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INTRODUCTION

The Qur‘an and the Sunnah have formed the major basis of Islamic
education since the first century of Islam, and from that time they
have remained at the centre of all learning activities.! Miskawayh
(d. 421/1030) was therefore educated in these subjects and this
is reflected in his writing where he cites a great number of verses
of the Qur‘an. This is a feature of all his works, particularly the
Jawtdan Khirad.> And in the same book?, he refers to the htkmah
(wisdom) as expounded by Lugman in the Qur‘an, surah, 31:1—
34. This wisdom is based upon the oneness of God and the moral
law derived from its relations to man’s own good, for God is above
all needs. Lugman in the Qur%n is not only a reference to al-
shakhs (someone), but also to the dimension of htkmah in general.
Miskawayh cites Lugman precisely for the reafon that Lugman
as mentioned by the Qur‘an demonstrates the unity of wahy and
hikmah — or revelation and philosophy. Therefore, an ethical sys-
tem which is derived from hikmah is at the same time derived
from revelation. This reference to the wisdom of Lugman is one
of the important evidences of Miskawayh’s reference to the Qur‘an
as he exercises his own philosophical reasoning in relation to Greek

thou

bﬁ:kawayh is equally drawn to the Sunnah as he quotes re-
gularly the sayings of the Prophet and devotes one section of his
Jawidan Khirad to them.* Most of these ahadith (prophetic tra-
ditions) are taken from Musnad Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d.241/
855), Sahih al-Bukhari (d.256/870), Sahih Muslim (d.261/874),
Sahih Ibn Hiban (d.354/965), Sunan Abu Da‘ud (d.275/888),
Sunan Ibn Majah (d. 273/886), Sunan al-Nasa’i (d. 303/915), and
al-Jami® al-Saghir of al-Shaybani (d. 187/803) 5 As a Shi®i, Miska-
wayh was also familiar with the Shiak traditions and quoted ex-
tensively from the sayings of “Ali (d.40/661), in a section of his
Jawtdan Khirad.®

Neither the chroniclers nor Miskawayh himself give us any
clear reference as to when he became concerned particularly with
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the ethical issues and their significance in this life and for the here-
after. His friend, al-Tha®alibi (d.427/1035)” states that Miskawayh
had an excellent moral discipline, and this is confirmed by Abu
Hayyan al-Tawhidi (d.ca. 414/1023).® But neither of them men-
tion at what stage in his life Miskawayh became a moralist or
occupied himself with his ethical treatises.

Al-Tawhidi mentions that he lent Miskawayh a commentary
on the Isagoge of Porphyry and the Categories of Aristotle,’
shortly aftér the death of “Adud al-Dawlah in 372/982 when
Miskawayh, aged about fifty, took refuge in the house of his
friend, Ibn al-Khammar (d.408/1017)."® This shows that his
farmhanty with these works belonged to the middle part of his
life. Ibn al-Nadim (d.ca.385/995), a senior contemporary of Mis-
kawayh on the other hand, has provided in his most important
. catalogue on philosophy among the Arabs, al-Fihrist, a brief
biography of Miskawayh’s contemporaries, Yahya ibn C¢Adi
(d.364/974), Abu Sulayman al-Sijistani (d.ca.375/985), Ibn
Zurah (d.398/1008), and Hasan bin Suwar (d.408/1017).!! This
catalogue ends with the year 377/987.'* Significant for our in-
terests is the fact that the catalogue does not include a reference
to Miskawayh, from which we must conclude that he was not
known as a philosopher or moralist prior to the year 377/987
when he was approximately in his 50s.

