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ETHER IN GREEK THOUGHT. The
notion of the ether begins as far back as the pre-
Socratic philosopher Empedocles, though it was
a subject of disagreement among ancient Greeks
and also contemporary scholars what Empedo-
cles meant by aither. His most common name for
the fourth element (after earth, water, and fire)
was not aer (from which we get our “air”) but
aither. Gradually the more common word for
air, aither, was replaced by the more rare and
previously more restricted word aer, until aither
became a special kind of aer as opposed to aer
being a special kind of aither, which had been the
case previously. Scholars such as Peter Kingsley
have pointed out the many confusions that have
arisen from this early ambiguity of the meaning
of aither, for example in its being equating to fire
as was done by the Stoics and by Aristotle. The
ambiguity of the meaning of aither is perhaps sig-
nificant for the understanding of this term among
various schools of Islamic philosophy, as will be
seen below.

According to the traditional scheme of ele-
ments that are attributed to Empedocles and
which became a mainstay of Greek and later Is-
lamic philosophy, the four elements of earth, air,
fire, and water make up the world of generation
and corruption. In Platos Timaeus, the aether is a
kind of fire, and not an independent fifth element;
for Plato the elements were still four of Empedo-
cles; the heavens are not ethereal (as they would
be by Aristotle), but were fiery. In the Cratylus
Socrates explains the origin of the word aether as
that which “always runs” (aei thei), which some
scholars have seen as a possible prefiguration of
Aristotle’s doctrine of ether, in which eternal
motion of the celestial spheres of the planets and
stars is a key feature of the cosmology of which
they are a part. It is reported by a student of Plato
(Xenocrates) that his teacher did in fact consider
the aether to be an element separate from the
other four, but it is a matter of dispute whether
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Plato believed the aether was a fifth element; this
disagreement results from doubts over attribu-
tion of works to Plato which he may not have
written such as the Epinomis, an appendix to
the Laws.

The four elements were mentioned by Plato but
they became an important and common feature
of Aristotle’s cosmology. Earth, air, fire, and water
could further be understood in terms of basic
qualities of dryness, wetness, heat, and cold. It is
the different natures of these elemental bodies
that account for the change and motion in the
world. According to Aristotle fire is hot and dry,
air is hot and moist; and water is cold and moist,
while earth is cold and dry. Moreover each of the
elements has a natural motion, or the movement
of that element to its natural place. Earth, as the
heaviest element, moves naturally to the center of
the cosmos, that is, the earth; water, the next heavi-
est, moves naturally to the sphere of water which
surrounds the sphere of the earth; the sphere of
air, in like fashion, surrounds the spheres of earth
and water; and finally fire moves naturally to the
sphere of fire which surrounds the three lower
spheres. Fire moves up because it is moving to its
natural place above the sphere of air, and earth
placed in midair will fall down because it is seek-
ing its natural place. Thus in the cosmology of
Aristotle the earth is at the center of the universe,
which is made up a series of concentric spheres.
This terrestrial sphere beneath the moon is the
realm of the four elements, and is the domain of
generation and corruption. The four elements
move and transform in myriad ways, and account
for all change in this sublunar realm.

As for the sphere of the moon and all the
spheres above it within which the heavenly bodies
reside and move, including the sun and the other
planets, these were not composed of the four ele-
ments at all but of a fifth substance that was not
characterized by heat, cold, wetness, or dryness,
nor did they possess the qualities of gravitas (the

tendency to move down) of water and earth or
levitas (the tendency to move upward) of air and
fire. This substance is the ether. For Aristotle
there were dozens of concentric spheres which
accounted for the motions of the planets. Unlike
the movements of the objects composed of the
four elemental bodies in our terrestrial realm,
these celestial spheres do not move because they
were seeking their natural state, but were moved
by love for unmoved movers. These unmoved
movers were not in the heavens, but were outside
the realm of motion. Each of the ethereal spheres
strives to imitate the unmoved movers through
circular motion. The unmoved movers do not
move the spheres through physical contact or
pushing, but as objects of love. Moreover these
motions are eternal. In the Metaphysics Aristotle
entertains the idea that there is a single such un-
moved mover accounting for all such motions,
but also alludes to the possibility that there is a
single unmoved mover that accounts for all
of them.

In his On the Eternity of the World against
Aristotle, John Philoponus (d. 570) argues strongly
against the doctrine of the ether (especially its
eternality) as a violation of the necessity of Divine
creation. He argued essentially that a temporally
infinite universe is impossible. Even Aristotle
argued that a finite body cannot possess an infi-
nite potential or power, and so objects such as the
celestial spheres, which are finite objects, cannot
have the potential to move for an infinite amount
of time. Moreover if these motions have gone on
for all eternity, that would mean that infinity can
be increased, which is also a point Aristotle re-
jected. If a potentiality for motion had to precede
every motion, as Aristotle maintained (in an ar-
gument against creation out of nothing), that
would mean that the motion of the spheres had
to be preceded by this potentiality and therefore
would have had a beginning. Several Muslim phi-
losophers would engage Philoponus on the side



