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How to Teach Things with Words:
Al-Firabi, Mayin’s Doubt, and the Transmission of Knowledge

Nadja Germann

Abstract

In one way or another, every student of philosophy has probably at least once hit upon the so-called
“Meno paradox”, a puzzle originally raised in Plato’s Meno, which is usually considered as the latter’s
attempt to question the possibility of inquiry. Like many philosophers before and after him, Ab Nasr
al-Farabi (d. 950) engaged with this paradox. Among other places, he explicitly addresses it in his Kirab
al-burban (On Demonstration), his paraphrase of Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics. Given this context,
it comes as no surprise that references to Plato are absent, since the general lines of his approach are
obviously determined by his reference text. Yet, if one examines “Mayin’s doubt”, as he dubs the dilemma,
more closely, several peculiarities come to the fore. For one, the terse allusions to teaching and learning,
which Aristotle makes at the beginning of his book, turn into a fully-fledged conceptual framework within
which Farabi discusses the puzzle. Moreover, the entire section of the Burhan dedicated to this problem
is distinguished by the strong emphasis Farabi puts on the use of language within the context of teaching
and learning — an empbhasis that lacks a parallel in the Posterior Analytics. Thus, it soon becomes clear that
Mayin’s doubt is not simply a summary of Meno’s puzzle as it appears in Aristotle’s work. Rather it is
an engagement with the latter designed to answer contemporary questions. But what are the questions
Farab1’s discussion of the paradox is meant to answer? And what answers does he give to them?

Meno’s Paradox

Every student of philosophy has, in one way or other, probably come across Meno’s paradox.
It first enters the history of philosophy in Plato’s eponymous dialogue, the Meno, where Socrates
casts it in the following form:

Quote 1: Do you [Meno] see what an eristic argument you’re spinning, that a person turns out
not to be able to search either for what he knows or for what he doesn’t know? For he wouldn’t
be searching for what he knows, since he knows it, and someone like that, at least, has no need
to search; nor would he be searching for what he doesn’t know, since in that case he doesn’t even
know what to search for.!

Thisisafairly succinctway of recappingthe paradox. Asitispresented by Socrates — andasmost
scholarsnowadaysunderstandit — itisaparadoxconcerninginquiry, concerning the questfornew
knowledge.? In a way, Plato’s most avid student, Aristotle, already interpreted it in this fashion.

! Plat., Men.80E 1-5; Englishtranslation: D.Sedley—A.Long, Plato: Meno and Phaedo, Cambridge U.P.,Cambridge -
New York 2011, p. 14. As is well known, the problem itself is raised in the dialogue by Socrates’s interlocutor, Meno,
who seeks to challenge Socrates’s epistemological standards. Socrates reformulates the paradox in the manner quoted
above as an opening to his defense, which builds on the theory of recollection.

2 For a study of the history of the paradox in Antiquity, see G. Fine, The Possibility of Inquiry: Meno’s Paradox from
Socrates to Sextus, OUP, Oxford 2014.
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2 Nadja Germann

However, if one looks up his explicit reference to the paradox in the Posterior Analytics
(A'1,71 a 29),’ the result is somewhat baffling: what exactly does Aristotle mean by “the puzzle
in the Meno”, as he calls it? What, according to Aristotle, is it a puzzle about, and how does
he actually try to solve it? Even contemporary research is far from unanimous about how to
explain Aristotle’s approach to the dilemma.*

Perhaps Abu Nasr al-Farabi (d. 950), working in tenth-century Baghdad, found himself in
a similar situation as he was composing his epitome of Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics, the Kitab
al-burbhan. In contrast to modern scholars, in his engagement with A 1, he does not at all seem
to be concerned about the relation between Aristotle’s take on the paradox and the way Plato
originally had framed it in the Meno, which may be due to the fact that, so far as we know,
Farabi had only indirect and rather sketchy knowledge of Plato’s text.® Thus, Farabi’s Meno
paradox is exclusively centered on Aristotle’s Meno paradox, albeit seen — as will become clear
shortly — through a particular lens by Farabi. Now, while Farabi was obviously not interested
in Plato’s Meno itself, what actually does reverberate throughout his approach to the problem
in the Burhan is the beginning of his reference text, the Posterior Analytics, where Aristotle
famously states:

Quote 2: All teaching and all intellectual learning come about from already existing knowledge.”

It appears that Farabi took this opening line of the Posterior Analytics very seriously. For,
the setting within which he tackles “Mayin’s doubt” (tasakkuk Mayin), as he refers to the
paradox,® is the context of teaching and learning, of talim and ta‘allum. More precisely, he deals
with Mayin’s doubt in a section of his Burhan that, as a whole, is dedicated to the question of
how knowledge can be acquired by a student through instruction by a teacher.” This narrow

3 “Otherwise the puzzle in the Meno will result; for you will learn either nothing or what you know”, English
translation: J. Barnes, Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics, Clarendon Press, Oxford 1975, p. 2.

4+ Inadditionto Fine, Possibility of Inquiry (above, n. 2),cf. D. Bronstein, “Meno’s Paradox in Posterior Analytics 1.17,
Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 38 (2010), pp. 115-141.

