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ABSTRACT

Hossein Ziai

Definition and the Foundations of Knowledge
in Illuminationist Philosophy:
Section on Expository Propositions (al-Agwal al-Shariha)}, of the
Text, al-Mashai®* wa al-Mutdrahat.l

~~The Arabic text here printed, is Chapter Two of the unpublished Part
One (on logic) of Suhrawardi’s most extensive Arabic work, al-
Mashari® wa al-Mutarahat (Paths and Havens)—the third of four
major texts comprising the corpus on the Philosophy of Illumination.?
The text is divided into ten chapters each titled “Path (mashra®).” It is
titled: “On Expository Propositions” (ai-Mashra® al-Thani: fi’l-
Mutarahdr ‘ald al-Aqwal al-Shariha),3 and consists of twelve sections

"~ (fusul). The title, it should be noted, is the logical term which, together
with the term “proof” (hujja, pl. hujaj), are employed in restructured
logic presented in early 12th c non-Aristotelian texts—e.g., al-
Mu‘tabar by Baghdadi; al-Basa’ir and Tabsira by Sawi—and finally
systematized in Illuminationist works. The termm “expository
proposition” is a technical term, and is defined by Suhrawardi in the
text:

1 Jogic and physics of Suhrawardi’s Paths and Havens have not been published.
I have used the following MS of the work, dated 707 A.H.: al-Mashari* wa’l-
Mutarahar, MS Leiden Or. 365

2 This chapter is a part of a planned Series on Post-Avicennan Logical texts. It
will appear in Vol Il of the Series, the Text of al-Mashari‘ wa al-Mutarahat: al-
Tim al-Awwal, fi’l-Mantiq (plus the apparatus criticus of the critical edition, not
included hered).

3 The term, expository proposition had been used by philosophers before
Suhrawardi, but not in the same way. Avicenna, and Ghazz3li used the term for
equivocal essentialist definition (hadd bi-al-tashkik). See Avicenna, al-Najat, p.
83; al-Ghazali, Mi‘yar al-‘lim, ed. S. Dunya (Cairo, 1961), pp. 68, 271-275. ‘Umar
ibn Sahlan al-Sawi’s statement: “Conception may be obtained by the method (rah)
referred to by the Arabic term al-gawl al-sharih. This means [in Persian] guft-i
rawshan-kunanda (i.e. expository proposition). [You should know that] some
expository propositions are valid, and are called essentialist definition; some are
partially valid (razdik bi rasti), and are called description (rasm) . . . The [main]
intention of logic has been shown to be the obtaining of knowledge concerning 1-
expository propositions and 2- proofs.” (Tabsira, pp. 4-5), as we know was among
those that influences Suhrawardi
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Know that the expository propositions are five: complete essentialist
definition (al-hadd al-tamm); [conceptualist definition, or] making the
thing named known by means of the parts of the complete concept (ta‘rif
al-musamma bi-ajz@ al-mafhim al-tamm); * incomplete essentialist
definition (al-hadd al-naqis); complete description (al-rasm al-tamm); and
incomplete description (al-rasm al-nagis).5
The classification of the five types of definitions are a novelty in
Islamic philosophical texts. ry propositions are employed to define the
“relation” between the first, atemporal act of thought, and the second,
temporally extended, grasp of the known thing or its essence. This
chapter helps extend Suhrawardi’s criticism of the Peripatetic formula
for essentialist definition (hadd).¢ Suhrawardi’s fifth type of definition
is a type of conceptualist definition, a “formula that makes something
known by means of its concept.”7
In the first section,® Suhrawardi introduces the five types of
definition and continues to discuss the two types of essentialist
definition, the complete and the incomplete, which he does in two ways.
The first is in conformity with Peripatetic logical works:
A formula indicating the essence of the thing.?
And the second, which Suhrawardi attributes to the “later Peripatetics”
(al-Muta’ khkhirian) is:
A differentiated formula indicating the essence of the thing.10
The second version is presented by Avicenna in the Logic of the
Easterners only.1l The “differentiated formula” is explained by
Suhrawardi to be the condition that is obtained when, in any formula of

4 Elsewhere the conceptualist definition is stated to be: “The formula indicating
the concept of the thing (al-gawl al-mu‘arraf bi-hasab mafham al-shay’). Paths
and Havens:Logic, fol 15v.

