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                  In
                   
                  the
                   
                  Name
                   
                  of
                   
                  God,
                   
                  the
                   
                  Merciful,
                   
                  the
                   
                  Beneficent
                

                It is reported that Imam Ridha’ (peace be with him) said:

                
                  “…by
                   
                  His
                   
                  giving
                   
                  consciousness
                   
                  to
                   
                  the
                   
                  conscious,
                   
                  it
                   
                  is
                   
                  known
                   
                  that
                   
                  He
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  conscious,
                   
                  and
                   
                  by
                   
                  His
                   
                  giving
                   
                  substance
                   
                  to
                   
                  the
                   
                  substances,
                   
                  it
                   
                  is
                   
                  known
                   
                  that
                   
                  He
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  a
                   
                  substance….”
                  1
                

                1. The Subject of Metaphysics

                Aristotle taught that the subject of metaphysics is being, that beings are said in many ways to be, and that the primary sense in which a thing may be said to be is as a substance, that which is neither in nor predicable of a subject. Hence, for Aristotle, metaphysics is primarily concerned with substance, and secondarily with the other nine categories. However, Aristotle also described the topic of his Metaphysics as primary philosophy or wisdom concerned with the discovery of causes. He also states that the primary philosophy has the task of studying the essence and existence of what is separable from matter.

                Ibn Sina rewrites metaphysics with a number of important departures from Aristotle: the inclusion in metaphysics of discussions about the intellect; the introduction of what were later called transcendentals; and the recognition that the discussions of the categories belong to metaphysics rather than logic. More important than these points, however, was the clear distinction between existence and whatness, already to be found in seminal form in the Posterior Analytics 2 and further developed over the course of centuries of philosophical work in both the Christian and Islamic worlds. In medieval Europe, the idea was elaborated by Aquinas, who wrote a treatise on the topic. In Islamic philosophy, the distinction led to the principle of the fundamental priority of existence over whatness in the work of Mulla Sadra.

                Following Kindi, Ibn Sina expected Aristotle’s Metaphysics to be more theological, and in his autobiography, he claimed that it was only after reading Farabi that the purpose of the subject became clear to him. Accordingly, he took metaphysics to include theology only as a special part, and thereafter Muslim philosophers distinguished theology in a general sense from theology in a specific sense. (In the West the distinction was made between general and specific metaphysics). 

                At different phases in his life, Ibn Sina divided the sciences in somewhat different ways, but he consistently considered metaphysics to be a theoretical science either including theology along with three other sections or separating theology from general metaphysics as a distinct theoretical science. He divided theology proper into what we might call natural theology and metaphysics of the rational soul, while general metaphysics included discussions of the principles of the sciences and discussions of being qua being. The introduction of the metaphysics of the rational soul was innovative.3

                He also transformed metaphysics by emphasizing attributes that transcend the categories. This gave rise to a long tradition in medieval Western philosophy of discussion of the transcendentals. He still held that the primary essential beings (mawjudat bi al-dhat) are the substances, but only in the sense that substance is prior to accident. He explains the priority of substance to accident in terms of the Aristotelian definition of substance according to which a substance is not in a subject. An accident is in a subject. Ibn Sina defines what it means for something to be in a subject with three clauses:

                (1) the subject has existence and is of a specific species regardless of its possession of what is said to be in it;

                (2) what is in the subject is not in it as a part of the subject; and

                (3) what is in a subject cannot exist apart from the subject; so that accidents are not separable from their subjects.

                Notice that according to the first clause, a substantial form in matter is not an instance of something being in a subject. The subject in which an accident resides will itself either exist in yet another subject or not. If not, the subject is a substance. If so, there is a regress argument to the effect that after a finite number of steps we have to arrive at subjects that are substances to ground all higher order accidents.4 At times, Ibn Sina says that everything is either a substance or accident, but yet in other places he introduces God as being neither. It seems, then, that we should understand the first claim as implicitly qualified by contingent being. This is how the later Islamic peripatetic tradition understood him, and the qualification is made explicit in Ibn Sina’s theological writings.

                Two further points of difference should be noticed between the ways Ibn Sina and Aristotle looked at metaphysics. For Aristotle, the discussion of causality was largely imported to the metaphysics from the physics. For Ibn Sina, on the other hand, causality takes on a special role in metaphysics as that which brings something into existence ontological as distinct from physical causation. Second, the distinction between contingency and necessity in Aristotle was primarily seen as a logical distinction, while in Ibn Sina it becomes the focus of metaphysical discussion. Aristotle interprets the necessary as that for which there is no change, no motion, while for Ibn Sina the necessary is that which needs no cause for its existence. In Aristotle the necessary and contingent are understood in terms of time and change, while in Ibn Sina they are interpreted independently of temporality. Metaphysics in the hands of Ibn Sina becomes at once richer and more abstract.

                With regard to the substantiality of the rational soul and God, Aristotle and Ibn Sina take opposite positions: Aristotle holds that theos is a substance, while Ibn Sina denies that God is a substance; Aristotle holds that the soul is not a substance, while Ibn Sina claims that it is.5 In both of these regards we observe the movement toward greater abstraction in Ibn Sina. The concept of God is more abstract when considered outside the categories, and the soul is understood more abstractly, not merely as the form of an organism, but as independent of any materiality. God is freed from the constraints of substantiality while the soul is freed from the constraints of corporeality.

                Metaphysics as a universal science is concerned with beings, first divided into the necessary and contingent, and the latter into substance and accident. It is here that we find the most important reason why God is not to be considered a substance according to Ibn Sina: the division of beings into substances and accidents only applies to contingent beings. The reason for this is that only a contingent being can have a quiddity or essence, what Aristotle called ti esti (literally, what it is), translated into Arabic as mahiyya (also, literally, what it is), and which, following the lead of William Chittick,6 I will call a whatness. The reasoning is given in Ibn Sina’s Remarks and Admonitions (believed to have been written c. 1030-1034):

                
                  Wajib
                   
                  al-wujud
                   
                  (WW),
                  7
                   
                  does
                   
                  not
                   
                  share
                   
                  with
                   
                  things
                   
                  in
                   
                  whatness,
                   
                  for
                   
                  all
                   
                  whatnesses
                   
                  have
                   
                  in
                   
                  common
                   
                  that
                   
                  they
                   
                  imply
                   
                  contingency
                   
                  of
                   
                  existence.
                   
                  However,
                   
                  existence
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  by
                   
                  the
                   
                  whatness
                   
                  of
                   
                  a
                   
                  thing,
                   
                  and
                   
                  it
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  a
                   
                  part
                   
                  of
                   
                  the
                   
                  whatness
                   
                  of
                   
                  a
                   
                  thing.
                   
                  What
                   
                  I
                   
                  mean
                   
                  is
                   
                  that
                   
                  existence
                   
                  does
                   
                  not
                   
                  enter
                   
                  the
                   
                  concept
                   
                  of
                   
                  things
                   
                  for
                   
                  which
                   
                  there
                   
                  is
                   
                  a
                   
                  whatness;
                   
                  rather
                   
                  this
                   
                  is
                   
                  a
                   
                  state
                   
                  they
                   
                  can
                   
                  have.
                   
                  WW
                   
                  does
                   
                  not
                   
                  share
                   
                  with
                   
                  things
                   
                  in
                   
                  the
                   
                  meaning
                   
                  of
                   
                  a
                   
                  genus,
                   
                  or
                   
                  of
                   
                  a
                   
                  species,
                   
                  for
                   
                  WW
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  in
                   
                  need
                   
                  of
                   
                  any
                   
                  allowance
                   
                  to
                   
                  separate
                   
                  from
                   
                  them
                   
                  in
                   
                  the
                   
                  sense
                   
                  of
                   
                  having
                   
                  a
                   
                  difference
                   
                  or
                   
                  accident
                   
                  [to
                   
                  differentiate
                   
                  WW 
                  from them]; rather
                   WW 
                  is essentially 
                  
                  different.
                

