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ABU HAYYAN AL-TAWHIDI'S PHILOSOPHY OF "NAFS" 

Sahin FILIZ 

"Inna al-Insan qad Athqala Alayhi al-Insan (Verily, man is a 
problem for man) 

Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi, al-Hawamil wa-1-Shawamil, no.68, p. 180 

In the history of lslamic philosophy, the concept of nafs was mostly 
considered an ontological-epistemological concept. It refers to a being which 
opposes to human nature and is a dangerous enemy for him. Therefore it was 
claimed that human nature was consisted of two separate beings struggling 
win each other and that nafs was the unique source of blamable indinations 
along with Satan. Hence the relationship bEtween God and humankind, Gad 
and religion was conceived both as a relationship of responsibilities to God 
and religion, and to its "nafs". Thus many responsibilities and enemies 
including its "nafs" surrounded humankind. At this point, according to 
philosophers, humankind cannot unders~and itself and establish a reasonable 
relationship with religion based on human nature. 

Contrary to what has been held by the traditional arguırient, al­
Tawhidi argues that human nature does not have such duality. Moreover he 
considers human nature as a whole. For him, there is no duality between 
nature as a whole "al-tabi 'a" and its "najs". For him, understanding the 
religion requires upon understanding human nature. Therefore, we can go to 
religion starting from human nature itself. 

The main object of the present study is to show and clarify al­
Tawhidi's place in the Renaissance of Islam by exploring ai-Tawhidi's 
philosophy of "ncıfs". 

Recently, many researchers have given attention t ai -Tawhidi's life, 
works and ideas in general. Moreover there are same researchers focused on 
his ideas related to the problem of human nature. But none of them dea! with 
al-Tawhidi's views from the view point of philosophy of "ııaf~" as much as 
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al-Tawhidi takescare of this problem in his works, in ''Kitab-1-lmta' wa-l­
Mıw'nasa ". According to us, the problem of "nafs" is the central point of his 
thought. Here, we will concentrate on al-Tawhidi 's thought of human nature 
as a core meaning of humankind. 

As to enumerating his books, he has about twenty books. But we 
will mostly deal with his book "Kitab al-Muqabasat" (The Book of Mu tual 
Enlightenment), while focusing on the question of soul or, as the title states, 
"nafs " in a more specifıc meaning.l 

Although, between 870-1023 is named by Kraemer and Netton as 
the age of "Farahism", in which al-Tawhidi lived, al-Tawhidi is, in many 
ways, outside this broad categorization. His ideas on soul can be given as 
one of the indicators of his originality.2 

Moreover, any account of the past is necessarily colored by the 
preconceptions, the aspirations, and above all, the knowledge or ignorance of 
the scholar who produces it. The terms and the concepts that historians use 
to order and exp1ain the objects of their inquiry are neither fixed nor value­
free, but are evolving and often highly subjective elements in the process of 
revealing the past that gradually leads us to a better understanding of it. 
Labels such as " Dark Ages" or ''Renaissance", which are affixed to whole 
periods of European history, while they are convenient for the purposes of 
historiographical exposition, but may tell us only part of the truth about 
those segments of the past that they purport to chracteri zc.3 On the other 
hand if we talk about the period of Is1amic intcllectual history in question, 
labels such as " The Renaissance of Islam" and "The Age of F arabism" are . 
not only convenient for the purposes of historiographical exposition, but al so 
for the spirit of the history of Islamic inte1lectualism throughout the 
centuries. To affix labels to only a certain period of Islamic history of 
philosophy, may teli the whole of the truth about those segments of the 
Islamic philosophical understanding in the history. 

