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Miskawayh

ca. 932 -1030

Abu ‘Ali Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Ya‘qub
al-Khazin (“The Treasurer” or “The Librarian”)
was born between 932 and 936 in the city of
Ray, the Rhages of antiquity, near Tehran. He
died in1030, almost a hundred years old, prob-
ably in Isfahan. The name by which this
scholar is best known, Miskawayh, is said by
some to be the Arabicized form of the Persian
Miskoye or Mushkoye, a suburb of the city of
Ray where his family probably came from;
others suggest the nickname was applied to
him in the sense of “the musk-like” or “the
musk-scented” (Yaqut, Mu'gam iv: 543; al-
Tabari, Tarikh viii: 392).

Whether or not Miskawayh was a Shif, as
some later Shi‘i sources claim, is still a matter
of discussion in modern scholarship. On the
one hand, it is relatively certain that
Miskawayh grew up and was active in the pre-
dominantly Shi‘i milieu of the Buyid dynasty’s
domain of power. On the other hand, there is
no place in Miskawayh’s scholarly oeuvre
where he explicitly addressed essential Shi‘i
topics. Instead, we encounter in his works,
first and foremost, an author who thinks
across denominational boundaries and is
well-versed and productive in a great variety
of scholarly disciplines (Giinther/El Jamouhi.
“Der Moralphilosoph” 10-1).

1 Life and Scholarship
Miskawayh was a highly productive Muslim

thinker, writer, and courtier. Well-acquainted

with various branches of scholarship of his age
and open-mindedly embracing the cosmopo-
litism of Abbasid society, Miskawayh wrote
on a wide array of academic subjects. Fore-
most among these were philosophy and his-
tory. However, his interests extended to liter-
ature, medicine, psychology, alchemy, and
cooking.

Miskawayh’s intellectual reputation rests
principally on two works: his celebrated man-
ual of philosophical ethics, Tahdhib al-akhlag
wa-tathir al-a‘raq (The Refinement of Charac-
ter Traits and the Purification of Natural Dispo-
sitions), and his universal history, Tajarib al-
umam (The Experiences of the Nations).
Miskawayh's works testify to his academic re-
sourcefulness and originality. At the same
time, they reveal how much this classical Mus-
lim thinker was attracted to classical Greek
thought, especially that of Plato, Aristotle, and
the Neoplatonists. In addition, Muslim prede-
cessors such as the philosophers Ya‘qab b.
Ishaq al-Kindi (d. ca. 870) and Abu Nasr al-
Farabi (d. 950), as well as the littérateurs Ibn
al-Mugqafta‘ (d. ca. 756) and al-Jahiz (d. 869)
also appear frequently as references in his
writings. The Persian cultural tradition, how-
ever, into which Miskawayh was born and
which was a constant mainstay, both person-
ally and intellectually, was an essential inspi-

ration for him throughout his life.

2 Scholarly Network

Miskawayh's scholarly output as a whole is a
striking testimony to this classical Muslim
scholar’s comprehensive reception of ancient
and contemporary philosophical works writ-
ten by ancient Greek as well as Christian Ara-

bic and Muslim authors. For his
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historiography, he also relied on 10"-century
historians who were Sabians, that is, members
of a community that adhered to an ancient Se-
mitic polytheistic religion but whose elite was
largely Hellenized (de Blois, “Sabi™” 672-5).
This diversity of sources and authorities on
which Miskawayh relied in the context of the
scholarly networks of his time, and the recep-
tion of his thought in later Muslim scholar-
ship, is illustrated in Figure 1 at the end of this
entry.

3 Contribution to Educational Thought

Several of Miskawayh’s writings offer detailed
advice on learning. Most significant in this re-
gard are his major works, Tahdhib al-akhlag
wa-tathir al-a‘raq (The Refinement of Charac-
ter Traits), Tartib al-sa‘adat wa-manazil al-
‘ulim (Ordering the Degrees of Happiness and
the Ranks of Sciences), and Adab al-‘Arab wa-l-
Furs (Morals [and Wisdom Sayings] of the Ar-
abs and the Persians). Concerning this latter
work, moreover, Miskawayh stated that he
composed this book for a specific reason, as-
sembling therein numerous pieces of wisdom
for the young men (ahdath) to educate themselves with
them, for the learned to remember what had come be-
fore them of wisdom and knowledge (al-hikam wa-[-
‘ulum) [and, in addition, as a] rectification of myself

and of whoever may be rectified by it after me
(Miskawayh, Hikma 6).
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His monumental work on history, The Experi-
ences of the Nations, from which he intended

that people should learn for their present and

future, has its vigorous educational orienta-
tion already explicit in the title.

