

































































































































































“Irom the Niche of Prophecy”
Nasr’s Position on Islamic Philosophy with in the Islamic Tradition

imposcd upon it by those who have practised it during the
past fcw centurics. If Hobbes, Hume and Ayer arc
philosophers, then those who Suhrawrdi calls hukama’ arc
not philosophers, and vice verse.”'"" That is to say that for
Islamic philosophers it has to “be realised within one’s
whole being and not only mentally.”' It included
“purification of the soul from its material defilement or
what the Islamic philosophers call fajarrud or catharsis.
Mulla Sadra accepts the meaning of fzkmah as understood
by Suhrawardi and then expands the meaning of falsafah to
include the dimension of illumination and realisation
implied by the 7shragr and also Sufi understanding of the
term. For him as for his contemporaries, as well as most of
his successors, falsafah or philosophy was scen as the
supreme science of ultimately divine origin, derived from
“thc niche of prophecy” and the fukama’ as the most
perfect of human beings standing in rank only below the
prophets and Imams.”'™ The “Islamic definition of
philosophy”, then, would be “as that reality which
transforms both the mind and the soul and which is
ultimatcly never separated from spiritual purity and
ultimately sanctity that the very term fizkmah implics in the
Islamic context.'*

Having defined Islamic philosophy thus, S. H. Nasr
turnced to the discussion of the source of Islamic philosophy
that he explained in a new light.'”

“Viewed from the point of the Western intcllectual
tradition, Islamic philosophy appears as simply &Gracco-
Alexandrian philosophy in Arabic dress, a philosophy
whose sole role was to transmit certain important eclements
of the heritage of antiquity to the medieval West. If seen
however from its own perspective and in the light of the
whole of the Islamic philosophical tradition which has had
a twclve-century-long continuous history and is still alive
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today, it becomes abundantly clear that Islamic philosophy,
like everything else Islamic, is deeply rooted in the Qur’an
and Hadith. Islamic philosophy is Islamic not only by
virtue of the fact that it was cultivated in the Islamic world
and by Muslims but because it derives its principles,
inspiration and many of the questions with which it has
been concerned from the sources of Islamic revelation
despite the claims of its opponents to the contrary.”'"

“The very presence of the Qur’an and the advent of its
revelation was to transform radically the universe in which
and about which Islamic philosophers were to philosophise,
lecading to a specific kind of philosophy which can be justly
called ‘prophetic philosophy’...... a typc of philosophy in
which a revealed book is accepted as the supreme source of
knowledge not only of religious law but of the very naturc
of existence and beyond existence of the very source of
cxistence. The prophetic consciousness which 1s the
recipient of revelation (a/-waflty) had to remain of the
utmost significance who sought to know the nature of
things. How were the ordinary human means of knowing
rclated to such an extra-ordinary manner of knowing? How
was human reason related to that intellect which 1s
illuminated by the by the light of revelation? To understand
the pertinence of such issues, it 1S enough to cast even a
cursory glance at the works of the Islamic philosophers
who almost unanimously accepted revelation as a source of
ultimate knowledge.”....Onc might say that the reality of
the Islamic revelation and participation in this reality
transformed the very instrument of philosophising in the
Islamic world....The theoretical intellect, which is the
epistemological instrument of all philosophical activity, is
Islamicized in a subtle way that is not always dectectable
through only the analysis of the technical vocabulary
involved.....The subtle change that took place from the
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Greek idea of the “intellect” (nous) to the Islamic view of
the intellect (a/-‘agl) can also be seen much earlier in the
works of even the Islamic Peripatetics such as Ibn Sina
where the Active Intellect (a/-‘aql al-fa“al) is equated with
the Holy Spirit (a/-rih al-qudus).”""’

“Islamic philosophy is related to both the external
dimension of the Qur’anic revelation or the Shari‘ah and
the inner truth or Hagigah which is the heart of all that is
[slamic. Many of the doctors of the Divine Law or Shari‘ah
have stood opposed to Islamic philosophy while others
have accepted it. In fact some of the outstanding Islamic
philosophers such as Ibn Rushd, Mir Damad and Shah
Walliullah of Delhi have also been authorities in the
domain of the Sacred Law. The Shari‘ah has, however,
provided mostly the social and human conditions for the
philosophical activity of the Islamic philosophers. It is to
the Hagqgigah that one has to turn for the inspiration and
source of knowledge for Islamic philosophy.....Throughout
history, many an Islamic philosopher has identified fa/safah
or fukmah, the two main terms used with somewhat
different meaning for Islamic philosophy, with the Haqgigah
lying at the heart of the Qur’an. Much of Islamic
philosophy is fact a hermeneutic unveiling of the two grand
books of revelation, the Qur’an and the cosmos, and in the
I[slamic intellectual universe Islamic philosophy belongs,
despite some differences, to the same family as that of
ma‘rifah or gnosis which issues directly from the mner
teachings of Islam.”'"