5 Kitab al-burban, ed. M. Fakhry, in Al-Mantiq ‘inda al-Farabi, vol. 4, Dar al-masriq, Beirut 1987, pp. 19-96.

¢ An overview of the Greek sources available in Arabic is offered by D. Gutas, “Greek Philosophical Texts in
Arabic Translation”, in Philosophy in the Islamic World, Vol. 1: 8"-10* Centuries, ed. U. Rudolph — R. Hansberger — P.
Adamson, Brill, Leiden - Boston 2017, pp. 121-35. Although Farabi explicitly mentions the Meno in his Falsafat Aflatun
(Philosophy of Plato), from his description of its contents it would appear that he did not have direct access to it.

7 An. Po. A 1,71 a 1-2; trans. Barnes (above, n. 3), p. 1.

8 Burhan 5: 79 (the number before the colon refers to the section, the one after the colon to the page); Farabi

switches between the verbal form (tasakkaka) and the verbal noun (tasakknk): )
Farabideals with Meno’s puzzle at several different places in his oeuvre: In addition to the Burhan, it is discussed in the
Falsafat Aflatun (see above, n. 6) and in the Sarh al-Qiyas (Commentary on the Prior Analytics). D. Black (“Al-Farabi
on Meno’s Paradox”, in P. Adamson (ed.), In the Age of al-Farabi: Arabic Philosophy in the Fourth/Tenth Century,
The Warburg Institute - Nino Aragno Editore, London - Torino 2008, pp. 15-34) has studied the versions in Burhan
and Falsafat Aflatun, as well as the one in the Kitab §am* bayna rayay al-hakimayn Aflatan al-ilaht wa-Aristitalis
(On the Harmony between the Views of the Two Sages, the Divine Plato and Aristotle), a text, however, whose
authorship remains dubious.

9 This section — the last one of the Burban - is introduced with the following words (Burhan 5: 77): “Let us now
talk about teaching (¢a‘lim).” Farabi then distinguishes different subspecies of teaching and concludes (ibid., 5: 78):
“We now wish to talk about [the kind of] teaching from which science (%/m) occurs”, thus clarifying which type of
teaching he was interested in.
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Al-Farabi, Mayin’s Doubt, and the Transmission of Knowledge 3

focus on a scholastic setting neatly comes to the fore in the short version of Farabi’s Meno
g y

paradox,'® which — within the respective section of the Burhan — marks the transition from more

general reflections about teaching and learning to the problem of the transmission of scientific

knowledge in particular:

Quote 3: Thus, Meno doubted, until he employed a syllogism establishing with necessity that
something the transmission of which is aimed for by teaching can already be known by a student

in a way, while he is ignorant of it in another way."

It is worth noting that in this section, which revolves around Mayin’s doubt, Farabi addresses
two major problems at the same time. The first problem that he addresses —and this initially
seems to be quite traditional and in perfect harmony with his reference text — involves giving an
account of the acquisition of new knowledge; more precisely, he tries to explain the mechanisms
involved in learning something one did not know beforehand, a process he distinguishes from
simply recalling something:

Quote 4: Another kind of discourse (namely, the one Farabi envisages in this section on teaching)
aims to bring about in the mind of the listener a knowledge he did not previously have, neither in
perfect actuality, nor in proximate potentiality.?

Although Farabi does not mention it explicitly, this characterization of the novelty of
knowledge rules out, among other things, recourse to Plato’s theory of recollection as an
explanation of knowledge acquisition — which is obviously an important factor in Plato’s own
solution to his version of the paradox.’?

Now let us turn to the second problem that Farabi tackles in this section of the Burhan, a
problem which has largely been overlooked by research. Not only in the last two quotations
but throughout the entire passage, Farabi puts a remarkably strong emphasis on teaching and
learning, which he understands in a very distinctive way. Whether through oral instruction in
a classroom or by virtue of texts, such as Aristotle’s oeuvre, teaching and learning for Farabi
obviously entails the usage of language; it is based on discourse between human beings. In his
own words:

Quote 5: Teaching, now, is a discourse (mupataba) aiming at the knowledge of something that was

not known previously.!4

10 Farabi verbalizes the Meno paradox twice: first, to introduce it (which is the passage cited in quote 3) and,
second — immediately following this introduction — to spell it out in greater detail and offer a diagnosis of why, in his
view, Meno fell into this doubt (Burhan 5: 79). ) ,

U Burhan 5: 79 deady @l et 050 OF 550w ik Lild Jestdl e pbe USES W,

.J.é-TA:.-ﬁA.Lg.’,-JéO)Q.g Ofy cbvfwo\}iﬁeﬂurl&d&wbwbu{ﬁj
Wherever Farabi employs the generic masculine, I do so too in my translation; everywhere else I apply the generic
feminine.

2 Burhan 5:79: ¥y sl Jaddy ¥ ¢ 3 o (55 o B pme bl 23 S Jaamy OF 4 sy Cais BBl e

A a0 8380

13 See above, n. 1.

" Burhan 5:79: |3 cpo Jgmm OB A8 5 Lo @ as Ly o)y LbUes 52 o ladly (cf. also quote 4 above, where Farabi

distinguishes between different types of discourse).
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4 Nadja Germann

Hence, we can conclude that, in his Burhan, Farabiis interested neither in learning by experience
(that is, learning empirically) nor in non-discursive — e.g., supernatural — methods of knowledge
acquisition such as illumination, inspiration, or the like (that is, the attainment of something like
prophetic knowledge, miraculously infused into one’s mind)."” Farabi’s exclusive focus is on
learning something new through oral or written discourse designed to provide instruction.!

