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Niketas Byzantios, Islam, and the Aristotelian
Shift in Ninth-century Byzantium

The ninth century was a period of a significant revival for
Aristotelian philosophy in both Byzantium and the Islamic
world'. This revival can be seen across cultural, linguistic and
political boundaries. It is also in the ninth century that we see
the first production of manuscripts of Aristotle. Inter-faith
polemic, between Muslims and Christians, Jews and Chris-
tians, and Jews and Muslims, and also intra-faith polemic,
played a role in this ninth-century Aristotelian revival. This
paper will explore how Niketas Byzantios, a ninth-century
Byzantine intellectual known only through his writings, which
included anti-heretical and anti-Islamic treatises, not only
changed the Byzantine intellectual discourse about Islam
but also helped to usher in a new emphasis on Aristotelian
method in Byzantine intellectual discourse. This shift empha-
sized Aristotelian syllogisms rather than traditional patristic
and scriptural citations. While the study of Aristotle had
never died out in Byzantium, a brief comparison with Niketas'’
writings and earlier thinkers, like those from the iconoclast
controversy and also his near contemporary Patriarch Photios,
demonstrate how a new approach in theological polemic was
initiated by Niketas. Later Byzantine anti-Islamic writers chose
to follow Niketas' definition of Islam as an illogical, other
religion, rather than that of John of Damascus, who viewed
Islam as a Christian heresy. Ironically, as this paper will also
demonstrate, this new approach was inspired by an Islamic
thinker, and this exchange gives new insight into the exciting
intellectual cross-fertilization of the early medieval eastern
Mediterranean.

While | am not the first to argue that we find in the
ninth century a new »Byzantine Scholasticism«, there is a
dearth of scholarship on Niketas Byzantios and his role in this
movement. A critical edition of his anti-Islamic writings was
only produced in 2000. Writers that mention him, usually in
surveys of medieval views of Islam, dismiss him as someone
not to be taken seriously?. Yet, compared with similar texts of
the day, whether against heretics or with Islamic kalam, the
text clearly relates an argument that would have struck its
contemporaries as something to take seriously, whether the

1 The classic study of the Byzantine humanistic revival is Lemerle, Humanism. There
have been a series of studies of Aristotelian logic and philosophy in Arabic, e.g.
Peters, Aristotle. Most significantly from the standpoint of the Islamic tradition
is Gutas, Greek Thought. A more comparative approach can be seen in Booth,
Aristotelian. Gutas argues, contra Lemerle, that the Arabs in Baghdad had led
the ninth-century revival in Aristotelian thought.

reader was a Christian or a Muslim. The only writer to analyze
his anti-Latin treatises has been Tia Kolbaba in her recent
study on ninth-century Byzantine anti-Latin treatises®. While
little is known about Niketas, much is known about the ninth
century, including Byzantine intellectuals like Photios®. The
ninth century was a period of revival for the Byzantine Empire
after the iconoclast controversy had been finally ended.

Before undertaking a historical and literary analysis it is
important to be clear about certain terms and dates. Aristo-
telian logic refers to the system of epistemology developed by
Aristotle in his Prior Analytics, Posterior Analytics, Metaphys-
ics 4, and Categories. However, Aristotelianism, by the ninth
century of the Common Era, had been expanded by his fol-
lowers, pseudo-Aristotelian treatises, some neo-Platonic influ-
ences and centuries of commentators. Writers of the period
make it clear that they are appealing to Aristotelian method
by particular vocabulary: "ExBeoig, amédei§ig, Siahextikf, and
ouMoytoTikij. Such writings, like those of Niketas Byzantios,
which are considered here, are explicitly Aristotelian and are
contrasted with other writings, like those of John of Damas-
cus, which are implicitly Aristotelian. Christian theologians for
centuries had relied on the basics of logic for argument, but
use of Aristotelian terms is quite unusual.

Christian writers in this period, whether writing in Greek,
Syriac, or Arabic, could draw on a long tradition of classical
philosophy in the service of Christian theology. The synthesis
of Aristotelian philosophy into theology, primarily by the use
of logic and terminology at the service in explication of the
Trinity, had occurred by the end of the fourth century. Phi-
losophers like the pagan Ammonios (late fifth century), and
his students Olympiodoros of Alexandria (ca. 500-ca. 565),
who was thought to be a Christian, and the Christian John
Philopponos (ca. 490-ca. 574) had presented Aristotle in a
way that was compatible with Christian teaching. In the sev-
enth century, Aristotelian logic still formed the cornerstone
of Byzantine education, and by the ninth century, we have
evidence of earnest manuscript production that continued
unabated until the sixteenth century, so that Aristotle was

2 Cf. Daniel, Islam 15; Daniel dismisses the significance of Niketas in one sentence.

Even more recent works like Goddard, History, only consider Niketas briefly and

do not at all situate him in intellectual history.

Kolbaba, Inventing 120-130.

4 Historians still bemoan the lack of sources, but compared to the seventh and
eighth centuries there is a plethora of source material. Cf. Brubaker, Ninth Cen-
tury.
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by far the most widely copied non-Christian ancient Greek
author. It is no coincidence that the Aristotelian revival in
Byzantium and the translation movement in the caliphate
began with a renewed interest in scientific and mathematical
texts. Aristotle’s logically demanding conception of amédei€ig
is based on a mathematical model of knowledge, so renewed
interest in mathematics and science neatly intertwined with
a renewed interest in logic®.