It appears that Miskawayh’s association with Buwayhids gave
him the opportunity of observing closely the working of the
political system of his own day. During this period he wrote his
Tajarib al-Umam (The Experiences of the Nations) which reflects
not only his grasp of historical detail but also his concern with
the moral foundation of individual and social ethical behaviour.
It is here that we can locate the origins of his interest in ethical
philosophy, which later became his chief concern. Hence, Mis-
kawayh’s ethics are not only rooted in his individual search of
values, but also in his experiences of history, both contemporary
and general. This has been observed by Khan in his study of Mis-
kawayh'’s historical writings, where he says:

“Throughout the Tajarib he upholds the idea of Divine intervention and Divine justice
and the triumph of virtue over vice. Miskawayh often adopts a moralising tone in his his-
tory and lays emphasis on good works (al-a“mal ai-.gali)‘_:afl)."l }

Though Miskawayh’s history (Tajarib) ends in the year 369/
979, he seems to have left the service of the Buwayhids in his
late 60s or after the year 388/998.'* Little is known about his
activities during this later period of his life. However, he himself
states that he wrote his major ethical treatise, Tahdhib al -Akhlag
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in his old age.!* Hence the period from when he left the Buway-
hid rulers up to the time when he began to write the Tahdhib al-
Akhlag, is the period in which he put his ethical concepts into
practice. He resolved, for the purification of his soul, to strive
against his own desires.'® This struggle he calls jihad (striving),'’
thus taking up one of the major themes of the Qur‘an. The prin-
ciples of his personal jihad are recorded in his short ethical treatise
entitled wagsiyyah (testament), which is the most concise state-
ment of his ethical reflection.

The wastyyah is the pledge which Miskawayh made with God
in order to discipline his soul. This pledge consisted of the four
cardinal virtues: hikmah (wisdom), shajaah (courage), Ciffah
(temperance) and “adalah (justice). He then subjects himself to
a fifteen point code of conduct, revealing that he practiced what
he propounded, for he writes:

“I am wishing for you, who are looking for the virtues and seeking the genuine morality,
precisely what I have accepted for mysclf"

The wastyyah has been admired an recorded by Miskawayh’s
close friend al-Tawhidi (d.ca.414/1028) in his a!Mugabasat 4
But the really surprising fact is that al-Tawhidi did not ascribe it to
Miskawayh by name. He only mentions that the wasiyyah was
observed and followed in life by one of his friends (ashabuna).
But it is an established fact that Miskawayh was his friend for he
himself mentions him twice as one of his companions in Kitab al-
Imta® wa-al-Mu‘anasah.?® It was also possible for al-Tawhidi to
reproduce Miskawayh’s works or articles in his own works as is
reflected in al-Hawamil wa-Shawamil.** Moreover, Miskawayh and
al-Tawhidi corresponded with each other,”” which goes to prove
that they used to appreciate each other’s works

The authenticity of the wasiyyah as a genuine work of Miska-
wayh is brought to light by Yaqut (d.629/1229) who not only
reproduced the wasiyyah but also attributed it as an authentic
work to Miskawayh, for he writes, hadha ma °ahada ‘alayhi
Ahmad 1bn Muhammad (‘“‘this (waslyyah) was made by Ahmad ibn
Muhammad”).* However, Miskawayh’s other contemporaries
and friends did not record the wasiyyah in their works. Al-Sijis-
tani (d.ca. 375/985) for example, states that the list of Miska-
wayh’s works is too long for him to specify.?* Therefore the
wamyyah was not listed by him; but neither did he mention the
Tahdhib al-Akhlaq of Miskawayh which was beyond doubt consi-
dered an important work on Islamic ethics at that time. Al-Tha-
“alibi (d.427/1035),*° another contemporary of Miskawayh,
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was mainly interested in literature. Hence, he admired the poetic
verses of Miskawayh and recorded some of them in his anthology
but neglected Miskawayh’s other works. Al-Bayhaqi (d.573/
1170)*¢ who was basically interested in history only quoted Mis-
kawayh’s Tajarib al-Umam, and al-Hawamil wa-al-Shawamil.

