
C
o
p
y
r
i
g
h
t
 
 
2
0
1
9
.
 
N
Y
U
 
P
r
e
s
s
.
 
A
l
l
 
r
i
g
h
t
s
 
r
e
s
e
r
v
e
d
.
 
M
a
y
 
n
o
t
 
b
e
 
r
e
p
r
o
d
u
c
e
d
 
i
n
 
a
n
y
 
f
o
r
m
 
w
i
t
h
o
u
t
 
p
e
r
m
i
s
s
i
o
n
 
f
r
o
m
 
t
h
e
 
p
u
b
l
i
s
h
e
r
,
 
e
x
c
e
p
t
 
f
a
i
r
 
u
s
e
s
 
p
e
r
m
i
t
t
e
d
 
u
n
d
e
r
 
U
.
S
.
 
o
r
 
a
p
p
l
i
c
a
b
l
e
 
c
o
p
y
r
i
g
h
t
 
l
a
w
.

EBSCO Publishing : eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) - printed on 2/12/2023 3:54 AM via 
AN: 2090063 ; Ab ayyn al-Tawd, Ab Al Miskawayh, Bilal Orfali, Maurice A. Pomerantz.; The Philosopher Responds : An Intellectual Correspondence From the 
Tenth Century, Volume One 
Account: ns335141



The Philosopher Responds

Volume One

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:54 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Library of Arabic Literature
Editorial Board

General Editor
Philip F. Kennedy, New York University

Executive Editors
James E. Montgomery, University of Cambridge

Shawkat M. Toorawa, Yale University

Editors
Sean Anthony, The Ohio State University

Julia Bray, University of Oxford
Michael Cooperson, University of California, Los Angeles

Joseph E. Lowry, University of Pennsylvania
Maurice A. Pomerantz, New York University Abu Dhabi

Tahera Qutbuddin, University of Chicago
Devin J. Stewart, Emory University

Editorial Director
Chip Rossetti

Digital Production Manager
Stuart Brown

Assistant Editor
Lucie Taylor

Fellowship Program Coordinator
Amani Al-Zoubi

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:54 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Letter from the General Editor

The Library of Arabic Literature makes available Arabic editions and English 
translations of significant works of Arabic literature, with an emphasis on the 
seventh to nineteenth centuries. The Library of Arabic Literature thus includes 
texts from the pre-Islamic era to the cusp of the modern period, and encom-
passes a wide range of genres, including poetry, poetics, fiction, religion, 
philosophy, law, science, travel writing, history, and historiography.

Books in the series are edited and translated by internationally recognized 
scholars. They are published as hardcovers in parallel-text format with Arabic 
and English on facing pages, as English-only paperbacks, and as downloadable 
Arabic editions. For some texts, the series also publishes separate scholarly 
editions with full critical apparatus.  

The Library encourages scholars to produce authoritative Arabic editions, 
accompanied by modern, lucid English translations, with the ultimate goal of 
introducing Arabic’s rich literary heritage to a general audience of readers as 
well as to scholars and students. 

The Library of Arabic Literature is supported by a grant from the New York 
University Abu Dhabi Institute and is published by NYU Press. 

Philip F. Kennedy
General Editor, Library of Arabic Literature

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:54 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



���م�ل �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ���م�ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

ّ
��ل�ي�و����ي�د���ي �ن ا �و �ح�يّ��ا ��ن

أ
ا

���و��ي��ه
ّ �م��س��

�و ���م�ل��ي ��ن
أ
��وا

��وّ�ل
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
�م�ل ��م��ن ا

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:54 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



NEW YORK UNIVERSITY PRESS

New York

The Philosopher Responds

An Intellectual Correspondence 
from the Tenth Century

Volume One

Abū Ḥayyān al-Tawḥīdī
Abū ʿAlī Miskawayh

Edited by 
Bilal Orfali and Maurice A. Pomerantz

Translated by 
Sophia Vasalou and James E. Montgomery

Volume editor 
Devin J. Stewart

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:54 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



NEW YORK UNIVERSITY PRESS 
New York

Copyright © 2019 by New York University 
All rights reserved

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
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Introduction 

The present book is unusual in having not one, but two authors. It is the result of 
a collaboration between two figures, both of whom were outstanding contribu-
tors to that remarkable flowering of cultural and intellectual life that took place 
in the Islamic world during the fourth/tenth century under the Buyid dynasty.

Military men of Persian extraction and Shiʿi sympathies, the Buyids rose to 
power with the collapse of the Abbasid Caliphate and ruled over large parts of 
the eastern Islamic lands for over a century (320–454/932–1062). A time of eco-
nomic distress and social insecurity, of religious and ideological rivalries, this 
period nevertheless saw an outpouring of creative energy that would shape 
Islamic intellectual history for centuries to come. Intellectual possibilities that 
had already dawned crystallized and solidified. The engagement with the legacy 
of classical antiquity, already begun in Abbasid times, intensified, and the con-
certed efforts to translate and study the works of major philosophical and sci-
entific thinkers of the ancient world—Aristotle and Plato, Euclid and Ptolemy, 
Hippocrates and Galen—ministered to a climate of rationalistic inquiry that is 
one of the hallmarks of that period. The distinctive form of literary refinement 
known as adab, whose standard-bearers were the secretaries, scribes, and other 
members of the administrative apparatus of the state, blossomed alongside this 
philosophical culture.

The ruling class had a large hand in galvanizing this activity, not only through 
active patronage but also through the spirit of tolerance they nurtured in the 
face of new ideas and existing antagonisms. During the heyday of Buyid rule, the 
courts of princes and viziers in key cities across Iraq and western Iran—notably 
Baghdad, Rayy, Isfahan, and Shiraz—became nerve centers of intellectual activ-
ity, lodestones for philosophers, scientists, and literati competing for recogni-
tion and support. Many of the luminaries from this period who have become 
household names for students of Islamic intellectual history, including our own 
two authors, were shaped and fostered by this social milieu.

This book forms part of the rich legacy left behind by that historical moment—
a moment in which many have read the contours of an Islamic “Renaissance” 
or humanistic Enlightenment. Taken simply, the book consists of a series of 
wide-ranging questions posed by the litterateur Abū Ḥayyān al-Tawḥīdī to the 
philosopher and historian Abū ʿAlī Miskawayh. The Arabic title of the book, 
al-Hawāmil wa-l-shawāmil, makes this dual character somewhat clearer than 
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its English rendering. Hawāmil are camels that have been left free to wander 
without bridle or burden—such are al-Tawḥīdī’s questions. In answering them, 
Miskawayh seeks to contain (shamila) these wandering questions and bring 
them home as a good “herder” and “steward” would.

Al-Tawḥīdī and Miskawayh: Life and Works 

How did this collaborative work come about, and what is its precise character? 
A brief overview of the careers of both men will provide some context for 
answering these questions. Abū ʿAlī Aḥmad ibn Muḥammad ibn Yaʿqūb Mis ka-
wayh was born in Rayy around 320–35/932–47, with one biographical report 
placing his death in 421/1030. He served as a secretary (which was his train-
ing) and a librarian under a series of ruling figures in the Buyid courts. His first 
appointment to the service of the vizier al-Muhallabī (d. 352/963) in Baghdad 
was followed by appointments at the court in Rayy under the vizier Abū l-Faḍl 
Ibn al-ʿAmīd (d. 360/970), his son Abū l-Fatḥ (d. 366/976), and the emir ʿAḍud 
al-Dawlah (d. 372/983). Many of his patrons were men of great cultural accom-
plishment whose courts served as lodestones of intellectual activity. The gal-
vanizing effect of this environment would register clearly in Miskawayh’s own 
output. As a historian, Miskawayh is best known for his multivolume work 
The Experiences of the Nations (Tajārib al-umam), which includes important 
first-person accounts of events that took place within his own lifetime. Yet it is 
to his philosophical work that he no doubt owes the greatest part of his reputa-
tion. His philosophical output includes The Degrees of Happiness and the Clas-
sification of the Sciences (Tartīb al-saʿādāt wa-manāzil al-ʿulūm) and The Minor 
Triumph (al-Fawz al-aṣghar), and tackles key philosophical questions about the 
nature of God, the nature of the soul, and prophecy. His most celebrated work, 
however, is The Refinement of Character (Tahdhīb al-akhlāq), in which the ethi-
cal focus that forms the hallmark of his intellectual orientation comes into full 
fruition. Synthesizing Aristotelian, Platonic, Neoplatonic, and Galenic ideas 
that had become available to Arabic readers through translation from Greek and 
Syriac sources over the preceding two centuries, this work offers an account of 
virtuous character, its relation to happiness, and the means of educating it, an 
account that would prove widely influential to later writers in ethics. In develop-
ing his philosophical ideas, Miskawayh builds on the work of his predecessors, 
notably Abū Yūsuf al-Kindī (d. between 247–52 and 861–66), and refines it in 
new ways.
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Miskawayh’s elder by a few years, Abū Ḥayyān ʿ Alī ibn Muḥammad ibn ʿ Abbās 
al-Tawḥīdī is thought to have been born between 310/922 and 322/934, either in 
Iraq or in Fars; the date of his death is given as 414/1023. After a traditional edu-
cation, which included instruction in the philological and religious sciences in 
Baghdad, he worked as a copyist before launching a series of concerted attempts 
to find patronage in courtly circles. He would spend several years between Bagh-
dad and Rayy pursuing this quest without success, first approaching the elder 
Ibn al-ʿAmīd, then his son, and finally the vizier al-Ṣāḥib Ibn ʿ Abbād (d. 385/995), 
in whose service he spent three discontented years before finding temporary 
patronage in Baghdad with the vizier Ibn Saʿdān (d. 374/984–85). His inability to 
attain the worldly success he felt he merited—which many have attributed to his 
difficult character—left him impoverished and produced a lasting embitterment 
that is reflected in much of his work, tinging it with a pessimism and “tragic 
sense of life” that makes for its distinctive voice and personal immediacy.

His literary output is shaped by the philosophical interests he acquired 
through interaction with leading philosophers of his time, including Yaḥyā ibn 
ʿAdī (d. 363/974) and, more notably, Abū Sulaymān al-Sijistānī (d. ca. 375/985), 
whose study sessions he assiduously attended. It is also shaped by, and shines 
a brilliant light on, the social context in which learned exchange took place in 
his time. One of his best-known works, The Book of Enjoyment and Convivial-
ity (Kitāb al-Imtāʿ wa-l-muʾānasah), is a lively, stylized account of the evening 
conversations between al-Tawḥīdī and Ibn Saʿdān, covering philosophical, liter-
ary, scientific, and other topics. Another work, Conversations (al-Muqābasāt), 
documents a number of exchanges featuring the philosophers Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī 
and al-Sijistānī, among other figures. Other well-known works include the liter-
ary compilation Insights and Treasures (al-Baṣāʾir wa-l-dhakhāʾir), the treatise 
On Friendship and Friends (al-Ṣadāqah wa-l-ṣadīq), a work lampooning the two 
viziers Ibn al-ʿAmīd and Ibn ʿAbbād (Dhamm akhlāq al-wazīrayn), and the mys-
tical work Divine Intimations (al-Ishārāt al-ilāhiyyah).

The Philosopher Responds in Context 

How can we locate the present book in the work and life of these two think-
ers? Even this brief outline of their respective biographies has suggested con-
vergences of social context and intellectual interests that would not make such a 
collaboration improbable. Although we do not know for certain where the two 
men first met, whether in Rayy or Baghdad, the learned and courtly circles in 
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which they both moved provided ample opportunity. It has been speculated that 
they may have met as early as the 340s/950s during the period of Miskawayh’s 
first appointment in Baghdad.1 A learned exchange within the pages of a book, 
similarly, seems fully at home in the dialogic spirit of the intellectual culture they 
shared in, so vividly portrayed in al-Tawḥīdī’s work.

Taken as a philosophical exchange in particular—and, as we will see in a 
moment, the book has a distinct philosophical focus—there was even more spe-
cific precedent available. The Aristotelian Problemata literature, at least partly 
translated into Arabic by that time, had offered a clear model for the way philo-
sophical topics might be explored in a question-and-answer format.2 Even more 
directly, other eminent philosophers had appropriated this format in initiating 
learned correspondence of different kinds. A good example is the correspon-
dence that took place between Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī and the Jewish scholar Ibn Abī 
Saʿīd al-Mawṣilī, in which the former offered his response to fourteen questions 
on logic, physics, and metaphysics put to him by the latter.3 The philosopher-
historian Miskawayh and al-Tawḥīḍī, that wide-ranging intellectual whom one 
biographer, Yāqūt al-Ḥawamī (d. 626/1229), memorably called the “philosopher 
of the litterateurs and the litterateur of the philosophers,” had a number of well-
marked tracks in which to tread in opening their conversation.4

There will be something more to say about the nature of this exchange and 
its peculiar type of conversation in a moment. Yet, certainly, when it comes to 
anchoring the work chronologically within the careers of the two writers, form-
ing a clear view of its genesis is not an entirely straightforward task. It seems rea-
sonable to suppose, as many of those approaching the question have done, that 
the work belongs to a relatively early stage in the writing career of both think-
ers, predating their major writings. As has been aptly pointed out, for example, 
Miskawayh—ever the academic in his hearty appetite for citing his own past 
work—only makes reference to a single existing work, the Minor Triumph, which 
was likely written at the behest of ʿAḍud al-Dawlah (r. 338–72/949–83). One of 
the strongest hypotheses, advanced by Mohammed Arkoun, would locate the 
composition of the book during the time of Miskawayh’s service to the latter, in 
the period between 367/977 and 372/983, when al-Tawḥīdī would have also been 
in Rayy at the court of Ibn ʿAbbād. Arkoun speculates that al-Tawḥīdī may have 
composed his questions during his sojourn in Rayy between 367/977 and 370/980 
and that Miskawayh may have responded to them between 370/980 and 372/982. 
It is during his service to an emir who was himself a philosopher and patron of 
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the intellectual elite, he suggests, that Miskawayh was most likely confirmed in 
his philosophical vocation and would have felt especially motivated to compose 
a work that would help cement his philosophical credentials. Al-Tawḥīdī, on 
his end, would have hoped to extract some benefit through the support of his 
well-positioned interlocutor.5 This chronological hypothesis has not gone uncon-
tested. Arkoun himself would later revise his view, framing the more open-ended 
hypothesis that the whole work was composed after 375/985, when al-Tawḥīdī 
would have left Rayy for Baghdad.6 Erez Naaman dismisses this proposal, point-
ing out that nowhere in the book does al-Tawḥīdī refer to his revered teacher 
al-Sijistānī, whom he would already have met by that time. His own view is that 
the work was composed earlier, in the late 350s/960s or 360s/970s.7

Taken on its own, the debate about the chronology of the work might seem of 
relatively narrow interest. What makes it both especially intriguing and elusive 
is its enmeshment with the way we understand the relations between the two 
thinkers, the motivations that drove them, and thus the spirit and nature of the 
exchange. These questions contribute to the somewhat enigmatic character of 
the book as a whole.

One of the principal interpretive levers used for approaching the relations 
between the two men is the remarks made by al-Tawḥīdī about Miskawayh in 
a number of works, notably Enjoyment and Conviviality. Many of these remarks 
bear the unmistakable mark of al-Tawḥīdī’s barbed tongue. In a well-known pas-
sage, he characterizes Miskawayh as “a pauper among the affluent and a stutterer 
among the eloquent” who only has a smattering of knowledge, having wasted 
many opportunities to learn and having been overly obsessed with the study of 
alchemy. He’s covetous, a miser, and a hypocrite, naturally vicious in character.8 
In introducing the 1951 edition of the present book, Ṣalāḥ Raslān must have had 
these disparaging comments in mind when he suggested that al-Tawḥīdī’s aim 
in initiating this exchange was to taunt Miskawayh and to reveal his intellec-
tual inadequacy by confronting him with a barrage of challenging questions—
not unlike what al-Jāḥiẓ, one of al-Tawḥīdī’s idols, had done in a work entitled 
The Square and the Round (al-Tarbīʿ wa-l-tadwīr) that was addressed to one 
Aḥmad ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb.9

In arguing for his later chronological hypothesis, Arkoun takes an explicit 
stance against this view of the book’s spirit. This view, he suggests, conflicts 
with the “serenity and even affectionate tone” of Miskawayh’s responses. In the 
preface to the book, he points out, we hear Miskawayh seeking to console his 
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ever-lamenting interlocutor, who must have opened his correspondence with 
an all-too-familiar complaint. “You began your letter with a lament about the 
sorry times we live in.” You are not alone in your suffering, Miskawayh rejoins: 
“Your lament falls on the ears of one who himself laments, and your tears are 
shed before one who is equally tearful. There is a lump in every man’s throat, 
and a mote in every man’s eye.” And in Arkoun’s revised view, we can make the 
greatest biographical sense of this spirit of fellowship through shared suffering 
after 375/985.10 Naaman, likewise, draws on a specific reading of the book’s spirit 
and what it reveals about the relations between the two men in framing his own 
chronological hypothesis. He comments on the “admiring” tone of the book—
“you are a storehouse of arcane learning and recondite wisdom,” al-Tawḥīdī tells 
his respondent at one place as he lays a challenging question at his feet, and I have 
“fixed my hopes on seeing it answered by you” (§147.1)—and on the “unequal 
scholarly authority” and “student-teacher relationship” the work evokes. This 
deferential attitude, he suggests, conflicts with the negative view of Miskawayh 
voiced in Enjoyment and Conviviality, and argues for an earlier composition date 
when al-Tawḥīdī’s view of the philosopher was still rose tinted.11

Yet, to the extent that these chronological conjectures pivot implicitly or 
explicitly around specific readings of the tone of the book and what it reveals 
about the state of the relations between the two men, no conjecture seems 
immune to questioning. For one, even al-Tawḥīdī’s characterization of Mis ka-
wayh elsewhere does not provide unequivocal witness, which might be book-
marked to track his changing view and used as a cast-iron basis for definitive 
chronologies. As some have pointed out, this characterization, in Enjoyment 
and elsewhere, is riddled with ambiguities, and even within the boundaries of 
a single work offers contradictory testimony. In one place al-Tawḥīdī derides 
Miskawayh’s eloquence and knowledge, and in another he praises him for his 
intelligence and poetic compositions. A desire to shine before his audience, and 
jealousy of Miskawayh’s worldly successes, certainly did not make al-Tawḥīdī 
a stable or impartial witness here.12 Turning to the evidence of the present 
book, what one reader will hear as al-Tawḥīdī’s admiring tone, a reader more 
impressed by his acerbic remarks in Enjoyment may hear as ironic. What one 
reader will hear as the affectionate tone of Miskawayh’s consolation, another 
will hear as so much rebuking or haranguing.

This last reading, or hearing, in fact dovetails with impressions generated by 
other parts of the book, where we find Miskawayh reacting to the content and 
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form of al-Tawḥīdī’s questions with an asperity that borders on condescension, 
sometimes going so far as to land a few sharp ad hominem blows on the ethical 
character of his questioner as expressed in his flawed questions. A good example 
appears in §§4.1–14. In his question, al-Tawḥīdī opens with a query about renun-
ciation (zuhd), which might be paraphrased most simply as follows. Why do 
people praise renunciation of the world, yet still we see them running headlong 
after worldly things? It is an interrogative pattern—“Why x, yet/when y?”—that 
can be seen at work in many of al-Tawḥīdī’s questions, which are often struc-
tured by a quest for reasons twinned to an observation of paradox.

Yet, rather than confining himself to this particular question, al-Tawḥīdī 
begins to pull a new question out of the end of the first. The request for causes and 
reasons suddenly makes him think of causes and reasons generally, and makes 
him want to ask what these are. Another turn of phrase sparks a question about 
the nature of time and place, and about the difference between different con-
cepts of time. Having hurtled breathlessly from one grand question to another, 
he finally throws up his hands in ecstatic wonderment at the grandeur of these 
matters, at the chastening limits of human power and understanding, and at the 
majesty of God. “Good God! This is a topic to make your mouth dry, to press 
your cheek to the ground, to plunge the soul into a state of ferment, to make the 
glutton choke on his next bite, to reveal the emptiness of claims to knowledge, 
and to make one confess the limits of one’s adequacy and power. It is a topic that 
proves the unity of Him who encompasses these mysteries and truths” (§4.2). 
Taking the podium, Miskawayh begins by dryly objecting to this irresponsible 
heaping of questions, and proceeds to diagnose it as a manifestation of ethical 
malaise, no less—of al-Tawḥīdī’s “vanity” and “conceit”—completing the point 
with an image calculated to deliver a poisonous sting. In putting this question, 
he tells al-Tawḥīdī, you went about “like a proud stallion . . . lustily swishing your 
tail back and forth, running sidelong across fields, swaggering in your pride and 
pressing ahead with your extravagance until I feared you would trip yourself up 
in the swell of your volubility” (§4.4).

Even without this pathologizing tenor, we often find Miskawayh taking issue 
with the form and content of al-Tawḥīdī’s questions and sparing al-Tawḥīdī 
little of his own barbed tongue in conveying his dissatisfaction. In numerous 
places, he rejects or corrects the premises of al-Tawḥīdī’s questions. In others, 
he declares them vulgar and unworthy of consideration, as when al-Tawḥīdī 
asks him about the meaning of certain popular sayings (§157.1) or about the 
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origins of different human customs (§44.1). This is a question to which “I cannot 
offer a response,” Miskawayh replies, and then grandly continues: “I would not 
want it should someone offer to provide it for me, nor would I consider it real 
knowledge” for there “would be no advantage to be gained from it” (§44.2). 
In other questions, he objects to al-Tawḥīdī’s manner of expressing himself. 
The author of these questions, he remarks in one place, “follows a rhetorical 
style, and does not proceed the way the logicians do in investigating a ques-
tion” (§86.2). In making these criticisms, he often switches from addressing 
al-Tawḥīdī in the second person to addressing him in the third, as if he were no 
longer in the room.

The last point raises a question about Miskawayh’s understanding of his audi-
ence to which we will be returning. Might it have been this superior tone and 
bare-knuckle treatment that later seeded al-Tawḥīdī’s own truculent comments 
about the philosopher? One may only speculate. Yet this kind of exchange illus-
trates the reasons why, even though the overall tone or spirit of the work is dif-
ficult to determine and offers a shaky foundation for factual conjectures about 
its genesis, it is difficult to keep it from occupying a central place in one’s engage-
ment with the book. As Arkoun remarked, the interest of the book does not 
lie simply or exclusively in the intellectual content of the questions, but also, at 
least in part, in the spirit or perspective in which these questions are posed and 
answered—and thus in the often striking contrast between the two spirits or 
perspectives we find juxtaposed as question and answer.13

Al-Tawḥīdī’s Questions 

This is by no means to deny the interest of the intellectual content as such. The 
best way of getting at the spirit of the exchange, in fact, is to start by consider-
ing its content, and by taking a closer look at the nature of al-Tawḥīdī’s ques-
tions. His questions, true to their name (hawāmil, “the wandering herd”), do not 
appear to follow any particular order, and wander freely across a wide array of 
topics. Several questions relate to topics that fall solidly within the philosophi-
cal curriculum broadly conceived. There are questions of natural science, about 
why mountains exist (§165.1) and why the sea is located on one side of the earth 
and not another (§167.1). There are questions of medicine or physiology, such as 
why epilepsy is so hard to treat (§37.1). There are questions of philosophical psy-
chology, such as why the souls are three in number (§166.1). There are questions 
about the methods of philosophical inquiry, about why we inquire into objects 
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by asking four types of questions—whether, what, which, and why (§159.1). 
There are questions about practices or crafts allied to the philosophical domain, 
about what physiognomy is (§63.1), what alchemy is, and why people pursue 
it (§151.1). There are also broad questions about the nature of key concepts or 
entities whose interest transcends philosophical boundaries, about what knowl-
edge is (§50.1), what injustice is (§29.1), and what dreams are (§48.1). Many of 
these questions were hot topics among intellectuals of al-Tawḥīdī’s day, and 
were discussed not only by philosophers but also by dialectical theologians 
(mutakallimūn) and by members of other disciplines. Several of the questions 
al-Tawḥīdī brings up were staples of debate in different intellectual circles, such 
as his question about the possibility of conflict between reason and the religious 
Law (§147.1) or about the relative merits of prose and poetry (§142.1). The latter 
is one of many that attest to al-Tawḥīdī’s literary and philological interests. A fur-
ther set of questions that focus on the meanings of words, and on the distinc-
tions between closely related words, flag these philological interests even more 
systematically. It is all the questions just enumerated that make this book a kind 
of Wunderkammer showcasing not only the remarkable diversity of al-Tawḥīdī’s 
interests, but the intellectual interests of his age more broadly.

Yet these kinds of erudite questions are joined to another, larger, family of 
questions that is rather harder to categorize, and harder to read in a spirit of 
mere detached “erudition.” If we insisted on categorizing them, we might label 
many of them as questions of an ethical kind, particularly if we connect this term 
to its root—ethos: custom, character—and take it in a sense sufficiently broad 
to include psychological or social phenomena.14 Several of them share in the 
“Why . . . yet/despite” paradoxical structure picked out above. Why do people 
extol discretion and the keeping of secrets—and yet broadcast secrets for all to 
hear? (§2.1) Why are men of knowledge prone to conceit, even though knowl-
edge naturally begets humility? (§7.1) Why are men of quality prone to envy, 
even though they know envy to be vile? (§23.1) Why do people disparage ava-
rice, even though they’re avaricious? (§42.1) Many of these questions derive 
their edge from an observation of the chasm between moral ideals and actual 
practice in human life.

Things are different with another group of questions, which target aspects 
of human behavior that do not carry obvious moral significance, and in which 
the question “Why?” is more open. Why do people long for the past, even when 
the past was filled with suffering? (§6.1) Why is it that when a person sees a 
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beautiful picture or hears a pleasing tune, he says, “By God, I’ve never seen or 
heard anything like that before,” even though he knows he has heard and seen 
better things? (§51.1) Why do people experience fear in the absence of anything 
fearful? (§70.1) Why do we find it easier to spontaneously conjure extreme hid-
eousness in the eye of our imagination than to conjure exquisite beauty? (§98.1) 
Why is laughter contagious? (§101.1) Why do some people prefer company 
when they are anxious and aggrieved, and others prefer solitude and remote 
places? (§121.1) Why do we feel embarrassed when we see someone embarrass 
himself? (§145.1) Why do we hate hearing the same thing twice? (§146.1) Here 
we see al-Tawḥīdī as a sharp-eyed observer of human life with an instinct not 
only for outright curiosities but also for those everyday phenomena that seem 
so ordinary we would normally be little inclined to question or remark them. 
Al-Tawḥīdī remarks them, and is plunged into wonder: “There are things about 
human beings . . . that carry us to the ends of wonder and plunge our hearts into 
perplexity” (§98.1).

The same flair for surprise at the ordinary is exhibited in many of al-Tawḥīdī’s 
questions. It is this surprise—this constant ability to step back from what is 
familiar and no longer take it for granted—that gives many of his questions 
their special savor, and makes the questions an experience in their own right 
for the reader. The surprise itself, the remarking of the hitherto-unnoticed fact, 
is already an offering, regardless of the way it may or may not then be resolved. 
A masterpiece of this kind of programmatic surprise—of what we may call 
al-Tawḥīdī’s practice of defamiliarization—is the question he poses about the 
human response to music. Why is it, he asks (§155.1), that “people in a transport 
at singing and delighted by a musical performance stretch out their hands, move 
their heads, and sometimes get up and drift about—dancing, making impas-
sioned sounds, crying out, and sometimes even running and wandering here 
and there distractedly?” Al-Tawḥīdī observes the human response to music with 
the eyes of someone who might have just landed from the moon and was seeing 
it for the first time. His questions go to the heart of even more central social 
practices elsewhere, as when he picks out the practice of honoring the sons of 
illustrious fathers or grandfathers and not the reverse—why must it work that 
way? (§80.1).

The questions that issue from this defamiliarizing perspective are often 
profound, as when al-Tawḥīdī asks about the reasons why we take pleasure in 
beauty (§52.1), why we feel the state of ill-being and not the state of well-being 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:54 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



xxi

Introduction 

(§100.1), or why it is easier for doubt rather than certainty to take root in our 
minds (§128.1). At other times they seem so maddeningly strange as to verge on 
the trivial or nonsensical, as when he asks why people need to acquire knowl-
edge but not ignorance (§15.1), or why people don’t grow young again after 
they’ve grown old (§45.1).

The curiosity or surprise at work in al-Tawḥīdī’s questions is of different 
kinds, as the above suggests. The surprise that is built on an observation of the 
gap between real and ideal—is and ought—is not of the same kind as the sur-
prise provoked by many of the other phenomena listed above. In the latter set, 
as Elias Muhanna notes, the surprise seems more genuine and less rhetorical.15 
It also seems freer, in the sense of not carrying the obvious marks of a personal 
investment.

This investment is easier to pick out in the first type of questions, aligning 
itself far more closely with what we know of al-Tawḥīdī’s character and stand-
ing concerns—above all, the attitude of “moral protestation” that suffuses his 
work, his condemnation of hypocrisy in all its forms, and his penchant for delv-
ing into the darkest nooks and crannies of human behavior to sleuth out ethi-
cal foibles. This biographical link is emblazoned even more strongly elsewhere, 
where it is impossible to hear the questions in impersonal accents and not to 
hear, only flimsily veiled under the sophisticated literary style, the visceral con-
cerns of al-Tawḥīdī the living and breathing man. On no less than four occa-
sions, he poses the question of suicide in different formulations. “What causes 
a person to take his own life when failures crowd him, when poverty besieges 
him, when circumstances defy his power and capacity, when his demands and 
desires meet with closed doors, when passionate love oppresses him and shows 
itself recalcitrant to cure?” (§56.1; see §§24.1, 57.1, 74.1). It is hard to miss the 
passionate undertone of this lyrical phrasing, with its rising crescendo of suc-
cessive restatements, and inevitably a rhetorical air clings to it. It is also hard 
to miss in another question, particularly as al-Tawḥīdī explicitly points us to its 
importance by announcing it as the “queen of all questions” (§88.1). Put pithily: 
Why do the worthy fail, and the unworthy succeed? Taken bookishly, it is the 
theological question of theodicy, or one of its strands—the age-old question of 
why virtue and happiness do not coincide. Taken viscerally, it is the question 
of al-Tawḥīdī’s life. Al-Tawḥīdī’s saturnine temper and personal anxieties seep 
through his lyrical, complex prose.
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It is all the features outlined above—the passionate element and personal 
undertone of many of the questions, the ethical (in the broad sense) focus of 
many, their orientation to familiar everyday phenomena—that set al-Tawḥīdī’s 
questions off from the types of questions that feature in other instances of 
question-and-answer works or forms of learned correspondence with which 
we might think to align them. Their content sets them apart, for example, from 
the Greco-Arabic genre of Problemata physica, which is dominated by questions 
of a scientific nature. Their lack of specialization sets them apart from the type 
of exchange we find in a model of learned correspondence mentioned earlier, 
that between Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī and Ibn Abī Saʿīd al-Mawṣilī, insofar as the latter’s 
questions range over points of physics, metaphysics, and logic, raising subtle 
problems that presuppose a shared grasp of key philosophical texts.16 It also sets 
them apart from the questions put to Miskawayh himself by another (unidenti-
fied) correspondent in a different work, the Epistle on the Soul and the Intellect 
(Risālah fī l-Nafs wa-l-ʿaql), many of which again have the aspect of aporias or 
shukūk, presupposing some philosophical foundations.17 Al-Tawḥīdī is not rais-
ing philosophical doubts of this kind. And if his questions seem far from the 
dialectical usage of the question-and-answer genre, they also have an uncertain 
relationship to its didactic usage, in which questions straightforwardly reflect a 
position of ignorance and answers aim to bring enlightenment.18

Miskawayh’s Responses 

One of the most striking aspects of the transition that occurs as Miskawayh 
rises to the podium, in this respect, is the rather more definite terms in which 
he reconfigures this relationship, assimilating the exchange more recognizably 
to a didactic format. Arkoun rightly picks up on Miskawayh’s teacherly tone,19 
and if there is any truth in what Naaman says about the unequal student-teacher 
relation the work evokes, it is from Miskawayh’s answers that this most strongly 
derives.

Miskawayh approaches al-Tawḥīdī’s questions as an opportunity to inform 
and instruct. The voice he speaks in is very much that of the well-schooled 
philosopher representing his discipline and seeking to convey the solid results 
of its investigations. In many ways, his view of his task and the spirit in which 
he pursues it is well captured by the title of his half of the book (al-shawāmil, 
“the ones that contain”). To al-Tawḥīdī’s rhapsodic and wandering questions, 
Miskawayh proposes to bring order and containment. The sense of order 
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registers stylistically in the first instance, as al-Tawḥīdī’s flowery prose cedes to 
Miskawayh’s more direct, sedate, and austere mode of expression. This style in 
turn reflects a deeper attitude of intellectual confidence and a robust trust in 
the ability to provide the answers. It is the confidence of a philosopher aware 
of standing with his back against centuries of venerable philosophical inquiry. 
“Philosophical inquiries have shown” is one of Miskawayh’s favorite ways of 
opening a reply.

In responding to al-Tawḥīdī’s questions, Miskawayh thus unveils for his read-
ers, in bite-sized segments, large parts of the edifice of philosophical knowledge 
as he understood it to stand in his day. The brevity of the replies seems to have 
been a condition stipulated by al-Tawḥīdī, and Miskawayh often refers to this 
condition when justifying his reluctance to probe topics at greater length.20 
Many of the philosophical ideas he presents synoptically in the book can be 
found developed more fully in other works, such as the Minor Triumph and the 
Refinement of Character. This includes, above all, his understanding of philo-
sophical psychology, which pivots around a Platonic conception of the soul as 
consisting of three parts or powers—the irascible, the appetitive, and the ratio-
nal—and of the ethical task as a matter of ordering these powers or faculties cor-
rectly, that is, with reason in the ruling seat. The virtues or excellences that arise 
from the proper ordering of these powers are understood, in an Aristotelian 
fashion, as means between extremes. The realization of the specifically human 
perfection is tied to the perfection of reason in both its practical and, above all, 
its intellectual aspects. This understanding is anchored in a Galenic physiol-
ogy that views the human body as depending on a mixture of four humors that 
need to be constantly maintained in balance, and whose precise configuration is 
reflected in the ethical and psychological characteristics of different individuals.

These are some of the chief aspects of the philosophical understanding that 
Miskawayh unfolds in response to al-Tawḥīdī’s questions. Yet, given the very 
particular spirit in which many of the latter are posed, one of the most interest-
ing questions for the reader is how fully or directly these responses meet them 
not only in their content, but also in their spirit. To the extent that this spirit is 
one of wonder, it is clear that Miskawayh, as a true Aristotelian, sees his task 
not as that of meeting it, but indeed of dislodging it. Wonder, as Aristotle indi-
cated at the opening of the Metaphysics, is the result of ignorance, and more 
specifically ignorance of the cause of something (982b–983a)—a definition that 
Miskawayh echoes in one of his responses (§16.5). Once knowledge has been 
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acquired, wonder loses its purpose and place. In responding to al-Tawḥīdī’s 
questions, Miskawayh thus aims to supply the knowledge that will function as 
the natural solvent of al-Tawḥīdī’s wonder, as he signals directly in many places. 
The contagious effect of laughter will no longer seem wondrous or surprising 
(laysa bi-ʿajab) once a person realizes that the soul is in reality one (§101.2). 
Once al-Tawḥīdī has grasped the right account of “interpretive effort” (ijtihād) 
in the religious law, he “will no longer be amazed” by the differences between 
juridical opinions (lam yaʿriḍ laka al-ʿajab, §153.6).

Yet, even if the philosopher may legitimately regard wonder as something to 
be eliminated by explanation, one is sometimes inclined to question whether 
Miskawayh has put his finger on the precise quality of al-Tawḥīdī’s motivating 
passion. “What does the soul seek in this world?” al-Tawḥīdī asks in one place. 
He continues with pathos: “Man is a mystery to man” (§68.1). It is this sighing 
remark that Joel Kraemer had in mind when he described al-Tawḥīdī’s human-
ism as “a sober acceptance of man’s ambiguity” rather than a “joyful celebra-
tion of man’s grandeur.” 21 The term “man,” Miskawayh expounds in replying, 
“has been appointed to designate the entity composed of a rational soul and 
a natural body.” The philosopher who has properly assimilated the fruit of his 
predecessors’ labors and confidently grasped the nature of human beings can 
dispel any appearance of mystery in the topic. Yet those who have felt the per-
sonal angst and existential concerns seeping through al-Tawḥīdī’s questions will 
wonder whether this was a response quite calibrated to meet the spirit in which 
they were posed.22

A sense of tension between the spirit of the questions and the spirit of the 
replies is more sharply felt on other occasions. In places, for example, Misk-
awayh seems unable to take al-Tawḥīdī’s questions seriously, and appears more 
disposed to criticize their actuating wonder than to take active steps to dispel 
it. This is particularly the case faced with those of al-Tawḥīdī’s questions that 
focus on self-evident or familiar aspects of human life, which are harder to treat 
as straightforward cases of “ignorance” that can be removed through an infor-
mative account. (Here we may also see the root of the temptation some read-
ers may feel to hear al-Tawḥīdī’s questions as ironic, and his intention as one 
to taunt—though not by inquiring after abstruse matters, but after insultingly 
simplistic ones.) Why do people who have something to hide become anxious, 
so much that they virtually give themselves away? (§104.1) Your question, Mis-
kawayh tersely replies, “only provokes perplexity (ḥayrah) in people who do 
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not acknowledge the reality of the soul” (§104.2); nobody who knows the first 
thing about the topic could be surprised by this fact. Why do people grow more 
hopeful the older they grow? (§94.1). Rather than respond directly, Miskawayh 
gives a deconstructive genealogy of the wonder that drove it (apparently igno-
rant of the fact that Aristotle himself had dignified the topic with a discussion in 
the Rhetoric).23 “This question took an act of the soul and connected it with an 
act of nature, of the sort that depends on the body and the bodily mixture, and 
then a comparison was struck between the two, though they are distinct and 
do not resemble each other. This is why it provoked a sense of astonishment” 
(§94.2). Why do those who die young outnumber those who die old? “There is 
little to wonder at” in this, as “it would indeed be worthy of wonder if the oppo-
site obtained” (§96.2). Elsewhere, his impatience becomes clearer. “The merest 
reflection suffices to answer this question,” he says in one place (§80.2), after 
the briefest of replies. “Your question answers itself,” he curtly says elsewhere 
(§76.2). Several times he describes al-Tawḥīdī’s questions as “too obvious” to 
be worth the toil of serious response (e.g., §§1.11, 4.11, 38.2). Sometimes his only 
way of dealing with an almost absurd or trivial-sounding question about self-
evident things is by converting it into a different question. A good example is 
Question 15, where al-Tawḥīdī asks—and here we translate as literally as pos-
sible—why people need to “learn knowledge” (yataʿallama l-ʿilm) rather than 
“learn ignorance” (yataʿallama l-jahl). Miskawayh deals with this extraordinary 
question by hearing it as an invitation to provide a philosophical overview of the 
nature of knowledge.

Yet the sharpest contrast probably emerges in those questions broadly called 
“ethical,” particularly those paradoxical “Why . . . yet . . . ?” questions, which 
reveal al-Tawḥīdī’s preoccupation with the gap between the real and the ideal in 
human life. Arkoun has aptly spoken of the “passion for teaching in which all of 
Miskawayh’s works abound.” 24 In Miskawayh’s responses to these questions, we 
see this passion take a powerful moral form that gives us a clear glimpse of the 
future author of the Refinement. Asked why people behave one way or another, 
Miskawayh’s response is often to simply state that they shouldn’t. Asked why the 
real and the ideal diverge, Miskawayh often responds by correcting al-Tawḥīdī’s 
notion of the real to tip it more firmly into the domain of the ideal. The really 
learned man will never be conceited. Real men of quality are not prone to envy. 
If one tells secrets or breaks promises or displays avarice even though one 
shouldn’t—well, all that can be done is to simply reassert that one shouldn’t, 
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and to explain why one nevertheless does through a closer analysis of the soul, 
which reveals the existence of different powers that compete for supremacy, the 
highest often losing out to the lowest. Miskawayh’s response is thus to reassert 
the idealistic viewpoint that al-Tawḥīdī interrogates by referring to the observed 
facts. It is this dimension of the exchange that has prompted Arkoun to state that 
a “misunderstanding” runs through the entire book.25

The difference between the spirit or perspective of the questions and 
responses can be overstated. As Arkoun himself emphasizes, for example, it 
would be wrong to write this up as a contrast between a passionate, experiential, 
personal perspective and a dispassionate, abstract, impersonal one. The ethical 
views Miskawayh outlines here and elsewhere also carried lived or experiential 
significance for him: They were ideals meant to guide his own conduct. This is a 
personal dimension he makes crystal clear in the Refinement, and is also evident 
in the so-called “oath” or “covenant” (ʿahd) with which he announced his philo-
sophical conversion.26 Even more basically, both questioner and respondent are 
united in at least one set of fundamental values—an aspiration to uncover ratio-
nal answers, and a belief in the possibility of obtaining them. Yet the differences 
in intellectual temper that divide the two thinkers remain real, and they form an 
integral part of the reader’s experience of the book and of the interest with which 
one approaches it. If we want to read on even after we discover our authors in a 
state of “misunderstanding,” it is not only because the questions and the answers 
as such engage us, but also because this misunderstanding is interesting.

Audience and Method of Composition 

So much for the content of the work. What can we say about its method of com-
position? This question is in fact closely connected to a question (and indeed 
puzzle) about its intended audience. The book opens with a preface in which 
Miskawayh, addressing al-Tawḥīdī in the second person, acknowledges the 
questions he has sent to him and outlines the method he will follow in respond-
ing to them. His replies will be brief, and for further detail, he will refer his 
reader to books where they can be found more fully elaborated. Taking this 
preface at face value, it seems plausible that al-Tawḥīdī sent all of his questions 
to Miskawayh at a single stroke, though in places Miskawayh expresses his readi-
ness to receive new ones (e.g., §16.6). The body of Miskawayh’s responses sug-
gests that he likewise delivered them all together. He occasionally refers back 
to his earlier responses, particularly when he wishes to avoid repetition. Unlike 
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other forms of learned correspondence we are familiar with—such as the famous 
exchange between Avicenna (d. 428/1037) and al-Bīrūnī (d. ca. 440/1048)—
there is no evidence that any follow-up took place between the two men after 
the initial answers were given. There is only one instance in the entire work that 
provides the tantalizing suggestion of a counter-response having been offered 
by al-Tawḥīdī.27

One aspect of Miskawayh’s preface that is so obvious it may not strike us 
immediately is that we have no independent access to al-Tawḥīdī’s initial letter, 
which Miskawayh responds to in the preface, except through the summary 
Miskawayh provides. The point applies, in fact, to al-Tawḥīdī’s questions as a 
whole, and reflects an important aspect of the book’s composition that enters 
the reader’s experience repeatedly throughout the book. While in many places 
it seems clear that al-Tawḥīdī’s questions have been quoted verbatim, in many 
other places it is equally evident that Miskawayh has intervened in that section 
of the text that is marked out in the translation as al-Tawḥīdī’s speaking part. 
Sometimes, instead of quoting a question in full, he reports it in truncated form, 
paraphrases it, or summarizes parts of it (see, e.g., §§4.3, 68.1, 165.1, 173.1). Often, 
this reflects an overt dismissal of the value of the remarks summarized or left 
unreported. On occasion, the interventions are so drastic that the reader is only 
allowed the barest access to al-Tawḥīdī’s question. An example is §157.1, which 
Miskawayh expresses so much disdain for that not only does he refuse to answer 
it; he doesn't even fully quote it.

One challenging consequence of this practice is that it is sometimes difficult 
to disentangle al-Tawḥīdī’s remarks from Miskawayh’s interventions and deter-
mine whose voice we are hearing. A particularly acute example of this is §149.1, 
though there are many others. In several cases, the editorial work makes the 
logical flow of the question harder to follow, though Miskawayh’s responses are 
usually a good guide for identifying the core thread of questioning. Such heavy-
handed editorializing has a bearing on how we understand Miskawayh’s view of 
the audience of this written exchange. On the one hand, as already mentioned, 
there was a sufficiently established precedent of question-and-answer works of 
different types—and even more broadly, of composing works at the behest of 
particular individuals while offering them to the wider public—that it is reason-
able to suppose Miskawayh likewise intended this work for wider consumption. 
On at least one occasion, he refers to it as a “book” (§151.4).28 In a passage that 
is of special importance for reconstructing his understanding of his audience, 
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he apologizes for his brevity in answering a particular question and remarks: 
“I pray that the statements to which I have confined myself will suffice for those 
perusing [al-nāẓir] the present questions; for I have been addressing my answers 
to a reader who [man] already has a purchase on these subjects and so com-
mands respect. Whoever is not at this level must school himself well in these 
subjects first, and only then, God willing, peruse these answers” (§146.2).

While it could be debated whether the terms that feature in the first part of 
this passage (“those perusing,” “a reader”) should be translated in the singular or 
the plural, the last statement makes it clear that Miskawayh expected the work 
to find readers beyond the single questioner he is most immediately address-
ing. This remark also illuminates Miskawayh’s conception of his audience on 
another level, suggesting that despite the book’s synoptic character, he thinks of 
his reader not as the beginner, the young disciple, or the amateur (as Arkoun, for 
one, proposes), but as a person with a certain degree of intellectual accomplish-
ment.29 The fact that he is not addressing himself exclusively to al-Tawḥīdī but 
speaking beyond him to a wider audience appears to find confirmation at several 
junctures of the text where one sees Miskawayh abandoning the second-person 
pronoun (“you”) and referring to al-Tawḥīdī in the third person (e.g., §§57.3, 
86.2, 128.2). The fact that in many of these cases Miskawayh is implicitly convey-
ing a negative view of al-Tawḥīdī’s questioning (giving this grammatical shift an 
expressive significance) leaves the point untouched.

At the same time, this widened conception of Miskawayh’s intended audi-
ence is hard to square with some of his editorial interventions. In several places, 
these interventions leave the question opaque in ways that seem to presup-
pose that the reader would have independent means of access to al-Tawḥīdī’s 
questions beyond the access Miskawayh provides.30 On those occasions, it is 
as if Miskawayh had lost sight of his wider audience and was addressing him-
self more narrowly to al-Tawḥīdī. One possible conjecture, more compatible 
with the broader view of his audience, is that Miskawayh indeed expected that 
al-Tawḥīdī’s questions would circulate separately.

Labeling the Questions 

These puzzles about the book’s audience and method of composition bring us 
to a related issue. Readers will notice that several of the questions—particularly 
early on in the book—carry labels of different kinds. Some are very specific, 
e.g., on the meaning and origin of injustice (§29.1) or on why some dreams are 
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true and other false (§47.1). Most of them, however, speak to broad catego-
ries. The main categories are: “ethical” (khuluqiyyah), “relating to (voluntary) 
choice” (ikhtiyāriyyah), “natural” (ṭabīʿiyyah), “voluntary” (irādiyyah), and 
“linguistic” or “lexical” (lughawiyyah). Occasionally we see these labels being 
combined, e.g., “natural-ethical” or “natural-linguistic.” What is the function 
and significance of these labels? And to which of our two authors may we ascribe 
the initiative of affixing them to the questions? The function of these labels, in 
fact, is not entirely transparent. With the exception of the questions tagged as 
“linguistic”—which predictably focus on issues of a philological kind—a closer 
examination of the labels of the questions against their content does not enable 
one to confidently assign a clear meaning to each label and demarcate it sharply 
from the others.

Certainly, there are broad patterns to be observed. The questions labeled 
“ethical” tend to focus on aspects of human behavior that carry ethical signifi-
cance, and sometimes straightforwardly relate to excellences or defects (vir-
tues or vices) of character.31 (Examples: on why men of knowledge tend to be 
conceited [§7.1] and on why men of virtue and reason feel envious toward their 
equals even though they know envy is blameworthy [§23.1].) The questions 
labeled “natural”—contrary to what we might anticipate—also tend to focus on 
human behavior, with the perhaps discernible distinction that this behavior usu-
ally does not carry apparent ethical significance. (Examples: on why people long 
for the past [§6.1]; on why people want to know what other say about them in 
their absence [§12.1]; and on why people end up loving particular months or days 
and why they form different conceptions of different days [§28.1].) Those labeled 
as “questions of voluntary choice” often seem to revolve around value judgments 
or responses of approval/disapproval to different kinds of things. (Examples: on 
why it is bad to praise people in their presence [§11.1]; on why people disapprove 
of young people who act as if they were older [§13.1]; and on why it is unseemly 
to eulogize long-term friends and acquaintances [§17.1].) The paucity of ques-
tions labeled “volitional” makes it harder to speak of distinct patterns.

Yet all of the patterns one discerns are shot through with exceptions. The 
category of “natural questions” is probably the best example, incorporating a 
number of questions that fit a little more predictably under that heading, such 
as ones relating to medicine or physiology. (Examples: on why blind people are 
often endowed with unusual powers [§18.1] and on why epilepsy is so hard to 
treat [§37.1].) It will also be clear that the content of many of these variously 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:54 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



xxx

Introduction 

labeled questions is remarkably similar, with most focusing on human behavior. 
The seams between topics seem thin, and sometimes the label settled on one 
question may not strike the reader as the most suitable one based on its appar-
ent semantic pattern. Moreover, the pattern is made harder to discern by the 
ricocheting style of al-Tawḥīdī’s questioning, which sometimes leaves in doubt 
which of the multiple strands of his questions the label is intended to reflect. 
No less puzzlingly, nearly a third of the way into the list of questions (after 
§§49.1–6), the labels come to an abrupt end.

What to make of all this? It might help if we could say with greater definite-
ness who was responsible for assigning these labels in the first place, even if it 
would not entirely resolve the conundrum. Most of those who have reflected on 
the issue have credited the labels to al-Tawḥīdī. One of the strongest arguments 
in favor of this hypothesis is the one offered by Elias Muhanna, who suggests 
that had the labels been added by the hand of a copyist, he might have taken 
greater care to ensure the adequacy of a given label to its multilayered ques-
tion.32 Yet one must wonder whether there is any single label that would be capa-
cious enough to reflect and encompass all the threads of al-Tawḥīdī’s thinking.

My own sense is that the labels should be ascribed either to a copyist or to 
Miskawayh himself. The desire to order, systematize, and categorize certainly 
seems far more of a piece with what we see of Miskawayh’s intellectual temper, 
and his evident interest to situate his enterprise against recognizable rubrics and 
intellectual formats. Besides this psychological evidence, there is also the evi-
dence of the questions and answers themselves. It is striking that in a number of 
cases, the labels do not reflect the content of the questions nearly as well as they 
reflect the answers. In the label for §3.1, for example, literally rendered as “A com-
posite question about the secrets of nature and the letters of the language,” the 
term “letters” (ḥurūf) does not appear in the question itself, and appears for the 
first time in the reply. §33.1 carries the label “A psychological (nafsāniyyah) ques-
tion,” a label that seems mystifying if one looks only at the question, which asks 
for an explanation of certain kinds of coincidence. (“Why does a person who is 
the subject of conversation unexpectedly appear at the very moment he is being 
mentioned?”) Miskawayh, however, builds his reply precisely on considerations 
about the nature of the soul (nafs). Likewise, it is noteworthy that some of the 
questions labeled “ethical” are given a distinct ethical inflection, and connected 
more directly to the excellences or defects of character, in Miskawayh’s reply 
rather than in al-Tawḥīdī’s question (§§27.1–3 is an example).
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This hypothesis doesn’t rule out the possibility that it was a copyist, rather 
than Miskawayh himself, who assigned the labels; it only argues against their 
being the work of al-Tawḥīdī. Why the abrupt stop? Did the meticulous catego-
rizer, toiling over the wild garden of al-Tawḥīdī’s questions, reach a point where 
he threw up his hands at their untamable profusion and simply gave up? Short 
of clinching evidence, one may only speculate. But for the reader of the present 
questions, there could be no greater commendation than such a defeat.

Sophia Vasalou
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Note on the Text 

The Manuscript 

Like many important works of Islamic intellectual history, the existence of the 
present book owes itself to the survival of a unicum manuscript: MS Aya Sofya 
2476, housed in the Süleymaniye Library in Istanbul. The editors worked from a 
high-resolution scan that was obtained from the Library.

The manuscript has 170 folios and is written in a clear, legible, and refined 
naskhī script with fourteen to sixteen lines per folio. The text is written in black 
ink. The first ten folios of the manuscript are well vocalized. In the subsequent 
portions of the manuscript, vocalization is less frequent. The scribe has marked 
out the various questions and answers: by elongating the letter sīn in the word 
�ا�م��س�أم�ل�هي  �ن and the letter bāʾ in (”question“)  ا �وا ��ل��ن -The end point of ques .(”response“) ا
tions is marked by a dotted circle or a hāʾ. There are occasional marginal notes, 
which indicate the subtopics of questions and provide textual emendations.

Scholarly attention was first drawn to this manuscript by Muḥammad ibn 
Tāwīt al-Ṭanjī (d. 1974) during a research visit to the Aya Sofya library in Istan-
bul. Al-Ṭanjī brought the manuscript to the notice of Aḥmad Amīn (1886–1954), 
who, having previously edited Tawḥīdī’s Book of Delight and Conviviality, con-
firmed this text’s importance.33

At the time of his work on this project, Amīn was a towering figure in the 
study of Islam. His sweeping narrative of the rise of Islam and the intellectual 
history is a testament to his broad vision, eloquence, and deep familiarity with 
the literary heritage.34 In 1914, he founded the Committee on Authorship, 
Translation, and Publication (Lajnat al-Taʾlīf wa-l-Tarjamah wa-l-Nashr), and 
remained at its head until his death.

Amīn enlisted the aid of Sayyid Aḥmad Ṣaqr (1915–89), who was three 
decades his junior, to assist him in the preparation of the edition of the Hawāmil. 
Although the Hawāmil was one of his early scholarly projects, Ṣaqr had distin-
guished himself through his deep knowledge of Arabic language and literature 
evident in such works as the Sharḥ Dīwān ʿAlqamah al-Faḥl (fl. sixth c. ad) and an 
edition of the Deaths of the Ṭālibids by Abū al-Faraj al-Isfahānī (d. ca. 363/973).35 
Amīn and Ṣaqr completed their work on the Hawāmil in 1951.
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These editors remained hopeful that another copy of the work would come to 
light, but to date no other manuscript of the work has been identified.

Manuscripts often have their own stories to tell in the notes that adorn their 
front pages, and MS Aya Sofya 2476 is no exception. Folio 1 verso contains a 
bequest deed of the Ottoman Sultan Maḥmūd II (r. 1808–39) along with the seal 
of his inspector of pious bequests (awqāf) that signals the work’s accession.

Prior to this, the manuscript circulated in private hands in Ottoman Syria. 
Ownership notes on folio 2 recto indicate that the volume had been the posses-
sion of a certain Abū Bakr ibn Rustam ibn Aḥmad al-Shirwānī (d. 1135/1723), a 
noted bibliophile and administrator of the Ottoman period.36 Before this, the 
manuscript appears to have been housed in Aleppo in northern Syria. On the 
lower left-hand margin of the manuscript, there is a record of the book’s loan in 
the eighth/fifteenth century between two scholars resident in Aleppo.

The most prominent name on the title page is al-Ḥusayn ibn Sulaymān ibn 
Rayyān (702–70/1302–69), who was an administrator and man of letters of 
the seventh/fourteenth century residing in Aleppo.37 Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn al-Ṣafadī 
(d. 764/1363) considered him among the finest poets composing in the bullayq 
form.38 Al-Ṣafadī noted that Ibn Rayyān also maintained an interest in rational 
sciences (ʿaqliyyāt), and his possible ownership or reading of this book may be 
understood in this light.39

Prior to this, the earlier history of the manuscript is difficult to establish. A 
sole ownership note at the top right-hand corner of the first folio suggests that 
this manuscript was in existence in the mid-fifth/eleventh century. The note 
states that a certain Muḥammad ibn Ibrāhīm al-Bīlī/al-Sabīlī/al-Masīlī (?) is the 
first known owner of this text. Amīn and Ṣaqr relied upon this note, dated to 
440/1048, as the terminus ante quem for the copying of the manuscript, placing 
it at a remove of one or two generations from the lifetimes of its authors. The 
note, however, may not be authentic, as it predates the other evidence on the 
manuscript by two centuries.

The Edition 

The notes to the edition refer to MS Aya Sofya as the م�ل���
�ل��أ

�  refers to the ���ط and ا
printed edition of Amīn and Ṣaqr of Cairo 1951. The principles in establishing the 
Arabic edition were as follows: 

• Vowels have been added to the text. Poetry and Qurʾanic passages have 
received full vocalization. 
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• Consonantal shaddahs have been included. 
• Punctuation has been restricted to periods at the end of sections and 

question marks. 
• The Aya Sofya manuscript presents Miskawayh’s answers without inter-

ruption. However, there are marginal notes that identify subdivisions 
of the question. We have chosen to restore these marginal notes as 
subheadings. 

• Poetic citations are typeset as poetry and the identity of the meter is 
provided. 

The Translation 

The present book represents the first full-length English translation of the text. 
An English translation of al-Tawḥīdī’s questions was recently offered by Elias 
Muhanna and a French translation of select extracts can also be found in the 
work of Mohammed Arkoun. More recently, a full-length translation appeared 
in Italian.40

One of the largest challenges of translating the text stems from the fact that 
the present edition, like the first edition published in 1951, is based on a single 
manuscript, which is the only manuscript known to us. While the script is beau-
tifully clear and in most respects the manuscript is of an excellent standard, it 
also has a number of weaknesses, the most obvious being that it is incomplete. 
The first page of the manuscript announces 180 questions, but the text breaks 
off in the middle of the response at §175.2, and it resumes with a disconnected 
passage that is evidently a response to a different question.41 Besides this obvi-
ous lacuna, there are a number of junctures throughout where the text appears 
flawed, notably passages where the syntax is disturbed in ways that make the 
meaning hard to follow. Lacking additional manuscripts, we have no means of 
correcting the text and locating alternative readings. Faced with passages of this 
kind, the translator’s best option is to translate them as faithfully and conserva-
tively as possible and pass on the ambiguity and breadth of interpretive choice 
to the reader, so that she can make up her mind independently. The same applies 
to those cases where the opacity is less obviously the result of textual flaws, and 
more a reflection of stylistic habits.

A more interesting, and somewhat more tractable, challenge is posed by the 
simple yet important fact that the present book is an exchange between two 
thinkers, each of whom is interpreting the words of the other no less than the 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:54 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



xxxvi

Note on the Text 

reader is interpreting theirs. Both because al-Tawḥīdī’s questions are written in 
a highly distinctive literary style and because they are the expression of an intel-
lectual temper that is unlike Miskawayh’s in many respects, it is not a foregone 
conclusion that Miskawayh will always interpret them in the way that seems 
(to us, as interpreting readers) correct or most natural—or that, even if he inter-
prets them “correctly,” he will answer them in the way al-Tawḥīdī’s question 
most readily invited. This creates a challenge for the translation, which needs 
to preserve enough continuity between the language of question and answer 
to enable the reader to track their relationship, while adapting the language 
to reflect the fact that its meaning has changed between question and answer. 
An example of this shifting meaning can be seen in §119.1, which quotes a remark 
made by the caliph al-Maʾmūn on the difficulty of chess. “I wonder at myself,” 
the caliph says. “I have the ends of the earth under my power [udabbiru āfāq 
al-arḍ], yet I cannot master a small square.” Miskawayh replies by offering some 
general remarks on the nature of crafts and the need for practice. “Since chess is 
a craft that conforms to this pattern,” he concludes, “neither deliberative power 
[tadbīr], nor good imagination, nor excellent judgment suffices without the 
addition of active engagement and practice.” The term tadbīr, exercise of power, 
is the lexical link that holds the entire question-and-answer sequence together; 
yet in answering the question, Miskawayh has effected a not insignificant shift 
in its meaning.

Besides these local challenges, the most demanding aspect of the translation 
has been deciding how to negotiate the subset of questions—and they are no 
small number—that center on the meanings of Arabic terms. This type of discus-
sion is a key focus in two long questions (§§1.1 and 34.1) and forms an element 
of a number of others. Already a first challenge, in fact, is deciding whether to 
read these questions as philological questions about the meaning of words, or 
to read them as ontological questions about the nature of things. Is al-Tawḥīdī 
asking what the Arabic word quwwah means, for example, or about what capac-
ity or power is (§34.1)? Is he asking what the word ʿillah means, or what a cause 
is (§4.1)? The seams between the linguistic and the ontological parsings of the 
question are not always easy to mark—after all, the seams are in themselves 
porous—but in many places it seems clear that al-Tawḥīdī’s questions are best 
understood in the first sense. That being granted, the challenge is then how to 
convey in English a discussion that is essentially lexicographical in kind.
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One approach entertained was to retain the target words in Arabic. A strong 
argument in favor of this approach was that in the majority of cases, it is impossi-
ble to locate English equivalents whose meanings dovetail with the explanations 
Miskawayh provides for the Arabic terms, enough indeed to be used for every 
single appearance of the relevant term. Insofar as semantic correspondence 
fails, translating the Arabic means a discussion that has the form of an English 
lexicographical exercise without its proper content. The sense of paradox is per-
haps heightened by the fact that many of the terms Miskawayh is asked to define 
(distinguishing between ostensibly synonymous expressions in the process) 
are not technical terms but words that belong to ordinary language—words 
like “to give” or “to seek,” to be “joyful” or “lucky.” The alternative, however, 
was long tracts of English translation dominated by transliterated Arabic terms, 
which would be alienating to the general reader. The decision was thus taken to 
translate the terms, in the hope that this will put the general reader in the best 
position to follow the discussion and appreciate its character. Therefore Arabic 
is rarely introduced into the translation, where the discussion involves an appeal 
to the morphology or etymology of the terms.

Among the decisions taken regarding the translation of specific terms, one 
that is perhaps worth a brief comment concerns the translation of the key philo-
sophical term quwwah, which may strike some readers as lying slightly off the 
beaten track. “Power”—the translation adopted throughout this book—is a 
natural choice for many uses of the term, but not the most common translation 
for its usage in the context of philosophical psychology, where it is usually trans-
lated as “faculty” (e.g., al-quwwah al-ghaḍabiyyah, the irascible faculty, al-quw-
wah al-shahwiyyah, the appetitive faculty). Yet the decisions that might appear 
most natural in the context of an open discussion of ideas may not be the ones 
that appear most appropriate in the context of the translation of complete texts. 
In approaching the latter, one is forced to pay closer heed to the overall linguis-
tic environment and the different ways in which particular terms are deployed 
within it. Having taken this overall environment into account, part of the reason 
“faculty” seems dissatisfying is that it forces one to draw uncomfortably sharp 
distinctions between different uses of the term—ones that sometimes stand only 
a stone’s throw apart in the text—on the basis that one of them enjoys a place in 
Miskawayh’s philosophical psychology that is sufficiently serious or systematic 
for it to be dignified with a more technical translation, whereas another doesn’t. 
When quwwah refers to the core aspects of the human soul as tabulated in the 
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Platonic tradition—anger, appetite, reason—“faculty” comes naturally. Yet what 
about those cases where Miskawayh refers to other, rather more expansive, 
aspects or capacities of the soul, such as the quwwah of giving and the quwwah 
of receiving (§2.2)? What about the case in which the term is used to refer to 
the soul itself, and indeed also to the body (§4.5)? What if the mention of the 
quwwah of anger is succeeded, moments later, by a reference to the quwwah 
of jealousy (§§95.3–4)? Is jealousy a “faculty” in a sense sufficiently similar to 
anger? The choice of “power” as a translation reflects the translator’s discomfort 
with the necessity of drawing such sharp distinctions, and her sense that it is the 
more inclusive term that best passes on the full gamut of semantic possibilities 
to the readers and allows them to take their own decisions about how to “hear” 
particular terms—just as Miskawayh’s reader, confronted with a single Arabic 
term, would have had to.

No doubt other translators would approach such challenges differently. Be 
that as it may, our hope is that the present translation will help open up this 
distinctive intellectual exchange for English-speaking readers and allow them 
to look as lucidly as possible into the mirror it holds to the minds of two great 
thinkers of their time—and indeed, to the entire cultural era they represent.

Note that, throughout the text the translators have added descriptive titles 
to each of the topics addressed in the correspondence between al-Tawḥīdī and 
Miskawayh; and pious phrases have been omitted after their first occurrence, 
with an exception made for pious phrases addressed by one author to the other. 
Renderings of Qurʾanic passages generally follow the translation by A. J. Arberry.
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1 See Naaman, Literature and the Islamic Court, 268n37. 

2 For more on the reception of this literature, see Filius, “The Genre Problemata in 

Arabic,” and “La tradition orientale des Problemata Physica.”

3 For a helpful survey of the different types of question-and-answer works, see Daiber, 

“Masāʾil wa-Adjwiba.”

4 Muʿjam al-udabāʾ, 5:1924.

5 See the discussion in Arkoun, “L’humanisme arabe (part I),” 75–78.

6 Arkoun, L’humanisme arabe, 110–12.

7 Naaman, Literature and the Islamic Court, 267–69n37. Naaman provides a very helpful 

overview of the competing chronological hypotheses offered by different scholars.

8 See al-Tawḥīdī, Al-Imtāʿ wa-l-muʾānasah, 1:35–36, and see also Arkoun, L’humanisme 

arabe, 39–48, for a more exhaustive documentation and analysis of al-Tawḥīdī’s remarks 

about Miskawayh.

9 Al-Hawāmil wa-l-shawāmil, ed. Amīn and Ṣaqr, Introduction, 29.

10 Arkoun, L’humanisme arabe, 110–11.

11 The quote is from Naaman, Literature and the Islamic Court, 240, read against the 

remarks at 267–69n37.

12 For discussion of these points, see Arkoun, L’humanisme arabe, 39–48.

13 Arkoun, “L’humanisme arabe (part I),” 78–79.

14 The book as we have it in fact assigns its own set of labels to some of the questions. 

We will come back to this point.

15 See his comments in “The Scattered and the Gathered,” 255–56; and see generally 

251–58 for a more detailed overview of the different types of questions.

16 See the discussion of this exchange in Pines, “A Tenth Century Philosophical 

Correspondence.”

17 In his edition of the epistle—“Deux épîtres de Miskawayh”—Arkoun entertains the pos-

sibility that this correspondent may also have been al-Tawḥīdī (12n6), but the stark sty-

listic differences alone make that seem highly unlikely. 

18 For the distinction between these uses, see Daiber, “Masāʾil wa-Adjwiba,” though 

Daiber also brings out its porousness. Many of the above features also make it hard to 

speak of a substantial affinity to al-Jāḥiẓ’s The Square and the Round in either content 

or intention, despite the thematic breadth they share. Many of the questions that fea-

ture in the latter appear to have a deliberately recondite or “unanswerable” character, 

as Robert Irwin notes (Penguin Anthology of Classical Arabic Literature, 100; though see 
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Montgomery, “Al-Ǧāḥiẓ and Hellenizing Philosophy,” for a very different reading of the 

nature and aims of the book). It is perhaps worth noting, nevertheless, that a number 

of al-Tawḥīdī’s questions overlap with al-Jāḥiẓ’s; see, e.g., the more general questions at 

Al-Tarbīʿ wa-l-tadwīr, 39 (§68).

19 Arkoun, “L’humanisme arabe (part II),” 74. 

20 See the Preface and Conclusion of the book, and also, e.g., the remarks at §§29.3, 88.3.

21 Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam, 222.

22 For another discussion of Miskawayh’s relationship to the passions of inquiry and an 

attempt at a more positive characterization of the curiosity or wonder at work in his 

thought, see also Arkoun’s thoughtful remarks in L’humanisme arabe, 216–21.

23 We have in mind the remarks in Rhetoric Book 2, chapters 12–13, where Aristotle dis-

cusses the character of the young and the old; their diverging relationship to hope is 

a central theme of that discussion. Compare the remarks in the extant Arabic version: 

Aristotle’s Ars Rhetorica, 120.18–125.7.

24 Arkoun, L’humanisme arabe, 206.

25 Arkoun, “L’humanisme arabe (part I),” 84.

26 See the remarks in Tahdhīb al-akhlāq, 50. Cf. Arkoun, L’humanisme arabe, 34–35, and 

see 81ff. for a translation and discussion of the oath. 

27 That single instance is §162.6, where Miskawayh refers to (without quoting verbatim) a 

subsequent question asked by al-Tawḥīdī, which appears to challenge the account Misk-

awayh has just provided, and more specifically his claim that the ratio for currency con-

versions must be ten to one. Another instance that seems to breathe the faintest whiff of 

responsiveness into the composition process is found in §§96.4 and 97.1. In replying to 

the first question, Miskawayh employs a comparison or analogy (mithāl) (§96.4), and 

it then seems like a curious coincidence that the next question focuses precisely on the 

attraction of seeking analogies or likeness. 

28 See §110.1, though it is ambiguous whether this particular remark is in Miskawayh’s or 

al-Tawḥīdī’s voice; and see also §153.1, in al-Tawḥīdī’s voice this time.

29 Arkoun, L’humanisme arabe, 208–10.

30 §89.1 is a striking example of this, but far from being the only one.

31 The translators take a somewhat different view of this category than the one followed 

by Muhanna in his otherwise very helpful discussion of the problem in “The Scattered 

and the Gathered,” 251ff.

32 Muhanna, “The Scattered and the Gathered,” 252n10. Cf. Aḥmad Amīn’s remarks in the 

first edition of the Hawāmil, p. ṭāʾ. 

33 Al-Tawḥīdī, al-Imtāʿ wa-l-muʾānasah, 3 vols. 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:54 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



xli

Notes to the Introduction 

34 Amīn, Fajr al-Islām; idem, Ḍuhā al-Islām; idem, Ẓuhr al-Islām.

35 Ṣaqr, Sharḥ Dīwān ʿAlqamah al-Faḥl; al-Iṣfahānī, Maqātil al-Ṭālibiyyīn.

36 On him, see Ayman Fuʾād Sayyid, “Les marques de possession sur les manuscrits,” 20. 

The editors would like to express their gratitude to Dr. Boris Liebrenz for his help with 

identifying this individual and his assistance in reading the ownership notes on the title 

page. 

37 For his life and maqāmāt, see Maurice A. Pomerantz, “An Epic Hero in the Maqāmāt?” 

99–103; for a translation of one of his more piquant examples of bullayq poetry, see 

Adam Talib, “Caricature and Obscenity,” 281–83. 

38 Bullayq is a strophic form commonly used for ribald poems; on the form, see Talib, 

“Caricature and Obscenity,” 281n18.

39 Al-Ṣafadī, al-Wāfī bi-l-wafayāt, 12:376–77.

40 See the work by Muhanna and Arkoun already cited. The book has been translated into 

Italian by Lidia Bettini as Il libro dei cammelli errabondi e di quelli che li radunano.

41 One interesting question, of course, is whether the announced number takes into 

account Miskawayh’s editorial manipulations, which sometimes involve deleting entire 

questions or amalgamating them with others.
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In the name of God, the Merciful. I ask God for assistance.

May God help you attain the truth and open your heart to it. May He pre-
serve you from the folly of false views and help you avoid them. May He give 
you knowledge as you deserve and grant you a generous portion of learning. 
May He grant you happiness in the efforts you take and guide you to the good. 
May He make you appreciate the beauty of decent conduct and conceding 
truths, and may He rouse your repugnance to unjust conduct and disputing 
untruths. May He help you unearth treasure troves of wisdom and shine a 
beacon for you into the darker reaches of knowledge. May He inspire you to 
just words, that you may choose them in all your affairs and concerns, and 
make them your custom in all you say and do.

I have read the questions you have asked me to answer. You began your 
letter with a lament about the sorry times we live in, and about the unintel-
ligent people who surround us, harping on an old complaint and a malady 
without chance of cure. God bless you! Look at all the people weeping around 
you and take comfort; look at those suffering with you and find solace. I assure 
you in the strongest terms that your lament falls on the ears of one who himself 
laments, and your tears are shed before one who is equally tearful. There is a 
lump in every man’s throat, and a mote in every man’s eye. We all seek from 
our fellow men things we can never hope to receive. The philosophers have 
defined a “friend” by saying: A friend is another person who is you but is not 
you by being a separate individual.1 Alas, if that is so, then I believe it will be 
easier to find a pregnant stallion, a phoenix, or red sulfur on this earth.

My advice to you is that if you wish to live among people and be part of their 
mix, and if you would like to lead a pleasant and agreeable life, you would do 
well to be forbearing toward your fellow men and prepared to put yourself in 
the wrong, so that you disregard every claim you have on them and instead 
grant them the sort of rights over you that they do not expect for themselves. 
You should take to heart the rule of conduct spelled out by the poet Bashshār—
for it is an excellent rule of conduct—and the admonition given by the poet 
al-Nābighah—for it is an excellent admonition.2 And you should not accustom 
those who share your company and your dinner table to listen to your com-
plaints so that they grow so used to them that they no longer seek to assuage 
them, and you should not reproach them so frequently that they grow so famil-
iar with them as to no longer seek to reproach you.

0.1

0.2

0.3
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��س�ي������ن ه ��ي�ع�نم�ك ��وا
ّٰ
لل �ع��ن ��ن�ا ��سسي ����ه ��وا �ن

��و�م�ل�ا

�ل 
�
�و ����عي�ن �يم�ك �م�ن ا

�و��ي�ه ���ن �ي�ه ��لم�ك ��ور��ن �ي
�و�حنّ

ي �م�ا ��ي
��

��من  ��ي�وا
�ن
أ
�و ا ر��ن

أ
ر�لن��ي �م�ن �لن������م�ك ��وا

م�ك ��و�ح��صن ��و�ع����ن

ه. 
ّٰ
لل ء ا �ا �ن ���ش �ل اأ

� �ل���م�ي�ش�ا
� ��وا

�عم�ل�يم�ك  ���ا  ردّ ��لن��ي  �ي���د  ��و�م�حن �مم�ل  �ه�وا �ي���ا  ��س�مّ�ي ����ي��ي  ا �لأم�ل�ك  �م����ا �و��ن�هي  ��ن
أ
ا ��لن��ي  ��ن��دن 

آ
ا ا  ��ن�دن

��و���اأ

���ا �م�ن  �لن ��د  ��ن
�ن �ي

أ
ا ��و�م�وأ�ممّ�ل  �ل 

� ��ن�ا ��ن
�ل��أ

� ا �ل �م�و����و�م�هي 
� �������ي�ا ا �م��م�ل�و��ل�هي   

�هي ��ي��ي����ن  
�ل��هي

�
��و��و  

�هي ����ن هي �ح��ن �نر�عم�

���ا  ���ن�ي ن 
��ي�

��ل�ي��ي ��ل�� �نرد ا ر ���ن���ا اأ
��ن ��ل����ن ���د ا ��ي ��ن ���ن ���ن�يُ��ن �يم�ك  ��م�ل�ن

��و�� �يم�ك  �ي
��ن ل�م ��ن

������� ��و�م�ن ا �يم�ك 
ّ
��ل �ا ��ل�ح���ل�م�هي ���ن ا

ه. 
ّٰ
لل ء ا �ا �ن ���ش اأ

��لم�ك  ي دن
��

ّ
ا ��ي��م�ل دن �اأ

���ن ����م�ل���ا  ح �م��سش
ر� ��و�ن��صش ن ���و�لي��ل���ا 

�
ّ
�ن��ي

�لن �ن 
أ
��ل�هي ا

��لن��ي �م����اأ ���ن�ا 
ّ
ا لي����م�ل دن ر�����ن�ا اأ

��و��صش

�ل   ��سسيّ�م�ا ر��من
�ل��
�ن�ه �

ّ
 ��و��ن��ي

��ير��ن�ا
ر���ه �عن

�ي ���ي�د ��صش ���و�م ��ن�ه ���ش��ن
���م�ل �م�ح��

أ
رّر ��وا

�ل�ي�ه �س��ي
�
 اأ

�و���ي �م �م��س�ن
لن�����ل�ا

���ن��م�ل  ��ي�ي 
أ
�لنّ��ي را �اأ

���ن ���ه  ��لم�ل�ن�ا �عم�ل�� �م�و���ن ��ود �ل�ي�ه 
�
اأ ��ن�ا  �د ر���ش

أ
ا ���ا  ���ن�ي �هي  ��ل��در��ن ا ��ل��ي  ��ل�ح���ل�م�هي �عم� ��ن�ا �ه�ور  �م��سش

 . ي
�ي��

��ل�ي�و���ن ه ا
ّٰ
لل راً ��و��ن�ا

�ي����ا �حن ءً ��وا �ي�م�ا  دن�ا��ر��ي�ه اأ
ع
ر ��ن�ه �س�

��ل�ي������شّ ��ن �ن������ن�ه ��و��ن��يم�ل�ه ��وا
ّ
��ل�� �م�ن لي����م�ل ��و

أ
��لم�ك ا دن

٦،٠

٥،٠

٧،٠

٤،٠
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The Philosopher Responds, Volume One

This assumes that he does not have more complaints and reproaches against 
you than you have against him, and that you are not launching an attack against 
a breast already filled with resentment and a heart festering with spite. For in 
that case you will stir up and arouse his pent-up anger, by reminding him of 
things he had chosen to forget, be it out of good grace or in an attempt to be 
gracious, things that he had swept under the carpet, be it out of clemency or in 
an attempt to be clement. That is if he treats you fairly, and does not rush to do 
you some evil, and if he is truthful and does not tell you barefaced lies. Anyone 
who understands the nature of this age and its people, and the character of this 
time and its children, will not aspire to what is in itself unreasonable and will 
not set out to achieve what is unattainable, and he will not expect to find clar-
ity in turbid waters or bliss in a world of tribulation.

If your own soul does not help you achieve contentment, even though the 
soul is what is most properly your own, and if the humors of your own body are 
not in harmony with your wishes, even though they lie closest to you, how can 
you seek such things from someone else, and solicit them from your fellow? 
Seek refuge in God from Satan’s wiles and from the impurities and confusions 
of ignorance. Ask for God’s help and He will help you; ask Him to meet your 
needs and He will do so—strength comes from God alone. This is the sum total 
of the counsels and admonitions I can offer you, and I hope they meet with 
your acceptance and assent as I trust they will, God willing.

Now I turn to answer your questions. You call them a “Wandering Herd.” 
Therefore, I have striven to return them to you in the care of attentive herders 
and watchful stewards, unhobbled and with their hides branded. My hope is 
that herein you will find the wisdom you are searching for and the knowledge 
you are seeking, so that through their acquisition you may savor the pleasure 
of certainty, if God so wills it.

The procedure we will adopt in this work is as follows. In the discussion 
of a given question, we will aim to clarify what is abstruse and explain what is 
obscure. If that happens to touch on matters that have already been discussed 
and firmly established, or on recognized and reliably known principles that 
have been explained and clarified by others, especially when these others have 
a solid, established reputation for wisdom, we will point to these principles 
and indicate where they can be found, while providing brief synopses. I think 
this is preferable to the bother of copying and reproducing them and going on 
at length. God alone gives success.

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7
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﷽�

�و��يّ��هي
��ل�� ��و�ع��ي �����ن ��و

�ل��أ
� ��ل�هي ا

�ا�م���س�اأ ا

ن 
�ي��ي�

����ن  �����ن
ّ
 ��ن��ي�ن �ا����ل

���و�ن
 لي��

�ن
أ
�ن ا ؟ ��و��م�ل �ي�حن

��ل��صر�ع�هي  ��وا
م�ل�هي ���ع��ن

� ن ا
 ��ن��ي�

ر���ي
�����ن ه �م�ا ا

ّٰ
لل ك ا نّ

���مر
أ
���ي�م�ل�يَ ا

���ن�ل�ا�ن  ر 
��صش

أ
��وا ح 

ر�
��و���ن  

���ن�ل�ا�ن  ّ
��صر �ل 

�
�و

��ي��ي ��نمّ�ك 
�ل��أ

� ر���يٌ 
���ن �ا 

ً ر���ن
��ور��ي�ا ��ن ���ا

��و��ي ���ي�ع�ي�ا �عم�ل�� �س�س�ن��  �وا
��ي ا  دن اأ

��وردّ  ���ن�ل�ا�ن   
ع
� ��و���ن ��و����دّ  ���ن�ل�ا�ن  �ن  ��و�ح�حن ح 

��و�صرن� ���ن�ل�ا�ن  �ل 
� ��و��رن ح 

��و�نرن� ���ن�ل�ا�ن  ���د  ��و��ن ح 
��و�صر�

 �� ��و�م���ن  
���ن�ل�ا�ن ���ن  ��ودن �ل 

�
��و ا ��ورن  

���ن�ل�ا�ن نح 
��ل� ��و�عم� �ل 

�
��و ��و���ا  

���ن�ل�ا�ن �م  ��ورا �ل 
�
��و ��و��ن�ا  

���ن�ل�ا�ن �ط�� 
�ع��

أ
��وا

�ن  ����ا
أ
��وا ي 

���ط�� ��و�لن  
���ن�ل�ا�ن �م 

ّ
��ولي�������ل ��ن�ا  ��ود  

���ن�ل�ا�ن ر�ن 
���ي��ي ��وا �لي�� 

أ
��وا  

���ن�ل�ا�ن ء  �ا ��و��ن  �� ��و���ي���ن  
���ن�ل�ا�ن  

�م
��و�ح���ل

�ن �ع�ن  ���د ��ور�عن  ��و��سش
ر ���ن�ل�ا�ن

���د ��و�ح��صن  ��و��ن
��� ���ن�ل�ا�ن

 ��و���ي���د ��و��ن�اأ
م�ل��� ���ن�ل�ا�ن  ��و��ن

���ي  ��و����د
���ن�ل�ا�ن

ح 
ر�

�����ن ��وا �ل 
� ��دن �ل��ن

� ��وا �����ن������ه  ��وا  
�����هي �ن ����عن ��وا  

�هي �ه��ن �ل�ن
� ��وا �ور  ��ل�ح�ن ��وا ��ل��صر��ور  �مم�ل ا

سي ��و��م�ل �ي��سش ���د  ن
��ور ا  �ا���دن

��ن�ه  ��ن�ا  
�نّ �اأ

���ن ا  ��و��ن��دن �عم�ل�� ���دن ؟ 
�يم�ل��ن�هي �ن �م�حن ��و �عم�ل�� �س���ا

أ
ا ����د  ��وا ���ح �عم�ل�� �س�س�ن��  �ل��ن����حن وا ح 

� �ي�ا
ر�لي

�ل��
� ��وا

���م�ل  ��ي��ن  
ر���ي

���ن ��لم�ك  دن ��ير�ي�ن �م�ن  ����ن  �لن
ّ
��ن��ي�ن �ا����ل  

�ن �ن �ا�ك�ا �اأ
���ن ��ير. 

����م�ل�ه �ا���ش ��و��سش  ّ
��و�ح�نم�ل�ه �م�ش�ن��ي ���ط�و�لمي�ل 

��لن��ي �س��ر���ن�ي�ه  رك 
��ي  �ي���ش

�ل��
� 
َ
لَ�م
���ن�� ن 

ر���
�ا �م�ن ��ن

ً ر���ن
ن ��ن

�
ّ
د ��و�لي�ن��ي اً �م�ن �صرا د رّ �صرا

�س�س�ن�� �م�ن �س�س�ن�� ��و��ي��ن

د ��و���ا �ه�و  �ا��صرا �ا�م�س�ن�� ��وا  ��وا
ن

ر���
�����ن ن ا

 ��ن��ي�
ر���ي

�����ن �م�ا ا
ا ��لن ���م�ل�ه؟ ��و�عم�ل�� ���دن

أ
رك ��لن��ي �س��ر���ن�هي ا

��ي ���ش �اك�مم� ا

ي 
���ط�� ن �لن

 ��ن��ي�
ر���ي

�����ن ��� ا �ل��ن
� ��واأ ��و��س�����ي  ي 

���ط�� ن �لن
 ��ن��ي�

ر���ي
�����ن ح ا

��و����ن�
أ
���ي ا ��ل��دن ��و�م�ا ا ��ن��نً�ا؟ 

آ
�م ا ��و���ي�د ��ي��ي�دّ ا  دن

؟ ن ��س�����ي ��و��س�م�ي
��و��ن��ي� �م 

ّ
��ولي�������ل

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

��ل�� دن�ا��ر   اأ
��ل�هي

�ا�م����اأ ه ا �ن �ع�ن ���دن �وا ��ل��ن ��لن��ي ا �نح  �ح�ي�ا
�ا �ن

ّ
�ا �اا�لن�

ّ
���و��ي�ه �ا�م

�ن �م�ح�مّ��د �م��س�� �ح�م�د �ن
أ
ّ ا

�و �عم�ل��ي ��ن
أ
�ل ا

� ���ي�ا

 
ع
� ��و���ن �ع�ش�هي �عم�ل��  �ل�ن�ا

� �هي ا ��ن ��ل���ا ��وا  �عم�ل�ي�ه 
ح
��م�ل�

�ا�م��ل�� �م ا
��ل�����ل�ا ��ل�� ا نح اأ

�ي� �ح��ي م�ل�ه ا ��ن
أ
���ي �م�ن ا ��ل��دن �ن ا ��ل�����ن ا

١،١

٢،١
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In the name of God, the merciful.

On the differences between a number of 
similar words—a linguistic question

You asked, may God show you favor: What is the difference between the terms 
swiftness and haste? When two words share a single meaning and converge 
on a single import, should there always necessarily be a difference between 
them? For we say “he was delighted” and “was glad,” and “he was exuber-
ant” and “was merry.” Again, one says “he was distant” and “went far away,” 
“he jested” and “joked,” “he blocked” and “thwarted,” “he restrained” and 
“drove off.” We also say “he gave” and “handed over,” “he sought” and “strived,” 
“he applied himself to something” and “occupied himself with something,” 
“he went” and “left.” We say “he judged” and “ruled,” “he came” and “arrived,” 
“he approached” and “advanced,” “he talked” and “spoke,” “he was accurate” 
and “was right.” We say “he sat down” and “took a seat,” “he kept away” and 
“kept at a distance,” “he was present” and “attended” something, “he was 
uninterested” and “was indifferent.” Do the terms “delight,” “joy,” “happiness,” 
“rapture,” “gaiety,” “cheerfulness,” “gladness,” “pleasure,” and “rejoicing” have 
exactly the same meaning, or do their meanings differ? Use this as your model 
for dealing with all the other cases, because the subject is substantial—its topics 
are tied up in endless knots and it has numerous interrelated instances. And if 
between each such pair of similar things there is a difference that separates 
one meaning from another, distinguishes one signification from another, and 
demarcates one import from another, then why isn’t this difference common 
knowledge, the way the basic notion is? Building on that: What is the distinc-
tion between the terms “aim,” “meaning,” and “intention” I just used? Why is 
it that the difference between “to speak” and “to be silent” is obvious, whereas 
the difference between “to speak” and “to talk,” and “to be silent” and “to be 
mute,” is so elusive?

Miskawayh’s response

In order to answer this question, we must say something about the reason why 
a linguistic convention is required, about why people are driven to posit names 

1.1

1.2
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

 ��
ً
�ل
� ���ن���ا

أ
��وا ء  ��س�م�ا

أ
�����ير ا

����ي��ي �لي ا ��ل�حر��و���ن  ��ل�ي��ن ا
��ل�� ��ي�اأ  اأ

�ع�ي�هي ا ��ل��د ا �هي 
ّ
����م�ل

� ��وا ���ط�وأ  ��ل�ي�وا ��ن�ا  
�هي
ّ
��ل ا ��ل��د ا ء  ��س�م�ا

�ل��أ
� ا

�ن  �ي�ا ���ن�ا �لن �ل ���ي�دّ
�������مي  ا

�م
�ن �ح���ل ن ��ل�ن�ا �ن�م�و�حن

����ي��ي ��ي��ر��� �م ا
���ي����ا

�ل��أ
� ح ��وا

�ل����ل�����ل�ا�
�  ��وا

���ي �ل����يّ��ن�ا
� �ا ��ن�ا

��و��ر��و���نً

ن 
��و��ي����ي� ����ه  ن �ع�ن ��ن��ن

��و�لي�ن��ي� �ا�م����م�ل�ن  ا ا �ا ���دن �ن �ل��ي��س��م�ل �عم�ل�ي
�
��و �و�����أ�هي ��ل�ه 

���و�ن ��ي
�ل�ي��

�
�ن  �وا ��ل��ن �م ا

�م�ا
أ
��لم�ك ا دن

��� ���ن�ه. �ع�ي�ا �عم�ل�� �م�ا ا

�ن  �ا �ا�ك�ا
ّ
����د �ا�م ���وا

� �ن ا �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� �نّ ا

أ
�م �ه�و ا

��ل�����ل�ا ��ل�� ا م�ل�ه اأ ��ن
أ
 �م�ن ا

نح
�ي� �ح��ي ���ي ا ��ل��دن �ن ا ��ل�����ن �نّ ا �ل اأ

�
�و

��مي
���ن�اأ

ر  �ا�م��ي�دّ ��ن�ه ا �م�ا  ��ورن
�ا�م��م�ل�و�م�هي ��ي�ه ا ��أ�ه �م�دّ  ��ن��ي�ا

�هي
ّ
��ي�ه ��لن��ي �يسي�م �ا ��ن ن ���ا

ع
����  ��ن�ا

�ل��
�
��ي�ه ��و ����ه ��لن��ي �ح�ي�ا ��ن �ن ��ير �������ي��ن �لن

�عن

ر�لي�����هي  ��صش �ن �ن  ��و��و�حن ��يره 
�عن �م�ن  ��أ�ه  ��ن��ي�ا  

هي دّ �م�ا ��لن��ي  ��ي�ه  ر��ورا
�عم�ء ��صن ��س�ي�د ا ��ل��  اأ �نح  �ح�ي�ا ا ����و�م  �ا�م��ي ا

�نّ  ��ل�ح��ك�مم�ء اأ ��ل�ي ا م�ل���ا ���ي�ا ��ن
أ
����ي��ي �م�ن ا ��و��ن�هي ا �ا�م���ا ه ���ن�ه ��ن�ا �عم� ��س�ي�د ن �م�ا ا

��يره ���و���
�ط��ي �عن

 ��ي����
�ن
أ
�ل ا

� ������د ا

 ّ
ح
���ا �لي����� ����ي��ي �لن ��� ا ��ل�ن�ا ن ا

 ��ن��ي�
��س�م�هي

��م��ي��ي �ي ا ر��ورا
��ل��صن �ي ��وا ��و��ن�ا �ا�م���ا ه ا ع. ��و���دن

� ��ل�����ن  ��ن�ا
ّ
�لن��ي �ن �م�د �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� ا

�ل 
� ���وا

أ
 ��وا

�يم�ل��ن�هي �م�ور �م�حن
أ
�ن �م�ن ا �ع�ي�ا

أ
��� ��وا ��ن�ا

����ش �ه�م �ع��ي اأ �ي��سش �ح����ن �س���ا
�ه�م ��و�ي

�لي ّ �ح�ي�ا
�م
ع�م ��و�ي�ي

� ��وأ ��ن��ي�ا

�م�ا 
ّ
��ور�ن ���ا  ��ل�ي  اأ

رهي �ا ���ش أ
�ل��
� ���ن�����حّ�ي ا رهي 

��صن ��ن�ي ���ا �م�ا �ا�ك�ا
ّ
��ور�ن  

�ع�ي�هي ��ير �م�ي�ن�ا
��يرهي �عن

��و�ع��ي �ا���ش  
��ي�هي ��ير ���يّ��ن

�عن

�هي 
ّ
��ل ا �ي د ����وا

 ��ن�اأ
�ي ��ل�� ��ر�ا�ك�ا ع اأ

رن
 ��ي��ن

�ن
أ
ل�م لي�����ن ��ن�دّ �م�ن ا

���ا ���ن�� رهي ���ن�ي �ا ���ش أ
�ل��
� ل�م لي������ن ا

�لأ�ن�هي ���ن�� م�
��ن�ي �عن �ا�ك�ا

�ه�م  ����لن ��ن  
��و�ن ��و��ل�ي���ا ن 

����� ��ن ��� �م�ن  ��ل�ن�ا ا ن 
����� ��ن ���ا  �ع�ي �ل��ي��س�ي�د

� ح 
�ل����ل�����ل�ا�

� ��ن�ا �لن��ي  �ا�م���ا ا ه  �عم�ل�� ���دن

ر��يّ�هي.
��صش �ل��ن

� هي ا �ل�ح�ي�ا
� �ه�م ا ���ن�ي  ��ولي��ك�مم�ل 

ّ
�لن��ي �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� ء ا ��ي�ا ��ل�ن ّ ��ل�ه�م ا

�م
�ي�ي

���ن �ا 
ً �����ن ��ن

�ن  �ن����ا أ
�ع�دّ ��ل�ل�ا

أ
���ي�د ا ر��ي�ه  ��و���ي�د ي �عم�ل�م�ه 

�� ��ن ��و����ا ��و��رنّ �لنم�ل�����ي��ن �ح���ل���ي�ه   
ّ
�ل ر���أ ��من �ل�ن�ا

� �ن 1 ا �ا �ا�ك�ا
ّ
��و�ا�م

��ل����و�ي  ي ا
�����ا ��لن��ي ����ر��ي��  ��و��و���ن

��ل�ي��صرّ���ن  �عم�ل�� ا
��و��س�����ا ���ي�درهي

أ
ا����هي ��وا

�
ء ��ر �ا �ع���ن

�ل��أ
� ر ا

�ا����ش
أ
��ل�هي �ع��ي ا

آ
ا

��لن��ي  �هي  �ن �ا�م���ي ر ا
��ن
�ل��أ

� �ل���ي ا
�ل��آ�

� �أر ا �ا ��ل����ا
ً
�أ�م ��� �م�ل�ا ��ن ��ل�ن  ا

ع
ر�نح ���ن�ه �س�

 �م�ا �ي�حن
ع
��يً�ا ٢ ��ل�ي��ي�����ي� ���ن �ا �م�وا

ً
�� ��و���ن

�هرهي  �ا�م����ن ا �ي  ��ل�حر�ا�ك�ا ا ع 
�وا

��ن
أ
ا �ل 

� �ع�م�ا
��سسي ��ن�ا ء  �ا �ع���ن

�ل��أ
� ا ر  ��د ��ن

أ
ا ��ل�هي 

�ل��آ
� ا ه  ���دن ��ن�ي  �ا�ك�ا �م 

��ل�����ل�ا ا �م 
�ي�م�ا

�ي  ����وا
�ل��أ

� ه ا هي ���دن �ي �ع�دّ �د �لنم�ل��ن
��و���ي ���ا.  ����ي��ي دن�ا��ر��ن�ا �لن��ي ا �ا�م���ا �هي �عم�ل�� ا

ّ
��ل ا ��ل��د �ي ا ����وا

�ل��أ
� ��� ا �ن�ا �حن

�ل��أ
�

�يّ�هي  �����ر�لن ا �هي  ��لم�ل��ن ا ��لن��ي  ��ر���نً�ا  ر�ي�ن 
��و�ع��صش �ي�هي 

�لن �ش�م�ا ��ر��و���نً�ا  هي  �م��س�مّ�ا
� ا �ي  ��ل�حر�ا�ك�ا ا ه  ���دن �لن ���هي  �ا�م��ي����لّ ا هي  رد

�ا�م��ن ا

�لأ�������ا  ��و�ن����ا  
����و��ل���ا

أ
�نّ ا

�ل��أ
هي � �ع�ي�هي �م�ح����ا ���ي�����ا �م�ي�ن�ا ��و�حن �ا 

ًّ
�ع�ي ��ور��ن�ا �ا 

ًّ
�لش�ي ��و��ش�ل�ا �ا 

ً
�لأ�ي ���ا �لش�ن�ا

ّ
�ي �ا�كم�ل �ن

ّ
ّ رُ�ا��

�م
�ش

��ودهي. �ا �م�ح����ورهي �س���د
ً �لي���ن

أ
�ي ���ن���ا ا �ن�ا

ّ
�ا��صر�اا�ل ���ن�ا هي  ��ود �م�ح����ورهي �س���د

��ن����ت�ا. �ل���صو�ت �موا �ص�ل: ا
أ
ل� .   ٢ ا �ن �ص�ل: وك�ا

أ
ل� 1 ا

٤،١

٣،١
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On the differences between a number of similar words

that signify through common accord, and about why people are impelled to 
conjoin letters so as to produce nouns, verbs, and particles by way of agree-
ment and convention. We must also say something about the logical categories 
that are imposed on us through the necessity of reason. We thus begin by offer-
ing a few words on this subject by way of preface, to make our task easier and 
to serve as clarification in itself and as assistance for obscurer points.

