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The Question of Being in Al-Farabi’s Legacy
and its Succession to Modern Science

Abstract. This study analyses the views of the Arab-Muslim scholar Al-Farabi on reality, life and his judgements on
existence. In particular, the significance of his legacy for modern scientific cognition is demonstrated: notions of chaos,
vacuum, the coexistence of science and religion, maintaining interdisciplinary links in the direction of research, the
application of the integrative methodology, the manifestation of a distinctive model of creative thinking, etc. The methods used
include historical research, terminological analysis and systematisation. The cognitive significance of Al-Farabi’s ideas
remains present at the current stage of scientific development. In particular, his ideas about chaos can be compared with
the innovations of modern natural sciences, and the methods of scientific cognition used by him are an example of the
use of modern tools of scientists. Al-Farabi is known all over the world as a philosopher, encyclopedic scientist, doctor,
physicist, psychologist, mathematician, astronomer, musician, poet, literary critic, etc. In the metaphysical sphere
Al-Farabi was interested in ontological, basic conceptual and concrete, fundamental philosophical problems — formation
of ideas of “being” and “non-being”; movement and its types; metaphysical problems of “becoming” and “creation” in a
thorough study of form-matter relations; reflections on place and space, the nature of the Creator in the act of world
creation, etc. Thus, in his arguments about being, Al-Farabi considers several concepts in philosophy, using them
as a categorical apparatus. The philosopher’s basic reasoning about being consists not only of dry philosophy about
the world, he addresses physical, and astronomical problems such as vacuum, chaos, and similar reasoning has great
relevance to modern times as well. Thus, the revival of the name of Al-Farabi and his legacy today has become one of
the main positions of the Turkic people, including the Kazakh, in the context of spiritual modernisation. The practical
significance of the study is determined by the possibility of applying its results to actualise the ideas of Al-Farabi
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INTRODUCTION

The Islamic religion, which originated in the Arab land in
the Middle Ages, contributed to the development of sci-
ence throughout Europe and Central Asia, and not only
among the peoples who had this faith. The Muslim Re-
naissance was distinguished by its versatility [1]. The phi-
losophy of this period is also called “philosophy in Arabic”
or “Arab philosophers”. G. Esim [2], one of the researchers
of Arab philosophy, noted that according to the range of

its prevalence, Arab-Muslim philosophy was divided into
three periods based on the historical-regional principle:
1) under the Baghdad Caliphate: al-Kindi, “pure brothers”,
etc.; 2) Central Asian peoples: Al-Farabi, Ibn Sina, Omar
Khayyam, Attar, Al-Ghazali, etc.; 3) Muslim Spain: Ibn Baj,
Ibn Tufeil, Ibn Arabi, Ibn Rushd, etc. G.Zh. Nurysheva [3]
describes the development of philosophical trends
during this period: “Also during this period emerged and
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flourished such major currents and schools as the Mu'tazili
(founder in the eighth century — Amir ibn Ubayd), kalam
(founders in the tenth century — Abu-al-Hasan Ashari,
Maturidi), Sufism”.

The distinguishing features of the development of
philosophy in this epoch were: the principles within the
framework of Muslim religious thought were always con-
sidered; because education had become universal, most
philosophers of this period became encyclopedists; the
heritage of Ancient Greece, forgotten in Europe, was pre-
sented and interpreted for the world; Arab philosophy
covered a large area from modern Central Asian peoples to
European Spain, gaining a significant authority in the sci-
entific and cognitive space of the era; and Arab philosophy
was created in a wide variety of ways [4-6]. The philosophy
of Al-Farabi is the subject of research by many scientists.
Thus, M. Leiva [7] examines the philosopher’s reception
of Aristotelian thinking, namely concepts such as the in-
tellect and the immortality of the soul. M.A. Khalidi [8]
discusses the transfer of philosophical discourse from one
language or people to another, as interpreted by Al-Farabi.
D. Iskakuly et al. [9] explore the concept of happiness in
the philosopher’s lyrics, concluding that man and his hap-
piness in Al-Farabi’s lyrics are secondary to current real-
ity. Study by N. Tercan and G. Nurysheva [10] focuses on
his creative heritage and scientific and pedagogical ideas.
The authors note that the creative heritage of the thinker
is permeated with the ideas of humanisation and democ-
ratisation of society through its improvement by educa-
tional means. K. Loevy [11], analysing Al-Farabi’s writings,
defines the philosopher’s attitude to slavery.

