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IMMATERIALITY OF THE FIRST BEING
IN THE AL-FARABI’S METAPHYSICS

This article reveals the non-material nature of the First Existence in the metaphysical system of Abu
Nasr al-Farabi. The purpose of this analysis is to describe the evidence base that al-Farabi gives in order
to identify the immateriality of the First Being. The system of argumentation of the immateriality of the
First Being is part of the description of the perfection of the First Being, which al-Farabi presents within
the framework of general cosmology. Justifying immateriality, al-Farabi basically follows the Aristotelian
interpretation. However, he added a lot from the worldview of the Neoplatonists. As you know, the
Neoplatonists paid great attention to emanation. According to the Neoplatonists, the Supreme Reason
exists everywhere, and He is eternal in time. Al-Farabi borrowed this idea from the Neoplatonists, thanks
to which he expanded his cosmology. In this regard, al-Farabi is a universal interpreter who synthesized
the view of the Peripatetics and Neoplatonists into a single metaphysical system. At the same time, al-
Farabi created his own cosmological system. It contains both the ideas of ancient and medieval Islamic
scholars and their own vision of heavenly metaphysics. For a deep understanding of the nature of bodily
substances, al-Farabi divided the heavenly structure into two levels. The first level — above moon — cov-
ers the ontology of the First Being and the sphere of celestial intellects. The second level — sublunary —
describes everything that is in the sphere of the Earth. Thus, the idea of the immaterial nature of the First
Being is an important part of his deep metaphysical system.

Key words: the First Being, metaphysics, material world, intangible nature.
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OA-PDapabm metacpuauKacbiHAAFDI
bipiHwi BOAMbBICTbIH, MaTepUAAADBIK €MEC MOHI

byA mMakarapa an-Dapabuain, MeTadmsmkabiK, >KyreciHAeri bipiHwi BoAMbICTbIH MaTeprasAbIK,
emec MaHiHe XaArbl cunatTama 6epiareH. byA TaapayAbIH MakcaTbl — BipiHLLi GOAMBICTbIH MaTepUaAAbI
eMecC eKeHAIriH AaAeapey YiliH aA-(Dapabu KoAAaHFaH ABAEAAEPAI cunaTTay. bipiHii 60AMbICTbIH
MaTepraAAbl EMEC EKEHAITIHIH AdAeAAeY XKyreci aA-Dapabu >KaAmbl KOCMOAOTMS WeHbepiHAe YCbIHATbIH
BipiHwi 6OAMbICTbIH >KETiAYiH cunaTTayAblH 6ip 6eAiri 60Abin Tabbirasbl. O3iHiH MeTaM3MKaAbIK,
XyreciHae aa-Dapabu ApUCTOTEAbAIH TYCIHAIPYAepiHe CyMeHeAi. AAaiiAd, OA HEOMAATOHWKTEP
iniMAepiHe epeklie KeHIA 6eAAi. ©3AepiHi3 GIAETIHAEN, HEOMAATOHMCTEP 3MaHaumsFra YAKEH MaH
6epai. HeonaaToHuctepain, nikipiHiwe, maHri 6oAbin, XXoraprbl AKbIA 6APAbIK, XKepAE KeH TapaAFaH.
ByA vaesHbl aA-Dapaby HEONMAATOHUCTEPAEH aAAbl, COHbIH apKacCbiHAA OA ©3iHiH KOCMOAOIMSICbIH
keHenTTi. OcbiraH GaAaHbICTbl 9A-Dapabu nepunaTeTMKTeP MEH HEOMAATOHUCTEPAIH K&3KapacTapbiH
6ipTyTac meTam3anKanbIK, Xyirere GipikTipreH >kaH-akTbl FaAbiM 60AAbl. CoHbiMeH bipre aa-Dapabum
©3iHIH, KOCMOAOTMSIABIK, >KYeCiH KypAbl. OHAQ €XEeAri »KeHe OpTaracCbIPAbIK, MCAAM FaAbIMAAPbIHbIH,
MAESAApPbl AQ, acrnaH MeTadmsmkacbl TypaAbl ©3iHAIK Ke3kapactapbl Aa 6ap. AeHe 3aTTapbiHbiH
TaburaTblH TepeH, TYCiHy ylwiH aA-Papabu acnaH KypblAbIMbIH €Ki AeHrerre 6eAai. bipiHwi aeHren —
an ycTiHaeri — bipiHui 6OAMbICTbIH OHTOAOIMSCbIH XX8HE acraH MHTEAAEKTEPIHIH cdrepachbiH KaMTUADI.
EiHWwi AeHren — ait acTbiHAAFbl — XKep wapbliHAaFbl 6apAblk, HapceHi cunatTanAbl. CoHbIMeH, bipiHiui
GOAMbICTbIH, MaTepUaAAbIK, eMec TaburaTbl TypaAbl MAES OHbIH TepeH MeTaM3MKaAbIK, XKYMECiHiH
MaHbI3AbI OBAIrT 6OAbIN TabbIAAADI.

