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CHAPTER FIVE

ADVICE FOR TEACHERS: THE 9TH CENTURY 
MUSLIM SCHOLARS IBN SAÓNÙN AND AL-JÀÓI¸

ON PEDAGOGY AND DIDACTICS*

Sebastian Günther

Dedicated to Professor Michael Marmura,
on the occasion of his 75th birthday, 11 November 2004.

As Islam was spreading among diverse peoples between the 7th and
the 9th century C.E., education came to be recognized by the Muslim
community as a proper channel through which the universal and
cohesive social order—in the way the Quran commanded it—could
be established. This resulted in a rapidly increasing need for acces-
sible and effective formal education at both the primary and higher
levels. Interestingly enough, the major educational efforts in the for-
mative period of Islam were made by individual scholars, most of
them teachers themselves. In other words, these educational activi-
ties were individual in nature and intellectual in expression.

1 The àdàb al-'àlim wa-l-muta'allim literature

By the 9th century, educational thought in Islam started to find its
literary expression in Arabic texts devoted to teaching and learning.
At this time, educational writing appears to have developed a dis-
tinct genre of its own, i.e. the àdàb al-'àlim wa-l-muta'allim literature.
This subcategory of classical Arabic literature is represented, in its
core, by works expressly dealing with “rules of conduct for teachers
and students.” These texts explain and analyze teaching methods,
the ways in which learning takes place, or should take place, the

* This chapter presents some of the first results of a long-term research project
devoted to educational thought in the classical period of Islam. A monograph on
this topic is in progress. Research for this article was partly supported by a grant
generously provided by The NIWANO Peace Foundation Tokyo, Japan.
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aims of education, as well as the means by which such goals may
be achieved. This includes the manner in which teachers and students
act and behave, their (moral) characteristics, their relationship with
one another in the process of education, the contents of learning,
and the means and methods of imparting and absorbing knowledge.
In short, this particular type of text can aptly be called pedagogical.

Classical Arabic pedagogical writings provide useful insights into
the intellectual culture of Islam in medieval times. They suggest the
following: Firstly, the social transfer of knowledge and the intellec-
tual development of individuals and groups were subject to the vivid
scholarly interest of Muslims—as witnessed shortly after the rise of
Islam in the early 7th century—and became more evident in liter-
ary and scholarly writing during subsequent centuries. Secondly, ini-
tiated by the translation of classical Greek and Syriac texts into
Arabic in the 8th and 9th centuries, the creative adoption of the
Hellenistic heritage also left its mark on the Islamic theory of edu-
cation. This is particularly noticeable in the writings of Muslim
authors who deal, from a philosophical-ethical point of view, with
the developmental stages in the formation of human character and
personality, the early education of the child, and with higher learn-
ing. Thirdly, the views on education in Islam benefited from, but
also influenced, certain Jewish and Christian ideas on education
significant to the Middle East at that time.

Thus far, the àdàb al-'àlim wa-l-muta'allim literature as a particular
type of scholarly expression in Arabic in medieval times has gained
only scant attention in Western studies on Islam,1 despite the fact
that al-Ghazàlì’s (d. 505 A.H./1111 C.E.) insightful passages on the
ethics of education in several of his works are fairly well known.2

1 A classic, so to speak, of Western research on educational thought in medieval
Arabic literature is Franz Rosenthal’s The Technique and Approach of Muslim Scholarship
(1947). Furthermore, one would need to mention Khalil Abdallah Totah’s The
Contribution of the Arabs to Education (1926), Ahmad Shalaby’s History of Muslim Education
(1954), and A.S. Tritton’s Materials on Muslim Education (1957). For more specific
aspects of the social history of Islamic education, the transmission of knowledge,
and the educational practice and institutions, see, for example, the studies by 
A. Munir-ud-Din (1968), A. Tibawi, (1979), G. Schoeler (1985–), H. Nashshabe
(1989), J. Berkey (1992), A. Gil'adi (1992), and M. Chamberlain (1994). 

2 Cf. the passages on education included in al-Ghazàlì’s “The [Re-]Vitalization
of Religious Sciences (I˙yà" 'ulùm al-dìn)” and “The Criterion of Action (Mìzàn al-
'amal ),” but also the educational-ethical treatise “O Son (Ayyuhà l-walad )” attributed
to him.
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The originality of the educational ideas in these works, along with
the sophisticated way in which they are presented, have caused mod-
ern scholarship to appreciate al-Ghazàlì as an intellectual master-
mind behind classical Islam’s philosophy and ethics of education, in
addition to his many other celebrated scholarly achievements.

However, a good number of Arabic works from the time before
and after al-Ghazalì also deal in a most fascinating way with vari-
ous aspects of pedagogy and didactics. Unfortunately, only a small
portion of these educational texts have been studied and published,
and the information about them is rather scattered throughout the
primary and secondary sources. The evidence of the àdàb al-'àlim
wa-l-muta'allim works, however, does provide a clear idea of the impres-
sively long and continuous tradition of medieval Arabic scholarship
dealing with pedagogical and didactic issues, regardless of their
authors’ individual theological and juridical stances, ethnic origins,
or geographical affiliations.

* * *

In this chapter, the focus is on two very early and, in many ways,
remarkable examples of classical Arabic writings on education. The
first treatise is entitled “Rules of Conduct for Teachers (K. Àdàb al-
mu'allimìn),” and was written by Ibn Sa˙nùn, a scholar from the west-
ern part of the Islamic empire. The second work bears the title “The
Teachers (K. al-Mu'allimìn),” and it is the work of 'Amr ibn Ba˙r al-
Jà˙iΩ, a famous contemporary of Ibn Sa˙nùn’s from the eastern lands
of Islam.

Like other works of the àdàb al-'àlim wa-l-muta'allim literature, these
two texts are significant in several regards: firstly, as historical sources,
since they provide information on the realities of intellectual life in
medieval Islam; secondly, as evidence for the development of the
theory of education, since their authors attempt to establish rules for
teachers and students; and thirdly, as literary testimonies, since these
texts show the distinctive methods used by their authors for pre-
senting their educational ideas in writing.
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2 Ibn Sa˙nùn

2.1 The scholar’s life and academic career

Mu˙ammad Ibn Sa˙nùn al-Tanùkhì3 was a prominent expert of
Màlikì law, a ˙adìth scholar, historian, and biographer.4 He was born
in 202/817 in al-Qayrawàn, a city in modern Tunisia. At the begin-
ning of the 9th century, al-Qayrawàn was a flourishing economic,
administrative, cultural, and intellectual center, as well as a nucleus
of the Màlikì school of law for the western lands of Islam.5

Ibn Sa˙nùn was of Arab descent. His grandfather Sa'ìd had arrived
in al-Qayrawàn in the middle of the 2nd/8th century with a group
of people from Óimß in Syria, sent there by the Umayyad authorities
in Damascus to support (militarily) the presence of the Muslims in
the Maghrib.6 Ibn Sa˙nùn’s father, Sa˙nùn,7 “a man of rigorous and
demanding ethics,” is known as “one of the great architects of the
exclusive supremacy of Sunnism in its Màlikì form throughout the
Muslim West.”8 In addition, it is interesting to note that Sa˙nùn had
begun his academic career as an elementary schoolteacher, teaching
the Quran in a simple building rented for this particular purpose.9

3 His full name is Abù 'Abdallàh Mu˙ammad ibn (Abì Sa'ìd) Sa˙nùn ibn Sa'ìd
ibn Óabìb ibn Óassàn ibn Hilàl ibn Bakkàr ibn Rabì'a at-Tanùkhì; see Ibn Sa˙nùn’s
biography in: al-Màlikì, Riyà∂ al-nufùs, i, 443–458; and i, 345ff.; and 'Iyà∂, Taràjim
170–188; see furthermore the art. “Mu˙ammad b. Sa˙nùn,” in: EI 2 vii, 409 
(G. Lecomte); and G. Lecomte, Le Livre 77–82, esp. 79–80. 

4 Al-Màlikì, Riyà∂ al-nufùs i, p. 13 of the introduction.
5 Under the rule of the Aghlabides (r. 184–296/800–909), al-Qayrawàn became

a stronghold for the study of the Quran and the Sunna, and for Màlikì law.
Nonetheless, scholars from al-Qayrawàn and other Maghribi cities were in vital aca-
demic contact with the east of the 'Abbàsid caliphate, to which the area ruled by
Aghlabides nominally belonged. Scholars made pilgrimages and study trips to Mecca
and Medina, and traveled to centers of higher learning such as Baghdad, Basra,
and Kufa. See, for example, 'Iyà∂, Taràjim 93; EI 2 viii, 843; and the art. “Màlikiyya”
(N. Cottart), in: EI 2 vi, 278–283, esp. 278, 280–281.

6 Al-Màlikì, Riyà∂ al-nufùs i, 346–7; 'Iyà∂, Taràjim 86; al-Qayrawànì, ˇabaqàt 184.
7 For his biography, see al-Màlikì, Riyà∂ al-nufùs i, 345–375; and the art. “Sa˙nùn”

(M. Talbi), in: EI 2 viii, 843–845. The nickname Sa˙nùn—the name of a bird—
was given to him because of his sharp eyesight.

