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ARTICLE

Avicennian essentialism
Fedor Benevich

School of Philosophy, Psychology and Language Sciences, University of Edinburgh,
Edinburgh, UK

ABSTRACT
Essentialism can be defined as a metaphysical theory according to which things
have essential and accidental properties. In this paper, I will address Avicennian
essentialism, that is, essentialism as we find it in Avicenna’s own writings and
the writings of the immediate post-Avicennian philosophical tradition of the
Islamic world. I will consider a number of primary sources, summarize the
state of recent scholarship regarding Avicennian metaphysics of attributes,
and I will draw comparisons between Avicennian essentialism and modern
essentialism. As a result, I will show that Avicennians endorse two different
types of essentialism: conceptualist essentialism and de re essentialism.
Avicennian conceptualist essentialism only applies to kinds, while Avicennian
de re essentialism only applies to particular individuals.
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Essentialism can be defined as a metaphysical theory according to which
things have essential and accidental properties. This definition might strike
us as being almost tautological. One cannot, however, provide any better
definition of essentialism without committing oneself to a particular thesis
regarding what counts as essential or accidental properties of things.

The conceptual framework of modern essentialism was defined by its
origins, the debate between Quine and Kripke on reference and modality.
Kripkean essentialism defines essential properties as those properties that
necessarily belong to things regardless of the way in which we refer to
them. Kripke based his theory of essential properties on his notion of rigid
designators. When I refer to Venus as the ‘Morning Star’ or the ‘Evening
Star’, I use the ‘Morning Star’ and the ‘Evening Star’ as rigid designators
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that identify Venus as such. No object can stop being itself (x is necessarily x).
Therefore, it is de re necessary that Venus is the Morning Star and the Evening
Star. Hence, the proposition ‘The Morning Star is the Evening Star’ is de re
necessary as well. Rigid designators are essential predicates, according to
Kripke. The theory is called de re essentialism (Kripke, Naming and Necessity).

The subsequent historical discussion regarding essentialism problematizes
three issues. First, whether there are any rigid designators and how we can
distinguish them from normal predicates. Why is ‘Morning Star’ a rigid desig-
nator while ‘bright star’ is not? How can we exclude that ‘Morning Star’, just
like ‘bright star’, designates only one among many aspects of the object that
we call Venus? How can we guarantee that it exclusively refers to the same
object that we call Venus? But if we cannot guarantee that, how can we guar-
antee that it is de re necessary that that object is the Morning Star (a similar
issue is raised in Della Rocca, “Essentialist vs. Essentialism”)?

The second question is whether it is a good idea to define essential prop-
erties in terms of modalities. Kit Fine provided a whole series of examples that
we would not call essential properties although they seem to be de re necess-
ary. For instance, Socrates belongs necessarily to the singleton of Socrates
while he exists, but we would not say that ‘belonging to the singleton of
Socrates’ is an essential property of Socrates. Fine suggests a definitional
account of essentiality as an alternative. The essential properties of a given
object are only those which appear in that object’s definition (Fine,
“Essence and Modality”).

The third issue is whether essential properties belong to natural kinds in
the same manner as to individuals. One of the common examples of essenti-
ality statements for natural kinds would be that water is essentially H2O.
Should we say that Socrates is essentially a human being in the same
sense as water is essentially H2O (discussed by Mackie, How Things Might
Have Been)?

Essentialism is not new in the history of philosophy. Long before Quine,
Kripke and Fine, essentialism was among the core doctrines of the Aristote-
lian mainstream metaphysics for more than a thousand years. How does
the traditional essentialism relate to modern essentialism? A few recent
studies address this question. They have mainly focused on the Aristotelian
and Thomist presentation of essentialism (Klima, “Contemporary Essential-
ism”; Oderberg, Real Essentialism; Charles, “Aristotle on Meaning”).

In this paper, I want to examine Avicennian essentialism, namely essenti-
alism that we find in Avicenna’s own writings and the writings of the immedi-
ate post-Avicennian philosophical tradition of the Islamic world. Among the
post-Avicennian philosophers, I will focus on an influential Jewish-Islamic
opponent of Avicenna, Abū l-Barakāt al-Baġdādī (d. 1164/65). I will also
briefly discuss a couple of helpful remarks regarding Avicenna’s understand-
ing of essential attributes offered by Fah


r al-Dīn al-Rāzī (d. 1210), the most
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influential systematizer of Islamic philosophy from the twelfth century, and
Šihāb al-Dīn al-Suhrawardī (d. 1191), whose critical elaboration of Avicenna’s
philosophy, known as ‘illuminationism’, reformed and defined Avicennism for
ages. To be clear, I do not aim at providing an extensive analysis of Abu l-Bar-
akāt’s, al-Rāzī’s or al-Suhrawardī’s own views on essentialism (although my
analysis of Abū l-Barakāt will be more extensive). I will only address those
of their remarks regarding Avicenna’s theory of essential predicates that
will prove helpful for an understanding of Avicennian essentialism, some-
times by way of contrast, sometimes by way of clarification.

My main thesis is that Avicennism simultaneously endorses two different
types of essentialism: what can be called ‘conceptualist essentialism’ and
de re essentialism. In the first section of this paper, I will recapitulate the
main points from my Essentialität und Notwendigkeit regarding Avicennian
essentialism as a type of conceptualist essentialism. In the second section, I
will discuss how Avicennian conceptualist essentialism relates to modern
essentialism. I will address Avicenna’s views on the relationship between
necessity and essentiality in the same section, including a brief mention
of how al-Rāzī elaborates on them. In the third section, I will address
Abū l-Barakāt’s main objections to Avicenna’s definition of essentiality.
Abū l-Barakāt rightfully points out that Avicenna’s definition of essentiality
fails to account for the essential attributes of individuals; nor can it help us
distinguish between essential and accidental compounds. In the fourth
section, I will present the elements of Avicennian essentialism that may
serve as a response to Abū l-Barakāt’s objections. I will address the Avicen-
nian notion of ‘what-it-is’ (maqūl fī gawāb mā huwa). According to Avi-
cenna, when we use predicates to determine what something is, we
identify concrete particulars. This will be the de re essentialist aspect of Avi-
cennian essentialism. In the fifth section, I will discuss whether we should
understand the Avicennian what-it-is predicates as substance sortals or
maybe apply Avicenna’s own notion of substantial necessity to them. I
will object to both options, while briefly presenting al-Suhrawardī’s
theory of ‘natural judgement’ as a more promising approach to how we
identify things in their essences. I will conclude by explaining why Avicen-
nian conceptualist essentialism only applies to kinds, while Avicennian de
re essentialism only applies to individuals.

