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The principle “Every immaterial being is the sole individual of its
species” (kullu mujarradin ‘an al-maddah naw ‘uhu munhasirun fi
fardih) is one of the well-established doctrines in Islamic
philosophy. It is commonly claimed that this principle is endorsed
by all three major schools of Islamic philosophical thought.
According to this doctrine, the numerical multiplicity of individuals
within a species depends upon accidental attributes (al-a‘radh al-
mufariqah), which can occur only in material entities. Consequently,
every immaterial being is held to constitute the unique individual of
its own species.

A historical and analytical examination of this doctrine, however,
calls this consensus into question. Not only is there no explicit
formulation of this principle in the works of Suhrawardi, but his
writings also contain indications that are incompatible with it.
Furthermore, the standard argument advanced in support of the
principle is open to serious criticism. The principle assumes that
individuation is exclusively grounded in matter and its accidental
attributes, whereas the individuating factor need not be restricted to
matter; it may also derive from the efficient cause of existence.
Since individuation follows existence, and efficient causality is itself
one of the grounds of individuation, the multiplicity of immaterial
beings may likewise be explained through the multiplicity of their
efficient causes or, more precisely, through the multiplicity of the
modes of their emanation. Given that Islamic philosophers
themselves acknowledge the existence of a vast number of
immaterial beings and, correspondingly, a plurality of emanative
relations, the possibility of numerical multiplicity among immaterial
beings cannot be ruled out. Therefore, the claim that every
immaterial being is necessarily the sole individual of its species is
neither self-evident nor conclusively established by the traditional
arguments advanced in its defense.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The principle "every immaterial being is the sole individual of its species" (ku/lu
mujarradin ‘an al-maddah naw ‘uhu munhasirun fi fardih) is one of the best-
known doctrines in Islamic philosophy. A brief historical survey reveals its
authoritative status within the Islamic philosophical tradition. It is generally
maintained that Avicenna (Ibn Stna), Suhrawardi, and Mulla Sadra-the leading
representatives of the three major schools of Islamic philosophy, namely the
Peripatetic, I[lluminationist, and Transcendent Philosophy traditions-accepted
this principle and were in agreement regarding its validity. Following Mulla
Sadra, the principle has likewise continued to enjoy widespread acceptance
among later philosophers and has rarely been subjected to critical examination.

The content of the principle may be summarized as follows. Since the
numerical multiplicity of individuals belonging to the same species arises from
accidental attributes (‘awarid mufarigah), and since such accidents can occur
only where matter exists, only material beings are capable of exhibiting
numerical plurality within a single species. Immaterial beings, by contrast, are
devoid of matter and therefore incapable of receiving such differentiating
accidents. Consequently, no numerical multiplicity can exist within an
immaterial species, and every immaterial species must be instantiated by a single
individual.

The argument advanced by Muslim philosophers in support of this principle
proceeds as follows. Numerical plurality within a species presupposes that each
individual possesses characteristics not shared by the other members of the same
species. If these differentiating characteristics were grounded in the essence of
the species or in its essential concomitants, all individuals would necessarily
possess them equally. The exclusive attribution of one set of characteristics to
one individual and another set to another, without any differentiating ground,
would amount to an arbitrary preference without a sufficient reason (tarjih bild
murajjih). Therefore, the principle of individuation must lie in factors external to
the essence of the species, namely individuating accidents. Since the realization
of such accidents requires a material substrate capable of receiving them, and
since immaterial beings lack matter altogether, numerical plurality cannot occur
in the immaterial realm. Hence, every immaterial species is necessarily restricted
to a single individual.

Methods
The research method employed in this study is descriptive-analytical.

Results
There is no doubt that wherever matter exists, motion and change are likewise
present. Through these processes of change, numerous potentialities arise, which
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may be actualized, giving rise to diverse species and individuals. The central
issue, however, is whether it can be demonstrated that, in the absence of matter,
neither change nor numerical plurality is possible. This is precisely the claim
asserted by the principle under discussion.

The first question that should be raised regarding arguments of this kind,
which proceed by enumerating a number of alternatives, is whether the proposed
alternatives are genuinely exhaustive or whether additional possibilities may
reasonably be considered. The same concern applies here. Numerical plurality
may arise not only from material conditions but also from a plurality of efficient
causes or from a multiplicity of aspects within a single efficient cause. Such
multiplicity on the side of the agent may itself account for the existence of
multiple individuals.

As stated in Islamic philosophy, the multiplicity of individuals belonging to
the same species and sharing a single essence depends upon two factors: an
external efficient cause and a receptive material substrate. Although numerical
plurality among immaterial beings cannot arise through matter, it may still be
conceivable through the efficient cause. Muslim philosophers themselves
maintain that only one effect proceeds immediately from the Necessary Existent,
who is absolutely one. However, the separate intellects possess multiple aspects,
and the further one descends through the hierarchy of intellects, the greater both
the number of intellects and the multiplicity of their causal aspects become.
Accordingly, efficient causes themselves become multiple with respect to their
aspects and causal functions. This plurality may account for the production of
multiple individuals that differ only in features external to their essence. It may
therefore be concluded that the separate intellects can indeed constitute multiple
individuals of a single species.

Conclusions

Based on the findings of this study, from a historical perspective, contrary to the
claim that the three major schools of Islamic philosophy unanimously endorse
the principle “every immaterial being has a species that is restricted to a single
individual”, not only is there no explicit affirmation of this principle in the
works of Suhrawardi, but there is also evidence suggesting his opposition to the
very foundation upon which this principle is based.

Furthermore, the argument presented for establishing this principle is open to
question. The differentiating factor and the source of individuation are not
necessarily confined to matter and material accidents such that, with the
negation of matter, all possibility of multiplicity would be eliminated. Rather,
another possibility can be considered: the distinction among immaterial beings
may originate from the side of the agent (fa ‘i/), rather than from the side of the
recipient (gabil).

Given that individuation is ultimately grounded in existence, that the efficient
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cause is itself one of the factors involved in individuation, and that, according to
the explicit statements of Muslim philosophers, the number of immaterial beings
is extremely vast-and consequently the causal aspects (jihat al-sudiir) are
likewise multiple-the multiplicity of immaterial individuals can be explained
through differences in their modes of origination from the agent.
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