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Summary

THE ETHICAL CONCEPTS IN THE PHILOSOPHY
OF DAVID THE INVINCIBLE

AVEDIS K. SANJIAN

- The principal source for David the Invincible’s ethical concepts is
his major work entitled Definitions of Philosophy. Although this work
does not contain a distinct and systematic exposition of David’s ethical
concepts, his views on this theme can be gleaned from his discussions
of philosophical definitions and theoretical and practical philosophy, as
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well as his theories pertaining to the comprehension of God and -the

nature of good and evil. .

In discussing his second definition, namely, «Philosophy: is knowledge
of divine and human realitiess, David contends that, because philosophy
concerns itself with human behavior, it. should not ignore the examina-
tion of the divine state, that it must follow the example set by God;
and on the basis of what it can learn from Him, must endeavor to ele-

vate human beings to a state of perfection. , -

In connection with his third definition, namely, that «Philosophy is
the meditation on death», David asserts that the fundamental' Subject
of philosophical concern is the attainment of human perfection, which
in turn suggests that man must be prepared to comprehend the divine
logos (or Word). The attainment of this objective presupposes liberation
from sinful passions, which in turn would ensure - the ‘cleansing of the

soul and deliverance from all afflictions. Since death means the destruc-

tion of the body, it follows that «the true philosophers avoid all .corporal
passions and do not submit to them». As David points out, in Plato’s
view «mortification» was never intended to suggest that man must re-
sort to suicide. Moreover, following Plato’s «Phaedo, David - reaffirms
the view that philosophy brings man closer to God, and it is only through
philosophy that man resembles God. ' R
Amplifying his fourth definition, namely, that «Philosophy is imita-
tion of God, to the best of man’s ability», - David underscores man’s
endeavor, ‘through his deeds, to resemblé God. From this concept is
derived the significance of the comprehension of God's miost s_njnpoy-t.sant
attributes, that is, omnipotence, goodness, and wisdom. He‘c'h"a_ws 4 pa-
rallel between the perfect man (that is, the ‘philosopher) andGod. He
says that God is omnipotent, and He can do and He doesAwhate\{e_; He
mblance to God stéms from the

wishes. Similarly, the perfect man’s rese stems e
fact that man, also, can do whatever he wishes as man, bec;au_sg he
impossible for him to' «do. Moreover,

never aspires to do that which is » do. A :
God is glc)x)d, because He cares for and desires all .of- mankl_nds welfare
Indeed, goodness is God's essence, whéreas e}ril‘ is supplanted by the
superiority of goodness. 1t is the function of p?ﬂlosqphy to render perfef.:t
the imperfect man, so’ that he might be able to 'resembleuGafL Dawg
points out, however, that goodness is not man’s. primary essence; rat:hex:;

uires goodness. iy
l‘,nanM?)crgover, éod is wise, Hé knows ail and at all times; -"he‘xzce' His
knowledge is not’ confined by time and space. Man also aspires to
omniscience, but his comprehension is dictated by p?ssnblhtyv and mot
reality. Man differs from God in that, whereas God's wisdom stems from
His nature, man ‘acquires wisdom, and the‘ more k?owlg‘jgg he acquires
the closer .he draws to. God in his imitation of H1m God cares about
the existing world because of His wisdom, and if wisdom exists so does

philosophy; hence man's ability to resemble God is granted _'to “ him
through philosophy. It is evident that David's ‘afomn‘lentioped views re-
interrelationship with God are in accord with the Neo-