1. Avicenna’s conceptualist essentialism

The key to Avicennian essentialism is understanding how different types of
attributes (sịfāt/awsạ̄f) relate to things which they describe according to
Avicenna. In what follows, I will summarize Avicenna’s account of types of
attributes in the Introduction (Madh


al, that is, Isagoge in the tradition of the

Aristotelian Organon) and the Demonstration (Burhān, that is, Posterior
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Analytics in the tradition of the Aristotelian Organon) sections of Avicenna’s
works. I will present the gist of the most recent analysis of those sections
in my Essentialität und Notwendigkeit; Strobino, “Per se”; and Ibrahim, “Essen-
tialism versus Phenomenalism”.

Avicenna distinguishes between three major groups of attributes:

(Group 1):
Constituents (muqawwimāt). Avicenna describes constituents as intrinsic
(dāh


il) parts of an essence. “When they are brought together (iltaʾamat),

the essence (māhiyya) of the thing comes about (Healing, Introduction I.5,
29.1–2)”. On an epistemic level, constituents correspond to those predicates
that we include in the definition of an essence (Healing, Demonstration II.2,
125.9–12). For instance, if the definition of human is ‘rational animal’, being
rational and being an animal are the constituents of human essence.

(Group 2):
Necessary concomitants (lawāzim). Unlike constituents, necessary concomi-
tants are extrinsic (h


ārig) to the essences of things. However, they still

belong to those essences necessarily. If B is a necessary concomitant of A,
A cannot be free from (lā yah


lū) B; B is not separable (lā yufāriqu) from A; B

belongs to A inevitably (lā budda) and perpetually (dāʾiman). Avicenna says
that necessary concomitants must ‘accompany’ the essences of things.

There are two subgroups of necessary concomitants:

(Group 2a)
B is a necessary concomitant of A in virtue of the essence of A. For instance,
capacity to laugh belongs to human beings because of the essence of human-
ity. Likewise, the fact that the sum of internal angles equals to a straight angle
belongs to triangles because of the essence of triangle. The essences of things
may either entail those attributes immediately (bi-lā wāsitạ) or by way of
mediation. For instance, capacity to laugh is a mediated attribute. It belongs
to human beings because their essence entails another, immediate concomi-
tant, capacity to wonder (Easterners, 26.2–8). The immediate necessary conco-
mitants are directly entailed by the constituents of essences. For instance,
having three sides constitutes the essence of triangles and is the ultimate
reason why the sum of their angles equals to a straight angle (Pointers, 48.8–
11). Immediate necessary concomitants, in turn, entail mediated necessary con-
comitants. On an epistemic level, this metaphysical process of entailment cor-
responds to the Aristotelian demonstrative syllogism. For instance, we can
prove that capacity to laugh (major term) necessarily belongs to human
nature (minor term) by demonstrating that human rationality necessarily
entails capacity to wonder (middle term), which in turn entails capacity to
laugh.

(Group 2b):
B is a necessary concomitant of A in virtue of a cause that is not identical with
A. For instance, being black is a necessary concomitant of ravens (Healing,
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Demonstration II.2 131.17–19). This is a very weak statistical kind of necessity,
tantamount to a merely coincidental inseparability. As Strobino puts it, “there
is no actual instance of B which is not at the same time an actual instance of
A” (“Per se”, 240; see further 244). Likewise, all rational beings must be living
beings although there is nothing in the essence of rationality that would
entail that it must belong to living beings alone (Healing, Metaphysics V.6,
177.11–17). But the most famous example is existence (wugūd). This is a necess-
ary concomitant of all existent things (Healing, Metaphysics I.5, 27.7–8),
although only God’s essence entails that it exists (e.g. Bertolacci, “The Distinc-
tion of Essence and Existence”).

(Group 3):
Accidents in the proper sense of the word (also labelled as ‘common acci-
dents’ in the Introduction sections of logic). Such accidents come and go.
Some accidents perish instantaneously, such as sitting and standing. Others
stay longer but eventually perish as well, such as being young (Salvation,
12.5).

Which of these groups of attributes are essential and which are accidental?
Avicenna distinguishes at least three completely different definitions of
essentiality. For the purposes of this paper, I will focus on two:

(ES-I): B is an essential attribute of A iff B is a constituent of A (= group 1)

(ES-II): B is an essential attribute of A iff B is either a constituent of A or a necess-
ary concomitant of A that is grounded in the essence of A (= group 1 and 2a).

ES-I definition is characteristic of the Introduction sections of Avicenna’s
works, while ES-II is characteristic of the Demonstration sections. Avicenna
makes no consistent terminological distinction between ES-I and ES-II. He
uses the Arabic notion ‘dātī’ for both. However, for the sake of clarity, one
may call ES-I attributes ‘essential’ and ES-II attributes ‘per se’ as Strobino
and I did in the works quoted above.

How can we know whether an attribute is a constituent, a necessary con-
comitant or an accident? Avicenna emphasizes one important characteristic
of constituent attributes in all his works. Constituents must be ontologically
prior to essences. Avicenna distinguishes between two kinds of ontological
priority, essential and existential priority (Benevich, “The Priority of
Natures”). Constituents are essentially prior to the essences and not existen-
tially. As we saw above, constituents such as being an animal and rationality
must be brought together for the essence of a human being to come to be.
Hence, both being an animal and rationality must be prior to a human being
at least in some sense. However, constituents do not exist prior to the exist-
ence of the essence that they constitute. The attribute of being an animal
does not exist by itself, waiting for rationality to join it, before a human
being comes to be. If being an animal were an entity on its own, then one
could easily remove rationality from Socrates, replace it with irrationality
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and have, say, a horse instead of a human being. Avicenna explains in the
Metaphysics of the Healing, chs. V.3–9 why this is not possible (see further
Benevich, “The Priority of Natures”). I will say more about this issue in the
fourth section, when I talk about Avicenna’s analysis of essential and acciden-
tal compounds.

Avicenna combines the ontological priority of constituents with another
metaphysical theory, mental existence. According to Avicenna’s theory of
mental existence, essences of things equally exist in our minds as in the
reality outside our minds. There is no difference between the human
essence in Socrates and the human essence in our minds, when we think
about it (Black, “Intentionality”). As a result:

If an essence has constituents that precede it insofar as it is that essence, then
the essence does not occur (taḥsụlu) without their preceding it, and when an
essence fails to occur, it occurs neither as an object of the mind (maʿqūl) nor
as a concrete object (ʿayn). Therefore, when [the essence] arises as an object
of the mind, it occurs only so long as that which constitutes it occurs in the
mind together with it, in the same way as it constitutes it.
(Healing, Introduction I.6, 34.13–16, tr. Adamson and Benevich, “The Thought

Experimental Method”)

In other words, constituents must be prior to the essences of things both in
reality and in cognition. Epistemologically, it means that “one cannot cognize
an essence in thought without that one primarily cognizes its [constituents]”
(Healing, Introduction I.6, 35.4–5). “Their existence for it cannot be unknown”
(34.18). For instance:

If you know what an animal is and what a human being is or what four is and
what a number is, then you cannot but know (na-tawanī ke na-dānī) that a
human being is an animal, and you cannot but know that four is a number.