8 EI 2 viii, 845.
9 Al-Màlikì, Riyà∂ al-nufùs i, 343–344; and Ismail 37. Sa˙nùn owes much of his

scholarly reputation to his Mudawwana, one of the great manuals of Màlikì law.
Through this work, Sa˙nùn played a major role in “the definitive implantation of
Màlikism in the Maghrib” (EI 2 vii, 409 and EI 2 viii, 843), although he had—due
to the lack of financial resources, as he himself attested—not been able to study
himself with Imàm Màlik.
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Ibn Sa˙nùn spent a carefree childhood in al-Qayrawàn. He received
a traditional primary education at an elementary school (kuttàb),10

including an introduction to the Quran and the basics of writing. It
appears that his father, Sa˙nùn, cared very much for his son; for
example, he is credited with having expressly requested that his son’s
teacher:

Educate him with compliments and kind words only. He is not the
one to be educated by beating and reprimanding. [When I pass away,]
I will leave him [as someone who acts] in accordance with what I
believe (atrukuhù 'alà ni˙latì ). Hence I hope that he will be unique in
his kind and unparalleled among the people of his time.11

Already as a young boy, Ibn Sa˙nùn frequently attended the classes
given by his father for more advanced students.12 Thus he came to
know the academic activities and the pious life-style of scholars par-
ticipating in these study circles on Màlikì law, along with the top-
ics and teaching methods of higher learning.13 This exceptional study
opportunity at a young age was certainly not an insignificant factor
in preparing Ibn Sa˙nùn intellectually for his future academic career
as a leading Màlikì scholar.

In 235/850, at the age of thirty-three, Ibn Sa˙nùn left on pil-
grimage. He reached Mecca via Tripolis and Cairo (mißr).14 He is
reported to have taught at the Friday-Mosque, 'Amr ibn al-'Àß, in
Fus†à†15 and to have attended lectures by various prominent schol-
ars in Egypt. After fulfilling the obligations of the pilgrimage, he
went from Mecca to Medina. An anecdote relates that, upon arriv-
ing there, he paid a visit to the Mosque of the Prophet (al-masjid al-
nabawì ) where a study circle (˙alqa) was held by Abù Muß'ab A˙mad
ibn Abì Bakr al-Zuhrì (d. 242/854), one of Imàm Màlik’s closest

10 “A primary, or elementary school, . . . [it] introduces the six to seven year old
child to the basics of language, and instructs him in Qur"àn, ˙adìth, and different
religious rituals. The structure and teaching methods of the kuttàb . . . were almost
certainly inherited from Byzantium and reflect a wide Mediterranean tradition . . .;”
cf. Baer, Muslim Teaching Institutions 73. 

11 Al-Màlikì, Riyà∂ al-nufùs i, 443–444.
12 Al-Màlikì, Riyà∂ al-nufùs i, 444, 448; 'Iyà∂, Taràjim 171.
13 His father was his first and most important teacher. Ibn Sa˙nùn studied also

with some other leading Maghribi scholars such as Mùsà ibn Mu'àwiya al-Íumàdi˙ì
(d. 225/840), 'Abd al-'Azìz ibn Ya˙yà al-Madanì (d. 240/854), and 'Abdallàh ibn
Abì Óassàn al-Óimßì al-Ya˙ßùbì (d. 227/842); see al-Màlikì, Riyà∂ al-nufùs i, 444. 

14 Al-Màlikì, Riyà∂ al-nufùs i, 444; 'Iyà∂, Taràjim 177.
15 Al-Màlikì, Riyà∂ al-nufùs i, 444; and EI 2 vii, 409.



94  

colleagues in Medina. The students at this circle were arguing on
the legal issue of umm al-walad. When Ibn Sa˙nùn told them a joke
about the topic of discussion, he attracted Abù Muß'ab’s attention
so that Abù Muß'ab recognized him as the Ibn Sa˙nùn from al-
Qayrawàn.16 It is more important, however, to note that Ibn Sa˙nùn’s
biographers all emphasize the very favorable impression the young
scholar left on the intellectual milieu in Egypt and the Óijàz.17

At some point before the year 239/854–5, Ibn Sa˙nùn returned
to his hometown, al-Qayrawàn. There he established his own study
circle (˙alqa) next to his father’s.18 After his father’s death in Rajab
240/December 855, Ibn Sa˙nùn became the chief qà∂ì of the Màlikites
in the Maghrib. Supported by the Aghlabid regent and de facto gov-
ernor, Emir Ibràhìm II (r. officially from 875 to 902), Ibn Sa˙nùn
is said to have led the Màlikì struggle against the Óanafites and
Mu'tazilites in the Maghrib.19

Ibn Sa˙nùn died in al-Qayrawàn in 256/870 at the age of fifty-
four. On the day of his funeral, the stores and schools in al-Qayrawàn
were closed as an expression of mourning. The funeral prayer for
the deceased scholar was led by Emir Ibràhìm II.20 Ibn Sa˙nùn was
buried in al-Qayrawàn next to his father’s tomb. The memorial
shrine (qubba) built over his grave shortly became such a popular site
that shops opened to accommodate and benefit from the many vis-
itors. The Emir, however, eventually ordered these shops closed and
dispersed the people.21

Ibn Sa˙nùn was a productive scholar. He is reported to have writ-
ten nearly 200 books and treatises. Twenty-four works have been
identified by title, but only three texts have been preserved. Most
titles point to fatwàs and other short legal documents. Some books,
however, are said to have been multi-volume encyclopaedias on
Óadìth and Islamic history. The preserved book titles indicate that
Ibn Sa˙nùn had, in general, a vivid interest in the systematic teach-
ing of the Quran and the essentials of Islamic belief.22 One can imag-

16 Al-Màlikì, Riyà∂ al-nufùs i, 184. 
17 See also EI 2 vii, 409.
18 Al-Màlikì, Riyà∂ al-nufùs i, 444. 
19 EI 2 vii, 409.
20 Al-Màlikì, Riyà∂ al-nufùs i, 444.
21 'Iyà∂, Taràjim 186–187.
22 Al-Màlikì, Riyà∂ al-nufùs i, 443; 'Iyà∂, Taràjim 173. The other two preserved
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ine how important this was especially when taking into considera-
tion the attempts made in the 8th and 9th centuries in the Islamic
West to Islamize and Arabicize the Berber population.

2.2 Ibn Sa˙nùn’s book on “Rules of Conduct for Teachers”

2.2.1 Structure, contents, and style
In terms of intention, content, and style, Ibn Sa˙nùn’s K. Àdàb al-
mu'allimìn23 is part of the so-called professional adab-literature. Like
other manuals of this type—compiled for secretaries, clerks, copy-
ists, or judges—Ibn Sa˙nùn’s work addresses a specific community
of people: the teachers at elementary schools, whom he provides
with professional and juridical advice.

Ibn Sa˙nùn’s K. Àdàb al-mu'allimìn24 starts with quotations of prophetic
traditions, expressing the “merit” ( fa∂l ) and the advantage of teach-
ing and learning the Quran. The book concludes with similar state-
ments by Màlik ibn Anas, which in turn display Ibn Sa˙nùn’s
affiliation to the Màlikì school of law. Ibn Sa˙nùn’s treatise has ten
chapters, as follows:

i. [Traditions] on the teaching Mà jà"a fì ta'lìm al-Qur"àn al-'azìz
of the Quran.

ii. [Traditions] on the equity Mà jà"a fì l-'adl bayna l-ßibyàn
[to be observed in treating
school]boys.

books are: the K. Masà"il al-jihàd (ms. Tunis) and the K. Ajwibat Mu˙ammad ibn Sa˙nùn,
riwàyat Mu˙ammad ibn Sàlim al-Qa††àn 'anhu (ms. Escorial 1162; three copies in Tunis);
see EI 2 vii, 409; Lecomte 80.

23 The complete text of the K. Àdàb al-mu'allimìn has been preserved in a unique
Tunisian manuscript from the 14th or 15th century (National Tunisian Library,
ms. Tunis 8787); cf. also Lecomte, Le Livre 78. For a short description of the
Tunisian ms., see Óijàzì 43. Fragmentary passages of the text have also been pre-
served in a Rabat manuscript (catalogued as ms. 85qàf ) consisting of approximately
sixty percent of the work; cf. Óijàzì 46. While the Tunisian text starts with qàla
Abù 'Abdallàh Mu˙ammad ibn Sa˙nùn, the Moroccan text indicates a different trans-
mission by stating: ˙addathanì Abù l-'Abbàs 'Abdallàh ibn A˙mad ibn Furàt ibn Mu˙ammad,
qàla: ˙addathanì Mu˙ammad ibn Sa˙nùn 'an abìhì [. . .]. This suggests that Ibn Sa˙nùn’s
treatise for teachers circulated in more than one transmitted version; see also Óijàzì
46. A French translation of the K. Àdàb al-mu'allimìn was published by G. Lecomte;
see his Le Livre 82–105. 

24 This article’s references to Ibn Sa˙nùn’s K. Àdàb al-mu'allimìn are based on
Mu˙ammad al-'Arùsì al-Ma†wì’s edition as reprinted in: Óijàzì, al-Madhhab, 111–128;
lower case Roman numerals indicate chapters of Ibn Sa˙nùn’s work.
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iii. Chapter [of traditions] on the Bàb mà yukrahu ma˙wuhu min
reprehensibility of erasing the dhikr Allàh ta'àlà wa-mà yan-
Word of God the Exalted baghì an yuf 'ala min dhàlika
[when written on slates], and
what should be done [instead]
in this regard.

iv. [Traditions] on disciplining Mà jà"a fì l-adab wa-mà yajùzu
[students], and on what is min dhàlika wa-mà là yajùzu
permissible in this [regard]
and what is not.

v. [Opinions] on the final exams Mà jà"a fì l-khitam wa-mà yajibu
for the recitation of the Quran fì dhàlika li-l-mu'allim
[at elementary schools], and
what is [to be given] to the
teacher on this [occasion]

vi. [Opinions] on the presentation Mà jà"a fì l-qa∂à" fì 'a†iyyat al-' ìd
of gifts [to the teacher] on
feast days.

vii. [Opinions] on [the occasions] Mà yanbaghì an yukhallà l-ßibyàn
when [the teacher] should give fìhi
days off to the [school]boys

viii. [Opinions] on the obligation Mà yajibu 'alà l-mu'allim min
on the teacher to stay all the luzùm al-ßibyàn
time with the pupils [under
his supervision]

ix. [Opinions] on the wage of Mà jà"a fì ijàrat al-mu'allim wa-
the teacher and when it is matà tajibu
obligatory

x. [Opinions] on renting a Mà jà"a fì ijàrat al-muß˙af wa-
copy of the Quran, law kutub al-fiqh wa-mà shàbahahà
books, and other such books

Based on criteria such as formal structure and style, the book is
divided into two main parts: The first part comprises chapters one
to four. Here the fundamentals of teaching pupils at elementary
schools are provided. The author deals with the obligation to learn
and memorize the Quran and the need for people to teach it. He
talks about the practical issues implied when writing exercises are
based on the quranic text, about the disciplinary measures to cor-
rect the pupils’ behavior, and about physical punishment. As indi-
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cated above, this first part is almost entirely based on quotations of
prophetic traditions. Only occasionally does the author make short
comments on these ˙adìths, rounding off a particular topic.