Interlude

Let us pause here for an instant and ponder the nature of Farabt’s project, before we delve
into his discussion of Mayin’s doubt. Anyone who is familiar with Aristotle and his late ancient
Neoplatonic commentators and who has studied the reception of the Posterior Analytics a little
will admit that the specific orientation Farabi gives here to Meno’s puzzle — aiming to articulate
a fully-fledged theory of instruction — is fairly peculiar. It immediately gives rise to the following
question: Why does Farabi in a book designed as an explanation of Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics
look at the paradox exclusively from this particular angle? While this focus might, at first sight,
appear somewhat surprising, upon closer consideration of Farab’s historical-cultural background
it turns out to be rather logical. For one, we need to take into account his connections with
the school of Baghdad Aristotelians.”” According to the available sources, Farabi taught there
himself, probably for several years, and it is quite likely that he wrote the Burhan specifically for
teaching purposes related to this school.

Moreover, if we regard the intellectual culture of the ninth and tenth centuries more
generally, it is obvious that — at least among the elite — the acquisition of knowledge, primarily
religious knowledge, was strongly endorsed.”® From early on, circles of learning had emerged
and increasingly crystallized into formal institutions, such as the kuttab, the grammar and
Quran schools for children, or the madaris, the higher schools of learning for legal and religious
scholars.”” As a consequence, both mainstream intellectual culture and the Alexandrian heritage

15 Whereas his exclusion of recollection remains indirect, Farabi explicitly states that the sort of teaching and learn-
ing he is going to scrutinize in this section does not encompass any form of divine intervention (Burhan 5: 82): “Thus,
we say first: It is appropriate [to exclude] inspiration (ilbam) or information (ihtar) of the mind (bal) and [instead to
focus on] knowledge (marifa) that comes about in the mind (dibn) of human beings in addition to the knowledge
(ma‘rifa) which preceded — and this is [what I] called teaching. This is in lieu of what people believe, namely, that this
happens by virtue of some divine activity (/). Now, this is also usually called teaching, however, it is not the kind of
teaching we are currently discussing.” In other words, without ruling out the possibility of divine inspiration as such,
the knowledge Farabi is interested in is one that is acquired exclusively by natural, human means and which is described
in post-Avicennian writings as muktasab (acquired) knowledge or using cognate terms.

16 Note that, in what follows, I will usually refer to teaching in the classroom. However, this is only shorthand; it
is not intended to rule out other means of discourse-based knowledge transmission between teacher and student.

17 For approximately a century, this school, founded by Aba Bisr Matta in the first half of the tenth century, was
the intellectual center of the falasifa — the Greek-inspired philosophers — in Baghdad. They considered themselves suc-
cessors of the Alexandrian school of Neoplatonists and just like them taught the Corpus Aristotelicum (translated into
Arabic) by means of commentaries, paraphrases, etc. For further details and literature, see G. Endress - C. Ferrari, “The
Baghdad Aristotelians”, in Philosophy in the Islamic World (above, n. 6), pp. 421-525.

18 For an impressive picture of the high esteem in which knowledge (i/m) was held in the Islamic world across
the centuries, it is still useful to consult E. Rosenthal, Knowledge Triumphant: The Concept of Knowledge in Medieval
Islam, Brill, Leiden - Boston 2007. More recently, see also the papers collected in S. Guinther (ed.), Knowledge and
Education in Classical Islam: Religious Learning between Continuity and Change, 2 vols., Brill, Leiden - Boston 2020.

1 See,forinstance, ].M. Landau, “Kuttab”,in Encyclopaedia of Islam,Second Edition (= EI?),ed. P. Bearman et al., Brill
Online, <http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_4594> (accessed on February 14,2021);]. Pedersen, “ Masdjid”,
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Al-Farabi, Mayin’s Doubt, and the Transmission of Knowledge 5

fostered by the Baghdad Aristotelians cherished the pursuit of knowledge. At the same
time, within both spheres, the classroom presented itself as the natural place —and teaching
as the proper method - to engage in this quest.*® Hence, the least we can say is that with his
reformulation of Meno’s puzzle as a problem situated in the classroom, Farabi was responding
to the reality of his time: If one wanted to acquire knowledge, regardless of the precise topic or
field, the obvious thing to do was to join a school or circle and study with teachers on the basis
of specific, authoritative books.? In the case of the Baghdad Aristotelians, these authoritative
books were the writings of Aristotle, and the method of instruction was the commentary or
paraphrase — like Farabi’s Burhan.?

