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Phi losophical Warks" 
Institu\:e of Islamic Studies 
Mas ter of Ar ts 

In this study, the relationship between medical thought and philosophy 
is investigated through the works of the famous Islamic thinker, Abu Bakr 
Muhanmad b. zakarTya' al-Razi (ca. 250-323/864-935). In one of the texts we 
shâll be eKamining (attributed to his contemporary, Abu Hati.m al-Razi), Razi 
thought that he could resolve the problem of the world"' s creation through 
allegory. Razi 1 s interlocuter, the one who transmitted to us the only 
surviving version of their debates, was concerned to defend the idea of 
episternological "revelation." Al though Razi agrees that the Intellect was 
sent by the Creator, he insists that this was done primarily for the benefit 
of the "self, Il which had become entangled in "rnaterial confusion." Knowledge 
must have some beneficial effect, both in a soteriological or a practical 
sense, if it is to be recognized as valid. He is particularly concerned to 
counter the authori tarian implications of his opponent' s epistemological 
position, which appears to emphasize doctrinal truth at the expense of aIl 
other considerations. These considerations are taken up by Razi in another 
work wr itten in a more d iscursi ve style, narnely, his longest surviving 
phitosophica 1• treatise, Kitab al-tibb al-ruhani. There, he draws on the 
science of medical treatment for -applicati'bn in ethics, but with sorne 
interesting implications for the problem of knowledge. Even thought in its 
most logically impeccable form may turn out to be a subterfuge of the "lower 
passions." The highest metaphysical truths, just like practical conduct, 
must therefore be arnenable to eKtralogical "truth verification." The real 
object must be to br ing man to his proper destination, and in this Rad 1 s 
views coincide with the early mystical tradition in Islam, from al-HujwirT to 
a l-Ghaz zalT, where the problem essen t ially cons ists of existential 
realization rather than a merely abstract or intellectual pracess. 
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Dans cette ~tude, la relation entre la pensée rrêdicale et la philosophie 
est examinée à travers les oeuvres du célèbre penseur islamique, Abu Bakr 
Muharrmad b. Zakariya' al-Razi (ca. 250-323/864-935). Dans un des textes que 
nOlIs examinerons, Razi pensait pouvoir résoudre le problème de la "création 
du monde" au moyen d'une all~gorie. Son interlocuteur, qui nous a transmis 
la seule version encore existante de leurs déb.!lts, cherchai t à défendre 
l'idée de la "révélation" épistémologique. Bien qu'admettant que l' Intellect 
ait été envoyé par le cr~ateur, Razi insiste sur le fai t que ceci a ét~ fai t 
au profit de l'llârne," qui s'est empêtrée dans la "confusion matérielle." La 
connaissance doit avoir un effet bénéfique, dans un sens pratique ai nsi que 
salvateur, pour qu'elle soi t reconnue COItIlle valable. Razi s'est plus 
particulièrement concentré sur les implications autoritaires de la position 
de son adversaire, qui semble mettre l'emphase sur la vérité doctrinale au 
dépens de toutes autres considérations. 0' ailleurs ces considerations sont 
traitées dans une autre oeuvre écrite en un style plus discursif, à savoir le 
Kitab al-tibb al-tubanT. Il y applique les principes du traitement médical à 
l'éthique; avec cer1:aines implications int~ressantes pour le problème de la 
connaissance. D'après son argument, même la pensée la plus logique peut 
servir de subterfuge aux plus basses "passions." Les vérités métaphysiques 
les plus hautes, tout cotrme la conduite pratique, doivent donc être soumises 
à une forl1'e de ""Jérification" extra-log i.que. L'objet est d'amener 1 'holrunn 
vers sa propre destination, et en ceci les points de vues de Razi coincident 
avec ceux de la tradition mystique ant~rieure de l'Islam, celle d'a1-HujwirT 
et d' al-Gha zzalT -- où le problème est essentiellement celu id' une 
réalisation existentielle plutôt que d'un processus pureroont abstrait ou 
intellectuel. 
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TRANSLITERATION 

Except for commonly known words, like Razi, or certain placcnallles, we 
have used the following transliteration system. 

Consonants 

ç. = ' (cxccpt whcn initial) 

"'r' -= b 

.!,.. .... th 

[. """ j 

c. = 1,1 

t == kh 

,) "'" cl 

~ "'" dh 

J == r 

J co z 

If' = s 
• == sil If' 

...r' "'" ~ 

../' == Q 

Short vowels . 
. == a, 

Long vowtls 
1 ... a, 

1 . "" u, 

1 

J == ü, . 

.. i 

1$ ... i 

,xl 

.t. la C 

t = gia 

'-' ... r 
\J "" q 

!.I ... k 

J co 1 

r =- ln 

.J ... Il 

/II .,. h 

J .,. W 

t$ CI Y 
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INTRODUCTION 

Born in the ci ty of Rey, Abu Bakr Muhammad b. Zaka rTya , al-Hazl (ca. 

251-323 H/865-935 CE)l was by far the greatest physician of his time. August 

MUller once described him as "'the most creative genius of medieval 

medicine, ,,2 so great was his influence even in Latin Europe, where his tilt in-

translated medical works were studied weIl into modern times. He was also an 

important philosopher 1 wi th the one difference though that his doctrines were 

harshIy assailed by contemporaries and several later figures, and especially 

by the IsmacrlTs. Unfortunately, none of the fine details of his philesophy 

have come down to us, except in one area: ethics. This renders every effort 

to reconstruct his other doctrines somewhat precarious. 3 

Brief sketches of his life can he found in the records of severai 

C· Islamic historians and biographers, such as Ibn Khallikan, Ibn al-Nadim and Ibn 

al-UsaybiCah, Ibn al-QiftT, al-BTrüni and al-Juijulo As a physician, Razi is . . 
described as having been generous, distinguished and upright with people; he 

was sa "kindIy compassionate wi th the poor and the sick that he used to br ing 

them substantial rations and provide nursing for them. ,,4 He was who11y 

devoted not only to his patients but also te the nurnerous rnedical students he 

taught, who often came from distant parts of the country. These students 

were said ta have received thair practical initiation into the field by 

having themselves to diagnose the illnesses of people visiting Razi '5 ward 

for treatrnent. On1y when they proved unable to give a correct diagnosis did 

he take up each case himself. 5 

The early part of his career is practically unknown. Sotne rC3cords 

indicate that his interests lay in lute-play ing and wri ting about music. 6 

Indeed, his early research into music led ta the writing of a full-Iength 
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treatise, his first, entit1ed Fi jmnal al-ui1siqi. His exhallstive treatrnent 

1 of the sUbject7 may have helped him later on in his career, as far as wc 

know, to apply musical sounds as a kind of hospital therapy. This carly 

interest is probably not unrelated to his Platonic, possibly evcn 

Pythagorean, inclinations. IsmaorlT proposi lions on musical harmonies are 

testimony to the influence of these ideas, but their apparent surge in 

popu1arity later among the Ikhwan al-Safa, for example, may be indicative of . 
sorne role played by Razi. 

His young talents a1so went into the study of chemistry, where he made 

his mark. Al-BIruni relates, however, that he soon abandoned it for health 

reasons. True or not, he introduced new rigour ta a science which, though 

susceptible to centuries-old quackery and superstition dating (rom late 

classical t imes, wa..; closely al lied ta a la rger med ica-ph i losoph ica l 

tradition. 

Because of his precocious talents, Razi attracted attention very 

quickly, especially upon entering the medical field. He became so famous in 

Rey, his native town, that the task of running the local hospital was saon 

turned over to him during the governorship of Mansur b. Ishaq b. Ahmad b. 
• • 

Asad, the man ta whom he dedicated the medical book he later became 50 fa,,~us 

for called al-Tibb al-mansÜri. Despi te the congenial environment of his 
• • 

nati ve ci ty, Razi journeyed to Baghdad in search of knowledge and, be(ore 

finally returning ta Rey, had travelled widely. During his stay in Baghdad, 

he headed the main hospital. Tradition has it lhat he sclected the site for 

a new hospital after having first examined the morsels of raw meat that he 

commanded to be hung at various locations around the city. The piece lhat 

showed the least signs of putrefaction indicated for him a sound location. 8 

This typified his creative, methodical devotion to medicine -- medicine, that 
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is, under~tovd ln the widest sense: both bodily and spiritual. 

Razi lived in a region which already possessed a long and compleK 

medical tradition thanks to the congregation there of many of the world's 

most learned scholars, and the Samanid rulers continued to encourage learning 

during most of their reign. 9 Under the Abbasides, the capital Baghdad 

became the leading intellectual center. The active support gi ven to both 

Muslim and non-Muslim scholars by a long succession of enlightened Khulafa', 

from al-Man~ür (754-75 CE) and Ha~n al-Rashid (d. ae9) to al-Ma'mün (813 CE) 

succeeded in attracting to the capital most of GundTshapür's physicians and 

philosophers, most prominent among whom were the Nestorian physician JurjTs 

and his son BakhtTsh~. In this rnanner, a unique tradition of intercultural 

eKchange and dialogue first established in that ancient southern city was 

faithfully continued in a new age. By the time of Yezdegird's fall in 642 

CE, Iran had already become a repository of sciences originating from 

virtually every corner of the known world, and scholars continued to corne 

from distant parts of Sassanid Iran, India and the Greek world. 

The new cornrnunity of believers there introduoed a number of developments 

in such areas as jurisprudence, theology and lexicography; the "non­

indigenous" disciplines were those not reckoned to be rooted in any prophetie 

tradi tion, such as philosophy, geornetry, astronomy, music, medicine and 

alchemy.le However, very early on the Muslims made deterrnined efforts to 

come to terms wi th the latter sciences. These attempts created deep bonds 

and led to fertile exchanges with the representatives of classical Greek, 

Indian and Sassanian thought, 9 i ving a rneasure of cont i nu i ty both 

historically and across living traditions. The rich intellectual environrnent 

that resulted helped nurture, above aU, a whole generation of full-fledged 

Muslirn philosopheIs, which included al-Kindi, Razi, al-Farabi and Ibn Sin!. 

Their achievements were of fundamental importance to aIl subsequent thought. 
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And, in all this, medical tradition acted as the chief vehicle which carried 

the vast undertaking of cultural transmission and synthesis to fruition. 

Trans.dssion and décline of Greek tradition 

Medicine by Razi' s time was dorninated by the overshadowing figure of 

Galen, who stood at the very pinnacle of a long tradition extending further 

back in time even than Hippocrates. This dominance was largely due to 

Alexandria's medical school where, almost on the eve of the Mus li ms , 

rnornentous march into Egypt, a few rnedical and philosophical scholars had 

grouped together to try to reconsti tute the old curricuIù and institutions. 

They established a medico-pedagogicai canon based rnainly on Galen' s sixteen 

books, what becarne known to posteri ty as the Galenian corpus. ll The "school 

of Alexandria" continued to function until 719 CE, when it was transferred Lo 

Antioch and other centers,. such as Harran, at the time of cOnar cAbd al­

cAzTz' s Khilafah. 12 Its rnedico-pedagogical features were fai thfully 

duplicated by Nestorians living in far-away Gundishapür and virtuall}t 

everywhere else that Greek sciences were studied. The effort to recover and 

to organize medical knowledge, therefore, had the practical result of 

reinvigorating the Greek elernent in the ci ties of the east, where a unique 

tradition of intercuiturai dialogue had taken deep root. 

This is not to say that the original bastions of classical Greek thought 

thernselves were in any healthy state. A good sign of their decline was the 

stream of refugees fleeing persecution; it had been steadily rnaking its way 

eastward, especially in the last two centuries before hijrah. However, a 

precipi tous intellectual decline had set in sometirne ago, when the old 

rationalist foundations of "pagan" Greek philosophy bagan to crurnble. Many 

outstanding intellects were drawn to the skeptical rnovement rnainly founded by 
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Sextus Empiricus (ca. 200 CE) -- who, a physician, in turn epitomized the 

skeptical movement's close ties with medicine. 13 The intellectual climate 

they helped crea te paved the way for onslaught by a number of religious 

currents and, increasingly, a new breed of Christian theologians. 

Sorne of these theologians did not flinch irom using rational arguments 

to advance their own doctrines. In the last phase of these developmentsandon 

the eve of Egypt's Islamization, this attitude was most clearly exemplified by 

Iélones Philoponus (or John "the Granmarian,"14 as he was known by the 

Muslims) • He wrote an influential refutation of Proclus' argument for the 

eternity of the world based on rational philosophy's own premises. His aim 

naturally was to prove the biblically-inspired dogma that the world was 

created ex nihilo. But he was roundly condemned by his coreligionists for 

having acceded to the philosophers' rules instead of giving faithful 

aff irmation to Christian revelation -- that is, as promulgated by Church 

orthodoxy. His arguments later became weIl known, if rarely acknowledged, by 

Muslim philosophers from al-Kindi to al-Ghaz2ali and probably Razi, who also 

studied Proclus. They provided something of a balance, within a 

philosophical framework, between the excesses of rationalism and of religious 

dogmatisme 

Thanks to this debate, i t slowly transpired that the abstract demands 

made by the Greeks on knowledge not only led to a veritable intellectual 

quagmire -- forcefully demonstrated by the skeptics and later exploi ted by 

the Christians -- but proved to be of parochial and passing interest. Greek 

medicine, on the other hand, with its closer ties with non-Hellenic cultures 

quietly e~olved, providing fertile ground for aIl manner of scientific 

inquiry. It persisted through a pedagogical tradition that stretched back to 

the first centuries of the Christian era, when the first efforts to refurbish 

the school curdcula in Alexandria and in Athens were undertaken. In a 
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sense, these reforms ultimately bore their finest fruits not in any Gresk 

~ city but in Sassanid GundTshapur, where the hellenized Christians, persecuted 

by the Byzantines, had established a thriving corrmunity that maintained 

close, prolonged contact with Sassanians, Indians and even Chinese. Medicine 

acted as a vehicle for intercultural dialogue, as we earlier mentioned, and 

Greek medicine survived the general intellectual decline by providing these 

hellenized cornrnunities with relatively stable pedagogical institutions. 

Dialogue and increased contacts on a world scale 

Medicine in Gundishapur reached its classica1 maturity under Nushrivan, 

King Kubad's immediate successor who began his reign in 531 CE and was most 

responsible for transforming Gundishapur into the great intellectual center 

for which it was la ter remembered. 1S However, the city was first established 

near ancient Susa ir. the southwestern region of modern-day 1 ran by the 

Sassanian monarch, Shapur (r. 241-271 CE). It was just an old seUlement 

then, and had to he enlarged in order to accoImlOdate the great. number of 

prisoners of war captured wi th the defeat of the Romans by Shapur. Among 

these prisoners were not only Emperor Valerian himself but also a sizable 

detachment of scholars. Shapur urged these scholars to settle and to pursue 

their studies alongside others from various parts of his kingdom and from 

India. Shapur is also remembered especially for his attempt to recover old 

Avestan texts, most of which had been torched by the conquering army of 

Alexander the Great. Besides purely devotional matters, the recovercd texts 

concerned astronomy, geography and, finally, medicine, which figured 

prominently among them. l6 This inevitably placed a rich indigenous culture 

alongs ide Greek and Sanskri t. It is not surprising, then, that Shapur\s 

,. positive role in Iranian history has been acknowledged by sorne mystical 
~ 

schools in Islam. But the benevolent policy toward learning initiated by him 
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was continued by Shapur II (306-80 CE), who extended the city and finally 

4[ established an intellectual center of considerable standing.17 When the town 

of Nisibis was ceded to the Sassanid& as part of a humiliating treaty which 

Emperor Jovian, finally stopped by Shapür II, was forced to accept, its 

scho1ars sought refuge in the nearby town of Edessa, still under Roman rule. 

'l'he schoo1 there, however, aligned itself with the followers of Nestorius,18 

who was eventually excommunicated at the General Council of Ephesus in 431 CE 

and his followers chased out of Edessa at the behest of Cyrus, their main 

ri val and the man who rose to become bishop of the town. This expulsion 

proved significant in the dissemination of Greek medical tradition. The 

scholars who 1eft Edessa were only part of a rnuch wider demographic movement 

from the out1ying regions of Byzantiurn, as sarton has observedi19 in fact, 

the movement reached aIl the way ta India and China. The Nestorians in 

particular acted as a vital cultural link with the east, and managed ta save 

Greek writings from oblivion. Ironi ca11y, as the sudden and vigorous 

resurgence of imperial <llristiani ty under Justinian sounded the Athenian 

school '5 death knell, diehard "pagan" Neo-Platonist scholars such as 

Simplicius, Phi10ponus' opponent, and the school of seven headed by Damascius 

were added to their ranks,20 as the last remaining independent institutions 

in bath Alexandria and Athens were fina11y being closed down in 517 and 529 

CE, respectively. 

This is not to say that the sarne pattern of cultural and intellectual 

intercourse which endured for 50 many centuries in Gundishapür -- and had 

produced one of history' s most fascinating intellectua1 ferments -- did not 

a1so eKist in other learning centers. Its close proximity ta the Byzantine 

capital notwithstanding, Alexandria, for example, had an intellectual climate 

(~ that permitted relations hetween Christians and non-Christians to he much 
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closer than in Athens. There, Christians often learned under non-Chr ist.i ans , 

as did Bishop Synesius of Cyrene (370 CE), who had studied under Hypatia; 

philoponus himself studied under Ammonius (435/445-517/26); and, in the sixth 

century, Elias, a Christian, rose to become head of the Neoplatonist 

schoo1. 2l But where Greek cul ture was predominant in Alexandr ia, 22 i t 

cOIllllanded respect in Gundishapur. In Iran i t had to coexist wi th other 

scholarly traditions of comparable if not greater rnerit. Moreover, the class 

of scholars that emerged in GUndishapur was imbued with a refined forrn of 

rnedico-philosophy because its roots stretched both east and west. 

When the city finally passed into the hands of the Muslims in 636 CE it 

was at the height of its intellectual prowess. Its contribution to medical 

science was described by al-Qifti in the most glowing terrns: . 
They (the physicians) made rapid progress in the science, developed 
new methods in the treatment of disease along pharmacological 
lines, to the point that their therapy was judged superior to that 
of the Greeks and Hindus. Furthermore these physicians adopted the 
scientific methods of other people and modified them by their own 
discoveries. They elaborated medical laws and recorded the work 
that had been developed. 23 

And Gundishapur was left unmolested by the Muslims. The great Nestorian 

rnedical families who flourished there eventually transferred to Baghdad, 

where their well-honed translation skills were empIoyed on a much larger 

scale. This activity, as we shall see, proved to be of major consequence 

because i t accelerated the tempo of cul tural exchange to a levei 

unprecedented in history. Greek writings up till then had been translated 

mostly into Syriac, the language of the Nestorians -- for example, by Sergius 

of Resh-CAyna (d. 536 CE) and Iater Job of Edessa (d. after 832) at the time 

of al-Ma'mün24 -- and sorne into Pahlavi. But where this activity took place 

mainly through private efforts in the past, the great new demand for Arable 

as weIl as Syriac translations ensured the rise of professional groups with a 

high level of expertise. Soon, even the faroous family of physicians called 
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BakhtTshüc , the first to move to Baghdad, was rivalled and eventually 

(" overshadowed by others, as the art of translation rapidly reached a 

qualitatively higher stage, especially with the rise of Hunayn • 
• 

O[ a Ll the Nestor ian translators who later acquired fame in Baghdad, 

flunayn b. Ishaq was the best known. 25 He, more than anyone else, was . . 
responsible for establishing almost the entire corpus of Greek learning. 

Wi th the demand for accurate Arabic translations by growing numbers of 

trained Muslim scholars came the realization that many of the existing Syriac 

renderings of Greek works, and the Arabie ones based on them, were defective. 

'l'he difEiculty necessitated a wide search for original Greek texts to help 

g ive the most accurate possible Arabie (and Syriac) translation. These 

Hunayn had to obtain from distant places. However, the methodical use of the . 
co Llat ion techniques he developed helped generate a spate of li terary 

contacts wi th other parts of the world. This gave Alexandria a rnuch more 

direct influence -- as far as Greek thought was concerned -- on intellectual 

lHe than at any time in the pasto The unprecedented number of classical 

writings which it now disgorged, covering practically every discipline, made 

that city (me cf the most vital sources of Greek culture in the Islarnic 

world. 

The earliest atternpt by the Muslims to recover Greek learning directly 

from Alexandria began in earnest wi th Khalid b. YazTd' s sponsorship of a 

translation movement in that ancient city, headed by Astephan. Large nurnbers 

oC Greck works in medicine and chemistry, as a result, passed into 

circulation. But it was not until Baghdad's translation movement had reached 

the necessary Lechnical mastery, permitting authoritative translations to be 

established, that a much more competent and independent assessment by the 

<: Nuslims themselves of the Greek sciences could get underway. The disciplines 
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included in the medical curriculum of the day brought together a whole gamut 

of rnedical, physical, mathematical, astronomical and ethical theories. This 

endowed the rising new generation of Muslim medico-philosophers wi th the 

requisi te knowledge, helping them lay the groundwork for a fresh new 

intellectual tradition in Islam. As one of the first major philosophers 

seriously to refut~ assimilate and transcend this knowledge, Razi certainly 

played a crucial role. 

We must emphasize, however, that other living traditions beside the 

Greek also had great impact on the Muslims. The similari ties of Hi ndu 

rnedico-philosophy, important as that tradition was, with Greek medicine makes 

the task of identifying its specifie contributions within the limited scope 

of this paper rather difficult. What may be asserted about the physicians 

of the east is that generally they developed their art in a kindred spirit to 

- Galen' s maxim that a good physician needed also to he a philosopher. But 

-> 
, 

" .. 

there is the additional problem of unnamed sources quoted by Muslim scholars. 

One of the few physicians who took pains to cite bis Indian sources was Razi, 

who probably even had a smattering of some Indian language. This is nct 

surprising, since he, in fact, inherited many characteristic features of 

early Islam's composite intellectual landscape trom his nearest predecessors. 

One of them was cAli b. Rabban al-Tabari (192 H/808 CE- 240 H/855 CE) • 
• 

Although little is known about his life,26 this was an influential scholar; 

indeed, Razi's entry into the medical profession was said by al-QiftT and tbn . 
Khallikan to have taken place under his tutorship.27 Meyerhof bas expressed 

serious doubts concerning this relationship on chronological grounds,28 

although he admitted that al-Tabari may still have exerted his influence . 
through his wri tings. Razi at any rate must have imbibed the elements of 

Islamic medico-philosophy from him as it was then still taking shape; there 

is ample evidence indicating that he studied his works rather thoroughly.29 
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Because of this i t is perhaps useful to consider briefly al-TabarT's 

contributions. 

Born in Merv, al-TabarT has written the ear1iest known Islamic rnedica1 

compendium, of considerable historical importance today, ca1led Firdaws al­

hikmah. 30 He managed also to bring together in a single work the major 

e1ernents of medico-philosophy, both Greek and Indian, inc1uding physics, 

astronomy and metaphysics. The conception of rnedi.cine he worked out in 

Firdaws al-hikmah is sometimes regarded by modern scholars as too ponderous 
• 

and much too "syncretic" to he of genuinely scientific value. The evident 

apologetic note on this score expressed by Mupanmad Zubayr ~iddTqi, who 

edited this work in 1922, is a case in point. It may he added, though, that 

if his purpose were rnerely to elucidate medicine as a science of physical 

applications, we may he justified in holding this view. But al-Tabari was 
• 

doing much more than delving in "bodily" rnedicine, and included "spiritual" 

health in his undertaking. This naturally brought within the cornpass of the 

art of healing aIl the branches of scientific endeavour; but as the technical 

rneans for curing the afflicted were as yet in a dormant state, the emphasis 

was on the preventive source, namely, moral and intellectual resources. 

Truth, no less than medicament, was thought to have a salutary effect on 

life. 

Apart from this, al-Tabari's purpose was ta provide a ready handbook for 
• 

aspiring doctors or medico-philosophers where existing ones proved wanting. 

The best-known until then had heen those written by Oreibasios, Paul of 

Aegina, Ahrun al-Qus and JurjTs (father of BakhtishUC) .31 lnterestingly, the 

Firo..ws al-hiJcmah came to provide a concise source of information on Hindu 
• 

medico-philosophy, in fact the most coherent available at the time, though 

unfortunately one of the last. 32 Hindu medico-philosophy was still 
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assidueusly studied by Razi '5 time,33 and SiddlqI has attributed Razi '5 

"extraerdinary interest" in Hindu medicine precisely te his familiari ty wi th 

this werk. 34 Al-Hawi is replete with references te Hindu rnedical ideas, fer 
• 

which the last sectien ef al-Tabari's Firdaws al-hikmah appears te he a majer . . 
seurce. However, Razi prebably also consulted an old Indian medical 

cellectien called Carak-Sambita (er Sbarak, as he refers te it), centaining . 
the teachings ef Agnivesa. Accerding te Ibn al-Nadim l this cellection had 

been available in Persian. Frem this translatien carne the Arabie versien. 35 

Generally speaking, werks by Canaka, Susruta, Vagbhata and Madhavakara were . 
accessible threugh their Pahlavi er Arabic translatiens. 

The epistemological significance of the medical paradicp 

Like its ceunterpart in the east, Greek Medicine frem its inception was 

clesely asseciated wi th philesephy and religien. 36 It had a pervasive 

influence en a11 the sciences, including mathematics, natural science and 

legic. 3'7 Philesephical cencepts, in turn, preved indispensable te the art ef 

medical treatment,38 and the geed physician needed te he well-acquainted with 

them. The physician needed to know logic, for example, 

lest he fail to see the advantage of classifying the types of 
i11nesses accerdingto species, or fait to recognize the rightness of 
him whO' dees what is right, er the errer of him whO' errs, 
since logic was considered an instrument that protectcd the mind 
from error. That is why they made it a propaedeutic to philosophy, 
and a device in the hands of the scholar. 39 

But it was the Nesterian scholars' attempt te make the scientific disciplines 

they studied more palatable te religious authorities which perhaps added to 

medicine's impertance. As Rescher has remarked, it "ferrred a bridge between 

the sciences and theelegy, and many ef the Syridc Christian theelegians were 

trained as physicians of the body as well as the soul.,,40 One censequence of 

this was that i t gave thei r approach certain taxenomi ca l, if not 
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epistemological, depth. Training was organized so that the elementary 

program in the curriculum could lead to higher studies in astronomy, medical 

science and theology4l: and this closely reflected the ordering of the 

sciences as it existed in fifth and sixth century Alexandria. 42 Galen's 

writings were central to this curriculum, providing a thoughtfully laid out 

syncretic approach to aIl learning. In fact, their prominence ln 

institutions run by the Nestorians -- which offered probabiy the most wide-

ranging education at the time -- partly explains Galen's influence in the 

phi losophical tradition of Islam, one he enjoyed nowhere else. 43 His 

approach to learning was subsequently emulated by famous physicians such as 

Ibn Ridwan, who self-confidently rei terated to his Christian interlocutor 

Galen's compact saying that "he is a perfect physician who is at the same 

time a philosopher. ,,44 In Ibn Ridwan' s view, the tabib was distinguishable . . 
from the one who possessed no philosophical education. While the latter was 

"merely a rnedical practilioner" (lIUtatabbib), the tabib must he learned in 
• • 

the mathematical, natural, moral, and logical sciences... [he] requires a 

perfect knowledge in aIl branches. 45 

Clearly, medicine had pride of place among the sciences, playing -- we 

would venture to say -- a ~diati~ role among the then known disciplines. 