One of the thinkers of Arabic-Muslim Oriental phi-
losophy was Abu Nasr Al Farabi, who was born and spent
his childhood in the Turkic land of Otrar. His full name is
Abu Nasr Muhammad ibn Tarkhan ibn Uzlugh al-Farabi
at-Turki. He is known all over the world as a philosopher,
encyclopedic scientist, doctor, physicist, psychologist,
mathematician, astronomer, musician, poet, etc. In addi-
tion, one aspect of Al-Farabi’s teachings begins with a her-
meneutic analysis of the ancient Greek works of Aristotle
and Plato and is one of his most recent works presented
in Western Europe [12-14]. In the world’s spiritual space,
he became the “second teacher” after Aristotle. Al-Farabi
wrote about 200 works, but only 100 have been preserved
to date: “Philosophical Treatises”, “Mathematical Treatises”,
“Social and Ethical Treatises”, “Logical Treatises”, “The
Great Book of Music”, “The Views of Good Citizens”, etc.

Al-Farabi, through his writings, left a significant
mark in history as one of the “enlighteners” of the time.
He made a significant contribution to science, through
his book’s humanity have knowledge that could have
been lost forever. Al-Farabi based his writings on existing
facts while adding his own thoughts and ideas, which in
the future helped to understand his work more deeply.
Practical application of philosophy in ordinary life was
one of the main preoccupations of Al-Farabi, he often
highlighted this matter in his books (“On Reason and Sci-
ence”, “Ractat on the views of the inhabitants of a virtuous
city”, etc.) [15]. He dreamed of creating an ideal, “virtuous”
society in which all people would know their true happi-
ness, and he really wanted people to create this society
through philosophy. In his works, Al-Farabi talked about
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how there is always a thorny path to perfection and hap-
piness, which each person has to take. His philosophy was
calm, simple, there was no room for aggression and anger
in it. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to examine the
question of existence in Al-Farabi’s legacy and its succes-
sion to modern scientific cognition.

The philosophical teaching of Al-Farabi

In addition to presenting rational ideas about space, mat-
ter and motion, the encyclopaedic scientist sought to
experiment and prove his hypotheses in the physical sci-
ences. When it comes to the vacuum, by testing it experi-
mentally, Al-Farabi proves that there is no natural vacuum
in the world [16]. Hence, the philosopher’s perspective on
the actual physical manifestation of free space is also an
important point. Studying vacuum experimentally and
empirically, Al-Farabi notices its absence through the ra-
tio of air and water. In his psychological viewpoint, the
scholar analyses such matters as mind, intellect, and per-
ception; he distinguishes between levels of cognition. To
date, an important issue is the division of intelligence into
several types and the provision of assistance to everyone.
As regards music, the musical expression of sounds, notes
and current theoretical levels of musical knowledge are
described in The Great Book of Music [15]. In the meta-
physical sphere Al-Farabi was interested in ontological,
basic conceptual and concrete, fundamental philosophical
problems - formation of ideas of “being” and “non-being”;
movement and its types; metaphysical problems of “be-
coming” and “creation” in a thorough study of form-mat-
ter relations; reflections on place and space, the nature of
the Creator in the act of world creation, etc. Thus, in his
arguments about being, Al-Farabi considers several con-
cepts in philosophy, using them as a categorical appara-
tus. These ideas are thoroughly studied in “The Essence of
Problems” [15].

