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The English Section

IBN RUSHD

ABU’L WALID MUHAMMAD (1126-98)
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Abuw’l Walid Muhammad 1bn Ahmad ibn Muharnmad ibn Rushd, often known as Averroes (the Latinized
version of his name), was born in AH 520/AD 1126 in Cordoba. He came from a distinguished line of
jurists and theologians, who like him served as public officials. As a result of royal patronage he became both
royal physician and gadi (judge) of Cordoba in succession to his father. Due to the political turmoil in
Andalus (Islamic Spain) at the time, he was not always in favour, and was banished to North Africa when he
was seventy during a period of persecution of philosophy. He died in AH 595/no 1198 after having been
rehabilitated, but his religious orthodoxy still seems to have been suspected by the public.

There is a famous story that when Ibn Rushd was about forty-two there was a meeting between the caliph
and Ibn Rushd, at which the latter was asked to summarize the works of Aristotle in order that the ideas of
that thinker might be better understood by the caliph himself, and no doubt also by the intellectual
community. Ibn Rushd’s reported nervousness at accepting this commission was well-founded, since
changing political circumstances had in the past - and would in the future - put Aristotle and those influenced
by him under a theological cloud; the interest of a ruler in philosophy could quite easily turn into hostility.
Over the next twenty-six years, however, Ibn Rushd wrote commentaries on most of Aristotle’s works.
These commentaries took a variety of forms. Often he would write a summary, medium commentary and
long commentary of the same text, thus presenting the ideas of Aristotle to a variety of audiences; those who
were seeking a detailed discussion of the whole text would look to the long commentary, while those who
wanted just to get a flavour of the original could be satisfied with the paraphrase. As Aristotle’s Po/itics was
not available to him, he used Plato’s Republic instead for his commentary on a political text.

The remarkable feature of these commentaries is the way in which Ibn Rushd tried to get back to the
original arguments of Aristotle, cleansed of the Neoplatonic accretions which had developed. This was very
difficult to do, since a long and well-developed tradition of Neoplatonic commentary had very much set the
agenda over the previous centuries in the Islamic world (see NEOPLATONISM IN ISLAMIC
PHILOSOPHY). However, Ibn Rushd was often able to distinguish between the points which Aristotle was
trying to make and those which had been imposed upon him by the commentators. He certainly respected
some of the classical commentators such as ALEXANDER OF APHRODISIAS and THEMISTUS, as well
as some of the Islamic philosophers and especially his own countryman IBN BAJIA, but the style of his
commentaries is to try to understand the text anew and to reconstruct the Aristotelian argument in a way
which represents Aristotle’s original view. Sometimes he is more successful than at others, and he was not
averse to adding his own comments on the text when he felt this would be useful. The paraphrases are
certainly a very loose summary of the originals, and often give Ibn Rushd the opportunity to express his own
views on an Aristotelian theme. However, the long commentaries are very impressive analyses of the text,
especially given the nature of the translations with which Ibn Rushd was working, and they came to wield

great influence in the Christian and Jewish worlds
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