Yet, in such a setting, the notion of “learning something new” — with the stress on
“new” — takes on a very peculiar meaning. Admittedly, from the perspective of the students,
whatever they read in Aristotle and was explained to them by their teachers was, by and large,
new to them. However, it was by no means new knowledge in the absolute sense of something
“never before heard” or “discovered just now.” Quite the opposite. We are talking here about
a body of knowledge formed hundreds of years earlier and transmitted from one generation to
the next — a feature, to be sure, not only of the Aristotelian tradition, but also of the mainstream
intellectual culture in the age of Farabi and, for that matter, of any scholarly tradition based
on the study of authoritative books. Therefore, if, in the section on teaching and learning in
the Burhan, Farabi focuses on the acquisition of new knowledge, the novelty he has in mind
exclusively concerns the individual students, and not the body of knowledge itself or the “older
generation”, that is, those who have already been introduced to it and now act as teachers in
turn. However, this feature of the kind of knowledge at issue has remarkable consequences
for the scope of Farab’s interpretation of the Meno paradox. Contrary to first appearances,
his version is not formulated as a problem of inquiry, at least not of “inquiry” in the common
sense of the term, but rather as a problem of transmission — of the transmission of an already-
established body of knowledge.

Consequently, regardless of whether one takes Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics itself to develop
nothing other than a theory “of how an achieved body of knowledge should be presented and
taught”,? the manner in which Farabi approaches Mayin’s doubt differs clearly from Aristotle’s

in Encyclopaedia of Islam, First Edition, ed. M.T. Houtsma et al, Brill Online, <http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/2214-
871X _eil_COM_0155> (accessed on February 14, 2021), particularly section “E The Mosque as a School”;
J. Pedersen — G. Makdisi, “Madrasa: 1. The Institution in the Arabic, Persian and Turkish Lands”, in EI?, <http://dx.doi.
org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_0610> (accessed on Feb. 14, 2021); S. Guinther, “Islamic Education, Its Culture,
Content and Methods: An Introduction”, in Knowledge and Education (above, n. 18), pp. 1-39.

2 T have studied the predominance of this method of knowledge acquisition and transmission over other ones in
N. Germann, “Learning by Oneself: Hayy ibn Yaqzan, Autodidactism, and the Autonomy of Reason”, in A. Speer —
T. Jeschke (eds.), Schiiler und Meister, W. de Gruyter, Berlin - New York 2016 (Miscellanea Mediaevalia 39), pp. 613-37.

2 That said, it is interesting to note how, not very long afterwards, Ibn Sina stylized his own process of knowledge
acquisition in neat contrast to this general practice. Nonetheless, even though he sought in this way to make the point
that there is no immediate need for a teacher and a classroom setting — provided the student is smart enough, as he
himself was — in his own, quasi-autonomous education he still fell back on books. Hence, for him, too, the acquisition
of knowledge took place via the medium of an established body of book knowledge and not by empirical means.

2 Within the framework of religious studies, by contrast, these authoritative texts were the Quran and the badit
(the sayings of the Prophet Muhammad), but the methods of instructions were quite similar: exegesis, on top of
memorizing key passages.

% Thus J. Barnes, “Aristotle’s Theory of Demonstration”, in J. Barnes — M. Schofield — R. Sorabji (eds.), Arzicles
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6 Nadja Germann

considerations in Posterior Analytics A 1. While Aristotle, from the perspective of the seeker of
knowledge, cites Meno as he attempts to bring out his distinction between knowing universally
and knowing simpliciter, Farabi, from the perspective of the teacher, tackles the problem of how
to succeed in eliciting, in someone else, science in the strict sense of the word (ilm, corresponding
to the Greek émtotnun), i.e., of a hierarchically structured body of knowledge that is necessarily
true, unchangeable, and cannot be otherwise.? In short, how can we teach science by means of
words — of “discourse (mupataba) and what takes its place”,” as Farabi succinctly puts it? How
can we transmit a fixed body of knowledge such that the students get to know or cognize its
contents according to the standards of science?

Teaching and Learning in the Classroom

Having presented Mayin’s doubt, Farabi approaches its discussion by introducing his famous
distinction between conceiving (tasawwur) and assenting (tasdig):*

Quote 6: Knowledge, however, is either conceiving (tasawwur) or assenting (tasdiq). Hence, if
teaching aims at bringing about the concept of something, it is necessary that this thing in a way
was [already] conceived previously, while another [mental] image (bayal) of it is unknown. That
to which assent is sought must necessarily [already] have somehow been assented to previously.
Thus, if Meno had doubts, [it is because] he did not distinguish between conceiving and assenting.?”

This passage encapsulates in a nutshell Farabi’s entire theory of teaching and learning. This
theory, and particularly his solution to Meno’s puzzle, have already been studied,” so for our
purposes a brief summary suffices. According to Farabi, the point of departure for the acquisition
of knowledge is tasawwur: We first need to conceive of something (level of tasawwur) and only

on Aristotle: 1. Science, Duckworth, London 1975, pp. 65-87, here p. 85. Among scholars of ancient philosophy, this
reading of Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics, however, “has not gained wide acceptance”, see D. Bronstein, Aristotle on
Knowledge and Learning: The Posterior Analytics, OUP, Oxford - New York 2016, p. 31.

% Farabis ensemble of features distinguishing true, scientific knowledge has been studied by D. Black,
“Knowledge (im) and Certitude (yagin) in al-Farabi’s Epistemology”, Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 16 (2006),
pp- 11-45. For literature on Aristotle’s Meno paradox, see n. 4 above.

