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“Technology and Applied Sciences”), Volume 4 (Science and Technology 
in Islam) has been the result of the efforts of some of the most respected 
historians and philosophers of Islamic science and presents fruits of life-
long reflections and research. Contributions by George Saliba, Ahmad 
Y. al-Hasan, Roshdi Rashed, Julio Samsó, Seyyed Hossein Nasr, and 
Donald R. Hill, among others, make these two volumes (consisting of 
1250 pages) one of the most important secondary works now available to 
general readers.

These volumes need the largest circulation possible, especially inpossible, especially in, especially in 
the Muslim world, where most books published in the West remain out 
of reach for interested readers due to their prohibitive price. UNESCO’s 
website for the project indicates the preparation of electronic versions of 
these volumes. This is an excellent decision, especially if they are made 
available at no or a minimum cost.

Taken together, the three volumes already published fulfill the aim 
of the project. Their planned translations into French and Arabic will 
make them more widely accessible. The project does not envision transla-
tions in other languages, but perhaps UNESCO can establish a mecha-
nism with the help of regional publishers or private organizations in-
terested in local editions and produce translations of these volumes into 
various Islamic languages. Readers of these volumes will eagerly wait for 
the rest.



Muhammad Ali Khalidi (ed.): Medieval Islamic Philosophical Writings
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005, 186 pp,  PB
ISBN 0 521 52963 8

The aim of this anthology is to provide “a representative sample of the 
Arabic-Islamic philosophical tradition in a manner that is accessible 
to beginning students of philosophy, as well as to more seasoned 
philosophers with little or no exposure to this tradition” (xii). As such, the 
main challenge of the editor was of selection procedures; Khalidi chose to 
include “extracts from longer philosophical works rather than entire texts 
or a large number of brief passages from a variety of text” (xii). The result is 
an admirable volume containing five selections from five most influential 
authors: al-FĀrĀbą (ca. 878-950), Ibn SąnĀ (980-1037), al-GhazĀlą (1058-
1111), Ibn ďufayl (ca. 1109-1186), and Ibn Rushd (1126-1198).

The selection immediately raises a question, preemptively answered 
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by the editor: why end with Ibn Rushd to perpetuate the false notion that 
Islamic philosophy died with him? Khalidi’s answer is problematic, as it 
complicates the idea: “Despite the survival of philosophical activity of 
some kind in the Islamic world, I would argue that a ‘style of reasoning’ 
did indeed decline after Ibn Rushd, one that is seamlessly connected with 
natural science, a logic-based, Greek-influenced, and rationalist enter-
prise” (xii); one has only to go to Qum and sit in one of the lessons of an 
Ayatullah Jawadi or any other master of philosophy to arrive at a differ-
ent conclusion. This, however, does not seriously detract from the merits 
of the book, which attempts to achieve a certain degree of thematic unity 
by focusing broadly on metaphysics and epistemology rather than on eth-
ics and political philosophy.

In his introduction Khalidi provides brief biographical information 
about the five authors as well as the selected works. As general infor-
mation about the authors is readily available elsewhere, his introductory 
remarks are kept to a bare minimum, saving space for introducing the 
selected texts. All but one of the five texts have been previously trans-
lated, though Khalidi has translated them afresh from published Arabic 
editions.

Al-FĀrĀbą’s KitĀb al-ČurĈf (The Book of Letters) had never before been 
translated into English; Khalidi has chosen to include its middle section.has chosen to include its middle section.  
This section represents a fundamental break from the first and last sec-
tions, in that here al-FĀrĀbą gives a sequential account of the origin of 
language and the emergence of various disciplines (in the first and last 
sections of his book he is concerned instead with the meaning of philo-
sophical terms).

In choosing a part from On the Soul, from Ibn SąnĀ’s KitĀb al-NajĀt 
(The Book of Salvation), which is a condensed version of his magnum opus 
KitĀb al-ShifĀā (The Book of Healing), Khalidi omitted the first three chap-
ters. These concern, respectively, the vegetative soul, the animal soul, 
and the internal senses of the soul, and he thus begins his selection with 
the chapter on the human rational soul. The choice is most appropriate 
for the book, for here Ibn SąnĀ (as well as numerous other Muslims influ-
enced by Aristotle) are at their best in their efforts to reconcile Aristotle’s 
account with Islamic teachings. Ibn SąnĀ’s concept of soul rests on his 
dualist account in which souls can achieve different grades depending on 
the degree to which its potential has been actualized.

Perhaps no editor of an anthology of this kind can resist selecting a 
portion from al-GhazĀlą’s autobiographical masterpiece, al-Munqidh min 
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al-ċalĀl wal-MĈĆil ilĀ dhil-ĂIzzah wal-JalĀl. Khalidi includes an intriguing 
portion of this book—the section where al-GhazĀlą demonstrates in three 
distinct ways that prophecy is a genuine phenomenon which surpasses 
reason. He first offers a rational demonstration that nonrational appre-
hension is possible; secondly, he shows how prophecy can be affirmed 
through direct, albeit restricted, awareness of the mystical state; and, fi-
nally, al-GhazĀlą shows how prophecy can be established through trust in 
testimony and second-hand corroboration, which he interestingly terms 
čmĀn (faith).

Like al-GhazĀlą’s al-Munqidh, Ibn ďufayl’s Čayy bin YaqzĀn (Alive, Son 
of Awake) is a compelling choice. Relying on Albert NaĆrą NĀdir’s 1993 
edition, Khalidi has retranslated over three quarters of the book, omit-
ting the extensive introductory section and the concluding epilogue.

