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ART. XI. — Abu'I - 'Aid al - Ma'arri's Correspondence on
Vegetarianism. By D. S. MAKGOLIOUTH.

IT has already been mentionedl that, according to Safadi,
a correspondence on Vegetarianism between Abu'l - 'Ala
and a certain Hibat Allah Ibn Musa, due to a line' in the
former's Luzumiyyat, was excerpted by Yakut. The first
volume of Yakut's precious Dictionary of Litterateurs is in
the Bodleian Library,2 soon, I hope, to be published with
such other volumes of it as can be found. Yakut, whose
acquaintance with literary history was unique, tells us that
a passage in the Falak al-Ma'ani of Ibn al-Habbariyyah3 had
roused in him the desire to get at this correspondence,
which he reproduces in an abridged form. Abu'l-'Ala's
correspondent was a man of some importance, whose grave
was still shown in Makrizi's time in Cairo,4 where he held
the post of Chief Missionary. The fact that Abu'l-'Ala
addresses him with the titles ra'ls and ajall shows that
he held this or some similar post at the time of the

1 Letters of Abu'l-'Ala, ed. D. S. M., p. xxxix.
3 Bodl. Or. 753.
3 Ibn al-Habbariyyah appears to have been much interested in Abu'l-'Ala.

Safadi (Comm. on Lamiyyat al-'Ajam, Cairo, 1305, ii, 189-191) gives a long
quotation from a Bisalah written by him to Al-ITstadh al-Khatlrl Abu Mansur,
in which an allusion is made (p. 190, med.) to Abu'l-'Ala's hufr and ilhad.
Safadi was acquainted with the published collection of Abu'l-'Ala's Letters : he
quotes them, ii, 102 and i, 112. In ii, 198, there is an epigram containing an
allusion to the j o U i c , of which Mr. Nicholson has given such an interesting
account in this Journal :

The author was 'Ala al-dln al-Wada'I: he visited Abu'l-'Ala's grave in 679.

* Miffl, i, 460.
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290 ABU'L-'ALA'S CORRESPONDENCE ON VEGETARIANISM.

correspondence. This must be fixed for 438 A.H., since
Abu'l-'Ala (who was born in 363) says that he began
vegetarianism at the age of 30, and had continued it for
forty-five years. The " Crown of Princes," to whom Hibat
Allah offers to write to obtain an increase of the poet's
salary, appears to have been Sadakah Ibn Yusuf al-Fallahi,
who bore the title Fakhr al - Mulk (here given him by
Abu'l-'Ala), and, according to Ibn al-Athir,1 died in 440.
Suyuti2 says he was Vizier to the Fatimide Al-Mustansir
from 436 to 439. When Abu'l-'Ala says that " after what
has passed " he could not appear before this person in the
light of a place-hunter, he refers to Letter xxiii of the
published collection, in which he refused Sadakah's3 offer
to help him at the court of a former governor of Haleb.

The amount of information which these letters convey
seems to be very considerable, at least for the history of
the "leading ideas of Islam." The "Chief Missionary"
at the Academy of Cairo was by profession pledged to
Shi'ism; it was his business to instruct and admit converts.
Yet if orthodoxy was a qualification for the post, Hibat
Allah seems to have possessed it in a very slight degree.
He thinks it "bad form" to quote either the Koran or
the Tradition on such a question as Vegetarianism ; he only
does so as a rejoinder to Abu'l-'Ala, otherwise he would

"have kept clear of this line of reasoning. He found that
mankind were of two classes — one of them so stupidly
fanatical that they would accept any statement; what the
other class were like he does not say. But he tells us that
he had defended Abu'l-'Ala at debates in which the latter's
orthodoxy was questioned, and yet appears quite prepared

1 ix, 377.
2 Husn al-Muhadarah, ii, 153.
3 I cannot find the title taj al-umara given him elsewhere. However, his

successor in the office of Vizier had similar titles to those which Abu'l-'Ala

lavishes on him:

^ L i ^ l _ \ - j " *Loj \\ (Suyuti, I.e.). The nisbah is wrongly written j>-!

in Ibn Iyas. Cf. Wiistenfeld in Abh. Gott. Akad., xxvii, No. 8, p. 5.
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ABTJ'L-'ALA'S CORRESPONDENCE ON VEGETARIANISM. 291

to hea/" the other assert the human origin of all professedly
sacred codes. To him the poet of Ma'arrah is known, not
as a freethinker, but as the great scholar of the age. He
supposes that his conduct will be the result of profound
speculation, and tests him in an easy matter in order to be
able to approach him on difficult ones.

And what sort of figure does Abu'l-'Ala cut in this
correspondence ? One that justifies the statement of the
Prophet that "poets say what they do not do." 1 The poet
had offered his services to those " whose religion and under-
standing were ailing " : some one who acknowledges to that
condition asks his aid, and the poet does his utmost to
explain away his offer, to make learned quotations serve
instead of arguments, and to substitute special and personal
motives for reasons based on universal laws. He does not
appear capable of distinguishing between may and must,
important though that distinction be. He also, under the
pretence of being horrified, cites with evident gusto some of
the most blasphemous lines preserved in Arabic.