3 Burhan 5: 78; cited again with the rest of the sentence below, quote 7.

2% There is a vivid debate about how to translate tasawwur and tasdiq appropriately. For a succinct overview, see
J. Lameer, Conception and Belief in Sadr al-Din al-Shirazi (ca 1571-1635): Al-Risala fi I-tasawwnr wa-I-tasdiq, Iranian
Institute of Philosophy, Tehran 2006, in part. pp. 5-18. Lameer convincingly argues that, for Farabi, both tasawwur
and tasdiq are, first and foremost, mental activities, which is why he suggests translating tasawwur as “conception” and
tasdiq as “belief.” To some extent, I follow Lameer’s arguments, however, in order to avoid reification, wherever possible
I fall back on verbal forms such as “conceiving” for tasawwur and “assenting” (emphasizing the additional aspect of
considering something as true) for tasdiq in my own translations. It is generally doubted that the distinction between
tasawwur and tasdig was invented by Farabi (see Lameer’s investigation of the origin of these two notions, ibid.,
pp- 19-35, who is convinced of a Greek or Syriac antecedent; cf. particularly p. 24, despite n. 3). For the issues pursued
in this paper, the problem of the origin of this distinction is irrelevant. However, as long as no source is discovered that
precedes Farabi and that already discriminates between tasawwur and tasdig I will treat it as “his” invention.

¥ Burhan 5:79: s 8l &5 0,55 OF i o b 5 pelaslly deaiy OIS OB (rda Loy [ ead Lgin 35,8115
U o Bl 3 055G 0T b a5k 5 ey rdadll P L) bay g Uy L ST UL o ey o | pas SIS 15 ) 5as 05

cGrbad) (gl n 4 feads o e UISCaS OB L L Lt

% Onthepuzzle, see Black, “Meno’s Paradox” (above, n. 8); on Farabi’s principles of teaching and learning, N. Germann,
“How Do We Learn? Al-Farabi’s Epistemology of Teaching”, in Knowledge and Education (above, n. 18), pp. 147-85.
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Al-Farabi, Mayin’s Doubt, and the Transmission of Knowledge 7

subsequently, on the basis of concepts, can we develop epistemic attitudes toward them, can
we believe that they are or obtain (level of tasdig).”” To take an example: We first need to have
a concept of the triangle, before we can learn and positively believe that every triangle is 2R.
Farabi is convinced that the same constellation prevails in the classroom. Students must first
acquire concepts before they can develop epistemic attitudes of assent toward them, i.e., before
they can come to hold that they are or obtain.* So far so good, but how is this theory suited to
remedy Mayin’s perplexity? And what exactly is Farabi’s Meno puzzled by in the end?

In order to get a better sense of Farabi’s precise target, let us briefly reconsider quote 3.
There we are told that Meno “doubted whether something (s2y’) the transmission (ta rif) of
which is aimed for by teaching (ta‘lim) can be learned by a student before [this latter] knows
it in a way, while he is ignorant of it in another way.” First of all, it immediately becomes clear
that what Farabi is interested in is indeed the acquisition of knowledge under the conditions
of classroom teaching. Moreover, the phrasing shows that, in his solution, Farabi will follow
Aristotle, inasmuch as he will not investigate how one advances from zero knowledge (cognitive
tabula rasa) to an epistemically higher level of insight. Instead, just as in his reference text,
Farabi will begin to unfurl his theory only at a later stage: The incipient student he has in mind
already possesses some prior knowledge of the things under discussion.’! The nature of what he
minimally presupposes for the acquisition of something new on the elementary level of tasawwur
in a classroom setting is indicated in quote 6. On this account, it is necessary “that this thing
in a way was [already] conceived (tusuwwira) previously, while another [mental] image (bayal)
of it is unknown.” This is a striking statement, since here Farabi explicitly identifies conceiving
(tasawwur), at least at its lowest level, with having mental images (bayal).”* Mental images, we
can thus infer, contain all the data needed for the formation of scientifically productive concepts.?

As previous research has shown, the teacher, falling back on this raw material, proceeds
gradually. Prior to entering a Farabi-style classroom, the students have, as inhabitants of the

¥ In a way, science —according to this (quite Aristotelian) understanding — can be described as a hierarchically
structured system of all the propositions assented to.

% Tt is only this second stage that can amount to knowledge in the strict sense, i.e., in the sense of science (i/m)
— contingent on how this assenting is grounded.

3 This is to say that Farabi, just like his model Aristotle, entirely skips the initial phase of knowledge acquisition,
the empirical level furnishing the raw material for scientific (or, as Aristotle put it, intellectual) learning. Note that in
what follows I use the term “thing” in the same loose manner as Farabi employs the corresponding terms say’ and amr
here and throughout the text. Accordingly, this expression not only refers to individual substances, but to all sorts of
properties, relations, events, etc. It can even signify something (§2y°) in one’s mind.

32 In Farabt’s psychology, mental images are the result of sensory impressions (cf. also Burhan 5: 79: “Something is
actually [in one’s mind], when he sees a mental image [bayal] of it that is impressed in his soul.”) and stored in memory,
so that they can be recalled. While, in some sense, they provide the raw material for intellectual cognition (see above,
n. 31), they do not themselves belong to the sphere of intellect, and hence of scientific knowledge.

