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Mariam Elmasyan*

IBN AL-MUQAFA*A’S SYSTEM OF ETHICS ON THE BASIS OF
AL-ADAB AL-SAGHIR AND AL- ADAB AL-KABIR

Keywords: adab, Ibn Al- Mugafa‘a, ethical system, Al-Adab Al- Saghir, Al-
Adab Al- Kabir, knowledge

Abstract: The mid-eight century appears as an important milestone in
the history of Arab-Muslim Caliphate with the radical change and
development in Arab-Muslim culture. The expansion of the Caliphate
borders resulted in the formation of a new military-political and socio-
economic system of the Arab-Muslim caliphate under the dominant
ideology of Islam. The great conquests brought to the social and cultural
evolution of Arabs. Communication with the population of the conquered
non-Arab and non-Muslim states and the cultural assimilation resulted in
formation of a certain value system in Islam. In this process, the merging of
different values had created a common system of conduct within the
Muslim community. These were the pre-Islamic values and customs,
Quranic teachings, behaviors of the Prophet and his companions, the
Persian and Greek model of moral perfection, and various strands of culture
from population of the conquered states.

Abdallah ibn Al-Mugqafa’a was the pioneer in the process of formation
of new cultural values and ethical norms needed for the new multi-ethnic
state. This article is an attempt to illustrate Ibn ‘Al- Muqafa‘a’s system of
ethics and its role in the formation of new cultural values and ethical norms
in the context of historical and socio-cultural developments in the second
half of eight century in the Arab-Muslim Caliphate. Based on content and
textual analysis of “Al-Adab Al- Saghir” and “Al-Adab Al- Kabir” we try
to reveal the main concepts of the ethical system of Ibn Al- Mugafa‘a.

! Assistant Professor, Department of Arabic Studies, Yerevan State University, e-mail:
mariam@ysu.am
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The primary reason for the formulation of the Arab-Muslim culture
was caliph Abd al-Malik’s reform (685-705) concerning the Arabic
language, which was proclaimed as the only official language in entire
Caliphate. This fact appeared as a good impetus for the possibility of
formation of the Arab-Muslim philological tradition, along with the
collection and compilation of anthologies of pre-Islamic Arabic literature.
With the rise of Islam, the philology had been engaged with the study of
the Qur’an and its interpretation. With the proclamation of Arabic as the
official language in the Caliphate, pre-Islamic poetry has also merged with
the Muslim scholarship, making together the organic means of expressions
within the Arab-Muslim culture that has developed in the framework of its
scientific and philological tradition.

The gradual change in the cultural and political features of the
caliphate, a shift from religious — based rule to a more secular, led to the
fact that the form and the content of the religious texts has become
irrelevant to the new trends of the Arab-Muslim culture. The newly created
multi-ethnic state called for the development of new conceptual provisions
that could regulate the socio-cultural relations in the caliphate. It became
apparent that the existing prescriptions of Islam of the early Arab Muslim
community ceased to fully meet the requirements for newly created of
multiethnic state where the human factor appears principle. In this context,
the emergence of adab obviously changed the structure and development of
the spiritual and intellectual life of the Arabs alongside having a great
influence on the forms and content of historical and philological works®.

At the certain stages of its development, adab® had different
interpretations. In pre-Islamic era, adab was considered as a set of norms of
correct behavior inherited from ancestors. With the rise of Islam adab
referred to the ethical and practical models that regulated the life of a good
Muslim. One can say that while the term ‘ilm in the mid- to late Umayyad

2 I'proreGaym I'.3. CTaHOBICHHE H 0COGEHHOCTH HCIAMCKOI ITHBHITH3AIIHH OT UMITPHH K
nuBum3anui. Mocksa, 1999, ctp. 340-343.

% Khalidi T. Arabic Historical Thought in the Classical Period. Cambridge University Press,
1994, p. 83-84.

