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Mohammed Ali says

Blair says

“Theintellectual sciences are natural to man, in as much as heis a thinking being.”

Truly Ibn Khaldun is a thinking being, creating this astonishing summary of the wisdom and knowledge of
histime. He surpassed previous attempts to explain history, claiming with justification, “ We, on the other
hand, were inspired by God. He led usto a science whose truth we ruthlessly set forth.”

His ruthless enumeration of the many sources of historical distortion reminds me of E. H. Carr’s essay What
Is History?. Carr points out the tendency of historiansto cast al of history in terms of their present
environment. For Khaldun, his world was one of many unstable and chaotic states. This gave him the
opportunity to observe alot of history in a short time, leading to hisinsight that the success of acivilization
leadsto its decay.

The value of abook written by a brilliant mind from a different time and culture isthat it gives us a different
perspective on issues that still exist today. One such issue is the conflict between rational and religions
thinking. Much of the book employs what | would call scientific materialism. In his own words, used while
debunking astrology, “ astrologers give us only the astrological reason. They ought also to give us the
terrestrial reason.” Ibn Khaldun is also abelieving Muslim, and other parts of the book reflect that. The
conflict between religion and terrestrial reason co-exists uneasily in this book.

Each of his chapters begins with a concise summary and ends with a reminder that suggests God' swill is
best revealed by terrestrial observation. | will follow the same format to give afeel for how the book reads.

“ God gives guidance and success to that which is correct.”
Insight Ahead of hisTime
“ Excessive taxation reduces revenue. Severity to students does them harm.”

Ibn Khaldun often writes in abstract termsto give the big picture, from which I can only try to interpolate
what his society was actually like in detail. For example, he displays an impressively modern understanding
of economics. This suggests that a market economy was flourishing to some extent during histime. He
presciently warns the ruler to stay out of commercial activity. Again, it suggests a centrally controlled
economy was not the norm. The following explains the diminishing returns of taxation:

“When tax assessments and imposts upon the subjects are low, the latter have the energy and desire to do
things. Cultural enterprises grow and increase, because the low taxes bring satisfaction... Eventually, the
taxes will weigh heavily upon the subjects and overburden them. The result is that the interest of the subjects
in cultural enterprises disappears, since when they compare expenditures and taxes with their income and
gain and see the little profit they make, they lose all hope. Therefore, many of them refrain fromall cultural



activity. Thus, the total revenue continues to decrease. Finally, civilization is destroyed, because the
incentive for cultural activity isgone.”

Turning to education, he displays a sensitivity that can be seen as well ahead of histime:

“ Sever e punishment in the course of instruction does harm to the student, especially to little children,
because it belongs among (the things that make for a) bad habit. It makes them lazy and induces themto lie
and beinsincere. That is, their outward behavior differs from what they are thinking, because they are afraid
that they will have to suffer tyrannical treatment (if they tell the truth). Thus, they are taught deceit and
trickery. This becomes their custom and character.”

The book includes details on many other subjects, including an unexpectedly through description of
midwifery. It even gives areasonable account of evolution, though without natural selection. The insight into
the knowledge of histimeis fascinating.

“May God inspire us to choose the right course for ourselves, and may He make us profit from our
beneficial actions. Thereisno Lord except Him."

The Darker Side of Geography
“The northern quarter of the earth has more civilization than the southern quarter. The reason thereof.”

The knowledge of geography at the timeisimpressive, as Ibn Khaldun surveys the known world from
Norway to “the islands of Korea’. He explains how geography and climate are linked to the rise of
civilization in away that reminds me of Jared Diamond in Guns, Germs, and Stedl: The Fates of Human
Societies. The understanding of what lay to the south was alittle more vague, as this uncomfortabl e passage
suggests:

“To the south of this Nile, there is a Negro people called Lamlam. They are unbelievers. There, they
constitute the ordinary mass of slaves. Beyond them to the south, there is no civilization in the proper sense.
There are only humans who are closer to dumb animals than to rational beings. They live in thickets and
caves and eat herbs and unprepared grain. They frequently eat each other. They cannot be considered
human beings... The Negro nations are, as a rule, submissive to slavery, because (Negroes) have little (that
is essentially) human and have attributes that are quite similar to those of dumb animals, as we have stated.”

