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The commentaries of Ibn Rushd1 on the works of Aristotle served as the 
impetus for a revival of western interest in Aristotelian logic and Greek philosophy 
and earned him the title “The Commentator” by Thomas Aquinas. In addition to his 
many commentaries, however, Ibn Rushd wrote extensively in defense of philosophy 
against Islamic thinkers such as al-Ghazālī who believed that it was a flawed enter-
prise which ultimately resulted in heresy or unbelief. On the contrary, Ibn Rushd be-
lieved that philosophy was a legitimate means of ascertaining truth, albeit a means not 
suitable for everyone. Indeed, one of Ibn Rushd’s central doctrines seems to be that 
certain classes of people should not be taught--or attempt to comprehend--particular 
concepts that are beyond their inherent natural dispositions to understand. This idea is 
most explicitly laid out in his work Kita̅b Fasl al-Maqāl and appears to be one of the 
most central concepts of Ibn Rushd’s philosophical thought. However, what role does 
it play in his rebuttal of al-Ghazālī2 in his most famous work, the Tahāfut al-Tahāfut 
(“The Incoherence of the Incoherence”), and how does he employ it in order to dis-
credit his opponent’s conclusions? To what degree does Ibn Rushd follow his own 
doctrine and does he contradict himself? This essay seeks to determine the ways in 
which this doctrine of Ibn Rushd manifests in, or is applied to, the Tahāfut al-Tahāfut 
and his refutations of al-Ghazālī’s critiques of philosophy. In doing so, we elucidate 
Ibn Rushd’s specific intentions in writing this work and who he envisioned to be his 
target audience, beyond simply justifying his own vocation as a philosopher.

To begin, let us look to the development of Ibn Rushd’s doctrine within the 
Fasl al-Maqāl, in which he states that different people arrive at assent (Arabic: taṣdīq) 
through one of three methods or judgments: demonstration, dialectic, or rhetoric.3 

1) Also known in the west as Averroes, 1126-1198 CE.
2) 1058-1111 CE.
3) All three are categories inherited from Aristotle.
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Those who belong to this first group are the “elect” or the “elite,” while those in the 
second two are those with lower intelligence or belonging to the ordinary masses. Fur-
thermore, he stresses that those with weaker dispositions should never be instructed in 
ideas that they cannot understand (we could, perhaps, call it his doctrine of “exclusive 
instruction”). Demonstration is the most perfect form of reasoning,4 which begins 
with a basic first principle (or axiom) and is used to create a deductive argument or 
syllogism from which an inference can be made to a valid conclusion based on those 
premises. Those of the demonstrative class are whom he later calls “persons of superi-
or natural intelligence” and the “best class of people and best class of beings”—that is, 
the philosophers.5 Dialectical argument, on the other hand, involves trying to compel 
assent on the basis of conceding certain propositions or assumed principles, or simply 
through showing an opponent’s argument to be false (best exemplified by the Socratic 
method). Ibn Rushd associates this group with the Mutakallimūn (i.e., the Islamic 
theologians). Rhetoric, which he believed to be the lowest form of assent, is an attempt 
to persuade others through emotive appeals and is the method of assent inherent to 
the common masses. Demonstration, therefore, affords necessary and absolute proof, 
whereas dialectic and rhetoric yield only probability. Ibn Rushd asserts that the na-
tures of men align with one of these three categories, and that someone from the lower 
two levels cannot understand the reasoning of those from the demonstrative class, 
because “he who does not understand the art does not understand the product of art.”6 
Additionally, he believes that religion summons men by all three of these methods.7 

