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Islamic Philosophy 
               
                   Trevor Curnow 
 

As a religion, Islam officially dates from June 20th 622, 
when the prophet Muhammad fled Mecca (an event 
known as the Hejira). Islamic philosophy, however, is 
generally reckoned to have begun around 200 years 
later. During those intervening two centuries, two 
important things happened. First, Islam spread far 
beyond its Arab homeland, making it an international 
religion. Secondly, the position of Arabic as the 
language of Islam became firmly established. When 
the call to prayer goes out to Muslims five times a day 
all around the world it is always in classical Arabic, the 
language of Muhammad’s land and time. Its message 
is a simple one; there is only one god (‘Allah’ means 
‘God’; it is not a god’s name), and Muhammad is his 
prophet. More than that, Muslims regard Muhammad 
as the last prophet in a line stretching back through 
Jesus to Abraham, meaning that Islam should be seen 
as part of a far older west Asian monotheistic tradition 
that had already produced Judaism and Christianity. 
 
Islam’s early and rapid expansion brought it into 
direct contact and conflict with the Byzantine 
empire. Important centres of classical learning, 
most notably Egyptian Alexandria, were 
absorbed. This was to have an important bearing 
on the development of Islamic philosophy, which 
was strongly influenced by Neoplatonism, and 
even more so by Aristotelianism. (Expansion to 
the east brought exposure to other influences, but 
these made themselves felt more in the areas of 
medicine and the sciences than in philosophy.) 
 
Al Kindi (d. c. 866) is usually acknowledged as 
the first significant Islamic philosopher. He was 
not the first Islamic philosopher, but those who 
preceded him had generally occupied themselves 
more with the translation of Greek texts than with 
the creative use of the ideas they contained. Al 
Kindi was not only an original philosopher, he 
was also an active advocate of the importance 
(indeed necessity) of philosophy against those 
who regarded the importation of alien ideas with 
suspicion. He regarded philosophy not as the 
enemy of religion, but as the means whereby the 
truths of religion could be justified and 
demonstrated. His many writings, mostly lost, 
ranged over the whole of philosophy, but 
metaphysics was of particular interest to him. 

Drawing on Neoplatonism in particular, he laid 
the foundations for the philosophical exploration 
of Islamic monotheism. He also wrote an 
important work on ethics entitled The Art of 

Dispelling Sorrows in which, in terms reminiscent 
of Stoicism, he advocated a life of resignation and 
detachment. 
 
Although from an Arabian family, Al Kindi spent 
the whole of his life in what is now Iraq, much of 
it in Baghdad, which had become a major centre 
of Islamic culture and learning. Al Razi (d. c. 930) 
was a Persian but he, too, made his home in 
Baghdad for many years. Like a number of 
Islamic philosophers, he was also a physician. 
While Al Kindi was something of an eclectic, Al 
Razi was more obviously a Platonist. He believed 
in Plato’s theory of creation (that it happened at a 
particular point in time and was accomplished 
out of already existing matter), and in 
reincarnation. In ethics, he believed that the aim 
in life was to free the soul from its entanglements 
in the material world. This required the practice 
of virtue, which involved overcoming the desire 
for pleasure. Music and gymnastics, understood 
as medicines for the soul and body respectively, 
were useful aids to moral development. His belief 
in philosophy was such that he denied any need 
for revelation or prophets. Understandably, many 
of his co-religionists found this unacceptable, and 
he became a target of much abuse. 
 
A contemporary of Al Razi was Al Farabi (870-
950), who also spent many years in Baghdad, 
although he was originally from central Asia. 
While he wrote on many areas of philosophy, he 
is generally celebrated as the first great Islamic 
logician. Until his time, the leading authorities on 
the subject for centuries had been Christians (and 
this included those who taught it in Baghdad). 
However, he did not restrict himself to logic but 
also wrote on political philosophy and 
metaphysics. His Enumeration of the Sciences 
contains a version of the ontological argument, 
preceding Anselm’s formulation of it by at least a 
century. 
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Many of his writings were commentaries on the 
works of Aristotle, and amongst Muslim 
Aristotelians he acquired the reputation of being 
‘the second teacher’ (Aristotle himself being the 
first). He also addressed, and defended, the 
institution of prophecy that Al Razi had attacked. 
However, his conception of the prophet owes 
much to Plato’s ideal of the philosopher-king. The 
prophet is one who, by dint of moral and 
intellectual excellence, is receptive to illumination 
from above. But in order that this illumination 
may benefit all, it is desirable that the prophet 
should have political power as well. In this way, 
Al Farabi provided a philosophical foundation for 
the Islamic institution of the imam, a role 
combining religious and political leadership. 
 
