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Abstract

This article examines the narratives that appear in the encyclopedic Rasa’il Ikhwan
al-Safa’ (Epistles of the Brethren of Purity). Written in the tenth century, this multi-
layered Neoplatonic work contains over 40 narratives—parables, allegories, fables,
animal tales, and dialogues. These narratives serve multiple purposes, including the
elucidation and illustration of ethical, philosophical, religious, mathematical, and
scientific concepts. Together they encapsulate the philosophy of the secret society
that produced them. With the exception of the famous animal fable, The Case of the
Animals vs. Man in the Court of the King of the Jinn, these narratives have received little
scholarly attention. Those narratives that have been studied have been considered in
isolation rather than with the other narratives of the corpus. This article identifies the
narratives in each epistle that utilizes them, shows their distribution, examines their
types, and provides examples of the shorter narratives.
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1 Introduction

Ras@’il Ikhwan al-Safa’ (Epistles of the Brethren of Purity)! is an encyclopedic
corpus of multi-layered epistles containing accessible introductory material

1 “Ikhwan al-Safa™ is a topos in Arabic literature, as shown by Ignaz Goldziher in Muhamma-
danische Studien. See Ignaz Goldziher, Muslim Studies, trans. S. M. Stern and C. R. Barber
(Chicago: Aldine Publishing Co., 1967), 1811, as cited by Abbas Hamdani’s introduction to The

Published with license by Koninklijke Brill NV | DO01:10.1163/1570064X-12341474
© SHATHA ALMUTAWA, 2023 | ISSN: 0085-2376 (print) 1570-064X (online)



NARRATIVE IN RASA’IL IKHWAN AL-SAFA’ 97

for the uninitiated and esoteric messages for those who have developed their
intellects and acquired the necessary knowledge to understand abstract
concepts.2 Written by anonymous authors, the ideas in the epistles were seen
by some Muslim thinkers as heretical, and the authors of the epistles were
vehemently attacked. Yet this work captured the imagination of Muslims from
India to Spain, influencing important thinkers such as Ibn Masarra (d. 931 CE),
Ibn Tufayl (d. 185 cE), al-Shahraztrl (d. 1190 CE), al-Suhraward1 (d. 191),
al-Qazwini (d. 1276 cE), Mulla Sadra (d. 1636), and al-Idrisi (d. 1640).#

The epistles of Ikhwan al-Safa’ contain over 40 narratives—parables, alle-
gories, fables, animal tales, and dialogues. The different types of narrative
that appear in the 52 treatises of Ikhwan al-Safa’ vary in length, the longest
being the well-known animal fable, and the shortest only a few sentences
long. Some of the narratives have human characters, while others have animal
characters; some seem realistic, while others are clearly fantastic. The Ikhwan
borrow many of their stories from Indian, Greek, Christian, and Jewish tradi-
tions, as well as Arabic adab, but many of their stories appear to be original.
These narratives serve multiple purposes: they illustrate their authors’ teach-
ings and encapsulate the philosophy of the secret society. Most of them have
been studied in isolation and not together with other narratives. To fill this gap,
this article makes possible a more comprehensive study of these narratives by
identifying and locating them, examining their different types, and providing
examples of shorter narratives.

Call to God: An Arabic Critical Edition and English Translation of EPISTLE 48, ed. Abbas Ham-
dani and Abdallah Soufan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 13. “Brethren of Purity” is
the English translation chosen by the editors of the oup/Institute of Isma’ili Studies series.
This translation appropriately emphasizes Ikhwan al-Safa’s central goal: the purification of
the soul for the purpose of its release from the material world. A more idiomatic English
translation is “sincere brothers.” The term Ikhwan al-Safa’ had been translated thus when
used in other contexts. For example, it appeared in the story of the ringed dove in Kalilah wa-
Dimnah. See Athar ibn al-Muqaffa‘ (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyyah, 1989), 140. It appears in
numerous other works of Arabic literature.

2 Important studies about Ikhwan al-Safa’ to date include: Ian Netton, Muslim Neoplatonists:
An Introduction to the Thought of the Brethren of Purity (Ikhwan al-Safa’) (London: George
Allen & Unwin, 1982), Godefroid de Callatay, Ikhwan al-Safa’: A Brotherhood of Idealists on
the Fringe of Orthodox Islam (Oxford: OneWorld, 2005), and Nader El-Bizri, ed., Epistles of
the Brethren of Purity: The Ikhwan al-Safa’ and Their Ras@’il—An Introduction (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2008).

3 For authorship, see Muhsin J. al-Musawi, The Medieval Islamic Republic of Letters: Arabic
Knowledge Construction (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2015), 63-64,
51-52, 3391. 5.

4 Godefroid de Callatay, “Brethren of Purity (Ikhwan al-Safa’),” £r3.
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The animal fable in which the animals sue the humans for maltreat-
ment, The Case of the Animals vs. Man in the Court of the King of the Jinn, has been
translated and has also been the subject of several studies. Lenn E. Goodman
and Richard McGregor translated the animal fable as The Case of the Animals
versus Man before the King of the Jinn: a Tenth-Century Ecological Fable of the
Pure Brethren of Basra.5 The Ismaili Institute published Epistle 22, in which this
fable appears, in 2009 with a critical edition of the original Arabic.6 Godefroid
de Callatay recently published an article on the esoteric meaning of the nar-
rative, in which he argues that it has a deeper layer of meaning intended for a
particular set of discerning readers. He writes,

putting the discourse into the mouth of animals allowed them to stimu-
late the “intellectual contemplation” (iibar) of their readers in a manner
which would not otherwise have been possible. In the Rasa’il Ikhwan al-
Safa, as in many other Neoplatonic works from the Islamic Middle Ages,
(‘tibar is a concept which has a very precise meaning. The “intellectual
contemplation of the signs” (i'tibar al-ayat), in the fuller form of expres-
sion, designates the process by which the soul of a philosopher is able
to rationally infer from the contemplation of this world the same divine
realities as those the prophets have brought to mankind by way of revela-
tion. The descent of God’s revelation unto the prophets is thus analogous
to the philosophers’ intellectual ascent approaching the Divine through
the different levels of creation—what medieval authors usually refer to
as a “philosophical ladder.””

De Callatay goes on to examine the animal fable’s important motifs, includ-
ing the significance of the numbers that Ikhwan al-Safa’ use throughout the
narrative, astrological predictions, and locations within the text. He argues
that “the authors reserved the understanding of a deeper level of reading of
this narrative for a special category of their readers.”® The readers to whom the
Rasa’il are addressed are people who had been chosen by some of the “broth-
ers” and identified as intelligent, trustworthy, and likely to be receptive to the

5 Lenn E. Goodman and Richard McGregor, The Case of Animals Versus Man Before the King of
the Jinn: a Tenth-Century Ecological Fable of the Pure Brethren of Basra (Boston: Twayne, 1978).

6 LennE. Goodman and Richard McGregor, The Case of the Animals versus Man Before the King
of the Jinn: An Arabic Critical Edition and English Translation of EPISTLE 22 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press with the Institute of Ismaili Studies, 2009).

7 Godefroid de Callatay, “For Those With Eyes to See’: On the Hidden Meaning of the Animal
Fable in the Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa@,” Journal of Islamic Studies 29.3 (2018), 1-36 (6).

8 De Callatay, 34.
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NARRATIVE IN RASA’IL IKHWAN AL-SAFA’ 99

goals of Tkhwan al-Safa’. They work in different professions and have expertise
in different areas. Ideally, they are also young, as Ikhwan al-Safa’ expect older
people to be set in their ways and less likely to be influenced by their epistles.

Studies of the shorter narratives are few. Omar Ali-de-Unzaga examines the
dialogue between Moses and God and references to it throughout the Rasa’il,
arguing that this is a common motif in medieval Islam and also in some Jewish
texts.? Jan Netton studies the story of the shipwrecked men who, unable to
return to their homes, began to intermarry with apes.’? Below is the first iden-
tification and listing of all the narratives that appear in the Rasa’il along with
their classification into types.