Two more pedagogically significant points are
included in his The Refinement. One is
Miskawayh’s recommendation that individu-
als aspire to attain noble, stable, and authen-
tic character traits, as those will help them act
straightforwardly and successfully in society
(Miskawayh, Refinement 5). The other is his
assertion that people should make every effort
to reach this high ethical and societal goal
through a didactically “ordered, gradually ad-
vancing instruction” (ala tartib talimi;
Miskawayh, Tahdhib 1). This way of learning
would provide a solid basis for human beings
as they achieve a state of development at
which they, first, take an interest in the affairs
of society; second, act sensibly for their own
and the society’s well-being; and third, do so
naturally and voluntarily, without any need

for prior deliberation.

3.1 Learning and Character Refinement

In the preamble to The Refinement,
Miskawayh defined the primary purpose of
this writing and added an instructive outline
of his study questions and research strategies.
According to these, the objectives outlined in

this book are:

Our objective in this book is to acquire for ourselves
such a character that all our actions issuing therefrom
may be good and, at the same time, may be performed
by us easily, without any constraint or difficulty. This
object we intend to achieve according to an art, and in
a didactic order. The way to this end is to understand,
first of all, our souls: what they are, what kind of thing
they are, and for what purpose they have been brought
into existence within us - I mean: their perfection and
their end; what their faculties and aptitudes are ...
(Miskawayh, Tahdhib 1; Miskawayh, Refinement 1).
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With this passage, Miskawayh aimed to pro-
vide his readers with guidance and instruction
vital to moral education. Although, in his
view, humans are the noblest beings in crea-
tion, they still need education to develop their
humanity, especially concerning what is good
and what is evil. Humans acquire an authen-
tic and lasting character through a process of
learning that is measured in its steps and com-
bines intellectual with moral education. This
understanding of the fundamentally ethical
grounding of all learning relates directly to
the Quranic statement cited above.

However, Miskawayh understood this idea
in a rationalist way, firmly rooted in Greek
thought. It is a perception that underlines
the strong interdependence between ethics,
education, and human development in a
manner that Socrates already described
when he famously stated, “I believe that we
cannot live better than in seeking to become
better, nor more agreeably than having a clear

conscience” (Douglas, Forty 337).

3.2 Instruction in Virtues

In The Refinement, Miskawayh used a simile
to teach his audience that one can make ei-
ther a valuable but also a worthless sword

out of the same metal — depending on

one’s mental and physical abilities and de-

termination. The betterment of a human’s

“substance is entrusted to man and depends

upon his will” (Miskawayh, Refinement 35).

While God created humankind and entrusted

them with the ability to learn and become bet-

ter, it is up to each individual to use this God-
given capacity through art and culture.

Miskawayh offered three observations in this

context that bear implications for learning:

e The means to accomplish the task of ac-
quiring virtues is a specific art or science
(sina‘a), namely, “the art of character train-
ing which is concerned with the betterment
of the actions” of humans as humans—man
qua man; indeed, it is “the most excellent of
the arts” (Miskawayh, Refinement 33);

e The best method to reach this aimis a didac-
tically well-thought-out, measured instruc-
tion (tartib talimi); and

e The objective of this process is to learn how
to refine one’s character. The ultimate state
that a person may aspire to reach in this re-
gard is a state of spontaneous performance,
where good acts are accomplished readily,

naturally, and without prior deliberation.

