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I. Introduction 

 

If there is any period in the history of philosophy for which the theme of ―Reason in 

Context‖  has a special resonance, it is the later Middle Ages. With the influx of Latin 

translations of Arabic philosophical texts that began in the mid-12
th

 century, Christian 

theologians were inundated with materials from a rationalist intellectual tradition far 

different from their own. Whereas most medieval theologians adhered to the Augustinian 

understanding of the relation between faith and reason neatly summarized in Anselm‘s 

formulation, fides quaerens intellectum, their Arabic philosophical sources would have 

found such a maxim baffling, to say the least.
1
 So there is little wonder that the ensuing 

efforts to assimilate Arabic philosophical doctrines into the theological framework of the 

Christian West culminated in what might be termed the ―culture wars‖ of the Middle 

Ages, the Condemnations of 1270 and 1277.
2
  

 While the controversies of the 1270‘s and their links to the assimilation of Arabic 

philosophy in the West are well-known events in the history of medieval philosophy, the 

stark differences between the foundational assumptions of Arabic and Latin philosophers 

regarding the nature of religion, revelation, and reason, are only vaguely recognized. 

There is often an implicit assumption that, whatever the differences between Islam, 

Judaism, and Christianity, the adherents of the three Abrahamic religions came from 

societies in which religious institutions and traditions played a central role. Thus, Fārābī, 

Avicenna, and Averroes must have had an attitude to their religion that parallels the 
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attitudes of an Anselm, Aquinas, or Bonaventure to theirs. But nothing could be further 

from the truth. Though Fārābī, Avicenna, and Averroes considered themselves devout 

Muslims (at least as far as one can tell these things about historical figures)--and though 

Averroes was an active jurist and the author of an important textbook of Islamic law
3
--the 

three main Islamic Aristotelians had a view of the essential nature of religion that made it 

entirely subordinate to rational understanding. On that view, one could legitimately and 

sincerely claim full adherence to a religious tradition even if one‘s rational beliefs 

contravened the external teachings of that tradition.  

 My aim in this paper is to explore the ramifications that the Islamic philosophers‘ 

understanding of  the relations between philosophy and religion had upon the range of 

solutions that were available to them in dealing with philosophical issues, when 

compared with the options that were acceptable to their counterparts in the Christian 

West. As a sort of ―case study‖ of how these differing attitudes play out in actual 

philosophical discussions, I will then consider to Averroes‘s notorious doctrine of the 

unicity of the intellect (often referred to incorrectly as ―monopsychism‖) and the various 

ways it was interpreted and received by medieval Latin authors.
4
  

II. The Fārābīan Legacy: The Priority of Philosophy over Religion 

 The account of the nature of religion and its historical and epistemological relations 

to philosophy that came to predominate in Islamic philosophy has its origins in Al-Fārābī 

(ca. 870-950).  Fārābī  articulates his theory most fully in the Kitāb al-Ḥurūf (Book of 

Letters) which argues for both the natural and temporal priority of philosophy to religion. 

According to the image Fārābī employs in this text, philosophy is the master and religion 
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is its servant.
5
 Fārābī‘s main justification for this claim is based upon an analysis of the 

epistemic status of philosophy when compared with the other products of human 

civilization. The core assertion on which Fārābī rests his case is the claim that Aristotle‘s 

theory of demonstration put forward in the Posterior Analytics represents the best and 

indeed the only method by which epistemic certitude (yaqīn) can be attained. All the 

other modes of discourse and argumentation available to human investigators are 

evaluated in accordance with the degree to which they are able to approximate the 

certitude conferred by demonstrative methods. Fārābī‘s classification of the non-

demonstrative methods uses the Aristotelian Organon, as transmitted through the Greek 

Commentators of the school of Alexandria, as its organizing principle. This is of 

particular importance to his assessment of the nature of religion, since the Alexandrian 

tradition classified both Aristotle‘s Rhetoric and his Poetics as logical texts which, along 

with the Topics and Sophistical Refutations, analyzed the various forms of argumentation 

that are epistemically inferior and in some cases propadeutic to demonstration.
6
 

 On the basis of this understanding of the nature of philosophy and its proper method, 

Fārābī presents an evolutionary account of human civilization according to which human 

societies progress by discovering logical methods that come closer and closer to the 

demonstrative ideal. The least certain methods--poetics and rhetoric, which Fārābī calls 

the ―popular arts‖--develop first. Their epistemic goals are to produce acts of imagination 

rather than properly intellectual understanding, in the case of poetics, and persuasive 

acceptance rather than direct understanding of the truth, in the case of rhetoric. 