Thiswindow into the past reminds us that these attitudes are far older than the modern West or even Islam.
Ibn Khaldun is a geographical determinist rather than aracist, as he says black skin and other characteristics
are aresult of the hot sun, just as white skin was aresult of alack of sunin the uncivilized regions to the
north. But there is no escaping the implications.

The condition of slavery itself is frequently mentioned but never examined. In histime it was understood as
the way things have always been, economically necessary for an educated elite to flourish. But it is
convenient to believe the slaves are predestined to serve their purpose.

“Thisis how God proceeds with His creatures.”

Frontier Culture and the Contradictions of Civilization

“ Sedentary people are much concerned with all kinds of pleasures. They are accustomed to luxury and



success in worldly occupations and to indulgence in worldly desires. Therefore, their souls are colored with
all kinds of blameworthy and evil qualities.”

This book is the product of a highly educated man distilling the insights of an advanced civilization. But he
seems nostalgic for asimpler society as represented by the desert Arabs. They are brave, resilient, and loyal
to their group, and above al, hungry. It reminds me of the American frontier. One sometimes gets the
impression that civilization is a cause for regret.

“ The frugal inhabitants of the desert and those of settled areas who have accustomed themselves to hunger
and to abstinence from pleasures are found to be more religious and more ready for divine worship than
people who live in luxury and abundance. Indeed, it can be observed that there are few religious peoplein
towns and cities, in as much as people there are for the most part obdurate and careless, which is connected
with the use of much meat, seasonings, and fine wheat. The existence of pious men and asceticsis, therefore,
restricted to the desert, whose inhabitants eat frugally.”

Hetellsusthat the rule of law of a sedentary civilization reduces the fortitude of the population by taking
away their initiative. The desert Arabs could fend for themselves. The frontier myth is still with us — self-
reliant Americans carry guns to be responsible for their own security.

Although he seemsto love the desert tribes as individuals, he has aless positive view on their collective
impact on the civilization he is so ambivalent about.

“ Places that succumb to the Arabs are quickly ruined. The reason for thisisthat (the Arabs) are a savage
nation, fully accustomed to savagery and the things that cause it. Savagery has become their character and
nature. They enjoy it, because it means freedom from authority and no subservience to leadership. Such a
natural disposition is the negation and antithesis of civilization.”

“ Compared with sedentary people, they are on a level with wild, untamable (animals) and dumb beasts of
prey. Such people are the Arabs.”

One should remember that the author is an Arab, and praises the accomplishments of Arabsin other parts of
his book. If the desert Arabs are the equivalent of the American frontier, perhaps this is the consequence of
when frontier mentality collides with the civilized world.

“ God has power to do what He wishes.”

A Civilization Lasts Only Four Generations

“ 1t should be known that the world of the elements and all it contains comes into being and decays.”

The theme of the book is that any society requires “group feeling” to hold it together, and civilization is built
with “royal authority”. The sedentary lifestyle and luxuries at first contribute to the strength of acivilization,
but then lead to its downfall. | think his explanation of why an empire based on afamily dynasty last only

four generationsis worth recounting in detail:

“The four generations can be explained as the builder, the one who has personal contact with the builder,
the one who relies on tradition, and the destroyer.”

“The builder of the glory (of the family) knows what it cost himto do the work, and he keeps the qualities



that created his glory and made it last. The son who comes after him had personal contact with his father
and thus learned those things from him. However, heisinferior in thisrespect to (hisfather), inasmuch asa
person who learns things through study isinferior to a person who knows them from practical application.
The third generation must be content with imitation and, in particular, with reliance upon tradition. This
member isinferior to him of the second generation, in as much as a person who relies (blindly) upon
tradition isinferior to a person who exercises independent judgment.”