Miskawayh again draws on an old Greek idea,
according to which an act's aim or end
(ghaya) may influence—and even define—
the beginning or principle (mabda’) of an un-
dertaking. Accordingly, the objective of an act
may come to characterize the action itself.
Therefore, if the ‘objective’ of a deed is virtu-
ous, the ‘action’ that leads to it may—or
would even necessarily—acquire the quality
of being virtuous. Translated into an educa-

tional context, this means that if the aim of
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learning is virtuous, learning is likewise a vir-

tuous activity.

3.3 Methods and Structure of Education
Defining the educational objectives to be
achieved by specific teaching and learning
methods, the subject matters these methods
involve, and the social classes for which they
are designed are of particular concern to
Miskawayh. He highlighted, for example, that
ethical instruction and moral betterment
must precede any other form oflearning activ-
ity, whether intellectual or spiritual. This is
particularly true for anyone acquiring
knowledge in philosophy, religious law, or
prophetic traditions. Attaining virtue cannot
be achieved by

impeding and neglecting the cognitive faculty, by dis-
regarding the investigation which is proper to reason,
and by being satisfied with deeds that are neither civic
nor in accordance with the demands of discernment

and reason (Miskawayh, Tahdhib 91; Miskawayh, Re-
finement 81).
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In other words, investigation and close exam-
ination (bahth and nagar), sound thinking
(fikr sahih), and correct reasoning (giyas mus-
taqim) are appropriate and, indeed, the re-
quired intellect-based methods and tools
even in categories of learning that place ethi-
cal instruction first. Such education will help
the young to control their natural temper in
situations of an emotional challenge, and it
will eventually serve them in finding the way

to “the high rank of philosophy” and “seeking

proximity to God” (Miskawayh, Refinement 35,
55-6)-

3.4 Responsiveness to Moral Education

Edification in ethics takes place on two levels:

1. Onafundamental and morally unobjection-
able level: The acquisition of fundamental
morals eventually enables an individual to
enjoy a good and pleasant life, gain a fine
reputation, and have virtuous friends.

2. On a higher and more uncompromising
level: This relates to the idea that there is a
kind of moral learning and refinement that
goes beyond what is related to worldly
goods and ensuring bodily well-being.
These actions eventually enable the indi-
viduals to delight in the grace of God and
prepare themselves for the eternal world

and everlasting happiness in the hereafter.

However, teachers must adjust moral instruc-
tion to the level of their students’ intellectual
and physical capabilities. For example, youth
with a “rational soul” (nafs natiga), i.e., those
who fully use their intellect, can be expected
to become morally decent individuals. In-
struction taking a rational approach may be
unsuitable, however, for educating those with
a strong “irascible soul” (nafs ghadabiyya) or
even a dominant animal soul (nafs
bahimiyya).

The latter refers to people who are interested
only in satisfying their whims and are unre-
sponsive to the usual methods of instruction
and education (ta’dib). It might even seem im-
possible to discipline them at first glance.
This, however, is a false impression, according
to Miskawayh. In such cases, nothing but ad-

ditional patience and particular attentiveness



MISKAWAYH

are required from the educator. Also, as “prob-
lem children” grow up and mature, they may
become aware of their appalling conduct and
become more receptive to moral instruction.
Thus, there is always hope that those youth
will gradually depart from their former char-
acter and “return to the ideal way through re-
pentance, association with good and wise
men, and the diligent pursuit of philosophy”
(Miskawayh, Refinement 51-2, 57). In short,
every child is potentially educable.
Miskawayh takes a line of thought here con-
cerning a learner’s different degrees of respon-
siveness to discipline, learning, and attaining
virtues. Some of these ideas he presented in
The Refinement when discussing theories of
Greek authorities, naming the Stoics in partic-
ular (with their belief that all humans are “cre-
ated good by nature”) as well as Galen (who
suggested that some people “are good by na-
ture, others are bad by nature, and still others
fall between the two” categories), and Aristo-
tle (who is referred to with his concept that
humans “may, through discipline, become
good”) (Miskawayh, Refinement 29-31).
Addressing the issue of students who do not,
or only slowly, respond to a teacher’s efforts to
instruct them, Miskawayh recommended de-
celeration in providing learning content.
Showing empathy instead of adding pressure
was the right strategy here. In this way, the
teacher could reach those more challenging
students and help them participate in the ed-

ucational process meaningfully.

