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Being in Aristotle and Avicenna

From the Multiplicity of Essence to the Unity
of Existence

Abstract:

This paper evolves around the question of the possibility
of constructing a theoretical understanding of being that
reflects, objectively, its primary instance. My answer is
negative because there is, in my view, an elementary
pre-theoretic temporal understanding that grounds any
philosophic formulation of the content of the concept of
being.

To support my claim, | compare two interpretations of the
meaning of being, that of Aristotle and that of Avicenna. The
upshotisthateach ofthem grounds his final conceptualization
of the primary instance of being on a specific elementary
understanding of what the proper instance of being must
be.

Another significant result is that each of the indicated
elementary concept of being seems to reflect a specific
attitude toward the world of experience and its epistemic
value, one (that of Aristotle) appreciate it, the other (that
of Avicenna) does not. Here, in my opinion, resides a
serious problem: Avicenna’s failure to consider the world of
experience a legitimate and reliable “road” that can lead us
to the recognition of a more fundamental form of reality. It is
timely to reconsiderAvicenna’s influential “rational” approach
to the concept of being with a different perspective.
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The concept of being is one of the most significant
and enduring concepts in the history of philosophy. In my
opinion, part of the significance of the concept of being lies
in its intimate relation with the question of being: What is
it? Although the relationship between the concept of being
and the inquiry about its proper instance may seem, from
some philosophical outlooks, to be an outdated subject
that deserves no further attention, | strongly believe the
opposite. | emphasize its relevance to our time for the
simple reason that, in terms of its content, the concept
of being, in its elementary pre-theoretic expression,
discloses an attitude toward the structure of being; it is
a concept that contains an understanding of the nature
of being. As an understanding of being, it supposes (or
presupposes) that being should be in such a form and
not otherwise. However, understanding being is an act;
therefore, itis an eventthathappensin, andis substantially
conditioned by, space and time. In that respect, every
understanding of being is historical in nature.

Moreover, every systematic inquiry about the nature of
being rests on a given pre-theoretic conception of being;
forthatreason, itis also historical. Being historical means
that in its attempt to unfold (or deductively determine)
the true nature of being, the inquiry about being unfolds
its ‘subjective’ basic metaphysical suppositions and its
idea of truth. In its essence, then, the ‘science’ of being
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cannot be transcendental in the sense of being objective
and above the state of temporality.

However, the philosophical treatment of being is more
than a systematic formulation of a certain elementary
understanding of being; it is also a logical and structural
justification for it, and as such, it rationally affirms its
presence in the spiritual world to which it belongs as
the true expression of reality. The effect of rationalizing
a pre-theoretic understanding of being is not limited
to the theoretical sphere of thought; it also extends to
the practical sphere because the latter is based on the
conceptual and logical structure of the former.

To substantiate my claim regarding the relationship
between the concept of being and the theoretical decision
of its proper instance as well as my claim that this concept
discloses a certain understanding of the nature of being
upon which the inquiry about being rests, | compare
the ways in which Avicenna and Aristotle interpreted
the concept of being and show how their different
interpretations of the meaning of the concept affect their
final views regarding the true nature of being.

| must note, however, that my paper is more than an
attempt to provide a substantiation or justification for
my claim of the presence of a connection between the
concept of being and the systematic determination of
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its proper instance. In addition, this paper raises critical
points regarding Avicenna’s interpretation of the content
of the concept of being and his ‘method’ of ‘deducing’ its
proper instance. One of my notes regarding Avicenna’s
treatment of the concept of being is that, unlike Aristotle’s
treatment, it began not from a question about its proper
instance but rather from a certain sense of being that it
considers, a priori, self-evident and immediate. Thus,
the concept of being is not regarded by Avicenna as
a problematic concept that requires further clarification
and determination, as is the case with Aristotle.

In my view, Avicenna’s choice to begin with the self-
evidence of the meaning of being as the proper starting
pointforthe investigation led to a certain conceptofreality
(or being) whose content was considerably different from
the one advanced and supported by Aristotle. Reality,
according to Avicenna’s final conception of being, no
longer admits form or essence as its proper and primary
instance. What is primary and real is existence, which
is (as we shall see) different from essence and is its
efficient cause (that is, its cause of existence).) The
metaphysical supremacy of existence over essence
undermines not only the ontological position of essence
but also the reality of its diversity because existence is
that to which everything is ultimately reduced. However,
this is, in my opinion, a mystical attitude in nature clothed
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in philosophical terms. In one of its essential aspects,
mysticism tends, by the act of meditation, to reduce (or
transcend) beings to one ultimate Being.

There is a high price, however, for the reductionist
attitude, that | ascribe to Avicenna, toward the true
nature of reality: the theoretical and practical neglect
of the world of experience (phenomena) by virtue of
itself. 1 do not think that Aristotle’s conception of reality
takes us as far as a sort of reality that diminishes and
devalues the world of experience in the way it is given
to experience—although he admits the existence of the
supreme Being (the Unmoved Mover) as one of the first
principles and the highest causes of being qua being.

Another point that may give our investigation further
significance is that Avicenna’s interpretation, of the
meaning of the concept of being, paved the way for
the idea of the supremacy of being (or existence) over
essence, as articulated by one of the most distinguished
figures of late Islamic philosophy, Mulla Sadra of Shiraz
(1572-1640). Mulla Sadra constructed a ‘philosophic’
system that was faithful in its spirit to the aforementioned
mystical attitude regarding the true nature of reality.
In fact, one of the basic goals of his ‘transcendental
philosophy,’ as he called it, was to rationalize what most
trends in Islamic mysticism take for granted based on
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bare subjective experience (intuition): that in the end,
Reality is one and not many. In doing so, he completed
the process of injecting the Truth of mysticism into the
field of philosophy, a logical concluding step considering
how the investigation of being began and the type of
spiritual horizon under which it developed.

Let me begin with Aristotle and highlight his reaction to
the question of being and the way his answer develops
toward its final form.

The task and the aim of First Philosophy: According to
Aristotle, wisdom, or first philosophy, is the “knowledge
of Truth” 993b21, and “we cannot know the truth apart
from the cause” 993b24. First philosophy, then, is the
‘knowledge about certain principles and causes” A
982a1-2. More precisely, philosophy is “a science that
investigates the first principles and causes” of sensible
beings, “which are qua being” 1029b2-3.? These
principles and causes reveal or disclose the why of the
sensible things, and only through them one can attain
true knowledge about the reality of these things.®

There are four types of causality, Aristotle notes: the
material cause, the formal cause, the efficient cause
and the final cause 983a24-983b7. The material cause
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is “that from which, as a constituent,¥ something is
generated. For example, the bronze is the cause of the
status.”® The formal cause is “the form or the pattern,”
which is the “substance or the essence” of the thing
983a27. The efficient cause is “the source which begins
motion” 983a31. The final cause is “the end... [that for
the sake of which].® For example[,] walking is for the
sake of health” 1013a33. It is worth mentioning here
that the number of these causes and their natures are
dialectically postulated by Aristotle.

Because first philosophy seeks the first principles and
the highest causes of being(s) quabeing, its nature must
therefore be universal. However, there is anotherreason
(or respect) for the universality of this science related
to the universal nature of its subject matter, being qua
being (which designates, as we shall see, the substantial
element of the sensible things by means of which the
aforementioned causes and principles are disclosed
and attained)"”, insofar as first philosophy investigates
being as such and is not a special department of it.
Aristotle says, “This science is not the same as any of
the so-called ‘special sciences,’ cutting of some part of
it. Each of them investigates the attributes of that part,
as in the case of the mathematical sciences” 1003a23-
26. It must be noted that the universal character of
being is two-sided: one is ontological and the other is
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conceptual, where the universality of the latter reflects
that of the former®, because within the multiplicity
and the diversity of things given to us through sense
experience, one can observe that all can be subsumed
under different but at the same time specific concepts,
with essential characteristics and peculiar properties.
This is to say that each of the objects of sensible
experience is given to us as having a definite and fixed
identity that possesses certain essential attributes and
peculiar properties. These “essential attributes” are
distinguished from exterior or accidental attributes,
which do not appear as belonging to the essence of
these things. In other words, sensible experience
shows us two ontological and universal facts related to
the being of its objects: (1) the presence of permanent
unchangeable underlying entities that possess essential
attributes and peculiar properties, and (2) these entities
are accompanied by exterior accidental properties. The
presence of a permanent fixed subject, then, strikes our
everyday experience as something universally given
through its manifold (i.e., the manifold of experience).
This experienced universality (or generality) of the
presence of basic entities without which no sensible
being can be determined and individuated is the origin
of the universality of the concept of being—not the
other way around.
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The priority of the concrete being (as will be shown
later) over the concept of being imposes certain
methodological requirements upon the procedure of
first philosophy. One of these requirements is to take
notice of the idea of correspondence, which plays a
significant role in the realist philosophy of Aristotle.
This idea bounds the investigation of being with the
realm of experience (appearances or phenomena),
the source from which the concept of being gets its
significant import and the realm by means of which one
can attain its first principles and highest causes. For
Aristotle, the philosophical procedure should not end
with conclusions that seem to conflict with the world
as it appears to human experience (as is the case,
for instance, with the philosophy of Parmenides) but
instead should be in harmony with it.® This is why it is
so crucial to him to “save the appearances” instead of
destroying them by reducing them, theoretically, to one
sort of being or existence.