Tyuin ce3aep: Aaralukbl Ceber, KOCMOAOTUS, KYAal DAEMI, acrnaH ccpeparapsbl.
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HemarepuanbHas cywHocts MNMepeoro Cyuiero
B MeTadpnsmke arb-Mapabu

B AaHHOM cTaTbe packpblBaeTcsl HeMaTepuaabHas npupoaa Nepsoro Cyluero B MeTacmanyeckomn
cucteme Aby Hacbipa aab-Mapabu. Lieabio AQHHOro aHaAM3a SBASETCS OMNMCaHme AoKa3aTeAbHOM 6asbl,
KOTOpYIO NPUBOAUT anb-Dapabu C LeAblo BbisBAeHUS HemaTepuaabHocTu [epeoro Cyuiero. Cucrema
aprymMeHTauum HematepuaabHocTu [lepBoro Cyluero $BASETCS 4YacCTblO OMMUCaHWS COBEPLUEHCTBA
Mepsoro Cyulero, kotopyto aab-Dapabu NpeACTaBAseT B pamkax obuient kocMoAaorun. O60CHOBbIBas
HemMaTepuaAbHOCTb, aAb-(Dapabu B OCHOBHOM CAeAyeT apuCTOTeAeBCKoW uHTeprpetauun. OaAHako
MHOroe OH A06GABUMA M3 MMPOBO33PEHMSI HEOMAATOHMKOB. Kak M3BECTHO, HEOMAATOHUKM YAEASAU
60AbLLIOE BHMMaHUIO 3MaHauumn. COrAacHO HEOMAATOHMKAM, BbiClumii pasym cyliectByeT Besae u
OH BeueH BO BpemeHU. Aab-Dapabu 3aMMCTBOBAA 3Ty MAEI0 HEOMAATOHMKOB, GAAroaapsi KOTOpPOW
OH paclWMpUA CBOKO KOCMOAOTrMio. B 3TomM oTHOweHun anb-Mapabu SBASETCS YHUBEPCAAbHbBIM
MHTEPNPEeTaTOPOM, KOTOPbIA CUHTE3MPOBAA B3rAsdA MEpPUNaTeTUKOB W HEOMAATOHMKOB B EAMHYIO
mMeTadmanueckyto cuctemy. B 1o ke Bpemsi aab-Dapabu CO3AaA CBOKO KOCMOAOIMUYECKYIO CUCTEMY.
B Her npucyTCTBYIOT KaK MAEU aHTUUHBIX Y CPEAHEBEKOBbIX MCAAMCKMX YUEHbIX, Tak U COOCTBEHHOE
BUAEHUe HebecHon MeTam3nku. AAs TAYGOKOro NMOHWMaHWS MPUPOAbI TEAECHBIX CyOCTaHLMIA, aAb-
®apabu pa3bua HebecHyto CTPYKTYpy Ha ABa YPOBHS. [1epBblii ypOBEHb — HAAAYHHbIM — OXBaTblBaeT
oHTonoruio lMepeoro Cyuwero un cdepbl HeGECHbIX MHTEAAEKTOB. BTOpOI ypoBeHb — MOAAYHHbINA —
OMMUCbIBAET BCE TO, UTO HAXOAUTCS B cpepe 3eman. Takmm 06pas3om, naest 0 HeMaTepPUAABHOM MPUPOAE

MepBoro Cylero 9BASETCS BaXKHOM YaCTbiO €ro ray6oKoi MeTadpu3nyeckon CUCTEMbI.
KatoueBble croBa: [Nepbirt Cywmin, MeTacmamka, MaTePUAAbHBIA MUP, HeMaTepHaAbHas MPUPOAA.

Introduction

This article examines a detailed ontology of ma-
terial and non-material criteria for determining enti-
ties associated with the essence of the First One. The
ontological approach is primarily important here.
As Martin Heidegger wrote: “In its modern usage,
the word ‘ontology’ means as much as ‘theory of
objects’ and indeed one which is in the first place
formal. In this respect, it coincides with ancient on-
tology (‘metaphysics’)” (Heidegger, 1999). In this
respect, a correct understanding of ontology itself
and ontological consideration of something is im-
portant, especially if it concerns the ontology of the
First One. In the sixth paragraph (§6) of his On the
Perfect State, Al-Farabi writes that, since in its na-
ture the First One is not composed of matter (that
is, matter does not precede the First One as the first
basis of its existence), its essence is expressed as ac-
tual intellect. This part of explanation of the First
One by al-Farabi is closely related to the Neopla-
tonist understanding of Nous, which forms a world
order based on its own intellectual nature, which is
in constant actualization and thus is identical with
the universe itself. In other words, the emanation of
the First One is the very process of the existence of
the universe. “An important feature stressed by al-
Farabi is the identity between intellect and the divine
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essence. Since the First is immaterial, It must neces-
sarily be an intellect (‘agl), as al-Farab1 considers
all immaterial beings to be of an intellectual nature.
More specifically, however, It is a perfect intellect
that is not affected by any kind of deficiency (nags)
and plurality or complexity (kathrah), and which
thus possesses a unitary and perfectly simple intel-
lectual existence” (Janos, 2012). To be more precise,
the First One is the actual intellect, which actualizes
its own transcendent being in itself, revealing its
own ontic being in the ontic form of self-knowledge.
Although this is the realm of immaterial, it still pre-
supposes existence. As Hegel writes: “Existence is
immediate unity of being and reflection, and hence
appearance; it comes from the ground and goes to
the ground. The actual is the positedness of that uni-
ty, the relationship that has become identical with
itself; hence, it is exempted from passing-over, and
its externality is its energy; in that externality it is
inwardly reflected; its being-there is only the mani-
festation of itself, not of an other” (Hegel, 1991).
The latter is a form of existential unity (that is, the
First One itself), but as actively knowing itself, that
is, how nature discloses itself through the creation
of the most intellectual actualities in the form of hu-
man intelligence. Of course, it is necessary to make
a reservation here, which is that comparing human
intelligence with the actual intellect of the One is not
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a comparison of incompatible entities, but a com-
parison of part and whole.

