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Avicenna (Ibn Sina) (c. 980—1037)

Avicenna, picture in public domain’

Abu ‘Ali al-Husayn ibn Sina is better known in Europe by the Latinized name “Avicenna.”
He is probably the most significant philosopher in the Islamic tradition and arguably the
most influential philosopher of the pre-modern era. Born in Afshana near Bukhara in
Central Asia in about 980, he is best known as a polymath, as a physician whose major
work the Canon (al-Qanun fi’l-Tibb) continued to be taught as a medical textbook in
Europe and in the Islamic world until the early modern period, and as a philosopher whose
major summa the Cure (al-Shifa’) had a decisive impact upon European scholasticism and
especially upon Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274). Primarily a metaphysical philosopher of being
who was concerned with understanding the self’s existence in this world in relation to its
contingency, Ibn Sina’s philosophy is an attempt to construct a coherent and
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comprehensive system that accords with the religious exigencies of Muslim culture. As
such, he may be considered to be the first major Islamic philosopher. The philosophical
space that he articulates for God as the Necessary Existence lays the foundation for his
theories of the soul, intellect and cosmos. Furthermore, he articulated a development in the
philosophical enterprise in classical Islam away from the apologetic concerns for
establishing the relationship between religion and philosophy towards an attempt to make
philosophical sense of key religious doctrines and even analyse and interpret the Qur’an.
Late 20th century studies have attempted to locate him  within
the Aristotelian and Neoplatonic traditions. His relationship with the latter is ambivalent:
although accepting some keys aspects such as an emanationist cosmology, he rejected
Neoplatonic epistemology and the theory of the pre-existent soul. However, his
metaphysics owes much to the “Amonnian” synthesis of the later commentators on
Aristotle and discussions in legal theory and kalam on meaning, signification and being.
Apart from philosophy, Avicenna’s other contributions lie in the fields of medicine, the
natural sciences, musical theory, and mathematics. In the Islamic sciences (‘ulum), he
wrote a series of short commentaries on selected Qur’anic verses and chapters that reveal
a trained philosopher’s hermeneutical method and attempt to come to terms with revelation.
He also wrote some literary allegories about whose philosophical value 20th and 21st
century scholarship is vehemently at odds.

His influence in medieval Europe spread through the translations of his works first
undertaken in Spain. In the Islamic world, his impact was immediate and led to what
Michot has called “la pandémie avicennienne.” \When al-Ghazali led the theological attack
upon the heresies of the philosophers, he singled out Avicenna, and a generation later when
the Shahrastani gave an account of the doctrines of the philosophers of Islam, he relied
upon the work of Avicenna, whose metaphysics he later attempted to refute in
his Struggling against the Philosophers (Musari‘at al-falasifa). Avicennan metaphysics
became the foundation for discussions of Islamic philosophy and philosophical theology.
In the early modern period in Iran, his metaphysical positions began to be displayed by a
creative modification that they underwent due to the thinkers of the school of Isfahan, in
particular Mulla Sadra (d. 1641).

His Life and Times

Sources on his life range from his autobiography, written at the behest of his disciple ‘Abd
al-Wahid Juzjani, his private correspondence, including the collection of philosophical
epistles exchanged with his disciples and known as al-Mubahathat (The Discussions), to
legends and doxographical views embedded in the ‘histories of philosophy’ of medieval
Islam such as Ibn al-Qifti’s Ta rikh al-hukama (History of the Philosophers) and Zahir al-
Din Bayhagqi’s Tatimmat Siwan al-hikma. However, much of this material ought to be
carefully examined and critically evaluated. Gutas has argued that the autobiography is a
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literary device to represent Avicenna as a philosopher who acquired knowledge of all the
philosophical sciences through study and intuition (al-hads), a cornerstone of his
epistemological theory. Thus, the autobiography is an attempt to demonstrate that humans
can achieve the highest knowledge through intuition. The text is a key to understanding
Avicenna’s view of philosophy: we are told that he only understood the purpose of
Aristotle’s Metaphysics after reading al-Farabi’s short treatise on it, and that often when
he failed to understand a problem or solve the syllogism, he would resort to prayer in the
mosque (and drinking wine at times) to receive the inspiration to understand — the doctrine
of intuition. We will return to his epistemology later but first what can we say about his
life?