3.5 Early Childhood Instruction
Early childhood education is of particular
concern to Miskawayh. The ethical compo-

nents are again at the forefront here, as our

author specified that “affection, the accounts

of concord, and the benefits which all people

gain through love and fellowship” are essen-

tial and helpful in instructing the young. In

contrast, “the stories of wars, hatred, revenge,

and rebellion” are utterly unfit for teaching

children (Miskawayh, Refinement 140).

Regarding the sequence of early childhood in-

struction, the natural path of things must be

followed. One should begin with the follow-

ing:

® Basic physical instruction (on nourishment
and eating habits); then proceed to

e Emotional instruction (on human disposi-
tion such as anger and the love of honor),
and

e [ntellectual instruction (to make children
understand the value of knowledge and sci-
ence), eventually complemented by

e Psychological and health instruction

(Miskawayh, Refinement 33, 56)

These last steps should be taken, as
Miskawayh clarified, “when the boy under-
stands this and grasps its truth, and then be-
comes accustomed to it by continuous prac-
tice” (Miskawayh, Refinement 56).

If punishing a child is unavoidable, the pen-
alty must never be verbally too explicit (when
“rebuking”) or physically too excessive (when
“flogging”). Such handling leads to nothing
but the opposite of what was intended. The
child even might grow accustomed to this
kind of penalization, becoming even more ill-
mannered, and perhaps even entirely irre-
sponsive to education. Therefore, the parents’
first and most important responsibility is in-
structing their children in good manners

(Miskawayh, Refinement 32).
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Parental instruction in ethics at the time of
childhood must agree with and be under-
scored by basic education in religious law, as
Miskawayh emphasized. Indeed, the child
must be familiarized with the law at this early
stage. Thus, the child becomes accustomed to
its commands and more easily comprehends
the motives and the causes of things later
when studying philosophy, for example.
Young people may realize that much of what
they learned as young adults is in agreement
with what they had been taught in terms of
habits and morals as children, to the effect
that the learner’s “judgment becomes firm, his
insight penetrating, and his determination ef-
fective” (Miskawayh, Refinement 114).

Again, instruction of any of these kinds must
take the intellectual and physical capabilities
of the young into due account, for some chil-
dren are more receptive than others to learn-
ing and character formation; some acquire it
faster, and others more slowly (Miskawayh,
Refinement 31).

In general, Miskawayh saw learning as a life-
long process. It requires modesty and humility
more than anything else. Even when the
learner grows up, advances significantly in
learning, and eventually becomes

unique and eminent in knowledge, then this person
must not pride himself in what he has achieved, nor
should these achievements cause him to cease seeking
beyond. For knowledge has no limit, and above every
man of knowledge, there is One who knows [much

more] (Miskawayh, Tahdhib 179; Miskawayh, Refine-

ment 160, in reference to Quran 12:76).
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3.6 Higher Learning

In Miskawayh’s terms, higher education in-
cludes teaching philosophical (hikmi), meta-
physical (ilahi), and religious (shar?) compo-
nents as much as it involves rational, senso-
rial, psychological, and spiritual aspects.

First, his concept that the philosophical-ethi-
cal study program proceeds gradually is worth
close examination. It begins with practical
things, such as conduct in religious law, and
continues with studying more theoretical
fields, such as ethics and logic. This is followed
by arithmetic, geometry, and other natural
sciences, for comprehending the physical
world and language studies, and for learning
to think and express oneself correctly and rea-
sonably.

Philosophy (falsafa) is the most advanced
stage of this course of academic education
(Miskawayh, Refinement 44-5, 114, 154), with
the ultimate objective of attaining complete
happiness and human perfection.
Metaphysics “does not fall within the scope of
the art of the refinement of character”
(Miskawayh, Refinement 62). However, stu-
dents will become familiar with it as they ad-
vance in their ethical-philosophical educa-
tion. And indeed, metaphysics is said to repre-
sent the most sophisticated activity in a com-
prehensive curriculum, in which acquiring
knowledge about the Divine signifies “the cul-
minating rank among the sciences”
(Miskawayh, Refinement 36).

