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Chapter 4. The Arabic Philosophical Recep5on of Aristotle’s 
Poe$cs: Transla5on, Transmission, and Interpreta5ons. Al-
Fārābī, Avicenna, and Averroes 
Frédérique Woerther 

 
Ibn al-Nadīm (d. 380/990) gives important informaDon concerning Aristotle’s Poe$cs in the Arabic 
context. The treaDse was translated at least twice into Arabic: a first Dme from a Syriac version made 
by the ChrisDan Abū Bišr MaTā (d. 328/940), and a second Dme by Abū Bišr MaTā’s student, the 
translator and commentator of Aristotle Yaḥyā b. ʿAdī (d. 364/974). ThemisDus may also have wriTen 
a commentary on the Poe$cs, but Ibn al-Nadīm notes that this aTribuDon is considered erroneous. 
The philosopher al-Kindī (d. 252/866) also wrote an abridgment of the Poe$cs: 

Account of Poe$ca, Which Means Poetry 
Abū Bišr Ma(ā translated it from Syriac into Arabic, and Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī also translated it. 
It is said that in it there was a statement by ThemisBus, but it is also said that this was 
falsely claimed to be his. Al-Kindī wrote an abridgment of this book.1  

In another passage Ibn al-Nadīm reports that Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī tried to find a copy of the translaDon of 
the Poe$cs by Isḥāq ibn Ḥunayn (m. 260/873), which implies that the Syriac copy used as a model 
by Abū Bišr MaTā was this Syriac translaDon by Isḥāq: 

Abū Zakaryīāʾ (Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī) said that he offered fiMy gold coins (s. dinār) to Ibrāhīm ibn 
ʿAbd Allāh for a copy of the Sophis$ci, a copy of the Oratory [Rhetorica], and a copy of the 
Poetry [Poe$ca], as translated by Isḥāq, but he would not sell them. At the Bme of his 
death he burned them.2  

1 Abū Bišr Ma,ā’s Arabic Transla4on 

From these two Arabic translaDons menDoned by Ibn al-Nadīm, only Abū Bišr MaTā’s translaDon is 
extant in an Unicum, the Parisinus 2346. It is the translaDon that was used by Avicenna and Averroes. 
Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī’s translaDon is now lost; probably resulDng from the revision of Abū Bišr MaTā’s 
translaDon,3 Yaḥyā’s translaDon was used by Avicenna4 (but not Averroes). Indeed, some technical 
terms in the Poe$cs of the Šifāʾ do not appear in Abū Bišr MaTā’s version and thus originate from 
Yaḥyā’s translaDon: for instance, the Greek terms τραγῳδία (tragedy) and κωμῳδία (comedy), which 
are systemaDcally translated by Abū Bišr MaTā with the expressions ṣināʿa al-madīḥ (the art of 
praise) and ṣināʿa al-hiǧāʾ (the art of saDre), are transliterated in Avicenna’s text with the forms 
ṭrāġūḏyā and qūmūḏyā.  
Abū Bišr MaTā’s translaDon that was edited several Dmes5 is a literal translaDon that contains many 
obscuriDes, first because the Arabs were not aware of the cultural realia of fourth-century Athens, 
in parDcular those pertaining to tragedy, comedy, and epic. An example of such a literal translaDon 

 
1 Ibn al-Nadīm 1871, 250. 4–6; tr. Dodge in Ibn al-Nadīm 1970, 602.4–8. 
2 Ibn al-Nadīm 1871, 253. 3–4; tr. Dodge in Ibn al-Nadīm 1970, 609.6–10. 
3 Hugonnard-Roche 2003, 211: “Several treaJses of the Organon kept in the Parisinus Arabus 2346 contain marginal 
notes that go back to commentaries by Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī, and confirm his acJvity as an editor of earlier translaJons, in 
parJcular Isḥāq ibn Ḥunyan’s translaJons. He may thus have revised (from the Syriac) Abū Bišr Ma`ā’s translaJon, and 
not translated anew Isḥāq ibn Ḥunayn’s Syriac version.”  
4 See Schrier 1997, 268–272; Afnan 1947; Dahiyat in Avicenna 1974, 5–9.  
5 Abū Bišr Ma`ā 1887; Aristotle 1928; Abū Bišr Ma`ā 1953; Abū Bišr Ma`ā 1967.   



  

is the passage at the end of chapter 6 where Aristotle menDons the “spectacle” (Greek ὄψις) as one 
of the parts of tragedy. The Greek text runs as follows: 

(1) Ἡ δὲ ὄψις ψυχαγωγικὸν μέν, ἀτεχνότατον δὲ καὶ ἥκιστα οἰκεῖον τῆς ποιητικῆς· (2) ἡ 
γὰρ τῆς τραγῳδίας δύναμις καὶ ἄνευ ἀγῶνος καὶ ὑποκριτῶν ἔστιν, (3) ἔτι δὲ κυριωτέρα 
περὶ τὴν ἀπεργασίαν τῶν ὄψεων ἡ τοῦ σκευοποιοῦ τέχνη τῶν ποιητῶν ἐστιν. 
(1) Spectacle is emoBonally potent but falls quite outside the art and is not integral to 
poetry: (2) tragedy’s capacity is independent of performance and actors, (3) and, besides, 
the costumier’s art has more scope than the poet’s for rendering effects of spectacle.6 

The Arabic translaDon of this passage by Abū Bišr MaTā is as follows: 
 ةعانص ةوق هنا لªق نم )٢( ارعشلا ةعانصل بسانم ةتبلا س لو ةعانص لا� هنا ��غ سفنلل ىزعم وهف رظنملا اماو )١(
 ةعانص نم ªÄلا دنع قيقحتلا� Àوا ́ ںاىولاا ةعانص لمع مامت اض¹او )٣( ·�¶قفانملا نم ´و داهجلا ��غ°و حيدملا
    .ارعشلا

(1) Regarding the spectacle, it consoles the soul, but it is without art and pertains by no 
means to the art of poets ( ءارعشلا ) (2), since it [scil. the spectacle] is the potency of the art 
of praise, <that it is> without effort, and that it [scil. the potency of the art of praise] stems 
from the hypocrites. (3) Furthermore, the perfecBon of the work of the art of the objects 
( باثولاا ) fits more to the verificaBon, when watching, than the art of poets ( ءارعشلا ).7 

1) The Greek ὄψις was translated into Arabic with the term manẓar, which has the same meaning as 
the Greek term, from the broad sense of “sight, view, panorama,” “look(s), appearance, aspect,” 
“prospect, outlook,” to the more parDcular sense of “scene (of a play),” “spectacle,” “stage seung, 
set, scenery.”8 The substanDve adjecDve ψυχαγωγικόν, composed in Greek from the verb ἄγειν and 
the noun ψυχή, refers to the seducing character of the spectacle. It is a word-for-word translaDon 
through the expression muʿazzī li-al-nafs, literally “consoling for the soul.” The Greek adjecDve was 
understood by the Arabic translator from the parDcular, later aTested meaning of the noun 
ψυχαγωγία, “consolaDon”: it is therefore not necessary to correct the Arabic expression with the 
expression muġrin li-al-nafs (seducing for the soul), as does Badawī. Likewise, the Greek 
ἀτεχνότατον was translated with the preposiDon bilā conveying the alpha privaDve and the term 
ṣināʿa (art), and the meaning of the superlaDve was rendered, as is generally the case, with the 
adverb al-baFa. The term “poeDcs” (Greek ἡ ποιητική) has no exact correspondence in the Arabic 
since it was translated with the periphrase ṣināʿa al-šuʿarāʾ, lit. “the art of poets.”  
2) Whereas it was quite easy for someone who knows Aristotle’s doctrine to understand the meaning 
of the first unit, the following passage is more problemaDc, in parDcular because of the absence of 
any cultural Greek reference. First of all, Abū Bišr MaTā interpreted the feminine arDcle ἡ that 
accompanies the noun δύναμις as a pronoun referring to the spectacle (ὄψις, manẓar) menDoned 
at the beginning of the passage. Thus, δύναμις is the aTribute of this pronoun. In other words, the 
spectacle is “the potency of tragedy.” Yet the noDon of tragedy was not correctly rendered with the 
adequate term, since it refers to something unknown to the Arabs. The translator chose to adapt 
the word with a more evocaDve expression in his own language, that is “the art of praise” (ṣināʿa al-
madīḥ). The Greek ἀγῶν that refers to the tragic compeDDon was translated with the term ǧihād, 
“compeDDon,” “fight,” “baTle.” Finally, the Arabic feminine pronoun hiya can refer to “the potency 
of the art of praise,” as indicated in our translaDon, or more simply to “the art of praise.” The Greek 
text does not allow one to make a clear decision, since δύναμις and τραγῳδία are feminine nouns, 
as in Arabic (quwwa, ṣināʿa al-madīḥ). The term ὑποκριταί, referring in Greek to actors of tragedy, 

