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P. Adamson - F. Benevich (eds.), The Heirs of Avicenna: Philosophy in the Islamic East, 
12-13th Centuries. Metaphysics and Theology, Brill, Leiden-Boston 2023 (Islamicate 
Intellectual History, 12/1), vii + 732 pp. 

This volume gathers a selection of sources on the reception of Avicenna’s metaphysical 
thought in the Islamic East between the 12th and 13th centuries. The book is organized 
into 13 chapters, each focusing on a specific metaphysical issue. A general introduction 
(pp. 1-25) provides the historical and philosophical context necessary to understand the 
content of the subsequent chapters. Each chapter begins with a summary of the debate 
witnessed in the selected sources. All texts are presented in English translation, while 
the originals are available on a dedicated online site.1 An index of excerpta concludes the 
work (pp. 719-32).

The first chapter collects texts on the subject matter of metaphysics and kalām (pp. 26-
63), establishing the epistemological framework of the book. The editors successfully 
show, through the selected texts, how “in this period, kalām and metaphysics could be 
construed narrowly, so as to include nothing but God and related topics; but it could 
also be construed broadly, so as to include all of ontology and even the study of natural 
philosophy under the heading of “the contingent” (p. 31). This creates a kind of overlap 
between the domains of metaphysics and kalām. However, such interferences in content 
do not entail an identification between the two sciences. In this respect, it seems to me that 
the authors go beyond the texts – at least the quoted texts – when they write in the chapter 
introduction that: “many authors, including al-Rāzī, find it plausible to identify kalām 
with metaphysics understood as the study of solely divine matters, which legitimizes claims 
for its preeminence and comprehensiveness [T9, 19, 22]” (p. 30). Indeed, in texts T9,2 19,3

1  Cfr. Heirs of Avicenna, www.heirsofavicenna.net (last visited 25.05.2025). 
2  [T9] Al-Ġazālī, Iqṭiṣād: “There are four intended axes [of kalām]. All of them are restricted to the investiga-

tion (naẓar) concerning God. If we investigate the world we do so not insofar as it is “world”, “body”, “heaven”, 
and “earth”, but insofar as it is the work of God. If we investigate the Prophet we do so not insofar he is “human 
being”, “noble”, “knowing”, and “virtuous”, but insofar he is sent by God. If we investigate what he has said, we 
do so not insofar as it is “speech”, “discourse”, and “explanations” (tafhīmāt), but insofar as they inform us about 
God the exalted, through [the Prophet’s] mediation. It inquires into nothing other than God, and searches after 
nothing but God. All aspects (aṭrāf) of this science are included in the inquiry into God’s essence (dhāt), attributes 
(ṣifāt), acts (afʿāluhu), and messenger (rasūluhu), as well as into the information about God has conveyed to us by 
what He has said” (pp. 37-8).

3	  [T19] Al-Rāzī, Nihāyat al-ʿuqūl: “First, the nobility of the object of knowledge. There is no doubt that the 
most important aim and the greatest object one may seek in the science of kalām is the knowledge of the essence 
of God the exalted and His attributes, and of how His actions [proceed from Him]. There is no doubt that He is 
the noblest object of knowledge, may He be praised and exalted, so this must be the noblest of sciences. Second, 
the reliability of the proofs. There is no doubt that the proofs used in the inquiries of this science must be put 
together from items of necessary knowledge (ʿulūm ḍarūriyya), in such a way that it is known by necessity that 
they have been put together correctly and that the objects of inquiry must follow from [the conjunction of those 
items of necessary knowledge]. There is nothing more powerful or reliable. [98] Third, that there is great need for 
it. There is no doubt that the acquisition of happiness is the most important thing one may seek, and the greatest 
of intentions. Further, happiness in the afterlife can be acquired only by belief (īmān) in God and His prophets, 
and in the day of judgment. This can be grasped as it ought to be only with this science. As for happiness in this 
world, it can be grasped perfectly only through the arrangement of the states of this world, which is fully attained 
only by longing for reward and fear of punishment (al-raghba fī al-thawāb wa-al-rahba ʿan al-ʿiqāb). Fourth, 
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22,4 there is no explicit hint of this identification. This interpretation can certainly be shared 
if further argued, but it has no immediate counterpart in the cited sources. A similar issue 
arises with the claim that “al-Ghazālī equates kalām with metaphysics in the Avicennan 
sense of an inquiry into existence and its proper features [T11]”. In T 11,5 al-Ġazālī merely 
argues that “the mutakallim is the one who investigates the most general thing, namely the 
existent (al-mawjūd)” (p. 38), without any mention of metaphysics. Again, the authors’ 