1n addition, the more we inquire into what was bornin that period, 
the more we become aware of vital continuities with the past and alsa 
present. So, neither will we consider the concept of humanism as a 
mavement which began ata certain period and then ended, nor will we dea! 
with the history of humanism exemplifıed by both those continuities and a 
sense of renewal. But, while taking a closer look at Tawhidi' s philosophy of 
"nqf5 ", we w iii take into account the humani sm in westem history, which 
germinated in the period of Hellenism and Graeco-Roman antiquity 4, and 
owed its origin to the Latın humanitas, used by Cicero andothers in classical 
times to betoken the kind of cultural values that one would deri ve from what 
was called a liberal education. 5 
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As is well known , the primary features of the western humanistic 
mavement were a) adoption of the ancient philosophic classics as an 
educational and cultural ideal in the fonnation of mind and character; b) a 
.conception of the common kinship and unity of rrıankind; c) love of 
mankind. 6 Beside all, we should add to this list "desire to retum to pure 
Christianity, that is, as indicated by Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam, to 
"the philosophy of Christ" 7 asa main feature of this movement. 

The age, in which Tawhidi lived, almost all the features of western 
humanism could apparently be foucd at this time. In Tawhidi's time; the so­
called " lslamic Hıımanistic Age", the philosophic humanists in the 
Renaissance of 1slam believed that the sciences of the ancients . "'ulum-1-
awa 'il", in contrast to the Arab sciences, '"ıılımı-1-Arab ", were the comman 
possession of mankind. Al-Kindi in the ninth century had called the sciences 
of the ancients ' 'the human sciences" "al- 'ulum-l -insaniyya ". 8 In addition 
to this, especially Tawhidi went further and believed that the understand ing 
of Islam and its practice in his time were in contrast to what should exist that 
was 1n accordance with understanding of religion in the time of the Prophet 
Muhaınmad, particularly related to the problem of "naj~·". This means that 
the desire to return to 'pure Islam' was just !ike Erasmus' desire to retum to 
' pure Christianity. AI-Tawhidi tries to reach his aim with hi s 'philosophy of 
human nature', not the 'philosophy of Muhammad'. 

The Islamic religious sciences and the 'foreign sciences' or 'the 
sciences of the ancients', especially the Greeks, as stated rightly by George 
Makdisi, were the organized body of knowledge in the Classkal century of 
Islam. Over the years, the following terms were used for humanistk studies: 
"al-adah'', "al-adabiyat", "anw -l-adab", "durub-1-adab". "fwıun-1-

adab ", "ilm-l-lisarı ". Note that these terms cal! to min d the classical, artistic 
and the phi lologica l in the Arab language of the ancient Arabians. It will be 
noticed also that the plural predoıninates in the terminology designating the 
studies of "adab'', humanistic studies that may be ca!led the studia 
"adabiya ". 9 

T he main bearers of this literary humanistk culture were the scribes, 
sccretaries, and c i vi! servan ts, li tterateurs and courtiers who plied state 
chancel!eries and couıts. 10 

The ideal figures of this period were na turally philosophers. 
administrators, scribes, and secretaries as well as they were litterateurs and 
also, such like Tawhidi, courticrs. 

In the beginning of thi s study, it was dearly pointed out that we 
agree with the labeling of this l s l aınic humanistic period as the ·'Renaissance 
of Islam''. tn this period, especially in the time of Klw!{fcı al-Ma'mwı, there 
was an interısi ve mavement of translation from Greek into Arabic. It left an 
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impressıon upon Muslim scholars and aiso their way of thinking. The 
acti vii i es of trcuıslation focuscd on nıany di fferent field s of sciences such as 
logic, nı:.ıturc. medici ne. chemistry, engirıeer[ng , politics, moralhy. socio\ogy, 
and cspecially the science of "n af.;··, or in an other word, psychology. In the 
developing of sciences and li teraturc (adubiyyaf) , the freedom of speech 
:.:taJernenl: İ13.d <l ~pecictl import:lnCC at that time. J··JatLıralJy, phil0s0phy 1\nd 
phiJosophical perspective \ilen~ not restricted by any pohücai r.::orıcems , 

tradiıicın, or retigion Morcovcr. the inte!Jec t (al- 'oq!) 'NaS free from an 
doctrimd and politica1 Jimiı.ations or restrictions and aJso given its fn:edonı. 

