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Ibn-Rushd (1126-1198), also known as Averroes, the lati-
nized form of Abu al-Walid Muhammad Ibn Ahmed Ibn 
Rushd, came from a long line of important judges in Cor-
doba.  He was patronized by the local Sultan, who commis-
sioned him to write commentaries on Aristotle, which he 
did, viz., three commentaries on each of Aristotle’s writings: 
the long (a paragraph by paragraph commentary), the in-
termediate (a paraphrase of Aristotle), and the short (a 
summary of the text).  On the basis of these commentaries, 
Averroes came to be known in Christian Europe as “The 
Commentator,” and his writings were closely studied.  (Ibn-
Rushd wrote that “the doctrine of Aristotle is the supreme 
truth, because his intellect was the limit of the human intel-
lect.”)  He also wrote on politics, religion, metaphysics, 
logic, astronomy, and medicine.  After his patron died, he 
suffered persecution by the local religious authorities, but 
after a brief exile was able to return to Marrakesh, where he 
died at the age of 72. 
 Ibn-Rushd defended Avicenna, Aristotle, and philoso-
phy in general against the attacks of Al-Ghazali (in a work 
titled The Incoherence of the Incoherence), although he 
dropped the Neoplatonic features found in Avicenna’s writ-
ings in favor of a more Aristotelian approach. He finds sup-
port in the Qur’an for pursuing philosophy and natural the-
ology, which he argues for in the work reprinted here, the 
full title of which is: “The Decisive Treatise, determining 
the nature of the connection between religion and philoso-
phy.” [Translated by George F. Hourani] 
 In the text, ibn-Rushd often quotes the Qur’an; the 
numbers in the parentheses following each quote refer to 
the chapter (sura) and verse (ayat) of the Qur’an. 
 

What is the attitude of the Law to philosophy? 
[1] Thus spoke the lawyer, imam, judge, and unique 
scholar, Abul Wahd Muhammad Ibn Ahmad Ibn Rushd: 

Praise be to God with all due praise, and a prayer for 
Muhammad His chosen servant and apostle. The pur-
pose 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 com-
manded either by way of recommendation or as obliga-
tory.    

CHAPTER 1 — The Law Makes Philosophic 
Studies Obligatory 

If teleological study of the world is philosophy, and if 
the Law commands such a study, then the Law com-
mands philosophy. 

[2] We say: If the activity of “philosophy” is nothing more 
than study of existing beings and reflection on them as indi-
cations of the Artisan, i.e. inasmuch as they are products of 
art (for beings only indicate the Artisan through our knowl-
edge 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 be-
ings, then it is clear that what this name signifies is either 
obligatory or recommended by the Law. 

The Law commands such a study. 
[3] 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 Ex-
alted, such as the saying of the Exalted, “Reflect, you have 
vision” (59.2) 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?” (8.185): 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 
honored 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] (6.75). The Exalted also said, “Do they 
not observe the camels, how they have been created, and the 
sky, how it has been raised up?” (88.17-18), and He said, 
“and they give thought to the creation of the heavens and the 
earth” (3.191), and so on in countless other verses. 

This study must be conducted in the best manner, by 
demonstrative reasoning. 

[4] Since it has now been established that the Law has ren-
dered 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.” 
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To master this instrument the religious thinker must 
make a preliminary study of logic, just as the lawyer 
must study legal reasoning. This is no more heretical in 
the one case than in the other. And logic must be 
learned from the ancient masters, regardless of the fact 
that they were not Muslims. 

[5] The Law, then, has urged us to have demonstrative 
knowledge of God the Exalted and all the beings of His 
creation. But it is preferable and even necessary for anyone, 
who wants to understand God the Exalted and the other be-
ings demonstratively, to have first understood the kinds of 
demonstration and their conditions [of validity], and in what 
respects demonstrative reasoning differs from dialectical, 
rhetorical and fallacious reasoning. But this is not possible 
unless he has previously learned what reasoning as such is, 
and how many kinds it has, and which of them are valid and 
which invalid. This in turn is not possible unless he has pre-
viously learned the parts of reasoning, of which it is com-
posed, i.e. the premises and their kinds. Therefore he who 
believes in the Law, and obeys its command to study beings, 
ought prior to his study to gain a knowledge of these things, 
which have the same place in theoretical studies as instru-
ments have in practical activities. […] 

After logic we must proceed to philosophy proper. Here 
too we have to learn from our predecessors, just as in 
mathematics and law. Thus it is wrong to forbid the 
study of ancient philosophy. Harm from it is accidental, 
like harm from taking medicine, drinking water, or 
studying law... 