It is noteworthy that Aristotle’s formulation of the
question about being, his understanding of its meaning,
his supposition of its proper instance, and his conception
of its highest causes and first principles are introduced
dialectically without demonstration. In other words,
Aristotle starts his metaphysical investigation from
particular concepts—the four causes and substance—
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indicated but not proven by his predecessors.'9) In
that respect, Aristotle’s metaphysical investigation is
conducted under a certain horizon of understanding
being and specific criteria that guide the decision
of its proper instance and the nature of its causes
and principles. Thus, it is not of the mark to say that
Aristotle’s metaphysical endeavor starts from a certain
understanding (and criteria) of the meaning of true
being—a point that will be confirmed in a moment.

The Question of Being in Aristotle’s Metaphysics (the
introduction of Substance as the proper sense of being and
its primary instance): Aristotle in Met. I 1003a17-18 states:

There is a science that investigates being as being
(6v N 6v) and the attributes that belong to this in virtue
of its own nature.

Then he provides clarification of the sense of “being”
that he considers the proper subject of this type of
investigation:

...There are many senses in which a thing is said to
be, but all refer to one starting point. Some are said to
be because they are substances, others because they
are affections of substance, others because they are
process towards substance, or destructions or privations
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or qualities of substance, or productive or generative of
substance, or of things which are relative to substance,
or negations of some of these things or of substance
itself... But everywhere science deals chiefly with that
which is primary, and on which the other things depend,
and in virtue of which they get their names. If, then, this
is substance, itis of substance that the philosopher must
grasp the principles and the causes. Met. 1003b5-18

In Met.1028a10-15, Aristotle provides a somewhat
different version of what the term “being” means, though
he keeps the same idea of substance as being the focal
point of the philosophical investigation:

There are several senses in which a thing may be
said to be, as we pointed out previously in our book on
the various senses of words, for in one sense it means
what a thing is, or a ‘this,’" and in another sense it
means that a thing is of a certain quality or quantity or
has some such predicate asserted of it. While “being”
has all these senses, obviously that which is primary is
the ‘what,” which indicates the substance of the thing.

After several lines (1028a31-33), he concludes:

It is clear, then, that each of the others exists because
substances exist. Thus, being, in the primary sense, not
in a qualified sense but without qualification, would be
a substance.
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The first statement specifies the subject matter of the
first philosophy as the study of being qua being and the
attributes that belong to it in virtue of itself. Here, we find
another task for first philosophy besides investigating
the first principles and the highest causes of being
qua being: the study of its essential attributes, such as
unity and plurality, denial and privation, sameness and
otherness, contraries, priority and posteriority, genus and
species, whole and part, and the axioms of mathematics.
(12) These “essential attributes” are general in nature, for
they apply to everything that exists. Because they apply
to everything that exists, they naturally belong to being
qua being. Therefore, they should become objects of the
study of first philosophy.

In the passages that follow, Aristotle outlines three
distinctive characteristics that help to identify the sort of
being that first philosophy seeks to discover: 1. It is that
which is primary and definite (a this); 2. It is that upon
which the other things depend on in their existence; and
3. It is that in virtue of which things get their names. All
of these characteristics are, as the passages indicate,
true of substance, because all of the senses of being and
modes of existence are derived from and based on it. The
ontological authenticity of substance shows itself intuitively
through the use of language—through our expression of
the content of the sensible experience in particular.
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Before moving forward to the next stage of the
discussion, | would like to note here, that the presentation
of the various senses of “being” indicated in the
passages above is not based on mere grammatical or
logical analysis but on semantic considerations. It is the
mode of the being of the referent (the object of sensible
experience theoretically considered) that determines the
import and the epistemic significance of the reference—
the sense of “being” used. According to Aristotle’s
statements above, we can observe two characteristics
(or two modes of existence) in the object of reference.
The first characteristic is intrinsic in nature and is related
to the substantial side of the thing perceived (that is,
the “component” that enjoys permanent and fixed
identity). The other characteristic is extrinsic, related to
the accidental attributes that accompany the substantial
element of the thing perceived but are not part of it.
This characteristic refers to all categories except that of
substance. Thus, when “being” refers to the substance
(that is, the basic constituent of the sensible thing, as
we will see later) of a thing, it is used in the primary
sense; when it refers to that which is related accidentally
to substance, such as its quality, its quantity and so
on. It is used in the secondary sense. Therefore, it
is the mode of the being of the referent (whether it is
dependent on a subject or is the underlying subject)
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that determines which of the senses of “being” is used
primarily and which is used secondarily. In other words,
when the object of reference is experienced as having
a definite identity and as a particular entity (“a this”)
which persists—in the case of sensible destructible
substances and eternal ones—through change and
time, and which is never dependent on a subject nor
in a subject, then the term “being” that refers to that
object is used, as we just pointed out, in the primarily
sense. When the thing—the object of reference—is
described by means of its extrinsic properties—its color
or its weight, for example—then the term “being” is used
in the secondary sense. It is secondary for two main
reasons: The first reason is that “being” is used here to
refer to properties extrinsic to the substance (the basic
entity) of the thing perceived. The second reason is that
the being of these properties depends on an underlying
entity and cannot exist independently of it. The sense
of “being” that reflects this ontological dependency on
a more ontologically fundamental entity is, as we just
noted, indicated by all figures of predication—except, of
course, that of substance, which is not predicated of any
definite subject but is the subject of predication.

Accordingly, it is the mode of the being of the object
of our reference that determines the various senses of
“being” and their epistemic and ontological priority.*®
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However, what is the significance of saying that the
referent (its mode of being) is what determines which
of the various senses of being has epistemic and
ontological priority? In my point of view, the significance
is, , that the concept of being as it is used here is not
considered abstract, i.e., as something that stands in its
own right separate and apart from existing things,"* but
is considered according to the way it appears through
sensible experience, such as substance and accidents.
In Kahn’s words, “for Aristotle as for Plato, existence
is always eivai 11, being something or another, being
something definite. There is no concept of existence
as such, for subjects of an indeterminate nature.”(®
This point is confirmed by Aristotle’s identification of the
inquiry about being with that of substance. He states,
emphatically:

And indeed the inquiry or the perplexity concerning
what being is in early times and now and always, is just
this: What is a substance? For it is this that some assert
to be one, others more than one, etc.” Met. 1208b2-4.(1®)

Here, we find a strong connection between the
question about being and that of substance. Both aim
to uncover the authentic and genuine component (the
ontological basic entity) that underlies and governs
the process of change and motion and that which is
responsible for the identity of the given entities.
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The question about substance, and the preliminary
vagueness that surrounds its nature, points to the fact
that the reality of the world—the reality that Aristotle
seeks to uncover—is not immediately given. Thus, it
needs to be unfolded. This unfolding comes about by
attaining the basic components of being, a process
that is accomplished gradually and dialectically from
that which is immediately given to experience—that is,
sensible substances. The final stage of this process
provides a more refined (that is, theoretically well-
grounded and logically coherent) understanding of the
meaning of being and its proper instance.

What is Substance? The question about substance is
complex because itis a question that aims to disclose the
basic constituent and the primary entity of the composite
substances (the objects of sense perception), including
their first principles and their highest causes that
determine their being in the way they are (1041b25-27).
(1N These causes and principles belong to substances as
such and are considered by Aristotle to be substances
as well (1041a7-10, 1041b7-8, 1041b28-31) (In fact,
these causes and principles are nothing but the basic
components—form in particular—responsible for the
being of sensible substances.®. Accordingly, the term
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“substance” refers here to: 1) particular and definite
entity (a this) and 2) to the first principles and the highest
causes of the being of that entity.("

It is through the particular perceived substances,
things that are qua being (100317-19), that Aristotle
tries to attain the basic principles and the highest
causes of being. In other words, it is by means of that
which is one, definite and persistent that Aristotle tries,
theoretically, to arrive at the highest causes and the
first principles of being. As we shall see, some of these
principles and causes, the formal cause in particular,
are eminent in sensible substances, in the sense that
they do not exist apart from them (1033b19-25). Thus,
first causes, in terms of their internal involvement
in determining the being of a thing, are, in a certain
respect,?) particulars.?) This is the case insofar as
these principles are considered from the perspective
of their active role as the principles and causes of the
being of particular composite substances. The causal
effect of the first principles and the highest causes
requires, in my opinion, their being ontologically present
in and directly involved in the process of the generation
and destruction of the sensible things and during the
various stages of their formal actualization. However, in
terms of these causes and principles being the cause
of making this individual fall under universal classes or
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kinds and thus become an object of knowledge, they
can be considered universal. It must be noted that the
universality assigned to the first principles and highest
causes comes from the apprehension of their causal
function, which is witnessed in the process of forming
the identity and the being of all that is given to sensible
experience. Accordingly, the universality indicated
in the present context refers to a causal act, which is
generally noticed in the being of sensible beings but
occurs individually and temporally.

