Chapier Ten
IBN BAJJAH

Abu Bakr Muhammad ibn Yahya ibn al- Si igh
(e. 500-33/1106-38), generally called Ibn Bajjah and.
known as Avempace or Avenpace both in Latin
and English, was a celebrated Spanish Muslim-philo-
sopher, commentator of Aristotle, scientist (i.e,
physician, mathematician, and astronomer), poet and
musician.! The significance of the title ‘Ibn Bjjah’
of which Avempace (Avenpace) is a Latin distortion
is unkoown. Ibn Khallikin derived it from a Frank-
ish word meaning silver. The Arabic misbah “‘Tbn
Sa’igh’ too means literally the son of a goldsmith,

He was born in Saragossa about the end of the
fifth century H., i.e. before 1106 G.E ; the exact date
of his birth is not known He practlaed as a physician
in his native city, but after the fall in 513/1118 of
Saragossa to the Christians he resided in Seville and
Xatina, Later he went to Fez in Morocco where he

1. Thara isastory given by Ibn Khaldin in the Muqeddimab that ones
the goveroor of Saragossa was so moved by some of the verses of Ibn
Béjjah that he almost tore his garments and swors that the young philoso-
pher should walk back home upon gold. Tbn Bijjah. fearing lest thisshould
not come off all well, put a gold coin in each of his shoes and walked homs
thus on gold (ef. The Mugaddimah, English translation by Franz Rosenthal,
New York, 1958, Vol IT1, pp. 443-4). Among other subjects Ibn Bijjah
composed a poem on hunting ;: Taerdiyahk; cf. G. Sarton, Inivoduclion fo the
History of Science, Baltimore. 1931, Vol 11, Part I, p. 183, For his eminence
as a musician, see H.G. Farmer, 4 History of Arabian Music, London, 1029,
p. 222,



was made vizier at the Almoravid court. Here he wa:
accused of atheism? and was poisoned to death in
333/1138 through the intrigue of his enemies.

The many-sided Ibn Bajjah wrote a good number
of small treatises on medicine,? geometry, astronomy,
natural science, alchemy and philosophy. He criticis-
ed some of Ptolemy’s assumptions in astronomy,
thus preparing the way for Ibn Tufayl and al-Bitraj,
We may add that al-Bitraji’s criticism of Ptolemy's

geocentric views later inspired Copernicus to pro-
pound his heliocentrie theory.* His treatise on music
was as much appreciated in the West as al-Farabi's
in the East. Like the latter he was adept in playing
on musical instruments, particular on ‘“d, i.e. lute,
In philosophy he wrote many treatises, a number
of them on logic, a treatise ‘On Soul,’ another ‘On
the Union of Universal Intellect with Man,” ‘A

Farewell Letter,” and ‘The Regime of the Solitary.’s

2 Some of the Muslim biographers have not ‘hesitated to label Ibn
Bijjah asan athiest; thisis mostly because of his ultra-rationalism. Cf Jbn
Khallikén, Wafayd! al-A'ydn, edited by F. Wustenfeld, Gottin gem, 1835-50,
Vol, I, p. 372,

3. Ibn Bajjab's works on medicine, now almost jost, exartzd great
influence at Icast in the Muslim West, Thn Abi Usaybi‘'ah counts Tha Rushd
Rmong Ibn Bijjah's popils; of his ‘Uyan al-Anba’ # Tabagqit al-Afibbs’
edited by A Muller. Konigaberg, 1884, Vol II, p. 63, The Rreatest Muslim
botanist and pharmacist, Iba al-Baytir (d. 646/1248), often quoted from
Ibn Ddjjab’s treatise oD matétia medica: cf G, Sarton, op_ cit.

%. It is significant to note that Copernicus quotes among others from
al-Bitrlyi in his epoch-ma king work: D Rovolution ibus Orbivum Coslestium.

