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- Massignon (L.) : Ibn Sab'in et la critique psycholo gique dans - 4
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I'Empereur Frederic 1I, Journal Asiatique, VII, Serie XIV, Paris 1880.
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AVERROQOES AND SUFISM™

1 - During the reign of the Almohades in Spain, philosophy
was flourishing and there were two main currents of philosophy,
firstly, the Aristotelian, as represented by some Spanish muslim phi-
losophers like Avempace (d. 533/1138), Averroes (d. 595/1198)
and Ibn Tumlus (d. 620/1224), secondly the illuminative as repre-
sented by Abubacer ( Ibn Tufail ) (d. 1185 )

Besides, there existed a third current of Islamic mysticism or su-
fism represented by different schools, such as the school of
Almeria, founded by the theosophist Ibn Al Arif (d. 536/1141 ) (1)
to which Ibunl Arabi, Averroes contemporary, belonged, and the
Shuziah school founded by Al-Ashbili in the second half of the si-
xth century ( A.H.) @)

It should be noted that the mystical tendency in Spain was re-
inforced during the two centuries before the twelfth century by
the diffusion of the Epistles of the Pure Brothren (Tkhwan Al-Safa),
an encyclopoedia of Neoplatonist philosophy which originated in
Ismaili or extreme shiite circles.

The schools of philosophy and sufism mentioned above pre-
dominated by Neoplatonism were known To Averroes, and it was
primarily in revolt against this predominance of Neoplatonism, as
well as against the attacks of Algazali that Averroes's thov ght

was formulated. His aim was quite simply a retum to the authentic
Aristotle (3)

Averroes looked at Aristotle as the highest point of all reason.
He regarded also his doctrine as '"the highest Truth."

2 - It is perhaps natural that Averroes as a pure peripatetic phi-
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losopher should distrust the mystical intuitive metthod of knowl-
edge claimed by the sufis, as well as by some illuminative philoso-
phers like Avicenna and Abubacer(4). Following Aristle, Averroer
maintains in his theory of knowledge that the human soul reaches
knowledge through sense perceptions and abstracting of the im-
materia] form from its material composition (5)

3 - We shall confine ourselves to speaking only of Islamic mys-
ticism or sufism, as viewed by Averroes. Let us begin with this
question : What does Averroes mean by the sufi method of knowl-
edge ?

The sufi method of knowledge, says Averroes, is not theoreti-
cal, in the sense that they their knowledge of God and other crea-
tions not by a process of reasoning, but throgh mortification of the
soul and contemplation.(6) They claim that thier method is sup-
ported by certain verses of the Quran. Aver roes states them :*

Obcerve your duty to Allah. Allah is teaching you. And Allah
is the nower of all things. (7) | :

As for those who strive in Us, We Surely guide them to Our
paths, andTo Allah is with the good. (8}

O ye who believe If ye keep your duty to Allah, He will give
you discrinination between right and wrong . (9)

We should notice that Here, as everywhere in his writings,
Averroes dosenot speak of this mystical method of knowledge as
his own experience. He understands sufism to be a mere
"subjective experience'. The sufi himself does not use arguments
io show that his expericnce is objective in the sense that it is com-
mon, but he claims that an inner sudden light assures him of this
and that there fore for him no logical proof is needed. Averroes
asys about the subjectivity of the sufi method :

Even if we have to admit the existence of such method, yet
it is not public . (10)
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The Quran, in general, reumes Averroes, asks muslims to practice
reasoning and draws their attention to its ways.(11) Therefore, the
end aimed at in the Quran is not that private mystical method, oth-
erwies the speculative method will be in vain (12) In other words
muslims should be guided by their intelect and not by therir feel-
ings or emotions.

4 - We must not leave our listener with the impression that our
philosopher rejects sufism cntirely.

As we have seen, he rejects only the sufus claim that they can
obtain a knowledge of the nature of reality through their private
experience which is not available to other men. Every rational phi-
losopher would also say that sufism yields no truths at all about
God and universc. Only logical thinkig gives us truths. Averroess
criticism of sufi intuitive knowledge is really based on epistemo-
logical basis

But it is plain that sufism, like other subjects, may arouse either
a theoretical or a practical interest. The practical interest is that of
the man who aspires to tread the mystic path or via purgativa. Of
the value of such practical interest Averroes was aware His writ-
ten account is in part as follows : From this ( Practical ) side, the
Sharia ( of Islam ) called for this path ( Sufi Tarika ), and urged ( be-
lievers ) upon its practice generally, that means upon action. (13)

The meaning of this passage is quite clear. Averroes agrees
with the ethical goal of sufism. He may believe that moral values
are alos subjective, as being grounded in emotions or attitudes, yet
he does not maen to asy that they are not valuable, or that morality
ought to be left behind as superstition. The ethical path of the sufis
puts passions and appetites under the control of the Spirit through
a strict manner of living of living, and this is the aim of all religion.