Lucien Leclerc, in the last century, was one of the first Western scbolars to 

note i ts unique capaci ty to mediate between "Islam (~)" and science. This 

remarkable characteristic was put to tbe test by the early Islamic 

phi losophers as they E?arnestly tried to assimilate a11 of the sciences 

bequeathed to them by vadous peoples, but as faithfully to the prophetie 

tradition they continued to uphold as possible. Pedagogical ordering aione, 

which still rested on a fundamental di vision between the "rational" and the 

"revealed" sciences, was insuffieient to ensure the aeceptance and flowering 

of these sciences within the conmunity; "rational" knowledge still needed to 
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be indigenized. The question was how this could be done short of placing the 

one above the other, a di lel\1na perhaps best syrnbolized by Ibn al-Rushd' s 

farnous treatise, Kitab fasl al-maqal fima bayn al-sharjCah wa al-hikmah min . . 
al-ittisal. Nearer to Razi in both spiri t as well as geography, and stecpcd 

in the rnedico-philosophical tradition of the Saghdadians, al-P"ï;rabT set out 

to accomplish what porphyry had tried many centuries earlier to do: to 

dernonstrate that the philosophies of Plato and Aristotle were in essential 

harmony.46 This task, Saliba observes, "n'était ••• que le prélude de 

l'accord entre la religion et la philosophie arabe, .. 47 the prophet ic and the 

discursive. It encapsulated the same relationship as the one betwcen two 

bas ic components of Greek philosophy: namely, a "mystically-" and a 

literally-oriented program. Al-fa rabi went further than any other 

philosopher by arguing that these two thinkers had founded philosophy in aU 

its dimensions: they gave it its origin, developed its branches and reached 

its limits. 48 What was now required was to discover the underlying principlc 

which bound them both. This project inspired him to produce a number of 

unique works. 49 

The relationship between Plato and Aristotle has always been 

controversial, and it affected Jslamic philosophy a great deal. 'l'his Wil$ 

reflected in Razi's occasional allusions to these two thinkers, at times with 

explici t indication of where his sympathies lay.50 That they are in 

Cundamental conElict of course has bcen a matter oC orthodoxy in the wost for 

a long t in\e. Recently t though, Hans-Georg Gadall'J?r has rekindled tlw debate 

by revalorizing the didactic function of the Platonic allegories. His views 

on this wi 11 help us discern older views which in fa ct date back to Lhe t ilt1(~ 

of the Alexandrian school. Plato' s announceroent in the Republic that the 

-~ goal of the teacher is not ta show the abject of research to the student, but 

to help the soul to take cognizance of the truth inside it, is significant 
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and recapitulates weIl his position.S1 It also carried certain implications 

for the relationship between mythes and logos. Gadamer has noted that even 

within the same text of the Timaeus -- which concerns us in this paper owing 

to Razi' s interest in i t -- there is a marked shift in the creation story, as the 

allegory is given progressively more precise and literaI meaning. S2 Plato 

himself, it is then fair to say, disp1ayed two modes of discourse, and any 

attempt to identify in clear-cut fashion a "Platonic" position on the status 

of the "image," for example (Le., whether nominalist, realist or 

conceptualist), seerns unwarranted. Instead, Gadamer has pointed up the 

neceRsary inclusiveness of the "image" by referring to Plato's understanding 

of i t as being "always simul taneously one and the same thing and two 

different things" that is, the image considered by itself and together 

with its referent. 53 

Plato's use of allegories (~os) to convey his ideas raises difficult 

problems of interpretation. But why did Aristotle, a critic of his doctrine 

of Ideas, assume that he must have been speaking li terally in the Timaeus 

when he recounted the creation story? The onerous task of reconciling the se 

two philosophers fell rnostly on the Alexandrians and, indeed, every school 

which upheld their tradition. They sought this reconciliation more 

deliberately than later was the case in medieval Europe, for eXàrnple. As far 

as the latter was concerned, the transmission and interpretations of logic by 

Boethius in the fifth-sixth century constituted the pivotaI event in its 

later philosophical development. At the center was Boethius' translation of 

and commentary on porphyry's Isagogue, which initiated the contentious debate 

over "uni versaIs. " stoic attenpts to ri val Ar istotelian logic -- perhaps by 

"find [ing] a place for modal notions while denying the Aristotelian theory of 

real potentiality,,,S4 led to a re-examination of modal problems. 55 By 

systematizing further the processes of reasoning,56 they had produced 
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doctrines that were often flauCJted as alternatives to Aristotelian logic. We 

shall not examine Boethius' place in this debate, but simply point out that 

it was his comœntaties on the opening pages of the Isagogue which he1ped 

stirnulate interest in the forrnali zat ion of metaphysical quest ions, 57 

forrnalization which, in the wider controversy concerning Plato and Aristotle, 

perhaps also helped to provide a frarnework wi thin which Plato' s rnystico­

philosophica1 formulations could he accommodated. 

Though his commentaries proved 50 important ta medieval Europe, Boethius 

hirnself was unknown to the Muslirns. Instead, the study and application of 

ancient knowledge was avidly taken up early on by figures such as al-KindT 

and Razi. In hindsight, therefore, we rnight wish perhaps to assign to these 

thinkers a role comparable to his. Yet where he reflected the Aristotelian 

approach to forrnalization, openly professing to he inspired by Alexander of 

Aphrodisias,58 Razi was closer to Platonisrn, wi th i ts long-stand i ng 

association with the pedagogical concerns of medical thought. There is however 

evidence that he more than delved into logic. AI-Nadrrn and other compi lers 

attribute to him a respectable library collection of translated Greek works 

and his own corrmentaries. According to al-NadTm, he possessed pal:ts of 

Aristotle's "Analytica posteriora," "Collection of Meanings of the 

'categoriae' ," "Collections of the Meanings of 'ADalytica priora,' to the 

Completion of the Categorical Syllogism"; an epistle called "Logk, Il and the 

"Introduction to Logic which is 1sagoge."59 The last named '5 Porphyry' s 

introduction to Aristotle's categories. 

This background does not make Razi, any more than al-Farahl, a "Greek tl 

either intellectually or culturally. While his writings exhibit considerable 

continuity with previous traditions, Razi proposed undoubtedly unique 

applications in practically every field he touched; and this is of central 

interest to us, because such creat:.vity is an unmistakable sign of 
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intellectuai maturity within the burgeoning scholarly tradition of Islam. It 

i s not far-fetched to say, for exarnple, that he almost singlehandedly 

t::ansforrned the art of healing, placing it on a more solid footing than at 

any tirne before. How his particular technic~1 insights were related to his 

philosophica1 understanding, however, is unclear, and will rernain a fertile 

area to investigate. One domain in which these applications was carried out 

was what he called the "spiritual medicine" (al-tibb al-ruhani). Though by . . 
no means the highest discipline, it connected both religious and scientific 

aspirat ions, or knowledge and pract ice, wi th certai n epistemological 

repercussions that we shall be seeking to uncover. 

Modem studies 

Not confined to the Islamic world,60 Razi's popularity in medicine 

extended to western Europe, where Latin translations of bis works were re­

edited several times. 61 Many of his original works, however, remain 

unpublished in any modern edition, although a reasonably reliable edition of 

his posthumous rnedical encyclopaedia, Kitab al-hawi fi al-tibb, was published 
• • 

in India. He was a prolific writer, though, and the author of other very 

famous rnedical texts and treatises, including Kitab al~üri, Kitab al­

fakhir, Kitab al-jadari va al-hasbah. 
• • 

Despi te his influence, no comprehensive modern study of his medical 

thought exists. There are comrnentaries and articles exposing various aspects 

of his clinical methods, such as Max Meyerhof's introduction to Razi's 

translated account of his clinical cases. 62 A more recent exposé of his 

rnedical principles is found in Prof. MusA's Minhaj al-babth al-CilDd Cind al-. 
carab (1972), which considers his theories from a "methodological" angle. We 

have made use of these in our present study. 

As we said, Razi' s unrnatched authori ty in medicine did not ex tend to 
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philosophica1 matters, which not onl y meant ostracism by many of his 

contemporaries but a1so ensured that a good portion of his works suCfered a 

fate simi 1ar ta that of numerous other wri tings that are now lost. Luckily, 

enaugh has survivüd ta onablc us La Cormulùte certdin idem; about lIis 

philosophy. The primary sources we have used in the present paper consist of 

three basic texts. Paul Kraus' annotated collection of Razi's writings, 

Rasalil falsafiyah, appearing in 1939, includes two of them: Kitab al-tibb 

al-ruhani and al-Sirah al-falsafiyah. These two are the only selections in 
• 

this otherwise excellent edition of whose authenticity we are relat ive ly 

sure. Based on three manuscripts and the fragments found in HamTd al-DTn al-

Kirmani's al-Aqwal al-dhahabiyah, Kitab al-tibb al-ruhani remains hy far the . . 
most important -- a1though two other folios still in existence were not 

examincd by Kraus. 63 Kraus' collection a1so contains fragments round in the 

works of several other Muslim and non-Muslim thinkers. 64 

The third text we shall be referring to is AClam al-nubuwah. It 

contains a valuab1e account of our thinker's phi1osophica1 positions re1ated 

by Abu Hatim Ahmad Ibn Harndan Ibn Ahmad al-RazT (d. 322/933-4), the famous . . . . 
Isrnacr1T dacr and Razi's contemporary. 

pinès' collaboration with Kraus, on the other hand, 1ed to the 

publication of his BeitrMge zur islamische Atom1ehre, recording his findings 

concerning the roots of Razi 1 s "atomistic" doctrines as far as these could he 

reconstructed from existing fragments. His book, at the titne, was a happy 

addi tion to Macdonald 1 s sUtmnary of Islamic "atomistic" doctrines. 65 l\rnong 

the sources he used to analyze how different schools in the ear1y period of 

c - -Islam dealt with physical concepts and creation was A lam al-nubuwah, where 

Razi recounts an allegory about how the "lOrld was brought into heing. pinès 

pointed out certain parallels between this allegorica1 account and my\:hs that 

wete once current in the city of Harran. 

. 
I~ 
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This same allegory was the sut-ject of a paper by Goodman (1975), written 

( from a more a.1alytical angle, entitled "RazT's My th of the Fall of Soul: Its 

Function in his Philosophy. ,,66 Goodman considered the philosophical motives 

bcl1ind Razi 's Rccount, and sheds interesting light on the "ontological" 

status of the five "principles" posited by Razi, namely, the Creator, the 

self, matter, time and space. A longtime student of Razi's phi10sophy, he is 

also known for his older article, "The Epicurean Ethic of Ar-Râzi.,,67 Razi's 

Greek connections are particularly evident in his Kitab al-tibb al-:r.ubani, 
• • 

and Goodman relies mainly on this source to show how different strands of 

Greek philosophy were fused together to produce an original, if somewhat 

unconventional, defense of morali ty. He argues that, far from being a 

heretic, Razi may have heen driven by nothing more outlandish than the wish 

to press Greek doctrines into the service of his community's spiritual goals, 

perhaps even as defined by "orthodox" authori ties. This view contrasts 

sharply with what most other modern commentators have written about Razi, as 

we shall see in the course of this paper. For reasons that are not 

always readily apparent, most writers tend to assume his ideas to he 

discordant with the main intellectual currents of his time. Bar-Asher's two-

part paper in Studia Islamica, for example, the most recent addition to an 

ever-growing body of published studies, uncritically takes him to he not only 

"heretical" but outrightly "anti-Islamic" in his views. Yet Razi after aU 

lived and died within a specific community, albeit one that was still 

embroiled in the struggle to establish a meaningful intellectual tradition; 

but an intellectual recluse he was note By no rœans original, this study 

fails to illuminate us further than what we already know about the 

signif icance of his relationship wi th Greek thought. For this particular 

( aspect of his philosophieal thought, il: would perhaps he mu ch more useful to 

consult older works. 
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It was in 1974 that Prof. Mohaghegh finally published probably the most 

...,.... authoritative and most comprehensive study to date on the historical roots of 

his thought, PllsÜf-i Rayy: Mupmmad ibn-i zaJcal'fya-i RiZ1. Before this 

date, Dr. Mahrnud NajmabadT's Mu'allafat-o-musannafat-i Abu Bakr Muhaomad . . . 
ibn-i Zakariya-i Razi served as a most usefui bio-bibliography. 68 

There is rnuch ground still to cover in the study of Razi. In the next 

chapter, we shall anaIyze his allegory of the self' s "faU" transmitted by 

Abu Hatim. While he thought he had resoived the problem of the world' s 
• 

creation, what he rnost clearly managed to achieve was a theory of knowledge 

central to which is the premise that the ultimate source of Caql was God. 

The question, however, does not end here, for he was keenly aware aiso of the 

authoritarian implications of his interlocutor's episternological position in 

defence of prophethood. We shall present a brief consideration of the rich 

classical backdrop to philosophy in his tirne in order ta clarify the 

"political ll dimension of the problem of knowledge. 

Razi seems to have extended his epistemological claims 

associated with the allegory to a different domain where the science of 

character reformation (akhlaq) constitutes the "foundation" of the "spiritual 

medicine" (al-tibb al-rubani). Before undertaking ta examine this science, 
• • 

we shall review, in Chapter Three, sorne of the fundarnentals of Islamic and 

Galenic rnedicine. This will enable us to clarify the relationship between 

medicine and philosophy that underlies "spiritual medicine," where the 

preservation of "heaIth" is a pararnount objective. 

"Heal th" was basically def i ne~ in terms of equ i li br i um among the 

humours. The conceptual roots of Greek humoral theory may he traced back to 

the early Pythagoreans, for whom the idea of four had sacred connotations 

owing to its supposed perfection. 69 Understood broadly enough to inciude 

spiritual as weIl as physical well-being, this science of "health" gave rise 
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to a new dynamic in the re1ationship between knowledge and purposeful hurnan 

actillity. We shall be aiming, in this paper, to see how a new kind of "truth 

veriCication," so to speak, based on this "medical" paradigm, becomes 

possible. 

Chapter Four will begin our examination of Razi 's ethical treatise, with 

an analysis of his concept of caq1 in terms of the P1atonic tripartite 

division of the self. On this hierarchal division depends the whole process 

of "purification" from the "passions" and their caU to pleasure, in short, 

his science of character reformation _ In our final chapter, we shaH analyze 

the rest of Kitab al-tibb al-ruhini in detail. This book, together wi th a1-
• • 

Sirah a1-falsafiyah, t-:ill help us understand the didactic role played by 

"ana log ical thinking~" 
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KNOWLI!:DGE AHD AU'ftIORI TY 

Razi' s notion of caq1 (reason or intellect) is central to h is 

philosophy. One way in which he conveyed it was through the allegory of the 

faU of the self (nafs) transmitted by Abu Hatirn in AClam al-nubuwah. The 

ostensi ve aim of this account was to overcorne, through allegory, the old 

philosophical dilernma of creation. The same theme was taken up by 

practicallyal1 the falasifah and early pOlitico-spiritual movements like al­

Ikhwan al-Safa; but it was his version which, at this early juncture in 
• 

Islarnic intellectual history, became a point of contention, especially with 

h ~l-t e Isma 1 15. The reasons are not hard to find; the issues it deals with 

are fundarnenta1 to ph il os ophy • His account both proves that the world was 

~ created -- not eternal -- and emphasizes the (salutary) purpose for which the 

Caql was sent down by the Creator. In this act of creatjon are implicated 

the five "pre-eternals" (qudamal) , namely, God, the self, space, time and 

matter. cAql, significantly, does not figure among them. 1 

Let us begin by summarizing briefly the basic elernents and claims of his 

narration. First of aIl, it purports to i11ustrate how the world cornes into 

being with the activity of the self through a process called al-harakatu al-
• 

faltiyah.2 The "self" (nafs) was moved by yearning (sbawkah) , a desire for 

matter. But she did not know the evil which awaited her. This evil was 

manifested in the forro of materia1 (hayula) confusion and disorder, which 

frustrated her in her worldly pursuits. Thereupon, the Creator helped her in 

the actual creation of the world, moving her toward His Order, Justice and 

Mercy. He did this by sending the Caq1. In this sense, the Caql on which 

the self must now rely for its salvation accurs bath within spatial and 

temporal dimensions and yet emanates from no known human source. The Creator 
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sent it out of pit Y for the self's tribulations in a garden turned hellish as 

she enchantedly journeyed through it -- for Razi later used also the imagery 

of the garden and the playful chi Id. In turn, the self needed to foresake 

her passions and to realize that her true home was not this world of impurity 

but another, a state of rest. 

In Razi 1 s mind, there is no denying that the self "created this world, 

and without this cause [i.e., the self desiring matter] there would not have 

been any world. n3 This allegory, he claimed, constituted the only convincing 

"argument" or hujjah maqnaCah against the eterni ty of the world,4 since the 

cause of creation cannot he posited through argument or proof. 5 Such a 

"cause" may only be conveyed allegorically (the way Plato perhaps resorted to 

allegories) and by analogy. This is the only sense in which the worid may be 

said "to corne into being." In this manner, Razi appears to he operating on 

the principle that, didactically at least, "fictional" accounts can convey 

usefui knowledge about the worid. This idiom helps Razi achieve two things: 

expIa in the world's creation and delineate the role of Caql, which must 

apprehend it in the first place. In other words, while the allegory purports 

to offer a counterargurnent to the claim that the world is eternal, it also 

seeks to alter our expectations about what constitutes genuine knowledge, 

since Caq1 is aiso on the receiving end of this allegorical message. In this 

sense, it has an interesting self-reflexive character. But, as will hecome 

clearer in the course of this paper, this "didactic-theoretical" model is 

govcrned bya narrowe,r pedagogical aim, one that is p~rhaps more evident 

in his other works. In these works, Razi' s profoundly pedagogical and 

ethical, rather than pur~ly ontological, concerns come clearly into view. 

The self's journey back from "material confusion" --if we are permittèd to 

use this terrn in a different context than that of the allegory -- is charted 

out in Kitab al-tibb al-rübaDi, but this time through ethical argumentation. 
• • 
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We shaH see how this is done, and examine the interesting points made by 

Goodman on this score. In this new context, it is medicine -- ta ken in itc; 

broadest sense -- which mediates the self 1 s return from the worid of matter 

or, if we are speaking discursively, its relationship to the material world. 

rai. and the problem of creation 

Although the crucial element in the al.1egory is Caql, this did not lead 

Razi in quite the sarne direction as, say, Greek rationalisme His singular 

emphasis on the intellect nevertheless turned out to be the major source of 

contention which llelped brand him as a philosopher beholden to "hereticai ll 

ideas, often in spite of his admitted medical abilities. 1 t may also 

he added that his most outspoken detractors were often themselves far removed 

from the mainstream of Islamic thought. His critics were likely to belong to 
c 

conspi ratorial sects of the Isma IIï persuasion whose leaders routinely 

dubbed anyone opposed to thei r teachings as a IIIllhid or worse. This 

treatment, it rnay he recalled, was reserved even for the famous DIltakallim, 

Fakhr al-oTn al-RazT.6 Jettisoning usual niceties, Razi 1 s contemporary and 

namesake, Abü Hatim, could not even bring himself in his book to refer to our 

philosopher by name, but simply as al-tllllhid. A similar opinion was many 

years later echoed by the eminent poet, Nal?ir-e Khusraw and other, more 

mainstream figures. whi le Khusraw belonged to the same movement of 

ini tiates, Ibn al-Hazm and the famous Jewish physician and philosopher, tbn 
• 

Maymun, did note 

Al! these attercpts to refute Razi have nevertheless had the fortunate 

result of giving us valuable, if often highly skewed, accounts of his ideas. 

Where these fragments cannot he evaluated against any of his original texts, 

they at least 9 i ve us an idea of the constellation of issues wi th which he 

was concerned, ranging from the relationship between the self and matter, to 
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the problerns of space and time, creation and prophethood. We are indebted 

(. espada lly lo Kraus and I?inès for having unearthed rnany valuable quotations 

which once lay buried in forgotten manuscriPts,7 sorne of which are alleged ta 

be [rolll hi:; fIlajor phi losophical work on al-cUIO al-ilahi. Apart (rom a [ew 

guotations, this last work is now a11 but 10st. 8 pinès' separate study, 

which is based on their findings, was the first philosophica1 treatment of 

Razi's physical and metaphysical thought in the West. 

pinès tried to prove that Razi ought to be regarded as a good 

representative, in the era of Islam, of the Democritean school, which proved 

s ignH icant for the whole kalam movement. Al though modern scholars are 

divided on its mOda1ity according ta Democritus,9 the notion of the 

"indivisible part" (al-juz' al-ladhy la yatajazza'), namely, the atorn or 

atOO1Os (li t. "uncuttable" in Greek), was heatedly argued over by many of the 

early naltakallimin. 'l'wo of the earliest kalam sources for "Islarnic atomism" 

were the MuCtazilTs al-Hudhayl -- who denied that atoms had extension, a view 

later accepted by most10 -- and al-BalkhT. They were opposed by al-Nazzarn, 
•• 

who held a posi tion s imilar to that of Simplicius that the body contained 

parts that were infinitely divisible. Pinès observed that a major difference 

separating kalam from Democritean atomism centers on Deroocritus' assertion 

that matter (maddah) which, 

just like the separate substances (al-jawahir al-afrad) of which it 
is constituted, has special fundamental particuliarit:ies bringing 
about it~ existence which are called 'primary qualities' (al-safat 
al-awwaliyah) in cOlllnon usage. Whereas in a11 probability âmong 
the mutakallimin..!. at least accoéding to the c!!ain of_ <2Pinions 
extendin% from Abu al-Hudhayl, Mu anmar and Hisham al-Futi up ta 
the Ash aris who succeeded the MuCtazilis of Baghâad, the 
attributes -- assuming them ta be a kind of edstence apart-­
di EEered [rom the substances that are separate from the totality of 
qua li ties up to the primary among them. "11 

Historically speaking, aIl teaching on atoms and matter alike was, for 

the most part, frowned upon by religious authorities. The reason is 
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atomismes close association with Epicurus' and Lucretius' "anti-religious" 

tendencies. Epicurus' own attitude, however, is perhaps more aptIy dcscribed 

as liant i-supersti tious, Il his mai n concern hav ing been to ensure the 

"tranquili ty" (ataraxia) of the soul. 8y gi ving all the importance to the 

gods and their whilllS, popular supersti tions were said to disturb internaI 

peace. 12 To dispel people's unfounded fears, he contended that the gods were 

wholly unconcerned with human afairs. Teachings promising an afterlife of 

frightful punishtnents were thus shorn away from the main concerns of the 

mundane world, which became, in effect, eternal. This aspect of his thought 

naturally did not endear him to Christian theologians, even if his emphasis 

on "tranquility" passed on to them anyway, and was reflected in Boethius' 

idea of the "consolation of philosophy." 

In short, atomism proved a useful weapon against the superstitious 

beliefs that plagued the Graeco-Roman world. Despi te i ts nega t ive 

reputation, it was wholeheartedly adopted in modified form by the 

DIltakallimin, not in order to renounce but, on the contrary, to reaffirm 

God's creative power. Razi lived at a time when MuCtazili13 doctrines, in 

particular, were still fairly widespread. A quick glance at the ti tles of 

""orks ascribed to him by al-NadTm indicates that he carried on an extendcd 

debate with this school, refuting the theses of severai of its prominent 

figures and composing general doctrinal critiques, such as his "Criticism and 

a Frank statement About the MuCtazilah. ,,14 His targets included Abu al-Qasim 

al-BalkhT (d. 3l9/931), who was head of the Baghdadi MuC ta-zi1is15 and Illlcgcd 

critic of his concept of time. 16 The other leading figures he debated from 

the same school were al-Jahiz,17 al-NashT18 and al-Mismacr.19 Sorne oC thesc 
• 

men were associated wi th an obscure figure known as Aba al-cAbbas al­

IranshahrT (later mentioned by Razi 's critic, Nasir-e Khusraw), who, jus\: 

like Abu al-Qasim, may very well have come from Balkh. 20 Khusraw claimed 
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bath Razi and a1-transhahri be10nged to a schoo1 of thought known as ah1 a1-

haYü1A.21 Interestingly, a1-Bi~ni re1ated that, a1though exceptiona11y weIl 

versed in aIl scriptural traditions, a1-Iranshahri be10nged to no particu1ar 

religion but, in fact, created his own schoo1 of thought. 22 

The Muslims' interest in atomism and the question of the wor1d's 

creation grew out of the early mutaka11jmin's singular theologica1 focus on 

the nature of the human act and its ancillary themes, such as "freedom" and 

"determinism. " Razi, no 1ess than the DIltakalUuiïn, was deep1y preoccupied 

with the question, as will become clear. Unfortunately, aside from 

generalities, his doctrines are not so easi1y identifiable. As for the roots 

of his ideas, Pinès has drawn some interesting thematic paralle1s between his 

and the Harrani tes' accollnt of creation through the self' s attachment to 

matter. l t may be added that the Harranites inheri ted a good deal of 
• 

Hellenic culture, especially what learning was transp1anted by Athenian 

refugees and remnants of the "medical school of Alexandria" that was finally 

transferred to Antioch in the eighth century CE. What is striking about 

their doctrines is the claim that being manifested itself on1y through the 

se1f's association with matter. This throws into relief an ethical dimension 

otherwise easily lost in explanatory cosmological theories. It was thus 

consonant with the DIltakallimin' s own fundamental concern to e1ucidate the 

ethica1 parameters rather than the physicai origin of the wor1d, as today 

conceived perhaps. And the express purpose of Razi's a11egory was to place a 

bu1wark against what he ca11ed the dahrTyah argument for the eternity of the 

world, because of the 1atter's unacceptable ethical implications; it was not 

to propose a literaI account of its creation. 
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The roots of "epistellDlogical revelationisa" 

Razi's concern ta furnish an effective argument against the etetnity of 

the world, a doctrine after aIl closely associated with the rationalistic 

orthodoxy of the Greeks, does not quite tally wi th his alleged "rationalism." 

This point is almost lost in the account given by Abu Hatim of Razi's views • . 
What instead transpires from this text is an equally strong concern to 

repudiate any position relying on "revelation" ta prove its truth c1aims. 

Aside from the polemical reasons enumerated by Abu Hatim, Razi must have feit . 
that such a position failed adequate!y to defend against the dahriyah. 

The conspicuous role played by the Isma-crIIs as Razi's critics reflects 

a common preoccupation with these two traditional poles. In his work, pinès 

used, besides Nasir-e Khusraw' s and al-Biruni 's writings, Abu Hatim' s 
• 

detailed account of his debates with our philosopher, but fails adequately to 

address himself to its two principal themes, nubuwah and imamah. His study 

seems more inspired by modern philosophy of science than by any effort ta discovcr 

the rea! motives behind Razi 'spronouncements on "time" and "space" in the f irst 

place. He brieflyexplains that the Isma<'rl[s tried to de fend "prophethood" 

against Greek philosophy.23 On Abu Hatim's account alone, one does in fact 

get the impression that Razi represented Greek philosophy in a somewhat new 

garb, which philosophy Abu Hatim devoted long sections of AClam al-nuUWah to . 
prove utterly inconsistent because based on speculation and surmise. But 

pinès' assumption is problematic. By reducing everything to two adversarial 

positions -- that is, Islamic "prophetie" and the Hellenic "philosophical" 

tradi tions -- he is simply rehashing a longstanding view about Islam' s 

rapport with the Greek school and, for that matter, other traditions. ln 

order to get a clearer idea, we need to examine the configuration of issues 
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that have corne within the purview of early Islamic thinkers from classical 

tirnes and ta trace the nature of their impact in the areas outlined above. 

i) Late antiquity: As we suggested, then, the complex character of this 

formative period in Islamic intellectual history cannot he accounted for in 

the simple terms proposed by Pinès. We shall argue that one way in which the 

early Isrnacrlïs tried to ward off the ineluctable influence of Greek 

phi losophy was, ironically enough, by adopting alternative Greek models 

rooted in that tradition itself -- or the Neo-pythagorean and Neo-Platonic 

models, to be more precise. Neo-Platonism, in general, is especially noted 

for its conscious effort to express its cosrnogony without breaching God' s 

utter transcendence and oneness. However, the other major ingredient of this 

intellec\:ual "antidote" against Greek "rationalism," neo-pythagoreanisrn, 

allowed the early Isrna-CYlïs to weave together their arithrnetological doctrine 

of the iDÏiÜBh. In this latter respect, the affinities are very striking 

indeed. However, in this chapter, we are interested not 50 much in the 

philosophy as the authority model propagated. Let us cursorily review sorne 

of the conditions which gave rise to this model in late antiquity. 

As we mentioned in the introduction, Plato's writings were meticulously 

examined in the late classical period, leading to a progresi ve narrowing of 

focus onto the linguistic side of his cosmogonic arguments, especially those 

found in the Tirnaeus, his rnost controversial work. In this book, Plato 

served a warning that not only was his account of the physical world merely a 

"likely story," but that it was possible to speak of the world's "beginning" 

only metaphorically. He helieved that words like "before" and "previously," 

unavoidable in any account of creation, can be used in non-temporal senses. 24 

A certain degree of ambivalence in the language of the Tirnaeus, nonetheless, 
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bedevilled generations of conunentators. Aristotle demurred, preferring to 

1 take him literally; but this interpretation eventually lost ground among the 

Neo-Platonist and Christian commentators. 25 

Razi 's own knowledge of the Ti maeus and conmentar ies on i t by Galen and 

Proclus26 brought him closer to this controversy. He was probably also 

acquainted with the intellectual current with which the Chr istians were 

associated in the late classical per.iod. Medico-philosophy 1 S uni verse of 

discourse to which he was heir, evolved largely on the stimulus of this 

pervasive interest in eosmogony during this intellectually restless periode 

In the cosmogonie debate, the Christians had developed a new creationist 

posi tion, to which Philoponus later gave its final forme But their 

challenge probably further aggravated an already deepening gulf betwûen 

traditional rationalism and a growing revelationist bias, although the 

decline of Greek philosophical "rationalisrn, ft having simply devoured 

itself,27 had set in long ago. Classicists often point to the levelling 

effect of the skeptical movernent as the major i ntellectual cause of a 

spiritual void that led to the unparalleled surge in guasi-religious cults 

later wi tnessed. Ironically, Sextus Empiricus 1 ties wi th the empi r ieal 

school of medicine -- one of the three schools probably intended by Is~aq b. 