ll 

Al- Tavvi/tilli lived in tfd.5- ]Jerio{i an(.l cultural rnd'ieu. A.s J·ve vvill 
ei.Ja[uaıe in the U}Jcorning j)<18-es in tie.tai( Abu l1t~~yya.n al-- 'Tr.x~-vhi{li behe~Jed 

:-/zat all the hu;rutni,·~tic scien.ces t.nul cultures al ih(a thne hail ilı _fd.ci' o·ı-·ved 

t/1eiy· .fOr-tn{lations to tl~e problen7 (~f' !he '"nafs'\ th{U' tS, the necessity o,t' a 
phiiosop1ıic{.~l {-ifJ.(lers taruling of' .vcnd .. 

. Bt.:/~:> re e . .r.:pfo.rin.g this r; ro(}/ern .in dett2il) I }1-'iil tlescribe: al-T'arvhidi }s 
life br·ie,fly. 

A.L-1:"~ Wll!Dl'S LIFE 

Al-Towhidi's exact 1wrne ı.vas 'Ali b. lVIuharnmad b. ai-'AbbJ<; i\bu 
i-lay yan a~ -T·~J. ~Nh idi' . A.ccordin.g to the sot:.r( .. eSı he vv.as born het-:1/eet~ the 
(loJes 3 i 0/922 n .nd 32{}/932 as a chil li qf a conservativc _f(unily . l.t is no.t clear 
ıvhere h:: ,vos bom. The sources give N ishapur, Shiraz, Wosit, :md Baghdad 
as his ln rth pface !.? Brie]7y .saying, al-Tawhidi was bonı approximately in 
312/924 in Baghdad. He pwbabtv diedin 41411023 in Shirn:c- 13 

Concerning dl-Tawhidi and his persorwlity, bib!iographical 
ıdi.{·tion.aries give the ~{oUovv·ing infor;nation: 

Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi \Vas a theologian-Sufi viho wrote many 
books rdated especiaily to linguistics, mysticism, and the science of 
Hadith.l4 .AJ-Ta,Nhidi studied. linguisti.cs and granın1ar cmırses from al -Sirafi 
and ai-Rummam, the iaw of .Shafiyy::ı. from Abu Harni.d al-Marvarudhi. and 
_A.bu Bakr a1-SarakhsL Jn ~ddition} he \vas const.antly attend1ng Sufi circles 
and visiting thG foremost Sufi-leaders at that time. Al-Tawhidi had some 
c: Jose relationships ' N ith the viziers of the Buyids-15 As a close friend of the 
Buyids viziers, he was a professiorıal scribe .l6 But because of having a.n 
overJy critical ·mind and his own w ay of talking, he failed to estabiish a tong­

\emı friendship with the academic and adrrıinistrati ve mil.ieu .l7 For this 
reason al--Tawhidi was considered by Jbn 'Aqil one of tb.ree certain heretic s , 
ı he other two be ing listed as Abu-l-' Ala-l-Ma ' arri and Ibn Ra w and i (D.C 
250/864 ) , in Islamic history by so me class k bibliographers.l8 In la ter years, 
he began to participate in Abu Sulayınan Muhammad b. Tabir al--Sijistani's 
philosophy circles. Al-Sij1stani was teacher of al-TawlıidL Abu Su!aym<m 

86 



was a philosopher who made al-Tawhidi the phHosopher and a learned 
person. 19 

Canceming the other philosophers in Baghdad, al-Tawhidi had 
always been in contact with them, namely with the well-known community 
of philosophy, Ikhwan-1-Safa (The Brethren of Purity). It' s clear that the four 
persons mentioned by al-Tawhidi are the authors {or among the authors) of 
Epistles. This suggest that al-Tawhidi was connected not only with Zayn b. 
Rifa'a, but alsa with the Kadi al-Zandjani. Although al-Zandjani told him a 
story that is found word for word in the text of the Ikhwan. 20 But he didn't 
team philosophy from Ikhwan. Al-Tawhidi took courses in philosophy from 
Abu Sulayman's circles listening to him in silence. 21 

