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The 17th Discussion of Averroes' Twhafut al-Tehifut
examines the relation between efficient causes and their
effects. At the same time, it also reveals both the funda-
mental point at issue between the philesophers, al-Ghazall,
and Averroes regarding causal efficacy and the basis for
their divergent approaches to it. At the close of his own
preface to the discussion, al-Ghazali states this point rather
suceinetly. Tt is necessary for us to discuss this matter
[necessary eonnection| in order to assert the existence of
miracles and for another reason, in order to preserve that
belief which those who are perfeet in belief have attained.
namely, that God can do all things."™! To al-CGhazali, the affir-
mation of necessury connection plainly entails a correspond-
ing denial of miracles and divine omnipotence, whereas a
denial of necessary connection at least allows for, although
it does not entail. an affirmation of miracles and divine
omnipotence. As is well known, the philosophers and Aver-
roes affirm necessary connection, while al-Ghuzall, for the
most part, denies it. But does it thereby follow that the
philosophers and Averroes deny miracles and divine omnip-
otence? It is this question which we hope to answer.

Given the eonjunetive form of al-GhazalTs injtial obser-
vation, it is natural to begin by determining the precise
seope of his claim against the philosophers. Does he want to
assert simply that there are miracles, or that Deity is om-
nipotent with respect to all things, or both taken together?

In fact, neither the philosophers nor Averrocs deny that
there have been instances of miracles in the past. What
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they do reject is the notion that God is absolutely omnipo-
tent in the sense that He can sever the relation between
causes and their effects. Because both the philosophers and
Averroes regard this relationship as necessary, albeit in
substantially different ways, they regard direct interven-
tion on the part of God as being quite impossible. Indeed
toward the end of the debate even al-Ghazali backs away
from the radical view that God has absolute power with
respect to afl things and lists several kinds of logical impos-
sibilities which not even God can affect.” But whether the
philosophers' and Averroes' denial of absolute omnipotence
cntails a denial of miracles as well remains an open ques-
tion. It depends of course on how they define miracles or. in
the absence of definition, what they cite as characteristie
examples. This must await an analysis of the sources.

In general, however, it can be stated that their responses
to the problem involve three different intellectual projects.
While the philosophers deny divine omnipotence and assert
necessury causal connections, they nonetheless wish to
identify at least certain kinds of miracles as extraordinary
instances of natural causation. By so deing, they hope to
imsure the possibility of scientific knowledge, which in their
opinion properly pertains to the causes of things. Their aim
is essentially epistemoloyrical.

Al-Ghazali. of course, affirms omnipotence and denies
necessary connections hetween causes and effects. In view
of his treatment of agency, this commits him either to the
view that every existent is miraculous, since it is created
ca nihilo and with an instantuneous temporal beginning, or
to the view that the miracles are only extraordinary moment-
creations of God, not His ordinary, recurrent creations.
Whichever it may be, al-Ghazall’s intention is elearly to
lend support to a source of knowledge he alveady has,
namely, Scripture, which affirms the omnipotence of God.
His project, in the final analysis, is theological.

Averroes, for his part, agrees with the philosophers that
Deily is not omnipotent and that the relations between
vauses und their effects are necessary, albeit in different
senses. But he insists that the existence of miracles simply
must 1.0t be doubted. For doing so compromises the prin-
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ciples by which moral virtue, itself a prerequisite of theo-
retical knowledge, is attained. Thus he attempts to separate
his defense of necessary connection from the issue of mira-
cles altogether, sharing thereby the philosophers’ aim of
insuring the possibility of scientific knowledge, but now
from a practical as well us a theoretical standpoint. His aim
is evidentially twofold: to protect the philosopher in his
pursuit of knowledge from unwarranted interference by
society, und to protect society from unwarranted assault on
its moral and political foundations by philosophers. In exam-
ining Averroes’ account of miracles, therefore, we shall
find that his project is, broadly sneaking. political.

Each ol these three thinkers undertakes to outline and
advance his project in the preface to Discussions 17 through
26, on "The Natural Seiences.” The preface first states the
philosophers” position on necessary connection. prognestica-
Lion, propheey, and miracles. This is followed by al-Ghazali's
brief eriticism of their views and Averroes’ evaluation of
both positions, Our analysis of their respective positions will
focus primarily on this introductory exchange rather than
the body of Discussion 17 itsell. We shall attempt first to
outiine the position of the philosophers, then that of al-
Ghazali, and finally that of Averroes toward both his philo-
sophie and theological counterparts in the diseussion.

The Philosophers on Miracles

The philosophers” conception of miracles is entirely deter
mined by thelr assertion that the connection observed to
exist between causes and effects is one of “consequence by
necessity”™ figtiviin talazum bi-Tdaritras or inseparability.
As this notion is then analyzed, twa distinet propositions
emerge: {11 there is no real capability tmageditr) or possi-
bility ¢imkanys. for the cuuse to exist without the effeet,
and (2} there is no real capability or possibility for the
effect to exist without the cause.”