Ibn al-Habbariyyah supposed the correspondence had had
fatal results for Abu'l-'Ala. It is pleasing to know that the
correspondents parted friends. Hibat Allah probably had
too great experience of mankind to be greatly disappointed
when he found the poet's promise could not be kept. In
the sources at present open to me I can find no further
mention of Hibat Allah besides the notice in Makrizi. What
the purport of the title " the aided in religion " (given him
by both Abu'l-'Ala and Makrizi) may be is not clear.

If it were true, as Von Kremer and others supposed, that
Abu'l-'Ala was imitating the practice of the Jainas in his
ascetic regime, we might expect some reference in these
letters to the Indian doctrine, which, however, is not to be
found. Moreover, it is noticeable that he tells us his
asceticism began in his 30th year — not after his return
from Baghdad, as had seemed probable. Syria does not
seem a likely place for Jaina doctrines to have been reached,

1 Sura xxvi, 225.
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292 ABU'L-'ALA'S CORRESPONDENCE ON VEGETARIANISM.

and yet before the journey to Baghdad Abu'l-'Ala would
seem not to have gone outside its limits.

"We learn incidentally the source of Dhahabi's account
of the poet's income, and the way in which it was disposed.
If his journey to Baghdad was really undertaken with the
object of securing it, this object was realized.

The Bodleian copy of Yakut is very modern, and contains
many errors.1 Of these only the most obvious have been
corrected. Yakut's abridgment was not very skilfully
made, since the correspondents not infrequently quote
passages of each other's letters which do not appear in the
compendium. Probably, however, little of importance has
been omitted. In the translation the compliments have been
abridged.

1 The angular brackets ( ) signify additions by the editor, the square
brackets [ ] signify omittenda.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0035869X0002921X
Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. 
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. INSEAD, on 23 Jan 2018 at 21:07:33, subject to the

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0035869X0002921X
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core


ABU'L-'ALA'S CORBESPONDENCE ON VEGETARIANISM. 293

3M J l ^ ^ \j^> J J\x^\ C_Oi LJSS d il

^J * liui

Uii JU1I u^o ur

1 » > /»5

byJl «jjb J i * Jjy

Jk_j& Jx uz^xij UJ i—aJĵ ll JUS
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294 ABU'L-'ALA'S CORRESPONDENCE ON VEGETARIANISM.
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Is

1 Perhaps
2 According to iisa» al-Arab, xix, 289, this should be
3 Should be
4 MS.
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296 ABU'L-'ALA'S CORRESPONDENCE ON VEGETARIANISM.
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298 ABU'L-'ALA'S CORRESPONDENCE ON VEGETARIANISM.
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-J LiJI J J ^JJl u l JJJS1! J-il cJ/f Jo:

T ̂ j « ̂ J\ jLs ijls

fil lli

JU

1 Perhaps U«fcc:.
2 Head j ^ ix j .

Eead iji>jS-t
4 Mutanabbi, ed. Dieterici, p. 173.
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1 Bead

* Read .

3 MS. ^

* Sura xci, 1.
j.it.A.s. 1902. 20
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Asv«J\ J y j <>̂« yfe U (j^Jo ^ Uli^l^ y^ * JJO U u ^

LJiJ ^

l:.Lib ys U-j iLJ!

1 Sura liii, 52.
2 Transpose these words after &x* .
3 Sura xviii, 16.
1 Read Sfii.
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» Sura v, 96.
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TRANSLATION.

I read in the work called the Firmament of Ideasl that
many ignorant persons regard death as an injustice done
by the Creator, and think it a shame, notwithstanding the
kindness and wisdom which it displays, and the comfort
and benefit which it brings. And, indeed, Abu'l-'Ala Ahmad
Ibn Abdallah Ibn Sulayman Al-MaghribI,2 the author who
is so vain of his attainments, who makes professions so
long and broad, who extols and vaunts his wisdom so
much, says—

" Thou 3 didst forbid murder, and dost Thyself send
two angels to take the soul: Thou declarest that
we shall return again. Could not it have dispensed
with both states ? "

Now this is the talk of a raving maniac who supposes death
and murder to be identical. When this idiot forfeited the
pleasure of religion, and the sweetness of the truth, and
the light of scripture, and the comfort of the verity, he
would have done better not to pretend to powers of which
he was utterly destitute, in the verse—

"Are4 thy understanding and thy counsel ailiug? Come
to me that thou mayest learn the utterances of
sound wits!"

For God put him in the power of Abu Nasr Ibn Abi

1 An account of Ibn al-Habbariyyah, the author of this work, is given by Ibn
Khallikan, ii, 19-21 (Cairo, 1299). He died about fiO4 A.H., and is likely
to have been born about the time of Abu'l-'Ala's death. The narrative quoted
by Yakut teems with inaccuracies.

2 Probably the author's mistake for Al-Ma'arri.
* Often quoted as an example of Abu'l-'Ala's impiety.
4 Luzumiyyat, Cairo, 1891, i, 232. In both this and the Bombay edition

the first word is wrongly vocalized C J j Ju: .
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314 ABTJ'L-'ALA'S CORRESPONDENCE ON VEGETARIANISM.