Hunayn in his short history of rnedicine28 -- reflected what was historically 
• 
perhaps the most fertile aspect of the relationship between philosophy and 

medicine. One example of the views he shared wi th that school related to the 

suspension of judgement on causes (of diseases) .29 Gencrally spcùking, his 

movement proved of beneficial value in a scientific sense, even if elsewhere 

its overall effect seemed deleterious. 

Many scholars today view the general trend toward mystery devotion which 

..,~, followed as merely symptomatic of a headlong plunge into "irratiorwlism. u30 

- Once the intellect is demonstrated, at any rate, to be less than rationally 

, 
, , 
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impeccable, the natural tendency is to opt for some forro of epistemological 

( revclationism. The contents of "revelation" thus becOlœ more appealing and 

more readily acceptable on fai th a10ne 31 ; and this tended to promote 

priestcraft. It is not difficu1t to sae how the pythagorean idea of the Great 

Sage -- whose role soroowhat paralle1ed Isna<'rli notions of the imamah-­

became popularized. Revived in the sixth century CE, the Pythagorean mystery 

cults sought an order in which aIl discussion ceased with the invocation of 

their famous formula of "The Master has spoken. "32 "Pythagoras" was a kind 

of title given to a nurnber of legendary figures, from Apollo the Healer to 

Herroos' Son; in the Muslim era he was taken for a "monotheistic" sage who 

hailed from Harran. 33 The movement also had an elaborate system of beliefs . 
and practices which were taught, for example, by Apollonius of Tyana, who 

happened to be revered as a "prophet." Their gospel was absolutely 

impervious ta demonstration, and had to be simply accepted. This was their 

central demande Among their articles of fai th were that a11 men were evil and 

the most sacred thing was the purple leaf. Others concerned abstinence from 

certain nutrients, sacrifice to the gods and the quest to acquire a good 

daimn (that is, a goad and virtuous sou1) in arder to achieve eidaimonia 

(happiness) )4 Every dut Y was not only precisely defined but guarded as a 

secret: by the initiates. One knew how and what to eat, how to enter a 

temple, the duties of procreation and the requirements of strict hygiene. 

Many of these teachings originated from distant places and cultures, of 

C()ursc. The inft Ltr.'ltion of prophetie ideas, espeeially, and the attempt ta 

accorranodate them in a cultural matrix that knew no "prophets, Il probably 

created deep-seated tensions. But even the allegories cont:ained in Plato's 

T itnaeus and other dialogues were "pythagoreanized." The Pythagoreans, 

( however, attempted to gi ve a decidedly religious twist to cosmogonie theories 

which depicted the organization of the world, the nature of the soul and the 
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body and the myriad natural creations. 8y granting even those theories to 

which Plato more prudently had gi ven the taint of probabi 1 i ty the force af 

revealed knowledge, they were prepared ta confer the sarne authori ty to 

radically different forros of knowing. The t:ypically Hellenic mould wi thin 

which the mystery cuIts of late ant iqu i ty had grown 0 f ten over­

intellectualized what may very weIl have been a perfectly genuine spiritual 

consciousness. 

ii) The source of Caql: It is noteworthy that the quasi-religious doctrines 

of the Neo-Pythagoreanism were having their greatest impact on the Muslims 

just when the politico-religious debate on n~ and the imamah was coming 

to a head. The translation and gathering activities of bayt al-hikmah under . 
Harün al-Rashid and al-Ma 'mun by Razi' s time had already gi ven way ta 

intellectual synthesis. These developments found their institutionai 

moorings in the more public dar al-c ilm,35 as political and epistemological 

issues affected increasing numbers of people -- certainly more than just a 

few court scholars or the coterie of Isrnacrlï devotees who consciously set 

out to assimilate foreign learning. Sectarian impulses were on1y to be 

expected in times of such profound intellectual transformation. However, the 

mode1 of revelation with which many Isrnacrlïs came to he associated was 

inherent1y unstable, and managed to compound the differences. As we said, 

what is relevant to our purpose in the present discussion is not the 

philosophical content of thei r doctrines as such: h -c-rl .... t e Isma 1 1S were 

itnpelled by a search for a justification of reve1ation,36 the key ta which 

was the Intellect, but we are more interested in the model of authority to 

which their ideas gave rise. For no matter how authoritative the alleged 

source of revelation or coq>elling the mathematical proof, it still provoked 

severe politico-theological altercations which even the universalistic veneer 
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of dar al-cibn later under the Fatimids could not hide for long • . 
Judging from the repertory of books and treatises to his name, Razi was 

not one to defer opinion on any important matters. 37 Naturally, he rose to 

the challenge posed by this doctrine of prophethood. But that his well-known 

skepticism concerning the version of prophetism propounded by certain of his 

contemporaries makes hirn an eccentric thinker in Islam is problernatic for 

several reasons. For one thing, taken in an intellectual sense, the potent 

doctrine of ilbam ("divine inspiration") -- a term to which, incidentally, he 
- -, c- -tried to impart precise meaning in Abu Hatlm's A lamal-nubuwah -- did not . 

escape the close scrutiny of many others, including the most mystically­

oriented. we learn from the fourth century ~ufi shaykh, Abu al-Hasan CAli b • 
• 

cuthman al-JullabT al-HujwïrT, for example, that 

La connaissance fourni t un critère pour distinguer la vérité de 
l'erreur, tandis que ceux qui sont inspirés ne possèdent pas un tel 
critère. si quelqu'un dit: "Je sais par inspiration que Dieu est 
dans l'espace" et qu'un autre dise: "Je sais par inspiration qU'Il 
n'est pas dans l'espace," l'une de ces affirmations doit être 
vraie, mais une preuve est nécessaire afin de décider de la vérité. 
En conséquence, cette opinion qui est soutenue par les brahmanes et 
ceux qui se fondent sur l'inspiration (ilhladyân), est fausse. 38 

"Barabimab" was a catch-word which eaphasized the foreign -- probably Greek 

or Sassanian -- character of any doctrine deemed incompatible with the core 

teachings of Islam. But the task of fil tering a11 of the ideas that were 

coming into circulation in this ear1y period was also taken up by non~uslims 

anxious to defend their religion against the encroachments of Greco-Roman 

thought. For certain classical currents had found ways to flaunt the 

"prophetie" origin of their claims. We encountered this in the case of Neo-

pythagoreanism, but other more rationalistic schools also ventured in this 

direction. The eminent scholar Ibn al-Maymun (1134 CE) presented an 

interesting refutation of Ga1en's curious c1aim to prophetic knowledge, 

arguing that his otherwise profound observations "on some utilities of the 
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organs" pushed his conceit to such ex cesses that "he pretended to be a 

prophet and said that an angel came to him from God and taught him such and 

such (a thing) and ordered him such and such (an action) ... 39 Galen, he 

charged, co~red himself to Moses, though he arrogated to himself even 

higher knowledge. 

AI-Maymun's line of argument carefully distinguished between Galen's own 

character ization of Moses' knowledge -- imperfect because based on God' s 

totally arbitrary will -- and true prophetie knowledge, which he argued was 

not conduci ve to a beUef in the eterni ty of the world; for Galen' s 

conception had led to the conclusion that there are things ev idently 

impossible for God to do or to create. 40 That God may still do what He wills 

implies for al-Maymun precisely that the world is not eternal; and the world 

is not eternal because God can do what he wills, without this ever having the 

same "possibilistic" connotation ascribed to it by Galen. That prophetie 

knowledge is incompatible with "possibilism" becomes then a central plank in 

this epistemology. The alternative is to put the human mind in the place of 

God. 

Knowledge and autbority 

The fa ct that Galen's ideas were at aU considered philosophlcally by 

Islamic scholars only testifies to medicine's commanding position in 

philosophy. As we just saw, this did not imply acceptance of his ideas by 

religious scholars any more than by Razi himself. Interestingly, it was 

Razi's pivotaI ro1e as one of Galen's earliest Muslim critics, together with 

Ibn Ridwan's later response in defence of Galen, which induced al-Maymun in 
• 

the first place to propose his views on the inconsistencies in Galen' s 

philosophical musings. 4l 

Razi' s case nevertheless is less clearcut than that of al-Maymun. 
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unfortunately, what details we have about his philosophy are drawn from 

secondary, often hostile sources who painted an image of him that stuck into 

modern tirnes. Al! in a11, a "conventional wisdom" has been bui1t up about 

him nourished from widely differing sources. But aIl seem basically ta agree 

on one thing: his supposed adulation of reason at the expense of prophetie 

knowledge. Ironically, what was once harmful ta his reputation seerns ta 

recornnend him today arnong certain inte11ectuals. Yet if there is no doubt 

that the problem of the intellect figured prominent1y in his overa11 

philosophy, a closer look at the objections raised by the Isrra<'rli ta his 

version of the creation allegory reveals a comp1ex picture, , ... here 

two distinct elements appear, name1y, knowledge and authority. 

The self's journey from the wor1d of impurity to a higher, purer state 

clearly ties the emergence of Caql to the journey of self-purification. The 

main issue between Razi and Abu Hatim was neither the 1egitimacy of using . 
Caql nor the latter's u1timate source, which was freely admitted by both ta 

he the Creator Hirnself. We must ask, then, why had Razi's account of the 

self' s attachment ta matter and subsequent "fall" aroused the strong 

criticism of his Ismacrli opponents? 

Signif icantly, most of these opponents rejected altogether the very 

notion of a "fall" of the self, taking him to task for his allegedly 

pessimistic portrayal of the Soul-Matter relationship. AI-Jurjani, for one, 

spoke of the essence of Nature as belonging ta the original creation, but 

manifesting itself in this world of hecoming. The materialized part of that 

substance emanates from the Intellect to the Self. 42 Thanks to this 

materialization in the form of physical bodies, which collectively comprise 

Nature, the Self finds a "screen," as Corbin puts it, and its own 

reflection. 43 The Is~lls did not generally think that the Self was 

seduced by Nature. 44 Khosraw denied the catastrophic result depicted by Razi 

j , 
; 
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of the Self's unification with Matter, and believed that the Self was 

produced by the Intellect and Nature by the Self. We rnay note here that 

Khusraw differs substantially from what ShahrastanT says about the 

Ismacrlfs; according to him they held that 

l'Ame est, par rapport à l'intellect, comme le sperme par rapport à 
l'organisme achevé, l'oeuf par rapport à l'oiseau; ou bien comme le 
fils par rapport à son père, le produit par rapport au producteur, 
ou bien [encore] comme la femelle par rapport au mâle, l'épouse par 
rapport à l'époux. 45 

According to Khusraw, in order to produce its FOrms, it need not succumb to 

but only contempla te Matter. The reason is that -- and here he draws a 

crucial distinction -- it is not the Self but the partial or individualized 

selves which have been seduced. Al-JurjanT, too, rejected the notion of 

faU, but emphasized forgetfulness as the prime reason for the resulting 

disorder. Nature remained for him the Self' s pr imary organ in i ts 

contemplation: but the Self forgets, and takes its contemplated images for 

the independent reality in which it is embodied. 46 In spite of aIl, the Self 

must incline toward Nature and the opaque world, even at the risk of 

forgetting its own nobility and beauty, in order to reach its goal of self­

consciousness,47 which alone holds the hope of its spiritual deliverance. 

At first glance, these issues seem rather abstruse. They nonetheless 

reflect different notions of the nature of human activity in the world. 48 

Corbin' s swrmary conclusion is to the effect that, whereas the lsriiâc-rlTs 

regarded the physical manifestation as the only way that the Self could 

achieve transcendance,49 Razi 's anti-materialism amounted to an unnuanced, 

wholesale rejection. One easily finds evidence of this in Kitab al-tibb al-

rubani, which was certainly written in an ascetic frame of mind. But 
• 

Corbin's argument is unconvincing, especially in view of Razi's single-minded 

insistence -- in the sarre text furnished by Abü Hatim -- on the "usefuless" 
• 

that knowledge must display above any claimed truth value. Indeed Razi' s 
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position at tirnes cornes perilously close to OOin9 "utilitarian," in both 

AClam al-nubuwah and his ethieal treatise. It points anyway in an entirely 

different direction than that indicated by Corbin. 

What is more inportant is that Corbin overlooks the important link 

between this response and the specifie context that gave rise to it in the 

first place. The idea was to circurnvent the authoritarian implications of 

his opponent's position. In ACla. al-nubUwab, after aIl, his entire position 

15 staked in response to Abü Hatim's proddings about the necessary "guidance" 
• 

and "superiority" of the few. Much of the book IS later discussion revolves 

around, literally, the question of the aCl_ ("signs") by which prophethood 

is recognizable. Abü Hatim holds to the tenet that a11 genuine knowledge 
• 

must he referred back to at least one of the prophets -- whieh has the effect 

of denying that anything "new" is possible. Razi, on the other hand, hoped 

preeise1y to get around, in his definition of know1edge at 1east, the idea of 

inherent superiority, whether of the prophet, the imam or, for that matter, 

any other person; failing which certain authoritarian implications would 

follow and persona! initiative be pre-empted.But for the moment we shaH leave 

aside the question of equal potential, which is what he was in effect arguing 

in this texte 

His exact reply to Abu Hatimls query about what Godls Wisdom and Justice . 
entailed, if not a knowledge that a1so raised one person above the other, was 

that the y required that He inspire (ilhMI) His servants "with knowledge of 

what ls useful and what is harrnful to them in this world and the next."Sa 

This, one would suppose, is his contribution to the search for recognizable 

"signs" (or aCl.>, as indeed the title of the book purports to indicate. 

However, it ls the larger question of authority, rather than the use of Caql 

as such, which prompts Abü Hatim to take his opponent' s position as 
• 

tantamount to an outright rejection of prophethood. The kind of 
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"authority" that arises in this instance hardly ailows for the arbitrary 

judgement on which Razi takes his opponent's position to be wholly dependent. 

Razi asserts that each religious sect pretends to be in possession of truth, 

though their doctrines be mutually contradictory. Believing itself to have 

been chosen by God, each group feels compelled to denounce the others, not on 

the basis of reason but imitation (taqlid) aione, which in turn leads to an 

overbearing forrn of authority. Razi reserved his scorn especially for those 

who worshipped authority for its own sake,Sl and pointed to the consequences 

of blindly following leaders and i...ams. 
assertion] ," he asks Abu Hatim, 

"Whence do you [get your 

. 
tha t i t i s necessary that God should have chosen [ikhtassal a 
people [qawm], by [conferringl prophethood upon them rather- than 
upon another, rendering thern superior to the comnonfolk [al-rias], 
rnaking them their guides and causing people to be in need of them. 
[Furthermore], what in the Wisdom of He Who is Wise perrnits you [to 
claim] that He must to select this for them, to cause them to fall 
out aroong each other, to reinforce the enmity between them, to 
increase strife and thus bring about their destruction. 52 

unfortunately we shaH never really know his exact position in the 
\ 

absence of more direct textual evidence. Among the works listed under Razi's 

name by al-NadTm are such ti tles as "Refutation of al-Khayyal in Connection 

With the Imamate," "signs of the Illustrious, Pure IrMin," "The lm, the Led 

and Those Who Know the Truth.,,53 If indeed written by him, they indicate a 

keen interest in the question of the imemah, although such a question cannot 

he settled by relying on the seemingly "utili tarian" position adopted in Abu 

Hatim's account • 
• 

Another aspect, alluded to above, relates to his egalitarian 

inclination. It pronpts Abü Hatim to point to a self-contradiction. Abu 

Hatim indeed argues that Razi himself needed to presuppose the very sarne 

principle of 

wi th having improved upon the ancient philosophers -- as he clairœd to do, 
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for example, through his theory of the five eterna1s. His point decisive1y 

brings into focus the relationship between the pr.oblem of knowledge and 

authority. Briefly, Razi denied that his abilitiê§ bestowed upon him any 

unique superiori ty; and while Abu Hatim, as we found, had to refer aH . 
genuine know1edge to at 1east one of the prophets, Razi established his 

position in his reply to Abu Hatim's question -- of whether or not people 
• 

possessed Caql, hÎlllDah and fitnah in equal amounts -- by saying that, in 

fact, the y were attainab1e by each persan, but on1y through ha rd work. 54 

This is consistent with what Fakhr al-Din al-Razi has related about our 

philosopher, notab1y that he has "transmi tted from the ancient philosophers, 

and particularly from Plato, that aIl human souls are equal in substance and 

quiddity, although they varied in their functions due to differences in the 

organs. ,,55 This implies that he considered their differences ta be purely 

acc i dental. However, we also know from Kitab al-tibb al-ruhani that he 

acknow1edged that "there must of necessi ty be some men that are the chiefs 

and kings, wealthy and of great possessions ..... 56 He held that "the laws of 

109ic" required that "opinions about whose soundness no doubt is to be 

entertained are those corrmonly held either by aIl or the majority or the 

wisest ... 57 At the apex of this hierarchy of wisdom were philosophers, such 

as Socrates and Plato, whom he considered as his "iDÏiDs.,,58 

Razi indeed idealized the activity of the philosophers, who, he said, 

should occupy thernselves with the study of philosophy and persevere and 

strive in it. If they excel in the know1êdge of their predecessors and what 

they have said, they will discover new things through their own intelligence 

and surpass them. 59 Abu Hatim devoted a sizable section of his book . 
precisely to show that it was philosphers, not re1igious fol10wers, who could 

not agree on anything, and that they were certainly not more but 1ess privy 

to truth than the followers of religion whom Razi vilified. He tried to do 



.......... 

46 

this by establishing that religions are internally harmonious, insofar as 

they agree on essential principles. Furthermore -- and this is his retort--

if the object of studying philosophy is to arrive at truth and to abandon 

falsehood, 6~ then any hint of progress or improvernent in philosophy is 

tantamount to an admission of falsehood and error. How can knowledge he true 

and yet require improvement? 

Razi denied that improvement from one generation to the next in 

philosophy implied "error" or dalal. If one struggled and undertook 
• 

theoretical study and investigation, he claimed, one was sure to be on the 

path of truth, tariq al-haqq.61 He obviously did not accept the . . 
contemplative idea of truth prevalent among those of more Aristotelian 

bent. 62 

If the student studies and, because of it, perceives something, 
even though in the smallest aoount, he would bath purify himself 
from ••• the impurities and escape.63 

Whoever studies and makes the effort is a JII1baqqiq,64 "even if he does not 
• 

reach," he insists, "the outer limit or goal of what you' ve depicted ••• 

because persons cannot be purified except through study and investigation."65 

But no one can either purify himself nor escape from this world eKcept 

through Caql or reason. 

Therefore, while his doctrinal position on illliDah cannot really be 

established with any certainty, this rnay be of little consequence. It does 

not appear that imimah as a principle was really at issue, neither in this 

text nor in his ethical treatise. His position seems to be that imamah in a 

broad sense, at least, is acceptable. Rather, his real target j s the 

particular implication which flowed from what he accuses religious zealots of 

propagating, namely, taqlid as an absolute model for knowledge. He sharply 

distinguished between knowledge as an expression of a created entity (Caql) 

and that which is nothing more than kharafat or nonsense which the claims 
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of the religious dogmatist must be dismissed as. One is acquired by effort 

and unfolds together. with authoritYi the other is imposed by fiat. 

Al-FarahT and the knowledge-authority nexus: 

Recently, Prof. Walker has shown that, if Rad entertained any interest 

at al1 in elucidating political principles, it remains a muted aspect of his 

thought. 66 Mahdi 's claim that he was not a political thinker at all,67 

however, seems hardly tenable, judging from the evidence we have seen above 

from AClam al-nubuwah and al-Nadim's listing of works specifically dev0ted to 

the issue of the ioWnah. We have seen how this elusive dimension in his 

thought revolved around the knowledge-authority nexus 50 central to mosE of 

Islam's religiùus altercations. The paucity of direct references, though, 

forces us to look elsewhere in ord@': ta corroborate this. We shall, 

ther€fore, consider the relationship between knowledge and authority through 

al-Farahi. His more voluminous corpus of writings provides ample evidence 

for political thought in Islam. 

Debate over the relationship J:..ctween knowledge and authori ty 90es back 

to the initial political dispute over succession that occurred in the first 

period of Islamic history. More than any other single factor, the subsequent 

elaboration of a "theory of knowledge" by Islamic scholars helped determine 

the Wûy in which they viewed vi rtually every other issue, and thus that of 

succession. 6a BeEore Razi' s lifetime, the MuCtazilis' phi losophical 

preoccupation wi th the nature of the act of creation, bath human and Di vine, 

lad to the realization that if legitimate order were indeed possible after 

the passing of the Last Hessenger, i t required the exercise of reason to sorne 

degree or other. The MuCtazilis f unique distinction lay in having placed the 

(: accent on the moral value of voluntary acts and on assuring the validity of 

new moral laws. No longer was "revelation" indispensable either for 
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acquiring knowledge of these laws or for establishing a moral order. 69 
, 

... Rather, it was an historical fact, intimately tied to man's moral 

, --

developnent. But mature reason, they also affirmed, was able to reach the 

first truths "unaided" in cicumstances unrelated to historical development. 

The proof was that peoples (such as the ancient Greeks) who have not had the 

benefit of revealed scriptures were still capable of establishing a moral 

arder. 

These somewhat tenuous theories found echo to sorne extent in al-Farabi, 

whose "absolutely first chief" was not directed in any matter by others, but 

obtained al! knowledge by himself. 70 The interesting feature about his 

"theory of knowledge" is that while the instrumental role played by knowledge 

in establishing political authority was affirmed, one had aiso conversely to 

ask what ro1e the authority -- more specifically, the irnamate authority-­

which knowledge he1ped institute itself played in determining that 

knowledge. 7l He groped for a unifying princip1e which could bring a11 the 

different considerations implied in this within a single focus. UIt had 

become clear," he said, "that the meaning of philosopher, first chief, king, 

1egis1ator and imam are all one. ,,72 politics, 1aw and philosophy, in other 

words, were a11 part of the same ridd1e. It must further he added that he 

was a1so keen to enphasize that pure "demonstrative reason" had no place 

above prophetic knowledge, and that hikmah (or philosophical wisdom) was 

superior bath to demonstrati ve reason and to the 1aw i tself, though only as 

knowledge of divine truth. 73 He was not referring here to mere human 

intelligence or hikEh bashariyah. Man 1 s highest perfection is union wi th 
• 

the Active Intelligence. And the goal of hikmah, as the famous philosophicai 
• 

maxim goes, is the "imitation of Gad as far as humanly possible." 

Al-FarabT's whole purpose in a11 of this was ta show that know1edge of 

the highest order was still attainable, even though the prophetic faculty as 
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such was, in a sense, no longer operati ve in any literaI sense. He gave 

{~ e loquen t expression to an ardent desire to prove indeed that knowledge, 

though i t be less than perfect -- certainly, less faultless than that of a 

Propl1üt -- was possible [or the human mind. He did this within a framework, 

whjch allowed for a coherent division between a prophetie and a "post-

prophet ie" per iod, 50 to speak. 

A dynamic conception was thus in the making, for the problem was not 

reducible to a merely epistemological dimension; it brought within its 

eompass the whole world of human activity. "The intelleetual virtues which 

the philosopher has aequired, Il he remarked in his TahsTl al-sacadah, 
•• 

are useless if he does not have the power to bring them into 
eKistence [my emphasisl with respect to everything besides himself 
in the way possible to it. And it is impossible for him to seek to 
actualize the circumstances and condi tiens (necessary) for the 
actual eKistence of the volitional intelligibles (al-macqulat al­
iradiyyah) without ref:lect:ive virtue and ••• excellent capacity for 
persuasion and imagination ••• 74 

He descr ibed the "perfect phi losopher" 

in the absolute sense ••• [as] he who acquires the speculative 
sciences and has the power to uti lize them wi th respect to 
everything besides himself in the way possible to it ••• the 
intellectual virtues which the philosopher has acquired are useless 
if he does not have the power to br i ng them into existence wi th 
respect to everything besides himself in the way possible to i t. 
(p. 56) 

~"azlur Rahman described this as a "doctrine of interdependence of theory 

and practice ... 75 "It resul ts," he exp,lained, "in a type of pragmatism which 

says that I:rue philosophy must: be workable in history, and conversely, that 

that which has successfully worked in history must be true 

philosophically."76 The "king-imam" is such whether he is reeognized or not; 

but his true identity as a "king-imam" cannot be established if none of the 

conditions for success outlined actually obtain. In Tahsil al-sacadah, a1-
•• 

l: FarabI asserts that 

The real philosopher is such as has been described in these pages. 



....... 
If, el/en though he ls a perfect philosopher, people do not bene fi t 
from him, this is not through a faul t of his but beeause of those 
who do not listen to him and those who do not thlnk i t proper that 
he should he listened to. The king-iw then is such by 
virtue of his essence and his art, irrespective of whether he 
finds people ~,ho would aecept him or not, whether he 15 obeyed or 
not, whether he finds a people who co-operate with him in realizing 
his purpose or nct, just as a physician is sueh by his essence and 
his art and by his ability ta treat the sick, irrespect ive of 
whether he finds patients or not, can obtain suitable instrunents 
for his work or not, be he poor or rich. But, just as in the 
case of the physician, i t cannot he absolutely established whether 
he is a real physician or a seeming one, except if sorne of these 
factors obtain, similarly, the imamate of an imam, the phi losophy 
of a philosopher and the rulership of a king i5 never beyond doubt 
unless he can procure instruments ta use in his work and people 
whose service he ean use to the achievement of his ends. 77 

50 

This rather than the conpelling but sterile dream -- or, worse, delusion--

of a single individual, isolated from the rest of humanity, i5 what animates 

his whale scheme. 78 Moreaver, it corresponded to other, more orthodox 

formulations offered by later Im1takalliDiin, who believed that knowledge 

rernained incomplete until i t was acted upon. 79 Moreover .. al-FarabI in this 

way was able ta give recognition to practical questions, which is not to say 

that the ideal city he envisioned was a place where the material 

considerations of life predominated. The state of sac-adah in which its 

inhabitants lived was signalled by ittisal with the 1\ctive Intellect,80 . 
indicating rather an "inmaterial" state, as i t suggested an otherwor Idly 

abode. 81 Yet the perfeet king- or philosopher-imam personified the perfectly 

virtuous human conmuni ty, and any beatific vision he attained or knowledge 

produced did not exist in disernbodied form, but in a manner that was easily 

transposable to the social matrix within which ordinary hurnan activity took 

place. This scherne tried to maintain the radical difference between 

transcendent reali ty and the material world wi thou t sever ing the i r 

relationship. 

Razi's ethical treatise is based on similar presuppositions. There, 
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just as in the first text we have exarnined above, he elaborates the theme 

that the soteriological value of intellectual activity and the knowledge it 

procured derive from their primordial task of teaching man above all what is 

benef icial ta him. Moreover, by reformulating the task of knowledge 

primarily in terms of helping man endure the journey to his final 

dest ination, he infuses eschatological significance into every human 

activity, down to the lowest. There i5 an exceedingly subtle link between 

"health" in this world and "happiness" in the next. 



--

1. Kraus has noted that, cOItlllOn bath to antiquity and Razi 's contemporaries, 
the idea of reducing everything down to five basic principles or elements of 
course was not unusual. Among the ancients who postulated five basic 
prinE,iples or elements are Aristotle himse1f, porphyry, Ent:>edoc1es. Jabir Ibn 
tJayyan claimed that the last mentioned had given five "substantial eternals" as 
the princicples of aIl things created: The First Substance, Matter, Form, Time 
and Space. Other sources, however, provide a different version: na~ly, Prime 
Matter, Intelligence, Soul, Nature and Corporeal Matter. AI-Kindi, too, had his 
version, listing Matter, Form, Movement, Space and Time. (Paul Kraus, Jabir 
Ibn ijayyan: Contribution à l'histoire des idées scientifiques dans l'ï'Sïait\ 
(Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1986), p. 137. Razi acknow1edged that the idea of 
t!!e "five pre-eternals" was used ~ the Greeks before Aristotle. (Cf. "Al~l 
fi al-qudallal al-khamsah," in Rasai il, p. 1~l! _ His ~wn positi~ wa~ examined 
by several thinke.;,s, in..s1udiBg: (1) a1-Bi!..uni, Kitab al-tahqiq _ lil-hind 
min auqawlah III1qbulab fi al- agI av al-marthulah (p. 123; see' also E. Sachau, 
A1bêrûni's India l, (London, 1910, p. 319). In this work, al-BirünT anaIyzed 
his concepts of tirne (zaman) and duration (dahr) in connection with the 
creation of the wor1d, and also attributes his fi ve eternals to the ancient 
Greeks: 

The ancient Greeks considered five things eternal. These are: 
the Creator, the Uni versaI Soul (al-nafs al-kulliyah), pr irnordial 
matt.er (bayula), abso1ute space (al-makan al-autlaq) and absolute 
time (al-zaaËÜl al-lll1tlaq). He [i.e., Abu Bakr) -based his thought 
on this statement. ('tited in Abd8laziz Sharnsuddin Talbani, "The 
oebate About prophecy in 'Kitab A lam al-NUbuwah': An Analytica1 
Study," M.A. Thesis, The Institute of Islamic Studies, McGill 
University, Montreal, November 1987, p. 56.) 

