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Since the onset of the Iranian Revolution of 1978, Americans have witnessed the rise of an increasingly strident Islamic movement whose passions are often directed against the West, and against the United States in particular.  There are deep-seated political reasons for this anger, not only because of American support for Israel despite its 35-year military occupation of Palestinian territory, but also because of a widespread perception that the United States will pursue its hegemony over the Middle East by any means necessary and, consequently, continue to have a handing in shaping the future of the Islamic world.  Yet, even many educated Americans have not understood these causes of opposition, and have, instead, viewed Islamic-inspired hostility to the West as due to a culture that is intrinsically hostile to many of the things they hold dear, especially to the values of rational, open-minded inquiry, tolerance of dissenting viewpoints, and a pragmatic willingness to adjust to change.  

This hostility is true of some individuals and movements within the Islamic world, but it would be a serious distortion to take it as a general feature of Islam or Middle Eastern socieities.  The slightest survey of Islamic history reveals a rich tradition of speculation, scientific inquiry, and intellectual and spiritual tolerance that has contributed significantly to our common legacy.  Of course, the role of reason, and its embodiment in philosophical-scientific theorizing, has long been a source of contention within Islamic societies.  But the same is true of religious traditions generally.  The deep emotional needs to which relgion responds are best satisfied through attitudes of belief,  acceptance and trust.  Yet, in its theoretical employment, reason is as much a critic as it is a creator, and, in the special fields of metaphysics and epistemology, no beliefs, however cherished, are immune from srutiny.  Understandably, then, organized philosophical activity is routinely viewed with suspicion by ecclesiastical authorities and the devout. 

The tension between reason and revelation is felt vividly within the Islamic tradition. As one of the great prophetic relgions, the self-avowed image of Islam is that of a tradition already possessing the truth as set forth in the divine revelation of the Qur'an. What need is there for philosophizing on fundamental matters, e.g., the ultimate nature of reality, the foundations of morality, the modes whereby the divine relates to the temporal?  The structure of creation is already made clear, the “straight path for living” already manifest.  How can philosophical speculation be anything but a source of divisive controversy, for as it turns its gaze to the foundations upon which the Shari`a (Islamic Law) rests, or to the grounds for religious belief itself, it will inevitably turn up alternative perspectives on divine revelation that challenge received interpretations.  Intellectual diversity will spawn social divisions and erode political unity.  Is not the very practice of philosophy inimical to Islam's promise of providing a comprehensive way of living, a scheme that eschews skepticism and uncertainty about the place of a human in God's creation and his or her role in the 'umma (Islamic community)? 

This problem is not a new one within Islam. It became a matter of debate as soon as the translations of the Greek philosophers began to appear in an organized Islamic world during the 8th Century.  At times, when some defenders of tradition came to view Greek-inspired philosophical speculation as heresy, the debate became vociferous. But nothing was settled during the golden age of Islam’s expansion, and there are at least three reasons why the problem continues to be pressing one for the Islam, indeed, for the future of Islamic Civilization.

First, Islam offers a comprehensive guide to the fundamental ascpects to human experience and activity through which a truly human existence can be achieved.  There is no separation of religious concern from any other human activity, no boundary where the influence of relgion is allowed to cease and other concerns and directives take over. In particular, the Shari’a allows no challenges its authority in matters of politics, economics, morality and education, and the very flow of information is to remain under its watchful eye. 

Second, not only is the Qur'an—the very foundation of the Shari`a—a holy book; it is the direct and immutable word of God.  For the Muslim, there can be no question of whether these words issued from God; they did, and there's an end to it.  Therefore, any challenge to these words, any doubt about their truth, is absolutely unacceptable. Those who attempt such a challenge are stepping outside the bounds of Islam, refusing to carry on dialogue within the sacred tradition, and, consequently, are viewed as external opponents to that tradition. 

