


































Note to the Translator's Introduction of the Epistle Dedicatory 

1. See Muhsin Mahdi, "Averroës on Divine Law," 118 and also 117-23. According to Mahdi, Leon 
Gauthier hesitated momentarily about the proper appellation for this little treatise; see ibid., n. 17, 
and Gauthier, Traite decisif, vi and 49. 

Notes to the Translation of the Decisive Treatise 

1.  Unless otherwise indicated, the term translated throughout this treatise as "Law" is sharica or its 
equivalent, sharc. In this treatise, the terms are used to refer only to the revealed law of Islam. 
Elsewhere, however, Averroës uses the term sharica to refer to revealed law generally. Because 
the term "legal" may be misleading for modern readers, even when capitalized and rendered 
"Legal," the adjectival form of sharica—that is, sharci—is rendered here as "Law-based." 

In his justly famous manual of law, Averroës explains that the jurists acknowledge the judgments of 
the divine Law to fall into five categories: obligatory (wajib), recommended (mandub), prohibited 
(mahzur), reprehensible (makruh), and permitted (mubah). Here, however, he groups the first two 
under a more comprehensive category of "commanded" (ma3mur) and — perhaps since it is not 
applicable to the present question — passes over "reprehensible" in silence. See Biddyat al-
mujtahid wa nihayat al-muqtasid, ed. cAbd al-Halim Muhammad cAbd al-Halim and cAbd al-
Rahman Hasan Mahmud (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-Haditha, 1975), vol. 1, 17-18. The alliterative title, 
pointing to the work's character as a primer on Islamic Law, can be rendered in English as The 
Legal Interpreter's Beginning and the Mediator's Ending. 

2.  Macrifa: Similarly, carafa is translated as "to be cognizant" and carif as "cognizant" or "one who 
is cognizant." cIlm, on the other hand, is translated as "knowledge" or "science," calima as "to 
know," and cdlim as "knower" or "learned." It is important to preserve the distinctions between the 
Arabic terms in English — distinctions that seem to reflect those between gignoskein and 
epistasthai in Greek — because Averroës goes on to speak of human cognizance of God as well 
as of God's knowledge of particulars (see below, §§4,17). 

3.  In this treatise, Averroës uses the terms "book of God" and "precious Book" to indicate the 
Qur3an. The numbers within brackets refer to chapters and verses of the Qur°an. All translations 
from the Qur°an are my own. 

4.  Normally the term qiyds is translated as "syllogism," this being an abridgment of "syllogistic 
reasoning." Here and in what follows, I translate it as "syllogistic reasoning" in order to bring out 
the way Averroës seems to be using the term. 

5.  The rest of the verse reads, "... one of those who have certainty." 

6.  Al-mu'min: Throughout this treatise, amana is translated as "to have faith" and imdn as "faith," 
while i ctaqada is translated as "to believe," mu taqid as "believer," and itiqad as "belief." 

7.  Al-mutaqaddim: Comes from the same verb that has been translated heretofore as "set out"—
namely, taqaddama. 

8.  Actually, if the diameter of the earth is used as the unit of measure, it is about 109 times 
greater. 

9.  Munazara: Has the same root as nazar, translated throughout this treatise as "reflection." 

10.  That is, the western part of the Islamic world — North Africa and Spain. 



11.  As is evident from the subtitle of the treatise, hikma (wisdom) is used interchangeably with 
falsafa to mean "philosophy." Nonetheless, the original difference between the two is respected 
here in that hikma is always translated as "wisdom" and falsafa as "philosophy." 

12.  That is, the books of the Ancients referred to above. 

13.  The reference is to the Qur3an 16:69 where, speaking of bees, it is said, "There comes forth 
from their innards a drink of variegated colors in which there is healing for mankind." 

14.  That is, to all human beings — the red (or white) and the black. 

15.  Ikhraj daldlat al-lafz. min al-dalala al-haqiqiyya ila al-dalala al-mujdziyya: The language here is 
somewhat ambiguous and reads, literally, "drawing the significance of an utterance out from its 
true significance to its figurative significance." Heretofore, the term dalala has been translated as 
"indication." 