(2) Ibl!-. Taymiyah, ctaqâ . al-Din Ahmad b. c Abd al-HalTm, Kitab minbij al-s~h 
al-nabawiyah 1 (Tab ah Mlsr, 1321T, p. 97. (3) F"akhr al-Din MuharllMd b. Umar 
al-Razi (d. 606 Al, Kit8b'lIIlhassal aftir al-lllltaqaddimin va al-tlÜta'akhirin min 
al-culallli' al-hukaa 1 al-lll1t:l1k~1.li.in (Ma~bacah al-Has~niyah al-MisrTyah, 1323 
H), pp. 85-6. • (t) Najm al-Did CAli b. Urrar al-Qazwini al-Katibl (d. 685 or 
693 H), K1tab al-Dlfassil fT sbarb wal-Mubassil (transI. into German by pinès 
in Bei trllge, pp. 60-6)": • • .. 

~. "I~_al-barakata al-tbalathatu: tabT'ryah, qasriyah wa faltTyah." (Abü 
Hatim, A 1_ al-nubuwah, p. 25) 

3. ''Va I-Cillatu fi ibcJathi al-oalam, inna al-nafsa ishtahat in tataabbala fi 
bac1ha al-"alëllDi, va hartakat-ha al-sbahwatu litbalika." (Ibid., pp. 20-1) 

4. ~., p. 20. 

5. Ibi1., p. 21. 

6. Cf. "Introduction," M. saghTr Hasan MacslDni, IrMm RazT's cHrn al-Akhlaq 
with introduction and contmentary by M.S.H. Maesumi (Isl;mabad, Pakistan: 

, Is1amic Research Institute, pref. 1969), pp. 5-15 • 
...... 
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7. Kraus later published them together in the f irst volume of Rasail 
falsafTyah in 1939, as we mentioned above. 

8. Dr. Mohaghegh has shed interesting light on the sources for its ideas in 
"Razi 's Kitab al-Ilm al-Ilahi and the Five Eterna1s," published in !'flsüf-i­
Rayy: ftJhannad lbo-i-zakartya--i-Uzr (Tehran: Institute of Is1amic Studies, 
Tehran Branch, 1974) Kitab al-cUm al-ilAbi was widely influential. Kraus has 
published several fragments taken from different sourr;es in Rasa 1 il falsafiyah. 
The following is based on information gathered from these texts and notes by 
Kraus. First of a11 is Biruni 's Risalah fi fihrist kutub al-Razi (p. 3), which 
mentions Razi 's book. It is also referred to as Kitab al-cilm al-ilahT al­
kabir (cf. Ibn AbT usaybiCah l, p. 217)_b.r bath Sacid al-An~lusi and Ibn Hazm, 
while Khusraw refers to i t as Kitab ilahi and M'tisA b. Maymun al-Ilahiyat· (cf. 
Rasalil falsafiyah, p. 52). Ibn al-NadTm (p~300) and Ibn Qifti iP. 274), on 
the other hand, menti~.!' book called al~ir fi al-

c
i1ll al-.ilahi, o~~erwise 

called by both ~l-Biruni and Ibn Abi Usaybl ah (I, 12.! 32~ Kltab al- ~lm al­
ilabT al-sagbir alA ra'y naqd kitab al-BalkhT li-kita al- ilm al-ilahi wa al­
rada calathi. Kraus specu1atès that i~ May weIl be the same o~e mentioned by 
al-BirunI (Mss. 117 and ~15l: "J~ibi as. inti~ Ab! al-Qasill_ ~laybi) c!,lled 
Pi idab CJhalat al-auntaqld alaybl fi al- ~lm al-~labl (Cf. Rasa III falsafiyah, 
p. l1>Er for d1.fferent versions of this particular ti t1e) • Among the book' s 
critics, probably the most prominent was Abu Nasr Muhamnad b. Muhamnad al­
~irabi (d. 339 H), to whom is attributed Kitib fI al-radd c lA al-RIzi fT al-
ibi al-ilabi (UsaybiCah II, p. 139; a1-Qifti, p. 28"', where ft is called 

Kitab al-radd cal' al-aazi; cf. M. Steinschnerder, Al-Farabi [St. ?etersbourg, 
1869, p. 119])è Another __ c~itic is Ibn Hazm, wh~~ntions ~Kitab al-~Tq fi 
naqd kitab al- ilJa al-ilabi li~ ô. Zakariya' al-tabib in his Kitib al­
fasl fT al~lal V, p. 44; l, p. ·35; see a1so M. Asin Plila!:.ios, Abenmasarra y 
su· escuela (Madrid 1914), p. 11. A second cri tic is Abu al-Hasan eAli b. 
Ridwan al-Tabib al-Misri (d. 460 H); to whom is attributed Kitlb fi al-radd 
cal' al-Ra:!i fi al-ciÎa al-ilalif va itbbit al-rusul ([U~aybi cah 1 l, p. 105); 
see J. Schacht and Max Meyerhof, The Medico-Philosophical Controversy between 
Ibn But1an of Ba2hdad and Ibn Ridwan of Cairo [Cairo, 1937], p. 48). Khusraw 
refutes it in zad al-ausafir, p. 52}, and in Kiti!b al-bustan al-Caql (now 
lost). Abu clJmra MusA b. cAbid Alla b. Ma~un (al-Isra 'TlT al-ourtubT (d. 601) 
criticized it in his Kitab dalalab al-ha lir1rn. The fragments revlsed by Kraus 
in Rasi"il falsafi~ were taken from·: (1) Abu Muhanmad cAli b. Ahmad b. 
sacrd b. Hazm (al-~ahiri a1-Andalusi, Kitib al-fasI fi al-adlal va al!..'ahwa' 
va al-ni bill 1 (Tab ah misr, 1347 H), p.U; V, p. 44; 1, pp. 77-76; l, p. 35]). 
(2) Abi ·MUern ttamTd al-gtn Ni,iLKhusra.,tI a1-Qabadayani t s Kitab zad .al-masafir 
(Farsi) (Berlin: T~!,t Berlin, 1341/1928), "'pp. 52, 53; Dar lava... (in 
Farsi), pUblished by]aji Sayyid_Nasrallah .J:~i (Tehrant- 1304-1306 A.S.H), 
pp. 563-573. (3) Mus~ b. Maymun éil-Isra' ili, Kitab dalalab al-ha'irin III, 
p.!!blished by S. Munk (pa!Js, 1886), p._18 (trans!! 2..-_66-67)._ J"41 AbT ~1-
Qasim sacid b. Ahmad b. Sa id al-Andalusi. (5) Abu Rihani al-Biruni, PibIlst 
kitab 6aJhwed b: zakar1}fi' al-RazT (Tabcah Paris:, 1936), pp. 3-12. (6) Abu 
al-Qasim·Muslimah b. Ahmad al-MajritT", to whom is attributed the introduction 
Kitab CJhayab al-baki:!'8 ahaqq ~1':l.!ltijatayn, publ. by H._ Ri t.t~ (Hamburs., 
1933), p. 206. (71 Abu al-Rasan Ali b. al-Husayn al-MasOUdi, Kltab al-tanbih 
va al-iahraf (Leiden, 1893T, p. 162; and bye the same author, Kitab auruj al­
thabab IV (C. Barbier de Maynard, Paris, 1865), pp. 67-8. (8) Al-Sayyid a1-

- c - -- -Sha§if Ali b.!,. Muhanmad al-Jurjani (d. 81~~, ..§harh al-mawaqif l, (Istanbul: 
Tab ah Istanbul, 1311), p. 438 (9) Abu Ali MuHanmad b. al-Hasan b. al-
• • • 

~~--.-, 
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Haytham (al-Ba~ri) al-Riyadi (d. 430 H)..!. to whom i.!! attributed _Në!gd calA Abi 
Bakr al-Razi al-mutatbbib ra'yahu fi al-ilahiyat va al-nubuwat· (Ibn Abi 
usaybiCah II, p. 97); cf: Kraus, Rivista degli Studi Orientali XIV (1934), p. 363). 

9. Cf. Sorabji, pp. 354-7. 

Hl. Ibid., p. 397. 

11. Pinès, p. 8. Razi 's views on atoms were discussed in his Kitab al-shukuk 
calA jalinus. Ms. 4573, Malik Library, Tehran). In this work he drew an 
analogy between atoms and baba' al-munba"rt fi al-jaww; similari ties wi th 
Democritus' conception; see Kraus, Jabir, p. lS4, n. 6. His book also contains 
a passage from Galen's lost work,Përl apodeixeos Bk 13. Khusraw recorded 
Razi e s notions of jawha~ !,nd hayulA in hiscKitab ~ al-ausafir. (Published by 
Muhammad Bathal al-Rahmani [Berlin: Matba ah Kawiyani, 1341 HJ, pp. 231-5) 

• • • 
12. Op. cit., p. 351. 

13. The MuCtazilis were associated, from the outset, with a faction which 
distanced itself from anyone c1aiming to be on one side or the other of the 
succession question (i.e., either allies or opponents of cA1T). They seem to 
have genera1ly occupied a similar "intermediary" position in the dispute that 
pitted cAlT, Talha and Zubayr against each other. Such a position was known as 
al __ nzilah bilyo' al-manzilatayn,_ which gracdually ernerged thanks to the debate 
between Hasan a1-Basri and Wasil Ibn Ata' (the presumed founder of the 
MuCtazilT'school) • • 

14. A1-Nadim, p. 705. 

- -. c -15. Albert 2 N. Nader, "Al-Balkhi, Abu' l-Kaslm (Abd Allah b. Ahmad b. 
Mahmud) ," BI , p~. ~002-03. !nowrïbï ~he Muct:azilis as al-KacbT, al-Ba!khT (d. 
319/931) was a dlsclple of Abu b. Abi Amr al-Khayat • . 
16. The works on a1-Balkhi "conpiled by Razi", according to al-Nadim, are "To 
Abü al-Qasim al-BalkhT, with an addition to his answer and to the rep1y to this 
answer," and "Refutation of al-BalkhT's refutation of the010gy." (Al-NadTrn, 
pp. 705, 706) The latter malt however, have been cAlT, the son or relative of 
Shahid ibn al-Husayn al-Balkhi. (Cf. editor's remarks, ibid., nn. 159, 179 and 
183) -

17. AI-Nadim lists the following treatises on a1-Jahiz also "corcpiled by 
Razi": "Refutation of al-Jahiz concerning the deriëiency of medicine," 
"Contradiction of al-Jahiz in cê:mnection with his book on the exce11ency of 
the010gy. (Ibid., p. 70S)' 

18. AI-Nadim lists, "Refutation of the Contradiction of Medicine of a1-
Nashi." This was probably al-NashT al-Akbar. (Cf. editor's remarks, ibid., n. 
167) 

19. This is Mismac Ibn cAbd al-Malik. AI-NadTm lists the following works 
"conpiled by al-Razi": "A Refutation of al-Misma"T the theologian, Abo~ His 
Rejection of Upholders of primordial Matter," and "Against ~l-Tarrmar in 
Connection Wi th His Refutat ion of the Refutat ion of Misma i Concerning 



, 55 
, 

Primordial Matter." (Ibid., pp. 705, 706; cf. Kraus and pinès, El , p. 1135) 

20. Kraus and pinès think that these two narnes refer to the same person. 
(Ibid., p. 1134) Al-NadTm, in any case, quo tes someone affirming that Razi 
studied philosophy under someone called al-Balkhi. As to who that person 
WilS, a I-NüdTm recoll n ta thél t, 

'l'his person was an inhabitant of al-Balkh who travelled through the 
lands, roaming about in various countries. he had a good knowledge 
oC phi losophy and the ancient sciences. It has heen said that al­
RazI made claims to his books about these subjects. 1 have read 
many selections, written in his handwriting, about numerous 
sciences. They were rough copies and samples, not one of them 
being issued to the public as a completed book. It is said 
[however] that books of his are in Khurasan. He was contemporary 
wi th al-Razi. (Ibid., p. 7(2) 

21. Pinès, p. 35. Razi is implicitly ref~red to in Fakhr al-Din al-Razi 's 
discussion of hayulâ in Kitab al-matalib al- aliyah • 

• 
22. Ibid., p. 35. Al-BirünT's (d. 440 H) work is entitled Kitab al-tabqiq ma 
lil-hind min muqawlah maqbulah fi al-Caql aw al-marthulah. It was trans1ated 
by E. Sachau as AlbêrûnÎ's India (London, 1910). 

23. Pinès',p.38. 

24. After describing how order emerges from the scattered elements, Plato 
asserts his controversial point: 

Wherefore also the various elements had different places before 
they were arranged 50 as to form the uni verse. At first, they 
were aIl without reason and measure. But when the world began to 
get into order, fire and water and earth and air had only certain 
faint traces of themselves, and were a1together such as 
everything might he expected to he in the absence of God; this, 1 
say, was thei r nature at that time, and God fashioned them by 
form and number. (Timaeus 53, Unes 7-12; cf. Ch. 17, Sorabji, 
pp. 268-83; the chapter contains a very brief but helpful 
synopsis of the issue which has troubled the cornmentators of the 
Timaeus, starting with Aristotle.) 

25. Cf. Sorabji, p. 270 et seq. 

26. There is no direct prooE of his having ever read any of Plato's works. 
According to al-BirunI and Ibn NadTm, he wrote a commentary on the Timaeus. As 
Hehdi ~1ohaghegh has also added, he may have been in possession of aA Arabic 
translation of "The Epitome of the Timaeus of Plata" and "On Moral Character," 
bath written by Galen. We know that he read two other of Galen's treatises, Fi 
taCarruf al-rajul c uyub nafsihi and Fi anna al-akhya yantafiCU'na bi-acdâ'him. 
And he mentions incidents which Galen recounts in yet another treatise called 
"On the passions of the Soulou (M. Mohaghegh, "Notes on the 'Spiritual Physic' 
of al-Razi," Studia Islamica XXVI, pp. 7-8) 
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27. Le R.P. Festugière, O.P. La Révélation d'Hermès Trismégiste 1 (Paris: 
Société d'Edition Les Belles Lettres, 1986), p. 8. 

28. Ishaq b. Hunayn, Ta'rikh al-atibba' in Franz Rosenthal, "Ishaq b. Hunayn' s 
Ta'r:ikh' al-atibbâ' ariens 7 (1954),.il' 67. _ This unde~tandihg ot author' s 
intended meaning is corroborated by Abu Sulayman al-Mantiqi al-SijistanT in his 
Siwan al-bikDab, where he identifies, as Rosenthal n'otes, Thessa10s as the 
person reÎerred to in the Ta'rikh, Thessa10s represented the methodist school. 
The third school was the dogmatic. (Ibid., p. 77, n, 3; for the el'll>irica1 
school in Alexandria see Musâ, pp. 149-5~ 

29. Sorabji, p. 301. According to G:1len, h~ver, others denied causes altogether. 

30. This opinion is shared by Festugière l, p. 13. 

31. Ibid., p. 14. 

32. Ibid., p. 15. Festugière paints an interesting picture of this religious 
moverœntin la te antiquity and its reliance on revealed knowledge transrnitted 
by Pythagoras in particular. (See his introduction to vol. 1) 

33. Maj id Fakhry, A History of Islamic Philosophy (New York: Columbia 
University press, 1970), p. 190. 

34. Festugière l, p. 16. 

35. For an interesting analysis of these two lmportant institutions, see 
Youssef Eche, Les bibliothèques arabes: publ...-,lues et semi-publiques en 
Mésopotamie, en Syrie et en Egypte au Moyen Age (Damas: Institut Français de 
Damas, 1967), esp. Part One, chs. 1 and II, pp. 9-162. 

36. Abdulaziz Shamsuddin Talbani, "The Debate About Prophecy in 'kit'ib AClaa 
al-Nuhuwab': An Analytical Study," (M.A. Thesis, The Institute of Islamic 
studies, McGill University, Montreal, Novernber 1987), p. 78. 

37. Abu Hatim provides the most direct evidence of this, but al-NadTrn's list 
of books 'written by Razi reveal a sustained interest in the subject of 
imamate and prophethood. 

38. Shaykh Abu al-Hasan CAli b. cutl:utën al-Jullabi al-Hujwiri al-Ghaznawi 
kashf al-mabjub li-af:bi:Ib al-qulub ("Somne Spirituelle"), traduit du persan, 
présenté et ~nnoté par Djamshid Mortazavi (paris: Sindbad, 1988), p. 316. 

39. Quoted from Pusül Mus4 fi al-tibb (Medical Aphorisrns), translated by 
Joseph Schacht and Max Meyerhof, "MaiIbonides Against Galen, on Philosophy and 
Cosrnogony," in Max Meyerhof f s Studies in Medieval Arabie Medicine, ed. by 
Penelope Johnstone (London: Variorum Reprints, 1984), p. 69. 

40. Ibid. , p. 76. 

41. Ibid. , p. 60. 



c 
57 

42. Henri Corbin and Mohanunad Mo'in, CO\"llllentaire de la Qasida ismaélienne 
d' I\bu ' l-lIêl i thélln Jorjani (paris: Librai rie d'Amérique et d'Orient, Adrien­
Maisonneuve, 1955) ,p. 58. 

43. Ibid. 

44. Corbin al-Qasida, p. 64. 

45. ShahrastanT, Livre des religions et des sectes (Paris: Peeters/UNESCO, 
1986), p. 556. 

46. Ibid., p. 65. 

47. Ibid., p. 60. 

48. For Razi' 5 cr i tics on the self' 5 relationship wi th the wor1d, see 
Usad'Èi call.. l, ..e. 321~ where he mentions "kalam jar4 baynahEc wa ba~ al­
Mas_udi fi huduth al- alam." The_issue_was di~cussed iE Hajnl.l~h jam-t. a1-
bada'c, published by al-Shaykh Muhyi al-Din Sabri a1-Kurdi (Matba al-sa Idah, 
Misr, 1330 H, pp. 126-127), where ~bn sTnâ's reply to al-Biruni: 

49. Corbin, Hikmatayn, p. 132. 

S0. Abü Hatim, p. 3. 

51. Whi LI? he states this in AClam al-nubuwah, the term also figures in his 
ethical treatise, in terms of pleasure: 

Now the pleasure imagined by lovers and others possessed and 
infatuated by sorne passion -- such as those in love with 
authority, ru1ership, and aIl other excessive objects infatuation 
with which dominates sorne men's souls 50 that they desire nothing 
etse but to achieve that, and think life worth1ess without it-­
this pleasure, 1 say, seems to them very great indeed and beyond 
al1 reckoning when they imagine the realization of their desire. 
(Kitab al-tibb al-rÜbani, p. , p. 40) 

• 
52. Abu Hatim, p. 3. 

53. Al-Nadim, pp. 706, 707. 

54. Abu lIatim, pp. 4-5. In his Kitab al-tibb al-ruhani, Abu Bakr states, 
"However t·o reach the highest sumnit of this ~irtue att~inable by human nature 
is scarcety open to any but the supreme philosopher; such a man must be 
accollnl:t'd as superior to the cortlnon run of humani ty, as mankind as a who le 
excels the beasts in reigning the natural instincts and controlling the 
passion. From this we realize that whosoever desires to adorn himself with 
this ornament, and to perfect this virtue in his soul, is upon a hard and 
diCEicutl: quest; he needs to acclimatize himself to centrolling and opposing 
and wlestting with his passion. And because there 1s a great difference and a 
wide range of variety between men as regards their temparaments, the 
acqu i5 i t ion of certain vi rtUes rather than others and the getting rid of 
certain vices rather than ethers wi 11 prove a harder or an easier task for sorne 



l 
men rather th an the rest." (Kitab al-tibb al-ruhani, p. (Arberry, p. 23) 

55. Fakhr al-Din, p. 164. 

56. Kitab al-tibb al-rubani, p. (Arberry, p. 55). 

57. Ibid., p. (Arberry, p. 83). 

58. As Goodman points out, however, "For Râzî himself, despite his respect for 
the thinking of Plato and the persan of Socrates, the title of philosopher 
belonged first and foremost ta those who exercised independently in the soarch 
for truth..." (Lenn Evan Goodman, "The Epicurean Ethic of Muhammad Ibn 
Zakariyâ 1 ar-Razi," Studia Islamica XXXIV [1972], p. 6.) 
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mues AND THE MEDICAL PARADIQt 

Razi's career spanned a crucial period in the formative phase of Islamic 

intellectual and scienti f ic tradition. Razi himself was thoroughly 

knowledgeable in practically every discipline. His ingenuity is perhaps 

nowhere more visible to us than in the technical sciences, where he was well-

placed to witness the precariousness of theorizing and the limited value of 

"truth value" for scientific investigation. It is hardly surprising, then, 

that a didactic concept of knowledge should colour aU his philosophy. In 

the field of ethics, medical precepts becarne more closely associated with 

epistemological questions, and "truth value" linked to broader, 

"extralogical" demands in a way comparable perhaps to what al-Farabi held 

about the i.a.' s knowledge. This knowledge, we saw, was in effect 

recogni zable through i ts enduring and practical success. In Razi' s medical 

paradigm, bodily and "spiritual medicine" exhibit continuity, although each 

retains also its character as a rigorous undertaking in its own right. 

Before analyzing his "spiritual rnedicine" in detai! in the next two chapt~rs, 

let us first briefly outline sorne basic characteristics of medical science in 

his day. 

The medical concept of "health- in Razi' s time 

Al-STrah al-falsafiyab being merely a personal testimony and apology, 

Razi 's only full-length philosophical treatise to survive is Kitib al-tibb 
• 

al-ruhani. What it reveals is the extent to which medicine permeated every 

aspect of his thought. His ethical arguments are dependent on the 

physiological concept of "health," which Plato had defined as the proper 

balance of the humours. A similar conception was held by Sushruta (400 CE) 
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and Charak (frequently quoted by Razi in al-Hawi) in terms of the doshas, 
• 

narnely, that lia healthy man is one in whom al! the doshas -- vata, pitta and 

kapha -- are in equi1ibrium, whose proper balance is noonal, the tissues and 

excretions of whose body are normal, as w.all as soul, senses and mind are in 

full vigour."1 The three dosbas,2 like the four humours in Greek medicine, 

are basic to the Ayurvedic view of patho1ogy and physiological functions. 3 

The e1ements composing them were thought to be five,4 a number al-TabarTS had . 
dismissed and which was ultimately rejected by most Islamic thinkers in favour of the 

more perfect Pythagorean figure of four. 

The frequent quotations from Ayurvedic sources found in al-Hawi are an 

indication of their importance 1:0 the ear1y rnedica1 conunentators. But we 

shall not dwell on them seeing that Greek medicine, itself largely derived 

from non-Greek sources (especially Egyptian and Chaldean), was similar in 

many respects to Hindu rnedicine. In any case, it was the liippocratic system, 

interpreted and codified by Galen (129-199 CE), which was really at the 

center of Razi's medical investigations. True to this system, Galen believed 

that everything, including food and drink, was composed of four elements, 

fire, air, water and earth. These elements carried the qualities of hot, 

cold, dry and wet. His theory of humours was echoed by most Islamic 

physicians. 6 Heat, they said, transformed nutritive intake into substances 

(hanat al-arkan), which resul ted in the humours (al-akhlat), namely, blood 

(daIIIIl), phlegm (balgham), yellow bi le (al-mararah al-safra) and black bi le 
• 

(al~rarah al-sawda·). Because i t was hot and wet, blood corresponded to 

air; phlegm corresponded to water, because it was cold and weti yellow bile 

to fire, because hot and dry; and black bile to earth, because cold and dry.7 

These were mixed in the liver and transported to the different organs of the 

body for nourishment, and the rest excreted. The humours also produced the 
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bodily parts and their actions. 8 Every humour had Hs own exit (manfadh) by 

\l/hich the body released the materia peccans and excess. The natural release 

of blood was through the nose, mouth and menstrual emissions. 9 Phlegm 

cscapeû through the mucus oC the nose, yellow bile through the gall bladder 

(kis al-safra') and black bile through the spleen. 

Illness was etiologically explicable in terms of the disequi librium of 

the humours; everything from sleep to the passions of the soul was capable of 

creating imbalance. The Greeks borrowed from the Egyptians the idea that 

illnesses were due to the corruptibility of organic matter; hence the need 

[or purging and exercise. 10 Razi accepted the idea that nutritive 

superflu i ties created the physiological cond i tions for d isease, whereby 

matter extraneously introduced could not be transforrned by the body,ll and 

that any treatment depcnded on knowing the exact proportions of the four 

elemen ts, quali t ies and humours. Hippocrates' original dictum was that 

"Everything is founded on a united confluence of aIl the humours, a united 

concordance and a uni ted sympathy. ,,12 This had to be acti vely sought by the 

physician. Health depended on krasis (Ar. mizaj, temperament or blending) 

and proper eguilibrium was described as eukrasia or, literally, "the state of 

being weIl mixed." In Arabie this was known as iCtidal al-mizaj, which 

carried strong ethical connotations. 13 

The rœdical paradigm 

Medicine go es a long way in illuminating some of lslamiç philosophy's 

unique (eatures. lronica11y, this connection has rarely received more than 

passing interest by \'lestern scholarship. Although medical analogies fill 

page after page of many of al-GhazzalT' s best-known works, they appear to 

(~ many o[ us today almost as superfluous, exotic details of a dated conception 

of the world. They have never been systematically studied by any modern 
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scholar to date, and nowhere perhaps is this oversight more starkly evident 

than in the case of Ibn STnâ, who chose to give to his best-known work the 

curious title of al-Sbifa' ("the healing"), even though its contents -- from 

log ic, mathematics, phys ics and metaphys ics -- were of phi losophical rather 

than strictly medical interest. 

The technical language of philosophy and its ancillary disciplines, 

however, acquired built-in axiological and eschatologica1 features through 

this early patterning of Islamic thought by medicine's long syncretic 

tradition. The other sciences, such as chemistry and conventiona1 bodily 

medicine, certainly exhibited similar features, despite their morespccializcd 

nature. Anatomy is a case in point. The 1ack of interest in Europe's ear1y 

medieva1 age in this discipline -- which is normally attributed by modern 

scholars to influence of the "methodist" school of the Roman physician 

Soranos -- gradually changed with the influx of Islarnic works in medicine • 

Corrmentaries on Ibn STnâ' s canon (the Latin translation of Qanun fi al-tibb) . 
not only displayed the surn of knowledge of the scholar, but also afforded the 

opportunity to introduce the most fundamenta1 issues of scholasticism with a 

view to confronting certain prevailing notions. 14 

This is hardly surprising, since the body was considered an instruroont 

by which man actualized his goals and God' 5 design becomes manifest, and not 

merely a physical entity.lS Indeed, the physiological cause of every organic 

function was what the Creator ordained it to he. Razi, for one, states this 

at practically every step of his explanation in Kitab al-mansüri fi al-tibb. 
• • 

In a strictly technical sense, finali ty manifested i tself and was expressed 

in terrns of interlocking functional relationships between the bodily parts. 

Since it is necessary that each part move to the exclusion of the other, he 

says, the bones were not made by the Creator as one single bone, but broken 

up into many li nkages .16 And since their movement does not occur 
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spontaneously, but on the measure of sorne other influence originating beyond 

the level of the parts, they are aIl linked to the principle and source of 

aIl perception and movement (cunsur al-bass va al-barakah) whose locus 
•• • 

happens to he the brain (al-dimagh) .17 The nerves (al-acsab) serve as the 
• 

links between this source and the parts, and so on down to the last tissue. 

The brain is the source (lit. "mine," macdan) of a11 imagination (al­

takhayyul), thinking (al-fikr) and memory (al-dhikr).18 As to the functions 

(al-manfacah) exhibited by the animal, but not the plant, Razi found that the 

heart provided the former with a natural heat (al-haratrah al-gharrziyah) that 
• 

was distributed throughout its body,19 and the brain made for its perfection. 

Interestingly, they bath shared one corrmon function, that of the "li ver, 1129 

of aIl things. It was the locus of the nutritional and growth function. 

Clearly, then, while the Immediate object of study -- namely, the 

physical "body" -- is unmistakable, we must ask what underlying principles 

t are being applied, for this was not a descriptive anatomy in any ordinary 

sense. The same funct ional principles found in this "physiology" seem 

ultimately capable of being projected on an entirely different scale. In 

this sense, medico-philosophy furnished a rnethodo1ogy, based on analogical 

principles presupposed by practically every Islamic thinker of note since a1-

KindT. It sought to discover the inaccessible features of the larger (or 

hidden) world by framing its questions within rnanageable proportions derived 

from a c1aser and more familiar uni verse. The movernent fram the known ta the 

unknown in arderly fashian is expressed in terms af the precept which says 

that there can be no knawledge wi thout prior knowledge. What better 

reference is there than our own "sel ves," or our own bodies? Razi 's somewhat 

cryptic rernark in Kitab al-tibb al-ruhanT, that man's object in this world is 
• • 

really to study and ta understand the "body" in which the soul temporarily 

has ta reside, ls best understaad in this light. 