2 The Narratives in the Rasa’il

Below is a table that shows the distribution of the narratives across the epistles
as they appear in the Beirut Dar Sadir edition:

Distribution of the narratives in the Rasa’il

Epistle Number of Epistle Number of
narratives narratives

Epistle Two 3 Epistle Thirty One 6

Epistle Four 1 Epistle Thirty Eight 4

Epistle Five 3 Epistle Forty Two 2

Epistle Eight 1 Epistle Forty Four 5

Epistle Nine 5 Epistle Forty Six 5

Epistle Twenty Two 1 Epistle Forty Eight 2

Epistle Twenty Eight 1 Epistle Fifty One 9

Epistle Thirty 1

9 Omar Ali De Unzaga, “The Conversation between Moses and God (munagat Miisa) in the

Epistles of the Pure Brethren (Ras@’il Ihwan al-Safa’),” in Al-Kitab: la sacralité du texte dans
le monde de lUislam: actes du Symposium international tenu a Leuven et Louvain-la-Neuve
du 29 mai au 1 juin 2002, ed. D. de Smet et al. (Brussel: Peeters—Société belge d’études
orientales, 2004), 371-387.

10  lan Netton, “Private Caves and Public Islands: Plato, Islam and the Ikhwan Al-Safa)” The
Afterlife of the Platonic Soul: Reflections of Platonic Psychology in the Monotheistic Religions,
vol. 9, Ancient Mediterranean and Medieval Texts and Contexts, ed. Robert M. Berchman
and Jacob Neusner (Leiden: Brill, 2009).
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The table below presents titles for each narrative. These titles are not in the
text but are used here to give the reader a general idea of the themes of the nar-
ratives. The table also shows where the narratives appear in the 2006 reprint

of the Beirut Edition:!!

The narratives and their placement in the Beirut Edition of the Rasa’il

Narrative title

Epistle Epistle topic

Volume Pages

Land Dispute

Pool Dispute

The Mathematical Question
The King'’s Marvelous City
Two Angry Men and
Musician

Ragged Musician
Philosophers on Music
Sufi Who Died of Longing
Ragged Musician version 2
Jew and Zoroastrian

Pious Man and Christian
Monk

Monologue on the Armies
of Iblis

A Friend of God Speaks

to God

Moses’ Dialogue with God
Case of the Animals vs. Man
Confectioner

Father and His Drunk Son

Two Men in the Garden
Crows

Doves

Foxes

Man and Fish

Indian King’s Speech

to His Son

11 Ikhwan al-Safa’, Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Saf@’. 4 vols. (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 2004).

2 Geometry
2 Geometry
2 Geometry
4 Geography
5 Music
5 Music
5 Music
5 Music
8 Practical Arts
9 Ethics
9 Ethics
9 Ethics
9 Ethics
9 Ethics
22 Animals
28 Epistemology
30 Pleasures, Life, and
Death
31 Languages
31 Languages
31 Languages
31 Languages
31 Languages
31 Languages

[

w w N

W W W W w Ww

99
99
99
167
184

185
234
240-241
289
308-310
338-342

364-370

370-373

383-385
203-377
25—-28

74

156-159
167
169
170-171
172-173
173-175
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The narratives and their placement in the Beirut Edition of the Ras@’l (cont.)

101

Narrative title

Epistle Epistle topic

Volume Pages

Cheerful Man Dialogue
Dialogue on Resurrection
Heaven and Hell Dialogue

Prophet and the Money
Pouch

Prophet and Boys in the River
Doctor in the Sick Village

Khaishuwan’s Vizier
Socrates’ Death

Monkey Island

Socrates’ Death version 2

Travelers and Their Bread
Kidnapped King’s Dream
The Dream of the Iraqi Man
Man Woken Up by God
Braying Man

Buddha

Wise Man and His Beloved
Gyges

Al-Ma’mun and the Sorcerer
Esau

Witch of Endor

Jacob and Laban

Temple of Gerges

The Sick King

The Astrologer and the Thief
Magician and Prisoner

38

38

38

42

42
44

44

44

44

44

46
46
46
46
46
48
48
52
52
52
52
52
52
52
52
52

Resurrection and
Afterlife
Resurrection and
Afterlife
Resurrection and
Afterlife

Religious Sciences

Religious Sciences
Creed of Tkhwan
al-Safa’

Creed of Ikhwan
al-Safa’

Creed of Ikhwan
al-Safa’

Creed of Tkhwan
al-Safa’

Creed of Tkhwan
al-Safa’

Faith and True Believers
Faith and True Believers
Faith and True Believers
Faith and True Believers
Faith and True Believers

Missions
Missions
Magic
Magic
Magic
Magic
Magic
Magic
Magic
Magic
Magic

N

I T ST N S T e e i

310

310

312-313

508

508
14-15

20—22

34

37740

73

78-79
86
87-88
90—98
114-115
148-164
183
287288
288-290
291-292
293-294
202-293
302-304
315-327
315-327
457-462
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3 Narrative Types

Classifying the narratives is a complicated endeavor; this is arguably the first
Arabic work that uses narrative so extensively to further its Neoplatonic mes-
sage. Arabic litterateurs who wrote about Arabic prose did not classify Arabic
philosophical narratives and neither have modern or contemporary scholars.
The narratives, however, take familiar forms, with some borrowed from world
literature. Dialogues and animal fables are easily recognizable. Allegories are
frequently identified as such by the authors themselves (using the language
of mathal). In some instances, the classifications below are based on how
the authors use and describe the narratives. In other cases, the classifica-
tions are based on narrative features shared with types of narrative existing
in world literature from which the authors draw. For example, the Quran
and Arabic literature both contain dream narratives; it is, thus, not surprising
that the authors of the epistles include this type of narrative in their work.

The narratives below are presented under the following categories: allego-
ries, animal fables, cautionary tales, dialogues, biblical and pseudo-biblical
tales, dream narratives, reports, and fantasies. One can easily use other cat-
egories to classify the narratives, and doing so would shed light on different
aspects of this work. Furthermore, the types of categories used here are not
necessarily distinct from each other; the famous animal fable The Case of the
Animals vs. Man before The King of the Jinn, for example, has fantastical ele-
ments and dialogue, offers important lessons that are cautionary in nature,
and might even be read as an allegory. Likewise, allegories and reports caution
the reader away from wrongdoing, as do cautionary tales. The division of the
narratives into artificial categories in this article only serves to give the reader
a taste of the narratives that appear in the Ras@’il. Further work on these narra-
tives will allow for better classifications in the future.

4 Allegories

A blind man and a man with paraplegia took shelter in a garden. They were
hungry and had no homes. The garden’s keeper brought them bounties of
fruits from the trees in the garden and instructed them not to enter the
orchards and attempt to pick fruits themselves. When he left the garden to run
some errands, they went into the orchards, one riding on the shoulders of the
other. They pulled at the branches and grabbed at the fruits, scattering litter
all around the garden. When the garden’s keeper returned, they denied any
responsibility. This happened repeatedly. One day, the keeper announced he
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would be leaving the garden to run some errands, then hid and watched the
two men confirm his suspicions. He confronted them and banished them from
the garden.!2

This multi-layered story helps the authors make a radical critique of the
political and religious structures of their time, but the subversive message is
hidden in the deepest layer of the story’s meaning. On the surface, it is about
two characters who are destitute then receive help. Because of their destructive
actions, they lose the support they received. The lesson: if people are generous
to you when you are in need, do not abuse their generosity. However, Ikhwan
al-Safa’ do not allude to this as the story’s take-away. Before and after the narra-
tive they provide two different deeper layers of meaning. First, Ikhwan al-Safa’
offer an interpretation of this narrative that approaches it as an allegory con-
sistent with their Neoplatonic message throughout the Rasa’l. In this allegory,
the owner of the garden represents God, the garden’s keeper is the intellect
which distinguishes right from wrong, and the two men running amok in the
garden are body and soul—they can do good if they do as reason instructs but
will do evil if they ignore it.

