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Preface

It is generally acknowledged that the first genuine Muslim philosopher was Abū Ya‘qūb al-Kindi (d. c. 866), whose learning was very vast, as illustrated by his writings on almost all the sciences known in his day, ranging from astronomy to psychology, physics and metaphysics. However, judging from the few writings of this Arab philosopher to have survived, al-Kindi tended to be eclectical and rhapsodic in the discussion of his principal themes. The first systematic philosopher in Islam was Abū Naṣr al-Fārābi (d. 950), to whom this volume is devoted. He developed an elaborate emanationist scheme, affiliated to the metaphysics and cosmology of Plotinus (d. 270) and Proclus (d. 450), known as Neoplatonism, which had no precedent in the world of Islam. In addition, he wrote the first Muslim political treatise, inspired by Plato’s Republic and known as the Opinions of the Inhabitants of the Virtuous City. He was also the first outstanding logician of Islam, and paraphrased or commented on the whole Aristotelian logical corpus, known as the Organon.

Despite this significant contribution to the history of philosophy and logic, al-Fārābi has received very little attention in the West. M. Steinschneider published in 1889 the first monograph on al-Fārābi, and F. Dieterici published in the next year a collection of his writings accompanied with a German translation. In 1934, Ibrahim Madkour published his La Place d’al-Fārābi dans l’école philosophique Arabe. All of these valuable works, however, antedate the discovery and publication of many of al-Fārābi’s works, especially in the field of logic. In that area, the editions and translations of M. Mahdi and D.M. Dunlop are particularly noteworthy.

I have tried in the present volume to give a comprehensive account of al-Fārābi’s contribution to logic, political theory, metaphysics and music, while highlighting his role as a major link in the transmission of Greek philosophy to the Arabs and his impact on subsequent philosophers, in both the Muslim world and the Latin West. The bibliography at the end of the book will reveal the vast scope of al-Fārābi’s contribution and his influence.

Majid Fakhry



Introduction

Abū Naṣr al-Fārābi (870–950), generally referred to in the Arabic sources as the Second Teacher (al-Mu‘allim al-Thāni), occupies a unique position in the history of philosophy, as the link between Greek philosophy and Islamic thought. His standing in the history of Aristotelian logic is pivotal; no logician of any significance arose anywhere during the period separating Boethius (d. 525), the Roman consul, who translated Aristotle’s logical works into Latin, and Abélard (d. 1141) in Western Europe. Of the Arab philosophers who preceded al-Fārābi, al-Kindi (d. c. 866), a great champion of Greek philosophy, which was in perfect harmony with Islam, according to him, does not appear to have made a significant contribution to logic, although in other respects his learning was vast. Al-Rāzi (d. c. 925) had the highest regard for the Greeks, and in particular for Plato, ‘the master and leader of all the philosophers’, but regarded philosophy and religion as incompatible. As the greatest non-conformist in Islam, he rejected the whole fabric of revelation and substituted for the official Islamic view five co-eternal principles, the Creator (Bāri’), the soul, matter, space and time, inspired in part by Plato and the Harranians.

It will be shown in due course how al-Fārābi, in a lost treatise on the Rise of Philosophy, traced the history of Greek philosophy from the time of Aristotle, as it passed through the Alexandrian medium, during the Ptolemaic period, down to the Islamic period and up to his own time. In some of his other writings, he expounded the philosophies of Aristotle and Plato in some detail and gave a succinct account of the Presocratics. His own teacher in logic, Yuḥanna Ibn Ḥaylān, as well as the leading logicians of the time, Abū Bishr Matta (d. 940), the Bishop, Isrā’il Quwayri, and Ibrahim al-Marwazi, are mentioned in the Rise of Philosophy, given in the Appendix. However, none of those Syriac logicians had gone beyond the first four books of Aristotelian logic, the Isagoge of Porphyry, the Categories, De Interpretatione and the first parts of Analytica Priora, because of the threat to Christian religious belief that the study of the other parts, especially the Analytica Posteriora, known in Arabic as the Book of Demonstration (Kitāb al-Burhān), was thought to present. Al-Fārābi was in that respect the first logician to break with the Syriac tradition; his logical commentaries and paraphrases covered the whole range of Aristotelian logic, to which, following the Syriac tradition, the Rhetorica and Poetica were added, as we will see in due course.