Main body

Beginning from al-Farabi, Islamic Peripatetics
developed several approaches to the essence of the
First One including the Neoplatonic doctrine of em-
anation which was very similar to that formulated
by Proclus. From the First One comes the existence
of the Second, which is also an absolutely incor-
poreal substance and which is not in matter (at the
same time it is the first intellect). It comprehends
its essence and the First One. Since it comprehends
something from the First One, the existence of the
Third follows inevitably from it. The Third is also
not in matter; it is intellect by virtue of its substance.
From it follows the existence of the sphere of fixed
stars. This process of the outflow of one being, or in-
tellect, from another continues up to the tenth intel-
lect, corresponding to the spheres of Saturn, Jupiter,
Mars, Sun, Mercury and Moon. The existence of the
sphere of the Moon precedes the Eleventh being that
follows from it, the last of those types of being that
do not need matter as a basis for their existence, that
is, they are intellects and intelligible objects. What
follows is the hierarchy of sublunar beings, which
are either natural or derived. These include fire, air,
water, earth, minerals, plants, animals and, finally,
man. Man completes the cosmic hierarchy.

Al-Farabi’s ontology, along with his cosmol-
ogy, is a rather complex and at the same time uni-
versal system, which is adequately explained by an
expanded logical methodology. Al-Farabi says that
the First One is the root cause of the existence of
all beings, there is nothing more perfect than the
First One, and nothing can precede the First One. As
well, the First One is eternal in His existence, and
its being is free from any matter and any subjectiv-
ity. Al-Farabi says about the unity of the First One
that since the First One is a perfect essence, then its
existence cannot belong to any other thing except it-
self. Therefore, the First One is one in its existence.
But here it is important to note that the First One
is devoid of ‘subjectivity’, that is, nothing definite
can be said about the First One, as about a concrete
thing. Since the First One is not matter and does not
possess matter of any kind, it is in essence the ac-
tual intellect. That is, this corresponds to the exis-
tence of the First One. Therefore, the First One can
be identified as the actual intellect. “An important
feature stressed by al-Farabi is the identity between
intellect and the divine essence. Since the First is
immaterial, [t must necessarily be an intellect ( ‘aq/),

as al-Farabi considers all immaterial beings to be of
an intellectual nature. More specifically, however,
It is a perfect intellect that is not affected by any
kind of deficiency (nags) and plurality or complex-
ity (kathrah), and which thus possesses a unitary
and perfectly simple intellectual existence” (Janos,
2012). This reasoning about the essence of the First
One reveals another aspect of this issue, namely, the
immateriality of the First One.

The immateriality of all entities that are in one
way or another connected with the First One also
concerns human nature, in particular, human con-
sciousness. Al-Farabi pays special attention to this
aspect, since human consciousness is directly relat-
ed to the typology of intellects created by the Tur-
kic thinker. Human consciousness is a local natural
actualization of ontic actual intellect, which is com-
pletely identical to the First One. In other words,
actual intellect is the current cause of the universe,
which gives rise to the possibility of actualization for
all forms of the material existence of nature and the
universe. As Aristotle writes in Metaphysics, “mat-
ter exists as a potential state, just because it may at-
tain to its form; and when it exists actually, then it is
in its form” (Barnes, 1984). Therefore, speaking of
the self-knowledge of actual intellect, we are talk-
ing about the knowledge of the universe by itself
through those material-intellectual formations that
people are as carriers of active intellect. “The affir-
mation of the existence of a separate Active Intellect
leads al-Farabi to inquire about the cause of nature
and the cause of the soul” (Morewedge, 1992). But
the very essence of actual intellect, which, in a more
active form, reaches the level of active intellect, re-
mains as an ontic essence, that is, the First One itself.
Moreover, the active intellect resides in substantial-
ity of the natural states of objects even before they
become the object of human cognition. If the previ-
ous types of intellect make their cognitive journey
from the already explored further to the unknown,
then the active intellect just acts in the opposite or-
der. The active intellect is turned to natural perfec-
tion, that is, it first comprehends the most perfect of
existing things. Thus, the very essence of the active
intellect closes a life cycle of intellect in the frames
of human cognition; as well, the active intellect is
closely linked with the celestial bodies.

Based on the understanding of the First One in
the metaphysics of al-Farabi, I can note that the First
One expresses ontos. By its content, ontos is very
close to the Western understanding, within which
the concept of ‘being’ was formed. The essence of
the West-centric ‘being’ was well described by Hei-
degger. He writes that Being “is of all concepts the
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one that is selfevident. Whenever one cognizes any-
thing or makes an assertion, whenever one comports
oneself towards entities, even towards oneself, some
use is made of ‘Being’; and this expression is held
to be intelligible without further ado” (Heidegger,
1962). Or another understanding of the concept of
‘being’, which was spelled out by Hegel: “Being is
the indeterminate immediate; it is free of determi-
nateness with respect to essence, just as it is still free
of any determinateness that it can receive within it-
self” (Hegel, 2010). However, we understand that
al-Farabi’s being as ontos has a slightly different,
possibly more ontological and, at the same time,
more dynamic meaning than the above descriptions
carried out by Eurocentric thinkers. According to al-
Farabi, the ontos of the First One, by its semantic
definition, is at the heart of real world, despite the
fact whether real world is perceived by man, does
the man have any effect on the universe or does the
universe itself effect on a state of man in it. In all
cases, when it comes to the real world, a man deals
with the ontos of the First One, with its use in un-
derstanding the universe as an endlessly changing
ontological process, i.e. as an ongoing being. We
note here real world as a world in the process of its
infinite formation, that is world as the process of
emanation. It is important to keep in mind ontos as
a property, that is, as something that is originally
inherent in the First One.