                
                  So,
                   
                  there
                   
                  is
                   
                  no
                   
                  definition
                   
                  (hadd)
                   
                  for
                   
                  WW’s
                   
                  essence,
                   
                  since
                   
                  there
                   
                  is
                   
                  no
                   
                  genus
                   
                  and
                   
                  species for
                   
                  WW.
                  8
                

                Here we find a view of existence as completely distinct from whatness. Whatness pertains to the concept of things and describes the form that a thing can have. Existence pertains to causality and the generation of entities that animate the forms of whatness.

                However, the first thing to which existence belongs other than itself is substance, which is identified with a sort of whatness in the Shifa’ (believed to have been composed c. 1020-1027):

                
                  Although
                   
                  the
                   
                  existent,
                   
                  as
                   
                  you
                   
                  have
                   
                  known,
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  a
                   
                  genus
                   
                  and
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  predicated
                   
                  equally
                   
                  of
                   
                  what
                   
                  is
                   
                  beneath
                   
                  it,
                   
                  yet
                   
                  it
                   
                  has
                   
                  a
                   
                  meaning
                   
                  agreed
                   
                  on
                   
                  with
                   
                  respect
                   
                  to
                   
                  prior
                  ity
                   
                  and
                   
                  posteriority.
                   
                  The
                   
                  first
                   
                  thing
                   
                  to
                   
                  which
                   
                  it
                   
                  belongs
                   
                  is
                   
                  the
                   
                  whatness
                   
                  that
                   
                  is
                   
                  substance,
                   
                  and
                   
                  then
                   
                  to
                   
                  what
                   
                  comes
                   
                  after
                   
                  it.
                   
                  Since
                   
                  it
                   
                  [has]
                   
                  one
                   
                  meaning,
                   
                  in
                   
                  the
                   
                  manner
                   
                  to
                   
                  which
                   
                  we
                   
                  have
                   
                  alluded,
                   
                  accidental
                   
                  matters
                   
                  adhere
                   
                  to
                   
                  it
                   
                  that
                   
                  are
                   
                  proper
                   
                  to
                   
                  it,
                   
                  as
                   
                  we
                   
                  have
                   
                  shown
                   
                  earlier.
                   
                  For
                   
                  this
                   
                  reason,
                   
                  it
                   
                  is
                   
                  taken
                   
                  care
                   
                  of
                   
                  by
                   
                  one
                   
                  science
                   
                  in
                   
                  the 
                  same
                   
                  way
                   that
                   anything pertaining 
                  to
                   health has one science.
                  9
                

                The idea presented by Ibn Sina here will remind students of Kant of his famous argument that existence is not a predicate in his refutation of the ontological argument.10 One also may compare the statement quoted above from Ibn Sina: “What I mean is that existence does not enter the concept of things for which there is a whatness; rather this is a state they can have.” with the following statement from Kant:

                
                  In
                   
                  the
                   
                  mere
                   
                  concept
                   
                  of
                   
                  a
                   
                  thing
                   
                  no
                   
                  characteristic
                   
                  of
                   
                  its
                   
                  existence
                   
                  can
                   
                  be
                   
                  encountered
                   
                  at
                   
                  all.
                   
                  For
                   
                  even
                   
                  if
                   
                  this
                   
                  concept
                   
                  is
                   
                  so
                   
                  complete
                   
                  that
                   
                  it
                   
                  lacks
                   
                  nothing
                   
                  required
                   
                  for
                   
                  thinking
                   
                  of
                   
                  a
                   
                  thing
                   
                  with
                   
                  all
                   
                  of
                   
                  its
                   
                  inner
                   
                  determinations,
                   
                  still
                   
                  existence
                   
                  has
                   
                  nothing
                   
                  in
                   
                  the least to do with all of this...
                  11
                

                This has, of course, as Kant saw, profound implications for the understanding of God and for the ontological argument. The ontological argument of Anselm or Descartes is invalid, as Kant shows, because it begins with characteristics internal to the concept, and existence does not, contrary to Anselm and Descartes, enter here. Ibn Sina has his own ontological argument which is designed specifically to avoid such problems. There is no whatness for God, and so He is not a substance, according to Ibn Sina. Hence, we cannot argue from the divine whatness to the divine existence. However, if we consider an existing thing itself, not its concept and not its whatness, we will find that it must be necessary in its existence or contingent, and if contingent, something necessarily existing is needed to avoid a regress, and the necessary of existence is God. 

                Ibn Sina dubs this the “proof of the sincere,” (burhan al-sidiqin), and it has dominated the proofs for God in Muslim philosophy ever since with many variations.12 What is important for us here is not to review the versions or to evaluate the validity of the argument, but to note that one avoids the sorts of worries expressed by Kant precisely when one considers God to be beyond the categories that classify whatnesses. Instead of considering the whatness of God and then proving that such a thing must exist, which Kant argued was futile, the Muslim philosophers following Ibn Sina started with the existing thing, and later with existence itself, regardless of considerations of whatness in which existence can play no part, and sought to prove that there is something whose existence is necessary.

                A final point about metaphysics as understood in the tradition led by Ibn Sina should be emphasized: this tradition is called peripatetic (in Arabic masha’in) with attention to Aristotle, and metaphysics in the Aristotelian sense of the discipline differs in important ways from metaphysics as it is understood by many contemporary Western philosophers. 

                After the linguistic turn, predicates have come to be used by some philosophers as suitable replacements for accidents, and substances are seen as the individuals to which predicates are applied and whose identity and persistence conditions are determined by sortal predicates.13 When Muslim philosophers deny that God is a substance, however, this is understood in a more hylomorphic sense. The argument is not that God cannot serve as the subject of suitable predication so as to be designated a substance, but that God is beyond considerations of matter or form necessary for substances and accidents. The attributes of God are not like the accidents of a substance because they do not describe the form of God but rather are attempts to describe what is beyond form.

                2. A Curious Argument

                The main argument that Ibn Sina gives to show that WW, i.e., God, is not a substance is found later in the Remarks and Admonitions. Ibn Sina considers how someone might erroneously think that God is a substance because it would appear that God is not in a subject and is not predicable of a subject. Hence, it would seem that God fits the definition of primary substance. Ibn Sina responds that this way of reasoning depends on a failure to appreciate the significance of not being in a subject. When we say that a thing is not in a subject, this should not imply that the thing exists, for otherwise, we could infer the existence of a thing merely on the basis of its being a substance. God, however, necessarily exists, as Ibn Sina sought to demonstrate in his proof of the existence of God, the proof of the sincere (burhan al-sidiqin). Hence, we should not say that God, or WW, is not in a subject.

                
                  Perhaps
                   
                  it
                   
                  is
                   
                  supposed
                   
                  that
                   
                  the
                   
                  meaning
                   
                  of
                   
                  “an
                   
                  existent
                   
                  that
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  in
                   
                  a
                   
                  subject
                   
                  (mawdu‘)”
                   
                  includes
                   
                  the
                   
                  First
                   
                  and
                   
                  others
                   
                  by
                   
                  inclusion
                   
                  in
                   
                  a
                   
                  genus,
                   
                  that
                   
                  WW
                   
                  falls
                   
                  un
                  der 
                  the
                   genus
                   
                  substance (jawhar).
                

                
                  This
                   
                  is
                   
                  an
                   
                  error.
                   