Indeed it is here, in the discussion of understanding religion and scriptural 
interpretation, that Ibn Rushd first applies his doctrine of exclusive instruction that 
we will then trace in his Tahāfut. Ibn Rushd states that the purpose of scripture and 
religion is to teach true science and right practice to everyone, and for that reason it 
must draw an all three levels of assent.8 To argue for this he quotes ‘Alī Ibn Abī Ṭālib: 
“Speak to the people about what they know.”9 Furthermore, verses of scripture have 
three forms of interpretation: (1) those for which the apparent (outer) meaning must be 
accepted by everyone; (2) those which the lower classes must accept by their apparent 
meaning but the demonstrative class interprets by their allegorical (inner) meanings; 
and (3) those verses for which this is uncertain.10 The apparent or outer meanings are 
those which are most practical and should be taught to everyone; allegorical interpre-
tations, however, are specific to elect scholars who have been chosen by God for the 
purpose of studying allegorical interpretations.11 He argues that the lower classes are 
never allowed to interpret verses through anything other than their outer meaning. 
Dealing with allegorical interpretations by rhetorical or dialectical means, he says, 

4) Ibn Rushd, On the Harmony of Religion and Philosophy, edit. George F. Hourani (London: Messrs. 
Luzac & Co., 1967), 45.
5) Ibid, 62.
6) Ibid, 47.
7) Ibid, 49.
8) Ibid, 63-64.
9) Ibid, 52. From the Hadith of Bukhārī.
10) Ibid, 58-59.
11) Ibid, 52-54, 57. Much of this is tied to his interpretation of sura 3, verse 7 in the Qur’ān.



107Refuting al-Ghazālī’s ‘Poison’
is committing an offense against the Law and Philosophy. He therefore concludes 
that “allegorical interpretations ought to be set down only in demonstrative books, 
because if they are in demonstrative books they are encountered by no one but men 
of the demonstrative class.”12 Allegory ultimately leads those of a lower intelligence 
to unbelief, and for that reason allegorical interpretations are not allowed to be shared 
outside of the elite who assent through demonstration. This is central to his concept 
of exclusive instruction.

Demonstrative learning, consequently, should never be taught to those of the 
rhetorical and dialectical classes or even put in their books. Doing so makes one an 
unbeliever, and indeed Ibn Rushd states that this is the reason for the appearance of 
different sects within Islam—that is, this results in unnecessary schism and dissen-
sion.13 As will be seen, these are the primary charges which Ibn Rushd directs toward 
al-Ghazālī in the Tahāfut al-Tahāfut. It is to this work, and how Ibn Rushd employed 
within it his view that the masses should never be taught the pure proof, that we will 
now turn.

In his work Tahāfut al-Falāsifa (“The Incoherence of the Philosophers”), 
al-Ghazālī pointed to twenty errors made by the philosophers, seventeen of which 
proved that they were heretics and three of which made them outright unbelieving 
infidels. Ibn Rushd responded to each of these points in turn in his work Tahāfut al-
Tahāfut, the aim of which was to “show the different degrees of assent and conviction 
attained by the assertions in the ‘Incoherence of the Philosophers’, and to prove that 
the greater part has not reached the degree of evidence and of truth.” 14 That is, he 
seeks to see whether the arguments of al-Ghazālī ever achieve the level of demonstra-
tion of the philosophers, or if all of his claims are simply rhetorical and persuasive and 
therefore inferior. He ultimately concludes that al-Ghazālī was simply too unqualified 
(or indeed stupid) to know what he was talking about and should have named his 
work simply “The Incoherence.” He was a man of the dialectical class (an Ashʻarite 
theologian) who ultimately sinned by critiquing the demonstrative arguments of the 
philosophers and his accusation against them were therefore unjust. In fact, his argu-
ments within “are found deficient in the conditions [required] for demonstration…as 
will be understood after the slightest inspection of anyone acquainted with the condi-
tions of demonstration.”15 This is exactly for which Ibn Rushd believes himself to be 
well-suited and what he undertook with his Tahāfut al-Tahāfut.