the need of the other religious sciences for it. It is known that all other sciences are either religious, or not. The 
benefit of the non-religious ones falls short of procuring the advantageous and warding off the harmful; this is 
how things are with the sciences of trades and arts. There is no doubt that the religious sciences outrank them. 
Now, the correctness of all the religious sciences is based on the correctness of this science. Until it is established 
that the world has a Maker who is knowing and powerful, how would it be possible for a scriptural commentator, 
a ḥadīth scholar, or a jurist to undertake their sciences? Thus all other religious sciences need it, but it does not 
need them. From this it necessarily follows that its nobility surpasses that of the others. Fifth, a thing’s nobility 
may also be taken from the inferiority of its opposite. Since making a mistake in this science constitutes unbelief 
and innovation, which are among the most base of things, it necessarily follows that hitting on the truth in this 
[science] is among the most noble of things” (pp. 49-50). 

4  [T22] Al-Āmidī, Abkār al-afkār: “Since the perfection and fulfillment (tamām) of anything is achieved by 
obtaining the perfections which are possible for it, the perfection of human souls arises through their perfections. 
This is comprehension of intelligibles and knowledge of what [was previously] unknown. The sciences are many, 
and the things to be known are numerous. Time does not allow for thoroughly acquiring them in their entirety, 
and life is too short for comprehending them as a whole. Additionally, aspirations fall short, motivations are weak, 
there are many distractions, and hindrances may be overwhelming. So one must aspire to attain the most perfect 
of them, and to comprehend the best among them. One prioritizes whatever is most important, and that whose 
understanding offers the most complete utility. And so it emerges that the most appropriate thing for the insight-
ful to set their sights on through inquiry and for the limit of aspirations and thoughts to strain towards, is that 
whose subject-matter is the most elevated of all, and whose end is the most noble of all, and which is needed for 
attaining eternal and unending happiness. The religious sciences trace back to it, and the rules of the religious Law 
(al-nawāmīs al-sharʿiyya) depend on it. Through it come the welfare of the world and its arrangement, its loosening 
and tightening. The ways and paths that lead to it are certainties [68] and decisive arguments (qaṭʿiyyāt). This is the 
science known as ʿilm al-kalām, which investigates the essence of Necessary Existent, His attributes, His actions, 
and what is connected to them” (p. 52 ).

5	  [T11] Al-Ġazālī, Mustaṣfā: “The universal science among the religious sciences is kalām. The other ones, 
like jurisprudence, the principles of jurisprudence, and Qurʾānic commentary, are particular sciences. [...] [5.17] 
The mutakallim is the one who investigates the most general thing, namely the existent (al-mawjūd). He divides 
the existent first of all into eternal and originated, then divides the originated into substance and accident. [6] 
Accident is divided into that for which life is a condition, like knowledge, will, power, speech, hearing, sight; 
and that for which [life] is not needed, like color, smell, and taste. He divides substance into animal, plant, and 
inanimate (jamād), and shows that they are differentiated either by species or by accidents. Then he inquires into 
the eternal, and shows that [God] is not multiple or divisible like the temporally originated things are. Rather, 
He must be one, and must be distinguished from originated things by attributes (awṣāf) that are necessary for 
Him, by things (umūr) that are impossible for Him, and by features (aḥkām) that are possible in His case, being 
neither necessary nor impossible. He distinguishes between the possible, the necessary, and the impossible with 
regard to Him. Then, he shows that action in general (aṣl al-fiʿl) is possible for Him, that the world is a possible 
[creation] of His act, and that since it [the world] is possible, it is in need of an originator (muḥdith). Moreover: 
that the sending of prophets counts among His possible actions, that He is capable of it and of making their 
truth known through miracles, and that this possibility has actually occurred. At this point, the discussion of the 
mutakallim comes to an end, as does the remit of [human] reason. Indeed, reason argues for the veracity of the 
Prophet, but then it retreats and avows that it takes instruction from the Prophet by accepting whatever he says 
about God and the day of judgment, such that reason neither understands it independently [of revelation] nor 
deems it impossible” (pp. 38-9). 
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conclusion is plausible, but it requires additional support to persuade the reader who only 
has a part of the text available. Secondly, it seems to me that a conceptual shift could be 
argued between talking about existence, as Ġazālī does, and approaching existence from the 
Avicennian perspective of “existence as such”.