The third reason is more current.  Islamic Civilization is currently facing a severe challenge from a vigorous West.  Relations between the two have rarely been smooth; in fact, to both the Western and Islamic minds, direct contacts have often been hostile and bitter, while relations in times of peace uneasy.  The challenge is most obviously felt in its political, economic, and military dimensions, with control of territory and resources at stake.  But it takes other forms.  At present, there is an increasing encroachment of Western attitudes, values, life-styles, and world-views within the Islamic world, causing great alarm among those who find their identity in Islam.  Many Muslims respond defensively, with all the conservative intolerance of change that this posture generates.  Their reaction might seem to bode ill for philosophical speculation in the Islamic world, especially that which has been nutured on the texts and formulations of the West.  Yet, there are many Muslim thinkers, equally concerned about the fate of the Islamic world, who doubt that rigid rejection is the correct approach, and who urge a more flexible stance that permits adjustment in established ways of life and thought within an Islamic framework.  Between these two groups, the battle over the role of philosophical thought within the Islamic context is waged anew. 

I said that the basic problem is not a new one for Islam.  Let us step back into 12th century and learn how one Islamic philosopher, Ibn Rushd (Averroes), dealt with it in his times.  Perhaps his solution is relevant to the concerns of both Muslims and their interlocutors in today's increasingly difficult world. 


Islamic Neoplatonism and its Reception

Among the earliest controversies within Islamic theology (kalam) was a debate over the nature of God and the possibility of human free will.  The use of Greek logical categories by one group of theologians (Mutikallimun), namely, the Mu`tazila, was thought by others to compromise the doctrine of divine omnipotence and contradict Qur’anic teachings.  A reaction set in among certain schools of Islamic jurisprudence, particularly the followers of Malik ibn Anas (d. 795) and Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 855).  The strict Literalists among the latter, always concerned to have a univocal grounding of the Shari`a in textual authority, pointed to the dangers of rational inquiry into divine nature.  Malik, for example, is said to have commented on the Qur'an's reference to God's “sitting on the throne” (Qur'an 7,54 and 20,5—numerical citations are to Sura (chapter) and verse) in this way: 

The sitting is known, its modality is unknown. Belief in it is an obligation and raising questions regarding it is a heresy.

However, a different reaction among philosophically-minded theologians was that of the Ash`arite school of theology, which countered the Mu`tazila not by a dogmatic refusal to engage in philosophical debate, but by using the same rational techniques to defend the absolute omnipotence of the divine being. 


It was after the first flurries of this controversy had subsided, that Al-Farabi (873-950) and Ibn Sina (980-1037) produced their Neoplatonist systems in which the world was viewed as the result of an eternal process of emanation of the One (God).  Here, Islamic philosophy delivered a vision of divine reality and creation that seemed a considerable leap from the descriptions of God in the Qur'an.  Not surprisingly, their efforts generated another Ash`arite reaction, expressed this time in powerful writings of Al-Ghazali (1058-1111).  His work, Tahafut al-Falsafah (The Incoherence of the Philosophers), was a full-scaled attack on several Neoplatonist theses, and its warm reception effectively meant the end of Neoplatonism within mainstream Islamic thought.

The battle between Greek thought and Islamic religious ideals was waged anew in 12th century Andalusia as Ibn Rushd matured.  At a time when philosophical inquiry was favored among the reigning powers, he wrote a detailed reply to Al-Ghazali entitled Tahafut at-Tahafut (The Incoherence of the Incoherence), in which he partly defended Al-Farabi and Ibn Sina, and partly developed his own Aristotelian version of Neoplatonism.  During this period, he also wrote the Decisive Treatise on the Harmony between Philosophy and Religious Law (Shari`a), in which he addressed the more general problem of the place of philosophy within Islamic society.  Let us take a look at the argument of this intriguing little work.

The “Decisive Treatise”

The Decisive Treatise opens with this question: what is the position of the Shari`a towards philosophy (science, human wisdom)?  Specifically, does the Shari’a forbid, discourage, permit, recommend, or make obligatory philosophical study?  One might think that this question could be settled straightaway in a single paragraph pending a direct examination of Qur’anic texts.  The problem is that the Qur'an doesn't address the subject in exactly these terms.  It might be judged that the matter is left open, hence, that the Qur’an permits philosophical inquiry.  But this answer would not satisfy the literalists who insisted upon the Qur'anic injunction to believe and the self-proclaimed inerrancy of the sacred text.  Mindful of their view that philosophy is a dangerous innovation, Ibn Rushd sought an explicit sanction for philosophical thought within the Qur’an itself.   