“ The fourth generation, then, isinferior to the preceding onesin every respect. This member has lost the
qualities that preserved the edifice of their glory. He (actually) despises (those qualities). He imagines that
the edifice was not built through application and effort. He thinks that it was something due his people from
the very beginning by virtue of the mere fact of their (noble) descent, and not something that resulted from
group (effort) and (individual) qualities.”

In addition, a sedentary lifestyle “ leads to diversification of the desires of the belly for pleasurable food and
drink. Thisisfollowed by diversification of the pleasures of sex through various ways of sexual intercourse,
such as adultery and homosexuality. This leads to destruction of the (human) species.”

He callsthefinal state of civilization senility, and observes that once reached it cannot be reversed. This
sense of entitlement, forgetting where peace and prosperity come from, and obsessive pleasure seeking
describes modern Western culture. Have we passed our four generation limit, and will we be swept away by
superior group feeling of tribes from the desert, or by the royal authority of arising China? Then again, the
Roman Empire hung on for centuries after its decline began.

“ God creates whatever He wishes, and His is the choice.”
The Role of Religion
"Religious propaganda cannot materialize without group feeling."

Many of the chapterstake avery terrestrial view of the role of religion. Here hetells usreligion will not
succeed without man’s help:

“The truth one must know is that no religious or political propaganda can be successful, unless power and
group feeling exist to support the religious and political aspirations and to defend them against those who
reject them, until God's will with regard to them materializes. Thisis indicated in the afore-mentioned
tradition: God sent no prophet who did not enjoy the protection of his people.”

And religion is not even required for a successful civilization:

“One of its premisesis that the restraining influence comes into being only through a religious law from
God, to which the mass submits as a matter of belief and religious creed. This premise is not acceptable. The
restraining influence comes into being as the result of the impetus of royal authority and the forceful ness of
the mighty, even if thereis no religious law. This was the case among the Magians and other nations who
had no scriptures and had not been reached by a prophetic mission.”

Y et the chapters that present early Islamic history tell us that none of the major figures can do any wrong.
Even when the fourth caliph * Ali was defeated by Mu'awiyah, and the capital was moved from spiritual
Medinato sedentary Damascus, no fault with either side can be found. One is not supposed to ask if the
caliphate was a victim of his four-generation rule, and the royal authority acquired by Mu'awiyah was too



much to resist.

“ One should beware of letting one's mind or tongue become used to criticizing any of (the ancient Muslims).
One's heart should not be tempted by doubts concer ning anything that happened in connection with them.
They never differed among themselves except for good reasons. It should further be believed that their
differences were a source of divine mercy for later Muslims, so that every (later Muslim) can take as his
model the old Muslim of his choice and make him hisimam, guide, and leader.”

Thisis an interesting take on the idea that diversity is strength — you can cherry pick the tradition of your
choice.

He makes the argument that although submission to civil law weakens men by destroying their self-reliance,
submission to religious law strengthens them. “When the Muslims got their religion from the Lawgiver
(Muhammad), the restraining influence came from themselves.” Over time, “The influence of religion
decreased among men, and they came to use restraining laws. The religious law became a branch of learning
and a craft to be acquired through instruction and education.” This passage, and much else in the book,
suggests that religious values were a personal choice. This conflicts with an image of 1slam taken from
modern Saudi Arabiaor Iran. Perhaps enforcement of religious law by royal authority was not as common
during histime. Or he chose not to talk about it.

“If thisis understood, God's wise plans with regard to His creation and creatures will become clear.”

The Battle over Aristotle

" A refutation of philosophy. The corruption of the students of philosophy."

The smoldering war between terrestrial reason and religion bursts into the open in the last few chapters. The
irony hereisthat he is using the rational methods of Aristotle to refute reason. He makes the reasonable case
that philosophy is not capable of comprehending the divine:

“ The philosophers, who restrict themselves to affirming the intellect and neglect everything beyond it, arein
a way comparable, to physicists who restrict themselves to affirming the body and who disregard (both) soul
and intellect in the belief that there is nothing beyond the body in (God's) wise plan concerning (the world
of) existence.”