Eventually the sophistical and dialectical strands that are undifferentiated in rhetoric are 
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sorted out, and dialectic emerges as a method for discovering the truth. Dialectic as 

Fārābī understands it attains a state that is approximate to certitude: its methods are 

described in Aristotle‘s Topics, and it is identified by Fārābī as the level of intellectual 

development reached by Socrates and Plato. Only with Aristotle is the demonstrative 

method--and accordingly philosophy itself--brought to perfection.
7
 

 Leaving aside the puzzling features of this account--its blending of human and Greek 

history into a seamless whole, and its confident pronouncement of Aristotle‘s 

―perfection‖ of philosophy itself--Fārābī‘s historical narrative is designed to establish a 

clear hierarchy of logical methods that serve to justify his argument for the natural 

subordination of religion to philosophy. On the ideal account that Fārābī has given thus 

far, religion has not yet emerged as a human institution; only after philosophy has been 

perfected, and the proper roles of dialectic, rhetoric and poetics have been sorted out, is 

human society in a position to develop religion. A philosopher who is also a gifted orator 

and poet emerges as the prophet and Lawgiver for such a society. He crafts a religion 

designed to utilize poetics and rhetoric as the means whereby he can communicate the 

truths discovered by philosophy to the non-philosophical populace. And the leaders of the 

religion he founds will use dialectical and rhetorical methods to explain, uphold, and 

defend its traditions and laws against both internal detractors and external enemies.
8
 

And whenever religion is made a human thing it is posterior in time to 

philosophy, and in general too, since through it one only seeks to teach the 

masses the theoretical and practical matters which have been discovered in 
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philosophy in ways which make the understanding of these things easy for 

them, through persuasion or the evoking of images or by the two together.
9
 

 There are two crucial but implicit assumptions which inform Fārābī‘s picture of the 

relations between philosophy and religion that I have just sketched: 

1. The first is an extreme and optimistic rationalism according to which there is nothing 

in the world so mysterious as to be impenetrable to the unaided human intellect. 

Humans are capable of attaining complete, certain, demonstrative knowledge in all 

practical and theoretical matters. It is the attainment of this certitude that constitutes 

the goal and aim of philosophy. 

2. The second assumption, by contrast, is a deeply pessimistic view of the distribution of 

rationality amongst individual humans. While all human beings are essentially 

rational in some measure, their rationality admits of rather marked degrees. Thus 

humans can be divided into an intellectual elite, the philosophers, who are capable of 

discovering and comprehending the unadulterated truth; and the masses, who in some 

measure fall short of the philosophical ideal. Within the ranks of the masses 

themselves, there are elites and commoners. According to Fārābī, theologians do 

belong to this elite, but this makes them special only relative to their own religion: ―It 

must be known,‖ Fārābī declares, ―that [the theologian] is also one of the elite, but in 

relation to the people of this religion only. For it is the philosopher who is elite in 

relation to all people and all nations.‖
10

 

 



Black - 6 

 

 Fārābī thus sees religion as the means for closing the gap between these two 

conceptions of rationality. Religion is required in order to compensate for the intellectual 

deficiencies of the masses. And since religion is merely an imitation of philosophy suited 

for the people of a particular culture, Fārābī allows that there may be a multitude of 

distinct though equally virtuous religions. A religion is virtuous just in case its founder 

was truly a philosopher whose personal knowledge of the truth attained the utmost level 

of demonstrative certitude.
11

 

 Fārābī‘s picture of the nature of philosophy and its relation to religion was embraced 

with little modification by his chief successors among the falāsifah, Avicenna and 

Averroes.
12

 Indeed, the defense of philosophy that Averroes mounts in his Decisive 

Treatise against the charges of ―unbelief‖ leveled by al-Ghazālī against Avicenna and 

Fārābī  can best be seen as an interpretation of Fārābī‘s thesis that true philosophy and 

any virtuous religion are in principle in harmony with each other, since ―truth does not 

oppose truth but accords with it and bears witness to it.‖
13 

Nonetheless, as Fārābī himself 

notes in the Book of Letters, because the theologians, as mere practitioners of dialectic, 

lack a complete and certain understanding of the truth, they often mistake the 

philosophers for their enemies and the enemies of the faith. Thus, Fārābī declares, ―it is 

clear that in every religion there is opposition to philosophy, for in the art of theology 

there is opposition to philosophy.‖
14

 

 Given a Fārābīan analysis of the roots of such inevitable conflicts, it seems that the 

only person who could truly adjudicate between the competing claims of the philosophers 

and theologians is someone with a foot in both camps--a true philosopher who is also 
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learned in theology and accorded juridical authority within his own religious tradition. 

