83

AVICENNA'S CHAPTER, ~ON THE RELATIVE." IN THE
METAPHYSICS OF THE SHIFA

Micnarr E. Maraicra (1

INTRODUCTTON

vicenna in the Sefe  The Heading: devotes two discussions 1o
the concept of relation  in the Cutegores of the Logie and m the
Metaplvsien,! Fhese overlap at peints, but diller in approach.
au and toa poad extent incontent. The tirstind nore extensive
treatment. consisting ol three chapters, is essentially andinterpretive expansion
of Aristotle’s doctrine in his Categorees. Tts approach is lingwistic and logical
and although it diseusses some of the ontological questions teated in the
Metapisies, its primary aim s o define the term Urelation™ and o exhibit
its semuantic fearures.? By conurast, the discussion in the Metaphades is specili-
callv concerned with ontology. partienlarhy with the question. not discussed
i the Logir, of whether relations exist in conerete things “al-a vin: orwhether
they are merely subjective concepts in the mind.
The chapter i the Metaphvsics divides naturally into three parts. The
Grst introcduces velations as accidents oceurring o the catcgories here, as
the context shows, regarded not so much as termis butas modes of being and
discusses their classification. This classification draws heavily on Aristode,
It exhibits refinements. The second part presents the argunent that one
and the same refanon cannot belong o maore than one subject, this holding
rue ol ssmmetrical as well as assmmietrical relations, The third and dongest
part s devoted 1o reluting the argumient. encountered in Eslamic dogmatic
theology thalan . which denies the existence of relations outside the mind?
This a5 the familiar aegumient that the supposition of such extramental exis-
tence leads necessarily to the infinite regress of relations. Teis also said 1o
leacl in the version Avicenna reports  to the absurdity of relating an exis-
ent 1o a nonexistent, namely, a state of affairs in the present to o nonexistent
one either in the past or the future,
Avicenna, as he tells ux in introducing this part, regacds the question
ol the existence of relations as the most important in the chapter. He rejects
the argument from infinite regress, allimning quite explicithy that there are
relations that exist in concrete things. But the sense in which he holds that
th-y so existis not altogether clear. Avicenna’s langnage at sensitive points
m the argument is wmbiguons.
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In what follows we oller a translation of the A-ubic with a commentary

fargely on the content. relegating as much as possible discussion of purely
Hnguistic and editorial matters to the footnotes.

TRANSLATION AND COMMENTARY

On e Relatiet
RELATIVES AxD THEIR CLASSIFICATION

As for discussing the relative and showing how one ought o ascertain the
nature and definition of the relative and of relation. what we offered in
the Logic 1s sufficient for those who have understood it Regarding [ the
supposition | drtifrelation has existence, then iowoudd bean aceident, this
is imdoubtedly the case sinee this 1s something inconceivable iniself bu
Is alwiys conceived of as something in terms of [another] thing; i there
is never a relaton which is not an accidental occurrence, ip. 152 lines
4+ 7i

When Avicenna refers us o the Logic for the definition of *the retaive

‘al-mudaf) and relation fal-idafe’.” he intends a distinction between these
wrms, a distinction encountered i the Logie.® “The relative™ is the generic
term. referring to whatever is related as well as to the category, relation, as
such.f Avicenna identifies this generie term with Aristotle’s first definition

m

predicated with respect to another.

Categories. 7, 6a, 35 fl-—in Avicenna’s language, that “whose nature is
77 YRelation,” on the other hand, 1s

sometimes used as the specific term, referring only to the category, relation.
Avicenna identifies this with Aristotle’s second definition in Categorien. 7. 8a.
28 {1, where, to use the language of the Oxford transladon. “relation to an
external thing is a necessary condition for existence.” Avicenna expresses
this second definitton as follows: ““Things belonging to the relative are those
for which the existence they have consists in that they are related.”™

is

I the above quotation. however, we note that the term, “the relative.”
ustel where one expects the term “relation.”  Avicenna's terminologs

shifts and n both the Logic and the Metaplosieswe find him for the maost part
using these tvo expressions mterchangeably . Sl he uses dienn in places as

cthistinet tenms o convey the diflerence between the two Avistotelian delini-
tious of relation. In the third part of the chapter, as we shall see. it is the
generie, nonrestricted definition thatis used to answer the question of whether
relations exist in concrete things.

