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Abstract

I argue that al-Farabi and Ibn Sina have a significant dispute regarding the analysis of the
logical form of the subject matter of metaphysics: existence. al-Farabi asserts that "exist"
has a disjunctive meaning, while Ibn Sina contends that it is a fundamental notion. I propose
an explanation for this disagreement rooted in their differing views on the nature and
structure of theoretical sciences. al-Farabi claims that theoretical sciences are mutually
dependent, whereas Ibn Sina believes that higher-order sciences do not depend on lower-
order ones, either in their subject matter or propositions. Based on these interpretations, I
argue that the distinction between essence and existence poses a substantial problem within
Ibn Sina’s framework, while it is considered trivial in al-Farabi’s metaphysics. This
significant challenge in Ibn Sina’s thought elucidates the subsequent controversies in
Islamic philosophy regarding this issue and the interpretation of Ibn Sina’s perspective. If
my arguments hold, it suggests that Ibn Sina does not merely follow al-Farabi in
metaphysics; rather, the evolution of Islamic philosophy marks a fundamental shift from
al-Farabi to Ibn Sina.

Keywords: al-Farabi, Ibn Sina, Existence, Subject of Metaphysics, Universal Science,
Logical Form.

Introduction

The prevailing view in the history of Islamic philosophy is that Ibn Sina is merely a
follower of al-Farabi regarding the subject matter of metaphysics: existence. I contend that
this perspective is overly simplistic. In reality, Ibn Sina fundamentally disagrees with al-
Farabi on this issue, particularly concerning the logical form of existence. I will elucidate
how this disagreement is rooted in their differing understandings of the nature and structure
of theoretical sciences. Moreover, [ will argue that their divergence on the logical form of
existence is significant, as it underpins the problems and controversies surrounding the
nature of existence and its relationship to essence throughout the history of Islamic
philosophy, all of which hinge on Ibn Sina’s conception of existence.

Research Findings

1. al-Farabi argues that existence, as the subject matter of metaphysics, possesses a
disjunctive nature. The statement "A exists" is equivalent to saying "A is one of the
essences in the real world" (Kiankhah 2014, al-Farabi 1970). Therefore, in this context,
existence is not a fundamental notion. In contrast, Ibn Sina proposes a radically different
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conception, asserting that "A exists" cannot be further analyzed (Ibn Sina 1960). In other
words, existence is a fundamental notion that lacks logical analysis.

2. This disagreement is rooted in another divergence regarding the structure of theoretical
sciences. Both philosophers agree that there is a multitude of theoretical sciences ordered
by the extension of their subject matter, and that there exists one universal science whose
subject matter (existence) encompasses all other subjects. However, they disagree on the
relationship between universal science and particular sciences. al-Farabi believes these
sciences are interdependent: particular sciences establish the existence of certain facts,
while universal science offers explanations for these facts (al-Farabi 2011). Ibn Sina, on
the other hand, contends that theoretical sciences have a real structure that is independent
of human understanding, and according to this structure, universal science does not depend
on any other science in any manner (definition, propositions of existence, and explanations)
(Ibn Sina 1956). This disagreement elucidates why they differ in their logical analysis of
existence. For al-Farabi, the subject matter of universal science can be defined through
concepts derived from other sciences, whereas for Ibn Sina, this is not feasible, as the
concept of existence must be fundamental.

3. A significant consequence arises from their disagreement about the logical form of
existence. In al-Farabi’s philosophy, the distinction between existence and essence is
somewhat trivial; it equates to the distinction between a disjunctive notion and one of its
disjuncts. This explains why al-Farabi does not address this issue in his works, supporting
the claim that the "Fusus" was not authored by him. In contrast, for Ibn Sina, the situation
is entirely different. Since existence is a fundamental notion, the distinction between
essence and existence is not trivial, especially when "distinction" refers to a distinction in
reality. The history of Islamic philosophy after Ibn Sina is rife with controversies regarding
this distinction and its implications, which shape the framework of philosophical discourse
(Wisnovski 2012, Hosseini 2019). This finding accounts for the expectation of such
controversies.

Conclusion

In this paper, I argued that Ibn Sina and al-Farabi had a significant disagreement regarding
the logical form of existence as the subject matter of metaphysics. I explained the origins
of this disagreement and how it shaped the course of Islamic philosophy after Ibn Sina. The
key takeaway is that Ibn Sina does not simply follow al-Farabi in his understanding of
metaphysics; rather, the history of Islamic philosophy experiences a fundamental shift from
al-Farabi to Ibn Sina.
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