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Abstract

Tradittonally, it has been thought that according to Avicenna's view of
the soul. the origination of the soul is, in some sense, (with or) after the
origination of human body. In this paper | will argue against this
mterpretation ot Avicenna. In the first section, a short review of the
Pertpatetic philosophy of the soul will be given. In the tollowing section,
[ will explain a significant problem for the Peripatetic view of the soul.
In the ending section, 1 will try to provide an alternative reading of
Avicenna's view on the origination ol the soul.
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Introduction

Some of the ancient philosophers have considered the soul as the
quality resulting from the composition of the four clements, i.e.,
temperament. Many of the contemporary scientists consider the real
nature of the human soul to be the quality resulting from the chemical
reactions in the body or the mode in which various human cells are
related and interact.

Aviccnna’s tecachings in The Healing and The Remarks and
Admonitions. however, are ditferent. The soul is identical neither to
the tempcrament nor to the quality resulting from the chemical
reactions in the human body (or the mode m which cells are related
and interact); rather, this is the soul that 1s the cause and the preserver
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of the tcmperament or such rcactions. This view is rclevant to
Avicenna’s position on the abstractness of the soul. Roughly speaking,
there are three reasons, takcn from Avicenna’s tcachings, for the
abstractness of the human soul. First ot all, in some cases there is a
clash or contrariety betwcen the volition of the soul and the natural
exigencies of the body. Second. the soul is always attentive to itself,
cven though in some circumstances, such as the states of sleeping or
drunkenness, it 1s unaware of the body and its organs. Finally, onc of
our existential aspects is that we cogitate ourselves even when we are
ignorant of our body. Since cogitating (or conceiving) is nothing
cxcept the presence of the conceived object, our soul is present to
itself when it cogitates its cssence. Hence, our soul is identical with
cogitability (or intelligibility). Therefore, it is abstract and
immatcrial.'

As the author of The Faiths and the Sects has pointed out, the first
person who disagreed with the view ascribed to Plato regarding the
pre-cternity of the soul was Aristotle. Aristotle not only considers the
prc-cternity of the soul as impossible, but he also takes the origination
of the soul before the body as contradictory.” In other words, he
believes that the precedence of the soul over the body is impossible.
After Aristotle, his followers, including Avicenna, Sohravardi, and
Mulla Sadra, have strongly argued against the precedence or pre-
cternity of the soul. Mulla Sadra has tried to give an explanation tor
Plato’s words and has discussed two interpretations of it at the end of
the third volume of The Four Spiritual Journevs and the first part of
the Fourth Journev, which includes some of his discussions on the
soul.

A central question concerning the origination of the soul goes like
this: Is the origination of the soul with the origination of the body (or
cven with the origination of temperament)? Namely, is it the case that,
with the preparation of the embryo’s body or even with the origination
of the temperament capable of receiving the soul, the soul, which is
essentially abstract, is bestowed on the body? (As it has becn ascribed
to Avicenna and his followers). According to this view, the soul is
spiritual-in-origination and spiritual-in-persistence. Or, does the
embryo’s soul come into existence after the origination and cvolution
of its body and from thc body itsclf? Namely, the origination of
embryo’s soul is dire to the origination of its body. According to this
view, the soul is corporeal-in-origination and spiritual-in-persistence.
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This is Mulla Sadra’s view and a rcsult of his thescs of subsrtantial
motion and existential intensification. He does not take the soul at the
beginning of its origination as completely abstract; rather, the soul
goes through different levels (of abstractness) from its origination. He
is explicit that “the soul has various statuses and diffcrent levels: the
level of scense, the level of imagination, and the level of reason” (7The
Four Spiritual Journevs, Vol. 3, p.510).

