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INTRODUCTION

Averroes—Abu 1-Walid Muhammad Ibn Rushd (1126-1198)—was a judge in Seville and Cordoba, physician to the
Almohad court, and the greatest commentator on Aristotle in any language; medieval Latin readers called him
simply “the Commentator.” He wrote the Decisive Treatise around 1179-1180, in the form of a legal opinion, a fat-
wa: does the revealed Law permit the study of philosophy, forbid it, or command it?

His answer is that the Law commands it, for anyone able to undertake it. The Quran calls on believers to re-
flect on the world, and the best kind of reflection is demonstration, so logic and the books of the ancient Greeks
must be studied. Because “truth does not contradict truth,” wherever a demonstrated conclusion conflicts with
the apparent sense of Scripture, the text must be interpreted. But people differ: most are persuaded by rhetor-
ic, some by dialectic, only a few by demonstration, and Scripture speaks to all three. Interpretations should
therefore be kept for those who can understand them—and not broadcast, as the theologians and al-Ghazali
had done, to the harm of both religion and philosophy, which are “companions by nature and friends in es-
sence.”

The treatise answers al-Ghazali’s charge, in The Incoherence of the Philosophers, that philosophers like al-Far-
abi and Avicenna were unbelievers. It is followed here by a short appendix, a letter on how God can know par-
ticular things without His eternal knowledge changing.

vii






The Law Commands the Study of Philosophy

The Law calls on us to reflect on existing things with the intellect; so demonstration, logic and the books of
the ancients must be studied by those able to—and the Law’s three ways of bringing people to assent.
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ENGLISH

In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassion-
ate. God bless Muhammad and his family and
grant them peace.

The jurist, the most eminent, the peerless and
most learned, the great leader, the most just judge,
Abu I-Walid Muhammad ibn Ahmad ibn
Muhammad ibn Ahmad ibn Ahmad ibn Rushd
(may God Most High be pleased with him and have
mercy on him), said:*

After praising God with all His praises, and invok-
ing blessing on Muhammad, His purified and
chosen servant and messenger: the purpose of this
treatise is to examine, from the standpoint of
study according to the Law, whether the study of
philosophy (falsafa) and of the sciences of logic is
permitted by the Law, forbidden, or commanded,
and if commanded, whether as recommended or
as obligatory. We say: the activity of philosophy is
nothing more than the study of existing things and
reflection on them insofar as they point to the Ar-
tisan, that is, insofar as they are artifacts. For ex-
isting things point to the Artisan only through
knowledge of the art in them, and the more com-
plete the knowledge of their art, the more com-
plete the knowledge of the Artisan. And the Law
has recommended reflection on existing things
and urged it. If all this is so, then it is clear that
what this name designates is either obligatory by
the Law or recommended by it.?

That the Law has summoned us to reflect on exist-
ing things by means of the intellect (‘agl), and to
seek knowledge of them through it, is clear from
more than one verse of the Book of God, blessed
and exalted is He. For example, God Most High
says: “Reflect, you who have eyes!” This is an ex-

1 This is Averroes (Ibn Rushd, AD 1126-1198), jurist, judge, physician and philosopher of Cordoba.
2 Falsafa: philosophy in the Greek tradition of Aristotle and his Arabic followers. “The Law” renders al-shar’, the revealed Law

(shari‘a) of the Quran and Prophetic practice as a whole.
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3 ‘Agql: intellect, reason. Quran 59:2; 7:185.
4 Quran 6:75; 88:17-18; 3:191.

ENGLISH

plicit text establishing the obligation to use intel-
lectual syllogism, or intellectual syllogism and
legal reasoning together. Again, God Most High
says: “Have they not studied the kingdom of the
heavens and the earth, and whatever things God
has created?” This is an explicit text urging the
study of all existing things.?

Know that among those whom God Most High
singled out and honored with this knowledge was
Abraham (peace be upon him). God Most High
says: “So We showed Abraham the kingdom of the
heavens and the earth...”, and the rest of the verse.
He also says: “Do they not look at the camels, how
they were created, and at the sky, how it was
raised up?” And He says: “...and they reflect on the
creation of the heavens and the earth”—and there
are other verses too numerous to count.*

It is established, then, that the Law has made it ob-
ligatory to study existing things by means of the
intellect and to reflect on them. Reflection is noth-
ing more than inferring the unknown from the
known and drawing it out of it, and this is syllo-
gism, or is done by syllogism. So we are obliged to
carry out our study of existing things by intellec-
tual syllogism. It is clear, too, that the kind of
study to which the Law has summoned us and
which it has urged is the most perfect kind of
study, using the most perfect kind of syllogism:
the one called demonstration (burhan). Since the
Law has urged knowledge of God Most High and of
the things He has brought into existence by
demonstration, it is best, or rather necessary, for
anyone who wants to know God, blessed and exal-
ted is He, and all other existing things by demon-
stration, first to learn the kinds of demonstration
and their conditions, and how demonstrative syl-
logism differs from dialectical, rhetorical and
sophistical syllogism.®

That is impossible unless he has first learned what
syllogism as such is, how many kinds it has, and
which of them are valid syllogisms and which are
not. And that too is impossible unless he has first
learned the parts of which syllogism is composed,
that is, the premises and their kinds. So the believ-

5 Burhan: demonstration, proof from certain premises (Aristotle’s apodeixis).
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ENGLISH

er in the Law, who obeys its command to study ex-
isting things, is obliged, before he begins that
study, to learn these things, which stand to study
as tools stand to work.

The jurist infers from the command to gain under-
standing of the legal rulings that he is obliged to
know the kinds of legal reasoning by analogy, and
which of them are valid analogies and which are
not. In the same way, the knower is obliged to in-
fer from the command to study existing things
that he must know intellectual syllogism and its
kinds. Indeed, he has the better claim to do so. For
if the jurist infers from God’s words “Reflect, you
who have eyes!” the obligation to know legal reas-
oning by analogy, how much more fitting it is for
the knower of God to infer from them the obliga-
tion to know intellectual syllogism. No one may
say that this kind of study of intellectual syllogism
is a heretical innovation because it did not exist in
the first generation of Islam. For the study of legal
reasoning by analogy and its kinds was also de-
veloped after the first generation, and it is not re-
garded as an innovation. We must hold the same
view of the study of intellectual syllogism. There
is a reason for this, but this is not the place to
mention it.

Indeed, most adherents of this religion affirm in-
tellectual syllogism, apart from a small group of
the Hashwiyya, and they are refuted by the texts.
Since it is established that the Law makes it oblig-
atory to study intellectual syllogism and its kinds,
just as it makes it obligatory to study legal reason-
ing by analogy, it is clear that if no one before us
had examined intellectual syllogism and its kinds,
we would be obliged to begin examining it
ourselves, with each later scholar drawing on the
earlier, until knowledge of it was complete. For it
is difficult or impossible for any one person to dis-
cover, on his own and from the start, everything
that is needed in this field, just as it is difficult for
one person to infer everything needed for know-
ledge of the kinds of legal reasoning by analogy.
Indeed, this is even truer of knowledge of intellec-
tual syllogism. But if others have already ex-
amined it,°

then it is clear that, in pursuing our aim, we must
draw on what our predecessors have said on the

6 Hashwiyya: a hostile name for crude literalists who rejected rational argument in religion.
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ENGLISH

subject, whether or not those others shared our re-
ligion. For when an instrument is used for ritual
slaughter, the validity of the slaughter does not de-
pend on whether the instrument belongs to
someone who shares our religion or not, provided
it meets the conditions of validity. By “those who
do not share our religion” I mean the ancients who
studied these things before the religion of Islam.

This being so, and since everything needed for the
study of intellectual syllogisms has been ex-
amined by the ancients in the most thorough way,
we should take their books in hand and look at
what they have said on the subject. If all of it is
correct, we will accept it from them; if any of it is
incorrect, we will draw attention to that. Once we
have finished with this kind of study, we will have
the tools by which we can reflect on existing
things and on the evidence of the art in them. For
whoever does not know the art does not know the
artifact, and whoever does not know the artifact
does not know the Artisan. Then we must begin
examining existing things in the order and man-
ner we have learned from the art of knowing
demonstrative syllogisms.