“For the main tradition of Islamic philosophy,
especially as it developed in later centuries, philosophical
activity was inseparable from interiorization of oneself and
penetration into the inner meaning of the Qur’an and
Hadith.....The close nexus between the Qur’an and Hadith,
on the one hand, and Islamic philosophy, on the other, is to
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be secen in the wunderstanding of the history of
philosophy.'m....they considered Idris as the origin of
philosophy, bestowing upon him the title of Abz /-
Hukama’ (the father of philosophers)...Muslims considered
prophecy to be the origin of philosophy, confirming in an
[slamic form the dictum of Oriental Neoplatonism that
‘Plato was Moses in Attic Greek”. The famous Arabic
saying, “philosophy issues from the niche of prophecy” has
echoed through the annals of Islamic history and indicates
clearly how Islamic philosophers themselves envisaged the
relation between philosophy and revelation....There are
certain Hadith  which point to God having offered
prophecy and philosophy or fAikmah, and Lugman chose
Jitkmah which must not be confused simply with medicine
or other branches of traditional fAikmah but refers to pure
philosophy itself dealing with God and the ultimate causes
of things.....These traditional authorities also point to such
Qur’anic verses as “And He will teach him the Book [a/-
kitab] and Wisdom [al-hikmah]”....They believe that this
conjunction confirms the fact that what God has revealed
through revelation He had also made available through
fikmah, which is reached through ‘ag/ itself a microcosmic
reflection of the macrocosmic reality which is the
instrument of revelation....All of this indicates how closely
traditional Islamic philosophy identified itself with
revelation in general and the Qur’an in particular.” '’

At this point S. H. Nasr draws the attention of his
readers to the fact that the Islamic philosophers meditated
upon the content of the Qur’an as a whole as well as on the
particular verses to which the uninterrupted chain of the
Qur’anic commentaries testify.

Then he turns to clucidate the Qur’anic themes that
worked as the source of inspiration to Islamic philosophy.
“Certain Qur’anic themes have dominated Islamic
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philosophy throughout its long history and especially
during the later period when this philosophy becomes a
veritable theosophy in the original and not deviant meaning
of the term, theosophia corresponding exactly to the Arabic
term al-hikmat al-ilahiyyah. The first and the foremost is of
course the unity of the Divine Principle and ultimately
Reality as such or a/-tawhid which lies at the heart of the
Islamic message. The Islamic philosophers were all
muwahhidin or followers of tawhid and saw authentic
philosophy in this light. They called Pythagoras and Plato,
who had confirmed the unity of the Ultimate Principle,
muwahhid while showing singular lack of interest in later
forms of Greek and Roman philosophy, which were
sceptical or agnostic.

How Islamic philosophers interpreted the doctrine of
Unity lies at the heart of Islamic philosophy. There
continued to exist a tension between the Qur’anic
description of Unity and what the Muslims had learned
from Greek sources, a tension which was turned into a
synthesis of the highest intellectual order by such later
philosophers as Suhrawardi and Mulla Sadra. But in all
trcatments of this subject from al-Kindi to Mulla ‘Al
Zunuzi and Hajji Mulla Hadi Sabziwari during the
thirtcenth/nineteenth century and even later, the Qur’anic
doctrine of Unity, so central to Islam, has remained
dominant and in a sense has determined the agenda of the
Islamic  philosophers.....The concern  of  Islamic
philosophers with ontology is directly related to the
Quranic doctrine  (of kun fayakiun), as is the very
terminology of Islamic philosophy in this domain where it
understands by wuyad more the verb or act of existence
(esto) than the noun or state of existence (esse). If Ibn Sina
has been called first and foremost a “philosopher of being”,
and he developed the ontology which came to dominate