                  That
                   
                  an
                   
                  existent
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  in
                   
                  a
                   
                  subject,
                   
                  according
                   
                  to
                   
                  the
                   
                  definition
                   
                  (rasm)
                  14
                   
                  of
                   
                  substance,
                   
                  does
                   
                  not
                   
                  mean
                   
                  the
                   
                  existent
                   
                  as
                   
                  actually
                   
                  existing
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  in
                   
                  a
                   
                  subject,
                   
                  for
                   
                  otherwise
                   
                  one
                   
                  would
                   
                  know
                   
                  that
                   
                  since
                   
                  Zayd
                   
                  in
                   
                  himself
                   
                  is
                   
                  a
                   
                  substance,
                   
                  that
                   
                  he actually exists! Not
                   
                  so, let
                   
                  alone 
                  the
                   quality of 
                  that
                   existence.
                  15
                

                Of course, Ibn Sina does not mean to suggest that since it is false that God is not in a subject, consequently God is in a subject. So, it would appear that bivalence is threatened. It is neither the case that WW is in a subject nor that WW is not in a subject. Ibn Sina does not propose a three-valued logic, however. Instead it is suggested in his logic that some predicates cannot be meaningfully applied to some subjects. The predicate “is in a subject” does not apply to “WW” in such a way as to produce a proposition that could be true, false, or have a third value. The example usually given is that it is mistaken to affirm or deny that a wall is blind, because a wall is not the sort of thing that can be seeing or blind. Both predicates “seeing” and “blind” imply the faculty of vision, in a healthy or impaired state. Of course, we could artificially coin a broader sense for the predicate “seeing”, equivalent to “not having impaired vision”, and in this sense we could affirm that the wall is “seeing”. 

                However, this would be not only contrived but misleading because of the ambiguity in the ordinary meaning of “seeing” and the artificially coined meaning. Likewise, we could interpret “not being in a subject” in such a way as to include all things of which it cannot be truly said that they are in a subject; and in this sense we could say that God is a substance. Here too, the introduction of a broader sense of substance that would include God would be misleading, for substance is a category and the categories classify whatnesses. To say that God is a substance would hence imply that God has a whatness of the substance category, unless we call to mind that “substance” might be used in a way to apply both to whatnesses and to entities that fall outside the framework of the categories.

                One might think that this latter sense is more natural, and that the contorted argument Ibn Sina gives for the more specific sense is highly artificial, for we find that “being in a subject” is defined by Ibn Sina in a seemingly ad hoc manner designed to exclude existence and WW. As such, it cannot be expected to convince anyone who thinks otherwise. Ibn Sina himself at one point admits that we could understand WW to be a substance in the negative sense of a denial of accidentality (understanding a substance to be whatever is not an accident), but he insists that this is not the sense of substance that would allow it to be considered a genus under which to include WW along with other substances.16

                Furthermore, one could respond to Ibn Sina’s point about how not being in a subject should not imply existence by holding that it is not this fact about WW that implies its existence. Even what necessarily exists can be considered as a thing—without regard to its existence—as not in a subject. We cannot infer that Zayd or WW or anything else actually exists merely because it is a substance, even if we allow that some substance necessarily exists. In view of this, we could reject Ibn Sina’s argument, and allow that “is not in a subject” can apply to anything that fulfils the three clauses mentioned above, and if it also is not a predicable, it will be a substance. WW would clearly seem to violate the three part definition of being in a subject, and since it is not a predicable, it would be a substance. 

                Indeed, some Muslim philosophers have taken the position that the dispute over whether God is a substance or not is largely verbal. If we take substance in a wide sense to apply not only to contingent beings, and if we understand the definition of substance as suggested here, we can say that God is a substance, and, indeed, that everything is either a substance or an accident. If we take substance more narrowly, as Ibn Sina did, then we will consider substance as restricted to contingent beings.

                However, I think that what is at stake here is more than just an arbitrary choice of definitions. At issue is how to understand the categories, and how this understanding must take into account the fundamental difference posited by Ibn Sina between existence and whatness. This is why, in the place where Ibn Sina is ready to grant that in some sense one may say that God is a substance, he cautions that this is not a sense in which substance could be considered a common genus for all substances.

                
                  Someone
                   
                  may
                   
                  say,
                   
                  “Although
                   
                  you
                   
                  have
                   
                  avoided
                   
                  assigning
                   
                  the
                   
                  name
                   
                  ‘substance’
                   
                  to
                   
                  the First,
                   
                  you do not 
                  avoid
                   
                  assigning
                   
                  Him
                   
                  its 
                  meaning.
                   This
                   
                  is
                   
                  because
                   
                  He
                   
                  exists
                   
                  in
                   
                  no
                   
                  subject;
                   
                  and
                   
                  this
                   
                  is
                   
                  the
                   
                  meaning
                   
                  of
                   
                  substance,
                   
                  which
                   
                  you
                   
                  have
                   
                  rendered
                   
                  a
                   
                  genus.”
                

                
                  We
                   
                  answer:
                   
                  This
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  the
                   
                  meaning
                   
                  of
                   
                  the
                   
                  substance
                   
                  we
                   
                  have
                   
                  made
                   
                  a
                   
                  genus.
                   
                  Rather,
                   
                  the
                   
                  meaning
                   
                  of
                   
                  [the
                   
                  latter]
                   
                  is
                   
                  that
                   
                  it
                   
                  is
                   
                  the
                   
                  thing
                   
                  having
                   
                  an
                   
                  established
                   
                  whatness whose
                  existence is not in 
                  a
                   
                  subject—for example, 
                  a
                   body 
                  and
                   
                  a
                   soul.
                  17
                

                In order for substance to be used in a generic sense that would apply to both WW and individual persons, horses, etc., WW would have to have a whatness the features of which would distinguish it from other substances, as man and horse are differentiated, for example. In order for substance to be considered a common genus, it must be defined in such a way that its instances each possess a whatness by means of which they can be classified.

                What Ibn Sina is suggesting is that the categories are fundamental divisions, not of being, as Aristotle sometimes suggests, but of whatness. If this is so, then WW should not be considered as a substance, because substance describes that which possesses a whatness having the conditions of not being present in or predicable of a subject. The categories classify different formats in which being can be found or be absent. These formats impose conceptual limitations on being from which we suppose God to be free.

                
                  Indeed,
                   
                  the
                   
                  meaning
                   
                  of
                   
                  “what
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  predicated
                   
                  of
                   
                  a
                   
                  substance,”
                   
                  as
                   
                  in
                   
                  the
                   
                  definition
                   
                  (rasm),
                   
                  and
                   
                  what
                   
                  is
                   
                  common
                   
                  to
                   
                  substances,
                   
                  that
                   
                  they
                   
                  are
                   
                  of
                   
                  a
                   
                  species
                   
                  due
                   
                  to
                   
                  potential,
                   
                  like
                   
                  what
                   
                  is
                   
                  common
                   
                  in
                   
                  a
                   
                  genus,
                   
                  is
                   
                  a
                   
                  whatness
                   
                  and
                   
                  a
                   
                  truth
                   
                  (haqiqah);
                   
                  although their existence is not in 
                  a
                   subject.
                

                
                  This
                   
                  is
                   
                  the
                   
                  predication
                   
                  applied
                   
                  to
                   
                  Zayd
                   
                  and
                   
                  ‘Amr,
                   
                  etc.,
                   
                  by
                   
                  their
                   
                  two
                   
                  essences
                   
                  (dhat), not by their cause.
                

                
                  However,
                   
                  being
                   
                  actually
                   
                  existent,
                   
                  which
                   
                  is
                   
                  a
                   
                  part
                   
                  of
                   
                  their
                   
                  being
                   
                  existent
                   
                  in
                   
                  ac
                  tuality as not
                   
                  in 
                  a
                   
                  subject,
                   
                  this
                   
                  is
                   
                  something
                   
                  that
                   
                  can
                   
                  only
                   
                  take place
                   
                  by
                   
                  a
                   
                  cause; for
                   
                  how
                   
                  could
                   the compound 
                  be
                   
                  of
                   
                  it,
                   
                  and
                   
                  in
                   the sense
                   
                  of something 
                  added?
                

                
                  As
                   
                  for
                   
                  that
                   
                  which
                   
                  it
                   
                  is
                   
                  possible
                   
                  to
                   
                  apply
                   
                  to
                   
                  Zayd,
                   
                  such
                   
                  as
                   
                  the
                   
                  genus,
                   
                  it
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  at
                   
                  all
                   
                  correct
                   
                  to
                   
                  apply
                   
                  it
                   
                  to
                   
                  WW,
                   
                  for
                   
                  WW
                   
                  does
                   
                  not
                   
                  possess
                   
                  a
                   
                  whatness
                   
                  to
                   
                  imply
                   
                  this
                   
                  judgment.
                   