Avicenna was born in around 980 in Afshana, a village near Bukhara in Transoxiana. His
father, who may have been Ismaili, was a local Samanid governor. At an early age, his
family moved to Bukhara where he studied Hanafi jurisprudence (figh) with Isma‘il Zahid
(d. 1012) and medicine with a number of teachers. This training and the excellent library
of the physicians at the Samanid court assisted Avicenna in his philosophical self-
education. Thus, he claimed to have mastered all the sciences by the age of 18 and entered
into the service of the Samanid court of Nuh ibn Mansur (r. 976-997) as a physician. After
the death of his father, it seems that he was also given an administrative post. Around the
turn of the millennium, he moved to Gurganj in Khwarazm, partly no doubt to the eclipse
of Samanid rule after the Qarakhanids took Bukhara in 999. He then left again ‘through
necessity’ in 1012 for Jurjan in Khurasan to the south in search no doubt for a patron. There
he first met his disciple and scribe Juzjani. After a year, he entered Buyid service as a
physician, first with Majd al-Dawla in Rayy and then in 1015 in Hamadan where he became
vizier of Shams al-Dawla. After the death of the later in 1021, he once again sought a patron
and became the vizier of the Kakuyid ‘Ala’ al-Dawla for whom he wrote an important
Persian summa of philosophy, the Danishnama-yi ‘Ala’i (The Book of Knowledge for ‘Ala’
al-Dawla). Based in Isfahan, he was widely recognized as a philosopher and physician and
often accompanied his patron on campaign. It was during one of these to Hamadan in 1037
that he died of colic. An arrogant thinker who did not suffer fools, he was fond of his slave-
girls and wine, facts which were ammunition for his later detractors.?

His Works

Avicenna wrote his two earliest works in Bukhara under the influence of al-Farabi. The
first, a Compendium on the Soul (Magala fi’l-nafs), is a short treatise dedicated to the
Samanid ruler that establishes the incorporeality of the rational soul or intellect without
resorting to Neoplatonic insistence upon its pre-existence. The second is his first major

2 Sajjad H. Rizvi, “Avicenna (Ibn Sina) (c. 980-1037)”, Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
https://iep.utm.edu/avicenna-ibn-sina/
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work on metaphysics, Philosophy for the Prosodist (al-Hikma al- ‘Arudiya) penned for a
local scholar and his first systematic attempt at Aristotelian philosophy.

He later wrote three ‘encyclopaedias’encyclopedias of philosophy. The first of these is al-
Shifa’ (The Cure), a work modelled on the corpus of the philosopher, namely. Aristotle,
that covers the natural sciences, logic, mathematics, metaphysics and theology. It was this
work that through its Latin translation had a considerable impact on scholasticism. It was
solicited by Juzjani and his other students in Hamadan in 1016 and although he lost parts
of it on a military campaign, he completed it in Isfahan by 1027. The other two
encyclopaedias were written later for his patron the Buyid prince ‘Ala’ al-Dawla in Isfahan.
The first, in Persian rather than Arabic is entitled Danishnama-yi ‘Ala’i (The Book of
Knowledge for ‘Ala’ al-Dawla) and is an introductory text designed for the layman. It
closely follows his own Arabic epitome of The Cure, namely al-Najat (The Salvation). The
Book of Knowledge was the basis of al-Ghazali’s later Arabic work Maqasid al-falasifa
(Goals of the Philosophers). The second, whose dating and interpretation have inspired
debates for centuries, is al-Isharat wa’l-Tanbihat (Pointers and Reminders), a work that
does not present completed proofs for arguments and reflects his mature thinking on a
variety of logical and metaphysical issues. According to Gutas it was written in Isfahan in
the early 1030s; according to Michot, it dates from an earlier period in Hamadan and
possibly Rayy. A further work entitled al-Insaf (The Judgement) which purports to
represent a philosophical position that is radical and transcends AristotelianisingAristotle’s
Neoplatonism is unfortunately not extant, and debates about its contents are rather like the
arguments that one encounters concerning Plato’s esoteric or unwritten doctrines. One
further work that has inspired much debate is The Easterners (al-Mashrigiyun) or The
Eastern Philosophy (al-Hikma al-Mashrigiya) which he wrote at the end of the 1020s and
is mostly lost.
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BA Call Number: 181.07 A957n 1992 (B4)

