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To Betty



Avicenna and the Kalam* Introduction 6f,(fi} hen considering the attitude of Avicenna (Ibn Sina) (d. 1037) to -Tf wards Islamic dialectical theology, kaliim, one is apt to begin by probing his discussions of the division of the sciences. For his great prede cessor, Alfarabi (al-FarabI) (d. 950), made his well-known statements about the kaliim in his treatise, The Enumeration ofthe Sciences. 1 Avicenna, how ever, does not follow this precedent and it is elsewhere in his writings that one encounters comments on ideas held by Islam's dialectical theologians, the mutakallimun. These comments, however, are dispersed, occurring in different contexts. Moreover, they are often unobtrusive and the criticisms they embody at times tend to be muted. That Avicenna is critical of these ideas is to be expected. They belong to world views, particularly those of the two main schools of kaliim, the Mu'tazilite and the Ash'arite, that are antithetical to his philosophical sys tem. For not withstanding the sharp disagreements between these two schools, they share a basic outlook that remains irreconcilable with Avi cenna's conception of God and the world. They thus maintained that the world is created ex nihilo at a finite moment in the past from the present. The divine act that creates the world is not necessitated by the eternal, di vine nature or essence. Avicenna, on the other hand, conceived the world as the eternal, necessitated effect of an eternal, necessitating cause, God. His rejection of the doctrine of the world's creation ex nihilo is summed up, as we shall shortly see, in his criticism of the theologians' concept of origina tion, al-lJ,uduth, a concept he interprets in terms of his ontology. The conflict over the question of the world's creation entails disagree ments on the concept of efficient causality. The opposition is sharpest be tween Avicenna and the Ash'arite theologians who denied, not only that the divine act proceeds as the necessary consequence of the divine essence, but that any act proceeds from the nature or essence of an agent. They denied secondary causes, adopting an occasionalist world view. By contrast, for Avicenna God acts through the mediation of necessitated and necessitating causes. The causal views of the Mu'tazilites differed, a few adopting an oc-
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casionalism no less extreme than the Ash'arite. It should also be added that the sources of Ash'arite occasionalism are found in the thought of the Mu'tazilites, who also denied that the divine act is necessitated. In this con nection, it should be stressed that the difference between Avicenna and the Ash'arites was not on the principle that every event and every existent other than God must have a cause, but on the notion that once a cause exists with all its conditions fulfilled, it must, as a consequence of its nature, produce the effect. Turning to the composition of the physical world, most of the theologi ans were atomists and subscribed to non-Aristotelian concepts of space and time. Avicenna, who was Aristotelian in his natural philosophy, rejected at omism, but he also criticized the theory of matter of some of the mutakal limiin, who were not atomists. Regarding the human self, the mutakallimiin held different views. But they subscribed to the doctrine of bodily resurrec tion. Avicenna in his doctrine of the soul identified the self with the rational soul, an individual immaterial substance. With the death of the body, the individual rational soul separates to continue an eternal life either of misery or bliss. The body is not resurrected to rejoin the soul. It is within this opposition of world views that Avicenna's criticisms of the ideas of the kaliim must be placed. These criticisms, as already indi cated, are not confined to one place in his writings. Moreover, in general he does not identify for his readers the authorship of these ideas. There are some instances, as we shall see, where Avicenna refers to the mutakallimiin as a group by name. But these are rare. As a rule, he does not name a spe cific school of kaliim or an individual theologian. There are notable excep tions to this, however, as for example, his short treatise entitled, An Epistle by one of the Mutakallimiin to the Master and his Reply. 2 This work begins with the letter of the theologian asking Avicenna questions about the nature of space, to which "the Master" makes a response. In this correspondence the Mu'tazilite theologian, 'Abd al-Jabbar (d. 1025) is mentioned and criti cized. Normally, however, it is the idea that is being criticized that gives us the clue to its authorship. Thus, for example, he discusses briefly the theory of "jumps," al-tafra, namely that a particle can transfer from one place to another without passing through intervening space, dismissing it as obvi ously false. This theory, first enunciated in Islam by the Shi'ite mutakallim Hisham Ibn al-I:Iakam (d. ca. 800) was developed and defended by the Mu'tazilite al-Na,?;iam (d. ca. 840). Avicenna also criticizes the theory of latency, al-kumiin, which again is associated with al-NaHiim. Although this