It is also clear that we can achieve this aim regard-
ing existing things only if they are examined by
one person after another in succession, the later
drawing on the earlier, as has happened in the
mathematical sciences. Suppose that the art of
geometry did not exist in our time, nor the art of
astronomy, and a single person wanted to determ-
ine on his own the sizes of the heavenly bodies,
their shapes and their distances from one another.
He could not do it. He could not, for example,
learn the size of the sun relative to the earth, or
the sizes of the other stars, even if he were by
nature the most intelligent of men, unless by rev-
elation or something resembling revelation. In-
deed, if he were told that the sun is about a hun-
dred and fifty or sixty times larger than the earth,
he would think the speaker mad. Yet this has been
demonstrated in astronomy so firmly that no one
versed in that science doubts it.

But why turn to the mathematical arts for an ex-
ample? Here is the art of the principles of jurispru-
dence, and jurisprudence itself, whose study was
completed only over a long period. If someone
today wanted to discover on his own all the argu-
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ENGLISH

ments devised by the thinkers of the legal schools
on the disputed questions debated among them
throughout most of the Islamic lands, except the
Maghrib, he would deserve to be laughed at: it
would be impossible for him, and the work
already exists, complete. This is self-evident, not
only in the theoretical arts but in the practical arts
as well.”

For there is no art among them that a single indi-
vidual can create by himself—how much less the
art of arts, which is philosophy (wisdom)! This be-
ing so, if we find that our predecessors among
earlier nations studied existing things and reflec-
ted on them as the conditions of demonstration re-
quire, we must look at what they said on the sub-
ject and what they set down in their books.
Whatever in them agrees with the truth, we will
accept from them, rejoice in and thank them for.
Whatever does not agree with the truth, we will
point out and warn against, and excuse them for
it.

WHO MAY BE BARRED FROM PHILOSOPHY

Forbidding the ancients’ books to capable students is wrong; harm from them is accidental, like drowning in water.
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It is clear from this that studying the books of the
ancients is obligatory by the Law, since their aim
and intention in their books is the very intention
to which the Law has urged us. Anyone fit to study
them combines two qualities: first, natural intelli-
gence; second, probity as the Law defines it and
moral virtue. Whoever forbids such a person to
study them has barred people from the door
through which the Law summons them to know-
ledge of God: the door of study that leads to true
knowledge of Him. That is the height of ignorance
and of distance from God Most High.

Someone may go astray or stumble through study-
ing them, whether through a deficiency in his nat-
ural capacity, or poor ordering of his study, or the
domination of his passions over him, or because
he found no teacher to guide him to an under-
standing of what is in them, or through a combin-
ation of all these causes or of more than one of
them. It does not follow that we should forbid

7 The Maghrib: the western Islamic world, North Africa and al-Andalus, where Averroes lived.
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them to someone fit to study them. For this kind of
harm arising from them attaches to them acci-
dentally, not essentially. And what is beneficial by
its nature and in itself should not be abandoned
on account of some harm present in it accident-
ally.

That is why the Prophet (peace be upon him)
spoke as he did to the man he had told to give his
brother honey for diarrhea. When the diarrhea
grew worse after he gave it, the man complained
to him, and he said: “God has spoken the truth; it
is your brother’s belly that has lied.” Indeed, we
say that someone who forbids the study of the
books of philosophy to one fit for them, because
some of the lowest sort of people are thought to
have gone astray through studying them, is like
someone who forbids a thirsty man to drink cool,
fresh water, so that he dies of thirst, because some
people have drowned in it and died. For death by
drowning in water is accidental, whereas death
from thirst is essential and necessary. What has
happened to this art happens to all the other arts.
How many jurists there have been for whom juris-
prudence was the cause of little piety and of im-
mersion in worldly affairs! Indeed, we find that
most jurists are like this, though their art in itself
calls for nothing but practical virtue.®

So it is not unlikely that the same thing should
happen in the art that calls for theoretical virtue
as has happened in the art that calls for practical
virtue.

THREE WAYS TO ASSENT

People assent by demonstration, dialectic or rhetoric, and the Law summons everyone by all three.
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ENGLISH

Now that all this is established, we Muslims be-
lieve that this divine Law of ours is true; that it is
the Law that has pointed the way to this happiness
and summoned us to it, the happiness that con-
sists in knowledge of God, mighty and majestic is
He, and of His creatures; and that this is estab-
lished for every Muslim by the method of assent
that his temperament and nature require. For
people’s natures differ in excellence where assent
is concerned. Some assent through demonstra-
tion. Some assent through dialectical arguments
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as firmly as the person of demonstration assents
through demonstration, since their nature can do
no more than that. And some assent through rhet-
orical arguments, as firmly as the person of
demonstration assents through demonstrative ar-
guments.

For since this divine Law of ours has summoned
people by these three methods, assent to it has ex-
tended to every human being, except someone
who stubbornly denies it with his tongue, or
someone for whom the methods by which it sum-
mons to God Most High have not been established
because he himself has neglected them. That is
why the Prophet (peace be upon him) was singled
out by being sent to all humankind: that is, be-
cause his Law contains the methods of summon-
ing to God Most High. This is explicit in God’s
words: “Summon to the way of your Lord with
wisdom and good admonition, and dispute with
them in the way that is best.”’

TRUTH DOES NOT CONTRADICT TRUTH

Where demonstration conflicts with the apparent sense of Scripture, the text is to be interpreted.
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ENGLISH

Since this Law is true and summons to the study
that leads to knowledge of the truth, we Muslims
know for certain that demonstrative study does
not lead to anything contrary to what the Law has
brought. For truth does not contradict truth; it
agrees with it and bears witness to it. This being
so, if demonstrative study leads to some kind of
knowledge about some existing thing, then either
the Law is silent about that thing or it mentions it.
If the Law is silent about it, there is no conflict; it
is like the rulings about which the Law is silent,
which the jurist infers by legal reasoning by ana-
logy. If the Law does speak of it, then the apparent
sense of what it says either agrees with what
demonstration has led to or disagrees with it. If it
agrees, there is nothing to be said. If it disagrees,
its interpretation (ta’wil) must be sought.*°

The meaning of interpretation is this: carrying the
significance of an expression from its literal to its
figurative significance, without violating the cus-

9 “All humankind”: literally “the red and the black,” an Arabic idiom for all people. Quran 16:125.
10 Ta'wil: interpretation that takes a text away from its apparent (literal) sense.
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tom of the Arabic language in figurative usage,
such as calling a thing by the name of something
resembling it, or of its cause, or its consequence,
or something that accompanies it, or other things
enumerated in accounts of the kinds of figurative
speech.



Demonstration and the Law Do Not Conflict

Truth does not contradict truth: where demonstration conflicts with the apparent sense of Scripture, the
text is to be interpreted. Consensus, al-Ghazali’s charge of unbelief, and the three disputed questions.
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If the jurist does this with many legal rulings, how
much more fitting it is for the one who possesses
demonstrative knowledge to do so! For the jurist
has only a syllogism that yields opinion, whereas
the knower has a syllogism that yields certainty.
We affirm categorically that wherever demonstra-
tion leads to something that the apparent sense of
the Law contradicts, that apparent sense admits of
interpretation according to the rules of interpreta-
tion in Arabic. No Muslim doubts this proposition,
and no believer has misgivings about it. And how
greatly certainty in it grows for anyone who has
pursued and tested this idea, and has set himself
this aim of reconciling what is known by reason
with what is handed down by tradition! Indeed,
we say that whenever a statement in the Law con-
tradicts in its apparent sense what demonstration
has led to, if the Law is considered and all its other
parts are examined, there will be found among its
expressions something that in its apparent sense
bears witness to that interpretation, or comes
close to doing so.

