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Book Review 

 

Roots: The Foundation of Islamic Philosophy  

 The term “philosophy” usually tends to evoke visions of Plato, Aristotle and the 

Greeks in general.  The worlds of mathematics, cosmology, astrology, logic and physics all 

relate to the category of philosophy in many ways.  These disciplines aided in the answering 

of fundamental questions like the creation of the universe and God’s unity.  Islamic 

philosophy incorporated the beliefs of the ancients to further the development of Islamic 

thought.  They used the works of Plato and Aristotle, as well as other philosophers, to extend 

their knowledge and practice of philosophy.  These philosophers drew on the Greeks, other 

Muslims and even Western and Oriental thought to propel the realm of Islamic philosophy to 

the greatest heights of metaphysical reflection.  In his work, A History of Islamic Philosophy, 

Majid Fakhry examines the works and principles of Islam’s most renowned philosophers, 

laying a fundamentally metaphysical groundwork for early Islamic thought. 

 Fakhry first assesses the importance of religio-political factions in the development of 

Islamic philosophy.  The relationship between religion and politics in early Islam grew 

exponentially early on with the questions raised by the reign of Muhammad’s son-in-law, Ali.  

The secession of a significant group of Ali’s supporters led to a considerable rift in the entire 

Islamic community.  Ascension to the caliphate was in question and the determination of 

caliph became foremost associated with the perfect Muslim, in lieu of patriarchal lineage.  

This then begged the question: what constituted the perfect Muslim?  Enter the philosophers.  

Along with the Judeo-Christian influence seeping in from the West, this new political 

challenge caused Islamic theological institutions to spring forth to answer the question of 

leadership and included dogmatic examinations as well.  The first prominent school of 

theology, the Mu’tazilah, aimed to provide these answers. 



2 

 According to Fakhry, the Mu’tazilites concentrated their philosophical concerns on the 

“concepts of divine justice and unity, of which they claimed to be the exclusive, genuine 

exponents” (47).  Fakhry notes the latter of these two examples as a primary theme 

throughout Islamic philosophical development.  The unity of God will remain a key element 

in Islamic thought, philosophy and dogma.  But it is the notion of divine justice that first 

initiates debate amongst the Muslim community.  The worries of the consequence of free will 

versus predestination lead to the development of opposing schools of thought and a virtual 

windfall of philosophical schools of thought.  The Mu’tazilites were soon followed by 

Mutakallims, Ash’arites, Khārijites, Murji’ites, Shi’ites, and more.  Debate between different 

factions of Islam aided in contributing to the development of Islamic philosophical thought. 

 The ideas first examined by Plato and Aristotle entered the prolific writings of Islamic 

philosophers at the hand of author al-Kindī.  Fakhry notes that al-Kindī departed from the 

beliefs of Aristotle and denounced Neo-Platonism, yet his words denote otherwise.  He speaks 

of immaterial entities as those “which are never conjoined with matter and which we 

apprehend purely intellectually” (73).  This resounds with Plato’s visions of the world of 

forms verses the corporeal world.  It is the perfect intellectual model in comparison to reality.  

The great philosophers could hardly argue philosophy without using Plato’s and Aristotle’s 

theories.   

 The importance of reason, almost a millennium before the Enlightenment, in 

philosophical and religious thought became a significant building block of Islamic 

philosophy.  According to Fakhry, al-Kindi “expounds the Aristotelian view of Reason, which 

he believes to be substantially the same as that of Pluto” (87).  Al-Kindi applies his views of 

reason to the notion of the Soul, which as Fakhry states throughout his treatise is another 

dominant issue amongst philosophers.  Al-Kindi’s logical determination of the soul’s use of 
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reason in its cognitive development aids in creating the foundation of future Islamic thought 

by setting the groundwork for the use of the mind in determining one’s fate. 

 Fakhry examines other philosophers such as al-Razi, who takes al-Kindi’s theories on 

the intellectual abilities of the soul to the next level by claiming the soul can ensure its own 

salvation through reason.  Logician al-Fārābī follows up both al-Kindi’s and al-Razi’s work 

with reason and, according to Fakhry, quickly becomes “the leading logician and expositor of 

Plato and Aristotle in his day” (111).  Al- Fārābī uses the emerging scientific knowledge of 

the tenth century to enrich his philosophical studies.  He sees science as “a necessary part of 

the good life man must seek” (114) and subsequently writes a treatise reviewing the entire 

gamut of scientific knowledge available to him.  This dedication to the sciences led to the 

development of a diverse analysis of physics and metaphysics which hold a prominent place 

in al-Fārābī’s studies.  His metaphysical findings lead him toward a “prime mover” type 

theory of creation, which is agreed upon by later philosophers such as his pupil Inb Sīnā. 