Second, Ikhwan al-Safa’ show the readers a third layer within the story. In
this second interpretation of the narrative offered to their readers, they tie
the meaning of the story to the subject of Epistle 31 in which it appears. This
epistle is about the reasons for the existence of different languages and idioms.
In the section of the epistle preceding the narrative, Ikhwan al-Safa’ explain
the existence of different religions and the reasons behind the disagreement
of people belonging to different traditions. They argue that there are different
religions because of the differences in cultures, geographic landscapes, lan-
guages, and histories. However, most agree on the oneness of God, the need
for messengers and prophets of God, and revealed scriptures.’® They argue
that the circumstances of the people for whom a religion is created dictate
the particularities of that religion: its language, imagery, practices, and laws.
However, the differences and divisions within religions are not necessitated by
differences in circumstance but rather result from greed. Ikhwan al-Safa’ argue
that these divisions are created by those who seek power, extremism, to over-
step their proper boundaries. Because of their greed, they introduce meanings
into sacred texts that were never in them, follow certain practices in order to

12 This is a summary of the narrative that appears in Ikhwan al-Safa’, 3156-159. This narra-
tive appears in earlier Indian, Greek, and Hebrew literature. See Luitpold Wallach, “The
Parable of the Blind and the Lame: A Study in Comparative Literature,” Journal of Biblical

Literature 62:4 (1943), 333—339.
13 Ikhwan Al-Safa, 3152-153.
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strengthen their own power, oppose truth, and persecute scientists. Those,
Ikhwan al-Safa’ argue, are like the characters in the garden. The authors con-
nect their larger points about sectarianism and greed to the narrative about
the blind man and his paraplegic companion with a paragraph about the
intellect’s role in directing the soul toward the spiritual realm and urging it to
choose good actions. If the soul rebels against the intellect, it leans toward the
quest for power, extremism, etc.1#

Ikhwan al-Safa’ name each of the narratives below a mathal, and they are
indeed allegories because each element in the narrative represents something
else.’> Each of these narratives has at least two layers of meaning. In one layer,
we see the characters interacting with each other and the world around them.
The deeper layer refers to different sets of actors and different settings. The
characters in the narratives help provide distance and at the same time draw
the reader closer; allegories often have difficult messages that are more easily
digestible in the form of a story. For example, the allegory of the confectioner
is a critique of those who do not understand their audience and attempt to
teach people who are not ready to learn.!6 The authors refer specifically to the
attempts of scientists and philosophers to deal with the origin of the world by
explaining their theories to the masses who lack the prerequisite knowledge to
understand this material.

The allegories in the Rasa’il demonstrate multi-layered reading. This is espe-
cially true when the authors explain the meaning of a narrative. In several
instances, the authors present a tafsir following the allegory and name what
each element in the narrative refers to.

“The King’s Marvelous City” is an example of an allegory that appears to be
original to the Rasa’il:'

14  Ikhwan Al-Safa’, 3:156.

15 For a full discussion of allegories and their use in different cultures, see Rita Copeland and
Peter T. Struck, The Cambridge Companion to Allegory (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2010). For the use of allegory in later Islamic philosophy, see Peter Heath, Allegory
and Philosophy in Avicenna (Ibn Sina): With a Translation of the Book of the Prophet
Muhammad'’s Ascent to Heaven (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011). A
broader discussion of narrative in Islamic philosophy appears in Cyrus Ali Zargar, The
Polished Mirror : Storytelling and the Pursuit of Virtue in Islamic Philosophy and Sufism (La
Vergne: Oneworld Publications, 2017).

16 A full discussion of this narrative appears in Shatha Almutawa, “Imaginative Cultures
and Historic Transformations: Narrative in Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa” (Ph.D. dis University
of Chicago, 2013), 134-160.

17  Ikhwan al-Saf#’, 1:167. All translations in this article are of the Arabic in the Beirut edition
and they are the author’s unless otherwise stated. Other existing translations are cited;
these are translations of the Arabic in the critical editions and not the Beirut edition. For
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A group of people entered the city of a great king who was wise, just, and
merciful. He was guided by his wisdom when he had that city built and he
had created indescribable curiosities that had to be seen to be believed.
He kept a table laden with food for anyone arriving in the city and gave
provisions to anyone leaving it. He would summon travelers to him and
give them lavish gifts, commanding them to stop and visit the city, so that
they could see it, gaze on everything within it, contemplate his marvelous
works, and consider his strange creations. All of this was for the purpose
of exercising their souls. Simply by seeing that city and coming to know
it, they would become wise, good, and noble. After this, when they were
in the king’s presence, they would truly be deserving of his generosity.

The group of people arrived in the city late and spent the entire night
eating, drinking, cavorting, and having a good time. They left at the break
of dawn, not knowing which gate they had entered through or which gate
they left from. They did not see the monuments to the king’s wisdom or
any of his marvelous creations; and except for the pleasure they took that
night from eating and drinking, they did not benefit from anything in
the city.

Such is the case of the sons of this world below who come to it in
ignorance. They dwell here confused and under compulsion, denying the
truth of the Hereafter. And they leave this life as God, may His glory be
exalted, describes: “He who is blind in this life will be blind and even
more lost in the Hereafter.”8

This narrative appears in the epistle on geography, in a section that encour-
ages readers to learn about the earth and the world more generally. Although
the authors do not explicitly explain the allegory, it is clear from the con-
text: The marvelous city represents the earth. The king represents God. The
food and drink on the table represent food and drink in this life and any
material pleasures that distract people from pursuing knowledge and the
refinement of the soul. Throughout their work, Ikhwan al-Safa’ encourage their
readers to contemplate the world and study its wonders, which is what the
travelers should have done in the city they were visiting. This contemplation
and study is part of the preparation for the hereafter. Those who do not begin

18

previously untranslated passages, the Arabic will be provided. A critical edition of the
narrative and a translation of it appear in Ignacio Sanchez and James Montgomery, On
Geography: An Arabic Critical Edition and English Translation of Epistle 4 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2014), 59—-60.

Qur’an 17:72. The author’s translation.
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these preparations early enough are like the travelers in this allegory—they
are overtaken by death before they overcome their ignorance. They deny the

afterlife, which becomes the reason for their eternal failure.

Allegories in the Rasa’il

Narrative title Epistle Epistle topic Volume Pages
The King’s Marvelous City 4 Geography 1 167
Confectioner 28 Epistemology 3 25-28
Father and His Drunk Son 30 Pleasures, Life, and 3 74
Death
Two Men in the Garden 31 Languages 3 156-159
Doctor in the Sick Village 44 Creed of Ikhwan al-Safa’> 4 14-15
Monkey Island 44 Creed of Ikhwan al-Safa’> 4 37—40
Kidnapped King’s Dream 46 True Believers 4 86
Iragi Dream 46 True Believers 4 87-88
Wise Man and His Beloved 48 Missions 4 183
5 Animal Fables

The animal fables in the Rasa’il are a subcategory of allegory; like the narra-
tives above, they are labeled as amthal by Ikhwan al-Safa’. Unlike the narratives
above, these have animal characters that speak to each other and sometimes
to humans and jinn. They have social structures and relationships that mirror
those of the humans': friendships, enemies, kings, judges, etc. The book-length
animal fable in the Rasa’il, which is the longest narrative overall in Ikhwan
al-Safa”s epistles, appears in Epistle 22 on zoology.' In this famous animal
fable, the animals sue the humans for maltreatment. The events in the nar-
rative take place after Muhammad is sent as messenger to the world, but the
time is not specified further. The story begins when merchants, scholars, and
wealthy people aboard a ship find themselves on an island ruled by the king
of the jinn. There they try to use the animals as they did in their native homes,
but the animals on the island object and take their complaint to the king, who

19  Ikhwan al-Safa’, 2:203-377. Translated in Lenn E. Goodman and Richard McGregor, The
Case of the Animals versus Man Before the King of the Jinn (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2009). Alvarez, 179—200.
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listens to both sides. The narrative contains explicit interpretation and re-
interpretation of the Qur’an, as well as critiques of kings and religious leaders.
Complex theories about religion and politics are presented toward the end of
this narrative.

The animal fable was already an established genre of writing in the time
of Ikhwan al-Safa’. Kalila wa-Dimna, translated from Sanskrit to Pahlavi and
then to Arabic, was a popular work in the tenth century.2® The Physiologus,
a Christian bestiary written in Greek, was translated into Arabic in the ninth
century.?! Al-Jahiz wrote his Kitab al-hayawan about a century before the
Ikhwan wrote their epistles.?2 The Quran also includes narratives where
animals, including ants and birds, speak.2? The use of animals in mirrors for
princes and other texts allows the author to convey ideas on sensitive issues
(perhaps ones that may be controversial or offensive to rulers) through the
words and actions of animals, softening their impact and giving the author
the ability to deny such statements if he is accused of heresy or disrespect.?*
After their famous animal fable, Ikhwan al-Safa’ explicitly state that they
choose to present their ideas in the form of allusion in order to protect them-
selves, and they express their hope that their readers will understand the
meanings of their work.2

Animal fables in the Rasa’il remind the reader to follow the prophet’s teach-
ings and to unite around them, arguing that division and discord are dangerous
and destructive:26

20  Nasr Allah Munshi and W. M. Thackston, Kalila and Dimna (Indianapolis: Hackett
Publishing Company, 2020). C. Brockelmann, “Kalila Wa-Dimna,” E12.

