Islamic Philosophy in the Middle Ages

A. Introduction

1. During the 4th century, Syrian Christians translated the works of Plato, Aristotle, and other ancient philosophers in to Arabic.  These works were then translated into Persian

2. By the early 9th century much of the corpus of the ancient philosophers were available to the scholars of Baghdad.  Arab astronomy, alchemy, medicine, and mathematics with such success that, during the ninth and tenth centuries, more scientific discoveries had been achieved in the Abbasid empire than in any previous period of history. 

3. A new type of Muslim emerged, dedicated to the ideal that he called Falsafah, which is usually translated as philosophy.

a. The Faylsufs wanted to live rationally in accordance with the laws that they believed governed the cosmos, which could be discerned at every level of reality.

b. At first, they concentrated on natural science, but then they turned to Greek metaphysics and determined to apply its principles to Islam.

c. They believed that the God of the Greek philosophers was identical with al-Lah.

d. They believed that rationalism represented the most advanced form of religion and had evolved a higher notion of God than the revealed God of scripture.

e. The Faylasufs were usually devout men and saw themselves as loyal sons of the Prophet.  As good Muslims, they were politically aware, despised the luxury of the court and wanted to reform their society according to the dictates of reason.

f. They had no doubt that God existed but felt that it was important to prove this logically in order to show that al-Lah was compatible with their rationalist ideal.

4. The Faylasufs did not feel that there was any need to jettison the Koran.  Instead they tried to show the relationship between the two:  both were valid paths to God, suited to the needs of individuals.  They saw no fundamental contradiction between revelation and science, rationalism and faith.

B. Yaqub ibn Ishaq al-Kindi (ca. 870)

1. Was the first Muslim to apply the rational method to the Koran?  He had been educated at Basra but settled in Baghdad, where he enjoyed the patronage of the Caliph al-Mamun.  His interests included mathematics, science and philosophy, but his chief concern was religion.

2. al-Kindi believed that philosophy was the handmaiden of revelation:  the inspired knowledge of the prophets had always transcended the merely human insights of philosophers.

3. al-Kindi was also eager to seek out the truth in other religious traditions.  Truth was one, and it was the task of the philosopher to search for it whenever or however it presented itself:

“We should not be ashamed to acknowledge truth and to assimilate if from whatever source it comes to us, even if it is brought to us by former generations and foreign peoples.  For him who seeks the truth there is nothing of higher value than truth itself; it never cheapens or debases him who reaches for it but ennobles and honor him.”

4. al-Kindi used Aristotle’s arguments for the existence of a Prime Mover—al Lah.  He departed from Aristotle in order to remain true to the Koranic belief that God had created the universe ex nihilo.
5. al-Kindi was a pioneer in the Islamic attempt to harmonize religious belief with philosophy.  Future Faylasufs would be more radical breaking with the Koran on several points including the idea that God had created the universe from nothing.

C. Abu Nasr al-Farabi

1. Al-Farabi belonged to the school of Baghdad and died about 950.  He introduced Aristotle to the Islamic cultured world.

2. He divided philosophy into several major fields:  Logic, physics, psychology, metaphysics, and ethics.  His scheme for theology was: (a) the omnipotence of God, (b) the unity and attributes of God, (c) the doctrine of sanctions in the next life, and (d) individual rights and social relations of the Moslem.

3. Al-Farabi envisioned philosophy as being the servant of theology.  He used Aristotelian arguments (Prime Mover) as proof of God’s existence.  

4. Al-Farabi envisioned Muhammad as the fulfillment of Plato’s vision of a Philosopher-King.  He had expressed the timeless truths in an imaginative form that the people could understand, so Islam was ideally suited to create Plato’s ideal society.  The Shiah was perhaps the form of Islam best suited to carry out this project because of its cult of the wise Imam, although he himself was a practicing Sufi.

5. Al-Farabi borrowed extensively from Platonism and Neo-Platonism.  He envisioned a chain of being proceeding eternally from the One in ten successive emanations or “intellects,” each of which generates one of the Ptolemaic spheres: 

a. The outer heavens, the sphere of the fixed stars, the sphere of Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, Sun, Venus, Mercury and the Moon.  

b. Once we arrive in our own sublunary world, we become aware of a hierarchy of being that evolves in the opposite direction, beginning with inanimate matter, progressing through plants and animals to culminate in humanity, whose soul and intellect partake of the divine Reason, while his body comes from the earth.

c. By a process of purification, described by Plato and Plotinus, human beings can cast off their earthly fetters and return to God, their natural home.

6. Al-Farabi’s doctrine of illumination is guided by his participation in the mystical schools of Sufism which taught that the highest task of man is to know God and just as the general process of the universe is a flowing out from God and a return to God, so should man, who proceeds from God in the emanative process and who is enlightened by God, strive after the return to and likeness with God.

