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Idemic Life and Thought 1s a bold.
somewhat ~overbearing  attempt by
Sevyed Hossein Nast to provide the
Foghsh-speaking  reader  with  a
panoramic view of Idamic intellec-
tual activity. This view, unfortunate-
ly. 1s blurred by the author’s person-
al and highly mystical intcrpretation
of tsdam. His enthusiastic mystifica-
tion - of  things  Islonmie sometimes
reaches unfathomabic  depths;  as
when he writes: “The only way to
know Being is to realize our own
non-existence and to live in aware-
ness of our nothingness before the
Reality which alone is and which in
its nner infinitude transcends even
Bang.™  Where the language s
fathomable, the total abstraction of
his topics from their historical con-
text often renders them Platonically
mysterious: the author’s belief that
Islam transcends time or place makes
it simple for him to reach such con-
clusions as that the cultural upsurge
i the Islamic world was due primari-
ly to “the characteristics of the Isla-
muc revelation itself™. But such con-
clusions are glaringly at odds with
the fact that it was not men fired by
Iulamic zeal who most avidly pursued
the so-called “rationsl sciences™. but
men whose attitude 10 the inteliec-
tual value of Islam was patronizing,
ke al-Farabi (d 950), or who were
downnght anti-icligious, like al-Razi
el 925)

Nase's belief in the transcendence
ot Iskem plices himm among  those
who argue that the way to remedy ali
ithe socal. economic and politica,
ol the Mustim world 15 by a return o
the Sharfaft. or tencts of Iam
Fhus, he thinks that 1t merely
tastion 10 be  aguinst polveamy,
which iy in fact or “trauscendental-
Iy", a positive sociel phenomenon,
According to the anthor while ' m n
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activity for a Muslim is ‘one through
which he tries to emulatc this past.
Such views adequately explain the
peculiar nature of modern Islamic
“revolutions”, which stand cut trom
other revolutionary movements 14
being “regressive” rather than “pio-
gressive™ 1n their aims.

The collection itself is fairly in-
teresting, and some of its sections
feg on cultural and intelicctual life)
Aaie usefully informative. But some
areas of intellectual activity are not
covered at all (eg art or literature).
And, as it stands, the science section
seems unnecessarily arid, disappoin-
tingly lacking in more detailed in-
formation on the inferesting innova-
tions that took place in Islam in such
fields as mathematics. medicine or
optics. Again, while one can excuse
the author for not including mention
of all the major Muslim intellectual
}igures‘ his ignoring of so towering a
presence as Ibn Khaldun in the field
of history is disappointing.

In the scetion on philosophy. Nasr
devotes three quarters of his space to
Mulla Sadra. This might seem like an
unbalanced distribution, but it has its
point.  As Nasr correctly observes.
Western scholarship is not in general
cognizant of  Muslim intellectual
acuvity after the thirteenth century.,
when the bridge (Spain)  between
Last and West was broken tollowing
the Christian reconquest. Major Per-
sian philosophers of the seventeenth
century (like Mulla Sadra) are thus
totally unknown in the West. Nasr
also points out that Muslim oriental-
ist scholars 100, heing generally
Western-educated. unavware ot
the continuity ot Mushing iutelectual
activity in Persia up o the present
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dav. Tt s this continuitn whi b ex
plams the author’s remarks.  add-
ressed to NMuaslim FEatder~ l_‘x"tjcxni'!;_’
he peed to return o Mueslim roots
hrough the medivm of contenipor
ary Persan antellectusd

Western ignorance. iy
not make Nasr's call for
Muslim roots any morc
ter all, students and fropagat

iy \

allowed science to develop. But
science has gone on developing, and

has now developed outside Islam.

Some more technical objections

might be raised also. Firstly, Mulla

Sadra’s distinctions  between  con-
divoned existence. non-conditioned
0 on. <o not go back
but are

ot > AST sugpests,
found S vicenan hiniself. It is true
that i s commentary on
Avicenna's  (rectivey . al-Tusi uses

these distmutions te caplain a point
which Avicenna makes, and that, in
this  particular  confext.  Avicenna
himself docs not make them But he
had made them earlier ia his Shifa’,
and al-Tusi was doubtless referring
to his analysis of them in that work.
Secondly. Mulla Sadra’s vocabulary
mn describing Being. while repeating
aimost verbatim the words used by
the sufis of his school, as Nasr says,
i5 actually reminiscent of Avicenna’s
descriptions of quiddities (mahiyyat)
in al-Shifa’ and clsewhere. Thirdly, it
is surprising that the author merely
reports, but does not deny, or at
least comment on the remark attri-
buted to Mula Sadra that he was the
first in the ldamic milieu to have
revived the doctrine of the identifica-
tion between subject, object and act
of knowledge. What, then, were the
views of al-Farabi or Avempace on
the subject? And who was Avicenna
criticizing 1 his De Anima?