The second part of the book is formed by chapters five to ten.
These chapters follow a different scheme: they present almost exclu-
sively questions Ibn Sa˙nùn asked his father and answers his father
gave him. Here the author addresses more specific issues related to
the actual process of education. He covers the following topics: hir-
ing a teacher, the various obligations regarding the khatma (the final
oral exam after the pupil has memorized the Quran),25 some teacher’s
obligations (including the rental of the school or classroom at the
teachers’ expense, and the preparation teachers need before enter-
ing the classroom), enforcement of the curriculum (including oblig-
atory and optional topics to be taught, supervision of pupils, and
consultation with a pupil’s parents on the child’s strengths and weak-
nesses). Furthermore, the author discusses the basic salary, additional
payments for teachers (including questions of the permissibility of
such additional payments), and the legitimacy of renting books for
teaching purposes.

As for the formal structure of this second part, a decisive question-
answer pattern is striking in Ibn Sa˙nùn’s work. This pattern sup-
ports the sequence of thesis and antithesis which, in turn, displays
the author’s legal training in reasoning and arguing.26 Occasionally,
the pros and cons of issues are given. For example, he first provides
a statement that may reflect an arguable opinion or circumstance,
and then quotes an authoritative tradition or a statement that sets
things right.

These characteristics of the text altogether make Ibn Sa˙nùn’s
book read like a legal document: it enumerates rules and precedents

25 Khatma (colloquial: khitma), pl. khitam, is the technical term used in Islamic edu-
cation for a child’s recitation of the entire Quran and his/her graduation. In mod-
ern times, “the so-called i˙làba is celebrated when a boy has read through the whole
of the sacred book (the ceremony after the half or one-third is called ißràfa);” cf.
Fr. Buhl, in: EI 2 iv, 1112. 

26 The use of a question-and-answer pattern in scholarly writing has a long tra-
dition in the Middle East; see U. Pietruschka’s contribution to this book and the
references given there. It is worth mentioning that this pattern is also evident in
the narrative passages of the Quran, used there as a powerful stylistic tool to pro-
mote instruction; see my art. “Teaching,” in: Encyclopaedia of the Qur"àn, ed. J.D.
McAuliffe, vol. iv, Leiden: Brill, forthcoming. 
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and its language is precise and prosaic, as in a fatwà. Ibn Sa˙nùn’s
primary concern is to clarify issues; the style in presenting these ideas
is secondary to him. This latter observation might explain, to some
extent, why the discussion of certain topics does not always corre-
spond to the chapter headings; why subject matters relating to one
and the same issue are occasionally scattered throughout different
chapters or listed under various rubrics; and why there are some
passages which almost lack a logical sequence for the ideas addressed
therein. The last chapter may even give the impression to some read-
ers that issues were included there which the author, for some rea-
son, omitted mentioning earlier in his book at a, perhaps, thematically
more fitting place.

2.2.2 Reflections of historical realities
In terms of historical and cultural information, Ibn Sa˙nùn’s book
has plenty to offer. As G. Lecomte already noted,27 there are pas-
sages that vividly evoke in the reader’s mind the diligent world of
elementary schools at the beginning of the 9th century. We learn
about the medieval teacher who is proud of the ink spots on his
clothing; “It is the sign of manliness (murù"a) to see ink on a man’s
clothing or lips” (iii.116). There is also mention of the parents who
offer the teacher gifts as a reward for his good work (vi.118). Yet if
a father is unhappy with the results of his child’s education, he does
not hesitate to argue frankly with the teacher (ix.124, 125).

There are passages that allow us to picture situations where young
schoolboys take care of each other at school and accompany each
other home after class (vii.118; viii.119). We learn about the different
ways of cleaning the writing tablet, either using a little dust cloth or
even the tongue (iii.115). If one uses the foot to erase quranic text
written on the tablet, one commits—as the text states—an act of
irreverence toward the Quran and risks receiving punishment (iii.115).
The text talks about school holidays and family celebrations taking
place when pupils pass the khatma exam and graduate (v.117).

Along with these insights into the everyday life at elementary
schools at the beginning of the 9th century, the book provides some
significant historical information. One can conclude from the text,

27 Cf. his Le Livre 81–82.
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firstly, that the teaching of the Quran and its supplementary disci-
plines at the primary level was, at that time, already well established
in the Muslim West. Secondly, primary education was apparently in
need of more systematic regulations and scholars responded to this
need by offering professional advice. Within this context, the raising
of fees for teaching classes—as Ibn Sa˙nùn indicates—and even
remuneration for teaching the Quran had become a common prac-
tice. The author generally supports this practice, yet he feels it indis-
pensable to discuss it in detail (i.114; ix.124).

Ibn Sa˙nùn also deals at length with physical punishment (see
chapter iv). This, however, is less surprising when taking the author’s
legal background into consideration. Hence one can appreciate, for
example, why he attempts to cover all possible precedents, those which
actually occurred and those which might occur. Although the text
makes it quite clear that punishment was part of rectifying a child’s
behavior in Islam in the medieval times, Ibn Sa˙nùn leaves no doubt
that physical punishment should not cross the line. He stresses that
the child should not be seriously harmed. On the contrary, basing
himself on prophetic traditions, he emphasizes that modesty, patience,
and a passion for working with children are indispensable qualities
of teachers (ii.115; iv.116; viii.119).

Moreover, Ibn Sa˙nùn also advises the teachers to create situa-
tions to challenge pupils intellectually. He mentions, for example,
that pupils may dictate to each other (ix.124), or that advanced pupils
may profit from writing letters for adults (viii.119). Competition
amongst pupils is expressly favored because, as the text says, it con-
tributes to the formation of their personalities and to their general
improvement (viii.119).

2.2.3 The curriculum
As for the curriculum, Ibn Sa˙nùn presents to the teachers a num-
ber of rules. Some of them are obligatory; others are recommended.
One can conclude from the text the following obligatory rules:

1. Teachers must instruct pupils in the precise articulation of the
Quran, along with knowledge of reading, orthography, and gram-
mar (viii.119).

2. Teachers are strongly advised not to teach melodious recitation
of the Quran (al˙àn al-Qur"àn). This is “unlawful” since it leads
to singing, which is reprehensible (viii.120).
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3. Teachers must teach the duties of worship (such as the ablu-
tions before prayers, the number of inclinations and prostrations
in prayer, etc.) (viii.121).

4. Teachers must teach the pupils good manners, since these are
obligations towards God (viii.120).

As recommended topics for teaching, Ibn Sa˙nùn suggests the following:

5. The basics of Arabic language and linguistics (viii.119).
6. Arithmetic (viii.119).
7. Calligraphy (viii.119).
8. Writing letters (viii.119).
9. Poetry, however, only if the verses are decent (viii.119).

10. Proverbs of the ancient Arabs.
11. Historical reports (akhbàr) of the ancient Arabs and legends of

their battles (viii.120).
12. Sermons (khu†ab), if the pupils show interest in them (viii.120).

Given the priority that the Màlikites in the Maghrib generally gave
to instructing boys in the Quran, these rather diverse recommenda-
tions of Ibn Sa˙nùn are significant.

Some other rules concern a variety of matters. For example, teach-
ers are advised not to instruct young girls together with boys, because
mixed classes corrupt young people (viii.123). This statement seems
to point to the fact that, firstly, education was not restricted to boys,
and secondly, that coeducation may have been practiced at ele-
mentary schools to some degree. Also, teachers must not teach the
Quran to the children of Christians (viii.122). This rule is given on
the authority of Ibn Sa˙nùn’s father. It seems to indicate, on the one
hand, that Muslim and Christian children were attending the same
classes. On the other hand, it shows that Ibn Sa˙nùn took the quranic
command “There is no compulsion in matters of faith” (Q 2:256)
literally.

2.2.4 Rules for teachers and how Ibn Sa˙nùn presents them to the reader
The following passages in translation provide a more detailed and
immediate idea of Ibn Sa˙nùn’s text. They highlight some major
themes dealt with by Ibn Sa˙nùn and the methods used by him for
presenting these issues. These texts may also give an impression of
the pious tone characteristic of this treatise.
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Merit and necessity of learning and teaching the Quran

Abù 'Abdallàh Ibn Sa˙nùn said:
[it has been transmitted . . . that] the
Messenger of God—God bless him 
and grant him peace—said:

“The best of you is the one who
learns the Quran and teaches it.”
“Through the Quran God elevates
[many] peoples.”
“You must [occupy yourselves with
and continually] make use of the
Quran, for it eliminates hypocrisy in
the same way that fire eliminates
rust from iron.”
“He who recites the Quran
accurately (lit.: with desinential
inflexion) will receive the reward 
of a martyr.”
“He who learns the Quran in his
youth, the Quran will mix with his
flesh and blood. [However,] he who
learns it in old age, and does not
give up on it even when it escapes
[his memory], will receive double
the reward” (i.113–114).