The first proposition claims that 1a) causes have effects
and that (b) causes necessitate their effects or bring them
into existence necessarily. The second proposition asserts
in turn that (a} effects have causes and (b) that effects must
have causes. But it does not suggest that effecls necossi-
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tate their causes or bring them into existence necessarily.
[nterestingly, an oceasionalist like al-Ghazali could accept
the second proposition if it were clear that the cause which
any given effect must have, is God. A Humean could like-
wisc accept it, on the assumption that the cause which any
effect must have is a prior event that is regularly conjeined
with it. But neither could accept the first proposition, as
Avicenna, the chief representative of the philosophers, does.

What prompts him to link the two propositions together
is his view that the relation between causes and their
cffects is characterized by reciprocity or mutual entail-
ment. On this analysis, we find once again that causal
necessity is presented as but another variety of logical
necessity, namely, that which Avicenna claims to find in the
domain of particular existents and events.* What is more,
any interruption in this relation is ex hypothesi impossible,
since unything that is “necessary of existence” is defined as
something which cannot be supposed not to exist without
the occurrence of an impossibility.5 Any miracle, therefore,
which is coneeived as an interruption in the course of
nature fal-mu<pizal al-kharige -1-cadt ) is thus ruled out of
court & priori.

When confronted with narratives from the Quran tell-
ing, for example, of Moses' staff being changed into a
serpent, or the resurrection of the dead, or the splitting of
the moon to herald the final Judgment, the philosophers
either resort to allegory or question the authenticity of the
text itself. Thus they interpret the miracle of the staff as an
indication that the demonstrations, in Moses' hands, were
sufficient to refute the views of the impious magicians. The
resurrection connotes the end of ignorance, which is likened
to death. The cleavage of the moon is something they are
said to deny outright. In their view, only three kinds of
miracles can oceur, and these are not so much interruptions
of the course of nature as they are extraordinary exten-
sions of it.% All three involve the unusual psychic powers
of prophets.

The first is imaginative revelation invelving the prog-
nostication of concrete events in the future. According to
this theory, of which Avicenna is clearly the author,” forms,
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including the causal laws of nature, cmanate from the celes-
tial Intelligences upon the souls of their respective spheres.
Inasmuch as these celestial sonls arc associated with matter
as a particularizing clement and likewise have the power of
producing representations qua souls, they are able to rep-
resent the particular concatenations of causes and effects
which bring about conerete events in the future. In short,
they represent future events in their particularitsy.

These passages of the Qur'an which speak of such events
being inscribed on the Indelible Tablet by a Pen should
therefore be taken to refer to the souls of the spheres and
the scparate Intelligences respectively. Now when the
imaginative faculty of certain individuals achieves excep-
tional power over the five external senses, so as not to he
distracted by them, they become suitably disposed to
receive an emanation of these same representations from
the celestial souls. Metaphorically they are said to ohserve
the Indelible Tablet, since they can reveal the future in
prophetic diseourse.® This, for the philosophers, is a mirac-
ulous oceurrence, The miracle does not consist in an inter-
ruption in the course of nature, [or there is none. [t is to be
found rather in the extraordinary power and receptive
capacity of the prophet’s imagination.®

The second kind of miracle countenanced by the philoso-
phers, i.e., Avicenna and his followers, is intellectual reve-
lation, which they explain as extraordinary acumen, They
ohserve that just as some individuals eannot solve theeret-
ical problems in ¢ven very lenglhy periods of time, certain
others display such prodigious intellectual sagacity or
power of conjecture fgiiea al-huds), thal they can formu-
late demonstrative proofs to answer problems of this sort
in the shortest possible time. With no more than the middle
term of a syilogism or perhaps the major and the minor
only, they can reconstruct the proof and, indeed, derive
athers from it in rapid succession.

Insight for such persons requires only the slightest hint.
They require no human teacher to acquire their marvelous
and comprehensive knowledge of the intelligible world.
Learning by themselves, therefore, they progressively dis-
cover the links between the celestial and terrestrial realms
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and in this respect apparently go on to know all of the in-
telligibles themselves ffa-rabba nafsin mugaddasatin . . .,
Still, they do not acquire their knowledge entirely on their
own, since fully actualized intellects do not exist essentially
even in such extraordinary men as these. Rather it comes
to them by emanative overflow from another Intelligence in
which actual knowledge exists essentially. This is the uni-
versal Active Intelligence, which gives forms to all heings
in the sublunar sphere.!! While the prophet neceds no human
teacher, his prophoeey obviously demands a divine one.

The third and final eluss of miracles according to the
philosophers consists of those oceurrences which apparentiy
violate necessary eausal connections in nature but are in
fact only rare and extraordinary instances of them. These
include such prophetie acts as summoning storms, bringing
down thunderbolts, and producing earthquakes to punish
the wicked. How ean these phenomena be explained as
natural events? The philosophers’ aceount is onee agruin
presented within the framework of their psychology,