For this reason Muslims have agreed by consensus
that not all the expressions of the Law are to be
taken in their apparent sense, nor are all of them
to be taken away from their apparent sense by in-
terpretation. They have disagreed over which are
to be interpreted and which not. The Asharites,
for example, interpret the verse of God’s sitting
upright on the throne and the hadith of His des-
cent, whereas the Hanbalites take them in their
apparent sense. The reason the Law contains both
an apparent and an inner meaning is the differ-
ence in people’s innate dispositions and the vari-
ety of their natural capacities for assent. The reas-
on it contains apparent meanings that conflict
with one another is to alert those firmly grounded
in knowledge to the interpretation that reconciles
them. This is what is alluded to in God’s words: “It
is He who has sent down to you the Book, in which
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are verses that are precise in meaning...” down to
His words: “...and those firmly grounded in know-
ledge.”*

Someone may say: “There are things in the Law
that Muslims have agreed by consensus to take in
their apparent sense, things they have agreed to
interpret, and things over which they have dis-
agreed. Is it permissible for demonstration to lead
to interpreting what they agreed to take in its ap-
parent sense, or to taking in its apparent sense
what they agreed to interpret?” We reply: if the
consensus were established by a method yielding
certainty, it would not be permissible; but if the
consensus on such matters is only probable, it
may be permissible. That is why Abu Hamid, Abu
1-Ma‘ali and other leading authorities in theoretic-
al study said that one who breaks consensus by in-
terpretation in matters like these is not to be de-
clared an unbeliever categorically.?

What shows you that consensus cannot be estab-
lished with certainty in theoretical matters, as it
can be in practical ones, is this. Consensus on a
question in a given age can be established only if
that age is clearly delimited for us; if all the schol-
ars living in that age are known to us, that is,
known as individuals and in their total number;
and if the view of each of them on the question has
been transmitted to us by reports so numerous
that they cannot be doubted. On top of all this, it
must have been established for us that the schol-
ars living at that time agreed that the Law does not
have both an apparent and an inner meaning, that
knowledge of every question must be withheld
from no one, and that people have only one way to
knowledge of the Law.

Yet it is reported of many in the first generation
that they held that the Law has an apparent and an
inner meaning, and that the inner meaning should
not be taught to anyone who is not fit to know it
and cannot understand it. For example, al-Bukhari
reports that ‘Ali (may God be pleased with him)
said: “Speak to people of what they know. Do you
want God and His Messenger to be called liars?”
Similar sayings are reported from a number of the

1 A hadith is a report of the Prophet’s words or deeds. The Asharites were the dominant school of Sunni theology; the Hanbalites, a
legal school known for literalism. The verse says God “sat upright on the throne” (e.g. Quran 20:5); the hadith says God descends to

the lowest heaven each night. Quran 3:7.

2 Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. AD 1111) and his teacher Abu l-Maali al-Juwayni (d. AD 1085), leading Ash‘arite theologians.
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early Muslims. So how can one conceive of a con-
sensus on any theoretical question being transmit-
ted to us, when we know for certain that no age
has been without scholars who hold that there are
things in the Law whose true meaning should not
be known by all people? It is otherwise with prac-
tical matters. Everyone holds that these should be
disclosed to all people equally, and for consensus
on them we consider it enough that a question has
become widely known and no disagreement about
it has been reported to us.?

This is enough to establish consensus in practical
matters, but it is otherwise with theoretical ones.

AL-GHAZALI’S CHARGE OF UNBELIEF

Averroes answers al-Ghazali’s condemnation of al-Farabi and Avicenna, beginning with God’s knowledge of particulars.
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You may say: “If one is not to be charged with un-
belief for breaking consensus in interpretation,
since no consensus is conceivable there, what do
you say about the philosophers among the
Muslims, such as Abu Nasr and Avicenna? For Abu
Hamid categorically charged them both with un-
belief in his well-known book The Incoherence on
three questions: the doctrine of the eternity of the
world; the doctrine that God Most High does not
know particulars—exalted is He above that!—and
their interpretation of what has come down about
the resurrection of bodies and the states of the
hereafter.”*

We reply: what his words on this show is that his
charging them with unbelief was not categorical,
for in The Decisive Criterion he states explicitly that
charging someone with unbelief for breaking con-
sensus is open to doubt. And it is clear from what
we have said that consensus cannot be established
on questions like these, since it is reported of
many in the first generation, to say nothing of oth-
ers, that there are interpretations that must be dis-
closed only to those fit for interpretation, namely
“those firmly grounded in knowledge.” For the
reading we prefer is to pause after God’s words
“and those firmly grounded in knowledge.” If the

3 Al-Bukhari (d. AD 870) compiled the most authoritative collection of hadith. ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib was the Prophet’s cousin and son-in-

law and the fourth caliph.
4 Abu Nasr al-Farabi (d. AD 950) and Avicenna (Ibn Sina, d. AD 1037), the leading philosophers of Islam before Averroes. The Incoher-
ence of the Philosophers (Tahafut al-falasifa) is al-Ghazali’s attack on them.

11



AVERROES

ARABIC

I lagdl e Jos Wil 13ag s 92080l 0gils alll pgaog 134
Jeoldl alall 2o ¥l 165y ¥ ims ol 18 (a5

sl 8 oo @ pladl Jal e peagall o plsll Jal e o5
ol casd pg Lol clalall 4 alll o il olagdll lim oS 16
oY ool alall o 3] 65 M5 ladl oIS 13]g oy lasdly oS
e 3] sSa Y plasdls sl 50 sl g ol 53 8 Jlss al
ol elsoll 8 yyany o] oSas M (S U3 IS 13]g daasl
ol o die dudiy o ling it ¢ lan] g elalsll ] a5

N
(9]

2.6 lay crilaall elaSodl Lle bale 18 sals U o] o35 a8 alS 13a g
Mol oldsadl wlay ¥ iy oats &l slots 0l oo o] s

lgs Uale i ell3s gy Lalsd juilona 3ot ly lgaliey Jlo o o 1

dll pleg .oty yibtag dgasy Waxa 5¢8 @ polaall Jolea

2920all s Wl poloall dle 16 ia blds Lle 392 olly il

lgolssg edllazall @lgs Jan 185 153 ladas ppalall ac ppad

Sasall @lall le 18 13] wloll @l Jgadl dyle cll3g Juslg

slaalll o 338 Yl LS (paomall gl A1yl Joio 948 pasdlly

prally prally pbiall e Jodall Yol o codblazall e

el Jazy s> Unla pud 13 cdallilly 2l e Joiall

ENGLISH

people of knowledge did not know the interpreta-
tion, they would have no superior assent that
would give them a belief in it not found among
those who are not people of knowledge.>

God has described them as the ones who believe
in it, and this can only refer to belief that comes
from demonstration, which occurs only together
with knowledge of interpretation.

For believers who are not people of knowledge be-
lieve in it, but not through demonstration. So if
this belief with which God has described the
scholars is peculiar to them, it must come through
demonstration; and if it comes through demon-
stration, it occurs only together with knowledge of
interpretation. For God Most High has told us that
these verses have an interpretation, which is the
truth, and demonstration can only be of the truth.
This being so, no widespread consensus can be es-
tablished about the interpretations that God has
reserved for the scholars. This is self-evident to
anyone who is fair.

Apart from all this, we think that Abu Hamid was
mistaken about the Peripatetic philosophers when
he attributed to them the view that God, holy and
exalted is He, does not know particulars at all.
Rather, they hold that God Most High knows them
by a knowledge not of the same kind as our know-
ledge of them. For our knowledge of them is an ef-
fect of the thing known: it is originated when that
thing is originated and changes when it changes.
God’s knowledge of existence, glory be to Him, is
the opposite of this, for it is the cause of the thing
known, which is what exists. Whoever likens the
two kinds of knowledge to each other has made
the essences and properties of opposites one and
the same, and that is the height of ignorance. So
when the word “knowledge” is applied to origin-
ated and to eternal knowledge, it is applied in a
purely equivocal sense, just as many words are ap-
plied to opposites, such as jalal, used of both great
and small, and sarim, used of both light and dark-
ness. That is why there is no definition that em-
braces both kinds of knowledge, as the theolo-
gians of our time imagine.®

5 The Decisive Criterion (Faysal al-tafriga) is al-Ghazali’s treatise on when a charge of unbelief is justified. Pausing after this phrase in

Quran 3:7 makes those firmly grounded in knowledge, together with Go

d, the ones who know its interpretation.

6 The Peripatetics are Aristotle and his followers. The theologians (mutakallimun) are the practitioners of kalam, dialectical theo-

logy.
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We have devoted a separate treatise to this ques-
tion, at the prompting of some of our friends.”