* * *

[It has been transmitted] on the authority
of 'Uthmàn ibn 'Affàn (the third Rightly
Guided Caliph, d. 35/656)—may God
be pleased with him—concerning
God’s saying—blessed and exalted be
He—‘Then We bequeathed the Book on
those of our servants we chose (Q 35:32)’
[that] he said, “Everyone who learns
the Quran and teaches it is amongst
those whom God has chosen from
humankind” (i.114).
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[It has been transmitted that 'Abdallàh]
Ibn Mas'ùd [d. ca. 32/625] said:
“Three [things] are essential for people:
[1.] A ruler who rules amongst them

[in justice]; if it were not for that,
they would devour each other.

[2.] Buying and selling copies of the
Quran; if it were not for that, the
Book of God would decrease [in
number].

[3.] Teachers who teach their children
and who receive a salary for that;
if it were not for that, the people
would be illiterate” (i.114).

Further teaching topics

I asked [Ía˙nùn]: “So, it is 
permissible for the boy to write 
letters for someone?”
He answered: “There is no harm [in it].
If he writes letters, this is something
that contributes to the boy’s education.
The teacher should [also] teach the
pupils calculation, although this is not
obligatory for him to do—unless it is
imposed on him as an obligation.
Likewise [for] poetry, unfamiliar
[words], the Arabic language, 
calligraphy, and all parts of
grammar—[the teaching of ] all 
of this is at his discretion.
The teacher should teach them the
desinential inflexion of the quranic
text—this is incumbent upon him. [He
should also teach them] vocalization
and spelling, good handwriting and to
read well, when to pause and when to
recite [the quranic text] in a slow,
measured rhythmic way—[all] this is
incumbent upon him.
[Also,] there is no harm in teaching
them poetry—as long as there is
nothing indecent in it from the
language and the anecdotes of the
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28 Ijàra is a legal term that “refers to the permission granted for a compensation
to use a thing owed by, or the service of, another person.” Hence the term can
also refer “to a book that was ‘hired’ for the purpose of, and with the right to,
copying it.” See Rosenthal, The Technique 8, fn. 3.

29 Farà"i∂ is ambiguous; it can refer to Islamic inheritance law but, in the pre-
sent context, it is more likely to indicate “religious duties.”

Arabs. This [however] is not an
obligation on him” (viii.119–120).
I said [to Sa˙nùn]: “Some Andalusians
related that there was no harm in
hiring [someone] to teach Islamic
jurisprudence, religious duties, poetry,
and grammar. It is similar to
[teaching] the Quran.
He replied: “Màlik and our companions
(i.e. the experts of our Law School)
detested this. How could it be similar
to the Quran? [Learning] the Quran
has a [specific] goal that can be
reached, whereas what (i.e., the topics)
you have mentioned has none. So, this
[i.e. the idea mentioned by the
Andalusians?] is unknown.
Islamic jurisprudence and [religious]
knowledge (as studied by the 'ulamà")
are something about which there has
been disagreement, whereas the Quran
is the truth about which there is no
doubt at all. Islamic jurisprudence is
not to be learned by heart like the
Quran; hence it is not similar to it,
nor does it have a [definite] goal or
time in which to reach it” (x.128).

Writing exercises based on quranic text

Anas [ ibn Màlik] was asked: “How were
the educators during the time of [the
first four caliphs,] the Imàms Abù
Bakr, 'Umar, 'Uthmàn, and 'Alì—may
God be pleased with them?”
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Anas answered: “The teacher had a
basin. Each boy used to come—every
day, each in his turn—with some pure
water. They would pour it into the
basin and use it to erase the writing
from their tablets.” [Then] Anas added:
“Afterwards, they used to dig a hole in
the ground and pour this water into it
and so it was absorbed” (iii.115).

Mental challenges for pupils, teaching assistance, 
and teacher responsibilities

[Ibn Sa˙nùn] said that Sa˙nùn stated:
“. . . There is no harm in having them
dictate to each other, because this is
for their benefit. Yet he (the teacher)
must review their dictation.
[Moreover,] he must not let them
move from one sura to another until
they have memorized [the first sura]
with its desinential inflexion and
orthography—unless [the pupils’]
fathers give him leeway to do so”
(viii.120).
[Sa˙nùn] stated: “It is more appropriate
for the teacher not to put one of the
boys in charge of the beatings nor
designate for them a monitor from
amongst them, unless it is a boy who
has finished [learning] the Quran and
knows it, and no longer needs instruc-
tion. Hence, there is no harm in it.
[Also, there is no harm for] the boy to
help the teacher; [for] this is of benefit
to the boy.

30 For ijjàna (vulg.) and ìjàna, see Lane i, 26.
31 This was done so that the quranic text would be erased from the tablets

respectfully.
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Yet it is not permissible for him (i.e.
the boy assisting the teacher) to give
orders to any of the pupils, or to
instruct any of them—unless there is
benefit in that for the boy’s formation,
or his father has approved of it. [If
this is not the case,] the teacher him-
self should be in charge of this [teach-
ing] or hire someone to help him, if
he is equally qualified” (vii.118).

Supervision of pupils

[Sa˙nùn] stated: The teacher must 
be committed to working hard. 
And he must devote himself to the
pupils, . . . for he is a hireling and
cannot leave his work (viii.119).
I asked [Sa˙nùn]: “Then, can the
teacher send the boys to look for 
each other?”
He replied: “I am not of the opinion
that he is allowed to do so—unless
their fathers or [their] guardians grant
him (the teacher) permission in this
regard, or if the places are nearby 
and the boy is not occupied with it
[for too long]. He (the teacher) himself
must be mindful of the boys at the
time [they] return home, and inform
their guardians [if ] they did not 
come [to school]” (vii.118).
I asked [Sa˙nùn]: “Are you of the
opinion that it is [permissible] for 
the teacher to write fiqh books for 
himself ?”
He replied: “As for the time when he
has finished [teaching] the boys, there
is no harm in writing [such books] for
himself and for others.; for example,
[when] he has permitted them to
return home. But as long as they are
around him, no! That is, it is not
permissible for him, for how can he be
permitted to deviate from something
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that it is incumbent upon him to
observe, towards something that is not
incumbent upon him? Don’t you see
that he is [also] not permitted to
entrust to some of [the boys] the
teaching of others? How, [then,] could
he occupy himself with something
other than them!” (viii.119).
Sa˙nùn stated: The teacher is not per-
mitted to send the boys [to take care
of ] his personal matters (viii.121).

Just treatment of pupils

[It has been transmitted] on the authority of
Anas ibn Màlik that the Messenger of
God—God bless him and grant him
peace—stated: “Any teacher who is
entrusted with three boys from this
community and does not teach them
on an equal basis—the poor with the
rich, and the rich with the poor—will
on the Day of Resurrection be raised
up with the treacherous” (ii.115).
[It has been transmitted] on the authority of
al-Óasan (al-Baßrì?) that he said: “If a
teacher has been hired for a fixed
salary and does not treat them—i.e.
the boys—on an equal basis, he 
will be deemed to be one of the
wrongdoers” (ii.115). 

Handling trouble between pupils

Ibn Sa˙nùn said: Sa˙nùn was asked
about the teacher: “Should he accept
the word of boys concerning the harm
[done] by others?”
He replied: “I do not consider this [an
issue] requiring legal judgment.
However, the teacher should discipline
them if they have harmed one another.
In my view, he should do so if
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knowledge of the harm has been
spread by a group of them, or [if ]
there was admission [of the misdeed]—
unless they are boys known to him to
be truthful; then, he should accept
their word and punish accordingly.
The teacher must not be excessive [in
his punishment], as I have [already]
told you. [Moreover,] he must
command them to refrain from
harming [one another], and return to
them whatever they took from each
other—[but] this is not [an issue]
requiring a legal ruling; this is [at
least] what I heard from more than
one of our companions. Their
testimony had been granted admission
[even] in cases of homicide or injury,
so how much more [should it be
accepted] in this [matter]! God knows
best” (viii.123).

Appointing a teacher

Sa˙nùn stated: “Some scholars from the
Óijàz—including Ibn Dìnàr and
others—were asked [about] a teacher
hired for a group [if then] a due share
should be allotted to each of them.
So he answered: “It is permissible if the
fathers come to terms on this matter.
[This is so,] because this (i.e., educa-
tion) is a necessity and something the
people simply must have. It is the most
suitable [thing to do]” (ix.124).

Classroom and teaching equipment

[Sa˙nùn said:] It is incumbent [upon
the teacher]—and not upon the
pupils—to rent the shop [to be used as
a classroom]. He must inspect [the
pupils] by teaching and reviewing 
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[with them]. He must schedule a fixed
time to review [the children’s knowl-
edge] of the Quran, such as Thursdays
or Wednesday evenings. Yet he must
give them the day off on Fridays. This
has been the practice of teachers since
there have been teachers, and they
have not been faulted for that (iii.120).
[Sa˙nùn stated:] Also, the teacher is
obliged to obtain [at his own expense]
the scourge and the device to hold the
legs of the delinquent during the
bastinado; this is not to be at the
expense of the boys (viii.120).
Màlik was asked about the teaching of
the boys in the mosque. He answered:
“I do not consider this to be permitted,
because they are not mindful of impu-
rity. And mosques have not been set
up for teaching [children]” (viii.120).