Second, religious education centers around
the (rational) acquisition of knowledge of God
to obtain certainty (yagin) in spiritual mat-
ters. It is based on studying normative reli-
gious traditions (sunna). However, it also re-

lies on essential ethical components, such as
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the learners’ need to familiarize themselves
with what is good and what is bad, and the
meanings of forbearance, virtuousness, and
equitableness (Miskawayh, Hikma 5-6;
Miskawayh, Wisdom 326-7).

3.7 The Philosophical Study Program

In his works on ethics, the secular sciences
and worldly affairs are central to Miskawayh'’s
conception of learning. Indeed, he acknowl-
edged on several occasions in these works
that—due to the ethical-philosophical focus
of the respective texts—he did not wish to
deal with the desire for the divine (shawg
ilahi) and divine knowledge (marifa ilahiyya).
He made explicit that metaphysical education
“does not fall within the scope of the art of the
refinement of character. ... But you will come
to know it if, God willing, you will attain this
rank” of moral advancement and intellectual
insight, as indicated in respective previous
passages (Miskawayh, Refinement 62). In
other words, learning in the ethical-philo-
sophical context primarily means acquiring
knowledge of philosophy. Progress on this
path is made in two steps, as our author noted
(Miskawayh, Theology 95; Miskawayh, Refine-
ment 62):

Step1: The learner begins with the study of
logic, an instrument for correct understanding
and instinctive reason.

Step 2: One proceeds to the study of the natu-
ral sciences, which leads to an understanding
of the physical world, including knowledge of
the creatures in it and their natures (Theology
95,137, 145; Miskawayh, Refinement 62).

For philosophically inclined learners,
Miskawayh specified the disciplines worth

studying and the sequence in which these

studies should take place. The following pic-

ture emerges from this discourse:

1. At an early age, practical instruction is the
focus. Young people should become famil-
iar with the conduct in religious law (adab
al-shari‘a) and the observance of its duties
and requirements until they endorse them
and make them their habits.

2. At a later stage, theoretical instruction will
follow. It essentially relates to studying the
works of ethics (kutub al-akhlaq). Indeed,
the rational demonstrations (barahin) pro-
vided in these books foster cognition of
what good morals mean, so the young will
be sufficiently equipped intellectually and
encouraged to adopt them emotionally.

3. Arithmetic (hisab) and geometry (han-
dasa) are further recommended disci-
plines. Knowledge of these study areas
helps learners in their acquisition of accu-
rate speech (sidg al-qawl) and correctness
in demonstration (sihhat al-burhan). Also,
arithmetic and geometry (two of the four
subjects of the ancient liberal arts educa-
tion, the quadrivium, next to music and as-
tronomy), are essential preparations for
the study of

4. Philosophy (falsafa). This last stage of stud-
ying constitutes the peak of the ethical-
philosophical study course (Miskawayh,

Refinement 44-5, 114, 154).

The ultimate objective of Miskawayh’s philo-
sophical learning program—complete happi-
ness and human perfection—can be achieved
after a person “has acquired a sound
knowledge of all the parts of philosophy and

mastered them gradually.”
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For more details concerning this educational
endeavor, the author directed the reader of
The Refinement to his earlier work, Ordering
the Degrees of Happiness (Tartib al-sa‘adat)
(Miskawayh, Refinement 81). This book is cru-
cial in this context, as the author stated, for
failure “to investigate and to exercise one’s
soul with the teachings ... enumerated in Or-
dering the Degrees of Happiness (Tartib al-
sa‘adat) may lead to stupidity (ghabawa) and
ignorance (jahl)” (Miskawayh, Refinement
110).

Miskawayh put two additional points of con-
sideration in the forefront: First, his earlier
book, The Degree of Happiness, contains (as its
full title indicates) a more detailed study pro-
gram; and second, this more comprehensive
course of learning can help the learner attain
enlightenment and enable the student to lead
an ethical life. And indeed, the reader so di-
rected to The Degree of Happiness encounters
in the second part of this book an elaborate
discussion of specific arts and sciences
(sina‘at), along with specific recommenda-
tions on how to study them, for “he who fol-
lows this course, is indeed the happy and the
perfect one,” as Miskawayh affirmed (Mar-
cotte, “Ibn Miskawayh” 149).