'Imran,1 Chief Missionary2 in Egypt, who said to him,
" I am the person of ailing understanding and counsel, and
have come to thee for medicine, so heal me." A long
correspondence went on between them, and at last Abu
Nasr ordered the poet to be brought to Haleb,3 where he
was promised a large sum from the treasury4 if he accepted
Islam.5 Abu'l-'Ala, knowing that the alternatives before
him were Islam or death, took poison, and died of it.6 He
Tiad better, then, have been quiet instead of boasting of his
understanding and uttering absurdities of the sort, such
as could only suit the case of one who cared not for God.
When I read this story, I was anxious to know exactly
what passed between them, and at last I got hold of a thin
volume, containing a number of letters from Abu N"asr
Hibat Allah Ibn Abi 'Imran to Al-Ma'arrI on the subject.
Their correspondence, however, ended in both parties
acquiescing, and there was no suggestion of Abu'l - 'Ala
having poisoned himself, as Ibn al-Habbariyyah says. To
transcribe the letters in full would take too long, so I have
extracted the main points, omitting the verbiage in which
Al-Ma'arrl indulges.

1 He is called by Makrizi (i, 460) Hibat Allah Ibn Musa al-A'jami, i.e. of
the tribe Al-A'jam.

" The office of ii L e j J ! ^ j - 6 ^ i s t h u s defined by Kalkashandi, ii, 236
(Arch. A. Seld. 18):—" He came next after the chief Kadi in rank, and wore
the same attire. The religious doctrines ( i -n>L\ -*) of the people of the
Prophet's house were studied with him in a house called the Academy
( *L«Si i i i i) , and he gave the oath to those who wished to join their sect."

The passage is translated by Wiistenfeld, I.e., xxv, 1, p. 185. It is also to be
found in Makrizi, i, 391, whose account of the conduct of the mission is of
extraordinary interest. See De Sacy, Beligion des Druzes, i, lxxiii sqq. Of
this "Academy" an interesting history is given by Makrizi (Khitat, i, 458-
460); it was founded by Hakim in 395, and closed by Al-Afdai Ibn Amir
al-Juyush in the sixth century. From Makrizi's account it appears to have
been a hotbed of heresy, with which the character which Hibat Allah gives of
himself corresponds.

3 Since Hibat Allah was in Cairo, he could not well do this. Ibn al-Habbariyyah
was thinking of an apocryphal story of Abu'l-'Ala being summoned by the
Vizier of Haleb, and killing fifty men by his imprecations.

4 This is an allusion to another story of Abu'l-'Ala being offered the contents
of the treasury of Ma'arrah.

6 In this correspondence Abu'l-'Ala appears as a model of orthodoxy.
6 As a matter of fact he lived eleven years longer.
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I. Letter of Ibn Abl 'Imran.

That you, dear sir, God guide you well, have a tongue
so excellently learned that it reduces all besides to silence,
is generally acknowledged by all who are on the surface
of this earth; only that learning, to which you are what
Galen was to medicine, and the keys of whose mysteries
you control, seems to furnish no great boon for either your
present or your future life, unless it be winged fame—fame
which, so long as a man lives, he may hear ringing, and
of which he may be conscious as an ornament and personal
charm, whereas when fate has once driven him from the
outside of the earth to the inside, neither can fair fame
help him nor ill fame hurt him. This being so, it is
extraordinary that you, God help you, with your powerful
intellect, should devote the whole of it to studying the
rules of the Arabic language, and collecting its words and
their meanings, thus lavishing your life on what cannot
profit you, while leaving your brilliantly talented mind
destitute of reflections on your future ; choosing the labour
that profiteth not, to be left, when the froth is gone, dry,
with nothing else. Hence it follows with certainty that
you, God guard you, must have drunk deep of this sweet
draught, but must, for reasons of policy, have concealed it.
And the proof that you have reflected on the future life is
to be found in your ascetic practice, your abstention from
all luxurious food, drink, and clothing, your refusing to
suffer your body to be the grave of animals, to taste their
milk, or to turn into food any of the creatures whose
generation and breeding give pleasure to the sources of
them. Tour practice implies the belief that pain inflicted
on them will be avenged, and represents the extreme of
asceticism. Observing this, and hearing the invitation
conveyed in a verse ascribed to you—

" Are thy faith and thy understanding ailing ? Come
to me that thou mayest learn the true account
of the matter,"
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316 ABU'L-'ALA'S CORRESPONDENCE ON VEGETARIANISM.

I hastened towards you, as one whose faith and understanding.
are both unsound, unto one who, being sound himself, can
tell me "the truth of the matter." I then am the first
to answer your summons, and to acknowledge my own
bewilderment. And you must not take me into dark places,
nor obscure tracks, nor try in what you say to obscure
the truth with error. My first question will be about
a simple matter, and if your treatment of it be successful
I will go on to something serious. What is your ground
for abstaining from meat, milk, and all other animal
products, as though they were unlawful ? Are not, I ask
you, plants set by nature where the animals will come
upon them, so that by their existence, their goodness,
and by a sensitive force which the animals possess the
latter have power to utilize the plants ? Were it not
for the animals, the plants would be a meaningless and
purposeless creation. On the same principle the human
force controls the animals just as the animals control the
plants, owing to the superiority which man possesses in
the reason and the power of speech. Hence man utilizes
the animals for a variety of purposes, and were it not for
that, the creation of the animals would be purposeless.
Hence your refusing to use what is created for you, and
ordained on your account, destroys the harmony of Nature.

