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Essence of intellect and logic in 
the farabian tradition

The article gives an analysis of that during the Islamic Middle Ages the 
Al-Farabi’s doctrine on intellect and logic took pride of place. The main 
point in this part of his philosophy is a belief in the power of human mind, 
as well as the human ability to discover the diversity of the world around 
owing to logic. Al-Farabi places no boundaries to human mind and his 
ability to penetrate into the essence of things. Value relevance of the Al-
Farabi’s philosophical views is that it considers human reason, as coming 
from the Single Essence, as making human in form of consubstantial enti-
ties in God. Therefore, Al-Farabi fundamentally studied intellect. Intellect 
is a strict universality; following it means to be reasonable. Intellect acts as 
a universal principle of the formation of human personality and the cogni-
tive process as a whole.
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Осы ма қа ла да ор та ға сыр да ғы араб – мұ сыл ман ке зе ңін де гі әл-
Фа ра би дің ой шыл дық пен ло ги ка ілі мі нің оқы ты луы, бас ты орын да-
ры ның бі рін ала ты ны ту ра лы жа зыл ған. Оның оқыт уын да ғы бас ты 
ке зең ді, адам ақыл ды ғы ның кү ші не се ну жә не ло ги ка ғы лы мы ның кү-
ші мен қор ша ған ор та ны тү сі ну ала ды. Әл-Фа ра би ақыл мен адам ның 
бар ша зат қа кө ңі лін салуын  шек те ме ген. Фи ло со фия ның қа жет ті лі гін, 
әл-Фа ра би оның адам ақы лы ның бір бі рік ті ру ші ден ке ле  жат қа нын 
жә не адам ды шы найы түр де гі бол мыс ты жа ра ту шы ға кел тір ге ні ар-
қы лы көр се те ді. Сол үшін Әл-Фа ра би ақыл ды зерт теу ді бас ты түр де 
ал ған. Ақыл дың өзі үз дік қа сиет бол ға ны мен, оның жо лын да бо лу 
ой шыл дық ты көр се те ді. Ақыл үз дік қа сиет тей адам кел бе тін құ рас-
ты ра ды жә не жал пы түр де гі бар шы лық қа ке ре мет зерт теу ші лік бо-
лып ке ле ді. 

Тү йін  сөз дер: ақыл, ло ги ка, бол мыс, же тіл ген дік, па ра сат ты лық, 
төрт ақыл-па ра сат, апо дей кти ка, диа лек ти ка.

Дос ко жа но ва А.Б.,  
Ну ры ше ва Г.Ж.,  
Ту леубе ков А.С.

В дан ной статье дает ся ана лиз то го, что на про тя же нии все го 
Ара бо-му суль манс ко го сред не ве ковья уче ние Аль-Фа ра би об ин тел-
лек те и ло ги ке за ни мает од но из по чет ных мест. Ос нов ной мо мент 
это го бло ка в его уче нии сос тав ляет ве ра в си лу че ло ве чес ко го ра-
зу ма, спо соб ность по ни мать все мно го об ра зие ок ру жающе го ми ра 
бла го да ря ло ги чес кой нау ке. Аль-Фа ра би не ог ра ни чи вает ни ко им 
об ра зом ра зум и спо соб ность че ло ве ка про ни кать в суть ве щей. Цен-
ност ная ак ту аль нос ть фи ло со фии Аль-Фа ра би предс тав ляет ся в том, 
что она расс мат ри вает че ло ве чес кий ра зум как иду щий от Еди но го 
Су ще го, как прев ра щающий че ло ве ка в фор му под лин ной субс тан-
ции, на хо дя щей ся во Все выш нем. Поэто му Аль-Фа ра би по до шел к 
изу че нию ин тел лек та фун да мен тально. Ин тел лект – это уни вер саль-
нос ть, об ла дание соз на тель ностью. Ин тел лект дей ст вует как уни вер-
саль ный прин цип фор ми ро ва ния че ло ве чес кой лич нос ти и как, в це-
лом, поз на ва тель ный про цесс.

Клю че вые сло ва: ин тел лект, ло ги ка, бы тие, со вер шенс тво, рас су-
ди тель ность, че ты ре ин тел лек та, апо дей кти ка, диа лек ти ка.
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Introduction

Human beings are unique in al-Farabi’s vision, because humans 
stand between two worlds – the ‘higher’, (immaterial world of the 
celestial intellects), and the ‘lower’, (material world of generation 
and decay). 