Not only in the sphere of logic, but also in cosmology and metaphysics, al-Fārābi stands out as a leading figure. Neither al-Kindi nor al-Rāzi had contributed substantially to the systematization of cosmology and metaphysics. Al-Fārābi should be regarded, therefore, as the first system-builder in the history of Arab-Islamic thought. He built upon Plotinus’s emanationist scheme a cosmological and metaphysical system that is striking for its intricacy and daring. Thoroughly imbued with the Neoplatonic spirit of that Greek-Egyptian philosopher, mistakenly identified with Aristotle in the Arabic sources, al-Fārābi developed in his principal writings, such as the Virtuous City (al-Madīnah al-Fāḍilah) and the Civil Polity (al-Siyāsah al-Madaniyah) an elaborate metaphysical scheme in which the Qur’ānic concepts of creation, God’s sovereignty in the world and the fate of the soul after death are interpreted in an entirely new spirit. This scheme is then artfully coupled with a political scheme, reminiscent of Plato’s utopian model in the Republic.

In the metaphysical scheme, God or the First Being (al-Awwal), as al-Fārābi prefers to call Him, following the example of Proclus of Athens (d. 485), the last great Greek expositor of Neoplatonism, stands at the apex of the cosmic order; but unlike the One (Tô hen) of Plotinus (d. 270) or the First (Tô Prôton) of Proclus, who are above being and thought, al-Fārābi’s God is identical with Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover, who is thought thinking itself (‘aql, ‘āqil and ma‘qūl) and the Being from whom all other beings emanate. From this First Being, through a process of progressive emanation or overflowing (fayḍor ṣudūr) arise the successive orders of intellect (‘aql), soul (nafs) and prime matter (hayūla). Once it has fulfilled its destiny as a citizen of the higher or intelligible world, the soul is able, through conjunction (ittiṣāl) with the last of the intellects, known as the Active Intellect, to rejoin its original abode in that higher world.

The emanationist concept, despite its patent similarity to the Qur’ānic concept of creation (khalq, ibdā’), so graphically expressed in the Qur’ān in terms of God’s omnipotence and omniscience, is vastly removed from it. No wonder this issue became in time the focus of the most heated controversies between the Islamic philosophers and the theologians (Mutakallimūn), best illustrated in the onslaught of al-Ghazāli (d. 1111) on the two chief expositors of Neoplatonism in Islam, al-Fārābi and Ibn Sīna (d. 1037). The form that controversy took was whether the concept of the world as an eternal or everlasting emanation from God was reconcilable with the Islamic doctrine according to which the world is created in time and ex nihilo (ḥadith, muḥdath) by a divine act of peremptory command (amr).

As regards the soul (nafs), the controversy turned on whether the human soul is simply a fragment of the universal soul, which moves the heavenly spheres, and through the Active Intellect the terrestrial order below, or a creation of God destined to survive the destruction of the body, to which it will be reunited miraculously in the Hereafter.

According to the Islamic Neoplatonic scheme, which al-Fārābi was the first to develop, the series of intellects (‘uqūl) and souls (nufūs) terminates in the emergence of the terrestrial realm, which consists of those animate and inanimate entities referred to collectively as the world of generation and corruption. This scheme, which is of undoubted Neoplatonic origin, is attributed to Aristotle on account of a strange literary accident; namely, the fact that the translation of the last three books of Plotinus’s Enneads were mistakenly attributed to Aristotle and circulated accordingly under the rubric of Ātulugia Arisṭutālīs (The Theology of Aristotle), or the Book of Divinity.