Also, regarding actual intellect, no form pre-
cedes the actual intellect itself, since everything that
gives form to something begins to actually compre-
hend. In this case, it may turn out that actual intellect
is also comprehended by something that precedes it.
Al-Farabi in this case claims that this preceding be-
ginning, which can comprehend even actual intel-
lect, can be matter, since what is intelligible is an
object in ontological matter, for example, in mate-
rial nature. That is, from the point of view of nature
itself, matter in many ways allows the form to be the
form of something material; i.e., matter precedes the
possibility of the form to manifest itself in objects
that have already taken forms.

However, all the above does not at all mean that
actual intellect conflicts with matter or tries to avoid
it. Here we are faced with the correct understanding
of what can be ‘immaterial’. “When we consider the
immaterial, we must consider the way attachments
are made within the material world — and how these
attachments are implicated in producing things and
people within their surroundings with profound im-
plications for the way sociality is conceived and
the varied sensuous attachments we make” (Buchli,
2015). Al-Farabi says that in order to avoid prob-
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lems with the ontological interpretation of the es-
sence of the First One, it acts as an ontic essence
both matter (which with the help of actual intellect
has the ability to take forms) and the actual intellect
itself. In fact, actual intellect is therefore called ‘ac-
tual’, since its identity with the First One gives the
universe an actual existence in the form of an active
material nature that produces, through actual intelli-
gence, various states of its existence. In other words,
the First One acts as both matter and actual intellect
for the purpose of carrying out the process of form-
ing the material nature. Here, as we see, there is an
explanation of the First One through four Aristote-
lian causes: 1) producing cause (actual intellect), 2)
matter (nature), 3) form and 4) final cause.

In addition, al-Farabi emphasizes, if the ac-
tualization of an object occurs outside of material
actualization, then in any case, actual intellect re-
alizes the object in its existence, but already as an
extra-material object, or an object in thought. These
may include the creative and managerial activities
of the first leader of a virtuous city, his wise rule, a
category of happiness that he embodies in his man-
agement of the city, and so on and so forth. That is,
we see that the above-mentioned semantic entities
are outside of material existence, but at the same
time they have actual intellect, without which, for
example, it was impossible to achieve happiness by
the inhabitants of a city, as a result of which the city
is now called virtuous. In other words, actual intel-
lect can participate not only in existence of material
things, but also during the process of creating intan-
gible substances, using which human intelligence
can create its own socio-conceptual reality. Within
the framework of social space, people from the very
start begin to understand such abstractions as a state,
good and evil, goodness, justice and injustice, etc.
So, more global intelligence of man is needed for
obtaining their correct meaning. In this regard, a
certain form of actual intellect (in the form of hu-
man thinking) exists during the understanding of the
above socio-conceptual substances. Here, al-Farabi
writes that “the First is not in matter and has itself no
matter in any way whatsoever, it is in its substance
actual intellect” (Al-Farabi, 1998).

As discussed above, in the synthesis of four Ar-
istotelian causes, the First One acts as an actual in-
tellect, which brings the material nature, which has
acquired the form of universe, to the First One itself,
so that a natural cycle of existence of the four causes
is again closed on the First One. “Humans and per-
haps other higher beings indeed have both the power
of thought and intellect. We expect humans to have
such powers, but Aristotle words his statement
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about thought and intellect such that these may be
additions to the other powers of soul in beings such
as humans or even beings higher than humans, or
perhaps such higher beings might have these fac-
ulties without needing to have them as powers of
soul. Thus the issue how mind connects with soul is
left open” (Polansky, 2007). However, this does not
mean the end of the universe, but only the beginning
of its transition to the next state of its existence. In
its actuality the First One shows the priority of its
existence over that which can exist only potentially.
In Metaphysics, Aristotle writes: “We have distin-
guished the various senses of ‘prior’, and it is clear
that actuality is prior to potentiality” (Al-Farabi,
1998). That is, if in the material world any potential
matter may or may not exist (it all depends on the
possible actualization of matter and on how much
the form allows matter to be actualized in the form),
then in relation to the First One it is always relevant.

On the example of a statue we can say that af-
ter a sculptor finished creating the statue (when all
four Aristotelian causes merged) only one cycle of
creating of one of the statues was completed. But at
the same time, creative activity of the sculptor him-
self did not end there, but, on the contrary, reached
a new next level of his perfection. The sculptor has
become more perfect. His actual intellect which ac-
tualized existence of the statue has become more
perfect. From now on, he became closer to the goal
of his understanding of his own creativity; from
now on the sculptor became even more aware of the
world-wide purpose of his work. That is, after cre-
ation the statue, the sculptor became an even greater
ontological beginning for his own existence as a
sculptor and the existence for all future statues that
he wishes to create. He even more deeply realized
the producing cause (that is, himself and his creative
ontology), matter (from now on he knows the meth-
ods of mastering matter and working with it), form
(each time he creates new forms of statues) and the
target cause (he realized his historical purpose to be
or not to be a sculptor). All four of these Aristo-
telian causes together gave him an opportunity to
come even closer to understanding the very creative
process that could mean that the sculptor was aware
of the process of divine being, or the being of the
First One.

