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SAADYAH'S SECOND THEORY OF CREATION
IN ITS RELATION TO PYTHAGOREANISM C
AND PLATONISM*

By IsrAEL EFROs

The second of the thirteen cosmogonic theories, discussed by
Saadyah in Amandat, ch. 1, namely that all things were created
from eternal spiritual substances, is generally presented as a
composite of atomism and Timaean Platonism, and hence corre-
sponding, in its atomic aspect, to the second cosmogonic theory
in Saadyah's Tafsir on Sefer Yesirak.* But here, as Malter
notes, a difficulty arises. For in the Tafsir, the views are listed
in the order of increasing acceptability, whereas here the order
is that of decreasing acceptability;* so that the view which is
here next to the most reasonable ranks there as next to the
most repugnant. Malter offers a solution, but there are other
difficulties. First, atomism constitutes the ninth view in the
Amanat. Second, here a creator is assumed, whercas in the
ninth view atomism dispenses with a deity. Third, it cannot be
a presentation of Greek atomism which maintains that atoms
have forms and sizes, nor of the Arabian type according to
which atoms are indeed spaceless but continuously created.
Fourth, Saadyah was too sharply discerning and too fond of
piling up arguments and views, for the sake of the mere weight
of numbers, to group together two such discrepant views as
atomism and Platonism, a combination which is somewhat

* Technical considerations necessitated the transliteration of Arabic quota-
tions into Hebrew characters.

1 See J. Guttmann, Die Religionsphilosophie des Saadia, 45, n. 2; M. Lam-
hert, Commentaire sur le Scfer Yesira par le Gaon Siadys de Fayyoum, 17, n. 3;
H. Malter, Life and Works of Saadya Gaon, 203; M. Ventura, L3 Philosaphie
de Saadia Gaon, 114, 117, n. 100.

* Malter, l.c. Comp. D. Neumark, .Toledol ha-Pilosofiyyah be-Israel, 11,
181-191. ‘ .
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implication that the point has minimum volume was-combated
by Parmenides and Zeno, so that Plato came to regard the
geometrical point as a “‘geometrical fiction,” and to speak of
“indivisible lines”? which, according to A. E. Taylor,® means
infinitely divisible lines; for a line is a continuum and will
always break up'into lines, never into points. He defined the
point merely as the “beginning of a line,” i. e. zero, and assigned
the role of indivisible magnitude and the primary real of all
things to the plane.? Aristotle like Plato, and like Euclid in his
sccond definition of a line, takes the point as “the boundary of
a line,"* and regards the line as essentially linear and hence
does not consist of points but always of lines.* The Arabian
nco-Pythagoreans, the TEhwin al-Safa, blended these two dis-
tinct views, defining the point together with Plato as the begin-
ning of a line, i. c. as non-magnitudinal, and at the same time,
together with Pythagoras, as cquivalent to the arithmetical one.*
Among Jewish thinkers, we find the Platonic-Aristotelian view

dominant, but Gabirol, Abraham ibn Ezra, and Albo follow
Pythagoras.”

thus following the Ikkwin al-Safé. See Dieterici, “Zahl und Maass nach
den Arabischen Philosophen,” ZDMG 18 (1864), 694.

? Arist.sMetaph., 992a 20,

8 0p. cit. 506.

* Arist., De Gen. et Corr, 316a 30; De Coelo 298b 35. See also Heath, op.
cit. 156,

1 Topics, 141b 20, 21.
" Physics, 231a 24-26, 231b 15~16; Metaph., 1016b 26.
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There was another controversy, as to whether number is im-
manent or transcendent. According to Aristotle, the Pytha-
goreans ‘‘supposed real things to be numbers — not separable
numbers, however, but numbers of which real things consist”;
whereas the Platonists, “who make number separable assume
that it both exists and is separable . .. and similarly with the
spatial magnitudes of mathematics.”# Here too the Platonic
contention was grafted upon its opponent. Shahrastani presents
Pythagoreanism as maintaining that number, the principle of
all things, is the first-created ;*s Averroes — as maintaining that
the objects of mathematics are bodiless substances and that
points arc substances like nniversalia;® and according to Isaac
b. Shem-Tob,'" both the Pythagoreans and the Platonists re-
garded number and magnitude as separable.