As a counterpart to the above-mentioned cosmological scheme, al-Fārābi conceived of humankind, by reason of their rational nature, as a link between the intelligible world and the lower material world of generation and corruption. Endowed with a series of faculties – the nutritive, the perceptual, the imaginative and the rational – humans are unable to achieve their ultimate goal of happiness or well-being (sa‘ādah) without the assistance of their fellows. This is how political association (ijtimā‘) in the form of large, intermediate and small communities, identified by al-Fārābi with the inhabited world (ma‘mūrah), the nation and the city, arises.

Here al-Fārābi draws a close parallel between the state and the body, whose parts or organs form a hierarchy of members assisting each other, led by a ruling member who in the case of the state is the chief ruler (ra’īs) and in the case of the body is the heart. This theme is developed in some detail but also with some repetitiveness in al-Fārābi’s principal political treatises, including the Virtuous City (al-Madīnah al-Fāḍilah), the Civil Polity (al-Siyāsah al-Madaniyah) and the Attainment of Happiness (Tahsīl al-Sa‘ādah), in a manner that illustrates his pre-eminence as the chief political philosopher of Islam. It is more accurate, perhaps, to designate him as the founder of Islamic political philosophy, on whom all writers on this subject, such as Ibn Bājjah (d. 1138) and Naṣir al-Din al-Ṭūsi (d. 1274) actually depended.

Of al-Fārābi’s immediate successors, Ibn Sīna (d. 1037) was his immediate spiritual disciple and successor. Committed essentially to the same Neoplatonic view of reality, Ibn Sīna was able to develop on the basis of al-Fārābi’s emanationist scheme a much more systematic view of the cosmic hierarchy and especially humankind’s progression from the lower disposition to know, called by him the passive or material intellect, to that ‘conjunction’ with the Active Intellect in which all human intellectual aspirations are fulfilled. When someone achieves this condition, argues Ibn Sīna, their soul becomes a replica of the intelligible world, of which it was a denizen prior to its descent into the human body.

Despite their agreement on the fundamental principles of Neoplatonism, it is noteworthy that Ibn Sīna’s style of writing is more discursive or thematic and is reminiscent of Aristotle’s ‘treatise’ style. Al-Fārābi’s style by contrast tends to be rhapsodic and is reminiscent of Plato’s style in the Dialogues.

However, in substantive terms, Ibn Sīna’s contributions to ethics and politics, which loom so large in al-Fārābi’s work, were rather negligible. Unlike Ibn Sīna, al-Fārābi’s thought was dominated by ethical and political concerns and a dedication to the search for happiness, with its two components of knowledge (‘ilm) and virtue.

Al-Fārābi’s other disciples or successors in the East included Yahia Ibn ‘Adi (d. 974), Miskawayh (d. 1037) and the above-mentioned Nasīr al-Din al-Ṭūsi, and in the West, Ibn Bājjah, his greatest spiritual disciple and commentator in the fields of political philosophy and logic, as we will see in due course.

It is to be noted that despite his standing as the first system-builder in the history of Islamic philosophy and an outstanding pioneer in the fields of logic and political philosophy, al-Fārābi has received very little attention in our time. The earliest study in a European language was M. Steinschneider’s Al-Fārābi’s Leben und Schriften, which was published in 1889, and was followed in 1934 by I. Madkour’s La Place d’al-Fārābi dans l’école philosophique Musulmane. Ian R. Netton published in 1992 a short study entitled Al-Fārābi and His School, to which should be added articles in English or other Western languages by R. Walzer, M. Mahdi and F. Najjar, which are listed in the Bibliography. Regrettably, the late I. Madkour in his masterly work on Aristotelian logic in the Arabic tradition, published in 1934, has accorded al-Fārābi no more than a passing mention, due to the fact that ‘of his many logical works and commentaries on the different parts of the Organon, only insufficient fragmentary elements have survived’, as he rightly tells us.1 However, that picture has changed radically in recent years as a number of al-Fārābi’s logical works and commentaries have been edited or translated, as the Bibliography at the end of the book shows.

