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Abstract

This paper analyzes Avicenna’s ontology using cognitive semantics, particularly
through the lens of conceptual metaphor theory. Conceptual metaphor theory posits
that abstract concepts become comprehensible through systematic mappings from
concrete and experiential domains. The present study demonstrates that Avicenna
employs metaphorical structures to elucidate concepts such as existence, essence,
possibility, and causality, expressed through his distinct philosophical language and
specialized terminology. Utilizing a descriptive-analytical method, this article
identifies and examines five foundational metaphors in Avicenna’s philosophical
writings: "Existence as a building facade,” "Possibility as a scale,” "Existence as
property,” "Existence as a container,” and "Existence as light." It argues that
Avicenna’s ontological framework is structured on coherent conceptual mappings.
This research further highlights that metaphors in Islamic philosophy transcend mere

L PhD of Islamic Philosophy and Theology, Ministry of Education. fatemehmo300@gmail.com

2 Associate Professor, Department of Islamic Philosophy and Wisdom, Research Core of Health Studies
(RCHS), Hakim Sabzevari University smkalavi@hsu.ac.ir (Corresponding Author)

3 Associate Professor, Department of Islamic Philosophy and Wisdom, Hakim Sabzevari University.
mr.ershadinia@hsu.ac.ir


mailto:fatemehmo300@gmail.com
mailto:smkalavi@hsu.ac.ir
mailto:mr.ershadinia@hsu.ac.ir

linguistic usage, serving instead as cognitive tools essential for explicating the
conceptual structures inherent in philosophical thought.

Keywords: Conceptual metaphor, Avicenna, Avicennian texts, ontology

Problem Statement

Ontology occupies a central position in Avicenna’s philosophy, requiring meticulous
analysis for precise philosophical comprehension. This paper employs conceptual
metaphor theory to examine Avicenna’s ontology, analyzing metaphors employed
within this context. According to Lakoff and Johnson, conceptual metaphors entail
understanding one semantic domain (target domain) through another experiential
domain (source domain), creating systematic correspondences called mappings.
Thus, this research addresses the following question: what conceptual metaphors
appear in Avicenna’s ontology, and how can these metaphors be analyzed? By
identifying and analyzing these metaphors, the study examines how each metaphor
clarifies ontological issues and statements about existence. Specifically, the study
explores how these metaphors elucidate distinctions between existence and essence,
clarify the process of preferring existence over non-existence in the discourse on
possibility and contingent beings, and elucidate the relationship between cause and
effect within Avicenna's philosophical system, particularly regarding the emanation
of existence from God and its connection to absolute goodness.

Method

The methodology employed in this paper is qualitative, situated within cognitive
semantics, specifically conceptual metaphor theory. The study draws on Lakoff and
Johnson’s framework, analyzing metaphors as conceptual mappings between two
experiential domains. Avicenna's metaphors in his ontological texts are collected and
analyzed, with each metaphor examined as a relationship between a source domain
(concrete and tangible) and a target domain (abstract and conceptual). Conceptual
mappings between these domains are identified and elaborated, allowing deeper
insight into Avicenna’s complex ontological concepts.

Findings and Results

Utilizing conceptual metaphor theory, this study offers an innovative method for
understanding Avicenna’s philosophical texts, especially regarding ontology. It
demonstrates that complex concepts such as "existence™ and "possibility" become
comprehensible through metaphors grounded in tangible source domains such as
light, scales, and buildings. The article analyzes five key metaphors:

Metaphor: "Existence as a building facade"

In Islamic philosophy, the distinction between existence and essence is fundamental.
The human mind abstracts two concepts from entities: essence (what something is)
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and existence (its actualization in reality). Avicenna emphasizes this distinction,
describing existence as an accidental attribute of essence, distinct from its intrinsic
nature. He employs expressions like "accident" and metaphors such as "essence as a
building and existence as its facade," indicating that existence merely actualizes
essence externally without being intrinsic to it.

1. Metaphor: "Possibility as a scale”

2. Avicenna likens possibility to a balanced scale with existence and non-existence
as its two sides. In a state of possibility, both sides are equally balanced; only
with the intervention of a cause does the existence side become heavier, causing
the entity to actualize. The cause is like a force that tips the scale toward
existence, making the contingent necessary and realized.

3. Metaphor: "Existence as property"

4. Avicenna views existence as property granted by the cause to the effect without
diminishing the cause itself. The contingent entity depends on the cause for
receiving existence, whereas the necessary existent is self-sufficient. Existence
varies analogically among entities, with some stronger and others more
dependent. The metaphor "existence as property"” portrays the cause-effect
relationship as a benefactor giving wealth to the needy.

5. Metaphor: "Existence as a container"

6. Drawing from Lakoff and Johnson’s schema theory, the preposition "in
represents the container schema, including concepts of inside, outside, and
boundary. Similarly, in Avicenna’s philosophy, the Arabic preposition "fi"
signifies a container of existence encompassing existent beings. The necessary
existent and realized contingent beings are within this container, while impossible
entities and contingents without cause remain outside. This metaphor positions
existence as a container whose interior signifies being, and exterior signifies non-
existence, shaping our comprehension of existential judgments.

7. Metaphor: "Existence as light"

8. Avicenna’s metaphor "existence as light" portrays God as the source of absolute
goodness, emanating existence as light to creation. This emanation is necessary
and originates from the divine essence. Creatures appear as shadows of this light,
with evil perceived as merely the absence of existence and perfection. Through
the illumination of existence, God dispels the darkness of non-being. This
perspective aligns with the theory of intentional agency and approaches theories
of manifestation or theophany.

The analysis of these five key metaphors indicates that metaphor's structure
fundamental concepts in Avicenna’s philosophy, enhancing understanding of the
existence-essence distinction, cause-effect relationship, and the emanation of beings.
Overall, Avicenna’s ontology employs metaphorical language alongside rational
argumentation, highlighting conceptual metaphor theory’s importance in revisiting
Islamic philosophy and its potential applicability to other philosophical concepts.
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