, 
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AS a motif, the analogy between the human world (or body) and the larger 

cosmos, sa central ta medicine, is as indigenous ta the Native cultures of 

North America as it was ta ancient Babylon. 21 But if the analogical mode of 

reasoning implied, philosophically speaking, knowledge of the unknown based 

on the previously known, Razi also introduced a new level of technical rigour 

which was really unrivalled by any of his predecessors; in a sense also it 

distanced him from the sort of esoteric puritanism that was frequently 

espoused in his time, as we shall see. He lived in a period when the growing 

need for precision in technical language was making itself fe1t; such a 

lac un a had prornpted almost every notable faylasuf ta compose a separate 

treatise, usually entitled Risalah al-hUdud, to try ta redress i t. 22 His . 
prof iciency in several languages23 naturally allowed him more easily ta 

recognize the serious deficiencies that plagued the translated texts 

available in his time, and even to propose more exact renderings. But his 

ingenuity made him more than just a passive recipient of past knowledge at 

this early, tentative stage of science. He achieved scientific success not 

by delving into abstract def in i t i ons a 10ne bu t through sys tema tic 

experimentation. This is how he was able ta determine properties and 

relationships with much greater precision and depth, and record his results 

in specialized treatises on mineraIs and substances, such as Kitab al-

khavass • 
•• 

Throughout his writings, Razi was able ta comment on and to correct many 

misconceptions contained in older theories. His contributions in chemistry, 

in particular, are an interesting, if not yet wholly understood, facet of his 

great intellect. It was rediscovered only in this century by Ruska. 24 

Razi 1 s study of i ts ancient fouoders and contemporary revi vers, such as 

Khalid b. Yazid and Jabir b. ~ayyan,25 carried him far afield, connecting him 

with the most important foreign source of influence on early scient i fic 
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thought in Islam, namely, the medical school established in Alexandria just 

prior to the Muslims' entry into Egypt. An important discipline then, 

chemistry had not always been regarded as a reputable science,26 and its 

unfettered symbolism often poses insuperable difficulties to the modern 

scholar. 27 But its Islamic practitioners at least endeavoured to give 

rigorously-derived practical applications to Divine and ethical injunctions, 

which were otherwise held to be only formally known by the large majority of 

people. 

Sorne sought to develop this "spiritual science," as they called 

chemistry, literally by reading the world's alphabet. ShahrastanT gives an 

interesting account of this method in connection with the "batiniyab": 
• 

••• aux compositions [opérées] dans les lettres et les mots 
correspondent les compositions des formes et des corps; les simples 
lettres, par rapport aux composés que sont les mots, sont comme les 
éléments purs par rapport aux composés que sont les corps. Toute 
lettre a un correspondant dans l'uni vers, une nature qui lui est 
propre, et, du fait de cette propriété, une efficience sur les 
âmes. De là vient que les connaissances tirées des mots servant à 
l'instruction deviennent nourriture pour les âmes, de même que les 
nourritures tirées des natures issues de la création deviennent 
nourriture pour les corps. Dieu en effet a déterminé gue tout 
existant [tirerait sa] nourriture de ce dont il est créé. 2a 

Although given at a later period than Razi's, this testimony helps us get an 

idea of the difference that separated the two approaches. It seems to lie in 

the efficacy assigned to the letter -- or, for that matter, the numbers -- on 

the beholder. It is rather doubtful that Razi ever considered his 

"chemistry," the science of properties, as constituting by itself a 

"spiritual science" or source of "nutriment" in the sense evoked above. One 

indication of his attitude is his declaration that, strictly speaking, the 

"causes" of properties are aU but unknowable, at least in the sense in which 

they were often used.29Significantly, this implies that one cannot move from 

properties to final causes in any straightforward or di rect manner, 

regardless -- one would presume -- of whether the object of study is properly 

" , 
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that of chemistry or of sacred science. The technical aspect of a problem 

was clearly distinguishable from the end, though requiring at every step at 

the satne time not only definitional precision, but verification. 

Yet if Razi is generally reputed for the dry, purely "operational" 

character of his science. there is no evidence that he stopped dead at this 

stage. There is little indication that it necessarily crowded out the larger 

spiritual quest, as Corbin and others makes a point of arguing. 30 It cannot 

be denied that his ta'wH led to a different ernphasis than that of Jabir b. 

al-Hayyan's letter-based science of cosmological interpretation,31 and away . 
from an identification of number and reality in the manner of the 

pythagoreans. Interestingly, though, the focal interest in the proparties of 

things he helped spawn was later shared by mystical or learned circles, such 

as the Ikhwan al-Sa fa, who set out to build a grandiose scheme based on the 

principles of mathematico-philosophy. They held that the properties of 

numbers were the prototypes of the properties of things, and that numbers 

inhered as accidents in the same way that accidents inhered in substances. 

But theyalso insisted that their Rasa'il's discussion of numbers served only 

as a prelude to the "knowledge of the soul" and preparatory to the "knowledge 

of God. ,,32 The precise determination of properties, at any rate, served a 

much higher, spiritual end than the technical aspect by itself indicated. As 

the highest knowledge possible for man, the "knowledge of God" inevi tably 

returns us to the problem of human conduct, and nothing, of course, is more 

germane to Razi' s philosophical thought. He ernphatically dcclared in his 

later work, al-Sirah al-falsaflYah, that philosophy was no idle exercise in 

"geometrical superfluities"; rather, i t had as i ts object the highcst, most 

c -des i rable form of knowledge, vi z. the knowledge of God (ma r ifah Allah), 

·11 ~ which consists in the following. Since, 
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the A1mighty Creator has the attributes of know1edge wherein is no 
ignorance, and justice that is innocent of wrong, whereas He is 
Hirnself absolute knowledge, justice and rnercy, and whereas He is 
our Creator and Ru1er and we are His slaves and bondservants, and 
those servants are most be10ved of thei.r masters who most 
[ilithCully aùopt their master's way of life and mast carefully 
Collow their code of conduct -- that man is therefore the nighest 
of God's servants unto his Master who is the most knowing, just, 
merci fuI and compassionate. 33 
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i5 no different, he notes, from what every philosopher means when he 

says that "philosophy is the imitation of Almighty Gad 50 far as lies within 

man's power." The maxim was coined by Plata in Theaetetus,34 the idea being 

that we ought to fly from earth ta heaven as quickly as we can, that is, in 

arder ta become like God. Galen, one of Plato's conmentators, argued in a 

similar vein that "the wise man ls he who resembles God. 1I35 

'l'ho exhortation ta imitatc Gad' s Perfect Attributes is perhaps more 

conduei ve ta an active search for salvation than a mere deeiphering of the 

uni verse' s alphabet, no mat ter how perfeetly this is identified wi th 

spi ri tuaI transformation. This a1so meant though that the true state of 

salvation, though irnmaterial, was a1so closely bound up wi th worldly 

pursuits. In Razi's medieally-inspired conception, as we shal1 see, the only 

route ta salvation was through puposeful human activity, and the dynamics of 

this aetivity were posed in the medically-inspired terms of "internaI 

equilibrium." He tried to operationalize the "anaiogicai language" employed 

by the (acult:y o[ the imagination -- which we saw was a fundamentai element: 

of medieal tradition -- in his field of "character reformation." He did this 

by conCerr ing upon the reasoning process itself a ro1e comparable ta that of 

diagnosis and treatment in medicine. Knowledge acquisition proceeded here, 

too, f rom the unseen ta what was, figuraI: i vely speaking, hidden and 

"exterior" and thus amenable ta "medical" contro1s. 

1\1 though cl iagnos i5, 1: reatment and medicatrents are palpably medical 

expressions, the sarne principles of tamthil (analogy) which apply in 

1 
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philosophy and metaphysics as soteriological considerations enter the picture -
~ (that is, if they are uitimately to Iead to man's salvation), do so aiso to 

the physician as apothecary. In the area of diagnosis, analogy (t~hil) wa5 

defined as a transfer of a judgement from one "manifestation" to another, or 

from one particular to the next, by way of cornparison in some aspect or 

other. 36 UltimateIy, the abject is to effect a cure through a treatrnent that 

i5 specific to the disease, assuming that the cause of disequilibriurn among 

the humours could be identified. It has aiso been traditionally held that 

treatrnent may be found through use of the imagination or even recollecti ve 

powers, by which the physician saw or imagined in his mind the actual state 

of the afflicted person and, always in a "dream state," cured him through 

rnedicarnents. 37 He must then try to realize aU this in his wakeful state, 

moulding ~ircumstances accordingly. 

This, in very rough outline, is the nature of the process called 

treatrnent. But there is more to the analogy. Razi i ns isted that the 

physician cannot cure his patient by the rnere adrninistering of drugs. The 

mark of a true physician was his ability to rely on the vital power of the 

patient himself, 50 that, ultimateIy, everyone had to be his own physician. 

The object of rnedicaments and treatrnent, whether physicai or spiritual, was 

only to nurture and to strengthen inner capaci ty. They were not meant to 

supplant it. By the sarne token, even the highest attainable rnetaphysical 

knowledge must be pursued wi th a view to nurturing and strengthening the 

spiritual capacity. Finally, spi ri tual and physical health provided the 

condi tions for the attainrnent of truth, the wherewi thai to arrive at the 

proper destination; to sorne extent i t even const i tuted that end' s very 

actualization. Perhaps Razi' s objection in al-Sirah al-falsafiyah to being 

denied the recognition due to hirn as a genuine philosopher has very much to 

do with the definite strictures he deliberately placed on the type of 
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knowledge to which philosophers at least cou1d 1ay c1aim. These strictures 

did not entail renouncing aIl responsibility of trying to "know" the 

"unknown"; on the contrary, it seerns more plausible to say that he viewed 

knowledge of "transcendent reality" as somehow related to that of the 

immediate world. unfortunately, the on1y avai1able evidence is provided in 

the course of Razi's ethical argument, which we shall nowexamine. 

Razi's etbical argument 

In Kitab al-tillb al-rühiiii, Razi tries to present a coherent argument 
• • 

for ethical conduct by drawing on a correspondence wi th the model of 

pleasure. He does this out of purely pedagogical considerations, his express 

purpose being to induce two types of people to follow a reasonable course in 

life: 

(1) the one uneducated in philosophy and 

(2) the skeptic about the afterlife, but who is neverthe1ess 
inclined to the same view as the believer that p1easure must 
be curbed. 

The goal for aU categories of people, without exception and regardless of 

their educational level is the virtuous life. 

By way of introduction, let us review, before we begin analyzing the 

argument in detai1, what some scholars have said. The last study to appear 

is based on an opinion expressed by Pinès that the ethical argumentation in 

Kitab al-tibb al-rubani is essentially different from that of his later 
• 

apologetic essay, al-Sirab al-falsafi~. In his second work, Razi makes use 

of the "idea of God" in order to show that the aim of philosophy is "the 

imi tation of the Creator," as far as human1y possib1e. 38 In his Kitab a1-

tibb al-rubani, on the other hand, he is alleged to assume an "agnostic" 
• • 
posi tion on the question of God, His attributes and the afterlife. From 

this, Bar-Asher, the author of this study, draws the doubtful conclusion, 
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however, that two opposite approaches are being entertained. 39 Since Razi 

..... himself notes in al-SIrah al-falsafiyah that his earlier book already 

contained the basic ideas found therein,40 it would seem more appropriate to 

consider how, not if, this re1ationship was viewed by him. However, it is 

simply untrue that he adopted an "agnostic" stance in his earlier work. Yet 

Bar-Asher ventures even to add, as we a1ready pointed out, that his views 

were so revolutionary that they "allaient contre ce qui ~tait consid~r~ conme 

les fondements mêrœs de la foi et des institutions musulmanes (cr~ation du 

monde ex nihilo: proph~tie, à laquelle il oppose des arguments jamais 

entendus avant lui, et ainsi de suite) ••• 41 One wonders, though, how this 

can he supported: if he is trying to prove heresy by alluding toRnzi's 

position on creationism let a10ne "prOphecyll -- he seems grossly 

misinformed about the whole intent of his allegorica1 argument in AClam al­

nubuwah, as we saw in the previous chapter. 

Goodman much more accommodatingly opines that it is difficu1t to 

characterize the "hedonic" structure of his argument as being "in the service 

of anything but quite conventional or at any rate philosoph;'cally and 

religious1y acceptable values. ,,42 Razi 's argurrentation, he thinks, 

provides a kind of net for gathering up what at this tirœ were 
regarded as aIl the best ascetic and otherworldly values, 
reinforcing their claims by prUdential reasoning and putting them 
within reach of the (ethically ordinary man, without ever fully 
subordinating to an aUen standard the clairns of these "higher" 
values (re1igious and philosophic) to intrinsic or even 
transcendent worth. 43 

But Goodman was able to arrive at this interpretation by focusing on two 

distinct conponents in Razi 's philosophy, namely, the Platonic and the 

Epicurean. He makes no bones about Razi '5 ethica1 theory being clearly of 

Epicurean and "hedonic" inspiration. But he does so wi th the provision that 

Razi had a llparadoxical ascetic bias." Razi realized, he says, that 

"hedonistic" argurœnts could never conflict wi th but only "rooderate" the 
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higher -- but more "dangerous" -- claims of Platonic asceticism and 

(~ otherworldliness,44 which are more evident in his earlier than his later 

work. 1'his analysis, in fact, gives us mu ch better insight into Razi 's 

lhought. In Goodman's view, the issue arises with, 

Razi's repeated (albeit hedonic) reference to man's soteriological 
rr~ward -- for surelj the rejection of aIl such reference is the 
hallmark of Epicurean ethical and intellectual integri ty and 
provided the express primary motive for aIl truly Epicurean 
philosophy. RaZÏ 's doctri ne of the predominance of suffering in 
this life, combined with his optimistic theodicy and his rejection 
of the Epicurean denial of providence forces him to adopt a rnost 
un-Epicurean soteriological metaphysics and willy-nilly to 
reintroduce into philosophy the very other worldly considerations 
which Epicurus thought it the prime task of philosophy to remove. 4S 

The key word used by RaZÏ which makes aU the difference is excess 

(ifrat), equally tempting for a "young Socrates" in his spiritual, ascetic . 
peregrinations as for the parson given to a life ot pleasure. Measured in tertTlS 

of the mean, which Razi was 50 keen to establish as a principle, these two 

types of eKcess are eKactly identical, offering nothing more than a life of 

misery. Goodman brings us nearer ta grasping the elusive link which binds 

thern together. Excessi ve intellectualism is condemned by Razi "solely in 

t(~rIl\S o[ its harm[ulness to health and the unattainability of its objective 

when set tao high or too passionately sought ... 46 This is exactly the same 

line of reasoning used ta demonstrate the futility of worldly pleasures. We 

may reltlark parenthetically here that this seems related ta the important 

epistemological connection between pleasure and belief, first elucidated by 

Socrates in the Philebus. But we shall defer discussion of it ta the next 

'l'a bring out his point, Goodman conveniently recaps the argument from 

pledsure by completing a metaphor used by Razi to the effect that pleasure is 

like a baited trap. Razi's real recommendation to us would then be, 

ta recognize the paradox, relax the springs of the trap, ta unset 
it and thereby gain the bait, now recognized with the abatement of 
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desire for the paltry thing it is. It is not pleasure unqualified 
we seek, but rather the enjoyment of pleasure. And enjoyment, in 
fact, is possible, but only if we understand enjoyrnent as a 
negligible, largely ne-.9ative thing, a state of rest rather than a 
product or a process. 47 
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As Goodman says, there is more to Razi than just sorne Greek-inspired, 

heretical reverence for "Reason" -- as if reason were not, in any case, of 

fundamental concern even to Islamic authori ties as unimpeachable as al­

GhazzalT. However, that "pleasure becornes the judge of reason, not reason of 

pleasure,,,48 which he claims to be consequent upon Razi's condemnation of 

excessive intellectualisrn, seerns to me to he overstating his actual position. 

Unfortunately, the limited nurnber of extant philosophical works 

limits somewhat our understanding of Razi'sreal position. The general result 

of this, as Pierre tory remarked, has been that Razi, "censur~e, stigmatisée, 

caricaturée par des polémistes hostiles, est devenue difficile à reconstituér 

pour des savants contenporains."49 It rnay also he added that his position on 

"pleasure" was equally, if not more, controversial than his praise of 

"reason. 1I Overall, his negative reputation rnay have more ta do with the age-

old distrust of Epicur:eanisrn, with which his arguments are heavily laden, 

than with his philosophy. Al-Mayrnun' s denunciation of Razi, in particular 1 

paraiieis in rnany ways the view held by Philon and Joseph Flavius50 that 

Epicurus was a dangerous infidel and atheist. The old obloquy against 

Epicurus was that he was a rebel, and his hope of ridding society of i ts 

superstitions did not sit well with anyone espousing a doctrine of 

"revelation." The main characteristic he appears to share with Razi, 

however, is the emphasis on freeing the self from the pain and troubles that 

accornpany worldly pursui ts. He even counselled against having children, 

which Razi repeats for effect in his Kitab al-tibb al-rUhanT. But Epicurus' 
• 

most unsettling claim was that the fear of death and poverty was unfounded. 
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What was feared, strictly speaking, sirnply did not exist -- was, in the case 

of death, non-existence itself. His purpose was to show that the real object 

of aIl activity, even for natural science, was ta attain imperturbability 

(ataraxia), as we noted above. '11 

Most modern scholars agree that Epicurus exercised great influence on 

Razi. But if he adhered to his ideas, Razi drew his consequences in a 

thoroughly pedagogical frame of mind. His main concern in his ethical 

treatise, as we saw, was to convince the least trained and the most skeptical 

of phi losophers alike of those basic tenets that were absolutely necessary 

for the good life. It was with this purpose in mind that he enunciated al­

tibb al-rubani ("spiritual medicine"), a science aimed primarily at reforming 

character. To give more legitirnacy to this science, he refers to Plato as 

having laid down that "corporal medicine" (al-tibb al-jasdani) and "spiritual 
• 

m.adicine" (al-tibb al-ruhani) should be u8ed for the same purpose of . . 
balancing actions in order to avoid excess. The second type of medicine 

consists of the use of "persuasion through arguments and proofs" (al-iqtinac 

bil-hujaj va al-barahin). 52 On this pr inciple, Razi dernonstrates how 
• 

character vices are rooted in the faulty exercise or even total abandonment 

of reason. What is needed is a correct "intellectual prognosis." Since 

"intellectual prognosis" in spiritual rned·jc .. ~ is comparable ta rnedicaments 

in bodily rnedicine, he relies on the ..:.'tR'! principle of contraries (bi-

diddihi) for treatrnent. We know this from the specifie reconmendations he . 
makes in the interest of suppressing undesirable habits, fears or impulsions; 

for example, subjecting oneself to public criticism if one suffers from the 

inability to tolerate it. Aiso based on this principle is his counsel for 

inuring oneself to the 108s of dear ones and possessions; an image must be 

conjured up of the state in which thei! loss is fait accompli. It is clearly 

evident that, truthful as i t has to be, once freed from i ts logical 

1 . 
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integument, the correct "intellectual prognosis" must be assessed also 

according to its efficacy in producing the desired result or, to be precise, 

the condition of health. 

In Kitab al-tibb al-r:ühani, however, there is no attempt to elaborate 
• 

the bearing this crucial aspect of his thought has either philosophically or 

metaphysically. He only tantalizingly refers to a rnuch larger theme, namely, 

"the state of the soul after i t has left the body.1I53 The reasons he gi ves 

for Hs avoidance in this particular work are merely that 

to speak of this would take us far beyond the scope of the present 
book, alike in loftiness, length and breadth... in breadth, 
because the purpose of such researches is the salvation of the soul 
after it has left the body, though it is true that the discourse 
involves a major consideration of the reformation of character. 54 

Thanks to this passage we can at least picture the place he accorded to the 

the object of al-titlb al-ruhini, namely, the reformation of character, in his 
• • 

overall scheme of things. But he also explains that even the larger study is 

identifiable in terrns of i ts value to the soul in its quest for salvation and 

dissociation from its material body. rt is not difficult to imagine the 

relationship which exists between the highest metaphysical knowledge and i ts 

beholder as OOing sornehow analogous to that between medicaments and the 

person to whorn they are administered. E'inally, the t'ilO other reasons 

mentioned for failing to elaborate further are the following: 

in loftiness, because this involves research into the nature of the 
soul, the purpose of i ts associat ion wi th and separation from the 
body, and its state after it has gone out of it; in length, because 
each of these several branches of research requi res i ts own 
interpretation and explanation, ta an eKtent rnany tirnes the 
discourse contained in this book... 55 

To sumnarize, the reasoning process has a distinctly medical role to 

play. To provide a correct and accu rate judgement ternains its prirnary 

objective, though this is never assured solely through internaI (logical) 

consistency. We shall see that the latter can never ensure against 
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i nterEerence by the passions, for passions can masquerade themsel ves as 

r-eason evcn in i ts logically most impeccable forme Razi '5 ernphasis on 

"dralllr.lti zation" o[[ers an escape from the many pi tfalls of ratiocination. 
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Chapter Four 

SELF AND THE OYNAMICS OF REASON 

In the preceding chapters we saw tha t the main objections raised agùinst 

Razi by his critics were related to problems that stenuned from their common 

preoccupation with the question of the self' s attachment to matter (or, 

alternatively, as we shall now see, its relationship with the world) together 

wi th the nature and role of the caq1. Contrary to what many modern scholars 

have alleged, reliance on caq1 does not necessarily imply religious 

irreverence. Razi's skepticism rather was directed primarily at the 

epistemological implications of a particular doctrine of prophethood -- more 

precisely, the Ismacrlr, at least according to AClam al-nubuwah. Oth~rwise 

his argument in Kitab al-tibb al-ruhanTmay very well serve, on the wholc, to . 
support instead of to undermine prophetic tradi tion, as Goodman suggests. 

We also noted in connection wi th his allegorical account transmi tted to 

us by Abu Hatim that he viewed the caql as having been created by God for the 

benefit of the self, this after the decisive event had taken place, narnely, 

the seUls attachment to matter and its subsequent: "fall." If wc follow the 

logic of this allegory more closely, there are two basic movements: 

"downward" (the "fall") and "upward" ("salvation"). cAql essentially figures 

only in the second tnoVelnent, that is, back loward the "irronalerial" stùtc; it 

is not at aIl implicated in the downward one, where the selfls yearning for 

matter is manifested. Its sole value rests in its ability to holp the SI:!l( 

escape from "mat:erial confusion." Moreover, that: i t is the Creator HirnseH 

who sends caq1 is surely clinching proof that Rùzi believed its ul tilllatü 

source anyway ta be Di vine. We have no evidence concerning his exact 

position on the related but more fundal11ental question or whcther Lhe Qurllln 

is created or eternal, apart from a curt dismissal in ACiam al-nubüWah of the 
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fractiousness of the whole debate. l 

As we shall see in this chapter, i t is clear from Kitab al-tibb al-
• 

ruhani that he did not deny that sorne form of ratiocination was involved in 

the downward movement. However, he regarded it a~ a palpably faise form of 

reason, not on any logical grounds, but because i t ul timate1y drew i ts 

inspiration from and acted on beha1f of the passions (al-hawA). Was he then 

saying that it was possible the same form can have different origins? 

CAqI in Razi's ethical treatise 

His ethical treatise may well be taken as an alternati ve, discutsi ve form 

of the same "argument" previously propounded through a11egory. Its special 

merit is in offering a full length exposition not only of his concept of 

C aql, but its true and false uses. 

Razi lays down the essentia1 features of the intellect in the very first 

chapter of his treatise on the spiritual medicine. His stated purpose, from 

the outset, is to establish the meaning of bath Caql and havA, which 

constitute the "starting point ll of his study. C Thus aql, God's greatest 

gift to men, is meant "to mark their superiority over the beasts, and in 

order that they might see the evil quali ties of passion and therefore rein 

and ru le it .•. 112 Because of its explicitness, we shall take the liberty of 

quoting the passage in full. 

The Creator (Exalted he His Name) gave and bestowed upon us Reason 
to the end that we might thereby attain and achieve every 
advantage, that lies within the nature of 5uch as us to attain and 
achieve, in this world and the next. It is God's greatest blessing 
to us, and there is nothing that surpasses it in procuring our 
advantage and profit. 8y Reason we are preferred above the 
irrational beasts, 50 that we rule over them and manage them, 
subjecting and controlling them in ways profitable alike ta us and 
them. By Reason we reach aIl that raises us up, and sweetens and 
beautifies our life, and through it we obtain our purpose and 
desire. For by Reason we have comprehended the manufacture and use 
of ships, 50 that we have reached unto distant lands divided from 
us by the seas; by it we have achieved medicine with its many uses 
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to the body, and aU the other arts that yield us profit. By 
Reason we have comprehended matters obscure and remote, things that 
were secret and hidden from us: by it we have learned the shape of 
the earth and the sky, the dimensions of the sun, moon and other 
stars, their distances and motions; by it we have achieved even the 
knowledge of the Almighty, our Creator, the rnost majestic of aU 
that we have sought to reach and our most profitable attainment. 3 

94 

After giving this glowing depiction, Razi then offers a succinct description 

of the reasoning mechanism. He describes Caql very much in the spirit of the 

nascent falsafah tradition, 

the thing whereby we picture our intellectual acts before they 
become manifest to the senses, so that we see them exactly as 
though we had sensed them, then we represent these pictures in our 
sensual acts so that they correspond exactly wi th what we have 
represented and imagined. 4 . 

Passion and instinct, on the other hand, 

are always inciting ••• us to follow after present pleasures and to 
choose them wi thout reflection or deliberation upon the possible 
consequence, even though this may involve pain hereafter and 
prevent us from attainin~ a pleasure many times greater than that 
immediately experienced. 

Whereas reason comprehends obscure and remote matters, "things that were 

secret and hidden from us" (al-mIlIr al-qhamidah al-bacrdah minna al-khafiyah . 
al-mastuJ:ah canna) -- such as learning the shape of the earth and the 

dimensions of the sun, etc. 6 -- passion (al-hawâ) and instinct see nothing 

but their actual state (halatahllDii fi al-laththi hwM fihi laghaYJ:). 7 
• 

Spatial dimensions he1p convey the movement of reason from the immediate to 

the exceedingly subtle -- the terminal point OOing the original state of 

imnateriali ty. If true pleasure, much 1ess true and benef icial knawledge, 

were ta be attained, it is bath our fundamental dut Y and the safcst route to 

suppress the caU of the passions and gradually ta train the soul ta that 

end. For a person cannat be sure, in any of his activities, "that in 

gratifying his appetite he will nat involve himself in evil consequences very 

many times more painful and distressing than the labour af resalutely 

suppressing it."B We only need to picture to ourselves the perf idious end 

l't 1" • «"-' ! 
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proper to the unreflected course of action, which is no different from that 

of anyone deliberately setting out to destroy himself. 9 Therefore, even when 

in doubt, wc tnust ncver succutnb to our appetite, for 

'l'he intelligent and perCect man follows only the dictate of reason, 
and never continues in any state unless he feels free to do 50 for 
a def ini te reason and with a clear justification; he will not 
Collow or obey or go a10ng with his passion when it wouid Iead him 
in a contrary direction. le 

The goal of aIl activity -- including knowledge acquisition -- is to seek to 

restore internaI equilibrium. As we shaH see, this çondition is equally 

nccesl;;ary (or the seeker of mu ch higher goals, in fact ones that are "far 

beyond the mere reigning of the passions." This is what we learn from the 

whole argument Razi presents in Kitab al-tibb al-ruhani. He never assumed an 
• • 

"agnostic" posi tion in relation to these goals, as sorne conunentators have 

claimed, but only ttied to define the nature of those conditions which rc-

11111 i Ilcd vu! id in cvery form of purposeful acti vity. 

The tripartite division of the soul 

Razi goes on to elucidate this state of equilibrium in terms of the 

platonic conception of the self. His second chapter in fact begins with a 

brief, though ostensibly unconmitted, expos~ of Plato's tripartite division 

of the soul, which he probably learned directly from the Timaeus. The same 

or a similar division has bcen adopted by many other Islamic thinkers and, in 

a sense, "Islamized." At this early juncture, however, i t is still clearly 

i1Ssociilted by Hfl1.Î with the ancient philosophers; he even mentions the 

proponent of the idea by name, as it was his custom to do in aIl his works. ll 

Here is how Razi represented this division: 

(l) the ra ti anal and div ine (al-nafs al-natiqah wa al-
ilahiyah) , • 

(2) the choleric and animal (al-nafs a1-ghadabiyah wa a1-
haywanTyah), and • 
• 
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(3) the_~getative, in~remental and aeEelitive (al-nafs al­
nabatiyah wa al-namiyah wa al-sbahwaniyah).12 
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Each part is important, and cannot be extirpated without causing 

disequilibriurn to the whole. AH the different needs and drives must bü 

counterbalanced against each other and a state of equi librium establishcd. 