21 Herbert Eisenstein, “Animals,” E13,

22 Pellat, “al-Djhahiz,” E12 James E. Montgomery, “al-Jahiz,” Arabic Literary Culture, 500-925,
ed. Shawkat M. Toorawa and Michael Cooperson, vol. 311, Dictionary of Literary Biog-
raphy (Detroit: Thomson Gale, 2005), 231—242. Fedwa Malti-Douglas, Structures of
Avarice: the Bukhala’ in medieval Arabic literature (Leiden: Brill, 1985). Hanna al-Fakhari,
Al-Jahiz (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1964). Jarj Ghurayyib, Al-Jahiz: Dirasa ‘@mma (Beirut: Dar
al-Thaqafah), 1967. Al-Jahiz, Al-hayawan (Cairo: Mustafa al-Babi al-Halabi, 1965-1969).

23 Sarra Tlili, Animals in the Quran (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012).

24  This did not save Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘, who was executed, but his punishment was not directly
related to his Kalila wa-Dimna.

25  Ikhwan al-Saf@’, 2:377.

26  Ikhwan al-Safa’, 3:169. An Arabic critical edition and a translation appear in Eric Ormsby,
On Life, Death and Languages: An Arabic Critical Edition and English Translation of Epistles
29-31 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021), 203—204. Compare this with the story in the
Paficatantra about the king of the doves Citragiva and his retinue of birds who, enticed by
grain, flew into a hunter’s net. Citragiva saved himself and his retinue by suggesting that
they work together to escape. They flew off together with the net. See the translation in
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It is said that a flock of wild doves was flying in the air seeking out sus-
tenance. A magpie saw the doves and thought, “Why don’t I join them?
They might be heading to a place where there’s some food to eat.”

So the magpie joined them, and they arrived at a vast pasture. A hunter
had gotten there first. He had set up his nets and buried his traps, placing
many seeds in them. Then he kept out of sight.

Some of the doves said, “Let us go somewhere else.” But others said, “No,
let usland here.” They quarreled and fought among themselves until they
started beating each other and warring with one another, and they kept
at it until they had knocked themselves senseless. That's when they saw
the seeds. The whole group swooped down, and the hunter closed his
nets on the birds. They all came crashing to the ground. The hunter took
them away and killed every last one, and the magpie died with them.

Beware of any place where there is strife and fighting. If fighting
breaks out in your vicinity, leave that place and keep clear of it. And do
not oppress others or be unjust to those who are below you.

This narrative emphasizes the authors’ advice to avoid enmity and discord.

The doves’ tale serves as a cautionary tale.
There are four animal fables in the Rasa’il:

Animal fables in the Rasa’il

Narrative title Epistle Epistle topic Volume Pages
Case of the Animals vs. Man 22 Animals 2 203-377
Ravens 31 Languages 3 167
Doves 31 Languages 3 169
Foxes 31 Languages 3 170-171
6 Dialogues

The dialogues in the Rasa’il focus on conversations rather than actions and
exclude elements found in other types of narrative, such as character develop-

ment. They often encapsulate the mindsets of the characters, their ideas, and

Patrick Olivelle, Paiicatantra: The Book of India’s Folk Wisdom (Oxford: Oxford University
Press USA—050, 2002), 71-72.
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beliefs, offering the reader a snapshot of a particular outlook or attitude. They
are sometimes somber, as we see in Moses’ dialogue with God, and sometimes
light and humorous, such as the dialogue between the wealthy merchant and
his drunk son:2”

There was once a pious and wealthy man who had a son who was openly
a drunkard. The man hated that about his son, and said to him once, “Son,
stop getting drunk, so I may give you a portion of my money and property,
set aside a house for you, and marry you to a beautiful woman from a
wealthy family.”

“Father, what for?” his son replied.

“So that you can be happy and content, enjoying yourself as long as
you live.”

“If that’s the goal, then I have already achieved it.”

“How so?” his father asked.

“When I get drunk, I find happiness, pleasure, and joy within myself, so
much so that I believe that all of Khosrow’s kingdom is mine. I imagine
such greatness and glory that small birds become the size of camels.”

“But when you sober up, you see that none of it is true.”

The son replied, “Then I start drinking again, and I keep on drinking
until my sight returns to me.”

This narrative demonstrates the position of those who believe in the eternity
of the soul; the authors, however, do not clarify whose position corresponds to
those with sound opinions and beliefs—the author is left to decide whether
it is the father or the son. On the one hand, the son’s happiness is transitory,
ending when the effects of the alcohol wear off. On the other hand, the son is
happy, and perhaps the point of the story is that the joys of material life are so
misleading that one would easily be content with them and distracted from
greater everlasting joys.

Like the genre of the animal fable, dialogue is an established form that was
used widely in the medieval period. The authors of the epistles are generally
understood to have been Neoplatonic Isma‘ilis and with regards to some ideas,
their philosophy was closer to kalam than to Aristotelian or Neoplatonic phi-
losophy. This makes the writings of the Isma‘ilis, theologians, and philosophers
writing in Arabic important reference points, as they all employed dialogue
in their work. Isma‘lis used it in accounts of their da‘wa, such as Ja‘far b.

27  Ikhwan al-Saf#’, 3:74. An Arabic critical edition and English translation appear in Ormsby,
94-95-
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Mansur al-Yaman's Kitab al-‘alim wa’l-ghulam (The Master and The Disciple).?8
Although most of Plato’s dialogues were not translated into Arabic in the
medieval period, they were known through summaries and commentaries
translated from Greek into Arabic.2? Dialogue was a popular form in Arabic
literature written by Jews in the medieval period as well, with Judah Halevi’s
Ha-Kuzari serving as a notable well-known example.30

Ten dialogues appear in the Ras@’il:

Dialogues in the Rasa’il

Narrative title Epistle Epistle topic Volume Pages

Monologue on the Armies of Iblis 9 Ethics 1 364-370

A Friend of God Speaks to God 9 Ethics 1 370-373

Moses’ Dialogue with God 9 Ethics 1 383-385

Pious Man and Christian Monk 9 Ethics 1 338-342

Father and His Drunk Son 30 Pleasures, Life, and 3 74
Death

Indian King’s Speech to His Son 31 Languages 3 173-175

Dialogue on Resurrection 38 Resurrection and 3 310
Afterlife

Heaven and Hell Dialogue 38 Resurrectionand 3 312-313
Afterlife

Magician and Prisoner 52 Magic 4 457—462

7 Cautionary Tales

A cautionary tale offers the reader an example of someone who chose poorly,
showing the reader the consequences of those choices so that the reader may
avoid them. Cautionary tales thus revolve around actions that are harmful to
oneself or others. An example of such a narrative is the delightful story of the
braying man, which appears to be original:3!

28  Translated by James Morris in The Master and the Disciple: An Early Islamic Spiritual
Dialogue (London: I. B. Tauris and The Institute of Ismaili Studies, 2001).

29  David C. Reisman, “Plato’s Republic in Arabic: A Newly Discovered Passage,” Arabic
Sciences and Philosophy 14 (2004), 264.

30  Translated into English by H. Slonimsky in The Kuzari: An Argument for the Faith of Israel
(New York: Schocken Books, 1964).

31 Ikhwan al-Saf2’, 4m14-115.
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There was a man who was a slave to his desires, always seeking after plea-
sure. He ate a lot, drank a lot, and was lustful. He had heartburn because
of how much he ate, drank, and fornicated, and his digestive system was
weak. Furthermore, his member was becoming increasingly flaccid due
to excessive intercourse.

He might have been able to overcome his desires, but his organs and
bodily functions did not cooperate, nor did the desiring faculty of his
soul obey him when he tried to turn away from this excess. His appetites
had become habitual on account of how often he had satisfied them, and
desire had become second nature to his soul. So the man tried various
stratagems and sought out different remedies to improve his digestion
and harden his penis, hoping to satisfy his intense cravings.