How can the Peripatetics be imagined to hold that
God, glory be to Him, does not know particulars
by His eternal knowledge, when they hold that
true dreams contain warnings of particular events
that will occur in the future, and that this warning
knowledge reaches a person in sleep from the
eternal knowledge that governs the universe and
rules over it? Nor do they hold only that He does
not know particulars in the way we know them,;
they hold that He does not know universals in that
way either. For the universals known to us are also
effects of the nature of what exists, whereas with
that knowledge the relation is reversed. Since
demonstration has therefore led to the conclusion
that that knowledge transcends description as uni-
versal or particular, there is no point in disagree-
ing about this question, that is, about whether to
charge them with unbelief or not.

IS THE WORLD ETERNAL OR ORIGINATED?
The dispute between theologians and ancient philosophers over the world’s origin is largely one of naming.
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As for the question whether the world is eternal or
originated, the disagreement over it between the
Asharite theologians and the ancient philosophers
seems to me almost to come down to a disagree-
ment over naming, especially in the case of some
of the ancients. For they agree that there are three
kinds of beings: two extremes and one intermedi-
ate between them. They agree in naming the two
extremes and disagree about the intermediate.
One extreme is a being that has come into exist-
ence from something other than itself and by
something, that is, by an efficient cause and from
matter, and time precedes it, that is, precedes its
existence. This is the condition of bodies whose
coming to be is perceived by the senses, such as
the coming to be of water, air, earth, animals,
plants and so on. All of them, ancients and Ash'ar-
ites alike, agree in calling this kind of being ori-
ginated. The opposite extreme is a being that has
not come into existence from anything or by any-
thing, and is not preceded by time.

7 This is the letter on God’s knowledge given as the appendix to this edition.
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Both parties likewise agree in calling this eternal.
This being is apprehended by demonstration: it is
God, blessed and exalted is He, who is the Agent of
the whole, who brings it into existence and sus-
tains it—glory be to Him, and exalted be His
majesty!

The kind of being between these two extremes is a
being that has not come into existence from any-
thing and is not preceded by time, but that does
exist by something, that is, by an agent. This is the
world as a whole.

All of them agree that the world has these three
characteristics. For the theologians concede that
time does not precede it, or they are bound to con-
cede it, since for them time is something that goes
together with motions and bodies. They also agree
with the ancients that future time is infinite, and
likewise future existence. They disagree only
about past time and past existence. The theolo-
gians hold that it is finite, which is the doctrine of
Plato and his school; Aristotle and his party hold
that it is infinite, as is the case with the future. It is
clear, then, that this last being resembles both the
being that truly comes to be and the eternal being.
Those more struck by its resemblance to the etern-
al than by its resemblance to the originated call it
eternal, and those more struck by its resemblance
to the originated call it originated. In truth it is
neither truly originated nor truly eternal.

For what is truly originated is necessarily subject
to corruption, and what is truly eternal has no
cause. Some have called it “originated and etern-
al”: Plato and his school, since for them time is fi-
nite in the past. So the doctrines about the world
are not so very far apart that some should be
charged with unbelief and others not. For opin-
ions of which that is true must be as far apart as
possible, that is, they must be opposites, as the
theologians supposed in this question: they took
the names “eternity” and “origination,” applied to
the world as a whole, to be opposites. But it is clear
from what we have said that this is not so.

All this holds even though these opinions about
the world do not conform to the apparent sense of
the Law. For if the apparent sense of the Law is ex-
amined, the verses that tell of how the world was
brought into existence show that its form is truly
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originated, while existence itself and time contin-
ue at both ends, that is, without interruption. Thus
the words of God Most High, “It is He who created
the heavens and the earth in six days, and His
throne was upon the water,” imply by their appar-
ent sense that there was an existence before this
existence, namely the throne and the water, and a
time before this time. I mean the time joined to
the form of this existence, which is the number of
the motion of the celestial sphere. His words, “On
the day when the earth is changed into another
earth, and the heavens too,” likewise imply by
their apparent sense that there will be a second
existence after this one. And His words, “Then He
turned to the heaven, and it was smoke,” imply by
their apparent sense that the heavens were cre-
ated from something.®

So the theologians, too, do not follow the apparent
sense of the Law in what they say about the world.
Rather, they interpret. For nothing in the Law says
that God existed alongside sheer nothingness, and
no explicit text to this effect is ever found in it.
How, then, can anyone imagine that consensus
was reached on the theologians’ interpretation of
these verses? Moreover, the apparent sense of the
Law that we have stated about the existence of the
world has been held by a group of the philosoph-
ers.

EXCUSABLE AND INEXCUSABLE ERROR

Scholars who err in difficult interpretations are excused; errors about the fundamentals are unbelief.
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8 Quran 11:7; 14:48; 41:11.
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It seems that those who disagree over the inter-
pretation of these difficult questions are either
right and rewarded, or mistaken and excused. For
assenting to something on the strength of evid-
ence present in the soul is compelled, not chosen.
That is, it is not up to us to withhold assent or to
give it, as it is up to us to stand up or not. And
since free choice is a condition of legal obligation,
one who assents to an error because of a doubt
that occurred to him is excused, if he is one of the
scholars. That is why the Prophet (peace be upon
him) said: “If the judge exercises his independent
judgment and is right, he has two rewards; and if
he errs, he has one reward.” And what judge is
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greater than the one who judges of existence that
it is so, or not so? These judges are the scholars
whom God has singled out for interpretation. The
error that the Law forgives is only the error that
scholars fall into when they reflect on the difficult
matters that the Law has charged them to reflect
upon.

But error committed by anyone outside this class
of people is pure sin, whether it concerns theoret-
ical or practical matters. Just as a judge ignorant of
the Sunna (the Prophet’s practice) is not excused if
he errs in a judgment, so one who judges about ex-
isting things is not excused if he lacks the qualific-
ations of a judge; rather, he is either a sinner or an
unbeliever. It is required of one who judges on
what is permitted and what is forbidden that he
possess the means of independent judgment,
namely knowledge of the principles and know-
ledge of how to derive rulings from those prin-
ciples by analogy. How much more fitting, then, is
it to require this of one who judges about existing
things: that he know the primary intelligibles and
the way to derive conclusions from them.

In short, error concerning the Law is of two kinds.
There is error for which one qualified to reflect on
the matter in which it occurred is excused, just as
a skilled physician is excused if he errs in the art
of medicine, and a skilled judge if he errsin a
judgment; but one who is not qualified in that field
is not excused for it. And there is error for which
no one at all is excused. If it occurs in the prin-
ciples of the Law, it is unbelief; if it occurs in what
comes after the principles, it is heretical innova-
tion.

This second kind is error about things that every
kind of method of proof leads one to know, so that
knowledge of such a thing is, in this way, possible
for everyone. Examples are acknowledging God,
blessed and exalted is He, prophecy, and happi-
ness and misery in the hereafter.

For these three fundamentals are reached by the
three kinds of proof, rhetorical, dialectical and
demonstrative, through which everyone without
exception comes to assent to what he is obliged to
know. So one who denies things like these, when
they are among the fundamentals of the Law, is an
unbeliever. He is obstinate with his tongue though
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not with his heart, or else he has neglected to at-
tend to the knowledge of their proof. For if he be-
longs to the demonstrative class, a way has been
provided for him to assent to them by demonstra-
tion; if he belongs to the dialectical class, by dia-
lectic; and if he is one of those moved by exhorta-
tion, by exhortation. That is why the Prophet
(peace be upon him) said: “I have been com-
manded to fight people until they say, ‘There is no
god but God, and believe in me.” He meant: by
whichever of the three ways to faith suits them.

As for things that, being obscure, can be known
only by demonstration, God has been gracious to
those of His servants who have no access to
demonstration, whether because of their natural
constitution, their habits, or their lack of the
means of learning. He has coined for them images
and likenesses of these things and called them to
assent to those images, since assent to those im-
ages can come about through the proofs common
to everyone, namely the dialectical and the rhetor-
ical. This is the reason why the Law is divided into
an apparent and an inner meaning. The apparent
meaning is the images coined for those ideas, and
the inner meaning is those ideas themselves,
which become clear only to the demonstrative
class. These are the four or five kinds of existence
that Abu Hamid mentioned in The Decisive Cri-
terion.’