He begins forcefully.  If the study of philosophy is nothing more than “the study of existing beings and reflection on them as indications of the Creator,” he writes, then this study is either obligatory or recommended by Islam.  How so?  Ibn Rushd quotes several passages from the Qur'an including, “Reflect, you have vision” (59,2); “Have they not studied the kingdom of the heavens and the earth, and whatever things God has created?” (7,185); and “Do they not observe the camels, how they have been created, and the sky, how it has been raised up?” (88, 17-18).  According to Ibn Rushd, such texts call unequivocally for the “study of beings by the intellect and reflection on them,” hence, for philosophical inquiry.  

Ibn Rushd’s next step was to point out that such reflection requires drawing inferences to determine what is implied by explicit pronouncements over the subject-matter in question, and presumably, to do so in the best way that we can.   In order to use our reasoning effectively, we must study the conditions of valid inference and how the best type of reasoning, namely, demonstrative reasoning, differs from the lesser forms of rhetorical and sophistical reasoning.  To do this, we must study logic, and this requires examination of the authoritative texts on the subject, e.g., those of Aristotle.  Because logic blends into metaphysics and epistemology, it follows that one must also study these branches of philosophy in order to carry out the Qur'anic injunction.  Of course, the study of metaphysics is sanctioned anyway, for how else can we understand the relations of Creator to created—upon which we are instructed to reflect—if not in terms of metaphysical categories? 

On the surface, this is a bold, if not incredible, piece of reasoning.  How could Ibn Rushd have offered it so quickly, in a few short paragraphs, and expected acceptance?  Anticipating this reaction, he attempted to buttress his interpretation with independent argument.  What is critical for the happiness of any human being, he wrote, is assent to God's creation and to the truth of divine revelation.  Assent is the product of reflection, and for different types of human beings different modes of reflection are appropriate. The Shari`a summons each person to assent in a manner appropriate to his or her intellectual abilities.  For the most intelligent, demonstrative reasoning is the proper modality of assent, since lesser forms of reasoning will not be sufficient.  It is precisely for the purpose of securing the assent of this “demonstarative class,” then, that the Qur'an encourages reflection, so they might “see” and understand how the multiplicity of beings is, indeed, a product of divine creation.

The Problem of Interpretation

A problem now arises. There is only one Truth, and there are no contradictions within it.  The Shari`a is true, but, according to Ibn Rushd, so are the demonstrations of philosophy. What happens if the two conflict?  How can the consistency and the unity of Truth be maintained?  Consider the Qur'an's descriptions of God's “sitting upon” his throne, or of God's possessing a “hand.”  At face value, these commit us to saying that God is bodily.  Yet, philosophy teaches that since all bodies are temporally finite and doomed to decay, God must be a purely spiritual substance in order to possess the infinite attributes of omnipotence, omniscience, eternality, etc. that the Qur'an ascribes.  How do we resolve this apparent conflict between Qur’anic verse and philosophical teaching?


Ibn Rushd's answer is familiar.  The conflict is resolvable upon realizing that some texts in the Qur'an cannot be taken literally, that is, in their apparent meaning but, rather, must be interpreted to reveal their hidden meaning.  Their language is metaphorical or allegorical, a judgment that can be justified by direct appeal to Qur’anic claims that some texts contain hidden meanings and cannot be taken literally.  In the third Sura of the Qur'an, verse 7, for example, we find this passage: 

:

He it is Who sent down to thee the Book: In it are verses basic or fundamental (of established meaning); they are the foundation of the Book: others are allegorical. But those in whose hearts is perversity follow the part thereof that is allegorical, seeking discord, and searching for its hidden meanings, but no one knows its hidden meanings except God.  And those who are firmly grounded in knowledge say: “We believe in the Book; the whole of it is from our Lord:” and none will grasp the message except men of understanding.  (Translation by Abdullah Yusuf Ali, The Holy Qur’an (Beirut, Lebanon: Dar Al Arabia), p. 123.)

In this remarkable text, we are informed that while certain verses are apparent, clear and unambiguous (ayat muhkamat) others are allegorical, ambiguous, or obscure (ayat mutashabihat).  The latter have a hidden meaning discernible only through interpretation (ta’wīl), a process that consists of rejecting the apparent meaning and providing an allegorical reading in accordance with the “standard metaphorical practices of Arabic.”

