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Editor’s General Note
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This volume presents a curated selection of passages from the medical writings of Ibn Sina on the subject of riyāḍa—exercise, disciplined movement, and the cultivation of bodily strength. Drawn primarily from his Canon of Medicine (al-Qānūn fī al-ṭibb), these selections bring together dispersed discussions into a unified thematic whole, offering the reader a coherent view of his theory of movement, health, and healing.

In Ibn Sīnā’s medical system, exercise is not an isolated practice but a foundational (asāsī; jawharī) element of regimen. Alongside food and sleep, riyāḍa forms one of the principal means by which the body preserves its balance and resists disease. His treatment of exercise, however, goes beyond practical advice. It reflects a deeper understanding of the human body as a dynamic system; one in which nourishment, transformation, and elimination are continuous processes requiring careful regulation. Riyāḍa, in this framework, is the force that sustains motion, or broadly speaking change, within the body, prevents harmful accumulation, and supports the vital heat (energy) that underlies all physiological activity.

The passages translated in this volume reveal both the breadth and precision of Ibn Sīnā’s thought. He considers the timing of exercise, its intensity, and its adaptation to individual temperament, age, and condition. He examines its role in prevention as well as in treatment, and he situates it within a broader regimen that includes massage, bathing, diet, and rest. What emerges is not a collection of isolated recommendations, but a carefully integrated system in which each element contributes to the maintenance of health.

In preparing this volume, the aim has been to preserve the integrity and tone of the original text while rendering it in clear and accessible English for a non-specialized reader. Technical terms have been translated with attention to both their historical meaning and their conceptual function within Ibn Sīnā’s framework. Where necessary, transliterations have been retained to maintain fidelity to key concepts that resist simple equivalence. The structure of the original has been respected, but the material has been organized thematically to allow the reader to follow the development of ideas more easily.

This work is intended for a wide audience: students of the history of medicine, scholars of Islamic intellectual tradition, and readers interested in the philosophical foundations of health and the body. It may also serve as a point of reflection for contemporary discussions on exercise and well-being, not as a replacement for modern science, but as a reminder that the question of how to live well has long been approached through careful observation, disciplined reasoning, and an appreciation for balance.

The present volume is part of the Ancient Wisdom Collection, a series dedicated to presenting classical texts in accessible and coherent form while preserving their intellectual depth. Each volume seeks to illuminate a central theme within the broader tradition, offering both faithful translation and thoughtful arrangement.

What Ibn Sīnā offers in these pages is a vision of the body not as a static object, but as a living system sustained by motion. To care for it is to understand its rhythms, to guide its processes, and to maintain the balance upon which life depends.
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Note on the Text and Translation
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The present translation does not follow a continuous, sequential path through The Canon of Medicine from beginning to end. Rather, it is a thematic reconstruction, guided by a single organizing concept: riyāḍa (exercise).

Two principles have governed the selection of texts included here.

First, the translation contains complete renderings of the chapters in which Ibn Sīnā treats riyāḍa as a primary subject—most notably in Book I, where exercise is presented systematically as a foundational element of the preservation of health.

Second, it includes identifiable references to riyāḍa across Books I–IV of the Canon. These references often appear within broader discussions—of digestion, temperament, disease, regimen, or specific organs—and are therefore necessarily excerpted from their larger contexts. Each passage, however brief, has been translated in full at the level at which riyāḍa is invoked, so as to preserve both linguistic integrity and conceptual precision.

As a result, the reader will encounter two distinct forms of material:

	Extended, continuous chapters, where riyāḍa is treated as a central topic; and 

	Shorter, discontinuous passages, drawn from diverse sections of the work, where riyāḍa appears as a contributing factor within a wider medical argument.


This structure may give the impression of abrupt transitions or fragmentation. Such discontinuity reflects not a deficiency of the translation, but the dispersed nature of Ibn Sīnā’s treatment of riyāḍa. While he offers a formal account in specific chapters, he also invokes it repeatedly—across physiology, pathology, and regimen—as an underlying principle.

It should also be noted that no references to riyāḍa have been identified in Book V of The Canon; accordingly, the present translation is limited to Books I–IV.

The aim of this editorial approach is to allow the reader to apprehend riyāḍa in its full scope—not only as a defined practice, but as a concept that permeates Ibn Sīnā’s medical system. The apparent fragmentation of the text thus mirrors a deeper unity: the recurrence of a single principle across multiple domains of inquiry.