But the religious viewpoint is more restrictive than that:

“ However, we must refrain from studying these things, since such (restraint) falls under (the duty of) the
Muslim not to do what does not concern him. The problems of physics are of no importance for usin our

religious affairs or our livelihoods. Therefore, we must leave them alone.”

A large part of this book violates thisinjunction. Fortunately, he wrote it anyway, and we in later generations
can benefit from his wisdom and foresight. This remarkable book iswell worth reading.

" And He creates what you do not know."
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P I 27777772 770 22770 770770 0770 ( 7?2 77777070?) P77 272770 77770 0777707 - 7777

Nawal Al-Qussyer says



PIIR VN VXTI IXXINVI7777IR N VIR VNN XXV VTN N VTN 3N NI N3N NN 0707077

XN NI IR VIRV VNI VIN IR 0707
YIXV D00 D07 D07, P07 D970 00770 D007 V00770 P77 00?7 07777 D D77 P77 D077 7709770077777

VIR VIXXIINR NV NN VN VITIIINR N VNN VINIINRVINVINR IR VIR N VIR, 7NN 007NV
DI VX000 I T2 V00770770 N 07770 720770 DN TN 700770 077N NN NN 0N 70

PINVIN NN IN VNIRRT V7777 NI VIVIN. NRVIINRIINRN77XIN N N7 NN
VIIN. VIR NI 07N VIR VX007 000000007 00N, R VIR 7N IR 7007077

TRVININ NI N TN VN IXIR IR VNI VIR VIR VNI IR VNI 70790700, 770777
PO D7 777 7777770 77 2727770 27777 277770 770 777777,



YIX? D07 D00 D077 D70 D207 D0077777 D7 D700 07 V77 D07 V7 070770 V07077, P00 770 07077 77777



P DI 7707 7777 77770 27772 277 2727772 277772 D770 770 7770772 77?2 27777 70 7707777

Jan-Maat says

The Mugaddimah, an introduction to a universal history up to the author's own day (the 14th century AD) is
repetitive, clumsy in places, has some curious choices of material, is maddeningly inexplicit occasionaly,
and entirely incredible. It isatrue landmark in the study of history.

| first heard about this book as a student. It was alead in to alecture hall joke, the work had apparently been
reconstructed from students' lecture notes after Ibn Khaldun's death (pause for punchline after the lecturer
scans the faces of the students before them), and this explains the repetitiveness. If an ideaisimportant, it's
worth explaining it more than once and very slowly so that everybody can note it down. Some things remain
the same apparently.

It'sentirely deserved landmark status come from its bold originality. Ibn Khaldun is interested in the social
structures that drive patterns of eventsin history. Actually he falls short here, but he explains a certain type
of pattern of events that was central to Ibn Khaldun's experience of history, the rise and fall of dynasties from
desert or nomadic tribes to dominance of urban civilisations which in turn decline and fall.

The idea of explaining historical events with reference to social and economic structures is familiar now but
in histime was something new. A quick comparison to contemporary European historical writings shows
nothing like the self-conscious interest in the structures of civilisations that form the basis of 1bn Khaldun's
work: group identities, forms of agriculture, forms of economic activity (including business profits and
discussions on taxation), or the developmental pattern of state administrations. Although Ibn Khaldun's work
isthoroughly Idlamic, Sunni and indulgent to Sufism, hisinterest isin the human and material causation of



events. Geography and Human cultures are the direct driving forces here.

For Ibn Khaldun the harsh conditions of the desert or the nomadic lifestyle created a unifying sense of group
identity. Their poverty and desire for the goods that urban civilisations produced would draw such groups
into conflict with settled communities, which when the latter were in decline they would overcome. The
richer resource base of a more urbanised civilisation would allow the group to expand, the increasing
sophistication of the ruling family would lead it to become isolated from the rest of their original group over
time, this would lead to the decay and weakness of the state making it vulnerable to the next incoming group
of nomadic peoples.

