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NEW LIGHT OXN 'THE POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY OF
AVERROES

CHarirs E. BUTrsrworTH

verroés once spoke very sharply about al-Ghazzali, even going

so far as t accuse him of changing allegiances 1o suit e occasion

or, as we might say. of trying 1o be all things to all people.! How-

ever appropriate the accusation may have been in that contro-
versy, it inevitably comes back to haunt its author whenever the secondary
literature about his thought is considered. Indeed, were Averroés o be
judged solely on the basis of the secondary literature, he would necessarly
be found guilty of having completely suceeeded in doing thar of which he
accused al-Ghazzali. The extent to which the secondary literature accuses
Avenods of having tried 10 be ail things o all people is especially evident in
the scholarly debates about whether he should be considered more a disciple
of Anistotle or of Neoplatonic thought, as well as in the great cottroversy
about his religious standing - i.¢., whether he is to be classed arnong those
taithiul to the tenets of Tslam or among the unfaithful.

Behind these controversies lie questions of major significiunce to students
of Islamic philosophy, but heretofore arguments that Averroés was primarily
an Aristotelian have been largely limited to the well-known fact that he
commented very extensively on most of Aristotle’s works and highly praised
the Stagirite for his acute perception. Consequently, little attention has heen
given to the fact that Averroés saw nothing inconsistent in his attempt 10
complete his statement ahout politics by writing a commentary on Plato’s
Repubire rather than on Aristotle’s Politics. Precisely because he considered a
kind of harmany to exist between Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics and Plato's
Republic, a harmony similar to the one existing between Aristotle’s Nicomackean
Litfues and his Politics, the claims that Averroés may have been more partial
t6 one of the two Greek philosophers or to a particular school interpretation
of them becomc less important than an investigation of how he thought it
possible to harmonize these authors and books.? Similarly. now that more
s known about the logical writings of Averrogs and his concern about speak-
mg 1n different ways to diflerent people is more thoroughly recognized.
the arguments ahout his standing as a Muslim must give way to deeper
questions about his thoughts concerning the relation between religion and
politics. In his logical writings Averroés explained that the reason for the
distinctions in specch was his awareness of the importance of speect: to political
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community, as well as his awareness that prescrvation of the political com-
munity was an essential requisite for decent human life. Consequently,
it is necessary to wonder whether those works heretofore most consulted by
scholars to determine his religious orthodoxy (i.e., The Decisive Treattse and
The Destruction of the Destruction) arc representative of his deepest thoughts on
religion {or, more precisely, on the relation between reason and revelation}
or whether they have a more limited and specifically political goal. By his
own admission, these works were addressed to a general audience and used
arguments appropriate to such an audience, The question of his religious
orthodoxy thus depends on a better appreciation of his understanding of the
way in which religion is taught to a people and how it affects political life.

It appears, then, that previous scholarly concerns really require a better
understarding of why Averroés thought the political community to be
essential to decent human life. "They also seem to point to the question of what
way he thought it should be ordered to bring about such an end, as well as
how he thought the philosophy of Aristotle and Plato were in agreement about
these issues. His most explicit political writings {the Commentary on Aristotle’s
Nieomachean Ethics and the Commentary on Plato’s Republic ) not only raise these
issues ; by their very subject matter they promise to clarify them.

According to Averroés, his Commentary on Aristotle’s Niwcomachean Ethics
presents his teaching about the first or theoretical part of politics, and his
Commentary on Plato’s Republic presents his teaching about the second or prac-
tical part. When introducing the reader to the second, and admittedly
more public, part of this teaching, Averroés explained the reason why he
divided his political teaching into two parts. Although politics is to be classed
among the practical sciences because of the naturce of its subject matter and
hasic principles. as well as because of the nature of its end, there is a somewhat
theoretical part of politics. That somewhat theoretical part is concerned with
the general issues on which individual political actions are based, just as other
practical arts have a somewhat theoretical side in addition to their simply
practical function, For Averrods, medicine was the best example of this
mixture of theory and practice in explicitly practical arts. Once the general
view of the subject matter and basic principle of politics was presented, it was
passible to understand how politics might he practiced, i.e.. what should be
done so that the end discovered in the theoretical part of the science could
be brought about in fact.* What these general remarks mean for an under-
standing of the political thought of Averroés can best be determined by taking
a closer look at his description of that theoretical part of politics.

