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Abstract

After producing mankind’s achievements during the antiquity, science and philosophy were
forgotten in the middle ages’ Europe and were remembered only after the centuries. By that time,
Islamic civilization had already made big steps towards scientific development and new
discoveries. It is known that science, literature, art, and philosophy need “leisure time” — a free
time when a person doesn’t need to think about the satisfaction of simple materialistic needs, a
luxury which was absent in the medieval period Europe. Although, things were different in the
Islamic world, where, in the period between 8" and 13" centuries, even caliphs and nobles were
interested in scientific achievements and were providing every condition for researchers of that
time to do their job without disturbing factors and without wasting time on thinking about
existential issues.

This brought about the “Golden Age” of Islamic Civilization: a period when astonishing
progress was achieved in mathematics, geometry, natural science, medicine, sociology, and
philosophy.

This “Golden Age” was by no means an indecent process without consequences. It served as
a predecessor of the European Renaissance: both western and eastern scholars confirm the
influence of the Islamic Golden Age on the Renaissance ways of thinking: Ibn Rushd, Ibn Sina,
Al Kindi, Ibn Khaldoun: Europeans learned a lot from them. That’s why it seems right to study
Renaissance and the Islamic Golden Age as overlapping phenomena. This article serves exactly
this purpose.
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I

9™_century Arab philosopher, mathematician, musician, and physicist Al-Kindi wrote: “It’s right
not to be ashamed of finding the truth, despite its origin. For those who seek the truth, there is no higher
value, that this truth itself. He will never humiliate and devalue a person searching for the truth.”

The role of the Quran in kindling an interest in Arabs towards science should be mentioned
necessarily as we find the call for studying, getting knowledge in The Holy Book itself. For instance,
Surah Az-Zumar [39:9] says: “Are those who know equal to those who do not know?” Also, from Surah
Fatir [35:28]: “Only those fear Allah, from among His servants, who have knowledge.”

One of the chief fields developed by Muslim researchers was Mathematics (Le Bon 2009, 454).
Teaching mathematics and astronomy was widespread in Arab people. Especially, they were studying
Algebra and they are often addressed as the inventors of this science, but it needs to be mentioned that
principles of algebra were known long before Arabs. Despite this, the progress that was achieved by
Muslim scholars completely changed this science and moved it to a new stage. They are thought to use
algebra in practice, while before them it was only a theoretical science. Interest in algebra was so big that
9" century Caliph Abdullah al-Ma’mun ordered his royal mathematician Muhammad ibn Musa al-
Khwarizmi to write a treatise on algebra. With the help of this treatise Europeans managed to formulate
the main rules of algebra, and following successes and discoveries, that were made in this field by the
western civilization starting from the Renaissance period, were dwelling on the bases built by Muslim
scholars. With the discoveries of their own, they made a great impulse to Europeans to take this science to
a completely new stage of development.
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Introducing tangent in Trigonometry is as well considered as a great achievement of Muslim
scientists. They also started using Algebra in Geometry, discovered Cubic Function and refined rules of
Spherical Trigonometry.

Bringing tangent in trigonometry had a special meaning for the development of this science. It
should be noted, that those terms and discoveries of Arabs remained unknown for Europeans even for
more centuries. Revealing and researching these phenomenons in Europe began in the 15" century and
even after one century, Nicolaus Copernicus did not know about discoveries, which were made in the
Islamic world hundreds of years ago.

Achievements of Muslim scientists in Geometry were as well of greatest importance. These
achievements especially were reflected in a brilliant architecture and ornaments, which were created with
a scrupulous following of Geometric rules. Discovering these rules and developing them helped Muslims
in creating beautiful still used forms despite the prohibition of pictures and drawings in Islam. Ornaments
and decorations were exceptionally developed in Persian culture which gifted us with miraculous forms
of architecture.

Talking about Islamic science it is impossible not to mention Astronomy, which was one of the
leading sciences developed in Baghdad (Le Bon 2009, 455). This cradle of knowledge was followed by
Cairo and Cordoba. In the 9" century, the school of Astronomy of Baghdad published many important
works about Ecliptic with precise calculation of degrees and distances.

