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Lying preserved in the Ayasofya Library in Istanbul is an astonish-
ing manuscript. Written by the ninth century CE polymath, Ab‰ 
Zayd al-BalkhÏ, it tackles more than eleven centuries ago mental 
and psychological disorders which seem commonplace to us today.  
 
Al-BalkhÏ explains symptoms and treatments giving advice on preven-
tive measures and how to return the body and soul to their natural 
healthy state. In doing so he displays a keen understanding of the 
human condition and the medical nature of the human emotional 
state. An astonishing feat given that many of the conditions he dis-
cusses were left largely unknown and untreated for centuries before 
being clinically defined as such, only as relatively recently as the 20th 
century. A genius, his insights on human psychopathology as well as 
diagnoses of psychological ailments including stress, depression, fear 
and anxiety, phobic and obsessive-compulsive disorders, together 
with their treatment by cognitive behavior therapy, relate to us in 
every way and are in sync with modern psychology. Importantly they 
also incorporate a greater dimension to include the soul and the  
worship of God. 
 
Entitled Ma|¥li^ al-Abd¥n wa al-Anfus (Sustenance for Bodies and  
Souls) al-BalkhÏ‘s manuscript is composed in two distinct parts. This 
work forms an English translation of the second (Sustenance of the 
Soul). The latter being perhaps of greater interest to readers given the 
worldwide increase in anxiety and mood disorders. 
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Foreword

Lying preserved in the Ayasofya Library in Istanbul, 
Turkey is an astonishing manuscript. Written in two 
distinct parts, forming two separate works, it is by the 
well-known ninth century ce polymath, Ab‰ Zayd 
A^mad ibn Sahl al-BalkhÏ, entitled Ma|¥li^ al-Abd¥n 
wa al-Anfus (Sustenance for Bodies and Souls). Famous 
for his contributions to geography and literature, this 
was Ab‰ Zayd al-BalkhÏ’s only manuscript on psycho-
logical medicine. 

Centuries ahead of his time in realizing the impor-
tance of both mental, as well as physical, health for 
human wellbeing, al-BalkhÏ discusses some very mod-
ern ideas, in a rather modern, self-help style manual. A 
creative genius his insights on human psychopathology 
as well as diagnoses of psychological ailments includ-
ing stress, depression, fear and anxiety, phobic and 
obsessive-compulsive disorders, together with their 
treatment by cognitive behavior therapy, relate to us in 
every way and are in sync with modern psychology. 
They also incorporate a greater dimension to include 
the soul and most importantly the worship of God.  

Al-BalkhÏ explains symptoms and treatments giving 
advice on preventive measures and how to return the 
body and soul to their natural healthy state. In doing so 
he displays a keen understanding of the human condi-
tion and the medical nature of the human emotional 
state.  
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This work is an English translation of the second 
part of al-BalkhÏ’s manuscript (Sustenance of the Soul), 
possibly of greater interest to readers given the world-
wide increase in mental and psychological disorders 
including stress, anxiety and depression. And although 
anxiety and mood disorders sound commonplace to us 
today, it must be remembered that al-BalkhÏ lived more 
than eleven centuries ago in fact, and that these disor-
ders were largely left undiagnosed for centuries before 
being studied and clinically defined as such, and only as 
relatively recently as the late 19th century. Note that 
Robert Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy, a rather 
diversionary work of somewhat questionable medical 
strength, was published only in the 17th century and 
focused largely only on that particular condition. 

Al-BalkhÏ’s advanced understanding anticipating so 
long ago what we know to be true today speaks vol-
umes for the brilliance of the man whose works should 
be read and whose legacy should not lie forgotten. 

The IIIT, established in 1981, has served as a major 
center to facilitate serious scholarly efforts based on 
Islamic vision, values and principles. The Institute’s 
programs of research, seminars and conferences dur-
ing the last thirty years have resulted in the publication 
of more than four hundred titles in English and Arabic, 
many of which have been translated into other major 
languages. We thank the editorial team at the IIIT 
London Office, including Shiraz Khan, and all those 
involved with the production of this work.  

 
IIIT London Office 

July 2013
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Abƒ zayd al-balkh¬  was an encyclopedic genius whose 
profound contributions to knowledge covered many diverse fields 

that would seem, to our modern minds, to be unrelated to each other. 
He is also considered to be one of the world’s first known cognitive  
psychologists, astonishingly centuries ahead of his time, studying and 
suggesting cognitive treatments to anxiety and mood disorders. 

A polymath and prolific writer, he authored more than sixty books 
and manuscripts, meticulously researching disciplines as varied in 
scope as geography, medicine, theology, politics, philosophy, poetry, 
literature, Arabic grammar, astrology, astronomy, mathematics, biog- 
raphy, ethics, sociology as well as others. Although excelling in many 
fields his fame as a great scholar came actually as a result of his work in 
geography leading him to become the founder of what is known as the 
“BalkhÏ School” of terrestrial mapping. Regrettably, most of these 
valuable documents, hand-written manuscripts, have either been lost 
or lie concealed in museums or in inaccessible libraries.  

Similarly, very little has been written by way of biography. Most of 
what we know about al-BalkhÏ comes from a single biographer, Y¥q‰t 
al-¤amawÏ. In a well-known volume on the biographies of poets and 
men of letters, Mu¢jam al-Udab¥’, al-¤amawÏ states that al-BalkhÏ’s 
full name was Ab‰ Zayd A^mad ibn Sahl al-BalkhÏ, and that he was 
born in the year 235 ah (849 ce) in a small village called Shamisitiyan, 
in the Persian province of Balkh, which is now part of Afghanistan. 
Aside from noting that he received his early education from his father, 
¤amawÏ does not mention any other information about al-BalkhÏ’s 
childhood. He does however, provide some detailed information on 

1

Ab‰ Zayd al-BalkhÏ’s  
•  sustenance of the soul • 

Who was Ab‰ Zayd al-BalkhÏ? 
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his youth and endeavors to educate himself in the sciences and arts of 
his time.  