Let me return to Aristotle’s answer to the question
about substance: What is it?

Aristotleintroduces(1028b33-1029a2)fourcandidates
for being “the substance of a thing”: (1) the essence,
(2) the universal, (3) the genus, and (4) the underlying
subject. The underlying subject is “that of which the
rest are predicated, while it is not itself predicated of
anything else” (1028b36-370). Aristotle thinks it is
important to determine the nature of the underlying
subject first because it is “considered to be in the truest
sense substance” (1029a1-2).

The term “underlying subject” is used, Aristotle points
out, to refer to three things: matter, form (shape), and
the composite of form and matter. Matter seems to
be the most qualified candidate to hold the status of
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being the underlying subject and thus to be considered
as substance “in the truest sense;” for, if, as has just
has been pointed out, substance “is not that which
is predicated of a subject, but that of which the other
things are predicated,” then matter will be substance,,
since matter is what remains when everything else
(every determination) is removed from the sensible
thing (1029a). However, matter, according to Aristotle,
cannot be substance because, as such, it is not a this;
that is, it is “neither a particular thing nor a quantity nor
designated of any of the categories that define being”
(1029a20-22). In other words, matter is not something
separate and definite, and the marks of substance, from
Aristotle’s point of view, are thisness (particularity) and
separability (1029a27-30). For these reasons, it is not
enough to identify substance as “itself not predicated
of anything else, while of which the rest are predicated”
alone because it does not identify or singularize the
substantial component in the being of a thing and may
make matter, which is indefinite and indeterminate, the
basic and primary substance.

What remains, then, from the three candidates, are
form and the composite of form and matter. Aristotle
excludes the composite of form and matter from
being substance, “since it is posterior [to form] and
obvious” (1029a31-32). The composite is posterior to
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form because form is prior to matter and more truly
existent than matter (1029a5-7). The priority of form is
ontological and epistemic in respect of its being a this
(actuality) and separate (in notion), whereas matter
exists only potentially. As a result, form emerges as the
most qualified entity for being the “underlying subject.”

Aristotle’s next step is to decide which one of the
above candidates (essence, genus, and universal) best
qualifies as the substance of a thing. He puts forward
three criteria that a thing must fulfill to be considered
substance in the fullest and truest sense:

1- It must be the “underlying subject” of a thing, in the
sense stated above.

2- It must be a this—that is, something that enjoys (a
sort of) particularity or individuality. %2

3- It must be separate—that is, something determinate,
independent, definite and intelligible.

These criteria indicate that the substance of a thing
must be particular and not universal: Aristotle states,
“the substance of a thing is peculiar to it and does not
belong to another thing” (1038b10-11). This means that
both the universal and the genus are excluded from
being the substance of the particular thing because
both apply to more than one thing. that is, in their very
nature, both “appertain to several things” and not one
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particular thing, as the criteria of substance demand.
Aristotle says, “It is evident that none of the things that
belong universally is a substance and that none of the
common predicates signifies a this, but only a such”
(1038b35-1039a2). Inthe Cat. 2a8-17, Aristotle provides
another reason why the universal and the genus cannot
be considered substances in the primary sense (though
they can be considered substances in a secondary
sense): Their conceptual articulation comes as a result
of identifying and thus mentally separating (extracting)
the form (expressed in terms of genus and species)
of this form from this form (the composite substance),
and “if the primary substances did not exist, it would be
impossible for any of the other things to exist” Cat. 2b5-
6@). (I will discuss this point later.)

Thus, the only candidate left for us is form, which
Aristotle identifies later as “essence.”

\Y

The emergence of form/essence as the true substance
(being) of a thing: According to Aristotle:

The essence of each thing is what the thing is said
to be in virtue of itself. The essence of you is not the
essence of a musician, for it is not in virtue of yourself
that you are a musician. Your essence, then, is what
you are in virtue of yourself (1029b14-17).
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After minimizing the metaphysical status of matter,
the composite, and the universal in all of its types
(specie and genus), Aristotle turns his attention to form.
His attempt to unfold the nature of form and its causal
function begins from a certain logical and linguistic
experience: that of definition. Briefly stated, the aim
of definition, according to Aristotelian teaching, is to
provide true and scientific knowledge about its object.
Thisindicates the presence of aform of correspondence
between the definition and the thing defined, where
the former discloses the true “what-it-is” of the latter.
As we know, the idea of correspondence rests on the
realistic assumption that our mind has the ability to
understand the world in the way it is and that it can
express this understanding by means of language.
Whether this theory is philosophically tenable is not
my concern here. | raise it only to highlight the basic
assumption that seems to me to ground Aristotle’s
connection between essence and definition (that is,
between ontology and epistemology).

| noted above that one of the senses of the term
“being” is “the what of a thing” (1028a12).?* This sense
is considered by Aristotle to be the primary sense of
“‘being,” and it denotes substance (1028a14-15). He
argues, “What is evident is the fact that definitions and
essences, in the primary and unqualified sense, are
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of substances alone. There are also definitions and
essences of the others in a similar manner, but not in
the primary sense.”® The primacy of the sense of being
under consideration over its other senses mirrors the
way the question about being (or about substance. This
is because Aristotle identifies being with substance)
is formulated—that is, in the form of “what is being
(substance)?” The “whatness” question seeks to
disclose the “essence” of a thing, i.e., the fundamental
constituentofthe being of sensible things. Essence, then,
shows itself as the substance of the thing, because, as
the passage above states, “the essence of each thing is
that which is said to be in virtue of itself” (1029b14-15)
and because “essence will belong primarily and in the
full sense to a substance” (1030a30-31). Essence here
is peculiar to the thing (in the sense of being identical
with the substance of that thing), and it is definite and
intelligible (separable): “Each thing and its essence
are one and the same but not by accident, and that to
know each thing is to know its essence. And so even by
exhibiting particular instances, it is clear that a thing and
its essence must be one” (1031b19-22). By “essence,”
Aristotle means, here, form (1032b1). Apostle remarks
that “the term ‘essence’ has two meanings: the form, as
it exists in the thing, and the formula or knowledge of it,
as it exists in the souls.”®
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However, although the essence of a thing is universally
expressed through definition (thatis, interms of genus and
species), one should not neglect the fact that this universal
expression comes as the result of the direct experience
with form that is concretely given from something which
can be pointed to. The formula (the essence) of “man” is
constructed out of the direct experience with this man,
and the formula of “house” is constructed out of the direct
experience with this house.

From the previous discussion, we can infer that,
becauseAristotleidentifiesform/essencewithsubstance,
the form/essence is the true substance (being) of a thing
and its cause of being.?"

Let us now consider the causal function of form and
its metaphysical consequences.

\'

Form as the Cause of the Being of Composite
Substances: The question that imposes itself at this
stage of the discussion concerns the type of causality
assigned to form. As we have seen above, Aristotle
identifies four types of causality: the material cause
(matter), the efficient cause (“the source of motion”),
the formal cause (“the essential nature of a thing”), and
the final cause (“the end of any generative or motive
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process”) 983a26-983b3. We can comfortably dismiss
the idea of form as the material cause of a thing as form,
in general, is separable from matter and is actuality,®®
whereas matter is inseparable and is potentiality.

Now, according to chapters 7 and 8 from Met. Book
Z, form is usually regarded by Aristotle as the efficient,
formal and final cause of the composite substances.®)
This threefold function of formis witnessed in the process
of natural generation and human production.®” What is
important to me, about these types of causality ascribed
to form, is the one that focuses on it being the efficient
cause of the composite substances. The importance of
this type of causality is related to the fact that Avicenna,
as we will see later, conceives the causal role of form/
essence somewhat differently.

Let us see how Aristotle conceives the function of
form in the process of generation and destruction.

Aristotle starts with the following argument:

Since that which is generated is generated by
something (by which | mean the starting point of the
process of generation), and from something (by which
let us understand not the privation but the matter...),
and becomes something (i.e., a sphere or circle or
whatever else it may be), just as the craftsman does
not produce the substrate, i.e., the bronze, so neither
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does he produce the sphere, except accidentally,
inasmuch as the bronze sphere is a sphere, and he
makes the former. For to make an individual thing is
to make it out of the substrate in the fullest sense. |
mean that to make the bronze round is not to make
the round or the sphere but something else, i.e., to
produce this form in another medium. For if we make
the form, we must make it out of something else,
for this has been assumed... It is therefore obvious
that the form (or whatever we should call the shape
in the sensible thing) is not generated—generation

does not apply to it—nor is the essence generated,
for this is that which is induced in something else
either by art or by nature or by potency. But we do
cause a bronze sphere to be, for we produce it from
bronze and a sphere; we induce the form into this
particular matter, and the result is a bronze sphere
(1033a24-b10).