(Book of Wisdom, 13.10–12)

Avicenna provides a rule for constituents, that is, essential attributes. Let us
call this rule ‘impossibility of conceptual elimination’ (ICE):

It is impossible to negate [those attributes], as if the essence could be estab-
lished in thought even as they are actually eliminated from it.
(Healing, Introduction I.6 34.18–19, tr. Adamson and Benevich, “The Thought

Experimental Method”)

Avicenna emphasizes that ICE does not mean that whenever we actively think
of an essence, we must simultaneously think of all essential attributes that
belong to it. We can certainly think of human beings without thinking of
‘animal’ at the same time. Nor does it mean that we can conceptually
deduce all essential attributes from our conception of essences (specifically
emphasized in al-Rāzī, Commentary on Pointers, vol. 1, 68.16–69.10). ICE
only means that whenever we do actively think both of human beings and
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of rationality, we cannot possibly fail to know that humans are rational. We
will never assent to the proposition ‘Human beings are not rational’, if we
understand the essence of what it means to be a human (Healing, Introduction
I.6 34.19–35.3).

Although the condition of ontological and epistemic priority applies to
constituents exclusively, ICE does not (pace Strobino, “Per se”, 248–9):

Some accidental attributes belong to essences by way of a self-evident and
immediate necessary concomitance that does not involve any distinct acciden-
tal middle term (wāsitạ). It is impossible to establish an essence [in thought], so
that we bring both [the essence and those self-evident attributes] to our atten-
tion while we negate them from it.

(Healing, Introduction I.6, 35.18–20)

Avicenna takes his example from geometry. Nobody can meaningfully deny
that a triangle is “such that one of its sides can be extended in mental suppo-
sition” (35.21).

Avicenna chooses his example on purpose. As we remember, immediate
necessary concomitants serve as middle terms in demonstration. Triangle’s
“being such that one of its sides can be extended in imagination” is a
middle term in the demonstration of the fact that two angles of a triangle
must be smaller than a straight angle (36.2–3). If we did not have self-
evident knowledge that one side of a triangle can be extended, we would
never be able to demonstrate that theorem. Therefore, ICE must apply to
immediate necessary concomitants.

What about mediated necessary concomitants? Avicenna distinguishes
between two levels of cognition. On the level of “sheer thought” (al-d ihn
al-mutḷaq), ICE does not apply to mediated necessary concomitants.
Obviously, I can comprehend what a triangle is without knowing that its
angles must be equal to a straight angle. On another level of “thought
that corresponds to reality” (d ihn mutạ̄biq li-l-mawgūd), however, ICE
does apply to those necessary concomitants as well. This means that
even if we actually fail to recognize that an attribute belongs to an
essence necessarily, we could learn that this is the case through demon-
strative reasoning. Hence, we should qualify the impossibility of conceptual
elimination as follows:

(ICE):We are able to know that B cannot be eliminated from the cognition of A
just on the basis of what A and B mean.

The updated ICE exclusively applies to the attributes of group 1 (constituents)
and group 2a (per se necessary concomitants). But those are the same groups
of attributes that Avicenna counts as essential according to ES-II, that is, the
per se attributes. Hence, we can provide a new bi-conditional for the per se
attributes:

BRITISH JOURNAL FOR THE HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY 7



B is a per se attribute of A iff we are able to know that B cannot be eliminated
from the cognition of A just on the basis of what A and B mean.

This is the core element of Avicennian essentialism. In my Essentialität und
Notwendigkeit, I call it ‘conceptualist essentialism’. According to Avicennian
conceptualist essentialism, we know whether an attribute belongs to an
essence in virtue of itself, by limiting our inquiry to the concept that corre-
sponds to that essence. Hence, if B is an essential (ES-II) attribute of A, we
must be able to know that necessarily A is B based on our concept of A alone.

Avicenna develops his conceptualist essentialism in the wake of his most
famous metaphysical theory: the distinction between essence and existence.
Things have some attributes in virtue of their essences (group 1 and 2a) and
other attributes in virtue of their existence (group 2b and 3). ‘Existence’
signifies here actuality, how things actually are. Conversely, ‘essence’ stands
for how things could or must have been. Conceptualist essentialism helps
us distinguish between the attributes of essence and the attributes of exist-
ence. The first type of attributes is “entailed by the meaning” (muqtad ī l-
mafhūm). The second type of attributes is “entailed by existence” (muqtad ī
l-wugūd) (Easterners, 21.12). All per se attributes must be entailed by the
meaning.

Conceptualist essentialism also provides the epistemic basis for the dis-
tinction between two types of necessary concomitants, 2a and 2b. It is easy
to see that sitting or standing are accidental attributes of human beings as
they come and go. But if we always observe an attribute together with an
object, how can we know whether that attribute is essential to it? Avicenna’s
conceptualist essentialism may provide a solution to this problem. For
instance, we can perfectly conceive of white ravens. Therefore, blackness is
not an essential attribute of ravens, even though it happens to accompany
all existing ravens. We will never be able to arrive at the conclusion that
ravens must be black just based on what it means to be a raven. Avicenna
calls those kind of attributes “inseparable in existence yet separable in
mental supposition (wahm)” (Healing, Introduction I.5, 32.10).

2. Avicennian essentialism and modern essentialism

This was the gist of Avicennian conceptualist essentialism. Now, we can move
on to its evaluation. First, one might wonder whether Avicennian essentialism
is compatible with modern forms of essentialism or even if it is a type of
essentialism at all, given that Avicenna suggests checking the essentiality
of attributes based on the mere meaning of terms. But that should not
worry us. The reason why Avicennian conceptualist essentialism is indeed a
version of essentialism is Avicenna’s approach to meanings (or intensions,
that is, the Fregean Sinn). Avicenna reifies meanings. He understands
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meanings (expressed in Arabic as either mafhūm or maʿnā) as context-inde-
pendent objects, basically, the essences of things themselves (already
suggested in Black, “Fictional Beings”, 436). As mentioned above, Avicenna’s
theory of mental existence postulates that the concept of human in the mind
is just another instance of human essence, not unlike in Socrates and Plato.
Avicenna talks about the meaning (mafhūm) of ‘human’ and the essence of
human interchangeably (Easterners, 22.19–20; 39.8; 45.1–2). The meaning of
‘human’ and the human essence are just identical for Avicenna.1 Therefore,
a possible dichotomy between whether a predicate holds of a subject in
virtue of a meaning or in virtue of a mind-independent essence does not
apply. Whatever necessarily belongs to the human essence will be also
necessarily entailed by the meaning of ‘human’, even if we fail to recognize
it immediately.