Furthermore, in The Degree of Happiness, the
concept is highlighted that ethical instruction
is propaedeutic to all other studies. Here
Miskawayh expressly drew on Aristotle for his
idea of acquiring two constituents of wisdom
(hikma): one theoretical (nagzart) and the
other practical (‘amali) (Miskawayh, Refine-
ment 117).

Our author also acknowledged that the study
plan he specified represents Aristotelian
thoughts which he had drawn from a book

(kitab) by Paul the Persian, a 6"-century East
Syrian theologian, philosopher and Aristotle
commentator (Miskawayh, Tartib n7; cf. Mar-
cotte, “Ibn Miskawayh” 149; Gutas, “Paul” 232-
8; Pines, “Ahmad” 121-9; Arkoun, L’humanisme
227-33). In other words, Miskawayh acknowl-
edged that Aristotle and the philosophical tra-
dition that builds on his work (accessible to
Miskawayh through the writing of the Persian
Christian scholar Paul) are the primary
sources and the foundation of his respective
pedagogical ventures. The background of all
this, as Miskawayh explained further, is that it
was “he [Aristotle the Sage] who ordered the
components of wisdom and classified them”
(fa-innahu huwa alladhi rattaba al-hikam wa-
sannafaha) (Miskawayh, Tartib 7).

The arts (sina‘at) that Miskawayh primarily
endorsed as endowing learners with the
knowledge that is necessary to reach certainty
(yaqin) are those of the lower division of the
Seven Liberal Arts of Antiquity, the Trivium.
Miskawayh identified those as:

1. Logic (mantiq)

2. Grammar (nahw)

3. Rhetoric (or prosody, ‘arud)

The method of approaching these arts to ben-
efit the most from them is, as Miskawayh ad-
vocated, deduction by analogy (giyas)
(Miskawayh, Tahdhib 118-21, 126). He also
highlights that intellectual learning is the crit-
ical activity for organizing the individual’s
mind and thought to enable humans to make
sense of their world. In other words, creative
thinking is held to be an orderly process that
makes an individual “a wise person who pos-
sesses perfect happiness” (al-hakim al-sa‘id al-

kamil al-sa‘ada). The steps to reach this stage
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include perseverance in performing activities

such as:

1. Empowerment of the mind (dhihn)

2. Discriminative discernment and judgment
(tamyiz)

3. Understanding of things as they really are
(haqa’iq al-umur)

4. Execution of action based on what has
been learned (infadh ma ‘alima ‘amalan)
(Miskawayh, Tartib 115; cf. Rizek, “An Art”

270-1).

This process of learning and human advance-
ment involves the mind and the body. Its first
step relates to acquiring knowledge (‘ilm) as
the learning process’s investigative or theoret-
ical component (juz’ al-nazar). This intellec-
tual study activity constitutes the basis for all
other deeds and must precede them. It is fol-
lowed by action (‘amal) as its practical com-
ponent (juz’ al-‘amal). Moreover, excellent
discernment and a powerful mind are always
required for (ma‘rifa)
(Miskawayh, Tartib 115).

cognizance

Miskawayh embedded these considerations
in learning theory and study practice in a de-
tailed discussion of certain books which Aris-
totle had devoted to the different levels of the
soul’'s contentment (maratib igtina‘at al-nafs)
and the classification of the sciences (tagsim
al-‘ulizm). Our author explicitly presented the
Arabic titles of these writings and surveyed
their main contents. Toward the end of The
Degree of Happiness, Miskawayh summed up
his recommendation of a Greek-inspired,
philosophical curriculum as follows:

Some of Aristotle’s disciples from among those

teaching (al-mudarrisin) his books believed that the

one who studies them (al-muta‘allim laha) should start

with the books on ethics (kutub al-akhlag) in order to
refine his soul, purify it from the distress of desires, and
lighten for them their obstructions so that the learner
will be able to receive wisdom .... Then he should look
into subject matters contained in the books of
mathematics (kutub al-ta‘alim) in order to familiarize
himself with the methods of demonstration (turug al-
burhan) .... Then he should look into logic (al-mantiq),
which is a tool for all that he wishes to achieve; then
into physics (the natural sciences) and that which
derives from them (al-tabiiyyat wa-ma ba‘daha)
according to the classification of that which was
presented earlier, until he arrives at metaphysics (i.e.,
the matters that do not reside in material things, al-

umir allatt laysat fi mawadd) (Miskawayh, Tartib 126).
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4 Essential Educational Principals
Miskawayh considered ethics a foundational
branch of knowledge. He also saw ethics and
learning as closely interconnected compo-
nents that might lead humans to perfection
and happiness. Miskawayh emphasized that:
1. Progress in learning and development as
an individual and a member of society re-
quires learners to strive to understand the
complexities of their souls, i.e., what hin-
ders them from growing and what makes
them prosper (Miskawayh, Refinement1). If
one understands one’s soul to some de-
gree, moral and intellectual education may

follow and be expected to be successful.
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On this premise, “the art of character train-
ing” is considered “the most excellent of
the arts” among the essential objectives of
human advancement (Miskawayh, Refine-
ment 33).

. Ethical learning and human development
can only be effectively acquired if they are
based on didactically sophisticated, meas-
ured instruction (tartib talimi). If this
learning is successful, the ultimate objec-
tive of character refinement can be
achieved, and good acts will be accom-
plished readily, naturally, and without
prior deliberation.

. Aspirational learning combines ethical
and didactic components. It requires (a)
observing real questions as the starting
point of an investigation, (b) extracting the
principal components from composite
questions, and (c) analyzing evidence
comprehensively and contextually. This
approach will make genuine education (al-
adab al-haqq), human perfection (al-
kamal), and happiness (al-sa‘ada) possible
(Miskawayh, Refinement 41, 63-4, 70). In-
spired by ancient Greek ideas, Miskawayh
thus equated—by way of analysis and syn-
thesis—virtuous education with virtuous
actions (Miskawayh, Refinement 64).

. Humaneness and love are important for
humanity. Although Miskawayh men-
tioned “the divine law” and “the right reli-
gion” in relatively neutral terms, it can be
assumed that he fully honored the reli-
gious foundations of Islam. At the same
time, he advocated using ancient philo-
sophical and cultural traditions as princi-
pal sources for forming character and

mind. This sensible, unprejudiced, and
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open-minded approach to education is ex-
traordinary evidence of this thinker’s gen-
eral pedagogical stance, which in today’s

terms can be called ‘humanistic.’

5 Significance for Contemporary Education

Among Miskawayh'’s views on learning, the

following are distinctly universal and relevant

to today’s educational contexts:

Ethically speaking, Miskawayh advised
teachers and parents to encourage and
guide youth to embrace decent conduct
instead of reproaching and correcting
them for problematic behavior. Likewise,
he counseled educators and parents to
help children and adolescents to:
associate with upright individuals, espe-
cially those of their own age;

treat others with fairness, kindness, and re-
spect; and, not least,

learn self-respect.

Miskawayh also expressed the insight that

(moral) instruction is not restricted to a par-

ticular stage in life, although it is most effec-

tive when it takes place at a young age

(Miskawayh, Refinement 51-5, 116).

1.

Intellectually high-quality study material is
said to be essential for progress in learning.
This relates to both its moral and thematic
contents. Furthermore, teaching should
take place gradually (i.e., new teaching
topics must be connected to previously ex-
plored themes) and memorizing what was
learned should proceed to its oral presen-
tation and thematic discussion. This even-
tually leads to a deeper understanding of
the study material and human develop-

ment. However, granting young people
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sufficient time to relax and play is also part
and parcel of successful learning and
teaching (Miskawayh, Refinement 45, 55).

2. Moral and intellectual schooling must be
connected with education about health
and well-being. This includes instruction
about healthy food and the close link be-
tween eating habits and the well-being of
body, soul, and mind. Along with acquiring
values, intellectual capabilities, and practi-
cal skills, health education helps young
people to build positive relationships with
others and lead healthy and fulfilled lives
(Miskawayh, Refinement 52-3).