Although quite faithful to the order ol Avistode’s book. Averrois” Com-
mentary on Aristotls Nicomachean Ethics is much more explicithy poligeal than
Anstotie’s text. This more explicitly political teaching was presented by
subtle changes in the emphasis of Aristotle’s argurnent. For example, when
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Aristotle argued that the hierarchy which one can discern in arts, inquiries,
practical pursuits, and choices insofar as each aims at some end suggests that
all things aim at some end and that the end which would be most able to
control other ends would be most desirable, Averroés concurred. Similarly,
Averrogs agreed with Aristotle’s conditional argument about politics being
the art which furnishes the end most desirable for its own sake. The argument
for both was that if the political art orders all the activities pursued in a city,
and if all activities seck some end, the political art must order all the other
activities insuch a way as to bring about a greater and more desirable end than
any onc of them might be able to bring about. However, this very agreement
provides the grounds for the beginning of a basic disagreement. Whereas

Aristotle subsequently remained silent about the political implications of

that conditional argument and concentrated his efforts upon the search for
the most desirable end, Averroés refused to allow those political implications
to remain silently implicit. Thus, he insisted throughout his commentary
that the major purpose of the speech ahout ethics was governance of the city
in general and, more specifically, the good to be sought in such governance.!
Io a similar manner, he followed Aristotle’s method in scarching for a
determination of the most desirable end, or happiness, but was much more
explicit than Aristotle when confessing the limits imposed upon this particular
quest by the context in which it took place—i.e., a political or practical con-
text. Thus, when Anistotle mentioned the tentativeness of such a study and
cautioned the reader against cxpecting too much in the way of demonstrable
answers, Averro€s emphasized the limits of the inquiry even more strongly
and told the reader where a fuller discussion of the subject could he found.
Thatis, he explained thata fuller discussion of the most desirable end belonged
to an Inqury as theoretical as logic or first philesophy, ie., metaphysics,
Unlike Aristotle, Averroés explicitly stated the reasons why the problems
connected with ultimate happiness could not be fully examined in this book
on moral habits: this book has a practical goal and therefore contains logical
promises which are more general and less demonstrable tun those used in
explicitly theoretical books; any student of the logical arts was expected to
recognize the necessary limitations on practical arts and thus to understand
the limitations of this book.* In general, then, Averrogs seized upon the
political character of Aristotle’s ethical teaching and ordered his comments
around that political character. Atone point, he even went so far as to insist.
despite Aristotle’s silence on the matter, that what was under discussion in the
treatise was nothing less than the most noble art: that of ruling a city.$
Averrots’ loquacity about things concerning which Aristotle was silent
must be contrasted with his silence about things concerning which Aristotle
was loquacious. For instance, despite numerous references by Aristotle
the divine character of happiness, Averrots never seized the opportunity o
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speak about the happiness peculiar to citizens in a community enlightened
by revealed religion, nor did he mention the happiness of the life to come.”?
In fact, when Aristotle spoke about the opinions men held about whether
happiness was something which must extend heyond death and treated the
subject as something which was a matter of utter speculation, Averrogés
treated the matter in the very same way. Fwven more surprising to a reader
who might expect Averros to have been intent on pointing out how Islamic
teaching altered Aristotle’s idcas is that Averroés made no attempt to go
bevond Aristotle’s thoughts about whether the actions of the living could
affect the happiness of the dead. Instead, he commented on Aristotle’s
reasons and suggested their correctness solely on the basis of what is known to
unassisted human reason.® Nowhere in his Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean
Ethues is there evidence that Averroés believed it necessary to modify Aristotle’s
general statements about happiness in the light of anything peculiar to his
umeor place. Inshort, Averroés presented his comments as though addressed
 aman who wanted to know about the highest, practical questions he might
consider when trying to decide how 1o rule a city.

