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Tvme, Motion, Distance, axp CHANGE IN THE KarLAM OF
Fakur AL-DIN AL-RAzI: A PRELIMINARY SURVEY WITH SPECIAL
RererENCE TO THE MATALIB ALivAH

Adi Setia

As a corollary to his argument for the atomic con-
ception of the body (jism), al-Razi also argues for
the atomic conception of time, motion, distance and
change. Aspects of his argument are presented here
through a translational survey of his Matalib ‘Aliyah.
For him, if any of the five (body, time, motion, distance,
change) is atomistic in structure, then all the others
will have to be conceived in atomistic terms as well.
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Introduction

In arguing for the atomic conception of the body,' Fakhr al-Din al-Razi

1. See Adi Setia, “Atomism versus Hylomorphism in the Kalam of
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,” Islam & Science, Vol. 4 (Winter 2006) No. 2,
113-140. For a good general intellectual historical background, see
Ayman Shihadeh, “From al-Ghazali to al-Razi: 6th/12th Century
Developments in Muslim Philosophical Theology,” Arabic Sciences
and Philosophy, Vol. 15 (2005), 141-179. For kalam atomism as a
constructive response to falsafah, see A. I. Sabra, “Kalam Atomism
as an Alterantive Philosophy to Hellenizing Falsafa” in James E.
Montgomery, ed., Arabic Theology, Arabic Philosophy, from the Many
to the Onme: Essays in Celebration of Richard M. Frank, Leuven-Paris-
Dudley, MA 2006 (Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta 152), 199-272.
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(d. 1209 CE) also has to argue for the atomic conception of time, motion,
and distance, since, in a way, all four are mutually entailed. For al-Razi, if
time, motion, and distance are discrete entities then, ipso facto, the physi-
cal, sensible body must also be composed of discrete minimal parts, and
therefore the indivisible atom exists. Thus at the beginning of the eigh-
teen-page fourth section of volume six of the Matalib entitled “Arguments
constructed from consideration of the nature of motion and time to show
the existence of the indivisible atom,” he says:

Know that we shall construct arguments to show that motion
means consecutive obtainments? (husulat muta‘aqibah) in adjoin-
ing spaces (alyaz mutalasiqah) such that each obtainment is not
receptive to division (al-gismah) at all. And we shall also construct
arguments to show that time is composed of consecutive, suc-
cessive adjoining present-instants (Gnat mutataliyah mutalasiqah)
such that each one of them is not at all receptive to division.
Then we shall explain that once this view is established for mo-
tion or for time, it will then be imperative to conclude that the
body is composed of parts that are not divisible (murakkab min
al-ajz@’ allati la yatajazza’). Know that time (al-zaman), motion
(harakah) and distance (al-masafah) are three correlated entities
(umar thalathah mutatabigah), such that if it is established that
one of them is composed of entities not receptive to division,
then all three will be so established to be indivisible also.®

But what if one of the three is infinitely divisible? If so, then all three
are also infinitely divisible and hence not discrete but continuous in struc-
ture. Al-Razi points out that this is the view of the philosophers, especially
Aristotle and Ibn Sina, but that he will argue the case for the atomists.
One of his arguments is taken from a separate treatise on the problem
of the indivisible atom (fi mas’alah al-jawhar al-fard) which he has written
specifically on the problem of the indivisible atom, and so he refers his

For a review of past and recent research into kalam atomism, see Josef
van Ess, “60 Years After: Shlomo Pines’s Beilrdge and a Half Century
of Research on Atomism in Islamic Theology,” Proceedings of the Israel
Academy of Sciences and Humanities (Jerusalem: Israel Academy of
Sciences and Humanities, 2002), Vol. 8, No. 2, 19-41.

2. Or “actualizations”; see the “index of technical terms” in R. M. Frank,
Beings and Their Attributes: The Teaching of the Basrian School of the
Mu‘tazila in the Classical Period (Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1978), 181-200 on 189, s.v., hsl.

3. Ahmad Hijazi al-Saqqa (ed.), Al-Matalib al-Aliyah min al-Ilmi al-Ilahi, 9
vols. in 5 (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1987), Vol. 6, 29.
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readers to that work for further details.*

