Averroes (1126-1198): Notes on the Decisive Treatise
Overview: Averroes argues that the Qur’an justifies the study of philosophy.  Philosophical study is not only permissible but it is obligatory, at least for those with the intellectual capacity for it. He also attempts to remove objections to this conclusion, namely the contention that (i) philosophical study is actually harmful to Muslims and (ii) philosophy itself contains claims that contradict Islam.

I.  The Law (the Qur’an) makes philosophic studies obligatory.

A. Philosophy is the study of existing things and reflection on them as         indications of God. (p. 298)

B. The Law encourages and urges reflection on beings by the intellect.  Scriptural support: “Reflect, you have vision” (Qur’an, 59:2).  The passage provides a justification for legal and intellectual reasoning. (p. 298)

C. Philosophic study must be conducted by demonstrative reasoning – the best kind of reasoning, as opposed to inferior kinds of reasoning. (p. 298)

1. Demonstrative reasoning produces certainty. It proceeds from self-evidently true premises to a conclusion by way of a formally valid inference. Demonstration produces maximal or at least nearly maximal warrant for beliefs.  For medieval philosophers, and following Aristotle, demonstrative reasoning was the paradigm of scientia (science).

2. Dialectical reasoning produces a probable conclusion.  It proceeds to a conclusion by way of an inference from what is widely believed to be true or what the majority believes. Disputation/philosophy.

3. Rhetorical reasoning aims at persuasion.  Persuasion/practical matters.

D. It follows from I.C that logic itself must be studied. (Note the analogy drawn: the lawyer must study legal reasoning, pp. 298-99) The student of philosophy must be acquainted with different kinds of reasoning. So the Law, in commanding the study of philosophy, also commands the study of logic. 

E. It follows from I.D that there must also be some kind of historical study, as it is difficult for one person to know all the relevant opinions on logic (p. 299). Note the analogy drawn again: the lawyer must rely on an examination of the views of others concerning legal reasoning. p. 299).  The justification of historical study is, among other things, aimed at justifying the study of Aristotle.

F. After logic, the student must proceed to “philosophy proper” (p. 299). Here again, it is necessary to engage in the historical study of the opinions of the philosophers. Aristotle in particular is in view here.

II. There is no intrinsic danger to the Muslim in studying philosophy.  (pp. 300-301)

A.  Accidental vs. Essential harm: X is essentially harmful to Y just if X of its very nature is harmful to Y.  X is accidentally harmful to Y just if some other factor, Z (together with X), causes harm to Y.  Illustrations. Water causes accidental harm when a person dies by choking on water. There is nothing in water itself that leads to death, but some other factor has been introduced.  Thirst causes essential harm when a person dies as the result of it.  Thirst itself leads to death.

B. Philosophy is harmful to the Muslim in much the same way that medicine or drinking water is harmful to a person. It is merely accidentally harmful.  The harm does not originate from philosophy itself, but arises from some other factor. (Note: harm from studying law is used as an illustration of accidental harm, p. 300).  

C.  As Averroes makes clear later (pp. 311-316), individuals without the appropriate intellectual capacities are easily led astray when they embark upon philosophical reasoning or when they are subjected to such teachings from others. Only those well qualified for the study of philosophy should study and teach it, and they should not teach it to the majority. (See p. 311).

III. Philosophy contains nothing opposed to Islam (pp. 302-311)

A.  Demonstrative truth and scriptural truth cannot actually conflict, though they may apparently conflict.  (p. 302) Medieval commitment: harmony of truth.

B.  There is an apparent (or surface) meaning of Scripture and there is the actual (or inner) meaning of Scripture.  The reason for this is that God wishes to accommodate his revelation to the different intellectual capacities and dispositions of people. (p. 303)

C.  If demonstrative conclusions conflict with the apparent meaning of Scripture, then Scripture must be interpreted allegorically to acquire its inner meaning. (p. 302-303)

D.  Muslims agree about the allegorical interpretation of Scripture. They only disagree about the extent of its application. (p. 302-303)

E.  Islamic consensus is a constraint on allegorical interpretation, but only with respect to practical matters, not theoretical matters.  Consensus can only function as a constraint on interpretation when it is certain, but “unanimity on theoretical matters is never determined with certainty.” (p. 303) 