But which passages are obscure?  And who is qualified to tell whether they are, and explain their hidden meaning?  Judging from the second sentence in the quoted verse, it would seem that God alone knows the interpretation, yet one way of reading the second conjunct of the concluding sentence suggests that “men of understanding” (rasikhun fil-‘ilm) can also grasp the message.  

At this point, Ibn Rushd reminds the reader that while the actual words comprising the text of the Qur’an were settled upon shortly after the death of the prophet Muhammad, it took nearly two centuries to arrive at the official written version.  Because the Qur’an was designed for recitation, controversies arose over the precise phrasings to be used, and consequently, over the placing of punctuation marks in the written versions indicating how the text is to be recited.  At least seven alternative “readings” were debated before one of them won out in the 9th century and was canonized in the text we have today. 

The phrasing of Qur’an 3,7 was one of the points of contention.  The period after the name of “God” in the English version translates a punctuation mark known as a waqfa lāzim—a mandatory “stop”—in Arabic.  This device is not a full stop marking the end of a verse, but a device indicating a pause in the recitation, and is sometimes translated with a comma (as in M. H. Shakir’s translation available at www.hti.umich.edu/k/koran/). Placing the stop to be placed after “God” treats the phrase “those who are firmly grounded in knowledge” as the subject of the next clause.  However, according to the 9th century Qur’anic commentator, Ibn Mujahid, the stop belongs after the phrase, “those who are firmly grounded in knowledge,” to reflect the reading of Ibn Mas'ud (one of the companions of the Prophet).  Arabic grammar then allows the subject of the next clause to be an elided anaphor that can be brought out with the pronoun ‘they’ in English as follows:    

  

He it is Who sent down to thee the Book: In it are verses basic or fundamental (of established meaning); they are the foundation of the Book: others are allegorical. But those in whose hearts is perversity follow the part thereof that is allegorical, seeking discord, and searching for its hidden meanings, but no one knows its hidden meanings except God and those who are firmly grounded in knowledge. They say: “We believe in it, the whole of it is from our Lord:” and none will grasp the message except men of understanding.


In the absence of punctuation, this is an equally permissible translation of Qur’an 3,7.  In short, without the waqfa lāzim, the very verse in which the distinction is made between clear and ambiguous verses is itself ambiguous.  The canonical version is one method of disambiguation, while this version based upon Ibn Mas’ud’s reading is another.  

Ibn Rushd favored Ibn Mas’ud’s reading, thereby acknowledging that those “firmly grounded in knowledge” can grasp the hidden meanings, but he did not suggest that the canonical reading of  Qur’an 3,7 be abandoned.  Placing the waqfa lāzim after the occurrence of “God” has a definite purpose.  The mass of people, with no time, opportunity, training, or even ability for intellectual disputes, must believe what is written in its apparent meaning since they are incapable of grasping hidden meanings.  Insofar as interpretation involves rejecting the apparent meaning, any attempt to inform these people of a further hidden meaning which they cannot grasp would effectively leave them in a state of unbelief.  So, it is good for them to kept away from interpretations and to simply believe that God alone can know hidden meanings.  Others can be told that there is a hidden meaning of certain texts, but that the meaning is not for them to know. They too must believe and not seek further than what they can understand, otherwise they would cause dissension within Islam by spawning rival interpretations of sacred text—as happened in the disputes among the Mutikallimun.  For both classes of believers, the canonical version of Qur’an 3,7 is fitting.  

Now Ibn Rushd was convinced that Islam is for everyone, regardless of their intellectual capacity.  If interpretation were denied to the demonstrative class, then they could not possibly assent to what is written, and their services would be lost to Islam.  They must be made to understand that the stop in Qur’an 3,7 comes after “those who are firmly grounded in knowledge.” If hidden meanings were not accessible to them, we would be at a loss to explain why ambiguous verses appear at all in God's revelation.  What would their purpose be?  If only God can understand their meanings then what function can they possibly serve in setting forth the “straight path for living”?  Why would the sacred revelation of this straight path contain statements that no human can grasp and profit from?  Again, without allowing those well grounded in learning to interpret, we would be hard-pressed to explain other passages in the Qur'an, for example, 6,98 and 6,105, where it is said that “signs” are given to “people who understand” and “those who know.”  