16.  Ajmaca: From it is derived the noun "consensus" (ijmdc). Consensus is accepted in some 
schools of Islamic Law as a root or source of Law after the Qur'an and Tradition (hadith). Its validity 
as a root of the Law comes from a Tradition that reports the Prophet to have declared, "Indeed, 
God would not let my nation form a consensus about an error." 

17.  Those who follow the theological teachings of Abu al-Hasan cAli al-Ashcari (260/873-324/935). 
He was a pupil of the Muctazilites (see below, §43 and n. 44). When two sets of dates are given 
and are separated by a slash mark, as here, the first set refers to the dates of the Anno Hejirae 
(that is, the Islamic calendar that starts with the Prophet's flight to Medina) and the second set to 
the common era. 

18.  The verse reads, "He it is who created for you everything that is in the earth; then He directed 
Himself up toward the heavens, and He made them congruous as seven heavens; He is 
knowledgeable about everything." The Tradition in question is, "God descends to the lower world." 

19.  Those who follow the teachings of Ahmad ibn Hanbal (164/780-241/855). A strict literalist, he 
was opposed to the Muctazilites. 

20.  The whole verse reads: "He it is who has sent down to you the Book; in it, there are fixed 
verses — these being the mother of the Book — and others that resemble one another. Those with 
deviousness in their hearts pursue the ones that resemble one another, seeking discord and 
seeking to interpret them. None knows their interpretation but God and those well grounded in 
science. They say, 'We believe in it; everything is from our Lord.' And none heeds but those who 
are mindful." 

The distinction between the "fixed verses" (dyat muhkamat) and those that "resemble one another" 
(mutashdbihdt) is that the former admit of no interpretation, whereas the latter are somewhat 
ambiguous or open-ended and do admit of interpretation — the question being, interpretation to 
what end? As will become evident in the sequel, there is some question as to where the clause 
explaining who "knows their interpretation" ends. Some hold that it ends after "God," so that the 
remainder of the verse reads, "And those well grounded in science say, 'We believe in it....'" 
Others, like Averroës, hold that it reads as presented here. See below, §16. 

21.  Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (450/1058-505/1111) was a famous theologian who, as Averroës 
observes below, attacked the philosophers. In Faysal al-tajriqa (Arbitrator of the distinction), al-
Ghazali explains the limits to be placed on charging others with unbelief and notes in particular that 
going against consensus is not to be considered unbelief. He gives two reasons for this: first, 
consensus usually concerns the branches of faith rather than the roots; second, it is very difficult to 



determine what there is consensus about. The roots of faith are three, according to al-Ghazali: faith 
in God, in his messenger, and in the hereafter. See Al-qusur al-cawdli min rasa'il al-Imam al-
Ghazali (Cairo: al-Jundi, n.d.), 161-68, especially 165-66. 

Abu al-Macali al-Juwayni (419/1028-478/1085), who is also known as Imam al-Haramayn, was an 
Ashcarite theologian and also al-Ghazali's teacher. 

22.  Aimmat al-nazar: Literally, "leaders of reflection." 

23.  Al-nazariyyat: Literally, "reflective matters." Unless otherwise noted, all future occurrences of 
the term "theoretical" are to translate this adjectival sense of nazar. 

24.  A transmission is deemed to be uninterrupted when we know that one person has related the 
particular doctrine to another through the ages so that it comes down to us with no break in the 
chain of authorities attesting to its authenticity. This is one of the criteria for judging the soundness 
of Traditions about the Prophet; see the next note. 

25.  Muhammad ibn Ismacil al-Bukhari (194/810-256/870) is the author of one of the six canonical 
collections of Tradition — that is, accounts of things the Prophet and his companions said and did. 
cAli ibn Abu Talib (d. 41/661) was the fourth orthodox caliph. 