In another passage Aristotle says,

What causes that which exists potentially to be
in actuality, then, aside from that which acts in the
case of things that are generated? Doubtless, nothing
else causes that which is potentially a sphere to be
a sphere in actuality, but this is the essence in each
(1045a30-34).
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The first passage states that form/essence is not
generated®? but is induced in matter by art, nature,
or potency. What is generated, rather, is the “concrete
whole which is called after it is generated” (1033b17-
19). However, if form is not generated, does this mean
then that form is independent—in the Platonic sense—
from its particular instances? No, it does not, Aristotle
answers, because if form exists independently from its
particular instances as a this, “no individual thing would
ever have been generated” 103323-25. That is, if form
exists in itself, as Plato claims, apart from its sensible
instances, this would mean that it must be individual—
that is, a this and unity.®? However, this would prevent
it from being instantiated or shared by many and
cannot, therefore, be causally active. Accordingly,
form must be of a nature that allows it to be present
equally in each of its instances. In other words, form
must be immanent (and not transcendent) and must
play a causal role in the process of the substantial and
accidental changes of sensible things. Nonetheless,
Aristotle seems to ascribe a sort of universality to form
when he says that form must be “of such a kind,; it is
not a definite individual,®® but we produce or generate
from the individual something ‘of a such a kind’; and
when it is generated it is an individual ‘of a such a kind”
1033b25-28. We mustemphasize, again, thatAristotle’s
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description of form here as having a universal aspect
does not contradict its being individual or particular, as
we said above—though not in the Platonic sense of
individuality, in the sense of being “one-above-many.”
Whatis in Aristotle’s mind, | think, when he declares that
form is not individual is that form in the platonic sense
does not existindependently of particular substances—
i.e., as a particular entity (that is, as a this) apart from
and above its instances. Aristotle rejects such an idea
of individuality—i.e., the idea that considers form to
be ontologically separate from particular substances.
Thus, the universality indicated by Aristotle in the
present context should be interpreted in a way that
does not contradict the idea of form’s being essentially
immanent in the particular substances (or forms) and,
thus, itself being somewhat individual.®? This can be
established by noticing that Aristotle (in the present
context) removed—or at least diminished—the Platonic
import of the idea of universality, which indicates
ontological separateness from sensible objects, and
singled out, instead, a particular aspect of it, as being
“of such a kind”—which, in my opinion, does not have a
metaphysical or ontological implication or commitment
but rather contains an epistemic significance related
to the way sensible objects are given and classified
under general terms and classes. In my opinion, the
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expression “of such a kind” is related to substance
in the sense of a formula that “exists universally as
knowledge in the soul.”®® This “formula” cannot exist
apart from the individual thing that instantiates it.®
In other words, essence or formula (the definition of
a thing), whose components (terms) are universal in
nature, is extracted from the given individual form (or
substance). This individual form is (mentally) separate,
determinate, persistent and ontologically independent,
and it is thus considered to be substance and being in
the primary sense. Being persistent, determinate and
separate allows the repetition (or, to put it differently,
the transmission) and the possibility of the (generic
and specific) repetition of the form of the individual
form. This capacity of repetition removes the individual
form automatically from the realm of spatiotemporal
unrepeatable particulars and places it within a special
ontological region that is not purely universal. To
repeat: in my opinion, the universality assigned to the
individual form is generated from the form’s capacity
of repetition and persistence during the processes
of substantial and accidental changes. Therefore,
the individual form’s being repeatable and shared by
many particulars does not entail its universality in the
Platonic sense because the presence of one individual
form is sufficient to constitute its universal conceptual
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counterpart. In that respect, the actual sharing between
several individuals in one attribute or one characteristic
should not be, in my point of view, considered the
source of the reality of its universality. However, if
form is not universal, it is not particular, either, in the
manner Socrates is, for Socrates is an unrepeatable
entity, and his essence, as Socrates, is bounded by
spatiotemporal features related to his own material
features. The case, however, is different if we attempt
to define Socrates in terms of his species and genus.
The question here is no longer about a spatiotemporal
entity (i.e., Socrates as such) but about a repeatable
entity unbounded by the actual presence of Socrates,
though it is shown and given through him and other
human beings. In that respect, Socrates is a human
being because he is a human being, but at the same
time, he is not the human being because there are other
individuals who share the same form of humanity. As
a result of our present discussion, | venture to say that
the immanent form is neither particular, in the sense
Socrates is, nor universal in the Platonic sense, since it
is given through sense experience as a this (Cat. 3b10-
23; Met.1042a29) (that is, its thisness, if | may say so, is
noticed in its sensible instances and not apart from them).
What is universal is the form as it exists in the mind, which
is extracted from the individual particular form.
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| think that this modification of the content of the
concept of universality that | ascribe to Aristotle
helped him to redefine the nature of the relationship
between form and particular form—that is, between
transcendence and immanence. Form, according to the
Platonic corpus, transcends its particular instances, and
this transcendence enables it to have a higher degree of
being (or reality) than its instances. It also enables the
concept of universality to have ontological advantage
and priority over that of individuality or particularity.
Aristotle, on the other hand, turns Plato’s conception of
form and universality upside down. To him, the forms
of sensible substances are immanent in particular
forms, and their universal aspect does not give them
any ontological advantage over the particular forms; to
the contrary, reality witnesses its complete fulfillment in
particular forms. and the further form is removed from
its concrete embodiment, (the place where it shows
itself and appears. to a higher degree of universality),
the further it is removed from reality.®”

| would like now to return to the point where | digressed,
and discuss the import of the second passage, which
explains the causal and the epistemic function of form.

Ultimately, form is the cause of the being of composite
substances. Itis “the cause through which the matteris a
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thing” (1041b8-9). Thus, it answers the question of “why
something belongs to something else” (e.g., why are
bricks and stones a house?) (1041a22-25). The “why’
question seeks the cause or the causes of a thing—that
is, its essence—"which is in some cases the final cause
(as perhaps in the case of a house or a bed) and in
others the first mover ... but while we seek the latter
kind of cause in generations and destructions, we seek
the former kind also in cases of existence” (1041a25-
30). In that respect, form is not only the formal cause
of a thing but can also be its efficient and final cause.
®8) Form is, therefore, the actuality of certain potency,
the approximate matter, and it is the cause of the being
of sensible substances. It is the cause of the being of
the thing’s being because matter cannot become a this
(a determinate perceived entity) without the agency of
form. Form here is a moving force responsible for the
actuality of that which exists potentially, and what is in
the state of actuality is the immanent form. Form here is
not only the cause of existence but also the real existent
element in a thing. Keeping this in mind, we must not,
however, neglect the role of matter in the process of
the form’s individuation and actualization because,
although matter becomes a definite entity, thanks to
form, form is actualized and individuated through the
mediation of matter. Without matter, no particular form
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would exist. If this statement is accurate, then matter
plays a significant role in the designation of form as a
this—at least in the sensible realm.

ltmustbe noted herethat, accordingtothe presentation
above, Aristotle does not say anything about form/
essence being the cause of its own existence because,
as such, it is not generated. What he says, rather, is that
the “individual form” (“a this”) in the natural generation®
Jand the artificial production“® (or form in general)®V is
that which generates or produces another “composite
substance.” And whether this production is natural
or artificial, “some part must necessarily pre-exist,
because the matter is a part and because it is matter
that pre-exists in the product and becomes something”
(1033a1-2). This means that “the causes of substances
are particulars,”®? “for the particular is the origin of the
particulars, for man is the origin of man universally,
but there is no such man who is no particular man, but
Peleus is the cause of Achilles, and your father of you,
and this B of this BA” (1071a20-2).

Vi

General Conclusions: From the previous discussion,
we can conclude the following.

1. Being has many senses, all of which are related to
one substantial entity: substance.
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2. The question aboutbeingis a question about substance:
‘Whatis it?’ This question aims to uncover the true being
of things and their ultimate causes and principles.

3. Being is not something other than, or different from,
substance.

4. Form/essence emerges as the true substance (being)
of a thing and its cause of being in the way it is.

5. Form is the actuality of that which exists potentially.

6.In that which concerns the sensible world, forms/
essences are not transcendent but immanent in
sensible things, and they are the cause of the being
of sensible beings

7.Forms are not spatiotemporal objects nor universals
but something in between!

8. Accepting form/essence as that which determines
the being of a thing and that which truly exists in
the primary sense of being is admitting the reality of
diversity and plurality. To accept that as a fact about
the world not reduced to further form of reality is to
reject the transcendental unity of being.

