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AL-FARABI’S FIVE APHORISMS ON LOGIC

“To anyone trained in the science of
literature — that is, in logic —...”
(al-Farabi’s, The Har ization of the Opini
of the Two Sages: Plato the Divine and Aristotle,
section 3).

I wish to dedicate whatever is useful and enduring in this essay to Professor
Mubhsin Mahdi. I had the privilege of studying with Professor Mahdi at Harvard
University when I was a postdoctoral Bradley Fellow at Boston College. His scholar-
ship has made al-Farabi, who is perhaps the finest of Islamic philosophers, an endur-
ing legacy for Islam and for humanity. Subsequent generations of scholars will
remain in debt to Mahdi’s monumental accomplishments in making al-Farabi's
writings available both in critical Arabic editions and in translations. I also wish to
thank the American Research Center in Egypt and the Earhart Foundation for Fel-
lowships which have made possible my studies on al-Farabi.

Al-Firabi’s Verbal Are in His Five Logical Aphorisms

In the introductory paragraph of an essay entitled “Philosophic Literature”,
Muhsin Mahdi makes the following statement regarding Arabic philosophic writing:

Arabic philosophic writing is a form of Arabic literature. Like Arabic poetry and artful
prose it employs generally accepted opinions, rhetorical reasoning and devices, and imagi-
native projections to persuade and move an audience with particular linguistic and cultural
habits, traditions and inclinations, and it responds to particular questions and deals with |
particular problems, which in turn shape its style and manner of exposition .

! M. Mahdji, “Philosophical Literature,” M. J. L. Young, J. D. Latham and R. B. Serjeant, eds., Religion,
Learning and Science in the Abbasid Period, The Cambridge History of Arabic Literature, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2003, p. 76. )
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Alfarabi’s Book of Dialectic (Kitab al-Jadal): On the Starting Point of
Islamic Philosophy

By Davio M. DrPasquate (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

2019), xxiii + 338 pp. Price HB £81.00. EAN 978-1108417532.
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In his Preface to this rich and fertile study of Alfarabi, David M. DiPasquale tells
us that Alfarabi spent eight years of his life in Harran ‘and throughout
Byzantium studying Greek science with those whom he would later describe as
“carrying the books with them”” (p. xii). His indispensable English translation of
Alfarabi’s Book of Dialectic (Kitab al-Jadal) and his pregnant, thought-
provoking commentary give abundant evidence that DiPasquale has been ‘carry-
ing the books’ with him for decades in pursuit of the question ‘why philosophy?’
(p. 188). This is a question thar arises from the outset and never really goes away.
Any reader who shares with DiPasquale an attachment to this question will
benefit enormously from both his translation and his commentary. .

The thesis of this important book is that underneath ‘the shimmering faOade
of demonstrative science’ (p. 249), Alfarabi is aware of a dilemma. All science is
based on prior knowledge, and that knowledge is prescientific (p. 118). Science
must of necessity arise from non-science. It must be rooted in what Alfarabi calls
generally accepted opinions (pp. 245, 125, 129). But these generally accepted
opinions are mere beliefs, and mere belief is fatal to all philosophy {(pp. 186,
219). The starting point of all philosophy, and not just Islamic philosophy, is the
attempt to ascend from opinion to knowledge. Dialectic is the instrument where-
by we sort through the contradictions of generally accepted opinion (pp. 163-4),
leaving behind what is false or unknowable (pp- 187-8). DiPasquale makes ex-
plicit a crucial assumption in the dialectical ascent from opinion to knowledge.
The generally accepted opinions from which we begin must contain some truth.
‘[Tthe ascent from opinion to knowledge is necessitated by the opinions them-
selves because there is truth to be found in cpinion as such’ (p. 209). “Why
philosophy?’: it is necessitated by the opinions themselves because it ‘brings to
light the truth that is hidden in opinion’ (p. 188). And since opinion is expressed
in language, language itself must be able to reveal something true. “To admit that
words signify something real, and that meaning can be conveyed from one in-
dividual to another using them, is to concede a great deal’ (p. 255). Dialectic
does indeed concede these things, and on this basis it can begin to sort out the
beings into classes and kinds by which we say ‘{wlhat a thing is’ {(pp. 175, 183).
What had been a chaos of generally accepted but conflicting opinions can be
sorted into a kosmos of distinguishable beings (p. 220; see the summary on p.
262).