  1. L’Organon d’Aristotle au Monde Arabe, p. 9.
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Life and Works

The Arab biographers are unanimous in lavishing on al-Fārābi the highest praise. His full name is given in the Arabic sources as Muhammad Ibn Muhammad Ibn Ūzalāgh Ibn Tarkhān and he is said to have been a native of Fārāb in Transoxiana and of Turkish or Turkoman origin. The earliest biographer, Ṣā‘id Ibn Ṣā‘id al-Andalusi (d. 1070), speaks eloquently of al-Fārābi’s contribution to logic. Having studied logic with Yuḥanna Ibn Ḥaylān, we are told, he soon ‘outstripped all the Muslims in that field … He explained the obscure parts (of that science) and revealed its secrets … in books which were sound in expression and intimation, drawing attention to what al-Kindi and others had overlooked in the field of analysis and the methods of instruction.’1 He is then commended for writing an ‘unparalleled treatise’ on The Enumeration of the Sciences (Iḥā’ al-‘Ulūm) and an equally masterly treatise on the Philosophy of Plato and Aristotle, on metaphysics and politics, the Civil Polity (al-Siyāsah al-Madaniyah) and the Virtuous Regime (al-Sīrah al-Fāḍṣilah), as this biographer calls al-Fārābi’s best-known treatise, The Virtuous City (al-Madīnah al-Fāḍilah). These treatises, according to Sā‘id, embody the fundamental principles of Aristotle’s philosophy, bearing on the ‘six spiritual principles and the way in which corporeal substances derive from them’,2 a clear reference to the emanationist scheme of Plotinus (d. 270), confused with Aristotle in the Arabic sources, as we saw in the Introduction.

This information is supplemented in later sources by references to al-Fārābi coming to Damascus, where he worked as a garden-keeper; then he moved to Baghdad, where he devoted himself to the study of the Arabic language, which he did not know, although, we are told, he was conversant with Turkish as well as many other languages.3

In Baghdad, he soon came into contact with the leading logician of his day, Abū Bishr Matta (d. 911) and a less-known logician, Yuḥanna Ibn Ḥaylān, with whom he studied logic, as we are told in his lost tract, On the Rise of Philosophy. Apart from his travels to Egypt and Ascalon, the most memorable event in his life was his association with Sayf al-Dawlah (d. 967), the Hamdāni ruler of Aleppo, a great patron of the arts and letters. Sayf al-Dawlah appears to have had the highest regard for this philosopher of frugal habits and ascetic demeanor, who distinguished himself in a variety of ways, not least of which was music. Apart from the large Musical Treatise (Kitāb al-Musiqa al-Kabīr), coupled with treatises on Melody (Fi‘l Īqā’) and Transition to Melody (al-Nuqlah ilā’l-Īqā’) and a small musical tract, al-Fārābi is reported to have been a skillful musician. Once, we are told, he played so skillfully in the presence of Sayf al-Dawlah that his audience was moved to tears; but when he changed his tune, they laughed and finally they fell asleep, whereupon, we are told, he got up and walked away unnoticed.4 Following his visit to Egypt in 949, he returned to Damascus, where he died in 950.5