Avicenna also states m this introductory passage that if relations are

supposed to exist  that is, to exist objectively in things then they would
have to be accidents. The reason for thisis clear in the text. But the statement
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carries \x:1th it something else, namely, that accidents are part of the furniture
f)[ the objective world. One must bear this in mind when it COMES Lo ascertain-
ng “,-}\ml Avicenna means when he affirms that relations exist in the concrete.

.I he ;}l)ow:‘ passage 1s followed by a discussion of the classification of
n’larlo.ns: mtroduced as accidents occurring to the various catcgories. This
;qumlysm is naturally rooted in Aristotle’s discussions of relation in Categori,
7.and J’Iffr’.rrzf);"gl'.w}”.\. VoI5 ealso repeats some of the things Avicenna states
m his Logie.® But there is development and refinement, plbrh;lps influenced
v the literature of commeriary avilable 0 Avicenna.

Avicenia begins by discussing two-termed relations, dividing them o
those that agree i those than ditlir in thenr temas, .

[ts first occurrence is either to substance. as for instance, father and son.
Or 16 guantity. Sonie relations differ in their two terms, while some agree,
!hose that differ™ are like the half and the double: those that aqr(‘; e
like tl.lc equal and the equal, the proxiniete and the proximie, ! the corres-
11 :n(ln}g and the corresponding, the tonching and the waching.

1 |‘E}1 some ol those i ditter, the difierence is detinie and ascerting-
hle, as for example. the haifand the double: with some it is mscertaingble
bul; Is hased on what is ascertainable. as i the case ol the excessive and the
defictent, the [indeterminable] part and the ageregate. The sane obtains
when one relative occurs within another, for example, the more excesshve
and the more deficient: for the excessive is excessive as measured against
something also excessive in comparison with a delicient. ‘

Some of the relatives belong to quality. OF those some agree [m their
two terms [, as for example, the similar: while some disagrec, as for example
the fast and the slow in motion, the heavy ad li_thl in weights and []l{:
sharp and grave in sounds, Again, in all these one relation may accur to
another. [Relations also belong] to place, as. for instance. the higher
and lower: to time, as for example, the prior and the posterior: and 1o
[matters] of such description. . 152, line 8§ to p. 1030 e 4

.‘\\'I(‘(‘T'Illil now goes on o discuss relations, notonly as accidents oceurring
1o _thc various categories, but also as tvpes in their own right, as it were
Iisting them under the divisions of cqu'aIil\: excess and deficiency ar-rim;
Emd passton, and resemblance.  Here, ;ir_{ain. Arsstotle s \'(‘r'\'? much
- cevidenee, o '

[t almost scems that relatives are confined to the divisions of equality,
excess and deficiency, action and passion, whose source is power, and
resemblance. Those pertaining to excess belong either to qu;mtiﬁ-‘. as
vou know, or to power, as in the case of the vanguisher. the n:‘rmqu'(-ror.
the repeller and the like. Those perlaining to action and passion are like
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father and =on. the cutier and [the thing| cut and similar things. '] hose
pertaining o resemblance are like knowledge and the {thing| known,
sensation and the fthing| sensed. For between these thore is veseniblanee
knowledge resernbling the state of the thing known : sensation, the state
of the thing sensed. But the imeasure and limit of this resermblance is unas-
certainable.  p. 15330 lines 4 11
The above division of the relatives. however, is not inclusive and leaves
out such directional relations as being w the left or to the right of. Avicenna
ix aware ol this and in the concluding section of this part suggests another
wayv of classifving relations.

Refative things, however, may [all] be encompassed in one way, Two

refanives iy not require any of those things by virtae of whicln arelation

between them would accur. An example of this 15 thar which is 1o (he

right of [something | or 1o the left ol {it]. For in that which is w the right

al' [something] there s neither o quality nor any other state of afluirs by
virtue of which it acquires the relation of being to the right o [Nothing
makes ieso related ] other than the very fuet of its being o the right of. [On
the other iand | it iy be requared that tiere shiewdel be noeeh ol e vao
related things something by virtue of which they hecome refated © one
anutlier, as in the case of the lover and the loved. Thus, there exists in the
lover an apprehending state which is the principle of the relation, while
in the loved an apprehended state which renders him loved by the lover.
Such a thing may exist in one of the two things, but not the other, as in
the case of the knower and the [object] known. The latter hecame related
only breause something in the fommer has occurred, namebvs knowledge.
ipp. 13, line 12 10 p. 154, line 7