Motion, Distance, and Change with Respect to the
Atomic Minimal Part

Al-Razi first argues for discrete motion by considering the sensible body
that is initially in repose and then in motion.” For the sake of keeping
the discussion light, his arguments are mostly paraphrased rather than
translated verbatim here. The body is first motionless then is in motion
and then stops moving, and throughout these past, present, and future
moments of initial repose, intervening motion, and terminal repose, the
body remains a body, which indicates that motion is something existent
that is distinct from the existence of the body itself. Now something, i.e.,
motion, has occurred to the body at the intervening moment between its
initial and terminal moments of repose. If nothing, i.e., no motion, has oc-
curred then no (relatively) initial (i.e., past), intervening (i.e., present), and
terminal (i.e., future) moments of the body would have been discerned.
Therefore it is established that motion has occurred at that intervening
present moment between the past initial and future terminal moments of
repose. Now, that intervening present moment of motion can either be
supposed to be composed of two parts or not so composed. The first sup-
position is invalid because when the first part obtains the second is yet to
obtain, and when the second part obtains the first passes away; thus no
single moment wholly obtains, but only either of the two parts thereof;
therefore, only a half-moment obtains in either case. Now, if one of the
two parts that obtains is again divisible into two sub-parts, then not even a
whole half-moment obtains but only half of a half-moment, and so on.
Hence if every subsequent half-parts is sub-divisible into further half-
parts, then nothing that is a whole of any part obtains but only a part of
a part of a part ad infinitum, and thus nothing whole of any thing or any
part obtains. This is absurd, since at least one whole moment of motion
must have obtained between the initial and terminal reposes. Therefore
it is to be concluded that this intervening present moment of motion is a
single complete motion not receptive to division, and likewise for each and
every subsequent present motion-moment throughout the duration of the
motion as long as the body is moving: each present moment of motion is
a complete indivisible whole, and a seemingly continuous motion is but a

4. Matalib, 6: 32.
5. Matalib, 6: SOfF.
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series of consecutive and complete discrete motion-moments or motion-
instants.® Thus al-Razi says:

It is established then that the present part of motion is not re-
ceptive to division, and there is no doubt that when this present
part ceases another part obtains and presents itself, and this
part is also not divisible. Likewise is the case for the third and
fourth [and all subsequent] parts until the end of the motion.
This is a conclusive overwhelming demonstration to the effect
that motion is tantamount to consecutive, adjoining obtain-
ments such that every one of these obtainments is not receptive
to division at all; and that is what is sought.7

His second argument is that of a cube dragged along a plane.® The
cube is bounded by six planes, and each plane is bounded by four lines,
and each line is bounded by two points. When the cube is dragged along a
plane until it reaches the end of the plane, each one of its points in contact
with the plane is also dragged along the plane and thus traces out a line
from the beginning to the end of the plane. The point can then be said
to be in contact with every part of the line which it traces. This means it
did not skip any part of the line or else it would have contacted two parts
without contacting the part separating between them, in turn entailing
the invalid theory of the leap (al-tafrah).’

So it is established that the point has contacted the whole length of
the line it traced. But since it is known that a point is wholly in contact
only with a single point on the line at any one time, it follows then that
the point contacts every point of the line it traces, hence the traced line
must be composed of consecutively adjoined points. Furthermore, these
are indivisible points finite in number, for if the line is composed of an
infinite number of indivisible points, it will never be traced out in finite
time. Al-Razi then shows from the foregoing that the distance covered by
the point tracing the line consists of indivisible units of space-distances,

Matalib, 6: 30-31.

Matalib, 6: 31-32.

Matalib, 6: 34-35.

. That is, of the Mu‘tazilite anti-atomist al-Nazzam; see Matalib, 6:
109ft, for critical discussions; cf. Alnoor Dhanani, The Physical
Theory of Kalam (Leiden: Brill, 1994), 160£f; Shlomo Pines, Studies in
Islamic Atomism, trans. Michael Schwarz and ed. Tzvi Langermann
(Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1997), 13ff, 14n37, 15n37, 28n60; Harry
Austryn Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Kalam (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1976), 514{f.

© ® o
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and therefore the motion of the point along the line consists of consecu-
tive obtainments of the point in those units of space-distances.

His third argument'’ may be summarized thus: motion is something
extended (mumtadd) between the initial and terminal points of the dis-
tance (al-masafah) covered. But this extended something does not have
objective external, entitative existence (la wujiida lahw fi al-ayan); what
exists objectively is only a part of this extended-something at any given
present moment of the motion, because both the past and future moments
of the motion are non-existents with respect to the present moment of mo-
tion. So if it is said that motion is a single ever-divisible continuous whole
from the beginning to the end of the distance covered, this will entail the
non-existent past motion-moment to be continuous with the non-existent
future motion through the existent present motion-moment, but the mind
can never accept that two non-existents can be in mutual continuity.

His fourth argument is a variation on the first and proposes that the
agent executes a succession of indivisible motion-units during the dura-
tion of his motion; however, if each motion-unit is sub-divisible into ever
smaller sub-units, he will never execute the motion, and this contradicts
sensible evidence.'!