Payment for teaching the Quran

[It has been transmitted] from 'A†à" [ibn
Abì Rabà˙] that he used to teach the
art of writing during the time of
Mu'àwiya (the first Umayyad caliph
who r. 661–680 C.E.) and that he
stipulated [payment for it] (i.114).
Ibn Jurayj said: I asked 'A†à": “Can I
take wages for teaching the Book? Do
you know of anybody having detested
it?” He said: “No, I do not” (i.114).
[It has been transmitted] on the authority of
Ibn Shihàb [al-Zuhrì] that Sa'd ibn Abì
Waqqàß got a man from Iraq to teach
the Book to their children in Medina
and that they (the Medinans) gave him
wages (i.114).
Màlik [ibn Anas] stated that “there is no
harm in a teacher’s taking [payment]
for teaching the Quran. If he stipulates
something [as payment], it is lawful
and permissible. So, there is no harm
in his stipulating in this regard.
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[Moreover,] what is due to him when
the Quran has been completely recited
from memory is obligatory, whether he
had stipulated it or not. The scholars
of our country [agree] on this as it
concerns the teachers (i.114).
Mu˙ammad [ibn Sa˙nùn] said: There is
no harm in a man’s hiring a teacher
to teach his children the Quran for a
predetermined sum for a fixed time, or
for each month. Also, [he can teach]
half or a quarter of the Quran or any
other portion specified by the two
[parties].
He said: If a man hires a teacher to
teach certain boys, it is permissible for
the teacher to teach others together
with them—provided that this does not
divert him from teaching those for
whom we was hired” (x.126).
He said: There is no harm in a man’s
hiring [an instructor] to teach his child
writing and spelling. [In fact,] the
Prophet—God bless him and grant
him peace—used to free a man who
taught writing [to the Muslims] (x.127).

Graduation

I asked him [Sa˙nùn]: “When is the time
due for the final exam?”
He replied: “[It is due] when he (the
pupil) comes near it and has gone
beyond [learning] two thirds [of the
Quran].”
Then I asked him about [the possibility
of having] the final exam [after
memorizing only] half [of the Quran].
He replied: “I do not consider it to be
compulsory.”
Sa˙nùn stated: “The final exam on any-
thing other than the entire Quran—be
it half, a third, or a quarter [of it]—is
not compulsory, unless they volunteer
in this regard” (v.117).
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In conclusion of this part of our study, it is worth noting that Ibn
Sa˙nùn’s vademecum for teachers was—already in the Middle Ages—
of much interest to Muslim scholars. An example of this is Abù
l-Óasan al-Qàbisì (d. 403/1012), a leading representative of the Màlikì
law school from al-Qayrawàn who lived about 150 years after Ibn
Sa˙nùn. Al-Qàbisì used Ibn Sa˙nùn’s text extensively as a source
and commented on it when compiling his own “Elaborate Treatise
on the Circumstances of Teachers and the Legal Regulations for
Teachers and Students (al-Risàla al-mufaßßala fì a˙wàl al-mu'allimìn wa-
a˙kàm al-mu'allimìn wa-l-muta'allimìn)”32 Thus, al-Qàbisì sets forth Ibn
Sa˙nùn’s educational efforts and, at the same time, affirms that he
was one of the earliest Muslim educationalists.

3 Al-Ja˙iΩ

3.1 The scholar: life and academic career

Due to his masterly compositions in the areas of belles-lettres, Mu'tazili
theology, and political-religious polemics, Abù 'Uthmàn 'Amr ibn
Ba˙r al-Fuqaymì al-Baßrì al-Jà˙iΩ is well known as one of the most
prominent classical Arabic writers. He was born in Basra in about
160/776 and died there in Mu˙arram 255/December 868–January
869. He was probably of Abyssinian origin and received his sobri-
quet due to a malformation of the eyes.33

From an early age, al-Jà˙iΩ dedicated himself to learning. He par-
ticipated in study circles held at mosques and also attended the
debates on Arabic philology, lexicography, poetry, and philosophy
conducted at the Mirbad, a celebrated public place in Basra, which
played an outstanding role in the shaping of Arabic culture in medieval
times.

Al-Jà˙iΩ acquainted himself with the works of the ancient Greek
philosophers (especially Aristotle) available in Arabic since the great
translation movement under the caliph al-Ma"mùn (r. 813–833). He
participated frequently in the intellectual conversations taking place
in the salons of the upper class, where issues of general concern to

32 Reprinted in: Shams al-Dìn, al-Fikr al-tarbawì 'inda Ibn Sa˙nùn and al-Qàbisì
117–196. See also al-Ahwànì, at-Ta'lìm fì ra"y al-Qàbisì, esp. 39–41.

33 Art. “al-⁄à˙iΩ” (Ch. Pellat), in: EI 2 ii, 385–388. 
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Islamic society were discussed. One of his favorite activities, how-
ever, was to spend a great deal of time in libraries and bookstores.
For a small amount of money, he is said to have rented a book-
store overnight to read and copy what was of interest to him.34

Only in about 200/815–6, at the age of forty-five, does he seem
to have started writing professionally. Writing, and the considerable
amounts of money he received for dedicating his works to people of
influence and wealth, thus seem to have been his main sources of
income. He built up his private library and even employed a copy-
ist (warràq) known by the name of 'Abd al-Wahhàb ibn 'Ìsà.35 Never-
theless, al-Jà˙iΩ also had some bitter experiences, for works of his
were torn apart by envious colleagues and critics shortly after they
were published.36

Al-Jà˙iΩ seems to have held no official or regular post in his life.
It is known, however, that when he was in Baghdad he worked for
some time as a scribe and teacher. Al-Jà˙iΩ himself reports that the
caliph al-Mutawakkil (r. 847–861) had apparently endeavored to
entrust him with the education of his children. However, the caliph
later changed his mind, seemingly because of al-Jà˙iΩ’s ugliness.37

The circumstances and often unfair treatment of professional teach-
ers al-Jà˙iΩ witnessed, and may have experienced firsthand,38 seem
to have induced him to write a book entitled “The Teachers.”39 This

34 Yàqùt, Mu'jam al-udabà" vi, 56.
35 Shalaby 90. 
36 Cf. al-Jà˙iΩ’s own statements in Risàlat Faßl mà bayna l-'adàwa wa-l-˙asad, in:

Majmù' rasà"il al-Jà˙iΩ, ed. Bàwl Kràws [Paul Kraus] and Mu˙ammad ˇaha al-
Óàjirì, Cairo: Ma†ba'at Lajnat al-Ta"lìf wa-l-Tarjama wa-l-Nashr, 1943, 108–109;
and Pellat, The Life 218–219; see also Rosenthal, The Technique 24.

37 Hirschfeld 202; and Pellat, “al-⁄à˙iΩ,” in: EI 2 ii, 385.
38 Hirschfeld 202.
39 For the theory and practice of Islamic education in medieval times, the ency-

clopedic work of al-Jà˙iΩ as a whole is an important source. It provides much
insightful information on the curriculum for princes, the social status of teachers,
the value of books, and even on the etiquette to be observed by people attending
literary salons, to mention a few topics. This is also the case for al-Jà˙iΩ’s main
works: the K. al-Óayawàn (“The Book of Animals,” a cerebral anthology on a large
variety of subjects, based on animals); the K. al-Bayàn wa-l-tabyìn (“The Book of
Eloquence and Exposition,” which Pellat called “an inventory of what have been
called the “Arabic humanities,” designed to stress the oratorical and poetic ability
of Arabs;” cf. EI 2 ii, 386); and the K. al-Bukhalà" (“The Book of Misers,” an enter-
taining work praising Arab generosity and analyzing non-Arab avarice). Other works
dealing in more detail with intellectual refinement and ethics are: (1) The Risàlat
al-ma'àsh wa-l-ma'àd (“The Treatise on the Manner of Living [in this World] and
the Hereafter,” known also as Risàla fì l-Akhlàq al-ma˙mùda wa-l-madhmùma, “Treatise
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provided him with the opportunity not only to defend but also to
champion schoolteachers and stress their superiority over all other
classes of educators and tutors.40

3.2 Al-Jà˙iΩ’s book “The Teachers”

As is the case for quite a number of al-Jà˙iΩ’s writings, no complete
text of the book “The Teachers” has been preserved.41 Various frag-
ments of this work were discovered, however, in four manuscripts
in Cairo, Istanbul, London, and Mosul.42 The text has been pub-
lished several times.43 Nonetheless, this work of al-Jà˙iΩ’s—which he
apparently composed at a late stage of his life44—is little known thus
far, in either the Arab or the Western world.

on Laudable and Blameworthy Morals”); (2) The Kitàb Kitmàn al-sirr wa-˙ifΩ al-lisàn
(“The Book on Keeping Secrets and Controlling the Tongue”), and (3) the treatise
Dhamm akhlàq al-kuttàb (“Censure of the Manners of Scribes”). 

40 Pellat remarks that al-Jà˙iΩ’s “acute powers of observation, his light-hearted
skepticism, his comic sense and satirical turn of mind fit him admirably to portray
human types and society.” He says also that, at times, “he uses all his skill at the
expense of several social groups (schoolmasters, singers, scribes, etc.) [although] gen-
erally keeping within the bounds of decency; cf. EI 2 ii, 386. The fact that al-Jà˙iΩ
praises the schoolteachers highly in one passage (e.g., K. al-Bayàn wa-l-tabyìn i, 250–2)
and makes rather unflattering jokes about them in another (ibid. 248–49) may there-
fore be understood as the result of an essentially dialectical intellect—something,
however, that was interpreted by his contemporaries (Ibn Qutayba, for example) as
a lack of seriousness. G.J. van Gelder suggests that it is precisely this “lack of seri-
ousness” which seems to be one al-Jà˙iΩ’s attractive sides: the fact that al-Jà˙iΩ
mixes jest and earnestness; see van Gelder’s article on this topic in: Journal of Arabic
Literature 23 (1992), esp. 95–106. In addition, al-Jà˙iΩ’s Mu'tazilite views, which
eventually aim at tackling the various aspects of a given topic, may also have played
a role in this regard. 