3. Miskawayh accentuated the importance of

the soul’s health—“a divine, incorporeal

faculty”— more than once, as its strength
is directly connected to the well-being of
the body and the mind. Therefore, illness
of the soul, which may express itself in an-
ger and grief but also in passionate love or
restless desire, must be taken seriously and
treated to ensure progress in education
and human development (Miskawayh, Re-
finement 157-8).

4. Last but not least, throughout his scholarly
oeuvre, Miskawayh treasured cultural wis-
dom as “the virtue of the rational and dis-
cerning soul” and “the knowledge of things
divine and human” (Miskawayh, Refine-
ment 16). As he saw it, wisdom is a source
of knowledge and enlightenment. Cultural
wisdom, irrespective of its origins in terms
of time, location, ethnic identity, and
faith—be it from the Greeks, Arabs, Per-
sians, or Indians, for example—edifies pre-
sent and future generations of young peo-
ple as much as it does those already ad-

(Miskawayh,

vanced in scholarship
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Wisdom 326). Furthermore, part of the les-
sons that wisdom teaches is that, in order
to learn, intellectual engagement and the
courage to inquire are just as important as
respect for tradition and the natural course
of life. Those of intelligence who adhere to
these basic principles can expect to be suc-
cessful in their development as human be-
ings and be among the happiest people in
the world (Miskawayh, Wisdom 339-41).

6 Reception in Later Scholarship

Much of Miskawayh’s ethical-educational
thought was taken up, appraised, and incor-
porated in one way or another by later Muslim
scholars. A towering figure in this regard was
the theologian and mystic Aba Hamid al-
Ghazali (d. 1111), who relied on Miskawayh in
his considerations of virtues and questions of
learning. Unlike Miskawayh, however, al-
Ghazali moved in a new direction in that he
contributed to the ethical discourse not from
a rational but from a spiritual, mystical per-
spective.

Miskawayh’s probably best-known recipients
and successors in the field of Islamic ethics,
however, are Nasir al-Din al-Tasi (d. 1274), au-
thor of the well-known Akhlaq-i Nasirt (The
Nasirean Ethics) and, for that matter, a strong
critic of al-Ghazalis ascetic ethics; and Jalal al-
Din al-Dawani (d. 1274), author of Lawami‘al-
ishraq fi makarim al-akhlaq (Flashes of Illumi-
nation on the Excellence of Moral Dispositions),
also known as Ahlag-i Dawant (The Dawanean
Ethics), a work advocating the idea of har-
mony between philosophy and mysticism.
However, where Miskawayh, in his moral de-
ethics as such

liberations emphasized

(akhlag), the latter two scholars added
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discussions of the two other areas of practical
philosophy: household management (tadbir
al-manzil) and statecraft (or politics, siyasat
al-madina, siyasat al-mudun).

While several more scholars in premodern
times wove into their works educational ideas
from Miskawayh (or, through his lens, from
earlier Greek and Iranian sources), the dy-
namic tradition of a philosophical-ethical ap-
proach to human upbringing and learning
continues in the Islamic context into moder-
nity. This fact is best exemplified by the work
of the Algerian-French thinker Mohammed
Arkoun (1928-2010), who not only conducted
much invaluable research on the respective
Muslim discourses but became an active voice
in them himself through his propagation of an
Arab humanism. This Arab humanism, as
Arkoun envisioned it, mirrors that of
Miskawayh, most notably in categories like in-
tellectual open-mindedness and a vital en-
gagement to satisfy one’s scholarly curiosity
through learning from both inside and outside
the intellectual culture of Islam, past and pre-
sent.

the
Miskawayh's work becomes apparent, not
least of all, when we look at the fact that, alt-

Lastly, concept of humanism in

hough Miskawayh spoke in all his works only
of the education of boys and men, much of his
pedagogical advice, when read in the context
of modern societies, expresses universal and
gender-unspecific values and ethics of learn-

ing.
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Figure 1 - Miskawayh in the Islamic Educational Discourse; see Giinther/El Jamouhi, “Der Moralphilosoph” 24-5.

15