A FEW WORDS ABOUT HIS PERSONALITY 

Al-Tawhidi was a Ionely and tonnented individual.. lt' s typical of 
him to have uttered the feelings of the profoundly existentialist exclamation: 
"VerHy, man isa problem for man." 22 

As a rnirror of his age, al-Tawhidi reflects the entire spectrum from 
piety and asceticism to sacTilege and cynicism. He embodies the era's 
insecurity and its vanity, its self-doubt and its arrogance. A seribe by 
profession, he also transeribed the pageant of human experience·from the 
phiiosopher expoimding · a text to the neighborhood bandit terrorizing a 
judge. Al-Tawhidi embraced "adab" (right behavior) in the broad 
humanistk sense. He assimilated the literary culture of the Arabs and the 
fruit of foreign cultures. He was both an irnitator and a worthy successor of 
al-Jahiz. 23 

Al-Tawhidi was among the great writers, scholars and poets who 
achieved fame as epistolographers in Eastern Islam.24 It should be pointed 
out that al-Tawhidi' s contact with the leamed, the pious, and the powerful 
made Abu Hayyan cynical and spiteful. His humanism was not a joyful 
celebration of man's grandeur but a sober acceptance of man's ambiguity. 
For that reason Tawhidi was an outsider, a marginal man, who shifted back 
and forth from the centers of authority to the periphery of society, 
temperamentally akin to the restless. Whereas he had scant patience for the 
famous and fortunate, he evinced deep sympathy for the lowly, lonely, and 
outcast. 25 From the point of view of his philosophical interests, it is 
possible to call him "a true philosopher-mystic". 

Al-Tawhidi was the closest pupil of Abu Sulayınan ai-Sijistani, who 
was opposed to theology, "Kalam " and, also criticized the theologians in his 
works. We can infer from this that al-Tawhidi was not a Mu'tazilite.26 
Furtherrnore, his understanding of the tawhid concept has a philosophical 
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character, not Mu 'tazili character. He was interested in Sufism as well as in 
philosophy. But it is said that he d1dn ' t live like a Sufı, nor practice any of 
the requirements in Sufısm. 

Al-Tawhidi's book on the history of Sufıs 1s has not been found, but 
his "al-lsharaı al-llahiyya" gives an idea of the type of Sufı piety that 
attracted him. Ina profound seetion on 'the stranger' (al-gharib), he gives 
vent to his own 'existential alienation' , to the point of uttering the saying: 
"Verily, the stranger within his alienation."27 

THE INTELLECTUAL and CULTURAL ATHMOSPHERE IN 
THE TIME OF AL-TAWHIDI 

As indicated before. Farabi was considered a philosopher who 
developed an intellectual system of thought in the middle age of Islamic 
history, again, in view ofi. Richard Netton, this period from Farabi' s birtb­
year of 870 to 1023 of al-Tawhidi' s death year, is the 'Age of Farabism.' 

The philosophers aft.er Farabi were more or less influenced by him 
and h is phi1osophica1 teachings . Farabi had no great follower-disc iples. 
However Abu Zakariyya Yahya Ibn 'Adi , did become knownasa translator 
of Ari stotelian works anda pupil of Zakariyya's (Abu Zakariyya's), called 
Abu Sulayınan ai-Sij istani came to be spoken of. The leamed men gathered 
around him in Baghdad, in the second half of the tenth century. The 
conversationa] discussion which these learned men continued, and the 
phitosophical instructions which were imparted by their master, have been to 
some extent preserved and we can clearly see the outcome of the school.28 
Finally, these leamed men made up what almost constituted a 'school of 
Farabi'. The four paramount philosophers who were influenc.ed by Farabi are 
Yahya ibn 'Adiyy (893/974), Abu Sulayınan al-Sijistani (d. 987), Abu 
Sulayınan al-'Amir (d.992) and, Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi (d. 1023).29 

The most famous schools, or, in other words, circles of philosophy 
and adabiyyat in the Xth. Century, w ere Yahya ibn 'Adiyy' s Circle, al­
Sijistani' s Circle, the community of Ikhwan-1-Safa and Ab u Abd-allah-1-
Basri's Circle. Al-Tawhidi attended the first of the two circles more often 
than the second circle, and participated in their philosophical and cultural 
conversations. 

