AL-KINDI ON PHILOSOPHY AND RELIGION

A Philosopher can be understood best against the background com-
prising the temperament of his age or, what Prof. Whitehead terms, the cli-
mate of opinion. This is specialiy true with the earlier Muslim thinkers and
in particular with al-Kindj, the earliest of them all,—“the intellectual ancestor
of all Muslim philosophers,”

Abu Yaqub bin Ishaq al-Kindi, the celebrated ‘“Philosopher of the
Arabs”, belongs to the times when Abbasides ruled the Islamic empire.
These days are known in histofy for, among other things, the supreme glory
of mu’tazilism, the so-called rationalist creed of uslim theology.
. Mu’tazilism was then a declared religion of the state and most of the people
subscribed to its doctrines. Repressive measures employed by the Govern-
ment for its propagation, although ultimately responsible for its downfall,
had, for the time being, given it an air of popularity.

Earlier in the beginning, however, mu’tazilism was a simple affair.
The mu’tazilites were a purely theological sect sincerely dedicated to the
putification of Islam of all innovations. They specially tried to steer the
middle course between contemporary strains of rigid fanaticism and moral
laxity represented by the kharijites and the murji’ ites respectively. Butlater
on, when they got engaged in an intense missionary movement and began
to speak out their views, they inevitably met objections from various quar-
ters. Particulary there were the Christians with their doctrine of trinity
and the dualist manicheans who had still a hold on the Atab mind. ‘Their
characteristic views disturbed the conviction, specially of the new converts,
regarding the unity of God which, along with His justice, became the trade-
mark, as it were, of the mu’tazilites.! ‘The Muslims who unwaringly accepted
the un-Islamic views tried to justify them by interpreting Quran and
Hadith in their own way and by putting forth reasons. The mu’tazilites,
in order to answer the objections of the opponents and to dispell doubts
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from the minds of Muslims, also began to reason out their convictions. This
was indeed most needed. Objections of the adversaries could most suitably
be met on their own grounds. It is through this accident of history that the
mu’tazilites became the torch-beaters of the rationalistic movement in Islam.
Through their rationalism and through the employment of logic in defence of
religious dogmas, they were indirectly establishing a kind of rapproachment
between philosophy and religion. This programme of the rationalization of
faith was conveniently invigorated by large-scale translations of the works
of Greek thinkers that were done during the Abbasid period under state
supervision. It is this intellectual state of affairs that served as the atmos-
phere of opinion which al-Kindi inhaled. He supported, though not always
without reservations,? the views of the mu’tazilite thinkers and created a
philosophical sub-structure for them. Specially, he took upon himself a
forceful defence of philosophy, “the human emulation of divine excellence”.
He was convinced that it could safely be reconciled with religion. '

A story? has been told that Ma’mum, an Abbaside caliph, who support-
ed the mu’tazilite views and preached them with a missionary zeal, one night
met Aristotlein dream. ‘The latter told that there was nothing profane in the
former’s dedication to philosophy and rationalism because philosophy and
religion ultimately led to the same truth. ‘This mutual harmony between
philosophy and religion having thus been further certified by no less a person
than Aristotle himself was readily accepted by al-Kindi and those who follow-
ed him. This thesis setved a two-fold purpdse for the philosophers.
Firstly, it satisfied their deeply religious natures on the one hand and their
reverence for their Greek masters on the other. Secondly, by bringing re-
ligion close to philosophy, they sought to counteract the fear that philosophy
would necessarily breed impiety, godlessness and atheism. )

The goal of all religious enterprise, as we know, is the discovery of the
Truth and the unveiling of the Ultimate Real. Religion, more-over, enjoins
on its devotees certain rules of morality and principles of conduct which
emanate from the character of that reality. Thus the individual has not
simply to know and love God but also to be sincete to his convictions and
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live according to the will of God. Now philosophy, “the sublimest and
noblest of human arts”, has also been defined by al-Kindj as “the knowledge
of the reality of things within man’s possibility because the philosophet’s
end in his theoretical knowledge is to gain truth and in his practical know-
ledge to behave in accordance with truth”*. A genuine philosopher, ac-
cotding to him, would combine the acquisition of wisdom with its actualiza-
tion. ‘Thus philosophy and religion ate supposed to have the same goal to

achieve.