Let us look, to begin, at the Sixth Discussion, in which al-Ghazālī originally 
intended to refute the philosophers’ denial of the attributes of God. This was related 
to the way in which the Muʻtazilites denied the existence of divine attributes distinct 
from the divine essence. Throughout the debate, Ibn Rushd repeatedly admits that he 

12) Ibid, 61.
13) Ibid, 66, 68.
14) Ibn Rushd, Tahafut al-Tahafut (The Incoherence of the Incoherence), Volumes I & II, trans. Simon Van 
Den Bergh (Cambridge: E.J.W. Gibb Memorial, 1954), 1.
15) Hourani, 68.
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is using dialectical argument in refuting the dialectic of al-Ghazālī.16 Indeed, after a 
lengthy discussion involving a chain of receptive causes, Ibn Rushd announces that 
they had reached the limit of simple persuasive reasoning on the issue. The remedy, 
of course, was to seek the “demonstrations [that] are in the works of the ancients 
which they wrote about this science, and especially in the works of Aristotle.”17 This 
was because the works of Islamic thinkers, including Ibn Sīnā whom al-Ghazālī had 
been critiquing, contained metaphysical theories that were “pure presumptions, since 
they proceed from common, not particular, notions.” The dialectical arguments of the 
Muslims on this issue were inferior to those of the demonstrative ancients, although 
Ibn Rushd does not tell us what those arguments were. The discussion comes to a head 
when Ibn Rushd quotes al-Ghazālī as saying:

…our aim is to make you desist from your claim to possess knowl-
edge of the essential realities through strict proofs, and to make you 
doubt. And when your impotence becomes evident, we say that 
there are men who hold that the divine realities cannot be attained 
through rational inquiry…Why then do you oppose this group of 
men…who refuse to acknowledge those meanings which are for-
bidden and who recognize our impotence to reach the Divine Intel-
lect? You only refute these men in so far as they are ignorant of 
the methods of demonstration and of the arrangements of premises 
according to the figures of the syllogisms, and you claim that you 
know these things by rational methods; but now your impotence, 
the breakdown of your methods, the shamelessness of your claim to 
knowledge, have come to light, and this is the intention of our criti-
cism. And where is the man who would dare to claim that theologi-
cal proofs have the strictness of geometrical proofs?18

 Unfazed, Ibn Rushd responds that all this tedious talk had only rhetorical and 
dialectical value. It is here that Ibn Rushd re-introduces the concept that the highest 
form of truth should not be shared outside the elect philosophers (i.e., his doctrine of 
exclusive instruction). Al-Ghazālī was not qualified to attempt to refute the theories of 
the philosophers—in fact, he was in their debt and should have been thanking them for 
the learning that they imparted to him:

And as to this statement that his aim here is not to reach knowledge 
of the truth but only to refute the theories of the philosophers and 
to reveal the inanity of their claims, this is not worthy of him—but 
rather of very bad men…For the greater part of the subtlety this man 
acquired…he only acquired from the books of the philosophers and 
from their teaching.19 [Italics mine] 

16)Van Den Bergh, 194, 211
17) Ibid, 194.
18) Ibid, 210.
19) Ibid, 212.
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 In addition to the fact that he was indebted to their methods, Ibn Rushd be-
lieves that al-Ghazālī was wrong to discuss issues such as the Knowledge of God in 
a dialectical way and put it down in a book—this was forbidden of him. The ordi-
nary masses simply did not possess enough understanding to grasp these concepts and 
when they try to do so the “meaning of divinity becomes void for them.”20 The only 
ones qualified to discuss these issues, of course, were those men “versed in profound 
knowledge to whom God has permitted the sight of the true realities,” and the only 
books in which they were permitted to appear were those composed in a purely ratio-
nal and logical fashion. However, is not Ibn Rushd breaking his own rule of exclusive 
instruction? He confesses that this book and his literary dialogue with al-Ghazālī is 
almost entirely dialectic. How then does he justify this work?