The example of the third tvpe of reliation (between knower and object
known) has a background in Aristetle [ Mefaphsion, V.15, 10214, 3010 where
we are told, in effect, that the object of knowledge is called relative, not
because it uself refers to something else, but because something else refers
tor it Anistotle has been undersiood to be speaking of a unilateral relation
and this suggests that Avicenna is doing the same. This is certainly a possible
and natural way of reading the Avicennan passage and the Latin text has
heen so understood.’ But whethier this interpretation accords with Avicen-
na’s intention is 1101, as we sec it, entirely certain.

There is first of all the matter of emphasis. As we read him, Avicenna’s
primary concern is with a criterion for an inclusive classification of relations.
so that, even if in fact he intended to give an example of a unilateral relaton.
this to him would be of seccondary interest. (Tt should pernaps be observed
that the analyvsis of knowledge as a relation does not assume in Avicerut's
writings the significance it assumes in the theology of St. Thomas Aquinas,
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wher incidentally, refers us divecdy o Aristotle's Metaphysics. ' Then there
15 the wording of Avicenna's discussion. Knowledge is that “state of affairs”
or “quality” by virtue of which knower and object known hecome related.
The wording veads almost as though knowledge is not the relation between
knower and object known, as though it is enly that which renders the two
related. Finally, theve is a lexieal consideration. In the Logie ' Avicena
asstenis the erm wisde to a unilateral relation, i cerm never used in the meta-
physical elapter, and the term ddifa to a bilateral relation, the term con-
sistenthy wsed i che dupter and in association with knowldee.

This first part on the classification of reliations sets the stage lor the
subsequent ontological discussions. The distinetion drawn between relations
that agree and differ in dhetr terms s of direct relevance o the discussion
that immediately follows,

RELATION As AN AcomeNT Beros axe To Oxe Svpjeer ONLy.

ITanything, this second part reveals the total commitment of Avicenna's
doctrine of relarion to a substance-accident ontology.  His main argument
s that a relation numerically one and the same does not belong to the related
subjects taken together. Thus, if 1 and B are related, Avicenna argues in
cffect, then there are two relations, a relation p helonging to 4 and referring
B and a relation ¢ belonging to B and referring 10 A. T'rue enough. in
the case of symmetrical relations there is identity. But this is identity “in
speeies,” or kind. Tt is not numerical identity.

The underlying reason for this view is not ditficult to discern. For
Avicenma, relation is an accident and an accident can belong only 0 one
wbjeet. As J. R. Weinberg poiits out. the above view of relation as belong-
g o one subject only. tmogh not explicitly stated by Aristotle, is implied
w hisdoctrine. ™ Avicenni here is very much the Aristotelian. Interestingly.
lemever. in the opening sentences of this second part, Avicenna tells us that
the view he is expounding is not held by the majority. There is an indication
i Alfarabi’s recently published Book of Letters that its author belonged o
s majority. 1

This section of the discussion poses no special problems in excgesis. It
‘peaks for jtsell and we simply present the translation.

What remains for us here concerning the relative is to know whether
telation is an idea, one in number and subject matter, found between two
things but having two aspects, as some. indeed most have thought, or
whether there is for cach of the two related things, in being related, a
special property. We sayv:

Fach of the two related things has in itself an idea with respect to the
whier which is not the idea the other has in fsel with respect | the first).
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This is evident in the things whose related worms differ, as i the case of
the father. ts relation to futherhood, which is a description of its existence,
is in the father alone. But it belongs 10 the father with respect to something
clse {only as something] in the father, Tts being with respect to the other
does not make 1t exist in the other. Fatherhood does not exist in the son.
Ortherwise it would be a description {of the latter] from which a name for
it is derivable. Rather, fatherhood belongs 1o the father. The same applies
10 the state of the son with respeet to the father. There is nothing here
at all which is in both of them. Here there is nothing but fatherhood and
somship. As for a state posited for both fatherhood and sonship, this is
something unknown to us and has no name.