All of these rcmarks were intended to sct the scene for a
reconsideration of the question of the origination of the soul in
Avicenna's view. Traditionally, 1t has been thought that according to
Avicenna's view of the soul, the origination of the soul is, in some
sense, (with or) after the origination of human body. In this paper |
will argue against this interpretation of Avicenna. In the first section, a
short review of the Peripatctic philosophy ot the soul will be given. In
the following scction, 1 will explain a significant problem for the
Peripatetic view of the soul. The cnding scction will provide an
alternative rcading of Avicenna's view on the origination of the soul
which scems to be promising in solving the long standing problem
concerning the Peripatctic view of the soul discussed in the second
section.

1. A Summary of the Peripatetic View
How human souls come into existence according to Avicenna’s view,
as far as | can tell from my own reading of his works, 1s different from
what 1s commonly attributed to him. In this paper I will endeavor to
explain Avicenna’s view rcgarding the origination of the soul and how
the soul rclates to the temperament and the body. Of course, it is
cvident that discussing the problem of the origination of the soul is
posterior to refuting the precedence and pre-cternity of the soul to the
body. i.e., the view ascribed to Plato. which descrves a scparate study.
According to the followers of Aristotle, in particular Avicenna,
human soul 1s neither eternal nor originated before the origination of
the temperament of the body. Rather, its origination is simultaneous
with the origination of the temperament of the body. Among those
who believe in the thesis of the origination of the soul, there are two
views. The first view, which is Avicenna’s, 1s that the soul is spiritual-
in-origination and spiritual-in-persistence. The second view is that the
soul, after bodily changes caused by substantial motion and existential
intensification, gets clevated from the level of nature, from mincral,
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vegetative, and animal statuses. to the level of imaginary abstractness.
and then, by means of the very substantial change, to the level of
rational abstractness (it is worth noting that according to Mulla Sadra,
the final transition, i.c. from imaginary abstractness to rational
abstractness, may not occur in all humans). This second view suggests
that the origination of the soul is caused by the origination of the
temperaiment and the body, as the origination of the fruit from the trece.
IHence, the soul is corporeal-in-origination and spiritual-in-persistence.
This view belongs to Mulla Sadra and his followers (discussing this
view goes well beyond the purview of this article). Both views take
the soul to be incorruptible, and 1t must be recalled that all those who
believe in the abstractness of the soul also believe that the soul is not
corrupted with the corruption of the body:.

Most of Aristotle’s Muslim interpreters say that the human soul is
bestowed on the body only after the matter, through various bodily
changes. reaches its highest level of being. Moreover, the Peripatetic
philosophers believed in becoming and corruption in a particular
sense, i.c., a corporeal-kind form 1s bestowed on the matter in virtue of
its 1nitial preparcedness (or capacity), after which matter becomes
hegotren. This begetting is referred to by “becoming,” and this new
form carrics a potential and preparedness for the more perfect form
following it. When this preparedness reaches its perfection and
actuality, the previous form corrupts and another form, which in
addition to the perfection of the previous form possesses some higher
perfection, is conferred. They call the annihilation of the preceding
form ‘corruption’ and the coming (or occurrence) of the subsequent
form ‘bcecoming’ (as before). The first composttional form that comcs
into cxistence is only the preserver of the clements and composile
ingredients from dispersion. This form is called the ‘mineral form.’
After this, the solid form occurs, which tn addition to preserving
elements from dispersion, has some other ctffcets and properties. After
the solid form, the vegetative form occurs, which besides the effects
ot solid form, causes growth in various aspects. This latter form is also
labeled the “vegetative soul.” After the corruption of this form. the
animal form follows; this form, besides growth, has conceiving,
perceiving, and movement as its powers. This form 1s called the
‘animal soul.” If a material being is becoming a human, then it will be
elevated from the animal soul to the level of the human soul atter the
former’s corruption.
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2. A problem

What follows is a well-known problem: What docs integrate and
prescrve the elements from dispersion? Historically speaking, three
different replics have been provided.