Al-¤amawÏ chronicles that one of al-BalkhÏ’s students, Ab‰ 
Mu^ammad al-¤assan ibn al-WazÏrÏ, described him to be a slim man 
of medium height, deep brown complexion and protruding eyes, with 
a face bearing the marks of smallpox. He was generally silent, and con-
templative thus exhibiting a (reserved) shy personality. This descrip- 
tion of his personality added to the meticulous nature of his vast and 
rigorously written studies in modern terminology, allows us to infer al-
BalkhÏ to be a highly introverted, yet brilliant scholar. What also seems 
apparent is that he preferred seclusion and contemplation to socializ-
ing with friends or attending parties because there is no mention in his 
biography of either, whether association with intimate friends or 
attendance of lavish parties, by lavish meaning eating, listening to 
music and/or captivating Arabic poetry, common in the Abbasid era. 
This conclusion is strongly supported the more we read al-¤amawÏ’s 
account of him.  

If al-BalkhÏ had mixed in social circles as early Muslim physicians 
such as Ab‰ al-Faraj ibn Hind‰ and Ab‰ Bakr al-R¥zÏ, had done we 
would have known more about his personal life, and more about the 
fate of his missing, great contributions. For example, we know that Ibn 
Hind‰’s treatise, Mift¥^ al->ibb wa Minh¥j al->ull¥b (The Key to 
Medicine and the Students’ Guide) one of the greatest contributions to 
medicine of the 11th century, was the product of a request made by 
friends. In his introduction to this inimitable treatise, Ibn Hind‰ states: 

 
Some of my learned friends have looked through my book entitled, A 
Treatise Encouraging the Study of Philosophy; its easily understood 
style made them want a similar treatise on medicine. So I undertook to 
compose such a treatise for them, taking pains to make it accessible, 
and called it ‘The Key to Medicine’.  
 

So, it was Ibn Hind‰’s sociability and reverence for friendship that 
enabled the legacy of this priceless historical document to be left to us.  

Similarly, it was fascination with music and musical parties that led 
al-R¥zÏ to one of his greatest medical inventions. Al-R¥zÏ was a famous 
musician before becoming one of the most distinguished physicians of 

Ab‰ Zayd al-BalkhÏ
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all time. Yet, his great medical successes did not weaken his love for 
music and he would invite musicians to his house to play in the 
evenings with instruments such as violins and lutes, the strings of 
which were made from animal intestines. At one of these parties, his 
guests stayed far into the night, and too tired to carry their instruments 
back left them in al-R¥zÏ’s care. Now al-R¥zÏ kept a few domesticated 
monkeys in the house for medical research and one of these cut the 
strings off the instruments and ate them. Al-R¥zÏ decided to use the 
incident for a scientific experiment. Keeping the monkey under close 
observation, he examined its faeces for remains of the strings. Nothing 
appeared and he realized that the strings had been fully digested. This 
resulted in one of medicine’s greatest inventions, the use of dissolving 
catgut strings to stitch wounds (al-Fanj¥rÏ, pp. 81-82). 

 Although some historians of Islamic medicine credit al-Zahr¥wÏ 
with the invention of dissolving sutures, it was in fact al-R¥zÏ, as both a 
musician and a physician, who made this great discovery. The point 
being that science sometimes finds its inspiration in creativity, and 
also, as in this case and that of Ibn Hind‰, by way of simple sociability.  

We should also be grateful for al-BalkhÏ’s introspective and intro-
verted personality, in that it was this and its concomitant traits that 
bestowed on him the patience and astute clinical acuity, to write 
Ma|¥li^ al-Abd¥n wa al-Anfus. Without introspective, analytical 
thought, and penetrative clinical perception al-BalkÏ would not, in the 
9th century, have been able to write in such detail about psychoso-
matic disorders, to be able to differentiate between psychoses and 
neuroses, to categorize depression as normal, reactive and endoge-
nous, or to give a detailed exposition on the use of cognitive therapy in 
treating psychological disorders. As he rightly asserts in his manu-
script, no scholar before him had written a medical treatise of this kind.  

As mentioned earlier, al-BalkhÏ was not only a great physician but 
also a polymath, an eminent geographer, and a great Muslim theolo-
gian. He was also a master of Arabic prose and not argumentative. In 
describing his eloquence al-WazÏrÏ, as quoted by al-¤amawÏ, states 
that when al-BalkhÏ spoke it was as if “a shower of gems” had fallen. 
He was unsurpassed in expression. Al-WazÏrÏ compares him with al-
J¥^i· and ¢AlÏ ibn ¢Ubaydah al-Ray^¥nÏ, the two most prominent 

Sustenance of the Soul
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writers of his time, and quotes the linguists of the time stating that al-
BalkhÏ was more articulate than both since his words were more 
eloquent and he was able to elucidate any topic with ease, whereas in 
comparison al-J¥^i· was verbose and al-Ray^¥nÏ, too laconic. 

In describing al-BalkhÏ’s style of writing, al-¤amawÏ notes that his 
great knowledge of classical and modern sciences gave to his written 
work the style of philosophers, and the eloquence of men of letters. 
Some of his writings have indeed become wise sayings and proverbs. 
For example: 

 
If someone praises you for what is not in you, then you cannot trust that 
he will not blame you for what is not in you. 
Religion is the greatest of philosophies; therefore, man cannot be a 
philosopher until he becomes a worshipper. 
The greatest medicine is knowledge. 

