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Abstract 

Methods of Interpretation in  

Ibn Rushd, Maimonides, and 

Spinoza 
    This article discusses a common 
theme in the works of Ibn Rushd 
(Averroes), Maimonides, and Spinoza, 
that is, their methods of interpreting 
sacred texts. It concentrates on those 
philosophers in particular because of 
their centrality and importance in the 
tradition of Interpretation, besides 
their representation of the most basic 
theoretical and philosophical 
traditions of interpretation: Ibn Rushd 
rests in his method of interpretation 
on the Aristotelian rationalist-
naturalist tradition, Maimonides rests 
on the Neo-Platonic Emanationist 
tradition of Al Farabi and Avicenna, 
and Spinoza is the originator of the 
modern historical-critical method of 
studying sacred texts. 
     A comparison between those 
philosophers reveals their theories of 
the relation between Philosophy and 
Religion, or Reason and Revelation. 
By entering into a detailed 
comparison between their respective 
works on this topic, the article tries to 
prove that Maimonides’s attempt at a 
harmonization between Religion and 
Philosophy, or more precisely, 
between the Torah and the 
Aristotelian-Emanationist tradition, 
was a failed one, because it didn’t 
differentiate adequately between 
Religious and Philosophical 
discourses, and it puts a heavy 
philosophical load on Scripture that it 
can’t bear, reading the Torah with the 
eyes and minds of Aristotle, Plotinus, 
Al Farabi and Avicenna.  
On the other hand, Ibn Rushd worked 
successfully on a different strategy of 
interpretation that aimed at a clear 
and sharp differentiation between 
Religious and Philosophical 

discourses, by adopting the 
Aristotelian separation between 
Demonstration, Rhetoric, and 
Dialectic, and employing this 
separation in a discourse analysis of 
the Qur’an, proving its dependence on 
Rhetoric and Dialectic, in purpose of 
convincing the illiterate masses with 
the necessary theoretical doctrines 
about God in the most common and 
suitable ways for them. Every 
interpreter according to Ibn Rushd 
must take into account this nature and 
purpose of Religious discourse; and 
that prohibits any philosophical 
interpretation of the Qur’an because 
of its Unsuitableness to its ends and to 
its main intended audiences.  
Lastly, a close reading of Spinoza’s 
“Tractatus Theologico-Politicus” 
shows his indebtedness to the 
Averroistic tradition of differentiation 
between Philosophical and Religious 
discourses, and his Averroistic radical 
separation between Reason and 
Revelation.  The article tries to prove 
this conclusion by a detailed 
comparison between Ibn Rushd’s 
“The Decisive Treatise determining 
the connection between the Law and 
Wisdom” (Fasl Al Maqal Wa Taqrir 
ma bayna Al Hikma wa’l Shari’a men 
al Ittesal), and Spinoza’s Treatise, 
showing parallelisms between many 
respective passages, and some kind of 
inter-textuality, due to Spinoza’s 
familiarity with Ibn Rushd’s Decisive 
Treatise from Elijah Del Medigo’s 
paraphrasing of it in his 
“Examination of Religion”, that was 
owned by Spinoza in his library. In 
the last analysis, the article proves 
Spinoza’s Averroism in his theory of 
Religion and his method of 
interpretation, showing the futility of 
those who tried to prove his 
Maimonidianism.          
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