 
6 Arist. Poet. 6 1450b16–20; ed. Aristotle 2012, tr. Aristotle [1995] 2005.  
7 The Arabic text, corresponding to the Parisinus Arabus 2346, fol. 134v, l. 21–135r, l. 2, is the text edited by Margoliouth 
in Abū Bišr Ma`ā 1887, 17. It is the same text as the one edited by Tkatsch in Abū Bišr Ma`ā 1928, II, 234.21-236.2. We 
have retained the spelling of the manuscript, also used in both ediJons. 
8 Kazimirski, s.v. َظنْمoر , p. 1289, col. 2; Wehr, s.v. َظنْمoر , p. 1146, col. 2. 



  

and by extension to those who behave in a way that disagrees with their beliefs, was rendered with 
al-munāfiqūn, the “hypocrites.”  
3) The last unit of this passage is quite far from the Greek text, probably because of the Syriac 
intermediary from which Abū Bišr MaTā wrote his translaDon. In any case, some occasional 
correspondences can be noted between the Greek and the Arabic, but the syntax is not respected 
and the meaning of the Arabic text is not saDsfying: ἔτι/ayḍān; κυριωτέρα/awlā; τὴν 
ἀπεργασίαν/ʿamal; ἡ τοῦ σκευοποιοῦ τέχνη/ṣināʿa al-awṯāb; τῶν ὄψεων/ʿinda al-baṣr; [τέχνη] τῶν 
ποιητῶν/ṣināʿa al-šuʿarāʾ. The Arabic expression bi-al-taḥqīq has no correspondence in the Greek.  
Because the Arabic translaDon was made from a Syriac intermediary that was realised from a Greek 
copy whose quality is unknown; because both Graeco-Syriac and Syriac-Arabic translators uDlised – 
most of the Dme with success – semanDc equivalents to Greek terms that were not referring to 
anything in the cultural context of ninth-century-Baghdad; and because some Greek terms were 
used in the Poe$cs with parDcular meanings that were correctly rendered into Arabic in spite of their 
obscurity thirteen centuries later: for all these reasons the Arabic translaDon of Abū Bišr MaTā poses 
a significant challenge to the Arabic philosophers who will later write commentaries on the Poe$cs. 
It is also this translaDon that will leave a profound mark and radically influence the way these 
philosophers will interpret Aristotle’s text. 
Ibn al-Nadīm’s Fihrist menDons an abridgment (muḫtaṣar) of the Poe$cs by al-Kindī that is obviously 
not extant. As Henri Hugonnard-Roche states, “there is no reason to idenDfy this abridgment with 
the treaDse On the Art of Poets that is menDoned among the musical works of al-Kindī, as Tkatsch 
et Peters suggest.”9 Several Arabic texts are extant that menDon more or less explicitly the Poe$cs. 
All of them are not commentaries, strictly speaking, and are not necessarily based on a direct reading 
of Aristotle’s treaDse. 
An exhausDve study here would be difficult due to the complex context, the richness of the texts, 
and the major role played by their authors in the development of Arabic philosophy. I will therefore 
approach the topic of the Arabic recepDon of the Poe$cs by considering in a limited perspecDve the 
general presentaDon of a quesDon drawn from one of the works composed by each of the three 
major falāsifa (this term refers to the Arabic philosophers who are the successors of the Greeks). 
Such a decision does not imply that each topic was studied only by the philosopher who will be 
quoted in relaDon to it, rather the seeds of all these topics that characterise the Arabic recepDon of 
the Poe$cs already exist in al-Fārābī’s works. Avicenna and Averroes will later make these quesDons 
their own, each in their own way, in order to include them in their commentaries according to their 
own favourite subjects. 
In any case, the study of the recepDon of the Poe$cs by the falāsifa10 will take into consideraDon 
three different elements.  
1. First of all, the quesDon of the sources. Arabic texts are not systemaDcally based on a direct 
knowledge of Aristotle’s treaDse, but they rather derive from intermediary texts and commentaries 
whose origin is usually Alexandrian. It is not always easy to idenDfy this origin precisely because 
these intermediary texts are lost or liTle known. When they relate to the Arabic version of the 
Poe$cs, the commentaries face the challenge of giving a clear meaning to a text whose literal 
translaDon engendered many obscuriDes and several misinterpretaDons.  
2. Secondly, the inclusion of the Poe$cs and the Rhetoric in the logical corpus of Aristotle that no 
doubt goes back to the Neoplatonist philosopher Simplicius (d. 560). This new organisaDon of the 
Aristotelian logical treaDses, generally designated since Osborne Hardison11 as the “context-theory,” 
had a hermeneuDcal impact on the way the Rhetoric and the Poe$cs were envisaged as logical 

 
9 Hugonnard-Roche 2003, 212.  
10 There is also an Arabic recepJon of the Poe3cs among the theoreJcians of Arabic medieval literature: see Heinrichs 
1969; Heinrichs 1978; Harb 2020.  
11 Hardison 1970; Walzer 1934. 



  

treaDses along with the Categories, the Prior and Posterior Analy$cs, the Topics, and the Sophis$cal 
Refuta$ons.  
3. Thirdly, the Islamic context in which the commentators became the heirs of the philosopher they 
considered as the “First Teacher.” Far from composing servile commentaries, they not only sought 
to defend and illustrate Aristotle’s thought in spite of a rough translaDon, but also endeavoured to 
adapt the doctrine of the Rhetoric and the Poe$cs to their needs and to their philosophical and 
poliDcal interests. 
In order to give a sense of the implicaDons of the Arabic philosophical recepDon of Aristotle’s Poe$cs, 
I will outline:  
1. The quesDon of eclecDcism in the Arabic sources of the Poe$cs, and the influence of the 
Alexandrian heritage with the Epistle on the Canons of the Art of Poetry (Risāla Fī qawānīn sināʾa al-
šiʿr) of al-Fārābī (d. 339/950); 
2. The noDon of imaginaDon (taḫyīl) in the definiDon of poetry and the reconsDtuDon of the poeDcal 
syllogism from its psychological effects with the introductory chapter of the Poe$cs of the Šifāʾ of 
Avicenna (d. 428/1037); 
3. The establishment of universal laws of poetry, the inclusion of Arabic poems, and the ethical and 
poliDcal dimensions of poetry with the Middle Commentary on the Poe$cs of Averroes 
(d. 595/1198). 

2 Al-Fārābī: Eclec4cism of the Sources and the Alexandrian Heritage 

Al-Fārābī dedicated several works to Aristotle’s Poe$cs: in addiDon to the Epistle on the Canons of 
the Art of Poetry (Risāla Fī qawānīn sināʾa al-šiʿr),12 one can menDon the Book on Poetry (Kitāb al-
Šiʾr), also known under the Dtle Ǧawāmiʿ al-Šiʿr (Short Commentary on the Poe$cs),13 and the 
Declara$on about Propor$on and Composi$on (Qawl Fī al-tanāsub wa-al-taʾlīf).14  
The Epistle On the Canons of the Art of Poetry falls within the genre of the Alexandrian prologues 
where their authors endeavour to jusDfy the classificaDon and the rank of the treaDses of the 
Organon, as well as the incorporaDon of the Rhetoric and the Poe$cs into this whole. The Epistle 
contains the seeds of the main themes that the falāsifa will conDnuously deal with, among which 
are the division of poeDcs and its rank in the Organon, and the definiDon of the “poeDcal statement” 
and its link to imaginaDon and falsehood. The text is structured according to the different possible 
classificaDons of the poeDcal art envisaged as a logical art and delineates the disDncDve features of 
poeDcs. These classificaDons are carried out a) according to the kinds of statements, b) by 
disDnguishing poeDcs from sophisDc, c) by disDnguishing imitaDon from analogy, d) by classifying 
the statements according to their degree of truth, e) by classifying the statements according to their 
content and the metres used, f) by disDnguishing three main classes of poets from which the poeDc 
genres are drawn, g) by comparing poetry and painDng from the point of view of maTer, acDvity, 
and intenDon proper to each of these two arts.  
The first classificaDon based on kinds of terms (al-alfāẓ) establishes the following divisions echoing 
to a Platonist dichotomy where each stage of the division introduces a further property. The terms 
(al-alfāẓ) are divided into signifying (dalla) and non-signifying (ġayr dalla) terms; among the 
signifying terms, some are simple (mufrada) and others compound (murakkab); the compound 
signifying terms are in turn divided into statements (aqāwīl) and non-statements (ġayr aqāwīl); the 
statements are either categorical (ǧāzima) or non-categorical (ġayr ǧāzima); among the composed 

