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i.6 Section on investigating what people say about
essential and accidental
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[1.6.1] It has been said, as a way of distinguishing between the essential
and the accidental attributes, that

(1) The essential is constitutive and the accidental is not constitutive.

{There is a puzzle here. The word ‘constitutive’ (muqawwim) is not known
to have occurred in any Arabic logician before Ibn Sı̄nā himself. In partic-
ular it is not known in the Arabic translations of Greek logic, so there is
no indication of what Greek word it might have translated. I don’t think
Ibn Sı̄nā would have written this line if he hadn’t had a text in front of him
to justify it, and probably a text by a logician of some substance. Zimmer-
mann thinks that Al-Fārābı̄ in the century before Ibn Sı̄nā was responsible
for bringing the root qwm into Arabic logical writing (though neither this
word nor any close relative has been found in Al-Fārābı̄ himself). So maybe
someone in Al-Fārābı̄’s school in the late 10th century is the target. The no-
tion of a constitutive attribute seems very close to Kant’s notion of Merkmal,
which passes down to Frege and (as ‘mark’) to Peirce. But we don’t know
a common Greek origin. }
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MADKHAL i.6

But then it wasn’t made well-defined or clear what it is for a thing to be
constitutive or not constitutive. Also it was said that
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(2)
The essential is what can’t correctly be imagined as removed
while the idea itself remains; and the accidental is what can cor-
rectly be imagined as removed while the idea itself remains.

{Possibly Porphyry On Categories 95.22–27, if Ibn Sı̄nā reads Porphyry’s
‘substantial’ as ‘essential’. }
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We need to confirm for ourselves the correctness or defectiveness of previ-
ous views.
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[1.6.2] So we say: As for their statement that the essential is the consti- 33.12
tutive, it only covers what is an essential attribute that doesn’t signify
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the [whole] whatness, since a constitutive attribute is constitutive of some-
thing other than itself; you already know the facts about this.
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That is, unless they mean by ‘constitutive’ something different from what
is normally understood by the plain expression, and mean by it what we
mean
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by ‘essential’. In this case they are just using ‘constitutive’ as a synonym of 33.15
‘essential’; this deflects it from its original use,
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[1.6.3] And as for their reliance on the device of removing in the estima- 34.1
tion, you need to remember what we gave you
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earlier: that for any universal meaning there are descriptions which are
needed in order for the meaning to become available in the first place,
{This is Madk

¯
al 29.1f.}
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and that there are other descriptions which are entailed by it and follow
along after it, when this meaning has become available.
{This is Madk
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al 20.11.}
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[1.6.4] As for all the descriptions which an idea requires in order for its 34.4
whatness to become available: it won’t become available as an intellected
idea
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which is compatible with the denial of these descriptions that correspond
to it. To explain: you have already been told that ideas have a whatness, 34.5
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That looks likely to me. Does Ibn Sı̄nā ever talk of mental wujuud being in
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of the kinds of satisfaction can be established after the establishment of this
whatness; and that
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{I’m translating with talh. aqu in place of yalh. aqu, without support from the
manuscripts. The Latin translator found this clause untranslatable or miss-
ing, and hence contorted the sense of the next clause. }
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[EVEN] follows from [TWO], and [HAVING THREE INTERNAL ANGLES
THAT SUM TO 180 DEGREES] follows from [TRIANGLE],
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a constitutive attribute which is prior to it — in the sense of being a con-
stitutive attribute of a whatness — the whatness doesn’t become available
without [the constitutive becoming available] first; and when
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as an intellected idea or as a concrete individual. Thus when it becomes
available as an intellected idea,
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available in the intellect; it becomes available together with that thing and
as something constituted by that thing.
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of the whatness in the mind, [not of the constitutive attributes].) And this
being so, it’s very necessary that the descriptions which we are describing
as essential for the intellected meanings
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on the whatness, so the whatness can be established without them. Since it
is established without them,
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[1.6.7] I’m not saying that you can’t correctly assert in your mind the 35.16
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meaning of the whatness while you are not intellecting that the accidental
attributes of the whatness are true of it.
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and has both of them enter the working mind together,

	
àñ» É

�
JÓ ½Ë

	
Xð . é

	
J�
K. ð é

	
J�
K. ¡�ð I. �. ��. éË ñë ��
Ë

	
àA¿ @

	
X @



, CJ
j
�
��Ó

given that the entailment doesn’t go via something intermediate between 35.20
the two. An example
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[TRIANGLE], where it is possible to extend one of side of the triangle in a
straight line in the imagination, or some other
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accidental attribute of [TRIANGLE]. But it can happen that the accidental
attribute is true of the idea because of some intermediate idea, and then
when
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this intermediate idea doesn’t come into the working mind, one can deny
it. An example is that any two of the internal angles of a triangle
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sum to less than 180 degrees. If it weren’t true that the second kind of
accidental attribute exists, then we would know everything entailed [by
what we know].
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If it weren’t true that the first kind of accidental attribute exists, then what
we were going to explain to you later about affirming that an accidental
attribute
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holds of the whatness because of some intermediate idea wouldn’t be true.
And this is because the intermediary, assuming it is not denied, would be 36.5
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[another] necessary accident of the whatness, so [again] it would not be
clear that it holds of the idea, and so on to infinity. If the intermediate
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was a constitutive attribute of the idea, then the necessary accident which is
not known to hold would become — as you know — a necessary accident
of this constitutive attribute
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while not being [itself] constitutive, since a constitutive attribute of a consti-
tutive attribute is constitutive, and so it would be an immediate necessary
accident of something else [that is already known].
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those necessary accidents that don’t clearly hold of the idea can from one
point of view be correctly imagined in the mind as being false of the idea,
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but from another point of view they can’t. The point of view from which it 36.10
is correct is that the mind can make a well-defined conceptualisation of the
idea
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and at the same time explicitly deny that the necessary accident holds of it;
this is a point of view about what is correct and permitted
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purely as a mental operation. The point of view from which it is not correct
is to take it as permissible — if it happened —
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for some idea to be satisfied in the world, while one imagined that some
necessary accident of the idea was false of it. The effect would be as if it
would be correct — if it happened — that this individual exists
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correct — if it happened — that this individual exists but that [what one
imagines needs] no authorisation in terms of what the basic facts about
him require.
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So for example it would also be correct [to imagine that] this triangle exists
and has no angle less 36.15
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than 180 degrees. This imagining is defective; there is no way that its con-
tents could be true, and it is incompatible with what has been said [about
triangles].
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When we speak of ‘correct’ and ‘permissible’ here, this is a matter of whether
the mind is in correspondence with what is the case in the world.
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[1.6.9] It will have become clear to you from this that some descriptions
are correctly taken to be false in the world, and some 36:18
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are correctly denied in imagination but are not false in the world. Also
some are correctly denied in imagination without any qualification, while
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some are not correctly denied, though only from a certain point of view
(these are accidental attributes), and for some of them can’t be correctly 36.20
denied at all (these are the essential attributes).
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[Essential attributes] are distinguished from accidental ones by the fact that
— although the mind doesn’t require the prior establishment of what the
essential attributes are essential attributes of,
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before establishment of the essential attributes themselves — in some cases
the mind does require prior establishment of the essential attributes. But
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the mind makes the accidental attributes come later, even if [these acciden-
tal attributes] are affirmed [of the idea] and not denied [of it].
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[1.6.10] This will have made clear to you how it is that a person who 37.4
restricts himself to the two previously mentioned explanations
{Presumably these are (1) and (2). }
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won’t get control of the meanings of ‘essential’ and ‘accidental’. 37.5

12