The reason why speech is needed is that individual human beings are not 
self-sufficient in their lives and cannot satisfy what they need to survive over 
the determinate time that has been allocated to them. They thus need to solicit 
their vital necessities from others during the span of their continued existence, 
and justice demands that they give others something in exchange for what they 
obtain from them, which they do through mutual assistance. This is why the 
philosophers said: Human beings are political by nature. The ways people offer 
each other assistance, the vital necessities they share—which make it possible 
for them to survive, to stay alive, and to live well—are particulars and concrete 
individuals of several different kinds, and circumstances of a disparate sort, and 
they are many in number—in fact, they are infinite. Sometimes they are physi-
cally present, and it is possible to point to them; sometimes they are physically 
absent, and it will not be possible to point to them. It will then be necessary 
to have recourse to sonic movements that signify those things by way of con-
vention, so that people can solicit them from one another and provide mutual 
assistance, enabling humankind to survive and human life to be perfected.

In the subtlety of His wisdom, and through His prior knowledge and 
power, God equipped human beings with an organ that surpasses all other 
bodily members in its agility and the range of its powers, positioning it, in 
terms of how sound is produced, at a location that allows it to break up the 
sound that emerges with the breath, one consistent with all the other organs 
that contribute to the production of speech. This organ is the bodily member 
best suited to apply a variety of movements in order to produce the different 
kinds of sounds that signify the things we have mentioned above. In the Arabic 
language, the number of individual sounds broken up by these movements—
which we call “letters”—comes to twenty-eight, which are then organized in 
clusters of two, three, and four. These clusters constitute a calculable number 
of finite groups, because the basic ingredients and simple elements out of 
which they are formed are circumscribed in number, and so the things that are 
formed from them must also be circumscribed in number.

1.4

1.3
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

��ل�ي���ا �عم�ل��  �ل��
���ا �ن�ح��س�ن د� ��ل�ي اأ ر 

����ن ا �لن دن اأ ل�م 
��ل������� ا ه  ��لن��ي ���دن �ن  �و�حن

��ي �ل 
�������مي ا ��س�م�هي 

���ي ��ن�ي  �ا �ا�ك�ا
ّ
��و�ا�م

��ير 
�ل�� �عن

���ا � ��ل�ي  اأ
��س�م�هي

��ي ��د�ي ���ن ر ��وُ��ن
�ا����ش

أ
�ل�� ا

�
��و ّ ���ن���ا 

���مي�ل
أ
�ل�� ا

�م��� � �ل �حن
� ���وا

أ
 �عم�ل�� ا

���و�ن
�ن لي��

أ
�لن��ي ا �ا�م���ا ا

�لن��ي  �ا�م���ا ا �يم�ل��ن  �حن
��و�ي ���طن  �����ن�ا

�ل��أ
� ا ي 

��
�لي�يّ��ن ��و 

أ
ا �ا 

ً
�يم�ل��ن�ا �س�� ��و �ي�حن

أ
ا �ا 

ً
�ا�م�س�ن�� �س�� ��وا ���طن  ��لم�ل��ن ا ي 

��
�لي�يّ��ن  

�ن
أ
ا ��و�ع��ي 

 1 ن
����� ع ��ن

���ا �س�
ن ��ر��و���ن

����� ي ��ن
�� ��ن

�يّ �ي
���ن �هي  ����ن ��لم�ل��ن ا �ن 

ّ
ر�ا��

��و ��ي��ي
أ
�لن��ي ا �ا�م���ا ا ي 

��
��و�لي�يّ��ن ���طن  �����ن�ا

�ل��أ
� �يم�ل��ن ا �حن

��و �ي
أ
ا

�ه  �ن
ي
�ل �ا���

�
��وّ

أ
�ي�م ��لن��ي ا

��ل�ح���� ���ا ا ����ي��ي �ع�دّ �ل��ن�م���٣ �ع��ي ا
� ���طن ا �����ن�ا

�ل��أ
� ه ا .٢ ��و���دن

�ي�هي
���ي �ل�ن�ا

� �يم�ل��ن ��لن��ي ا �حن
�ا�م�س�ن�� ��و�ي ا

��يّ�هي  �ي �ا�م��سش ��وا  
���ن�هي د را

�ا�م��ي ��وا  
�����أ�هي �ا�م�ي�وا ��وا  

�لي�ن�هي �ا �ا�م�ي�ن ��وا  
��ي�هي �ا�م�يّ��ن ��و��س�مّ�و���ا ا  

ر��و�ن
��صّ �ا�م��ن ���ا ا �م �عم�ل�ي

ّ
��ولي�������ل  

�يّ�هي
�ا�م�ن�����عي ا

��ي  �م ��ي�عي�ي���ن
��ل�����ل�ا  ا

ع
� ��و���ن ��ل��  نح اأ

�ي� �ح��ي م�ل�ه ا ��ن
أ
���ي �م�ن ا ��ل��دن �ن ا ��ل�����ن ��و��ل�����نّ ا ك  ر��و���هي �ع�ن�ا ��و�ع��ي �م��صش

هي  �م��س�مّ�ا
� ا ��و�ع��ي  �لن��ي  �ا�م���ا ا ���ن  �ي�ل�ا �حن ا �ن�ح��س�ن  ���طن  �����ن�ا

�ل��أ
� ا �يم�ل��ن  �حن

�ي �ن 
أ
ا ��و�ه�و  ���ن���ا  اً  ����د ��وا �ا 

ً
��س�م

���ي

 
ع
� ��م ��ي��ي

���ا ��و�ا ���ش�ي �عم�ل�ي �ي ��ن �ا ��ن ���ا ��و���ا ��ل�ي �ع�ي اأ �ي د ر��ورا
�نّ ��صن �اأ

�ي�هي ���ن
���ي �ل�ن�ا

� �م ا
���ي����ا

�ل��أ
� �مّ�ا ا

�لي�ن�هي ���ن�اأ �ا �ا�م�ي�ن ا

�ي��ي�ه.
�و���ن

ه ��و��ي
ّٰ
لل ���و�ن ا ��لم�ك ��ن ح دن

ر� �ل ��و�����ن��صش
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� �����ي����د ا ��ن�ا

��ن�ل�ا  ���ا 
�لنّ
أ
��وا اً  ��دّ ��ن ��يرهي 

�ا���ش  ��� ��ن ��لم�ل�ن ّر 
�لي�ي����و ����ي��ي  ا �ل 

� ���وا
�ل��أ

� ��وا �لن��ي  �ا�م���ا ا �نّ 
أ
ا �ن  �ا �ي �ل�ن

� ا �م  ��ي��ي�دّ ��و���ي�د 

هي  �ع�ي�هي �م�ح����ورهي �م�ح����ا �م�ي�ن�ا
�ي ���ن���ا ��لن �ن�ا

ّ
�ا��صر�اا�ل ���ط�وأ ��وا ��ل�ي�وا  ��ن�ا

�هي
ّ
��ل ا ��ل��د �و�ع�هي ا

�ا�م�و���ن ��ل�حر��و���ن ا �مّ�ا ا
��ي�هي. ���ن�اأ ���ا

�لن

 
س�م

���يُ�� ا  دن اأ ��ير 
��ل�����ش ا �نّ 

أ
ا �ل 

�
�و

�������ي ا ��أ�ه ٤  ا �ن�د �لن  
���هي

����ن ���وا
� ا ��ي�ا  �ا

�����ي���ن ��وا  
�ن�هي

ّ
�ل�ن��ي

� ا �م 
�ح�����ا

�ل��أ
� ا ��و�م�ن  ������دد.  ��ن�ا

س�م 
�ل����

� ���ي ��لن��ي ا �ل����يّ��ن�ا
� �م�ن �����ن�ا ����د�ش ا

��ل�هي ��لن �ل�� �م���ا
هي � ����د هي ���ن���ا ��لن��ي ��وا ر�ا���ي �ع�دّ

��ي ���ش �ل ا م�ل�مي
�����ي �عم�ل�� ا

����ي��ي  ن ا
������ي�

� �هي �عم�ل�� ا
ّ
��ل ا ��ل��د ن ا

������ي�
� �هي ا ����ن ��يرهي �ا�كم�ل��ن

�ن �ا���ش �هي �عم�ل�� �س���ا
ّ
��ل ا هي د ����د ��وا  

�هي ����ن ��د �����ن �و��ن
�ن ��ي

أ
��و�ه�و ا

���ه  �ا �ن ��سش
أ
�ا ��وا

ً
�م ��يّ�ا

أ
 ا
ع
 ��ي��يم�ل�

�ل��
���ي � ��ل��دن �ا�م����ر ا  ��وا

�ن ا ا�م��يرن
� ن ا

 ��و�ع��ي�
ا���ن�هي

�
���ر ن ا

ء ��و�ع��ي� �ا�م�ا ن ا
���ا ��و�عم�ل�� �ع��ي� ��صر �لن ُ�ن

�لي

م�ل���ط  �����ن ��ل�� ا �ل ��واأ
� �����ا أ��سش

�ل��
� ��� ��وا �ل�ن�ا

�
أ
�ل��
� ��ل�� ا ���ي اأ �ا�م�وأدّ ��م�ل ا �����ن ا ا  ���دن

ع
� ��م ��ي��ي

اً ��و�ا ��دّ ��يرهي ��ن
ء �ا���ش ��س�م�ا

�ل��أ
� �م�ن ا

�ح�ن�ا.
��و����ن

أ
��وا �نّ�ا 

ّ
ك�مم� ��ن��ي

�ع��يّ �ا سي ���ن
ر �� ����را ��لن �ل ��ن�ا ر �لمن �ا �ي�ي �حن  ��ن�ا

�ي دا �ع�ي��ي�ا �ل��
� ��وا �ل 

� �ع�م�ا
�ل��أ

� ��لن��ي ا  
�����اأ ��ل�حن ��وا

�ن  أ�������ا
��وا ع 

� ��ل������ن ��وا ��ر  ��ل��سش �ع�هي ا �ا ��و����ن  
�عن�هي �ل�ن�ل�ا

� �ع�هي ا �ا �ن ����ن أ�������ا
�نّ ا

أ
��لم�ك ا ���د دن  ��ن

ن
��و��ر���

ح 
أ����ل�ا�

�ل��
� ���ي��ن ا ��لن��ي �م�وا �ّ��يّ�هي  ������ا �ي ا �عم� ���ي�ن�ا أ

�ل��
� ��ل�� ا  اأ

�و�ن ��ن �ي�ن �ي�ح�ي�ا
��ل��دن ع�م٥ ا

��و�  
��ن�هي ���ا

�� ��ل�حن ��وا  
�عن�هي �ل�ن�ل�ا

� ا

ر 
��ن
�ل��أ

� ا �ي  �م�ا �ا�م��ي�ا ا ��لن��ي  ��و  
 �ع�ن���ا �صرّهي

ّ ��ل������ن ��وا  
��ل�حر��و�ن �صرّهي ا نّ �عم�ل�� 

��ل�ح��� ��وا  
هي ّ
�أر �صر �ا ��������ش ا ن 

��ن��ي�

ر�ي�ن 
��صن ��ل���ا  ا

ع
�س� ����د �عم�ل�� �م����ا ���وا

� �ا�م�س�ن�� ا ��ي�د ا رد
��و�ي �ن  ��س���ا أ

�ل��
� ��وا  

��ل�هي أ�����ا
�ل��
� ��ل�� ا ���ا اأ ���ن�ي �نح  ����ي��ي �يُ�ح�ي�ا ا

هم.
�أ�هت.   ٥ ط: � ا �د �ت�هت؛ ط: ��ن�ن ا �ص�ل: �ن�د

أ
ل� �ل��ن���م��س�هت.   ٤ ا .   ٣ ط: ا ىت

��ت �ا �ل��ن .   ٢ ط: ا ن
1  ط: و�ن������

٥،١

٦،١

٧،١
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On the differences between a number of similar words

When reason considers these words from the perspective of how they sig-
nify meanings, it decrees that only five situations are logically possible, and 
accordingly words fall into one of the following five categories: Word and 
meaning converge; word and meaning diverge; the words converge and the 
meanings diverge; the words diverge and the meanings converge; the word 
is a composite, and the letters and meaning converge to a certain extent, but 
diverge in the remainder. These are the five types of terms that the Philoso-
pher enumerated at the beginning of his logical books and that commenta-
tors have discussed, designating them in turn as “homonyms,” “heteronyms,” 
“synonyms,” “polyonyms,” and “paronyms.” A fuller account of them can be 
found in those sources.3 But only one of these categories is required for the 
purpose for which speech was needed, which is that words should vary with 
the meaning, which corresponds to “heteronymous” terms. The other catego-
ries arose out of particular constraints and specific needs, and did not arise 
from the primary purpose, as we will show with God’s help.

We have established that the things and situations the soul represents to 
itself are very many in number—that in fact they are infinite. By contrast, the 
posited letters that signify by common accord and the composites that are 
formed out of them are finite, limited, and circumscribed in number. It is crys-
tal clear and intuitively obvious that when a large number of things are dis-
tributed over a smaller number of things, several will end up being shared by 
the latter. This is how the phenomenon of homonymy arises, which is when 
a single term signifies a number of different meanings. Take for example the 
word that denotes the eye we see with, a spring of water, the hollow of the 
knee, an overweight gold coin, and the kind of rain that continues for days. 
The examples could be multiplied. This feature—which leads to confusion 
and ambiguity and to errors and misjudgments in what people do and think—
was not the product of voluntary choice but of natural necessity, as we have 
explained.

Then those who practice the craft of rhetoric, the craft of poetry and 
rhymed prose, and the arts of eloquence more broadly look askance at the use 
of the same word over and over again, because they need to produce popu-
lar persuasion in different contexts—for example, in making peace between 
tribes; in rousing people to, or making them desist from, war; or in any other 
situation in which it is necessary to dilate on a topic and to reiterate a single 
idea to an audience so that it sinks into their minds and stamps itself indelibly 

1.5

1.6

1.7
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

��يرهي 
راً �ا���ش هي �صرا ����د ���وا

� �هي ا ����ن ��لم�ل��ن هي ا د �عم� �وا اأ
�ح��س�ن

��م 1 �ي�����ي
�م �ا

���ا
�ل��أ���ن

� ع ��لن��ي ا
� �و��� ��و�لي�ن�����ن

��ن ��ل�ن �ن �م�ن ا
ّ
�ل�يسي�م����

�

ه   �عم�ل�� �س�ع�ن�ا
ّ
�ل
� ا ���طن د �ن �����ن ���ه �������ا ���طن �لي���ن ��ل�� �����ن  اأ

�هي ��ن ��ل���ا �م ا
�أ ا ��لم�ك د ع دن

��نّ�ه �س� �اأ
��ر ���ن �ا ��ل���ش  ��سسيّ�م�ا ا

�ل��
�
��و

��يرهي 
ء �ا���ش ��س�م�ا

أ
��ل�� ا ��لم�ك اأ �ل دن ��من

�ل��أ
� 
نح
�ي� �ح��ي �م �ا���ل�ا�م�ه. ���ن�ا

���ي����ا
أ
�ل ��ن�ه ا

� ��ره ��و��ي���دّ �ن ��سش
ن
ح ��ن�ه ��ور

�����حّ� �ه ��ل�ي �ن ���ي ��ن

����ن  ��نّ�ه ���ن�ا
���ن�هي �ا�ك�اأ د را

�ا�م��ي ا ���طن  �����ن�ا ��ل�ل�اأ ن 
���ي ��ر��� ��ل��دن ا ن 

ر��� ������ا ا ا  ��و���دن ����د.  ��وا �هي �عم�ل�� �س�س�ن�� 
ّ
��ل ا د

�هي  ��ن �ل�� ���ا
�
���و

�
��و ه  �ل�ي�ه �اك�مم� �يرا

�
 اأ
�هي ��ن ��ل���ا �ع�ي ا ��و���ي�د د �����ن ��ل�ه  �م �م��ن�ا

��ل�����ل�ا  ا
ع
� ��و���ن ��لن��ي  �ل 

�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��لم�ل��ي����د ا

��ل�هي 
�ا�م����اأ ��ن�ي ا �ا �ا�ك�ا

ّ
��و�ا�م �����لً�ا.  �واً ��ن�ا

�ن �����ن �ل�ي�ه ��ل�����ا
�
 اأ

��ن�هي رن �ا�م�وا ��وا ع 
� ��ل������ن �ن ا أ�������ا

��وا ء  ��را ��ل��سش ��وا ء  ���ن�ا
�� ��ل�حن ا

�و���ن 
�لم�ل�و��مي

���ط � ��ل�ن�ا �ن�م�ن �ن��مش ��و���وّ ر�ح�ه�م�ا ٢ 
���ي�ي��صر��ن�ا �عم�ل�� ��صش �م ا

��ل�����ل�ا ن �م�ن ا
��س�م��ي�

�����ي �ي�ن ا
���دن ��ي�هي �لن

ّ
���ي��م�ل

ك. هي �ع�ن�ا ��ي����ا ���ا �م��س�ي
�لنّ
�ل��أ

ي �
�ا�م�ن���ط�� ��م�ل ا

�ل��أ
���ا � ���ن�ي �ا�م����نّ��ن�هي  ��ل�����ي�ن ا ر �عم�ل�� ا

��ن
�ل��أ

� �م ا
���ي����ا

�ل��أ
� �عم�ل�� ا

�نّ  �ل اأ
�
�و

��ي �ن �ع�ن���ا ���ن�ن �وا ��ل��ن  ��لن��ي ا
��ن��دن

��نّ�ا ��ن�اأ �اأ
��ل�هي ���ن

�ا�م����اأ �م ا
�م�ا

أ
���ا ا ����ي��ي ر���ن�ا ��ل�ي�و�����أ�هي ا �ن�ا �م�ن ا ر�عن

دن ���ي�د ���ن ��واأ

�����ي����د  �ن ا ���ا �ا�ك�ا ��ل�ي ��واأ �ا�م�س�ن��  ���ن ا �ي�ل�ا �حن  ��ن�ا
�يم�ل��ن �حن

����ي��ي �ي ��و�ع��ي ا  
�لي�ن�هي �ا ��د �م�ي�ن �و��ن

���طن �م�ا ��ي �����ن�ا
�ل��أ

� �م�ن ا

���ا  �ن ���ي ��ن  
هي ����د ��وا ���طن  �����ن�ا

أ
ا ���ا  ���ن�ي ي 

��
�لي�يّ��ن ����ي��ي  ا ��و�ع��ي  ��ي�هي  ���يّ��ن ��د  �و��ن

��ي �م�ا  ��و���ن���ا  �هي  ��لم�ل��ن ا  
ع
� �و���ن ��ن �ل 

�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ا

هي.  ����د ���ا ��وا �لن�ي ���ا ��و�س���ا ����ن �����ن�ا
أ
�يم�ل��ن ا �حن

����ي��ي �ي  ��و�ع��ي ا
���ن�هي د را

��د �م��ي �و��ن
 ��و���ن���ا �م�ا ��ي

�يم�ل��ن�هي ���ا �م�حن �لن�ي ��و�س���ا

�ن   �عم�ل�� �س���ا
�هي
ّ
��ل ا �يم�ل��ن�هي د ���طن �م�حن �����ن�ا

أ
��د�ي ا �م�ا ��وُ��ن

ّ
�نّ�ا. ��ور�ن

ّ
ك�مم� ��ن��ي

ر��ورهي �ا
��ل��صن �ا ��ن�ا

��ش �ن ����د ��س�م�ا
�����ي �ن ا ا ��و���دن

���ا 
 ��و��ل�����نّ

�يم�ل��ن�هي �ل �م�حن
� ���وا

أ
�ي �عم�ل�� ا

ّ
��ل �م�ا د

ّ
 ��ور�ن

�يم�ل��ن�هي �لن��ي �م�حن �ا�م���ا ��� �ليم�ل�ك ا ��ن�ا
����ش ��ن�ي اأ �ن �ا�ك�ا  ��واأ

ر��ن�هي
���ي��ي�ا

�ن  �������ا ��ر  �ا ��ل���ش ��وا �ن  ���ي
�� ��ل�حن ا �ع�مم�ل���ا 

�ي��سسي ��لم�ك  دن �ل  ���ن�ل�اأ��من ����د  ��وا ��ل����ش�حن���  �ع��ي  ���ا 
���ن �ي�ل�ا �حن ا  

ع
�س�

�ل 
� ��و���ش�ا  .

�ي��ي�هي
��ل�ح�عي ��ن�ا  

�لي�ن�هي �ا �م�ي�ن ��ن�ي  �ن �ا�ك�ا ��واأ  
��ن��ي�ن���ا  

ر�لي�ن�هي
�����ي ا ر�ا����هي  ��ل��صش ��وا  

�هي ��س�ن �ا�م�ن�ا ا ع 
� �ا�م�و���ن ���ن�هي  د را

�ا�م��ي ا

ء  �ل���ش��ي
�
��ن�ي  �ا �ا�ك�ا

ّ
���ا �ا�م

��و��ل�����نّ  
�يم�ل��ن�هي ���و�ي �م�حن

���ا ��ن
ر�لي
���ا �عم�ل�� �ا����ش

�لنّ �اأ
���ن �ع�ي�هي  ا ��ل��د ء ا ��س�م�ا

أ
��د �م�ن ا ��لم�ك �م�ا ��ي�و��ن دن

��ن�ي 
أ
��وا �����ا  �ا �ن ��سش

أ
��وا  

��ن ��ل��س�ي ��وا �ل��ن�صر 
� ا ء  ��س�م�ا

أ
ا ��لم�ك 

ن
��و�ا���د ����د  ��وا ���ا �س�س�ن�� 

�لنّ
�ع�مم�ل�ي �ا�ك�اأ

��سسيُ ا ����د  ��وا

�ا 
ّ
���ا �ا�م

�لن��ي ��و��ل�����نّ �ا�م���ا �يم�ل��ن�هي ا ء �م�حن �ا �ي ��سش
�ل��أ

� ه ا ��د�ي ���دن  ��و��ن
���ر��و��يّ�هي �����ي�ي ا

��ي ��س�ي ر ��وا
��ل�ن����ن �ع�م�ي ا

ا اأ��ن دن اأ

��لم�ك  ��ودن ����د  ��وا �هي �عم�ل�� �س�س�ن�� 
ّ
��ل ا ��ل��د ا ء  ��س�م�ا

�ل��أ
� ر��� ا ر��ي�ي �م�حن ��ن

أُ
����د ا ��وا  

���نً�ا �ا�م�و����و���ن ��و����ا
أ
��ن�ي ا �ا�ك�ا

��ير 
ن ��لن��ي �ا���ش

ّر
�و ��ن

��لل�ي  ��وا
��ن
ّ
��ل�ي����م�ل ح ��و�يرك ا

�
ّ

��س�م
��ل��ي ��ل�� ا �ي�ه�م اأ �حن �م ��و�ع�ن�د ���ا

��ل�����ل�ا ��� ��لن��ي ا ��ل�ن�ا ع ا
�يّ����ا �ع�ن�د ا

�ه�مم�ك 
��م�ك ��ن��ن

ّ
��و��صر�ع�هي �لي����م�ل �����هي �س��ر���ن�يم�ك  ���ا ��واأ ���ن�����ن�يم�ك  ���ن�هي  �ش��ي�ا �لن �ل�� �عم�ل�م��ي 

�
���و

�
��و  . ي

��أ�� ��ل�ح��ي�ا ا �م�ن 

�ل 
�
�ل��سش�م�و

� ��وا �ن  را ��ل��صش ��وا �ل��ن�صر 
� ا ���طن  �����ن�ا

أ
ا �لن��ي  �س���ا ن 

��ن��ي�  
ر���ي

�����ن ا ��لم�ك  �ي  ��ن
ّ
��ل�ي����م�ل �ل�ي�ه 

�
اأ �يُ 

��و�م�اأ
أ
ا �م�ا  �عم�ل�� 

رح�ه. �ص�ل: ���ش
أ
ل� 1 ط: ولم.   ٢ ا

٨،١
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On the differences between a number of similar words

on their understanding. This is especially true of poets, who are furthermore 
in a constant need of words that may serve in the place of other words bearing 
the same meaning, in order to get the meter right and arrange the structure of 
their speech more felicitously. It thus becomes necessary that several terms 
signify a single meaning. This phenomenon, which pertains to polyonyms, 
seems to conflict with the primary purpose behind the institution of speech. 
Yet, as you can see, it arises in response to a need. Had orators, poets, and 
those composing in rhymed prose and meters not needed it, it would have 
been completely pointless. We have confined our explanation to these two 
categories because they are connected with the present question, and we refer 
anyone interested in learning more about the other categories to their exten-
sive, in-depth examination in books on logic.

So much for our prefatory remarks. We can now address the question 
proper. Our response is as follows: There are heteronyms—words that vary 
with the meaning. These were the primary purpose behind the institution 
of language. There are homonyms—single words that each bear different 
meanings. Then there are polyonyms—different words that bear the same 
meaning. We have shown that these last two categories arose from neces-
sity. Sometimes different words bear kindred meanings though they differ in 
their specifics, and sometimes they denote different qualities yet pertain to 
a single thing. This is why orators and poets use them as if they were polyo-
nyms, on account of the affinity and close association between them, even 
though they are actually heteronyms. A good example is the profusion of 
terms used to designate the notion of “catastrophe”; they represent distinct 
qualifications, but as they refer to a single thing, they are deployed as if they 
had the same meaning. Something similar holds for the different terms for 
“wine,” “sword,” and the like. If you take a close and thorough look, you will 
see that these things have different meanings. But as they are qualifications 
attributed to a single subject, they are treated as though they were terms that 
signified the same meaning. This happens when people allow themselves a 
certain license in their speech, when they need some latitude, to avoid con-
straints and be less stringent with the facts. Had I not been assured of your 
refined intelligence, your critical acumen, and your nimble mind, I would 
not have alluded to the meaning of these matters but would have gone to 
the trouble of explaining the distinction between the meanings of the words 
“wine,” “drink,” “liquor,” “alcohol,” “inebriant,” and other terms belonging to 

1.8
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

��لي��ي  �م ��و��ن�ا
��ل�ح����ا �م ��وا

��ل��س�م����ا  ��وا
��ن ��ل��س�ي ���طن ا �����ن�ا

أ
�لن��ي ا ن �س���ا

 ��و��ن��ي�
���ا

�لأ ��س�م�ا
أ
�أر ا  ��و����ا

�ه�وهي
�����ي ح ��وا

� ���را ��وا

��ل�هي  �����ا  ��واأ
�لً�ا ��لم�ك ���ن���ن �م دن

��سشّ �حن
��ي�ي �ي

أ
���نّ��ي را

���ا ��و��ل��
���و�لي

�ع��ي ��و��ن ��وا �ل��د
� ء ا ��س�م�ا

أ
��لم�ك ��لن��ي ا

ن
���و��ي�ه ��و�ا���د

��ن�ه ��و��ن �ا
�����ي

أ
ا

�ي�ه.
���ن هي ��لم�ك  ��أ�د ���ن�ا �ل�� 

��يراً �عم�ل�يم�ك �ن�م�ا �
��ولي�����ش

�ن  �اأ
���ن ���ا  ���ن�ي ر 

�لن�ن����ن �ن 
أ
ا ر��ن�هي 

��و ���ي��ي�ا
أ
ا ��ي�هي  ���ا ���يّ��ن �لن�ي ��و�س���ا  

�يم�ل��ن�هي �ا �م�حن
ً ����ن �����ن�ا

أ
ا ��ن�ا  ��د ��و��ن ا 

دن اأ ��ل�ن�ا  �عن��ي  �ي��ن�ن
���ن

�ن  ��و�م�و�حن  
�هي ��لم�ل��ن �� ا ���طن �عم�ل�� �س�عي�ي���ن �����ن�ا

�ل��أ
� �لن��ي �ح�مم�ل�ن�ا �ليم�ل�ك ا �ا�م���ا ��لن��ي ا ���ن   ��ن�ل�ا

ع
� ���ن�ا �عم�ل�� �م�و���ن

ّ
�لن�ن

 . �لن��ي �ا�م���ا ���ن ا �ي�ل�ا �حن  ��ن�ا
�ي �يم�ل��ن �حن ����ي��ي ا �لي�ن�هي ا �ا �ا�م�ي�ن ���طن ا �����ن�ا

�ل��أ
� ��م�ل���ا �م�ن ا �ن��ن

�م ����ن
��ل�����ل�ا  ا

ع
� ��ل�ح���ل�م�هي ��لن��ي ��و���ن ا

 ّ
م�ك ��و���ش �لمأ�ل  ��ل����ا ا �ل 

� ����وأا �س�����ا  �ي��س��ي���ط  ����ي��ي  ا ��ل��������ي���هي  ا ��ل����ر��ي��ي�هي  ��وا ���هي 
����ن ���وا

� ا �ل  �مي ��ل�����ن ا ��و�ع��ي 

ه �عم�ل��  ر �ح�مم�ل�ن�ا
��ل�ن����ن ا �ن�ا �عم�ل�ي�ه 

ّ
��ل ��ي�د ��م 

��و�ا �لن��ي  �ا�م���ا ا ��لن��ي  ���ن  ��ل��ن�ل�ا ا  
ع
� ��ل�ن�ا �م�و���ن ع 

� ��ي��ي ��م 
�ا �ن  �اأ

���ن �اك. 
ّ
���� �ا�م��ي��سش ا

��لن��ي  �ع�ي�هي  ا ��ل��د ا ر��ورهي 
��ل��صن ا ه �م�ن  ر�ح�ن�ا

��و��صش ه  �نّ�ا
ّ
��ن��ي ���ي  ��ل��دن ا  

س�م
�� �����ي ا ��ل��  اأ ه  ��و��صر���ن�ن�ا ر 

��ن
�ل��آ

� ا ���م�ل 
�ل��أ

� ا

��د�ي  م�ل�مّ�ا 1 ��و��ن
����د. ���ن  �عم�ل�� �س�س�ن�� ��وا

�هي
ّ
��ل ا ��ل��د ��يرهي ا

��ل�����ش ���طن ا �����ن�ا
�ل��أ

� �ل ا
� �ع�م�ا

��سسي ��ل�� ا  اأ
��ن�هي ���ا

�� ��ل�حن ��ر ��وا ��ل��سش ا

���ا  �م ���ن�ي
��ل�����ل�ا �ي ا ��ن

ّ
���ا لي����م�ل �ن ���ي  ��ن

���طن �����ن�ا
���ا ��ن�اأ  ���ي�د �ُ��مشّ�ل ���ن�ي

��ل�هي ���ر����ا ه ا ����ي��ي ����در�ي ��لن��ي ���دن �لمأ�ل ا �ا�م����ا ا

. ي
��

�ا�م�و��منّ ه ا
ّٰ
لل ��وا اً  ��دّ ��س���هي ��ن  ��وا

��يرهي
 �ا���ش

ح
��ل�ي�����نّ� ���ا �ع�ن�د ا

�لنّ �اأ
���ن �أر���ا  �ا ����ن ���ا �عم�ل�� �لن �ن �لن ���ا �ل��ي��سسي

�

��ل��سر����هي ٢ ��وا  
�م�ل�هي ���ع��ن

� ن ا
 ��ن��ي�

�مر���ي ����ن
� ا

����ي��ي  ا �يّ�هي 
�لن ��س�م�ا ��ل�حن ا �ي  ��ل�حر�ا�ك�ا ا ��لن��ي  �ع�مم�ل 

�يُ��سسي ر 
�ا����ش

�ل��أ
� ا م�ل�هي �عم�ل��  ���ع��ن

� ا �نّ  �اأ
���ن ��ل��صر�ع�هي  ��وا  

م�ل�هي ���ع��ن
� ا ن 

��ن��ي�  
ر���ي

�����ن ا �مّ�ا 
أ
ا

�عم�ل��  ���ن�ل�ا�ن  �ل  �ع��من ��و  ّ
�عم�ل��ي م�ل�ي  �ع��ن �ل  ��لم�لر��من �ل 

�
�و

��ي��ي ��نمّ�ك  �اأ
���ن �مّ 

��ل��دن ا ع 
� �م�و���ن ��لن��ي  ء  ��ي ��ن

�ي �م�ا  ر 
�ا����ش

أ
��وا ��ل��  �وا

�لي�ي

�ل�� 
� ��نمّ�ك  �اأ

���ن �ا 
ً �لي���ن

أ
��وا  . ���ن�ل�ا�ن ��صرع 

أ
ا �م�ن  �ا�م�س�ن��  ا ا  ���دن �ه�م٣ 

��ي��ن �ل�� 
� ��ن�ي 

أ
��وا �مّ 

دن ��نّ�ه 
أ
ا ���ن�ه  ل�م 

�يُ����
���ن ���ن�ل�ا�ن 

�مّ�ا 
���ن�اأ ��و��نم�ك.  د �ه�و  �ا�م�ن   ��

ّ
�ل
�
اأ �و��ل�ه 

��ي��ي �ل�� 
�
��و �يّ�هي 

�لن ��ل��د ا �ا�م���ن  ا �ن  �ل��أ�������ا
�  ��

ّ
�ل
�
اأ  

م�ل�هي ���ع��ن
� ا �م�ن  �صر 

�ل��أ
� ا �ع�مم�ل 

�ي��سسي

��نمّ�ك 
أ
ا ك  ا ��ودن  

�يّ�هي
�لن ��س�م�ا ��ل�حن ا ��ير 

�ي �عن ��ل�حر�ا�ك�ا ا ��لن��ي  ء  ��ي ��ن
ر �م�ا �ي

�ا����ش
أ
��وا  

هي ��م���م�ود ا ���طن  �����ن�ا
�ل��أ

� ا ���ا �م�ن 
�لنّ �اأ

���ن ��ل��صر�ع�هي  ا

�ن  �وا ��ل��ن ا ��لن��ي  ��صرع 
أ
��وا �صر 

�ل��أ
� ا ��لن��ي  ��صرع 

أ
ا ��و���ي�د  ل�م 

��لم�ل���� ��ن��دن 
�ل��أ

� ا ع 
��و��صر��ي�  ��� �حن ��ل���ا ا ع 

���ن�ل�ا�ن ��صر��ي� �ل 
�
�و

��ي��ي

��لن��ي  �ل 
� ��و��يُ��ي�ا ر���ي  �ل��ن

� ا �م�ن  ��صرع 
أ
��وا ح 

� ���ر�ي ا �م�ن  ��صرع 
أ
ا ���ن�ل�ا�ن  ر��� 

��و���ن  } َ �ن �حَ��َ��ا
ْ

اٱ�ل عُ 
رَ��ي�

��صَ هُ 
ّٰ
لل

ٱ
}��وَا

���طن  �����ن�ا
�ل��أ

� ه ا �ل ���دن
� �ع�مم�ل ��ن�د

��سسي
ُ
�ل�� �ي

�
��و ا����هي 

�
��ل�حر ع ا

����نم�ل�ك ��صر��ي�
� ��وا ع 

ء ��صر��ي� �ا �����ي���ن ��لن��ي ا ��و ع 
��ل����ر���ن ��صر��ي� ا

ا. ����م �م��ن �ه�دن
�ص�ل: �ت�����ن

أ
ل� .   ٣ ا �ن �ل�ع��نوا 1 ط: و�ل���مّ�ا.   ٢ ط: ��س��ت��ط ا

٩،١

١٠،١
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On the differences between a number of similar words

the same class; between the meanings of the words “sword,” “saber,” “blade,” 
and the rest of the appellations and qualifiers belonging to the same class; 
and between the different terms and qualifiers used to signify “catastrophe.” 
But I took the view that this would be gratuitous labor, prattling verbiage that 
would bring you no benefit.

Therefore, we need to probe different words whose meanings converge or 
are closely related, whenever we come across them. If we notice a point of dis-
tinction between their meanings, then we attribute these words to the impera-
tives of language and to the exigencies of the wisdom behind the institution of 
speech, classing them with the heteronyms that vary with the meaning. This 
is the clearest way and soundest method for dissolving questions and doubts. 
If, on the other hand, we do not succeed in uncovering a semantic distinction 
and probing does not bring one to light, then we attribute this to the other 
principle, and put it down to the category we clarified and explained, namely, 
the need that arises in poetry and rhetoric for using many words that signify 
a single meaning. I have taken it upon myself to discuss the specific terms that 
were used to illustrate the questions in the epistle, so as to provide a stepping-
stone for dealing with similar cases—a closer look will reveal that there is a 
superabundance of these. God alone grants success.

The distinction between “haste” and “swiftness”

The distinction between “haste” and “swiftness” is as follows: “Haste” is 
mostly applied to a sequence of physical movements and is mostly used in a 
disapproving sense. When you say to someone “you were hasty with me” or 
“he was hasty with him,” it is understood that this is an expression of disap-
proval. This is not the case when you say “he was swift.” Also, we only use 
“haste” to frame commands in addressing people who work in lowly occupa-
tions, and we only use it with our inferiors. By contrast, “swiftness” is a term 
of approval, and is mostly applied to nonphysical movements. For example, 
you use it to say that a person catches on swiftly and is swift to learn, that 
he was swift to command and swift to reply. God is described as «swift at 
reckoning».4 You use it to describe a horse as swifter than the wind and 
swifter than lightning. A glance is said to be swift, justice is swift, the heav-
ens are swift-moving. “Hasty” could not be used in their place, nor could it 
be deployed in any of these contexts. The difference is clear, but people use 

1.9
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

ع 
�ل���يّ����ا

� ح ��و��ل�����نّ ا
����ن�  ��وا

ر���ي
ا ���ن ع. ��و���دن

� ���ن �ا�م�وا ه ا ء �م�ن ���دن م�ل�هي ��لن��ي ���ش��ي ���ع��ن
� �هي ا ����ن �ل�� �لي�ي��صرّ���ن �����ن

�
�ل ��و �ع��من

ر���.
��ن
�ل��أ

� �ن ا ن �������ا
ل���ي��ي�

��ل����م� ����د��� ا ع اأ
� ��� �عم�ل�� ��و���ن ��ل�ن�ا ن �ي�ح�مم�ل ا

��ي� �ي
�ا�م���ن ر�ن ا �م ��و��ي��ي�ا

��ل�����ل�ا ��لن��ي ا

ح 1
�مر� ����ن

� ��وا ��ل��صر��ور  ن ا
 ��ن��ي�

�مر���ي ����ن
� ا

ر 
��صش
�ل��أ

� ن ا
��و��ن��ي� ح 

ر�
�����ن ��وا ��ل��صر��ور  ن ا

 ��ن��ي�
ر���ي

�����ن �نّ ا �اأ
���ن ح 

��و�صر� ر 
��صش

أ
��وا ح 

ر�
��و���ن  

���ن�ل�ا�ن �و��ل�ه�م ��صرّ 
��مي �مّ�ا 

أ
��وا

��ل��صر��ور  ا �مّ�ا 
أ
��وا �ن  �����ي

� ��وا �مّ 
��ل��دن ا ��لن��ي   ��

ّ
�ل
�
اأ  

�ن �ع�م�ل�ا
�يُ��سسي �ل�� 

� ح 
�ا��صر� ��وا ر 

��صش
�ل��أ

� ا �نّ  �اأ
���ن ��ر  �ا ����ن ح 

�ا��صر� ��وا

�ي�ه 
���ن �نح  �ن �يُ�ح�ي�ا

أ
ن �م�ن ا

��ن��ي�
أ
��وا �هر  ����ن

أ
ر���ي �����ن�ا ا

�����ن ح ا
�و�

��و��و���ن  
ّ
�م

��ل��دن ���طن ا �����ن�ا
أ
م�ل��ي����ا �م�ن ا

���ن ح 
ر�

�����ن ��وا

����د�ع�م�ا 
أ
�نّ ا �اأ

�ا�م�س�ن�� ���ن ن ��لن��ي ا
ر��ن��ي�

��ن�ا ���ي��ي�ا �ن �ا�ك�ا ح ��واأ
ر�

�����ن ��ل��صر��ور ��وا �مّ�ا ا
. ���ن�اأ �ن �ي�ا ح ��و�لن

ر�
��ن ��صش

ّ
��ل�� لي����م�ل اأ

����د�ش 
�ل �ي

� �ه�و ���ا
���ن ح 

ر�
�����ن �مّ�ا ا

أ
��وا ��يرك. 

�عم�ل�ه ��نم�ك �عن ���ن�ا �ن  ا �ا�ك�ا دن  اأ
��
ّ
�ل
�
�ع�مم�ل اأ

��سسي
ُ
�ل�� �ي

��ل��صر��ور � ��و�ه�و ا

�ل 
�
�و

��نمّ�ك ��ي��ي
أ
ا ��لم�ك  ��ودن ه   �عم�ل�� ������ّ�هي �م�ا دن�ا��ر��ن�ا

ّ
�ل
� ��ي�د ��م�ل ���ن�ه�م�ا  �����ن ا ��و�لي��صر��ي��ن  �عم�ل  ���ن�ا ��ير 

��نم�ك �م�ن �عن

�ه�و ���ن��م�ل 
�عم�ل�ه ���ن ّ ���ن�ا

س�م
��
ُ
��م �ي

�ن �ا ���ي �ه�و ��واأ ��ل��دن ���طن ���ن��م�ل ا �� �����ن
ّ
�ل
�
�ي�ه اأ

�ع�مم�ل ���ن
��سسي

ُ
�ل�� �ي

�
 ��و

��صرر�ي ��و��صرّ ���ن�ل�ا�ن

ر.
��ن
آ
�ع�لً�ا ا ���ن�ا �هي  ����ن ��لم�ل��ن ��ي ا م�ل��ي��� ��ي�عي�ي���ن

���ن ���ن�ل�ا�ن  ح 
ر�

ر�ح�ي ��و���ن
���ن �و��لم�ك 

�مّ�ا ��مي
���ن�اأ ��يرك. 

�عن

ح ٢
� ن
���د ��و��ن�مر ن ��ن

 ��ن��ي�
�مر���ي ����ن

� ا

�ن  ��واأ ع 
�وا

��ن
أ
�ي �عم�ل�� ا ���ن�ا �ا�م����ا ��لن��ي ا ���د  ��ل�ن �نّ ا

أ
��لم�ك ا ��ودن  

ر���ي
���ن �ا 

ً �لي���ن
أ
�ن��ي�ن�ه�م�ا ا

���ن ح 
��و�نرن�  

���ن�ل�ا�ن ���د  �مّ�ا ��ن
أ
��وا

�ن  ��واأ  
�ي ���ا ��ل�حن �يم�ل��ن ا ي �م�حن

���ع�م��
� ��وا  

ن
�����ر��� ��وا �ل 

�
��ل���ط�و ��لن��ي ا  

��ن��دن
�ل��أ

� �نّ ا �اأ
���ن س�م 

�ل����
� ا ا �س�����ا ���دن �ن �ي��ن �ا�ك�ا

ر��� 
��ن
�ل��أ

� ���ن ا هي ���ن���ا ��ن�ل�ا ����د ��وا  
ّ
��ن�ي �ا����ل ��و�ا�ك�ا �ي  ���ا ��ل�حن �ي ا �يم�ل��ن �حن ���نم�ل�مّ�ا ا اً  ����د ��وا ��ن���  �ل��ن

� �ن ا �ا�ك�ا

 
ّ
�ع�مم�ل�هي ��لن��ي �ا����ل

��ن��� �م��سسي �ل��ن
� �ن �ا�ك�ا �ن �ا�ك�ا ���د ��واأ ��ل�ن �هي ا ����ن ���ا ���نم�ل��ن �هي �عم�ل�ي

ّ
��ل ا ��ل��د ���طن ا �����ن�ا

�ل��أ
� �يم�ل��ن ا �حن

�ن �ي
أ
�ن ا ��و�حن

��ن��دن �ع�س��يً�ا 
�ل��أ

�  ��ن�ا
ّ

�ي��� ��نّ�ه �ي�حن �اأ
ح ���ن

�هي �نرن� ����ن �مّ�ا �����ن
أ
. ��وا

��
ً
�ل
�
��ن��دن ���ط�و

�ل��أ
�  ��ن�ا

ّ
�ي��� ��نّ�ه �ي�حن �اأ

�ي ���ن ���ا ��ل�حن هي �م�ن ا ����د ��وا

ي 
���ع�م��

� �نّ ا
أ
��وا �م 

��ل�����ل�ا ��لن��ي ا ع 
�ل���يّ����ا

� �مّ �ح�مم�ل�ه�م ا
ي �ش
���ع�م��

� ���ا �م�ن ا را ر��� �م�حن ��و�م�ا ��ن ر 
�ل�ن��أ

� ��لن��ي ا ���م�ل�ه 
���ن�اأ

�ل.
�
��ل���ط�و ر��� ا ر��وه �م�حن ��ن

أ
�ن ا

أ
���د �م�ا �عم�ل�� ا �ا ��ن

ً �لي���ن
أ
ا

. �ن �ل�ع��نوا .   ٣ ط: ��س��ت��ط ا �ن �ل�ع��نوا 1 ط: ��س��ت��ط ا

١١،١

١٢،١
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On the differences between a number of similar words

the two terms interchangeably due to loose usage and the proximity between 
their meanings.

The distinction between “delight” and “gladness”

When people say “he was delighted,” or “glad,” or “exuberant,” or “merry,” the 
distinction between “delight” and “gladness” on the one hand, and between 
“exuberance” and “merriness” on the other, is plain. This is because “exuber-
ant” and “merry” are only used pejoratively, in disapproval, while “delight” 
and “gladness” are not terms of disapproval. The distinction is too obvious 
and clear to require the further comment. “Delight” and “gladness” are terms 
similar in meaning. “Delight” is only used when this state has been induced in 
a person by someone else. “Gladness,” by contrast, is a state that arises with-
out the agency of another. The inflection of the respective verbs provides evi-
dence for the soundness of this point. For the passive is always used: “I was 
delighted” and “he was delighted,” and thus indicates an action produced 
by someone else, even if that person is not named. By contrast, when you 
say “I was glad” and “he was glad,” the terms do not require the presence of 
another agent.

The distinction between “to be distant” and “to go far away”

There is also a distinction between the expressions “he was distant” and “he 
went far away.” There are a variety of ways in which something can be distant, 
even if the term “distant” encompasses them all. When one proceeds by way 
of length, width, or depth, the dimensions differ, even if the general category 
is the same. As the dimensions differ and each is distinct from the other, so the 
words used to signify them necessarily differ. Although the term “distance” 
is used to refer to each dimension, as if it were the general category, it more 
narrowly applies to when one proceeds by way of length. The term “far away,” 
by contrast, more narrowly applies to when one proceeds by way of depth. 
Its origin is connected with wells and other things that resemble them in 
depth. Then loose usage, combined with the fact that depth is also a kind of 
distance, led to it being used as a description of length.

1.11

1.12
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

ح 1
� ا �ا���مرن ��وا �ل 

� ن
�ل���مر

� ن ا
 ��ن��ي�

�مر���ي ����ن
� ا

�م�و�م  ��و�ه�و �م�دن ��دّ  �ل��ن
� ا ��دّ  �ل �ه�و ���ن

� ن
��ل�هر ا �نّ 

أ
ا ��لم�ك  ��ودن  

ر���ي
���ن �ن��ي�ن�ه�م�ا 

���ن ح 
��و�صرن�  

���ن�ل�ا�ن �ل 
� �مّ�ا ��رن

أ
��وا

 ��
ّ
�ل
�
اأ �ل 

�
�و

��ي��ي  
�ل��
�
��و ح 

�ي��صرن�  
�م
ّ
��و�����ال ه �عم�ل�ي�ه 

ّٰ
لل ا  ��

ّ
ّ ����م�ل

��ل�ن�ن��ي ا �ن  �م�و�م. �ا�ك�ا �ن�م�دن م�ل��ي��� 
���ن ح 

�ا��صرن� ا �مّ�ا 
���ن�اأ

�ل 
� ا ��رن دن �اأ

ح ���ن
 ��ن�ه ��و�يُ�م�د�

ح ��يُ�و�����ن
� ���هي �صرناّ �����ن�����ا �ل ���ن�ل�ا�ن �ح����ن ا

� �ل. ��و��ي��ي�ا
� ن
��م لي�����ن �لي�هر

�ا ��و�ا
�ح��يًّ

�مّ.
��ع�ي�ن ��ودنُ

�ن ��و�����دّ ٢ ن �ح�حن
 ��ن��ي�

�مر���ي ����ن
� ا

�ن  �ا �ا�ك�ا
ّ
��و�ا�م ��ود  �ن ��لم�ل����د ��نّ�ه �����ن

��و�ا�ك�اأ ي 
�� ��ن �ن �س�س�ن�� ����ا �ا �ح��ن

��ل �نّ ا �اأ
���ن ��و����دّ   

���ن�ل�ا�ن �ن  �و��ل�ه�م �ح�حن
��مي �مّ�ا 

���ن�اأ

�ا ���ن�ه 
ً
ر�لي�ن

���ي ر  �ن ���ن�ه ����ا �ا �ح��ن
��ل ا ���د  ��ن ��م�ل  �����ن ا ا   ���دن

ع
� ��ي��ي �م�ا 

�نّ
��واأ �ه  ���و��ن

� ��ن�ا  
ن

��� ��را أ
�ل��
� ا ��ود �ه�و  ��ل����د ا

. ��و�ي ن ��ي��ن�ا
��ي� �ي

�ا�م���ن ن ا
��و��ن��ي� ��ن�ه  �ع�مم�ل �������ا

��سسيُ ���ن�ا

�ممّ�ل 
�لن�� ��ي�اأ د

 ��ن��ي�ن���ا ��ن�اأ
ر���ي

�����ن �ممّ�ل ��ل���ا ��ي��ر���ن ا
�ا�م�ي�اأ �نّ ا �اأ

���ن ���د  ����ي��ي دن�ا��ر�ي ��ن ر ا
��ن
�ل��أ

� ���طن ا �����ن�ا
�ل��أ

� �مّ�ا ا
���ن�اأ

��ل�ه�صرنهي �اك�مم�  �نّ�م�ا �عُ�دّ���ي ��ن�ا ���ا ��ي�����ط�و ��واأ
���م�ل�ه �م�ن �ع��

أ
�ط�� ا

�ع��
أ
�ن ا دن �ا�ك�ا ���ا. اأ �م ���ن�ي

��ل�����ل�ا ��لم�ك �ير�ا���ي ا ��و��ل��دن

�ل. 
�
�ل���و

� ���ن��م�ل �م�ن ا �ل 
�
��و ��و���ا �ل 

�
��ل�ن�و �عم�ل �م�ن ا ���ن�ا �ه�و 

���ن �ل 
�
��و �مّ�ا ��ن�ا

أ
��وا ��يره. 

�م�ه �عن ���ي�ا
أ
��وا  

���ن�ل�ا�ن �م 
���ي�ا �ل 

�
�و

��ي��ي

���ا. ���ن�ي �م 
��ل�����ل�ا �سن�ن�� �ع�ن ا ��سسي

ُ
�ه�ور �ن�ح�ي�ش �ي ��ل����ن ء �م�ن ا �ا �ي ��سش

�ل��أ
� ه ا ��و���دن

�ق���ود ٣
����ي
� ��وا �م�ل�و���  ��ل��ن ن ا

 ��ن��ي�
�مر���ي ����ن

� ا

�ن  �ا�م�ا �ا�ك�ا م�ل�و���  �ل��ن
� ا �نّ  �اأ

���ن هي  ����د ��وا ��ن�ي  �ن �ا�ك�ا ��واأ �أ�هي  ��ل���ي ا �نّ  �اأ
���ن ��و���ي���د  ���ن�ل�ا�ن  م�ل���  �و��ل�ه�م ��ن

��مي �مّ�ا 
أ
��وا

ن 
��ن��ي� �وا 

��مي
ّ
ر

��ي��ن  
�ن
أ
ا �وا 

ّ
�ح�ن

أ
ا �ن  �لن�ي����ا ��وا �م 

�ي�ا
���ي ����ي�ن  ��ن  

�ن �ا�ك�ا �ا�م�ا  ���ود 
�����ي ��وا ء  ��س�يم�ل��ي�ا ��وا ء  لي�����ا  ٤ ����ي�ن ��ن

ن 
��ي�

��ي ���ا ن 
��ن��ي� �وا 

�����ن ��ن�ا �ه�م 
�لنّ
أ
ا �عم�ل��  �ل  �ل�مي

� ��ل��د ��وا �يم�ل��ن�هي.  �م�حن �ل 
� ���وا

أ
ا ����ي�ن  ��ن ن 

�ع�ي��ي�
���ي ���وا

� ا ن 
�ي��ي�

��ل���ي��أ ا

�ا 
ً
��ل��� �ا �و��� ��ن

��س�ي ���ن�ا �ا 
أً
���ن�ل�ا�ن ���يّ���ل� �ن  �ل �ا�ك�ا

�
�و

��نمّ�ك ��ي��ي
أ
�نم�ل�ه�م�ا ٥ ا

���ي �يم�ل��ن�هي  ��م�حن �ل ا
� ���وا

�ل��أ
� �ل ا ��من

�ل��أ
ن �

�ي��ي�
����ن ��لم�ل��ن ا

ن 
�ي��ي�

�يم�ل�عن ن �م�حن
�ي��ي�

����ن  �����ن
ّ
�ن ��لن��ي �ا����ل �حن �م ��وا

��ل�ح���ل ا ا �نّ ���دن �ل اأ
�
�و

��مي
أ
اً. ��و��ل��س�ي ا �ع�د �و��� ���ي�ا

��س�ي �ل ا
�
�و

�ل�� ��ي��ي
�
��و

��ن�������ا.
�ص�ل: ��ت

أ
ل� .   ٥ ا �ص�ل: �ن�ع����ت��ت

أ
ل� .   ٤ ا �ن �ل�ع��نوا .   ٣  ط: ��س��ت��ط ا �ن �ل�ع��نوا �ص�ل: ��س��ت��ط ا

أ
ل� .   ٢ ا �ن �ل�ع��نوا 1 ط: ��س��ت��ط ا

١٣،١

١٥،١

١٦،١

١٤،١
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On the differences between a number of similar words

The distinction between “to jest” and “to joke”

There is a distinction between the expressions “he jested” and “he joked,” 
because speaking in jest is the opposite of speaking in earnest, and is regarded 
with disapproval, whereas joking is not regarded with disapproval. The 
Prophet used to joke, and he would speak nothing but the truth; but he never 
spoke in jest. When people describe someone as a joker with a good sense of 
humor, they mean this in a positive sense. By contrast, if someone jests, he 
attracts blame and disapproval.

The distinction between “to block” and “to thwart”

In the expressions “he blocked” and “he thwarted,” “blocking” possesses 
semantic priority, because it is, as it were, the cause of the thwarting. To 
thwart someone is to turn away from him, and this action comes after one 
has blocked, so the latter term, being close in meaning, is used in place of the 
former, though their meanings do not coincide.

I have refrained from commenting on the other terms you mentioned right 
after these ones, as it takes no more than a moment’s reflection to uncover 
the distinctions between them. The term “to give” derives from the verb “to 
receive,” which acquires a transitive meaning through the addition of a prefix; 
the same happens with “to rise” and “to make someone rise.” “To hand over” 
(nāwala), by contrast, follows a specific verbal paradigm, just as “to strive” 
(ḥāwala) does. These things are too evident to need further discussion.5

The distinction between “to sit down” and “to take a seat”

In the expressions “he sat down” and “he took a seat,” the form of the act is 
the same, but the term “to sit down” is used when one sits after having been 
reclining or lying down, whereas the term “to take a seat” is used when one sits 
after one had risen to one’s feet or had been standing up. People thus like to dif-
ferentiate between the two formal acts, each of which is preceded by a differ-
ent set of circumstances. The fact that people distinguish between these two 
words on the basis of the circumstances that precede them is demonstrated 
by the fact that one says “he was reclining and sat up straight,” and not “he 
took a seat straight.” In making this point, I do not mean to say that this rule 

1.14

1.15

1.16

1.13
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

��ل�هي 
�ا�م����اأ ه ا �م ���دن

�م�ا
أ
���ن�ا ا �ل ���ي�د ���ي�دّ ن�ن ��لم�ك �لمن

ر
�ل��
ر��ن�هي �

�ل�� ��صن
�
�م �عم�ل�يم�ك ��و

�ل�� �ه�و �ح�ي
�
�ي�ا �عم�ل�� �س�س�ن�� ��و

ّ
��ل ا د دن اأ

���ن  �ن ��ي�دن
أ
�نً�ا ا

ّ
 ��ن��ي

�ا
ً
��

����ن ��وا  
ر���ي

�����ن ��د ا ��ن
��م �ي

ا �ا دن  اأ
��س���هي ��وا  

����هي  ��ور�حن
�مّ�هي ���ن�������هي ��ي�ا �ي�ه 

���ن ��م�ل�ن�ا ��لم�ك  �م�ا ��ن

���ا. ��ن�ا د ����ي��ي �ع�د ���طن ا �����ن�ا
�ل��أ

� �م ا
���ي����ا

أ
����د ا

أ
���ي �ه�و ا ��ل��دن س�م ا

�ل����
� ��لن��ي ا ���ي  �ل����يّ��ن�ا

� ��ل�� ا �ه�م�ا اأ �لن

د 1 �ا���مرا ��وا  
ن

�����ن�مر��� ن ا
 ��ن��ي�

�مر���ي ����ن
� ا

��لم�ك   ��ودن
�ن�هي

ّ
 ��ن��ي
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. �ن �ل�ع��نوا .   ٢ ط: ��س��ت��ط ا �ن �ل�ع��نوا 1 ط: ��س��ت��ط ا

١٧،١

١٨،١

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:54 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



21 21

On the differences between a number of similar words

necessarily holds true of every pair of words that signify a given meaning, and 
you should not take it as an ironclad principle that applies inexorably to all 
cases. If the difference between the meaning of two terms is not clear, the dis-
cussion we prefaced this question with provides ample latitude and scope for 
you to take the view that the terms converge, which is one of the categories of 
words that we enumerated.

The distinction between “aim” and “intention”

Toward the close of your question, you asked: What is the distinction between 
“meaning,” “intention,” and “aim”? There are indeed clear distinctions 
between these terms. Meaning is something that subsists in itself as an inde-
pendent thing, which may then happen to become the object of an intention. 
Something can be a meaning without forming anybody’s intention. The word 
“aim” originally referred to the target of an arrow. But insofar as it forms one’s 
object and the end of one’s movements and intentions, it resembles the aim of 
an arrow, so this word is used here by way of analogy.

The distinction between “silence” and “muteness”

You wrote at the conclusion of your question: “Why is it that the difference 
between ‘to speak’ and ‘to be silent’ can easily be made plain, whereas the dif-
ference between ‘to be silent’ and ‘to be mute’ is so elusive?” What a singular 
request; what a strange question! For how can the difference between two 
contraries that lie at the extremes and outermost boundaries of a spectrum 
and are divided by an enormous distance not be clearer than that between two 
similar things which are divided by a negligible distance and a sliver of space 
that only reveals itself to the inquirer after keen reflection and deep medita-
tion? Yet the distinction between “to be silent” and “to be mute” is in any case 
not all that elusive. The expression “to be silent” can only be applied to sub-
jects capable of speech and possessed of language. In the case of the expression 
“to be mute,” by contrast, the capacity for speech is not a necessary precondi-
tion. For there is the expression “He brought things that cry out and things that 
are mute,” meaning he brought a variety of assets that included both animate 
and inanimate things. The only assets to which the term “mute” is applied are 
those that are not living and that lack the ability to speak or utter a sound, 
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On why people commend the keeping of secrets yet still disclose them

such as gold and silver and the like. Other assets such as cattle and animals, 
on the other hand, are not described as mute. Assets described as mute are 
not described as silent, because “silence” refers back to prior speech or sound. 
True, one might say of a garment that has been worn out: “the garment fell 
silent.” But that is by way of analogy. It is as though people noticed that a new 
garment rustles and makes other sounds, and so compared it to something that 
speaks; then they likened it to something that had fallen silent, when it had 
been worn out and ceased to produce these sounds. But that is merely a turn 
of fine language and a fancy metaphor.

On why people commend the keeping of secrets 
yet still disclose them—an ethical question

Why is it that people always exhort each other to keep secrets—going to great 
lengths to take oaths to keep them safe, decrying their divulgence as indecent, 
and adjuring each other to silence—yet then, despite all these precautions, 
they let secrets become public knowledge? How is it that secrets get out into 
the open and escape the protective veils wrapped around them, so that they 
are scattered abroad in social gatherings and immortalized in the pages of 
books, poured out for all to hear and recounted from one generation to the 
next? Why do people divulge them despite the care they take to have them 
concealed—indeed, despite the fear we feel about spreading them, the regrets 
we experience over uttering them, and the forfeited benefits, dreaded conse-
quences, and wrecked relations their revelation entails?

Miskawayh’s response

As philosophical inquiries have shown, the human soul has two powers, one a 
power to give and the other a power to receive. Through the power to receive, 
it establishes different kinds of knowledge and longs to learn new facts. This 
is the power that makes young people delight to hear fables early in their lives 
and to learn truths once they mature. This power involves passivity and a long-
ing for the perfection that properly belongs to the soul. Through the power 
to give, on the other hand, the soul spreads its information among others and 

2.2
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shares the knowledge it has acquired. This power does not involve passivity 
but is active in kind. Both powers belong to the soul essentially, not acciden-
tally. Through one of his powers, thus, every human being has a keen desire 
to act—that is, telling people what one knows—and through another of his 
powers, to be passively affected—that is, asking people about what they know. 
Given this, it is impossible that the passive aspect be mobilized without the 
active aspect also being mobilized, or that the active aspect be mobilized 
without the passive aspect also being mobilized; because both of them belong 
essentially to the soul.

The reason why people divulge secrets is now plain. For as the soul is a single 
entity, which both longs to ask for knowledge through one power and craves 
to impart knowledge through another, no secret is immune to disclosure. That 
is part of the wonderful providence with which God governs the world, as 
it explains how factual reports come to be passed down from ancient times 
and how the histories of different nations come to be preserved, why earlier 
generations take an interest in recording such facts and why later generations 
exhibit a keen desire to transmit and absorb them. This is why it has become a 
byword among philosophers and why they have put their view trenchantly and 
categorically in stating, “No secret can be concealed forever; sooner or later it 
will come out.” It is also why ordinary people ask, “What can be concealed?” 
To which they reply, “That which will never be.”

So it behooves someone who has a secret to entrust it only to the kinds of 
people who have mastery over themselves and who know how to rein in the 
capricious movements and appetites of their soul, who in fact battle their soul 
and are accustomed to win this battle and to bring their soul to heel. This is 
something human beings achieve through the power of reason, the highest gift 
they have received from God, the greatest bounty He has bestowed on them, 
and the basis of the distinction he has granted them over other animals. Were 
it not for this noble substance, with its rule and oversight over the soul, human 
beings would be in the same condition as all those nonrational animals in 
whom the powers of the soul operate freely and unchecked, without restraint 
or supervision. By contrast, human beings wage mighty battles against their 
soul through this precious substance. What I mean by this is that human 
beings are battling their soul through the power of their reason. For they 
need reason to restrain their soul, to bring it under control, and to stand in 
the way of their base appetites, so that they only partake of these appetites to 
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the degree that reason allows and determines, prescribes and permits. People 
who do not wage this battle unremittingly throughout their lives have no title 
to be deemed human; they are as wanton as animals that roam at will without 
the oversight of reason. When human beings abandon their high estate for that 
of lower beings, they forfeit their souls and consign them to the most injuri-
ous station, even as they deny God’s bounty, refusing His most exalted gift, 
and reveal how averse they are to drawing near to their Creator. Philosophers 
have probed this topic at length, giving instructions to people about this inner 
battle in their ethical works; so let those who wish to learn about such matters 
turn to those sources.

The passions that affect the soul and the actions it carries out depending 
on their power are many. These are the appetites that people experience. No 
human being is ever free of them, but some have more and some less, so the 
degree to which rational beings must battle against them differs. The ignorant 
are those who abandon themselves to them and do not engage them in battle. 
Divulging a secret is one such appetite, which has to do with sharing infor-
mation and with giving. If this is the relation in which the keeping of secrets 
stands to the struggle against the soul—so that an essential characteristic of 
the soul makes it ardently desire to reveal them, and the soul is only restrained 
and prevented by reason—it is fitting that this should be difficult and arduous, 
as is the case with other appetites that one must struggle against. One of these 
two powers may sometimes be stronger in some people and weaker in others. 
For there are people who love to speak and people who love to listen; there 
are people who are tightfisted with their knowledge and people who share it 
liberally; there are people who are keen to learn and acquire knowledge, and 
people who are slack to do so. Similarly, there are people who have a strong 
urge to disclose secrets, and others who are more steadfast and self-possessed.

We used to have a friend who kept company with a ruler and enjoyed high 
office, and who used to say to his companion, “If you happen to have a secret 
you would like to keep quiet and would hate to see trumpeted abroad, then 
please do not share it with me or hold me to the onerous demand of keep-
ing it. It will jab and pierce my heart like an awl or a spearhead.” I also heard 
him say, “I once discovered a secret kept by the vizier, and he gave me money 
and favors in exchange for my silence, putting them instantly at my disposal. I 
determined to keep my pledge, and I talked it through with myself and braced 
myself for the task. That night it was as if I had been bitten by a snake, and 
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�يَ ��ل �لَ �مَ�نْ ��نَ�ا

ْ
�َ���ي�م

ْ
���
ٱ
َ ا

�ي�م�ل م�لَ
َ

���ي�  
�نَّ ��وَاأَ

���يَ.
أْ
ا
َّ
���ر

ٱ
نَ ا

�نَ��ي�
 �عنَ

�نَّ ��وَاأَ ر��و��� 
ُ
�ي

��لم�ك  �ح�ن دن �نّ ����ا �اأ
���ن ر  �ن �ح�م�ا

دن
أ
��ن�ه ا دن

أ
�نّ ا

���ي �ا�ك�اأ ��ل��دن ا ا�مم�ل�ك 
� ��ن�ا ر��و�ن 

�ا�م��صن ا ا�م�مش�ل 
� ا ي 

�� ��و���ي�د ��س�ن

�م�و�ن �عم�ل�� 
��ير �م�اأ

�ا�م�در �عن ��وا ر  �حن
��ل����ش �نّ ا

أ
ر ا ��ن

��ن
���ن�اأ ��ل��صرّ  ���طن ا هي �ن�ح��ن ���و����ا

� ��لن��ي ا ن 
ع
����  �لي�ن�ا

�ن
أ
د ا را

أ
ا�م�مش�ل ا

� ا

. �ن ا دن
آ
�ن ا �لم�ل�ح�ي�����ا

�
�مّ�هي  ������ا �ل ا

�
�و

ا �اك�مم� ��ي��ي ؟ ��و���دن
�ن �وا ��ل�ح�ي ���ن�����ي��ن ا  ��ن�ه 

ّ
�م
��نّ�ه �ي�ن

أ
��وا  ّ

��ل��صر ا

��ر ]�و�ت�ل[ �ا ��ل���ش �ل ا
�
�و

�مّ�ا ��مي
أ
��وا

��عُ��َ�ا ���َ�ا ��ي �حنَ
�لنَّ

أَ
َ ا

ر
ْ
سي
ً �عنَ

ن
َ��عْ���  ��ن

َّ
ر �� ����مَ

َ
ْ �عمَ�ل

�م ���مَ َ
���ن

ْ
��َ  ��ن

َ
ع
��سْ�يُ �مُ���ْ�م�لَ�

َ
ً ��ل

���ي �دْ �نُ ���َ �وَا
��نْ ��وَاأَ

��عُ��َ�ا ا �دَ �لنْ���َ
ٱ
 ا

َ
�ل
� ��نَ�ا

َّ
��لر

ٱ
�عْ�يَ�ا ا

أَ
ً ا

هي َ
ر

��ن�مْ
َ���� ��

َ
��ل اأَ  

ْ
�م

ُّ���مُ
ر ��وَ����مَ دَ  �نَ��لَ�ا

ْ
��ل
ٱ
��لنَ��ي ا  ��

�يَّ
�و�نَ ���ش�َ

ُّ
م�ل

َ
َ����نظ

�لي

ر ]�ن��س�����ت��ط[
��ن
�ل��آ

� �ل ا
�
�و

��و��مي

َ
ي

�نُ��
ُ
�ع
ْ
���
ٱ
�هيُ ا

َ
��ن
ْ

ر
�مَ َ�ي�هَ ���ن

���ن  َّ
ر

َّ
��ل��س

ٱ
�مُ ا

�ي�مُ
ْ
َ�ا��
أ
��وَا

ر ��ن�ه. را
�ل���عن��ي

� ��وا ك  ��يّ�ا ��واأ  
م�
ً
�ع ��س�م���ه ��س�م�ا ���ن�ا �ي  �ن

�ل�� ��ي��ش
���و��� � حّ ��ود

�ل�� �لي�����
�م �

���ن�����ل�ا
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On why people commend the keeping of secrets yet still disclose them

when I got up the next morning I burned with fever. I could find no other way 
of alleviating my distress than to go to an empty part of the house where a 
rickety old closet stood, and, after sending everyone away, to say to the closet: 
‘O closet, this is how things happened . . .’ By God, this made me experience 
the relief a person feels when a heavy burden has been lifted off him. It was as if 
I had emptied a small container into a larger one. However, the sense of being 
weighed down soon returned to press on my chest, but luckily I found relief 
when the secret was disclosed by someone else.”

Someone else expressed in verse what this person expressed in prose:

I do not keep secrets but divulge them,
nor do I let secrets stew in my heart—

Only the dim-witted spend their nights
tossed by secrets from side to side

(Or as another version has it: “Only the dupes . . .”)
And then there is the saying about the king with ears like a donkey’s. In 

order to emphasize the importance of keeping secrets, its author suggested 
that if even the trees and the soil cannot be trusted but will betray secrets, how 
can animals succeed? As the folk say: “Even the walls have ears.”

Now, one poet said:

Brothers in honesty, I impart not the secret of one to the other,
though I possess them all—

My brothers may be scattered through the lands,
but their secret is entrusted to a rock that men cannot cleave.6

Someone else remarked:

I keep secrets that make heads roll.7

Such talk is unsound and the claim does not stand firm. So pay close atten-
tion and be careful not to be deceived by it.

2.7
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�و��يّ��هي
 ��و��ر��و���ن �����ن

���ن���ي�ع�يّ�هي
ر �� ��سرا

أ
�ن�هي �م�ن ا

ّ
��ل�هي �صر�ا��

�م���س�اأ

��ل����ر�ن  ��د ا ��ن
��نمّ�ك ��لل�ي س�م �ح�يّ�� اأ

�� ع �م�ن ا
�ل��س�م�ا

�  �ع�ن�د ا
ّ ��ن �حن

أ
ء ا ��س�م�ا

�ل��أ
� س�م �م�ن ا

�� ر ا ��م �����ا
��و�ع��ي �ا

��و�لي�ي����ّ��ن  �لي�ش�ه  �ل����د
�  

ّ ��ن ��و�ي�حن  
ّ
ر���ي

��لل�ن����ي ا �ن �لي�ه�و���  ن �م�ن �ا�ك�ا
����� ��ن  1 ��ي�ي

أ
را
���ن
أ
ا ك؟  ا  دن

ع
�س� ر���ي ����ا

��ي����ي

��د  �ي��ن �ل�� 
�
��و �عم�ل�وهي  ره  �ا �ي�ي �حن ا �ح����ن 

أ
ا ��و�م�ا  �وَهي 

ْ
��مَ�ل ��ن  

ّ
ر���ي

��لل�ن����ي ا �ي�ن  ��ن
�ي���ش �ح����ن 

أ
ا �م�ا  �ل 

�
�و

��ي��ي �ه  ر�لي���ن
�����ي

�لمأ�ل  �م�ا
��ل��سش ��وا ���ن�� 

��ل�� ��وا ء  ��س�م�ا
�ل��أ

� ��لن��ي ا �ود  ن �م�و��ن
ا �عم�ر��� ��و���دن �ع�د.  ��ود ر�لي�ن�ا 

��و���ن ��و�ع�ن�د  ��لن��ي ���م�ل�م��  ا  ���دن

�ل���ي 
� �ا�م��ي�ا ��وا ���ن  ا �ا�م�دن ��وا �ن  �م�ا رن

�ل��أ
� ��وا �ن  ا �ل�نم�ل��د

� ��وا ي 
�ل��نم�ل��

� ��وا ���ي  ��ن�ل�ا
�ل��أ

� ��وا �ل�ن�ن�� 
� ��وا ��ل����ور  ��وا �ل��م�ل�� 

� ��وا

 ��� ��ن ��ل�ن ا �ل �عم�ل�� 
��ش��مي ��لل�ن�ح�ش �ع�مّ�ا  ��ن�ا ��ّ�م�ل�ه 

���ن �ن  �ل�ن�ا
� ا ا  ا �ن�ح�ش�ي �ع�ن ���دن دن ��واأ  

�ي دا ������ا ��وا ي 
��أ�� ��ل����را ��وا

��ل���ا   ��و����ا
�ن �ن �ا�ك�ا ��واأ  

�هي
ّ
����م�ل

�
���ا 

ّ
��لن���حن �هي 

ّ
����م�ل

�
�و��ل���ا  ���ي�ن �ن  �ن �ا�ك�ا ��نّ�ه اأ �اأ

���ن ء  �ا �ي ��سش
�ل��أ

� ه ا  �م�ن ���دن
ع
� ��ل�����ن ��وا ع 

�ل��س�م�
� ��وا

. �ن ���ا ��ل�����ن ��ود ����د
�ن ���ن ��ل�����ن

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

�ي�هي 
�لن �ش�م�ا �ع�دد���ا  ��ل�حر��و���ن  ��وا ��ل�حر��و���ن  ا �م�ن  �ن 

ّ
�صر�ا�� س�م 

�ل����
� ا ه 

ّٰ
لل ا ر�ح�م�ه  ���و��ي�ه 

�م��س��  ّ
�عم�ل��ي �و  ��ن

أ
ا �ل 

� ���ي�ا

��ل�هي 
�ا�م����اأ ه ا �ن ���دن �وا ��ل�� ��لن��ي ��ن ��و

�ل��أ
� �ا. ��وا

ًّ
��س�ي �م�ا �ا ��و�حن

ًّ
�ع�ي �ا ��ور��ن�ا

ًّ
�لش�ي �ا ��و��ش�ل�ا

ًّ
�لأ�ي ���و�ن �لش�ن�ا

�ه لي�� ���ي�ن
 ��و�ير�ا

ر��و�ن ��و�ع��صش

�ن�هي ���ن���ا 
ّ
�ا��صر�ا�� ء ا ��س�م�ا

�ل��أ
� ��لم�ك ��لن��ي ا ���د دن  ��ن

ّ
�م
ء �ش ��س�م�ا

�ل��أ
� �لأ���ط ا ����ا ����ي��ي �ع��ي �ن هي ا رد

�ا�م��ن ��ل�حر��و���ن ا �م ��لن��ي ا
ّ
�ي�������ل �ن �لن

أ
ا

 
ع
� ���و���ن

� ّ
�م
���ا �ش ���ي�ن

 ��و�ير�ا
��ل�حر��و���ن ه ا ن�نح ���دن

ّ �ا��صر
�م
ردهي �ش

�ا�م��ن �لم�ل�حر��و���ن ا
�
 

ع
�س� ��ل����ا �����ي���ل�اء ا  ا

ع
� ن �م�و���ن

��ي� �ن �ل�ي
�

�م 
���ي����ا

أ
��لم�ك �م�ن ا ��ير دن

��و �عن
أ
��ر ا ��و ��ن��ي�ي ��سش

أ
���ن�هي ا

�� �����ير ���ن���ا �حن
�هي �ح�يّ�� �لي ����ن ��لم�ل��ن ��ن�ن ا �ا ��ل�� ��ن  اأ

�هي ����ن ��لم�ل��ن ا

�لم�ل�و�ن 
� ����ي�دّ ��وا

� �يم�ل��ن�هي ��لن��ي ا �ي �م�حن ا ررن
��ن�هي �م�ن ��ن

ّ
��� �ا�م�وأ �ل��س�م�و���ط ا

� �ود ��وا
�������ي ��لم�ك ���مش�ل ا  ���مش�ل دن

�نّ �اأ
�م ���ن

��ل�����ل�ا ا

�ي  ردا
����د���ا �س��ن

أ
 ا

ع
� ���ن ��ش�هي �م�وا ٢ ��ش�ل�ا ن

رر
��ل�حن �و�م �م�ن ا

�ا�م�ن���طن �نّ ��لم�ل����ي�د ا
أ
ل�م ا

��و���ي�د �عُ�� ر���ط. 
��ل�حن ��وا �و��ر  ��ل��ن ��وا

��ن�ن  �ا ��ل�� ��ن  اأ
�لم�ل�ح�نّ�هي

�
��م�ل  ���ي �ي��ن ��ل��دن  ا

�م
��ن

��ل�ن��  ا
ع
�لن��ي �م�و���ي� ��ل�ش�ا ��ر���ا ��وا �وا ��س���ا ��و��ن �ن�ا �حن

أ
ر ا �ا �ي�ي �حن  ��وا

ن
رر

��ل�حن �ليم�ل�ك ا

�ود ��لن��ي 
�������ي ه ا ����د �م�ن ���دن  ��وا

ّ
 �ا����ل

ع
� ��ل�ش ��و���ن ��ل�ش�ا �ا ��وا

ً
�ي
�لن ��� ��ش�ا ��ن ��ل�ن �ا �م�ن ا

ً
�� ر ��و�م�و���ن

��ن
آ
�� ا

ً
�ل
�
�و �ل�ح�نّ�هي ���ي�ن

� ا

.��� �ل��ن��ن �ص�ل وط: ا
أ
ل� .   ٢ ا ��ت��ت

أ
�ن�ا را

أ
1 ط: ا
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On why certain names are more pleasing than 
others—a composite question about the secrets 

of nature and the letters of the language

My question is: Why is it that one name falls more lightly on the ears than 
another, so that the very sound of it provokes people to delight? I have known 
people enamored of the poet al-Buḥturī who are transported by his words 
and zealously champion his verse to say: How fine al-Buḥturī’s love poems to 
ʿAlwah are, how right he was to have chosen the name ʿAlwah. Yet they do 
not have the same experience with the names Salmā, Hind, Fartanā, or Daʿd. 
This is a phenomenon one encounters with names and cognomens, fine quali-
ties and ornaments, outer forms and inner frames, ethical traits and natural 
builds, places and epochs, schools of thought and doctrines, practices and 
customs. If you investigate this topic, then join it to an investigation of that 
class of things that on the contrary weigh heavily upon one’s soul, ears, and 
natural bent. For if there is a reason why one case is acceptable, then there 
must also be a reason why another case is objectionable; if there is a cause that 
makes one case agreeable, there must also be a cause that makes another case 
disagreeable.

Miskawayh’s response

Names are composed of letters. There are twenty-eight letters, and each name 
can be composed of two, three, four, or five letters. The best way to respond 
to this question is to discuss the individual letters that form the basic units of 
names first, and then to discuss the names composed from them. That way one 
can clarify in turn why someone takes pleasure in hearing individual letters, 
then in their combination and composition, and finally in the positioning of 
one word next to another so as to form a public oration, a poetic verse, or some 
other category of speech. One may liken this to necklaces and pendants made 
up of beads that vary in size, color, type of stone, and setting. We know that the 
necklace made up of beads involves three aspects. One pertains to the individ-
ual beads, and to the choice of varieties of beads and types of stone. The second 
pertains to their arrangement, through which one bead placed next to another 
produces a different response in, and has a further type of purchase on, the 
soul. The third pertains to the proper positioning of each necklace, be it on the 

3.1

3.2
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

��ن�ي  ��و�ا�ك�ا �ا 
ً
�ل ��������ي��

� �ا�م�ش�ا ا ا �ن ���دن ا �ا�ك�ا دن ��واأ ��ل����در.  ��وا ��ن�د  ���رن ��وا  ���
أ
���را ��وا ��لل�ن�حر  ���ه �م�ن ا  �م�و���ن

ّ
��� ��ن�ا

�هر  ����ن �ل�� �لي
�
��و ر  ��صش �لم�ل��ن

���ا � ���ن�ي  
ع
� �ل�� ���سن

�ا �
ًّ
�ع�ي سي ���ن

���نً�ا �� �ي�ل�ا �حن �يم�ل��ن�هي ا ��و�ع��ي �م�حن  
ن
رر

��ل�حن ���م�ل�يّ�هي �ا�ك�ا
�ل��أ

� ��ل�حر��و���ن ا ا

���ي�ن �ع�م�ا 
ر�ا

��ل��ي �م ��وا
��ن

��ل�ن�� �ن �م�ن ا �ي�ا
���ي �ل�ن�ا

� �ن ا ��س�م�ا
�����ي �ن ا رهي �ا�ك�ا �ا�م���ا  ��وا

���ي �لم�ل����دن
�
�ل�� ر�لي�ن�هي 

�
 ��و

�ع�هي �ا �شر ��لم�ل����ن
أ
���ا ا ���ن�ي

���ن�هي. ��ل�ش��ي�ا ��وا ��صر  ��ل�ن هي ا �ود  ��و��ن
���ي ��ل����دن  ��ن�ا

�ن �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� �شر ا

أ
�هر ا ����ن  ��و���ن�ي�ه�م�ا �لي

�ع�هي �ا ��ل����ن  ا
ع
� �م�و���ن

 
ع
��ير �م����م�ل�

ع �عن
����د ���ن���ا �م�ن �م����م�ل�  ��وا

ّ
 �ا����ل

ع
����م�ل� ر�ي�ن �لي

������صش
�  ��وا

�ي�هي
�لن ��سش�م�ا

� ��ل�حر��و���ن ا �نّ ا
أ
��لم�ك ا �ن دن �ي�ا ��و�لن

�ل  م�ل�مي
��ل��ن �ن�ه ا

ّ
��و��ن��ي  

�هي ��لم�ل��ن �ن ا أ�������ا
��سّ�م�ه ا

���ي  �عم�ل�� �م�ا 
�م
���عن
� �لن�� ا د

أ
��ل�� ا  اأ

���ر��أ�هي ����� ا
���ي ��لم�ك �م�ن اأ ��ودن ر 

��ن
�ل��آ

� ا

ا  ح ���دن
ر� ��صش ي �ن

 �ليم�ل�ي��
�ل��
ا � �ع�ن�ا ���دن ��و�م�و���ن �����ا  ���ن ��و�م�وا ���ا  ر�حن ��لن��ي �م��ن�ا ��ن��ي�ن�ه�م   

���ن ��و�عم�ل�� ��ن�ل�ا ��يره 
��و�عن

�ي���ا  �����ن
 ��و���ي

���ر��أ�هي ��ل�هي �ع��ي ا
 ��ن�اآ

ّ
�م
�م�ا �ي�ي

�نّ ��ل����و�ي اأ �نّ ا �ل اأ
�
�و

�ي��ي�ن�ا. ��و��ن��ي
�عن  ��و��ن

��ن�ا ��نّ�ه ��ي���و���ي�ن�ا �ع�ن ���ي����د �اأ
�م ���ن

��ل�����ل�ا ا

ي ��لن��ي 
ء ����ر��ي�� ��م لي�����ن ��لم�ل�ه�وا

�ا �ا
ّ
ء ��و�ا�م ��ل�ه�وا ع ��لن��ي ا

را
���ي��ي �نّ�م�ا �ه�و ا ��ل����و�ي اأ ء ��وا ��ل�ه�وا ���ا �م��سلي����ر���ي ا

�لنّ
�ل��أ

�

���هي  ��ل�حن ه ا �� �م�ن ���دن
ّ
�ل
�
ر�نح ��ل�ه اأ

�ل�� �م�حن
�
�م ��و

���عن
� ���ا �م�ن ا ��ل�ي �ل اأ �ا�م�د��من �ي���ا ��وا �����ن

 ��و���ي
���ر��أ�هي �� �م�ن ا

ّ
�ل
�
 اأ

�ن �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� ا

��ل��  ر�ن اأ
���ي
أ
�ي ا ����وا

�ل��أ
� ن ا

����� ���ن�هي �ح��س�ن ���ن�ن �ا�م����ا ه ا ��ل����و�ي ��لن��ي ���دن ���ي �ه�و ا ��ل��دن ع ا
را
���ي��ي �ل��

� ��م�ل ا ��ن

�ي�ن 
ن ���دن

�لأ���ط ��ن��ي� ���و����ا
� ��وا  

���ر��أ�هي ���د �م�ن ا ��ن
أ
��وا  

��ن�هي ��ل��سش ��ل�� ا ر�ن اأ
���ي
أ
���ا ا ����لن ��و��ن  

��ن�هي ��ل��سش ���د �م�ن ا ��ن
أ
��وا  

���ر��أ�هي ا

��ل�ه  ��ن�هي  ��ل��سش ا ��ل��  اأ ن 
ع
�لي�نم�ل�  

�ن
أ
ا ��ل��  اأ  

���ر��أ�هي ا ر�نح �م�ن 
ا ��ن دن اأ ء  ��ل�ه�وا ا ��و�ه�و   ��� ��ن ��ل�ن ���ن�ا ��يرهي. 

����ي�ن �ا���ش
�ا�م�و���ن ا

ء  ��ل�ه�وا ا ا  ���دن
ع
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neck, the head, the forearm, or the chest. If this analogy is sound, the original 
letters are like beads, which vary naturally in ways that cannot be influenced 
by human effort and can bear no trace of human craftsmanship and no sug-
gestion of skill and dexterity. It is thus in the other two forms of arrangement 
and composition that craftsmanship has an effect and in which the skill, keen 
vision, and refinement of human beings can be expressed.

Let me explain. Each of these twenty-eight letters originates from a differ-
ent physical location, ranging from the deepest part of the lung to the front-
most part of the mouth. This has been classified and clarified by the scholars 
of language and by the grammarian al-Khalīl and others, even though they dis-
agree over the points of issue and positions of different letters. This is not the 
place to enter into the details of this topic, as it will only deflect us from our aim 
and purpose. Pressing on, then: Sound is produced through a particular set of 
organs; that is, the lungs and the windpipe, which is where the air is struck; for 
sound is a form of impaction in the air. The only way in which air can enter a 
person is through the lungs and the windpipe, which is accessed through the 
mouth; and the only way in which air can leave is through the same route. The 
impaction that constitutes sound thus only occurs in this area. Some sounds 
are closer to the lungs and farther from the lips, while others are closer to the 
lips and farther from the lungs, with many gradations in between. From the 
moment it exits the lung to the moment it reaches the lips, the breath—which 
is the air—has to cross a distance that extends between the deepest part of 
the throat and the tip of the mouth. Human beings have the capacity to break 
up the air through different types of impaction along the length of this dis-
tance. Sometimes they pierce this air in the back of the throat, sometimes in 
the front, or sometimes inside the oral cavity, up to a total of twenty-eighty 
locations.

One may liken this to a reed pipe pierced with a row of holes; when a person 
blows into it and his breath passes out of the instrument at a particular point 
determined by the successive movements of one’s fingers, the sounds one 
hears vary depending on how near or how far that point is. The sound of the 
impaction that occurs at the last hole is not the same as the sound of the impac-
tion that occurs at the first hole. Similarly, the remaining impactions between 
these two holes strike the ears differently, and do not resemble one another. 
Thus, one calls one sound “harsh” and another “sweet,” one “sonorous” and 
another “gentle.” Each of these sounds leaves an impression on the soul, has 
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an effect on it and an affinity to it. Given the type of inquiry we are pursuing, 
our questioner has no title to demand that we discuss why the soul is more 
receptive to some sounds than to others. That type of investigation and inquiry 
pertains to the craft of music and its foundations and to the knowledge of the 
measurements of notes that differ according to their proportional relations—
namely, the relation of equal, weak, half, and the like.8 The soul is more recep-
tive to some of these proportional relations than to others, such that one of the 
ancients said, “The soul is composed from a harmonic number.” 9

Since the windpipe is like the shaft of a reed pipe, and the way the letters are 
broken up in it resembles the way the sound pierces through different points 
of the reed pipe, and since the soul responds with varying degrees of receptiv-
ity to the sounds of the reed pipe, the same thing applies to the letters, so that 
there is no aspect or ground to distinguish between the one and the other. 
It has thus been made clear that the individual letters themselves affect the soul 
in different ways, and some affect it more strongly than others. If they have 
this quality taken as individuals and as simples, then the receptivity of the soul 
will also differ when they are in a composed state, except that their composi-
tion and combination involves a degree of craft, as illustrated by our analogy 
with the arrangement of beads and the arrangement of sounds in music. For 
what the musician does is to combine these sounds according to proportional 
relations that are agreeable to the soul. The person who combines letters must 
therefore also combine them and create an agreeable blend made up of two, 
three, or more letters, if he wishes them to be received well by the soul.