I have said nothing about Al Farabi’s enthusiasm 
for Neoplatonism, although it played an 
important role in his philosophy. This dimension 
of his thought was taken up and developed by Ibn 
Sina (980-1037), another central Asian (from near 
Bukhara). Like Al Razi, as well as being a 
philosopher he also practised medicine. For part 
of his life he led a somewhat nomadic existence, 
eventually dying in Isfahan, his relatively early 
demise attributed to an intemperate taste for 
alcohol and women. 
 
To talk about Ibn Sina in the context of 
Neoplatonism may seem odd given that, under 
the westernised form of his name, Avicenna, he is 
usually thought of as an Aristotelian. However, 
there was a long-standing tradition that Aristotle 
and Plato were fundamentally in agreement with 
each other, and a widely circulated work known 
as the Theology of Aristotle was in fact taken from 
Plotinus. Ibn Sina’s principal philosophical 
interests were in logic and metaphysics. In logic, 
he was guided primarily by Aristotle. In 
metaphysics, the Neoplatonist theory of 
emanationism (whereby everything ultimately 
emerges from the One) was central to his thought, 
but within this framework many of the details 
were filled in along Aristotelian lines, for example 
with Aristotle’s theory of causes. With immense 
skill, he was able to serve two philosophical 
masters. His most important work was entitled 
The Book of Healing, encyclopaedic in scope, and 
praised for its literary style. 
 
Neoplatonism naturally lends itself to mysticism, 
and Ibn Sina also wrote on that subject. It is 
known (through his own testimony) that he was 

influenced at an early age by a book known as The 

Epistles of the Brethren of Purity, an anonymous 
work produced by a mysterious group in the late 
tenth century. It was a survey of scientific 
(including mathematical) knowledge, but one 
shot through with not only Neoplatonism but also 
Neopythagoreanism. Such was the philosophical 
climate of the time. Although little is known 
about the Brethren of Purity themselves, The 

Epistles appears to have been widely read. 
 
However, by no means all found Neoplatonism or 
Aristotelianism to their taste, and one of their 
critics produced a work with the challenging title 
The Incoherence of the Philosophers. Al Ghazali 
(1058-1111) came from Persia, and spent much of 
his life there although he also taught in Baghdad 
for a few years. He ended his days as a Sufi (a 
Muslim mystic). In his autobiographical The 

Deliverance from Error he argues for the superiority 
of the concrete experiences of the mystics over the 
abstractions and speculations of the philosophers. 
In The Incoherence of the Philosophers  he takes Al 
Farabi and Ibn Sina as his main targets. His aim is 
to identify the points on which the position taken 
by the philosophers is incompatible with Islam, 
and then to show why their arguments fail. In one 
notable passage, he anticipates Hume by arguing 
that observation yields us no knowledge of any 
necessary connection between cause and effect. 
 
The Epistles of the Brethren of Purity (against which 
Al Ghazali also took aim on account of their 
mixture of truth and falsity) found their way to 
Spain, which was becoming a significant centre of 
Islamic scholarship. Because this region was 
known to the Arabs as Al Andalus, the 
philosophical tradition that developed there is 
often called Andalusian. Its first notable figure 
was Ibn Bajjah (d. 1138). His main interests were 
in moral and political philosophy and, in 
particular, how they related to each other. In his 
best known work, Conduct of the Solitary, he 
considers the problem of the best kind of society 
in which to pursue the philosophical life. While 
the ideal society itself resembles that of Plato’s 
Republic, Ibn Bajjah’s ‘solitary’ is more like a Sufi 
than a philosopher king. Even if physical solitude 
is far from ideal, the pursuer of the spiritual path 
is not expected to engage in society more than is 
necessary. Indeed, while it would appear that the 
good society is expected to support the 
philosopher, it is not at all apparent what, if 
anything, that society may be entitled to in return. 
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The second Andalusian philosopher of note was 
Ibn Tufayl (d. 1185), the author of one of the more 
unusual works of Islamic philosophy, Hayy ibn 