Comparing Avicennian essentialism and modern essentialism, we can also
raise the Finean question: Does essentiality amount to necessity? Our
response depends on how we define essentiality and necessity. If we
define essentiality as per ES-I, then definitely not. According to ES-I, only
the group-1 attributes (constituents) are essential attributes, but Avicenna
describes the group 2a (per se necessary concomitants) and the group 2b
(per aliud necessary concomitants) as necessary attributes as well. Moreover,
even if we define essentiality according to ES-II (constituents + per se necess-
ary concomitants), essential attributes will not be coextensive with necessary
attributes either. Avicenna clearly calls the group-2b attributes, such as black-
ness for ravens, necessary (d arūrī) (Healing, Demonstration II.5, 150.6), even
though they are not essential attributes on any definition of essentiality what-
soever. This is so because Avicenna operates with a very weak statistical
notion of necessity in that context, as we have seen above: all ravens are
always black in this world. But if we restrict necessity to the necessity of con-
ceptual entailment (iqtid āʾ al-mafhūm) while defining essentiality in terms of
ES-II (constituents + per se necessary concomitants), then essentiality and
necessity will be coextensive.

Strobino (“Per se”, 241) suggests that Avicenna must recognize that rela-
tional and negative predicates, such as ‘not being a stone’ for human

1The status of fictional beings, such as Phoenix, posits an additional problem. ‘Phoenix’ seems to have a
meaning, but it does not have an essence, since Avicenna says that it is an impossible object (Black,
“Fictional Beings”). The solution depends on how we understand the impossibility of Phoenix. If we
understand it in a weaker sense (as with the necessity of group 2b), as never being actual in the
real world, then Phoenix can have both an intelligible meaning and an essence that exists in the
mind, at least from the perspective of conceptualist essentialism (but cf. fn. 7). If, however, we under-
stand it in a strong sense, such as the impossibility of squared circle, then Phoenix has neither an
essence nor an intelligible meaning in the mind. Its case will be like the case of the ‘anti-God’. Avicenna
explains in Healing, Demonstration I.6 (72.3–17) that anti-God has no essence (lā dāt lahū) and its cog-
nition must be reduced to the cognition of some actual things in the world, such as God, plus the con-
trariety relation between heat and cold. See further Benevich, “Non-Existent Objects of Thought”. I am
grateful to the anonymous reviewer for bringing my attention to this problem.
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beings, hold conceptually necessarily of their subjects without being per se
attributes. However, Strobino does not provide any textual basis for this sug-
gestion. Moreover, I do not see why Avicenna cannot include that kind of
attributes into the group 2a (per se necessary concomitants). Avicenna
would certainly agree that the essence of human itself entails that it
cannot be a stone. Avicenna also treats at least some negative and relational
attributes, such as being immaterial, as per se necessary concomitants in the
context of his analysis of the divine essence and its attributes. In the same
context, we can see that it does not matter, for instance, whether there is
an infinite number of that kind of negative attributes. They are not real attri-
butes anyway, as Avicenna explains (Adamson, “From Necessary Existent to
God” and Benevich, “The Necessary Existent”). One might object that some
negative attributes, such as ‘being not squared circle’ and ‘being not triangu-
lar square’ appear to be coextensive and essential attributes of everything (if
we accept that squared or triangular circles are impossible objects).2 I think,
however, that Avicenna would just bite the bullet. After all, some affirmative
essential attributes, such as being self-identical, are essential attributes of
everything as well (Mackie, How Things Might Have Been, 1).

Finean distinctions are more relevant for the Avicennian definition of the
necessary concomitance (luzūm) of groups 2a and 2b rather than for the
definition of essentiality as such. For instance, al-Rāzī points out that Avicen-
na’s definition of necessary concomitance in terms of inseparability and per-
petual accompanying is problematic. The fact that donkeys bray is equally
perpetual as the fact that humans are rational. In other words, donkeys
bray if and only if humans are rational since both are necessary facts about
the world. “This, however, does not make the one a necessary concomitant
of the other”. As a solution, al-Rāzī suggests qualifying the definition, by
saying that B is a necessary concomitant of A iff B is inseparable from A
“due to an item that relates to” (ʿāʾid ilā) A (al-Rāzī, Commentary on Pointers,
vol. 1, 65.7–15; see further Ibrahim, “Phenomenalism versus Essentialism”,
397). In other words, B must be an attribute that belongs to A, either directly
or through the mediation of other attributes. With this new definition, al-Rāzī
saves Avicennian essentialism from a few Finean cases where necessity holds
good without any essential relation. According to al-Rāzī, there is no necessity
relation in the sense of necessary concomitance in those cases either.

3. Abū l-Barakāt on essences of individuals

We can easily recognize that Avicenna designs his conceptualist essentialism
primarily to describe the relation of essential attributes to kinds. Most Avicen-
nian examples will be like ‘rationality is essential for human beings’; ‘having

2I am grateful to the anonymous reviewer for bringing my attention to this problem.
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angles equal to a straight angle is essential for triangles’; ‘blackness is not
essential for ravens’. Does Avicenna, however, have an account of the essen-
tial attributes of individuals? As a matter of fact, he does.

Avicenna says that a ‘fundamental nature’ (al-tạbīʿa al-asḷiyya), such as
being a human, is essential (ES-I) for individuals which instantiate it in the
same sense as rationality is essential for being a human itself (Pointers,
47.2–5). Avicenna explains why. As the elimination of rationality causes the
elimination of being a human, so the elimination of being a human causes
the elimination of a particular human, say, Socrates. On the contrary, the elim-
ination of accidental features does not cause the elimination of Socrates
(Healing, Introduction I.5, 32.17–33.3).

Avicenna’s analysis of the essences of individuals3 received lukewarm
reception from Abū l-Barakāt. As I have already indicated elsewhere
(“Meaning and Definition”, 29–30), Abū l-Barakāt argues that Avicenna’s
understanding of the essences of individuals makes proper accidents that
individualize Socrates equally essential for Socrates as his being a human,
since Socrates cannot be himself without those attributes (Reconsidered,
vol. 1, 23.8–16).

Abū l-Barakāt first interprets Avicenna’s elimination criterion in terms of
existence (B is essential for A iff A cannot exist while B is eliminated). He dis-
misses that criterion because it makes extrinsic causes of things essential for
them (Socrates’ parents would be essential for Socrates, since he cannot exist
without them; Reconsidered, vol. 1, 67.22). Abū l-Barakāt is unfair to Avicenna
here, since Avicenna himself explains that we must be careful to distinguish
between “the predicates that the subjects require for the realisation of their
existence” and those predicates that constitute their essences, which we deter-
mine based on impossibility of conceptual elimination (ICE) (Pointers, 46.5–9).4

Hence, as an alternative, Abū l-Barakāt rightfully suggests that Avicenna
should understand the elimination criterion in terms of ICE (Reconsidered,
vol. 1, 24.2–3). However, impossibility of conceptual elimination does not
help to distinguish between essential and accidental attributes of individuals
either. Abū l-Barakāt argues that we cannot conceptually eliminate some acci-
dental individual attributes from Socrates (24.12–13). Why not?