Vi

The subject matter of first philosophy according to
Avicenna: The proper subject matter of first philosophy,
Avicennasays, is being quabeing, “and the things sought
after in [this science] are those that accompany [the
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existent,*¥] inasmuch as itis an existent unconditionally.
Some of these things belong to [the existent] as though
they were species—as, forexample, substance, quantity,
and quality. For, in undergoing such division, the existent
does not require, [as is] required by substance, [a] prior
division into many divisions, where it must [for example]
be divided into human and not human. Some of these
are akin to proper accidents, such as the one and the
many, the potential and the actual, the universal and the
particular, and the possible and the necessary.”® The
first philosophy also investigates the basic principles
and the highest causes of the contingent beings.“®)

Whatmakes “being”the proper subject of first philosophy
is the “fact” that it is common to everything that exists.“®
Furthermore, its meaning, as “existence” or “actuality,”“")
is clear, simple,“® and self-evident and, therefore, does
not require clarification by means of further concepts.“®

However, before | take a step further into Avicenna’s
view of being and its nature, | would like to make some
preliminary remarks regarding his employment of the
term “being” in the passages above, which might be a
useful assessment in the upcoming discussion.

First, | must point out that the term “being” used in
the introductory stage of the investigation is considered
by Avicenna merely to be a mental concept in which its

S }/0110g1aph 513 - volume 39



content, as actuality, is given immediately to the mind. This
concept, as such, has no reality (no extension) outside the
mind whatsoever but nevertheless applies,®” as we will
see in the second remark, to different types and modes of
being.®? Avicenna calls this concept “general being.”®?

Second, we can infer from Avicenna’s approach to the
concept of being in The Metaphysics of the Healing, al
Najat, and Eyoon al Hikmah that the notion of “general
being” refers to two types of being: (1) necessary being
and (2) contingent being. “Contingent being” designates,
in turn, two modes of existence: (a) substance and (b)
accidents. Necessary being necessarily exists in virtue
of itself, and its essence is its very existence. Contingent
beings (essences), on the other hand, necessarily
exist, when they exist, in virtue of another being (that is,
necessary being) and not in virtue of themselves. The
essence of these beings is something other than their
existence (I will discuss this point in detail later).

Thirdly, “general being” applies to the above designated
regions ofbeing analogically.®® Thatis, theterm“being” has
the same sense (actuality) when applied to (or predicated
of) necessary being and to contingent beings. However,
it refers to the former (necessary being) primarily and to
the latter secondarily because the essence of the latter
is different from its existence, whereas the essence of
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the former is the same as its existence. The term “being”
also applies analogically to substance and accidents,
but it refers to the former primarily—because it is neither
predicable of a subject nor present in a subject but is
the subject of predication—and to the latter secondarily
because they are present in a subject and cannot exist
apart from it.

Fourth, Avicenna distinguishes between two modes of
being: accidental and necessary. The former designates
the state where being is something accidental or extrinsic
to the existent essence, whereas the latter refers to the
state where the essence of a thing is the same as its
existence.®¥

113 m

Fifth, inadditionto “generalbeing,” Avicennaintroduces
another term, “proper being.” “Proper being” signifies the
thing’s essence or “reality.”® (“Reality” here denotes
essence as having “extra-mental” existence).®®

The sixthremarkis methodologicalinnature. Following
Aristotle’s logical instructions regarding the conditions
of scientific knowledge (demonstrative understanding)
in that it “must proceed from items that are true and
primitive and immediate and more familiar than and
prior to and explanatory of the conclusions,”®” Avicenna
begins his investigation with a concept that seems to
him to fulfill these requirements: existence. He states
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that the meanings of “the existent,” ‘the thing,” and ‘the
necessary’ are impressed in the soul in a primary way.
This impression does not require better known things to
bring it about....”®® We notice here that Avicenna starts,
as we just noted, from the content of a concept (the
meaning of being as actuality) which, according to him,
is immediately given and thus does not require further
clarification by means of other concepts because there
is no concept more evident than the concept of being.

VI

The meaning of “being,” according to Avicenna: As we
have seen in the previous passage, Avicenna starts his
investigation from a specific sense of being, “actuality”
(or existence). He considers this meaning self-evident,
simple, and immediate and thus does not require further
clarification or demonstration. “Being,” here, in the
sense of actuality, therefore does not refer to a “proper
subject” (substance), as it does with Aristotle.

It is clear from the previous elementary statements that
Avicenna’s understanding of the concept of being is not
formulated with regard to substance as its proper and
primary instance in which its nature theoretically needs
to be brought to light. This conceptualization puts him in
contrast with Aristotle insofar as substance, according to
Aristotle, refersto a certainmode of existence characterized
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by being permanent, determinate (a this), and separate.
This mode of being should be the object of philosophical
investigation, and the question about being, what it is, is
formulated in response to this desire—that is, the desire to
unfoldthe real entities of being and their highest causes and
first principles that primarily belong to them. The process of
unfolding the reality (the substantial part) of being is gradual
and dialectical in nature, beginning from the phenomena
given through sensible experience and ending with a
specific conception about its basic components. So, if the
concept of being is, as Avicenna affirms, clear and self-
evident from the beginning of the investigation, then it is
no longer primarily related to substance (or to the question
of being in general) in the sense posited by Aristotle.
The correlation made by Aristotle between the concept
of being and that of substance relies on the provisional
indeterminacy of the latter. If the nature of substance
(or being) is clear, determinate, and self-evident in the
Aristotelian conceptual and metaphysical scheme from
the beginning of the investigation (which is not the case
with him), the concept of being and its proper instance
will be clear as well and, therefore, there will no longer
be a question about being in the first place. As a result,
Avicenna’s assertion of the self-evidence of the concept of
being and his negligence of its relationship to substance
point toward a form of reality in which substance/essence/
form no longer serves as the fundamental entity, as it does
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with Aristotle. This leads us to the following questions: What
is the philosophical significance of Avicenna’s exclusion of
substance (or essence/form) from being the focal point of
the metaphysical investigation? And why did he choose
to start his investigation from a sense of being that clearly
supports, as we will see in moments, such an exclusion?
Is his choice motivated by a philosophical impulse to
uncover being qua being, or, as | think, by a mystical one
that tends to remove the multiplicity of being in favor of its
unity—the favorite theme of mysticism? In other words,
can we see in Avicenna’s treatment of the concept of
being a genuine desire to unfold the true nature of reality,
or, to the contrary, a logical and philosophical expression
of a certain religious understanding and intimate mystical
experience?®® We cannot, one might object, exclude the
historical, the psychological and the social elements and
their immediate influence on the temporal and social mind
(however objective and transcendental it claims to be). This
is a “fact” that applies to Avicenna as much as to Aristotle
or to anyone else. Thus, we should pardon Avicenna if we
find a trace of the spirit of his age in his work.

Though the pardon is granted and the influence of history
is admitted, the dogmatic nature of Avicenna’s treatment
of the concept of being and its subsequent intellectual
effect must be critically examined. The grand status that
Avicenna occupies in the history of Islamic intellectual
tradition and, more importantly, his tremendous influence
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on later intellectual movements (in philosophy, mysticism,
logic, theology, science and so on) that dominated the
cultural scene in the Islamic world necessitates a critical
reflection on his work in the spirit of another age: our age.

Keeping in mind the previous questions and remarks,
| would like to move now to a discussion of what remains
from Avicenna’s perspective of the structure of reality
and to postpone my answers and comments to the final
stage of the discussion.

IX

Essence and Existence according to Avicenna:
Following the Aristotelian line of thought, Avicenna states
that essence is what a thing is said to be in virtue of
itself. The essence of each thing is its reality (essence)
specific to it®® and which differentiates it—ontologically
and conceptually—from all other essences.®"

Avicenna then breaks with Aristotle by separating
(conceptually) the thing’s essence from its existence.®?
He asserts, “It is evident that each thing has a reality
proper to it—namely, its quiddity.®® It is known that the
reality proper to each thing is something other than
the existence that corresponds to what is affirmed;”®4
because “if you said, ‘The reality of such a thing exists
either in concrete things, or in the soul, or absolutely,
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being common to both,’ this would have a meaning [that
was] realized and understood. [Whereas,] if you were
to say, ‘The reality of such a thing is the reality of such
a thing,” or ‘“The reality of such a thing is a reality,” this
would be superfluous, useless talk.”®%

Avicenna elaborates upon the foregoing distinction
between the thing’s essence and its existence from
a conceptual perspective by noting that “you may
understand the meaning of the triangle but doubt its
‘extra-mental’ existence.”® He says in another place,
answering some of the Mu'tazilites, who declare
that “being’ signifies nothing whatsoever:"®" “The
rational person does not waste his thought on these
superstitions. Every reasonable man knows that the sky
exists, and that its being a sky is something different
from its existence.”®® What he says here is that if the
essence of a thing is the same as its existence, we
will be certain of its existence as soon as we grasp its
essence. According to him, this is not the case: We may
understand the essence of, for instance, a triangle but
doubt its existence, which means, consequently, that
the essence of a thing and its existence are different.