7. Al-Farabi’s doctrine of emanation became generally accepted by the Faylasufs although there were clear differences between it and the Koranic vision of reality.  But al-Farabi and the Faylasufs saw philosophy as a superior way of understanding truths, which the prophets had expressed in a poetic, metaphorical way, in order to appeal to the people.

8. Other sects within Islam re-interpreted al-Farabi’s emanation theory to according to their own vision of Islam.  For example, the Ismailis made the Prophet and the Imams the “souls” of this celestial scheme.  In the highest prophetic sphere of the First Heaven was Muhammad; in the Second Heaven was Ali, and each of the seven Imams presided over the succeeding spheres in due order.  Finally, in the sphere nearest to the material world was Muhammad’s daughter Fatimah, Ali’s wife, who had made the sacred line possible.  She was, therefore, the Mother of Islam and corresponded with Sophia, the divine Wisdom.

D. Abu Ali ibn Sina (980-1037)

1. Considered to be perhaps one of the greatest of the Islamic philosophers, ibn Sina (known as Avicenna in the West) was born near Bokhara in Persia.  As a boy he learned the Koran, Arabic literature, geometry, jurisprudence, logic, theology, physics, mathematics and by sixteen he was already a practicing physician.  He was the Vizir of several sultans.  Lived an adventurous life in and out of the favor of princes.  He died at Hamadan at the age of fifty-seven, after performing his ablutions, repenting of his sins, distributing abundant alms and freeing his slaves.

2. His philosophy was an amalgam of Neo-Platonism and Aristotelianism, yet he developed his own themes and ideas.  He recognized that Falsafah needed to adapt to the changing conditions of the Islamic empire.  The Abbasid caliphate was in decline and it was no longer so easy to see the caliphal state as the ideal philosophic society described by Plato in the Republic.

3. He believed that if Falsafah was to live up to its claims of presenting a complete picture of reality, it must make more sense of the religious belief of ordinary people, which—however one chose to interpret it—was a major fact of political, social, and personal life.

a. Instead of seeing revealed religion as an inferior to philosophy, ibn Sina held that a prophet like Muhammad was superior to any philosopher because he was not dependent upon human reason but enjoyed a direct intuitive knowledge of God.

b. This did not mean that the intellect could make no sense of God.  Reason is man’s most exalted activity: it partook of the divine reason and clearly had an important role in the religious quest.

c. Ibn Sina saw it as a religious duty for those who had the intellectual ability to discover God for themselves in this way to do so, because reason could refine the conception of God and free it of superstition and anthropomorphism.

4. Nature of God

a. God was simplicity itself:  he was One.  It follows therefore that he cannot be analyzed or broken down into components parts or attributes.  Because this being is absolutely simple, it has no cause, no qualities, no temporal dimension, and there is absolutely nothing that we can say about it.

b. God cannot be the object of discursive thought, because our brains cannot deal with him in the way that they deal with everything else.  Because God is essentially unique, he cannot be compared to any of the things that exist in the normal, contingent sense.  Consequently, when we talk about God it is better to use negatives to distinguish him absolutely from everything else that we talk about. 

c. But since God is the source of all things, we can postulate certain things about him.  Because we know that goodness exists, God must be essential Goodness.  Because we know that life, power, and knowledge exists, God must be alive, powerful, and intelligent in the most essential and complete manner.

d. Aristotle had taught that since God is pure Reason—at one and the same time, the act of reasoning as well as the object and subject of thought—he could only contemplate himself and take no cognizance of lesser, contingent reality.

(1) This did not agree with the portrait of God in revelation, who is said to know all things and to be present and active in the created order.

(2) ibn Sina attempted a compromise:  god is far too exalted to descend to the knowledge of such ignoble, particular beings as men and their doings.  God could not sully himself with some of the really base and trivial minutiae of life on the earth.

(3) But in his eternal act of self-knowledge, God apprehends everything that has emanated from him and that he has brought into being.  He knows that he is the cause of contingent creatures.  His thought is so perfect that thinking and doing are one and the same act, so his eternal contemplation of himself generates the process of emanation described by al-Farabi and the Faylasufs.

5. Theory of the Mind

a. Ibn Sina asks us to imagine a man suddenly created, who cannot see or hear, who is floating in space and whose members are so disposed that they cannot touch one another.  Will such a man be aware of being?  Yes, affirms Ibn Sina, who states emphatically that he will have a notion of his own self-existence.  

b. In knowing, the mind is illuminated by the Agent Intellect  (also known as the Holy Spirit of Revelation known as Gabriel).

(1) God creates a single effect—Intelligence, the highest angel.  This angel, in turn, creates subordinate Intelligence.  There are nine such Intelligences in descending order each creating the one below it.