 
12 This text was edited for the first Jme by Arberry in al-Fārābī 1938. It was reedited by Badawī in Aristotle 1953, 149–
158, and by Danechpajouh in al-Fārābī 1987, 493–499.  
13 Al-Fārābī 1971. The text was also edited by Danechpajouh in al-Fārābī 1987, 500–503. 
14 Al-Fārābī 1987, 504–506. See also Aouad and Schoeler 2002. 



  

signifying terms that are categorical statements, some are true (ṣādiqa), others false (kāḏiba); the 
laTer are in turn divided into two further kinds: 

Among the <signifying compound terms that are categorical statements> and false: some 
induce in the mind of the hearers the object referred to, taking the place of a statement; 
others induce <in the mind> of the hearers the imitaBon of the object, and these last are 
poeBcal statements.15 

These imitaDons of things have different degrees of perfecDon. Those who deal with poeDcs and the 
various languages and dialects are supposed to study them. This first series of dichotomies can be 
illustrated in the following way (fig. 4.1): 

 
Fig. 4.1. ClassificaBon based on kinds of terms (al-alfāz). 

 
The second kind of classificaDon derives from the first series of dichotomies. Indeed, what 
differenDates poeDcal statements from sophisDcal ones? For both arts seem close to each other 
since they use false statements. PoeDcs is disDnguished from sophisDc from the point of view of 
their proper goals: the sophist seeks to delude his hearer so that he imagines that what is is not, and 
what is not is, whereas the imitator of the thing (al-muḥākī li-al-šayʾ) causes his hearer to imagine, 
not a contrary of what is, but its resemblance (al-šabīh). Such a disDncDon between sophisDc and 
poeDcs is illustrated through an example echoing Plato: for they differ from each other in the same 
way that there is a difference, in the realm of sensaDon, between a person at rest who imagines that 
he is moving as if he was on board a ship travelling (a situaDon that is contrary to the actual 
situaDon), and a person who looks into a mirror. In the laTer case the man does not look at 
something contrary to reality but rather at the likeness of a real object.  
A further division is made by al-Fārābī that introduces the noDon of syllogism (qīyās), notably the 
noDon of “poeDcal syllogism,” which will give rise to many developments on the syllogisDc status of 
poeDcal statements. Syllogisms, as al-Fārābī says, are statements that in general can be divided into 
the following categories: absolutely true statements, and these are demonstraDve statements; 
absolutely false statements, and these are poeDcal statements; mainly true but partly false 
statements, and these are dialecDcal statements; mainly false but partly true statements, and these 
are sophisDcal statements; and statements that are true and false in equal proporDons, and these 

 
15 Al-Fārābī 1987, 493.14–15 (my translaJon). 

al-alfāẓ (terms)

ġayr dalla (non-signifying) dalla (signifying)

mufrada (simple) murakkab (compound)

ġayr aqāwīl (non-statements) aqāwīl (statements)

ġayr ǧāzima (non-categorical) ǧāzima (categorical)

ṣādiqa (true) kāḏiba (false)

statements signifying an object statements imitating an object: 
poetical statements



  

are rhetorical statements. Under these circumstances the poeDcal statement is thus neither 
demonstraDve, nor sophisDcal, nor dialecDcal, nor rhetorical, yet for all that it belongs to a “kind of 
syllogism,” that is what follows the syllogism: 

And I mean by my declaraBon “what follows the <syllogism>,” the inducBon, the example, 
the physiognomy, and what is like, among what has the same power as a syllogism or has 
the power of a syllogism.16 

The second chapter of the Enumera$on of the Sciences (Iḥṣā al-ʿulūm)17 takes back this classificaDon 
and refines it. The parts of logic are eight, and the kinds of syllogisms and the arts using these 
syllogisms are five. Al-Fārābī thus disDnguishes 1) apodicDc syllogisms that are used to reach certain 
science; 2) dialecDcal syllogisms that are composed from notorious statements and are used in 
discussions where opposite theses are defended; 3) sophisDcal syllogisms whose funcDon is to 
deceive an interlocutor by making him believe that what is not true is true and what is true is not 
true; 4) rhetorical syllogisms that persuade one of an opinion in such a way that the soul of the 
interlocutor gives its assent, either stronger or weaker, without any cerDtude being produced; and 
finally 5) poeDcal syllogisms that engender in the soul of the interlocutor imaginaDve imitaDons that 
spur him to act by raising an emoDon or a feeling, without any deliberaDon, invesDgaDon, or thinking 
taking precedence over imaginaDon. 
To each of these five arts corresponds a kind of syllogism, a goal, and an object. Al-Fārābī 
disDnguishes among the eight treaDses of the Organon three preliminary or introducDve treaDses: 
1) the Categories, which gathers the rules for the simple intelligibles and simple terms that refer to 
them; 2) the Peri Hermeneias, which gathers the rules for the simple uTerances that are intelligibles 
composed each from two simple intelligibles and the uTerances composed each from two terms 
referring to these intelligibles; and 3) the Prior Analy$cs, which contains uTerances allowing the 
validity of the syllogisms common to the five demonstraDve arts to be tested. The Posterior Analy$cs 
is the noblest part of logic, whose rules allow one to test apodicDc uTerances. Regarding the last 
four books, their rules are for two reasons: they provide the fourth part with logical tools on the one 
hand; they disDnguish between the different demonstraDve arts and their proper rules on the other 
hand, in order that, for example, when seeking the true and the certain one can avoid using 
dialecDcal or rhetorical procedures, which would lead to strong opinions or persuasion, not to 
cerDtude. These four last books also provide specialists in each of these arts with correct rules for 
using dialecDcal, sophisDcal, rhetorical, and poeDcal demonstraDons. These treaDses are: 1) the 
Topics, which contains the rules allowing for tesDng dialecDcal uTerances and leading a dialecDcal 
discussion; 2) the Sophis$cal Refuta$ons, which provides the rules for those who aim at altering and 
falsifying the truth, or tracking down any deceit; 3) the Rhetoric, whose rules ensure a test of 
rhetorical statements and discourses and their rhetorical validity; 4) the Poe$cs, which contains rules 
for tesDng poetry and poeDcal statements, as well as consDtuDng elements producing poems and 
poeDcal statements. 
 

  Trea%ses Types of 
syllogisms 

Addresses used to establish 
the validity of a thinga 

Preliminary or 
introduc%ve 

trea%ses 

1 
2 
3 

Categories   
Peri Hermeneias   
Prior Analy$cs   

Main trea%ses 4 Posterior Analy$cs apodicBc certain (yaqīniyya) 
 5 Topics dialecBcal opinaBve (ẓunūniyya) 
 6 Sophis$cal Refuta$ons sophisBcal decepBve (muġalliṭa) 
 7 Rhetoric rhetorical persuasive (muqniʿa) 

 
16 Al-Fārābī 1987, 495.2–3 (my translaJon). 
17 Al-Fārābī 1949, 70.6–74.13. 



  

 8 Poe$cs poeBcal imaginaBve (muḫayyila) 
 

Table 4.1. ClassificaBon of the different types of reasoning and rank of the treaBses of the 
Aristotelian Organon, according to al-Fārābī’s Enumera$on of the Sciences 

 
a. Cf. Al-Fārābī 1949, 43. 13–15: “The kinds of addresses that are used in order to establish 
the validity of any <uØerance> in any realm are five in total: certain, opinaBve, decepBve, 
persuasive, and imaginaBve” (my translaBon). 