The human soul is not impressed upon the body of man
as its form, but is a substance in its own right associated
with the body! (ana nafsahu laysat muntabcatan fr-
badanihi). The soul, moreover, is so constituted that it has
both an impulse and a desire to regulate the activities of
the body, while the body and its faculties are created to be
governed by the soul. If it is possible for the soul to govern
the members of the body with whieh it is associated, despite
its essentially separate character, the philasophers reason
that it should be equally possible for it to affect the hehavior
of other material bodies from which it is also separate. All
that is required is a sufficiently high degree of productive
or practical psychic power fal-gfiwa al-nafsiya al-amaliya).
When tnis level of influence has been attained, “these things
[the aforementioned wonders) are generated from it without
any apparent natural cause” fwa-fafaweallady minhu hadhihi
al-'wmiiy min ghaivi fudiri sababin fabiiyin zahirin), but
only when matter is properly disposed.’ Clearly, howoever,
natural eauses which are not apparent and o which the
soul of the prophet is causally related represent the means
by which the event uitimately takes place. Once again, the
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miraculous character of the event lies in the extraordinary
psychokinetic powers of the prophet, not the absence or
disruption of real causal connections, whether they be mani-
fest or hidden.

This account of miracles presented by the philosophers
draws upon two distinet theories of causation. One of these.
as several scholars huve noted, 1s the Stoie conception of
“sympathy.” The other is the Neoplatonic theory of emana-
tion. What is not immediaiely evident, however, is that the
two theortes are essentially incompatible.

According to the doctrine of natural sympathy, every-
thing in the world is interrelated with everything else.
These reciprocal econnections existing between the world's
parts derive from the faet that it is an organic whole in an
entirely literal sense. The world is represented as a living
creature, animated by a soul which unites and pervades all
things in it. The Stoie doetrine further characterizes these
iterconnections us causal, so that the operation of cansal
etficacy throughout the universe is in principle unrestricted.
Causal "chaing,” such as they are. may proceed along verti-
cal, horizontal, and altogether oblique paths in u criss-cross
pattern, and in view of the world's animation, the links
need not be physical or mechanical in all cases. Causal
determinism in such a theory is ahsolute. Indeed it is.
properly speaking, a fatalistic account. Avicenna's concep-
tion of animated spheres endowed with particular repre-
sentations of all coneatenations of causes, the notion of
“indelibility " associated with the celestial Tablet, i.e., these
souls, and his theory of psychokinesis all refleet this Stoie
doctrine of sympathy.

The second theory, that of emanuation, asserts causal
mterrefations, to be sure, but they are universal. It is not
claimed that everything is causally related to everything
else. While cansal conneetions can be established over con-
stderable distances, and may even exist between things of
entirely different orders, the fundamental pattern of causal
efficacy exists in vertical chains only. The higher, more
powerful, and more real entities overflow and thereby pro-
duce or otherwise affect things which are lower, less power-
ful, and less real. Causal ehains may or may not intersect
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by chance. But it is not suggested that all events, including
these random intersections, could not have heen otherwise
or that their occurrence was known in advance hy any of
the hypostases. When Avicenna suggests therefore that
imaginative and intellectual prophecy are an overflow from
the celestial realm, that the prophet’s soul is holy and akin
to the divine, thereby having power over bodies in virtue of
its higher rank, or that the miracle may not occur ¢ matter
is not properly disposed, we can identify characteristic
elements of the theory of emanation.

The problem is that Avicenna’s aceount of miracle is
largely a conflation of the two theories rather than a syn-
thesis. As such, it involves several serious inconsistencies.
Either there are chance oceurrences or there arc not. I
there are, then clearly delineable causal sequences or chains
intersect at some one point. But for that very reason, they
cannot intersect at all points or be causally interrelated at
all points. Yet this is what the theory of sympathy asserts.

Secondly, it is difficult to see how the notion of causal
chains makes sense in a theory where everything is caus-
ally related to everything else, Instead of identifiable lines
of efficacy and influence, which can be initiated, diverted,
or impeded, we have what has been called a block universe,
where the identification of causal chains seems purely arhi-
trary. Particular effects are neither initiated, impeded, nor
altered by particular causes, nor are they attributable to
them. They are predueed rather by the previous state of
the universe as a whole, all of which is supposedly recorded
in the celestial souls.

This raises a third difficulty. It would seem that knowl-
edge, conceived as 4 capacity to identify and explain things
by their causes is impossible — for ordinary men, for proph-
ets, and even for the celestial souls themselves. For if
Avieenna seriously aceepts the Stoic thesis that everything
is causally related to everything else, what the knower
must know, whoever he may be, is nothing less than the
interrelations of everything in the universe past, present,
and future. These are surely infinite in number at any
given moment and unquestionably so, given the philoso-
phers’ belief in the eternity of the universe. Thus whatever
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the merits of the philosophers’ account as an attempl to
explain miracles within the framework of natural causa-
tion. it nevertheless founders by incorporating antithetical
assumptions in its formulation.

Al-Ghazili on Miracles

To the philosophers’ account of miracles, al-Ghazali offers,
surprisingly enough, u qualified endorsement. He allows
that “we do not deny anything of what they have men-
tioned and that [all] this may be the case regarding the
prophets; nevertheless we do rejeet their heing_sat.isficd
with only these cases.”" (n the face of it al-Ghazali appears
to have completely reversed himself on the issue. Yet the
reversal is more apparent than real, for he has already
denied the key assumption of Avicenna’s account—the
existenee of inseparable, necessary connections between
causes and their effects. Morcover, immediately after his
assessment of the philosophers’ acceount, he declares his
intention is to alfirm the oceurrence of miracles, without
qualification and thereby to give additional support to the
doctrine of divine omnipotence,

In point of fact al-Ghazali has conceded very little. What
remains of the original theory is really quite harmless.
Thus, for example, even al-Ghazali's occasionalist interpre-
tation of ageney allows for God to act through intermedi-
aries to achieve his purpose, whether these be angels,
prophets, or ordinary persons. They are simply instruments
of the [Dvine Will, not agents in their own right.