It is, however, difficult to accept the premises on the basis of which al-
Kindj establishes the analogy. Characterization of philosophy as knowledge
of the Truth is understandable but to include conduct in its definition seems
to be unwarranted. Although Socrates did identify knowledge with virtue,
philosophy, in the first instance, has almost unanimously been recognized as
a theoretical study only. It may sometimes occasion wise actions, but still
the fact remains that it has no direct practical implications.® For religion,
on the other hand, action is indeed very important. ‘The analogy is, how-
ever, important in so far as it refers to the valuable fact that truth is truth and
it is one, no matter where it comes from and how it is arrived at. It is the
common property of all genuine seekers—whether they are the philosophets
with their method of reasoning or they ate the religious people who acquire

it through the instrumentality of prophetic revelation.

Anyway, al-Kindi admits, as is evident from his definition of pkilosophy
given above, that philosophy, being the product of human reason, has got its
own limitations and is thus unambiguously of an inferior order. It tends
towards, but may not fully attain, the comprehension of the ultimate truth in
its wholeness whereas religion does attain it. This is due to the fact that a
prophet’s knowledge is entirely through the inspiration and will of God :
itis direct and immediate. Knowledge acquired by the philosophet, on the
other hand, is the result of his own wilful effort and is attained with the help
of logic and argumentation. The former is divine and thetefore definite
and cettain ; the latter is human and so it stops eatlier in the process of the
acquisition of full certainty.® Al-Kindi, obviously, does not contribute to
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the view, held by some thinkers, both ancient and modetn, that prophesy is
anacquired skill as if prophetic genius were a potentiality in human nature
by whose development man could become a prophet.

Maulana Abul Kalam Azad has distinguished four levels at which man
gets guidance in his life.” ‘These are the levels of (f) instinct, (77) sensory
experience, (i) reason and (é7) revelation. All these stages are distinct from,
although not antagonistic to, one another. They depict one graded develop-
ment. Bach one of the first three, by virtue of its limitations and special
function, stands in need of the higher faculty for correction and guidance.
The higher faculty, in turn, employs the lower for the realization of its poten-
tialities and designs. So human reason, according to Azad,—and al-Kindi
agrees with him in that-—must be considered to be an expedient, though quite
an essential one, for revelation to become opetative in the lives of individuals
and of societies. It is ally to faith. We can quite legitimately put the words
of P. Tillich in the mouth of al-Kindi: “Reason does not resist revelation.
It asks for revelation, for revelation means the reintegration of reason”.®
Thus philosophy (teason) and religion (revelation) are like two wayfarers
journying towards one common destination: the latter, leading the way; the
former, following. There is necessarily a perfect mutual harmony between
them. They do not quarrel with each other. If they do so, that would be
fatal for both of them. Reason without revelation would be without a sense
of direction and revelation without reason would be deprived of its essential
function because there would be none left for it to give its guidance to.

The doctrine of the supetiority of revelation to reason advocated by
al-Kindi brings him very close to the attitude of Abu Hamid al-Ghazali who
lived later in r1th-12th century AD.  After having passed through a period
of scepticism and doubt about the so-called experiential and philosophic
truths, al-Ghazalireceived illurmnination from God and consequently re-affirm-
ed the exceptional status and supremacy of prophesy.® However, some of
the philosophets who immediately followed al-Kindi and who also tried to
reconcile philosophy with religion adhered, instead, to the primacy of philo-
sophical reason. Farabi and Ibn Sina are the cases in point. Zakariyya
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al-Razi went to the extreme in this regard.  Giving full reins to the use of
reason, he declared the prophets Moses, Jesus and Mohammad (peace be on