Human beings inhabit a physical body, and so belong to the 
‘lower’ world, but they also have a rational capacity, which connects 
them to the ‘higher’ realm. Each level of existence in al-Farabi’s 
cosmology (and then epistemology) is characterized by its move-
ment towards perfection, which is to become like the First Cause; 
a perfect intellect. Human perfection (or happiness), then, is equated 
with constant intellection and contemplation. The highest type of 
theoretical knowledge, for Al-Farabi, is wisdom (hikmah). As he 
emphasizes in On the Attainment of Happiness, “the favorites are 
those people who are not limited in any of their theoretical knowl-
edge” [1, p.61]. Wisdom is knowledge of the ultimate causes of all 
existing entities, as well as the proximate causes of everything, by 
which he meant ‘first philosophy’ or metaphysics and ‘second phi-
losophy’ or physics, respectively. His time was a time when links 
between knowledge and wisdom required concrete explanation. In 
this case, the Syrian philosophers understood “knowledge as the ex-
act understanding of things through cognitive discernment,” while 
“wisdom was the good administration of knowledge.” [2, p.36]. At 
the same time, “Christian theology gave further impetus to putting 
‘wisdom’ on a pedestal high above ‘knowledge’ where it has re-
mained to our days, celebrated in innumerable disquisitions poetry 
and prose.”[3, p.36]. 

Main body

According to Al-Farabi, double type of knowledge consists in 
knowing that entities exist, what they are, how they are and, if many, 
how they culminate in an orderly fashion, in a Single Being, who is 
the cause of those ultimate entities, as well as the lower proximate 
entities. Such a Being is the True One, whose subsistence (qiwam) 
does not depend on anything else, being self-sufficient. He is, in ad-
dition, incorporeal and His being is entirely different from the being 

ISSN 1563-0307     KazNU Bulletin. Philosophy series. Cultural science series. Political science series. №4 (53). 2015 37



ҚазҰУ Хабаршысы. Философия сериясы. Мəдениеттану сериясы. Саясаттану сериясы. №4 (53). 201538

Essence of intellect and logic in the farabian tradition

of other entities, which do not resemble Him except 
in name. In contradiction to theoretical knowledge, 
practical knowledge is described by Al-Farabi as the 
area of practical reason or the faculty whereby man 
acquires, after numerous experiences and prolonged 
observations of sensible things, certain premises 
which enable him to determine what ought to be pre-
ferred or avoided in those (voluntary) matters. Al-
Farabi believes that reason, especially its practical 
form, is a kind of virtue and blessing. In this regard, 
“he investigated the nature in virtue of which all that 
comes into being exists in act” [4, p.68]. An issue on 
the essence of virtue shows that virtue is considered 
as a relativistic concept. “In one work, for instance, 
Augustine defines virtue as the perfect love of God 
and presents each of the cardinal virtues as a form 
of love. In a second work, he distinguishes virtues, 
which cannot be ‘badly used,’ from powers of the 
soul, which can be. In a third work he says that vir-
tue is the good use of free will, which comes from 
God.” [5, p.495].

Many thinkers mentioned the practical reason 
as bringing real blessing and happiness, i.e. bring-
ing social co-existence on the basis of conscience. 
“In the Middle Ages, conscience was not seen as a 
faculty; on the contrary, it was viewed as an aspect 
of practical reason.” [6, p.8]. In the Al-Farabi’s doc-
trine, the practical reason is identified with prudence, 
ta‘aqqul or phronesis, as Aristotle called it. The aim 
of prudence is the choice of the best means for hap-
piness, as the ultimate goal. Its subdivisions are: 1) 
skill (kays), consisting in choosing the best means 
of attaining any particular good; 2) cunning (daha’), 
which consists in choosing the best means of attain-
ing a great good, such as wealth, pleasure or dignity; 
and 3) malice (khubth), which consists in choosing 
the best means of attaining a base goal, such as a 
base gain or pleasure. Prudence can take other more 
general forms. Thus, we may have prudence in the 
management of the household or the city-state, 
called by Al-Farabi, respectively, economic (from 
Greek oikia, or household) and political prudence. 
Thus, prudence can take the form of giving advice 
to others (mashuri), stirring animosity (khusumi) or 
creating strategy for opposing the enemy. 

A more systematic account of certain knowledge 
(‘ilm yaqıni) is given in Al-Farabi’s Paraphrase of 
Aristotle’s Analytica Posteriora, known in Arabic as 
the Book of Demonstration (Kitab al-Burhan). 