He likewise finds the notion of complete and irreversible
determinism quite compatible with his Ashvarite theolog-
iwal presuppositions. All that exists at any moment, he has
argued, is ereated ex rilito by Deity and determined in all
respeets by Him. Nothing, moreover, which is determined
by God is alterable, for al-Ghazali agrees with the philoso-
phers that the Divine Will is eternal and unchanging.’®
Whatsoever He has willed must oceur just as He willed it
from eternity.

Finally. among the particular events in the philosophers’
account of miracles, which are known and determined by
the eelestial souls, is the prophet’s own prophecy and what-
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ever miraculous activities he performs. In the absence of
any genuine agency or causal efficacy on the part of the
prophet, both his extraordinary mental endowments and
their concomitant achievements are referred to the realm
of divine activity and not to nature. Here again there
should be little wonder that al-Ghazali can accept this
account. It 1s, given his understanding of it, a mirror-image
of his own view.

Averroes on Miracles

Averroes’ treatment of miracles is not so much a sys-
tematic exposition or analysis as it is a set of passing
remarks, and even these are exceptionally hrief, ambigu-
ous, and scattered. Both their form and content have
prompted the charge that Averroes failed “to fathom the
problem of miracle to its depths™ by not previding a
metaphysical framework to account for both the heteroge-
neous and extraordinary character of divine agency. Not
only does he refrain from enlightening the credulous in this
regard, he does nothing to convert the skeptie.)™ Most
serious of all, it appears that what Averroes does say abhout
miracles reduces them to the level of magic or sorcery.'* In
view of these criticisms, one is left with the impression that
Averroes has offered no theoretical account of miracles in
the Tuhafut and that his {few observations on the issue
empty the category of religious significance,

Are these criticisms valid? Has Averroes failed te do
what he set out to do? Are his remarks on miracle devoid of
religious import for him and other Muslims? In the analysis
to follow. we shall attempt to show that Averroes did have
a general view of miracles, but one which he tried to
coneeal. Sueh an aim would aceount for the apparent defi-
ciency in his treatment of the subject. Similarly we wish to
argue that Averrees did in fact carry out the project he set
for himself, but that it was neither to enlighten the eredu-
lous nor to convert the skeptic. If anything he tried to
reinforce the former’s credulity and enlighten the latter’s
skepticism regarding nature and the function of miracles.
To take him to task for not undertaking a different project
would thus be beside the point. Finally, we hope to make

L
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¢lear precisely what religious significance Averroes saw in
his conception of miracles and likewise in his way of
presenting that coneeption.

Averroes’ account of miraculous events is prefaced hy
the observation that the ancient philosophers, on whose
hehalf he speaks, deliberately refrained from making any
stutement about miracles tfu-faysa jihi F-d-qudnmai min al-
Jalasgfati qoenis 1 They did so despite their awareness that
such oceurrences were well known all over the ancient
world.? The reason for their silence lay in their convietion
that miracles and belief in them are amony the fundamental
principles establishing veligious laws ffa-Tanehit mabidi
al-shariaic)?

Now the aim of all such laws is to enable men to attain a
life of virtue. Since a virtuous life is in itself an absolute pre-
requisite for studying the theorctical sciences, Averroes ar-
gues that one must not engage in a theoretical investigation
of the principles which cause virtue before one is competent.
to do so, that is, before one has attained virtue and acquired
the intellectual training necessary for this kind of study.
Even after both have been acquired, when the philosopher
may be entitled to investigate the subject, he is still obliged
to acknowledge these principles without qualification. “It
should be stated in regard to them [i.e., the religious laws]
that their principles [i.e., miracles] are divine things which
exceed the grasp of human intelleets.”*? Averroes. not sur-
prisingly, follows his own principle when he maintains that
the oceurrence of miracles is not doubted 12 yushakku
wugudiha) and that their modality is something divine and
beyond the grasp of human intellects fhuwa ‘amru al-ildhiy
mujar Can idrik al-Cugul al-iesaniyas? He does so, how-
ever, as a matter of practical, not theoretical, necessity.

These prefatory remarks show that while the philoso-
pher must refrain from making statements about miracles,
in view of their status as practical principles of the law
and even his own diseipline, he is not prohibited from
having views on the subject. Morcover, while he may not
investigate such principles before attaining virtue, nothing
prevents his investigating them afterward. At one point
Averroes even allows that a trained thinker might be able
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to explain one of the principles of religion, that is, to dis-
close its causes. But if this is the case, he is duty-bound not
to reveal it, lest he undermine the law, 2t More important
for our analysis, however, is the way in which he character-
izes miracles. They are divine things which contribute to
the attainment of virtue. They are beyond the capacity of
intellect to understand. Finally they have causes of which
we are ignorant.

