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In rendering Ibn Sīnā’s Canon, several Arabic terms possess conceptual breadth that cannot be confined to a single English equivalent. Their meanings extend across physiology, philosophy, and metaphysics; thus, our translation will preserve their precision through a balance of English and selective transliteration.

The word ṭibb denotes not merely medicine as an applied craft, but a comprehensive science of health, encompassing the knowledge of the body’s constitution, its preservation, and the restoration of balance when disturbed. Ibn Sīnā treats it as a rational discipline, governed by causes and demonstrable laws, rather than a mere accumulation of remedies.

Central to his physiology is the notion of mizāj, or temperament—the equilibrium arising from the blending of the four arkān, the primary elements of nature: fire, air, water, and earth. This balance of qualities—heat, cold, moisture, and dryness—determines the nature of bodies and the dispositions of living beings. We shall retain mizāj in transliteration, while rendering its meaning as “temperament” where context allows.

The elements themselves, arkān (singular rukn), will be translated as “elements,” but when Ibn Sīnā employs them philosophically—as the fundamental components of corporeal existence—the Arabic form will occasionally be retained.

The ṭabīʿa, or “nature,” is another central concept: it is the inner power or principle that directs each body toward its proper motion and function. It will generally appear in English as nature, though where Ibn Sīnā speaks of it as a specific physiological force—distinct from voluntary action—it may appear as ṭabīʿa.

The quwā—the “powers”, “faculties”, or “potential” of the body—comprise the vital, natural, and psychic functions by which life is maintained. This plural term (quwā, singular quwwa) will usually be rendered as “faculty” or “power,” depending on the context: the quwwa ḥayawāniyya (vital faculty), quwwa ṭabīʿiyya (natural faculty), and quwwa nafsāniyya (psychic faculty).

Another fundamental pair of terms is rūḥ and nafs. The rūḥ (spirit) refers, in the medical sense, to the subtle substance generated in the heart and conveyed through the arteries as the carrier of life and sensation. The nafs (soul; self), though more philosophical, represents the principle of perception and movement, connected yet distinct from the corporeal rūḥ.

The term qānūn, meaning “law” or “canon,” lends its title to the entire work. It signifies a system of universal principles that govern the art of medicine. In translation, it will appear as Canon when referring to the book itself, and as law or universal rule when used within the text.

When Ibn Sīnā speaks of tashrīḥ, he means anatomical exposition—the dissection and explanation of organs in relation to their functions (manāfiʿ). Both terms—tashrīḥ and manfaʿa—will be preserved in transliteration on first mention, followed thereafter by “anatomy” and “function.”

The aʿḍāʾ (organs) are the structural members of the body, each possessing a purpose and composition suited to its role. The aʿḍāʾ basīṭa (simple organs) are the primary tissues such as bone, nerve, and muscle, while the aʿḍāʾ murakkaba (compound organs) are formed from them—like the hand, eye, or liver.

Ibn Sīnā’s discussion of substances will distinguish between adwiya mufrada and adwiya murakkaba: simple and compound drugs. The first are natural substances used singly; the second are mixtures prepared according to specific ratios. For these, we will use “simple drug” and “compound drug,” retaining adwiya mufrada and adwiya murakkaba only in the introductory passages of each section.

Finally, the term aqrābādhīn designates the pharmacopoeia—the collection of recipes, compounds, and methods of preparation. It was originally a Greek term (grabadin) adopted into Arabic medical literature. In the translation, Aqrābādhīn will be kept as a proper title for Ibn Sīnā’s fifth book, and rendered as “Pharmacopoeia” in descriptive use.

Now...

Volume I — The Foundations of Natural Temperament and the Four Humors

(From Ibn Sīnā’s Canon of Medicine, Ancient Wisdom Collection)

In this opening volume of Ibn Sīnā’s monumental Canon of Medicine, the reader enters the living architecture of classical science—where health and disease are governed by balance, not chance. Here, the philosopher-physician unfolds the universal principles of life: the elemental roots of nature, the temperaments that shape bodies and dispositions, and the four humors—blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile—through which vitality circulates and decline begins.

With clarity and precision, Ibn Sīnā reveals how moderation sustains existence and how its disturbance gives rise to illness. This first book thus forms the foundation of the entire medical art, offering both the logic and the ethics of care that unite body, soul, and cosmos.

The Ancient Wisdom Collection continues with the subsequent volumes of the Canon, each devoted to a distinct realm of knowledge—from the organs and their faculties, to the causes and cures of disease, and the composition of remedies—restoring to view one of humanity’s most enduring systems of thought.
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Book One

On the General Principles of the Science of Medicine
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The first book on the universal principles of the science of medicine comprises four parts.