 
Looking back to al-Fārābī’s Epistle and another possible classificaDon of the poeDcal statements, one 
must menDon the criterium of metre (wazn), which belongs properly to the invesDgaDon of the 
musician or prosodist, and the criterium of content, or subject-maTer (maʿnā). The majority of poets 
do not prescribe now a special metre for each variety of poeDcal theme, as opposed to the ancient 
Greeks, who did so according to the twelve kinds of poetry that would be taken back later by 
Avicenna at the end of the first chapter of the Poe$cs of the Šifāʾ18 and that al-Fārābī assigns to 
Aristotle, ThemisDus, and other commentators of their books who are not all idenDfied. These 
twelve kinds are: i) tragedy (ṭrāġūḏīā), ii) dithyramb (dīṯīrambyī), iii) comedy (qūmūḏīā), iv) iambus 
(aīāmbū), v) drama (drāmāṭā), vi) ainos (aīnī), vii) diagramma or dikaia (dīqrāmī), viii) satyric (sāṭūrī), 
ix) poēmata (`ūmūtā), x) epic (a`qī) and rhetoric (rīṭūrī), xi) amphi geneseôs (anfiǧānāsūs) and xii) 
acousDc (aqūs$qī). Al-Fārābī writes about tragedy: 

Regarding tragedy, it is a kind of poetry having a parBcular metre, affording pleasure to all 
who hear or recite it. <In tragedy> good things are menBoned, praiseworthy maØers 
which are an example for others to emulate, and governors of ciBes are also praised in it. 
Musicians used to sing <these good things and praiseworthy maØers menBoned in 
tragedies> before kings, and whenever a king died, they would insert in its parts [scil. of 
the tragedy] some melodies lamenBng the dead king.19  

Closer to Aristotle (Poe$cs 4 1448b24–1449a6), the Epistle also divides poetry according to the 
nature of each poet, but with the difference that he disDnguishes the presence or the absence of 
any technical knowledge for each of them:20 1) on the one hand, those who are naturally gi�ed and 
have the faculty to find comparisons and examples, either in one form of poetry or in all the forms; 
2) on the other hand, those who have a true knowledge of poeDcal art and its rules and who are 
“syllogising poets” (al-šuʿarāʾ al-musāǧǧisūn) in its full sense; 3) those who imitate the first two 
classes of poets without having any predisposiDon to poetry nor any knowledge of poeDcal rules.  

The final comparison drawn by al-Fārābī at the end of the Epistle is about the art of the poet 
and the art of the painter, like a slight echo to the first chapter of the Poe$cs.21 Whereas the maTer 
(al-mādda) in each art is different since the painter uses colours (al-aṣbāġ) and the poet statements 
(al-aqāwīl), the forms (ṣūrāt) of their arts, their acDviDes (al-afʿāl), and their goal (al-ġaraḍ) are the 
same or at least similar. For the painter and the poet both produce a simile (tašbīh) and seek to carry 
out impressions on the imaginaDon and the senses by means of imitaDons.  
These few examples of the divisions of poeDcal art gathered in al-Fārābī’s Epistle bring to light the 
eclecDcism of its sources that echo Aristotle and Plato. The use of some technical terms or divisions 
undoubtedly reminds one of the Poe$cs, but the inaccuracy and the lack of precision, especially with 
the twelve poeDcal genres assigned to Aristotle, show that, at least in the Epistle, al-Fārābī did not 
have direct access to Aristotle’s Poe$cs, but more likely depended on various sources, teachings, 
readings and successive elaboraDons carried out in the Neoplatonist tradiDon. In any case, al-Fārābī’s 

 
18 Avicenna 1966, 166.1–167.9; Avicenna 1974, 67–68. 
19 Al-Fārābī 1987, 496.3–6 (tr. Arberry in al-Fārābī 1938 slightly revised). 
20 Arist. Poet. 1 1447a18–20.  
21 Arist. Poet. 1 1447a18–23. 



  

Epistle is a crucial text for the Arabic recepDon of the Poe$cs since it raises quesDons that will be 
developed in later commentaries like Avicenna’s Poe$cs of the Šifāʾ.  

3 Avicenna: Poetry, Imagina4on, and the Mechanism of the Poe4cal 
Syllogism 

Avicenna dealt with the Poe$cs in the Philosophy for ʿArūḍī (Al-Ḥikma al-ʿArūḍiyya)22 and the Book 
of the Healing (Kitāb al-Šifāʾ)23 and is influenced by the Farabian tradiDon of the Epistle, since he  
takes back the quesDon of the Poe$cs as being a logical treaDse and tries to jusDfy this status by 
means of the concept of “imaginaDon” (taḫyīl) and the noDon of “poeDcal syllogism.” 
With the excepDon of the first chapter, chapters 2 to 8 of the Poe$cs of the Šifāʾ follow the structure 
of the twenty-six chapters of the Poe$cs, in a more or less abridged and accurate way. Avicenna likely 
used the two Arabic translaDons made by Abū Bišr MaTā and Yaḥyā b. ʿAdī,24 and reuses more or 
less freely Aristotle’s statements introduced by the expression qāla (he said), either by summarising 
them and inserDng some comments, or by introducing interpretaDve passages that are not drawn 
from Aristotle and o�en refer to analogies between rhetoric and poeDcs.  
The introductory first chapter allows one to observe how Avicenna develops and refines the quesDon 
of the status of poetry when he describes the kind of assent that poeDcal statement engenders in 
the soul. He first lists the four consDtuDve elements of poetry, namely, imaginaDve statement, 
rhythm, metre, and rhyme: 

We first say that poetry is imaginaBve speech, composed of uØerances that are measured 
and commensurate – and, in Arabic, rhymed.25  

The logician (al-manṭiqīy) considers poetry only in so far as it is imaginaDve speech (kalām muḫayyil). 
The measure is the proper concern of the musicologist (in terms of invesDgaDon and general 
pracDce) and the prosodist (in terms of scansion and according to the pracDce of each naDon), 
whereas the rhymist considers rhyme as a disDnct science, the science of rhyme (ʿilm al-qawā`).  
How then is one to define the noDon of “imaginaDve” (muḫayyil) which, from a logical point of view, 
makes a speech be called “poeDcal”? 

The imaginaBve is the speech to which the soul yields, accepBng and rejecBng maØers 
without pondering, reasoning or choice. In brief, it is affected toward it [scil. the 
imaginaBve] by a psychological affecBon, not by an intellectual affecBon, whether the 
uØerance produces a convicBon or not.26 

The imaginaDve is defined by the response it raises in the soul, and that is an emoDonal, not a 
raDonal reacDon. The soul is moved by the imaginaDve speech, whereas the speech producing a 
convicDon that is demonstraDve (in the broad sense of the term) engenders convicDon in the soul. 
The imaginaDve speech is therefore differenDated from the speech producing a convicDon 
(muṣaddiq) and that proves the truth and gets from the soul a raDonal response, the convicDon 
(taṣdīq). In other words, the imaginaDve (muḫayyil) speech gets from the soul a psychological 
response, imaginaDon (taḫyīl), whereas the speech producing a convicDon (muṣaddiq) gets from the 
soul a convicDon (tasdīq) that differs according to the kind of demonstraDve statement that was 
produced (from the cerDtude engendered by an apodicDc statement up to persuasion engendered 
by a rhetorical statement). ImaginaDon (taḫyīl) is therefore analogous, for the imaginaDve speech, 
to what convicDon is for the demonstraDve speech: 

 
22 Avicenna 1969.  
23 Avicenna 1966. 
24 Avicenna’s technical vocabulary is different from the one used in Abū Bišr Ma`ā’s translaJon: cf. Dahiyat in Avicenna 
1974, 5–9. 
25 Avicenna 1966, 161.7–8; tr. Dahiyat in Avicenna 1974, 61.5–7. 
26 Avicenna 1966, 161.15–16; tr. Dahiyat in Avicenna 1974, 61.18–62.3 (modified). 