And as we know, Averroes himself was such a person--the foremost representative of the 

falāsifah in al-Andalūs, and erstwhile chief justice (qāḍī)  Cordoba. In the Decisive 

Treatise, then, Averroes offers a professional legal opinion, based on the canons of 

Islamic jurisprudence, in defense of the right, and even the duty, of the philosophically-

minded to pursue demonstrative certitude. 

 While it is beyond the scope of this paper to rehearse the details of Averroes‘s clever 

argument in the Decisive Treatise--one of the best known texts written by an Islamic 

philosopher--I do want to note the degree to which this Averroist text depends upon the 

Fārābīan theses I have just outlined. The Decisive Treatise offers a legal opinion that, in 

effect, it is the philosopher who is the ultimate judge and adjudicator of the truth. But this 

is not merely the case from the perspective of philosophy. A crucial point in Averroes‘s 

argument that can only be appreciated fully against the backdrop of the Fārābīan 

framework is that even the determination of how to interpret disputed passages in 

Scripture--and hence to determine what positions do and do not constitute unbelief (kufr)-

-ultimately belongs to the philosopher. This is not only because, as members of the 

intellectual elites within their own religion, their opinions make up part of the 

community‘s consensus of belief (ijmāʿ);
15

 it is also because the philosophers alone truly 

understand the logic and language of Scripture itself. The arts of rhetoric and poetics hold 

the key to determining how Scripture is to be interpreted; but rhetoric and poetics are 

logical arts whose true purpose can only be gleaned in comparison with the ultimate 

logical goals of demonstration. Hence it is the philosopher who determines not only what 
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is true, but even what is a legitimate reflection and imitation of the truth.
16

 The 

philosopher, then, is the ultimate scriptural exegete. Indeed, al-Ghazālī‘s reckless 

accusations of heresy against the philosophers show, in Averroes‘s eyes, just how inept 

the theologians have become even at the task of defending religion that is properly theirs. 

For by persecuting innocent philosophers in their earnest efforts to fulfill their duty to 

understand God‘s creation, Ghazālī has unwittingly exposed common believers to 

controversies that they have no means to adjudicate for themselves; he thus threatens to 

undermine the very purpose of religion itself, namely, to allow ordinary people a chance 

to share in the knowledge of philosophy and fulfill their rational natures to the fullest 

extent that their natural abilities allow.
17

  

III. Arabic Philosophy and the West: A Clash of Ideals 

 While the Latin West had no knowledge of either Fārābī‘s Book of Letters nor even 

the Decisive Treatise, Latin authors soon came to recognize the clash between their own 

view of the relations between philosophy and religion, and the products of philosophical 

reasoning they encountered in the writings of their counterparts in the Islamic tradition. 

Indeed, the very institutional context into which Islamic philosophical rationalism was 

introduced in the West epitomized the stark contrast between the assumptions under 

which philosophers in the two traditions operated.
18

 The universities and studia in which 

the Latin translations of Aristotle and his Arabic interpreters were studied were 

ecclesiastical institutions, and the very order of study followed in the University 

curriculum, in which philosophy was studied in the ―undergraduate‖ Faculty of Arts and 

theology was reserved for ―graduate‖ school--represented a blatant contravention of the 
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natural Fārābīan order--the servant had become the ―queen‖ of the sciences! It is hardly 

surprising, then, that even amongst those in West who were most sympathetic with 

Arabic philosophy, the Latin Averroists, no one openly asserted the supremacy of 

philosophy over theology or of reason over faith. There is nothing resembling Fārābī‘s 

brand of rationalism in the West. 