Here, he states that certain knowledge is three-
fold: 

1) Knowledge that the thing is, called the knowl-
edge of existence or the ‘knowledge that’ (‘ilm 
anna); 

2) Certain knowledge of the cause of the thing, 
called the ‘knowledge why’; 

3) Certain knowledge of both together. 
The problem of the intellect or reason, expressed 

in Arabic in one word – ‘aql – was at the center of 
philosophical speculation from the earliest times. 
Aristotle raised the many questions that arise in con-
nection with this highest faculty of the soul, but left 
many aspects of these questions unanswered. 

In his own treatise, On the Meanings of the In-
tellect (Fi Ma‘ani al-‘Aql ), Al-Farabi begins by giv-
ing a list of the meanings of the intellect or reason. 
With respect to the meaning of ‘reason’ as used by 
the public, when they describe a person as reason-
able (‘aql ), it clearly refers to prudence (ta‘aqqul 
) or sound judgment in the determination of what is 
right, as against the determination of what is wrong, 
generally referred to as cunning or perfidy. 

Al-Farabi divides intellect into four types: 
Potential intellect, 
Actual intellect, 
Acquired intellect, 
Agent/Active intellect. 
The potential intellect represents the capacity to 

think, which is shared by all human beings. 
The actual intellect is an intellect engaged in 

the act of thinking. By thinking, al-Farabi means 
abstracting universal intelligibles from the sensory 
forms of objects which have been apprehended and 
retained in the individual’s imagination. 

This requires the Agent/Actual Intellect to act 
upon the retained sensory forms; just as the Sun 
illuminates the physical world to allow us to see, the 
Agent Intellect illuminates the world of intelligibles 
to allow us to think. Agent/Active Intellect is the 
agency that causes the potential intellect, as well 
as the potential intelligible, to become actual one. 
Its relation to the potential intellect being is similar 
to that of the sun to the eye. Even if “Al-Farabi 
does not identify the divine mind called the Active 
Intellect with God” [7, p.701], it’s possible to do 
such identification, if we are based on logic of the 
Agent/Actual Intellect given by Al-Farabi. Because 
the Agent Intellect knows all of the intelligible, 
this means that when the human intellect knows 
all of them, it becomes associated with the Agent 
Intellect’s perfection and is known as the acquired 
Intellect. In other words, acquired intellect is the 
Agent Intellect in a human. Or, acquired Intellect is 
a gift from the heaven in form the First Principle or 
Unmoved Mover. 

Logic and epistemology of Al-Farabi is based on 
the ancient heritage, especially on connection with 
the logical works of Aristotle. Aristotelian logic 
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primarily, and then the Stoic logic influenced on the 
formation of the Al-Farabi’s logic. 

First of all, Aristotelian logic is associated 
with his Organon (a Greek: Oργανον, meaning 
‘instrument, tool, organ’) is the standard 
collection of Aristotle’s six works on logic. The 
name Organon was given by Aristotle’s followers, 
the Peripatetics. 

They are:
The Categories introduces the 10-fold 

classification of what exists: substance, quantity, 
quality, relation, place, time, situation, condition, 
action, and passion. Using all these categories 
leads a researcher to productive knowledge, or 
blessing. But here, Aristotle allocates that blessing 
is “indispensably opposite to evil” [8].

On Interpretation introduces the conception 
of proposition and judgment, and the various 
relations between affirmative, negative, universal, 
and particular propositions. 

The Prior Analytics introduces his syllogistic 
method, argues for its correctness, and discusses 
inductive inference.

The Posterior Analytics deals with 
demonstration, definition, and scientific knowledge.

The Topics treats issues in constructing valid 
arguments, and inference that is probable, rather 
than certain. 

The Sophistical Refutation gives a treatment 
of logical fallacies, and provides a key link to 
Aristotle’s work on rhetoric.

Al-Farabi supports the idea of Aristotle that 
logical status and structure of any thought must 
be based on the reality of the thoughts. Everything 
must be studied in accordance with its nature. This 
is an object of metaphysics. We know that there are 
many interpretations of metaphysics. For example, 
Al-Kindi explains that “it is the knowledge of the 
causes of things” [9, p.71]. We also know that A-
Farabi, as well as Al-Kindi, follows such definition 
of metaphysics, as it is done by Aristotle.