Differently stated, for Averrods the theoretical part of politics was
supposed to teach that political rule should be directed to the bappiness of the
citizens, and it contained some general indications of what the elements of
that happiness might be. That happiness was apparently a happiness of this
life alone. More importantly, as presented in the theoretical part of politics,
happiness seemed to be a result of training and to be directed to practice.
[t was no more a happiness of intellectual development than it was the hap-
piness of another life. Thus, even though it was admitted that intellectual
happiness or contemplation might be the highest kind of happiness, the book
containing the presentation of the theoretical part of politics limited the
presentation of happiness to a discussion of the kind of happiness atainable
Inv most people: the discussion of contemplative lappiness was explicitly
assignied to another book. just as the discussion of how o bring about the kind
of happiness attinable by most people was assigned 1o another hook.  If
anvthing. Averroes was much more emphatic about excluding a consideration
of contemplative happiness lrom the theoretical statement of polites than
he was about excluding a consideration of the happiness pertinent to the
other life. Whereas his ideas about the latter kind of happiness can be gathered
only from svhitever signilicance is attached to his silence ahout the matter.,
he explicitly relegated the discursion of contemplative happiness to other
kinds of discussion,

Stnilar instances ol unexpected loquacity and silence oecur in the discussion
devoted to Aristotle’s views about natural L, Although Averrods tollowed
the basic thread of Aristotle's explanations, even to the extent of agreeing that
saerifices represented conventional aspeets of Justice. he said nothing
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suggest that natural law might have some ;11T111%t}' to divine l;m.', More im-
portantly, Averrofs completeh overlooked Aristotle’s stuggestion that the
justice of the gods might everywhere be the same even it the Jjustice of man
admits of variery.? This does not mean tial Averroés st out negleet all of
Aristotle’s references to divine matters, but it does suggest that he was more
concerned about examining the general significance of Aristotie’s ideas lh;‘m
he was about applving these ideas to the generally received opinions n‘[ a
particular community. As a consequence he did not strive to make an explicit
correction of Aristotle’s explanations which reflected pagan theology or
Greek convention. though he often corrected those remarks without
alluding to Arstotle’s error. For example, when Aristote spoke abow
justice as something basically humarn because it implied having no more than
a proper amount of just things. whereas the gods coutd pr(-sunmbl}' never ]1;.1\'(-
toomuch of just things, Averroés suggested a different reason for justice heing
a basically human concepl: namely, there is a certain limit w0 the amount
ol Justice men might achieve since there is a different order of justice typical
of divinity which men can never artain. Again. in trying to decide whether
a man could treat himsclf unjustly, Aristotle pointed out that even though
suicide was something not expressly permitted by the law, a man who coni-
mitted suicide would have to be called unjust since whatever the law did
not expressly permit, it prohibited.  Although Averroes [i')llnw.(‘('l Arislnt!t-'s
general argument closely, he simply ignored the involved reasoning regarding
suicide and explained that suicide was unjust becausc it was prohibited by the
law; as a result, he had to put suicide into a category of unjust acts other than
the category denoted by Aristotle. 10 o
To be sure, part of the reason for Averroés’ failure 1o make explicit !ns
correction of such explanations by Aristotle and for his reluctance to point
out the minor differences in interpretation arising from Aris[otlt"”s {']]SI].TI(‘l
theology must derive [rom Averrofs’ concern about his whole ph1lnsu')p|u_(‘;li
praject. In trying to make Greek philosophy better known to fellow Musdims
and in his own personal acceptance of Greek philosophy, he always had to
he wary of the claim that the ways of the Greeks were so different from those
of the Mustims that nothing at all could be learncd from them and that no
steadfast Muslim should place faith in Greek tcachings." Sdill, such a prac-
tical consideration explains at best only a certain terseness in Averroes
style; it does not at all account for any of his attempts to cxtend Aristotle’s
remarks. Only Averroés’ conviction that the teaching presented in the