A few brief observations about John of Damascus (676-
749) and Theodore Abi Qurra (ca. 750-ca. 823), two writers
prior to Niketas, illustrate the cross-fertilization and intellec-
tual milieu of the period. John wrote in Greek, but was fluent
in Arabic. Theodore wrote in Greek, Arabic, and Syriac and
was on the cusp of the translation movement. These two
thinkers are prime examples of the Christian use of Greek
philosophy at the service of theology, long after the Second
Sophistic had ended, and the philosophical school of Athens
had been closed by Justinian. While philosophical inquiry
continued, Justinian’s action certainly emphasized a renewed
rigor in the symbolic efforts of the imperial government to
cleanse the empire of remaining vestiges of paganism. How-
ever, these writers still prioritized revelation. The Dialogue
between a Christian and Muslim, attributed to John of Da-
mascus, but now widely thought not to be authentic, reflects
kalam literature in style and demonstrates a high-level of
understanding of Islam®. It still appeals to revelation. Within
the iconoclastic debate, earlier writers like the patriarch Ni-
kephoros of Constantinople, as well as John of Damascus,
and Theodore Abl Qurra, who also defended icons from
without the Empire, preferred an appeal to authority, whether
scriptures, church councils, or patristic citations, even if their
arguments still are undergirded with Aristotelian logic’. This
pattern is continued in their inter-faith polemics with Islam.

Dirk Krausmuller has highlighted how the use of Aristo-
telian logic could create a divergence in Christian thinkers.
In his article, »Killing at God's Command: Niketas Byzantios’
Polemic against Islam and the Christian Tradition of Divinely
Sanctioned Murder«, Krausmdller has argued convincingly
that Niketas’ reasoning represents a dramatic shift from John
of Damascus and that this shift was largely motivated by Ar-
istotelian logic and categories of absolute good rather than
strict scriptural exegesis®. Krausmdller focuses only on the
specific issue of murder. John of Damascus, like his Muslim
counterparts, argued that it was permissible and moral to
murder if God commanded it, as is frequently the case in the

w1

For further explanation of the importance of mathematics and science, cf. Booth,

Aristotelian 2f.

6 Kalam covers a broad range of Islamic literature over a period of time beyond the
scope of this study. For the purposes here, it refers to a class of Islamic theological
dialectical literature from the first or second century of the hijra. This literature
often uses dialectical syllogisms in the course of debate, either intra-Islamic dis-
putations or interfaith disputations with Jews, Christians, and Zoroastrians. The
most thorough introduction to kaldm is still Wolfson, Philosophy; for a more
recent investigation, cf. Haleem, Early Kalam.

7 The Iconoclastic controversy, however, did encourage the use of Aristotelian texts

within Byzantium. For a detailed study of Aristotelian logic in the iconoclastic
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Hebrew Bible and in the Qur’an. Niketas argued that God
would never command murder because it is always wrong.
To kill is to end an absolute good, human life, and God would
never command the destruction of an absolute good. Exam-
ples of divinely-sanctioned murder from the Scriptures, mostly
the Hebrew Bible, must have an allegorical or metaphorical
interpretation. Thus, on this one issue, Krausmuller demon-
strates that Niketas moves Christianity away from Islam by
arguing from Aristotelian logic rather than a literal interpre-
tation of Scripture. This one example illustrates the Aristote-
lian shift of this period, yet almost all of Niketas' arguments
follow this pattern. He repeatedly argues a point from logic,
only occasionally quoting Christian Scriptures to illustrate his
point, that the Christian faith is reasonable. Incidentally, later
Byzantine theologians, particularly when discussing the topic
of divinely-sanctioned murder, followed Niketas, not John.
Again, John of Damascus, in his On the Orthodox Faith,
utilizes an Aristotelian Neo-Platonism that is firmly grounded
in the patristic tradition, but the emphasis remains upon rev-
elation in the form of Scripture. This synthesis has its roots
in the early Christian tradition and reached its height by the
fourth century, with the Cappadocians, and later with Leon-
tios of Byzantium (died ca. 543), a sixth-century theologian
whose works have been attributed to Theodore Abl Qurra.
With Theodore, we begin to see the shift in Arabic Christian
disputational literature. On the one hand, Theodore closely
follows John of Damascus. On the other hand, he wrote in
Arabic, and with the express aim of proving the rationality of
Christianity to Muslims. John of Damascus had been writing
to his fellow Christians. While John sought to catalog here-
sies in his De Haeresibus, Theodore in his treatise, On True
Religion, attempts to directly engage Islam and demonstrate
the rational superiority of Christianity®. For John of Damascus,
the truth of Christianity is apparent when held up to the mir-
ror of falsehood. In Theodore, we have a Christian theologian
who explicitly says that he is aiming to use the language of
logic but he will still prioritize revelation. With Theodore,
we might hope to find the missing link between Niketas
and kalam literature: Theodore was a Christian who directly
imitated Islamic kalam, argued in an explicitly Aristotelian
method, and then whose works were translated into Greek
and seem to have had a direct influence upon Niketas, since
Theodore’s On True Religion circulated in a Greek translation.
Still, On True Religion does not go as far as Niketas’ letters;
it has numerous quotations from Christian Scriptures. For

period, cf. Anagnostopoulos, Object. Cf. also, Lemerle, Humanism 152f., for the
use of Aristotle in the iconoclastic controversy and 167 f. for Aristotelian philoso-
phy in scientific texts. For texts on the defense of icons, cf. I6annés Damaskénos,
Three Treatises and Theodore AbU Qurra, Traité du culte des icones. For more on
Nikephoros, whose works have yet to appear in critical edition (except for his
Refutatio et eversio, cf. Niképhoros: Refutatio et eversio), cf. Parry, Depicting,
and Travis, Patriarch Nikephoros.