His fifth argument'? is of some interest here, for, like Aristotle and Ibn
Sina, he connects the notion of motion with the notion of change. Motion
as change in place or local change is comparable to change in quality
or qualitative change (e.g., from black to white, hot to cold), change in
quantity or quantitative change (e.g., from few to many, small to big) and
change in position or positional change (i.e., change or motion within the
same place or location, e.g., revolution of the celestial spheres). However,
he rejects the philosophers’ view that these changes can be either gradual
or sudden," and says that a thing changes all at once or not at all, there
being no change at all in the gradual, little by little sense. This also means
that an event either happens or ceases to happen all at once and not grad-
ually. When a thing occurs it occurs wholely and not partially, for it cannot

10. Matalib, 6: 36.

11. Matalib, 6: 36-37.

12. Matalib, 6: 37-38.

13. For them qualitative and quantitative changes are gradual, whereas
existential change, from non-being to being and vice versa, as in gen-
eration and corruption, is sudden. In contrast, the atomistic view is
that all change, without exception, is instantaneous and sudden, and
occurs all at once or not at all.
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be that a part of it occurs and a part of it yet to occur, since a part of a
thing is in either case not the thing itself; if a part of a thing is the thing
itself, then in either case the thing is both occurring and not occurring at
once, which is absurd.

That which occurs, occurs wholly, and that which thereafter
ceases to occur, ceases to exist wholly; and these [occurrence
and non-occurrence] are two mutually opposed situations, such
that when one obtains the other does not obtain. This is the
truth. Therefore the view that a thing occurs gradually or dis-
appears gradually is an invalid, false view without substance at
all for a sound mind. Once this is established, then it will be
manifest that motion is tantamount to the obtainment of situ-
ations, each of which occurs abruptly and disappears abruptly.
If the motion is in place [local motion] (harakah fi al-ayn) then it
is tantamount to consecutive obtainments in adjoining spaces;
and if the motion is in quality [qualitative change] (harakah fi al-
kayf) then it is tantamount to consecutive [obtainments of] dif-
ferent, mutually exclusive qualities. Each of these obtainments
does not exist except at a single present moment; likewise is the
case of motion in quantity [quantitative change] (harakah fi al-
kamm) and motion in position [positional change] (harakah fi al-
wad?)....Such change (al-taghayyur), alteration (al-tabaddul) and
motion (al-harakah) are qualities (sifat) occurring in discrete
consecutive succession, each of which does not exist except for
a single present moment (@nan wahidan), and this entails a suc-
cession of present-moments [or present-instants]. Once this is
established, it is then of necessity that motion in place is a series
of consecutive, indivisible obtainments (“tbaratan ‘an husulatin
muta‘aqibatin ghayri mungasimatin), and that is what is sought.14

Time with Respect to the Atomic Minimal Part

Al-Razi’s arguments for atomic time are structurally similar to his argu-
ments for atomic motion, since he has already argued that the two are
correlated. He conceives of time as composed of an uninterrupted, con-
secutive succession of “nows” or present-moments because only the pres-
ent-moment is observed and experienced at any one time and thus exists
while the past-moment has ceased to exist and the future-moment is yet to
exist. The past and the future can be considered as the two separate non-
existents that are connected by virtue of the ever-present now, moreover
since talk of past and future time only makes sense with reference to the

14. Matalib, 6: 38-39.
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concretely experienced present, the now. Thus the seemingly continuous,
seamless flow of time is but the present now ever passing into the past
to be ever replaced by the future-moment which then becomes present
and now. In other words, time is but an uninterrupted series of discrete
“nows” coming into and passing out of existence. He gives five arguments
for atomic time in this section of the Matalib,"> of which we shall discuss
the first three.

His first argument for discrete atomic time is based on the above con-
ception of the nature of the now or present-moment. The present-moment
must, first of all, exist, otherwise it cannot become past or future, i.e.,
otherwise a past- or future-moment would be inconceivable. He thus says:

We know necessarily that the present (al-hadir) exists, for if
it does not exist, then it would be impossible for it to become
past or future, and for we know that the present-now is the end
[terminal limit] of the past and the beginning [initial limit] of
the future; if this present-now does not exist [as such] then it
must be either the past or the future, but the past cannot be
the end [terminal limit] of the past, and the future cannot be
the end [terminal limit] of the past, [and also] the future can-
not be the beginning [initial limit] of the future. And for we
know the presence of something in the present-moment, but
this knowledge is conditioned upon the the obtainment of that
present-moment [itself].