 Ibn Rushd surmounts this problem with an analogy comparing ideas with 
medical remedies and poisons. Discussing these questions with the masses was equal 
to handing them poison, sure, but someone had already done so: al-Ghazālī. Ibn Rushd 
viewed himself as the one who would right this wrong:

But when the wicked and ignorant [al-Ghazālī] transgress and bring 
poison to the man for whom it is really poison, as if it were nourish-
ment, then there is need of a physician who through his science will 
exert himself to heal that man, and for this reason we have allowed 
ourselves to discuss this problem in such a book as this, and in any 
other case we should not regard this as permissible to us; on the 
contrary, it would be one of the greatest crimes…21

 Al-Ghazālī had erred in attempting to bring the learning of the philosophers 
to the masses and dealing with them in a dialectical book; however, Ibn Rushd was 
justified in rebuffing al-Ghazālī’s arguments in a similar dialectical fashion because 
the poisoned masses were in need of a physician or someone to clarify all the nonsense 
they had been subjected to. He justifies his own use of dialectic--even though he was 
a man of demonstration, a philosopher—by stating that he needed to cater to those 
who did not possess the proper mental training. Thus, even though his ideal of exclu-
sive instruction forbade introducing the masses to demonstrative method and serious 
philosophical issues, he was allowed to do so since he was undoing the damage caused 
by his opponent. 

He then turns toward the method utilized by the philosophers in arriving at 
their belief that the First Principle/Cause was simple and an intellect (without attri-
butes or a body). He then states:

This in summary is the method of the philosophers, and if you are 
one of those whose mind is sufficiently trained to receive the sci-

20) Ibid, 215.
21) Ibid, 216.
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ences, and you are steadfast and have leisure, it is your duty to look 
into the books and the sciences of the philosophers, so that you may 
discover in their works certain truths…but if you lack one of these 
three qualities, it is your duty to keep yourself to the words of the 
Divine Law, and you should not look for these new conceptions in 
Islam; for if you do so, you will be neither a rationalist nor a tradi-
tionalist.22 [Italics mine]. 

 He asserts, once again, his view that those innately predisposed to do so 
should look into the books of the philosophers whereas everyone else must not. In 
fact, he reminds them here that it is the duty of the philosophers to do so, just as it is 
the duty of everyone else to mind their own business. He addresses all of his readers 
and implores them to know their place. It is interesting to note that this call appears 
after a lengthy series of technical logical thought, as if he is trying to weed out por-
tions of his audience and draw the attention of potential future philosophers. It is hard 
to imagine, however, that dialectical theologians reading this work would henceforth 
remove themselves from all philosophical discourse or critique of the philosophers. 
Nevertheless, he continues to discuss issues for which he says they were “not permit-
ted to divulge it to the masses” and for whom his discussion was forbidden. After 
further critiquing al-Ghazālī’s argument and use of philosophical terms, he concludes 
the discussion by stating that al-Ghazālī’s work should instead be called simply ”the 
Incoherence.”23

 Ibn Rushd’s defense of exclusive instruction is again employed later in the 
last section concerning the Natural Sciences. In the Second Discussion of those sci-
ences, al-Ghazālī had critiqued the “impotence of the philosophers to show by dem-
onstration proof that the soul is a spiritual substance.”24  In tracing al-Ghazālī’s argu-
ments, Ibn Rushd accuses him of misunderstanding Ibn Sīnā’s25 argument proving 
that the intellect was separate from the body.26 Indeed, throughout this discussion, Ibn 
Rushd concludes that al-Ghazālī fails to understand the arguments of Ibn Sīnā and 
Aristotle, both because they are too elevated for someone of the dialectical class to 
understand and because, when removing their arguments out of their respective sci-
ences/subjects, they lose their demonstrative value. Thus, al-Ghazālī was meddling in 
sciences that he did not understand and should not have attempted to instruct them to 
others in the first place. Since all of his arguments are simple persuasion as opposed 
to logic, and indeed many of the arguments of the philosophers become dialectic once 
removed of the context of their sciences, Ibn Rushd concedes that:

The only aim of this book of ours is therefore to ascertain the value 
of the arguments in it which are ascribed to the two parties, and to 
show which of the two disputants the terms ‘incoherence’ and ‘con-

22) Ibid, 218.
23) Ibid, 220.
24) Ie, Avicenna, 980-1037.
25) Ibid.
26) Ibid, 340.
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tradiction’ would be applied with greater justification.27

 Here, again, Ibn Rushd admits that his own book is not meant to be de-
monstrative. His admittance that al-Ghazālī’s arguments, the arguments of the phi-
losophers outside of their context, and his own arguments are all persuasive and not 
demonstrative further supports the notion that he intended this work for a dialectical 
audience—most certainly the supporters of al-Ghazālī. However, he almost apologiz-
es for using these persuasive arguments. He encourages those of the “elect” scholarly 
class to seek out the works of the philosophers while continually explaining that these 
works are forbidden for anyone who, like al-Ghazālī, is incapable of understanding 
them. Ibn Rushd’s demonstration of al-Ghazālī’s shortcomings is meant to convince 
them of this; again, al-Ghazālī is the one worthy of the term “incoherence”.

 This theme is carried through the remainder of the debate over the soul in 
the Second Discussion. Al-Ghazālī fails to “grasp the views of the philosophers.”28 
Interestingly, when discussing Ibn Sīnā’s argument for the impossibility of the intel-
lect and intelligible being identical, Ibn Rushd defends this view and does so with a 
dialectical argument; yet he also says that a demonstrative argument is possible to 
prove it as well.29 He does not, however, detail the entire argument but merely says 
that it is possible with the proper premises. One would think that if he truly wanted 
to disarm al-Ghazālī he would do so, as this was the only way he believed one could 
achieve absolute evidence. Nonetheless, if he truly intended this work only for those 
of the dialectical class, then by sticking solely to arts of persuasion he is sticking to his 
doctrine of exclusive instruction. 

 In the Fourth Discussion of the Natural Sciences, Ibn Rushd treats al-
Ghazālī’s attack on the philosophers for their denial of bodily resurrection. This was 
one of the most serious charges he brought against them: it did not merely render 
them heretics, but infidels. However, Ibn Rushd, after admitting that this was not a 
serious issue for the ancient philosophers, states that the Islamic philosophers “regard 
this doctrine as most important and believe in it most.”30 His reason for this is tied 
to the concepts he elaborated upon in the Fasl al-Maqāl and his conviction that the 
ordinary masses were obligated to accept all doctrines at face value. Bodily resurrec-
tion is a religious belief held by the masses and, therefore, it is conducive to order 
happiness. He says that the “philosophers believe that religious laws are necessary 
political arts, the principles of which are taken from natural reason and inspiration.”31 
Religion seeks the instruction of the masses, and in that way it is obligatory for ev-
eryone. It brings universal wisdom accessible to all human beings. Religious beliefs 
such as resurrection, therefore, confirm to the modes of thinking and judgments of the 
ordinary masses (rhetoric and dialectic). Philosophy, on the other hand, only leads a 
certain select group of particularly intelligent individuals to happiness. Philosophers 
27) Ibid, 341.
28) Ibid, 346.
29) Ibid, 348.
30) Ibid, 359.
31) Ibid, 359.
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should thus not repudiate doctrines held by the common man because, even if they 
understand a clearer truth, only religious doctrines are able to reach those of a weaker 
mental capacity. Indeed, they should explain them in a manner befitting their audience 
and inciting them to “the performance of virtuous acts.”32 For this reason, religion that 
can appeal to both the ordinary man and the philosophical man is deemed to be the 
best:

And since in the principles of the demonstrative sciences there are 
postulates and axioms which are assumed, this must still more be 
the case for the religions which take their origin in inspiration and 
reason. Every religion exists through inspiration and is blended with 
reason. And he who holds that it is possible that there should exist 
a natural religion based on reason alone must admit that this reli-
gion must be less perfect than those which spring from reason and 
inspiration.33

Any doctrine, even if it is grasped by a philosopher demonstratively, must be able to 
be expressed in somewhat material images.

