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The article is devoted to the reconstruction of the ontological system of Bardaisan. A specific 

view of ethics as an ontological construct is characteristic of the Middle Eastern philosophical tradition. 
The teachings of Bardaisan lie at the origins of the Syrian religious philosophy, therefore the 
reconstruction of his teachings allows us to understand the main sources that formed the Eastern 
philosophical tradition in its originality. A detailed philosophical analysis of the concept of fate in the 
teachings of Bardaisan has not previously been undertaken. In addition, most of the studies paid more 
attention to the history of borrowings and the origin of various concepts of the Bardaisanite philosophy 
and their doxography, while the analysis of individual concepts was usually left out of brackets. The study 
of Bardaisan as a philosopher from the point of view of the modern philosophical tradition is undertaken 
for the first time. The article pays great attention to the phenomenon of free will, the construct underlying 
%DUGDLVDQ
V� ´HWKLFDO� FRVPRORJ\µ�� 7KH� WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ� RI� %DE\ORQLDQ� DVWURORJ\� DQG� -HZLVK� V\PEROLVP�
serves as a civilizational backdrop against which Bardaisan weaves Christian ethics, Zoroastrian ontology, 
and Stoic anthropology. Understanding the peculiarities of citing Greek philosophy, as well as building the 
main ontological constructs, provides the key to understanding the Middle Eastern philosophical tradition. 
The dialogue "Book of Laws and Countries", which is considered in the article, is a vivid example of a 
treatise-mesekhet, a multilevel discourse, the space of a language game, images and tropes. The article 
examines models of interaction of various discourses and various strategies for building a philosophical 
treatise. Plato's dialogue, using Middle Eastern metaphor, reveals the space of language play and 
intertextuality, dissemination. 
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Bardaisan (154-222 AD) was a Syrian philosopher, theologian, one of the first authors to 

write in the Syriac language. His concepts had a tremendous impact on the further development 
of the Middle Eastern philosophical tradition, primarily on Manichaeism and Syrian 
Neoplatonism. The surviving fragments of his teaching represent a multidimensional 
interweaving of numerous religious and philosophical movements. The problem of the origin of 
various quotations in Bardaisan's treatises has been repeatedly considered by researchers, 
however, no attempts have been made to philosophically interpret Bardaisan's teachings in its 
author's integrity. The relevance of our research is due to the fact that in the conditions of the 
crisis of European metaphysics, the search for reliable foundations for building an ontological 
system has become actual. In the postmodern era, systems that completely reject Western 
European logos and exist in other forms of rationality become such a foundation. However, the 
boundary between ´Europeanµ and ©non-Europeanª knowledge is in the nature of topics, 
subordination and alienation of Eastern teachings from Western philosophy. A radical departure 
from logocentrism led to a crisis of postmodern identity. 

The method of oriental treatises is relevant in a metamodern situation. Participation in 
the philosophical discourse of Middle Eastern treatises-mesekhet resembles the spread of 
network connections and works on the principle of the subject's involvement in the discursive 
space. The Middle Eastern treatise involves Western metaphysics into the space of language and 
semantic play, transforming the essential content of the text while maintaining the integrity of the 
outer shell. The study of Bardaisan's treatises is relevant in the modern tradition insofar as they 
are a clear example of building a radically new ontological system on a heterogeneous basis. The 
coexistence in a single text space of Babylonian astrology, the anthropology of the Middle Stoa, 
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the cosmology of Neoplatonism, Zoroastrian eschatology, Christian ethics and Jewish 
metaphorics is possible when they are all embedded in the multidimensional structure of the text 
on an equal footing. A similar refraction, a slice of philosophical discourse, in which various 
levels of Bardaisan's teachings appear, is his concept of fate and free will. 

The novelty of our study is due to a number of factors. First, a philosophical analysis of 
the concept of fate in the teachings of Bardaisan has not previously been undertaken. In addition, 
most of the studies paid more attention to the history of borrowings and the origin of various 
concepts of the Bardaisanite philosophy and their doxography, while the analysis of individual 
concepts was usually left out of brackets. The study of Bardaisan as a philosopher from the point 
of view of the modern philosophical tradition is undertaken for the first time. 

The aim of our research is to study Bardaisan's concept of free will and fate in his treatise 
©The Book of Laws and Countriesª. 