5 Ibid., fol. 14r.

6 Suhrawardi, Opera I, p. 21.

7 Paths and Havens:Logic, fol 15r.

8 Tbid., fol. 15v.

9 Paths and Havens:Logic, fol 14v. Cf. Avicenna, Livre des Définitions, §18:
al-gawl al-dall ‘ala mahiyyat al-shay’.

10 Paths and Havens:Logic, fol. 14v.: gawl mufassal dall ‘ala mahiyyat al-
shay’.

11 Cf. Avicenna, Logic of the Easterners, p. 34: al-qaw! al-mufassal al-
mu‘arraf li-al-dhat bimahiyyatihi.
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definition, each part of the formula corresponds exactly to a part of the
reality of the thing to be defined.12

In Chapter Two, §2,13 the conceptualist definition is introduced, an
while it is not developed it is considered to be the most correct type of
definition. The arguments here closely parallel Ockham’s views on
modes of signification explained in Part One of the Summa Logicz.

In §4 Suhrawardi once again confronts the Avicennan position,
regarding specifically the formula for essentialist definition. For the first
time in this part of his logic, he quotes from Avicenna’s book
Directives and Remarks, where Avicenna stated that the essentialist
definition is necessarily made up of the genus and the differentiz.l4
This he considers to be an error because Avicenna has applied its use
unrestrictively to anything, while it only applies to a thing that actually
does have a genus and differentiz.!> Again semantics are brought in to
investigate signification of the thing by some, or all, of its attributes.

In §5, and §6, Suhrawardi develops a kind of definition we may
designate ostensive. This kind of definition serves to distinguish among
things, and is a perfectly adequate kind of definition for general use.16

In §7 Subrawardi distinguishes between “rational” and the “capacity
to reason” (isti‘dad al-nutq), and he later uses this distinction in his
formulation of an illuminationist theory of definition in the Philosophy
of Ilumination.!”7 Suhrawardi analyzes the distinction by first
considering that capacity to reason is the same as the activities of the
intellect, i.¢., thinking or cogitating (ta‘aqqul wa tafakkur). He regards
any kind of “capacity” as posterior to the “substantial reality” (al-
haqad’iq al-jawhariyya). He makes a further distinction between the
“rational soul” (al-nafs al-natiqa), which determines rationality, itself a

12 Paths and Havens:Logic, fol. 14r.: mufassal, ay kull juz’ min al-lafz yadull
‘ala juz' min hqigat al-shay’.

13 Paths and Havens:Logic, fol. 15r.

14 Cf, Avicenna, Kitab al-Isharat wa al-Tanbihat, pp. 11-12.

15 Paths and Havens:Logic, fol 17v.

16 Paths and Havens:Logic, fol. 16v-16r.

17 Paths and Havens:Logic, fol. 16v. Cf. Opera II, p. 20.



determined, real essence, and the capacity of reason, which is a mental
concept.18

From here, Suhrawardi goes on to consider some of the standard
views regarding the notions of sameness and difference, their
definitions and their use. And in §8-§12 such topics related to definition
as description, nominal definition, definition by analogy, definition as
subject of propositions, as well as the questions what is genus and what
is differentia, are discussed by him, which need not concern us here. It
should be noted, however, that most of the arguments are taken directly
from Avicenna’s Logic of the Easterners, or are based on it.19

So far we have concentrated on Chapter Two of the logic of the
Paths and Havens, and have observed that this chapter, entirely
devoted to definition, provides us with a host of problems related to
Suhrawardi’s critique of the Peripatetic formula for definition and we
may better understand the gist of Suhrawardi’s theory of illuminationist
definition and epistemological side:

[One can obtain a definition only] by recourse to sensible or apparent things
in another way [i.e., other than the Peripatetic formula of definition], and
[only] if [and when)] the thing pertains specifically to the sum total of the
[sensible and apparent things] as an organic whole.??

18 Paths and havens: Logic, fol. 16v.
19 Cf. Avicenna, Logic of the Easterners, pp. 34-36.
20 Suhrawardi, Opera II, p. 21.
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