Presenting logical judgements on necessity, possi-
bility, existence and creation of the world, the philosopher
says that everything falls into two categories: “To one of
them belong things which, although they exist in their
own right, do not cause him to live. This type of thing is
called “possibly existing” [15]. The second type includes things
that must always exist and in the required quantity. They are
called “necessary existing”. Reasoning about “possibly
existing” as “possibly not existing” would not be strange.
There should be a reason behind the existence of “pos-
sibly existing”. When such a cause appears, the thing be-
comes “necessarily existing because of the other”, argues
the thinker, considering “existence” and “non-existence”,
assuming that this is a pure ontological entity [15]. The
dichotomy is presented conditionally and touches on the
key issues of being, although it follows from the general
concept of “existence”. Consequently, Al-Farabi reveals
two types of life in this judgement [2; 16].

First of all, the appearance of anything on earth
here is based on creationist principles in the religious
sense. That is, the creationist power of creation is not
realised through certain random causes, but through a
necessary ‘cause, creating the grounds for a possibility
to become reality. The transformation of “perhaps exists”
into “possible negation” corresponds to the project of the
inter penetrability of being and non-being, but “possible
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existence” is not non-existence in this statement. There-
fore, through that which “perhaps exists” shown by the
thinker passes into the “necessarily existing”, a parameter
of its being is recognised. Furthermore, the philosopher
analyses whether “necessary existence” is a true reality,
an actual existence, and whether “possible existence” is a
potential existence [17]. Al-Farabi goes deeper into the on-
tological essence, revealing these concepts further: “Con-
sider the “necessary existing”: if we consider them non-ex-
istent, we inevitably allow the insane. There is no reason
for their existence. They will not become a true creature of
anything. This is the root cause of the existence of things.
Hence the conclusion is that the presence of the “neces-
sary existing” is the beginning of all existence, and it must
be pure of any faults. Thus, its existence is more perfect. It
is necessary, free, reaching the highest perfection of being,
without subordination to causes — matter, form, action
and purpose” [2].

That is, the concept of “necessary existence”, which
has reached perfection in this sense, is in fact the essence
of perfection developing from within. His transcendence
is “by itself”. The enriched quality of “perfection” here
means, above all, that it repeats its eternal existence, as-
suming that it is real and that it was not created by evo-
lution. That is, it intends to reveal its absolute freedom
because it is evident that its freedom is the freedom of
existence. The thinker Al-Farabi, in drawing these conclu-
sions, presents his perfect act. It becomes its own existence
rather than its own modus, substance, and substratum. Its
existence is not non-existence at all, that is, its existence is
being. Consequently, “being” is on a certain plane, clearly
expressed, unquestionably represented, and consistently
acknowledged, the ultimate truth.

The modern embodiment of the thinker’s metaphysical
ideas

Al-Farabi continues to study this issue: “It has no bodily
character. You could say it exists, but the determinant of
“existence” is “matter” — and “matter” is also the determi-
nant of the body. Thus, it can be said that “there is a need”:
“itis a necessity and it is its way of life” [2]. Hence the con-
clusion that there is no name, no species, no fact and no
evidence of necessary existence. On the contrary, it can
itself be the proof of everything. It lives independently in
a permanent eternal form, and never disappears forever,
its life is not potential. From this follows the conclusion
that it cannot exist, that it does not need anything for its
indomitable life and that it does not pass from one state
to another. Neither the volume, the place, nor the time
can be imposed on it. It's not a body. There is nothing in
its nature that makes its life dependent. In this sense, it is
also a single whole. So, it is impossible to characterise the
necessary existence with such concepts as matter, kind,
colour” the thinker argues [15]. Consequently, although a
“necessary being” exists, it does not conditionally possess
any existential quality, it is a purely independent being
whose existence has the full meaning of “being for one-
self” and which fully possesses the true meaning and es-
sence of life. This unknown party becomes the Creator and
is equated with it, it has creative power, the ability to create
a holistic world, the power of will to subdue its nature and so
on [15]. That is, what Al-Farabi is pointing to is the Creator

himself, God. This is a traditional philosophical theolog-
ical teaching.