In addition to this, Averroes advocates the view that a thinker
can make effective use of the sufi path. His Stat ement is as follows
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: We cannot deny that ( sufi ) mortification of the soul is be needed
before correct trasoning .( 14)

But here there shoud be some reservations. We have to
bear in mind that the statement mortification of the soul is to be
needed, before correct reasoning does not imply, says Averroes,
that correct reasoning is caused by mere mortification. Similarly we
cannot deduce from the proposition learning depends on good
dealth, the judgement : good heath ( alone ) produces learning.( 15
)

S - Naturally, such views of Averroes on sufism are to be re-
jected by sufis themselves for they believe that their method gives
them the knowledge of Ultimate Reality. For instance, his cvon-
temporary, the famonus sufi Ibnul

Arabi of Almeria ( d. 638/1240 ) says in his book Al-Futuhat
Al-Makkyya (17) that when Averroes heard of his mystical fa-
vours, he asked his father who was a friend of his, to arrange for a
meeting between him and his son. Averroes was eager to discuss
with Ibnul Arabi the question wher the facts acquired by means of
discursive methods are identical with those obtained by mystical
intuition. Another meeting was held between them, after whih
Ibunl Arabi described him as a man of mere reasoning and specula-

tion, (18) and excluded him from the domain of sufism saying, He is
not gifted like we are . (19)

Averroes was attacked also by Ibn Sabin of Murcia (d. 669/
1210), one of the eminent sufis of Spain. Hementions in his Budd-
Al-Arifa (20) that Averroes was an admirer of Aristotle to the extent
that if Aristotle said that a man could stand and sit down at the
same time, he wodld never hesitate to repeat the same proposition
of Aristotle, beliecing it to be true Most of works, says Ibn Sabin,
are summaries of whataristotle had written. (21) Ibn Sabin resumes
that Averroes is a man of little knowledge and of no capability, (22)
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Sure his rank is more less than that of the hnostic ( Al-Muhagqiq )
who is depending on Divine gifts, (23)

Averroes being considered a non-mystic by sufis theselves,
however clever, cannot in their opinion, imagine what a mystical
experirnce is like, even though the mystic tries to describe it to him
. He cannot therefore contribute anything of value to the discus-
sion of sufism .

1t seems to me that the confilct between mystics and philos-
ophers is in the last analysis reduced to thew distinction between
taste and employing ligical proofs, in other words between feeling
and being guided by the humman intellcsct. It is now plain that
Acerroes felt more kinship with the logicians. I* could be a matter
of his personal feeling .

Notes :

(1) Palacios ( Asin ) : El mistico Abu-Al-Abbas Ibn Al-Arif de Almreia. etc, cita-
do segun Ohras Escogidas, Madrid 1946. P. 219-225.

(2) Taftazani (A) : Ibn Sabin and his mystical philosophy, Beirut 1973, P. 68, 70,
77.

(3) Leff ( Gordon ). Medieval thought, St. Augustine to Ockam, London 1970 P.
156.

{4) 1t should be noted here that some westem scholars who wrote on the philoso-
phy of Et verrocs, such as Munk in his. Melanges de philosophie juive Arabe ( P.
443,449 ) maintain that there are some mystical elemenis in the philosophy of
Averroes, and that he was influenced, as other muslim philosophers, by the theory of
emanation and the idea of complete identification of the material human intellect with
Active Universal Intellect. However, it is a disputed question. The aim of this paper is
to investigate only Averroess opinion adout which is quite different from illuminative
philosophy of some muslim philosophers like Al-Farabi, Avicenna and Abubacer who

were influenced by Neoplatonism .
(5) Tahafut Al Tahatut, Cairo 1903, P. 33, P. 84.

(&) Al Kan An Kanahic ALAda Cairn 100 o0 L
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(7) The Ouran, trans. by pickthall, 2 : 282,
(8) Quran, 29 : 69.
(9) Quran 8 : 29.

(10) Al-Kashf An Manahig Al-Adilla, p. 44. Also : Fasl Al-Makal, Cairo 1919, p.

2. et suiv.

(11) Ibid, p. 44. sec.

(12) 1bid, p. 44.

(13) Ibid, p. 45.

(14) Ibid, p. 44.

(15) Ibid, p, 44 - 45.

(16) Ibid, p. 45.

(17) Al-Futuhat Al-Makkyya, edit. Osman Yahya, revised by Dr. Ibrahim Mad-
kour, Cairo 1972, pp. 373 - 373.

(18) Ibid, p. 372.

(19) Ibid, p. 373.

(20) Budd Al-Arif, ms. Garrulab, N, 1273, Fol, 44 - 45.

(21) Ibid, Fol, 45.

(22) Ibid, Fol, 45,

(23) Ibid, Fol, 7., it may be of interest to mention that in spite of this serve attack
of Ibn Subin, Averroes was mentioned in the chain of the Sheikhs of his eclectic order
named Al Sabinia with other mystical and philosophical figures like Hermes, Socrates,
Plato, Alexander the Great, Al-Halaj, Al-Shibbi, Al-Nafari, Al-Habashi, Kadib, Al-
Ban, Ibn Kasi, Ibn-Massara, Avicenna, Al-Gazali, Abubacer, Abu-Madyan, Ibnul-Arabi

and Ibn Sabin ( Al-Shushtari, Qasida ms. Paris. 3347, p. 208 aqq; see also Massignori :
Recueil de textes ..... etc, paris 1929, pp. 139 - 140).
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