The fifth and the last selection is from Ibn Rushd’s famous re-
sponse to al-GhazĀlą’s Incoherence of the Philosophers, TahĀfut al-TahĀfut 
(The Incoherence of the Incoherence). Ibn Rushd’s response can be read as a 
debate between the two philosophers, though Ibn Rushd always has the 
last word. This aspect of the work, however, is not as overwhelming as it 
might be, since al-GhazĀlą had the foresight of including future objec-
tions to his arguments in his own work. The excerpted section regards 
the seventeenth issue of twenty and deals with the nature of causation. 
This is perhaps the most important section of the book, since it deals with 
the respective positions of the two writers on causation and miracles and 
leads to the last four sections, which discuss the natural sciences.

Overall, the book is an excellent introduction to the intricate and 
involved world of medieval Islamic learning—an enriching experience 
for both general readers and advanced students.

Muzaffar Iqbal
Center for Islam and Science, 

Sherwood Park, AB 
Canada



Gad Freudenthal: Science in the Medieval Hebrew and Arabic Traditions
Aldershot: Ashgate Variorum Collected Studies Series, 2005, 374 pp, HC

ISBN 0-86078-952-7

Each new volume in Ashgate’s Variorum Collected Studies Series provides 
researchers and the general public an opportunity to access articles 
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written over a long period of time in their “raw” form—just as they first 
appeared. It is a compromise, of sorts: the writer of the articles does 
not have to put much time or effort to see his or her work published in 
one volume; readers do not have to search for scattered articles; and the 
publisher does not invest greater resources into printing the book. This 
arrangement has attracted a significant number of historians of science 
and the Series has been a huge success in terms of its importance for the 
history of ideas. With the publication of his Science in the Medieval Hebrew 
and Arabic Traditions Gad Freudenthal has joined such respected names 
as C. E. Bosworth, Edward S. Kennedy, Franz Rosenthal, A. I. Sabra, and 
Roshdi Rashed, all of whom have published in this Series.

Freudenthal’s collection of sixteen articles, written over a period 
of twenty years, is thematically divided into three sections: Science in 
the Medieval Hebrew Tradition: Socio-Cultural Considerations (two ar-
ticles); Maimonides, Gersonides and Some Others (eight articles); and 
Reverberations of Greek Theory of Matter in Arabic and Hebrew (eight 
articles).

The occasion of this collection’s publication also gave Freudenthal 
an opportunity to reminisce; the short preface provides insight into his 
career, scholarly interests, and friendships. Written primarily for special-
ists, this collection of articles is useful as a barometer, telling us much 
about the obsessions and ideas of a particular generation of historians of 
science concerned with two non-Western scientific traditions which never 
intersected in real time, but which have remained closely associated with 
each other because of their common view of nature: Jewish and Muslim 
philosophers of the past shared a certain common domain which made it 
possible for them to study nature in a like manner; this common dimen-
sion can be seen in the third section of this book. The title of the book 
is somewhat misleading, as there are only three articles out of sixteen 
which deal with Arabic Tradition.



William R. Newman and Anthony Grafton (eds.):
Secrets of Nature: Astrology and Alchemy in Early Modern Europe

Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press 2001, 443 pp, HC
ISBN 0-262-14075-6

To the modern mind, uttering the word “alchemy” conjures images of a 
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remote past filled with charlatans claiming to turn base metals into gold 
through their craft. To those not accustomed to examining the present in 
more than its immediate context it may, therefore, be shocking to realize 
that it was only toward the beginning of the eighteenth century that there 
emerged a marked tendency to sequester alchemy from the new science 
of chemistry and, although the divorce is now irredeemable, alchemy 
retains its own place in the annals of human thought. Notwithstanding 
its centuries’-old history, modern historians have little time for alchemy—
those who do spend a paragraph or two in their accounts of the sciences 
treat it as no more than a precursor to modern chemistry. This view led 
people to conclude, as Titus Burckhardt notes in his magisterial Alchemy, 
“that an insatiable desire to make gold had persistently caused men to 
believe in a heap of fantastic prescriptions, which, rightly seen, were 
nothing more than a popular and superstitious application of natural 
philosophy of the ancients”.

Secrets of Nature reexamines this idea and similar popular views 
about alchemy and astrology. Divided into eight chapters, this book with 
its beautiful dust-cover jacket presents the work of ten historians of sci-
ence who examine the subject from various perspectives, ranging from 
problems of historiography to contemporary attitudes and practices in 
astrology and alchemy.

The book is unevenly divided between astrology and alchemy, with 
a greater portion devoted to the former. Special attention has been paid 
to several individuals including Johannes Kepler, Galileo Galilei, thethe 
Renaissance astrologer Girolarno Cardano, the Rosicrucians, John Dee,the Rosicrucians, John Dee, 
and the medical alchemist Simon Forman by devoting chapters to spe-
cific aspects of their work. The fourth chapter, for instance, examines 
dedicatory letters by Kepler and Galileo which accompanied their semi-
nal works—Astronomia Nova (1609) and Sidereus Nuncius (1610)—bring-
ing into sharp relief the wider socio-political milieu of the two scientists. 
The fifth chapter explores the legacies of Johannes Trithemius and John 
Dee. The book is an important contribution in the current attempts to 
reexamine the past from new perspectives.

Yashab Tur
Center for Islam and Science, 

Sherwood Park, AB 
Canada


