classical
Arabic poetry and makes points about Arabic grammar. This is why I
have spoken of his project as the integration of philosophy into Islamic and
Arabic culture. Philosophy is not put forward as an alternative that is
either superior or inferior to ongoing intellectual endeavors of al-Kindı̄’s
contemporaries. Rather it is offered as a new, powerful tool for achieving
exactly the same aims, in concert with the indigenous disciplines that were
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developing in al-Kindı̄’s day. Logic, and philosophy generally, can for
instance be used to attack false theological doctrines such as the Trinity,
and to explicate the Koran. More generally, they can be used to defend and
expound true theological doctrines, such as the Muslim belief in absolute,
rigorous monotheism, or in creation ex nihilo. In the chapters 3 and 4 we
will see how al-Kindı̄ undertook this task.
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X3
metaphysics

Oneness and Being

Al-Kindı̄’s most famous work is On First Philosophy, and deservedly so.
Not only is it one of his longest surviving treatises, but it also contains his
fullest discussions of the two philosophical doctrines for which he is best
known, the denial of the world’s eternity and the ineffability of God. Al-
Kindı̄ himself saw the treatise as an important achievement, as is clear
from his remarks at the beginning of the later Proximate Agent Cause,
thanking his sponsors in the caliphal family for their support while he was
writing On First Philosophy. He also refers back to it in other treatises.
Unfortunately, On First Philosophy has not come down to us complete. We
have only the first ‘‘part [ juz’]’’ which consists of four ‘‘sections [ funūn].’’
We know there was more, because what is extant ends with the statement
‘‘this is the end of the first part,’’ and because other authors have relayed
two fragments from the rest to us.1 In the text as we have it, the first
section consists of an introduction and the defense of philosophy I dis-
cussed in chapter 2. The second section includes some methodological
remarks, followed by al-Kindı̄’s famous argument against the eternity of
the world. The third and fourth sections are a meditation on the concept of
oneness, drawing on Aristotelian logical texts and Neoplatonic works, and
culminating in the proof that God, whom al-Kindı̄ calls ‘‘the true One,’’
transcends all description. In chapters 4 and 5, I will discuss these themes
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of God’s nature and the world’s eternity, focusing on On First Philosophy

but also drawing on other relevant Kindian treatises.

God as the True One

The third section of On First Philosophy can be divided into three main
subsections. The first was mentioned in chapter 2 as an example of al-
Kindı̄’s reductio style of argument. The argument makes extensive use of
the Arabic word dhāt, which can as a technical term mean ‘‘essence,’’ but
can also mean simply ‘‘self.’’2 Thus the question posed—hal yumkinu [al-
shay’] anna yakūnu ‘illa kawn dhātihı̄—could be translated ‘‘can something
be the cause of itself?’’ or ‘‘can something be the cause of its own essence?’’
Al-Kindı̄ seems to exploit this ambiguity in what follows, so I will simply
leave the term untranslated.

Al-Kindı̄ proceeds by setting out a distinction between a thing (al-shay’)
and its dhāt, and explains that what he is interested in here is the generation
(kawn) of the dhāt. Can the thing itself be the cause for this generation?
There are two possibilities: either the thing exists or it does not. If it does
not exist, it cannot be a cause for anything. But if it does exist, it cannot be
the cause of its dhāt, because it is identical with its dhāt (AR 124, RJ 41). This
latter claim is bound to take us by surprise, because it seems to undercut
the distinction that began the argument, between a thing and its dhāt. But
perhaps al-Kindı̄ is now telling us that the distinction between a thing and
its dhāt is merely conceptual or apparent. Even though we can think or
speak of them as if they were two items, in fact they are one and the same.3

Suppose then that the thing is identical with its dhāt: can it be the cause
of its dhāt in that case? No, since if X is identical to Y, then X cannot be the
cause for Y. This is because, if X and Y are identical, what ‘‘holds true
[ya‘rid. u]’’ of one must hold true of the other (xIX.3, AR 123–4, RJ 41).4

Obviously if X caused Y, but not vice-versa,5 this requirement would not
be satisfied; in particular it would hold true of X that it is a cause of Y, but
this would not hold true of Y itself. Thus al-Kindı̄ takes himself to have
shown that nothing can be the cause of its own dhāt. That is, nothing can
bring its own essence into being, or, put more simply, nothing can cause
itself. There is some question as to why al-Kindı̄ bothers with this argu-
ment at all, since it is not clear how its conclusion helps him towards his
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ultimate aim of understanding God’s oneness. But although he never
explicitly refers back to this argument, I believe it does have an important
role to play in what follows.

The second subsection goes through a classification of different types of
‘‘utterance [lafz. ].’’ Al-Kindı̄ later calls these itemsmaqūlāt; literally ‘‘things
that are said.’’ This is frequently translated as ‘‘predicates’’ or ‘‘predica-
bles,’’ but I believe that this is too narrow a translation. Really al-Kindı̄ has
in mind anything that can be put into words. Thus I will use ‘‘terms,’’
which seems suitably broad.6 Terms are classified following Porphyry’s
Isagoge: genus, species, difference, individual, proper accident, and com-
mon accident. The purpose of this middle subsection is then to investigate
how ‘‘one’’ is said within each of these types of utterance or term. What we
discover is that in every case, when we speak of something’s being ‘‘one,’’ it
turns out that this oneness is qualified by some sort of multiplicity. For
example, though we would be right to insist that animal is one genus, we
must also admit that this single genus can be divided into multiple species.
Differences, accidents, and species are similarly all applicable to multiple
individuals. We might suppose that at least a single individual is unrest-
rictedly ‘‘one,’’ but this would be wrong. An individual has parts that are
united to one another either by nature (like a man’s body parts) or by art
(like the parts of a house). In order to understand this kind of unity, al-
Kindı̄ adds a new set of terms having to do with part and whole.7 Since
any individual is a whole made up of parts, even individuals are not un-
restrictedly one.8 Al-Kindı̄ repeatedly expresses his findings in this second
subsection by stating that in the case of each term, the unity in question is
‘‘accidental’’ or not ‘‘in the true nature’’ of the unified thing.

This is a central point in al-Kindı̄’s analysis, so it is worth pausing to
consider further what he means before we go on to the third subsection.
From his arguments, it is clear that when he says that something is only
‘‘accidentally’’ one he means that it is qualified just as much by multiplicity
as it is by unity. Why put the point in this way? In the same section of On
First Philosophy (xX.2, AR 125, RJ 43), al-Kindı̄ defines an ‘‘essential’’
feature of something as follows: ‘‘by ‘the essential’ I mean that which
makes subsist the essence of the thing: through its existence is the sub-
sistence and stability of the thing’s being, and through its absence is the
destruction and corruption of the thing.’’ An obvious example, which he
gives elsewhere, is that it is essential to me that I be alive, since if I stop
being alive I will stop existing completely, at least as the sort of thing that I

48 al-kind ı̄



am. The same is true of features like rational, since if I stop being rational
I stop being human (assuming for the sake of argument that human is
defined as rational animal).

Now, a striking aspect of these predicates is that in each case they must
be true of me not only for as long as I exist, but also in such a way as to
exclude their opposites. That is, I cannot be both alive and dead, nor can I
be both rational and irrational (i.e. both capable of reasoning and incapable
of reasoning). With accidental features, the reverse is the case. At different
times, I may be both sitting and standing. At one and the same time, I can
be both short and tall in comparison to different people. Thus it is natural
to think of accidental features (like sitting, standing, shortness, and tallness)
as being precisely those features that are ‘‘compresent’’ with their opposites
in the very same, subsisting subject—either at the same time or at different
times in the subject’s career. Al-Kindı̄ here expresses a classically Platonic
principle using the Aristotelian language of essential and accidental pred-
ication. The Platonic principle is that S is P in the true or paradigmatic
sense only if it is P and in no sense not-P. Plato himself applies the principle
in arguing for the Forms, for instance in the Phaedo, when he introduces
the Form of the Equal as that which is in no sense unequal. Al-Kindı̄ will
instead go on to apply the principle to God. For God, we will discover,
is the ‘‘true One,’’ who unlike His creatures is ‘‘essentially one.’’ In other
words, He is the only being completely unaffected by multiplicity.

This takes us to the third subsection, which argues precisely from the
compresence of oneness and multiplicity in all (created) things to the claim
that there must be a cause of oneness in these things, a cause which is itself
utterly one and in no way multiple. Jean Jolivet has shown that this sub-
section depends on the Platonic Theology of Proclus,9 though it remains
unclear how this work, or a report of its contents, might have been known
to al-Kindı̄ (we know only of an Arabic version of Proclus’ Elements of
Theology). It is worth attending to the transition from the second to the
third subsection. After his proof that each type of ‘‘term’’ involves both
unity and multiplicity, al-Kindı̄ says:

On First Philosophy xXIII.14 (AR 132, RJ 53): And since we have shown
that oneness is in all these things by accident, they belong to something
else by essence and not by accident. Thus the oneness that is in
something by accident is a oneness that is acquired by it, from what has
oneness in it by essence: here is necessarily a true One whose unity is
not an effect.
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Since it is God who is the ‘‘true One’’ in question, this is nothing short of
a proof for God’s existence. Al-Kindı̄ seems to realize immediately that it
is too quick, or at least that it requires further explanation. So he marks
the beginning of a new stretch of argument with the comment, ‘‘but let us
show this more fully than we have so far.’’ The lengthy proof that follows
establishes that it is impossible for multiplicity to exist without unity, and
vice-versa. The arguments for this are extremely abstract, and have their
ultimate basis in Plato’s Parmenides, by way of Proclus.

The two theses in question are handled rather differently. I will call the
two theses (M) and (U). (M) is the claim that there is only multiplicity, with
no unity. (U) is the reverse: the claim that there is only unity, with no
multiplicity. A typical argument against (M) is this: if there is only mul-
tiplicity, then all things will be multiple. But they will therefore agree, or
be similar to each other, insofar as they share the common feature mul-
tiplicity. This means that they partake in a kind of unity, namely their
sharing in one and the same feature (viz. multiplicity). This is a contra-
diction, so there must be unity as well as multiplicity. A typical argument
against (U) is this: if there is only unity, then nothing will have distinct
parts, because distinct parts of the same thing must be multiple. But things
do have distinct parts. So there must be multiplicity as well as unity. Now,
what is striking is that the argument against (U) has what we might call an
empirical or factual premise, namely the premise ‘‘but things do have
distinct parts.’’ By contrast the argument against (M) does not depend on
any fact about the way the world really is. It relies on pure conceptual
analysis, showing that we cannot posit multiplicity without thereby pos-
iting unity as well. All but one of the arguments against (M) are free of
factual premises.10 More important, it turns out that every single argument
against (U)—and there are eight of them—has a factual premise. The
arguments always run like this: Suppose there is only unity. On this
supposition, it turns out that some feature of the world (for instance con-
trariety, motion, agreement, continuity) will not exist. Then, the factual
premise: this feature does exist. Therefore the supposition is false, so there
is multiplicity as well as unity.11

The reason this is important is that al-Kindı̄ will go on to show that
there is indeed a case where we have unity without multiplicity, namely
the case of God Himself, the true One. So it had better not be conceptually
impossible that unity exist in the absence of multiplicity, or God will be
conceptually impossible.12 Rather, what al-Kindı̄ wants is to show that in

50 al-kind ı̄



the created world, that is, in every case other than the case of God, unity and
multiplicity always co-exist. Thus when he states his conclusion, he is
careful to qualify it: ‘‘it remains then that unity is associated with multi-
plicity, that is, is associated with it in all sensible things, and all that is con-
comitant to the sensible things’’ (xXVI.2, AR 141, RJ 63–5, my emphasis).13

For it was facts about the sensible world, rather than an argument to
conceptual impossibility, that allowed us to refute (U). Still, even if the
arguments against (U) leave open the possibility of a pure unity free of
multiplicity, why should we accept that such a pure unity exists?

The reason is that, according to al-Kindı̄ (and Proclus, whom he is still
following here), there must be an external cause for the very co-existence
of unity and multiplicity in all sensible things. For there are only three
possible hypotheses: either (a) things just happen to be both one and many
by chance, and there is no cause for this at all; or, (b) the set of things that
are one and many include within themselves the cause for this association
of unity and multiplicity; or, (c) there is a cause for this association, but this
cause is outside the set of things that are one and many. It cannot be (a) by
chance that they are both one and many, because then it would be possible
that they be either only many or only one, and this we have already
refuted.14 Further, (b) the cause for the association of unity and multi-
plicity cannot be internal to the set of things that display this association.
For then, they would be their own cause. Al-Kindı̄ dismisses this quickly,
citing the threat of an infinite regress; his argument is sketchy and
incomplete. We can flesh it out for him, though, by invoking the results of
the first subsection. We discovered there that nothing can be the cause of
its own generation. Now we are considering those things that must be both
one and many. To cause such a thing to exist is to produce an association of
unity and multiplicity. Thus no such thing can cause itself to be both one
and many, because if it did it would be the cause of its own generation.
Also, there cannot be a chain of things, in which each is caused to be one
and many by the prior element in the chain. That is what al-Kindı̄ ex-
plicitly rules out here, when he rejects the infinite regress. The only other
option would be to say that there is reciprocal causation, i.e. that some
things in the set cause others to be one and many, and these others return
the favor. But this might also thought to fall afoul of the arguments of the
first subsection: if X causes Y, and Y causes X, then X in effect causes itself.

That leaves only the final possibility, that (c) there is an external cause
for the association of unity and multiplicity in the sensible world. And
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this, of course, is God, the true One. He cannot be both one and many,
because we introduced Him to serve as the external cause for the things
that are both one and many. Nor can He be only many, for as we saw,
multiplicity without unity is conceptually impossible. So we are left with a
cause external to the set of things that are one and many, which is itself
one but not many. This convoluted set of arguments, then, has yielded the
core of al-Kindı̄’s theology, which consists of three claims. First, there is a
unique cause for all things. Second, this cause is the cause of their unity.
Third, this cause is itself one, and in no respect multiple.

Thus al-Kindı̄ is led, in the fourth and final extant section of On First

Philosophy, to his famous demonstration that God’s unity precludes there
being any ‘‘description’’ of Him. We should not be surprised at this
conclusion, since we have already seen that any ‘‘term,’’ that is, anything
we can say, implies both unity and multiplicity. The fourth section begins
to expand on this theme by introducing a mathematical analogy. The
relationship between God and creation is like the relation between 1 and
the numbers. Notice that I say ‘‘between 1 and the numbers,’’ not ‘‘be-
tween 1 and the other numbers.’’ For, whereas we nowadays think of 1 as
simply the first number (or, at least, integer), al-Kindi denies this. One is
not a number at all,15 but rather the principle from which numbers are
generated and composed. You get 2 by adding 1 to itself, you get 3 by
adding 1 to 2, and so on. Al-Kindı̄ spends quite a while showing this, but
says little to explain why it is important in the present context. To some
extent, though, the purpose of the analogy is clear. Just as God is utterly
one while His creatures are subject to multiplicity, so the mathematical 1 is
simple, while the numbers are all composed. And as just mentioned, 1 is
the principle and source of the numbers, since these are composed from
‘‘units,’’ that is, by adding 1 to itself repeatedly. The mathematical 1 is
external to the numbers and is their cause, just as God is external to
created things and is their cause. The mathematical analogy captures both
God’s distinctness from creation, and His causal relationship to creation.16

I think there is a more subtle point lurking here as well. Al-Kindı̄’s
discussion of number begins with a reference to relations of ‘‘more’’ and
‘‘less’’ between different quantities. Every quantity, al-Kindı̄ argues, is
‘‘more’’ or ‘‘less’’ only relative to some other quantity. For instance, 10 sacks
of flour are more than 9 sacks and less than 11 sacks. Even if we imagined
something greater than any other actually existing quantity, it would still
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be small compared to some potentially existing quantity, such as a multiple
of itself. For example, if the diameter of the physical cosmos is the longest
actual line, there is nothing incoherent in imagining a line twice or three
times that length.17 So there is, as al-Kindı̄ puts it, no ‘‘absolutely large’’ or
‘‘absolutely small.’’ Since quantity is measured by number, the discussion
of number as contrasted to the mathematical one thus returns us to the
theme of the compresence of opposites. Unlike the numbers, 1 does not
enter into relations of great and small, more and less (it is not, as one might
think, the ‘‘intrinsically less,’’ i.e. the smallest number). Rather it is the
principle of things that enter into these relations, relations which involve
the compresence of more and less. By the same token we cannot really
compare 1 to the numbers. Rather, when we compare, we compare things
that are numbered, i.e. quantities. For these are the things that enter into
relations of more and less. This prepares us for the thought that God, the
true One, cannot be ‘‘compared’’ to His creatures. As the Koran says,
‘‘nothing is like to Him [laysa ka-mithlihı̄ shay’]’’ (42:11). Al-Kindı̄ puts the
point differently, by saying that there is no genus which God shares with
anything else. Since comparisons always happen within a genus (e.g. bod-
ies are compared to bodies, lines to lines, times to times), God is literally
‘‘incomparable’’: ‘‘the One in truth admits of no relation with anything in
a shared genus, and it has no genus that admits of being in a relation to
anything in a shared genus’’ (xXIX.1, AR 153, RJ 83).

Notice that phrase ‘‘the One in truth.’’ This reflects a terminological
shift from the third to the fourth section of On First Philosophy. Whereas
previously al-Kindı̄ spoke only of things that were ‘‘accidentally one’’ as
opposed to ‘‘essentially one,’’ now he contrasts things that are ‘‘one meta-
phorically [bi-’l-majāz]’’ to God, who is ‘‘One in truth [al-wāh. id bi-

’l-h.aqı̄qa]’’ or the ‘‘true One [al-wāh. id al-h.aqq].’’
18 The meaning, however,

is the same: what is ‘‘metaphorically’’ one is what is both one and many.
The ‘‘true One’’ is only one, not at all multiple. In the rest of On First

Philosophy, al-Kindı̄ will therefore try to specify the sense of ‘‘oneness’’ that
applies to God. However, he does this largely by enumerating the senses of
‘‘one’’ that do not apply to God. For this reason, al-Kindı̄’s treatment of
how we speak of God—what one might call ‘‘theological discourse’’—is
usually thought of as being thoroughly negative. If this is right then in the
end all al-Kindı̄ has to say about God is that we can say nothing: He is
utterly ineffable, inaccessible to language or thought. I think it would be
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more accurate to say that al-Kindı̄, in these final passages, is surveying the
senses in which ‘‘one’’ might be understood, and narrowing down to the
correct sense by a process of elimination.

Along the way he considers and dismisses numerous proposals for how
to conceive of divine oneness. For instance, he argues that neither soul
nor intellect is ‘‘the true One,’’ because thinking involves a motion from
thought to thought, and intellect grasps a multiplicity of universals (we
will return to this passage in chapter 5). Thus he follows Plotinus’ rejection
of Aristotle’s understanding of God as a pure intellect, on the basis that
intellect falls short of absolute simplicity.19 Nor, to take a contrasting
possibility, does God have the unity appropriate to material things, namely
the unity that comes with having continuous matter. Rather God is im-
material, since all matter is divisible and thus involves multiplicity. On the
other hand, the senses in which we say things are ‘‘indivisible’’ are equally
inappropriate toGod—whether something is ‘‘indivisible’’ because itwould
be destroyed, were it divided (like a man, who ceases to exist if he’s cut in
half), or for the more prosaic reason that it is just practically speaking
impossible to divide the thing in question (like a diamond, which is too
hard to cut, or something smaller than any available cutting tool).

In general, al-Kindı̄ continues, we can distinguish between two broad
classes of unity, neither of which is applicable to God. Confusingly, he uses
the terms ‘‘essential’’ and ‘‘accidental’’ unity for these two classes. Here
‘‘accidentally one’’ does not mean ‘‘both one and many,’’ nor does ‘‘essen-
tially one’’ mean ‘‘excluding all multiplicity,’’ as it did in section 3 (and will
again at the close of this section, when he gets back to God). Rather, in this
context, the ‘‘accidentally one’’ is what is ‘‘one’’ for wholly extrinsic reasons,
for example if it just happens to have the same name as something else and
thus be ‘‘one in name’’ (like the animal ‘‘dog’’ and the ‘‘dog’’ star). And in
this context something is ‘‘essentially one’’ if it is one ‘‘in substance,’’ in other
words if it has a kind of unity that it must have in order to keep existing. But
this, of course, just returns us to the study of terms in section 3. For having a
unity of substance means either being a single individual, or being one in
form (i.e. one in species) or one in genus. These senses of unity can obviously
be excluded from God on the strength of previously given arguments.

Al-Kindı̄ has, then, finally reached his intended conclusion:

On First Philosophy xXX.2 (AR 160, RJ 95): Thus the true One possesses
no matter, form, quantity, quality, or relation. And is not described by
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any of the other terms: it has no genus, no specific difference, no
individual, no proper accident, and no common accident. It does not
move, and is not described through anything that is denied to be one in
truth. It is therefore only pure unity, I mean nothing other than unity.
And every one other than it is multiple.

This looks like unqualified negative theology, since it denies that God can
be ‘‘described [maws.ūf]’’ in any way. We might be further encouraged to
take it that way if we attend to al-Kindı̄’s historical context. For he seems
to be reacting to at least two different traditions in his treatment of divine
attributes (s.ifāt, from the same root as maws.ūf). On the one hand, there
are the Arabic translations of works by Plotinus and Proclus.20 On the
other, there is contemporary kalām, which devoted considerable attention
to the topic of theological language and especially the status of divine
attributes. Thinkers grouped under the ‘‘Mu‘tazilite’’ heading also give a
generally negative treatment of divine attributes, so numerous readers of
al-Kindı̄, including myself,21 have seen a link between al-Kindı̄’s dis-
cussion of theological discourse and kalām speculation.

Yet the same historical links might make us wary of taking his con-
clusions here to be purely negative. Both kalām figures and the Arabic
Neoplatonic texts find a variety of ways to explain how some such dis-
course can be retained. On First Philosophy follows them not only in its
broadly negative theology, but also by preserving a doctrine of positive
divine attribution that can withstand the requirements of simplicity and
transcendence. I have already said that, in section 4, al-Kindı̄ seems to be
trying to specify the sense in which God is one by a process of elimination.
This observation rests on the obvious fact that, whatever his claims about
negative theology, al-Kindı̄ is nonetheless insistent that we can call God
‘‘one.’’ The problem is not to see whether this statement is permissible, but
to see in what sense it is true.

Now, someone who wanted to insist that al-Kindı̄’s theology is thor-
oughly negative might suggest that when al-Kindı̄ calls God ‘‘one’’ he
means nothing more than ‘‘God is indescribable,’’ given that all descrip-
tion implies multiplicity. But this does not seem to do justice to al-Kindı̄’s
treatment of God’s oneness. For he not only denies multiplicity of God but
also emphasizes that God is the cause of unity in everything else. This
would seem to be another Platonic inheritance. Just as a Platonic Form can
explain F-ness in sensible, particular objects by being F and in no way not-
F, so God is a suitable cause for unity in sensible things precisely because
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He is one and stands outside the set of things that are both one and many.
In light of this, it hardly seems that we can understand God’s oneness in a
purely negative way, as a mere denial of attributes. For it is in virtue of His
oneness that God exercises causality over His creation. Section 4 of On First
Philosophy does not go back on the claims of section 3 to have proven the
existence of a principle that is perfectly one and the cause of unity. Rather
it cautions us against misunderstanding this claim, by associating inap-
propriate, inferior kinds of oneness with God.

This becomes particularly clear at the close of section 4:

On First Philosophy xXX.5–6 (AR 161–2, RJ 97): Since every one of the
sensible things, and what attaches to sensible things, has both unity and
multiplicity in it together, and any unity in it is an effect from a cause,
and is accidental in it and not by nature, and multiplicity is necessarily a
collection of unities, therefore it is necessary that if there is no unity,
there is no multiplicity at all. So the bringing-to-be of every multiplicity
occurs through unity, and without unity the multiple would have no
being at all. All bringing-to-be is a being-acted-upon that makes exist
that which did not exist. So the emanation of unity from the true, first
One is the bringing-to-be of every sensible thing, and everything that
attaches to the sensible. It makes every one of them exist when it brings-
to-be through its being. The cause of the bringing-to-be is then from the
true One; which is not given unity by any giver. Rather, it is essentially
one. . . . So it is the originator of all things that are brought-to-be, and
since there is no being that is not caused by unity, and its being-made-
one is its being-brought-to-be, it is thus through unity that all things
subsist. If unity were taken away, they would depart and disappear, as
soon as it was taken away, in no time. Thus, the true One is the first
Originator, that which supports all that is originated, and anything that
is freed from His support and His power must depart and disappear.

This passage says explicitly what has been implicit throughout sections 3
and 4: as the source of unity in sensible things, God is in fact their Creator.
Since the ‘‘being [huwiyya]’’ of multiple things requires their being unified,
God makes things be, or exist, by making them be one. However, being
and unity are not completely identical in created things. Indeed al-Kindı̄
specifies that it is only in the ‘‘intrinsically one,’’ that is, in God Himself,
that unity and being are the same (xXX.4, AR 161, RJ 97). Similarly, in the
passage just quoted, we have the intriguing claim that the true One ‘‘brings
things to be through its being [bi-huwiyyatihı̄].’’ This again affirms the
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identity of being and oneness in God, and says that God creates through
this being or oneness. By contrast, in created things, unity is distinct from
being. But even in created things, unity is a necessary condition for being,
so that if its unity is withdrawn from something, that thing ceases to be.
This only stands to reason, if we bear in mind that any description of
anything imputes some sort of unity to it. Think in particular of the kinds
of ‘‘essential unity’’ applied to created things in section 4: for me to have a
body, or to be an individual, a human, or an animal, is for me to be ‘‘one’’ in
a certain way. None of these things can be true of me if unity is withdrawn,
so without unity I will literally cease to exist.

Clearly, despite the Platonic lineaments of his theology, al-Kindı̄ does
not want us to understand God to be something like the Form of oneness.
God is doing something much more active than being a paradigm for
other things to participate in. This is suggested not only by al-Kindı̄’s
calling God a ‘‘Creator’’ or ‘‘Originator’’ (mubdi‘) but also by his reference
here to ‘‘emanation [ fayd. ],’’ which seems to bring us close to something
more Neoplatonic than Platonic. Of course this is also supposed to un-
derwrite the Islamic doctrine of God as Creator. In the final paragraph of
On First Philosophy that survives to us, al-Kindı̄ identifies his ‘‘true One’’
with ‘‘the Giver and Originator, the Powerful, the Supporter . . .who is
great and exalted above the attributes of the heretics’’ (xXX.7, AR 162, RJ
97–9). So God is not just a principle of oneness; He is an agent.

God as the True Agent

Despite its incompleteness, the extant version of On First Philosophy thus
manages to end on a rather emphatic note. But this final passage on God as
a Creator raises as many questions as it answers. What is the exact rela-
tionship between God and each individual thing He creates? Does that
reference to ‘‘emanation’’ suggest that, like the Neoplatonists, al-Kindı̄
thought that God acts on some of His creatures only indirectly? If being
and oneness are not identical in creatures, then why does al-Kindı̄ seem to
think God’s ‘‘bringing something to be’’ is tantamount to a bestowal of
unity? And what about the fact that creatures are many as well as being
one? After all, God is not ‘‘the true Many’’— indeed, He is not many at all.
So it doesn’t look as though He bestows multiplicity on His effects. Where,
then, does multiplicity come from? Quite possibly the lost parts of On First
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Philosophy would have supplied the answers to at least some of these
questions. To judge by the little we know of the missing sections, they
would seem to have dealt (at least in part) with the dispersion of God’s
providential activity through the created universe. Al-Kindı̄ himself sug-
gests this in Proximate Agent Cause, when he refers back to On First Phi-

losophy and says that he there showed that God ‘‘makes some things reasons
and causes for other things’’ (xI.3, AR 215). Evidence outside of the Kin-
dian corpus also supports this conjecture. An intriguing passage found in
Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih al-Andalusı̄ purports to quote On First Philosophy (under
the title On Oneness) on the topic of God’s choice to create the best of all
possible worlds.22

Still, without more evidence than this our best hope is to supplement
the account of On First Philosophy by turning to other Kindian works. The
most promising text is On the True Agent, or, to give it its full title, On the
True, First, Complete Agent and the Deficient Agent That Is Metaphorically

[an Agent]. In light of its brevity and lack of prologue, it may well be not an
independent treatise, but a fragment from a lost larger work—perhaps
even from the lost sections of On First Philosophy. At any rate, On the True
Agent sets out to explain just what the title says. God is a ‘‘true agent [al-
fā‘il al-h.aqq]’’ whereas His effects are only agents ‘‘metaphorically [bi-
’l-majāz].’’ For God ‘‘is the agent who acts without being acted upon by
any agent,’’ whereas created things both act and are acted upon—they are
both agents and patients. The terminology of having some feature ‘‘met-
aphorically’’ as opposed to ‘‘truly’’ means precisely what it meant in the
fourth section of On First Philosophy. For any feature F, being ‘‘metaphor-
ically’’ F means suffering from the compresence of F and not-F. The only
difference is that here the roles of F and not-F are played by agency and
passivity, rather than unity and multiplicity.23

What then does it mean to say that God is only an agent, whereas His
effects are both agents and patients? It could mean that God acts directly
on each thing, and that then these things additionally act upon each other.
But that is not what al-Kindı̄ has in mind. Rather, he says:

On the True Agent x3–4 (AR 183, RJ 169–71): What is below [God], i.e.
all the things that He creates, are called agents only metaphorically, not
in truth, because, that is, they are all in truth acted upon. The first of
them is from its Creator, may He be exalted, and [thereafter] they are
from one another. For the first of them is acted upon, another is acted
upon due to its being acted upon, yet another is acted upon due to this
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[second effect’s] being acted upon, and so on until the last of the effects
is reached. The first effect among them is called an agent metaphori-
cally, owing to the effect [that comes] from it, since it is the proximate
cause of its effect. Likewise for the second [effect], since it is the
proximate cause of the third [effect] in its being acted upon, until the
last of the effects is reached. But the Creator, may He be exalted, is the
first cause for all of the effects either through an intermediary or
without an intermediary, in truth, because He is an agent who is not
acted upon at all. But He is the proximate cause for the first effect, and
a cause through an intermediary for His effects that are after the first
effect.

Here al-Kindı̄ sets out a fairly abstract, but nonetheless clear account
according to which God’s action is, with one exception, mediated. His
initial act has only a single direct effect, referred to here as ‘‘the first of the
effects.’’ This first effect is then the ‘‘proximate’’ cause of the second
effect, and so on until we reach ‘‘the last of the effects.’’ My guess is that
this last effect, which presumably exercises no agency at all, is matter,
since it needs to be something purely passive.

We seem therefore to be in the presence of a classically Neoplatonic
theory of divine action, which also appears later in al-Fārābı̄ and Avi-
cenna: God has a direct causal relationship only with the first thing He
creates, and this thing passes on His action to everything else. Such a
position has the well-known advantage of solving (or at least ameliorating)
one of the difficulties just mentioned, about where multiplicity comes
from. It does not come from God, the true One, but is only brought about
indirectly, through God’s effects. Although al-Kindı̄ does not speak here,
as he had in On First Philosophy, of ‘‘emanation,’’ his language is none-
theless influenced by his Neoplatonic translations. He speaks of the true
agent as that which makes an ‘‘impression [athar]’’ in its effect without
receiving an impression, and of the metaphorical agent as that which both
makes and receives such an impression (x2, AR 183, RJ 169). This train of
thought and terminology also appear in the Arabic Plotinus.24

On the other hand, we should not overlook the Aristotelian lineaments
of al-Kindı̄’s discussion here. In Physics VIII.5, Aristotle considers cases in
which one thing moves another through an intermediary, for example if
someone pushes a stone with a stick: the hand moves the stick, and the stick
moves the stone. He argues that such a chain of movers cannot regress
indefinitely, so there must be a first cause of motion. And he specifies that
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the earlier a cause is in the chain of movers, the more that cause should be
considered a mover (257a10–12). Thus what Aristotle here calls the ‘‘first’’
mover is more a mover than any other. Aristotle stresses that this mover is
not moved by any other mover, just as al-Kindı̄ stresses that his true Agent
is not acted upon by any other agent. This is part of Aristotle’s argument
for the existence of an immaterial first unmoved mover, who is God. So
al-Kindı̄ may well have both Aristotle and the Neoplatonists in mind when
he describes God as directly causing only a ‘‘first effect,’’ which passes on
His causality to other things.

Unfortunately al-Kindı̄ gives us no hint here about what the ‘‘first
effect’’ in this chain is supposed to be. If Aristotle is uppermost in his mind
then it must be the heavens. This would fit with Proximate Agent Cause,
where al-Kindı̄ portrays divine action as being mediated by the action of
the heavens. Immaterial principles do not figure in that account at all. On
the True Agent overlaps terminologically with Proximate Agent Cause (most
strikingly, the contrast between ‘‘remote’’ and ‘‘proximate’’ causes appears
in both), just as it does with On First Philosophy. And the introductory
remarks of Proximate Agent Cause show that it was written after On First

Philosophy, indeed shortly thereafter. So it would be natural to take all
three texts as closely related and as having been written at around the same
time. If we read the doctrine of Proximate Agent Cause into On the True

Agent, then we should understand al-Kindı̄ to mean that the heavens are
the direct effect of God, and the intermediary causes for things in the
sublunary world.25

On the other hand, in On First Philosophy al-Kindı̄ suggests tentatively
that ‘‘one might think’’ that intellect is the ‘‘first multiple’’ (xXIX.6, AR
155, RJ 87). This suggests that we could see what he elsewhere calls ‘‘the
intellectual world’’ as being a further intermediary between God and the
heavens, which in turn are causes for the sublunary world. If that is his
position, then al-Kindı̄ is following the Arabic Proclus and Plotinus ma-
terials. The Liber de Causis says explicitly that intellect is God’s first effect
and the intermediary between God and everything else.26 This interpre-
tation has its advantages. In particular, it would make room in al-Kindı̄’s
metaphysics for soul and intellect as immaterial causes, which would help
us integrate his psychological works into the picture presented in his
metaphysical and cosmological writings. Though it is hard to be certain
of al-Kindı̄’s considered opinion, the evidence of Proximate Agent Cause
suggests that it is the Aristotelian picture of divine action mediated
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through the heavens that is described in On the True Agent. By contrast he
never explicitly asserts a hierarchy like that of the Neoplatonic writings,
with God followed by intellect, soul, and the physical world.27

In the remainder of On the True Agent (x5, AR 183–4, RJ 171) al-Kindı̄
makes a distinction between two sorts of agents. One sort performs an ‘‘act
[ fi‘l]’’ in the strict sense, whose effect lasts only as long as the agent is
acting. A person who is walking, says al-Kindı̄, is an agent in this sense,
because the result of his acting, namely the fact that he is walking, will
cease as soon as he stops acting. Let us call this a ‘‘sustaining’’ agent. The
other sort of agent produces an independent, lasting effect, which is prop-
erly not called an ‘‘act’’ but a ‘‘product [‘amal]’’—for example a carpenter
who builds a table. Let us call such agents ‘‘productive.’’ Now, al-Kindı̄
explicitly says that this distinction applies to the ‘‘metaphorical’’ agents that
are God’s effects. But it is hard to avoid the suspicion that God Himself is
meant to be a sustaining, and not a productive, agent: that God’s act main-
tains the created world in existence at all times. That al-Kindı̄ means to
imply this is suggested by the fact that the term ‘‘act’’ in the strict sense is
reserved for sustaining causes. Presumably if God is a ‘‘true and complete
agent [ fā‘il],’’ He too will perform an ‘‘act [ fi‘l]’’ in this narrower sense.
Comments made elsewhere by al-Kindı̄ seem to support this, for instance
when he specifies that the heavens will persist only as long as God main-
tains them in existence.28

Unfortunately, On the True Agent leaves off there, without even saying
explicitly why the distinction between the two kinds of agents, sustaining
and productive, was introduced. However, there is one remark made at
the beginning of On the True Agent, which I have passed over until now:

On the True Agent x1 (AR 183, RJ 169): We say that the true, first act is
the bringing-to-be of beings from non-being [ta’yı̄s al-aysāt ‘an laysa]. It
is clear that this act is proper to God, the exalted, who is the end of
every cause [ghāya kull ‘illa]. For the bringing-to-be of beings from
non-being belongs to no other. And this act is a proper characteristic
[called] by the name ‘‘origination [ibdā‘].’’

Unfortunately it is not easy to reconcile this remark with the two features
of divine action explained in the rest of the treatise—that God’s act is
passed on by intermediary causes, and that God is (apparently) a sustaining
cause for the world. Regarding the first point, are we meant to understand
that this special kind of causation, honored with the word ibdā‘, meaning
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‘‘creation’’ or ‘‘origination,’’ is enacted only once, in order to create God’s
first effect? Or does God directly create each thing in the created world? If
the latter is the case then in what sense is divine causation mediated?
Regarding the second point, one can imagine someone saying that God
brings a creature into being continually, so that ‘‘creation’’ could be an
enduring, sustaining relationship between God and His effects. But it is
hard to see why al-Kindı̄, of all people, would want to say that, because he
is famous for insisting that nothing created can be eternal. If creation is an
enduring relationship between Creator and creature, why does it matter
how long this relationship lasts? Surely, one is tempted to say, even an
eternal thing could be ‘‘created’’ in the sense just described, so long as it
depends on God for its being at every moment of its existence. The rest of
this chapter will be concerned with confronting these two problems. This
will mean turning our attention away from the provocative but all too
brief On the True Agent, and surveying several other texts in which al-
Kindı̄ discusses creation.

Creation and Being

Al-Kindı̄ is consistent in defining creation as God’s bringing being from
non-being. He formulates this using terminology that he seems to have
introduced himself, drawing a contrast between aysa, ‘‘being,’’ and laysa,
‘‘non-being.’’29 We just saw an example in On the True Agent. Here are
two more:

On Definitions x6 (AR 165): Origination [ibdā‘]: manifestation of
something from non-being [iz. hār shay’ ‘an laysa].30

Proximate Agent Cause xI.3 (AR 215): God is the true One, who is in no
way multiple, the first cause who has no cause, the agent who has no
agent, the completer who has no completer, and what brings all things
to be from non-being [al-mu’ayyis al-kull ‘an laysa].

These neologisms are not the only words used for ‘‘being’’ and ‘‘non-
being’’ by al-Kindı̄ and his circle. The term that has attracted the most
scholarly interest is anniyya.31 A synonym for this, used especially in the
Arabic Plotinus but also by al-Kindı̄, is huwiyya. This is potentially con-
fusing, since huwiyya is used by later authors, such as Avicenna, to mean
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‘‘essence.’’ But in al-Kindı̄ it always means ‘‘being,’’ and is synonymous
with aysa and anniyya.32 Finally there is wujūd, ‘‘existence,’’ which remains
an important term in later authors. For non-being, al-Kindı̄ uses lā shay’,
literally ‘‘no thing,’’ and ‘adam, which also appears in ninth-century kalām
in related contexts.

The same terminology appears in al-Kindı̄’s most elaborate treatment
of creation. This comes in the digression on prophecy at the center of
Quantity—a digression we already explored in chapter 2, to see what it had
to tell us about the relation between religious truth and philosophical
inquiry. We have not yet looked at the meat of the passage, though, which
is an analysis of God’s creative act. Remember that al-Kindı̄ is explicating
a Koranic verse which tells us that God must be able to resurrect the bodies
of the dead, given that He also ‘‘strikes fire from the trees.’’ Here is what
al-Kindı̄ has to say about these verses:

Quantity xVI.7–8 (AR 374–5): He made fire from what is not fire, or
heat from what is not heat. Thus something is necessarily generated
from its contrary. For if what comes to be did not come to be from the
substance of its contrary, there being no intermediary between the two
contraries—by ‘‘contrary’’ I mean ‘‘it’’ and ‘‘what is not it’’ [huwa wa lā
huwa]—it would have to come to be from itself [min dhātihı̄]. But then
its essence [dhāt] is always fixed, eternal and without beginning. For, if
fire does not come to be from not-fire, then it must come from fire, so
that fire will come from fire, and [this] fire from [another] fire, and
inevitably there will endlessly and eternally be fire from fire and fire
from fire. Therefore fire would always exist, and there would never be
a state where it is not. Thus there would never be fire after there was no
fire. But fires do exist after not being, and are destroyed after existing.
So the only remaining possibility is that fire is generated from not-fire,
and that everything that comes to be is generated from something other
than itself. So everything that is generated is generated by something
which is not it. Then, in order to explain the generation of a thing from
its contrary, he [sc. the Prophet] said: ‘‘or is He who created the heav-
ens and the earth unable to create their like again?’’ And then he said
what necessarily follows from this, ‘‘Surely, He is the Creator, the
knowing.’’ Because in their hearts the unbelievers denied the creation
of the heavens, since they had formed an opinion about the period of
time needed for their creation based on an analogy with the acts of
mankind—for, in the case of human acts, the greater the work pro-
duced, the longer is the period [of time] required, so that for [humans]
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the greatest of sensible things [i.e. the heavens] would take the longest
amount of time to produce—[God] said that He, great be His praise,
needs no period [of time] to originate. And this is clear, because He
made ‘‘it’’ from ‘‘what is not it.’’ He whose power is such that He can
produce bodies from not-bodies, and bring being [aysa] out of non-being
[laysa], since He is able to perform a deed with no material substrate,
has no need to produce in time. For, since mankind cannot act without
a material substrate, He who does not need to act upon a material
substrate has no need to act in time. ‘‘When He wills something, His
command is to say to it: ‘Be!’ and it is.’’ That is, He only wills, and
together with His will there comes to be that which He wills.

Remarkably, this passage weaves into its exegesis of the Koran ideas from a
Christian Greek commentator, John Philoponus. Philoponus will be very
important in chapter 4, because he is the main influence on al-Kindı̄’s
arguments against the eternity of the world. Still it is surprising to discover
that here, in a passage devoted to explicating theKoran, al-Kindı̄ is drawing
on ideas from Philoponus’ Against Aristotle on the Eternity of the World.33

The most obvious parallel to Philoponus in this passage is al-Kindı̄’s
rejection of an eternal regress in the production of fire (see Against Aris-
totle, Fr. 120). The fact that Philoponus used the example of fire was
serendipitous, given that the same example of causing fire appears in the
Koranic passage al-Kindı̄ is discussing. But more important are three
other theses taken over from Philoponus, all found in fragments from
book VI of Against Aristotle. First, God creates without a material substrate
(Fr. 115); I will return to this point shortly. Second, God creates without
any time elapsing during His creative act (Fr.115, 129). Rather ‘‘mere
willing suffices for Him to give substance to things’’ (Fr.115), and these
things come about instantaneously upon His willing them. (Compare this
with the end of the quotation above from al-Kindı̄.) Third, God’s creating
something consists in bringing something into being ‘‘out of non-being [mê
on]’’ (Fr.116, 119). Conversely, if God annihilates something He ‘‘turns it
back into complete non-being from which it came to be as well’’ (Fr.131).

Although Philoponus and al-Kindı̄ disagree with Aristotle, the dis-
agreement is not as stark as it might appear. For Aristotle too speaks of
‘‘coming-to-be from non-being into being’’ (hê [genesis] ek tou mê ontos

haplôs eis ousian), which is ‘‘coming-to-be in the absolute sense [genesis
haplôs]’’ (Physics V.1, 225a15–16). Aristotle likewise describes corruption
(phthora) in the absolute sense as a change from being into non-being
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(225a18). Also Aristotelian is the idea, emphasized particularly by al-
Kindı̄, that all coming-to-be is from a ‘‘contrary [naqı̄d. ].’’ Aristotle says
that every change is from an enantion (e.g. white to black) or antiphasis (e.g.
white to non-white). Aristotle sets out this principle in Physics V.1, where
he also seems to identify being and non-being as ‘‘contraries’’ in the req-
uisite sense when the change in question is generation or corruption.
Aristotle even allows that in some changes, indeed precisely these changes
that count as generation and corruption, the change is instantaneous (see
Physics VI.5, 236a5–7). When a man is generated, there is an instant at
which the man begins to be. The process is not gradual, extended over a
period of time. Thus, when the generation or corruption of a substance is in
question, Aristotle is very close to Philoponus and al-Kindı̄: such a sub-
stance comes to be from non-being, and does so at an instant. The difference
between them is that Aristotle rejects the idea of something’s coming to be
from nothing at all. He allows that man can come to be from some-
thing that was not-man—namely appropriate matter not yet organized as
a man—but denies that man can come to be from utter privation.

According to Philoponus and al-Kindı̄, though, God can create without
a pre-existing substrate. Philoponus says that just as ‘‘man is generated
from not-man and house out of not-house’’ (compare al-Kindı̄’s talk of
producing fire from not-fire, and bodies from not-bodies), the world itself
is generated out of ‘‘not-world’’ (Fr.69). And while Aristotle would say
that, on such a hypothesis, the world would require a pre-existing sub-
strate, Philoponus believes that in the special case of divine creation, no
such substrate is required. Philoponus is particularly insistent upon the
point, because in the course of his arguments for the world’s eternity,
Aristotle had claimed that every motion or change requires a prior sub-
strate, the thing potentially moved or changed (Physics VIII.1). For Phi-
loponus, though, God’s ability to create both matter and form simulta-
neously shows His superiority to nature (Fr.119, 131) Thus, when God
creates something, we have what might be called a ‘‘supernatural change,’’
by which I mean a transition from complete and utter privation, or absolute
non-being, to the thing that is created.34 Natural change, by contrast,
consists in the modification of something already present. In the case of
substantial change, a substrate gains a substantial form (e.g. blood becomes
a man), or the substance is destroyed and a substrate is left behind (e.g. a
man dies and leaves a corpse). In the case of accidental change, meanwhile,
an already constituted substance loses one property for another (e.g. a man
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goes from not-white to white). Again, there is something that persists
through the change.

This contrast between divine creation and the natural processes of
generation and corruption sheds some light on the first question posed at
the end of the previous section: in what sense is God’s agency mediated?
We have seen that al-Kindı̄ composed a work arguing that the heavens,
and not God, are ‘‘the proximate cause of generation and corruption.’’ What
might it mean to say that God is the cause of being, but the heavens the
cause of generation and corruption? Al-Kindı̄ tells us, ‘‘by ‘falling under
corruption’ I mean transformation from one essence [‘ayn] to another’’
(Outermost VIII.1). Or, in a more detailed passage already cited above:

On First Philosophy xX.2 (AR 125, RJ 43): By ‘‘the essential’’ I mean that
which constitutes the essence of the thing: through its existence is the
subsistence and stability of the thing’s being, and through its absence is
the destruction and corruption of the thing. For example life is essential
to the living thing. The essential is called ‘‘substantial’’ because through
it is the subsistence of the substance of the thing.

For instance, what is gained in a man’s generation, and lost in a man’s
death, are those features that are essential to the man, such as rationality
and life. The heavens bring about the generation and corruption of all
sublunary substances. They account for the essential properties belonging
to these substances, by manipulating the four elements that make up those
substances. In other words, they always work with pre-existing matter,
whereas God creates ex nihilo. So the heavens bestow or remove essential
properties, but they do not bestow or remove being. That is the prerog-
ative of God alone.35

This takes us to the difficult problem of what it means to distinguish
between a cause of ‘‘being’’ and a cause of attributes or properties. In On

First Philosophy we do find, even in passages not devoted to discussions of
divine causality, a distinction made between ‘‘being’’ on the one hand and
predicates or attributes on the other. For instance, in his discussion of the
four types of inquiry from Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics II.1,36 al-Kindı̄
says that the question ‘‘whether?’’ (hal, Gk. ei esti) is ‘‘an inquiry into being
alone [anniyya faqat.]’’ (xI.4, AR 101, RJ 11). He then adds, ‘‘but every
[individual] being [anniyya] has a genus, so ‘what?’ is an inquiry into the
genus.’’ It seems unwise to read much into this passage. But we find a
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similar contrast later, in a passage that seems to have clear ontological
implications:

On First Philosophy xV.2 (AR 113, RJ 27): Corruption is only a change
of the predicate [al-mah.mūl], not of the primary bearer of predication
[al-h. āmil al-awwal]. As for the first bearer of predication, which is
being [aysa], this does not change, because for something corrupted, its
corruption has nothing to do with the ‘‘making be’’ of its having being.

This passage is very compressed, but it rewards close scrutiny. The last
phrase contrasts corruption with ‘‘the ‘making be’ of [something’s] having
being [ta’yı̄s al-aysiyya].’’ This seems to support the idea that, for al-Kindı̄,
the process of generation and corruption is distinct from the process of
granting and removing being. More difficult is the rest of the passage,
which treats being [aysa] as though it were a synonym for matter.37 For it
is, says al-Kindı̄, that which underlies all predication and subsists even
through corruption.38

That this is not quite what al-Kindı̄ has in mind is suggested by a
similar passage from the Liber de Causis, the paraphrase of Proclus pro-
duced in his circle. The first proposition of the De Causis reads in part as
follows:

De Causis x1: Every primary cause has in it a greater emanation on its
effect than the secondary, universal cause. When the secondary, uni-
versal cause has removed its power from the thing, the primary uni-
versal cause does not remove its power from it. For the primary,
universal cause acts on the effect of the secondary cause before the
second universal cause (which follows [the primary cause]) acts on it.
When the secondary cause (which is followed by the effect) acts, its act
cannot function without the first cause (which is above it). So even if
the secondary cause separates from the effect (which follows it), the
primary cause (which is above [the secondary cause]) does not separate
from [the effect], because it is the cause for its cause. Therefore the
primary cause is more a cause for the thing than its proximate [qarı̄ba]
cause, which it comes after.

We can represent this with [the example of] being [anniyya], life,
and man. For something must first be being, then living, then man.
Life is the proximate cause of the man, and being is its remote cause. So
being is more a cause for the man than life, because it is the cause for
life, which is the cause of the man. Likewise, if you say that reason is a
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cause for man, being is more a cause for the man than reason, because it
is the cause for his cause. The proof of this is that when you remove the
rational power from the man, he does not remain man, but he remains
living, ensouled [mutanaffasan], and sensing.When you remove life from
him, he does not remain living, but he remains a being, because being
was not removed from him, but life. For the cause is not removed
through the removal of its effect. Thus, the man remains a being. When
the individual is not a man, it is a living thing, and when not a living
being, it is only a being [anniyya faqat.].

In the thought experiment in the second paragraph, the author imagines
removing a series of features from ‘‘man’’—it becomes clear in the last
sentence that he has in mind an individual man, and not the type or species
man. Suppose that we remove the man’s reason. This yields something
non-rational, yet still alive and sensing: the thought here seems to be that
when we take a rational animal (i.e. a man), and remove rational, we are
left only with animal. Similarly we may remove the features that belong to
something insofar as it is an animal or living thing (h.ayawān), by removing
life (al-h.ayy). This leaves us with anniyya faqat. : ‘‘only a being’’ or ‘‘being
alone.’’

Now consider the context of the thought experiment. The De Causis is
arguing that the higher a cause is, the more fundamental and inseparable
is its effect. This is what the example is supposed to bring out. The cause
that gives rationality, for instance, must be inferior to the cause that gives
being, because being is prior to rationality. Nor is this a randomly chosen
example: since being belongs to everything there is, and can only be
separated from anything by annihilating it, the cause of being will be the
very highest cause. So the cause of being will be the first cause, God. (This
will be made explicit a bit later, in De Causis x4.) Notice that De Causis x1
uses the same terminology as does al-Kindı̄ by contrasting ‘‘remote’’ and
‘‘proximate’’ causes, the latter being intermediaries whose causal efficacy
depends on the causes prior to them. Thus we have, here in the De Causis,
the same idea of God exercising His causal act via intermediary causes
that stand closer to the ultimate effects.

But could this really be al-Kindı̄’s own considered view? In On First

Philosophy, al-Kindı̄ portrays God first and foremost as the cause of unity.
And in the same work, it is made abundantly clear that in created things
unity always manifests itself in the form of some determining feature
(something picked out by a ‘‘term’’ or ‘‘expression’’). Features like rational
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and human are instances of unity, as we saw. So the doctrine of On First

Philosophy would seem to indicate that what God does when he creates is
precisely to bestow these determining features on His creatures. On this
view, God would make a man rational, human, or tall, insofar as each of
these is a type of unity. We should remember, though, that a feature like
rationality, humanity, or tallness is always an example of multiplicity just
as much as it is an example of unity. Here it may be useful to return to
our comparison between God and Platonic Forms. The Form of Equal is
supposed to explain why a 3-inch stick is equal to another 3-inch stick,
but not to explain why it is unequal to a 4-inch stick. In the same way
God should be the cause only for the unity of His creatures, and not for
anything that smacks of multiplicity. Thus if God creates, say, an ele-
phant, He should be responsible for the fact that this is one elephant, but
not for the fact that it is one elephant. For nothing can be an elephant
without having multiplicity, for instance by having many parts.

Al-Kindı̄ seems to be making something like this point at the end of
On First Philosophy when he writes:

On First Philosophy xXX.4 (AR 161, RJ 95–7): Every one of the effects
of unity only goes from its unity to what is other than its being [min
wah.datihı̄ ilā ghayr huwiyyatihı̄], I mean that it is not made multiple
insofar as it exists [min haythu yūjadu]. [The effect] is many, not in-
trinsically one [wāh. id mursal]; by ‘‘intrinsically one’’ I mean not mul-
tiple at all, and not having its unity be anything other than its being.

This passage too is very compressed, but the first sentence says clearly that
God does not make something multiple just by making it exist. It is only
in the case of God, who is ‘‘intrinsically one,’’ that unity and being are
identical.39 In everything else, that is, in everything that God creates,
unity is other than being. And God should not be a cause for unity in this
sense, unity that is compresent with multiplicity. Rather, He only makes
something be, and this sheer ‘‘being’’ does not imply multiplicity. Other
factors must explain the thing’s falling short of complete unity.

So to return again to the first question posed at the end of the previous
section, it would seem that God does indeed have an immediate rela-
tionship with every created thing. For He gives each thing its being. But
on the other hand, He gives only being. Other, intermediary, causes must
be invoked to explain the features of each thing that make it the sort of
thing that it is. It must be admitted that working out the details of this
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account is a difficult task. The doctrine as it applies to sublunary things
is fairly clear: God causes their existence, the heavens do the rest. But
what about the heavens themselves? What explains their size, speed of
rotation, and all the other features that make the heavens so heavenly? As
we will see al-Kindı̄ is insistent that the heavens did come into being, so
we know that God has bestowed, and will remove, existence from them.
But al-Kindı̄ also argues that the heavens do not undergo the sort of
generation and corruption that is present in the sublunary world. This
suggests that the heavens are directly created and destroyed by God, along
with all their essential properties. This would make sense of al-Kindı̄’s
calling God the ‘‘remote’’ cause of generation and corruption, since He
directly causes the heavens, which are the ‘‘proximate’’ cause. But it would
mean that in the case of the heavens God does more than create being: he
creates heavenly spheres, and bequeaths to them all their properties. In
short, He creates not the being of the heavens, but the heavens.

Actually, despite the passages we have examined there is room for
doubt as to whether al-Kindı̄ really distinguishes consistently between the
being of a thing and that thing itself. After all, in the passage fromQuantity

with which we began, God is described not only as bringing being from
non-being, but also as creating fire from not-fire, and bodies from not-
bodies. Or, as he says more generally, God makes ‘‘it’’ from ‘‘not-it’’ [huwa
min lā huwa]. This suggests that when he says that God creates ‘‘being,’’ he
might mean simply the thing that comes to exist as a result of the creative
act. Here we run up against an ambiguity in the metaphysical terminology
used in al-Kindı̄’s circle. The words aysa, huwiyya and anniyya can refer
to ‘‘being’’ in two different senses. They can mean ‘‘being’’ in the abstract
sense, as in the passage cited above explaining the import of the question
‘‘whether?’’ as an inquiry into ‘‘being alone [anniyya faqat.].’’ In this first
sense it is natural to distinguish between a thing and its being. But in a
second sense, the same terms can mean a being, in other words, the thing
that exists. This is particularly clear from the fact that all of these terms can
appear as plural nouns, for instance in the passage from On the True Agent

cited above: creation is bringing ‘‘beings [aysāt]’’ to be from non-being.40

Here aysāt clearly means the various things that God creates.41 In this sense,
then, words like aysa and anniyya seem to mean something like ‘‘substance’’
(bear in mind that Aristotle’s word for ‘‘substance,’’ ousia, is related to einai
and on, ‘‘to be’’ and ‘‘being’’).
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In light of this it is perhaps not surprising that al-Kindı̄ gestures to-
wards two conflicting theories of creation. Sometimes he is close to antic-
ipating Avicenna’s distinction between essence and existence, insofar as he
contrasts being with a thing’s attributes, and views God as providing only
being (in the first, more abstract sense).42 But sometimes he seems to have
the more straightforward idea that God directly creates the thing itself. In
such passages, when God is said to create aysa or anniyya, this means He is
creating ‘‘a being,’’ a substance or fully constituted entity. So it is not clear
that we should credit al-Kindı̄ with a well worked-out, consistent theory
of creation. But his inclination towards seeing God as the cause of being in
the abstract sense is philosophically interesting, and as we have seen it sug-
gests how he could have explicated the theory of mediated divine agency in
On the True Agent.

The Creator as Mover

What of our second question, the question of why the world must be
temporally bounded, if creation consists in an enduring relation between
the world and God as its sustaining cause? Here our long passage on cre-
ation from Quantity can be of some help. It showed that, however dis-
tinctive creation might be, it nonetheless has in common with all other
causation that it brings about some X from its contrary, not-X. In the case
of creation, being is brought from non-being. Now, this immediately raises
a difficulty for anyone who thinks that God is an eternal sustaining cause: in
what sense does such a cause bring the world to be from non-being? For
the world is permanently in a state of being. I would not want to suggest
that this is an insurmountable difficulty, but it is a difficulty that seems
to have helped convince al-Kindı̄, following Philoponus, that the world
cannot be eternal. We can see why if we return to the contrast made in
On the True Agent between sustaining and productive causes. Al-Kindı̄’s
example of a sustaining agent there was a walker, whose act causes his
walking. Such an agent does not go from not-walking to walking at each
moment during his walk. Rather, there is a time prior to his walking at
which he is not-walking, and his beginning to be a sustaining cause is what
brings about a change from not-walking to walking. God’s creative act
can be understood the same way. It exercises sustaining causality, but the
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exercise of this causality is temporally bounded. Only then will God bring
about a change when He creates.