We must bring to the reader’s attention that the
difference posited by Avicenna between the thing’s
essence and its existence rests, basically, on the act
of contemplating essence as such apart from any

ANNALS OF THE ARTS AND SOCLAL SCLENCES ™l



characteristic or attribute that does not essentially belong
toit.®® Thus, being theoretically considered in this manner,
essence, according to Avicenna, is “devoid” (or empty)
of existence.’® Therefore, it is different from it. This
difference, however, is not confined to the mental realm as
a result of the conceptual analysis of the presentation of
an object (the essence of a thing) given through sensible
experience or imagination, but it says something about
the objective ontological state of the given essence and
(as we will see in a moment) its relation to existence.
This leads us to the following questions: (1) How will this
conceptual distinction affect the metaphysical status of
essence in the world and its causal function as presented
by Aristotle? And (2) What form of reality will originate
from it? | will try to answer these two questions in light of
Avicenna’s following argument.

If essence is different from existence, Avicenna argues,
and if it is devoid of existence, then essence lacks the
capacity to grant existence (which appears as a predicate
in the existential statements) to itself or to other essences.
If it cannot provide existence, then its existence must be
attained from an external agent whose essence is the
same as its existence, to avoid infinite regress. Moreover, if
existence is something external to essence, then essence,
in virtue of itself, is not necessarily existent but possibly
existent. If essence is possibly existent then existence

S }/0110g1aph 513 - volume 39



“occurs” or “happens” to essence.’” He says, “as for
existence, it is not a quiddity of something nor a part of the
quiddity of something. | mean that things having quiddities
do not include ‘existence’ in the comprehension of their
quiddities. Rather, existence is something that occurs
to these quiddities,”" and, in that regard, existence is
something accidental (or coincidental) to essence/quiddity.
The idea of existence being “accidental” to essence must
not be understood in the sense of being dependent on it
(on essence) or init but in the sense of being something
that occurs (or happens) to it by means of an external
agent.™®

Avicenna points out, afterwards, that “it is permissible
that the [essence] of a thing is a cause of one of the
attributes of that thing and that one of the attributes of
that thing is a cause of another attribute, as the specific
difference [is a cause of] property”,® but it cannot be
the cause of the thing’s existence because, as such,
essence (as canbeinferred fromthe above statements)is
something “neutral™—that is, “inasmuch as it is possible,
existence by its essence is not more appropriate than
nonexistence.”’® The “neutrality” assigned here to
essence rests on the foregoing conceptual distinction
between the thing’s essence and its existence. Thus, if
existence is not a constitutive part of the essence of a
thing, then the existence of that thing is not in virtue of

ANNALS OF THE ARTS AND SOCLAL SCLENCES ™l



D

itself but in virtue of something else.”” And if, to repeat,
essence is essentially “devoid” of existence, it cannot
be the cause of its own existence or the existence of
any other entity. The only function of essence left, then,
is to be the cause of the thing’'s essence/form and the
attributes related to it.

ItisworthmentioningherethatAvicenna’sconsideration
of the essence’s possibility or contingency arises from
the act of contemplating the notion of being or existence
as such.(™ He notes that by contemplating the “notion”
of being/existence as such (a point to be discussed in
a moment), we can identify two divisions of being (or
existence), or two modes of existence:"® (1) a being (or
an existent) in which its existence is necessary in virtue
of itself (that is, necessary being); and (2) a being that
must exist in virtue of something else but as such and
in virtue of itself is not necessary to exist. (I will soon
discuss the method of deduction that Avicenna used to
reach this conclusion.)®0

Now, the agent responsible for the essence’s existence
and that which removes it from the state of pure neutrality
and contingency tothat ofactuality (i.e., tothat of existence)
must be characterized by being existent in virfue of
itself (that is, its essence is the same as its existence);
otherwise, we will fall into infinite regress. Avicenna
designates the agent (or the cause) responsible for the
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essence’s transmission from the state of contingency
(and the accidental necessity of existence) to that of
actuality with the name “efficient cause™—the cause of
the essence’s existence.®"

| would like to bring to the reader’s attention that
the idea of necessary being (and that of contingent
being as well) as deduced is already included in the
aforementioned division of being (or existence) whence
Avicenna started. However, it seems to me that there is a
fallacy committed here—that of circular argumentation.
(I will touch on this point in a moment.) The division
itself is vague, problematic, and groundless and, thus,
does not rise to the level of being self-evident,® as
Avicenna assumes.®) What is the conceptual ground for
dividing existence into an existent in which its existence
is necessary in virtue of itself and an existent that is
necessary in virtue of something else. If one of its parts
(viz., the former one) requires a demonstration of being
a part of existence, whereas the other one is posited
in terms of and, at the same time, opposed to the first
part, which, as we just noted, requires a demonstration
of being a part of existence?

Avicenna may answer our objection by saying
that his argument follows a specific form of “scientific
demonstration” where one starts from the cause
(existence in our present case) and ends with its
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effects (contingent beings).® | reply, in return, that this
answer adds more obscurity to the “demonstration”
in question than clarifies it, for two reasons. The first
reason is that the aim of the demonstration advanced
by Avicenna is to “prove” God’s existence by means of
(the notion of) existence as such.® The problem here,
as | just said, is with the manner in which this aim is
achieved®)—viz., via the notion of existence, or, more
specifically, via a postulated division of existence (that
is, an existent that is necessary to exist in virtue of
itself), part of which signifies, eventually, nothing but
the being of God Himself. However, this is arguing in
a circle. For how can God (or, more specifically, the
notion of God), whose existence is under question, be a
proof of His own existence? Secondly, God as being the
efficient cause of beings is, like His existence, not self-
evident and thus requires a demonstration. If it requires
demonstration, then it cannot be the starting point of the
scientific demonstration. Causality, classically speaking,
is a relational concept that requires two parts—cause
and effect (agent and patient)—related to one another.
A cause is always the cause of something, and an
effect is the effect generated by something else. Thus,
one cannot consider one part of the causal relationship
apart from the other. It is needless to say that the causal
relationship under consideration must be proven. Now,
the determination of God (necessary being) as the
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efficient cause (in the sense of being the cause of the
essences’ existence) rests, as the remaining content of
Avicenna’s “demonstration” shows,®” on the contingent
state of essence (the effect). This contingency, and
nothing else, is the characteristic that necessitates,
according to Avicenna, positing necessary being as
the ultimate cause of existence. Thus, in the end, the
contingent beings (the effects) are the ones that lead to
positing necessary being as their ultimate cause, and not
the other way around, as Avicenna claims. Accordingly,

's “demonstration” contains, in my opinion, the

Avicenna’s
germs of its own destruction.

We comenowtoAvicenna’sunderstanding of substance
andask: Whatisits ontological statusin hisworldaccording
to the foregoing presentation? Avicenna preserves the
intimate relationship posited by Aristotle above between
essence and substance. He describes substance as “the
thing having an established quiddity whose existence is
not in a subject.”®) Identifying substance with essence
(quiddity) places it, simultaneously, on the same level
of being as that of essence, the state of contingency.
®) And if substance is contingent in nature and other
than existence,®® as we may logically conclude from
the above, it no longer represents being in the primary
unqualified sense. What takes the place of substance as
being the primary being to which the term “being” applies
primarily and without qualification is necessary being.
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To summarize the conclusion of this stage of the
discussion regarding Avicenna’s understanding of the
natures of essence and existence and their relationship,
we may say, first, that essence, according to him,
is conceptually different from existence. Essence,
theoretically contemplated, does not include existence
as one of its constituent parts. Second, this conceptual
difference says something about the ontological status
of essence and its function in that it is, as such, devoid of
existence and, thus, requires for its existence an external
agent (efficient cause) in which its essence is the same
as its existence. In that respect, third, essence/form is
considered by Avicenna only as the formal cause of the
sensible substances but not their existence. The cause
of the being of sensible substance (and form, as well)
is the being in which its existence is necessary in virtue
of itself. Fourth and most importantly, essence, as long
as it exists, is in a state of ontological deprivation, and
its existence cannot be sustained without necessary
being. Consequently, essences, in virtue of themselves,
are nothing; that is, they are not-beings (and the same
can be said about substance and its ontological status,
because it is identified, by both Avicenna and Aristotle,
as essence/form).
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Towards the unity of being and the dissolution of
essences (from multiplicity to unity): However, where
does Avicenna’s understanding of the ontological status
of essence (and, thus, substance) leave us? To what
sort of reality? My answer is as follows: If essence
is authentically devoid of existence, if it is other than
existence, if it is in a constant “need” for existence as
long it exists, if it does not cause existence, and if,
according to the previous premises, itimplies or requires
a higher mode of existence (necessary being) as the
ultimate (and the only) cause of its existence and that
which deserves to be regarded as the true being, then
essence is not real in the metaphysical sense of the
word. Furthermore, if existence (necessary being) is the
ultimate reality and that to which all beings are directly
and indirectly reduced, then multiplicity is simply nominal
and not actual. We can sense here, if our inference is
valid, a clear tendency in understanding and presenting
being (or the ultimate reality) in mystical terms, though
clothed in philosophical form. However, this mode of
understanding, however convincing and poetic it might
seem, has negative and grave consequences regarding
the ontological position of the experienced world (the
world of diverse entities or essences) and the way we
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conduct ourselves, scientifically and morally, towards it
(it is easy to notice the affects of such an understanding
on the scientific, the cultural, the social, and the political
movement of the Islamic world).