… those accidental features through which one recognizes Zayd and calls him
Zayd are essential for him. We say that this is also true, since they are parts of

3I use the notion of the essences of individuals not in the sense of haecceities (unlike Mackie, How Things
Might Have Been, ch. 2). For Avicenna, the essence of Socrates is ‘being a human’, which belongs to
Socrates, while the essence of Plato is also being a human, which belongs Plato. To my best knowl-
edge, Avicennians never talk about the essences of individuals in terms of Socrateity or Platonity.

4This distinction clearly shows that Avicenna does not have anything like origin essentialism on his mind.
Even if we replace parents with the sperm and egg, as Kripke does (Naming and Necessity, 112–13),
Avicenna will exclude being born from the sperm and egg from the essential attributes of Socrates.
Socrates’ essence is just being a human for Avicennians. It can be born from whichever human
sperm and egg.
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the recognized and the designated essence (al-h aqīqa) insofar as it is recog-
nized and designated. Whoever recognizes a tall writing man has just made
all three, the man, the tall and the writing essential for him insofar as he is
recognized and designated [that way].

(Reconsidered, vol. 1, 29.11–13)

In other words, what we count as essential for Socrates depends on what we
mean by Socrates. If we mean a ‘tall, writing man’, then all three predicates
will be essential for Socrates, since none of them can be conceptually elimi-
nated from Socrates defined in that way.

Abū l-Barakāt dots the ‘I’s of Avicennian conceptualist essentialism. As I
suggested in the last section, Avicenna develops ICE based on the reification
of meanings and the identification of meanings with essences. Now, for Abū l-
Barakāt, meanings are mind-dependent. Meanings are subject to stipulation
(Benevich, “Meaning and Definition”). Therefore, what counts as essential
depends on the way in which we conceptualize things. If I stipulate that by
Socrates I mean ‘this human’, then one could argue that being tall or short
is not essential for Socrates. But if I stipulate that I mean ‘this short human’,
then being short will also be essential for Socrates taken in that way. Abū l-
Barakāt articulates the problem with respect to the essences of individuals,
but it applies to natural kinds equally. I can stipulate that I mean by
‘human beings’ rational female animals; hence being female will be essential
for humans.

Abū l-Barakāt’s analysis of Avicennian conceptualist essentialism reveals its
weak spot. Conceptualist essentialism fails to distinguish between essential
and accidental compounds. It does not explain why being a human and
being rational form together one single essence of Socrates, for which we
can test the essentiality of its attributes based on ICE, while being short
and being a human do not form together that kind of essence. As Abū l-
Barakāt explains, one could take being a human as a genus, being short as
a specific difference and argue that they form together a new species, that
is, an essence of short human beings (Reconsidered, vol. 1, 23.20).5

Abū l-Barakāt is generally happy to endorse the conclusion that there is no
difference between essential and accidental compounds. This idea forms a
part of his nominalist theory of definitions, which was later accepted by
both al-Rāzī and al-Suhrawardī. Definitions are given of stipulated meanings
of words and not of real objects (Benevich, “Meaning and Definition”).
However, Abū l-Barakāt also mentions the possibility of real definitions at

5One could suggest an emanatist solution to this issue on behalf of Avicenna (since he believes that the
essences of things both in reality and in our minds come from the entity called Active Intellect or the
Giver of Forms) and say that being a human is an essence because the Active Intellect made it so while
being a short human is not an essence because the Active Intellect does not emanate that kind of
essence. However, this solution merely pushes the problem to another level. One can equally
wonder why being a human is an essence for the Active Intellect while being a short human is not.
I am grateful to the anonymous reviewer for bringing my attention to this problem.
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least twice in his Reconsidered. In both cases, Abū l-Barakāt talks about
defining the substance (gawhar) and the fundamental element (asḷ) of a
designated individual:

One may however ask [what] the designated object is not insofar as it is desig-
nated but insofar it is an existent thing. The response then is the fundamental
element and the substance of that designated object, which [can] exist without
the states and attachments that exist for it. For instance, when one asks about a
writer, who is an existing thing by being a human (insofar as he is an existing
thing and not insofar as he is a writer), the response is that he is a human.

(Reconsidered, vol. 1, 32.22–33.3; see further 63.21–22)

Abū l-Barakāt discusses the essences of individuals here (notice that Avicenna
used above the same the notion of asḷ for the essences of individuals in Poin-
ters). Differently from the case of nominal definitions and Avicennian concep-
tualist essentialism, real definitions designate the essences of individuals
regardless of the way in which we conceive of them. We attempt to under-
stand what things are ‘insofar as they exist’. According to Avicenna’s concep-
tualist essentialism, the essence of a writer includes being a writer since we
cannot conceptually eliminate being a writer from the writer.6 According to
Abū l-Barakāt, the essence of a writer is to be a human, since it is by being
a human that the writer exists at all. ICE plays no role here anymore. What
matters is what serves as the fundamental element of the ontological
reality of the designated individual. That element will determine what that
individual is as an existent object.

Abū l-Barakāt endorses another version of essentialism here. We can call it
‘substantialism’, since Abū l-Barakāt uses the notion of substance (gawhar)
instead of essence (dāt/māhiyya/h aqīqa) in this context. The core idea of sub-
stantialism can be formulated as follows:

B is substantial for A iff B identifies what A is as an existent object.

Clearly, substantialism is a form of de re essentialism. Being a human is sub-
stantial for a writer regardless of the way in which we refer to the writer. A
writer could have failed to be a writer but could not have failed to be a
human. Again, substantialism has nothing to do with conceptualist essential-
ism or impossibility of conceptual elimination. We have seen that Abū
l-Barakāt brings conceptualist essentialism to its radical version that
borders with anti-essentialism. In this version, Avicennian essentialism must
be about mind-dependent stipulated meanings of words. On the contrary,
substantialism presupposes that things have substances irrespective of the
way in which we refer to them. Unfortunately, this is as much as we can

6Note that neither Abū l-Barakāt nor Avicenna use ‘the writer’ in this context as a definite description.
Generally, Avicennians do not accept that definite descriptions are proper way to refer to individuals
(Black, “Avicenna on Individuation”; Benevich, “Individuation and Identity”).
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say about Abū l-Barakāt’s de re essentialism based on his Reconsidered. For
more of that kind of de re essentialism, we need to turn back to Avicenna.