In this regard we should take note of a passage from section 2 ofOn First
Philosophy, which comes in the midst of the argument against the eternity
of the world. Here al-Kindı̄ says that the world’s ‘‘being-brought-into-
being from non-being [tahawwiyahū aysan ‘an laysa]’’ would count as a
motion (xVI.12, AR 118, RJ 33–5), since it would be a generation (kawn)
and generation is a type of motion. One should note that ‘‘motion [h.araka]’’
here does not only mean locomotion, i.e. change of place. Al-Kindı̄ specifies
that locomotion is only a subspecies of motion and that in general motion is
just ‘‘the change [tabaddul] of something’’ (xVI.9, AR 117, RJ 33).43 Here
then we see the same thought process that we found in the Koranic exegesis
from Quantity: creation is bringing something to be from non-being. But
the fact that bringing-to-be is explicitly called a ‘‘change’’ or ‘‘motion’’ is a
significant addition to the theory. It is a particularly surprising addition in
light of Aristotle’s own statement that genesis is not kinêsis, given that it is
impossible for non-being to move (Physics V.1, 225a25–6).

Yet this is not a slip of al-Kindı̄’s pen. At the culmination of On First

Philosophy, he combines many of the themes we have seen him associate
with creation into a single passage, and one of these themes is motion:

On First Philosophy xXX.6 (AR 162, RJ 97): What is brought to be has
not always existed, and what has not always existed is originated; that
is, its being-brought-to-be is from a cause. That which is brought-to-be
is originated, and since the cause of its being-brought-to-be is the true,
first One, the cause of origination is the true, first One. But the cause
from which motion is originated, I mean, the mover, is the agent.

Obviously this passage is deeply un-Aristotelian in a number of respects. It
countenances absolute coming-to-be, it rejects the eternity of the world,
and it favors the Neoplatonic idea of God as the One over Aristotle’s
conception of God as thought thinking itself (remember that al-Kindı̄ has
only a few pages earlier rejected the claim that the true One is intellect).
But of course the idea that God is a cause of motion is perfectly Aristo-
telian. In both the Physics and Metaphysics Aristotle establishes the exis-
tence of God precisely on the basis that there must be some ‘‘first mover,’’
an unmoving cause of all motion. By classing creation as a type of motion,
al-Kindı̄ is thus able to retain what must have seemed to him to be
the central tenet of Aristotle’s theology: because God is a Creator, He must
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also be a mover. And elsewhere, it should be added, he makes it clear that
God is unmoved, providing another point of agreement with Aristotle.44

As this passage also shows, the fact that God is a mover is supposed to
underwrite the now familiar claim that God is an agent, that is, an efficient
cause. Most modern-day readers would count this as another departure
from Aristotelian orthodoxy on al-Kindı̄’s part. For it is commonly held
nowadays that in the Metaphysics, if not in the Physics, Aristotle holds that
God is a final and not an efficient cause. But it is doubtful that al-Kindı̄
would have seen things in this way. Certainly the later Greek commen-
tatorial tradition would not have forced this interpretation on him; far
from it. In fact Ammonius, the head of the school at Alexandria and the
teacher of Philoponus, authored a treatise which argued specifically that
Aristotle’s God should be understood to be an efficient as well as a final
cause. There is, as far as I know, no evidence that al-Kindı̄ knew this
treatise, but he was nevertheless in agreement with Ammonius in thinking
that God is an efficient cause, and it seems almost certain that like Am-
monius he thought Aristotle agreed with him on the point.45 The view
that God is an efficient cause of being, and that Aristotle knew it, becomes
a commonplace in Arabic philosophy, and al-Kindı̄ should be credited
with anticipating this important feature of the later tradition.

In complete contrast is al-Kindı̄’s refusal to accept Aristotle’s doctrine
that the world is eternal. Here al-Kindı̄ surely knows that he is in dis-
agreement with Aristotle. And unlike his view that God is an efficient
cause, which would command wide agreement in later Arabic thought,
al-Kindı̄’s stance on the eternity of the world would be almost universally
rejected by later falāsifa. The passages I have examined from Quantity and
On First Philosophy suggest that al-Kindı̄ took this stance in part because
he thought of creation as a genuine change or motion. Since change is
always a passage from one contrary to another, the world must be pre-
ceded by non-being. This is why an eternally sustaining cause could not,
for al-Kindı̄, be a genuine Creator. It is curious that viewing creation as a
motion or change from one contrary to another lies behind al-Kindı̄’s
most Aristotelian theological claim (God is an unmoved mover) and also
his least Aristotelian theological claim (the world is not eternal). However
this is not al-Kindı̄’s only reason for rejecting the eternity of the world.
His motives for doing so, and the arguments he presents against an
eternal world, will serve as the topic of chapter 4.
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X4
eternity

Infinite Creator and Finite World

In the century that followed al-Kindı̄’s, al-Fārābı̄ began his work proving
the agreement of Plato and Aristotle by remarking, ‘‘I see a great many
people in our time absorbing themselves in and disputing the question
whether the world is created [h.udūth] or eternal.’’

1 Not much had changed
since late ancient times. Greek Platonists and Aristotelians had also dis-
puted whether the world is eternal, and whether or not Plato agreed with
Aristotle on this issue. Aristotle left no doubt that he believed the world to
be eternal, arguing for this at length in the Physics and On the Heavens. But
in the Timaeus Plato seemed to say that a divine Demiurge created the
physical cosmos with a beginning in time. As we will see, though, most
Platonists interpreted him as agreeing with Aristotle that the world is
eternal. In the Arabic-speaking world al-Fārābı̄ and Avicenna also uphold
the world’s eternity. Thus al-Ghazālı̄ takes this as a central example of
overweening philosophical pretension, singling it out for sustained criti-
cism in his Incoherence of the Philosophers: for al-Ghazālı̄ to be a faylasūf is
in part to believe in the eternity of the world.

Philoponus and al-Kindı̄ are the dissenters from this tradition of or-
thodoxy. Philoponus’ motives for denying the world’s eternity are fairly
clear. He was a Christian, and sought to defend the revealed truth that the
world is created with a beginning in time. He was also a Platonist who,
unlike most late Platonists, was happy to disagree with Aristotle. And he
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read the Timaeus as meaning just what it says, namely (conveniently
enough) that the world is created with a beginning in time. At first glance,
al-Kindı̄’s stance is far more surprising. Of course, he writes before any
orthodoxy could be established amongstMuslimAristotelians, but he surely
knows that he is departing from Greek orthodoxy and from Aristotle
himself by taking this position. He may simply be deeply impressed by
Philoponus’ arguments, which inspire his own. And he may be convinced
that the Koran unambigously says the world was created with a temporal
beginning, and so feel obliged to defend this view. Still, there is no ob-
vious need for al-Kindı̄ to bother with the issue at all. As a propagandist
for the virtues of Greek thought, why highlight this divergence between
Aristotle and Islam? Yet far from suppressing the difficulty, al-Kindı̄ pos-
itively lavishes attention on the problem of the world’s eternity. The claim
that the world has finite duration is not only the thesis for which al-Kindı̄
is most famous, but also the thesis that engages his interest more than any
other, at least in the works that have come down to us. Also surprising is
that his most elaborate treatment of the issue surfaces in On First Philos-

ophy. The rejection of eternity dominates section 2 of the surviving text,
and is the first major thesis al-Kindı̄ tries to establish in the text as a whole.
This has occasioned less perplexity among commentators than it should.
Why should a treatise on metaphysics focus on the duration of the physical
cosmos?

This chapter, then, involves numerous tasks. Most obviously, the details
of al-Kindı̄’s arguments against the world’s eternity must be examined.
Before looking at these arguments, though, I will need to set out their
Greek background, which means discussing not just Philoponus but the
complex tradition to which Philoponus was himself responding. Finally,
I will explain why al-Kindı̄ was so determined to prove that the world is not
eternal, and why he gives it such a prominent place in On First Philosophy.

The Greek Background

Aristotle is the first Greek philosopher to give extensive arguments for or
against the eternity of the world. As already mentioned, these arguments
appear in his Physics, especially VIII.1, and in book I of his On the Heavens.
The Physics arguments are based on the impossibility of a first motion or a
first moment of time. It is significant that when Aristotle first formulates
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the issue at hand, in the opening lines of VIII.1 (250b11–15), he asks
whether motion ‘‘ever came to be, having first not been [poteron de gegone

pote kinêsis ouk ousa proteron]’’ and whether motion will cease. He does
not, that is, see the problem as one about the eternity of the world’s very
existence, but rather its motion.2 In fact Aristotle is mostly concerned to
rule out a hypothesis according to which the world is first eternally at rest,
and then begins to move (251a23–4). Even on this rejected hypothesis,
the world would still be eternal; it is only its motion that would have a
temporal beginning. Aristotle also wants to reject the claim that time itself
has a beginning, but this should not be confused with the claim that the
world as a whole comes to be ex nihilo. For time, according to Aristotle, is
what numbers motion; if there is no motion there will be no time either
(251b12–13). Even here, then, it is the possibility of a first motion that is at
issue.

Aristotle excludes this possibility by arguing that whatever moves first
must have had a prior potentiality for motion. A still prior motion would
be required to actualize this potential, so our supposedly first motion
would not be first after all. Thus it is incoherent to posit a first motion
(251b5–10). Now, if there can be no first motion, then likewise there can be
no first moment of time, as we have already seen. But Aristotle has an
additional reason to rule out a beginning of time. He understands the
moment or instant of time, which he calls ‘‘the now [to nun],’’ as a division
between past and future. Such a ‘‘now’’ is not an extended part of time, but
rather an indivisible limit between two stretches of time. By this reckoning
there can be no first moment: there would be no past from which such a
moment would divide the future. Similar arguments regarding motion
and time show that they cannot end: motion and time are eternal both ex

parte ante (into the past) and ex parte post (into the future).
It is worth underlining again that these arguments are not aimed di-

rectly against a position like that of Philoponus or al-Kindı̄, according to
which the world, and motion and time along with it, come to be ex nihilo.
Aristotle simply assumes in his argument that any motion will require
something prior that is potentially moved. Granted, he has argued for this
elsewhere, as we saw in chapter 3. But still it is clear that absolute coming-
to-be is not Aristotle’s worry in VIII.1, for he is happy to assume the need
for a pre-existing substrate of motion as a premise in his main argument.
Similarly, as Philoponus will point out, no one who thought that time had
a beginning would accept Aristotle’s definition of the ‘‘now,’’ because it
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immediately excludes the possibility of a first moment. All of this suggests
that Aristotle has not envisioned an opponent for whom the entire world is
radically contingent, in the sense that it may not have existed at all. Rather
he wants to rule out, for instance, that the world goes through periods of
complete rest followed by periods of motion (he associates this with Em-
pedocles, 252a7), or as already mentioned, that the world was eternally at
rest and then moved.

Although motion is eternal, it is not the case that all things are always in
motion. In Physics VIII.3 Aristotle divides things into three kinds: things
that move only sometimes, things that always move, and things that never
move. This division sets the agenda for the rest of book VIII. That there
are things that both rest and move is plain to the senses; these are the
things of our familiar surroundings in the sublunary world.3 But the eter-
nity of motion, thinks Aristotle, cannot be explained only with reference to
such intermittent movers. There must be some moving things that move
always, with continuous (suneches) motion (VIII.6, 259a15–16). Only cir-
cular motion can be regular and eternal as required; so it is the heavenly
spheres, with their unceasing rotations around the earth, that make up the
second class of things that always move (VIII.8–9). Finally there must
be things that never move, because it is impossible for every motion to be
caused by something that is itself moved, or by self-motion (VIII.5). The
only remaining alternative is a mover that is itself unmoved. Book VIII
concludes with a densely argued chapter that will be exploited by Philo-
ponus. In order to show that an unmoved mover of eternal motion must
be immaterial, Aristotle argues that no finite thing (such as a body) can
cause motion through infinite time. For to do so it would need to have
infinite power (dunamis), which, Aristotle argues, is impossible (VIII.10,
266b5–6).

While these are Aristotle’s best-known ideas regarding the eternity of
motion and the cause of motion—ideas that will be further elaborated in
Metaphysics, book L—amore technical set of arguments to be found in On
the Heavens would prove equally important for late ancient discussions of
eternity. Let us return to the idea that eternal, regular motion must be
circular. Why is this? Aristotle argues that nothing made up of the four
elements could move eternally and regularly. For the elements all have
natural motions that are rectilinear: fire and air go straight up by nature,
and earth and water go straight down. Of course one may impose non-
rectilinear motion on the elements or compounds of the elements, but this
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will always be ‘‘unnatural’’ forced motion, and motion that is eternal and
regular cannot be unnatural. Thus the heavens must be made of some-
thing else, the so-called ‘‘fifth element’’ or aether (On the Heavens I.2).

Conversely, given that aether is naturally suited to circular motion, it
must be admitted to be ungenerable and incorruptible (On the Heavens I.3,
270a12–22). For circular motion, unlike rectilinear motion, has no con-
trary (On the Heavens I.4). The reason for this is that two motions are
contrary when the starting-point of one motion is the finishing-point of
the other; a trip from London to Boston is contrary to a trip from Boston to
London. But in circular motion the starting-point and finishing-point are
the same. And, as I discussed in chapter 3, ‘‘generation and corruption
occur in opposites’’ (On the Heavens I.3, 270a22). Since aether, the material
that makes up the heavens, moves with a motion that has no contrary, the
heavens can be neither generated nor corrupted. This provides Aristotle
with yet another reason for thinking that the heavens, and thus the cosmos
as a whole, are eternal.

On the face of it, and according to Aristotle himself (Physics VIII.1,
251b17–18, On the Heavens I.10, 280a30), this elaborate theory differs
starkly from the views of Plato in the Timaeus. On some issues the two
philosophers are clearly in agreement: the Timaeus makes it clear that the
cosmos is eternal ex parte post, in a passage (41a–b) in which the Demiurge
promises not to unmake the cosmos owing to its goodness and beauty. The
Timaeus also emphasizes the importance of the heavens’ regular circular
motion, albeit for rather different reasons, and links time to heavenly
motion. However, there are at least two points of apparent disagreement.
For one thing, the Demiurge does not seem to be very like the unmoved
mover of the Physics and Metaphysics. He providentially ordains what
would be best for the cosmos, and enlists the help of ‘‘younger’’ gods to
bring about his providential aims. He also seems to take an explicitly
active role in the composition of the cosmos, which is what led to the
question of whether Plato disagreed with Aristotle in seeing God as an
efficient cause. As we saw in chapter 3, late ancient commentators man-
aged to bring Aristotle into line with Plato on the latter point. And in
chapter 8 we will see that they managed a similar feat with respect to
divine providence.

But the most important seeming disagreement for our present con-
cerns is over whether the world is eternal ex parte ante. Plato has his main
speaker Timaeus say the following at 28b:
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Regarding the heaven as a whole [ho pas ouranos]—let us call it the
‘‘cosmos,’’ or whatever other name is most appropriate—we must put
the same question one must ask about anything at the outset: whether
it has always been, having no beginning of generation, or whether it
has come to be, from some starting-point [poteron ên aei, geneseôs archên
echôn oudemian, ê gegonen, ap’ archês tinos arxamenos]. It has come to be
[gegonen]. For it is visible, tangible, and has a body.

Even in Plato, few passages provoked as much commentary in later an-
cient writings as this one.4 Prior to the advent of Neoplatonism in the work
of Plotinus, some Platonists like Atticus and Plutarch were happy to un-
derstand this statement in the ‘‘literal’’ sense that the world has a temporal
beginning.5 But even during this period others devised alternative inter-
pretations that turned on the words ‘‘generated [gegonen]’’ and ‘‘beginning
[archê].’’ We know a fair amount about the history of these interpreta-
tions, thanks in part to the highly informative Commentary on the Timaeus
of Proclus. Proclus himself, like all Neoplatonists apart from Philoponus,
follows a ‘‘non-literal’’ interpretation in his commentary. He also compiled
18 arguments On the Eternity of the World in order to refute the ‘‘literal’’
interpretation.6 Some of these arguments are drawn from Aristotle. But
most derive from debates over Plato’s true meaning in the Timaeus, debates
which had already been raging for generations.

Proclus offers an ingenious reading of Timaeus 28b which exploits the
ambiguity of the two key terms archê and gegonen. Archê can mean
‘‘beginning’’ but it can also mean ‘‘principle.’’ Proclus thinks that Plato is
affirming that the cosmos has an archê in the sense of a causal principle,
rather than a temporal beginning, in other words that the cosmos de-
pends for its existence on the Demiurge. Giving a suitable interpretation
to the other term, gegonen, is more difficult. The early Platonist Taurus
compiled a list of possible interpretations,7 one of which was that some-
thing is ‘‘generated’’ if it has an extrinsic cause. But the special sense in
which the physical cosmos is generated cannot just be that it has such a
cause. For in Neoplatonism transcendent, immaterial things too may have
superior, extrinsic causes; for example the universal intellect is caused by
the One, and the soul by the intellect. Proclus does not want the physical
cosmos to be ‘‘generated’’ in the same sense as these immaterial things.8

He solves this problem by turning to the context of Timaeus 28b. Just
prior to the passage, at 27d–28a, Plato has distinguished between ‘‘being
[to on]’’ and ‘‘becoming [to gignomenon].’’ The world of becoming is that
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of physical things that undergo change, while the world of being is the
intelligible realm of simple, unchanging things. Proclus argues that when
Plato says the cosmos is ‘‘generated’’ he means that it belongs to the realm
of becoming. As such it is unable to subsist eternally under its own power,
and yet it is eternal, for it is constantly renewed in being by its tran-
scendent cause. Thus the Demiurge of the Timaeus, on Proclus’ reading,
is an eternal sustaining cause of the sort I described in chapter 3.

These interpretive moves make it possible for Proclus to maintain the
eternity of the physical cosmos as a genuinely Platonic theory. However,
he is happy to claim common cause with Aristotle as well. In the Timaeus
commentary he writes:

Just as body, by its proper nature [kata tên heautou phusin], has limited
power [dunamin], so by its proper nature, it is perishable. Not in the
sense that it is adapted [epitêdeion] for destruction, but as not having
a nature such that it preserves itself [all’ hôs heauto sôzein ou pephukos].
Nor as being potentially perishable, yet actually preserving itself.
Rather, as incapable of giving itself indestructibility. Whence then
does [the body of the cosmos] have eternity [to aidion], and whence
does it receive infinite power? From the maker cause [apo tês

poiêtikês . . . aitias], one must say. So that it is moved by that, and comes
to be [ginetai] from that, and is always coming to be. For everything
that comes to be from an unmoved cause partakes of the nature that
always endures, as the divine Aristotle too says. Thus, according to this
argument, the cosmos has eternity from an unmoved, prior, demiurgic
cause. But since, according to its own nature, it is generated [genêton], it
is always coming into being [aei ginetai] due to its father.9

Here Proclus avails himself of the principle established in Physics VIII.10,
that no finite body can have an infinite power, to show that the world
cannot be eternal without an external cause. This is rather different from
Aristotle’s use of the principle, since for Aristotle it established not the
need for a first mover but the immaterial nature of that mover. Another
difference is that as I have noted above, Aristotle does not engage with, or
perhaps even consider, the notion of the world’s being brought into being
by a transcendent cause. His concern is whether there is a beginning of
motion, not a beginning of existence. By contrast Proclus believes that the
physical cosmos, though eternal, is continually being brought into being by
the Demiurge. Proclus’ position thus has some overlap with Aristotle’s,
because he agrees with Aristotle that the world is eternal, and some
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overlap with a position like the one Philoponus and al-Kindı̄ will adopt,
because he agrees with them that there must be an extrinsic cause to
explain the world’s continuing to exist (and not just be moved) for any
length of time at all.

The contrast between a Platonist view like that of Proclus and the
Aristotelian outlook will become clearer if we turn back to the earlier
Aristotelian commentator Alexander of Aphrodisias. Alexander devoted a
brief essay, now collected as one of his Quaestiones, to showing ‘‘that it is
not possible for the world to be incorruptible through the will of God, if it
is corruptible by its own nature.’’10 This is directed against Platonist in-
terpretations of the aforementioned passage in the Timaeus where the
Demiurge says he will preserve the cosmos forever due to its beauty and
goodness. Although Alexander is of course happy to agree that the world
is eternal ex parte post, he rejects the idea that eternity could be granted
to the world without the world’s having a natural disposition towards
eternity. In general, he claims, it is impossible for anything to take on a
property for which it has no natural disposition; examples might be that
fire cannot become cold, nor a human immortal. But the Platonists, ac-
cording to Alexander, say that ‘‘according to its own nature [kata tên

hautou phusin],’’ the world is disposed towards corruption and not eternity.
Alexander argues that even God could not make such a thing eternal,
since, as he says, ‘‘what is impossible in this way, since it is impossible for
all, is impossible even for the gods’’ (32.3–4). In short, if the world is
corruptible by nature, then it has no intrinsic possibility for eternal exis-
tence, so the gods cannot make it exist eternally.

Would Proclus be vulnerable to this criticism? In some passages Pro-
clus seems to agree with Alexander that the world is by nature inde-
structible. For example, in On the Eternity of the World he makes use of the
Aristotelian argument that since the heavens have natural circular motion,
they have no contrary and are thus by nature indestructible. Regarding the
Demiurge’s promise not to unbind the cosmos, he says in his sixth argu-
ment that the world is therefore indestructible, since only the Demiurge
can destroy it, and the Demiurge would not do so. On the other hand we
may doubt whether, given the account of the Timaeus commentary, the
world could have an intrinsic natural disposition towards eternal exis-
tence. For it belongs to the realm of becoming, and it is only the extrinsic
power of the Demiurge that renews it in existence from moment to mo-
ment. One reason it is counted as ‘‘generated’’ is that it is composite, and
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Proclus himself elsewhere makes use of the Platonic principle that what is
composite is corruptible.11 He also argues, in a passage quoted above, that
the cosmos cannot have an infinite power of its own for existence, since it is
a finite body.

Proclus wrote another work in which he defended the Timaeus from
Aristotelian criticisms; this work is lost but some passages are preserved by
Philoponus. These passages again invoke the impossibility of there being
an infinite power in a finite cosmos. But this time the purpose is an ad

hominem attack on Aristotle: since the world is finite, Aristotle’s own
principles commit him to rejecting the eternity of the world. Philoponus
pounces on these arguments and indulges in some ad hominem arguments
of his own. In light of Proclus’ criticism, Proclus himself must admit that
the cosmos ‘‘does not have everlasting being in its own right [eph’ heautô to
aei einai ouk echôn] but is something that comes to be and perishes . . . if
one were to separate from it the cause of its continuous becoming and of its
everlasting movement, it will on account of not itself possessing infinite
power experience a cessation of movement and therefore also of existence,
since every finite power perishes.’’12 A bit later, though, he makes the
more measured claim that Proclus wants the world to be eternal both in its
own right and through the will of God (ek tês oikeias phuseôs . . . kai ek tês
tou theou boulêseôs).13

If this last remark is accurate then Philoponus’ position is diametrically
opposed to Proclus’. For Philoponus, the cosmos is of such a nature as not
to be eternal, and it is also beyond God’s power to make the world eternal
ex parte ante. The only concession he will make is that God can, and will,
override the world’s nature to give it eternal existence ex parte post. These
positions emerge from several works in which Philoponus discusses the
eternity of the world. The first of these is his Commentary on the Physics,
which briefly rehearses some of the arguments that will appear in his later
polemical works. These polemical works include Against Aristotle, which I
have already had occasion to discuss, and a point-by-point refutation of
Proclus’ set of 18 arguments, Against Proclus on the Eternity of the World.
This massive work, which fortunately is almost entirely extant, seems to
have been written later than Against Aristotle, to which it refers. Ironically,
just as Philoponus’ enemy Simplicius preserves almost all the extant
fragments of Against Aristotle, so Philoponus preserves Proclus’ arguments
by quoting them in order to refute them. (The first argument by Proclus is
extant only in Arabic, because the very beginning of Philoponus’ treatise is
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lost.) Philoponus wants to show not only that Proclus’ arguments fail to
prove that the world is eternal, but also that Atticus and Plutarch were
right to say that Plato himself rejected the world’s eternity ex parte ante.
There was also a work, now lost but again quoted by Simplicius, devoted
specifically to the issue of infinite power. Of these polemical works it seems
that the latter treatise and at least parts of Against Aristotle were translated
into Arabic, while parts of Against Proclus appear in texts ascribed to
Alexander of Aphrodisias.14

We have already seen that, in Against Aristotle, Philoponus rejected the
arguments of Physics VIII.1: there is no reason to think that there cannot
be a first motion or first moment of time, since God can bring a moving
world into being ex nihilo, and time along with it. But most of Against
Aristotle (at least, of the parts of it that are extant) is directed against the
aether theory of On the Heavens. In books I–V Philoponus demolishes the
Aristotelian theory that contrasts the rectilinearly moving elements, which
are subject to generation and corruption, with the eternal, circularly mov-
ing heavens. For one thing, says Philoponus, according to Aristotle himself
there is a sphere of fire rotating around the earth, just below the sphere
of the moon. So Aristotle is committed to thinking that fire has natural
circular motion after all. Furthermore, Philoponus claims the authority
of Plato in arguing that the heavens are made of the same stuffs as the
sublunary world—a thesis which particularly outrages Simplicius. And in
any case, it is not right to say that circular motion has no contrary and that
what moves circularly is therefore incorruptible. For circular motion at
least has a privation, namely no motion at all, and it is privations that are
required in order for corruption to occur. Finally, in the separate treatise
on infinite power, Philoponus seems to have followed the arguments he
himself quotes from Proclus in Against Proclus, by turning Physics VIII.10
against its author. The world is a finite body, and Aristotle himself shows
that no body can have infinite power (dunamis). If we construe eternal
existence as requiring such an infinite power, then the cosmos cannot be
eternal, at least not in its own right.

The upshot is that for Philoponus, the heavens and thus the cosmos as
a whole are by nature generable and perishable. Of course if he followed
the view of necessity maintained by Alexander in his Quaestio, this would
be the end of the discussion. For, according to Alexander, what has no
natural propensity for eternal existence cannot be eternal. Philoponus
disagrees with this, however. He himself holds that God ‘‘overrides’’ the
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cosmos’ natural tendency to perish and grants it indefinite existence.15 He
is driven to this both by his Platonism and by his Christianity. As we have
seen the Timaeusmakes it crystal clear that the Demiurge will maintain the
cosmos in existence forever, and for Christians God’s creation will never
be destroyed, even though it may take on a different form following the
Last Judgment.16 Driven especially by the need to show Plato’s position to
be coherent, Philoponus argues at the end of Against Proclus VI that it is
possible for the world ‘‘to receive an acquired and [continually] restored
immortality from a power that is higher than that which belongs to its own
nature.’’17

But this puts Philoponus in a difficult position with regard to eternity
ex parte ante. As we saw, Philoponus’ arguments against Aristotle are
fought on the ground of what is in the nature of the physical cosmos: as a
body, it cannot have infinite power, and as constituted from the four
elements, it must be generable and destructible. But why not say that God
has willed that there should be a world that is naturally generable and
corruptible, which is nonetheless eternal both ex parte ante and ex parte

post? This is a particularly pressing question if we think that this is
precisely what God would or must do, unless it is impossible even for Him.
Several of Proclus’ arguments in On the Eternity of the World urge this
point on us. For example, the first argument says that since the creator of
the cosmos is maximally generous, he must give the greatest possible gift to
his creation, i.e. eternal rather than limited existence. The fourth argu-
ment similarly says that the creator must be immune to change, so he
cannot go from potentially creating the world to actually creating it.18

Of course Philoponus has specific counter-arguments against these
claims. But in order to demonstrate that the world cannot be eternal ex
parte ante, it is not enough to show that the nature of the world is such that
it has no disposition for eternity ex parte ante. For Philoponus admits that
the world has no disposition for eternity ex parte post, yet he thinks it
receives this nonetheless. Philoponus needs an argument that shows not
just the limitations on the world’s nature, but the limitations on what God
can create. He gives just such an argument in Against AristotleVI (Fr. 132),
repeated in Against Proclus I. He exploits Aristotle’s claim, from Physics

III.8, that there can be no such thing as an actual infinity: hypothesizing
such an infinity leads to contradictions. But, says Philoponus, were the
world to be eternal ex parte ante then we would be committed to an actual
infinity, for example the number of years that have already elapsed. Worse
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still, we would have an actual infinity that is still increasing. For example,
the number of years that had elapsed when Socrates was alive has in-
creased since then, so we would have one actual infinity that is bigger than
another, which is (according to both Philoponus and Aristotle) impossible.
I will call this the ‘‘counting argument.’’

The counting argument helps Philoponus in two ways. First, it shows
why there should be an asymmetry between the past and future eternity of
the world. Since future eternity just means an indefinitely increasing finite
number of years will elapse, it commits us only to what Aristotle calls a
‘‘potential infinity,’’ which all agree is possible. (A potential infinity occurs
when one can keep adding indefinitely without limit, for example by
counting upwards through the integers; see Physics III.6, 207a7–8.) But
past eternity would commit us, claims Philoponus, to an actual infinity
of years that have already elapsed,19 and all agree an actual infinity is
impossible. Second, the counting argument shows why not even God can
make a world that is eternal ex parte ante: if He did it would be impossible
to reach any given time within that world, since the infinite cannot be
traversed. This is not an appeal to the nature of the world as a body, or as
constructed from elements. Rather it is an appeal to the idea that not even
God can make an actual infinity or cause it to be traversed. Philoponus
himself does not single out the counting argument in the way I have. In
fact, in Against Proclus I.3, even as he is putting forward the counting
argument he says that it is only ‘‘because of the very nature of what has
come to be [di’ autên tên tou ginomenou phusin]’’ that God cannot make an
eternal world.20 But the contrast I have drawn, between what one might
call ‘‘natural’’ and ‘‘absolute’’ possibility—that is, what is possible for the
world given its intrinsic nature, and what is possible for God even if we
assume that He can override the nature of what He creates—will turn out
to be central to al-Kindı̄’s adaptation of Philoponus’ arguments in On First

Philosophy.

The Arguments in Context

Al-Kindı̄ devoted no fewer than four treatises21 directly to the question of
the world’s eternity; three of these are reworked versions of one another.
Of those three the shortest is On the Quiddity of What Cannot Be Finite, and

What Is Said to Have Infinity (hereafter Quiddity). An expanded version of
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the same material, with slightly more complex argumentation and a
conclusion about God, is called On the Oneness of God and the Finiteness of

the Body of the World (hereafter Oneness). The same arguments, with yet
more small additions, appear in section 2 of On First Philosophy. I believe
the three texts were written in this order, and that Quiddity and Oneness

represent, if you will, preparatory sketches for On First Philosophy. This is
shown by the gradual accumulation of detail in the arguments. For ex-
ample, as we will see the arguments begin by setting out several axioms,
and Oneness gives a different set from that used in Quiddity; the axioms
from Oneness are then retained in On First Philosophy. However all three
texts overlap verbatim, to a large extent, so the changes seem to have been
in the form of adding material rather than rephrasing or rewriting earlier
versions.22

The fourth text, Explaining the Finiteness of the Body of the World

(hereafter Finiteness) written at the request of one Ah.mad b. Muh.ammad
al-Khurāsānı̄, does not have exact parallels with these other three. Instead
it offers mathematical demonstrations of several principles, rather than
assuming these principles as undefended axioms (the principles have some
overlap with the axioms in Oneness and On First Philosophy). Then al-
Kindı̄ uses these principles to show that the world is finite in magnitude.
Although he does not explicitly draw the conclusion that the world is
therefore eternal, the finite magnitude of the world is central to al-Kindı̄’s
argument in the three previously mentioned works. It seems likely that
Finiteness was written to elucidate the argumentation that had been put
forward in On First Philosophy and its predecessors.23 We may even spec-
ulate that the recipient, al-Khurāsānı̄, was unconvinced by the earlier ver-
sion of the arguments and asked for a justification of al-Kindı̄’s axioms.

A fifth work that should also be considered here deals with the com-
position of the heavens, a theme that was central to Greek discussions on
the eternity of the world, as we have seen. Recall that Aristotle argued in
the first book of On the Heavens that the heavens must be composed of
indestructible matter, since they move circularly. Al-Kindı̄ agrees with
this account in a short treatise entitled That the Nature of the Celestial

Sphere Is Different from the Natures of the Four Elements. He advises us that
‘‘the greatest indications of the natures of movable things are their mo-
tions, whose differences from one another distinguish the natures of the
movable things’’ (x2, AR2 40). The nature of the four elements, or ‘‘simple
bodies,’’ is distinguished by their rectilinear motions up or down: the hot
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(or ‘‘light’’) elements, fire and air, move up, and the cold (or ‘‘heavy’’)
elements, water and earth, move down. Since the heavens move circularly,
they must be neither hot or cold (x11, AR2 45).

Al-Kindı̄ faithfully follows this Aristotelian demonstration to its con-
clusion: since the heavens are not made of the elements, they are not
composed of conflicting materials. Therefore the heavens are to be con-
trasted with that which ‘‘passes out of existence, changes, flows, and cor-
rupts at every moment in time,’’ i.e. sublunary things compounded out of
the elements (x13, AR2 46). Thus al-Kindı̄ sides against Philoponus and
with Aristotle and Simplicius over the issue of the composition of the
heavens, insisting that they have an incorruptible nature.24 This gives rise
to the suspicion that, at least when he writes this short work, al-Kindı̄ has
not read books I–V of Philoponus’ Against Aristotle.25 If he has, then he is
giving Philoponus’ viewpoint surprisingly short shrift. But even so, how
can al-Kindı̄ reconcile his rejection of the world’s eternity with this em-
brace of the Aristotelian theory of aether? The answer is found in a rather
blithe aside towards the end of the treatise. The heavens, he says, are ‘‘fixed
in their state for the time of their duration which their Creator, the great
and exalted, allotted to them—so that they will pass out of existence just as
they began, since He wished this’’ (x13, AR2 46). In other words, the
incorruptible nature of the heavens is irrelevant to the eternity question,
because God has given them only a finite existence. Aristotle’s theory is
reduced to the more modest claim that during this finite existence, they are
not subject to corruption in the way that sublunary things are.

In other treatises, al-Kindı̄ likewise accepts Aristotle’s cosmology but
adds the same qualification of finite duration. In On the Prostration of the

Outermost Sphere al-Kindı̄ denies that the celestial realm falls under cor-
ruption, and immediately adds the caveat ‘‘during the interval [of time]
appointed for it both as a whole and each of its individuals’’ (xVIII.2, AR
257, RJ 195, cf. xII.5, AR 247, RJ 181). And in Proximate Agent Cause he
summarizes Aristotle’s position on aether together with the obligatory
qualification:

Proximate Agent Cause xIV.1 (AR 219–20): The outermost body of the
world, I mean what is between the level of the moon up to the limit of
the body of the celestial sphere, is neither hot nor cold, neither moist
nor dry, [and] no generation or corruption befalls it for the period of

time appointed for it by God, great be His praise, and generation and
corruption are only in what is below the sphere of the moon.
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Whereas Philoponus thought the aether theory so crucial that he devoted
five books of Against Aristotle to attacking it, al-Kindı̄ seems to dismiss
with a shrug the relevance of the theory for the eternity of the world.
Ironically, though, al-Kindı̄’s position is not so unlike that of Philoponus.
Philoponus was determined to show that the heavens and entire cosmos
are by nature corruptible, even though God overrides this nature so as to
make them eternal ex parte post. Al-Kindı̄ instead is happy to accept that
the heavens are by nature incorruptible, but he thinks that God overrides
this nature to give them a temporal beginning and end. This suggests that,
for al-Kindı̄, the question of the nature of the physical world is even less
decisive in the eternity debate than it had been for Proclus or Philoponus.
For him determining what is naturally necessary to the cosmos is not even
a preliminary issue. The eternity debate revolves entirely around the
question of whether or not God would create a finite or infinite world.

So far this is a weighty conclusion supported by slender evidence, but it
is a conclusion confirmed by section 2 of On First Philosophy. A curious
feature of section 2 is that the eternity arguments are preceded by a lengthy
discussion of philosophical methodology and epistemology. Indeed, this
constitutes al-Kindı̄’s most detailed discussion of philosophical method.
No one, to my knowledge, has offered any explanation as to what these
methodological considerations have to do with the eternity arguments they
introduce. Yet I believe that the epistemological introduction is in fact
crucial to understanding the intended status of the arguments, as well as
how they fit into the rest of On First Philosophy. In this introduction, al-
Kindı̄ distinguishes between two kinds of ‘‘perception [wujūd, literally
‘finding’],’’ sensory and intellectual. Sensation grasps particulars, which
are unstable due to their continuous change. As a result sensation too is
unstable and we can retain an ‘‘image’’ of a particular object only by using
imagination and memory (we will return to this in chapter 5). Intellection
grasps universals, and because the intellect does not use images or concern
itself with changing particulars, its perception ‘‘is perfectly certain,
through the confirmation of the intellectual principles that are necessarily
intelligible’’ (xIV.5, AR 107, RJ 21).

Al-Kindı̄ helpfully gives us two examples of the sort of thing he means
by intellectual perception. The first is that the same thing cannot be one
thing and its opposite without changing (this is roughly the law of non-
contradiction). The second is more complicated: al-Kindı̄ claims that the
intellect knows with certainty that outside the universe there is ‘‘neither
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void nor plenum.’’ This ‘‘is not something grasped by sense . . . [but]
something that the intellect perceives necessarily.’’ It does so by means of
the following argument:

On First Philosophy xIV.9–10 (AR 109–10, RJ 21–3): The meaning of
‘‘void’’ is a place with nothing placed in it. But place and what is placed
are in a relation in which neither one is prior. If there is place, there is
necessarily something placed, and if there is something placed, there is
necessarily place. Therefore it is impossible that there be a place with
nothing placed [in it], but this is what we mean by ‘‘void’’; therefore no
existence belongs to absolute void. Then, we say that if the plenum is a
body, either the body of the universe is infinite in size, or it is finite in
size. But it is impossible that there be anything infinite in actuality, as
we will show shortly. Thus it is impossible that the body of the universe
be infinite in size. So there is no plenum beyond the body of the uni-
verse, because if there were, then this plenum would be a body, and if
there were a plenum beyond this plenum, and a plenum beyond every
plenum, then the plenum would be infinite. Then there would neces-
sarily be a body infinite in size, which would necessitate something infi-
nite in actuality. But the infinite in actuality cannot exist. Therefore the
body of the universe has no plenum beyond it, and no void beyond it, as
has been shown.

This does not look much like a necessary law of reason, such as we met in
the first example. Rather al-Kindı̄ is here supporting a thesis defended in
Aristotle’s Physics: the impossibility of void and the denial that there is
anything (even empty space) outside the limits of our finite physical uni-
verse. Still, as Ivry notes in his comment on this passage, ‘‘al-Kindı̄ is
thinking of the void in some absolutely logical sense, which allows him to
establish an immediate self-contradiction in terms.’’26 Al-Kindı̄ is not, in
other words, giving an empirical argument against the possibility of void,
but insisting that void is conceptually impossible. He therefore concludes
the argument by remarking, ‘‘this is absolutely necessary [wājib id. t.irāran]
and there is no form for it in the soul; it is only perceived intellectually
[‘aqlı̄] and necessarily.’’ Note that in the argument against void, al-Kindı̄
also refers ahead to the arguments against the world’s eternity, and their
demonstration that there can be no actual infinity. Since this appears here
as a premise in what is supposed to be a purely ‘‘intellectual’’ argument, it
stands to reason that the argument against actual infinity will also be such
an intellectual argument.

eternity 89



The methodological section continues with a caution that we must use
the correct method for any given subject of inquiry. In particular, one
must not use ‘‘images’’ drawn from sensation when one is studying ‘‘things
that are above nature [al-ashyā’ allatı̄ fawqa ’l-t.abı̄‘a].’’ He compares those
who attempt this to children, who cannot break free of the habit of us-
ing sensation. Conversely, in a passage already quoted in chapter 2 (xIV.14,
AR 111, RJ 23–5), al-Kindı̄ adds that we must not use mathematical in-
vestigations when studying ‘‘natural things [al-ashyā’ al-t.abı̄‘iyya].’’ For this
sort of investigation is proper to the immaterial. I do not believe that al-
Kindı̄ is here saying that it is illicit to employ mathematical concepts with
regard to sensible things. Indeed, as wewill see in chapter 7 the use ofmath-
ematics is the most striking feature of his work in the physical sciences. He
speaks rather of mathematical investigation (fah. s.). What he rules out here is
thus the geometrical, axiomatic style of demonstration that he learned from
the works of Euclid (see chapter 2).27 This is of some significance for our
understanding of the eternity arguments, which, as already mentioned, use
such a geometrical procedure: axioms are assumed and used in a reductio ad
absurdum. Here it is also worth recalling that in Finiteness al-Kindı̄ gives
explicitly mathematical proofs of a similar set of axioms and concludes
from these that the world is a finite magnitude, as he will also argue in the
eternity arguments.

If this is right then the relation between the two halves of section 2 is
clear. The first half makes a distinction between sensory and intellectual
perception, gives some examples of the latter, and urges us to observe the
correct method with respect to each subject of inquiry. This paves the way
for the second half by explaining what sort of inquiry will be involved in
the discussion of the eternity of the world. Though al-Kindı̄ provides
almost nothing in the way of a transition between the two halves, there are
signs that he is consciously giving ‘‘intellectual’’ arguments regarding
eternity. The most obvious is that when he introduces the aforementioned
axioms, he says that they are ‘‘first, certain premises known without an
intermediary’’ (xVI.1, AR 114, RJ 29). Compare this to his description of
how we know that nothing can be one thing and its opposite: ‘‘this is
perceived by the soul without sensation, and by necessity, with no need for
an intermediary’’ (we have already seen too that ‘‘certainty’’ is a feature of
intellectual arguments).

My interpretation has the virtue of bringing together the apparently
unrelated elements of section 2, but it also has two broader implications.
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The first has to do with the unity of On First Philosophy as a whole. At the
beginning of this chapter I raised the question of why al-Kindı̄ would
involve himself in a discussion of the eternity problem in a work devoted
to metaphysics. We now have part of the answer: in the methodological
section he describes intellectual demonstrations as the ones that are to be
used for what is ‘‘above natural things,’’ namely for things that do not
move. These are the things that may be grasped directly by the intellect,
without the use of sensation. It is easy to see why God, the subject of
sections 3 and 4, would be a fitting object of such an inquiry. But the fact
that al-Kindı̄ uses a ‘‘mathematical’’ procedure and ‘‘intellectual’’ dem-
onstration with regard to the eternity of the world shows that he believes
that this, too, is an issue to be addressed by the methods of ‘‘first phi-
losophy,’’ that is, metaphysics. For it is an issue decided by the use of
intellect alone, without recourse to sensation. How can this be, since the
world whose finiteness is being proven obviously does move, and is a
physical object? I believe the answer is that al-Kindı̄ considers himself to be
dealing not so much with the actual physical cosmos as with abstract
concepts like infinity and magnitude. In other words, he is showing how
the intellect can grasp immediately, through pure reflection, that an ac-
tual infinity is impossible, and that the eternal by definition cannot have
limit. Asserting the temporal finiteness of our actual world is merely an
application of these abstract truths.28

This leads us to the second significant implication. If what I have just
said is right, then the arguments show the absolute impossibility of there
being a universe that is infinite in any magnitude, including time. Not
even an infinite power could create an infinite magnitude, because the
assumption of such a magnitude is self-contradictory. (Compare this to
al-Kindı̄’s discussion of void. He claims that the notion of void is sim-
ply incoherent, which entails that not even God could create a void.)
Thus these arguments need to accomplish the same thing as Philoponus’
counting argument, which, perhaps not coincidentally, is the only argu-
ment al-Kindı̄ borrows directly from Philoponus. Al-Kindı̄ thus com-
pletes a process in which ancient thinkers steadily moved away from
Aristotle’s approach to the eternity question. The orthodox Neoplatonists
and Philoponus had already asked whether the very being of the universe
begins, rather than whether motion begins. But once we admit the exis-
tence of a cause that creates being, rather than simply moving the movable,
we have accepted a cause that does not act in the way that natural causes
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do. This throws into serious doubt a position like Alexander’s, where
natures are the last word on what is possible. Philoponus makes the ob-
vious move of not only of denying that God must act as natural agents do
(He can exercise causality without a pre-existing substrate), but also in-
sisting that God can override the nature of what He creates. Al-Kindı̄ goes
further still, by removing the question of the intrinsic nature of the uni-
verse from the eternity debate altogether. He ignores the incorruptible
nature of the heavens, because this nature is subordinated to higher
‘‘metaphysical’’ considerations. All that matters is what God, the cause of
being, can and does will to create. And pure reflection tells us that even if
He creates a world made partially of incorruptible material, that world
cannot be infinite.

The Eternity Arguments

Now, finally, let us turn to the arguments themselves, which are four in
number. Argument (1) is actually more a declaration of al-Kindı̄’s intent
than a proper argument. It explores the concept of eternity itself, reaching
conclusions that foreshadow the later sections of On First Philosophy. I will
set this passage aside for now and return to it later. Argument (2), which
proves the impossibility of an infinite magnitude, is the longest. Al-Kindı̄
includes it in all his works on the eternity of the world, fine-tuning it in
each new version. Argument (3) is subsidiary to argument (2); it begins
with the new topic of composition, but reverts to invoking the impossi-
bility of an infinite magnitude. In his pioneering work on al-Kindı̄’s debt
to Philoponus, H.A. Davidson saw argument (3) as a failed attempt to
develop a separate line of reasoning from argument (2). My view of the
argument is somewhat more optimistic, but on any reading it would seem
that (2) and (3) are closely linked. Argument (4) is what I have called the
counting argument, i.e. the argument that an infinite time cannot elapse. It
appears in Quiddity, Oneness and On First Philosophy, and is the argument
with the strongest parallel in Philoponus. Arguments (1) and (3) appear
only in On First Philosophy.

Let us begin with arguments (2) and (3). Argument (2) is lengthy, so it is
useful to subdivide it into four parts. First (2a), there are the aforemen-
tioned axioms or premises, on which al-Kindı̄ depends in what follows. For
example, if two finite bodies are combined, the result is finite. We will see
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al-Kindı̄ using this premise shortly. I have already tried to explain the
importance of al-Kindı̄’s using an axiomatic style of argument here. It
seems worth adding that when Philoponus gives the counting argument in
Against Aristotle, he too seems to have used this style of argument. Sim-
plicius tells us that prior to the counting argument Philoponus assumes
three ‘‘axioms [axiômata],’’ one of which is that an actual infinity is impos-
sible.29 This may have encouraged al-Kindı̄ to employ a Euclidean argu-
ment form in the present context, though as we have seen he was fond of
this style of argument anyway, and no doubt needed little encouragement.

With his axioms in hand, al-Kindı̄ goes on to prove (2b) that there can
be no such thing as an actual infinity. He does so by means of the following
thought experiment (xVI.2–5, AR 115–6, RJ 29–31). Suppose that there is
an actually infinite magnitude,30 and that we subtract a finite portion of
this magnitude. Imagine, if you like, an infinitely tall stack of books, from
which we remove, say, the collected works of Shakespeare. Now we have a
dilemma: are the remaining books a finite or infinite stack of books? If the
resulting stack is finite, then when we add Shakespeare back to the pile we
should get a finite stack of books, since we have added one finite amount
(Shakespeare’s works) to another (the finite resulting stack). But this can’t
be right, because all we have done is subtract and replace a part of the
infinite magnitude. So it would seem that, when we take out Shakespeare,
the resulting stack must be infinite. But this is impossible as well. For
suppose we compare the two infinite stacks, the one with Shakespeare, and
the one without Shakespeare. Are they the same size? How could they be,
since one contains more than the other? Even worse, if they are the same
size then when I put Shakespeare back into the stack, it won’t get any
bigger. And how can I add books to a stack without making the stack
bigger? Yet neither can they be of different sizes, since they are both
infinite.31 Therefore the stack without Shakespeare can be neither finite
nor infinite; and the same argument will work for any magnitude. So our
original assumption of an infinite magnitude is, by reductio, impossible.

From a modern point of view this argument is of course wrongheaded.
This is because we now have a different notion of infinity, which allows
that a finite magnitude can be subtracted from an infinite magnitude
leaving an equally infinite result. Consider, for example, the integers,
which are an infinite set. If we subtract, say, the integer 1 from this set, we
are left with an infinite set. The complete set of all the positive integers is
not ‘‘greater’’ than the incomplete set of all positive integers apart from 1.32
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However, from an ancient point of view al-Kindı̄’s argument would have
been persuasive, and even today it has a good deal of intuitive appeal.

This takes us to the next stage of the argument (2c). Time, says al-
Kindı̄, is predicated of a magnitude, namely body. For time is the number
of motion, and the only thing that moves is body. So if we assume that no
body can be infinite, as proven in the first part of the argument (2a),33 and
that nothing predicated of a finite thing can itself be infinite, then we will
see that time cannot be infinite. Of course the sticking point here will be
the second assumption. Is it really so obvious that nothing infinite can be
predicated of something finite? Ironically, al-Kindı̄ may have been em-
boldened to make this assumption on the authority of Aristotle himself.
In Physics VI Aristotle discusses the divisibility of magnitude, time and
motion, and insists that time will be divided in just the same sense as
motion and magnitude (VI.1, 231b18–20). For example, if a hare is run-
ning across a field, then the time it takes the hare to cross the field, the
width of the field, and the hare’s motion itself, can all be co-divided
indefinitely. (If the distance is halved, so will be the required time, and so
on. This will later help Aristotle against Zeno’s paradoxes of motion.)
Then, in VI.2 (233a17–21), Aristotle expands on this to remark that ‘‘if
either [time or magnitude] is infinite [apeiron], so is the other, and in the
same way. For instance if time is infinite in both directions, then so will
be the extent [mêkos] in both directions, and if time is divisible, so is the
extent, and if time is [infinite] in both respects, then so is the magni-
tude.’’34 So perhaps al-Kindı̄ is here following Philoponus’ strategy of
using Aristotle against himself.

Al-Kindı̄ definitely uses this strategy in what follows. He has just
claimed that time will be finite so long as body, and the motion of body,
are finite. But what if someone admitted that motion is finite, but still
thought the world is eternal because it undergoes an infinite period of rest
before moving? As we saw, Aristotle already showed how to deal with
this hypothesis in Physics VIII. Thus in the final part of this extended
argument (2d),35 we have the strange spectacle of al-Kindı̄ using Aris-
totle’s arguments in favor of the eternity of motion as part of his own
argument against the eternity of the world. Both of them need to rule out
the possibility of a universe that is at rest for an infinite time before it
moves. However, as Ivry has remarked, ‘‘al-Kindı̄ is here eliminating the
last possible chance for an eternal universe, while Aristotle is pointing the
way to just such a conclusion.’’36
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This establishes the intended conclusion of argument (2), namely that
time, motion, and body are inseparable from one another, and none can be
actually infinite in magnitude. This is also the conclusion of argument (3),
which introduces the new point that the physical cosmos is composed of
parts. As we saw, Philoponus appeals to the world’s composition in ar-
guing that it cannot have infinite power. Al-Kindı̄ and Philoponus even
use the same examples: the world is composed from matter and form, and
is extended in three dimensions.37 However al-Kindı̄, after giving these
examples, does not go on to exploit Physics VIII.10 as had Philoponus.
Rather, he simply drops back into the same argumentation that he gave
previously: ‘‘composition is a change of the state that is not itself compo-
sition. Thus composition is motion, and if there is no motion there is no
composition. Body is composed, so if there is no motion, there is no body.
Thus body and motion are not prior to one another’’ (xVII.1, AR 120, RJ
37). This leads to a reiteration of the proof of the finiteness of time already
presented in argument (2). Davidson believes that al-Kindı̄ is here unable
to reproduce Philoponus’ argument, and in his confusion argues circu-
larly: if the universe is composed, i.e. created, it must undergo the motion
of being put together . . . so it must have been put together at some first
moment, i.e. created.38 A more generous reading would be to say that
argument (3) supplies a new reason for accepting a key premise of ar-
gument (2), that the world can never have existed without motion. For if
the world is composed, and anything composed comes to be as the result
of a motion—namely the motion that puts together the elements of the
composition—then the world can never have existed without there having
been motion. If this is right, then argument (3) is not intended as an
independent proof of the eternity of the world.

The upshot of (2) and (3), then, is as follows:

On First Philosophy xVI.15 (AR 120, RJ 35): It has then been made clear
that time cannot be infinite, since there cannot be a quantity, or any-
thing that has quantity, that is infinite in actuality. Thus all time has a
limit in actuality, and body is not prior to time. So it is impossible that
the body of the universe be infinite, because of its being [li-anniyyatihı̄];
the being of the body of the universe is necessarily finite, and the body
of the universe cannot have existed always.

Aristotle would no doubt find this passage rather frustrating. Al-Kindı̄ is
very clear that he has only intended to show that no magnitude, including
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time, can be actually infinite. But as we have seen above, Aristotle’s view
was precisely that the eternity of the world involves only a potential infinity.
It would seem then that al-Kindı̄ has devoted a great deal of effort to
proving something that is in fact common ground between himself and
Aristotle, namely that the world cannot be actually infinite. What he ought
to be doing is arguing that eternity does in fact require actual, and not just
potential, infinity. Instead, so far he seems only to have assumed it, as when
he says, following the second part of argument (2), that ‘‘time is a quantity,
so it is impossible that there be an actually infinite time; therefore time has a
finite beginning’’ (xVI.6, AR 116, RJ 31). For Aristotle, this would not
follow at all. He would say that time could be potentially infinite ex parte
ante, and still lack a finite beginning.

Argument (4) finally gives us some reason to disagree with Aristotle. It
is a version of Philoponus’ counting argument, which (as al-Kindı̄ presents
it, at least) may be understood as relying on the impossibility of completing
an infinite number of tasks. If we think of reaching a given moment as a
task, we will see that in a world that is eternal ex parte ante, an infinity of
such tasks would need to be completed before the present moment, or any
moment, is reached.39 How good is this argument? The obvious retort
would be that it is perfectly possible to complete an infinite number of
tasks so long as one has an infinite time in which to do it. But Aristotle
himself, as Philoponus emphasizes, rejects the possibility of traversing the
infinite. So the obvious retort may be one Aristotle could not give. A better
response from an Aristotelian point of view would be the following. Al-
Kindı̄ seems to imagine beginning at some particular moment that is
infinitely far in the past, and then trying to get to the present moment by
waiting around for long enough. (He thus speaks of getting ‘‘from infinity
to a determinate, known time.’’) That does indeed sound impossible. But
in fact, there is only a finite duration between any particularmoment in the
past and the present moment. This is all that is required for saying that the
eternal past constitutes a potential infinity: however large a finite duration
you care to name, the world has already existed longer than that. So there
is no question of an infinite period of time having elapsed between any
given past moment and the present.

In On First Philosophy al-Kindı̄ also attempts something that neither his
own earlier versions nor Philoponus had done: it applies the counting
argument to future as well as past time. Here al-Kindı̄ yet again draws on
the Physics, this time by using the Aristotelian definition of the instant as a
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boundary or limit between two times, past and future. His definition
implies that any temporal duration is bounded by a limit at both ends. For
example a single day is bounded by the limit between Friday and Saturday
and the limit between Saturday and Sunday. But this means that as the
future unfolds, and we add more and more temporal durations (be these
seconds, minutes, days, or what have you), we will never have ‘‘infinite’’
time. For infinity is that which has no bound or limit. (Indeed, the Arabic
term used throughout for the infinite is simply mā lā nihāya la-hū, ‘‘that
which has no limit’’; the Greek term apeiron has a similar etymology, often
meaning ‘‘unlimited.’’) So the future must necessarily remain finite.

Here Aristotle’s frustration would no doubt return. What al-Kindı̄ is
saying is that no matter how many years pass, the future will never reach
‘‘infinity.’’ And he is right: for the same reason, you can keep counting up
through the integers indefinitely without getting to an infinite number.40

But Aristotle would agree to this. What is un-Aristotelian is al-Kindı̄’s
claim that this shows that future time is not ‘‘eternal.’’ For Aristotle, an
‘‘eternal’’ future just is a future whose duration will increase indefinitely
while always remaining finite. It might be tempting to think that al-
Kindı̄ is confused here, or that he is misunderstanding Aristotle’s posi-
tion.41 But I do not think that is the case. Rather, he explicitly accepts
(xVI.7, AR 116, RJ 31) that the world may be potentially infinite in either
size or duration. There is no conceptual impossibility that results from
assuming a potential infinity. His only quarrel with Aristotle then is the
one embodied by the first part of argument (4); al-Kindı̄ is convinced by
Philoponus’ claim that eternity ex parte ante would constitute an actual

infinity. And as we know from arguments (2) and (3), an actual infinity is
impossible. He is then aware of the asymmetry, exploited by Philoponus,
between eternity ex parte ante and ‘‘eternity’’ ex parte post: the former yields
an actual infinity, the latter only a potential infinity.

Though al-Kindı̄ thus disagrees with Aristotle about past time, he is
otherwise strikingly faithful to Aristotle. This helps to explain why he was
willing to go against his most respected authority on this issue: the scope of
disagreement was actually not all that large. Indeed, where Aristotle and
Philoponus are in conflict, al-Kindı̄ usually takes the side of Aristotle. For
instance al-Kindı̄ retains Aristotle’s definition of time, which Philoponus
said was question-begging, and he retains the doctrine of the incorrupt-
ibility of the heavens, which Philoponus rejected. Moreover, like Philo-
ponus he accepts ‘‘eternity’’ for future time in just the way Aristotle did,
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understanding it as merely potential infinity. To be sure, al-Kindı̄ says in
passages quoted above that the heavens would in fact cease to exist if God
willed it. But he might nonetheless believe that future time will keep
increasing indefinitely. Like Philoponus, he may believe that the present
cosmos will be replaced by some other form of created world after the Last
Judgment. But for his present purposes this does not matter: all he wants
to do is show that the world is in no sense actually infinite. For al-Kindı̄
genuine eternity must involve actual infinity—what he calls ‘‘infinite be-
ing’’ in his conclusion to argument (2).