them) as impostors,

Al-Kindi, in order to bring out his position mere clearly, makes repeated
references to the Quranic verses. He insists that the unphilosophical,
thetorical Quranic arguments which touch the very heart of the problem
concerned ate superior and more convincing than the arguments that a philo-
sopher may produce. Putely philosophical arguments are lifeless, dry and
cold; the emotional language, on the other hand, has a vital impact on the
minds of people and what is being said goes down deep into their hearts and
has a lasting influence. The supra-rational, sentimental approach, it may
be pointed out, is resorted to by the Quran specially when it has to bring
home to its readers the validity of the fundamental and basic realities.
Doctrines of the necessary existence of God, His supreme power and
authority, the indubitable certainty about the Day of Judgement and the life
hereafter are not put forth by logical demonstration. For instance, answer-
ing the question of the infidels : Who will revive the bones when they are
decayed ?, the revelation says: He will tevive them who originated them
the first time . .. . Is He who has created the heavens and the earth not able
to create their like.’® Logic because of its habit of conceptualitation fails
to comprehend the ultimate facts of existence. Its sphere of understanding
is limited to the phenomenal world. This is what al-Kindi meant when he
observed that the philosopher in his endeavour to know the Ultimate
Reality cansimply go upto a certain extent. Here one may conveniently refer
to the so-called mitacles described in the Quran which characteristically
belonged to the prophets. The miracles are the supernatural incidents for a
man of reason who cannot possibly explain them on rational grounds or, if
he does, he simply explains them away. He cannot at all fit them into the
scheme of things. Religion with its superiority of vision and with its cos-
mopolitan spirit looks towards miracles as petfectly fitting elements in the
reality as a whole and does not regard them as awkward.,

The doctrine of al-Kindi as elaborated above is that revelation and
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teason, though having the same ob]cctlve to attain, differ in their actual
achlevements. Revelation bemg divine is mote certain and definite than,

and superior to, reason because the latter being human has only | a limited
applicability. There is, howevet, a very much different strain of thoughf
expressed by him to which reference has already been made in the beginning
of this essay. Al-Kindi declares with equal force that there is absolutely
0o inéompatibility between reason and revelation. They are equally certain
and arrive at identical results. Each one of the Quranic concepts ““is ascet-
tainable by intellectual argumcnis. Only people deprived of sound reason
and cloaked in ignorance would reject it.”!!  Encouraged by this convic-
tion, al-Kiﬁd,i opened the door of the rational interpretation of the Quran.
He provided a philosophic suppott for the religious doctrines like the unity
of God, the relation of God to His attributes, creation of the world out of
nothing andsoon. ‘This is the one concrete way in which he sought to bting
philosophy and religion together. Wherever there seems to be a variance
between reason and the word of God, he invariably attributes it to a mis-
understanding on our pa:t and resofts to an esoteric and allegorical explana-
tion of the Quranic text.!?

The most impottant of the Quranic doctrines with which al-Kindi deals
philosophically is that of the creation of the world out of nothin g. In op-
position to the doctrine upheld by almost all the Greek thinkers that nothing
can come out of non-being and in opp051t1 on to the views of later Muslim
philosophers, Farabi,Ibn Sina, Ibn Rushd etc,, al-Kindi declares that creation
from nothing is valid both as an article of faith and as a ph11050ph1c truth.
During a discussion on this problem, he comes across the Quranic verse ¢
“If He wills a thing, His command reduces itself to uttering the word ‘be’
toitanditis”.® Anupholder of the eternity of the world may here be duped
by the literal translation of the verse and say : How can God utter the word
‘be’ to a thing which ex-hypothesis does not exist as yet. Al-Kindi, however,
points out that ‘be’ is here used not in the usual sense in which we might
use such words. It may ridiculously seem to imply the prior existence of the
thing whose coming into being is ordered but in fact it does not, More-
over, God does not physically utter the word : that would entail a sort of
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anthropomorphism. The imperative ‘be’, says al-Kindi, is rather to be
understood metaphorically as a symbol of God’s will and the veise simply
means that God by his will can do anything He wants to do.

In a treatise captioned “On the bowing of the outermost sphere and
its obedience to God”1¢ al-Kindi furnishes another example of a phllOsophx—
cal interpretation of the Quran, thus brmgmg philosophy and rehglon to-
gether. When asked to explain the meaning of the verse “And the stars and
the trees bow themselves,” al-Kindi did not resott to a literal translation to
which men of orthodoxy would have resorted. He pointed out that it would
be ridiculous to believe that the stars and the trees pfostrdfe and bow before
God as a Muslim inclines his body and head in prayer. The word {fdzewy
in the verse is therefore explained by him in terms of obedience to God and
voluntary” submission to His decree.