[6] From this it is evident that the study of the books of the 
ancients is obligatory by Law, since their aim and purpose 
in their books is just the purpose to which the Law has 
urged us, and that whoever forbids the study of them to 
anyone who is fit to study them, i.e. anyone who unites two 
qualities, (1) natural intelligence and (2) religious integrity 
and moral virtue, is blocking people from the door by which 
the Law summons them to knowledge of God, the door of 
theoretical study which leads to the truest knowledge of 
Him; and such an act is the extreme of ignorance and es-
trangement from God the Exalted. 

[7] And if someone errs or stumbles in the study of these 
books owing to a deficiency in his natural capacity, or bad 
organization of his study of them, or being dominated by his 
passions, or not finding a teacher to guide him to an under-
standing of their contents, or a combination of all or more 
than one of these causes, it does not follow that one should 
forbid them to anyone who is qualified to study them. For 
this manner of harm which arises owing to them is some-
thing that is attached to them by accident, not by essence; 

and when a thing is beneficial by its nature and essence, it 
ought not to be shunned because of something harmful con-
tained in it by accident. This was the thought of the Prophet, 
peace on him, on the occasion when he ordered a man to 
give his brother honey to drink for his diarrhea, and the diar-
rhea increased after he had given him the honey: when the 
man complained to him about it, he said, “God spoke the 
truth; it was your brother’s stomach that lied.” We can even 
say that a man who prevents a qualified person from study-
ing books of philosophy, because some of the most vicious 
people may be thought to have gone astray through their 
study of them, is like a man who prevents a thirsty person 
from drinking cool, fresh water until he dies of thirst, be-
cause some people have choked to death on it. For death 
from water by choking is an accidental matter, but death by 
thirst is essential and necessary. 

For every Muslim the Law has provided a way to truth 
suitable to his nature, through demonstrative, dialecti-
cal or rhetorical methods. 

[8] Since all this is now established, and since we, the Mus-
lim community, hold that this divine religion of ours is true, 
and that it is this religion which incites and summons us to 
the happiness that consists in the knowledge of God, Mighty 
and Majestic, and of His creation, that [end] is appointed for 
every Muslim by the method of assent which his tempera-
ment and nature require. For the natures of men are on dif-
ferent levels with respect to [their paths to] assent. One of 
them comes to assent through demonstration; another comes 
to assent through dialectical arguments, just as firmly as the 
demonstrative man through demonstration, since his nature 
does not contain any greater capacity; while another comes 
to assent through rhetorical arguments, again just as firmly 
as the demonstrative man through demonstrative arguments. 

[9] Thus since this divine religion of ours has summoned 
people by these three methods, assent to it has extended to 
everyone, except him who stubbornly denies it with his 
tongue or him for whom no method of summons to God the 
Exalted has been appointed in religion owing to his own 
neglect of such matters. It was for this purpose that the 
Prophet, peace on him, was sent with a special mission to 
“the white man and the black man” alike; I mean because 
his religion embraces all the methods of summons to God 
the Exalted. This is clearly expressed in the saying of God 
the Exalted, “Summon to the way of your Lord by wisdom 
and by good preaching, and debate with them in the most 
effective manner” (16.125).    
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CHAPTER 2 — Philosophy Contains Nothing 
Opposed to Islam 

Demonstrative truth and scriptural truth cannot con-
flict. 

[10] Now since this religion is true and summons to the 
study which leads to knowledge of the Truth, we the Mus-
lim community know definitely that demonstrative study 
does not lead to [conclusions] conflicting with what Scrip-
ture has given us; for truth does not oppose truth but accords 
with it and bears witness to it. 

If the apparent meaning of Scripture conflicts with de-
monstrative conclusions it must be interpreted allegori-
cally, i.e. metaphorically. 

[11] This being so, whenever demonstrative study leads to 
any manner of knowledge about any being, that being is 
inevitably either unmentioned or mentioned in Scripture. If 
it is unmentioned there is no contradiction, and it is in the 
same case as an act whose category is unmentioned, so that 
the lawyer has to infer it by reasoning from Scripture. If 
Scripture speaks about it, the apparent meaning of the words 
inevitably either accords or conflicts with the conclusions of 
demonstration about it. If this [apparent meaning] accords 
there is no argument. If it conflicts there is a call for alle-
gorical interpretation of it. The meaning of “allegorical in-
terpretation” is: extension of the significance of an expres-
sion from real to metaphorical significance, without forsak-
ing therein the standard metaphorical practices of Arabic, 
such as calling a thing by the name of something resembling 
it or a cause or consequence or accompaniment of it, or 
other things such as are enumerated in accounts of the kinds 
of metaphorical speech. 