Created or Eternal

This leaves us with the question of why al-Kindı̄ is concerned only with
eternity in the strong sense of an actual infinity. We can get some insight
into this question by returning to argument (1), which I set aside in the
last section. It begins as follows:

On First Philosophy xV.1 (AR 113, RJ 27): We say that the eternal is that
for which non-being is absolutely impossible. With regard to existence
[kawniyyan] the being of the eternal has no ‘‘before.’’ The eternal does
not subsist because of anything else. The eternal has no cause: the
eternal has no subject, nothing predicated of it, no agent, and no
explanation (that is, something for the sake of which it would exist),
because there are no causes other than the ones just mentioned.

This looks more like a series of assertions than an argument, and the
same goes for what follows. To summarize: since the eternal has nothing
predicated of it, it can have no genus. And it cannot corrupt, since this
would be a change in predicate (I quoted this passage in chapter 3). For
similar reasons it cannot change. Finally, the eternal is perfect, because
what is deficient is what has a potential for changing to become more
perfect, but as we just saw the eternal cannot change. It is rather ‘‘stable
[in its] state, through which it is excellent’’ (xV.3, AR 114, RJ 29).

We are some distance here from Aristotle’s deliberations about eternal
motion. Needless to say, al-Kindı̄ is here already anticipating the argu-
ments of sections 3 and 4 of On First Philosophy, and ‘‘the eternal’’ which
is perfect and has no predicate is God. The present passage offers a much
more rudimentary line of argument, though. It rests on the claim that the
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eternal is what has no cause. Perhaps we could understand this as follows.
Remember the passage on creation in Quantity, which argues that what
exercises causality must make something go from one contrary to another.
Since the eternal is never in a state of non-being, it can never have been
brought into being, and therefore it has no cause. Al-Kindı̄ also says, in
the first sentence of argument (1), that ‘‘the eternal is that for which non-
being is absolutely impossible [al-azalı̄ huwa alladhı̄ lam yajib [mā] laysa
huwa mut.laqan].’’ God, in other words, exists necessarily. A link between
necessity and eternity is also made in On Definitions, which defines ‘‘the
necessary’’ as ‘‘that which is always actually in what it describes’’ (x33A,
AR 168).

This suggests one reason for al-Kindı̄’s reserving genuine eternity for
God: if the eternal is the necessary, then claiming that God alone is eternal
means claiming that He alone is necessary, while everything else is con-
tingent. However, unlike later Arabic philosophers like al-Fārābı̄ and
Avicenna, al-Kindı̄’s theology does not focus on the idea of God’s neces-
sity. The overall thrust of argument (1) has to do not with God’s modal
status, but rather His transcendence. Because God is uncaused, He has no
genus, in other words no predicates. Al-Kindı̄ also associates eternity with
transcendence in Oneness, which on closer inspection proves to be some-
thing of an On First Philosophy in miniature. As already mentioned, it is
mostly taken up by versions of arguments (2) and (4). But it concludes with
a brief section on the uniqueness of God:

Oneness x16 (AR 207, RJ 147): [God] is not multiple, but one, without
multiplicity—may He be praised—and He is much higher than the
attributes of the heretics. He is not like His creation, because there is
multiplicity in all of the creation, but none in Him at all, because He is
a Maker and [created things] are made, and because He is eternal and
they are not eternal, since the states of what changes change, and what
changes is not eternal.

In this treatise, we find al-Kindı̄ already linking the concepts of divine
oneness (here meaning both monotheism and divine simplicity), immu-
tability, and ineffability with the concept of eternity.

This is confirmed in another work, mentioned several times already, in
which al-Kindı̄ uses material from Porphyry’s Isagoge to refute the Chris-
tian doctrine of the Trinity. The treatise begins with a general argument
against the Trinity:
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Against the Trinity x1 (RJ 123): [The Christians] assert that [each of] the
three Persons is a single, eternal [lam yazal] substance. By ‘‘Persons’’
[the Christians] mean ‘‘individuals [ashkhās.],’’ and by ‘‘single substance’’
they mean that each one of [the Persons] exists with its own proper
characteristic. Therefore the concept of substance is found in each one
of the Persons, and they agree in this; but each one of them [also] has
an everlasting proper characteristic through which it is differentiated
from its companions [sc. the other two Persons]. So it is necessary,
given this, that each one of them is composed from substance, which is
common to [all of] them, and proper characteristic, which is proper to
it [alone]. But everything composed is caused, and everything caused is
not eternal [azalı̄]. Therefore the Father is not eternal, nor is the Son
eternal, nor is the Holy Spirit eternal. Therefore the eternal is not the
eternal, and this is a repugnant contradiction.

The crucial premises in this argument are given in the antepenultimate
sentence: ‘‘everything composed is caused, and everything caused is not
eternal.’’ Here, just as he does in argument (1), al-Kindı̄ asserts without
explanation that the eternal is uncaused. But he does more than this: he
claims that anything uncaused is simple. This is because anything that has
a cause is ‘‘put together’’ or composed by that cause. An example might be
that to make a physical object, matter must be combined with form (com-
pare with argument [3], discussed above). Eternity, uncausedness and utter
simplicity turn out to be mutually entailing.

Al-Kindı̄ returns to this point throughout Against the Christians. Going
through each of the five ‘‘voices’’ of Porphyry’s Isagoge—genus, species,
individual, difference, and common accident—al-Kindı̄ shows that a Per-
son of the Trinity can be none of these. For each of these voices involves
some composition or multiplicity. Al-Kindı̄’s arguments are very like those
of section 3 of On First Philosophy. For instance a genus cannot be simple
because it is made up of a multiplicity of species, which are in turn made up
of multiple individuals (x2, RJ 123). Each stage in the argument reasserts
that God cannot be subject to these multiplying concepts because He is
eternal. So again, eternity is equated with absolute simplicity, which means
of course that nothing other than God can be called truly eternal.

Above, I argued for the unity of On First Philosophy on methodological
grounds, on the basis that the eternity arguments are purely ‘‘intellectual’’
and thus have a proper place in a work on metaphysics. Now we can see
that On First Philosophy is unified at the doctrinal level as well. The
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eternity arguments are meant to establish the uniqueness and transcen-
dence of God indirectly, by showing that nothing in the created world
can partake of eternity in the sense of infinite being.42 Since this is his
objective, al-Kindı̄ concerns himself only with showing that creation
cannot be actually infinite; potential infinity presents no challenge to God’s
preeminence. For when al-Kindı̄ says that God is ‘‘eternal,’’ he means
muchmore than just that God exists for an indefinitely long period of time.
Indeed, given al-Kindı̄’s insistence that time is a quantity always associated
with moving bodies, God cannot be subject to time at all. Instead we find
God described early in On First Philosophy as ‘‘the cause of time’’ (xI.5, AR
101, RJ 11).43 The truly eternal is not just that which can last for an
indefinite future time. It is the actually infinite, and thus the transcendent.
This fact reemerges towards the end of On First Philosophy, as a way of
recapitulating al-Kindı̄’s argument for divine simplicity. Referring back to
argument (1), he says, ‘‘we have already said that what has a genus is not
eternal, and that the eternal has no genus. Thus the true One is eternal, and
is never multiple at all, in any way’’ (xXIX.1, AR 153, RJ 83).

All of this helps to explain why al-Kindı̄ included his eternity argu-
ments in On First Philosophy. It is, however, somewhat less clear why he
should repeatedly equate eternity with transcendence and simplicity. Per-
haps he is here drawing onNeoplatonic sources. The idea that the eternal is
not everlasting but in fact atemporal is introduced into Neoplatonism al-
ready by Plotinus, and becomes standard in the tradition. Both the Arabic
Plotinus and the Arabic Proclus duly associate eternity with immaterial
entities that transcend and cause our physical world. On the other hand,
both of these texts at least sometimes say that God Himself is beyond

eternity, with eternity belonging instead to His first effect, the universal
intellect.44 When these texts stress God’s transcendence, they do so by say-
ing that He is not eternal, rather than by saying, as al-Kindı̄ does, that
eternity implies simplicity and hence ineffability. This makes it awkward
to explain his view by appealing to their influence alone.

A more promising approach would be to consider al-Kindı̄’s immediate
historical context. The most striking fact about intellectual life under the
‘Abbāsid caliphs al-Ma’mūn and al-Mu‘tas.im, with the exception of their
support for the translation movement, was that they enforced acceptance
of a fairly abstruse theological doctrine: the createdness of the Koran. In a
ruthless inquisition or mih.na, the caliphs forced their subjects to profess
that the Koran is not eternal, but created. As far as I know no one has
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thought to connect this with al-Kindı̄’s insistence that God alone is eternal.
But such a connection seems to me to provide a powerful explanation for
several aspects of al-Kindı̄’s discussion of eternity. For one thing, we have
his composition of numerous treatises on the topic. It seems the eternity
question was of particular interest to his contemporaries and sponsors,
including the caliph’s own family. The context of the mih.na would cer-
tainly explain this. More tellingly, the uniting themes of On First Philos-

ophy as I have just outlined them bear a strong resemblance to the intel-
lectual underpinnings of the dogma of the Koran’s creation.

In order to show this I will need to give a quick summary of the history
of this theological doctrine.45 Those who said the Koran is created were
reacting against literalist theologians, who were often scholars of h.adı̄th,
the sayings and actions of the Prophet. For the literalists the Koran was to
be taken at face value when it speaks of God’s having bodily parts, or
sitting on a throne, for instance. They also took literally various statements
made of God, such as that He is sometimes wrathful, that He is wise, just,
etc. For them, these statements hold true much as they would for a
wrathful, wise, or just man: in virtue of distinct attributes predicated of
God. Another, more austere conception of God, associated with Mu‘ta-
zilite theology, was developed in reaction against this literalism. The
Mu‘tazilites and others held not only that God was incorporeal, but that
God’s attributes [s.ifāt] are not accidents distinct from or added to God, the
way that attributes of created things are accidents distinct from those
things. Rather, these attributes are identical with God or His essence.46 All
things other than God are furthermore incomparable to Him, since as the
Koran itself says, ‘‘there is nothing like to Him’’ (42:11).

The controversy over the creation of the Koran resulted when these
two sorts of theologians, the literalist and the austere, tried to explain how
the Koran can be the word of God and yet not identical with God Himself.
For the literalists, it was easy to maintain an intimate relationship between
Koran and God while admitting that the two were distinct: the Koran, as
God’s word, was just one more attribute. Specifically, the most reknowned
and stubborn defender of the Koran’s uncreatedness, Ibn H. anbal, related
God’s word to His ‘‘knowledge [‘ilm],’’ and said that he did not see how
the Koran could be created if it was included within divine knowledge.47

By contrast, theologians sympathetic to a more austere theology intro-
duced the claim that the Koran is ‘‘created [makhlūq],’’ in order to em-
phasize the radical transcendence of their simple God over all other things,
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including His own revelation. For them the Koran’s createdness follows
immediately from the admission that it is distinct from God, because there
are only two categories of thing: Creator and created. If the Koran is not
the former, they argued, it must be the latter. But for the traditionalists this
was a false dichotomy. They said the Koran is neither created nor Creator.

The austere theologians appealed to passages in the Koran itself to
support their view, in particular 43:3, where God says ‘‘we have made it
[ ja‘alnāhū] an Arabic Koran.’’ They also accused the literalists of por-
traying the Koran much as the Christians portrayed Jesus, making God
immanent in something distinct from the divine essence.48 Both of these
dialectical moves are made in letters written by the caliph al-Ma’mūn, in
which he first imposed the dogma of the Koran’s creation. These letters
are preserved in the great History of al-T. abarı̄.

49 Al-Ma’mūn had already
proclaimed the createdness of the Koran in 827 a.d., but he waited until
833 to require a ‘‘test’’ or ‘‘inquisition’’ (mih.na), in which literalists were
forced to admit that the Koran is created. It is too simple to say that al-
Ma’mūn did this because he embraced Mu‘tazilite doctrine. I have already
remarked (chapter 2) that ‘‘Mu‘tazilism’’ is a rather ill-defined term for
this early period. A good example of this is that the chief intellectual father
of the doctrine of the Koran’s createdness was one Bishr al-Marı̄sı̄. But he
was no Mu‘tazilite, as is clear from his affirmation of predestination.50 On
the other hand a central agent in the imposition of the mih.na, Ibn Abı̄
Duwād, had more straightforwardly ‘‘Mu‘tazilite’’ credentials. Rather
than saying that al-Ma’mūn was imposing Mu‘tazilite doctrine, it would
be safer to say that the mih.na reflected the anti-literalist tendencies of a
variety of theologians who disagreed significantly on other points. Al-
Ma’mūn’s political reasons for imposing the mih.na are also far from
straightforward. He clearly wished to reinforce his position as a religious
authority as well as a secular leader, but this does not explain why he chose
this particular issue to make a stand.51 In any case, al-Ma’mūn died soon
after promulgating themih.na, before full coercion could be brought against
Ibn H. anbal, one of the only literalists to defy openly the caliphal decree.
Ultimately Ibn H. anbal would, in a sense, prevail. Under al-Kindı̄’s patron
al-Mu‘tas.im, he was flogged but then released, and his doctrine that the
Koran is ‘‘uncreated’’ would soon become orthodox belief.

The central question in the controversy, as already mentioned, was
usually put by asking whether the Koran is created or eternal. Wilferd
Madelung, though, has shown that the literalists, at least early on, did not
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claim that the Koran was ‘‘eternal’’ (qadı̄m).52 This was rather a polemical
characterization of the literalist view by its opponents, found already in
the first letter of al-Ma’mūn promulgating the mih.na.

53 The train of
thought expressed by al-Ma’mūn seems to be the following: if the Koran
is not created (makhlūq), then it is eternal. But then it would not be ‘‘made
[maj‘ūl]’’ or ‘‘originated [muh.dath],’’ and one could not say of it that ‘‘it
was not, and then it was.’’54 In that case, God would not be ‘‘prior’’ to the
Koran. This would put the Koran on a par with God Himself, which is a
violation of God’s tawh. ı̄d (His ‘‘oneness’’ or ‘‘uniqueness’’).55 Al-Ma’mūn
thus rejects all of these claims. He insists that God is prior to all things
owing to His preeminence (taqaddum bi-awwaliyyatihı̄), that He cannot be
compared to anything distinct from Him,56 and that the Koran is created
and hence ‘‘limited’’ or ‘‘finite’’ (mah.dūd).

57 Central to the doctrine en-
forced in the mih.na, then, was the contrast between that which is divine,
prior, eternal, and infinite, and that which is created, posterior, tempo-
rally originated, and finite. The literalist view, on the other hand, re-
quired accepting a middle ground between the Creator and the created,
and saying that God’s attributes, including His ‘‘word,’’ the Koran, were
posterior to His essence and yet also ‘‘uncreated.’’58 Eventually the lit-
eralists would describe their view by saying that the Koran is eternal, thus
adopting the language of their opponents.

The central contrast made by al-Ma’mūn’s letters, between the eternal
and the created, is also a central contrast of al-Kindı̄’s of On First Philos-

ophy, expressed most clearly in argument (1) in the section on the eternity
of the world. As we saw, this passage equates the eternal with the un-
caused and simple. Hence, the only eternal thing is God, and God does not
have a multiplicity of attributes, or indeed multiplicity of any sort. As we
also saw, the passage does not actually argue for reserving eternity to God
alone. It merely assumes, as had al-Ma’mūn, that all things are created or
eternal, and that these are mutually exclusive. The rest of section 2, how-
ever, does try to exclude the possibility of anything eternal apart from a
simple God. Obviously, al-Kindı̄ does not explicitly mention the Koran as
a candidate for an eternal object distinct from God’s essence. But I think
his readers could not have missed the relevance of his arguments for the
most heated theological controversy of the day. This is, of course, not to say
that al-Kindı̄ is directly arguing in favor of the mih.na itself, especially as a
political policy.59 It is, rather, to say that al-Kindı̄ is expressing his agree-
ment with the general theological principles behind the doctrine of the
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Koran’s creation, and adding arguments in favor of these principles, es-
pecially the uniqueness of a simple God as the only eternal thing.60

The dispute over the Koran’s createdness was an initial skirmish in a
long-running battle between the austerity of Mu‘tazilite theology and a
variety of more literalist views, which would later find their most powerful
and successful expression in the Ash‘arite school of kalām. Al-Kindı̄’s great
insight was that Greek arguments regarding the eternity of the world,
which he had from Philoponus, could be pressed into the service of an
austere Islamic theology denying the eternity of anything other than God.
An insistence on the Koran’s createdness was the most prominent mani-
festation of this austere theology under the ‘Abbāsids. But al-Kindı̄ was
right to see that the issue had always been broader than just the status of the
Koran,61 and had to do with whether anything other than an absolutely
simple God can be ‘‘eternal,’’ in the sense of actually infinite. As we saw
(chapter 1), Ibn H. azm and S. ā‘id al-Andalusı̄ would later refer to On First
Philosophy by the titleKitāb al-Tawh. ı̄d, suggesting that is a work devoted to
proving God’s oneness and uniqueness. Whether or not this is a title al-
Kindı̄ himself gave the work, it is a perfectly accurate description of the
contents that have come down to us.
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X5
psychology

Soul, Intellect, and Knowledge

Al-Kindı̄’s psychology—his account of soul, the intellect, and how humans
know about the world through soul and intellect—is among the more
vexed areas of his thought. His statements on the subject are difficult to
bring together as a coherent theory, and he is often elusive on matters of
central philosophical importance. The good news is that we are in pos-
session of a number of works dealing with psychological issues. Three
works bear directly on the nature of the soul: Discourse on the Soul, That
There Are Incorporeal Substances, and Short Statement on the Soul, which
like On the True Agent looks like a fragment from a lost work. With regard
to the intellect there is On the Intellect, which has attracted considerable
interest as the first Arabic work to provide a four-fold taxonomy of in-
tellect. We find similar accounts later in authors such as al-Fārābı̄ and
Avicenna. Finally, there are works dealing with two other psychic phe-
nomena,memory and imagination:OnRecollection andOnSleep andDream.
And of course there are relevant passages scattered elsewhere through the
corpus, notably in On First Philosophy.

Al-Kindı̄’s chief claim about the soul is that it is incorporeal, and hence
immortal. This raises a problem, familiar from other dualist theories of
human psychology: how exactly does the immaterial soul relate to the
material body? A parallel problem arises in the epistemological sphere: is
al-Kindı̄’s theory of knowledge bifurcated in the way his account of human
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nature is bifurcated, or is our knowledge of material objects somehow
related to our knowledge of immaterial objects? These are the two diffi-
culties that will occupy us most in this chapter.

Soul and Body

The best place to start is That There Are Incorporeal Substances. As the title
indicates, this epistle presents itself at first as a general study of the question
of whether there are any incorporeal substances at all. But the actual
purpose of the treatise is to show that the human soul is such a substance.
To this end, al-Kindı̄ deploys concepts from Aristotle’s Categories to pro-
vide what looks to be a novel, though admittedly rather strange, argument
for the soul’s immateriality. The introduction to the treatise says that it
‘‘presupposes a knowledge of natural things’’ (x1, AR 265). In what follows,
though, the only principle that looks remotely physical is the claim that the
‘‘quiddity [mā’iyya] of body’’ is ‘‘extension in three dimensions, namely
length, width and depth’’ (x2, AR 265–6). And even this principle is never
used explicitly in the subsequent argument.

Rather, al-Kindı̄ makes use of a distinction between ‘‘univocal’’ and
‘‘equivocal’’ characterization (na‘t mutawāt.a’ as opposed to na‘t mutashābih,
x2). If A characterizes B univocally, then A gives B its name and defini-
tion; if it does so equivocally then A and B do not share a name and
definition. For example, ‘‘human’’ characterizes me univocally, because
‘‘human’’ and I share a definition (rational, mortal animal) and a name
(‘‘human’’). ‘‘Human’’ characterizes a picture of me equivocally, because a
picture of me is not a rational, mortal animal, and though we might call
the figure in the picture ‘‘human’’ we would do so only in an extended
sense, meaning that it is a picture of a human. As some readers will have
spotted, this distinction is the same as the one made by Aristotle in chap-
ter 1 of the Categories. Al-Kindı̄ wants to connect this idea of univocal
characterization to the idea of substantial predication, which Aristotle
raises in chapter 2 of the Categories. That is, if A gives B its name and
definition, then A is the essence of B (x5, AR 267; in this treatise al-Kindı̄
uses the terms dhāt and ‘ayn for ‘‘essence’’). Conversely, if A is the essence
of B, we may conclude that A and B share a name and definition; or, as al-
Kindı̄ puts it, they ‘‘share the same nature’’ (x5, AR 267). By contrast, if A
is predicated of B but A is not the essence of B, then A and B do not share
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the same nature. This applies to accidental predication; for example I am
bald, but I do not share a definition or nature with ‘‘bald.’’1

The heart of the treatise is an argument applying these distinctions to
the soul. First, in x3 (AR 266), al-Kindı̄ establishes that the body as such is
not essentially alive. If it were, then when I died, my body would cease to
be a body. (Perhaps the reader is meant to recall the aforementioned defi-
nition of body as what is extended in three dimensions: a corpse is still
extended in three dimensions, and is therefore a body, though it is no
longer alive.) Since body is only accidentally alive, it is not my having a
body that explains my being alive; rather, it is my having a soul, which is
the ‘‘quiddity of life in the body [mā’iyya al-h.ayāt fı̄ ’l-jism]’’ (x4, AR 266).
Al-Kindı̄ then wants to establish that the soul is, first, a substance in its
own right, and second, an incorporeal substance.

To prove that the soul is a substance, al-Kindı̄ puts to use the con-
ceptual equipment he has taken from the opening chapters of the Cate-

gories. Soul may be accidentally related to the body, but it is essentially
related to the living being as such. In other words, soul gives the living
being its name and definition, for the living being ‘‘is what it is through the
soul’’ (x6, AR 267). That means that soul and the living being will share in
the same nature. Therefore, given that the living being is a substance (this
seems to be assumed as uncontroversial), the soul will also be a substance.
We can generalize the point, though al-Kindı̄ does not do so explicitly: the
essential form of any substance will itself be a substance.

So far, so good. Al-Kindı̄’s argument is perhaps forbiddingly technical,
but its conclusion seems to be orthodox Aristotelianism. Now, though, al-
Kindı̄ strikes out in a rather surprising direction. He does not take himself
to have shown yet that soul is incorporeal. His argument for this begins as
follows:

Incorporeal Substances x6 (AR 267): That through which a thing is what
it is [al-shay’ alladhı̄ bi-hı̄ al-shay’ huwa mā huwa], is the form of the
thing, be it sensible or intellectual. The substance is what it is through
itself [al-jawhar mā huwa bi-’l-nafs]. The soul [al-nafs], then, is the
intellectual form of the living thing [s.ūra al-h. ayy al-‘aqliyya], and is its
species.

Let us expand on this dense passage. First, he says that anything is what it
is through its form. Something white, for instance, is white because it
possesses the form white. But only substances are what they are through
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themselves. For example, a frog is a frog simply in virtue of being what it
is, whereas a table is white not in virtue of being a table, but in virtue of
the white paint that coats it. In Arabic this can be expressed, as al-Kindı̄
expresses it here, by saying that the substance is what it is ‘‘through itself,’’
bi-’l-nafs. But nafs also means ‘‘soul.’’ Therefore in the case of the living
substance, it is the soul (nafs) through which the substance is what it is, and
that means that soul is the form of the thing. This argument seems, then,
to equivocate on the term nafs. But arguably the equivocation is not vicious,
insofar as the soul has already been explicitly identified as the ‘‘quiddity
[mā’iyya]’’ of the living thing (x4, AR 266), and implicitly as its essence or self
(‘ayn, dhāt). With this in mind we might suppose that al-Kindı̄ regards it as
already proven that my soul is my essence; here he is just trying to explain
that that means my soul is my form.

But there is still a problem. Note that al-Kindı̄ calls soul not only the
form of the living thing, but the intellectual form of the living thing, and
hence the species of the living thing. He then goes on to argue in some detail
that species are incorporeal, and it is this that shows that soul is incorporeal.
This seems simply bizarre. Why should I think that my soul is itself the
species to which I belong (the species human)? To understandwhy al-Kindı̄
makes this move we need to remember that the text he is primarily using
here is the Categories which, notoriously, makes no use of the notion of
form. In the context of the Categories, what is predicated essentially of an
object is not the form of that object, but the species to which that object
belongs; for example, the species frog is predicated essentially of all frogs.
Now, al-Kindı̄ is being faithful to Aristotle when he says that such a species
is itself a substance, though he suppresses the fact that a species is for
Aristotle a secondary substance,2 whereas (in the Categories at least) primary
substances are themembers of the species, for example individual frogs. But
by claiming that the soul is itself the species of the living thing, al-Kindı̄ has
conflated the species universals of the Categories with the substantial forms
of other Aristotelian works, like the Physics,De Anima, andMetaphysics. Of
course scholars today disagree about how a human’s substantial form relates
to the universal species human, especially in the Metaphysics. Al-Kindı̄’s
implicit stance on the question is that the two should simply be identified. It
is not clear whether he is aware of the potential difficulties of such a view. In
the present context, there is at least one problem that should have been
obvious to him, namely that there is only one species human, whereas there
are many humans and, one would have thought, many human souls.3
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In any case, all of this means that for al-Kindı̄ to show that the soul is
incorporeal, he need only show that species are incorporeal. He does so
using the now familiar method of dichotomous argument. If a species is a
body, he says, then it is either present in each member of the species as a
whole or as a part. But neither option is possible, so species are incorporeal.
The argument against the first of the two options is rather obscure:

Incorporeal Substances x8 (AR 268): The species is composed of different
things, for example ‘‘man’’ is composed of animal, rational, and mortal.
Every one of its genera and specific differences are also composed of
what defines them, i.e. of that from which its definition is assembled.
Therefore, the parts from which it is composed are different from one
another. Since the species is not made up of similar parts, if the species
is completely present in one of its individual members, then how can it
be completely present in another [member of the same species]?

I cannot claim to understand this with any confidence, but perhaps the
point is as follows. If one body is wholly present in many things, then that
body must be homogeneous. For example, every part of a body of water
is wholly and completely water. Thus, if water saturates a sponge, then
water is wholly present in every part of the sponge. But species are not
homogeneous: rather they have parts that differ from one another (for
instance the ‘‘parts’’ of the species man are animal, rational, and mortal). So
if species is a body then it cannot be present as a whole in each member of
the species. The argument against the second option (x9, AR 268–9) is
clearer: the membership of a species is potentially infinite in magnitude.
There can, for instance, always be more frogs. So if the species consists in
parts that are present severally in the members of the species, it will never
be fully actual—those parts of the species frog that would be in the frogs
yet to come will be potential, and there will always be such potential parts.

Both options refuted, al-Kindı̄ concludes that species cannot be cor-
poreal. Since the soul has been identified as the species of the living thing,
and since we already showed earlier that it is a substance, we now see that
the soul is an incorporeal substance. When al-Kindı̄ states this conclu-
sion he phrases it in an ambiguous way: ‘‘so necessarily there are many
incorporeal substances’’ (x10, AR 269). This may mean that every one of
the many species is an incorporeal substance, by the dichotomous argu-
ment just given; so that for example, frog, horse, and human are distinct
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incorporeal substances. Or, it may mean that every soul is an incorporeal
substance and there are many souls, one for each living being. As men-
tioned above, this would not sit well with the claim that the soul is itself
the species of the living thing, because whereas three humans would have
three souls, they all share in only one species. But al-Kindı̄ seems to be
unaware of this problem.

In any case, this concludes the argument of Incorporeal Substances.
Though, as we have seen, al-Kindı̄’s argument draws heavily on Aris-
totle’s Categories, it is clear that the upshot of his argument is rather
Platonic. Indeed the central thesis of the treatise is more reminiscent of the
Phaedo than anything in the Aristotelian corpus. This takes us to another
text of al-Kindı̄’s, a brief passage found in the Istanbul manuscript labeled
‘‘Statement of al-Kindı̄ on the soul, concise and brief [Kalām al-Kindı̄ fı̄

’l-nafs, mukhtas.ar wajı̄z].’’ The lack of any introductory comments and the
abrupt ending suggests that this may be a fragment taken from a larger
Kindian work that is now lost. The content is also rather enigmatic, but it
underscores our impression that al-Kindı̄’s views on the soul were meant
to combine the doctrines of both Aristotle and Plato. The text begins as
follows:

Short Statement on the Soul x1–2 (AR 281): Al-Kindı̄ said: Aristotle says
about the soul that it is a simple substance, and that it makes its acts
manifest through bodies [ajrām]. Plato says that it is united to the body
[ jism], and likewise that the union with the body [ jism] extends to the
bodies [ajrām] and acts upon them. He distinguishes between jirm and
jism, saying that jirm is those sensible substances which bear accidents
in the world of generation, whereas a jism is, for instance, the celestial
sphere.

One might think that these two statements are contradictory [with
what Aristotle and Plato say elsewhere],4 for they both maintain else-
where that the soul is a substance with no length, width, or depth. Both
of themmaintain that the soul is said to be conjoined to the celestial body
only with respect to its acts, which are made manifest in the celestial
body and through the celestial body. They do not maintain that [the soul]
is conjoined to [the celestial body] the way that celestial bodies and
sublunary bodies conjoin [to other celestial or sublunary bodies]. Both
maintain, somewhere in their works, that the acts of the soul are mani-
fest only in the sublunary bodies, which fall under generation, through
the intermediary of the celestial sphere.
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The first thing to notice is this passage’s insistence on the agreement
between Aristotle and Plato. In x2 we have a series of theses attributed to
Plato and Aristotle together, including the claim, familiar from That There

Are Incorporeal Substances, that the soul is not three-dimensional, that is,
that it is not a body. This is a particularly striking example of al-Kindı̄’s
general tendency to present the Greek tradition as a single, harmoni-
ous whole (see above, chapter 2). He also shows himself concerned to stress
that both Plato and Aristotle are internally consistent, that is, that the
statements that begin the fragment do not conflict with their statements
elsewhere.

Doctrinally, matters are more complex. For one thing we have a
strange, and in al-Kindı̄ unique, contrast between the terms jirm and jism.
Normally he uses these as synonyms, but here jism is reserved for celestial
bodies,5 whereas jirm means sublunary bodies. Obviously the question
arises as to whether this terminological distinction reflects any similar
distinction in Greek. Possibly jism is meant to render aether, the so-called
fifth element out of which Aristotle’s heavens are made. But of course
aether does not mean ‘‘body’’ and there is, as far as I know, no Greek text
in which two synonyms both meaning ‘‘body’’ are distinguished as re-
ferring to heavenly and sublunary bodies. Possibly al-Kindı̄ was simply
misled by the use of two different, but synonymous terms in the Arabic
translations he was reading. In any case, the view ascribed here to Plato is
that the soul is associated in the first instance with celestial bodies: it is
united to them, and its union ‘‘extends to [yuwās.ilu]’’

6 the sublunary bodies
and acts upon them (yaf ‘alu fı̄-hā). There is apparent agreement here with
the Aristotle quotation, which likewise says that the soul’s actions are
made manifest through bodies. The term here for ‘‘bodies’’ is ajrām, which
are sublunary bodies, if we should read the terminological distinction back
into the Aristotle citation. Similarly, if we are to read the terminological
distinction forward into x2,7 then we have both Aristotle and Plato saying
that the soul is conjoined to the celestial body, and making its acts manifest
‘‘in [ fı̄]’’ and ‘‘through [bi-]’’ the celestial body.

This, it might be thought, is also pretty strange, as a reading of either
Plato or Aristotle. However it was traditional in Platonism to hold that
souls have, before birth and after death, a relationship with celestial
bodies.8 Al-Kindı̄ apparently has at least a dim awareness of this doctrine,
and is willing to go along with it to some extent. But he also wants to deny
a Neoplatonic theory sometimes associated with this, according to which
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the human soul possesses a ‘‘soul vehicle [okhêma]’’ in which it primarily
resides.9 This comes out in section 3 of the fragment, where he denies that
the soul ‘‘clothes itself with a celestial body by which it enters into and goes
out of a sublunary body.’’ He seems to find this simply ridiculous: ‘‘this is
manifestly wrong, and is a view that would not be held even by someone
below the rank of Plato.’’ There follows a brief refutation of the view in x4
(AR 282).

There is one other issue raised by this brief text, which is the question
of how the soul relates to the body—any body, whether celestial or sub-
lunary. Al-Kindı̄ is insistent, as we would expect from Incorporeal Sub-

stances, that the soul is completely distinct from the body. He denies that it
is spatially extended, and that soul relates to body the way bodies relate to
each other. He also says several times that, for Aristotle and Plato, the
extent of the soul’s relation to body is that it manifests its actions (af‘āl )
through the body. And even this limited interaction between soul and
body would seem to be a temporary affair, in the case of the sublunary
bodies. All of this should be borne in mind as we turn to the longest of our
three texts on the nature of the soul, the Discourse on the Soul.

In contrast to Incorporeal Substances, the Discourse seems to show al-
Kindı̄ at his least original. It consists almost entirely of putative quotes
from Greek philosophers, namely Plato, Pythagoras (if this is the correct
reading of the name, which is unclear in the manuscript), and Aristotle. It
is just as much a work of ethics and eschatology as a work of psychology,
and in fact offers little in the way of explicit doctrine about the nature of
the human soul. Furthermore, it proceeds mostly by way of exhortation
and colorful metaphor; even the section based on Aristotle (xVI) has
nothing to do with De Anima or any other Aristotelian work familiar to
us, but instead presents an anecdote about a visionary Greek king.10 We
are, then, quite distant from the technical considerations we have seen
so far in this chapter, as well as those we will soon see in works like
On Intellect and On Sleep and Dream. This invites the thought that the
Discourse should be discounted in a detailed consideration of al-Kindı̄’s
psychology, especially if it is simply a recapitulation of a Greek source or
sources with little or no input from al-Kindı̄ himself. Certainly some
works by al-Kindı̄ do consist mostly of transmitted Greek material (for
example On Definitions and the Sayings of Socrates, on which see chap-
ter 6). On the other hand, al-Kindı̄ is clearly quoting the Greek views with
emphatic approval. In one instance (xII.4, AR 274) he explicitly asserts the
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truth of the views ascribed to Plato. So if we cannot square the teaching of
the Discourse with the doctrines in al-Kindı̄’s other works, we may just
have to conclude that this is an area of al-Kindı̄’s thought where he is
inconsistent.

I think, however, that a closer examination of the Discourse will reveal
that it is neither so discontinuous with the rest of his psychological writ-
ings, nor so fortuitous in the selection of its content, as we might at first
believe. The most obvious unifying aspect is that al-Kindı̄ begins and ends
the Discourse, speaking in his own voice, with the blunt claim that the soul
is a ‘‘simple substance [ jawhar bası̄t.].’’ At the end (xVII.3, AR 280), he
presents this as the epitome of all that the ancients had to say about the
soul. This suggests that the soul’s status as an incorporeal substance is
central to the Discourse, perhaps even its overarching theme—and if so,
that would of course bring its concerns closer to the those of the two texts
we’ve already examined. Let us see whether this is borne out by the rest of
the treatise.

It begins with the assertion that the soul is not only simple, but also
divine, being ‘‘from the substance of the Creator, like the light of the sun
from the sun’’ (xI.2, AR 273). (Charles Genequand has suggested con-
vincingly that this is an echo of texts found in the Greek Hermetic cor-
pus.)11 There follows a section of text which begins, ‘‘he has shown that
[wa qad bayyana] . . .’’ (xII.1, AR 273). It is not clear who ‘‘he’’ is, but the
argument that follows seems to derive from Plato, who is the first author
to be named explicitly in what follows (xII.3). The first topic discussed
(xII.2) is the phenomenon of self-restraint. For example, sometimes we
have the urge to become angry, but we restrain ourselves, or we have a
desire but refrain from acting on it. This, in a rather schematic form, is the
argument of Plato’s Republic, 436b and following, which is designed to
show that the soul has multiple parts. For example, there is a part of the
soul that desires drink, and a part of the soul that is capable of restraining
this desire (439c): it cannot be the same part that both desires and restrains,
because nothing can be opposed to itself. The three parts of the soul
recognized by al-Kindı̄ are also taken from the Republic: the intellective
part, the thumos or spirited part (which feels anger, for instance), and the
desiring part.12

Now, this tripartition of the soul is often thought to pose a problem for
Plato: if the soul is a simple, incorruptible, and immaterial substance (as he
seems to say in the Phaedo), then how can it have parts? But this problem
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does not arise for al-Kindı̄, as is clear from a closer look at his discussion of
the soul’s faculties:

Discourse on the Soul xII.2 (AR 273): This soul is separated from this
body and different from it, and its substance is a divine, spiritual
substance, as is seen from the nobility of its nature and its opposition to
the desires and irascibility that befall the body. This is because the
irascible faculty moves man at some times, and incites him to commit a
serious transgression. But this soul is opposed to it, and prohibits the
anger from committing its act, or from pursuing rage and its ven-
geance, and restrains it, just as the horseman restrains the horse, when
it is about to bolt from him or take fright. And this is a clear proof that
the faculty by which the man becomes angry is not this soul. . . .As for the
desiring faculty, it longs at certain times for certain desires, and the

intellectual soul considers that it is a mistake, and that it leads to a
deplorable state, and thus it prohibits this [state] and opposes it. And
this is also a proof that each one of them [sc. the soul and the desiring
faculty] is different from the other.

The doctrine being presented here is not that the soul has three parts.
Rather it is that there is an opposition between the soul itself and its lower
faculties. The intellectual soul (al-nafs al-‘aqliyya), then, is the soul, rather
than being one of the soul’s parts. Anger, desire, and the like are not parts
of the soul either, but ‘‘faculties’’ or ‘‘powers’’ (quwan). In the Discourse, it
is not even clear that anger and desire have anything to do with the soul at
all; one has rather the impression that they are powers of the body which
are resisted by the intellectual soul. In another work, On the Prostration of
the Outermost Sphere, al-Kindı̄ does say that the rational, irascible and
desiring faculty are ‘‘powers of the soul [al-quwan al-nafsāniyya]’’ (xVI.4,
AR 255, RJ 193). But even there he adds that the irascible and desiring
faculties ‘‘belong incidentally13 to the living thing that is generated and
corrupted, in order to set right a shortcoming in it [e.g. to supply it with
food]. But the rational power is for the perfection of its excellence.’’ So
again, it seems that it is the rational or intellectual power that defines the
nature of the soul.14

This goes some way towards solving the problem mentioned at the
outset of the chapter: if soul is immaterial, how does it relate to the body?
The answer is that some of the soul’s activities, albeit activities that are not
essential to it, are ‘‘made manifest through the body’’ (as the Short State-
ment on the Soul has it). I take this to be tantamount to the claim in the
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Discourse and elsewhere that there are psychic powers or faculties that are
realized in the body, though the soul as such is intellective and intellection
is not realized in the body. It follows that the human soul can exist and
fulfill its nature perfectly (by engaging in intellection) even without the
body. So it comes as no surprise to learn that al-Kindı̄’s Greek philoso-
phers think that the soul can survive the death of the body, and that it is
precisely when it is freed from the body that the soul has its best chance to
come to its proper, intellectual realm. This realm, ‘‘the world of divinity,’’
is said to be ‘‘behind the celestial sphere’’ (xV.1, AR 278), a claim that is
explicated in the second section ascribed to Plato. According to al-Kindı̄’s
Plato, after the death of the body the soul comes to be associated with each
of the heavenly spheres in turn, gradually being purified until it is freed
from any association with the body (xV.1–2). Here one is reminded ir-
resistibly of the Short Statement on the Soul and the idea that the soul acts
through the celestial bodies as well as sublunary ones.

This brings us back to the problem of how well the Discourse fits with
the rest of al-Kindı̄’s psychology, and whether he has a consistent position
on the relation of soul to body. Clearly the texts we have examined draw
on different sources, with the Discourse in particular showing influence
from the Hermetic and Neoplatonic traditions, which seem to serve as a
filter for doctrines that originate in genuine Platonic works such as the
Republic and Phaedo.15 By contrast Incorporeal Substances is influenced
chiefly by Aristotle’s Categories. Yet one doctrine is consistently empha-
sized in all these texts: the doctrine that soul is a simple, incorporeal
substance. What is striking is the lack of any attempt on al-Kindı̄’s part to
square this doctrine with Aristotle’s De Anima, a source that is so far
conspicuous only by its absence. We know that al-Kindı̄ was, at least at
some point in his career, able to read an Arabic paraphrase of the De

Anima, which was itself influenced by Neoplatonic commentaries and
probably based on an Alexandrian paraphrase of the work.16 Why does it
not exert a greater influence over his psychological teaching?

It is tempting to speculate that the works we have been examining
might come from a phase of al-Kindı̄’s career when he had not yet read
this version of the De Anima (see above, chapter 1), or at least not yet
integrated this work into his psychology. For example, nowhere in these
texts do we find the formula that the soul is the form of the body in the
sense that it is the body’s actuality. We do find this formula in al-Kindı̄’s
On Definitions, which reports definitions of soul as the ‘‘perfection and
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completion’’ (istikmāl, tamāmiyya) of the body (x4, AR 165).17 But in his
other works al-Kindı̄ seems to have avoided this conception of soul, either
because he was not yet aware of it, or perhaps because it would imply that
the soul depends on the body for its continued existence.18 On the other
hand, one should be careful not to confuse the Arabic paraphrase of the
De Anima with the De Anima itself. For someone with the sort of dualist
teaching we have found in al-Kindı̄, the paraphrase is more congenial
than its ultimate source. It argues explicitly for the immortality of the
intellectual soul (309), which is said to be a ‘‘simple substance [ jawhar
mabsūt.]’’ (307), and avers that soul grasps intelligibles through itself but
grasps sensibles through the instrument of sensation (311, cf. 323). If al-
Kindı̄ did already know the De Anima through this paraphrase when he
wrote works like the Discourse, then he probably saw no conflict between
Aristotle and the strongly dualist theory he associates with Plato and
accepts as his own.19

Indeed, there are signs of this theory throughout al-Kindı̄’s extant
corpus, even elsewhere in On Definitions.20 As we will see shortly it coheres
with the epistemology of On the Intellect, On Recollection and On Sleep and

Dream. It seems also to be at work in a passage from On First Philosophy,
which argues that soul is not the true One. Here al-Kindı̄ admits that
emotions can affect the soul, as he must if the dire warnings in the Dis-
course about vice and the corruption of the soul are to be taken seriously.
But his emphasis is largely on the intellective soul and its being subject to
multiplicity, insofar as it engages in ‘‘thought [ fikr]’’ (xXIX.5, AR 154, RJ
85; see further below). Finally, we can mention On Dispelling Sadness,
which as we will see in chapter 6 is dependent on the dualist psychology we
have seen in this chapter so far. In one passage, al-Kindı̄ explains that
we ought to care for the soul rather than the body, because it is our ‘‘essence
[dhāt]’’ (xIV.1)—the language of this section is reminiscent of the argument
in Incorporeal Substances. In the same section al-Kindı̄ adds that our bodies
are only the ‘‘tools’’ or ‘‘instruments’’ (ālāt) of our souls.21

It seems, then, that al-Kindı̄ is consistent in maintaining that the soul is
a self-subsisting substance, can survive the death of the body, and interacts
with the body only by exercising certain ‘‘incidental’’ functions through the
body (including sensation, presumably, as well as such things as anger and
desire). Nevertheless the soul is somehow subject to the body’s negative
influence if it should become preoccupied with the sensible world. The
soul’s perfection is to occupy itself instead with things of the intellectual
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realm—that is, with immaterial objects of knowledge. Al-Kindı̄’s strongly
Platonizing psychology would thus lead us to expect him to provide a
strongly Platonizing epistemology. If the soul is really to be so divorced
from the sensible world and its objects, we will need an account of how it
comes to know non-sensible things. For it does not look as though sense
experience can provide any basis for intellectual knowledge. Indeed the
body is an obstacle to such knowledge. To tackle this issue, we will need to
understand in greater detail how al-Kindı̄ understands the essential func-
tion of the human soul, namely rationality or intellectual thought. For this
purpose we can do no better than to turn to his short treatise On the

Intellect.

Intellect

With the exception of On First Philosophy, the enigmatic On the Intellect is
al-Kindı̄’s most famous philosophical work. This is because it inaugurates
the Arabic tradition of interpreting Aristotle’s theory of intellect by giving
a classification of different ‘‘types’’ or ‘‘kinds’’ [anwā‘] of intellect. This sort
of classification will become central in the epistemologies of al-Fārābı̄,
Avicenna, and Averroes. On the Intellect is also relevant for the Latin
medieval tradition, having been translated in two versions by the twelfth-
century translation circle in Toledo. As usual, al-Kindı̄ looks back towards
Greek sources even as he is anticipating these later developments. Unfor-
tunately, in this case there is some doubt as to what those sources might
have been. It is clear enough that On the Intellect is influenced by a Greek
commentary (or commentaries) on Aristotle’s De Anima, because these
commentaries are the origin of the aforementioned classification of intel-
lect into types. In a book-length study of On the Intellect,22 Jean Jolivet has
argued persuasively that theDe Anima commentary of Philoponus is closer
to al-Kindı̄’s discussion than any other extant Greek commentary. But
there is some doubt as to whether al-Kindı̄ could have known this com-
mentary directly, and as we will see, al-Kindı̄’s epistemology is in sharp
contrast to that of Philoponus on several crucial points.

On the Intellect is based on interpretations of Aristotle’s treatment of
intellect in De Anima III.4–5.23 At the very beginning of III.4, Aristotle
draws a parallel between intellection and sensation. Just as sensation is a
faculty which is capable of receiving a sensible form, so intellection must
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be ‘‘some sort of being acted upon [paschein]’’ (429a14, cf. 429b26). And just
as sensation is potentially what is sensible, so ‘‘intellect is the intelligibles
potentially, in some way [dunamei pôs esti ta noêta ho nous]’’ (429b30–31;
similarly intellect is said to be ‘‘not actually, but potentially, the forms [ta
eidê]’’ 429a28–9). In short, sensation is potentially its object, and so is in-
tellect. Whether sensation and intellect grasp different objects or the same
objects is not clear. Aristotle says that intellect can grasp all things, as part
of his proof that intellect has no bodily organ. This suggests that the ob-
jects of sensation are at least a subset of the objects of intellection. As we
will see, though, al-Kindı̄ believes that the domain of objects grasped by
intellect is wholly distinct from the domain of objects grasped by sensation.

When the intellect actually becomes the intelligible, then thinking
occurs. There is however a middle ground between the intellect in a state
of absolute potentiality and the intellect in a state of actual thinking:

De Anima 429b5–9: When [intellect] become the various things, as does
one who is said to be a knower in actuality—this happens when one
can actualize by oneself [hotan dunêtai energein di’ autou]—then it is
nonetheless potential in a sense, though not in the way it was before
learning or discovering.

This passage applies the distinction between first and second actuality to
thinking.When I have learned something but am not thinking about it just
at the moment, I am in a state of first actuality. When I put that learning
into use and actually think (which I can do ‘‘by myself ’’) then I am in a state
of second actuality. But how, precisely, is it that the potentiality of intellect
is actualized, so as to produce thinking? Aristotle is less than clear about
this in the present context. Famously, in Posterior Analytics II.19 he gives a
broadly empiricist account of how nous (‘‘intellect,’’ though that may or
may not be the best translation in the context of II.19) draws on sense-
experience to grasp universals. But that sort of empiricist program is not
obviously present inDe Anima III.4, and as we will see it plays no role in al-
Kindı̄’s interpretation. Here, it is worth reiterating that al-Kindı̄ would not
have been able to read the Posterior Analytics in Arabic translation, though
he may have known some ideas from it indirectly.

With some trepidation, we may now turn the page to the notorious De
Anima III.5. This chapter begins by saying that in soul, ‘‘just as in all
nature,’’ there is something potential, like matter, and something else that
is a ‘‘cause and maker [aition kai poiêtikon]’’ (430a10–12). So there is an
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intellect that ‘‘becomes all things [panta ginesthai],’’ and an intellect that
‘‘makes all things [panta poiein],’’ in the way that light makes potentially
existing colors actual (430a14–17). This intellect, Aristotle declares, is ‘‘sep-
arate, impassive, and unmixed.’’ It does not ‘‘sometimes think and some-
times not.’’ Furthermore, ‘‘this alone is immortal and eternal, but we do not
remember, because although this [intellect] is impassive, the passive intellect
[ho pathêtikos nous] is corruptible’’ (430a22–25). Most, but not all, com-
mentators agree that the ‘‘passive intellect’’ of this final passage is identical to
the ‘‘potential intellect’’ just mentioned.24 And they agree that this potential
or passive intellect is distinct from the intellect that is themain topic of III.5,
which comes to be called the ‘‘maker’’ or ‘‘agent’’ intellect (nous poiêtikos), a
phrase never used by Aristotle himself.25 The central challenge for com-
mentators, then, was to integrate the potential intellect and maker intellect
of III.5 into the account of III.4.

The classification of intellect we find in al-Kindı̄ seems intended to do
just that. He runs through the classification twice, briefly at the beginning
of the treatise and in more detail at the end. The first type of intellect is
described at first as being ‘‘always in act’’ (x2, AR 353), and later as ‘‘the
cause and principle for all intelligible objects and secondary intellects’’ (x7,
AR 357). It also plays the role of actualizing the intellect in the human
soul, from which it is distinct (x6, AR 356). It would seem that this ‘‘first
intellect’’ is the maker intellect of De Anima III.5. The claim that it is
‘‘always’’ thinking echoes Aristotle’s statement that the maker intellect
does not sometimes think, and sometimes not; like the maker intellect, it
is referred to as a ‘‘cause’’; it is ‘‘separate,’’ in the sense that it transcends
human soul; and it makes the potentially thinkable actually thought, which
is reminiscent of the passage that compares the maker intellect to light.
Finally, and perhaps most persuasively, if this ‘‘first intellect’’ were not the
‘‘maker intellect’’ of III.5, then al-Kindı̄’s scheme would give no place to
the maker intellect at all.

What of the remaining kinds of intellect? Here things are more
straightforward: they are the human intellect in its various degrees of
potentiality and actuality. In the first instance, prior to all learning, the
human intellect is wholly unactualized yet able to take on the forms of all
things. Thus, al-Kindı̄ calls it ‘‘intellect in potency,’’ which reflects the
Greek nous kata dunamin, which is found in the commentary tradition.
Next, we have the intellect that ‘‘is acquired by the soul,’’ which the soul
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may ‘‘actualize whenever it wishes’’ (x8, AR 357). This is the intellect in
the state described by Aristotle in III.4 as being actual, yet still in a sense
potential. Al-Kindı̄’s claim that it may be actualized at will picks up
Aristotle’s remark that one may put what one has learned into use ‘‘by
oneself.’’ There are two names we might give to this intellect. Following
al-Kindı̄ we might refer to it as ‘‘acquired intellect,’’ though this is slightly
confusing because al-Fārābı̄ will later use this phrase to refer to something
else. Alternatively, we could call it ‘‘dispositional intellect,’’ since this is a
term found in the Greek commentators (nous kath’ hexin) for intellect in
the state of first actuality. Finally we have the intellect that is actually
thinking. This is our intellect when we are first ‘‘acquiring’’ an intelligible
object, or when we actually think about such an object again later on. So to
sum up, the four types of intellect are:

(1) The intellect that is always in act, and is outside the human soul

(2) The human intellect in a state of complete potentiality (first po-
tentiality)

(3) The human intellect that has been acquired and may be actual-
ized at will (second potentiality; first actuality)

(4) The human intellect that is actually thinking (second actuality)

Or, to give them proper names:

(1) The first intellect26

(2) The potential intellect
(3) The dispositional (or acquired) intellect
(4) The actual intellect

It is important to see that intellects (2), (3), and (4) are not distinct entities.
Rather they are the same human intellect, but in different states. By
contrast the ‘‘first intellect’’ is distinct from and transcendent above hu-
man intellect or soul. Ontologically speaking, On the Intellect recognizes
two kinds of intellect, one human and one transcendent.

Like Aristotle, al-Kindı̄ explains how we progress from potential in-
tellect to actual intellect by drawing a parallel between sensation and
intellection. The parallel rests on two points of similarity. First, intellect
is potentially its object, just as the faculty of sensation is potentially its
object. This is also the basis for the parallel in Aristotle. Second, the form
that is taken on in sensation is identical to the sense faculty, which in turn
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is identical to the soul. There is no ‘‘otherness’’ between subject and object
of sensation. And likewise for intellection:

On the Intellect x5 (AR 356): When [the soul] unites with the intel-
lectual form it and the intellectual form are not distinct, because [the
soul] is not divided, such that it would undergo alteration. When it
unites to the intellectual form it and the intellect are one and the same
thing, subject and object of thinking [‘āqila wa ma‘qūla]. Therefore, the
intellect and the intelligible object are one and the same thing with
respect to the soul.

This stress on the identity of soul with the intelligible does not at first
sight seem Aristotelian. But it may relate to Aristotle’s worry in De Anima

III.4 about whether and how intellect is ‘‘affected’’ or ‘‘acted upon,’’ and
to his claim that intellect has no bodily organ. Since intellect is immaterial,
Aristotle did not want it to undergo alteration or motion, even though it is
receptive of form: it is ‘‘acted upon’’ yet nonetheless ‘‘impassive [apathes]’’
(429a15). And needless to say it was at least as important to Neoplatonic
commentators that the immaterial soul be immune to change. Al-Kindı̄
betrays his own concern with this issue when he says that soul cannot be
distinct from the form it grasps, because it is not ‘‘divided such that it
would undergo alteration.’’ I take this to mean that if soul were like a
distinct substrate for the form it grasps, then a change from thinking about
one thing to thinking about another thing would be just like any physical
change where a material subject loses one form and takes on another. For
similar reasons he rejects the idea that soul is like a ‘‘vessel’’ for the form it
grasps, or like a body that takes on an image (x3, AR 354–5). Rather the soul
qua intellect undergoes no process or transitionwhen it thinks; it simply and
all at once becomes identical with its object. The fact that the soul’s sim-
plicity is not compromised by its reception of a sensible or intelligible form
thus preserves its immateriality and immutability. Al-Kindı̄’s On Sleep

and Dream also associates the simplicity of soul with its being identical to
both sensible and intelligible objects (xVIII.1–2, AR 301–2; cf. also On

Recollection x6).
But there is a puzzle about all of this, as we can see if we go back to

the case of sensation. Does al-Kindı̄ really want us to believe that when I
look at a ripe apple, my sense-faculty becomes a ripe apple? The answer,
fortunately, is no. Rather he wants us to believe that my faculty of vision
becomes red: strictly speaking, what I sense is the sensible form, not the
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substance that has that form.27 And in fact he even denies that my sense-
faculty becomes identical with the redness of the apple. Rather, ‘‘the object
of sensation belonging to the matter is distinct from the sensing soul [ fa-
ammā ’l-hayūla fa-inna mah. sūsuhā ghayr al-nafs al-h. āss]. Therefore, with
respect to matter [min jiha al-hayūlā] what is sensed is not what senses’’
(x4, AR 355). This does not, I think, exclude that the very same form has a
relationship both to the apple (the ‘‘matter’’) and to my soul. When I see
the apple and sense the form, my sense faculty does become identical with
the form of red. But that need not be the same thing as becoming identical
as the form of red qua belonging to this particular apple, since it is extrinsic
to the color red that it belong to the apple. (If it were intrinsic, then it
would be impossible for the very same color to belong to anything else.)

In light of the parallel between sensation and intellection already es-
tablished, al-Kindı̄ thinks these features of sensation will apply to intellect
as well. Just as in sensation there is some external source or cause from
which we take the sensible form—in my example, the source or cause is
the apple—so in intellection there must be some external source or cause
from which we take the intelligible form. An empiricist interpretation
would say that this source is always a physical, sensible object. A par-
ticular apple could be the source not only of the sensible form red but also
of such intelligible forms as apple and fruit. However, this is not the sort
of interpretation al-Kindı̄ adopts. Instead, it is here that he invokes the
‘‘first intellect’’ and gives it a role in explaining human intellection. Be-
cause the first intellect is, as already mentioned, always thinking all
things, it is ideally suited to be the seat of all intelligibles. As al-Kindı̄
says, using some rather odd terminology, it is the ‘‘species-ness of all
things [naw‘iyya al-ashyā’]’’ (x5, AR 356).28 This doctrine is confirmed by
On First Philosophy, which has the following to say about intellect:

On First Philosophy xXIX.6 (AR 155, RJ 85): The soul is intellective in
actuality when the species are unified with it. But before the species are
unified with it, it is intellective in potentiality. Now, everything that
belongs to something in potentiality is only brought into actuality by
something else. This thing that brings something else from potentiality
to actuality, is itself in actuality. So what brings the soul that is po-
tentially intellective, to be actually intellective—i.e. that which unifies
the species and genera of things, I mean their universals, with the
soul—is the universals themselves. Through their union with the soul,
the soul becomes intellective, that is, it comes to have a certain intellect,
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that is, to have the universals of things. Thus the universals of things,
since they are in the soul, go from potentiality to actuality, and are the
acquired intellect of the soul, which it had in potentiality. They are the
intellect in actuality that brings the soul from potentiality to actuality.

This passage is remarkably similar in terminology to On the Intellect, even
mentioning an ‘‘acquired intellect.’’ And the point of the passage is the
same: the soul is potentially the intelligibles, but can only become the
intelligibles actually (i.e. can only think) by contacting something else that is
already actually the intelligibles. This is the ‘‘intellect in actuality,’’ the first
intellect of On the Intellect.