As an explanatory formulafor the recent North-African history of 1bn Khaldun's day, or for that matter the
rise of the original Islamic Caliphate, the barbarian invasions of the western Half of the Roman Empire, or
the advent of the Mongols or Manchus in northern-China, it was brilliant and insightful. His notion of
cyclical cycles of growth and decay remind me of Weber's theory of political |eadership which posits the
possibility of a cycle from charismatic leadership to bureaucracy to stagnation. But it is not a universal
formulafor historical change. Maddeningly at one moment he implies that Islamic civilisation is undergoing
arelative decline while the European Christian and Chinese civilisations are in a phases of upward growth
but the ideais not explored explicitly. Irritatingly he often repeats a kind of Buddenbrooks rule that aruling
dynasty can only endure for a fixed number of generations before collapsing (although the number of
generations varies). Thisisan organic vision of human social life. Societies and ways of life are born, grow,
mature, and die as much as people. Reading 1bn Khaldun one needn't restrict thisideato political entities
either, the same processes occur everywhere.

Given Ibn Khaldun's family background and occasional spells of time working in Muslim Spain it would
have been deeply satisfying (at least for me) if he had looked at the phenomena of the Reconquistain the
light of histheories. Later in his career, on a diplomatic mission to Castile, he was even invited by Pedro the
Cruel to work for him - an opportunity which he declined. Unfortunate as | find the loss of a discussion on
the decline of Muslim Spain this did leave him free to meet Timur the Lame whose rise and rule drawing on
the group feeling of the Chingisids, the descendants of Genghis Khan, falls neatly into the framework set out
by Ibn Khaldun.

Ibn Khaldun goes further, because the cyclical succession of dynasties that he analyses do not merely effect
political history but also impact on socia and economic history. Initially the incomers are a destructive
influence on agriculture and the built environment, but as they become acculturated to urban civilisation they
change. A civilisation in decline, with a declining tax base will wither in other areas of economic and
intellectually life, while a growing, expanding civilisation will have an expanding tax base, aricher eco-
system of economic activity and have a higher level of cultural attainment in the arts and sciences. This gives
the analysis an interplay between the moral simplicity and military strength of the incomers against all that
urbanised civilisation has to offer, but ultimately it is the features of urbanised life and its labour
specialisation that sustain human life.

Thisisawork that isrich, fertile, and irritating by turn. Inspiring in its creativity, and maddeningly that it
didn't inspire a North-African medieval Annales School. I'm sure that the Mugaddimah has more to offer to
someone much more familiar with the rise and fall of the early Islamic dynasties than | am, but it is none the
less clear that thisis amajor work of historical theory.



PS according to Ibn Khaldun Euclid was a carpenter. | think | would have found school maths easier if the
guestions had been posed as practical carpentry problems.

http://www.goodreads.com/review/shows...
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Corinne says

| read this book because my History of 1slam professor recommended it in aclasslast fall. 8 monthslater |
looked through my notes and saw that | wrote down that | wanted to read it, and so | did.

This book surprised meinthat | actually enjoyed reading it. | figured it would have good information but be
tedious and boring. Not the case, Ibn Khaldun (and perhaps with the help of the trandlator) has a curious
nature and a light humor in hiswork. He really steps back and looks at the world around him.

I recommend this book to anyone who has an interest in the history and culture of North Africaand the
Middle East. That said, it shouldn't be your introduction to it. | had taken a History of Islam and an
Anthropology of Morocco class which gave me familiarity to religious terms, historical events, and an idea
of who different groups were. So be curious about the subject before trying this book. Also, know something



about modern science because he says some interesting things that are downright incorrect. Like how skin
color hasto do with the air. Good try buddy :-)

Intheend | gaveit four stars. It does what it advertises, and it does it well!

F-Read says
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