(1) If it were said that this is the embryo’s soul, the problem would
be that such a soul has not yet been given. Morcover, how could the
soul, which should be bestowed affer the amalgamation ot the
elements and the generation of the temperament, be the mtegrator and
preserver of the elements? This would demand the precedence of the
soul to 1tself in two stages. That is, the generation ot the soul s after
the generation of the temperament and the gencration of the
temperament is after the amalgamation and composition of the
clements. This puts philosophers in a contradictory position. On the
onc hand, they have claimed that the soul and every kind form is given
by supreme principles afier the generation of the temperament, and on
the other hand, they have said that the soul 1s the integrator of the
clements and the cause generating the temperament.

(2) If we say that the integrator of the elements and the form-giver
to the embryo and its organs is the form-giving ftaculty of the soul,
then the problem would be the following: How could such a faculty,
whose reality and existence 1s posterior to the existence of the soul
and is only one of its means, be realized betore the generation of the
soul (when it is known that a soul’s facully cannot possibly perform
its function except by being in proper relation to the soul)?

(3) Finally, it might be said that the elements are preserved and
composed, and the corporeal form conferred to the embryo, all by the
mother’s soul in her womb, and after that when the embryo’s soul 1s
bestowed, these tasks, t.e., preserving the elements trom dispersion,
maintamning the temperament, and managing and preserving  the
embryo’s form, arc put on the embryo’s soul with no natural or
existential link. This view, according to the principles of Islamic
philosophy. 1s not acceptable too. This is because whatever is the
causc of the generation of something is also the causc of its
continnance and the basis of' its persistence. IUis so. m turn, becanse in
natural systems the task of no nafiiral means can be put on another
natural means, (hough such conferment can be  accepted in
conventional tasks.
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Nasir al-Din al-Tousi. in his explanatory notes on Remarks and

Admonitions, after raising the problem of the unity of the integrator
and the preserver of the temperament, writes:

WL A o) s SO o e s peie Sl sl Ui e 55 a0
P N3 et s aiksdl e el e G e e Jad aae
smales Dlpanll 5,50 2 Al s ) S YT s S sall S e a5
e B I e e 550 o) o DAL b W

Following this, Tousi recounts Imam Raazi’s reply and then
rejects it providing a rejoinder according to Avicenna's
teachings. A translation of this part, roughly speaking, goes like
this:

“What the philosophical rules tanght by Avicenna and others imply 1s that the
cibryo’s soul gathers nutritive ingredients because ol an artracting power and
then tums them into quadruplet mixtures, And then. by means ol procreative
ponver, 1t extracts a matter from them and prepares it for receiving a potentiality
that renders 1t human. Initially that potentiality turns into a matter as semen and
that matter  becomes  prepared and  capable of a form  preserving  the
temperament; this form is the mineral form. Then in virtue of the perfection it
obtained from the mineral form, it will become prepared to accept a soul that is
more perfect and executes vegetative tasks ol growth in addition to presceryving
the temperament. Then 1t gathers food and adds to the matter in such a way that
matter grows and gets more perfected to do vegetative tasks. And in this way it
moves toward perfection to become prepared for a more complete soul that does
animal tasks - addition 1o all the previous oncs. And animal acts, from
sensation Lo various movements. are carried out by this soul until the body
develops into a complete body and becomes capable of accepting the rational
soul, which besides the previous tasks brings about speech and reason. This soul
will remain as the administrator of the body to the end of life. Philosophers
have analogized this power. from its origination to its perfection as an absiract
soul. to the warmth of charcoal due 1o its juxtaposition to the fire. This is
becausce the charcoal inttially gets warm. lor its proximity to the fire. and then
this warmth turns into hotness and then into fire and finally into fire (Tames. The
charcoal’s warmth 1s like the mineral form. which only preserves the clements
tfrom dispersion. The charcoal’s hotness is like the vegetative soul. which s the
source of vegetative functions. Its becoming fire before tflaming is like the
anmimal soul and its flaming and burning is like the rational soul. It is obvious
that cach subsequent form carrics out what the previous onc carries and
something more. Henee, all these powers are one thing headed to a boundary of
perfection trom a boundary of deficieney. The last three powers. with all the
difterences, are one thing and given a single name, t.c.. the “soul™ this is the