Also available as e-book: http://dar.bibalex.org/webpages/mainpage.jsf?PID=DAF-

Jobh:108097
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BA Call Number: 181.07 A957h 2019 (B4)
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BA Call Number: 181.07 A957h 2009 (B4)
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BA Call Number: 193 B651la (B4)

AERE It PR ORIt
BA Call Number: 181.92014 J612s 2004 (B4 -- References)

NVAVE g pall O dnala 1 sy Aalad) Basall) B Al 3 1l b A la g e o) 4 i
BA Call Number: 181.07 A957kh (B4)
Also available as e-book: http://dar.bibalex.org/webpages/mainpage.jsf?PID=DAF-
Jobh:18515

XY celigl la sd aSuy) W o) oY) Qlisl) adla) b Gl ddudd sesa # Uil de (5 saell
BA Call Number: 610.9174927 176 (B1)
Also available as e-book: http://dar.bibalex.org/webpages/mainpage.jsf?PID=DAF-
Job:62608

¢S sall 1o sl L gl 53N g o glad) CLENAT g Uise Ca) | (5Susi sall) ABLED 5 alal) 5 2y il Baniall aaY) dalaie

AEER
BA Call Number: UNESCO 181.07 A957ib (B3 -- Closed Stacks -- Depository
Library)
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) ) A0 iyl HESU i il
BA Call Number: 181.07 M9851n (B4)

Also available as e-book: http://dar.bibalex.org/webpages/mainpage.jsf?PID=DAF-
Jobh:18124

E-Books
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Arabic Collections .55l QLS Y3+ el A nall 4 1)) jeda (i pial) (3laia g (Ghaial)
.New York University (NYU) .(<Uls 3228) Online
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.New York University (NYU) .(<Ul 322 8) Arabic Collections Online .5 Sl US|
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il ) Jileay (@ YA & b g o g Gmad) el 2 0 Gpal) e ol Gt gl L 0l
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.New York University (NYU) .(<bls 522 8) Arabic Collections Online
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() QS 190 (G5 5a aml ) ddas iJselin) ¢Tiirk Tarih Kurumu Basimevi 3,8 | Y-)
.New York University (NYU) .(<bls 522 8) Arabic Collections Online
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New York University (<l s2c8) Arabic Collections Online .5 S @US ooyl yeh ) =
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Printed Thesis
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BA Call Number: Thesis 29607 (B4 -- Closed Stacks)
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YooV dandall and OV LK A8 gl dadls ol 530
BA Call Number: Thesis 24827 (B4 -- Closed Stacks)
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BA Call Number: Thesis 58202 (B4 -- Closed Stacks)

230815 Bibliotheca Alexandrina Compiled by “Respond to Inquiries Unit”



14

L Lial daals ptiuabe Alay @310 Gual) A8y Usw G C Balaal) pggda deal amis slad cl) als
XY Al ad syl
BA Call Number: Thesis 9921 (B4 -- Closed Stacks)
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BA Call Number: Thesis 62980 (B4 -- Closed Stacks)
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BA Call Number: Thesis 16603 (B4 -- Closed Stacks)
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BA Call Number: Thesis 46767 (B4 -- Closed Stacks)
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BA Call Number: Thesis 28697 (B4 -- Closed Stacks)
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BA Call Number: Thesis 61149 (B4 -- Closed Stacks)
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BA Call Number: Thesis 38295 (B4 -- Closed Stacks)
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BA Call Number: Thesis 19658 (B4 -- Closed Stacks)
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BA Call Number: Thesis 45399 (B4 -- Closed Stacks)
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BA Call Number: Thesis 16999 (B4 -- Closed Stacks)