One of the things he tried in order to harden his member was to have
the walls and ceilings of a private room of his painted with pornographic
scenes, and among these images he wrote stories about promiscuous
women and descriptions of them having sex. He used to go to that room
and spend time there alone with his young slaves, both male and female.
He would drink and play with them, and look at those images to wake
up his penis. When he grew tired of the images and they stopped having
the desired effect, he summoned his slave boys to take him from behind,
and that became his new habit. Sometimes when he became excited he
would even yowl like a cat and bray like a donkey.
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Then his slave boys began to keep away from him because of how ugly
and immoral he was, and they all left him. He died still holding on to his
habit. His story and bad reputation became known among people. He
would occasionally still see some of them in his dreams and would start
yowling and braying again. He died this way, and his story became a cau-
tionary tale among the people.

This narrative drives home its message against excessive indulgence in mate-
rial pleasures by creating feelings of disgust toward the main character, who is
so abhorrent that he is abandoned by all people, including his slaves. His story
is the ultimate cautionary tale.

The Rasa’il contain other forms of cautionary tales, such as the three math-
ematical word problems that appear in the epistle on geometry.3? These
narratives ostensibly deal with mathematical concepts appropriate for the
epistle in which they appear, but they are also cautionary tales. Their purpose
is to convince the reader that each science has its specialists who ought to
be consulted on matters related to their specialty. When those without proper
training attempt to do the work of the specialists, they inevitably make costly
mistakes. Each of the mathematical word problems presented in the epistle on
geometry demonstrates this point. The lesson is that serious and systematic
study is necessary for the eternal happiness of the soul, and that study must be
at the hands of the masters of the different sciences.

These narratives represent the simplest form of narrative that Tkhwan
al-Safa’ share with their readers. If the Ikhwan’s project is understood as a struc-
tured, progressive curriculum which begins from the simplest and most basic
(mathematics) to the most complicated (magic), the increasing complexity of
Ikhwan al-Safa’s narratives mirrors this progression. While these short narra-
tives demonstrate mathematical principles with the help of characters and
plot, they also present critiques on social phenomena and show how injustice
is served by ignorance. Characters and plot make the math problem easier to
imagine, and therefore easier to understand; they also point to areas in life that
are served by knowledge of this particular field of study.

Mathematical word problems do not tell us much about the setting—other
stories are set in Persia, Sri Lanka, India, or Iraq. They are pithy and fast-paced,
employing dialogue and action but leaving out characters’ emotions, and over-
all their language lacks ornamentation. While these narratives do not directly
deal with religion, they engage with the authors’ philosophy and fit into their

32 See Susan Gerofsky, “A Linguistic and Narrative View of Word Problems in Mathematics
Education,” For the Learning of Mathematics 16.2 (1996): 36—45.
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larger agenda of purifying the mind through its education with the ultimate
goal of embracing an ascetic life focused on the soul’s disentanglement from

the material world.

Cautionary tales in the Rasa’il

Narrative title Epistle Epistle topic Volume Pages
Land Dispute 2 Geometry 1 99

Pool Dispute 2 Geometry 1 99

The Mathematical Question 2 Geometry 1 99
Travelers and Their Bread 46 True Believers 4 78-79
Braying Man 46 Faith and True Believers 4 114-115
8 Ilustrative Anecdotes

Some illustrative anecdotes are short and simple; the anecdote about the
musician in the ruler’s court shows the power of music, which is the topic of
the surrounding text. In the discussion preceding the narrative, the authors
write, “Well-balanced and well-measured sounds that stand in proportionate
relationships [mutanasib] help restore equilibrium to the blend of the humors.
They please the natural disposition [tiba‘]: spirits enjoy them and souls are
delighted by them.”33 The narrative’s appearance in one of the first epistles
likely accounts for its simplicity; the narratives grow more and more complex
the deeper their placement in the Epistles. The anecdote in the last epistle,
for example, on the temple of Jirjas, is far more complicated, requiring greater
effort on the part of the reader to interpret and understand.3* One of these
short anecdotes, about an ascetic musician, appears more than once in the
epistles:3>

33 Owen Wright, Epistles of the Brethren of Purity: On Music : An Arabic Critical Edition and
English Translation of Epistle 5 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 97.

34  For a detailed discussion about the temple of Jirjas and its place in this epistle, see
Godefroid de Callataj and Bruto Halflants, On Magic: An Arabic Critical Edition and
English Translation 52a (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 54—65.

35  The authors tell two versions of this narrative, first in Epistle 5 on music, then again in
Epistle 8 on the practical arts. This second version appears in Ikhwan al-Safa’, 1:289. A
critical edition of the Arabic and an English translation appear in Nader El-Bizri and
Godefroid de Callatay, On Composition and the Arts: An Arabic Critical Edition and English
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A group of musicians were assembled by invitation of an important ruler
when a ragged man came in wearing the clothes of ascetics. The host
chose him over all the others to sit at the head of the assembly, and dis-
approval appeared on their faces. The ruler wanted to demonstrate the
man’s virtue, so he asked him to play something. The man took out some
pieces of wood, put them together, stretched on them some strings which
he had with him, and moved them. He made everyone in the assembly
laugh from pleasure and joy, then he changed the strings about and
moved them in a different way,36 and made everyone in the assembly
cry from sadness and sympathy. Then he turned around and moved the
strings in a different way, and made everyone fall asleep. He then got up
and left. No one heard of him again.

Illustrative anecdotes in the Rasa’il

Narrative title Epistle Epistle topic Volume Pages
Two Angry Men and Musician 5 Music 1 184
Ragged Musician 5 Music 1 185
Philosophers on Music 5 Music 1 234

Sufi Who Died of Longing 5 Music 1 240-241
Ragged Musician version 2 8 Practical Arts 1 289

Jew and Zoroastrian 9 Ethics 1 308-310
Prophet and the Money Pouch 42 Religious Sciences 3 508
Prophet and Boys in the River 42 Religious Sciences 3 508

Man Woken Up by God 46 True Believers 4 90—98
Temple of Jirjas 52 Magic 4 302-304
The Astrologer and the Thief 52 Magic 4 397

Translation of Epistles 6-8 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 156-157. A version of
this story appears in Wafayat al-a‘yan wa-anba abna@’ al-zaman of Ibn Khallikan (1211-82).
In this version, the musician is identified as the philosopher al-Farabi. See Ibn Khallikan,
Wafayat al-a‘yan wa-anba’ abna’ al-zaman, 155.

36  Owen Wright translates this line as “Then he changed them about, and set them in motion
in a different way” He explains, “The implication is of something more drastic than the
discreet retuning of a string.” Wright, 8on18.
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9 Biblical and Pseudo-Biblical Tales

The Hebrew Bible and the Gospels were known to the Arabs in early Islam;37
converts from Judaism and Christianity to Islam and some Hadith transmitters
quoted the Bible.38 Ibn al-Nadim, al-Mas‘adi, and Ibn Hazm refer to Arabic
translations of the Bible by the tenth century and Saadya Gaon’s translation
of the Hebrew Bible into Arabic is well known.3? Ikhwan al-Safa’, as scholars,
scientists, and courtiers, must have interacted with both Christians and Jews
in Baghdad and indeed they demonstrate knowledge of both religions in the
Ras@il*0 Yet, they also misattribute a narrative to the Bible. This narrative is
about the biblical figure Esau and is clustered with several other narratives
that the authors claim demonstrate the reality of magic. They present an
Arabic narrative, a Greek narrative, and two biblical narratives alongside this
pseudo-biblical narrative as evidence that magic exists, although in their origi-
nal contexts these narratives were not used for this purpose. The story of Esau
is as follows:*!

37  Jewish and Christian communities lived in the Arabian Peninsula, Iraq, and other regions
governed by Muslims before the rise of Islam and through the Abbasid period. Arabs had
knowledge of biblical narratives and quoted the Bible in their works beginning in the
eighth century. See Sidney H. Griffith, The Bible in Arabic: The Scriptures of the People of
the Book in the Language of Islam (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013).

38 Hava Lazarus-Yafeh, “Tawrat,” E12

39 Lazarus-Yafeh, £12

40 The epistle on the call to God shows that among the Ikhwan were members of the court:
“Know, O good and merciful brother, may God aid you and us with a spirit of His, that we
have brothers and friends among the noble and gracious people spread out in different
places; among them is a group of the sons of kings, amirs, viziers, secretaries [kuttab], and
governors [ ‘ummal], among them are the sons of notables.” See Hamdani and Soufan, 74.

