
                                                                                          

Volume 1 No. 2,  (2018) 

http://ibtc.com.pk  

P ISSN : 2710-3145  

E ISSN : 2710-3153 

 

 

FAITH, REASON, AND CIVILIZATION: REVISITING THE 

MEDIEVAL ISLAMIC PHILOSOPHICAL LEGACY 
 

Dr. Hammad Rizwan 

Assistant Professor, Department of Islamic Thought and Civilization, University of the 

Punjab, Lahore, Pakistan. 

Email: h.rizwan@pu.edu.pk  

Keywords: Islamic philosophy, 

faith and reason, medieval 

civilization, Ibn Rushd. 

Abstract: The medieval Islamic world bore witness to a 

profound intellectual movement wherein faith and reason 

coalesced, giving rise to a rich philosophical legacy that 

deeply influenced global civilization. This paper revisits the 

contributions of prominent Islamic philosophers such as Al-

Farabi, Ibn Sina, Al-Ghazali, and Ibn Rushd, analyzing their 

attempts to reconcile rational inquiry with religious belief. By 

examining key philosophical discourses on metaphysics, 

ethics, epistemology, and politics, this study emphasizes the 

enduring relevance of medieval Islamic thought in 

contemporary intellectual and civilizational frameworks. The 

paper also explores how these thinkers interacted with and 

transmitted Greek philosophy while developing distinct 

Islamic epistemologies. This re-evaluation not only offers 

insights into the Islamic golden age but also fosters dialogue 

between civilizations on the harmonization of reason and 

revelation. 
   

 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

The tension and eventual synthesis between faith and reason have remained central to 

philosophical discourse throughout history. In the Islamic Golden Age (8th–13th centuries), 

Muslim philosophers not only preserved Greek philosophical traditions but reinterpreted them 

through the lens of Islamic theology, forging a unique intellectual tradition. Their impact 

resonated across continents, influencing Jewish and Christian scholastics and laying 

foundations for the European Renaissance [1]. Reassessing this legacy offers critical insights 

into how civilizations thrive on the fusion of rationality and spirituality [2]. 

1. Historical Context of Islamic Philosophy 
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The emergence of Islamic philosophy, or falsafa, occurred during a period of remarkable 

intellectual flourishing within the Islamic Golden Age, particularly under the Abbasid Caliphate 

(750–1258 CE). This era marked a deliberate and well-supported effort by the state to patronize 

learning, science, and philosophy as integral components of governance and civilization-

building. 

Rise of Philosophical Inquiry under the Abbasid Caliphate 

The Abbasid rulers, especially Caliphs Al-Mansur (r. 754–775), Harun al-Rashid (r. 786–809), 

and Al-Ma'mun (r. 813–833), were instrumental in establishing a culture of knowledge. Al-

Ma'mun, in particular, is credited with founding the famed Bayt al-Hikma (House of Wisdom) 

in Baghdad—a major intellectual hub where scholars of various religious backgrounds 

collaborated on scientific and philosophical endeavors [3]. The Caliph’s patronage not only 

legitimized intellectual pursuit but positioned philosophical inquiry as a prestigious and 

practical discipline within Islamic governance and society. 

This political and cultural climate nurtured a generation of polymaths, such as Al-Kindi, known 

as the “Philosopher of the Arabs,” who is often regarded as the first systematic Islamic 

philosopher. Al-Kindi and his successors synthesized Greco-Roman philosophical traditions 

with Islamic theology, initiating a critical tradition of reconciling reason with revelation [4]. 

Translation Movement and Access to Greek Texts 

A defining feature of this intellectual renaissance was the Translation Movement (8th to 10th 

century), which saw an unprecedented transfer of knowledge from the Hellenistic world to the 

Islamic realm. Greek philosophical and scientific texts—particularly those of Plato, Aristotle, 

Galen, and Plotinus—were translated into Arabic by Christian, Jewish, and Muslim scholars. 

Renowned translators such as Hunayn ibn Ishaq and Thabit ibn Qurra played a central role 

in this process [3]. 

These translations were not mere linguistic exercises; they were acts of intellectual 

interpretation. Islamic thinkers often adapted and critically engaged with these texts, 

embedding them within an Islamic metaphysical and theological framework. For instance, the 

Neoplatonism that filtered through Plotinus’ Enneads deeply influenced Islamic cosmology and 

metaphysics, most notably in the writings of Al-Farabi and Ibn Sina [5]. 

This transmission of classical knowledge enabled Muslim scholars to become not just 

preservers, but innovators. As Peter Adamson notes, “Muslim philosophers were not passive 

recipients of Greek thought; they were active participants in the philosophical enterprise” [3]. 

The result was a dynamic synthesis that gave birth to an original intellectual tradition, one that 

would later influence European Scholasticism during the Latin Middle Ages. 

2. Synthesis of Faith and Reason 

A hallmark of the medieval Islamic philosophical tradition was its enduring commitment to 

reconciling faith (īmān) and reason (‘aql). Unlike prevailing assumptions of conflict between 

theology and philosophy, early Islamic thinkers saw rational inquiry as a means of 

understanding and strengthening religious truth. This synthesis emerged most prominently in 

the works of Al-Farabi and Ibn Sina, whose writings laid the foundations for a systematic and 

metaphysically grounded Islamic philosophy. 