The ideal state is thus nei ther the "dictatorial ru le of reason" nor that oC 

the appet i tes. This does not detract from the fact that each soul was 

created for the sake of the one above it. Briefly, at the top is the 

rational and di vine soul, which ought to rule over the reste Next, the 

vegetative, is the instrument of the rational soul, "for the body," he says, 

"is not of an eternal, indissoluble substance, but its substance is fluid and 

soluble, and every soluble object only surv ives bl' leaving behind i t 

something ta replace that element which is dissolved." 13 whi le the 

vegetati ve soul serves ta feed the body, the choleric acts to prevent the 

rational soul from being overly preoccupied with its desires. Reason, the 

highest facultl', must he employed by the rational faculty in order to deliver 

the soul from the body in which it is trapped. 14 To achieve this, it must 

make use of the ternperament of the brain (mizaj al-dimagh) in its entirety as 

its first instrument and implement (awwal alah wa adat) .15 A similar 

description of the brain' s functions ls found in his physiolog ical studies, 

including al-HawTL6 and his more compact Kitab al-mansüri, which wc have 
• • 

already examined. Man's sensation, voluntary motion, imagination, thought 

and memory belong ta the brain. However, these are not taken in the sense of 

a property and temperament peculiar ta it, but rather inso[ar as they belong 

to the very substance that dwells in the brain and uses i t as an 

instrument. l7 For the brain is merely an organ, albeit the inner essence's 

most intimate of instruments. lB 

Razi was more comnitted ta Plato's theories than he lets on, for it is 
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at this point that he alludes to Plato' s teaching that men should labour 

through both corporal and spiritual medicine (the latter consisting of 

persuasion through arguments and proofs) .19 Medicine must equilibrate the 

actions of the souls, he says, wi th a view to preventing them from ei ther 

failing or exceeding what is expected of them. 20 His purpose in bringing up 

Plato' s views in this prelirninary discussion is to place the spiri tuaI 

medicine -- the science he is enunciating in this work in clearer 

perspective. Its object being "the reformation of the soul's character," it 

follows that the 10ftiest and most important matter in this specifie task is 

"the suppression of the passions, the opposing of natural inclinations in 

most circumstances, and the graduaI training of the soul to that end ... 21 

This must be done through deliberati0'1, f or deI i bera t i on i s what 

distinguishes man from the beasts. Thus, without renouncing the possibility 

of higher knowledge, Razi beg ins at the rnost rudimentary level. But since 

spiritual medicine relies on the intellect to rnaintain and actively ta 

promote a state of internaI equilibriurn, i t stands to reaE\on that 

the highest sununi t in the acquis i t ion of the virtues is 

attainab1e only by the "supreme philosopher. 1122 The only condition is that 

equilibrium arnong the facul ties be maintained through every level of 

realization, inc1uding that of the philosopher -- even if the philosopher' s 

goal goes "far beyond the problem of the mere reigning of the passions 

a10ne." 

A similar conception was worked out sorne years later by Miskawayh, whose 

express aim in Tahdhib al-akhlaq was to ensure good character through an 

understanding of the nature of the soul according ta lia hierarchally ordered 

teaching."23 Like Razi, ~liskawayh made specifie reference to a discipline 

called al-tibb al-ruhani, and defined the pathology of the self by referring . . 
to the intellect's altered natural state. In other words, 

• 



de même que le malade atteint dans sa partie corporelle-­
principalement si sa maladie provient d'une des deux parties 
nobles: je veux dire le cerveau et le coeur -- arrive à avoir 
l'intelligence si altérée, l'âme si affectée qu'il s'en rend compte 
lui-même et qu'on ne se fie plus ni a son esprit, ni à sa pensée, 
ni a son imagination, ni aux autres facultés de son âme noble; de 
même, le malade atteint dans son âme soit par la colère, soit par 
le chagrin, soit par l'amour-passion, soit par les appétits qui 
solèvent sa fougue, nous apparaît d'autant plus altéré dans sa 
forme passe par toutes sortes d'avatars directement observables. 24 
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Miskawayh also had a similar conce~tion of treatment of the diseases of the 

"soul." This treatment depended on the cause of inlbalance: the passion or 

the appetite which happened to suppress the intellect. The symptoms of 

"spiri tuaI" i1lnesses were intimately related to sorrow and fear of whatever 

happened or may happen. 25 Their diagnosis and treatment essentially 

consisted of the proper employrœnt of reason to the end that a stace of 

hea1th might he restored. This state was definable in terms of the rule of 

the intellect and of the proper functioning of aIl the faculties of the self. 

Equilibrium among these facu1ties signified the ru le of justice (cadl) -- or 

iCtidal, as Razi would say. 

activity.26 

Th is was the proper end of a11 rnundane 

Furthermore, Miskawayh's account is marked by a concern similar to a1-

FarabT's -- and, for that matter, al-GhazzalT's in Mizan al-acmal -- to 

highlight the analogical correspondence between "the virtuous city" élnd the 

idea of the imam. He greatly emphasized that the virtues were realizable 

on1y within society, each person seeing his own completion in the other. 27 

In classical philosophy, this was expressed by Plato, who not only 

distinguished alllong the different facul ties of the self, but arguud that 

they shou1d he harmoniously balanced in the same way that the city was. The 

tegal sage in Miskawayh's case ernbodied the rnicrocosm-macrocosm relationship 

by successfully bringing the citizenry, over whom he ruled, propcrly to 

perform their specialized tasks. Justice implied a state of equi1ibrium both 

1 
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in the soul and in the ci ty. 

The fact that Razi faUs to make explici t use of this analogy, does not 

alter our understanding of his philosophy, for he was certa i nly not 

indifferent ta i ts soc ial implications. It remains, howev<.:!r, that his 

philosophical principles are projected mostly on the scale of the "mi<.:rocosm" 

-- if we are permitted to use this term in his case -- without this entailing 

for the indi vidual any abnegation of his social duties. The more elaborate 

outline of the 'lirtues and vices presented by Miskawayh allowed him to 

distinguish clearly between habitus and character. (khalq) .28 Babi tus was 

obtainable only incrementally through training and education, which i t was 

the business of moral science to undertake; whereas character or khalq 

entailed that goodly acts emanated without effort or pain, for these acts 

'could not he genera ted by means of diseurs i ve thought. 29 

While he hoped ta establish the "sphitual medicine" as an art which 

inculcated good habits in the individual, Razi argued from a dif~erent 

direction than Miskawayh. Ideally, the 'spiritual medicine" must 

enab1e him to act effortlessly and independently; in short, it must l'cnder hlm 

capable of becoming his own healer or spiri tual physician. In this sense, the 

"spiritual medicine," as he insists, was accessible ul timate1y to anyone wi th 

the power to think. But this did not mean that philosophical reasoning, if 

we follow Razi '5 medical logic, can achieve the desired effect in every case 

and at every level of activity. Clear1y, the person inadequately trained in 

philosophy will not be overly affected by its arguments, and wil 1 require 

another rnethod to restore iCtidal. The bottom 1ine in this seems ta he 

that there is no such thi ng as an eternal proof or sure ref lecti ve path to 

the pure state of repose or happiness. Each case demands i ts own diagnosis 

and treatment. And this clearly shows why Razi can never really he cast in 

the role of a "rationalist" in Islam in any western European Sense. 
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self-PUr if icat ion 

If Razi' s purpcse in discussing virtue and vice is not classificatory, 

ha navertheless gOGS to great lengths to show, practically and discursi vely, 

the steps to achieve the one and eradicate the other. !le starts out by 

explaining what failure and excess in each faculty of the tripartite division 

of the self signifies. Failure of the vegetative soul consists in not being 

able to supply food, growth and increase in "the quantity and quality 

requlred by the bOdy."30 Its excess is when the body is furnished with a11 

these beyond i ts needs. The choler ic soul' s failure is recognized when the 

soul lacks the fervour, pride and courage "ta enable it ta rein and vanquish 

the appetitive soul at such tirnes as it feels desire, so as to come between 

i t and i ts des ires"3l; whereas excess is when arrogance and love of 

domination beconlE! its prime qualities. 32 The breakdown of the rational soul 

is indicated by Hs failure bath to rnarvel at this world and "above aIl ta 

invastigate the body in which it dwells and its form and fate after death."33 

If a man does not wlmder at our world and is not concerned "ta discover what 

his state will he after death, his portion of reason is that of the beasts-­

nay, of bats and fishes c1nd worthless things that never think or reflect. ,,34 

Excess i n l.'~ason, on the othe r hand, 

is proved when a man is so swayed and overmastered by the 
consideration of sueh things as these that the appetitive soul 
cannot obtain the food and sleep and so forth to keep the body fi t, 
or in suff icient quanti ty to maintain the temperament of the brain 
in a heal thy state. Such a man is forever seeking and probing and 
striving to the utmost of his powers, supposing that he will attain 
ill1d realize these matters in a shorter time than that which is 
absolutely necessary for thei r achievement. The result is that the 
temperament of the whole body is upset, so that he falls prey to 
depression and melanchol ia, and he misses his entire quest through 
supposing that he c')uld quickly master it. 35 

Similarly ta other dysfunctions, "excess in reason" disturbs the harmony 

alllong the various (aculties. Yet it is passion which obscures the intellect, 

counting indeed as the "blemish of reason," "clouding it and diverting it 
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from its proper path and right purpose, preventing the reasonable man [rom 

V'" finding the true guidance and the uHimate sa1vation of all his a[fairs." 36 

Consequently, i t is necessary that we 

discipline and subject our passion, driving and compelling it to 
obey the p.very dictate of Reason. If we do thus, our Reason will 
becorne absolutely clear and will illuminate us with all its light, 
bringing us to the achievernent of all that we desire to attain; and 
we shall be happy in God's free gift and grace of it. 37 

We shaH see how, in order to demonstrate the correct exercise of 

reason, Razi uses "pleasure" as a didactic mode!. He is able, in this 

manner, to restate the problem of knowledge in more concrete and ill1nediate 

terms. Here, one is naturally reminded of the analogical link between 

pleasure and belief first intimated in Plato' s dialogues. 38 Even though 

genuinely felt, Plato said, sorne pleasures are "false. ,,39 Their genuineness 

aione did not guarantee their truth. Just' like beliefs, which existed as 

mental statements or images, pleasures had still to he established as either 

true or false. Razi, too, does not deny the tœre fact of p1easurab1e 

sensations, no more than that of the images. However, he was more insistent 

than Plato in trying to show how true knowledge, just like true pleasure, was 

accessible only through self-purification (that is, from the passions and the 

vices to which they give rise). Therefore, the direction of his thought wünt 

beyond pure epistemology. He relied on a more complex and dynamic model than 

the correspondence theory of knowledge usually associated wi th Plato. 

Ultirnately, his model implied nothing short of a sense of existenlial 

self-realization in the path of know1edge acquisition, although it was 1eft 

more to the adepts of Sufi and Shrcah traditions to develop this 

understanding. 

The idea of self-purification, as we shal1 see in the next chapter, i5 

readily illustrated by Razi through the obvious question of ablution. 40 The 

presence of impurities cannot be treated in any absolute sense without at the 

~- --- ---------------------------------
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sarne time undermining the entire purpose of the act, which he says is not to 

eradicate completely every impure elernent, however minuscule, but simply to 

ef fect a state of pur Hy. This lS achievable, he insists, wi thi n 

experiential bounds rather than analogically.4l 8y 50 formulating the issue, 

Razi tries to preserve both the coherence and thè viabili ty of a discourse 

whose main focus is on the simple act of purification. But we may extend its 

range to coyer aU manner of human activity. Only, analogical thinking 

would, in this case, figure more and more prominèntly, presumably as 

technical sophistication increases and as the task requires. 

8y the same token, the "spiritual medicine" must maintain viability and 

coherence at every level of activity, whatever its form or purpose. l ts 

p: incipal goals are to eradicate vices and to tr.ain the soul in self-control, 

which alone crea te the conditions for success and, ultimately, salvation. 

Human vices are, however, pervasive and not always apparent even to the 

person with the best of intfmtions. Consequently, ,Razi urges those of "lofty 

purpose" not to recoil from going to great lengths in ensuring that they are 

on the right course, and reconmends even that they employ an intelligent or 

percepti ve person who can point out their character flaws. 42 Underl ining the 

importance of candour, he ci tes Galen' s "Good Men Profit by their Enemies, .. 43 

since we can hardly expect to do this with perfect honesty by ourselves, but 

only "wi th the pure and single eye of reason ."44 Should their cri tic give an 

exaggerated opinion from time to time, he should be thanked. 

True reason is, in fact, so subtle and elusive that no one individual 

can c1aim fully to possess it. The possibility that intellectual facu1ties 

have been pressed into service by the passions, rather than vice versa, 

renders our freedom to choose a sornewhat dubious advantage, si nce th is 

freedom is precisely what pushes the door ajar just enough to allow our base 

instincts to infiltrate through. Razi accepts that the reasoning powers can 
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,.. procure for man aU the material benefits he desires. lndeed, the degroe of 

success wi th which they can do this is what makes us so radically different 

Erom the animaIs that our sole distinguishing mark is precisely our abi li ty 

to reason. Our intellect opens before us boundless opportunities. But while 

our reasoning power serves as a God-sent instrument, it can undermine itself. 

How can reason rule over the passions, therefore, without this leading to the 

destruction of the human organism? Razi '5 answer is that the self must 

eschew the illusory path of seeking things for thei r own sake. And what 

better didactic model to convey this than the theory of pleasure? Ploasure 

is quintessentially that which is desirable Eor its own sake. 

In the end, there is more ta the relationship betwcen knowlcdge and 

pleasure than mere analogy: pleasure-seeking, as we said, has in comllon with 

excessive intellectualism the rule of the passions in sorne form or another, 

the systematic avoidance of which is preconditional to achieving a genuinely 

felicitous state. Epistemology and pleasure are, in this sense, not two 

different aspects, but rnerely alternative ways of describing the sarne thing. 
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Cbapter Five 

THE PEDAGOGlCAL OBJECl'IVES OF KITAB AL-TIOO AL-RUIIAtiï 
• 

In Chapter 'l'wo we considered how the self' s attachment to matler was 

conveyed through allegory. In this chapter, a different, more discursi ve 

form of argumentation will he examined. While i t was not occasioned by any 

~oncern to prove that the world was created, similar philosophical 

presuppositions as we saw earlier are not far tn find. Here, however, 

Razi devises a theory of pleasure serving to augment che persuas i ve 

force of his argument over his heterogeneous audience. A1though Razi 

purported to establish thereby the reasonableness of ethical conduct, he a1so 

w ished to buttress, and by no means to undermi ne, escha to log i ca 1 

aspirations .1 

The meani~g of "pleasure" 

Razi defines "pleasure" (al-ladhdhah) by reference to "the original 

state" of repose and equilibrium. Before considering his definition, we 

should underline the fact that the notion of "original state" is the key ta 

the philosophical dilernma of ends and means in practical conduct; it is what 

prevents the prob1em from being reduced tQ ei ther i ts teleological or i ts 

technica1 aspect. f:'or this "state," he asserts, is "so to speak the road and 

pathway to the attainment of the quest." 

The problem of p1easure arises only when people se~k things for thei r 

own sake, name1y, pleasure. But "p1easure" 1acks any positive features of 

its own. !ts definition, which he says is universally vaUd in a 

philosophica1 sense, is conveyed through the following i !lustration. Wo':!n 

one departs 1itt1e by 1itt1e from the original state of rest and then returns 

to rest sudden1y, an acute "sense of a return" occurs called "pleasure" 
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(lachlhah).2 Razi contends that the philosophers define aU pleasure as the 

ver.j· process or "E_e turn to the state of nature • .,3 In fact, it is the 

diminution of pain rather than a cO.lstant or positive state,4 for "there 

cannot in fact be any pleasure except in proportion [bi-miqdarl to a prÎl..r 

pain, that of departin~ from the state of nature."S This definition corn~s 

very close to the one proposed by Plato, who argued that aU pleasures 

involved prior pain. As Socrates states in the Philebus, "when the natural 

state of any creature is being disrupted by aggregation or disintegration, 

replenishment or lack, in short by any development or decline, the result is 

pain, discomfort, distress and their cognates ••• When the natural state is 

being restored, however, we satisfied ourselves that this restoration is 

pleasure. ,,6 

Several thinkers, ranging from al-Kinnani to Ibn Maymun, have later, for 

different reasons of course attacked Razi's theoryof pleasure -- Razi having 

in fact wr i tten a whole treatise on the sUbject,7 of which only a few 

fragments have survived. In Chapter Three, we found that one modern 

writer~ at least, saw self-contradiction where Razi' s earlier asceticism had 

somehow to "coexist" wi th another, contrary admonition, one he expressed 

later in life. 9 On the one hand, Razi seemed to preach world renunciation 

and, on the other, to reject the alleged monkish tendencies of established 

ascetic traditions. 

We shall not return here to Goodman' s syncretic approach to the 

arguments offered by Razi in Kitab al-tibb al-ruhani. Briefly, his view was 
• • 

that there was complementarity between thought and pleasure in Razi's 

philosophy. Excess in ei ther case, expresr·Gc't as "excessive intellectualism" 

and "pleasure-seeking," respectively, led only to apparent contradiction. 

They both engendered exactly the same result and issued from the same cause. 

If there is one thing on which Razi was consistent, it is that he based 
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himself on the principle of rnoderation. 

Goodman also made a uEeful distinction between the universal "standard" 

and its particular application. In the one, Razi appeared willing to accept 

the "hedonist" argument from pleasure, the clearest evidence of which i5 

found in his later work, al-Sirat al-falsafiyah. Indeed, wc f incl Hazi 

insisting that since "the pleasures of the world where no death is are 

everlasting, unending and infinite, surely that man is derrented who would 

purchase a pleasure which perishes and corres to an end at the price of an 

everlasting, enduring, unending and infinitE' pleasure. "Ul This does not 

contradict, but rather complements the more ascetic position adopted in Kitab 

al-tibb al-ruhani. As Goodman rightly says, despite being a "thoroughgoing 

hedonist," in the second instance, "when it corres to the examination of 

specif ic moral problems superf icially at least sorrething would scem to go 

awry, for in alr.lost e·,jery case where sorre object of pleasure is under 

consideration Razi counsels its avoidance." Here combatting the disruptive 

effect of the crass instincts is the pararnount concern. ll According ta 

Goodman, any disdain for matter or for the physical world that we may wish ta 

read into Razi's depiction of the self's "fall" is true only jn relation lo 

the specificity of the act. This, in fact, is the domain allocated lo t.hü 

science of character reformation. 

Yet Goodman describes Razi' s position here, too, in terms o[ th!.! 

"pleasure optimum. ,,12 Razi' s expression evokes a pélrticular rneani ng wc 

encountered before in connection wi th Plato' s rretaphorical theory o[ lhn 

"mixture" or "potion," which had to balance between thought and pleasure. 13 

This "mixture" was meant to achieve hygeia (health) and hannonia (harrnony), 

taken in a fundamentally ethical as \l/ell as physical sense • Razi similarly 

goes 50 far, at one point, é.S to propose amusement and pleasure, not for 

their own sake, but as remedies for specific ailments -- namely, excessi ve 



.. 
(. 

( 

( 

- 100 

anxiety and worry.14 One cannot infer from this suggestion, however, a 

licence for the active pursuit of pleasure. Pleasure is here beneficial in a 

restdcted, metaphorical sense only: and this is perfectly compatible wi th 

his "ascetic" insistence that "i t is senseless to seek satisfaction of 

appetites which can never he sated,"15 since it is excess in whatever form, 

(or both the religiously comnitted and unconmitted which constitutes the 

root cause of every ailment. The "application" of pleasut:e here merely seeks 

to preempt excessi ve behaviour by establishing th~ just mean. 

He still adheres to the idea that surrendering to the passions does not 

procure one real satisfaction but pain. This basic ru le applies 

whether one is religious or not: 

As for the man who sees no harm on religious or theoretical grounds 
in filling himself and taking as mu ch food as possible, he should 
ncvcrthelcss be held back from doing so by the argument about 
balancing the pleasure so enjoyed against the consequent pain, as 
we have explained before le.g., indigestion]. We would aiso add 
that since it is inevitable that the food which gives sa much 
pleasure must be denied the eater in the end, it behoves the 
intelligent man to put forward the moment, before the situation 
ar ises where he cannot be sure of not being invoived in evil 
consequences le.g., crime].16 

This reasoning, he adds, "satisf ies those who have not been trained in the 

discipline of philosophy, more than arguments based on philosophic principles 

(al-usul al-falsafiyah). ,,17 As we saw, he discounted philosophical argument . 
as a pedagog ica1 tool in this particular contexte Any "reasoning man" is 

capable of keeping to the most basic rules, thereby averting aH the 

discomforts, risks and harms that beset others. Through his natural 

facul ties, then, he gains presentlment of what lies in store for the person 

unduly 9 i ven to his every impulse. "Therefore, let the reasoning man," he 

observe these ideals with the eye of his reason, and keep them 
before his attention and in his mind; and even if he shouid not 
achieve the highest rank and Ievel of this order described in the 
present book, let him at least cling hold of the lowest level. 
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That is the view of those who advocêlte the rellll ng of lhe pass ions 
to the extent that will not invo1ve mundane 10ss in this present 
life ••• 18 

un 

In SUffi, the evidence suggests that Razi did not: advocilte t 11(' comp tf'te 

eradieation of the instincts, any more than he gave licence to the pteasure 

instinct. The metaphorical use of the notion of "pleasure" allowcd him lo 

contemplate its deployment within the dimensions of the irmnediate world, 

without endorsing pleasure as an end in itself. If any ru le 0 f thumb is 

eonceivab1e here, it is that of moderation. Razi tried ta convey an hk~i1 of 

the disciplined use of Caq1 , based on i ts mle ovet the lowet: [acu\ Lies of 

the self, while diselaiming at the same time excessive i nte llectua l i sm, 

indeed, identifying this "affection" wi th any other passion. AU conscÏous 

effort must aeeordingly stri ve to return the self to a "state of repose" and 

to re-establish equilibrium among aH the faculties. As we saw, how(~V(~r, 

equilibrium on the seale of the individual sorœhow mirrored that of society, 

where every member needed to find his proper place. Let us now examine this 

aspect of his argument. Razi' s philosophy of tempe rance bilsed on the 

suppression of the passions is aU but unthinkable without: its socinl 

backdrop, whieh gives it depth and meaning. 

The social aspect of the pleasure principle 

Rather than counsel retirement from the world of acti vi ty, he pre[ers ta 

advocate above al! that men dcquire a sort of detachment from the lTIundane 

world that translates into an independent (istiqlal)19 at:tltuclf'. '('his iB 

what his "aseeticisrn" really arnounts to. He views this indepcndmJc~ at once 

as beneficial to the individual and to the society in which the [ormer, by 

nature, has to live. The chapter on social duties occurs tO'l/anl the r:md of 

his book, and comes just before the topic of "the 'lit tuous li f.e" (al-sTrah 

al-fadilah). He defines "the virtuous life," incidentally, as "consist:ing 
• 
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in treating a11 men justly [bil-cadI] ." This, he says, conforms wi th what 

the "great philosophers" of the past have sa id about the matter. 20 

Thereafter i t means acting towards them, wi th a proper continence, 
compassion, uni versaI benevolence, and an endea'.Tour to sec ure the 
advantage of a11 men, save only those who have embarked upon a 
career of injustice and oppression, or who labour to overthrow the 
constitution, practicing those things which good government 
prohibits -- disorder, mischief and corruption. 21 

In the latter group, Ra2i na mes the extrelnist followers of Daisan and the Red 

Khuramis of the ninth century, whose doctrines permitted them "to act 

decei tfully and treacherously towards their opponents. ,,22 He also makes 

mention of the Manicheans who refuse water and fail to treat medically anyone 

not sharing their heliefs. Not to he forgotten are those misguided people 

who fail to kill the noisome creatures which happen to he in our midst out of 

concern for the safety and health of people. The arbitrary nature of these 

doctrines is contrary to reason, which alone makes it possible for us to 

enjC'y "the good life ll (busn al-crsb) through mutual helpfulness and 
• 

cooperation (al-ta~wun wa al-irtifaq li-bacduna) .23 Razi here relies on the 

assumption that reason tends to promote rather than hinder this mutuali ty. 

We thus gather from this brief discussion that the truth of a doctrine or 

idea is partly recognizable through its effects on people' s hehaviour, 

without this necessari.ly leading to the platitudp that effects are by 

thernselves sufficient. 

Let us examine his position a little closer, since the entire argument 

of the book in fact culminates at the point where Razi reveals the social 

matrix of his psychology. We learn of this chapter's importance from his own 

declaration that aIl the previous ones were merely a "prelude" to the prAsent 

topie of earning, acquir ing and expending ... 24 Its objective is to 

( demonstrate why both pauperism and exploitation in human pecuniary relations 

ought to he avoided. The good life attainable through mutual cooperation and 
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helpfulness is based on complimentarity: not only between individuals, but 

the individual and the collectivity. His conception is not based on a 

relationship between "atomized" individuals. The efforts of thE' rnany must 

ultimately bring benefit to the individual, and vice versa. 25 While everyone 

needs food, shelter and security, each person "only prosecutes one of these 

businesses."26 The basic essentials of life, let alone "the good life" would 

consequently he inconcei vable in the absence of mutual exchange. One must, 

therefore, take cognizance that our dut Y consists in adopting sorne "means of 

providing this assistance, and to labour to the limi ts of [our1 powers éH1Ù 

abilities to that end, avoiding at the same time the two extremes of excess 

and deficiency (tarfay al-ifrat wa al-taqsir) .,,27 In other words, onü must 
• • • 

give and take in just measure, otherwise either pauperism (such as when a man 

desires sornething from his neighbour wi thout compensation) or exploi tation 

(such as when he sets no limits to his earnings) could result. The person 

who toils aH his li fe to earn more than what he requires is really "both 

dec~ived and enslaved without being aware of the fact."28 His wealth needs 

to yield repose or, in other words, compensation. The purpose in earning 

(iktisab) is then, predictably, "to gain as much as will balance the amount 

of one' s expenditure, wi th something over ta put away and keep in store 

against such emergencies and accidents as may prevent one from earning. ,,29 

In this manner, one receives toil for toil and service for service. 

His chapter on acquisition ends with a story serving to illustrate that 

the best "worldly" possession is somelhing, like a profession, irllnilter ia 1. A 

good profession presumably also has just the kind of benef icial value he 

insisted to Abu Hatim was absolutely necessary for genuine salvation. The 

story is of a shipwrecked philosopher who, having lost all his possessions, 

has to begin anew on a remote island. The prospects of the philosopher are 

at once greatly improved when he discovers geornetrical designs, which not 



( 

( 

111'4 

only indicate the presence of human beings but aiso of learning. His hope of 

acquiring wealth thus rekindled, he fails to he swayed by the chance to leave 

on another ship, his only wish in the end being to send a message to his 

compatriots urging them to "acquire and store away that which cannot be 

sunk."313 

"Love" and "envy" 

A balanced relationship between individual and society would presu~bly 

help diminish the possibiliLy of falling to the most grievous and humiliating 

state of existence: that of Wa~t (faqah) and need (hajah). In an eariier 
• 

chapter on "carnal love,"3I Razi begins by examining the character vices that 

produce this mean state of dependence. The most abject of these vices is any 

kind of infatuated lo·"e (cishq) or familiarity (ilf). Included in this 

category is the love of authority and rulership as weIl as "all other 

excessive objects of infatuationwhich dominate sorne rnen's souls so that they 

desire nothing else but to achieve that, and think life worthless without 

i t... ,,32 Those of a clearly carnal nature, such as habituaI sexual 

intercourse, are not essential to life anrj may he cast away at will. They 

are due either to natural instinct or to bad education and training, and the 

great majority of mankind evinces revulsion against this whole affair. 33 It 

must not he overlooked that Razi regarded love of oneself (mahabbat kult .. 
insan li-nafsihi) as the most powerful obsession of all. 34 It results, 

among other things, in conceit. 35 And, as we noted before, no' character 

reform can proceed wi thout an honest self-portrayal This cannot be had 

w i thout the cr i t ical eyes of another person. 36 The reason is' that each 

person is inclined to overeslimate his own qua li ties and to underest imate 

those of others at the same time that he is unwilling fully to disapprovc of 

his bad traits, and yet magnifies them in others. 37 
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Razi's consideration of the argument proffered by certain litera~y 

(adab) people who advocate "love" as a habi t possessed by ref i ned and subt le 

minds (al-ti~ al-raqiqah wa al-adhhan al-latTfah) is interesting. 30 . 
This, he says, is baseless. However much one may wish to intellectualize it, 

"love" or "infatuation" remains the habit of gross and stupid natures. 39 In 

his chapter on carnal. love, he makes the important point that the. idea of 

"love" as something legitimate to he cheri shed by "subtle brains" is a 

completely misguided approach to human talent. He identi fies the. rcason (or 

the confusion as the mistakEm notion that gramnar, poûtry, correctlless of 

speech and eloquence somehow consti tute the who le of knowledge and wisdom, 

and counterposes a different standard, 

To this we answer that refinement of nature and mental subtlety and 
clarity [safa'] are recognized and proven by the capacity of those 
so endowëd to comprehend obscure, remote matters [al-un.n: a1-
ghamidah al-bacrdah] and fine, subtle sciences [al-culmn a1-
latifab al-daqiqah], to express clearly difficult and complicated 
ideas, and to invent useful and prof Hable arts [istikhraj a1-
si~t al-mujdiyah al-naficah].40 
• 

He makes it clear that he is not seeking ta denigrate the value oC granunar 

and linguistics, but only to expose the "ignoramuses" who think thn!. other 

legitimate sciences do not exist. 41 He puts forward the phi losophürs 1 view 

that the wise man is "he who knm'ls the conventions and rules of lo!) ical 

demonstration [shurut al-bulhan wa qawaninahuJ, and succeeds t.o acquir:e and 
• 

achieve the highest degree of mathematical, physicaJ. [tabM] and 

metaphysical knowledge [al-cilm al-ilahil that lies within human capacity ... 42 

Constant indulgence in the pleasures of life, which are in e((ect b(?ing 

countenanced by those whose sole standard is eloquence and lyr: ica 1 

refinement, can only produce a "familiarity" for worldly possnssions. The 

consequent reluctance to he parted with these possessions carries with it a 

rnost surreptitious danger, for it "increases and augments with the passage of 

time., and yet is not sensed until the actual moment of part ing, whcn it 
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suddenly bursts forth aIl at once ln a most painful form... ..43 The only 

security (ibtiras) against this is "to dispose oneself [bil-taCarrud] to 
• • 

parting from one' s companion [al-mashubl constantly," and to train oÎleself .. 
gradually [tadarraj nafsahu ilaybi va tumarrana calaybi] in this practice. 44 

The obsessive attachment to things may furthermore resul t in envy 

(hasad), which Razi describes as a combination of miserliness (bukbl) and 

greed (sharab). 45 Envy is worse tha11 either one, he says, because the 

envious person does not wish any good for others even if he himself cannot 

obtain it. It contains a large element of malice, 46 though not 

necessarily directed at any particular enemy. What prompts a person to 

harbour this feeling is "the actual fact of his being able to contemplate 

rmshahadab] [other people 's] circumstances. ,,47 His power of imagination 

(t~r) in this instance is like an instrument in his hands, though one to 
• 

which he imparts a particular value and meaning; hence, he is equally 

capable of misusing it. It is on1y natural, then, that "counterargwnent~' 

would constitute the best remedy for those susceptible to envious feelings. 