The tradition of studying Bardaisan's heritage heritage academic science goes back one 
and a half centuries. It begins with the publication in 1855 of the ©Book of Laws and Countriesª 
by W. Cureton, who for the first time drew parallels between this dialogue and a certain 
©Dialogue on Fateª dedicated to Emperor Antoninus mentioned by Eusebius [Cureton, 1855, 
p. 3].  According to W. Cureton, this emperor was Marcus Aurelius, so much reminded him of 
the tone of the treatise of the works of the emperor-philosopher. A further tradition of study, 
presented by A. Merx [Merx, 1863] and R.A. Lipsius [Drijwers, 2014, p 5], considered Bardaisan 
to be a Gnostic close to the Valentians, mentioned by St. Euphraim. In the same period, 
controversy arises about the origin and nature of the teachings of Bardaisan - P. Wetter insists on 
the Christian character of his teachings, A. Hilgenfeld - on Persian, and P. Wendland points to 
numerous common parallels between Bardaisan and ancient philosophy [Drijwers, 2014, p. 8-12]. 

The active involvement of Syrian sources in the first half of the twentieth century allowed 
F. Nau to talk about Bardaisan as an astrologer and reconstruct his cosmological system. He also 
proposes to separate the unknown ©Dialogue on Fateª and ©The Book of Laws and Countriesª. 
F. Nau argues that in addition to his ©addiction to astrologyª, Bardaisan was a zealous Christian 
[Nau, 1897, p. 46-48]. Nau was the first to identify the typical elements of Bardaisan's teachings, 
namely the astrological nature of his teachings. At the same time, F.C. Burkitt drew parallels 
between Manichean teaching and the tradition of the Bardaisanites, calling them Christian 
heresies. The active polemic of the middle of the twentieth century is detailed in the work of 
H.J.W Dridjvers and its presentation is not included in the purpose of our work. [Drijwers, 2014, 
p. 27-52]. 

Among recent works, it is worth noting a fundamental study of the Bardaisan problem 
and the only complete reconstruction of his teachings undertaken by H.J.W Dridjvers. This is the 
most complete doxography of the Syrian philosopher. The view of Bardaisan as a Christian 
theologian with H.J.W Dridjvers is shared by U Possekel in a series of articles. A detailed analysis 
of the ©Book of Laws and Countriesª from the point of view of ancient philosophy was 
undertaken by S. Robertson, who proved the close connection of Bardaisan with the tradition of 
the Stoics and Epicureans.  

The study of the phenomenon of Eastern wisdom has become especially popular in the 
era of the crisis of European metaphysics. The search for new, ©freshª foundations of 
philosophical knowledge led researchers to the Middle East. The term ©Eastern wisdomª, 
WUDGLWLRQDOO\�RSSRVHG�WR�:HVWHUQ�SKLORVRSK\��LV�EHFRPLQJ�D�OLWHUDU\�FOLFKp��7KH�RWKHUQHVV�RI�WKH�
Eastern tradition, its remoteness from the Greek logos and the severity of the forms of 
philosophical treatises, made it attractive to researchers. Handelman's poststructuralist analysis of 
the Middle Eastern Jewish tradition showed a specific perception of space and time in line with 
the Eastern literary tradition. This was noted by S.S. Averintsev: ©Eastern wisdom is interested in 
life, not being, existence, not essence, operates with images, not categories.ª[Averinczev, 2004, 
p. 44]. Contact with the space of images, vague hints and inconsistent discourse can cause a state 
of culture shock for researchers. In the European tradition, metaphor and language play were 
reduced to the level of poetry, and the history of the philosophical tradition of the West was a 
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consistent elimination of them for the sake of harmony and consistency. Getting into the space 
of the Middle Eastern text, the researcher leaves the usual logo-centered space and finds himself 
in the sphere of a language game, sound associations, tropes, and references. The very name of 
the treatise in Aramaic, mesekhet, denotes a mat or braid, hinting at the multidimensional structure 
of the narrative canvas. Unraveling treatises or immersion in them is perceived as a language 
game, with the help of which the subject is involved in the metaphorical space. At the same time, 
the absence of a clear structure of allegories presupposes a plurality of ways of pre-
understanding. Talking about the specifics of the Jewish Middle Eastern treatise, Handelman 
speaks of the opposition between artistic image and allegory. Eastern wisdom is the space of an 
image, understood and perceived intuitively, while Western logocentrism is based on allegory. 
The specificity of the oriental treatise lies in the fact that language is perceived as a pure being. 
Handelman notes the Aramaic term ©dawarª meaning both a thing and a word [Handelman, 1987, 
p. 61]. Thus, the word and the thing are inextricably linked, just as the intelligible and the sensible 
worlds are connected. Cognition of the world is possible thanks to ©listeningª rather than logical 
analysis. Whereas Plato's ontology appeals to allegory, the ©destructionª of the outer shell of the 
language.  