Had he dropped the subject here, as by rights he should
have done, we would hardly have much material for a
theory of miracles. Indeed the criticism leveled against
him would have been correct. But Averroes goes on and
expressly indicates that he is sensitive to those who would
not be satisfied with his passing over the matter in silenee
Thus, in the context of evaluating Avicenna's position, he
proceeds to say more about miracles, but systematically
introduces ambiguity where he would have surely preferred
to say nothing at all. Since he is obliged to conceal his
views, even though the philosophers and al-Ghuzali had
revealed theirs, Averroes can allow himself no more than a
compromise —to conceal and reveal them at the same time.
His procedure on miracles then is simply a special case of
his method in the Tahafut as a whole. He may very well
have fathomed the problem and come to a conelusion, but
he cannot take all of his readers with him.

Averroes’ first step is to Gissociate himself from the
vhviously naturalistic account of the philosophers. Thus he
immediately casts doubt upon it by suggesting, charucter-
wstically, that only Avicenna maintains it, His rejection of
the theory is confirmed when he goes on to argue that even
if the facts of the case were verified and il were possible far
a body to be altered hy what is neither a body nor a power
within it without absurdity,2 the cause mentioned by
Avicenna would only be a possible explanation. In short, it
is neither a probable nor a conclusive one s far as Averroes
is concerned.

But why not? Averroes’ answer, as we shall see, indi-
cates not only his difference with Avieenna, but, taken with
his other remarks about miracles, also expresses the main
elements of his own view.
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- ot everything which is possible in its own nature 7
feediifeid is possible for man to do. For what is pessible to man
is well known, and most of the things which are pessible in
themselves (f7-wnfusih@s are impossible for him. Therefore
the trath that the prophel interrupts the natural course of
things i= timpossible for man, but possihle in itself £-narsibis,
Nor is it necessary for one Lo assume that things which are
impossible in regard to the mmd are possible for the prophets,
and il you refleet carcfully on the mirgeles whose existence
has been verified, you will find that they are of this kind.
The most evident among them is the Rook of God Almighty,
the existenee of, which has not departed from the [natural |
course of Lhings as is assumed by way of what is traditionaliy
heard . .. hut rather it has been proved to be o miraele by
sense perecption and reflection for all men who have oxisted
and who will exist even to the Day of Judgment. Tn this
regrard, these miracles [Lhe repeated miracle of the Gurin
itsell] are superior to the other miraches.

The defect in Avicenna's analysis of miracles is that he
aseribes them entirely to the extraordinary powers of the
prophet’s soul. Averroes, on the other hand, maintains that
while the events aseribed to prophets are logically possible
in themselves, physically possible, and nonetheless outside
the usual course of nature. they are still impossible for men
to bring about. For what man qua man is capable of doing
is already well established. The “truth” is that such ex-
traordinary acts of interrupting nature are possible only
for prophets.

This is unusual. What Avicenna ascribes to the soul of
the prophet as a human being, Averroes apparently aseribes
te prophets as superhuman beings. Now if Averroes' point
15 simply that prophets are not like ordinary men, he hardly
differs in this respect from his predecessor. Yot he hus
indicated just the opposite by eriticizing Avieenna. If we
take his eritivism seriously, Averroes apparently means
that prophets are not men at all, sinee miracles are possible
for them hut not for men' But this is surely an astonishing
conclusion and. indeed, one which orthodoxy itself does
not require. Is there any basis for supposing that this was
his view?

No textual evidence appears elsewhere in the Tuhafut or
in his commentaries, to my knowledge, to support this
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supposition.? [t is worth noting, moreover, that this “con-
¢lusion™ is not explicitly stated by Averroes. 1t is merely an
inference which not all of his readers would have taken the
trouble to notice or to question. In addition it involves a far
more dubicus thesis than Avicenna’s view, which Averroes

had already criticized as unverified. Lastly we should recall
that Averroes informs his reuders quite cexplicitly that it is
obligatory for the learned to acknowledge the miracles of
the prophets as necessary principles for the attuinment of
virtue. He obviously does this even to the point of sup-
pressing an obviously false premise: that prophets are not
members of the human species. This peculiarity in his
account is really a device for concealment, and it arises, in
our view, becuuse of Averroes' need to affirm the prinei-
ples of the laws while stating the truth as unobtrusive dy
45 possible,

What then is the truth about miracles which he wished to
conceal? It appears o be that miracles, insofur as their
existence can be verified, are purely spontaneous natural
events in the sense which Aristotle deseribes in Book 1] of
the Physics. From all that Averroes has said regarding such
oceurrences, it is clear he thinks that (1) they are logically
possible; (2) they are also physically possible, but disrup-
tive of nature; (3) they are impossible for men to perform
teven, we may add, men who are prophets): i4) they are
caused; () their causes are unknown to us, although a
philosopher could conceivably discover them; (61 they may
serve particular ends insofar as they are principles of the
laws, e.g., enabling men, through bhclief in the law, to
achieve virtue. These same features are matched virtually
point for point with the Stagirite’s account of spontaneous
events.