Thus far, we have explained why these letters differ, taken individually and 
in combination. On the basis of this account, it follows that certain names 
will be more beautiful than others, more pleasing to the ear and more easily 
received by the soul, while others will be less likely to achieve this. So as to 
bear out the analogy we coined with the beads and the necklaces and the plac-
ing of each necklace where befits it, there is a third consideration, one that 
concerns the arrangement of words next to one another and the positioning 
of them where they belong. This is where the craft of oratory, rhetoric, and 
poetry makes an appearance. For if one selects the letters that are combined 
to form names in such a way as to exclude everything odious and disagreeable, 
arranges them in the places where they belong, and deploys them by placing 
one word next to another in a way that accords with the meaning, is not awk-
wardly situated, and is not repellent to the ear, then he has achieved as much 
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�نّ�م�ا �ي ��واأ  

��ن
ّ
��� �ي�وأ

���ن ���ا  ��� �لن ��ي�هي ��لم�ل�ن�ا �ل�� �ع�ن�ا
�
��و  

��يرهي
��� �ا���ش ��ن ��ل�ن ا

 ّ
��ر ���ن�ي��ي��سش ه  ر �م�ن ���دن

ّ
��ي
��� �لي�ي��ن ��ن ��ل�ن �نّ ا �اأ

���ن ���ه�م�ا  �ن ��سش
أ
��و�م�ا ا ر  ��ل�����نّ�ا ه ا رّد ا ��ن دن ر اأ

��ل�����ن ��و����و�ي ا

��و�ه�و  ��ل�ه  ���ا �ن  �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� ا �لي�ن����ر  �ح�يّ��  ر  ��وا د ���ن�ه   ��� ��ن ��ل�ن ��ن�ا  

��و����د�ش �ن  �ل�ن�د
� ا ��ر  ��سش ��ل�ه  �م 

���ي�ا �م�ا 
ّ
��ور�ن

. ن
�
ّ
 ��ن��ي

�س��ر��و���ن

ر��يّ��هي
�ي��ي�ا

�حن ��ل�هي ا
�م���س�اأ

�ي�ا 
�لن ��ل��د ا ��لن��ي  ���رن���د  ��ن�ا ا�مم�ل�ل 

� ��وا �ي  دا ������ا ا �أر  ��و����ا ��م�ل 
��لل�ن ��وا �ي  �ا ��لم�ل��ن ا ع 

���ي� ��لن��ي �حن  ��� ��ل�ن��ا ا  ����� �وا
��م ��ي

�ا

��ل�حر���  ا هي  �دّ ���ش  
ع
ا �س� ���دن �ل؟ 

� ��ل���ا ا  ٣ 
ع
ر �س�

��ي��صّ
��و��ي ���و���ي�ي 

� ا ��ن�ه  �ا  ��ن
ن
�ن�م�ا ر �ا  ���ر���ن ��وا �ل ���ن���ا  م�ل�مي

��ل�ي��ي ��وا

ر  �نرن �لمأ�ل  ��و��ن�ا �ل  م�ل�مي
���ي ح 

�ن ر�ن� �����ن �ن ��لل�ن�حر  ��وا رّ  �ل��ن
� ا ���و�ن 

��ور�ا ��ل����م�ل�ن  ��وا ره  ��ل��صش ا ���ط  را
���ن ��واأ ��ل����م�ل�ن  ��وا

�ي�و��نً�ا 
ر���ا �س�عن

��صن �ا �عم�ل�� ���ا
ً
�أ�م ��و ���ا

أ
�لي�نً�ا ا

���ا ��رن �لن�ي ��ل�� ���ن�ا �يً�ا اأ �� ���يم�ل�عنّ
ّ
�ل
�
د�ي�م���ا اأ

أ
��د �عم�ل�� ا ��ن

�ل�� �ي
��نمّ�ك � �ح�يّ�� اأ

��و 
أ
���ا ا راً �عم�ل�ي

�ح��صّ
�� �م��ي

ّ
�ل
�
��د اأ ��ن

��م �ي
��� �ا ��ل�ن�ا �ح�ي ا

���و �لي�����نّ
��و�ح�يّ�� � �ل �س�س�ن��  �عي�من �ا�م��س�ي ��لن��ي ا �ا ��ل���ا 

ً
��و ��سي�م�نّ�ي

أ
ا

اً  د ���ا ن
ر اأ ���ا  ���ن�ي ع�م 

�دّ� ���ش
أ
��وا �ن�لً�ا 

�م�ه�م �حن �ع����من
أ
ا ����ي�لً�ا  �ه�م 

ر���ن
��صش

أ
��وا ���ن���ا.  �م��س����راً  ��و 

أ
ا ���ا  ���ن�ي راً 

ّ
����ي
�م��ي

�ن  ��ل�����ن �ي ا ��و���ا ���ا �لنم�ل�و���. 
ّ
��لن��ي �ح�ن ع�م 

ر�
�ا����ش

أ
���و��� ا ���ا د ��لن ��ن ��لن��ي ��ن ع�م 

ر�
�ا����ش

أ
��وا اً  د ��ن����ي�ا ���ا ا ع�م �لن

�دّ� ���ش
أ
ا

��ن��ي�ن�ه�م�ا  ���م�ل  ���وا
� ا ��و�م�ا  ؟ 

�هي
ّ
����م�ل

� ��وا �ن  ��ل�����ن ا �م�ا 
��لن �هي 

ّ
����م�ل

� ��وا �ن  ��ل�����ن ا ��و�عم�ل�� دن�ا��ر   .
�هي
ّ
����م�ل

� ��وا ��لم�ك  ��لن��ي دن

��لن��ي  �ه��ي 
���ن
أ
��ن�هي ا �ي�ا

ك �لن ��ن�ي �ع�ن�ا �ن �ا�ك�ا ��واأ ر؟ 
��ن
�ل��آ

� ����د�ع�م�ا �ع�ن ا
أ
��و��م�ل �لي�ن�و�ن ا ���م�ل؟  ��وا  

�ن �ن �ا�ك�ا اأ

�لو��ت��ت �مع. �ص�ل: ا
أ
ل� .   ٣ ا ح�د ��س��من��ن

أ
�ن ا ا �ن�ا

�ن �ص�ل: اأ
أ
ل� ��ت�هت.   ٢ ا ��س���ش �ل���ا ىت ا

�ن�ه ��ن �ص�ل: كما؛ و�صوا
أ
ل� 1 ا

٧،٣

١،٤

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:54 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



37 37

On why people preach renunciation but do not practice it; on reasons, causes, time, and place

as he can by way of craftsmanship, be it poetry, a public oration, or some other 
form of speech. Whenever a defect infiltrates one of these three levels, the 
craftsmanship becomes defective, and the soul recoils from the speech that has 
been arranged on that basis. We have given a synoptic account and sufficient 
explanation of the present topic, God willing.

As for what you requested at the end of your question—that I join this inves-
tigation to an investigation of those things that weigh heavily on one’s soul, ears, 
and natural bent—I have obviously done that in the course of my discussion. 
For to elucidate the reason for one of two contraries is to elucidate the reason 
for the other. The odious sounds to which the soul is not receptive are many, 
and people do not care for them enough to combine them. They are instead 
encountered fortuitously as individual units, the way one hears the creaking of 
a door, the sound of copper being stripped by a coppersmith, and the like. The 
soul undergoes a change at such sounds and shudders all over, and sometimes 
the very hair on one’s body stands on end and one experiences a sense of vertigo 
to the point where one feels uncomfortable. But this is well known and obvious.

On why people preach renunciation but do 
not practice it; on reasons, causes, time, and 

place—a question relating to voluntary choice

Why is it that people of all languages and creeds and all other customary beliefs 
and religious traditions counsel each other to adopt an attitude of renunciation 
toward worldly goods, of frugality and contentment with what is to hand at a 
given time and situation, even as people avidly seek them out and try to obtain 
them with extreme covetousness and greed, foraying over land and sea for the 
sake of some minor profit and paltry gain, to the point that one can hardly find 
a single person on the face of this earth who is not thinking back wistfully to 
those worldly things he has lost, doting rapturously on those he possesses, or 
yearning anxiously for those he may possess in future, and to the point where if 
you were to scrutinize people you would find none but are stricken into grief or 
perplexity or stupor by them? Those with the noblest intelligence are the very 
ones who are the most fatuous, those most vigorous in commending renun-
ciation of worldly goods are the most grasping, and those who most strongly 
claim to hate them are most highly afflicted by their love. Give me the reason 

3.7

4.1
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

�ن  �ا�م�����ا ��و�عم�ل�� دن�ا��ر ا ؟ 
�ن �م�ا ��و�ن رن �ن د �م�ا ��ورن  

�ن ��و�ن �������ا �ن د ��لن��ي �������ا ��و 
أ
�ن ا �م�ا ��ورن  

�ن  �������ا
ّ
�ا����ل

����د�ع�م�ا 
أ
�هي ا ر؟ ��و�م�ا �ن��س�ن

��ن
�ل��آ

� ����د�ع�م�ا ��ن�ا
أ
��� ا �ا ��ل�ي�ن �ه ا ؟ ��و�م�ا ��و��ن

�ن �ا�م�����ا  ��و�م�ا ا
�ن ���رن�م�ا �ن �م�ا ا ���رن�م�ا ��وا

���ن�����ي��ن  ا  �ن �ا���دن �ن �ا�ك�ا ��واأ ����د؟  ��وا ن 
�ل����ي�

� ��وا ��ر  ��ل��د ��وا ����د؟  ��وا  
�ن ���رن�م�ا ��وا ���و���ي�ي 

� ا ��و��م�ل  ر؟ 
��ن
�ل��آ

� ��ن�ا

���و�ن 
 لي��

�ن
أ
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�ور اً ��م�ل �ي��ن ����د ��وا �أً�ا  ��ي
�ن ���ش �أ�ا ��ي
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��ن��ن ��ل�ي���ا ��وا �م 1 

ّ
��ل�ي�����ل ا

ر 
�ا����ش

أ
��لن��ي �عم�ل�ي�ه ا ��ل��ن�ا �ه ��وا �ن �ي

ر �م�ن ��ي��ي
�ا����ش

أ
�نّ�ه ا ���ن �س��م�ل�و�م�ه ��و����ن ���ا ���ن
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��من �م�ه 
ّ
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ّ
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�لمأ�ل ����ع�ن�هي هي �م����ا ���دّ  ��ن
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٢،٤

٣،٤
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On why people preach renunciation but do not practice it; on reasons, causes, time, and place

and the cause. Speaking of reasons and causes, what is a reason and a cause? 
What is the connection between the two, if such a connection exists? Can one 
substitute for the other? And if it can, can it do so at every place and time, or 
only at one place but not another, and one time but not another? Speaking 
of place and time, what is time and what is place? What kind of enmeshment 
does the one have with the other, and what is the bearing between them? Is a 
moment the same thing as time? Is perpetuity the same thing as a period? If so, 
how can two things be one and the same thing? And if two things be a single 
thing, can a single thing be two things?

Good God! This is a topic to make your mouth dry, press your cheek to the 
ground, to plunge the soul into a state of ferment, to make the glutton choke 
on his next bite, to reveal the emptiness of claims to knowledge, and to make 
one confess the limits of one’s adequacy and power. It is a topic that proves 
the unity of Him who encompasses these mysteries and truths, leads you to 
worship the One who knows these occult and subtle things, prohibits scorn 
and mutual derision, and commands mutual respect and fairness. It shows that 
knowledge is a boundless sea, for what eludes people exceeds what is attained, 
what remains unknown is many times what is known, what is presumed to 
be true is greater than what is known with certainty to be so, what is obscure 
is much more than what is apparent, and what is imagined goes far beyond 
what is rigorously ascertained. God says, «They comprehend not anything 
of His knowledge save such as He wills».10 Had the knowledge referred to in 
this verse remained subject to negation, nothing whatsoever would have been 
known, and had the exceptive clause not provided clarification, nothing what-
soever would have been left. But through the word “not,” God negated what is 
required by His divinity, and through the word “save,” He left what tends to the 
enjoyment and welfare of His servants.

Your question continued with denunciations and reproaches of human 
deficiency that I will leave to one side, without loss.

Miskawayh’s response

This is a question imbricated with several difficult questions, yet you have 
subsumed them all under a single heading, and those questions you added 
at the tail end look like they ought rather to have been headlines. In putting 
your question, you succumbed to a fit of vanity and conceit, and like a proud 

4.3
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

�هي  �ن �����ر���ن ��ي�ي ا ��م�ل ��و�م���ش
�����ن �ن ا ����را ���ن�حن����ر�ي �حن �ه  ��ل�ي�ي ح �م�ن ا

�ن� �ن ��و����ا ���عُ�حن
� ن �م�ن ا

���ا �عم�ر��� ���ن�ي ��لم�ك 

��نم�ك  ���ا
�� �ل �حن ر ��لن��ي ���ن���من

�ن ��ي����ش
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��ي�ي ا ��ن ��سش
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��أم�ك �ح�يّ�� ا م�ل�وا

��ي�ي �عم�ل�� �عن
��أم�ك ��و�م���ن �ي�ل�ا

��و�صرر�ي ��لن��ي �حن

ي 
��

ر��من �ي�ن ��لم�ك. ا ��م�حن ن �عم�ل�� ا
�ا��صر��� ا ا ر�ي ���دن

��و��و���نّ �لأم�ل�ك  �م �عم�ل�� �م����ا
ّ
ن ��لم�ل���ي�������ل

ر���
�����ن ا ا م�ل�و �ير�ا���ي ���دن

���ن

�ا  ��س�ن ��ن��ن
أ
��لن��ي ا ��و�م�ا ��ن��ر���ن�ه  �ع�ن�ا  ��ود �ن�ا 

�ن�ا ر��ي�عي ��س�عن
أ
��وا �ن�ا 

���ي �ن�ا ن �م�ن �حن
ح
ر�

أ
��وا ه ��نم�ك 

ّٰ
لل ي ا
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�ن ر��منّ ��ن�ا �ح�يّ�ا

أ
�ن�ا ا �لن

ه  ��م�ل �م�ا �عم�ل���ن�ا �ا �ن�حن  �لي�ن�����ي�ن
�ل��
�
��و ��ير 

��نّ�ه �ا���ش �اأ
���ن ���وك 

�� ��ل��سش �ا ��ن�ه �م�ن ا �ن ��و�م�ا �لنم�ل�ي �ي�م 
��نّ�ه �ع����ن �اأ

���ن ��ي���  ��ل�ن �م�ن ا

�م ��لن��ي 
�ش
ه ��ي�اأ

ّٰ
لل ��نمّ�ك ��وا �اأ

�لي�ن�ا ���ن �ع�ن�ا �م�ن ����م�ل�ن �م�ا ���ن�ا �ا ��و�ي�م�ن ��س�ن ��ن��ن
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ّ
�ن �ا�م �ن����ا أ

�ل��
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أ
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stallion you roamed about, lustily swishing your tail back and forth, running 
sidelong across fields, swaggering in your pride and pressing ahead with your 
extravagance until I feared you would trip yourself up in the swell of your volu-
bility. Shouldn’t you leave this to the person tasked with discussing your ques-
tion, and spare your respondent this malady? Show some mercy, Abū Ḥayyān, 
and God will show you mercy; let go of our throat and allow us to breathe. 
Leave us to our own shortcomings—for we know only too well that they are 
immense—and to our own struggle with doubt, for it is great. Do not censure 
us for being ignorant of things we know, and for not understanding what we 
have attained, thereby driving us to make pretensions and preventing us from 
seeking what we lack. You are behaving sinfully and treating us wrongfully. 
I pray to God not to hold your offence against you, or call you to account, and 
punish you for it. For unless He pardons and forgives, you are in danger of this: 
«He is worthy to be feared, worthy to grant forgiveness».11

The answer to the first question is as follows. Human beings are a composite 
of soul and body, and the designation “human” refers to these two elements 
taken together. The noblest of these two parts is the soul, which is the source of 
every excellence and in itself the means whereby human beings discern which 
beliefs are right and wrong, which actions are good and evil, which character 
traits are admirable and repugnant, and which statements are true and false. 
The other part—the body with all its particularities and appurtenances—
is the more base and vile of the two. This is because it is composed of differ-
ent internecine natural elements and it is always found in a state of becoming, 
never enduring for longer than the twinkle of an eye. It is in flux, perpetually 
changing, and that is why its world has been called a sophistic world.12 These 
matters have been rigorously examined and explained in their proper places, 
and we refer to them only insofar as answering the present question requires. 
If, then, human beings are composed of these two parts and form a mixture 
of these two powers and their highest part is the one we mentioned—namely, 
the soul, which does not have its existence in the realm of becoming and is not 
composed of internecine conflicting parts, but is rather a simple substance in 
comparison to the body and a self-sufficient divine power—it follows that it 
is better for human beings to preoccupy themselves with this part rather than 
the other. For this endures, whereas that perishes; this is a single substance, 
while that is many conflicting substances; this exists eternally, while that only 
exists in a state of becoming with no stability.
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A survey of the excellences of the soul and the deficiencies of the body 
would take us far from our present purpose. Having established and acknowl-
edged these principles, it will be enough for answering this question to say 
that the person who perceives the excellences attaching to his soul and the 
defects attaching to his body must seek to augment these excellences so that 
he may raise himself to the ranks of divine beings and must reduce his concern 
for things which impede that possibility.13 Insofar as preoccupation with the 
senses and with the particularities of the body impedes the virtues and modes 
of knowledge that are distinctive to human beings, all religions have deemed it 
reprehensible to abandon oneself to them and devote one’s concern and atten-
tion to them, commanding that one take as much nourishment as is indispens-
able for one’s material existence, and that one devote the rest of one’s time to 
the pursuit of those virtues in which happiness lies.

This point emerges plainly and with the utmost clarity when one considers 
the difference that separates human beings from other animals. For the supe-
riority of the former over the latter is grounded in the particularity of the soul, 
not the particularities of the body. Even though human beings are superior to 
them, as we know, the bodily particularities with which animals are endowed 
are more complete and extensive—and by bodily particularities I refer to 
strength, force, the ability to eat, drink, copulate, and the like. So the perfec-
tion and excellence of human beings comes from this special distinction that 
they possess to the exclusion of other beings. Anyone with a greater share of it 
has a greater claim to be called “human,” and is worthier of being described as 
excellent. Thus, one says, “He is a man of great humanity,” and this constitutes 
one of the highest forms of praise. Whoever wishes to acquaint himself with 
these fundamental principles, increase his understanding, and attain the high-
est conviction may look them up where he would expect to find them.

The answer to the question why, despite their awareness of this excellence, 
people ardently seek out and covet worldly goods, foraying over land and sea 
for the sake of paltry pleasures, is as follows. As human beings, the part of us 
which consists in our natural body is stronger than the other part. We experi-
ence a constant contest between these two forces, a common feature of things 
composed of different forces. In such cases, the strongest force will always 
have the more visible effect. This is why we are drawn to this part despite our 
knowledge of the excellence of the other. Even if we know that things are as 
we have represented, and are convinced beyond a shadow of a doubt, we are 
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locked in a perpetual battle, in which one part gains the upper hand on occa-
sion, while at other times we incline toward the other part, depending on the 
care we take.

Let me illustrate this with an analogy taken from everyday experience. 
Someone who is ill, convalescing, and whose humoral mixture is out of bal-
ance, knows for certain that by following a diet and restraining his appetites 
he can recover his health and natural equilibrium. Despite this, he indulges 
many of his appetites, because their allure is too powerful and they get the 
better of his rational judgment and his physician’s counsels. When the pain 
returns upon his gratification of his desires, he experiences a sense of remorse 
that makes him think he will never do this again. Yet it is not long before 
another appetite—or even the very same one—flares up in him. Even as he 
keeps admonishing himself, constantly reminding himself of the pain he will 
incur and of the desirability of health, admonitions and reminders are of no 
use, on account of what we have already mentioned: the powerful allure of 
present appetite. So, once again, he gratifies his appetite. This goes on without 
respite for as long as his illness lasts. The same thing occurs during times of 
health, when one satisfies appetites that one knows will disturb the balance 
of the humoral mixture and leave one vulnerable to illness. Deficient restraint 
and the powerful allure of nature lead one to defy one’s sound judgment and 
to behave like a beast. If this analogy strikes you as sound, and if you find it 
compelling, you will have gained an insight into what was said above and you 
will have understood it clearly. You will now make allowances for those who 
would have you renounce worldly pleasures yet then turn to them themselves, 
and for those who advise you to abandon them yet then partake of them them-
selves, and indeed do so to excess.

The distinction between reasons and causes

Let’s address the question regarding reasons and causes and their difference. 
A reason is that which motivates an act and for the sake of which an agent 
acts. A cause, in contrast, is that which acts itself. That is why reasons pertain 
more particularly to accidental things, whereas causes pertain more particu-
larly to things having to do with the substance. The philosophers have used 
the term “cause” to refer to the Blessed Creator, to the intellect, the soul, and 
nature. They have thus spoken of the “first cause” and of second, third, and 
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fourth causes, and they have likewise spoken of “proximate” versus “remote” 
causes in describing things that you will find fully expounded in their books. 
Yet this question, in one respect, resolves back into the very first question we 
answered, because these terms may be classed with heteronyms through one 
type of consideration, and with polyonyms through another. There’s no need 
to go over it again as we have already discussed this topic at length.

Much has been said about time and place. It was a topic of discussion for 
the ancients, and it has been the subject of debate among the dialectical theo-
logians of Islam. It is too obvious to “make your mouth run dry and press your 
cheek to the ground,” all the more since the Philosopher treated it decisively, 
dismantling the different views taken on it, debunking the old doctrines, and 
specifying in the Physics his own view and the view of his teacher Plato. When-
ever that philosopher has discussed a topic, there is no need to look further 
because he has covered the topic completely. His discussion has been com-
mented upon by eminent members of his circle, has been translated into 
Arabic, and is available to read. Here I will mention the gist of the doctrines as 
the question appended to your first question requires, and I will leave detailed 
arguments aside, since they can be found in writing. It is preferable that I indi-
cate the relevant sources and that these be read directly than that I should 
copy them out here. Time is a duration measured through the motion of the 
celestial sphere.14 Place is the surface that encompasses both what is contained 
and what contains.15

The distinction between time, perpetuity, period, and moment

Regarding the difference between moment, time, perpetuity, and period, a 
moment is a definite amount of time that is distinguished from the larger total-
ity of time as a particular. Similarly, a period is a duration that is longer, more 
extensive, and farther-reaching than a moment. Both terms appear in conjunc-
tions that distinguish and separate them from the totality of time, which forms 
their encompassing whole, so that one speaks of “the moment that,” or “the 
period when,” relating them to a particular situation, person, or the like. If one 
wishes to be deliberately vague instead of conveying something clearly, one 
says: “such-and-such happened or will happen at a certain period or moment.” 
One’s listener then infers that one has preferred not to specify the moment or 
period, even though these are necessarily specific and determinate. Perpetuity, 
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�م�ور �عن

�ل��أ
� ��ل�� ا ��ر اأ ��ل��د �هي ا ��س�ن

�ع�يّ�هي �ا����ن سي ���ن
��ل�� �م�ور ا

�ل��أ
� ��ل�� ا  اأ

�ن ���رن�م�ا �هي ا �ل �ن��س�ن
�
�و

��مي
���ن�اأ

�ع�يّ�هي. سي ���ن
��ل�� �و���ي ا

��من �م�ا �ه�و 

�ي�ه 
 ���ن

ع
� ��ل�ي�و��سّ �ي ا �ح�ن��ن

أ
�ن ا ��ل�ي �ع�ن�ه ��واأ

��ل�� �م�ا ����اأ ء اأ �ي�م�ا أ
�ل��
� ���ن ��لن��ي ا �م �ا�ك�ا

��ل�����ل�ا �����ي�در �م�ن ا ا ا ��و���دن

 �����
��ي ��نّ�ه �م��س�ي �اأ

���ن �ه  �ن
ي
ر���ي �ا���

��صّ ��و�س��ن �ي�م 
��ل�ح���� �م ا

���ا �م�ن �ا���ل�ا ��ل�ي ك اأ ��ن�ا �د ر���ش
أ
����ي��ي ا  ا

ع
� ���ن �ا�م�وا ��م�ل�يم�ك ��ن�ا

���ن

�نّ�ه �عم�ل�� 
�ي���ا ��ي��ن

يّ �س��ر���ن
���ا ����

��و��ر���ن  
�ن �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� ���ا ا ���ن�ي ر 

����ن ا �لن دن ه اأ
ّٰ
لل ك ا ��ن��ي�ا

أ
 ا

ع
� ���ن �ا�م�وا ه ا ��و���دن ك.  �ع�ن�ا

�ل��ي��� �س��ر���ن�ي�ن�ا 
�
��و ��ل�ي�و�ح�ي�د  ��ل�� ا  اأ

�و��يّ�هي
��مي �ع��ي  ��وا ��ود  

�ا �م�ح���ل�م�هي
ً
��ن �ا ��س�ن

أ
ر�ي ا ��و����ا ���ا 

�لأ ��و���ن�د ���ا 
ر�لأ  ��ن�ا

�ح���ل�م�هي

�ن 
أ
ء ا �ا ��و�ع��ي �م�مّ�ا ���ش �ا  �ن ���ا �عم�ل�ي ��ير �لن

��ل��ن ا �ي�ه  ���ن ���ن�ا ��واأ  
�ا �ن ه �عم�ل�ي

ّٰ
لل �ع�م�هي ا

�� �م�ن ��ن
ّ
�ل
�
��م�ل�م���ا اأ �����ي�ن�ا ��ن ���ا ��واأ  

���ا �لن

ه  �أر �م�ا �عم�لّ���ن�ا �� �ا������ا
ّ
�ل
�
 اأ

�ن
�ل��آ

� ��وا ���و���ي�ي 
� ��وا  

�ن �ا�م�����ا ��وا  
�ن ���رن�م�ا ��م لي�����ن �عم�ل���ن�ا ��ن�ا

��و�ا �ح�ي���ط ��ن�ه �م�ن �عم�ل�م�ه 
�ن

��لن��ي   
ع
����م�س� �لي ��م 

��و�ا  ّ
�لن��ي �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� ا �ل 

�������مي ا ���ا  �لي�نم�ل��ن �ل�� 
� ي 

��أ�� ���ي�ا ��ود �أر  ��صرا  
ع
� ���ن �ا�م�وا ا ه  ���دن ء  ��و��ورا ه. 

ّٰ
لل ا

�أر   ��و����ا
ّ
�لن��ي �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� رن ا ���ع�حن

�  ��وا
ّ
ر���ي ��صش �ل��ن

� ����ن ا ��ل���ن  ��ن�ا
���ن را

�ل���ع��ي
� ك �ي�ح����ن ا ����د ���ي���طّ ��و�ع�ن�ا

أ
ا�ل���ا ا

درا� اأ

����ي 
��س�ي�ه ��و�ي�����ي  �عم�ل�� ا

 �ح�ي��ن�أ�دن
ع
� �ي��ي

�هي ���ن
ّ
����يم�ل

�  ��وا
�هي
ّ
��ل ��ل��دن  ��ن�ه �م�ن ا

�ن �ن����ا أ
�ل��
�  ��ور�م�� ا

�ن �و �ح�يّ�ا ��ن
أ
�ي�ه ا

�م ���ن
ّ
�م�ا لي�������ل

.
ّ
��ل������ل ر���أ ا ��و��ن�ا  

ي
�ل��نم�ل��

� ي ا
����

� ��ل�� ��ن�ا  اأ
�هي ��ن ��ل���ا  �ع�ن�د ا

ّ
�ل
� ��ل��دن ��وا  

����و��ل�هي �����ن �م�ن ا

ّ�ن 
��ل�ي�ع�حن ��وا �ع���ي�ه  �ن ��لل�ي����دّ�ش �لن ��وا ����ر ��ل�ه  ��ل��سش ع ا

� ���ن �ه��ي �م�وا
���ن ���ا  ���ن�ي ���ن�ا 

ّ
����ي��ي لي����م�ل  ا

ع
� ���ن �ا�م�وا ه ا �مّ�ا ���دن

���ن�اأ

هي  د ��ي�ا
���رن ��ل�ي�ه ا

��ير �عم�ل�� �نر�ليّ�ي�ه ��و�م����اأ
��ل��ن �ه ��ن�ا ���ن ر��ي�ه ��و���ن�ي ه ��و���ي�د �ود ���ا �عم�ل�� ��ن �ل �لن

� �ل��
�ل����س�ي�د�

� �م�ن �ح���ل���ي�ه ��وا

م�ل���ا  ��و�م�ن�ي ���ا  �ع�ن ��وا ��ل��  اأ  
�ن�هي

���ر�عن ا �م�هي  ا د ��واأ ����ن�ح��� 
� ��وا ر 

��ل�ن����ن ��ن�ا ��ل���ا  ���ش�ا
أ
ا �ل  �مي

�لن �عم�ل��  ��ل�حر���  ��وا ���ن���ا 

��ل�ه  �و�ن  ��و��ن �د
���ن ع�م 

��و� ��ل�ه�م  ر 
��و�م��ي��صّ ر  ��صش �لم�ل��ن

� �وع 
�م�و���ن �ه�و  �م�مّ�ا  ��ل���ا  �����ا ��سش

أ
��وا �����ا  �ا �ن ��سش

أ
ا �هي  ���ن ���ن�ا أ

��ن�ا

�ع�ن  ���د  ��ي��ي  
�ل��
� �ن 

أ
ا �ل 

�������مي ��ن�ا �مم�ل  ��ل�����ا ا �ن  �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� ا �عم�ل��  �ودن 

��ن
�م�اأ ��نّ�ه  اأ �ل 

�
�و

��مي
أ
ا �ل  �لمن �عم�ل�ي�ه  �و�ن 

���و��ش ���ن

د  ��ي�ا د
ن
ر

�ل��
� ا �ع�ن  �ع�صره  هي  �م�دّ ر 

��ي��ن��ي  
�ل��
�
��و �ي�ن��ي  �ل�� 

�
��و ر���ن  �ا�م���ا ��ن�ا ����ه  ��ن��ن �ل  �ل���مي

��ل�ي�� ��ل����م�ل�ن  ��وا ��ل��س�ع��ي  ا
�ي�ن

��ل��دن ا ن 
���ن��ي�

�ل��آ
� ا �ي�ن 

�أرن �����ن�ا ا ��أ�ه  �ل�ي�ا
�
��و

أ
��وا ن 

�ل�ن��ي�
� �ا �����ن ا ه 

ّٰ
لل ا ��رن�ن  �م�ن  �لي�����ير  ���ا  �لن ����ي��ي  ا ل�و�م 

�����م� ا  �م�ن 

�هي  ���ي�ن�ي ��لن��ي  ع�م 
ر� �ع�م�ا

أ
�ن�و�ن ا

�ي�ن ��ي�عن
��ل��دن �و�م ا

�����ي �مّ�ا ا
���ن�اأ  .} ُ�و�نَ

��ن رنَ
ا �عُ�مْ �يَ���مْ

َ
��وَل �مْ  ��مَ

ْ
�ي
َ
���نٌ ��َ�م�ل �وْ

َا ��نَ
}ل

�ي  ا ��لم�ل��دنّ �ي�هي �م�ن ا
�لن �����ن�ا �لأم�ل�هي ا ���رنا �م�ور ا

�ل��أ
� ��ل�� ا �ا اأ

�ه �م��صر��و���نً
ّ
�ه�م �ا�كم�ل ��م�ل�و�ن ��س�ع�ي ��و�ي��ن  

ّ�هي ���ن �����ن ��وا ���ن  ��ل��دن ا

١٣،٤

١٤،٤
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On why people preach renunciation but do not practice it; on reasons, causes, time, and place

on the other hand, has absolutely nothing to do with time, period, or moment. 
It more specially concerns those things that do not exist in time and are not 
measured through the motion of the celestial sphere, because they belong to a 
higher order than that of natural things. I would put it as follows: The relation 
of time to natural things is like the relation of perpetuity to nonnatural things—
and that is to say, to what is above nature.

These remarks are sufficient to provide your question with an indicative 
response. If you wish to learn more about it, you should consult the sources 
we have pointed out to you—the discussions of the Philosopher and his com-
mentators—where it is examined in depth. God bless you, anyone who attains a 
sure knowledge of these matters through study will be enlivened by them to the 
wisdom of the One who created them and brought them into being, and they 
act as firm causes and powerful motives that lead one to acknowledge the unity 
of God. It is only on account of the bounty of God and the good He chooses to 
diffuse among us through such means that we can come to know and compre-
hend these matters: They belong to the part of God’s knowledge that He willed 
us to comprehend. Our knowledge of time, place, the moment, and the pres-
ent instant is of a piece with everything else that God has enabled us to know. 
Behind such matters, however, lie occult and subtle mysteries inaccessible to 
human reason that no one has ever aspired to grasp. It is right and proper to 
acknowledge the weakness and impotence of human beings in such matters, 
as well as the things Abū Ḥayyān mentioned and the humbling limitations of 
human nature he decried. That is when we must sit on the ground and bow 
our heads in shame at our lowliness and abjectness, in view of our need for the 
Creator of the world and the Originator of all things.

By contrast, God is to be thanked for the matters we have discussed, for in 
order to discuss them we must speak of God’s bounty and wonder at His wisdom, 
taking them as proofs of His generosity and power and of the good He diffuses 
in His creation, asking Him to increase our share of them, and ardently pursuing 
similar forms of knowledge through inquiry and examination. We must always 
hope that the One who confers them on us and puts them within our reach will 
diffuse more of the like, for they are things that have been assigned and made 
available to human beings and that it is their mission and task to attain. I will go 
further and say that human beings, who are perfected through reason, are duty 
bound not to cease striving and seeking to perfect themselves through learning. 
For as long as they live they must struggle tirelessly and unflaggingly to increase 

4.13

4.14
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

�ن  لي�����ا ��ل��سش ر��وا ��لن��ي ��رن�ن ا ه ��و����ا
ّٰ
لل ��وا �م�ن ا ���د �د ��ن

�ي�ن ���ي
��ل��دن �ه�م ا

�يّ�هي ���ن
�لن �ل�ن�د

� �ي ا �ه�وا ��ل��سش  ��وا
�يّ�هي

�لن ��س�م�ا ��ل�حن ا

�ه�م  ��م�ل�و�لن
اً �م�ن �م�� ��ن�د

أ
�وا ا

��ن دن �ا�ك�ا ن اأ
�م�ن��ي�

�ا �ن ا ��ل�حن��صرا ��وا �م 
�أ ا ��ل��د �و���ن ا

��ل��ن ��وا  
��ل���ط�و�ليم�ل�هي �ن ا ��رنا

�ل��أ
� ��لن��ي ا ���وا 

�و���ي
��من

 �عم�ل�ي�ه. 
�ود ��و��رن�ن

��ي  �عم�ل�� �س��ن
��و ��ل����ن

أ
�ل�ي�ه ا

�
ع اأ

��أ�ي ��و�نرنا  �عم�ل�� ���ن�ا
��س��ن

أ
�مّ�ا ا ن اأ

�ل�ي��ي�
� ����د��� ���ا �عم�ل�� اأ

�نّ�م�ا   ��واأ
�ي��ي�هي ��ل���ا

��ل�ح�عي �ود ��ن�ا  ��و��ن
�ل��
�
��ل���ا ��و ��ن�ا

�ل��أ����ش
��ي�هي � ���ا

�ل�� �لن
�
�ي ��ل���ا ��و  �لش�ن�ا

�ل��
���ا �

�و�لن ����م�ل�ن ����ي��ي �لي �م�ور ا
�ل��أ

� �نّ ا
�ل��أ

�

�لي�ن�ا  �ن�ا
�ل�ي�ه ر�عن

�
��نم�ل��� اأ

���ي �ن ��ل��دن ����د ا ���وا
� ه ا

ّٰ
لل �ل ا

� ع. �ن����اأ
� ��ل�����ن �ل ��ن�ا

��ميّ ��ل�ي�ن  ��وا
��ل�هي �����ي���ا �ل��

�  ��وا
���و�ن

��ل�� �ع��ي ��لن��ي ا

���ن�ه  ��م�ل�و�ن 
�ا�م�� ا ��ير 

��ل��ن ا �ا  �ن �عم�ل�ي ن 
�ي��� ��ي�عن  

�ن
أ
ا �و��ل�ن�ا 

��و����ي �ه�����ن�ا  �لن ��د  ��و�ن������ن ��ل�ه  �ا  �و��س�ن
��ن��ن ��ي�د���ي 

أ
ا  

ع
��و�نر���ن�

��أ�ن  �ا �ع��ن �ي�ه ��و
ّ
��ي
��ن ا  ��و����د

�ي��ي�هي
���ا �ح�عي �و��ل�ن�ا ��ل�ن�درك �لن

 �لي�ن��ير ����ي
�ن
أ
��يره ��وا

�ل�� �����ن
��ي�ه � ا �ل�ي�ه ��ل��دن

�
 اأ

���ي �ي�ا ���ي �ن��سش ��ل��دن ا

���د��� 
أ
 ��وا

��ل����ر���ي ���ي��صر٢ ا ����ي��ي ��نم�ل�عي�ن�ا ��ل���ا 1 �م�ن اأ �����ي����و��� ا هي ا د ��ل��س���ا ��ل�� ا �ن�ا اأ ��ي �لن ���ن ��ي�ه ��و��ي��ن ا ر��وء �م��ن

در �عم�ل�ي�ه. �����ي�ا ��وا �ل�يّ�ه 
�
��لم�ك ��و��و ��م�ل دن

أ
��نّ�ه ا �اأ

���ن  
�ي�م

��ي �ا�م��س�ي ه ا
ّٰ
لل ���ط ا �ل ��صرا ��ل��س�من ا

ر��يّ��هي
�ي��ي�ا

�حن ��ل�هي ا
�م���س�اأ

�صر 
��ي�اأ ل�م 

������� ��وا �ي�ا 
�لن ��ل��د ��ن�ا ل�م 

������� ا ُ����م�ل�ن 
�لي  

ْ
�م
َ
�ا�  

َ
�َ�م
��و�ا ��لم�ك؟  دن �ع�ن  �لي�ن�ه��  ل�م 

������� ��وا ل�م 
������� ��ن�ا �ي��ا 

��ن ��ل��د ا �ي  ����طُم�ل�ن ��م 
�ا

�لي�ن�ا �م�ن �يرك ����م�ل�ن 
أ
�م�ه ���ي�د را ر��وأ �س��ي�د ��ن�ه ��و��ن د

أ
ء ا ��ي�ه ��و����ا ر�يرن

�ي ��ن ����ن �ل �م�ن ���ن
�
�و

�د ��ي��ي
��لم�ك؟ ��و���ي

��ن�دن

�ي  ر���ن
�ل�� ���نُ

�
ك ��و ���ي �ع�ن�ا  �م�ا ��و���ن

��ل�هي
�ا�م����اأ �نّ ا

أ
ل�م ا

�ي�ا. ���نم�ل�يُ����
�لن ��ل��د ل�م ��ن�ا

������� �لي�ن�ا �م�ن ����م�ل�ن ا
أ
ل�م ��ورا

������� �ي�ا ��ن�ا
�لن ��ل��د ا

 
ع
��أ� �ا ���ش راً �ن د  ��ن�ا

ن
ر��� ��م ��ي���ا

��و�ا �ا��صر�م��  ي ا
�ل����

�
��و ���و��� 

�����ن ���ن����ره ��ر���ن ا ن 
ر���

�ا�م����ي ا ا د ���دن ���و ����دّ
�
��و ك  ا �ا���دن

.
ع
��أ� ا راً ��ن�دن د ن ��ن�ا

���ي��� ��م �لي�ن�ا
��و�ا

��ت���ص�د.
أ
�ص�ل: ا

أ
ل� ���ل��ت��ن�ا �ل�ه.   ٢ ا �ص�ل: حن

أ
ل� 1 ا

١،٥
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On why people seek worldly goods through knowledge

the knowledge that gives them membership of the victorious party of God and 
His close allies, those who triumph to the end, are granted safety, and «shall 
have no fear on them and shall not sorrow».16 Those people, by contrast, who 
devote their lives to the acquisition of gold and silver and who expend all their 
effort on ephemeral and transient bodily pleasures and carnal appetites have 
distanced themselves from God as members of the party of Satan, laying them-
selves open to many sorrows, perpetual fear, and evident loss. Their relationship 
to the object of their desire is always one of two states: either wistfulness and 
pining for missed opportunities, or grief and desolation over lost possessions. 
For the things they seek have no stability, an infinite number of particulars, and 
no real existence, it being their nature to be in a state of becoming, change, and 
flux. We pray to the one God—the object of our heartfelt desires, to Whom 
we stretch out our souls, and before Whom our thoughts and hopes prostrate 
themselves—to diffuse among us the good we seek from Him, which we yearn 
for not as a means to something else but for its own sake, and to illuminate our 
minds so that we may perceive the reality of His oneness and the wonders of His 
creations, leading us to the highest happiness for which we were created by the 
shortest path and the best-guided way, the straight path of God. For He has a 
title to that, authority over it, and the power to carry it out.

On why people seek worldly goods through knowledge 
but do not seek knowledge through worldly 

goods—a question relating to voluntary choice

Why is it that people seek worldly goods through knowledge even though 
knowledge forbids that? Why do they not seek knowledge through worldly 
goods even though knowledge commands that? A brash and fractious fellow 
with questionable common sense might object, “We know people who have 
given up seeking worldly goods through knowledge and people who have 
sought knowledge through worldly goods.” But let it be clear that this is not 
the point of the question. Should the person who makes such an objection 
get his thoughts in order, he would see what the question really aims at, and 
he would not compare unexpected events with widespread phenomena, nor 
would he contradict a rarity on the basis of a commonplace.

5.1
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

 ��ن�دّ 
�ل��
�
��و  ّ

�ع��ي سي ���ن
��ي�ه ��

أ
رنا ����د ��ن

ه ��ن�اأ �ود ��و��ن  
�نّ �اأ

���ن ه  �ن �ا�م�ا دن�ا��ر��ن�ا �ن����ا أ
ّ ��ل�ل�ا

ر��ور���ي
���ن��صن �ي�ا 

�لن ��ل��د ا �مّ�ا ����م�ل�ن 
أ
ا

�ل ���ن�ه. 
ّ
��م�ل

�ي ن �م�ا ل�ي
���و�لي���

 ��ن�دّ �م�ن ��ي
�ل��
�
��و �ل 

ّ
��م�ل

��لل�ي �م ا
�أ ا �ل د

� ��نّ�ه ��س�يّ�ا
�ل��أ

��ي�ه � دّ رنء �ن�م�ا �ل�حن
� ا ا �م�هي ���دن ���ي�ا �م�ن اأ

��ن�ي  دن �ا�ك�ا اأ  
�هي ��ن ��ل���ا ا ر  ���ي�د �عم�ل��  هي  د ��ي�ا

���رن ا �ه�� �ع�ن 
�لن �نّ�م�ا  ��واأ ��ي���ط  ���ن ر  ا �ا�م��ي�د ا ا  ���دن ل�م �ع�ن 

������� ا �لي�ن�ه  ��م 
��و�ا

���طن  �ا ��ل�ح��ن �ن ���ي ��س���ي ��ل��دن  ا
س�م

�� ��ل�حن ��و�ي ا ��ل�� ��ي��ن�ا ���ي اأ �وأدّ
���ا ��ي

�لنّ
أ
���ا 1 ا ����د

أ
�ي ا ���ا �م�و�م�هي �م�ن �حن هي �م�دن د ��ي�ا

���رن ا

ر 
��ن
�ل��آ

� رنء ا �ل�حن
� �ع�ن��ي ا

أ
��� ا �ح�ن ��ن�ا

�ش �ن �ن�ا �م�ن �ح�ي  �لن
ّ

��� �حن
أ
���و���ي�ن�ا �ع�مّ�ا �ه�و ا

���ا ��ي
�لنّ
أ
�لن��ي ا ��ل�ش�ا ��وا ��ل�ه  ا �ع�ي�د ا

��ل������ّ�هي �عم�ل��  ا ���طن  ��لن��ي ���ق��ن �هي  ��ن ��ل���ا ا ر  ���ي�د �ي�ا 
�لن ��ل��د ا ل�م �م�ن 

������� ��ن�ا �م�ن ����م�ل�ن 
��لن م�ل�ي�ن�ا ٢.  �ي

���ن���ن ���ي �ه�و  ��ل��دن ا

��لم�ك  دن ر �م�ن 
�ا����ش

أ
ا ��و�م�ن ����م�ل�ن  ل�م. 

������� ا ��ن�ه  �صر 
��و��ي�اأ �ل 

�������مي ا �ير��س�م�ه  �ا�م�ا  ع 
� ��ن �ا

��ي �ه�و �م�����ي�ن 
���ن �����د  ��ل�حن ا

�عن��ي  ��ي��ن�ن ���ي  ��ل��دن ا ��و�ه�و  ��ل������ن  ا �ه�و  ��ل����م�ل�ن  ا �م�ن  �ل 
� ا �ع�ي�د �ل��

� ا  
ع
� ��و�م�و���ن  .

�م��صر���ن ر���ط 
�ه�و �س��ن

���ن

��و��يُ��ر���ن  �م 
�يمُ�لرن

���ن �ل 
� ا �ع�ي�د �ل��

� ��ر���ن ا
ُ
���ي ��ل�ي ��ن�ل�ا

�ل��أ
� �ن ا

ي
 ��ل�ه �ا���

أ
را

��و��يُ��ي ل�م 
������� ��وا  

��ل�ح���ل�م�هي ��م�ل ا
أ
�ي�ه ا

���ن  �ليمُ�ل�لي�� 
�ن
أ
ا

ر.
����ن�يُ����دن ���ط  را

���ن أ
�ل��
� ا

���ا �م�ن  ��ل�ي ع اأ
� ر��ن

ُ
����ي��ي �ي  ا

ع
� ���ن �ا�م�وا ���ا �عم�ل�� ا ���ن�ي ��لم�ل�ن�ا  �ن د ��واأ  

���ا ����ي��ي دن�ا��ر��ن�ا �مم�ل�هي ا �ل�حن
� ه ا  ���دن

ع
 ��ن�دّ �س�

�ل��
�
��و

��ل��  اأ ر 
����ن ���ن�ن�ا �ه�م 

�لأ رن ع�م �ن�ح��س�ن ��ن
ر�

����ن �يم�ل��ن �لن �حن �ا ا
ّ
�ا�م  ��� ��ل�ن�ا ا �نّ  �ل اأ

�
�و

��ي ���ن�ن �ن  �ي�ا ��و�لن  
��ن �لن�� �ا����سش د

أ
ا

��ل�ه�م  ���ن���ا
أ
ر�ي ا ��و�����ا ع�م 

����د� �ي �س��ي�ا �يم�ل��ن �حن �ا ا
ً
�ه�م�ا �س�� ���ن�ي ر 

����ن ��و��ن�ا �ل 
�������مي ��ل�� ا ر اأ

����ن ��و��ن�ا  
���هي سي ���ن

��ل�� ا

�ن ���ن�ه�م�ا 
ّ
��نّ�ه �صر�ا��

�ل��أ
�ط��أ �

�� ر �م�حن
��ن
�ل��آ

� ��و�ن ا ��ي�ه د
أ
رنا ����د ��ن

أ
��لن��ي ا ر 

����ن ��ل�ن�ا ا �نّ 
أ
ل�م ا

��و���ي�د �عُ�� ع�م. 
ر�

����ن ء �لن �ليم�ل��ي�ا

��م�ل ��ل�ه  ��و��ن ره 
����ن �ا �م�ن �لن

ً
���ي��م���� ����د ���ن�ه�م�ا  ��وا  

ّ
���ط ��ل������ل ���ي��مّ ا  دن �ه�م�ا �م���ع�ي�ن اأ ���ن�ي ر 

����ن ��ل�ن�ا ��وا �ا 
ً
�س��

��ل���ش�مر���ن  �ي�ه �م�ن ا ��ن
��و�ن�ح��س�ن ر��ي ����د ���ن�ه�م�ا  ��وا  

ّ
���ي �ا����ل �����ي�ح��ي�ا ���ي�در ا �ا �م�ن ����ق�ع�ي�ه �عم�ل�� 

ً
�ن �����ي

�لن

���هي. ��ل���ن ��وا

�وا 
�لن��صر��من ��وا  

���هي سي ���ن
��ل�� ا ��ن�ن  �ا ��لن��ي ��ن �ن�ح���طّ�وا  ا �ه�م 

�لنّ �اأ
���ن  ّ

�ع��ي سي ���ن
��ل�� ا رنء  �ل�حن

� ا �ن�ح��س�ن  ر��و�ن 
����ن ��ل�ن�ا ا �مّ�ا 

أ
ا

�ل  ��ل�هي ��لن��ي �ي�ح����مي
آ
�ل ا

�������مي ��م�ل�وا ا ��لم�ك ��ن ���ا ��و��ل��دن �����ي����و��� �ع�ن�د �لي�ي�ه�م ا م�
��م�ل�وا �عن ���ا ��و��ن ��ل�ي �ه�م اأ

�وّ�لي
 ��مي

ع
���ي� �ن��ن

ا�مم�ل�ك 
� ا �م  �ي�����ي��ن��د �ا�ل�م�ن  ��سّ�ه�م�ا ٣  �حن

�ل��أ
� �لي�ه�م 

أ
رنا ��ن ر���ن 

��صش
أ
ا ��وا  �ع�ن�د

��سسي ���ن�ا �ه�م 
�لي �ا ��ن ��و���ا ���ا  �لن �ا ��س�ن

أ
 ا

���ا.
ّ���� �حن

أ
�ص�ل: ل�

أ
ل� ��ت��ل�هت.   ٣ ا

�ه�ا.   ٢ ط: ��ن����من ا ح�د �ص�ل: اأ
أ
ل� 1 ا

٢،٥

٣،٥

٤،٥

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:54 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



53 53

On why people seek worldly goods through knowledge

Response

Human beings are inescapably required to seek out worldly goods, for rea-
sons we have already mentioned. They have a natural existence through one 
of their two parts, and this part needs to be properly sustained in its mate-
rial substance, because it is in flux and in a constant state of dissolution, and 
the elements that dissolve need to be replaced. Knowledge does not prohibit 
the acquisition of this basic amount; rather, it prohibits exceeding the strict 
measure of one’s need. There are several reasons why such excess is repre-
hensible. First, it puts the body into a state of disharmony, when our object 
is to preserve its balance. Second, it prevents us from realizing that which is 
more distinctive of us as human beings—I mean the second part, that which 
constitutes our excellence. So, the use of knowledge to seek such amount of 
worldly goods as is strictly needed in order to preserve the health of the body 
is appropriate and in conformity with what reason dictates and knowledge 
commands. Seeking more than that is immoderate and exceeds the proper 
bounds. Seeking worldly goods in a balanced way is the most difficult achieve-
ment. You must have recourse to wise and knowledgeable people, and read 
books of ethics, to know what constitutes right balance and so adhere to it, and 
what constitutes excess and so steer clear of it.

Having provided this general perspective and indicated the sources that can 
be consulted, however, we need to add a basic further exposition and expla-
nation. People vary according to the part of themselves they pay attention to. 
Some pay attention to the natural part, others to the intellect, and yet others to 
both. Consequently, people’s aims vary, and their actions depend on the part 
they pay attention to. It is clear that it is misguided to only pay attention to one 
part to the exclusion of the other, because human beings are composed of both. 
It is right to pay attention to both if each is given a share of attention and a quota 
of effort in proportion to its merits and the loftiness or baseness of its rank.

Those who regard things according to the natural part plunge into the 
domain of nature, dedicating themselves to it with every ounce of their power 
and making it the locus of their ultimate end. They make the intellect an instru-
ment for obtaining the effects and satisfying the needs of nature, thereby subju-
gating their highest part to the lowest one, as a king might be put in the service 
of his slave. However, those who regard things according to the intellectual 
part neglect the part that belongs to them by nature. They regard things from 

5.2
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a divine perspective and aspire—composite human beings though they are— 
to partake exclusively of the excellence of the intellect, unblemished by the 
deficiencies of nature. This forces them to neglect the body, even though it 
is conjoined to them and necessity bids them to pursue the benefits that sus-
tain it, or to remove the impediments created by its multiple needs. They thus 
wrong themselves and their fellow human beings. They wrong themselves 
because they disregard the part through which they are sustained, trying to 
secure their welfare through the sweat of another’s brow, thereby wronging 
them by failing to help them in return. For justice demands that you help the 
person whose help you enlist, and that you labor in the service of those who 
offer you the fruits of their labor. It is through such help that polities are real-
ized and the livelihood of human beings—who are political by nature—is put 
into good order. These are the people who call themselves “ascetics,” and they 
are made up of a number of different classes. There is a group among the phi-
losophers, and several factions among the exponents of different religious 
beliefs, creeds, and sectarian views. There is also a group in our own religion 
of Islam who call themselves Sufis, some of whom have declared that it is for-
bidden even to earn a living.

Having established the misguidedness of those who focus on the one part 
to the exclusion of the other, we may now outline the correct approach, which 
is to pay regard to both parts and to give each part—nature and intellect— 
its proper due. We therefore say as follows. Human beings are composed from 
these two powers, as we have mentioned, and can only subsist through them. 
Therefore, their efforts must be directed both toward what is natural and 
toward what is intellectual. In terms of natural effort, the objective of human 
beings must be to preserve the health of their bodies and to maintain the mix-
ture of their natural elements in a balanced state, so that the acts that issue from 
them are complete and not deficient. This is achieved by seeking out, in a bal-
anced way, food and drink, sleep and wakefulness, and motion and rest—to say 
nothing of the other adjuncts such as clothing, shelter to protect against cold 
and heat, and the things the body requires. They must entertain no other end, 
such as pleasure and exceeding the strict measure of need, out of a desire for 
ostentation and at the bidding of greed, cupidity, or any of those other maladies 
that make us falsely believe that this is what humans must aspire to. Their intel-
lectual effort must also be directed at the preservation of the health of the soul, 
since it comprises a number of different powers and is susceptible to maladies 

5.5
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On why people long for the past

when some of these powers surpass the others. The preservation of the bal-
anced state constitutes its therapy, and the increase of knowledge constitutes 
its power and its means of attaining everlasting life and eternal happiness.

A detailed discussion of each of these excellences would require a great deal 
of space, but this amount suffices by way of brief exposition. So let people 
strive after that which secures the welfare of both parts, maintaining a bal-
anced approach, without overshooting or undershooting the mark. For it is 
then that they will have attained a perfect and excellent state. Only fools who 
are to be ignored or dolts who should not be heeded will reproach them. 
God alone grants success.

On why people long for the past—a natural question

Why do people long for the earlier part of their lives, so that they cry like she-
camels after their young and weep as if the world could not contain them, 
dwelling on images of things past? This is what one poet expressed when he 
exclaimed:

Though the cruelty of a time makes me weep
I weep even more to see its passing

Or as another said:

Many a day that brought me to tears
made me tear up anew when the next day dawned

And as another said:

I pine for the morrow, and when it comes
I weep over the day that has just gone

This feeling is present even when the past was full of poverty and need, 
distress and affliction. The reason for this must lie in some mysterious trait of 
the soul that human beings are unaware of. They can only uncover it if they 
inquire long and hard; free themselves from their deficiencies; throw them-
selves heart and soul into the pursuit of understanding, harvesting wisdom 
night and day without cessation; and if they have greater respect for fine words 
than for comely maidens and greater love for burnished ideas than for heaped 

5.6
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On why people long for the past

gold. The measure of their dedication will determine the honor they reap, and 
the graces they enjoy in this world and the next.

Miskawayh’s response

Two kinds of people long for lost youth and childhood: those who have lost the 
carnal appetites and pleasures at their most full-blooded and keenest in youth, 
and those who have suffered a decline in their hearing and sight or in any of the 
other bodily functions at the height of their power and in their prime, during 
childhood or their early years. The first aspect most often arouses the sense of 
longing, because those in the middle of their lives, who have reached the full 
vigor of maturity, do not long for their childhood, and old men do not lack any 
of the psychological features, capacity for judgment, and intellectual acuity 
they used to possess during their youth—unless, to be sure, they have grown 
decrepit and senile, but in that case they are not said to have a sense of longing 
of any kind (this is simply not ascribed to them), and their views are not taken 
into consideration.

There is a third reason that makes people long for their childhood—this is 
when one’s hopes for a continued existence run highest. It is as if people expect 
to have a long life ahead of them, and when part of their life passes, it dawns on 
them that this has been taken out of their appointed span and predetermined 
length of existence. They then long to go back to the beginning, out of a crav-
ing to live forever that cannot be satisfied through the perishable body. But it is 
the first aspect that poets have given voice to at length, addressing it blatantly 
in their poems. In the view of the philosophers, longing for the carnal appe-
tites is like longing for servitude after manumission, or like longing to fall into 
the clutches of vicious beasts after one has escaped from their claws. For the 
powers of nature run riot in the young when appetite and anger seize them and 
overwhelm their reason, so that they take no counsel from their understand-
ing and reason manifests itself but feebly. As we explained in our previous 
answers, the excellence and dignity of human beings is vested in their divine 
part, even though the other part is necessary. Thus, it is clear that the best age 
of all is the age at which the powers of nature grow weak, allowing reason to 
bring them under its power and rein them in so that they are led meekly and 

6.2
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٤،٦
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On why men of knowledge tend to be conceited

submissively, recalcitrant or restive no longer. At his most honorable age, the 
virtuous, upright man will not long for the most debased age. The surest proof 
of our position is that temperate, self-disciplined youths who have the power 
to subdue their appetites are pleased with their course of conduct, even if it 
entails great struggle, and are judged to be virtuous by all people of sound 
reason. When they grow old, they do not long for their youth, because self-
discipline and the subdual of physical appetites now come to them so easily 
and with little strain.

Yet those who follow a philosophical path and adhere to religious Law 
are not beset by such impulses—I mean wild cravings to take pleasure, grief 
over pleasures missed, and regret over pleasures given up or inadequately 
indulged. They know that these are base passions that call forth vile actions, 
and that the philosophers have made their defects clear and devoted entire 
books to discrediting them, just as they know that the prophets have issued 
prohibitions and warnings against them, and that the books sent down by 
God give expression and provide testimony to all this. Could the virtuous man 
long for deficiency, the learned man for ignorance, and the healthy man for 
illness? These, rather, are impulses that beset ignorant people whose aim is 
to immerse themselves in nature and the senses, and to obtain their meretri-
cious pleasures, not to seek health or attain happiness, nor to perfect human 
excellence. Such people are of no account, and their words and deeds should 
not be listened to.

On why men of knowledge tend to be 
conceited—an ethical question

Why are men of knowledge habitually given to conceit, even though true 
knowledge demands the opposite qualities of humility, gentleness, disregard 
of self, and a self-deprecating recognition of one’s weakness?

Miskawayh’s response

Men of knowledge truly worthy of the name do not succumb to the affliction 
of conceit. How could they, when they know its cause, and are aware that it is 
a malady caused by self-deception? For conceit occurs when a person judges 

6.4

7.1

7.2
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ء. ��لن��ي ���ش��ي ��ل�هي 
�ا�م����اأ م�ل��ي��� �م�ن ا

���ن ��م 
�ا �عم�

��ل�هي
�م���س�اأ

��لن��ي  �نّ  �اأ
���ن  ��

ً
�ل
�
��وّ

أ
ء ا �ل�ح�ي�ا

� ��و�م�ا ا ؟ 
���ح ��ن�ه �صرّهي

ّ
�ل�مت��ن����حن �ن ا ��و�م�ا �����ن  

 �صرّهي
ح
�ي� ��ن �����ي ء �م�ن ا �ل����ي�ا

� �ن ا ����ا ���ع�ن

ه �عم�ل�ي�ه 
ّٰ
لل �� ا

ّ
ّ ���م�ل

��ل�ن�ن��ي �ل ا
�
�و

��مي �م��ير 
��و�م�ا ��سن ؟  يّ

�ل����
� ��و�ي��س��مّ�ل درك ا  

�ي�هي
�عن ��ل�ن ّ�ن �م�ن ا

ر
ه �م�ا ��ي��ي ��ي�د ����د

�ي

ر1  ��ش�ا
آ
ء ��و�ه�و �م�ن ا �ل�ح�ي�ا

� ���و�ن ا
 لي��

ء �ا���ي��ن ����م�ل�م�ا
� ن ا

����� �ل ��ن
� ��ي�د ���ي�ا ؟ ���ن �ن �ي�م�ا أ

�ل��
� �ع�ن�هي �م�ن ا

ء ��سش �ل�ح�ي�ا
� �م ا

ّ
��و�����ل

�ل �ح�ي��ي 
�
�و

ك ��ي��ي ��و�ع�ن�ا ��نً�ا  �ي�م�ا �م�ن ��ي�وأ�م�ن اأ
آ
م�ك ا

ّ
��ل ���ن��م�ل ��ي�د  

�ن �ي�م�ا أ
�ل��
� ��وا  .

�ن �ي�م�ا أ
�ل��
� �ع�ن�هي �م�ن ا

���هي ��سش سي ���ن
��ل�� ا

 
ّ
�ا����ل ��لن��ي  ء  �ل�ح�ي�ا

� ا �يُ�ح�م��د  ��و��م�ل  ��و�ع�هي.  ���ا
�ا�م�� ا ���ي 

أ
ا �ل 

� ���ا �ل����ن��ن
� ا �ن  ��ن�ا �م�ن  �����ير  ���ن�ي �ح�ي�� 

�����ي ��وا �ل  ���ر��من ا

�ل؟
� ��و�ن ���ا �ل د

� ��لن��ي ���ا �ل 
�
�و  ��و�س�عي�ن

�ن
�اأ ��و�ن ���ش �ن د

�اأ  �عم�ل�� ���ش
�و���ن

�م �ه�و �م�و��مي
أ
 ا

ع
� �م�و���ن

. �م���ش �ل����ا �ل��ت���ص����ح��ت���ح �م��ن ا ر؛ وا ��ت�ش�ا
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On why people are sometimes ashamed and sometimes proud of wrongdoing

that he possesses merit that he does not in fact possess. His judgment is false, 
but he persists until he comes to believe it. He is then like someone who sees 
a man fighting courageously in war against redoubtable fighters, bravely fend-
ing off enemies and killing opponents, while he keeps himself aloof from the 
battle. He lies to himself and claims the other man’s courage for himself, until 
eventually he comes to believe it. This fault is one of the most extraordinary 
deceptions the soul perpetrates, because in this case the act of lying is com-
posite. One person might lie to another and get the other to believe him in 
order to mislead him. But it is indeed the essence of conceit and a cause for 
amazement that one should mislead oneself through lies and then believe one-
self. Its composite character makes this kind of lie fouler and more repug-
nant than the simple lie we are familiar with. If men of virtue and knowledge 
are not given to the simple lie because they know it to be repugnant— 
especially since they have no need for it—they will be even less susceptible 
to the composite fault. This is why I said men of knowledge cannot be con-
ceited. So this question is disqualified and ruled inadmissible. The kind of 
conceit that affects people who think they are knowledgeable falls entirely 
outside our concern.

On why people are sometimes ashamed and sometimes 
proud of wrongdoing; on the meaning of shame

Why are people sometimes ashamed of doing wrong, while at other times they 
boast of it? What is shame, to begin with? Defining it may bring us nearer to 
the goal and make it easier to attain the truth. What is the hidden meaning of 
the Prophet’s saying, “Shame is one of the branches of belief ”? Certain schol-
ars have questioned how it is possible that shame, which is an effect of nature, 
should be a branch of belief. For belief is a mode of action. This is clear from 
how one speaks of a person as “believing” using an active verbal form, whereas 
one speaks of a person as “being ashamed” using a reflexive verbal form mark-
ing it out as a passive response, that is, a form of submission. Is shame praise-
worthy in all circumstances, or does it depend on certain parameters? Is it only 
acceptable in certain conditions?

8.1
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��و ��ل�ح����ن  ��وا ح 

�ي� ��ن �����ي  ا
ع
� ���ن �ي�ه�م �ن�م�وا

��و�س��ر���ن ر�لن�ي�ه�م  ��ود ي �م�ن �عم�ل�م�ه�م 
�� ���ن�ه�م �ا�م�ا ��س�ن

ن 
 ��ي��ر���

�ن
أ
�عن��ي ا  ��ي��ن�ن

�ل��
��لم�ك �

���نم�ل��دن  ���ن�ه�م 
ح
�ي� ���ي��ن ء  �وع ���ش��ي

�م�ن�ي ��و��مي
أ
��ن�ي ��وا

���دنّ
���و�ن ���ي�د �لي

�ن لي��
أ
�ن ا �ي�حن

. ���ي ��ن�ل�ا
�ل��أ

� �ن ا �ا
ي
��لن��ي �اا�ل� ا   ���دن

�ي�م
��ل�ح���� ن ا

�
ّ
�د ��ن��ي

ء. ��و���ي �ل�ح�ي�ا
� ��ل�ه�م ا

�ن  ��ودن�ا��ر��ن�ا �����ن  
��ّ��هي �ش ��ن�ا ����دا

�ل��أ
� ��ن�ا ��نّ�ه �ي�ح����ن 

أ
��وا �ل 

� ���ا ��ن��ن ا ��نّ�ه 
أ
��وا ء �م�ا �ه�و  �ل�ح�ي�ا

� ا ��ي�د دن�ا��ر��ن�ا  ���ن

ا  ���دن �نّ 
�ل��أ

� �م�هي  رن
�ل��
� ��ير 

�عن ��ل�هي 
�م����اأ

��لن  
ح
�ي� ��ن �����ي ��ن�ا ���ح 

ّ
�ل��ت�����ن����حن ا �ن  �����ن �ع�ن  ��ل�هي 

�ا�م����اأ ا �مّ�ا 
���ن�اأ �ه�م.  ���ن�ي �ه  �ح��س�ن

��لم�ك  �ل �عم�ل�� دن �ل�مي
� ��ل��د ��وا  ��� ��ل�ن�ا �ل �م�ن ا

� ��ّ�ا �� ��لم�ل�حن
ّ
�ل
�
 اأ

ن
�ل��ي��� ��ي��ر���

�
��و ح 

�ي� ��ن �����ي ��م�ل ��ن�ا ��ل�حن �ن�ه ا ن �����ن
ر��� ������ا ا

�ل�� 
ن �
���ح ��ن�ه ����ي�

ّ
��ن����حن

�ت��مت �م�ا 
�نّ
��واأ ���ح ��ن�ه. 

ّ
�ل�مت��ن����حن ���وا ا

��و�ير�ا ر��وا ���ن�ه 
�ع�ي�دن  ا

ح
�ي� ���ي��ن ��نّ�ه 

أ
 ا

ح
�ي� ��ن �����ي �وا ا

ا ��ر��من دن �ه�م اأ
�لنّ
أ
ا

�����ير  ���ن�ي ��ل�ح����ن  ��لن��ي ا �ا 
ً
��ّ

�ا �م�م�و
ً
�� ��و�حن ّ�نح ��ل�ه 

ر
���ح ��ن�ه ��ن

ّ
�ت��ن��ن ا  دن �ل اأ

� ��ل���ا ��لن��ي �ليم�ل�ك ا ��و�ه�و  ����ي�ن���ه  �ه  ��و��ن ل�م 
��ي����

�ي�ه 
��ل�ح����ن ���ن �ه ا �ل��ي��� �يسي�م�وّه ��و��ن

��و �
أ
 ا

ح
�ي� ��نّ�ه ���ي��ن

أ
�ن ا

ا �لي�ي�ع�يّ دن �اأ
ه ��ن�ه ���ن ��و �م�وّ

أ
�ه ا ّ��ن

ر
���ي ��ن ��ل��دن ��ل�ح����ن ا ���ه ��ن�ا

ّ
ل�ي�ن�حن

���ح ��ن�ه.
ّ
�ل�مت��ن����حن �ح�ي�� ���ن�ه ��و�يرك ا

�����ي �ل �ع�ن�ه ��وا
� �ع�د

��ل������ّ�هي  ��وا ��ل�ح����ن  ا ��ي�هي  م�
�عن ��لن��ي  �م 

���ن�����ل�ا �ن  �ي�م�ا أ
�ل��
� ا �م�ن  �ع�ن�هي 

��سش ء  �ل�ح�ي�ا
� ا �م 

��ل����ل�ا ا �عم�ل�ي�ه  �و��ل�ه 
��مي �مّ�ا 

���ن�اأ

���ي  �ا�م����دّ  ��وا
ّ
�ل ه ��رنّ ��و��من

ّٰ
لل ي ��ن�ا

��ي�� ��ل�ي����د �ن ا �ي�م�ا أ
�ل��
� �نّ�م�ا ا �ع�ن�هي ���ن�ه ��واأ

���و�ن ��سش
 لي��

�ل��
 ��و�ا���ي��ن �

���ي ��ل����د ��وا

��لن��ي  ��و ���ا  ���ن�ي ���و�ن 
 لي��

�ن
أ
ن ا
�ور �ل�� �ي��ن

��ي�هي � م�
��لن��ي �عن ��ل�ح����ن  ����ي��ي �ع��ي �م�ن ا ��ل�ه ا ���ن���ا

أ
��وا ��ي�ه  �����ن�ا ���ي �لن ��ن�ه �م����دّ

ن 
�ي��� ����ي��ي ��ي�عن ��و�ع��ي ا  �ح����ن 

ّ
�ن �ح����ن �ا����ل ���ا �ع��ي �����ن

�لنّ
�ل��أ

�ي � �ا �ح��س�ن
��م�����ي ء �م�ن ا �ي���ا ���ش��ي در�حن

٢،٨

٣،٨
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On why people are sometimes ashamed and sometimes proud of wrongdoing

Miskawayh’s response

Shame—which you wished us to begin with—consists in fact in a contraction 
of the soul through fear that a wrongful act proceed from it. It is an ethical 
trait that is becoming in young people, for it shows that they perceive what is 
wrong and are anxious not to perpetrate it, unwilling that it issue from them. 
Consequently, this effect comes over them. A sense of repulsion at wrongful 
actions is a sign of the nobility of the soul’s substance and raises great hopes for 
its betterment. The author of the Book on Estate Management 17 said: “Shame is 
the soundest physiognomic feature and truest sign for those who would know 
whether a boy will distinguish himself, succeed in life, and respond well to the 
education of his character.” This is due to the cause and nature of shame as we 
have just explained. Old men, on the other hand, should not be susceptible to 
this effect, because they ought not to be worried about acting wrongfully, on 
account of their knowledge, experience, and awareness of what is right and 
wrong, and since their souls should have been disciplined and secured against 
the possibility of doing wrong. For this reason they should not be susceptible 
to shame. The Philosopher made this clear in the Ethics.18

So, we have discussed what shame is, that it is a passive effect, and that it 
is a good thing for young people in particular to have it. We have also stated 
why it is good for them. The question why one boasts of doing wrong is not 
essentially related to this one. For this phenomenon is caused by ignorance of 
what is wrong, and it only affects ignorant people. So, when people realize that 
a given act is wrong, obviously they apologize and boast no more. Boasting 
occurs when there is no awareness of what makes an act wrong. In such a situa-
tion, the boast is the consequence of falsely discerning in an act something that 
makes it good—the boast is actually a boast about the good that is read into the 
act or falsely represented as having. Once it is realized for certain that the act is 
wrong, or it is no longer falsely represented as having the feature that makes it 
good, then the boasting stops and shame is felt.

The Prophet’s saying, “Shame is one of the branches of belief,” is fine, 
sound, and truthful. How could it not be one of its branches, when belief is 
giving credence to God, and giving credence to Him is to give credence to His 
attributes and acts, characterized by such extreme goodness that none of the 
things we judge to be good can match them or attain their level? They are the 
cause of the goodness of every good, and they diffuse goodness to everything, 

8.2
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

�ل 
� �مم� �ل�حن

� ��وا ��ل�ح����ن  ا ���ا 
ّ

ء �ا�كم�ل �ا �ي ��سش
�ل��أ

� ا ��ل�ي  ��ن�ا �نّ�م�ا  ��واأ ه 
أ
ا ��و���ن�د ��ن�ه  ��ن�ي �س���د دن �ا�ك�ا ��ير���ا اأ

��ل�ح����ن �عم�ل�� �عن ��ن�ا

���ي �ه�و  ��ل��دن �ل ا
�������مي �ي ا �ن�ا ��و�م�و�حن ��أ���ه  را

��و��صش ��ل��  ه ��ي���ا
ّٰ
لل �صر ا ��وا

أ
 ا

ع
���ي� ��لم�ك �حن

ن
��و�ا���د ���ا.  ��و�لن ء ���ن���ا  ���ا ��ل�ن ��وا

��ل�هي  �ل�� �م���ا
ه � �دّ ��ل�ح����ن ��ر���ن ���ن �م. ��و�م�ن ��ر���ن ا ���ي�د

�ل��أ
�  ��نم�ل��ي�ه ا

ع
���ي� �ل�يم�ل�ه �ع�ن�د �حن

�ل ��و��و�اا
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ر����و��ل�ه ا
ه.  �ا ����ن

��ل�حنّ ��و ه  ��ن�ا رّد ��ن ���ي  ��ل��دن ا ء  �ل�ح�ي�ا
� ا ��ل�ه  ن 

���ن��ر��� ���ن�ه  ي 
�� ��ن ��سش

أ
��وا ره 

����دن ه  �دّ ���ن ��ر���ن  ��و�م�ن 

�و 
��ن

أ
��و���أ ا �ا�م����ا ا ر �م�ن 

��و�����ي  
���ي ��وا �ن  �ا ��و�ح��ن ن 

ع
� ��ن ��� ����ا �ل�ن�ا

� ء  �ل�ح�ي�ا
� ا �ل 

�
�و

 ��ي��ي
�ن �و �عسش�م�ا ��ن

أ
ا ��ي��يم�ك  ��و����د

��ود �ع�ن 
 ��ي�دن

��ل�أ�هي  ��و�ع��ي�ن �ا�ك�ا
�������س�م�هي �ي�ن �م�ن ا

ع ��ور���ي
��ل�ي���سنّ� �ح�ن ��ن�ا �ي�ن ��و�م����ا �ل��د

�  ��و��م�ل�ي��ن ا
���ن �������ن�ا ا

��و�ح����ن  ��ن�ه  ��نم�ك  ��ن ��ل��سش �ه  ����ن �����ن�ا
أ
ا ��لم�ك  �ي  ���ي

�نّ�م�ا �ح�� ��واأ  .��� ��ن�ا د
�ل��أ

� ��وا ء  �ا �ح���ش
�����ن ا �ع�ن  ��و�لي�ن�ه��  د 

����ا �����ن ا

 �عم�ل�ي�ه.
ّ
�ل
� ��و��ي�د �ل�ي�ه 

�
��ير اأ  �م�ا �ي���ش

ّ
�و��لم�ك �ا����ل ���ي�ن

���يّ��هي سي ���ن
��ل�هي ��

�م���س�اأ

���و���  ��ل��د ا ���ي �ي�ح�مم�ل�ه 1 �عم�ل��  ��ل��دن ا ��و�م�ا  ل�م �ع�ن�ده؟ 
�ل�� �ع��

��نّ�ه �
أ
ل�م ا

��و�ه�و ��ي���� ل�م 
������� ا �ع��ي  �ن �م�ن ��ي�دّ ����ا ���ع�ن

�يرهي؟ �ا�م���ا ��وا ��ل��س��ن�ه  ��ل�� ا �ه اأ  ��و�ي���و��ن
�نرهي �ا�م�����ا �ي�ه �م�ن ا

�لن ��و��ي�د

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

 
ع
� �ن�م�و���ن ���وره 

��و��سش ����ه  ��ن��ن �ن  �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� ا م�ح�نّ�هي 

� ��لم�ك  دن �ن  �����ن ه 
ّٰ
لل ا ر�ح�م�ه  ���و��ي�ه 

�م��س��  ّ
�عم�ل��ي �و  ��ن

أ
ا �ل 

� ���ي�ا

�ح����ن 
���ا �ي �لن ����ي��ي  ا  ��� ��ن ��ل�ن ا �نّ ����ورهي 

�ل��أ
� ��ل���ا  �ل��ي��� 

� �م�ا  ��ل���ا  �ع��ي  ��ي�دّ  
��م�ح�نّ�هي ا �ل  ��من

�ل��أ
� �ه�و 

���ن م�ل�هي  �ي
���ن �����ن ا

���ا 
ّ

م�ل ��و �م�ن ��ن
أ
ا ��ر��ي�ي ���ن���ا ا دن ��واأ  

ر���ن �ا�م���ا ��وا ل�و�م 
�����م� م�ل���ا �ي��س���د �ع��ي ا ��ن

أ
��و�م�ن ا ���ا �ي�ح���م�ل  ��و�عم�ل�ي

��م�ح�نّ�هي  �ن ا
�اأ ��و�م�ن ���ش ��لم�ك.  ���ا �م�ن دن

�و�لي
ء �ن�ح��س�ن �م�ا ��ي��ن ��ي�ا ��ل��سش �وه ا ��و��و��ن ح 

�ن� �ا�م��ي�ا �ح���م�ل�ي ��ل�ه �م�ن ا

ا  دن �اأ
��و�م�هي ���ن ��ن�ي �س���د �ن �ا�ك�ا ���ا اأ �ع�ي  ��و��ي�دّ

هي �ود ��ن�ي �م�و��ن �ن �ا�ك�ا ����ن اأ ��م���ا �هر ا ��و���أ ��و�لي����ن �ا�م����ا ��ي ا
ّ

���ط �ن ��ي��ن
أ
ا

ن 
���ا �عم�ر��� �ح�ن ن ��ل����ا

��ل�هي ��ر��� �ل�� �م���ا
�و��ن�هي � ��� �م�ح�ن ��ن ��ل�ن ��ن�ي ا �ا ��و�ا�ك�ا

ً
��م�ح�نّ�هي �س��م�ل�و�م ا �م�ن ���ن��م�ل ا �ن ���دن �ا�ك�ا

�ص�ل: ح���ل.
أ
ل� 1 ا
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On why people claim to have knowledge they lack

since they are its origin and point of beginning. Things acquire their goodness, 
beauty, and splendor from them and through them. The same principle applies 
to all the commands and laws that God has given, and to the requirements of 
reason, His first messenger and oldest deputy among all of His creatures. Who-
ever knows what is good necessarily knows its contrary, and whoever knows 
its contrary looks upon it with wariness and fear. He is thus exposed to the 
experience of shame that we outlined and described in summary fashion. Your 
beloved Abū ʿUthmān al-Jāḥiẓ 19 has said: “Shame is a garment that envelops 
you, a veil that screens you against evil. It is the brother of virtue, the ally of the 
faith, a companion in rectitude, a protective chaperone, and a vigilant eye—
it fends off corruption and prohibits immorality and defilement.” I quote his 
words because I know how enthusiastic you are about him, and how eagerly 
you welcome any argument he proposes.

On why people claim to have knowledge 
they lack—a natural question

Why do some people claim to have knowledge when they know that they do 
not have this knowledge? What is it that drives them to press that claim, makes 
them fight to defend something they know is untrue, and leads them to grasp 
at foolish and abrasive words?

Miskawayh’s response

The reason for this is self-love and awareness of where excellence is to be 
found. Self-love means that people claim to possess what they don’t. For 
knowledge and learning render the soul good, and are the means whereby it 
realizes and attains happiness. Without this, or without most of it, the soul 
becomes prey to repugnant qualities and to different types of unhappiness, 
all in proportion to what it lacks. Love tends naturally to conceal bad quali-
ties, to display any good qualities that are present, and falsely to claim their 
presence if absent. Since we know this is how love behaves, and since our own 
soul is necessarily an object of love, we experience the effects that love usually 
involves. So there is nothing remarkable in people falsely claiming to possess 

9.1

9.2
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

لي�����ن  ��م 
�ا �ن  ��واأ ���ا  ��س�ن ��و�م���ا �لأم�ل���ا  �ا ���ن���ن �ع��ي  ����ي��ي  ا ر���ن  �ا�م���ا ا ��ل���ا  �ن  �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� ا �عم�ء  دّ ا �لي�ن����ر  ل�م 

���ن�� ��م�ح�نّ�هي  ا

��لم�ك.1 ء �م�ن دن ���ا ���ش��ي �ع�ن�د

���يّ��هي سي ���ن
��ل�هي ��

�م���س�اأ

�ل ��يُ�دن�ا��ر  ���مي �ن ��صر��وره �ن��ن ��و�م�ا �����ن �ي�ه؟ 
���ن ��و�ه�و  �ل�ي�ه 

�
��ير ��يُ��ن��س�ن اأ

�ن �ن��ن �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� ح ا

ر�
���ن �ن  ����ا ���ع�ن

�ي�ه؟
���ن �ل��ي��� 

�
��و ��ن�ه 

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

ل�و�م 
�����م� ��� �ه�و ا ��ن ��ل�ن  ��ن�ا

ّ
�ي��� ��م�حن ��ير ا

��ل��ن �نّ ا
�ل��أ

�نم�ل���ا �
����ي��ي ���ي ��ل�هي ا

�ا�م����اأ �ن �ع�ن ا �وا ��ل��ن ��ل�هي �ه�و ا
�ا�م����اأ ه ا �ع�ن ���دن

م�ل�هي  ���ن ���ن�ا ����ه  ��ن��ن �نّ 
��ن�اأ  ٢ 

�ن �ن����ا أ
��ل�ل�ا ر���ن 

�عْ��يُ ا ا دن �اأ
���ن ���ا �ع�ن���ا.  درهي �ن�ح��س�ن ��ل����ا ا �ل 

� ���ن���ا
�ل��أ

� ��وا  
��ل��������ي���هي ا

�ل  ���مي �ن دنُ�ا��ر �ن��ن ّ اأ
��صر

ُ
��لم�ك �ي

���نم�ل��دن ��ل�ح����ن  ��وا �ل 
� �مم� �ل�حن

� ���د ��ل�ه ��ن�ا ��و���ي�د ��سشُ �و��ن�ه  ّ ��م�ح�ن
 �ي��صر

�ن
أ
�ن ا ��و�حن  

رهي
ّ
��ي
��ن

��ل��. ��و
�ل��أ

� ��ل�هي ا
�ا�م����اأ ��لن��ي ا ���ا  ����ي��ي دن�ا��ر��ن�ا �هي ا

ّ
�لم�ل��م�ل

�
�ي�ه 

���ن �ل��ي��� 
�

ر��يّ��هي
�ي��ي�ا

�حن ��ل�هي ا
�م���س�اأ

��لم�ك  �م�نّ��ي دن
�ن �ح�يّ�� �يُ �ي

�ا�م��ن ��لن��ي ا  �ح����ن 
َ
�َ�م
��و�ا �لي�ي��ن�ه؟ 

��وا �عم�ل�� �يرن ���ط�وأ �وا
�ه �ح�يّ�� ��ي ���و��ن

� ��لن��ي ا ء  ��ل�ش�ن�ا  ا
ح
���ي���ن� ��م 

�ا

أ��ن�ل�ا��� 
�ل��
� �ه ا �ن ��سش

أ
�ي�ن ا

�ا�م��ن ��لن��ي ا ��و  
��ي���هي ��د

��ل��ن ��وا ي 
ا�مم�ل��

� �ه ا �ن ��سش
أ
�ه ا ���و��ن

� ��لن��ي ا ء  ��ل�ش�ن�ا �نّ ا
�ل��أ

 �س�س�ن�� اأ�
ّ
لن������ل

��لم�ك؟ ��ير دن
�م �����ن

أ
��ل�ي����ر�م�هي ا ��وا

. �ن �ن��س�ا ل�أ �ل�هت.   ٢ ط: ا �من��ت���ح ل� م���ا
�ن ��ت �ل��ك��ن ��ت�ه وا

�ن ��ن �ن �ل�ك و�هو ك�ا ه �ن ء ع�ا
ّ
� : ��ت�����ت�ه �ل��ت�ن ل� ��ت�ن��كر ا �م���ش �ل����ا ىت ا

1 ��ن

١،١٠
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On why it is bad to praise people in their presence

the kinds of knowledge that constitute the excellences and good qualities of 
the soul, even if they possess none of them.20

On why it pleases people when others ascribe 
good qualities to them—a natural question

Why do people rejoice when others ascribe to them good qualities they actu-
ally possess? And why are they pleased when others describe them as having 
fine qualities they do not possess?

Response

The answer to this question is the same as the previous answer. For the good 
that properly belongs to the soul consists in sound knowledge and the actions 
that issue from it in accordance with that knowledge. So if the excellence or 
goodness of someone’s soul is acknowledged by others, we necessarily rejoice 
for what we love, because its fineness and goodness have received recognition. 
We rejoice when others describe us as having fine qualities we do not possess, 
for the reason discussed in the previous question.

On why it is bad to praise people in their presence 
and good to praise them in their absence—a question 

relating to voluntary choice

Why is it bad to praise people in their presence, so that it is universally dis-
missed as specious? And why is it good to praise them in their absence, so 
that it is ardently wished for? Is it because praising people in their presence 
suggests the intention to flatter and deceive, whereas praising them in their 
absence suggests a sincere intention to honor, or is there some other reason?

10.1

10.2

11.1
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On why it is bad to praise people in their presence

Miskawayh’s response

Praising a person in his presence usually involves giving testimony to his vir-
tues and leads to the person being deceived by this testimony, so that, carried 
away, he abandons much of his effort to acquire the virtues. In this case, the 
praise is aimed at winning the person’s affection by displaying affection and 
love for him. Hence, it constitutes a kind of crafty and scheming behavior, and 
is censured and disapproved of. Praise given in a person’s absence, in contrast, 
is proper because its intention is usually to truthfully acknowledge the virtues 
of someone else. In the process, attention is called to where virtue lies, and 
both the object of one’s praise and the audience are galvanized to acquire ever 
more virtue and make it their constant practice, and they are incited to supply 
its means and causes. Sometimes the intention may be different; I mean, when 
the aim of the person praising someone in his absence is to deceive the object 
of his praise, hoping to gain his favor and derive personal advantages, if the 
praise reaches him and he is taken in by the pretense. This case then resembles 
the first in its craftiness, and it too is reprehensible. Sometimes the intention 
behind eulogizing another person to his face is to speak truthfully, not to flatter. 
In that case it is appropriate, except insofar as one supposes that the object of 
one’s praise may be carried away by it and become remiss in his moral efforts.

It is thus clear that the value of praise depends on the intention and aims 
of the person performing the eulogy, on his honesty or dishonesty, and on 
whether the praise is expected to benefit or harm its object. Yet our assessment 
is based on prevailing assumption and dominant practice. Since the account 
we have given is what usually holds true, it is generally wrong to praise a 
person in his presence and proper to praise him in his absence, even if it is pos-
sible that things may be reversed, so that it may be proper to praise a person in 
his presence and wrong to praise him in his absence.

11.2

11.3
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On why people want to know what others say about 
them in their absence—a natural question

Why do people want to know what others say about them when they leave 
their company, so much so that they even long to find out what will be said at 
their funeral oration, keen to learn the particulars of the event and the speech? 
And why don’t they apply themselves to do the kinds of praiseworthy deeds 
they would like to be known for, despite the fact that their love of this is so 
deeply ingrained that they could never shake it off, even if they tried to defy 
and trick their own nature?

Miskawayh’s response

As set forth in some of our earlier responses, the soul has two powers, one 
of which is the power that makes human beings long to possess knowledge 
securely. Since the knowledge in question extends generally over all types of 
things, it is all the more fitting that it should extend to our own soul, which is 
the object of human love and passionate attachment. Humans thus long for 
knowledge through their original nature and through a power that is essential 
to the soul, and this longing increases, becoming more powerful and intense 
because it specifically pertains to the knowledge of things to do with their 
beloved soul. They only fail to apply themselves to do the kinds of deeds they 
would like to be known for if some other impulse gets in the way, such as a 
competing immediate appetite with a stronger hold over them and greater 
attraction to them. See our earlier example of the sick person who knows that 
he needs his health and how to stay healthy and who nevertheless prefers to 
satisfy an immediate, inferior appetite, even if this means forfeiting the state 
of health that is his long-term preference. Were it not for these inferior appe-
tites that get in the way of preferred forms of happiness, the excellent person 
could not be distinguished from the deficient one and the temperate person 
would not be praised, the glutton blamed. We would then derive no profit 
from instruction and moral admonition, and there would be no merit in toil 
and exertion over things that naturally involve hardship and strain. This is a 
sufficiently clear response to the question.

12.1

12.2

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:54 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



74 74

ر��يّ��هي
�ي��ي�ا

�حن ��ل�هي ا
�م���س�اأ

��رّ �م�ن  ���ي��سش ��وا ��دّ  �ل��ن
� �شر ا

آ
��وا  

��ن�هي �ا�م�ي�ا ��وا  
��ي�هي ���رن�م�ا ����ه ��ن�ا ��ن��دن ��ن��ن

أ
��وا  

ن
ح
�ي� �ا ا �ي���ش دن  اأ

ّ
�ن �ا ��ل���ش ي ا

�مّ�� ��م ���مُ
�ل �ا

� ���ي��ا

�ه  ����ن ��لن��ي �����ن ي 
��يّ�� ��و��سش ه  ���ود

���ي ��لن��ي   �ع������ن�ه 
ع
�س� ��و�حن �ه  �ي ��لن��ي �م��سش د ����ر���ن�ه  ��و����دّ �ن�ا  ��ل�حن �ن�ا �ع�ن ا

��و�لن �ل 
� ن
��ل�هر ا

�ه؟ ��لن��ي ��ل�ح����ن ���ي  ��و����دّ

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

�ن 
أ
�هر ا ����ن �نّ�م�ا �لي �اأ

���ن ن 
ح
�ي� �ا ا �ي���ش دن  اأ

ّ
�ن �ا ��ل���ش �نّ ا

أ
��لم�ك ا ��لن��ي دن �ن  ��ل�����ن ه ا

ّٰ
لل ���و��ي�ه ر�ح�م�ه ا

ّ �م��س��
�و �عم�ل��ي ��ن

أ
�ل ا

� ���ي�ا

�م 
��سي�م�ا

� ��ي�هي ا م�
�ن �عم�ل�� �عن �ا �ن ��ل��سش ���هي �ع��ي ��لن��ي ا سي ���ن

��ل��  ��وا
�وّهي

�����ي ه ا �ي ��و���دن �ه�وا ��ل��سش ���و ا
�ع�ي�ه �ن سي ���ن

�ل�� ��ر�ا����هي ��ل��
�

ّ ��ي��ن�ي��ي��� �عم�ل�� 
�م
��ن �ش �لي�ي���ا ��و��ي��ي م�

ن �عن
ع
 �لي�نم�ل�

�ن
أ
��ل�� ا  اأ

هي ��يّ�د
رن
�ل �م��ي

� �ل�� �يرنا
�
�وء ��و ��ل��ن���ش �ل ا

� ���ا ��لن��ي ���ا
�لنّ
�ل��أ

��ي�د � ا
رن
��ل��ي ��وا

ه  ���ا ���دن ���ن�ي �ن�ح���ّ��ي  ���ي�د ا ����ي��ي  ن ا
ح
�ي� ��ل����ش ّ �صر�لي�ن�هي ا

�ن �ا ��ل���ش �ع�� ا دّ ا ا دن �اأ
���ن ���هي 1  سي ���ن

��ل�� �و��� ا
��مي �أر  س�م ����ا

ر��
�ل�ي�ه. 

�
 اأ
�هي ��ن ��ير ���ا

���ه ��و�م�ن �عن ��ير �م�و���ن
ء ��لن��ي �عن ���ر��ي�ا �ن ��وا ��ل�����دن  ���ن�ه ا

ح
�ن� ���ي ��س�يُ �ن ���ن�ا دن ��نّ�ه �ا�ك�ا

أ
ل�م ا

�وّهي �عُ��
�����ي ا

د  ا د ن
ر ا �ل�ي�ه 

�
اأ  

�هي ��ن ��ير٢ ���ا
�لي�ي�ه �م�ن �عن

��ي�اأ �ح�ن�ه  �ن ����ا ��و�ا�ك�ا  ّ
�لن��ي
��ير ��ن

��و�عن �ا 
ً
�� �ن ��صرا ا �ا�ك�ا دن اأ �ن  ��ل�����دن ��وا

���و�ن 
 لي��

�ن
أ
ّ ا

�ن �ا ��ل���ش ا ا ي ��ل���دن
�� ��يّ��ن  ا

�ن �اأ
���. ���ن ��ن ��ل�ن �و��ر ا هي ��ن ء ا  ��ن�ه �عم�ل�� رد

ّ
�ل
� ��س�يُ�د ��� ��ل�ه ��وا ��ل�ن�ا �س��ي�ي ا

��أ���ه  ���ن�ا
�ن ��  �عم�ل�� ��ن��ي����ا

ّ
�ل
� ��س�يُ�د هي ا �م�د �ه�و��ي�ه ��ن�ا ��و��سش  

���ي����هي �ع�ي�ه ��ن�ا سي ���ن
���و�ن ��

�ن لي��
أ
�ع�ن��ي ا

أ
���يً�ا ا د ����ا

����ر �عم�ل�ي�ه 
��أ���ه �ع�مّ�ا ���نُ ���ن�ا

ن ��
����� �ل ��ن��ي��� ��ن ��من

�ل��أ
�ا �

ً
���و�ن �صر���و�م

��نّ�ه لي��
أ
�� ا

ّ
�ل
�
�ن اأ ��ل�����دن ّ���أ �م�ن �ع�ي�ن ا

ر
ُ
��و�ن

���يً�ا  د �ن ����ا �ن �ا�ك�ا �مّ�ا اأ
أ
��وا ���يً�ا.  د �ن ����ا ا �ا�ك�ا دن �ن اأ �ل�� �س���ي

�
��و �م�و�م  ��ير �م�دن

�مم�ل�هي �عن �ل�حن
� ��ن�ا ��و�لي�����ير   ��� ��ل�ن�ا ا

�ي  ا ��لم�ل��دنّ �ن ا رلي�����ا ��ل�� ا ه اأ �وا
�ع�هي ��مي ن

ر ��ي�ه ��و���ن�ا �ه�وا �ن ��سش ��ل�ي���ا �ه ��وا ��ش�هي ��س�نّ ا  ����د
ع
����ه �س� ���ط ��ن��ن لن ��لن��ي ���ن

��و 
أ
�ا ا

ً
�ا �س������و�م

ً
�م �م�ا  دن�ا��ره ��و�لي�����ير اأ

�م
��ن

�صره ��و��ي����
أ
�ي�هر ا  �ي��سش

�ن
أ
�ش ا  �ليم�ل�ن

�ل��
�ن � �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� ا ا  ���مش�ل ���دن

�نّ �اأ
���ن

���ي �م�ن  د ��ل����ا �ي ا ن ��ر�ا�ك�ا
����ي�

��م�ي�����نّ ��� ا ��ل�ن�ا �لن�� �عم�ل�� ا
�ل��ي��� �ي��ن

�
��و �ا. 