41 An Arabic critical edition and English translation of this narrative appear in Godefroid
de Callatay and Bruno Halflants, On Magic 1: An Arabic Critical Edition and Translation
of Epistle 52a (Oxford: Oxford University Press with the Institute of Ismaili Studies, 2011),
107-109. This story appears in the work of midrash (rabbinic interpretation of the Bible)
known as Pirke de-Rabbi Eliezer: “Esau, the brother of Jacob, saw the coats of Nimrod, and
in his heart he coveted them, and he slew him, and took them from him. Whence (do
we know) that they were desirable in his sight? Because it is said, ‘And Rebecca took the
precious raiment of Esau, her elder son’. When he put them on he also became, by means
of them, a mighty hero, as it is said, ‘And Esau was a cunning hunter. And when Jacob
went forth from the presence of Isaac, his father, he said: Esau, the wicked one, is not
worthy to wear these coats. What did he do? He dug the earth and hid them there, as it is
said, ‘A noose is hid for him in the earth.” Pirké de Rabbi Eliezer, trans. Gerald Friedlander
(New York: Hermon Press, 1970), 177-178.
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Esau the son of Isaac was a hunter. Every time he went out to hunt, the
son of Nimrod son of Canaan approached him and said, “Wrestle me, and
if I win, I will take what you have hunted.”

The son of Nimrod always wore the tunic that Adam wore when he left
Paradise. On that garment there were images of all the things God had
created, from beasts and birds to creatures of the sea. When Adam
had wanted to hunt a beast or any other creature, he would put his hand
on its image on the tunic, and that thing would stand still, confused and
blind, until he came and took it.

Whenever he wrestled him, the son of Nimrod took Esau the son of
Isaac and beat the ground with him, then took what he had hunted. After
this had happened several times, Esau complained to his father Isaac
about what he was suffering at the hands of Nimrod’s son, and Isaac said,
“Describe the tunic to me.” Esau described it. “That’s Adam’s tunic,” Isaac
said, “and you won’t beat him as long as he’s wearing it. When he comes
and asks you to wrestle, tell him, ‘Only if you take off your tunic.” If he
does that, wrestle with him, and you will win. After you win, take the
tunic and come back here.”

So Esau went out to hunt, and the son of Nimrod approached him as
usual and asked to wrestle. “Take off your tunic,” Esau said, “then we will
wrestle.” The son of Nimrod did so, and Esau took off the tunic he was
wearing as well. They had at it. Esau beat the ground with him and sat on
his chest. Then Esau jumped up, took the tunic and the animals he had
caught, and ran away with them, making it impossible for Nimrod’s son
to walk in the desert.

Then Isaac said to him, “Son, as long as you wear the tunic, he’ll never
win. When you want to catch something while you're hunting, place your
hand on its image on the garment and it will stand still until you take it.”

Whenever Esau wanted a beast, he would place his hand on its image
on the tunic, and the animal would stop in its tracks until Esau came and
took it. From then on, he always hunted by putting his hand on the tunic.
And this, brother, is a famous story known by all who affirm the truth of
the Torah among the Jews and Christians, and none deny it.

In the discussion of the narrative about Gyges’ ring below, I argue that this clus-
ter of narratives offer multiple layers of meaning. Within Epistle 42, they deal

with magic—the topic of the epistle in which they appear—and potentially

also with justice. Unlike the narrative about Esau, the other two narratives in
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the same cluster that are attributed to the Bible are in fact biblical: the story
of Jacob and Laban is from Genesis 30:25—-43 and the First Book of Samuel.42

Biblical and pseudo-biblical tales in the Rasa’il

Narrative title Epistle Epistle topic Volume Pages
Esau 52 Magic 4 291-292
Witch of Endor 52 Magic 4 293-294
Jacob and Laban 52 Magic 4 292-293
10 Reports

For the purposes of this article, reports are stories in which characters are
named and treated as historical figures who lived in specific times and places.*3
The authors present details about these characters that they do not offer in
other types of narratives. For example, one of the reports in Epistle 44 is about
a specific king and his vizier.** The authors state explicitly that this narra-
tive is historical.#> They might also present context for this type of narrative.
For example, before the report about Socrates’ death, the authors introduce
Socrates and discuss his importance among the philosophers:#¢

42 A brief discussion of these narratives appears in de Callatay and Halflants, On Magic,
31-35.

43  For different treatments of Arabic historical accounts see Julia Bray’s Writing and Repre-
sentation in Medieval Islam: Muslim Horizons (London and New York: Routledge, 2006).

44  Ikhwan Al-Saf?’, 4:20-22.

45 In his translation of Epistle 44, Ian Richard Netton identifies the main character as the
Mongolian King Khushnavar of the Hepthalites, who ruled in fourth/fifth centuries CE. See
Samer F. Traboulsi, Toby Mayer, and Ian Richard Netton, Epistles of the Brethren of Purity:
On Companionship and Belief- An Arabic Critical Edition and English Translation of Epistles
43—45 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, in association with the Institute of Ismaili Studies,
2016), 83n66.

46 Ikhwan Al-Safa’, 1v, 34. This translation is taken from Traboulsi, Mayer, and Netton,
103-104. There are two versions of Socrates’ story in Epistle 44. The first, quoted here, is a
brief summary about his life, imprisonment, and sentencing. This narrative slows down
for Socrates’ dialogue with his disciples who offer to help him escape. His response and
acceptance of his impending death is the point of the narrative in this epistle. The sec-
ond version of the narrative, which appears only a few pages later, begins with Socrates’
choice not to escape. The imagined dialogue between Socrates and the law at the heart of
the first story appears again in the second story with minor differences in wording.
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Yet another indication of the fact that the wise and divinized philoso-
phers firmly hold to this view#7 is the way that Socrates gave himself up
to death, freely drinking the draught of poison. For he was one of the wise
Greek philosophers who lived ascetically with regard to the delights and
pleasures of this world. He desired the joys of the spiritual world and its
rest and satisfaction.*® He preached this to the people and filled them
with a desire for it, inducing them to abstinence in their sojourn through
the world of being and corruption.

A group of princes and notables responded favourably; young men and
the offspring of persons of wealth flocked to him, listening to his wisdom
and his curious anecdotes. But a group of his opponents and those who
sought the world and its vanities were envious of him. They suspected
him of love of youths and disparaging the worship of the gods and order-
ing others to do the same.

So they brought him before the king, and eleven men bore false witness
against him with accusations so serious that they merited death. Socrates
was imprisoned for a month while they mulled over his execution. About
seventy philosophers gathered with him in the prison, [intellectual]
opponents and followers alike, debating his belief in the immortality of
the soul after death and its well-being thereafter. Socrates debated with
all of them and remained unshaken in his belief in the immortality of
the soul and the well-being of its condition after death. It is a long story,
which is elaborated in Plato’s Phaedo dialogue.

In some manuscripts, Ikhwan al-Safa’ name the source of the story, and present
enough details about this figure: He was a Greek sage who was well respected

and loved, and he lived in a place with a specific set of laws that he chose to

follow even when it cost him his life. Likewise, in the case of another report

about the Caliph al-Ma’miin, the authors provide the name of the person who
transmitted it: Ibn Ma‘shar Ja‘far ibn Muhammad.*?

47

48

49

The opinion referred to here is that the soul continues to exist after its separation
from the body.

Inspired by Qur’an 56:89, which uses the phrase “rawhaha wa-rayhanaha” to describe the
realm of the souls.