We saw that al-Kindı̄ wanted to maintain a distinction between a
sensible form in matter and that sensible form in my sense-faculty. He
makes the same sort of distinction in the case of intellection: ‘‘the intelli-
gible object in the soul and the first intellect are not one thing, with respect
to the first intellect. But with respect to the soul, the intellect and the
intelligible object are one and the same thing’’ (On the Intellect x6, AR 357).
In other words, just as red-in-the-apple is not the same as red-in-my-soul,
despite both being instances of the same form red, so the intelligible-in-the-
first-intellect is not in every respect the same as the intelligible-in-my-soul.
This is important because the first intellect and my soul are both simple,
and thus both absolutely identical to the intelligibles they grasp. So al-
Kindı̄’s move here is intended to prevent my soul from becoming abso-
lutely identical to the transcendent first intellect. Because of this our in-
tellect may be called ‘‘secondary’’ even when it is actually thinking,29

although it has the same content as the first intellect. It can think of this
content only intermittently and, presumably, partially, insofar as it thinks
about one thing at a time instead of all possible intelligibles at once.

Although al-Kindı̄ gets a lot of mileage out of the parallel between
sensation and intellection, he also insists on a fundamental contrast be-
tween the two:

On the Intellect x3 (AR 354): [Aristotle] says that forms are of two types.
One of these two forms is material, and falls under sense. The other
does not have matter, and falls under intellect; and these are the species
of things and what is above [species, i.e. genera].

In what follows al-Kindı̄ describes the intelligible objects as having ‘‘no
matter and no phantasia’’ (x5, AR 356); this is why they are inaccessible to
the faculties of sensation and imagination. One cannot, that is, see (or
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hear, smell, etc.) or imagine the species human or the genus animal.
Rather one can grasp it only intellectually, perhaps by coming to know its
definition. Now, this is on the face of it simply common sense: it would be
a bold empiricist indeed who claimed that we actually see the species
human when we look at Socrates.

What is more problematic is that al-Kindı̄, encouraged by the rigorous
distinction between sensible and intelligible objects, has given sensation no
role at all to play in the acquisition of intelligibles. Rather the intelligibles
are acquired directly from the first intellect. Al-Kindı̄ does not even claim
(as Avicenna, for instance, will later do)30 that the acquisition of intelli-
gibles is somehow prompted or prepared by sense-experience. Nor, for
that matter, does he rule this out. Indeed we are given no clue as to what
occasions the bestowal of forms on the human intellect by the first intellect,
with the possible exception of one ambiguous sentence. Very literally, it
says: ‘‘as for the fourth, it is the intellect that is manifested from the soul
whenever [the soul] actualizes [the intellect], so that from [the soul],
something other than [the soul] has [the intellect] existing in actuality [ fa-
kāna mawjūdan li-ghayrihā min-hā bi-’l-fi‘l]’’ (x7, AR 358). In other words,
the soul makes this fourth intellect actual in something else. If we follow
Gerhard Endress in seeing the ‘‘something else’’ as another human soul,31

then al-Kindı̄’s point here could be that one human who is already actually
thinking brings another human from potentially to actually thinking. This
could happen when, for instance, a mathematics teacher brings a student
to grasp some mathematical concept or principle.

If this is right, then it would provide a link to Philoponus’ com-
mentary on the De Anima. For Philoponus also stresses the acquisition of
new intelligibles through the good offices of a teacher. And, as already
mentioned, in his extensive study of On the Intellect Jean Jolivet argued
that Philoponus is the most likely Greek source for al-Kindı̄’s treatise.
I am, however, somewhat skeptical that it could have been a direct source.
It seems to me more likely that al-Kindı̄’s treatment of intellect is based
on a subsequent, perhaps more summary, account that stemmed from the
school of Ammonius at Alexandria and incorporated some ideas found in
Philoponus but also departed from them in some respects.32 This is
shown by the fact that al-Kindı̄’s account diverges from Philoponus’ in
several crucial respects.

The most obvious difference is in their handling of the maker intellect
of De Anima III.5. While it is true, as Jolivet points out, that Philoponus
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and al-Kindı̄ both have a four-fold classification of intellects, this is rather
misleading. In fact Philoponus presents a three-fold classification, and
then mentions more or less in passing that there is another ‘‘contemplative
intellect’’ which is always in actuality. But this refers to God, not the
maker intellect of III.5. For Philoponus the ‘‘maker intellect’’ is the human
intellect qua active, in other words al-Kindı̄’s intellect (4), not his intel-
lect (1). The reason Philoponus thinks this is that he wants to see III.5 as
Aristotle’s promised discussion of whether any aspect of the human soul is
immortal. It is here, according to Philoponus, that Aristotle proves that the
human rational soul is immortal as well as immaterial. And although there
are a couple of passing suggestions that God plays a role in actualizing hu-
man intellect,33 in general Philoponus’ epistemology in theDe Anima com-
mentary makes no use of any transcendent principle.

Rather, Philoponus sees the human soul as the source of its own in-
telligibles. For he ascribes to the Platonic theory of recollection, according
to which every human soul has all intelligibles in it at birth, but in such a
way that they are forgotten. When we seem to be learning, actually we are
being prompted to remember these intelligibles, so as to bring them into full
actuality. We are so prompted by another human intellect that is already
actually grasping them, namely a teacher. And it is our soul qua actually
thinking that survives the death of the body, which in fact will free the
rational soul to engage in a life of purer intellection. When Aristotle, then,
talks of a ‘‘maker intellect’’ that is ‘‘separable and immortal’’ and that is
‘‘always thinking,’’ he means that the actually thinking human intellect
makes other intellects think all things, that this intellect can survive bodily
death, and that all things are always being thought of by active human
intellects (though not necessarily by my active intellect).34

There is a difficulty for Philoponus in integrating the Platonic recol-
lection theory with the Aristotelian distinction between grades of poten-
tiality and actuality in intellect. Before an intelligible is remembered, it
would seem that my intellect is not in a state of first potentiality with regard
to that intellect, since after all I do know it. Nor is it in my dispositional
intellect in a state of second potentiality, since I cannot think of it at will;
rather I need to be prompted to remember by a teacher. And of course I am
not actually thinking of these intelligibles either. Philoponus solves this
problem in a characteristically clever and innovative fashion. He argues
that the intelligibles are in the soul the way mathematical truths are in the
soul of a drunk or sleeping mathematician, i.e. someone who does have the
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intelligibles in first actuality, but is somehow impeded from accessing them
(39.12–15).35 Of course the impediment is the fact of our embodiment, for
the body gets in the way of intellection (cf. 20.74–6: ‘‘non enim cooperatur
intellectui corpus, sed magis impedit naturales ipsius operationes’’).

In all this, Philoponus is staking out a position that is in stark contrast
to al-Kindı̄’s. Philoponus rules out any role for a sub-divine but still
transcendent intellect. (In this respect al-Kindı̄’s interpretation of III.5 is
more like the one we find ascribed to Marinus, a student of Proclus.36)
Philoponus does not need to posit such a transcendent intellect, because for
him the intelligibles are always within the human soul, just waiting to be
recollected and thus brought out into actuality. Nor does a transcendent
intellect need to be invoked to explain how we achieve recollection. This is
done in a more mundane fashion, by encountering another person who
has already recollected, namely the teacher. By contrast, when al-Kindı̄
says that the intellect ‘‘in potency is only actualized through something else
which is that thing in act (x5, AR 356),’’ he goes on to make clear that the
‘‘something else’’ in this passage refers to the first intellect that is distin-
guished from any human soul. For al-Kindı̄ we do not receive intelligibles
from physical objects (as an empiricist would say), nor by discovering them
within ourselves (as Plato and Philoponus would say). Rather we receive
them from the first intellect, which is not God, but which is transcendent
above us.

Recollection and the ‘‘Epistemic Gap’’

One of the most striking features of the epistemology set out in On the

Intellect is its stark contrast between the parallel processes of intellection
and sensation. Of course these processes are closely associated with the sep-
arate soul and the body, respectively. I have already intimated that in
ethical and psychological contexts, al-Kindı̄ tends to portray the body as an
obstacle to the soul’s perfection, and the soul as something whose essential
nature may be grasped without any reference to body or faculties exercised
through the body. So one might expect his epistemology to minimize the
role of such bodily faculties, and in particular sensation. We will now see
that this expectation is well founded.

To see this it will be useful to distinguish between two ways of mak-
ing intellection, and not sensation, the faculty through which we have
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knowledge. First, one might hold the relatively weak thesis that sensation
and intellection have different objects, and that knowledge in the strict
sense is only of the objects of intellection, i.e. universals. This would mean
that we cannot have knowledge of a particular sensible object as such.
But it would not necessarily mean that sensation makes no contribution

to knowledge. One might hold, with Aristotle, that sensation somehow
makes it possible for us to learn new intelligibles or universals, even though
intellection and knowledge grasp universals, not sense-particulars.37 A
second, stronger thesis would be to say that sensation not only has different
objects from intellection, but also makes no contribution to intellection.
According to this thesis there would be an ‘‘epistemic gap’’ between sen-
sation and intellection, with intellection operating on its own, and sensation
serving only to distract us from the good function of intellect.

We have already seen that in On the Intellect al-Kindı̄ explicitly adopts
the weaker thesis, and at least implicitly the stronger thesis. Let us see
whether this is borne out by his other works. A revealing text, which
echoes the teaching of On the Intellect, is the following:

On First Philosophy IV.4–5 (AR 107, RJ 19–21): Perception [wujūd]
really consists in two things: sense-perception and intellectual percep-
tion, because things are either universal or particular. By the universal
I mean the genera that belong to species, and the species that belong to
individuals. By particulars I mean the individuals that belong to species.
Particular individuals are material and fall under the senses [i.e. are
perceptible to the senses]. On the other hand, genera and species do not
fall under the senses, and are not perceived through sense-perception,
but rather fall under one of the powers of the complete, that is human,
soul, namely [the power] called ‘‘human intellect.’’ Since the senses
perceive individuals, all the sensibles that are represented in the soul are
represented by the power that uses the senses. Conversely no concept of
a species, or of what is above species [i.e. genera], is represented by the
soul’s using an image, because every image is sensible. Instead, it is
confirmed in the soul and is perfectly certain, through the confirmation
of the intellectual principles that are necessarily intelligible.

Here we have not only the familiar contrast between two kinds of cog-
nition or perception (wujūd), but also a contrast between how we
represent the cognized objects to ourselves. Sensation uses ‘‘images
[muthūl]’’ whereas intellection does not; this will be of some importance
below when we turn to a discussion of imagination. The passage certainly
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seems to support theweak thesis described above, but perhaps not the strong
thesis. Indeed the strong thesis might seem to be contradicted by al-Kindı̄’s
consistent identification of the intelligibles as ‘‘universals.’’ If I grasp the
universalman, surely what I am doing is grasping a truth that applies to all
particular men. In that case, it seems plausible that we learn the universal
precisely through our experiences with various particulars that fall under
that universal.

And in fact we have already seen (chapter 2) a passage in which al-
Kindı̄ seems to make sensation a means to intellection. This passage is
in On the Quantity of Aristotle’s Books, where al-Kindı̄ insists that one can
only achieve knowledge of ‘‘secondary substance,’’ i.e. species and genera,
through knowledge of quantity and quality. And it is sensation, not in-
tellection, that grasps quantity and quality (xVI.6, AR 372). Is this not a
clear-cut example in which we have knowledge of sensible objects? In-
deed, is al-Kindı̄ not saying that this knowledge of sensible objects is the
basis for all further knowledge?38 To answer this we need to remember
the context: al-Kindı̄ is defending the place of the mathematical, pro-
paedeutic sciences as a prerequisite for all other knowledge. And these
mathematical sciences (arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and harmonics)
are not studies of sensible particulars, but of numbers, lines, ratios, and the
like. Sensation is only required for these sciences insofar as we first en-
counter number, line, ratio, and so on as inhering in a given sensible object.

We know this because, in what immediately follows, al-Kindı̄ is very
explicit that the sensible objects are not suitable objects of knowledge in
their own right:

Quantity xVI.7 (AR 372): Sensory knowledge is the knowledge of
primary substance, and is in flux due to the uninterrupted flux of what
is known (this ends only when the [object of knowledge] itself ends,
which means that it is wholly destroyed in its substance), or because of
the multiplicity of sensible substance and the multiplicity of number.
For if all that is numbered is finite, and it is always possible to mul-
tiply any number, then what is numbered is potentially infinite in
magnitude—if not in the number of the individuals, then in the num-
ber of multiples. But what is infinite cannot be comprehended by any
knowledge.

This passage confirms al-Kindı̄’s commitment to the weak thesis, that one
cannot have intellectual knowledge of particulars as such, but only of
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universals. He gives two arguments for the thesis here. The second of
these is that, since sensible objects are potentially infinite (there can al-
ways be more individual men, for instance), there can be no knowledge of
them; for no one can know what is infinite.39 The first argument is that
particular objects are in constant change, so they do not have the stability
required for objects of knowledge. Al-Kindı̄ makes the same point
elsewhere:

On First Philosophy xIV.2 (AR 106, RJ 19) [Sensation] is not stable
because our contact [with the sensible] can cease; [the object of sensa-
tion] flows and is in constant change, through one sort of motion or
another. Its quantity is subjected to a contest between the more and the
less, the equal and the unequal. Its quality varies, being similar or
dissimilar, and more or less intense. Thus it is constantly passing away
and unceasingly changing.

Here flux undermines not only the stability of sensible objects, but the
stability of sensation itself. Note that sensible objects are in flux with regard
to quality and quantity, the very features that are indispensable in the
sketchy epistemology of Quantity.40

Now, these references to flux are important, since they could provide
support for the strong thesis: the thesis that sensibles cannot even be a basis
for the knowledge of intelligibles, and that sensation therefore has no
direct role to play in the acquisition of knowledge. In the Phaedo’s famous
argument that sensibles cannot be the source of concepts like equality, the
crucial claim is that supposedly equal sensibles like sticks and stones suffer
from compresence of opposites. Any stick is both equal and unequal, or no
more equal than unequal. By this Plato seems to mean that stick A is equal
to stick B, but unequal to stick C. However readers of Plato often conflate
this problem with the problem of flux, encouraged in part by Aristotle’s
claim (Metaphysics A.6) that the flux theory led Plato to postulate Forms.
From the claim that for any sensible object is always changing from F to
not-F (flux), it is a short step to the claim that no sensible object is any more
F than not-F (compresence of opposites). One need only add the premise
that something that is changing, say, from white to not-white is, at the
moment of change, in some sense both white and not-white. And in fact,
in the passage just quoted from On First Philosophy, al-Kindı̄ speaks of a
‘‘contest’’ between equality and inequality. This suggests that the sensible
objects suffer from compresence of opposites. We have already seen him
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insist on particular examples of this, for instance that all sensibles are both
one and many, acting and acted-upon (see chapter 3). So al-Kindı̄ may well
have the strong thesis in mind as well as the weak thesis in the episte-
mological section of On First Philosophy, even though he presents no ex-
plicit argument for the strong thesis here.

This interpretation gains support from a different treatise by al-Kindı̄.
The work in question was discovered by Gerhard Endress, and discussed
by him in two articles.41 A heading or lengthy title identifies the subject of
the treatise: ‘‘what the soul remembers of the things which it possessed in
the world of the intellect when it comes into the world of sense-perception,
and what it remembers of the things in the world of sense-perception
when it comes into the world of the intellect.’’ On Recollection, as I will call
it, responds directly to some of the Arabic Neoplatonic works produced in
his circle. As the heading just quoted indicates, it engages with two ques-
tions: first, given that the soul will survive the death of the body, what will
it remember of its bodily existence? This question is taken from Plotinus,
Enneads IV.4, via the second chapter of the so-called Theology of Aristotle.
The second question is in a sense the converse: Platonists hold that the soul
existed before it was in the body, but then why do we not remember any-
thing from its non-bodily existence? This question is raised in a short
Treatise on the Soul which is, falsely in my opinion, ascribed to Porphyry. I
believe it to be rather an independent, early work composed in Arabic and
based in part on the Arabic Plotinus.42

Though the way these questions are posed (and some of the termi-
nology used) connects On Recollection to these Neoplatonic works, al-
Kindı̄ also shows a more direct awareness of the theory of recollection as
it is found in Plato’s Phaedo.43 Unlike the Theology or pseudo-Porphyry,
al-Kindı̄ lays all his emphasis on Plato’s claim that when we think we are
learning, we are actually remembering what the soul knew before birth
but forgot when it came to be in the body.44 It seems that al-Kindı̄ was
acquainted with at least a summary of the Phaedo, which may also have
given him some of the ideas we find in Discourse on the Soul. In fact, an
example used by al-Kindı̄ in On Recollection looks to be drawn directly
from a version of the Phaedo. He mentions the case in which we know, by
recollection, about istiwā’, meaning ‘‘planarity,’’ that is, the nature of a
geometrical plane. It is clear from the context that al-Kindı̄ has geo-
metrical planes in mind, because he also talks about an individual plane,
mustawā. But istiwā’ also means ‘‘equality,’’ and of course equality (isotês)
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is the example used in the Phaedo’s discussion of recollection (74a–75e).
Al-Kindı̄ seems to have misunderstood the intended sense of istiwā’ in an
Arabic version or summary of the Phaedo, and expanded the example for
use in his own On Recollection.45

This treatise accordingly emphasizes the original Platonic theory of
recollection. It also depends heavily on the contrast, familiar from On the

Intellect, between objects of intellection and objects of sensation. After the
death of body, soul will remember nothing about sensible objects, ‘‘which
can only be grasped and comprehended by corporeal organs’’—it will have
neither sense organs nor imagination, which is what we use to remember
sensibles during our bodily life (x3). Likewise, the soul remembers only
intelligibles from before it entered the body, because there is nothing else
to remember. Now, when we recollect these intelligibles we do not real-
ize we are remembering, but think we are learning them for the first time.
Why is this? Al-Kindı̄’s answer to this question (x4), which seems to be
original with him, is rather clever. When I remember something sensi-
ble, I always imagine the particular circumstances that attended it: the place,
time, and causes for that thing. (As it is said that Americans of a certain
generation all remember where they were when they heard President
Kennedy was shot.) But when I remember something intelligible learned
before my bodily existence, there are no sensible circumstances with which
to associate it; there is only the intelligible itself. We are so used to remem-
bering things of the sensible world that when sensible circumstances are
not associated with a memory, we do not realize we are remembering
at all.

This is all very well, you might say, but why shouldn’t I believe that
things are as they seem, and that I am indeed learning intelligibles for the
first time as I progress through my education? Al-Kindı̄’s argument
against this (x5) turns on the notion of ‘‘sensible differences [ fus.ūl h. is-
siyya].’’ These would seem to be the features belonging to a particular
sensible object that my sense faculties can in fact grasp. Now, al-Kindı̄
says, I may see a geometrical plane (suppose I am looking at a flat table
top), and of course I may say that this is a plane by virtue of planarity. But I
cannot use sensation to learn what planarity is, that is, to grasp the essence
of plane figure. All I can do is sense the instance of planarity before me. To
grasp the essence, the sensible ‘‘differences’’ that are true of this or that
plane (e.g. the brown of the table top as opposed to the blue of the wall) are
not helpful. I must instead ‘‘perceive [the essence] not differentiated, but
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known in a primary way; by ‘primary,’ I mean without the intervention of
any intermediary at all,’’ in other words without using sensation. Al-Kindı̄
gives us another example, which depends on a linguistic sleight of hand.
The Arabic word nāt.iqa means both ‘‘rational’’ and ‘‘speaking.’’ So I can
use sensation to notice that someone is ‘‘rational,’’ nāt.iqa, because I hear
him ‘‘speaking,’’ nāt.iqa. (This could be based on a Greek example, since
logos similarly means both ‘‘language’’ and ‘‘reason.’’) This is not, I think,
merely wordplay. In fact a human’s ability to speak really is a valid, and
sensibly accessible, indication of rationality. But of course speaking is not
the same thing as rationality, and to grasp what rationality is I must use my
own reason, not sensation.

We finally have an answer to the question of how sense-experiences
relate to intellection. Sensation merely prompts the soul to uncover the
intelligibles that are already within it, by reminding it of those intelligibles.
The intelligibles cannot be somehow gleaned afresh from sensation. This
text is al-Kindı̄’s clearest endorsement of the strong thesis I described at
the beginning of this section. We should however be wary of simply
integrating the theory of On Recollection into the epistemology of On the

Intellect and On First Philosophy. After all, it was Philoponus’ use of the
theory of recollection that led us to contrast his interpretation of De Anima
III.5 to that found in On the Intellect. And there is a similar tension in al-
Kindı̄’s own two accounts. On the Intellect says that before the soul unites
to the ‘‘first intellect’’ it ‘‘acquires’’ what was previously only potentially
present in it. By contrast, On Recollection says that ‘‘we do not know
anything outside ourselves; we only remember within ourselves those
things that are left to us from the beginning of our existence, that is to say,
the existence of our souls’’ (x4). (Al-Kindı̄, unlike Philoponus, makes no
effort to explain how something we have only temporarily forgotten could
be in us ‘‘potentially but not actually.’’) And whereas On the Intellect

explicitly contrasts the soul’s intellect to the first intellect, On Recollection

emphasizes the identity of soul and intellect (x7), recognizing no intellect
that transcends soul.46

More broadly, however, On Recollection shows that al-Kindı̄ did incline
towards, and at least in this treatise explicitly endorse, the strong thesis
that sees an ‘‘epistemic gap’’ between sensation and intellection. Though
he does not argue so explicitly for such a gap in the other texts we have
examined, neither does he set out any means by which sensation could in
fact contribute to intellection. In particular he never discusses the notion of
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‘‘abstracting’’ universals from sense-experience. He seems unaware of, or
unconvinced by, Aristotle’s strong empiricist commitments, at least in the
texts we have examined so far. This represents a significant point of overlap
between al-Kindı̄’s works on psychology and epistemology, underwriting
the strong contrast between the rational soul and the lower psychic faculties
that we found in works like Discourse on the Soul.

There is a fly in this dualist ointment, however. The beginning of a
work I have not yet mentioned, namely On Rays (De Radiis), lays out as
explicit a theory of abstraction as anyone could wish for:

On Rays xI: All men who perceive sensibles through sensation grasp
them in a certain form. Through this grasping, and by a motion of the
reason [motu rationis], they find that individuals perceived by sensation
agree with certain forms yet differ from others. Also, when each man
employs sensation through the ruling faculty, this is in agreement with
the use of reason, which grasps things individually in a common form
by removing those things that are not common. This grasping of the
mind is intellect [comprehensio mentalis intellectus] which, because it
grasps things in this way, is called ‘‘universal.’’

What is particularly striking here is the lack of any distinction between
sensible and intelligible forms. To the contrary, al-Kindı̄ seems to be
saying that the intellect or reason (ratio) grasps the very same forms as
sensation, but is able to compare two particulars and see that they do or do
not share a given form. Al-Kindı̄ does go on to argue that reason has access
to notions that are not directly accessible to sense (e.g. fire’s ability to heat)
but even these are posited only on the basis of their sensible effects (e.g. the
warmth we feel in things placed near the fire). This passage, then, seems a
radical departure from the epistemology we have found in other Kindian
treatises, where he relies so heavily on a sharp contrast between sensible
and intelligible forms.47

But this may be the exception that proves the rule, if I was right to
suggest (see chapter 1) that On Rays was written late in al-Kindı̄’s career.
The fact that On Rays embraces abstraction would be far easier to explain
if we suppose that it was written at a different period from On First

Philosophy, On the Intellect, and On Recollection. This would also fit well
with my tentative hypothesis that al-Kindı̄’s interests shifted away from
Neoplatonizing metaphysical considerations and towards mathematically
oriented, ‘‘scientific’’ research. Both of these developments could have
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been encouraged by, or caused, a shift towards empiricism (although we
will see in chapter 7 that even al-Kindı̄’s scientific output is only mini-
mally ‘‘empiricist’’). And of course it is also possible that after writing his
extant psychological works, but before writing On Rays, al-Kindı̄ became
acquainted with new sources indicating to him the abstractionist em-
piricism of the Aristotelian tradition.

Imagination and Prophetic Dreams

In this discussion of al-Kindı̄’s epistemology, I have so far looked at only
two cognitive faculties belonging to humans, sensation and intellection.
I have suggested that al-Kindı̄ sees these as radically opposed to one an-
other, and that this opposition corresponds to his dualist position on the
relation of soul to body. Al-Kindı̄ allows, however, that there are other
faculties that are neither sensation nor intellect, but like sensation in some
respects and like intellect in others. Most prominent among these is
phantasia or imagination. Al-Kindı̄ explores imagination most deeply in a
treatise devoted to the phenomenon of prophetic dreams, entitled On Sleep
and Dream. This treatise will give us a chance to see how al-Kindı̄ deals
with psychological phenomena that, so to speak, fall into the gap between
intellection and sensation.

We saw above that in On First Philosophy, al-Kindı̄ says that our grasp
of universals does not involve ‘‘images [muthūl],’’ and that ‘‘all images are
sensible.’’ This suggests that imagination, insofar as it works with images,
is to be associated with sensation more than intellection. To some extent
this is confirmed by the definition of imagination provided in On Defi-

nitions:

On Definitions x21 (AR 167): Imagination [tawahhum]: it is phantasia
[ fant. āsiyyā], a power of soul that perceives sensible forms in the absence
of their matter. And it is said: it is phantasia, that is, imagination
[takhayyul], and is the presence of the forms of sensible things in the
absence of their matter.

As remarked above (chapter 2), al-Kindı̄ uses a striking variety of terms
for the imaginative faculty. To the three on offer in this definition (ta-
wahhum, takhayyul, and a transliteration of the Greek phantasia) On Sleep

and Dream adds quwwa mus.awwira, very literally the ‘‘formative faculty.’’
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This term must be partly intended to bring out the connection between
imagination and sensible ‘‘forms [s.uwar].’’ This sorts well with the defi-
nition just quoted, which emphasizes that even if imagination is a faculty
‘‘intermediate between sensation and the intellect’’ (On Sleep and Dream

xII.2, AR 294), it nonetheless grasps only sensible forms, not intelligibles.
Imagination differs from sensation primarily in that it can do this even
when the sensible objects that bear these forms are no longer present
(xIII.2, AR 295). Another difference is that imagination is able to combine
sensible forms, so as to imagine things that have not been sensed, like a
man with feathers (xV.1–2, AR 299–300). However, even here al-Kindı̄
emphasizes that it is sensible forms that are being combined by imagi-
nation, and thus that when we imagine ‘‘we perceive sensible forms that
sensation does not perceive at all’’ (xV.3, AR 300).48

In light of this one might wonder why al-Kindı̄ thinks imagination is
intermediate between sensation and intellect, rather than putting it on a
par with sensation. Al-Kindı̄ does draw numerous distinctions between
sensation and imagination, all of which at least imply the superiority of
imagination. First, he says that sensation uses ‘‘secondary organs,’’ such as
the eyes, ears, and so on. These are subject to vicissitudes ‘‘due to both
internal and external factors’’ (xIII.6, AR 297)—in other words, we see
poorly if disease befalls the eyes, or if external conditions impede sight (as
when it is foggy, for instance). By contrast:

On Sleep and Dream xIII.7 (AR 297): This imaginative power grasps its
object without a secondary organ that is subject to [variation in]
strength and weakness. Rather, it grasps it through the separate soul.
Thus it is subject to neither impurity nor corruption, even if it is in the
living being that [the form] is received, through a primary organ that
partakes in sensation, intellect, this imaginative power, and the other
powers of the soul—namely the brain. For this member [sc. the brain]
is the location for all these powers of the soul.

Because the faculty of imagination has to do with a ‘‘primary organ,’’
namely the brain, ‘‘the imaginative power is mostly safe’’ from the acci-
dents that might befall the sense faculties in the secondary organs, which
are more exposed (xIV.3, AR 298).

Still more significant is the fact that, in this passage, imagination is said
to grasp its object ‘‘through the separate soul,’’ or perhaps ‘‘through
nothing but the soul’’: bi-’l-nafs al-mujarrada. The faculty of imagination is
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‘‘received’’ in the brain, but it is the immaterial soul that actually engages
in imagination. This seems to be an application of the doctrine we found in
Discourse on the Soul, according to which the faculties of soul are realized
in (or ‘‘made manifest by’’) bodily organs, even though the soul is the
subject or agent of the acts associated with those faculties.49 To some
extent, of course, one may say the same for sensation: it is not the eye that is
the subject that experiences vision, but the soul.50 But al-Kindı̄ means
more than this when he says that we imagine bi-’l-nafs al-mujarrada. He
means that we do not need any external stimulus in order to engage in
imagination. For imagination, unlike sensation, can grasp sensible forms
when the ‘‘bearers’’ of those forms are absent. If I want to imagine a
rhinoceros, I can do it at will, whereas if I want to see one, I have to go to
the zoo. This feature of imagination, mentioned also by Aristotle,51 should
be compared to our ability to actualize the potential intellect; as Aristotle
says, intellect can become actual ‘‘by itself [di’ autou]’’ (De Anima 329b7).

On the other hand, imagination can only use images that have been
originally taken from sensation. If I have never seen a rhinoceros, I can’t
imagine one. Sensation is the source on which imagination draws. Yet it is
also inimical to the good function of imagination. Just as bodily desire
distracts us from intellection, so use of the senses impedes the imagination.
Al-Kindı̄ refers to the phenomenon of daydreaming or being lost in
thought; when one is sufficiently preoccupied with imagination, what is
imagined is so lively as to be indistinguishable from forms present to
sensation (xIII.3, AR 295–6). Those with highly developed souls, though,
are able to engage in vivid imagination even while keeping track of their
sensible surroundings (xIII.4, AR 296). Such people are described as being
skillful in ‘‘mind and intellect [al-dhihn wa ’l-‘aql].’’ I take this to mean not
that imagination is actually a use of the intellective faculty, but rather that
the sorts of people who are good at intellection are also good at imagining,
because they are not overly influenced by sensation.

A final respect in which imagination is unlike sensation is that it need
not grasp any particular sensible object. Any given sensible form, according
to al-Kindı̄, will be realized only imperfectly in any given material sub-
strate. Since imagination grasps sensible forms without their matter, and
since it is not affected by any variation in the sensible organs themselves, it
is able to imagine the forms as refined and uncontaminated (xIV.4–6, AR
299). This means, I think, that it is possible to imagine a human without
imagining any particular person we’ve met; rather one can imagine a
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human in a more generic, or perhaps idealized, sense. But again, we
should not be misled by any of this into thinking that imagination is a type
of intellection or a source on which intellection may draw. It was right to
say at the outset that, in the context of al-Kindı̄’s bifurcated epistemology,
imagination falls on the side of sensation. For there are two fundamental
respects in which imagination is very like sensation: its objects are sensible
forms, and it is realized in a bodily organ. By contrast the intellect grasps
intelligible forms (universals) and is not realized in the body at all.

Now let us see how al-Kindı̄ applies this theory of imagination to the
topic at hand, namely sleep and the prophetic dream or dream-vision
(ru’yā). As usual, al-Kindı̄ says that the topic has been chosen by one of his
sponsors, and not by himself. But it is hard to avoid the suspicion that it
was in fact composed because the Parva Naturalia of Aristotle had just
become available to al-Kindı̄. The Parva Naturalia include Aristotle’s three
linked treatises On Sleep, On Dreams, and On Prophecy in Sleep. Al-Kindı̄’s
own On Sleep and Dream is compelling evidence that he knew these texts in
some version. Unfortunately the origins of the Arabic version of the Parva
Naturalia are to some extent cloaked in obscurity.52 But a manuscript
discovered by Hans Daiber contains a translation of the Parva Naturalia

that may have been produced in al-Kindı̄’s circle, or at least at a suffi-
ciently early date for al-Kindı̄ to have known this translation.53

Of the three Aristotelian treatises on sleeping and dreaming, it is On
Sleep that seems to have influenced al-Kindı̄ most deeply. Aristotle be-
lieves that we become sleepy, usually after eating, because hot vapor rises
to the upper parts of the body, where it is cooled by the brain and then
forced back into the inside of the body. Thus when we sleep our ex-
tremities are cold, but the area around the heart is warm (see esp. 457a33–
b6). The physiological purpose of sleep is to encourage digestion and
growth (455a2). This is, as it were, the physical definition of sleep. Aristotle
also gives what one might call a more functional definition of sleep: it is a
certain kind of cessation from using the senses. This is why only creatures
with sensation, but not plants, sleep (454a15–17). Sleep is thus a condition
of the ‘‘primary sense organ’’ (see 455b10, 456a21, and 458a28–9), in which
this organ is not actualized. For Aristotle this ‘‘primary organ’’ is, famously,
the heart.

Al-Kindı̄’s account in On Sleep and Dream follows Aristotle by in-
voking the same physiological processes to explain sleep, but it departs
from Aristotle by making the brain the ‘‘primary organ’’ and adapting
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Aristotle’s theory accordingly. Rather than invoking the brain simply as
the cause that cools the vapor, he introduces the idea that the brain may
vary in its own degree of heat and coldness. For al-Kindı̄, sleep occurs
when the brain is made cool and moist (xX.1, AR 306), for the brain is
primary not only in imagination but also in sensation (xIII.7, AR 297).
Presumably this is because it is the brain that houses the ‘‘common sense
faculty’’ that gathers together sensations from the various ‘‘secondary or-
gans,’’ like the eyes and ears.54 Al-Kindı̄ (or his source) thus reverses the
causal story found in Aristotle, and claims that the brain gets colder
because heat concentrates in the chest, producing cold vapors that rise to
the brain. It is this cooling of the brain that then stops sensation, and causes
sleep. It is clear from these changes that Aristotle’s account has been
altered to fit a theory like that of Galen, where most psychological faculties
are realized in the brain, rather than the heart. But in other respects al-
Kindı̄’s account is faithful to Aristotle: sleep is intended to encourage
digestion (xX.7, AR 308–9), and is defined functionally as the cessation of
sensation in the primary organ of sense (xX.2–4, AR 307).

What al-Kindı̄ has to say about dreams is likewise a modification of
Aristotle. Both agree that dreams are realized by the imaginative faculty,
which remains active while the senses cease to function.55 In On Dreams

Aristotle is much clearer than al-Kindı̄ in associating phantasia with
sensation and contrasting it to intellection, rather than making it an in-
termediary faculty.56 But the real difference between al-Kindı̄ and Aris-
totle comes in their respective discussions of prophetic dreams. For
Aristotle dreams are either residual motions left over in the sense-organs
from previous experiences, which are too subtle to be noticed except when
we are asleep (he compares them to the spots we see after looking at bright
lights), or impressions received from outside the body and barely perceived
(as one might dream about a feast and wake to find that the smell of
cooking food has been wafting into the bedroom). Having given this
straightforwardly physiological explanation of dreams, Aristotle has some
difficulty explaining the widely accepted phenomenon of prophetic
dreams when he comes to write On Prophecy in Sleep. He dismisses the idea
that such dreams could be sent by the gods (462b20–22, 463b12–15), and
suggests that they often come true simply by coincidence (have enough
dreams about the future, after all, and some are bound to come true). In
some cases we may foretell one of our own actions, because the thought
leading to that action has already been formed (463a27–30). The most
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robust theory Aristotle considers plausible would be one like that of De-
mocritus, in which external events and objects somehow produce some
‘‘motion’’ that comes to us and is too subtle to be detected except while we
are asleep (464a5–19). But even this is not really prophesying future events;
it is sensing motions that are contemporaneous with the dream.

Al-Kindı̄, by contrast, is an enthusiastic believer in prophetic dreams,
and invokes no physical mechanism to explain them. As we saw, al-Kindı̄
believes that imagination is realized in the brain, but that we imagine
‘‘through nothing but the soul.’’ The soul causes the physical process that
goes with imagination, not the other way around. Consistently with this,
he says that it is the soul that grasps future events and then ‘‘announces’’
these to the brain, i.e. causes a dream that shows how the future will be
(xIX.4, AR 303–4).57 A passage in Discourse on the Soul confirms that the
separate soul sees truths when our bodies are asleep and our senses are
inactive: ‘‘this soul does not sleep at all, because in the time of slumber it
abandons the use of the senses and remains restricted, not freed by itself,
and it knows all that is in the worlds, and everything manifest and hid-
den’’ (xIV.3, AR 276–7). Immediately following this al-Kindı̄ speaks of
the soul’s ‘‘seeing marvellous dreams’’ so long as it has ‘‘attained purity’’
(xIV.4, AR 277).

In neitherDiscourse on the SoulnorOn Sleep andDream dowefind a good
explanation as to why the soul is able to foretell the future. In On Sleep and

Dream we are told only that the soul is the ‘‘place of all sensible and
intellectual things,’’ including, apparently, things that are yet to occur
(xVII.2, AR 301). Thosewith pure andwell-prepared souls, and organs able
to receive the dreamwell, are most likely to have accurate dreams (xXI.1–2,
AR 303). (Aristotle, by contrast, implies that the wise are less likely to have
predictive dreams, since the emptier your mind, the better your chances of
receiving a usefulmotion from outside; 464a22–24.) If one’s organ is in a less
receptive state, then one can still have a prophetic dream, but it will be
distorted in some way. Rather than simply seeing what will happen, one
may see it symbolized—for instance a dream about flying could symbolize a
journey (xIX.4, AR 304)—or even backwards, so that a dream about a man
being poor could prophecy his having great wealth (xIV.8, AR 306). So
although al-Kindı̄ does not give any detailed suggestions for interpreting
dreams, he does provide a theoretical basis for this practice.58

What follows from all of this for al-Kindı̄’s psychology? First, we have
learned that there is at least one faculty that is neither sensation nor
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intellection, but something in between, namely imagination. In On Sleep

and Dream al-Kindı̄ says explicitly that there are more faculties like this
(he uses the plural quwan for intermediate faculties at xII.2, AR 294), but
he does not name them. However we can infer from On Recollection that
memory (at least of sense-experiences) would be one such faculty. An-
other possibility is suggested in On Sleep and Dream by the close associ-
ation al-Kindı̄ makes between imagination and ‘‘thought [ fikr].’’ As we
saw, he opposes thought to sensation, saying that when we undergo
‘‘preoccupation with thought [al-shughl bi-fikrihı̄]’’ or are ‘‘lost in thought
[mufakkir]’’ we may almost leave off use of the senses entirely (xIII.3, AR
296). He then says:

On Sleep and Dream xIII.5–6 (AR 296–7): When thought is preoccupied
with its object to the point that it does not use any of the senses at all,
then thought may thereby come to the point [where it is as if one were]
sleeping. Then one’s imaginative power is able to manifest its activity
in the highest degree. For nothing distracts one’s soul from giving the
sensible form of the concept of his thoughts [sūra ma‘ānı̄ afkārihı̄ al-

h. issiyya], so that one would ‘‘see’’ it as if one were sensing it. . . .But
rather, while one is only thinking of something, the form of [the object
of] one’s thought appears to one sensibly, in a more immaculate, clear,
and pure way than the sensible [form].

If we assume that al-Kindı̄ is not speaking loosely here, then he would
seem to be telling us that there is a faculty called ‘‘thought [ fikr]’’ that is
able to occupy itself with sensible forms, and not just intelligible universals.

If this is right then it would be of help in explaining several psy-
chological phenomena that al-Kindı̄ acknowledges, but that cannot be
accounted for within his strict bifurcation of human cognition into sen-
sation and intellection. For instance, in On Sleep and Dream itself, he
compares dreams of varying accuracy to opinions of varying accuracy
(xIX.5, AR 304–5), even saying that an inaccurate dream yields a thought
( fikra) that has the status of mere opinion.59 Given the potential weakness
of opinion and thought, and the fact that they grasp sensible particulars,
it is tempting to say that the faculty of thought is distinct from the faculty
of intellection, which unerringly grasps universals. This temptation is en-
couraged by the fact that, in On First Philosophy, al-Kindı̄ describes
‘‘thought [ fikr]’’ as a function of soul that falls short of pure intellection,
insofar as it ‘‘makes a transition from certain forms of things to others’’
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(xXIX.5, AR 154, RJ 85). Here al-Kindı̄ seems to be following the Arabic
Plotinus texts, which also use fikr for discursive thought that is inferior to
intellection—what Plotinus himself called dianoia. But the evidence of On
Sleep and Dream suggests that al-Kindı̄ is aware of a more elaborate theory
of the ‘‘internal senses.’’60 In that case he may suppose that thought, like
imagination and perhaps memory, is a faculty higher than sensation yet
still located in a bodily organ, namely the brain.61 This would help him to
explain why we are able to think about sensible things, and to have opin-
ions that fall short of knowledge. (Knowledge would of course remain the
privilege of intellection, since as we have seen, al-Kindı̄ emphasizes that
objects of knowledge must be stable universals.)

Surprisingly, the one text that provides strong evidence of such a theory
in al-Kindı̄ is a work on music, On the Informative Parts of Music.62 This
treatise, which will be discussed further below (chapter 7), associates the
four strings of the ‘ūdwith other things arranged in four, like the elements,
the seasons, and the bodily humors. One of the points of comparison is the
‘‘powers of the soul that are situated [munba‘itha] in the head.’’63 There are
four such powers: the ‘‘cogitative power’’ or ‘‘power of thought’’ [al-quwwa
al-fikriyya], ‘‘phantasia, that is, imagination’’ (reading al-fant.āsiyyā wa-hiya
al-takhayyul, as in On Definitions), the ‘‘retentive power [al-quwwa al-h. if-
z. iyya]’’ and the ‘‘power of memory [al-quwwa al-dhikriyya].’’64 We have,
then, thought, imagination, and what look like two alternative terms for
memory—it is not clear whether al-Kindı̄ really wishes to differenti-
ate between two functions here, or just wants to expand the theory of three
internal senses to fit his numerological scheme.65 Later on in the same
treatise al-Kindı̄ adds that ‘‘rational utterances [al-alfāz. al-mant.iqiyya]’’ are
identified with ‘‘intellect [‘aql],’’ but only once they have undergone criti-
cal examination (intiqād) by thought ( fikr).66

Unfortunately this tantalizing claim is never expounded at greater
length. And as we have seen, al-Kindı̄ never makes any serious attempt to
integrate the theory of internal senses into his chief works on psychology
and epistemology. But even in these works, he recognizes the need for
something to fill the gap between sensation and intellection. He recognizes,
that is, the role that imagination and other intermediate faculties might
play in accounting for the complexity of human cognition. On the other
hand, imagination, the only intermediate faculty discussed at length by al-
Kindı̄, is associated much more closely with sensation than with intellec-
tion. He never tries to use the intermediate faculties to compromise his
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bifurcated epistemology, for instance by saying that imagination or mem-
ory serves as a basis for abstraction or by discussing in detail the rela-
tionship between intellection and fikr.

Nor does he compromise his commitment to dualism. As we saw in
Discourse on the Soul, some psychic faculties like sensation and imagination
perform their acts in the body, but the soul itself remains wholly imma-
terial and distinct from body. Likewise, in the account of prophetic dreams,
the separate soul is what grasps the future. The dream produced by the
faculty of imagination does require the body (since imagination is seated in
the brain), but the dream is only a by-product of the soul’s independent
prognostication. It is, we might suppose, a way for us to gain access to what
the soul could see clearly if it were not impeded by the body. In chapter 6
we will see that al-Kindı̄ had good reason to be so resolute in his dualist
theory of soul, and in his separation of intellectual knowledge from the
faculties of soul that are tied to the body. For his ethics, too, minimizes the
importance of bodily things, and makes our immaterial souls the locus of
our identity and perfection.
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X6
ethics

Socratic, Stoic, Platonic

From a philosophical point of view, al-Kı̄ndı̄’s ethical writing is on the
whole less impressive than his works on metaphysics and psychology.
Much of it takes the form of pointed anecdote and moral exhortation,
rather than argument or analysis. To be fair to al-Kı̄ndı̄, though, the
relative poverty of deep reflection on ethics in his extant corpus may be
simply a matter of bad luck. Ibn al-Nadı̄m’s Fihrist tells us that he wrote a
dozen works on ethical and political topics, most of which are lost. De-
spite these losses and the occasional banality of what remains, there is at
least one respect in which al-Kı̄ndı̄ should be recognized as a pioneer:
his anticipation of the standard genres of ethical writing in Arabic. In
a very helpful survey of Arabic ethical literature, Dimitri Gutas has
grouped relevant works into three categories: (1) gnomological collec-
tions, (2) ‘‘popular-philosophical’’ works, and (3) Fürstenspiegel (‘‘mirrors
for princes’’).1 Al-Kindı̄ can be argued to have contributed to all three
genres:

(1) A gnomological collection is a list of memorable sayings and brief
anecdotes, often concerning Greek figures, intended to bring home
moral lessons to the reader. These collections represent an im-
portant, though often overlooked, legacy of Greek thought in
Arabic.2 Al-Kindı̄ wrote what may be the earliest such collection in
Arabic, the Sayings of Socrates. Socrates regularly features in later
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gnomological works, which often repeat material found in al-
Kindı̄’s Sayings.3

(2) ‘‘Popular-philosophical’’ works: there are numerous later Arabic
works that popularize ideas from the Greek ethical tradition, es-
pecially by means of catalogues of the virtues. Both Miskawayh and
Yah.yā b. ‘Adı̄ wrote treatises titled Tahdhı̄b al-Akhlāq (Refinement
of Character), which include such catalogues. Although al-Kindı̄
did not write any freestanding work of this kind, there is an ex-
cursus about ‘‘the human virtues’’ in On Definitions (x91, AR 177–9).
Unfortunately the passage has suffered from textual corruption.
What remains is little more than a garbled list of virtues and vices,
relying on the Aristotelian understanding of virtues as means be-
tween extremes.4 Still, this should be recognized as a forerunner of
works in the popular-philosophical genre, especially in light of the
general aims of On Definitions as I have explained them, namely
making Greek ideas and terminology accessible to speakers of
Arabic (see chapter 2). Here we should also mention Discourse on

the Soul, which focuses as much on ethics as on psychology, and
which uses anecdote and exhortation in the manner of a ‘‘popular-
philosophical’’ work.5

(3) Fürstenspiegel are texts supplying practical and moral advice to
high-ranking recipients. Al-Kindı̄’s work of consolation, On the

Method of How to Dispel Sadness, might fall into this category,
though it is certainly a sort of popular ethical treatise as well. The
recipient of the epistle is not specified, but as we have seen many
Kindian writings are addressed to a member of the caliph’s fam-
ily, and this may well have been the case here.6 This is suggested
by the use of anecdotes dealing with ancient kings in the text:
Alexander the Great and Nero. The Nero anecdote (xIX.6–7)
impresses upon the reader that royalty would do well to listen to
their court philosophers, a message al-Kindı̄ was no doubt happy
to put across to his patrons.

A surprising feature of al-Kindı̄’s ethical writings is that, with the
exception of the passage from On Definitions, they so consistently ignore
Aristotelian ethics. Al-Kindı̄ is indeed mostly unconcerned with the prac-
tical, virtuous actions that are the focus of the first nine books of Aristotle’s
Nichomachean Ethics. Instead, his emphasis is on a rigorous asceticism that
will turn us away from the transient things of this world to contempla-
tion of intelligible things. For al-Kindı̄ Socrates is the exemplar of such an
ascetic, philosophical approach to life. To this extent he follows Cynicism
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and Stoicism in disvaluing what Aristotle called ‘‘external goods,’’ and in
idolizing Socrates. But as we will see, his ethical teaching is ultimately
grounded in the Platonist psychology and epistemology just explored in
chapter 5.7

The Socratic Paradigm

The Fihrist indicates al-Kindı̄’s keen interest in the figure of Socrates.8

Ibn al-Nadı̄m mentions no fewer than five works about Socrates, at least
two of which seem to have been in dialogue form:

(1) Account of Socrates’ Virtue

(2) Sayings of Socrates

(3) On a Dialogue That Passed [muh. āwara] between Socrates and Ar-

shı̄jānis
9

(4) Account of the Death of Socrates

(5) On What Passed between Socrates and the H. arranians
10

Item (2) is extant, and will be discussed presently. First, though, a moment
of reflection on these five titles, which constitute valuable evidence about
al-Kindı̄’s knowledge of Plato’s works. Item (4) looks as though it had
something to do with the Phaedo. Gutas has gone further and suggested
that (1), (4), and (5) refer respectively to the Crito, Phaedo, and Apology.
The nature of the works may be very tentatively inferred from another
scrap of evidence about al-Kindı̄’s knowledge of Plato, in which al-Kindı̄
is named as the transmitter of a summary of passages from the Sympo-

sium.11 The summary is not in dialogue form; instead it offers a com-
pressed paraphrase of the content of the Greek original. So it seems likely
that at least some of these ‘‘Socratic’’ works by al-Kindı̄ were littlemore than
reports summarizing the gist of Platonic dialogues. If this is right, then their
loss doesn’t deprive us of much insight into al-Kindı̄’s own philosophy,
however useful they would have been as evidence for the transmission of
Plato into Arabic.12

On the other hand, we have already seen that Discourse on the Soul,
which explicitly claims merely to repeat ideas from various Greek
thinkers, is in fact very revealing for al-Kindı̄’s theory of soul. And while
the Sayings of Socrates,13 a collection of anecdotes and sayings, might seem
unlikely to tell us much about al-Kindı̄’s own views, in fact it makes a
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good departure point for studying his ethics. Al-Kindı̄ refers to Sayings x4
in his longest ethical treatise, On Dispelling Sadness (at xIX.5 and 9),
precisely because the Socrates of these Sayings stands as the hero of the
rigorous asceticism al-Kindı̄ espouses whenever he treats ethical topics.
On Definitions (x70C) also repeats a Socratic maxim (Sayings x15) in the
midst of defining philosophy as ‘‘preparation for death,’’ another remi-
niscence of the Phaedo.

A further indication of al-Kindı̄’s abiding interest in Socrates is to be
found in a report of al-Kindı̄’s own sayings, included inMuntakhab S.iwān

al-H. ikma, which are at least partly, and perhaps entirely, authentic.14 Not
only are these sayings clearly styled on the aphorisms reported in the
Sayings of Socrates, but one of al-Kindı̄’s sayings (108) is a near quotation
of Sayings x38. These sayings of al-Kindı̄ serve to remind us of his literary
ambitions and activities. They aim more at pithiness and wit than phil-
osophical depth, sometimes relying on wordplay. (For example saying 55
says that ‘‘worry [hamm]’’ is worse than ‘‘poison [samm].’’) The similarity
of these sayings to the Sayings of Socrates is, then, a reminder of al-Kindı̄’s
penchant for blurring the distinction between adab and falsafa.

In light of all this, it would be unwise to leave the Sayings of Socrates out
of any discussion of al-Kindı̄’s ethics; it is with some justice that several
commentators have seen al-Kindı̄’s ethics as fundamentally Socratic.15 On
the other hand, the Sayings shows how little al-Kindı̄ knew about the
historical Socrates, or the Socrates of Plato’s dialogues. There are a few
scraps of accurate information about Socrates here: that he did not write
books (x1), that he was married (x8), and that he was put to death (x10).
But most of the sayings could be attributed to any sage (‘‘God created for
man two ears, but only one tongue, so that we might listen more than we
speak,’’ x23). Several do have more biographical specificity, but are based
on the wrong biography: they conflate Socrates with the Cynic philosopher
Diogenes of Sinope, a confusion widespread in Arabic gnomological
writings.16 For example this Socrates lives in a jar (x4) and has a penchant
for insulting passersby (he tells a well-dressed woman ‘‘you go not to see
the city, but in order that the city may see you,’’ x25). One of the longer
anecdotes has Socrates being impudent to a passing king, and lets him
deliver a put-down that, according to Greek legend, Diogenes aimed at
Alexander the Great. (‘‘The king said, ‘What is it that you need?’ Socrates
replied, ‘I need you to stop casting your shadow on me, because it is
blocking the sun,’ ’’ x6).
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To the extent that there is any dominant theme running through the
Sayings, it is Socrates’ attack on material possessions and pleasures like
food and drink, which we might call external ‘‘goods’’ (using scare-quotes
to indicate that they are only supposedly good). Like Diogenes, al-Kindı̄’s
Socrates is repeatedly portrayed as being destitute (xx2, 5, 34). And like the
Socrates of Plato’s dialogues, this Socrates insists that wisdom or virtue is
the only thing of intrinsic value: ‘‘the fruits of wisdom are peace and calm,
but the fruits of gold and silver are suffering and drudgery’’ (x29; cf. x32:
‘‘the wealth of the sage is with him wherever he goes’’). In fact this Socrates
goes even further. Whereas Plato’s Socrates seemed to admit that wealth
and other external ‘‘goods’’ could be genuinely good as long as they were
used wisely, the Socrates of the Sayings repeatedly says that external
‘‘goods’’ are in fact always bad, because they are disgusting, or because their
acquisition brings unhappiness (xx6, 16, 17, 18, 28, 29). Perhaps the most
telling of these is x17: ‘‘[Socrates] said, ‘possessions are the wellspring of
sorrows; do not take possession of sorrows.’ ’’ According to this Socrates,
external ‘‘goods’’ are not even neutral in value, but are actually negative in
value. They are never to be pursued, not even by the wise man. For it is
inevitable that they will lead us astray as soon as we desire them.

Having rejected these spurious goods, does al-Kindı̄’s Socrates have any
positive characterization of the good to offer? On the whole, he restricts
himself to extolling wisdom and various virtues (especially justice), without
explaining what constitutes virtue or wisdom. There are traces, though, of
several theories of happiness familiar from Greek ethics. For example,
some sayings suggest that happiness lies in self-sufficiency (x6: ‘‘what So-
crates needs is with him, wherever he turns,’’ cf. x4: ‘‘I own nothing whose
loss would make me sad’’; also xx24, 28, 32). Others emphasize ‘‘lack of
disturbance,’’ or ataraxia, the common goal of all schools of Hellenistic
philosophy. For instance, x34: ‘‘A man from the wealthy set said to him,
‘Socrates, of what use to you is your wisdom, and are you not distressed by
your poverty?’ He said, ‘it is of use to me in keeping me from the suffering
you feel on my behalf.’ ’’17 For this Socrates ataraxia is chiefly to be had by
not fearing death (xx7, 8, 12, 18, 21), a theme that brings us closer to the real
Socrates, or at least the Socrates of the Phaedo.

Also familiar from the Phaedo is the reason we should not fear death:
‘‘take death lightly, that you may not die; for in dying your souls become
immortal. Adhere to justice and salvation will belong to you’’ (x18). This
is of a piece with the generally Platonic emphasis on perfecting the soul

148 al-kind ı̄



through justice (xx37–39, cf. x19). But though there is one saying that
identifies the just man as ‘‘the one who commits no injustice’’ (x37), al-
Kindı̄’s Socrates is more concerned to turn us away from the physical
world than he is to encourage virtuous action. When we turn away from
the physical world, we do so first, Platonically enough, through the study
of mathematics (xx13–14). But the ultimate goal is considerably more
exalted: ‘‘wisdom is the ladder to exaltation; he who has it is not far from
his Creator’’ (x20). This is one of several Islamicizing passages in the Say-
ings, which speak of tawh. ı̄d (x1), praise the one who has no need of idols
because of his ‘‘true knowledge of God’’ (x9), and make justice the mı̄zān,
the ‘‘scales’’ or ‘‘balance,’’ of God (x38). Of course the very nature of the Say-
ings means that it offers no overarching argument or theory of happiness.
But is not hard to bring together the dominant themes of the collection into
a coherent ethical outlook: external ‘‘goods’’ are to be avoided because they
turn us towards the physical and away from the knowledge of immaterial
things, namely our own immortal souls and God Himself.

The most dramatic confirmation that Platonist metaphysics and psy-
chology lurks amidst the barbed wit of the Sayings is an entry I have not
yet mentioned:

x27: [Socrates] said, ‘‘nature is the maid for the soul, soul is the maid for
the intellect, and the intellect [is the maid] for the Creator, because the
first thing created by the Creator [mubdi‘] was the form of the intellect.’’

Here the metaphysical system of Plotinus is put into the mouth of Socrates.
Two features of the saying indicate that it is an invention originating in
al-Kindı̄’s circle. The reference to the intellect as the ‘‘first created thing’’
comes from the Neoplatonic translations made in his circle (see Liber de
Causis x4). And the Plotinian hierarchy includes, following God, intellect,
and soul, the fourth hypostasis of ‘‘nature’’: this four-fold emanation
scheme is based on Enneads V.2.1 and found in the Arabic Plotinus. It
turns up in both the Prologue to the Theology of Aristotle, which I believe
to be by al-Kindı̄ himself, and in the opening sequence of entries in On

Definitions (xx1–4). So Sayings x27 may well be the invention of either al-
Kindı̄ himself, or a member of his circle. In any case al-Kindı̄ clearly
saw the asceticism of his Socrates as fitting neatly together with the Neo-
platonizing psychology and metaphysics familiar to us from his own the-
oretical works.18
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The Eclecticism of On Dispelling Sadness

From a literary point of view, On the Method of How to Dispel Sadness is
probably al-Kindı̄’s most attractive surviving work. Full of vivid anecdotes
and persuasive rhetoric, it provides genuinely useful advice on how to cope
with loss and sorrow. Unsurprisingly it was one of al-Kindı̄’s most popular
works, frequently cited by later authors.19 The literary polish of On Dis-

pelling Sadness is not necessarily matched by its philosophical heft—
Thérèse-Anne Druart has called the work ‘‘pleasant if somewhat pedes-
trian.’’20 But in fact I believe that one can tease out of On Dispelling Sadness
a coherent argument against the rationality of valuing external ‘‘goods,’’
and in favor of a thoroughly intellectualist ethics.

The modern interpretation of On Dispelling Sadness got off to a bad
start, when the otherwise excellent edition and translation of Richard
Walzer and Helmut Ritter proposed that it was just an Arabic version of
some Greek work of consolation, with al-Kindı̄ adding little or nothing of
his own.21 Their guess was that it is a translation of Themistius’ lost On
Sadness; they went so far as to include this speculation as a subtitle on their
title page. This hypothesis was already rejected in a 1938 review of Walzer
and Ritter’s work by Max Pohlenz. Pohlenz pointed out, though, that
there was a Greek source for one passage, in which al-Kindı̄ compares our
earthly lives to a sojourn made by people temporarily disembarking from a
ship.22 This metaphor appears, in a much less elaborate version, in the
Enchiridion of the Stoic philosopher Epictetus. Now, in general one needs
to be very cautious when speaking of Stoic influence on Arabic philosophy;
there is very little evidence of any actual textual transmission that could
have made this possible.23 But the parable of the ship provides a rare
definite link between a Stoic author and an author writing in Arabic.