Such events plainly oceur, for men are familiar with
events which happen neither always nor for the most part.
To occur at all, they must be logically possible and physi-
cally possible.® Aristotle speaks of them, moreover, as
being contrary to nature, which acts the same always or for
the most part.* Spontaneous events, unlike chance events,
are not brought about by moral agents, although they may
happen to them.® They do, however, possess external
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causes. Since the number of possible causes is nonetheless
infinite or indefinite, they are, practically speaking, un-
knowable# Lastly, events of this kind may still be “for the
sake of something,” since they “include whatever may he
done as a resuit of thought or of nature.™

Whichever occurrences can be verified as possessing
these characteristics qualily as miracles for Averroes, if the
end they serve is to establish religious laws.™ If this is the
case, they must be acknowledped as divine. But the “truest”
miracle, in his view, (s the Quran itself. It is such a miracle
precisely because it does not violate the course of nature.
Here Averroes is not speaking for the miraculousness of
the Qurian in terms of its flawless Arabic style. as tradi-
tional interpreters do. Iis point is rather that the Qur'an
can be shown te enable men to atlain virtue and happiness
in all gencrations in the most offeetive way. I anything, it
assists m realizing the specific natures of men by means of
the religious regimen and images of reward it presents to
men. Compared to the Quran, therefore, all olher miracles
or spontancous natural events which impress the masses
with the truth of the prophet’s message are distinetly in-
ferior, for they are neither repeatable nor o they impress
all men. This, in essence, is Averroes' theory of miracles.

From the above analysis, it is clear that Averroes did not
regard miracles as heterogeneous and freely chosen incur-
sions of the divine will into the domain of natural causation.
Given the radical divergence between his view und Lthe
apparent meaning of the Quran, his project would hardly
be to enlighten the ordinary believer. Indeed, by constantly
emphasizing the obligation of the philosophers to pass over
the subject in silence, it is clear that he fell such enlight-
enment was positively dangerous for the mass of the faith-
ful. Its chief result, as he had himself observed, would be to
deprive them of their belief without providing anything in
its place which they would be equipped Lo grasp.™

What then of Averroes’ implicit obligation to convert
the skeptic? If the skeptlic were a genuine philosopher,
Averroes suggests that he would readily acknowledge that
the miracles which constitute the foundations of the reli-
gious laws were “divine things” and beyond the grasp of
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human minds. His conversion, of course, would be to an
appreciation of their practical significance for a social order
founded upon a religious law, not to a theoretical affirma-
tion of direct divine intervention in the course of nature.
If, on the other hand, the skeptic were to persist publicly in
his questioning or outright denial of the Scriptual aceounts
of miracles, Averroes maintains that he is no longer a
skeptic to he considered susceptible, in principle at least, of
conversion. He is, on the contrary, a perverse and heretieal
figure, and the ultimate penalty Averroes reserves [or him
is execution. Such a man, in his view, simply undermines
the foundations of society. He further impairs the social
means by which all its membors are led to virtue and
happiness in accordance with their capacities. Clearly, then,
whatever the intrinsic limitations of Averroes'views in
the Tahafut,* he does not fail Lo carry out the project he
set for himself.

Does he then reduce miraculous events to the stalus of
magic or sorcery? Majid Fakhry has suggested that Aver-
roes does just that by emptying miracles of their super-
natural content. Once this course is adopted, he argues,
“we are left with nothing but an extraordinary phenomenon
which is incapable of insertion into the natural processes,
and at the same time is without special theological rele-
vance. But this is the very definition of magic and soreery,”™

Taking this definition as it stunds, however, the only
criterion which is shared by Averroes’ conception of mira-
cles, as we have understood it. is their status as extraordi-
nary phenomena. Kx hypothesi they are inserted into the
order of natural processes, for spontaneous events haye
causes. They arise from the intersection of causal sequences
at unexpected points. By the same token they are hardly
without theologiecal significance for Averroes. Such events,
as he has repeatedly stressed, are the principles on which
religion is based, on which hoth the learned and the masses
are brought to virtue and salvation. and on which any
theoretical understanding of God as the Artisan of the
universe is rendered possible. To be SUre, we 4re more
inclined to think of Averroes’ theological enterprise as a
philosephical rather than a dogmatic one. Still, there seems
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to be no reason to ¢laim that his novel theory of miracles
was without special theological relevance to those in his
mitiew who were equipped to understand it. A philosophical
theology is a theology nonetheless.

NOTES

L Avervoes, Tabafuf-oi-Tahafut, p. 514. The Arabic text sUggests
specifically that Gad is all powerful with respect Lo any thing, that is. in
the distribulive sense, . .. whna alldtha gadivn <ada kutl shagin”

2. i, pp. 536-537.

