Faculty of Islamic Theology and Studies

% Philosophy and Kalam s i o ae) e 3

homepage: hitps://jitp.ut.ac.ir

University of Tehran

Is ‘Islamic Philosophy’ a Unitive Synthesis? Re-evaluating the
Nature of Islamic Philosophy

From the ‘Christian Philosophy’ Controversy to Henry Corbin’s Interpretation

Mohammad Hossein Vafaiyan!

1. Assistant Professor, Department of Science and Technology Studies, Faculty of Management,
Science and Technology, Amirkabir University of Technology, Tehran, Iran. Email:
mh.vafa@aut.ac.ir

Abstract

The question of what constitutes “Islamic” in “Islamic philosophy” has remained a
persistent subject of inquiry in contemporary scholarship. Much of the existing literature,
however, either juxtaposes competing positions without integrating them into a systematic
framework or restricts itself to the examination of a single perspective. More importantly,
insufficient attention has been paid to the modern provenance of this question within the
debate over “Christian philosophy,” and to its place within a broader philosophical
problem: whether philosophy can bear a religious qualification in an intrinsic, rather than
merely extrinsic, sense. The central problem of this study is, therefore, to determine if—
and in what sense—the term “Islamic” functions as an intrinsic qualification. How can
“Islamic philosophy” constitute an essential, rather than merely additive, unity, such that
the adjective “Islamic” is not an accidental attribute but enters into the very formation of
the philosophical project? To address this, the article first returns to the modern source of
the controversy—the debate over Christian philosophy—from which at least four major
responses can be distinguished. This fourfold framework serves as a conceptual lens for
examining the principal accounts of the Islamic character of philosophy. The inquiry
culminates in the thesis that the Islamic identity of philosophy is grounded neither simply
in the assimilation of religious propositions nor merely in the philosopher’s location within
Islamic civilization. Rather, it becomes intrinsic to philosophy through the transformation
of philosophical concepts and problems within the horizon opened by revelation. Henry
Corbin’s interpretation of Islamic philosophy as “prophetic philosophy” is of particular
significance in this respect. For Corbin, the qualification “Islamic” is neither an external
designation nor the result of a deliberate project to Islamize a philosophy that is otherwise
independently constituted. Instead, it designates a historical and existential process through
which philosophy itself acquired a new configuration within the Islamic context.

Keywords: : philosophy and religion, Islamic philosophy, Christian philosophy, Henry
Corbin.

Introduction

The expression “Islamic philosophy” is ostensibly familiar, yet it obscures a fundamental
ontological and methodological ambiguity regarding the significance of the adjective
“Islamic.” Is philosophy Islamic simply because its practitioners were Muslims? Does the
term refer merely to the historical and civilizational context in which philosophical
discourse flourished? Is it defined by the incorporation of revealed doctrines into syllogistic
argumentation? Or must we locate the relation between Islam and philosophy at a more
profound stratum—within the fundamental reconfiguration of philosophical problems,
concepts, and horizons of inquiry? The central problem of this study is whether “Islamic”
can function as an intrinsic qualification of philosophy, such that “Islamic philosophy”
constitutes an essential unity, rather than a merely additive conjunction of two
independently constituted elements. The question of whether philosophy can legitimately
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bear a religious qualification is not exclusive to the Islamic tradition. It emerged with
particular force during the French debate over “Christian philosophy” in the early 1930s,
which interrogated the nature of philosophy, the autonomy of reason, the nexus between
faith and demonstration, and the historical role of revelation in philosophical thought. That
debate allows us to distinguish four broad positions: the negation of intrinsic religious
qualification; a sociological and historical interpretation of such a qualification; the
possibility of philosophizing from within religious commitments or doctrinal premises; and
the view that religion may internally shape philosophical problems and concepts without
abolishing the methodological autonomy of philosophy. This study adopts this fourfold
distinction as a conceptual framework for reconsidering Islamic philosophy. Within this
discourse, Henry Corbin occupies a particularly significant position. He understands
Islamic philosophy neither as a discipline merely produced within Islamic civilization nor
as a corpus that integrates religious propositions as premises. Instead, he interprets it as a
mode of philosophizing transformed from within by the horizons of revelation, ta’wil,
prophecy, walaya, the imaginal world, and spiritual wisdom. His interpretation thus offers
one of the most compelling accounts of how the qualification “Islamic” might become
constitutive, rather than merely extrinsic, to philosophy.