W
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much of medieval philosophy, this is not because of the
Qur’anic doctrine of the One in rclation to the act of
existence. It was as a result of meditation upon the Qur’an
in conjunction with Greek thought that Islamic
philosophers developed the doctrine of Pure Being which
stands above the chain of being and is discontinuous with
it, while certain other philosophers such as a number of
Isma‘ilis considered God to be beyond Being and identified
His act or the Qur’anic kun with Being, which is then
considered as the principle of the universe...It is also the
Qur’anic doctrine of the creating God and creatio ex nihilo,
with all the different levels of mcaning which nifhilo
possesses, that led Islamic philosophers to distinguish
sharply between God as Pure Being and the existence of the
universe, destroying that “block without fissure” which
constituted Aristotelian ontology. In Islam the universe is
always contingent (mumkin al-wwud) while God 1s
necessary (wajib  al-wujiad), to usc the well-known
distinction of Ibn Sina. No Islamic philosopher has cver
posited an existential continuity between the existence of
creatures and the Being of God, and this radical revolution
in the understanding of Aristotelian ontology has its source
in the Islamic doctrine of God and creation as asserted in
the Qur’an and Hadith. Morcover, this influence is
paramount not only in the case of those who asserted the
doctrine of creatio ex nihrlo in its ordinary thcological
scnsc, but also for those such as al-Farabi and Ibn Sina who
were in favour of the theory of emanation but who none the
less never negated the fundamental distinction between the
wuyad (existence) of the world and that of God.

“As for the whole question of “ncwness” or “cternity”
of the world, or Audath and gidam, which has occupied
[slamic thinkers for the past twelve centuries and which is
rclated to the question of the contingency of the world vis-
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4-vis the Divine Principle, is inconceivable without the
teachings of the Qur’an and Hadith. It is of course a fact
that before the rise of Islam Christian theologians and
philosophers such as John Philoponus had written on this
issue and that Muslims had known some of these writings,
especially the treatise of Philoponus against the thesis of
the eternity of the world. But had it not been for the
Qur’anic teachings concerning creation, such Christian
writings would have played an altogether different role in
I[slamic thought. Muslims were interested in the arguments
of a Philoponus precisely because of their own concern
with the question of Audith and gidam created by the
tension between the teachings of the Qur’an and the Hadith,
on the one had, and the Greek notion of the non-temporal
rclatior}”between the world and its Divine Origin, on the
other.”

“It was the Islamic insistence wupon Divine
Omniscience that placed the issue of God’s knowledge of
the world at the centre of the concern of Islamic
philosophy...This issuec is also closely allied to the
philosophical significance of revelation (al-wahy) itself.
Earlier Islamic philosophers such as Ibn Sina sought to
develop a theory by drawing to some extent, but not
exclusively, on Greek theories of the intellect and the
facultics of the soul....While still using certain concepts of
Greek origin, the later Islamic philosophers such as Mulla
Sadra drew heavily from the Qur’an and Hadith on this
issue.”....Turning to the field of cosmology, again one can
detect the constant presence of Qur’anic themes and certain
Hadith...... Nor must one forget the cosmological
significance of the nocturnal ascent of the Prophet (a/-
mi‘raj) which so many Islamic philosophers have treated
directly, starting with Ibn Sina.”
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“In no branch of Islamic philosophy, however, is the
influence of the Qur’an and Hadith more evident than in
cschatology, the very understanding of which in the
Abrahamic universe was alien to the philosophical world of
antiquity........ The Islamic philosophers were fully aware
of the crucial (eschatological) ideas in their philosophising,
but the ecarlier ones were unable to provide philosophical
proofs for Islamic doctrines which many confessed to
accept on the basis of faith but could not demonstrate
within the context of Peripatetic philosophy....It remained
for Mulla Sadra several centurigs later to demonstrate the
reality of bodily resurrection through the principles of the
“transcendent theosophy” (al-hikmat al-muta‘alivah) and to
take both Ibn Sina and al-Ghazzali to task for the
inadequacy of their treatment of the subject. The most
extensive philosophical treatment of eschatology (a/-
ma‘ad) in all its dimensions is in fact to be found in the
Asfarof Mulla Sadra.”'"?

“In meditating upon the history of Islamic philosophy
in its relation to the Islamic revelation, one detects a
movement toward ecver closer association of philosophy
with the Qur’an and Hadith as fa/safal became transformed
into al-fitkmat al-flaliyah.”....the trend culminated in the
form of the commentaries on the text of the Qur’an or on
certain of the Hadith and continued in later centuries not
only in Persia but also in India and the Ottoman world
including Iraq.”