ً
�ا �م�����ي��نم�ل���

ًّ
�ل�ي
�
��و ��و 

أ
���و��شً�ا ا �ا ���ن

ًّ
�ي ��ن

��ن

���ي  د ��ل����ا ّ ا
�ن �ا ��ل���ش ا ا �نّ ���دن

أ
�وع. �عم�ل�� ا �ا�م�����ن ا �ل 

� ���ن���ا
أ
 �م�ن ا

ع
�ا�م�ي���سنّ� �ل ا

� ���ن���ا
أ
��وا �ن  دن ��ل�����ا �ي ا ��ر�ا�ك�ا

���ن�ا  ر �ه�و �م�ا ���ي�دّ
�ا����ش

�ل��أ
�  ��وا

��و��ي�هي �ا�م�ي��ن�ا ���ن�هي ا رن
�ل��أ

�  ��وا
��يرهي

��ل�����ش �ي ا ��ن�ا را
�����ي ��د ��لن��ي ا �م�ا ��ي�و��ن

�نّ �ن�ا ��ن�ه اأ ��ي
�����ي�ش�ن ���ي ا ��ل��دن ا

�م �عم�ل�ي�ه.
��ل�ح���ل �ل�ي�ه ��ن�ا

�
��� اأ ��ل�ن�ا ي ا

�� ��لم�ك ��س�ن
���نم�ل��دن �ي�ه 

���ن �م 
��ل�����ل�ا ا

. �ل����من��ت�ع��تّ�هت.   ٢ ط: �م��ن �ص�ل: ا
أ
ل� 1 ا

١،١٣

٢،١٣
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On why people disapprove of young people who act as if 
they were older—a question relating to voluntary choice

Why do people consider it idiotic when young men act like old men, comport-
ing themselves gravely and stiffly, showing a predilection for seriousness and 
a horror of banter, shunning obscene language, fixing their eyes ahead when 
they walk and hunching over when they sit down, meticulously enunciating 
their words and staring at things with a squint? 21

Miskawayh’s response

When young men act like old men, they are signaling that their nature is not 
driven toward physical appetites, whose power and nature are at their full-
est and sharpest extent during youth, when they are still developing. These 
appetites continue to increase to their maximal extent, and then they begin to 
decrease, following the pattern of all the powers of nature. So we know that 
a young man is lying when he claims the status of an old man in whom this 
power has declined, and we deem his lie and his inappropriate and unnecessary 
dissembling repugnant. A bald and absolutely unnecessary lie attracts greater 
opprobrium and provides evidence of the base substance of one’s soul. Should 
the young man in question happen to be honest—that is, should that nature be 
deficient in him and his appetites blunt—he is absolved of the charge of lying, 
because there is evidence of a deficiency in his natural elements. The reason 
he is treated with indulgence is on account of the deficiency of some of his 
natural elements relative to the natural constitution of human beings; so, if he 
is honest, he will not be blamed or reproached. If, however, this person is hon-
estly capable of controlling himself despite his young age, his inflamed appe-
tites, and the inclination of his natural powers toward the pursuit of pleasure, 
it will not be long before his name is on everyone’s lips and his renown spreads, 
and he will emerge as an infallible religious leader, a prophet sent from God, 
or an elect saint. People of discrimination have no trouble distinguishing the 
conduct of an honest person from the conduct of a liar, and the actions of a 
dissimulator from the actions of one acting true to his nature. Yet this honest 
young man is very much the exception: He is only encountered over many gen-
erations and across the eons. What we have discussed constitutes the general 
rule, and that is why people are quicker to judge on that basis.

13.1

13.2
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

�ه  �ي ���ن
ّك ���ن��

��و��ر �يّ�� 
ن ��ي��ن

ح
�ي� ّ��ن ����ش ��م ����ُ�حن

ا �ا ��و�عم�ل�� ���دن �و��لم�ك 
��مي ��و�ع��ي  ه  �ل�ي�هي ��ل���دن

� ��ل�ي�ا ��ل�هي ا
�ا�م����اأ �مّ�ا ا

���ن�اأ

�و�ن  ��م��ن ا ��و�م�ا  ؟  �و�ن ��م��ن ا  ّ
�ح�ن

أ
��وا ��ل��ن�ل�ا�ع�هي  ا �شر 

آ
��وا ء  �ن�ا ����عن ا ع 

��س�م�ا ��و����م�ل�ن  ��لم�ل�ه�و  ا ��ل���  �ا �م��ن ر 
��و�ح��صن

��لم�ك  ���ا �ع������س���ا ��ودن
�لنّ
�ل��أ

��ل�� � ��و
�ل��أ

� �ي�ه ا ��ن
�ن �ع�ن���ا ���ش �وا ��ل��ن �نّ ا �اأ

ر��� دن�ا��ر�ع�م�ا؟ ���ن ��ل��ن�ل�ا�ع�هي �ح��س�ن �م�ا ��ن ��وا

�م��ي�ي �عم�ل�ي�ه 
ُ
�ن �ي

ن
�ل �م�ن �ا���د ��م �ي��من

�و��ن�هي �ا
�ي��ن ��ل����ش �ل ا

� �ع�ي�ه ��لن��ي ���ا سي ���ن
�و��� ��

��يّ�د ��مي
�ع�� �يرن دّ ا ا دن ن اأ

ح
�ي� ��ل����ش �نّ ا

أ
ا

هي  �ود ��ن�ي �م�و��ن ���و �ا�ك�ا
� ��ل�ه  �عن��ي  ��ي��ن�ن  

�ن �ي �ا�ك�ا ��ن�ا ��و��ن��ي����ا ر��ور 
��صش �عم�ء  دّ ا ��لن��ي  �نّ�م�ا �ه�و  اأ ��ن�ه 

ن
��و�ا���د ��سسيّ�م�ا   

�ل��
�

�ن  ���رن�م�ا ا ��لن��ي  �عم�ل�ي�ه  �ل�ن�هي 
� �ا �����ن ا �وّهي 

�����ي ا ه  ���دن �هر 
��ي��ي ��م 

�ا ا  دن اأ �عم�ل�ي�ه  ن 
ح
��ي�و�نّ�  

���ي ����د ��و 
أ
ا ���ا  �ي�حن����د �ن 

أ
ا ��ل�ه 

 ��� ��ن ��ل�ن �هي ا ���ن �ي�ه �م�ن ر��ي�ا
���ن �ن 

ّ
يسُي�م����

��و� �لمأ�ل  �ا ���ن �����ن ��لن��ي ���شم�ل�ه �عم�ل�� ا ��ي�ن�نّ�ه 
ُ
��و��ي �ي�ه 

���ن ���ي �مُ�دّ ��ل�ه  ��ل��دن ��ل���ط�و�لمي�ل ا ا

��لم�ك �ه�و  ��و��ل��دن �ي�ه 
���ن �م 

��ل�����ل�ا ا ي 
�� ���ي ��س�ن ��ل��دن ا  ّ

�ن �ا ��ل���ش ا �ل 
�  �م�ن ���ا

ح
����ي�ن�

أ
ا ��ل�ه  ���ا

���ن ��ي�ن  د
��ل�ي�اأ ا �ل 

� ��س�ي��ك�مم� ��وا

�ع�ي�ه  ��ل�� ���ن��م�ل �م�ا �ي��س�ي�د  اأ
ر�ع�هي �ا�م����ا �ه�و ا

�و�ن ���ن ��م��ن �مّ�ا ا
�ل. ���ن�اأ

�
�و

�������ي ��و���ي ا
 ����ورهي �ع�ن�د دن

ح
����ي�ن�

أ
�س��ي�ي ��وا

أ
ا

���ي�ه  ��ي�ا �ي ��سش ���ن�ا ��ل��ن�ل�ا�ع�هي  �مّ�ا ا
أ
��وا  .��� �ن�هي ��لم�ل�ن�ا

���ي �ل�� �صرا
�
�ل ��و

��ورهي ��لم�ل����مي �ا ��ير �م���ش
�يّ�هي �م�ن �عن

�لن �ه�وا ��ل��سش ��� ا ��ن ��ل�ن ا

��نّ�ه �م�ن 
�ل��أ

��لم�ك �
 ��ن�دن

���هي �ي ��ن
�ل ���ش

�������مي �هي ا ����ن ��و�����ن ��ل�ه.  ���ن���ا
أ
�ل ا

�������مي ���ط ��ن�ه ا لن ���ي �لي���ن ��ل��دن ر ا ا ������دن  ا
ع
�م�ن ��نم�ل�

ر. �ح�حن
��ل ��لم�ك ا

ن
�ل ��و�ا���د

� �������ي�ا ا

�يّ��هي
�م�ل��ي ��ل�هي ��ن

�م���س�اأ

هي  ��ل����دّ ر�ن ا
��و��م�ل ��ي��ي��ي �ود  ��ل��ن ��وا ل�م 

��ل����  ا
ع
سي�م� ��و��م�ل �ي��ن  

هي ��ل����دّ د ��ن�ا �وا ��ل��ن ّ ا
��� ��و�حن ل�م 

��ل���� �ي�م ��ن�ا
��لم�ل�أ� ّ ا

عُ��� ��م ��ن
�ا

�ه. ��ل�� ��و��ن �ن اأ
ّ
�ا�م�ي��يم�ل ��ير ا

�ه �عن ��ن�ي �عم�ل�� ��و��ن �ل�ش�ا
� �نّ ا �اأ

���ن ؟  �عنم�ل�ن
�ل��أ

� ��لن��ي ا �م ��و�م�ا �ح���ل�م�ه�م�ا 
�لم�ل�وأ

� ��وا

٣،١٣
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On why mean people tend to be mild-tempered and generous people volatile

Let us take your next question: “Furthermore, why do people consider it 
foolish when old men act like juveniles, flouncing about theatrically, attending 
amusement parties, seeking out singing, and showing a preference for wanton-
ness and a penchant for licentious behavior? And what constitutes wantonness 
and licentiousness in this connection?” The answer is similar to the first, in that 
it is simply its reverse. For when an old man claims that the powers of his nature 
are enhanced in his old age, one of two things holds true. Either he is lying and 
deserves our condemnation—especially since his lying involves laying claim to 
evils and deficiencies that he ought to have disavowed, even if he did possess 
them. Or he is telling the truth and deserves censure, insofar as he has failed to 
conquer the power that has dominated him during the long time he has been 
given to do so, to come to an awareness of the virtues and to train his soul 
and complete its edification. His situation is worse than that of the young man 
we discussed above, and is therefore more abhorrent and more repugnant in 
the eyes of those endowed with reason. Licentiousness is when one rushes to 
do the biddings of the appetitive soul without taking counsel from reason and 
without due regard for opinion. Wantonness, in contrast, is so termed because 
it derives from the notion of one’s throwing off he bridle with which one’s 
reason controls one’s actions. The term for “reason” (ʿaql) has a similar bear-
ing, as it derives from the rope used to hobble a camel (ʿiqāl). The same thing 
applies to another term for reason, “hindrance” (ḥijr).22

On why mean people tend to be mild-tempered and 
generous people volatile—an ethical question

Why is a mild temper characteristic of mean people and a volatile temper char-
acteristic of generous people? Can a mild temper coexist with generosity and 
a volatile temper coexist with meanness? What holds true of these two as a 
general rule? For it is not the same for something to possess a feature stably 
and for something to acquire a feature through change.

13.3

14.1
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

1. ��و���ي�د لي����م�لّ�م�ي 
ر���ي

�ي�م ��و��ن��ي�ن�ه�م�ا ���ن
��لم�ل�أ �ل ا �مي ��لل�ن�حن  ��ن�ا

رد�ي
أ
�نمّ�ك ا ����ن

أ
ه ا

ّٰ
لل ���و��ي�ه ر�ح�م�ه ا

ّ �م��س��
�و �عم�ل��ي ��ن

أ
�ل ا

� ���ي�ا

�ن  �ن �ا�ك�ا ��واأ ��لم�ك 
ن
ر �ا���د

�ا����ش
�ل��أ

� ��لن��ي ا ��لم�ك  �نّ دن م�ل�ع�صر���ي اأ
���ن  �عم�ل�ي�ه. 

ّ
�ل
� �م ��ي�د

��ل�����ل�ا ��لي��ي ا  ��ن�ا
�نّ
�ل��أ

ك � د �عم�ل�� �صرا

د  �وا ��ل��ن ا ���و�ن 
لي��  

�ن
أ
ا ��ل��  ��و

�ل��أ
� ا �نّ 

أ
ا  ��

ّ
�ل
�
اأ ��ي�د  �ل ����د �مي

��و�ن�حن د  �وا  ��ن
�ي�م

��د ��م�ل �و��ن �ي
���ن �صر 

�ل��أ
� ا �س�������  �لي�ن ���ي�د 

���و���ي�ي 
� ��لن��ي ا �عن��ي ��و �ي�ه �عم�ل�� �م�ا ��ي�ن���ن

ي �م�ن �م������ي�ح�عيّ
�ل����

�  ا
ع
� ���ي �ي�م�ن ��ل��دن �ل �ه�و ا �مي ��لل�ن�حن �نّ ا

أ
��لم�ك ا اً ��ودن ��ي�د ����د

�ا 
ً
�ا�م �ا ����ن ر  دن�ا��ر�ي ����ا ����ي��ي  ا �وه  ���و��ن

� ا �عم�ل��  يّ 
�ل����

� ا �ل  �مي ��لل�ن�حن ا  
ع
� ���ن ا  دن �اأ

���ن �عن��ي  ��ي�ن���ن ��و�اك�مم�  �عن��ي  ��ي�ن���ن ���ي  ��ل��دن ا

�مّ�و�ن  ا ��ل��دن ا ع�م 
��و� ن 

م�لّ�م��ي�
�ا�م�ي����ن ا ر �عم�ل��  �ن �لي�����ن

أ
ا �ن  ��و�حن �����ه  ��ن��ن �ليم�ل�هي �م�ن 

���ردن ا ه  ���دن �لن  ّ
�ح���

أ
ا ا  دن ��واأ

���ي  ��ل��دن يّ ا
�ل����

� �نح ا را
��ن ��واأ م�ل�م�ه   ����ن

ع
���ي� ره �م�وا

ّ
�نّ�م�ا ��ي�دن�ا�� �اأ

���ن  ّ
�م ا ��ل��دن �مّ�ه ا ا دن دن �ل اأ �مي ��لل�ن�حن �نّ ا

أ
ن ا

�
ّ
�ل�ن��ي

� ��نّ�ه �م�ن ا
�ل��أ

�

���ي�ه �ن�م�ا  �ل ��ي��ر���ن ����د �مي ��لل�ن�حن ��وا ���يً�ا  د �مّ ����ا ا ��ل��دن �ن ا ا �ا�ك�ا دن ��واأ  . �عن��ي ����ي��ي ��ي�ن���ن �وه ا ���و��ن
� ��ير ا

�عم�ل�ي�ه �عم�ل�� �عن

 �ي��س�����ن 
ع
� ��ل�����ن ��� ��ن�ا ��ن ��ل�ن �نّ ا

�ل��أ
�
 ��و

���ي ��ل����د �عي�ي�ه ا ���ن ��ل�هي �ا�م�وا �ل�� �م���ا
ل�م �

�ن �ي����
أ
�ن ا �����ه ���ن���ي�حن ه �م�ن ��ن��ن ��د �ي��ن

�ا 
ً
��م�ل�ي�م�م �ل  �مي ��لل�ن�حن ا ���و�ن 

لي�� �ن 
أ
ا  ّ

�ع��ي سي ���ن
��ل�� ا �م 

�ا ��ل�ن����ن ��ن�ا ���ش��ن�ه 
�ل��أ

� ���ن�ا ��ل�ه.  ���ي  ��و�ي�����ي��ن��دن ���ي  ��ل�����د ا �ع�ن�د 

�ن  �حن
����ي��ي �ي �و���ي ا

��ل�ح��ي  ��ن�ا
���لً�ا �ا �ل ��ن �مي ��لل�ن�حن �ن ا ا �ا�ك�ا دن ��و�ه�و اأ ��لم�ك  ��دّ دن ن ���ن

�م�ا ��ر���
ّ
��ور�ن ه  �ا�م�ا دن�ا��ر��ن�ا

���ي��ه  ���ي �م�ن �لي����د ��م ��ي��ر���ن �����د
�ا ��لم�ك  ��م�ل دن ا �حن دن �اأ

���ن ���ا  ����ي��ي دن�ا��ر��ن�ا ا �لأ���ط  را ��ل��صش ا �عم�ل�ي�ه �عم�ل�� 

يّ 
�ل����

�  ا
ع
� �ع�م�ا ���ن ا ����د  اأ

�ن �ليم�ل�ي�ا
ن ��ل�ه ردن

�ي��ر���
���ن ��ل�ه  ���ن���ا

أ
 ا

ح
���ي���ن� �ي��ر���ن 

���ن ���ن�ه  �لن�����ا ��واأ م�ل�م�ه  �ل�� ����ن
�
��و �ع�ن�ه 

 �ا�م�ا 
ل�م
��ل���ا �ل �ع�ن ا

�
��و �����د

� ��وا  
���ي رن

��ل��ن ��وا  
هي ��ل����دّ ��م�ل ا �ا �لم�ل��ن

�
ن 

�م�ا ��ر���
ّ
ن
ر�

���ن يّ 
�ل����

�  ا
ع
� ��م�ل �ن�م�و���ن ��ل�حن ر��� ا

��ن
�ل��أ

� ��وا

�ي�ه.
���ن �ن  ��ل�����ن ر��ن�ا ا ��ن

��ن
أ
ه ��وا دن�ا��ر��ن�ا

هي  ��ل����دّ  ��ن�ا
ّ

�ي��� �ل��ي��� �ي�حن
د � �وا ��ل��ن �نّ ا

�ل��أ
�و��ل�هي � ��ير �س�عي�ن

��ل�هي �عن
�م����اأ

هي ��لن ��ل����دّ د ��ن�ا �وا ��ل��ن ّ ا
��� ��م �حن

�و��لم�ك �ا
�مّ�ا ��مي

���ن�اأ

�عن��ي ��و�م�ن  �عن��ي �عم�ل�� �م�ا ��ي�ن���ن ���ي ��ي�ن���ن ��ل��دن ���و���ي�ي ا
� ��لن��ي ا �عن��ي  �ل �م�ا ��ي�ن���ن

� �ود �ه�و ��ن�دن ��ل��ن �ي��ي�هي ا
�نّ �ح�عي

أ
��لم�ك ا ��ودن

�ه�و 
���ن  

ع
� ���ن �ا�م�وا ه ا رن ���دن

ّ
 �ي�م��ي

�ل��
��ي�د � �ل����د

� �نّ ا
�ل��أ

هي � ��ل����دّ ��ل�� ا ��م ��يُ��ن��س�ن اأ
م�ل�هي �ا �ي

���ن �����ن ه ا ��ن�ي ��ل�ه ���دن �ا�ك�ا

�ود. ��و��ل�����ن  ��ل��ن ح ��ن�ا
�ا�م�د� س�م ا

�� يّ ا
����

��م �ي�����ي
راً ��و�ا

�ا ��و���ن�دنّ
ه ��سُ�مّ��ي �م��صر���نً ��ورن �ا ��ن

ا �ي دن د ��واأ �وا ��ل��ن ن ����دّ ا
��ور �ا ��ن

�ي ل�ي

ا  دن �ير �ح�يّ�� اأ
�دن ��ل�ي�ن  ��وا

��ل��صر���ن  ا
ع
� �ود �م�و���ن ��ل��ن  ا

ع
� �ه�ورهي ��لن��ي ��و���ن ���ا �م��سش

�لي د �����ر�ن ��و�عم� �هي ا ��ن�ي �����ن �ا �ا�ك�ا
ّ
�ا�م

�ه�م  �عم�ل�ي �لن��ي 
��ن �ود  ��ل��ن ا س�م 

�ل����
� ���يً�ا  �����ي�ح��ي�ا ا �دّ  ���ش

أ
ا ع�م 

�ع�ن�د� �ن  �ا�ك�ا ���ن�ه�م�ا  ��ي�هي  م�
�عن ��لن��ي  �ن  �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� ا �ن  �ا�ك�ا

. ت
رو�

1 ط: ��ن
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On why mean people tend to be mild-tempered and generous people volatile

Miskawayh’s response

It seems to me that by “mean” you mean “avaricious,” though they are not the 
same thing. I have based my discussion on this understanding, as it is sup-
ported by the rest of your remarks. I do agree that this is indeed generally the 
case, even though the situation is often reversed and you can meet a generous 
person with a mild temper or an avaricious person with a volatile one. But it 
is more appropriate for a generous person to have a volatile temper, for an 
avaricious person is someone who denies others the things they are entitled to 
under the right conditions, at the right time, and in the right manner. The ava-
ricious person who denies other people their entitlements in these respects is 
unjust. If he perceives this defect in himself he must necessarily be forbear-
ing toward people who complain, that is, who criticize. Obviously, criticism 
directed against an avaricious person must remind him of the injustice he has 
committed, and of his failure to fulfill his obligations as he ought to have. If the 
avaricious person immediately recognizes the truth of the criticism, he must 
necessarily be mild toward his critic, because his critic’s words conform with 
the truth, and the soul naturally submits itself to and finds repose in the truth. 
Thus, for these reasons, it is in greater accord with the natural order that the 
avaricious person should be mild-tempered. Sometimes the opposite situa-
tion may arise, namely, that the avaricious person be ignorant of the obliga-
tions he must fulfill under the conditions we enumerated. Then he will not 
recognize when someone is speaking truthfully about him or when he is being 
unjust and when just, so as to be able to recognize that his acts are wrong. He is 
then afflicted with two defects: One of them is his withholding from others 
their entitlements, the other his ignorance of their entitlements. An ignorant 
person like this may then be vulnerable to volatility and impetuousness and 
may fail to be mild, for the reasons we have set out.

On the other hand, your question “Why is a volatile temper characteristic 
of generous people?” is disallowed, because the generous person is not char-
acterized by a volatile temper. To be generous is to spend the right amount, at 
the right time, in the right manner, and the person who possesses this virtue 
cannot be volatile. For the volatile person cannot make these distinctions, so 
he exceeds the measure of the generous person, and then he is called prodigal 
and extravagant and does not deserve the laudable qualification of generosity. 
Yet it is a well-known feature of the Arabic language and Arab custom that they 

14.2

14.3
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

�ا�م��صر���ن �عم�ل�� �ح��س�ن  ��وا ر 
ا�م�ن�دنّ

�  ��ن�ا
ر��ن�هي

�ا�م��ي��ي هي ا ��ل����دّ ر�ي ا ��و����ا ح 
�ا�م�د� �ن ا ��و�������ا  

م�ل�هي �ي
���ن �����ن  ا

ع
� �م�و���ن

��ير 
��لن��ي �عن �ي��أ 

��ل��سش  ا
ع
� ��و���ن ��ل��  ���ا اأ �ح�ن در ����ا �ا �ن �ي

���ن ���ر��و��يّ�هي  �ن �م�ن ا
ّ
�ل�� �ي�م����

���ا �
�لنّ
�ل��أ

هي � �و���ه�م �م���م�ود
�م�و���ن

���ي �ه�و  ��ل��دن ا �ود  ��ل��ن ا �نّ 
أ
ا ���ي  ��ن�ل�ا

�ل��أ
� ا �ن 

ي
��لن��ي �ا��� ن 

�
ّ
�ن��ي

�لي ��و���ي�د  ��ل�ح��ك�مم�ء.  ا ��يُ��س�مّ�� �م��صر���نً�ا �ع�ن�د 
���ن ���ه  �م�و���ن

�����ير 
��ل�ي��ي ��ن�ن ا �ا �مّ�ا ��ن

. ���ن�اأ ّ
م�ل�و

ر �عن
��ن
�ل��آ

� �����ير ��وا
����د�ع�م�ا ��ي��ي

أ
ن ا
�م�و�م��ي� ن �م�دن

��ي�
ن ����ر���ن

 ��و��م���ط ��ن��ي�
م�ل�هي �ي

���ن���ن

���ي  ��ل��دن ا �ه�و 
���ن م�ل�وّ 

�����ن ا �ليم�ل��ي  ���ي  ��ل��دن ا ��ن�ن  �ا �ل��ن
� ا �مّ�ا 

أ
��وا �م�و�م  ��و�ه�و �م�دن �ل  ��لل�ن��من ا ��س�مّ�� 

ُ
�ي ���ي  ��ل��دن ا �ه�و 

���ن �ود  ��ل��ن ا �م�ن 

���ي  ��ن�ل�ا
�ل��أ

� �ن ا
ي
ه �م�ن �ا���

أ
را

 ��ي��ي
�ن
أ
��لم�ك ا ء دن ��ي����ا ��س�ي ّ ا

�ح�ن
أ
�ن �عم�ل�� �م�ن ا �حن ���وا

� ��وا  .
��ل��صر���ن ��س�مّ�� ا

ُ
�ي

ر���ه.
ر���ي ��صش

��ن ���ا �ي��سسي
�لنّ �اأ

���ن

ر��يّ��هي
�ي��ي�ا

�حن  ��وا
���يّ��هي سي ���ن

��ل�هي ��
�م���س�اأ

��لن��ي  ��نّ�ه 
�ل��أ

اأ� ��م�ل؟  ��ل�حن ا �م 
ّ
�لي�ي����ل �ن 

أ
ا ��ل��  اأ �نح  �ل�� �ي�ح�ي�ا

�
��و ل�م 

������� ا �م 
ّ
�لي�ي����ل �ن 

أ
ا ��ل��  اأ �ا 

ً
��ن �ن �م�ح�ي�ا �ن�����ا أ

�ل��
� ا �ن  ��م �ا�ك�ا

�ا

�ي�ه.
�ل �عم�ل�� �����حّ �ل�مي

� ��ل��د ّ ا
�م
�ي�ه �ي�ي

ّ
رهي �عم�ل ��ش�ا �ن�اأ

���ن ��لم�ك؟  �هي دن
ّ
�م�ا �عم�ل

��لن ���لً�ا؟  �ا ��د ��ن ���م�ل ��ي�و��ن
�ل��أ

� ا

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

ك  درا اأ ل�م �ه�و 
������� ا �نّ 

أ
ا �يّ�هي 

�����نم�ل��س�عن ا �ح�ش  ا�م�ن�ا
� ا ��لن��ي  ن 

�
ّ
�ن��ي

�لي ���ي�د  ه 
ّٰ
لل ا ���و��ي�ه ر�ح�م�ه 

ّ �م��س��
�و �عم�ل��ي ��ن

أ
ا �ل 

� ���ي�ا

�ن ��لم�ل����ورهي  ��� �������ا ��ن ��ل�ن �نّ ا �لمأ�ل اأ ��وا
�ل��أ

� ن ا
����� �ل ��ن

� �ا ���ي�ا
ّ
���ا ��و�ا�م

��أ��ي  �عم�ل�� �ح��ي�ا
�ي �ودا �ا�م�و��ن ��� ����ور ا ��ن ��ل�ن ا

�لي�ي���ا  م�
���ي �ه�و �عن ��ل��دن ل�م ا

������� ��ل�� ا ���ي�ي اأ �ي�ا ��سش ا ا دن ��� اأ ��ن ��ل�ن �نّ ا
�ل��أ

�لأم�ل�ه � ���ي�ا ّ�ن 
��و����و  1 ���ن�ل�ا�����ن

أ
�ه ا �ح��س�ن

�����ي ا

��ل����ورهي  ��ن��ي�هي  ���ا
�م�� �ي�ح��ّ�م�ل���ا  ����ي��ي  ا ��ل����ورهي  ا ���و�ن 

لي�� �ح�يّ��  ���ا 
�لي ا دن ��ل��  اأ ل�و�م 

�ا�م��م� ا ����ورهي  ��ن��يم�ل�ي 

��ل����ورهي  ��ن�ي ا �ن �ا�ك�ا . ��واأ
ن

ل�م �م�ح���
��ي��� ���ن���ا ��و�ه�و �ح�ي��ن�أ�دن �ع��  �لي�ن

�ل��
�
���ا ��و �ل �عم�ل�ي ���من  ��ي��ن

�ل��
�ل ���ن�ه �

�
�و

��ي �ا�م�ن ا

�ع�ن�د  ر�ي 
�م�ا �ا����ش

��ل����ورهي �ا�كم�لّ ا ه  ��و���دن ل�م. 
���� ��ن م�ل��ي��� 

���ن �ل 
�
�و

��ي ��لم�ل���ن ��ن��ي�هي  ���ا
�م�� ��ير 

�عن  ��� ��ن ��ل�ن ا ��ل��  اأ  
�و��ل�هي

��ي �ا�م�ن ا

. ��ن�لا�و�ن
أ
1 ط: ا
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On why people need to acquire knowledge but not ignorance

treat prodigality and extravagance as equivalent to generosity, so that in the 
Arab view the more prodigal and extravagant a person is, the more he deserves 
to be called generous. As a result, the Arabs failed to grasp where excellence 
lies and what deserves to be praised, and the volatility associated with wasteful 
and prodigal persons came to be deemed praiseworthy based on their custom. 
Yet this is not laudable for it does not allow for deliberation, and it leads a 
person to put things precipitately where they do not belong. This is the kind 
of person philosophers call prodigal. It has been shown in books of ethics that 
the generosity that constitutes a virtue is a mean between two blameworthy 
extremes, one of which involves deficiency while the other involves excess. 
Avarice is on one side of generosity, the blameworthy side that involves defi-
ciency; prodigality is on the other side, that which is just short of excess. These 
matters are explained exhaustively in books of ethics, which anyone who 
wishes for greater detail should read.

On why people need to acquire knowledge but not ignorance— 
a question relating to nature and voluntary choice

Why do people need to acquire knowledge, whereas they do not need to 
acquire ignorance? Is it because ignorance forms their original state? And 
what is the cause of that? The sound argument is provided through addressing 
the cause.

Miskawayh’s response

Philosophical inquiries have shown that knowledge consists in the soul’s per-
ception of the forms of existents as they really are. When one of the ancients 
described the soul as a place of forms, Plato expressed his approval of this view 
and declared that its exponent had hit the mark. For when the soul longs for 
the knowledge that constitutes its proper end, it transfers into itself the form of 
the object known, such that the form it obtains corresponds exactly to the form 
of the object from which it has been transferred. This then constitutes pure 
knowledge. If the form transferred into the soul does not correspond exactly to 
the object from which it has been transferred, it does not constitute knowledge. 
The greater the number of forms the soul accumulates, the greater its capacity 
to secure additional forms. In this respect, the soul is opposed to the body. 

15.1

15.2
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

��لم�ك  ��ودن ����د  �لم�ل�حن
�
����ن  �ا�م�ن�ا �ا�م�س�ن�� �ا�ك�ا ا ا ��لن��ي ���دن  ��� ��ن ��ل�ن ��وا ��ير���ا. 

�ي �عن �ا �����ي�ش�ن �و��ي�ي �عم�ل�� ا
��مي  ��� ��ن ��ل�ن ا

��ل����ورهي  �ن �يسن�م����ي ا
 ��ن�اأ

��
ّ
�ل
�
��ير���ا اأ

�ل ����ورهي �عن
�
�و ����ن �ع�ن ���ي�ن �ي�ه ����ورهي ���ن

ا �ح���م�ل�ي ���ن دن ����د اأ ��ل�حن �نّ ا
أ
ا

�ن  �ل�� �ي�ح����ل�ا
�
 ��و

�ن ��ل����ور��ي�ا �يم�ل���ط ا �ي�حن
هي ����ن رد ���وا

� �ي�هي ا
�لن ��ل�ش�ا ��ل�� ��وا ��و

�ل��أ
� ��ل����ورهي ا �ن ا

ّ
ر�ا��

��و ��ي��ي
أ
��ل�� ���ن�ه ا ��و

�ل��أ
� ا

��لم�ك.
ن
��� �ا���د ��ن ��ل�ن �ل��ي��س�ي ا

�
��و �م 

��سي�م�ا
� �ع�م�ا �عم�ل�� ا ا ����د  اأ

�ل��
�
��و

ّر 
�لي�ي����و �ن 

��ن�اأ ��ل���ا  �وع 
�ا�م�و���ن ا �ل 1 

� ��ل��ك�مم� ا ��ل��  اأ  
���ي�هي �ي�ا �يّ�هي �م��سش

�ل���لن
�
�و �ن �ع�ي �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� ا  ��� ��ن��ن ��ن�ي  �ا �ا�ك�ا

ّ
��و�ا�م

��ن�ي  ��لم�ك ��و�ا�ك�ا  �عم�ل�� دن
�و��يّ�هي

��ن�ي ��مي  ��و�ا�ك�ا
�يّ�هي

رن�لأ �ل�حن
� ��و�ن ا  د

�يّ�هي
ّ
��ل����م�ل �م�ور ا

�ل��أ
� �ع�ن��ي ا

أ
���ا ا

ّ
�ي �ا�كم�ل �ودا �ا�م�و��ن ����ورهي ا �لن

�م 
����ا �حن

�ل��أ
� �دّ �م�ن ا ��ل���ن �ل �ع��ي ��ن�ا ن �لمن

�����  ��ن
�ن ���ا �������ا ����لن  ��ن

��ن�هي �ي ��ير �م���ن
���ا �عن ���ن�ي �ي  �ودا �ا�م�و��ن ����ورهي ا

��ل����ور  ر��� ��و��نم�ل����ي ا
��ن
أ
�ي ا �ا �����ي�ش�ن �و��ي�ي �عم�ل�� ا

���ا ��مي
�لي ا ��لن��ي دن ��ي�ي ����ورهي  �����ي�ش�ن ���ا �ا�كم�لّ�م�ا ا

�لنّ
أ
��لن��ي ا

��ل��  اأ ���ي 
أ
ا ل�م 

������� ا �م 
ّ
��ي����ل ��ل��  اأ �ا 

ً
��ن �م�ح�ي�ا �ن  �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� ا �ن  ��ي�هي �ا�ك�ا ���ا

�لن ��ن�ل�ا  ��لم�ك  ��ودن ن 
����� ��ن �م�ن  ���ا  ����لن ��ن ���ا 

ّ
�ا�كم�ل

��ل����ور  ا ه  �م ���دن ������د س�م 
�� ���ن�ا ��م�ل  ��ل�حن ا �مّ�ا 

���ن�اأ م�ل���ا �ع�ن�ده.  ��و�ي�ح����ي �ي  �ودا �ا�م�و��ن ا �ي ����ور  �ا �����ي�ش�ن ا

��و��ي���ن   
��يّ�هي �ل �م��سش

� ��سي�م�ا ��وا  
��ن
ّ
��ل�� لي����م�ل  اأ

�و�ن ��ن ��ل����ور �م�ح�ي�ا ه ا ء ���دن ���ي�ي�ن�ا ��لن��ي ا �ح�ن 
��و�ن �ي  �ا�م��م�ل�و�م�ا ��وا

��لم�ك. ��و���مش�ل  �م�هي ��ل��دن د ��� �عم� ��ن ��ل�ن �ل ا �م �لمن
��سشّ �ي�حن

ُ
 ��ول�ي

��ن
ّ
م�ل��ي��� �م�مّ�ا �ليُ�ي����م�ل

�م���ا ���ن �مّ�ا �ع�د
�ن �ي�ح���م�ل ��ل�ن�ا ���ن�اأ

أ
��ل�� ا اأ

��ن 
ّ
�ي����م�ل ���و�ن �لن

 لي��
��ل�حر��و���ن  ��و����ور ا

��ن�هي �ا
ي
��ل���ل� �ي ا �لش�ن�ا �ي�ه ��واأ

��ن�هي ���ن �ا
ي
�ل�� �اا�ل�

ح �
���و�

��م�ح����و��� ����ورهي � ��لم�ك �م�ن ا دن

 ��� ��ن هي ��لم�ل�ن �ود ء �م�و��ن �ا �ي ��سش
�ل��أ

� ���ن �م�ن �ير��� ����ور ا  �عم�ل�� �م�دن
��
ّ
�ل
�
�ي�ه اأ

���ن ��ل�ه ���ن�ل�ا �ا�كم�ل��ن�هي  �مّ�ا �ير�ا����ه �ن���ا
���ن�اأ

 .��� ��ن ��ل�ن ا �ن �ع�ن  �ا ��ل��ن��س�ي ا ���ن�هي 
�ل��آ

� ��ل�هي  ا رن ��واأ ر 
ّ
��ي�دن�ا�� ل�م 

������� ا �نّ  ��واأ  
�ن �ا ��ل��ن��س�ي ا ��ل���ا  ن 

�نّ�م�ا ��ر��� ��واأ  ٢
�ي ا ��ل��دن ��ن�ا

��ل�هي  ا أرن
��ل�ي���ن ��ن�ا �نّ ا

أ
�نً�ا ��لن��ي ا

ّ
���ن ��ن��ي �ا�م�دن ا ا ��ل�هي �ن�ح��س�ن ���دن

�ا�م����اأ �ن ا �وا �ن ��ن ��لم�ك ��ل�����ا
ن
�صر �ا���د

�ل��أ
� �ن ا ���و �ا�ك�ا

�
��و

�ل  ��من ��ل��سش ��وا �ي�ه 
���ن �و�ن 

��ير �صر��ن
���ن �عن �ا�م�دن ا ا �ي�ه. ��ل�����نّ ٣ ���دن

���ن �ل�� ��ي���ن 
��و��و���نً�ا �

��و�ير�ا����ه �م�اأ �ن  �حن ��وا  
���ن�هي

آ
ا

�ل�ي�ه 
�
ّ اأ

ر ���ي�د ��ن �م 
��ل�����ل�ا �ن ا �ن �ا�ك�ا ��واأ ء  ��لن��ي ���ش��ي ��ل�هي 

�ا�م����اأ �ل��ي��� �م�ن ا
��نّ�ه �

�ل��أ
�ل � ���ن���من  

ع
� �ا�م�و���ن ا ا ��لن��ي ���دن ��ن�ه 

ّر 
ل�م �لي����و

������� �نّ ا
أ
ن ا

�
ّ
�ن��ي

��ي�د �لي ���ن  .��� ��ن ��ل�ن �ن ا
ي
��و�ه�و �ا��� ك  �وأ��ن��دن �م�ن �ع�ن�ا

ُ
���نم�ل�ي ���ه   �عم�ل�� �م�و���ن

ّ
�ل
� �ا ��ن�د

ّ
��و��ل���لن�

���ن�����ي��ن  ��ل����ورهي  �م ا ��م�ل �ه�و �ع�د ��ل�حن ��وا  
��ل����ورهي ��مّ�ل �م�ن ا ّر ��ي��ن

��ل�ي����و ��وا ل�و�م 
�ا�م��م� ����ورهي ا ��� �لن ��ن ��ل�ن ا

�ل.
� ا �م���ا ��ل����ورهي؟ ���دن �م ا ��لن��ي �ع�د ��ل����ورهي  ��مّ�ل �م�ن ا ��ل�ي��ن �ع�مم�ل ا

��سسي
ُ
�ي

. .  ٣  ط: و�ل�ك��ن �ت ا �ل��ل�دنّ �ص�ل: �ن�ا
أ
ل� �ل��ك�لام.   ٢ ا �ص�ل وط: ا

أ
ل� 1 ا

٣،١٥
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On why people need to acquire knowledge but not ignorance

For when a particular form obtains in the body, it becomes incapable of receiv-
ing another, unless the first form is effaced or unless the first and the superven-
ing second forms are combined, producing a blend of the two forms, in which 
case neither of them is fully present. Things are otherwise with the soul.

The human soul is material and longs for the perfection that is assigned to 
it, attained by acquiring the form of all existents, by which I mean universals 
rather than particulars. It has the capacity to achieve that: the addition of the 
form of existents to it does not involve the displacement of some forms by 
others. Rather, in contrast to bodies, whenever the soul secures one form in 
itself it is capable of securing another, keeping all of them clear and separate 
from one another ad infinitum. Given all this, human beings need to acquire 
knowledge, that is, to secure the forms of existents and bring them into their 
possession. Ignorance refers to the absence of these forms and objects of 
knowledge. As we procure these forms, we need to exert ourselves and endure 
hardship and strain until we have acquired them. Their absence, by contrast, 
requires no exertion or arduous undertaking; these things are absent from 
the soul. The tangible analogy is a tablet that contains no writing; in order 
to write on it and to trace out the forms of the letters one must exert oneself, 
whereas leaving it as it is involves no exertion. Unless, indeed, one follows the 
doctrine that the soul essentially contains the forms of things but has forgot-
ten them, so that knowledge is a matter of recollecting and of eliminating the 
defect of forgetfulness from the soul.23 In this case, the response to the ques-
tion on the basis of this doctrine is clear, for the elimination of a defect inevi-
tably involves strain, whereas leaving the defect untouched does not. Yet this 
doctrine is not to be commended, for reasons that it would be gratuitous to 
address in this context because it has nothing to do with the question proper, 
even though the discussion led us to it. But we can refer to the sources where 
it can be found discussed, namely, the books about the soul. These sources 
can be consulted directly. It has thus been made plain that knowledge consists 
in the soul’s acquiring the form of the object known. The term “acquiring the 
form” (taṣawwur) derives from the term “form” (ṣūrah) and conforms to the 
morphological pattern tafaʿʿul. Ignorance consists in the absence of a form, so 
how could a word of the tafaʿʿul pattern derived from the word for “form” be 
used to refer to the absence of a form? That is impossible.24

15.3
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���يّ��هي سي ���ن
��ل�هي ��

�م���س�اأ

ّ�ن 
�ع�حن
�يسي
���ن �ي�هي 
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�س� ��ل����ا ا ���ن�ه 

دن�ا��ر  ��و�عم�ل��  �ع�هي.  �ا ��ل����ن ��وا �ن  ��ل�ح����ا ��وا �ن  �ا
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�ل��أ

� ا �ن  �ع�حن
أ
ا ر 

��ن
آ
�ل ا

� ��و���ي�ا ي 
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�ل��أ
� ا

ء  �ا �ي ��سش
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آ
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��ن

��م�ل؟ ��و��ي��ن�ي��
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����د.
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�ل�� �يُ�حن����د ��و���ي
�ع�ي�د � ��ن
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أ
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ع
�ي �س� ��ل�����ن�ا �م�ن ا
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�����ي ��ي�د ا ���و�ي ���ن ��ير ���ن
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�ل��
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�
��و�م. ��و �ا�م���د �ح�م�ه ا ا ��ورن

�ل��مت���. ر������و��ا
أ
1 ط: ا

٢،١٦

١،١٦
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On why people who provoke admiration also feel 
wonder at themselves; on the nature of wonder; on 
describing and knowing God—a natural question

Why is it that people who provoke admiration in others participate in the 
wonder of their admirers? Take the poet who composes an exquisite verse 
and provokes his listener to wonder with his marvelous rhetorical figures. 
Why does the poet experience wonder, when he is the object of wonder? 
We encounter this phenomenon in poetry and in prose, in oral responsa and 
written compendia, in mathematical calculations and skilled crafts. Speaking 
of wonder, what is wonder? And what does it reveal? People have said differ-
ent kinds of things about it. A philosopher was asked, “What is the most won-
drous thing of all?” He replied, “The sky and the stars.” Another answered, 
“Fire,” another, “The tongue, which speaks,” and yet another, “Reason, which 
grasps.” Another replied, “The sun,” Aristotle said, “That whose cause is 
unknown,” 25 another said, “In fact, the most wondrous thing is ignorance of 
a thing’s ground.” So, if we followed this lead, everything should be worthy of 
wonder. On the basis of what the Philosopher said, everything whose cause is 
unknown should be worthy of wonder, be it worthless or precious. Another 
philosopher replied that “the most wondrous thing is human livelihood, for 
its foundation is deep; for all its dignity, reason is perplexed by it, and, for all 
their efforts, intelligent men reel before it.” Another reply was, “Nothing is 
worthy of wonder!”—and many affirmed the truth of his words. What is all 
this divergence and disparity, when truth harbors no discord and falsehood 
no concord? Speaking of truth and falsehood, what is truth and what is false-
hood? One may also range this under the present rubric. One of the ancients 
said, “The most wondrous thing is that men of many endowments should be 
thwarted while men of limited abilities should succeed in their designs.” A Sufi 
whom I met, debated with, and learned from said, “The most wondrous thing 
cannot be denied for all its distance, yet cannot be espied for all its closeness, 
and that is the One True God.”

Speaking of God, what is it one knows regarding the Divine Being indi-
cated through a variety of designations and locutions? Is it something that 
attaches to belief? Is it the unqualified sense of a conventional expression? 
Is it an allusion to a certain attribute, without any knowledge of the subject to 
which it applies? Or can knowledge not be spoken of in this connection at all? 

16.1

16.2
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On why people who provoke admiration also feel wonder at themselves

If He is qualified by a qualification, then the qualifier has limited Him through 
the qualification. If He is not qualified, then He becomes fair game for igno-
rance and invites comparison with nonexistent things. If negation is impossi-
ble, affirmation becomes necessary. If affirmation and negation depend on the 
person doing the affirming and negating, then God will have preceded every 
affirmation and negation. And if He preceded all these expressions and inten-
tions, then what is the role of the knower, and what is there for the person who 
believes in God’s oneness to achieve? Alas! Alas! Great has been the clamor, 
much has been the error, and all views have run to excess. God has eluded the 
understanding of those who would understand and the imagination of those 
who would indulge their imaginations. People are left with knowledge no one 
agrees about and ignorance all partake in, with commands that aggrieve and 
prohibitions that vex, biting needs and crushing proofs, well-wrought words 
and high-flown locutions, immediate pleasures we long for and future goods 
we must toil for, external appearances that hang together and inner realities 
that are rent apart. To God we direct our complaint about the triumphs of 
capricious desire and the assaults of misfortune; for He is compassionate 
and loving.

Miskawayh’s response

The author, succumbing to the same affliction as he did in an earlier question, 
appended to this question a number of questions that are grander, farther-
reaching, and more abstruse than the main question itself. The only excuse 
I could find for him was to conclude that this is an ailment, a malady that over-
comes him, and that it has nothing to do with an overweening pen, an impu-
dent tongue that gets carried away, or an exuberant sense of mastery, just as it 
is not the type of thing that transports diviners in the act of divination, or that 
comes over Sufis cultivating rapturous states. On my reckoning it can only be a 
form of possession or insanity or impulse sent by Satan, against whom we must 
seek God’s protection. For he filled his prose with rhyming cadences that repel 
the ears and offend the eyes and the mind. Had he not complained to God at 
the end about the assaults of misfortune, thereby acknowledging a defect and 
thus deserving mercy, we would have had our hands full treating his malady 
instead of penning replies to his questions.

16.3
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On why people who provoke admiration also feel wonder at themselves

I hope God will restore you to health! From the perspective of the senses 
and those who judge by them, the effects and acts of the soul are all marvel-
ous. This is why most people wonder at, and feel perplexed by, the soul itself, 
coming up with all sorts of speculations about it. Despite their artful pursuit of 
such speculations, they invariably follow their usual practice in the domain of 
the senses and their way of conceiving sensible things, and make it out to be a 
body. Then their wonder increases when they discover that the acts and effects 
of the soul resemble none of the acts and effects of the body. Yet the wonder 
they feel at its effects would have been less had they grasped the nature of 
the soul. For it is not a body; and had they realized that it is not a body, there 
would be nothing marvelous about it having non-bodily effects. The poet who 
produces exquisite work and the thinker who reflects on some recondite ques-
tion of mathematics or some other discipline engage in a reflective act of the 
soul and an intellectual mode of being, effecting a nonspatial movement of the 
soul in order to obtain a non-bodily result. They then discover that the desired 
result is produced by this movement of their soul performed with assiduity 
and dedication. Thereupon, they are themselves filled with wonder, first by 
this movement, which, they discover, proceeds from them necessarily and is 
not spatial as in the case of the body when it moves another body. They are 
then filled with wonder when the desired result follows upon this movement. 
In this response, they and their audience are equally liable to wonder, for they 
share the same ignorance regarding the soul and its effects and actions, so both 
groups have good reason to be amazed. In contrast, the person acquainted 
with the soul and its substance, knowing full well that it is not a body and that 
its effects and actions cannot be bodily, is not affected by this response in his 
soul, and the same applies to his audience, if they share in what he knows.

Wonder, included by my interlocutor in his presentation of his first ques-
tion, is a form of perplexity that affects someone when he is ignorant of the 
cause of something. The less one knows about the causes of existing things, the 
greater the number of things one is ignorant of, and the stronger the wonder 
they excite. Conversely, if one knows more about the causes of existing things, 
there are fewer things one is ignorant of, and the wonder they excite is less. 
This is why some people said that everything is a source of wonder, while 
others said that one should wonder at nothing. The first group admits gen-
eral ignorance and professes to be ignorant of the causes of things, while the 

16.4

16.5

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:54 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



90 90

�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

�ع�م�وا  ن
�ه�م ر

�لنّ
�ل��أ

سي�م�هي �
��س���ا �صر�لي�ن�هي ٢ �ع����ن ��ن �ع�ي ��ل�ن دّ �ي�هي ا

�لن ��ل�ش�ا ��أ��ن�هي 1 ا ��ل�����ا ��وا �م�ور 
�ل��أ

� �ن ا �ا ��س�ن
أ
��م�ل�و�ن ا �ي�حن

�م�ور.
�ل��أ

� �ن ا �ا ��س�ن
أ
�و�ن ا

�ه�م ��ي��ر��من
�لنّ
أ
ا

��و�ي  ��ل�ي��ن�ا ا ا ّ�ن �م�ا ���دن
��ل�ي�ع�حن ��لن��ي ا ن 

�م��ي�
ّ
�ا�م�ي����م�ل �ل ا

� �وا
��مي
أ
�م�ا �ع�دد�ي ٣ ا ه �ع�ن�د

ّٰ
لل ��رنّك ا

أ
�و��لم�ك ا

��مي �مّ�ا 
���ن�اأ

�ل��ي��� 
� ّ�ن 

��ل�ي�ع�حن ا �نّ  اأ �ن  �وا ��ل��ن ���ن�ا ���ن  �لأ�ي�ل�ا ا ��م�ل 
�� �ل�ن�ا

� ا ��لن��ي  �ل�� 
�
��و  

���ن �ي�ل�ا �حن يّ ا
�ل����

� ا ��لن��ي  �ل��ي��� 
�
��و �ي�ن  �ا ��ل�ي�ن ��وا

��م�ل���ا  ��� �ع�ن�د �حن ��ن ��ل�ن ا �نّ�م�ا �ه�و �اك�مم� دن�ا��ر��ن�ا ����يرهي  ��واأ ر�نح  ��ل�ه �م�ن ��ن�ا �ود  ��و��ن  
�ل��
�
��و  

���هي سي ���ن
��ل�ه �� ء  ���ش��ي �ن

 
ّ
�نّ �ا����ل

�ل��أ
�ن � ���ع�حن

� ا ��لن��ي  �ه�م�ا 
��و�لي �ليُ�ن����ر ��ي��ن�ا ��م 

��و�ا �د ��ي��م�ل�م�ه �ع�صر��و 
���ي ��ي�د 

ن
��م�ل�ه ر �ن �م�ا �ي�حن �ا �ا�ك�ا

ّ
��و�ا�م �ن  ��ل�����ن ا

��ن�ي  �نّ�م�ا �ا�ك�ا ��واأ ا 
ل�و�م ���دن

�ه �س��م� �ن ���ي ا �ه�و ��ن �ل ���دن
�
�ه�و ��و�م�حن �ن�ه  ��م�ل �����ن ّ�ن �م�مّ�ا �ي�حن

����د ���ن�ه�م�ا ���ي�ع�حن ��وا

�و�م 
��مي �ي�ه 

���ن �يم�ل��ن  �حن �مّ ا
ر�نح �ش �ود �م�ن ��ن�ا ��و��ن �صر �م�ا 

�ل��أ
� �ن  ���و �ا�ك�ا

� ��ي���هي  ��و��ن�د  
��ل�هي ���و�لي����هي

�ا�م����اأ ا ���و�ن 
لي��

��م�ل. 
�� ر��و�ن �ه�و ��ن�ا

��ن
آ
�ل ا

� يّ ��و���ي�ا
�و�م ���ن�ه�م �ه�و ����

�ل ��مي
� �لي�ن�ه�م. ��و���ي�ا �ه�م ��و��يُ�دن�ا��ر �لي�ن�ا

�لأ را
�ل�اء ��يُ�ع�ي�دّ ��ن�اآ ���ن���ن

�����ا �م�ن  �ا �ن ��سش
أ
�م ��وا �����ي�د  ��وا

�ن �ا�م�����ا  ��وا
�ن ���رن�م�ا ��لن��ي ا  ��و

���ن ��ل��ن�ل�ا ��ل�هي ا
ع ��لن��ي �م����اأ

�د ��و���ي�
ا ���ي  ���مش�ل ���دن

�نّ
أ
�عم�ل�� ا

�ل��ي��س�ي 
ر��و�ن �

��ن
آ
�ل ا

�  ��و���ي�ا
ن

��� ��را
أ
�و�م �ع��ي ا

�ل ��مي
� �م ��ل���ا ��و���ي�ا

����ا �حن
أ
�ل�� ا

��ر � �وا �و�م �ع��ي ��ن
�ل ��مي

� ��ي�ا �لمأ�ل ���ن �ا�م����ا ا

���ن  ا �ا�م�دن ه ا  ���دن
ع
���ي� �ن �حن

أ
�� ا

ّ
�ل
�
 اأ
�و��يّ�هي

��مي  
نح
�و�م �ن�ح�حن�

��مي  
ّ
ّ �ا����ل

نح
����ي� ��وا �ا 

ً ���ن ��را
أ
�ل�� ا

�
��و ��ر  �وا �ل�� ��ن

�
��و �ا 

ً
�م ����ا �حن

أ
ا

�ل��ي��� 
�
سي�م���ا ��و

�ن ��������ي�ح���ا �م�ن ��س��ي  ��و��ن�ا
����م�ل���ا ح �م��سش

ر���ا ��و��و����ن� را
ّ ���ي
ر

��ي ��س�ي �ي�م ��وا
��ل�ح���� �ن ا �م�ا ّر�ي ��لن��ي رن

�حر
�ي

���ا  ��ن �عم�ل�ي ��ي �ي���ا ���ن
�ي �س��ر���ن �ح�ن��ن

أ
�ن ا �اأ

���ا. ���ن �ح�����ي
�لمأ�ل ���ن�ن�دن�ا��ر���ا ��و�ن �ا�م����ا ه ا ��ل�هي ��لن��ي ���دن أ�����ا

�ل��
� �ن�ا ا �لن

�اأ �م�ن ���ش

ه.
ّٰ
لل ء ا �ا �ن ���ش راً اأ

����ن ��نً�ا ��و�لن �م�ا
ن
رد ��ل���ا ر

��ن �لمأ�ل ��ل�ن رّد ��ل���ا �م����ا ���ا ��و��ن
�لنّ �ا �م�ن �م����ن

ه 
ّٰ
لل �و��ل�ن�ا ا

�ل�ي�ه ��ن��ي
�
اأ ر  �ا �ا�م���ش ا ي �م�ن 

�ل��نم�ل��
� ا ل�م 

�م �ي�ح�ي���ط �ع�� ��ل�هي �ن
�ا�م����اأ ا ه  ر ���دن

��ن
آ
��لن��ي ا ��لم�ك  �مّ�ا ����وأا

أ
��وا

�ل�� 
�
��و ���ن�ه  ء  ���ش��ي �ن  

���ن رَ
��ير �س����ي

���ن��ن دن�ا��ر�ي  �م�ا  �أر  ����ا  
ع
؟ �س� �ي را ���ع�ن�ا

� ��وا �ي  را �ا ���ش أ
�ل��
� ا ���ن  �ي�ل�ا �حن ��ن�ا

�ا 
ً �لي���ن

أ
ا ر���ن 

��يُ����ي  
�ل��
�
��و ��ن�ه �اك�مم� دن�ا��ر�ي  ي 

�ليم�ل�����  
�ل��
�
��و ا 

ء �م�ن ���دن ���ش��ي �ن ��نّ�ه �ي�ح�ي���ط �عم�ل�م�ه  اأ ����د 
أ
�ل ا

�
�و

��ي��ي

 ��س�ع��ي 
ع
���ي� �ن �حن دن �ا�ك�ا ه اأ ��وأ ����ا

��ي ��س�ي  �ي�م�����ن ا
�ل��
� 

ع
� �ا�م�و���ن ا ا ��لن��ي ���دن �م 

��ل�����ل�ا ��وا �ي�ه. 
���ن ���و�ي  ��ل�ن ه ا ���دن �لن

�ي�ه 
���ن �م 

ّ
�ن �ليُ�ي�������ل

أ
�ل��ي��� �ي�م�����ن ا

�
��و �ه. 

ّ
ر �ا�كم�ل

��ل�ن����ن ����د ��ن�ا
���ي ه  ��يّ�ا ��واأ ا 

��ل�� ���دن �ي�ه�� اأ
�لن �نّ�م�ا ا  اأ

�����نم�ل��س��ن�هي ��ل�ح��ك�مم�ء ��ن�ا ا

�ي  �ع�يّ�ا سي ���ن
��ل�� �ي ��وا �يّ�ا

���ن ���ر��ي�ا �ع�ن��ي ا
أ
م�ل�ه ا ��ن

�ل��أ
�م�ي ��ل�ه ��و�م��ّ�د�ي � ����ي��ي ���ي�دّ �ي ا �م�ا �ا�م��ي�دّ  ا

ع
���ي� ���د �حن  ��ن

��
ّ
�ل
�
اأ

 �ي�م�����ن 
ر��ي��ن�هي

��ل��صش ��ر ا �وا ��ل��ن ه ا  ���دن
ع
���ي� ���د �س��ر���ن�هي �حن  ��ن

ّ
�م
�ل �ش

�������مي ��� ��وا ��ن ��ل�ن ل�م ا
���هي �م�ن �ع�� سي ���ن

��ل�� ���د ا  �م�ا ��ن
ّ
�م
�ش

. و�ت �ص�ل: ع�د
أ
ل� �ت�هت.   ٣ ا

�هت.   ٢ ط: �مرن �أ����ن �ل����ا 1 ط: ��ن�ا

٦،١٦
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On why people who provoke admiration also feel wonder at themselves

second group claims for itself an august status, for they profess to know the 
causes of things.

God keep you! In your list of the different views about wonder you asked 
why all the divergence and disparity when truth harbors no discord and false-
hood no concord? Wonder is not something that has a specific nature, nor does 
it exist externally; rather, it consists, as we said, in the perplexity of the soul 
when a given cause is not known. ʿAmr might know what Zayd does not know, 
so it is hardly surprising that they should diverge in the wonder they experi-
ence. For each of them wonders at something whose cause he does not know, 
and what is unknown to the one is the very thing that is known to the other. 
The issue would have been inscrutable and remarkable had it been a thing that 
existed externally and had excellent people worthy of having their opinions 
heard and their dissent noted been found to disagree over it, with some saying, 
“This is true,” others, “This is false.” Such a thing did indeed happen in the case 
of the question under discussion and in the case of time, place, eternity, and 
other related questions. Some people said that they are substances without 
bodies, while others said that they are accidents, and yet others said that they 
are neither bodies, nor substances, nor accidents. Each party came up with 
powerful arguments for its view. Yet all of these views were threshed out in the 
time of the Philosopher, when they were set firmly in place, their obscurities 
were dispelled, and what was sound was distinguished from what was infirm. 
It is not our task to dilate on these questions, quoting and discussing all these 
views. If you would like to learn about them, look them up in their proper 
places and assign them separate questions so that we can allocate time and 
reflection to each and every one, God willing.

You raised a query at the conclusion of this question—“What is it that 
people know regarding the Divine Being indicated through the word ‘God’ 
using a variety of designations and locutions?” 26 None of this is conceded— 
nobody claims to know any of this or that it attaches to it as you say, nor are 
these qualifications conceded in His regard. This topic is impossible to discuss 
in depth, as it forms the end of all philosophical endeavor and the objective 
of inquiry as a whole. It is not possible to discuss it without first acquiring all 
of the propaedeutic knowledge preparatory for it—that is, mathematics and 
physics, and after that, the aspects of metaphysics that relate to the knowl-
edge of the soul and the intellect. Having learned about all these noble sub-
stances, one can come to know that they are affected by need, deficiency, and 
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

��و���ن�دع  �م  ���ي�د�ي ��د  ��و�م�و��ن  
ّ
��ل��ي ��وّ

أ
ا �ن  �����ن ��ل��  اأ  

����رّهي رهي �م��لن
���ي������شّ ���ي����هي  ��ن�ا �هي  ��ن �م�ح�ي�ا ���ا 

�لنّ
أ
ا ل�م 

��يُ���� �ن 
أ
ا

��و�ه�و �م�ن  ��ي�ه  ل�م ��س�ن
 �ع��

ّ
ر���ن �م�ن �ا����ل

��صش
أ
��م�ل ا ��ل�حن ا ا ���و�ن ���دن

�ي��
���ن �ل�� �����ن�هي 

�
��و �ي  ا ��لن��ي دن ا�ل�ه��ي 

�ل��ي��� �
�

ه. ن �ن�ح�ي�ش �يرا
���عن�م�و���

� ��وا  
��ل������و��ن�هي ا

��ل�حر���  ��م�ل ا
أ
ء ��وا �م�ا �����ي�د ه ��ل���م�ل������ه ا ��ير �م�ا دن�ا��ر��ن�ا

ي �عن
 ����ر��ي��

ع
� �ا�م�و���ن ا ا ��ل�� �س��ر���ن�هي ���دن  اأ

�ن ���و �ا�ك�ا
�
��و

��وا  ��د ��م �ي��ن
م�ل�وا ��و��ل�����ن �ا

�ل�� �ن��ن
�
�وا ��و

��س��ن
أ
ه �ع�ن�ه�م �م�ا ا

ّٰ
لل ��ي ا �ه�م ر���ن

�لنّ �اأ
�ع�ي���ا ���ن ا دن  ��واأ

��ل�ح���ل�م�هي �ع�هي ا �ا ���ش �عم�ل�� اأ

��وا  �د ر���ش
أ
�وا �عم�ل�ي�ه ��وا

ّ
��� ع�م ��ود

���د� ��ي�هي �حن �ا
��ن ���وه ��و��س��مّ�ل�وه ��ن

اً ���ن���م�ل�� ����د �� ����ر��ي��يً�ا ��وا
ّ
�ل
�
��م�ل�و�ن اأ

�ا�م�� ا ا ��ل�� ���دن اأ

ي 
��ل����ر��ي�� ر �عم�ل�� ���م�ل�وك ا ��ل�����ن ��ن ا

ّ
�ي����م�ل م�ل�ي

�ل�ي�ه ���ن
�
 اأ

���ي �ي�ا ��سش �م�ن ا
��لن ر.  ��صش �ل��ن

� هي ا د ��ي�هي ��س���ا م�
�ل�ي�ه ��و�ه�و �عن

�
اأ

�ل  �مي ��ل�����ن ��نّ�ه �ي���م�ل�ك ا �اأ
���ي ���ن �ي�ا �ا�م��سش هي ا د �����يراً �عم�ل�� �عم�

�م ���ي
أ
�ن ا ��و ��س���لً�ا ��و���ط�و��ي�لً�ا �ا�ك�ا

أ
�ن ا �ا �ا�ك�ا

ً
�ل�ي�ه ����ع�ن

�
اأ

ر  ��ل�����ن ا ��يُ�����ط  ��م 
�ا ��و�م�ن  ���د.  ��ل�ن ��وا  

���و���ورهي
� ا ��لن��ي  ر 

ّ
��ير �س��ن����

��ن�ي �عن �و��ن�ه �ا���ي��ن �ا�ك�ا �ن�م�ح�ن ر 
��ن ��ل����ن ا ��ل��  اأ

���ي�هي  د ��ل����ا  ا
ع
��أ� را ��ل��صش ��لن��ي ا �ا�م����م�ل��ي�هي ��ل�ه  �ي ا ��ل�����ن�ا ��وا ���طن  �����ن�ا

�ل��أ
� ��� ا ع �نر�حن

� ���نم�ل�ي�عي�ن ��ل���م�ل�وك  ا ا �عم�ل�� ���دن

�ي�ن 
��ير ���دن

��د �عن م�ل��ي��� �ي��ن
�نّ ���ن

��ل����ن �ه�م ��و��لل�ي�ح����ن ا �ي�ن �لن �ي�د
�ا�م�عي ء ��وا �ي�ا ��ن

��ن
�ل��أ

� ��ل�ح��ك�مم�ء ��وا ���ي ا  ��و��ل�ي����دّ
هي د �ا�م�ع�ي�ا ا

. ي
�ي��

��ل�ي�و���ن ��وا  
�ا�م���و��ن�هي ّ ا

��ل��ي ��و ه 
ّٰ
لل ��وا  . ن

��ي�
��ل����ر��ي��ي ا

ر��يّ��هي
�ي��ي�ا

�حن ��ل�هي ا
�م���س�اأ

ء؟  ��ل�ش�ن�ا  ا
نح
ّ�ن ��و��س�م�

ر
��ل�ي��ي ��������د ��س��ي���ط ا �ل ا

�  ��و�����ا
�����ن�هي ���رن ���م�ي ا

��لل�ي �م ��وا
�����ي�ح���ل �ن��� ��وا

�ل��أ
� ���شس�ي�دّ ا ا ا دن ��م اأ

�ا

�ود. ره �م�و��ن ��ن
�ه�ود ��و��ن ��ن�ه �م��سش ا �ع�ي�ا ء. ��و���دن ��ل�ش�ن�ا ء ��س��ي���ط ا أ��ن�ا

�ل��
� �م ا ���ي�د ا  دن �ل اأ �مي

���ي م�ل�ه  ��ن
أ
��و�م�ن ا

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

�ا�م�ش�نَ��  ء ا �ع�����ا �نّ�م�ا �ه�و اأ �ه اأ ���و��ن
� ��ير ا

��و�عن �ه  ���و��ن
� ��لن��ي ا ء  ��ل�ش�ن�ا �نّ ا ه اأ

ّٰ
لل ���و��ي�ه ر�ح�م�ه ا

ّ �م��س��
�و �عم�ل��ي ��ن

أ
�ل ا

� ���ي�ا

���ا  �لن ��ر  ��سش ���ي�د  �ا�م�ش�ن��ي  ا �نّ 
أ
ا �ع�ل�ا�م�ه  ��واأ ��ل�ه  ���ا  �لن ���ن  را

�ل���ع��ي
� ��وا  

���يم�ل�هي ��ل��ن ا ���ن�ه  ��و����ا
أ
ا �و���ي�ه �م�ن 

�عم�ل�ي�ه �ح��ي

�ا�ا�كم�ل�هي  �ا�م���ش  ��وا
هي �ا�م�ودّ  ��ن��ي�ن�ه�م�ا ا

 ��و��لل�ي����د�ش
م�ل�هي  ��و��و��س�ي

ر��ن�هيً
��لم�ك ��ل�ه ���ي �����ير دن �ل�ي�ه ��ل�ي

�
�م���ا اأ

���ا ��ل�ه ��و���م�لّ �ن ��و�حن
أ
��وا

٨،١٦
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On why it is unseemly to eulogize long-time friends and acquaintances

multiplicity, and that they require an original cause, an eternal creator that 
resembles them neither in His essence nor His attributes. This type of igno-
rance will be nobler than all the knowledge that preceded it, and it is indeed 
characterized by the difficulty and opacity you ascribe to it.

Were there another route to knowledge of this subject, it would have been 
followed by the ancients and people dedicated to the dissemination and prop-
agation of wisdom. For they found only one route to this goal, though they 
neither set their sights low nor begrudged the effort. So they followed it, doing 
their utmost to smooth out its difficulties, pointing out the way for others, and 
guiding them to it. The ultimate happiness of human beings is vested in it, so 
let those who yearn for it muster the fortitude to follow the road that leads to 
it, be it difficult or easy, long or short. For this is the way of people who yearn 
for something: They follow the path calculated to secure the object of their 
desire whatever it may be, without regard for how rugged or how long it may 
be. Let those who have not been granted the fortitude to follow this path be 
content with the license to use the terms and attributes applied to Him cus-
tomarily by the true revelation; let them put their trust and credence in the 
philosophers and the prophets and those who follow their lead, for these are 
the only roads to follow. Assistance and success rest with God.

On why it is unseemly to eulogize long-time friends and 
acquaintances—a question relating to voluntary choice

Why is it inappropriate to seek the other’s favor and unseemly to give praise 
when intimacy deepens and grows firmly entrenched, when closeness ingrains 
itself and acquaintance lengthens? It is on account of this that people have said, 
“Longtime brothers dispense no praise.” This is something widely attested and 
well known.

Miskawayh’s response

Praise, in someone’s presence or absence, is giving the object praised his due 
for his fine qualities, acknowledging his possession of them, and informing 
him that the eulogizer is not just aware of them but grants and concedes them 
to him. The purpose is to win his favor and gain intimacy, to establish affec-
tion and good relations, to create a bond of amity, and to consolidate their 

16.8
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

����د ���ن�ه�م�ا   ��وا
ّ
��� �ا����ل �م�ور ��لن��ي ��ن��ن

�ل��أ
� ه ا ا �ح���م�ل�ي ���دن دن �اأ

�ا�م��ر���ن�هي. ���ن  ا
�م
���ودّ ��و�ي�����ي�ح���ل

� م�ل�ن ا ��ن
�ل��ي�����ي

�
��و

�ن�حن����ه  ل�ي ��م 
��و�ا م�ل�ه  ���ن ��ن��ن ��ل�ه  ر���ن 

�ع��ي ��وا �ل�ي�ه �ح��يّ�ه 
�
اأ �م 

ّ
��و�����ل �لن�����ن�ه 

أ
ا ���ي�د  �ا�م�ش�ن��ي  ا �نّ 

أ
ا �عم�ل�ي�ه  �ا�م�ش�ن��  ا ل�م 

��و�ع��

�ل 
� ��ل���ا ه ا �م�ي ���دن �ل ��و���يُ�دّ

� ������د  ��و�ش��صرهي ا
���ن �لن����ا أ

�ل��
� �هي ا �ي��ن ����ي��ي �ع��ي ��ن��ي ��م�ح�نّ�هي ا  ��وا

هي �ا�م�ودّ ��ش�ي ا ��ل�ه ��و����د �م�ا

��سش��صرهي 
� �ل ا

�
�ل ��و�ح����و

�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ن ا
ر���

�����ن �ن ا ���ا �ا ��ل��دن
ً
�ي
�لن ��لم�ك ��ش�ا ر دن ���ا ����ن  اأ

��ن
ّ
 لي����م�ل

نح
�ن ��س�م� ���رن�م�ا ���ا ا �لي�� �عم�ل�ي

أ
��وا

����ن  �م ���ن
�لي���ا �ي�ه �م�ن اأ

 �م�ا ���ن
ع
�ش ��و��س��ن�ه �س� ا �ع�ن ��ن ���مش�ل ���دن

ّ
�ل. ��ولي����م�ل

�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��ل��س�ع��ي ا  ��ن�ا
��م�ل�و��ن�هي

�ا�م�� ا

��ن�ي  ��ل�� �ا�ك�ا ��و
�ل��أ

� هي ا د ���ا ��ل��سش �نّ ا
�ل��أ

هي � د ���ا ��ي�د ��سش ��د ��ن
 ��و�ي

��ل�� �لي����ر��ي�هي �نح اأ �ح�ي�ا ��نّ�ه ا
أ
�ل ��وا

�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ء ا ��ل�ش�ن�ا ن ��ن�ا
��ي�

��ل�ي��ي ا

��صر 
�ل��أ

� ا هي  �دّ ���ش  �ن
��ل�هي

�ا�م����اأ ا ��لن��ي  ���د ��ل���ا  ����ي��ي ��سش ا هي  �ا�م�ودّ ا �������ي�د  ن 
�و����ي�

ا ��ي ��و���دن �ا. 
ً
�م
ّ
�ا �صر�حن

�نًّ ��و����ن ��وراً 
ن
ر

. �ن ��ل�����ن ���ي�هي ا ���م�ل ��و��و��ش�ا
�ل��أ

� �م ا
�����ي�ح�����ا ��وا

���يّ��هي سي ���ن
��ل�هي ��

�م���س�اأ

���و�ن 
�ن �م�ن لي�� ���ع���ي�ا

� ه �م�ن ا ��د ��ن
ر؟ �ا�ل�م�ن �ن

��ن
آ
ء ا ��صر ��لن��ي ���ش��ي ��ل�ن �لأ�ي�ه �م�ن ا ��د ���ن�ا �ع�م�� �ي��ن

�ل��أ
� ر ا ��م �����ا

�ا

.ّ
��ل�ه�م �ل ا م�ل�مي

���ي  
ع
��سي�م�يّ�

� ه ���ط�و�لمي�ل ا �ل�ن�ا
� ��ير ا

���طن �ا���ش ��ل�ح��ن ع ا
ل�م ��صر��ي�

������� �ير ا
رن
��ل����و�ي ��ن �ن ا

ّ
���ي
ي ��

�ل��م�ل��
� ّ ا

��ن�د���ي

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

���ا 
�لي ا ��ل�� دن ل�و�م اأ

�����م� �لي��ي ���ن���ا ا
��ر �ي��س�ي �ا �م����هي �م���ش ��� �حن ��ن �نّ ��لم�ل�ن ه اأ

ّٰ
لل ���و��ي�ه ر�ح�م�ه ا

ّ �م��س��
�و �عم�ل��ي ��ن

أ
�ل ا

� ���ي�ا

ر  �ن�ا
�حن

أ
ا �ن  أ�������ا

ا ��و ���مش�ل 
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On why blind people are often endowed with unusual powers

mutual familiarity. If these things arise in the soul of both parties and the 
person praised realizes that the person praising him has treated him fairly, as 
is his due, acknowledging his excellence, and not cheating him of his rightful 
property, and if the two parties are established in the relationship of affection 
and love that is engendered though fairness and the fruit of justice, and if this 
state endures for a long time, there is no need to go to the trouble to make 
a second display of praise, because the original purpose has lapsed, and the 
original efforts have borne fruit. Such trouble would be pointless and foolish, 
to say nothing of how it implies that there are lingering doubts over the origi-
nal praise, so that additional eulogies and repeated attestations are required 
because the original declaration was false, and little more than a shaky con-
jecture. This would involve a weakening of the very bond of affection that the 
question posited as being tight, secure, and robust.

On why blind people are often endowed with 
unusual powers—a natural question

Why is it that blind people make up for their lack of vision in other ways? For 
example, we find blind people who have sonorous diction, an agreeable voice, 
extensive knowledge, a good memory, great sexual prowess, an appetite for 
enjoyment, and a carefree nature.

Miskawayh’s response

The soul has five avenues of perception through which it draws different kinds 
of knowledge into itself. One might liken these to windows and doors that 
give it access to things outside, or to messengers who bring the soul reports 
from five different quarters, its power being divided across these five routes. 
Or again, one might liken them to a spring of water that divides into five rivers 
flowing in five different directions, or to a tree with five branches, among 
which its strength is divided. One knows that if the course of one of the rivers 
becomes blocked, the water from the spring will be channeled into one of 
the other rivers or divided among them in equal or varying amounts, and the 
quota of water that would ordinarily flow down the blocked river will not be 
drained away, diminished, or lost. Similarly, if one of the branches of the tree 
is lopped off, the nourishment it was receiving from the base and roots of the 
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tree is channeled into the remaining four branches, visible on their shafts, 
leaves, and shoots, and on the flowers, seeds, and fruit they produce. Farm-
ers and vineyard cultivators know this only too well, for they prune away the 
branches and shoots that absorb a great deal of nourishment from the roots 
so that it can be channeled to the other parts of the tree and produce fruit 
they can enjoy. They do the same with trees that do not produce fruit when 
they want their trunks to grow straight and thick, and to make them grow 
faster, as with trees like evergreen cypresses, junipers, and plane trees, whose 
wood is used for cutting, hewing, and carving. They consider which branch is 
the most promising for straight growth without any kinks, and they retain the 
one that has the greatest need of the root that nourishes it, removing the rest. 
With the nourishment directed exclusively to it, that branch will develop in 
the shortest time.

If this is evident from the behavior of nature, the same applies to blind 
people. When one of the powers of their soul that was devoted to the upkeep 
of one of their senses is cut off from its course, the soul channels it in one 
direction or in many. A surplus then becomes visible in the mind and the intel-
ligence, in reflection, in memory, or in some other power of the soul. You can 
also see this plainly in other animals. There are animals that are impaired in one 
of their senses or, through their original nature and constitution, are entirely 
without a given sense, and their remaining senses are far keener than in other 
animals. The mole is an example: It lacks the organ of vision, but its sense of 
hearing is exceptionally keen. Bees are another example: Their sight is weak, 
but they are far more skilled with their sense of smell than animals that can see. 
If you consider what happens to them in houses with glass windowpanes, you 
will soon realize how weak the sense of sight is among bees, ants, locusts, hor-
nets, and the animals that cannot blink, not having eyelids, their eyes covered 
with a hard stony integument that protects them from damage. For they think 
the glass is an aperture that leads to the open air and, in order to get out, they 
crash against it until eventually they drop dead. The reliability of their sense of 
smell is clear from the way they can direct themselves toward odorous objects 
from a great distance.
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On why people say that nothing good comes from partnership

The cause of the sexual prowess or carefree temper blind people enjoy is 
once again the fact that the soul has lost one of the organs whose upkeep got 
in the way of these things; so when it directs its thought to something else, 
its effect on it becomes stronger. People care about many things that can be 
visually perceived—such as the various sorts of clothing, furniture, or amuse-
ments, and in general all that can be apprehended by the sense of sight— 
and the soul is under a powerful drive to acquire them. So, when it loses the 
sense of sight, it is cut off from most of the things that human beings care and 
think about, devising stratagems for obtaining them when they desire them 
and grieving for them when they lose them. As a result, the cares of blind 
people decrease.

On why people say that nothing good comes from partnership— 
a question relating to nature and voluntary choice

Why do people say, “Nothing good comes from partnership?” In our experi-
ence this is manifestly true. For we have never known of a kingdom to be firmly 
established, an affair to be accomplished, or a contract to be validly executed 
on the basis of partnership. Thus it is that God declared, «Were there gods in 
earth and heaven other than God, they would surely go to ruin»,27 the highest 
testimony to God’s unity and the nonexistence of any other gods.

Miskawayh’s response

Partnership attracts this characterization because if you are self-sufficient and 
have the power to satisfy your own needs you do not ask for anyone else’s help. 
So, if your power to do so falls short and you need someone else’s help, the 
admission of deficiency leads you to enlist another person to help you achieve 
what you want. Since powerlessness is deemed blameworthy, and deficiency 
is regarded with disapproval, partnership—the result of powerlessness and 
deficiency—is also deemed blameworthy and regarded with disapproval, as it 
reveals the deficiency and powerlessness of both partners. Yet among human 
beings, partnership is not deemed blameworthy in all situations. Rather, 
it attracts blame only in the case of things that can be achieved independently 
and single-handedly by others. An example is writing, or any other craft with 
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On why people say that nothing good comes from partnership

several components that could be combined in a single person in such a way 
that the entire craft could be practiced single-handedly and independently. 
If someone is deficient in it and needs assistance, his deficiency and powerless-
ness become plain, and his craft defective. To take another example, a single 
person has the strength to carry a weight of twenty kilos on his own without 
any need of assistance; so if help is needed to carry it, his deficiency, power-
lessness, and weakness are revealed. Moreover, things undertaken in partner-
ship are affected by deficiencies and imperfections as a result of the different 
powers, diverging designs, and conflicting aims that enter into it; deficiencies 
that do not affect things undertaken single-handedly by a person acting on the 
basis of a single power, with a single design, and a single aim. For the latter can 
be conducted in an orderly and harmonious manner, and has a patent advan-
tage over the first.

Partnership, on the other hand, is unavoidable with regard to things that 
a single person is not strong enough to do independently and unaided, such 
as carrying millstones, towing large ships, or other technical undertakings 
that are accomplished by large groups of people, through partnership and 
cooperation. Yet even if partnership is unavoidable in these cases because 
human power is limited, and even if those who pursue it attract no blame but 
are exempt on account of clearly extenuating factors, had it been possible 
for these things to be lifted through a single power and achieved through a 
single agency, we know that this activity would have been better ordered, less 
exposed to disturbance and disruption, and more likely to promote the good 
and to bring profit. Taken absolutely, thus, partnership reveals the powerless-
ness of the two partners and further introduces defects and disruption into 
tasks undertaken in partnership as compared with those accomplished sepa-
rately, even though some cases are excusable and others not.

Human political rule is ordered well when a single agency and a single 
command are in place. Even if a group of people participate in it, they act on 
the basis of a single view and serve as instruments for the ruler, so that mul-
tiplicity is thereby unified and good order manifest. Hence, it is undoubtedly 
best that it should be in the hands of a single person and be exercised single-
handedly, analogously to what was stated above. If the group of people coop-
erating in it disagree with each other and do not act on the basis of a single 
view, it becomes subject to the same defects, weaknesses, and imperfections 
that appear in other enterprises as a result of differences in people’s designs 
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�ا�م����اأ ��لن��ي ا ���ن�ا دن�ا��ر���ا  ���ي�دّ ����ي��ي  ا

���ي دن�ا��ر��ي�ه ��لن��ي  ��ل��دن ��م ا
�ا �ا ��ل�ي����ن د ��و����د�ش ا ����ا �����ن �هر ا �ح�ن�ه ����ن ��و�ن ����ا ���ا د ر �لن �ل�������ي�أ�ش�ا

� ��و�ي�حر��� �عم�ل�� ا

م�ح�نّ�هي 
�ي�ه ��و�

���ن �����ي�ن 
��و �لن

��نّ�ه دن
�ل��أ

�ح�ن�ه � ����ا �صر �لن
�ل��أ

� ��لن��ي ا ن 
����ي�

ر�ا �ا �ا�م���ش ����د ا
أ
ي ا

��م �لي�ش��
 ��و�ا

�م�هي �ا�م��ي�دّ ��ل�هي ا
�ا�م����اأ ا

��م�����هي  ��ل�� ��وا �ا اأ ��ن �ح�ي�ا  �عم�ل�ي�ه ���ن�ا
ي

��
ّ
�ل�ي�ه ��و�ي���م�ل

�
 اأ

�ن ��لم�ل�ه�و��� �لي����رّ���ي ����ه ��و�ا�ك�ا ��ن هي ���ن�ه ��ل�ن ��أ�د ������ا ���هي ا ��ن ��لم�ل���ن

����د   ��وا
ّ
�ط��ي �ا����ل

��ي�ه ��و��ي����
أ
ّ را

ح
�ل �ح���ل�م�ه ��و�لي�����

� ��ل�ه�م�ا ٣ ��ل�ي�ع�ي�د �صر �نر��يّ�هي �م�ن ���ا
�ل��أ

� ��لم�ك ا ��ل�ه ��لن��ي دن ���و�ن ���ا
لي��

�ن 
أ
�م�و�م�هي ا ر�ا����هي �م�دن ��ل��صش ��ن�ي ا ا �ا�ك�ا دن �ن اأ �ل��ي��� �ي�حن

�
�ل�� �ه�و���. ��و

�
 ��و

��ير �ح�ي��ن
�ن�ه �م�ن �عن �����ي

���ي��م�����ه ��و�لن

�ل  �مي
��ل�ش�عي �ل�ح�مم�ل ا

� ا�م�مش�ل �م�ن ا
� �ن�ا ��ل�ه ا ر�لن

���ا �اك�مم� ��صن ��ل�ي  اأ
ّ
ر���ي ��صش �ل��ن

� ����ن ا ��ل���ن ّ ��ن�ا
����ر ��نّ�ه �لي��لن

�ل��أ
�ن � �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� م�ل�و ���ن���ا ا

�ي��ن

�ع�مم�ل�ي 
أُ
��وا �م�ور 

�ل��أ
� ا ه  ��لن��ي ���مش�ل ���دن ر�ا����هي  ��ل��صش ا �ن �يُر�ا���ي  ��واأ �ي�ه. 

���ن �ور 
�ا�م�ن���طن ا ء  �ل���ش��ي

� ا ء  رنا ��ن
أ
رهي ا

��و �ا����ش
أ
ا

�ل����ا. �ص�ل: ح�ا
أ
ل� ���.   ٣ ا �ن�ا

أ
ل.   ٢ ط: ا �موا

أ
ل� �ص�ل: ا

أ
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On why people use intermediaries despite the problems with partnership

and the presence of multiplicity, which serves to corrupt the unified order. 
How generalized and openly deleterious its disruption is will then depend on 
the wealth and advantage involved and on how serious its stature and august 
its position is. God clarified all of that most economically in the tersest words 
possible, with the plainest notions and clearest proofs available, when He said, 
«Were there gods in earth and heaven other than God, they would surely go 
to ruin». May He be glorified and may His praise be extolled. There is no god 
other than He.

On why people use intermediaries despite the problems 
with partnership—a question relating to voluntary choice

Why do people have recourse to intermediaries despite what they say about 
partners and the harm wrought by partnership, as reported in the previous 
question? Thus, the vast majority of things both in the religious Law and the 
political domain are never achieved and put into order without an intermedi-
ary to weave and stitch, rend and mend, spruce and touch up.

Miskawayh’s response

The exigencies of human life require people to act in partnership in the situa-
tions referred to in the previous question. Yet every human being, out of love 
of self and a desire for self-benefit, is keen to enjoy such benefits to the exclu-
sion of his fellows. This produces the kind of corruption and mutual injus-
tice I mentioned previously. Consequently, neither partner trusts the other, 
because each, with a stake in the matter, and out of desire for the benefit that 
will accrue to him, is vulnerable to blind desire and under its sway. As a result, 
they need an intermediary whose relationship to the matter is free from the 
defects of their relationship, so that, his judgment balanced and his opinion 
sound, he may give each his proper share without acting unjustly and without 
following the biddings of blind desire. The fact that partnership is blamewor-
thy does not mean that human beings can do without it; for human weakness 
compels them to it, as we illustrated by reference to heavy weights or activi-
ties with many components. If people fail to work in partnership and to help 
one another, they forfeit them. Such forfeit is a forfeit of great benefits, so it is 

20.1
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

 
ع
� م�ل�ه �عم�ل�� �م�ا ��ي��ي �ن �ي�ح����ي ���ن�����ا �م 

�ا  �ع����ن
ع
���ن� �و�ي ���ن�ا

��من �و��ي�ه 
��من ��لن��ي  ��و  

���ن���هي �صر د
�ل��أ

� ��لم�ك ا �ي دن ���ن�ا ��و��ن�هي  �ا�م���ا ا
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أ
��ل�� �م�ن �ير�ا����ه را ��و
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�ل��نم�ل�ل ا

� �ي�ه �م�ن ا
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��و��ن�هي �ا�م���ا  ��ن�ا
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ّ
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�
ّ اأ

�م
 �ي�ي

�ل��
ر � ��صش �ل��ن

� �م�ور ا
أ
ر ا

�ا����ش
أ
��وا

�دّ  ���ش
أ
ء ا را

�ل��آ
� اً ��وا د ر �ع�د

�ا����ش
أ
�صر ا

�ل��أ
� ���و�ن ��لن��ي ا

ر�ا �ا �ا�م��ي���ش �ن ا �ه�م ���نم�ل�مّ�ا �ا�ك�ا ع ���ن�ي
ا ��ن�د أ

�ل��
� ي ��وا

�ل��نم�ل��
� �شر ا

أ
�ه�ور ا ��و����ن

ر��ورهي 
��ل��صن ��وا  

���ي ����د
أ
ا �لأ���ط  ���و����ا

� ا ��ل��  اأ �ي  �ا ��ن ��ل���ا ا ��ن�ي  ن �م�د��ن�لً�ا �ا�ك�ا
�م���

�عن
أ
ا ء  �ه�وا

�ل��أ
� ��وا �ا 

���نً �ي�ل�ا �حن ا

���ا  ���ن�ي �نح  ��و�ي�ح�ي�ا ء  �ه�وا
�ل��أ

� ���ا ا ���ن�ي ر 
����ي��ي لي������ش �ع�ن��ي ا

أ
�م�ور ا

�ل��أ
� ه ا ����هي �م�ن ���دن �ا ��ل��س�ي ��وا �دّ.  ���ش

أ
�ه�م ا ��ل�ي اأ

�يّ�هي  ����������ن ��ل�ه�و��� ��وا ل�م �م�ن ا
��ي�ه ��و�ي�����

أ
���ي را ��ل�� �م�ن �لي����دّ �ي�ه اأ

���ن �نح  ��و�ن ����ن�ي�ح�ي�ا ��ل�ي���ا ك ��وا را
��ي �ل�����ش

� ��ل�� ا اأ

���ي 
أ
���را ��وا �ل 

� ������د  ا
�م
��ل�ح���ل ر ��ن�ا ��د ��ن

أ
�ن ا �صر �ا�ك�ا

�ل��أ
� ��لم�ك ا م�ل�واً �م�ن دن

���و��سلي���ط ��ن
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 لي��
�ن
أ
�������ن ا

أ
�ن ا �اأ

���ن
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��س�م��ي�

�ي ��م�حن ّ �م�ن �ح���طنّ ا
���مي�ل

أ
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�ل��أ
� ��لن��ي ا �ه  ���و�ن �ح����نّ

 لي��
�ن
أ
�ي���د ا �حن ��لم�ك ا ��م �ي�م�����ن دن

�ن �ا ��واأ ��أ�ن  ��ل����ا ا

ل�م �م�ن 
�ل��ي�����

��لم�ك �  دن
ّ
��و�ا����ل ��يره 

�هي �م�ن �عن ���ن ر ر��ي�ا
�ا����ش

أ
��وا  ��لم�ل�ه�و��� 

ع
��لي�س�

أ
��وا  ��� ��ن �ا ��لم�ل�ن

ً
���� لن ر ���ن

�ا����ش
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���و�ن ا

��و لي��
أ
ا

���ي �ه�و  ��ل��دن ا �ل 
� ������د ا ��و�ي����د�ش   

��ل����م�ل�م�هي ا ي 
�� ّ��ن

��ل�ي�ي �ل�ي�ه 
�
اأ �ن  �ا �ل���لن����ن

� ��وا �ل �س���ه  ا�م�مي
� ��وا ��ل�ه�و���  ا �ع��ي  ا د

ر1.
��ل�ي������شّ �ل ا

� ��وا
ن
�ّ���د ��ور

��ل�ي�اأ �ن ا �����ن

�يّ��هي
�م�ل��ي ���يّ��هي ��ن سي ���ن

��ل�هي ��
�م���س�اأ

�لي�ي�ه  ع �ع�ن�ا
�ي�ه �س� �حن ��ن�ه ��لن��ي ���ا ا �ع�ن��ي ��ن�ه ��و���ي��صر ��ل����ا دن ��يره اأ

�هي �عن ��ن �ن ��لن��ي ���ا �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� �ن ا �ل ��ل�����ا

� ��م ����ط�ا
�ا

ا؟ ��لن��ي ���دن  ّ
��ل��صر ����ه ��و�م�ا ا ��ن �ن �لن

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

��نّ�ه �مم�ل�ك 
أ
ا  �عم�ل�� 

ع
��و���ي�  ��نم�ل��ي�ه 

أ
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�ن �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� ا �ي�هي 

��ن��ن ه 
ّٰ
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ّ �م��س��
�و �عم�ل��ي ��ن

أ
ا �ل 

� ���ي�ا

����د 
�ل��أ
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�
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 لي��
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أ
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ّ
���ن������ل
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أ
ا ���ن�هي 
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ّ
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أ
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أ
ا

��ل��  �نح اأ �ن �ي�ح�ي�ا
��م لي�����ن ��ن�اأ
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��ن
�ل��آ

� �وع ا
�و�ع�ه �م�و���ن

�نّ �م�و���ن
أ
 ا

ع
��يره �س�

�ل �عن
�  �ي����اأ

�ن
أ
����د ا ���وا

� ���د ا ��ن

رهت.
�ل��ك��ش 1 ط: ا
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On why people speak gladly about the needs of those they concern themselves with

20.3

better to form partnerships, their defects notwithstanding, than to avoid them 
completely.

Most human affairs can only be accomplished through mutual help and 
partnership, because human beings are unable to act in isolation, are imper-
fect, and manifestly are created and originated beings. The more people there 
are acting in partnership in a given affair, the more discordant their views, 
the more uncertain the influence of blind desires, and the more pressing the 
necessity of intermediaries. Political governance is one of the cases in which 
blind desires proliferate and in which partnership and cooperative action are 
needed—thus a person who can judge honestly, unencumbered by blind desire 
and partisanship, is required. The intermediary, if he is actually free of this, will 
be better equipped to form fair judgments and correct views. If not, he must 
ensure that he has a smaller stake than the contending parties, or has greater 
self-control and discipline, being more effective at keeping blind desires in 
check. This will ensure he does not succumb to or follow the impulses of blind 
desire. Concord will be achieved, and justice—which produces unity and elim-
inates multiplicity—will be done.

On why people speak gladly about the needs of those they 
concern themselves with yet keep quiet about their own needs— 

a question relating to natural and ethical matters

Why do people speak so volubly about the needs of those they concern them-
selves with, yet are so reticent about their own needs despite their concern for 
themselves? What is the secret behind this?

