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IBN KAMMUNA:
A JEWISH PHILOSOPHER
IN THE SCHOOL OF ILLUMINATION

The development of thought and contemplation throughout the human history
has always abounded with numerous ups and downs, the recognition of which
depends on the reconsideration of historical, social and political events. It is
quite certain that the evolution in political and social systems has played a part in
booming or slumping the trends in thought and knowledge. In the Islamic world,
political events such as the substitution of the Abbasid dynasty for the Omayyad
rule and later the collapse of the Abbasids’ long-term rule, the overthrow of the
Gurkhanian reign and other political upheavals were influential turning-points in
Islamic thought. Meanwhile, the downfall of the Abbasids’ autocratic reign and
the dominance of the Buddhist Mongolian rulers over the Islamic world made an
appropriate background for new thoughts to appear. Additionally, the scientific
authority of Khaja Nasir al-Din TaisT and the profound knowledge of Allama
Hillt caused the foundations of Shi‘ thought to become stronger than ever. Also,
considering the fact that the Mongolian rulers did not believe in Islam, they
paved the way for other beliefs and religions to emerge.

One of the thinkers who took advantage of this open situation and presented
his opinions was Ibn Kammiina. Following the compilation of the book Tangih
al-Abhath, in which he tried to prove the legitimacy of Judaism, he lost his social
honour in Muslim community and became a figure famous for his critical opin-
ions of Islamic thoughts. His name accompanied his famous book throughout the
history of Islamic thought. Ibn al-Fuwati, one of his contemporaries, after narrat-
ing the story about people’s riot against him says:
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“The police invited the residents of Baghdad to gather early next morning
outside the city walls in order to burn Ibn Kammiina and after that the mob
was appeased. No one mentioned him again. Ibn Kammiina immigrated to
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the city of Hilla carrying a copy of his book with him while his son served
him as his secretary. He lived there for a while and passed away there.”

For this reason, some of the scholars of his period wrote the very same opin-
ions of his in their books in order to maintain them from being ruined. Some of
them even dishonestly plagiarized his writings. Philosophers like Mulla Jalal al-
Din Dawwan1 from the school of Shiraz and Mir Damad and Mir Sayyid Ahmad
‘Alaw1 ‘Amili from the school of Isfahan have referred to his works.

There are two or three points worth mentioning here

1) All the works by Ibn Kammiina, except for Tangih al-Abhath and his trea-
tise regarding the differences between Rabbinites and Qaraites, can be counted
as the philosophical links in the chain of Islamic thoughts. The importance of his
works and thoughts becomes more obvious when we notice the fact that great
philosophers such as ShahraziirT in al-Shajarah al-Ilahiyah and Qutb al-Din Shi-
razi in Durrat al-Taj have paid special attention to the concepts obtained from
Ibn Kammiina’s opinions.

2) The works written by other Jewish philosophers are greatly influenced by
Mu’tazilism or Neo-Platonism, for instance the book called Jami’, written by
Yisuf Basir is under the influence of Mu’tazilite thought or Ibn Gabirol’s book
called “The Fountain of Life” is influenced by Neo-Platonists’ views. On the
contrary, Ibn Kammiina’s books are under the influence of Avicenna’s notions
that are sometimes blended with [lluminate (ishragi) implications, as he was also
familiar with the works of Shaykh al-Ishraq. Thus, his ideas are sometimes un-
steady and accompanied by some sort of creativity but surely his works are de-
void of the originality found in AbtG Barakat al-Baghdadi’s work, named al-
Mu ‘tabar, also they are not similar to the works by such Jewish philosophers as
Misa b. ‘Azra (Moses Ibn Ezra) and Ibn Maymiin (Moses Maimonides), whose
books are regarded as very influential in the history of Jewish thought. Ibn
Kammiina’s works, by contrast, are merely new versions of Avicenna’s thoughts.

3) Unfortunately, due to the fact that the philosophical books written in the
period between Avicenna and Khaja Nasir al-Din TiisT have not received consid-
erable attention of scholars and publishers and, as a result, the works of this pe-
riod have not been printed nor deeply analyzed, it is not easy to recognize the
major trends of this era and the direction of the course through which thoughts
and notions were moving. It is expected that, by taking efficient scientific steps,
the future researchers will provide a clearer image of the originality of thoughts
presented by the thinkers of this period and demonstrate the sources and works
from which Ibn Kammiina’s thoughts stem.

In what follows, we’ll briefly review Ibn Kammiina’s biography and works
and then make a few remarks concerning al-Kashif.

‘Izz al-Dawla Abii Rida S‘ad Ibn Najm al-Dawla Mansiir Ibn S‘ad Ibn Hasan
Ibn Hibat Allah Ibn Kammiina al-Isra’1l1 al-Baghdadi, who is well-known as Ibn
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Kammiina, was one of the thinkers of the thirteenth century. He was born in
a Jewish family in Baghdad and soon, due to the exigencies of his period, started
to study the common sciences of his time. Following the collapse of the Abbasid
caliphate in Baghdad in 656/1258, when the Mongols took power in Islamic
world, the Jews managed to take important government positions and it was dur-
ing this time that Ibn Kammiina and his son were given some significant official
posts. Among the biographical books there is only very brief mention of him in
the book al-Hawadith al-Jami‘a wa Talkhis Majma ‘ al-Adab fi Mu ‘jam Al-Algab
written by Ibn al-Fuwati.