Such a dichotomy and opposition of ©Eastern wisdomª and ©Hellenic philosophyª is not 
always relevant. For example, Handelman's concept was criticized by D. Boyarin, who called the 
idea of the otherness of Middle Eastern wisdom ©a reification of Jewish philosophyª [Boyarin, 
1994, p. 131]. The idea of WKH�(DVWHUQ�WUDGLWLRQ�DV�´UDGLFDOO\�GLIIHUHQWµ��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�%Ryarin, is 
only a disguise of the RSSRVLWLRQ�RI�´FLYLOL]HGµ�DQG�´SULPLWLYHµ [Boyarin, 1994, p. 137]. 

Bardaisan is a striking example of an oriental thinker, but adhering to the appearance of a 
Western philosophical treatise. This is a key figure for understanding the specifics of the 
development of the philosophical tradition in the East. He is the first author to write in the Syriac 
language and to compile an extensive corpus of essays. The study of the concept of Bardaisan is 
complicated by the fact that his teaching had a tremendous impact on Manichaeism. According 
to H.H. Schaeder, Bardaisan's philosophy ©was the channel, through which this Greek heritage 
came to Maniµ� to the eastern wisdom [Schaeder, 1932, p. 62]. Thus, later polemicists, criticizing 
the Syrian thinker, appealed to the Manichean doctrine well-known to them. The study of the 
later tradition of the Bardaisanites and their polemics with Christian authors of the 6th-8th 
centuries is beyond the scope of our research. Of greatest interest to us is the treatise ´The Book 
of Laws and Countriesµ, whose authorship is attributed directly to Bardaisan or his closest 
disciple Philip.  

The treatise, written in the Syrian language in the form of a dialogue, structurally copies 
some elements of Plato's works. Most researchers, turning to the analysis of this dialogue, 
approached it from the point of view of philology, ignoring or leaving out the philosophical 
content. Scientists were interested, first of all, in the peculiar cosmological system of Bardaisan, 
which was then presented with some changes in the Manichean doctrine. The concepts of 
borrowing from Babylonian astronomy and Persian cosmology are presented by W. Anz, and a 
detailed analysis of the parallels of dialogue with the philosophy of Stoicism and Epicureanism is 
carried out in the article by P. Robertson. For U. Possekel, Bardaisan is a Christian theologian 
who uses the tools of Babylonian astronomy and magic, and for H.J.W. Drijwers is a thinker 
indirectly familiar with the writings of Hellenic philosophers. Understanding the peculiarities of 
citing Greek philosophy, as well as building the main ontological constructs, provides the key to 
understanding the Middle Eastern philosophical tradition. One way or another, most of the 
philosophical teachings of the Middle East correlate with the teachings of Bardaisan.  

The main theme of the ´Book of Laws and Countriesµ is the problem of human free will. 

Bardaisan's entire world is divided into three spheres - the sphere of Nature ( �sv�X ), the sphere of 

Fate or Fortune (�X�zi) and the sphere of Free Will (Y;'9Wi). Unlike most Gnostic teachings, 
Bardaisan's God is good, and the world is harmoniously arranged according to a divine plan. 
Nature is the materiality of being, by nature we comprehend the world, and exists in constant 
motion. By nature, people are born and die in the world, there is a change of day and night. By 
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nature, in a person there is a predisposition to good, but it manifests itself only in the fact that it 
is easy and pleasant for a person to perform good deeds. The disciple of Bardaisan Awida asks a 
logical question - why didn't God create man sinless? Bardaisan replies: ´,I�PDQ�KDG�EHHQ�FUHDWHG�
so, he would not have been for himself, but would have been the instrument of him who moved 
himµ [Cureton, 1855, p. 3] Free will puts a person at the head of the universe, above the heavenly 
bodies and all living beings. He is subject to change, he can sin. It is noteworthy that the burden 
of freedom is due to the responsibility imposed by the Demiurge on a person. Bardaisan claims © 
For if he had been made so that he would not be able to do evil by which he may be condemned, 
in the same manner also the good which he should do would not be his, and he would not be 
able to be justified by it.µ [Cureton, 1855, p. 4]. 