As Kraemer has pointed out, al-Sijistani's circle, about which we are 
informed by al-Tawhidi, resembles in many of its features the Platonic 
Academy of Florence, whose leader was Marsilio Ficino.30 So it may be 
clearly put forward that the circle of Abu Sulayınan al-Sij istani was rooted in 
the main views of Farabi, and, for this reason, inquiries made in this school 
were concemed mostly with logic alone. Canceming the transferring of both 
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logical and philosophical sciences, this school influenced even Ibn Sina (d. 
428/1038) and Ibn Rushd. Al-Sijistani brought his contemporaries 
altogether. Even though he went away from some bases of Farabi's 
teachings, al-Sijistani actually followed Farabi's way. 31 

Like Farabi, Abu Sulayınan (d. after 39111001) was anather student 
of Matta b. Yunus. Al-Sijistani was a logician. His other fıelds of knowledge 
were humanistk studies, particularly grammar and poetry, Afflicted with 
leprosy, he was confined to his home where he received only those interested 
in studying with him. His best link with the outside world was the humanist 
Abu Hayyan, close friend and frequent visitor who brought him news of the 
court and held Iong conversations with him. lt was for al-Sijistani that al­
Tawhidi wrote his "al-lmta' wa-l-Mua 'nasa" (Pleasure and Entertainment). 
Many of al-Sijistani's ideas have been recorded by ai-Tawhidi in the "al ­
lmta", as well as in his " Kitab-L-Muqabasat" ( The Book of Mutual 
Enlightenment). Tn "al-Muqabasat", for instance, a!-Sijistani, questioned by 
al-Tawhidi, gives hi s thoughts on the relationship between logic and 
grammar, and, in the process of etabarating his thoughts, touches upon 
rhetoric and eloquence. Throughout these two works many of the questions 
discussed are of interest to humanistk studies and to the philosophy of 
language. 32 

As stated before, al-Tawhidi was al-Sij istani' s "protege '', associate, 
and constant companion, who stalked his every step and retained whatever 
there was to about him. He recorded many sessions that took place in ai­
Sijistani' s "majlis ., and gave vi vi d portray ai of his teacher' s attitudes, and 
opinions. 33 But when al-Tawhidi expresses his own ideas, he often differed 
from those of his teacher. For instance, in his "Risalafi-l-'Ulum" (Treatise 
orı the Sciences), al-Tawhidi refutes the view of sameone who maintained 
that reason should not iııterfere with the rel igious law, that philosophy has no 
connection with religion, and that wisdom doesn't influence religious 
statutes. The refuted antithesis herein is precisely the view that al-Tawhidi 
ascribes elsewhere to al-Sijistani. Al so, w hile er itkizing " Kalarn ", and 
indicating same of its endemic pitfalls, al-Tawhidi nevertheless 
acknowledged that it is capable of hitting the truth, a proposition that al­
Sijistani would have found difficult to accept. Furthermore, whereas Abu 
Sulayınan was a devotee of astrology, al-Tawhidi expresses opposition to 
this in his "Risalafi-1- 'Ulu.m". "Much effort", he says, "achieves little; error 
is more harmful than ignorance of it". Moreover Abu Hayyan was a devotee 
of Sufism whereas al-Sijistani was not a Sufi and was not sympathetic to 
Sufism. In al-Sijistani's service, he was a fai thful amanuensis and 
biographer.34 

As we understand from those remarks, al-Tawhidi was an 
independent scholar despite being the pupil of ai-Sijistani and narrating his 
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opinions. For, had he not believed in and accepted al-Sijistani's opinions, he 
would not have given any place to themin his works. While we are dealing 
with al-Tawhidi's philosophy of "nafs", al-Tawhidi, using the narrated 
opinions which belonged to other scholars, tried to build his own system of 
thought relating specifically to the philosophy of nafs, providing in general, 
a philosophy of humanity. 