When, as we said, we happen to know a thing in it-
self by all three methods, we need not coin images
for it; it is taken in its apparent sense and admits
no interpretation. If this kind of apparent meaning
concerns the fundamentals, whoever interprets it
is an unbeliever. An example is someone who be-
lieves that there is no happiness or misery in the
hereafter; that this teaching was intended only so
that people might be safe from one another in
their bodies and senses; that it is a ruse; and that
man has no goal but his sensible existence alone.
Once this is established, it will be clear to you
from what we have said that there is an apparent
meaning in the Law that may not be interpreted. If
the interpretation concerns the principles, it is un-
belief; if it concerns what comes after the prin-
ciples, it is heretical innovation. There is also an

9 In that book al-Ghazali distinguishes five levels of existence: essential, sensible, imaginative, intellectual and analogical.

17



AVERROES

ARABIC

oMl ale I8 lily  Jo3l Cunmg elgnudl 4l anall 13 ¢yag
SIS 3] cinga g lgazel clawdl 3 Al of aiysl 3] elsgudl 3
3 il ol e cazall ol ells 8 Coadly plasdl Jal e o
U el oBaay d @gil el - Jscdl U8 o 3] Saaadl g oty
Ugawia ud 33985 0g) Basadl 989 yusny - dglidny o dgr (p0
3 deadll 03 (0 mgin ¥ o Sle Lol U s Jedta o o ]
LIS sladl Q_QM Jg‘}l! Grall 48y e lgad ol 29 (o Sall
oo @l oin Jlzal 8 2389 wilsadl oIS iy dsamal slazel
Y] dyols lay lagn 1 Jles lgB 3 wdgll g wclgylacuall

N
N
(=}

b Josall o il aall 130 5 smama ol o lasdl Jal
o3l @8 )2a o axly IS &y camnny g alioli 3 oalusy
ol b gty cphrall oain o s3yte &yl e I o Ligag
atilyg calols Jom ¥ Gl ol yadl boleny as poB atindd
dolgal cllss clalall ;allll e alas 552y ¥ g3l obldly o35
clalsll o el - yoien lia L5 lasually anlizaly ciiall i

N
N
=

sia gl b o lye 05 e Tin 8 gyl o e 1318 18 18
ol 1) otid Sallgnls slaall ilas B el bo @Sase 9o &Ml (Sl yall
i Ul 3g s calisaall carall oo Ll opes Lud 3oY1 @lall 0
ole lgla> calall ol olsis glasdl ] pgudsl gy lagh

2img lgsd salall Wzl J] 351 ooy liga Lud oS 3] o jalls
Lslsln oyl Sblans s Lol 0951 poBs diymalll dayyb
ol gyl carall lia 39 Tyes Bolzs glisls 8 (ysalisy edsag
Jedy LAS‘U.JJQLM lgsd gacy 40 @409 Bg.oall o 389 3g9a%a
48 pey B sals gl ells

10 Quran 3:7, read here with a pause after “God.”

18

ENGLISH

apparent meaning that the demonstrative class
are obliged to interpret; for them to take it in its
apparent sense is unbelief. And for those who are
not of the demonstrative class, interpreting it and
removing it from its apparent sense is, in their
case, unbelief or heretical innovation.

To this kind belong the verse of God’s sitting up-
right on the throne and the hadith of His descent.
That is why the Prophet (peace be upon him) said
of a Black slave woman, when she told him that
God was in heaven, “Free her, for she is a believ-
er”: she was not one of the demonstrative class.
The reason for this is that people who come to as-
sent only through the imagination, that is, who as-
sent to a thing only insofar as they can imagine it,
find it hard to assent to an existent that is not re-
lated to something imaginable. This applies also to
those who understand this relation only as place.
They are the ones who, by rejecting belief in God’s
corporeality, have advanced a little in reflection
beyond the rank of the first class. So the answer to
these people about such passages is that they are
among the ambiguous verses, and that one should
pause after the words of God Most High: “No one
knows its interpretation except God.”*°

Although the demonstrative class agree that this
kind is to be interpreted, they may differ in how
they interpret it, according to each one’s rank in
the knowledge of demonstration. There is also a
third kind of text in the Law, hovering between
these two kinds, about which there is doubt. Some
of those who engage in reflection assign it to the
apparent meaning that may not be interpreted;
others assign it to the inner meaning that scholars
may not take in its apparent sense. This is because
this kind is difficult and ambiguous. Whoever errs
here is excused, I mean if he is one of the scholars.

Someone may ask: “Since it has become clear that
the Law has three ranks in this respect, to which
of the three do you assign what it says about the
character and conditions of the afterlife?” We an-
swer: This question clearly belongs to the kind on
which there is disagreement. For we see some who
count themselves among the demonstrative class
saying that these texts must be taken in their ap-
parent sense, since there is no demonstration
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showing that their apparent sense is impossible;
this is the method of the Ash‘arites. Others, also
among those who practice demonstration, inter-
pret them, and they differ greatly among them-
selves in their interpretations. Abu Hamid and
many of the Sufis are counted in this group. Some
combine both interpretations, as Abu Hamid does
in some of his books.**

It seems that a scholar who errs on this question is
excused, and one who is right is thanked or rewar-
ded. This holds provided that he acknowledges the
afterlife’s existence and interprets it in one way or
another, that is, interprets its character, not its ex-
istence, and so long as the interpretation does not
lead to denying its existence. Denying its exist-
ence is unbelief because it concerns one of the
fundamentals of the Law, one assented to by the
three methods common to all humankind. As for
someone who is not a scholar, he must take these
texts in their apparent sense; in his case, interpret-
ing them is unbelief, because it leads to unbelief.
That is why we hold that for anyone whose duty is
to believe in the apparent sense, interpretation is
unbelief, because it leads to unbelief. So whoever
among those capable of interpretation discloses it
to him has invited him to unbelief, and one who
invites to unbelief is an unbeliever.

WHERE INTERPRETATIONS BELONG
Interpretations should be written only in demonstrative books, and al-Ghazali erred in publicizing them.
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11 The Sufis: the mystics of Islam.
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For this reason interpretations should be set down
only in demonstrative books, because in demon-
strative books they will reach only those of the
demonstrative class. But when they are set down
in books other than demonstrative ones, using po-
etic, rhetorical or dialectical methods, as Abu
Hamid does, that is an offense against the Law and
against philosophy, even if the man intended only
good. He wanted to increase the number of the
learned in this way, but what increased was the
number of the corrupt, with no increase in the
learned. Through this, some were led to disparage
philosophy, others to disparage the Law, and oth-
ers to combine the two. It seems that this was one
of his aims in his books.



N
N

AVERROES

ARABIC

B (8 lade a3l @ ail laall agas ey ply ol e Sl
daudlall gag ( Boo zﬁﬁég‘rall 209 (g2l dgyeadl ga g
&#ﬁlolg/wbc‘.ﬁé)“j!ohgugg:&:éwdﬂU_bmé_?‘d.ﬁé
QU_\séLg.\.v.a

lsll ey A4S e logny o cpsalucall dal e Coy sl
o olasdl S e lsgs of pedle oong S alall Jai o oS 0 ]
il glagdl oS e puldl Sle S5-I a0l i8S olo L Sal ud
Ll el yhaall Jai ¥] 32SY1 8 playdl oS le iy ¥ ¥
syt e eyl g dpalall Al pae o il lia L35
¥ gl 4] Les L slo dasll lgain Sy @lne yué oo laislg
Jasll 418 3] olsgagall Bliol Las¥y el Blusl Lasy alls
lans o5 o lgesS e gdymy o @ilsssall Bluoi Lol 8

plae a8 Lle ails . uldl Sluol Lol aag e e gz sal
iS5 JB Wilg ey Jeall oo gl ai> 8 ool liny 392 0all

L epdde @i yall o

ot @Sl el bl o il i 6 st of Ll Lo 130
e oll3 8yga Mols dnyyall b Lysldl alSalg daSolly dayyal]
b S5 o Ugomzanl W) Mol S3 Ll Jilall o3 B5gg ( pold]
i RV QL‘L\ O‘i QA J_JQL.” J_a;)! &.UJ &)m Qi >!9 ‘Tép U3
lsall 53sall golgll g lasdl oS 5 S35 o Bluall

ENGLISH

The evidence that he meant thereby to awaken
minds of natural ability is that he held to no single
doctrine in his books. With the Ash'arites he is an
Asharite, with the Sufis a Sufi, and with the philo-
sophers a philosopher, so that he is, as the saying
goes: One day a Yemeni, when I meet a man of Ye-
men, / and if I meet a man of Ma‘add, then I'm of
‘Adnan.*?