26.  The charge is brought by al-Ghazali at the very end of his book, but he deftly sidesteps the 
question associated with it of whether those who accept such beliefs are to be put to death; see 
Tahafut al-faldsifa, ed. Maurice Bouyges (Beirut: Imprimerie Catholique, 1927), 376.2-10; also 21-
94, 223-38, and 

344-37. In addition to attempting to defend the philosophers here, Averroës wrote a detailed 
refutation of al-Ghazali's charges in the Tahafut al-tahafut, ed. Maurice Bouyges (Beirut: 
Imprimerie Catholique, 1930), 4—117, 455—68, and 580—86; see also 587. The English 
translation by Simon Van Den Bergh, Averroës' Tahafut al-Tahafut (The Incoherence of the 
Incoherence) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1954), has Bouyges's page numbers in the 
margins. Abu Nasr al-Farabi was born in 257/870 and died in 339/950; Abu cAli al-Husayn ibn 
Sina, or Avicenna, was born in 370/980 and died in 428/1037. 

27.  See Faysal al-tafriqa, 168-71. Averroës thus reads this subsequent passage as modifying the 
earlier assertion (pp. 163-64) that the philosophers are to be charged with unbelief for what they 
say about God's knowledge of particulars and their denial of the resurrection of bodies and 
punishments in the next life. 

28.  See above, §14 and n. 20. 

29. That is, the verses of the Qur°an; and this becomes clear in what follows. 

30.  In his Middle Commentary on Aristotle's Categories, Averroës explains Aristotle's account of 
homonymous names as follows: 

He said: things having homonymous — that is, shared — names are things which have not a 
single thing in common and shared, except for the name alone. The definition of each one which 
makes its substance understood according to the way it is denoted by that shared name is different 
from the definition of the other one and is particular to what it defines. An example of that is the 
name "animal" said of a depicted man and of a rational man. 



See Averroës' Middle Commentaries on Aristotle's Categories and De Interpretatione, trans. 
Charles E. Butterworth (South Bend, Ind.: St. Augustine's Press, 1998), section 3, from which the 
above translation comes. The term "shared" can also be understood as "ambiguous"; see sections 
57-58. 

Though al-jalal is usually used to speak of something that is momentous or magnificent, it can also 
be used to signify what is paltry or petty. The basic sense oial-sarim is that of cutting; thus, it is 
used to speak both of daybreak or dawn as though cut off from the night and of night as though cut 
off from the day. See E. W. Lane, An Arabic-English Lexicon (1877; reprint, London: Islamic Texts 
Society, 1984), 1684 col. 3. 

31.  Namely, the Epistle Dedicatory. For an explanation of the title of this work and of its subtitle, 
The Question the Shaykh Abu al-Walid Mentioned in the Decisive Treatise, as well as of its place 
with respect to the Decisive Treatise and the third part of the trilogy — the Kashf can mandhij al-
adillafi caqa:'id al-milla (Uncovering the methods of proofs with respect to the beliefs of the religious 
community)—see the introduction to the Epistle Dedicatory. 

32.  Sabab facil: Unless otherwise noted, sabab is always translated as "reason" in this treatise. 
However, to render the term sabab fdcil as "reason agent" here would make no sense. 

33.  The term is facil and, were it not for the declaration at the end of the next paragraph, might 
better be rendered here as "Maker." 

34.  That is, the Traditions concerning what the Prophet said and did (al-sunna); see above, n. 25. 
This is one of the roots or sources of the divine Law, along with the QurDan and consensus. 

35.  Ijtihdd: Refers to personal judgment about an interpretation of the Law. 

36.  Asbdb, sing, sabab: See n. 32 above. 

37.  Existing things are identified by al-Ghazali as: dhati (essential), hissi (sense-perceptible), 
khiydli (imaginary), caqli (intelligible), and shibhi (figurative); see Faysal al-tafriqa, 150-56. Though 
al-Ghazali definitely enumerates these five sorts or ranks of existing things and explains them with 
respect to interpretations, Averroës' uncertainty here about how many sorts or kinds al-Ghazali 
actually enumerated implies that the account is not obvious. He may be referring to the way al-
Ghazali excludes the first rank — essential — from being interpreted or, alternatively, to the way al-
Ghazali brings together the sense-perceptible and imaginary ranks. 

38.  See above, §14 and n. 18. 

39.  See above, §§14 and 16 and nn. 20 and 28. 

40.  Tanbih al-fitar: Literally, "alert the innate dispositions." 

41.  The verse is by cImran ibn Hittan al-Sadusi, a poet who lived in the seventh century. South 
Arabian tribes were considered to be Yamanites, whereas north Arabian tribes — among them the 
Macaddi — were considered to be Adnanites. 