8 Krausmdller, Killing.

9 l6annés Damaskénos, Schriften; Theodore Abu Quirra, Traité de I'existence.



example, to prove that God is the Trinity, and God begets a
Son, Theodore argues that man is made in the image and
likeness of God, and man begets. Therefore, God must beget,
since, according to Gen 1:27, man is made in God’s likeness:

»If there is attributed to Adam or one of us headship over
another human being, one from him or like him, we do not
consider that degradation, but glory, exaltation, and honor.
If this is so, then God — may he be blessed and exalted! — is
surely head, not over his creatures, but over one like him. And
if he is head over one like him, he, too, has begotten a Son
and there has proceeded from him a Spirit, and he and Adam
resemble one another with regard to begetting and headship.
Thus, among the many things the mind can infer from the
likeness of Adam’s nature is that God is three persons: one
who begets, another who is begotten, and another who pro-
ceeds. In this manner, confirmation is given to the words of
the speaker, who did not lie in what he spoke when he said,
»And God created humans, and in the image of God he cre-
ated them«. [Gen 1:27] This too is among God's attributes'%«,

In contrast, Niketas argues that God’s absolute goodness
must be a greater goodness than the goodness we encounter
in humans. Man can beget, and this ability is an absolute
good. Since man has the potential to beget, God must be a
greater good than the good encountered in man. Therefore,
God must beget, not just have the potential. Theodore’s syl-
logism starts with a premise from Scripture; Niketas attempts
to make an axiomatic statement about God by constructing
an analogy in what is known about man:

»Since therefore, in us there are both productivity and
unproductivity, birth and barrenness, fruitfulness and unfruit-
fulness, both sprouting and its negation and the better things,
those such as birth and production, and also sprouting, and
qualities like these, but also the weaker, like unproductivity,
barrenness, unfruitfulness, and the negation of sprouting,
we imagine and describe God as having the stronger qual-
ities without the corresponding weaknesses in us — just as
we clearly said, so we would say something has production,
sprouting, fecundity, and those qualities like these. For even if
someone might endeavor in these, even if | myself would, that
death is better than life and darkness than light, such would
be ludicrous. Therefore it is clear that God is productive and
begets the Word. For, begetting is more valuable than infertil-

10 Theodore Abl Qurra, Theologus Autodictactus 13, D228. In the beginning of
the paragraph, Abl Qurra uses the classic kalam form of argument: »Suppose
someone denies that Adam and God resemble on another with regard to be-
getting...We answer...« Michael Cook, in his article, the »Qrigins of Kalam,«
has pointed out that kalam literature has many Christian parallels in Greek
and Syriac and a few examples illustrate a common pattern, where a series
of questions are presented with, »if you say..., we say«, and »if he asks...we
shall answer...« a consistent dialectical form for answering the challenges of a
interlocutor, whether Muslim or non-Muslim. Cf. Cook, Origins 37.

11 Nikétas Byzantios, Apologia 9,239-10,262: Enel o0v &v fuiv 0Tt yévipéy Te Kal
dyovov, yévwnoig Te kal oTeipwolg, kapmég Te Kal dkaptia, BAdoTnoig Te kal f
TadTng oTéPNOIG Kal T& pév kpeitTova, (19Y) olov yévvnoig Te kal yévipov, BAdoTnoig
Te kal, 8oa TovToIG Spota, T& 8¢ Xeipova, olov dyovov, oTeipwalg, AkapTia Kal fy
i PAaoTioews oTépnalg, Tov 8¢ Ogdv Sid TMV KPETTEVWY Kataypddopey Kal
katadaokopev &veu AUV cupBaVEVTWY CUPTTWHATWY, KoTep Epapey — pavepdy,
811 yévipov, yévnolv Eovta, PAacTé, kapmdv kal Té TouTolg Spota pricopev. Ei

ity and unfruitfulness, and all opposition to this axiom is bar-
ren. If this is the case, clearly, God has a Son. It is proved thus.

10. We naturally describe God as having these stronger
qualities in us: begetting, productivity, and sprouting. So
it is that every such quality has its correspondence in the
Son: sprouting, fruitfulness, and productivity. Therefore it
follows that God, on account of these qualities, is fittingly
described by us as having a Son, and it is properly believed
by us and taught that the Logos is substantially, impassively,
and changelessly begotten by Him. If this is so, even clear
for those who are strong but see dimly, that the substantial
power and Wisdom of God, through which he is powerful
and by which he creates and without which nothing is made,
and which the argument shows to be consubstantial with
God the Father and alike in every aspect except begetting,
and the Son is of God, his Wisdom, and his Word as is rightly
confessed and believed by us Christians''«.

We have no proof that Niketas read either John of Damas-
cus or Theodore AbU Quirra, although he so closely follows
AbU Qurra’s On True Religion in his apology in his first letter
and general refutation of the Qur’an that one assumes that
he must have had a Greek translation of the text.

While Niketas was responding directly to an attack from
a Muslim intellectual, there is still temptation to follow Paul
Lemerle and to see the foundation for the ninth-century
Avristotelian shift in Byzantine intellectual life itself, especially
iconoclasm. In the second phase of the iconoclastic contro-
versy, Patriarch Nikephoros and Theodore the Studite em-
braced an »Aristotelian platform« to address the issue of
images. This phase of the debate has even been called a
»scholastic phase« because of the use of Aristotelian logical
terminology, especially that of the Categories, a text that was
particularly influential upon Niketas Byzantios and his Muslim
counterparts'2. However, for the iconodule defense, Aristote-
lian philosophy is always just a means to an end, rarely cited
as a source — although Niketas never directly quotes Aristotle
either. The Aristotelian legacy in Byzantium never died out,
nor was it forgotten in the Levant: Syriac Christian theolo-
gians in particular played a significant role in transferring it to
the Arab world. In the ninth century, before and after Niketas
Byzantios, we see a sudden increase in Aristotelian syllogistic
reasoning that might be appropriately, if anachronistically