If the lawyer can do this, the religious thinker certainly 
can. Indeed these allegorical interpretations always re-
ceive confirmation from the apparent meaning of other 
passages of Scripture. 

[12] Now if the lawyer does this in many decisions of relig-
ious law, with how much more right is it done by the pos-
sessor of demonstrative knowledge! For the lawyer has at 
his disposition only reasoning based on opinion, while he 
who would know [God] [has at his disposition] reasoning 
based on certainty. So we affirm definitely that whenever 
the conclusion of a demonstration is in conflict with the 
apparent meaning of Scripture, that apparent meaning ad-
mits of allegorical interpretation according to the rules for 
such interpretation in Arabic. This proposition is questioned 
by no Muslim and doubted by no believer. But its certainty 
is immensely increased for those who have had close deal-
ings with this idea and put it to the test, and made it their 

aim to reconcile the assertions of intellect and tradition. In-
deed we may say that whenever a statement in Scripture 
conflicts in its apparent meaning with a conclusion of dem-
onstration, if Scripture is considered carefully, and the rest 
of its contents searched page by page, there will invariably 
be found among the expressions of Scripture something 
which in its apparent meaning bears witness to that allegori-
cal interpretation or comes close to bearing witness. 

All Muslims accept the principle of allegorical interpre-
tation; they only disagree about the extent of its appli-
cation. 

[13] In the light of this idea the Muslims are unanimous in 
holding that it is not obligatory either to take all the expres-
sions of Scripture in their apparent meaning or to extend 
them all from their apparent meaning by allegorical inter-
pretation. They disagree [only] over which of them should 
and which should not be so interpreted. […] 

The double meaning has been given to suit people’s di-
verse intelligence. The apparent contradictions are 
meant to stimulate the learned to deeper study. 

[14] The reason why we have received a Scripture with both 
an apparent and an inner meaning lies in the diversity of 
people’s natural capacities and the difference of their innate 
dispositions with regard to assent. The reason why we have 
received in Scripture texts whose apparent meanings contra-
dict each other is in order to draw the attention of those who 
are well grounded in science to the interpretation which 
reconciles them. This is the idea referred to in the words 
received from the Exalted, “He it is who has sent down to 
you the Book, containing certain verses clear and definite” 
[and so on] down to the words “those who are well 
grounded in science” (3.7). 

In interpreting texts allegorically we must never violate 
Islamic consensus, when it is certain. But to establish it 
with certainty with regard to theoretical texts is impos-
sible, because there have always been scholars who 
would not divulge their interpretation of such texts. 

[15] […] That unanimity on theoretical matters is never de-
termined with certainty, as it can be on practical matters, 
may be shown to you by the fact that it is not possible for 
unanimity to be determined on any question at any period 
unless that period is strictly limited by us, and all the schol-
ars existing in that period are known to us (i.e. known as 
individuals and in their total number), and the doctrine of 
each of them on the question has been handed down to us on 
unassailable authority, and, in addition to all this, unless we 
are sure that the scholars existing at the time were in agree-
ment that there is not both an apparent and an inner meaning 
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in Scripture, that knowledge of any question ought not to be 
kept secret from anyone, and that there is only one way for 
people to understand Scripture. But it is recorded in Tradi-
tion that many of the first believers used to hold that Scrip-
ture has both an apparent and an inner meaning, and that the 
inner meaning ought not to be learned by anyone who is not 
a man of learning in this field and who is incapable of un-
derstanding it. […] 

[16] The situation is different in practical matters: everyone 
holds that the truth about these should be disclosed to all 
people alike, and to establish the occurrence of unanimity 
about them we consider it sufficient that the question [at 
issue] should have been widely discussed and that no report 
of controversy about it should have been handed down to 
us. This is enough to establish the occurrence of unanimity 
on matters of practice, but on matters of doctrine the case is 
different. 

Ghazali’s charge of unbelief against Farabi and Ibn 
Sina, for asserting the world’s eternity and God’s igno-
rance of particulars and denying bodily resurrection, is 
only tentative, not definite. 

[17] You may object: “If we ought not to call a man an un-
believer for violating unanimity in cases of allegorical inter-
pretation, because no unanimity is conceivable in such 
cases, what do you say about the Muslim philosophers, like 
Abu Nasr and Ibn Sina?  For Abu Hamid called them both 
definitely unbelievers in the book of his known as The Dis-
integration, on three counts: their assertions of the pre-
eternity of the world and that God the Exalted does not 
know particulars” (may He be Exalted far above that [igno-
rance]!), “and their allegorical interpretation of the passages 
concerning the resurrection of bodies and states of existence 
in the next life.” 