*lena 111, Bapnauuu Ha TeMy aaba, B KH. ApabCckast CpeIHEBEKOBAs KyIbTypa U
nurepatypa, M., 1978, ctp.60-68.
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period appeared to refer to religious knowledge, that is Hadith, Tafsir and
Figh, the term adab came to imply to secular knowledge namely philology,
poetry and history.

With the stratification of the syncretic social system of the Arab-
Muslim society and the formation of certain social strata, adab appeared to
respond to the challenge of foreign cultures by defining the scope of
necessary knowledge and to formulate the ethical norms and standards for
the ruling elite and educated layers of society.

Abdallah ibn al-Mugqafa’a is one of the iconic intellectuals of the eight
century, as well as one of the prominent representatives of Arabic medieval
literature, the founder of adab literature. Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘a was Persian of
origin, a fact which has deeply affected on his ideas, actions and his literary
and political writings. Due to his position as secretary to Marwan bin
Mahmud, he could observe the conspiracies and defamation, which
eventually led to the fall of the Umayyad dynasty. Through his experience,
he learned how the sicknesses of nation state could have a negative impact
on it. One of Ibn al-Mugqaffa’s chief concerns in life was moral behavior
and he devoted himself in pursuit of moral values and right conduct and
dedicated two of his major works: “Al-Adab al-Saghir” and “Al-Adab al-
Kabir” to this subject. In these books, 1bn al-Mugqaffa’a has transmitted and
incorporated important elements and concepts of both Arabic and Persian
cultural experiences. As the author stated in “4/-Adab al-Saghir”: "In this
book | have presented the thoughts of men, who were concerned with the
soul's perfection, and they proposed the ways of performing virtuous
deeds™. By saying this, the author emphasizes and values the knowledge
and conduct of the ancestors as merely transmitting and giving the tribute
to the virtuous human experience.

Ibn al-Mugqafa’ begins “Al adab al- Saghir” with the following words:
“Each human being (makhlug) has needs (haja), and these needs are
determined by the goal (ghaya) and the goal has its own path of
implementation (sabiyl) and Allah has predetermined the time, goals and

15 a5 s eism e gobia a5l Gl 5 pall ) adiall o) ®
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the path for all to happen. Human needs and goals are the blessings of the
earthly and heavenly life, and the only way to understand them is the right
reason (agl sahih) and the main criteria for the right reason is ability to
choose with prudence and its purposeful implementation”.°

This passage appears as algorithm to understand and to reveal the main
conceptual values of Ibn al-Mugafa‘a’s system of ethics. Hence the
morality which Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘a offers aims to ensure the need of man in
his earthly life. And the needs of a man can be fulfilled only based on
human dignity and virtue, the purpose of which is to reach the salvation of
the soul after the earthly life. A human being can achieve this fulfilment,
only through self-consciousness and the perception of the world around
him. This acquired knowledge will help him to identify the evil from the
good, to choose and to act. Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘a emphasizes the role of adab in
the development of the reason, as he states: "Adab trains, develops and
flourishes the mind,... just as the seed cannot sprout and emerge on its soil
with its flowers, so does the intellect lack the strength and the life to
develop, and there is no benefit from it as long as it does not practice the
adab, which is the basis for it, the fruit and the life””. lIbn al-Mugqaffa’a
considers logic as the important part of the adab, which needs a learning.

For Ibn al-Mugaffa’a adab consists from two essential things: the
educational process, by which reason is cultivated, and the moral character,
which complements the reason. The man who practices adab is someone
who learns good and worthy thoughts from others and is able to apply them
properly and in his presence, And one should not treat him as a weak
person, but should treat him as a person who has taken and preserved the
words of the wise men and to follow the example of the virtuous people.
And he is no longer obliged to add his knowledge to the purpose he has
already achieved, so he can be considered an innovator who uses his mind
to become rational person (aqil).