Therefore, it is no coincidence that those who
not only possess a natural genius of creating mas-
terpieces, but also constantly practice their creative
genius of creating new works, say that they have
a divine gift, or that they are gifted by God with
some kind of talent. This applies not only to the
job of sculptors, but also to the everyday produc-

tion of material things, when an ordinary worker,
applying his talent to combine the four Aristotelian
causes together (truly realizing the essence of each
of them, and not just creating things to feed him-
self), can even simple material things create as a
masterpiece, or chef d’oeuvre. Thus magnitude can-
not be applied to the First One, since it is outside
of quantitative and material characteristics (which
includes not only matter, but also all other essences
and existents); and since it “is the First Mover who
is incorporeal and source of all beings. Through the
first intellect, the First Cause gives beings all incor-
poreal and corporeal existence in an emanationistic
process. All beings are emanationistic extension of
this necessary, perfect, and absolute beautiful Be-
ing” (Turker, 2011).

Thus, al-Farabi explains that the First One, as
such, is neither intelligible matter nor the manifesta-
tion of any process of knowledge. However, in its
hypostasis of actual intellect, the First One accepts
matter (as an object) and cognition as a process of
understanding the object (and, therefore, nature).
In this sense, al-Farabi writes that the First One be-
comes both actual intellect and matter in its intelli-
gibility, since matter acts as an object of intellect in
the essence of the One. “In the same way that the sun
is what gives the eye actual vision and makes [po-
tentially] visible things actually visible by the light
it gives, so too the active intellect is what makes the
potential intellect an actual intellect by the principle
it gives it, and by that same [principle] the intelligi-
bles become actual intelligibles” (Al-Farabi, 2007).
That is, the fact that matter is comprehended by cog-
nitive ability of human intellect makes it an integral
part of actual intellect, and hence the First One. Mat-
ter, as an object of intellect, and intellect itself are
united in the process of comprehension of nature by
the actual intellect itself, i.e., the One.

As the actual intellect, the First One possesses
a property of self-knowledge, that is, as al-Farabi
writes “it is intellect and intelligized and thinking,
all this being one essence and one indivisible sub-
stance” (Al-Farabi, 1998). This process of al-Farabi
describes as a process closed in its infinity. On the
one hand, the essence of the First One cognizes
its own substantiality; on the other hand, it sym-
bolizes the most ultimate and universal process of
self-knowledge. On the other hand, this process of
self-knowledge is accompanied by infinity, that is,
infinity as the most fundamental characteristic of
universal self-knowledge does not enclose the iso-
lation of self-knowledge of the First One. In this
respect, self-knowledge is both a purely human
process and a heavenly process, as many medieval
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Islamic philosophers believe. The same applies to
intellect, to which al-Farabi emphasized in his on-
tology and epistemological treatises. That is, “in-
tellection becomes self-intellection only when the
intellect is fully developed and can therefore dis-
pense with any reference to external material ob-
jects” (Kaukua, 2015). As well, the First One does
not have any contraries which is a property of all
material things. “The first being or cause can have
no contrary since to have a contrary entail the pos-
sibility of nonexistence and whatever can possibly
not exist cannot be eternal (‘azali). For al-Farabi,
contraries are forms of the possible and temporally
generated” (Frank, 1979).

The process by which the First One intelligizes
its essence is the process of manifestation the uni-
versal essence of the First One and its fundamental
duration, which does not apply to the linear time of
the universe, since, as noted above, the First One
is outside of time as such. The First One is infin-
ity, and everything that relates to it, characterizing it
within the framework of a process, also deals with
infinity. Of course, we have already touched upon
the question above that nothing can characterize the
First One, since it has no definition, and no entity
different from the First One is capable to relate to
the One in any way as an entity that can define it.
However, the very thought of the First One already
disposes the thought to infinity and, therefore, in its
fundamental indefinability. Even in the most vivid
human imagination, it is impossible to imagine in-
finity as the First One, since, firstly, infinity is the
One (which it is impossible to imagine), and sec-
ondly, the First One in its essence is infinity. In this
relation, infinity is identical to the First One, and
therefore infinity is intuitively understood as some-
thing that is outside the semantic framework of the
concept of time.

Here we implicate ‘intuitive understanding’, be-
cause, firstly, human logic in its entire methodologi-
cal armory is hardly capable of endowing the human
mind with ability to imagine the most fundamental
and universal infinity, even in such a hypostasis as
the One. Secondly, pure human imagination, aimed
at embracing the immense infinity, is also based
largely on sensory experience; in this regard, the
imagination will somehow associate infinity with
some sensory representation (for example, infinity
is darkness, and therefore infinity is something to-
tally black), which also limits infinity itself within
the framework of specific representations of sensory
experience. Thirdly, in the process of representing
infinity as the One (at least, in space and time), even
the most abstract state of meditating consciousness
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in any case will resort to associations that are associ-
ated with the rational, sensual, social and life expe-
rience of a meditating man. In this regard, the man
cannot be freed from personal experience in order
to achieve a state of pure consciousness, since the
very realization that the man must achieve pure con-
sciousness is based on the life experience that gave
him knowledge that there is such a thing as infin-
ity and in order to comprehend it, it is necessary to
achieve a state of pure consciousness.

All of the above perhaps leads to the only hope
—to an attempt to understand infinity (or, if you like,
to touch the essence of infinity) through some deep
intuition, that is, that subtle human ability that can
shed light on the question of infinity. And even if in-
tuitive understanding can give something to the hu-
man consciousness, there is no cognitive guarantee
that the man will understand that he has encounter
infinity.