 
Al-BalkhÏ did not earn this prestigious scholarly status without 

humbly enduring the hardships of patient learning. Al-¤amawÏ notes 
that he traveled from Balkh, his home town, to Baghdad to reside there 
for eight long years in search of religious and secular knowledge, and 
to acquire the scholarly methodology of his time. Among his great 
teachers was the renowned philosopher, Ab‰ Y‰suf al-KindÏ.  

According to al-¤amawÏ during this period al-BalkhÏ became 
deeply engrossed in conflicting philosophical issues that confounded 
his religious beliefs and caused him to divert from the right path of 
Sunni Islam. This led some religious Muslim scholars to accuse him of 
deviance. So much so in fact that at one time, he was considered an 
adherent of the Shi¢ism of al-Im¥miyyah or al-Zaydiyyah and at other 
times, an adherent of the Mu¢tazilah school of thought. This confirms 
our conjecture of al-BalkhÏ being a young, lonely, reflective introvert, 
without intimate friends who at the time could have helped him out of 
his spiritual crisis.  

It was a turbulent era in any case, the Abbasid caliphate had lost 
much of its powerful grip over its people, resulting in theological 
upheaval, and the rise of destructive movements such as al-Qar¥mi~ah 
and what has come to be known as the negro revolutionary movement 
c. 868 ce which almost brought about the caliphate’s downfall.  

Ab‰ Zayd al-BalkhÏ

4

Balkhi Sustenance of the Soul TEXT_Balkhi  12/03/2024  16:33  Page 4



However, this youthful state of confusion did not last long. Al-
¤amawÏ asserts that after Baghdad’s culture shock, al-BalkhÏ finally 
established himself on the right path of the Sunni School, as apparent 
in his work Kit¥b Na·m al-Qur’¥n, which exceeded all that had been 
written in this field. Furthermore, unlike the Shia he was annoyed by 
those who gave preference to some of the companions of the Prophet 
(ßAAS)* over others, and detested the pomposity of Arabs over non-
Arabs. 

After completing his studies in Baghdad, al-BalkhÏ returned to 
Balkh and there took up the post of k¥tib (literally writer) or secretary 
to Prince A^mad ibn Sahl ibn H¥shim al-MarwazÏ, the ruler of Balkh 
and its suburbs. In fact the ruler offered him a ministerial as well as a 
writing position. However, al-BalkhÏ turned down the former and 
accepted the latter. The ruler respected his choice and paid him well. 

Again, al-BalkhÏ’s choice confirms our belief as to his unsociable 
nature. Limiting himself to the role of k¥tib allowed al-BalkhÏ more 
time for reclusive in-depth study, and it was perhaps due to this person-
ality trait that he avoided the more prestigious, but socially demanding 
job of minister. Al-BalkhÏ continued to research and write until the age 
of eighty-eight, avoiding the temptations of jobs of better status and 
higher salary.  

In relation to this, al-¤amawÏ narrates that the king of Khur¥s¥n 
himself invited al-BalkhÏ to assist him in his kingdom, but he politely 
declined. He visited Baghdad for a second time, but quickly returned to 
Balkh and lived there until his death in the year 934 ce. 

The subject of this book is al-BalkhÏ’s ninth century manuscript 
Ma|¥li^ al-Abd¥n wa al-Anfus (Sustenance for Bodies and Souls), 
comprised of 361 pages and located in the Ayasofya Library, Istanbul. 
Written in clear, easy to read Arabic, the hand written document (no. 
3741) consists of 268 pages devoted to the sustenance of the body and 
73 pages to the sustenance of the soul or psyche.  

 Our translation is limited to the second psychotherapeutic part, 
concerning the sustenance of the soul. As expected, the first part on the 

5

Sustenance of the Soul

 * ßall¥ All¥hu ¢alayhi wa sallam. May the peace and blessings of God be upon him. 
Said whenever the name of Prophet Muhammad is mentioned.
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sustenance of the body deals with the physical aspects of health. In 
writing this section, al-BalkhÏ naturally developed it from the outdated 
medical knowledge of the 9th century which had been greatly influ-
enced by the theories and practices of Greek physicians. Much of what 
he has included in this part would be of great interest to historians of 
medicine.  

However, what is worth noting is that even in writing this part, al-
BalkhÏ, a great scholar of psychosomatic medicine, has surprisingly 
discussed medical and psychosomatic issues of interest to modern 
medical practitioners. The sustenance of the physical health of man is 
discussed in 14 chapters, with the approach being largely preventative, 
to preserve health, and protect the body from physical disorders. With 
tremendous foresight he includes two chapters on environmental and 
public health: the first on the importance of having a suitable house, 
pure water and clean air, and the second on protecting the body by 
avoiding the extremes of hot and cold temperatures, and by wearing 
proper clothing. Other chapters include the importance of nutrition, 
that is proper nourishment with suitable food and drink, good sleep 
and cleanliness of the body.  

Al-BalkhÏ also recognized the importance of physical exercise and 
massage, comparing bodily fluids to nature’s stagnant and running 
water, noting that just as stagnant water quickly becomes polluted and 
unhygienic whilst running water preserves its purity, likewise lack of 
physical exercise can cause body humors to become stagnant and even-
tually pathological.  

Some of the chapters in this section do not fall wholly into either 
category of physical or psychological ailments, but discuss psycho-
physical issues related to music therapy and aromatherapy, i.e. there is 
a chapter on the benefits of music and perfume in relaxing the body and 
treating physical ailments.  

Finally, in the ninth chapter of the treatise al-BalkhÏ introduces an 
extremely delicate subject, one remarkably ahead of its time which 
today would be the domain of modern sex therapists, and this is the 
study of various sexual attributes and their affects. Thus, he considers 
sexual abstinence to be unnatural and a cause for certain physical 
problems, and wet dreams a mechanism employed by the body to get 

Ab‰ Zayd al-BalkhÏ
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rid of ‘trapped’ potentially harmful ejaculates. He even suggests meth-
ods for the treatment of sexual impotence including certain foods and 
drink and notes the harmful effects on the body of medications that at 
the time purported to improve sexuality.  