I [such a state of affairs] consists in the fact that each of the two has a
state with respect to the other, this is similar to the case of the swan and
snow, each of which is white. Nor is [this state] rendered identical by the
(act that |it stands] with respect to the other; for whatever belongs to cach
individual with respect to the other, belongs o that individual and not
the other; but it [possesses it] with respect to the other.

If you have understood this from what we have given you by way of
example. then know that the [identical] state of affairs [nbtmm] m the
rest of the relatives that do not disagree [in their two terms]. Tt is here,
however, that most of the confusion occurs. Thus, [for example], since
in the case of the two brothers, one has a state relative to the nther and
the other has a state relative to the firse, and since the two states are of the
same species, [these states] have been thought to be one individual. But
this is not the case. To the first belongs [the state] of being brother to the

sccond, that 3s, he has the description of being the brother of the second.
[Now] this description is his, but [only his] with respect to the second.
This is not the [same| description of the sccond numerically, bnt only in
species, just as the case would be if the second was white and the first was
white. Indeed, the second is the brother of the first because he has in ham-
self a state predicable with reference to the first.

The samc applies to touchability in two touching things. Fach of the
two touches the other in that it has |the state] of touching it which exists
only with respect to the other if the other is similar [in its relation to it].
Youmust never think thatan aceident. one imnumber, exists I two substra-
i2. Thus there iy no need for vou to apologize i this conneetion by making
“accident” a problematic name, as some, who have litle discernment.
have done. {p. 154, line 7 to p. 153, line 16)

THE QUFSTION OF THE ExisTeNce o RELATIONS
IN “CoNCRETE THINGS™
Avicenna begins this scction by posing the question of whether “relation
in itself exists in concrete things or whether it is something only conceived
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m the mind.” He asks, that is, whether icis one of the things that become
universal. particular, essential and so on, only when conceived in the mind,
thereby giving expression o his conceptualism.

But what is more important than this is for us to know whether relation
in itself exists in conerete things or whether it is something only conceived
m the mind, heing like many of the states that adhere to things when
conceived, after occurrence in the mind. For, when conceived, there
oceur to things in the mind circumstances that did not belong to them
|externally]. They thus are rendered universal. particular, essential and
accidental: they hecome genus and differentia, subject and predicate and
things of tus order. (p. 156, lines 1 - 3:

He first states that some have held that relations exist only as concepts.
He then presents the opposing view. the argument for the objective existence
of relations, an argument that has antecedents in Plotinus and Simplicius.!”?

Some people have thus maintained that the reality of relations also occurs
only m the sonl when it conceives things. Another group has said, “On
the contrary. relation is something found in conerete existents,” and
argued saving: “We know tlid this s in existence the father of that, and
that thiat is in existence the son of this, regardless of whether this {fact]
s conceived or not. We know that plants seek nourishment and that seck-
ing involves relation. Plants do not. in any manner, have intellects, or
apprehension. We know [moreover,] that the sky is in itself above the
carth and that the earth is below it. regardless of whether or not this is
apprchended. Relation is nothing other than these things to which we
have alluded and their like, Tuhelongs to things. even when it is not appre-
hended.™ ip. 156, lines 6 12

Avicenna then reports the counterargument from infinite regress and

4lso a shorter argument 1o the effect that the supposition of real relations
leads to the absurdity of relating an existent 10 @ nonexistent. 1t should be
noted that the argument from infinite regress is so formulated that its appli-
cahility is notconfined o the doetrine that a relation exists only inone subject.

The other party has argued ; Heelation were to exist in things. then from
this it would follow that relations beeome infinite. There would exist,
|for example]. between father and son a relation. Tlis relation would
be either [common] ta both, helong [only| to one, or to cach [separately).
[Now] inasmuch as fatherhood belongs to the father, occurring accidentally
to im, he being subjeet to its oecurrence, it would be related ; the same
being the case with sonship. Thus we would have a connecton between
fatherhood and the father and between sonship and the son. external to
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the connection between father and son. It would then follow necessarily
that for [each] relation there is another relation and that this would leal
to infinity. [Morcover, if relations were to exist in things. it would follow)
that among relations there would be those which are benween an existent
and anonexistent inasmuch as [for example] we are posterior o the centur-
ies that hive preceded us and have knowledge of [the future] resurree-
tion.” {p. 136, linc 13 to p. 157, line 2)

Avicenna responds differently o the two arguments in this passage
against the reality of relations. In the lengthier answer o the arcument
from infinite regress. he simply attempis o refute it. But he does not reject
the shorter argument concerning relations between existents and nonexistents.
As we shall see, he admits that relations between NONCONLCNIPOTINCOUS EVELLEy
arc ahvays ideal. What he strives to do is to explain how such ideal relations
obtain.

