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The four natures hold a special and important place in the natural philosophy
theories of Jabir ibn Hayyan, to the extent that his natural philosophy can be
termed "the physics of natures." Few primary texts attributed to Jabir can be
found that do not discuss the natures in detail. From a historical perspective,
there are many similarities between Jabir's theories and those of natural
philosophers before him regarding the four natures; however, some of his
claims raise the hypothesis that Jabir's theory is distinct, particularly in terms
of the ontology of the natures. The basis of Jabir's view, influenced by his
thoroughly pragmatic perspective, is that qualities are independent, embodied
entities that, like physical materials, can combine with one another or be
separated from each other. Nevertheless, this hypothesis—the distinctiveness
and novelty of Jabir's claim—requires analyzing and comparing his detailed
theories on the subject of natures with the prominent and well-known physical
traditions preceding him, namely the Aristotelian, Platonic, Stoic, and
Neoplatonic traditions of natural philosophy. The main issue of this article is
to explain the ontological status of the four natures in Jabir's thought and to
assess the degree of its distinctiveness based on texts and content related to
the subject.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In his works and treatises, Jabir ibn Hayyan identified the four natures—hotness, moisture, coldness, and
dryness—as “primary principles” and regarded them as independent, perceptible entities. He situated these
natures within a framework he called the “Circle of Simple Elements.” Furthermore, Jabir attributed to each
nature its own realm, modeled in circular form, with these circles arranged as nested within the main circle.
In several of his treatises, he explicitly states that the four natures are singular, not composite, and are not
derived from any other substance. Some scholars view this perspective as an original and distinguished idea
unique to Jabir, while others interpret it as inspired by earlier traditions, including Stoic natural philosophy.
The study of Jabir’s claim in relation to preceding natural philosophy traditions has been limited. This
article, therefore, focuses on the ontological status of the natures in Jabir’s thought, highlighting both the
distinctive features of his claim and its relation to earlier philosophical traditions, including Aristotelian,
Platonic, and Stoic thought. The primary objective is to analyze the ontological nature of the natures as
independent entities and to assess the originality of Jabir’s position.

Discussion

Historically, Jabir’s assertion regarding the independence and corporeality of the natures marks a clear
distinction from earlier traditions. Aristotle considered the four elements as simple, perceptible bodies,
while treating the natures as immaterial qualities that precede the formation of elements. In contrast, Jabir
viewed the natures as both independent and corporeal. Each nature possesses distinct characteristics and
can combine materially with other natures.

Compared with Plato and the Neoplatonist, Jabir draws on the notion of multiple worlds, but his theory of
the independence of the natures differs from Plato’s perspective in the Timaeus. While Plato considered the
structure of the natures as dependent on the geometric arrangement of elements, Jabir regarded them as
independent entities that could abstracted from elements.

Similarly, some Stoic thinkers regarded the natures as active bodies or forms of substance; however, as
scholars such as Sorabji have noted, this is a reductionist interpretation. Although Jabir was inspired by
Stoic thought, he conceived of the natures as independent, non-reducible entities, not confined to a purely
material framework as most Stoics did.

Jabir also emphasized the perceptible properties of the natures, including color and weight, treating them
as inherently perceptible bodies. Accordingly, he assigned specific colors to each nature: hotness is red,
coldness is black, moisture is white, and dryness is yellowish-white. These properties manifest in chemical
processes and practical applications, and their explanation requires recognition of the natures’ perceptibility
and independence. In Jabir’s theory, colors originate from the materiality of the natures, unlike in earlier
traditions where colors were merely perceived qualities.

Weight is also significant in Jabir’s theory, determining whether substances are light or heavy based on the
predominance of a particular nature. Hotness and dryness are lighter, whereas coldness and moisture are
heavier. Comparative analysis shows that while Jabir drew inspiration from Greek, Stoic, and Neoplatonic
traditions, his conception of the independence and corporeality of the natures is largely innovative. By
introducing the quintessence of the natures, he established a distinct hierarchy and positioned the natures
as primary entities in understanding the formation of materials.

Conclusion

Jabir’s primary aim in attributing a specific ontological status to the four natures was to provide a foundation
for explaining how substances interact with the natures, or as he described it, how the natures act upon
substances, and subsequently to describe the formation of materials, particularly bodies or metals, whose
combination, regulation, and transformation are central to alchemy. The ontological framework he proposes
both defines the nature of the natures and situates them within the hierarchy of the cosmos. While parallels
can be drawn between Jabir and earlier natural philosophers, he explicitly emphasizes his distinction from
them throughout his corpus. Moreover, despite certain inconsistencies in his writings, he does not
extensively elaborate on the corporeality of the natures in his philosophical works; rather, he defers detailed



Ontological Status of the four Natures in Jabir ibn Hayyan’s Natural Philosophy: Its differences and similarities... 1-18

exploration to the practical domain, describing how alchemical operations are performed within the
framework of the science of measure ( ilm al-mizan). There, he even prioritizes sensory perception as a
precursor to empirical experimentation or testing.
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