Here, then, is the foothold that philosophy has within Islam.  If interpretation is to succeed in unearthing hidden meanings, it must be informed by philosophical and scientific learning.  Theoretical investigation must therefore be allowed, and since it is not always an easy matter to unearth the hidden meanings, disagreements and mistakes in interpretation—when committed by qualified individuals—should not be confused with heresy or unbelief.  Only in this way can the Qur’anic pronouncements be reconciled with philosophical learning.
  

The Relevance of Ibn Rushd's argument to contemporary Islam

What relevance does the message of Ibn Rushd have for the contemporary Islamic world?  Let us dramatize its predicament in the strongest possible terms: Islamic Civilization is facing a challenge from Western Civilization, a challenge from a civilization which is currently more powerful (militarily, economically, and politically), and which some view as posing a threat to the independence and survival of the Islamic world. Given this challenge, Muslims face at least these alternatives for response:

(1)  Absolute submission to the West, overt acknowledgment of Western hegemony and values, and the adoption of Western modes of belief and behavior;

(2)  Passive withdrawal and an avoidance of outright conflict, that is, inwardly refusing to submit to Western ways, yet offering no resistance to the current Western economic, political, and cultural hegemony, patiently awaiting its eventual passage;

(3)  Rejection of the West by means of isolationism, or by means of direct confrontation and adoption of combative measures to curb or expunge its presence and influence;  

(4)  Adaptation to, or accommodation of, Western intellectual and spiritual influence, while retaining what is essential to the traditional Islamic beliefs and values. 

Anyone who knows the current state of affairs in the contemporary Islamic world will rule out alternative (1).  Alternative (2) carries with it a risk, not only of surrendering the immediate political fate of the Islamic world to the West, but of having Islamic values overwhelmed and Islamic peoples converted to Western ways, first in behavior, then in world views, and perhaps even in religious commitment.  Consequently, alternative (3) has gained increasingly many adherents among Muslims, some of whom have turned to armed militancy.  It represents the most direct refusal to accommodate Western ways, and often takes the form of a dramatic return to historical Islamic practice and outlook, as typified by revivalist movements in Saudi Arabia, Iran, Pakistan, and elsewhere.  But both isolationism and confrontation are risky ventures.  Continual efforts by the West to encroach upon the Islamic domain to ensure access to Middle Eastern oil, or to contain the spread of a hostile Islam, and the need to keep abreast of technological changes in order to survive, make it unlikely that isolationism will be very popular or even possible. A wholesale confrontation, on the other hand, a direct attempt to impose a military defeat upon the Western intruders and expell Western influence, seems unlikely to succeed given Western military predominance, at least for the next half-century.  A prolonged war of attrition, fought largely within the Islamic world, would have a more devastating impact upon the future of Middle Eastern peoples, even on the prospects for Islam itself, than upon the West.  For the next few decades, at least, aggressive confrontation seems a dubious prospect for the Islamic world. 

Islamic Civilization might presently find a safer course in alternative (4), adaptation—a survival tactic that is as old as the evolutionary process itself.  Without it,  Islam is in danger of collapsing under direct pressure from a more vigorous West, perhaps through overwhelming external defeat, or through internal dissensions about how to respond.  But cultural adapatation can take different forms, ranging from wait-and-see submission, to mimicry, to pragmatic defensive strategies, and it invokes the difficult question of just what adaptations can be tolerated if what is essential to Islam is to be retained.   Successful adaptation requires a measure of intellectual flexibility; rigid insistence upon traditional formulae must be relaxed and philosophical discussion allowed free reign, at least within institutions of higher education and in an enlightened media.

Islam can adapt if its approach to the Shari`a is a flexible one, that is, if it does not view the sacred texts and the extant systems of law as fixed dogmata that are immune from novel interpretations, but instead, is willing to approach the Qur'an and the teachings of the Sunnah with a mixture of respect and adventure.  My claim is that there is a foundation in Islamic tradition, indeed, with the Qur’an itself, for sanctioning this sort of adaptive flexibility.  On this score, the argument of Ibn Rushd carries a relevance that extends far beyond disputes about Medieval metaphysics, Qur'anic exegesis, or Arabic grammar. 
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