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Islam beyond Kalam?
Ibn Rushd’s Radical Critique of Muslim Theologians
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Abstract: Any reader of Ibn Rushd’s works—especially al-Kashf ‘an Manahij al-Adilla fi ‘Aqa’id al-
Milla, Fasl al-Magqal, and Tahafut al-Tahafut—is likely to be struck by the severity of his criticism
of Muslim theologians. The philosopher of Cordoba grants kalam neither originality, nor
scientific status, nor practical benefit for human beings. In these writings, the theologians are not
counted among either the intellectual elite or the genuine scholars; rather, they are portrayed as
an anomalous group standing outside both categories. They are presented as a source of the
corruptions and evils that, over time, have afflicted the revealed Law. In Ibn Rushd’s eyes,
theologians are either diseased souls with imbalanced temperaments, unlike ordinary people, or
false physicians whose doctrines and arguments belong closer to sophistry than to genuine
science. More troubling still, they attempt to impose their erroneous interpretations and spurious
doubts upon the common people, presenting them as true and as necessary for salvation. The
result is that, for the qadi of Marrakesh, kalam is not merely useless; it is scientifically corrupt and
practically harmful.

All this may lead one to think that Ibn Rushd envisaged an Islam—and a Muslim community
composed of philosophers and the general public—without kalam and without theologians. This
paper examines the details of Ibn Rushd’s forceful critique of kalam and its practitioners, and
seeks to understand that critique in its proper context by analyzing the strategies through which
he deprives this discipline and its representatives of any claim to originality or legitimacy. Was
Ibn Rushd’s radical stance final and uncompromising? Did he truly imagine an Islam
without kalam and without theologians? These are the questions this paper sets out to explore.

Keywords: Ibn Rushd; kalam; Ash‘arite theologians; critique of Ash‘arism; revealed Law;
religious interpretation; sophistry; demonstration; philosophers and the common people; Islam
and theologians.
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* Kogan, “Eternity and Origination,” 206.

3Ibn Rushd, in Kogan, “Eternity and Origination,” 210.
*Ibn Rushd, in Kogan, “Eternity and Origination,” 209—210
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