Another point that I think is worth mentioning, again about the relationship between metaphysics 
and kalām, is the interpretation the authors offer of the texts [T27-28] from two different works 
by al-Samarqandī. They write that “al-Samarqandī distinguishes between metaphysics and kalām 
by saying that the latter investigates the same subject-matter, but “according to the canon of Islam” 
[T27,6 T287]. In other words, kalām just is metaphysics, but supplemented by revelation” (p. 30). 
In fact, in the texts cited, Samarqandī notes that metaphysics and kalām cover the same range of 
issues and that, however, kalām addresses them according to the canon of Islam, while metaphysics 
according to the fundamentals of philosophy. Nonetheless, the conclusion of the authors, according 
to which kalām is only metaphysics but with the supplement of revelation, does not seem to me to 
summarise this position, but to affirm something different.

After this first chapter of an epistemological nature, we enter the heart of the debates 
around the major themes of metaphysics. Chapter 2 documents the complex posterity of the 
Avicennian formulation of the essence-existence distinction (pp. 64-108). In turn, the third 
chapter (pp. 109-37) deals with the reactions to one of the key doctrines of the Avicennian 

6	  [T27] Al-Samarqandī, Ṣaḥāʾif: “The sciences may be distinguished as species into several divisions, and 
further distinguished as branches within these divisions, but divine science is the noblest among them in rank and 
highest in position. By way of decisive demonstrations and clear proofs, it inquires into the divine modes and 
lordly secrets, which are the highest of objects of inquiry and the utmost of goals for the genuine sciences and 
certain understanding. For through [those objects of inquiry] one arrives at an understanding of the essence of 
God the exalted and His attributes, and at a conception of His making and the things He has made. In addition, 
[this science] includes [60] noble inquiries and subtle points by which the soul is disposed for the verification 
of true realities (taḥqīq al-ḥaqāʾiq), and becomes independent in understanding fine details. These ideas led us 
to write a book that would succinctly cover the questions within this science, and the splendid benefits of this 
discipline (fann), according to the canon of Islam: it is called the science of kalām. [...] [65.5] On the quiddity 
of kalām and its subject matter. Given that the science of names, and into the modes of angels, prophets, saints, 
imams, the obedient and disobedient, and other matters besides in both this and the next world, and given that it 
is distinguished from divine [science], which shares in common with it [66] those objects of inquiry, by proceed-
ing in accordance with the method of this [religious] Law [given all this] the definition [of kalām] is “the science 
in which one inquires into the essence of God the exalted, His attributes, and the states of contingent throughout 
the procession and the return (fī al-mabdaʾ wa-al-maʿād), in accordance with the canon of Islam”. With this one 
may know that in [kalām] we inquire only into the essential accidents of the essence of God the exalted, as such, 
and into the essential accidents of contingent things, inasmuch as they stand in need of God the exalted. Its subject 
matter is thus the essence of God the exalted, as such, and the essence of contingents insofar as they are bound by 
their need [for God], since it is known that the subject matter of every science is that whose essential accidents are 
investigated in it” (pp. 55-6).