 Ibn Sīnā, also known as Avicenna, essentially echoed al-Fārābī’s previous 

meditations.  He was not known for his originality, but, according to Fakhry, his writing style 

gained him more prestige than his mentor.  The works of prior Islamic philosophers 

contributed greatly to Ibn Sīnā’s works as evidenced by his own theory of reason.  Fakhry 

relays Ibn Sīnā’s thoughts on reason.  He states, “With acquired Reason, it might be said, man 

attains the perfection for which he is destined and approximates to the higher beings of the 

supermundane world” (146).  This evolution of philosophy evolves organically over time as 

evidenced by Ibn Sīnā’s collection of past notions with additions of his own.  Islamic 

philosophy, like any other science is built on the works of others, sharing knowledge even 

with the outside world. 
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 The introduction of the Brethren of Purity into Islamic civilization brought forth a 

substantial element of the foreign that Muslims generally shied away from.  The Brethren 

claimed to be interested in the pursuit of Truth (capital “T”), and minded not where that Truth 

came from.  Islamic philosophers, up to this point, had little trouble assimilating the beliefs 

and theories of the Greeks into their own philosophical thought, but the thought of 

incorporating Christian beliefs was, as yet absent.  According to Fakhry, the Brethren’s 

philosophy of the soul, like al-Razi’s, centers on a need to save itself.  He states, “[The soul] 

will seek to rejoin its heavenly abode, ‘through the pursuit of wisdom in the Socratic manner, 

and the practice of asceticism in the Christian manner, coupled with devotion to the Muslim 

faith’” (180).  The inclusion of Christianity in the breaking down of metaphysical thought 

evidenced an innovation in Islamic philosophy.  It is this aversion to the stigma of studying 

the Gospels, Indian science and literature, Ptolemaic and post-Ptolemaic astrology that 

separated the Brethren from most Islamic philosophers, but their importance in the 

development of thought cannot be denied. 

 The end of the tenth century and beginning of the eleventh century brought forth a 

drastic shift in Islamic philosophical ideology.  Revelation took the place of reason because as 

Fakhry says, “If reason alone were able to discover the truth, faith would be superfluous” 

(190).  Fakhry examines the works of literateur al-Tauhīdī, and his analysis of the shift makes 

sense.  He notes that reason is not something that is equally divided amongst people, so many 

would be at a disadvantage if reason were the road to enlightenment, not to mention salvation.  

Al-Tauhīdī’s non-philosopher contemporary, Miskawayh, a treasurer for the Buwayhid sultan, 

also wrote prolifically on tenth century philosophical issues.  He attempts to bring philosophy 

back on par with faith using Neo-Platonic thought.  He states that the “existence of God and 

his unity were universally upheld by all the ‘ancient’ philosophers, whose position on this 
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question agreed fully with the teaching of the prophets” (191).  He followed by reasoning for 

the existence of God based on Aristotle’s argument from motion and states that God created 

everything from nothing, taking both a scientific stance (not used by any Islamic 

philosophers) as well as a creationist opinion on the birth of the world.  He attempts a melding 

of the two disciplines, adding yet another facet to the evolving world of Islamic philosophy. 

 Fakhry rounds out his study of Islamic philosophy by examining the contributions of 

Christian scholar and preeminent logician, Yahia.  Yahia’s writings enhance the field of 

Islamic philosophy by creating a dialogue with Muslim philosophers on the subject of 

Trinitarian doctrine.  Yahia attempts to illuminate Muslim scholars on the complementary 

belief of the oneness of God.  Again, the unity of God becomes central to the core of Islamic 

philosophy.  Yahia’s attempts at vindicating the Trinity were largely advantageous in creating 

a dialogue to establish the rules for determining God’s oneness or unity.  For Islamic scholars, 

the importance of God’s unity is the ultimate goal and serves as a staple of Islamic 

philosophical debate. 

 Fakhry’s study of Islamic philosophers during the early stages of the religion sheds 

light on the basis upon which Islamic thought is built.  The works of the Greeks contributed 

greatly to developing a system of belief that Muslims could continue to build upon.  Fakhry’s 

examinations of the paramount philosophers, as well as his inclusion of logicians, literateurs 

and historians, thoughtfully present a wide spectrum of ideas that appear to build upon each 

other, emanating from the solid foundation of philosophy first constructed by Plato and 

Aristotle.  With such a strong foundation, the evolution of Islamic philosophy continues to 

change both political and religious minds of Muslims, creating a stronger empire.  