Miskawayh’s response

The basis on which human beings have been constructed, the principle on 
which they have been created, is that they are kings.28 So, every human being 
is entitled to be a king in view of the auxiliary powers placed at his disposal, 
and everybody should be able to achieve this equally unless there is a defect 
or deficiency in his constitution. Everyone must have a sense of pride that 
prevents him from feeling abased, since everyone has to ask for help at dif-
ferent times, even though everyone’s material basis is the same, and since 

21.1
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

���ه �م�ن  ��� �ي�م�ن ����د�ش ��ل�ه ��رنّهي ��ن��ن
�ن �ي
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�ن ا ��و�حن �ل�ي�ه 

�
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أ
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���ي ��م�ح����ود  �ن ا ا �ا�ك�ا دن  ��سسيّ�م�ا اأ

�ل��
�

���ا  ���ن�ي ���وا 
ر�ا

��ي ���ش ���ن�ا  ��� ��ل�ن�ا ن ا
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��مي �ل�ن�ا

� ا ���ن����ه  ��ن�ا م�ل�هي  �ي
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On why some people become famous after they die

one person is as likely to need others as they are likely to need him. This is 
why the civic state is necessary, why communities and cooperation arise, and 
why it is good for people to enter into exchange with one another, with one 
person giving his fellow what he needs if he has it available, so that he may 
then receive its equivalent from him in turn. So it’s tantamount to committing 
an injustice, if the person who solicits help does not compensate or enter into 
exchange with others, and if he does not offer anything in return or promise 
its equivalent. At the very least, he has demoted himself from the rank he was 
assigned to when created, so he becomes reticent and feels contempt for him-
self. But he does not experience this reaction when, by contrast, he talks about 
what another person needs. It is as though he has attributed this deficiency 
entirely to the person he is talking about, so his tongue loosens and he does 
not feel abased.

On why some people become famous after they die— 
a question relating to natural and ethical matters

What is the reason for the renown that comes to some people after their death, 
so that they spend their lives in obscurity and shoot to fame when they are 
dead, as for example Maʿrūf al-Karkhī did?

Miskawayh’s response

This is predominantly due to the envy that besets most people, particularly 
when the person envied is close in status to the envier, or on a par with him, for 
example, in terms of lineage, political power, and geographical origin. For if 
people are similar in these external aspects and hold them in common, and 
then one of them comes into exclusive possession of a given excellence, the 
rest will vie with him over it and envy him for it. Eventually this leads them to 
repudiate him. That is why it has been said, “The last to recognize a scholar’s 
merit are his own neighbors.” Physical proximity and frequent association 
unite them and place them on the same footing, so they are prey to what I have 
said if one of them has exclusive possession of a given excellence. There may of 
course be other reasons for their failure to recognize his merit, but the cause 
I have described is the most frequent. On the contrary, it is easier for distant 

22.1
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On why men of virtue and reason feel envious toward their equals

strangers to concede his merit and feel less envy, as there is nothing that unites 
them. People begin to acknowledge excellence and to concede what they had 
denied during someone’s lifetime, when the object of their envy dies and his 
relationship to them is terminated.

On why men of virtue and reason feel envious toward their equals 
even though they know envy is blameworthy—an ethical question

How is one to understand the envy that besets men of virtue and reason toward 
those who are their peers in terms of merit, even though they know that envy is 
vile and has a bad name and that both latter-day thinkers and thinkers of yore 
have converged on censuring it? If there is no way for a person to divest him-
self of this reaction because it takes him in its grip, then what are the grounds 
for censuring it so vehemently? And if it is not something that grips him but 
rather something voluntary he generates in himself and roils his spirits by pro-
ducing, how can one understand his choice? Can people who answer to this 
description be classed among the compos mentis or come close to the status 
of rational men? Aristotle was asked, “Why do envious people dwell longest in 
sorrow?” He replied, “Because they feel sorrow at normal things, and a sepa-
rate sorrow at the good that comes to others.” 29

Miskawayh’s response

Envy is a repugnant illness of the soul and a blameworthy trait. People have 
mistakenly applied the term “envy” to things that do not belong to the same 
class. This was precisely the mistake of my interlocutor, when he asked, 
“How is one to understand the envy that besets men of virtue?” For the man 
of virtue is not given to envy. Our discussion of envy will reveal its essential 
nature and thus its repugnant quality, putting it in its proper place and ensur-
ing it is not confused with other things. We respond, then, as follows. Envy is 
a form of sorrow that comes over a person when a good thing comes to some-
one entitled to it. This foul passion is then followed by other foul acts, such 
as the wish that this good be withdrawn from the person who is entitled to it. 
This wish is then followed by many kinds of destructive exertions that result 
in numerous evils. So anyone who experiences envy in the sense that we have 
defined is evil, and an evil person cannot be excellent.

23.1
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On why men of virtue and reason feel envious toward their equals

The term “envy” has mistakenly been applied when someone experiences 
this kind of sorrow for reasons that are not blameworthy. For example, a virtu-
ous person may feel sorrow at the good that comes to the person who is not 
entitled to it, because he wishes things to happen as they ought, and because 
an evil person will put to evil purposes a good thing placed at his disposal, 
if it lends itself to such a purpose, or will derive no benefit from it whatso-
ever. Or, again, a virtuous person may feel sorrow on his own account when 
he does not receive the good that another person receives, if he is entitled to 
its like. The reason I do not apply the term “envy” to this reaction, however, 
is because his sorrow is not provoked by the good that the other has received, 
but because he has been deprived of its like. There is nothing wrong with 
someone wanting to have what another has; on the contrary, anyone who sees 
another enjoying something good should also desire to possess that good for 
himself—and this sorrow is not followed by the wish for the good to be with-
drawn from the person entitled to it. The Arabs distinguished between these 
two types of person by using the term “envy” for the one and “admiration” 
for the other. The way we ourselves educate our children is by pointing out 
to them well-bred people and commending their virtues to them. Children 
with a good nature aspire to emulate the people of virtue, following in their 
footsteps, working as hard as they can to attain what they have attained. This 
method is beneficial for most young people. Children with a bad nature, in 
contrast, feel sorrow at the refinement and merit attained by others, and do 
not follow their lead. Rather, they try as hard as they can to deprive the other 
of it or to prevent him from possessing it; they deny his possession of it or 
reproach him for it. In that case they are envious and wicked.

My response to your remark “If there is no way for a person to divest himself 
of this reaction because it takes him in its grip,” until the end of that segment, is 
as follows. Passions—I mean those not directed toward the attainment of per-
fection—are blameworthy, for they are material in nature. That is why it would 
be better for human beings not to be subjected to passions at all, if that were 
possible. Yet, as that is unachievable, they are obliged to eliminate all the pas-
sions they have the power to eliminate, in order to attain a state of completion 
and perfection, something they do by acquiring congenial character traits and 
manners. This happens to them first through the directive influence of their par-
ents, then through the directive influence of the ruling power, and then through 
the directive influence of the laws and the principles of conduct promulgated 

23.3

23.4
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On why we fear death but sometimes welcome it

for that purpose. For people derive outward forms and conditions from these 
things, and then they become entrenched as acquired possessions and stable 
states, which are the things that are called “virtues” and “good breeding.”

On why we fear death but sometimes welcome it—a 
question relating to natural and ethical matters

Why do we fear death, and why is death sometimes welcomed? Even if the first 
is the more frequent, the second is both starker and more noticeable. Which 
should be held in the highest regard, fear or welcoming? There is much good 
to be harvested from a discussion of the topic.

Miskawayh’s response

The fear of death comes in many varieties, as does the welcome given to it; 
some are praiseworthy, others blameworthy—for some lives are excellent and 
desirable, while others are bad and odious. Therefore death, their contrary, 
should vary accordingly. Thus, the death that is set against an admirable life 
will be loathsome, while the death that is opposed to a loathsome life will be 
admirable. These categories need exposition, in order to explain why one fears 
or welcomes death and to determine which of the two is superior. Some lives 
are burdened with great evils, terrible travails, and immense pains, as when 
a man is taken captive with his wife and children by a wicked people, and he 
sees his wife and children experience terrible sufferings, and his mind and 
body are subjected to intolerable torments, or when he suffers from an incur-
able illness, or when he is forced to perpetrate some evil against friends and 
parents. Nobody would choose to go on living under such loathsome condi-
tions, because death is an excellent choice when faced with these tribulations 
and such an implacable enemy. This consideration leads us to conclude that 
when life is loathsome, death—its contrary—is desirable. So this kind of death 
should be welcomed; the reason for this is obvious.

24.1

24.2
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On why we fear death but sometimes welcome it

The same applies if the situation is reversed. For there are admirable lives 
and well-regulated modes of living in which the body is healthy, the humoral 
mixture is balanced, and basic needs are met in honorable ways, and this 
enables us to strive for ultimate happiness and to realize the form through 
which human beings are perfected, while enjoying the help of excellent com-
panions, the satisfaction of having fine children, and the pride that comes from 
good kinsfolk and an upright family. All of this is admirable, worth having, and 
excellent. The death that is set against it will therefore be loathsome, because 
it interrupts the perfection of happiness and the consummation of virtue, and 
deprives one of the good one stood to enjoy. So such a death must be feared; 
the reason for this is obvious.

This is one way of considering matters, one angle of examination. Another 
approach is to say that the persistence of life is in itself preferable because it 
represents continued existence, and existence is a noble and precious thing, 
whereas its contrary, nonexistence, is a mean and base thing. What is noble 
must be desired, just as what is base must be avoided. If life must come to an 
end, nonetheless it leads to eternal life and to endless existence. Death then 
ceases to be odious, except in the way one might find odious a bitter medicine 
that brings health. Painful treatment and unpleasant medicine are to be pre-
ferred if they bring lasting health and continued well-being. Even if they are 
not preferable intrinsically, they are so extrinsically. Thus, discerning people 
who understand that the next world is superior and that the life to come is 
better than their present life welcome death as they would welcome unpleas-
ant medicine and painful treatment, in order thereby to attain a permanent 
good, even if this choice is made on extrinsic rather than intrinsic grounds. 
Perhaps they may only suppose this to be the case, but they should still wel-
come death according to the strength of their supposition and the extent of 
their convictions. This is also the case with medicine when one entertains a 
strong supposition that the person prescribing it is knowledgeable. Without 
this belief and strong supposition, however, death is feared, because it is a 
kind of nonexistence, and nonexistence is something one recoils from. This is 
a valid explanation and clear cause.

Here is yet another reason why death is either welcomed or feared. People 
who, through strong supposition, have gained firm insight regarding the life 
to follow in the hereafter, yet who have not equipped themselves for it or 
made the sort of preliminary preparations that they believe would lead to their 

24.3
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On why thin people tend to be noble and fat people ignoble

happiness, will not welcome death but will hate and fear it. Conversely, those 
who suppose that they have made adequate preparations will welcome it with 
open arms. This is evident among adherents of the various heretical groups 
and competing religions, the way the Hindus rush to commit themselves to the 
flames and carry out various kinds of bodily mutilation and slaughter, or the 
way the Kharijites pursued death with alacrity and gave up their lives in their 
famous battles. It is said that if a Kharijite were transfixed by a spear, he would 
spur on his horse to slide along the shaft of the spear, coming up against the 
one who had struck him, and then recite, «I have hastened, Lord, only that 
I may please Thee».30 This is why the caliphal army attached lugs to the sock-
ets of their spearheads, as a barrier to prevent a speared opponent from slid-
ing along the shaft as far as the soldier who had impaled him. The adherents 
of heretical groups who endure different forms of torment, mutilation, and 
slaughter are too many to count. Still, we have described why death is feared 
and why it is welcomed and on what occasion and under what conditions each 
response is appropriate.

On why thin people tend to be noble and fat 
people ignoble—a natural question

Why are thin people more likely to be noble? And why are fat people more 
likely to be ignoble?

Miskawayh’s response

This question seems to concern what usually holds true for the most part. 
Since innate heat is the cause of life and the cause of the excellences that are 
contingent on life—I mean intelligence, agility, courage, and the like—bodies 
with a greater share of it are superior. The correct way to view this is as fol-
lows: Bodies that are balanced with respect to thinness and fatness, tallness 
or shortness, and the other qualities are the most excellent. As your question 
is narrowly focused on thinness and fatness, we will also focus our reply with 
the following account. When heat combats the humors and succeeds in dissi-
pating the excess moistures it contains and negating its contrary, the coldness 

25.1
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On why short people tend to be crafty and tall people foolish

that prevails over it, this results in agility and alertness and in bold and intrepid 
activity. Then come the concomitant excellences and, the first among them, 
the intensification of the heat that resides in the heart. The moistures, if they 
prevail, drown it out, impeding it and preventing it from exercising its effects. 
Ignobleness, and its concomitants, such as laziness, mental torpor, cowardice, 
and all its attendant defects, ensue.

Though fatness and thinness represent deviations from a balanced state, 
thinness deviates by an excess of heat, which is the cause of excellences, and 
is thus more amenable than the opposite extreme—namely, fatness. Fatness is 
a deviation from a balanced state that tends toward coldness and the absence 
of heat, which counteracts and defeats these excellences. Books of ethics have 
demonstrated that the extremes of the excellences are all blameworthy, but, 
although they are similarly distant from the mean, some are closer to being 
praiseworthy than others. Thus, the state of balance that is lauded as generos-
ity and liberality has two extremes: avarice and prodigality. Both, represent-
ing deviations from a balanced state, are blameworthy, but one, prodigality, 
is more similar to generosity than the other. For, taken too far, one of these 
extremes results in the nullification and negation of the thing praised, while 
the other results in an excessive increase of it. I declare that, in terms of a lack 
of balance, the two are on a par, but one is more similar to the state of balance 
than the other. This is a point that cannot be gainsaid or denied.

On why short people tend to be crafty and tall 
people foolish—a natural question

Why do short people tend to be crafty, while tall people tend to be foolish?

Miskawayh’s response

These also represent extremes relative to excellence, because a balance 
between tallness and shortness is what is laudable. But the tallness that results 
from an imperfection in one’s natural constitution is closer to being blamewor-
thy on account of the distance that separates the main organs from each other, 
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On why some people overstate and others understate their age

particularly the heart and the brain, the two organs that have the clearest gov-
erning role. For these two must be separated by only a moderate distance so 
that the heat that is in the heart can modify the coldness of the brain, retain 
the brain’s balance, and preserve the psychic spirit that is distilled in the ven-
tricles of the brain, and also so that the coldness of the brain can modify the 
heat of the heart and help it retain its balance. This balance is disrupted and 
disordered, the overall structure is ruined, ensuing actions are impaired, and 
the excellences decrease, if one of the two organs is positioned too far from the 
other. In contrast, the physical proximity of the two organs does not produce 
the same kind of imperfection that their distance does.

On why some people overstate and others 
understate their age—an ethical question

Why is it that when people are asked about their age, some understate, while 
others overstate their age?

Miskawayh’s response

Both types—I mean the one who understates and the one who overstates 
his age—share the same aim, even if what they say differs. And sometimes a 
person may say different things at different points in time or in different cir-
cumstances at the same point in time. This reflects a defect of character—it is 
to use mendacity to suggest that one possesses an excellence one does not in 
fact possess. The reason for this is self-love; because people want others to 
believe they possess greater merit than they do, and want others to excuse 
them for any deficiencies they happen to have. If an excellence or a deficiency 
manifests itself in the young, then they understate their age so as to let others 
know that they have acquired the excellence in a short space of time and that 
they could only have achieved this with great solicitude, staunch dedication, 
and nobility of soul, and by renouncing the appetites that get the better of 
their peers and refraining from the levity that prevails among people of their 
age. The shorter the amount of time involved, the greater their affinity to excel-
lence and the greater the wonder they excite. By contrast, others may excuse 
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On why people end up loving particular months or days

the behavior of those who suffer from a deficiency as guilelessness and inex-
perience, in the anticipation that they will straighten themselves out, and the 
hope that they will mend their ways and turn from their errors.

Human beings have the capacity to cultivate the excellences and increase 
their knowledge as long as they live, and they always derive pleasure from pos-
sessing a higher degree of merit than people of their age are expected to attain, 
or from being admired for acquiring in a short space of time the expertise that 
normally requires a long time. Persons who have reached middle age or who 
have lived long enough to have amassed extensive experience—people who 
have witnessed the ebb and flow of entire epochs, who have consorted with 
men of note, and who have been active in fields of learning—arouse profound 
respect in people’s minds, provoke reverence in their hearts, and are treated 
with deference in social gatherings. Their counsel is sought out at difficult 
times, their opinions consulted. This status is much desired, so someone who 
is of an age at which he can plausibly make this claim or to assimilate himself 
to those who occupy these ranks exaggerates his age so that this status may 
be conceded to him and he can be considered to possess it. In mendaciously 
understating or overstating their age, both types, as well as the type who says 
different things at different times or in different circumstances, seek to present 
a false view of their merit and claim status they do not possess. This is patently 
wicked, so the perpetrator is wicked. The best people do not succumb to this 
kind of viciousness, because they do not sully themselves with lies or make 
false boasts.

On why people end up loving particular months 
or days and why they form different conceptions 

of different days—a natural question

Why do people come to love a particular month and a particular day? How 
is it that people form a conception of Friday different from their concep-
tion of Thursday? Al-Rūdakī, who was congenitally blind—that is, he was 
born blind—was once asked: What do colors look like to you? He answered: 
Like camels.
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On why people end up loving particular months or days

Miskawayh’s response

The reason people come to love one particular month is because of some 
happy incident they happened to have experienced during that time, as when 
they realized something they hoped for, obtained something they desired, 
anticipated the arrival of something they yearned for at a particular time, or 
experienced joy after grief or rest after toil. This experience may have per-
sisted and been repeated over a period of their life at particular times, and so 
they warmed to that time, growing fond of it and coming to love it on account 
of what happened during it. This is why Muslim children come to love and 
develop a lifelong fondness for Fridays and to hate Saturdays. Because Friday 
is the day when they are required to rest and allowed to play, and it is followed 
by Saturday, which is a day when they must toil and stop the games they enjoy. 
Jewish children, by contrast, experience that in relation to Saturday and the 
next day, and Christian children in relation to Sunday and the next day. The 
same applies to feast days, on which people have been given permission to rest 
and dress up in their finery. The Prophet described them as “days on which 
one may eat and drink and dally with one’s womenfolk.” These days vary from 
religion to religion: Each group loves their own feast days, when they are per-
mitted to dress up, enjoy themselves, and rest. By contrast, people for whom 
all circumstances are alike—people who are under no religious law and whose 
lives and circumstances are not governed by a particular order, such as the 
East Africans, the remote Turks, and the like—do not have this experience, 
and do not come to love any one particular day or month or specific time.

The explanation of why people develop a conception of Friday different 
from their conception of Thursday is as follows. The form of time that is most 
manifest, most general, and most familiar is that produced by a single revolu-
tion of the outermost celestial sphere, that is, the celestial sphere that causes 
all of the other spheres to revolve and that, through its motion, causes them 
to move in a direction other than the one to which their own motions tend, 
namely, from east to west, departing from a given point and returning to it in 
the course of twenty-four hours. This form of time is most manifest to people 
on account of the appearance of morning and evening, which go from light to 
dark, caused by the sun’s appearance above the earth for part of this period 
and its disappearance beneath the earth for another part. The repetition of 
these revolutions constitutes the days and nights. Each revolution contains 
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On why people end up loving particular months or days

human actions, motions, new births, and transactions that are not to be found 
during another revolution. These actions are subject to rulings and ordinances 
that apply over specific time frames and involve temporal limits stipulated 
within a given time frame. These need to be referred to different instances of 
the revolutions of the outermost celestial sphere that produce day and night, 
so that people’s transactions may be properly executed, their ordinances may 
be soundly applied, and the temporal limits assigned to their actions and trans-
actions may acquire a specific reference.

There is another form of time, one produced by a revolution specific to the 
sun as it traces its course. In this case, the sun departs from a given point and 
returns to that same point through a motion of its own, without the first mov-
er’s imparting motion to it. Unlike the former, this revolution occurs in the 
direction of west to east. A single revolution produced by the motion specific 
to the sun takes approximately 365 days and a quarter of a day to complete. 
This is also a form of time, but it is related to the motion of the sun, and is 
called a “year.”

Then there is a further form of time that people are also familiar with and 
have come to know well; and though it is not as manifest as that of the sun, it 
follows close on it. It is constituted by, and arises from, a single revolution of 
the moon produced by a motion specific to it and not owed to the motion of 
the first mover. A single revolution produced by the moon’s specific motion—
also from west to east—takes twenty-eight days to complete, and is called a 
“month.”

These three forms of time can be seen; they are manifest and plain because 
they are connected with the sun and the moon—the most luminous and con-
spicuous stars, and the largest in appearance. With familiarity, people have 
thus come to work on their basis, and so there has arisen a conception of each 
revolution that reflects the activities people allocate to it, the lives and births 
that unfold and occur within it, and the relation that people’s motions bear 
to it in terms of their starting and end points. If we consider these revolu-
tions in isolation from human motions and actions, and do not refer any other 
motion or action to them, there is nothing whatsoever to distinguish between 
them except the distinction that arises through iteration, which necessarily 
involves numbers—one being first, second, third, and so on, as far as num-
bers can reach. But if we consider them according to their different circum-
stances, refer different actions and effects to them, and give them a numerical 
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��و ��يراً 

 �ا���ش
ع
� ���ن �ا�م�وا ه ا ��لن��ي ���دن ���و�ن 1 

��
ّ

ن �لي�ي��ن����
��م�لّ�م��ي�

�ا�م�ي�� �نّ ا �اأ
���ن ��؟ 

ً
�ل
�
��وّ

أ
ل�م ا

�� ��ل����ن ��و�م�ا ����دّ ا

�م�ا 
��لن ل�م 

�� ��ل����ن ��ن�ا  
دن �ليم�ل��دنّ

أ
��ن�ا ا

أ
�ل ا

�
�و
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1 ط: ��ت�ن��ن�ك

٧،٢٨

١،٢٩

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:54 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



129 129

On the meaning and origin of injustice

sequence, there arise different conceptions that reflect the different things that 
take place in them and are referred to them.

In the case of the congenitally blind person you mentioned in your question, 
those who lack a particular sense do not form concepts regarding any of the 
corresponding sensible objects, because concepts regarding sensible objects 
are only formed in the soul after the objects have been perceived by the senses. 
For these are among the powers of the soul that derive information from the 
senses, and they only raise this to the power of the imagination after receiving 
it from the senses. The form of the sensible object then becomes fixed within 
the power of the imagination, even if the form of the senses is eliminated and 
disappears. But when someone lacks a particular sense to begin with, how is 
it possible for the sensible object to be raised to the power of the imagination? 
It stands to reason that someone blind from birth should be unable to imagine 
colors or form any relevant concepts. Similarly, if someone lacks the sense of 
smell or hearing from birth, he cannot imagine any corresponding sensible 
object for the reasons we have outlined. A learned practitioner of philosophy 
once told me he had asked a man blind from birth how he conceived of white-
ness, and he replied, “It is sweet.” It is as if, having failed to discover the form 
of whiteness in his imagination, he resorted to another sense whose objects 
were available to him, and so designated the one through the other and took 
them to be identical.

On the meaning and origin of injustice

What did the poet mean when he said:

Injustice is ingrained in human nature, so if you find anyone
abstaining from wrong, he does so for a special reason? 31

What is the definition of injustice to begin with? For the dialectical theolo-
gians ply these topics with wild abandon without giving them their due, as if 
they were driven by anger and rivalry. I heard someone say during his tenure as 
vizier: “I delight in injustice.” What is it and how does it originate—injustice, 
I mean? Is it a product of human action, or is it an effect of nature?

29.1

28.7
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� ������د ا �ع�ن  ���ن  �حرا
�ن ا ل�م 
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ً
ر��و�� �ا �م��صش

ً
���

��ن �عم�ل�ي�ه �مم�ل�حنّ ��ي �ا ��س�ي
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� ������د �ه�م ا
���ن

�ع�ن  �ي�ه 
���ن �ل 

� �عُ�د ا  دن اأ ��يره 
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�ل 
� ا �ع�ي�د �ل��

� �ل �م�ن ا
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��ي ���ش ا ����ي��ي  ا ر�لي�����هي  ��ل��صش ا �ي�ه �ع�ن 
���ن ر��و�حن��ي 

��و��ن �م�ن ���ط�و��ل�ه �عم�ل�يم�ك 
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On the meaning and origin of injustice

Miskawayh’s response

Injustice is the departure from justice. Since it is necessary to understand the 
meaning of justice in order to understand the meaning of injustice, we have 
devoted a separate discussion to the former, which you will find succinctly pre-
sented and expounded.32 The meaning of the term “injustice” is similar to that 
of the term “inequity,” which is the verbal noun of the verb “to be inequitable.” 
“Inequity,” however, is used in connection with following directions and other 
things, and refers to the act of deviating or straying from the course. “Injustice” 
represents the more proper antithesis of the kind of justice that concerns trans-
actions between people. The term “justice” derives from “moderation,” which 
means distributing with an equal measure, and this equal measure derives from 
the equality established among many things. The establishment of equality is 
what brings multiplicity into existence and preserves it in an ordered condi-
tion. Love spreads among people, their aims harmonize, their polities prosper, 
the transactions between them are successfully achieved, and their customs are 
sustained through justice and the establishment of equality.

A full exposition of these points, an investigation of the nature of justice, 
with an enumeration of its subdivisions and distinctive features, would have 
required a lengthy discussion that I fear would have struck you as excessive 
and would have violated the condition of brevity you stipulated at the opening 
of this epistle. This is why I have devoted a separate treatise to the topic, which 
you will find appended to this question, in the hope that, with God’s help, 
it will meet your need. Had we come across a thorough discussion by a well-
known philosopher or a separate work with detailed exposition, we would 
have indicated it as is our practice and we would have referred to it, for this 
is how we proceed. But we are only aware of one treatise by Galen, extracted 
from Plato’s remarks, and it does not provide an adequate treatment of the 
topic, as it is merely an exhortation to justice and an elucidation of its merit, 
arguing that one should choose and love it for its own sake.33 Once you have 
understood the nature of justice from that treatise, you will understand what 
deviates from it and does not pursue its course. When the arrow hits the mark, 
it only hits a single point, whereas there are an infinite number of ways to miss 
the mark and deviate from it. Similarly, justice is like a single point between 
things, dividing them right in the middle. It is thus possible to deviate from it in 

29.2
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an infinite number of ways. How stark the wrongdoing is and how opprobrious 
the injustice will depend on how near or far it lies from the mark.

The poet’s remark that “injustice is ingrained in human nature” is an idea 
expressed in poetic form that cannot sustain a higher degree of critical scrutiny 
than befits the poetic craft. Were we to try correcting poetic notions using 
philosophical judgments and standards of logic as our touchstone, few sound 
views would survive, and the dignity of poetry would be trampled underfoot—
not to mention that we would be doing it a greater injustice than the poet did 
to human beings when he claimed that injustice is ingrained in their nature. 
It is true that were we to set about constructing arguments for it and ferreting 
out finer interpretations, we would come up with some doctrine or other and 
hit upon some approach, but these responses would be built on reading truth 
into the fallacies, doctrines, and customs of poets in their craft.

To continue: Injustice, in the sense we have expounded, is similar to other 
acts in that if it issues from a disposition of the soul without thought or reflec-
tion, it is called a character trait, and its bearer is unjust. This holds good for 
other acts ascribed to traits of character, for they issue from dispositions and 
stable states without reflection. If, in contrast, the act emerges after thought 
and reflection, it does not arise from a character trait, be it blameworthy or 
praiseworthy. And if it does not arise from a character trait, how can it arise 
from nature? When agents repeatedly perform a certain act with reflection, 
that constant reflection produces a disposition from which acts subsequently 
issue without reflection; that disposition is called a character trait. If the thing 
that issues from this disposition is a type of work that has a durable form 
and leaves a durable effect, it is called a craft, and one derives a name from 
the work that refers to the stable state from which it issues—for example, 
“carpenter,” “blacksmith,” “goldsmith,” “scribe.” So if these works issue from 
their agents without reflection, these names are applied and these attributes 
are ascribed. Yet, nobody would call a person who might go to the effort of 
applying the tools of the carpenter, blacksmith, scribe, and goldsmith, and 
produce some simple action through reflection and thought, and thus by way 
of simulation and toilsome effort, a carpenter or a scribe. This is why a person 
who turns out a verse or two is not called a poet, and one who sews a thread 
or two is not called a tailor. All crafts conform to this principle, and the same 
thing applies to these works, as you can see, as well as to the acts that leave no 
durable effects. So too with character traits and the acts that issue from them; 
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for character traits are dispositions of the soul from which the corresponding 
acts issue without reflection or thought.

You mentioned the vizier you heard saying “I delight in injustice.” When 
blameworthy choices produce dispositions and stable states, they become 
evils and their bearers are called evil. In meriting the designation “evil” and in 
departing from the mean that constitutes the excellences of the soul, injustice 
does not possess a distinction not shared by similar traits. Evils and defects 
such as gluttony, avarice, or cowardice enter the soul, when the mean fails to be 
realized. What is peculiar to injustice is that it relates to transactions between 
people, and that it involves abandoning all concern for excuse and equality. 
In his Ethics, Aristotle has provided a clear exposition of this just relation and 
equality in transactions. He explains that a transaction involves a proportional 
relation between the seller and the buyer, and between the object sold and the 
object bought, and that the proportional relation of the first to the second is 
like the proportional relation of the third to the fourth in cases of reciprocal 
giving and exchange. This is also explained and set out clearly in other books 
by him.34

The well-known saying, “All will be well so long as there are disparities 
between people—should they become equal they would be brought to ruin,” 
does not refer to disparities in the justice that is realized equally among them 
for the purposes of coexistence. Rather, it refers to the kinds of things through 
which civic association and communal life are achieved; disparity on the level 
of individuals makes for order on the level of the whole. It has been said that 
human beings are political by nature. Political association would collapse and 
communal life would come to naught if all people became equal in their ability 
to satisfy their own needs. As has been shown above, people perform differ-
ent types of work and each performs his own separate work, so this generates 
the order of the whole and makes political association possible. One might 
compare this to writing, which is made possible as a totality by the different 
forms and shapes of letters and the different ways of positioning them rela-
tive to each other. These differences are what give writing its proper form as a 
totality. Were all letters equal and alike, writing would come to naught.
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�ن ��و�ا�ك�ا ��ن�هي  أ����ا
�ل��
� ا �ع�ن  ��ن�ه  ن 

������ي�
� ا م�ل�ي  ��ن ��سشُ �ع�ي�ن  �ي�ه 

���ن ��ر1  �ا ����ن ��و 
أ
ا

����ي��ي  ا ر��� 
��ن
�ل��أ

� ا ��ن�ن  �ا ��ل�� ��ن اأ  
��ل����ع�ن�هي ر��ي��ن�هي ا

��ل��صش ا ��ل�هي 
�ا�م����اأ ا ر��� 

أ
�لنّ��ي ا �اأ

���ن �ي�ل�ا���ط  �ل���حن
� ا ا �لمأ�ل ���دن �ا�م����ا ا

�ل  ��من
�ل��أ

�
��و ���وك 

�� ��ل��سش ا  
�م

��ن
��و�لي�ن�� �ل 

� ��ل����وأا ا ح 
ر�

 ��ي��ي��ي
�ن
أ
�ن ا �ي ��لم�ل���حن �ل��ي��� 

�
��و  

��و��س�ه�و��ل�هي  
�هي
ّ
���يم�ل ��ن��ي�ن�ه�م�ا   

�هي �ل�� �ن��س�ن
�

ن 
�لم�ل����ي�

� ��
ً
�ل
� �����ا �لن ��لم�ك اأ ���مي�ل دن

أ
��م ا

��و�ا ���ا  �لي�ن ���ي�����ا �عم�ل�� �ح��س�ن �صرا ��لن��ي �حن �م 
��ل�����ل�ا ��ل�� ا ����رر�ي اأ ��لن ا ا ���دن

���ي �ع�ن ���ن��م�ل 
ّ
�و�حن

��ل�هي ��ي
�ا�م����اأ ���ا ��و��ل�����نّ ا �مّ�هي �عم�ل�ي ������ا ����ي��ي ��ن��ن�ي ا �ل ا

�
����و

�ل��أ
�  �عم�ل�� ا

��ي�هي را
ن
�ل�� ر

�
��ل���ا ��و ���ن���ا

أ
��وا

�ي��ي�هي.
��ل�� �ح�عي �د اأ ��س�ن

أُ
��وا �ل 

�
��وّ

أ
��ل�� ا ع اأ

� �ع�ي�د ��ور��ن ���م�ل ��ن
أ
�ن ��ل�ه ا �ن �ا�ك�ا  ��واأ

ّ
�مّ��ي �عم�

 ��ن��ي�ن���ا 
ر���ي

�ل�� ���ن
�
�عم�ل�هي ���ن�ه ��و ا�م�مش�ل ��و�ع��ي �س��ن�ا

� ������ل ا ��ل��سش �نّ ا �اأ
��ي�هي ���ن ���ن �ا�م�وا  ��وا

�ا�ا�كم�ل�هي �ا�م���ش ��ل�هي �ع�ن ا
�ا�م����اأ �مّ�ا ا

���ن�اأ

������ل ���مش�ل   ��سش
ّ
�نّ �ا����ل

�ل��أ
������ل � ��ل��سش ع�مّ �م�ن ا

� أ
ا�م�مش�ل ا

� �نّ ا
����ن
أ
��ن�ا ا

أ
��وا  

�و��يّ�و�ن
��لم�ل��ن  �عم�ل�� �م�ا دن�ا��ره ا

�لشم�ل�هي �ا�م�م�ا ن ا
��و��ن��ي�

ه  �ل�ي�هي ��ل���دن
� ��ل�ي�ا ��ل�هي ا

�ا�م����اأ ��لن��ي ا  �عم�ل�ي�ه ٣ 
�و���ن

���و��مي
� ي ��وا

��
���و��من

� �م�ن ا
��لن ��ي�هي  ���ن �ا�م�وا �مّ�ا ا

���ن�اأ �����لً�ا.   ���مش�ل ��سش
ّ
�ل��ي��� �ا����ل

�
��و

��و�ع��ي   
���هي �لن �ا �ا�م���ش �ه��ي ا

���ن ر�ع�هي  �ا �ا�م���ن �مّ�ا ا
���ن�اأ ��دّ.  �ل��ن

� ��وا ��لل�ن�حن�ي   دن�ا��ر ا
ع
ك �س� ر���ه �ع�ن�ا �ح�ن �ن��صش

��و�ن  
��ل�هي

�ا�م����اأ ا
دن�ا��ر�ع�م�ا ��ي�د �صرّ  ���ن �هي  ��س�ن �ا�م�ن�ا ��وا  

��ل�هي د �ا�م���ا ا �مّ�ا 
���ن�اأ ���ي�ه.  ��ي�ا �ي ��سش ��وا ���م�ل�ه 

أ
ا ��و���ن�ه  رع 

��ل��صن ا �عم�ل�هي �م�ن   �س��ن�ا

. �ت
�لو��ن ؛ ط: ��ن����ن ا و��ن

�لو��ت �ص�ل: ��ن����ن ا
أ
ل� �ن ل�.   ٣ ا

أ
�ص�ل: ا

أ
ل� ��ر.   ٢ ا

�ص�ل: ��ن
أ
ل� 1 ا

٢،٣٠

٣،٣٠

١،٣٠
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On the significance of a popular saying, and the meaning of 
certain words—a question about admonitions and about language

Why is it that people say to someone wearing clothes that are all new: “Take 
along something unlike what you’re wearing, to preserve you from harm”? 
Isn’t likeness desirable in every situation? And speaking of likeness, what is 
the meaning of the terms “likeness,” “accord,” “resemblance,” “similarity,” 
“equivalence,” and “affinity”? With a clear account of these terms, the truth 
regarding the terms “opposition,” “divergence,” “conflict,” and “contrariety” 
will also become clear.

Miskawayh’s response

The purpose of this popular practice is to ward off the evil eye. People believe 
that if something is perfect in every respect it quickly attracts the evil eye, 
whereas a lack or a visible defect will divert the evil eye and prevent it from 
causing harm. But you should not have mixed up these questions like this, for 
I see a difficult and lofty question side by side with another question, whose 
paltriness and simplicity bear no relation to the first. It is not for the respon-
dent to propose questions and to frame doubts, so I have been forced to dis-
cuss all of them according to their rank. I do not say this to deny the evil eye 
and its effects, nor to pour scorn on the principles on which common people 
base their behavior. But the question took its point of departure from a popu-
lar practice, albeit one that has a distant foundation and can be traced back to 
a cause, and is based on certain facts.

Turning to the question about the terms “likeness” (mushākalah) and 
“accord,” the term “like” (shakl) means “something similar” (mithl), and “like-
ness” derives from it, adopting the morphological pattern mufāʿalah. Accord-
ing to the scholars of the Arabic language, there is no difference between this 
term and the term “similarity” (mumāthalah). My view is that “similar” is 
broader than “like,” because every like thing is similar, but not everything sim-
ilar is like. The term “accordance” (muwāfaqah) derives from “accord” (waqf), 
as will be discussed in the next question, where we will explain it as part of 
our account of the terms “luck” and “fortune.” “Resemblance” (muḍāraʿah) 
means alikeness, and it is produced using the morphological pattern mufāʿalah 
from the term meaning “something resembling” (ḍirʿ), which is its root and 

30.1
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

�ا�م�س�ن��  ر��ي�ن ا
���ي ر  ��ن�هي ����ا رن �ا�م�وا ��ل�ه ��ن�ا �لمش�ل �ع�د  �ي�م�ا

�ن �ا �ا�ك�ا
ّ
�ل �ا�م

� ������د ��وا �ل. 
� ������د ��ل�هي ا

��لن��ي �م����اأ  �����
��ي �م��س�ي

���طن  �����ن�ا
�ل��أ

� ه ا �ح�ي ��لم�ك ���دن
ا ��و����ن

دن ��نّ�ه اأ  اأ
��ل�هي

�ا�م����اأ ر ا
��ن
آ
�عم�ل�هي ���ن�ه. ��و���يم�ل�ي ��لن��ي ا ��ل�هي �ع��ي �س��ن�ا د �ا�م���ا ���ن�ه ��وا

�م��س�����ي �ع�ن���ا.
أ
��لم�ك ا

���نم�ل��دن ���ا  ���د ���ا �م�ا ��ن ح �لن
��و����ن�

�يّ��هي
�م�ل��ي ��ل�هي ��ن

�م���س�اأ

ر���ط 
��ل�ح����د ��و���ن هي ا �دّ ء ��ل���ش ��وا ��م لي�����ن ��ل���ا د

لن�� �ح�يّ�� �ا
ر�

�����ي �م ��وا
ر���ا

�ل��أ
� ��و���ي ا

��وهي دن ا ���ش��ي�دّ�ي ����د ��م ا
�ا

�ن  ��و��م�ل �ا�ك�ا ك؟  ��ل���ل�ا ��وا �ل�اء  �ل��ن
� ا ��ل��  اأ �ي�ه�� 

�لن ��وا �و��� 
د�ي ��ن��ن ��و��ن�ا ع�م 

���ا ��ن� ��ل�ي �لن ا ��و�ح�يّ�� رن �ن 
�أ �ا ��ن ��ل���ن ا

�ل��؟
�م �

أ
��وهي ا ا ������د ه ا ������ل ���دن ��لن��ي ��سش ه ���ن�ه 

ّٰ
لل  ��ن�ا

دن ّ
���و

ر ��و�م�ا �ليُ�ي �وا ��ل��ن ا

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

����ي��ي  ر�لي�ن�هي ا
�����ي �لن��ي ا �ا�م���ا ��لن��ي ا ��ل�ح����د ��و ��ل�هي ����دّ ا

�م ��لن��ي �م����اأ ه ���ي�د ��ي��ي�دّ
ّٰ
لل ���و��ي�ه ر�ح�م�ه ا

ّ �م��س��
�و �عم�ل��ي ��ن

أ
�ل ا

� ���ي�ا

��ل�هي 
�ا�م����اأ ه ا �ن ���دن �وا ��لن��ي ��ن ��ي�ه  د �عم� �ن�� �ع�ن اأ

�ي�ه �عن
���ن ���ا 1 �م�ا 

�لأ ��س�م�ا
أ
��لن��ي دن�ا��ر ا ��و ���ا  ���ن�ي  ��� ��ل�ن�ا م�ل���ط ا ��ي��ن

�ن  �س���ه�م �����ن ��و�حن �صر 
أ
��لن��ي ا ���وا 

ر�ا
��ي ���ش ا ا دن ��� اأ ��ل�ن�ا �ع�هي �م�ن ا �مم� �ل�حن

� ��و ا
أ
ن ا

�لش�ن��ي�
�ل��
� �نّ ا

أ
ك ا ��نّ�ا دن�ا��ر��ن�ا �ع�ن�ا

�ل��أ
�

��يره  ����ن ه �لن م�ل�هي �ح����د �ي
���ن ����د ��ن��ن  ��ن��ي�ن�ه�م ��وا

رّد �م�ن
ّ ��ي��ن

�م
�يّ�هي �ش

�لن �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� ��و�لي�ه�م ��لن��ي ا ع �ي����ا

�ي�ه �س�
��و��وا ���ن ���ن��ي����ا

ر 
ع�م ��ل�ل�اآ��ن

����د�
أ
�ل�� �ير��� ا

�
��و ����د  ��وا ��لن��ي �ن��س�ن  ���و�ن 

ر�ا
��ي  �ي���ش

�ع�هي �م�ا ع�م �حن
�م �

ر���ا
�ل��أ

� ��و��و ا
��ودن �����ه.  �ن ��و �عن

أ
ا

��ل��ن��س�ن  ر�ا����هي ��لن��ي ا ��ل��صش �وع ا
�نّ �م�و���ن �اأ

�ا ���ن
ً �لي���ن

أ
ر. ��وا

��ن
�ل��آ

� ���ن����ه ا �صر ��ن�ا
����د ���ن�ه�م ��ن�اأ رد ��وا

��ن��ن �ن ا �اأ
�لً�ا ���ن ���ن���ن

����د �م�ن  ��وا  
ّ
 �لي�ي�و���يّ�����ا �ا����ل

رهي
�ل �م�نلي����ن

� ه ���ا ��و���دن �ل 
� ���وا

�ل��أ
� ��لن��ي ا ��و���ي  ��ل��ي����ا ��وا  

��و��ن�هي �ا�م���ا ��وا  
رهي

ن
ر ا �ا�م�وأ �ه�و ا

��م�حن���ود  �ن ا
ْ
�ي �ل��دَ

� ��ل�هي ا رن
ر �ن�م��ن ��و����ا �ا 

ً
������ن �ع�ل�ا��ن

أ
��وا  

��
ً
�ل
� ��سي�م�ا �دّ ا ���ش

أ
�ن ا �نّ �ا�ك�ا

��ل����ن ��نم�ل��ن ا
أ
ا ا دن �اأ

���ن ر 
��ن
�ل��آ

�  ا

���ا. ��ن ��س�����ن�ا
أ
�ص�ل: ا

أ
ل� 1 ا

١،٣١

٢،٣١
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On why relatives and kinfolk are prone to outbreaks of extreme hostility

the source of its derivation. The terms “equivalence” and “affinity” have 
already been treated thoroughly in the question about justice. Their mean-
ings are closely related, for one half of a donkey pack (ʿidl) is similar in weight 
to its counterpart on the other side; and the term “equivalence” (muʿādalah) 
derives from this term, on the morphological pattern mufāʿalah. At the end of 
the question, you said that once these terms were clear to you then the other 
terms would also be clear, so I have refrained from discussing them.

On why relatives and kinfolk are prone to outbreaks 
of extreme hostility—a question of ethics

Why does animosity run so high among relatives and kinsmen that it defies 
remedy—so virulent is the envy and so extreme the spite—to the point where 
goods are destroyed and blood is shed, where people abandon their homes 
and are brought to ruin? Are the evils one fears from neighbors in the same 
class as this animosity or not?

Miskawayh’s response

Our earlier discussion about the definition of envy, the cognate notions that 
confuse people, and the different designations used make it unnecessary to 
cover the same ground in this answer. For we mentioned earlier that if a cer-
tain feature is shared by two people or a group of people, if they are united by 
a certain bond, with respect to which they are equal, even as they are equal 
with respect to their humanity, and if one person among them then happens 
to possess a good that the others do not have, he arouses the envy or desire 
for emulation of his peers. Relatives are a group of people who share a single 
line of descent and who do not consider anyone in the group to have a distinc-
tion over anyone else, so if one of them possesses a feature the others do not 
have, others vie against him. Moreover, ordinarily a common line of descent 
involves offering aid and assistance and sharing in the same conditions; every 
party expects this from the other as a matter of course, so it is harder to toler-
ate and more difficult to resolve when this expectation is violated—it is akin 
to the disavowal of a debt or the denial of a right. If this is claimed, it excites 

31.1
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

 
ع
���ي� ��ل��ن �ن ��ن�ا ���ن �����ن �وّهي ا

��مي ر�ي  ا �لي�ن�و�ا��ر ��ش�ا دن ��واأ �ل �لي�ن�و�ا��ر 
ا ��ش��مي دن ��واأ �ل 

�� ��ش��مي ���ي�ي���ن ا ا دن �اأ
���ن �ا�م�عن�م�و���ط  يّ ا

�ل����
� ��وا

ر��ور. ��ل��صش ��و�لي�ن���ش �عم�ل�� ا �د 
��ل�ح��ي رع ا �ن �يرن ���ن �����ن ��وا

�ل�� 
�
��و ء  ا ���د ��ل�ن ا  

ع
���و�ن �س�

 لي��
�ل��
� ا  ��و���دن �ل 

� ���وا
��ل�ل�اأ ��يّ�د  ��ل�ي��ن ��وا  

��ي�هي ���ع�ن�ا
� ا هي  �دّ ا ���ش ��ل�� ���دن اأ  

���ن �ا ��و�لي�ن���ن

�ن  �ا ��س�ن
أ
ا �ور 

��و�لي�ش لي�����ن  ��م 
�ا �ن  ��واأ ���ا  ��وأ �عم� دّ ��وا �و���ي 

��ل�ح��ي ��ن�ا  
�ي �ل�ن�ا

� �ا�م�����ا ا �وه  ��و��ن ر 
���ن�ي������ش �ه�م  ���ن�ي �ي�م�����ن 

�ح�ن�ه  �م�ن ����ا ����د  ��وا  
ّ
��و�لي����م�ل�ن �ا����ل ��س���ا  ��ن��ن �ل 

� ��ل���ا ا ر��ي�ه 
�ي �م�مّ�ا  ر 

�ا����ش
أ
ا ر��� 

ُ
�ي  1 �ن ���ن �����ن ��وا �ن  ���ن �����ن ا

ر 
�ش �لي�ي���دنّ ��ل�� �ح�ي �وه اأ ���و��ن

� رهي ا
د ��و�ا����ش ������د �ي�ه��ي �م�ن ا

ره ��و��ي��ن
�ح�ن�ه ��و��ي��ن�ي����ن ��م�ل�ن�ه ����ا

�� ر ���مش�ل �م�ا �لي
��و��ي��ن�ي����ن

��يّ�د  ��ي��ن �عم�ل��  ���ش  �لي�ن �م�ا  ر�ا����هي 
��صش ��نّ�ه 

�ل��أ
�  ّ

�و���ي
��مي �ن  �����ن �ا 

ً �لي���ن
أ
ا ر  �وا ��ل��ن ��وا ���ن�ه.   ��� ��ي�ا أ

�ل��
� ا  

ع
� ��و��ي��ي ه  ��وأ ��وا د

�ا  ك �ع������نً �نّ �ع�ن�ا
أ
�� ا

ّ
�ل
�
�م اأ

ر���ا
�ل��أ

� ��و���ي ا
���ا ��لن��ي دن ����ي��ي دن�ا��ر��ن�ا �ل ا

� ���وا
�ل��أ

�  ا
ع
���ي� ��ل�ح����د ��و�حن  ا

ح
�ل ��و�ليم�ل��يّ�

� ���وا
�ل��أ

� ا

��ل�ح����د  ��وا  
ر ���ن�ه ��صر���ن ا ��ش�ا دن ّ اأ

ر ��ل��صش ���ن�ا ر  �وا ��ل��ن ��لن��ي ا ��د ���شم�ل�ه�م�ا   ��ي�و��ن
�ل��
�ا ٢ �

ً
ء �س��م�ل�و�م ��ن��ي�ا ��واأ اً 

ّ
�و �صر��ن

�ي�ا �س���ه.
�عي ��ل�ن ��ل�� ا �ع��ي اأ ا �ل�� د

�
�ي�ه ��و

���ن ��ير 
�لم�ل��ن
�
�نح  �ل�� �صرنا

ن �
�ي�ه �م�ح���

���ن

���يّ��هي سي ���ن
��ل�هي ��

�م���س�اأ

ّ ��ي��ن��س�ن 
ر

�ه �م�ن ��صش �ن ���ن �ن �عن �ي�ه ��و�م�ا �����ن
�ل�ي�ه ��و�ه�و ���ن

�
ّ ��يُ��ن��س�ن اأ

ر
�ن �م�ن ��صش �ن�����ا أ

�ل��
� �ن ا ��م ��نع���ن

�ا

�لن��ي �م�ن  ��ل�ش�ا �ن ��لن��ي ا ��ل�����دن ��م���م�ود ��وا �و�ن ا ��م�ح�ن �ن ا �ل �م�ن ��ن�ا
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ���ي ��لن��ي ا ��ل����د �ي�ه؟ ��وا
�ل��ي��� �ه�و ���ن

�
�ل�ي�ه ��و

�
اأ

�ا�م����ر��وه. �م�و�م ا �ا�م�دن �ن ا ��ن�ا

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

�ن  �ن�����ا أ
�ل��
� ر���ه ��وا

�م ��صش ��� ��و���ي�د ��ي��ي�دّ ��ن ��ل�ن م�ح�نّ�هي ا
��لم�ك � �ن دن ه ���ع�ن

ّٰ
لل ���و��ي�ه ر�ح�م�ه ا

ّ �م��س��
�و �عم�ل��ي ��ن

أ
�ل ا
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On why people become angry when others impute evil to them

aggravation; if it excites aggravation, it is rebuffed; if rebuffed, everyone swells 
with anger, and anger sows rancor and incites to evil deeds.

Add to this the strong interest relatives take and the probing inquiries they 
make into each other’s affairs, which is simply not possible with more dis-
tant parties. So people set about demanding their rights and claiming their 
dues even without any to speak of; the grounds of anger are stirred, and anger 
makes them think more than the facts themselves allow. Everyone makes 
demands and expects the kinds of things that the others demand and expect, 
until the number and variety of demands bring matters to a point where they 
are beyond remedy and hope. The bond between neighbors is also a strong 
one, because it is a commonality that incites probing inquiries into other 
people’s affairs and sows envy and all the other conditions mentioned in con-
nection with relatives. But among the latter, unlike among neighbors, we can 
expect affection and mercy to operate. The evils that flare up among neighbors 
are unalloyed and the envy is pure, with no admixture of good and no reason 
for forbearance.

On why people become angry when others 
impute evil to them—a natural question

Why do people get angry when an evil that is actually to be found in them is 
ascribed to them? And why do they get angry when an evil that is not to be 
found in them is ascribed to them? Yet in the first instance, telling the truth 
is desirable and praiseworthy, and in the second lying is blameworthy and 
odious.

Miskawayh’s response

The reason is self-love, which has already been explained. If a person is 
reminded of an evil that is to be found in him, he shudders to think of it, and 
if he thinks about it, he shudders at the thought of being confronted with it or 
vilified for it. For he knows how repugnant evil is, and he wants his beloved 
soul to be fault-free and far from every offense and reproach. So if an evil is 
imputed, he is first seized by distress and then by a desire to take revenge on 
the person who caused him this distress. Anger consists in the movement of 

32.1
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On why a person who is being talked about suddenly appears out of nowhere

the soul toward revenge, and this movement excites the blood of the heart and 
brings it to a boil. That is why anger is defined as the boiling of the blood out 
of a desire for revenge. The anger a person feels about an evil ascribed to him 
but not in fact found in him is as it should be, for he has been targeted with an 
unjust action intended to cause him distress. The benefit of anger, the reason 
it exists in human beings, is that it helps them to avenge themselves against 
unjust people or fend them off and prevent them from doing harm. So, if a 
person knows that someone has targeted him with an unjust action, he feels 
a desire to take revenge on him, his soul moves in that direction, and anger 
arises. Thus, the reason why anger is inflamed in both cases—when the truth 
is told, and when lies are told—has been clarified, as has the nature of anger.

On why a person who is being talked about 
suddenly appears out of nowhere; on the nature 

of coincidences—a psychological question

Why does a person who is the subject of conversation unexpectedly appear 
at the very moment he is being mentioned? This is widely known to happen, 
even if it is not an everyday, familiar event—had it been, it would not strike 
people as astonishing and would not seem so momentous, but would be a 
commonplace. The same type of thing happens when we turn around and 
see someone we had not been expecting to see. It is similar when we glimpse 
someone we think looks like someone we know, yet a closer look reveals it 
isn’t that person, and then moments later we run into the person he looked 
like. Is all of this a matter of coincidence? If it is, what is coincidence? Does 
“coincidence” (ittifāq) consist in “concord” (wifāq)? And what is concord? 
Clarifying the latter notion will clarify the former and provide insight into it, 
or render it more accessible.

Miskawayh’s response

The soul knows by its essence and apprehends things timelessly, because it 
is above nature, and time is contingent on natural motion; it is, as it were, an 
indication of the extensiveness (imtidād) of the latter, which is why the term 
for “extent” (muddah) was derived from it. For the latter is of the morpho-
logical form fuʿlah and the former of the form iftiʿāl, the root of both being 

33.2
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On why a person who is being talked about suddenly appears out of nowhere

the substantive term for “extension” (madd). Since the soul is above nature 
and its actions are above motion—that is to say, independent of time—the way 
it regards things is not the product of past, present, or future—rather, for it 
everything is on the same plane. Unhindered by matter and material objects or 
by the barriers put up by the senses and sensible objects, it apprehends things, 
and things appear to it timelessly. This feature of the soul may be more pro-
nounced in some humoral mixtures, even to the point of divinatory powers 
and the ability to foretell events. The events foretold sometimes lie in the near, 
sometimes in the distant, future; the more distant the time and the longer 
the interval, the more marvelous, the stranger people find it. The time draws 
nearer and nearer to the present and the distance grows shorter and shorter, 
until the events foretold are separated from the present by only a small margin 
of time. This is what happens to the person who speaks of someone who then 
appears at the very moment he is mentioned. It’s not the act of mentioning 
him that causes him to appear; rather the reverse: the proximity of his appear-
ance apprises the soul and enables it to foretell it. The same thing applies to the 
case of turning around and seeing someone; the proximity of the person you 
turn around to see moves the soul and makes it direct the bodily apparatus to 
turn around. A deeper examination of this topic would not comport with our 
stipulation that we eschew lengthy exposition. Otherwise, there are marvel-
ous things of this sort we could have brought up. This amount suffices for the 
purpose and provides an adequate account of the object of your inquiry.

We have promised to speak in a subsequent question to your question about 
coincidence, whether it consists in concord, and what accord is. I can assure 
you, however, that “coincidence” does indeed consist in “concord”; morpho-
logically “coincidence” derives from it, and they have a single, shared root, 
as is indicated by the etymology.35 We will give an adequate account of this 
when discussing “luck” and “fortune,” God willing.
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On the meaning of certain ordinary and technical terms— 
a question comprising some twenty questions, natural and 

linguistic, and including a discussion of luck and coincidence

What are the features that distinguish between the basic meanings denoted 
by different expressions used widely by people of reason and religion? These 
are terms that carry specific import, with obscure roots and crystal-clear 
meanings. What then is meant by the terms “power,” “control,” “ability,” 
“capacity,” “courage,” “bravery,” “valor,” “succor,” “granting a favorable out-
come,” “grace,” “general good,” “being enabled,” “desertion,” “assistance,” 
“command,” “sovereignty,” “possession,” “provision,” “reign,” “fortune,” and 
“lot”? I have not mentioned “luck,” because the word does not belong to the 
Arabic language.36 Its meaning has been confused with some of these terms, 
as has the term “lucky.” All the terms “fortunate,” “hapless,” “endowed with a 
good lot,” “possessing a good lot,” and “possessing good fortune” carry par-
ticular meanings and serve particular ends, but it is difficult to expound them 
and arduous to inquire into them.

Miskawayh’s response

Notwithstanding the diverse character of these questions, I found some 
notions to be more closely related and some less, so I have grouped the simi-
lar notions together and have not bound myself to the original arrangement. 
“Power” is an equivocal term used to refer to potentiality as against actuality. 
This is a specialized term only used by philosophers and not known to the gen-
erality of people. It refers to something that may possibly be manifested and 
enter actual existence. Thus one says a puppy has sight in potentia, or a person 
is a writer in potentia, even if this is not presently the case. It is also applied to 
the different elements the soul possesses, such as the powers of vision, per-
ception, thought, discernment, anger, and the like. It is also used to refer to 
the quality that characterizes iron and similar objects, namely, firmness and 
insusceptibility to being bent or broken. It is also used to refer to the physical 
strength and hardiness that animals possess, and I believe this is what you had 
in mind in asking the question, because you mentioned this term alongside the 
terms “capacity” and “control.” I have hit upon a definition that encompasses 
most of these significations and is relevant to your question: “Power” is a state 

34.1
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On the meaning of certain ordinary and technical terms

of the entity that possesses it which manifests itself when confronted with its 
specific object. To clarify this definition as it pertains to animals: It consists in 
a balance between moisture and dryness in the nerves. For excess moisture in 
the nerves makes them flaccid when they are worked, and the one working 
them is then called weak. Excess dryness, in contrast, makes them snap and 
break or creates the risk of that, and makes them hurt when they are worked, 
and the one working them is also weak. The term “power” is only ever used 
relatively and in accordance with the standards relevant to its particular sub-
ject. One might thus speak of “a strong man” and a “weak camel,” just as one 
might speak of a “strong ant” and a “weak elephant.”

“Capacity” consists in the adequacy of a power to the demand placed on 
it; it is used in connection with animals and their strength more specifically, 
and in connection with corporeal burdens. It might also be used in connection 
with burdens of the soul by way of comparison and metaphor. One thus says, 
“So-and-so is capable of lifting forty kilos,” meaning his power is adequate to 
this weight when placed on him. One also says, “So-and-so is not capable of 
speaking,” “is not capable of rational speculation,” or “is not capable of bearing 
sorrow and joy.” When used in connection with inanimate beings, it is by way 
of extremely figurative speech. “Control” is the ability to manifest this power 
when one wills; this is why it pertains exclusively to animals and is not used in 
connection with anything else whatsoever on account of the definition we have 
given. “Ability” (istiṭāʿah) derives from the word for obedience (ṭāʿah), adopt-
ing the morphological form that indicates a request for obedience, according 
to the rules of derivation and the evidence of language. The basic meaning of 
this expression is metaphorical, based on the idea that we can only demand 
obedience from something when we have a claim to expect it on account of 
our control over it. The gist of this is that if you say “I was able to do such and 
such a thing” or “I am able to do this,” you mean “If I demand obedience from 
it, it will offer it to me.” The notion of ability goes back to that of control, even 
though the latter is essentially prior to the former; in this respect there is a 
distinction between the two. For the soul demands obedience from something 
on account of its control over it, and decrees that it must respond affirmatively 
to it. These elements are implicit in the word “ability,” and this is proved by the 
derivation of the term. So dwell on this, and you will find it clear, God willing.

“Courage” is the employment of the power of anger in the right measure, at 
the right time, for the right object, and in the right circumstance. It constitutes 
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a character trait from which this action issues in accordance with reason, and 
is a mean state between two blameworthy extremes, one going too far in the 
direction of excess and the other going too far in the direction of deficiency. 
Excess occurs when this power is employed more than is right with respect to 
all the various conditions; this is called “rashness.” Deficiency occurs when it 
is employed less than is right with respect to all the various conditions; this is 
called “cowardice.” “Courage” is a term of praise, like generosity, temperance, 
and the like. The first manifestation of its effect relates to the person, and this 
is when it subdues his appetites and he only employs them as determined by 
reason, in accordance with all the various conditions. It also manifests its effect 
on others, when one person subjects another to injustice and wrongdoing, and 
he repulses him, in accordance with the aforementioned conditions, without 
excess or deficiency. “Bravery” is similar to “courage”; it is a term of praise that 
expresses the same meaning. But from a linguistic perspective, it comes from 
the notion of “elevation.” The man who is called “indomitable” is, as it were, 
elevated above wrongdoing, rising above the level of those who are abased and 
despised, like a highland, which is the contrary of a lowland.

Though “valor” is similar to “courage,” it specifically concerns actions relat-
ing to others, and is not used of a person’s conquest of his appetites. More-
over, it is an adjunct of horsemanship; one thus speaks of a “valiant horse-
man.” The notion of “valor” (buṭūlah) is appropriately grounded in that of 
“destruction” (buṭlān), for horsemen who possess this quality are constantly 
exposed to that fate, particularly given the fact that Arabs do not distinguish 
between the courage that is praiseworthy and the excess that is blameworthy, 
but rather consider the excess to constitute courage. What we call “courage” 
constitutes cowardice by their standards, as with liberality and generosity, for 
their approach to these is the same. I will add that sometimes courage leads 
to the destruction of life, and death is then good, excellent, and praiseworthy, 
having occurred in accordance with courage, that is to say, according to what 
reason determines, in the right manner, and on the basis of the other condi-
tions. For should anyone fall short, I mean with respect to courage, he would 
be blameworthy and cowardly, as we have explained and clarified, and as 
emerged from our earlier exposition of the good death and the bad life.

“Succor” is the support of one power through an extraneous power of the 
same category. “Desertion” is the failure to provide this support despite having 
the means to do so. “Succor,” when it proceeds from human agents, can be either 
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1 ط: �عن

٧،٣٤

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:54 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



153 153

On the meaning of certain ordinary and technical terms

beneficial or harmful, on account of their ignorance of the consequences of 
things. But “succor” is a term of praise, for according to common usage it is the 
intention and aim one has at the time of acting, not its consequences, that is the 
focus. Succor from God, in contrast, is ever beneficial, never harmful, because 
of His knowledge of the consequences of things, and because He only does what 
is good and beneficial, being too exalted to do evil and beyond its reach—august 
is His mention, sanctified His name, too lofty for what the miscreants say! So, if 
we have clarified what succor consists in and what form it takes when effected 
by human beings and when effected by God, we have also clarified “desertion,” 
its contrary, and there is no need to elaborate on it. “Grace” and “the general 
good” form the preserve of dialectical theologians, even though people gener-
ally are also familiar with them and aware of their meaning. You—God keep 
you—have steeped yourself in their notions and discussions, so you do not need 
me to take the trouble to clarify to you anything that pertains to them. May God 
increase your knowledge and grant you enjoyment of His blessings.

“Enabling” (tamkīn) derives from “possibility” (imkān), which is the pos-
sibility that what is contained by something as a potentiality emerge into actu-
ality. Its nature lies between the necessary and the impossible. The nature of 
the necessary can be envisaged as an extreme, and at the opposite extreme— 
I mean the point farthest from it—lies the nature of the impossible, while the 
nature of the possible lies in between. This is why the possible has a wide com-
pass, which neither the necessary nor the impossible have, for between the two 
extremes there extends a space that can be divided at many points, whereas 
the extremes do not occupy any space. Within the space that extends between 
these two extremes—the necessary and the possible—turn your attention to 
the point that lies exactly in the middle—this is what is most entitled and best 
fitted to be identified as the nature of the possible. Whenever the middle point 
approaches one of the extremes, it is the possible subject to a condition and 
qualification; and thus, people speak of a possible close to the necessary and a 
possible far from it. Similarly, they speak of a possible close to the impossible 
and one far from it. In contrast, if it lies in the middle, it is possible absolutely, 
and in that case there is no overriding reason for it to be associated with the 
necessary rather than with the impossible, nor is there an overriding reason for 
it to emerge from potentiality to actuality instead of remaining in its current 
state of potentiality.
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On the meaning of certain ordinary and technical terms

“Enabling” is the noun of the verb “to enable.” The principal parts of the verb 
are thus “to enable/enabling,” as in “to honor/honoring” and “to speak/speak-
ing.” “Possibility” is the noun of the verb “to make possible.” The principal parts 
of the verb are thus “to make possible/possibility,” as in “to show honor/honor-
ing.” The term “that which is possible” adopts the same morphological pattern 
as “that which honors.” The noun from which the verb theoretically derives is 
not used in the Arabic lexicon, nor does it come from it. For the thing has no 
verb connected with it other than the verb expressed with the transitive prefix. 
So if you say that a certain thing is possible, it is as though you were saying that 
this thing which exists in potentia—for which there is no ordinary noun in use, 
but which exists virtually, and its virtual meaning is “that which is possible”—
has given itself to you, and has put you in the position to make it actual through 
your voluntary choice. “Possibility” is the noun from the expression “some-
thing gave power over itself.” “Enabling” is an action performed on someone 
by something else whereby it puts him in the position to make that thing actual 
through voluntary choice. It is the verbal noun of “to enable,” and the gemi-
nate verb form appears at this kind of lexical juncture to signify iteration and 
intensity of action, the way one says “he hit” and “he thrashed,” “he was firm” 
and “he demanded emphatically.” The term “enabling” can also carry another 
sense, namely, as a verbal noun deriving from the term “place,” the way we say, 
“I established the stone in its position,” when we give it the amount of space 
it requires so that it sticks firmly to the spot. In the same sense, we speak of a 
horseman as being “firmly fixed” in the saddle, and of a person as being “firmly 
established” in his seat. Talk of a person “establishing himself ” with an emir 
falls in the same class by way of comparative and figurative use. As you can see, 
there is a vast difference between this meaning and the first.37

“Provision” consists in a living being’s attainment of what it needs as a 
living being. There are things that lead to the attainment of these needs, sub-
stituting for them and serving in their place—I am referring to the bases of 
human exchanges—and they are assigned the same status and are also called 
“provisions” insofar as they conduce to them. But the foundation is the former. 
God said: «There they shall have their provision at dawn and evening».38 
There are many causes through which these needs are obtained, some proxi-
mate, some remote, some natural and some nonnatural, and among the non-
natural, some that depend on chance and some that do not. Consequently, 
people have fallen into several kinds of error. One error is their attempt to 
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ن ��و�عن

��ي�
ن ��و��نم�ل��ي

��س�م��ي� ن �م�ن �حن
�م��ي�

�أ  ���ي�ل�ا
ّ
�ع�مم�ل ��لن��ي �ا����ل

��سسي
ُ
�أ�م�ه ��و�ي ��ي�ه ��و�م�ل�ا ��ي�ه ��و�����ن ���ي �����ن

أ
ا ا ���دن

�ن 
ن
���ور

� ا ا ��و���دن ي 
��

���و��من
� �عم�ل �م�ن ا ���ن�ا ي 

��
��من ��وا �و��لم�ك 

��ي ���ن ��ي�ه  �ع�ي�ن ���ن�ا ��ي�ه  ���ن ��وا  
��ي�هي �نّ �����ن

ي ���ش
��

��من ��وا ا�م�مش�ل 
� ��لن��ي ا ��و

ي 
��

��من ر ��و�ه�و �م�وا
��ن
�ل��آ

� ي ا
��

��من ����د ���ن�ه�م�ا ��وا  ��وا
ّ
�ن �ا����ل ن ��و�ا�ك�ا

�ي��ي�
��ش��ن ن ا

 ��ن��ي�
�ن �����ر�ن �ا�م�ا �ا�ك�ا �م ا

ء ��لن��ي �ا���ل�ا ��ي �ي��ن

�ن 
ن
���ور

� ا ا  ��و���دن ي 
��

���و��من
� ا �م�ن  �ل 

� ���ن�ي���ا ا ���ي  �ل����يّ��ن�ا
� ��وا  . ر�ن �ا �ه�و �م���ن

���ن �ح�ن�ه  ر�ن ����ا �ا �ل ���ن �مي
���ي �اك�مم� 

��لن��ي ���م�ل 
�ل��أ

� ��وا  . ����ر�ن ��لن ��وا ي 
�ع�يم�ل�� ��وا ر�ن 

���ي��ي ا �ل 
� اك�مم� ��ي��ي�ا

�ا ���ن�ه �
ً
ر��ن �عم�ل�ه ��ن�ا ���ن�ا ��م لي�����ن 

�ا سي�م�ا 
��كن ء  ��ي  �ي��ن

١٠،٣٤

١١،٣٤
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On the meaning of certain ordinary and technical terms

reduce many causes to a single cause, and another is their search for proxim-
ity in remote causes. When that proved elusive, and they failed to uncover it 
where they sought it, they were plunged into perplexity, and the wonder they 
felt at the matter was proportionate to their ignorance of the cause.

“Mastery” comes from the expression “a certain thing passed in turns 
among people” and “they passed it in turns among themselves,” when they 
give it to each other alternately. God said: «so that it be not a thing taken in 
turns among the rich of you»,39 that is to say, so that everyone takes it in turns 
and it does not become the sole preserve of one set of people to the exclusion 
of another. It is a term that pertains to mundane objects of desire, particularly 
the achievement of domination. Its causes are also numerous, some remote 
and some proximate, some natural and some nonnatural. Among the non-
natural, some depend on volition and some on chance. Each of these divisions 
admits of further subdivisions, involving causes that are remote, proximate, 
or mixed, and entering into different types of compounds. So when the multi-
tude fails to discern the cause, they are struck by the same sense of perplexity 
and wonder that they experience with provision.

The terms “granting a favorable outcome,” (tawfīq), “coincidence,” (ittifāq), 
“accord,” (muwāfaqah), and “concord” (wifāq), have been mentioned above 
discretely and in a number of different questions, and we promised to treat 
them in this section, along with the terms “luck” and “fortune,” for they are 
all similar and closely connected. The first four terms listed are close in mean-
ing and derive from the term “agreement” (wafq). They belong to the class 
of relational terms, for they are only used to speak of the relation between 
two or more things. We say that a certain thing is in agreement with another, 
meaning that it conforms to it, corresponds with it, and is congruent with it. 
This is applied to any pair of things that exhibit congruence, whether bodies, 
character traits, or other things. As the saying has it, “Shann accorded with 
Ṭabaqah,” that is, fell in with him and embraced him.40 So the term “to accord” 
(wāfaqa) derives from “accordance” (wafq) and adopts the verbal morpho-
logical pattern used in Arabic when there are two entities at issue. Each of 
these entities is said to accord with the other, and is said to be accordant with 
it, as when we say that a person “contended with,” and is “contending with” 
another. The term “coincidence” derives from “accordance,” on the morpho-
logical pattern used when the subject itself is affected by the action, the way 
we say that a person or thing “drew near,” “held fast,” or “became disturbed.” 

34.10
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

 ��
ّ
�ل
�
�عم�ل�ه اأ ���ن�ا ��م لي�����ن 

سي�م�ا �ا
��كن ء1  ��ي �ن �ي��ن

ن
���ور

� ا ا �ل�� ���دن
�
��و ي 

��
���و��من

� يّ �م�ن ا
ا �م���ش��ي��  ���دن

ّ
��و�ا����ل ي 

�� ��و��ي��ن ي ا
�� ��يّ��ن ا

ه. ���ي دن�ا��ر��ن�ا ��ل��دن ا

�ن  ��و�ا�ك�ا �ل 
�
�ه�و �م�حن  ٢ 

ّ
�لي��ي د را اأ �ن  �����ن �ن ��ن��ي�ن�ه�م�ا   

�م�هي �م�ل�اء �عم�ل��  ء  �ا �ي ��سش
أ
ا ��و 

أ
ا �ن  �أ�ا ��ي

���ش  
ع
سي�م� ��ن ا ا  دن ��اأ

���ن

هي ٣  د را أ
�ل��
� ���ي��م���ط �م�ن ا �ي�ه 

���ن ���و�ن 
 لي��

�ن
أ
 ��ن�دّ ا

�ل��
�
��و ���يً�ا ��ل�ه  ��يّ��ن�ا �ن ا �ن �م�ا �ا�ك�ا �ن����ا  اأ

هي د را أ
�ل��
��ي�هي � ���ن ���ن�ه�م�ا �م�وا

�ن  �����ن �ن  
ع
��و���ي� �نّ�م�ا  ��واأ �����ي�ن 

�لن �ي�ه 
���ن هي  د را أ

��ل�ل�ا لي�����ن  ��م 
�ا �ن  �اأ

���ن ر  �ا �ي�ي �ل���حن
� ��وا �����ي����د  ا �م�ن  �����ي�ن 

��و�لن

���ا  ����لن ��ن �م�ور 
�ل��أ

� ا ��ن�ي  �ا�ك�ا �ا 
ّ
��و�ا�م ��ل�ه.  �يً�ا  �ن�حن �ن  �ا�ك�ا �ن  �ن����ا أ

�ل��
�  

ع
���ن� ��ن�ا �صر 

أ
ا �ي�ه 

���ن �ن  ��و�ا�ك�ا �ل 
�
�ه�و �م�حن  ّ

�ع��ي سي ���ن
��

�ن  �ا ��س�ن
�م�ه ��ن�اأ ���و�ن �ي�م�ا

�ي��
���ن �ن 

ّ
ر�ا��

���ا ��ي��ي
����لن ��و��ن  

��يّ�هي د را �ن اأ �ا ��س�ن
���ا ��ن�اأ

����لن ��و��ن  
�ع�يّ�هي سي ���ن

�ن �� �ا ��س�ن
 ��ن�اأ

ّ
�م
�ي�ي

�ن  ��واأ ��و ������ر��وه 
أ
�و�ن ا ����د �م�ح�ن ��وا �صر 

أ
ّ ���ن�ه ا

�م
����د ���ن�ه�م�ا �ي�ي ��وا  

ّ
��و�ا����ل  

��يّ�هي د را �ن اأ �ا ��س�ن
أ
��وا  

�ع�يّ�هي سي ���ن
��

 
ّ
�ل
� �ل�ي�د

���ا �
�لأ ��س�م�ا

أ
ن ا

 ��ن��ي�
�و�����ن

ن ��ن
ر���

ن ��ن
ر���

���و ��ن
 ��و�ن

�ن �ن����ا  اأ
�ن �ن����ا ��ن�ه �ن�ح��س�ن اأ �ا ��س�ن

أ
�ي ا �يم�ل��ن �حن ا

ر��ي�ن 
���ي ��و 

أ
ا �ع�ي�د  ��ن  ّ

�ع��ي سي ���ن
�� �ن  �����ن ��ل�ه  �م�ور 

�ل��أ
� ا �م�ن  �ن  �ا�ك�ا ��و�م�ا  ���ا.  �لن �ا ��س�ن

أ
ا ���ن  �ي�ل�ا �حن ا �عم�ل��  ���ا  �لن

�يً�ا ��و�م�ا  ����د ��سُ�مّ��ي �ن�حن
�ل�� ���ي

�
 ��و

هي د را ��ير اأ
�ن �م�ن �عن �ن����ا أ

�ل��
�ا �
ً
���ن�� ���و�ن ��ن�ا

 لي��
�ن
أ
ن ا

ّ ��ر���
�م
�ل �ش

�
�ه�و ��نّ�ه �م�حن

أ
�� ا

ّ
�ل
�
اأ

���و�ن 
 لي��

�ن
أ
ن ��ل�ه ا

ّ ��ر���
�م
�ل �ش

�
�ه�و ��نّ�ه �م�حن

أ
�� ا

ّ
�ل
�
ر��ي�ن اأ

��و ���ي
أ
�ع�ي�د ا  ��ن

ّ
�لي��ي د را �ن اأ �م�ور ��ل�ه �����ن

�ل��أ
� �ن �م�ن ا �ا�ك�ا

�ي�ن 
س�م �م�ن ���دن

�� �ن ا �ن����ا أ
يّ ��ل�ل�ا

�ي�� ��سش
ُ
 �ي

�ل��
�
��و �ا 

���يً ��يّ��ن�ا  ��سُ�مّ��ي ا
هي د را ��واأ ن ��ل�ه 

ر���
��يً�ا �����ن ���ن �ن �م�وا �ن����ا أ

�ل��
�ا �

ً
���ن�� ��ن�ا

����د�ش 
�ن �ي

أ
��يرهي ا

�ي �ا���ش ن ��ل�ه �صراّ
ا ��ر��� دن �و��يً�ا اأ

��س�مّ�� �م��ن��ن
ُ
�نّ�م�ا �ي ��نّ�ه اأ

أ
�ع�ن��ي ا

أ
�صر ا

أ
ر ��ل�ه ا

ّ
 �لي�ي����ر

�ن
أ
���د ا  ��ن

��
ّ
�ل
�
اأ

��س�مّ�� 
ُ
�نّ�م�ا �ي �اأ

���ن �ا 
ً �لي���ن

أ
��وا  

�و��ن�هي ��م�ل�و��ن�هي �م�ح�ن
ن �م��

��� را
��ن
أ
���ا ا ّ �لن

�م
�ي�ي

���ن �ه�و��ل�هي  �ن ��ل���ا �م�حن �ا ��س�ن
�ل��أ

�ع�يّ�هي � سي ���ن
�ل ��

� ���ن���ا
أ
ا

���ا ��ل�ه  ّ �لن
�م
�ي�ي

���ن �ه�و��ل�هي  �ن ��ل���ا �م�حن �ا ��س�ن
�ل��أ

��يّ�هي � د را �ل اأ
� ���ن���ا

أ
 ا

ع
� �ن ��ي��ي

أ
��يرهي ا

�ي �ا���ش ن ��ل�ه �صراّ
ا ��ر��� دن ��يً�ا اأ

�م�و���نّ

�و��ن�هي. ���يم�ل�هي �م�ح�ن ن �حن
��� را

��ن
أ
ا

���لن��ي 
�لي�يم�ك �ي��سسي

أ
�لنّ��ي را

أ
��ن �عم�ل�� ا ��و�لي�ن������سش  

�صر�ع�م�ا
أ
ّ ا

ح
����� ن ��ل�ي

�ل��ي�
� ن �ن�م�ش�ا

��ي� �ي
�ا�م���ن �ي�ن ا

��ن ���دن �ا����سش
أ
��ن�ا ا

أ
��وا

�ن 
أ
ا ���م�ك  ��ن��ن ر�ي �عم�ل�� 

��نمّ�ك �ح����ن
�����ر�ن �ا�ك�اأ ا �م 

��لن��ي �ا���ل�ا ه  ��د ��ن
��م �ي

�ا ��نمّ�ك 
�ل��أ

� ��لل�ن�حن�ي  ا �ه�م �س�س�ن�� 
��ي��ن �ن 

أ
ا

�ا 
ّ
ل�و�م ��ل���لن�

�����م� �ي �ع�ن ا �ن
�����ر�ن ر�عن �هي ا �م�ي �����ن �ن �ع�د �اأ

ّ ���ن
لن��ي
���طن ��ر� ���و�ن ��لن��ي �����ن

�ن لي��
أ
�� ا

ّ
�ل
�
 اأ
�ي��ي�هي

�ه�م �ح�عي
��ي��ن

�ل 
�
�و

��مي
���ن�اأ رهي �ح���م�ل�ي  ّ �ع�ن�ا

���ي
��و��ن�اأ  

��ن�ي �هي �ا�ك�ا ّ �����ن
���ي

أ
��لن��ي ا �لن��ي  �ا�م���ا ٤ �ع�ن ا ��لل�ن�ح�ش رك ا

�ل�� ��ن��ي
ه �

ّٰ
لل ك ا ��يّ�د

أ
ا

ر ���ن�ه  �حن
�و ��ل�ه �لي�ن��ن

��لن��ي �ع���ن �لً�ا ٦  �����ي�ن ر��ن ���ن�ي �ل٥ 
� �ن �عم� ر �م�ن �������ا  �ي��س��ي���ط �ح�حن

�ن
���ن�اأ ��لل�ن�حن�ي  �ل ا

� �مّ�ا ���ش�ا
أ
ا

   . لىت ع�ا �ص�ل: 
أ
ل� ٥ ا    . ��ت �ل��ن����حن ا �ص�ل: 

أ
ل� ٤ ا هت.    � را ل�أ ا ��ت�����ط  �ص�ل: 

أ
ل� ٣ ا    .ّ

��ت � را اأ ٢ ط:  ء.    �ت��نىت ل�  �ن  �لورن ا ا  و�ه�دن 1 ط: 
. �م���ش �ل����ا �ن�ه �م��ن ا ��ت����م��ت�د ح�لاّ، و�صوا

�ص�ل: ��ن
أ
ل� ٦ ا

١٢،٣٤

١٣،٣٤
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On the meaning of certain ordinary and technical terms

So these terms derive from the term “accordance.” 41 On this pattern, it is only 
used when the subject has the characteristic mentioned.

It is said to be a matter of coincidence when a relation of congruence unites 
two or more things through an unknown voluntary cause, and these things are 
in accord with someone’s volition; there must be an element of volition and 
some intention and choice involved. If volition is not involved and it has arisen 
through an unknown natural cause, but brings a person some benefit, it is a 
matter of “luck” for him. Since some things are brought about through natu-
ral causes, some through voluntary causes, and some through compounds—
through both natural and voluntary causes—and since each of these may 
bring about something desirable or undesirable, even though its causes can 
vary from one person to another and from one purpose to another, contrast-
ing names are used to refer to them in order to indicate the different kinds of 
causes involved. “Luck” is applied to those things with an unknown natural 
cause, remote or proximate, that happen to benefit a person independently 
of any volition or intention on his part. “Coincidence” is applied to those 
things with an unknown voluntary cause, remote or proximate, that happen 
to benefit a person and accord with a purpose or volition of his. Qualifiers that 
derive from these two terms are only applied to a person after something has 
happened to him repeatedly. That is, he is only called “lucky” if it has often 
been the case that natural acts occurred through unknown causes and brought 
about desirable and attractive ends. Similarly, a person is called “well-favored” 
if it has often been the case that voluntary acts occurred through unknown 
causes and brought about fine and desirable ends.

I will clarify these concepts using two examples, so as to set them out fully, 
in the open. I notice you asked to be exempted from having to understand the 
meaning of “luck” because you have found it does not belong to Arabic. It is 
as though you have forbidden yourself a truth unless it were clothed in Arabic 
words, so that if Arabic had not existed, you would have no desire to learn. 
But—may God grace you with His support—we never abandon the search for 
meanings, regardless of the language in which they happen to be found and 
the expression they happen to receive. To continue, then. The following is an 
example of luck: If a stone should happen to fall from an elevated place and 
strike a man on some part of his body, bursting open his veins and making 
blood flow; if the man had previously been in need of bloodletting, then the 
falling of the stone that burst open the vein and made blood flow would act as a 

34.12

34.13
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

�و���ط 
ر ��س��ي �م ����ا ��ل��د �نح ا را

��ن ��ل�� اأ ��لم�ك اأ �ل دن �ا ���ي�من
ً
��ن �ل �م�ح�ي�ا ���ر��من �ن ا �ن �ا�ك�ا �اأ

ر�نح ���ن�ه د�م ���ن
 ��و�ي�حن

��ر��و���ي

�يّ�د  �ن�حن�ي �حن ا  ���دن
���ن �ع�ن�ه  ن 

�ا��صر��� ا  
ع
� ��و���ن �ي�ه 

��ل�����حّ �ا 
ً
�ن �����ن �م  ��ل��د ا ر�نح 

��ن
أ
��وا  

�����ر���ي ا ر 
ّ
�حن
���ن ���ي  ��ل��دن ا ر  �ح�حن

��ل ا

��ير 
�م �عن ��ل��د ر��و�نح ا

�ن ��ن �ن �ا�ك�ا  ��واأ
�و�ي

�ه�و �م��ن��ن
ا ���ن �ه ���دن �ن ��يرهي �ي��سش

ء �ا���ش �ا �ي ��سش
أ
�ل ا ن ��لم�لر��من

�ن ��ر��� �ن �ا�ك�ا �اأ
���ن

ر��و�نح 
��م ��و�ن�حن

�ا �ل��أ
� ر ا �ح�حن

��ل �و���ط ا
��س��ي �ل �ن

ّ
�ع��من
�ل ��ي �ه �لمن ��ن را

��ن ��ل�� اأ ��لم�ك اأ �ل دن �هي ���ي�من ��ن  ��ن�ه ���ا
�ن �ل�� �ا�ك�ا

�
�ل ��و ع ��لم�لر��من

���ن� ��ن�ا

�مّ�ا 
أ
��وا ء.  �ه�و �ن�حن�ي رد���ي

���ن ��ل�ه  ���دّ  ��ير �م��سسي
�عن �ن  ن �ا�ك�ا

��لن��ي �صر��� �وع 
���و��مي

� ��وا  
�وّهي

�����ي ا �و���ط 
��س��ي �م  ��ل��د ا

���و 
��ن�ا ���ن�ه �ن �ه�م�ا �ا�ك�ا

�لنّ
أ
�� ا

ّ
�ل
�
��و���ي����د اأ  

هي د أرا
��ل�ه ��ن�ا رن

�ن �م�ن �م��ن �ن����ا ر�نح اأ
�ن �ي�حن

���ن�اأ ���ي  �ل����يّ��ن�ا
� ��لن��ي ا �ل 

� �ا�م�ش�ا ا

���ن�ل�ا  ��م�ل�ن�ه 
�� �ن �لي �ا �ا�ك�ا

ً
ي�م
ر�

��و ��ن
أ
ه ا ء �ن �لي�ه�و��� �����ي�ا ��ي��يً�ا �ا�ك�ا ��لم�ك ����د ��لن��ي ����ر��ي��ي�ه دن م�ل�لي��ي 

���ن �هي  ��ن ��ل���ا ���1 ا ��سي�م�ا
� ا

ه  ��وأ ����ي�ا
�ن � �ن �ا�ك�ا ��واأ  

ي
��

�ه�و �م�و��منّ
���ن ��ير 

ا �ا���ش �ل ��ل���دن
� �ل ���ش�ا ن ��لم�لر��من

�ن ��ر��� �اأ
���ن �يّ�د  ���ي �حن ��يّ��ن�ا ا ا ���دن

���ن ه  ��د �ي��ن

�ل  ���ر��من ��وا ء  ���ي رد���ي ��يّ��ن�ا �ه�و ا
���ن �ا �ع�ن�ه 

ً
ر��ي �ن ���ي�وا �ا �ا�ك�ا

ً
ي�م
ر�

��و ��ن
أ
�ن �لي�هر�ن ���ن�ه ا ��وّاً �ا�ك�ا ي �ع�د

��
��من ��وا �ا 

ً �لي���ن
أ
ا

. ي
��

��ير �م�و��منّ
ا �عن �م �عم�ل�ي�ه ���مش�ل ���دن ا ا د دن اأ
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On the meaning of certain ordinary and technical terms

cause of health and help preserve him from illness. This would constitute good 
luck. The man would be considered lucky if many such things happened to him. 
Should the flow of blood not be beneficial and the man have no prior need to 
have it let, but if, on the contrary, the falling of the stone caused immediate pain 
and the flow of blood made his power sag and made him succumb to an unan-
ticipated illness, this would constitute bad luck. An example of coincidence is if 
a person should leave his house driven by a particular volition and intention—
relating to the pursuit of some necessary business—and on his way he should 
meet a friend whom he had been wishing to meet, or an adversary he had been 
looking for and failing to find. That would constitute a good coincidence, and 
if many such things happened, the man would be considered well-favored. 
Should the encounter be with an enemy he was fleeing or an adversary he was 
trying to elude, then this would be considered a bad coincidence, and if he 
repeatedly experienced this kind of thing he would be considered ill-favored.

Now the causes of voluntary movements are thoughts that arise and states 
that occur within the soul but are not produced by volition, for if they came 
about through volition, this would necessitate the existence of an infinite 
number of volitions, and that is inconceivable. These thoughts and states that 
constitute effects and acts must be attributed to an agent, yet we have said that 
human beings are not their agent, and thus they must necessarily constitute the 
act of some other being. They are to be attributed to God if they lead to benefits 
and good things. This is the “granting of a favorable outcome,” which derives 
from the term “accordance.” 42 God sometimes grants a favorable outcome 
without being asked, and sometimes after having been asked and supplicated—
though all people perpetually request these things from God. So when these 
states and thoughts occur within the soul and it has recourse to movements 
that, in conjunction with other movements, bring about a single choiceworthy 
thing for someone in accordance with an excellent end of his, it constitutes the 
granting of a favorable outcome and the man is considered well-favored.

“Fortune” would appear to be an inclusive term that ranges over both mean-
ings, for a person is considered fortunate if he is granted a favorable outcome 
and has luck, and is also considered fortunate if he only enjoys one of these 
two things. “Lot” refers to one’s share and portion. As everyone has a por-
tion of happiness and a quota of good allotted to him from the celestial sphere 
depending on when he is born, everything of the kind that comes to him is 
attributed to his lot. “Hapless” means “held back,” and derives from the term 
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� �ي��ي�هي ا
�م �ح�عي

��ل�����ل�ا ا ا �ن �م�ن ���دن �ن�ا
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which means “holding back.” This is why the term “door holder” is applied to 
a doorman.43 The good that comes to other people is, as it were, “held back” 
from the person described as “hapless.” The terms “possessing a good lot” 
(ḥaẓẓī) and “possessing good fortune” (jaddī) are qualifiers that refer back to 
the terms “fortune” (jadd) and “lot” (ḥaẓẓ), the way we describe a member of 
the tribe of Tamīm as a “Tamīmī” and a member of Bakr as a “Bakrī.”

“Assistance” refers specifically to the type of succor that leads to domination 
and conquest. We have already discussed what “succor” means. “Command” is 
an equivocal term, and its inflection follows the inflection of the term “master, 
patron” or “servant, client”—that is to say, it has one meaning taken from 
the superior party and another taken from the inferior party.44 But the fun-
damental meaning in both cases is a state entailing a privileged relationship 
and entitlements, which incites the superior party to show compassion and 
solicitude and the inferior party to offer honest counsel and obedience. If this 
term is taken in accordance with the religious Law and as a religious term, then 
it should be defined on the basis of the meaning indicated, even though the 
original sense is what we have mentioned.

“Possession” means to have exclusive effective authority over something. 
This may be established by nature, by the religious Law, and by convention. 
An example of possession established by nature is the ownership a person 
has over his limbs, his natural organs, and his movements, which he disposes 
in accordance with his will. An example of possession established through 
the religious Law is slave ownership that results from taking captive those 
who contravene the fundaments of the religious Law. An example of posses-
sion established by convention is the negotiations between those engaged in 
transactions. “Sovereignty” is identical with possession but with a more gen-
eral reach and a more manifest element of control; it also involves coercion. 
The implementation of power in its case follows general interest based on 
solicitude. True sovereignty, that which deserves the name and necessarily 
attracts it in accordance with its meaning, is if it operates in accordance with 
the religious Law—upholding its ordinances, carrying out its rulings, compel-
ling people to obey it, whether it agrees or conflicts with their wishes, be it 
by exciting their desires or their fears, and considering all of them without 
caprice or bias. If it does not operate in accordance with the religious Law and 
its abovementioned provisions, it constitutes an act of usurpation and the man 
exercising it is a usurper. He must not be called a “king,” nor should his craft 
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آ
���ن ا �ي�ل�ا �حن ��وا ع�م 

����د� �وه �س��ي�ا ��و��ن  
رهي

��ل�ه ��ل������ش ر 
 ��يُ�ع�ي�دن

�ن
أ
�ي�م�����ن ا

��و�لمي�ل 
��و��ي�اأ ر ��ل�ه�م  ا �ع�ي�دن �ل��

� ا ���ن�����ي��ن  �ل 
� ��� ��ل�����ا ��ل�ن�ا ا ء  را

آ
د ا �ا ��ن���دّ �ن ���ن

���و دن
�
��و ��لم�ك  �ن�ا دن �ل لي����م�ل�ي�عن

� ������د ا

���ن  دن
أ
�لمأ�ل ��و�م�ا ا �ا�م����ا ه ا �ن �ع�ن�د���ي ��لن��ي ���دن ��ل����وا �ه ا ��رّ���نم�ك ��و��ن

أ
�ن ا

أ
�مم�ل�هي ا �ل�حن

� �م�ن ��ن�ا ��سن
أ
��ن�ا ا

أ
��ل�ه�م ��وا �وا

��مي
أ
ا

����ي��ي  ��ل�هي ا ���ر����ا ر�����ي�ه ��لن��ي ا
ء �اك�مم� ��صش �ي�م�ا أ

�ل��
� ر ��وا �ي����ا �ل���حن

� ��ي�هي ا م�
���ه �عم�ل�� �عن �ا �لي���ن �ي���د ��لم�ك ��لن��ي اأ �حن

أ
�ل�ي�ه ��وا

�
اأ

�لن��ي ��و�م�ا ��يُ��ن��س�ن  �ا�م���ا ه ا ��ل�� دن�ا��ره �م�ن ���دن ه ��ي���ا
ّٰ
لل  �عم�ل�� ا

ي
��م�ل��

��  �م�ا �لي
ع
���ي� �نّ �حن �ل اأ

�
�و

��مي
���ا. ���ن�اأ ر�ي �لن ����دّ

ء �م�ن  ي ���ش��ي
�� ��ن �����ا �ل��ي��� �لي

�
ح ��و

��س�مّ�
��ل��ي  ��وا

ن
ر �ا ��م��ن �نّ�م�ا �ه�و �عم�ل�� ا �ي اأ ��ل�����ن�ا ء ��وا ��س�م�ا

�ل��أ
� �ل ��وا

� ���ن���ا
�ل��أ

� �ل�ي�ه �م�ن ا
�
اأ

ه  �هي �م�ن ��لن��ي ���دن ����ن �نّ �����ن
أ
��لم�ك ا �ل دن

�
��وّ

أ
ك. ��وا �أً�ا �م�مّ�ا �ع�ن�ا ��ي

���طن ���ش �����ن�ا
�ل��أ

� ه ا ���دن �ا �لن ر���ن�ه ��ن��ي�ن�ن �ي���ا ي �م�ا �لن
��أ�� �ح��ي�ا

��ي�هي  �ا
�����ن ء ا �ل���لن�ي���ا

��ل�� �  اأ
�هي ����ن  ��و�����ن

��ي�هي �ا
�����ن ء ا ا �ي�د �لن

�ل��
���و��يّ�و�ن �

��لل�ن ��ل�ه ا  ��و�ن�ح��س�ن �م�ا ���ي�ا
�هي ��لم�ل��ن �ع�مم�ل ��لن��ي ا

��ل�هي �يُ��سسي
�ا�م����اأ ا

�أً�ا  ��ي
ي ���ش

��م�ل��
��

أ
��و��ل��س�ي ا ع�م. 