 From here Ibn Rushd finalizes his rebuttal of al-Ghazālī’s condemnation. 
Philosophers did not deny the resurrection; they simply understood it in a more so-
phisticated manner than the theologians and the masses. He says that what survives 
the body is a “simulacrum” of our early forms, not our bodies themselves.34 Contrary 
to what al-Ghazālī declared, a being that perished could not return in an identical 
form—it could only return as an image of that being. Given what he said above, how-
ever, Ibn Rushd does not object to the notion of bodily resurrection as a religious doc-
trine. The masses were told what they needed to believe in order to assent to a concept 
analogous to the truth, which Ibn Rushd and the philosophers had attained. And he 
was perfectly content to let them believe as they did. 
 Ibn Rushd finishes the Tahāfut al-Tahāfut by briefly addressing the three 
points for which al-Ghazālī called the philosophers unbelievers, and he states that 
all three of these are unjust condemnations. Questions concerning resurrection are 
purely of a speculative nature and should not be condemned outright. As for their de-
nial that God knows particulars, Ibn Rushd claims that the philosophers said no such 
thing. With regard to the philosophers’ belief in the eternity of the world, Ibn Rushd 
says that this term “has not the meaning for which they are accused of heresy by the 
theologians.”35 Al-Ghazālī did not understand these rational issues and was wrong to 
attempt to invalidate them. He then concludes the work with a statement which again 
seems to confirm that his notion of exclusive instruction was indeed one of the driving 
factors in writing this work:

32) Ibid, 359-361.
33) Ibid, 361.
34) Ibid, 362.
35) Ibid, 362.
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I have decided to break off my inquiry about these things here, and 
I ask pardon for their [i.e., the above issues] discussion, and if it 
were not an obligation to seek the truth for those who are entitled to 
it…and to prevent from discussion those who have no claim to it, I 
would not have treated all this.36

These issues had no place in dialectical books such as al-Ghazālī’s or indeed that of 
Ibn Rushd himself. 

How, then, does Ibn Rushd’s belief that philosophical truths should not be 
expressed to those unfit to understand them fit into the Tahāfut al-Tahāfut? Ibn Rushd 
believed that only philosophers of the demonstrative class were innately adept to un-
derstand philosophical truths. Those of the rhetorical (the masses) and dialectical (the 
theologians) classes were not allowed to pursue these truths, and if they did so it 
would result in unbelief for the masses and hasty judgments on the side of the theo-
logians. Al-Ghazālī, a dialectical Ashʻarite theologian, was not qualified to refute the 
philosophers and, furthermore, he was certainly not allowed to attempt to distribute 
these philosophical notions to a wider readership. Ibn Rushd in turn concludes that 
theologians must not read the ancients or the works of the Islamic philosophers, and 
to let them keep their theories because these did not contradict religious truths—they 
were simply too advanced for anyone else to comprehend. 

Al-Ghazālī is thus presented as the ultimate example for the importance 
of the doctrine of exclusive instruction. He broke this rule by seeking instruction in 
matters too sophisticated for his dialectical mind and then committed a greater sin 
by trying to lay out these philosophical arguments in a book unfit for these elevated 
methods. He failed the philosophers by misunderstanding their views and he failed 
his readers by presenting these misrepresentations. In doing so, he caused others to 
unjustly turn against the philosophers. To repair this situation, Ibn Rushd resorted to 
writing his own Tahāfut. In doing so, he removed the title of “‘incoherence” from the 
philosophers and granted it instead to al-Ghazālī. Using the dialectical method of his 
opponent and probable readership, he defends the views of the philosophers as legiti-
mate expressions of truth—albeit ones too advanced for anyone but the select few. The 
message to those outside the domain of the elect is clear: leave philosophy to those in 
the major leagues.

36) Ibid, 363.
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