Your purpose in abstaining from meat must be either
compassion for the animals, which makes you disapprove
of doing them violence, in which case you have no right
to be kinder to them than their Creator; but if you hold
that certain men (and not God) are responsible for the
notions lawful and unlawful, these persons being the law-
givers, whereas God has given no permission for the
shedding of the blood of animals and for eating their flesh,
your doctrine is disproved by the fact that we see before us
various beasts and birds of prey, created by God in forms
which are only compatible with carnivorous habits, involving
the tearing of animals and devouring of them. This fact
being well established in creation, mankind may well be
excused for eating meat, and those who allow it to be eaten
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are evidently in the right. Or, secondly, you may regard
the shedding of the blood of animals as an unwise ordinance,
in which case your objection will fall on your Creator who
called you into existence.

If, then, you would be so kind as to produce a ground
which I can regard as satisfactory, I shall hope for a cure
of the malady which I have acknowledged.

II. Answer from Abu'l-'Ald of Ma'arrah.

Says God's weak and humble slave Ahmad, son of
Abdallah, son of Sulayman. I will commence by observing
that I regard the most noble prince (my correspondent),
whom God has guided in religion, and whose life may He
prolong, as one of those who have inherited wisdom from
the Prophets, while I regard my erring self as one of the
unlearned. You to condescend to write to me ! Who am
I that one like you should write to one like me ! The
Pleiades might as well come down to the Earth. God knows
that I am hard of hearing and of sight, this fate having
befallen me when I was four years old, so that I cannot
distinguish between the house and its inhabitant. Then
to this was added a whole train of disasters, so that my
figure got to resemble a curved branch, and finally I have
in my latter years become crippled, and unable to rise. As
for your questions, I will say a little about the problems
which vex you. God Almighty condemned me personally
to privation, and hence I commenced the holy war of
poverty. The verse that you quote—

" Are thy understanding and thy faith ailing ? Come
to me," etc.,

was only addressed to those who are in the slough of
ignorance, not to one who is the beacon and source of
knowledge. The animals are, as you know, sensitive, and
•feel pain, and I have heard something of the discussion of
the ancients, and the first point with which they start is

J.II.A.S. 1902. 21
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this—Supposing any human being were to say: If we were
to frame a proposition made up of a subject, predicate,
and two intermediate terms, one negative and the other
exceptional, viz. " God does nothing but good," this
proposition must be either false or true. If it be true,
still we see that evil prevails, and we know that this is
a mystery. Hence professedly religious persons have at all
times been anxious to abstain from meat, because it cannot
be obtained without causing pain to animals, which at all
times shun pain. Think of the ewe, domesticated, and with
young; when she has born the lamb, and it has lived
a month or thereabout, they kill it and eat it, and want
her milk. And the ewe spends the night bleating, and
would run in quest of it if she could. A commonplace
among the Arabs is the suffering of the wild beasts, and
the pining of the wild cow for her calf. One of them says—

" Ne'er was sorrow like mine felt by a camel-calf's
mother, though when she loses him she whines
oft and oft."

Now an opponent may urge : If God wills nothing but good,
then of evil one of two things must be true. Either God
must know of it or not. If He knows of it, then one of two
things must be true. Either He wills it or not. If He
wills it then He is practically the doer of it, just as one
might say, " The governor cut off the robber's hand," even
though he did not do it with his own hands. But if God
did not will it, then He has suffered what such a Governor
should not suffer upon earth. If there be done in his
province what he dislikes, he reproves the doer and
commands that the practice stop. This is a knot which
the metaphysicians have tried hard to solve, and found
insoluble. Then the Prophets tell us that Almighty God
is merciful and loving. If, then, He be loving towards
mankind, assuredly He will be tender to other classes of
living beings which are sensitive to the least pain. And
He must know that the animals as they pasture are ofttimes
attacked by the horseman, who transfixes the male ass or
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the female . . . . How, then, can one who treats them
thus deserve compassion, they who drink not out of buckets
nor transgress any written code ? Ofttimes, too, have I seen
a couple of armies, each of them professing a distinct cult,
meeting in battle, and thousands falling on each side. For
which theory does this make ? Even study does not make
it clear.

I therefore, having heard of these different opinions, and
having reached my 30th year, begged God of His mercy
to grant me a perpetual fast, which I never break x during
month or year save at the two Feasts ; for the rest I let the
days and nights roll by and break it not. I believed, too,
that restricting myself to a vegetable diet would secure my
health; and doubtless you have looked into the ancient
works and the sayings ascribed to Galen and others, which
show that the authors believed in the soundness of this
regime. And if it be said that the Creator is loving and
merciful, then why does He suffer the lion to despatch
a human being who is neither mischievous nor cruel ? How
many multitudes have perished of serpents' bites ! Why
has He given the hawk and the falcon control over birds
that are satisfied with pecking grain ? Often does the sand-
grouse start off of a morning, leaving its chicks athirst, to
find water to bring them in its crop ; when ere she can
reach them she meets with a kite, that devours her, so that
the chicks perish of thirst. (He goes on in this style for
some time, and then says) I pray God I may be saved from
the utterance of the unbeliever— 3

" TJmm Bakr has come greeting, and bid her welcome.
And how many a noble pedigree and generous
frame lies in the Well, the Well of Badr! How
many a bowl once crowned with camel's hump

1 This is surely not to be taken literally. The phrase ' a perpetual fast' used
by Ibn al-Athir in the story of Hallaj (viii, 92) would seem, however, to have
6ome technical sense.