5. The last-mentioned three works are now available in the Arahie
original as edited by M, Asin Palacois This fact may be considered a
correction on what we have said about the mvailability of Ibn Béjjah's
works in this paragraph,



Studies in Muslim Phitosophy

To these may be added commentaries on Physics,
Meteorology, Zoology and other works of Aristotle,
The most famous of his Philosophical treatises, in fact
the only ones which have come down to us, are ‘The
Regime of the Solitary’ and ‘A Farewell Letter’
which he wrote to a friend who was leaving Spain for
Egypt. Both these works are, at present, known
originally through their Hebrew translations; ‘A Fare-
well Letter,” however, was also translated into Latin.¢
His ‘Regime of the Solitary’ was perhaps inspired by
the adverse circumstances and the uncongenial en-
vitonment in which he was Placed. His ware the days
of orthodoxy and obscurantism rather than of liberal-
ism and enlightenment. As g philosopher and free-
thinker all along he developed a keen-edged sense of
loneliness—hence the title of his work : ‘The Regime
of the Solitary.’ £a
- In his metaphysical views Ibn Bijjah is an attri-
butive pluralist rather than a monis, According to
. him, there are three kinds of entities that may be con-
sidered ultimate, namely, matter, soul and intellect ;
in modern terminology they correspond more or less
to matter, life and mind. To bring out the respective
differentia of the three, Ibn Bajjah observes that
whereas matter is moved from without, intellect or
6. It was translated into Latin from Hebrew by Abraham de Blames
in the filteenth centary under the title Epistola Expeditionis, The Hebrew
version of 'The Regime of the Salitary’ is only & summary of the origina)

by Mozes hen Joshua of Narbonne to be found ig the commentary on [hn
Tulayl's Hayy Ibn YVagsin : gee below, p. 182.



spirit unmovedin itself confers movement upon athers
and soul occupies a middle position being that which
moves itself. Thus matter is not free: its movements
are not explained with reference to itself but with
reference to intellect and soul. On the other hand,
soul is free in its activities. Both intellect and sonl,
confer movement upon matter but, whereas soul may
be moved by itself, intellect itself remains unmoved.
There is no change in the latter; it is perfect. Its
forms and principles are eternal ; there is 50 to say a
higher kind of necessitarianism 1o their working.
Thus on the basis of his ontological views Ibn Bijjah
could very well explain the determinism of Nature,
the freedom of man’s ego and the necessitarianism of
reason, i

The next problem that Ibn Bijjah considers af
length is that of the relation between soul and intel-
lect or spirit. According to him, the form of matter is
the spiritual principle of the matter which may subsist
apart from matter or material objects. Thus the uni-
versals subsist independently of the material parti-
culars; they are separate substances, or spiritual
entities,? Like the Platonists Ibn Bajjah believes that
the contemplation of these abstract forms of univer-
sals gives us a contact with the realm of the spirit
and assists us in the apprehension of the ultimate
reality. The first stage in the development of the

7 Sen, Tadbir al-Mutawahhid, sdited by M. Asin Palacios, Madeid, 1946,
p 19,



spiritual in man depends upon the comprehension o
“the spiritual i'e. the rational in the material world.
The next stage is to apprehend the @ priori perceptual
forms like those of space and time. Further devel-
oped, the ego of man comes to recognise the pure
reason apart from the Selse-eXperiences and appre-
hends the @ priort principles such, forinstance, as the
fundamental laws of logic and the axioms of mathe-
matics. According to Ibn Bijjah, the universal in the
particulars, the e priori formsof sense-ex perience and
the a priori principles of Pure Reason, are apprehend-
cd through intuition rather than throngh discursive
intellect. The apprehension of these comes from
above, ile. from the active intellect. The highest stage
in the development of the spiritual or the rational in
man is to have a direct apprehension and contact
with the purely rationul reality or with the pure
thought of the spirit, i.e. the so-called active intellect,?

Like most of the Muslim philosophers Ibn Bajjah
describes tifsil or the union of the human intellect
with active intellect of which it is an emanation as a
supreme beautitude and the summaum bonwm of man’s
life. By the operation of the active intellest on the
litent intellect in man the latter is awakened to the
spiritual life, but eternal life consists in the complete

union of mian’s intellect with the active intellect,

B Tha Pijjah'sis a Speculative mysticism and not an- ascetic one
union with the uckive intsilect is thus a flecessary prerequisite for a mystic's
encounter with God, To this theme ha devoted a separate treatise, vie,
Kitab Ntisal al-' g7 bi-§ Insdm,