 Let me offer a few examples of what I mean. First of all, let us look at the so-called 

―double truth‖ theory, which Bishop Stephen Tempier, in the prologue to the 

Condemnations of 1277, claims was espoused by some Arts Masters: ―For they say that 

these things are true according to philosophy, but not according to the Catholic faith, as if 

there were two contrary truths and as if the truth of Sacred Scripture were contradicted by 

the truth in the sayings of the accursed pagans….‖
19

 Even according to Tempier‘s 

presumably uncharitable reading of their views, the alleged adherents of the double truth 

thesis cede far more ground to the realm of religion that would any of the falāsifah. 

According to the targets of the Condemnations, the philosophically problematic passages 

within revealed Scriptural texts are still true propositions. By contrast, the whole point of 

the Fārābīan account of religion is that its language and argumentation are not literal and 

propositional, but imaginative and metaphorical. There is only one truth, the truth of 

reason; religious statements may happen to be true as well, but their main function is to 

provide an appropriate imitation of the truth. 

 By the same token, both Fārābī and Averroes would no doubt be puzzled by the 

epistemological implications of disclaimers such as those inserted by Siger of Brabant 

into his controversial interpretations of Aristotle‘s De anima inspired by Averroes‘s Long 
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Commentary on the text. Siger too reflects his culture‘s assumption that conflicts between 

philosophy and faith are to be resolved in favor of the latter, since faith has access to 

truths that surpass the understanding of unaided human reason. To give just one example, 

at the end of question 7 of his De anima intellectiva, having failed to find any rationally 

acceptable account of the intellect‘s individuation on Aristotelian principles, Siger simply 

gives up, taking refuge in the higher truths of revelation:  ―I acknowledge that I myself 

have been in doubt for quite some time both as to what should be held in the light of 

natural reason about this point and as to what the Philosopher thought about it. In such 

doubt one must hold fast to the faith, which surpasses all human reasoning.‖
20

 

 The few points of agreement that one does find between Islamic philosophers and 

Christian theologians come from somewhat unexpected quarters. Thomas Aquinas, in the 

opening chapters of the Summa contra gentiles and the corresponding discussion of sacra 

doctrina in the first article of the Summa theologiae, adopts the characteristically 

Fārābīan-Averroist thesis that many salient features of Scripture serve to aid common 

believers who cannot understand even those divine truths that are in principle accessible 

to natural reason. The Bible‘s extensive use of metaphor and other forms of figurative 

speech is reduced by Aquinas to a means for ensuring that ―even the simple who are 

unable by themselves to grasp intellectual things may be able to understand‖ (ut saltem 

vel sic rudes eam capiant
 
).

21
 Moreover, Aquinas explains even the presence of historical 

narrative in Scripture--surely its predominant mode of discourse--as primarily a means to 

provide the faithful with moral ―examples to be followed in our lives‖ (in exemplum 

vitae).
22
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 That Aquinas and Averroes would share a concern for the needs of simple believers is 

not, on reflection, so hard to fathom, given the prominent religious roles that each man 

played in his respective community. Yet it is somewhat ironic that on this particular point 

the position upheld by the falāsifah seems to do more justice to the actual character of 

revealed texts than does the Thomistic account of sacra doctrina. Islamic philosophers 

have no trouble explaining why Scripture is predominantly metaphorical and narrative--

its sole function is to communicate to common people. In contrast to Aquinas and his 

Christian counterparts, for Islamic philosophers  there is no further theological science 

for which revealed texts must provide some analogue of demonstrative first principles.
23

 

 The analogous religious positions held by Aquinas, as a Dominican priest, and 

Averroes, as a canon lawyer, may also help to explain another unexpected parallel 

between Aquinas and Averroes. When Aquinas mounts his impassioned attacks on 

Averroes‘s Latin followers in the De unitate intellectus, he challenges his opponent--

presumably Siger of Brabant--to ―come out and fight like a man,‖ so to speak: ―But if 

there be anyone boasting of his knowledge, falsely so-called, who wishes to say 

something against what we have written here, let him not speak in corners, nor in the 

presence of boys who do not know how to judge about such difficult matters…‖
24

 

Aquinas‘ concerns for the tender Arts students who are not sufficiently mature to 

understand what is at stake in these debates is uncannily parallel to the deep concern that 

Averroes expresses in the Decisive Treatise for the simple believers whose faith has been 

undermined by the attacks on philosophy coming from the theologian Ghazālī: ―When 

something of these allegorical interpretations [of Scripture] is expressed to anyone unfit 
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to receive them … both he who expresses it and he to whom it is expressed are led into 

unbelief.‖
25

 

 Despite their shared ―pastoral‖ concerns for ordinary Christians and Muslims, in the 

end the gulf which divides Aquinas and Averroes on the relation between reason and 

revelation is an unbridgeable one, at least where purely doctrinal matters are concerned. 