41 Al-Jà˙iΩ’s works comprise nearly 200 titles. However, only about thirty works—
whether authentic or apocryphal—have been preserved in full length. Of about fifty
works, only excerpts, quotations, or fragmentary passages have come down to us;
see EI 2 ii, 386–388, with further references. The K. al-Mu'allimìn belongs to this lat-
ter category; cf. Geries 9. C. Brockelmann classified al-Jà˙iΩ’s works according to
real or assumed subjects; his list provides a good idea of the breadth of al-Jà˙iΩ’s
literary and scholarly interests (GAL Supplement i, 241–247).

42 Geries 9–17, 25. 
43 (1) In the margin of Kitàb al-Kàmil fì l-lugha wa-l-adab, ta"lìf [. . .] Abì l-'Abbàs

Mu˙ammad ibn Yazìd al-ma'rùf bi-l-Mubarrad al-Na˙wì, [. . .] wa-qad †urriza hàmishuhu
bi-Kitàb al-Fußùl al-mukhtàra min kutub al-Imàm Abì Uthmàn 'Amr al-Jà˙iz ibn Ba˙r ibn
Ma˙bùb al-Kinànì al-Baßrì [. . .], ikhtiyàr al-Imàm 'Ubaydallàh ibn Óassàn, Cairo: Ma†ba'at
al-Taqaddum al-'Ilmiyya, 1323 [1905], 17–40; (2) Rasà"il al-Jà˙iΩ, ed. 'Abd al-Salàm
Mu˙ammad Hàrùn, 1Beirut, 1991 (based on the ed. Cairo 1964), vol. iii, 27–51;
(3) in: al-Mawrid (Baghdad) 7.4 (1978), 'Adad Khàßß: Abù 'Uthmàn 'Amr ibn Ba˙r al-Jà˙iΩ,
149–158; and (4) Kitàbàn li-l-Jà˙iΩ, ed. Ibrahim Geries, Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University,
1980, 57–87. Cf. also Pellat, Nouvel essai 148–149 (no. 143); and Geries 9.—I have
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3.2.1 Intention and literary style
With regard to al-Jà˙iΩ’s literary oeuvre in general, Ibrahim Geries
observed that this medieval scholar seems to have believed that “the
people’s need for one another is a salient characteristic of their nature
and an inborn feature of the core of their souls. It is permanent
and . . . covers all beings, from the smallest to the greatest.”45 None
of God’s creatures would be able to reach his goal without the assis-
tance of those deployed to help him; the most respected cannot exist
without the least respected; rulers need the lower classes as the lower
classes need rulers; rich people need the poor and slaves need mas-
ters.46 This idea, of Greek origin, regarding the interdependence of
elements in the universe, influenced al-Jà˙iΩ’s general perception of
the world. For al-Jà˙iΩ, attempts to comprehend the microcosm lead
to an understanding of the macrocosm. This scientific-philosophic
approach made al-Jà˙iΩ the sharp observer and analyst he was. Basing
himself on deduction and logical reasoning, he unveils to the reader
the significance of what is insignificant in the eyes of those relying
simply on superficial perceptions and initial sensory impressions. Such
a view of the world eventually enabled him to observe and minutely
examine various social groups. As a result, his writings reflect, rather
objectively and realistically, actual circumstances, opinions, and view-
points prevalent in his own time, thus providing a spectacular insight
into Arabic-Islamic culture and society under the 'Abbàsids.47

The book “The Teachers” reveals in an aesthetic way many of
these characteristics of al-Jà˙iΩ’s approach as a scholar and as a man
of letters. For example, the various digressions and the original
sequence of thoughts in this text appeal to the reader through the

consulted Hàrùn’s and Geries’ editions of the K. al-Mu'allimìn. All references to al-
Jà˙iΩ’s K. al-Mu'allimìn in this article are based on Geries’ edition, if not indicated
otherwise. I would like to thank Dr. Khaled Sindawi (Haifa) for drawing my atten-
tion to the latter edition.

Passages of al-Jà˙iΩ’s essay on “The Teachers” have been translated into English
(by H. Hirschfeld, 1922), German (by O. Rescher, 1931), and French (by Ch. Pellat,
1953). In the light of the more recent editions by Hàrùn and Geries, some pas-
sages in these translations seem to require further thought. Pellat’s French transla-
tion was later also rendered into English (Pellat, The Life 112–114) and German
(Pellat, Arabische Geisteswelt 181–184).

44 Geries argues that al-Jà˙iΩ wrote the book “The Teachers” after he had com-
pleted the K. al-Óayawàn, K. al-Bayàn wa-l-tabyìn and K. al-Bukhalà"; cf. Geries 23.

45 Geries 28–29.
46 Geries 23–24 (mainly based on al-Jà˙iΩ’s K. al-Óayawàn, i, 204–210).
47 Geries 24.
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balanced repetition of similar ideas presented each time in a different
way. Hence “what would be pointless repetition” in terms of mod-
ern thinking and presentation, arose “in the mind of the 3rd/9th
century writer . . . from the desire . . . to give ordinary prose the sym-
metry of verse,” wrote Charles Pellat, one of the best-known experts
on al-Jà˙iΩ.48

3.2.2 Structure and contents
The author of the book “The Teachers” addresses the reader directly
in the second person singular. He starts with an appeal to God to
protect the people—including the reader of his book—from the rage
of anger and to grant them justice and patience in their hearts. Then
he sets out to defend the teachers against a (fictitious) critic and to
commend them highly. The teachers are described as knowledge-
able, diligent, and hardworking people. Moreover, it is said that they
are passionate about their profession and suffer with their students
when they do not make the progress expected. Parents should not,
therefore, blame the teachers when their children are slow in their
education, but instead look at the mental capability of their offspring.

Al-Jà˙iΩ starts his book with a particularly appealing chapter. It
deals with writing in general and with the fundamental impact writ-
ing has had on human civilization. Writing and recording, along
with calculation, are “the pillars” on which the present and the future
of civilization and “the welfare of this world” rest. Writing and cal-
culation are God-given, as are the teachers themselves, for God
“made them available to us” (p. 60).49

The next paragraph of the book deals with memory and memo-
rization. Interestingly enough, the author stresses here that inde-
pendent thinkers and researchers dislike (kariha) memorization. He
says that depending on it makes “the mind disregard distinction”
and causes it to neglect thought (p. 62). People with a good mem-
ory are tempted to rely simply on what their predecessors achieved,

48 EI 2 ii, 387.
49 Such praise of books and writing must have been perceived as being even

more polemical and provocative in a society in which people seem to have looked
askance at writing down knowledge. It is worth mentioning here that al-Jà˙iΩ’s
refreshing views in this regard are paralleled in a lengthy passage in his K. al-
Óayawàn; see esp. i, 38–102.
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without making attempts to reach conclusions of their own. Never-
theless, for the process of studying, a good memory is valuable and
necessary; otherwise, the results of study and research would not last.

As for the trust one is to have in teachers, the teachers of princes
are mentioned as examples. Rulers entrusted teachers with the edu-
cation of their children and so should everybody else. However, one
is advised to do so only after testing the teacher and being convinced
of his pedagogical skills. Attention is also drawn to the many great
scholars in all branches of the arts and sciences and to the men
renowned in politics and society who were once teachers (p. 63).

At this point of the presentation, the author effectively alerts the
reader not to draw conclusions prematurely; instead he advises us
to finish reading the entire treatise first (p. 64). He points to the fact
that there are teachers for everything one needs to know: writing,
arithmetic, law, the religious duties ( farà"ì∂ ), the Quran, grammar,
prosody, poetry, and history. This is followed by a list of further
subjects that are taught: these include astronomy, music (lu˙ùn), med-
icine, geometry, polo, archery, and horsemanship, playing musical
instruments, chess, and other games. The children of the lower classes
are given lessons in farming, shop-keeping,50 construction, jewelry-
making, sewing, weaving, dying, and other handicrafts and occupa-
tions. It is noted that even animals can be taught. Yet, schoolteachers,
as al-Jà˙iΩ stresses, are superior to all other categories of teachers
(pp. 64–66).

Manifold pieces of advice for teachers follow. They focus on the
qualifications teachers need for their work, but also deal with the
actual process of teaching and the curriculum. The “Chapter on the
Instruction of Boys (Fì riyà∂at al-ßabì ),” one of only two chapters in
the treatise that bears a title, discusses extensively the teaching of
grammar (as will be shown below in more detail). Further thoughts
relate to literature and scholarship, to writing prose, and to the value
of reading good books. Frequently these remarks are interspersed
with sayings and anecdotes from Arabic literature (p. 72).

The flow of the presentation is seemingly interrupted here by a
chapter entitled “On the Censure of Homosexuality (Fì dhamm al-liwà†).”

50 Tijàra (“trading”) in Geries’ edition, p. 66; nijàra (“carpentry”) in Hàrùn’s edi-
tion, p. 117.
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It denounces certain sexual activities among adults, both male and
female, and the lust for boys (p. 78).51

Then, back to literature, the author praises 'Abdallàh ibn al-
Muqaffa' (d. ca. 139/756), who is best known for his translation of
the fables of Kalìla wa-Dimna into Arabic. As it is said, he is admired
not only as a man of letters, an expert on literary style, a poet, and
translator, but also as a teacher (p. 79).