[18] We answer: It is apparent from what he said on the sub-
ject that his calling them both unbelievers on these counts 
was not definite, since he made it clear in The Book of Dis-
tinction that calling people unbelievers for violating una-
nimity can only be tentative. 

Such a charge cannot be definite, because there has 
never been a consensus against allegorical interpreta-
tion. The Qur’an itself indicates that it has inner mean-
ings which it is the special function of the demonstra-
tive class to understand. 

[19] Moreover, it is evident from what we have said that a 
unanimous agreement cannot be established in questions of 
this kind, because of the reports that many of the early 
believers of the first generation, as well as others, have said 
that there are allegorical interpretations which ought not to 

be expressed except to those who are qualified to receive 
allegories. These are “those who are well grounded in sci-
ence”; for we prefer to place the stop after the words of God 
the Exalted “and those who are well grounded in science” 
(3.7), because if the scholars did not understand allegorical 
interpretation, there would be no superiority in their assent 
which would oblige them to a belief in Him not found 
among the unlearned. God has described them as those who 
believe in Him, and this can only be taken to refer to the 
belief which is based on demonstration; and this [belief] 
only occurs together with the science of allegorical interpre-
tation. For the unlearned believers are those whose belief in 
Him is not based on demonstration; and if this belief which 
God has attributed to the scholars is peculiar to them, it 
must come through demonstration, and if it comes through 
demonstration it only occurs together with the science of 
allegorical interpretation. For God the Exalted has informed 
us that those [verses] have an allegorical interpretation 
which is the truth, and demonstration can only be of the 
truth. That being the case, it is not possible for general una-
nimity to be established about allegorical interpretations, 
which God has made peculiar to scholars. This is self-
evident to any fair-minded person. 

Besides, Ghazali was mistaken in ascribing to the Peri-
patetics the opinion that God does not know particu-
lars. Their view is that His knowledge of both particu-
lars and universals differs from ours, in being the 
cause, not an effect, of the object known. They even 
hold that God sends premonitions in dreams of particu-
lar events. 

[20] In addition to all this we hold that Abu Hamid was mis-
taken about the Peripatetic philosophers, in ascribing to 
them the assertion that God, Holy and Exalted, does not 
know particulars at all. In reality they hold that God the Ex-
alted knows them in a way which is not of the same kind as 
our way of knowing them. For our knowledge of them is an 
effect of the object known, originated when it comes into 
existence and changing when it changes; whereas Glorious 
God’s Knowledge of existence is the opposite of this: it is 
the cause of the object known, which is existent being. Thus 
to suppose the two kinds of knowledge similar to each other 
is to identify the essences and properties of opposite things, 
and that is the extreme of ignorance. And if the name of 
“knowledge” is predicated of both originated and eternal 
knowledge, it is predicated by sheer homonymy, as many 
names are predicated of opposite things: e.g. jalal of great 
and small, sarim of light and darkness. Thus there exists no 
definition embracing both kinds of knowledge at once, as 
the theologians of our time imagine. We have devoted a 
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separate essay to this question, impelled by one of our 
friends. 

On the question of the world, the ancient philosophers 
agree with the Ash’arites that it is originated and coe-
val with time. The Peripatetics only disagree with the 
Ash’arites and the Platonists in holding that past time 
is infinite. This difference is insufficient to justify a 
charge of unbelief. 

[21] 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 in-
termediate class. 

[22] [1] One extreme is a being which is brought into exis-
tence 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 bod-
ies whose generation is apprehended by sense, e.g. the gen-
eration of water, air, earth, animals, plants, and so on. All 
alike, ancients and Ash’arites, agree in naming this class of 
beings “originated.” 

[23] [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! 

[24] [3] The class of being which is between these two ex-
tremes is that which is not made from anything and not pre-
ceded by time, but which is brought into existence by some-
thing, 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 theo-
logians 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. 

[25] Thus it is clear that [3] this last being bears a resem-
blance 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 resemblance 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. 

[26] 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 theo-
logians 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. 

Anyhow, the apparent meaning of Scripture is that 
there was a being and time before God created the pre-
sent being and time. Thus the theologians’ interpreta-
tion is allegorical and does not command unanimous 
agreement. 

[27] Over and above all this, these opinions about the world 
do not conform to the apparent meaning of Scripture. For if 
the apparent meaning of Scripture is searched, it will be 
evident from the verses which give us information about the 
bringing into existence of the world that its form really is 
originated, but that being itself and time extend continu-
ously at both extremes, i.e. without interruption. Thus the 
words of God the Exalted, “He it is Who created the heav-
ens and the earth in six days, and His throne was on the wa-
ter” (11.7), taken in their apparent meaning imply that there 
was a being before this present being, namely the throne and 
the water, and a time before this time, i.e. the one which is 
joined to the form of this being, namely the number of the 
movement of the celestial sphere. And the words of the Ex-
alted, “On the day when the earth shall be changed into 
other than earth, and the heavens as well” (14.48), also in 
their apparent meaning imply that there will be a second 
being after this being. And the words of the Exalted, “Then 
He directed Himself towards the sky, and it was smoke” 
(12.11), in their apparent meaning imply that the heavens 
were created from something. 