4. Avicennian de re essentialism

Avicenna’s treatment of essences does not confine itself to conceptualist
essentialism. There are a few elements in Avicenna’s metaphysics and logic
that address the question how to distinguish between essential and acciden-
tal attributes of things from the perspective of de re essentialism.

Abū l-Barakāt develops his radical interpretation of Avicennian conceptu-
alist essentialism as a type of anti-essentialism based on his assumption that
meanings are mind-dependent and subjects to stipulation. However, Avi-
cenna need not agree with this. According to Avicenna, we can have real
definitions of things that are given not “with respect to the meaning of the
name… but with respect to the essence itself” (Easterners, 35.4–5). As I
suggested elsewhere, Avicenna’s concept of real definitions and his solution
to Meno’s paradox presupposes that the meanings of the notions with which
we intend the essences of things must be mind-independent (Benevich,
“Meaning and Definition”, 7 and 12).

I can support this hypothesis based on Avicenna’s analysis of the notion of
what-it-is (maqūl fī gawāb mā huwa). As Di Vincenzo and I pointed out
recently, one of Avicenna’s favourite topics in the Introduction sections of
his logic is to emphasize that only real species can serve as a proper response
to the questionwhat something is. Avicenna insists against the Porphyrian tra-
dition that genus can be only defined as ‘what is said in response to what
something is in participation with other things’. Specific difference can be
only defined as ‘what is said in response to the question which thing that
is’. But neither, as such, can be used as a response to the question what is
the thing that they qualify. When I ask about Socrates what he is, I must
say ‘a human’, but I cannot say ‘an animal’ or ‘a rational being’ (Di Vincenzo,
“Avicenna Against Porphyry” and Benevich, Essentialität und Notwendigkeit,
126–41).

This may sound as an extremely pedantic logical point. It is all the more
surprising that Avicenna seems to be so proud of its discovery that he
cannot help mentioning in his autobiography how he brought it up as
a teenager against his teacher in logic, al-Nātilī (Gutas, Avicenna and
the Aristotelian Tradition, 14). But the real reason for the importance of this
issue is that it is the counterpart of de re essentialism in Avicennian
metaphysics.

Avicenna insists that only being a human is the real what-it-is of Socrates
while being an animal is not, because if we are asked what Socrates is, we
must say that Socrates is a human regardless of any further attributes and
accidents that belong to Socrates as a material individual:
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We can easily suppose that the opposite of [those attributes] would occur for
him at the moment of his coming to be while he remains one and the same
person (huwa huwa bi-ʿaynihī).

(Pointers, 54.1–5)

For this reason, we cannot reply that Socrates is an animal in his what-it-is:

It is not the case that if those attributes that make him to be a human being
would not characterize him, but their opposites or other [attributes] would
characterize him, then he would be a non-human animal yet still be that very
same person (dālika l-wāh id bi-ʿaynihī).

(Pointers, 54.10–11)

To sum up, we say that Socrates is a human when we are asked what he is,
because we can suppose that all other attributes of Socrates be totally
different, yet he would remain the same individual. But we cannot just
reply that he is an animal. If we supposed that that animal would not be
rational, for instance, then it would not be identical to Socrates anymore.

The notions of identity and identification (usually expressed through the
derivatives of the Arabic root ʿ-y-n) are crucial for Avicenna’s concept of
what-it-is. When we are asked what Socrates is, our reply must identify the
essence of Socrates. The essence of Socrates is that which he cannot fail to
be while remaining that very same individual, Socrates. When we say that
Socrates is a human being in his what-it-is, we identify Socrates as a
human being. We say that Socrates is necessarily identical to his human
essence. Therefore, Socrates cannot fail to be a human being. But Socrates
can, for instance, fail to be short, since he would remain the same person if
he were short.

In brief, the definition of what-it-is (WIS) is:

(WIS): A is the what-it-is of B iff A by itself is necessarily identical with B.

Clearly, WIS has the same intention as Kripke’s rigid designation. WIS presup-
poses the axiom that an object is necessarily identical to itself regardless of
the way in which we refer to it (Kripke, Naming and Necessity, 3). Socrates
is necessarily identical to his human essence irrespective of whether the
way in which we conceive of Socrates entails that he is a human being or
not. In whichever way we conceive of Socrates, if Socrates were not a
human being, he would not be himself, which is absurd. Socrates is necess-
arily himself. Hence, Socrates is necessarily a human being. ‘A human
being’ designates the essence of Socrates rigidly. Therefore, the necessity
of WIS is a de re necessity.

One may object that being an animal is de re necessary for Socrates as well,
even though we have just seen that Avicenna does not allow to identify
Socrates as an animal. This is a mistake. Socrates is not necessarily an
animal in virtue of WIS alone. Socrates is necessarily an animal in virtue of
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the combination of conceptualist essentialism andWIS. Socrates is necessarily
a human being (WIS); necessarily human beings are animals (conceptualist
essentialism). Being an animal does not identify Socrates, but being a human
does. Therefore, by implication, Socrates is necessarily an animal. That is why
it is important to add ‘by itself’ to the definition of WIS. Being an animal by
itself is not necessarily identical to Socrates. It is necessarily identical to Socrates
only in virtue of being a constituent of Socrates’ human essence.

We have seen in the last section that Avicennian conceptualist essential-
ism fails to distinguish between essential and accidental compounds. If we
determine what is essential for Socrates based on whether our conception
of Socrates entails it, then both being a short human and being a human
can be essential for Socrates. It depends on how we stipulate the concept
of Socrates.

Now, WIS is a solution to the problem of accidental compounds. We do not
just stipulate what we mean by Socrates. The what-it-is of Socrates is being a
human since it is necessarily identical with him. We identify that very object
that we call Socrates as a human being. Therefore, Socrates* cannot refer to
Socrates if we stipulate that Socrates* means a non-rational animal or a short
human being. The meaning of Socrates is mind-independent, so long as we
use ‘Socrates’ to fix the referent that we identify as Socrates. That object is the
human essence of Socrates. It is not a short human being, nor it is an animal.
Socrates is neither necessarily identical with a short human being nor with
just being an animal. Therefore, a short human being is an accidental com-
pound, while a rational animal is an essential compound that constitutes
the human essence of Socrates.7

Abū l-Barakāt is right when he warns that Avicenna should not have
explained the essences of individuals based on the same ICE that he used
in application to natural kinds. But Abū l-Barakāt is incorrect in thinking
that Avicenna has no better account for the essences of individuals. In fact,
Avicenna’s theory of what-it-is seems to target the same idea as Abū l-Bara-
kāt’s own substantialism.

Unlike Abū l-Barakāt, Avicenna would not call his theory of essences of
individuals ‘substantialism’. It is tempting to suggest that WIS just identifies
the ontological status of objects that one would call substances in the Aristo-
telian tradition. One could argue, for instance, that substances remain the
same (al-wāh id bi-ʿaynihī) throughout all accidental changes, according to
both Aristotle (Cat. 4a10–20) and Avicenna himself (Healing, Categories III.3,
108.10). That could mean that if x is some sort of substance, say, Socrates,
then x is necessarily identical to Socrates.

