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Abstract

In Aristo-Avicennan logic, a distinction is made between the matter and modality
of propositions. This distinction is not very clear in Aristotle's works, and although
Al-Farabl made the distinction between matter and modality, his distinction is
neither stated nor defined clearly. Unlike these two great teachers of logic,
however, in the Avicennan tradition, there are at least two clear but different
approaches to the distinction between matter and modality: (1) Avicenna explicitly
considers modality as verbal and defines matter as a non-verbal "state of the
predicate in relation to the subject," or in other words, the modality is signifying.
(2) Suhrawardi, however, considers matter to be the proposition itself without
modality or without modality and negation. Logicians between Avicenna and
Suhrawardi, such as Al-Ghazali and Abu al-Barakat al-Baghdadi, sometimes had
ambiguous approaches that were probably not without influence in the formation of
Suhrawardt's approach. This article provides a critical account of these two
approaches. Since Muslim logicians after Suhrawardi, influenced by these two
approaches, have presented very conflicting views on the distinction between
matter and modality, and since the examination and criticism of their views far
exceed the scope of one article, I have devoted a critical examination of their views
and my final analysis of the history of developments on this subject to another
article in this field (Fallahi 2025).
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1. Introduction

The distinction between the “matter” (maddah) and the “modality” (jihah) of a proposition constitutes a
subtle yet foundational theme in the history of Arabic logic. While often treated as synonymous or
functionally equivalent, this paper argues that a critical examination of works from Aristotle through al-
Farabi, Avicenna, al-Ghazali, Abu al-Barakat al-Baghdadi, and finally Suhrawardi reveals the emergence
of two fundamentally divergent and largely incompatible approaches. These two approaches—the
“mind-independent” (nafs al-amr) conception of matter advanced by Avicenna and the “linguistic”
(lafzi) conception of matter defended by Suhrawardi—have profoundly shaped, and at times confused,
subsequent debates on modal logic in the Islamic world. This abstract outlines the paper’s central
argument, namely, that Suhrawardi’s departure from Avicenna’s established paradigm constitutes not a
minor terminological variant but a radical reconceptualization of what propositional matter is, with
significant consequences for the plurality of modalities and the very nature of logical analysis.

2. Aristotle

The investigation begins with Aristotle, whose De Interpretatione (Chapter 13) presents four “orders”
(taratib) of modal expressions, each containing four seemingly equivalent phrases (e.g., “possible to
be,” “not impossible to be,” “not necessary not to be”). I propose a minimal textual emendation to
resolve inconsistencies in the Arabic and Greek transmission, suggesting that these four orders
implicitly point to four distinct “matters”: necessity, impossibility, the negation of necessity
(possibility simpliciter), and the negation of impossibility (the possible in a broader sense). Although
Aristotle does not explicitly differentiate between matter and modality, his grouping of synonymous
modal expressions under a single order can be retrospectively interpreted as a tacit recognition that
multiple modal terms (jikat) can indicate a single ontological state of affairs (maddah).

3. Farabi

Moving to al-Farabi, we encounter the first explicit use of the term “matter” in a modal context. He
consistently refers to “necessary matter,” “possible matter,” and “impossible matter” (mdaddah wajibah,
mumbkinah, mumtani ‘ah), distinguishing these from the linguistic expressions of modality. However, al-
Farab1 never provides a clear definition of what matter actually is. He employs analogies—matter is to
modality as the subject-predicate pair is to the copula, or as physical matter is to form—but these
analogies remain ambiguous. Critically, al-Farabi reduces Aristotle’s four matters to three by merging
the negation of necessity and the negation of impossibility into a single “possible matter,” which later
becomes Avicenna’s “special possibility” (al-imkan al-khdss). The paper shows that despite his
innovations, al-Farabi lacks a systematic theory of the matter-modality distinction, often speaking of
“affairs and matters” (al-umiir wa al-mawdadd) without clarifying their ontological or logical status.