In his answer 1o the main argument, he invokes the generic. “absolute™
definition of the relative.™ In so doing, he seems 1o be giving unqualificd
support to the argument ol those defending the doctrine that relations exist
in the conerete. One notices, however. that the opening words of his reply
suggest that what he s offering is a resolution of difficulties in both the objec-
tivist and subjectivist arguments, a point to which we will return.

What resolves tor us the perplexity in both ways [of argument} is to
to the absolute definition of the relative. We sav: The relative is that
whase nature 15 only predicated with respect to another. Thus anything
in the conerete that happens to be such that its nature is only predicated
with respect to another belongs to the relative, But among the concrete
extstents there are many things of this description. Henee the relative
in concrete things exists. (p. 137, lines 3-6)

In the sentences that immediately follow something in the wording
scems to be amiss. The translation we ofler is based on a variant reading in

the apparatus critwus. "This reading helps solve some but not all questions of

MCATINE.

[Now] should the relative have some other nature, then [from this nature)
one must separatc the idea conceived with respect to another which [the
relative] has; for this idea is in reality the thing conceived with respect to

another—at thing being conceived with respect to another because of

it {p. 157, lines 6 -8}

What does Avicenna have in mind when he speaks of the “other nature”™
which a relative might have? We can think of two possible answers. The
first 1s suggested by Avicenna’s discussion of the term “knowledge™ in the
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Lagie 2 Considered in itself. we are wld, itis a qualitative term. But s
also a relative term when asserted with respect to the object of knowledge or
to the knower. Thus knowledge would have a qualitutive nature and a
relational one. ‘The second answer 1s sugeested by a distinction implicit in
the discussion that follows, namely, between the relational idea in 1ts function,
as it were, of relating one specific subject to another and its being considered
in its abstractness: for example, the fatherhood relating #ev father to thes
son and the concept, fatherhood. as such.

But the main point in Avicenna's reply to the argument {rom infinite
regress is that whatever relates o another thing relates in itselfl not through
something else whichis relation. Thus, referring to the idea which isconceived
with respect to another, he states:

‘This idea, however, is not conceived with respect to another {or any other
cause than itself. but, as yvou have already lcarned, is in itsclf related.
Hence. we do not have an essence ar.1 something clse which is relation,
but only that which is related in itself, not by another relation. In this
way relations become [nite. ip. 157, lines 8-11)

He develops the argument by stating::

As for the fact that this idea, which is 1 isell related, is present in this
subject. then inasmuch as it s in this subject, its nature 15 conceived with
respect to this subject. It has, however, another existence, as for example.
the existence of fatherhood. But this [latter relation] is not the [former
relation]. (p. 1070 lines 12 15)

Here, it should be noted, Avicenna is not necessarily making a distinction
hewtween relations in the conerete and abstract relations, existing in the mimd.
When he speaks of the relational idea as being in “this subject.” the reference
i to something specific. but not necessarily to something objective and
comerete. The distineton hetween concerete and abstract relations is central
1o his analysis and s discussed by him shortly after the above. Al this stage,
however, the distinction he draws s really between () the relational idea
mits role, as it were, of refating a specific ihut not necessarily concrete]
subject to which it belongs to something else and (6] the relational idea in
s ahstractness. having, as he puts it “another existence, as for example, the
existence of fatherhood,™

Now the relational idea in its abstractness exists only in the mind. When
Avicenna, however, refers to its having “another existence.” he is uot so
much speaking about its existence in the mind {which is taken for granted,
hut about something else. What he means by “another existence™ coincides
with what he means by “special existence,” al-wufid al-khass, in Metaphysics,
L3, where we are told that “16 everything there is a reality by virtue of which
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itiswhatitis. Thus the triangle has a reality in that it is a triangle and white-
ness has a reality in that it is whiteness, It is that which we should perluips
call ‘special existence,” not intending by this the meaning given to affirmacive
existence.” ! As we shall see, Avicenna uses the term “special existenee”
in the coneluding sections of the chapter on relation, in line 17, p. 159