7The same criterion applies to fictional beings. Even if we accept that Phoenix has an essence within the
framework of conceptualist essentialism on a weaker reading of its impossibility (see fn. 1), Phoenix has
no essence from the perspective of WIS, since ‘Phoenix’ does not identify any object.
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However, Avicenna’s analysis of substances is more nuanced than this. Avi-
cenna says, for instance, that whiteness is an accident but ‘the white’ is a sub-
stance. The meaning of ‘the white’ is ‘the thing that possesses whiteness’.
That thing is a substance. Therefore, ‘the white’ refers to a substance
(Healing, Categories II.1, 58.3). Likewise, ‘the rational’ also is a substance
because it refers to ‘the one who possesses rationality’ (Healing, Categories
III.2, 101.19–102.2 and Healing, Metaphysics V.6, 179.12–180.2; see further Di
Vincenzo, “Avicenna against Porphyry”, 162–3). However, neither ‘the white’
nor ‘the rational’ identify the essences of those individuals to which they
refer. Otherwise, Avicenna would end up by accepting what we call nowa-
days maximal essentialism, the view that all attributes of things are essential
for them (as he apparently thinks that all references to objects in the world
must be to substances).

Thus, it is not surprising that Abū l-Barakāt, whose notion of substance
coincides with Avicenna’s what-it-is, rejects Avicenna’s thesis that ‘the
white’ refers to a substance. Abū l-Barakāt insists that it refers to an accidental
state of possessing whiteness (Reconsidered, vol. 1, 21.18–22.10). In other
words, ‘the white’ must refer to an accidental compound both for Avicenna
and Abū l-Barakāt, but Avicenna surprisingly calls that accidental compound
a substance.

5. Substance sortals and substantial necessity

How can we know whether a notion designates the what-it-is of an indi-
vidual? How do we know whether Socrates is necessarily identical with
being a human or being a human is just an accidental state of Socrates,
just like whiteness? Della Rocca (“Essentialist vs. Essentialism”) presents
this question in the form of his ‘epistemic worry’. It is the most pressing
question for essentialists. Without a satisfactory reply, the whole essential-
ist project would be severely undermined. Even if we accepted that objects
have essential attributes regardless of the way in which we refer to them, it
would not matter, since we would not know what their essential attributes
are anyway.

In this section, I will focus on one famous reply to this question, appealing
to the notion of substance sortals. In brief, substance sortals are the entities
that are necessarily identical to their instances whenever they are instan-
tiated. Socrates is necessarily identical to being a human because being a
human is a substance sortal, unlike, for instance, being short (Wiggins, Same-
ness and Substance and Mackie, How Things Might Have Been).

Marko Malink (“Reconstruction” and Aristotle’s Modal Syllogistic) suggested
that Aristotle had a theory of substance sortals. Malink spotted it in Aristotle’s
analysis of Barbara-NXN syllogism with a necessary major premise, non-
necessary minor premise and a necessary conclusion:
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A necessarily belongs to B
B belongs to C
A necessarily belongs to C.

According to Malink, Aristotle accepts the validity of Barbara-NXN because A
must be a ‘per se item’ here. Per se items are such that if they belong to some-
thing they belong to it necessarily; just like substance sortals.

Avicenna introduces what Avicennians call ‘dātī mode of necessity’ to
account for the validity of Barbara-NXN, commonly translated as substantial
necessity (Street, “Medieval and Modern Interpretations” and “Avicenna on
the Syllogism”; Strobino and Thom, “The Logic of Modality”). Avicenna
defines substantial necessity as (e.g. Pointers, 88.12–15 and Healing, Syllogism
I.4, 31.15–32.6):

every x which happens to be B is necessarily A so long as x exists.

Avicenna’s example is ‘everything that happens to move is necessarily a body
so long as it exists’ (32.15).

Contemporary interprets of Avicenna readily picked up Malink’s analysis to
explain the meaning of substantial necessity. Paul Thom (“Logic and Meta-
physics” and “Necessity- and Possibility-Syllogisms”; see also Street, “Medieval
and Modern Interpretations”) suggested that Avicenna’s definition of sub-
stantial necessity presupposes that A is a per se item or a nature that must
necessarily belong to the thing to which it happens to belong. For instance,
if something happens to be a body because it is moving and only bodies can
move, then that thing is necessarily a body even after it stops moving. Thom
suggests what he calls a combined de dicto/de re reading of substantial neces-
sity: ‘Necessarily for all x, if x is B then necessarily x is A’. In other words, the
notion of A entails de dicto that whatever is A is de re necessary A.

If Thom’s interpretation of substantial necessity is right, then Avicenna
endorses a theory of substance sortals as well. However, it does not mean
that substantial necessity is the right way to interpret Avicennian
essentialism.

First, as I argued in my Essentialität und Notwendigkeit, ch. 1, Avicennian
conceptualist essentialism has nothing to do with substantial necessity
and, hence, substance sortals. Instead, Avicenna chooses another, descriptive
(wasf̣ī) mode of necessity:

every x which happens to be B is necessarily A so long as is happens to be B.

Avicenna’s example is: “whatever happens to be moving is necessarily chan-
ging so long as it is moving” (Healing, Syllogism I.4, 32.11).

As we have seen in Section 1, conceptualist essentialism is about the
relation of ideas irrespective of actual state of affairs. Therefore, descriptive
necessity perfectly serves the purposes of conceptualist essentialism. The
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idea of motion necessarily implies the idea of change irrespective of whether
change is a necessary attribute of the object that moves or only happens to
belong to it so long as it is moving. Although descriptive necessity and con-
ceptualist essentialism are not extensionally identical (the group-2b necess-
ary concomitants, such as the blackness of ravens, fall under descriptive
necessity but do not fall under conceptualist essentialism), all conceptually
inseparable attributes fall under descriptive necessity but need not fall
under substantial necessity (see Benevich, Essentialität und Notwendigkeit,
ch. 1).

Still, what about Avicennian de re essentialism, his WIS? Can we say that
Socrates is necessarily identical with his human essence because being a
human is a substance sortal? I do not think so.

First, Avicenna never says that we should understand WIS in terms of sub-
stantial necessity. Second, some predicates fall under substantial necessity
without falling under WIS. Take, for instance, the aforementioned examples
of being in motion and being a body. Being a body is a substance sortal
according to Thom’s account. But being a body does not fall under WIS.
Being a body is not the essence of Socrates. Being a body is a genus that
equally applies to human and non-human essences. It does not identify
Socrates in his essence. As I explained in the previous section, generic
notions, such as being a body or being an animal, actually fail to be de re
necessary for Socrates in virtue of themselves. We must identify Socrates as a
human being in the first place, so that he is de re necessary a human being;
and only then, because necessarily all human beings are bodies, we conclude
that Socrates is necessarily a body. On the contrary, being a substance sortal
would make Socrates’ being a body by itself de re necessary right away.