7  [T28] Al-Samarqandī, Maʿārif al-Ṣaḥāʾif: “By the “canon of Islam”, I mean the foundations of Islam, con-
sisting in the Book of God, the customs of His prophet, consensus (ijmāʿ), and any deliverance of reason (maʿqūl) 
that does not contradict them, since these too are among the foundations of Islam. The philosophers (falāsifa) too 
inquire into the [same] things [investigated by kalām], but according to the foundations of philosophy, for instance 
that only one proceeds from one; that one and the same thing cannot be [3r] active and passive at the same time; that 
contingency is an existential attribute; that the return [of what no longer exists] is impossible; that revelation and 
[God’s] sending the ruler is absurd. They call [their investigation] “divine science”. The distinction between kalām 
and divine science is that kalām is in accordance with the foundations of this religious law, whereas the divine sci-
ence is in accordance with the foundations of philosophy (al-falsafa)” (p. 56). 
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ontology: that of the analogy of being, which posits that being is not predicated of different 
realities in an equivocal or univocal way, but rather analogically. Chapter 4 focuses on the 
opposite theme: the status of the non-existent (pp. 138-88). As the authors point out, “the 
topic of the non-existent provides a nice window into philosophy in the 12th-13th centuries: 
it displays the intimate connections between kalām and falsafa, with Avicenna’s view being 
assimilated to an earlier Muʿtazilite position. It also shows how an Avicennan view could be 
taken up by a wide range of intellectuals, many of whom did not consider themselves to be 
falāsifa” (p. 143). 

Chapter 5 brings together texts addressing the problem of universals (pp. 189-256). This 
chapter clearly illustrates how, on the one hand, the Arabic-speaking and Latin-speaking 
medieval philosophy share the same philosophical grammar – both in terms of problems and 
conceptual tools – while, on the other hand, it shows that specific “local” issues – such as 
the doctrine of the states, elaborated inside of Kalām tradition – could redirect philosophical 
discourse in entirely new directions. In continuity with this, Chapter 6 offers valuable insight 
into the Eastern reception of the Platonic doctrine of Forms (pp. 257-92).	

Chapter 7 (pp. 293-329) takes the reader into the core of the post-Avicennian debate 
concerning one of the most significant issues in the history of Aristotelianism: the principle 
of individuation. The texts collected reveal how the protagonists of this discussion were 
not only interested in identifying the principle that makes an individual unique, but also in 
exploring the very notion of individuation and the criteria that make a principle individuating. 
Through this collection, the reader gains access to a profound reflection on this topic within 
the post-Avicennian Eastern philosophical tradition.

The eighth chapter (pp. 330-403) presents arguments that prove the existence of God. 
Through this specific theme, it is possible to appreciate the level of sophistication achieved 
by post-Avicennian thinkers in addressing some fundamental metaphysical questions, 
such as the problem of causality, the relationship between part and whole, and the link 
between “origin” and “being”. One trace of Avicenna’s influence on later Islamic theological 
reflection is that the syntagma “necessary existent”, by which Avicenna designates God, is 
the standard expression used to refer to Him. Chapter 9 (pp. 397-463) compiles evidence 
addressing the challenges posed by this essential description: not only due to the evident 
difficulties in reconciling it with the Abrahamic God, but also – from a strictly philosophical 
prospective – because of the complexities in understanding how the notion of being applies 
to God, and how its unity can be preserved when the concepts of necessity and existence are 
combined in his essence. 

Chapters 108 and 11 are complementary: Chapter 10 explores the various ways in which 
post-Avicennian thinkers have argued for God’s knowledge and wisdom (pp. 464-93), 
while Chapter 11 deals with a specific object of knowledge: particulars (pp. 494-559). The 

8  If I understand T38 correctly, there is a discrepancy between the authors’ summary (“Al-Ṭūsī replies that we 
do know God, not as form in our intellect, but the concrete being in reality [T38]”, p. 467) and the quoted text: “As 
for his statement on their behalf that intellection is the inscription of an intelligible form in the intellect, [135] and 
the True is exalted above having any form such that He could be intellectually grasped: it is nothing. For “form” 
means concrete being (al-huwiyya) and true reality. If the True had no concrete being, then one could not apply 
the word “He” (or “it”: huwa) to Him anymore. And if He had no true reality, one could not apply “the True” to 
Him” (p. 489).