Ikhwan Al-Safa, 4:288. The authors are referring to Aba (not Ibn) Ma‘shar Ja‘far ibn
Muhammad (d. 886 cE), the astrologer known in mediaeval Europe as Albumasar.
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REPORTS IN THE RASA’IL

Narrative title Epistle Epistle topic Volume Pages
Khayshuwan’s Vizier 44 Creed of Ikhwan al-Safa’ 4 20-22
Socrates’ Death 44 Creed of Ikhwan al-Safa’ 4 34
Socrates’ Death version 2 44 Creed of Ikhwan al-Safa’ 4 73
Al-Ma’mun and the Sorcerer 52 Magic 4 288-290
1 Fabulous Tales

Several of the stories from the Rasa’il designated in this section as fabulous
tales contain elements of fantasy that are central to the plot. These tales fea-
ture large birds that carry humans for long distances, fish that speak and judge
human actions, and magical rings that make their wearers invisible. Similar
elements appear in the biblical and pseudo-biblical tales (a magical hunting
garment in Esau’s story, for example) and in the animal tales. The majority of
narratives in the Rasa’il, however, do not have fantastic elements.
Below is the narrative of Gyges and his magical ring:5°

Plato, the philosopher—as eminent as he was—wrote in the second sec-
tion of his book on politics: Gyges, an inhabitant of the city of Uriba,*!
was a shepherd. He was employed by an unjust man who at the time
ruled Uriiba. Once, after rain and an earthquake, a chasm split the earth
in two where the man used to herd his sheep. When he saw that chasm
he was surprised and went down to it. He saw there incredible things.
Among what he saw there was a horse made of copper, with openings
on its side. He looked inside the horse’s cavity and found a man that he
assumed was dead. His size, from what the shepherd could see, was larger
than the size of humans. He was wearing nothing but a gold ring on his
hand. The shepherd took the ring and climbed out of the chasm.

50  Ikhwan Al-Safa’, 4:287—288. A critical edition of the Arabic and an English translation
appear in de Callatay and Halflants, 97—99. The Arabic name used by the authors is Jirjis
(usually translated into English as George).

51 InRepublic 11, the city from which Gyges hails is Lydia.
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It so happened that the shepherds met monthly to report to the king
about his sheep, and the shepherd came wearing that ring. While he was
sitting with the rest of the shepherds he happened to turn his ring so
that its setting was on the inside of his hand, which was more comfort-
able. When he did that he became invisible to the other people sitting
there and they could not see him. They started talking about him as if he
were not there, and he was surprised by that conversation. So he turned
the ring around and the people could see him again. He turned the
ring again to make sure that it does in fact have this power, and he con-
firmed this.

When he had experimented sufficiently with the ring, he used tricks to
covertly sneak himself among the king’s messengers. When the shepherd
reached the king, he killed the king, and he is with him now.52

This narrative, which appears in the last epistle on magic, ostensibly demon-
strates the reality of magic on the authority of Plato, but it is multi-layered
with more than one meaning.53 Although the authors explain why they use
this narrative, its interpretation does not align with its meaning in the original
source, Republic book 11. While it clearly contains the element of magic, the
story makes a point about justice in Plato’s dialogue. When read in the context
of the other narratives in this epistle, it is in fact possible to read it as dealing
with justice as it does in the Republic.5* The theme of justice would have been
apparent to medieval readers who had read the Republic or knew it through
summaries or commentaries. Knowing the context of the story would make
accessible to the reader a deeper reading of the text. The way that Ikhwan
al-Safa’ use this narrative illustrates their approach to the material of the
Rasa’il as a whole: they carefully show the reader how to read, how to reason,
and how to understand layers of meaning, and in the final epistle, they leave
the reader to apply this knowledge. Those who did not undergo full training
would not be able to see beyond the surface meaning of the text.

Three narratives in the Rasa’il center around fantastic events:

52 The pronouns are ambiguous. It is unclear whether the implication is that the shepherd is
with the king now (meaning that they are both dead now). The manuscript on which the
Beirut edition is based likely incorrectly replaced “malikan” (king) with “ma‘ahu,” which
is what the Arabic critical edition of de Callatay and Halfants prefers. They translate the
passage as: “he killed him and became king at once.” De Callataj and Halfants, 99.

53  Ikhwan Al-Saf@’, 4:288.

54 Almutawa, 182—201.
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Fabulous tales in the Rasa’il

Narrative title Epistle Epistle topic Volume Pages
Monkey Island 44 Creed of Ikhwan al-Safa’ 4 37—40
Man and Fish 31 Languages 3 172-173
Gyges 52 Magic 4 287-288
12 Mirrors for Princes

The stories designated here as mirrors for princes are meant to be read specifi-
cally by kings and princes and tend to be longer narratives.> This excerpt is
from a story about the Buddha'’s life, adapted by the Persians and the Arabs but
not identified in the epistle in which it appears as the story of the Buddha.>¢
The narrative below is one of two tales embedded in the larger narrative:>”

Once upon a time there was a king who had a son and he was generous
toward his son. The king married his son to a princess. He threw his son
a lavish wedding suitable for a princess, and decreed for his entourage
seven days to eat, drink, sing, rejoice, and be merry. The prince sat on a
recliner in the place of honor and looked at the people gathered. That
night the people who gathered there drank until they fell asleep. He stood
up, intending to enter the room and be alone with his wife, but he walked
out of the house and onto the street. He kept walking until he was outside
the city and in a desert without knowing where he was! He saw a far-away

55  Anoverview of secondary literature on European and Middle Eastern mirrors for princes
appears in Linda T. Darling, “Mirrors for Princes in Europe and the Middle East: A Case
of Historiographical Incommensurability,” East Meets West in the Middle Ages and Early
Modern Times: Transcultural Experiences in the Premodern World (Berlin, Boston: De
Gruyter, 2013), 223—42.

56  For the history of the Arabic versions of the story of the Buddha’s life, see D. M. Lang,
“Bilawhar Wa-Yudasaf,” E12.

57  Ikhwan Al-Safa’, 4162-164. The larger narrative in which it appears begins on page 148. An
Arabic critical edition and English translation appear in Abbas Hamdani and Abdallah
Soufan, The Call to God: An Arabic Critical Edition and English Translation of Epistle 48
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 134-136.
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light, so he walked towards it until he was near it. It was coming through
the cracks of a closed door,?® so he pushed it and saw sleeping people
strewn to the right and left, each one of them wrapped in a shawl. He
thought it was the room of the bride, and that the sleeping people were
her slaves and servants. He called to them but nobody responded to him,
so he assumed that this was because of their drunkenness. He tried to
find the bride among them. When his hand touched one whose clothes
were the softest and whose smell was the sweetest, he thought that it was
his bride. He lay down with her and embraced her. He kissed her all night,
and sucked her saliva, taking pleasure in it. He could not imagine a better
pleasure than what he was experiencing!

When morning came and he was no longer drunk he called for a ser-
vant but nobody responded. He nudged the bride but she also did not
respond. Eventually he opened his eyes and realized that he was in a
dilapidated sarcophagus, and that the sleeping people were all the cadav-
ers of the dead. He was next to an old woman who had died recently. She
was dressed in a new shroud, and her body was embalmed with a subtle
perfume. Blood and pus were oozing out from her. The prince’s clothes,
body, and face had been polluted by that blood, pus, and filth.

When he realized this he was horrified, so he got up and looked for the
door. He fled in disguise out of fear that someone would see him in that
state. He sought water to wash himself. When he arrived at a river he took
off his clothes to wash off the blood, pus, and filth, all the while thinking
about how he had walked out of the house without knowing where he
was in relation to his country or what state his family was in after he left
them. He was still in that state when a man passed by. The man did not
recognize him. The passerby asked the prince, “What'’s your story? And
why are you sitting in the water?” The prince was too ashamed to tell him
his story. He said, “I slipped into a dung hill and my clothes got dirty, and
I'm sitting here waiting for my family to bring me clothes to wear.”

The passerby told him, “People are preoccupied!”

“What happened?”

“They say that the son of the king has been kidnapped by jinn yester-
day. They are grieving. They miss him.”

“Tknow what happened to the son of the king. Would you lend me your
clothes and your mount so I may tell them the good news? We will share
the reward equally” So the man pushed towards him some of his clothes

The door is described as mardad, which either means closed but not locked or slightly
open depending on region and dialect.
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and let him ride his animal, and took him to the house of the king. The
boy entered in disguise. When they saw him they were glad and asked
him what happened. He said, “It’s a long story. I'll tell it to you at a dif-
ferent time. Return to what you were doing.” The people were overjoyed,
and their happiness was now greater than it had been before.

This embedded story, in the adapted narrative about the Buddha’s life, is fol-
lowed by a series of questions that the storyteller asks the young prince: “Do
you think the prince in this story would want to return to the sarcophagus
the next day to spend another night with the young woman?” The listener, of
course, responds with a resounding “No!” The wise man then goes on to illus-
trate that the soul also does not miss this material world after it leaves it. He
emphasizes the feeling of disgust that the new groom feels when he remem-
bers sleeping with the dead woman and argues that the soul also feels disgust
when it remembers its life in the material world.