What the leaders of the Muslims ought to do is for-
bid his books that contain science to all but the
learned, just as they ought to forbid demonstrative
books to those unfit for them. The harm people
suffer from demonstrative books is lighter, how-
ever, since for the most part only those of superior
natural ability take them up, and this class is led
astray only through lack of intellectual virtue,
reading without order, and studying them without
a teacher. But to forbid them altogether is to bar
people from what the Law calls them to, for it
wrongs the best class of people and the best kinds
of existing things. Justice toward the best kinds of
existing things is that they be known in their true
nature by those prepared to know them so, and
these are the best class of people. For the greater
the existent, the greater the injustice done to it,
which is ignorance of it. That is why God Most
High said: “Associating others with God is a great

wrong.”'?

This is what we saw fit to set down on this kind of
inquiry, namely the discussion between the Law
and philosophy and the rules for interpretation in
the Law. Were it not that this matter, and the ques-
tions we have mentioned, are so widely known
among people, we would not have allowed
ourselves to write a single letter about it, nor to of-
fer any excuse for the interpreters, since such
questions belong by their nature in demonstrative
books. God is the guide, who grants success in
reaching what is right.

12 Yemen (the southern Arabs) and Ma‘add, descendants of ‘Adnan (the northern Arabs), were rival tribal lineages.
13 Quran 31:13.
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Interpretations Are Not for Everyone

The Law’s purpose and its methods for the demonstrative, dialectical and rhetorical classes of people; the
harm done by publicizing interpretations, and how the Law’s original harmony can be restored.

ARABIC

5.1 Jaslly gl @lall @los 50 il ¢ sl sgatio o elss of g
Ll @ligasall yilug late L5 alll & yma sa 3ol alsllg 32!
claadlg dyg33-31 Salewll 4320 (lgro dayyall dolug wide o Lo

iz doladl 4 Ll Y1831 Jazal g §odl Jaslls . gos3 Yl
alll a3l o J1831 03 6 yaally sliadl was Ll JlasYl
s3g alally sy 530l bl ladas :pand @udiss sias . lasll
owally Sl Yo dilus J0abl 5 @ty it Laney sl 30
oig lalls e L5 of €301 Lgdl Les Ll SIS o syt
4S5 sal> i b 1a I 53531 psles sl Loy g3l s

S il 3 9ol g uindl 1ia s laypol 18 Laldl 518 W
TS s Bolaadl casms o Il gotll cllol uindl 13m S5
oI5 W Joiib g yi8 el LS los Lix y5 185 ol pgle clinly
i palsall oS (Il Jasly gl ol uda £l sg.aiia
o] 53 <355 UL lsll Jaf o3 o S [yaass 1y
soadl §3bg dplasdly ddandls dglasd! BUS ulil) 8392 all
el 8 ud 0l ol 1S cellia Lol s ol Lo 2oyl
3 Lo o il ydl e SLas cidasndl Lol s oyl 1oLy o
T olesll Jsbo 1 ells b s louly sl e Elaydl LiglBYl elss
ol g @unnall e 03g.aiio il gyl 1S aalad Jol oo ol
Ssb bl Bavall 8yl ool gaa Lo Jao gyl oS

RY- Y=l

ENGLISH

You should know that the aim of the Law is simply
to teach true knowledge and true practice. True
knowledge is knowledge of God, blessed and exal-
ted is He, and of all other existing things as they
really are, especially the noblest of them; and
knowledge of happiness and misery in the here-
after. True practice is performing the acts that
bring happiness and avoiding the acts that bring
misery. Knowledge of these acts is what is called
practical science. It falls into two parts. One is out-
ward, bodily acts, and knowledge of these is what
is called jurisprudence. The other is acts of the
soul, such as gratitude and patience and the other
traits of character that the Law has called for or
forbidden. Knowledge of these is what is called as-
ceticism and the sciences of the hereafter. It was
toward this that Abu Hamid turned in his book.

Since people had turned away from this kind and
plunged into the other, and since this kind is more
closely bound up with piety, which is the cause of
happiness, he called his book The Revival of the Re-
ligious Sciences. But we have strayed from our path;
let us return. We say, then: The aim of the Law is to
teach true knowledge and true practice. Teaching
is of two kinds, conception and assent, as the ex-
perts in kalam have explained. The methods of as-
sent available to people are three, the demonstrat-
ive, the dialectical and the rhetorical; and the
methods of conception are two, the thing itself or
an image of it. Not all people are so constituted by
nature as to accept demonstrations, or even dia-
lectical arguments, let alone demonstrative ones.
Besides, learning demonstrative arguments is dif-
ficult and takes a long time even for one fit to
learn them. And the aim of the Law is to teach
everyone. It follows that the Law must contain
every kind of method of assent and every kind of
method of conception.’

1 The Revival of the Religious Sciences (Ihya’ ‘ulim al-din): al-Ghazali’s major work on religious and ethical life.

21



AVERROES

FOUR KINDS OF SCRIPTURAL ARGUMENT
The Law’s arguments differ in whether their premises are certain and their conclusions literal or images.
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Now some methods of assent are common to most
people, I mean that assent comes about through
them: these are the rhetorical and the dialectical,
the rhetorical being more common than the dia-
lectical. Others are peculiar to a few people: these
are the demonstrative. And the first aim of the
Law is to care for the majority without neglecting
to alert the elite. So most of the methods declared
in the Law are those common to the majority for
bringing about conception and assent. In the Law
these methods are of four kinds. In the first, they
are common and yet also special in both respects:
they are certain in conception and in assent, al-
though they are rhetorical or dialectical. These are
the syllogisms whose premises, though commonly
accepted or probable, happen to be certain, and
whose conclusions happen to be taken in them-
selves, not through their images. Statements of the
Law of this kind have no interpretation, and who-
ever denies or interprets them is an unbeliever.

In the second kind, the premises, though com-
monly accepted or probable, are certain, and the
conclusions are images of the things they were
meant to yield. This kind admits interpretation, of
its conclusions, that is. The third is the reverse:
the conclusions are the very things they were
meant to yield, while the premises are commonly
accepted or probable without happening to be cer-
tain. This kind too admits no interpretation of its
conclusions, though its premises may admit it. In
the fourth, the premises are commonly accepted
or probable without happening to be certain, and
the conclusions are images of what they were
meant to yield. Here the duty of the elite is to in-
terpret, and the duty of the general public is to let
such statements pass in their apparent sense.

In short, wherever any of these admits an inter-
pretation that can be grasped only by demonstra-
tion, the duty of the elite is that interpretation,
and the duty of the general public is to take the
text in its apparent sense in both respects, concep-
tion and assent, since their natures allow no more
than that. Those who reflect on the Law may also
arrive at interpretations because some of the com-
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ENGLISH

mon methods are superior to others in producing
assent, that is, when the argument for the inter-
pretation is more persuasive than the argument
for the apparent sense. Interpretations of this sort
are popular ones. They may be the duty of those
whose theoretical powers have reached the level
of dialectic. Some interpretations of the Ash'arites
and the Mu'tazilites belong here, though the
Mu'tazilites’ statements are for the most part more
reliable. But the general public, who are capable
of no more than rhetorical arguments, must let
such texts pass in their apparent sense, and must
not be taught that interpretation at all.?

People, then, fall into three classes with respect to
the Law. One class is not fit for interpretation at
all. These are the rhetorical class, the overwhelm-
ing majority, for no one of sound mind lacks this
kind of assent. Another class is fit for dialectical
interpretation. These are dialectical by nature
alone, or by nature and habit. Another class is fit
for certain interpretation. These are the demon-
strative class, by nature and by training in the art,
I mean the art of philosophy. This interpretation
should not be declared to the dialectical class, let
alone to the general public. Whenever any of these
interpretations is declared to someone unfit for it,
especially the demonstrative ones, which are so
remote from common knowledge, it leads both the
one who hears it and the one who declares it to un-
belief.

The reason is that interpretation aims to cancel
the apparent meaning and establish the inter-
preted one. So when the apparent meaning is can-
celled for someone who belongs to the people of
the apparent meaning, and the interpreted mean-
ing is not established for him, this leads him to un-
belief, if it concerns the fundamentals of the Law.