Since a person is good by nature, he is forced to turn to himself, his own self, in order to 
understand what is good. The original concept of the good is hidden in human nature. Knowing 
the true nature seems to be a kind of medicine that is twofold in its essence. On the one hand, it 
gives a person responsibility, he has ©no excuseª for his actions, but on the other hand, it makes 
him happy. Not just following one's nature, but a reasonable, conscious fulfillment of one's fate 
leads to the highest human goal - a happy existence. The similarity of the idea of ´intelligent lifeµ 
by Bardaisan to the ideal of the Stoics, noted by P. Robertson, is unquestionable [Robertson, 
2017, p. 537]. At the same time, the definition of a person ´WKURZQ� LQWR� Whe worldµ� that has a 
negative context, which we can find, for example, in Marcus Aurelius, in Bardaisan has an 
optimistic character. A person is placed in the world in order to be happy: ´ and whenever a man 
doeth that which is good, his mind is cheerful and his conscience tranquil, and he is pleased that 
HYHU\�RQH�VKRXOG�VHH�ZKDW�KH�GRHVµ [Cureton, 1855, p. 7]. 

Free will space is the realm of the human mind and responsibility. Responsibility for 
actions lies entirely with a person, and not with the Creator. Responsibility presupposes the 
extension of the subject's power to the intelligible world on the one hand, and the establishment 
of ´being-inµ on the other. Man has power over himself and over the world because he is free. 
Freedom for Bardaisan is an ontological construct, ©being-together-withª in the understanding of 
Heidegger [Heidegger, 1996, p. 301]. Man is free in the space of the spirit only because he is 
attached to the Other - the sphere of the body. In this regard, Bardaisan is consonant with early 
Christian patristics, but there are a number of specific, characteristically Middle Eastern elements 
hidden behind the Western style of storytelling, intertwined with the form of Plato's dialogue, like 
bright threads of a carpet. 

If the sphere of free will is the space for the realization of the human ©Iª through an 
appeal to oneself, the primordial good of human essence, then the space of Nature is the sphere 
of the primordial established, static order. Thus, an opposition emerges between free will, the 
changeable space for the realization of one's own ©humanityª and the sphere of Nature. 
Textually, this is a confrontation between Stoic-Christian anthropology and ancient cosmology. 
This opposition corresponds to the spirit of the era and forms the space of dual opposition. In 
´/D� 'LVVpPLQDWLRQµ� -� Derrida notes�� ´7KH� GXDO� RSSRVLWLRQ« organizes a conflictual, 
hierarchically structured field which can be neither reduced to unity, nor derived from a primary 
simplicity, nor dialectically sublated or internalized into a third term. The ©threeª will no longer 
give us the ideality of the speculative solution but rather the effect of a strategic re-mark, a mark 
which, by phase and by simulacrum, refers the name of one of the two terms to the absolute  
outside of the opposition, to that absolute otherness which was markedµ [Derrida, 1981, p. 24-25].  

This ©thirdª, undermining the foundations of dialogical co-existence with Logos in 
Bardaisan, is Fate, Fortune. This is the space of changeable being, the sphere of power of the 
luminaries. The cosmic forces, the Luminaries or simply the ©Sevenª are also endowed with a 
certain freedom, like a person. By nature, they are prescribed movement in space, and the 
destinies of people are tied to them. This area of limited freedom is contrasted with unlimited 
human choice. Unlike the Christian patristics, as well as the Jewish tradition of this period, 
Bardaisan did not deny the influence of fate on the individual. He argues that ©the Chaldean 
doctrine of Fortuneª is only partly true [Cureton, 1855, p. 11]. ©Fortune is something that is not 
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within the scope of our free willª and ©opposes our desiresª [Cureton, 1855, p. 8]. Bardaisan 
resorts to his favorite technique: covert polemics. He lists the concepts of fate in various 
philosophical teachings, without naming the authors, and consistently rejects them. Based on this 
passage, we can conclude that Bardaisan paid special attention to the sphere of changeable being, 
Fortune. 

It can be argued that the mention of the sphere of fate in isolation from the divine 
intention is the ©unravelingª of the Greek philosophical discourse, its interweaving with the 
Middle Eastern gnosis. The most important thing is that this is the introduction of anxiety into 
being, from which Hellenic philosophy sought to eliminate. The sphere of fate in Bardaisan's 
dialogue is dissemination in Derrida's understanding: ´'LVVHPLQDWLRQ�HQGOHVVO\�RSHQV�XS�D�VQDJ�
in writing that can no longer be mended, a spot where neither meaning, however plural, nor any 
form of  presence can pin/pen down [agrapher] the trace. Dissemination treats³ doctors³that 
point where the movement of signification would regularly come to tie down the play of the 
trace, thus producing (a) history. The  security of each point arrested in the name of the law is 
hence blown upµ [Derrida, 1981, p. 26]. 