He then goes on to argue that this now or present-moment must be
a single indivisible whole that is either obtained altogether at once or not
at all. If, however, this present-moment is divisible into two halves, then
when the first half obtains, the second is yet to obtain, and vice versa. In
either case only a half of the present-moment obtains while the present-
moment as such does not obtain, and this entails that what is present is
not quite present, but this is absurd. Therefore it is established that the
present-moment as such is an indivisible whole. It follows from this that
just as the present-moment obtains or comes to be all at once and not
gradually, so it ceases to be all at once and not gradually.'®

While the first argument for time argues for the existence of the pres-
ent-moment, that it is a single indivisible whole and that it obtains and
ceases to obtain all at once and not gradually, the second argument'” ar-

15. Matalib, 6: 40ff.
16. Matalib, 6: 40-43.
17. Matalib, 6: 43.
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gues for the existence of a consecutive, uninterrupted succession of pres-
ent-moments as constitutive of the flow of time. Thus he says:

This present-moment, when it ceases to be, must be followed
by the obtainment of something else that is present, for if this
does not obtain then the interruption of time will be entailed,
which is impossible. Likewise the case for the second and third
present-moments. This necessitates the thesis of an uninter-
rupted succession of present-moments... As soon as the first
present-moment ceases to be, the second present-moment must
necessarily comes to be and must be present at the moment it
obtains.!®

In the third argument he rejects the view that time is a continuous
quantity in which the present-moment is merely a conjunction of the past-
moment and the future-moment, since this would mean the conjunction
of two non-existents, which is impossible. Hence time must be a discon-
tinuous quantity consisting of whole units coming into being in uninter-
rupted succession, and therefore time must be composed of discrete pres-
ent-moments. '?

Quiddity of Motion and Change

Some of al-Razi’s most interesting discussions of the problems of motion,
change and repose are found in the Sharh ‘Uyun al-Hikmah (SUH) within
the context of his critical engagement with Ibn Sina, where these three
problems are to some extent considered quite apart from their implica-
tions for the problem of the indivisible part.?® For instance, in the context
of his discussion of the Aristotelian-Avicennan category of place (al-ayn)
al-Razi differentiates between the view of the philosophers and the view
of the mutakallimin with regard to the reality of motion. While the latter
say that motion means the obtainment of something in a place or space
(hayyiz) after having obtained in another (i.e., different and previous)
place, the former says that motion is translocating (al-intigal) from a first
(initial) place to another (subsequent) place. The mutakallimin see motion
as a series of discretely obtained or accomplished movements, as “hav-
ing moved” rather than “moving,” while the philosophers see it as a con-

18. Matalib, 6: 43.

19. Matalib, 6: 43-44.

20. Ahmad Hijazi al-Saqqa (ed.), Sharh ‘Uyun al-Hikmah (SUH), 3 vols. in
1 (Tehran: Mu’assasah al-Sadiq, 1415H), 1: 105-106, 2: 35ff, 2: 137ff,
2: 15141,
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tinuous, progressive “moving” from one place to another.?" As for repose,
al-Razi says that the philosophers are agreed that it means the absence
of motion from something whose state is to move, so for them repose is
merely the negation of motion and in itself it has no positive existence.
As for the mutakallimiin, they view repose as something positive, as the
obtainment of something in a place for more than one instance of time.
However, al-Razi views this disagreement as merely verbal, and the two
opposing viewpoints can be reconciled; for when the body is in repose at
a place two things occur: first, cessation and absence of motion; second,
persistence in that place. Viewed from the aspect of the former, repose is
a negative quality, whereas from the aspect of the latter, repose is a posi-
tive quality.??

In the Matalib, al-Razi gives an interesting argument for motion
and repose as positive, existential attributes of the body:

We see the body being in repose after being in motion. The
alternation of these two states together with the persistence of
the essence [of the body] throughout the two states entails that
either one of the two states is something existential. Once this is
established, then of necessity each of the two states is something
existential. This is so because motion means the first obtain-
ment in the second place (al-husil al-awwal fi al-hayyiz al-thani),
and repose means the second obtainment in the first place (al-
husul al-thani fi al-hayyiz al-awwal). Hence motion and repose
are alike with regard to wholeness of essence (mutasawiyan fi
tamam al-mahiyyah), for each of the two refers to obtainment in
space, only that the difference between them is that motion’s
obtainment in place is conditioned upon it being preceded by
obtainment in another place, while repose’s obtainment is con-
ditioned upon it being preceded by obtainment in that [same]
place. For a thing’s being preceded by something else is an in-
cidental attribute extrinsic to the quiddity, and attributes that
are extrinsic to a quiddity do not impair that quiddity. Thus it is
established that motion and repose are equivalent with regard
to wholeness of essence; so if one of them is an existential attri-
bute, then, of necessity, the other must also be likewise [i.e., be

21. This discussion is taken up again later in further detail in SUH, 2:
36ff. Cf. Syamsuddin Arif, “Ibn Sina’s Cosmology: A Study of the
Appropriation of Greek Philosophical Ideas in 11th Century Islam,”
doctoral dissertation (Kuala Lumpur: ISTAC, 2004), 33ff; cf. also
Muhammad ‘Atif al-Iraqi, Al-Falsafah al-tabi‘iyyah “inda ibn Sina
(Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1971), 189ff; and Dhanani, 123ff.