Muslim astronomers were doing other researches as well and some of them still remain unknown,
because it’s impossible for us to ascertain the units they used in their calculations.

One of the biggest achievements of the astronomers of the “Golden Age” is a table that predicts
the exact location of the planets.

Unfortunately, today many works are lost, but we can most certainly say, that by the dawn of the
10™ century, Arab astronomers obtained the maximum knowledge that could be obtained without using a
telescope or any other handy device.

The science school of Baghdad declined notably after the invasions of Seljuk Turks and Mongols,
leaving the lead in this field to the astronomy centers of Egypt and Spain. Nevertheless, the achievements
and the scientific progress made by Arabs were not met with indifference by the invaders, who,
themselves, became very passionate about the science.

In the 15™ century, the ruler of the Samarkand — Ulugh Beg, who himself had a passion for
astronomy, published a book, which summarized everything, that the Islamic world knew about
astronomy.

This work is regarded as a pure and flawless astronomical tractate, because of the many important
kinds of research it contains, for example, the division of time, calendar, various tables, the explanation
and calculation of the moon — and solar eclipse and so on.

The works (not only in astronomy) left by Arabs in Spain turned out to bear great significance to
European astronomers. For example, today it is proven, that Arabs were first to discover the elliptical
motion of planets, not Copernicus or Kepler. Also, as we know, astronomical tables of Alfonso X of
Castile are fully copied from old Arabic works.

Muslims achieved a great deal in Chemistry too (Le Bon 2009, 471). The Greeks also studied this
subject, but their research was not thorough enough.

The Arabs discovered various chemical substances that were unknown before. Most familiar of
them all is Alcohol. The etymological roots of this word lead to the Arabic language.

Among other discovered substances are Nitric acid, Sulfuric acid and many more.

Arabs had laboratories, where they conducted experiments and made many brilliant discoveries in
the field of substances and reactions likewise.

The works of one of the most famous chemists, Jabir ibn Hayyan, who lived and worked in the 9"
century, were so important, that they were translated in French and Latin and were actively studied by the
European scholars. Often, the discoveries and the knowledge of European scholars were based on the
discoveries of Jabir.

Immeasurable is the achievements of the Islamic “Golden Age” in other studies.

We know for a fact, that navigation was greatly developed in the Islamic world, which led to the
development of Geography and Cartography (Le Bon 2009, 464).

Muslim travelers and merchants were not satisfied with just seeing things and constantly tried to
scientifically explain the occurring phenomenon.
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During the Islamic “Golden Age” Medicine also developed (Le Bon 2009, 490). Persian scholar
Muhammad Ibn Zakariya Al-Razi discovered diseases such as Measles and Smallpox.

Various cities had developed hospitals. This was still alien to Europe.

Ibn Sina’s “The Canon of Medicine” was actively used not only in the middle ages but also in
18™ century Europe. It was translated 35 times by various translators and played a significant role in the
development of Medicine.

Islamic “Golden Age” also influenced Sociology. Many Scientists regard Ibn Khaldun, the
scholar from Tunisia, as the first sociologist and as the founder of the subject itself.

His book “Mugaddimah” was first work, which argued about the reasons that lead to the unity of
certain social groups and, on the other hand, lead to the conflict in other social groups.

The Muslims had a significant role in the development of anatomy, engineering and even in the
development of the Theory of Evolution, which requires further and thorough study.

II

What has Arabic Philosophy brought to the West? Imagine philosophy without Aristotle. Until
the 12™-13™ centuries, the Latin-speaking world did not know him.

But Aristotle was well known in the Arab World. Muslim scholars not only translated every text
they could find but also added their own comments and definitions to them.

Aristotle’s “revival” in Europe can be traced to those scholars. The first texts to be translated into
Latin were the Arabic translations of Aristotle’s work. As their curiosity grew, Europeans turned to nearly
forgotten Ancient Greek and started studying Aristotle’s original works.