2 These verses are given by Ibn Hisham (ed. "Wustenfeld, p. 530) as said by
Shaddad Ibn al-Aswad after Badr. The texts are very different. See also
Mr. Nicholson's note, p. 93 supra.
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lies in the Well, the Well of Badr! Mother of
Bakr, bring me no more cups since Hisham's
brother is dead! No more since his father's
brother, who was a hero of heroes, a drinker of
wine. Tell God Almighty from me, please, that
I give up the fasting month. What, when the
head has parted from its shoulders, and the
companion has had his fill of food, does Ibn
Kabshah x promise that he shall live ? And how
is he going to give life to ghosts and spectres ?
Is there truly a revelation to the effect that death
will give back my frame, and restore me after my
bones are dust ? "

God's curse, too, be on him who says (said to be Al-Walid
Ibn Yazid Ibn Abd al-Malik)—

" Bring i t2 near me, my friend." . . . .
" I am quite sure that I shall not be raised up for

Hell. I shall teach my people till they embrace
the religion of the Ass.3 For I find that he who
seeks Paradise is playing a losing game."

A plague, too, on Ibn Ru'yan, if it be he who said—

" 'T is the first; they do indeed promise a second, but
deferred hope makes the heart sick. And if part
of what they say be true, then He who afflicts us
also makes us well."

Another ground that induced me to abstain from animal
food is the fact that my income is a little over twenty dinars
a year, and when my servant takes out of that as much
as he wants, no magnificent sum is left. So I restrict
myself to beans and lentils, and such food as I would' rather
not mention. So now, if my attendant gets what I think

1 A name given by the Pagans of Mecca to the Prophet.
2 Probably the wine. The verses are also given in Aghani, vi, 123, with

many differences.
* The text of the Aghani, which is obscene, may have been altered intentionally.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0035869X0002921X
Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. 
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. INSEAD, on 23 Jan 2018 at 21:07:33, subject to the

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0035869X0002921X
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core


ABU'L-'ALA'S CORRESPONDENCE ON VEGETARIANISM. 321

much and he thinks little, my portion is a small fixed
charge. And I have no intention of increasing my rations,
or getting fresh visits from ailments. Farewell.

III. Answer from Ibn Abi 'Imran.

God preserve you from being of the number of those
whose religious and intellectual honour is stained by illness,
and from having answered one who appealed to you, in
virtue of your verse, in order to obtain relief from sickness,
with an answer that only makes his thirst worse ! Truly you
would in that case be an illustration of Mutanabbi's line—

" The world stirred my thirst, but when I came to
her to slake it, she rained troubles on me."

I asked you a personal question about your reason for
abstaining from the meat which strengthens the body and
produces flesh; and you give me an answer of which I can
only say, "Are these the utterances of sound wits?" This
medicine of yours only makes the sick man yet worse, and
your words only increase the blindness and deafness of
him who is religiously and intellectually suffering from
those ailments. Moreover, all you say is off the point of
my first question, and has nothing to do with it. With
regard to your assertion that meat cannot be procured
without infliction of pain on animals, that has already been
answered. You need not be kinder to them than their
Creator. Either He is just or unjust: if He is just, then
He takes the lives of eater and eaten alike, and His right
is unquestioned therein ; if He be unjust, then we need
not outdo our Creator and be just where He is unjust.
When you say " Now an opponent may urge, etc.," this
reminds me of a story how a man lost his Koran, and some
told him to read "By the sun and its noon," since that
would enable him to find it; but the man observed that this
Sura was in his lost Koran too. Similarly I may say that
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this difficulty of yours is one of the whole number, all is
dark, and where is the light ? My purpose was to learn
"the utterances of sound wits," as you express it. When
you observe, " Seeing the diversity of opinions, and conscious
of decline, I besought God to grant me a perpetual fast,
and that I might be satisfied with vegetables," I am not
clear whether the God of whom you besought this is the
one who wishes good only, or the one who wishes evil
only, or the one who wishes both together. And Fasting
is an ordinance based on a code brought by an Apostle,
and an Apostle is connected with a Sender. And about
this Sender we are in doubt. Does He send His Apostle
meaning him to be obeyed or not to be obeyed ? If He
wills the former, then His will is overruled; for more
disobey than obey. If He means him to be disobeyed, then
His sending the Apostle is an absurdity, a mere search
after an excuse for torturing poor men. If, therefore, your
fasting be based on this, it is useless; but if it have some
more valid and clearer ground, I should like to know it.
When you repeat the words of certain heretics, and ask
God to protect you from finding fault with His word,
" Now He destroyed the old Ad and Thamud, and spared
not," etc., if God created them knowing that they would
sin, without hope of repentance, surely the " Merciful and
Loving " had better not have created them to torture them;
but if He does not know, nor can tell what a man will do,
then He is like ourselves. When you go on to say, " God
forbid that we should say this, rather let us assent and
repeat the text, ' Whom God guides, he is in the right
way; whom He misleads, for him thou shalt find no guiding
friend,'" well, if 'a heretic observes that sugar is sweet
he is not to be disbelieved because he is a heretic, and
the argument of our heretic requires an answer. If you
have an answer, that is what we request ; if not, your
assent in such a case is assent to the heretic, nothing else.
When you repeat the verses, " Umm 'Amr has come
greeting," etc., and rebuke and curse their author, who
ever suspected you of holding these sentiments ? God
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forbid! And why need you reproduce such blasphemous
verses ?

