AVERROES
THE DECISIVE TREATISE, DETERMINING THE
NATURE OF THE CONNECTION BETWEEN

RELIGION AND PHILOSOPHY
(translated by George F. Hourani, Luzac & Co. Publ., London, 1976)

Thus spoke the lawyer, imam, judge, and unique scholar, Abul Walid Muhammad
Ibn Ahmad Ibn Rushd:

Praise be to God with all due praise, and a prayer for Muhammad His chosen
servant and apostle. The purpose of this treatise is to examine, from the standpoint of
the study of the Law, whether the study of philosophy and logic is allowed by the Law,
or prohibited, or commanded, either by way of recommendation or as obligatory.

[CHAPTER ONE]

We say: If the activity of ‘philosophy’ is nothing more than study of existing
beings and reflection on them as indications of the Artisan, i.e. inasmuch as they are
products of art (for beings only indicate the Artisan through our knowledge of the art
in them, and the more perfect this knowledge is, the more perfect the knowledge of the
Artisan becomes),” and if the Law has encouraged and urged reflection on beings, then
it is clear that what this name signifies is either obligatory or recommended by the
Law.

That the Law summons to reflection on beings, and the pursuit of knowledge
about them, by the intellect is clear from several verses of the Book of God, Blessed
and Exalted, such as the saying of the Exalted, ‘Reflect, you have vision:’ this is textual
authority for the obligation to use intellectual reasoning, or a combination of
intellectual and legal reasoning. Another example is His saying, ‘Have they not studied
the kingdom of the heavens and the earth, and whatever things God has created ?’:
this is a text urging the study of the totality of beings. Again, God the Exalted has
taught that one of those whom He singularly honoured by this knowledge was
Abraham, peace on him, for the Exalted said, ‘So we made Abraham see the kingdom of
the heavens and the earth, that he might be’ [and so on to the end of the verse]. The
Exalted also said, ‘Do they not observe the camels, how they have been created, and
the sky, how it has been raised up?’, and He said, ‘and they give thought to the
creation of the heavens and the earth’, and so on in countless other verses.

Since it has now been established that the Law has rendered obligatory the study
of beings by the intellect, and reflection on them, and since reflection is nothing more
than inference and drawing out of the unknown from the known, and since this is
reasoning or at any rate done by reasoning, therefore we are under an obligation to
carry on our study of beings by intellectual reasoning. It is further evident that this
manner of study, to which the Law summons and urges, is the most perfect kind of
study using the most perfect kind of reasoning; and this is the kind called
‘demonstration’. [...]

[CHAPTER TWO]

[...]

Concerning the question whether the world is pre-eternal or came into existence,
the disagreement between the Ash’arite theologians and the ancient philosophers is in
my view almost resolvable into a disagreement about naming, especially in the case of
certain of the ancients. For they agree that there are three classes of beings: two
extremes and one intermediate between the extremes. They agree also about naming
the extremes; but they disagree about the intermediate class.

[1] One extreme is a being which is brought into existence from something other
than itself and by something, i.e. by an efficient cause and from some matter; and it,
i.e. its existence, is preceded by time. This is the status of bodies whose generation is
apprehended by sense, e.g. the generation of water, air, earth, animals, plants, and so
on. All alike, ancients and Ash’arites, agree in naming this class of beings ‘originated’.
[2] The opposite extreme to this is a being which is not made from or by anything and



not preceded by time; and here too all members of both schools agree in naming it
‘pre-eternal’. This being is apprehended by demonstration; it is God, Blessed and
Exalted, Who is the Maker, Giver of being and Sustainer of the universe; may He be
praised and His Power exalted!

[3] The class of being which is between these two extremes is that which is not
made from anything and not preceded by time, but which is brought into existence by
something, i.e. by an agent.

This is the world as a whole. Now they all agree on the presence of these three
characters in the world. For the theologians admit that time does not precede it, or
rather this is a necessary consequence for them since time according to them is
something which accompanies motion and bodies. They also agree with the ancients in
the view that future time is infinite and likewise future being. They only disagree about
past time and past being: the theologians hold that it is finite (this is the doctrine of
Plato and his followers), while Aristotle and his school hold that it is infinite, as is the
case with future time.

Thus it is clear that [3] this last being bears a resemblance both to [1] the being
which is really generated and to [2] the pre-eternal Being. So those who are more
impressed with its resemblance to the pre-eternal than its resemblance to the
originated name it ‘pre-eternal’, while those who are more impressed with its resem-
blance to the originated name it ‘originated’. But in truth it is neither really originated
nor really pre-eternal, since the really originated is necessarily perishable and the
really pre-eternal has no cause. Some, Plato and his followers, name it ‘originated and
coeval with time’, because time according to them is finite in the past.

Thus the doctrines about the world are not so very far apart from each other that
some of them should be called irreligious and others not. For this to happen, opinions
must be divergent in the extreme, i.e. contraries such as the theologians suppose to
exist on this question; i.e. [they hold] that the names ‘pre-eternity’ and ‘coming into
existence’ as applied to the world as a whole are contraries. But it is now clear from
what we have said that this is not the case.

[...]
[...]

It is our desire to devote our time to this object and achieve it effectively, and if
God grants us a respite of life we shall work steadily towards it in so far as this is made
possible for us; and it may be that that work will serve as a starting point for our
successors. For our soul is in the utmost sorrow and pain by reason of the evil fancies
and perverted beliefs which have infiltrated this religion, and particularly such
[afflictions] as have happened to it at the hands of people who claim an affinity with
philosophy. For injuries from a friend are more severe than injuries from an enemy. I
refer to the fact that philosophy is the friend and milk-sister of religion; thus injuries
from people related to philosophy are the severest injuries [to religion], apart from the
enmity, hatred and quarrels which such [injuries] stir up between the two, which are
companions by nature and lovers by essence and instinct. It has also been injured by a
host of ignorant friends who claim an affinity with it: these are the sects which exist
within it. But God directs all men aright and helps everyone to love Him; He unites
their hearts in the fear of Him, and removes from them hatred and loathing by His
grace and His mercy!

Indeed God has already removed many of these ills, ignorant ideas and
misleading practices, by means of this triumphant rule.

By it He has opened a way to many benefits, especially to the class of persons
who have trodden the path of study and sought to know the truth. This [He has done]
by summoning the masses to a middle way of knowing God the Glorious, [a way] which
is raised above the low level of the followers of authority but is below the turbulence
of the theologians; and by drawing the attention of the elite to their obligation to make
a thorough study of the principles of religion. God is the Giver of success and the Guide
by His Goodness.

[CHAPTER THREE]