[u other words, the distinction is between a relation, R, helonging to
a specific subject as it relates this subject to something else and R in its special
existence and abstraciness, its “Runess.” This “Rness™ we are told is also
a relational accident occurring o B, R and “Rness™ are both rclated to
cach other. But—and this is the thrust of the argument  cach is related o
the other initself, not through another relation. Thus, referring o the abs-
tract relation he goes on to say:

Let then this [latter, i.e.. fatherhood] be an accidental occurrence arising
from the former relation], existing concomitantly with it, each of the two
being related in itself to that to which it is related, without anv addition:
relation. Thus being predicated (mahma!) is in itself related. For this
very [state of] being [such things] is related in itselt, not requiring another
relation by virtue of which it becomes related. Rather, it is in itself a nature
conceived with respect to the subject. In other words, it is such that il'its
niture 1s conceived, it would require that something clse should be brought
to the mind, with respect to which it is conceived. {p. 157, line 15 to p.
158, line 5)

Avicenna now applies this analysis to relations obtaining between con-
crete things, arguing in effect that the supposition of such relations does not
lead to an infinite regress.

Indeed. if this is [now] taken as a rclation in concrete things, it would
cxist with another thing , [conjoined to it] in itself, not by some other
apprehended conjunction, it itself being the very “with” or conjunction
specified by the spectes of that relation. Ifconceived, its conception requires
the presentation of something else with it [to the mind|. This is similar
to the nature of fatherhood, inasmuch as it is fatherhood ; for it is related
in itself, not by seme other connecting relation, aithough it is up to the
mind to invent something between [it and that to which it is related] as
though this 1s 4 conjunction external to both of them. [This, however. is

something] which conception itsell is not compelled to do, being one of

the aspects which attach to things [after conception] enacted by the mind.
For the mind may connect things according to the diverse [possible] ways
of considering things, not out of necessity. In itself [fatherhood] is [simply]
a relation, not [something related] by a relation, because it is in itself a
nature, conceived with respect to another.
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There are many relations that adhere in themselves o some essences,
not by virtue ol some other occurring relation. but only in the manner in
which this type of relation adheres 1o the relation of fatherliood. An examp-
le of this is the aclherence of relation o the state of knowledge : for itwould
not be adhering w it through another relation imherent in things them-
sehves® butadheres to it in itself, even though the mind may at this juncture
wvent some other relation. (p. 138, line 6 10 p. 139 line 2.

The main line of awrgument here i clear: Just as with abstract relations
where whatever s related is related in itself, not throngh an additonal reli-
e so it is when the velared things are conerete, Anvadditiona] relation is
omething mvented or constructed by the mind. But there is no necessity o
compulsion for such an added relaton. Henee, aregress. to say nothing of
an infinite regress, i ot a necessary consequence. Furthermore, since such
added relations are invented by the mind. they are conceptual or
deal. Henee 40 lrom the supposition of real relations in the conerete an
mfinite regress of relations were w ensue necessarily, this would be aninlinite
regress of wdeal relations. But. as we have secnn. Avicenna denies that such
annfinite regress is iU necessary conseuence. In this he differs from Alfarabi
who in the Book of Litters avgues diat such an infinite regress of ideal relations
must ensue. but that tis kind of infinite is possible and does not render
doctrine of real relations miposstble®* Henee, althongh Alfarabi s
Avicenma reject the argument from indinite regress for the impossibility of
teal relations. they do so on somewhat different grounds, The Last part of
Avicenni’s answer to the argument from infinite regress heging as 1ollows:

sinee vou have knewn this, you now kirow that the relative exasts in conerete
existenice in the sense that it has this definition. This definition only neces-
sitates that the relative should be an aceident shich. when conceived,
would have the above-mentioned deseription: hut it does not necessitate
that it should be w sellfubsisting thing, one in number. connecting two
things. :p. 159 lines 3 6;

When Avicenna speaks here of the relative as having “this definition™
or “the above-mentioned deseription.”™ he is again referring o the generic
definition. In this passage he also reiterates his asic concept that relation
15 not something common to the related things hut is an accident belonging
w one thing but which poines 10 another. He then goes on 1o state:

As for the predication [of the naturc of the rela tive ] with respect to [another|
‘waamm al-qael b al-giax, this occurs only in the mind. Henee it pertains
to mtellectual relation, whereas existential reliation is what we have shown.
being namely tiat which is such that if conceived. its natre is conceived
with respect to Janother|. Tts being in the mind. on the other hand. consists
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in its beng conceved with respect to another. 'Thus [relation] i existence
has one governing rule {fwkm; and in the mind another, inasmuch as it is
|something] in the mind, not insotar as relation is concerned. It is possible
(o have invented relations in the mind which the mind enacts by reason
of the special property it has with respect to them. {p. 159, lines 7 11;

Needless to sav, this is a crucial passage. It is also a very perplexing
one. We are st told, in effect. that in the case of two concrete things. .V
aud 110X is related to ¥ the predication of X with respect to Focecurs only
in the mind and belongs 10 intellectual or ideal relation. Pxistenual or
concrete relation consists in the fact that X is such that ¢ concetved, 1t s
conceived with respect to F. The existence of the relation scems 1o depend
on its being conceived by the mind. Such language is suggestive of certain
theories that were to become current in the medieval Latin West, for example.
the doctrine that relations are ideal bur that some have o basis in reality, or
even the doctrine that some relations exist potentially in conerete things,
but in actuality only in the mind.* One is perhaps Turther encouraged o
mterpret Avicenna’s thought as moving o this direction by his statement
immediately following his presentation of the arguments {or and against

the objective existence of relations. As we have seen. he speaks there of

resolving “the perplexity in both ways Jof argument!.” which iy well be
an indicition that his endorsement of the argument for the ohjective existence
of relations is not total. _

But then Avicenna makes another statement which. though certainly
not very clear, lends itselt to a different interpretation. He states that relation
in existence has onc governing rule and in the mind another, adding the
phrase, “‘inasmuch as it is something in the mind, not insofar as relation 1s
concerned.” What does he mean by “relation™ in the phrase, “not i <o
far as relation is concerned?”” A possible answer is that he 1s in [act referring
to relation as an objective state of affairs belonging to one concrete thing
and pointing to another and as distinct from the concept of this relation in
the mind. Assuch, in the case of the two concrete things X and 1, X5 relution
to ¥is not dependent on its being conceived by the mind. Rather, Yis such
that if conceived it is conceived with respect to } precisely beeause X stands
with respect to ¥ in objective reality. But whether this s swhat Avicenna
means s far from being certain.

There 15 one consideration which at first sight seems to give suppon
to the second interpretation. ‘This is Avicenna’s conception of relation i
an accident. His statement in the opening sentences of this chapter o the
effect that if relations exist in the concrete they must be accidents indicates
there that he regards accidents as part of objective reality. But when we
examine this concept further, its support for the second interpretation hecomes
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less than it first appears to be. Relation for Avicenna is @ spectal kind of
accident. It v not a sensible accident but an accident whose apprchension
recquires & conceptual act. s this requirement a purely epistemological one,
as the second interpretation suggests, or s it included as part of the very
definition of relation, as suggested by the first interpretation?  Avicenna
does not give a clear answer o this question and his position. to our mind,
FeInAly  ambiguous.

In anv case. m summing up this part of the discussion. he beging by
asserting emce more that the relative exists in conerete things:

Thus the relative in concrete things exasts. Moreover, it has become
evident that its existenee does not necessitate that for feach] relation there
should he another |relation] ad infinitum. Nor does it follow from this that
whatever is conceived as related should have a [corresponding | relation
in exmstence. p. 1390 lines 12 14
* ok ok
The final part of the chapter takes up the problem of relating what
exists I the present to what has ccased to exist or to what is vet to exist in the
futre. The problem is discussed by Avicenna i greater detail in the Logie
m an expansion o Aristotde’s statement in Cafegorien, 7. 7h, 15 8al 12, con-
cerning the question ol the temporal coexistence of correlatives. A finela-
mental point Avicenna makes i the Logie®® and repeats in this chapler s
that In the case of things or events that do not coexist in time the relation
ix 1ol between the things themselves but only hetween the concepts of these
things. Thus. for examiple, the relation is never between what exists in the
present and what has existed i the past. but hetween the concept ol whiat
exists i the present and the concept of what has existed in the past. These
concepts when related coextst in the mind. As such relations of this sort
talfil the condition of coexistence and are always ideal.
Avicenna beging this seetion as foliows:

As tor [the quesaon] ol the temporally prior and posterior. one heing
nonexistent and so forth, [the answer is that] priority and posteriornity are
relations obtaining hetween existence when conceived and the conceived
that does not derive from special existence. Know this, ‘p. 139, lines
15 17
The wording of this passage Jeaves something to be desired. But from
what comes immiediately alter. it becomes clear that when Avicenna speaks
of “existence when conceived,” he mens the concept of what presently
exists. It also becomes elear that “the conceived that docs not derive from
special existence™ refers in part, but only in part. to what does not exist in
the present. In fact a variant reading for the clause. “does not derive from
special existence,” favsa ma bidhan an al-eupid al-khas . given by three
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manuscripts i “does not derive from present existence.” ilarsa ma Khudhan
an al-wgid al-fiadir:. This reading makes very good sense and the temptation
to adoptitis very swong. The reading, “special existence.” which the editors
live adopted. however, should stand, not only because most of the manus-
cripts give it, but also because the Logie supports this reading, as we shall
show. Accordingly, the point Avicenna wishes to make in his relerence to
“special existence” ds that the relation is not bepwveen the coneept ot whal
presently exists and an abstract quiddity or special existence. Rather. it is
the relation of a concept that has a counterpart i the concrete at present
to a concept that either had a conerete counterpart in the past or will have
one in the future. The passage in the Logic supporting this has to do with
knowledge of such a future event as the resurrection 26

As lor knowledge of the resurrcction, it belongs o the category Vifon: of
[what} will be. For the knowledge that it will be is [{;] knowledge ot
its state existing in the mind together with [{bi] knowledee that it will
he  [knowledge. that is]. existing in the mind. not when |the resurrection]
comes nto being. but prior to that, when it is nonexistent in the concrete.
exstmgin thesoul. As for the coneeption of the quiddity of the resurrection
m abstraction, this. inasmuch as it s conception, is not related to anvthing
N existence,

To return then o the texc of the Metaphysies, the concluding part ot the
chapter on relations is as follows:

Fora thing in itselfis only prior in terms of something existing with it This
tvpe of priority and posteriority exists for both terms (of the relation] in
the mind ; for when the concepts of the prior and the posterior are presented
to the mind, the soul conceives this comparison as existing hetween two
existenls in 1t sinee such a comparison obtains between two existents in
the mind. Before this. a thing in itself cannot be prior: for how could it
be prior to nothing existing? Hence, whatever relations are of this order.
their relution to each other is in the mind only, having in existence no
subsisting 1dea with respect w this priority and posteriority, Indeed. 1his
priovity and posteriority is in reality one of the intellectual ideas, one of the
relationships imposed by the mind and one of the aspects that ocour (o
things when the mind compares them and refers to them. ip. 160, lines
1-9:

This passage aflirms Avicenna’s distinetion between what exists in
reality and what exists in the mind. a distinction fundamental to his ontolo-
gv.¥ He invokes it here to resolve the difficulty of relating what exists il
present o what does not. In so doing, he concedes to those who maintain
thar all relations are ideal that in these instances the relations are always
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ileal. Yor, as we have seen. he has argued that when, for example, we relate
a present existent to one that existed in the past, we are not relating an exis-
tent to a nonexistent. What we are really doing is relating the concept of
what exists at present to the concept of what had existed in the past.

Avicenna, in other words. is reducing relations between noncontems-
porarrcous events to ideal relations between coexisting concepts. Doces not
this reduction lead him to a subjectivist theory of time? This is one of the
questions posed by this passage. Another, by no means a less important
o, pertains to the kind of relations obtaining between an existent and its
conceptual counterpart in the mind. Arc these ideal or real? Avicenna,
however, does not discuss this question at all.
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tute the category.”™  Magular, 144, lines | 2.

PoIbid., 038, lines 5 15,
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definition of the relative, What he means by “ahsolute definition™ is perhaps clarified hy
the fuller definition in the Logie where he states: ~Things belonging 1o the relative are those
whose nitures are predicated with respeet 1o other { thitegs| either absoletely or through some
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as an example. Those predicated throngls some other mode of velation are rerms which in
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