                  Rather,
                   
                  existence
                   
                  is
                   
                  necessary
                   
                  for
                   
                  it,
                   
                  like
                   
                  whatness
                   
                  is
                   
                  for
                   
                  others.
                  18
                

                Here Ibn Sina is saying that Zayd and ‘Amr are to be considered substances because of their whatness, regardless of whether or not they exist. This example shows that Ibn Sina’s emphasis on whatness for substances is not due to the fact that he is speaking of secondary substances here (as some of the secondary literature would suggest). Zayd and ‘Amr are primary substances that are to be included in the category of substance because of the nature of their whatness, not because of their existence. The actual existence of an entity cannot be included in the whatness as something additional. What determines whether or not something exists in actuality is the cause of the thing, not its whatness. It is the whatness that determines whether something is a substance or not, and because WW has no whatness, it cannot be considered that Zayd and God are two instances of the more general concept of substance. Existence is to God as the whatness humanity is to Zayd only in the sense that existence is necessary for God as humanity is necessary for Zayd, not in the sense that existence is the form of God as humanity is the form of Zayd, for existence is not a form at all.

                In the middle books of the Metaphysics, Aristotle considers the problem of whether substance is to be considered as matter, form or a combination of the two. He raises problems that go unsolved for each of the solutions but seems to favor the view of substance as form (although this much disputed by his interpreters). Existence, however, is not form or matter or any combination thereof. Hence, existence is not a substance. However, that whose existence is necessary, WW, is existence itself, and hence, according to Ibn Sina, existence itself is God. Therefore, God is not a substance.

                Ibn Sina gives another argument for the idea that substance pertains to whatness rather than to existence or even any type of existence at the end of the section from which the above passage was cited. The argument is that even if we don’t know whether Zayd exists or not, we still say that he is a man, and that he is a substance. If substance were a way of being, however, we would not be able to say the Zayd is a substance unless we knew that he actually has being or exists. Since we call Zayd a substance regardless of whether he exists or not, substance must pertain to whatness instead of pertaining to being or existence.

                A revealing version of the same sort of argument can be found in the Danish Nama-i ‘Ala’i, section 25, entitled “Finding that WW is neither a substance nor an accident.” Here the phrase “not-in-a-subject” is hyphenated as a reminder that Ibn Sina is discussing the condition of the Aristotelian definition of a substance as that which is not in a subject and is not predicated of a subject. The basic idea is that being not-in-a-subject should not be read as implying existence, even if the word “being” is used in describing the condition.

                There are a number of technical terms that occur in this text that require some explication. First, there is haqiqah, literally truth, used in Arabic translations for the Greek aletheia. Often times this is translated as reality, but this is misleading since something may have a haqiqah even if it does not actually exist in the external world. It is often used synonymously with dhat, the inner essence of a thing, and is contrasted with what is merely apparent. (Recall that essence in the sense of dhat must not be confused with mahiyyah, whatness.) A related term is anniyyah, about which there has been much scholarly debate. In Ibn Sina’s writings it usually is used for the individual existence of a thing. Chittick suggests it originally meant something like “that-it-is-ness”.19 With these points in mind, we can turn to

the text:

                
                  A
                   
                  substance
                   
                  is
                   
                  that
                   
                  whose
                   
                  truth
                   
                  (haqiqah)
                   
                  has
                   
                  existence
                   
                  that
                   
                  is
                   
                  not-in-a-subject
                   
                  when
                   
                  it
                   
                  exists.
                   
                  It
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  that
                   
                  which
                   
                  has
                   
                  existence
                   
                  that
                   
                  occurs
                   
                  not-in-a-subject.
                   
                  You
                   
                  do not doubt 
                  [propositions] 
                  of the
                   sort
                   
                  as
                   
                  that
                   a 
                  body
                   
                  is
                   a 
                  substance,
                   but
                   
                  you can be
                   
                  in
                   
                  doubt
                   
                  about
                   
                  whether
                   
                  this
                   
                  body
                   
                  which
                   
                  is
                   
                  a
                   
                  substance
                   
                  exists
                   
                  or
                   
                  not,
                   
                  and
                   
                  only
                   
                  then
                   
                  [after
                   
                  determining
                   
                  that
                   
                  it
                   
                  has
                   
                  existence]
                   
                  whether
                   
                  its
                   
                  existence
                   
                  is
                   
                  in
                   
                  a
                   
                  subject
                   
                  or
                   
                  not.
                   
                  So,
                   
                  a
                   
                  substance
                   
                  is
                   
                  that
                   
                  for
                   
                  which
                   
                  there
                   
                  is
                   
                  a
                   
                  whatness,
                   
                  such
                   
                  as
                   
                  a
                   
                  body,
                   
                  a
                   
                  soul,
                   
                  a
                   
                  hu
                  man
                   
                  being,
                   
                  or
                   
                  a
                   
                  horse;
                   
                  and
                   
                  this
                   
                  whatness
                   
                  is
                   
                  the
                   
                  state
                   
                  of
                   
                  that
                   
                  which—until
                   
                  its
                   
                  individual
                   
                  existence
                   
                  (anniyyah)
                   
                  is
                   
                  not-in-a-subject—you
                   
                  do
                   
                  not
                   
                  know
                   
                  whether
                   
                  it
                   
                  has
                   
                  an
                   
                  individual
                   
                  existence
                   
                  or
                   
                  not.
                   
                  Whatever
                   
                  is
                   
                  like
                   
                  this
                   
                  has
                   
                  a
                   
                  whatness
                   
                  other
                   
                  than
                   
                  its 
                  individual
                   
                  existence.
                   
                  Hence,
                   
                  that
                   
                  which
                   
                  has
                   
                  no
                   
                  whatness
                   
                  other
                   
                  than
                   
                  its
                   
                  individual
                   
                  existence
                   
                  is
                   not
                   
                  a
                   substance.
                  20
                

                Here Ibn Sina first makes the point about the definition of substance that it should not be read as implying that all substances exist, despite the wording of the definition as that which exists not-in-a-subject. To prove the point, he argues that you can know that something is a substance even while doubting whether it exists, such as a particular body. The question of whether the actual existence of such a thing is in a subject or is not-in-a subject only comes up after one discovers whether it has any existence at all, but it’s being a substance is never doubted. Hence the condition of being not-in-a-subject for being a substance should be understood conditionally, so that for any substance x, (x exists → the existence of x is not-in-a-subject).

                (Obviously, the conditional here is not truth functional.21) If you know that an imagined body is a substance, then when you discover that it really exists in the external world, you know that its existence is not-in-a-subject, and conversely, if you do not know if it actually exists, you cannot very well know that its existence is not-in-a-subject, (although you can know that if it were to exist, its existence would be not-in-a-subject). This means that for substances, existence and whatness are distinct. For WW, however, there is no whatness at all, unless its existence is taken to be its whatness, and hence, WW is not a substance. The section from the Danish Nama-i ‘Ala’i continues as follows:

                
                  With
                   
                  regard
                   
                  to
                   
                  accident,
                   
                  it
                   
                  is
                   
                  evident
                   
                  that
                   
                  WW
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  in
                   
                  something,
                   
                  and
                   
                  since
                   
                  the
                   
                  existence
                   
                  of
                   
                  WW
                   
                  is
                   
                  neither
                   
                  in
                   
                  the
                   
                  manner
                   
                  being
                   
                  univocal
                   
                  (tawati)
                  22
                   
                  with
                   
                  other
                   
                  things
                   
                  nor
                   
                  of
                   
                  being
                   
                  a
                   
                  genus
                   
                  for
                   
                  the
                   
                  existence
                   
                  of
                   
                  other
                   
                  things,
                   
                  its
                   
                  existence
                   
                  not-in-a-subject
                   
                  along
                   
                  with
                   
                  the
                   
                  existence
                   
                  not-in-a-subject
                   
                  of
                   
                  people
                   
                  and
                   
                  other
                   
                  things
                   
                  does
                   
                  not
                   
                  fall
                   
                  under
                   
                  the
                   
                  meaning
                   
                  of
                   
                  genus,
                   
                  because
                   
                  for
                   
                  the
                   
                  likes
                   
                  of
                   
                  existence,
                   
                  all
                   
                  fall
                   
                  under
                   
                  posteriority
                   
                  and
                   
                  priority,
                  23
                   
                  neither
                   
                  as
                   
                  equivalent
                   
                  nor
                   
                  as
                   
                  a
                   
                  genus.
                   