Thete are some passages in the writings of al-Kindi which indicate that
religion is one among the various branches of philosophy. The latter being
the pursuitof truth as such is all-inclusive whereas the particular disciplines—
“theology, ethics and all the useful sciences’”—search after truth in their
own spheres and from their own specialized points of view. There seems
to be an implication here that philosophy is superior to religion and that the
latter is simply a hand-maid to the former.1® But really, I think, theré is no
such implication, Philosophy being cool, calm, sedate and calculating is
indeed, in a way, more generalized than religion. Philosophy seeks to under-
stand facts in their most objective status and strictly in their own right, The
attitude of religion, on the other hand, is not unqualified that way. Know-
ledge of the Ultimate Real as imparted by religion is thoroughly tinctured By

a particular attitude of the man of religion towards the Real which is supposed
to be personal in some way. What is, however, ob]ecnonable is al-Kindi’s
bracketing of religion with the sciences as if both of these had the same status
vis-a-vis philosophy The sciences as we know, differ from philosophy in
the delnmtatlon of their fields of study because unlike it they are always de-
partmental in their approach Religion, however, knows no such depart-
mentalization, Itisthe exptession of thé whole man and envisages the vision
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of reality as a whole.

The position of religion as compared to that of philosophy is, in fact,
the central and the primary one. We have learnt from the Gestalt psycholo-
gists that the whole comes first in our experience. It is only later on that we
split it into its constituent parts in order to see what it consists of. Religion
with its immediate unreasoned out concept of reality is thus prior to philo-
sophy which applies its method of analysis to understand the nature of this
reality in its own way ; consequently it is philosophy which can be shown to
get its license from religion rather than religion serving as a hand-maid to
philosophy. From the point of view of Islam in particular, philosophic think-
ing is not simply allowed but rather strongly recommended and ordered.
Al-Kindi mentioned this point but, strangely enough, did not adequately
stress it. Actually, this fact seems to be the most valid ground on which to
arrange a meeting between philosophy and religion. On this ground al-
Kindi could adequately meet the objections of those who declared philosophy
a heresy and the philosophers innovators and who “disputed with good men
in defence of the untrue position which they bad founded and occupied with-
out any merit only to gain power and to trade with religion”!” Teachings
of the Quran are thoroughly inductive in temperament. Instead of giving
ready-made rules and regulations for diverse situations, it generally exhorts
its readers to cultivate the spirit of rational enquiry and empitical investiga-

. tion —to move about in the wotld, observe and generalize for themselves,

"This characteristic of the Quran is in fact necessitated because of the stage of
the development of human consciousness at which this book was revealed
and because of the role that it is destined to play. Claiming to be the source
of guidance for all times to come, it equips its readers with an instrument of
investigation which may help them in this ever-growing, ever-changing
wotld. ““The birth of Islam”, Igbal points out, “is the birth of inductive
intellect. In Islam prophesy reaches its perfection in discovering the need
of its own abolition. ‘This involves the keen perception that life cannot for
ever be kept in leading strings ; that in order to achieve full self-conscious-

ness man must finally be thrown back on his own resources”!® Equipped
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with these resources, man can think out newer and niewer avenues to teach the
ultimate truth. Surely, there are signs of God in the creation of the heavens
aad of the eatth, in the alternation of night and day, in the ships which pass
through the sea and so on. We have to think and philosophise about the
phenomena of nature in order to grasp the principle underlying them and the
teleological force working behind them. The Quran says in so very sweet
words : Do they not look up to the camels , how they are created ; and to
the heaven how it is raised ; and to the mountains how they are rcoted ; and
to the earth how it is outspread.?®

Apart from the phenomena of nature, there are two other main fields of
rational enquiry which have been specifically recommended by the Quraa,
One of these is history which has been viewed as an important source of
knowledge. A study of the rise and fall of nations and their collective be-
haviourisa thoroughly informative enterprise. ‘The Quran has given account
of various historical events of antiquity with the definite objective to impart
certain moral lessons to its readers and to tell how the earlier people were
rewarded or punished for their good and bad deeds. These facts truly
understood give us guidance as to our own future conduct and furnish a clue
to the ways of Divine behaviour.

The third source of knowledge whose rational understanding and
efficient employment is prescribed by the Quran is our own selfor ego. ‘This
is the nearest approach of man to God because He is closer to him than his
neck vein.?® Moreover, we have been fashioned after His image. He
has breathed His soul into us and has fired us with an urge to realize in our
nature His attributes and qualities. Godisinus: We need simply have a
seeing eye. Whosoever recognizes himself recongizes God, said the
Holy Prophet.
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