If we dwell on such an understanding of reality,
convinced of its reasoning and what it says about the
ontological status of the world of perception, then it is
easy for us to miss experiencing that world in virtue of
itself and in the way it appears and is given to us (and
the way we are delivered to the world, so to speak), as
a diverse, changeable world full of material and spiritual
(not in the religious sense) possibilities and experiences.
If one should attempt to understand and explain the
phenomenal world (as Avicenna and some other Muslim
thinkers tried and are still trying to do) within the horizon
and the framework of such an understanding, he or she
will find himself or herself compelled to conduct his or
her investigation with an eye on being as the ultimate
source of reality or truth and as the ultimate source of
explanation. It is the idea of the reality of being and its
unity, not experience, that will form and guide our attitude
and our behavior here regarding the world of perception
and its epistemic and moral value. Here, we find Avicenna
moving far away from the world of appearances. He does
not care, as Aristotle does, to save it or clarify it but, rather,
to transcend it (or theoretically eliminate it). In short, he
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reduces its multiplicity to one single authentic unity. And
this is nothing, as we said, but mysticism presented in
philosophical and logical language.

Conclusion:

Avicenna says: “Reflect on how our demonstration
of the First’s existence, oneness, and detachment from
[accidental] qualities does not require reflection on anything
otherthan existence itself, nor does it require consideration
of its creation or its acts, even though such things give
evidence of it. But the [the former] way [of demonstration]
is more solid and nobler [than the latter].”®"

The importance of Avicenna in the history of Islamic
“‘philosophy” rests, in my opinion, on his laying the
logical and philosophical foundation for the idea of the
authenticity of being and its unity, which finds its highest
expression in the late “philosophy” of Mulla Sadra.
This idea could not have gained ground in the Islamic
“‘philosophic” scene without Avicenna’s assertion,
accomplished by relying on a certain interpretation
of the concept of being, on the conceptual difference
between essence and existence. One of the logical and
metaphysical consequences of this distinction is the
removal of essence/form/substance from its primary
ontological place assigned to it, directly and indirectly,
by Aristotle and his predecessors. What comes to the
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stage now, as reality in the fullest sense, is existence,
whichis otherthan entities (essences), as the conceptual
analysis tells us (according to Avicenna, of course).
However, if existence, which is other than essence, is
ultimately real, then essence is not real even during its
existence because its existence, while it exists, is not
in virtue of itself. If essence is not real, diversity and
multiplicity are not real either, because the reality of the
unity of existence excludes, simultaneously, the reality
of its multiplicity.

However, how did this shift in the metaphysical
perspective regarding the proper instance of being
come about? It came about, | think, through reliance on
a certain possible interpretation of being as existence.
This “deliberate” choice of a certain meaning and
particular interpretation of the concept of being is made,
in my view, under the presupposition that necessary
being is, as the passages above clearly show, its primary
instance, and its primacy needs to be proven and not
dialectically discovered. Thus, the whole idea around
which Avicenna’s metaphysical investigation revolves
is necessary being—the same idea that the work of
all Muslim thinkers revolves around. It is this sense of
being that was the most appropriate one for Avicenna to
begin with to prove the existence of necessary being.

S }/0110g1aph 513 - volume 39



It emerges that Avicenna’s metaphysics is a form of
philosophical mysticism that tends not to understand,
dialectically, the highest causes and the first principles
of the world of experience but, rather, to overcome it.
There are big differences between the two attitudes in
terms of their practical and theoretical outcomes: The
firsttries, in one way or another, to keep in touch with the
world of experience and not alienate itself totally from it,
whereas the latter tries to displace it with what it believes
to be a higher form of reality that is alien and opposite to
the world of experience. Unfortunately, this otherworldly
attitude regarding the world of experience is the one
that prevailed—and is still prevailing—amongst both
the intellectuals and the laymen of the Islamic world.
| think that now is the time to understand philosophy
not as a rational and logical tool to prove (or improve)
transcendental theological or ideological concepts but
as a specific act of consciousness that tries, through
certain questions and from a humanistic stance, to
open and find new fields and regions of possibilities that
belong to our world, the world of human experience.
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(Endnotes)

1 ‘Efficient cause,” according to the Avicennian framework,
designates (1) the principle of change and motion in the natural
world and (2) the cause of the essence’s existence.

2 “Qua” in the sense of “as”: The idea here is that philosophy
aims to study the being of things and not part of it, as special
sciences (e.g., mathematics, physics) do.

3 Aristotle (981a30) points out that knowledge of the why is
knowledge of the cause or causes, “for we say that we
understand each thing when we think that we know its first
cause” 983a25-26. Apostle’s translation.

The matter or the underlying subject (983a30).

5 1 would like to bring to the reader’s attention that this paper
will mostly rely on G. Apostle’s translation of Aristotle’s
Metaphysics, the Peripatetic Press: Grinnell, lowa.

6 Which is the Good, «for this is the end of every generation
and every motion» 983a32-33.

7 1003 a26-32.

The “universality” is used here not in the logical sense but in
the metaphysical.

9 Lear, Jonathan, Aristotle: the Desire to Understand, Cambridge:
University Press 2009, p. 56. In On Generation and Corruption
I. 8, 325a13-20, Aristotle says, regarding the Eleatics’ line of
thought, that “they were led to transcend sense-perception and
to disregard it on the ground that one ought to follow reason;

and so they assert that the universe is one and immovable...
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Moreover, although these opinions appear to follow logically,
to believe them seems next door to madness when one
considers the facts.”

10 See, for example, J. Owens’ remark in The Doctrine of Being
in the Aristotelian Metaphysics, Pontifical institute of Mediaeval
studies: Toronto, Canada 1963, p. 174.

11 It seems that the «this» used here is meant to remove any
illusion that the substance identified is of a universal nature.

12 Meta. 1003b22-1004b20.

13 See, Averroes, Grand Commentire de la Métaphysique, Dar
el Machreq éditeurs: Beyrouth, Liban, VII, p. 746-746.

14 D. Wyatt Alken, Essence and Existence, Transcendentalism
and Phenomenalism: Aristotle’s Answers to the Questions of
Ontology, points out that “Aristotle rarely touches upon the
strictly theoretical concept of Sein [being] as such, or if he
does, the illusion generally remains peripheral and nonexplicit.”
In Book | from the Metaphysics Aristotle remarks that “if being
itself cannot exist as a substance and as something which is
one and is apart from the many (for it is common to all) but only
as a predicate, then neither can unity be a substance, for ‘being’
and ‘unity’ are the most universal of all predicates” 1053b18-22.
In that respect, being is not an entity, and it is not something
different from (and additional to) the individual substance.

15 Charles Kahn, the Verb ‘to be’ and the Concept of Being, the
Logic of Being, Historical Studies, edited by Simo Knuttila and
Jakko Hintikka, p. 14.
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16 The question about substance here, as we shall see later, is

an inquiry about the first principles and the highest causes that
are the substances of composite substances.

17 Owens, Joseph, the Doctrine of Being in the Aristotelian
Metaphysics, Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, Toronto:
Canada 1963, p. 173.

18 Because they are the principles of the composite substances
(1041b2534-). See Charlotte Witt, Substance and Essence in
Aristotle, I1thaca and London: Cornell University Press 1989,
Chapter 4.

19 Later (1039b20-22), Aristotle will state that there are two kinds
of substances: the concrete thing and the formulae.

20 | will explain this complex and controversial view in a
moment.

21 T.H. Irwin, Aristotle’s First Principles, Clarendon Press: Oxford
2002, p. 253.

22 Owens, the Doctrine of Being in the Aristotelian Metaphysics,
pp. 388, points out that the term “a this” refers to the form as
separate at least in notion from matter and, thus, it is not a
“singular.” But the form that is separate in notion is universal in
nature, and universals, as just pointed out, are not substances
in the primary sense.

23 “Primary substances” designate here individual substances;
in contrast, “secondary substances” signify species and their
genera (2a16-17).

24 Aterm that is equivalent to the notion of “essence.”
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251030b5-8. ‘Others’ here refers to things that fall under other
categories, such as the category of quality, quantity...etc.

26 Apostle, Aristotle’s Metaphysics, p. 331.

27 Aristotle identifies form with essence: “by ‘form’ | mean
the essence of each thing, and its primary substance”
(1032b1-2).

281043 a28-29.

29 Aristotle, in Physics (198a24-28), states that the form, the
mover (the efficient cause), and the final cause “often” amount
to one: “For both the whatness and the final cause are one,
and the first source of motion is the same in kind as these (for
man begets man), and, in general, this is so in the case of a
movable mover.”