As for your last remark, that all you have in the year
is twenty dinars and odd, of which the larger half goes
to your servant and the smaller remains to you, and that
you must put up with the provision of the fortune that
feeds you, which it would be necessary to bear if it were
heavy, and still more when it is light, I have written to
my lord Taj al-TJmara, requesting him to offer to remove
this cause by presenting you with what to him is a trifling
amount of the richest food, and to see that this is regularly
given you, that the veil of this necessity may be removed,
and that your mode of living may be thoroughly comfortable.
If you are energetic enough to reply, I beg that you will
excuse me from recherche rhymes and forced figures, as
what I want is not sound but sense.

IY. Abu'l-' Ald's Answer.

(After compliments) I, who confess my ignorance and
acknowledge my bewilderment, and pray God that He may
grant me a little of His mercy. [I can only say] what I said
when I first addressed you, when I mentioned my confidence
in your ability and my own feebleness and wretchedness
compared therewith, and how I reckon myself a dumb brute
and wonder that one like you should seek guidance from
who has it not—it is as though the moon that travails
night and day in the service of its Lord should seek
guidance from a horned beast in a desert, that goes down
to the water to meet the huntsman who sends an arrow into
its heart.

You quote one of my verses in H—a verse written
to tell others how keenly I strive to be religious, and
what is my expedient with regard to the text " whom God
guides he is in the right way." The first of them runs—
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" Are thy understanding and thy faith ailing ? Come
then to me that thou mayest learn the true account
of the matter.

Eat not wrongfully what the water produces, nor eat
the meat of beasts newly slain."

Now no one can deny that the creatures that live in the sea
come out of the water against their will. And if the reason
be consulted about it, it will find no fault with the refusal
to eat fish; for religious men have at all times abstained
from things which in themselves are lawful for them.

"Nor the white of mothers who meant the cream
thereof for their babes and not for proud high-
born maids."

The ' white' means the milk. Now it is well known that
when the calf is killed the cow pines for it, and keeps awake
whole nights on its account. Its flesh is eaten, and the
milk that it should have sucked is lavished on its mother's
owners. What harm, then, can there be in abstaining from
killing the calf, and declining to use the milk ? Such
a man need not suppose it to be unlawful; he only abstains
out of religious fervour and mercy towards the victim, and
in the hope that he may be compensated for his abstinence
by the Creator's forgiveness. And if it be said that the
Almighty distributes His gifts equally between His servants,
then what sins have the victims committed that they should
be excluded from His mercy ?

"Neither fall upon the birds when they are busy with
their eggs, for robbery is the worst of crimes."

The Prophet forbade hunting at night. And this is one
of two interpretations of his dictum " leave the birds in
their nests." In the Koran, too, is the text " 0 ye that
believe, slay not the quarry while ye are on pilgrimage;
and if any of you kill any on purpose, then he is to pay in
cattle the value of what he killed," etc. Anyone with the
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smallest amount of sense who hears this tradition cannot
be blamed if he tries to win the favour of the Lord of
heaven and earth by treating lawful quarry like unlawful
quarry, though the former be not forbidden.

" And leave alone the honey for which the busy bees
went out so early to gather it from the fragrant
flowers."

Since the bees fight their hardest to keep the gatherer off
their honey, there is no harm in a man abstaining from it,
and desiring to place the bee in the same category as other
creatures that dislike being killed to be eaten and having
their means of living taken to feed and fatten women and
other human beings. The poets have described that to which
I refer ; Abu Dhi'b thus speaks of the honey-gatherer—

" When the bees sting him little recks he of their sting,
but fights on for the house of the honey-bees."

A story to the following effect is told of 'Ali. He had
a sack of barley-flour, ordinarily sealed up ; only when, he
fasted he would have none of it sealed. And although he
had great quantities of corn, he used to give the whole of
it away in alms, and content himself with a minimum.
A certain ascetic also said in a sermon that he gathered in
50,000 dinars' worth of corn in the year (but gave it all
away). Hence we learn that the Prophets and the original
authorities stint themselves, in order to bestow of their
superfluity on the needy.

You have even suggested that a vegetarian is to be
blamed. If this principle were to be applied, a man ought
not to pray except the appointed prayers, for any additional
prayers lead to unnecessary trouble, which God (forsooth)
does not approve. Also when a wealthy man has set apart
the fortieth of his gold for alms, he ought not to give any
more; whereas there are many places in the Koran in which
expenditure is commended.

This is a sufficient answer for your feeble, humble servant.
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Were I to appear before your exalted presence, you would
know that there is nothing left of me to ask or answer.
For my limbs refuse to act in concert; I cannot stand up to
pray, but have to pray sitting, God help me. Gladly would
I reach the stage of being able to crawl about with a staff.
(Some verses are here quoted in illustration of his feebleness.)
When I lie down I cannot sit up, and have to get assistance.
When my helper stretches out his hand to raise me, my
bones, which are bare of flesh, rattle.

As for the verse of Mutanabbi which you quote, one who
seeks guidance from so feeble a creature as I am can only
be compared to one who seeks dates from thistles. You
can only have been brought to do it by that confidence
which is the mark of a noble nature, of a lofty soul, of
high breeding, and of a stainless character.