                  But
                   
                  what
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  in
                   
                  a
                   
                  subject
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  always
                   
                  posterior
                   
                  or
                   
                  prior.
                   
                  Therefore,
                   
                  existence
                   
                  not-in-a-subject
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  a
                   
                  genus
                   
                  for
                   
                  things,
                   
                  except
                   
                  in
                   
                  the
                   
                  sense
                   
                  we
                   
                  mentioned;
                   
                  and
                   
                  substance
                   
                  is
                   
                  a
                   
                  genus
                   
                  for
                   
                  those
                   
                  things
                   
                  that
                   
                  are
                   
                  substances.
                   
                  Therefore,
                   
                  WW
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  a
                   
                  substance,
                   
                  and
                   
                  in 
                  sum
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  in
                   
                  any
                   
                  category,
                   
                  because
                   
                  for
                   
                  all
                   
                  the
                   
                  categories
                   
                  existence
                   
                  is
                   
                  accidental
                   
                  and
                   
                  additional
                   
                  to
                   
                  whatness
                   
                  and
                   
                  outside
                   
                  of
                   
                  whatness,
                   
                  while
                   
                  existence
                   
                  is
                   
                  the
                   
                  whatness
                   
                  of
                   
                  WW.
                   
                  Therefore,
                   
                  from
                   
                  this
                   
                  much
                   
                  that
                   
                  has
                   
                  been
                   
                  said,
                   
                  it
                   
                  has
                   
                  been
                   
                  found
                   
                  that
                   
                  WW
                   
                  does
                   
                  not
                   
                  have
                   
                  a
                   
                  genus,
                   
                  so
                   
                  it
                   
                  does
                   
                  not
                   
                  have
                   
                  a
                   
                  differentia,
                   
                  and
                   
                  so
                   
                  it
                   
                  does
                   
                  not
                   
                  have
                   
                  a
                   
                  definition
                   
                  (hadd);
                   
                  and
                   
                  it
                   
                  has
                   
                  been
                   
                  found
                   
                  that
                   
                  it
                   
                  has
                   
                  no
                   
                  locus
                   
                  and
                   
                  no
                   
                  subject,
                   
                  so
                   
                  it
                   
                  does
                   
                  not
                   
                  have
                   
                  a
                   
                  contrary;
                   
                  and
                   
                  it
                   
                  has
                   
                  been
                   
                  found
                   
                  that
                   
                  it
                   
                  has
                   
                  no
                   
                  species,
                   
                  and
                   
                  so
                   
                  it
                   
                  has
                   
                  no
                   
                  helper
                   
                  or
                   
                  partner;
                   
                  and
                   
                  it
                   
                  has
                   
                  been
                   
                  found
                   
                  that
                   
                  it
                   
                  has
                   
                  no
                   
                  cause,
                   
                  so
                   
                  it
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  receptive to change or division.
                

                It is clear that WW is not to be considered an accident, because WW is not in a subject in the way that accidents are said to be in a subject. However, consider the following argument. Ibn Sina says that existence is accidental to whatness. Doesn’t that mean that existence is an accident? But WW (i.e., God) is pure existence. So, doesn’t that mean that Ibn Sina should consider God to be an accident? No. The fact that existence is accidental to whatness just means that for any given whatness its existence will be contingent, not that existence is an attribute or trope that is found in a subject, like the accident of whiteness is found in a table.

                When a thing is considered as existing, we are not asking what it is and we are not asking which one it is; rather, we are considering it as causing or having been caused. As such, whatever exists can be placed in a ranking of causes. This is not the case for what is not-in-a-subject, because substances that do not exist are outside the causal chain altogether. Existence not-in-a-subject can be predicated both of God and substances, but the relation among the things to which this predicate is applied is not that of things that share a common genus or of different instances at the same level with relation to this existence. Rather, the relation is one of causal ordering. It is only in an artificial way of shared true predication that “being not-in-asubject” can be seen as a genus. Genus is properly understood as indicating a common form shared by the things that fall under it and answering the question of “What is it?” In this sense, existence not-in-a-subject is not a genus. Substance, however, can be considered a genus for those things that are substances because what makes something a substance is that it has a whatness of a certain sort, regardless of whether it exists. Since WW does not have any such whatness, it cannot be considered a substance.

                3. Aquinas on God and Substance

                A similar form of reasoning is, not surprisingly, found Aquinas’ discussion of the question of whether God is contained in a genus in the Summa Theologica. The first objection is like that to which Ibn Sina addresses himself, except that Ibn Sina is concerned with the condition of being not-in-a- subject, while Aquinas considers substance as that which subsists of itself.

                
                  Objection
                   
                  1: It seems 
                  that
                   God 
                  is
                   contained 
                  in
                   
                  a
                   genus. For 
                  a
                   
                  substance
                   
                  is 
                  a
                   being that subsists
                   
                  of itself. 
                  But
                   this is especially
                   
                  true of God. Therefore, God is in 
                  a
                   genus of substance.
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                Like Ibn Sina, Aquinas comes to the conclusion that God is not in the genus of substance. His argument is rather complicated, however, and I do not intend to review it in detail here. The main idea is that there are two ways in which a thing can be in a genus, and in neither of these ways is it appropriate to consider God as in a genus. He offers three ways of showing that God is not in a genus as a species is in a genus. The first is that there is no potentiality in God, but this would be necessary if God were of a species with a differentia from the genus. The second argument comes closer to Ibn Sina: God’s essence is nothing but His existence, so if He had a genus, it would have to be existence, which is not suitable for being a genus, because there could be nothing to determine the individual from the general essence. Likewise, Ibn Sina argues that if God were in the genus of substance, there would have to be something in His whatness to distinguish His substance from other substances, but His whatness is nothing but His existence. The difference between Ibn Sina and Aquinas here is that Aquinas does not bring in the concept of substance at this point, and takes it that if God were to belong to a genus it would have to be existence rather than substance; but the rest of the reasoning is pretty much the same.25

                 Aquinas’ third argument is that different things that fall under the same genus must differ in existence, and so, for each thing that falls under a genus there must be a difference between its quiddity and its existence, and this is not the case for God. After this, Aquinas argues, somewhat obscurely, that God cannot be in a genus in the manner in which something can be said to belong to a genus if it is a principle that reduces to the genus, as unity is the principle that reduces to the genus of quantity. Following this, is the reply to the objection quoted above:

                
                  Reply Obj. 1: 
                  The
                   word substance signifies
                   
                  not only what exists of itself--for
                   
                  existence cannot
                   
                  of itself be 
                  a
                   genus, as shown
                   
                  in the body of the article; but, it 
                  also
                   signifies
                   
                  an essence that has
                   
                  the
                   property of existing 
                  in
                   
                  this
                   way--namely, of existing
                   
                  of 
                  itself;
                   
                  this existence, however, is not its
                   
                  essence. Thus, 
                  it
                   
                  is
                   clear 
                  that
                   God
                   
                  is
                   not 
                  in
                   the
                   
                  genus of substance.
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                Once again, Aquinas reasons in a manner similar to Ibn Sina, except that Ibn Sina focuses on the definition of substance as neither in nor predicable of a subject, while Aquinas speaks of substance as what “exists of itself”. Also, Aquinas does not have what I have called the “curious argument” of Ibn Sina, to wit that we can know that the definition of substance applies to a thing without knowing whether the thing exists. However, both philosophers admit that the definition might make it look like God should be included in the genus substance, and both deny this on the grounds that the definition of substance signifies a whatness or essence that is distinct from existence with certain features. So, it would appear that Aquinas, like Ibn Sina, is arguing that God is not a substance.

