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Abstract

The theory of "graded terms" (alfaz-e musakkik) has been a subject of considerable debate
among Muslim philosophers. The roots of this theory can be traced back to Al-Farabi and
Avicenna. This article investigates whether or not the theory of graded terms is a legacy of
Aristotle and identifies the problem it seeks to address. Aristotle's perspective on terms,
especially the term "being", is examined through his works and then compared with the
views of Al-Farabi and Avicenna. Additionally, Nasir al-Din al-Tusi’s claim that this
theory was also articulated by Greek philosophers is critically analyzed. Aristotle
categorizes terms exclusively as either homonymous or synonymous and makes no mention
of graded terms (musakkik). Al-Farabi categorizes graded terms under synonymous terms,
while Avicenna, in his Logic of the Healing (Mantiq al-Shifa’), places them under
homonymous terms. Nonetheless, Avicenna does not consider graded terms to be purely
homonyms. This study demonstrates that Aristotle’s categorization of terms proves
inadequate in addressing certain terms like “being.” The theory of graded terms emerges
as a solution to this challenge
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Introduction

The origins of the theory of "gradation" (tashkik) can be traced back to the section on terms
in logic. Is this theory a legacy of Aristotle, or does it represent an innovation by Al-Farabi
and Avicenna? Did these philosophers merely transmit Aristotle's views, or does the theory
of graded terms (alfaz musakkak) lack a direct precedent in Aristotle's works? This study
hypothesizes that the theory of gradation emerged as a solution to an Aristotelian challenge:
in Aristotle's classification of terms, the status of some terms like "existent" (mawjid)
remains ambiguous. The theory of graded terms seeks to clarify this ambiguity within an
Aristotelian framework. In defense of Avicenna, Nasir al-Din al-Tusi claims that the theory
of gradation articulated by Avicenna has its roots in the works of Greek philosophers. This
article begins by critically examining Tusi's perspective. It then explains Aristotle's views
on terms, particularly his treatment of "being," and finally presents Al-Farabi's and
Avicenna's formulations of the theory of graded terms as a proposed solution to the
Aristotelians challenge. Moreover, the similarities and differences between the
perspectives of Aristotle, Al-Farabi, and Avicenna are highlighted. Additionally, the
Arabic translations of Aristotle's works from the Translation Movement are compared with
their English counterparts to assess potential interpretive differences.
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Research Findings

The term "graded" (musakkak) as used by Al-Farabi and Avicenna has no direct equivalent
in Aristotle's works. Aristotle categorizes terms exclusively as either homonymous
(muttafiq in Arabic translations) or synonymous (mutawati’ in Arabic translations). Despite
this categorization, Aristotle acknowledged its limitations, particularly with terms like
"being", which he argued could not be neatly classified as either homonymous or
synonymous. Aristotle maintained that "being" has multiple meanings but emphasized that
it is not a mere homonym. His solution was to relate all meanings of "being" to a central
meaning—substance (ousia). Despite recognizing this limitation, Aristotle never revised
his original classification of terms. Muslim philosophers adhered to Aristotle's primary
division of terms into homonymous and synonymous categories but extended it further.
The concept of graded terms first appears in Al-Farabi's works, where he defines such terms
as those predicated on their instances with a sense of precedence and posteriority. In
Avicenna’s Logic of the Healing (Mantiq al-Shifa’), Graded term has a single meaning, but
differs in some ways.

Conclusion

Aristotle placed the term "being" (fo on) between homonymous and synonymous terms
without categorizing it explicitly. Muslim philosophers, however, sought to develop a new
classification of terms by incorporating graded terms (musakkak) into Aristotle’s
framework. In Al-Farabi’s classification, synonymous terms are divided into two types:
mutawati’ (univocal terms) and musakkak (graded terms). Conversely, Avicenna, in his
Logic of the Healing (Mantiq al-Shifd’), classified graded terms under homonymous terms
(muttafiq). Both Al-Farabi and Avicenna regarded "being" as the most prominent example
of graded terms. Furthermore, a comparative analysis of a few key passages from
Aristotle’s works, in both their English translations and earlier Arabic translations, reveals
ambiguities in the Arabic renditions. These ambiguities contributed to a partial and
sometimes inaccurate understanding of Aristotle’s views among Muslim philosophers.
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3. Since homonymies sometimes pass unobserved, it is best in questioning to treat them as
though they were synonymous (for the definition of the one will not apply to the other, so that
the answerer will seem not to have defined it correctly) for it should apply to the whole range
of the synonym, whereas in answering you should yourself distinguish between them. Further,
as some answerers call homonymous what is really synonymous, whenever the given account
fails to apply to the whole range, and, vice versa, call synonymous what is really homonymous
if it applies to both, one should secure a preliminary agreement on such points, or else prove
beforehand that so-and-so is homonymous or synonymous.
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5. homonymous

6. synonymous

7. When things have only a name in common and the definition of being which corresponds to
the name is different, they are called homonymous ... When things have the name in common
and the definition of being which corresponds to the name is the same, they are called
synonymous
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9. it is not possible that there is a single genus of existents—neither unity nor existence. For the
differences of each genus must both exist and each of them be one; but it is impossible to
predicate either the species of a genus of their own differences or a genus without its species,
so that if unity or existence is a genus, no difference will exist or be one
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11. species
12. Look and see also if the genus fails to be synonymous with its species. For the genus is
always predicated of its species synonymously (Topics: 127b5-6).
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14. There are many senses in which a thing may be said to ‘be’, but they are related to one
central point, one definite kind of thing, and are not homonymous
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16. consider those terms whose uses are many, but differ not by way of homonymy, but in some
other way
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18. for one man and a man are the same thing and existent man and a man are the same thing,

and the doubling of the words in ‘one man’ and ‘one existent man’ does not give any new

meaning
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