infant’s soul™. {Nasir al-Din al-Tousi, 1378: 305)
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Though Tousi’s view may be able to solve most of the problems,
there is still a difficulty regarding the manner according to which
these four forms arc transformed (how do these material
transformations occur?). Is it the casc that such transformation
happens through substantial motion and existential intensification,
namely thc mineral form that preserves the temperament and
guarantees the non-dispersion of the clements is the soul’s lower stage
and then that very form is transformed into thc abstract soul via
cxistential intensification and substantial motion”? Tousi (ibid) writes:
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If it were mecant that there be substantial motion and existential
intensification, we should have found, at lcast at some other placcs,
picces of evidence indicating such a belief. However, we could not
find such things. Quitc to the contrary, since he follows Avicenna in
most of his philosophical views, and he is explicit at the beginning of
his reply to the problem in question that
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, it is morc plausible to think that he disagrees with substantial motion,
as Avicenna strongly did. Therefore the above-mentioned analogy
cannot be interpreted as indicating that Tousi believed in substantial
motion. It should bec recalled that Tousi has also attributed this
analogy to others who do not belicve in substantial motion and
existential intensification. On top of that, note that we can find similar
analogies in The Healing as well.

Thercfore, such transformations cannot occur, according to
Tousi’s view or Avicenna’s, by means of motion in substance and
intensification of existence. Do thesc transtformations occur  as
becoming and corruption n the way that Peripatctic philosophers
believed? If so, then the contradictory situation Tousi has described
will remain.

3. A Reply

In my opinion, the view that is closer to philosophical rules, and
accords with Avicenna’s analysis more straightforwardly, is the
following: the soul comes into cxistence when the temperament
originates. What is meant by ‘temperament,’ as used by Avicenna, is a
quality resulting from the continuous actions and reactions of the
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elements, and such a quality is similar to the qualitics of the composite
clements. The union of these clements and qualities 1s called
‘amalgamate.” But it the combination of some objccts or qualities
does not bring about a new quality, like the combination of wheat and
barley in which no actions or reactions occur, such a combination 1s
not called ‘amalgamate’ and it does not result in temperament (7The
Healing, p.126-7). He adds. in The Healing (vol. 2, 136-7), that
because of the amalgamation of the clements and the formation of
temperament, composites possess new properties that are not found in
the components. For example, the color and taste that may be found in
composites are not present in their components. Or, some acts may be
found in composites that arc not present in the components in the very
same form or as distributed. For example, a magnet attracting iron, or
scammony absorbing yellow bile in the human body (and many other
acts observed in plants and animals) only appear atter the formation of
the temperament. What the contemporary scientists maintain, 1.¢. that
vegetative natural life 1s due to the composition and chemical
reactions of matter and elements, 15 not acceptable for Avicenna or
other Islamic philosophers, however. They do not consider life or
living, which is concomitant (a quality. in a sense) to temperament, as
temperament phenomenon; rather, they take the very temperament
that is capable of life to be the cffect of vegetative soul. 1f one likes to
get the existential order right, according to Muslim philosophers, it
should be said that first the vegetative soul comes into existence and
then in virtue of that the temperament originates and then other
qualitics subsequently appear. We may say the same thing regarding
the anumal soul. It should be noted that this analysis is contrary to the
natural scientists’ approach. They belicve that inittally matter and
clements come together, then the temperament is formed, and then the
vegelative soul as well as animal and human soul come into being as
its cffects. An important question at this stage 1s the following: do
vegetative and animal cells initially originate from nonliving elements
to bring about life? Or is life initially there to let the clements
combine? If the cell is not hving, it would not be able to gather its
food, grow and so on and so forth. ITence, it scems that the cell should
be initially alive to gather food and grow. By putting hydrogen.
carbon, and other elements together, the living cell does not emerge.
since In genuine composites the composite will not form except by
actions and rcactions between the ¢lements. or so Avicenna thought.
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Hence, there needs to be another thing to gather the elements together
and instigate the neccssary actions and reactions. This natural factor
should be the vegetative (, and then animal,) soul which is alive and
torms the body of the cell.