The wasiyyah appears to have been written as an introduction
to his much larger work on ethics, Tahdhib al-Akhlaq.?” Most of
the contents of the wasiyyah — e.g. al-nafs (soul), al-hikmah (wis-
dom), al-‘iffah (temperance), al-shaja®ah (courage), al-°adalah
(justice), and al-khawf min al-mawt (fear of death), are treated in
greater detail in - the Tahdhib al-Akhlaq. Hence, it is reasonable
to suppose that the wasiyyah was written as a prolegomena (mu-
qaddimah) to the Tahdhib al-Akhlaq, outlining a definite concept
of ethics, in the same way as he outlined his concept of history
in the introduction to his Tajarib al-Umam (The Experiences
of the Nations).?® Therefore, a close examination of the wasiyyah
is indispensable for a proper understanding of the background of
Miskawayh'’s ethics. y
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ENGLISH TRANSLATION OF THE WASIYYAH

This is what Ahmad ibn Muhammad has pledged, while he was safe
in his family, healthy in body, and provisioned for his day, and
therefore not obliged to make the pledge by any necessity of soul
or body, neither intending it as something to be displayed (for the
approval) of people, nor for procuring any benefit from them,
nor for defending himself from their mischief. He has p_ledged
to strive against his soul and to examine his condition as diligently
as possible, so as to be modest, courageous and wise. :I'he mark of
modesty is to curb the needs of one’s body, so that immoderate-
ness should not lead one to do anything which would harm one’s
body or violate one’s virtue. The mark of courage is to struggle
against the urges of one’s reprehensible soul, so ‘Ehat neither
despicable desire nor misplaced anger should prevail. An_d the
mark of wisdom is to examine one’s beliefs so that nothing of
useful knowledge would escape one’s grasp, and one would first
improve one’s soul and refine it, so as to reap the fruit of one’s
struggle which is justices. Therefore, one should firmly grasp
this treatise and do one’s best to uphold it, and work according to
it. It consists of fifteen parts:

1/ To prefer the truth to the falsehood in (matters of) belief,
sincerity to deceit in'words, and goodness to evil in actions,
2/ To remember that happiness is always acquired by free will
and by much striving on account of the unceasing struggle
between man and his own soul.

3/ To cling firmly to the revealed law and believe in the ne-
cessity of its commandements.

4/ To keep promises until they are fulfilled, the most import-
ant being that which is between myself and God, the most
exalted and the most powerful.

5/ To place little confidence in men, by abstaining from
(loose) familiarity.

6/ To love beauty for its own sake (lit: because it is beauti-
ful), and for no other reason (lit: for nothing other than that).
7/ To keep silence when the soul is eager to speak until the
intellect has been consulted.

8/ To preserve the state which arises from the wish of some-
thing until it becomes a natural disposition and will not be
corrupted by ease.

9/ To undertake boldly whatever is right.

10/ To be concerned about the limited time of one’s life, so
that it can be employed in none other than important pur-
suits.
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11/ To renounce the fear of death and poverty of doing what

is seemly and by avoiding indifference.

12/ To take no interest in the words of evil and envious peo-

ple, lest one become distracted by dealing with them or be

affected by them.

13/ To deport oneself well in wealth and poverty, in disgrace

and honour, in the right and proper manner.

14/ To remember illness in time of health, grief in time of

pleasure, and delight in time of anger, so that there might be

less transgression and injustice.

15/ To be strong in hope and gracious in expectation, to trust

in God the most high, and to turn all one’s mind and heart to

Him (alone).

When God, the most high, helps someone improve his souls as
he strives (in the above fashion), then that person should devote
himslef to improving others. The mark of this is that one should
not be mean in giving advice to anyone, nor should one deny
anyone a rank which he merits, nor should one monopolize (for
oneself) the goodness of which one is capable.

When God, the most high, has completed a person’s striving
and removed from him (all) hindrances and obstacles, and has
enabled him to attain these virtues in his soul, so that he can be
counted among (lit: made one of) His successful servants, His
victorious helpers and His faithful worshippers, who do not fear
nor grieve, thus has God answered him through His grace all that
he asked of Him. And after that he must rest confident that God
will respond to his trust in His generosity to give him what he
desires and protect him against what is undesirable. God sufficient
for him, and upon Him he must depend, and no power can be
obtained but through Him.