The following paragraph warns that too much self-confidence in
scholarly matters is a dangerous mistake. To have knowledge and
noteworthy achievements in one or two branches of knowledge, for
example, does not necessarily indicate an equivalent excellence in
other branches. The famous al-Khalìl ibn A˙mad (d. ca. 175/791)
is given as an example; it is said that he gained a fine reputation
for his work in Arabic grammar and prosody, but that he failed and
made a fool of himself when claiming to be an expert in theology
(kalàm) and the metres of songs (awzàn al-aghànì; p. 80).

Various fragmentary passages follow: they relate to the importance
of the ruler (sul†àn) and the administrators of the government. These
are praised as most intelligent people and it is said that society is
in need of them. Another statement admonishes the teaching of the
books of Abù Óanìfa. Further remarks then deal with the proper
application of analogies (in teaching?). The author uses the history
and the merits of the clan of the Quraysh—well known to most
Muslims—to show how analogies should or should not be used. The
harsh critique of the merchants (which expresses the opposite of what
al-Jà˙iΩ said of them in his other writings) and of the money chang-
ers seems, again, not to have been initially part of this educational
treatise (p. 81).

51 Even if one takes into account the possibility that this passage initially was not
part of the book “The Teachers” (Rescher 108–109), some readers may nonethe-
less wonder why a medieval copyist of this book should have included this passage
in a text expressly addressing teachers. However, the appropriateness of addressing
such a topic in a book on teachers is understandable given the fact that homo-
erotic love of young and adolescent boys was rather common in 'Abbàsid times,
and bawdy anecdotes about teachers and their pupils abound. See also the art.
“Liwà†” (editors), in: EI 2 v, 776–779, which includes more information on al-Jà˙iΩ’s
concerns in this regard. See furthermore Adam Mez: Die Renaissance des Islams,
Hildesheim: G. Olms (Repr. Heidelberg 1922), 337–341 (Engl. Tr., Patna: Jubilee
Printing and Publishing House, 1937. 364–361). For the meaning of liwà† in Islamic
law, cf. Arno Schmitt: Liwà† im Fiqh: Männliche Homosexualität?, in: Journal of
Arabic and Islamic Studies 4 (2001–2002), 44–110. 
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The book “The Teachers” concludes with a moving passage on
the gentle treatment students merit. In the second person singular,
it once again directly addresses the teachers and us readers. It advises
us to treat the students with great care, gentleness, and kindness and
not to force them so as not to make them dislike good manners,
nor to neglect them since students “deserve your care and hard
efforts” (p. 87).

3.2.3 Curricular and non-curricular topics of teaching
In his book “The Teachers,” al-Jà˙iΩ suggests an impressive variety
of topics to be taught. He does so, however, without indicating that
these topics in fact relate to two very different categories of teach-
ing: (a) the formal, curricular kind of teaching, as conducted by the
schoolteachers at the elementary and the more advanced levels (i.e.
the kind of instruction which Ibn Sa˙nùn is concerned with in his
treatise on primary education); and (b) the informal, non-curricular
kind of teaching, which could take place at various locations, includ-
ing “on the shop floor,” for example. Since al-Jà˙iΩ was interested
in teaching in general terms, a clear-cut distinction between the
teaching topics belonging to one or the other category is rather
difficult to make. This notion needs to be taken into account when
looking at the following list of teaching topics drawn from his book.

Obligatory topics:
1. Reading and Writing
– The essentials of writing (kitàb); the focus is on correct spelling

(even if the handwriting is at a low level) (p. 64).
– The essentials of grammar needed for correct verbal communica-

tion and for writing (p. 73).
– The essentials of stylistics, including the use of easy and precise

words, and the clarity of expression (p. 74).
– Correct articulation and basic skills in rhetoric (pp. 74–75).

2. Arithmetic
– Good knowledge of arithmetic (pp. 64, 70); accuracy is important

here even more so than for writing. At the beginner’s level, the
focus is on the basics of calculation; later on one may deal with
higher arithmetic, geometry, field measurements etc. (pp. 74–75).
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3. The Essentials of Religion
– Religious duties ( farà"i∂, pp. 64, 69).
– The Quran (pp. 64, 69).

4. Literature and Literary Theory
– Poetry: all poems, including those displaying “metrical speech, as

used in poems in the metre of qaßìd verse and in poems in rajaz
metre (al-mawzùn min qaßà"id wa-l-arjàz; pp. 65, 69).

– Prose: including what is balanced and often rhymed (min al-muzdawij
wa-l-asjà'; p. 69),52 what provides historical information (akhbàr),
and what is to be found in literary works from former times (àthàr)
(pp. 65, 73).

– Prosody ('arù∂, p. 65).

5. Logic and Disputation
– Articulate prose (al-man†iq al-manthùr, p. 68).
– Logical argumentation and debate, i.e. formulating questions and

answers (p. 68).

6. Accounting
– What is required of government clerks and registrars (kuttàb al-

dawàwìn); such as arithmetic and what is related to marketing and
promotion, as well as correct spelling (for the knowledge of account-
ing is more useful and fruitful than the knowledge possessed by
editors and scribes; p. 74).

Recommended topics [at a more advanced stage of education]:
7. Hunting.
8. Sports, including the use of light arms.

52 For muzdawij as a technical term of philology, rhetoric, and prosody, see the
art. “Muzdawi¡,” in: EI 2 vii, 825 (M. Bencheneb). For the meaning of muzdawij
as related here, cf. al-Jà˙iΩ, al-Bayàn wa-tabyìn, ed. Hàrùn, ii, 116–117, where al-
Jà˙iΩ provides examples of what he calls muzdawij al-kalàm. See furthermore Abù
Hilàl al-'Askarì, K. al-Íinà'atayn, al-kitàba wa-l-shi'r, ed. 'Alì Mu˙ammad al-Bajàwì
and Mu˙ammad Abù l-Fa∂l Ibràhìm, 1Cairo: Dàr I˙yà" al-Kutub al-'Arabiyya; 'Ìsà
al-Bàbì al-Óalabì, 1371/1952, 260–265 (“Fì dhikr al-saj' wa-l-izdiwàj”). For this term
referring to poetry that has paired rhyme (aa bb cc . . .), see Gustav E. von Grunebaum,
On the Origin and Early Development of Arabic Muzdawij Poetry, in: Journal of
Near Eastern Studies 3 (1944), 9–13; and Manfred Ullmann, Untersuchungen zur Ra[azpoe-
sie, Ein Beitrag zur arabischen Sprach- und Literaturwissenschaft, Wiesbaden: Harrasowitz,
1966, 44–60 (“Das Muzdawi[-Gedicht”). I am grateful to Prof. G.J. van Gelder
(Oxford) for drawing my attention to these publications.
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9. Music, including how to play various musical instruments.
10. Astronomy, i.e. “the knowledge of the stars.”
11. Medicine.
12. Geometry (handasa).
13. Teaching (or training) animals, especially those used by people

for labor, including camels and horses (pp. 65–66).

Topics recommended specifically for children of people from the
lower class: Farming, trading, construction, goldsmithing, sewing,
weaving, dyeing, and other crafts (p. 66).

3.2.4 Advice for teachers
The text provides numerous pieces of advice for teachers, some of
which are given expressly, while others are indicated in a more gen-
eral way. Some of the more striking examples shall be presented
here. They concern:

The process of education
– Take the mental ability of students into account. Use a language

understandable to them (p. 74).
– Treat students gently and in a most lovable way. Attempt to reach

their hearts when it comes to the subject matters taught (p. 77).

The purpose of reading
– Make the students understand that the purpose of reading books

is to learn and to understand and not, simply, the enjoyment of
nice words, for: “He who reads the books of eloquent writers and
leafs through the collections of sages to acquire ideas pursues the
right course. He, [however,] who looks into these books [simply]
to learn [more] words pursues the wrong course (wa-man qara"a
kutub al-bulaghà" wa-taßaffa˙a dawàwìn al-˙ukamà" li-yastafìda l-ma'ànì
fa-huwa 'alà sabìl ßawàb; wa-man naΩara fìhà li-yastafìda l-alfàΩ fa-huwa
'alà sabìl kha†a")” (pp. 75–76).

The means of expression and style
– Make the students familiar with the arguments of writers and their

eloquent use of simple and easily understood words. Make them
taste “the sweetness of brevity and the comfort of sufficiency [in
expression] (˙alàwat al-ikhtißàr wa-rà˙at al-kifàya)” (p. 74).
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– Warn the students against pretentiousness (p. 74).
– Teach them to express themselves in a way understandable to

people without the need for any additional interpretation and com-
ment (pp. 74–75).

– Teach them to choose simple words whose semantic fields, or
meanings, do not cover “extremes, nor extravagance and unnat-
uralness;” there are already too many people who do not care
about the loss of meaning in words, but concern themselves instead
with eloquence and “meaningless elegance” in expression (p. 75).

– Make the students understand that content has priority over style,
because the least eloquent person is he “who has prepared the
means of conveying meaning before preparing the meaning itself.”
Enrich their active vocabulary, for one should not just stick to the
words one already knows. New vocabulary, however, should be
limited to known and distinct meanings, and should not just be
created off-hand (p. 75).

Good manners and style in writing
– Warn the students about using bad manners in life and in writ-

ing. They should also be warned about slow articulation, inactive
performance, extreme arrogance, and the keenness to be counted
among the eloquent. Again, make them aware of good style; pre-
pare them to distinguish between a smooth and easy style and a
complicated one (p. 75).

3.2.5 Further pieces of advice and examples of how al-Jà˙iΩ presents them

Deduction vs. memorization

The leading sages, masters of the 
art of deductive reasoning and 
[independent] thinking, have been
averse to excellence in memorization,
because of [one’s] dependence on it
and [its rendering] the mind negligent
of rational discernment, so [much so] 
that they said: “Memorization inhibits
the intellect.”
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[They have been averse to it] because
the one engaged in memorization is
only an imitator, whereas deductive
reasoning is that which brings the one
engaged in it to the coolness of cer-
tainty and the strength of confidence.