Finally, Penelope Mackie (“Sortal Concepts and Modality”) has convincingly
shown that a de dicto reading of substance sortals, not unlike Thom’s com-
bined de dicto/de re reading of substantial necessity, cannot account for de
re essentialism: “The claim that human being is a substance sortal that
applies to Aristotle does not, by itself, imply that Aristotle could not have
existed without being human”. In other words, Thom’s combined de dicto/
de re reading of substantial necessity guarantees that if Socrates happens to
be a human being, he must necessarily be a human being. But it does not
guarantee that Socrates is necessarily a human being. If Socrates never hap-
pened to be a human being, he would not necessarily be a human being.

Thus, WIS has nothing to do with substance sortals. So, what is it then? This
brings us back to the initial question of the section. How do we define what is
the essence of Socrates? Unfortunately, I do not know of any satisfactory
answer to this question on behalf of Avicenna himself. As we saw above, Avi-
cenna attempts to explain the essences of individuals based on ICE. Abū l-
Barakāt quickly recognizes that this is a weak move, because it fails to
account for the difference between essential and accidental compounds.
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Another later author, al-Suhrawardī, also sees that Avicenna’s analysis of
the essences of individuals is not satisfactory. Unlike Abū l-Barakāt, al-Suhra-
wardī acknowledges that Avicenna wants to distinguish between essential
and accidental compounds based on WIS. However, al-Suhrawardī suggests
that Avicenna has no choice but to fall back on ICE whenever he needs to
explain why a bundle of attributes ‘being a human’ forms the what-it-is of
Socrates and is necessarily identical to Socrates while ‘being a male human’
is not. Once again, ICE does not help, since being a man is as inseparable
from the notion of a male human as being a human is inseparable from
the notion of a human being (Paths, Logic, 61.5–62.11).

Al-Suhrawardī’s own solution is intriguing. He says that the only way to
know whether we got the what-it-is of Socrates correctly is by way of
“natural judgment” (qid āʾ al-fitṛa) (63.3). The notion of natural judgement
in al-Suhrawardī remains a desideratum for further scholarly analysis that
cannot be undertaken in this article. Let us just note that al-Suhrawardī
uses the same notion in the context of his criticism of Aristotelian-Avicen-
nian real definitions. Al-Suhrawardī’s point is that we already possess full
knowledge of things in themselves by way of direct non-representational
perception, which al-Suhrawardī calls “natural conceptualisation”; without
any definitions (Paths, 368.18–369.7; see further Benevich, “Meaning and
Definition”, 15–16). Against this background, al-Suhrawardī’s statement
that we know by way of natural judgement that being a human is the
essence of Socrates means that Socrates is necessarily identical to being
a human because we identify Socrates as a human being when we directly
perceive him. In other words, the identification of B as A in WIS is an inte-
gral part of our non-representational perception of B. The non-represen-
tational character of perception plays a crucial role here. The initial
problem regarding our failure to know for sure whether ‘a human
being’ or ‘a short human being’ captures the essence of Socrates presup-
poses certain dualism between our concepts and reality; we capture the
reality with those concepts either successfully or unsuccessfully. If we,
however, remove that dualism and say that we perceive things in them-
selves, we immediately identify Socrates himself just by the very act of
perceiving him.

I grant that my account of al-Suhrawardī’s solution sounds historically
speculative and systematically problematic. But I do not know of any other
answer to the question how we can know for sure that Socrates’ essence is
to be a human in Avicennian essentialism.

6. Conclusion

In this paper, I have presented two kinds of Avicennian essentialism: concep-
tualist essentialism and de re essentialism. My thesis is that Avicenna designs
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his conceptualist essentialism to account for the essential and accidental
attributes of natural, mathematical and metaphysical kinds. Avicenna’s de
re essentialism applies to the essences of individuals only.

We have seen that Avicenna’s de re essentialism is about identification of
objects. Not unlike Kripke’s rigid designation, it presupposes the axiom that
everything is necessarily identical to itself. It is for this reason that it is unsui-
table for determining the essential attributes of kinds. As I argued elsewhere
(“The Priority of Natures”), Avicenna identifies the essences of kinds as mean-
ings that lack determinate reference to any particular individuals. When we
say ‘human’, this does not refer to anything in particular in the world, accord-
ing to Avicenna, neither to a single individual nor to a set of individuals. It
refers indeterminately to a human essence that can be instantiated in particu-
lar human beings, such as Socrates and Plato, but need not be instantiated in
them.

For this reason, there can be no de re essentialism about natural kinds for
Avicenna. How can we identify the human essence as such if, by itself, being a
human is not necessarily identical to anything? Note an important detail here.
Socrates is necessarily identical to his human essence. Socrates’ human
essence is necessarily identical to him. But the human essence as such is
not necessarily identical to anything for Avicenna. ‘Human’ does not even
refer to anything in particular in the world! De re essentialism presupposes
that we can determine the essential attributes of something irrespective of
the way in which we refer to that thing. But for Avicenna, the only thing
that we know about kinds is precisely the way in which we refer to them.
That is why Avicenna develops his conceptualist essentialism. It allows him
to account for the essential attributes of kinds without any reference to
things in the outer world.

There is one last issue concerning Avicenna’s de re essentialism that I
would like to highlight for further studies. It remains unclear how Avicennian
de re essentialism about the essences of individuals fits together with an Avi-
cennian theory of individuation. If we identify Socrates just as a human being
and Plato as well, then how is Socrates numerically different from Plato, given
the identity of indiscernibles principle? Now, according to my interpretation
(“The Priority of Natures”), Socrates’ human essence is numerically distinct
from Plato’s human essence in virtue of belonging to a different individual.
But how are individuals themselves distinct? We need more studies on the
Avicennian theory of individuation. For now, it seems that Avicenna
accepts the traditional Aristotelian individuation through matter, maybe in
addition to spatiotemporal qualities (Black, “Avicenna on Individuation”; Ben-
evich, “Individuation and Identity”). Avicenna says that one humane essence
becomes numerically distinct from another human essence “through the
accidents that are with it” (Healing, Metaphysics V.1, 152.8). If this is the
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Avicennian account of individuation, then Socrates cannot be identical just to
his own human essence. Attributes like the time and space of Socrates’ orig-
ination need to be included in what identifies Socrates as a concrete being as
well. However, we saw that Avicenna quite explicitly thinks that the what-it-is
of Socrates is just to be a human being, which strikes me as a problem for his
account of de re essentialism.
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