His lost tract, the Rise of Philosophy, contains additional autobiographical information. After reviewing the stages through which Greek philosophy passed from the Classical to the Alexandrian periods, he describes how instruction in logic moved from Alexandria to Baghdad, where Ibrahim al-Marwazi, Abū Bishr Matta and Yūḥanna Ibn Ḥaylān were the most distinguished teachers. Instruction in logic had been confined hitherto, we are told, to the ‘end of the existential moods’ on account of the threat the more advanced study of logic presented to the Christian faith. Al-Fārābi appears from that account to have been the first to break with that logical tradition and to proceed beyond the first parts of the Organon to the study of Analytica Posteriora (Kitāb al-Burhān).6 The study of Aristotelian logic had actually been confined in Nestorian and Jacobite seminaries in Syria and Iraq to the first four treatises of that logic; namely, the Isagoge of Porphyry, the Categories,on Interpretation (Peri Hermeneias) and the Analytica Priora, known in the Arabic sources as Kitāb al-Qiyās.7

Be this as it may, the testimony of his biographers is conclusive in highlighting al-Fārābi’s role as the first great logician, who soon outstripped both his Muslim predecessors and his Christian contemporaries, such as the above-mentioned Yūḥanna Ibn Ḥaylān and Abū Bishr Matta, his own teachers in logic.

This testimony is confirmed by al-Fārābi’s vast logical output, enough of which has survived to justify the high regard in which he was held by the ancients. This output includes a series of large commentaries (shurūh) on Analytica Posteriora, Analytica Priora, the Categories, Isagoge, Rhetorica and On Interpretation (Sharh Kitāb al-‘Ibarah), the only such commentary to have survived.8 To this list should be added paraphrases of Analytica Posteriora, Analytica Priora, Topica, Isagoge and Sophistica, as well as a tract on the Conditions of Certainty (Sharā’it al-Yaqīn).9 However, his most original logical writings consist of a series of analytical treatises intended to serve as a propaedeuntic to the study of logic, which with the exception of Porphyry’s Isagoge, or introduction to the Categories, had no parallels in ancient or medieval history. They include an Introductory Treatise (Risālah fi’l-Tawṭi’ah), the Five Sections (al-Fusūl al-Khamsah), Terms Used in Logic (al-Alfāz al-Musta‘malāh fi’l-Manṭiq) and the Book of Letters (Kitāb al-Hurūf), all of which have survived and will be discussed in Chapter 4.

Al-Fārābi’s physical and meteorological writings include commentaries on the Physics (al-Samā‘ al-Ṭabi‘ī), as that book was known in Arabic, a treatise on Changing Entities (Fi‘l-Mawjūdāt al-Mutaghayrah), the Heavens and the World (al-Samā’ wa’l-‘Ālam), the Meteorology (al-Āthār al-‘Ulawiyah), as well as a treatise on the Perpetuity of Motion and the Essence of the Soul (Fī Māhiyat al-Nafs). To these works should be added works on alchemy and astrology, the most important of which is his treatise On Valid and Invalid Astrological Inferences (Fi mā Yaṣuḥmin ‘Ilm Ahkām al-Nujūm), which has survived. He is also reported to have written a commentary on al-Majasti, as Ptolemy’s Almagest was called in Arabic.

Al-Fārābi’s metaphysical and methodological works include a Treatise on Metaphysics (Fi‘l-‘Ilm al-Ilāhi), a treatise on the Harmony of the Opinions of Plato and Aristotle (Fī‘i Ittifāq Arā’Aflātun wa Aristutālis, also known as al-Jam ‘Bayn Ra’yay al-Hakīmayn), a treatise on the Name of Philosophy (Fī Ism al-Falsafah), another on Philosophy and Its Genesis (Fi‘l-Falsafah wa Sabab Zubūriha) and finally the Enumeration of the Sciences (Iḥwa lā Yaṣuḥṣā’ al-‘Ulūm).10

In the fields of ethics and politics in which al-Fārābi excelled, a number of treatises are given in the ancient sources. The list opens with the Opinions of the Inhabitants of the Virtuous City (Arā’ Ahl al-Madīnah al-Fāḍilah) and the Civil Polity (al-Siyāsah al-Madaniyah), and includes an Epitome of Plato’s Laws (Kitāb al-Nawāmīs), Select Sections (on politics) (Fusūl Murtaza’ah … min Aqāwīl al-Qudamā’), a treatise on the Attainment of Happiness (Taḥsīl al-Sa‘ādah) and a shorter tract entitled Admonition to Seek the Path of Happiness (al-Tanbīh ‘alā Sabīl al-Sa‘ādah). To these extant works should be added a commentary on the Opening Parts of Aristotle’s Ethics (Sharh Ṣadr Kitāb al-Akhlāq li-‘Arisṭuṭālīs), which is lost.