yap kai Tig év TouTolg $prhoveikoin, drovekiow kayw, 8Tt & Bdvatog Tig {wiig
KPE(TTWV Kal TO 0KSTOG Tol dpwTdg, 8Tep 20Tl yehoiov. ‘Note pavepsdy, 8Tt & Oedg
YOVIpSG Té 20TV kal yevwnTikdg Adyou. (207) Mdong yap avtiloyiag dpyovong
TIIWDTEPOV 1} YEWVNOIG TG OTEIpWOEWS Kai dkapTriag: i 8¢ ToUTo, pavepdy, &t &
Oedg Yiov Exel. "EoTi yap culMoyicacbar obTwg.
10. Tov Oedv €K TGV &V MUV KPEITTOVWY YEVVHTIKGY Te kal yévipov kal PAactévovta
Tpoodudg Staypadopev: Tav & TO oiTwg Exov MPdE VIOV i BAacTOV  kapTdv i
yévov Ty avadopav Exel. Zuvayetar dpa, 6Tt & Oedg TPEMOVTWG €K TGV év NIV
Siaypadopevog Yidv Te Exel kal map’ v KaAGDG moTedeTal Kal Sofaletal ToV &6
adTol évuTooTaTwg Kal dmabig kal ap(p)evoTwg yevwnOévta Adyov. Ei 8t toiTo,
davepdv kal Toig (20Y) apudpie cuvopdv ioxdouatv. 8Tt i) vuTdoTaTog SUvapig
ToU Og00 kal Zodia, kab' fv 2oTi Suvardg Kal St A Tolel kal fig xwpig 00SEY ToIET,
fiv kal & Aoyog dpoovotov @ Oe® kai Martpi kal kard mavta Spotov Edeiéev xwpig
TAG yevvrjoewg, Yiog T¢ 0Tt Oeod kal Zodia kal Adyog Kai gikdTwg Tap’ AUGOV TGOV
XpioTiavv Gpoldyntai Te kal TemioTeLTAL.

12 Alexander, Patriarch Nicephorus 189-191.
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labeled, Byzantine scholasticism, so that we see in Niketas’
work an emphasis on syllogistic arts rather than the patristic
and scriptural legacy presented with the tools of Aristotle.
He pushes the envelope more than any other thinker, fore-
shadowing later thinkers like John Italos whose devotion to
classical philosophy will earn the ire of the church hierarchy 3.

Niketas is so self-consciously syllogistic in his response that
he felt compelled to state in both letters that he is aiming
for logic as his primary method of argumentation, but only
because he was prompted to do so by his correspondent, a
statement that comes across as disingenuous since Niketas'
syllogisms at time seem somewhat labored. He uses an ex-
plicitly Aristotelian vocabulary, even in the title of his letters,
which were by him. The title of the first letter (Epistle A) is as
follows (notable vocabulary is in parenthesis in the original
Greek):

»Positive (katacevaoTikiy)'* exposition (¢kBeoig) of Chris-
tian dogma with deductive proof (&modsifewc) brought forth
on the basis of (mpoayopévn)™ common sense, dialectical
(StohekTikiic) method, natural (puowkav)'® dialectical proofs
(¢myeipnudrwy) ', and multiple syllogistic arts (cuMoytoTikfig
moluTeyviag); and a refutation (avtippnoig)'® of the letter writ-
ten by the Hagarenes' to the emperor Michael, son of The-
ophilos, to slander the faith of the Christians?°«.

Katacevaotiky has a particular technical meaning for
constructive or positive in relation to philosophical proofs,
(Aristotle, Rhetoric, p. 377H and Prior Analytics, 1403225). Ni-
ketas uses the phrase Aéywv karackevaoTikig from Aristotle’s
Rhetoric (1043225) at the close of the opening of his letter.
He contrasts his rigorous logic with the Muslim epistler’s
eloquence. #Beoig is philosophical exposition in Aristotle’s
Prior Analytics (48225 and 49°6). amédei€ig is the technical
term for deductive proof, Aristotle, Posterior Analytics (71°17,
81240). The other Greek words here also all have technical
philosophical meanings. The title to the second letter (Epistle
B) continues in the same vein: »Refutation (avtippnoig) and
rebuttal (avatpomd)?' of the second letter written by the

13 Cf. Clucas, Trial.

14 For the parenthetical references, | have deliberately left the words in the cases
which reflect their grammatical function in the original Greek.

15 Used in reference to advancing philosophical arguments, cf. Liddell/Scott.

16 Has specific sense of »natural philosophy,« Aristotelés, De partibus animalium
640a2; cf. Liddell and Scott. Cf. supra, n. 5 on the importance of science and
mathematics in Aristotelian philosophy and the Aristotelian logic of Islamic and
Christian thinkers.

17 The phrase might better be translated, »proofs from nature.« Emyeipnpérwy
is a technical term for dialectical proofs, Aristotelés, Topica 162a16, et al., cf.
Liddell/Scott.

18 Has particular reference as refutation or counter-argument in debate or rheto-
ric; cf. Liddell and Scott.

19 Niketas uses the plural here.

20 Nikétas Byzantios, Ep. 1 1-6 (156): "ExBeoiq kaTaoKeLAOTIKY peTd dmodeifewg
To0 XploTiavikod S6ypartog €k kov@v Kal Sta\ekTikii pebddou kal $uoikmdy
EMIYEIPNHATWY KAl CUNNOYIOTIKFG TOAUTEXVIAG Tpoayopévn Kal avTippnotlg Tig
oTtaleiong EmMoToMNg £k TV 'Ayapnviv mpog Mixah Bacihéa vidv Ogodilou émi
SiaPolqj Tiig Tdv XploTiavdy TioTtews; With the last phrase »of the faith of the
Christians«, Niketas seems deliberately to personalize the attack on Christian
dogma.

21 More forceful than mere »refutation«: Aristotelés, Metaphysics 1013b14.
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Hagarenes to the emperor Michael, the son of Theophilos, to
slander the faith of the Christians«?2.