Taking a look at al-Tawhidi's own philosophy, dealing with the 
concepts used by him to build a humanistic understanding of nafs, dealing 
firstly with the concepts relating direct1y or indirectly to the nafs will pave 
the road to understand his philosophy of human existence. 

SOME MAIN CO NCEPTS RELA TING TO THE 
.PHILOSOPHY OF NAFS IN AL·TAWHIDI 

Regarding Ptolemy's theoiogy and the philosophy of nature, al­
Tawhidi with his friends in the majlis asked some questions of al-Sijistani. 
Al-Siji stani replied giving interesting meanings to some terrus and concepts 
in response to al-Tawhidi's questions. A!-Tawhidi recorded al-Sijistani's 
answers, and adapted themin his works. 

Nature (al-Tabi'a) :The nature is the place for existence and 
corruptioıı. So existence and corruption (al-Kawn wa-l-Fasad) are the 
essence of a "non-everlasting". 35 According to this meaning, the nature is 
the source of the both temporal existing and corrupting. As far as they are in 
temporary circulation, to seekbeing genuinely everlasting in this nature isa 
struggle in vain. Because of this, the nature represents the human body at a 
minimal level. It must inevitably be accepted that a human individual should 
not forget that his/her body is the place of existence and corruption like the 
rıature of the outer world. The human body, as a smail sampJ.e or ınicrornodel 
of the nature, is a pseudo-ever1asting existence. · 

Soul (Nafs): According to al-Tawhidi's writing, "nafs" is the source 
of thought (al-.fikra') and opinion (al-wahm). The two are ı.he gates of 
discriminative ability in humankind. At the same time they are the gates 
which open to '"ilm" (science). The thought and opinion put the 
components of intellect and powers of conıprehension in a state of motion.36 
Al-Tawhidi goes on to deseribe the conıplicated meanings of the "nafs". 
Especially as the meanings of other concepts related to human nature as a 
whole interact with the ıneaning of nafs, the "nafs" becomes more 
complicated. 

The nafs, to al-Tawhidi, is an intellect, "al- 'aql" seeking to be 
enlightened. The process of thinking turns into the al-nafs . For this reason, 
"al- 'ilm" becomes the detailed explanation of "al- 'aql". Then the practices, 
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"al-ama/" become the acquired exp lanation of "al- 'ilm ". 37 As stated by 
these remarks, the intellect is 1Nithin the "ııq(.1·"; the ''nqfs" is within the 
nature, and the "n(ds " constantly seeks a drink in the nature j ust as the 
iııtellect , "al- 'aql" constantly seeks i ts components which are always 
awai ting motion .. 

al-Tawhidi says: '' The "naj:ç " (self) acts within the spirits, "al­
anvalı" 36 who are clean, free frorn dirt, and are of a the pure substance, 
whereas the nature acts within the materi al bodies ( af.·a}swn). 38 Ar thi s 
point, ai-Tawhidi says remarkable things about the "nafs " and its features: 
"Both the mental and epistemic activities such as thinking, intuiting and "al­
'ilm-1-yaqin" (strong belief, certitude), " a/-H(1qq " (authentic right) and "al ­
sawab" (attainment) are the most vivid means which lead us to a better 
understanding of the "nafv". Thesc are the proofs of the "nafs ". Thus the 
intellect is able to reach happiness and deserve the etemity. "al-khulud" by 
the means of these activities and their fruits .38 Inferring this point. we can 
conclude that the nature rules the character of the human body, and as to the 
"nafs ", it govems the motives of the nature. F inally, the intellect rules the 
components of the "n(~fs ". In this case, the "nqfs ,. is considered as the most 
important meaning of human nature. According to these remarks, al·· 
Tawhid i considers the "najs" as an ontological be ing rather than an e thical 
being. 