Following this brief summary of BalkhÏ and his work Sustenance 
for Bodies, we turn next to an introduction by distinguished Turkish 
scholar, Fuat Sezgin, the first to discover the priceless value of the man-
uscript and have it published by the Institute of the History of the Arab 
Islamic Sciences (Germany), of which he is the founder and honorary 
director. He is also professor emeritus of the History of Natural 
Science at Johann Wolfgang Goethe University in Frankfurt. 
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Ab‰ Zayd A^mad ibn Sahl al-BalkhÏ (236–322/ 
850–934), the author of the book here presented, was one 
of the greatest scholars of his time. In the fields of philoso-

phy, mathematics, history, geography, medicine, belles lettres, 
grammar, and others, he composed about sixty works, most of them 
non-existent.1 From the few which have survived, however, we gather 
that Ab‰ Zayd was a natural philosopher possessed of a vast fund of 
knowledge, a capacity for original thinking, and a concise literary 
style.2  

The Ma|¥li^ al-Abd¥n wa al-Anfus is perhaps Ab‰ Zayd’s only 
contribution in the field of medicine. It seeks the preservation of health 
in the human, by giving simultaneous and comprehensive attention to 
both, body and soul together with the diseases to which they are  
subject.  

As he himself put it, “The right approach is to supplement minis-
trations to the body with those directed to the soul; this is essential.” 
The benefit is intensified by reason of the interrelation between the 
two. Man’s constitution is from both his soul and body; there is no con-
ceiving that he may endure, except by their union, giving rise to human 
actions. The two participate in events, both joyful and sorrowful, and 
in accidental pain.  

1 Cf. Sezgin, Geschichte Des Arabischen Schrifttums, vol. 3, p. 274; vol. 6, pp. 190-
191; vol. 9, p. 189. 

2 His terse style attracted the attention of Arabic authors after his time: “There is 
unanimous world agreement among the literati that in this there are three pre-eminent 
stylists: Al-J¥^i·, ¢AlÏ ibn ¢Ubaydah, and Ab‰ Zayd al-BalkhÏ. Among those the flow of 
whose words exceeds their meaning is al-J¥^i·; the one whose meanings exceed the 
words is ¢AlÏ ibn ¢Ubaydah, but with Ab‰ Zayd his meanings are matched by his words” 
(Y¥q‰t, Irsh¥d al-ArÏb, London edition, vol. 1, p. 148). 

Introduction 
fuat sezgin  

Institute of the History of the Arab-Islamic Sciences  

Frankfurt, Germany • November, 1984 
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Thus when the body is undergoing illness and pain, and when 
stricken by harmful symptoms, these also hamper the strength of the 
soul “conversely, the onset of mental pain leads to corporeal diseases” 
(p. 272 273). 

This remark lead him to the composition of the book’s second trea-
tise, where he deems himself the first to devote, to this theme, an 
independent study. At the same time he indicates the amount of grati-
tude and appreciation due to his ancestors because of their indirect 
contributions, “in diverse places among the books of the learned, and 
the people devoted to wisdom and enlightenment” (p. 274). 

Perhaps we are not mistaken in regarding this second treatise of 
Ab‰ Zayd al-BalkhÏ, the first attempt to collect the various topics of the 
branch of medicine which treats mental diseases, together with psy-
chosomatic and psychotherapeutic treatment. 

Concerning the final decision as to him being the pioneer of psy-
chopathological medicine, this is left to the specialists in the field. 

The outstanding and independent personality of Ab‰ Zayd is 
apparent also from the first treatise of his book, devoted to the well 
being of the body, the standard subject dealt with in the medical litera-
ture since antiquity. 

We lay special emphasis upon the significance of opinions and 
information given by the author in the first treatise concerning human 
geography, meteorological phenomena, and environmental science, 
when relevant to the topic being discussed. 

Two copies of the work are preserved in the Ayasofya Library, 
Istanbul. The first of them, which we are reproducing here with the 
kind permission of the Turkish authorities, is MS 3741, copied in 884 

ah/1479 ad. The second, MS 3740, was also copied in the ninth cen-
tury of the Hijra, and comprises 140 folios. It is my duty to mention 
with appreciation and thanks the collaboration of our Institute staff in 
the publication of this book. 

 
Publication of the Institute of the History of the Arab-Islamic Sciences  

Frankfurt, Germany • Series C-Volume 2, pp. 362–63  
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In his masterpiece on the Sustenance of the Soul, Ab‰ Zayd al-
BalkhÏ presented physicians of the ninth century with medical and 
psychotherapeutic information that was far ahead of his time and 

only discovered or developed more than eleven centuries after his 
death. He was probably the first physician to clearly differentiate 
between mental and psychological disorders; between psychoses and 
neuroses. He was also the first to classify emotional disorders in a strik-
ingly modern way and to categorize them in one general classification. 
His nosology classifies neuroses into four types: Fear and panic (al- 
khawf wa al-faza¢); anger and aggression (al-gha\ab); sadness and 
depression (al-^uzn wa al-jaza¢); and obsessions (al-waswasah). 
Furthermore, he wrote in great detail of how rational and spiritual cog-
nitive therapy could be used to treat each one of his classified disorders. 

 The titles of his eight chapters on the sustenance of the soul, resem-
ble the table of contents of a modern text on cognitive psychotherapy 
and mental hygiene. He writes in the most eloquent Arabic style to 
clearly differentiate between the normal and extreme emotional reac-
tions of normal people, and those whose emotionality has already 
become pathological. His approach is both preventive and therapeutic 
underscored by an amazing psychophysiological approach. 