Onec other issue. To the Pythagoreans, the reality of number
is the reality of the points residing in, and constituting the
essence of, things. Plato however introduced a hierarchy in
Being, and distinguished the “mathematicals” (r& pafnuarikd)
from number or Forms, giving them an intermediate grade,
differing from sensible things in being cternal and unchangcable,
from Forms in being many alike while the Form itself is in cach
case upique”’ (Arist. Metaph. 987b 12). These mathematicals
are taken by Taylor'® to be geometrical notions, i. ¢. not points,
which are a “gcometrical fiction" to Plato, but lines, plancs,
solids. And again a fusion took place, and this scparation of
number from geometrical notions as two distinct transcendent

(43 wrpbp v'pad noan nvona). For the Pythagorean view, see Gabirol, Fons
Vitae 11 22: Numerus resoluitur in unilales, et quantitus guae subsistel in
substantia resolvitur in puncta, el puncta sunt unitates quie scilicel sustinentur
in maleric quue est substantin; Abraham ibn Ezra on Ex. 26:6 wi 7 %3 *3
anx RPN Yam YY13 TnR AR 3308 073 7133) GIARD JINd R 1 e 331 and
Albo, I'kkarim ch. 10 ¥ Y03 ¥% ponn whe TP NN 023 WOD NER anvm
axb nbya we whR - . MITRGI.

% Metiph., 1090a 20-35; 1020b 5. Sce also 987b 25-28. Comp. however
Gomperz, Greek Thinkers, 1 104,

1s Shahrastani, op. cit. 267.

1 Horten, Die Metaphysik des Averroes, 44, 45, 49, 121,

+ Quoted by Wolfson, Crescas, 395.

® 0p. cit. $14. CI. J. Burnet, Greek Phitosophy, 1 314-318.
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beings, or even in some hierarchical form, was ascribed to the
Pythagoreans. Thus Shahrastani in his exposition of Pytha-
goreanism counts geometrical relations together with numbers
anfl let.ters as clements of things; and Alexander Polyhistor
epitomizes the Pythagorean view as a causal hierarchy: From
numbers — points, from points — lines, from lines — planes
from planes — solids and then the four elements.?® N
Thus two distinct and opposing trends were blended under
the.name of Pythagoreanism, assuming points as non-magni-
tudinal, transcendent, and corresponding to, yet apart from
numbers. According to Plato, numbers and the “mathematicals"’
—except the fictitious points — are cternal, whereas in the
Il;‘))']th’a‘gc:rcm;) v:‘ew, pll;csented by Shahrastani and Alexander
yhistor, both num i
e e T e ers and points are crcated. We are now
2.. “The second view,” Saadyah says, “is that the Creator of
bodies has with Him eternal spiritual things from which He
created these composite bodies.” From the sequel we learn that
among these cternal spirituals are points; consequently the
others must be numbers and letters, which Pythagoras, accordin
to.S.hahrastani, included among the clements.® AII' these 1r§
f'»pmtual in the sense of incorporeal. The assumption of ;').oi;ats
is un-‘Platonic. that of transcendence and, as in Saadyah’s
polemic, of unspatiality is un-Pythagorean; yet it all passc(i a;.
we have seen, under the name of Pythagorcanism. One mi;.zh‘t
tak.e the spirituals as signifying mind, soul, and kyle, all of
which the Ikhwin al-Safad call spiritual,” or the sub.slantiae