There are philosophical possibilities open to Averroes that are blocked to all of his Latin 

readers, and it is these core philosophical positions that form the battleground between 

Averroes and the Latin authors indebted to him. So I‘d like turn now to the Averroist 

doctrine that formed the most heated battlefield of them all, namely, the theory of the 

unicity of the material intellect. 

IV. Reason Reflecting on Reason: Averroes on the Material Intellect 

In the proemium to the De unitate intellectus, Aquinas expresses particular disdain for 

Averroes and his followers because their error is one that concerns ―the very intellect 

through which we are meant by nature to avoid errors and know the truth‖ (circa 

intellectum erratur, per quem nati sumus deuitatis erroribus cognoscere ueritatem).
26

 

Although Aquinas claims that his sole aim is to show the irrationality of Averroism from 

a philosophical perspective, he notes nonetheless that its incompatibility with the 

Christian faith is obvious, since by definition it undermines personal immortality and the 

attendant reward and punishment in the afterlife. For Averroes himself, however, the 

immortality of the soul was never at stake, and he had no underlying theological 

motivation to seek an account of the human intellect that would support immortality. And 
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this is of great significance for understanding just how different Averroes‘s philosophical 

project was from that of his Latin readers. 

 In the words of one recent commentator, Averroes was ―haunted‖ by the question of 

the nature of the human intellect.
27

 This comes through in the tentative way in which 

Averroes reaches his conclusion that there is only one material intellect for all humans in 

the Long Commentary on the De anima, but it emerges even more clearly if one follows 

Averroes‘s shifting positions on the nature of the intellect in his numerous other 

commentaries on the De anima.
28

 In his early Epitome of the De anima, Averroes upheld 

a form of Alexandrian ―materialism‖ akin to that promulgated by his Andalusian 

predecessor Ibn Bājjah (Avempace), according to which the material intellect is simply 

the disposition of the imagination or the images that it contains to receive intelligible 

universals.
29

 At this point in his development, Averroes believes that since the 

imagination is a psychological faculty whose contents enjoy spiritual or intentional rather 

than material being, it is able to satisfy Aristotle‘s basic requirement that the intellect be 

neither a body nor a power in a body.
30

 By the time he came to write the Long 

Commentary, Averroes concluded that this view did not sufficiently capture the utter 

immateriality required for abstract, universal cognition. Instead, the material intellect 

must be understood to be totally separate from matter. And since matter is the principle of 

numerical multiplicity within natural species, the intellect cannot be ―numbered in virtue 

of the numbering of individual beings‖ (numeratus per numerationem individuorum 

hominum), and thus there can be only one intellect for all human beings.
31
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 While Averroes‘s early views on the intellect were unknown in the West, they are 

useful for understanding two aspects of the West‘s reception of his later doctrine of 

unicity. First, they highlight the fact that for Averroes, personal immortality was never an 

option. The alternatives as Averroes saw them were some form of ―materialism‖ that 

made the intellect a function of the higher order operations unique to the human 

imagination, a power localized within the brain; or the positing of a separate intellect as 

the repository of intelligible forms with which humans would conjoin in order to exercise 

abstract thinking. Indeed, from the perspective of the individual knower, Averroes‘s 

mature and admittedly counter-intuitive teaching on the intellect is not all that different 

from his early position: as an individual I experience the activities of abstract thinking 

primarily through the concomitant operations in my imaginative faculty. 

 Second, within the context of Islamic philosophy, upholding the immortality of the 

soul would have had little if any salutary effect on the relations between philosophy and 

theology. When Ghazālī attacked the philosophers as unbelievers, his main target was 

Avicenna, the only figure amongst the falāsifah to uphold personal immortality as a 

central tenet of his psychology.
32

 Ghazālī argued in the Incoherence of the Philosophers 

that since bodily resurrection is described extensively in the Qur‘ān, interpreting it 

allegorically would be permitted only if the resurrection of the body could be proven to 

be impossible. The immortality of the soul--even if it allows for some version of reward 

and punishment--will simply not make the cut as an adequate religious account of the 

afterlife.
33

 Following in the wake of such an attack, Averroes had no reason to view the 

teaching on soul and intellect contained in Aristotle‘s De anima as a breeding ground for 
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clashes between philosophy and religion. Unlike the other hotbed issues of the eternity of 

the world and the denial of divine providence over particulars, the nature of the human 

intellect posed purely philosophical problems that were surprisingly free of import for the 

philosopher‘s interpretation of the Qur‘ān. 