Al-Farabi’s Harmonization of Plato and Aristotle with Islamic Thought 
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Al-Farabi (872–950 CE), often referred to as the "Second Teacher" (after Aristotle), was pivotal 

in integrating Greek logic and metaphysics with Islamic intellectual frameworks. He saw no 

inherent contradiction between religious truth and philosophical reason; rather, he argued they 

were two paths leading to the same truth [4]. 

In works such as The Virtuous City and The Attainment of Happiness, Al-Farabi combined 

Platonic political ideals with Aristotelian logic and infused them with Islamic ethical and 

eschatological concepts. He envisioned the philosopher-prophet as the ideal ruler, bridging 

prophetic revelation with philosophical wisdom—a conception that mirrored the Islamic 

understanding of the Prophet Muhammad as both lawgiver and spiritual guide. 

Al-Farabi also classified knowledge hierarchically, with metaphysics and theology occupying 

the highest rank, followed by mathematics, natural sciences, and logic. Through this 

epistemological order, he positioned religion and philosophy as complementary modes of 

knowledge, each necessary for the holistic development of civilization and human virtue [4]. 

Ibn Sina’s Metaphysics and the Concept of the Necessary Being 

Ibn Sina (980–1037 CE), known in the West as Avicenna, further advanced this synthesis with 

profound contributions to metaphysics, ontology, and epistemology. In his magnum opus, 

Kitāb al-Shifāʾ (The Book of Healing), Ibn Sina introduced the concept of al-wājib al-wujūd 

(the Necessary Existent)—a being whose existence is logically required and who is the cause 

of all contingent beings [5]. 

This concept became central to Islamic metaphysics and provided a rational proof for God's 

existence. According to Ibn Sina, all entities are either necessary, possible (contingent), or 

impossible. A contingent being requires a cause, and an infinite regress of causes is illogical; 

thus, a Necessary Being must exist as the ultimate source of all existence. This argument, both 

theological and philosophical, influenced later thinkers like Thomas Aquinas and Maimonides 

[6]. 

Ibn Sina developed a dualistic model of the soul as an immaterial, rational substance distinct 

from the body, capable of survival after death. This model provided a rational basis for belief 

in immortality and divine judgment, aligning with core Islamic doctrines while maintaining 

philosophical rigor. 

Through a fusion of Aristotelian metaphysics and Neoplatonic emanationism, Ibn Sina created 

a philosophical system that explained the relationship between God, the cosmos, and human 

intellect. In doing so, he demonstrated that rational discourse could affirm and clarify Islamic 

theological tenets rather than undermine them. 

3. Theological Critiques and the Role of Al-Ghazali 

While early Islamic philosophers such as Al-Farabi and Ibn Sina championed a synthesis of 

reason and revelation, the eleventh century witnessed a powerful theological response that 

questioned the limits of rationalism in matters of faith. This critique was most forcefully 

articulated by Abu Hamid Al-Ghazali (1058–1111 CE), a polymath and theologian who is 

often credited with reshaping the trajectory of Islamic thought by confronting the perceived 

excesses of philosophy and reviving spiritual orthodoxy. 

Tahāfut al-Falāsifah and the Critique of Rationalist Excess 
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In his landmark work Tahāfut al-Falāsifah (The Incoherence of the Philosophers), Al-Ghazali 

launched a systematic critique against the metaphysical doctrines of Islamic philosophers, 

particularly Ibn Sina and Al-Farabi [7]. His primary concern was that philosophers, by relying 

solely on Aristotelian logic and Neoplatonic emanationism, compromised core Islamic beliefs 

such as bodily resurrection, the creation of the world in time, and divine knowledge of 

particulars. 

Among the twenty philosophical doctrines he refuted, Al-Ghazali declared three to be beyond 

the pale of Islam: 

1. The eternity of the world, 

2. God's lack of knowledge of particulars, 

3. The denial of bodily resurrection. 

By labeling these doctrines as kufr (unbelief), Al-Ghazali positioned himself not merely as a 

critic of philosophy but as a defender of orthodoxy [8]. Yet, his critique was not a wholesale 

rejection of reason. He accepted logic and rational methods when used within the bounds of 

religious faith. His work aimed to recalibrate the balance between faith and reason rather than 

destroy the philosophical tradition outright. 

Emphasis on Sufism and Intuitive Knowledge 

Al-Ghazali’s later intellectual journey took a decisive turn toward Sufism (tasawwuf), which 

he came to regard as the most authentic path to divine knowledge. In his autobiographical al-

Munqidh min al-Ḍalāl (Deliverance from Error), he narrates a spiritual crisis that led him to 

question the efficacy of purely rational and scholastic theology (kalām), eventually embracing 

the experiential and intuitive insights of Sufi mystics [9]. 