» Op. cit, 269.
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spirituales of Gabirol in Fons Vilae, 11, 24, quae sunt natura
el tres animae el intelligentia. Such an interpretation would no.t
differ cssentially, for Pythagoras, according to §hahrastam,
accepted mind, soul, nature, and hyle, corresponding, though
not number but only numbered (MWyn>TW), to the first four
clemental numbers.» Still, numbers and letters are more analo-
gous to points; and we shall see that, like Shahrastam_, Saadyah
himself in the Tafsir and also Gabirol in Fons Vitae group
together these three clements. The Ikhwan al—Sa{d spcak.of
points, as well as of line and plane, as Hpy and o, \vh.lch
terms are cpistemological equivalents of the metaphysical
“gpiritual.” .
“The adherents of this view,” Saadyah continues, “imagine
that the Creator assembled from amongst them (l e. .ﬁ:om
amongst the spirituals) tiny points which are the indivisible
parts.” These are not atoms for reasons given above, b.ut
geometrical points which Euclid and Aristotle deﬁnc.d as in-
divisible.»s Gabirol, in Fons Vitae, 11, 16, cautions against con-
fusing the point with the atom, the former bcin;,f a part of the
body only accidentaliter, nec naluraliter, nec essentmlzter,'wberez'ls
the latter is part of the body's essence. Isaac Isracli too, in
Sefer Yesodot, 43, differentiates between them; although, at first
blush, the opposite scems to be true. He states tha? an opponent
of his Empedoclean theory of elements might cite “the sage
Democritus’ who said that ‘body is composcd of planes, planes

o'en o oM PERTA Ana aanm avvaan mbban. Shahl:astani, o). cit., 268-269,
in his presentation of Pythagoreanism speaks of mind, soul and nature as
clements embodying numbers 2, 3, 4 rcspcctively: Pnd also of the hyle as
nonopbR Tmabr. The Tkhwan however (see Dieterici in ZD MG, XVIII, 693,
cited supra n. 6) make the kyle correspond to 4, and are followed by Palgera,
op. cil,, 105,

1 Sce supra, n. 22
u Dic(erﬁ;. Tchwan, 293-294. Avpse 74n i Dipa wioh . . . from Fvhpy fon

’ bR a1 Abpyba Aupibe 195 a% «i8 &Y @ 1. Sce also Kitab Ikhwan
:??Sa?a.a :ed':::l:e; l?y”%u:ad ?bn ‘.I’\bd Allah {Bombay, 1887)._1 53:54. where
mention is made of nuo som B3 AYpy Aop Sopy nuo Shpy B3 Abpy foun
Som ool *om. For the meaning of om sce Goichon, Lexigus de la langue philo-
sophique d'Ibn Sind, 442, Scc also Dieterici in ZDMG cited supra, n. 6.

» Arist., Melaph., 1016b 26.
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are composed of lines, and lines of points,” and he might also
mention the Mutazilite view that “body is composed of atoms,
i. e. points.” It would scem then that Israeli identifies points
with atoms; in fact he ascribes the point-theory to the atomist
Democritus. But this ascription is erroncous, for Democritus
maintained that bodics cannot be composed of points which
are only extremities of lines.® That it is the Pythagorcan points
that Isracli has in mind, and that, far from identifying them

- with atoms, he really separates them, is shown by the fact that

he combats first the point-theory, and only on p. 49 he turns
to the Mutazilite doctrine and there he raises the question
whether the atoms are spatial, a question that does not occur in
his argument against “Democritus.” The expression” atoms
i.e. points” is therefore his opponents’ contention, not his
own. Thus a distinction was made between points and atoms,
and we should not confuse them in the interpretation of our
text. .

“And He made out of them,” Saadyah continues, “a straight
line and then He cut that line into two halves.” Here, where
scholars note a change of source and the beginning of the parallel
to Plato’s Timaeus, we really discern the unity of design and a
coherence with the first part. In Timaeus 36h 5, there is no
mention of a line but of a fabric woven out of the soul-stuff of
the Same and the Other. Why does Saadyah speak of a line?