�ن�هي �ع�ن�د�
ّ
 ���ن��ي

�ن ��ل�حر��و���ن ��ل���ا �س���ا �أر ا ��لم�ك ����ا
ن
��و�ا���د  

��ن�هي ���ا ��سسي ء ��ل�ل�ا �ل�ن�ا
� ��وا

��ي�هي ���ا
�ل�� �لن

�
��و ء  ا �ي�د �لن ��م�ل�ه ا �نّ �����ن �ل اأ

�
�و

��مي
أ
�ل�� ا

�لنّ��ي � �اأ
���ن اً  رن �ا  �م��ن

��
ّ
�ل
�
 اأ

ّ
�ل ��و��من ه ��رنّ 

ّٰ
لل ��لن��ي ا ي 

��أ�� ��ل�ح��ي�ا ه ا  �م�ن ���دن

��ت�هت.
��ن 1 ط: ك�ا

١،٣٥

٢،٣٥
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On the meaning of certain prepositional expressions concerning God

be called “kingship,” and the power he implements is not in accordance with 
sovereignty. The meaning of “king” and the difference between a true king and 
a usurper have emerged plainly from this discussion. A fuller explanation of 
that point would exceed the space allowed here, but a brief reference suffices.

On the meaning of certain prepositional 
expressions concerning God

What do people mean when they say, “This is from God,” “This is through 
God,” “This is for God,” “This is on God,” “This is by God’s arrangement,” 
“This is through God’s arrangement,” “This is through God’s will,” and “This is 
through God’s knowledge”? There is also a long report at the end of this ques-
tion citing a highly lauded, distinguished teacher and mentioning some of his 
responses.

Miskawayh’s response

It is impossible to answer for people in general and for the meanings they 
attach to these prepositions, given the plethora of meanings they attach to 
them and the variety of their views and approaches. It is unfair to charge us 
with this task; merely cataloguing people’s views would be a lengthy venture, 
let alone answering for them and explaining their statements. What I can offer, 
taken in general, is to acquaint you with what I take to be the correct stance 
on these questions and with my own approach to them, and I will strive to 
set it out for you with the utmost brevity and succinctness, as stipulated in 
your prefatory epistle. I respond, then, as follows. All notions of this kind that 
are predicated of God and all acts, names, and attributes that are ascribed to 
Him are applied figuratively and by way of expansive usage—none of the literal 
meanings we ordinarily understand by these terms corresponds to anything 
that obtains in that domain. To begin with, according to the grammarians, the 
preposition “from” in these questions is used in ordinary language to denote 
the beginning of an aim, the preposition “for” to denote the end of an aim, and 
the preposition “through” to denote the means used. The other prepositions 
likewise bear meanings clearly expounded by the grammarians. I do not apply 
any of these literal meanings to God in anything but a figurative sense, for I do 
not say that His action has a beginning or an end or that He uses anything as 

35.1
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

ك  ��ن��ير �ع�ن�ا �د
�ل�� ��ي

�
ه ��و

ّٰ
لل ��ن��ير ا �د

�ي ا �لن
�ل ���دن

�  ��يُ��ي�ا
�ن
أ
�ع�ن��ي ا

أ
ء ا �ل�ن�ا

�  �عم�ل�ي�ه ا
ي

��م�ل��
ء ���ن�ن�� ���ش��ي  �ن

��ن�هي ���ا ��سسي �ل�� ��ل�ه ا
�
��و

��يره.
�ل�� �عن

�
��م�ل ��و �����ن ا ا ��ل�� ���دن  ��ن�ه اأ

�هي ��ن �ل�� ���ا
�
��و

�ي  ��ل�����ن�ا ��وا ء  ��س�م�ا
�ل��أ

� ا ��لن��ي  �ل 
�
�و

��مي
أ
ا ��لم�ك 

ن
��و�ا���د �ل�ي�ه 

�
اأ  

�ا�م��ن����و��ن�هي ا �ل 
� ���ن���ا

�ل��أ
� ا �أر  ����ا ��لن��ي  �ل 

�
�و

��مي
أ
ا ��لم�ك 

ن
��و�ا���د

��ل���ا  �ع�م�ا
��سسي �م�يُ�مش�ل ��ن�ا ��وا �شر 

�ل��أ
� ���ا ا ���ن�ي  

ع
� �ن
�ليُّ �نّ�م�ا ا ��واأ  

ر��ي���هي
��ل��صش �ح�ن ا ���ا ����ا ���ن�ي  ��� ��ور�حنّ ����م�ل��ي�ي 

أُ
����ي��ي ا ا

ر���أ  �ل�ن�ا
� ���ن ��لن��ي ا ��و����ا

�ل��أ
� ��ير�ع�م�ا �م�ن ا

�ي�م ��و�عن
���ر�ح ���ر�ح�م�ن ا �ي��ي�هي ا

�ط��ي �ح�عي
���ي ��يُ���� ��ل��دن ا ا �م�ن دن

�� ��لن
ّ
�ل
�
�صر ��واأ

�ل��أ
� ا

�ا   ��ن��ي�ن�ن
هي �ل �م���م�ود

� ���ن���ا
أ
���ا ا ��� �لي����در �ن�ح��س�ن ��ن �ل ��لم�ل�ن

� ���ا ��ن��ن ���ر�ح�م�هي ا �نّ�م�ا ا  ��واأ
�ل���ي

� ���ا �ل����ن��ن
� ��ل��ي �ع�ن ا �ا�م�ي���ا ا

 
ع
���و��س�

� ���د ��وا ��ل�حن �ير ا  ���ي�د
�ن �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� �ن ا �ا �ا�ك�ا

ّ
ي ��و��ل�����ن �ا�م

��أ�� ��ل�ح��ي�ا �لن��ي ��وا �ا�م���ا ه ا ء �م�ن ���دن ك ���ش��ي �ل��ي��� �ع�ن�ا
�
��و

�ا   ��ن��ي�ن�ن
ر��ي��ن�هي

��و���هي ��صش ����ي��ي �ع��ي �م�م�د ء ا ��س�م�ا
�ل��أ

� �ا��ر�م ا
أ
ي ا

��م�ل��
��

أ
�����ي��ي�ه ا �ل�� �لي

�
��و  ��ي�لن��ي ��ن�ه 

�ل��
�ل��ي��� �عم�ل�ي�ه �م�ا �

�
��و

��ّ��هي  رع ��ن�ا
��ل��صش �نّ ا

أ
�ع�ي��ي�د ا

أ
��ن�ا ا

أ
�����ا ��وا �ا �ن ��سش

أ
�يرن ��وا

�����رن ر ا �نّ�ا ��ل�حن �ي�م ��وا
�����م�ل  ا

ع
�ل��س�م�ي�

� �ل���مش�ل ا
�ا

��ل��  ه ��ي���ا
ّٰ
لل �عم�ل�� ا

�ه  �و��ن ����لً�ا ��ن
أ
ء ���ن���ا ا ���ن�ا �عم�ل�� ���ش��ي ���ي�د

أ
�لي�ن�ا �ا�م�ا ا

أ
�ا ��ورا �ن �ي

ّ
���و ��نم�ل

�
�ي ��و ��ل�����ن�ا ء ��وا ��س�م�ا

�ل��أ
� ه ا ي ��ل�ن�ا ���دن

��م�ل��
��

أ
ا

��ل��  ه ��ي���ا
ّٰ
لل ��ل�� ا �ا اأ

ً
��ل�حر��و���ن �م��ن����و��ن �ل ��وا

� ���ن���ا
�ل��أ

� ء ��وا ��س�م�ا
�ل��أ

� ه ا ء �م�ن ���دن ���ش��ي ا ��س�م�ع�ن�ا �ن دن �اأ
�ن ���ن �ل�� �����ن

�
��و

��يراً ��و�ح���ل�م�هي 
�ن ��ن �ن �ا�ك�ا �اأ

�لأم�ل�ه ���ن د ���ي�ا �مّم�ل�ن�ا �صرا
ّ ��ي�اأ

�م
ه �ش ����م�ل�عي�ن�ا

أ
ر��ي���هي ا

��ل��صش �ن �م����م�ل��يً�ا ��لن��ي ا �ن �ا�ك�ا �اأ
�ي�ه ���ن

ر��ن�ا ���ن
����ن �لن

�لأم�ل�ه  �ن�ا ���ي�ا �لن
نّ
ه ��و�ا���د �ن�ا ��يّ�عن

ن
ه ��ور ����م�ل�ن�ا �لن

أ
�ل�ي�ه ا

�
 اأ
���ن�هي �ا أ���ن

�ا ��ن�ا
��أ��يً �ل��

�ل�� �
�
��لم�ك ��و

ن
��م لي�����ن �ا���د

�ن �ا ��ي�ه ��واأ
أ
ه ��ورا �� �ير�اا�لن��ا

ً
�ل
��و�ع�د�

����م�ل�هي. �ل�ن�ا
� ���ن ا ��و����ا

�ل��أ
� ه ا ��ل��ي �ع�ن ���دن �ا�م�ي���ا ه ا رنّ

�ا�م��ن ����د ا ���وا
� ر�لأ�ن�ا ا �ع�ن�ا ��ن�ا

��و�نرنّ

�ن��ي �عم�ل�ي�ه 
�ل ��ي��ش ���من ن ���ن�ا

ح
�ي� �ي �ع�ن ����ش ��ن�ا �وا ��ل�هي ��ن

�ا�م����اأ ه ا �ح���ل��ي ��لن��ي ���دن
ه �ي

ّٰ
لل ك ا ��يّ�د

أ
��يم�ك ا ��د �لنّ��ي ��و��ن  اأ

ّ
�م
�ش

��لن��ي   1 ��نمّ�ك دن�ا��ر�ي
أ
��لم�ك ا ��ودن ���ا  �ا ��لم�ك �لن

ً �لي���ن
أ
��ن�ا ا

أ
 ا

ع
� ���ي�ن

أ
�ن ا

أ
��ي�ي ا

أ
را
���ن �ي�ه  �و�لن ��ن

ع ��ن�اأ
� ��و��ي�عي�ن �و��ل�ه 

��مي ��ل��  ��و�ي��س�����ن اأ

 
ع
�س� ��ن

���ي�هي �ي
ّ
ر

�ن ���ي��ن ��لن��ي �س���ا ن 
ح
�ي� ��ل����ش ا ا ���م�ل �ع�ن ���دن �����ن ا ا �ل ���دن

� �لي�ي�ه �����ا ه �ح�����ا ��ل�هي �م�ا ���دن
�ا�م����اأ ر ا

��ن
آ
ا

�م ���مش�ل   �م�ا ��ي��ي�دّ
ّ
 �لي�يم�ل�و �ا����ل

�ن
أ
�������ن ا

أ
���و ا

�
��و  

�هي �ح��س�ن
�ي �م�����ي ��ل�ي��ن�ا

��و��ي�اأ  
رهي �ي�ا ���طن �م�حن �����ن�ا

��ن�اأ  
ر�لي�ن�هي

��أ�د ��ن �وا
��من

��ن  �ا�م�و����نّ ن ا
ر��و���

�ا�م��ن  �م�ن ا
ع
��ن� ���و���ي�ي �م�ا

� ��و��ل�����نّ ا  
���هي ح را

��و��لم�لر��و�  
رّهي

���ي ن 
�لم�ل����ي�

��لم�ك � ��لن��ي دن �ن  ا ��ل�����ا ���دن

��يره.
��ل�� �عن ���و�نح ���نّ��ي اأ

أ
��ل�هي ا ���ر����ا �م ا

�ي�م�ا ��ل�� اأ ��ن�ا اأ
أ
��وا ��يره 

�لً�ا �ع�ن �عن ���ن���ن

. �م���ش �ل����ا ىت ا
” ��ن �ت “�ن�كر�ت �ت�د

�ص�ل: رن
أ
ل� 1 ا

٣،٣٥

٤،٣٥
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On the meaning of certain prepositional expressions concerning God

a means, so that the preposition “through” might be predicated of Him with-
out qualification and one might say, “This is through God’s arrangement”; 
for there is no arrangement in His domain, nor does He have a need for this act 
or for any other act.

This is also my position regarding all other acts ascribed to Him, and it is 
likewise my position regarding the names and attributes predicated of Him, 
and that the Lawgiver has given us dispensation to use. My use of these names 
conforms to received report in acquiescence to command. Otherwise, who 
would dare apply, say, the qualifications “Merciful” or “Compassionate” liter-
ally to the Creator, who is exalted above the experience of passions? For mercy 
consists in a passion of the soul that causes praiseworthy acts to issue among 
us, whereas none of these elements and realities obtain in His domain. Yet, as 
human beings have limited abilities and powers and cannot be held to obliga-
tions they cannot meet and lack the power to discharge, they predicate of God 
the noblest of the names that carry praise and dignity among them, such as 
“Hearing,” “Knowing,” “Compeller,” and “Almighty.” It is my conviction that 
the religious Law specifically granted us permission to apply these names and 
attributes. Had we been left to our own judgments, we would not have ven-
tured to use any of them through license or cause. So we examine closely any 
of these names, acts, or prepositions we hear ascribed to God. We permit their 
use when it is permitted by the religious Law, and we then reflect on what 
the speaker intended. If this involves goodness, wisdom, and justice, we let 
his view stand; we reject it if it does not, and is unworthy of being attributed 
to Him; we declare it spurious and its speaker a liar, and assert that our One 
Creator is above these false qualifications.

I then found you—may God grace you with His support—reporting under 
this question the responses of a distinguished teacher whom you showered 
with praise, whose statements you have confidence in, and whose responses 
you find satisfying, so I thought it best to also satisfy myself with them for your 
sake. For at the end of this question you wrote as follows, verbatim: The report 
in this section of the views of this teacher on a miscellany of topics, combin-
ing uncommon insights with choice words and agreeable compositions, has 
gone on at some length. If only everything that preceded could be succeeded 
by something similar—that would be a balm and a salve for the spirit. But the 
limits of time make it hard to realize what is imperative and mandated, let alone 
anything further, and above all I need to see this epistle to its completion.

35.3
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��ل�هي
�م���س�اأ

�ن��� ��ن�ه؟ 
�ل��أ

� �م ا ��و��ل����ش�حن��� �لي�ي��ي�دّ �ي�ه 
���ن ���ود 

�����ي ر ا
 لي������ش

�ن �ن �ا�م�����ا �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� ه ا ��د ���ي �ي��ن ��ل��دن �����ن ا أ

�ل��
� ����ا ا

��د.  ��م������ن ا ��لن��ي  ر��ي�هي 
����ا �ل  �لمن اً  ��د ��و�م������ن �م 

م�
ّ
�ل�ح�م
� ا ��ن��ي�يً�ا �م�ن  �ل  �لمن �ا 

ً
�م �����ن �ح�مّ�ا

��ي�اأ �ل  ���ر��من ا ��لن��ي  ه  �يرا ا  ��و���دن

�ي�ن��ي 
ر���ي ���ن�ا ���ا 

�لنّ اأ  
ّ
�م
�ش �هي  ��س�ن ن 

����ي� ر��ن
أ
ا  

ع
� ���ر��ن ا  ��

ّ
�ح�م �ي�ن��ي  �����ن ���ا �ل 

�
�و

��ي��ي  
�يّ�هي

��ل����و���ن ا ن 
����� ��ن ��س�م���ي  ��و�����ي�د 

��ن�ه   
�هي �ن ���ي

��ل�� ا �ن�ي  �حن
ُ
�ع ���ي  ��ل��دن ا �����ن  أ

�ل��
� ا  ��

ّ
�ل
�
اأ �س�س�ن��  ���ش��ي  �ي���ا ��س��ي �ل��

� ��ر���ن 
أ
ا ��م 

��و�ا �ي���ا  �و�ح��سش
��س�ي ���ن�ا

ح ��ن�ه.
���ر��و� �ي ا ��ن  �عم�ل�ي�ه ��و��ُ�سن

����رهي �����ن ��و���طُ�و��ي�ي ا

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

 ��� ��ن ��ل�ن �مّ�ا ا
��يرهي. ���ن�اأ

راً �ا���ش ���هي �صرا سي ���ن
��ل�� ��و �عم�ل�� ا

أ
��� ا ��ن ��ل�ن  �عم�ل�� ا

هي ����د ���وا
� ��ل����ورهي ا ر ا

ّ
�����ن �ه�و لي����ر أ

�ل��
� ا

 ّ
��ل�ح��� ���ا �م�ن ا �لي�ي

�مّ�ا �م�ا ��ي�اأ
�ل. ���ن�اأ

�������مي �مّ�ا �م�ن ا  ��واأ
ّ

��ل�ح��� �مّ�ا �م�ن ا ء اأ �ا �ي ��سش
�ل��أ

� ���ا ����ور ا ر �عم�ل�ي
ّ
�نّ�م�ا �لي�ي����ر �اأ

���ن

ر�لي�ن�هي �ح�ي��ن�أ�دن 
�����ن ��ل����ورهي �ا�ك�ا ا ���و�ن 

��ولي�� ��ل��دن�ا��ر  ا ع 
� �ع�ن��ي �م�و���ن

أ
ا ��ل���ا  ��ن�هي  رنا

��ل�حن ��ن�ا �ي�ه  ��ن
���ش ��لن��ي  ّ��ن�ه  رن

�حن
���ا �ي

�لنّ �اأ
���ن

ر�ي  ��و����ا �ن��� 
�ل��أ

� ا ��و����د�ش   
ر��ن�هي

�����ن ا ��ل�ي  ا هي رن ����د ��وا  
��و����ورهي ����د  ��وا ء  �ي ���ش��ي ر �صراّ

ّ
ا لي����ر دن �اأ

���ن

���ا  �ن�ا ر�لن
����ي��ي ��صن ��ن�هي ا رنا

��ل�حن ��لن��ي ا ر 
��ل�ن����ن ��� ا ��ن ��ل�ن د�ي ا �عم�

أ
ا ا دن �اأ

����د ���ن ���وا
� ء ا �ل���ش��ي

� �ل ��ل���ا �ا�ك�ا �لمن ����ي�ا
�  ��وا

��ل����ورهي ا

�����ن �ي����د�ش �ع�ن  أ
�ل��
� ا ا ��و���دن  .

�����ن أ
�ل��
� ��و�ه�و ا �ن��� 

أ
���د ا �ي���ا ��ن

���ن��ر���ن �ي�هي1  �لن  ��ش�ا
��ل����ورهي ��د�ي ا ��و��ن ���ش�لً�ا 

. �ل���ي
�ل��آ�

� ��يره �م�ن ا
ر ��و�عن

��ل�ن����ن  �م�ح����و��� ��ن�ا
ّ
�ا����ل

�ا 
ً �لي���ن

أ
���و�ن ا

 ���ن���ا ����وراً لي��
نح
�ي� ��و��ي��ن �ي  ����ا �ي�ا

���ي �ن ���ن�ه 
ّ
���ا �ير�ا��

�لنّ �اأ
���ن �ل 

�������مي ه �م�ن ا ��ن��دن
�مّ�ا �م�ا ��ي�اأ

���ن�اأ

��و��ل�����ن  �ا  ����نً
�
��س�مّ�� اأ

ُ
�ل�� �ي

� 
ع
� �ا�م�و���ن ا ا ��لن��ي ���دن ��نّ�ه 

أ
�� ا

ّ
�ل
�
�ن��� اأ

�ل��أ
�  ��ل���ا ا

ع
� �ي��ي

���ن  
ع
� ر �لي�ن�����ن

ّ
��ل�ي����ر ���د ا  ��ن

ّ
�م
ر�لي�ن�هي �ش

��ن

�صر �ي�ح���م�ل ���ن�ه 
�ل��أ

� �ل ا
�
��وّ

أ
��لن��ي ا ��نّ�ه 

�ل��أ
ر��� � ��ل��د رهي ا

��ل�� �ا����ش ل�و�م اأ
�����م� ��لن��ي ا �نح  ا �يُ�ح�ي�ا ��و��ل���دن ����هي 

��و�مم�ل�� �ا 
ً
�عم�ل�م

د  ���ا
�يّ �ل��

� ����هي ��و�ي����د�ش ا
 ��و�مم�ل��

�هي ر �لي�����ير ���ي�ن�ي
ّ
��ل�ي����ر ��لم�ك ��ن�ا ���د دن  ��ن

ّ
�م
س�م �ش

���ر��  ��و�ه�و �ا�ك�ا
��
ً
�ل
� ء �ي��س�مّ�� ���ا �ل���ش��ي

� ا

 ّ
�ل ��ل����من ��ن�ي �ا�ك�ا دن �ا�ك�ا ���ا اأ ���هي �لن

ّ
�ن ��� ��و�م��ي��سش ��ن ��ل�ن �شر ا

أ
�ي�هي ا

اً �س�عي�ي�عن ��ن�د
أ
���ا ا

���هي ���ن�ل�اأ�لنّ سي ���ن
��ل�� �مّ�ا ا

ه. ���ن�اأ ���ي دن�ا��ر��ن�ا ��ل��دن ا

�ن  �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� ّد ا

ا ���و دن ��لم�ك اأ ��و��ل��دن  
�ع�يّ�هي سي ���ن

��ل�� ء ا �ا �ي ��سش
�ل��أ

� ��لن��ي ا ���ا  را ر��� �م�حن �حن
�ه��ي �ي

د�ش ���ن���ا ���ن ��ل���ا ��� ا ��ن ��لم�ل�ن

��ن�ت�هت. �ل��ش�ا 1 ط: ا

١،٣٦
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On the nature of the sense of familiarity we feel 
toward particular places and people

What is one to make of the sense of familiarity a person experiences toward 
a place where he often sits, or an individual with whom he has been intimate 
for a long time? It is the same when a man acquires a familiarity with a specific 
bathhouse or indeed a specific room in a bathhouse, or with a specific mosque 
or indeed a specific column in a mosque. I heard a Sufi say: For forty years a 
quartan fever clung to me. When it left me I pined for it. The only sense I could 
make of my pining was the familiarity that had been kneaded into my very 
being, ingrained into my natural constitution, and branded upon my spirit.

Miskawayh’s response

Familiarity consists in the recurrent exposure of the soul or nature to a single 
form. The soul is recurrently exposed to the forms of things either through 
the senses or through the intellect. It stores the forms that reach it through 
the senses in something akin to a storeroom—I’m referring to the location of 
memory—and at that point the forms are like strangers. The strangeness dis-
sipates and intimacy ensues when a single thing and a single form recur several 
times and the form and its receptacle then become as one; and if the soul looks 
once more into the storeroom, following our analogy, it finds the form fixed 
there and recognizes it, having grown intimate with it. This is what familiarity 
consists in. Every sensible object produces such familiarity through sight and 
the other organs.

The soul composes syllogisms from what it takes from the intellect, and 
derives forms from these, which are also strangers. After recurrent exposure, 
they become imprinted on it, and it grows intimate with them, though in this 
context one does not speak of “familiarity” but of “knowledge” and of a “stable 
state.” That is why the different branches of learning demand a great amount 
of study. For at first this produces what is called a condition, which is like a 
drawn mark, and subsequently, through recurrent exposure, this becomes an 
acquired possession and stable state, and the union that we have mentioned 
arises. Nature, for its part, always follows the lead of the soul and imitates it—
being like a shadow to the soul generated by it—so it follows the same course 
in natural things. That is why, when human beings accustom their nature to 
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

�ح�ي 
�لي�����نّ ا  دن ��واأ  .

�ن ��ش�ا ع 
� هي �����ن د ������ا ا �ل  �مي

���ي ا  ��و��ل���دن  
���هي سي ���ن

��ل�� ��ش�ي ���ن�ه ����ورهي �ا�ك�ا �أً�ا ����د ��ي
���ش ���ه  �����ن

���ي ��لن��ي  ��ل��دن �����ن ا أ
�ل��
� �هر �م�ن ا ����ن

أ
ن ��وا

��ن��ي�
أ
���هي ا

����ن  ��وا
��يرهي

���ا �ا���ش
�لي ��د  ��و��ن

���هي سي ���ن
�����ير ��

د ���ن�ي ����ي��ي ��يُ�ع�ي�ا �م�ور ا
�ل��أ

� ا

 
�م

��ل����سن ��لم�ك ا
ن
��و�ا���د ���ا  �ن ���ي �ي ��ن ��و���ي�ا

أ
��لن��ي ا ��ير���ا 

��و�عن  
ن
ر را �ل��ن

� ��وا �ل 
�
�و ��ل�ن ��وا ����د 

�����ن ����ه ا ّد ��ن��ن
��� �ا�ل�م�ن ��ي���و ��ن ��ل�ن ا

���هي. سي ���ن
��ل�� ��ل�� ا ��ل���ا اأ ���ن���ا

أ
�أر �م�ا ��يُ��ن��س�ن ا ر�ن ��و����ا ��ل��صش ��وا �ا����ل 

�ل��أ
� ��لن��ي ا

���نّ��يّ�هي
��ل�هي ��

�م���س�اأ

���ن��ي�ن 
��ل�� ا �نر���  ��لم�ك  دن �ن  ��و�ن�����ن �نح؟  ������ل�ا ا ������ن  ن 

��� �صرا
�ل��أ

� ا ن 
��ن��ي�  

�م�ن ��ل��صرع  ا ر  �����ا ��م 
�ا

��لن��ي  ��و ������ن 
أ
م�ل�و���ي�هي ا

��ل��ن ��لن��ي ا ��ن�ه   ��ن�د
��ن��دن

أ
��وا ��ل����نّ  ��لن��ي ا سي�م�ن ����ل�ع��ن 

��كن ��نّ�ه  �ل اأ
� ��و��ي��ي�ا �أ��� �م�ن �نر��أ�ه  �ل�ي�ا

� �ا�ك�ا

اً. ��س��م�ل �نرء
أ
��وا راً  ر�ن �صرا

���ي
أ
�ل�ح�يم�ل�و��ل�هي ا

� ع ا
��ل��صر��ي� ن ا

����ي�
��ل�� ���ر�����ن ا �����ود ا

� ن ا
�
ّ
�لم�ل��ي
� ّ ا

��ي ��ل����ن ا

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

���������ن   ا
أ
ا �ن ��و���ن�د �ع����ا

�ل��أ
�  �ي����د�ش ��لن��ي ا

نح
�نّ� ��ل��صرع �ه�و �ي����ش ه ا

ّٰ
لل ���و��ي�ه ر�ح�م�ه ا

ّ �م��س��
�و �عم�ل��ي ��ن

أ
�ل ا

� ���ي�ا

���و�ن �م�ن 
 لي��

ر �عنم�ل�ي���طن  �ن��ن�ا
نح
�نّ� ��ل��ي����ش ا ا �ن ���دن  ��و�����ن

�ن �ل�ن�د
�  ا

ع
���ي� �ي ��لن��ي �حن �ن

ك ��ي��ن ��نّ�ه �م�ن �ع�ن�ا
�ل��أ

ن �
ع

�م�ا ��ل��د ا

�ن  �ن �ا�ك�ا ر ��واأ ��لل�ن��ن�ا �نّ ا
�ل��أ

�
 ��و

ن
ع

�م�ا ��ل��د ���ط�و�ن ا ����ي��ي ��لن��ي �لن ح ا
���ر��و� ���ن�دن ا  �ي����دّ ���ن�ا

كسي�م�و��� �عنم�ل�ي���طن
 ���رن�نح ��و�ا�

�م
�لنم�ل�عن

�ن �م�ن  �م�ا �ا�ك�ا
ّ
د ر�ن ا �ل���ن����د

� ا ا �ل�ه ��و���دن
ّ
��م�ل

���ي�هي ��صر��ي���هي �ن�ح��س�ن �ي ���ن�ا أ
�ل��
� ���و�ن ا

�ل لي��
ّ
��م�ل

��لل�ي ع ا
�ه�و ��صر��ي�

�ا ���ن
ً �عنم�ل�ي����ن

ر 
�ا����ش

�ل��أ
� ��و�ه�و ا �ل�ي�ه ���ن���ا 

�
ع اأ

� ر �عنم�ل�ي���طن �ير��ي��ن هي �م�ن �ن��ن�ا �ا�م���د ك ا را
��ي ���ش  ��ن�ا

�ن �م�ا �ا�ك�ا
ّ
��ور�ن ����ه  ن ��ن��ن

ع
�م�ا ��ل��د ا

�و 
�ن �م�ن �ع���ن ا �ا�ك�ا دن  اأ

�و��ن�هي
��ل�ن ��و���ي�ي ا �ل  �مي �ن

���ي  ّ
�ل �ي�ح��� ����م�ل�مي

� ��وا ر. 
��ن
آ
�و ا

ك �ع���ن را
��ي ���ش  ��ن�ا

�ن �م�ا �ا�ك�ا
ّ
��ور�ن

 
ع
� �ا�م�و���ن ��لم�ك ا ���ن��ي�ن دن

��ل�� ���ط ا ��ير�لن
���ن �و���ي 

��من ��ل��  �ن اأ
��دن ��ن

�ن ��ول�ي ك   �م�ن �ع�ن�ا
�اأ �أً�ا ��ي��ن���ش ��ي

�نّ ���ش
�ا�م���دهي �ا�ك�اأ ��ير ا

�عن

ن.
ع

�م�ا ��ل��د ��ل�� ا ��ل������ود اأ ر �م�ن ا ��لل�ن��ن�ا  ا
ع
� ��سي�م�ن

�
�و��يّ�هي 

��أ�ن ��مي  �عم�ل�ي�ه �ع����ا
ّ ��و�ليم�ل��ن

ر��ي�ه  ��و��را �ي  را ��لل�ن��ن�ا ا �ل 
�
�و ���ي�ن ��ل��  اأ �ا 

ً
��صر��ي�� �ن  �ا�ك�ا ���ن�ه 

ر�� ن 
ع

�م�ا ��ل��د ا �ع�ي��ن  ���ن  ّ
��ي ��ل����ن ا �ن  �ا�ك�ا �ا 

ّ
��و�ا�م

����ن  ��يرهي �لي���ن
ر �م�ن ر���ط�و��ن�هي �ا���ش

�ا����ش
أ
ء ا ���ش��ي ر �ن ��لل�ن��ن�ا ا �ل��ي��� 

�
��و �ي  ���ر���ط�و��ن�ا ا رهي 

 لن������ش
�وء �س�ع�م�ورهي ��ل��ن���ش ا ��لن��ي 

����ي��ي  د ا ��ل����د ��ش�ي ���ن�ه ا ����د
����ه ���ن

أ
�ي ��لن��ي را را ��لل�ن��ن�ا ر�ي ا

��لم�ك �ا����ش
��ل�ي���ا ���نم�ل��دن ���ا  ��واأ

��م�ل�يم�ل���ا
رهي �ع�ن �ي ��ل�حرا ا

٢،٣٧
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On why epilepsy is so hard to treat

something, a form akin to nature is produced. Hence the saying “Habit is a 
second nature.” An examination of the things that can grow habitual and 
become natural reveals that they are plentiful and clear—and in fact plainer 
and starker than the familiarity that is in the soul. This is the case, for example, 
when a person accustoms himself to phlebotomy or to urinating, defecating, 
and so on, at particular times; the same goes for digestion when eating and 
drinking and the other acts attributed to nature.

On why epilepsy is so hard to treat—a medical question

Why is epilepsy particularly recalcitrant to treatment compared with other 
illnesses? Physicians seem to despair of curing it. It is allegedly harder to treat 
among those of an advanced age whose bodies have begun to wear out, and 
easier to cure and more tractable among children, whose bodies are pliant, 
whose substance is moist, and who are quick to change.

Miskawayh’s response

Epilepsy is a convulsion that affects the nerves, and the nerves begin from 
the brain, whence they spread throughout the entire body. The reason for the 
convulsion is a thick vapor that arises from viscous phlegm, and a thick gastric 
juice that blocks the passageways of the spirit found in the interior ventricles 
of the brain. Since the vapor dissipates quickly despite its thickness, awareness 
is quickly regained as it dissipates. Sometimes this blockage arises from the 
brain itself, sometimes it involves the contribution of the stomach through a 
thick vapor that ascends to the former from the latter, and, most commonly, 
sometimes it involves the contribution of another bodily part. Shortly before 
a fit occurs, if it arises from a bodily part other than the stomach, the afflicted 
person feels as if something were coming out of that part and being driven 
upward. The physician then binds that area and wraps strong dressings around 
it so as to prevent the vapor from ascending to the brain.

Children have weak and moist brains, and so they are quick to yield to 
vapors. During the developmental stage, their heat is suffused by an abundance 
of moistures, and vapor is simply an abundance of moisture that heat does 
not have the power to dissipate and commute. That is why vapors proliferate 
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

��و���ي  ا ��و��ي�د ر�ا����ه 
�ل ��ي��ي �لمن ��ل��صرع  ��و��ي�هي ا د

أ
ء �م�ن ا ���ش��ي ّ �ن

��ي ��ل����ن نح ا
��ل�  ��ي���ا

�ل��
��ر � �ا�م�ا ا ���ن��ي�ن 

��ل�� ��وا ���ا.  دن�ا��ر��ن�ا

 
ع
���ي� �ي �ع�ن �حن ���ر���ط�و��ن�ا ا �ل 

�
�و

���ن���ن  
ّ ��ن ��و�حن �و��ي�ي 

��مي ا  دن اأ  
���هي سي ���ن

��ل�� ا �نّ  �اأ
���ن ء  ا �دن �����ن ا ح 

أ����ل�ا�
��ن�ا ع 

� �ا�م�و���ن ا

��ن�هي 
��و��ل����ل�ا ��ير 

��ل�����ش ر ا ��لل�ن��ن�ا �ع�ن��ي ا
أ
�ن ا ��ل�����ن �ل ا

� ��وا ����ه ���رن ��ن ��ل��صرع ��ل�ن �ل ا
� ا رهي رن ��ل�حرا ��ودن�ا���ي ا  

�ن �ل�ن�د
� ا

���ن��ي�ن 
��ل�� ��ي�هي ا م�

�نّ�م�ا �عن ��واأ ����ن�ه  ��و���ن �ي�ه  ���ا ر���ط�و�لن �ن �ن �����ن ����ي��ي �ا�ك�ا �ي ا ���ن�ا
�ل��آ

� �و��ل�ه ا ���ي�ن �هي 
ّ
��و���يم�ل  

ن
ع

�م�ا ��ل��د �و��ر ا ��ن

. ���ي ��ي���دّ ��ل�ه �ح��س�ن ��ل��دن ء ا ا �دن �����ن  ��ن�ا
���هي ن ��لم�ل�صر���ن

� �لم�ل��ن
� ح ا

����ل�ا� اأ

�ل  ���ي�من �م�ن  ���و�ن 
لي�� ���ا 

ّ
�ا�كم�ل �ل����ي�ه 

اآ� ����ن  ���ن �نّ 
�ل��أ

� �دّ  ��ل���ن ��ن�ا �صره 
أ
ا �نّ  �اأ

���ن ��ل����نّ  ا ��لن��ي  �ع�ن  ��ل�����ا ا �مّ�ا 
���ن�اأ

 
ّ
�ل �ع��ي ��لن��ي �ا����ل  �لمن

�وّهي
�����ي ��يّ�د ��لن��ي ا

رن
�ن ��ي��ي

أ
���ا ا ر �لن

�ل��ي��� ��يُ��ن�ي����ن
�
ء ��و �ا �ع���ن

�ل��أ
� �و��� ��وا

�����ي ����ن ا ���ط ��و���ن �ل���ن�ح�����ا
� ا

ر 
��ن
آ
�و ا

��و �م�ن �ع���ن
أ
����ه ا �ا �م�ن ��ن��ن

ً راً �عنم�ل�ي����ن �عن�ه �ن��ن�ا �م�ا �ل د ا ���ي�من دن �اأ
����ن ���ن ��ل���ن  ��وا

�ن ��ي����ا ��ل�ن ��ل�� ا ��ي�و�م اأ

�ا 
ً �لي���ن

أ
�ي ا را ��لل�ن��ن�ا �ل ا

ّ
��م�ل

�ن �ي ����ي��ي �ع��ي �����ن رهي ا ��ل�حرا  ��وا
��
ً
�ل
�
�و �و��ن�هي ���ي�ن

 ��ن
ّ
د ��لن��ي �ا����ل ا د ن

ر �ا ��ل�ه ��وا
ً ���ن �ي ر �س�عن ����ا

 
ع
� ��ل�� �م�و���ن  اأ

����ي��ي �لي�ن��صر���ن هي ا دّ �ا�م�ا �ن ا
�اأ ��� ���ن�ه ��و�م�ن ���ش

�ل�ي�اأ
�  ا

ع
� ��لم�ك ��ي��ي

�ل ���نم�ل��دن ��م�ل�مي
��لل�ي ����ن �ع�ن ا �لي���ن

��لن��ي  ���ا  ����ي��ي دن�ا��ر��ن�ا هي ا د ������ا  ��ن�ا
���هي سي ���ن

��ل�� ��و�ليم�لرن�م���ا ا ر���ي  �ا ��م��ن  ��ل���ا ا
ع
�ن ��ي��يّ��س�

أ
راً ا ��ي�ه �صرا ��ود ا �عم� دن  اأ
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� ع ��لن��ي ا
ّ
ر
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On why people are so enamored of ascetic individuals

inside their heads, resulting in the blockages we have mentioned. Skillful phy-
sicians do not treat children using medications for epilepsy, but rather leave 
them be and minister to the area through dietary improvement. For if nature 
is fortified, the excess moistures in the whole body are dried out, and heat 
is kindled, then epilepsy automatically vanishes, because its cause—namely, 
the abundance of vapor—has vanished, and because the substance of the brain 
becomes firm and is little disposed to suffer impairments caused by its mois-
ture and weakness. The physician’s sole objective is, instead, through specially 
prepared food, to improve the milk of the woman breastfeeding the child.

The opposite applies to people of an advanced age. For the weakness of all 
their bodily organs stems from their decline and from the weakness of their 
powers and bodily parts; an increase in their power is not to be expected. 
Rather, every day that passes diminishes and weakens them further. Thus, 
if their brain is exposed to thick vapor arising from the brain itself or from 
another bodily part, vapor begins to collect in it, and it grows more vulnerable 
to the vapor with every fit. At the same time, heat—which causes the dissi-
pation of vapors—is too weak to dissipate them. That is why one despairs of 
effecting a cure. When matter is channeled to an area of the body and returns 
repeatedly, the passageways through which it flows widen to accommodate it, 
and nature constrains it through the kind of habit we mentioned in the previ-
ous question. The organ grows weaker, the matter flows with greater facility, 
the vapor increases on account of the foreign moisture arising in the bodies of 
those who are disposed to its formation and to its commutation into phlegm 
in their stomach, and the heat grows less capable of exercising a dissipating 
effect. As a result, it becomes almost impossible to cure.

On why people are so enamored of ascetic individuals

Why do people love those who are abstemious in their enjoyments, so that 
they prepare delicious food for them at great cost, carry it to them on their 
heads in jars, and place it at their feet? The more strenuously the ascetic man 
demurs, the more importunate they become. When he dies, they make his 
grave a place of worship, saying that he was “one who fasted much and partook 
little.” By contrast, when confronted with people who gourmandize and eat 
to excess, they abhor and repudiate them, finding their presence loathsome 

37.4
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� ���ي�ا ��ي�د  ���ن ا�مَم�ل�ك؟ 
� ��وا  

���ي ن
���رر ا ن 

��ن��ي�  
ر���ي

�����ن ا ��و�م�ا  �ي�ه؟ 
���ن ��ل�هي  �����ي�ا ا  

ح
�ن� ���ي �عم�ل�م�ه ��ن

�ل  م�ل�مي
���ي ا�مم�ل�ك 
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On why some people squander their money

and decrying the immoderation of their behavior. And why is it that people 
refuse to visit the tombs of kings and caliphs, but constantly visit the graves 
of the meek and wretched, and of those who went about in coarse and shabby 
garments?

Miskawayh’s response

Human beings have an affinity to plants through their growing soul, an affinity 
to beasts through the soul that moves by voluntary choice, and an affinity to 
the angels through their rational soul. This last forms the basis of their emi-
nence and dignity. The taking of nourishment is a distinguishing property of 
plants, though it also extends to animals on account of their power of growth. 
The rational soul, by contrast, has no need for food or drink. As angels are 
nobler than human beings on account of their essential lack of need for nour-
ishment and the permanence of their substance, human beings who have a 
greater affinity to them through their soul are nobler than human beings who 
have a greater affinity to plants or beasts. Human beings regard plants and 
beasts with disdain and use them as they see fit, whereas they exalt and glorify 
the angels; thus, everything with an affinity to the former must necessarily be 
regarded with contempt and disdain, and everything with an affinity to the 
latter must be exalted and honored. This is too obvious to require extensive 
discussion or be worth the trouble of a response, but we did not wish to aban-
don the question entirely, so we commented on it to this extent.

On why some people squander their money despite 
the harmful consequences this entails while others are 

miserly even though this gives them a bad name

Why do some people eagerly squander their money despite knowing the dire 
consequences this begets, while others eagerly pinch every penny despite 
knowing the bad repute this attracts? And what is the difference between the 
notions of “provision” and “possession”? An established philosopher once 
heard me bemoaning my circumstances and said, “My dear fellow, you have 
little in the way of ‘possession’ but much in the way of ‘provision.’ There are 
many who have much ‘possession’ but little ‘provision,’ so praise the mighty 
and glorious God!”

38.2
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On why some people keep their affairs private while others broadcast them for all to hear

Miskawayh’s response

We have discussed in previous questions why people choose to do things that 
have dire consequences despite knowing this fact. We compared this to a sick 
person who knows that consuming harmful food will destroy his health—when 
the food is needed for the sake of health in the first place—and who chooses to 
consume the food as the result of an immediate appetite because he has a bad 
disposition and inadequate self-control, and capitulates to his beastly soul in 
defiance of his rational soul. So there is no need to go over the same ground 
again. Similarly, we have clarified the nature of “provision” and the distinction 
between it and “possession,” so if you read the preceding discussion, it may 
serve as a response to this question.

On why some people keep their affairs private while others 
broadcast them for all to hear—a question of ethics

Why are some people eager to conceal what happens to them, suppressing 
any mention of what they do, and are averse to anyone becoming privy to 
their affairs, while others openly reveal their circumstances and pursue this 
with alacrity, letting people in on everything, be it great or small? What is the 
meaning of the Prophet’s saying, “Make reticence your helper in your affairs, 
for those who enjoy blessings provoke the envy of others”?

Miskawayh’s response

This question was also answered above when we said that the soul has two 
powers; it longs to take through one, and to give through the other. The soul 
is as susceptible to stinginess and liberality with respect to information as it is 
with respect to material possessions: Sometimes it is lavish, at other times nig-
gardly. A person may be stingy with his knowledge yet liberal with his material 
possessions, and sometimes the reverse is the case. This was addressed exhaus-
tively when we discussed the topic of secrets earlier.

39.2

40.1

40.2
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On why self-praise is unseemly—a question about volition

Why is it considered unseemly for someone to praise himself, but proper for 
another to praise him? What does the person praised love about being lauded 
by the one who praises him? And what is the reason for that?

Miskawayh’s response

To praise someone is to declare their outstanding nature and testify to their 
virtues. Since human beings love themselves, they see their good qualities but 
are blind to their bad qualities—they even see in themselves good qualities 
they do not possess. It is therefore considered repugnant for them to testify to 
things that cannot be accepted or seen in them. By contrast, the testimony of 
other people, who are at a remove and unencumbered by the defect of passion-
ate love, is deemed admissible and their praise worthy of attention. Sometimes 
they may love the praised person with the love of a parent, brother, or friend, 
standing in a relation to him close to the relation in which he stands to himself; 
then they are vulnerable to the same defect or to something not far removed 
from it. In that case it is considered repugnant for them to eulogize, and such 
statements are unacceptable, though they are not as repugnant as in the first 
case—that is, the case of the self-praiser—since no one loves another person as 
much as he loves himself. What the person praised finds in the person praising 
him is the sweetness of having justice done to him, of receiving his due, and 
of hearing kind words regarding a beloved object congruent with one’s will.

On why people disparage avarice even though they’re  
avaricious; on the origin of avarice and generosity— 

a volitional, ethical, and linguistic question

Why do people disparage avarice despite the fact that avarice dominates them? 
Why do people praise generosity though it is rarely to be found in them? 
Are generosity and avarice natural or acquired? And is there any distinction 
between the terms “avaricious,” “mean,” “miserly,” “ungiving,” “vile,” “petty,” 
“stingy,” “tightfisted,” and “skinflint”?

41.1

41.2

42.1
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On why people disparage avarice even though they’re avaricious 

Miskawayh’s response

People disparage avarice because avarice consists in denying others the things 
they are entitled to on the conditions we mentioned earlier. Reason deems it 
to be repugnant in itself; its dominance does not prevent them from deeming 
it repugnant. It is a blameworthy character trait and an odious malady of the 
soul; just as there is nothing to prevent them from disparaging the maladies 
of the body even when present, there is nothing to prevent them from dispar-
aging the maladies of the soul when dominant. Yet, unless people are honest 
with themselves and have cognizance of their merits and demerits, they largely 
disparage the avarice that afflicts the soul without acknowledging its presence 
in themselves. I heard a group of friends disparaging themselves for a number 
of moral defects, lamenting their great struggle to remedy them and ardent 
striving to remove them, bemoaning how bad habits had spoiled many of their 
character traits. Generosity is praised because generosity is in itself something 
good and beloved. Its definition has already been discussed; it is to the soul 
what health is to the body, so people value it and praise it, whether it is present 
in them or not.

You ask, “Are generosity and avarice natural or acquired?” Character traits 
as a whole are not natural. If they were, we would not be able to heal them, 
seek their improvement, or nourish hopes of altering them and eliminating 
them when bad. They would instead be like the heat and light emitted by fire 
or like the heaviness and downward inclination of the earth, and nobody seeks 
to heal these natural phenomena or alter or eliminate them. Yet, though gener-
osity and avarice are not natural, we say that, through bad or good habit, they 
approximate nature in terms of the difficulty of treating them and eliminat-
ing their form from the soul. We only call them “character traits” when they 
have become a disposition of the soul from which a single act invariably issues 
without reflection. Before that, they are not called character traits, nor does 
one say that a given person is avaricious or generous unless that is his stand-
ing practice. A specific humoral mixture may predispose children and young 
people to acquire a particular character trait, but they can be disciplined and 
habituated to the performance of fine actions so that they become a form and 
disposition of their soul whence that type of praiseworthy act always issues. 
That is analogous to how they might be predisposed to succumb to a particular 
illness but can be treated with food and medicine until the predisposition is 

42.2
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�ل  �مي ��لل�ن�حن �مّ�ا ا
أ
ر��و���يً�ا. ا
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��ن
�ل��آ

� ن �م�ن ا
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��ور �ا ��ن
���ي�د �ي ا  ��و���دن �و�م 

��مي �و�م �ع�ن 
��مي ه  ��ن��دن

أ
��و ا

أ
ا�م�مش�ل ا

� ا ا  ��لن��ي ���دن �هي  ��لم�ل��ن ا ه  ���دن

��لن��ي  �ل  �مي ��لل�ن�حن ا ��ي�هي  م�
ر �م�ن �عن

�ا����ش
أ
����ه ا �مم�ل�هي ��ن��ن ��لن��ي �س���ا ��ي�هي  م�

��ل��٢ �عن �ن�ح���طّ اأ ��وا ر��و���ط  ��ل��صش ا ��م�ل�ه �عم�ل�� 
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يّ ا

�ل����
� ا

��يره.
�مم�ل�هي �عن �س���ا

�يّ��هي
�م�ل��ي  ��و��ن
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��ل�هي

�م���س�اأ
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�ا �ن �����ي��سش ���ه�م �عم�ل�� ا سي�م�ا ��ن �ن ا �ود٣ �م�ا �����ن ��ل��ن ��و�م�د�ح�ه�م ا �ل  ��لل�ن��من ��� ا ��ل�ن��ا �مّ ا

��و���م�ل�� دن

�م 
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�و��ر ا ��ل��ن ���م�ل٤ ا
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ّ
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ع
ء �س� ���و���ن�ا

� �ن ا �ح����ا
�����ي ��وا
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أ
�ص�ل وط: ا

أ
ل� و�.   ٤ ا �ل��ن �ل ا �ل��ن����حن �ص�ل: ا

أ
ل� لى.   ٣ ا لى اأ �ص�ل: اأ

أ
ل� �ل��مت���.   ٢ ا ر������و��ا

أ
1 ط: ا

٤،٤٢

١،٤٣
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On why people blame treachery and praise fidelity

reversed, their humoral mixture being modified until it becomes healthy and 
no longer inclined to succumb to that illness.

Regarding your question of whether there are any distinctions among the 
different terms you listed, I assure you there are indeed distinctions to be 
found. We previously distinguished between “avaricious” and “mean,” 45 with 
“meanness” being more inclusive than “avarice”—every mean person is avari-
cious, but not every avaricious person is mean. Meanness does not pertain 
exclusively to possessions and external effects but also concerns one’s pedi-
gree and the quality of one’s ambition, whereas avarice pertains exclusively 
to giving and taking. The etymology of “stingy” and “ungiving” reveals their 
meaning.46 “Tightfisted” and “skinflint” are terms that are used metaphori-
cally and are taken from inanimate objects.47 “Vile” and “petty” are terms that 
are used in a strongly pejorative sense, and each stronger than the rest, while 
“vile” is stronger than “small-minded” and “petty.” As the popular adage has it: 
“So-and-so pinches pennies at the marriage feast.” Aristotle refers to the very 
same adage, which proves to me that, with respect to this adage, his language 
agrees with ours, or alternatively that one people received it from the other. 
Such a person goes beyond avarice, which involves denying others what they 
are entitled to under specific conditions, and is so wretched as to treat his own 
self worse than an avaricious person treats others.

On why people blame treachery and praise fidelity 
even though treachery predominates among 

them—a volitional and ethical question

Speaking of disparagement of avarice and praise of generosity, what makes 
people unite in disapproving of treachery as despicable and approving of fidel-
ity as admirable, even though treachery prevails and fidelity is rarely to be 
found? Are these qualities accidents that inhere in the original substance of 
things, or are they the product of conventional agreement?

42.4

43.1
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�م��س��  ّ
�عم�ل��ي �و  ��ن

أ
ا �ل 

� ���ي�ا

��و�م���ا  ���رن �عم�ل��  ��و�ن  �د
���ي �لي�ي���ا �م�ور 

أ
ا ��ل��  اأ ����رّ��وا  ��لن ا  

ع
� ��ل�����ن ��ن�ا ن 

�يّ��ي�
�لن �م�د �وا 

��ن �ا �ا�ك�ا
ّ
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�ل��أ
� ه ا ���و�ن ���دن

��و���ي�د لي�� ر 
��ن
أ
ن ا

��� را
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 ّ
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�ن ��سي�م�دّ
� ��ل�� ا �ي�ه اأ
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�����ن ا�مم�ل�ك ��وا
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أ
ا ��ل���ا  �م٢  ���ن�ي��ي�دّ �ي  ��و��ن�ا �ا�م���ا ��ن�ا
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ع
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ع
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�ا �عم�
ً
ي�م
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�
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�
ه 

ّٰ
لل ���و��ي�ه ر�ح�م�ه ا

ّ �م��س��
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أ
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أ
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٢،٤٣
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On the origin of the customs of different nations

Miskawayh’s response

People approve of fidelity because it is known to be admirable through reason. 
People are political by nature, and thus are compelled to agree contractually 
among themselves to render certain matters binding, so that they may provide 
the conditions for accomplishing other ends through mutual help. These mat-
ters may pertain to religion, conduct, friendly relations, transactions, and sov-
ereignty and domination—in a word, to everything requiring civic association 
and accomplished through acts of mutual assistance. They thus supply condi-
tions that establish a set of terms among people which they always observe 
in accomplishing a given matter. If one group stands by and adheres to them, 
their ends are accomplished, whereas if they abandon them and break faith 
with each other, their ends are frustrated, and they fall short of accomplish-
ment. Whether fidelity is admirable and treachery repugnant depends on the 
matter you propose to accomplish. If it is noble, dignified, and beneficial on a 
large scale, it is considered despicable to commit treachery and admirable to 
keep faith, and vice versa.

On the origin of the customs of different nations

What is the origin of the different customs found among the nations we see 
scattered across the world? The word for “custom” derives from the verb 
“to return” and the verb “to accustom oneself to.” 48 So how did people estab-
lish their customs at first and then make them their continual practice? What 
was the stimulus that caused every group of people to adopt a different kind of 
attire, style of adornment, mode of expression, and way of movement whose 
limits they do not transgress and whose domains they do not overstep?

Miskawayh’s response

To be sure, “custom” does indeed derive from the verb “to return.” I cannot 
offer a response to the question about the origin of customs, about how people 
arrived at their first instances, what those instances were, and who was the 
first to reach them and to establish them for every group of people as regards 

43.2

44.2

44.1
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�����ي �ل ا �لن�ي���ا ٢ ���ن���من

��دن �يّ�هي ��ن
�لي�� ��ن�عي ّ �لي�ن

�م
ءً ��ل�ه �ش ا ���و�ن �عن�دن

���ن�ي��

�ي  ��و���ي��ن  
�وّهي

�����ي ا ���ي  �لي�ن�ا ا  دن �اأ
���ن ره  ���ي�����ا اأ ���ا  �لن د�ي  ��و�م�دّ س�م 

�� ��ل�حن ا ���هي  ��لن��ي �م����ا ���ا 
�لي د رنا

���ن �ل 
ّ
��م�ل

��م��ي ا �م�ن 

ره  ا ��و�س��ي�د ره  ���ي�����ا  اأ
س�م

�� ��ل�حن ��لم�ك ا  �عم�ل�� دن
���طن �ن �ي�ح��ن

أ
�لي�ي���ا �ح�ي��ن�أ�دن ا م�

�ل �عن �أً�ا �لمن ��ي
ر ���ش �ل��أ���ي�����ا

� ��لن��ي ا ل�م �يرند 
���ن��

�ل 
ّ
��م�ل

�ا �ع�مّ�ا �ي
ً س�م ���و���ن

�� ��ل�حن ر �م�ا �ي��صر���ي ��لن��ي ا ا �ي �س��ي�د ���ر���ط�و��ن�ا �ن �م�ن ا �ي�دن �حن
�ن �ي

أ
�ع�ن��ي ا

أ
��ي�ه ا

�دنّ �ن ��ي��ن
��ن�اأ

�ن  ��ي����ا ��ل�ن  ��لن��ي ا
��ن��دن

م�ل�ي�لً�ا ��و��ي�اأ
����ن ���ي رهي �لي���ن ��ل�حرا �نّ ا  اأ

ّ
�م
��ي�د. �ش �م�د

���سي �لي�ي�د ��وا
رن
��ل��ي ��ل�� ا  اأ

هي �لي�ن��صر���ن د ��ي�ا
ن
��ن�ل�ا ر

��ل��   اأ
�ن �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� ��و�لي�����ير ا ��ي���  ��ل�ن ��لن��ي ا �ن  �ل�ن�د

� �ي�د���أ ا �ي��ن
���ن �ل��مّ�ل 

��ل�ي�� �ن ا �م�ا ��لن��ي رن ��و���ي��ن�هي   
�ن ��ي��ي��ن

أ
���د ا ��ن

 ��ي�لن��ي 
���ن�ل�ا �هي  ��ن ��ل���ا ا ر  ا ��ي��� �ع�ن �س��ي�د �لي�ن ء  ا �دن �����ن ا �ل 

� ���ن�ل�ا �يرنا ��ل��  ��و
�ل��أ

� ا ��ل�حر�ا����هي  ا �ليم�ل�ك  ���ط �ع�ن  �ل���ن�ح�����ا
� ا

���ا. ��ن �دن �ص�ل: وع��لى �م�ا.   ٢ ط: حن
أ
ل� 1 ا

١،٤٥

٢،٤٥
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On why people don’t grow young again after they’ve grown old

their attire—I would not want it should someone offer to provide it for me, 
nor would I consider it real knowledge. There would be no advantage to be 
gained from it.

On why people don’t grow young again after 
they’ve grown old—a natural question

Why is it that once human beings grow old and senile, they do not, follow-
ing the way they developed, become middle-aged again, then inexperienced 
youths, then young striplings, and then children? What does this arrangement 
reveal; what does this order point to?

Miskawayh’s response

Old age and middle age do not constitute the terminus of human development 
or the end of natural movement—that is, the movement of growth—such that 
you might propose (God grace you with His support) that an old man could 
follow its tracks back to where his movement took its departure from. Rather, 
you must know that the end of development and movement is when youth 
reaches its height; after that it pauses—this is middle age—and after that it 
declines—this is old age. For as long as the innate heat present in bodies com-
posed of the four natures increases in power, it makes the body in which it is 
present develop by drawing into it suitable moistures that replace those that 
dissipate and serve as nourishment for the body. An amount of what is drawn 
in by the excess of power is left over, exceeding the amount of nourishment 
needed to compensate for that which dissipates. It adds this to the expanse of 
the body and uses it to extend the volume of its physical parts. It comes to a 
halt and ceases to add anything to the volume of the physical parts, when the 
power has reached its limits. At that point, its end is to nourish and so preserve 
the parts and extent of the body—that is, by drawing in an amount of mois-
tures that distribute themselves through the body to compensate for those that 
dissipate, without any excess that might be channeled into increase and exten-
sion. Then the heat comes to a halt in middle age and grows a little weaker and 
begins to diminish; the body starts to diminish too and human beings expe-
rience a decline in that first movement. One’s nourishment increasingly falls 
short of the amount needed, so that the moisture it replaces is not equal to the 

45.1
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

���ي  ��ل��دن �ل ا
� ���ل�ا

�ن �ل��
� ��ل�� ا ن اأ

ع
�ن �لي�هر�م ��و�لي�نم�ل�

أ
��ل�� ا ��لم�ك اأ

ن
�ه�و �ا���د

�ل ���ن���ا ���ن
ّ
��م�ل

 �ن�م�ا �ي
���ر���ط�و��ن�هي ن �م�ن ا

��� �م�ا ��ي�ع�ي�ا

. ّ
�ع��ي سي ���ن

��ل��  ا
ح
��ل��������ي� �ا�م�و�ي ا  ���ن�ه ��و�ه�و ا

أ
ا ���ي ��ن�د ��ل��دن ���ي�ن ا

ر�ا
��ل��ي �ل ا �لمن �ه�و �س��ي�ا

��ن  ّ ��ي��ي
�م
��ي�هي �ش م�

��ل�� �عن �ي�ه��ي اأ
ّ ��ي��ن

�م
��يّ�د �ش

رن
 ��ن��ي

�ي�د���أ ��ن
���ا ��ي

�لنّ
أ
��لن��ي ا �هر��يّ�هي 

���ي  ��ر�ا����هي 
ّ
�ل �ا����ل �مي ه �����ن ��و���دن

 
ع
�س� �ا �ن �ن��ن �نّ�م�ا �ا�ك�ا  اأ

هي دّ �ا �ا�م�ي���ن  ا
ع
��أ� ���ن�ا

��ل�� �ن �م�ن ا
ّ
 �صر�ا��

ّ
 ��و�ا����ل

�ن �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� �نح ا �ن �صرنا �ا �ا�ك�ا

ّ
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�م
��و���ي��ن�هي �ش

���ا 
ي

ر�ي ��ر�ا��� ن ����ا
����� ���ا �م�ن ��ن ����لن �ور ��ن

��و��ن��ن ���ا  دّ �ا  �لي���ن
ع
���ا �س�

��ن
ّ
���

أ
�هر���ا �ح�يّ�� ا

���ي ��ر  ��و���ي�ا �س�����ا  �حن

���د  �هر ��ن
اً ��ن��ي ��ن�د

أ
��ر ا �����ي�ا �����ا ا ��م ��ي��ي�ن

ا �ا دن �صر���ا اأ
أ
�هر��يّ�هي �م�ا دن�ا��ر�ي �م�ن ا

�����ي ��ل�حر�ا����هي ا �ن ا
�اأ  ��و�م�ن ���ش

�هر��يّ�هي
���ي

�مّ 
ا�ل���لً�ا �ش

ن �
ح
�ي� ��ل����ش ��م ��ي���د ا

��ن��س���ا ��و�ا  ��ر�ا����هي �م�ن ��ن
ّ
�ن ��لن��ي �ا����ل �وء �م�ا ��و�حن ��ل��ن���ش �ن ��لن��ي ��ر�ا����هي ا �و�حن

�هر ��من
���ي

�ل �ع��ي   �لمن
��ل�حر�ا����هي ��ي�هي ا م�

�و��ن�هي �ع��ي �عن
�ي��ن ��ل����ش �ل�� ا

�
�م ��و

�ا ��ل�ن����ن ا ا ع �عم�ل�� ���دن
� ��م ��ي��ي

��ل�حر�ا����هي �ا �نّ ا
�ل��أ

�مّ ������ن�لً�ا �
�ا �ش

ًّ
��ن �ا

���ش

�و��ن�هي 
�ي��ن ��ل����ش ��وا  

�و��ل�هي
��ل������ن ن ا

���ي ��ن��ي� ��ل��دن �ن ا �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� �ن ا �م�ا ��و��و��م���ط رن  

�و��ل�هي
��ل������ن ��ير ا ����ن ��و�لن  

����ن ��ل���ن ��ي�هي ا م�
�عن

 ��ن�ه 1.
أ
ا �ل �م�ا ��ن�د �مي  �عم�ل�� �����ن

���و�ن
 لي��

��ل�حر�ا����هي ��وا ���ط  �ل���ن�ح�����ا
� ��لن��ي ا �����ود 

� ّ ا
�م
�لي�ي�ه �ش م�

�ه�و �عن

��يّ��هي د را  اأ
��ل�هي

�م���س�اأ

م�ل�ن�ه 
���ي �ا�م�س�ن�� �عم�ل��  ��لم�ك ا ����ر دن ء �ح�يّ�� �ي�حن �ل���ش��ي

� ء ��ن�ا �ل���ش��ي
� �ي�ه ا ��ن

��لن��ي �ي���ش �ن  �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� ه ا ��د ���ي �ي��ن ��ل��دن ����ا ا

��ور�ش 
أ
ا م� 

ً
ر�ع ��ن�ا �ي�ه 

���ن �ا�م�س�ن��  ��وا �ا 
ً
���ي�� ��وا �ي�ه  ��ن

��ل��ي���ش ا لي�����ن  ��م 
�ا ا  دن اأ ��م 

��و�ا ره؟ 
��و��ن��ش �ي�ه 

���ن �وا
��مي ��لن��ي  ��ن�دن�ا��ره  نح 

��و�ليم�ل�ه�

؟ �ن �ح����ا
�����ي �ل��

�  �م�ن ٢ ا
ع
� ��ود ��و���ن ��ل����د ا

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

���ي  ����د ��ل��صر��ور �لن ا ��لم�ك �ه�و  دن �ن �م�ن  �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� ا ه  ��د ���ي �ي��ن ��ل��دن ا ه 

ّٰ
لل ا ���و��ي�ه ر�ح�م�ه 

ّ �م��س��
�و �عم�ل��ي ��ن

أ
ا �ل 

� ���ي�ا

��لم�ك   ��ودن
هي دّ �ا�م�ا ���ا ا

ر�لي
�ن �ا����شّ

أ
���د ا  ��ن

��ل����ورهي ّ��د�ي ا
��

دّ �ح�يّ�� ��ي�اأ �ا�م�وا ��ل����ور �م�ن ا ع ا
ا رن
��ن��ي �ل ��و�ح����ن ا

ّ
�مي ��لل�ي�حن ا

�ي�ه�م�ا 
��و�م�ل�ا�ح����ن �ه�م�ا  �لي�ي دّ ��لن��ي �م�ا ��د  ��وُ��ن ���ي  ��ل��دن ������ل ا ��ل��سش ع ا

ا رن
��ن��ي ����هي �ه�و ا

ّ
�ل���م

�  ��ن�ا
�و��ن�هي

��ل��ن �ي�ه ا ��ن
�نّ �ي���ش

أ
ا

ع.
.   ٢ ط: �م��ن

أ
ا 1 ط: �ن�د

٣،٤٥

١،٤٦

٢،٤٦

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:54 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



189 189

On the benefit people derive from likening some things to others

moisture that dissipates. Things continue this way until we become decrepit 
and reach the point of decomposition, the reverse of the composition from 
which we began. This is what constitutes natural, proper death.

Every constrained movement follows this course; initially it increases, 
then reaches an extremity, then comes to a halt, and then it starts to decline. 
The humoral mixture of human beings and of every being composed from the 
mutually opposing natures is produced through a force that unites and con-
strains these elements, combining them harmoniously despite their mutual 
opposition and conflict; so their movement is constrained. Constrained move-
ments tend to exhibit the pattern I have mentioned, unless the force that con-
strains them regularly applies to them one constraining act after another. What 
necessarily applies to the movement of development is thus what necessarily 
applies to every movement of its species. An old man cannot become middle-
aged again, then young, then a child, because this is not the order followed 
by the movement, nor is old age the end of the movement, being, rather, the 
extremity of weakness and the counterpart of childhood. The middle period 
of human life, between childhood and old age, is the end, and then the decline 
and movement of old men follows the same course as in the beginning.

On the benefit people derive from likening some 
things to others—a question of voluntary choice

What do people gain from likening one thing to another, so that this element 
comes to their mind and they eagerly revisit it in verse and prose? And why is 
it that the likeness begets revulsion and stands in the way of acclaim if it fails to 
emerge, and the element is not skillfully chosen?

Miskawayh’s response

What people gain is the joy they feel at the veracity of their imagination and 
at their ability to isolate forms from different kinds of matter, thereby unifying 
the form after it has been multiplied by matter. For to liken a peach to a chick-
pea is to isolate the shape that is found in their respective material bases and to 
regard the two as a single thing, despite the material difference between them 

45.3
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
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��م �ا

��و �ا
أ
���ا ا

ّ
���ر��وأ��� �ا�كم�ل ّ ا

ح
��م �لي�����

��م �ا
���ا؟ ��و�ا ����لن د ��ن ��ي�ا ��و���ن����ا
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�لن��. د
�ل��أ

� ���ا ا
��ي ���ن
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1 ط: �ت

١،٤٧
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On why some dreams are true and others false

in terms of how large or small, or how moist or dry, each one is, or in terms of 
color, taste, and other accidents. Grasping this, abstracting forms from matter, 
and reducing some forms to others, are characteristic acts of the soul, and the 
joy experienced is a joy of the soul. That is why we show such eagerness for 
them, just as we show eagerness for natural attainments. Indeed, though, the 
acts of the soul are nobler and more excellent.

On why some dreams are true and others false

Why are some dreams true while others are false? Why aren’t all dreams 
true, or all false? What does their oscillation between these two poles reveal? 
Perhaps there is a secret to this that yields to examination.

Miskawayh’s response

Philosophical inquiries have demonstrated that the soul is above time and that 
its acts are in no way bound by or in need of time, for time is contingent on 
motion, and motion is proper to nature. Given this, all things are present to 
the soul regardless of whether they belong to the past or the future, and it sees 
them from a single perspective. Sleep consists in the soul’s suspension of some 
of its organs with the purpose of giving them rest—and by “organs,” I mean 
the senses. When it suspends these senses, it retains other acts that belong to 
it essentially and properly, including the movement called deliberation and a 
revolving of the soul. This movement, essential to the soul, can take one of two 
forms. It is either divine, which is the gaze it directs toward its highest horizon, 
or natural, which is the gaze it directs toward its lowest horizon.49

When awake, the soul can see with the eyes a given object clearly at one 
time and dimly at another, depending on how keen or fatigued the visual 
power is, how far or near the object of sight is, and how substantial or slen-
der the objects that lie between them are. Under these conditions, the way 
objects are seen varies. A person may thus look at an animal under the influ-
ence of one of these contingent factors and think it is an inanimate object; he 
may think that a human being is a wild animal; or he may think that ʿAmr is 
Zayd. With the removal of those impediments and hindrances, he perceives 
the things fully. It is similar when the soul is asleep, that is to say, when it is not 

47.1
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On the nature of dreams

using the organ of sense perception. For it sees that aspect of an object that 
emerges from the first impression—I mean the high-level genus that encom-
passes the objects it ranges over—and then the object becomes progressively 
clearer to it, one form at a time, until it sees it plainly and distinctly. If it only 
happens to see the impression of an object, what it sees requires explanation 
and interpretation, but the dream does not require clarification if it sees the 
object clearly and distinctly, and the very thing it sees when asleep is what it 
will see when awake.

This part it possesses through the swift, noble gaze connected to its higher 
horizon, and it is the source of prognostications and veracious visions that 
form part of prophecy. The part that it possesses through the inferior gaze 
connected to its lower horizon involves it reviewing the store of sensible forms 
derived through the senses from objects of vision and hearing. These forms 
lie dispersed in no particular order and contain no indications of the future. 
Sometimes it may combine these forms haphazardly, the way an absentminded 
or idle person without a specific purpose might behave, as for example when 
he fiddles with his fingers and with things at hand that are of no particular 
use for him. These dreams do not admit interpretation, and are merely the 
«muddled» dreams you have heard people speak of.50

On the nature of dreams

What are dreams? For they are an august topic, and one of the parts of proph-
ecy. What is it that sees what is seen, and what is it that renders what is seen 
seeable? Is it the soul, is it nature, or is it the human being? I recoil from loftier 
inquiries about the soul and investigations of its nature and of what earlier and 
later thinkers have said about it. And if that defies one’s ability and stands out-
side the pale of one’s power, what should one say about inquiries into the intel-
lect? For its horizon is even higher, its realm even nobler, its effects even sub-
tler, its demonstrative force even more wide-ranging; its scales have an even 
firmer hold, its radiance imposes itself even more imperiously, and its benefits 
are even more evident.

47.4

48.1
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�هي � ��ل�ي��ي����ن �ل٨ ا

�  �عم�ل�� ���ا
هي ��أ�د ا ر��� رن

��ن
أ
�ل ا

� ك ���ا ��و��ل�����ن �ع�ن�ا

�م�ا  ��واأ  
م�ل�يّ�هي ��ي�هي ��ن

�مّ�ا ر��وأ �ل اأ �عي�من �ا�م��س�ي �ن ا ���رن�م�ا ��لن��ي ا �لي�ي�هي 
�ل��آ

� ء ا ���ش��ي�ا
�ل��أ

� �ا ا
ً �لي���ن

أ
ر��� ا

���ن��ي ��ي�هي 
���ر��وأ ر �عم�ل�� ا

�و���نّ
�لي�ي

س�م.
���ر�� �ي��ن�هي �ا�ك�ا

�عن ��ي�هي �حن
ر��وأ

�ص�ل وط: 
أ
ل� ���.   ٥ ا �ل���ا �ص�ل وط: ا

أ
ل� .   ٤ ا

ّ
��� �ل���ا �ص�ل وط: ا

أ
ل� .   ٣ ا �ت

����ن�ع�ن �ص�ل وط: �ت�د
أ
ل� .   ٢ ا

ّ
��� �ل���ا �ص�ل وط: ا

أ
ل� 1 ا

. ل��ت .   ٧ ط: �م��س�����ت����ح��ت�ل.   ٨ ط: ح�ا .   ٦ ط: �ت��من��ت�هىت
ّ
��� �ل���ا ا

٢،٤٨

٣،٤٨
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On the nature of dreams

Miskawayh’s response

The soul sees objects of sight when absent as it does when present. This is a 
result of the forms being realized in the common sense, something that human 
beings recognize from experience with a sense of necessity they cannot deny. 
How else would we acquire an image of Baghdad or Khurasan or the countries 
we saw once, of our houses and the friends we had there, or of everything 
we remember since childhood, were it not for the fact that these forms are 
realized in the common sense? This is particularly so given that it has been 
established beyond doubt that vision and all other forms of sense perception 
are passive effects produced by sensible objects and changes wrought by those 
objects, and these changes do not endure after the disappearance of the sen-
sible imagined object. So, were it not for this comprehensive common sense 
where the forms of sensible objects endure without disappearing, whenever 
we saw or heard something that disappeared from our sight or our hearing, its 
form would disappear for us completely, so that we would not know its form 
unless we chanced to see or hear it a second time. Moreover, we would not 
know that it was the same as the first were we to see it a second or third time. 
The same applies to the things we hear.

If we did not fix the forms of sensible objects one after the other in this 
power—I mean the comprehensive common sense—we would not be able to 
get anything whatsoever out of reading or out of seeing dance movements or 
movements that end at successive moments in time. For vision undergoes a 
change through the reading of each successive letter and through each succes-
sive movement, but the first state of change does not endure, for if it endured, 
the second would not be realized. But this is not what happens, for we continue 
to perceive these forms once gone as though they were right before our eyes 
and the soul could see them. The seeing called “memory” during wakefulness 
is called “dreaming” during sleep. Yet there is a further state that goes beyond 
the state of wakefulness, for with the suspension of the senses, the powers of 
the soul dispose themselves for seeing, and see the things that lie in the future, 
whether clearly or dimly, as a faint impression.

48.2

48.3
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

����د  ��وا ���ا  ���ن�ي �ا�م�س�ن��  �نّ ا
أ
ه ا

ّٰ
لل ك ا ��يّ�د

أ
ّ ا

�و���ي
��لم�ل��ن ن ا

ح
�ي� ��ل����ش ���ا ا

ّ
�لي
أ
م�ك ا

ّ
��ل  ��ي�د

���طن �����ن�ا
�ل��أ

� ه ا ���ي ���دن ��ي�ا �ي ��سش ��وا

ا  دن ��لم�ك اأ
ن
��و�ا���د  

��ل�حر��و���ن ��ن�ا  
��ي�هي �ه��ي ���يّ��ن

���ن �ي  ��ل�حر�ا�ك�ا ��ن�ا  
�ي �يم�ل��ن �حن �ن ا ��واأ  

��ي�ا
���ر��وأ ��وا  

���ر��و��يّ�هي ��وا  
��ي�هي

���ر��وأ ا �نّ 
�ل��أ

�

�م���ا  �ح�����ا
أ
��ن�ي ��ي��ر���ن ا

أ
��وا  

��يّ�هي �ي �ا�م��سش ء ا ��س�م�ا
�ل��أ

� ه ����ورهي ا ���دن
���ن ��ور��وّ���   ���

ر��ي�اأ ��وا  
���ن�ل�ا�ن  ���

أ
���يم�ل�ي را

ر 
��ل�ن����ن �هي ا ����ن �مّ�ا �����ن

�����يرهي. ���ن�اأ ��ل�ن ��صر ��وا ��ل�ن ��لن��ي ا ��صر ��و �����ي�ن ��صر ��وا �لن
أ
�ل ��لن��ي ا

� ��ل���ا ��لم�ك ا
ن
���ا ��و�ا���د �يم�ك �لن ر�لن ��ل��د

 ّ
��ل�ح���  ��ن�ا

�ن �ل �ا�م�ا �ا�ك�ا �مي
�عي �ن ���ن �ل�� ��ن��ي����ا

�
 ��و

هي د ��ي�ا
ن
��ير ر

�ا �م�ن �عن
ً
���ي�� �صر�ي�ن �حن

�ل��أ
� ���ا ��لن��ي ا �ن ���ي �ع�مم�ل�ي ��ن

��سسيُ ���ا ا
�لنّ �اأ

���ن

. �ل ��ل�حر���ن �لمي  �لي�ن�د
�ل��
�
ا����هي ��و

�
�ي��ير ��ل�حر

��ير ��ي�عن
ر �م�ن �عن

����ن �ل �لن
�������مي  ��ن�ا

�ن ��و�ا�م�ا �ا�ك�ا ر 
����ن �لن

 ��� ��ن ��ل�ن �هي ا �ه��ي �م�ل�ا�ح����ن
���ن ��ي�ا 

���ر��وأ �مّ�ا ا
أ
ر��� ا

ُ
���ي �ي ��ل��دن ��و�م�ا ا ���ي �ير���  ��ل��دن ��و�م�ا ا ��ي�ا 

���ر��وأ ن �م�ا ا
�
ّ
�ن��ي

��ي�د �لي ���ن

����ي��ي  ا ��ل�هي 
�ل��آ

� ��ن�ا  ��� ��ن ��ل�ن ���ن�ا �ير���  ���ي  ��ل��دن ا �مّ�ا 
أ
��وا �و�م 

��ل�ن ا �ع�ن�د  ���ا  دّ �م�وا �م�ن  هي  رّد �م�حن ء  �ا �ي ��سش
�ل��أ

� ا ����ور 
���و�ن 

لي��  
�م�هي �ا���ي��ن �ا�م�ي��ي�دّ ا ��ل�هي 

�ا�م����اأ ا ��لن��ي   ّ
��و���ي�د �صر  

هي رّد ��م�حن ا ��ل����ورهي  ���ن�ا ر��� 
ُ
�ي ���ي  ��ل��دن ا �مّ�ا 

أ
��وا ���ا  �ن�ا ��و����عن

��و��ل�����ن  ��شً�ا  �ا ��ن ���ن
أ
�ه ا �����ن ��و��ن  

�ا
ً
���ل�ا�م

أ
�ه ا �����ن ��و��ن راً  ا ��ن�دن �ه اأ �����ن ��و��ن  

�ا
ً
��ن
دن �ه �ا�ك�ا �����ن ��و��ن  

���يً�ا د �م ����ا
�ا�م�ن�ا ن ا

����� ��ن

���ا  ���ن�ي ّر 
ر

��ن��ي �ن 
ي
هي �ا��� �ي��ن �ع�دّ

��ل�� �لي�����ن اأ �ن�ا  �ل������ي�حن
�  

ع
� ���ن �ا�م�وا ا ه  ر�ح�ن�ا ���دن

���و ��صش
� ��نّ�ا 

�ل��أ
� ن 

ر �ا �ي��ن أ
�ل��
� ا ��ي�هي  �ا

��ن ��ن

 
ع
���ي�

أ
�ه�مم�ك ا

���ن ��و��صر�ع�هي  ا 
��ير ���دن

��ن ي ��ن
�� ر���ط ��س�ن ��ل��صش ��و��ل�����ن ا ر��وع 1 

�����ن ���ا ا ���د ّ��� ��ن ��و�لنم�ل�حن �ل 
�
����و

�ل��أ
� ا

ه. �لي�ن�ا
أ
ه ��و��وا �لي�ن�ا

أ
��ي �م�ا را ر ��ن�ه ��ي�عي�ي���ن �ا ���ش

ُ
ا�م�ا �ي

�و��لم�ك � ه ��نم�ك ��و���ي�ن
ّٰ
لل ا

�يّ��هي
�م�ل��ي  ��و��ن

��يّ��هي د را  اأ
��ل�هي

�م���س�اأ

��لن��ي  �ا�ا����ل �ع�ن�د�ع�م�ا  �ل�� �ي���ش
�
��و  

��ل����ورهي ��لن��ي ا ��ن�ه ��ن��ي�ن�ه�م�ا  �ا �ل�� �ي���ش
ن �

�����ي�
��لن��ي ����ش�حن ��لن��ي �لي����ا �ن  ��ل���ع�ن ����ا ا

ي�م 
�و�

ا ���ط�و�لمي�ل ��مي ��ر�ي ��و���دن ر �م�ن ��ي�ا
��ن
آ
 ��وا

��ن�هي ر�عنم�
����د �م�ن ���ن ���وا

ر �ا ا ��ل��د  ��ن��ي�ن�ه�م�ا ��لن��ي ا
ن
��ور �ا ��ن

�ل�� �ي
�
 ��و

��ل��نم�ل��ي�هي ا

�س��ر 
أ
ا ا ��ر ��و���دن ��سش

أ
ّ ا

ن�ن
ر

أ
ا ا  ��و���دن

م�ل��ن  ��ن
نح
ا �عم�ل�  ��و���دن

��ن �حن�ي �ع�حن
ا ����ش �ي�م ��و���دن

�� �����ير د
ا ���ي ��و���دن

 . �ل�حرو��ن �ص�ل وط: ا
أ
ل� 1 ا

٤،٤٨

٥،٤٨

١،٤٩
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On why friendship arises between apparently dissimilar individuals

The etymological derivation of these terms shows you—you who are a 
master of language, may God grace you with his support—that they share the 
same meaning. For the terms “seeing” (ruʾyah), “deliberation” (rawiyyah), and 
“dream” or “vision” (ruʾyā) share the same root consonants despite the differ-
ence in their vocalization. Similarly, the verbs “he saw” (raʾā), “he formed an 
opinion” (irtaʾā), and “he deliberated,” (rawwā) speak to the pattern of ety-
mologically related words. You are familiar with these principles, as you have 
been well schooled in them. The same applies to the terms “to catch sight of ” 
and “to have insight, as in to be discerning,” “sight,” and “insight.” 51 The term 
“to look” (naẓara) is used to convey both meanings without any alteration: 
The act performed through the senses is referred to as “looking,” as is the act of 
“seeing” performed through the intellect; both are designated by naẓar, with 
no change in the vowels or shift in the consonants.

So we have clarified what dreams are, what it is that does the seeing, and 
what it is that is seen. Dreams consist in the soul’s perception during sleep of the 
forms of things in abstraction from their matter. The soul does the seeing, with 
the organ we have described. The abstracted form is what is seen. The previous 
question noted that some dreams may be true while others are false, that some 
may foretell the future while others may be idle or «muddled», though we 
did so with the utmost conciseness. For an analytical explanation of these 
topics would require us to compose several books in order to establish the 
general principles and provide a summary account of the subsidiary details. 
But the contrary has been stipulated, and your quick mind and receptiveness 
to mere allusions demand such a premise and promise—may God prolong 
your blessings!

On why friendship arises between apparently dissimilar 
individuals—a volitional and ethical question

Why does reciprocal affection arise between two individuals who do not 
resemble each other in external appearance, are dissimilar in physical build, 
and do not dwell in physical proximity, so, say, one hails from the city of 
Farghānah, the other from Tāhart, one is tall and well-built, the other short 
and unattractively diminutive, one is lean and meager, the other sturdy and 
tough, one is hirsute and covered in thick hair, the other smooth and with 

48.4

48.5

49.1
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

حّ 
ا ����� دن �ن اأ ��ل�������ا �ود �م�ن ا ��ن

أ
ا ا ��و���دن �لمأ�ل  ��وا  

�ن ن �م�ن �����ح�ن�ا
ع
�لنم�ل�

أ
ا ا ��و���دن ���مي�ل  �ع�ي�ا �م�ن ��ن�ا

أ
ا ا ��و���دن ��ر  ن

ر
أ
ا

���ن  ��ل��ن�ل�ا ا ��و��ن��ي�ن�ه�م�ا �م�ن   
��ر���ي ��ن ر 

��ن ا ����ن دن اأ  
�ل �م�ن �ا�كم�ل�ن �عم�ل�� ��ر���ي �ن��من أ

ا ا  ��و���دن  
�نر���ي ���د  ��ن  

���ي �ود ��ن

�صر�ع�م�ا.
أ
�ح��� �ع�ن ا �����ن�ا ��وا �ه�م�ا  ��ل�ي ر اأ

����ن ��ل�ن�ا �ن ا ���ن �م�ا ��ي�ع�حن �ي�ل�ا �ل���حن
� ��وا

؟  ���ن �ل���لأ�ي�ل�ا
� ��وا  

�����ن أ
�ل��
� ��و�م�ا ا  

���ن �ي�ل�ا �ل���حن
� ��وا  

���ن ��ل��ن�ل�ا ���ن �م�ا ا �ي�ل�ا �ل���حن
� ��وا  

���ن ��ل��ن�ل�ا ��و�عم�ل�� دن�ا��ر ا

�ل��ء 
�
���و

� ��وا ������ي�د 
� ��وا ء  ���و���ن�ا

� ��وا  
���ي ��ل�����د ��وا ء  �ع�����ا أ

�ل��
� ��وا  

��ن��دن
�ل��أ

� ��لن��ي ا ن 
��ي� ��ن

ن
ر �� ��سي�م�ا

ّ
�ل
�
�ع�م�ا اأ �ل�� �يرا

� ّ
�م
 �ش

ع�م
��ن�

���ن���ي���هي 
�� �ل�� 

�
��و �س���هي  �ا ��ن �ل 

� ���ا �ل�� 
�
��و �مّ�هي  ��ا ���ن ��ل�هي  �س��ي�ا �ل�� 

�
��و �مّ�هي  �عم� ��م�ل�هي 

�ن ��ير 
��ن ��ن ء  ��سن�م�ا

� ��وا ��ل�ن�ق��ي���  ��وا

�ن�ش��.
أ
�ن�ش�� ��وا

أ
��و�ن ا �ن�ش�� ��ود

أ
��و�ن دن�ا��ر ��وا ّ دن�ا��راً ��ودن�ا��راً د

�ي��� �ل��ي��� �ي�حن
��لن��ي � ��ل�ي����ا ا ا �مّ ���دن

ر�ع�هي. �ش �ا  �م���ن
 
ع
��ي����ل� �لي�ن �د 

��و���ي �ي�م�ي�دّ  ���ي�د  ��لن��ي  ��ل�ي����ا ا �نّ 
أ
ا ���ن���ا  �يم�ل��ن�هي  �م�حن ����ر���ي  ��ل��  اأ  ��� دّ

أ
ا ر  �ا �ع�ي�ن �ل��

� ا  ��� �لي�ن��نّ ا  دن ��واأ

�هر ��و�م�ن  ّ �م�ن ��سش
���مي�ل

أ
��و ا

أ
�هراً ا �� ��سش

ّ
�ل
�
�ي اأ �ن

 ��ي��ش
�ل��
 �م�ا �

ع
��ي����ل� سي�م�ا �لي�ن

��ر ��و��كن ��ل��د ر ا
��ن
آ
ن ا

ع
سي�م�ا �ي�م�ي�دّ �م�ا �لي�نم�ل�

��ن ���ن

�ن  ��لن��ي �ا�ك�ا ��ل�ي����ا ��لم�ك ا �نّ دن
ء �ح�يّ�� �ا�ك�اأ �ا ���ن ��ن ��ل�ن ��وا ��ل�ح����د  ��وا ء  �ح�ن�ا

��ل����ش ��وا  
��وهي ا ������د  ���ن�ه ا

ع
� �ن �م�ا ��ي��ن�ن �ع�حن

أ
ا

��ل��د  ��ل�ي�ا �ن��ي ا
��ل�� �م�ا ��ي��ن ر��ور ��واأ ��ل��صش ��أ�ن ا را

��ل�� ��ن �م�ور ��واأ
�ل��أ

� �م ا
�أ �ا ��ل�� �ع����ن ��ي اأ ���ن ��لن��ي ��و�ح�يّ�� ��ي��ن ��ل�ي�ن�ا ن ا

�ع��ي�

أر�ش 
�ل��
� ن ا

����� ���ا ��ن
�لنّ
�ل��د �ا�ك�اأ

�
��و
�ل��أ

� ��وهي ��لن��ي ا ا ������د �م�ا ��صر�ي ا
ّ
 ��ور�ن

�وّهي �ا��صر��ن �يّ�هي ا
�عي ��ل�ن �لي��ي �عم�ل�� ا

 ��و��ي�اأ
ر���ن ��ل�����ا ��وا

����م�ل�ل 
� ع ��وا

�ل ��و�م�و���ي�
� �ا �ي�ه �م��ن

ّ�ن ���ن
�ن �ع��صر ��و��لم�ل�ي�ع�حن ا ��ن�ا ء ��و���دن ��ن�ا

�ل��آ
� ن ا

 ��ن��ي�
��ن�ي  �عم�ل�� �م�ا �ا�ك�ا

د�ي ا �م�ا رن
ّ
��ور�ن

 
نح
��و�ليم�ل�ه� �ه  �م���ن �عنم� ��لل�ن�ح�ش �ع�ن  ��ن�ا ع 

��ي�و���� �ع�نً�ا  دن ا  ���دن ��نم�ك  �م�ا رن ��لن��ي  �����ي�ن 
�لي �م�ا   ّ

��و���مي�ل  
هي �وء �ن �م�حن �ي�ه 

���ن

ن 
�ن��ي�

�عيّ �ا�م�ن ���ا ��وا ن ���ن�ي
��ي�

�لأ���ن ��ل��ن�ا �وا ا
��من ��م ��ي��ي�دن

 �ا
�م
��ل�ح���ل ه ا ��وا ��لن��ي ���دن ���د

ن
دن ر �ل�ي�ي�ه�م اأ

�
����م�ل�ه ��و ��ل�هي �ع�ن �م��سش

�ا�م����اأ ��ن�ا

��ل�ي�ه�م. �ع�ن���ا ��ن�ا

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

ن 
��س�م��ي�

���ي ��ل��   اأ
��
ً
�ل
�
��وّ

أ
 ا

س�م
�� ��ي ��� �لي�ن ��ل�ن�ا ن ا

 ��ن��ي�
�ي ���ي�ا ا ��ل����د �ن ا ه �����ن

ّٰ
لل ���و��ي�ه ر�ح�م�ه ا

ّ �م��س��
�و �عم�ل��ي ��ن

أ
�ل ا

� ���ي�ا

��و�ن�ح��س�ن  �م 
���ي����ا

أ
��ل�� ا ����د ���ن�ه�م�ا اأ ��وا  

ّ
 �ا����ل

س�م
�� ��ي ّ �لي�ن

�م
ّ �ش

��ي �����ر���ن ��وا  
ّ
�لي��ي ا ��ل��دن �ن ا �ا ��س�ن

أ
��و�ع�م�ا ا ن 

�ل�ي��ي�
� �عم�

��ر���ن  ن 
�لنم�ل��ي� �ا

�ا�م�ي��ي ا ����د 
أ
ا ��ر���ن  ا  دن ��واأ �ي  ��وا ا ������د ا �ن  �ا ��س�ن

أ
ا �ا 

ً �لي���ن
أ
ا  

س�م
�� �لي�ن��ي �ي  ا �ا�م�ودّ ا �م 

���ي����ا
أ
ا

�ه�و 
���ن هي  �ا�م�ودّ ا �ن  �ا ��س�ن
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very little hair, one is more tongue-tied than Bāqil, the other more eloquent 
than Saḥbān Wāʾil,52 one is more generous than a rain cloud after a lightning 
storm, the other more avaricious than a dog nursing a fleshless bone it toiled to 
secure, so that the divergence and discordance between the two provoke the 
spectator and inquirer to wonder?

Speaking of divergence and discordance, what are they, and what are amity 
and concord? Indeed, you notice these individuals continually involved in 
relations of give and take, honesty and fidelity, agreement and loyalty, con-
traction and growth, while sharing no common faith, joint opinion, uniting 
condition, or comparable nature. Such reciprocal affection does not obtain 
exclusively between males, but between males and females, and also between 
females. If we expand our remit, we can see a number of different permuta-
tions. The relationship may extend over time, or may be curtailed, with some 
lasting forever, while others endure for no longer than a month, maybe even 
less than a month. Perhaps most remarkable is when it creates enmity and 
rancor, envy and hatred, as if this very reciprocal affection were reciprocal 
antipathy, and heinous and uncommon atrocities are generated, including the 
destruction of wealth, be it ancestral or recently acquired, and the premature 
end of lives. Sometimes the enmity spreads to the children, as if it formed part 
of their inheritance—sometimes it grows even fiercer than it was among the 
parents. This is a difficult subject that gives free rein to wonder, and the causes 
are obscure. In this day and age, one seldom meets a mind keen to inquire into 
its mysteries and fervent about investigating its ambiguities. Yet what a relief 
it would be if those with no interest in such nuggets of wisdom left off incrimi-
nating with their calumnies those of us who try to unearth them!

Miskawayh’s response

The causes of the friendships that arise between people divide into two high-
level categories, namely, essential causes and accidental causes. Each of these 
subdivides into further categories, and the categories that pertain to amicable 
relations also apply to the causes of hostile relations. By understanding one 
of the two opposite terms one can understand the other, as the categories 
of the one mirror the categories of the other. The essential cause of rela-
tions of affection is powerful and stable and, if it extends over time, does not 
change and endures so long as the individuals do. It is an affinity between two 
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substances stemming either from the specific constitutive elements of their 
mixture or from the soul and nature. An affinity that stems from the elemental 
mixture might be found between two human beings or between two beasts. 
For a likeness in mixture unites and attracts like beings to each other with-
out the operation of any intention, reflection, or choice, a phenomenon one 
encounters among many types of beasts, birds, and insects. Similarly, one 
encounters relations of hostility and antipathy between mixtures that lie far 
apart from one another without the operation of any intention, reflection, or 
choice. If you reflect on this, you will find that there are more cases than can 
be counted.