[28] Thus the theologians too in their statements about the 
world do not conform to the apparent meaning of Scripture 
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but interpret it allegorically. For it is not stated in Scripture 
that God was existing with absolutely nothing else: a text to 
this effect is nowhere to be found. Then how is it conceiv-
able that the theologians’ allegorical interpretation of these 
verses could meet with unanimous agreement, when the 
apparent meaning of Scripture which we have mentioned 
about the existence of the world has been accepted by a 
school of philosophers! 

...Texts of Scripture fall into three kinds with respect to 
the excusability of error. [1] Texts which must be taken 
in their apparent meaning by everyone. Since the mean-
ing can be understood plainly by demonstrative, dialec-
tical and rhetorical methods alike, no one is excused for 
the error of interpreting these texts allegorically. [2] 
Texts which must be taken in their apparent meaning by 
the lower classes and interpreted allegorically by the 
demonstrative class. It is inexcusable for the lower 
classes to interpret them allegorically or for the demon-
strative class to take them in their apparent meaning. 
[3] Texts whose classification under the previous head-
ings is uncertain. Error in this matter by the demonstra-
tive class is excused. 

[29] In general, error about Scripture is of two types: either 
error which is excused to one who is a qualified student of 
that matter in which the error occurs (as the skilful doctor is 
excused if he commits an error in the art of medicine and 
the skilful judge if he gives an erroneous judgment), but not 
excused to one who is not qualified in that subject; or error 
which is not excused to any person whatever, and which is 
unbelief if it concerns the principles of religion, or heresy if 
it concerns something subordinate to the principles. 

[30] This [latter] error is that which occurs about [1] matters, 
knowledge of which is provided by all the different methods 
of indication, so that knowledge of the matter in question is 
in this way possible for everyone. Examples are acknow-
ledgement of God, Blessed and Exalted, of the prophetic 
missions, and of happiness and misery in the next life; for 
these three principles are attainable by the three classes of 
indication, by which everyone without exception can come 
to assent to what he is obliged to know: I mean the rhetori-
cal, dialectical and demonstrative indications. So whoever 
denies such a thing, when it is one of the principles of the 
Law, is an unbeliever, who persists in defiance with his 
tongue though not with his heart, or neglects to expose him-
self to learning the indication of its truth. For if he belongs 
to the demonstrative class of men, a way has been provided 
for him to assent to it, by demonstration; if he belongs to the 
dialectical class, the way is by dialectic; and if he belongs to 
the class [which is convinced] by preaching, the way for 
him is by preaching. With this in view the Prophet, peace on 

him, said, “I have been ordered to fight people until they say 
‘There is no god but God’ and believe in me”; he means, by 
any of the three methods of attaining belief that suits them. 

[31] [2] With regard to things which by reason of their rec-
ondite character are only knowable by demonstration, God 
has been gracious to those of His servants who have no ac-
cess to demonstration, on account of their natures, habits or 
lack of facilities for education: He has coined for them im-
ages and likenesses of these things, and summoned them to 
assent to those images, since it is possible for assent to those 
images to come about through the indications common to all 
men, i.e. the dialectical and rhetorical indications. This is 
the reason why Scripture is divided into apparent and inner 
meanings: the apparent meaning consists of those images 
which are coined to stand for those ideas, while the inner 
meaning is those ideas [themselves], which are clear only to 
the demonstrative class. […] 

[32] [1] But when it happens, as we said, that we know the 
thing itself by the three methods, we do not need to coin 
images of it, and it remains true in its apparent meaning, not 
admitting allegorical interpretation. If an apparent text of 
this kind refers to principles, anyone who interprets it alle-
gorically is an unbeliever, e.g. anyone who thinks that there 
is no happiness or misery in the next life, and that the only 
purpose of this teaching is that men should be safeguarded 
from each other in their bodily and sensible lives, that it is 
but a practical device, and that man has no other goal than 
his sensible existence. 