Your suggestion, too, that you would write to get my
salary increased also is proof of generosity inherited from
countless ancestors, beginning with the Earth. I have no
desire for any increase ; no desire to return to delicacies,
abstinence from which has become a second nature to me.
For forty-five years I have tasted no meat, and an old man
does not quit his habits till he is covered by the grave-dust.
The most excellent " Crown of Princes, Pride of the
Kingdom, Mainstay of the sovereignty, Arms and Glory
of the dynasty, doubly glorious," is, as I know, the equal
of all the children of Shem, Ham, and Japhet, and gladly
would I see the castle of Haleb and all the mountains of
Syria turned into gold, that they might be bestowed in
charity by the Crown of Princes and Mainstay of the
Prophetic dynasty, on whose head be peace, as also on his
righteous ancestors, without a penny thereof coming to me.
And, indeed, I should be ashamed if the Crown of Princes
were to regard me as one who is hankering after this world,
after what has passed. And I shall be glad if when I appear
before God Almighty I am charged with nothing more than
abstinence from meat. If I reach this condition I shall
be right blest. (He then excuses himself for rhyming with
the aid of various anecdotes and arguments.) And may your
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cause always be the winning one, and your power be ever
in the ascendant. Even as Tha'labah, son of Su'air, says—

" Many an evildoer and a man of mischief, whose
breasts boiled with fallacious fictions, did I . . . .
to their vexation, and silence their error with
victorious truth."

And were you to argue with Aristotle, you would nonplus
him, or with Plato, he would throw his arguments away.
God glorify His Code by your life, and help His religion by
your evidences. God is sufficient, etc.

V. Answer from Ibn Abi 'Imrdn.

In addressing you at the first I endeavoured to conceal
my personality, preferring that the source of the question
should not be known, so that your answer might be one
of argument, without respect of persons, and without the
awkwardness of having to introduce the " my lord" and
" your excellency," etc., since the matter on which we
are engaged required that the vanities of this world should
not be mixed therewith, and because I truly believed you
to be one who, owing to your contempt of the world, had
a reach so much wider than mine that I could not hope
to buy any piece of religious knowledge from you; and
I know not how the fact was divulged, so that you should
address me as " lord " and " excellency." I am your
superior neither materially nor morally ; I merely direct
my steed towards you to gain something. If I find a well
of water, or come to a river or the sign thereof, I shall
meet it with gratitude for your kindness, and do not pretend
to dispute your claim to teach.

I would have you know that I traversed the earth from
the furthest part of my country to Egypt, and everywhere
found people divided into two classes. There are the
fanatical believers who are so enchanted with their religion,
that if their religious records contained the statement that an
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elephant flew or a camel laid an egg they would believe it
implicitly. They would regard one who thought otherwise
as a heretic and a fool, who might be neglected. With
such persons as these the reason is at a discount. It is
difficult to awake such a man to the fact that the light
of reason must have sparkled from the religion which he
professes ere its collar could have been placed on the neck
or its bracelet on the wrist. How, then, can it be right
to give the reason control at the first and to proceed to
dethrone it ?

When my fortune brought me to Syria, and I heard
of your eminence as a scholar and savant, I found that
on that matter opinions were agreed and the evidence
established irrefragably. But I found that men were
divided about your religious position, and distraught about
it, each speaker taking a view of his own. I attended
a seance at which the subject was discussed, and all sorts
of things were said about you. I defended you in your
absence, saying that your well - known and confirmed
asceticism cleared you of all suspicion. I was convinced
that you must have some esoteric religious knowledge,
which you kept concealed from the rest of mankind. There
must be something which distinguishes you from people
who charge each other with heresy. And so when I heard
the verse " Are thy understanding and thy counsel ailing,"
etc., my conviction was so much the more strengthened.
I thought that a tongue that could utter such a claim and
give vent to such a boast must be a tongue meet to silence
every speaker, though he were to stand on the highest
pinnacle of the mount of knowledge. So 1 approached you
as Moses approached the mountain, hoping to get a light,
and endeavouring to raise a lighthouse of glory ; to learn
what others were too backward to know, or about which
men differed. So I dropped in my bucket in the form of
my question about a trifle, thus ascending from my own
low level to one higher, and rising from my own littleness
to one who was great. You answered that you were too
humble a person to serve as a source of direction. This,
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I thought, was an extra virtue on your part, and what
might be expected of such, a man. Finally, your answer
resolved itself into the assertion that mankind were all at
some stage or other of a wandering in the valley of
bewilderment, stumbling over its edges. One says that
good and evil are from God, and he is answered with the
question whether the dangers of travel from which the
Prophet used to ask deliverance, and all similar things
from which deliverance is sought, are good or evil. If they
are good, why should they be prayed against ? If evil,
but intended by God, then the prayer is as useless as before
—nay, more so. And the similar question whether the
poisoning of Hasan and the murder of Husain were good
or bad; if they were good, then why should their author
be cursed ? If they were bad, but intended by God, then
the slayer is not to blame. Another says that good is of
God, and evil of another, and is answered in a manner
that silences him. With this answer you combined other
matter, including some blasphemous verses. My answer
was that I disclaimed all connection with those whom you
mentioned, and threw myself on you, that the discussions
of these people had never slaked the thirst, and that in my
ears they found no assent. I asked you, therefore, to open
the gate for me to your own opinions, and to give me
access to your private thoughts. This you did not do.
Then I asked you why you abstain from meat, and you
replied that you dislike hurting animals and causing them
pain. I rebutted your plea, after you had dilated on it, by
observing that if God empowers one animal to eat another,
though He knows best what is wise and is most merciful to
His creatures, you need not be more just and merciful
to them than their Lord and Creator. You then changed
your ground, and alleged your inability to procure animal
food, because of the whole sum which came to you in the
year the greater part went to your attendant, and only
a little remained for yourself. This, too, I rebutted by
pointing to a liberal source, one of those who never taunt
those whom they benefit with their favours or insult them,
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who would provide you with an ample supply of the
daintiest food and the most luxurious stores. This, too,
you declined, declaring in your second letter that you
disliked it, and would not have it, and could not abandon
the vegetarianism which you had so long maintained. You
went on to say that I had been seeking counsel from one
who had none to give, and that the verse of which I had
taken .hold and alleged as my ground for enquiring into
your practice and principles, was only intended to exhibit
your religious zeal and your expedient for dealing with the
text " He whom God guides finds His way ; He whom
God misleads thou shalt not find for him a guiding friend."
Therein you combined two contradictory statements in one
proposition. If the verse is true, then study is useless.