The conclusions of Farabiologist M.S. Burabayev [18]
are outlined as follows: “Al-Farabi emphasises that the first
subject of this science, i.e., metaphysics, is absolute being,
then being and unity, its kinds and connection, “noth-
ingness” and “multiplicity”. These judgments indicate
a deeper reflection of the philosopher on the problem of
non-existence. Al-Farabi’s ideas continue to testify about
theosophy: “He gives eternal life to things, ceases their
existence. In this sense, it is the cause of the existence of
all things, but this does not mean that, by making things
exist out of nothing, it gives them the freedom to live in-
dependently” [2]. Here, in the will of the whole world, a
“necessary”, being is born and strengthened, rising only
through “existence”. From this follows a simple algorithm
that being depends on “existence”. This clearly shows the
difference between being and “existence”. This implies a
clear statement: “if there is no “existence”, then there is no
being”. It is, by all means, a question of the Creator in reli-
gious form. Al-Farabi also points out: “The problem is that
first matter cannot exist apart from form, just as natural
form cannot exist apart from matter. On the contrary, the
first matter needs form to become an actual entity. The
first matter and form cannot be the reason for each other’s
existence, there is another reason that determines the
coexistence of both” [2].

Thus, the cognitive significance of philosopher
ideas remains present in the modern stage: “From here
we see that the thinker’s viewpoint on the real physical
manifestation of empty space is also an important insight.
Studying the vacuum empirically, Al-Farabi comments
on its absence through the ratio of air to water” [19]. His
ideas on chaos can also be compared with the innovations
of the modern natural sciences [20]. Kazakhstan is known
to have a fundamental university named after Al-Farabi.
The Farabitanu Research Centre has been established at
this university and the Department of Philosophy has also
opened the Little Farabi Academy to promote his legacy
among students. Furthermore, a special course on “Farabi
and modernity” has been systematically taught for several
years to students of most of the university’s majors. This
year, in honour of the 1150th anniversary of Al-Farabi,
events are being held at several establishments, includ-
ing higher education institutions in the country. This is an
example of the philosopher’s legacy being passed on to a
new generation.

CONCLUSIONS

Al-Farabi does not regard being as a purely philosophical
problem but studies it in the light of its relationship to re-
ligious cognition. He recognised that religion and science
must coexist. Consequently, even in the modern stage one
should not rely solely on science without reference to re-
ligion or having an atheistic approach. The thinker points
out that the matter of being has unresolved questions
even at the present time.

Being is not simply the totality of existing things,
and the need to consider it holistically is expressed by the
use of a modern integrative methodology, although not
intentionally. And also what is today called intersubject
communication. Consequently, without linking the question

Interdisciplinary Cultural and Humanities Review. 2022. Vol. 1, No. 1



R. Doszhan

of being to physics, astronomy and other social sciences,
itis also impossible to achieve certain results. Even in that
era, Al-Farabi exemplified the use of modern educational
systems and methods used in scientific cognition: creativ-
ity, productive reasoning, imaginative thinking, etc. Al-
though he also has interpretations of Aristotle’s and Plato’s
ideas, the ideas of being are new ideas born of the virgin

The philosopher’s basic reasoning about being
consists not only of dry philosophy about the world, he
addresses physical, and astronomical questions such as
vacuum, chaos, and similar reasoning has great relevance
to modern times as well. Thus, the revival of the name
of Al-Farabi and his legacy today has become one of the
main positions of the Turkic people, including the Kazakh,

world. in the context of spiritual modernisation.
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PainxaH Ka3subekiBHa [loc)xaH

Ka3saxcbka HauioHanbHa akageMmia xopeorpadii
020000, npocn. Yni Odana, 9, M. Hyp-CynTaH, Pecny6nika KasaxcTaH

Mpo6nema 6yTTa Yy cnagwmHi Anb-®apabi Ta ii cnagKoeMHIcTb
i3 cy4yacHUM HayKOBUM 3HAHHSAM