There are about 30 works created by Ibn Kammiina, among which a/-Kashif
is the biggest and the most significant and his commentary on Suhraward1’s
al-Talwihat is the most sophisticated and complex. Having a position compatible
with Suhrawardi’s, in his commentary on al-Talwihat he attempts to illustrate
the principles of Illuminate philosophy, while in al-Kashif, which was written
9 years later, he demonstrates his own opinions in an independent manner.

Al-Kashif includes the following three sections: logic, natural sciences and
metaphysics. The materials presented in these sections in some parts lack logi-
cal coherence, though. Yet it is one of the most significant and valuable philoso-
phical works originated after some of the popular Peripatetic works, such as
al-Shifa’, al-Tahsil, Bayan al-Haqq, and Tus1’s Sharh al-Isharat. As a very brief
and summarized review we can count the following defects and weaknesses in
al-Kashif:

1) The arrangement of the materials in logic sometimes suffers a sort of ra-
tional confusion and requires additional issues to be included before or after so-
me entries so that the presentation of the materials might receive a smooth and
logical order. For instance:

e The discussion of imperfect boundary should not be given after the discus-
sion of essential boundary and conceptual boundary.

e His presentation of the issues like The One, the perfect and the imperfect
within the discussion of contradiction and concluding that the two concepts of
oneness and plurality are not opposite, is not appropriate.

e His presentation of the divisions of opposition does not follow a logical
coherence.

e His discussion of the issues of joy and pain does not have a logical meth-
odology.

e His presentation of this issue that “it is unlikely to consider two necessary
existents under one species” is not located in a proper position.

e His discussion of A/ive as one the attributes of Allah has been preceded.

e His diction while expressing some issues especially without giving an in-
troduction is immature. For instance, his discussion of time and place.

2) In the section of logic, the writer has made some serious mistakes, among
which are these:
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e In the conclusion of the third mode of the second figure, he makes this mis-
take: although one of the premises of syllogism is particular, its conclusion is
negative universal, while it should be negative particular.

e While presenting the fourth mode of the second figure, he has made several
mistakes in the formats of both premises and conclusion.

e While proving the conclusion of the second figure through assumption, he
makes a mistake.

Unlike Ibn Kammiina, Qutb al-Din Shirazi has presented all these materials
in the most precise way and has made no such mistakes.

3) His diction is not clear and strong, while defining the philosophical con-
cepts, like the way various objects are marked by different kinds of oppositions.'
In some parts his wordings and sentence structures are not sound and accurate,
for instance in some places he writes: «1 Jedas 3l (i 5y instead of «& sgda 535
or he writes (» el PPN IEN] &b Ll g alusl Ll (38a5 Eaalall (pa allial g 41 13a gy
Zcnall 2all Goanl o g S 1 sa Y5 03l

Also in some parts, his exaggerated conciseness prevents the reader from
a full understanding. For instance: while proving the second figure, he mentions
the general rules and does not pose the details or he does not express different
modes separately.

4) He has made some mistakes in using some Arabic terms, which stems
from his weakness in Arabic lexical and morphological sciences.

5) He has made a mistake in creating logical divisions like dividing God’s at-
tributes in 7 categories, while they are 6 or 8.

Despite all above-mentioned weaknesses in this book, all materials expressed
in the sections natural sciences and metaphysics have been penetrated and re-
flected in the greatest Persian encyclopedia of [lluminate philosophy, called Dur-
rat al-Taj, written by Qutb al-Din Shirazi and, surprisingly, Shirazi has made no
mention of Ibn Kammiina and a/-Kashif while narrating the translation of these
two sections in his book.” Let us have a quick look at a couple of passages of
these two works:

AL-Kashif. P. 124, ¢si¥) sha j5as
lguany OIS 131 sl aalgll e 5 ,8d)
CGNIAL ¢ jary ) sha Jaus s die | ilea
VooLially clially Jdglly ey
Oy aalll e saay o Jaall G ey

! Al-Kashif. P. 101.
% Al-Kashif. P. 250.

Durrat al-Taj. Vol. 3. P. 41, 2L Yla
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? This has already been pointed out in the article written by Professor Sabine Schmidtke
and Dr. Reza Pourjavadi: Qutb al-Din Shirazi’s Durrat al-Taj and its Sources // Journal Asiati-

que 292 i-ii 9 (2004). P. 309-328.
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It is worth saying that Ibn Kammiina himself has quoted various materials
from the books like Ibn Stna’s al-Shifa’ and Risalat fi ’I- ‘Ishg, Bahmanyar’s al-
Tahsil and Tust’s Sharh al-Isharat and other books, but has not pointed to the

. . 4
sources or their writers.
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Here are a few instances:
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* For more detail on this, see my introduction on the new edition of al-Kashif. Published by

Institute of Islamic Studies, Free University of Berlin, and the Iranian Institute of Philosophy in
2009 (‘Izz al-Dawla Ibn Kammiina. Al-Kashif (Al-Jadid fi ’I-hikma). Edited with an Introduc-
tion by Hamed Naji Isfahani).
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Tast’s Sharh al-Isharat. Vol. 3. P. 318.
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