                In his De ente et essentia, Aquinas mentions that some philosophers have said that God does have any quiddity or essence, because God has no essence other than His existence:

                
                  There are 
                  three
                   ways 
                  in
                   which
                   
                  substances
                   
                  may have 
                  an
                   
                  essence.
                   First,
                   
                  surely,
                   is
                   
                  the
                   
                  way
                   
                  God
                   
                  has
                   
                  his
                   
                  essence,
                   
                  which
                   
                  is
                   
                  his
                   
                  very
                   
                  existence
                   
                  itself,
                   
                  and
                   
                  so
                   
                  we
                   
                  find
                   
                  certain
                   
                  philosophers
                   
                  saying
                   
                  that
                   
                  God
                   
                  does
                   
                  not
                   
                  have
                   
                  a
                   
                  quiddity
                   
                  or
                   
                  essence
                   
                  because
                   
                  his
                   
                  essence
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  other
                   
                  than
                   
                  his
                   
                  existence.
                   
                  From
                   
                  this
                   
                  it
                   
                  follows
                   
                  that
                   
                  he
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  in
                   
                  a
                   
                  genus,
                   
                  for
                   
                  everything
                   
                  that
                   
                  is
                   
                  in
                   
                  a
                   
                  genus
                   
                  has
                   
                  a
                   
                  quiddity
                   
                  beyond
                   
                  its
                   
                  existence,
                   
                  since
                   
                  the
                   
                  quiddity
                   
                  or
                   
                  nature
                   
                  of
                   
                  the
                   
                  genus
                   
                  or
                   
                  species
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  in
                   
                  the
                   
                  order
                   
                  of
                   
                  nature
                   
                  distinguished
                   
                  in
                   
                  the
                   
                  things
                   
                  of
                   
                  which
                   
                  it
                   
                  is
                   
                  the
                   
                  genus
                   
                  or
                   
                  species,
                   
                  but
                   
                  the
                   
                  existence
                   
                  is
                   
                  diverse
                   
                  in
                   
                  diverse things.
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                Despite the similarities, however, Aquinas, unlike Ibn Sina, finally asserts that God is a substance! He denies that God is in the genus substance, because of the argumentation mentioned above, which is broadly comparable to the reasoning presented by Ibn Sina; but despite this, Aquinas also maintains that God is a substance, indeed, the first simple substance (substantia prima simplex).28 Aquinas does not maintain that God is a substance in the sense of that which underlies accidents, but only in the sense of subsistence, or existing of itself, as is implied in his discussion of the issue of whether God should be considered a person:

                
                  Reply Obj. 3: The word “hypostasis” 
                  does
                   
                  not
                   
                  apply
                   to
                   
                  God 
                  as
                   regards
                   
                  its
                   source
                   
                  of origin, since
                   
                  He does not underlie accidents; but 
                  it 
                  applies 
                  to
                   Him
                   in
                   
                  its
                   objective
                   
                  sense, for it is imposed to signify the subsistence.
                   
                  Jerome
                   
                  said that
                   “poison
                   
                  lurks
                   
                  in
                   
                  this
                   word,”
                   
                  forasmuch
                   
                  as before
                   
                  it was
                   
                  fully understood by the Latins, the
                   
                  heretics
                   
                  used this term to deceive the simple, to make people profess
                   
                  many 
                  essences
                   
                  as
                   
                  they
                   profess several hypostases, inasmuch as the
                   
                  word “substance,” which
                   corresponds
                   
                  to hypostasis in Greek, is
                   
                  commonly 
                  taken
                   amongst us 
                  to
                   mean essence.
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                If Jerome thought there was poison lurking in the word “hypostasis,” Ibn Sina seemed to think there was some of it connected with the word “substance,” too. Despite the fact that Aquinas so generously cites the Metaphysics of Ibn Sina (Al-Shifa’), he does not follow him on this point: while for Ibn Sina it is dangerously misleading to call God a substance, even if we can define the word in such a way that it could apply to Him, for Aquinas what is important is only to deny that God belongs to the genus of substance. Aquinas leaves us, however, with the awkward position of maintaining that God is a substance who does not belong to the genus of substance, not because he finds anything wrong with the idea that substance could be a genus, but because a particular substance, God, cannot belong to any genus, and hence not to the genus of substance, despite the fact that He is admitted to be a substance.

                Since De ente et essentia was an early essay written years before work was begun on the Summa, it is possible that in the later work Aquinas is actually closer to Ibn Sina than he was in the earlier work.30 As far as I have been able to discern, however, we do not find an explicit denial of the earlier view (that God is a substance, the first simple substance), although the position that God does not belong to the genus of substance is maintained throughout.

                The issue is complicated by the fact that the Church had used the term ousia in Greek and substance in Latin to express the doctrine of the Trinity. In Tertulian’s formulation there are three persons in one substance. Greek theologians used hypostases for the persons. Etymologically, however, the Greek ousia corresponds to the Latin essentia, and the Greek hypostasis to the Latin substantia. Despite the etymology, Latin writers translated ousia as substantia, and when they did so, it was often with regard to an understanding of substance very different from that of Aristotle’s. 

                So, if Aquinas sometimes affirmed that God is a substance, as in De ente et essentia, while denying that substance is a genus that includes God, some of the awkwardness might be explained as due to his philosophical conviction that God is not a substance, for reasons not unlike those of Ibn Sina, while being committed to the claim that the multiplicity of the persons of the Trinity does not contradict unity of substance in some theological sense to be found in the creeds and patristic writings, about which there continues to be considerable controversy.31

                Ibn Sina, has his own awkwardnesses. We will turn to a few of them when we consider how he seeks to treat things that don’t exist.

                There are a number of reasons why the position taken by Ibn Sina on this issue, namely that God is not a substance, is important. First, it sets the stage for much subsequent Islamic philosophical theology. By the time we arrive at Mulla Sadra, we find God identified with pure existence itself devoid of any whatness, and the proof of the sincere is transformed into a proof that it is existence itself that is necessary of existence, rather than that there must be something which is necessary of existence, as in Ibn Sina. Secondly, in Sufi theory we also find the identification of God with existence itself and a denial of the view that God is a substance. 

                Substances are taken to be limited whatnesses in the external world, while God is unlimited existence. Several arguments are presented for the view that God is existence and is not a substance in the famous introduction to the commentary on the Fusus by Qaysari (d. 751/1350). Qaysari is a prominent Sufi theoretician whose work has had a profound impact on subsequent Sufi theology or theoretical mysticism. Qaysari’s argument is stated as an argument that existence is not a substance, and after this it is shown that existence is not an accident and is to be identified with God.

                
                  
                  Nor
                   
                  is
                   
                  it
                   
                  a
                   
                  substance,
                   
                  for
                   
                  [a
                   
                  substance]
                   
                  is
                   
                  an
                   
                  existent
                   
                  in
                   
                  the
                   
                  outside
                   
                  that
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  in
                   
                  a
                   
                  subject,
                   
                  or
                   
                  a
                   
                  whatness
                   
                  that
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  found
                   
                  in
                   
                  a
                   
                  subject,
                   
                  if
                   
                  it
                   
                  exists,
                   
                  while
                   
                  existence
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  like
                   
                  that;
                   
                  otherwise,
                   
                  like
                   
                  a
                   
                  determinate
                   
                  substance,
                   
                  it
                   
                  would
                   
                  be
                   
                  in
                   
                  need
                   
                  of
                   
                  an
                   
                  additional
                   existence 
                  and
                   
                  what that implies.
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                The basic point here displays the influence of Ibn Sina. God cannot be a substance because substance is a sort of whatness, and as such depends on something else for its existence.