For itself, the First One is comprehensible, since
during the very process of self-knowledge the First
One exposes itself as an object of ontic intellect
which combines all levels of intellect from poten-
tial through the actual and acquired till the active
one. Al-Farabi writes: “In order to be intelligible the
First is in no need of another essence outside itself
which would think it but it itself thinks its own es-
sence. As a result of its thinking of its own essence,
it becomes actually thinking, it is in no need of an
essence which it would think and which it would
acquire from the outside, but is intellect and think-
ing by thinking its own essence” (Al-Farabi, 1998).
Of course, full knowledge of God is impossible due
to His perfection, on the one hand, and imperfection
of the human mind, on the other hand. Therefore,
man has always tried, as it were, to understand what
God is, not through His true attributes, but by ex-
cluding that which is not characteristic of God. This
is so-called negative theology. “From ancient times
to the present philosophers have commonly main-
tained that there exist one or more divine realities
which are too perfect for human intelligence to ap-
prehend and which therefore can only be the objects
of a negative theology — that is a theology express-
ing not what a divine nature is but what it is not”
(Wallis, 1992).

Although in the al-Farabi’s typology actual
intellect occupies the second level, this does not
mean that the First One as an actual intellect is
something secondary and therefore imperfect. The
fact is that all levels of intellect (that express the First
One itself as its existence and cognitive activity) are
themselves perfect, because four levels of intellect
are the levels of one intellect, which is an integral
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cognitive property of the One. The levels of intellect
are the levels of universal mind which is identical to
the essence of the First One. So, intellect “is intellect
and intelligized and thinking, and so it is intellect
by virtue of its being intelligized” (Al-Farabi, 1998).
Therefore, gradation of intellect within the First One
itself is for the most part conditional and convenient
only for a greater understanding of world mind
within the frames of human imagination of the
essence of the First One.

However, as al-Farabi states, when the
potentiality of the One Being affirms its own
formation, there is a manifestation of universal
activity of the First One as an expression of the
actual level of universal mind, that is, more simply,
it is a creative process of self-knowledge by the
First One through actual intellect. In other words,
through actual intellect, the First One actualizes its
own infinite being, the volume and essence of which
the human mind and imagination cannot capture.
Here, al-Farabi incidentally points out that the One
as an actual intellect “is intellect and intelligized
and thinking, all this being one essence and one
indivisible substance — whereas man, for instance,
is intelligible, but what is intelligible in his case is
not actually intelligized but potentially intelligible;
he becomes subsequently actually intelligized after
the intellect has thought him” (Al-Farabi, 1998).
That is, al-Farabi explains that the First One is not
intelligized by something outside, since this would
mean the existence of something more extensive
and universal, part of which the First One would be.

As already mentioned in the preceding
paragraphs, something outside the First One and
knowing the First One from the outside cannot
exist, since otherwise it would be something that
exists outside the First One and knowing it from
the outside that would itself become the First One,
which includes what is actually before this was not
the First One. At the same time, this more extensive
One would again be singular in its essence, and
nothing more extensive than this One would not
exist. That is, we again return to the question of
the infinity of the First One and the inability to
imagine something more perfect than the First One.
Otherwise, if we constantly imagine something
broader than the First One, we will encounter the
Occam’s unpleasant razor, which in the question of
the One does not give any result, but only spends the
time of a thinking person.

Thus, as al-Farabi states, the comprehending
actual intellect and the object of actual intellect
form a cognitive unity in the process of universal
self-knowledge of the One, in which all aspects

of self-knowledge are expressed in the process of
self-reflection of the One as a singular Being of the
universe. “The First is not only an intellect ( ‘ag/),
but in addition the highest intelligible (ma ‘qil),
which means that It is both thought and object of
thought at the same time. It is, first and foremost,
an object of thought for Itself, which means that It
is constantly engaged in the act of contemplating
Its own essence. In the case of the First, however,
this self-reflexivity does not lead to multiplicity, as
thought and object of thought is one and the same
thing” (Hegel, 1991). This unity gives the First One
a status of the very first substance, containing in its
infinite existential duration of all levels of intellect
that allow the First One to contemplate itself.

Here, al-Farabi clarifies the question of
contemplation of actual intellect, aimed at the
One’s own essence, through understanding of
human cognitive contemplation. In particular, he
writes that in the process of comprehension a man
is an intelligible object of a comprehensible actual
intellect, or intelletion of the First One. However,
a rational beginning in man (as not only an
instrument of knowledge, but also a cognitive space
for subsequent comprehension of the surrounding
world) is only an object of intellect of One Being.
Only when the rational beginning in man begins to
become actualized in a process of human cognition,
then we can talk about cognitive actualization
of the human mind. But here al-Farabi makes an
important point. Human intellect is purely human,
i.e., human intellect is substantialized intellect.
This means that human intellect is only one of the
forms of actualization of the One’s intellect, within
which the man acts as a substantialized subject of
knowledge. In other words, human intellect is the
intellect of a specific substance, which can have
its own conceptual boundaries. Al-Farabi writes
that “we think, but not because our substance is
intellect; we think with an intellect which is not
what constitutes our substance” (Al-Farabi, 1998).
Within the framework of human thinking, we can
limit human rationality to any definitions and, thus,
to outline the boundaries of human intellect (which
cannot be done with the One’s actual intellect, since,
as noted above, the One has no definition due to the
infinity of its essence). So, according to al-Farabi,
everything that is within the framework of human
intellect is determined by the objective nature
of the objects that a man intelligizes. Therefore,
human intellect is completely dependent on the
content of the objects he intelligizes. In this sense,
human intellect is too limited in comparison with
the actual intellect of the First One, because “‘the
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First is different; the intellect, the thinker and the
intelligible (and intelligized) have in its case one
meaning and are one essence and one indivisible
substance” (Al-Farabi, 1998). From here and further
we will consider how al-Farabi shares his thoughts
on what is the genesis of being.