>cause the nature of this creative act is different from that of
the Témaeus. The Timaean band of soul-stuff is regarded as
cosmic matter; whereas Saadyah, unlike Plato, begins with the
point which can only yicld a line, i. e. length. The same reason
accounts for the next divergence: the Timacan band is split

_lengthwise; Saadyah does not say “lengthwise”, for such a

division is impossible in a mathematical line.

Then the two halves were fastened, one across the other like
the Ar. Lam-Alif or the letter K.7 This is also found in the
Timaceus as well as in the second part of Parmenides’ poem, the

* Sec Ingeborg Hammer Jensen, “Demokrit und Platon,” Archiv J. Gesch.
der Philosophie, XXI11 (Berlin, 1910), 105,
# Sec Guttmann, op. cil., 46, n. 2.
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part which is Pythagorcan.?® But here it has for its additional
purpose to generate a plane by the intersection of the lines.

““Then He cut (Ar. xonywp Tibbon =n) them from their point
of fastening and He made out of one of them the all-surround-
ing sphere, and out of the other — the smaller spheres.” In
the Timaeus, the Demiurgus bent cach band around into a
circl. The word ‘cut’, in Saadyah's text, scems pointless.
Tibbon mistook the meaning of the Ar. xonywp which means
here ‘he made ‘them cross' (r. perhaps: Nonpwps). The same
expression in a similar context is used in the Tafsir,» where
it undoubtedly has this meaning.

The Timaeus now proceeds to discuss the genesis of diverse
subjects until 47E wherce the discovery of “necessity” in the
paradise of reason compels the author to begin his account
ancw. The notion of space is introduced, and then we are told
how God formed the four elements “by giving them a distinct
configuration, by means of shapes and numbers” (53B). Here
the number-theory makes its appearance. From half-square
triangles there was formed the cube which is the appropriate
form of the carth-corpuscle, and from “half-triangles” there
came into being the tetrahedron (fire), the octahedron (air), and
the icasohedron (water). The dodecahedron was reserved “for
the whole, adorning it with constellations.” This is Pytha-
gorean,® but it does not begin back enough, not, of course with
the point which Plato regards as a “;,comclrical fiction,"” not
even with the line which he does posit in Laws 894a as an dpxi),
but with the plane which is his cosmic unit, thus ignoring the
lirst three cosmogonic steps in the Pythagorean account, sum-
marized, as stated, by Alexander Polyhistor. Saadyah's state-
ment about the geometrical construction of the four elements
does not constitute a revision or a second account, but flows
entirely along Pythagorean lines from his previous statements.

# Sce Burnet, op, cit., 187,

» Lambert, 0p. cit.,, 83: nuhbio 11 0 fo'pnon wows sonbK 'p B3 NIk 1'7"n
hy MnEya qroye 10 81 ARy ndbADY wam b iy Nwd com nuy:'\m
nkBoI bo3 YNowi MEya watya Spuspoy Pya. See also n. 33.

¥ Taylor, op. cit., 458 n. 1; Burnet, op. cit., 292 ff.
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According to him, God formed "out of those spiritual parts’
(i. e. the points) a conic form, an octahcdron, a dodecahedron,
an icasohedron and created from these forms fire, earth, air,
and water respectively. The geometrical forms of these elements
do not agree entirely with those of Timaeus, but the Ikhwan
al-Safa also had a different arrangement.