The true proposition and the praise-
worthy judgment is that, when 
[a student] perpetuates learning by
memorization, this harms deductive
reasoning; and when he perpetuates
deductive reasoning, this harms
learning by memorization—even if
memorization has a more honorable
rank than [deductive reasoning].

So, when he neglects rational
reflection, ideas do not come quickly 
to him, and when he neglects learning
by memorization, [these ideas] do not
stick in his mind or remain long in 
his heart.

The nature of memorization is other
than [that] of deductive reasoning.
[However,] that which is treated and
helped by both [memorization and
deductive reasoning] is [something]
agreed upon: it is freeing the mind
for—and desiring—only one thing. By
means of these two (i.e. memorization
and deductive reasoning), perfection
comes to be and virtue appears.

The adherent of learning by
memorization [and the adherent of
deductive reasoning] have another
aspect [of learning] on which they
agree: this is the location and the time
[for studying].

53 NaΩar refers here to “inferential knowledge” differentiated from “necessary
knowledge,” 'ilm ∂arùrì, i.e. the knowledge known immediately without reflection
(such as the knowledge of one’s existence and of the self-evident truth of logic).

54 Sabab means “cause, reason, motive, occasion,” etc.; it was decided, however,
to render it here as “aspect” for the generality of the term.

53

54
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As for the locations, whatever both of
them choose [is appropriate]; if they so
wish [however, these locations could be
upper] chambers without distractions.

As for the hours, the early mornings
[are preferred] above all other times,
because that time is before the time 
of being occupied [with other things,]
and [it] follows [the time of ] total
relaxation and rest;

[this is so] since there is a certain
amount of time for relaxation, which is
[for one’s] benefit, just as there is a
certain amount of time for hard work,
which is [also for one’s] benefit.
(pp. 62–63).

The teaching of grammar

About the training of the boy:

As for grammar, occupy [the boy’s]
mind with it only to the extent that it
would safeguard [him] against the
[commission of ] excessive grammatical
errors and against the measure of
[grammatical] ignorance [encountered
in the parlance of ] the commonality—
should he happen to draft a piece of
writing, recite poetry, [or] describe
something.

Anything exceeding this is a diversion
from what has a higher claim [for the
pupil’s education] and is a distraction

55 Ghurfa, pl. ghuraf, means “an (upper) chamber.” It also signifies the highest
place(s) in Paradise (see Q 25:75, 29:58, 34:37, 39:20; see also Lane vi, 2249).
Furthermore, it is one of the names of Paradise (Lane vi, 2249). Shughl means “busi-
ness, occupation, or employment . . . [and in particular business . . . that diverts one
from a thing] or an occurrence that causes a man to forget, or neglect, or be
unmindful” (Lane iv, 1567). Hàrùn’s edition, p. 30, offers a different (and perhaps
more likely) reading:

As for the location [for studying], both [groups] choose, if they so wish, the [quiter?]
upper rather than the lower [levels of a building].

55
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from what is more profitable for him
in the way of relating the [pointedly]
illustrative proverb, the true informative
account, and the [most] outstanding
interpretation.

He who desires to reach the utmost
limits [of grammar], and to go beyond
[studying only] a moderate amount
[of it], is someone who does not need
to familiarize himself with substantial
matters, the deductive unveiling of 
the obscurities in the [art of ] gover-
nance, [knowledge of ] the welfare of
peoples and countries, the pillars [of
religion], and the axis around which
the [world’s] millstone revolves; [that is
to say, this is someone] who has no
share [of knowledge] nor any
livelihood other than [grammar].

The difficulties of grammar do not
occur in human transactions and there
is nothing compelling [you] to indulge
in it.

It is sound judgment, then, to direct
[the pupil] towards finger reckoning,
rather than Indian calculus, and 
rather than geometry and the
difficulties belonging to the [science 
of ] measuring surface areas.
Concerning all of this, however, you
are obliged to teach him what the
competent [clerks] of the ruler and 
secretaries in the chancelleries need 
[to know].

56 This seems to be the nuance of what al-Jà˙iΩ means by al-mathal al-shàhid. A
more literal translation would be something like “the proverb that bears witness,”
or “. . . provides evidence.” Alternatively, if mathal is taken to mean “example,” it
would be translated as “the example that serves as evidence,” which therefore would
make it relevant for the exegesis of the Quran. Hàrùn’s edition, p. 38, has al-mathal
wa-l-shàhid. While this reading would also be possible, the text as given in Geries’
edition seems to be rhetorically better with respect to the following pairs of noun
plus adjective.

57 Medieval Arabic scholars were aware of the significance of the decimal numeral
system of the Indians. This is shown, for example, by the many books on al-˙isàb
al-hindì, as medieval Arabic scholars called the numeral system based on “ten” (see
GAS v, 195–196). For the Indian calculus as an arithmetic method (and for the
classical theory of numbers in medieval Arabic scholarship in general), see al-Hassan

56

57
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I say that reaching an [adequate]
knowledge of accounting, about which
[all this] work revolves, and progressing
in it and being motivated to do so, is
more beneficial for [the pupil] than
reaching [the level] of craftsmanship 
of the skilled copyists and chief
calligraphers.

[This is] because there is
communication at the lowest level of
penmanship—as long as the spelling is
correct—while this is not the case for
calculation (pp. 73–74).

The treatment of the student

After that, I am of the opinion that
you should not force him [to work]
and so make him dislike good manners
and education. [Also,] do not neglect
him, lest he get used to wasting [time]
in amusing activities.

Moreover, I know of nothing in the
entire world that is more [capable of ]
attracting complete corruption than
bad companions and leisure-time
beyond [what is needed for] relaxation.

Teach him knowledge as long as he is
free from the tasks of men and the
demands of those with high-minded
ambitions.

(ed.), The Different Aspects of Islamic Culture iv, 189. Also see Gohlman (ed.), The Life
of Ibn Sina 20 and 21.

It interesting to note that the word hind in classical Arabic also means “a hun-
dred camels,” or any hundreds, or higher numbers; or “two hundred [camels or
years];” see Lisàn al-'Arab iii, 437; and Lane viii, 2903–4. This seems to indicate
that the word hind in general referred to higher numbers. At any rate, even in this
latter case, the first part of the sentence at issue here would refer to “basic” cal-
culation, while the latter would refer to “higher” arithmetic.

58 In other words: communication is possible even with little knowledge in writ-
ing. In calculation, however, the smallest mistake will lead to inaccurate results.

58
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Devise artful means to make yourself
more lovable to him than his mother.

[However,] you cannot [expect] him 
to show tender affection and sincere
friendship towards you with his dislike
for the heavy burden of education 
you put on him, [that is] on someone
who has not [yet] reached the state 
of somebody who is familiar with
erudition.

Therefore, bring out his innate
affection with righteous words and 
the offer of financial [assistance].

However, there is a limit to this;
whoever goes beyond it is excessive,
and excessiveness is dissipation; and
whoever does not reach it is excessive
in neglect, and the one who is
neglectful is a wastrel.

The one you attempt [to induce]—by
way of benefiting the state of affairs of
[this person being] the one in whom
you have the hope that he will take
your place amongst your people and
will take care of [and continue] what
you have left behind, in the way you
would have done [it],—is worthy of all
care and the making of every effort on
your part (p. 86).

4 Conclusions

As has become apparent, the two treatises presented in this chapter
show in an impressive way the attempts made by two 9th century
Muslim scholars to analyze and explain primary education, the objec-
tives of education, and the pedagogical and didactic tools to be
applied in achieving such goals.

In terms of the history of ideas, most of the educational rules
given by Ibn Sa˙nùn and al-Jà˙iΩ can be found—in a more system-
atic and perhaps more elaborate way—in the writings of the theo-
logian and original thinker al-Ghazàlì, who lived 250 years after

^
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these predecessors of his in this particular field of scholarship. None-
theless, it is remarkable that these two early texts should already
address many major aspects of educational ethics and philosophy,
regardless of the fact that each of them approaches these issues from
a different perspective: one from a legal and the other from a literary-
philosophical point of view.

In more general terms, the pedagogical advice given in the two
classical Arabic texts under discussion may remind us also of simi-
lar ideas introduced to Europe in the educational renaissance of the
16th and 17th centuries. In Europe, it was somebody like the Czech
educational reformer and religious leader John Amos Comenius
(1592–1670) who became known for his innovative teaching meth-
ods in his time. Like Ibn Sa˙nùn, Comenius emphasized the need
for teaching all aspects of language, since good language skills are
a basic prerequisite for the intellectual improvement of students. Like
Ibn Sa˙nùn also, Comenius argued that education should aim at
equipping young people with a profound knowledge of the Holy
Scripture and religious duties. Comenius, though, stressed as well
that teachers should ensure a rapid, pleasant, and thorough educa-
tion, which follows in “the footsteps of nature.”59 These latter ideas
of making teaching and learning a natural and pleasant experience
are not yet addressed clearly in Ibn Sa˙nùn’s book on “Rules of
Conduct for Teachers.” However, they are present and discussed
most insightfully in al-Jà˙iΩ’s book “The Teachers.”

For these reasons, these two classical Arabic works from the 9th
century not only represent some of the very earliest attempts of
Muslim scholarship to deal, in an elaborate manner, with pedagogy
and didactics,60 but they also deserve recognition for their contribu-
tion to the history of pedagogy in general.

59 Weimer, Geschichte der Pädagogik 81–86.
60 See my art. “Education: Islamic Education,” in: New Dictionary of the History of

Ideas ii, 640–45, esp. 643–44.
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