  This crucial point helps to explain why Averroes‘s approach to the intellect struck 

such an odd chord with his medieval readers, and continues to do so today. We have 

become accustomed to viewing Aristotle‘s De anima through the lenses of Western 

Christian authors, for whom the problem of personal immortality was inseparable from 

the account of the nature of intellect. Such a focus on the soul‘s personal survival and 

accountability in the hereafter in turn leads to the assumption that what is of paramount 

importance in explaining intellectual cognition is the role of the knowing subject as a 

centre of conscious awareness. By contrast, as I have tried to show in my own readings of 

Averroes‘s psychology, for him the paramount philosophical concern was explaining the 

constitution of the intelligible object and finding a suitable ontological repository to act 

as a ―place of forms.‖ Averroes was primarily concerned with explaining how and where 

universals could be constituted as intentional beings, given the close connection between 

the human soul and the human body--a connection that prevents human souls from 

conferring complete immateriality on the intentional beings that reside in them. That 

Averroes does not primarily envisage the separate material intellect as the seat of 

conscious awareness of such intelligible forms is indicated, as I‘ve tried to argue in many 

places, by his understanding of how Aristotle‘s analogy between understanding and 

vision impact on the material intellect. In applying that analogy--and in particular the 
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comparison  between light and the Agent Intellect--to the material intellect, Averroes 

nowhere takes the separate material intellect to be the analogue of the seeing eye. Rather, 

he always likens it to the medium of vision--the air--whose role is to transmit colour to 

the eye, not to do the seeing itself.
34

 

 Whether Averroes thinks that consciousness is just not that interesting (perhaps in 

reaction to Avicenna‘s obsession with the topic?), or that it‘s a primitive concept that 

cannot be further analyzed, is unclear. It‘s likely that Averroes thinks of personal 

consciousness as a function of sensitive soul, an understanding that would be in keeping 

with many recent readings of Aristotle‘s likely view on the matter. If that‘s the case, then 

once again, he would have no reason to provide a paradigm of intellection that has any 

bearing at all on worries about personal immortality.
35

 

V. Intellect and Immortality: Reactions to Averroes in the West 

 In sharp contrast to Averroes himself, for almost all of Averroes‘s Christian readers--

even the most sympathetic--the underlying assumption is always that the immortality and 

consciousness of individual human souls are the principal stakes in the game. The 

discussion of the intellect thus has a religious dimension built into it in the West that is 

utterly foreign to Averroes. 

 It is certainly the case that Aquinas takes the main religious threat posed by 

Averroism to be its denial of the immortality of the soul, as is clear from the introduction 

to the De unitate intellectus. It is also clear from Aquinas‘ more properly philosophical 

responses to Averroism that he assumes that this threat can be defused by showing that a 

separate material intellect cannot account for the individual‘s conscious experience of 
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thinking. Aquinas assumes that despite its oddity as an explication of that experience, that 

must still be what Averroes‘s theory of the intellect is about. This is evident in Aquinas‘s 

oft-repeated refrain that Averroes is unable to account for the fact that ―this individual 

human understands‖ (hic homo singularis intelligit). Aquinas continually draws our 

attention to the fact that the elements of thinking assigned by Averroes to the individual 

are those through which ―something is understood, whereas through the intellective 

power one understands something‖ (aliquid intelligitur, sed per potentiam intellectiuam 

aliquid intelligit).
36

 His striking comparison of the individual ―knower‖ to a wall is meant 

to give a vivid and devastating portrayal of the inertness of individuals on the Averroist 

scheme: ―But it is clear that the activity of vision is not attributed to a wall from the fact 

that the colors, whose similitudes are in vision, are on the wall. For we do not say that the 

wall sees, but rather, that it is seen. Therefore, from the fact that the species of the 

phantasms are in the possible intellect, it does not follow that Socrates, in whom the 

phantasms are, understands, but that he, or his phantasms, are understood.‖
37

 Nowhere 

does Aquinas ever take note of the fact that Averroes himself does not liken the material 

intellect to the seeing eye. It simply does not occur to him that what Averroes is 

attempting to explain with reference to the material intellect is not the awareness of the 

object known, for in that case the theory of the intellect would have none of the religious 

implications that Aquinas thinks are its deepest failings.
38

 