Nicomachean Ethics constituted the theoretical part of thc practical art of

politics can explain his liberal expansion of Aristodle’s rf:mzlrks. o |

Throughout the Nicomachean Eihics, the goal of Aristotle’s inquiry was
that end at which all arts and sciences, and especially the must authoritative
arts and sciences, aim. Because politics appeared to he the most authoritative
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art, the art which directed the activities of all the other arts and sciences,
its end seemed to be identical with the end to which the Inquiry was dirccted.
At least that is the way matters appeared to him at the start. However, as
the Inquiry progressed. it hecame mereasingly evident that there was a
difference hetween the uliimate end to which some men could aspire and the
end which the political art songht to bring about. In part the investigation
of the intellectuad virtues contributed to this concluston, for it hecame clear
inthat investigation that prudence was subordinate to theoretical wisdom.
Le., that theoretical wisdom was of a higher order than prudence. Since
prudence was the intellectl svirme of the political art, the art of poelitics
sould have 1o be consicered 1o be of a lower order tha the art whose virtne
wis theoretical wisdom.  Neither Aristotle 1nor Averrods did more than
sugeest these consequences until the disenssion turmed (o the consideration
of ultimate happiness, Once it became evident that contemplation was
more likely o be ultimate happiness hecanse it represented the best kind of
activity, the end of politics eould no lomger be said 0 be identical with that
highest goal - the activity of the political art being quite ditferent from
contemplative activity,

Sull. properly directed. the activity of the political art could be in
accordanee with, and foster. exeellence, The excellence s fostered also
had the advannage of heing more readily wecessible (o most lmman Deings.
Aristote was concerned at the end of s mauiry to indicate how that ex-
cellence, moral virtue, conld he engendered i others. In order 10 examine
thaet qquestion. he reflected on the foree of v, “The conditional argument
which provided the grounds for his turn from the investigation of the Avco-
machean Lihio 1o that of the Polities was - “surely he who wanes to make men.
whether many or few. better by his care must try 10 become capiable of legis-
hating, ifitis througii laws that we can become good.™ Support tor acceptance
of that condition had been prepared by the immediately preceding eonsidera-
tion of how virtue might hest he tostered, a1 consideration which ended hy
placing heavy criphasis on the good effect of habimation backed by some
kind of necessity or force. So there was a strong mplication. but only an
tuplication. that Aristote intended to study the art of Tegislation in order to
bearn how men could be made good, Le.. inorder to discover what laws would
be most apt w engender in citizens the kind of habits that lead to moral
virtue. There was no mplication that Aristotic considered the Inequiry begun
i the Nicomachean Ethics o represent the dicoretical part of the subsequent
mvestigation: it seemed, rather. that one incidental aspect of the earlier
nGuiry- -how men could be trained in moral virtue -raised questions which
vonld only be answered by locking more carefully at the legislative art.
~ The difference between Averrois and Aristotle arises in part from the
laet that Averroés did not at all think Anstotle’s turn from the discussion of
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the . Vicomachean Etfnce 1o the Pofitics was based on a conditional svllogism.
Because 1t appeared to him to be so obvious that men could be made good
only by laws, he was persuaded thatin the Pofitics Aristotle intended to answer
the very practical question of which laws swould make men good '* However.,
Averroes was of the opinion that Aristotle’spursuit of such a practical question
{ollowed directly from the conclusion reached by the theoretical investigation
of the Neomachean Ethics. "That is, Averroes did not consider the inquiry into
the legislative art as a pursuit of problems which arose incidentally. To him,
the problem of training men in moral virtue had guided the whole inquiry of
the Newmnachean Ethics, even though it had become an explicit problem only
towarcts the end of the book. The Meeomachean Etlies constituted the theoreti-
cal part of the political art because the investigation presented in that ook
resulted in general ideas about moral virtue and explained how the cultiviation
of moral virtue was intimately refated to the political art. Once these general
ideas had been set forth, it was the task of the practical part of the poliical
art to investigate particular instances in which they might be applied.
That Averroés held this opinion about what Aristotle had done in the
Aeomachean Ethies and intended 10 do in the Pofifies explains whiy he was
so much more outspoken than Aristotle about the limits of the inquiry and
about the necessity of investigating contemplative happiness by othersciences,
Thatis. because he perceived the purpose of the Nicomachean Ethics as disinedy
political, he was intent upon removing any considerations which would
detract from that political purpose.'* Nonctheless. that Averrois assigned
contemplative happiness to a different kind of investigation, does not imply
that it had no relation 1o the happiness attained in poliucal life. To the
contrary, he argued that the investigation into the legislative art would he
guided by the mtellectual virtue of theoretical wisdom rather than hy pru-
denece-—an opinion virtually without support from Aristotle’s  Nieomackean
Fihies, butswhich is grounded on Averroés’ argument that the asic difference
between theoretical and practical arts arises from differences in the subject
matter and the purposes of the imvestigation rather than from the intellectual