Yaqzan. (The title, meaning ‘Living, son of 
Wakeful’, was taken from a mystical work of Ibn 
Sina.) It is a kind of philosophical Robinson Crusoe, 
although the eponymous Hayy is born on a desert 
island rather than shipwrecked on one. Growing 
up in isolation, it is clear that everything he learns 
comes to him through his own unaided reason 
and experience. All his knowledge is thus 
‘natural’. During the more than thirty five years 
that pass in this way, he comes to realise, with a 
certainty that would impress any Cartesian, that 
there is a perfect, omniscient, benevolent creator 
God, and also that his own essence is his soul. 
Impressively, he accomplishes all this without the 
benefit of language, which he only learns when he 
is finally visited by someone from a neighbouring 
island. This person, Absal, is a Muslim, and when 
he and Hayy compare what they have learnt in 
their different ways, they discover that reason and 
revelation teach us the same truths, even if they 
present themselves in different forms. 
 
The third great figure of Andalusian philosophy 
was Ibn Rushd (1126-1198). Another physician, he 
also found time to be a judge while pursuing his 
philosophical studies. His thought and writings 
were wide-ranging. He achieved great prestige for 
his writings on the works of Aristotle and became 
known simply as ‘The Commentator’, although 
his influence in this regard was mainly in the 
‘West’ (which in fact lay to the east of where he 
lived), rather than in the Islamic world. Those 
who wrote in Latin called him Averroes, and 
attached his name to the ‘doctrine of double truth’ 
whereby faith and reason are assigned their 
separate domains. However, the doctrine does not 
appear to have been one to which he personally 
subscribed. The irony of the fact that Christendom 
was viciously crusading against ‘infidels’ at the 
eastern end of the Mediterranean while cheerfully 
borrowing ideas from them at the western one 
does not seem to have struck many at the time. 
For those who did appreciate it, the burning of his 
books on the steps of the Sorbonne in 1277 may 
have helped to restore a measure of consistency, 
although scarcely in the most constructive way. 
 
However, Aristotle was far from being his only 
philosophical interest. One of his most celebrated 
works carries the unforgettable title of The 

Incoherence of the Incoherence, in which Ibn Rushd 
explicitly takes Al Ghazali to task. His aim was to 
show that Al Ghazali was wrong to imply that 
philosophy undermined Islam. Instead, he tried to 
show that, properly understood, Islam and 
philosophy were in accordance with each other. 
However, this reconciliation required, as he 
explicitly acknowledged, that problematic 
Koranic texts might need to be constructively 
interpreted when occasion demanded. Ultimately 
there was no incoherence, either scripturally or 
philosophically. 
 
Muslims had rendered the Greek classics into 
Arabic. Within a few years of his death, Ibn 
Rushd was being translated into Latin. It is 
perhaps one of the more surprising twists in the 
history of ‘Western’ philosophy that Aristotle was 
rediscovered with Islamic commentaries attached 
to his core works. However, perhaps even more 
surprising to modern Western minds is the fact 
that Muslim Spain was, philosophically speaking, 
remarkably multicultural in nature. The greatest 
Jewish philosopher of the era, Moses Maimonides 
(1135-1204) was born in the same city (Cordova) 
as Ibn Rushd at around the same time, and wrote 
his greatest work (The Guide for the Perplexed) in 
Arabic. Jews, Muslims and Christians had a 
common goal, namely the reconciliation of 
classical philosophy with monotheism. Arabic 
was a natural lingua franca in Muslim Spain, and 
there was a remarkable degree of toleration 
extended to all the recognised faiths. Although 
little remembered (let alone mourned) now, 
Muslim Spain was one of the greatest 
achievements of European cultural history. (Go to 
Granada. See the Alhambra. See the cathedral 
designed to outshine it. See the difference. See the 
loss.) 
 
In the East, two further great names deserve to be 
mentioned. The first was Al Suhrawardi (1154-
1191), a contemporary of Ibn Rushd, a native of 
Aleppo in Syria, who was condemned to death by 
Saladin. The guiding theme of his philosophy was 
wisdom, as evidenced in his most celebrated work 
The Wisdom of Illumination. He claimed to have 
engaged in a dialogue with Aristotle himself in a 
dream, and believed himself to stand at the end of 
a long wisdom tradition that stretched back 
through his oneiric interlocutor to Plato and 
Pythagoras amongst others. However, there is 
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also more than a trace of Zoroastrian moral 
dualism in his writings. 
 