In conclusion,  while the rela-
tionship between unity and multiplie-
iy is central to sufi thoueht, one
feels that not enough attention s
given by Nawr to ihe notion of unity
e Jalsafah (plidosophy ) itscll (espe-
cially in the wntngs of al-Kindi and
Avicenna), wod that discussion
leaves d gap i our knowledge of the
relationship  between and
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Ilemic Life and Thought 1s a bold.
somewhat overbearing  attempt by
Sevyed Hossein Nast to provide the
Enplish-speaking  reader  with  a
penoramic view of Ilamic intellec-
tual activiiy. This view, unfortunate-
ly. 1s blurred by the author’s person-
al and highly mystical intcrpretation
of tslam. His enthusiastic mystifica-
of things Islamic sometimes
reaches  unfathomabic  depths;  as
when he writes: “The only way to
know Being is to realize our own
non-existence and to live in aware-
niess of our nothingness before the
feality which alone is and which in
its nner infinitude transcends even
Being.™  Where the language s
futhomable, the total abstraction of
his topics from their historical con-
text often renders them Platonically
mysterious: the author’s belief that
Islam transcends time or place makes
it simple for him to reach such con-
clusions as that the cultural upsurge
i the Islamic world was due primari-
ly to “the characteristics ot the Isla-
muc revelation itself™. But such con-
clusions are glaringly at odds with
the fact that it was not men fired by
Isliamic zeal who most avidly pursued
the so-called “rational sciences™, but
men whose attitude 1o the inteliec-
tual value of Islam was patronizing,
ke al-Farabi (d 950), or who were
downnght anti-icligious, like al-Razi
(e 925%)

Nose's belief in the transcendence
of Islem plisces him among  those
who arpue that the way to remedy ali
ithe social, economic and politica) il
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' the ideal Muslimistétc is the state
-of the glorious past, and the ideal

activity for a Muslim is ‘one through
which he tries to emulate this puast.
Such views adequately explain the
peculiar nature of modern Islamic
“revolutions”, which stand cut trom
other revolutionary movements 14
being “regressive” rather than “pro-
gressive™ an their aims.

The collection itself is fairly in-
feresting, and some of its sections
on cultural and intellectual life)
usefully informative. But some
areas of intellectual activity are not
covered at all (eg art or literature).
And, as it stands, the science section
seems unnecessarily arid, disappoin-
tingly lacking in more detailed in-
formation on the inferesting innova-
tions that took place in Islam in such
fields as mathematics, medicine or
optics. Again, while one can excuse
the author for not including mention
of all the major Muslim intellectual
}igurex. his ignoring of so towering a
presence as Ibn Khaldun in the field
of history is disappointing.

In the section on philosophy. Nasr
devotes three quarters of his space to
Mulla Sadra. This might scem like an
unbalanced distribution, but it has its
point.  As Nasr correctly observes.
Western scholarship is not in general
cognizant of  Muslim intellectual
activity after the thirteenth century,
when the bridge (Spain)  between
Last and West was broken tollowing
the Christian reconquest. Major Per-
sian philosophers of the seventeenth
century (like Mulla Sadra) are thus
totally unknown in the West. Nasr
also points our that Muslim oriental-

ist scholars 100, heing  generally
Western-educaicd. ¢ unaware ot

the continuity ot Musling intellectual
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allowed science to develop. But
science has gone on developing, and

has now developed outside Islam,

Some more technical objections
might be raised also. Firstly, Mulla
Sadra’s  distinctions  betweén  con-
divoned existence, non-conditioned
caistereeand se on. do not go back
'y al-g as Nasr sagpests, but are
found i S vicenna himiself. 1t is true
that it b commentary  on
Avicenna's  Iirectives . al-Tust uses
these distincfions e cxplain a point
which Avicenna mukes, and that, in
this  particuiar  confext.  Avicenna
himself docs not make them But he
had made them earlier ia his Shifa’,
and al-Tusi was doubtless referring
to his analysis of them in that work.
Secondly. Mulla Sadra’s vocabulary
N describing Bang. while repeating
aimost verbatim the words used by
the sufis of s schooel, as Nasr says,
i5 actually reminiscent of Avicenna’s
descriptions of quiddities (mahiyyat)
in al-Shifa’ and clsewhere. Thirdly, it
is surpnising that the author merely
reports, but does not deny, or at
least comment on the remark attri-
buted to Mulla Sadra that he was the
first 1n the Islamic milieu to have
revived the doctrine of the identifica-
tion between subject, object and act
of knowledge. What, then, were the
views of al-Farabi or Avempace on
the subject? And who was Avicenna
criticizing i his De Anima?

In  conclusion,  winle the rela-
tionship between unity and multiplic-
iy is cenual to st thoucht, one
feels that not enough attention is
given by Nawr 1o the notion of unity
- Salsafah (phidosophy) itscli (espe-
cially in the wiitings of al-Kindi and
Avicenna). wod that his discussion
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