It is appropriate that we should find an echo of Epictetus in On Dis-

pelling Sadness, because Epictetus’ writings make similar use of aphorisms
and moralistic exhortation (this is especially true of the Enchiridion, but
also a feature of his Discourses). And like al-Kindı̄, Epictetus venerates
Socrates as a philosophical hero.24 There is also a more general resonance
between the central argument of On Dispelling Sadness and Epictetan
Stoicism. To oversimplify, Epictetus’ fundamental teaching is that to be
happy, we must value only that which is ‘‘up to us’’ or under our control.
Insofar as our continued happiness requires our having external ‘‘goods,’’
our happiness is vulnerable and indeed certain to be fleeting. For no one
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can control or guarantee the permanence of his material possessions, his
health, the well-being of his family, and so on. We should instead value
only the rational use of our prohairesis—our ability to make choices. For
one may choose to be virtuous no matter what one’s external circumstances
might be. Happiness, then, is choosing a life of reason and virtue, and
valuing nothing but this.

The parable of the ship is the only borrowing from Epictetus in On

Dispelling Sadness. The borrowing is presumably indirect, and there is no
strong reason to think that al-Kindı̄ knew more Epictetus than this, or that
he even knew Epictetus was the source of the ship parable. Nevertheless
On Dispelling Sadness is very much in the spirit of Epictetus when it argues
that unhappiness is the inevitable result of valuing what is vulnerable and
transient. Sadness, says al-Kindı̄, is ‘‘a pain of the soul occurring because
one loses what one loves or is frustrated in obtaining what one seeks out’’
(xI.2). Most people seek out and value sensible things, like money, power,
or things that provide pleasure. But they are foolish to do so, because
sensible objects suffer from two sorts of vulnerability. First, ‘‘stability and
constancy do not exist in the world of generation and corruption,’’ so
sensible things are by their very nature transitory (xI.2). Second, sensible
possessions can be ‘‘seized by any power; it is impossible to protect them’’
(xI.4). Indeed such things are really the common property of all: ‘‘we are
no more entitled to them than someone else; whoever takes them, keeps
them’’ (xVII.1, cf. xI.5). These considerations show that, if one wants to be
happy, one should not make one’s happiness contingent on the acquisition
of sensible things, that is, external ‘‘goods.’’ As al-Kindı̄ says in the con-
cluding sections of the epistle, ‘‘he who does not acquire things external to
himself is master of the things which turn kings into slaves, i.e. anger and
desire which are the source of vices and pain’’ (xXIII.3).

Al-Kindı̄ furthermore says that it is not ‘‘natural’’ for sensible things to
endure permanently. If we do want to acquire and keep sensible ‘‘goods’’
without them perishing, ‘‘we want from nature something which is not
natural; and he who wants something unnatural wants something which
does not exist’’ (xI.5). Al-Kindı̄ thus suggests that a life lived ‘‘in accor-
dance with nature,’’ in the famous Stoic phrase, would be a life lived
without any desire for sensible things at all. At one point al-Kindı̄ goes so
far as to say we should actually try to ‘‘minimize our possessions’’ (xIV.4).
Here he strikes a world-denying note worthy of the Socrates of the Sayings.
But his considered view in On Dispelling Sadness would seem to be that
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external ‘‘goods’’ are to be neither rejected nor pursued. Thus he says we
should treat sensible ‘‘goods’’ as royalty treats visitors: accepting them
graciously when they arrive, but never deigning to go to meet them or
making a fuss when they depart (xII.3).

Though all of this is reminiscent of a Stoic author like Epictetus, there
are non-Stoic elements in al-Kindı̄’s argument as well. We have, in fact,
just seen al-Kindı̄ disagree subtly with one orthodox Stoic position. The
Stoics held that only virtue is absolutely choiceworthy, and only vice ab-
solutely to be avoided. But they admitted that external ‘‘goods’’ like health
could sometimes be rational objects of choice: a sage could pursue bodily
health so long as this pursuit did not conflict with virtue. The Stoics thus
spoke of ‘‘preferred indifferents,’’ things that were choiceworthy (proêg-
mena) even though happiness may be attained without them (the Stoic
sage, notoriously, is happy even on the rack).25 Al-Kindı̄ never seems to
consider this position, which is something of a compromise between the
Peripatetic acceptance of the need for external goods in the best life, and
the more thorough rejection of such ‘‘goods’’ associated with, for instance,
theCynics.26On thewhole al-Kindı̄ seems to inclinemore towards theCynic
view, perhaps under the influence of the Socratic materials he collected in
the Sayings of Socrates. Even bodily health, which is choiceworthy if any
external ‘‘good’’ is choiceworthy, is mentioned only by al-Kindı̄ in a rel-
atively unfavorable light: he says that the health of the soul is much more
important than the health of the body (xxIV, XIII.3).

A more obviously non-Stoic element in al-Kindı̄’s position is that he
does not identify virtue as such, or the virtuous and rational use of our
power of choice, as embodying happiness. Rather, he says this:

On Dispelling Sadness xI.2–3: Necessarily, stability and constancy only
exist in the world of the intellect, which we can contemplate. Therefore
if we do not want to lose the things we love and do not want to be
frustrated in obtaining things we seek out, we must contemplate the
intellectual world and form our conceptions of what we love, possess
and want from it [sc. the intellectual world].

Like Epictetus, al-Kindı̄ urges us to value only what is invulnerable to loss
due to circumstances outside our control. But he draws a Platonist con-
clusion from this Stoic line of argument. The conclusion is already implicit
in al-Kindı̄’s critique of external ‘‘goods,’’ when he refers to them as
‘‘sensible things’’ (xxI.4, II.1, III.6), which are distinguished from intelli-
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gibles by their corruptibility (xxI.2, 5, II.1, 5, IV.1). If we are to be happy,
we must instead pursue things in the ‘‘world of the intellect,’’27 because
these intelligible things are not subject to corruption, and cannot be taken
away from us. Thus the fundamental distinction al-Kindı̄’s epistemology
between sensible and intelligible objects turns up here in On Dispelling

Sadness as the fundamental distinction in his ethics. The stability that allows
intellectual objects to be suitable objects of knowledge also makes them
appropriate objects of value. Conversely, the transient nature of sensible
things makes them not only unknowable, but also undesirable for one who
is wise.

Here one is inclined to say to al-Kindı̄ that his conception of human
happiness is too narrow. After all, humans do have faculties other than
intellect, such as sensation, and the power to seek nutrition and reproduce.
Is he really telling us that the use of these faculties plays no role in human
happiness? The answer is yes. And this should be no surprise, given that
(as we saw in chapter 5) al-Kindı̄ thinks the rational or intellective soul is
the true nature or essence of the person, and that the lower faculties are
mere projections of this soul’s power into the body. We will return shortly
to the consequences drawn from this in Discourse on the Soul. But it is
worth noting that he reiterates the doctrine in the present treatise as well:

On Dispelling Sadness xIV.1: For it is through our souls that we are
what we are, not through our bodies, because what all bodies have in
common is corporeality, whereas every living thing has life in common,
and this is through the soul.28 Our soul is essential to us; and the
welfare of our essence is more incumbent upon us than the welfare of
things alien to us. Our body is an instrument for our soul, through
which its [i.e. the soul’s] activities are made manifest.29 Improving our
essences is much more befitting for us than improving our instruments.

In this same section al-Kindı̄ points out that ‘‘the soul remains while the
body is obliterated,’’ which not only underscores soul’s greater importance
but also indicates the affinity between the soul and the ‘‘world of the
intellect.’’

These psychological claims conclude the core argument of On Dispel-

ling Sadness, which runs from xI to xIV. This argument is that, given the
vulnerability of sensible things and the inevitability of their loss, as con-
trasted with the stability and permanence of intellectual things and the
soul itself, happiness resides in intellectual contemplation and not the
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attainment of external ‘‘goods.’’ Al-Kindı̄ seems to have made his case, and
from here on out little will be added in the way of further argument.
Nevertheless, we are not even halfway through the epistle. From xV on-
wards, al-Kindı̄ offers numerous ‘‘remedies’’ for sadness, which are of a
more practical nature. For example, he counsels us to remember that
others have undergone similar losses to those we must endure (xVI.4). And
he supplies various anecdotes about the ancients—Socrates, Alexander,
Nero—as well as the lengthy elaboration of Epictetus’ parable of the ship.
However, al-Kindı̄ does not allow us to lose sight of the fundamental
premises of the argument of xI–xIV. In the later sections, al-Kindı̄ con-
tinues to refer dismissively to ‘‘sensible things’’ (xxVI.4, XII.1, 3, 6–7,
XIII.1–2), and to emphasize their transitory nature and their susceptibility
to corruption (xxV.7, VI.8, XI.1). He refers to those who are able to resist
grief over the loss of sensible things as ‘‘men of intellect’’ and those who do
grieve as ‘‘men of no intellect’’ (xxII.3, V.1, VI.6–8, IX.4, X.3, XI.10, XII.7).
He concludes the letter by praying that God will allow the recipient to
‘‘harvest the fruits of the intellect, and . . . keep you from the baseness of
ignorance.’’

What, then, does the second part of On Dispelling Sadness add to the
argument of the first part? It would seem that the ‘‘remedies’’ are given in
order to make it easier to accommodate ourselves to the rigorously ascetic
and intellectualist conclusion of that argument. Grasping the fact that
sensibles must all pass away, and that true happiness would consist in
contemplation of the intelligibles, is not necessarily enough to prevent us
from being pained at the loss of our external ‘‘goods.’’ For that, we need to
be habituated to greet the loss of sensible things with cheerful acceptance:

On Dispelling Sadness xIII.6–7: It is therefore clear that the sensibles
which one loves or hates are not something determined by nature, but
rather by habit [bi-’l-‘ādāt] and frequent use. Since . . . finding solace
from what we have lost is easily and clearly achieved by way of habit as
we have explained, we ought to apply ourselves to bringing our souls to
this [state] and to educating ourselves so that this becomes our neces-
sary habit and acquired character [‘āda lāzima wa khulqan mustafādan].

The idea of habituation is the only discernible inheritance from Aristo-
telian ethics inOnDispelling Sadness.30 But it does not represent a departure
from al-Kindı̄’s previous conclusion: what we need to be conditioned or
‘‘molded’’ (xIII.7) to do is precisely to reject sensible things and embrace the
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intelligible world. Still it is a significant concession that this will only be
possible for us if we condition our characters well.

Even by al-Kindı̄’s standards, On Dispelling Sadness is a remarkably
eclectic work. It blends together arguments, themes, and gnomological
materials beholden to several ancient ethical traditions—Stoicism, Cyni-
cism (we find Socrates conflated with Diogenes at xIX.9), and Aristote-
lianism. But the argument of the work stands or falls with the Platonist
claims made at the outset, about the stability and attainability of what is
intelligible, in contrast to the vulnerability of the sensible, and about the
incorporeality and immortality of the human soul. For this reason I dis-
agree, to some extent, with the interpretations of two previous commen-
tators on the work, Thérèse-Anne Druart and Charles Butterworth. Both
of them have provided very useful overviews of al-Kindı̄’s contributions to
ethics; I take issue with them here simply because their readings of On
Dispelling Sadness serve as useful foils to my own.

Druart points out that in On the Quantity of Aristotle’s Books al-Kindı̄
makes ethics the capstone of the philosophical syllabus, following after psy-
chology and metaphysics. As we will see below, she is right to say that Dis-
course on the Soul embodies this view of ethics by presupposing al-Kindı̄’s
psychological and theological doctrines.31 Inmy view the same can be said of
On Dispelling Sadness. Druart, though, thinks that On Dispelling Sadness is
meant to persuade us to begin philosophical study. She proposes that it
should be classified as a work of ‘‘prephilosophical ethics,’’ which does not
invoke metaphysical doctrines to ground its ethical teaching.32 Of course
Druart is right to seeOnDispelling Sadness as trying to help the reader to live
in a more philosophical way, for it gives advice on how to condition oneself
to disdain external ‘‘goods.’’ But any reader unconvinced by the opening
arguments given in xI–xIV will have no reason to attempt to condition
himself in the way al-Kindı̄ recommends. In particular, the reader must be
persuaded that our true nature is our rational soul, that this soul is able to
grasp intelligible objects, and that only these objects are stable. All of these
crucial premises are assertedwithout argument inOnDispelling Sadness, and
as we have seen al-Kindı̄ refers back to them in the later, hortatory sections
of the text. So if the reader is to follow and accept al-Kindı̄’s argument, he
will need at least a passing familiarity with the doctrines of works like On
the Intellect, section 2 of On First Philosophy, and Discourse on the Soul.

My interpretation departs more widely from that of Butterworth, who
starts from the assumption that al-Kindı̄ wants to provide ‘‘a human
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science that presupposes neither metaphysical knowledge nor divine
inspiration—one, that is, on the order of the practical reasoning presented
here [i.e. in On Dispelling Sadness].’’33 Because Butterworth worries that,
for al-Kindı̄, intelligible truths are in fact unattainable without revelation,
he does not think that the opening sections can provide the grounding for
the epistle as a whole.34 For Butterworth On Dispelling Sadness instead
points to the need for a properly political philosophy, but fails to provide
this itself.35 Butterworth is right to say that, in the extant corpus, al-Kindı̄
makes no effort to situate his ethics within a political context. (The Fihrist
shows that al-Kindı̄ did write on the topic of political governance, but this
dimension of his thought is lost to us.) Yet this very lack of attention to
politics, and indeed practical philosophy in general, renders highly sus-
pect the notion that On Dispelling Sadness was ever intended to offer a basis
for virtuous actions in the sensible world, or an argument with no basis in
psychology and metaphysics. To the contrary: al-Kindı̄ is drawing an
ethical conclusion from theoretical principles about the immortal soul and
the intelligible world. The conclusion is that we must turn away from this
world and look to the world of the intellect. The only thing about the epistle
that is intended to be ‘‘practical’’ is the advice he gives for habituating
oneself to live in accordance with this challenging conclusion.

Discourse on the Soul Revisited

The Discourse on the Soul is even more explicit in situating al-Kindı̄’s
ascetic and intellectualist ethics within the context of his metaphysics and
psychology. The Discourse presents itself as a doxography of Greek psy-
chological theories. But as we saw in chapter 5, it sets out the principles of
al-Kindı̄’s own psychology: the soul is intellective in its proper nature, the
lower faculties being mere projections of this soul’s power into the body.
The soul is a ‘‘simple substance’’ that can survive the death of the body and
go on to live the life that is best for it, namely one of pure intellectual
contemplation. We have also seen that in other works dealing with epis-
temology, al-Kindı̄ gives the body and the soul’s lower faculties no role to
play in the acquisition of knowledge. But it is in the Discourse that we find
his most robust polemic against bodily things. Pythagoras is cited (xIV.1–2,
AR 276) as comparing the soul to a mirror, which can perfectly reflect the
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forms of what is known if it withdraws away from bodily desire, but
which becomes rusted and non-reflective if it gives in to bodily vices.
Earlier, in his own voice, al-Kindı̄ enthuses about the beneficial effects of
ignoring sensible things and withdrawing to a life of contemplation, in
which the ‘‘knowledge of the invisible’’ and ‘‘secrets of creation’’ become
available to us (xII.3, AR 274).

The Discourse also adds another, more theological dimension to this
teaching. As Druart has pointed out,36 al-Kindı̄ is under the influence of
the ubiquitous ancient maxim, derived from Plato (Theaetetus 176b), that
our good is to achieve ‘‘likeness to God.’’ Al-Kindı̄ refers to this ideal in On
Definitions (x70B, AR 172), and also in the Discourse, saying that if the ‘‘the
intellectual soul achieves knowledge of [the] noble things’’ in the intelli-
gible world, it will ‘‘attain imitation of the Creator’’ (xII.4, AR 274).
However, neither On Definitions nor the Discourse hold out the prospect of
a complete union or identity with God—al-Kindı̄ is no Sufi. In On Def-

initions al-Kindı̄ speaks only of making our actions like those of God.37

And the Discourse only goes so far as to say that the man of intellect can
become ‘‘close [qarı̄b] in similarity’’ to the Creator (xII.5, AR 275).38

Al-Kindı̄ explains this proximity to God by returning several times to
the analogy of the sun, which of course derives ultimately from Republic

508a–509b. At the very outset of the treatise (xxI.2–II.1, AR 273) al-Kindı̄
asserts that the soul is a ‘‘divine, spiritual substance’’ which is ‘‘from the
substance of the Creator, like the light of the sun from the sun.’’ The man
who ‘‘prefers the truth and the beautiful’’ can thus ‘‘become of a species
whose power and ability are part of the species of the Creator . . . because
[the soul] acquires from His light, and in it is a power similar to His
power’’ (xII.6, AR 275). As in the Republic, the analogy is also used to
make an epistemological point. Just as sunlight makes things visible in the
sensible world, so in the ‘‘world of the intellect’’ it is being in God’s light
that enables the soul to know all things.39 Though the soul is called
‘‘divine’’ insofar as it flows directly from God, it is no more to be iden-
tified with God than sunlight is to be identified with the sun. The soul’s
proper abode, then, is the now familiar world of the intelligibles, which
can apparently be known directly and completely so long as the soul is
wholly separated from body. Al-Kindı̄ quotes Plato (xII.3, AR 274) as
claiming that some philosophers achieve this intellectual vision even
during their earthly existence, by ‘‘attaching no importance to sensory
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things.’’ But for most souls the path to the intelligible world is a long and
arduous one. It is not automatically reached even when we die. Rather
(again, supposedly according to Plato), the soul that is free of its earthly
body comes to reside in each of the heavenly spheres in sequence, until it
is fully ‘‘cleansed and purified’’ of the ‘‘stains of sensation [adnās al-h. iss]’’
(xV.1–2, AR 178).40

The Discourse ends with a passage that is reminiscent of On Dispelling

Sadness, though it adopts a tone of mockery instead of sympathetic advice
towards those who are saddened by the travails of this sensible world:

Discourse on the Soul VII.1–2 (AR 279–80): Say to those who weep,
whose nature is to weep about grievous things: it is necessary to weep,
and to do more weeping, for him who neglects his soul, and goes too
far in pursuing vulgar, base, unclean, false desires, which bring wick-
edness, and incline his nature to the nature of beasts. He stops at-
tending to the contemplation of this noble concern and dedication to it,
and purifying his soul in accordance with his ability. For true purity is
only purity of the soul, not purity of the body.

Here al-Kindı̄ speaks in propria persona, showing himself to be as de-
manding in his expectations as any of the Greek thinkers quoted in the
Discourse. In fact we rarely seem to be far from al-Kindı̄’s own voice in the
Discourse, so much so that it is hard to see where the supposed citations of
his sources end and his own interjections begin.41 As mentioned above
(chapter 5), some specific elements from Hermetic and Neoplatonic works
in the Discourse have been identified, and we have seen there are also clear,
if imprecise, reminiscences of certain Platonic dialogues. Yet it has been
difficult to trace the main sources al-Kindı̄ used in writing the Discourse.
I suspect this is in part because al-Kindı̄ is engaging in loose and creative
paraphrase rather than direct quotation. He thus manages to portray a
psychology, ethics, and eschatology that is substantially his own as if it
were the unanimous view of the Greeks. (And he could hardly have
chosen more authoritative figures for this project than those named here:
Plato, Pythagoras, and Aristotle.) This is not to say that al-Kindı̄ would
necessarily endorse every claim made in the Discourse. In particular, we do
not find the idea of the soul ascending through the heavenly spheres, so as
to be gradually purified, anywhere else in the Kindian corpus.42 Still, the
treatise brings together in one place al-Kindı̄’s most characteristic teach-
ings on psychology—that soul is an immaterial substance, immortal, and
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essentially intellective—with his most characteristic ethical teachings.
These are that happiness is to be had in a life of intellectual contemplation,
and that the body, the faculties that tie us to the sensible world, and above
all physical pleasure, are hindrances and snares that prevent us from living
the life of the mind that is our ultimate reward.
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X7
science

Mathematics and Methodology

From the scarce remains of al-Kindı̄’s writings on ethics, we now turn our
attention to the relatively vast corpus of his scientific works. As we saw in
chapter 1, al-Kindı̄ wrote about a bewildering array of topics in the physical
sciences. Though most of this material is lost, a great deal has fortunately
survived to us. Indeed one may almost speak here of an embarrassment of
riches. This presents difficulties of its own, however. A thorough survey of
al-Kindı̄’s scientific work would require a book, not a single chapter, and to
write such a book one would need to be an expert in the history of disci-
plines as diverse as medicine, chemistry, optics, music, astronomy, and
astrology. Unlike al-Kindı̄ himself, I cannot claim such wide-ranging ex-
pertise. But since the present volume is intended as a study of al-Kindı̄’s
philosophical thought only, we can content ourselves with a fairly brief tour
of the scientific treatises, highlighting those aspects that are most relevant to
what we would now consider to be philosophical issues. It should be re-
membered, though, that al-Kindı̄ himself recognizes no firm dividing line
between ‘‘science’’ and ‘‘philosophy.’’ I have had occasion to point this out
above, but it will become especially clear in the course of this chapter.

The most obvious ‘‘philosophical’’ question that arises from the scien-
tific works is that of al-Kindı̄’s methodology. This question is particularly
pressing given his epistemological commitments. Given his downplaying
of the role of sensation in the acquisition of knowledge, what account can
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al-Kindı̄ give of the physical sciences, which would seem to depend so
fundamentally on empirical observation? As we will see, al-Kindı̄ does
take sensible experience seriously in the process of confirming scientific
theories, but the theories themselves are not reached by making empirical
observations and then generalizing from these observations. Most fre-
quently, Kindian science is instead driven by abstract mathematical rea-
soning. Indeed the role of mathematics in al-Kindı̄’s scientific works is so
central that it makes sense to organize the extant material in accordance
with al-Kindı̄’s own division of the mathematical sciences. As explained
above (chapter 2), he follows tradition in recognizing four mathematical
sciences: arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy. In this chapter we
will study works that draw on the first three of these sciences. Al-Kindı̄’s
astronomy, and more generally his cosmology and account of how the stars
influence life in our lower world, will be the subject of chapter 8.

The Arithmetic of Medicine

Like many later Arabic philosophers, al-Kindı̄ devoted significant energy
to the study of medicine. The Fihrist lists about two dozen titles on medi-
cine, many very narrow in scope (for instance treatises on specific maladies
like rabies). We have, in the Istanbul manuscript, two such narrowly
focused treatises, on coitus and on lisping.1 There is also a work on the days
of crisis in acute illness,2 and an extensive handbook or Formulary of
recipes for drugs.3 The most important surviving work, though, is one that
provides the theoretical basis for the recipes we find in the Formulary:
extant in both Arabic and Latin, On Degrees expands on Galenic phar-
macological theory to give an account of how to produce compound drugs.4

According to Galen, the reason that drugs affect us is that they are, to
varying degrees, hot, cold, dry, and moist. These four Aristotelian con-
traries are fundamental not only to Galenic medicine but also to nearly
everything al-Kindı̄ wrote about the physical world; as we will see they
play a key role in his account of celestial influence. On the authority of
Galen al-Kindı̄ takes it as uncontroversial that certain ‘‘simple’’ ingredients
have known degrees of the four contraries, and that there are only four
such degrees of each contrary.5 For example, in a recipe given inOnDegrees
mastic, a kind of tree resin, is said to be ‘‘hot in the second degree,’’ and
cardamom ‘‘hot in the first degree.’’ Presumably, we originally discover the
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degree to which a simple ingredient is hot, cold, dry, or moist by obser-
vation and experience. Suppose, however, that we want to produce a drug
that is between the first and second degrees of heat. Or, suppose that some
compound drug is already in use, and we want to calculate its degree of
heat on the basis of the qualities of its ingredients. (For instance, suppose I
have a drug that consists of equal parts mastic and cardamom: can I just
assume it is halfway between the first and second degrees of heat?) To do
either of these things requires knowing the rules of proportion between
two simple ingredients. This, says al-Kindı̄ at the beginning of his treatise,
is something the ancients failed to discuss (1–2 [269]); here his project is not
just to recover and explain Greek science, but to expand upon it.

Al-Kindı̄ begins with compounds that are neither hot nor cold,6 but
rather in a state of ‘‘absolute equilibrium [i‘tidāl bi-’l-it.lāq; equalitatis ab-
solute].’’ Though one might suppose that such a compound is neither hot
nor cold, al-Kindı̄ instead claims that it is both hot and cold, but without
either of these contraries outweighing the other (2 [269–70], cf. 8 [274]).
Mathematically one can express this by saying that it is half hot and half
cold. Equilibrium is the ‘‘origin, root, and principle [al-as.l wa-’l-rukn wa-’l-
mubdi’, origo et principium et elementum]’’ for all compound drugs, which
are produced by adding hotter and colder ingredients to take the com-
pound out of equilibrium (2 [270]). The question, then, is how something
hot in the first degree relates to something in equilibrium.While one might
expect that this is a question to be settled by observation, this is not how al-
Kindı̄ proceeds. Instead, he launches into the mathematical discussion that
constitutes the theoretical basis of On Degrees.

Al-Kindı̄ assumes that the relationship between the equilibriated
compound and compounds of the first, second, third, and fourth degrees
must be some arithmetic progression; otherwise, it would be impossible to
quantify. But of course there are an infinite number of increasing nu-
merical series. Which one governs the proportions of heat and cold in the
simple ingredients? The crucial assumption that drives On Degrees is that
it must be the most ‘‘natural’’ arithmetic progression (3–4 [270]). There
are, says al-Kindı̄, five types of natural progression for numbers,7 and of
these the most natural is the progression of doubling, which yields the set
{2, 4, 8, 16, . . .}. This may come as a surprise. Surely the most natural
progression is simply that of the integers, which yields the set {1, 2, 3,
4, . . .}? This would later be the view of Averroes, who criticizes al-Kindı̄
on this issue.8 Averroes maintains that the progression of drug intensities
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is just 0 for equilibrium, followed by 1, 2, 3, and 4. Thus something hot in
the third degree is three times as hot as something hot in the first degree,
and 1.5 times as hot as something hot in the second degree.

The reason al-Kindı̄ denies this is that, for him, the naturalness of a
progression has to do with the ratios or proportions between consecutive
members of the set. He speaks repeatedly of the ‘‘relation’’ or ‘‘propor-
tion’’ (nisba) between numbers, and indeed says that ‘‘relation’’ and ‘‘in-
crease [ziyāda]’’ are synonyms in this context (4 [270]: the Latin has
proportio and augumentum). Al-Kindı̄ shows that we can ‘‘reduce the
members of the set to equality’’ with a very simple formula: subtract from
each member of the set every preceding member, and the result will be the
first member of the set (for example: 16� 8� 4� 2� 1¼ 1; and 32� 16�
8 � 4 � 2 � 1¼ 1).

The four other types of natural progression require much more com-
plicated manipulation to reduce their members to the first member of the
set. For al-Kindı̄ this shows that double is the ‘‘first relation’’ in arithmetic,
and that the progression that results from doubling is the most natural and
‘‘proportional [mutanāsiba, proportionalis]’’ (8 [274]). Though the argument
about reducing progressions to equality is rather technical, intuitively it is
easy to see why al-Kindı̄ prefers the progression that results from doubling
to a progression like the one that produces the integers. In the latter case,
the ratio between consecutive members is always changing (2 is the double
of 1, but 3 is not the double of 2), whereas with the doubling relation the
ratio is always the same (4 relates to 2 just as 8 relates to 4).9

Having shown this, al-Kindı̄ goes on to show how the doubling relation
can be applied to the case of drugs. If we take the ‘‘smallest part’’ of the
equilibriated compound, which is half hot and half cold, and double the
heat, then we will have something hot in the first degree. We could write
this formally as follows:

Equilibrium: 0.5 H, 0.5 C
First degree: 1 H, 0.5 C

To produce something hot in the second degree, we must double the heat
of the compound hot in the first degree, and so on:

Second degree: 2 H, 0.5 C
Third degree: 4 H, 0.5 C
Fourth degree: 8 H, 0.5 C
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Thus something hot in the fourth degree is 8 times as hot as something
hot in the first degree and 16 times as hot as an equilibriated compound.

At this point the modern reader will probably start to wonder what in
the world al-Kindı̄ is talking about. Clearly these degrees of heat do not
have to do with a perceptible heat in the drugs or ingredients themselves.
Not only does mastic not feel twice as hot to the touch as cardamom, but in
fact neither feel hot to the touch at all. Still, there is apparently some
connection between the degrees of heat and what we can perceive. He says
that what is hot in the first degree is the first thing whose heat has an effect
that is ‘‘evident to sense [z. āhir li-’l-h. iss, sensui manifeste]’’ (11 [278]). This
must mean that the first degree is the least amount of heat that will
produce a noticeable effect in the patient who takes the drug. Yet al-Kindı̄
does not say that, for instance, a drug hot in the third degree produces
four-fold the healing effect in the patient that a first-degree drug would.
And for good reason, since it is unclear how would we even go about
quantifying such a perceptible effect in the patient.

It seems to follow from this that the mathematical proportions al-Kindı̄
has in mind are not directly sensible at all. Although a fourth-degree drug
is 8 times as ‘‘hot’’ as a first-degree drug, this does not mean we can perceive
qualities in the two drugs, or effects the two drugs have on a patient, that
would stand in a ratio of 8 to 1. Al-Kindı̄ indeed says explicitly that the
arithmetic progression has to do with the quantity of heat and cold in the
compound, and not with any quality, perceptible or otherwise (9 [274]).
Rather, the ratios al-Kindı̄ discusses simply govern the chemical interac-
tion of various substances. This explains why al-Kindı̄ does not appeal to
experience in order to settle the question of how much hotter a second-
degree ingredient is than a first-degree ingredient. From the point of view
of experience, the four-degree system is simply a rank ordering: we can
perceive that second-degree drugs are stronger than first-degree ones, and
third-degree ones are perceived to be stronger still. But this provides us no
basis for understanding their chemical relationships, which are what
matter when we are making compound drugs.

On the basis of his arithmetical theory of drugs, al-Kindı̄ is able to
produce complex calculations for drugs provided as examples. For instance,
he calculates that a certain drug composed out of 8 different ingredients has
35 parts hot, 7 parts cold, 37 parts dry, 5 parts moist. Such a drug would
have a ratio of 5 parts hot to 1 part cold, making it slightly hotter than
something hot in the second degree. Now, obviously these compound
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drugs are supposed to be useful. So it must be possible to perceive the dif-
ference between the medicinal effect of this drug and that of a simple
second-degree drug—otherwise why not just use the simple drug? For the
same reason we must be able to notice that it is weaker than a simple third-
degree drug, and for that matter weaker than some other compound drugs
that are between the second and third degrees (for instance a drug with a
ratio of 6 hot to 1 cold). This means that, although al-Kindı̄’s chemical
system is not derived from experience or observation, it is possible to use
observation to check the system. Al-Kindı̄ exploits this fact when he crit-
icizes a rival arithmetical pharmacology.10 Though al-Kindı̄ has a tech-
nical argument against the rival theory, he begins his critique with the
blunter claim that the theory is shown to be false ‘‘on the basis of experience
[min t.arı̄q al-tajriba, modum experimenti]’’ (26 [284]).

Observation of particular cases, then, has two roles to play in Kindian
pharmacology. First, it establishes whether a given simple ingredient is
equilibriated or has a certain degree of hot, cold, moist, or dry. Second,
observation supposedly bears out the accuracy of the mathematical system
al-Kindı̄ defends, while showing the falsehood of rival systems. Yet al-
Kindı̄’s theory is in a sense non-empirical, insofar as it rests on the as-
sumption that if the doubling relation is the most basic or ‘‘natural’’
arithmetic relation, then the proportions between chemical properties
must be governed by this relation. Thus Léon Gauthier, the first to study
this text, remarked that al-Kindı̄’s theory is to some extent ‘‘a priori.’’11 Al-
Kindı̄ does not pause to wonder whether the ideal proportions of arith-
metic do in fact govern physical relationships, and he certainly gives us no
argument to persuade us that they do so. In this regard, perhaps the most
revealing passage in On Degrees is one in which al-Kindı̄ says that musi-
cians, too, confirm that the doubling relation is ‘‘the most excellent’’ (22
[282]), presumably because we achieve an interval of one octave by dou-
bling the length of a string. This observation, which Averroes will later
complain is irrelevant,12 is a sign of al-Kindı̄’s conviction that mathe-
matical proportion and harmony governs all things in the natural world—
it is a conviction so deep that he does not think to defend it. We will see
below how he develops this point in other contexts.

In other medical works, meanwhile, we can see how strong are the ties
between the theoretical principles of On Degrees and the practical concerns
of the doctor confronted with specific ailments. For example, in On Coi-

tus,13 al-Kindı̄ gives an anatomical explanation of the function of the male
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sexual organ (x1). On this basis he argues that sperm production is en-
couraged by heat and moisture, and impeded by cold and dryness (x3). So
to treat the insufficient production of sperm, we need medications that will
increase heat or moisture. Al-Kindı̄ duly mentions a series of simple in-
gredients that perform this function, and then supplies complete recipes of
compound drugs for specific ailments. This treatise does not explicitly
evoke much of the theory found in On Degrees, but equally it depends upon
that theory. For it shows that we cure illnesses by administering compound
drugs that will induce the right degree of heat, moisture, and so on. And it
isOn Degrees that tells us how to make such drugs. Still more practical is al-
Kindı̄’s Formulary, which consists entirely of drug recipes, without any
theoretical or anatomical account. As Charles Burnett has pointed out, the
Formulary is one of several practically oriented ‘‘handbooks’’ written by al-
Kindı̄, which consist mostly of applied science, and which often appeal
directly to al-Kindı̄’s personal experience.14 The interrelated On Degrees,
On Coitus, and Formulary show that al-Kindı̄ was capable of approaching a
single topic like pharmacology from a theoretical perspective, a practical
perspective, or a perspective halfway in between.

The Geometry of Vision

In the case of optics, too, al-Kindı̄ applies his expertise in mathematics to
understand a physical phenomenon.15 Here he is able to follow in the
footsteps of Greek mathematicians, who had already used geometrical
diagrams and demonstrations to model the phenomena of vision. His most
important work in geometrical optics, titled On Perspectives (De Aspecti-
bus),16 is a reworking and expansion of Euclid’s Optics, probably medi-
ated by (Pseudo?) Theon of Alexandria, who passes on some ideas from
Ptolemy. (Al-Kindı̄ may also have known an Arabic version of Ptolemy’s
own Optics but this is uncertain.) In On Perspectives, al-Kindı̄ makes some
key conceptual advances that will later be taken up by the great Ibn al-
Haytham, the first person to provide a broadly correct theory of how
vision works.

There are two ways that one might try to explain the mechanism of
vision. One might suppose, as we now know to be the case, that something
comes from the seen object to the eye, so that sight occurs by ‘‘intromis-
sion.’’ Alternatively one might hold that something goes out of the eye to
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make contact with the seen object; in this case we may speak of an ‘‘ex-
tramission’’ or ‘‘emission’’ theory. Within these two broad approaches
several more specific positions were defended within the Greek tradition.
The best-known intromission theory is Aristotle’s. According to him, a
sensible form is communicated to the eye through a suitable medium; the
eye is potentially identical with that form and upon becoming actually
identical with the form, it sees the object. Light is needed to make the
suitable medium actually able to communicate the form, which is why we
can’t see in the dark. Another intromission theory is that upheld by the at-
omists, who believe that material objects constantly shed layers of atoms,
which enter the eye and allow us to see their source. (Other, similar views
invoke other sorts of effluences from the visible object.) No one in the
ancient world, though, believed that we see because light goes from the
object to the eye.

Al-Kindı̄ rejects these intromission theories and instead follows the
theory defended by Euclid and Ptolemy. According to this theory, we emit
a ‘‘visual ray’’ from the eye, which allows us to see when it strikes the
surface of a visible object.17 One advantage of this sort of theory is that it
can be represented using the methods of geometry. (It is no accident that
the chief proponents of this theory, such as Euclid and Ptolemy, were also
mathematicians.) A good example of why the visual ray theory is so
powerful is that it can explain what happens when we see something in a
mirror. Al-Kindı̄, who wrote several works on mirrors, argues in On

Perspectives (x16) that the mirror is able to reflect the visual ray, which
leaves at an angle equal to the angle of incidence (e.g. if it comes in from
the left at a 45-degree angle to the surface of the mirror, it will be reflected
off to the right at a 45-degree angle to the surface). One can even explain
the various effects obtained by changing the shape of mirrors. For example
a concave mirror will obviously reflect the visual ray differently from a flat
or convex mirror (x18).

As al-Kindı̄ points out, though, one does not need to appeal to this sort
of special optical problem to show the inadequacy of rival visual theories.
Borrowing an argument from Theon, he points out that a circular object
would transmit a circular form or effluence into the air; so on a theory like
Aristotle’s, one should see such a thing as circular from any angle. Instead,
we find that a circle seen from the side looks like a straight line or is not
seen at all (x7). One might add that a circle seen from an oblique angle will
look like an oval. Here the visual ray theory is in a much stronger position.
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It can predict how something will be seen by modelling it geometrically,
i.e. imagining lines drawn from the eye to each point on the visible object.
These lines all fall within a ‘‘cone’’ of vision extending from the eye to the
object; anything outside the cone will lie outside our peripheral vision and
remain unseen. Notice that this also allows us to explain the directionality
of vision, in other words why I have to look towards something to see it
(x10).18 On a theory like Aristotle’s, it is hard to explain why we cannot see
behind ourselves (cf. x15). For, if there is an illuminated medium between
touching both my eye and a visible object situated behind me, then why
don’t I see the object?

Furthermore, the propagation of light itself clearly occurs along straight
lines. Al-Kindı̄ demonstrates this by discussing, for instance, the fact that a
smaller light source will illuminate a larger object, but with a still larger
shadow beyond it, whereas a larger light source will produce a shadow
smaller than the object that is illuminated (xx2–3). He also considers the
case of light illuminating something through an aperture in a wall (x6). It
should be noted that al-Kindı̄ tends, in On Perspectives, to demonstrate that
rays of light have certain features (e.g. being propagated along straight lines
in all directions), and then assume without explanation that these same
features apply to visual rays. This does not, I think, need to mean that visual
rays are themselves literally rays of light, but only that the two kinds of rays
operate in the same way.19

So far, this departs but little from the geometrical optics of Euclid. Yet
al-Kindı̄ is strikingly critical of Euclid when it comes to the physical
realization of geometrical optics. (He wrote a further optical work on The

Rectification of Euclid’s Errors, which is still preserved in Arabic.)20 In fact
Euclid had hardly anything to say about the physical nature of light or the
visual ray, but contented himself with geometrical formalizations of these
rays. Al-Kindı̄ believes that Euclid’s treatment of vision is thus misleading
in several ways. Most importantly, the visual ray is not actually a line,
because lines have no width. If the visual ray were a line, it would contact
the object only at an extensionless point; and this means we could not see
anything (x11). One might retort that we will in fact see, since there is a
line between the eye and every point on the surface of the object. But if this
means claiming that an infinite number of discrete visual rays going from
the eye, it will fall afoul of al-Kindı̄’s arguments elsewhere against the
possibility of an actual infinity. In any case the suggested response would
not be available to Euclid. For Euclid explains our inability to see distant
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objects as clearly as we see near ones by supposing that there are ‘‘gaps’’
between the visual rays. Al-Kindı̄ protests that there are no gaps in the
visual field, but rather we see the objects before us as continuous.

For al-Kindı̄, then, the visual ray is a continuous cone. It can be for-
malized as lines, but there are not literally individual rays wherever one
can draw a line from eye to object. Still, al-Kindı̄ too needs to explain why
we do not see every object within the visual cone equally well. Rather, we
see something best when it is in the middle of our field of vision, which is
why we focus on certain letters when reading a book, even though the
whole page is visible. We also see things better when they are closer. Why
is this? At first (x12) al-Kindı̄ tries invoking the ‘‘strength’’ of the visual
ray: the ray is strongest near the center of the visual field and loses strength
at greater distances from the eye. But he then gives an improved version of
the answer, and in so doing makes his most important contribution to the
history of optics. First, al-Kindı̄ makes the move of thinking of the visual
ray as proceeding from the surface of the eye (strictly speaking, the cornea
over the pupil), rather than from a single point at the center of the eye-
ball.21 Then, he assumes that the ray goes in all directions from each point
on the eye. We see something better when lines can be drawn from more
points on the eye to more points on the object. This lets us explain both the
problem of peripheral vision and the problem of distance (x14). Regarding
peripheral vision, an object in the center of the visual field is connected by
straight lines to every point on the eye’s surface. The further from the
center of the field an object is, the fewer points on the eye lie along a
straight line to the object. Conversely, a distant object subtends a smaller
angle within the visual cone than a closer one of the same size, so that less
of the visual ray strikes it. This is why closer things are seen more clearly.

This idea that the visual ray goes straight in all directions from every
point on the surface of the eye is important, especially in a context where
light and visual rays are assumed to work in the same way. For it will be
crucial in Ibn al-Haytham’s theory that light is propagated in all directions
along straight lines, from every point on the surface of the light source.22

Al-Kindı̄ is unable to exploit this the way Ibn al-Haytham does, because he
does not consider vision to require the propagation of light from the visible
object to the eye. But this raises an obvious question: what is al-Kindı̄’s
explanation of why light is needed in the visual process? After all, the eye
still emits visual rays in the dark, and these should still strike their objects.
Al-Kindı̄’s answer to this question is that the visual ray will only allow us
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to see an object when the object is also being struck in the same place by a
light ray (x12). To some extent al-Kindı̄ is thus able to agree with Aris-
totle’s idea that light is a first actuality. In the dark, objects are only po-
tentially visible, but once illuminated they are actually visible, and we need
only direct our visual ray at them to see them.

Al-Kindı̄ also has a story to tell about why some things, like apples, are
potentially visible whereas others, like air, are not. Another way of putting
this is to ask what makes things colored, for to be visible is to have a color.
While we’re at it, we might also want to know why different things have
different colors. The problem of color is addressed by Aristotle in On Sense
and Sense-Objects, albeit in a rather unsatisfactory way. He says (459b8–10)
that the color in an object depends on the amount of ‘‘the transparent [to
diaphanes]’’ in that object, and that color is in fact the limit of the trans-
parent in a visible thing. The reason this is unsatisfactory, or at least puz-
zling, is that in De Anima II.7 the notion of transparency is instead applied
to the visual medium. For the medium to be transparent is for it to be
able to take on the actuality of light, so that it can then transmit sensible
forms to the eye from the visible object. But of course transparency in the
medium does not make the medium itself visible. The commentator Alex-
ander of Aphrodisias brought together these two apparently conflicting
ideas about transparency, though. He says that when transparency is in a
body that has distinct limits, then it produces color at those limits. But
when it is in an ‘‘indefinite’’ body with no limits, like air, then it does not
produce color, but is merely the ability to take on light.23

Al-Kindı̄’s treatment of color is clearly influenced by these or similar
discussions, but his own view is diametrically opposed to that of the Ar-
istotelians. He takes up the issue in On the Body That Is the Bearer of Color

(AR2 64–8), by askingwhich of the four elements are responsible formaking
things colored. Three of the four elements, as it turns out, are ‘‘transparent
[mushiffān].’’ Transparency is not, however, what makes visible things
colored, or makes it possible for light to be present. Rather the transparent
is simply what allows vision to pass through unimpeded, so that we can see
what is on the far side of it (x5, AR2 65). Of the four elements, only earth is
‘‘dense’’ enough to ‘‘block’’ or ‘‘intercept’’ vision. So anything visible must
have earth in it (one might suppose that fire is colored, but the colors seen in
flames are actually due to the earthy parts of what is being burnt; x12, AR2

67–8).24 The various colors are apparently produced by the various sorts of
earthy matter present in visible bodies.25
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Al-Kindı̄ never explicitly mentions the visual ray in On the Body That Is
the Bearer of Color, and it would seem to be Aristotelian texts that led him
to discuss the question of which element causes color. Yet his explanation
of color fits well with the explanation of vision we find in On Perspectives.
Only an emissionist theory of vision would require that the visible be
dense, on the basis that it must ‘‘block vision.’’ Similarly, al-Kindı̄’s neg-
ative understanding of the transparent, according to which the transparent
is merely that which does not intercept vision, is a departure from the
positive theory of the transparent found in Aristotle and Alexander. But it
fits with On Perspectives, because the Euclidean and Ptolemaic theory of
optics requires no positive role for the transparent medium (the medium
just needs to let the visual ray through). This does not necessarily mean
that, when he wrote about the cause of color, al-Kindı̄ had already begun
the systematic research on optics that resulted in On Perspectives and other
treatises. But he does seem to have accepted at least a rudimentary version
of the emissionist theory, which suggests that he is already aware of the
Euclidean and Ptolemaic account of vision.

Al-Kindı̄’s theory of vision and color, then, gives us a good example of
how his reading of ‘‘scientific’’ or ‘‘mathematical’’ works, like Euclid’s
Optics, informed his engagement with ‘‘philosophical’’ works, like the parts
of the Aristotelian psychological corpus having to do with sensation. This
process could go in the other direction, as well. As I have shown else-
where,26 On Perspectives x15 draws on a passage from the Arabic version
of the De Anima, which in turn is derived from Philoponus’ commentary
on the De Anima. But it is clearly the tradition of geometrical optics, and
not the Peripatetic tradition, that al-Kindı̄ found most fruitful in his at-
tempts to understand vision. We have already seen that there are good
practical reasons for this: the visual ray theory explains phenomena that
Aristotle’s theory leaves mysterious. And given al-Kindı̄’s mathematical
proclivities, he was no doubt in any case predisposed to prefer a theory that
explained vision using the laws of geometry.

On the other hand, optics is not a purely mathematical or abstract
science, as is made clear in the preface of On Perspectives. Here al-Kindı̄
says that the demonstrations he will supply are indeed geometrical and use
geometrical principles. Butwemust also take principles fromnatural things
(ex rebus naturalibus), to ensure that the demonstrations actually apply to
the way things are ‘‘naturally.’’ I take this to mean that the demonstrations
must correspond to observable phenomena such as reflection in mirrors
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and the way objects are illuminated by light rays. True to his word,
throughout On Perspectives al-Kindı̄ appeals to physical observation as well
as the laws of geometry. Observation can be used to refute incorrect visual
theories—consider for instance the example of a circle viewed from the side.
More importantly, al-Kindı̄’s positive demonstrations invoke observable
facts about physical phenomena. For example we can see that a straight line,
drawn from a light source to the edge of an object illuminated by it, will then
meet the edge of the shadow cast by that object.What this shows is that light
is propagated in straight lines. And that, in turn, means that the behavior of
light can be formalized using geometrical constructions. Empirical obser-
vation checks that the rules of geometry do in fact govern vision, much in
the way that in On Degrees empirical observation checks that the rules of
arithmetic govern chemical composition.

The Harmony of the Cosmos

So far we have seen that mathematics can provide the resources to un-
derstand specific physical processes like chemical interaction and vision.
But al-Kindı̄’s ambitions for the mathematical sciences are much broader
than this. His boldest claims for any mathematical science are reserved
for the study of harmony or music. The fundamental concept in al-Kindı̄’s
theory of music is ‘‘relation [nisba, id. āfa].’’ In his overview of the Aristo-
telian corpus he says:

Quantity xVII.2 (AR 377): The science of harmony [‘ilm al-ta’lı̄f ] dis-
covers the relation [nisba] or combination of one number with another,
and the knowledge of what is and is not harmonious. The object of
inquiry here is thus quantity insofar as one [quantity] is related [mud. āf]
to another.

He goes on to add that this is the most comprehensive mathematical
science: it ‘‘is composed from arithmetic, geometry, and astronomy. For
there is harmony in everything [ fı̄ ’l-kull], though it is most obvious in
sounds, and the composition of the universe [tarkı̄b al-kull] and of human
souls’’ (xVII.3, AR 377–8). The claim that there is harmony in all things
suggests that the science of harmonic relations, very broadly construed,
would be a science of everything, or at least everything that has quantity.

172 al-kind ı̄



Al-Kindı̄’s attempt to make good on the promise of a musical theory of
all quantitative nature shows how deeply he was influenced by the Greek
Pythagorean tradition. His main source was the Introduction to Arithmetic
of Nicomachus of Gerasa,27 a second-century Platonist andmathematician,
whose work inspired the later Neoplatonic tradition, especially Iamblichus
and his successors.28 As I have mentioned (chapters 2, 5), the opening
sections of the Introduction are the basis for al-Kindı̄’s idea that physical
objects are subject to constant flux, and for the treatment of the mathe-
matical sciences in On the Quantity of Aristotle’s Books. Indeed, Nicomachus
is a source for the definition of music as the study of relative quantity, just
cited above.29 Al-Kindı̄ also drew on the Introduction for more technical
purposes: notably, the five types of mathematical progression discussed in
On Degrees are taken from Nicomachus.30 More generally, reading Nico-
machus would have encouraged, if not inspired, al-Kindı̄ in his project of
finding correspondences between musical phenomena and (seemingly)
non-musical phenomena, including the structure of the cosmos itself.31

This project is realized in five extant works devoted to music, which
have been edited but unfortunately only rarely studied.32 Here I will con-
centrate mostly on The Informative Parts of Music.33 As we have already
seen (chapter 5) this includes al-Kindı̄’s only clear mention of the internal
senses. It also vividly illustrates his conviction that musical relationships
are fundamental to a wide range of physical and psychological phenom-
ena. After a promise to adhere to the teachings of the ancient philosophers,
rather than the modish customs of modern musicians (95.7–9; 95.15–18),
Informative Parts begins by explaining the eight different types of rhythm,
which should be used appropriately with certain poetic recitations and at
certain times of day. Al-Kindı̄ then moves on to discuss the four strings of
the ‘ūd

34 and the various four-fold groupings with which they share a
‘‘similarity [mushākala]’’ (100.7). The four strings are ‘‘related [munāsib]’’ to
the four seasons, the quarters of the heavens and of the zodiac, the ele-
ments, the humors of the body, the phases of the moon, the directions of the
winds, the ages of man, and several psychic and bodily faculties.35

Unfortunately the crucial word ‘‘related’’ is rather vague, so it is not
immediately clear what al-Kindı̄ means.36 In another work, On Stringed

Instruments, al-Kindı̄ discusses the fact that different nations have used
different numbers of strings on their musical instruments. In each case the
number of strings corresponds to fundamental features of the cosmos and
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philosophy discovered by each nation. The one-stringed instrument of the
Indians represents the fact that 1 is principle of the numbers, and that
there is a single cause for the entire world (73.6–13). But the people of
Khurāsān have a two-stringed instrument, because of the many dualities
in the world (night and day, sun and moon, substance and accident, etc.,
73.14ff). And so on, through instruments of up to 10 strings. All this might
suggest that the number of strings is only ‘‘related’’ to other phenomena in
a loose, perhaps symbolic sense. In which case it is hard to see how a study
of musical harmony could help us to understand those natural patterns.

A very different impression, though, is given by al-Kindı̄’s claims about
the influence of music on those who hear it. For instance, he says that
playing on the various strings of the ‘ūdwill summon up particular kinds of
actions and states of the body in those who hear the music, because the
strings act directly on certain bodily humors.37 The highest-pitched string,
the zı̄r, excites the yellow bile and thus induces cheerfulness, whereas the
second string, themathnā, excites the blood, which is perhaps why it induces
digestion. In these cases the ‘‘relation’’ is thus actually a causal relation. Al-
Kindı̄ goes even further than this by saying that just as we can produce
various effects in soul and body using music, so we can use colors and per-
fumes to provokemoods and actions through the senses of vision and smell.
Most effective of all will be the musician who uses music, color and scent
all at the same time to affect his audience. Nor need this be a simple,
mechanical process, a matter of plucking the zı̄r string repeatedly while
thrusting pink roses at someone. Combining different rhythms, playing
multiple strings, and blending multiple colors and scents will all produce
more subtle, complex effects, and increase the efficacy of the individual
components. Potentially, then, what al-Kindı̄ is describing is a sophisticated
art, which goes far beyond what we normally associate with music.

The contrast between individual strings, colors, and scents, on the one
hand, and the combinations of these elements, on the other, is reminiscent
of the contrast between simple and compound drugs in On Degrees. This is
a more apt comparison than it might at first seem. Given that the ‘ūd

strings are associated with the four elements as well as the bodily humors,
it seems likely that music changes the state of the body with respect to the
four Aristotelian contraries much in the way that drugs do: by increasing
heat, cold, moisture, and dryness. A legend handed down about al-Kindı̄
tells of his temporarily curing a boy’s paralysis by having his students play
the ‘ūd to him,38 which suggests that he was known for using music in
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medical contexts. Nor should one forget al-Kindı̄’s mention of musicians,
and their appreciation of the doubling relation, in On Degrees itself.

Still, it is hard to see what sort of causal relationship al-Kindı̄ might
have in mind when he compares the strings of the ‘ūd to things like the
seasons or the phases of the moon. And in any case we have as yet no
explanation of why the different strings might affect things like the bodily
humors. We can answer both questions, I think, by returning to the notion
of ‘‘relation [nisba].’’ In the context of mathematics, a relation is a ratio: for
instance, the ratio of double which relates 1 to 2 (as we saw, in On Degrees

al-Kindı̄ uses the word nisba for this). Furthermore we can say that 1
stands to 2 as 2 stands to 4—they have, that is, the same ratio or relation.
We can write this in shorthand as follows: 1:2::2:4. Similarities like this can
also obtain between things that are not numbers. For instance, imagine a
1-foot-tall statue of a man. Obviously its head will be much smaller than
that of a real man. Yet the height of its head will be, let us say, half the
length of its arm, if this is also true in the case of the real man. Thus:

head-of-statue:arm-of-statue::head-of-man:arm-of-man

We are accustomed to say that this is a similarity of ‘‘proportion [tanā-
sub],’’ a word which in al-Kindı̄’s discussions of music is closely related to
the word ‘‘relation [nisba],’’ in part because the two share the same root in
Arabic (n-s-b).39

In our example, there are in fact two kinds of relation: the internal
proportions of the statue or the man, and the similarity or correspondence
between the statue’s proportions and the man’s proportions. This second
kind of relation can serve as a part of a causal explanation—it is precisely
because a real man’s arm is twice as long as his head is tall that this is also
the case for a statue. Of course a complete explanation would need to go
further than this, for instance by invoking the sculptor’s intention to
produce a realistic statue. But it is clearly plausible to think that similarity
of proportion is sometimes relevant in causal explanation. I propose that
when al-Kindı̄ talks about the musical resonances throughout nature, and
thinks of them as a basis for causal relationships, he has in mind this type
of relation between relations: similarity of proportion. In other words, he
thinks that yellow bile has the same quantitative relationship to blood that
the zı̄r string has to the mathnā string:

zı̄r:mathnā::yellow bile:blood
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It is for this reason that the zı̄r affects yellow bile and the mathnā affects
blood. And even when there is no direct causal influence between the
musician’s song and the things compared to the strings of the ‘ūd—for
instance the four parts of the zodiac, the ages of man—still there is a cor-
respondence, and this correspondence has to do with similarity of pro-
portion. This has far-reaching consequences for the study of the physical
world. For if there is such a correspondence, understanding the propor-
tions between the four strings of the ‘ūd could help us understand quan-
titative features of the four winds, the four bodily humors, and so on.

Al-Kindı̄ invokes this sort of correspondence even, or rather especially,
with regard to the structure of the entire cosmos. We know from Quantity

that the study of music is followed by astronomy, which suggests that there
are harmonic proportions that govern the quantitative aspects of the
heavens (their size, speed of rotation, etc.). And in The Informative Parts

of Music al-Kindı̄ says explicitly that ‘‘the string of the musician . . . lets
the particular souls know that the motions of the celestial spheres and the
stars also have proportionate [mutanāsiba], harmonious and pleasant mel-
odies’’(110.19–21). But the most important treatise for this topic is On Why

the Ancients Related the Five Figures to the Elements (AR2 54–63, hereafter
Five Figures). Already in the title, and then throughout the treatise, we
have the notion of ‘‘relating [nasaba]’’ five ‘‘figures [ashkāl]’’ or polyhedra
to the four elements and the celestial sphere, as follows:

pyramid fire
cube earth
octahedron air
icosahedron water
dodecahedron the celestial sphere

This association between the geometrical figures and the elements has its
source in Plato’sTimaeuswhich, as we have seen, al-Kindı̄may have known
in the translation of Ibn al-Bit.rı̄q. The Timaeus was central in late ancient,
Neo-Pythagorean interpretations of Plato, because it makes extensive use
of mathematics in setting out its cosmology. Most famously, at Timaeus 53c
and following, Plato gives an analysis of the four elements in terms of
triangles. The elements are, at the ‘‘atomic’’ level, polygons whose faces are
combinations of triangles. Thismakes it possible for three of the elements to
transform into one another, as the triangles are pulled apart and rearranged
to form the faces of a new polygon. The case of earth is an exception (55e),
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since it is the only element made of isosceles triangles. (Earth’s polygon is a
cube, so its faces are squares made up of two triangles with angles of 45, 45,
and 90 degrees. The other elements are made of triangles with angles of 30,
60, and 90 degrees.) Plato then assigns the various polygons to the four
elements: pyramid to fire, cube to earth, and so on, as al-Kindı̄ repeats. Plato
does not assign the dodecahedron to the celestial sphere. This is however an
association made later in the Platonic tradition, possibly in reaction to
Aristotle’s identification of aether, the matter of the heavens, as a fifth
element.40

Since we do not know al-Kindı̄’s direct source for the Pythagoreanizing
interpretation of the Timaeus supplied in Five Figures, it is a matter for
speculation how much of the numerological analysis is original with him.
But the general strategy of the work is based on the notion of proportional
similarity I have outlined above. To give a relatively simple example, al-
Kindı̄ says (AR2 56) that the ratio of 12 to 6 is a ‘‘relation of the whole [al-
nisba alladhı̄ bi-’l-kull],’’ that is, the relation of ‘‘the first simple multiple.’’
In other words, this is an example of the doubling relation. This is relevant
here because the 12-sided dodecahedron, which is ‘‘related’’ to the heavens,
is being compared to the 6-sided cube, which relates to earth. Earth is the
element furthest from the heavens, since earth is at the center of the physical
cosmos; so it is appropriate that the relation between these two polygons
should be a complete or ‘‘extreme’’ ratio.We have, then, what I have called a
similarity of proportion via the doubling relation, as follows:

earth:heavens::6:12::cube:dodecahedron

As Carmela Baffioni has pointed out,41 this is somewhat easier to un-
derstand in light of Pythagorean musical theory. The phrase ‘‘relation of
the whole’’ corresponds to the Greek phrase for the relation between two
notes that are one full octave apart (dia pasôn)—as mentioned already, the
lower note is produced by a string double the length of the higher. So
here the octave, or double, is compared to the magnitude separating the
heavens from the element that is furthest from them, namely earth. The
intermediary elements would then be at intervals of distance that cor-
respond to the intervals that separate the intermediate notes in a scale
from the tonic.42

Unlike Plato, who makes use of the intuitive physical properties of his
elemental polygons (saying for instance that fire cuts because it is made of
sharp pyramids instead of other, rounder polygons), it is not even clear that

sc ience 177



al-Kindı̄ thinks the elements are literally made up of polygons. Rather he
seems to take the whole scheme to be an extended analogy.43 But it is an
analogy that genuinely reveals or explains features of the elements and the
heavens, because thinking about the mathematical properties of the poly-
gons allows us to grasp the proportional relations between the elements and
the heavens.44 These proportions are the same as those that govern music.
It is in this sense that the study of harmony is the study of all things. Al-
Kindı̄ would seem to have thought that this sort of inquiry could be applied
to almost any physical system, to judge by his musical treatises and the
programmatic statements of Quantity. So again, we see the primacy of
mathematics in al-Kindı̄’s understanding of the physical world, this time in
its entirety.