 Indeed, even Averroes‘s most radical defenders in the West seem to accept the 

Thomistic assumption that the material intellect is meant to be the knowing subject in 

intellectual cognition. Perhaps the most striking case in this regard is the anonymous 
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author of a radically Averroist De anima commentary, who agrees with Aquinas that on 

Averroes‘s account ―it seems that we are understood rather than that we understand‖ 

(magis videtur quod nos intelligimur et non intelligimus).
39

 This author, thinking himself 

to be defending Averroes, responds to Aquinas by saying: ―So I do not grant that a 

human being understands, strictly speaking.‖ He even goes so far as to deny that ―I 

experience and perceive myself to understand‖ ; rather, it is the separate material intellect 

that ―experiences this, just as [it] experiences the objects of the intellect to be in it.‖
40

 Had 

Averroes himself encountered such a champion, he might well have wondered, ―with 

friends like these, who needs enemies?‖ His putative ally, like Aquinas, assumes that for 

Averroes too the intellect serves principally as the locus of thinking, that is, of the 

conscious perception and experience of thought.  

 There is one final, more irenic form of reaction to Averroism in the West that 

emerges after the 1277 condemnations, when the hysteria surrounding the threats posed 

to Christian  doctrine by pagan and Islamic philosophy seems to have abated somewhat. 

This reaction is embodied in texts by William of Ockham and John Buridan; here too, 

however, we seem to be faced with a scene of the ―with friends like these‖ variety. For 

Ockham and Buridan invoke two purely theological models--the Trinity and the 

Eucharist--to help understand how someone as astute as Averroes could come to believe 

a doctrine as apparently implausible as the unicity of the intellect. 

 Ockham, for example, offers an interpretation of the ―conjunction‖ (copulatio) of the 

Averroist material intellect with the individual that he thinks will allow us to say that 

individual humans are ―understanding and rational.‖
41

 The sort of union that Ockham 
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envisages allows two or more natures to share their properties with one another while 

remaining separate. The model in this case is the Trinity, which permits us to say that 

God suffered and died on the cross ―from the nature assumed by the Word.‖ If the divine 

nature can simultaneously be in three persons in the Trinity, so Ockham says, it doesn‘t 

seem that absurd for someone like Averroes to think that one intellect can be in three (or 

more!) humans simultaneously.
42

 Still, Ockham admits that such a possibility is a 

miraculous one, which is scarcely intelligible even when attributed to the Divine power, 

let alone when applied to the natural order.
43

  

 In his Commentary on the De anima, John Buridan invokes another theological 

doctrine that was also used by Ockham,
44

 the Eucharist, in addressing the Averroist 

response to the question ―Whether the intellectual soul is a form inhering in the body?‖ 

Buridan‘s response is of special interest since he puts Alexander‘s materialist view of the 

intellect--which, unbeknownst to Buridan, was Averroes‘s original stance--on the same 

side as the Christian faith, as agreeing that the human intellect ―is a form inhering in a 

human body.‖
45

 By contrast, for Averroes the relation between the intellect and the body 

is not one of inherence but of mere presence. Buridan argues that the Alexandrian picture 

is the most reasonable from the perspective of natural philosophy, though it too is 

opposed to Christian faith inasmuch as it undermines the soul‘s immortality. Buridan 

makes no effort to resolve these tensions, however, and in a move evocative of Siger‘s 

earlier disclaimers, simply states ―our position, based on faith.‖
46

  

 Buridan adds, however, that the Christian, unlike Averroes, has a way to explain the 

inherence of the indivisible intellect in a divisible body, based upon the model of Christ‘s 
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presence in the Eucharist. If, as Buridan believes, Averroes is worried about such puzzles 

as how an immaterial intellect can be in two places at once in virtue of the different 

locations of the parts of its corresponding divisible body,
47

 Buridan argues that he can 

understand this based on the way that the body of Christ is present simultaneously in 

heaven and in the Eucharist, even though the body of Christ ―is not commensurate with 

the magnitude of the host, but exists in each and every part of it.‖
48

 In the same way, an 

immaterial intellect is able to inhere in each and every part of the body, even though it 

does not thereby become extended or moved in virtue of that inherence.
49

 

