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Philosophy and Reason in Early Islam: The Example of Al-Farabi
Al-Ghazali
Quddouson Allah! Quddouson ul-qawee! Quddouson ulladhee la yamout! Irhamna.
One of the important questions theologians and philosophers have historically had to deal with is the question of revelation. How is one to approach it? Is it to be a source of authority which cannot be questioned? Is it to be seen as a kind of premise from which theological and philosophical reasoning flows? For the theologian, revelation must have a primary place in their thinking. For the philosopher, one who tries to explore the universe via human reason, the question of revelation is much more difficult. For some, it is not needed, for they believe human reason is sufficient in and of itself to provide the answers they seek. However, most philosophers recognize the limitation of reason and its ability to discern the truth. Revelation can offer insight which transcends ordinary human reason, and so it should be explored, though one can say the philosopher's exploration will be of skeptical inquiry rather than the absolute reliance of the theologian, and a philosopher might be open to many kinds of revelation that a theologian, adhering to one religious tradition, will not. Islam faced this question early within its history, and for a time, it looked like many of the philosophers would hold out.
Many early Muslims held the belief that revelation was an aid to human reason, showing what one can work out with human reason if one took the time and had the resources to do so. Al-Farabi best represents this tradition. He was also one of the last major Neoplatonic philosophers of antiquity.[1] The Platonic “One” is to him, Allah, the all-transcendent creator. This, of course, lead Al-Farabi to a rationalistic apophaticism. The One transcends us and our ability to know, though we can, with reason, come to know this and many qualities of that it. Thus, God is the “First Cause” who is perfect in Himself, and nothing can indeed be said to be greater than God. The One's “existence is the most excellent and precedes every other existence.”[2] However, this leads us to discover how great the One is. “It can in no way have existence potentially, and there is no possibility whatsoever that it should not exist. Therefore, it is without beginning […] without being in need of any other thing, which would provide its permanence in order to be eternal […] No existence at all can be like its existence; nor is there any existence of the same rank of its existence…”[3] There is nothing like God, the First Cause. Like the Platonic One, it needs nothing; it is perfection without second. It cannot be made greater or less than what it is. Creation does not add to God, because if it did, God would be dependent upon Creation for His eminence, as Al-Farabi explained, “Again, by giving existence to something else the First does not attain a perfection which it did not have before, apart from the perfection which it has…”[4]
The Oneness of God, fundamental to Islam, is fundamental to Al-Farabi. He is an undivided One who cannot be taken apart into parts. The implications of this are important to Al-Farabi, and from him, to the history of medieval philosophy. He suggested, long before Aquinas, that “God was One in whom essence and existence merged absolutely with no separation between the two.”[5] This is because of the One's simplicity. “If then the First is indivisible with regard to its substance, the existence it has, by which it is distinguished from all other existents, cannot be any other than that by which it exists in itself.”[6] Unlike God, creatures have a cause for their existence, so that their existence will not be seen as being perfectly united to their essence, but only conferred upon it by someone or something outside of itself (here we see an element of natural theology and its reliance upon causality to demonstrate Al-Farabi's position).
In discussing the attributes of God, each of the attributes are seen to be one with God’s essence as a means of preserving divine simplicity. This can be seen in how he applied God's simplicity to the question of God's knowledge. One could ask: if God’s essence is one and simple, and there are no divisions within, could God know anything? Would not knowledge be a part of God, predicated to God, and separable from God’s simple essence? But if God knows nothing, what kind of God is that? Substantially God must be said to be knowledge itself. This means God is intelligible to Himself, and God’s essence must be seen as the act of God knowing himself, which is exactly what Al-Farabi states: “Thus the fact that it knows and that it is knowable and that it is knowledge refers to one essence and one substance.”[7] The way God’s knowledge is attributed to him is also the way we can and must say God is wise[8], truth[9], or even living.[10] All these qualities which we attribute to God are essentially what God is, because God is one. His essence contains in an unqualified sense anything which we expect to be contained in perfection, and in a divinely simple, unified way. “Hence, since the First has the highest perfection of existence, it follows that what we think of it in our minds ought to have utmost perfection as well.”[11]
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