(a) At each of the ten phases of the descent of being from the One, ibn Sina speculated that the ten pure Intelligences, together with the souls or angels which set each of the ten Ptolemaic spheres in motion, form an intermediate realm between man and God.

(b) These Intelligences also possess imagination; indeed, they are Imagination in its pure state and it is through this intermediate realm of imagination—not through discursive reason—that men and women reach their most complete apprehension of God.

(2) The ninth Intelligence creates the 10th and final Intelligence, which he calls the Agent Intellect or the Holy Spirit of Revelation, known as Gabriel, the source of light and knowledge.

(a) The Agent Intellect creates the four elements of the world and the individual souls of people.

(b) The Agent Intellect radiates forms to these created minds.

(3) The human soul is composed of practical intellect, which relates to this world, and the contemplative intellect, which is able to live in close intimacy with Gabriel.  

(a) Thus it is possible for the prophets to gain an intuitive, imaginative knowledge of God, akin to that enjoyed by the Intelligences that transcends practical, discursive reason.

(b) Muhammad showed that it was possible to attain a vision of God that was philosophically sound without using logic and rationality.  Instead of syllogisms, he used the imaginative tools of symbolism and imagery.

c. The human intellect is actually created without any knowledge but with an essence or possibility of knowledge.  The existence of knowledge in the human intellect requires two elements:

(1) The bodily senses through which we perceive sensible objects externally and the powers of retaining images of objects in the memory or imagination, and

(2) The ability to discover the essence or universal in individual things through the power of abstraction.

d. Abstraction was mediated by the Gabriel, who illuminates our human minds to enable us to know thereby adding existence to our minds’ essence.

6. Theory of Being

a. Another theme important to Ibn Sina is that of necessity.  For him, all beings are necessary.  But there are two kinds of necessity: 

(1) A particular object in the world is not necessary in itself:  its essence does not involve existence necessarily as is shown by the fact that it comes into being and passes away; but it is necessary in that sense that its existence is determined by the necessary action of an external cause.

(2) The cause of being must itself have a cause and so on until one arrives at the First Cause, whose being is not simply possible but necessary, having its existence in itself and not from a cause.  This is God.

(a) God is the apex of all being and is always in act and therefore has always created.

(b) Such a view makes creation both necessary and eternal.

b. Ibn Sina attempted to remain consistent with Islamic orthodoxy my maintaining the mortality of the soul.  Nevertheless, Islamic and Christian theologians had difficulty with Ibn Sina’s theories since it tended towards pantheism and made creation necessary rather than contingent upon divine will. Even so, he influenced philosophers of both faiths as they often borrowed and modified Ibn Sina’s theories. 

E. Abu Hamid al-Ghazzali (1058-1111)

1. al-Ghazzali struggled with the question of philosophical and religious certainty:

“I have poked into every dark recess, I have made an assault on every problem.  I have plunged into every abyss.  I have scrutinized the creed of every sect, I have tried to lay bare the inmost doctrines of every community.  All this I have done that I might distinguish true and false, between sound tradition and heretical innovation.”

Yet, no matter how exhaustive his research, absolute certainty eluded him.

2. al-Ghazzali was aware that certainty was a psychological condition that was not necessarily objectively true.

a. The Faylasufs said that they acquired certain knowledge by rational argument; mystics insisted that they had found it through the Sufi disciplines; Ismailis felt that it was only found in the teachings of their Imam.

b. But the reality that we call “God” cannot be tested empirically, so how could we be sure that our beliefs were not mere delusions?  al-Ghazzali found Falsafah particularly unsatisfactory.  He therefore studied it for three years until he mastered it and then proceeded to write a refutation of it called The Incoherence of the Philosophers.
(1) If Falsafah confined itself to observable phenomena as in medicine, astronomy or mathematics, it was extremely useful but he argued, Faylasufs could tell us nothing about God. 

(2) How could they prove their doctrines of emanation or that God know only general, universal things rather than particulars?  They had argued that God was too exalted to know the baser realities but since when was ignorance about anything excellent?

c. But where did that leave the honest seeker after truth?  Was a sound unshakable faith in God impossible?  The strain of his quest caused him to fall into a clinical depression and he had a breakdown.

(1) Fearing that he was in danger of hellfire if he did not recover his faith, al-Ghazzali resigned his prestigious academic post at the Nizamiyyah mosque in Baghdad and went of to join the Sufis.

(2) Here al-Ghazzali found what he was looking for.

3. al-Ghazzali had concluded that the Faylasufs had attempted to prove the existence of God and their attempts had been too heavily influenced by Hellenism.  Even the term “existence” was different in Greek versus Arabic and this has significance in the approach to the question of the existence of God. 

a. The Arabic word for existence is wujud, which is derived from the root wajada, which means, “he found.” Literally, therefore, wujud means, “that which is findable.”

b. Philosophically, then, there is a fundamental link between the existence of the object (that which is found) and the subject (the finder).  There is a hint of existentialism here in that the proof of God is personal and not transferable by reasoned proofs.  God must be found by each person, and once found, no proof is necessary.

c. This was the certainty that al-Ghazzali sought.  It was the mysticism of the Sufis through which they experienced the wujud of God.  Certainty, yaqin, was obtainable through wajd, the ecstatic apprehension of God.