301032 a20-1032b23.

31 There are some questions about whether Aristotle accepts
the eternity of forms.

32 It must be pointed out here that Aristotle assumes that «if
the form is to exist separately, then it must be a this in the
sense of a particular.” Bostock, David, Aristotle’s Metaphysics
(Clarendon Press: Oxford 1994), p. 131.

33 It is not individual apart from matter, as the Platonic Ideas
must be, if they are to be considered, according to Aristotle,
substances.

34 Witt, Substance and Essence in Aristotle, p. 143 says, for
instance, that “for Aristotle, form or essence is an individual

and not a universal.”

ANNALS OF THE ARTS AND SOCLAL SCLENCES ™l



35 G. Apostle, Hippocrates, Aristotle’s metaphysics, p. 343.

361039 a1-3.

37 Cornford, Plato’s Theory of Knowledge, Lund Humphries,
London, 1951, p. 286.

38 D. Ross, Aristotle’s Metaphysics, Clarendon Press: London
1924, VII. p. 223.

39 Aristotle points out that «natural generation is the generation

of things whose generation is by nature. That from [which]
they are generated is what we call matter; that by which, is
something which exists naturally; and that which they become
is @ man or a plant or something else of this kind, which we call
substance in the highest degree» (1032a16-20).

40 Aristotle says that «all productions proceed from either art or
potency or thought.... Things are generated artificially whose
form is contained in the soul (by ‘form[,]' | mean the essence of
each thing, and its primary substance)» (1032a27-1032b3).

41 «Form» in the sense of «substance without matter» (1032b15).
Aristotle, in this passage, uses the term «essence» (givai) to
refer to this consideration of form/substance.

42 T.H. Irwin, Aristotle’s First Principles, 253.

43 | am going to use the term “being” instead of “existence”
most of the time in my paper for the sake of convenience and
nothing more.

44 Avicenna, the Metaphysics of the Healing, translated,
introduced, and annotated by Michel E. Marmura, Brigham

Young University Press: Utah 2005, pp. 9-10. As we shall see
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in a moment, the generality assigned by Avicenna to being is

different in perspective from the one indicated by Aristotle.

45 The Metaphysics of the Healing, p.10.

46 The Metaphysics of the Healing, p. 23. In part Il p. 47 from
Al-Najat, (Dar aljeel Press: Beirut), Avicenna points out that
theology is the science that studies the states of the absolute
being, its principles and its peculiar properties (p. 47).

47 Avicenna, The Metaphysics of the Healing, p. 24. It is worth
noting that the meaning of “being” as “actuality” is mentioned
by Aristotle but in contrast with being as “potentiality.”

48 Being, according to Avicenna, is not the composite of genus
and differentia (i.e., it is not a genus). See Avicenna, al Isharat
Wa-t Tanbihat (Remarks and Admonitions), Translated by: C.
Inati, Shams, Columbia University Press: New York, 2014,
p.127.

49 | will discuss this point more later.

50 Or, better, divided into.

51Regarding the multi-divisions of ‘general or absolute being,’
see, Fakhr al-din al-Isfarayini al-Nishabdri, Commentary on
Metaphysics of Ibn Sin&’s (Avicenna) Kitab al-Njat, edited by
Dr. Hadmed N4&ji Isfahanti. Iran, Tehran, 2004.

52 Avicenna, al Mubahasat (Deliberations), Intesharat Bedar
Press: Qum, pp. 168-169.

53 Avicenna states that the term “being” does not apply to things
synonymously (that is, equally) but analogically, al Mubahasat,
p. 232.
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54 Avicenna, al Mubahasat, pp. 153-154.

55 Avicenna, the Metaphysics of the Healing, p. 24.

56 | borrowed the translation “extra-mental” from Toshihiko Izutsu
in his valuable introduction to Sharh- Manzuma, Commentary
on the Meyaphysics of al-Manzuma by H. M. Hadi Sabzavari,
edited by M. Mohaghegh & T. Izutsu. Second edition, Society
for the Appreciation of Cultural Works and Dignitaries: Tehran
2005, p. 109.

57 Aristotle, Posterior Analytics, chapter Il, pp. 2-3. Translated
with commentaries by Jonathan Barnes, Clarendon Press:
Oxford, second edition 2002.

58 Avicenna, the Metaphysics of the Healing, p. 22. See also,
al-Najat, pp. 48-49.

59 We may call this attempt: philosophical mysticism.

60 According to Islamic philosophy, essence, when has an “extra-
mental” existence, is called “reality.”

61 Avicenna, the Metaphysics of the Healing, p. 24.

62 The idea of the difference between the thing’s essence from its
existence seems to be of Neo-Platonic origin, introduced first
to the Islamic world by Al-Farabi and then modified, logically
and philosophically, by Avicenna and afterwards adopted by
subsequent Islamic philosophy and theology as one of the
integral parts of their dogmatic systems.

63 That is, its essence.

64 Avicenna, The Metaphysics of the Healing, p. 24.

65 The Metaphysics of the Healing, p. 24.
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66 Avicenna,Allsharat Wa-t- Tanbihat (Remarks and Admonitions),

(my translation from the Arabic text), p. 15.

67 Mu'tazilites were group of Mutakallimun (Apologists and
Theologians) who appeared in the eighth century. “They
were the first to expand the sources of religious cognition
in Islam so as to include a valuable but previously—in such
connection—rigorously avoided element: reason” (Goldzihar,
Ignaz, Introduction to Islamic Theology and Law, translated
by Andras and Ruth Hamori , Princeton University press,
Princeton: New Jersey YA, p. AY.) It must be noted, however,
that their use of reason is meant to support their dogma and
nothing more.

68 Avicenna, Al Mubahathat (discussions), p. 93.

69 Avicenna, Al Isharat Wa-t-Tanbihat (Remarks and
Admonitions), Inati’s translation, p. 122.

70 In the sense of not including “existence” as part of its essential
constituents.

71 Avicenna, Al Isharat Wa-t-Tanbihat (Remarks and Adminitions),
p. 128.

72 Avicenna, Al Isharat Wa-t-Tanbihat, p. 128.

73 It seems to me that Avicenna here assigns to essences a
mode of being like that of Platonic forms preceding their
existence in the sensible world. (This point is subject to further
examination.)

74 | used ‘essence’ instead of ‘quiddity,” which the translator

prefers.
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75 Avicenna, Al Esharat wha Tanbihat, p. 125.

76 Avicenna, Al Esharat wha Tanbihat, p. 123.

77 P.121.

78 The concept of being is meant here. | must say, however,
that Avicenna draws metaphysical conclusions from this act
of contemplating the concept of being, which shows a sort of
Rationalistic tendency in his treatment of that concept.

79 Or two divisions of being.

80 P. 122. | tend to agree here with Professor John Cleary’s
remark that Avicenna’s deduction of necessary being from
contemplating the concept of being is somewhat similar to that
of Anselm. So, | apologize for rejecting his suggestion when
he presented it to me when | met him.

81 Pp. 121-122. Unlike Aristotle, Avicenna takes “efficient cause”
to signify two sorts of effect: one is in accordance with Aristotle’s
Physics, the principle that causes motion in the natural world;
the other is the principle that causes essence’s existence.

82 The idea of self-evidence itself and its epistemic worth is
philosophically and theoretically debatable.

83 And Al-Farabi before him.

84 Al Esharat wha Tanbihat, p. 130 and The Metaphysics of the
Healing, p. 16. He says, for instance, in the Metaphysics of the
Healing, p. 16: “You ought to know that, within [this subject]
itself, there is a way to show that the purpose in this science
is to attain a principle without [requiring first] another science.

For it will become clear to you anon, through an intimation,
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that we have a way for proving the First Principle, not through

inference from sensible things, but through universal, rational
premises [(a)] that necessitate [the conclusion] that there must
be for existence a principle that is necessary in its existence;
[(b)] that renders [it] impossible for [the latter] to be in [any]
respect multiple and changing; and [(c)] that necessitate [the
conclusion] that [this principle] is the principle of the whole [of
the other existents] and that [this] whole is necessitated [by the
principle] according to the order [possessed by] the whole.”

85 Avicenna, al Esharat wha Tanbihat, p.130. Avicenna says, in
the same page, that “Existence as such testifies the existence
of the First Principle and that it is one.”

86 A point we discussed above.

87 Al Esharat wha Tanbihat, pp. 122-124.

88 Avicenna, The Metaphysics of the Healing, translated,
introduced, and annotated by Michel E. Marmura, p. 277.

89 Al-Isfarayini Fakhr al-Din, Commentary on Metaphysics of
Ibn Siné’s Kitab al Nagat, edited by Dr. Hamed Naji Isfahani,
Tehran 2004, p. 18.

90 The Metaphysics of the Healing, p. 8.

91 Avicenna, al Esharat Wha Tanbihat, p. 130, Inati’s
translation.
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