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Islamic Philosophy and Orientalism

by Akiro MATSUMOTO

According to O. Leeman, a way to avoid the so-called “orientalistic
approach” in the study of Islamic philosophy is to study the philosophic
subjects in Islamic philosophy as purely universal philosophic subjects
in the same manner as the philosophic subjects in western philosophy
are being studied. But, this type of approach seems to contain prob-
lems within itself. Leeman has proposed that students of Islamic
philosophy should limit the range of their study only in the philosophic
subjects which are regarded to be common to western philosophy when
they study Islamic philosophy, and he insists further that the so-called
“cultural context” in which a philosophic tradition grew up is not
necessarily required to be taken into consideration when approaching
Islamic philosophy. In his position, purely philosophic arguments on
purely philosophic and universal subjects are held to have nothing to do
with the cultural environment in which those subjects used to be
discussed. In his ideas, Islamic philosophy should not be regarded as a
philosophy under the cultural influence of the Islamic Middle East.
Excessive estimation of the cultural factors of the Islamic Middle East
into Islamic philosophy is regarded by him as one of the orientalistic

ways of approaching Islamic philosophy which tends to view it as a
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very exotic and mystical one. Of course, Islamic philosophy is not
exotic and mystical. But, to separate Islamic philosophy from its
cultural context when studying it seems not to be an appropriate way
for understanding the reality of Islamic philosophy, because a philoso-
phy is, for example, one of the off-springs of a language which is an
aggregate of signs and symbols of a culture.

In contrast with Leeman, H. Corbin attaches much importance to
the cultural background of Islamic philosophy although he is not aware
of the problem of “orientalism.” He seems to have believed that
Islamic philosophy had its own peculiarities rooted deeply into its
cultural tradition. Total understanding of Islamic philosophy needs
comprehension of the Islamic Middle Eastern culture in his position.
Even purely universal philosophic subjects are believed by him to be
coloured by the Islamic Middle Eastern cultural elements. Or, Muslim
philosophers have their insights into their own truth which is universal
in itself but will not be grasped by non-Muslim philosophers. Corbin
has made greats efforts to describe thié unalienable, universal truth of
Muslim philosophers in order to have a deeper understanding of Islamic
philosophers than other orientalists had before.

Leeman’s method and Corbin’s method seem to be opposite to each
other. But, Ibrahim Madkour has proposed a method for approaching
Islamic philosophy which anticipates E. Said’s criticism against
“orientalism” in a sense. Madkour’s method partly resembles Corbin’s
method. Madkour’s ideas were proposed about twenty years before
Corbin’s works came out. Probably, Corbin’s ideas might have been
influenced by Madkour’s proposal of methodology for approaching

Islamic philosophy. Madkour’s proposal is seen in the first chapter of
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his “fi-1-falsafah al-islamiyah minhaj wa tatbiquhu.” It might be well
for students of Islamic philosophy to read again Madkour’s proposal in
order to find a more appropriate way to overcome “orientalism” in the

study of Islamic philosophy.
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