Al Shirazi, better known as Mulla Sadra (1572-
1641), was, as his name suggests, from Shiraz in 
Persia, and he spent much of his life there. He 
bemoaned the fact that the people of his time 
showed little interest in philosophy, since he 
believed that philosophy was the legitimate 
vehicle of a truth that went back to Adam. Far 
from seeing religion as opposed to religion, he 
regarded it as a Greek offshoot of the Abrahamic 
tradition. Prophecy and philosophy were 
complementary not contradictory forces. 
 
After Mulla Sadra, the great names of Islamic 
philosophy peter out. In Andalusia, this is easily 
explained as the result of the Christian reconquest 
of Spain, culminating in the victory of Ferdinand 
and Isabella in 1452. In other parts of the Islamic 
world there is no such simple explanation. While 
there were some setbacks, there were also 
significant expansions, for instance into south-east 
Asia. However, if great names ceased to emerge, 
this does not mean that Islamic philosophy itself 
became extinct. Rather, it entered a more 
conservative phase where innovation ceased to be 
welcome and educational establishments were 
more strictly regulated. 
 
Two figures may be mentioned from later Islamic 
philosophy. The first is Muhammad Abduh (1845-
1905). An Egyptian (he became Grand Mufti of 
Egypt), one of his principal aims was 
demonstrating that Islam had nothing to fear 
from modern science. He helped to breathe new 
life into Islamic scholasticism, although in fact his 
teachings were very much in the tradition of Ibn 
Sina. He was a major force in the intellectual 
revival of Egypt. Muhammad Iqbal (1876-1938) 
came from the Indian subcontinent. Like Mulla 
Sadra, he was interested in the wisdom tradition, 
and was inclined to emphasise the opposition of 
intuition to reason, while at the same time 
stressing their interdependence. In seeking to put 
reason ‘in its place’, he was sometimes seen as 
advancing a fundamental critique of modern 
Western thought. Although he died before 
Pakistan came into being, he is often seen as one 
of its intellectual founding fathers. Even closer to 
the present day, such contemporary scholars as 
Majid Fakhry and Sayyid Hossein Nasr have done 
much to make the contents of Islamic philosophy 
available and accessible to Western audiences. 

Contrary to what is often (and unthinkingly) 
believed, there is little that is ‘alien’ about Islamic 
philosophy. As a religion, Islam shares much with 
Christianity, and in philosophical terms, it has 
manifested as firm an attachment to Plato and 
Aristotle as its Western counterpart. Indeed, Islam 
was the medium through which much of 
Aristotle’s work returned to Western philosophy 
after knowledge of it was lost to the Latin world 
for generations. Between 900 and 1200 in 
particular, the light of Islamic philosophy shone 
as brightly as did any in the world at that time. 
 
I have not been able to give more than the briefest 
outline of the history and nature of Islamic 
philosophy here. The story is both more 
fascinating and more complex than I could 
possibly have hoped to have conveyed. The study 
of Islamic philosophy is still seriously 
compromised by a poverty of translations, and 
progress in that direction remains regrettably 
slow. For those wishing to know more, then the 
following can be recommended. The second 
edition of Majid Fakhry’s A History of Islamic 

Philosophy (London: Longman 1983) contains a 
great deal, while his A Short Introduction to Islamic 

Philosophy, Theology and Mysticism (Oxford: 
Oneworld 1997) is largely a briefer treatment of 
the same material. Sayyid Hossein Nasr and 
Oliver Leaman’s two volume History of Islamic 

Philosophy (London: Routledge 1996) covers the 
same ground in more detail. Substantial extracts 
from Al Farabi, Ibn Sina, Al Ghazali and Ibn 
Rushd can be found in the second edition of 
Arthur Hyman and James Walsh’s Philosophy in 

the Middle Ages (Indianapolis: Hackett 1973). And 
for those who prefer to approach things 
electronically, my Islamic Philosophy website at 
http://philtar.ucsm.ac.uk/islamic_philosophy/ is a 
good place to start, as is Islamic Philosophy 
Online at http://www.muslimphilosophy.com/. 
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