theory has antecedents in Stoic thought, in Islam it was developed by al Naiiam and became associated with him and his followers. Sometimes, however, the identification or association is not as immedi ate. When, for example, in Metaphysics III, 9, of his Shifit' (Healing),3 Avicenna criticizes atomism, there is no indication as to whether he is di recting his criticism at the Greek atomists or also at the atomism of the kaliim. The chapter includes an argument affirming against the atomists the existence of the circle as a quality that inheres in continuous quantity. A brief version of this argument occurs in the Najiit (Salvation) in a section entitled, "A Chapter that affirms the existence of the circle and refuting the mutakallimiin." 4 Here we have an explicit indication that this criticism of atomism is directed against the kaliim. The Physics of the Shifii'also shows that his criticism of atomism includes the atomism of the kaliim. In this work he mentions by name such Greek atomists as Democritus and Epicu rus.5 But he then differentiates them from "the moderns," al-mulµlathiin. It is only natural to infer that these "moderns" are the medieval Islamic atom ists that, apart from the mutakallimiin, included the physician-philosopher Rhazis (al-Razi) (d. 926).6 The indications, however, are that it is the muta kallimiin that Avicenna has in mind: for example, one of the arguments he cites as used by "the moderns," but not by "the ancients," against the theory of the infinite divisibility of matter is that of the mustard seed and the mountain. If the mustard seed is infinitely divisible, so goes the argument, then it would have as many parts as the mountain, which is absurd. This ar gument recurs in the kaliim. One, however, is not always entirely certain whether or not Avicenna is being critical of a theory held by some of the mutakallimiin. In his logical writings, for example, he argues that moral dicta such as "lying is bad," "justice is good," "stealing is bad," are generally believed or "well-known" statements, mashhiiriit, but not self-evident rational truths.7 Hence they are only suitable for dialectical, not demonstrative, arguments. Now the Mu'tazilites held that, with the exception of the acts of ritual and worship prescribed by the religious law, all those deeds for which man is rewarded or punished in the hereafter are in themselves either morally good or bad. Moreover, reason unaided by revelation discerns these objective qualities, the "goodness" (al-/:tusn) or "badness" (al-qub/:t) belonging to such acts. Reason, for example, apprehends either directly and unqualifiedly as a nec essary truth the principle, "injustice is bad," or it arrives at other indubitably true principles through reflection, that is, rational inference. 8 Avicenna's
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pronouncement that such moral dicta are only suitable for dialectical argu ments by implication negates theMu'tazilite theory. Was he then in enunci ating the epistemic status of these dicta also consciously criticizing the Mu'tazilites? On balance he seems to be doing this. TheMu'tazilite ethical theory of acts, an aspect of their cardinal principle of justice (al- 'adl), was well known in medieval Islam and it would be quite astonishing if Avicenna was not familiar with it. In one place, but in a different context, he refers to a group, in all probabilityMu'tazilites, as dialecticians, that is those who base their arguments on common beliefs, not necessary truths.9 The Ash'arite GhazalI (al-GhazalI) (d. 1111), who for reasons of his own agrees with Avicenna that moral dicta are not rational truths, endorses and expands on Avicenna's discussion of dialectical premises in the Jshiiriit, sometimes us ing its very word, citing theMu'tazilites as holding the erroneous objectivist view of moral acts.10 One could also add that the examples of moral dicta Avicenna uses are either identical or similar to those used by the Mu'ta zilites. This latter point, however, does not provide conclusive evidence. For the dicta Avicenna cites are, as he says, common notions and are not held exclusively by the Mu'tazilites. But if Avicenna was critical of the kaliim, was he not influenced in a positive way by it? There are indications of possible influences. For exam ple, in his theory of efficient causality, he maintains that observation of regularly associated events is necessary but not sufficient for establishing necessary causal connection.11 Observation by itself indicates only concom itance. In maintaining this, he may have been influenced by the arguments of those mutakallimiin who deny natural causation. He, however, goes be yond this to maintain that in addition to observation there is "a hidden syl logism" to the effect that if the regularity was accidental it would not have occurred always or for the most part, drawing the conclusion that the regu larity derives from the inherent causal power in things.12 In his psychologi cal writings he reiterates that this conclusion is certain. This certainty, he adds, brings about an acquiescence or calm to the soul.13 Now the associa tion of knowledge with the acquiescence, quietude, or calm of the soul, su kiin al-nafs, is aMu'tazilite doctrine. According to 'Abd al-Jabbar, "knowl edge entails (yaqta 
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