42.  The verse is part of Luqman's instruction to his son by way of preaching and reads in full, "And 
thus Luqman said to his son, while preaching to him, 'Oh, son, do not associate [other gods] with 
God, for associating [other gods with God] is surely a major wrong.'" Averroës uses it to illustrate 
how great the injustice or wrong can become when the learned, prohibited from reading 



demonstrative books, are led to ignorance of the greatest of all beings, God, and thus to 
polytheism. 
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[Epistle : Damima] 198 

THE QUESTION MENTIONED BY THE SHAYKH 

ABUL-WALID IN THE DECISIVE TREATISE 

[We shall try to solve your problem about God’s Knowledge.] 

May God prolong your power, continue to bless you, and keep you out of 
sight of misfortunes! 199 

By your superior intelligence and Abundant talents you have surpassed many 
of those who devote their lives to these sciences, and your sure insight has led 
you to become aware of the difficulty that arises about the eternal, Glorious 
Knowledge,’ 200 on account of Its being connected with the things originated 
by It. It is therefore our obligation, in the interests of truth and of ending your 
perplexity, to resolve this difficulty, after formulating it; for he who does not 
know how to tie a knot cannot untie it. 201 

[The problem: How can God be aware of a change in reality without a 
corresponding change occurring in His eternal Knowledge?] 

The difficulty is compelling, as follows. If all these things were in the 
Knowledge of God the Glorious before they existed, are they in their state of 
existence [the same] in His Knowledge as they were before their existence, or 
are they in their state of existence other in His Knowledge than they were 
before they existed? If we say that in their state of existence they are other in 
God’s Knowledge than they were before they existed, it follows that the eternal 
Knowledge is subject to change, and that when they pass from nonexistence to 
existence, there comes into existence additional Knowledge: but that is 
impossible for the eternal Knowledge. 202 If on the other hand we say that the 
Knowledge of them in both states is one and the same, it will be asked, ‘Are 
they in themselves’, i.e. the beings which come into existence, ‘the same before 
they exist as when they exist?’ The answer will have to be ‘No, in themselves 
they are not the same before they exist as when they exist’; otherwise the 
existent and the non-existents 203 would be one and the same. If the adversary 
admits this, he can be asked, ‘Is not true knowledge acquaintance with 
existence as it really is?’ If he says ‘Yes’, it will be said, ‘Consequently if the 
object varies in itself, the knowledge of it must vary; otherwise it will not be 
known as it really is’. Thus one of two alternatives is necessary: either the 
eternal Knowledge varies in Itself, or the things that come into existence are 
not known to It. But both alternatives are impossible for God the Glorious. 
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This difficulty is confirmed by what appears in the case of man: His 
knowledge of non-existent things depends on the supposition of existence, 
while his knowledge of them when they exist depends <on existence itself>. 
For it is self-evident that the two states of knowledge are different; otherwise 
he would be ignorant of things’ existence at the time when they exist. 

[God’s foreknowledge of all change does not solve the problem, as the 
theologians think, for the actual occurrence of the change presumably adds 
something new to His Knowledge.] 

It is impossible to escape from this [difficulty] by the usual answer of the 
theologians about it, that God the Exalted knows things before their existence 
as they will be at the time of their existence, in respect of time, place and other 
attributes proper to each being. For it can be said to them: ‘Then when they 
come to exist, does there occur any change or not?’, with reference to the 
passage of the thing from non-existence to existence. If they say ‘No change 
occurs’, they are merely being supercilious. But if they say ‘There does occur a 
change’, it can be said to them: ‘Then is the occurrence of this change known 
to the eternal Knowledge or not?’ Thus the difficulty is compelling. In sum, it 
can hardly be conceived that the knowledge of a thing before it exists can be 
identical with the knowledge of it after it exists. Such, then, is the formulation 
of this problem in its strongest possible form, as we have explained it to you in 
conversation. 204 

[Nor is Ghazali’s solution satisfactory. He regards God’s Knowledge as a 
term in a relation, which does not change in itself when that to which it is 
related, the known object, changes its relation to it. But knowledge is a 
relation, not a related term.] 

