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Extended Abstract

One of the central questions in the study of Islamic philosophy concerns how philosophical
texts should be interpreted and how the nature of philosophy in the Islamic world should be
understood. Dimitri Gutas argues that modern historiography of Arabic philosophy has
often been shaped by Orientalist, mystical-illuminationist, and political approaches, which
have sometimes obscured the historical and intellectual contexts of philosophical traditions
(Gutas, 2002: 8). Against these approaches, this study examines the thought of Ikhwan al-
Safa through the perspective of philosophy as a way of life. Drawing on Pierre Hadot’s
interpretation of ancient philosophy, it investigates whether the diverse doctrines and
sources of the Epistles of Ikhwan al-Safa constitute an integrated philosophical system in
which theoretical discourse and practical conduct are jointly directed toward happiness and
the salvation of the soul.
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The study employs a historical and analytical approach informed by Hadot’s
conception of philosophy as a way of life. According to Hadot, ancient philosophy was not
merely a collection of theoretical doctrines but a transformative practice involving spiritual
exercises that shaped individuals’ thoughts, emotions, and actions. Philosophical discourse
explained and justified the way of life adopted by the philosopher (Hadot, 1995: 57-59;
2002: 4-5). Hodgson similarly emphasizes that falsafa preserved the classical
understanding of philosophy as a rationally grounded way of life, combining knowledge of
the world with self-governance (Hodgson, 1974, I. 418ft.). Building on previous
applications of Hadot’s approach to Islamic philosophy, particularly Rizvi’s work (2013),
this study analyzes selected passages from the Epistles concerning the definition of
philosophy, happiness, religious knowledge, religious and philosophical worship, and the
education and perfection of the soul.

The Epistles of lkhwan al-Safa incorporate philosophical, scientific, and religious ideas
from diverse intellectual traditions, including Aristotelian, Neoplatonic, Presocratic, and
Stoic sources (Netton, 2009: 109). Although this diversity has led some scholars to
characterize the Ikhwan’s thought as eclectic or primarily encyclopedic, interpreting their
writings through philosophy as a way of life reveals an underlying coherence. Their diverse
sources serve a broader philosophical purpose: the intellectual and moral transformation of
human beings toward happiness and salvation.

The Ikhwan define philosophy as becoming similar to God to the extent possible for
human beings, through knowledge, productive activity, and the acquisition of goodness
(Ikhwan al-Safa, 1403: 258). They also describe its beginning as an interest in the sciences,
its middle as knowledge of the realities of existing things according to human capacity, and
its culmination as speech and action consistent with that knowledge (Ibid.: 31). Philosophy
thus encompasses both theoretical understanding and practical conduct. Knowledge
achieves its purpose when it contributes to human perfection and the cultivation of a
virtuous life.

This relationship between knowledge and practice is further illustrated by the Ikhwan’s
classification of religious knowledge. They distinguish different levels according to human
capacities. Ordinary believers engage in prescribed practices such as prayer, fasting,
almsgiving, and recitation. At a more advanced level, jurisprudential inquiry, interpretation,
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and reasoning become important, while the intellectual elite seek the inner meanings and
mysteries of religion. The highest form of knowledge concerns God and His attributes and
requires purification from passions, vanity, and hypocrisy, alongside obedience to divine
commands (Ibid., II: 1369, 1431).

The Ikhwan also distinguish religious worship from philosophical worship. Religious
worship involves adherence to revealed law and its commands and prohibitions, whereas
philosophical worship emphasizes the affirmation of divine unity (Ibid.: 1758).
Nevertheless, philosophical worship does not replace religious obligations. The Ikhwan
explicitly maintain that those who neglect religious duties should not undertake
philosophical worship, thereby affirming the priority of religious commitment (Ibid.: 1759).

These practices correspond to Hadot’s concept of spiritual exercises: activities intended
to transform the practitioner (Hadot, 2002: 5). In the Epistles, self-governance, control of
desires, cultivation of virtues, ascetic discipline, reflection, worship, and observance of
religious duties contribute to the education and perfection of the soul. The governance of
body and soul is explicitly associated with happiness in this world and the hereafter
(Ikhwan al-Safa, 1403: 1745-1746). Moreover, philosophical education involves
participation in gatherings of virtuous companions, listening to their teachings, observing
their conduct, and cultivating their character. Learning therefore extends beyond acquiring
doctrines to include companionship, practical training, and moral transformation.

The study concludes that the thought of Ikhwan al-Safa can be understood as an
integrated philosophical system rather than a mere encyclopedic compilation. Despite the
diversity of its intellectual sources, its central orientation is the attainment of wisdom,
happiness, and the salvation of the soul. Philosophy prepares individuals for wisdom by
enabling them to understand the realities of existence and align their speech and actions
with their knowledge. Furthermore, spiritual exercises encompass philosophical reflection,
religious and philosophical worship, moral discipline, and obedience to revealed law.
Reading the Epistles through Hadot’s approach thus illuminates the inseparable relationship
between philosophical discourse and lived practice while preserving the distinctive religious
and intellectual context of the Ikhwan’s thought.

Keywords: pragmatism, Islamic sciences, practical utility, empirical identity of
religion, applied criticism, pragmatic interpretation.
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