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AVERROES (IBN RUSHD) ON THE MODALITY OF
PROPOSITIONS

D. M. DUNLOP

While recent years have seen a marked increase of interest in
the principal Arabic philosopheres, comparatively little attention
has, so far, been given to their purely logical works. Some opus-
cules on logic and paraphrases of books of Aristotle’s Organon by
al-Farabi have appeared in text and translation,! and since 1952
most of the logical part of the Shifa’ of Avicenna (Ibn Sina) has
been published in Egypt.2 Hitherto no work of Averroes (Ibn
Rushd) on pure logic seems to have appeared in Arabic, and it is
accordingly to the hope of the present writer that what follows will
be of interest to those who concern themselves with the study of
Arabic Philosophy, as a specimen of the style and method of the
great Aristotelian of Cordova.

The text given below forms part of a collection of logical and
other works of Averroes, which has been known to exist in a
manuscript of the Escorial Library, near Madrid, at least since the
time of Casiri (Casiri’s No. 629; in the more modern catalogue of
H. Derenbourg No. 632). The collection is there entitled simply
Masa’il (Questions), and it is probable’that it is a collection of the
replies of Averroes to actual questions put to him, rather than,
for example, memoranda on difficult points for his own use. The
extent of the collection is quite considerable (folios 74v-149r
atcording to Derenbourg). As to date, the treatise, immediately
preceding that which we give below, was completed on Tuesday,
15 Rabi’ IT, 5913/29 April, 1195 (i.e. towards the end of the life of
Averroes), but this, of course, throws no particular light on the
date of composition of other parts of the collection. All we can
say definitely about the date of the treatise, reproduced here is that
it must have been written after the talkhis (Middle Commentary)
on the Kitab al B#rhan (Posterior Analystics mentioned below at
the end of § 9), which was in existence by 576/1180 at latest.4
The manuscript was copied in 724/1324.° Another copy of the
Masa’il is in the Biblioteca Nacional, Madrid (No 102 in the
catalogue of Robles).

The present text deals with the differentiation of propositions
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eccording to modality, i.e. as assertoric (‘The catis on the mat’),
problematic (The cat may be on the mat’) and apodeictic ('The cat
must be on the mat’). For these modern terms Averroes has res-
pectively existential or absolute (wujudi, mutlag), possible (mumkin)
and necessary (daruri). The distinction goes back to Aristotle’s
Prior Analytics, Book I, and the Qitab al-Kiyas (Book of the
Syllogism) as the Prior Analytics is called in Arabic is specifically
referred to in § 5.

In discussing modality Averroes makes use of a ‘book of
Themistius,” mentioned in § 1. This is no doubt the Commentary
of Themistius (4th century A.D.) on the Prior Analytics, which
together with the same author’'s Commentary on the Posterior
Analytics is spoken of in the Fihrist.® From Themistius or other-
wise Averroes knew of the opinions on modality of Alexander of
Aphrodisias (2nd-3rd century A.D.) and earlier Greek commenta-
tors of Aristotle. Another source of Averroes here is al-Farabi,
who is referred to as an authority on Aristotle (§ 1) and cited for a
technical term (§ &). Al-Farabi's ‘Paraphrase’ on the Posterior
Analytics is quoted (§ 8). The respectul treatment accorded by
Averroes to al-Farabi is in some contrast with his sharp criticism of
Avicema (§§ 11 f£.).

It is remarkable that the present work of Averroes, though
hitherto practically unknown in the original Arabic, has been
rendered at least twice into Latin, The eatlier of the Latin
versions was made for the Renaissance scholar Giovanni Pico della
Mirandola by a learned Jew, Elia del Medigo’ (Helia or Helias
Hebraeus), and appeared with versions of others of the Masail of
Averrroes in an extremely rare Aldine edition (Venice, 1497).°%
More accessible is the translation of Abraham de Balmes (died 1523),
which is to be found in some editions of the Juntine Latin Aristotle
(from 1550).° Both these Latin versions appear to have been made
from an earlier Hebrew translation.!® The translation of Abraham
de Balmes, which alone I have been able to consult, does not appear
to be very accurate. but has been of assistance in reconstructing the
Arabic text, which is not everywhere clear in the manuscript,
notably in § 11, where there is a short lacuna and the Latin translation
runs: Quintus autem est quod praedicatum insit subiecte quo ad
perseveraverit praedicatum inesse illi. The production of these Latin
translations in Renaissance Italy, which may at first sight seen strange,
is to be explained by the interest in Averroes on the part of the
philosophers of the day, especially at the University of Padua.”
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