[33] If this is established, it will have become clear to you 
from what we have said that there are [1] apparent texts of 
Scripture which it is not permitted to interpret allegorically; 
to do so on fundamentals is unbelief, on subordinate mat-
ters, heresy. There are also [2] apparent texts which have to 
be interpreted allegorically by men of the demonstrative 
class; for such men to take them in their apparent meaning is 
unbelief, while for those who are not of the demonstrative 
class to interpret them allegorically and take them out of 
their apparent meaning is unbelief or heresy on their part. 

[34] Of this [latter] class are the verse about God’s directing 
Himself and the Tradition about His descent. That is why 
the Prophet, peace on him, said in the case of the black 
woman, when she told him that God was in the sky, “Free 
her, for she is a believer.” This was because she was not of 
the demonstrative class; and the reason for his decision was 
that the class of people to whom assent comes only through 
the imagination, i.e. who do not assent to a thing except in 
so far as they can imagine it, find it difficult to assent to the 
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existence of a being which is unrelated to any imaginable 
thing. This applies as well to those who understand from the 
relation stated merely [that God has] a place; these are peo-
ple who have advanced a little in their thought beyond the 
position of the first class, [by rejecting] belief in corporeal-
ity. Thus the [proper] answer to them with regard to such 
passages is that they belong to the ambiguous texts, and that 
the stop is to be placed after the words of God the Exalted, 
“And no one knows the interpretation thereof except God” 
(3.7). The demonstrative class, while agreeing unanimously 
that this class of text must be interpreted allegorically, may 
disagree about the interpretation, according to the level of 
each one’s knowledge of demonstration. 

[35] There is also [3] a third class of Scriptural texts falling 
uncertainly between the other two classes, on which there is 
doubt. One group of those who devote themselves to theo-
retical study attach them to the apparent texts which it is not 
permitted to interpret allegorically, others attach them to the 
texts with inner meanings which scholars are not permitted 
to take in their apparent meanings. This [divergence of opin-
ions] is due to the difficulty and ambiguity of this class of 
text. Anyone who commits an error about this class is ex-
cused, I mean any scholar. 

The texts about the future life fall into [3], since de-
monstrative scholars do not agree whether to take them 
in their apparent meaning or interpret them allegori-
cally. Either is permissible. But it is inexcusable to deny 
the fact of a future life altogether. 

[36] If it is asked, “Since it is clear that scriptural texts in 
this respect fall into three grades, to which of these three 
grades, according to you, do the descriptions of the future 
life and its states belong?,” we reply: The position clearly is 
that this matter belongs to the class [3] about which there is 
disagreement. For we find a group of those who claim an 
affinity with demonstration saying that it is obligatory to 
take these passages in their apparent meaning, because there 
is no demonstration leading to the impossibility of the ap-
parent meaning in them... 

[37] So it is likely that a scholar who commits an error in 
this matter is excused, while one who is correct receives 
thanks or a reward: that is, if he acknowledges the existence 
[of a future life] and merely gives a certain sort of allegori-
cal interpretation, i.e. of the mode of the future life not of its 
existence, provided that the interpretation given does not 
lead to denial of its existence. In this matter only the nega-
tion of existence is unbelief, because it concerns one of the 
principles of religion and one of those points to which as-

sent is attainable through the three methods common to “the 
white man and the black man.” 

The unlearned classes must take such texts in their ap-
parent meaning. It is unbelief for the learned to set 
down allegorical interpretations in popular writings. 
By doing this Ghazali caused confusion among the peo-
ple. Demonstrative books should be banned to the un-
qualified, but not to the learned. 

[38] But anyone who is not a man of learning is obliged to 
take these passages in their apparent meaning, and allegori-
cal interpretation of them is for him unbelief because it 
leads to unbelief. That is why we hold that, for anyone 
whose duty it is to believe in the apparent meaning, alle-
gorical interpretation is unbelief, because it leads to unbe-
lief. Anyone of the interpretative class who discloses such 
[an interpretation] to him is summoning him to unbelief, and 
he who summons to unbelief is an unbeliever...    

CHAPTER 3 — Philosophical Interpretations of 
Scripture Should Not Be Taught to the Majority. 
The Law Provides Other Methods of Instructing 
Them 

The purpose of Scripture is to teach true theoretical 
and practical science and right practice and attitudes. 

[39] You ought to know that the purpose of Scripture is sim-
ply to teach true science and right practice. True science is 
knowledge of God, Blessed and Exalted, and the other be-
ings as they really are, and especially of noble beings, and 
knowledge of happiness and misery in the next life. Right 
practice consists in performing the acts which bring happi-
ness and avoiding the acts which bring misery; and it is 
knowledge of these acts that is called “practical science.” 
They fall into two divisions: (1) outward bodily acts; the 
science of these is called “jurisprudence”; and (2) acts of the 
soul such as gratitude, patience and other moral attitudes 
which the Law enjoins or forbids; the science of these is 
called “asceticism” or “the sciences of the future life.”  […] 

Scripture teaches concepts both directly and by sym-
bols, and uses demonstrative, dialectical and rhetorical 
arguments. Dialectical and rhetorical arguments are 
prevalent because the main aim of Scripture is to teach 
the majority. In these arguments concepts are indicated 
directly or by symbols, in various combinations in 
premises and conclusion. 