&_1\3()“2\3\151.@_\.12\.1.;;\; ‘);\BAALAMLH‘) g\g.ﬁs@b@u@\wd}a&d\)ﬁ u_zLA}S\A.\cg_\a):\A ¢ gana
YA il

BA Call Number: Thesis 38302 (B4 -- Closed Stacks)
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BA Call Number: Thesis 61179 (B4 -- Closed Stacks)
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BA Call Number: Thesis 44661 (B4 -- Closed Stacks)

CY o clsla daala ol sSa Al MU Y (s gall (8 Al o gladia Al o e s g ¢ ui
BA Call Number: Thesis 9836 (B4 -- Closed Stacks)

Printed Articles

VAV i) ) aaedl oA Al G 5 s Y (LA () eadall gland) (3" Calale dana ¢ I jall
Svorn

¢ 22a]) oY ALl G5 Ml alaall s laalally Galal 6 5all slsw (¥ oG adal) s ¢ juaiia
YTAYOV 1 (VaTE Jy)

Manuscripts on Microfilms and Microfiches
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BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 615 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)

o oAbl S (& EYA @ b 0 o Gr Grall o dl de 0 Gpeall el a1 gl L
5 ) sas ddashaia (VY44 :Laiall 43 5) National Library of Medicine . - ) + A% oalsi¥l) g JI s ale
Ada ghiall a8 ) VVA-€A bl jaadll G 5) Yoo cArmy Medical Library :ohedls & sane (e

A8 S oY-a4 :((2/7) A34
BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 615 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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Al Sae VAN AY S5 (VY)Y
BA Call Number: 181.07 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 530 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 128.2 (Bl -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 297.1226 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 297.1226 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 540 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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ald s S e IAY
BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)

Gelad A Al (@ £YA O b 0 o O Gl o dll e G Gpeall e ol a1 ) L ol
J@&A:Bﬁ&\_ﬁ)w&;&_(?t&a\.;—ncf\ L}M\@J)&.\M&J\L&Jbi)ﬁ,}:_A[\Y]u_)sj\s‘”:m

?Séa});u(i\‘\/ &L}M\eﬁ‘) 411 G_A:\AS\ J"‘A‘A\?SJ) Yool c:t..p_)aj\ QLL:}LAAM
BA Call Number: 297.2 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)

dgre Adal) Adal) (0 £YA @ lpw G Glo o guadl o dl) de 0 ) el a1 gl L )
by seae i ghada (Gada/YAVY :daial) 28 ) ZAEN Cojaall Lay dpinnd) D130 de sana A sall cilda gladall

Al Sae (YOA sadashaall o ) (Ve o alil) uaall 4B ) Yooy jall il shadall agae 5 Ll
BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 530 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 297.2 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 181.07 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)

Eaall B Al (2 EYA Ol o o o Gmeall G dll e G Gpeal) e ol 31 ) L ol
A 5 ) geae Al shde (YY) aelae ¢£) sl ghadall 48 ) L) 40Sa ol jas 2 [V Y] o Rl B pdal)

ol Sae (£Y9 ik shadll 8, AT bl raall 68 5) Yoo Ty all s ghadial) dgxe
BA Call Number: 181.07 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 297.37 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 297.37 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)

Manuscripts on Disks

LA AAG plBAN (& £YA O lw o e o Gl o dll die G ) e b 1) Zdll) L
(e a3 ysandhshia (06)Y hiall 48 ) iy i
BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 181.7 (Bl -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 185 (Bl -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 181.7 (Bl -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 523.1 (Bl -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 610 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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BA Call Number: 414 (B1 -- Microfilm Reading Room)
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