So interpretations should not be declared to the
general public, nor set down in rhetorical or dia-
lectical books, that is, in books whose arguments
are of these two kinds, as Abu Hamid did. For this
reason, when an apparent text is such that its diffi-
culty is evident in itself to everyone, while know-
ing its interpretation is not possible for them, it
must be openly declared that it is ambiguous and
that no one knows it except God, and that here one

2 The Mu'tazilites: an earlier rationalist school of kalam, rival of the Asharites.
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must pause after the words of God Most High: “No
one knows its interpretation except God.” The
same kind of answer should be given to questions
about obscure matters that the general public
have no means of understanding, as in the words
of God Most High: “They ask you about the spirit.
Say: ‘The spirit is by my Lord’s command, and you
have been given only a little knowledge.”?

Anyone who declares these interpretations to
those unfit for them is an unbeliever, because he
invites people to unbelief, the opposite of what the
Lawgiver calls them to. This is especially so when
the interpretations are false and concern the fun-
damentals of the Law, as has happened with some
people of our time. For we have seen some of them
who thought they had become philosophers and
had grasped, with their marvelous wisdom, things
contrary to the Law in every respect, that is, ad-
mitting no interpretation; and who thought that
the right course was to declare these things to the
general public. By declaring those false beliefs to
the general public, they became the cause of the
public’s ruin, and of their own, in this world and
the next.

THE PHYSICIAN AND THE LAW

Publicizing interpretations is like persuading patients to distrust a skilled physician’s prescriptions.
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The relation between the aim of these people and
the aim of the Lawgiver is like that of a man who
goes to a skilled physician. The physician aims to
preserve the health of all people and to rid them of
diseases. He lays down for them precepts that all
can assent to, on the need to use the things that
preserve their health and remove their diseases
and to avoid their opposites. For he cannot make
them all physicians, since the one who knows by
demonstrative methods the things that preserve
health and remove disease is the physician. Then
this man sets himself before the people and tells
them, “These methods that this physician has laid
down for you are not true,” and sets about refuting
them until they stand refuted in the people’s eyes.
Or he says, “They have interpretations,” and the
people neither understand these interpretations
nor come through them to any assent in practice.
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Do you suppose that people in this situation will
do any of the things that help to preserve health
and remove disease? Or that the man who has de-
clared to them that what they believed about those
things is false will be able to use them with them, I
mean to preserve health? No: he will not be able to
use them with them, nor will they use them, and
ruin will overtake them all. That is if he declares
correct interpretations of those things to them,
since they cannot understand such interpretation;
still more if he declares false interpretations to
them. For then they will end up believing neither
that there is any health to be preserved nor any
disease to be removed, let alone that there are
things that preserve health and remove disease.
This is the position, with respect to the Law, of
anyone who declares interpretation to the general
public and to those unfit for it. That is why he cor-
rupts the Law and bars people from it. And one
who bars people from the Law is an unbeliever.

This comparison is certain, not poetic, as someone
might claim, because the proportion holds exactly.
The physician stands to the health of bodies as the
Lawgiver stands to the health of souls. That is, the
physician is the one who seeks to preserve the
health of bodies when it is present and to restore it
when it is lost, and the Lawgiver is the one who
seeks this for the health of souls. This health is
what is called piety. The noble Book has declared
in more than one verse that it is to be sought
through the acts the Law prescribes. God Most
High said: “Fasting is prescribed for you, as it was
prescribed for those before you, so that you may
be pious.” He said: “Their flesh and their blood do
not reach God, but your piety reaches Him.” And
He said: “Prayer restrains from indecency and
wrongdoing.” And there are other verses in the
noble Book to the same effect.*

So what the Lawgiver seeks through the know-
ledge and the practice prescribed by the Law is
this health. It is on this health that happiness in
the hereafter follows, and on its opposite misery
in the hereafter. It is clear to you from this that
correct interpretations should not be set down in
books meant for the general public, let alone false
ones. Correct interpretation is the trust that man
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took upon himself and that all other existing
things refused to bear and shrank from, I mean
the trust mentioned in the words of God Most
High: “We offered the trust to the heavens and the
earth and the mountains...” It was from interpreta-
tions, and from the belief that in matters of the
Law they must be declared to everyone, especially
the false ones, that the sects of Islam arose, until
they charged one another with unbelief and with
heretical innovation. The Mu'tazilites interpreted
many verses and many hadiths and declared their
interpretations to the general public; the Ash'ar-
ites did the same, though they interpreted less. In
this way they plunged people into hatred, mutual
loathing and wars, tore the Law to pieces, and di-
vided people utterly.®

On top of all this, the methods they followed to es-
tablish their interpretations serve neither the gen-
eral public nor the elite. They do not serve the
public, because they are more obscure than the
methods common to the majority. They do not
serve the elite, because on examination they are
found to fall short of the conditions of demonstra-
tion, as anyone who knows those conditions will
see after the slightest examination. Indeed, many
of the principles on which the Asharites built
their knowledge are sophistical, for they deny
many necessary truths, such as the persistence of
accidents, the action of things on one another, the
existence of necessary causes for effects, substan-
tial forms, and intermediaries. Their thinkers
have gone so far in wronging the Muslims in this
respect that one group of the Asharites has
charged with unbelief anyone who does not know
the existence of the Creator, glory be to Him, by
the methods they laid down in their books for
knowing Him. But it is they who are truly unbe-
lievers and astray.

This is the source of their disagreement: some said
that the first obligation is reflection, others that it
is faith. That is because they did not know which
methods are the ones common to everyone, the
doors through which the Law has called all people
in, and they thought there was only one method.
So they missed the Lawgiver’s aim, went astray,
and led others astray.

5 Quran 33:72; the verse goes on: “but they refused to bear it and shrank from it, and man bore it.”
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Someone may ask: “If the methods followed by the
Asharites and by others who reflect are not the
common methods by which the Lawgiver meant to
teach the general public, the only methods by
which they can be taught, then which methods are
these in this Law of ours?” We reply: They are the
methods set down in the noble Book, and those
alone. For if the noble Book is examined, the three
methods available to all people will be found in it,
and these are the common methods for teaching
most people and the elite. And if the matter is ex-
amined, it becomes clear that no common meth-
ods for teaching the general public can be found
better than those mentioned in it. So whoever dis-
torts them by an interpretation that is not appar-
ent in itself, or is not more apparent to everyone
than they are, which is something that does not
exist, has undone their wisdom and undone the ef-
fect they were meant to have in bringing about hu-
man happiness.

This is very clear from the state of the first genera-
tion and of those who came after them. The first
generation attained perfect virtue and piety only
by using these statements without interpreting
them, and any of them who came upon an inter-
pretation did not think it right to declare it. But
when those who came after them resorted to inter-
pretation, their piety diminished, their disagree-
ments multiplied, their love for one another van-
ished, and they split into sects.

RESTORING THE LAW

The Quran’s own arguments suit everyone, and the rift between philosophy and the Law should be healed.
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So anyone who wishes to remove this innovation
from the Law must turn to the noble Book and
gather from it the arguments it gives for each of
the things we are required to believe. In reflecting
on them, he must strive as far as he can to keep to
their apparent sense, without interpreting any of
it, unless the interpretation is itself apparent, that
is, apparent to everyone alike. For if the state-
ments set down in the Law to teach people are ex-
amined closely, it seems they can be defended so
far that no one but a member of the demonstrative
class can take out of its apparent sense whatever
in them is not meant in its apparent sense. This
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property is not found in any other kind of state-
ment.

For the statements of the Law set out explicitly for
everyone in the noble Book have three properties
that show its inimitability. First, nothing is more
fully persuasive to everyone, or more able to win
everyone’s assent. Second, by their very nature
they can be defended up to the point where no one
but the demonstrative class can grasp the inter-
pretation in them, if they are of the kind that has
an interpretation. Third, they contain pointers for
the people of truth to the true interpretation. None
of this is found in the doctrines of the Ash'arites or
in those of the Mu'‘tazilites. That is, their interpret-
ation cannot be defended, contains no pointer to
the truth, and is not itself true. That is why
heretical innovations have multiplied. We would
dearly like to devote ourselves to this aim and be
able to carry it out. If God grants us a longer life,
we shall set down on it as much as we can manage.
Perhaps that will be a starting point for those who
come after.®

For the soul is in the utmost grief and pain at the
corrupt passions and distorted beliefs that have
crept into this Law, and especially at what has be-
fallen it from people who count themselves fol-
lowers of philosophy (wisdom). Injury from a
friend is harder to bear than injury from an en-
emy. I mean that wisdom is the companion of the
shari‘a and her milk-sister. So injury from those
who count themselves her followers is the gravest
injury, quite apart from the enmity, hatred and
quarreling it stirs up between the two, though
they are companions by nature and friends in es-
sence and in innate character. The Law has also
been injured by many ignorant friends who count
themselves its followers: these are the sects found
within it. May God set all of them on the right
path, grant them all success in loving Him, unite
their hearts in piety toward Him, and remove
hatred and ill will from them by His grace and
mercy. God has already removed many of these
evils, follies and misleading paths through this
victorious authority.”