3 Thid., p. bl

4. Avicenna. as we might expeet, likewise presents both propositions
in conjunction. "The existence of cvery effeed s necessary together
with the existenee of its cause, and the existence of fts CHSC NECENS-
tates the existence of the effeet from it.” A EShia's At akimai 1Lop, 167,

5. Avicenna, Af-Najar, p. 224,

6. Averroes, Tohaint,, p. 512

7. Avicenna suggests independent eausal SequUences or emanations
ta account for both purely inteilectual rovelations anid imaginalive ones.
A)-Farahi, on the other hand, maintains that only emanations from the
separate Intelligences and especially the Active Inteiligence produce
prophecy. In intellectual revelation, the emanation averfluws upon the
rutionai faculty alone, while in imaginative prophecy, it overflows upon
the imaginative faculty. No imaginative representations, in his view,
derive from the celostial realm as such. For a thoreugh exposition of
their views on this and related subjects, sev F. Rahman. Propheey in
Istam (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1957). P 3040 plus notes.

B. Averrocs, Tahajut., pp. 512, 494497

9. However suceessful Avicenna's theory may be in aceounting for
prognostication, it involves a number of inconsisloncies with other
elements in his system, Perhaps the most olwious of these is the
assertion that forms and representations emanate from the Intellisrenees
und Nouls which function as effieiont causes of the prophet’s predictive
knowledge. Given Avicenna's definition of efftefont cases, it should he
pure existence which emanates from these eelestial beings, not intelli-
gible forms and imaginative representiations, which wre both axsocialed
with essenee.

It should also be noted that Avieenna seems 1o coenfuse the funetions
of imagination and sensation in the prophel’s wequisition of predictive
knowledge. The imagination may conserve, combine. or produce images,
hut by Avicenna's own standards, it hardly sees or apprehends any-
thing, least of all images from Lhe imaginative faculty of another soul.

Finally the whole process of acquiring knowledwe svems to be
reversed. Instead of deriving universal propositions from particulars,
the celestial Souls evidently derive knowledge of concrete particulars
from universals. But how is this possible in the absence of uny conerete
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data? At most the celestial Souls would be able to produce imaginative
representations of universal notions or propositions, but not of par-
ticular events as such. For not even “universal” causal laws cntail
particular statements aboul a cause and its effeet in the absence of
additional premises referring Lo the particulars in question.

10. Averroes, Tahdfut, pp. 512-513. The Latin translation of Calony-
mos differs here from the original. It states that i fearning by them-
selves, such individuals establish a kind of kinship fpropinguitast with
the pure and holy celestial souls. In the Arabie it is stated that “the
possessor of a holy, pure soul may go on to know all of the intelligibles.”
The Latin is apparently based on a manuseript variation ol rabbun
imaster, possessor}, namely, garbus Inear, akin to),

11, For a fuller aecount of the intellectual revelation bestowed upon
the prophet and its relation to the theory of emanation, see F. Ruhman.
Prophecy in Islam, pp. 30-36 and his accompanying notes. A ceritical
discussion of Avicenna's arguments for prophecy appears in M. E.
Marmura's “Avicenna's Psychological Proof of Propheey,” Jowraafl of
Near Fasters Studies 22 (January 1963} 49.56.

12, Averroes, Tuhafud, p. D13, CF F. Rahman, Avicenna’s Psychalogy
{London: Oxford University Press, 19521, pp. #-12, 99-100. The dualistic
assumption implicit in this statement evidently raises no difficultios for
Avicenna. Even if it were the ease, moreover, that the relation of soul to
body was in fact comparable to that of ruler to servant, this still fails Lo
explain ow o separate soul-substance exerts any influence whatever vn
a body.

13, Averroes. Tehafnt, pp. 513514,

14, Ihid., p. 514,

15, fbid., pp. 7, 11, 1L

16. Majid Fakhry, fsfomic Oceasionatisim and its Critigue by Avviroes
and Aguines (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1458, po 104,

17. fhid.

18, fhud., p. 108,

19. Averroes, Tahdfuf, p. ol4d.

200 fhid., p. H2T.

21, Ml pp. 514, H27.

22, fbid., p. 527, Here, Loo, the Latin text departs from the Arabic of
the Tuhatut. In the original Averroes suggests that miracles must be
acknowledyged as divine things which exceed the grasp of human intel-
lects Fyijibun ‘an yugide ffhi ‘anne mabadwha hiye wmur dakiva tafig
al-“ughl al-insdniya ). The Latin text omils this reference to exceeding
the grasp of the mind. “Et quod debet dici de eis, est quod principia
eorum sunt res divinae in gquibus convenire debent intellectus humani
ad confitendum eis cum ignorantia causarum eorum.”

23, fbid., p. 014,

24, Ibid., p. 528.
2h. [hid., p. bl6.
26. It is evidently the prophet's soul that is being described in this

=
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passage. 10 s nefther @ body nor a power oo body, sinee iU s nol
impressed in the body in Avicenna's view.

27, Ml p. D15,

26, In his proemium lo the Lusg Commentary to the Phygsics, Aver
roes does suggest that the term “man™ is predicated equiveocatly of
ortlinary men, untrained in the natural and theoretical seiences, and
wenuine philosophers who are so trained, But i is guite elear Trom the
vontest of his remark that the primary signification of “man”™ fs the
philosopher. The dertvative signification is the ordinary man. Only the
philosopher is o man in the futlest sense, While it was common in Arabic
Lexts Lo refer Lo philesophers by such epithets as “divine” and “holy.”
these wore largely honorific terms, not indications thut philosophers
were not members of the human speeies, B in hae seiontio mantfestum
vat quodd prediciatio nemints hominis perfecti a sceientia speculativa, et
non perlectl, sive non hbentis aptitudinem gquod perfien possil st
doequivocns siend nomen hominis gquod pracdieatur de homine vive ot de
homine mortue, sive pracdicatio hominis de rattonali o Lapides.”
Pre v e vvois i Edbros Plhosicorem Aol beabl s Uatipaer Tronstating.