Research Findings

The inquiry yields four primary findings regarding the ontological identity of Islamic
philosophy: The first finding demonstrates that the Islamic character of Islamic philosophy
cannot be accounted for solely by the religious identity of the practitioners or the historical
environment in which they worked. Establishing that a philosopher was Muslim, that a text
was composed in Arabic or Persian, or that it circulated within the Islamic sphere identifies
only an extrinsic and historical sense of “Islamic.” While such an account is
historiographically useful—particularly in situating Muslim, Christian, Jewish, and Sabian
thinkers within a shared intellectual field—it fails to address the deeper philosophical
question of what Islam contributed to philosophy as philosophy. The second finding posits
that initiating philosophical inquiry from religious propositions or commitments is
insufficient to resolve the conceptual problem. A Muslim philosopher may indeed derive
queries from the horizon of faith or integrate religious doctrines into philosophical
reflection; however, if revealed propositions are treated as axiomatic premises immune to
scrutiny, the demarcation between philosophy and kalam (theological discourse) risks
becoming unstable. Consequently, the mere utilization of religious premises must be
distinguished from a profound transformation of philosophical thought within a religious
horizon. The former pertains to the starting points of an argument; the latter concerns the
internal restructuring of the very problems, concepts, and interpretive possibilities within
which philosophical thinking occurs. The third, and arguably most significant, finding
asserts that a robust defense of “Islamic philosophy” is located at the level of the conceptual
formation of philosophy itself. Philosophy in the Islamic world did not merely preserve the
Greek inheritance; it reorganized and transformed it in response to a new constellation of
questions. Issues concerning divine unity, creation, attributes, God’s knowledge, prophecy,
resurrection, essence and existence, necessity and contingency, and the relation between
reason and revelation were not merely appended to an otherwise static philosophical
agenda. Rather, they contributed to a fundamental restructuring of philosophical systems.
In this sense, the adjective “Islamic” enters the internal history of philosophical concepts.
Greek philosophy was extensively appropriated, yet it was re-situated within a new horizon
of questioning that generated possibilities reducible neither to Greek philosophy nor to
doctrinal theology. The fourth finding addresses Henry Corbin’s distinctive hermeneutical
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interpretation. For Corbin, revelation is not primarily a set of propositions subsequently
integrated into a system; it transforms the human relation to truth. Islamic philosophy thus
acquires not merely new religious topics, but transformed conceptions of truth,
understanding, levels of reality, and the dialectic between the apparent (zahir) and the
hidden (batin). Ta 'wil is central to this transformation; it functions not merely as a method
of textual exegesis, but as an epistemic and existential movement from the exoteric to the
esoteric, presupposing that the esoteric is not a subjective construction but a real dimension
of being. Within this framework, the imaginal world ( ‘@lam al-mithal), active imagination,
prophecy, imamate, and walaya acquire profound philosophical significance. Islamic
philosophy, in Corbin’s formulation, emerges as a form of “prophetic philosophy.” Its
prophetic character does not imply that demonstration is superseded by revelation; rather,
it suggests that philosophical reason operates within a horizon already transformed by
revelation. The “Islamization” of philosophy, in this sense, results neither from imposing
religion upon an already constituted system nor from the additive inclusion of religious
doctrines. It is the outcome of a historical and existential process in which philosophical
reason, through its encounter with revelation and ta ‘'wil, assumes a new form.

Conclusion

The central conclusion of this study is that “Islamic philosophy” acquires substantive
philosophical validity only when Islam is conceptualized not merely as the confessional
identity of thinkers, the civilizational context of their inquiry, or an external repertoire of
revealed propositions appended to philosophical argumentation. Rather, it must be
recognized as an existential and historical horizon that reconfigured philosophical
problems, conceptual frameworks, and modes of inquiry from within. Henry Corbin offers
one of the most radical and coherent formulations of this position by articulating Islamic
philosophy as a “prophetic philosophy” fundamentally reoriented by revelation and ta’wil.
While this hermeneutical paradigm may not be uniformly applicable to every historical
manifestation of philosophy within the Islamic world, it convincingly demonstrates how
the qualification “Islamic” can, in significant historical instances, operate not as a merely
extrinsic or accidental attribute, but as an intrinsic, unitive constituent of the philosophical
enterprise itself.
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