Moral behavior in interpersonal relations is in the center of Ibn al-
Mugaffa‘a’s ethics. He suggests man to be “inquisitive and to distinguish
between right and wrong”, to be truthful so that one can trust what he says,

11 el s eig s e paba a5kl Qa5 il () adiall ol ©
12 a5 s s m e gobea o asll QW5 sall ) adiall o) 7
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to fulfill his obligations to others so that he will be treated in the same
manner, to be grateful so that he can deserve more, to be generous so that
he will deserve to be treated well, to be merciful to the injured not to be
harmed, to be friendly not to adopt the character of the devil, to do his job
not to be blamed for something which he has not done, to be modest so that
others will be happy for him and not envy him, to be content so that he is
satisfied with what he has, not to be malevolent not to cause himself
permanent damage, to be modest no to be reported in a bad light to the
learned. “The educated person’s fear of being criticized by the learned is
stronger than his fear of being punished by the Sultan™®. As a way to get rid
of its own shortcomings, Ibn al-Mugqaffa’ suggests the practice of self-
criticism (al gada al-zatiya) to evaluate and control his own actions, that
will help him go the right way as the rational man must (ala al-akil) to
know his flaws and omissions in the matters of religion, morality, and
behavior®.

The moral, philosophical, and theoretical thoughts in “Al-Adab al-
Saghir are presented as maxims and as wise words of ancestors, which Ibn
al- Mugqaffa‘a tried to illustrate in accordance with a new socio-cultural
environment.

In “Al-adab al-Kabir” Ibn al-Muqaffa‘a presents the main issues,
which face the newly created Arab-Muslims community and suggests the
ways for their solution based on both the Sassanian experience and Islamic
worldview within presenting the ideal model of Arab-Muslim society and
introducing its basic layers:ahl al-sultan (ruling elite), ahlal-din,( men of
religion), ahl al-haq (righteous men), ahl al-iman (beleavers), akl ‘ilm (
religious scholars), ahl fadl (privileged men),where the later is considered
as an ideal social model, and the others were obliged to follow or achieve
this standard of ideal men. There are two main components for ahl al-fadl:
al-mahasabat al-zatiya (self-control) and al-taalim al-zatiy (self-
education), which are versus al-gharaiz and al-tabai‘ (instincts). Ibn al-
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Mugaffa‘a considers a power as a great challenge for the leader, and he
must have four important qualities that are the basis and support for any
government: independent decision-making, aspiration, care and justice,
honesty towards subordinates, who can appear as backbone for him. Man
who proclaims himself imam for believers must educate himself and
educate others by his behavior, which is more useful and valuable to them
than just words.

In the preface of “Al- Adab al-Kabiyr”, alike in ”Adab al-Saghiyr”,
Ibn al-Mugaffa‘a once more values an importance of knowledge and
experience of ancestors:"One of the most important skills of our time
scientist is to borrow, take on the knowledge and the experience of the
ancestors, follow their path and try to fulfill our good intentions and deeds.
We see that our ancestors had nothing to neglect, even the most versatile
reproducer will not even find a theme they did not refer, so | write about
their behavior in this book, as all this is necessary for people” *°.Then he
continues: "If you are studying and studying in any science, learn its basics
(‘usdl) and its separate sections (fusdl) and if you can do it, it is best to
choose the best. The basis of religion is the belief in virtue. Avoid
haughtiness, follow what is written and if you become a faqgih it is the
best".

While analyzing above mentioned, we can conclude, that lbn al-
Mugaffa‘a’s system of ethics is based on three essential interrelated
concepts, which are the virtue, the knowledge and the action, where the
virtue is a central one, as the main concept of the system, and the other two
assure its implementation. Ibn al-Mugaffa‘a believes that people can be
thought to be virtuous, which can have important implication for moral
education.

These two treatises of Ibn al-Muqgaffa’ are of a great significance in
shaping and developing the ethical values of the Arab-Muslim state in the
eight century and encompassed both the literary form and the good
conduct. By their rhetoric and functional significance, they shaped the main
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moral vectors of the new Arab-Muslim state, as well as played an essential
role in the development of the adab literature and culture.
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