3 According to Black, “Meno’s Paradox” (above, n. 8), and Germann, “How Do We Learn” (above, n. 28), the first
step in the acquisition of scientific knowledge, on the level of tasawwur, consists in clarifying concepts, i.e., in advancing
from vague concepts (which we can now identify with the mental images) to scientific concepts — that is, concepts the
specific “logical” structure of which has been revealed by virtue of grasping their genus and difference. Of course, there
are lower levels of clarification, when, for example, only propria are revealed. Tasawwur thus comes in grades and ranges
on a scale from pure mental images, i.¢., confused concepts, to what can be expressed in scientific definitions (genus and
difference), i.e., clear and distinct concepts. In view of the considerations that will follow shortly, let me anticipate the
peculiarity that the sine qua non of giving (developing, grasping) hierarchically structured accounts (Aéyot) of agiven thing
— of semantically and logically charging it — is language.
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world and members of social communities, on the one hand, already acquired (pre-scientifically,
empirically) a substantial number of images or vague concepts and, on the other hand, learned
their native language to some extent.* Hence, they are able to talk about what is in their minds,
just as the teacher can, by ordinary linguistic means, refer to what she wants to talk about.
First of all, she must clear up the students’ concepts — leading them to an understanding of the
respective things’ essences (i.e., their genuses and differences, cf. n. 33) — before she can move
on to proofs and finally demonstrations, securing the knowledge attained (both of “what” and
“why”) as objectively and necessarily true.”> At the end of their schooling, upon successful
graduation, the students will thus have acquired the entire hierarchically structured body of
knowledge that their teachers master — that is, in Farabt’s case, the contents of the whole Corpus
Apristotelicum; they will have a firm grasp of the first principles, and be able to demonstrate
whatever can be proved deductively. In short, the transmission of scientific knowledge from
one generation to the next will have been completed successfully with the subsequent cohort of
teachers ready to pass the baton.

On the basis of this general outline, we are in a position to look more closely into some of
the specifics. Let us begin with Farabi’s emphasis on language, which has already provoked
some astonishment in recent research.’ This emphasis is driven by his conviction that the most
elevated type of teaching — the one aspiring to the status of science — can be put into practice
only by way of language:

Quote 7: Now, the teaching (ta‘lzm) through which only scientific knowledge (‘7/m) comes about,
can take place exclusively by means of discourse (mupataba) and what takes its place.?”’”

The reason for this exceptional role of discourse resides in the specific power of language, a
power no other human endowment possesses: the power to bring about something in the mind
of someone else.” There is a (quite natural) tendency to read Farabt’s Burban as a logical treatise.
However, it can just as well be read as a speech-act theory, as a theory of how to do things

¥ Additionally, they have pre-scientific, epistemic attitudes (tasdiq) toward many things; however, these acts of
assent or beliefs, as Farabi is convinced, are not essential in the development of scientific tasdig and, ultimately, of true
scientific knowledge. For “Meno’s paradox in the realm of assent”, see Black, “Meno’s Paradox” (above, n. 8), pp. 28-32.

35 This is to say that, at the final stage, the students will be able to answer the four scientific questions of Aristotle’s
An. Po. B according to the standards of %/m. Note that Farabi slightly increases this number, as he distinguishes five
questions. However, this addition in reality is a differentiation, since he discriminates between “what” and “which”
and, thus, splits the question about a thing’s essence into a question about its genus plus another one about its differ-
ence. For this recasting of the scientific questions, see particularly the third part of his Kizab al-huraf (Book of Letters),
which is centered on Farab1’s five questions.

3 See for instance, Black, “Meno’s Paradox” (above, n. 8), p. 26: “The most striking feature of al-Farabi’s effort to
determine the minimal content required of prior acts of conceptualization is the narrow linguistic framing of the ques-
tion;” ibid., p. 27: “None the less, the narrowness of the discussion here is surprising against the backdrop of al-Farabt’s
broader philosophical project, even granted the linguistic and pedagogical focus of this particular text.”

7 Burhan 5: 78 (partially quoted above at n. 25): (5,2 Loy idolilly 0, ) (Jaid e we foay U el

3% See, for instance, the passage that immediately follows, in which Farabi distinguishes between different sorts of
discourse (Burhan 5: 78-79): “One kind of discourse brings into (y#hdir) actuality something in the mind of the lis-
tener that he already knew beforehand. (...) Thus, some discourses aim to bring into actuality something that is in the
mind of the listener in proximate potentiality.” Farabi then introduces the type of discourse cited in quote 4 that elicits
something new and constitutes the focal point of his further explanations.
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with words.”? On Farab1’s account, in neat accordance with the Arabic philological tradition,
language consists of signs that convey meaning. The predominant sort of sign employed in
human communication are linguistic expressions (a/faz, the plural of lafz), which — contingent
on a number of factors, such as the context in which they are uttered — have meanings (ma‘ani,
the plural of ma”a).® In contrast to the dominant, modern Saussurian view, linguistic
signs, according to Arabic philologists, are completely extramental —acoustic or graphic
phenomena — whereas meanings are intramental. In Farabian terms, ma‘ani are the intensional
contents of the mental acts of conceiving (tasawwnr) and assenting (tasdiq). And this is precisely
where his speech-act theory is psychologically anchored. By means of words (alfaz) a teacher
can influence her students’ tasawwur and tasdiq, because locutionary acts have illocutionary
power. Granted, they are not infallible; there is always the possibility of misfires. But within the
framework of a linguistic community, language use is fairly successful. In the case of scientific
teaching, the major limiting factor in bringing about the intended result will probably rather be
the students’ intellectual capacities than the efficacy of language.