The first chapter is composed of an introductory article discussing 
the importance of sustaining the health of the nafs or soul, a synonym 
to the modern conception of the psyche or mind, but with an Islamic 
spiritual dimension. Chapter two entitled “Sustenance of Psychological 

11

Sustenance of the Soul 
[Part 2 of Ma|¥li^ al-Abd¥n wa al-Anfus] 

 
the manuscript in brief:  

a summary by the translator   

Ab‰ Zayd al-BalkhÏ  
A ninth century genius of psychological medicine 
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Health” comprises an ultra modern essay on mental hygiene or preven-
tive mental health. Chapter three is titled “Ways of Regaining Psycho- 
logical Health When One Loses It.” The title of Chapter four is, 
“Enumerating the Psychological Symptoms and Specifying their 
Distinguishing Attributes,” being the exact translation of the Arabic 
title, Dhikr al-A¢r¥dh al-Nafs¥niyyah wa Ta¢dÏdih¥. The Arabic word 
a¢r¥dh is the plural of ¢aradh which is used in modern medicine and 
psychiatry to stand for the English word ‘symptom’. Al-BalkhÏ however 
uses the term a¢r¥dh for both symptoms and disorders. So his usage of 
the terms al-A¢r¥dh al-Nafs¥niyyah in the title of the chapter actually 
means “psychological disorders.” The title of Chapter five is, “How to 
Counteract Anger and Get Rid of It;” Chapter six, “Tranquillizing 
Fear,” (TaskÏn al-Khawf wa al-Faza¢); Chapter seven, “Methods of 
Dealing with Sadness and Depression,” (TadbÏr Daf¢ al-¤uzn wa al-
Jaza¢); and lastly Chapter eight is on “Mental Maneuvers that Fend off 
the Recurring Whispers of the Heart and the Obsessive Inner Speech of 
the Soul,” (FÏ al-I^tiy¥l li Daf¢ Was¥wis al-ßadr wa A^¥dÏth al- Nafs). 

Al-BalkhÏ’s timeless contribution is undoubtedly to the fields of 
cognitive and behavior therapy and psychosomatic medicine. I will do 
my best to simplify this summary so that lay readers, whether in psychi-
atry and clinical psychology or not, can appreciate the contributions of 
this genius. 

 

Al-BalkhÏ: A Pioneer of  
Psychosomatic Medicine 

 
On reading the translation of the manuscript, what becomes clear is 
that al-BalkhÏ continuously compares physical with psychological dis-
orders, illustrating beautifully how they interact with each other to 
form psychosomatic disorders. Another fascinating contribution is his 
highlighting of the importance of individual differences in the develop-
ment and treatment of emotional and psychosomatic disorders. In 
discussing these aspects (p.270–71), he begins the manuscript by stat-
ing that since man is composed of a body and a soul, he must have from 
each of them a condition of health or sickness, balance or imbalance. 

Ab‰ Zayd al-BalkhÏ
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Disorders of the body are like fever, headache and other physical  
illnesses; that of the soul are like anger, anxiety, sadness and other  
similar symptoms. 

He criticizes the medical practitioners of his time for their infatua-
tion with physical illnesses and symptoms and their restriction of 
therapy to physical means such as medicines and bloodletting (p.272). 
He states that they neglected psychological aspects to the extent that 
their books were devoid of any reference or material on the sustenance 
of the nafs or soul and its psychological aspects.  

He thus believed his book to be unique in that it combined the suste-
nance of the body with that of the soul in one volume, forming thereby 
an unprecedented contribution. He strongly asserts that he knew of no 
person before him who had written on the sustenance of the soul and 
its relation to the body in the clear simplified way that he had done. He 
emphasizes his approach was very much needed by patients because of 
the intimate interaction of the body and mind. He uses the Arabic word 
ishtib¥k for this psychosomatic interaction which literally means inter-
twining, interweaving or entangling, in itself indicating his refined 
understanding of the phenomenon.  

Al-BalkhÏ’s criticism of the ninth century physicians of his time is 
remarkably applicable to most contemporary doctors of our time. In 
his best-selling book, Timeless Healing, Hebert Benson reiterates the 
same criticism when writing that doctors, 

 
get used to seeing symptoms and signs of illness and injury separate 
from actual patients…Doctors often take these habits with them into 
medical practice, emphasizing specifics over wholeness, body over 
mind, leaving many patients underwhelmed by their compassion or 
interest. (pp.248-249) 

 
Al-BalkhÏ defends his psychosomatic position by asserting that 

human existence itself cannot be imagined without this ishtib¥k or 
interaction. He notes that if a body becomes sick, the nafs or soul or self 
would lose much of its cognitive and comprehensive abilities and fail to 
enjoy the pleasurable aspects of life. On the other hand, if the soul 
becomes sick, the body may find no joy in life and may eventually 
develop a physical illness. He goes on to strongly stress that helping 

Sustenance of the Soul
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people with their psychological symptoms is accordingly highly  
essential not only because of this psychosomatic interaction, but also 
because they are more common than physical symptoms. A person may 
live for years, he asserts, without complaining from any physical symp-
toms, but psychological symptoms plague us all the time (p.270 71). 

Although al-BalkhÏ emphasizes the importance of emotional stress 
and disorders in giving rise to psychological illness that may cause the 
body to react pathologically, he nevertheless does not forget the exis-
tence of individual differences between people in interpreting the stress 
and reacting to it. He notes that although the level of emotional stress 
facing different persons may be of the same strength, their sympto-
matic responses to life’s problems may be quite varied. Some are hot 
tempered, some are slow to get angry, some may panic faced with a ter-
rifying situation, whilst others may have the ability to stay calm. There 
also exist individual differences between men and woman and children 
(p.271). 