In Epistle 48, which contains this narrative, the authors discuss how one
approaches kings and princes, guiding them toward true belief and practice
that would allow them to be more righteous rulers. The larger narrative in
which this smaller narrative is nested offers the reader an example of how one
wise man approached a prince, and how he answered his questions—with
narrative. The narrative quoted above is one of the narratives that the wise
man shared with the prince in answer to the prince’s questions about the soul.

Mirrors for princes in the Rasa’il

Narrative title Epistle Epistle topic Volume Pages
Indian King’s Speech 31 Languages 3 173-175
to His Son

Buddha 48 Missions 4 148-164
The Sick King 52 Magic 4 315-327
13 Dream Narratives

One of the most important dream narratives in Islamic history is that of
Joseph/ Yuasuf in Qurian 12, Sarat Yasuf.5° The events of his life are bookended

S ”

59 “Ru’ya.” E12.
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by a dream and its interpretation. Autobiographical dream narratives, in which
authors describe their dreams, are also common in the medieval period, Aba
Hayyan al-Tawhidi’s being a well-known example.®© In the Rasa’il, the dream
serves as proof that the soul exists and can continue to exist after the death
of the body. The first dream narrative in the text is about a prince caught by
enemies who enslave him, leading him to live a miserable life. One day he falls
asleep and dreams that he is in his father’s kingdom again, as healthy and strong
as he used to be.®! The Ikhwan ask their readers, “Which is better for this man
and more pleasing, that he remains for the rest of his life asleep and enjoying it,
happy with what his soul sees in his dreams, or that he wake up and experience
his physical pain? And what would you say to those who claim that the human
being is only a body and that there is no truth to the existence of the soul?”62

Dream narratives like the one summarized above and the one quoted below
offer a springboard for discussions about the soul, its relationship to the body,
and human experiences:53
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60  Hagar Kahana-Smilansky, “Self-Reflection and Conversion in Medieval Muslim Autobio-
graphical Dreams,” Dreaming Across Boundaries: The Interpretation of Dreams in Islamic
Lands (Boston: Harvard University Press, 2008).

61 This narrative appears in Epistle 46 on faith and the characteristics of true believers.

62  Ikhwan Al-Saf@’, 4:86-87.

63  Ikhwan Al-Safa’, 4:87-88.
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A man in Iraq set up a bar and invited his friends to join him. When they
were done eating and sat down to drink, they listened to the music of ouds
and flutes. The alcohol went around, and they were moved by the music.
One of the men fell asleep, pleased and happy as they all were. In his dream
he saw a beautiful house with curtains, beds, pots, fragrant, aromatic
herbs, fruits, glowing candles, and burning incense. The courtyard was
bathed in light and had many fragrances. He saw handsome boys. He
was surprised, and thought about the sounds and smells, good sensations
that please the senses and overjoy the soul. He became drowsy and fell
more deeply in his sleep, until he was not aware of anything around him.

Then he dreamt that he was in a church in the land of the Byzantines,
lit with braziers, ornamented with images, and filled with crosses. He
found himself amidst priests and monks wearing garments made of hair-
cloth, on their waists bands and in their hands hanging lanterns, which
they waved and were using to burn costus®* and frankincense. They were
reciting words of praise for God, chanting them and repeating them, until
the man memorized them. The chant was “Kisna wa Sakhra qalilan wa
aban / Muhammad hina bansa ila bama,” which translates to, “The cho-
sen ones praise God at night, for they are alive with Him, even though
they have died. As for the evil ones who are unjust, they are dead to God,
even if they were alive in this life.”

He saw a group of bishops with wine glasses, and in their napkins
pieces of wafers used as host that they distributed to the group. They
passed around the wine. The man took some of the bread eagerly and
drank from the wine; he was extremely hungry and thirsty, having

64  The Arabic, qust, refers to a plant usually grown in India and used in perfume or incense.
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forgotten that he had dined in Iraq. That continued to be his state. He was
surprised and wondered how he landed in the land of the Byzantines and
ended up in that church, and how he can return to Iraqg, with the great dis-
tance between them. Then he remembered his friends and the joy he left
them in, so he missed them and was bored with the place where he was.
He woke up and found himself in Iraq, in his seat between his friends,
and the candles and sounds and smells that he contemplated before fall-
ing asleep were the same, nothing having changed.

A set of questions following the narrative guide the reader in thinking about
the existence and nature of the soul: Who traveled to Rome and saw the scene
there—the body or the soul? The answer, of course, is the soul—the body
never left Iraq. This leads to the next question: Who was present in Iraq, the
body or the soul? Since the body was in Iraq, why didn’t the body hear and
smell what was around it? Ikhwan al-Safa’ use Qur’anic verses about dreams
to argue that dreams are useful for understanding metaphysical issues and
also matters relating to religion. The prophets’ dreams provided instruction for
them at key moments in their lives and led to significant and defining actions
not only for them but for all followers of their religion. Yusuf’s dream is given as
an example, and Abraham’s determination to sacrifice his son is also attributed
to a dream. The argument in this section of the epistle is that these dreams
reflect truth and have meaning, which leads into an in-depth discussion of the
sources of dreams and their interpretation.%°

Dream Narratives in the Rasa@’il

Narrative title Epistle Epistle topic Volume Pages
Kidnapped King'’s Dream 46 True Believers 4 86
Iraqi Dream 46 True Believers 4 87-88
Man Woken Up by God 46 True Believers 4 90—98
14 The Function of the Narratives

Ikhwan al-Safa”s use of narrative in the Ras@’il is intricately connected to their
interpretation of the Qur’an. The narratives, as shown above, take a variety of

65  Ikhwan Al-Saf@’, 4:88-89.
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forms and deal with different topics. Some of the narratives include quota-
tions of the Quran and interpretations and re-interpretations of the quoted
verses. Many of them follow or precede quotations and discussions of Qur’anic
verses. The Qur’anic text is also sometimes key in moving the narrative plot
in one direction or another. In Epistle 9, Ikhwan al-Safa’s characters discuss
the Quran within a narrative. In the section on the treacherous tricks of the
shayatin where narrative is interwoven with Qur'anic verses, a learned man
said to another: “How did you know the shayatin and their temptations?” The
other responded that he had grown up, studied the law including command-
ments and prohibitions, learned about what is beneficial and harmful, and
reflected on the meaning of Qur’anic verses that deal with the shayatin.6¢ Such
narratives present specific interpretations of the Qurlanic verses, but give the
authors distance from these interpretations so that the authors are not them-
selves endorsing these particular readings of the verses.

Ikhwan al-Safa’ also comment on many of their narratives and present these
commentaries as tafsir.5” Some narratives do not explicitly come with a com-
mentary that is labeled as tafsir, but nonetheless carry a quick explanation. The
dialogue between the wealthy merchant and his alcoholic son is followed by
such a brief explanation, as is the story about the wise man whose actions are
driven by his love for a woman.%8 The length of commentary on the narratives
varies; the narrative about the doctor in the sick village has a long explanation
that spans several pages, for instance,5 while some have shorter explanations,
such as the story of Gyges.”®

15 Conclusion

Narrative has different functions in the Rasa’il. In some places, it adds color and
illustrates certain points with lively characters and surprising events. In other
places, the narratives seem to distract the reader from ideas that the authors
seem to bury, creating chaos and multiple universes of meanings. Some of the
stories illustrate several different points of various degrees of complexity. There
is still much work to be done to understand these narratives beyond the survey
offered here. We await interpretations of each narrative and its significance in

66  Ikhwan Al-Saf@’, 1:364—370.

67  Anexample of a narrative followed by an explicit tafsir is the allegory of the confectioner
and the story of the shipwrecked men, Ikhwan Al-Safa’, 3:28 and 4:40.

68  Ikhwan Al-Safa’, 3:74 and 4:184.

69  Ikhwan Al-Saf@’, 416-17.

70 Ikhwan Al-Saf@’, 4:288.
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the epistle in which it appears, research becoming ever more possible as we
get closer to a full body of critical editions and translations of the complete
works of Tkhwan al-Safa’. Identifying the narratives and recognizing how prev-
alent they are in the epistles is a first step toward a better understanding of this
encyclopedic corpus and its place in Arabic literature. The continued study of
these narratives will create new possibilities for identifying, classifying, and
interpreting other Arabic philosophical narratives, a neglected but rich genre.
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