










 

 
 

mathematics could both be viewed as necessary preliminaries to the general study of 
philosophy.                   
 
Ikhwan’s Division of Philosophy 
 
Now we may focus on the way the Ikhwan further divide the group of philosophical sciences.  
It would be interesting to quote verbatim the passage of Epistle VII in which the Ikhwan 
explain and comment on each one of these subdivisions. For the sake of brevity, I shall here 
restrict myself to present that part of the text in the form of a table.  See Appendix, Table 2. 
 
This table calls for a few explanations. Aristotle’s legacy is, of course, paramount. Not only 
the general structure, but even each part of entire sections such as logic or physics is purely 
Aristotelian in its very appellation. They will not retain our attention here. Nor shall I come 
back to the mathematical quadrivium of the first section, as I think enough of it has been said 
before. Definitely the most original section – and therefore the most interesting to look at – is 
the last one, which immediately strikes the reader with its non-Aristotelian elements. First of 
all, we learn that there is no such thing as one divine science, something to be validly 
compared with Aristotle’s ‘science of the beings as beings’ or with the ‘philosophia prima’ of 
medieval scholasticism. Instead, what we are faced with here is no less than five different 
disciplines, including politics and eschatology, which do not seem to have much in common 
at first sight. What is more perceptible, it would seem, is a 897.42308 Tm
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two systems do not exactly match one another. In spite of its title, Section I incorporates the 
logical sciences, thus appearing as a combination of the two first sections of the classification 
in Epistle VII. As a consequence of this blending, the group of physical sciences is shifted to 
Section II of our list. As for the last group, that of divine sciences, it appears to have been 
split up into two different sections, dealing respectively with ‘the sciences of the soul and of 
the intellect’ and ‘the nomic, divine and legal sciences’. These are, to be sure, significant 
changes. But we immediately notice other differences, as, for instance, the great number of 
rasa’il whose titles do not frame with any of the subdivisions of Epistle VII. 
 
In the introduction of his La Philosophie des Ikhwan al-Safa’, Yves Marquet attempted to 
find out, in various passages of the encyclopaedia, the evidence for concluding that ‘our 
Epistles keep the traces of a certain vagueness, both in the order of chapters, and in the 
number of Epistles in each section.’ Bringing forward a certain number of indisputable 
indications from the text itself, the French scholar could draw the following inferences: 
 

1) At the time when the first epistle of the group of physical sciences was 
written – that is, the one on matter, form, etc. – only five epistles of Section 
I, and seven of Section II had already been compiled. 

2) Some epistles from Sections I and II were later modified, whether it be by 
amplification or by splitting of their contents. In a former state, there was, for 
instance, only one epistle on logic. 

3) Each one of the four Sections was subsequently extended or completed with 
the incorporation of new epistles.   

 
Needless to say, the comparison of our two systems confirms each one of these points. The 
changes, already evident for the mathematical and the physical sections, tend to become even 
more prominent in proportion as we come closer to the end of the corpus.    
 
This being said, it remains that the Ikhwan’s assertion that they have dedicated a specific 
epistle to each one of the subdivisions is, to a very large extent, valid. The encyclopaedia 
opens with the four sciences of the quadrivium (arithmetic in I, geometry in II, astronomy in 
III and music in V). The only peculiarity is that a risala on geography has now been 
intercalated between astronomy and music, but this is hardl





 

 
 

the year AD 977, which means, most probably than it





 

 
 
 
 

Table 2: the division of the philosophical sciences according to Epistle VII 
 
1.   Mathematical sciences 
 
• arithmetic 
• geometry 
• astronomy 
• music 
 
2.   Logical sciences 
 
• poetics 
• rhetorics 
• topics 
• 
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Table 3: The list of titles of the Rasa’il 
 
Section I: the mathematical sciences (14 epistles) 
 
1. Epistle I: On the number. 
2. Epistle II: The epistle entitled jumatriya, dealing with geometry (handasa), and account 

of its quiddity. 
3. Epistle III: The epistle entitled asturunumiya, dealing with the science of the stars and the 

composition of the spheres. 
4. Epistle IV: On geography (al-jughrafiya). 
5. Epistle V: On music (al-musiqa). 
6. Epistle VI: On the arithmetical and geometrical proportions with respect to the refinement 

of the soul and the reforming of the characters. 
7. Epistle VII: On the scientific arts and their aim. 
8. Epistle VIII: On the practical arts and their aim. 
9. Epistle IX: Where one accounts for characters, the causes of their difference and the 

[various] species of the evils which [strike] them; anecdotes drawn from the educational 
rules of the Prophets and cream of the morals of the sages. 

10. Epistle X: On the Isagogè (isaghuji). 
11. Epistle XI: On the ten categories, that is, qatighuriyas. 
12. Epistle XII: On the meaning of the Peri Hermeneias (baramaniyas). 
13. Epistle XIII: On the meaning of the Analytics (anulutiqa). 
14. Epistle XIV: On the meaning of the Second Analytics (anulutiqa al-thaniya). 
 
Section II: The sciences of the body and of nature (17 epistles)  
 
1. Epistle XV: Where one accounts for the hylè, the form, the motion, the time and the 

place, together with the meanings of those (things) when they are linked to one another. 
2. Epistle XVI: The epistle entitled ‘the heavens and the world’, with respect to the 

reforming of the soul and the refinement of the characters. 
3. Epistle XVII: Where one accounts for the coming-to-be and the passing-away. 
4. Epistle XVIII: On meteors. 
5. Epistle XIX: Where one accounts for the coming-to-be of the minerals. 
6. Epistle XX: On the quiddity of nature. 
7. Epistle XXI: On the kinds of plants. 
8. Epistle XXII: On the modalities of the comie co 



 

 
 

15. Epistle XXIX: On the wisdom of death and birth. 
16. Epistle XXX: On what is particular to the pleasures; on the wisdom of birth and death and 

the quiddity of both. 
17. 
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