of Aristotle. Al-Farabi defended Aristotle against
Philoponus, to the point of asserting that the true
opinion of Philoponus was one of agreement with
Aristotle. Avicenna and Averroés also defended
Aristotle, as did the Jewish philosopher Sa’adia.
The Etherial Spheres in Islamic Philosophy.
Al-Farab1 and Avicenna adopted the idea that the
concentric spheres were ethereal and eternal, but
unlike Aristotle explained them in terms of ema-
nations from God, in keeping with the general
tendency of early Islamic philosophy to combine
elements of Aristotle with Neoplatonic emana-
tionism. According to the scheme described by
Avicenna, the First Cause—God—is One, and
hence its effect is one. This unitary effect of the
First Cause is the First Intellect. The First Intellect
contemplates its cause, contemplates itself as con-
tingent upon its own cause, and contemplates
itself as being necessary through its own cause.
These three aspects of contemplation give rise,
respectively, to an intellect, a soul, and a body: the
second intellect, the soul of the outermost celes-
tial sphere, and the body of the outermost celes-
tial sphere of the Ptolemaic universe. Then the
second intellect contemplates its cause (the first
intellect), giving rise to another intellect (the
third intellect); it contemplates itself as contin-
gent, giving rise to another soul (the soul of the
second sphere); and contemplates itself as nec-
essary through another to give rise to another
body (the body of the next sphere). This cosmo-
logical process continues until one reaches the
sphere of the moon and the tenth intellect.
These spheres are all made up of the invisible
substance ether, as are the planets that travel
within them, though the planets are visible.
Each of the spheres is governed by an intellect
and a soul. Avicenna’s emanation differed from
that of al-Farabi, who conceived of only two
contemplations at each level: the contemplation
of an intellect of its source and of itself to give

rise to the next intellect and sphere.
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Philosophers like Avicenna and al-Farabi
generally argued that the sphere is the most
noble shape, being limited by a single surface,
that moves within its own limits by rotation
without changing its shape. Ether is not a com-
posite material like the objects of the earth. It is
changeless and not subject to generation and
corruption like the object of the earth that are
describable in terms of the transmutations of
the four sublunar elements. Ether does not move
like earth, air, fire, and water out of a tendency
to find its natural resting place, and moreover
being circular (and not upward or downward,
being neither heavy nor light) has no contrary.
Moreover the celestial spheres are not com-
posed of form and matter, unlike the objects of
the sublunar realm. Because the motion of the
spheres is circular and does not aim toward
some natural state of rest, it can be eternal.

Suhrawardi criticized the Avicennan concep-
tion of emanation on the grounds that even three
aspects of intellection were insufficient to account
for the multiplicity of the universe. He does not
name these spheres as ether, but as being different
lights, though he still retains the basic idea that
they are spheres that move according to some
inner impulse and are capable of knowledge. In-
terestingly Suhrawardi does have a sphere named
Ether: he names the spheres of ether and zamharir
as belonging to the sublunar realm, the latter re-
ferring to extreme cold and the former evidently
being connected with fire or heat.

In the schema of the Brethren of Purity (Ikhwan
al-Safa’) the Creator gives rise to the Intellect,
which emanates the Soul, which emanates Prime
Matter, which emanates Nature, which emanates
the Absolute Body, from which the spheres and
the world of generation and corruption (four ele-
ments, the three kingdoms) is made. However for
them the ether is a division of the air beneath the
lunar sphere. The air consists of the ether, which
is heated by contact with the lunar sphere, the
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middle layer of zamharir which is extremely cold,
and the lower level of moderate temperature.
Also the Brethren do not, like al-Farabt and Avi-
cenna, make a sharp division between the realm
of the spheres and the realm of the four elements,
because if that were so there would be sense in
which the planets of the Zodiac and the beings of
the world could have any relationship with each
other (although they agree with the Peripatetics
that the celestial bodies are beyond heaviness and
lightness). Thus the celestial substance also has
the qualities that are normally assigned to the ob-
jects of the sublunar realm, although they would
possess these in a perfect and incorruptible way.

The Brethren also connect the ether to the sym-
bolism of the number five, being the first “circular”
number and corresponding to the number of
human faculties of sense perception. Isma‘li think-
ers such as Abti Bakr al-Razi used the symbolism
of the fifth body as a way of signifying a fifth group
of people who are better than other Muslims,
namely, the Ismaflis. The other four fail in their
improper recognition of the roles of the Prophet
and Imam °All. The element of ether was also a
part of Islamic alchemy. In the system of Jabir it
was one of the seven elements: earth, air, fire, water,
and ether, in addition to sulfur and mercury.

While Mulla Sadra continued and adopted
some aspects of the traditional cosmology, in-
cluding that of the ethereal spheres, his doctrine
ofchange-in-substance (al-harakatal-jawhariyah)
affects his view of the nature of the ether just
as much as it does the nature of all substances.
Being possessed of intellects and souls, they move
toward the purpose of goodness and bliss in
the cosmos.

Because latter-day Islamic philosophers have
largely followed Western science as the basis for
their own cosmological doctrines, it is worth
noting that the Ptolemaic theory of celestial
spheres was abandoned in the Christian world

after the Copernican revolution, the Galilean

discovery of the moons orbiting Jupiter (thus vio-
lating the integrity of the spheres), and finally the
Newtonian theory of celestial mechanics. The
concept of ether did not disappear, however, but
continued in various forms as a placeholder con-
cept for an invisible but undetectable substance
meant to account for various phenomena (such
as the propagation of light), until it was aban-
doned altogether in the West when experiments
disproved the existence of the kind of physical
ether assumed to be the medium for electromag-
netic radiation.
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