If we go up a level, from mixtures to simple elements, we encounter the 
same phenomenon—I mean likeness and love, and antipathy and hostility. 
We are all familiar with the antipathy and animosity between water and fire, 
and with the way each element flees the other and strives to keep its distance 
from it, and also with the way each inclines to its own kind, seeking out its like 
to join itself to. If a harmoniously related mixture with a congruent composi-
tion is added, the cause becomes manifest and grows stronger, as it does in the 
case of magnets and iron and between the two vinegar stones—I mean the one 
attracted to, and the one repelled by, vinegar. The instances of this principle 
are so obvious among animals that they do not require detailed enumeration, 
making our response longer. If the agreement between two bodies by virtue 
of their substance and specific mixture necessitates affection, it is all the more 
fitting that agreement between two souls should also necessitate it, if there is 
affinity and likeness between them.

There are many accidental causes of affection, and some are stronger than 
others. One such cause is habit and familiarity. The second is benefit, or the 
supposition of benefit. The third is pleasure, the fourth hope, the fifth crafts 
and practical ends, the sixth doctrinal affiliations and opinions, and the sev-
enth partisanship. The length of time one of these relations lasts is determined 
by how long the cause abides. Examples of relations of affection based on 
benefit are the relations between subordinates or servants and their masters, 
between business partners and merchants, and between those pursuing profit 
and those pursuing financial gain. Examples that are based on pleasure are 
the relations between men and women—though this also involves the affec-
tion based on benefit and the affection based on hope, hence its strength and 
tenacity—and the relations between lovers, between those who eat or drink or 
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أ
��وا �يّ�هي.  ��ن

���ن �����ن ا  ��� ��ن ��ل�ن ا �ع�ن  �ن  �ا�ك�ا �م�ا  ��و�لي�يم�ل�وه  ������ي�هي  ��ل�ن�ا ا  ��� ��ن ��ل�ن ا �ع�ن  �ن  �ا�ك�ا �م�ا 

���ي�����ا  ��و�حن  
ن
ر �ا �ي��ن أ

�ل��
� �حرّ���ي ا

�ل �م�ن �ي
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ر���ط ا ��ل��صش ر�نح �ع�ن ا
����ن�ي�حن �ن  �وا ��ل��ن �ل ا

�
���ط�و �ه ��ل�أ�لّ�ا �لي �ن

ّ
�ي �ي��ن

��و�لي ��لم�ك  دن

�ا 
ً
��� �مّ�ا ��ن��ن  اأ

ّ
�لي��ي ا ��ل��دن ّ ا

�و��ر���ي ��ل��ن �� ا
ّ
�ل
�
�ل اأ

�
��و �ل�� �يرن

��ن�ي � ء ��ش�ا �ل��ي��� ���ن���ا ���ش��ي
�
���ا ��و �لن �ا ��س�ن

أ
�ل ا

� ��وا �ل �نرن
�
��و �يرن

���هي. سي ���ن
�مّ�ا �� ��واأ

��ل�هي
�م���س�اأ

�و�م 
�ل ��مي

� �ي�ه �ح�يّ�� ���ي�ا
�م ���ن

��ل�����ل�ا �و�ن ا �ع�ن ��ن�ه ��ي��ي�ن�ا أ�������ا
��ي�ي ا

أ
��ي�د را �ي�عي�ي�ه؟ ���ن

ه ��و�ح�عي ل�م ��و����ا ����دّ
�������ا ����ا ا

�ل 
� ��و���ي�ا ء �عم�ل�� �م�ا �ه�و ��ن�ه  �ل���ش��ي

� د ا �ع�ي��ي�ا ر��و�ن �ه�و ا
��ن
آ
�ل ا

� ��و���ي�ا ء �عم�ل�� �م�ا �ه�و ��ن�ه  �ل���ش��ي
� �ه�و �س��ر���ن�هي ا

٦،٤٩
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travel in each other’s company, and the like. Examples of relations of affection 
based on expectation and hope abound, and perhaps the affection of parents 
toward their children contains an element of that. For when hope disappears 
and despair takes hold, parents withdraw from children, affection disappears, 
and hatred develops. The affection experienced by children is based on ben-
efit, and additionally comes to be based in familiarity. I am certainly not saying 
that the causes I mentioned as being at work in the affection of parents are 
exhaustive, for there are other, natural, causes in operation; but there is a large 
share of this element involved. There are many obvious examples of relations 
based on crafts and practical purposes—so evident as not to require separate 
treatment. Examples of relations based on religious creeds and partisan loyal-
ties are equally plain and evident.

These categories range themselves under the beastly, irascible, and rational 
powers of the soul. Those that derive from an affinity and likeness between the 
growing and beastly souls yield the causes of affection for pleasure or benefit. 
Those that result from a likeness in the irascible soul yield the causes of affec-
tion for victory, such as hunting parties, military expeditions, and the other 
partisan activities in which the irascible power is in operation. The ones that 
derive from an affinity and likeness in the rational soul yield affection for reli-
gion and doctrinal views. These may be found in compound or in isolation. 
The relation of affection is stronger when they enter into compounds and the 
causes multiply. The relation of affection is weaker when they appear in isola-
tion, and the length of its duration also depends on this. The isolated acci-
dental causes that derive from the rational soul are the strongest, followed by 
those that derive from the irascible soul. You can study and clarify the par-
ticulars on your own, so that my response does not violate the condition of 
synoptic presentation. When their causes disappear, so do these relations— 
none of them endures indefinitely apart from those based on what is substan-
tial and essential, whether in the soul or in nature.

On the definition and nature of knowledge

What is knowledge? What is its definition, and what is its nature? I have seen 
its proponents seizing upon different views of the topic. One group said: 
It consists in being cognizant of something the way it is. Others said: It consists 
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

ل�م 
������� �ن ����دّ ا ���و �ا�ك�ا

�ل �
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� �ل ا
�
�و

�����ي �ح�ن ا �ل ��ل����ا �مي
�عي ء �عم�ل�� �م�ا �ه�و ��ن�ه. ���ن �ل���ش��ي

� �ي ا �لش�ن�ا �لأم�ل�و�ن �ه�و اأ �ا
���ي

��ل��  اأ  
�هي ��ن ��ل���ا ��وا ��ن�ه  ء �عم�ل�� �م�ا �ه�و  �ل���ش��ي

� ا ل�م 
�ا�م��ر���ن�هي �ع�� ا �ن ����دّ  ��ن�ه ��ل�����ا ء �عم�ل�� �م�ا �ه�و  �ل���ش��ي

� ا �س��ر���ن�هي 

�م.
�لي���ا ��واأ �ي�ه ��س�ه�و 

���ن �ن  �وا ا ��ن ل�م ��و���دن
������� ��ل�� ����دّ ا  اأ

�هي ��ن ��ل���ا �ا�م��ر���ن�هي �ا�ك�ا ��ي�د ا ����د
�ي

��ن�ه  �ه�و  �م�ا  �عم�ل��  ء  �ل���ش��ي
� ا د  ����ي��ي�ا ا ل�م 

������� ا �ن ����دّ  �ن �ا�ك�ا اأ �لن��ي  ��ل�ش�ا ا �ل 
�
�و

�����ي ا �ح�ن  ��ل����ا �ل  �مي
��و���ي

ي 
�� د �����ن �ع�ي��ي�ا �ل��

� ��و ا
أ
�ع�يُ��ي�د ا ّ ا

�م
د �ش �ل������ي��ي�ا

� ي ا
�� ء �عم�ل�� �م�ا �ه�و ��ن�ه ��س�ن �ل���ش��ي

� ���و�ن ا
�نّ �ا

أ
ن ا

�
ّ
�ن���ي

���ن

ر  ���ع�ي�ا
�  ا

ع
� ��وُ���ن م�ل�ه  ��ن

أ
��و�م�ن ا ��م��ن���و�ش �ع�ن�ه  �نّ �م�ا �ه�و ��ن�ه �ه�و ا �اأ

���ن ء �عم�ل�� �م�ا �ه�و ��ن�ه  �ل���ش��ي
� ���و�ن ا

�ا

ء �عم�ل�� �م�ا �ه�و ��ن�ه  �ل���ش��ي
� د ا ����ي��ي�ا �ل �ه�و ا

�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ����لً�ا ��ل�����ل�ا�م�ه ا �ي�ن �م�وا ��م�حن �ل ا
� ��ي�ا ر. ���ن �ا �ع�ي�ن �ل��

� �م ا
��و���رن

�ل ����ي�د 
� �������ي�د ��ي��ي�ا �ل �م�ن ا

� ���ن�ي���ا د ا �ع�ي��ي�ا �ل��
� �نّ ا �ل ��ل�ه اأ �مي

�عي ���ن ��ل�����در.   ا
نح
��و�لشم�ل�  ��� ��ن ��ل�ن ���و�ن ا

 ��س��
ع
�س�

���ن��م�ل  �ه�و  �ن 
دن �اأ

���ن ��ل����م�ل�م�هي  ا ����و���  �م�ن  �ل��ي��� 
� ن 

ر���
�����ن ن 

ء ��ر��� ��ل�ي�ا ��وا �م ����ي�د 
��ل�����ل�ا ��وا �ع�ي��ي�د  ��وا

 �ع�ن 
ع
� ��ي��ي ��م 

�ا ��ل�هي 
�ا�م�����اأ ��وا د  �ع�ي��ي�ا ا ��ل�ه  ���ي  ��ل��دن ا �ا�م�ع�ي��ي�د  ��وا ��ل�ه ����ي�د  ���ي  ��ل��دن ا ���ي�د  ������ا ا ��ل��  اأ  

���ن ��ا �م���ن

�نّ ��ل�ه 
أ
�ل�� �ير��� ا

��م. اأ�
�ا ������ا �ل �م�ن ا

� ����ا ��ن��ن �����ه ��وا ��ن �ن �م �لن �وا
���ي ��ل�ه ��مي ��ل��دن ل�م ا

������� �نّ�م�ا ��و���ي���ي �ع�ن ا ���ن��م�ل ��واأ

�ي�عي�ي�ه 
�م�ا �ح�عي

��لن  ��ن�ه 
�م ���يّ����لً�ا ا ء �م�ا د �ل���ش��ي

� �ن ا �ن�����ا أ
�ل��
� د ا �ع�ي��ي�ا ه ��ن�ا ����دّ

��نمّ�ك �ي
أ
���ن ا

���ن  ��ن�ه؟ 
��
ً
�ل
� �ليّ����ا ا

���و���  ��ل��د ��وا ��سي�م�����ي���ط 
� ��وا ي 

�ي��
�عي ��ل��ي��سش ا ��و��ل�ه�م   

��ل�هي رن
�ا�م����ي ا �ن  �وا ا ��ن ��و���دن ��ن�ه؟  �لي�يّ���م�ل  ��و�ا�م�ا  �ل  ���ي�من �م�ن 

ء  �ل���ش��ي
� د ا �ع�ي��ي�ا ل�م ا

������� �ن ا ���و �ا�ك�ا
�ن � �وا ��ل��ن ا ا �ح�ن ���دن �ل ��ل����ا �مي

ع. ��و���ي
سيّ� ��ل��ي��سش  ��وا

�يّ�هي ����������ن �ن ��وا ��را أ
�ل��
� ��وا

��ل��  ه ��ي���ا
ّٰ
لل �نّ ا �ل اأ

� ��ي�ا ��م. ���ن
�ا ��نّ�ه �عم�

�ل��أ
ء �عم�ل�� �م�ا �ه�و ��ن�ه � �لم�ل���ش��ي

�
اً  ه �س�ع�ي��ي�د

ّٰ
لل �ن ا �عم�ل�� �م�ا �ه�و ��ن�ه ��ل�����ا

��لن��ي  ع 
��ن� ��م �ي�م�ا

��نمّ�ك �ا �ل ��ل�ه اأ �مي
�عي ���ن ��ي�ه.  ا  ��ن�دن

ّ
��ي�ه �ح��ي ا ر ��ن�دن د ���ي�ا ��ي�ه �اك�مم� �ه�و  ا ��م ��ن�دن

�ا ��نّ�ه �عم�
�ل��أ

ل�م ��ل�ه �
�ل�� �ع��

دن�ا��ره �
ء �عم�ل�� �م�ا �ه�و ��ن�ه �ل���ش��ي

� د ا �ع�ي��ي�ا ل�م ا
������� �ن ����دّ ا �ن �ا�ك�ا ��ل��س�ه�م اأ ر �ع�ن ا �وا

���ن�ل�ا �لي�ي �هي  �ي ��سش ��ل���ا ه ا  ���دن

٢،٥٠
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in believing something to be the way it is. Yet others said: It consists in affirm-
ing something to be way it is. Exponents of the first view were then challenged: 
If knowledge is defined as being cognizant of something the way it is, cogni-
zance would have to be defined as knowing something the way it is, and cog-
nizance stands as much in need of definition as knowledge does. This answer 
is careless and misleading.

Exponents of the second view were challenged: If knowledge is defined as 
believing something to be the way it is, it is clear that either a thing’s being the 
way it is existed prior to belief and only afterward became an object of belief, 
or the belief existed prior to the thing’s being the way it is. For the way it is is 
what one is seeking to determine and for the sake of which standards are pos-
ited and reflection is required. The authors of the second opinion responded 
to this objection, adding to their original definition: Knowledge consists in 
believing something to be the way it is, combined with a repose of the soul 
and mental satisfaction. It was then objected: The word “belief ” (iʿtiqād) is a 
morphological derivative from the term “to make a bond, to fix, to contract” 
(ʿaqd). We say someone “made a bond,” that a person “believed,” and that the 
speech in question is a “binding contract.” The consonant t in iʿtaqada is a 
contingent element reflecting a particular purpose and is not one of the root 
consonants of the word. Thus, the word indicates an act that is related to the 
binder who has a binding contract, and to the believer who has a belief. Yet the 
question was not about an act but rather about knowledge, which subsists in 
itself and is unconnected to the knowing subject. Can you not see that it is con-
nected to him? Suppose you define it in terms of a person’s believing a given 
thing so long as it is connected to him. What then was its reality prior to that 
point, when it had not yet been connected to him? This is the response of the 
Muʿtazilites, who are in the habit of making grandiloquent pronouncements, 
rolling their tongues at length over their words, submitting postulates and 
making distinct utterances, zealously and passionately defending their side. 
Those who offered this objection were told in turn: If knowledge consisted 
in believing something to be the way it is, then since God is knowing, God 
would believe things to be the way they are. To this they answered: God has 
no knowledge, for He is knowing through His essence, just as He is powerful 
through His essence and living through His essence. The objection was then 
made: The original objection did not concern this side issue, so don’t dodge 
the arrow. If knowledge is defined as believing something to be the way it is, 
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

ل�م 
�ل��ي��� ��ل�ه �ع��

�م �
أ
ل�م ا

ر ��م�ل ��ل�ه �ع��
��ل�ن����ن �وأ��ن��ن ا ��و�����ي ء �عم�ل�� �م�ا �ه�و ��ن�ه  �ل���ش��ي

� ��نّ�ه �س�ع�ي��ي�د ا
أ
ل�م ا

������� ����دّ ا
���ن

ا. ا ��و�������دن ن �������دن
ع

را
���ن

��ل��  ���ن��م�ل اأ  
���ن�هي �ا ���ن رهي �س��ي����ورهي �عم�ل�� اأ ء �ع�ن�ا �ل���ش��ي

� �ي ا �لش�ن�ا ��ل�ش اأ ��ل�ش�ا �ل ا
�
�و

�����ي �ح�ن ا �ل ��ل����ا �مي
��و���ي

�ل 
�������مي ��وا  

�����ن�هي �����ن ��وا ��م�ل  ��ل�حن ��وا ل�م 
������� ا �ن  ��و��ن�ا  

�ي �م�ش��ن
�ا ا �عم�ل �ه�و  �����ن�ا ��وا �ي  �لش�ن�ا أ

�ل��
� ا ��م�ل �ه�و  �����ن ��وا �عم�ل  �����ن�ا ا

�ي  �ل ��و�م�ا
� ر�ع�هي �����ا �ا ر�ع�هي ��ل���ا �ا�ل�م���ن �ا ��ن�ي �م���ن �ن �ا�ك�ا  ��واأ

�هي ��م�ح���ن �ل ا
� ���ن���ا

�ل��أ
� �ل��ي��� �م�ن ا

��ل��درك � ��ل�ن�ه�� ��وا ��وا

��لن��ي  �ع�ن��ي 
أ
 ا

ع
� ��ن ���را �ل ا

�
�و

�����ي �ح�ن ا ��ل�� ����ا ��لل�ن�ح�ش ���ي�و��نّ�ه اأ ا ا ��و���دن  .
ن
ح
� ��و��ن�ا  

ّ
��ر ��سسي ��وا  

ن
ح
� �ا ��و���ش  

�اأ ��و�ن���ش

ء  �ل���ش��ي
� ��لن��ي ����دّ ا ن 

ر���
�����ن �نّ ا

أ
ل�م ا

�ن ��ي����
أ
�عن��ي ا ��و��ي��ن�ن ء �عم�ل�� �م�ا �ه�و ��ن�ه.  �ل���ش��ي

� ك ا درا ل�م اأ
������� �و��ل�ه ����دّ ا

��مي

���ا  ���طن �س��ي����ور �عم�ل�ي �لنم�ل��ن  
��يّ�هي

 �س��ي�دن
ّ
��ل����هي �م�ن �ا����ل �لأ�ن�هي ��ن�ا �ا  ���ش

ّ
هي �م�ن �ا����ل ��ي�ه �س��راّ ا دن �ل  �ه�و �ي�ح����مي

���ن�ل�ا  �ل 
�������مي ن ��ي�د���ي ا

 ��ن��ي�
�لشم�ل�هي ��� �م�ا ��ن ��ل�ن ��لن��ي ا �ي�هي  �لن ء ��ش�ا �ل���ش��ي

� ن ا
�م�ي �ع��ي� ا ��و�م�ا د رهي �م����و�عن�هي ��ل���ا  ��و�ع�ن�ا

��ّ��هي. ��ل��ن�ا ّ ا
��� �حن

أ
��و ��ي�درك ا

أ
�ي��ي�هي ا

��ل�ح�عي ي ���ن���ا ا
 �ليم�ل����

�ن
أ
ي �م�ن ا

��ن�دّ ��لم�ل���ن���ط��

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

ن �ع�ن 
��ن�ا �س��ر���

���ا ���ن�اأ �ي �عم�ل�ي �ا ���ن را
�ل���ع��ي

�  ��وا
���يّ�هي

��م�ح�� �و��ن�هي ا ��ن
�ل��أ

� �مّ�ا ا
أ
ه ا

ّٰ
لل ���و��ي�ه ر�ح�م�ه ا

ّ �م��س��
�و �عم�ل��ي ��ن

أ
�ل ا

� ���ي�ا

��و�ع��ي  ��ي�د  ����د
��لل�ي �ع�هي ا �ا �و�ن ����ن

 ��ي��ر��من
�ل��
�ي�ن �حُ���ل��ي �ع�ن�ه�م �م�ا �حُ���ل��ي �

��ل��دن �و�م ا
�����ي �ل��ء ا

�ن �ه�وأ� دن �ا�ك�ا ���ي�����ا اأ �حن

�ل��ء 
��ي�هي �م�ا �ع�ن�د �ه�وأ� م�

. ��و�عن
��يرهي

��لم�ك �ا���ش ع دن
ر��ن�هي �س� ي ��ود

�ا�م�ن���ط�� ع ��ن�ا
��س� ل�م ��وا

��ل�� �ع�� �نح اأ �ح�ي�ا
�ع�هي ����ع�ن�هي �ي �ا ����ن

���ي  ��ل��دن ��ل����دّ ا ح �م�ن ا
��و����ن�

أ
ء ا �ل���ش��ي

� س�م ا
�� �ن ا �م�ا �ا�ك�ا

ّ
�ل ر�ن س�م �لمن

�� �ن ا س�م �������ا
�� �ل ا

� ا ��ن�د ��ي�د اأ ����د
��لل�ي ��لن��ي ا �و�م 

�����ي ا

ن 
�م��ي� �ا�م�ي��ي�دّ اً �م�ن ا �ودن

��ن
�ن �م�اأ �� �م�ا �ا�ك�ا

ّ
�ل
�
�و��ن�ه اأ

��ن
ّ
 �م�ا �لي�ي����م�ل

ع
���ي� ��لن��ي �حن �يم�ل�ه�م  ه �����ن ��و���دن ���و��ن�ه ��ل�ه. 

�لي���ن

�م�ن  �وه 
��ن
ّ
لي����م�ل �م�ا  �مّ�ا 

���ن�اأ ���ه�م�ا.  �ن ��سش
أ
ا ��و�م�ا  ن 

�����ر��� ��وا  
س�م

�� ��ل�حن ا �ا�ك����دّ  �ا 
ً
��ن��ي�لً�ا ��������ي�� �ع�ن�ه�م   ��

ً
�ل
�
�و

��ي ��و���ن

ر��ي�ن 
�����ي ��ود ا ��م����د ء ا �ل���ش��ي

� ��ن��� ا �ودن �م�ن ��ن
��ن

��ل����دّ �م�اأ �نّ ا �ل اأ
�
�و

��مي
أ
��وا �ه.  �ن ��سش

أ
�ن ا ��ي�ا

��ل���دن �ه�و ��ن�ا
���ن ��ود  �ل����د

� ا

�ل�� 
�
��و ��ن���  ��د ��ل�ه ��ن ��م ��ي�و��ن
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������� ����دّ ا

��لم�ك �م�ا �ن
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٣،٥٠

٤،٥٠
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then the knowing subject must be defined as one who believes something to 
be the way it is. The question of whether this subject has knowledge or not can 
then be eschewed, and is moot on both views.

Exponents of the third view received this objection: “Affirmation” is an 
expression that signifies nothing more than the relation of an act to an agent. 
Affirmation is the act, and the affirmer is the agent. Yet notions like knowledge, 
ignorance, astuteness, intelligence, understanding, and discernment do not 
belong to the class of pure acts, even though they resemble them in the same 
way that verbs like “to be long,” “to die,” “to come into being,” “to grow old,” 
“to flare up,” or “to abate” resemble them. The same consideration is directed 
against exponents of the fourth view,53 I mean with regard to their claim that 
knowledge consists in discerning something to be the way it is. You must know 
that when defining something, the aim is to attain its essence stripped of accre-
tions and free from extraneous elements, using terms exclusively assigned to 
it and expressions specially crafted to fit it. As long as the being of the thing is 
securely fixed in the soul and stands erect before reason, logic must necessarily 
arrive at its true nature or discern its most exclusive characteristics.

Miskawayh’s response

I repudiate every one of these responses and their objections; for the people 
whose views were reported are unacquainted with the craft of definition, a dif-
ficult craft requiring wide knowledge of logic as well as extensive experience. 
These people think that definition is simply the substitution of one word for 
another, yet sometimes the word to be defined is clearer than the definition 
they posit for it. This is invariably how they proceed, except when they draw 
on the early thinkers and accurately transmit their views, as in the definition of 
bodies, accidents, and the like. The definitions they have proposed, however, 
are closer to drivel. Definitions, I say, are based on the proximate genus of the 
definiendum and the essential differences that constitute it and distinguish it 
from other things. When a genus and constitutive difference are not found for 
a given thing, it is only described. Description is based on concomitant proper-
ties that bear the greatest resemblance to essential differences. That is why we 
do not define “knowledge” as the perception of the forms of existents qua exis-
tents. Since forms are of two kinds—those that subsist in matter and material 
substance, and those that are abstracted and free from matter—the perception 

50.3

50.4

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:54 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



208 208

�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

��ير 
��ن ر ��ن

��ن
�ل��آ

�  ��وا
هي دّ �ن ��لن��ي �م�ا ا�ل���ا �ا�م�ا �ا�ك�ا

درا�  ��و�ه�و اأ
ّ

��� �ل���وا
� ����د�ع�م�ا ��ن�ا

أ
ن ا

ر��ن��ي�
�ا �عم�ل�� ��صن

ً �لي���ن
أ
��� ا ��ن ��ل�ن ا
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٥،٥٠

٦،٥٠
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of the soul is also of two kinds. One is produced through the senses—this is its 
perception of that which subsists in matter. The other is not produced through 
the senses, but rather through the spiritual inner eye discussed in some of the 
earlier questions. Knowledge, as designated through the term ʿilm, specifically 
refers to the perception of the forms that do not subsist in matter. Another 
concept of knowledge, that designated through the term maʿrifah, refers to the 
perception of the forms that are possessed of matter. But as a result of loose 
linguistic usage, the two terms are employed interchangeably.

I notice that you formulated objections against responses you judged to be 
inadequate that you might think also apply to this response, so I felt the need 
to address them. I therefore say the following. It is in the nature of a definition 
that it can change places with the term being defined; for the term defined 
and the definition signify one and the same thing, the only difference between 
them being that the term signifies in a general manner, whereas the definition 
signifies in a particularized manner. For instance, “body” might be defined by 
saying “it is that which is long, wide, and deep” or “it is that which has three 
dimensions,” and this could then be reversed by saying “that which is long, 
wide, and deep is a body” or “that which has three dimensions is a body.” This 
applies to all other sound definitions. That is why one can say “knowledge is 
the perception of the forms of existents,” and one can also say “the perception 
of the forms of existents is knowledge,” the only difference between the two 
being that “knowledge” signifies in a general manner, whereas its definition 
signifies in a particularized manner, as was earlier stated clearly.

So now it is clear that knowledge consists in perception and in the acquisi-
tion of forms. It is clear that these involve being passively affected, for forms 
are either abstracted and intellectual or material and sensory. When the soul 
perceives them, it transfers them into itself, so that these forms are imprinted 
in it, and when this occurs, it acquires their form. This holds true for both sen-
sible and intelligible things. Now that this is clear, it will further be clear that 
it falls in the class of relational things, for perception is an effect produced in 
that which is passively affected by that which acts, and so is the acquisition of 
forms. Things of a relational kind cannot exist in isolation, nor can one “attain 
their essence stripped of every accretion” as you demanded from your oppo-
nent. For they have no being that is “securely fixed within the soul and stands 
erect before reason” except insofar as they are relational. Thus, the object of 
knowledge is essentially prior to the knowledge, just as the object of sense 
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�ل
�
 اأ
�وّهي

�ل�� ��مي
�
ن ��و

�ا�م����ي� ��وا

��ل�هي
�م���س�اأ

ا ���ي���طّ  ��ي�ي ���دن
أ
ه �م�ا را

ّٰ
لل �ل ��وا

� سي�م�هي ���ي�ا
�عن�م�هي ر��ن

 ��ن
ع
��و ��س�م�

أ
�هي ا �ن ����ورهي �ح��س�ن �ن�����ا أ

�ل��
� ����مر ا �لن

أ
ا ا دن ��م اأ

�ا

ك؟ ا �ح����ن �م�ن دن
أ
��صر ا �لن

أ
��وا ك  ا �ن �م�ن دن ���ي

��
أ
 ا

ع
��نّ�ه ��س�م�

أ
ل�م ا

ا ���ي���طّ ��و���ي�د �ع�� �ل�� ��س�م���ي ���مش�ل ���دن
�
��و

ه. ����ل��ت��ن�ا
أ
�ص�ل: ��ن�ا

أ
ل� .   ٥ ا �ن

أ
ح�د.   ٤ ط: ل�

أ
�ص�ل وط: �ن�ا

أ
ل� ��ت�ك.   ٣ ا ��مّ �ص�ل وط: حن�ا

أ
ل� �ص�ل.   ٢ ا

أ
ل� ىت ا

ن ��ن
�� 1 ��ن�ت�ا

٧،٥٠

١،٥١
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On why people make apparently false statements when expressing admiration 

perception is essentially prior to the sense perception. The difference between 
essential priority and accidental and temporal priority has been clarified else-
where. If the two are temporally simultaneous, and then the soul extracts their 
forms and establishes them securely within itself . . . .54

As for the entailment you forced on your opponent regarding God—may He 
be exalted far above the attributes of created beings—you will know from ear-
lier questions that we do not qualify God as “knowing” in the literal sense that 
attaches to the qualification “knowing” among us humans, and in no respect 
do we apply any of His attributes with the meanings they have when applied 
to other beings. Rather, we follow the religious Law and acquiesce in its com-
mands, and we predicate of Him the most beloved epithets and describe Him 
using the greatest attributes that we as human beings are familiar with. For we 
have no means of accessing anything beyond what we know among ourselves, 
and no way of knowing what He merits in Himself. The sole thing we know 
about Him in reality is the pure fact that He is. Furthermore, everything that 
can be indicated through reason or through the senses has been created by 
Him. This being the case, if we find the religious Law sanctioning the use of 
names and attributes deemed praiseworthy and exalted among human beings, 
we accede to the command of the Law and apply them without referring them 
to the literal meanings known through language and the definitions acquired 
through it. This is a topic that I briefly touched on earlier, and I apprised you of 
the type of difficulty it involves. God is the one who grants success and assis-
tance, and strength comes through Him alone.

On why people make apparently false 
statements when expressing admiration 

Why is it that when a person sees a pretty picture or hears a melodious tune, he 
says, “By God, I’ve never seen or heard anything like that before,” even though 
he has in fact heard better, and seen prettier, things?

50.7

51.1
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

�ل�� 
�
��ن�ش ��و ��ير ���ا

�ه�و �عن
�هي ���ن ��لم�ل��ن �� ا ��و �س�عي�ي���ن

أ
��ي�ه ا �����ن �مّ�ا �ن�ح��س�ن ا

أ
ه ا

ّٰ
لل ���و��ي�ه ر�ح�م�ه ا

ّ �م��س��
�و �عم�ل��ي ��ن

أ
�ل ا

� ���ي�ا

�ي�د  �ي
�ي��ي �� �لن

ّ
�ل
�
ا اأ

ا ���مش�ل ���دن ء ���دن ��لن��ي ���ش��ي �ل 
�  ��ي��ي�ا

�ل��
�
��و  

���ي أ�����ل�ا
�ل��
� �أً�ا ��ن�ا ��ي

�لمش�ل ���ش  �ي�م�ا
�ل��
�أً�ا � ��ي

�نّ ���ش
�ل��أ

�ط��أ �
�� �م�حن

�لشم�ل�ه ��لن��ي  �د �ي�م�ا
�ل���ي ��و���ي

�
�و

�ا�م��ي �أر ا ��لم�ك �م�ن ����ا ��ير دن
��و �عن

أ
�ي�ه ا

ّ
�ي
��و �ا���ي��ن

أ
�ي�ه ا

ّ
�ي
ّ
��و �ا�ل�م

أ
�و��ره ا ���و�ن ���شم�ل�ه ��لن��ي ��ن

�ي��
���ن

��ي�ي 
أ
ه �م�ا را

ّٰ
لل ��وا  

�ن �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� �ل ا

�
�و

��مي �ه ������ّ�هي  ��و��ن ا 
���دن

���ن �ل. 
� ��لن�����ا ���ي�����ا  ��لن��ي �حن �مّ�ا 

���ن�اأ ر 
�ا����ش

أ
��وا �ي��ي�ن 1 ���ن���ا 

��ش��ن ا

�ن  ��س�ي�ل�ا �ل �ن
� ّ ��س�يّ�ا

��ل�ح��� �نّ ا
أ
ل�م ا

��نمّ�ك ��ي���� �اأ
���ن �ع�يّ�هي  سي ���ن

���هي �� ��و�ع��ي �حن ر��� 
��ن
أ
���هي ا �مّ�ا �م�ن �حن

���ن�اأ ���شم�ل�ه. 

�ل 
� �ي�ي ��ن�د ��ن

��و��ش م�ل�ي�ه  ��ن ر��� ��سش
��ن
أ
ر�ي ا

��و�ح��صن ��ل�ي �ع�ن�ه  ا �مّ رن
�ي ����ورهي �ش �ن

��س�ي��ش ا ا دن �اأ
���ن �م�ح����و����ه ٢ 

��لن��ي  ��ل��  ��و
�ل��أ

� �نّ�م�ا �ح���م�ل�ي ا �ل ��واأ
� ا ��و�ن �م�ا ���ي�د رن �ي�ه د

���ن �شّر 
أ
�� �م�ا ���ي�د ا

ّ
�ل
�
 اأ

ّ
��ل�ح��� ر ا

���ن�ل�ا �ي�ح��صن ر��� 
��ن
�ل��أ

� ا

 �عم�ل�� ���ي�در٣ 
�ن �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� �ل ا

�
�و

���و�ن ��مي
�ي��

��ل��دن�ا��ر ���ن ر ا
��م �ي�ح��صن

��و �ا
أ
سي�م���ا ا ��م �ي��ن

�م�ا �ا
ّ
ر��� ��ور�ن

��ن
أ
�وّهي ا

��لن��ي ��مي ��ل��دن�ا��ر ��و ا

�ي�ه. �ي��ن
��و �عن

أ
��ل��دن�ا��ر ا �ور ا

ر ��و�ح���ن
��صن ��ل���ا �صر ا

�ل��أ
� ا

��ل�هي
�م���س�اأ

ي 
�� ��������ش ��وا ر 

��ل�ن����ن ��وا ��ر  �ا ��ل����ن ���وع ا
�
���و

� ا ا ��و�م�ا ���دن ؟ 
�هي ��ل�ح��س�ن ��ل����ورهي ا �ن ا �ح�����ا

�����ي �ن ا ����ا ���ع�ن

؟  �ن �ن����ا أ
�لمش�ل ��ل�ل�ا ا�م�ا

� �ل ا
� �ي�ا ��ل�حن �و�م ��وا

رد ��لم�ل�ن ��ل�����ا �����ن����ر ا ��� ��وا ��ن سيّ�م�هي ��لم�ل�ن
��م�ي ��ن�هي ا �ا ��ل����ن �����يم�ل�ن ��وا  �م�ن ا

ع
���ي� ���وا

� ا

�م 
أ
�ل ا

�������مي �ع��ي ا ��وا �م �ع��ي �م�ن د
أ
��� ا ��ن ��ل�ن ن ا

ر��� �م �ع��ي �م�ن ���وا
أ
���هي ا سي ���ن

��ل�� ر ا ��ش�ا
آ
���ا �م�ن ا

ّ
ه �ا�كم�ل ���دن

أ
ا

��د ���مش�ل   ��ي�و��ن
�ن
أ
ن ا
�ور ر؟ ��و��م�ل �ي��ن

��ل���دن  �عم�ل�� ا
ر��ي�هي

�ا ����م�ل�ل ��ن
� �ل�ي�هي �م�ن ا

� �م �ع��ي ��ن�ا
أ
ح ا

���ر��و� �م ا
�م�ن ��س���ا

��م�ل؟
�� ��ل�ن ي ا

�ش ��و����ر��ي�� �����ن
� �ه ا  �عم�ل�� ��و��ن

رهي
�ا�م�وأ�شّ �ل ا

� ���وا
�ل��أ

� ��وا  
�ل�ن�هي

� �ا �����ن �م�ور ا
�ل��أ

� ه ا ���دن

. �ص�ل: م����سو��س�هت.   ٣ ط: �ح��س�����ن
أ
ل� .   ٢ ا ��ش�ن��ت�ن �ص�ل: ا

أ
ل� 1 ا

١،٥٢

٢،٥١
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On why people take pleasure in contemplating beautiful forms

Miskawayh’s response

From the perspective of jurisprudence or linguistic necessity, this is neither 
perjury nor error. For no single thing resembles another absolutely, and we 
only say that “this is like that” in a qualified manner. It might be like it in terms 
of its substance, quantity, or quality, or one of the other categories. Or again, 
it might resemble it in two or more of these respects; but resemblance in all 
respects is impossible. This is why it is correct for a person to say, “By God, 
I’ve never see anything like it.” From another perspective—and this is a natu-
ral perspective—you know that the senses are in a state of flux that derives 
from the flux of their objects. When the senses fix on a form and it then passes 
away and another appears, the new form occupies the senses, fixing itself in 
the place of the first. So what is present to the senses is only what has produced 
an effect on them, not what has passed away. The first form has been realized in 
the memory, and in another power; but the two may often not occur together, 
or the memory may not present itself, so what the person says will be based on 
the present moment and the presence or absence of memory.

On why people take pleasure in contemplating beautiful forms

Why does one take pleasure in beautiful forms? What is the evident rapture, 
the lingering look, the passion that seizes the heart, the ardor that enthralls 
the soul, the thoughts that drive out sleep, the images that swim before a per-
son’s eyes? Do all these things belong to the effects of nature, to the happen-
ings of the soul, to the incitements of reason, or to the apportionments of the 
spirit? Or are they rather bereft of causes, and matters of mere senseless talk? 
Can phenomena that possess such dominance and conditions that exercise 
such an effect possibly exist by way of idle sport?

51.2

52.1
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

��لن��ي  �ل 
� ��ك�مم�

���ن �ن  �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� ا ��ل����ورهي  �ن  �ح����ا

�����ي �ل��
� ا �ن  �����ن �مّ�ا 

أ
ا ه 

ّٰ
لل ا ���و��ي�ه ر�ح�م�ه 

�م��س��  ّ
�عم�ل��ي �و  ��ن

أ
ا �ل 

� ���ي�ا

م�ك  ر���ن
�ن �ن�ح��س�ن ��ن �وا ��ل��ن ا ا ��و���دن  .��� ��ن ��ل�ن �ل �ع�ن�د ا

�
�و ء �س�عي�ن رنا ��ن

�ل��أ
� ن ا

��س�ن ��ن��ي� ��و�لي�ن�ا ء  �ا �ع���ن
�ل��أ

� ا

�ل 
�
�و

��مي
أ
��وا ��ير���ا. 

�عن ��و�ن  د �و���ي�هي  �ا�م�����ش ا �يّ�هي 
�لن �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� ا ��ل����ورهي  ا ���و 

�ن ���هي 
ّ
���ي�و�حن �ع��ي  ����ي��ي  ا ��ل�هي 

�ا�م����اأ ا �م�ن 

�يّ�هي 
�ل���لن

�
�و ��ل���ي ا ء  �ا �ي ��سش

�ل��أ
� ��وا �و��ل��  ��ل���ي ا �ط��ي 

��ي���� �ه��ي 
���ن ر���ا  ��ش�ا

آ
��وا  ��� ��ن ��ل�ن ا �ل 

� ���ن���ا
أ
ا �ي�هي 

���هي �س�عي�ي�عن سي ���ن
��ل�� ا �نّ  اأ

�ع�ن��ي ��لن��ي 
أ
���ا ا ��� ���ن�ي ��ن ��ل�ن ��لم�ك ���ن��م�ل ا �ح���ل��ي ��لن��ي دن

���ا ��و�ي د ا ���د ��سسي �و��ل���ا ��و�عم�ل�� ���ي�در ا ����وراً �ن�ح��س�ن ���ي�ن
ش 
��� �ن �لي�ن��ي

أ
د�ي ا را

أ
ا ا دن �اأ

�مّ�هي ���ن ر��ي��ن�هي ��ي�ا
��� ����وراً ��صش ��ن ��ل�ن �ل �م�ن ا ��سلي�����هي ���ن�ي�عي�من ���ا �ع��ي �ن

 ��و��ل�����نّ
���هي سي ���ن

��ل�� ا

���ا  د ا ���د ��سسي �هي ا
ّ
����يم�ل

�ي�هي �
���ن  ��وا

�مّ�هي �و��ل���ا ��ي�ا �يّ�هي �ع�ن ���ي�ن
�ل���لن

�
�و ��ل���ي �م�ور ا

�ل��أ
� رن�ي ا �ع�حن

أ
��ل����ور ا �يم�ل�ك ا �و��ل�� �لن ��ل���ي ا

�و��ل��  ��ل���ي رن ��لن��ي ا ���ع�حن
� ا ا . ��و���دن

�مّ�هي ��ل�ي�ا ��ل����ور ا ه �م�ن ا �����هي �م�ا ��يُ�������ا �لن �ا ��ل���ن �ا�م�م��س������هي ا �وّهي ا
�����ي �م���ا ا ��و�ع�د

 
ع
���و�ن �ح����ن �م�و���ي�

لي�� ��ل����ور  ا �ل 
�
�و ���ي�ن ���ا �عم�ل�� 

�وّ�لي
��مي ��و�ن�ح��س�ن  �ي�����يراً   

�ن �م�ا �ا�ك�ا
ّ
��ور�ن ��يراً 

�ن �ا���ش �م�ا �ا�ك�ا
ّ
ر�ن

�ا�ا���لً�ا  �ا �م���ش
ً
�ا ��������ي��

ًّ
�م ش ��ي�ا

��� ��ي ��ل�ن �ل ا ��ي�هي ��لم�ل����ورهي ��ي�عي�من ���ن �ا�م�وا هي ا دّ �ا�م�ا ا ا دن �اأ
��� ���ن ��ن ��ل�ن ���ا �م�ن ا �م�ا �ي�ح���م�ل ���ن�ي

�دّ. ��ل���ن  �عم�ل�� ا
���و�ن

��ي�هي لي�� ���ن �ل��ي��س�ي �ن�م�وا
����ي��ي � هي ا دّ �ا�م�ا ��وا  ��� ��ن ��ل�ن ���هي �م�ن ا سي ���ن

��ل�� �نم�ل�ي���ا ا
���ي �ا�م�ا 

 ������� �����ن ح�م ا
���ر� ��� ��لن��ي ا ��ل�ن�ا �ل ا �مي �ن �حن

هي �ع�ن�د �ي دّ �ا�م�ا �ع�مم�ل �م�ن ا
�نّ�م�ا ��ي  اأ

���هي سي ���ن
��ل�� �نّ ا

أ
��لم�ك ا �ل ��لن��ي دن

� �ا�م�ش�ا ��وا

�و�ع�هي 
�ا�م�و���ن �و��ل�� ا ��ل���ي �ل ا

�
�و ��ر ��و�ن�ح��س�ن ���ي�ن ��ل��سش ��ل��ل�ه�و��ن�هي ��لن��ي ا ن ��وا

��ي� �ن �����ي
� ر���ي�هي ��لن��ي ا ���رن  ��وا

��ن��ن
�ل��أ

� ��لن��ي ا

�لن�� 
���ن�هي ��ي�اأ

���ر�� هي ا دّ �ا�م�ا ��و��ل�����نّ ا �ل  �ل��أ���ن���من
� اً ا ��ن�د

أ
�ل ��ي��ي����د ا  �لمن

���ي����هي ��ل�ن�ا ��ل����ور ا ���ا 1 ��ي��ي����د ا
�لنّ
�ل��أ

�ل�� �
��ل���ا �

��ل��  اأ �نح  �ح�ي�ا
��ن��ن ����ور �ي

�ل��أ
� ��لن��ي ا �ل��سش�م�م٢ 

� ��وا ن 
������ي�

� ا ��لن��ي  نح 
�ع� ��ل��د ا �نّ 

أ
��لم�ك ا ��ودن �أ�م���ا.  �ل �م�ا ��ي�ل�ا

�
�و ���ي�ن  ��

ّ
�ل
�
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هي  دّ �ا�م�ا ا ��لن��ي  ر���ا  ���ا ����ن اأ  �ي�م�����ن 
�ل��
�
��و  

��ل���م�ل�ن�هي ا �و����هي  �ن �ل�ي
� ��وا  

��ل�هي ��ل��س�يّ�ا ا ���ر���ط�و��ن�هي  ا ن 
��ن��ي�  

هي دّ �ا�م�ا ا �ل 
� ا �ع�ي�د ا

ي 
رنهي �م�ن ����ر��ي�� ��ن هي ���ا دّ �ا�م�ا ��ن�ي ا �م�ا �ا�ك�ا

ّ
��ور�ن  . ��أ�ن ا  دن

ع
�م �م�ن ��سش�م�

�ي �عن�هي ��ن�ا �ا  �ي�م�����ن ����ي
�ل��
���ن�هي �اك�مم� �

���ر�� ا

 ���
أ
���را ��ر ا �ل ��لن��ي ��سش

� ��ل���ا ��لم�ك ا
ن
. ��و�ا���د �ي �أ�ا ��ل���ي �ل ا ���ن���من  �عم�ل�� اأ

��ل��نم�ل��ي�هي ّ ا
�م
�يّ�هي ���ن�ل�ا �ي�ي

��ل�����ي�عن ��و�ن ا  د
�يّ�هي

ّ
��ل���ل�� ا

��ير 
��و �عن

أ
هي ا دّ �ا�م�ا ���ي����هي ا ��ن�ي ��ن�ا ا �ا�ك�ا دن �عن��ي اأ ش �عم�ل�� �م�ا ��ي��ن�ن

�ل�� ��ي��ن�ي��ي���
���ا �

�لنّ �اأ
�ن ���ن �حن ��ل���ا ن ��وا

������ي�
� ���د�ن ا

أ
��وا

�و��ل�هي �ع�ن�د  ��ير �س�عي�ن
��ل����ورهي �عن ء ا ��ي ��ن

�ليّ�� ����ن�ي
���هي ���ن���ا �م�ا �ي�م�����ن ��و�لي�ي�اأ سي ���ن

��ل�� �ع�مم�ل ا
�ي ���ن�ي �يّ�ا

��ل�����ي�عن ��ل�هي ��لن��ي ا �س�ع�ي�د

 
�م
��ل�حن�ي ن ا

����ي�
��لم�ك �م�ن �� �ممّ�ل دن

��ن�ي �لي�ي�اأ
أ
��وا �مّ�ا 

���ن�اأ �ل. 
� ��ل��ك�مم� ���ا �م�ن ا ي �م�ا �ع�ن�د

�� ��ن ���ا
�ل�� �لي��

���ا �
�لنّ
�ل��أ

� ��� ��ن ��ل�ن ا

مّ.
�ل��سش ���ا.   ٢ ط: وا

��نّ
أ
1 ط: ا

٢،٥٢

٣،٥٢
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On why people take pleasure in contemplating beautiful forms

Miskawayh’s response

The reason one takes pleasure in the form of human beings is due to a perfec-
tion in the bodily members and a harmonious relation between the parts of 
the body that are received with satisfaction in the soul. My response addresses 
what interests you in asking this question, oriented toward the human form 
that arouses passion, to the exclusion of other forms. So I say as follows. Nature 
imitates the acts and effects of the soul, imparting forms to matter and mate-
rial objects according to their receptivity and the degree of their susceptibility. 
In doing so, it mimics the action of the soul on it—that is, on nature; yet the 
soul, for its part, is simple.55 So nature receives complete noble forms from 
the soul, but when it seeks to engrave those forms on matter, material objects 
fail to receive them completely and fully on account of their poor susceptibil-
ity, and because they lack the power to grasp and secure the complete forms 
imparted to them. This failure on the part of matter can be sometimes great 
and sometimes small, and how well it responds to what the soul introduces 
into it will depend on its power to receive the forms. Thus, matter that agrees 
with a form receives the engraving completely and correctly and in a way that 
resembles what nature has received from the soul. Matter that does not agree 
with it behaves in the opposite manner.

An example is the way nature produces flat noses, blue eyes, and reddish 
hair from matter when human beings are being shaped in the womb, in accor-
dance with the receptivity of the matter at its disposal. This is not because it 
aims at deficient forms, for it always aims at what is most excellent. But moist 
matter will only consent to receive what is congruent with it. For black eyes 
and high-ridged noses are forms that require matter to have a proper balance 
between pliant moistness and firm dryness, and cannot be manifested by 
moist matter, just as a seal cannot be produced from molten wax. Sometimes 
the matter throws up impediments from the direction of quantity rather than 
quality, so that the physical constitution is not configured in the best manner. 
This is the case with the hair of the head and with eyelashes and eyebrows, for 
if there is a deficient amount of matter or the qualities are imbalanced, these 
are not engraved as they ought to be. Nature thus produces from it what is 
possible and achievable, and the ensuing form is not welcomed in the soul, 
for it does not correspond to the perfection the soul contains. Let’s continue 
to use a clay seal as a basis for reflection: If the quantity of clay falls short of 
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On why people take pleasure in contemplating beautiful forms

the amount needed for the stamp, or if it is dry, moist, or rough, the form of 
the stamp becomes deficient and it does not receive the engraving completely 
and perfectly.

The case of agreeable matter is the opposite, for it receives completely what 
nature imparts to it, and is engraved in a way that is sound and harmonious and 
that resembles what is in the soul. So the soul rejoices when it sees it, because 
it agrees with what the soul contains and corresponds with what it imparted 
to nature. Crafts imitate nature; so when a craftsman fashions a statue out of 
agreeable matter, and the latter receives the natural form completely and accu-
rately, the craftsman is overjoyed and feels a sense of pride and self-satisfaction 
on account of the veracity of his work, and of his having actualized his potenti-
ality in a way that agrees with what is in his soul and with what nature contains. 
Something similar applies to the relationship between nature and the soul, for 
in imitating nature, crafts stand in the same relation to nature as nature stands 
to the soul in imitating it. Moreover, it is characteristic of the soul that when 
it sees a beautiful form whose members are harmoniously related in terms of 
shape, measurement, color, and other features—a form that it receives with 
satisfaction and that agrees with what it imparted to nature—it longs to be 
united with it. It thus extracts it from matter, fixes it securely within itself, and 
becomes identified with it, as it does in the case of intelligible things. This is an 
act that belongs to it through its essence, and that it is driven toward, longs for, 
and is perfected by; yet it is ennobled through intelligible things, not through 
sensible things. When the soul does that and conceives a longing for natural 
things and natural bodies, nature seeks to bring about a union between bodies 
like the one the soul seeks in relation to abstract forms. Yet it has no means of 
achieving this, because bodies cannot join themselves to other bodies by way 
of union, only by way of external contact; hence, it experiences a longing for 
the external contact which represents the type of bodily union that lies within 
its power to achieve. This is a gross delusion and grave error on the part of the 
soul, for it demotes itself from a nobler state to a baser one, assuming a natural 
form for which it itself served as the source and original model, and thus failing 
to attain the intelligible noble forms that cause it to be elevated to the highest 
rank and the greatest happiness.

I have mentioned that which is universal and essential, and which proceeds 
in a natural manner encompassed by craft and precisely determined by rules. 
The particular and accidental pleasure one might take—I mean, when a certain 
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On why people are more adept at counseling others than at managing their own affairs

individual takes pleasure in something on the basis of a certain humoral mix-
ture—is also due to a certain affinity, but it has the status of something indi-
vidual, and individual things are infinite in number, and so cannot be encom-
passed by any craft or ordered by any rules. What one needs to know is that 
every humoral mixture far from the balanced state has relations of affinity with 
things specific to it, while it conflicts with the humoral mixture that lies at the 
other extreme of the balanced state, so that what one person finds pleasant the 
other finds repugnant, and vice versa. The same applies to things determined 
by customs and different modes of perception. One sees this in the different 
kinds of food and drink that people take pleasure in. For humoral mixtures 
that lie far from the balanced state have an affinity for strange flavors and take 
delight in uncommon and extraordinary things. A broader survey of the phe-
nomena will reveal to you all manner of extraordinary and uncommon things 
relating to smells, sounds, and the other senses.

On why people are more adept at counseling 
others than at managing their own affairs

Why is that when men of discrimination, ability, and intelligence are 
approached for counsel, they come out with wondrous subtleties, splitting 
hairs in half and outrunning the very clouds in the sky, yet when they turn to 
their own affairs and are called to be their own supporters and ponder the pur-
suit of their own advantages, they become like a mirage on a plain and express 
bland views, incurring shame from those who mentioned them as bywords 
for cunning and subtlety, and advertised the soundness of their judgment? 
What befalls and afflicts them? What alters them and causes their diminution? 
What distinguishes them with such a characteristic and brings them to such 
a result?

Miskawayh’s response

The reason is twofold. One is the love human beings have for themselves 
and their fear of having error imputed to them or of committing mistakes, 
which induces a sense of bewilderment and confusion. The other is their sus-
ceptibility to blind desire. Blind desire is the enemy of reason, and error is 
always the adjunct of blind desire. When blind desire strikes, reason departs, 
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On why the sight of open wounds provokes horror and fascination

and when reason departs, no good remains. Human beings are ever captive 
to blind desire, and blind desire makes them see wrong as right and error as 
sound judgment. Men of excellence and distinction are aware of this about 
themselves, and do not feel secure against the possibility that their judgment 
regarding their own affairs might be the result of how blind desire, rather than 
reason, makes them see things; so their thinking falters and their judgment 
regarding their own affairs becomes impaired. When offering their judgment 
on other people’s affairs, by contrast, they are free from both conditions, so 
they judge things based on reason rather than blind desire, and are not led 
astray by self-love or fear of error. Hence, the judgment they deliver on other 
people’s affairs is sound and as straight as an arrow. Sometimes they are subject 
to blind desire with regard to others’ affairs, and then are affected by the same 
error that affects them in their own case. This demonstrates the soundness of 
our account concerning why they get matters right in other people’s affairs 
and fall into error in their own. The judgments of rational people regarding 
their own affairs can be sound, and their errors can be minimized, if they place 
themselves on guard and steer clear of blind desire, except that people have 
been naturally formed to love themselves and in subtler contexts to confuse 
blind desire for sound judgment. In such cases, the mistakes they commit are 
excusable and they can be spared from their consequences.

On why the sight of open wounds 
provokes horror and fascination

Why is it that people recoil in horror from an open wound, shrinking from 
looking at it and from drawing near it, repulsing all images of it from their 
mind, and trying to distract themselves from it with other things, yet the 
more violently they shrink from it, the more violent their fascination with 
it becomes? And what about the following? For this is another subcategory 
within the earlier category of wonder. To continue the question: The person 
who treats the wound comes into contact with it through his eyes as he looks 
at it, through his hands as he treats it, and through his tongue as he speaks 
of it. Do you think the reason he can do so is the fact that this is customary 
and habitual for him, having had long experience with looking at, and coming 
into contact with, wounds? Or is it because he needs to earn a living, meet 
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On why the sight of open wounds provokes horror and fascination

his needs, look after his dependents, and defray expenses? If it is because of 
custom and habit, how did matters stand with him at the beginning of this 
custom and habit? If it is because of his profession, how did he manage to resist 
his natural inclinations and discipline himself in such a way? Is it possible for 
someone to grow habituated to something that is neither in his nature nor his 
habit, and, with perseverance, to become like a person born in that condition 
who has experienced it his whole life?

Miskawayh’s response

Philosophical inquiries have established that the soul is one in reality, and that 
multiplicity is only introduced into it through the multiplicity of individuals. 
This being so, when a person sees another suffering from something unnatural, 
such as a wound, an imperfection in his physical build, or a deficiency in his 
form, he responds as he would in his own case, as though he were looking at 
his own soul and body. For the soul in the one case is the same as the soul in 
the other, so such a response is only proper. His fascination with it and its per-
petual presence in his memory are due to the fact that when the soul receives 
a form, it extracts it from its matter and fixes it securely within itself, binding 
it through the power of memory. The soul does not resemble a mirror, which, 
confronted by an object, receives its form as long as that object stands before 
it, and loses the form when the object disappears; nor does it receive forms the 
way the eye does. For these bodies are natural, and they receive the form of 
physical objects accidentally. Souls, by contrast, receive forms in a nobler and 
loftier modality, and they retain those forms securely fixed even when their 
bearers are no longer in front of the eyes.

There has already been some discussion of this point in these questions, 
and at that juncture we provided an account of how the soul rapidly receives 
the form of an object through the power of imagination and how this form 
endures afterward in the power of memory, so that it sees it when asleep and 
when awake. For we can summon at will the forms of our fathers and grandfa-
thers and the cities we have lived in as though they were standing right before 
us, even if they are absent or no longer exist. An explanation of the reason for 
this and a more detailed account of the topic can be found in the appropriate 
sources. The person who treats the wound you asked about, who has grown 
habituated to it through custom, can do so due to the recurrence of the form 
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On why people love the present world; on whether the religious Law can conflict with nature

and because the act has become like a fixed trait for him. As we clarified ear-
lier, when the soul is recurrently exposed to particular forms, these forms pro-
duce something stable in it that is akin to an inherent characteristic. And we 
noted that if this were not so, we would not be able to educate the young or to 
inculcate fine habits into children during the early stages of their development. 
For the soul acquires a familiarity with acts that are performed consecutively 
and without cease, regardless of whether they are good or bad. When a person 
continues to perform them, they become a stable state and an acquired posses-
sion, and it becomes hard to eliminate them.

On why people love the present world; on whether 
the religious Law can conflict with nature

What causes love for the present world? We know that God says, «No indeed; 
but you love the hasty world».56 And the poet says,

The soul is rapt in the love of the present world.57

This has fomented strife, fermented change, plunged reason into confusion, 
and created the need for prophets and political governance and for restraints 
and admonitions. If love for the present world is given with our natural disposi-
tion, ingrained in the material of our being, and beaten into our mold, how is it 
possible to banish and remove it? How can divinely imposed obligations con-
flict with the demands of nature? Doesn’t the religious Law reinforce nature? 
Doesn’t religion serve as a foundation for political governance? Doesn’t reason 
rule in favor of religious devotion? Isn’t the next world comparable to this one? 
What view should one take before this abyss? How can one cogently reproach 
someone who loves what was rendered lovable to him and what was made 
the exclusive object of his ardor in the same way that he was created male or 
female, tall or short, blind or sighted, boorish or gallant? If blame is disarmed 
for one of these sets, it will be disarmed for both, and if it clings to one, it will 
cling to both. This is an inquiry that leads to questions about compulsion and 
free choice, two subjects requiring well-defined inquiry and renewed consid-
eration, for the facts leave the mind divided and prevent one from satisfying 
one’s desires and attaining one’s ends in inquiry.
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On why people love the present world; on whether the religious Law can conflict with nature

Miskawayh’s response

The “present world” refers to the senses and to the pleasures of eating, drink-
ing, voiding, and resting that form their adjuncts. It is the beastly soul to which 
these sensible things specifically pertain. You should understand that this soul 
is with us from the beginning of our development and from when we are born, 
so we acquire a powerful attachment to it through the long, continuous pas-
sage of time. That is why its power is so manifest, why it dominates so strongly, 
and why it exercises such a controlling force. It is only at a later stage that we 
look to the soul that discriminates through the power of reason. Its effects 
make themselves progressively manifest, and it gains in strength when one 
reaches middle age and attains one’s full vigor and physical maturity. In order 
for that to happen, we need to mobilize ourselves in resistance to that other 
soul, denting its force and attenuating its power through intense effort and 
sustained perseverance, depending on the power it has, the mastery it enjoys 
over us, and the attachment we feel toward it. We also need to strengthen 
the rational soul by acceding to its rule, by giving it authority over us, and by 
implementing its resolutions. This is why we find it difficult to accept the rule 
of the latter and easy to accept the rule of the former soul.

Our response to your question “How can divinely imposed obligations 
conflict with the demands of nature?” is as follows. It is in the nature of the 
beastly soul to submit to the rational soul, and to be restrained by the latter’s 
commands. Were this not in its innate disposition and its natural grain—that 
is, being receptive to instruction and issuing its specific acts in accordance 
with what reason commands—this would, I swear, be an imposition of obli-
gations that conflict with nature. Yet nobody desires to eradicate this power 
completely. Rather, we demand that it agree to order its acts on the basis of 
what reason prescribes; and, as we have said, it is naturally disposed to accept 
this kind of instruction. The cases mentioned by way of analogy—tallness 
and shortness, and so on—do not conform to the same principle, for instruc-
tion plays no role in these things, and what is involved is rather an effect that 
matter receives from its giver depending on its substrate, and it is not possible 
to oppose this in any way or through any cause. To elaborate, the moisture 
contained by matter is extended and drawn upward through heat, this being 
the direction in which heat moves. The tallness thus produced depends on the 
matter, the amount of moisture acted upon, and the heat acting upon it, and 
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On why people take their own lives

the way it is in fact manifested cannot be otherwise. The distinction between 
the two types of things you proposed to fuse is now clear, and the reason for 
the love of the present world and the value of the discipline God provides to 
people through religion and different forms of instruction is revealed, in a suc-
cinct and clear answer to the question.

On why people take their own lives

I wonder: What causes a person to take his own life when failures crowd him, 
when poverty besieges him, when circumstances defy his power and capacity, 
when his demands and desires meet with closed doors, when passionate love 
oppresses him and shows itself recalcitrant to cure? What does he hope to 
achieve through this course of action? What is his aim in pursuing what he pro-
poses? What looms before him and consumes his good judgment, rendering 
him oblivious to a spirit he knows intimately, a soul he loves passionately, and 
a life he holds dear? What is it about nonexistence that filters into his imagina-
tion and snatches him from the grip of experience and delivers him to the cruel 
shifts of fate?

Miskawayh’s response

Human beings are a composite of three powers of the soul, and stand in the 
midst of these powers, as it were, pulled now by one, now by another. The 
direction in which their acts incline depends on the relative strength of a given 
power. Thus, sometimes it is the irascible power that dominates them, and if 
they are imbued by it and their acts incline toward it, their powers appear as 
though they were exhausted by anger, with the other powers receding from 
view, as if they did not possess them. Similarly, if the appetitive power rages, 
the effects of the other powers recede from view. Human beings are at their 
optimal and most judicious state when they are dominated by the rational 
power, for it is this that exercises rational discrimination and disposes all the 
other powers so that their acts emerge in accordance with its dictates and 
prescriptions. Human beings then occupy the eminent rank that God has pre-
pared and willed for them. If this is so, we should not think it strange that some 
of those powers should be stirred up when human beings encounter some dif-
ficulty or when a door closes in the face of something they desire, so that an 
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On why people take their own lives

act issues from them that is neither entailed by reflection nor mandated by dis-
crimination, as a result of the fact that the effect of the rational power recedes 
from view and the other powers gain the upper hand.

You can witness this firsthand in the different states that visit you. For at 
various times you find your soul experiencing certain states, which it chooses 
and pursues, refusing counsel and right-minded command. Later, when you 
emerge from the fit that had come over you in that state, you are amazed at the 
acts that issued from you. You rebuke yourself for them, as if it were someone 
else who had chosen and pursued them. Things continue this way until the 
moment arrives when once again that first power stirs up in you, and you are 
not prevented from succumbing to the same thing by your previous experi-
ence of yourself and the admonitions you gave yourself. This is because we are 
composed of different powers of the soul. It is only after strenuous treatment, 
extensive reform, and long practice that human beings can isolate a single 
power and perform the acts of all the others on the basis of the one that is 
most excellent and noble. For persistence in a habit and implementation of a 
resolve over a long, uninterrupted period of time produces a trait of character, 
and this exercises the controlling force and becomes dominant. That is why 
we command the young to comport themselves well, and why we hold them 
to the principles of conduct instituted by revealed laws and commanded by 
wisdom.

Your question does not require, and the present space does not permit, 
a more in-depth exposition of this point and an account of its causes. Should 
someone doubt what we have said and suppose that human beings, compos-
ites of these three powers that they are, ought to abide in a single state com-
posed from those powers, as is the case with all other entities that form blends 
and composites of natural dispositions, they should realize that their analogy is 
unsound. For the powers of the soul in human beings have their own essential 
movements that increase and decrease, and also external conditions that stir 
them up. The same does not apply to the powers of natural entities. Ponder 
the matter, and you will find that things stand as our synopsis has indicated 
and outlined.
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� ����ا �ل����ن��ن

� ا ا   ���دن
ع
����ل�ا �س� �وا

��ي ���ن�����ي��ن  ر 
��ن
�ل��آ
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����د�ع�م�ا �عن
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ا �ن  �ن �ا�ك�ا �اأ
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� ��نّ�ه ��ن�ا
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��مي �مّ�ا 
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��يره 
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أ
��ل�� ا �نح اأ ����د �ي�ح�ي�ا ��و�حن  ��� �ن �م�ن ��ن��ن
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أ
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��ل�� �ا�م ��ي���ا

��ن�ي  ��و�ا�ك�ا ��و��س�ع��ي  ا����هي 
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ّ
�ل
�
اأ  
هي دّ �ا�م�ا ا �ليم�ل�ك  ��ل��  اأ �لي���م�ل  �ل�� 

� �ن  ��و�ا�ك�ا  
هي دّ �ن�م�ا  ��

ّ
�ل
�
اأ ��ي�ه  �ل�ح�ي�ا

� �م  �وا
��مي �ل�� 

� ��نّ�ه 
أ
��وا

���ا �ع�ن  د ا �د ���ن
أ
���ا ا  �لن

ع
���ن� �ه ��و��ي�د

��ي �ا ��ن ��ل�� ���ا ���ا اأ �وّهي �لي���م�ل �لن
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أ
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 ��ن�اأ
�ي ��و���ي�ا

أ
�ور ��لن��ي ا

نح ��و�لي�ش
����ي�

�ن �لي
أ
�وّهي ا

�����ي ه ا �ن ���دن
�اأ ء. ��و�م�ن ���ش ��ي�ا ��ل�ن ّ ��ل�ه ا

�م
�ل�ي�ي

����ه � ��ن��ن

�مّ�ا 
أ
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��ل�ي�ه�و ا �����ا  �ي��ي�ن
���ن ��ل��  ��و

�ل��أ
� �مّ�ا ا

أ
�ن ا �ليم�ل�ي�ا

�ن ��ل�ه�م�ا ردن ��ل�ي�ا ��ل���ا ا �ن  ��ي�ا ��و���ا  . �عن��ي ��ي��ن�ن �ي ��ي��ي��صر �ع�مّ�ا  ��و���ي�ا
أ
ا

ح�د.
أ
�ص�ل: ا

أ
ل� �ص�ل: �م��ش��ل�ه.   ٢ ا

أ
ل� 1 ا

١،٥٧
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On a philosophical puzzle relating to the act of suicide

I asked one of our teachers in Baghdad about a man who had been walking 
along the bridge when suddenly a number of armed officers surrounded him 
and set about hauling him to prison. Seeing a razor blade gleaming in a fancy 
shop, he seized it in the twinkling of an eye and slit his throat with it; he was 
soon lying in a pool of his own blood, having breathed his last and left the land 
of the living. I ask: Who killed this man? If we reply that he killed himself, 
then is the one who did the killing the same as the one who was killed, or is 
the one who did the killing different from the one who was killed? If the one 
is different from the other, then how did they come to be conjoined in view of 
this disjunction? If the two are the same, how did they come to be disjoined in 
view of this conjunction? I have appended this question to the previous topic 
because it tends in the same direction and treads in its footsteps.

Miskawayh’s response

This question seems to be premised on the notion that human beings are a 
single thing that involves no multiplicity, and from this perspective the aporia 
gains in force. Yet this misgiving disappears once it is clear that human beings 
possess and are composed of many powers, that they incline sometimes toward 
one power and sometimes toward another, and that their acts also depend on 
the power toward which they incline and by which they are dominated, as we 
showed in the previous question.

I respond to his question “How did they come to be conjoined in view of 
this disjunction?” as follows. The reason for this is that the Creator knew that 
this being composed of a soul and a body requires things for its sustenance, 
such as food and the like, that its life can only be sustained through matter that 
it can only attain through movement and striving, and that there are many 
things that hinder and prevent access to it. He consequently gave it a power to 
use to attain its needs and repulse whatever opposes its needs, so that it might 
survive. It is in the nature of this power to be stirred up and roused more than 
it ought on certain occasions, and less than it ought on others. These two con-
ditions involve defects: Rashness is the concomitant of the first, cowardice of 
the second. Through their power of discrimination and reason, human beings 
are capable of using this power in the right manner and of training it so that it 
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
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1 ط: ع��لى �م�ا �ت��من
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On moral change and acting out of character

is only roused and stirred up at the right time, in the right measure, and for the 
right objects. When they achieve this rank, they are courageous and praise-
worthy, and they are as God willed them to be in creating them.

The question still harbors a possible point of doubt, for someone might ask: 
If the person who kills himself performs that action in accordance with the 
irascible power, then he is courageous, and the courageous person is laudable. 
Yet we know that the person who does this to himself is blameworthy. So how 
do things stand with regard to him, and where is praiseworthy courage to be 
located? To this I respond: Be assured, this act is indeed among the effects of 
the irascible power, but it is an expression of its defective state and of how it 
falls short of what is right, not an expression of how it goes beyond it or of the 
balanced state we have termed “courage.” For the person who feels fear about 
something that happens to him, such as poverty or some adversity, and who 
does not face up to it and greet it with firm resolve and full strength of mind, 
is a coward and a weakling. This cowardice leads him to say, “I shall relieve 
myself from the burden of enduring this hardship that has come upon me.” 
This is the cringing attitude and weakness that is termed “cowardice.” We have 
mentioned that the irascible power may sometimes be slack and fall short of 
what is right. It then involves a defect and a failing; this is not called “courage,” 
nor is the person commended or praised.

On moral change and acting out of character

How does it come about that at a certain moment in time the hardened hypo-
crite turns sincere, the person steeped in doubt conceives certainty, the one 
slumbering awakens, and the one given to perfidy becomes well-intentioned? 
How does it likewise come about that the person who has always been sin-
cere turns hypocritical and the one who has made a habit of integrity provides 
grounds for suspicion? Along the same lines, how is it that the person who has 
kept faith for sixty years commits betrayal, and the one who has been a vet-
eran of betrayal for sixty years abstains from it? What is the meaning of these 
disparate happenings and singular phenomena? We similarly find that the liar 
sometimes tells the truth though it serves no objective and the truth teller lies 
for no definite reason, and it doesn’t generally turn out to be the case that the 
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��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

ن 
���ي��ي� �ا�م�ي��ي�دّ ا ن 

�ل�ي��ي�
� �ا�م����اأ ا �م�ن  ر�لي�ن�هي 
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���ا ��ن ��و�صر��لن  

�ي�هي
���ي �ل�ن�ا

� ا ���ا  �وا
��مي ��لن��ي  ��ل���ا  ا �ع�ي�د ا �ي���ا 
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On the meaning of a certain saying concerning God’s beneficence

former tells the truth for the sake of attaining a benefit and the latter tells a lie 
for the sake of repelling harm.

Miskawayh’s response

This question is closely related to the previous two, and the response it invites 
is closely related to the response given to those questions. For hypocrisy, 
good will, and the other things he mentioned in his question are effects of 
the rational soul. It is evident that this soul also has its state of illness and its 
state of health. When it is in a balanced state with respect to its other powers, 
it is healthy, and when it departs from this balanced state, it is ill. If it departs 
from a balanced state at one time, it is not impossible that it should return to 
it at another. Just as truthfulness, good will, sound reflection, and the proper 
disposition of actions according to the circumstances represent its health and 
balanced state, their contraries represent its illness and departure from a bal-
anced state. Yet we certainly do not concede that it tells the truth at one time 
and lies at another for no reason, or for the sake of repelling some harm. On the 
contrary, it always supposes that its action is right on account of something it 
sees in it. This supposition may be misguided and mistaken. Yet it is inconceiv-
able that the soul should perform that action without being motivated by some 
desire and without aiming at what it mistakenly sees in it.

On the meaning of a certain saying 
concerning God’s beneficence

What did the scholar mean when he said, “God extended His benefits to all 
people, but He did not extend the surplus of His beneficence to all?” How 
could one expound the meaning of this statement? By what means could one 
determine its truth? Is there something that promotes the welfare of people 
that God omitted and did not liberally dispense ab initio without express solici-
tation? How could this be, when He initiated the bestowal of benefits before 
there was merit and desert, and when He created people without a need for 
their existence? Supposing one said, “Without being avaricious, He afflicted 
people with need and then withheld what they needed.” One ought to object: 

58.2
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On the meaning of a certain saying concerning God’s beneficence

One should not thus deny His munificence with regard to manifest matters 
because uncertainty adheres to matters of speculation; it is possible that the 
hidden realm of things He has withheld includes things that may happen but 
that are unknown, and permeated by His providential disposition they might 
unfold in accordance with His wisdom in a manner that cannot be denied or 
gainsaid.

Miskawayh’s response

The statement “God extended His benefits to all people, but He did not 
extend the surplus of His beneficence to all” is a remark made in the rhetorical 
style, and its meaning is correct if one disregards the labored feel imparted 
to it by its author. A statement uttered by Christ makes this point plainer. 
For it is reported, in a translation from his language to ours, that he said, 
“Do not worry and do not ask, What shall we eat, what shall we drink, and 
what shall we wear? For God has granted these things to all people in the mea-
sure of their need, but they desire surplus. And know that not everyone who 
prays to God will see the face of God, but only those who have fully attained 
His satisfaction through righteousness.” 58 These are Christ’s words as trans-
lated and reported.

Let us interpret these remarks—that is, let us clarify the first remarks whose 
meaning you inquired about: The clear and manifest benefits given to all people 
consist of the gift of life and the removal of the impediments that block access 
to the things necessary for its preservation. For its preservation depends on 
innate heat, and the preservation of innate heat depends on aeration—which 
expels the smoke generated by the heat and the greasy moisture from the locus 
the heat adheres to—and on the replacement of the dry air in that smoke with 
air that is moist, salubrious, and agreeable to the matter of that heat. This is 
achieved through an instrument for blowing air that resembles blacksmiths’ 
bellows, namely, the lung and the respiratory organ in all beings that have a 
heart and a locus for this heat, and what is akin to the lung in other animals 
that have no heart and no need to aerate the heat blazing in the greasy moist 
matter. Furthermore, the removal of impediments applies to the very air that 
constitutes the matter of that heat, and then to the moisture, without which, 
given the heat’s consumption of it, the quantity of it found in the body would 
be depleted—I am referring to water.

59.2
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�ن �صر��من �ا �ح��ن

��ل ��وا ح 
�ي�و�

�ن �س�عن �ل�ن�ا
� �ل ا ع �لمن

�ل����ل�����ن�ا
� �ا �م�ن ا

ً �لي���ن
أ
 ا

ع
� �ل�� �ي�م�ن

�

�ن 
��ن�اأ �ي�ه 

���ن �ن  �عنّ ُ
��ور  �عم�ل�ي�ه 

ّ
�ل
� دُ ���ي  ��ل��دن ا �ل  �مي ��ل�����ن ��وا �نح  �ا�م�ن���ا ا ��و���ي����د   

�ن�هي
���ر�عن ��وا ��ل�ي�و��نّ�ه  ا  �م�ن 

ع
� ي�م�يسن

��و�

����ي��ي  ّ ا
��ل�ح��� �ي ا ا ��ل�� ��ل��دنّ �ل اأ ا�م�مي

�  ��و��ن�ا
ّ
�ن �ع�ن�ه �ن�م�ا �ه�و �ح��ي

�ع�ن ���ي �ه�و �م��سسي ��ل��دن �ه ا �ل �ع��ي���ش
�
�و

���ن �ل ��ن��ن
�عمن �ا ��ي��ي���ش

��ل�ي �ع�ن�ه 
سي�م�ا ����اأ

���ن ��كن  �ا�ك�ا
ع
� �ا�م�و���ن ا �ن�ح��س�ن ا ��ي�ه ��و���دن د �ه�� ��س���ا

�لي�ي�ه ��و�م�ن�ي م�
��م�ل�ن�ه ��و�عن

���و���ي�ه �ع�ن �م��
��ي

. ي
��

�ا�م�و��منّ ه ا
ّٰ
لل ��وا

��ل�هي
�م���س�اأ

ا  ؟ ��و�عم�ل�� ���دن
هي ء �ا ���و���ن

�  ا
ع
 ��و��ي��ي�نّ�

رهي ��ل�������ا م�ح�نّ�هي ا
 ��و�

���ن�هي �ا ��ل�ن����ن ر ا �لي�ش�ا ر��ي��ن�هي ��لن��ي اأ
��ل��صش ��� ا ��ل�ن�ق��ن ّ ا

����ا ����مر

ك  ��ل��ن��ّ��ا ن ا
����� �ل ��ن

� ��و���ي�ا ؟ 
�ن �ي�م�ا أ

�ل��
� هي �م�ن ا دن ا �ل�ن�دن

� �م ا
ّ
��و�����ل ه �عم�ل�ي�ه 

ّٰ
لل �� ا

ّ
�و��ل�ه ���م�ل

��مي ��لن��ي  ��ير 
��ل��ن �ه ا ��و��ن �م�ا 

��لن

ا �����ن�ا  دن  اأ
ّ
��ل����و��لن��ي ّ ا

�ل ��صر
�
�و

�ا ��ي��ي
ًّ
�ي
 ��و��س�م���ي ����و���ن

��ل��صر���ن ر���ن �م�ن ا
��ل��ي  ��وا

ر���ن ��ل��صش ��ن �م�ن ا ��سش �����ي ا

٥،٥٩

٤،٥٩
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On why noble-minded people love cleanliness

These are the elements necessary for life, the lack of which, even for the 
blink of an eye, would lead to the destruction of life. The removal of impedi-
ments with respect to them is clear, abundant, and manifest, and extends to all 
animals. The subordinate elements necessary for the longevity and well-being 
of living creatures—such as the existence of arteries and other blood vessels, 
of organs for obtaining nourishment, of powers for attracting, transforming, 
changing, retaining, and repelling, and of powers with a presiding role and 
others subservient to them (the presiding powers always govern and put the 
subservient ones to service, while the subservient ones constantly offer their 
obedience and service)—has all been expounded clearly in the craft of medi-
cine and is so evident that there is no need to broach the topic again. Finally, 
there is the choice that living beings have between one type of aliment and 
another, which goes beyond what is necessary for their preservation. For they 
have also been granted, in accordance with their need, a power that enables 
them to make choices and to secure what they need. The entirety of this has 
been extended to all people, and none of it has been withheld from them.

The “surplus of beneficence” consists in proximity to the Creator, and this 
can only be achieved through striving, desire, and application. God has also 
pointed the way to this, and it is left to human beings to direct themselves 
toward it. For the surplus of beneficence is not held back from them; indeed, 
the door lies open, and the barrier has been lifted. But people set up barriers for 
themselves, and hold back from application and desire and from pursuing the 
method and pathway pointed out to them and recommended to their desire. 
This they do by preoccupying themselves with the superfluities of their sub-
sistence, which they have no need for as living beings, and by inclining toward 
the pleasures of the senses, which hinder them from attaining their object, 
their end, and their ultimate happiness. For the present context, this suffices as 
a response to the question you have posed. God alone grants success.

On why noble-minded people love cleanliness

What is the secret behind the fact that noble-minded people prefer cleanli-
ness, love ritual purity, and pursue neatness? But if that is so, what good is 
there in the Prophet’s statement, “Shabbiness is a part of faith”? A certain 
ascetic said, “Frugality is a part of nobility, and opulence a part of prodigality.” 

59.5
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

�ل 
�
�و

�ا ��ي��ي
�يم�ل����و���نً

. ��و��س�م���ي ���ن ا ��و��س�����ي
�ل ���دن

� اً ��و��ل�����ن ���ي�ا �ي�د
��ي ���ي ا ��ي�عي�ي���ن ي ���دن

��م�ل��
��ن�ا ��و�م�� ��ل�حن �مم�ل ا

��م �ي��سي
�ا

�ل  �ل�مي
� ��ل��د ��وا رً  �ي�ه ���ي�وا

���ن �ن  ��ل�����ن �نّ ا �اأ
���ن ��يً�ا  �ي �� ر��سش

ً
�ل
�
�و

��مي �ن  �ن �ا�ك�ا ��واأ ا 
��و���دن  ّ

ر ��ل��صش �ي�لن�� ا
�لن ّ ا

��ل��صر ا �����ن�ا ا دن اأ

. ن
ح
� را

�ع�ن�ه �م��ي

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

�ن��� �ح�يّ��  ��ل��د ��وا  
���ن�هي �ا ��ل�ن����ن ا �ن  �����ن ��لن��ي   ��

ً
�ل
�
��وّ

أ
ا �م 

ّ
�ي�������ل �لن �ن 

أ
ا �عن��ي  ��ي��ن�ن ه 

ّٰ
لل ا ���و��ي�ه ر�ح�م�ه 

ّ �م��س��
�و �عم�ل��ي ��ن

أ
ا �ل 

� ���ي�ا

رهي  ��ل�������ا ��ل�� ا �ن��� ��و���يم�ل�ه اأ ��ل��د �ن �ع�ن ا �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� �ور ا

ر ��لن��ي ��ن��ن
ّ �لن�ن����ن

�م
����د ���ن�ه�م�ا �ش  ��وا

ّ
ن 1 �س�س�ن�� �ا����ل

�
ّ
�ن��ي

��ي��ي

�ن  �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� ر ا

��ن ��م �لي�ن
�يرهي �ا �ا �ا�م�ي��ن �ي ا �ا ��ن ا رن

�ل���م��ي
� ر��و�ن ا

�نح ��صن رن
��م �ي�م��ي

ا �ا دن  اأ
���هي ر��ن

�ل��أ
� ��صر ا ���ع�ن�ا

� �نّ ا �ل اأ
�
�و

��مي
���ن�اأ

�ي  �ا ��ن �ا��صرنا ا ��لن��ي  ر��ن�ا 
����ن �لن ا  دن ��واأ  . �ي �ا ��ن �ا��صرنا ا ن 

����� ��ن �م�ن  �ور 
��ن ��ل�ن ا  

ع
� ��ي��ي �م�ا 

�نّ
��واأ �ا 

ً
�ن��� د �ي��س�مّ���ا  ��م 

��و�ا ���ن���ا 

��ل�هي  ��ن�ي �س�ع�ي�د �هي �م�ا �ا�ك�ا ��س�ن �ي�ل�ا���ط �عم�ل�� ���ن�ا �ل���حن
� �ا �م�ن ا

ً
ر��ن

�يم�ل�����ي ��صن �حن ا ا دن  اأ
���هي ر��ن

�ل��أ
� ه ا ��ن�ا ���دن ��د ��و��ن

�ن  �ن����ا �ه�و اأ
ر�نح �ع�ن�ه ���ن

��م �ي�حن
 �م�ا �ا

ّ
���ن������ل ن �م�ا 

�نح ��ل�ه ��ر��� �ا��صرنا ا ا  ��و���دن
ّ
�لن��ي �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� �نح ا �ا��صرنا ��و�ح���م�ل ا

���و�ن 
 لي��

�ن
أ
 ��ن�دّ ا

�ل��
�
��نً�ا. ��و �ن����ا ��م لي�����ن اأ

ر�نح �ع�ن�ه �ا
�نح ��و��ن �ا��صرنا ا ا �حر���ن �ع�ن ���دن

�ن �ن ا �نح ��واأ �ا��صرنا  ��وا
��ل����ورهي ��ن�ا

��لي��ي   ��و��ن�ا
رهي ��ل�حرا ���هي ا ��ل�� �حن ��أ�لً�ا اأ �ن �م�ا �ن �ا�ك�ا �اأ

ر ���ن
�ا����ش

أ
���هي ا ر��ن

�ل��أ
� ه ا ����د �م�ن ���دن ��ل�� ��وا �ه اأ ر��و��ن

���ن�ه ��و��ن �حرا
�ن ا

���هي  ��ل�� �حن اأ �ه  ر��و��ن
ر ��ن ا ��لن��ي �س��ي�د ر  َ

����ن �لنُ ��ل���ا  �ي�هي �ن���ا
���ي ��ن�ا ��و 

أ
ا  ّ

�لن��ي �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� ا �نح  ��لم�ل�صرنا ر��ن�هي 

��صر �س��ي�ا ���ع�ن�ا
� ا

اً  رّ �ا �ن ���ن ا �ا�ك�ا ��و�ن ���دن �ن د �ن �ا�ك�ا ��واأ ��ي�لً�ا ��ل�ه  ���ي�ا �ن  �ن����ا أ
�ا ��ل�ل�ا

ًّ
�ن ��س�م ا �ا�ك�ا

ًّ
��د ��يراً ��ن

�ن �ا���ش �ن �ا�ك�ا �اأ
���ن رهي  ��ل�حرا ا

��لن��ي  ر�نح 
�ن ��ن ��لم�ك اأ

ن
�ا. ��و�ا���د

ً
�ن���  �ي��س�مّ�� د

�ل��
ا �  ��و���دن

رهي ��ل�حرا ��لن��ي ا ��ل�ه  ا �ع�ي�د �ه �ع�ن ا ر��و��ن
��ل�ه �ن�ح��س�ن ��ن

�ل �ح�يّ�� 
� �ا�م�ع�ي�د ا �نح  ��لم�ل�صرنا هي  دّ �ا ��و�ح���م�ل�ي �م���ن ر�����ي 

���ن
أ
ا �ن  اأ ه  �نّ ���دن �اأ

���ن رد  �ل��ن
� ��وا  

�و����هي �ن �ل�ي
� ا ���هي  �حن

�ن  ء �ا�ك�ا ره �ع�ن ����ور��ي�ه ��و����وا
ّ
��ي
رّه ��و��ي��ن

�ه��ي �لي��صن
�نح ���ن �ا��صرنا ��لم�ك ا ��م�ل دن

�� ��م �لي�ن
�ن �ا  ��واأ

�ا
ً
٢ ��س�م�و�م ��ن�ي ����م�ل�ه �ا�ك�ا �لي�ن

ه. �ي�ه �م�ا دن�ا��ر��ن�ا
���ن ن 

��نّ�ه ��ي��ر��� �اأ
���ن ��نً�ا  �وا ��و �ح�ي

أ
��يً�ا ا �ن�ا

ّ �لن
�لن��ي �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� �ل ا

� ا �ع�ي�د �ل��
� ر�نح �ع�ن ا ��ل��ن�ا ا ا ���دن

ر�نح 
ا ��ن دن اأ �مّ�ا 

���ن�اأ �ي  �ي�ا
���ي �ل�ن�ا

� ا �ل 
� ا �ع�ي�د ا  

ع
ر�����ي �س�

���ن
أ
ا ا  دن اأ ��صر  ���ع�ن�ا

� ا �ي  ردا
�ل �س��ن

� ه ���ا ���دن
���ن

�نّ 
أ
ا  ��

ّ
�ل
�
اأ ء  ���ا

�ن أ
��وا ر��و�ن 

��صن �عم�ل��  ���و�ن 
لي�� �ا 

ً �لي���ن
أ
ا �ه�م�ا  ر��و�حن

��ن �نّ  �اأ
���ن �ل 

� ا �ع�ي�د �ل��
� ا �ع�ن  ���ن���ا  �ن  �لش�ن�ا ا

ا  ن �م�ن ���دن
هي ��ر��� د ��ي�ا

���رن ر�����ي ��لن��ي ا
���ن
أ
ا ا دن  اأ

رهي ��ل�حرا  ��وا
هي د ��ي�ا

���رن ر�����ي ��لن��ي ا
���ن
أ
ا ا دن  اأ

��ّ��هي ���ر���ط�و��ن�هي ��ن�ا ا

. �ن �ص�ل: ك�ا
أ
ل� .   ٢ ا �ن

ّ
��ت 1 ط: ��ت�ن
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On why noble-minded people love cleanliness

I heard a Sufi say, “When the heart of a Sufi grows pure, it stands against coarse-
ness inured.” Taken as it stands, this remark requires some qualification, but 
the Sufi stayed silent after pronouncing it. I heard a philosopher say, “When 
the heart is purified, evil is nullified.” While this makes for an elegant turn of 
phrase, the reason for it is elusive, and its proof straggles behind.

Miskawayh’s response

First, we must discuss the cause of cleanliness and filthiness so as to clarify the 
meaning of each notion, and then examine the repulsion human beings feel 
toward filth and the attraction they feel toward purity. I therefore say the fol-
lowing. If the four elements do not enter into heterogeneous mixtures, human 
beings do not feel repelled by them and do not term them “filth.” The sense of 
repulsion is aroused only by certain kinds of mixtures. We find upon examin-
ing the mixtures that when these four elements enter a specific kind of blend 
based on a certain harmonious relation, they achieve a balanced state and 
produce the human mixture. This mixture has a certain compass, and that 
which does not depart from it is a human being in form and mixture, whereas 
if it deviates from this mixture and departs from it, it is not a human being. 
Its departure and deviation must be oriented more toward one of the four ele-
ments than to the others. If it inclines in the direction of heat and the remain-
ing elements stand close to the human mixture or remain in the same state, the 
extent of its departure in the direction of heat is examined. If the departure is 
very great, the mixture constitutes a lethal poison for human beings. If it falls 
below that level, the mixture’s noxiousness for human beings depends on the 
degree of its departure from a balanced state as regards heat. This is not called 
filth. The same applies when it departs in the direction of dryness and cold-
ness. For if these run to excess and oppose the balanced mixture to the point 
that they destroy it, they constitute poisons. If they do not destroy that mix-
ture, they harm it and displace it from its form. No matter whether the thing 
that departs from the human mixture is a plant or an animal, it is affected by 
what we have mentioned.

This is how matters stand when single elements run to excess while the 
others remain balanced. The departure of two of them from the balanced 
state also admits of different varieties and occurs in different ways. Yet when 
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

�نح  ��لم�ل�صرنا �ا  �����نً ����ن�ي�ح���م�ل �م��ن�ا ���ر���ط�و��ن�هي  ا �ل  ��م�ل�مي
رهي �ع�ن �ي ��ل�حرا ا رن  ��و�ع��ي �ع�حن  

�و��ن�هي
��س�مّ�� ����ن

�ي �ل 
� �نح ���ا �ا��صرنا ا

د.  �م�ا ��و �حن
أ
�ن ا �وا ��لم�ك ��لن��ي �ح�ي �ن دن �ا�ك�ا

أ
ء ا ه ����وا ��ن�ا

 ��و��ي�اأ
�ن �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� ّ���ه ا

�ي����ر �ي
�ه ���ن ���و��ن

� ا ا �ل �م�ن ���دن
� �ا�م�ع�ي�د ا

�ل 
� ا �ع�ي�د �ل��

� ا �ع�ن  ��ل�ه  �ل  �لمن �ا�م��ي�ا ا �نح  �ا��صرنا ا ر��و�نح 
��ن �ن�ح��س�ن  ر��و�ن 

��صن �عم�ل��  ��ل�ي����رّه  ��وا �ور 
��ن ��ل�ن ا ا  ��و���دن

��ن�ي  ��و�ا�ك�ا ر��� 
�����ن ا �نح  �ا��صرنا �ا 

ً
ر��ن

�ن �س��ي�ا �ا �ا�ك�ا
ّ
�ا�م �ن  �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� ا �نح  �نّ �صرنا

أ
ا ��و�ه�و  ��لم�ك ���ش�لً�ا  ��ل��دن ر�ن 

��صن
��و����اأ

���و�ن 
�نح �ح�يّ�� لي�� �ا��صرنا ا ا �ع�د ���دن ا �لي�ن�ا دن �اأ

���هي ���ن ��ل�حن �ل �م�ن �ليم�ل�ك ا
�
�و �هي �ح���م�ل ��ن��ي�ن�ه�م�ا ���ي�ن ��س�ن ��ن��ي�ن�ه�م�ا ���ن�ا

ع 
�وا

��ن
�ل��أ

� ه ا �نّ ���دن
أ
��لم�ك ا ّ���ه ��ودن

 ��ولي����ر
�ن �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� ر ���ن�ه ا

�ن ��ن��ن ��ن�ا
��ل��دن ��وا ��م�ل  ��ل��ن ��وا ��ود  �ل��د

� ��وا ر  �ن�ا
����عن ���ن�ه ا

رهي  ��ل�حرا ا �ن  ��و��ن��ي����ا ���ر���ط�و��ن�هي  ا هي  د ��ي�ا
ن
ر �م�ن  ه  �ن�ا ��و����عن �ي �اك�مم�  �و��ن�ا

����ن �م�ن  ���وّ��ن�هي 
���� �ي  ��ن�ا �وا ��ل�ح�ي ا �م�ن 

. �ن �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� �نح ا ���د�ي �م�ن �صرنا ���ن�ن

��و��ل�ي  ���ن�ي�ن�ا ء  ا �دن �����ن ا �و��ل�ي �عم�ل�� 
��س�ي ا ا  دن اأ  

���هي سي ���ن
��ل�� ا �نّ 

أ
ا ��لم�ك  ��ودن  

�ن �ل�ن�د
� ا �ل 

�
�و

���ن���ن �ل 
� ��لم�ك ���ا

ن
��و�ا���د

�ي �م�ا  ��و��ن��ن  
�ن �ل�ن�د

�  ��ن�ا
��
ً
�ل
�
��وّ

أ
�� ا

ً
�ل
�
��وّ

أ
���ي�ه ا

ّ
�ن ��و��سش �ي�ه  ��و�ع�ي

أ
��لن��ي ا ��و�ح��ّ�م�ل�ي�ه  ��ي�ه  رن

ّ
��و�م��ي �م 

�أ �ا�م�ل�ا ر ا �����ي�د ���ن�ه ا

��لم�ك  دن �نّ  �اأ
���ن ن 

��� ��ن ��ل�ن ا �ل���ي 
اآ� ��و�ع��ي  ر��� 

��ن
أ
ا ��و�ع�ي�هي 

أ
ا ��لن��ي  ��و�ح��ّ�م�ل�ي�ه  �ا 

ً �لي���ن
أ
ا ��ي�ه  رن

ّ
��و�م��ي �م 

�أ �ن�م�ل�ا �ل��ي��� 
�

�م�ن  ���د  ��ل�ن ا ��ي�هي  م�
�عن �عم�ل��  �ي�ح���م�ل  �م�هي  �ا�م�ل�اء ا �م�ن  �ي�ه 

���ن �م�ا   
ع
���ي� �حن �ع�ن�ه  ر�نح 

��ن ���ي�د  ���ي  ��ل��دن ا رن 
ّ
�ا�م�م��ي ا

��ولي����ر���ه   
�ن �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� ر �ع�ن�ه ا
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On why noble-minded people love cleanliness

moisture in particular increases to excess, or when heat increases to excess, 
this mixture produces a state that is called “putridity”; this when heat is unable 
to dissipate the moisture, so that it conflicts with the balanced mixture from 
this respect. As a result, human beings find it repugnant and feel a sense of 
aversion toward it, be it encountered in an animal or an inanimate object. This 
sense of repulsion and repugnance comes in different varieties, depending on 
the way in which the corresponding mixture departs from the balanced state. 
I will give you an example. Since the mixture of human beings is close to the 
mixture of horses and there is an affinity between them, they feel positively 
disposed toward each other on this account. Yet human beings feel repelled 
by this mixture and find it repugnant if it grows distant and results in dirt, 
worms, dung beetles, and flies. For these kinds of animals are made of putridi-
ties resulting from the increase of moisture and the decrease of heat, as we 
have described, and are distant from the mixture of human beings.