Sufism, for Al-Ghazali, provided a direct and transformative way to experience God—a “taste” 

(dhawq) that surpassed abstract reasoning. Through rigorous spiritual discipline, ethical 

purification, and remembrance (dhikr), the Sufi seeker could attain certitude (yaqīn) about 

divine truths. This emphasis on inner certainty, in contrast to philosophical speculation, 

underpinned his major theological and mystical works, such as Iḥyāʾ ʿUlūm al-Dīn (Revival of 

the Religious Sciences). 

Rather than opposing philosophy outright, Al-Ghazali redirected the intellectual energy of the 

Muslim world toward a synthesis of orthodoxy and spirituality, thereby reinforcing the 

centrality of revelation and divine experience in the pursuit of truth. 

4. Ibn Rushd’s Rationalist Response and Legacy 

Ibn Rushd (1126–1198 CE), known in the Latin West as Averroes, stands as the most robust 

defender of rationalism in the Islamic philosophical tradition. Writing in Andalusia during a 

period of growing theological conservatism, Ibn Rushd sought to rescue philosophy from the 

critiques of Al-Ghazali and to reaffirm the compatibility of Aristotelian logic with Islamic 

thought. 

Tahāfut al-Tahāfut and the Defense of Aristotelian Logic 

In his seminal response, Tahāfut al-Tahāfut (The Incoherence of the Incoherence), Ibn Rushd 

offers a point-by-point rebuttal of Al-Ghazali’s critiques, particularly those aimed at 

metaphysics [10]. Unlike Al-Ghazali, who viewed certain philosophical doctrines as heretical, 

Ibn Rushd argued that philosophy is not only permissible but necessary for a proper 

understanding of divine truths. 
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He contended that the Quran encourages intellectual reflection, citing verses that urge believers 

to "contemplate the signs of God in the heavens and the earth." Thus, for Ibn Rushd, reason and 

revelation originate from the same divine source and, when interpreted correctly, cannot 

contradict each other. He reasserted Aristotelian causality, logic, and metaphysical 

principles as tools that aid in the comprehension of divine order [11]. 

His works—including extensive commentaries on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, De Anima, and 

Nicomachean Ethics—reaffirmed the autonomy and value of rational philosophy while 

remaining committed to Islamic belief. 

Influence on Jewish and Christian Scholastics 

While Ibn Rushd’s influence waned in the Islamic East due to the rise of anti-philosophical 

sentiment, his ideas found fertile ground in medieval Europe. Translated into Latin and 

Hebrew, his works had a profound impact on Jewish philosophers like Maimonides and 

Christian scholastics, most notably Thomas Aquinas [12]. 

Aquinas engaged with Averroist doctrines both critically and constructively, especially on the 

nature of the soul and the relationship between faith and reason. Although he ultimately rejected 

Ibn Rushd’s doctrine of the unity of the intellect, Aquinas acknowledged the philosophical 

rigor of Ibn Rushd’s commentaries [13]. Through this transmission, Ibn Rushd became a 

bridge between civilizations, shaping the course of Western philosophy during the High 

Middle Ages. 

5. Civilizational Impact and Contemporary Relevance 

Role in Shaping Andalusian, North African, and European Thought 

The philosophical tradition cultivated by thinkers like Ibn Rushd did not remain confined to 

Islamic domains. It contributed significantly to the cultural flourishing of Al-Andalus, 

influenced North African theological traditions, and spurred intellectual revolutions in Europe. 

The Andalusian school of thought, which emphasized rationalism, ethics, and tolerance, 

played a key role in preserving classical knowledge and fostering interfaith dialogue [14]. 

The translation of Arabic philosophical texts into Latin during the 12th century Renaissance in 

Europe introduced Western scholars to a wide range of disciplines—logic, medicine, 

astronomy, and metaphysics. The “Averroist School” at the University of Paris is a testament 

to Ibn Rushd’s enduring intellectual legacy [15]. 

Need for a Revival of Integrated Reasoning in Modern Muslim Societies 

In the modern era, many Muslim societies face a tension between scientific advancement and 

religious conservatism. Revisiting the legacy of Islamic philosophers such as Ibn Rushd offers 

a powerful intellectual model for harmonizing faith and reason. Contemporary scholars such 

as Fazlur Rahman and Mohammed Arkoun have advocated for an epistemological revival 

that reconnects modern Muslim thought with its philosophical roots [16]. 

This revival entails more than mere historical awareness; it calls for the active engagement of 

rational inquiry in addressing theological, ethical, and social questions. In an age of 

ideological polarization and scientific breakthroughs, the integrated reasoning of medieval 

Islamic philosophers can serve as a blueprint for renewing civilizational vitality and 

intellectual openness [17]. 

Summary 

The medieval Islamic philosophical tradition showcases a profound attempt to unite the 

seemingly divergent paths of faith and reason. Thinkers like Al-Farabi, Ibn Sina, Al-Ghazali, 
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and Ibn Rushd each contributed uniquely to this dialogue—some favoring rationalism, others 

mysticism, yet all seeking harmony between intellect and revelation. Their work transcended 

Islamic civilization, deeply influencing medieval Europe and philosophical traditions beyond. 

Today, their legacy offers valuable lessons on intellectual pluralism, intercultural dialogue, and 

the pivotal role of philosophy in civilizational progress [18][19][20]. 
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