2, Avistotle, Phgsies, 2.1, 1495h14.

Ao fhado B0, 19THI R,

Al il 26, 19TBI-LT.

320 Heed,, 26, 19T R0,

Bd0 Al 25 TR6h2R-an,

34, Our interpretation of Averroes’ Lheory of miraeles as spontancous
natural cvents rather than heterogencous ineuesions of Deity into the
matural course of cvents peceives additional confirmation from the ol
lowing facts:

th Averroes consistently speaks of miracles as the principles of
relisrious laws in the plural taf-shara V1. Yet it would hardly be aceept-
able L suppose that the Deity confirms the trath of several distinet and
aften conteadictory revelations by delitweate intervention, while i is
conceivahte that o variety of tmpressive, spontancous cvents coubid be
taken (o anthentivate several reveladtions, at least in the view of the
masses, Clearly miracles wonld have e probative foree in themselves,

120 In Gt the earned do et even look to miraeles to jnstify their
bolivf in prophets, according to Averroos: belief in prophets i jnstified
b thetr ability to explain hidden things w7 ifam bidgha by, that is, o
speak convinetngly about the nature and aettons of God and the angels
andd Lo extablish religiows Laws faed af-clord 78 Aain such angieitude
is more likely in the case of chanee spontancous events than in the case
of divine incurstons into nature or superhuman aets of prophets.
Averroes, Tabaind, p. 316,

B Averroes insists that the philusopher is obliged te choose the best
religion of the time in which he lives. He must atlso believe (hat the best
existing religion will e superseded Iy the appearanes ol others which
are better still—a rather shocking admission {or ene who spoke earlier
of the Qur'an as a repeatedly verifialle miracle. One would hardly
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expect this to oceur by divine intervention. if Mohammed is the sead of
the pruphets, Nor would it be obligatory to hold it witf happen, if mira-
eles represent the superhuman powers of prophets; for what makes it
necessary that those powers ever he exercised? Spontaneous events,
however, as the outcome of intersecting causal chains would have to
oceur from time to time on the assumption of causal necessity, which is
just the thesis Averraes defends in this diseussion. Jhid., p.O8s.

i41 In the Long Caommentary to the Physies, Averroes takes up an
imerpretation of chance, which proposes that it is a eause in its own
right and thal this vause is mysterions and divine. The commont. doex
nat specify whether the divine cause is thought to be God, or some
other superhuman agency. Nevertheless Averroed response to it is
clear. He denies that chanee is an independent, unknowable cause,
distinet from the traditional four, and he likewise notes thal Artstolle
passes over in silence the view of those who regard this cause as divine.
But here the reason for his silence is not that the principles of religious
laws are at stake. It is rather because Averroes resrards this view as
irrational. " . . Incoepil inducere tertiam sectam of sunt itli, qui
concedunt ipsum csse causa ot dieunt quod nudlus seit gquidditatem eius,
sed est res diving, 15U Laeuit istos, quiz iste sermo exUirrationabilis, .
ul sit hie causa ignorata naturaliter, Bt contradiction eorum est demon-
strando eis quid sit casus.” Seo fx Libros Physicarum, t.e. 47, fol. 66 rA
of. Physics, 2.4, 196b5-7. While Averroes comment does not directly
prove that miracles, which he ecalls divine things, are instances of
chance and spontaneity. it clearly rules out the notion of miracles as
examples of divine, ., superhuman, interruptions of the course of
nature. Indirectly, however, by the appearance of the expression res
divina and the reference to Aristotle's silence, Averroes eslablishes o
clear connectivn, in our view, hetween the problem of chanee and
spontaneity, und that of miracles,

(ar In his Commentary to Plate’s “Republie,” Averrocs at one point
speaks of “the miraculous” in a thoroughly unguarded. unselfcnnscious
manner, expressing what he naturally belicved the term to mean. After
arguing that it would be impossible for every individual to attain all of
the virtues, he goes on to suggest by contrast, “if it were posaible for
these perfections to be combined in one man, this would be considered
difficult, if not miraculous. The usual situation is thut cach and every
kind of human being is disposed toward some particular one of Lhese per
feetions.” Here again the miraculous is presented as both logically and
naturally possible, but extremely unlikely. Averrocs on Plate's “Repiuh-
fiv, "trans. Ralph Lerner (Ithaea, Cornell University Press, 19741, p. ¥6.

35, Averrves, Tohafut., p. 356,

36. Ihid., pp. 527, 586-587.

37, Fakhry, Islamic Occasionatism, p. 108.

8. Averroes, Tahaifut, p. 527; «f. Averroes. On the Harmony of
Religion and Philosophy. trans. George F. Mourani {London: Luzac and
Co., Ltd., 19611, p. 44,