This method should reveal their underlying irrationality. Razi illustrates 

this through the example of those townsfolk who become much more resentful at 

the man who rises from their own midst to a position of power than they would 

a stranger, even if the former is more likely to be "considerate and 

compassionate. ,,48 He attributes this- to people' 5 "extreme self-love" (fart 
• 

ma~tihim li-anfusihim). 49 There is no just ground for the "rage and 

fury" displayed by the envious man, since he has no greater right to good 

fortune than the successful person. If one were only to look closer, the 

bond of relationship enjoyed by being a relative, kinsman or townsrnan ought 

to present greater opportunity for profit, not less. 50 But that some men are 

chiefs and kings, he notes, must be accepted by the envier as a necessary and 

inescapable fact; it is immaterial for him that this or that person should be 
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the one ta enjoy success, sint:e the envier himself does not expect ta have 

this wealth passed on to him. S1 Envy, in the end, is spl(-destructive and 

only deprives the envier of that very quality which impelled him in the firsl 

place ta rage over his fellow men's successess, namely, pleasure. ln short, 

the reasonable man must, 

rein his animal soul by means of the perspicacity of his rationa l 
soul and the strength of his choler ic soul, 50 as ta rel'; t rù in i t 
from enjoying even the things that are pleasurable and dei icious, 
let aione that which is neither appetizing nor pleasing and is at 
the same time positively harrnfui ta bath sound soul and body.52 

The spiritual harm brought on by envy is primarily due to its caprlcity to 

"stupefy" the self (yudhiliha) and ta underrnine its powars of ref1r~cLion 

(fikr) .53 It 50 vitiates fikr that it no longer can retain t:~nough control Qvcr 

the persan' s affai rs ta procure h im max imurn prof it. 1 t tends ta provoka 

secondary reactions such as sorrow, anxiety and care. 54 Horeover, the body, 

c-tao, is affected when these "accidents" (a rad) afElict the soul. 'l'hl"' onset 

of insomnia (sahr) and malnutr i t ion (saw' al-ightidha') is a physical 

response to the preoccupation with unworthy thoughts, and results in "poor 

colour, a muddy complexion and a disordered temperament. ,,55 1\11 the morr.~ 

reason for the power of thought, as a form of remedy, ta seek ta erad icatc 

the irrationai impulses that lead ta thesG conditions, this in orrler lhelt Ulf~ 

persan may interrupt unworthy thoughts and train the sr~lf if1 this 

direction. 56 If these he the harmful effects of envy, Razi ilrglles, it must 

certainly he considered "an admirable ally assisting the envied lo take 

revenge upon the envier."S7 "What weapon," he asks, "is betlp.r fit 1.0 bp 

cast away than that which protects the enerny wh île wOllnd i ng h im thil t br~i'J rs 

it?"S8 

Once this is established, he caut iously introducf~s an "al tt:rnali ve" 

approach to the above based on more sophisticated principles. One rnay wish 

to consider, for example, whether the nature of the desired Objr2ct is really 
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worth seeking. ls the envied person as happy as we imagine him to be? He 

argues that the "inward state" of the envied person is often the complete 

opposite of what is supposed. 59 Here Razi applies his theory of pleasure in 

order to prove that enjoyment is but a fleeting sensation lasting only until 

the person becomes "fixed and established in that state and to be known to 

have achieved i t. ,,6f(J Thereupon, the self begins to yearn for a yet higher 

state simply in order to continue to fee1 enjoyment, with the result that 

present accornplishments will always prove inadequate. The person wi 11 Even 

be gripped by feelings of anxiety and fear "lest he should lose the 

advancement he has already succeeded in winning. 61 

The intelligent man must consider frequently the knm'ln consequences o,f 

ill-feeling and of letting his passions gain the better part o~ him. 62 Vivid 

illustrations of this are given in a following chapter focusing on how anger 
, 

(~ may he repelled. Here Razi gives the anecdote of a man who was so angered 

that he punched the other in the jaw and, instead of hurting him, dislocated 

his own fingers. 63 Another recounts the story of a man who went into, such a 

( 

screaming rage he spat blood, which led to consumption and finally to his 

death. Razi also borrows a story from Galen about his ill-tempered mother 

who used to bite her padlock when it refused to open. The purpose for aIl 

these examples is to show how we are more likely to injure ourselves 

than anyone else by blindly following our impulses. In this case, the 

impulse is anger. Fa lse reason betrays i tself wi th the "botchy and patched­

up manner" (j~wab mulazzaq muraqqaC ruulajlaj) in which we try to justify our 

action, rather than to acquire a pertinent view of the circumstances. 64 On 

the one hand, for example, there is no "clear and valid excuse" (hujjah 
• 

bayyinah maqbulah) for being miserly if no irrminent danger of c1~cline 

exists. 65 Yet the same meticulous care for one 1 s possessions would, under 

very different circumstances, be considered "canniness,·' if it is not the 
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result of passion but of reason and deliberation. In this case, it ought not 

to he abolished but increased and confirmed. 66 

The "affections of reason" and their remedies 

This granted, Razi next shifts his focus to the affect ions o[ re,'50n 

itself, namely, excessive and hurtful amciety (fikI) and worry (hamn). 1'Ill'se 

are "just as hurtful and deleterious when present in excess, in the way of 

denying access to the achievement of our desires, as the lack o[ them ••• ,,67 

- c -Excessive activity by the rational self (ifrat fa l al-nafs al-natiqah) lends . . 
to a similar erosion of health as that which we found carlier rllld, 

consequently, of the very capacity to obtain the desired object. 'l'his is 

invariably how Raozi views the irrationali ty of impulsive drives throughout 

this treatise. The remedy for the intelligent person is 

to give his body repose from them [i .e., the affections of I:I)(~ 
intellect], and to indulge it in as much diversion [lahwl 'and 
amusement [surur] and pleasure [ladhdhah] as it requires to ht'Ip \..t't'P i t 
fit and maintain it in good health; otherwise the body wi 11 weak(m 
and become emaciated and finally collapse, so preventing us [rom 
reaching our goal. 6a 

In this manner, the "remedy" of pleasure is aimed at promoting rencwal and 

strength, 50 that thought (fikr) and care (hanm) -- distinguishcd from their 

excessive forros -- may eventually corne to bear. It is they which help the 

person realize his desired goals in the fi rst place. 69 Rerœdies must, in Lhe 

short term, help the "body" recover its health; yet their longer b~rm (Joal is 

to establish habi t (cadah), which can ra ise the "powC![ of (>1Ic]urdIlCI!" 

(ihtimal) .70 Thus treatment and ren~dy bring into vie", a nurnber o[ Ldrger 
• 

issues. Elsewhere in his writings, Razi asserts that "power is 1:0 lhc:? 

patient as provision is to the traveller, and illllCS5 15 to the path."7l ln 

c -a medical sense, "therefore, the physician must pay utrnost h(">(~d ( inayah) 

that power never declines hefore term." 
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In the present treatise, Razi uses a s imilar metaphor, one that al-

GhazzalT later expanded on, whereby the care and remedies given the body are 

likened ta the provender given by the traveller ta his horse. Just as the 

idea is "not ta give it the pleasure of eating but ta strenCJthen it sa that 

it may bring him safely ta his lodging-place, sv it is necèssary for us ta 

act in watching over the interests of our bodies ... 72 This will ensure 

arrivaI at our destination in thF shortest time possible. Two extremes are 

thus avoided, for "we shall not be like the man," he says, 

who destroyed his mount before ever coming ta the land he intended 
by overloading and overstraining it, neither shall we resemble the 
other man who was 50 concerned wi th pampering and fattening his 
horse that the time went by in which he ought ta have reached his 
stage and lodging-place.,,73 

Al-GhazzalT, i t wi 11 be recalled, has added a distinctly more relig~ous 

character to this theme by describing the traveller as a pilgrtm on his ,way 

4[: to the city of Makkah. Hence his camel requires special care, but feeding it 

( 

out of aU proportion to its need only leads to ruin.7~ Here, the 

traveller's journey is likened more to a spiritual transformation throuQh 'a 

relationship with the world that must be intricately balanced by means of the 

Itchemistry of happiness" (kimya al-sacadah). 

Razi has clearly stated from the outset that his present topic is the 

intellectual affections, where treatment and nourishment may he applied in 

analogical manner to the lower faculties. In his scheme of things, these 

affections lie at opposite end ta such vices of the lower faculties as greed 

and gluttony, the latter which he explains result when the normal functioning 

of the appetitive soul is disrupted by overindulgence. First of atl, this 

normality is attained when the appetitive self unites 

with the rational soul only in order that it may supply this body, 
which serves tha rational soul as an instrument and an implement, 
with sufficient to keep it alive for the period required by the 
rational soul ta acquire knowledge of this world -- such a man will 
always suppress the appetitive soul and prevent it from obtaining 



food above a modest adequacy. For he takes the vipw t1l<1t Lh(~ 
object and purpose of Eeeding in created beings iL'; lloL t'lljoym0îïI 
but survival, which cannot be secured without food. 75 

lU 

As we have seen, each faculty has its own special EuncLion, and Lh(' 

harmonious relationship of aIl the faculties is what constitutes a state of 

health. But we also saw that, while excess in intellectual IlBtters and those 

of the appetitive self lie opposite one another, Razi rel:urns these lwo 

distinct senses of "excess" to a COlTlllOn I:eference point via his t:heory of 

pleasure. Active care or attention (cinayah) is necessary in ordN to CJ i va 

propêr nourishment to the "body" (or the traveller' s mount); howevc)r, (,XCt'~;s, 

in any sense at aU leads to the destruction of this body. In a li tera 1 and 

straightforward sense, too much attention indicates the striving (or 

enjoyment over and beyond mere survival, whether wc arc speaking of 

intangibles, such as the hereafter, or of things more irrmediate, for example, 

the material world. 

In short, Raz i uses "pleasure" gener ically -- in Goodm'ln' s s(~ns(~ -- to 

explain the extreme ascetic activity of self-deniai (especially as described 

in al-Sirah al-falsafiyah) as well as that of the gluttonous, both of whom 

are afflicted with the domination of passion. When empIoyed in just 

proportion, thought (fikr) and care (hanm) do not obstruct the body's ndtural 

physical functions; on the contrary, they have a saiulary purposQ. Sincf~ the 

unrestrained exercise of intellectual powers is what is at i'3sue in this 

section, rather than that of ei ther of the two Iower facul t i es, l~t us 

consider what he understands by 1 t. Whi le the sludy of: ph i losophy rmm\. 

admittedly aim at surpassing the ancient masters, delusion and nlr?lanchOlln, 

in rnedical parlance, are the only return for trying ta do sa in Loo sborL a 

time. 76 On the opposite side is the dilettante. wh05e li f.e epi tOllli zog hurni.in 

shortcomings. We shaU consider the nature of the objr!cL o[ s\.uc1y in a 

metaphysical sense below. The crucial factor here is the lime pf!riod whi ch 
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it takes to accomplish this otherwise meritorious inteIIectual task. And it 

is here that the exercise of reason, which helps us improve upon past 

knowledge, is used also for the more immediate -- though always related--

objecti ve of self-regulation or balance. Its range of application thus 

equally extends to practica1 ethics whose primary means is s imi lar1y to 

provide an honest and accurate portrayal of things. This portrayal is 

anchored to the fundamenta1 pr incipla that in the world "nothing is constant 

or permanent as an indi vidual, but rather that aU things pass away and 

perish and change and decay and vanish... 1177 The prirnary function of reason 

here is to crea te the correct images which, when conjured up with sufficient 

frequency, can inure the person, in this case, to the "successions of 

generation and corruption" (kurur al-kawn wa al-fasad) of life. 78 At this 

point, Razi tries to identify the source of affective disruptions. It 

consists of 

1) the hope that things will last forever (dama biqa 'uba) is 
yearning (rama) for the impossible (ma la yumkin) and 

2) by yearning for the impossible, a person inevitably brings 
grief upon himself. 79 

Razi then offers the following !ine of argument. The "substance" that 

actually generates (tawallad) sorrows (ghumaœ) is the 10ss of desired things 

(mahbubat). Since that person is most grief-stricken who has the greatest 
• 

number of loved things, it necessari1y fo110ws that he is least affected by 

grief who has the least. The goal then is not ever greater accumulation of 

valued possessions, but their reduction. And reason must serve this end. It 

can protect against grief allowing the person to recall "the bitterness that 

must be tasted when [the objects of love] are lost. ,,80 By removing or at 

1east diminishing the evi1 consequence and the hurtfu1 -- the wasting grief 

caused by wor1d1y attachments -- independence (istiqlal) is regained. 81 The 

greatest degree of achievement in this is when "the very substance of grief" 
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(miwadd al-9hUllllID) is finally "arnputated." 

Hazi, hawever, [rcely admi ts that "the possession o[ lhc bclaved 15 

agreeable and congenial ta nature (DI.lWafiq III.lli' im al-tabT=ahl, and the 1055 . 
thereof is contrary and repugnant [lOOkhalif Illlnafir) to nature... ,,0.2 Li ka 

Plato, he was careful not to dispute genuineness of the sensation, which may 

cause him to overstep the rules of intelligibility. Pleasure remains 

pleasure, recognizable by convention; it can never he made to rncan pain. Vet 

this daes not imply that, deliberately sought, it cannot sooner or l.tll'r dlso 

lead ta pain. This prospect is most poignantly felt with the 5udden 10ss o[ 

50mething dear. The painful feeling which follow5 is likened to that [(-~lt by 

the person who, having enjoyed good health for a lengthy period and tùkes il 

for granted, feels severe pain upon the sudden onset of a sicknes5. 83 One 

may construe this to mean that the only way to happiness is to lcad an 

austere existence, since all that which is lovcd in this world by any normdl 

human being ought to he shunned; and nothing less than physical "death" could 

satisfy these conditions. Razi's purpose, however, is to relate how 

accidents can acquire such great importance that we come to regard lhem as 

essential things, although they are never 50. We are beguiled into thinking 

that we cannot live without them, a predisposition that reflects the presence 

of bad habits; and habits are precisely the proper domain of the "spiritual 

medicine's." Razi found his solution, as have others after him, in the 

nurturing of good habit or patient training of thQ self. 

In sum, while pleasure may promise momentary enjoyment, the image left 

by pleasant sensations cannot be allawed to overrule the sagaci ty of 

clearheaded reason in this matter. Reason alone "urges one towards a course 

that yields profit sooner or later," regardless of its often tortuous 

beginnings84 ; it is what procures for the self the real substance oC what it 
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desires. The conditions for its realization are conceivable, however, only 

by reference to the state of repose toward which aIl activity must tend. 

Should misfortune finally befall a man, he must act as his own physician and 

find a curative means out of his crisis. Thus, knowing that things cannot 

1 as t Eorever, a person "ought not to take too much to heart or feel too 

outraged or stricken by the sudden depri vation of anything. ,,85 Misfortune 

itself, when it does arrive, cannot last forever. 

It therefore behoves the intelligent man to remind himself, when 
the misfortune is upon him, how it will presently pass and give way 
and he will return once more to normality; he should preseat this 
picture to his mind, and stir within himself the desire for its 
realization, aIl the time drawing ta himself what may preoccupy and 
di vert his thoughts as mu ch as possible, ta speed his emergence 
into his settled state. 86 

Life continues and "gaiety returns, and things come back to what they were 

borore the misEortune happened."87 

Razi does not pursue immediately the epistemological implications of his 

argument. He takes us further afield by explaining more of the character 

vices and how the y may he eradicated through the "spiritual medicine. fi The 

epistelnological value of his arguments will become more apparent later. 

Ritualism and the imaginative powers 

Excess ive fondness (al-walac ), trifling (al-cabath) and ri tuaI (al-

madhhab) -- the subjects of his next chapter -- bring us to an interesting 

aspect of that attachment to the things of this world which, as we said, 

indudes everylhing [rom sexual obsession to the worship of authority. As a 

natural remcdy for fondness and trifling, Razi suggests inducing a sense of 

"shan1e ùnd disdain ."88 In technical terms, the reason for this course is 

that the rational soul must induce the choleric soul to feel pr ide and 

disdain in order that a firm resolve may emarge in the rational soul to 

resist comnitting an undesirable act. The choleric soul, he asserts, exists 
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solely for the purpose of assisting the rational against the appetitive soul 

"when the struggle is fierce, attraction strong and the draw diff icult to 

withstand.,,89 The intelligent man must shake off forgetfulness and abscnt-

mindedness by activating his anger whenever reason is submerged by 

appetite. 90 

Razi includes in this chapter his views on ritualisme We have already 

touched on this subject above in another contexte Let us now complete our 

discussion of it. To reiterate his argument, he urges that a definite limit 

be placed on the not ion of cleanli ness (nazafah) and pur i ty (taharah), anù . . 
demands that the state of purity be assessed only by means of our exlernal 

senses (hawass), where the use of analogy (qiyas) or imagination (wahm) is . 
excluded. 91 Interestingly, in C'lassical tirnes, lamblichus had related the 

Plotinian formulation that "la purification la plus parfaite consiste à se 

débarrasser des passions et des connaissances figulatives.,,92 Similarly, 

matters connected to cleanliness and purity, states Razi, should be "rcgarded 

according to the reach of sensation, not of the imagination."93 'l'he goal, he 

reminds us, is not to look for them "in full reality and exactitude" (ca1â 

al-tahqiq wa al-tadqiq), which requires our imaginatIon and which will always . 
leave us impure; the little filth that escapes our perception will not render 

us impure or injure us in any way.94 \'lhat we cannot see we should not fE:.lr 

nor feel squeamish about. We ought neither to think about it nor should "its 

presence [wujuduhu] occur to our minds at all.,,95 Gad has ordained self-

purification (al-tatahhur) within our means and capability, and lo enl.ertain 

a "squeamish fancy" is to argue where no valid argument (hujjah) is possible • . 
Indeed, it would be tantamount ta an "abnegation of reason [lIl.lfaraqah lil­

Caq11 and the pursuit of pure and unadulterated passion [al-hawâ].,,96 

Razi does not quite suggest complete denial of what may remain 

imperceptible to the senses after every consideration had been reasonably 

---- -~~ --~ ~--~-~~~~--~~--
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rnet. The problem in hand is one of degree of exactitude, and really depends 

on the nature of the task. As we mentioned earlier, he distinguishes between 

two ways of knowing: 

(1) directly through the senses (hawas), or 
(2) analogically (qiyas) through fhe imagination. 

In the case of ablution, the senses establish our field of vision. That 

impurities may or may not still be pr.esent in sorne indeterminable quantities 

has no direct bearing on the ultimate success of the act of purification. 

The presence (wujud) of impuri ties, hidden from view, is a question which 

serves an entirely different purpose. l t acqui res importance only through 

the second manner of knowing listed above, though acts subsumed in this 

category may, through analogy, still be regarded as an act of purification. 

In this way, ethical considerations are not diminished by the question 

of ontological character of the object; they are indeed inseparable from it. 

Elsewhere in his writings, we discern a similar position, which seems to add 

up to the following: that 50 and so really is the case can never he fully 

established by proof97 ; but, he hastens to add, it does not follow from this 

that we should deny the existence of anything for which there is no 

confirming proof, lest we deprive ourselves of its possible benefits. 98 It 

is through analog ical reasoni ng that the imaginative facul ty obtains 

knowledge of reali ty, which manifests i tself wi th various degrees of 

"r<.~llIoteness" from the senses, wi thout this conferring ontological status, 50 

to speak, upon the "imagined" object in any strict sense. 

As we shail see, Razi considered epistemic constructs by themselves to 

be of a "fictional" nature by virtue of the use that the intellectual faculty 

has to make of the "imaginative" powers. This is the interesting aspect of 

~( his thought, although we might want to qualify our meaning in order to avoid 

drawing tao direct parallels with modern-day notions in the philosophy of 
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science. Qualifying "intellectual analogy" as "imaginary" and evpn 

"fictitious" -- perhaps in a sense not too distant from his "fictionat" 

allegory -- normally weakens f 
99 unyargument or reason. Such a position 

for Razi appears simply to deny that there is any epistemological sense 

whereby knowledge can he taken to he identical with reality. 'l'echnica11yat 

least, this view seerns to entai! that knowledge is, at every stage oE the 

inquiry, a product of the imaginat~on. Indeed, what the Eaclllty o[ 

"dramat i zation" (al-tamthil) and "i ntellectual ana 1ogy" (al-qiyas al­

Caqli), Razi inforrns us, allows us to do in the field of ethics. is lo view 

things as if they had actually occurred. 100 The mind simply repres~nts the 

C - --consequences (awaqib) and issue (awakhiruha) of any affair. Does this 

characterization of knowledge as being "fictional" (or at 1east "imflgined") 

necessarily undermine truth, then? 

Though "imagined," knowledge -- whose adequate definition theyélucity of 

Razi 1 S survi ving works unfortunately renders pract ica lly imposs i ble bcyond 

what we can infer from his terse but signif icant expression of "knowledge of 

God" (macrifah Allah)-- rnay still be sornething radically different (rom the 

usual sense we attach to "fictional narration" today. 1 believe thflt Razi 1 s 

was above aIL a profoundly religious view and that, accordingly, it is still 

possible to accomnodate "revelation," though wi th a further prov is ion (la ter 

elaborated by mystical thought in Islam) emphasizing the core d illY.'llsion of 

self-realization. The works of other falasifah already prf~sent a cornplex 

notion of knowledge, more anyway than what is found in the f11(:'!agre fragments 

attributed to him. AL-FarabI, for instance, held thflt "fi!]lIrization" and 

"syrnbolization" helonged to the imaginati ve faculty, and are r1 ist i ngu ishablc 

from the discursive. l01 

It is not impossible that "/hen a man t s imaginat ive [X)WI'!r reilchr~c; 
extrerne perfection 50 that he receives in his v/aking lif(~ from lhc 
Acti ve Intelligence a knowledge of present and future facts or of. 
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their sensible symbols and also recei ves the symbo1s of inmaterial 
intelligibles and of the higher inmaterial existents and, indeed, 
sees al! these -- i t is not impossible that he becomes a prophet 
giving news of the Divine Realm, thanks to the intelligibles he has 
received. This is the highest degree of perfection a man can reach 
with his imaginative powers. le2 
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'rhe imaginative facul ty, then, conveyed through particular images what other 

modes of knowing did through a phi10sophical mode of thought, the latter 

being a different, 1ess perfect route to the same truth. Ratiocination 

played a necessary (though insufficient part), while "figurization" was 

acti ve in the form of perman~nt religious symbo1s, which differed from one 

nation to another. These Il i.maginati ve symbols" are used because, 

the masses cannat understand [the essences] in their real 
existence ••• Most people who believe in happiness can believe in it 
only in figurative, not conceptual terms. Those people who believe 
in happiness because l'hey can rationally conceive it and receive 
[the essence] of the principles, are the Sages [hukama ' J, whereas 
those who figuratively understand them and believë in them as such 
[Le., who believa the figurative truth to he literaI truth] are 
the believers. 103 

Though he shared rnany of thei r philosophical preoccupations, we do not 

know if Razi in fact employed the distinction between the figurative and the 

discursive which underlies the basic division between the prophetie and the 

philosophical modes of knowing. What is striking is the notable absence of 

ùny such discussion in his existing works, though it is more or 1ess implicit 

in many of his arguments. One suspects that the reason has to do wi th his 

emphasis on continui ty and the avoidance of a dichotomous view of knowledge. 

In a sense, aU know1edge is "lmagined," but this hardly means that it is 

aIl equally falsifiable. 

The guest for worldly rank and the use of the imagination 

As we learned from the allegory, Razi p1aced the intellect entirely and 

squarely within a spatio-temporal dimension, even though its ultimate source 

is the Creator. His ethical treatise, on the other hand, illustrates how 
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this Caql rnay he used as an instrumental. He elucidates the pr inciples and 

methods needed for the graduaI training of the self toleave the material world, 

i ts temporary abode. What this movement toward the imlHl.erial Rtat-e 

signifies has been variously interpreted by his rivaIs and later cri tics. Ne 

have tried to show the complexity of meaning imparted to it by Hazi ,hims("!lf. 

This will become much clearer in his final chapter on the "fear oC deaLh. Il 

Given that it required effort and activity, and given that no aclivity of the 

self can have proper meaning wi thout being accompanied by that of OUle r 

-
individuals, it follows that the self achieves its salvation only through its 

exchange relationship with society. Hazi determined that acquisition, the 

central component of this relationship, required a clear and sound 

"intellectual prognosis" (taqàimah al-macrifah al-C aq1iyah) 104 which hclps 

the person to picture in his mind a si tuat i on in which the abject 0 f 

acquisition was lost while the need for i t still remaincd. 105 lt is 

precisely to avert this prospect that he needs to enter into exchange wi th 

others. The self has to tread a narrow path between two cxtrell1t:!s: 

deficiency (al-taqsir) (which led to pauperism) and excess (al-ifrat) (which 
• • 

led to incessant toiling) .1Ii'J6 

In his chapter on "the quest for wor1dly rank and station" (al-rutab al­

manazil al-dunya' iyah), Razi now emphasizes the point that the one who fai ls 

to set upper limits in any of his pursuits, but is always "YlOrking to shiEt 

himself into another, higher state, yearning and hankering aCter attaching 

himself to yet grander circumstances," can ncver he satis(ied. 107 One nccds 

to apply the principle of moderation (ictidal). Before wc tak(~ up hi s 

depiction of the higher levels to which people aspire, let us first consiùer 

his recapi tulation of the previous arguments presented sa far. 'l'he chapter 

begins with a declaration that his aim was "ll)fty" and of "grcrlt: usdlllm~ss." 

He now gathers together different strands and ideas f.rorn lh(~ preceding 
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chapters before introduci ng his main points which he says will "help achieve 

and complete" his overall goal. l08 The superiori ty of the intellect is 

reiterated and we are reminded that the need to suppress the passions is 

necessary if we are truly ta ennoble the soul. He goes out of his way to 

underline the specifie importance of previously argued points dealing 

specifically with envy. In this connection, the intelligent person, he says, 

ought to consider well his fellow's real circumstances before judging him to 

be happy. He should recall what was previously said about grief. It results 

[rom undue attachment ta the things of this world, toward which envy 

nevertheless tends to push him. He points out that i t is the desire to reach 

fulf ilment in a higher state which impels people to worldly pursui ts, and 

then proceeds to enumerate "the three so-called states" (ahwal): 
• 

(1) the present titate wherein people normally grow up and are 
raisedi 

(2) the grander (ajall) and higher (acIA) one; and 

(3) the lower (adnâ) and meaner (akhass) one.109 

Razi eKplains that his aim is to determine which state may truly be 

considered the better (aslah), more restful (aryah) and more reasonable (uiA 
• • • 

bil-Caql) .IHl AlI along he has been careful not to deny that certain 

impulses are at least comprehensible: the soul has a sound propensity to 

reach for ever higher states of fulfilment,ll1 without it being necessary, in 

addition, to suppose an inherently evil nature. It will be recalled that in 

Abu Hatim' s account the motion which resulted from the self 's é.!I:tachment to 

matter was described as harakah faltiyah, or released motion; the evil that . 
resulted has thus nothing that is necessarily premeditated about it. 