Next you say that God has secrets that only the saints
understand. ' It is just that secret about which we are
hovering, and round the door of him who knows it that
we are making circuit. And when we, arguing from your
verse, suppose that you do possess it, seeing that you profess
that your own religion and intellect are sound, whereas
those of other men are ailing, you declare that you have
no counsel to give! Assuredly in this matter your prose
contradicts your verse and your verse your prose. So
what is to be done ?

Then you say that the sense of the verse " Are thy
understanding and thy faith," etc., is given by the following
line, " Then eat not," etc. Clearly, then, the sickness of
faith and understanding must be due to eating meat*and
drinking milk and consuming honey, so that soundness of
both is to be acquired by abandoning these practices. You
must know that soundness of faith and understanding is not
produced thereby. Hence the second verse cannot annul
the first, so as to make the substance of your assertion that
men require to be rendered sound in understanding and faith
an exhortation to them not to eat meat or drink milk !

Next you observe that the creatures of the sea dislike
being brought on dry land, and that the reason cannot find
tfault with abstention from their flesh, though it be lawful
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for food, for religious men at all times abandon the use of
certain things that are lawful for them. Now there is no
animal on sea or land that is more honourable than man,
the living, the intelligent. He dislikes death, yet he dies.
He dislikes being eaten, yet the worms eat him in his grave.
If this proceed from some wise principle, then what you
say about the sea-animals and the land-animals belongs to
precisely the same field ; but if it be a case of deflexion
from wisdom, it is absurd that my Maker should be a fool
and I, His creature, be wise. When you quote the tradition
that the Prophet prayed till his feet blistered, and being
asked about it said " Ought I not to be a grateful servant ? "
this has nothing to do with the present issue. A man may
say as many prayers as he likes in the times at which prayer
is lawful, only to the appointed prayers he must not add nor
may he diminish them. Now this matter belongs to the
Code, whereas our theme was discussion of matters connected
with the reason. When you say that the Prophet regarded
game within the sacred territory as unlawful, so that others
may treat lawful game as unlawful, in order to win God's
favour thereby, I reply that God only may make things
lawful or unlawful.

When you say that 'Ali, when the pressed dates were
brought, asked whether the Prophet had eaten thereof, and
being told that he had not, refused to eat, this is an
argument against you, not for you. For it is agreed that
the Prophet never became a vegetarian, whereas vou are
one all your life. This, therefore, is a plain contrast to the
Prophet's practice. And had you not quoted the Law
against me, and not exceeded the scope of the reason,
I should have spared you this rejoinder, which may trouble
your mind, for which I should be sorry.

When you complain of your weakness and difficulty of
moving, and say you have no strength left to ask or answer
questions, whether weak or strong you are still one of the
glories of the age, and one whose praises travellers carry
with them everywhere. However much fate may have
wronged you, you have wronged yourself by depriving
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yourself of the pleasures of the world. And if you hope
for pleasures which will compensate for them, pleasures of
a better and more lasting sort, then you will have made
no bad bargain, and the verse of yours which has been
discussed will have been justified, though you may incur
the reproach of stinginess in rejecting requests for aid and
refusing those who ask you. If, on the other hand, you are
torturing yourself without any clear reason, as you now
assert, being one of the many who " idly dispute " and
founder in bewilderment, then you have wasted your life and
wronged yourself. You will also in the verse that has been
quoted have made an assertion which you cannot verify.

The purpose of my questions and answers was my own
benefit. Since that is not to be had, God has relieved you
of the trouble of answering me. As for the rhymes and
my request that we might be relieved of them, it is because
rhymes are not ideas worth going out of our way to follow,
and because were I to study the excellence of your works
in belles lettres and poetry I should find therein an ample
field. Would that I could get at the hidden treasures of
your religious lore as I can at your compositions in prose
and verse ! But before and after I ask pardon for troubling
your mind, and wasting your time in reading my letters
and answering them. For inasmuch as I have done you
no good I have done you harm. God knows that I had
no intention save to benefit by your wisdom and fill my
bucket from your sea.
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