 

Al-BalkhÏ as a Modern  
Counseling Psychologist 

 
One of al-BalkhÏ’s greatest merits, as will become apparent when read-
ing the translation, is that in spite of dealing with neurotics and 
emotionally disordered persons, his work is not limited to such 
“patients”. He also covers the emotional abnormality of normal per-
sons. Furthermore, he does not speak of a so-called neurotic as a 
“patient” but rather as a person whose emotional overreactions have 
become a habit. This humane approach stresses that emotional disor-
der is simply a learned habit that need not divide people into normal 
persons and patients. It is a much needed approach in modern psy-
chotherapy which, because it has adopted a medical model, has largely 
limited itself to a therapeutic endeavor for the sick and not as a form of 
psychological healing for those who are simply unhappy. 

It is of interest to note that contemporary therapists are only just 
beginning to adopt what al-BalkhÏ in fact emphasized more than eleven 
centuries ago! Many modern psychologists and psychiatrists are now 
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critiquing this paradigmatic dilemma, and questioning the Freudian 
trapping of psychotherapy within medical walls. For example Tom 
Rusk, the famous American psychiatrist, states in one of his bestselling 
books appropriately titled, Instead of Therapy: 

 
Although I am a psychiatrist, and therefore a medical doctor, I no 
longer believe that the language of science and medicine applies to the 
work that I do with my clients. I’m one of the growing number of psy-
chological counselors who believe that psychological healing did not 
ever belong to the realm of medicine. The focus of all counseling is to 
help us learn to change our relationship with ourselves and others. I 
believe this kind of learning is really no different than any other deliber-
ate learning ... Recognizing this process for what it is makes it clear that 
personal change – the only real “cure” for most psychological difficul-
ties – is best considered an educational rather than a therapeutic 
enterprise.  

 
Rusk goes on to strongly state that: 
 

“The mistaken identity” of therapy as a form of medical treatment is a 
fundamental error that has led to many misuses and abuses of profes-
sional caring relationships. (pp. xiv & xv) 

 

 

Al-BalkhÏ: The Pioneer of  
Cognitive Therapy 

 
The belief that it is our thinking that leads to our emotional state is as 
old as ancient Greek Stoic philosophy. However, it was al-BalkhÏ who 
developed this into a refined cognitive therapy. In considering faulty 
thinking that leads to emotional pathological habits of anxiety, anger 
and sadness, as the main reason behind the psychic disorders of the 
soul, al-BalkhÏ distinguishes himself as the pioneer or at least one of the 
earliest pioneers of this modern therapy. It has taken Western psycho-
logical sciences almost an entire century to arrive at this simple app- 
roach. After the failure of Freudian psychoanalysis as therapy became 
increasingly evident, western psychotherapy turned to behaviorism. 

Sustenance of the Soul
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The late fifties and early sixties of the twentieth century witnessed the 
rise of behavior therapy. Most therapists stopped discussing Freudian 
unconscious sexual and aggressive conflicts as the hidden causes 
behind neurotic disorders, and instead application of the works of 
Pavlov, Skinner and Wolpe became popular in therapy. Behavior ther-
apy brought about a revolution in the treatment of simple phobias and 
disorders that could be shaped within its limited paradigm. According 
to this paradigm, psychological symptoms do not necessarily have any 
unconscious roots. They are simply learned habits that can directly be 
unlearnt and treated by conditioning. In other words, the neurosis is 
the symptom itself. 

But then western therapists soon discovered that the simple, limited 
stimulus-response “Pepsi-cola vending machine” model of behavior-
ism was unable to deal with the more complex psychological problems 
of human beings. This was primarily due to neglect of the influence of 
thinking, beliefs and consciousness in the development of psychologi-
cal disorders. Thus, an agonizing environmental experience is not 
necessarily a direct cause of emotional disorder, as behaviorists had 
believed, but rather it is how a person interprets the noxious experi-
ence that really lies at the cause of the problem. Meaning that the same 
painful experience encountered by two different people would bring 
about two different responses, according to the way in which they 
regard themselves and others.  

The computer revolution has helped much in setting off what is 
now known as the cognitive revolution in psychology. Once a key is 
struck on a computer keyboard, it has to go through a central process-
ing unit to give meaning to the action before appearing on the monitor. 
The same key may lead to a letter being written or if it is a game some 
object being moved. The software decides what effect the strike brings 
about. According to cognitive psychology, all our minds contain soft-
ware that decides what an environmental experience really means. 
After the 1970s, cognitive therapists such as Beck, Ellis and Maulsby 
took the lead in western psychotherapy, and their cognitive approach 
is still the treatment of choice. 

What is astonishing reading al-BalkhÏ’s manuscript is the similarity 
between them, that is what these modern cognitive therapists say and 
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do and what he theorized and applied. For example the well-known 
cognitive therapist, Aaron Beck states in his book, Cognitive Therapy 
and the Emotional Disorders: 

 
Psychological problems are not necessarily the product of mysterious, 
impenetrable forces (as Freud says) but may result from commonplace 
processes such as faulty learning, making incorrect inferences on the 
basis of inadequate or incorrect information, and not distinguishing 
adequately between imagination and reality. The behaviorist and the 
psychoanalyst have become aware that there are legitimate and impor-
tant problems left unsolved by their neglect of the cognitive realm.  
(pp. 19-21). 
 

He goes on to say: 
 
Private meanings are often unrealistic because the person does not have 
the opportunity to check their authenticity…The thesis that the special 
meaning of an event determines the emotional response forms the core 
of the cognitive model of emotions and emotional disorders. The 
meaning is encased in cognition, a thought or an image. (p.52) 

 
Chapter two of the translated manuscript finds al-BalkhÏ recording 

that the body can lose its health from external factors such as severe 
heat or cold, or from internal factors, such as the imbalance of its 
humors. And in a similar way, he states, the health of the soul can also 
be affected by external or internal factors. External factors being what 
a person hears or sees in his environment i.e. fearful things or humi-
liating words, and internal factors being thinking that leads to anger, 
sadness or fear. In later chapters he discusses in detail how to eliminate 
emotional disorders by simply concentrating on changing one’s inner 
thinking and irrational beliefs.  