Similarly, in Kitab al-tibb al-rühani, we saw that the drive to acquire . 
( worldy possessions was justifiable under one set of circumstance (determined 
.. 

by need), and yet was found to he urawarranted under another (where greed 
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prevailed). The problem arose when people harkened to their base instincts, 

embarking upon a course where p1easure becarne the end and purpose of 

act ivity, wi th a 11 the nefarious consequences this brought on. Yet 

"pleasure" by itself had no positive features of its own to merit this 

attention. 

Razi applies the principles earlier established concerning "p1easure" to 

argue that a person risks bringing upon himself suffering many times greater 

than the pleasure expected by yearning for ever "grander states." Moreover, 

trying to achieve these states requires "the most strenuous endeavour. "U2 

Is it right, therefore, "to eKhaust ourseives just to surpass the present 

state we are accustomed to,,?ll3 Accepting the" image" of success conjured up 

in the course of a dubious kind of reasoning consti tutes self-deception and 

delusion if we fai 1 adequately to take into account "the ~ whereby alone 

[we] can come to i t... ,,114 The intelligent person ought in any case to 

remember that the p1easure gained, should a higher ~tate be reached, wi 11 

eventually dissipate and happiness decline. US The difference is that once 

the feeling of contentment finally vanishes, this person will he burdened 

with what previously had to be used as a means to climb to this state. Added 

to this is the fact that his desire w' 11 have been whetted, leaving him ever 

more inclined ta continue farther alang this path. 

In the end, the transient pleasure enjoyed can never justify the effort 

expended. This is the main point he wishes to impress upon his audience. 

The "weariness" it requi res ought rather to give pause to the reasonable man, 

reminding him of his final destination, rather than of the short term 

pleasures. For Ilot only does the enjoyment accompanying a "shift" upwards 

decrease with familiarity, but weariness aiso ensues. Excessive pleasure­

seeking in this context denotes the same instinct causing intellectual 

dysfunctions as that related to the lower faculties. 116 The new point he 
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wishes to emphasize here in his attempt to disqualify the belief that rank by 

itself could constitute anything worth pursuing 117 is that passion makes us 

"imagine that its appeal is that of the reason and not of the passion at 

aIl ••• ,,118 Under certain circumstance, it may actually appear in the guise 

(yatashabbah) of reason, camouflaging itself (yudallis nafsahu) as reason.119 

To support his contention, he careful1y differentiates between reasoned 

and passionate representation (ma yari al-Caql wa DB yari al-hawA) .120 

Reason always represents what is harmful as weB as advantageous, normal1y 

through careful argument and clear, justification (bi-hijjah wa cadhur . 
wadih).121 The reasonable person must always suspect his judgement whenever 

he is at an advantage, since passion might cause him to falter. 122 Passion, 

on the other hand, can only picture the advantageous, wi thout gi ving the 

rest, thus offering only a truncated view of reali ty .123 Yet i ts "show of 

logic" (yatashabbah bil-Caql) is characterized by the "hesitant and 

interrupted" nature (DI11ajlaj iIIlnqatiC, of its arguments. 124 This does not 
• 

prevent one from exuding self-confidence, a shortcoming against,which 'Razi 

specifically warned. 

Whereas the allegory of the fallen self conceived of the possibility of 

redress through the sending of caql by the Creator Himself, i~ this chap~er 

Razi takes into account the further fact that we can never be sure that' the 

impetuosity of desire is not interfering in the reasoning process. 125 

Nothing in logical reasoning by itself can render us absolutely certain about 

what we either do or think. Against those beguiled by the thought that mere 

ratiocination afforded a ~ path to salvation, Razi disconcertingly phrases 

his doubt in terms of the fact that man' s appeti te is insatiable precisely 

because he uses his reason to realize his goals. This, of course, is assumed 

from the outset, when we first learned that reason, which marked man's unique 

distinction, opened up boundless opportunities. Though error can arise with 
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its use, Razi wou1d no doubt hasten also to add, as he did in a diffcrcnt contcxt 

in the 1ast chapter of his book, that ideas (macanD rnere1y allow for lia 

standard of analogy and comparison" (naqis shay' calA shay' wa naCtabir shay' 

bi-shay') .126 The "imaginary and fictitious" (J1Iltawahhamah IIIltasawwarah)127 . 
character no doubt allows the passions to enter in the guise of rcason, 

though this in itself, as we said earlier, does not make for fatsity. 'l'his 

fictitiousness is the only means by which the intellect can in fact function. 

It is perfectly legitimate, if we keep in mind that the proper end of 

reasoning is to carry the self to its desired destination. 

In short, the reasoning process can never ensure absolute certainty in 

any temporal sense, the existential cause being that we can ncver he sure 

that passions are not interfering with our reasoning. The way to success, 

rather, is prudently suggested by him in terms of "modest adequacy" (halah . 
al-kafaf) as the proper end of every act i vi ty, "and to reach after that in 

the easiest possible way, the manner most secure as to its sequel 

(caqibah) .,,128 This is how we can profit best from that special gift, our 

intellect, which raises us above the beasts. 129 The pedagogical objective of 

Razi's argument becomes more clearly evident in this chapter. lt boils down 

to the admonition that, fai ling to forego "superf luous" things, 

people should at least limit themselves to "their usual and accustomed 

state," whatever it may be, evcn if they have it in their power to reach for 

a higher state.130 

The "fear of death" 

In this manner, Razi has presented a systematic argument [or the 

avoidance of the pain and trouble occasioned by the pursuit of pleasure at a 

level where the intellect is used. The concluding chapter deals with the 

"fear of death" and the acute sense of insecurity to which it givcs rise. 
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While the vices discussed in the previous chapters were said to drive us ever 

deeper into worldly pursuits, the y culminate in the fear oi death, which lies 

at the bottom of every feeling of insecurity. Indeed, Razi acknowledges that 

i t is so deeply engrained in our minds that it can never he completely 

eradicated. 131 

The notion of "fear of death" has a long history dating back to 

classical times, and was widely discussed by Islamic scholars .132 The 

Greek philosopher Epicurus (341-270 SC), whom we met earlier, presented a 

powcrful argument against Hs debilitating effect on the normal course of 

living. He claimed it was rooted in a vision that was really extrapolated 

from the irnmediate surroundings rather than one that arose from a true 

awareness of the afterlife, as aIl such fear had to claim. As we have noted, 

Epicurus was keen to undermine superstitious heliefs, though he may not 

hilUself have been as "anti-religious" as many of his cri tics have claimed. 133 

The original subtlety of his formulations, however, seems somewhat to have 

been glossed over by the more unabashed materialism of his most illustrious 

interpreter, Lucretius, who forthrightly declared that, 

If the future holds travail and anguish in store, the self must he 
in existence, when that comes, in order to experience it. But from 
this fate we are redeerned by death, which denies existence to the 
self that IUight have suffered these tribulations. Rest assured, 
therefore, that we have nothing ta fear in death. One who no 
longer is cannat suffer, when once this mortal 1 ife has been 
usurped by death the immortal. 134 

According to Lucretius, death had "much less existence" than sleep, indeed 

less existence than "what we percei ve to be nothing"; and his purely 

atomistic interpretation of it was given in terrns of a "dispersal of the 

seething mass of matter: once that icy breath in life has intervened, there 

is no more waking."135 

Razi repeats the argument that we cannot he touched by pain after death. 

Pain (adhâ), he says, is a sensation (hass), which is a property possessed . 



125 

on1y by the living being (al-hayy) .136 Within this lHe, however, we must . 
seek to reduce pain sa that a state of repose rnight result. Without mincing 

his words, he infers from this that since "the state in whi<.h there is no 

pain is obviously more salutary than the state in which pain exists, death is 

therefore more salutary to man than li fe. "137 The pedagogical aim, rather 

than any ontological concern, for subrnitting this view seerns to dictate the 

direction of his argument. He pursues his line of argurrent by contending 

that after physical death man cannat be troubled by any renunclation of 

pleasurable feeling at some future tirne, if that is the fear of the pleasure-

seeker. Since he cannat possibly be expected, once dead, to desi re the 

enjoyment of pleasure, nor ta exist in a state of dependence of any kind, the 

argument that the state of death is more salutary is "doubly confirmed.,,138 

Any "advantage," he says, of the living over the dead can only he in terms of 

pleasure. But since the dead can experience neither pain nor pleasure, this 

turns out to he no advantage at aU. l39 Indeed, even these very "ideas" 

which we are attributing to the dead, Razi contends, are really irrelevant as 

far as the dead person is concerned. What is the purpose, then, one may ask, 

of producing any argument at aIl about the dead? 

His answer is very interesting, since he tries to circumvent the obviaus 

difficulty of speaking of sorne such state after death which, as he admits, is 

not at alla "state." He reminds us of the essentia lly d idact i,: (unclion o( 

this train of thought and the ideas associated wi th i t. What happened was 

that "we rnerely posited thern as irnaginary and fictitious, ta have a st.andard 

of analogy and comparison," which must he agreed to beforehand by the 

interlocutor. 140 The objection that we cannot apply these ideas ta the dead 

is therefore granted: the thought of attributing things to the dead is 

futile if the intention is to uncaver "something" while agreeing be[orehand 

that nothing exist s. But neither does the argument pertain ta something 

---- - ----------------
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which does not yet exist, but which we are endeavouring ta realize. 

This is a crucial point. Referentially speaking, the question 

concerning the nature of the afterlife as astate simply does Ilot ,arise; the 

notion of "death" simply precludes aIl discussion of i t at this level. By 

the same token, to yearn ta "leave the body" is not actually ta leave it. In 

fact, the notion has none of the markings of the crude physicalism ?f 

metempsychosis wi th which Razi is sometimes associated, strictly speak'ing; 

only the most ignorant man will desire death "for its own sake" -- the 

underlying premise presumably being that it is i1legitimate to desire things 

for themselves, such as pleasure-seeking implies. Moreover, to be affected 

or crushed by grief in face of the greatest imaginable loss -- namely, death 

before its advent is superf1uous, if only because physica1 death is 

inevitable. Something of Lucretius' cheerful acceptance of it is tecommended 

(~ in this urging, but without its well-known "anti-religious" connotations. As 

far as the living are concerned, one' s own death must simp1y he forgotten, 

( 

although his earlier counse1 had precisely been that the opposite was true in 

other people's case: their death or 10ss must constantly he kept in mind. 

Therefore, while ascetic "death': figuratively speaking, muy be 

regarded as a salutary "state," death in i tself is of no consequence to the 

living, at least in this context of practical ethics. It wouid consequently 

serve us best to desist from inanely speculating on the matter, ~specially 

when the only means at our disposaI are the limited inteliectuai tools of the 

ethical practitioner, who must aspire before anything else ta inculcate a 

sense of responsible behaviour in himse1f and in other people, one he hopes 

to apply in every aspect of life. Razi observes that animaIs are perfectly 

immune to the grief which, after aIl, only the imagination seeking to grasp 

death brings in its train. Furthermore, "[ t] he man who imagines [al-

IIUtasawwar) death and is afraid of i t," he says, "dies a separate death at 
• 
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every image [taswirahl he calls up, so that his imagination over a long 

~...,. period concentrates upon him many deaths. ,,141 It turns out, therefore, that 

-

the only conceivable "deathH is a condition marked by grief, which results 

from nothing more than false reason. This is "death" as a deficient form of 

living. Therefore, we must continue, he insists, "to expel this grief from 

us. ,,142 And to he able to do this, we must concentrate our efforts to 

acquiring independence from excessive involvement in worldy pursuits. As we 

c 
have seen in the course of this paper, the primary task of the aql is to 

achieve this through the reining of the passions. l43 

Razi surrmarises his position by denying that any grounds ex ist for. 

fearing death. For the person of purely utilitarian inclination, there is 

simply no future state after death to worry about. Razi reasoned that such 

an argument was acceptable even ta the most skeptical group of philosophers, 

those (like Lucretius perhaps) who object to the whole idea that the soul is 

immortal. If, on the other hand, the person bases himself on the assumption 

that there is an afterlife, there is no reason for concern here ei ther, so 

long as his condlAct remains v irtuous and he "cart[ iesl out all the dut ies 

irnposed upon him by the religious law which is true; for this law promises 

him victory and repose and the attainrnent of everlasting bliss. ,,144 His 

"state after death" will depend on the way he lives in the present life, 

while still associated with his body.l45 Both positions are united in one 

aspect: the pedagogical repercussions of their teachings. This does not 

detract from other more metaphysical considerations. lIowevür, the 

pervasi vely ethical nature of his purpose is clearly emphas ized, for .. if any 

man should doubt the truth of that [religiousl law, or is ignorant o( it, or 

is not certain that it is real, it only behoves hirn to search and consider to 

the limit of his strength and power. ,,146 If he does this, he cannot fail 
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to reach his goal; but should he again fail, God will pardon him, for no man 

is charged with what he is incapable of doing. 147 Razi has clearly disposed 

of aU possible sources of authoritarian prophetism which were at least 

implicit in the views of sorne of his critics, without denying the 

fundamental premises of prophetie tradition as these are conventionally 

known. Indeed, his unique contribution is in having made the practiçal quest 

for truth preconditional to religious salvation, without identifying the 

practical activity itself with religion. 
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NOTES 

1. He says, in fact, after recounting a brief anecdote, that its on]Y.2urpose 
was to "serve as an additiona1 encouragement [min bacdal .... lIlmabbihatl and 
incentive [dawi?r] to the nobler part, for that is the sole object we have 
before us ub this book." (Kitab al-tibb al-ruhani, p. 44 [Arberry, p. 471) . . 
~. cKitab al-tibb al-ruhani in Abu Bakr Muhammad b. ZakarTya' al .... RaZ! (Ca i ru: 

Jami ah Fu'ad al .... Awwal, !939). pp. 36 .... B. (A"rberry, p. 39 .... 40) 

3. Ibid., p. 36 (Arberry, p. 39). Razi's theory was studied by many Islamic 
authors. Sorne of these authors~according to Kraus and other sources, includü: 
AI .... 'l\inirT, Abu al .... Hasan. Al-sa ada wa al-iscad (Wiesbaden, 1957-58), p. 50 (in 
his discussion on ·different views of pleasure, he attributes to Plato, Galen 
and Gregorius (d. 381) a definition similar to Razi's). AI-Baydaw!, Nasir al .... 
OIn cAbdullah b. c Unar (685 H), Kitab al-tawaUC al-anwar li?rinted on the 
margins of Sbarh al-mawaqif al-Iji [Istanbul,· 1311], s. 1, p. 272); see Kraus' 
notes in Rasa'i1, pp. 142 .... 3 and p. 142, n. 3). AI .... Hi uT, al-Hasan b. Muti'lhhar 
al-cAllarnah (726 H), Kitab al-anwar. al-malakut fi sbarh al-yàqut (rer. ÇAbbas 
Igbal, Khandan Nawbakhti, p. 177); author is Abu Isha5.Ï Ibrahim b. Nawbakht i: 
ref. Muhsin al-Amin al-Husayni al-crunilT, Kitab aCyan al-sh~ah (Damascus, 
1936) (s: 5, p. lfi'4, raCJI!l 59; see Orientalia 4 (1935), pp. 306 .... 7; sec Rasalil, 

- -- c - - -g. 144, n. 2). AI-Jabbar, Qadi Abd, Tathbit dala'il al-nubuwah, edited by 
Abd al-Karim cUthman (Beirut, 1966) (in which he rejects Pazi 's plpélsure/pain 
the~ and creation of man by Gad by "only natural means" [i .8. al-tariq al­
tabi il; see editor's introduction, ep. 293-94). al-KatibT, Nijm at-oTn cAtT 
1). c Urnar al-QazwinI (675 H), Kitab mfassal fT al-llRlfassil fi sharh al­
mbassil, "al-Fas! al-sabic " (Theory of pleâsure). AI .... KirmMlf, Hamld a1 ..... oTn, 
A1!.Aii'al al-dhahabiyah, edited by Salah al-Sawy. Tehran: Imperial Iranian 
Academy of Philosophy, 1977 (in which he refuted Kitab al-tibb al-r-ühirii); S('t' 

Ivanow, W., Ismaili Literature [1'ehran, 1963, p. 26]. AI-Oawshakhl, • cAla , al­
DIn CAli b. Muharrmad (879 H), Sharh al-mawaqif, s. 3, p. 186 (a]so al-lIijr al .... 
Hindiyah, 1305 H edition (p. 3'66); see Rasa'il, p. 143 for texf::). An 
informative source on what Greek philosophers said about "pleasure" is 
Aristotle himself in Nichornachean Ethics, translated with introduclion and 
notes by Martin Ostwald (New York: The Bobbs .... Merri11 Company, Inc., 1962), Bk 
X. Also, V. Brochard discusses the connection between Epicurean and Platonic 
theories of pleasure with documents in "La théorie du plaisir d'après Epicure," 
Etudes de philosophie ancienne et de philosophie modern~ (Paris, 1929), pp. 
252-293. 

4. Razi says, "He continues to feel pleasure in that place [wherf.? he took 
refuge from pain] until his body returns to its original statei then he loses 
the sense of pleasure as his body goes back to normal. Il (Ibid., p. 36-7, 
[Arberry, p. 39]) --

S. Ibid. p. 37 (Arberry, p. 39). 

6. Philebus, 42c-d. 

7. In fact he states this in this treatise. (2.P..!-cit:., p._1B [t\rberry, p. 
4e] Kraus has published fragments of a work on pleasure. (Rasalil, pp. 131)-64) 

8. Bar-Asher, p. 23. 



~( 

130 

9. Ibid., p. 31. 
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saying that a man is in the nature of the case 'his own best friend,' and 
that it is perfectly proper for him to have to play this role." ('fhe Laws 
731) 

35. Op. cit., p. 46, (Arberry, p. 50). 
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Chapter Six 

CONLUSION 

The question of caq1 (reason or intellect) is central to Razi 's 

philosophy. But though true, one cannot simply infer from this, as many 

scholars do today, that Raz; was necessarily a "rational ist"; certainly nut a 

"rationallst" in any modern Western sense. Moreover, dcspite his singular 

interest in caq1 , there is no real evidence to suggest that his views could 

not be accommodated to the prophetie tradition of whieh he was a part. 

Indeed, this is precisely what Goodman's argument appeared to suggest. 

It is still arguable that, if anything, his insistenee in Kitab aJ-tibb 

al-ruhani that knowledge was a form of "dramatization" and, in a sense, . 
"fictional," lends credence to Abu Hatim's charge his notion of "Lruth" . 
embraced fal sehood. Razi 1 s strategy had been to con tend that there was no 

end to intellectual perfectibility, which is what gave occasion Lo Abu 

Hatim's charge in the first place. But we have tried to undcrsLand his 
• 
dynamic conception of truth in the light of other sources beside Abu Ifatirn • . 
1 t a p p e are d t 0 u sin Kit ab al - t i b bal - ru h an T, for e x il III P le, t Il a t . . 
epistemological rules remained uniform at every stage of "se lf·-rcalization," 

beginning with the most mundane ethico-practical considerations. While 

logical reasoning was analogQus to rnedical treatrnent, it was inseparable frrnn 

"truth value" all the same. lndeed, It was by virtue of this "holistic." and 

typically medical approach that "self-realization," in which later mysLical 

tradition had infused both an existential and an epistemological sense, could 

determine the nature of metaphysical investigation itself. 

Abu Hatim's book, which we examined in Chapter Two, is valuablc 
• 

particularly for the allegory it has transrnitted to us. Because of its 

figurative language, this allegory appears to offer an inLr~resLing e')cape 
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from certain epistemo10gica1 di1emmas, by functioning as both explanation and 

illustration. The philosophical purpose of his allegory is in fact twofo1d: 

to prove both that the world was created and that Caql constituted the means 
, 

by which God' s Order, Justice and Mercy were restored in the wake of the 

"material confusion" caused by the self's "fall." Razi recounts how the caql 

was created by God for the benefit of the "fallen" self but, signÜicantly, 

does not include it among the "pre-eternals." We found that it occurred on1y 

in the movement back to sa1vation. So long as it remained part of this 

genera1 movement and promoted the sa1vation of the self in every respect, 

that self was able to partake of truth. Razi managed in this manner to 

impose sorne very definite epistemological limits without necessarily 

impugning the notion of "truth." 

c The most telling aspect of the a11egory is that aqi was s~nt by the 

" ~ Creator for the soul' s u1timate salvation from the material world ~ this 
" 

imposes certain conditions on his concept of knowledge, whereby knowledge 

is required to have a recognizably beneficial and profitable value for human 

life. This is precise1y the theme he systematically deve10ps in Kitab al­

tibb al-ruhani within a medica11y-inspired paradigme The position which Razi 
• • 
seems to be arguing is consequently far more elaborately exp1a~ned in this 

second texte In Abu Hatim's account of their debates, Razi's rejection of . 
the restrictive epistemo10gical interpretation of "reve1ation" offered by his 

opponent -- which was indeed qui te current among sorne of his other 

intellectual opponents -- does not necessarily imply a rejection of the 

prophetie tradition in toto. Such an infcrence seems to us to be,' on the 

whole, rather superfluous. More probably, Razi is more likely to have 

reckoned the difficulties which such an uncompromising and abso1utist 

position sure1y engendered. It not only seems ineffecti ve against 

the argument for the eternity of the world, but perhaps bore no relation 
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to actual human needs. That view would hence do little to illuminate the 

path to salvation. 

We saw in the case of the SufT thinker, al-HujwirT, that such an 

intellectualized understanding had safely been dismissed, as far as the 

question of Uham was concerned, by early mystical Islamic tradition. We 

also saw that certain Greek influences coming into play at this early 

juncture in Islamic history may have been at the root of the controversy, 

thereby accentuating the authoritarian implications of doctrines seeking ta 

defend epistemological "revelat ion" against encroachment by non-lslamic 

traditions. It is clear from Razi's dialogue with Abu Hatim that the former . 
was concerned to refute this aspect of his opponent's doctrine. 

Unfortunately, we do not have in our possession any work by him which 

could enlighten us further on his position. We have had to clar if y the 

relationship between knowledge and authori ty by referr ing to al-Farabl's 

contributions to the question. Authority, it tllrns out in the latter's case, 

was conceived neither at sorne imagined end nor beginning of the process of 

knowledge acquisition. It was necessary at every step, so to speak. 'l'he 

Imam or philosopher-king needed authority before he could lay claim to true 

knowledge. Yet this knawledge itself, in a kind of mutual un[olding, 

invested him with the necessary legitirnacy. The figure of the llnam also 

corresponded to the ideal of a full-fledged community," that is, the 

"virtuous city." A similar vision, based on the analogical relationship 

betwoen the individual and society, was used by other aulhors, sueh as 

Miskawayh and al-Ghazzali. Although Razi did nat elucidate this relationship 

in any explicit fashion, we found that the micro-lTklcrocosm motif, so lypicill 

of medical tradition, is a pervasive element in his analogical scheme. lt is 

c1early reflected, of course, in his claim that he could furnish a convincing 

argument against the world's eternity through his allegory of the "fall" of 
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the self, where the self's attachment to matter, in effect, constituted the 

cause of the world's coming into being. 

The same conception is carefully laid out in his longest survi ving 

philosophical treatise, namely, Kitab al-tibb al-ruharii. Razi begins by . . 
discussing briefly Plato's tripartite conception of the "soul," wi tbout 

openly endorsing it. The "soul" is said to be comprised of the, rational' and 

divine, the choleric and animal and, finally, the vegetative, incremental and 

appetitive. The functional relationship among these "souls" or faculties is 

central; a state of equilibrium exists when each functions properly, in 

relation to the other, and the rule of the rational and divine soul, in a 

sense, epitomizes this perfect state. On this scale, it is possible to 

envisage, in Miskawayh's sense, justice (CadI). For Razi, this state of 

equilibrium is actively pursued through the proper oeployment of each of the 

{' lower faculties, and signalled balance on three levels: 

(1) within the individual, 
(2) within society and 
(3) between the individual and society. 

The equilibrious state is really manifested neither individually alone nor 

collectively alone; neither the individual nor society is conceivable in 

isolation, but through their exchange relationship. It is at this level that 

the best and the worst in human characteristics are observable -- in other 

words, where virtues and vices manifest themselves. It is the attachment to 

worldly possessions and env y that worked to undermine the balanced relationship 

between the individual and the collectivity. 

The internal state of repose that must he actively sought, however, is 

intimately connected to the pleasure model used by Razi to argue his view. 

r 
We have found that his definition of pleasure is strikingly similar to 

Plato' s in the Phi lebus. Our philosopher begins his discussion on the 

subject with a definition that virtually reduces the concept of pleasure to a 
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sense of "return" from a previous state, where painful sensations were 
1 

initially experienced. Since this sensation must eventually cease and a 

state of repose he restored, the most obvious course is to resi.st the wholc~ 

temptation of seeking pleasure, which cannot but destroy the original stnte 

of repose in the first place.. Razi tried to justify this through the double 

proposition that pleasure always involves much greater pain than is at first 

anticipated, and that the greatest pleasure is not of this world at ,a11, but 

of the hereafter. Goodman pointed out, however, that the rejection o[ 

imnediate pleasures was connected only to the specificity o( the hUll1an act; 

at the more general level, Razi was able to speak in what the author called 

"hedonic" terms. In this second sense, there is a different, metaphoricill 

usage. However, since Razi thought that only the principle of moderation and 

the just mean, a principle whose fundamental importance he constantly 

reiterated, could achieve equilibriurn or repose, this same mctaphor i cal sense 

is manifested in the ethical field as 'well, where the use of analogical 

reasoning cornes into play. Although necessary. the suppression of the 

passions recorrrnended by him fails to lead to the excessive world renunciation 

sorne of his critics have often charged him wi th. "his is because mod(~rat ion 

constitutes an overriding principle at every leve!, ta the extent o( ddining 

even the strictest regimen required by "asceticism. II The rca l object is to 

guard against the rule of the instincts in whatever form, which he insisted 

leads only to pain, not pleasure. Indeed, in a metaphorical sense, pleasurp 

may conceivably he used even as a remedy against excess anxiety and worry; 

for excessive intellectualism, too, constitutes a breach of the arder ta he 

found among all the faculties. Passion, Razi pointed out, may rnak(? il show of 

logic in this case, though i ts arguments are always incons i stent and 

identifiable. Therefore, when in doubt, selecting the most moderale course 

is always the safest course. This helps establish good ~1abi ts in the long 
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run and greater facility wi th every decision in the future. A contrary 

course only weakens one 15 defences; and, wi th every fa ilure to follow the 

sound advice of reason, the ability to cope with future difficulties 

diminishes. Lack of moderation would aiso leave the person more inclined to 

aspire to reach ever grander and higher levels, which only multiplies the 

pains and losses, sinee 1055 is in any case inevitable. In short, insecurity 

would be reinforced to a degree that may exacerbate the "fear of death"--

though this fear can never be completely extirpated. 

We have tcied to uncover sorne of the underlying epistemo10g ical 

presupposi tions connected wi th his discussion on the "fear of death." 

Briefly, then, the "fear of death" was considered to he baseless, because 

neither pleasure nor pain can he projected after death. If death were to be 

judged in terms of cessation of pleasure, i t consti tuted the best possible 

state, by virtue of the fact that such astate is considered bereft of aIl 

sensation. In this sense at least, it must be actively sought. But Razi was 

by no means recol111lending suicide as a rational course. His purpose rather 

was to show the philosopher who disbelieved in the afterwor1d that if he 

merely followed the logic of his own argument, he ought to have no fear of 

death. The believer, on the other hand, ought to curb his anxieties, knowing 

weIl that if he followed the right and 1egal path, he ought only to expect 

the reward promised him by his religion. Should h~ fail, God is Merciful and 

would not encumber him with a burden he cannot b~ar. Razi tries to deal in 

this manner with two categories of people, both of whom are subject to the 

same cules in life. He tried to do this by demonstrating the uses of reason, 

and dispelling sorne of the misconceptions and excessive expectation~ to which 

certain beliefs had gi ven cise. His main strategy in his ethical treatise 

has been to argue against "seeking things for their own sake," which is 

quintessentially pleasure-sceking. His use of "pleasure" as an intellectlJal 

-" 
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distraction is medically-inspired, and does not lead to self-contradiction. 

Instead, in this particular context there is an underlying link between this 

metaphorical use of "pleasure" as a didactic instrument and the 

epistemological con troIs he appears to have imposed on the type of knowledge 

to which philosophers could lay claim. Propositions thus depend not only on 

their truth value but aiso on extralogical criteria making for the continued 

"health" of the patient or traveller (whichever the case) on his way to 

recovery or final destination. Such a link, it would appear, adds up to a 

medical paradigm for philosophical discourse. 

- mI)-
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