The same applies to the superfluities of the body. Once nature has seized 
upon nourishment, extracted what is suitable, sifted it out, gathered it in its 
receptacles, and gradually assimilated it into the body; and once it has rejected 
whatever is unsuitable, sifting it out in the same manner, and gathering it in 
other receptacles—namely, the organs of excretion—the part sifted out and 
stripped of all suitable elements comes to be at the farthest remove from simi-
larity, and is affected by a dominance of moisture and a decrease of heat that 
causes it to become putrid. As a result, human beings find it repulsive and 
repugnant, and wish to be relieved of it. This is true for all superfluities fil-
tered out of the body. It is unsuitable because it has all been rejected and sifted 
out by nature—and whatever is unsuitable arouses repugnance. This is called 
“filth,” yet so long as it remains within the body and has not extruded from it, 
it is tolerated by necessity. Once it extrudes, we feel disgusted by it and find 
it repugnant and loathsome. These are what are called “filth” and “squalor” by 
nature. There are other things that human beings find repulsive through habit 
and also become comfortable with through habit, but they have nothing to do 
with the topic we are considering in this question.

The Prophet’s statement, “Shabbiness is a part of faith,” has nothing at all 
to do with the type of thing we were just discussing. A person with a shabby 
appearance hates filth and loves cleanliness, and does not disagree with you 
concerning any of the aspects of purity you value. If he does disagree with 
you, it has nothing to do with his shabby appearance, but is rather in the way 
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On the merits of singing versus playing musical instruments

someone without a shabby appearance might disagree with you. The same 
applies to the state of austerity that was the subject of the remarks by the 
Sufi you reported. These notions represent different topics from those we 
were considering, and their discussion is connected to the notions of temper-
ance, contentment, and moderation, virtues examined in depth elsewhere. 
The statement, “When the heart of a Sufi grows pure, it stands against coarse-
ness inured,” and the statement, “When the heart is purified, evil is nullified” 
refer to the different grades of certainty and the different ranks the soul may 
attain with respect to knowledge. Upon my life, when someone has attained 
a certain rank with respect to proximity to His Creator, evil has been nulli-
fied in him and he has been inured against coarseness. An analytical account 
and exposition of these topics would run to great length—our discussion has 
brought out what is sufficient and adequate to the purpose.

On the merits of singing versus playing musical instruments

What is better, singing or playing musical instruments? And who is better and 
nobler, the one who sings or the one who plays a musical instrument?

Miskawayh’s response

Music is a form of knowledge that may be conjoined to practice, and its practi-
tioner is called a “musician.” As knowledge, it is one of the four mathematical 
sciences that the student of philosophy must receive a degree of instruction in. 
As practice, it does not number among these sciences, but consists in the pro-
duction of well-proportioned notes and rhythmic patterns calculated to move 
the soul using an appropriate instrument. That instrument may either be part 
of the body or extraneous to the body. If it is part of the body, it consists in 
natural organs that were designed as a means for carrying out different tasks 
and are ordinarily put to other uses. If it is extraneous to nature, it consists 
in artificial instruments that were designed as a means for carrying out the 
production of notes and rhythmic patterns. When natural instruments are put 
to uses other than those for which they were designed, it is in their nature to 
suffer disturbance and be displaced from their shapes, undergoing mutation 
and change. It is wrong and deserves censure if the person who puts them 
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ع
�ن �س� ��و�ا�ك�ا  

����ر��ن�هي ��ير �م��لن
�ي�ه ��������ي���هي �عن �����ن

��و�لن  
�ن �ن����ا أ

�ل��
� ا �أ�هي  �ي�ي ���ي

��و��ن��ي

��ل��  اأ  
�ل��
� ���هي  �لن �ا �ا�م��ي���ش ا  

�م
�عن ��ل�ن ا ي 

��أ�� �عم�ل�� �ح��ي�ا  
ح
���ن����� ��واأ �م 

�عن ��ل�ن ا �م�ي��يرن 
�ي �عم�ل��  ���ي�در 

أ
��وا  

��ل�ي��ن
��ل�ي�اأ ا ل�م 

�ع�� ن 
ر �نرا اأ

�م�ن  �ن  �ا ��س�ن
�ل��أ

� ا ه  ���دن ��لن��ي  �اك�مم�ل 
أ
ا ��ن��ر���ن  �ا  ��و��ل��س�ن �لي��.  �ا�م�و��س�ي ا ل�م 

�ع�� ����ي��ي �ح��ّ�م�ل���ا  ا �هي  ��س�ن �ا�م�ي�ن�ا ا

هي  ��ود �د �ا�م���ش �ن���ا ا ��ي
��ي ����ا ع ��و��ل��د

� ر��ن
�ل��أ

�  ا
ع
��أ� ���ن�ا

��ل��  �عم�ل�� ا
�ن�هي

ّ
���هي �صر�ا�� ر��ن

�ل��أ
� ر���ا ا ��و��ي�ا

أ
�نّ ا

�ل��أ
اً �  ���ود

هي �م��س�مّ�ا
� ��ل�هي ا

�ل��آ
� ا

 ��و�ع��ي 
��
ّ
�ل
�
��م اأ

�ا ������ا �عن�م�هي ��لن��ي ا
��د ��ن �و��ن

�ن ��ي
أ
�ل��ي��� �ي�م�����ن ا

�
���ا ��و  ���ن�ي

�م
�عن ��ل�ن �م�ي��يرن ا

د �م�ن �ي را
ُ
��ي�هي �ا�م�ا �ي ���ن �ن��س�ن �م�وا

��م �نره 
��و�ا راً  ��ن

�� ��ن
ّ
�ل
�
��س�م���ه اأ

ل�م �ن
���ن��  ّ

���ر��و�م��ي �ن ا
ر�عن

�ل��أ
� �مّ�ا �م�ا �ي�ح���ل�� �ع�ن ا

أ
���ا. ا هي �لن ا ��و�م�وأدّ ���يّ�هي ���ن���ا 

�م�ح��

�وّهي 
�����ي ��م�ل �م�ن ا �����ن ��ل�� ا ر�نح ��ن�ه اأ

��م �ي�حن
�ا �م�ا �ا

ً
��يره �ا���ل�ا�م

��و�عن  
ّ
��ل�����ن�د���ي �ي�ه ا

���ن ��و���ي�د �ع�مم�ل  ّراً 
�� �م����و

ّ
�ل
�
اأ

��و�اك�مم�  ���د.  ��و�لي�ن ه  �ود ��و��ن ر 
�لي�ي���دنّ ���م�مم�ل���ا �م�ا  رهي �م��سسي �ي �م�ن �م���ا �حن �ل���ح�ي�ا

� ��ل�هي 
�ل��آ

� ا ���و �ع�مم�ل�ي 
�
��و

��و�ن  ل�م د
������� �ي�ه ا

���ن ��م لي�����ن ��ل�ي�سن�ن��ي 
��و�ا ر��ن�ه 

��ر �لي��صن ��ل�� �م�ا نح اأ
�ي� �ح��ي ��م�ل ا �����ن ��ل�� ا ر�نح اأ

�ا ��ن
ّ
�����ود �ا�م

� �نّ ا
أ
 ا

٣،٦١
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On the merits of singing versus playing musical instruments

to that use seeks to obtain vile and defective things. If he seeks in doing so to 
make the effects of knowledge manifest to the senses, so that they clearly dis-
cern the proportional relations composed in the soul, and to make manifest the 
wisdom involved, this is admirable and deserves approval, even if it involves 
a departure from what is customary and familiar in the view of some people.

But the objective people have in practicing music today is to arouse vicious 
appetites and to help the beastly soul prevail over the rational, discriminating 
soul, so that it may partake of its pleasures without being ordered and licensed 
by reason. If one pursues that by means of natural instruments, one inevitably 
incorporates appropriate words, which are used to combine the specific notes 
with the specific rhythmic pattern. If, in addition, these words are cast in erotic 
verse deploying the deceitful and distorting artifices of poetry, their power to 
move the soul becomes composite and multifaceted, and one’s impulses gain 
force and grow strong enough to do away with temperance and arouse lust 
and covetousness; because poetry alone has these effects. These are causes of 
evil in the world, and any cause of evil is itself evil. This is why it is abhorred 
by reason, forbidden by the religious Law, and prevented by political power.

If the instrument is extraneous to the body, the best kind is that which 
makes the least use of bodily members and allows the human shape and stature 
to remain in its proper form without suffering disturbance; it is simultaneously 
more amenable to displaying the science of composition, more capable of dis-
tinguishing notes, and more successful at articulating the true nature of those 
notes that are similar, but not related by harmony as determined by the science 
of music.59 We know of no better instrument for this than the one designated 
as the “lute,” for its four strings are mounted in correspondence with the four 
natural elements, and its fastened frets have proportional relations that are 
suited to the task of distinguishing notes.60 There is no note in the world that 
it cannot be used to reproduce and play. We have only heard reports about 
the Greek organ, and have only seen pictures of it.61 What al-Kindī and others 
have said about it has not helped it emerge from potentiality to actuality. 
Even if the instrument were to be constructed, it would require a degree of 
skill on the part of its operator that would be impossible, or very difficult, to 
find. When the lute first emerged into actuality, it required a skillful person to 
play it, and knowledge alone was not enough to play it without practice and 
skill. The same would hold true were this instrument to emerge into actuality. 
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

 
�م
��ل�ح���ل �ن�ا �ع�ن ا �و���يّ�عن

��لم�ك ��ي
���نم�ل��دن ��م�ل  �����ن ��ل�� ا �ي اأ ر�حن

���و ��ن
��ل�هي �

�ل��آ
� ه ا ��لم�ك ���دن ���ن�����دن �ي�ه 

���ن ���ي  ��ل����دن ��وا ���ع�مم�ل 
� ا

�لم�ل���ود.
�
ه  ����ل�ع�ن�ا

 ��و���ي
ر���ن ��ل��صش ��ل���ا ��ن�ا

��ل�هي
�م���س�اأ

ه  د �م�ن �ه�وا �ي�ا
��ن�عي ��وا ����ه  ��ن��ن ��س�ه�و��ل�هي �م�ن  ل�و�م �عم�ل�� 

�����م� ا ��لن��ي   ��� ��ل�ن�ا ا ن 
����� ��ن  1 

�ن ���نع�ي�ن�ا ا �هي 
ّ
����ا ���م�ل

���م�ل�هي  ��و�م�وا ��ل��س�هر  ا �م  ��وا ��ود �����يم�ل�ن  ا  
ّ
 �ا���د

ع
�س� �نّ 

�ع�ن ��ن  
ّ
�ل

��مي �ي��س�ي �ل�� 
� ر 

��ن
آ
��وا ���ه  �����ن �م�ن  ��ن�هي  �ا ��ن

�����ي ��وا

�ل 
� ��و���ي�ا �����ير.  ا�م�ي�ا

� ا �لن��ي �م�ن  ��ل�ش�ا ��وا نح 
��و�ي� ��م���ا ا �ن �م�ن  �ل �ا�ك�ا

�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ا  ّ
����م�ل

�
��و ؟ 

ر����هي ا �ا�م�د ا �ل 
�
��و���ط�و ��ل���  �ا ��م��ن ا

�يم�ل��ن�هي   �م�حن
ع
��أ� ���ن�ا

�لأم�ل�و�ن �ع��ي �� �ا
���ي �ل 

� ��و���ي�ا �م 
���ي����ا

أ
ا ر��و�ن �ع��ي 

��ن
آ
�ل ا

� ��و���ي�ا ���ن  ه �م�وا ��� ���دن ��ل�ن�ا ا ن 
����� ��ن

م�ل�يّ�هي 
��س��ن ��ن�ل�ا�ي  �ا

��و�س��ي �عم�ل�و��يّ�هي  �ي  ��ش��يرا
��ي�اأ �ع��ي  �نّ�م�ا  اأ  

ر��و�ن
��ن
آ
ا �ل 

� ��و���ي�ا هي  ء ��نّ�ا
أ
ا �و��� 

��و��ن��ن �ع�هي  �نرناّ ��و��ر��و���ي 

�ن  �اأ
���ن ر  �ا �ع�ي�ن �ل��

� ��وا ر 
��ل�ن����ن �� ا

ّ
�ل
�
�ل��ي��� ��ل�ن�ا اأ

��م�ل�ه � ��و��ن��ن ل�م �ن��نم�ل��ي�ه 
�ع��

أ
ه ا

ّٰ
لل ر ا

��ن
آ
�ل ا

� ��و���ي�ا  .٢ 
���يّ�هي

���نم�ل�� �ي  ��ن�ا را
���ي��ي ��وا

 
�ي�م

���ن��ي���م�ل  ��� �لم�ل��ن
� ��ل�� ا ��ي�ا اأ دّ

أ
�ن ا ��واأ  

�نّ �ا �ل�� ��ن
�
��و �ن���  ����ر���ا اأ ��سش �و�م �ن

 ��ي��ي
�ل��
�ع�م�هي � ���ن�ن �ن  �ا �ي �ل�ن

� ��ل�� ا �ن�ا اأ �ا �لن �ي
���ن���ن اأ

. �ن �ن����ا أ
�ل��
� �ي�ه �عم�ل�� ا

���ن ر  �ل�� �عم�
�

��ن �وا �ل��ن ا

��ل���ا  ���ن���ا
أ
�نّ ا �اأ

ر��ي��ن�هي ���ن
ي�م�هي ��صش

���ا �ا��ر�
�لي ا ��ن�ي ��لن��ي دن �ن �ا�ك�ا ��� ��واأ ��ن ��ل�ن �نّ ا ه اأ

ّٰ
لل ���و��ي�ه ر�ح�م�ه ا

ّ �م��س��
�و �عم�ل��ي ��ن

أ
�ل ا

� ���ي�ا

ر  �ا �ا�م��ن���ش ��و ا
أ
�ا�م�ش��ي�ن ا �ع�مم�ل ا

��سسي ��وا  ���
�����ن�اأ ��ي�د ا ���ن ا  دن ر اأ ّ�ا ��ن

��لل�ن �نّ ا
أ
��ك�مم� ا

���ن ��ل�ي���ا 
آ
�نّ�م�ا �لي����در �ن�ح��س�ن ا اأ

��م لي�����ن 
��و�ا �ا 

ًّ
�م �ور ��ي�ا ��م��ن��ن ��م �ي�ح���م�ل ��ل�ه ����ور ا

��و�ا �م�لً�ا  ��� �ا�ك�ا
�����ن�اأ  ��ن�ا

ّ
�م
���ي �ي�ي ��ل��دن ���ن��م�ل�ه ا ��م �لي����در 

��ن�ه �ا �������ا

�ي  �����ن
��و�لن  

��ل�� �س��ر���ن�هي ر�ي اأ ا ��ش�ا دن ��� اأ ��ن ��ل�ن �ل ا
� ��لم�ك ���ا ���ن�����دن ��ل�هي 

�ل��آ
� ��ي�د ا �ل �����ن �����ير ���ن�ه �لمن

��لم�ك ��ل�ي��ي دن

ن 
�����  ��ن

�نّ
أ
��لم�ك ا ��ودن ه ���ش�لً�ا.  �ن�ا ر�لن

���ي ��صن ��ل��دن ا ر  ّ�ا ��ن
��لل�ن ا ��ل�هي  رن

 �ن�م��ن
���ا �ح�ي��ن�أ�دن

�لنّ �اأ
���ن ��ل�ي�ه 

آ
��د ا ��ن

��م �ي
�ا  ّ

�م
ل�م �ش

���و �ع��
�ن

عن 
�م�ا ��ل��د �����ن ا �نح ٣ �لن �ل �م�ا ��لن��ي �صرنا

� ا �ع�ي�د  ��ن�ا
���و�ن

�م�ا لي��
�نّ �ل اأ

ّ
�مي ��لل�ي�حن  ��وا

ّ
�و���ي

�ل ��مي
ّ
�مي
�حن
��ل�� �ي �ي�ه اأ

�نح ���ن ل�و�م �يُ�ح�ي�ا
�����م� ا

��لن��ي  �ل �م�ا 
� ا �ع�ي�د  ��ن�ا

ّ
�م
�م�ا �ي�ي

�نّ ح اأ
��ل��������ي� �����ن����ر ا ��وا ح 

���ن����ر ��������ي� ��ل��  �ي�ه اأ
���ن �نح  ل�و�م �يُ�ح�ي�ا

�����م� ن ا
����� ��و��ن �م.  �ا�م��ي�دّ ا

. �م���ش �ل����ا هت �م��ن ا � �ت�ا
” رن ا�ن �ص�ل: “�مرن

أ
ل� �ص�ل: �م����ك��تّ�هت.   ٣ ا

أ
ل� .   ٢ ا �ن ��ن�مت��ت�ا �ص�ل وط: ا

أ
ل� 1 ا

١،٦٢

٢،٦٢
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On why some people master different subjects more easily than others

That is why we refrain from declaring it superior, but categorically affirm that 
the lute is superior.

On why some people master different 
subjects more easily than others

Why do some people master different forms of knowledge with facility, with 
the submissive cooperation of their desires and the ready acquiescence of their 
nature, while others cannot get to grips with a given subject, even though 
they wear out their minds, pass sleepless nights, frequent intellectual gather-
ings, and spend a long time studying with others? The first person may live in 
penury, whereas the second may enjoy ample means. Some have said it is a 
matter of different gifts, others that it is a matter of different lots in life, others 
still that it is a matter of different natures, dispositions that make one incline 
to some things, souls that make one decline others. According to others, it 
is a matter of supernal influences, sublunar receptions, and celestial conjunc-
tions, whereas someone else said: God knows best what He has created and 
what He has done, and all we can do is undertake inquiry and take instruction. 
If they lead us to clarity, that is a blessing that neither human beings nor jinn 
can give sufficient thanks for. If they conduce to obscurity, that is a situation 
that human beings can accept without shame.

Miskawayh’s response

Even though the soul is noble and lofty in its essence, the acts that issue from 
it depend on the instruments at its disposal. Thus, if a carpenter’s axe is miss-
ing and he uses the borer or saw instead, his act—which requires an axe to 
be accomplished—cannot issue in a perfect way, and he cannot fully realize 
the forms of the material he is hewing—not because of any remissness on his 
part, but because he lacks the necessary instrument. So it is with the soul 
when it is galvanized to seek some understanding and roused to pursue some 
knowledge and fails to find the instruments it requires. When this happens, 
it is in the same position as the carpenter in our example. For some forms of 
knowledge require a powerful imagination, and the imagination depends on 
a certain balance in the mixture of the anterior ventricle of the brain. Other 
forms of knowledge require sound thought, and sound thought is achieved 

62.1
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�ل
�
��وّ
�ل��أ

� ��د ا
ّ
��ل �لم��ج ����ل - ا �وا ��ل���ش ��وا ����ل  ��ل�ه�وا ا

���طن  ��ل�ح��ن �يّ�د ��وا  �حن
ح
���طن ��������ي� ��ل�� �ح��ن �ي�ه اأ

�نح ���ن ل�و�م �يُ�ح�ي�ا
�����م� ن ا

����� ��و��م���ط. ��و��ن
�ل��أ

� ن ا
ع

�م�ا ��ل��د �����ن ا �نح �لن �صرنا

��لن��ي  �نح  �ي �ي�ح�ي�ا �ا ��ن �ا��صرنا ه ا ن ���دن
����� ��و��ن ر. 

�ا�م�وأ��نّ ن ا
ع

�م�ا ��ل��د �����ن ا ��لن��ي �لن �ل �م�ا 
� ا �ع�ي�د �يّ�د �ي�ح���م�ل ��ن�ا ��ل�حن ا

��لن��ي  �ل 
� ��ل���ا ��لم�ك ا

ن
��و�ا���د  �م�ا 

�و����هي ��ل�� �لي�ن �ي�ه اأ
���ن �نح  �ه �ي�ح�ي�ا �����ن ��و��ن  

��ل�� ر���ط�و��ن�هي �م�ا �ي�ه اأ
���ن  

ّ
��� ��ل��ن�ا ��ل�ه ا ا �ع�ي�د ا

. ن
ر��ي��ي�

��ن
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ّ
�ي
��ل�����ي��ن ا

���ا  ����د
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�نّ ر���ط�و��ن�هي ا �اأ

���ن �ي���ا 
ّ
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����� ��ل�� ��ن ���ا اأ ����لن ��� ��ن دّ
أ
��ورهي ا �ا ��ن

���ط�و�ن �م��ي ��ل�ن ه ا ��ن�ي ���دن �ا �ا�ك�ا
ّ
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ّ
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��ن
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ّ
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���ن ��ل��  ه ��ي���ا
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�ور
��و�ن��س�ي  

�������س�م�هي ا ��ل�ه 
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On why some people master different subjects more easily than others

through a certain balance in the mixture of the medial ventricle of the brain. 
Yet other forms of knowledge require an excellent and sound memory, and 
excellent memory arises through a certain balance in the posterior ventricle of 
the brain. Some of these mixtures require a certain degree of moisture for their 
specific balance, while others require a certain degree of dryness, and the same 
applies to the remaining two qualities.

As these ventricles are contiguous, each communicates its quality to the 
other. Thus, the moisture of one provides moisture to the other on account of 
their contiguity, even if the latter does not require moisture for its specific bal-
ance. That is why it is rare to find a person who combines the three excellences 
together—namely, an accurate imagination, sound thought, and an excellent 
memory. If one of these dominates, the ease with which a person takes to the 
form of knowledge corresponding to that mixture will depend on what he was 
endowed with and what capacity he was given. A person who lacks balance in 
all of them will lack the ability to benefit from any and all forms of knowledge. 
Sometimes the excellences may be realized in a sound mixture, but their bearer 
neglects his soul, the way a carpenter might have the instrument he needs but 
fail to use it out of laziness and a preference for comfort and ease, and because 
he is distracted by amusements and idle activities. This is the kind of person 
who deserves blame for squandering his lot—he loses his soul. God said about 
him: «Surely the losers are they who lose themselves».62 The person who uses 
the instrument available to him to the extent of his ability and who realizes its 
excellence according to his capacity, by contrast, is exempt from blame. That 
does not depend on ampleness of means or poverty, but rather on the presence 
of the relevant instrument and a propitious mixture and, beyond that, on a 
person’s level of application.

Therefore, those who say that this is a matter of different gifts, lots, natures, 
supernal influences, or the like speak truthfully, and none of their views you 
have quoted are false. Each points to a sound aspect and a manifest ground, 
even though all of the aspects and grounds are to be traced back to a single 
ungrounded Ground, a first Cause that is the cause of every other, an Origina-
tor of all, and a Creator of everything. We ask Him to supply us with His grace, 
beseech Him to place us beyond reproach, ask Him to make us thankful, and 
commit our affairs to Him. He is our sufficiency and our master, and in Him 
our trust reposes—an excellent master is He and an excellent ally!

62.3
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On the nature of physiognomy

What is physiognomy, and what does one seek to obtain through it? Is it 
sound, or is it sound at some times and not others, or for one individual and 
not another?

Miskawayh’s response

Physiognomy is a craft that seeks to unearth people’s character traits and the 
acts that flow from character traits by means of the elemental mixtures, natural 
appearances, and attendant movements. It is a sound craft grounded in strong 
principles and firm premises, and its possessor and practitioner must school 
himself in three principles in order to master it and rule on its basis; if he does 
so, he will not err, nor will he be deceived. The three principles are: the four 
natures; the elemental mixtures and the things that attend and entail them; 
and the appearances, outward forms, and movements that attend character 
traits. We will explain these points following our usual approach of keeping 
the exposition short and merely alluding to the subtler points, and beyond that 
indicating the sources where they can be found properly discussed.

You ask, “What does one seek to obtain through it?” What one seeks to 
obtain through this craft is an advance cognizance of people’s character traits 
so that one may enter into relations with them with the benefit of such insight. 
Physiognomy may be practiced on horses, dogs, and all other animals that 
human beings derive benefit from. It may also be practiced on inanimate things, 
as in the physiognomic study of swords, clouds, and other objects. But it is the 
physiognomic study of human beings in particular that has attracted the most 
thoroughgoing attention, on account of the multiple benefits it brings, as we 
will explain, God willing.

To your question “Is it always sound, or only at one time and not another, 
and for one individual and not another?” I respond that it is sound always, at all 
times, and for all people, but with the proviso mentioned—namely, that one 
has mastered the principles of which we promised to give a general overview, 
referring to its proper sources for a detailed exposition. The reason we have said 
it is always and perpetually sound is that its components and indicants remain 
stable and do not undergo alteration. They are not like the external forms in 

63.1
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On the nature of physiognomy

the celestial sphere that suffer mutation and change. Rather, the external form, 
appearances, and elemental mixture of human beings and the movements they 
necessarily perform as a result of these aspects remain stable and endure as 
long as they live. Thus, the person who uses these indicants as the basis for his 
judgment also finds them in a uniform state when he examines them.

We return to our enumeration of the three principles to say: The use of the 
natures themselves as indicants takes the following form. When the heat that 
is located in the human heart—which is the cause of life—exceeds a balanced 
state, it naturally leads to an increase in respiration on account of the heart’s 
need for aeration through the lung, to an expansion of the cavity in which it 
is located through increased movement, and to its accumulating a quantity of 
smoke that surpasses the right balance and that is proportionate to its increase 
and to the amount of greasy moisture contiguous to it. The effect of the condi-
tions I have enumerated is that the person whose heart-based heat has these 
characteristics possesses a heavy way of breathing, a broad chest, a sonorous 
voice, and thick hair around the chest and shoulders—unless a preventative 
factor arises, as happens in the case of the person whose skin is affected by dry 
mange or the pores of whose skin are blocked or narrow. Whoever encounters 
these characteristics and judges that they are entailed by a predominance of 
heat judges correctly, but he must not hasten to pronounce any other diagno-
sis before he has inquired into the other two principles, that he may rest in full 
confidence. For heat is attended by anger, courage, and speed of movement, 
but this is contingent on certain conditions. Thus, the brain has a role to play 
in the acts of human beings, and it modifies the heat of the heart, given that it 
is cold and moist; therefore it must be examined. If the person who possesses 
this mixture has a small head relative to his chest, then one may pronounce the 
diagnosis we have outlined. If the investigator adds to this the other indicants 
furnished by the remaining two principles, there can be no doubt as to the 
soundness of his diagnosis and the accuracy of his reasoning.

As for the use of mixture, the second principle, as an indicant, we know 
that every mixture has a physical structure suited to it and an external form 
congruent with it, and this physical structure has a particular character trait 
of the soul as its concomitant. For nature always produces a specific physi-
cal structure from every mixture. That is why only a donkey is produced by 
nature from the sperm of a donkey, a date tree from a date pit, and wheat from 
a wheat grain. Similarly, the physical constitution of a lion is always and only 
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produced from the mixture peculiar to lions, and the physical constitution of a 
hare from the mixture specific to hares. We know that that physical structure is 
always attended by a specific character trait by natural necessity. The mixture 
of a lion’s heart is hot, so it is attended by boldness, and its heart is disposed 
to blaze, so it is quick to feel anger. Since its mixture agrees with its physi-
cal structure, nature equipped it with an apparatus for breaking the neck of 
its prey and ripping it with its teeth, removed its impediment as regards the 
bodily parts it employs in conformity with this mixture, and supplied it with 
its strength and physical force. The mixture of hares is opposed to this mixture, 
so hares are languid, cowardly, and weak, and have little vigor, and thus nature 
equipped them with the apparatus of flight. Hence, they are light and good at 
running, and no acts of courage or daring issue from them. Every lion is cou-
rageous and daring, while every hare is cowardly and skittish, so that people 
would laugh if someone were to recount how a hare daringly advanced on a 
predator and the predator took to flight. So, if the physiognomist finds that a 
person’s features and physical structure bear a resemblance to one of these two 
animals and judges that he possesses a closely related mixture and its ensuing 
character, he will not be far from the truth, particularly if he includes the other 
two principles in his consideration.

The reasoning that applies to the two examples we have mentioned can be 
extended to every mixture specific to a given animal. That is to say, every mix-
ture is attended by a particular character trait, such as slyness and deceitful-
ness in foxes, malice and duplicity in wolves, fawning and geniality in cats, 
and thieving and burying in magpies. It is only in human beings that natural 
character does not manifest itself fully as it does among these animals, because 
human beings can discriminate and reflect, and can conceal their blame-
worthy character traits by assuming their contraries, by simulating praise-
worthy actions, and by manifesting that which is not in their nature or in 
their inborn constitution. In that case, one will need to uncover their natural 
character using one of two things as the basis of one’s judgment: either long 
acquaintance and inspection of their affairs, or the basis we are presently con-
sidering, enlisting the craft of physiognomy against the natural character traits 
they conceal. If a person’s mixture and physical structure have an affinity to 
the makeup of a hare, we judge that he possesses a hare’s character, and if they 
have an affinity to a lion, we judge that he possesses a lion’s character, along 
with all its other indicants.
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On the nature of physiognomy

The use of appearances, external forms, and movements—the final prin-
ciple—as an indicant amounts to the following. Every state of the soul, such 
as anger, satisfaction, joy, and sadness, among others, involves appearances, 
movements, and external forms that always attend that state, and that mani-
fest themselves most strongly in the eyes and the face. Physiognomists place 
special reliance on the eyes, asserting that they are the gateway to the heart. 
They use their external form, color, and many other aspects—too many to enu-
merate in the present context—to unearth the majority of a person’s character 
traits and dispositions; and they successfully form accurate assessments, par-
ticularly if they include the other two principles in their consideration. For the 
way the eyes of a joyful person and the eyes of a sad person appear and move, 
for example, is manifest. If, thus, we encounter a person whose eyes appear 
and move in a way that corresponds to one of these two states by physical 
constitution and by nature, we judge that he possesses this natural disposition. 
Similarly, if a person’s eyebrows knit, his forehead becomes wrinkled, and a 
frown appears on his face when he is at rest, we judge that he possesses this 
natural disposition, and that he has a bad character.

These, then, are the three principles on which physiognomists rely, and 
they are strong and natural, as you can see. Polemon has written a book on 
the subject, and they say that he was the first of the authors whose works have 
come down to us and about whom we have information to arrive at this knowl-
edge. He was then followed by others who composed books on the topic that 
enjoy wide repute. So a larger share of this knowledge may be acquired from 
its proper sources. There is also another type of indicant that can be used as a 
basis for judgment, which may not be natural but is closely linked to it, namely, 
habit. For we have already mentioned the saying, “Habit is a second nature.” 
We know that a person who has grown up in a particular city and a particular 
nation and has spent a long time in the company of a particular faction becomes 
like them and adopts their ways, as happens with people who spend time in 
the company of soldiers, amusement seekers, or any other class of people. 
It is even supposed that a person who spends a long time in the company of 
beasts acquires something of their character traits—something you can observe 
clearly among camel drivers and shepherds, who live in the open country and 
rarely mingle with people, and how those who deal with women and children 
sink to the level of their character traits and grow to be like them.

63.8
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On why people covet things denied to them

This provides a general overview of physiognomy. It is imperative that you 
guard against forming a judgment on the basis of a single indicant, and that 
you strive after all the indicants provided by the three principles. In this way, 
you will be like those trustworthy witnesses whose veracity raises no doubts 
in your mind, your judgment will be accurate, and your physiognomic insight 
sound, depending on the experience you have acquired in the craft once you 
have familiarized yourself with its principles. How much profit there is in this 
knowledge, and how promptly it is delivered! Throughout my many peregri-
nations across the world, I see many varieties of people, mingle with nations of 
different kinds, and witness extraordinary traits of character. When I make use 
of physiognomy, it brings great profit and immediate benefit.

However, physiognomy may err when confronted with the philosopher 
who has achieved the fullness of wisdom. The reason for this is that he may 
have had a corrupt mixture and a natural character of a piece with it, yet he 
may have reformed and refined it through prolonged exertion, and he may 
have given himself a pledge to preserve upright conduct and cleave to agree-
able traits, as is reported about Polemon, who was the first person to arrive at 
this knowledge. For he was brought to Hippocrates while the latter’s identity 
was masked, so he met him in person without knowing who he was. He con-
templated him and pronounced the judgment: “Adulterer.” Hippocrates’s stu-
dents leapt to their feet to attack him. But Hippocrates forbade them, saying, 
“The man has spoken the truth on the basis of his craft, but I forcibly restrain 
my soul from manifesting its natural disposition.” 63

On why people covet things denied to them

What is the secret behind the saying “Men covet what they have been denied?” 
Why are things that way? How is it that people are quick to lose interest in 
what they have been given, while their passion redoubles to seek what has 
been withheld? Should we not rather feel covetous toward what is available 
and indifferent toward what has been denied? Is this why we feel no desire for 
cheap things, but feel desire for expensive ones? And is this why we do not feel 
as keen to see the emir when he rides forth as we are to see the caliph when he 
appears in public?

63.10

63.11
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On why people covet things denied to them

Miskawayh’s response

The soul is self-sufficient and self-content, with no need for anything external. 
Its need and want for things external arise on account of its conjunction with 
matter; for with regard to wanting and needing, matter is the opposite of soul. 
Human beings are composed from both, so they long to gather many kinds of 
learning and material possessions. They collect learning and knowledge in a 
thing that resembles a storeroom, which they can consult whenever they wish 
and from which they can extract whatever they will. I am referring to the power 
of memory, where we deposit the things derived from external sources—that 
is, from scholars and books—or generated through internal thought and 
reflection. Human beings entertain the same desire for material possessions 
and sensible objects that they do for the things already mentioned. That is why 
they are led astray by them and mistakenly multiply them to excess, until phi-
losophy brings them to an awareness of the kinds of knowledge and sensible 
objects they ought to acquire, and then they make it their aim to pursue both 
things in moderation, without exceeding that limit.

The reason they covet what has been denied is that they seek the things 
they do not have and are unavailable in their storeroom, and they take steps 
to acquire and attain them depending on the inclination they have toward 
either the intelligible or the sensible. Upon attaining them, they feel pacified, 
knowing that they have stored them away and will find them waiting for them 
whenever they go back to them (if they are the type of things whose essence 
it is to endure). Then they turn their longing in another direction. This contin-
ues until they realize that particulars are infinite in number, that one cannot 
hope to attain what is infinite in number, and that there is nothing to be gained 
from yearning for it and no point in seeking it, whether it regards matters 
of knowledge or sensible objects. Among objects of knowledge, one rather 
ought to pursue those species and entities that are permanent, everlasting, and 
always in a single state; this is accomplished by referring the infinite number 
of individuals to the unity with which the soul can unite itself. Among sensible 
objects that can be acquired, one ought to pursue those that are necessary for 
the body and that serve to sustain it, without multiplying them to excess; for 
it is impossible to encompass them in their entirety given that they are infinite 
in number.

64.2

64.3
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On why people inquire into what will happen in the future

Thus, everything that outstrips need and the measure of sufficiency gives 
rise to sorrows, anxieties, illnesses, and all kinds of woes. People often go 
astray on this head, because of the human aspiration to do away with the basis 
of privation—for privation means need, and self-sufficiency means indepen-
dence, that is, having no needs whatsoever. That is why one says that God is 
self-sufficient, because He has no needs whatsoever. But when people have 
numerous possessions, the number of their needs grows with the number of 
their possessions, and the forms of their privation increase in proportion to 
the impulse to acquire more. The laws of the prophets and the ethical teach-
ings of the philosophers have made that plain. The reason we feel no desire for 
things that are cheap and widely available is that we know we will find them 
whenever we try to obtain them. Expensive things, by contrast, are only avail-
able at certain times and are obtained now by one person and now by another; 
everyone wishes to be that person in order to attain what others have failed to, 
in line with what we have explained about human beings.

On why people inquire into what will happen in the future

Why do human beings inquire into future outcomes? Why are they affected 
by them, and what influence do they wield over them? What good do they 
garner if they take this to great lengths, and what evil do they fear if they 
incline to indifference? What did the ancients mean when they said, “He who 
watches himself is met with adversity; he who abandons himself is preserved 
from it”? 64

Miskawayh’s response

There are two reasons why human beings inquire into future outcomes: first, 
the eagerness they feel about things that are to be, and their longing to know 
what is to be before it has occurred, for reasons that were discussed in the first 
question; second, in order to prepare for them if they are the sort of thing for 
which preparation avails. This is why human beings long for omens and augurs 
when they lack other forms of proof such as the configurations of the celestial 
sphere and the movements of the stars, and why they sometimes have recourse 
to diviners and put credence in many false speculations.

64.4

65.1

65.2
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On why people inquire into what will happen in the future

Taken at face value, the statement of the ancients, “He who watches himself 
is met with adversity; he who abandons himself is preserved from it,” seems 
to conflict with the first proposition. For this saying refers to how someone 
who watches himself tries to protect himself against things that must unavoid-
ably befall him. He tries to escape from what is predetermined—I mean, from 
the necessary entailments of the destinies mediated by the movements of the 
celestial sphere—and his attempt becomes the cause of its happening to him. 
The poet was referring to this when he said:

If you guard yourself against fate and try to flee,
you will only run toward it.65

By contrast, the person who gives himself to it and is content with it is pre-
served from what is not predetermined and, even if he does not try to preserve 
himself from it, it does not befall him, as the poet said about those who have 
the opposite quality:

Guarding against things that will not be,
and fearing things that cannot deliver them from fate.66

To this topic pertains an explanation of the things from which one should try 
to preserve oneself and the things one should not—by which I mean, things in 
which thought and reflection avail, and ones in which they do not. If a topic 
arises that demands it, I will examine it closely, God willing.

65.3
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1 This echoes Aristotle’s references to a friend as another or second self in the Nicoma-

chean Ethics (e.g., 1166a31–32, 1169b6–7, 1170b6–7).

2 Miskawayh must here be referring respectively to the verses by the second/eighth-cen-

tury poet Bashshār ibn Burd that read, “If you reproach your friends in all things, you 

will find none who do not provoke your reproach / So live alone or be joined to your 

brother in amity, for at one time he does wrong and at another abstains from it / If you 

do not accept your drink despite its impurities you will go thirsty, for who is ever so 

lucky to drink from crystal-pure springs?” (al-Iṣfahānī, Kitāb al-Aghānī, 3:137); and to 

the verse by the pre-Islamic poet al-Nābighah that reads, “You would have no broth-

ers left who do not need to have their defects corrected—what man is pure beyond 

reproach?” (al-Aghānī, 11:6).

3 This is partly a reference to Aristotle’s discussion in Categories 1a1–16, though the spe-

cific five-fold scheme Miskawayh outlines was developed by later commentators. See, 

e.g., Simplicius, On Aristotle Categories 1–4, 22, 20–23, 5. Several commentators in the 

Arabic tradition deploy this scheme; see for example al-Fārābī, Kitāb al-Ḥurūf, 71, §19, 

and al-Ḥasan ibn Suwār’s commentary in Aristotle, Manṭiq Arisṭū, 1:80–82.

4 Q Ibrāhīm 14:51.

5 The verbs discussed are ʿaṭā, yaʿṭū (“to receive”) and ʾaʿṭā (“to give”), both derived from 

the root ʿ-ṭ-w; they are compared with qāma (“to rise”) and ʾaqāma (“to make someone 

rise”). In Arabic grammar, the verbal paradigm referred to is fāʿala, in the context of 

nāwala (“to hand over”) and ḥāwala (“to strive”).

6 The verse is by the first/seventh-century poet Miskīn al-Dārimī (d. 89/708).

7 The poet is Abū Miḥjan al-Thaqafī (d. ca. 16/637).

8 Miskawayh may have in mind the kind of ideas discussed by al-Fārābī in Kitāb al-Mūsīqā 

al-kabīr, 188–94.

9 The association of the soul with numbers is a standard Neoplatonic idea. See Adamson, 

Al-Kindī, 178–79.

10 Q Baqarah 2:255.

11 Q Muddaththir 74:56.

12 Elsewhere, Miskawayh attributes this description to Plato: al-Fawz al-aṣghar, 12.

13 This point evokes Miskawayh’s broader understanding of the ethical life as a transcen-

dence of nature to the metaphysical realm through an actualization of the “divine” 

(ilahī) element of one’s being, reason. The best kind of life represents an assimilation 
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to the angelic order and an imitation of God (al-iqtidāʾ bi-l-bārī). See, indicatively, the 

remarks in Tahdhīb al-akhlāq, 87–90.

14 This view goes back to Aristotle, and was adopted in different forms by a number of Mis-

kawayh’s predecessors, including the Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ and al-Fārābī. See Nader El-Bizri’s 

helpful overview in “Time, concepts of.”

15 This definition again has Aristotelian roots. Miskawayh’s specific formulation echoes the 

one given by Abū Bakr al-Rāzī in Rasāʾil falsafiyya, 198. Yet al-Rāzī’s phrase was al-saṭḥ 

al-mushtarak bayna al-ḥāwī wa-l-maḥwī: “the surface common to . . .” Miskawayh’s 

expression seems to invert the relevant relationship.

16 Q Baqarah 2:62.

17 The reference is to Bryson, the obscure neo-Pythagorean philosopher who authored the 

influential treatise Management of the Estate. The passage Miskawayh has in mind can be 

found in Swain, Economy, Family, and Society, 18 (§113).

18 See Aristotle’s remarks in the Nicomachean Ethics, Book IV.9.

19 The source for this saying is unclear.

20 The manuscript continues in the margin: “I say, how could it not be remarkable that he 

claims this falsely when he is lying and lying is necessarily evil?”

21 As Miskawayh’s response in §13.3 indicates, this question segues into a second one relat-

ing to old men who act like juveniles. This continuation does not appear in the text of the 

question itself in the manuscript.

22 The term khalāʿah (“wantonness”) is derived from khalaʿa (“to throw off the bridle”). 

The verb ḥajara means “to hinder” or “prohibit.”

23 This is a celebrated Platonic idea set out in the Phaedo and other dialogues.

24 In framing his question, al-Tawḥīdī used the verb taʿallama—translated here as “to 

acquire knowledge,” but which strictly means “to learn”—in connection with both 

knowledge and ignorance. This term has the same morphological pattern as taṣawwara, 

which is the term that focuses Miskawayh’s philosophical view of knowledge.

25 This view is expressed in Metaphysics 982b–983a, but the remarks here also echo pas-

sages from Greco-Arabic gnomologia. See, e.g., Gutas, Greek Wisdom Literature, 161 

(§2).

26 This is one of a handful of places where Miskawayh slightly alters the wording (and inev-

itably the meaning) of al-Tawḥīdī’s question in quoting it.

27 Q Anbiyāʾ 21:22.

28 This may be a reference to a common philosophical conception of the hierarchical rela-

tionship between the different powers of the soul, with the rational power seen as the 

ruling or kingly (malakiyyah) power to which all others must be subordinated. See, e.g., 
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Tahdhīb al-akhlāq, 16 (cf. the reference to the archetypal virtue of this power, knowl-

edge or wisdom, as “kingly” on p. 17). Compare the remarks about the soul’s governance 

of the body in al-Fawz al-aṣghar, 49.

29 This saying appears in Greco-Arabic collections of wisdom literature; see, e.g., Gutas, 

Greek Wisdom Literature, 173–74 (§35).

30 Q Ṭā Hā 20:84.

31 The poet is al-Mutanabbī (d. 354/965). See Dīwān al-Mutanabbī, 371, using variant 

wording (min shiyam al-nufūsi).

32 The reference is to the short treatise Risālah fī māhiyyat al-ʿadl, edited by M. S. Khan 

under the title An Unpublished Treatise of Miskawaih on Justice. The Arabic terms dis-

cussed in the next sentences are jawr (“inequity”) and the verb jāra, yajūru (“to be ineq-

uitable”); and ʿadl (“justice”) and the verbal noun iʿtidāl (“moderation”).

33 This is likely a reference to Galen’s synopsis of Plato’s Republic, which we know to have 

been translated into Arabic.

34 See the discussion of commercial exchange in Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Book V.5.

35 The two words derive from the same triliteral root, w-f-q.

36 The term for luck, bakht, is a Persian loanword.

37 As in many such passages in the book, the discussion hinges on Arabic morphology, 

which we have tried to convey in English without cluttering the argument with too 

much transliteration. We offer the following, less free, rendering, for those who are 

interested in the specific morphologies under discussion: “Tamkīn is the verbal noun of 

the verb makkana. The principal parts of the verb are thus makkana tamkīnan; compare 

karrama takrīman and kallama taklīman. Imkān is the verbal noun of the verb ʾamkana. 

The principal parts of the verb are thus ʾamkana imkānan; compare ʾakrama ikrāman. 

The term mumkin adopts the morphological pattern mufʿil; compare mukrim. The noun 

from which the verb theoretically derives is not used in the Arabic lexicon, nor does it 

come from it. For the thing has no verb connected with it other than the transitive verb 

expressed with the prefix ʾa-. So if you say that a certain thing is possible, it is as though 

you were saying that this thing which exists in potentia—for which there is no ordinary 

noun in use, but which exists virtually, and its virtual meaning is ‘that which is pos-

sible’—has given itself to you, and has put you in the position to make it actual through 

your voluntary choice. Imkān is the verbal noun from ʾamkana. Tamkīn is an action per-

formed on someone by something else, whereby it puts him in the position to make that 

thing actual through voluntary choice. It is the verbal noun of makkana, and the gemi-

nate verb form appears at this kind of lexical juncture to signify iteration and intensity 

of action, the way one says ḍaraba and ḍarraba, shadda and shaddada. The term tamkīn 
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can also carry another sense, namely, as a verbal noun of the form taf ʿīl deriving from 

the term makān, the way we say ‘I established (makkantu) the stone in its position’ when 

we give it the amount of space it requires so that it sticks firmly to the spot. In the same 

sense we speak of a horseman as being ‘firmly fixed’ (tamakkun) in the saddle, and of a 

person as being ‘firmly established’ (tamakkun) in his seat. Talk of a person ‘establishing 

himself ’ (tamakkun) with an emir falls in the same class by way of comparative and figu-

rative use. As you can see, there is a vast difference between this meaning and the first.”

38 Q Maryam 19:62.

39 Q Ḥashr 59:7. The discussion involves permutations of the root d-w-l.

40 The reference is to a proverb that has different interpretations, in one referring to a man 

who found a wife comparable to him in intelligence, in another to two tribes that were 

evenly matched in force. See al-Maydānī, Majmaʿ al-amthāl, 2:359–60 (#4340).

41 At this point, Miskawayh notes that “the original form of the verb is *iwtafaqa.”

42 Fully: “This is tawfīq, which derives from the term wafq, with the morphological pat-

tern taf ʿīl.”

43 The Arabic terms are maḥdūd, ḥadd, and ḥaddād, respectively.

44 The Arabic terms are wilāyah and mawlā.

45 Miskawayh must be referring to Question 14, where al-Tawḥīdī used the term laʾīm in 

framing his question. Miskawayh reframed it using the term bakhīl, without, however, 

spelling out the distinction between the two.

46 Masīk (“stingy”) comes from the verb masaka, “to clutch, to grasp”; cf. amsaka, “to 

withhold, to retain.” Manūʿ (“ungiving”) comes from the verb manaʿa, “to refuse, to 

deny, to withhold.”

47 Jaʿd (“tightfisted”) can also have the literal meaning “contracted” or “short.” Kazz (“skin-

flint”) can also mean “dry,” “stiff,” “rigid,” “contracted.”

48 The Arabic terms are ʿādah, ʿāda yaʿūdu, and iʿtādā yaʿtādu, respectively.

49 For the broader metaphysical picture that underlies this point, see al-Fawz al-aṣghar, 55 

ff., where Miskawayh discusses the twofold movement of the soul: upward toward the 

intellect and downward toward matter.

50 The notion of “muddled dreams” has Qurʾanic overtones: see Q Yūsuf 12:44.

51 The Arabic terms are abṣara, istabṣara, baṣar, and baṣīrah.

52 See al-Maydānī, Majmaʿ al-amthāl, 1:249 (#1336) and 2:43 (#2595).

53 No fourth view seems to have been mentioned. Combined with the elliptic character of 

these passages, this suggests this may be another instance of editorial intervention on 

the part of Miskawayh.

54 There seems to be a lacuna in the text here.
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55 See Wakelnig, A Philosophy Reader, 137, for a similar statement attributed to the “Greek 

sage.”

56 Q Qiyāmah 75:20.

57 The verse is by the Umayyad poet Jarīr (d. ca.  110/728–29): see Dīwān Jarīr, 1: 737.

58 Miskawayh appears to be splicing a number of loosely quoted passages from the New 

Testament, including Matthew 6:25 and 7:21.

59 The text seems to be corrupt here and it is difficult to discern alternative readings.

60 Miskawayh here echoes ideas articulated by al-Kindī, for example in Risālat al-Kindī fī 

l-luḥūn wa-l-nagham. For further discussion, see Adamson, Al-Kindī, 173–80.

61 Urghan (Greek organon) could refer to either a wind-blown or stringed instrument, 

though Miskawayh must have the latter in mind. This organ was reported to be capable 

of inducing extreme rapture, as al-Iṣbahānī reports in al-Aghānī, 10:146.

62 Q Zumar 39:15.

63 This oft-cited incident—which was transposed from an anecdote featuring the physi-

ognomist Zopyrus and Socrates—is reported in different versions. See Hoyland, “The 

Islamic Background to Polemon’s Treatise,” in Seeing the Face, ed. Swain, 237–38, and 

Ghersetti, “The Semiotic Paradigm: Physiognomy and Medicine in Islamic Culture,” 

section II, in the same volume.

64 In Al-Baṣāʾir wa-l-dhakhāʾir, al-Tawḥīdī attributes this saying (in slightly altered word-

ing) to a certain al-Kindī [?] as reported by the ʿAlid supporter Ibrāhīm ibn al-Ashtar: 

Al-Baṣāʾir wa-l-dhakhāʾir, 7:16 (#16).

65 The line is by the third/ninth-century poet Ibn al-Rūmī but does not seem to be included 

in the extant recension of his diwan.

66 In one report, the verse is by the poet Abān al-Lāḥiqī, a court poet of the Barmakids. See 

al-Suyūṭī, al-Muzhir, 1:180.
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Abū Ayyūb al-Anṣārī (d. ca. 52/672) companion of the Prophet and participant 
in many of the military operations of the early Islamic period.

Abū Bakr (r. 11–13/632–34) the first caliph and Muḥammad’s father-in-law.
Abū Bakr Muḥammad ibn Zakariyyā al-Rāzī (d. ca. 313/925 or 323/935) promi-

nent philosopher, physician, and alchemist. His best-known philosophical 
works include Spiritual Medicine (Kitāb al-ṭibb al-rūḥānī) and The Philo-
sophical Life (Kitāb al-Sīrah al-falsafiyyah).

Abū Bishr Mattā ibn Yūnus (d. 328/940) Nestorian Christian who translated 
and commented on Aristotle’s works and played an important role in the 
translation of Peripatetic philosophy from Syriac into Arabic.

Abū l-Fatḥ ibn al- Aʿmīd (d. 366/976) son of Abū l-Faḍl ibn al-ʿAmīd and one-
time vizier of the Buyid emir Rukn al-Dawlah.

Abū Ḥanīfah (d. 150/767) theologian and jurist who founded an eponymous 
school of law.

Abū Hāshim al-Jubbāʾī (d. 321/933) theologian who was one of the foun-
dational figures of the school of Baṣran Muʿtazilites, best known for his 
theory of modes or aḥwāl.

Abū l-ʿIbar (d. 252/866) a poet and relative of the Abbasid caliphs who was 
known for composing humorous and frivolous verse.

Abū ʿĪsā l-Warrāq independent Shiʿi thinker and religious skeptic of the third/
ninth century, said to have been Ibn al-Rāwandī’s teacher, author of well-
informed reports and refutations of non-Muslim religions, including 
Christianity.

Abū Saʿīd al-Ḥaṣīrī Sufi theologian and heresiographer with skeptic ten-
dencies, also referred to in other sources as al-Ḥuṣrī, al-Ḥaḍrī, or even 
al-Ḥaḍramī.

Abū Tammām (d. 231/845 or 232/846) poet and anthologist who achieved 
fame during the rule of the caliph al-Muʿtaṣim.

Abū ʿUthmān al-Jāḥiẓ (d. 255/868–69) eminent Muʿtazilite theologian and bel-
letrist from Baṣra whose works inspired many generations of prose writ-
ers, including al-Tawḥīdī.

Abū ʿUthmān al-Nahdī (d. ca. 95/714) first-century transmitter of prophetic 
traditions.
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Abū Yūsuf al-Kindī (d. after 256/870) philosopher and scholar who played a 
paramount role in the reception, translation, and dissemination of Greek 
philosophical thought and authored multiple works across a broad range 
of philosophical sciences.

Abū Zayd al-Balkhī (d. 322/934) prolific author of philosophical, scientific, 
and religious works in the Kindian tradition, possibly a teacher of the phi-
losopher Abū Bakr al-Rāzī.

Aʿlī ibn Abī Ṭālib (d. 41/661) the Prophet’s son-in-law and fourth caliph, and 
the first Imam of the Shiʿah.

Allāt the name of a pre-Islamic goddess, given to many goddesses worshipped 
in the ancient Near East.

Aʿlwah name given to the beloved in many poems by al-Buḥturī.
ʿĀmir ibn al-Ẓarib sage of the pre-Islamic era.
Aristotle (d. 322) Greek philosopher who authored an influential series of 

works on logic, ethics, metaphysics, and scientific and other subjects. 
Many of these works, including the Organon and the Nicomachean Ethics 
to which Miskawayh refers in this book, were translated into Arabic 
during the Abbasid era. Reflecting his stature, many writers refer to him 
simply as “the Philosopher.”

Baghdad capital city of the Abbasid caliphate, founded along the Tigris river in 
762 by the second Abbasid caliph, al-Manṣūr. In Tawḥīdī and Miskawayh’s 
day, the capital of the Buyid principality of Iraq, with Rayy (now a suburb 
of present-day Tehran) being the capital of the principality of the Jibal and 
Shiraz the capital of Fars.

Bāqil a figure proverbial for a lack of eloquence, often mentioned in the same 
breath as Saḥbān Wāʾil.

Bashshār ibn Burd (d. ca. 167/783) renowned poet of Persian origin of the late 
Umayyad and early Abbasid period.

Bryson (fl. before the second century CE) obscure neo-Pythagorean phi-
losopher who authored the treatise Management of the Estate, which was 
highly influential for Arabic approaches to economics.

al-Buḥturī (d. 284/897) prominent court poet of the Abbasid era.
Da dʾ woman’s name, given to the beloved in some Arabic poems.
al-Faḍl ibn Yaḥyā (d. 193/808) member of the powerful Barmakid family and 

eldest son of Yaḥyā ibn Khālid al-Barmakī. He served as vizier to Hārūn 
al-Rashīd.
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Farghānah valley in present-day eastern Uzbekistan and parts of Kyrgyzstan 
and Tajikistan, surrounded on three sides by the Tianshan Mountains and 
traversed by the Syr Darya river, which flows out of the western end of the 
valley to the Aral Sea. In the third/tenth century, it represented a remote 
eastern outpost of the Muslim world.

Fartanā woman’s name, given to the beloved in some Arabic poems.
Galen (d. ca. ad 216) medical writer and physician from Pergamon whose 

translated works played a critical role for the development of the medical 
tradition in the Islamic world. Though more limited in extent, his ethical 
writings (notably the Peri Ethon) were also highly influential.

Hārūn al-Rashīd (d. 193/809) fifth ʿAbbasid caliph, whose rule was enmeshed 
with the Barmakid family and whose court formed a lodestone of poets, 
scholars, and entertainers.

Hind woman’s name, given to the beloved in many Arabic poems.
Ibn al-Khalīl unidentified individual.
Ibn Mujāhid (d. 324/936) religious scholar best known for his role in establish-

ing the seven canonical variants or readings of the Qurʾan.
Ibn al-Rāwandī prominent heterodox figure of the third/ninth century, noto-

rious for his polemics against religious (including Muslim) belief, and his 
attacks on prophecy, the credibility of miracles, and the compatibility of 
religious claims with reason.

Ibn Sālim al-Baṣrī, ʿ Abd Allāh Muḥammad (d. 297/909) Sufi thinker who was a 
disciple and companion of Sahl al-Tustarī.

Imruʾ al-Qays (fl. sixth century) renowned pre-Islamic poet who was the 
author of one of the most famous of the pre-Islamic poems known as the 
Suspended Odes (al-Muʿallaqāt).

Isḥāq al-Mawṣilī (d. 235/850) musician, poet, and composer associated with 
the court of several Abbasid caliphs.

Jābir ibn Ḥayyān (d. ca. 193/812) linchpin figure in the early development of 
alchemy in the Islamic world and putative (though disputed) author of a 
vast corpus of alchemical writings.

Jaʿfar ibn Yaḥyā (d. 190/805) member of the powerful Barmakid family and 
youngest son of Yaḥyā ibn Khālid al-Barmakī, vizier to Hārūn al-Rashīd.

Khālid ibn Yazīd (d. ca. 85/704) Umayyad prince who, according to a disputed 
tradition, commissioned translations that first introduced alchemy into 
Arabic culture.
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al-Khalīl (d. ca. 175/791) celebrated Baṣran grammarian and lexicographer 
who laid the foundations for Arabic phonetics and prosody.

Kharijites hardline Islamic sect that arose in the first Islamic century in con-
nection with a dispute about the caliphate and that remained a source of 
political and theological unrest during the Umayyad period.

Khurasan region comprising present-day northeastern Iran, Afghanistan, and 
parts of Central Asia.

Luqmān ibn ʿĀd a figure from pre-Islamic times, proverbial for his wisdom.
Mālik ibn Anas (d. 179/796) Medinan jurist who founded an eponymous 

school of law.
al-Maʾmūn (d. 218/833) seventh Abbasid caliph, whose rule was punctuated 

by theological upheavals but also by a flowering of intellectual activity, 
including the large-scale translation of Greek philosophical and scientific 
texts.

Maʿrūf al-Karkhī (d. 200/815–16) prominent early ascetic and mystic of the 
Baghdad school.

al-Muraqqish al-aṣghar (fl. sixth century CE) poet from the predominantly 
Christian town of Hīrah in southwestern Iraq.

al-Mutanabbī (d. 354/965) renowned poet and panegyrist who flourished 
under the patronage of the ruler of Syria, Sayf al-Dawlah.

Muʿtazilites theological school that emerged in the second/eighth century, 
distinguished by its rationalistic methods and austere emphasis on theo-
logical tenets relating to divine unity and justice.

al-Nābighah (fl. sixth century CE) celebrated poet of the pre-Islamic era 
famous for his panegyrics of the rulers of the predominantly Christian 
town of Hīrah in southwestern Iraq.

The Philosopher See Aristotle.
Plato (d. 347) Greek thinker who played a seminal role in the development of 

ancient philosophy and whose ethical and metaphysical views, especially 
in their Neoplatonic reworkings, were highly influential in the Islamic 
world.

Polemon of Laodicea (d. ca. ad 144) politician and intellectual who authored 
an influential treatise on physiognomy, the science of discerning character 
from external appearance. The work was translated into Arabic in Abbasid 
times.
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al-Rūdakī (d. ca. 329/940–41) prominent Persian poet who flourished in the 
first half of the fourth/tenth century.

Saḥbān Wāʾil a figure of proverbial eloquence, often mentioned in the same 
breath as Bāqil.

Salmā woman’s name, given to the beloved in many Arabic poems.
al-Shāfiʿī (d. 204/820) jurist and legal theoretician who founded an epony-

mous school of law.
Tāhart city in northwest Algeria founded by the Rustamid dynasty in the late 

second/eighth century.
al-Ṭarmī an obscure poet about whom little is known.
Thābit ibn Qurrah (d. 288/901) eminent mathematician and scientist known 

both for his original scientific work and his translations of Greek texts.
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Stern, Samuel M. “Abū Ḥayyān al-Tawḥīdī.” In Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition. 

Edited by P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C. E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, and W. P. Heinrichs. 

Brill Online. 
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Abū ʿUthmān al-Jāḥiẓ. See al-Jāḥiẓ
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envy, xix, xxv, xxix, §22.2, §§23.1–3, §§31.1–3, 

§40.1, §49.2

epilepsy, xviii, xxix, §§37.1–3

ethical trait or characteristic (khuluq), xvii, 

xix, xxi–xxiii, xxv–xxvi, xxix–xxx, §2.4, 

§3.1, §8.2, §64.4, 271n13

ethics, xii, §5.2, §14.3, §25.3; title, §8.2, 

§29.6, 271n1, 272n18, 273n34

evil eye, §30.2

excellence (faḍīlah), xxiii–xxx, §§4.5–8, 

§5.2, §5.4, §5.6, §§6.3–4, §9.2, §10.2, 

§14.3, §17.2, §22.2, §§25.2–3, §26.2, 

§§27.2–3, §29.6, §53.2, §62.3. See also 

virtue

fame, posthumous, §22.1

familiarity, meaning and nature of, §28.6, 

§§36.1–3, §49.5, §54.3; mutual, §17.2

fat people, character of, §§25.1–3

fear, §2.1, §4.14, §4.4, §29.3, §57.4, §65.1, 

§65.3; and authority, §34.17; and death, 

§§24.1–5; and envy, §31.1; and error, 

§53.2; and shame, §8.2, §8.4; in the 

absence of anything fearful, xx

fidelity, §§43.1–2, §49.2

form (ṣūrah), §3.1, §§15.2–3, §23.4, §24.3, 

§28.1, §28.3, §§36.2–3, §42.3, §46.2, 

§§47.3–4, §§48.2–3, §48.5, §§50.4–6, 

§51.2, §§52.1–4, §§54.2–3, §60.2, §62.2; 

to acquire a (taṣawwara), §15.3, §28.7, 

§50.6

friendship, §49.1, §49.3; On Friendship and 

Friends, xiii

future, §4.1, §16.2, §33.2, §47.2; in dreams, 

§47.4, §48.3, §48.5; reason for human 

inquiry into, §§65.1–2

Galen, xi–xii, §29.3, 273n33

generosity, §4.14, §14.1, §14.3, §25.3, 

§§34.4–5, §§42.1–3, §43.1

genus (jins), §47.3, §50.4

gluttony, §29.6

God, xii, xvii, xx, xxviii, 271n13; application 

of attributes and linguistic terms to, 

§8.4, §§35.1–4, §50.2, §50.7; descriptors 

of, §1.10, §4.2, §4.13, §§16.1–2, §19.1, 

§19.4, §35.4, §50.2, §50.7, §59.1, 

§64.4; knowledge of, §§16.1–2, §16.7; 

provisions of, §1.4, §2.4, §§4.13–14, §6.4, 

§8.4, §13.2, §34.6, §34.14, §55.3, §56.2, 

§57.3, §§59.1–2, §59.5

grammar, 271n5

greed, §4.1, §5.5

Greek organ, §61.4, 275n61

grief, §4.1, §4.14, §6.4, §28.2

habit (ʿādah), §36.3, §37.4, §§42.2–3, §49.5, 

§54.1, §54.3, §56.3, §58.1, §60.4, §63.9

Hārūn al-Rashīd. See al-Rashīd

heart(s), xx, §0.1, §§0.3–4, §§2.6–7, §6.1, 

§25.2, §26.2, §27.3, §32.2, §52.1, §59.3, 

§60.1, §60.5, §§63.5–6, §63.8

heteronym(s) (alfāẓ mutabāyinah), §1.5, 

§§1.8–9, §4.10

Hindus, §24.5

Hippocrates, xi, §63.11

homonym(s) (alfāẓ muttafiqah), §§1.5–6, 

§1.8, §34.8
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honor, xx, §6.1, §6.3, §11.1, §24.3, §38.2

hope, xv–xvi, xxv, xxxiv, xxxvii–xxxviii, 

xl n23, §0.2, §§0.5–6, §4.14, §6.3, §8.2, 

§16.4, §27.2, §28.2, §29.3, §31.3, §42.3, 

§49.5, §56.1, §64.3

human beings, xx, xxiv, §§1.3–4, §2.4, 

§§3.2–3, §§4.13–14, §6.1, §15.3, §16.8, 

§18.4, §19.2, §23.4, §32.2, §34.6, §34.14, 

§35.3, 36.3, §41.2, §§45.1–2, §45.3, 

§48.2, §49.3, §50.7, §52.3, §53.2, §56.4, 

§59.5, §§60.2–4, §62.1, §§63.3–5, 

§64.4, §§65.1–2; nature of, §§4.5–6, 

§4.8, §§5.2–5, §12.2, §13.2, §§20.2–3, 

§27.3, §29.4, §29.7, §38.2, §53.2, 

§56.2, §§57.2–3, §63.7, §64.2; specific 

perfection of, §§4.6–7, §6.3, §21.2, §24.3, 

§52.2, §§56.2–3

humoral mixture (mīzāj), §4.9, §24.3, §33.2, 

§42.3, §45.3, §52.5

humors (akhlāṭ), xxiii, §0.5, §25.2

Ibn Abī Saʿīd al-Mawṣilī, xiv, xxii

Ibn al-ʿAmīd, Abū l-Faḍl, xii–xiii

Ibn Saʿdān, xiii

Ibn Sīnā. See Avicenna

imagination (khayāl, wahm), xx, xxxvi, 

§16.2, §28.7, §46.2, §54.3, §56.1, §§62.2–3

injustice, xix, xxviii, §14.2, §20.2, §21.2, 

§§29.1–6, §34.4

innate heat (ḥarārah gharīziyyah), §25.2, 

§45.2, §59.3

intellect (ʿaql), §4.10, §§5.3–5, §16.7, 

§§36.2–3, §48.1, §48.5, 274n49; Epistle 

on the Soul and the, xxii

intermediaries, reasons for human recourse 

to, §20.1, §20.3

interpretive effort (ijtihād), xxiv

Isfahan, xi

al-Jāḥiẓ, xv, xxxix n18, §8.4

jealousy, xvi, xxxviii

joy, §1.1, §28.2, §34.3, §46.2, §63.8

al-Jubbāʾī. See Abū Hāshim al-Jubbāʾī

justice, §1.3, §1.10, §5.4, §17.2, §20.3, 

§§29.2–3, §29.7, §30.3, §35.3, §41.2; An 

Unpublished Treatise of Miskawaih on, 

273n32

al-Khalīl, §3.3

Kharijites, §24.5

khuluq. See character trait; ethical trait or 

characteristic

al-Kindī, Abū Yūsuf, xii, §61.4, 271n9, 

275n60

king(s), §21.2, §34.17, §38.1

knowledge, xv–xix, xxi, xxiii–xxv, xxxii, §0.1, 

§0.6, §§2.1–3, §2.5, §3.4, §4.2, §4.6, §4.8, 

§§4.13–14, §8.2, §10.2, §16.2, §§16.7–8, 

§§18.1–2, §27.3, §34.6, §36.3, §40.2, 

§44.2, §60.5, §61.4, §§63.9–11, §64.3, 

272n24, 272n28; common, §1.1; God’s, 

§1.4, §4.2, §4.13, §34.6, §35.1, §50.2; 

memory and, §64.2; men of, §§7.1–2; 

music as, §61.2; nature of, §§50.1–5; 

reason for human desire to know what 

others say in their absence, §12.2; reason 

for need to acquire, §§15.1–3;reason for 

people’s differential capacity to master, 

§§62.1–3; reason for people’s false claims 

of, §§9.1–2; relationship to pursuit of 

worldly goods, §§5.1–2, §5.5 
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language, xxx, xxxvi–xxxvii, §1.9, §1.18, §3.3, 

§4.1, §13.1, §34.3, §34.13, §35.2, §42.4, 

§48.4, §50.7, §59.2; Arabic, xxxii, §1.4, 

§14.3, §30.3, §34.1; purpose of, §1.4, §1.8

laughter, xx, xxiv

letters, of the alphabet, xxx, §§1.4–6, 

§§3.2–3, §§3.5–6, §15.3, §29.7

lightning, §1.10, §49.1

likeness(es),  xl n27, §§30.1–2, §§49.3–4, 

§49.6; reason for human love of, §46.1

logic, xiv, xxii, §1.7, §29.4, §§50.3–4

luck, §30.3, §33.3, §34.1, §§34.11–13, §34.15, 

273n36; lucky, xxxvii, 271n2

lute, §61.4

lying, §7.2, §§13.2–3, §32.1, 272n20

al-Maʾmūn, xxxvi

Maʿrūf al-Karkhī, §22.1

mathematics, §16.4, §16.7

memory (dhikr, tadhakkur), §18.1, §18.3, 

§36.2, §48.3, §51.2, §§54.2–3, §§62.2–3, 

§64.2

metaphysics, xiv, xxii, §16.7; Metaphysics, 

xxiii, 272n25

meter (poetic), xxxv, §1.7

mildness of temper, §§14.1–2

misfortune, §§16.2–3

Miskawayh, Abū ʿAlī, xi–xviii, xxii–xxviii, 

xxx–xxxi, xxxv–xxxviii,  xxxix n8,  

xxxix n17,  xl n22,  xl n27,  xl n28, xli n41, 

271n2, 271n3, 271n8, 271n12, 271n13, 

272n14, 272n15, 272n17, 272n21, 272n24, 

272n26, 274n41, 274n45, 274n49, 274n53, 

275n58, 275n60, 275n61

Miskīn al-Dārimī, 271n6

mixture (mīzāj), xxiii, xxv, §4.5, §5.5, 

§§49.3–4, §§60.2–3, §§62.2–3, §§63.5–7,

mixture (cont.), §63.11. See also elemental 

mixture; humoral mixture

mīzāj. See elemental mixture; humoral 

mixture; mixture

money, §2.6, §39.1

mountains, purpose of, xviii

al-Muhallabī, xii

Muḥammad, as Prophet, §1.13, §8.1, §8.4, 

§28.2, §40.1, §60.1, §60.5

Muhanna, Elias, xxi, xxx, xxxv,  xl n31,  

xl n32, xli n40

music, xx, §§3.4–5; superiority of singing 

versus playing musical instruments, 

§§61.2–4

al-Mutanabbī, 273n31

Muʿtazilites, §50.2 

Naaman, Erez, xv–xvi, xxii, xxxix n1, 

xxxix n7,  xxxix n11

al-Nābighah al-Dhubyānī, §0.3, 271n2

nafs. See soul

names, xi, §1.2, §29.5, §34.12, §§35.2–3, 

§50.7; different aesthetic reactions to, 

§§3.1–2, §3.6

nations, §2.3, §44.1, §63.10; Experiences of 

the Nations, xii

natural constitution (fiṭrah), §13.2, §26.2, 

§36.1

natural bent (ṭabʿ), §0.4, §1.3, §3.1, §3.7, 

§4.14, §23.3, §43.2, §54.1, §55.1, §56.4, 

§62.1, §§63.7–8, §63.11. See also 

character/characteristic and disposition

natural elements (ṭabāʾiʿ), §4.5, §5.5, §13.2, 

§42.3, §45.2, §61.4, §62.4, §63.2, §63.5

nature (ṭabīʿah), xii, xiv–xv, xvii–xix, xxii, 

xxiv–xxv, xxx, xxxvi,  xxxix n18, §§4.9–

10, §4.12, §§5.4–5, §§6.3–4, §§8.1–2,
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nature (cont.), §§12.1–2, §§13.2–3, §16.6, 

§18.3, §29.1, §33.2, §34.7, §34.17, §§36.2–

3, §§37.3–4, §47.2, §48.1, §§49.2–3, 

§49.6, §§52.1–4, §55.1, §55.3, §60.4, 

§61.2, §63.6, §§63.8–9, 271n13

nerves, §34.2, §37.2

old,  xl n23, §0.2, §2.6, §4.11, §50.3

old people, §§6.2–3, §8.2; reason for 

disapproval when they act younger than 

their age, xxix, §§13.1–3, 272n21; reason 

for greater propensity to hope, xxv; 

reason why they are fewer than those 

who die young, xxv; reason why they do 

not become young again, xxi, §§45.1–3

pain(s), §4.09, §24.2, §34.13

paronyms (alfāẓ mushtaqqah), §1.5

partnership, §§19.1–3, §§20.1–3; value of, 

§20.3

passion(s), xxiv–xxv,  xl n22, §2.5, §6.4, 

§23.2, §23.4, §35.3, §§52.1–2, §64.1

passive effect (infiʿāl), §2.2, §8.3, §48.2, 

§50.6

past, xiv, § 33.2, §47.2; human longing for, 

xix–xx, xxix, §6.1

pedigree, §42.4

perception, §15.2, §18.2, §34.2, §47.3, §48.2, 

§48.5, §§50.4–6, §52.5

Persian(s), xi, 273n36

philosophy, §28.7, §61.2, §64.2

physics, xiv, xxii, §16.7; as title, §4.11

place, xvii, xx, xxiii, §3.1, §4.1, §4.11, §4.13, 

§16.6, §34.8, §34.13, §36.1, §38.1; soul as 

place of forms, §15.2

pleasure(s), xx, §0.6, §1.1, §3.2, §§4.8–9, 

§4.14, §5.5, §6.2, §6.4, §13.2, §16.2, §27.3,

pleasure(s) (cont.), §29.1, §29.6, §§49.5–6, 

§§52.1–2, §52.5, §55.2, §59.5, §61.3

plants, §38.2, §60.2

Plato, xi, §4.11, §15.2, §29.3, 271n12; 

Neoplatonic, xii, 271n9; Platonic, xii, 

xxiii, xxxviii, 272n23, 273n33

poetry, xix, xxxiv–xxxv, xli n37, §1.7, §1.9, 

§3.6, §16.1, §29.4, §61.3

Polemon, §63.9, §63.11, 275n63

political association (madaniyyah), §29.7

polyonyms (alfāẓ mutarādifah), §1.5, 

§§1.7–8, §4.10

power(s) (quwwah), xi, xvii, xxi, xxiii, xxvi, 

xxxvi–xxxviii, §1.4, §2.5, §4.14, §§5.4–5, 

§§6.2–3, §§13.2–3, §§19.2–3, §22.2, 

§34.8, §34.13, §35.3, §37.4, §38.2, §45.2, 

§47.3, §48.1, §48.3, §55.3, §§57.2–3, 

§59.4, §61.3, 272n28; appetitive, xxiii, 

§13.2, §56.2; auxiliary, §21.2; concept of, 

§§34.1–4, §34.6, §34.8, §34.17; of giving 

and receiving, §§2.2–3; of imagination, 

imaginative, §28.7, §54.3; irascible, xxiii, 

§49.6, §56.2, §57.4; of memory, §18.3, 

§§54.2–3, §64.2; rational, xxiii, §49.6, 

§55.2, §56.2, 272n28; of reason, §2.4, 

§55.2, §57.3; of soul, §2.2, §2.4, §4.5, 

§5.5, §12.2, §§18.2–3, §28.7, §40.2, §48.3, 

§49.6, §52.2, §55.2, §§56.2–4, §58.2, 

273n28 

praise, xvi–xvii, §4.7, §12.2, §14.3, §19.4, 

§34.4, §34.6, §§35.3–4, §39.1, §§42.1–2, 

§43.1; appropriateness when the target 

is present versus absent, xxix, §§11.1–3; 

appropriateness toward people with 

whom one has close relations, §§17.1–2; 

appropriateness of self-praise, §§41.1–2

pride, xvii, §4.4, §21.2, §24.3, §52.4
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prodigality, §14.3, §25.3, §60.1

prohibitions, §6.4, §16.2

prophet(s), prophecy, xii, §6.4, §13.2, §16.8, 

§47.4, §48.1, §55.1, §64.4

proportional relation(s) (nisbah), §§3.4–5, 

§29.6, §61.2, §61.4

prose, xxi, xxiii, §2.7, §16.1, §46.1; merit 

compared with poetry, xix

psychic spirit (rūḥ nafsānī), §26.2

quwwah. See power

rashness, §34.4, §57.3

Raslān, Ṣalāḥ, xv

Rayy, xi–xv

reason (ʿaql), xvii, xix, xxiii, xxxviii, §1.2, 

§1.5, §§2.4–5, §§4.13–14, §5.2, §6.3, §8.4, 

§13.3, §16.1, §23.1, §34.1, §§34.4–5, §42.2, 

§43.2, §50.3, §§50.6–7, §52.1, §§55.1–3, 

§57.3, §61.3, 271n13; as enemy of blind 

desire, §53.2

relatives, reason for hostility among, 

§§31.1–3

religious Law, xxiv, §6.4, §20.1, §28.2, 

§§34.16–17, §35.3, §50.7, §61.3; 

possibility of conflicting with reason, 

xix; relation to natural disposition, §55.1 

renunciation, xvii, §4.1

reticence, about one’s own needs, §§21.1–2; 

variations between people with regard 

to, §40.1

rhetoric, §1.7, §1.9, §3.6; as title, xxv,  xl n23

rhymed prose, §1.7, §16.3

al-Rūdakī, §28.1

ruling(s), legal §28.3, §34.17

al-Ṣāḥib Ibn ʿAbbād, xiii

sea, §§4.1–2, §4.8; reason for location, xviii

secret(s), xxx, §21.1, §40.2, §47.1, §60.1, 

§64.1; divulgence of, xix, xxv, §2.1, 

§§2.3–7

self-love, §9.2, §10.2, §12.2, §20.2 §27.2, 

§32.2, §41.2, §53.2 

sensory perception, §47.3, §48.2, §50.6, 

§52.5

shame, §4.13, §§8.1–4, §53.1, §62.1

Shiraz, xi

short people, §49.1, §55.1, §55.3; character 

of, §§26.1–2

singing, xx, §13.3, §61.1

sleep, §5.5, §47.2, §48.3, §48.5, §52.1

soul (nafs), xii, xvii–xviii, xxiii–xxv, xxx, 

xxxvii–xxxviii, §0.5, §1.6, §§2.2–5, 

§§3.1–2, §4.2, §4.10, §4.14, §7.2, §9.2, 

§§13.2–3, §16.4, §16.7, §17.2, §23.2, §27.2, 

§29.2, §§29.5–6, §32.2, §34.3, §34.14, 

§35.3, §§42.2–3, §47.2, §§49.3–4, §52.1, 

§55.1, §§56.1–4, §57.3, §60.5, §61.2, §62.1, 

§63.6, 271n9, 273n28; appetitive, xxiii, 

§13.3; beastly, §39.2, §49.6, §§55.2–3, 

§61.3; essential motion of, §47.2, 274n49; 

essential oneness of, §2.3, §54.2, §64.3; 

growing, §38.2, §49.6; irascible, xxiii, 

§49.6; mode of knowledge, §15.2, §33.2, 

§§36.2–3, §46.2, §§50.2–3, §§62.2–3; 

nature of, §§4.5–7, §5.5, §6.1, §8.2, §9.2, 

§10.2, §12.2, §14.2, §§15.2–3, §16.4, §16.6, 

§33.2, §34.2, §40.2, §48.1, §§52.2–4, 

§62.2, §63.8, §64.2; perceptiveness of, 

§15.2, §§18.2–4, §28.7, §47.3, §§48.2–3, 

§48.5, §50.4, §50.6; rational, xxiii–xxiv, 

§38.2, §39.2, §49.6, §55.2, §58.2, §61.3, 

272n28; receptivity of, §§3.4–7, §15.3, 

§54.3. See also power(s), of soul
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species (nawʿ), §64.3; as jins, §45.3

speech, §1.3, §1.5, §§1.7–9, §1.18, §3.2, §3.6, 

§12.1, §34.3, §50.2; production of, §1.4, 

§§3.3–5

stable state (malakah), §23.4, §§29.5–6, 

§36.3, §54.3

substance (jawhar), §2.4, §4.5, §4.10, §5.2, 

§8.2, §13.2, §16.4, §§16.6–7, §37.1, §37.3, 

§38.2, §43.1, §§49.3–4, §50.4, §51.2

Sufi(s), §5.4, §16.1, §16.3, §36.1, §60.1, §60.5

suicide, xxi, §56.1, §57.1, §57.4 

ṣūrah. See concept; form

synonym(s) (alfāẓ mutawāṭiʾah), xxxvii, §1.5

ṭabʿ. See natural bent

ṭabīʿah. See nature

tall people, §49.1, §55.1, §55.3; character of, 

§§26.1–2

al-Tawḥīdī. See Abū Ḥayyān al-Tawḥīdī

temperance, §34.4, §60.5, §61.3

thin people, character of, §§25.1–3

time, xvii, §6.1, §16.6, §§27.2–3, §33.2, §35.4, 

§47.2, §48.3, §55.2, §56.3, §57.3, §58.1, 

§63.4; different concepts of, xvii, §4.1, 

§§4.11–13, 272n14; reason for people’s 

varying emotional responses to different 

units of, §§28.1–6

travel, §49.5

treachery, §§43.1–2

Turks, §28.2

virtue, xxi, xxiii–xxix, §4.6, §7.2, §8.4, §11.2, 

§13.3, §14.3, §§23.1–4, §24.3, §41.2, §49.4, 

§60.5, 272n28; See also excellence

volatility of temper, §§14.1–3

well-being, §24.4, §59.4; reason why we do 

not sense it as acutely as pain, xxi

wisdom, xvi, §0.1, §§0.6–7, §1.4, §1.9, 

§§4.13–14, §6.1, §16.8, §35.3, §49.2, §56.3, 

§59.1, §61.2, §63.11, 272n28, 273n29

wonder(ment), xvii, xx, xxiii–xxv, xxxvi, 

xl n22, §4.14, §16.1, §§16.4–6, §27.2, 

§§34.9–10, §§49.1–2, §54.1

world, xi, xvii, xxiv, §0.4, §2.3, §4.5, §4.13, 

§6.1, §24.4, §44.1, §§61.3–4, §63.10; 

reason for human love of the, §§55.1–3

worldly goods, §4.1; pursuit of, §4.8, 

§§5.1–2

wounds, reason for varying human 

responses to, §§54.1–3

Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī, xiii–xiv, xxii

Yāqūt al-Ḥawamī, xiv

young people, §2.2, §§8.2–3, §23.3, §42.3; 

reason for disapproval when they act 

older than their age, §13.1
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About the NYU Abu Dhabi Institute

The Library of Arabic Literature is supported by a grant from the NYU Abu 
Dhabi Institute, a major hub of intellectual and creative activity and advanced 
research. The Institute hosts academic conferences, workshops, lectures, film 
series, performances, and other public programs directed both to audiences 
within the UAE and to the worldwide academic and research community. It is a 
center of the scholarly community for Abu Dhabi, bringing together faculty and 
researchers from institutions of higher learning throughout the region.

NYU Abu Dhabi, through the NYU Abu Dhabi Institute, is a world-class 
center of cutting-edge research, scholarship, and cultural activity. The Institute 
creates singular opportunities for leading researchers from across the arts, hu-
manities, social sciences, sciences, engineering, and the professions to carry out 
creative scholarship and conduct research on issues of major disciplinary, multi-
disciplinary, and global significance.
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About the Typefaces

The Arabic body text is set in DecoType Naskh, designed by Thomas Milo and 
Mirjam Somers, based on an analysis of five centuries of Ottoman manuscript 
practice. The exceptionally legible result is the first and only typeface in a style 
that fully implements the principles of script grammar (qawāʿid al-khaṭṭ).

The Arabic footnote text is set in DecoType Emiri, drawn by Mirjam Somers, 
based on the metal typeface in the naskh style that was cut for the 1924 Cairo 
edition of the Qurʾan.

Both Arabic typefaces in this series are controlled by a dedicated font layout 
engine. ACE, the Arabic Calligraphic Engine, invented by Peter Somers, Thom-
as Milo, and Mirjam Somers of DecoType, first operational in 1985, pioneered 
the principle followed by later smart font layout technologies such as OpenTy-
pe, which is used for all other typefaces in this series.

The Arabic text was set with WinSoft Tasmeem, a sophisticated user inter-
face for DecoType ACE inside Adobe InDesign. Tasmeem was conceived and 
created by Thomas Milo (DecoType) and Pascal Rubini (WinSoft) in 2005.

The English text is set in Adobe Text, a new and versatile text typeface family 
designed by Robert Slimbach for Western (Latin, Greek, Cyrillic) typesetting. 
Its workhorse qualities make it perfect for a wide variety of applications, espe-
cially for longer passages of text where legibility and economy are important. 
Adobe Text bridges the gap between calligraphic Renaissance types of the 15th 
and 16th centuries and high-contrast Modern styles of the 18th century, taking 
many of its design cues from early post-Renaissance Baroque transitional types 
cut by designers such as Christoffel van Dijck, Nicolaus Kis, and William Caslon. 
While grounded in classical form, Adobe Text is also a statement of contem-
porary utilitarian design, well suited to a wide variety of print and on-screen 
applications.
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Titles Published by the Library of Arabic Literature

For more details on individual titles, visit www.libraryofarabicliterature.org

Classical Arabic Literature: A Library of Arabic Literature Anthology
 Selected and translated by Geert Jan van Gelder (2012)

A Treasury of Virtues: Sayings, Sermons, and Teachings of ʿAlī, by al-Qāḍī 
al-Quḍāʿī, with the One Hundred Proverbs attributed to al-Jāḥiẓ
 Edited and translated by Tahera Qutbuddin (2013)

The Epistle on Legal Theory, by al-Shāfiʿī
 Edited and translated by Joseph E. Lowry (2013)

Leg over Leg, by Aḥmad Fāris al-Shidyāq
 Edited and translated by Humphrey Davies (4 volumes; 2013–14)

Virtues of the Imām Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal, by Ibn al-Jawzī
 Edited and translated by Michael Cooperson (2 volumes; 2013–15)

The Epistle of Forgiveness, by Abū l-ʿAlāʾ al-Maʿarrī
 Edited and translated by Geert Jan van Gelder and Gregor Schoeler 
 (2 volumes; 2013–14)

The Principles of Sufism, by ʿĀʾishah al-Bāʿūniyyah
 Edited and translated by Th. Emil Homerin (2014)

The Expeditions: An Early Biography of Muḥammad, by Maʿmar ibn Rāshid
 Edited and translated by Sean W. Anthony (2014)

Two Arabic Travel Books
 Accounts of China and India, by Abū Zayd al-Sīrāfī
  Edited and translated by Tim Mackintosh-Smith (2014)
 Mission to the Volga, by Aḥmad ibn Faḍlān
  Edited and translated by James Montgomery (2014)

Disagreements of the Jurists: A Manual of Islamic Legal Theory, by al-Qāḍī 
al-Nuʿmān
 Edited and translated by Devin J. Stewart (2015)
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Titles Published by the Library of Arabic Literature

Consorts of the Caliphs: Women and the Court of Baghdad, by Ibn al-Sāʿī
 Edited by Shawkat M. Toorawa and translated by the Editors of the Library 
 of Arabic Literature (2015)

What ʿĪsā ibn Hishām Told Us, by Muḥammad al-Muwayliḥī
 Edited and translated by Roger Allen (2 volumes; 2015)

The Life and Times of Abū Tammām, by Abū Bakr Muḥammad ibn Yaḥyā 
al-Ṣūlī
 Edited and translated by Beatrice Gruendler (2015)

The Sword of Ambition: Bureaucratic Rivalry in Medieval Egypt, by ʿUthmān 
ibn Ibrāhīm al-Nābulusī
 Edited and translated by Luke Yarbrough (2016)

Brains Confounded by the Ode of Abū Shādūf Expounded, by Yūsuf 
al-Shirbīnī
 Edited and translated by Humphrey Davies (2 volumes; 2016)

Light in the Heavens: Sayings of the Prophet Muḥammad, by al-Qāḍī 
al-Quḍāʿī
 Edited and translated by Tahera Qutbuddin (2016)

Risible Rhymes, by Muḥammad ibn Maḥfūẓ al-Sanhūrī
 Edited and translated by Humphrey Davies (2016)

A Hundred and One Nights
 Edited and translated by Bruce Fudge (2016)

The Excellence of the Arabs, by Ibn Qutaybah
 Edited by James E. Montgomery and Peter Webb
 Translated by Sarah Bowen Savant and Peter Webb (2017)

Scents and Flavors: A Syrian Cookbook
 Edited and translated by Charles Perry (2017)

Arabian Satire: Poetry from 18th-Century Najd, by Ḥmēdān al-Shwēʿir
 Edited and translated by Marcel Kurpershoek (2017)

In Darfur: An Account of the Sultanate and Its People, by Muḥammad ibn 
ʿUmar al-Tūnisī
 Edited and translated by Humphrey Davies (2 volumes; 2018)
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War Songs, by ʿAntarah ibn Shaddād
 Edited by James E. Montgomery
 Translated by James E. Montgomery with Richard Sieburth (2018)

Arabian Romantic: Poems on Bedouin Life and Love, by ʿAbdallah ibn Sbayyil
 Edited and translated by Marcel Kurpershoek (2018)

Dīwān ʿAntarah ibn Shaddād: A Literary-Historical Study
 By James E. Montgomery (2018)

Stories of Piety and Prayer: Deliverance Follows Adversity, by Muḥassin ibn 
ʿAlī al-Tanūkhī
 Edited and translated by Julia Bray (2019)

Tajrīd sayf al-himmah li-strikhrāj mā fī dhimmat al-dhimmah: A Scholarly 
Edition of ʿUthmān ibn Ibrāhīm al-Nābulusī’s Text 
 by Luke Yarbrough (2019)

The Philosopher Responds: An Intellectual Correspondence from the Tenth 
Century, by Abū Ḥayyān al-Tawḥīdī and Abū ʿAlī Miskawayh
 Edited by Bilal Orfali and Maurice A. Pomerantz
 Translated by Sophia Vasalou and James E. Montgomery (2 volumes; 2019)

The Discourses: Reflections on History, Sufism, Theology, and Literature—
Volume One, by al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī
 Edited and translated by Justin Stearns (2020)

English-only Paperbacks

Leg over Leg, by Aḥmad Fāris al-Shidyāq (2 volumes; 2015)
The Expeditions: An Early Biography of Muḥammad, by Maʿmar ibn Rāshid 
 (2015)
The Epistle on Legal Theory: A Translation of al-Shāfiʿī’s Risālah, by 
 al-Shāfiʿī (2015)
The Epistle of Forgiveness, by Abū l-ʿAlāʾ al-Maʿarrī (2016)
The Principles of Sufism, by ʿĀʾishah al-Bāʿūniyyah (2016)
A Treasury of Virtues: Sayings, Sermons, and Teachings of ʿAlī, by al-Qāḍī 
 al-Quḍāʿī with the One Hundred Proverbs, attributed to al-Jāḥiẓ (2016)
The Life of Ibn Ḥanbal, by Ibn al-Jawzī (2016)
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Mission to the Volga, by Ibn Faḍlān (2017)
Accounts of China and India, by Abū Zayd al-Sīrāfī (2017)
A Hundred and One Nights (2017)
Disagreements of the Jurists: A Manual of Islamic Legal Theory, by al-Qāḍī
 al-Nuʿmān (2017)
What ʿĪsā ibn Hishām Told Us, by Muḥammad al-Muwayliḥī (2018)
War Songs, by ʿAntarah ibn Shaddād (2018)
The Life and Times of Abū Tammām, by Abū Bakr Muḥammad ibn Yaḥyā
 al-Ṣūlī (2018)
The Sword of Ambition, by ʿUthmān ibn Ibrāhīm al-Nābulusī (2019)
Brains Confounded by the Ode of Abū Shādūf Expounded: Volume One, by 
 Yūsuf al-Shirbīnī (2019)
Brains Confounded by the Ode of Abū Shādūf Expounded: Volume Two, by 
 Yūsuf al-Shirbīnī and Risible Rhymes, by Muḥammad ibn Maḥfūẓ al-Sanhūrī 
 (2019)
The Excellence of the Arabs, by Ibn Qutaybah (2019)
Light in the Heavens: Sayings of the Prophet Muḥammad, by al-Qāḍī al-Quḍāʿī  
 (2019)
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About the Editor–Translators

Bilal Orfali is Associate Professor of Arabic Studies at the American University 
of Beirut. He co-edits al-Abhath Journal and Brill’s series Texts and Studies on 
the Qurʿan, and he is the author and editor of more than twenty books on Arabic 
Studies. His recent publications include The Anthologist’s Art, The Book of Noble 
Character, The Comfort of the Mystics, In the Shadow of Arabic, and Sufism, Black 
and White.

Maurice A. Pomerantz is Associate Professor of Literature at New York Univer-
sity Abu Dhabi. He is the author of Licit Magic: The Life and Letters of al-Ṣāḥib 
b. Aʿbbād.

Sophia Vasalou is Senior Lecturer and Birmingham Fellow in Philosophical 
Theology at the University of Birmingham. Her books include Moral Agents and 
their Deserts: The Character of Mu'tazilite Ethics, Wonder: A Grammar, and Ibn 
Taymiyya’s Theological Ethics.

James E. Montgomery is Sir Thomas Adams’s Professor of Arabic, Fellow of 
Trinity Hall at the University of Cambridge, and an Executive Editor of the 
Library of Arabic Literature. His latest publications are Loss Sings, a collabora-
tion with the celebrated Scottish artist Alison Watt, and Dīwān ʿAntarah ibn 
Shaddād: A Literary-Historical Study. He is preparing a translation of poems by 
al-Mutanabbī for Archipelago Books.  
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