22. SUH, 1: 106.
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an existential attribute]. Therefore it is established by what we
have said that motion and repose are each existential attribute
(sifah mawjudah).*

The above passage may be reformulated as follows: motion and re-
pose are positive, existential qualities or “entitative accidents” having
autonomous or separate ontic status, because both are obtainments or
occurrences that happen to the body and are sensibly perceived: we can
actually see and determine whether a body is in motion or repose and our
mind judges intuitively that motion and repose are distinct from one an-
other and from the body itself. Now, though motion and repose are both
obtainments, they are so in two different senses. The first sense of obtain-
ment pertains to motion, which is to obtain or to occur for the initial first
time in a place B after having obtained in a previous place A. This implies
that the observer, in order to judge that something is moving or rather has
moved, has first to see the thing in place A and then in the next instant to
see the same thing again for the first time in place B. But suppose he sees
the same thing again for the second time in place B? If so, then this brings
us to the second sense of obtainment, which pertains to repose, which is
to obtain or occur for the second instant in the same place B. This implies
that the observer, in order to judge that something is in repose (has per-
sisted or remained and not moved) has first to see that thing at B at the
immediately preceding instant and then to see it again at the same place
B at the subsequent present instant.

In short, motion means to be in two different but contiguous or adja-
cent places at two successive instants, whereas repose is to be in the same
place at two successive instants. With regard to motion, if the observer
was a philosopher, he would say that the thing moves or is moving from
A to B; if a mutakallim, the thing has moved from A to B. With regard to
repose, the former would say that the thing is not moving or is not in
motion or lacks motion, while the latter would say that the thing persists
or remains in its place. The former adheres to a continuous, progressive,
or gradual (tadriji) conception of motion while the latter to a discontinu-
ous, instantaneous (dafatan) conception of motion. The latter’s concep-
tion implies that motion can also be conceived as a series of instantaneous
reposes (sukiinat), a series of wholly completed obtainments, occurrences,
or arrivals, but in successively different places and instants, for as soon as

23. Matalib, 4: 288.
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something has moved to a place it is no longer said to be moving.** Thus
al-Razi says that motion and repose are of the same species of entities
(min naw‘in wahidin) and that the contrast between them may be said to be
merely verbal, i.e., conceptual and not actual.*® However, if one of them,
i.e., motion, has been proven to have positive existence (amr thubiti), then
the other, i.e., repose, must also have positive existence, since both are of
the same species, i.e., the species of obtainment. Thus they both have ac-
tual physical existence even though the difference between them may not
be physical but only conceptual.?

In both the Mabahith and suH, al-Razi critically engages the phi-
losophers’ definitions of motion (especially that of Ibn Sina), either as a
gradual progression from potentiality to actuality, or as “the first con-
summation (kamal awwal) of that which exists potentially insofar as it ex-
ists potentially.”?” Since both these definitions entails gradual transitional
states between the initial state and the terminal state, al-Razi rejects them
by saying that a thing either moves wholly and all at once (dafatan) or not
at all, though in the Mabahith he seems not to have noticed the atomistic
implications. Also in the sUH, al-Razi follows Ibn Sina in accepting the
other three types of motion apart from local motion, namely, quantitative,
qualitative and positional motions, but, contra Ibn Sina, he understands
these motions in the atomistic non-gradualistic sense of change from one
state to another that is different from the initial state. Thus, in contrast to
the philosophers’ view, for al-Razi instantaneous change or motion from
one state to another is not restricted to generation and corruption, i.e.,
the transition from non-existence to existence and its reverse. Like Ibn
Sina, al-Razi uses the terms change and motion interchangeably to refer
to transition between states, and he thus says:

The quiddity of motion is change (al-taghayyur) from one state
to [another] state, and there is no doubt that the state transit-
ed from (al-halat al-muntaqal minhu) is different from the state

24. Mubhassal afkar al-mutagaddimin wa al-muta’akhkhirin min al-‘ulama wa
al-hukama® wa al-mutakallimin (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr al-Lubnani, 1992),
76-77; ibid. (Cairo: Maktabah al-Kulliyyat al-Azhariyyah, n.d.), 96;
ct. Kitab al-arba‘in fi usuil al-din (Hyderabad, 1934), 5.