Epistle A opens with florid eloquence and a series of
metaphors that equate the search for knowledge to trying
to see through smoke before shifting the search for truth to
military metaphors:

»Therefore as long as those who have been seized by
ignorance and insouciance follow closely upon those who
have somehow arrived at this point, they will enjoy nothing
inferior to this same divine nature than these. After the first
has been delayed, they do not refrain from undertaking the
second voyage. For they will no longer be able to escape the
reproach of doing evil. For if they do not seek the assistance
that results from an ascetic life, in order to achieve a certain
measure of secure knowledge of God, and if they are not
persuaded by those who have achieved it, but depend only
on their own deliberations, how will they be able to reach
that which can only be achieved in one way, if they pursue
another [way]?«?

It becomes clear that Niketas is trying to outdo his Muslim
counterpart, for he exclaims, with an ironic vocative, »since
reflection is more than your eloquence, my much-experi-
enced friend« 24! He then moves on to say that he is forced
to argue in deductive proof because the Muslim has dared to
attack the Christian faith with logic and as a problem, so he
will demonstrate to him its truth with logic. However, in the
first paragraph, he insists that:

»The truth is a matter that is hard to catch, and that
can be concealed even to those who are exceedingly sharp-
sighted, unless in some degree the soul is able to penetrate
through the entire thickness of this bodily darkness, the soul
will be able to touch upon the paths of some truth, if it is fully
persuaded to lay to rest the traces of the corporeal world«?°.

Thus, he leaves open the notion that ultimate truth can
only be known by intellect and faith. Niketas insists that logic
(as in deductive proofs, amé8eifig), if one is truly open to it,
still has the power to lead one to true knowledge of God?.

22 Nikétas Byzantios, Ep. Il (176): ‘Avtippnoig kai @vatpoT) Tfig Seutépag émoTofg
Tfg oTakeiong mapd TV ‘Ayapnviv mpég Mixank Bacizéa vidov Osodihou Em
SiaBolf) Tiig T XpioTiavdy ToTews.

23 Nikétas Byzantios, Ep. | 1,27-35 (156): Méypt pév obv Toig 08¢ T katadpbdcaoty
ol ayvoia i pabupia Kekpatnuévol Tapémovtal, ovdEv ATToV TAg A0TAG ékeivolg
Be16TnTOG dmoavoovTal dmmyika 8¢ pndt Tov SevTepov Modv dvapinbévrog Tod
TPWTOU UETABIKEY AVEXOVTAL, ODKETL TTOU TAVTWG TO TAG Kakoupyiag &ykAnua
Siadpavat Suvricovtar. Ei yap Biov pév é§noknuévou ppovtida ob TiBevral, tg &v
€l TO TAg amavoig Beoyvwaoiag katadpBdowot péTpov, Toig Te Katehndpsoty od
karameiBovral, pévolg 8¢ Toig oikeiog émepeidovral Aoyiopoig, mé0ev o0 8t GG
6800 AapPavopévou ETépav EmMTpéKovTeg KataAfyovTay

24 Nikétas Byzantios, Ep. | 1,36f. (156): émeidiy ppovtic pd@Mov Tf Aoyiétnti cou,
ToNUTEPSTATE Pile.

25 Nikétas Byzantios, Ep. | 1.8-11 (156): AvoBripardv Tt xpipa dAibeia kal Tolg ye
Nav 6guwmodvtag Aabeiv Suvdpevov, & urj Tou &pa TéNeov Tod cwpaTIkod TobSE
yvédou 1o mdyog Slacyoboa Yoy pical i dpyfjoat Tag aiobroel karameicaca
yvoug Tvdg avTiig epikéaBar Suvijonrar. The tag is problematic, but in this trans-
lation is taken with ixvoug, which does not grammatically fit, but seems to be
the only solution to getting the sense of the sentence. | wish to think Robert
Irons and James Arieti for having a look at this passage and offering helpful
insights.

26 Nikétas Byzantios, Ep. | 1,35-45 (156-158).



The apologia is an explication of Christian theology, es-
pecially the nature of the Trinity as one ovocia with three
hypostases, with a pointed emphasis towards responding to
Islam. Niketas begins to respond directly to the complaints
of the Muslim writer: »the calumnies in your writing against
our faith«?’, an indication which suggests that Niketas thinks
that the Muslim merely does not understand Christian truth.
Indeed, it is a suggestion that Niketas likes to make, that
Muslims suffer from a lack of will and ability to understand
the superiority of Christian truth. He then responds to the
»censures« through a series of quotations from the Muslim
letter, with a refutation of each.

Before he begins his refutation, through a series of syllo-
gisms in the apologetic section of his letter, Niketas empha-
sizes the omnipotence of God, and at several points, Niketas
will even conclude his syllogism or point with »as even the
Hagarenes say«, a clear echo of kaldm arguments which
often begin with a proposition held as axiomatic by both
sides in order to force an opponent to accept a premise with
which he does not agree. Niketas argues that God is eternal,
unbegotten, uncreated, the supreme mover and creator of
all, and as one. Of course, all of these points are common
ground between Christianity and Islam. However, Niketas
will attempt to deduce from these premises that a completely
benevolent omnipotent creator must have a Son eternally
begotten. Throughout his argument he does not appeal to
Scripture.

Niketas quotes the Muslim as having written »Each be-
getter is prior to its own begotten«, the statement Niketas
clearly regards as vitally important, since he repeats it so
many times and devotes so much space to it. Niketas says
that the statement, »has in one way, some truth to it, but in
another way also some falsehood«?8. His main goal in the
letter is to explain and defend the classical Orthodox Chris-
tian formulation of the Trinity. His rejection of this statement
is immediate:

»For while we confess the consubstantiality and identity of
the Father and the Son, and while we agree that the Father is
called the begetter, and the Son is called the begotten, you
take from earthly relationships the statement, >Each begetter
is prior to its own begottens, and falsely apply it to divine
nature. This has, on the contrary, validity when applied to
begotten and created nature, but for God this does not apply
(many, indeed, innumerable statements have validity to us,
but in relation to God are entirely inapplicable). This then
you understand as true as far as God is concerned, and you

27 Nikétas Byzantios, Ep. 1 2,46f. (158): tag év 1@ o® ypdppatt SiaBoag katd TG
MUETEPAG TOTEWG,.

28 Nikétas Byzantios, Ep. | 2,55f. (158): &mi i pév 10 &\nBig Exel amidg TiBEpevoy,
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conclude thus: if each begetter is prior to its own begotten,
the Son, in whom we believe, ought not be coeternal and
consubstantial with the Father. But if conversely, the Son is
coeternal to the Father and the statement is true: sEach be-
getter is prior to its own begottens, their relationship of one
to the other is forced apart?’«.