Intellect (al-' Aql) : The intellect, according to ai-Tawhicli, is the 
peak of nobility and distinction . Thanks to the intellect, the happiness may 
be looked for, asking the First Cause, "al-'llla-1-'Ula"; i.e. God for help. 39 
As explairıed before, the intellect becomes the "nafs" after thin king. And it 
rules the members of the "ncifs".40 

The Relationship Between Human Nature and These Concepts 

Al -Tawhidi says: " When I say my "nafs" told me, I realized that 
human nature(Tabia' ai -Insan) and the "nafs" were the lwo neighbors not 
separated from each other. They both are mutually meeting, speaking, 
coming together and engaging in dialogue." He adds: "I asked Abu 
Zakariyya al-Saymari about this thought. He replied: "Human nature is not 
but humanki nd with i ts ''nafs ". In accordance with humankind' s capabiliLy 
of having some from the "11ajs '' there may be a form (sura) which may be 
received from the "nafs''. So the "IU?f's" isa "nafs" according to its dressfor 
the body and arrangernent within it. Alternatively, the intellect always 
investigates and questions whether these tidings from the "nafs ., has are true 
or not.41 

Al-Tawhidi drew a dose relationship between human nature and the 
arts. In this point, regarding human nature, he believes that human a being is 
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i he ''miı.:rocosm" (al - ',4 /mn·-i-Sagir) . 1\ltcrnativcl y, the un i verseas a who le is 
the "'nı<i(Tocosm". According to al-Tawhidi the nawrc ( probably narure asa 
whole) ı s in Jcve with the Hn<ıfs" and submits lo its instructions as it ordcrs. 
For this reason. the nature is able to be perfcct if the "nqfs" atlains 
perket i on. The nature can write whatever the "nqfs" dietates and act in 
accon..lancc w ith the demands of the "ll(~f~ ". Art is the ultimate fruit of this 
cooperation, and lnıınan nature is always in need of art. By this means of 
skilful art. c:reated by "an-Not:~-1-Natiqa·· (the reasoning nafs), humannaturc 
achieves the perfection.42 

At this po int, we mu st ask, .. w hat is the ··nafç "? ls it a pos~ession or 
property? Or. a part of human being? ls it possible to ca!! cııtire human being 
the · ·m~j:s"? Al-Tawhidi's answer to these questions is:" No, the individual 
does not possess a "nafs ": the "nafs ,. passesses the individual. Be ing a 
human being, or in other words, an individua! ~annot be irnagined witlıout 
the "nafs ". Only with a "1ı<~/'s" can we realize ourselves as human 
beings."43 

Paying attention to al-Tawhidi's remarks, it can be clearly argued 
that al-Tawhidi elaborated an ideal ism in his ti me. While he talks about "the 
nature" "d-tabi'a", he deiiberately doesn't clarify whiclı nalllre it is. In our 
opinion, the concept of nmure, when it is employed for macrocosm, 
ccırıceptually represents the Almighty God as the First Principle who nı!es 
the nature. Altematively, if "m.ı.ture" is used for the smail wıiverse, 

conceptualty representing th~ "nqfy" of human being as the essence of 
humankind 's existence. Ultimately the nafs of the human being and the 
"nafs" of The U ni verse, that being the First Reason and Creator, conncct 
with eaclı other via t.he inıellect. 