3. Thus the second view is not a composite of atomism and
Timaeanism, but Pythagoreanism as it was understood about
the time of Saadyah. Now what relation does this view bear to
any of the views in the Tafsir? Hitherto scholars thought that
the doctrine of the Sefer Yesirah or the eighth view of the
Tafsir was disregarded in the Amadndt-enumeration of the cos-
mogonic theories, either because Saadyah did not take the
Sefer Yesirah-view seriously (Guttmann), or because he deals
here with views which are either positively true or positively
wrong but not with those which are just tolerable (Malter),
or because he did not reject this view as he did the others
(Neumark).s* But if our interprctation of the second 4Amanat-
view is correct, it becomes identical with the eighth view of the
Tafsir, i. e. the stand-point of the Sefer Yesirah. They are both
Pythagorean. True, in the Amdnat the spiritual substances are
viewed as eternal, whereas in the Tufsir they are created, but,
as Saadyah himself states in the seventh view of the Tafsir,
the anteriority of numbers and geometrical figures is acceptable
if ngzardcd only in a potential scnse, objectionable if taken in
an actual sense. Hence, in the Amédndt, in the list of objec-
tionable cosmogonies, he gives the view with its objectionable
Platonic feature which includes actual anteriority and eternity,
whereas in the Tafsir, presenting it as the Abrahamitic view, he

» Dicterici, Jchwan, 439: axns v AM2isbr AYsnohn Yroowba Soodhw
ARoYR 11 SEwbr Yaghm AAShzbx muchr paambr 1 Twubn bYazdn m orbps
1M Teaabr Yavbm AAYhAoSe moeshr Aanotba 1 Probr bozbw AaShobr mooha
Jo530 Synp Ty AR 11 Tababn Yarhw AAYhD fapsp pazpbe. This does not
agree, as Dieterici notes, with Euclid's Elements. XI11, X1V, XV. See
Dieterici, Dse Lehre vom Weltseele, 3; Propadeutsk, 30, 129, Palgera, Reshit
Hokmah, 43, speaks of Euclid as a' Pythagorcan. wnnn ombp.

» Guttmann, op. cil,, 26; Malter, op. cil.,, 204; Neumark, op. cit,, 191,
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carcfully specifies that numbers and letters are not to be taken
as abstract and separable, but, that is, in the originally Pytha-
gorean conception. The various cosmogonic steps of the Amanat
are reproduced in the Tafsir as follows: “He (the adherent of
this view) does not posit them (the 10 numbers and the 22
letters) as pure and separated. He maintains that He created
the air and deposited there these 32 things. According to him,
the air consists of distinct particles which number traverses (so
Lambert. Barzillai however: 9ponb wanm). And when it moved
forward according to straight and oblique lines, it generated
figures.” In this account, the “air” is a monotheistic adapta-
tion of the Pythagorcan-Platonic receptacle or x@wpa. The dis-
tinct particles are the points. Number traverses (or cuts) them,
because each point is a numerical one. The straight and oblique
lines, like the Lam-Alif of the Amanat, make the planes. In
another passage in the 7efsir, Saadyah says: “Thus when He

drew in the air straight lines in circles, triangles, and squares,

and also traced oblique lines in circles, triangles, and squares,
there came into being, out of the bending and crossing of one

line over the other, plane and solid figures.#® The bending and -
crossing is reminiscent of the bending and crossing of lines to |

form spheres which we have noted in the Amandt.
Gabirol also identified the point-theory, or the sccond view

of the Amanat, with the cighth of the Tafsir, which is the
theory of the Sefer Yesirah; for in Fons Vitae, 11, 21, after

stating the gist of his teaching that quantity subsisting in sub-

stance is a conjunction of unities, which he cxplains in the
sequel as being points, he remarks with unmistakable reference
to the cighth view of the Tafsir: ac per noc diclum est tllud,

quod composilio mundi non cvenit nisi ex lineamento numeri et

litterarum in aere.

n Lambert, op, cit., 10: sponbr pb3 mum Yipr kone A1m0p &&no 0y 0bo '
Sy KPD WD Wi TIpYR ayops Axld Rk anbr ) a0 o A5 iR sy
NORowR nhTm Algasy Aovpnos wwwd. Sce supra n. 29. ‘The Heb. version in
Barzillai's commentary on the Sefer Yedrah, 272: epbnd wpbn i
0o 1manmn.