4. Avicenna

Avicenna marks a genuine turning point. For the first time in the tradition, he provides an explicit rea/
definition of propositional matter. In a/-Shifa’, matter is defined as “the state (4al) of the predicate in
relation to the subject, with respect to affirmative predication,” specifically regarding the permanence
or non-permanence of truth or falsehood. This is a nafs al-amr or mind-independent conception.
Matter is not a word, nor the proposition itself, but an extra-linguistic, ontological feature of the world:
the actual necessity, impossibility, or possibility of the predicate’s inherence in the subject. The
modality (jihah), by contrast, is a linguistic expression that signifies (and may be true or false of) that
very state. This is a clear signifier-signified (dall-madlil) relationship. Avicenna underscores this by
reformulating al-Farabi’s adjectival phrases (“necessary matter”) into genitive constructs (“matter of
necessity,” maddat al-wujitb), emphasizing that necessity is the objective content, not a mere property
of the matter. He then explores the number of matters, showing no dogmatic commitment to the
number “three”: with general possibility, there are two matters (possible and impossible); with special
possibility, three (necessity, special possibility, impossibility); and with the most specific possibility
(al-imkan al-akhass), he distinguishes four (necessity, impossibility, possibility with a constrained
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necessity, and possibility with no necessity whatsoever). Avicenna’s approach thus implies a
potentially open-ended plurality of matters, corresponding to the nuanced modal structures of reality.

5. Ghazali and Baghdadt

I then examine al-Ghazali and Abii al-Barakat al-Baghdadi as transitional figures. Al-Ghazali, in
Mahakk al-nazar, largely repeats Avicenna’s threefold matter, but in Mi‘yar al-‘ilm he appears to
collapse the distinction entirely, treating modality and matter as identical. The editor of the latter work
explicitly notes this conflation. Al-Baghdadi, in al-Mu ‘tabar, correctly cites Aristotle as distinguishing
material conditions from psychological modalities (opinions and beliefs), yet elsewhere he lists
“indeterminacy” (it/dq) as a fourth jihah, confusing metaphysical modality with epistemic certitude
and mixing the language of matter with that of modality. These inconsistencies reveal a struggle to
assimilate Avicenna’s technical distinction, which was not yet fully entrenched.

6. Suhrawardi

Finally, I turn to Suhrawardi, whose position is both surprising and radical. On the surface,
Suhrawardi in al-Talwihat, al-Mashari* wa al-mutarahat, and Hikmat al-ishrdq seems to follow
convention, identifying the three modal states (necessity, impossibility, possibility) and calling the
expressions “modalities.” However, he redefines maddah in a striking way: “Every proposition that is
fit for one of these [modal expressions] to be truly predicated of it in the affirmative is called its
‘matter.”” That is, the matter of “Zayd is a writer” is simply the proposition “Zayd is a writer” without
the modal term. The modality is the linguistic addition, but the matter is the unmodified proposition
that is apt for receiving that modality. This is a profoundly linguistic or propositional conception:
matter is the propositional vehicle that bears the modal qualification, not the ontological state that the
modality signifies. Consequently, for Suhrawardi, the “fundamental modalities” (ummahdat al-jihat)
are three, but these are effectively the traditional matters of Avicenna. I argue that Suhraward1 has
inadvertently or deliberately collapsed Avicenna’s signifier-signified distinction, treating the modality
as a metalogical predicate and the matter as an object-language proposition. One consequence is that
the multiplicity of matters becomes meaningless: if matter is just the bare proposition, then there are as
many matters as there are propositions, and the rich Avicennan ontology of modal states is replaced by
a syntactic notion of aptness. I also note that Suhrawardt occasionally refers to the meanings (ma ‘ani)
of modal terms as “modalities,” further indicating that he does not recognize an extra-linguistic
“matter” distinct from both the proposition and its modal descriptor.

7. Conclusion

In the end, I establish that the Avicenna-Suhrawardi divergence represents two irreconcilable
paradigms. Avicenna’s nafs al-amr approach treats matter as the real, truth-making modal state of the
world, making modality a representational sign. Suhrawardi’s approach treats matter as the proposition
itself (or its “fitness” for a modality), making modality a comment on that proposition. The paper’s
findings challenge standard narratives that present a smooth, cumulative development of Arabic modal
logic. Instead, they reveal a fundamental fork: subsequent logicians, such as Afdal al-Din al-Khtinaj,
Athtr al-Din al-Abhart, and Nasir al-Din al-Tis1, were forced to navigate between these two poles,
often inconsistently. The Avicennan path leads to a proliferation of matters (as many as there are
distinct modal meanings), while the Suhrawardian path tends toward a reduction of matters to three
(necessity, possibility, impossibility) precisely because it identifies matter with the proposition that
receives these three determinations. This study, the first of two parts, thus reorients our understanding
of modal logic in the Islamic tradition, showing that the matter-modality distinction is not a technical
nicety but a battleground for competing conceptions of logic’s relationship to language, mind, and
reality. A subsequent paper will trace the reception of these two approaches in Fakhr al-Din al-Razi
and later logicians, demonstrating their lasting impact on the post-classical tradition.
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