It is only in this light that Farab?’s — at first sight unexpected — decision to introduce his
distinction between tasawwur and tasdiq as an answer to Mayin’s doubt becomes fully plausible.
As indicated above, when I justified my translation of these terms,* they describe mental or,
perhaps more precisely, psychological acts. Tasawwur is the act of conceiving something, tasdiq
that of believing-that-something-is-or-obtains, i.e., of assenting to something. Both acts are
intentionally directed, and their respective “contents” are nothing other than ma‘ani. Even if
the (philosophical) origin of Farabi’s notions of tasawwur and tasdiq can be pinpointed in the
passage immediately preceding Aristotle’s Meno paradox, Posterior Analytics A 1,71 a 11-13,
as some scholars have argued,” throughout the Burhan section on teaching and learning they
consistently maintain their psychological dimension. What Farabt’s teacher seeks to influence
are not logical propositions and judgments, but the manner in which her students conceive
of and assent to something, how clearly and distinctly they actually understand (Aristotle’s
Euvievar) and how well-grounded their beliefs (Aristotle’s mpobmorapBavewy) are. It is the
ma‘ani — the semantic details — of the intensional contents of these acts that make a difference in
the quality of the acts themselves and, hence, determine whether the end result of the students’
mental activities will amount to true scientific knowledge (im) or not.

This accentuation of speech acts and their psychological impact on mental processes is
certainly remarkable. Yet it is spurred by the conceptual framework Farabi’s reference text
establishes in its opening line, that of teaching and learning.®® Meno’s puzzle, in the hands of
Farabi, is an engagement with teaching practices and principles prevailing, not so much in the
age of Aristotle, but rather in his own time. This particular focus clearly stands out at various

¥ Needless to say, this is an allusion to Austin’s classic of the same title.

“ On the theory of lafz and ma‘na, see N. Germann, “Lafz and mana”, in The Encyclopaedia of Islam Three,
ed. K. Fleet et al., Brill Online, <http://referenceworks.brillonline.com/browse/encyclopaedia-of-islam-3> (accessed on
Feb. 14, 2021).

i Above, n. 26.

# See Lameer, Conception and Belief (above, n. 26), pp. 23-24, with references to the literature he has reviewed.
Lameer distinguishes between “philosophical” and “terminological” origins of the two notions. The line in An. Po. reads
(trans. Barnes [above, n. 3], p. 2): “It is necessary to be already aware of things in two ways: of some things it is necessary

to believe already [mpovmorauBdverv] that they are, of some one must grasp [Evuvievar] what the thing said is (...).”
# See above, quote 2.
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places of our section in the Burhan, most visibly however in its introduction. There, Farabi
offers a succinct exposition of the notion of teaching departing, in neat Aristotelian fashion,
from a general definition:

Quote 8: Teaching is every activity (fi/) a human being undertakes (fa‘alabu) with the aim that in
someone else arises (yabsulu) the knowledge (%m) of something or (...) a habitual faculty (malaka
i'‘tiyadiyya) (...). "

Farabi then continues to further differentiate between kinds of teaching, but already at this
point it is important to take note of the essential features characterizing any type of teaching:
It is an activity (fi]) aiming to bring about something in someone else.” In agreement with
his reference text, as we have seen, Farabi is primarily interested, in what follows, in the
transmission of Z/m in the strict sense of the word, that is of scientific knowledge. However,
here in the introduction, he offers illuminating glimpses at those features that ought to
distinguish teaching in every sort of classroom. He proceeds by consistently distinguishing
these features from those of other didactic practices — some of which, it would appear, were
quite common in his time. In this connection, Farab1’s favorite target turns out to be a kind
of teaching based on what he calls “habituation” (ta‘wid). It follows principles that are even
applied in the training (talgin) of non-human animals and merely consists in imitating or
copying (ihtada) the teacher.’® Of this type of teaching there are, once again, two subspecies
that differ significantly. In order to bring out the distinction between them, Farabi gives a very
peculiar example, that of language instruction:

Quote 9: The first kind [of training] occurs, if a speaker employs an expression (lafz) with the
intention that the listener often and repeatedly employs the same expression [himself], so that
he arrives at memorizing it. This is like the training of a language (luga) or of songs. It falls
under the [category of] teaching by imitation (ihrida’). The second sort [of training obtains] if,
along with this, the aim is to bring about the meanings (ma‘ani) of these expressions in the soul

of the listener.”