It 1t 1s asked where this vegetative (or animal) soul resides,
Avicenna’s reply, as well as his tollowers™, is the following: Father,
mother, or plants which themselves possess a vegetative (or animal)
soul develop living cells (e.g., in their ovarics), and matter and
clements of the male body arc mixed with the matter and elements of
the tfemale body, in such a way that the egg cell emerges under proper
conditions. The development of the cgg, its gathering food, and its
forming the suitable temperament for its particular life, indicates that a
separatc soul has been bestowed upon it. For Avicenna and his
tollowers, it 1s cvident that the composition of elements and
temperament cannot precede the vegetative (or animal) soul.

In the Natural Philosophy of The Healing (p. 286), in the third
chapter of the first ¢ssay, he says:
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Translation:
And the immediate matter for the realization of these
souls in the thing is the matter with the particular
temperament and mode, and the matter remains with that
temperament that is actually existent as leng as the soul
exists therein. And the soul is the onc that preserves it by
that temperament. And with no doubt, the soul is the cause
of the being of that vegetable or animal with their own
temperaments, since the soul is the origin of unity and
order.
llere Avicenna is explicit that the soul, vegetative or animal, is a
rcality that causes the temperament and takes care of it. On the next
pagce (1bid), he adds:
Wk sl PR e G VU el s s S0 G il
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This seems to imply that the soul of cach animal 1s the integrator of
the elements of the animal’s body and their synthesizer in such a way
that the body suits the soul. In Natural Philosophy of The Healing (p.
301) one also finds:
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Translation:

It is not necessary that if the soul is a unified essence it
does not confer different powers to different organs. Rather,
it is permissible that the first thing conferred by it in the
sced or semen is the power of engendering. So it engenders
the organs appropriate to their corresponding powers and
makes cach organ capable of receiving a specific powcer to
be conferred by it. And were it not like that, the creation of
the body would remain suspended for it.

The explanation of what Avicenna is trying to say. I suspect. is the
following. If the soul is not created from the time of the origination of
the preparced tempcrament and it does not contribute into the
composition of the bodily constituents and the arrangement of the
necessary powers {and it is only conferred after the complete creation
of the body) then it necessitates suspension during the time in which
the soul still does not belong to the body. However, suspension in this
sense is impossible. Hence Avicenna says that (the act of) form-giving
to the organs is done by the first power that emerges from the soul.
And after the preparation of each organ for receiving the power
suitable for its job(s), bodily powers arc conferred. And if we do not
accept this view, it would follow that the body should remain
suspended for a while. So 1t should be evident that the first power that
emerges from the soul is its form-giving power. Therefore, the soul
should cxist in advance for this power to work. In the above-
mentioned passage. as we mterpreted, Avicenna i1s explicit that the
origination of the soul after the completeness of the body is mistaken.
Hence, we can conclude that with the origination of the embryo’s
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temperament, the soul originates as well so as to create the body and
its nceessary powers.

Finally, it should be noted that, though in somc of Avicenna’s
works, e.g., The Book of Salvation and The Beginning and the End, we
find quotes that are apparently explicit in stating that the origination of
the soul is after the origination of the body, we may take these as
formulations of Peripatetic philosophers’ view in general, not
Avicenna’s own view. His view on the soul in The Healing and The
Book of Annotations 18 his personal view and, like his view on many
other issucs, deviates from the dominant Peripatetic view.

Notes

1. These arguments have been introduced in a very sketchy fashion. Obviously they
comain numerous gaps. They arc only inlended 1o provide an overview of
Avicenna's reasoning regarding the abstractness of the soul.

2. Here [rely on a common interpretation ot Aristolle.
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