For example, in discussing fear and anxiety, al-BalkhÏ gives a num-
ber of vivid clinical examples illustrating anxiety related to future 
problems such as losing one’s job or health, and fear or panic related to 
a phobia i.e. of thunder or death. After the exposition, he goes on to 
show that most things people are afraid of, are in fact not really harm-
ful if thought through rationally and logically. He demonstrates this by 
reference to a great analogy: a fearful, panicky, neurotic Bedouin  

Sustenance of the Soul
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travels to a cold humid country and sees fog for the first time. He thinks 
the thick fog in front of him to be a solid impenetrable object. However, 
upon entering it he discovers its true nature: nothing more than humid 
air, no different to the air he was just breathing (p.307). Using cogni-
tive rational therapy, he deduces that once treated neurotics would 
realize most of their fears and worries to be irrational, as harmless as 
fog! 

In discussing cognitive therapy, al-BalkhÏ pursued a preventive 
approach and in doing so surpasses modern cognitive therapists who 
persistently talk about therapy. In a highly astute analogy he com-
pares the body to the mind, suggesting that just as a healthy person 
keeps a stock of medicine always at hand for unexpected physical 
emergencies, he should also keep healthy thoughts and feelings in the 
mind for unexpected emotional outbursts. Such healthy thoughts and 
cognitions, he maintains, should be initiated and stored when a person 
is in a tranquil and relaxed condition. As the analogy makes clear, al-
BalkhÏ’s psychotherapy is mainly what could be termed today as 
“rational cognitive therapy”.  

Another highly fascinating feature of al-BalkhÏ’s cognitive therapy 
which I did not find in modern literature is the use of one unacceptable 
cognition or emotion to change another, more incapacitating one. He 
gives the example of a soldier suffering from excessive anxiety and fear 
of combat. Such a soldier should remind himself of those heroic men 
who courageously led their troops to victory in fierce battles, and 
whose names have been recorded in history. By comparing his own 
shameful, emotional state with their great valor, he is bound to rouse 
anger at himself. This anger can then be further stimulated by the solider 
asserting to himself that panicky behavior of this sort is to be expected 
from the weak, cowardly men, women and children but not from brave 
adult fighters such as he. When the anger reaches a certain level it 
would neutralize his fear (p.308). So anger, which itself can be a disor-
dered emotion, can be used against another more serious emotional 
pathology. In discussing this approach, al-BalkhÏ actually upgrades his 
form of cognitive therapy from limiting itself to changing the irrational 
content of thought to the process of thinking itself which reminds one 
of the contemporary third wave of cognitive therapy. This kind of  

Ab‰ Zayd al-BalkhÏ
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therapy in which one uses a feeling or emotion to neutralize its opposite 
is termed by al-BalkhÏ and al-Ghaz¥lÏ as al-¢il¥j bi dhÏ which literarily 
means treatment with the opposite. Indeed it clearly demonstrates the 
main fundamental nature of modern-day reciprocal inhibition which is 
one of the major techniques of behavior therapy.  

Another important contribution, which is particularly relevant to 
Muslim psychotherapists, is BalkhÏ’s Islamic oriented approach, 
which though not direct and sermonizing, is still influenced by the 
Islamic conceptions of human nature and the value of faith in Allah 
(SWT)* in cognitively alleviating symptoms of emotional disorder. He 
often reminds the depressed and anxiety ridden person that this world 
is neither the place of total happiness nor the place where one obtains 
all one’s wishes and desires. 

 

Al-BalkhÏ: The First to Discover the 
Difference Between Endogenous 

and Reactive Depression 
 
Before concluding this foreword I ought to mention one of al-BalkhÏ’s 
most surprising discoveries. Using astute observation and refined clini-
cal sense, he was able to classify depression into three categories. The 
first being the everyday normal state of ^uzn or sadness which afflicts 
all people everywhere (for this world, “is a place which cannot be lived 
without problems and deprivations”). It is a type of depression referred 
to in the most modern classification of psychiatric symptoms, DSM 
1v, as “normal depression”. However, what makes al-BalkhÏ’s discov-
ery remarkable is his differentiation between his second and third 
categories of depression, for his perceptive clinical sense allowed  
him to clearly see the difference between endogenous and reactive  
depression. 

This important discovery of differentiating between endogenous 
mental and psychological disorders, originating from within the body, 

 * (SWT) – Sub^¥nahu wa Ta¢¥l¥: May He be praised and may His transcendence be affirmed. 
Said when referring to God.
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and those originating due to exogenous or environmental factors from 
outside the body, took a further ten centuries before inappropriately 
being credited to Emit Kraepelin whose work was only published 
towards the end of the nineteenth and the early years of the twentieth 
century. The modern disease model of contemporary psychiatry, 
recorded in the aforementioned latest classification known as the DSM 
IV, owes its origin to the nosological system originally developed by 
Kraepelin.  

This classification has been very helpful to modern psychiatrists 
and clinical psychologists because in reality some forms of depression 
are caused by internal metabolic and biochemical abnormalities and 
do not seem to have clear environmental causes. Even when such pre-
cipitating life events are found, they do not justify the severity of the 
depressive responses which may include psychotic symptoms such as 
delusions and hallucinations. This is why endogenous depression was 
also referred to in the past as psychotic depression, today being known 
as major depression. Changing terminology in psychiatry may at times 
appear analogous to changes on a book cover, meaning that merchan-
dise is kept the same with only external unnecessary changes made to 
its features. However, what concerns us here is that a patient suffering 
from major depression of this type may harbor symptoms of severe 
guilt, marked retardation, loss of pleasure, early morning wakefulness, 
a severely subjective depressive mood, anorexia and weight loss, and 
false beliefs and perceptions. This kind of endogenous depression often 
requires hospitalization and treatment with potent drugs and in very 
severe cases, electro convulsive therapy. 