As we have repeatedly found out, he considers
the First One as the only cause of the surrounding
universe. But here al-Farabi does not just discuss
essence of the First One, but gives a definite
ontological hierarchy, according to which being of
the First One is the initial and most universal form
of being, from which other ontological forms of
realities flow in the world. Moreover, these existents
arise from the First One in accordance with that
essence which each of them needs to the extent of
their possibility of coexistence with other existents
and to the extent of their possibility to be observed by
human intellect. As was noted more than once, being
of the First One cannot be fully cognized by human
intellect in view of imperfection of human mind,
however, some other existents (known to us) lend
themselves to perception and cognition, “some of
which can be observed by sense-perception, whereas
others become known by demonstration” (Al-
Farabi, 1998). We know that al-Farabi borrowed the
idea of emanation of all existents from the First One
from the Neoplatonists. Almost all his metaphysics
is permeated with the idea of emanation, which
allows us to see in his ontology an idea of a positive
evolution of being and its hierarchy, which involves
transition of one existence to another.

Further, explaining the First One as one which
gives the material world to be emanated from it al-
Farabi follows Neoplatonic view on the First Cause.
“Alfarabi is hugely influenced by Neoplatonic
philosophy through his study of the theory of
emanation and how this acts as a connection
between the seemingly separate divine being and the
material world.” (Jackson, 2014). Here, he clarifies
four aspects regarding to its perfection.

Firstly, process of emanation of everythingin the
world from the First One is an initially ontological
process, which means a full-fledged emanation.
At the same time, things and phenomena, which
emanate from the First One in the world, in no way
discredit the excellent essence of the First One and
do not detract its perfection as the First Cause.
That is, “the existence of something different from
the First emanates from the First’s existence” (Al-
Farabi, 1998) in contrast to what happens in human
world when the birth of a son, as al-Farabi explains,
takes away some existence of his parents. In this
regard, the genesis of things and phenomena from
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the First One does not take away any excellence
in it.

Secondly, al-Farabi emphasizes that process
of emanation of existents in the world, moreover,
enhances universality of the excellence of the First
One. Here al-Farabi gives an example with the
following: “when we give money (mal) to others,
we get from them honor or pleasure or some their
goods with the result that these goods bring about
some perfection in us.” (Al-Farabi, 1998). In this
case, the genesis of the universe from the First One
gives its perfection one more proof of the First’s
fundamental nature.

Thirdly, al-Farabi says that in the process of
genesis the First One is not attached to the world
itself, that is, the creation process itself is not its goal
in itself. If the First One existed for only genesis of
the universe, then its existence would be determined
by this creation process. In other words, the First
One would be dependent on what it does. However,
al-Farabi asserts, no external factor, including
the process of creating everything in the world, is
fundamental to its perfection. The First One “does
not exist for the sake of anything else and not in
order that anything else should be brought into
existence by it” (Al-Farabi, 1998); otherwise, if the
world that the First One had created was a cause of
the First’s perfection, then the First One could no
longer be considered as the First Cause.

And fourthly, al-Farabi makes a correction
that everything in the world which comes from the
First One does not increase the First’s perfection,
but only more emphasizes its creative universality.
In this case, the good that the First One brings to
everything in the universe through the process of
genesis is different from the good that a man does
by giving money to anybody. In the case of the
First One, “by giving existence to something else
the First does not attain a perfection which it not
have had before, apart from the perfection which it
has” (Al-Farabi, 1998); whereas in the case of man,
who having given his money or something else,
then attains pleasure or honor or superiority or other
benefits in surrounding social reality.

Thus, the highest perfection of the First One
is its ontologically necessary hypostasis, which
allows it to maintain a metaphysical priority over
the world that emanates from it. Here the al-Farabi’s
First One can be compared with the idea of God.
“Like Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover, God is seen as
one, eternal, immaterial and necessary. However,
for Aristotle, his ‘God’ is the ‘causer’ in the sense
of putting the universe into motion. That is, God
is the First Cause of all other things but He is not
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the creator (efficient cause) of all other things. For
Alfarabi, and for Islamic theology for that matter,
it was unacceptable that there could be a separate
substance from God: before God there was nothing
and God created the universe ex nihilo (‘out of
nothing’)” (Jackson, 2014).

Al-Farabi explains that being of the First One
is all in one and integral, since it is expressed in its
own perfection. It is thanks to infinite integrity that
the First One transfers the perfection of its essence
to other less perfect existents that emanate from it
and form the rest material world. Being substantial
cause for existence of the rest world, the First One
maintains its fundamental excellence. The First
One is that being which, as a substance, is present
in being of everything else that emanates from its
being. Al-Farabi also proves the integrity of the
First One by the fact that it is all in one and cannot
be divided into, for instance, two components,
otherwise “one through which the substantification
of its essence takes place, and another through
which something else comes about from it” (Al-
Farabi, 1998). And further al-Farabi describes
that the same could happen in human essence,
when we consist of two things: one of them is
the substantification that makes up our ability to
think and the other, such as our ability to write,
allows us to compose writings. Thus, the First’s
integrity in itself and identity with itself contribute
to the fact that the whole world (with its various
existents) has been allowed to emanate from the
First One as the First Cause. Otherwise, according
to al-Farabi, appearance of the world from two
beginnings would not have been possible, since
both beginnings would inevitably come into
conflict with each other.

Al-Farabi describes self-sufficiency of the First
One through absence of its emanation from anything
that may turn out to be external to its universal
essence. The First One itself emanates from itself;
the First One is excellence emanating from itself
without anything what can be external and therefore
less perfect than it. For there is no more perfect the
world than the First One in its fundamental nature
in. Al-Farabi writes “Nor is it in need, in order for
the existence of something else to emanate from its
existence, of anything other than its very essence,
neither of a quality which would be in it nor of a
motion through which it would acquire a state which
it did not have before, nor a tool apart of its essence”
(Al-Farabi, 1998). The First One exists as the main
cause for those causes that subsequently form
various external conditions, which, in turn, affect
the formation of other things and entities that have

a lower degree of perfection than those secondary
conditions.