At this po int. we mu st as k. ''\Vhat ki nd of be ing is the "ıwfs" ? Ts it 
a sensitive being, or rational be ing?" ai-TawhiJi tirstly divides everything in 
the universe into two parts: a) The first is sensmıl beings (al-hissi): b) The 
second one is rational beings (al -'oqli). As to being of the "najs'', accord ing 
to ai-Tawhidi, il must clearly be claimed that the "nafs" also has same 
characters as a meınber of the univcrse. For this reason, not only is the 
"m~f.'> ·· a sensuai bcing but also is a rationa! being. That it has an entity in 
this word, and it mediates. comprehends, penetrates into the thing whethcr 
acttıally or ınentally. arranges the propositions and guides to many differeıı t 

sources of knowledge is the strongest proof regarding i ts rational be ing. 44 

When taken a closer look at al-Tawhidi's argument. we can clarify 
the fact that the "11q{s" is consist of l1tıınan nature as a who! e, and of an 
ontological entity rather than ethical one . He does not regard the "nqf5" a 
total of non-desirable manners and un moral things. On the contrary it is an 
independent and separated being asa huınankind. But, to attain bappiness. it 
is necessary to make it free from filthy and blamable inclination. Because. 



the "nafs" may be subjected to both two bad and good tiding at one time. 
For al-Tawhidi, happiness depends on causing the " n(ıfs ·· to turn away from 
evi] in<.:linations.45 This is why humankinci has same bestial forces that 
neither change nor tum into anather form. Al-Tawhidi already beiieves that 
the forces need to be changed, or turned into another thing, because of this 
they are the sensual he ing of the "naf's ".45 

Humanity and Humankind 

When we have dealt with humankindas individuals, according ro al­
Tawhicli, we regard the individual as the "nafs ". Altematively, dealing with 
hımıanity (al-insmıiyya), it means that humanity is a canception . lt guides to 
a horizon that is a common property of all human being. Nevertheless each 
of us, that is, each individual has its horizon it tries to ıise up with its natural 
disposition. But the irıdividual' s capacity of pruceeding is restricted by i ts 
own nature (bi tabi · atihi ). For this reason, each person mu st know well 
his/her nature and his/her capability.46 Basically this fact cleurly states that 
each ·•nafs" or individual has a differcnt nature and capability. Different 
natures and capabilities enrich the meaning of "al-insmziy.va" . In this way, 
the "ııafs" and humall nature mutually interact with each other. In 
conclusion, al-Tawhidi adapts al-Sijistani's and Yahya ibn Adiyy's opinions 
that he narrated and recorded in his works. We mean, those opinions are 
reflected in ai-Tawhidi's indinations and opinions too. 

In the age of Renaissance of Islam which iııc!udes al-Tawhidi, the 
main four concepts were given very different meanings from those meanings 
presently given in the modern Islamic world since the time of a1-
Ghazzali.According to ai-Tawhidl's thought, nature (al-tabi'a). " al-nafs". 
intellect (al-'aql) and humankind have ail parallele meanings. The nature as 
outer of world can not be considered a prison for humanki nd. For, here is the 
source of creation as well as th.e "nt!l~" is the source of thinking and acting 
via intelieeL The body of humanki nd is not a prison for the "nafs "; on the 
contrary. it is the sensitive side ofbeing the "11at's" . Similarly the intellcct is 
always in connection and interaction with the ;.nafe,., as well as the Ultiı:nate 
Being is in connection with the outer world. 

We conclude that giviııg an inleresting meaniııg to the concept of 
"al-nnj~". al-Tawhidi focus on the problem of human naıure and tries to 
draw a anthropo-ccntric understaııding of Islam. He bdieves that the 
d{jfere11t "rıal~es" coıne together within the sanıe and common lıwıwnity. 
U nderstanding the religion slrictly obi iges understand ing human nature, not 
vice versa. For him. we should bcgin to understand humankill(.l with starting 
off humankind itselr. not wiıh Theo-centric or. in other words, religion­
centric thought. Becaı.ısc 1ve caıı not understand !m ınan "lll!f:ç" w ith starting 
from religion. On tlıe contrary. we can understand ir starting from itself sn 
that we properly are able to unuerstand both re ligion and the "'u!(s ". 
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