On the basis of a theory like this, it is alleged, not
much hope is left for individual immertality., But,
according to Ibn Bajjah, the soul that notifies its exist-
ence in separate desires and actions in this world
may contioue to exist in life after death and may
receive rewards or punishments. It is the pure reason
or intellect alone which, being the same in all, will be
merged into the active intellect in the life hereafter
and would have no separate existence of its own.
The reiteration of similar views is found later in Ibn
Rushd.®

It is noteworthy that, like the IHegelians, Ibn
Bajjah believes that thought is man’s highest function.
Throngh thought man comes to comprehended the ulti-
mate reality.'® In the highest grade of knowledge
which is self-consciousness, i.e. consciousness of the
pure reason by itself, thought becomesidentical with
reality. Like Platonists he adds that our perceptual
experiences of the particulars as compared with the
purely conceptual experiences of the universals are
deceptive, Ibn Bajjah has no special aspiration for

9. Ibo Roshd held Bdjjah's mbove work on the union of the human
soul with the active intellect in such high esteem that he wrote a commen-
tary on it.

10, E/I J: Roscothal observes that ‘if the attitude of the other Falosifa
can rightly be termed intellectualism, his [[ba Bijjah's] is'undiluted ration-
alism’: see his Palitical Thought in Medieual Islam, Cambridge, 1958, p 163,
Ihn Bijjah cecrainly stands alonme among the Muslim philcsophers for his
oversmphasis on reason as an avenue for the knowledge of nltimate reality,
yat one dozs not fall ta find im him, as in Spinsza later, o deep quest for
the intellectual love of God.



1ystic ecstasy which for him is an experience of
emotional nature communicable only through imagery
and metaphor. He does not hesitate to separate him-
self from the orthodox theologians and the mystics.
He feels sorry that al-Ghazali should have emphasis-
ed mysticism and revelation at the expense of philoso-
phy, for he regards the teachings of revelation as the
figurative presentations of the truths which are more
completely and clearly comprehended through pure
reason." This is quite in line with the Hegelian mode
of thinking ; no wonder, he was poisoned to death on
the charge of atheism.

Ibn Bajjah’s ethical views can be gathered from
his ‘Regime of the Solitary®. Moral action, according
to him, is the action which belongs to the true nature
of man. The action directed by reason is a free action,
accompanied with theé consciousness of a rational
purpose. 1f somebody, forinstance, breaks a stone-to
pieces because he has stumbled against it he behaves
without purpose like the child or the lower animal, but
if he does this in order that others may not Stumble
against it, his action must be considered manlike and

directed by reason.

1L Ibn Bijjab does not deny the validity and great value of prophetic
revelation ; he, infact, regards the Qur'in as God's greatest gift to man-
kind Yet he-firmly belisves _i.n the pu_saibitlty of man’s comprebending the
truths of religion in a 'natural way', i e. through the natural light of reason.
For-Ibn Bijjah’s conceplion of prophetic experience, see Saghir Hasan al-
Ma'sumi. ‘[ba Bijjah oo Prophecy,” [Proceedingsol1Eszhi Seseion, Pabisian
Piilosophical Congréss [1961], Labore [1862], pp 519



In his ethics Ibn Bijjah occupied himself mostly
with the problem of relation of man to society and
concluded that to act ig a rational way a man has
o keep himselt “far from the madding crowd’ and
their lower enjoyments, The wise, however, can as-
sociate amongst themselves with mutual advantage.!?
An ideal society of wise men would grow up like
Plants in the open air without the nezd of a gardener’s
care. It is interesting to note that there is no need of
physicians, psychotherapists and judges in a society
of the wise, They behave as friends amongst them-
selves attached to ope another through love. As
friends of God, they would find a repose and bliss in
their continuous search for the absolute truth.

12. Ibn Bijjah seems to subscribe to a kind of intellectual aristocracy
in 8o far as he is interssted only in the association af Philosophers and
cxceptional men Rosenthal observes that it is to gain the intelloctual per-
dection and not merely ‘to secure the mecesaitics of life and live in paace
with justice’ that Ibn Béijjah would have men of varylng natural disposition
joln in politica] associationy ; op.eit, p. 162 :