Key technical terms—such as mizāj (temperament), fuḍūl (residual matter), and ḥarāra gharīziyya (innate heat)—have been translated with attention to their function within Ibn Sīnā’s system. Where necessary, transliterations are retained or clarified in the glossary to preserve their conceptual precision. The translation seeks not only to convey the literal sense of the text, but also to reflect the internal logic by which Ibn Sīnā understands the body as a dynamic system of transformation, balance, and regulation.

The Arabic passages underlying this volume have been translated in full in a separate working layer during the preparation of this text. These more literal renderings have informed the present version at every stage, ensuring fidelity to the source while allowing for stylistic coherence in English. They are not reproduced here in full, as the purpose of this volume is to present a readable primary text rather than a critical edition. The reader is thus offered a text that remains close to Ibn Sīnā’s language and thought, while being shaped for clarity and continuity.

This approach reflects the intention of the Ancient Wisdom Collection: to make foundational texts accessible without diminishing their intellectual depth. The goal is neither paraphrase nor strict literalism, but a disciplined translation, produced by expert translators and editors, that allows the original voice to emerge with clarity, structure, and integrity.
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On riyāḍa and the Order of Life in Ibn Sīnā

In the medical thought of Ibn Sīnā, the preservation of health begins with movement, transformation, and change. Medicine, in this view, is the art of integrating these processes into a coherent whole. The human being, as Ibn Sīnā understands it, is not a static body maintained by substances, but a living system sustained through processes. The human body must take in nourishment even though no nourishment is perfectly assimilated. At every stage of digestion, something remains—residues that the body cannot fully transform. These remnants do not disappear on their own. They accumulate, layer upon layer, until they acquire weight, quality, and consequences. What begins as a trace becomes, over time, a burden. And from this burden arise the conditions of disease: putrefaction, imbalance of temperament, obstruction, swelling, and the corruption of the vital spirit itself.

Nature attempts to resolve this. It works continuously to expel what is superfluous. But its efforts are incomplete. If left to itself, it does not fully clear what must be cleared. One may intervene with drugs, forcing evacuation through artificial means. Still, this remedy is imperfect and costly in many ways. It does not distinguish cleanly between what is harmful and what is necessary. In removing excess, it also diminishes what sustains life—sound humors, innate moisture, even something of the vital spirit. The body is relieved, but the body is also weakened in the process.

It is here that Ibn Sīnā situates riyāḍa.

He defines riyāḍa simply: voluntary movement that compels deep and repeated breathing. But this simplicity conceals its reach and its virtues. Properly ordered, moderate in degree, and placed at the right moment within the cycle of life, riyāḍa accomplishes what medicine attempts but cannot fully achieve. It prevents the accumulation that makes intervention necessary. It stirs a subtle heat within the body; a heat that dissolves what gathers each day. It sets matter in motion, guiding it toward its proper exits, so that no significant residue is allowed to remain. What medicine removes after the fact, riyāḍa forestalls at the source.

From this point forward, movement is no longer an accessory to health; it is the condition of health. The implications unfold gradually across the Canon. In childhood, movement appears not as prescription but as nature itself in action. The child inclines toward motion as though compelled by an inner necessity. Growth depends on it. Without it, nourishment is not properly distributed, and development falters. However, even here, excess is dangerous. To force the body before it is ready is to deform what is still forming. Thus, from the beginning, riyāḍa must be governed, not just encouraged, or recommended.

As life advances, the measure changes. What was once abundant becomes moderated. What was once spontaneous becomes deliberate. In maturity, exercise is no longer the driver of growth but the maintainer of balance. In old age, it becomes something else again: a means of preservation in the face of decline, adapted to the weakness of organs and the diminishing strength of the body. Movement is never abandoned, but it is always recalibrated—systems reconfigured to accommodate external and temporal factors. The same principle persists, but its application shifts with time.

Of note, riyāḍa does not belong only to the human body. Ibn Sīnā observes its imprint in the very substances that nourish that body. Animals that move more produce flesh that is lighter, more refined, more easily transformed into living tissue. Those that are sedentary yield the opposite. Movement leaves its mark before ingestion, shaping the quality of what is consumed. The body is thus sustained not only by what it does, but by what has already been done in the things it takes in. Motion precedes nourishment and nourishment carries the trace of motion.

Within disease, the role of riyāḍa becomes more intricate. It is neither uniformly beneficial nor uniformly harmful. Its effect depends entirely on its relation to the state of the body. Performed in a state of repletion, it disperses what has not yet been digested, driving crude matter into places where it does not belong. Performed after purification, it restores order, strengthens organs, and resolves what remains. The same act, differently placed, produces opposite results. What matters is not movement alone, but its timing within the sequence of processes that constitute life.

For this reason, riyāḍa is never treated in isolation, a principle
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