Niketas proceeds from this paragraph to explicate the
Trinity. Yet, the problem is evident from the beginning. For
Niketas and his fellow Orthodox Christians, it is axiomatic
that the Father and the Son are co-eternal, an axiom that
only applies to God, an axiom that the Muslim thinker re-
jects. Time and again, it is clear that the two thinkers start
with axiomatic statements that are based on faith, and thus,
debate is pointless.

Moving from his faith perspective, in the following para-
graphs Niketas expresses amazement that the Muslim thinker
would apply such a statement, which is clearly true about
creatures, to the creator. Niketas implies that it is foolish or
even blasphemy to judge the creator with statements that
apply to creatures. For Niketas, to do such is clearly illogical,
yet he gives no clear reason why his Muslim counterpart must
agree, since the Muslim counterpart is thinking by analogy, a
logical method commonly used in Islamic jurisprudence. Ulti-
mately, Niketas will attempt to create a syllogism that would
force his Muslim counterpart to accept that the statement,
»each begetter is prior to its own begotten, is illogical when
applied to God:

»Each begetter is prior to its own begotten«. This [state-
ment] is postulated about God, by someone who speaks in
no way the truth. Therefore the designation »>begetter« is
one that either exists by itself, or in relation to something
else. Now it is not a designation that exists by itself, other-
wise it would not make reference to the begotten. It is clear
that this designation belongs to those that are »in relation
to something else«! If then the designation >begetter« is »in
relation to something else¢, and if those that are »in relation
to something else« are by nature simultaneous, and if those
things that are »by nature simultaneous¢ at the same time
exist and do not exist, then the designation, >begetter¢, —in
as much as he is a begetter, to whom this makes reference —
will not have either priority or posterity. If then the begetter
has no priority or posterity, but you said that »each begetter
is prior to its own begottens, then it is clear that the designa-
tion »begetter« does not merely refer to being a begetter, but
refers to being a begetter in relation to something else, for
example Socrates or Peter®«.
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For Niketas, begetter and begotten refer to a relationship,
not a temporal reality, but the Muslim asserts that this rela-
tionship requires a temporal reality. For Niketas this statement
should not apply to God because God is above time. For
humans, the relationship of begetter to begotten implies a
temporal relationship. For God, there is no such implication.

Although Niketas has given no legitimacy to the Muslim
intellectual’s analogical reasoning, he himself attacks the
statements of the Muslim with a series of analogies. He tries
to beat the Muslim at his own game, so to speak, suggesting
that the Muslim’s pithy statement implies that God has a be-
ginning, so the Muslim must not believe that God is eternal.
For the Muslim, the major objection to the Trinity is that it
ascribes companions to the one God, so this topic is taken
up yet again. For Niketas, this accusation is proof that the
Muslim just does not understand the Trinity, which he then
begins to explain in a somewhat pedantic series of analogies:

»For a stone is not called a companion to a stone, because
the same essence (oboia) is common to both. In the same way,
a horse is not called a companion to a horse, on the grounds
that they have one essence in common. If then >that which
is commonc¢ is more prevalent, and »the companionc less so,
and we declare that the Father holds his reign in common
and is indivisible with his Son, you change this by writing: »if
the reign and the power is common with the Son, then the
Son will hold the reign of the Father entirely in common with
him<. And you expose yourself to false reasoning, rather than
us, because you engage in the false argument of the so-called
avoidance of exchange [of the second part with the first]3'«.

For the Muslim, the concern is that by ascribing partners
to God, Christians diminish his sovereignty, an accusation that
Niketas spends the next few paragraphs refuting, since the
Word of God is only greater proof of God’s power and sov-
ereignty. After further elaborations, Niketas concludes with
a sound rejection of the errors of his Muslim counterpart, a
sort of rhetorical flourish to ensure that the Muslim realizes
that his letter was not effective.

The Aristotelian method was not just applied to Islam, but
also to Latin Christians as well, now defined as heretics in
the 9™ century. While anti-heretical writers for centuries had
been well-versed in Aristotle, no one was so rigorous and
purely Aristotelian in his approach as Niketas Byzantios, who
applied his syllogistic method to Latin Christianity, just as he
had to Islam. His anti-Latin treatise is entitled: »Syllogistic
chapters put together from the common notions concerning
God and from the demonstrative (&moSeiktik®g) and disjunc-
tive (Staupetikig) method...against those who impiously and
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atheistically add and say and teach in the holy symbol of the
Orthodox faith of the Christians... »and in the Holy Spirit, the
Lord, the Giver of Life, who proceeds from the Father and
the Son¢ — instead of »from the Father alone««32. Niketas in-
cludes few quotations from authorities, scriptural or patristic,
although there are echoes of John of Damascus, Gregory Na-
zianzus, and Basil of Caesarea®3. There are more quotations
from Scripture than in his anti-Islamic texts, but we should
expect them, since his text is directed at fellow Christians.
The anti-Latin treatise was almost certainly written after the
anti-Islamic treatise, as he had honed his method against
Islam. Christians are true monotheists, a point asserted again
against the Latins: the Trinity must have only one source:
arché. So we see that an exchange with a Muslim influenced
arguments against fellow Christians.