6 The inimitability (ijdz) of the Quran is the doctrine that no human being can match its style and content, which is taken as proof

of its divine origin.

7 “This victorious authority” is the Almohad dynasty, which ruled North Africa and al-Andalus and which Averroes served as judge

and physician.
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Through it God has also opened the way to many
good things, especially for the class of people who
have taken the path of reflection and desire to
know the truth. For it has called the general public
to a middle way of knowing God, glory be to Him,
a way that rises above the low level of those who
follow authority and stops short of the conten-
tiousness of the theologians. And it has alerted the
elite to the obligation of full reflection on the
foundation of the Law. God is the one who grants
success and guides, by His grace.






Appendix: On God’s Knowledge

Jaall Jad b adoll aif sl oS sl wlaall
A letter answering a question raised in the treatise: how God can know things that come into being without
His eternal knowledge changing.
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May God prolong your power, preserve your bless-
ing, and shield you from the eyes of misfortune.*

By the excellence of your mind and the nobility of
your nature you have surpassed many who engage
in these sciences, and your sound reflection has
led you to discover the difficulty that arises about
the knowledge of the Eternal, glory be to Him, giv-
en that it is related to the things that originate
from Him. It has therefore become our duty, for
the sake of the truth and for the sake of removing
this doubt from you, to resolve this difficulty after
first stating it. For whoever does not know how
the knot is tied cannot untie it.

The difficulty arises as follows. If all these things
were in the knowledge of God, glory be to Him, be-
fore they came to be, then are they in His know-
ledge while they exist as they were in it before
they existed? Or are they in His knowledge while
they exist otherwise than they were in it before
they existed? If we say that they are in God’s know-
ledge while they exist otherwise than they were in
it before they existed, it follows that eternal know-
ledge changes. It also follows that when they pass
from nonexistence into existence, an additional
knowledge comes into being. That is impossible
for eternal knowledge.

If we say that the knowledge of them is one and
the same in both states, it will be asked: are they,
the originated beings, the same in themselves be-
fore they exist as when they have come to exist?
The answer will have to be that in themselves they
are not the same before they exist as when they
have come to exist. Otherwise the existent and the
nonexistent would be one and the same.
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When the opponent concedes this, he will be
asked: is true knowledge not knowledge of what
exists as it actually is? If he says yes, he will be
told: then when a thing varies in itself, the know-
ledge of it must vary; otherwise it has been known
otherwise than as it is. So one of two things must
hold. Either eternal knowledge varies in itself, or
originated things are unknown to Him. Both al-
ternatives are impossible for Him, glory be to
Him.

The difficulty is reinforced by what we see in the
case of human beings. A person knows nonexist-
ent things on the supposition that they will exist,
and he knows them once they exist. It is self-evid-
ent that these two knowledges are different; other-
wise he would be ignorant of their existence at the
time when they came to exist.

Nor is one rescued from this by the answer the
theologians usually give: that God Most High
knows things before they come to be as they will
be when they come to be, in time, place and the
other attributes proper to each particular existent.
For they will be asked: when the thing comes into
existence, does a change occur or not? This change
is the thing’s passing from nonexistence into exist-
ence. If they say no change has occurred, they are
being obstinate. If they say a change has occurred,
they will be asked: is the occurrence of this
change known to eternal knowledge or not? And
the earlier difficulty follows. In short, it is hard to
conceive that knowledge of a thing before it exists
and knowledge of it after it has come to exist are
one and the same knowledge. This, then, is the
statement of the difficulty in the strongest form it
can be given, as we discussed it with you.

Resolving this difficulty calls for a long discus-
sion. Here, however, we shall aim only at the cru-
cial point by which it is resolved.

Abu Hamid tried to resolve this difficulty in his
book entitled The Incoherence, but with something
that does not satisfy. What he said amounts to this.
He claimed that knowledge and its object fall un-
der the category of relation. Just as one of two re-
lated terms may change while the other does not
change in itself, so the same, it seems, may hap-

1 The appendix is a letter to an unnamed patron on the question of how God knows particular things.
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pen to things in the knowledge of God, glory be to
Him: they change in themselves while His know-
ledge of them, glory be to Him, does not change.
An example of this in relation is that one and the
same column may be on Zayd’s right and then
come to be on his left, while Zayd has not changed
in himself. But this is not true. The relation itself
has changed, for the relation that was “on the
right” has become “on the left.” What has not
changed is only the subject of the relation, that is,
its bearer, which is Zayd.?

If that is so, and knowledge is the relation itself,
then it must change when its object changes, just
as the relation of the column to Zayd changes
when the column changes, that is, when it comes
to be on his left after being on his right.

THE SOLUTION
God’s eternal knowledge causes things rather than being caused by them, so it does not change.
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2 Zayd is the stock name used in Arabic examples.
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What in our view resolves this difficulty is to re-
cognize that eternal knowledge stands to the exist-
ing thing differently from originated (temporal)
knowledge. The existence of the existing thing is
the cause and reason of our knowledge, whereas
eternal knowledge is the cause and reason of the
existing thing. Suppose that when the existing
thing came into existence after not existing, an ad-
ditional knowledge arose in eternal knowledge, as
happens in originated knowledge. Then eternal
knowledge would be an effect of the existing
thing, not its cause. So no change can occur there
as it does in originated knowledge. This error
arose only from reasoning by analogy from origin-
ated knowledge to eternal knowledge, that is, by
analogy from the seen to the unseen. The un-
soundness of this analogy is well known.?

Just as no change occurs in an agent when its ef-
fect comes into existence, meaning a change that
was not there before, so no change occurs in etern-
al knowledge, glory be to Him, when its object ori-
ginates from it.

So the difficulty is resolved. For if no change oc-
curs in eternal knowledge, it does not follow for us
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that it fails to know the existing thing as it is at the
time it originates. What follows is only that it
knows it not by an originated knowledge but by an
eternal knowledge. For a change in knowledge
when the existing thing changes is a condition
only of knowledge that is caused by the existing
thing, namely originated knowledge.

So eternal knowledge is related to existing things
in a different manner from originated knowledge.
It is not that it is not related to them at all, as the
philosophers are reported to hold when, because
of this difficulty, they say that He, glory be to Him,
does not know particulars. The matter is not as
has been imagined about them. Rather, they hold
that He does not know particulars with originated
knowledge, whose condition is that it originates
when they originate. For He is their cause, not
caused by them, as is the case with originated
knowledge. This is the utmost in declaring Him
free of imperfection, and it must be acknow-
ledged.

For demonstration has compelled the conclusion
that He knows things, since they issue from Him
only because He knows. It is not because He
merely exists, or exists with some particular at-
tribute, but because He knows. As God Most High
has said: “Does He who created not know? He is
the Subtle, the All-Aware.” And demonstration has
compelled the conclusion that He does not know
them with a knowledge of the same character as
originated knowledge. So there must be another
knowledge of existing things, whose manner can-
not be described: eternal knowledge, glory be to
Him. How can one imagine that the Peripatetics
among the philosophers hold that eternal know-
ledge does not encompass particulars, when they
hold that it is the cause of warnings in dreams, of
revelation, and of the other kinds of inspiration?
This, then, is how we see the resolution of this dif-
ficulty, and it is beyond doubt or dispute. God
grants success in reaching what is right and
guides to the truth. Peace be upon you, and the
mercy of God and His blessings.*

3 Arguing “from the seen to the unseen” (qiyas al-gha’ib ‘ala l-shahid) was a standard method of the theologians: they inferred truths

about God from what is observed in the world.
4 Quran 67:14.
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