This is the end of the pledge, which needs no addition by me,
neither my proof of its goodness, because it is self-evidently true.
Anyone who makes this the creed of his heart, the conviction of
his inner being, and the medium between him and his Lord is con-
firmed as an excellent and true philosopher.

COMMENTARY

The key concept of Miskawayh’s opening paragraph in his wasiy-
yah is conveyed by the verb “ahada and its derived noun, mu°aha-
dah.*® The latter denotes a treaty requiring two parties. Ordinari-
ly it is between two persons in a marriage contract, or alternatively
in 2 commercial agreement between two groups. But in the con-
text of the wasiyyah the parties of the mu®ahadah are Miskawayh
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and his own self. Hence it is closer to the concept of resolution.
He resolves to discipline his nafs (soul) and therefore the mu®aha-
dah becomes the mujahadah (struggle), whereas in the usual
sense of a treaty the mu®ahadah is something which is by nature
static. In this sense of a resolution with his own self, however, it
requires of him that he should remember it and therefore he
defines it further with the reflexive noun, tadhkirah, meaning a
self-admonition.®® Hence we have a significant equation of
mu‘ahadah, mujahadah and tadhkirah.

Miskawayh does not use the word wasiyyah in the text itself
but any mu®ahadah, when it is written and preserved, becomes a
wasiyyah for others than one’s own self. It could be in nasihat
(instruction) to one’s children, friends, and posterity. This is in
line with the Qur‘anic concept of the wasiyyah.* The term wasiy-
yah as used in the Qur‘an also denotes the understanding, or the
remembrance, or the fear of God.>* As such the Qur‘anic wasiy-
yah is linked up with three values, al-hagq (truth),*® al-sabr (pa-
tience),*® and al-marhamah (compassion).?® The relationship
between al-hagq and al-sabr is perfectly brought out in surah al-
cAsr, 1-5:

“By (the token of) time (through the ages), verily man is in loss, except such as have
faith, and do righteous deeds, and (join together) in the mutual teaching (tawasaw) of
truth (al-haqq) and of patience (al-sabr) and constancy”.

The controlling verb in the latter part of this surdh is the verb
tawasaw, which expresses the idea of people committing them-
selves to one another in a relationship of wasiyyah, defined in
terms of truth (al-haqq) and patience (al-sabr). But in order that
this wasiyyah should be valid in the objectified sense of external
conduct, there needs to be an internal wasiyyah between a man
and his soul, as Miskawayh himself emphasizes in his equation
between mu€ahadah, mujahadah dan tadhkirah, all constituting
the wasiyyah dimension.

The most important function of the wasiyyah is the jihad
(strife) against the nafs (soul). The word jihad is another critical
term in Qur‘anic ethical terminology. It is interesting to note that
the most typical uses of the term jihad in the Qur‘an are related
to fighting against kafirun (unbelievers),>® munafigun (hypo-
crites)®’ , and mushrikun (those who give associates to God).*®
However, the Qur‘an emphasises that the true duty of jihad is
the jihad in God’s cause (ff sabil Allah) and those who strive in
such cause, will be guided to the right path.?® The striving to puri-
fy one’s soul in service and devotion to God, is the theme of both
Miskawayh’s wasiyyah and the Tahdhih al-Akhlag,*® and this
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brings out his dependence upon the Qur‘anic ideas of jihad. A few
examples will suffice:

“And if any strive (jahada) (with might and main), they do so for their own soul: for
God is free of all needs from all creation.”

“By the soul, and the proportion and order given to it; and its enlightenment as to its
wrong and its right; — truly he succeeds that purifies it, and he fails that corrupts it."42

Miskawayh’s ethics are clearly based on the active striving of
the soul for its purification.*> When the soul is pure and clean, it
will lead to a higher rank, closer to God, fellow man, and the
universe. It is therefore necessary to decide which nafs is fighting,
and which is being fought against, and what things they fight for.