The critical potential of this citation becomes even more obvious if we couple it with
another illustration Farabi adduces only a little later, in which he identifies the first type
of instruction with the training of parrots (talgin al-babaga’) and, at the same time, that of
language to schoolkids (talgin al-sibyan al-luga).”® This is astounding. Farabi does nothing
less than compare the mastery of language acquired by schoolkids to parroting. Schoolkids,
on his account, learn the alfaz, but lack comprehension of the ma ‘ani. We can only speculate

“B%T}.’dﬂ577( ))\ cb;wv_l&)}y‘uk}«zmd\ é\mw<j>dLNY\MJMJSGL& "“.L.e(._..l.u.i\)
e )u;l..._doﬁ.b

% Farab1’s theory of teaching can, therefore, generally be described as a psychologically founded act theory, as both

knowledge and habits or character traits are located in specific faculties of the soul.
i See Burhan 5: 77-78: S LYl Jod me SASTy L L«.J.u () QU)o 38 Wpad ey AL
s ) B Lo s
7 Burhan 5:78: & JamJd (3,58 \)\)ﬂ ey Lalll $U00 ce\....J\ _l:_n.l.._» OF 4y daiay baaly LM .m.i OF Leausi
OF G & iy of L”5_»\..)\ canally L eldzY) v.gbu ‘é_e‘):-\; YR L;;chl\j Gl pals Jre 5y L anss Lalll bas
bl i B BT AL Slae o 5

® Burban 5:78: (...) &Gl Olall s g cladl cadls Joe (o)

Studia graeco-arabica 11.2 / 2021



Al-Farabi, Mayin’s Doubt, and the Transmission of Knowledge 11

about exactly which institutions or practices Farabi had in mind when he came up with this
analogy. Perhaps the kurtab?® Or perhaps no institution, in particular, but rather something
like a common practice? Be that as it may, in addition to his undeniably critical stance toward
certain pedagogical principles, at this point his own philosophy of teaching and the stimulus
behind his engagement with Mayin’s doubt plainly shine through. Teaching in Farabi’s sense
occurs if and only if understanding comes about — if beyond the mere capacity to reproduce
verbal utterances “the meanings of these expressions [are elicited] in the soul of the listener”,
as our quotation has it. Teaching, in other words, cannot content itself with having students
learn by rote; it must seek to arouse comprehension — even if what is taught in the classroom
consists in the contents of authoritative, indeed even of sacred books.

Concluding Remarks

FarabT’s Meno, in our initial quotation from the Burbhan (quote 3), was obviously a fairly
bright student. On his own, he dispelled his doubts by means of “a syllogism” leading to
necessity.” Notably, given that he lived prior to Aristotle, the founder of syllogistic reasoning, it
might very well be that he discovered this syllogism on his own and did not acquire it through
transmission, in contrast to the students in the age of Farabi. Moreover, what led him to doubt
in the first place was his failure to “distinguish between conceiving (tasawwur) and assenting
(tasdiq)”, another invention of a later period, this time of Farabi himself.>! Farabi’s Meno thus
turns out to be a fairly anachronistic thinker, and his paradox, in Farab1’s hands, a distinctive
piece of philosophical literature.

In Farabi’s approach, Mayin’s doubt transmutes into a reflection about the conditions
determining the transmission of knowledge. Seeking to ascertain the principles and methods
that guarantee the scientific standards of this process, Farabi proposes Aristotle’s theory of
knowledge and science, however in a guise thoroughly adapted to the circumstances of his
time — circumstances that differed significantly from those of ancient Greece. Accordingly,
regardless of the precise field of study, learning is or should be distinguished by two features:
First, as a matter of fact, it focuses on an established body of knowledge associated with
a certain canon of books; second, however, this corpus should be transmitted not- or
not only — by having students learn it word for word, by faithfully conserving its alfiz,
but also by supplying instructions designed as clarification (tasawwur) and verification
(tasdiq) of these words, in the form of analyses, explanations, further details, examples,
illustrations, proofs, etc. For only in this manner can students transcend the level of
blindly parroting mere signs and arrive at a more or less profound understanding of the
contents (ma‘ani) harbored by the inherited texts; and only in this manner can the students
come to recognize that the transmitted positions are true, and are placed in a position
to defend them.>

4 See above, with n. 19.

50 Unfortunately, Farabi does not tell us what this syllogism (giyas) looked like. Given the context, we can perhaps
suppose that he was thinking of a form of argumentation ultimately grounded in demonstration (burhan).

51 See above, n. 26.

52 In passing, it should be mentioned that the kind of (scientific) understanding Farabi envisions here is, in his
view, pivotal for the attainment of happiness, humanity’s final goal; cf. N. Germann, “Logic as the Path to Happiness:
Al-Farabi and the Divisions of the Sciences”, Quaestio 15 (2015), pp. 15-30.
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In the age of Farabi, passing on a fixed body of knowledge and teaching in the classroom
were time-honored practices. But what was the epistemological foundation of these practices?
How can a student distinguish true knowledge from pseudo-knowledge? How can a teacher
ascertain whether students actually understand what they are taught and come to believe in
what truly is the case and do not fall prey to “alternative facts”? And how can we make sure,
as a society, that the insights once discovered or revealed in the past are reliably passed on
from one generation to the next?** It must have been concerns like these that incited Farabi
to take on the challenge of Meno’s paradox and to reconsider his doubts — although from a
perhaps somewhat unexpected angle.

53 It is worth noting that Farabi’s concern for the reliable transmission of a fixed (and completed) body of
knowledge conspicuously reverberates discussions among hadit scholars (i.e., those active in establishing a sound
corpus of the Prophet Muhammad’s sayings) and usilis (legal theorists engaged in deriving legal regulations from
both the Quran and the Sunna) about the features distinguishing dependable text traditions (both in terms of the
chain of transmitters — their trustworthiness — and the precise wording, i.e., the specific object of legal hermeneutics
and Quranic exegesis).
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