[40] We say: The purpose of Scripture is to teach true sci-
ence and right practice; and teaching is of two classes, [of] 
concepts and [of] judgments, as the logicians have shown. 
Now the methods available to men of [arriving at] judg-
ments are three: demonstrative, dialectical and rhetorical; 
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and the methods of forming concepts are two: either [con-
ceiving] the object itself or [conceiving] a symbol of it. But 
not everyone has the natural ability to take in demonstra-
tions, or [even] dialectical arguments, let alone demonstra-
tive arguments which are so hard to learn and need so much 
time [even] for those who are qualified to learn them. There-
fore, since it is the purpose of Scriptures simply to teach 
everyone, Scripture has to contain every method of [bring-
ing about] judgments of assent and every method of forming 
concepts. 

[41] Now some of the methods of assent comprehend the 
majority of people, i.e. the occurrence of assent as a result 
of them [is comprehensive]: these are the rhetorical and the 
dialectical [methods] — and the rhetorical is more compre-
hensive than the dialectical. Another method is peculiar to a 
smaller number of people: this is the demonstrative. There-
fore, since the primary purpose of Scripture is to take care 
of the majority (without neglecting to arouse the elite), the 
prevailing methods of expression in religion are the com-
mon methods by which the majority comes to form concepts 
and judgments. 

[42] These [common] methods in religion are of four 
classes: 

[43] One of them occurs where the method is common, yet 
specialized in two respects: i.e. where it is certain in its con-
cepts and judgments, in spite of being rhetorical or dialecti-
cal. These syllogisms are those whose premises, in spite of 
being based on accepted ideas or on opinions, are acciden-
tally certain, and whose conclusions are accidentally to be 
taken in their direct meaning without symbolization. Scrip-
tural texts of this class have no allegorical interpretations, 
and anyone who denies them or interprets them allegorically 
is an unbeliever. 

[44] The second class occurs where the premises, in spite of 
being based on accepted ideas or on opinions, are certain, 
and where the conclusions are symbols for the things which 
it was intended to conclude. [Texts of] this [class], i.e. their 
conclusions, admit of allegorical interpretation. 

[45] The third is the reverse of this: it occurs where the con-
clusions are the very things which it was intended to con-
clude, while the premises are based on accepted ideas or on 
opinions without being accidentally certain. [Texts or this 
[class] also, i.e. their conclusions, do not admit of allegori-
cal interpretation, but their premises may do so. 

[46] The fourth [class] occurs where the premises are based 
on accepted ideas or opinions, without being accidentally 

certain, and where the conclusions are symbols for what it 
was intended to conclude. In these cases the duty of the elite 
is to interpret them allegorically, while the duty of the 
masses is to take them in their apparent meaning. 

Where symbols are used, each class of men, demonstra-
tive, dialectical and rhetorical, must try to understand 
the inner meaning symbolized or rest content with the 
apparent meaning, according to their capacities. 

[47] In general, everything in these [texts] which admits of 
allegorical interpretation can only be understood by demon-
stration. The duty of the elite here is to apply such interpre-
tation; while the duty of the masses is to take them in their 
apparent meaning in both respects, i.e. in concept and judg-
ment, since their natural capacity does not allow more than 
that. 

[48] But there may occur to students of Scripture allegorical 
interpretations due to the superiority of one of the common 
methods over another in [bringing about] assent, i.e. when 
the indication contained in the allegorical interpretation is 
more persuasive than the indication contained in the appar-
ent meaning. Such interpretations are popular; and [the mak-
ing of them] is possibly a duty for those powers of theoreti-
cal understanding have attained the dialectical level. To this 
sort belong some of the interpretations of the Ash’arites and 
Mu’tazilites — though the Mu’tazilites are generally 
sounder in their statements. The masses on the other hand, 
who are incapable of more than rhetorical arguments, have 
the duty of taking these [texts] in their apparent meaning, 
and they are not permitted to know such interpretations at 
all. 

[49] Thus people in relation to Scripture fall into three 
classes: 

[50] One class is these who are not people of interpretation 
at all: these are the rhetorical class. They are the over-
whelming mass, for no man of sound intellect is exempted 
from this kind of assent. 

[51] Another class is the people of dialectical interpretation: 
these are the dialecticians, either by nature alone or by na-
ture and habit. 