This text is completely in the style of his anti-Islamic writ-
ings, and contrasts with other anti-Latin texts of the ninth
century, particularly those of Niketas’ contemporary Photios
who also wrote an anti-Latin and anti-Armenian treatise.
One assumes Niketas was in the circle of Photios, but there
is no clear reference to one another in the works of either.
Photios displays the same confidence in reason, at the same
time asserting that reason alone cannot lead one to ultimate
truths about the divine. Photios never makes such an effort
to be as explicitly Aristotelian in the way that Niketas did.
Photios has become known to posterity as the urbane and
learned humanist, the inveterate foe of the austere, fanati-
cal Ignatius. Indeed, Photios was accused of loving classical
learning too much by his opponents3*. Most of his writing
is theological, and even his Bibliotheca makes it clear that
he prioritized Christian writing. His anti-Latin texts, his epis-
tles and his Treatise regarding the Mystagogia of the Holy
Spirit, the latter perhaps only partially by him, display the
Attic style and literary flourishes he so clearly prized in his
Bibliotheca. However, his Quaestiones Amphilochianae make
a foray into Aristotelian method, particularly its application
to theological topics. Photios is interested in the means of
classification, and so offered a commentary on Aristotle’s
Categories and how it applied to the iconodule defense. At
times, Photios seems to want to display his knowledge of
ancient philosophy rather than style. The writings of Niketas
and the Quaestiones Amphilochianae of Photios give us an
indication of how logic was studied and used in the ninth
and tenth centuries. More work should be done on logical
handbooks, to give us a fuller picture of Byzantine education
in this period.

E\artov, Au@V 88 Aeydvtwy Kowiv Kal duépioTtov Exev Tov Matépa T Eautod
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32 Niketas Byzantios, Kephalaia syllogistika.

33 Kolbaba, Inventing 120-130.

34 Photios’ theological writings were also heavily influenced by Aristotelés: Anton,
Photius 158-183.



The generation after Niketas and Photios includes Are-
thas of Caesarea (860-c. 932), who was in the same circle
as Photios and may have personally known Niketas. Are-
thas is recognized primarily as a scholar who commissioned
manuscripts and commented on Plato and other classical
literature3®. However, his »Letter to the Emir of Damascus«
is ostensibly a letter defending Christianity and attacking
Islam3®. If Arethas’ marginal annotation is to be believed, he
wrote in an uncharacteristically simple style of Greek so that
his recipient would easily understand it. The letter takes an
offensive tone in the extreme, almost going to the point of
parodying Muslim beliefs about paradise and their prophet.
Clearly, he is following many of the same stereotypes in
Niketas’' Refutation, which unlike the two letters was not
intended for a Muslim audience. Arethas indulged in more
vitriol than Niketas. One wonders if Arethas, an experienced
diplomat, ever sent this letter or intended it as a pamphlet to
be circulated among his friends.

Niketas was hugely influential in the twelfth century upon
Euthymios Zigabenos (d. after 1118)37. Zigabenos relied on
Niketas Byzantios for his Panoplia dogmatica, chapter twen-
ty-eight, and this work was influential in popularizing Niketas'’
views. Zigabenos was a close associate of Alexios | Komnenos
(1081-1118), and his text devotes more attention to the
Bogomils than the Muslims. The preoccupation with the
Bogomils in the reign of Alexios confirms the pattern that
internal heresies were always of more concern to Byzantine
Christian intellectuals than »other« external religions. The
antepenultimate Byzantine emperor, Manuel Il Palaiologos
(1391-1425), continued the tradition of Niketas by empha-
sizing that Islam was illogical. His treatise is modeled after
a Platonic dialogue, a turn away from the strictly syllogistic
method of Niketas but with the same arguments against Is-
lam. In the late Byzantine Empire, numerous Latin philosoph-
ical works and polemics against Islam were translated into
Greek, as religious polemic became more of an intellectual
preoccupation of the entire Mediterranean world.

The Byzantines followed Niketas, not John of Damascus,
in their intellectual conception of Islam. However, excessive
devotion to Aristotle became suspect. By the eleventh cen-
tury, the Christians of Byzantium would view reliance on
pure reason and syllogistic arguments with much the same
suspicion as Ibn Hanbal and the other Muslim theologians
who opposed Mutazilite rationalism. John Italos, the Aris-
totelian and Neo-Platonic-intellectual, was accused of heresy
and condemned in 1082 in Constantinople. In the fifteenth
century at the Council of Ferrara-Florence, Greek theologians
complained about the frequent quotations of Aristotle from
their Latin counterparts.

35 Reynolds/Wilson, Scribes 57f.

36 Cf. Arethas, ep. 14; cf. also Karlin-Hayter, Letter. Arethas’ uncharacteristically
simple style and marginal note is remarked upon by Mullett, Writing 179.

37 Euthymios Zigabenos, Panopliae dogmaticae.

38 Jeffery, Ghevond 269-332.

In closing, it is worthwhile to reflect once again on a
significant point: the emphasis on logic was initiated by a
Muslim. Hence, this intellectual movement, the Aristotelian
shift, may have been inspired by arguments from Islam, even
if the tools were there in Byzantium. The emphasis on logic
came from a Muslim attack. It was a Muslim thinker who
stimulated a Byzantine thinker, Niketas, to use logic and to
attack Islam as illogical because Christianity was attacked as
illogical. Letters had been exchanged between caliphs and
the Byzantine emperors before, for the sake of treaties and
prisoner exchanges, but also for the exchange of religious
ideas, as in the case of the letters between Leo Il and‘Umar
Il in the eighth century, which exclusively addressed religious
and theological matters, although logic was not claimed by
either3®. It is a shame that we do not have the full text of the
Islamic letters, only selective quotations from Niketas.