25. Ibid.

26. Ibid.

27. Muhammad al-Mu‘tasim bi’Llah al-Baghdadi (ed.), Al-Mabahith al-
mashrigiyyah, 2 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1990), 1: 6691f;
SUH, 36ff; cf. Arnaldez, “haraka wa sukun” in EI2.
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From the foregoing it is quite clear, and al-Razi too makes clear, that
the concept of motion is inextricably linked to the concept of the entity
(body or atom) which moves, and to the twin concepts of time and space

transited to (al-halat al-muntaqal z'layhd)...28

(i.e., spatio-temporal dimensionality) in which motion occurs.

Quiddity of Time

In volume five of the Matalib, in a section entitled “discussion on the quid-
dity of time,”?? al-Razi briefly reviews the various philosophical views on

the nature of time:

[The view] which is followed by Aristotle and accepted by the
esteemed from among his followers like Abti Nasr al-Farabi and
Abu ‘Ali Ibn Sina is that it [time] is the measure of the motion of
the Great Sphere (migdar harakat al-falak al-a‘zam). The shaykh
Abu al-Barakat al-Baghdadi, author of the Mu‘tabar, says that
it is the measure of the extension of being (migdar imtidad al-
wujitd).*® Another group say that it is the very motion of the
Great Sphere (nafs harakat al-falak al-a‘zam). Yet another group
says that there is no meaning to time apart from the mere mea-
suring of time in accordance with what we interpret and discov-
er as regards its meaning (muwjarrad tawqit ‘al@ ma fassarnahu wa
kashafnahu ‘an ma‘nahw). Still another group says that just as the
point (al-nugtah) traces out by its motion a line, so similarly the
present-instant (al-an) by its motion does time (al-anu yaf alu bi
harakatihi al-zamana)....A major group of ancient philosophers
(al-hukama) say that time is a sempiternal, necessarily self-sub-
sistent substance (jawhar azali wajib al-wujud li dhatihi) which
has no essential nor existential connection with either the celes-
tial sphere or with motion. The celestial sphere, by its motion,
merely measures out the parts of time (yuqaddiru ajza’ahi), as in
the case of the finjanah [hour-glass?] which due to its different
states measures out the parts of the night and the day....”"!

28.
29.
30.

31

Matalib, 4: 262.
Matalib, 5: 51ff.

Cf. Abu al-Barakat al-Baghdadi, Kitab al-Mu‘tabar (Hyderabad, 1939),
3: 39, where he says, “If it were said that time is the measure of being
(migdar al-wujud), that would have been better than saying that it is
the measure of motion, for it also measures repose; and the reposing
and the moving both partake of being...” Abu al-Barakat devotes two
sections in this work to the problem of time, one in the part on phys-
ics (2: 69ff), and the other in the section on metaphysics (3: 35f¥).

. Matalib, 5: 52.
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Thereafter he singles out from among those views the Aristotelian-
Avicennan view for a lengthly argumentative refutation, probably because
this is the dominant philosophical view which he also happens to dislike,
being inclined as he does toward what he understands to be the view of
Plato (al-Imam Aflatun), which to a large extent is reflected in Abu al-
Barakat al-Baghdadi.*® He first gives fifteen arguments spread over four-
teen pages to refute the notion of time as the measure of motion and then
allows three counter-arguments, each of which he follows with a response.
The third argument serves to expose the circularity of the Avicennan def-
inition of time and runs as follows:

The third argument for invalidating this view [of time as the
measure of motion is]: that we say that if time is the measure of
motion, then time would be an attribute (sifah) from among the
attributes of motion, but every attribute is dependent (muhtajah)
on the so attributed (al-mawsuf), [thus] entailing that time is
necessarily dependent on motion. However motion is [itself]
dependent on time, for every motion is a transition (al-intiqal)
from one state (halah) to another state, and the time of the state
transited from is necessarily different from the time of the state
transited to. And if such is the case then the quiddity of mo-
tion is not established unless time and its successive parts are
established [first]. This situation would then demands that each
of the two is dependent on the other, but this is an invalid and
impossible circularity (al-dawn).?®

Later on in a shorter seven-page section of the Matalib** he critically
engages other philosophers’ views of time, especially the view of Abu al-
Barakat al-Baghdadi, which he finds invalid, and the view of Plato which
he sees as the philosophical view closest to the truth—namely, that time is
a self-subsisting entity essentially independent of celestial motion.” Then
he explains and evaluates at some length and with considerable empathy
(if not sympathy) the reasons underlying the view of those who argue that
time is a necessarily self-subsistent entity, thus identifying time with God.

32. As reflected for instance in the thirteenth argument (Matalib, 5: 64)
and in the Matalib, 5: 75ff. Pines notes F. al-Razi’s indebtedness to
Abu al-Barakat’s “Platonic” views, and indeed F. al-Razi himself de-
clares his adherence to Plato’s conception of time in many places in
the SUH, 2: 119-150 passim, especially, 2: 148-149. Cf. Pines, 94-95.