The Qur’an and Hadith, along with the sayings of the
Imams, which are in a sense the extension of Hadith in the
Shi‘ite world, have provided over the centuries the
framework and matrix for Islamic philosophy and created
the intellectual and social climate within which Islamic
philosophers have philosophised. Moreover, they have
presented a knowledge of the origin, the nature of things,
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humanity and its final ends and history upon which the
[slamic philosophers have meditated and from which they
have drawn over the ages. They have also provided a
language of discourse which Islamic philosophers have
shared with the rest of the Islamic community. Without the
Qur’anic revelation, there would of course have been no
[slamic civilisation, but it is important to realise that there
would also have been no Islamic philosophy. Philosophical
activity in the Islamic world is not simply a regurgitation of
Graeco-Alexandrian philosophy in Arabic, as claimed by
many Western scholars along with some of their Islamic
followers, a philosophy which grew despite the presence of
the Qur’an and Hadith. On the contrary, Islamic philosophy
1s what it is precisely because if flowered in a universe
whosc contours are determined by the Qur’anic revelation.

As asserted before, Islamic philosophy is essentially
“prophetic philosophy” based on the hermencutics of a
Sacred Text which is the result of a revelation that 1s
inalicnably linked to the microcosmic intellect and which
alonc is able to actualisc the dormant possibilitics of the
intellect within us. Islamic philosophy, as understood from
within that tradition, is also an unveiling of the inner
meaning of the Sacred Text, a means of access to that
Hagqigah which lies hidden within the inner dimension of
the Qur’an. Islamic philosophy deals with the One or Purc
Being, and universal existence and all the grades of the
universal hicrarchy. It deals with man his entelechy, with
the cosmos and the final return of all things to God. This
interpretation of cxistence is none other than penctration
into the inner meaning of the Qur’an which “7s” existence
itsclf, thc Book whose meditation provides the key for the
understanding of those objective and subjective orders of
cxistence with which the Islamic philosopher has been
concerned over the ages.
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A deeper study of Islamic philosophy over its twelve-
hundred-year history will reveal the role of the Qur’an and
Hadith in the formulation, exposition and problematic of
this major philosophical tradition. In the same way that all
of the Islamic philosophers from al-Kindi onwards knew
the Qur’an and Hadith and lived with them, Islamic
philosophy has manifested over the centuries its inner link
with the revealed sources of Islam, a link which has
become even more manifest as the centuries have unfolded,
for Islamic philosophy is essentially a philosophical
hermeneutics of the Sacred Text while making use of the
rich philosophical heritage of antiquity. That is why, far
from being a transitory and foreign phasc in the history of
[slamic thought, Islamic philosophy, has remained over the
centurics and to this day one of the major intellectual
perspectives in Islamic civilisation with its roots sunk
deeply, like everything clse Islamic, in the Qur’an and
Hadith. te

More over, he rcasserted thc point that Islamic
philosophy was not only important for the Islamic
civilisation in the past. It 1s important for the present and
the futurc as well. “Today Islamic philosophy remains a
living intellectual tradition, and, because of the harmony it
has achicved between logic and the spiritual life and
because of the profound doctrines it contains within the
pages of its long an cxtended historical unfolding, it
remains of the greatest pertinence for the modern world.
Furthcrmore, because of the present cncounter of Islam
with an alien philosophy and sciences-this time from the
West-Islamic philosophy must be called upon once again to
play the role it fulfilled in carly Islamic history, namely to
provide the necessary intellectual instruments and the
requisite Intcllectual background with the aid of which
Muslims can facc various alien philosophics and sciences
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from a position of discrimination and intellectual rigour.
[slamic falsafah or hikmah can fulfil this vital function of
providing the Muslims themselves with the necessary
intellectual background to confront the modern West and
the world with long forgotten but urgently needed truths
which I[slamic philosophy has been able to preserve within
its treasury of wisdom over the centuries and which it is
able to present in a contemporary language to the world
today.”

“A thorough re-understanding the re-presentation of
[slamic philosophy will itself ‘orient’ our thought by
clarifying the ultimate end of human existence and the final
goal of man’s terrestrial journey. Man is a theomorphic
being and cannot escape the profound demands of his inner
nature. Only that civilisation and form of thought can
survive which conform to man’s entelechy and the ultimate
naturc of things.  The re-understanding of Islamic
Philosophy will once again reveal to us that end towards
which man and the cosmos are ultimately oriented and
towards which all things move. It thus permits us to
discover the goal of life and thought itself. By revealing to
us the truth, it enables us to reorient ourselves and our
thoughts in its direction, on that high road whose end is
union with the Truth. The question of the reorientation of
Islamic philosophy reduces then to a re-understanding of it
and to the discovery of the goal towards which our thoughts
and cfforts should be directed. Man comes to know the
truth not by reorienting it but by reorienting himself so that
he can become worthy of being its recipient.”""*

gk gk ok kk
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