                Aside from the influence of Ibn Sina’s arguments that can be traced in Islamic theology and mysticism, we find that the position taken, that God is not a substance, resonates with Islamic spirituality because of the emphasis on tawhid, divine unity, in Islam. The radical affirmation of the oneness of God leads, through a long association of oneness with being, to a radical affirmation of divine being, that pure absolute being is God and as such God stands outside the framework of the categories.

                The main benefit of such a claim is that it provides the chief framework principle for a speculative theological metaphysics that gives shape to such theological topics as the proofs for the existence of God, the nature of the divine attributes, the relationships between God and the world and between God and man, the problem of evil, and much else. The chief objection to this sort of theology is that it makes God so abstract that the believer cannot relate to Him. However, to conceive of God in a more personal way becomes an excuse for anthropomorphism, and belief in an anthropomorphic god is just not possible for those who see such belief as little better than superstition. On the other hand, the rich tradition of spirituality in Islam, especially the poetry of the Sufis, is ample testimony to the fact that a profound personal relationship to God is not hampered by a metaphysical theology that denies that God is a substance.

                4. Appendix: Ibn Sina’s Non-denoting Singular Terms

                Ibn Sina’s ontology is one that is populated by whatnesses that lack existence in the external world as well as those that actually exist. He uses proper names, such as Zayd, in order to refer to both existing and nonexisting whatnesses. This would seem to indicate that one would need a free logic or a Meinongian logic in order to formalize the sorts of arguments he offers for the claim that God is not a substance.

                If we consider the texts in which Ibn Sina discusses non-existent entities, we find that a Meinongian semantics is better suited than other forms of free logic, although certain qualifications must be kept in mind. According to Ibn Sina, everything that can be called a thing has its own “proper existence” whether or not it actually exists. Actual existence in the external world is called “positive existence.” Proper existence seems to be like Meinong’s Außersein. However, the Avicennan proper existence—when non-actual—is conceptual rather than Platonic:

                
                  …the
                   
                  thing
                   
                  exists
                   
                  either
                   
                  in
                   
                  the
                   
                  concrete
                   
                  or
                   
                  in
                   
                  the
                   
                  estimative
                   
                  [faculty]
                   
                  and
                   
                  the
                   
                  intel
                  lect.
                   If [this] were not 
                  the 
                  case, it would
                   
                  not be 
                  a
                   thing.
                

                
                  …when…it
                   
                  is
                   
                  said,
                   
                  “The
                   
                  thing
                   
                  may
                   
                  be
                   
                  absolutely
                   
                  nonexistent,”
                   
                  this
                   
                  is
                   
                  a
                   
                  matter
                   
                  that
                   
                  must
                   
                  be
                   
                  looked
                   
                  into.
                   
                  If
                   
                  by
                   
                  the
                   
                  nonexistent
                   
                  is
                   
                  meant
                   
                  the
                   
                  nonexistent
                   
                  in
                   
                  external
                   
                  reality,
                   
                  this
                   
                  would
                   
                  be
                   
                  possible;
                   
                  for
                   
                  it
                   
                  is
                   
                  possible
                   
                  for
                   
                  a
                   
                  thing
                   
                  that
                   
                  does
                   
                  not
                   
                  exist
                   
                  in
                   
                  external
                   
                  things
                   
                  to
                   
                  exist
                   
                  in
                   
                  the
                   
                  mind.
                   
                  But
                   
                  if
                   
                  [something]
                   
                  other
                   
                  than
                   
                  this
                   
                  is
                   
                  meant,
                   
                  this
                   would be false 
                  and
                   
                  there
                   would
                   
                  be no information about it at all….
                

                
                  …information
                   
                  is
                   
                  always
                   
                  about
                   
                  something
                   
                  realized
                   
                  in
                   
                  the
                   
                  mind.
                   
                  No
                   
                  affirmative
                   
                  information
                   
                  about
                   
                  the
                   
                  absolutely
                   
                  nonexistent
                   
                  is
                   
                  [ever]
                   
                  given.
                   
                  If,
                   
                  moreover,
                   
                  informa
                  tion
                   
                  about
                   
                  it
                   
                  is
                   
                  given
                   
                  in
                   
                  the
                   
                  negative,
                   
                  then
                   
                  an
                   
                  existence
                   
                  in
                   
                  some
                   
                  respect
                   
                  is
                   
                  given
                   
                  it
                   
                  in
                   
                  the
                   
                  mind.
                   
                  [This
                   
                  is]
                   
                  because
                   
                  our
                   
                  saying
                   
                  “it”
                   
                  entails
                   
                  a
                   
                  reference,
                   
                  and
                   
                  reference
                   
                  to
                   
                  the
                   
                  nonexistent
                   
                  that
                   
                  has
                   
                  no
                   
                  concept
                   
                  in
                   
                  any
                   
                  respect
                   
                  at
                   
                  all
                   
                  in
                   
                  the
                   
                  mind
                   
                  is
                   
                  impossible.
                  33
                

                Strictly speaking, it follows that there are no non-referring terms for Ibn Sina. Terms will either refer to things in the external world, or, failing that, to things that are merely in the mind; however, information is given in predication by applying one mental concept to another, and it is only accidentally that this may describe what exists positively in the external world. So, there is an ambiguity in the term “existence”. It can mean actual existence in the external world, or it can mean existence in either the external world or in the mind. This ambiguity is mostly ignored in Ibn Sina’s logical works, and as a result, the impression is given that Ibn Sina holds that all true predications must be made about actually existing objects in the external world.

                Nicholas Rescher has claimed:

Avicenna is thus committed to the thesis that if Φ is a genuine predicate, then  “Φa” is true E!a [i.e., a exists]  is a valid inference…34

                The inference will be valid, according to Ibn Sina, only if existence is interpreted broadly to include both positive and mental existence. In the Logic of the Isharat Ibn Sina writes:

                
                  The
                   
                  affirmative
                   
                  is
                   
                  not
                   
                  possible
                   
                  except
                   
                  for
                   
                  what
                   
                  is
                   
                  positive
                   
                  as
                   
                  represented
                   
                  in
                   
                  existence or in the mind.
                  35
                

                Clearly this implies that there can be true affirmative propositions about things that exist only in the mind, contrary to the standard interpretation of Ibn Sina as expressed by Rescher.

                As we have seen, Ibn Sina is quite willing to affirm that Zayd is a man and that Zayd is a substance, and that “is a man” and “is a substance” are genuine predicates, while denying that the inference to “Zayd exists” would be valid in either case, (unless existence is understood to include merely mental existence). In the Isharat, Ibn Sina claims that we can know that Zayd is a substance without knowing whether he exists, and this implies that it can be true that Zayd is a substance even if Zayd does not have actual existence in the external world. Likewise, in the Danesh nameh, he asserts that we can have no doubt that a body is a substance while doubting whether it exists, again implying that a particular affirmative proposition about something that does not exist in the external world could be true.

                Rescher refers to a discussion in Ibn Sina’s logic in which he distinguishes between the negative proposition that Zayd is not a being-that-sees from the affirmative proposition that Zayd is a being-that-does-not-see. The latter has existential import, but not the former. Generally, Rescher is right, and particular affirmative propositions are taken to imply the actual existence of the subject. In fact, one has to dig fairly deep to find Ibn Sina accepting the truth of individual affirmative propositions about things that do not actually exist in the external world. 