garding man’s . .
platonﬁz concept of man as the shadow of the supreme being, a shadow
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that . . .
ctom 1}1;(1)5;1 ?—Icf:n;fﬁaﬁz I(l'iaotillr::nd be like Him in all the attributes that
a ualin Da‘l’:iclls View, the fou.ndation of philosophy is the soul’s cognitive
de er:Zl'e “tll ef“ﬁ ObJeCt'i:ve is the cognition of the world that exists in-
Col;] < s: t)l; o hlS‘ consclofusnes.s.. The foundations of practical philosophy
'ustiI::e de. soul’s other qualities, namely, valor, sound judgment and
Jm ahe at;: Its purposes are the freedom of humanity from moral ble-
path ts(,) vi:t leac]l)mg. of man’s soul to goodness, and showing him the
by compreh uec.iin avid asserts thfat truth is not an end in itself; rather,
to avoi (11’ . vi(inandg ttrl-lth, theoretlcarl. phi.losophy aids practical philosophy
In other words ;:_lprepare man in h{S quest for resemblance to God.
integrity of the,sp l1 osophy, through life’'s temptations, maintains the
again myerged wi ﬂ(;uéo(aifld is also the only means whereby the soul is
his 3&2»\?5&:? undfarstand David’s ethical concepts, we must also examine
and objectivze?lﬁg thfe quy and the soul. He posits that the problems
homan soul whi&}:? with 131 phll(?sophy stem from the activity of the
and animal' by tC. in turq is manifested in two ways, namely, cognitive
tion mani_f’ at 1s, pertaining to the body. The soul's cognitive opera-
on | Qts 1tse:lf through ascending stages, namely, sensation, ima-
4?112;:511, opinion, judgment, and reason. On the other hand, the soul's
will ch;.l‘oephdySIS:al manifestation df,velops in four conditions, namely,
¢6g1’1itive aét' esire, and anger. David asserts that, whereas the soul’s
activity deveIMtythdevelops through theoretical philosophy, its animal
is direct] as°P§ I‘Oug.h practfcal philosophy. The latter's manifestation
actions. Is-,Ien ::Cli::ii cvzllth man’s condu.ct and Wlth hi§ personal, singular
tuous Tife, p philosophy guides man in his pursuit of' a vir-
of r::: l;tcolplt;tomc view of the soul as the divine origin in the body
flected :m Davide' oonc.:ept of the dualism of the body and soul, are re-
united the ool s.tgh:llosophy as well. The Platonic concepts that God
that the sonl 18 Wl the body, that the body is the soul’s dungeon, and
that sub Immortal, are of course well known. These are concepts
N u seq.uently became an integral part of Christian teachings.
the irg';.tlilzlnfle Plato, David divides the soul into three parts: the rational,
turn, has it or Vo.lltlona»l, and. the passionate. Each one of these, in
vatlor" - 1 ds own virtue. The virtues are four in number — prudence,
ith s n Judfgme‘nt, and justice. The soul’s rational part is endowed
w1 prudenf:e, its irrational part with valor, and its passionate part
with sound judgment. Justice is shared by"a’ll parts of the soul equally
and all parts of the soul deal with each other equitably. Reason, as a
?art of the soul, governs its other two parts. The soul’s irrational part
is governed by reason and, simultaneously, it governs the soul’s passio-
nate part. It is essential to maintain a certain harmony among the soul’s
parts, lest their disharmony cause the destruction of the soul. Prudence
as a virtue is considered by David as the supreme principle in theore-
tical philosophy, while justice as a virtue is viewed as the supreme prin-
ciple in practical philosophy. :
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David asserts that philosophy was created to ennoble man’s soul
and to lead him to perfection. That is why a considerable part of his
philosophical work is devoted to man and to questions pertaining to
man. Following the Hellenistic traditions, he .explores the problem of
the spiritual and intellectual salvation of the individual. In his view,
the just man is a happy man, even if he is ignored or derided; conver-
sely, the unjust and evil man is wretched, even if he is respected and

is deemed worthy of emulation. : wo

As we have seen, the basic premise of David's ethical conce?ts is
the dualism of the body and the soul. Since the human bod.y is Ehe
soul’s temporary refuge, the sooner it delivers itself from this bodily
refuge the more beneficial will it be for the soul itself: Yet, because God
has joined the soul to the body, man must accept this stg.te of affairs;
he should always seek to subdue and destroy all corporal impulses; and

he should aspire to spiritual nobility and self-perfection. .

David posits that man is equally capable of good anq evil deeds.
The evil deed, which he says stems from the soul’s non-l:atflon?l aspect,
is committed by man’s free will and choice. Evil and all injustice re§u1t
from physical passion and unjust irrationality. Only th.e most hombl;
temptations forge and ennoble man's soul, axid m?::isll: Ss‘:atllif;si;ﬁanto

i i tes not a s :

fearless in combat. Hence David advoca e the recognt

ical indi nce towards evil; rather,
nor skeptical indiffere S el matre,
ns of

tion of and triumph over evil, be it of a personal : L1
This view is affirmed in the final two paragraphs of his Peﬁmzo. of
Philosophy, which sum up his views on th(; putrlfose of phlzr;szﬁn zb 1;1 :

‘ ] i hy exists for the purpose
must be understood that philosophy e O e
d the immaterial... God has granted

d for ennobling it to
. ; an
material and hazy life to the divine adorns the soul's intellec-
and its animal aptitudes

the gift of philosophy to adorn.(:lan’;ﬂ soul. hIt
tual capacities through theoretical philosophy, y
through practical philosophy, so tl:ii(tl wet wo;:;;ini Itlo: viaic?iti;;sfalﬁ ks]r:gx
ledge from vain thoughts and Wo not comx . I t,
i i i ts to avoid committing evil
man must engage in philosophical pursults t mitting ev
deeds. This is the fundamental purpose of phﬂosopl::};l and it 2 within
this framework that David has formulated h}:s ethl. concepts.

In sum, David's ethical concepts are an mterestmg and sometimes
ingenious blend of Hellenic, Hellenistic ax.ld.Chrlstlan ldeaS-.Theyhcons-
titute a quite systematic attempt to chnstn?nize pagan philosophy, to
place Greek ideas within a Christian theological context.