In classifying parts of the logic Al-Farabi follows 
Aristotle. In logic, he allocates apodeictics, dialectic, 
sophistry, rhetoric and poetics. Therefore, he does 
not limit the scope of logic by formal logic. Accord-
ing to Al-Farabi, only Aristotle could organize logic 
and establish the rules of all methods of cognition. 
Aristotle proved that apodeictic methods are used in 
speculative sciences. Dialectical methods are mostly 
used in mathematics, and also in speculative sciences. 
Sofistical methods bring misfortune (нес частья) and 
give total false. Rhetorical methods are common for 
all the arts and civil affairs. Anyone, who wants to 
prove anything beautifully, uses rhetoric. 

Apodeictic judgments give absolutely true 
judgments;

Dialectic judgments give generally true 
judgments; 

Rhetoric judgments give equally true and false 
judgments; 

Sophistical judgments give generally false 
judgments; 

Poetic judgments give absolutely false 
judgments. 

Thus, according to Al-Farabi, dialectic is 1) 
an introduction to philosophy, 2) exercise of the 
mind, 3) the basics and principles of science, and 4) 
antidote against the sophistry. 

For deeper understanding of dialectic in the 
Al-Farabi’s view, we should mark the comparison 
between dialectic and rhetoric. Rhetoric (according 
to both Aristotle and Al-Farabi) is a practical 
strategy of thinking, which involves the real-life 
cases and the interests of a man. It is sphere that 
captures the life conflicts and dramas. This rhetoric 
kind of thinking seems to be infinitely far from 
human thinking, which deals with achievement of 
logic truth, that is, dialectic.

Rhetoric deals with logical justice, while 
dialectic deals with logical truth. But, both rhetoric 
and dialectic are considered as the public domain. 
Both they are equally study the opposites that need 
to be analyze, to be proved by concrete methods. 
Rhetoric is more practical, while dialectic is more 
theoretical. Essence of the dialectic method is to 
reveal, develop, and solve contradictions that exist 
in the logical thesis. 

Al-Farabi developed a doctrine about ‘generally 
accepted ideas’ as primary knowledge, prior to 
logical conclusions. ‘Generally accepted ideas’ 
may contain false and, therefore, they require 
verification. So, dialectics is an art, which allows 
go move from ‘generally accepted ideas’ to true 
original knowledge. In addition, dialectic allows 
saving philosophy from the Sophists.

Al-Farabi compares dialectics with a doctor, 
who must to use best efforts and knowledge to 
treat the patient, even if there is no guarantee to 
achieve good results. Unlike Aristotle, Al-Farabi 
considers the rhetoric as separated from dialectics, 
because in the process of public speaking rhetoric is 
based on, emotions, moral categories, ‘sympathy’, 
‘patriotism’, dogmas of the Koran, etc. According to 
Al-Farabi, the most important condition for logical 
evidence is the correspondence of human knowledge 
to objective reality, as Aristotle said. Al-Farabi 
systematically develops teachings of Aristotle on 
the primary judgments. 
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The original basis of the logical judgments is: 
the views of the common people, or concrete 

wise men; 
generally accepted judgments like “respect to 

parents is duty”; 
data of sensitive perception; 
some general principles intelligible entities, axi-

oms (like a part is less than a whole). 
All this leads to systematically arranged outlook, 

which helps a human both to understand his role in 
the world and to find his happiness. Thus, by Al-
Farabi, Happiness is “the attainment of perfect 
knowledge and high moral standards” [10, p.582].

Conclusions

In summary, like Aristotle, Al-Farabi 
recognized that the Active Intellect is clearly 
distinguishable from the First Principle or 

Unmoved Mover, on which it actually depends. 
But unlike Aristotle, he describes it as an 
emanation, ten times removed, from the First 
Principle, or the One of Plotinus. That’s why the 
first three intellects are the different states of the 
human intellect and the Agent/Active Intellect is 
the Tenth Intellect (the moon) in his emanational 
cosmology. Even here, Al-Farabi goes well 
beyond Plotinus, for whom the ultimate principle 
of motion is the second emanation from the One 
or the Universal Soul (Psyche), which may be 
described as the mediator between the intelligible 
and the material worlds. Without this mediator, 
the First Intellect (or Nous) cannot possibly act 
on that lower world. It was, perhaps, out of his 
desire to bridge the tremendous gap between the 
intelligible and the material worlds that, Al-Farabi 
felt compelled to introduce that series of ‘ten 
intellects’, of which the Active Intellect is the last.
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