  

 
 

producing a convicBon 
(muṣaddiq) = 

imaginaBve 
(muḫayyil) 

convicBon (taṣdīq) imaginaBon (taḫyīl) 
 
As Ismail Dahiyat indicates, the terms muḫayyil (imaginaDve) and taḫyīl (imaginaDon), deriving from 
the same root ḪYL, have two main aspects: “the first covers the mimeDc or image-making nature of 
poetry as it is disDnguished from the strictly expository and discursive nature of logical statements; 
and the second aspect conveys the parDcular effect of poetry, which is primarily emoDve and 
pleasurable rather than apodicDc and raDocinaDve.”27 
The imitaDon of a thing that is therefore not syllogisDcally demonstrated, and engenders in the soul 
an emoDon or imaginaDve imitaDon that is also characterised by the wonder and pleasure it raises: 

ImitaBon has an element of wonder that truth lacks.28 
The producDon of the image of a thing, that is imitaDon as imitaDve process (al-muḥākāt), provides 
the soul with the result of this imitaDve process, that is the image or imitaDon itself. The result is in 
poetry an imaginaDve statement that raises in the soul an emoDonal response that is disDnguished 
from the convicDon raised by demonstraDve statements. Avicenna adds that this emoDonal 
response is in part due to the effect of wonder that truth lacks.  
The noDon of “wonder” (taʿǧīb) combines pleasure and wonder that result from a poeDc statement. 
It is “a pleasurable emoDon, a psychological appreciaDon of a poeDc image both as a form and as a 
vivid representaDon of an idea or object. This emoDon is so compelling that it arrests the power of 
reasoning and forces the soul to pursue or avoid a potenDal course of acDon or an object of desire.”29 
Such a spur is without any raDonal procedure, as the imaginaDon takes precedence over convicDon: 

But human beings are more amenable to imaginaBve representaBon than to convicBon.30  
Human beings tend to follow what an imaginaDve statement suggests, as its power derives from 
wonder and pleasure, rather than the convicDon conveyed by a demonstraDve, raDonal, statement. 
Furthermore, if wonder and pleasure are caused by the imaginaDve statement itself, that is, by the 
form of this statement (through poeDcal tropes and in parDcular metaphors and metonymies, and 
also through rhymes, metres, and rhythms), convicDon produced by demonstraDve statements draw 
their power from the content, not the form of the speech: 

Both imaginaBve assent and convicBon are [kinds of] compliance. ImaginaBve assent, 
however, is a compliance due to the wonder and the pleasure that are caused by the 
uØerance itself, while convicBon is a compliance due to the realizaBon that the thing is 
what it is said to be. ImaginaBve assent results from the uØerance itself, convicBon from 
what is spoken of, i.e., the focus is on the maØer being conveyed.31 

These elements can be summed up in the following table: 
 

Arts Logical Arts (demonstra%ve, 
dialec%cal, sophis%cal, 

rhetorical) 

Poe%cal Art 

Trea%ses  - Posterior Analy$cs 
- Topics 

Poe$cs 

 
27 Dahiyat in Avicenna 1974, 61, n. 1. 
28 Avicenna 1966, 162.6–7; tr. Dahiyat in Avicenna 1974, 62.15–16. 
29 Dahiyat in Avicenna 1974, 62, n. 5. The noJon of “wonder” (taʿǧīb) became crucial in fith/eleventh-century Arabic 
poetry, to the point that it gave birth to an aestheJc theory: see Harb 2020. See also Schoeler, forthcoming. 
30 Avicenna 1966, 162.5; tr. Dahiyat in Avicenna 1974, 62.12–14. 
31 Avicenna 1966, 162.10–13; tr. Dahiyat in Avicenna 1974, 63.6–12. 



  

- Sophis$cal Refuta$ons 
- Rhetoric 

 
Assent 

 
convicBon (taṣdīq) 

 
imaginaBon (taḫyīl) 

 
Statement 

 
producing a convicBon 
(muṣaddiq): 
- apodicBc syllogism 
- dialecBcal syllogism 
- sophisBcal syllogism 
- rhetorical syllogism 

 
imaginaBve (muḫayyil)  

 
Goal 

 
demonstraBon of the truth 
(ṣidq) 

 
producBon of imaginaBon 
(taḫyīl) and wonder (taʿǧīb) 
that produces pleasure 

 
Prac%cal 

Value 

 
spur to or deter from an 
acBon/maØer 

 
spur to or deter from an 
acBon/maØer 

Table 4.2. Aristotle’s Poe$cs and the other treaBses of the Organon according to 
Avicenna’s Kitāb al-Šifā 

 
The first chapter of the Poe$cs of the Šifāʾ contains further elements characterising the poeDcal art, 
in parDcular the relaDonships between poeDcs and rhetoric envisaged as poliDcal arts; the unlimited 
nature of poeDcal images as opposed to the topics of the rhetoric; the figures from which 
imaginaDve statements are built.  
 
One of the main features of the Avicennian approach is undoubtedly the link between logic and 
psychology. First, the producDon in the soul of imaginaDon by means of poeDcal statements is part 
of the psychological doctrine inherited from Aristotle’s De anima. For representaDon or imaginaDon 
(Greek φαντασία) refers to a faculty intermediary between sensaDon and thought that is defined as 
a movement of the soul generated by actual percepDon.32  
Secondly, Avicenna refines and develops the idea expressed by al-Fārābī in the Epistle, according to 
which a poeDcal statement is an implicit syllogism, or “in potency,”33 and describes the formal 
structure of such a syllogism. The quesDon of the possible syllogisDc structure of a poeDcal 
statement was the subject of several studies34 based on two examples given by Avicenna in the Book 
of Syllogism (Kitāb al-Qiyās),35 on a passage of al-Fārābī’s Declara$on about Propor$on and 
Composi$on (Qawl Fī al-tanāsub wa-al-taʾlīf),36 and on the Book of Poe$cs wriTen by Ibn Ṭumlūs, a 
direct disciple of Averroes.  
In his arDcle dedicated to the poeDcal syllogism,37 Gregor Schoeler suggests a reconstrucDon of this 
logical argument based on the first example given by Avicenna in the Book of Syllogism:  

So-and-so is a moon (because he is handsome).38 

 
32 It is the definiJon given by Arist. De an. 3.3 429a1-2.  
33 Which means that it has the power of a syllogism even though it is not a true syllogism. 
34 Schoeler 1983; Black 1989; Black 1990; Aouad and Schoeler 2002; Aouad 2004. 
35 Avicenna 1964, 57.9–58.4. 
36 Al-Fārābī 1408H (=1987).  
37 Schoeler 1983, 47–53. This arJcle is a complete synthesis devoted to the poeJcal syllogism and divided into eleven 
quesJons. 
38 Avicenna 1964, 57.11–12. 



  

A possible reconstrucDon of the enDre syllogisDc structure for this statement is:39 
 

(Minor premise) [This] man has a beauBful face 
(Major premise) Each person with a beauBful face is a 

moon 
(Conclusion) Therefore, [this] man is a moon 

 
With the middle term (“having a beauDful face”) = M; the subject of the conclusion (“[This] man”) = 
S; the predicate of the conclusion (“moon”) = P; and “a” a universal affirmaDve proposiDon: 

 
S is M 
All M is P 

In other words: S a M 
M a P 

Then S is P  S a P 
 

It is a conclusive syllogism in the first figure, but it differs from normal categorical syllogisms with 
two assertoric premises insofar as its major premise (and therefore its conclusion as well) is not 
assertoric, but contains false proposiDons – or at least proposiDons with figuraDve statements, or – 
to borrow a rhetorical figure of Western nomenclature – metaphors: each person with a beauDful 
face is not a moon, but rather resembles a moon or is like a moon.40 Such premises are poeDcal or 
imaginaDve, that is, they raise an imaginaDon: in the major and in the conclusion the relaDonship of 
the subject to the predicate is the relaDonship of the model to its image. A poeDcal syllogism, adds 
Gregor Schoeler, always appears in the form of only one proposiDon – in the previous example, its 
conclusion “[This] man is a moon” – whereas the enthymeme for example is a truncated syllogism 
whose two proposiDons remain.  
Yet the second example of poeDcal syllogism given by Avicenna in the Book of Syllogism allows one 
to reconstruct the previous poeDcal syllogism as an invalid syllogism in the second figure.41 
Avicenna’s example is the following: “the rose is a mule’s anus in the middle of which dung is visible.” 
Its syllogisDc structure is thus: 
 

(Minor) The rose is a mule’s anus in the middle of which dung is visible. 
(Major) Everything that resembles a mule’s anus (i.e. that is red on the outside and 

yellow on the inside) is dirty and disgusBng.  
(Conclusion) Therefore, the rose is dirty and disgusBng. 