AHoOTaUiq. YV qoC/IiKeHHI aHAJTI3YIOTHCS OIS apabo-MyCyJIbMaHChKOT0 BYeHOTO AJib-Papabi Ha peasbHICTh,
OyTTA Ta Moro Cy[I)KeHHS PO iCHyBaHHsA. 30KpeMa, TOKa3aHOo 3HaYeHHs HOro CIIagIINHU A Cy9IacCHOTO HayKOBOTO
Mi3HAHHS: MOHSATTA Xa0Cy, BaKyyMy, CHiBiCHyBaHHsI HAyKU i peJtirii, miATpuMaHHA MiKIUCHUNIIHAPHUX 3B’SI3KIB Y
HaIpPsIMKY JOCTiIKeHb, 3aCTOCYBaHHsI iHTerpaTUBHOI METO/I0JIOT ], TPOSsIB CaMOOYTHBOI MOJIeJTi TBOPYOTO MUCJIEHHS TOIIIO.
BUKOpPHUCTAaHO METOOU iCTOPUYHOIO JOCJIiKEHHs, TePMIiHOJIOTIYHOrO aHaJjidy Ta cucreMarusarii. IlisHaBa/bHa
3HAYYIIiCTh ifneit Anb-Papabi 3bepiraeThbcs i Ha cygacHOMY eTari PO3BUTKY HayKW. 30KpeMa, Horo imel mpo xaoc
MO’KHA IOPIBHATU 3 HOBALiAMU Cy4acCHOI'O IPUPOLO3HABCTBA, & BUKOPUCTAHI HUM METOLU HAyKOBOIO IMi3HAHHS €
MIPUKJIAOM 3aCTOCYBAHHSA Cy4acCHOTO iHCTpyMeHTapilo BueHUX. Asib-Papabi Bizomuil y BcboMy CBITi Ik dimocod,
BUYEHUH-eHINKJIONEUCT, JiKap, (i3UK, ICUX0JIOT, MaTeMaTHK, aCTPOHOM, My3UKAHT, IIOET, JTepaTypHUl KPUTHUK TOIIIO.
YV Mertadisuuniil cdepi Anb-Papabi nikaBuIM OHTOJIOTiIUHI, 6a30Bi KOHIIENTYa bHi Ta KOHKPETHI, (PyHIaMeHTalbHI
dinocodcrki npobiiemu — hopmyBaHHs imeit “OyrTsa” i “HeOyTTA”; pyX Ta Horo Buau; MeradisuuHi npodsaemu
“cranoBsieHHs” i “TBOpeHHs1” y IPYHTOBHOMY JOCJIiKeHHI CliBBigHOIIIeHHA (OopMU i Marepii; po3ayMu IIpo Micle i
npocTip, mpupoxay TBopIis B aKTi TBOPEHHs CBITY Tomo. Tak, y CBOiX MipKyBaHHsAX ITpo OyTTA Antb-Papabdi posrisanae
JeKiTpKa KoHIenmii y hinocodii, BMKOPUCTOBYIOUM IX IK KaTeropianbHUM amapar. OCHOBHI MipKyBaHHs dijiocodanpo
OYTTSA CKJIAJAIOTHCSI HE JIUIIIE 3 CYXUX (hi0coCHbKUX pO3yMiB IIPO CBIT, BiH 3BEPTAETHCSI 10 (Pi3MIHUX, ACTPOHOMIYHHIX
po0JieM, TaKUX sIK BaKyyM, Xaoc, i moAiOHi MipKyBaHHS MalOTh BEJIUKY aKTYaJIbHICTB i [I/Is1 cCydyacHOCTi. TAKUM YMHOM,
BipomskeHHs imeHi Anb-®Papabi i 1oro CraAIMHN ChOTOIHI CTAJI0 OTHI€I0 3 TOJIOBHUX ITO3UIIiM TIOPKCHKUX HAPO/IIB,
B TOMY YMCJIi i Ka3aXCbKOI'0, B KOHTEKCTI JYXOBHOI MojepHi3anil. [I[pakTryHe 3Ha4eHHA NOCJIiIPKeHH BU3HAYA€ThCA
MOSKJIUBICTIO 3aCTOCYBAHHSI MOTO pe3y/IbTaTiB s akTyastisarii ineit Anb-Papabi

KnouoBi cnosa: onTosiorist, metadisuka, apadchka disiocodist, 6yTTs1, HemarepiaabHICTD
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