Finally, as already mentioned, al-Fārābi excelled in the theory and practice of music. His best-known work, entitled the Large Music (Kitāb al-Musiqa al-Kabīr), has survived; but he is also reported to have written shorter treatises on Melody (Fi’l-Īqā’) and Transition to Melody (al-Nuqlah ila‘l-Īqā’) and A Short Discourse on Melody (Kalām fi’l-Īqā’ Mukhtasar),11 which is no longer extant, and to which reference has already been made.

  1. Tabaqāt al-Umam, p. 53. Cf. al-Qifti, Tārikh al-Hukamā’, p. 277.

  2. Ibid., p. 54. Cf. al-Qifti, Tārikh al-Hukamā’, p. 278.

  3. Ibn Abī Usaybi‘ah, ‘Uyūn al-Anbā’, p. 606; Ibn Khillikān, Wafayāt al-A‘yān, IV, p. 239.

  4. Ibn Khillikān, Wafayāt al-A‘yān, IV, p. 242.

  5. Ibn Abī Usaybi‘ah, ‘Uyūn al-Anbā’, p. 603.

  6. Ibid., p. 604. Cf. Appendix at the end of this book.

  7. Cf. N. Rescher, ‘Al-Farabi on Logical Tradition’, pp. 127ff.

  8. See Bibliography.

  9. See Bibliography.

10. See Bibliography.

11. Ibn Abī Usaybi‘ah, ‘Uyūn al-Anbā’, p. 608.
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Al-Fārābi and the Greek Legacy

The genesis of philosophy

As already mentioned, in a lost treatise entitled On the Rise of Philosophy (Fī Zuhūr al-Falsafah), of which a fragment has survived, al-Fārābi gives us a succinct account of the stages through which philosophy passed and his own position in the chain of philosophers, Greek, Hellenistic, Syriac and Muslim. In that fragment preserved by the thirteenth-century historian Ibn Abi Uṣaybi‘ah (d. 1270), al-Fārābi is reported to have written that philosophy flourished during the reign of the Greek kings (i.e. the Classical period), was transmitted to Alexandria following the death of Aristotle (d. 322 BCE) and continued up to the death of Cleopatra (literally: the woman) in 30 BCE During the Ptolemaic period (literally: the reign of the thirteen kings), there arose twelve teachers of philosophy, one of whom was Andronicus (of Rhodes) (d. 40 BCE). Al-Fārābi then credits Augustus the Roman Emperor with the meritorious literary task of inspecting the libraries of Alexandria, where copies of Aristotle’s works, going back to the time of Theophrastus (who was Aristotle’s immediate successor as head of the Lyceum in Athens (322–288 BCE), had survived. Augustus then ordered these books to be copied and to serve as the basis of instruction to the exclusion of all others. Andronicus was charged with preparing copies of these books, some of which the Emperor carried with him to Rome, the rest being kept in the ‘center of instruction’ at Alexandria. This Andronicus was also ordered to appoint a successor in Alexandria, so that he himself could accompany the Emperor to Rome. Thus, instruction continued at these two sites until the rise of Christianity; whereupon instruction ceased in Rome but continued in Alexandria.1