 
The first menDoned example of poeDcal syllogism can therefore be reconstructed as follows:42 
 

(Minor) [This] man is a moon. 
(Major) Each person with a beauBful face is a moon. 
(Conclusion) [This] man has a beauBful face. 

 
According to Deborah Black, the first structure (syllogism in the first figure) would be the paradigm 
which Avicenna “considers to be the foundaDon of poetry’s claim to logical status,” whereas the 
second structure (invalid syllogism in the second figure) would be more audience-oriented,43 insofar 

 
39 Arabic logicians switch the order of the major and the minor premises (see Schoeler 1983, 46).  
40 According to the terminology of the Arabs, it is in both cases (with or without a parJcle of comparison) a “comparison” 
(tašbīh).  
41 See Aouad and Schoeler 2022, 187–188, and Aouad 2004. 
42 Aouad 2002, 267 explains the structure of this syllogism by means of another example. 
43 Black 1990, 231. 



  

as the audience needs to draw the conclusion (“[This] man has a beauDful face”) from the poeDcal 
premise provided to him (“[This] man is a moon”). 

4 Averroes: Arabic Poetry, and the Ethical and Poli4cal Dimensions of the 
Poe$cs 

Averroes wrote two commentaries on the Poe$cs. The Short Commentary on the Book of Poe$cs 
(Ǧawāmiʿ Kitāb al-Šiʿr)44 was composed around 1157; in it Averroes relies on the earlier Arabic 
tradiDon of commentaries on the Poe$cs, since he does not refer to tragedy, bestows a central role 
on the noDon of imaginaDon (taḫyīl) in the definiDon of poetry, and deals with the poeDcal 
syllogism.45 Averroes wrote in 1175 a Middle Commentary on the Poe$cs (Talḫīs Kitāb al-Šiʿr)46 where 
he frees himself from the previous exegeDcal tradiDon and, following his method,47 goes back to the 
source, that is to Aristotle’s text in the Arabic version.  
The Middle Commentary is therefore an exegesis directly composed from the translaDon of Abū Bišr 
MaTā, following through seven chapters the structure of Aristotle’s text. While seeking to rebuild 
the meaning of the Poe$cs in its Arabic version, Averroes is also one of the few commentators who 
reconcile Aristotle’s doctrine with Arabic poetry. He menDons in his Commentary illustraDons drawn 
from pre-Islamic poets like Imruʾ al-Qays (d. ca 500) or al-Aswad ibn Yaʿfur (end of the sixth century) 
up to more recent ones like Abū Firās al-Ḥamdānī (d. 357/968) and al-Maʿarrī (d. 449/1058), 
including Abū Tammām (d. 231/845 or 232/846), Ibn al-Muʿtazz (d. 296/908), or al-Mutanabbī 
(d. 354/965).48  
Two main features characterise Averroes’ Middle Commentary: 1) the narrow interpretaDon of the 
Aristotelian mimēsis as figuraDve speech that leads among other things to an original definiDon of 
the noDons of  reversal and recogniDon; 2) an ethical and poliDcal understanding of poetry, which 
echoes the way Averroes envisioned rhetoric.49 
The Middle Commentary opens on the goal pursued by Averroes, that is to expose the universal 
rules for the composiDon of poems that are common to all naDons: 

The purpose of this discussion (talḫīṣ) is to comment upon those universal rules in 
Aristotle’s Poe$cs that are common to all or most naBons.50 

 
44 Averroes 1977, 83–84 (tr.); 203–206 (ed.); 132–134 (notes).  
45 Schoeler 1980, in parJcular 298, col. 2– 299, col. 2; 300, col. 2. 
46 The three main ediJons of this text are: Averroes 1953, 199–250; Averroes 1971; Averroes 1986a. 
47 Gätje 1964, 59–65. 
48 I would like to thank Loïc Bertrand (Inalco) for his comments on the translaJon and interpretaJon of the Arabic verses 
quoted by Averroes. I am, of course, solely responsible for any errors that may remain in the following remarks. 
49 In the Faṣl al-maqāl (Decisive Trea3se) Averroes underlines the demonstraJve, dialecJcal, and rhetorical arguments 
used in the Qurʾān: “We say: since what is intended by the Law is teaching true science and true pracJce; and teaching 
is of two sorts, forming a concept and bringing about assent, as those adept in dialecJcal theology have explained; and 
there are three methods of bringing about assent for people – demonstraJve, dialecJcal, and rhetorical – and two 
methods of forming concepts, either by means of the thing itself or by means of a likeness of it; and not all people have 
natures such as to accept demonstraJons or dialecJcal arguments, let alone demonstraJve arguments, given the 
difficulty in teaching demonstraJve arguments and the lengthy Jme needed by someone adept at learning them; and 
since what is intended by the Law is, indeed, to teach everyone; therefore, it is obligatory that the Law comprise all the 
manners of the methods of bringing about assent and all the manners of the methods of forming a concept. Since some 
of the methods for bringing about assent – I mean, assent taking place because of them – are common to most people, 
namely, the rhetorical and the dialecJcal, the rhetorical being more common than the dialecJcal; and some of them are 
parJcular to fewer people, namely, the demonstraJve; and what is primarily intended by the Law is taking care of the 
greater number without neglecJng to alert the select [few]; therefore, most of the methods declared in the Law are the 
methods shared by the greater number with respect to concept or assent taking place” (Averroes 2001, §39–40).  
50 Averroes 1986a, 53.5–6; tr. Bu`erworth in Averroes 1986b, 59.3–5. 



  

4.1 Shi$ing from the Imita0on from Tragedy to the Stylis0c Dimension of a Poem 

Whereas Aristotle divided the different mimeDc acDviDes from three criteria – the medium (ἐν οἷς), 
the objects (ἅ), and the mode (ὡς) of imitaDon – Averroes interprets the passage in its Arabic version 
as three different kinds of poeDcal statements (al-aqāwīl al-širʿiyya), also defined as imaginaDve 
because they induce imaginaDon.51  
1) The first kind is defined as “the comparison <of a thing> with <another> thing and its 
representaDon by means of it” (tašbīh bi-shayʾ wa-tamṯīluhu bi-hi). It is realised either (a) by means 
of adverbs of comparison called by Averroes “parDcles of comparison” (ḥurūf al-tašbīh), or (b) 
through the subsDtuDon (ibdāl) of one term with another term. The subsDtuDon is illustrated with 
a verse of the poet Abū Tammām (d. 231/845 or 232/846) about the liberal man: 

He is the sea from whatever direcBon you come to him.52 
Indeed, the abundance of the sea and the generosity of the liberal man are similar since they are 
both ferDle and endless. Averroes adds that subsDtuDon (ibdāl) can take the form of a metaphor 
(is$ʿāra) or a metonymy (kināya). He illustrates both usages with two examples drawn from the poet 
Zuhayr Ibn Abī Sulmā (d. 627) and the Qurʾān: 

Metaphor is like the poet’s statement:  
“The horses of youth and its trapping have been removed,”  
and metonymy is like His statement, may He be exalted,  
“Or if one of you comes from the hollow.”  
However, metonymy is more subsBtuBon with respect to what is linked to the thing, 
whereas metaphor is subsBtuBon with respect to its analogues – I mean, when the 
relaBon between one thing and another is the same as the relaBon between a third thing 
and a fourth, the name of the third may be subsBtuted for the first and conversely.53 

The metaphor of the “horses of youth,” which Averroes does not analyse here, while asserDng that 
it is a four-term analogy54 (where a : b = c : d) could (perhaps) be explained by establishing that the 
removal of the trapping of the youth (liT. the horses) is a metaphor for the end of the passions 
aTached to youth, because the relaDonship of the horses (a) to the reason why they are ridden (b) 
is like the the relaDonship of passions (c) to youth (d), that is a way of achievement. 
The metonymy, defined as the switching of one thing with one of its aTributes or accidents (lawāḥiq) 
concerns, in the verse of the Qurʾān, the plural al-ġāʾiṭ. The broader context of the verse refers to 
the condiDons in which the Prayer must be approached:  

You who believe, do not come anywhere near the prayer if you are intoxicated, not unBl 
you know what you are saying; nor if you are in a state of major ritual impurity – through 
the mosque – not unBl you have bathed.55  

The term ġāʾiṭ refers in its proper sense to caviDes dug in the ground in order to be used as toilets. 
It was translated by Abdel Haleem with “in a state of major ritual impurity.” Al-ġāʾiṭ refers 
metonymically to excrement, and the verse means that one must not approach the Prayer if one 
comes from the toilets and is therefore impure. 
2) The second kind of poeDcal statement consists in inverDng the comparison (an yubaddal al-
tašbīh), like saying “the sun is as though it were such and such a woman” (al-šams ka-annahā fulāna) 

 
51 See Averroes 1986a, 54.11. Cf. Arist. Poet. 1 1447a16-18 and 6 1450a10-12. 
52 Averroes 1986a, 55.2; tr. Bu`erworth in Averroes 1986b, 60.20–21. 
53 Averroes 1986a, 55.4–56.1; tr. Bu`erworth in Averroes 1986b, 61.3–15 (slightly modified). 
54 On metaphor, see also Averroes 2002, II, 311 (3.10.11). 
55 Qurʾān 4:43 (tr. Abdel Haleem, 55). 