 Now there is a key difference between Ockham and Buridan‘s attitude to the 

theological models each evokes, since Ockham presents them from a perspective 

sympathetic to Averroes, whereas Buridan presents them as responses to Averroism. Still, 

Buridan‘s arguments have the same ultimate effect as Ockham‘s: they suggest that 

Averroes‘s account of the relation between the intellect and the individual can be 

understood on the basis of very same principles used to provide a rational account of the 

Eucharist. In the end Buridan too acknowledges that ―the way in which the intellect 

inheres in the human body is not natural but supernatural.‖ Perhaps that is why, like 

Ockham, he too describes Averroes‘s arguments as plausible (probabilis). 

 VI. Conclusion 

 It is hard to say what Averroes would have thought of these reactions to his teachings 

in the West. On my reading of what Averroes was up to with his theory of a single, 

separate intellect, I think he would have agreed that Aquinas and he were simply talking 

past each other. For him intellect was not supposed to explain the individual‘s ability to 
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experience thinking, but rather, to explain the process by which intelligibles could be 

conveyed to the individual, the way colours are conveyed through the air.
50

 If you wish to 

understand the individual experience of thinking, however, you should look to the 

imagination and the senses, the basic cognitive capacities shared by all conscious, 

sentient beings.  

 Still, I don‘t think Averroes would be surprised that the question of immortality 

would have been of concern to philosophers who were also theologians--Averroes, like 

his philosophical predecessors al-Fārābī and Ibn Bājjah, was obsessed with the possibility 

of attaining a direct cognitive union or conjunction with the Agent Intellect, a doctrine 

which for Islamic philosophers offered a rationalist version of intellectual blessedness.
51

 

But to expect such immortality to be personal would have been, in Averroes‘s eyes, an 

unfortunate mistake engendered by the West‘s tendencies to mix two levels of discourse 

that should be kept apart, the theological and the philosophical.  

 Perhaps what is most difficult to surmise, however, is how Averroes would have 

reacted to Ockham and Buridan‘s well-meaning attempts to make his views seem 

plausible. Perhaps if one reads them as efforts to keep the peace between philosophy and 

religion, Averroes might take them in the spirit of his own--somewhat disingenuous--

attempts in the Decisive Treatise to argue that philosophy and Scripture are not that far 

apart on controversial issues like the eternity of the world and divine providence.
52

 

 But Averroes would surely have been completely befuddled by the claim that his 

doctrine of the intellect rests upon principles that Christians themselves hold are 

incomprehensible  to unaided natural reason and which must therefore be accepted as true 
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on the basis of faith alone. According to the Fārābīan framework that Averroes embraced, 

there are no such principles--all of reality is in principle penetrable by the human mind. 

 But what about the claims of medieval theologians that a science of theology, 

understood in Aristotelian terms, is indeed possible, and that philosophy provides a 

model for an attenuated understanding of doctrines like the Trinity and the Eucharist, in 

the spirit of faith seeking understanding? Aren‘t Ockham and Buridan, like Siger before 

them, suggesting that Averroes‘s account of the separate material intellect points to the 

fact that the unity between intellect and body is in fact a philosophical mystery that 

cannot be fully grasped by reason? 

 That possibility would, I believe, be the most abhorrent from the perspective of 

Islamic rationalism. While Averroes does admit that his account of the material intellect 

pushes the boundaries of natural philosophy to their limits, it points the way not to some 

form of revealed, supra-rational knowledge, but to the principles of metaphysics as the 

study of being separate from matter.
53

 Indeed, it is in the course of his account of the 

material intellect that Averroes endorses most forcefully the Fārābīan thesis of the 

completion of philosophy: ―For since it is the case that wisdom exists in some way proper 

to human beings, … it is thought that it is impossible that the whole habitable world shun 

philosophy. … Perhaps, then, philosophy is found in the greater part of the subject in 

every era.‖
54

 Where Christian authors looked to personal immortality and the beatific 

vision for their salvation, Averroes looked to philosophy alone--not only as practiced by 

the individual philosopher, but even more importantly, as the common property of all 

rational beings--for a more impersonal source of beatitude. 
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