During the Christian period, we are then told by al-Fārābi, a council of Christian bishops was convened so as to decide which part of that instruction (ta‘līm) should be kept and which should be dropped. The bishops determined that, of the logical works (of Aristotle), the parts that terminate with the ‘existential moods (of the syllogism)’ should be taught; including: the Categories, On Interpretation (Perihermeneias, as it was called in Greek and Fāri Hermenias in Arabic), the first part of the Analytica Priora, and the Isagoge of Porphyry. This was actually the practice in the Nestorian and Jacobite seminaries of Harrān, Edessa, Qinnesin and Antioch. The rest of these works of logic – namely, Analytica Posteriora, known in the Arabic sources as Kitāb al-Burhān, the Topica and the Sophistica – were to be dropped because they constituted a threat to Christianity.2

With the advent of Islam, we are then told, instruction moved from Alexandria to Antioch, where it lasted for a long time. This stage ended when the last teacher of the School of Antioch, whom al-Fārābi does not mention by name, had two students, one from Harrān, the other from Merw. The teacher from Merw had two students, who are given as Ibrāhim al-Marwazi and Yūḥanna Ibn Ḥaylān. The Harrānian teacher, on the other hand, had two students; namely, Isrā’il the Bishop (al-Usquf) and Quwayri. The two students from Merw are then credited with continuing the logical tradition in Baghdad. Thus, Ibrāhim al-Marwazi became the teacher of Mattā Ibn Yunis (or Yunān) (d. 911), while Yūḥanna Ibn Ḥaylān became the teacher of al-Fārābi, as he actually tells us. Al-Fārābi then states explicitly that he studied logic with this Yūḥanna up to the end of Analytica Posteriora (Kitāb al-Burhān), breaking thus with the Syriac tradition already mentioned.3


Philosophy and religion


Apart from this telescopic account of the rise of philosophy, as reported by Ibn Abī Usaybi‘ah, al-Fārābi has given us in some of his extant works his own reflections on the development of the philosophical sciences from the earliest times. Thus, in the Book of Letters (Kitāb al-Ḥurūf), he begins by observing that genuine or demonstrative (burhāniyah) philosophy was preceded in time by dialectical, sophistical and other modes of false logical discourse. In point of time, he observes, the rise of religion (millah), ‘humanly speaking’, is subsequent to the rise of philosophy. Its methods of discourse differ from those of philosophy insofar as it seeks to replace philosophy’s theoretical concepts with purely ‘imaginative representations’, more readily accessible to the public, which it then supports by recourse to dialectical, rather than demonstrative arguments. In fact, the methods used by the ‘art of theology’ (Ṣina’āt al-Kalām), which is subservient to religion, are essentially persuasive (iqnā‘iyah) and belong to the category of rhetorical arguments, which are even inferior to the dialectical (jadaliyah), according to his own tabulation. The function of the theologian, in fact, consists in supporting religion’s maxims, by recourse to dialectical and rhetorical arguments, in which imaginative representations tend to replace demonstrative proofs.4 His arguments, in fact, rest on generally accepted premises, rather than self-evident principles, and he is for that reason regarded by the religious community as a member of the élite (khāṣṣah); a possible reference to the office of Imam, especially in Shi‘ite usage. For al-Fārābi, however, the philosopher should be regarded as a member of the élite in an absolute sense.

Another discipline that is subservient to religion is jurisprudence (fiqh), which has a certain similarity to rational discourse, insofar as its adept seeks to found sound opinions, in practical matters, upon principles or precepts received from the lawgiver (i.e. the Prophet). For that reason, the jurist (faqīh) is also assigned by the religious community to the class of the élite, in very much the same way as the physician, as practitioner of the art of healing, which is distinct from the theoretical art of physics, is assigned to that pre-eminent class. However, the order of pre-eminence in which those groups should be placed, according to al-Fārābi, absolutely speaking, is first the philosophers, followed by the dialecticians (jadaliyyūn), the sophists, the lawgivers, the theologians and finally the jurists.5