Let us now turn back to The Informative Parts of Music, and in par-
ticular to its concluding section (106–10). This section falls into the genre
of gnomological literature (discussed in chapter 6), though the focus is on
music rather than ethics: al-Kindı̄ presents ‘‘sayings [nawādir]’’ about
music ascribed to anonymous philosophers gathered at a banquet. As with
the reports about Socrates and Discourse on the Soul, we need to proceed
carefully here, since al-Kindı̄ is not speaking in his own voice. On the
other hand he seems to present the sayings with approval, and some of the
sayings allude to philosophical views we know he accepted.45 For example,
several connect the theory of recollection with the effect mournful music
has on the soul:

Informative Parts of Music 109.8–10: Another [philosopher] said that
when the souls are purified of bodily desires and renounce physical
pleasures, spurning material distractions, they sing mournful songs, and
remember their spiritual, sublime, higher world, and desire it.46

While this passage is welcome additional evidence for al-Kindı̄’s use of
the recollection theory, it also raises a problem. If I have been right to say
that music affects things by means of similarity with respect to quanti-

tative proportion, how can the immaterial soul be affected by music?
But this question assumes, incorrectly, that only physical objects can

exhibit quantitative or numerical features. Remember that according to
On First Philosophy everything other than God, including soul and intel-
lect, is characterized by both multiplicity and unity. Thus some sort of
quantity or number must apply to soul. In fact, al-Kindı̄’s musical sayings
suggest that the soul is by nature even closer to number than physical
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things. Al-Kindı̄ quotes another philosopher as saying that ‘‘the substance
[jawhar] of the soul is being in harmony [al-ta’lı̄fiyya], because it is of the
same genus as, and similar to, numbers’’ (110.5–6). The close association of
number and soul is standard Neoplatonic doctrine, and indeed goes back
to Plato himself (Timaeus 35b–36d); Xenocrates of the Old Academy even
defined soul as a ‘‘self-moving number.’’47 In this context we should recall
that al-Kindı̄ wavers in his identification of the science intermediate be-
tween physics and metaphysics, which studies immaterial things connected
somehow to body. Is it psychology, as he says inQuantity, ormathematics, as
he says in On Stringed Instruments? As I suggested in chapter 2, al-Kindı̄
might want both psychology andmathematics to be intermediate, insofar as
these two disciplines study soul and number, which are intimately linked
and on the same ontological level.

This would give an additional rationale for al-Kindı̄’s mathematical
approach to physical science. Just as the beauty of the natural world is an
effect of the soul’s power (Informative Parts of Music, 110.11–19), and can
therefore only be understood once we know something of the soul’s na-
ture, so the phenomena studied in al-Kindı̄’s scientific works are mani-
festations of mathematical quantities and qualities,48 realized within
matter. Thus it is also with good reason that, in Quantity, al-Kindı̄ em-
phasizes the need to study mathematics before progressing to physics, even
if mathematics in other contexts is treated as a higher science on account of
its objects. For physical phenomena (like the natures of drugs, the mech-
anism of vision, and the effects of music) are knowable precisely insofar as
they instantiate mathematical features, like lines, angles, arithmetic pro-
gressions, and harmonic proportions.

On the other hand, Kindian science does give a role to empirical ob-
servation. The physical sciences are not purely axiomatic, demonstrative
sciences like geometry and, indeed, metaphysics. For they draw on the
evidence of the senses in asserting, for instance, that shadows in fact fall in
such-and-such a way, that a given drug in fact has such-and-such an
effect.49 So al-Kindı̄ has not run afoul of his own strictures against using a
purely axiomatic ‘‘mathematical investigation’’ to study natural things.50

Yet the study of nature does proceed chiefly by applying the truths of
sciences like geometry to the physical world; observation is used chiefly to
license and check the accuracy of this application. Perhaps because his use
of mathematics makes his science so intellectualist, al-Kindı̄ finds it nat-
ural to incorporate considerations taken from psychology and metaphysics
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into treatises on scientific and mathematical topics. The sayings gathered
at the end of Informative Parts of Music, with their allusions to the puri-
fying and recollection of the soul, are a good example. Another example is
the end of Five Figures, which ends with a disquisition on the sphere that
echoes the central theological argument of On First Philosophy.51 But al-
Kindı̄’s most extensive fusion of themes from metaphysics, psychology,
and physics is to be found in the works he devoted to the heavens and their
influence.
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X8
the heavens

Prediction and Providence

Unsurprisingly, al-Kindı̄ broadly follows Aristotle in his cosmology.1 His
main Aristotelian source is On the Heavens, which was available to him in
the translation of Ibn al-Bit.rı̄q.

2 Al-Kindı̄ also knows the Physics, as we
have seen, and he makes extensive use of Aristotle’s Meteorology in his
account of how the heavens cause sublunary phenomena. According to
Aristotle and al-Kindı̄, the terrestrial world is at the center of the universe.
It is composed of the four elements, earth, water, air, and fire, which have
natural motions ‘‘up’’ and ‘‘down,’’ that is, towards or away from the mid-
point of the universe. Al-Kindı̄ explains that the four contraries, hot, cold,
moist and dry, account for these motions. The two ‘‘active qualities’’ are
hot and cold, and these determine whether an element moves up (fire and
air) or down (earth and water). The two ‘‘passive qualities’’ are moist and
dry, and these determine the ‘‘speed’’ of the motion: since fire and earth are
dry they move more ‘‘quickly’’ than the moist elements, meaning that
earth precedes water in going down and fire precedes air in going up.3 The
region of the four elements—the ‘‘sublunary’’ world, that is, the world be-
low the sphere of the moon—is surrounded by a series of celestial spheres,
in which are embedded the sun, moon, planets, and, in the outermost
sphere, the fixed stars. As we have seen (chapter 4), al-Kindı̄ follows
Aristotle in thinking that the spheres are made of a ‘‘fifth element’’ which
does not have the four contraries, and can only move with perfect, circular
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motion. There is nothing outside the sphere of the fixed stars, not even
empty space.

This cosmology, then, envisions the world as a series of concentric
spheres, with the lowest spheres being those of the four elements. Al-Kindı̄
in fact devoted a short treatise to showing that the elements and heavens
are all spherical in form.4 But of course the sublunary world does not
consist of four separate spheres of pure fire, air, water, and earth. Rather
the four elements are mixed, and this mixture is the generation and cor-
ruption of compound bodies and, ultimately, the bodies of plants, animals,
and humans. Given that the elements would naturally take up unmixed
spherical regions, due to their natural motions,5 the mixing process that
makes the sublunary world so eventful calls out for an explanation. For al-
Kindı̄ there is both a proximate and a remote explanation. The proximate
explanation or cause is the motion of the heavens; the remote cause is God,
who brings it about that the heavens move in the first place.

The Cause of Heavenly Motion

Al-Kindı̄ explains the reasons for heavenly motion most fully in On the

Prostration of the Outermost Sphere and its Obedience to God (hereafter
Prostration). As we have seen (chapter 2), this treatise was written at the
request of a patron for an exposition of the Koranic verse which says that
‘‘the stars and the trees prostrate themselves’’ before God. This provides
al-Kindı̄ with an opportunity to expound his theory of the heavens and
their relationship to God. He begins by pointing out that since the stars
cannot literally ‘‘prostrate’’ themselves physically, here ‘‘prostration’’ must
have the figurative sense of ‘‘obedience’’ (xII.4, AR 246, RJ 179). And
‘‘obedience’’ means the following of someone’s command:

Prostration xII.5 (AR 246–7, RJ 179–81): Thus it is clear that [the stars]
carry out the command of someone, great be His praise. For they
follow one proscribed motion without alteration, and this has existed
for them in former ages until the present. Through their motion exists
the alternation of the seasons, and through this alternation of the
seasons every cultivation and reproduction, every generation and cor-
ruption, is brought to completion. They follow one command from
which they do not depart, as long as their Creator, great be His praise,
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maintains them. And everything generated is generated through the
generation of what He wants to be generated.

Here al-Kindı̄ sketches the account he has given much more fully in
another work, On the Proximate Agent Cause of Generation and Corruption;
I will return to this earlier treatise below.6 According to this account, God
wishes that there be generation and corruption in the sublunary world,
and He ‘‘commands’’ the heavens to move in such a way as to bring this
about. However, ‘‘following a command’’ implies ‘‘choice [ikhtiyār],’’ and
only something that has a rational soul can choose (xII.4, AR 246, RJ 179).
So to explain how the heavens can be ‘‘obedient’’ in this sense, al-Kindı̄
must now show that the heavens are rational. This is the chief task that
will occupy him in the rest of Prostration.

In order to prove that the heavens have rational souls, al-Kindı̄ needs
first to undertake the more basic task of proving that they have souls at all.
He needs, that is, to show they are alive.7 Al-Kindı̄ has two arguments for
this. The first (xIII.4–8, AR 248–51, RJ 183–7) is an extended dichotomous
argument, of the sort he so often favors, which proceeds from the fact that
the heavens are the cause of all generation, and thus all life, in the sub-
lunary world. Any cause must bestow either that which it has by its own
nature (as when fire heats), or not (as when a builder makes something
into a wall). If the heavens bestow life in the first way, then they are of
course alive. But whatever imparts a property that is not in its own nature
does so ‘‘by means of an animal organ’’; in other words, inanimate causes
can only impart what is in their nature. So if we tried to suppose that the
heavens bestow life without themselves being alive, we would have to
assume that they did so by means of an animal organ, and hence that they
were alive after all. The second argument (xIV.1–3, AR 251–2, RJ 187–9)
is that the heavens have an orderly, stable motion that is unaffected by
generation and corruption. Even in the sublunary world, orderly, stable
motions belong only to what has soul; therefore the heavens are ensouled.

It must be said that neither of these arguments are particularly im-
pressive as they stand. The second argument would be stronger if we
interpret it as implicitly appealing to the idea of self-motion. Since, as al-
Kindı̄ does say here explicitly, the heavens are not moved by any body
external to them, we could conclude that they must be self-movers, and
what moves itself must be alive. Perhaps he does not want to argue in this
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way, though, because even though no other body moves the heavens, they
are somehow moved by God. We can shed further light on this issue by
returning to the first argument. That argument is somewhat confused in
its presentation, because al-Kindı̄ introduces the idea of final causation
without really making clear how this relates to the main thread of the
argument. A final cause imparts motion by inducing desire in what is
moved. Such a cause can cause a property that it does not, itself, have: for
instance a magnet can induce motion in iron, and the beloved can induce
love in the lover. This is problematic, since if the heavens cause life in this
way, they could do so without being alive. Al-Kindı̄ seems to think that
final causes must actually be what their effects are potentially, but that
must be wrong, as is clear from his own examples of the magnet and
beloved. So his own examples suggest a problem he does not adequately
solve. Yet he may have good reason to introduce the notion of final cau-
sation in this context. Nowhere in Prostration does al-Kindı̄ indicate the
immediate mechanism by which God moves the heavens. The treatise
simply argues that God commands them to move, and that the heavens
obey, exercising their capacity for rational choice. I suspect, though, that
al-Kindı̄ believes the heavens do move themselves, as I just suggested, and
that they do so out of desire or love for God, as Aristotle argues in the
Metaphysics. If this is right, then al-Kindı̄ will have brought final causation
into the discussion here to leave room for God’s causing of motion in the
heavens, rather than for the heavens’ causing of life in the sublunary world.

In any case, al-Kindı̄ has shown to his own satisfaction that the heavens
are alive. He now adds that being alive and capable of motion, the heavens
must at least have sensitive souls, like animals (xV.1–2, AR 254–5, RJ 189–
91). However, the senses of touch, smell, and taste are for the sake of
nutrition and growth, so the heavenly bodies will not need these. Al-Kindı̄
concludes that the heavens do, however, have the senses of hearing and
vision, the ‘‘two noble senses.’’8 More importantly for the present purposes,
the heavens have the power to reason. This is obvious, according to al-
Kindı̄, for several reasons. First, hearing and vision are for the sake of
either nutrition or discernment (tamyı̄z), which implies reason. Again, the
heavens need no nutrition, so if the heavens can hear and see they must be
able to reason (xVI.1, AR 254, RJ 191). Second, the heavens are our cause
andmust therefore be nobler than us; if we are rational, we can hardly deny
reason to these more exalted beings (xVI.2, AR 254–5, RJ 191).9 Third,
there are three powers of the soul, desiring, irascible, and rational—note

184 al-kind ı̄



the sudden inclusion of the tripartite Platonic soul, which also appears in
al-Kindı̄’sDiscourse on the Soul—and the heavens would have no need for a
desiring or irascible soul. So if they have soul at all, as we have shown they
do, they must be rational (xVI.4, AR 255–6, RJ 193).

The most striking feature of these arguments, I think, is the application
of principles of human psychology to the heavens. Al-Kindı̄ is happy to
assume that the Aristotelian division of the soul’s powers into nutritive,
sensitive, and rational, and also the Platonic tripartition of soul, exhaust all
the possible psychic capacities. He does not allow the possibility that the
heavens could have souls of a wholly different kind from ours. The ending
sections of Prostration suggest one reason why he might have thought this
was a reasonable assumption. On the one hand, says al-Kindı̄, the entire
sublunary world is insignificant in size compared to the cosmos as a whole,
and humans are much smaller still, so much so that they ‘‘are almost as if
they do not exist at all’’ (xVII.2, AR 256, RJ 193). It would demean God’s
providence to suppose that humans, in their puniness, are the only rational
beings. On the other hand, the entire universe is reflected in the nature of
man, both at the anatomical level (our intestines, for instance, are compar-
able to mines), and at the level of the nutritive and sensitive powers, which
are like those possessed by plants and animals. Our rational faculty, mean-
while, is a power shared with the heavens (xX.2–3, AR 260, RJ 197–9).
This idea of man as microcosm may have encouraged al-Kindı̄ to apply
human psychology to the case of the heavens. Conversely, the idea of the
entire universe as a living thing (‘‘a single, articulated animal, a body with
no void in it’’) gives al-Kindı̄ the opportunity to enthuse about the won-
drous nature of divine providence, who has made the world a single well-
ordered organism, with the heavens as its most noble part.

The Cause of Sublunary Motion

Now let us return to the question of how the heavens make the sublunary
world into something more interesting than a set of concentric elemental
spheres. In answering this question al-Kindı̄’s most important guide was
the great Peripatetic commentator, Alexander of Aphrodisias. Al-Kindı̄’s
circle translated three relevant texts by Alexander into Arabic: two short
treatises or Quaestiones (2.3 and 2.19), and the longer On Providence (Peri
Pronoias), which would later be re-translated by Abū Bishr Mattā. As
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Silvia Fazzo and Hillary Wiesner have shown,10 al-Kindı̄ drew especially
on On Providence in writing Proximate Agent Cause. Conversely, the three
Arabic translations reflect some of al-Kindı̄’s own preoccupations, for
instance his interest in astrology. Alexander expanded upon a few stray
remarks in Aristotle to provide an Aristotelian account of divine provi-
dence, in which God directly causes the motion of the heavens, and the
heavens then mix the four elements to produce compound bodies of in-
creasing complexity, culminating in man. Alexander even believed that
matter receives soul and intellect due to the heavenly bodies, since soul
supervenes on bodily mixture.11 It is hard to see how al-Kindı̄ could have
accepted this last point, given his strict dualism about the soul. But he is keen
enough to emphasize the power of the heavens that he is willing to admit at
least that ‘‘the actions of the soul follow on the mixtures of bodies’’ (Proxi-
mate Agent Cause xVII.1, AR 224, my emphasis).

How exactly do the heavens mix up the elements? An answer was
suggested by remarks of Aristotle’s, such as at On the Heavens II.7, 289a19–
21, where he says that heat and light are produced by the rubbing of the
heavenly bodies against the sublunary realm.12 Alexander and al-Kindı̄ latch
onto the idea that the heavens produce sublunary motion by being in contact
with the sublunary world as they are themselves moving. In particular, al-
Kindı̄ says, the heavens produce heat. Since they are not hot themselves, the
heavens must do this by means of the friction between themselves and the
elements as they move over the sublunary world (xVI.1, AR 223).13 While
this simple mechanism may not sound like a very promising explanation for
the bewildering complexity of the sublunary world, al-Kindı̄ immediately
shows how it can yield an immense variety of effects. For one thing, there
are many heavenly bodies, of different sizes, speeds, and distances from the
earth. This means they will all produce different degrees of heat (xVI.2, AR
224). Also, a heavenly body directly above us in the center of the sky will
have a greater effect on our region than one that is at an oblique angle to us,
because the distance is less. Hence, a heavenly body at the zenith will have
the greatest heating effect (xVI.5, AR 224). The heavens also affect the other
three contraries indirectly: when the heavenly bodies are not directly
overhead, there is less heat and so things cool down. Moisture and dryness,
meanwhile, are ‘‘concomitant on heat and cold,’’ which I take to mean that
heat dries things out and cold moistens them.

Of the heavenly bodies, the one with the most obvious effect is the sun,
because it is the largest (xVIII.2, AR 227).14 Because the sun travels along
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the ecliptic, its latitude relative to the earth changes, which leads to the
change of seasons. Al-Kindı̄ points out, depending here on Ptolemy’s
Tetrabiblios,15 that people of different climates are shaped both in their
bodies and their characters by the sun (for instance people from the colder
north havewhite skin and, being dominated by cold andmoisture, are sober
and restrained; xVII.2, AR 225). The moon too has obvious effects, as we
can see especially from the tides—which are not mentioned here, but are
discussed at length in a separate treatise.16 Further, it must be the case that
the planets and fixed stars have an effect on the sublunary world as well.
Otherwise, every time the sun and moon were in the same positions, we
would see the same effects here (xX.1–2, AR 233–4). Also providential
(literally) is the fact that all these bodies move at an inclination to the earth,
rather than on paths parallel to the equator. This maximizes the amount of
variation in the sublunary effects at different times of the year, and in the
case of the sun results in the yearly seasonal cycle. To some extent, we can
also explain variety based on the conditions of bodies that result from earlier
mixture. For instance if my body is particularly moist already, then the
heavens will affect it differently than if it had been dry (xXII.1–2, AR 234).

The heavenly motions can thus be invoked to explain how we could get
from four separate elemental layers to the complex world we now see. For
instance earthen and watery bits will be heated and thus made to go up,
contrary to their nature, so that they mix with the air. (As we will see later,
this particular phenomenon is particularly important to al-Kindı̄.) But
presumably neither Alexander nor al-Kindı̄ think that the elements were
ever actually separated. Rather the world has always been, or was created,
in its current complex form, and the heavenly motions simply ensure that
the cyclical motions that produce compound bodies will continue, and that
the elements will not separate by following their simple natural motions.
Alexander seems, for reasons I will explain below, to be happy with the
general (and genuinely Aristotelian) claim that the heavens produce
generation and corruption in a regular fashion—as shown by the yearly
seasonal cycle, and its effect on crops and animal reproduction. But as we
have seen, al-Kindı̄ wants to use heavenly motion to explain even very
detailed variation, from year to year, place to place, and person to person.

His emphasis on the complexity of celestial influence suggests that al-
Kindı̄, unlike Alexander, wants to claim that the heavens are the cause for
all sublunar events. This would make it possible for him to develop the
theory in two ways. First, it would give him a theoretical basis for the science
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of astral prediction, which claims to be able to predict specific events, and
ideally at least to predict events of any sort. Second, it would allow for a
more robust account of divine providence than the one Alexander had
offered, insofar as God would now be credited with bringing about ev-
erything that happens in the physical cosmos, whether directly (in the case of
heavenly motion) or indirectly (in the case of sublunary motion). This raises
obvious philosophical questions, though, especially the question of whether
al-Kindı̄ is a thoroughgoing causal determinist. Would he trace all celestial
and sublunary events back to God’s agency, even human actions?

These two further developments of al-Kindı̄’s cosmological account—
the possibility of astral prediction and the question of determinism—will
occupy us in the last two sections of this chapter. But before we can turn
our attention to those issues, we need to look briefly at a very different
cosmological work ascribed to al-Kindı̄.

On Rays

As we have seen there are several works ascribed to al-Kindı̄ that survive
only in Latin, one of which is On Rays (De Radiis).17 The interpretation of
this work is a delicate matter, because it is of doubtful authenticity, but so
interesting that it will have a major impact on our assessment of Kindian
philosophy if we decide it is really by him. I incline towards the view that it
is authentic, for reasons given below. Yet there are significant departures
in On Rays from doctrines set out clearly in works we know to be by al-
Kindı̄. I have already suggested (chapter 1) that this can best be explained
by taking On Rays to have been written at a later stage of al-Kindı̄’s career
than most of his extant cosmological and philosophical works. We should
also bear in mind that, even assuming On Rays goes back to an original
Kindian treatise, there is no telling what doctrines or ideas may have been
subsequently added (or removed!) as the work was copied and translated.

If it is authentic, On Rays is al-Kindı̄’s most ambitious treatise on the
physical world. It attempts nothing less than a comprehensive explanation
of all physical interaction by means of a single mechanism, namely ‘‘rays’’
(radii, presumably rendering shu‘ā‘āt). After a methodological introduction
(xI, already discussed in chapter 5), On Rays shows how we can explain the
influence of the stars (xII) and the interaction of the elements (xIII) by
means of rays. After this, there is a chapter which bids fair to be one of the

188 al-kind ı̄



most interesting texts ascribed to al-Kindı̄, a stunningly forthright affir-
mation of universal causal determinism (xIV). I will return to this at the
end of this chapter. On Rays then goes on to apply the ray theory to various
‘‘magical’’ phenomena: prayer and magical utterances, including the
names of God (xVI, the longest chapter in the work), magical ‘‘figures,’’ i.e.
diagrams and symbols (xVII), talismans (xVIII), and sacrifices (xIX).
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Latin version of this work provoked its share
of outrage amongst Christian authors, leading to al-Kindı̄’s inclusion in
Giles of Rome’s Errors of the Philosophers.18

Given our present purposes, we can mostly focus here on the sections
dealing with astral and elemental causation, which in any case present the
clearest account of how ‘‘rays’’ function. The main advantage of rays as an
explanatory device is that they can account for action at a distance, for
example the fact that heavenly bodies have an influence on the sublunary
world. There is no sign here of the idea that astral causation is by means of
contact and friction. InsteadOnRays takes it as axiomatic that ‘‘every star has
a proper nature and state, which includes among other things the projection
of rays’’ (xII, 219). Each star has a special place within the celestial harmony
(stellarum armonia, celestis armonia—a favorite phrase in On Rays) and its
own special effect on the sublunary world. The stars’ different effects, and
their constant motions, give rise to the variation of things in the world of the
elements. This is, according to On Rays, evident even to the senses, for
instance from the illuminating and heating effects of the sun (xII, 220). The
same goes for elemental rays, whose existence is obvious from such phe-
nomena as the heat that radiates from fire and the sound that radiates from
colliding bodies (xIII, 224). Although such action at a distance is the clearest
proof that causation occurs by rays (other examples include magnets and
images reflected in mirrors, xIII, 226), On Rays also claims that rays explain
interaction between things that are in contact (xIII, 225–6). At one point,
OnRays introduces an important qualification: althoughwe can speak loosely
of the elements acting on one another by means of rays, in fact only the ce-
lestial harmony has any real efficacy.What we call ‘‘acting’’ and ‘‘being acted
on’’ (actionem et passionem) is really only a ‘‘concomitance’’ produced by the
genuine actions of the stars (xIV, 228–9). If we are to take this seriously,19

then the points made in section III about the rays of the elements are true
only in a loose or convenient sense.

On Rays is a remarkable work, indeed one that merits a much longer
discussion than I can provide here. But is it really by al-Kindı̄? There is
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only one piece of evidence external to the text that could help us decide.
The list of al-Kindı̄’s works includes the title Risāla fı̄ shu‘ā‘āt, which
means ‘‘Epistle on Rays,’’ and this title appears in the section on astro-
nomical treatises.20 This is encouraging evidence in favor of its authen-
ticity. However the internal evidence of the text is troublesome in several
respects. Most obviously, the central account of astral causation in On Rays

differs sharply from that of Proximate Agent Cause and other Kindian
treatises. There are other major doctrinal divergences as well. As we have
already seen, the methodological introduction fits badly with al-Kindı̄’s
epistemology. The text speaks frequently of a ‘‘ruling unity [unitas re-
gitiva]’’21 in man, which doesn’t correspond to anything found in his
psychology elsewhere. A section on religious language and knowledge of
God, while broadly corresponding with the negative theology of On First

Philosophy, goes much further than al-Kindı̄ does elsewhere, saying flatly
that ‘‘God cannot be known by man [Deum enim nullus homo cognoscere

potest)’’ (xVI, 246, cf. 249). The same passage also introduces the idea of
negative predication ‘‘in the infinite mode,’’ for example by calling God
not finite, not created, not mortal, and so on (xVI, 245). This whole de-
velopment, interesting as it is, seems foreign to the sort of negative the-
ology we find elsewhere in al-Kindı̄. And one could multiply further
divergences on points of detail.22

However, there are also respects in which On Rays fits quite well into
al-Kindı̄’s thought. For one thing, it supports the broader aims of Proxi-
mate Agent Cause. Though the mechanism that explains astral causation is
different, the fundamental idea that sublunary events can be traced to
celestial influence is of course Kindian, as is the emphasis that all sublu-
nary events are caused by the heavens. It is clear that both On Rays and
works like Proximate Agent Cause emphasize this in order to ground the
science of astrology. On Rays makes other points that fit with al-Kindı̄’s
astrology, for example that the different heavenly bodies have different
natures and hence different effects (see further below). On Rays also res-
onates with al-Kindı̄’s attempts elsewhere to explain how heavenly in-
fluence could produce sufficiently varied effects to yield the world we see
around us. It invokes not only the differences in heavenly motion and
speed, but also the differences in the places on the earth that are affected
(xII, 223). All of this gives the impression that the ray theory is being
pressed into the service of a cosmology and astrology that is at least very
like al-Kindı̄’s.
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Furthermore, the ray theory itself resonates strongly with al-Kindı̄’s On
Perspectives.23 As we saw, the optical theory given there is that the eye emits
visual rays which strike objects and thus allow us to see them. On Per-

spectives and al-Kindı̄’s works on color also invoke the idea of light rays
coming from the sun, which is mentioned in On Rays. We even find a par-
allel regarding the question of why rays have effects of varying strength:
both On Perspectives (x12) and On Rays (xII, 219) say that a perpendicular
ray is stronger than an oblique one. One might speculate, then, that al-
Kindı̄ was so impressed with the usefulness of the ray theory in the context
of vision that he decided to apply it to all other physical phenomena.
Insofar as the rays of On Rays are also susceptible to geometrical analysis (as
is suggested by his point about the stronger, perpendicular ray), this would
allow in principle for a ‘‘geometricization’’ of all physical interaction, a
prospect al-Kindı̄ would no doubt have found appealing.

The one major difficulty with this developmental account, according to
which On Rays exports the ray theory from the optical context, is that On
Rays does not seem to share the visual theory of On Perspectives. Nothing is
said about visual rays, and at one point colored objects are said to be visible
because they emit rays (‘‘omne coloratum radios suos emittit quibus vi-
detur,’’ xIII, 224) which of course is not at all al-Kindi’s view. Still, the
parallels both with Kindian cosmology and the ray theory in his optical
works are encouraging signs for the authenticity of On Rays. In the next
section I will provide an argument that should encourage us further,
drawing on al-Kindı̄’s meteorological works. There are also numerous
other, more detailed bits of evidence internal to On Rays in favor of its
authenticity.24 If we accept its authenticity, though, I think we must also
accept that it was written at a different time (according to me, significantly
later) from a work like Proximate Agent Cause, because the doctrinal di-
vergences are so striking. On Rays should therefore be considered sepa-
rately from the treatises on philosophical cosmology I discussed above.

The Theory Applied: Astrology
and Meteorology

Let us return then to the theory of Proximate Agent Cause, which stands
behind numerous extant works by al-Kindı̄ dealing with astral prediction.
Al-Kindı̄’s contributions to the astrological tradition won him lasting fame
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in both the Arabic- and Latin-speaking worlds.25 The Fihrist, if anything,
seriously underestimates the extent of al-Kindı̄’s astrological output when
it lists only a dozen titles under ‘‘his books on judgments of the stars [ah.kām
al-nujūm],’’ i.e. astrology. (The undercount is partly because some works
on astrology appear under other headings.) We are in possession of a good
number of his technical astrological works. These deal with such topics as
predicting the duration of the reign of the Arabs,26 predicting the point at
which an illness will reach its crisis point,27 finding buried treasure,28

choosing the best time for a journey,29 and knowing when to expect God to
answer prayers.30 Al-Kindı̄ also made a different kind of contribution to
astrology, when he won over an enemy of his by getting him interested in
the mathematical sciences.31 This erstwhile foe, Abū Ma‘shar al-Balkhı̄,
went on to become one of the greatest figures in the history of astrology. As
I have shown elsewhere, he follows al-Kindı̄ in his own attempts to show
that astrology is an empirically grounded Aristotelian science.32

To see how al-Kindı̄’s astrological thought is connected to the cosmol-
ogy of Proximate Agent Cause, we can do no better than to turn to his works
on meteorology. The Istanbul manuscript containing most of al-Kindı̄’s
philosophical works also includes six treatises on weather and related phe-
nomena: why it rains in some places more than others; about fog; why there
are snow, hail, lightning, and so on; why the higher atmosphere is colder
than the air near the earth; why the sky is blue; and about the increase and
ebbing of the tide.33 These treatises show the impact of Aristotle’s Mete-

orology on al-Kindı̄; as with On the Heavens, he knows it in the translation
of Ibn al-Bit.rı̄q.

34 All of these texts discuss the heating influence of the
heavenly bodies on the terrestrial world.

Central to most of these texts is the fact that, as Aristotle explained in the
Meteorology (e.g. at I.3), heated water and earth rise up into the atmosphere
as ‘‘exhalation’’ (bukhār, translating Greek anathumiasis and atmis). This is
why we see clouds: these are exhalations that have clustered by becoming
colder as they rise into the chilly upper air. A wide range of other meteo-
rological phenomena can be explained in terms of exhalations. Fog is cloud
that has been pushed to the surface of the earth by wind; rain and other
precipitation happen when watery particles become cold and fall back to
earth. A particularly ingenious use of the exhalation theory is al-Kindı̄’s On
the Blue Color of the Sky (hereafter Blue Color). As we saw in chapter 7, al-
Kindı̄ thinks that the only element that can cause color is earth. This claim
seems to have provoked one of al-Kindı̄’s readers to wonder how the sky
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could be colored. In answering this question al-Kindı̄ admits that only
‘‘dense’’ bodies can take on illumination so as to be seen, and that air is not
dense. So in reality the sky has no color of its own. But the air is full of watery
and earthy particles (x4, AR2 105), which can be illuminated by the heavenly
bodies and by the light reflected from the earth’s surface (x9, AR2 107).35 The
blue that we see is a color between the inherent ‘‘darkness’’ of the air and the
light intercepted by the exhalations in the atmosphere.

In one of the treatises found in the Istanbul manuscript, On Why the

Higher Atmosphere Is Cold and the Atmosphere Closer to the Earth Is Warm

(hereafterHigher Atmosphere), al-Kindı̄ confronts an obvious objection to the
account of Proximate Agent Cause: if the heavenly bodies produce more heat
when they are closer, why is the higher air, which is closer to the heavens,
colder than the air near the earth’s surface? After admitting that some see
this as a devastating objection (AR2 91), al-Kindı̄ says rather tetchily that a
solid grounding in the physical sciences is needed to avoid falling into such
misapprehensions. He sets out the basic principles of his cosmology: the
Aristotelian contraries, the motion of the elements, and the heating effect of
the sun’s rays on the earth’s surface (AR2 93–6). By nature earth is cold and
air is hot, but earth is ‘‘dense,’’ which means it is more susceptible than air to
being heated by the sun, so that it rises up as smoke.Water is also heated and
rises as vapor.36 Furthermore, the heating effect of the sun thins the air near
the earth, making it easier for the exhalations to rise. But then the exhalations
reach the upper atmosphere, where the sun’s heat has had less effect; here
they cool and congeal as cloud or precipitation, sometimes causing wind
because they push the air downwards as they gather and fall (AR2 96).37

Crucial to this account is that the elements can accidentally take on contraries
they do not have by nature. Indeed for al-Kindı̄’s explanation to make sense,
it must be possible for a naturally cold particle of earth or water to become
hotter than air, which is naturally hot (AR2 97).

We should dwell for a moment on the role that the earth’s ‘‘density’’
plays in this explanation. It is this density that allows earth to be heated
more easily, just as, in Blue Color, density allows earthy particles to be
illuminated (so that earthy vapor can explain the sky’s color). But this
makes no sense in terms of the explanation of heat found in Proximate

Agent Cause, where the celestial bodies heat by friction. Rather, in ex-
plaining why the earth’s density matters, al-Kindı̄ refers to the sun’s rays.38

The earth is more affected by the sun because it is dense enough to
intercept, and thus be heated by, the sun’s rays. Similarly, al-Kindı̄ points
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out that shadowy places on the earth’s surface are colder than illuminated
places, even when two such places are adjacent. This can only be explained
by saying that the sun causes both light and heat by means of rays, which
are propagated along straight lines (Higher Atmosphere AR2 96, Blue Color
AR2 104). Yet Higher Atmosphere has not abandoned the idea of heat by
friction, but still says heat is caused by the motion of the heavens over the
sublunary realm (AR2 95).39

I believe therefore that in both Higher Atmosphere and Blue Color, al-
Kindı̄ is groping towards a theory in which the celestial bodies produce
their effects (both heat and light) by means of rays. He has not yet given up
the ‘‘friction’’ account of Proximate Agent Cause, which shows that he has
not yet thought of using rays as his sole explanatory principle. But he sees
that an account including rays will be required to deal with such problems
as why the upper atmosphere is colder. The theory of visual rays is already
implicit in On the Body That Is the Bearer of Color and in Blue Color, but
will be fully developed only in On Perspectives.40 In the same way, it makes
perfect sense that al-Kindı̄ should try to explain the illuminating and
heating effects of the sun by appealing to solar rays and not to friction. It
would then have been natural to extend that idea to other celestial bodies.
We see this development in On Rays, which indeed takes the idea even
further to explain interaction within the sublunary world. This, I think, is
another good reason to accept the authenticity of On Rays.

In any case, we now have plenty of evidence for the importance of al-
Kindı̄’s cosmology in explaining certain sublunary phenomena. Yet these
meteorological treatises don’t look as though they could have anything to
do with astrology. This impression is misleading, however, as we can see
from two letters on astrological weather prediction, preserved only in
Hebrew and Latin, which have recently been edited and translated.41

These two letters build on the theory we find in the Istanbul manuscript.
So far, we have seen al-Kindı̄ trying to explain the mechanisms that cause
rain, fog, wind, and so on only at a fairly general level. Occasionally, in the
Istanbul manuscript’s treatises on meteorology, he explains why we tend to
see more rain in certain seasons or regions. But what if we want to predict
exactly when and where it will rain? For that we need a much more
detailed science of heavenly motions and why they produce their effects.
For al-Kindı̄ this detailed science is astrology.

The two letters on weather prediction consist mostly of technical
astrological claims—for example, that ‘‘when the sun is in the fifteenth
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degree of Scorpio, it is in the end of the second degree of heat, dryness,
coldness and moisture’’ Letter 1, xV.19).42 But they also set out philo-
sophical principles that justify the use of astrology in this context. In fact,
Letter 1 chastises would-be ‘‘astrologers’’ who try to practice this craft
without a solid philosophical foundation: ‘‘someone can only achieve this
knowledge after he has acquired profound knowledge of the four math-
ematical sciences—which are the introduction to philosophy—and after he
has acquired knowledge of the words of the philosophers about the science
of the elements and their qualities’’ (Letter 1, Prologue, x7, cf. Letter 2, xx3–
16). One must, that is, know the properties of the four elements, the fact
that the heavenly bodies are made of an incorruptible fifth element, and
that they heat our world (by means of friction: Letter 1, x1.13) in accordance
with their speed, size, and proximity. In short, to understand this appli-
cation of astrology, one needs to understand first the account of Proximate
Agent Cause, and then its ramifications, as explored in the other meteo-
rological treatises. Thus al-Kindı̄ begins this letter with the same sorts of
methodological remarks and theoretical principles as we find in, for in-
stance, Higher Atmosphere. (These introductory sections are similar in
purpose and content to Aristotle’s Meteorology, II.1.)

Let me give two examples of how specifically astrological principles are
supported by al-Kindı̄’s philosophical cosmology. According to al-Kindı̄’s
astrological theory planets have different effects when they are ‘‘retro-
grade’’ from those they have while ‘‘direct’’ (Letter 1, xx49–53). This refers
to the fact that the planets seem sometimes to move backwards in their
supposed orbits around the earth. Ancient astronomers solved this prob-
lem by positing ‘‘epicycles’’: small additional spheres inside the concentric
celestial spheres which carry the planets in a subsidiary rotation. Motion
around an epicycle causes a planet to seem to slow down and then move
backward. Now, when it is apparently moving backward, the planet is
closer to the earth, because it is somewhere on the lower half of the cir-
cumference of a sphere that is inside the larger sphere. This explains why a
‘‘retrograde’’ planet (one seeming to move backward) will have a stronger
heating effect than one that is ‘‘direct’’ (one seeming to move forward).

Another, even more fundamental astrological idea is that the different
heavenly bodies have different ‘‘natures’’ or ‘‘properties’’—as we have
seen, this is an idea that also appears in On Rays. Thus astrologers are wont
to say, for instance, that the moon is ‘‘moist’’ or ‘‘watery.’’ As Burnett and
Bos have pointed out,43 this cannot be taken literally, given that the
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heavens are neither hot nor cold, moist nor dry. (Indeed al-Kindı̄ is able to
insist that the heavens lack the contraries hot, moist, etc. and in the same
breath to ascribe to them the special natures of being fiery, watery, etc.
[Letter 1, x5.45–7].) Worse, according to the theory of Proximate Agent

Cause, heavenly motions are said to produce heat, not moisture; cold and
moisture can only be produced by the absence of the heavenly bodies over a
given place on the earth. In the letters on weather forecasting, al-Kindı̄
does not really resolve this problem, but he does make the suggestive
remark, ‘‘we have established the relation of their spheres to the spheres of
the four elements’’ (Letter 1 x5.47). I think we can guess what he has in
mind, in light of a remark made at the beginning of Letter 2 (x10): ‘‘One
who lacks [knowledge of] the art of music, by means of which can be
found the harmonious and the non-harmonious, i.e. the fitting and the
unfitting, will not understand which sphere is more similar to the lower
things.’’ This recalls the theory of Five Figures (see above, chapter 7),
where al-Kindı̄ argues that there are mathematical proportions that govern
the arrangement and behavior of the heavens and the elements. Perhaps
when al-Kindı̄ says that the moon is ‘‘moist,’’ he means not that it is lit-
erally moist, but that it has a close mathematical relation to the moist ele-
ments, and thus a greater influence on moist elements and moist bodies.

This is confirmed by a passage in On Tides (AR2 120), where al-Kindı̄
says, regarding the moon, that ‘‘the harmony of [i’tilāf] its ratio [nisba] to
that of the sphere of water and earth—as we have explained in our dis-
cussions of harmony [fı̄ aqāwı̄linā al-ta’lı̄fiyya]’’ is such that the moon has a
greater effect on water and earth, the moist elements. He goes on to add,
‘‘hence what some of [the wise] said, in their proof of the indications for
rain: that the moon is watery, whereas others said that it is earthy, in their
proof of the indications for generation in cultivation and reproduction’’
(AR2 121). This shows how al-Kindı̄’s ideas about the harmonic relations
between the parts of the cosmos could explain why certain celestial bodies
have a greater effect on certain sublunary bodies. Again, he provides a
rational foundation for astrological principles, this time using mathematics
rather than physics.

Al-Kindı̄ thus sees astrology as intimately related to, and as dependent
on, the philosophical curriculum he describes in On the Quantity of Aris-

totle’s Books. Most obviously, astrology draws on the findings of astron-
omy, the fourth mathematical science. In many of the texts mentioned in
this chapter, we find al-Kindı̄ providing calculations for the size of the
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earth and for various heavenly bodies, as well as comparing the speeds of
different celestial revolutions.44 On the other hand, the successful astrol-
oger requires much more than a grasp of astronomy. In Letter 2 on
weather prediction, al-Kindı̄ says that his account will draw not only on
mathematics and physics, but also on metaphysics, since astrology is a
study of causal relations between higher and lower bodies (xx14–16). This
rather surprising remark is echoed in Letter 1, which calls astral prediction
a ‘‘spiritual science’’ (Prol. x8), and also in On Rays, which stipulates that
physics studies the sublunary world, whereas metaphysics studies the ce-
lestial world (xIV, 229). Nowhere does al-Kindı̄ fully explain why he
associates astrology with metaphysics, which in a Kindian context usually
implies theology. Two relevant considerations do suggest themselves,
however. First, book L of Aristotle’s Metaphysics has a lot to say about the
causes of celestial motion, and the prime mover (i.e. God) as the cause of
this motion. Second, al-Kindı̄ believes that the heavenly motions are an
instrument by which God brings about whatever He wills in the sublunary
realm. This means that when we practice astrology, we are in fact pre-
dicting the workings of divine providence.45

The Scope of Celestial Influence

How far does al-Kindı̄ want to press these bold claims about astrology’s
predictive power? Could an astrologer use his observations of the heavens
to predict any sublunary event, no matter how trivial? Obviously this
question is closely related to a question I posed above: if all sublunary
events are brought about by heavenly causes, then is al-Kindı̄ committed to
a thoroughly deterministic picture of the physical cosmos? Had al-Kindı̄
wanted to limit the scope of the stars’ influence, he would have had a
model in the work of Alexander. As mentioned above, al-Kindı̄’s account
of the heavens’ influence is based closely on Alexander’s On Providence, a
work extant only in Arabic. In fact there are two Arabic versions, one from
the Kindı̄ circle, and a later version, more complete and almost certainly
more accurate, by Abū Bishr Mattā.46 Tellingly, the Kindı̄-circle version
has the title On the Governances of the Heavenly Spheres (Fı̄ Tadbı̄rāt al-
Falakiyya) instead of the On Providence (Fı̄ ’l-‘Ināya) of the later translation.

The fuller translation of Abū Bishr Mattā begins with a lengthy ref-
utation of two views on providence: that of the Epicureans, who deny
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divine providence altogether, and that of the Stoics, who say that divine
providence extends to and causes all things. Alexander defends what he
claims to be the Aristotelian view, a sort of compromise according to which
divine providence, brought about through heavenly motion, is realized
only at the level of species, not particulars (al-juz’iyyāt).47 For example the
sun brings it about that crops and animals reproduce and nourish them-
selves in regular cycles. But the heavens do not bring it about that there be
particular horses, like Secretariat, or particular humans, like Socrates (to
say nothing of bringing it about that Secretariat wins a given race, or that
Socrates decides to go down to the agora today for some philosophical
disputation). This has many welcome consequences, from Alexander’s
point of view. For example, it allows him to explain why there are evils in
a providentially ordered cosmos: evils are departures from the order of
nature. They are therefore accidental, and proper to particulars. Since
God’s providence only extends to species, He is not to blame for evils.48

Also, since divine providence does not necessitate any events at the level of
particulars, Alexander is able to reject the determinism of the Stoics. That
this would have been a key requirement for Alexander is clear from a
different work, On Fate, which argues at length against determinism on
the basis that it would make all events necessary, leaving no room for
chance, accident, free will, or possibility.49

The Kindı̄-circle version of On Providence differs from Abū Bishr
Mattā’s in several respects. Most obviously, it omits the opening sections on
the rival theories of providence, and concentrates on the latter parts of the
treatise, which give details of how the heavens influence the sublunary
world. Also striking is the emphasis on the heavens as providential: in
several passages, references to the gods are replaced with references to the
heavens.50 These and other changes suggest that the early translation was
produced specifically in order to support the practice of astrology. Al-
Kindı̄ duly incorporated passages and ideas from On Providence into his
Proximate Agent Cause when he was giving his own theoretical basis for
astrological science.51 However, the Kindı̄-circle translation is more
faithful to Alexander than al-Kindı̄ himself would be, in at least one
respect. In the translation, Alexander’s restriction of God’s providence to
species comes through fairly clearly.52 But al-Kindı̄ adopts a position that
marries the determinism of the Stoics to Alexander’s Aristotelian account
of providence, by acknowledging that this providence does extend to
particulars after all. (This makes On Providence a particularly good ex-
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ample of the way al-Kindı̄’s circle worked: the predilections and interests
of al-Kindı̄ and his patrons were reflected in the choice of texts to translate,
and in modifications made in the process of translation. But al-Kindı̄’s
own works often stray yet further from the original sources, rather than
simply reproducing the already modified doctrines of the translations.)

It must be said that al-Kindı̄ is far from forthcoming in this departure
from Alexander. In fact he only once explicitly raises the question of
whether providence extends to particulars, in one of the letters on weather
forecasting. He says that according to Aristotle ‘‘the planets only ap-
proximately indicate particulars,’’ and then adds, noncommittally, ‘‘he
may be correct.’’53 However this is already different from Alexander’s
view, since Alexander does not think the heavens indicate or cause par-
ticulars at all, whether exactly or approximately. And in fact I suspect that
what al-Kindı̄ means is only that it may not be practically possible for
astrologers to predict any and all particular events: the necessary calcu-
lations might be too complicated. We find him making this sort of caveat
in Higher Atmosphere. There he admits that there are so many variables
governing the height at which particular exhalations will congeal into
cloud and precipitation that one can give no general rule about the altitude
at which this occurs. Nor can one necessarily determine the precise loca-
tion of the clouds that do form, for example, whether they are over a given
city or not (AR2 98). But of course, the philosophically pressing issue here
is whether astrology could in principle predict any event, which amounts to
asking whether every sublunary event, no matter how minor or ‘‘acci-
dental,’’ is in fact caused by the heavens.

In any case, the whole point of the letters on weather forecasting is that
one can predict rainfall at particular times, in particular places, on the basis
of celestial observation. Similarly, as we have seen, Proximate Agent Cause
goes to great lengths to explain why the heavens bring about a variety of
particular effects. Al-Kindı̄ is not content to say simply that they give rise
to the continued existence of natural species. By the same token, Alexander
denies that the heavens are responsible for the accidental features of
particulars. But in On Tides (AR2 127), al-Kindı̄ says instead that every
place on the earth’s surface is the same ‘‘by nature’’ but differs ‘‘acciden-
tally’’ precisely insofar as it is differently influenced by the heavenly bodies.
All of this indicates that al-Kindı̄’s cosmological and meteorological works
are committed to the idea that divine providence, by means of heavenly
influence, determines events even at the level of particulars. And of course
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it is clearer still that such a view is presupposed by al-Kindı̄’s astrological
works, which deal almost exclusively with the prediction of events con-
cerning particulars (e.g. how long the Arabs will rule, or on what day a
given patient will reach the point of crisis in a disease).

This raises a further question: do the heavens cause all sublunary
events, or are some events exempted from the scope of celestial influence?
There is an obvious type of event one might wish to exclude, namely
human actions. With the exception of On Rays, there is unfortunately no
Kindian treatise that deals directly with this question. However there are
scattered passages that give hints as to his view. Given the aforementioned
difficulties surrounding On Rays, it will be worth examining these pas-
sages first. We should begin by noting that al-Kindı̄ consistently speaks of
humans as possessing a power of ‘‘choice [ikhtiyār]’’ and ‘‘volition [irāda].’’
But it would be too quick to conclude from this that he makes human
actions exempt from celestial causation. Perhaps the stars causally deter-
mine the choices we make, even though we are still choosing in a mean-
ingful sense. If this is right, then al-Kindı̄ would hold something like a
modern-day compatibilist view, or like the view that had been held by the
Stoics. According to such a view, actions can be voluntarily chosen (they
can be ‘‘up to us [eph’ hêmin]’’) even though they are caused by external
factors.54

That al-Kindı̄ does hold this view is suggested by his saying, in Proxi-

mate Agent Cause, that ‘‘the actions of the soul’’ and ‘‘the soul’s customs and
its volitions [irādāt]’’ follow on the mixtures of bodies, which are of course
brought about by the heavens; ‘‘for this reason there occur designs dis-
tinct from the first designs, and volitions distinct from the first volitions’’
(xVII.1, AR 224; xXII.7, AR 236). In On Definitions we get a bit more
insight into the process by which humans make choices. A sequence of
definitions stipulate that an action (isti‘māl) is caused by a volition (irāda),
which is in turn caused by an inclination (khāt.ir), which itself is caused by
an impulse (sānih. ) (xx75–77, AR 175). Al-Kindı̄ then adds:

On Definitions x77 (AR 175): [An action] may also be the cause for
further inclinations. It is a circle that makes all of these causes neces-
sary [yulzimu jamı̄‘ hādhihı̄ ’l-‘ilal], [which] are the act of the Creator.
We say, therefore, that the Creator, may He be exalted, lets some things
He created be impulses for others, some actualize others, and somemove
others.
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Here we have not only the notion that choices and volitions can be causally
necessitated, but also that God is the ultimate cause of these choices
and volitions.

Rather surprisingly, a still more useful passage on this topic is found in
one of al-Kindı̄’s musical treatises. The passage is a digression which ex-
plains how sounds, including musical sounds, are produced by humans.55

It is worth quoting at some length, especially since as far as I know no one
has noted its importance until now:

Articulations [makhārij] of melody begin from the point of possibility
[h.add al-imkān]. Possibility is not outward [z. āhir], but inward [bāt.in],
and is innate [gharı̄zı̄] within nature. It may be classified into three types:
for the most part, half the time, and rarely [‘alā ’l-akthar, al-istiwā’, wa-
’l-aqall]. For the most part is for instance what happens in nature, half
the time is for instance what happens by choice, and rarely is, for in-
stance, when someone digs and finds treasure, since one does not always
find treasure when one digs. The innate is of all three types: it is what
can move breath and propel it such that instruments are sounded, and
when this happens there is a tone. But this is not by necessity [bi-’l-
id. t.irār], because the necessary [al-id. t.irār] is of two kinds: necessary [id. -
t.irār] and necessitated [bi-’l-id. t.irār]. ‘‘Necessary’’ is a connection [la’m] to
the element [‘uns.ur]. ‘‘Necessitated’’ is when something belongs to the
element at the point of possibility. This possibility is the incitement
[muhayyij] of the motion; the motion is the incitement of the breath from
the lung, and propelling it [sc. the breath] such that it goes to the outside
and thereby sounds the instrument, and then there is a sound.

After some further comments about the types of motion, he adds that ‘‘the
production [kaynūn] of motion is from the soul,’’ and that the soul brings
about action by means of the brain and the nerves, which then affect the
muscles and the rest of the body.56 He calls this ‘‘substantial motion.’’ But
then he continues:

Motion may be accidental—in which case it is voluntary (irādiyya), for
example saying of a man that he is standing or not, or awake or not. The
motion of standing or sitting is voluntary, and is accidental; the en-
gendering of this motion is from the psychic spirit (min al-rūh. al-nafsānı̄).

This passage is difficult, but extremely interesting. For one thing, it
shows al-Kindı̄’s awareness of Aristotelian discussions of modality, even
giving the classic example of chance (digging in the garden and finding

the heavens 201



treasure, which is from Metaphysics, D. 30) and Aristotle’s example of
sitting and standing as possibilities (On the Heavens I.12). Also following
the Aristotelian tradition, he classifies possibilities into three types: what
happens ‘‘for the most part’’ but not necessarily always, namely natural
possibilities (fire will go up for the most part, though it can be hindered);
what happens ‘‘half the time,’’ namely human choice; and what happens
rarely, namely chance. Al-Kindı̄ then introduces a distinction of his own,
namely that between the ‘‘necessary’’ and the ‘‘necessitated.’’ Unfortu-
nately this is explained so quickly that it is difficult to understand. I believe
he means that the ‘‘necessary’’ is what is always true of a thing in terms of
its own nature, for instance fire’s being hot.57 The ‘‘necessitated’’ is that
which a thing might be or might not be, for example a person’s making a
sound; this will then be a possibility that becomes necessary only by virtue
of something else. He goes on to say that human actions are initiated by the
soul, which effects the action through a causal sequence in the body. These
actions can be of two types, substantial (which may mean actions we always
perform simply by virtue of being alive, like breathing) or voluntary.

As helpful as this passage is, it is not clear what it tells us about al-
Kindı̄’s views on determinism. There are some hints here that the soul is
an uncaused cause of motion, and determines which of two genu-
ine possibilities will be realized. The claim that choices are made ‘‘half the
time’’ or between ‘‘equals’’ (‘alā ’l-istiwā’) must mean that two mutually
exclusive choices are equally live possibilities for the chooser. On the other
hand, the ‘‘psychic spirit [rūh. nafsānı̄]’’ mentioned at the end of the pas-
sage seems to refer to pneuma. The ‘‘soul’’ being presented here is not the
immaterial, intellective soul of al-Kindı̄’s psychological works, but a
particularly fine, hot air which causes bodily motion.58 Elsewhere, al-
Kindı̄ is happy to think of pneuma as being affected by external causes.59 In
light of this we should be hesitant to say that al-Kindı̄ is claiming that our
actions must be uncaused. More significant for our question may be the
distinction drawn between the necessary and necessitated. Al-Kindı̄ seems
to tell us that every possibility that is realized is in fact necessitated, and that
if it is a possibility that is not realized simply due to the thing’s physical
nature, then it will require a causal explanation—hence the elaborate
causal story he then gives for the case of human action. Notice that this
account would allow him to maintain that human actions fall within the
domain of the possible, even though the choice that is made is somehow
necessitated.60
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From these merely suggestive passages, we can now turn to the much
more explicit discussion of determinism in On Rays. The fourth chapter of
this work, titled De possibili, boldly affirms that all sublunary events,
including human actions, are indeed caused by the stars.61 An objection is
then considered: if our actions are caused by the stars, why does it seem to
us that we exercise free will (liberum arbitrium)? The reason is our incom-
plete knowledge of the cosmos. If someone knew everything about the
world, ‘‘he would have knowledge of the causality between things, and
would hence know that all things which occur and happen in the world
of the elements are caused by the celestial harmony, and would know that
the things of this world come about necessarily [ex necessitate], being re-
lated to that [harmony].’’ So it is only out of ignorance that we believe in
the ‘‘contingency of things.’’ One might object to this (as for instance
Aristotle did in chapter 9 of On Interpretation, his most famous discussion
of determinism) that if determinism is true then our deliberation, hopes,
and fears are groundless, because the stars have already determined what
will happen. On Rays is happy to bite this bullet, and admit that desire,
hope, and fear too are only the result of our ignorance, just like our
frequently erroneous beliefs about the future (‘‘Est ergo ignorantia hominis
causa opinionis eventuum futurorum et per hoc medium est ignorantia
causa desderii et spei et timoris’’). On the other hand,On Rays has the wit to
point out that human choice is itself part of the causal nexus that leads to
action. Thus it is not the case that, without my choosing, my actions and the
ensuing results would have been the same. Rather, my choosing is effica-
cious, but is itself brought about by astral radiation. In keeping with this,
On Rays continues to speak in subsequent chapters about human volitions,
despite its affirmation of determinism. One such passage, interestingly, is
reminiscent of the text we examined from al-Kindı̄’s musical treatise: ‘‘the
pneuma [spiritus] of man or other animals, affected in this way [sc. by
words], brings about a choice [voluntatem] in its subject, moving the limbs
to another place or in some other way that would not otherwise have
occurred.’’62

This chapter is certainly the fullest and most sophisticated discussion
of determinism in the Kindian corpus, so much so that I would sympa-
thize with readers who felt he could not possibly have written it. Still,
the doctrine set forth here is broadly consonant with the drift of the other
passages just examined: the stars are the causes of all sublunary events,
including human actions, but this does not rule out the efficacy and reality
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of voluntary choice. Given al-Kindı̄’s intense interest in astrology, it is clear
enough why he might have consistently held this view. He would want to
make sure that an astrologer could, at least in principle, predict events that
are affected by human decisions. Indeed, astrology would be of fairly
limited use otherwise. Since al-Kindı̄’s version of astrology includes the
claim that the stars actually cause, rather than merely symbolize or indicate,
the events the astrologer predicts, he has good reason to claim that causal
necessitation is compatible with voluntary choice. One might think that he
would have at least as good a reason to reject astral determinism of human
actions: his dualist account of the soul. How can the stars affect the
immaterial soul, if all they do is heat the sublunary elements? Here, per-
haps, we should remember that al-Kindı̄’s immaterial soul is essentially a
theoretical, not practical, intellect. Though the soul does project activities
into the body, it would not be obviously inconsistent for al-Kindı̄ to con-
sider our worldly actions as belonging more to the material realm than to
the psychic and intellective realm.63 And this would allow the heavens to
play a role, perhaps a determining role, in bringing about those actions.