The first part concerns the definition of medicine and its subject matters among the natural sciences. It includes six teachings.
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First Teaching
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The first teaching consists of two sections.

Section One

I say: Medicine is a science through which one learns the conditions of the human body, viewed in respect to health and its loss, so that health may be preserved when it exists and restored when it has departed.

Someone may object and say that medicine is divided into theory and practice, yet you have made it entirely theoretical by defining it as a science. To such an objector we reply: Among the arts are those that are theoretical and those that are practical; and among the sciences of wisdom are also those that are theoretical and those that are practical. Likewise, in medicine there are aspects that are theoretical and others that are practical. However, the meaning of “theoretical” and “practical” is not the same in every context. It is not our present purpose to explain the difference in all cases, but only as it pertains to medicine.

When it is said that medicine is partly theoretical and partly practical, one should not suppose that this means the theoretical part belongs to knowledge alone while the practical part belongs solely to bodily action—as many who have examined this subject have mistakenly imagined. Rather, one must understand that the foundations of medicine are of two kinds: one is the knowledge of principles, and the other is the knowledge of the manner of their application. The first of these is properly called science or theory, and the second is called practice.

By theory in medicine we mean instruction that aims only at conviction and understanding, without concern for the manner of physical execution—such as when we say in medicine that fevers are of three kinds, or that temperaments are of nine. By practice we do not mean the manual or physical exercise itself, but that part of medical science whose instruction yields an opinion or judgment about how an act should be performed. For example, when it is said that in treating hot swellings one must first apply remedies that repel, cool, and resolve; then, after the initial stage, mix the cooling agents with softeners; and finally, when the inflammation subsides, restrict the treatment to softening and dissolving remedies—except in cases where the swelling arises from matter expelled by a principal organ—such an instruction provides a theoretical judgment regarding the manner of action.

Thus, when you have acquired both kinds of knowledge—the theoretical and the practical—you possess the complete science of medicine, even if you have never personally performed a treatment.

It should not be objected that the conditions of the human body are three—health, disease, and a third state that is neither health nor disease—whereas we have mentioned only two. For whoever reflects on this will find that neither the tripartition nor its omission is necessary. And even if such a tripartition were admitted, our statement that medicine concerns “the loss of health” already includes both disease and the intermediate state that is neither. For health is a disposition or condition by which the acts proper to the body are performed correctly. Whatever lacks this character stands as its contrary, whether or not it is a complete disease.

It is not our purpose to dispute with the physicians on this point; they are not accustomed to debate such matters, and such debates yield no benefit for medicine itself. The inquiry into the truth of these distinctions belongs rather to another art—the art of logic—and whoever desires that knowledge must seek it there.

Section Two

As for the subject matters of medicine: since medicine considers the human body in respect to its health and its loss, and since knowledge of anything is only complete when its causes are known, it follows that in medicine one must know the causes of health and disease. These causes, and the states they produce, may be evident to the senses or hidden, perceptible only by inference from their effects. Hence, medicine must also study those symptoms and accidents that occur in health and in disease.

It has been established in the demonstrative sciences that true knowledge of a thing arises through knowledge of its causes and its principles, when such exist; and when they do not, then through knowledge of its essential accidents and necessary attributes. The causes are of four kinds: material, efficient, formal, and final.

The material causes are the underlying substances in which health and disease subsist. The nearest of these subjects is the organ or the spirit; the more remote are the humors; and beyond these, the elements (arkān). These latter are subjects according to composition, though also according to transformation, for in every composition and transformation the multiplicity of parts tends toward some unity. That unity in this context is either a mizāj (temperament), in so far as it arises through transformation, or a hayʾa (configuration), in so far as it arises through structure.

The efficient causes are those that change or preserve the conditions of the human body: the air and its qualities, foods, waters, and beverages, evacuation and retention, the regions and dwellings, bodily and psychic motions and rests—including sleep and wakefulness—the changes that occur with age, differences of species and occupations, habits, and whatever external factors come into contact with the body, whether agreeable to nature or contrary to it.

The formal causes are the temperaments, the faculties that arise from them, and the various compositions of the organs. The final causes are the actions themselves; and to know these actions necessarily requires knowledge of the faculties and of the spirits that bear them, as will be explained later.

These, then, are the subject matters of the medical art, insofar as it investigates the human body—how it remains healthy and how it falls ill. But from the standpoint of the perfection of this investigation, which is to preserve health and remove disease, medicine must also consider additional subjects corresponding to the causes
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