  

or “the sun is such and such a woman” (al-šams fulāna), not “such and such a woman is like the sun” 
(fulāna ka-al-šams) nor “she is the sun” (hiya al-šams).56 
3) Regarding the third kind, Averroes only indicates that it is composed from these last two simple 
kinds and provides no example of it. 
Then, following Aristotle’s Poe$cs, Averroes notes that imitaDon is realised by means of three things: 

With respect to poeBcal statements, imitaBon and representaBon come about by means 
of three things: harmonious tune, rhythm, and comparison itself.57 

These first elements corresponding to the first chapter of the Poe$cs (1447a17–18 and 1447a22) 
highlight the hermeneuDcal choice made by Averroes that will dominate the whole commentary. 
While the Aristotelian mimēsis refers to an imitaDve acDvity that may include dancing, flute-playing, 
lyre-playing, epic, tragedy, comedy, etc., Averroes restricts the scope of the mimēsis (al-tašbīh wa-
al- muḥākāt) to poetry alone; that is, discursive imitaDon in a poeDcal genre. Envisaged as an art 
among the arts dealing with logos, poetry acquires a natural place among the logical treaDses.  
The fall back of the noDon of mimēsis, and in parDcular of tragedy, to praise alone brings about an 
original meaning for other central noDons of the Poe$cs. It is for instance the case for reversal (Greek 
περιπέτεια) and recogniDon (Greek ἀναγνώρισις), defined by Aristotle as parts of the plot (τοῦ 
μύθου μέρη) in tragedy in chapter 6 of the Poe$cs,58 and studied in parDcular in chapter 11: 

Reversal is a change to the opposite direcBon of events, as already stated, and one in 
accord, as we insist, with probability or necessity; as when in the Oedipus the person who 
comes to bring Oedipus happiness, and intends to rid him of his fear about his mother, 
effects the opposite by revealing Oedipus’ true idenBty. […] RecogniBon, as the very name 
indicates, is a change from ignorance to knowledge, leading to friendship or to enmity, 
and involving maØers which bear on prosperity or adversity. The finest recogniBon is that 
which occurs simultaneously with reversal, as with the one in the Oedipus. […] But the 
kind most integral to the plot and acBon is the one described: such a joint recogniBon and 
reversal will yield either pity or fear.59 

Both reversal and recogniDon are grasped in the Poe$cs as parts of the plot of the tragedy, while 
Averroes interprets them as two kinds of imaginaDon, “the kind called ‘reversal’ (idārā), and the kind 
called ‘discovery’ (is$dlāl)”:60 

He said: by reversal, I mean first imitaBng the contrary of what is intended to be praised 
by something that the soul flees and then turning to an imitaBon of the praised thing itself 
– as when one wants to imitate happiness and happy people one begins by first imitaBng 
misery and miserable people, then turns to an imitaBon of happy people and does so by 
means of the contrary of that by which he imitated miserable people. Now discovery is 
simply imitaBon of something.61  

The best discovery is the discovery mixed with reversal. Both kinds can be carried out for animated 
and inanimate things in order to raise imaginaDon: 

The kind of discovery that he menBoned – I mean, discovery and reversal with respect to 
inanimate things – predominates in the poem of the Arabs. It is like the statement of Abū 
al-Ṭayyib:62  

 
56 Charles Bu`erworth’s disJncJon between šams (feminine), the sun, and šams (masculine), the clasp, does not seem 
relevant to the context of this passage. It seems that the change of gender is rather due to a copyist’s error, and that the 
four examples given here refer to a comparison between a woman and the sun.   
57 Averroes 1986a, 57.1–3; tr. Bu`erworth in Averroes 1986b, 62.17–63.1. 
58 Arist. Poet. 6 1450a33–35. 
59 Arist. Poet. 11 1452a22–26; 1452a29–33; 1452a36–1452b1; tr. Aristotle [1995] 2005. 
60 Averroes 1986a, 80.8–9; tr. Bu`erworth in Averroes 1986b, 87.15–16. 
61 Averroes 1986a, 81.1–5; tr. Bu`erworth in Averroes 1986b, 87.26–35 (slightly modified). 
62 Scil. Abū al-Ṭayyib al-Mutanabbī.  



  

“How many secret visits have you made to the Bedouins,  
           when they were asleep, even more cunning than those of the wolf! 

I visited them when the darkness of night interceded in my favor,  
     and I would slip away, when the morning whiteness calls people to take him on.” 

Now the first verse is a discovery and the second reversal. Because these two verses 
combine both sorts of imitaBon, they are excepBonally fine.63 

The poet starts with the representaDon of the opposite of the praiseworthy, i.e. the reprehensible 
help he receives from the night to accomplish his misdeed,64 and then goes on to represent the 
praiseworthy directly (i.e. the day’s denunciaDon of the malefactor).  
Thus, the noDons applied to tragedy in Aristotle are now transposed into the lexical level of the 
poem. Reversal and discovery are two kinds of imitaDon, that is, two figured stylisDc devices that 
are carried out at the level of the verse. 

4.2 An Ethical and Poli0cal Poetry 

The Rushdian interpretaDon of the Aristotelian mimēsis is therefore characterised by the use of 
poeDcal, imaginaDve statements65. Given this strong hermeneuDcal choice, it is necessary to 
consider how Averroes understood the two central concepts of the Poe$cs, tragedy and comedy. 
Influenced by the Arabic translaDon, Averroes bestows on them a new definiDon. Indeed, they were 
translated into Arabic with the expressions ṣināʿa al-madīḥ (art of praise) and ṣināʿa al-hiǧāʾ (art of 
saDre) respecDvely. As a result, he also defines the poem and the poeDcal statement by taking into 
account their ethical content: 

He said: every poem and poeBc statement is either saBre or praise. This becomes evident 
from an inducBve examinaBon of poems, especially their poems about voluntary maØers 
– I mean, about the noble and the base.66 

The poeDcal statement is thus defined from the object imitated, which is restricted to “voluntary 
maTers.” These voluntary maTers are also defined in the Nicomachean Ethics – also known by 
Averroes, who commented on it67 – as the thing whose principle is in the agent and its agent knows 
its parDculars in which the acDon consists.68 And since it is within our power to be good or bad, vices 
and virtues are also in our power: 

That is, the things which are in our power to do are in our power not to do, and we may 
also say No in regard to the things in regard to which we may say Yes. If the doing of good 
is in our power, the doing of evil is also in our power, and when the doing of good and evil 
deeds is in our power, similarly not to do them is within in our power. This is the meaning 
of our being good or bad, so that it is within our power to be good or bad.69  

Poetry is thus ethical due to the kind of objects it imitates and because its funcDon is to spur to 
virtuous acDons and to deter from non-virtuous acDons: 

 
63 Averroes 1986a, 81.10–15; tr. Bu`erworth in Averroes 1986b, 88.7–21 (modified). 
64 In this moJf of the prohibited visit, the poet never claims that it is a legiJmate acJon; on the contrary, it is because it 
is a transgression that it is a reason for pride.   
65 See Woerther, forthcoming b. 
66 Averroes 1986a, 54.7–9; tr. Bu`erworth in Averroes 1986b, 59.20–60.3 (slightly modified). 
67 Averroes’ Middle Commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics is now lost in its Arabic version. It is now extant in its 
medieval LaJn and Hebraic translaJons. The Hebrew was edited by Berman in Averroes 1999. The enJre LaJn text is 
now extant in nine manuscripts, and some LaJn fragments are also kept in three manuscripts. There is no complete 
criJcal ediJon of this text, and only Book X was edited in Woerther 2018, whose introducJon provides a full descripJon 
and an exhausJve study of the relaJonships between the different witnesses.  
68 Cf. Arist. Eth. Nic. 3.3 1111a22–24; ed. Aristotle 1995, 193.6–7. 
69 Arist. Eth. Nic. 3.7 1113b7–14; ed. Aristotle 1995, 207.1–4 (text) and 204.32–206.7 (tr.).  