[52] Another class is the people of certain interpretation: 
these are the demonstrative class, by nature and training, i.e. 
in the art of philosophy. This interpretation ought not to be 
expressed to the dialectical class, let alone to the masses. 

To explain the inner meaning to people unable to un-
derstand it is to destroy their belief in the apparent 
meaning without putting anything in its place. The re-
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sult is unbelief in learners and teachers. It is best for 
the learned to profess ignorance, quoting the Qur’an on 
the limitation of man’s understanding. 

[53] When something of these allegorical interpretations is 
expressed to anyone unfit to receive them — especially de-
monstrative interpretations because of their remoteness from 
common knowledge — both he who expresses it and he to 
whom it is expressed are led into unbelief. The reason for 
that [in the case of the latter] is that allegorical interpretation 
comprises two things, rejection of the apparent meaning and 
affirmation of the allegorical one; so that if the apparent 
meaning is rejected in the mind of someone who can only 
grasp apparent meanings, without the allegorical meaning 
being affirmed in his mind, the result is unbelief, if it [the 
text in question] concerns the principles of religion. 

[54] Allegorical interpretations, then, ought not to be ex-
pressed to the masses nor set down in rhetorical or dialecti-
cal books, i.e. books containing arguments of these two 
sorts, as was done by Abu Hamid. They should [not] be 
expressed to this class; and with regard to an apparent text, 
when there is a [self-evident] doubt whether it is apparent to 
everyone and whether knowledge of its interpretation is 
impossible for them, they should be told that it is ambiguous 
and [its meaning] known by no one except God; and that the 
stop should be put here in the sentence of the Exalted, “And 
no one knows the interpretation thereof except God” (3.7). 
The same kind of answer should also be given to a question 
about abstruse matters, which there is no way for the masses 
to understand; just as the Exalted has answered in His say-
ing, “And they will ask you about the Spirit. Say, ‘The 
Spirit is by the command of my Lord; you have been given 
only a little knowledge”’ (17.85). 

Certain people have injured the masses particularly, by 
giving them allegorical interpretations which are false. 
These people are exactly analogous to bad medical ad-
visers. The true doctor is related to bodily health in the 
same way as the Legislator to spiritual health, which 
the Qur’an teaches us to pursue. The true allegory is 
“the deposit” mentioned in the Qur’an. 

[55] As for the man who expresses these allegories to un-
qualified persons, he is an unbeliever on account of his 
summoning people to unbelief. This is contrary to the sum-
mons of the Legislator, especially when they are false alle-
gories concerning the principles of religion, as has happened 
in the case of a group of people of our time. For we have 
seen some of them thinking that they were being philoso-
phic and that they perceived, with their remarkable wisdom, 
things which conflict with Scripture in every respect, i.e. [in 
passages] which do not admit of allegorical interpretation; 

and that it was obligatory to express these things to the 
masses. But by expressing those false beliefs to the masses 
they have been a cause of perdition to the masses and them-
selves, in this world and the next. 

[56] The relation between the aim of these people and the 
aim of the Legislator [can be illustrated by] a parable of a 
man who goes to a skilful doctor. [This doctor’s] aim is to 
preserve the health and cure the diseases of all the people, 
by prescribing for them rules which can be commonly ac-
cepted, about the necessity of using the things which will 
preserve their health and cure their diseases, and avoiding 
the opposite things. He is unable to make them all doctors, 
because a doctor is one who knows by demonstrative meth-
ods the things which preserve health and cure disease. Now 
this [man whom we have mentioned] goes out to the people 
and tells them, “These methods prescribed by this doctor for 
you are not right”; and he sets out to discredit them, so that 
they are rejected by the people. Or he says, “They have alle-
gorical interpretations”; but the people neither understand 
these nor assent to them in practice. Well, do you think that 
people in this condition will do any of the things which are 
useful for preserving health and curing disease, or that this 
man who has persuaded them to reject what they formerly 
believed in will now be able to use those [things] with them, 
I mean for preserving health? No, he will be unable to use 
those [things] with them, nor will they use them, and so they 
will all perish. 

[57] This [is what will happen] if he expresses to them true 
allegories about those matters, because of their inability to 
understand them; let alone if he expresses to them false al-
legories, because this will lead them to think that there are 
no such things as health which ought to be preserved and 
disease which ought to be cured — let alone that there are 
things which preserve health and cure disease. It is the same 
when someone expresses allegories to the masses, and to 
those who are not qualified to understand them, in the 
sphere of Scripture; thus he makes it appear false and turns 
people away from it; and he who turns — people away from 
Scripture is an unbeliever. […]      