In closing, let us consider more closely God’s role in dispensing provi-
dence by means of the heavens. We have already seen that in Prostration,
al-Kindı̄ says that the heavens voluntarily move out of obedience to God’s
command. Thus, even though God does not directly bring about sublu-
nary events, those events can be traced back to a divine command. This
raises three problems, only one of which al-Kindı̄ addresses. The first
problem is that God would therefore seem to be ultimately responsible for
evils in the sublunary world.64 A second, related problem is whether the
stars actually intend or will the events they cause in the sublunary world; if
so, the stars might be thought to intend evils in our world, even if God does
not. Alexander says explicitly that the stars do not intend their sublunary
effects, and cause them only ‘‘accidentally.’’ (He also considers it absurd
that the stars should move for the sake of what is inferior to them.) This
view is echoed at the beginning of the sixth chapter of the Theology of

Aristotle,65 but not mentioned by al-Kindı̄ himself.
The third problem, which al-Kindı̄ does discuss in the extant corpus, is

why God dispenses providence in the first place. Must He do so, or could
He have done otherwise? As we might expect, al-Kindı̄ is keen to stress
that God is not compelled by some distinct cause to show benevolence
towards His creation. He emphasizes God’s independence in an astro-
logical work on predicting the time at which God will answer prayers.66
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Al-Kindı̄ wants to deny that the stars are the true causes for answered
prayers; rather, the stars only ‘‘indicate’’ God’s decisions. So although ‘‘one
may learn from effects [i.e. the heavens] something of the will of the causes
[i.e. God],’’ one should not fall into the error of directing prayers to the stars
themselves. Al-Kindı̄ associates this error with ‘‘philosophers not of our
religion,’’ and mentions as an example Socrates’ instructing that a cock be
sacrificed at the temple of Venus.67 He may also have in mind the Sabeans,
a group of pagan Neoplatonists at H. arrān in whom al-Kindı̄ seems to have
had an abiding interest.68 There is in fact a report of their views preserved
in the Fihrist, handed down from al-Kindı̄ by his student al-Sarakhsı̄.69

One last text useful for the current question is a passage which is
probably from the lost sections of On First Philosophy, preserved by Ibn
‘Abd Rabbih al-Andalusı̄.70 This is worth quoting in its entirety:

Al-Kindı̄ said, in the ninth part of the Tawh. ı̄d: ‘‘know that the whole
world is ruled by judgment [qad. ā’] and predestination [qadar]. By
‘judgment’ I mean that what is best, wisest, and most perfect in the
construction of the cosmos [al-kull] is apportioned to all caused things
[li-kull maf‘ūl]. For He, the exalted, created and originated both nec-
essarily and by choice [mud. t.arran wa mukhtāran] with complete power
[qudra]. Because what is chosen is from perfect wisdom71 (for the
originator of the cosmos has complete wisdom), had His choice been
unconstrained [at.laqa], He would have chosen many things that would
have resulted in the corruption of the cosmos. So He, the exalted,
predestined a construction of the universe in keeping with wisdom,
and let some things be impulses [sawānih. ] for others,72 and chose
through His volition [irāda] and desire, without being forced [ghayr
maqhūr], what was best and wisest in the construction of the cosmos. So
the determination [taqdı̄r] of these impulses is predestination [qadar].
Through judgment and predestination, then, He, the exalted, rules all
that He originated, and this rule is perfectly wise, and no lapse or de-
ficiency enters into it. So it is clear that everything caused is in a state
which its Lord apportioned to it, from which it does not depart, and
that some of these are necessitated while others are by choice, and that
what is chosen is the result of the impulses of His predestination, and
He does it through His volition, not by compulsion [bi-’l-kurh].’’

Here, if the quotation is accurate, al-Kindı̄ explicates two standard terms
from Muslim theology, qad. ā’ and qadar. As we would expect, he says that
events within the created cosmos are all necessitated by God. God is said
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to act using ‘‘volition and choice,’’ but also ‘‘necessarily.’’73 The reason for
this, apparently, is that God’s wisdom ensures that He will choose what is
best. Al-Kindı̄ says that ‘‘unconstrained’’ choice would lead to worse re-
sults. I take this to mean that God’s choice is necessarily guided by His own
wisdom, and therefore must yield the best outcome. However God is not
‘‘forced’’ so to choose, since nothing distinct from God makes Him choose
as He does. If this interpretation is correct, then we find al-Kindı̄ here
applying to God Himself the broadly compatibilist account we find him
giving for human agents. Choice is not excluded by necessity, whether that
necessity results from external causes, as in the human case, or from
inevitable goodness and wisdom, in God’s case.

This passage certainly makes one rue the loss of the latter sections of
On First Philosophy, suggesting as it does that in those sections al-Kindı̄
gave a still fuller account of divine providence than what we have in the
extant corpus. Yet the evidence we do possess gives us a fairly complete
account, and one that ties together many aspects of his thought. Al-Kindı̄
uses principles of psychology to explain why the heavens move as they do.
His Aristotelian physics explains why things under the heavens are af-
fected by this celestial motion. This in turn undergirds a major part of
Kindian science, the use of astronomical observation to predict future
events here on earth. The entire theory, finally, provides the basis for al-
Kindı̄’s theory of providence. This chapter thus serves as a fitting con-
clusion to this study of al-Kindı̄’s philosophy. Indeed, there is a sense in
which al-Kindı̄ could have considered the study of the heavens to be the
culmination of his philosophical system. For our highest aim in philos-
ophy is to grasp God, and we grasp God’s creative activity most directly
by discovering how, in Dante’s words, God is ‘‘the love that moves the
sun and the other stars.’’
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notes

chapter 1

1. There are four main sources: the Fihrist of Ibn al-Nadı̄m, ed. Tajaddud
(1971), 315–20 (there is also an older edition which is often cited, Flügel
(1871–2)); S. ā‘id al-Andalusı̄, Kitāb T. abaqāt al-Umum, ed. Mu’nis (1998), 70–2;
Ibn Abı̄ Us.aybi‘a, ‘Uyūn al-Anbā’ fı̄ T. abaqāt al-At.ibbā’, ed. Müller (1882),
I.206–214; and Ibn al-Qift.ı̄, Ta’rı̄kh al-H. ukamā’, ed. Lippert (1903), 376–8.

2. See Loth (1875).
3. Letter to al-Ma’mūn on Cause and Effect: see McCarthy (1962), x260.
4. Less encouraging is the detail that Sind knew they would get away

with deceiving the caliph because the astrologers had accurately predicted his
imminent death.

5. See especially Endress (1966, 1973, 1997, 1987/1992); Gutas (1998, 2000);
and the work of Cristina D’Ancona listed in the bibliography.

6. See Gutas (1998).
7. Particularly Endress (1973).
8. On developments in many fields under the ‘Abbāsids, see Young et al.

(1990). For an astonishingly complete overview of developments in philoso-
phy and other scientific fields see Endress (1987/1992).

9. On kalām during this period see the magisterial van Ess (1991–5).
10. Here it is worth noting that some Kindian treatises are addressed to

named individuals other than members of the royal family: for example ‘Alı̄
b. al-Jahm, a poet, and Ibn Māsawayh, a physician.
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11. See Ritter (1932). The manuscript is Aya Sofia 4832. I am very grateful
to Charles Burnett and Dimitri Gutas for their help in obtaining copies of it.

12. Ed. Tajaddud (1971), 315–20; trans. Dodge (1970), 615–26. This list
and other testimony about the titles of al-Kindı̄’s books are collected in
McCarthy (1962).

13. And of these some are clearly not about philosophy, for example On

Writing Missives to Caliphs and Viziers.
14. Al-Kindı̄ is also credited with what may be the earliest extant treatise

on the use of statistical analysis to break codes. See Mrayati et al. (1987).
15. See Gutas (1998), 108–15.
16. See Rosenthal (1942), 268.
17. On this genre in the philosophical tradition see Endress (1987/1992),

vol. 2, 465–6.
18. He does occasionally make cross-references to other works, but as

often as not these titles do not match exactly to titles in the bibliographical
tradition. See Rosenthal (1956a), 440–4. Rosenthal concludes that al-Kindı̄
may have ‘‘preferred a loose form of citation.’’ Some confirmation for this
may be had from the fact that two meteorological works of al-Kindı̄’s refer
back to his work on why rain happens in some places more than in other
places. But al-Kindı̄ does not use the same title in these two cross-references
(see AR2 76.10 and 80.11–12).

19. The section on astronomy has more than one work whose title in-
volves ‘‘rays [shu‘ū‘āt]’’ while the optical work De Aspectibus may be rep-
resented here by the Kitāb Ikhtilāf al-Manāz. ir (On Different Perspectives); this
title appears under works on geometry, but De Aspectibus is a work of geo-
metrical optics and thus could be grouped into this category.

20. For a very useful list of the extant works, with indications of man-
uscripts, editions, and translations, see Travaglia (1999), 103–146.

21. Abū Rı̄da (1950/1953).
22. A work preserved only in Latin, On the Art of Demonstration, is as-

cribed to ‘‘Muh. ammad, a disciple of al-Kindı̄ [Mahometh discipulo Alquindi],’’
but this work seems in fact to have nothing to do with al-Kindı̄. See Farmer
(1934) and Baffioni (1994).

23. See Rashed (1997).
24. Ed. D’Alverny and Hudry (1974).
25. See Celentano (1979) for those in the Istanbul manuscript, and also

Bos (1990).
26. Arabic ed. and trans. in Gauthier (1939). Latin ed. in McVaugh (1975).
27. Levey (1966).
28. For an edition of several musical works see Zakariyyā’ (1962). For

astrology see Burnett (1993) and Veccia Vaglieri and Celentano (1974).
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29. For example his two most important cosmological works, Proximate
Efficient Cause and Prostration of the Outermost Sphere, refer back to On First

Philosophy. Some cross-references in a work on Ptolemy are mentioned in
Rosenthal (1956a), 442–3, an article which also discusses the problem of titles
mentioned above.

30. See Adamson (2006b) and Arnzen (1998).
31. For the Rectification see Rashed (1997). Al-Kindi does stress that he

corrects Euclid in a spirit of charity. See De Aspectibus, Prop. 11, ll.79–81,
which says that we should not delight in ascribing errors to Euclid, but
instead ‘‘think well of him and shift what he says to the right path [con-
vertamus eius sermonem ad semitam bonam].’’

32. Here it is worth recalling that the scientifically and mathematically
oriented Banū Mūsa made an enemy of al-Kindı̄, apparently out of profes-
sional jealousy, very late in al-Kindı̄’s life.

33. For another discussion of this tradition, focusing especially on their
eclecticism and their classifications of the sciences, see Adamson (forthcom-
ing). The best general study of most of the philosophers in question is Rowson
(1990).

34. On al-Sarakhsı̄ see Rosenthal (1943). On Abū Zayd see Rowson (1990);
the most important report is contained in Yāqūt’s Irshād, ed. Margoliouth
(1907), vol. 1, 141ff.

35. See Rosenthal (1943), 42ff.
36. On him see Rowson (1988).
37. See Biesterfeldt (1985). I am very grateful to Dr. Biesterfeldt for

making available to me a copy of this study. A brief earlier study is Dunlop
(1950–55). One manuscript of the Compendium has appeared in a facsimile
edition, Ibn Farı̄ghūn (1985).

38. See Adamson (2002a).
39. See Altmann and Stern (1958).
40. See the general study of Arkoun (1970). For the quotation from al-

Kindı̄ see Miskawayh, Tahdhı̄b al-Akhlāq, ed. Zurayk (1966), 156–7. In a forth-
coming publication on Miskawayh, I show that he also knew and made use of
On First Philosophy.

41. For example the ‘‘Brethren of Purity [Ikhwān al-Safā’]’’ and the circle
of Abū Sulaymān al-Sijistānı̄, on whom see respectively Netton (1982) and
Kraemer (1986).

42. See Rowson (1990), 63. Al-Kı̄ndı̄ was well respected for his astro-
logical writings in the Arabic tradition; see Burnett (1993).

43. Less well-known Baghdad Peripatetics include ‘Abū ‘Alı̄ b. al-Samh. , a
student of Yah. yā b. ‘Adı̄’s, and Abū al-Farāj b. al-T. ayyib, author of extant
commentaries on the Isagoge and Categories.

notes to pages 10–14 209



44. See Biesterfeldt (1985), vol. 1, 166ff.
45. Edited, with other texts, in Khalifat (1996).
46. It might thus be a better approximation to say that the Kindians are in

the tradition of Athenian Neoplatonism, while the Baghdad philosophers
follow the Alexandrians. But even this needs qualification; for instance, as
we’ll see al-Kı̄ndı̄ was deeply influenced by John Philoponus, who was a
student of Ammonius in Alexandria.

47. On this see Gutas (1998a), 248–9.
48. Here our understanding of al-Kı̄ndı̄ himself may admittedly be dis-

torted by the loss of several works on politics mentioned in the Fihrist.
49. See his Kitāb al-I‘lām bi-Manāqib al-Islām, ed. Ghurab (1967). On this

work see Biesterfeldt (1977).
50. This irenic attitude finds an expression in al-Kı̄ndı̄’s claim that the

Greek and Arab peoples could be traced to two brothers, Yūnān and Qah. t.ān.
See al-Mas‘ūdı̄, Murūj al-Dhahab, ed. Pellat (1965–79), x666; cf. Gutas (1998),
88. For citations and evidence supporting the generalizations made in the
previous several paragraphs, see Adamson (forthcoming).

51. For the Arabic text see al-Jāh. iz. , Kitāb al-Bukhalā’, ed. al-Hājirı̄ (1948),
70–81, and for an English translation Serjeant (1997), 67–78. Al-Jah. iz. also
wrote a work, now lost, called On the Surpassing Ignorance of Ya‘qūb ibn Ish. āq

al-Kindı̄, according to the Fihrist (see Tajaddud, 1971, 210).
52. My thanks to Robert Wisnovsky for suggesting this point to me. An

example could be the strategy suggested for resisting one’s desire to eat dates
(80.11–81.2 in the Arabic); the passage is not so far removed from the practical
asceticism of On Dispelling Sadness.

53. The report is preserved in al-Tawh. ı̄dı̄, Kitāb al-Imtā’ wa ’l-Muwānasa,
ed. Amin and Zayn (1939–44), with the passage about al-Kı̄ndı̄ at vol. 1,
127.5–128.8. For an English translation of the report see Margoliouth (1905),
with the passage about al-Kı̄ndı̄ at 127–8.

54. The passage includes such standard technical terms, familiar from al-
Kı̄ndı̄’s works, as istit.ā ‘a (‘‘capacity’’), ghāya (‘‘final end’’) and istih. āla (‘‘change’’).

55. Mu’nis (1998), 72.
56. For tah. lı̄l to mean the acquisition of premises as starting-points for

demonstration, see also Mallet (1994).
57. To which we can add the verse refutation, by al-Nāshi’ al-Akbar, of

al-Kı̄ndı̄’s fanciful genealogical story about the founders of the Greeks and
the Arabs; see note 50.

58. See Périer (1920–21).
59. See al-Mas‘ūdı̄, Murūj al-Dhahab, ed. Pellat (1965–79), x3312.
60. See Daiber (1986).
61. See Langermann (2003).
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62. Giles of Rome, Errores Philosophorum, in Koch and Riedl (1944),
chap. 10.

63. The translator Hermann of Carinthia extolled al-Kı̄ndı̄ as ‘‘the most
suitable and true judge amongst astrologers.’’ See Burnett (1993), 107.

64. For the Latin works see Nagy (1897).
65. See Cortabarria Beitia (1977).
66. See Burnett (1999).

chapter 2

1. See Bosworth (1963).
2. Recently Robert Wisnovsky has usefully distinguished between the an-

cientcommentators’ attempt to reconcile Aristotelian texts with each other—
the ‘‘lesser harmony’’—and their attempt to reconcile Aristotle with Platonism,
to yield a single body of coherent Greek thought—the ‘‘greater harmony.’’ Put
in these terms, the burden of this chapter will be to show that al-Kindı̄ not only
inherited these projects, but also attempted a still greater harmony between
Greek thought and his own culture and religion.

3. This would make much more sense in the context of a work addressed
to the caliph al-Mu‘tas.im, who followed his predecessor al-Ma’mūn in per-
secuting traditionalists in the mih.na (see chapter 4) and who himself installed
broadly Mu‘tazilite thinkers into seats of power. Though the traditionalists
did not have caliphal support during this period, al-Kindı̄ could well have
seen them as having won renown amongst the people (the ‘‘crowns of truth’’).
Indeed al-Ma’mūn himself complains in his letter instituting the mih.na (see
al-T. abarı̄, ed. de Goeje (1897), III, 1114) about the ‘‘glory and leadership
[ri’āsa]’’ the traditionalists had accrued to themselves. Interestingly, in a later
epistle he makes remarks much like al-Kindı̄’s, to the effect that the tradi-
tionalists trade their faith for monetary gain (see al-Tabarı̄, ed. de Goeje
[1897], III, 1127–8). I should add that there is no evidence that al-Kindı̄
objected to the mih.na (contrast Ivry (1974), 32). Indeed as we will see (chapter
4), On First Philosophy itself supports principles like those that spawned the
doctrine of the Koran’s createdness.

4. On the relation between al-Kindı̄ and the Mu‘tazila see Adamson
(2003).

5. For an example, see Endress (1966), 106–7.
6. Al-Jāh. iz. later complained about the Arabic of the translations: see

Endress (1997), 43–4.
7. Whether it might include more than that is disputed. For example,

D’Ancona (2001) holds that the aforementioned original sections of the Ar-
abic Plotinus may have been composed by al-Kindi himself, but I have denied
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this in the conclusion to Adamson (2002b). (I do agree with D’Ancona that al-
Kindi most likely wrote the Prologue to the translation.) See further D’An-
cona (1995a) for her views on his role in the composition of the Liber de

Causis.
8. Ed. Bouyges (1973). On the reception of the Metaphysics in Arabic see

Martin (1989) and now Bertolacci (2005).
9. The text is preserved in a medieval Hebrew translation. See Freu-

denthal and Lévy (2004), and more generally on the Hebrew reception of
Nicomachus, see Langermann (2001).

10. See Rosenthal (1956a).
11. On him see Endress (1966), 91ff, Endress (1997) 55–8, and Dunlop

(1959).
12. He certainly knew something of the Timaeus, as is clear from his The

Reason Why the Ancients Related the Five Figures to the Elements. See chapter 7.
13. For instance On Dispelling Sadness; see chapter 6.
14. Thus I would make so bold as to dissent from the opinion of the great

Franz Rosenthal, who writes: ‘‘Al-Kindı̄ shows no indication of true creative
originality. His dependence on his sources, not always admitted with com-
plete candor, is such as to preclude the thought that we are dealing here with
a fundamentally creative mind. The few changes and additions in the work
may be his own; that is, he may have expanded his source on his own, or he
may have gathered further information from other translated Greek works
himself. They should be considered as such until evidence to the contrary
shows up. However, it is very well possible that the material reached him
through his informants or translations exactly in the form in which he pre-
sented it’’ (Rosenthal (1956a), 455).

15. For divisions and classifications of the philosophical sciences in Greek
and Arabic see Hein (1985).

16. For example in On Definitions ‘‘wisdom [h. ikma]’’ is defined as ‘‘the
knowledge of universal things in their true natures, and putting truths into
action as one ought’’ (x91, AR 177). On the Five Essences begins by stating,
‘‘Aristotle the wise, at the beginning of his discussion on dialectic, says that the
knowledge [scientia, presumably translating ‘ilm] of anything that is sought
falls under philosophy, which is the knowledge of all things. . . .Philosophy is
divided into theoretical and practical [scientiam et operationem, id est theoricam

et practicam]’’ (AR2 9).
17. The first list mentions three works, the second list only two. The title

‘‘Politics’’ is only mentioned in the second list, and there seems to be some
confusion on al-Kindı̄’s part between the Politics and the Eudemian Ethics.
However, there may be a textual corruption in this passage.

18. This is at least the implication of On the Five Essences, AR2 11.
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19. See the brief remarks on this work at xX.1 (AR 381), in contrast to the
handling of the previous three books of the Organon. The Posterior Analytics
seems to have been rendered into Arabic only by Abū Bishr Mattā, too late for
al-Kindı̄ to have read it.

20. Consider for instance the following passages from his meteorological
works. In On Tides (Fı̄’l‘illa’lfā ‘ila li-’l-madd wa-’l-jazr): ‘‘every art [(s.inā‘a]
has principles, and its principles are made manifest through [the principles]
proper to another science’’ (AR2 133.2–3). And in his On Why the Higher

Atmosphere Is Cold (Fı̄ al-‘illa allatı̄ la-hā yabrudu a‘lā al-jaww . . . ): ‘‘the sci-
ences . . . are ordered [murattaban]: the first, then the second, then the third,
until the last of the sciences is reached. For the second cannot be grasped until
one already knows the first [ba‘d ‘ilm al-awwal], and the third cannot be
grasped until one already knows the second. Thus the science of philosophy,
which is the ‘art of arts and the wisdom of wisdoms,’ is ordered: the first, then
the second, then the third. And it is ordered like this until the utmost [aqs.ā] of
its sciences, namely the science of divinity [‘ilm al-rubūbiyya]. So no one
achieves knowledge [‘ilm] who proceeds to it directly and does not know that
[sc. the prior science] first, contrary to what many people think: that anyone
can achieve any knowledge he wants, whenever he wants to, before all other
knowledge’’ (AR2 92.10–16). These passages show that al-Kindı̄ knows that
the Aristotelian sciences should be interrelated and depend upon one another,
but equally they fail to explain how this dependency works.

21. All of this is based on ideas taken from the opening chapters of
Nicomachus of Gerasa’s Introduction to Arithmetic; see Freudenthal and Lévy
(2004).

22. See Hein (1985), 165–6.
23. Zakariyyā’ (1962), 70.13ff., on which see Endress (2003), 130–1 and

Rosenthal (1956b), 27. Rosenthal remarks that al-Kindı̄ may have taken this
classification from the beginning of Ptolemy’s Almagest.

24. For this work, Finiteness, see chapter 4; in x9, al-Kindı̄ remarks that he
has used ‘‘mathematical proofs, which are intermediate between sensation
and intellect.’’

25. For al-Kindı̄’s use of mathematical methodology see Endress (2003)
and Gutas (2004). I am grateful to Prof. Gutas for showing me an advance
copy of this important paper, on which I depend in what follows.

26. Though as O’Meara (1989), 196–8, has pointed out, the method is not
identical to that used in geometry.

27. Of course Aristotle too engages in dichotomous arguments and re-

ductio arguments. What I mean is not that an Aristotelian theory of dem-
onstration rules out the use of such arguments. Rather it rules this out as the
primary or preferred method, which it seems to be in al-Kindı̄. On the other
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hand, it is a notorious fact that the Aristotelian corpus rarely gives arguments
that seem to fulfill Aristotle’s own requirements for demonstration as set out
in the Posterior Analytics. And in fact, al-Kindı̄ may have used Aristotle as a
model in his use of dichotomous arguments.

28. Here I agree with the assessment of Endress (1987/1992), vol. 2, 419:
for al-Kindı̄ ‘‘die Philosophie zeigt den Weg und das Ziel der Wissenschaften
in einer islamischen Gesellschaft.’’

29. For this text see Rudolph (1989), which includes an edition, German
translation and commentary.

30. On which see especially Gutas (1975, 1981).
31. For example al-Kindı̄ uses numerous terms to refer to ‘‘being’’ or

‘‘existence,’’ as we will see in chapter 3. Most of these are not taken over by
later authors and one of them, huwiyya, is given a wholly different sense by
Avicenna and others (see further in chapter 3).

32. As mentioned above it was used extensively by Isaac Israeli in his own
Book of Definitions; see Altmann and Stern (1958).

33. On this definition see Riad (1973).
34. See Adamson (2003), 75 n. 87, and the introductory remarks to our

translation in Adamson and Pormann (forthcoming).
35. Namely that the poet’s use of a mas.dar or verbal noun indicates that

the ‘‘prostration’’ he refers to is ongoing or continuous, and must therefore be
taken figuratively, as ‘‘obedience,’’ rather than as literal prostration.

36. The same point is made in al-Kindı̄’s treatise On Why the Higher

Atmosphere Is Cold, at AR2 92–3: normal people must exert themselves by
studying the philosophical sciences in order (‘alā tartı̄b) until the last of the
sciences, which is theology (‘ilm al-rubūbiyya). But prophets receive knowl-
edge through revelation (ilhām) without any effort and without recourse to
prior principles (bi-lā awā’il).

37. As Walzer (1962), 181 notes, this conforms to the Muslim belief in the
inimitable perfection of the Koran (i‘jāz).

38. The poet he quotes here addresses the poem to the night, and an-
thropomorphizes night as having various body parts. Al-Kindı̄ explains that
one must take this reference to body parts figuratively, which may be intended
to remind us of figurative readings of Koranic passages that anthropomor-
phize God. But the more immediate reason to quote this poem is the fact that
the poet is speaking to the night; this is no less appropriate, says al-Kindı̄, than
God’s speaking to what does not yet exist, and commanding that it be.

39. The only passage in the Kindian corpus that might suggest this comes at
the beginning of On Lisping, which contrasts ‘‘exoteric and esoteric knowledge
[‘ilm al-z. āhir wa ’l-bāt.in]’’ and says that ‘‘exoteric knowledge is the knowledge
of Socrates and Plato, whereas esoteric knowledge is the knowledge of Moses
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and Solomon, the son of David’’ (ed. Celentano (1979), 47.12–15). Unfortu-
nately al-Kindı̄ makes no comment as to what distinguishes the two sorts of
knowledge.

chapter 3

1. These are found in IbnH. azm and Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih, and are edited in RJ.
Both authors refer to it as al-Kindı̄’s book On Oneness (Tawh. ı̄d), which we
know to be identical with On First Philosophy because Ibn H. azm gives nu-
merous quotations, all but one of which are from the extant part of the work.
(See my discussion of the title in chapter 1.) The report in Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih is
labelled as being drawn from the ‘‘ninth section [fann],’’ which suggests that we
have at best only about half of the original treatise.

2. Both Ivry (1974), 165 ad 123.3, and Rashed and Jolivet (1998), 105–6 ad
n. 36, draw attention to this ambiguity in the present context.

3. It is the ambiguity of the term dhāt that allows al-Kindı̄ to shift so easily
from the conceptual distinction between a thing and its dhāt to their real iden-
tity. If we translate dhāt as ‘‘essence’’ it is easier to set out the conceptual dis-
tinction, but it is hard to understand the claim that ‘‘a thing is the same as its
essence.’’ By contrast, if we translate dhāt as ‘‘self’’ it is easy to see why it must be
that ‘‘a thing is the same as itself’’ but it is hard to understand the original
conceptual distinction.

4. This is sometimes called the principle of the indiscernibility of iden-
ticals. It should not be confused with the much more controversial thesis of
the identity of indiscernibles.

5. It seems to me that al-Kindı̄’s argument does assume that causation is
asymmetric, that is, that if a thing causes its dhāt, then its dhāt does not cause
it. This assumption may be problematic, since it comes very close to implicitly
denying that something can be its own cause and thus begging the question.

6. The issue is complicated by the fact that these terms are, according to
al-Kindı̄, the subject of Aristotle’s Categories. In Quantity he says that the
Categories ‘‘deals with terms [maqūlāt], I mean the subject and the predicate.
The subject is what is called ‘substance,’ whereas the predicate is what is
called an ‘accident’ predicated of the substance, from which the substance
takes neither its name nor its definition’’ (xIII.1, AR 365). Notice that here
maqūlāt explicitly include both predicates and the subject of predication.

7. These are technical terms, also defined in On Definitions: an ‘‘all [kull]’’ is
a summade up of different kinds of parts, like a car, whereas a ‘‘whole [ jamı̄‘]’’
is a sum of similar parts, like water, each of whose parts is also water. Al-Kindı̄
further stipulates that a portion of an ‘‘all’’ is called a ‘‘part [ juz’]’’ whereas the
portion of a ‘‘whole’’ is ‘‘some [ba‘d. ]’’ of that whole. However we can ignore
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these terminological distinctions for the sake of setting out the main thrust of
his argument. (It may be worth noting though that there are similar distinc-
tions in Aristotle at Metaphysics bk. D, 25–26; cf. De Caelo 268a20.)

8. Some readers may wonder whether there might not be some individ-
uals that cannot be further divided into parts, like the indivisible ‘‘atoms’’ of the
ancient atomist school, whose existence was also asserted by some theologians
in al-Kindı̄’s day. We know, however, that al-Kindı̄ denied the existence of
indivisible atoms, because of the title of a lost work named in the Fihrist: On
the Falsehood of the Statement of One Who Claims That There Is an Indivisible

Part (ed. Tajaddud, 1971, 319.1).
9. See Jolivet (1979).
10. The only exception is the argument at xXIV.9 (AR 135, RJ 57), that on

(M) there would be no knowledge, which is refuted with the factive claim
that there is indeed knowledge.

11. The only possible exception is a sub-argument having to do with parts
and whole. Al-Kindı̄ admits that one could eliminate multiplicity by supposing
that there is nothing at all, but of course then there would be no unity either.

12. This is especially true for al-Kindı̄, who holds that the world is neither
eternal nor necessary, and therefore that God can exist without the world’s
existing. So he is committed to the claim that pure unity can exist in the
absence of multiplicity.

13. This passage raises the question of what al-Kindı̄ would say about
created things that are not sensible, such as the human soul. It may be that the
phrase ‘‘and all that is concomitant to the sensible things’’ in the quotation
given here is intended to refer to things like the soul. But in any case al-Kindı̄
will show that the soul is multiple in the fourth section of On First Philosophy;
see below.

14. Here one might worry that al-Kindı̄ has not, in fact, shown it is
strictly impossible for there to be only unity. As we saw his arguments against
this all rely on a factive premise. But al-Kindı̄ is here talking only about what
was possible for the created world: it cannot be pure multiplicity, as shown by
the refutation of (M). But nor can it be pure unity, because if the world is one
pure unity and God is a second pure unity, then there will be multiplicity
after all. This leaves open the possibility that there is only one pure unity,
God, with no created world at all—ensuring that the created world remains
contingent. (My thanks to Jon McGinnis for discussion of this point.)

15. As he repeats elsewhere: see On Why the Higher Atmosphere is Cold,
AR2 99.9–10 (‘‘2 is the first number’’). This follows Aristotle: Physics III.7,
207b7; Metaphysics A.1, 1053a30 and M.9, 1085b22.

16. Al-Kindı̄ makes the same point at the end of On Why the Ancients

Related the Five Figures to the Elements (AR2 54–63), on which see further in
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chapter 7), beginning at AR2 60.13. Here the mathematical analogy is to the
sphere, not the number 1. The sphere is said to be the ‘‘cause’’ of the other fig-
ures, insofar as it is a more perfect instance of ‘‘equality’’ than any polyhedron.
Furthermore: ‘‘through the existence [wujdān] of the sphere exists every one of
the remaining [figures], and the sphere is not similar to anything that has
surfaces, for it is not multiple whereas those are’’ (60.16–17). However, as has
been shown in On First Philosophy (to which al-Kindı̄ refers explicitly at 62.13),
all things other than God are to some extent multiple. This holds even of the
sphere, since it is extended in three dimensions (62.14–16). One remarkable
feature of this passage is that al-Kindı̄ includes the abstract objects of math-
ematics among things that have both multiplicity and unity. The Platonic
flavor of the argument is accentuated by his discussion of these abstract objects.
He says that, for instance, sensible circles have accidents such as ‘‘color, po-
sition, motion, and generation,’’ but ‘‘the cause and genus of all these [sensible
circles] is the one circle, which has no matter, no accidents, and no motion with
respect to size, because the great and small are only by relation [id. āfa], and
occur along with the extension of matter, and its being more and less. Likewise
every other kind of figure has one figure that is unmoved and not multiple,
which is the cause of its being [kawn]’’ (61.20–62.4).

17. As al-Kindı̄ says himself, with a similar example, at On First Philos-

ophy xVI.7 (AR 116, RJ 31).
18. For this terminology see Heinrichs (1984).
19. He even remarks, ‘‘someone might think that it [sc. the intellect] is the

first multiple, and that it is unified in some way, since it is a whole, as we have
said. For ‘one’ is said of the whole. But unity in truth is not intellect.’’ This
would seem to allude to the Neoplatonic doctrine of intellect as God’s first
effect, and the beginning of multiplicity. This is found throughout the Arabic
Plotinus (e.g. at Badawı̄, 1947, 112, faithfully translating Enneads V.1.4) and
also the Liber de Causis, for instance at x4, which states explicitly that the first
created thing is intellect. Of course al-Kindı̄ may not have been aware that
Plotinus’ contrast between the One and nous is an explicit attack on Aristotle.
In fact his own account follows Aristotle in portraying God as an unmoved
mover, as we will see.

20. In these texts we find the same concerns with divine simplicity and
transcendence that appear in al-Kindı̄. For instance, in the Theology of

Aristotle, at Badawı̄ (1947), 148: ‘‘Necessarily, the oneness of the originated is
not like [mithl] the oneness of the originator, otherwise the originator and the
originated and the cause and the effect would be one thing.’’ See also Liber de
Causis, x5.

21. See Adamson (2003), 49ff.
22. See the text and translation at RJ 129–31, and chapter 8.
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23. ‘‘Not-F’’ is therefore the contrary of F, not the privation of F. For
instance, if we were discussing colors, ‘‘not-black’’ would mean ‘‘white,’’ rather
than just lacking the color black. Even what has no color at all could be ‘‘not-
black’’ in the latter sense. This supports my claim that al-Kindı̄’s calling God
‘‘one’’ in On First Philosophy does not merely mean denying multiplicity of
God.

24. See especially Badawı̄ (1947), 189. I have discussed this parallel in
Adamson (2002b), app. sec. 2.

25. This is also strongly suggested by a parallel passage in the Kindı̄-circle
version of a short treatise on the heavens by Alexander of Aphrodisias; it says
that the heavens come ‘‘from the first agent without intermediary,’’ and other
things are produced through the intermediary of the heavens. See Fazzo and
Wiesner (1993), 152.

26. Liber de Causis x4, Bardenhewer (1882), 65ff. The proposition first
states that the ‘‘first created thing’’ is ‘‘being [anniyya],’’ which is ‘‘above
sensation, soul, and intellect’’ (65.4–5). But it then goes on to say that ‘‘the first
created being’’ is ‘‘entirely intellect’’ (66.5). For this theme in the De Causis see
D’Ancona (1995b). In the Pseudo-Ammonian Opinions of the Philosophers, we
find a passage that closely mirrors De Causis x4: ‘‘[God] created the simple
thing, that is, the first, intelligible simple, which is first matter [al-‘uns.ur al-
awwal]. Then He multiplied simple things from this simple, one, first created
thing. And then, He generated the composed things from the simple things’’
(Rudolph, 1989, V.4–6). Here matter takes the place of intellect, but we have
the same idea of God’s act being mediated by a simple first effect.

27. It is suggestive that in On Definitions, the opening sequence of entries
runs as follows: x1: the first cause; x2: intellect; x3: nature; x4 soul; x5 body. As
Klein-Franke (1982) has remarked, this looks like a reflection of the Plotinian
hierarchy found not only in the Arabic Plotinus but also in the streamlined
metaphysics of the Arabic Proclus. It is strange that ‘‘nature’’ appears before
and not after soul, but that may be an idiosyncrasy of the textual transmission.
The Prologue to the Theology of Aristotle, which I have elsewhere argued was
written by al-Kindı̄ (see Adamson, 2002b, x2.1.2), includes nature as a hy-
postasis between soul and the physical world. The same scheme appears in al-
Kindı̄’s Sayings of Socrates; see chapter 6.

28. See Prostration xII.5 (AR 247, RJ 181). The distinction made in On the

True Agent is also found in Aristotle’s Metaphysics, Y.8.
29. Aysa is probably a learned borrowing from Syriac ‘ı̄th, a noun which

expresses something like the force of the infinitive ‘‘to be.’’ Laysa is probably
just a nominalization of the Arabic verb laysa (‘‘is not’’), though it is clearly
also meant to contrast with aysa. For a passage using the two terms exten-
sively, see the proof against self-causation in section 3 of On First Philosophy
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(xIX, AR 123–4, RJ 41–3), discussed above. See further Endress (1973), 80,
and 101–5 for further discussion of al-Kindı̄’s terminology for ‘‘being’’ and
‘‘non-being.’’

30. Another manuscript has ‘an lā shay’, literally ‘‘from not-thing.’’
31. See Frank (1956), D’Alverny (1959).
32. The origin of anniyya is contested: it may have a Syriac basis, or it may

be an abstract form of the Arabic word anna, meaning ‘‘that’’—thus anniyya
could literally mean something like ‘‘that-ness.’’ Huwiyya is clearly an abstract
form of huwa, which means simply ‘‘it,’’ yielding for huwiyya a literal meaning
along the lines of ‘‘it-ness.’’ It should be noted that al-Kindı̄ coins similar words
elsewhere. For example, he speaks in On First Philosophy of ‘‘which-ness,’’
ayyiyya (xXII.4, AR 129, RJ 49). For the range of terms used for ‘‘being’’ see
further Adamson (2002b), x5.2.1, and Adamson (2002c), 299–300.

33. I have already pointed this out in Adamson (2003). I will cite Philo-
ponus’ Against Aristotle by referencing the fragment numbers in Wildberg
(1987). Despite the importance of Philoponus for the passage, al-Kindı̄ also
seems to be in dialogue with contempoary kalām authors. Compare for ex-
ample the following passage from the slightly earlier Abū ’l-Hudhayl (d. 849
at an advanced age): ‘‘The creation of a thing, [which is] its being-brought-to-
be [takwı̄n] after it was not, is distinct from it [sc. the created thing]. It [sc. the
creation] is God’s willing it and saying to it, ‘‘Be!’’. . .God’s originating
something [al-shay’] after it was not is its creation’’ (cited by al-Ash‘arı̄,
Maqālāt, ed. Ritter (1929), 363.10–11, 363.15–364.1). For further details see
Adamson (2003), 57–66.

34. Philoponus argued that Aristotle is committed to ex nihilo generation
in the case of forms, if not matter-form composites: when a man is generated,
his form does not come from a pre-existing substrate, even if the man as a
whole does so. His arguments to this effect were known to the Kindı̄ circle, as
shown by Hasnawi (1994).

35. The word for ‘‘generation,’’ kawn, is used by al-Kindı̄ indiscriminately
to refer both to creation and the production of substances from pre-existing
matter. In the argument against self-causation at the beginning of section 3 of
On First Philosophy, he says he intends to show that nothing can bring about
the generation (kawn) of itself ‘‘either from a thing, or not from a thing.’’
I take this to refer to the difference between ‘‘generation’’ in the narrow sense,
which involves pre-existing matter, and ‘‘generation’’ in the sense of bringing
something to be ex nihilo. It is interesting to notice, on the other hand, that in
section 2 of On First Philosophy (xVI.9, AR 117, RJ 33), he says that ‘‘gener-
ation and corruption’’ constitute change in respect of ‘‘substance [ jawhar],’’
which seems to refer to the more restricted sense of ‘‘generation’’ I have
contrasted to creation. It is unsurprising that kawn is used in this ambiguous
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sense. As we saw, Aristotle already used the corresponding term genesis in a
strict or absolute sense, to refer to substantial generation (the change results in
coming-to-be: haplôs gignesthai), but also in a broader sense to refer to a change
that yields a new property (the result is coming-to-be something or other: ti
gignesthai). Furthermore, kawn serves not only to translate the technical term
genesis, but also as a common Arabic word meaning simply ‘‘existence’’: it is
derived from the same root as the verb kāna, which is the closest that Arabic has
for the verb ‘‘to be.’’ Cf. RJ 34 n.32.

36. On which see Altmann and Stern (1958), 12–23, and Hein (1985), 57–
63.

37. Indeed Ivry (1974), 145, takes aysa here simply as a way of referring to
prime matter. One might alternatively suppose, given the phrase ‘‘primary
bearer of predication,’’ that ‘‘being’’ here means substance, e.g. a particular man
or horse. In Quantity al-Kindı̄ explicitly follows Aristotle’s Categories by calling
sense-particulars ‘‘primary substances,’’ and identifying substance as the sub-
ject of predication (xIII.1, AR 365). And as will be mentioned below, he
sometimes uses the word aysa with a meaning close to ‘‘substance.’’ However
this does not seem to be what he means here, because if aysa here meant
‘‘substance’’ then he would be saying that primary substances are immune to
corruption. And unfortunately for all of us primary substances, this is not the
case.

38. Thus this passage should be contrasted to the very similar Prostration
xII.4 (AR 246, RJ 179): ‘‘By ‘change’ I mean only alteration in predicates,
whereas by ‘generation’ I mean alteration in the bearer of predication.’’ Here
the ‘‘bearer of predication’’ is obviously substance, and the ‘‘predications’’ are
only accidents. The On First Philosophy passage, by contrast, speaks of the first
bearer of predication, ‘‘being,’’ which underlies also substantial predicates and
thus subsists through substantial corruption.

39. For the identification of God with ‘‘being alone’’ in Kindı̄-circle texts,
especially the Arabic Plotinus, see Adamson (2002b), chap. 5. See also Taylor
(1998) and several of the studies in D’Ancona (1995d).

40. For the plural anniyyāt see e.g. Badawı̄ (1947), 87.5 and On First

Philosophy xI.2 (AR 97.14, RJ 9.13). For huwiyyāt see Badawı̄ (1947), 196.21.
41. The Arabic version of Aristotle’s Metaphysics produced in al-Kindı̄’s

circle uses the word anniyya in the same ambiguous way. We find it there as a
translation for both the infinitive einai (‘‘to be’’) and the expression to ti ên

einai (‘‘essence’’). See D’Alverny (1959), 72–3. This ambiguity does not, in-
cidentally, affect the term wujūd: that which has wujūd, ‘‘existence,’’ is al-
mawjūd, ‘‘the existent.’’ Hence there is less room for confusion in later Arabic
metaphysical works, where this becomes the dominant word for existence or
being.
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42. Particularly striking is a passage in On the Prostration of the Outermost

Sphere, which describes the exercise of (divine) power as ‘‘bringing all con-
cepts into existence [ikhrāj al-ma‘ānı̄ ilā ’l-kawn].’’ This is almost impossible to
interpret because of the use of the notoriously untranslatable word ma‘ānı̄;
Rashed and Jolivet suggest translating it here as ‘‘forms.’’ One might be
tempted to think of the ma‘ānı̄ as purely mental existents (in God’s mind)
which are then granted existence. Be that as it may, I do not think that even
the aspect of al-Kindı̄’s thought that contrasts being with attributes should be
assimilated to Avicenna’s distinction. This is not only because al-Kindı̄ is
ambiguous about whether ‘‘being’’ means existence or substance. It is also
because being seems, especially in the Arabic Plotinus and Proclus, to receive
determination when it manifests itself as a particular substance. Thus we do
not have here the idea of an act of existence being united to an essence. Rather
we have the idea of an essence serving to delimit or contract being, which in
itself is simple and without the determination that yields multiplicity. Here it
is revealing that Avicenna sees the relationship of form to matter as analogous
to the relation of existence to essence. By contrast, the Kindı̄ texts are more
likely to speak of being as analogous to matter, as that which receives de-
termination. See further Adamson (2002c).

43. In the Physics Aristotle sometimes uses kinêsis interchangably with
metabolê, and similarly here al-Kindı̄ uses h.araka as a synonym for tabaddul. He
also follows Aristotle in identifying the three kinds of change as locomotion,
quantitative change, and qualitative change; see Physics V.1, 225b7–9; V.2,
226a24–25; VII.2, 243a35–39.

44. See xIV.15 (AR 111, RJ 25), xXIX.4 (AR 154, RJ 85). Al-Kindı̄ also
mentions this in passing in a work based on Ptolemy’s astronomy: see Ro-
senthal (1956a), 449. Jolivet (1984), 319–20, has also stressed the fact that al-
Kindı̄’s assimilation of creation to motion allows him to incorporate Aristotle’s
theology into his own theology.

45. A remarkable passage in the Theology of Aristotle, at Badawı̄ (1947),
51–52, could have helped to support this interpretation. On the basis of the
good Aristotelian principle that God is pure actuality, the Theology claims
that God ‘‘acts’’ by ‘‘gazing upon Himself’’—the self-regard of God being
another Aristotelian theme—and thereby originates all beings (anniyyāt).

chapter 4

1. Ed. Najjar and Mallet (1999), 55.4–5.
2. Bear in mind that Aristotle is using ‘‘motion’’ here in a wider sense that

includes not only motion in place, but also change in quality or quantity. It does
not, however, include what he called ‘‘absolute’’ generation and corruption in
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PhysicsV.1; as we have already seen he denies that this should be called a kinêsis.
So PhysicsVIII.1 does not have to do even with the generation of the world as a
whole from some pre-existing substrate, never mind the generation of the
world ex nihilo.

3. Thus Aristotle gives short shrift, in this context, to the Heraclitean or
Eleatic views that all things are always in motion, or always at rest. He feels
free to do so in part because he is doing natural philosophy or physics, which
is primarily the study of both motion and rest; these theories are not properly
engaged within physics because they deny the very principles of the science.

4. On the history of these interpretations see Dillon (1996), especially 242–3
(on Taurus) and 286 (for the Didaskalikos), Baltes (1976/1978) and Phillips
(1997).

5. I put ‘‘literal’’ in scare-quotes because those who interpreted Plato as
holding that the cosmos is eternal did not see themselves as giving a figurative
or metaphorical reading; rather they pointed to different senses of ambiguous
terms, as we will see shortly.

6. The Greek text is included in Rabe (1899); for an English translation see
Lang and Macro (2001).

7. For which see Philoponus, Against Proclus VI.8, ed. Rabe (1899),
translated in Share (2005).

8. As pointed out by Phillips (1997), 184.
9. Ed. Diehl (1903–6), vol.2, 294.3–17.
10. Alexander of Aphrodisias, Quaestiones I.18, in Bruns (1887), 30–32, at

30.23–24. Cf. the translation in Sharples (1992), 66–70.
11. Compare for instance Elements of Theology x48.
12. Against Proclus xVI.29, ed. in Rabe (1899), 240.13–19. Translations of

this work are from Share (2004, 2005).
13. Against Proclus VI.29, at Rabe (1899), 242.3–5.
14. See Hasnawi (1994).
15. On this see Judson (1987).
16. Simplicius sometimes casts doubt on whether Philoponus accepted the

eternity of the world ex parte post. But the later books of Against Aristotle,
which are mostly lost, seem to have argued that God will replace the current
physical cosmos with something ‘‘more divine’’: see Fr. 132, where Simplicius
admits as much, and also the Syriac Fr. 134.

17. Against Proclus VI.29, at Rabe (1899), 242.17–19.
18. Cf. his commentary on the Timaeus, ed. Diehl (1903–6), vol. 2, 288.28–

289.5.
19. Whether or not this is a convincing claim is open to dispute; see

further below on al-Kindı̄’s version of the same point. One ingenious way of
deriving an actual infinity from eternity ex parte ante is to say that if an
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infinite number of humans have already died, there should now be an infinite
number of immortal souls. On this see Marmura (1960).

20. Rabe (1899), 14.7–8. On the other hand Philoponus does speak in the
same section of its being ‘‘absolutely necessary [anangkê pantôs] that the number
of things be finite’’ (8.6–7, cf. 9.5–6). He also says it is ‘‘absolutely necessary [dia
to dein pantôs]’’ that things created by the Demiurge are inferior to him (8.14–
15); and from this it is supposed to follow that the created world must fall short
of the Demiurge’s eternity.

21. And to these we can add a passage from one of his meteorological
works; see note 40.

22. Oneness overlaps very closely with On First Philosophy but still there
are bits added in the latter text, for instance three lines at xVI.5–6 (AR 116.5–
12, RJ 31.8–16), and, more important, the entire interpolation at xxVI.12–
VII.1 (AR 118.14–120.6, RJ 33.25–35.23). Given how much of al-Kindı̄’s
writings we have lost it is not at all impossible that other parts of On First

Philosophy were likewise copied from previous, shorter works, with or without
additions and changes. But if so we have no evidence of this.

23. This is also suggested by the greater terminological precision of Fi-
niteness. Al-Kindı̄ explains here exactly what he means by ‘‘magnitude,’’ for
instance, which he does not do in the other three works.

24. He makes the same point at Prostration xIX.1 (AR 258, RJ 195), and in
a fragment found in the Istanbul manuscript on fol. 35a, labelled ‘‘Al-Kindı̄’s
statement about composition,’’ edited in Celentano (1979), 8. This fragment
says that the elements are subject to contraries and hence generation and
corruption, whereas this is not true of the celestial sphere. The latter is,
however, composed in a different way, because it is three-dimensional and
spherical, and thus subject to quantity and quality.

25. Indeed, those ideas that al-Kindı̄ may have taken from Against Aris-

totle can all be found in the sixth book.
26. Ivry (1974), ad 109.6. Similarly, regarding the argument against ple-

num, Ivry writes, ‘‘al-Kindı̄ offers no physical argument in support of this
statement. . . .He concentrates rather upon the logical entailments of ‘infinite
body’ ’’ (139, ad 109.11).

27. That this is his point is also suggested by what follows (xIV.16, AR
112, RJ 25), where al-Kindı̄ again raises mathematics as an example of a
science with demonstrative, rather than persuasive, proofs.

28. On the other hand, in the conclusion to Finiteness (x9, AR 192, RJ 165)
al-Kindı̄ contrasts his method in this short treatise, which uses ‘‘mathematical
proofs which are intermediate between sensation and intellect,’’ to his method
in previous works where he ‘‘furnished reliable evidence taken from natural
things [al-shahādāt al-s.ādiqa min al-umūr al-t.abı̄‘iyya].’’ If the latter remark is
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a reference to On First Philosophy then it is puzzling, since according to my
interpretation at least al-Kindı̄ expressly says that in On First Philosophy he
is using a method that is not applicable to natural things. And in any case,
Finiteness does little more than to provide a more solid (mathematical) ground-
ing for the same premises used in the arguments of On First Philosophy. A
related question is how ‘‘metaphysics’’ relates to ‘‘physics.’’ If al-Kindı̄ under-
stands the latter as an intellectual, axiomatic enterprise rather than an empirical
inquiry, perhaps he thinks physics and metaphysics share an ‘‘intellectual’’
methodology, despite the classificatory scheme of Quantity. He could have
been encouraged in this by Aristotle’s proving the existence of God in his
Physics. The argument concerning void quoted above also indicates that al-
Kindı̄ was willing to treat topics covered in Aristotle’s Physics in an ‘‘intellec-
tual’’ way.

29. Against Aristotle Fr. 132, at Simplicius in Phys. 1178.9–15.
30. In Finiteness al-Kindı̄ will specify that ‘‘magnitude’’ means a line, a

plane, or a body, but in On First Philosophy he seems to want the conclusion to
apply to anything quantitative, including especially time itself.

31. Actually this step is more complicated in al-Kindı̄’s argument; he uses
the idea that the supposedly smaller infinite would have to ‘‘measure,’’ i.e. be
equal to, a sub-part of the supposedly larger infinite. But there can only be
equality between finite magnitudes, because equality means having similar
limits.

32. To see this, just match up the members of the complete and incom-
plete set, as follows:

Complete set: 1, 2, 3, . . . , n

Incomplete set: 2, 3, 4, . . . , nþ 1

So long as there is one distinct member of the incomplete set to match with
each member of the complete set, the two sets must be equal. The same
matching procedure would work with bodily parts, of course, so al-Kindı̄’s
argument does not prove the impossibility of an actually infinite magnitude.
(If you still aren’t convinced that the set of integers is the same size as the set
of all the integers but 1, Michael Pelsmajer (conversation, May 2005) suggests
to me the following argument. Beginning with the complete set of positive
integers, add 0.5 to each integer, yielding the set {1.5, 2.5, 3.5, . . . }. This set is
obviously the same size as the set of integers, so the operation does not change
the size of the set. But performing the same operation again will yield the
incomplete set, i.e. {2, 3, 4, . . . }. Thus the incomplete set must be the same size
as the complete set.)

33. Aristotle also argues for this in On the Heavens I.5–7.
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34. Cf. On the Heavens III.1, 299a19–24, which argues that bodies, being
divisible, have properties that are also somehow divisible.

35. Which appears only in the version in On First Philosophy.
36. Ivry (1974), 159, ad 119.8. The arguments al-Kindı̄ gives against eternal

rest are based on those in Physics VIII.1, but there are some differences. In
particular al-Kindı̄ mentions the possibility that the world is brought to be
from non-being (xVI.12; quoted in chapter 3 above). Of course on this as-
sumption (which turns out to be true, according to al-Kindı̄), the universe will
not have been at rest before it moves, but rather non-existent.

37. See Davidson (1969), 371. Al-Kindı̄ also explicitly mentions finite
power in Quiddity; see Davidson (1987), 115.

38. See Davidson (1969, 372; 1987, 111–2). It is also worth noting that the
Kindı̄-circle translation of Alexander of Aphrodisias’ On Providence does give a
clear version of the infinite power argument against the world’s eternity, even
citingOn the Heavens: ‘‘[The heavens’] being passes away, as the philosopher says
convincingly in On the Heavens. For he says there that there is no body that is
infinite or endless, whether it be rectilinear or circular. And if there is only finite
body, then every body has a finite power. For a finite body cannot have an
infinite power. If this is the case, and the heavens are a finite body, then they do
not have an infinite power. And if it [sc. the heavens’ power] is finite, then it will
stop one day, and when it stops they will pass away’’ (see Ruland, 1976, 89.6–
91.4, lower text). This is of course not in the original version by Alexander, but
seems to have been added by the Kindı̄ circle. A marginal note to one manu-
script refutes the argument in the spirit of Proclus, arguing that an infinite
power could still be imposed on the heavens from outside, i.e. by God.

39. Interestingly, al-Kindı̄ does not add, as Philoponus did, that as time
passes we would also have an actual infinity that is, absurdly, getting larger all
the time. This would have been a natural point for him to make, since he has
already objected to differently sized infinities in argument (2).

40. He makes the same point, explicitly relating it to numbers, in a me-
teorological work, On Why the Higher Atmosphere Is Cold. In a passage that is
obviously related to his work on the eternity of the world, al-Kindı̄ argues
that it is misleading to speak of ‘‘infinite numbers.’’ Rather any particular
number will be finite; numbers are only potentially infinite in the sense that
one can keep adding to them. As a result we should say that they are ‘‘limited
[mah.dūd]’’ by nature, but infinite in an accidental sense (AR2 99.5–12). He
then goes on to apply this to the things created by God: though God can
create whatever He wants, whatever He does create will be an actual thing
and therefore limited (AR2 99.17–19).

41. Ivry (1974), 151–2, believes that al-Kindı̄ simply fails to take potential
infinity seriously, since it is only infinite in the imagination. I disagree. I think
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that al-Kindı̄ does take potential infinity seriously, and accepts it whole-
heartedly both for the spatial magnitude and temporal magnitude of the
cosmos. With regard to spatial magnitude, the universe can be imagined as
growing larger with no absurdity resulting (remember we are dealing here
with ‘‘intellectual’’ considerations only). But of course it must be some finite
size, as must any body that is merely potentially infinitely large. And the same
goes for future time.

42. Or at least, al-Kindı̄ shows this for created magnitudes. A conspicuous
absence is any discussion of the status of immaterial existents, such as the
human soul. Presumably they are created, yet nothing in the eternity argu-
ments could show that an immaterial existent must have limited temporal
duration. Indeed, since al-Kindı̄ stresses that time is only the number of
motion, and that only body moves, an immaterial existent should be atemporal.

43. In this passage al-Kindı̄ says that God is ‘‘the first in time [al-awwalı̄
bi-’l-zamān].’’ But this does not, I take it, require that God actually be in time,
just that He is prior to all temporal things.

44. For the Arabic Plotinus see Adamson (2002b), 5.3.2. For the Arabic
Proclus see D’Ancona (1995c).

45. For the history of the mih.na and its intellectual background, see
Madelung (1974), and van Ess (1991–95), especially the discussion of the
mih.na in vol.3, and vol.4, 625–30. Patton (1897) remains a useful survey of the
primary sources, though overly influenced by sources sympathetic to Ibn
H. anbal.

46. This at least was the position of a thinker like Abū ’l-Hudhayl; see e.g.
Al-Ash‘arı̄’s Maqālāt, ed. Ritter (1929), 177.14–16, and on this theory Frank
(1969). See further Adamson (2003).

47. On this claim see Patton (1897), 90, 101–2, 184.
48. An accusation some modern scholars have been happy to endorse; see

for instance Tritton (1972), 8, and Wolfson (1976), chap. 3. Wolfson admits
that there was some basis in the Koran itself for this development, however
(Wolfson (1976), 238). For a contrary view see Watt (1998), 243.

49. Ed. de Goeje (1897), with the section on the imposition of the mih.na at
III.1111–34. This part has been translated in Bosworth (1987).