Miskawayh regards the nafs as a single structure but it has
three faculties: the highest in the scale is al-natigah (the rational
soul), the middle is ghadabiyyah (the irascible soul), and the
lowest is shahawiyyah (the concupiscent soul). The first is natural-
ly noble and moral, the second is lacking morality but has the
capacity of acquiring it and of yielding to it, while the third is
amoral and incapable of gaining morality.**

In the process of mujahadah, the rational soul, which is the
most elevated of the three aspects will not only discipline the iras-
cible soul, but also lead it to morality and compel it to good obe-
dience. When the latter has been refined and disciplined man may
make use of it in order to subdue or rectify the concupiscent soul
which is incapable of acquiring morality.** On the question of
what things the irascible soul curbs in the concupiscent soul Mis-
kawayh writes:

“He who secks wisdom (hikmah) and wants to obtain it he should start by killing all that
is contrary to it in his heart (irascible soul) and purifying it from these (contrary things)
such as whim, harmful desires, hatred, envy, love of prestige, quick anger and the like,
And when a man’s heart has become purified of these things he would receive philoso-
phy (hikmah) and take from it as much as it (the heart) could.”*¢

Miskawayh suggests that when the above programme of muja-
hadah is successful in achieving moderation, the rational soul reaps
the virtue of htkmah (wisdom), the irascible soul gains the virtue
of shaja®ah (courage) and the concupiscent soul accomplishes the
virtue of °iffah (temperance).®” When all these three virtues
reach a proper level and have the proper relations of harmony
in their activities, another virtue is produced, namely, al-ad!
(justice). Hence justice exists in the balanced development of all
faculties which also means that justice is always a comprehensive
virtue achieved through all the other virtues of the soul.
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Miskawayh’s reference to the four cardinal virtues in the
wasiyyah: wisdom, courage, temperance, and justice logically
follows his resolution for mujahadah. It implies that Miskawayh'’s
soul is already moving away from its concupiscent station and is
perceiving the possibility of its growth. Although Miskawayh’s
four divisions of virtues are not very different from those of
Plato,*® their treatment is mostly his own and sometimes drawn
from Qur‘anic ideas. For example, his theory of temperance, that
is, restraint of the body from al-sarf (extravagance or immoderate-
ness) is similar to that of the Qur‘an:

“Those who, when they spend, are not cxtrava&a.nt (yusrifi) and not niggardly, but hold
the just (balance) between those (extremes).”

“Eat an;iod.nnk but waste not by excess (tusrifit), for God loveth not the wasters (mus-
ﬂﬁﬂ) »”

The last section of the wasiyyah deals with the perfection of
the self through mujahadah. The sign of this self-perfection will
be that the soul will help others towards improvement and will
recognize the merits of others when they deserve it. So through
this the soul attains its fada’l (moral excellences) and becomes
one of God’s successful servants, His victorious advocates and His
secure worshippers. All these three groups possess the state of la
khawfun “alayhim wala hum yahzaniin (those who do not incur
any fear nor suffer any grief). This higher state of the soul desired
by Miskawayh is a concept taken from al-Qur‘an 2:38, “whoso-
ever follows my guidance, on them shall be no fear, nor shall
they grieve”, and 2: 112, “nay, — whoever submits his whole
self to God and is a doer of good, — he will get his reward with his
Lord; on such shall be no fear, nor shall they grieve”, It is a man
in this state which Miskawayh calls the true philosopher. Hence,
Miskawayh’s reference to the word faylasuf (philosopher) in the
wasiyyah reflects his preference for the Qur‘anic hikmah (wisdom
or philosophy) -as the foundation of his ethics. This conclusions
is also confirmed, in our judgement, by the additional evidence of
Miskawayh'’s frequent references to the Qur‘an in genera.l and to
the wisdom of Lugman as mentioned in the Qur‘an in particular.

NOTES
1 See further, Ibn Khaldiin, The Mugaddimah, tr. Franz Rosenthal, 3 vols., London,
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