Bardaisan states: ´«because the wisdom of God is richer than they, which has 
established the worlds and created man, and has ordained the Governors, and has given to all 
things the power which is suitable for each one of them. But I say that God and the Angels, and 
the Powers, and the Governors, and the Elements, and men and animals have this power : but all 
these orders of which t have spoken have not power given to them in every thing. For he that is 
powerful in every thing is One ; but they have power in some things, and in some things they 
have no power, as I have said : that the goodness of God may be seen in that in which they have 
power, and in that in which they have no power they may know that they have a LRUGµ [Cureton, 
1855, p. 11]. The heavenly bodies are the executors of the divine will and their power ends where 
the space of human freedom begins. However, the sphere of stars, limiting human nature, has a 
certain freedom of action, it arose from the ©mixingª of primary elements, and therefore is 
chaotic in nature. Drijvers notes that Bardaisan says nothing about the goodness of Fortune, 
giving only examples of its negative influence. In the space of play and constant change, which is 
the fate of Bardaisan, logical withdrawal in the Hegelian sense is impossible. This is the sphere of 
confrontation between the logos and man, which is a reflection of divine reality. Human desire is 
due to a mixture of nature and the sphere of his free will - a person is free to desire anything. 
Moreover, all events, any manifestation of being occur regardless of human desire, they are in the 
sphere of Fortune. Compliance with their human prayers and desires is pure chance, a gamble. 
This is an incomprehensible sphere of chaos of the primary elements, guided by the deviation of 
the luminaries from the divine will, which is impossible to comprehend and meaningless to 
interpret. Bardaisan speaks of this, refuting the books of the Babylonian astrologers. 

Stars, ©Guiding Lightsª or simply ©Sevenª are an image in the Eastern sense, not an 

allegory. This is a manifestation of being in your self. The Syrian word �X�zi with which 
Bardaisan designates fortune OLWHUDOO\�PHDQV�´SDUW��ORW��SXW�RQµ��7KLV�ZRUG�FDUULHs the connotation 
of limitation, reflection. This is the space for the determination of divine design and human free 
will. Through the drawing of the border, the free and harmonious co-existence of a person in 
society is destroyed. Bardaisan notes: ´Nature ordains that old men should be judges for the 
young, and wise for the foolish; and that the valiant should be chiefs over the weak, and the 
brave over the timid. But Fortune causeth that boys should be chiefs over the aged, and fools 
over the wise; and that in time of war the weak should govern the valiant, and the timid the 
brave.  And know ye distinctly that, whenever Nature is disturbed from its right course, its 
disturbance is from the cause of Fortune, because those Heads and Governors, upon whom that 
alternation is which is called 1DWLYLW\��DUH�LQ�RSSRVLWLRQ�RQH�WR�WKH�RWKHUµ. [Cureton, 1855, p. 14] 

Harmonious adherence to the divine plan and the realization of human responsibility as a 
state of being-s is violated by the third element, play, chaos. The emerging oppositions brave-
timid, wise-stupid are due to the freedom of heavenly bodies. Bardaisan's freedom is ontological. 
It provides space for the movement of matter and the development of the world, its movement 
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towards a harmonious existence with God. Fate delimits matter, dividing it into spheres of 
influence, providing an individual fate for all living things. Freedom is realized in the space of 
separation and limitation, chaos and uncertainty brings individuality and essence into the 
universe. Thus, the ethical foundations of the teachings of the Bardaisanites are the image of the 
cosmic drama, implicated in the sphere of subject-subject relations in human society. 

Thus, the reconstruction of Bardaisan's notion of fate presupposes the existence of a 
complex multilevel hypertext. The transformation of the concepts of Mesopotamia astrology in 
the sphere of the Abrahamic concept of fate is superimposed on the Zoroastrian principle of 
mixing and Stoic ethics. Various discursive practices exist in conditions of equal dialogue, their 
fundamental heterogeneity is erased in the unified philosophical system of Bardaisan, who 
attempts to unite Eastern and Western traditions. A specific idea of fate, which is at the same 
time similar to the principle of mixing in Zurvanian theology and the clinamen of Lucretius, as 
well as a kind of cosmological model, formed the basis of the Middle Eastern worldview. 
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