Internal propaganda within the caliphate suggests that
there was a deliberate effort to portray the Byzantines as not
the true heirs of Greek philosophy. Just as the Byzantines felt
the need to assert their Roman-ness in the face of Carolingian
claims, so they also felt the need to assert in their Greek-ness
in the face of Abbasid claims. Muslims had created an image,
primarily for internal consumption, that the Byzantines and
their religion were illogical. This portrayal of the Byzantines
as illogical was not the sudden invention of a single Muslim
intellectual. It was the official propaganda of the caliphate,
and the intellectual who wrote to Michael lll was reflecting a
prevalent attitude in ninth-century Baghdad®. For example,
al-Gahiz (d. 255/868), who according to Gutas, was the »pro-
gandist-laureate of al-Ma’man and his Mu‘tazill successors«
describes the Byzantines as accomplished but believing in
an illogical religion. For him Christianity is illogical because
of belief in the Trinity and incarnation. This emphasis on
logic had been spurred on by the Muslims’ own rediscovery
of Aristotelian and pseudo-Aristotelian texts of the ninth
century. Legends circulated in which the caliph saw Aristotle
in a dream, and Aristotle instructed the caliph that the duty
to study his philosophy had fallen upon the Arabs. Aristote-
lian logic had become a cultural and intellectual commodity
claimed by both Muslims and Christians.

As regards to the theme of borderlands and exchange: the
Greek translation of the Qur’an that Niketas used is still some-
thing of a mystery, although a few articles have been written
about it#. It may have originated in Edessa or a similar place.
Niketas’ Refutation, not intended for a Muslim audience, may
have been in fact intended for Muslims in these border areas,
in hopes of converting them to Christianity. The Aristotelian
shift, however, transcended borders, and should be regarded
as eastern Mediterranean movement. The term »shift« is

39 Shboul, Byzantines 57-58.

40 Trapp, Korantbersetzung, remains foundational, but Versteegh, Greek Transla-
tions is more recent. The most extensive and detailed study is Ulbricht, Coranus
Graecus.
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useful for three reasons. First, terms like renaissance and
have become passé and are considered inaccurate. Dating the
»rebirth« is nearly impossible, as well as identifying precisely
what was reborn — intellectual life, art, culture in general?
The term shift takes us away from the whole notion of rebirth,
and it allows us to focus on one topic — Aristotelian logic,
which was not reborn because it never died out. Second,
we are able to examine and analyze this shift in a particular
localities and as part of a broader Mediterranean intellectual
movement. There is the translation movement in Baghdad,
and Latin scholasticism from the twelfth century is also part
of this movement. Third, the notion of shift does not commit
us to a definite notion of a permanent change. Niketas, |
would argue, is foundational in this shift, and he has a leg-
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Summary / Zusammenfassung

Niketas Byzantios, Islam, and the Aristotelian Shift in
Ninth-century Byzantium

The ninth century was a period of a significant revival for
Aristotelian philosophy in both Byzantium and the Islamic
world. This revival can be seen across cultural, linguistic, and
political boundaries. It is also in the ninth century that we
see the first production of surviving manuscripts of Aristotle.
Inter-faith polemic, between Muslims and Christians, Jews
and Christians, and Jews and Muslims, and also intra-faith
polemic, played a role in this ninth century Aristotelian revival.
This paper explores how Niketas Byzantios, a ninth-century
Byzantine intellectual known only through his writings, which
included anti-heretical and anti-Islamic treatises, not only
changed the Byzantine intellectual discourse about Islam
but also helped to usher in a new emphasis on Aristotelian
method in Byzantine thought. This shift emphasized Aristo-
telian syllogisms rather than traditional patristic and scriptural
citations. While the study of Aristotle had never died out in
Byzantium, a brief comparison with Niketas’ writings and ear-
lier thinkers, like those from the iconoclast controversy and
also his near contemporary Patriarch Photios, demonstrate
how a new approach in theological polemic was initiated
by Niketas. Ironically this new approach was inspired by an
Islamic thinker, and this exchange gives new insight into the
exciting intellectual cross-fertilization of the early medieval
eastern Mediterranean.
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Niketas von Byzanz, der Islam und die Aristotelische
Veranderung im Byzanz des 9. Jahrhunderts

Das neunte Jahrhundert war eine Zeit bedeutender Erneuer-
ung der aristotelischen Philosophie sowohl in Byzanz als auch
in der islamischen Welt. Diese Erneuerung lasst sich Uber
kulturelle, sprachliche und politische Grenzen hinweg beo-
bachten. Aus dem 9. Jahrhundert stammen auch die ersten
Uberlieferten Aristoteleshandschriften. Die interreligiése Po-
lemik zwischen Muslimen und Christen, Juden und Chris-
ten und Juden und Muslimen sowie die intrakonfessionelle
Polemik spielte bei dieser aristotelischen Wiederbelebung
des neunten Jahrhunderts eine wichtige Rolle. Dieser Artikel
untersucht, wie Niketas Byzantios — ein byzantinischer Intel-
lektueller des 9. Jahrhunderts, der nur aus seinen eigenen
Schriften bekannt ist, die antiharetische und antiislamische
Abhandlungen enthalten — nicht nur den byzantinischen
intellektuellen Diskurs Uber den Islam veranderte, sondern
auch dazu beitrug, die aristotelische Methode nachdrucklich
und neu in das byzantinische Denken einzufiihren. Infolge
dessen wurde starker aristotelische Syllogismen benutzt statt
der traditionellen patristischen und biblischen Zitate. Auch
wenn die Beschaftigung mit Aristoteles in Byzanz nie aus-
gestorben war, so zeigt doch ein kurzer Vergleich von Nike-
tas’ Schriften mit den alteren Denkern, etwa mit denen aus
der Zeit des Bilderstreits oder auch mit seinem Zeitgenossen,
dem Patriarchen Photios, wie Niketas einen neuen Ansatz in
der theologischen Polemik initiierte. Ironischerweise wurde
dieser neue Ansatz von einem islamischen Denker inspiriert,
und dieser Austausch gibt neue Einblicke in die spannende
intellektuelle gegenseitige Befruchtung im Frihmittelalter im
Ostlichen Mittelmeerraum.