4. Al-Ghazzali formulated a mystical creed that would be acceptable to the Muslim establishment who had looked askance at the mystic of Islam and the Faylasufs.

a. The visible world (alam al-shahadah) is an inferior replica of what he called the world of the Platonic intelligences (alam al-malakut).  

b. The Koran and the Bible of the Jews and Christians had spoken of this spiritual world.  Man straddled both realms of reality:  he belonged to the physical as well as the higher world of the spirit because God had inscribed the divine image within him.

c. Al-Ghazzali made an indelible impression on Islam.  Never again would Muslims make the facile assumption that God was a being like any other, whose existence could be demonstrated scientifically or philosophically.  Henceforth, Muslim philosophy would become inseparable from spirituality and a more mystical discussion of God.

F. Walib ibn Ahmad ibn Rushd (1126-1198) 

1. ibn Rushd (known in the West as Averroës) was born in Cordova.  He attempted to revive Falsafah and his prolific writings were to have a profound influence on not only Islamic thought but also Judaism and Christianity.

2. ibn Rushd was a Qadi, a jurist of the Shariah law, as well as a philosopher.  He was convinced that there was no contradiction between religion and rationalism.  He strove to unite Aristotelianism with traditional Islamic piety.

3. ibn Rushd believed that the acceptance of certain truths was essential to salvation—a novel view in the Islamic world.

a. The Faylasufs were the chief authorities on doctrine: they alone were capable of interpreting the scriptures and were the people described in the Koran as “deeply rooted in knowledge.”  Everyone else should take the Koran at face value and read it literally.

b. But even Faylasufs had to subscribe to the “creed” of obligatory doctrines:

(1) The existence of God as Creator and Sustainer of the world.

(2) The Unity of God.

(3) The attributes of knowledge, power, will, hearing, seeing, and speech, which are given to God throughout the Koran.

(4) The uniqueness and incomparability to God, clearly asserted in Koran 42:9 “There is nothing like unto him.”

(5) The creation of the world by God.

(6) The validity of prophecy.

(7) The justice of God.

(8) The resurrection of the body on the Last Day.

c. This still left room for Faylasufs to speculate and to employ reason and the theories of Neo-Platonism.  The Koran, after all, did not explain how God had created the world.

4. ibn Rushd was convinced that the genius of Aristotle was the final culmination of the human intellect. His commentaries on Aristotle were very influential on the philosophy of the West.

a. His metaphysical scale reaches from pure matter (pure potentiality) as the lowest limit to pure Act, God, as the highest limit.  Between these limits being the objects composed of potency and act.

b. Prime matter is co-eternal with God who draws or educes the forms of material things from the potency of pure matter and creates the Intelligences, ten in number, connected extrinsically with the spheres.  In this way, ibn Rushd avoids the potential pantheism of ibn Sina’s emanation theory.

5. ibn Rushd departed with Islamic orthodoxy when he declared that the human soul is not personally immortal.  At death, the human intellect is absorbed by the Active Intellect (the Holy Spirit or Gabriel).  In a sense, the soul does continue, but not as a personal individual existent, but as a moment in the universal and common intelligence of the human species.

6. Perhaps more important than his metaphysical speculations was ibn Rushd’s discussion of the relationship between philosophy and theology.

a. It was evident that many of metaphysical propositions seemed unorthodox.  Yet, he was insistent that his philosophical ideas were consistent with the theological teachings of the Koran.  To explain this seeming contradiction he proposed the “double truth” theory.

b. ibn Rushd said that one and the same truth is understood clearly in philosophy and expressed allegorically in theology.  

c. The scientific formulations of truth are achieved only in philosophy, but the same truth is expressed in theology, only in a different manner. The picture-teaching of the Koran expresses the truth in a manner intelligible to the ordinary man, to the unlettered, whereas the philosopher strips away the allegorical husk and attains the truth unvarnished.

d. What ibn Rushd had done was to make theology subordinate to philosophy, to make the latter judge the former, so that it belongs to the philosopher to decide what theological doctrines need to be allegorically interpreted and in what way the should be interpreted.

(1) This approach was accepted by those who became known as the Latin Averroists. They rejected the authority of the Church’s magisterium and were for the most part considered heretics. 

(2) The ulema rejected ibn Rushd’s philosophy and from this point on they were suspicious of the role of philosophy in theology.  In the years following ibn Rush, Islam followed the more mystical path outlined by al-Ghazzali.
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