50. As pointed out by van Ess (1991–95), vol. 3, 183. For texts concerning
Bishr see vol.5, xXX.

51. See the remarks of van Ess (1991–95), 447ff.
52. Madelung (1974).
53. See al-T. abarı̄, Tarı̄kh, ed. de Goeje (1897), III.1113.
54. This is how al-Ash‘arı̄ puts it in his Maqālāt, ed. Ritter (1929), 582

(cited at Madelung (1974), 516). Notice the resonance with the passage on
creation in al-Kindı̄’s Quantity.
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55. Al-T. abarı̄, Tarı̄kh, ed. de Goeje (1897), III.1113, 1118, 1120. Because
the literalist view makes the Koran divine, he accuses them of ‘‘polytheism
[shirk],’’ at III.1116, 1128–30, as well as ‘‘unbelief [kufr].’’

56. Al-T. abarı̄, Tarı̄kh, ed. de Goeje (1897), III.1118.
57. Ibid., III.1119.
58. Thus the literalists needed to show why the Koran’s eternity (or the

eternity of any attribute) did not imply its being equal to God. On this point
see the very useful overview in Wisnovsky (2003), chap. 13.

59. Al-Kindı̄’s patron al-Mu‘tas.im in fact seems to have pursued the
mih.na much less zealously than al-Ma’mūn had planned to do. At the time On
First Philosophy was written, the creation of the Koran may have seemed more
vivid as a theological issue than a political one.

60. If this is right, it is natural to ask how well al-Kindı̄’s arguments
would apply to the case of the Koran. He deals solely with the question of
whether a body can be eternal, and the Koran is not obviously a body. But in
fact, the question of whether the Koran is a body was a central part of the
debate. Traditionalists (Ibn Kullāb, for instance) distinguished between the
primordial Koran, written on the ‘‘Preserved Tablet’’ by God, and the Koran
as it is made manifest in a particular utterance (lafz. ) or written version. One
might then admit that the latter is a body, and is created (those who took this
view were called the lafz. iyya). The Koran in the Preserved Tablet, though,
would be uncreated, being the word of God. (Here there would still be room
for disagreement about the nature of this word, for instance whether it was
already in Arabic, with discrete letters and words: Ibn H. anbal affirmed this,
but Ibn Kullāb denied it.) Proponents of the Koran’s createdness did claim
that the Koran was a body (the view of al-Naz.z. ām) or an accident created in a
body (the view of Mu‘ammar). Al-Kindı̄’s sympathies in this debate would
doubtless have been with the austere theologians, as is suggested by pas-
sages in his works on interpreting the Koran (see chapter 2). So he may,
like some of these theologians, have thought that arguments about body and
its attributes would apply to the case of the Koran. For further discussion of
the kalām context, see Daiber (1975), Nader (1984), Watt (1998), Wolfson
(1976).

61. Indeed, well before the mih.na, the early theologian Jahm b. S.afwān (d.
745) already claimed the Koran was created in the context of an anti-literalist,
austere theology. See Madelung (1974), 505–6.

chapter 5

1. So actually it would seem that for al-Kindı̄, the distinction of Categories
chap. 1 (between univocal and equivocal predicates) and the distinction of
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Categories chap. 2 (between essential and accidental predicates, or as Aristotle
says, those that are ‘‘said of’’ their subject and those that are ‘‘present in’’ their
subject) are in fact the same distinction. This has the awkward consequence
that for al-Kindı̄ accidents fall under the class of equivocal predicates.

2. As pointed out by Jolivet (1971), 120. He does follow this terminology
in Quantity (xV.6, AR 372), however.

3. He even says in this very treatise (x7, AR 268) that individuals are
many, whereas the species is one.

4. Formerly I followed Altmann and Stern (1958), 43, in understanding
this phrase to mean, ‘‘one might think that Aristotle and Plato disagree [with
each other],’’ and that al-Kindı̄ wishes to deny this (see Adamson, 2005b, 50 n.
13). However I now think the context shows that it means the statements in
x1 cohere with the philosophers’ other writings.

5. It is not clear whether anything other than the celestial spheres would
count as a jism; he says that ‘‘jism is for instance the celestial sphere [wa-amma
al-jism, fa-ka-’l-falak].’’ Perhaps he would count the planets embedded within
the spheres as distinct bodies?

6. If this is the correct reading of the Arabic; see AR 271 n. 3.
7. We might be encouraged to do so given that, in this section (at AR

271.13), he uses the phrase al-ajsām wa ’l-ajrām, as if these were distinct.
8. Encouraged by the claim at Timaeus 41d–e that the Demiurge associ-

ates souls with the stars.
9. On this see Finamore (1985).
10. Walzer (1962) sees this passage as an authentic fragment from Aris-

totle’s lost dialogue Eudemus. Others are skeptical; see Genequand (1987–
88), 10.

11. See Genequand (1987–88).
12. A bit later in the Discourse (xII.5), al-Kindı̄ gives a modified version of

Plato’s analogy, from Republic 588, for the tripartite soul. Plato compares the
soul to a chimera formed from a many-headed beast (desire), a lion (spirit),
and a man (intellect). In al-Kindı̄ we have instead a pig, a dog, and an angel.
This has a parallel in Galen, De moribus. The skeleton of the third item, m-l-
k, could be vocalized either malik, ‘‘king’’ or malak, ‘‘angel’’—see Genequand
(1987–88), 4, who chastises Walzer for reading malik.

13. Here al-Kindı̄ uses the term ‘arad. an, which I take to mean ‘‘acci-
dentally,’’ that is, not essentially.

14. A slightly different impression is given by a work preserved only in
Latin, On the Five Essences, which says that the soul ‘‘is divided into two parts
[partes]: thought and sensation [cogitatio vel ratio et sensus]’’ (AR2 9.9–10).

15. Whether this filtering was already present in al-Kindı̄’s Greek source
or sources is difficult to say. I believe that some of the filtering is al-Kindı̄’s
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own doing, however, as is clear from the terminological and doctrinal impact
of the Theology of Aristotle on the Discourse. The Theology was not, that is, the
direct source of the materials that make up the Discourse, but it affects the
way these materials are presented, in the framing and transitional passages
that are more likely to have been written entirely by al-Kindı̄ (like xxI.2, II.4,
III.1–2, V.1, and VII.1–3). For the impact of the Theology on the Discourse see
Adamson (2000), D’Ancona (1996), and Jolivet (1996). For Hermetic influence
see Genequand (1987–88).

16. For this text see Arnzen (1998).
17. The same section, incidentally, also has a more Platonic definition of

the soul as an ‘‘intellectual substance’’ and ‘‘self-moving by means of number.’’
18. But see Adamson (2003), sec. 3.1, for the Arabic Plotinus’ attempt to

square the idea of soul as entelechia with Plotinian dualism. See also the
Arabic De Anima, at Arnzen (1998), 321.

19. Arnzen (1998), e.g. at 135–6 and 349–50, finds convincing parallels
between the Arabic De Anima and several Kindian works (especially the
cosmological treatises), but not the Discourse. See Arnzen (1998), 375–6, for a
comparison of al-Kindı̄’s definition of ‘‘soul’’ in this context.

20. For example, at On Definitions x70E, which is a gloss on the saying
that ‘‘philosophy is man’s knowledge of himself [nafs]’’: ‘‘This statement is
noble in the extreme and profound. For example, I say that things are either
bodies or not. Things that are not bodies are either substances or accidents.
Man is body, soul, and accidents. And his soul [nafs] is a non-bodily substance.
Therefore, if someone knows all this [i.e. all the parts of man], then he knows
everything. For this reason wise men call man a microcosm.’’ On Definitions

x71 compares the soul’s relationship to the body to God’s relationship to the
cosmos.

21. Cf. Theology of Aristotle IX.12–3, Badawı̄ (1947), 122, corresponding to
Plotinus, Enneads IV.7.1.

22. Jolivet (1971).
23. De Anima III.6–7 also deal with intellect but do not seem to be con-

sidered in al-Kindı̄’s interpretation. In particular, the famous statement in
III.7 that ‘‘soul never thinks without an image [phantasmatos]’’ is, as we will
see, not factored into the epistemology of On the Intellect and seems to be
outright contradicted by a passage from On First Philosophy (xIV.5–8, RJ 19–
21, AR 107–8). Here al-Kindı̄ states that universals, which are the objects of
human intellect, are not ‘‘represented by the soul’s using an image.’’ This does
not actually rule out that an image was a necessary condition for the devel-
opment of the image-less representation that is intellection. But al-Kindı̄ does
not say this, and puts all stress on the distinction between intellection and any
process involving images.
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24. Themistius dissents from this view, however, connecting it rather to
the ‘‘common intellect’’ he thinks is mentioned at De Anima 408b25–29; see
Themistius in De an., ed. Heinze (1899), 105.22–28.

25. For the gradual emergence of these terms see Huby (1991).
26. I use this rather than ‘‘agent intellect,’’ a term found in al-Fārābı̄ and

subsequent authors, but absent in al-Kindı̄ (and, for that matter, in Aristotle).
27. See e.g. On the Intellect x4, AR 355.5, where al-Kindı̄ equates the

‘‘sensible form [al-s.ūra al-mah. sūsa]’’ with the ‘‘object of sense [al-mah. sūs].’’
28. Isaac Israeli uses the same terminology; see Altmann and Stern (1958),

35.
29. This, I take it, is the meaning of the disputed word thānı̄ at x2, AR

354.1; it reappears with a similar meaning at x7, AR 357.4.
30. See Adamson (2004a). The role of ‘‘abstraction’’ in his epistemology is

controversial; see recently Hasse (2001).
31. Endress (1980), 430.
32. This school produced three commentaries on the relevant sections of

the De Anima: a genuine one by Philoponus (ed. Verbeke, 1966), one ascribed
to Philoponus but probably to be attributed to Stephanus (ed. Hayduck, 1897),
and one ascribed to Simplicius which may or may not be by Priscian (ed.
Hayduck, 1882).

33. E.g. at Verbeke (1966), 91.44.
34. This last point is made particularly clearly by Pseudo-Philoponus,

who follows the real Philoponus, at Hayduck (1897), 538–9.
35. I suspect Philoponus was here inspired by Aristotle’s comparison of

the weak-willed man to a drunk or sleeping person, at Nicomachean Ethics

VII.3: the weak-willed or acratic man, too, has knowledge (in his case, of
what he ought to do) without deploying this knowledge.

36. See Pseudo-Philoponus, ed. Hayduck (1897), 535.5–8. Philoponus
describes a similar position, without naming its author, at Verbeke (1966),
44.25ff.

37. On this view in Aristotle and in later Arabic philosophy, see Adamson
(2005a).

38. Cf. Prostration xV.2 (AR 254, RJ 190–1), which says that vision and
hearing must belong to the heavens, since it is through sense and hearing that
all knowledge is acquired.

39. Cf. On First Philosophy xX.1 (AR 124, RJ 43): ‘‘Philosophy does not
study particulars, because particulars are unlimited, and knowledge does not
encompass what is unlimited.’’

40. A source for al-Kindı̄’s theory of flux, and identification of secondary
substances as the objects of knowledge, is Nicomachus of Gerasa’s Introduc-
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tion to Arithmetic I.1. The version of the Introduction corrected by al-Kindı̄
includes a gloss by al-Kindı̄ himself, explaining that all physical things are
subject to flux in some respect—even the heavenly spheres, which are in con-
stant locomotion. See Freudenthal and Lévy (2004), 524–6 (see 528 for the
claim that knowledge of the infinite is impossible). Interestingly, the Nico-
machus text does mention abstraction of universals from particulars, imme-
diately following the discussion of flux (526–8), but al-Kindı̄ does not make
use of this idea in Quantity or On First Philosophy.

41. See Endress (1986, 1994).
42. See Kutsch (1954), and for its dependence on the Theology Adamson

(2002b), x3.2.2. The recollection theme also appears in a Treatise on the Two

Worlds which, I have argued, is also based on the Arabic Plotinus materials.
For this text see Rosenthal (1952–55).

43. The theory of recollection is also in theMeno, of course, but there is no
sign here that al-Kindı̄ has this dialogue in mind; unlike Philoponus, he does
not allude to the role of the teacher in prompting recollection, but only to
sensible particulars.

44. In fact this is not mentioned at all in the Theology or the Treatise on the
Soul; it ismentioned however inTreatise on the TwoWorlds, forwhich see note 42.

45. For al-Kindı̄’s knowledge of the Phaedo in Arabic, see chapter 6.
46. Unless we should read this into the reference to the ‘‘world of the

intellect’’ in the title, which echoes the Arabic Plotinus and thus might imply
that al-Kindı̄ has in mind a Plotinian universal nous above soul.

47. Tornero Poveda (1992), 221, also points out the presence of an ab-
straction doctrine in On Rays.

48. The same point is made in a fragment found in the Istanbul manu-
script (fol. 35a), edited in Celentano (1979), 9. Here al-Kindı̄ is asked whether
one can imagine what one has not seen. After getting clear on the meaning of
imagination (here wahm is said to be ambiguous, and tas.awwur is given as one
of its meanings), al-Kindı̄ says that one can only imagine what has not been
seen insofar as one combines things one has seen. The same example of the
feathered man is given.

49. What does this tell us about whether we might still have imagination
once our souls are freed from the body? On Recollection says that we will have
no memory of sensible forms after death precisely because we will no longer
have a faculty of imagination. If this is al-Kindı̄’s considered view then the
lower faculties may in some sense ‘‘belong’’ to the soul—so that my soul is
really the subject that engages in my acts of imagination—but bodily organs
are necessary conditions for the use of all faculties apart from intellection.
Nothing said in On Sleep and Dream rules out this interpretation.
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50. This is made clear in On the Intellect xx3–4 (AR 354–5), when al-
Kindı̄ says that the soul is identical with the sense faculty and thus with the
object of sensation; cf. On Sleep and Dream xVIII.1 (AR 301–2).

51. De Anima 427b17–18.
52. The Fihrist is not very helpful, since Ibn al-Nadı̄m does not know

when or by whom these works were translated. We do know, thanks to
Averroes’ epitome, that in Arabic the whole collection went by the title of the
first treatise, On Sense and Sense-Objects, and that it was divided into three
parts, the second part including the works on sleep and dream. See further
Peters (1968), 45–7.

53. See Daiber (1986). I am grateful for information about this manuscript
from Rotraud Hansberger, who is currently at work on an edition and study of
the translation. I have also benefitted greatly from reading an unpublished
paper of hers on the topic. Making use of a draft translation and edition kindly
provided by her, I have briefly compared the Arabic version of Aristotle’s On
Dreams in this manuscript with al-Kindı̄’s On Sleep and Dream. I could not find
any strong evidence that the former is the direct source for the latter, though
some changes are the same (in particular the more central role given to the
brain, and possibly the doctrine of internal senses which appears explicitly in
the Arabic On Dreams and implicitly in al-Kindı̄; see further below). One
striking difference is that the Arabic On Dreams says that prophetic dreams are
sent by God, which is reflected in some later Arabic works (including one
ascribed to Avicenna; see Pines, 1974) but not in al-Kindı̄.

54. Al-Kindı̄ refers to the ‘‘common’’ or ‘‘universal’’ sense faculty at On
First Philosophy xIV.6 (AR 108, RJ 21). In On Sleep and Dream he says simply
that ‘‘the organs of sensation proceed and arise from the brain’’ (xX.1, AR 306).

55. Mentioned also at De Anima 428a8.
56. At 458b29–31 Aristotle skirts the question of whether to phantastikon

and to aisthêtikon are the same or different, but he goes on to say at 459a21–22
that ‘‘dreaming belongs to the sensitive faculty, but qua imaginative [tou
aisthêtikou men esti to enupniazein, toutou d’ hêi phantastikon].’’ Al-Kindı̄’s
presentation is closer to, and presumably at least indirectly inspired by, the
claim at De Anima 427b14–15 that ‘‘imagination is distinct from perception
and thought [dianoias].’’ Cf. the Arabic paraphrase of De Anima, Arnzen
(1998), 295–7, showing that imagination (here wahm) is distinct from both
sensation and intellect.

57. It is interesting to note that in the Fihrist, the title of the present
treatise is ‘‘On sleep, dream and what the soul represents in [dream] symbol-
ically [wa mā tarmuzu bi-hı̄ al-nafs]’’ (Tajaddud, 1971, 319.7). It should also be
noted that there is a whole section of the Fihrist’s inventory (319–20) about his
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treatises on prediction (kutubuhū al-taqdumiyyāt), and only one of these titles
mentions the heavenly bodies. This may imply that al-Kindı̄ believed some
people could predict the future without recourse to either dreams or astrol-
ogy. A possibly relevant passage is the story given at Discourse on the Soul

xVI.1 (AR 279) of the Greek king who reports prophetic visions after hov-
ering between life and death; it is not clear whether this is meant to involve
the sort of dreams described in the present treatise.

58. Al-Kindı̄’s description of the process bears some similarities to that of
Synesius, On Dreams; see Sheppard (1997), 204–5. Synesius also thinks that the
soul grasps forms of future things, and then projects these into the phantasia.

59. The term for ‘‘opinion’’ is z. ann, used in a definition of ‘‘belief [ra’y]’’ at
On Definitions x27 (AR 168); as in On Sleep and Dream the connotation of z. ann
is negative, since it involves a conviction that may be only temporary, and is
susceptible of falsehood. Here we are in the presence of something like doxa
as opposed to epistêmê. It is worth noting that Plato (Sophist, 264b) defines
phantasia in terms of doxa, and Aristotle too sees a close relationship between
phantasia and doxa (see especially De Anima 428b1–2), but distinguishes be-
tween them. The Arabic paraphrase of the De Anima thus contrasts imagi-
nation and belief: Arnzen (1998), 299. On the connection between phantasia

and doxa in later Greek thought see Blumenthal (1977), 249–50, and Shep-
pard (1997), 209.

60. For this topic see Wolfson (1935), Harvey (1985).
61. A perplexing passage in On Sleep and Dream tells us that the brain is

‘‘a primary organ that partakes in sensation, intellect [‘aql], this imaginative
power, and the other powers of the soul’’ (xIII.7, AR 297). Why is intellect
included here, since al-Kindı̄ is elsewhere so explicit that intellect is entirely
immaterial? Unless he’s just being sloppy, my guess is that he has in mind not
‘aql properly speaking, but fikr, a type of ‘‘intellection’’ located in the brain
and distinct from genuine intellect in view of its objects and discursivity.

62. Ed. in Zakariyyā’ (1962), 95–110.
63. Ibid., 96.12. The verb here may imply that they are ‘‘delegated’’ or

‘‘emitted’’ from the immaterial soul into the body.
64. Ibid., respectively at 100.21–101.1; 101.10; 101.20; 102.7–8. The same

correspondences are given in his treatise On Stringed Instruments, 86–8.
65. The latter possibility is more or less confirmed later in the treatise

(105.1), when we get another list of internal senses, which are provoked into
motion by the mixture of colors: al-mus.awwir, al-fikr, al-wahm, al-dhikr. Here
the first and third items seem to be synonyms for ‘‘imagination,’’ and we have
only one place for memory.

66. Ibid. 107.3.

notes to pages 140–142 233



chapter 6

1. Gutas (1990).
2. See Gutas (1975, 1981), and several of the articles in Gutas (2000). For

extensive bibliography and a discussion of a passage from On First Philosophy

used in a later gnomological context, see D’Ancona (2005).
3. For Socrates in this tradition see Alon (1991, 1995), as well as Stroh-

maier (1974).
4. For an overview of related materials see Hein (1985), 234–7. An in-

teresting feature of al-Kı̄ndı̄’s exposition here is the distinction between vir-
tues that are proper to the soul (namely wisdom, courage, and temperance)
and those that have to do with the effects of the soul on ‘‘what surrounds that
which has the soul,’’ i.e. what surrounds the body (such as justice).

5. Some of the lost works mentioned in the Fihrist would also have be-
longed here, including an epistle On the Virtues (ed. Tajaddud, 1971, 319.10).

6. Druart (1993), 349, suggests rather that the recipient is a ‘‘friend,’’
which might perhaps be inferred from the fact that al-Kı̄ndı̄ twice addresses
him as ‘‘praiseworthy brother [akh mah.mūd].’’ This is also how he addresses
al-Khurāsānı̄, the recipient of Finiteness, and the anonymous recipients of
other treatises (such as Why the Ancients Related the Five Shapes to the Ele-

ments, at AR2 54.6 and 60.10).
7. The works discussed in this chapter have recently appeared in a French

translation: Mestiri and Dye (2004).
8. Much of the following section is based on Adamson (2007).
9. Dodge (1970), 623 n. 235, proposes that this refers to Aeschines, a

character in the Phaedo; if this is correct then both items (3) and (4) would be
based on the Phaedo. (Al-Kı̄ndı̄ also quotes Socrates’ dying words, as reported
in the Phaedo, in an astrological work: see Mahdi, 1976, 66.7–9.) The Arabic
looks more like a transliteration of Archigenes. For further discussion of this
title see Gutas (1988a), 46, which points out that the work in question is
preserved by Ibn Hindū, and consists of a series of symbolic Pythagorean
utterances. Prof. Gutas has suggested to me that the original name may have
been Antisthenes, in which case we will probably be dealing with a compi-
lation from the late Cynic tradition.

10. Dodge (1970) and Tajaddud (1971) read h.urās, ‘‘guards,’’ but Gutas
(1988b), 43–4, has argued that ‘‘H. arranians’’ here may simply mean ‘‘pagans,’’
i.e. the citizens trying him in the Apology.

11. See Gutas (1988b).
12. For general studies of Plato’s reception in Arabic see Rosenthal (1940)

and Klein-Franke (1973).
13. Ed. Fakhry (1963), 28–31.
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14. Ed. and tr. in Atiyeh (1966), app. 3. For an edition of the entire
Muntakhab see Dunlop (1979), with al-Kı̄ndı̄’s sayings at 114.1–122.5. One
reason I am optimistic about the authenticity of this collection is that 5 and 7
are genuine quotations from the Discourse on the Soul. Also we have other
evidence that al-Kı̄ndı̄ composed aphorisms in the ‘Uyūn al-Anbā’ fı̄ T. abaqāt

al-At.ibbā’ of Ibn Abı̄ Us.aybı̄‘a.
15. See Druart (1993), 335, mentioning the view of Majid Fakhry; see also

Butterworth (1992), 52ff.
16. See Strohmaier (1974), Gutas (1993). Socrates is also conflated with

Solon at Sayings of Socrates x5.
17. This is also a running theme in al-Kı̄ndı̄’s own sayings, as I mention

in Adamson (2007), 171.
18. Dimitri Gutas has suggested to me that the association between

Socrates and Neoplatonic doctrines may have come from the Sabeans, in whom
al-Kı̄ndı̄ was interested (see chapter 8).

19. See Mestiri and Dye (2004), 36–7, and Griffith (2002).
20. Druart (1993), 350.
21. See Ritter and Walzer (1938). I cite the work by their section numbers,

which are reproduced in Adamson and Pormann (forthcoming).
22. See Pohlenz (1938).
23. A point made by Gutas (1988a), 168–70.
24. On this dimension of Epictetus’ thought see Long (2002).
25. See Long and Sedley (1987), x58. It must be said that the doctrine of

preferred indifferents does not come out strongly in Epictetus himself.
26. On the contrast between the Stoics and Cynics on this issue, see Long

(1996).
27. ‘ālam al-‘aql, a phrase found also in the Arabic Plotinus and al-Kı̄ndı̄’s

Discourse on the Soul.
28. Notice here the echo of the argument of On Incorporeal Substances.
29. And notice here the echo of Short Statement on the Soul xI.1 (AR 281):

‘‘the soul is a simple substance that makes its acts manifest through bodies.’’
30. That it does come down to him from an Aristotelian source is shown by

the discussion of Aristotle’s theory of virtue as a mean, at On Definitions x91
(AR 177), which begins by calling virtue a ‘‘praiseworthy character [khulq].’’
The contrast made in this section between what is ‘‘by nature’’ and what is ‘‘by
imposition [wad. ‘]’’ is also a Greek inheritance: see Pohlenz (1938), 415–6.

31. Druart (1993), 336.
32. Druart (1993), 340. She later adds that ‘‘thoughtful readers’’ of On

Dispelling Sadness will note ‘‘the faint but unmistakable call to serious phil-
osophical studies’’ and turn to al-Kı̄ndı̄’s more theoretical works, which ‘‘will
provide serious answers to their questions’’ (355).
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33. Butterworth (1992), 34. Butterworth’s interpretation is given in sum-
mary form as well in Butterworth (2005).

34. Butterworth (1992), 40, thus has to say that in these opening sections
al-Kı̄ndı̄ speaks only ‘‘momentarily as though we can always acquire what we
seek in the world of the intellect’’ (my emphasis). One does not need to survey
al-Kı̄ndı̄’s epistemology and psychology, as I have set it out in chapter 5, to see
that this is too pessimistic. In xI.2 of On Dispelling Sadness al-Kı̄ndı̄ says
explicitly that it is possible for us to grasp the intelligibles (‘ālam al-‘aql alladhı̄

huwa mumkin li-nā mushāhadatuhū), and he never says anything in what
follows to put this in question.

35. Butterworth (1992), 58–60.
36. Druart (1993), 336–9.
37. However this qualification is absent in the parallel definitions found in

the Kindian redaction of Nicomachus’ Introduction to Arithmetic: see Freu-
denthal and Lévy (2004), 520.

38. Druart (1993), 337 and 339, has also pointed out these qualifications,
following Gimaret (1976), 58.

39. Discourse on the Soul xII.3, AR 274; xxIII.2–IV.1, AR 275; xV.1, AR
278. The phrase ‘‘world of the intellect’’ echoes the Arabic Plotinus; see
Adamson (2000), 116. In the Discourse al-Kindı̄ also calls this the ‘‘world of
truth’’ and even the ‘‘world of the divine [‘ālam al-rubūbiyya].’’

40. Genequand (1987–88) connects this idea to the Hermetic tradition; it
is also found in Neoplatonic authors. See Finamore (1985), 15–6, on Iam-
blichus’ idea that the descending soul gradually acquires bodily shells and
powers which it must cast off individually to return to its origin.

41. For example xII.6 (AR 274–5) follows on the heels of ‘‘Plato’s’’ com-
parison in xII.5 of the three parts of the soul to a swine, a dog, and an angel. But
it is not clear whether we are even intended to believe that Plato is also the
source for the claim that the one who has ‘‘knowledge of the true natures
[h.aqā’iq] of things’’—note the characteristically Kindian terminology—‘‘is a
virtuous man close in similarity to the Creator [al-bāri’].’’

42. The most relevant passage is the one in Short Statement on the Soul,
where al-Kı̄ndı̄ seems to accept some close relationship between souls and
celestial bodies, but rejects the theory of the soul ‘‘vehicle.’’ See above,
chapter 5.

chapter 7

1. Ed. and tr. Celentano (1979).
2. Ed. and tr. Klein-Franke (1975). Cf. Bos (1990) for a text about the

signs of death.
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3. For which see Levey (1966).
4. The Arabic title is On Knowledge of the Powers of Compound Drugs, but

it is usually referred by the Latin title De Gradibus. For the Arabic text and a
French translation see Gauthier (1938); for the Latin see McVaugh (1975),
app. 1. I will cite by page number from the Arabic followed by the Latin in
square brackets.

5. Here he is drawing on several works, including Galen’s On Compound

Medicines (Peri suntheseôs pharmakôn), mentioned at 24 [283].
6. Though moisture and dryness are subject to the same laws, for sim-

plicity’s sake al-Kindı̄ speaks only of heat and cold through the theoretical
part of On Degrees.

7. These are as follows (the value of n is 1 for the first member of the set,
and for every member thereafter it is the previous member):

(1) ‘‘Doubling’’: 2n {2, 4, 8, 16, . . .}.
(2) ‘‘Adding a part’’: nþ 1 {2, 3, 4, 5, . . .}.
(3) ‘‘Adding several parts’’: nþm, where m is greater than 1, e.g. {3, 5,

7, 9, . . .} if m¼ 2.
(4) ‘‘Doubling and adding a part’’: 2nþ 1 {3, 7, 15, 31, . . .}.
(5) ‘‘Doubling and adding several parts’’: 2nþm, where m is greater

than 1, e.g. {4, 10, 22, 46, . . .} where m¼ 2.

8. On Averroes’ critique see the introduction in Gauthier (1938) and more
recently Langermann (2003).

9. Why does al-Kindı̄ prefer doubling to tripling, or some other simple
multiplication? Though he does not address this explicitly, the technical an-
swer would be that the tripling progression cannot be ‘‘reduced to equality’’ as
simply as the doubling progression (9 minus 3 minus 1 does not equal 1.) The
more intuitive answer would be that doubling is obviously the ‘‘first’’ relation of
this kind and so prior to tripling, quadrupling, etc.

10. An equilibriate compound is 1/2 hot and 1/2 cold, a first-degree hot is
5/8 hot and 3/8 cold, a second-degree hot is 6/8 hot and 2/8 cold (i.e. 3/4 hot
and 1/4 cold), and so on. Notice that something hot in the fourth degree, on
this view, would be completely hot (8/8) and not cold (0/8) at all.

11. Gauthier (1938), 38.
12. See Langermann (2003), 359.
13. Celentano (1979), 21–7.
14. See Burnett (1993), 100–1. Both On Coitus (reading adwiyya mujarraba

at Celentano, 1979, 21.7) and the title of the Formulary (see Levey, 1966, 29)
say that the drugs described were actually used or tested by al-Kindı̄.

15. For a more detailed discussion of the issues raised in this section, see
Adamson (2006).
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16. Edited and translated into French in Rashed (1997). I will cite by
proposition number.

17. A second emissionist view is a kind of halfway house between an
effluence theory and a visual ray theory, in which the ray has to meet, and
mingle with, an effluence from the object. This was the view of Plato in the
Timaeus.

18. This ‘‘active’’ understanding of vision tends to undermine the close
analogy that Aristotle tried to draw between vision and the other senses.
Al-Kindı̄ says that the physical structure of the different sense organs, provi-
dentially arranged by God, already shows that the other senses function
passively. The nose and ears have cavities designed to ‘‘catch’’ or ‘‘hold’’ the
impressions that come to them, whereas vision is active and thus has a round,
mobile organ.

19. Lindberg (1971), 479, goes so far as to assume they are identical;
Travaglia (1999), 53, agrees with me that they merely obey the same laws.
Whereas al-Kindı̄ normally just moves freely from one sort of ray to the
other, he is at one point explicit that we apply to visual rays the laws dem-
onstrated to hold of light rays: see the first sentence of x17.

20. Also edited and translated in Rashed (1997).
21. As emphasized by Kheirandish (1996), 232, and Smith (1994), 131.
22. Al-Kindi’s importance in this regard has been highlighted by Lind-

berg (1971, 1976).
23. See further Adamson (2006).
24. One problem with al-Kindı̄’s view is that, as he admits, heavenly

bodies are also visible, but they are made of aether and contain no earth. His
solution to this seems to be simply that aether is also dense. See On the Bearer

of Color x8 (AR2 66) and On the Blue Color of the Sky x9 (AR2 107).
25. This does not emerge clearly from On the Bearer of Color but seems to

be assumed in the closely related On the Blue Color of the Sky, at x6 (AR2 106).
Alternatively it may be just a matter of the ratio of earth to the other elements
in a given body. This might also be inferred from the claim in On the Blue

Color of the Sky x9 (AR2 107) that blue results from the sky’s having both
‘‘dark’’ air and colored earthy particles. See further chapter 8.

26. See again Adamson (2006).
27. The Greek text is edited in Hoche (1866) and translated in D’Ooge

(1926). Al-Kindı̄ corrected an Arabic translation which is now extant only in
Hebrew. The beginning of this translation, which includes several glosses
explicitly ascribed to al-Kindı̄, has been edited and translated in Freudenthal
and Lévy (2004).

28. On this topic see the excellent O’Meara (1989).
29. See Freudenthal and Lévy (2004), 530.
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30. Introduction to Arithmetic, I.17; cf. II.24. This was noticed by Lan-
germann (2003), 352.

31. In bk. 2, chap. 21, Nicomachus says that ‘‘the nature of proportions is
most essential for speculation about the nature of the universe’’ (D’Ooge
translation). This is the start of the culminating section of the Introduction,
which deals with proportion. In chap. 6 of bk. 1, Nicomachus has already said
that God created all things in accordance with number and harmony.

32. For the edition see Zakariyyā’ (1962); I will cite by page and line
number from this edition. Shehadi (1995), chap. 1, gives an overview of some
of the main ideas in these works. The fifth treatise edited by Zakariyyā’ may
be alluded to in Quantity, following the passage just cited.

33. Ed. Zakariyyā’ (1962), 95–110. Partial translation in Farmer (1955–
56); this unfortunately does not include the very interesting ‘‘sayings’’ on
music in the last section of the treatise.

34. The ‘ūd, or short-necked lute, used in al-Kindı̄’s region and time had
four strings, but in highly theoretical discussions of music (for example his
Great Epistle on the Composition of Melodies, the first text edited in Zakariyyā’
(1962), al-Kindı̄ refers to five strings. However this has been taken to be merely
an expedient for clarifying the theory: see Lachmann and el-Hefai (1931), 4.

35. This last grouping falls into three categories: the just-mentioned in-
ternal senses; the ‘‘powers in the body,’’ which look as though they all have to
do with the nutritive faculty; and the ‘‘acts made manifest in the living thing.’’
These are harder to classify, since they include ‘‘courage,’’ ‘‘mind [‘aql],’’ ‘‘cow-
ardice,’’ and ‘‘gentleness.’’ The context here may be one of practical philosophy,
with ‘aql corresponding to something like phronêsis; al-Kindı̄ associates it with
happiness, pleasure, and goodness (103.19–20). We find similar correspon-
dences to the four ‘ūd strings in On Stringed Instruments, ed. Zakariyyā’ (1962),
69–92, at 85–9.

36. This is a question raised, but not satisfactorily answered, in Shehadi
(1995), 23–7.

37. Al-Kindı̄ is also said to have quoted Orpheus saying that he could
change his hearers’ ‘‘ethical qualities,’’ turning anger into calm, grief into joy,
etc. See Rosenthal (1975), 228.

38. See Ibn al-Qift.ı̄, Ta’rı̄kh al-h.ukamā’, ed. Lippert (1903), 376.12–378.2.
39. This loose sense of ‘‘proportion’’ will be sufficient for our purposes

here. The more technical sense is explained in Nicomachus (Introduction
II.21): a proportion consists of two ratios or relations which share a term, for
example 1, 2, 4. There are three kinds of proportions, namely arithmetic,
geometric, and harmonic. Harmonic proportions, the kind studied in music,
are the most complex; see Introduction II.25. Ultimately, al-Kindı̄ would
presumably like to show how harmonic proportions are replicated in natural
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phenomena, in order to demonstrate that the universe is composed in a
harmonious way. But as far as I can see he never attempts anything nearly
this ambitious.

40. We find this move already in Xenocrates, according to the report of
Simplicius. See Dillon (2003), 128 n. 112.

41. Baffioni (1984), 36–7.
42. Al-Kindı̄ also invokes other, less obvious properties of numbers in

order to explain the Platonic system. For instance, he follows Pythagorean
numerological theory in saying that even numbers are ‘‘passive’’ or ‘‘femi-
nine,’’ because they can all be divided by 2, whereas odd numbers are indi-
visible and hence ‘‘masculine’’ (AR2 55). As we will see in chapter 8, he
considers the two moist elements, water and air, to be ‘‘active’’ and the two
dry elements, fire and earth, to be ‘‘passive.’’ Therefore polygons involving
even numbers, like the cube, will be related to the dry elements like earth.

43. If so, he may have been convinced by Aristotle’s attacks on the Pla-
tonic theory in bk. III of On the Heavens.

44. A concrete example appears in al-Kindı̄’s On Tides, at AR2 120.9–11:
the ratio (nisba) or the sphere of the moon is in ‘‘harmony [i’tilāf] with the
ratio of the sphere of water and earth, as we have explained in our discussions
on harmony [fı̄ aqāwı̄linā al-ta’lı̄fiyya],’’ and as a result the moon has a greater
effect on earth and water than on air and fire, which are more strongly affected
by the sun (120.14). (Cf. AR2 125.3–7 for a similar discussion of Venus and
Mercury.)

45. One striking doctrine mentioned in the sayings is not otherwise at-
tested in al-Kindı̄: the unnamed philosophers mention a ‘‘universal, celestial
soul [al-nafs al-kulliyya al-falakiyya]’’ (110.18–19), which is the cause of beau-
tiful things in the physical world, and which seems to be distinguished from
‘‘particular souls [al-nufūs al-juz’iyya]’’ (110.21). This doctrine of the world soul
is common in the sort of Neoplatonic texts that evidently stand behind these
sayings, but nowhere else do we find al-Kindı̄ explicitly speaking of a ‘‘uni-
versal soul.’’ On the question of the world soul in al-Kindı̄’s circle, see further
D’Ancona (1999b).

46. Cf. 108.5–10; 109.6.
47. See Aristotle, De Anima 408b32–33.
48. Al-Kindı̄, modifying Nicomachus’ distinction (Introduction I.3) be-

tween arithmetic and music on the one hand, and astronomy and geometry
on the other, thinks that the latter pair of sciences study quality rather than
quantity. See Quantity xVII.2 (AR 377). However al-Kindı̄ also mentions the
‘‘quality [kayfiyya]’’ of musical notes, presumably meaning their audible pitch
as opposed to their numerical values. See his On the Art of Harmony, ed.
Zakariyyā’ (1962), e.g. at 48.8–10.
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49. This is why I would persist in contrasting al-Kindı̄’s strictly intel-
lectualist handling of the world’s eternity (which is also highly mathematical,
given its extensive discussion of the notion of infinity), in On First Philosophy

section 2, with his procedure in scientific inquiries. Al-Kindı̄ himself some-
times contrasts a ‘‘mathematical’’ and ‘‘physical’’ approach, but this usually sheds
little light. For example, as mentioned above (chapter 4, note 28), Finiteness
emphasizes that it has used a mathematical arguments instead of the argu-
ments ‘‘taken from natural things’’ used in other treatises. But the premises
demonstrated are the same as those used elsewhere; the main difference is the
use of simple geometric diagrams to prove those premises. Another treatise,
That the Elements and the Outermost Body Are Spherical in Shape (AR2 48–53),
is full of geometrical demonstrations but also invokes premises from obser-
vation of physical things (e.g. that fire and air go up, but water and earth go
down). In conclusion al-Kindı̄ says (AR2 53): ‘‘it has been shown on the basis
of physics [min jiha al-t.abı̄‘a] that the surface of water is spherical, and also
that all the elements and the outermost body are spherical.’’ He then adds,
rather cryptically, ‘‘but [or ‘‘and’’: wa-] it is possible to show that the body of
the universe is spherical, using mathematics [min al-s.inā‘a al-riyād. iyya].’’ In
this case it is unclear to me whether he is contrasting, or assimilating, the
physical and mathematical treatments of the question. To these ambiguous
passages we can add the distinction al-Kindı̄ elsewhere makes between
physics as a study of the sublunary world, and metaphysics as the study of the
heavens (see chapter 8).

50. On First Philosophy xIV.13–14 (AR 110–1, RJ 23–5), cited in chapter 2.
51. See chapter 3, note 16. Yet another example would be the allusion to

al-Kindı̄’s teaching on the finiteness of the created world towards the end of
On Why the Higher Atmosphere Is Cold, at AR2 99–100.

chapter 8

1. For a good discussion of the philosophical implications of al-Kindı̄’s
cosmology, see Wiesner (1993).

2. On the reception of On the Heavens in Arabic, see Endress (1966). The
closest thing we find to an explicit citation of On the Heavens in al-Kindı̄ is a
passage where he says that he himself tested Aristotle’s claim (II.7) that the
lead tip of an arrow melts during flight, due to friction with the air. Al-Kindı̄
found that this was not the case, as he mentions in On Tides AR2 117.11ff. and
the first letter on weather prediction in Bos and Burnett (2000), x1.16–19.

3. This account is based on Meteorology 4, with the basic distinction made
already at 4.1, 378b10ff.; cf. On Generation and Corruption 2.2. Al-Kindı̄ sets it
out most fully at On Why the Higher Atmosphere Is Cold, AR2 93–4; cf. On the
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Proximate Agent Cause xVI.5, AR2 224, and On the Nature of the Celestial

Sphere x4, AR2 41.
4. Edited at AR2 48–53, translated in Rescher and Khatchadourian

(1965a). This treatise consists mainly of geometrical demonstrations. Al-Kindı̄
shows that if the outermost body were not spherical it could not move, since it
would have to move into a place where there is nothing, not even void. The
elements, meanwhile, will automatically distribute themselves in concentric
spherical regions because of their natural motions. The latter argument seems
to be based on On the Heavens II.4, 287b4ff.

5. Al-Kindı̄ makes this point at Proximate Agent Cause xV.3–6, AR 221–3,
by means of an elaborate thought experiment designed to rule out the idea that
the elements could transform one another just by touching at their borders.

6. We know that Prostration was written later, because he refers back to
Proximate Agent Cause at xIII.1 (AR 247, RJ 181) and xVI.2 (AR 255, RJ 191).

7. Here he is in agreement with Aristotle: see e.g. On the Heavens II.12,
292a20–1.

8. As Walzer (1962), 203, notes, this was also the view of Proclus, as
reported in Olympiodorus’ commentary on the Phaedo. Al-Kindı̄ also dis-
cusses vision and hearing as the two most excellent senses in the ‘‘sayings’’ at
the end of On Stringed Instruments, ed. Zakariyyā’ (1962), 109–10.

9. Note that this argument should also show that the heavens are alive; al-
Kindı̄ comes close to making this point in the earlier section but does not
quite do so.

10. Fazzo and Wiesner (1993). See also Wiesner (1993), 41ff. and 54ff.
11. See Ruland (1976), 75–7.
12. Aristotle goes on to compare this to the way motion produces sparks

from wood, stone and metal. Also related isMeteorology 1.2, 339a20–22, which
says that the sublunary world is ‘‘continuous [sunechês] with the higher mo-
tions, so that its entire potentiality is governed [kubernasthai] from there.’’ In the
Arabic version, the text says even more bluntly that the change and alteration
of elemental bodies is ‘‘from the celestial things [min al-umūr al-‘alawiyya],
which are the agent for alterations in them’’ (Petraitis, 1967, 14.2–3).

13. Cf. his first letter on weather forecasting, ed. in Bos and Burnett
(2000), x1.13: ‘‘The philosophers agreed that the heat and the light which
come from the stars are caused by the striking and friction of the air which is
caused by their movement; for it is in the nature of movement to get hot as
[can be seen] in the striking of wood, stones and iron.’’ See also On Tides, AR2

116–7.
14. Cf. On Tides, AR2 120. Though Aristotle had said (Meteorology 1.3,

341a18–22) that the sun is the only heavenly body that produces heat, al-Kindı̄
generally gives this role to all the heavenly bodies, even the fixed stars (though
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he does deny this once, in a letter on meteorology: see Bos and Burnett (2000),
330, discussing the first letter, xI.21). His preference here already shows up in
the translation of Ibn al-Bit.rı̄q: see Petraitis (1967), 35 n. 2.

15. As pointed out by Fazzo and Wiesner (1993), 144 n. 61.
16. See particularly AR2 124ff.
17. Ed. D’Alverny and Hudry (1974), French trans. in Ottaviani (2003).

I will cite by chapter number and page number from the Latin edition.
18. See above, chapter 1. Al-Kindı̄ is also probably the target in Aquinas’

Summa Contra Gentiles III.104–5; see D’Alverny and Hudry (1974), 140.
19. Probably On Rays goes further than intended here, in order to ensure

the centrality of astral causation. Even after the present passage it says that
elemental matter is both active and passive (‘‘hinc agente, illinc vero patiente,’’
xVI, 244), and that this is brought about by the stars. I suspect then that what
the passage in xIV means to say is that the elements exercise no causality that
is independent of astral causality.

20. As pointed out by D’Alverny and Hudry (1974), 149. Other titles in
this section also refer to ‘‘rays’’ (shu‘ā‘).

21. On the possible background of this phrase see D’Alverny and Hudry
(1974), 160–1.

22. To give a couple of examples, On Rays says that desire and voluntary
action begin in the heart (xVI, 243), whereas we know from On Sleep and

Dream that al-Kindı̄ wanted to transpose at least some faculties from the heart
to the brain, following the Galenic model. On Rays also gives a more natu-
ralistic explanation of prayer (xVI, 246) than that found in an astrological
work by al-Kindı̄ dealing with God’s answering of prayers (see further be-
low).

23. As discussed in Travaglia (1999).
24. For example, (a) On Rays calls the study of the sublunary realm

‘‘physics’’ and the study of celestial bodies and their influence ‘‘metaphysics’’
(xIV, 229), a claim found in his letters on weather prediction (see Bos and
Burnett, 2000, 14–5, and further below). (b) In On Rays (xII, 220), there is an
affirmation of flux in the physical world: ‘‘every thing in this world is con-
stantly moved with some sort of motion’’ (‘‘omnis res huius mundi continue
moveatur aliqua specie motus’’), which is parallel to On First Philosophy

(xIV.2, AR 106, RJ 19), where al-Kindı̄ says that any sense-object ‘‘flows and
is in constant change, with some sort of motion [bi-ah.ad anwā‘ al-h.arakāt].’’
(c) On Rays displays the Kindian habit of confident, but vague, allusions to
ancient authority (e.g. at x1, 218), and some of the ancient sources and themes
used by On Rays are favorites of al-Kindı̄’s, such as the Isagoge (xI, 216) and
the idea of man as a microcosm (xxV, 230; VI, 243; VIII, 253). (d) On Rays

(xVI, 240) mentions the three internal senses in passing, which as we have
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seen were known to al-Kindı̄. (e) On Rays (xVI, 243) seems to allude to a
pharmacological theory like that of On Degrees: ‘‘plants, when compounded
[confecte], owing to the compounding have a resulting effect that they would
not have when separate.’’ (f) The constant reference to celestial ‘‘harmony’’
(armonia, presumably translating ta’lı̄f, as noted by D’Alverny and Hudry,
1974, 220) resonates well with the texts I discussed at the end of chapter 7.

25. See Burnett (1993, 1999).
26. See Loth (1875).
27. See Klein-Franke (1975).
28. See Burnett et al. (1997).
29. See Burnett (1993).
30. See Mahdi (1976).
31. As recounted in the Fihrist, ed. Tajaddud (1971), 335.
32. See Adamson (2002a).
33. These are edited in AR2. The contents of most of them are summa-

rized briefly in various sections of Lettinck (1999). For a partial translation of
the last work about tides (which actually details a wide range of phenomena
having to do with the increase and decrease in volumes of water), see Wie-
demann (1922). This translation does not include the sections most relevant
for the question of celestial influence, however. For a translation of the short
treatise on fog, see Cabanelas (1962).

34. The Arabic version is edited in Petraitis (1967), who mentions parallels
with al-Kindı̄ in his notes to the edition.

35. The reason that we can see watery exhalations is that they also contain
an admixture of earth.

36. This contrast between smoky and vaporous exhalations is also from
Aristotle: see e.g. Meteorology 1.4, 341b10, cf. Petraitis (1967), 30–1.

37. As Lettinck (1999), 110–1, points out, al-Kindı̄ is inconsistent about
the cause of wind. This ‘‘vertical’’ account matches what we find in Aristotle,
but elsewhere al-Kindı̄ says it is because of the horizontal ‘‘expansion’’ of the
air in places heated by the heavens, which pushes the surrounding air away
and causes wind (in On Why Rain Falls in Certain Places, AR2 71, cf. On Tides,
AR2 123). Either way, though, the heating of the heavens is the main ex-
planation.

38. Here he is following stray references to solar rays in Aristotle: see
Meteorology 1.3, 340a22–31 (cf. Petraitis, 1967, 17.1, with the phrase in‘ikās al-
shu‘ā‘, also found in al-Kindı̄) and 346b23.

39. Indeed it must still accept this part of the account found in Proximate

Agent Cause and elsewhere, since only on the friction view is the central
puzzle of the treatise puzzling.

40. See above, chapter 7, and Adamson (2006).
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41. In Bos and Burnett (2000). I will cite these as Letter 1 and Letter 2,
with section numbers from their edition.

42. Notice that al-Kindı̄ here uses the same terminology of four degrees of
heat, cold, etc. found in On Degrees, as also noted by Bos and Burnett (2000),
332–3.

43. Bos and Burnett (2000), 18.
44. Often he refers to the ‘‘mathematical discussions’’ in such contexts, for

example at Prostration xVII.1 (AR 256, RJ 193) and Proximate Agent Cause

VIII.2 (AR 227). These will be treatises of his own based on Ptolemy and
others, or perhaps even the Greek works themselves. (See Rosenthal, 1965, for a
work explicitly drawing on Ptolemy to give astronomical calculations.) In On

Tides (AR2 125) he refers to a work of his own called On the Layers [nad. ad] of
the World and the Resemblance of Its Spheres, which may have combined
astronomical calculations with the sort of considerations presented in Five

Figures.
45. Compare my remarks on Abū Ma‘shar’s praise of astrology as the

highest science, in Adamson (2002a), 250–3.
46. These are edited in Ruland (1976), and discussed in Sharples (1982).
47. See Ruland (1976), especially at 13, 31.
48. Ruland (1976), 11.
49. For this work see Sharples (1983).
50. For example at Ruland (1976), 77, the Kindı̄ version calls nature a

‘‘heavenly power’’ whereas the Abū Bishr Mattā version has ‘‘divine power.’’
51. All this is shown in Fazzo and Wiesner (1993).
52. See for instance Ruland (1976), 57, which says that the heavenly bodies

operate through species (here s.uwar, ‘‘forms’’), and 91, lower text, which says
that particulars are differentiated only by matter and not by nature.

53. Letter 1 on weather forecasting, in Bos and Burnett (2000), x4.104. Al-
Kindı̄ cites On Generation and Corruption as the work where Aristotle ex-
presses this opinion.

54. Here I will be extending the argument made in Adamson (2002a,
2003, 2004b).

55. This is found in Epitome on Music, on the Harmony of Melody and the

Art of the ‘ūd, ed. Zakariyyā’ (1962), 113–22, at 116.3–117.14. I am grateful to
Anna Akasoy for her help in translating the passage.

56. Cf. al-Kindı̄’s Sayings, x8 at Atiyeh (1966), ed. at 200–1, trans. at 222.
57. Al-Kindı̄ uses the term ‘uns.ur, which usually means ‘‘material con-

stituent,’’ so he may be focusing on what is necessarily or possibly true of
things in virtue of their physical composition.

58. That this is what al-Kindı̄ has in mind is made clear at the end of the
treatise (119–20); we also find here another reference to ‘‘substantial motion.’’
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59. For example in the medical treatise On Coitus, discussed in chapter 7.
60. This would fit with the definition of ‘‘the possible’’ he gives in On

Definitions: the possible is what is sometimes the case, as opposed to what is
never the case or always the case (impossibility and necessity, respectively).
For the relevance of this conception of modality to the determinism issue, and
the way it was exploited by al-Kindı̄’s associate Abū Ma‘shar, see Adamson
(2002a) and (2003).

61. Ed. D’Alverny and Hudry (1974), 226–9.
62. Ibid., 241.
63. On the other hand, in Prostration (xII.4, AR 246, RJ 179) al-Kindı̄

stipulates that ‘‘choice [ikhtiyār]’’ belongs only to ‘‘complete souls, i.e. rational
souls.’’ This suggests that the power of choice operates above the level of the
physical.

64. Towards the beginning of Proximate Agent Cause al-Kindı̄ refers to
God’s ‘‘universal providence [al-tadbı̄r al-kullı̄]’’ (xIII.5, AR 219). As Fazzo
and Wiesner (1993), 137, point out, this echoes the Kindı̄ version of Alex-
ander’s On Providence. There we find a contrast between ‘‘universal provi-
dence [l-tadbı̄r al-kullı̄]’’ and ‘‘particular providence [al-tadbı̄r al-juz’ı̄];’’ the
former is said to be the subject of On Providence, whereas the latter is studied in
astrology (or more specifically, a supposed Aristotelian work called Astrologia).
Perhaps then al-Kindı̄ hoped that God’s being a ‘‘remote’’ or ‘‘universal’’ cause
would absolve Him of blame for evils. But since universal providence neces-
sitates particular providence, it still looks as though God indirectly causes every
particular event. So al-Kindı̄ has no obvious escape from the problem of evil.
He would need to add that some features of the workings of celestial provi-
dence are not intended by God. This could be explained either by saying that
the heavens are not perfect instruments, or that matter cannot perfectly receive
the forms providence gives to it.

65. Ed. Badawı̄ (1947), 74–5. The beginning of the chapter in fact reads
‘‘a discussion of the stars, and that we must not ascribe any of the particular
things that arise from them to a volition [irāda] in them.’’ The stars act by
necessity, not volition, which according to the Theology means that the stars
do not do evil. For ‘‘every agent that acts voluntarily [bi-ira. da] performs [both]
commendable and blameworthy actions, and does both good and evil. But
every agent that performs its action without volition [bi-ghayr irāda] is above
volition, and therefore does nothing but the good, and all its actions are
satisfactory and praiseworthy.’’

66. Ed. Mahdi (1976).
67. Al-Kindı̄’s view of these philosophers is, as one might expect, rather

tolerant; their mistake is a natural one, since the heavens do in fact indicate
God’s will. Worse are those who actually made idols to the heavens.
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68. As pointed out by Wiesner (1993), 115.
69. Tajaddud (1971), 383–5.
70. Edited at RJ 129.
71. Rejecting RJ’s insertion of ‘ājizan.
72. Cf. On Definitions x77 (AR 175).
73. The idea of ‘‘voluntary necessity [al-id. t.irār al-irādı̄]’’ appears also in

the Kindı̄-circle translation of Plotinus; see Adamson (2004b).
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Brill).

Diehl, E., ed. (1903–1906). Proclus, In Platonis Timaeum Commentaria (Leipzig;
Teubner).

Dodge, B., trans. (1970). The Fihrist of al-Nadı̄m (New York; Columbia
University Press).

D’Ooge, M. L., trans. (1926). Nicomachus of Gerasa, Introduction to Arithmetic
(New York; Macmillan).

Dunlop, D. M., ed. (1979). Muntakhab S. iwān al-H. ikma (Hague; Mouton).
Fazzo, S., and Zonta, M. (1998). Alessandro di Afrodisia, La Provvidenza

(Milan; Bilbioteca Universale Rizzoli).
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Verlagbuchhandlung).
Margoliouth, D. S., ed. (1907). Yāqūt b. ‘Abd Allāh al-Hamawı̄, Irshād al-’arı̄b

ilā Ma‘rifa al-’adib (London; Luzac).
Müller, A., ed. (1882). Ibn Abı̄ Us.aybi‘a, ‘Uyūn al-Anbā’ fı̄ T. abaqāt al-At.ibbā’
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Bibliotheca Islamica 1.

Rosenthal, F. (1952–55). ‘‘Ash-Shayh al-Yūnānı̄ and the Arabic Plotinus
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(Rome; Università di Roma), 35–41.

———. (1994). ‘‘Il Liber Introductorius in Artem Logicae Demonstrationis:
Problemi storici e filologici.’’ Studi Filologici 1, 69–90.

Baltes, M. (1976/1978). Die Weltentstehung des platonischen Timaios nach den

antiken Interpreten. 2 vols. (Leiden; Brill).
Bertolacci, A. (2005). ‘‘On the Arabic Translations of Aristotle’s Metaphysics.’’

Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 15, 241–75.
Biesterfeldt, H. H. (1977). ‘‘Abu l-Hasan al-‘Amiri und die Wissenschaften.’’
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Kindı̄, et leur recension arabe de l’Introduction Arithmétique de
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neuplatonischen Überlieferung im Islam (Stuttgart; Steiner).
Sharples, R. W. (1982). ‘‘Alexander of Aphrodisias on Divine Providence:

Two Problems.’’ Classical Quarterly 32, 198–211.
Shehadi, F. (1995). Philosophies of Music in Medieval Islam (Leiden; Brill).

262 bibliography



Sheppard, A. (1997). ‘‘Phantasia and Imagination in Neoplatonism.’’ In M.
Joyal (ed.), Studies in Plato and the Platonic Tradition (Aldershot;
Ashgate), 201–10.

Smith, A. M. (1994). ‘‘Extremal Principles in Ancient and Medieval Optics.’’
Physis 31, 113–40.

*Staley, K. (1989). ‘‘Al-Kindi on Creation: Aristotle’s Challenge to Islam.’’
Journal of the History of Ideas 50, 355–70.

Strohmaier, G. (1974). ‘‘Die arabische Sokrateslegende und ihre Ursprünge.’’
In P. Nagel (ed.), Studia Coptica (Berlin: Akademie Verlag), 121–36.

Taylor, R. C. (1998). ‘‘Aquinas, the Plotiniana Arabica and the Metaphysics of
Being and Actuality.’’ Journal of the History of Ideas 59, 241–64.

*Tornero Poveda, E. (1992). Al-Kindı̄: La transformacion de un pensamiento

religioso en un pensamiento racional (Madrid; Consejo Superior de
Investigaciones Cientı́ficas).

*Travaglia, P. (1999).Magic, Causality, and Intentionality: The Doctrine of Rays

in al-Kindi (Turnhout; Micrologus).
Tritton, A. S. (1972). ‘‘The Speech of God.’’ Studia Islamica 36, 5–22.
van Ess, J. (1991–95). Theologie und Gesellschaft im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert

Hidschra: eine Geschichte des religiösen Denkens im frühen Islam. 6 vols.
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209 n.43
imagination, 39–40, 88, 123–5, 128,

132, 135–43, 231 n.48–9
infinite power, 77, 82–4, 91, 95,

225 n.38
infinity, actual and potential, 84–5,

89, 91, 93–8, 101, 105, 129,
168, 225 n.39–41

instant, 76, 96–7
intellect, 88–91, 118–27, 133–43, 149,

152–4, 157, 186
as multiple, 54, 60, 217 n.19

internal senses, 141–3, 243 n.24. See
also imagination; memory;
thought

Isaac Israeli, 13, 214 n.32, 230 n.28
Ivry, Alfred, 23, 27, 89, 94, 223 n.26,

225 n.41
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