The [full] solution of this difficulty would call for a lengthy discourse; but 
here we shall only go into the decisive point of the solution. Abu Hamid in his 
book entitled The disintegration wanted to resolve this difficulty in a way 
which carries no conviction. 205 He stated an argument the gist of which is as 
follows. He asserted that knowledge and the object known are related; and as 
one of two related things may change without the other changing in itself, this 
is just what seems to happen to things in the Knowledge of God the Glorious: 
they change in themselves, but the Knowledge of God the Glorious about them 
does not change. A parallel case of related things would be if a single column 
were first on the right of Zayd and then came to be on his left: meanwhile Zayd 
206 would not have changed in himself. But this [argument] is not correct. For 
the relation has changed in itself: the relation which was a right-handed one 
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has become a left-handed one, and the only thing which has not changed is the 
subject of the relation, i.e. its bearer, Zayd. If this is so, and knowledge is the 
relation itself, it must necessarily change when the object known changes, just 
as, when the column changes [its position], the relation of the column to Zayd 
changes, coming to be a left-handed relation after having been a right-handed 
one. 

[The correct solution is that the eternal Knowledge is the cause of beings, 
not their effect as originated knowledge is. Therefore It does not change 
when they change.] 

The way to resolve this difficulty, in our opinion, is to recognize that the 
position of the eternal Knowledge with respect to beings is different from the 
position of originated knowledge with respect to beings, in that the existence 
of beings is a cause and reason for our knowledge, while the eternal Knowledge 
is a cause and reason for beings. If, when beings come to exist after not having 
existed, there occurred an addition in the eternal Knowledge such as occurs in 
originated knowledge, it would follow that the eternal Knowledge would be an 
effect of beings, not their cause. Therefore there must not occur any change 
such as occurs in originated knowledge. The mistake in this matter has arisen 
simply from making an analogy between the eternal Knowledge and originated 
knowledge, i.e. between the supra sensible and the sensible; and the falsity of 
this analogy is well known. Just as no change occurs in an agent when his act 
comes into being, i.e. no change which has not already occurred, so no change 
occurs in the eternal Glorious Knowledge when the object of Its Knowledge 
results from It. 

Thus the difficulty is resolved, and we do no, have to admit that if there 
occurs no change, i.e. in the eternal Knowledge, He does not know beings at 
the time of their coming into existence just as they are; we only have to admit 
that He does not know them with originated knowledge but with eternal 
Knowledge. 

For the occurrence of change in knowledge when beings change is a condition 
only of knowledge which is caused by beings, i.e. originated knowledge. 

[The philosophers hold that God knows particulars with eternal 
Knowledge, not that He does not know them at all. Indeed, they consider 
that His knowledge is the cause of their coming into existence, also that It 
sends premonitions of particulars in dreams.] 
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Therefore eternal Knowledge is only connected with beings in a manner 
other than that in which originated knowledge is connected with them. This 
does not mean that It is not connected at all, as the philosophers have been 
accused of saying, in the context of this difficulty, that the Glorious One does 
not know particulars. Their position is not what has been imputed to them; 
rather they hold that He does not know particulars with originated knowledge, 
the occurrence of which is conditioned by their occurrence, since He is a cause 
of them, not caused by them as originated knowledge is. This is the furthest 
extent to which purification [of concepts] 207 ought to be admitted. 

For demonstration compels the conclusion that He knows things, because 
their issuing from Him is solely due to His knowing; it is not due to His being 
merely Existent or Existent with a certain attribute, but to His knowing, as the 
Exalted has said: ‘Does He not know, He who created? He is the Penetrating, 
the Omniscient! 208 But demonstration also compels the conclusion that He 
does not know things with a knowledge of the same character as originated 
knowledge. Therefore there must be another knowledge of beings which is 
unqualified, 209 the eternal Glorious Knowledge. And how is it conceivable 
that the Peripatetic philosophers could have held that the eternal Knowledge 
does not comprehend particulars, when they held that It is the cause of 
warning in dreams, of revelation, and of other kinds of inspiration? 210 

[Conclusion] 

This is the way to resolve this difficulty, as it appears to us; and what has 
been said is incontestable and indubitable. It is God who helps us to follow the 
right course and directs us to the truth. Peace on you, with the mercy and 
blessings of God. 

 