‘[The glenerally accepred premises are fundamental because they form the
character of a given political order. .. Before one is a philosopher, one is a mem-
ber of a community, tribe, or nation’ {p. 129). But the dialectical activity which is
essential to the philosopher also ‘makes him obnoxious to those people who
preserve the atmosphere within which civil society lives and flourishes’
(p. 182). Philosophy inevitably comes into conflict with those who hold dear
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the generally accepted opinions out of which the activity of philosophy origi-
nates. It is for this reason that DiPasquale goes so far as to speak of ‘the funda-
mentally political nature of all philosophizing (p. 187).

This is the philosophic argument of DiPasquale’s commentary as 1 understand
it, and it is a formidable argument. He also makes historical arguments, of which
1 will mention only two. One is that Alfarabi’s turn to dialectic should be under-
stood in terms of the famous Socratic turn or ‘second sailing’ found in the
Phaedo and the Parmenides. Alfarabi has recovered the original meaning of
Socrates’ turn to speeches, ‘arguably the most important [event] in the long
history of philosophy’ (p. 159). DiPasquale makes the connection between
Alfarabi and the Socratic turn based on the reference to the Parmenides in the
Jadal (pp. 32, 159).

The second historical claim is that Alfarabi makes a ‘united front’ with
Aristotle in realizing the hypothetical character of demonstrative science and
turning to dialectic to decide more fundamental questions (pp. 231, 245 n.11).

1 fully agree with what I take to be the most important argument of DiPasquale’s
book to the effect that Alfarabi was wholly aware of the limits of demonstrative
science.? The body of his commentary makes a strong case against the assumptions
that for Alfarabi ‘philosophy is purely demonstrative’ and that Alfarabi is ‘tied to
the opinion that the goals of logic are strictly demonstrative’ (p. 280), assumptions
he attributes to Deborah Black, whose book is the subject of his concluding chap-
ter. DiPasquale compresses Alfarabi’s reservations about demonstration into the
following question. ‘If this science, which appears to promise so much, is based on
syllogisms which are themselves based on an inductive ascent from particulars,
how can it escape from that contingency which is coeval with those particulars?’
(p. 268). Here the universals of the demonstrative syllogism are ‘based on an
inductive ascent from particulars’ and cannot escape from contingency. In this
limited sense, no ascent is possible. I agree with DiPasquale that Alfarabi posed
the question about the demonstrative syllogism in terms of a radical questioning of
the starting point ot premises of such a syliogism.

But this fundamental agreement leads me to some reservations about the his-
torical positions DiPasquale takes. What is Alfarabi’s starting point? Does he
begin with a return to Socrates’ ‘second sailing’, or does he take his bearings
from a logical critique of the demonstrative syllogism? As DiPasquale points out,

! Deborah Black, Logic and Aristotle’s ‘Rhetoric’ and “Poetics’ in Medieval
Arabic Philosophy (Leiden: Brill, 1990). As regards these assumptions, Black’s
position is supported by joep Lameer, Al-Farabi and Aristotelian Syllogistics: A
Greek Themy and Islamic Practice (Leiden: Brill, 1994). In support of his position,
DiPasquale cites the short article by Miriam Galston, ‘Al-Farabi on Aristotle’s
theory of demonstration’ in Parvis Morewedge (ed.), Islamic Philosophy and
Mysticism (Delmar: Caravan Books, 1981): 23-34, but not the much fuller treat-
ment in her ‘Opinion and knowledge in Farabi’s understanding of Aristotle’ s phil-
osophy’, PhD diss. University of Chicago, 1973. 1 have discussed the opposing
arguments of Galston and Lameer in Colmo, Breaking with Athens: Alfarabi as
Founder (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2005): 37-54.
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