Studia graeco-arabica 15 / 2025

Reviews 293   

Avicennian doctrine9 that God knows particulars universally is the point of reference with 
which all post-Avicennian thinkers must contend.

Chapter 12 is dedicated to the theme of free will, and in particular to the problem of how 
human freedom to act, in terms of good and evil, is compatible with God’s omnipotence and 
justice. The rich anthology (pp. 560-639) reflects a lively debate, in which positions on human 
libertarianism – already refined within the Muʿtazilite and Ašʿarite traditions – are further 
scrutinized, while the falāsifa stance is largely aligned with determinism. The collected texts 
present arguments that, to varying degrees, oscillate between affirming divine intervention 
in human actions and acknowledging a sphere of reality pertaining to human agency, over 
which God may not exercise full control. As the editors note in their introduction (p. 560), 
the collection attests to the relevance and modernity of the arguments on the subject used by 
post-Avicennian thinkers.

Chapter 13 (pp. 640-700) brings together texts that address the problem of the existence of 
evil in the cosmos governed by divine providence. The philosophical thesis driving the debate 
– of Neo-Platonic origin and filtered by Avicenna – asserts that evil is the deprivation of the 
natural perfections of reality – thus not a “mere privation, a lack of some good, or of some 
perfection” (p. 640), but something more specific: “privation, but not just any privation: 
only privation of what the thing’s nature demands, in terms of the perfections that belong 
permanently to its species and nature” ([T1],10 p. 647). This thesis has as its corollary that 

9	  The editors suggest Alexander’s treatise on providence as source of this doctrine: “Though it should be 
noted that his view is anticipated in Alexander of Aphrodisias’ On Providence, which argues that the heavenly 
gods exercise providence over the sublunary realm only at a universal level” (p. 494 n. 2). For an overview 
of the various ancient and late antique doctrines that scholars believe contributed to the development of this 
Avicennian doctrine, see – for example – the synthesis offered by Lánczky in I. Lánczky, “God’s Knowledge 
of Particulars: Avicenna and the Greek Philosophical Tradition”, in A. Pellitteri - M.G. Sciortino - D. Sicari - 
N. Elsakaan (eds.), Re-Defining a Space of Encounter. Islam and Mediterranean: Identity, Alterity and Interac-
tions, Proceedings of the 28th Congress of the Union Européenne des Arabisants et Islamisants Palermo 2016, 
Peeters, Leuven-Paris-Bristol 2019, pp.  439-54. 