33. Matalib, 5: 58-59.

34. Matalib, 5: 75-81.

35. Matalib, 5: 76-77, 5: 91, 103-104; cf. SUH, 2: 148.
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Finally he makes explicit and unambigious his own personal view, as fol-
lows:

The closest [to the truth] from among these views [is the view
in which] it is said: The evidences show that the necessarily
self-subsistent is one, and it is established that the necessarily
self-subsistent is necessarily existent in all its aspects (wdjib al-
wujiud min jami‘ al-jihatihi). This negates His being a substrate
(mawrid) for changes and alterations. But duration (muddah) or
time (zaman) is a substrate for changes and alterations with re-
gard to the successive arrival (fawarud) upon it of the priorities
(al-qabliyyat) and the posteriorities (al-ba‘diyyat), thus it is not
necessarily self-subsistent in all respects, and hence not neces-
sarily existent with respect to its essence but [only] possibly ex-
istent in its essence. As for Allah, He is the Existent Sanctified
from [all] changes, Aloof from being touched by anything po-
tential. This is what we say and upon it we are resolved, and
Allah is the Guide.”

Time is obviously not God, but what then is the final, positive position
of al-Razi with regard to the nature or quiddity of time, i.e., what time is
rather than what time is not? For al-Razi time is not the measure of mo-
tion or change, hence not dependent on motion or change; therefore, if
it has a positive entitative existence this existence is independent of the
existence of motion and change, though, as the above passage shows, not
independent of God. This would mean that time has no eternal, necessary
existence but was brought into being with the world, created with the cre-
ation of the cosmos as an integral but autonomous cosmic component. As
a matter of fact, in the Mafatih,* he talks of time as being just as created as
space and as being possibly existent. This view would then be compatible
with one of the three main interpretations of Platonic time in the Timaeus,
namely that “time began with the ordered kosmos, and there was nothing
before that.”*® So when al-Razi says that time is an independent substance,
he means independent not of God but of motion. Hence Zarkan need not
have been too worried about al-Razi’s bestowing the honour of godhood
on time.*

36. Matalib, 5: 81.

87. Mafatih, 1 (1): 163; 10 (29): 441.

38. Richard Sorabji, Time, Creation & the Continuum (London: Duckworth,
1983), 268.

39. Muhammad Salih al-Zarkan, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi wa ar@uhu al-
kalamiyyah wa al-falsafiyyah (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1963), 457.
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The next question that then arises for al-Razi concerns the role of
this motion-independent time in relation to physical realities like motion,
actions, and change, for time, though independent, is inextricably linked
with all three. As a matter of fact, he compares time to space in the sense
that just as the latter is a receptacle of entities, bodies, and atoms, so the
former is a receptacle of actions, events, and accidents.*’ If time is not the
measure of motion, then can it be the other way round, i.e., motion is the
measure of time, or motion measures out the duration of time? He says
that time obtains whether or not motion obtains, and that though the
latter has no influence whatsoever on the existence of time per se, it func-
tions to measure and to determine time just as various instruments are
used to measure out the duration of the day into parts and halves, despite
the obvious fact that these instruments do not generate nor existentiate
time. So, similarly, celestial motions merely measure temporal duration,
and moreover, motion occurs in time but not vice versa.*' So it seems that
for al-Razi, time is the objective indeterminate substance or physical di-
mension that is measured and hence determined or marked out by the
accidents of motion and repose which inhere in it. Instead of time being
the measure of motion, we now have the relation inversed: motion is the
measure of time.

Time (al-zaman) and its Cognates

Al-Razi devotes an interesting five-page section in volume five of the
Matalib* to clarity the semantic relations between time understood ge-
nerically as al-zaman with its various (denotative) cognates like al-muddah
(duration or temporal extension), al-wagqt, al-sarmad, al-azal, al-abad, al-
nahar (day-time), al-layl (night-time), al-yawm (day), al-sa‘ah (hour), al-hin,
and al-ajal. This section may be summarized as follows:

Al-muddah (duration or temporal extension) is time (al-zaman) insofar
as it is extended or “stretched out” (yamtaddu, imtidad) by division into
consecutive present-instants (al-anat al-hadirah). Al-zaman (generic time)
is the time that is measured by celestial or instrumental motion. Al-waqt
(unit time) is the individual or special time that is linked to a particular
event that is known to occur, like your saying: “I'll meet you [at the time
of] the appearance of the new moon.” Al-nahar (day-time) is the time dur-
ing which the sun rises and appears, whereas al-layl (night-time) is the

40. Mafatih, 9 (25): 128; 9 (26): 275; 10 (28): 202.
41. Matalib, 5: 104.
42. Matalib, 5: 103-107; cf. SUH, 2: 148-149, and Pines, 57ff.
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time during which the sun has set. Al-dahr and al-sarmad (absolute time or
unqualified time) are two names for time considered apart from or devoid
of occurrences and changes. Al-azal is al-dahr al-mutaqaddim (pre-eternal
time) having no beginning and no intitial moment, whereas al-abad is al-
dahr al-muta’akhkhir (post-eternal time) having no ending or terminal mo-
ment.