                Usually, the mental existents that he is willing to make affirmative assertions about are abstract entities such as numbers and kinds. However, Ibn Sina is willing to allow exceptions to this general rule where what is predicated is an essential attribute describing a nature, species or genus. In the case of “Zayd is a substance,” for example, the subject, “Zayd”, will refer to the proper existence of Zayd, that is, his individual whatness, to which the predicate truly applies, even if Zayd does not actually exist. In fact, even the statement “Zayd is a being that sees” might be true when Zayd does not exist, because according to Ibn Sina, one can make affirmative statements that describe the nature of a thing regardless of whether the thing exists in the external world or merely in the mind.36 

                However, “Zayd is a being-that-does-not-see,” will normally have existential import, because the predicate does not describe the individual nature, species or genus of Zayd, and so can only be true by describing an accident of Zayd in the external world with the implication that Zayd has positive extra-mental existence. Ibn Sina indicates that much depends on the intention of the speaker to determine whether an expression in a given format is to be interpreted with existential import or not, and whether what is predicated is to indicate the character of the species or genus or something else.37 

                We might accordingly speculate that if one were speaking of a person, Zayd, and asking whether or not that person happens to be blind, to respond with an affirmative statement, “Zayd is a being that sees,” would have actual existential import. If, however, one means by this statement only to affirm that Zayd belongs to a species of sighted creatures, the affirmation could be true even if Zayd only exists in the mind.

                Ibn Sina tells us that the proper existence of a thing is equivalent to its truth (haqiqah); and that each thing has a truth that is proper to it, namely its whatness.38 A thing must exist either in the external world or in the mind, for otherwise it could not be meaningfully called a thing. But it seems that full determinacy only applies to actually existing objects, and mere mental existents remain indeterminate with respect to some predicates, so that neither the predicate nor its contrary can be truly applied to what has only mental existence. Exactly how much is to be included in an individual whatness remains unclear, but a merely mental existent a will be incomplete in the sense that for some predicate F, neither F nor its contrary (-F) are true of a. Incomplete entities are universal in the sense that different instances of the whatness of a merely mental entity could be realized in

the external world. Individuality, conversely, is guaranteed by existence in the external world. It is in this sense that existence is the principle of individuality.

                If we wanted to express Ibn Sina’s views in terms of contemporary formal semantics, a rather complex sort of modeling would be needed. While this kind of exercise might illuminate some features of Ibn Sina’s thinking, one must not forget that Ibn Sina’s logic was Aristotelian rather than that of modern quantification: predicates apply to subjects rather than to variables. 

                If we were to attempt to transpose Ibn Sina’s views into a quantificational key, however, we could introduce two sets of quantifiers, “Ǝpro” for proper existence, and “Ǝ+” for positive existence. For “there is exactly one” we will add an exclamation point to the quantifier.

                    (1) Ǝ!x Fx =def. ƎxⱯy (Fy≡x=y)

                The following propositions will then be considered true:

                    (2) Ǝprox (Unicorn x & has a horn x)

                    (3) ~Ǝ+x (Unicorn x & has a horn x)

                From an Avicennan perspective, this is somewhat misleading, because the term “proper existence” is used only for whatnesses insofar as meaningful information can be given about them, such as one being distinct from another, and not with regard to the possession of a type of existence other than that which is possessed by the things of the external world. However, Ibn Sina allows himself to use the language of “proper existence” for things that merely exist in the mind.

                So, a sentence like:

                    (4) The phoenix is a bird.

                would be ambiguous. It would be true if interpreted in terms of proper existence:

                    (5) Ǝ pro!x (Phoenix x & Bird x)

                but false if interpreted in terms of positive existence:

                    (6) Ǝ +!x (Phoenix x & Bird x)

                In fact, Ibn Sina does not consider the interpretation in terms of mental existence when he considers the assertion “The phoenix is non-seeing,” which he takes to be false since the phoenix does not actually exist.39

                If we were to scrap the Avicennan conceptualism, we would get a domain of “proper existence” consisting of everything to which one could possibly refer in a true proposition. A proper subset of this would be an “inner domain” of “positive existence”. In this case, since everything would have proper existence, it would be trivial that whatever has positive existence has proper existence. Ibn Sina, however, is not willing to recognize the proper existence of every possible whatness, but only those that exist in the mind. He does not discuss the issue of whose mind, but it seems that he means the mind of the person who makes the assertion in question. There is no discussion of the mind of God in this regard.

                If we want to be more true to Ibn Sina, we would have to allow that proper existence and positive existence determine two domains: things that exist in the mind and things that exist in the external world, such that the latter is still a subset of the former. There are things that exist in the mind that do not exist in the external world, like the phoenix, and it would seem that there are things that have positive existence but do not have proper existence, like things that actually exist but no one has ever thought about. At the very least, a speaker should be able to admit that there are things in actual existence about which the speaker is totally ignorant. Ibn Sina, however, would deny that we can meaningfully make assertions about things that have no existence in the soul, for as soon as we make the assertion, we posit a meaning in the soul. 

                When we say that there are things about which we are ignorant, the term “things” has meaning for us and hence there is a whatness, no matter how incomplete, in the soul to give meaning to the assertion. Finally, there are things that exist in both the proper and positive senses. So, the set of those things that have proper existence exhausts the domain of all things about which meaningful assertions can be made. There is no room for Meinongian impossible objects in Ibn Sina’s ontology, and the set of positive existents about which assertions can be made is a subset of the set of proper existents. The only existents that Ibn Sina considers at all are those about which some assertion might be made, so actually existing things that no one has thought about or mere possible objects that no one has imagined are beside the point of the sort of semantic or logical theory he is trying to develop.

                When Ibn Sina speaks of substances, he sometimes describes the condition of existing not-in-a-subject as a conditional, when it exists, then what is counted as a subject exists not-in-a-subject.40 Assuming that it exists, even if it doesn’t, a substance exists not-in-a-subject. This could lead to something like a supervaluations approach to non-existent objects. According to that approach, Fa is true even when a doesn’t exist, if and only if in every possible situation in which a does exist, Fa is true.

                Sometimes, however, Ibn Sina speaks of mental existence and external existence as if these were two vessels: when something enters the mind, it gains one kind of existence, when it enters the actual world, it gains another type of existence. If that were the case, however, we could speak of two distinctions: between whatness and positive existence and between whatness and mental existence. There is no support for this in the texts, and it is inconsistent with the rationale for the introduction of mental existence. Ibn Sina comes to mental existence in order to find a locus of reference for terms and concepts that do not denote anything in the external world. The main distinction in the contingent existents is between existence and whatness. Informative true propositions are made about contingent existents that lack actual existence, so a referent is sought for what would otherwise be non-denoting terms.

                The examples that Ibn Sina uses for things that exist only in the mind are things that exist only in the past and only in the future. This makes Ibn Sina what contemporary philosophers have called an actualist.41 The following three formula may be used to describe temporal actualism in terms of positive and proper quantifiers. This is followed by the relevant passage from Al-Shifa’.

                    (7) Ɐprox ((Past x & ~Now x) → ~Ǝ+y(x=y))

                    (8) Ɐprox ((Future x & ~Now x) → ~Ǝ+y(x=y))

                    (9) Ɐprox(Ǝ+y(x=y) → Now x)
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                A modal actualism could be characterized in the same manner. First, we should introduce two sets of quantifiers: one that covers the domain of all possible existents whether they exist in the mind alone, or in the mind as well as in the actual world, and another that has as its domain the things of the actual world.

                The example used by Ibn Sina is not of just any non-actual possible object, but of a future object. Aristotle would have said that it has potential being as opposed to actual being. This suggests another example of the drift toward abstraction in the metaphysics of Ibn Sina: from potential existence to mental existence.

                According to Ibn Sina, whatnesses can exist merely in the mind and/or they can exist in the external world, but the mind has a certain priority here, since (as stated in the above passage), “Information, in truth, is about what exists in the soul and [only] accidentally about what exists externally.” Furthermore, to say that a whatness exists in the external world is only to say that it is instantiated or realized in an existing thing. As universals, whatnesses have no extra-mental existence of their own. Here we find a hint of a position with greater resonance in the mystical traditions of Islam: that whatnesses are mental constructs and that what is in the external world is only existence. This sort of development, however, cannot be attributed to Ibn Sina, and would have to wait six centuries to blossom in Islamic philosophy in the works of Mulla Sadra.
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