10  [T1] Avicenna, Šifāʾ, Ilāhiyyāt: “Know that evil (al-sharr) is spoken of in several senses. Thus, “evil” is said 
of what is akin to deficiency, namely ignorance, weakness, and deformity in physiognomy. “Evil” is [also] said of 
what is like pain and distress, which consist in an apprehending of something in virtue of a cause, not merely in the 
lack of a cause. (a) For the cause that negates the good, impedes the good, and yields its nonexistence, is sometimes 
a separate thing that is not perceived by that which is harmed, as when the clouds cast shade and prevent the sun’s 
shining on that which needs the sun to perfect itself. If that which is in need is capable of perception, it will perceive 
that it does not benefit, but it will not perceive that the clouds have intervened as part of it. It will rather [perceive it] 
inasmuch as it can see. But it is not inasmuch as it can see [340] that it is harmed, afflicted, or suffers some deficiency 
in this situation. It [is rather harmed] inasmuch as it is some other thing. (b) Then sometimes [the cause of evil] may 
not be separate, and may be perceived by someone who is impaired, as when someone who loses integrity (ittiṣāl) 
in an organ because of a rupturing heat. For, inasmuch as he perceives the loss of integrity through a power in that 
very organ, he also apprehends the harmful heat. So in this case, two perceptions are combined: one, along the lines 
described above, perceiving non-existent things, another, as also described above, perceiving existing things. This 
existing object of perception is not evil in itself, but only relative to this thing. As for being imperfect and impaired, 
this is not an evil merely in relation to [the thing] such that [the imperfection] would have an existence that is not an 
evil for [that thing]. Rather, its very existence is nothing but an evil in it, and is an evil in the very manner of its be-
ing. For blindness can be only in the eye, and inasmuch as it is in the eye can only be an evil, having no other aspect 
in terms of which it would not be an evil. But heat, for example, may become an evil relative to the one who suffers 
from it, but it has another aspect in terms of which it is not an evil. Thus, evil is in itself (bi-al-dhāt) privation, but 
not just any privation: only privation of what the thing’s nature demands, in terms of the perfections that belong 
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evil is a residual element within the overall goodness of the cosmos. The selected texts offer a 
fine example of how philosophical and theological reflection intersect and enrich each other. 
I would only add that, on the question of the predominance of the good in the cosmos, 
the reading of Avicenna’s texts quoted in T3 and T4 of Kitāb al-Išārāt wa-l-Tanbīhāt could 
be fruitfully supplemented by some extracts from Kitāb al-Šifāʾ. al-Ilāhiyyāt, IX 611 – esp.
pp. 345.9-12,12 347.3-713 Marmura, which seem to be the reference in several instances cited 
by later authors.

Two concluding remarks. For students of medieval philosophy, perhaps the book presents 
some challenges in its use: a more limited selection of texts, accompanied by additional 
contextual information immediately preceding each excerpt, would have made it easier to 
approach the rich, refined, and complex history of post-Avicennian falsafa. Instead, for the 
researcher, it is a gold mine. The book provides privileged access to two centuries of the 
history of philosophy that, regrettably, remain underestimated. Certainly, the editors’ stated 
goal is without doubt fully achieved. This book is “a resource for further work on this chapter 
in Islamic intellectual history, and cements the growing sense among scholars that this was a 
time of great philosophical achievement” (p. 1).

Maria Fasciano

permanently to its species and nature. But evil is accidentally (bi-al-ʿaraḍ) the nonexistent, or that which impedes 
perfection for what should have it” (p. 647).

11  Cfr. Avicenna, The Metaphysics of The Healing, A parallel English-Arabic Text translated, introduced and 
annotated by M.E. Marmura, Brigham Young U.P., Provo (Utah) 2005. 

12  Ibn Sīnā, Kitāb al-Šifā’. Al-Ilāhiyyāt, IX 6, p. 345.9-12 Marmura: “Thus, it would not be good that the ben-
efits that [occur] for the most part, and [those] that are permanent, should be relinquished because of evil objectives 
that [form] a minority [of cases]. Hence, the goods that are generated by these things have been primarily willed in 
the manner where it would be appropriate to say: “God, exalted be He, wills [all things], and evil was also willed” 
in the way of what is accidental. Since He knew that it exists by necessity, He paid it no heed”. The good, hence, is 
necessarily required essentially, while evil is necessarily required accidentally – everything being by predetermina-
tion” (trans. Marmura, p. 345).

13  Ibn Sīnā, Kitāb al-Šifā’. Al-Ilāhiyyāt, IX 6, p. 347.3-7 Marmura: “If someone said, “Evil is not something 
rare or numerically the lesser but is numerically the greater”, [we answer that] this is not the case. Rather, evil is 
numerous but not the numerically greater; for there is a difference between the numerous and the numerically 
greater. For there are many things that are numerous but which are not numerically greater – for example, maladies 
(for they are numerous but not the numerically greater). If you reflect on this type of evil we are mentioning, you 
will find it less than the good that is its opposite and which exists in its matter – to say nothing [of its proportion] 
in relation to the rest of the eternal goods” (trans. Marmura, p. 347).