virtue directing the inquiry inte these different arts.”™  The significance of

his argument that theoretical wisdom would guide the investigation into the
legislative art is that the very intellectual virtue which was said 10 lead
contemplative happiness is also supposed to indicate the substance of political
happiness. In other words, the difference between the happiness which most
men could ultimately hope (o attain by virtuous conduct in a political com-
munity and that which a [ew men could ultimately hope to attain by contem-
plation need not be construed as a qualitative difference. Thus, while the
presentation of Aristotle’s teaching about happiness in the Commentary on
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics is very sccular, it prepares the more particularly
Islamic presentation of happiness of the Conmientary on Plato’s Republic 1
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Indeed. when Averrogs presented what he called the practical part of
his politcal teaching, he did not at all hesitate to remind the reader of the
crucial diflerence separating the anthor of the commentary and the anthor
of the original text fn time and place. Many of the general observations
arrived acin the theoretical part of his politeal waching were modified in
the discussion of the practical part by conventions ol which he was acutely
aware.' Inaddition to these explicit references o pirticular circumstances
which indicate hos general ideas would e modified in their application,
Averrols’ Commmentary on Plato™ Repeblic s marked by an emphisis on the
educational tusk of the ruder. That i, Averrois interpreted Plito as having
taught that the bese ruler was i man with theoretical know ledee of practical
matters whosought to instruct the populace by rhetoricaland peetical speech.
Such an interpretation enabled him to argue that the ruier of an actual
political comnuunity must be able o speak in different wavs to different people
and ought to haves knowledge of political matters based on something other
than pracucal wisdom.

However, Aristote’s decision (o investigate the Tegislative art was
partly due to doubt about the eflectiveness of mere speech for training citizens
m moral virtue. As Averrois uoted. Plato also saw the need for something
more than speech i citizens were to be trained in moral virtue, Inall respects.
then Averrols” mterpretation of Plato’s Repeblie corresponds (o the demands
ol the practical part of polities, [t also seenis 1o be a natural sequel o Aris-
wde’s Neomachean Eifies. i Averrois’ argument about theoretical wisdom
saiding practical wisdom can reallv he attributed o Aristotle. But sinec it
wgenerally known that Aristotle did not accept that argument in the Politics.
Averrols” attemipred substitution must be rejected. Such a rejection, while
voncluding the presentdiscussion. poses i inportant question for all students
of Averrogs” political eaching: i what wav does it make sense to say that
theoretical wisdom can guide practical maners?
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