  

He said: because those who make imitaBons and comparisons seek thereby to encourage 
the performance of some voluntary acBons and discourage others, the things they seek 
to imitate must necessarily be either virtues or vices. That is to say, every acBon and every 
character follow from one of these two – I mean, from virtue and vice. […] Since every 
comparison and imitaBon70 is concerned only with the noble and the base, it is clear that 
in every comparison and imitaBon only embellishment and depreciaBon are sought.71 

4.3 The Incita0ve Func0on of Poetry and the Role of Pleasure 

Poetry is defined by the pleasure it raises in the soul of the addressee, by mean of some melodies, 
some metres, and also because comparisons and imitaDons, through metaphors, metonymies, and 
more generally stylisDc figures, are linked to pleasure in humans. This is what Aristotle writes in the 
Poe$cs when he recalls that we take pleasure in contemplaDng imitated things while we would not 
take any pleasure in actually perceiving them.72  
The pleasure humans take in imitaDons explains why instrucDon uses images or illustraDons. For 
they make easier the comprehension of what needs to be conveyed, since they are pleasant and 
raise the imaginaDon of the hearers:  

Because of this [scil. man naturally delights and rejoices in making imitaBons], illustraBons 
are used in instrucBon and in conversaBon to foster understanding. Indeed, due to the 
pleasure exisBng in illustraBons as a result of the imitaBon in them, they are a tool that 
tends to produce understanding about the intended object. Through the pleasure the soul 
takes in them, it becomes more completely recepBve to that object.73 

The pleasure taken in images or illustraDons that are similar to actual maTers and are used in 
instrucDon is like the pleasure that is brought into play in the realm of ethics – both in the acquisiDon 
of virtues and the performance of virtuous acDons74 – and that is more generally a central part in 
human life.75 The habituaDon of the soul towards pleasure and pain taken where and when it is 
necessary is the disDncDve mark of moral instrucDon that makes a man capable of living in society. 
Likewise, an instrucDon that is undertaken by means of pleasant imaginaDve poeDcal statements is 
the condiDon for an effecDve educaDon and moral progress.   

4.4 Poe0cal and Rhetorical Statements, and the Poli0cal Func0on of Poetry 

PoeDcal statements intended to achieve ethical progress and to encourage to virtuous acDons by 
means of imaginaDon share some common features with rhetorical statements. They both address 
hearers whose logical ability and reasoning are limited, as opposed to the philosopher who is able 
to follow and produce apodicDc demonstraDons. PoeDcal and rhetorical statements thus convey 
ethical truths only by means of tools that do not have the binding nature of demonstraDons but 
carry out the persuasive power of images.  
The poliDcal value shared by poeDcs and rhetoric appears clearly in a passage of Averroes’ 
Commentary, where the qualitaDve parts of praise are listed and the belief (iʿ$dāl, corresponding to 
the Greek διάνοια) is menDoned: 

 
70 The Arabic word ḥikāyā is used here as a strict synonym for muḥākāt. 
71 Averroes 1986a, 59.2–4; 8–10; tr. Bu`erworth in Averroes 1986b, 66.2–8; 13–16 (modified). 
72 Arist. Poet. 4 1448b6–19.  
73 Averroes 1986a, 63.9–12; tr. Bu`erworth in Averroes 1986b, 69.18–25. 
74 On the central role played by pleasure (and pain) in acquiring moral virtues and performing moral acJons, see Arist. 
Eth. Nic. 2.2 1104b3–29.  
75 The enJrety of Book 10 of the Eth. Nic. is dedicated to the noJon of pleasure. On its Commentary by Averroes, see 
Woerther 2018.  



  

The third part of the art of praise – I mean, the one subsequent to the second – is belief. 
This is the ability to imitate what exists or does not exist in such and such a way. This is 
like the explanaBon undertaken in rhetoric that something does or does not exist, except 
that rhetoric undertakes it by means of persuasive statement and poetry by means of 
imitaBve statement. This imitaBon is also found in scriptural statements.  
He said: the earliest founders of regimes used to content themselves with establishing 
beliefs in the souls by means of poeBcal statements unBl later ones became aware of 
rhetorical methods. The difference between the poeBcal statement that urges belief and 
that which urges habit is that the one that urges habit urges that something be done or 
avoided, whereas the statement that urges belief only urges that something does or does 
not exist, not that it is to be pursued or avoided.76 

PoeDcal and rhetorical statements are addressed to a majority whose raDonal ability is limited and 
whom Arabic philosophy also defines as “the mass” (al-ʿāmma) opposed to “the “elite” (al-ḫāssa). 
While rhetorical statements aim at persuading, by means of enthymemes, that something is or is 
not, poeDcal statements aim at imagining, or imitaDng in the soul, something that is to be fled or 
pursued, since praise spurs one to voluntary acDons.  
Further issues could be studied in order to beTer characterise the nature and the use of poeDcal 
statements in Averroes’ Commentary on the Poe$cs, such as: the necessary imitaDon of a real, non-
ficDve, maTer; the noDon of taʿǧīb (wonder) linked to poetry since at least Avicenna; the hierarchy 
between imaginaDve statements, melody (laḥn) and metre (wazn); the role of the delivery (al-aḫḏ 
bi-al-wuǧūh) in poetry and in rhetoric; the figure of Homer; the rules for composing a poem, etc.  
From Abū Bišr MaTā’s Arabic translaDon Averroes endeavoured to ensure coherence and 
consistency in Aristotle’s text by referring to earlier commentaries on the Poe$cs and highlighDng 
the poliDcal value of poetry. Envisaged as a discursive way to address the mass and give it an ethical 
educaDon, the poeDcal statement is thus logical, aestheDcal, and poliDcal.  

5 Conclusion 

This brief sketch is far from exhausDng the main difficulDes posed to al-Fārābī, Avicenna, and 
Averroes when they commented on the Arabic version of Aristotle’s Poe$cs. While doing so, the 
three falāsifa were depending on intermediary sources and on Arabic translaDons that had to 
include cultural realia unkown to the Arabs. They also inherited the Alexandrian Organon where the 
Rhetoric and the Poe$cs are envisaged as logical treaDses. Lastly, they lived in the cultural and 
religious context of Islam and always saw themselves as the true heirs of the “First Teacher”. They 
thereby took over and developed the doctrine of the Poe$cs as it resulted from the many filters of 
translaDons, and in parDcular Abū Bišr MaTā’s translaDon. 
By trying to impose coherence and unity on a text that emerged from centuries of interpretaDons, 
these three figures show that the noDon of tradiDon is not a return to origins, but rather what allows 
one to be part of a history; it is not being faithful to a text, but rather what urges the reader to 
discover a new meaning. It is this sense that Hermannus Alemannus sought to rediscover in 125677 
when, faced with the Arabic version of the Poe$cs, he chose to turn to Averroes’ Commentary on 
the Poe$cs: 

Then, when I achieved with great difficulty the translaBon of Aristotle’s Rhetoric, as I 
aimed at geäng ahold of his Poe$cs, I found it so challenging due to the divergence 
between Greek metres and Arabic metres and because of the obscuriBes of the 
vocabulary and for some other reasons, I admiØed being simply incapable of entrusBng 
the translaBon of this work to LaBn studies. I therefore seized the explicaBve ediBon, 

 
76 Averroes 1986a, 71.10–72. 6; tr. Bu`erworth in Averroes 1986b,78. 6–24 (slightly modified). 
77 At this Jme the Graeco-LaJn translaJon by William of Moerbeke was not yet available, as it was made only in 1278. 



  

made by Averroes, of this treaBse, according to what he could draw as something 
intelligible from it, and I rendered it, as much as I could, into LaBn.78   
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