The best-known Muslim Aristotelian Philosopher is ’Abii 1-Walid Muhammad Ibn’ Ahmad Ibn
Rushd, known in Europe as Averroes or simply “the Commentator”. He’s the author of short, middle and
long commentaries of Aristotle’s works. Ibn Rushd understood that Arabic translations that were
available to him couldn’t have been true to the originals. He tried his best to free Aristotle’s ideas from
Platonic and Neo-Platonic influences and leave only what the philosopher himself could have intended to
say.

Averroes defended Aristotelian philosophy from critics. One of them was the 12™-century
theologian from Bagdad, Al Ghazali, with “The Incoherence of Philosophers”. Averroes answered Al
Ghazali’s text with his “Incoherence of Incoherence” where he not only denied Al Ghazali’s arguments
but also criticized his other predecessors who added some Neo-Platonic touches to Aristotle’s thought.

Averroes’s main goal was to return to Aristotle’s thought in its purest form. He came really close
to that goal: his commentaries were so consistent that European Translators couldn’t separate his ideas
from the original ones of Aristotle. Many of Ibn Rushd’s sayings were attributed to Aristotle himself.
Only after precise studying of the original texts could the two thinkers be distinguished from one another.

But Averroes was by no means a mere commentator. His legacy is not limited to his
commentaries of Aristotle’s thought. In his original work, Averroes ponders the topic which is equally
compelling for Muslim and Christian scholars. Namely, he asks, if religion and philosophy can co-exist.

In the Middle Ages, philosophy was viewed as a threat to faith. Muslim and Christian clerics
shunned philosophers and labeled them as heretics.

Averroes was sure that Philosophy and Religion were not contradictory. Islam is the Truth, while
philosophy is the way of searching for this Truth (Hillier, http:/www.iep.utm.edu).

According to Aristotle, there exists only one universal Truth, which can be reached in two ways:
Religion and Philosophy (Hodgson 2013, 570). Theologians and philosophers both are members of the
educated minority. They study the same thing from two different angles. While analyzing allegories,
theologians content themselves with the most probable definitions, while philosophers seek the Truth that
cannot be denied.

Averroes divided the society into three groups (Hillier, http://www.iep.utm.edu): ordinary people,
theologians (who gave the most probable answer) and philosophers (who provide undeniable answers).
Philosophy was not suitable for everyone. It would shatter the faith of an uneducated person. For such a
person, philosophical deductions were too dangerous. And an uneducated person should just adhere to the
general principles of religion, without questioning the depth of his faith. As for philosophy, it’s the
knowledge of the selected few with some extraordinary intellectual capabilities.

Averroes’s was the first attempt of synthesis between Religion and Philosophy. Such a view was
dangerous and uncommon during the Middle Ages. So it is not surprising that Averroes was an
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undesirable individual among Muslim clerics and was banished from the Caliph’s court, as well as from
Cordoba.

Averroes’s idea of synthesizing Religion and Philosophy found its way to Europe as well. In the
13™ century, some European philosophers founded a school of thought, which today is known as
Averroism (Ebbesen, 1998). Although his European followers altered Ibn Rushd’s ideas, they invented
the principle of double truth, or duplex veritas and insisted that one thing is true for Philosophy and the
other — for Religion. But it should be stressed that this was an altered version of Averroes’s thought.
Thomas Aquinas was one of the most prominent scholars who denied the principle of a double truth.

In 1127, Averroes’s ideas were declared a heresy. But his influence persisted and can be found in
the writing of Renaissance thinkers like Giordano Bruno and Giovanni Pico Della Mirandola to name the
few. Averroes features as a character in Dante’s “Divine Comedy” where Dante calls him “The Great
Commentator.”

Let us ask again: what did the Arabic philosophy bring to the West? Ibn Rushd introduced the
West to Aristotle. He tried to return to the thinker’s original ideas. Apart from that, he was one of the first
persons who tried to free philosophy from religion. Some western scholars go as far as to call him one of
the first secular thinkers of the world. It’s a fact that even the westerners can’t deny Averroes’s lasting
influence on the Renaissance ways of thinking.
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