The progression from the rhetorical and sophistical methods, used originally in the practical arts, to the philosophical is then described by al-Fārābi as the product of the ‘natural yearning of the soul to know the causes of sensible matters on earth, in it or around it, together with what is observed or appears of the heavens’.6 Thus arises the class of searchers for the causes of these matters in the sciences of mathematics and physics, by recourse to rhetorical and sophistical methods, followed by dialectical methods, until such time as the inadequacy of these methods is revealed. Thereupon, the search for sound or apodeictic (yaqīni) methods of instruction starts. These methods include the mathematical and the political, which is a combination of both the dialectical and apodeictic methods, verging on the scientific. This continued to be the case until the time of Plato. The process of scientific investigation, however, reached its zenith only in the days of Aristotle, who clearly distinguished the various methods of instruction. The demonstrative methods were then used in private instruction; whereas dialectical, rhetorical and practical methods were used in public instruction. At this point, the need for political legislation arose as a means of instructing the public by recourse to demonstrative methods in theoretical matters, and general rational methods in practical matters. The art of lawmaking, a prerogative of the prophets, required, according to al-Fārābi, a superior gift of representing ‘theoretical intelligibles’, as well as ‘civil activities’ in concrete or imaginative ways, as a means of attaining happiness. This required, in addition, the power of effective persuasion in matters both theoretical and practical. When the laws in both these spheres were promulgated, coupled with the knowledge of the means of teaching the public, religion arose as a means of giving guidance to the public in its search for happiness.7

Sometimes, al-Fārābi observes, religion is found to conflict with philosophy, because its adepts are unaware of the fact that religious principles are mere representations (mithālāt) of rational concepts proposed by the philosophers. When this happens, the theologians (ahl al-Kalām) proceed to rebut the false arguments used by their opponents, by recourse to rhetorical arguments – a clear reference to the role that the Mutakallimun, especially the Mu‘tazilites, actually played in rebutting the arguments of Manichean and other enemies of Islam. The double role of Kalām is specifically stated in the Enumeration of the Sciences (Iḥṣā’ al-‘Ulūm) to consist in supporting sound opinions and virtuous actions laid down by the lawgiver (i.e. the Prophet), and the repudiation of all contrary propositions.8

In further discussing the relation of philosophy to religion, al-Fārābi reaffirms the pre-eminence of the former and argues that, to the extent a given religion is farther from philosophy, the farther it is from truth. The problem is compounded when a lawgiver (i.e. a prophet), instead of deriving the opinions or beliefs he intends to teach the public from that philosophical system which happens to exist in his day, actually derives them instead from opinions or beliefs proposed by a preceding religion. The error is further compounded when succeeding lawgivers repeat the same process of following in the footsteps of their religious predecessors.

Sometimes certain religions, which are grounded in the genuine philosophy, are transmitted to certain nations or communities (i.e. Umam) whose members are not aware of the fact that the principles or doctrines taught by their religion are simply ‘representations’ of philosophical principles or maxims, of which they have no knowledge. Thereupon, animosity between philosophy and religion mounts and thus the philosophers are forced to confront the religionists (ahl al-millah) for their own safety, maintaining that they are not confronting religion as such, but rather the contention of those religionists that religion indeed contradicts philosophy. Those religionists are then reminded that the propositions on which their religious beliefs rest are no more than representations of genuine philosophical propositions or principles.9

In conclusion, al-Fārābi does not exclude the possibility that certain nations might show some compassion for philosophy, but those nations are overwhelmed by nations who have passed it in silence or prohibit it altogether. The reason for this prohibition is that the nations in question are not fit to be taught the ‘unadulterated truth’ or theoretical matters in general, but are amenable to instruction simply by recourse to the ‘analogies of truth’ on practical actions and pursuits. Sometimes, the lawgivers or rulers are willing to go so far as to propagate or defend false religious beliefs or practices for the sole aim of realizing their own well-being or satisfaction, irrespective of the well-being or satisfaction of their subjects.
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