Al-Razi seems to have forgotten to define the remaining three cog-
nates: al-sa‘ah, al-hin and al-ajal, but in the Mafatih these three are given
definitions which are here summarized. Al-hin (unspecified temporal pe-
riod) refers to an unspecified temporal period that can either be short or
long, as when you say to a friend, “I've not seen you for some time.” It can
also mean an aggregate number of days just as the term al-ummah (nation)
refers to an aggregation of people.” Al-ajal (appointed time) refers to the
time appointed for terminating a temporal period such as the period or
span of one’s life.** Al-sa‘ah (instant) refers to the smallest unit of time.*

As for ‘asr, Al-Razi reports four opinions (aqwal) on its meaning in
the Mafatih, the first of which equates it with dahr. The second deems it
to refer to the two extremities of the daytime (tarafay al-nahar), namely
the morning when people arise to begin their work and the evening when
they retire to end it and are then held to account for it. The third has it to
mean the late afternoon prayer (salat al-‘asr), whose virtue is underlined
by the fact that people in general have to turn away from their frenetic
late afternoon preoccupations with trade and livelihood in order to per-
form it. The fourth interprets the verse “wa al-‘asri” to mean that Allah
the Most High is swearing by the time of the Prophet (annahit gasama bi
zaman al-Rasul ‘alayhi al-salam), that is, by the specific era or age in which
Muhammad, sallaLlahu ‘alayhi wa sallam, and his Ummah live, which is the
last age of humankind before the end of days, like the late afternoon (‘asr)
brilliance before the looming darkness of nightfall.*®

Conclusion

From the foregoing we may conclude that al-Razi inclines to the views that
(i) motion is the measure of time, (ii) time is not prior to the cosmos but
begins with it, and (iii) time is the measure of existence. However, as the

43. Mafatih, 1 (3): 464-65; 6 (18): 453; 10 (30): 739.

44. Mafatih, 3 (7): 91-92; 4 (12): 480-481; 5 (14): 234.

45. Mafatih, 5 (14): 234.

46. al-Tafsir al-Kabir (also known as Mafatih al-Ghayb), 32 vols. in 11 (Beirut:
Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 1996), 11: 277-279.
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following quotation shows, he allows the question of the true conception of
time to be left open for further investigation and surrenders its complete
resolution to divine knowledge.

In the sUH," after a long drawn-out critical engagement with Ibn Sina
regarding the true conception of time, he states his final, “Platonic” posi-
tion, and spells out the precise relationship between al-sarmad, al-dahy,
and al-zaman.

It is clear that the partisans of the view*® (madhhab) of Aristotle
(Aristatalis) that time is the measure of motion are not able to
pursue further into any of the strictures of the inquiries re-
garding time except by referring to the view of Plato (al-Imam
Aflatun). The closest view to the truth for me with regard to [the
problem of] time in principle (fi al-mabda’) is the view of the
Imam Plato, which is that it [time] is an essentially autonomous,
self-subsistent existent (mawjudun g@’imun bi nafsihi mustaqillun
bi dhatihi). If we consider the relation of its essence to the essenc-
es of enduring, changeless existents, it is named al-sarmad by
virtue of this consideration. And if we consider the relation of
its essence to that before the occurrence of motions (al-harakat)
and changes (al-taghayyurat) then that [time] is al-dahr al-dahir.
And if we consider the relation of its essence to the changes [or
changing things] being in conjunction (mutaqarinatan) with it
[time], then that is what is named al-zaman. As for the view of
Aristotle (Aristii) that time (al-zaman) measures (mugaddir) mo-
tion, you have already known by decisive arguments of its in-
validity (fasadih). As for the view of the Imam Plato, it is closer
to [what] the demonstrative sciences (al-‘ulum al-burhaniyyah)
[demand], and farther away from the darknesses of ambigui-
ties. Yet, despite this, complete knowledge of the realities of
things (haqa’iq al-ashya’) is but only with God the Sublime, the
Transcendent.*

47. SUH, 119-150.

48. Reading madhhab instead of adhhab, which is obviously an error.

49. SUH, 2: 148-149; cf. R. M. Frank, “The non-existent and the possible
in classical Ash‘arite Teaching,” MIDEO, Vol. 24 (2000), 1-37 on 7-10.
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