If we trace a causal chain, within the framework
of which any cause contributes to the formation of
something else, then at the beginning of this chain
there is something that we can call the Primary
Cause. However, it is worth noting a very important
point here: the closer we get to the Primary
Cause, the more complicated and, at the same
time, the more uncomplicated a previous cause
in its ontological content becomes. Any previous
cause is more complicated than the subsequent
one because for appearance of something new (as
a consequence), a whole complex of conditions
corresponding to each other is necessary, which, if
the external circumstances are successful, can lead
to the appearance of something new that became a
consequence of the previous causes. At the same
time, any previous cause is more uncomplicated
than its consequence, since something new (as a
consequence) is a continuation of a whole complex
of previous conditions. In this regard, approaching
the Primary Cause itself, we understand that it is both
complicated and uncomplicated. This understanding
leads us to two consequences: the first is that the
simultaneous simplicity and complexity of the
First Cause is an invariant quality of its perfection
(perfection of the First One is expressed in it); the
second is that due to such fundamental perfection
of the First One, we are unable to comprehend
the simplicity and complexity of the First Cause
at the same time, guided only by common sense
and logic. As noted above, al-Farabi proposes to
reach the level of actual intellect in order to use all
human intellectual capabilities to be able to come
into contact with the perfection of the First One and
comprehend its universal essence somewhere in the
very depths of human consciousness.

In this regard, al-Farabi explains imperfection
of the material world by the fact that its objects
need something external for their full manifestation
of their own essence. For example, in order to see
that fire can be as a cause of steam, water is needed,
which fire can heat up and, thereby, extract steam
from it. Or, in order for the Sun to take on the form
that it has, the Sun itself needs to move. Also, thank
to motion in space, the Sun is able to heat those parts
of space that were far from it. That is, no matter
how hot the Sun is, its heat is not enough for the
whole space, so it needs to constantly move. In other
words, the essence of the Sun is not so universal
as to spread immediately to all space. Another
example: in order to cut and chop a tree, a carpenter
needs to have a wood chopper and a saw. We can
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give an infinite number of examples and in each
we find imperfection of objects and phenomena in
the material world, which is not the case for the
perfection of the First One.

Al-Farabi emphasizes that in its perfection the
First One has an inner identity of its existence and its
substance. Its existence (as the essence of its reality)
and its substance (as the ontological essence which
the First One endows other existents emanating
from it) are one and the same thing: both of these
hypostases signify the identical perfection of one
perfect essence of the First One. “God is omnipotent
and there is no other fundamental principle to turn
to” (Remes, 2014).

Regarding the process of emanation itself,
other less perfect existents can flow from the First
One without any obstacle. The First One manifests
its perfection also in that it does not prevent the
existence of something for no reason. “It is not at all
possible that there should be something to prevent
the emanation of the existence of something else
from it, either in itself or apart from it” (Al-Farabi,
1998). This means that one of the most important
goals of the First One is the existence of everything
that has a possibility to exist and that can emanate
from it.

In this regard, as we have already emphasized
above, al-Farabi’s thoughts are very close to
Neoplatonism. “He is a neo-Platonist, more exactly
a Plotinian; although he himself would not have
recognized this title. He held, as we have seen,
that he was simply retelling the doctrines of Plato
and Aristotle. But he was also a devout Muslim”
(Macdonald, 2008). At the same time, Plotinus
himself introduces the concept of emanation “as a
means of bridging the gap between the intelligible
and the material worlds, on the one hand, and
giving a coherent account of the coming-to-be
of the universe from the One (fo Hen) or First
Principle, through a process of gradual overflowing
or diffusion, on the other. This process generally
known as emanation gives rise to the intellect

(noiis), the soul (psyche) and the world of nature,
in succession” (Fakhry, 2002). Anyway, uniqueness
of al-Farabi’s philosophy lies precisely in the fact
that he was able to combine Neoplatonic ideas with
his interpretation of Plato and Aristotle, moreover,
without coming into conflict with Muslim views on
the essence of the First One. This rich worldview
synthesis allowed him to significantly expand his
understanding of the First Cause and create such a
deep metaphysical concept.

Conclusion

By virtue of all of the above, human intellect
cannot act as an intelligible object for itself, that
is, a man does not have any ability to complete
self-reflection, while the actual intelligence of the
First One in its own self-reflection reaches absolute
identity with its own essence. “If the faculty of
imagination is so powerful and perfected in a certain
person, and is not completely overwhelmed by
external sensations... it gets into communion with
the agent [Active] intelligence from which images
of the utmost beauty and perfection are reflected...
Once the imaginative faculty in man is completely
perfected, he may receive, when awake, from the
agent [Active] intelligence the pre-vision of the
present and future events... and thus... prophesy
divine matters. This is the highest level to which
imagination may be raised, and which man can
attain through this faculty” (Sharif, 1963-1966).
That is, human intelligence has the opportunity to
come into contact with divine wisdom of the First
One, but only by immersion in the essence of higher
ontic intelligence, within the framework of which
the First One reveals its potentiality of metaphysical
knowledge to human intellect. In this sense, the
immateriality of the First One acts as a kind of
criterion for the truth of both the divine nature
itself, as well as those substances that emanate from
heavenly perfection and fall into the sphere of human
intellect in order to become intelligible entities.
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