Reactive depression, on the other hand, is clearly caused by an envi-
ronmental factor involving morbid thoughts and feelings about a real 
or anticipated loss or stressful life event. The reactive, or what was 
once known as the neurotically depressed person, does not suffer from 
any psychotic symptoms such as delusions or hallucinations nor does 
he/she lose touch with reality, and generally does not need to be hospi-
talized. His depressive symptoms are milder and can respond to 
cognitive therapy treatment. If antidepressant drugs are prescribed, 
they are best taken to enhance cognitive therapy. 
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This conception of depression as endogenous and reactive is not 
only supported by clinical observation and recent biochemical and 
hereditary research, but also by experimental studies in which patients 
of both types were asked to respond to tests and questionnaires. 
Plotted on a graph the results took the form of a bimodal curve  
confirming the existence of two different groups in the same tested 
sample. And though the latest DSM IV classifications do not include 
the terms “endogenous” and “reactive”, since its authors did their best 
to picture depression as a continuum, non-American psychiatrists and 
clinical psychologists in many parts of the world refuse to abandon this 
classification because they are more useful in showing the difference 
between them and other forms of depressive reactions such as manic-
depressive or bipolar depression and involutional melancholia. 

 Although the chapter on sadness and depression has been translated 
and included in this work, I wish to present readers here with a sim-
plified version to emphasize al-BalkhÏ’s remarkable clinical insight and 
tremendous findings with regards to the differentiation between 
endogenous and reactive depressions. To follow are translated extracts 
taken from pages 316 to 319: 

 
¤uzn, sadness or depression, is of two kinds. The (environmental) 
causes, for one of them is clearly known, such as the loss of a loved rela-
tive, bankruptcy or loss of something the depressed person values 
greatly. The other type has no known reasons. It is a sudden affliction 
of sorrow and distress ghummah, which persists all the time preventing 
the afflicted person from physical activity or from showing any happi-
ness or enjoying any of the pleasures or shahwah (food and sex). The 
patient does not know any clear reasons for his lack of activity and dis-
tress. This type of ̂ uzn or depression with no known reasons is caused 
by bodily symptoms such as impurity of the blood and other changes in 
it. Its treatment is a physical medical one which aims at purifying the 
blood.... 

 

Thus, for this type of endogenous depression, al-BalkhÏ clearly 
points to physical medical management as the main form of treatment. 
He does not recommend cognitive psychotherapy because the patient 
may not benefit from it since the underlying etiology is organic. How-
ever he does not forget to recommend other forms of psychological 
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therapy which can bring about pleasure and happiness to the endoge-
nously depressed person. He states: 

 
Help should be limited to bringing about happiness and pleasure 
through friendly companionship, pleasant conversation and other 
activities which may stimulate the person to reduce his agony such as 
listening to music and songs. (p.317) 

 
On the other hand, for reactive depression, an “external” and 

“internal” concentrated program of cognitive therapy is clearly recom-
mended. ¤uzn sadness with known reasons is caused by thoughts 
directed on loss of a loved thing or the difficulty of attaining a greatly 
desired thing. And it is this particular type of sadness and its treatment 
that we wish to discuss in this chapter. The therapy for ̂ uzn is external 
and internal. The external consisting of persuasive talk, preaching and 
advising. The treatment resembles medication given to the physically 
sick. The internal therapy consists of development of the inner thought 
and cognition of the depressed patient to help him eliminate his depres-
sive thought patterns. Through therapy the patient must realize the 
physical psychosomatic harm which the depressive mood is causing to 
his health, and since his own self should be the thing most dear to him, 
it will indeed be greatly irrational to harm the most beloved for losing 
things that can be substituted. Al-BalkhÏ states that this would be akin 
to a merchant “who on losing a little profit stupidly pays his capital to 
regain it....” 

Al-BalkhÏ goes on to recommend a number of other cognitive 
strategies a therapist could use to counteract the negative thoughts 
causing this type of neurotic depression, i.e. internally realizing that 
those who succumb to depression and refuse to fight it are weak and 
failures in life, whereas those who patiently resist negative thoughts 
and to face problems with renewed optimism are strong and success-
ful. The depressed person should ask himself which of the two groups 
he would want to identify with and belong to, “the ‘failed’ or the ‘suc-
cessful’?” According to al-BalkhÏ, losing one’s perseverance is a greater 
catastrophe than losing what one is depressed about. 

Although more than eleven centuries old, the manuscript is written 
in an easy, simple and lucid Arabic style, beautifully elucidating  

Ab‰ Zayd al-BalkhÏ
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spiritually and psychologically cognitive ways of treating anxiety, 
panic, anger, depression and obsessive disorder. Any Arabic speaking 
reader would be able to understand its content without the help of a 
dictionary or a tutor. In translating the work I have done my best to 
preserve the simplicity of the original Arabic language but whenever 
necessary have added a few words to make the text clearer, these addi-
tions have been placed in parenthesis. Furthermore I have added 40 
footnotes where relevant to compare al-BalkhÏ’s work with modern 
psychotherapy.  

I hope that the publication of the translation of this valuable manu-
script will help modern scholars to rewrite the history of psychology 
and psychotherapy. Sadly, all too often Western historians of psychol-
ogy generally start with the Greeks, then leap forward to the Renais- 
sance and the age of European Enlightenment, bypassing the Middle 
Ages and the contributions of the Islamic world as if no other civiliza-
tions had existed. The silence is astonishing! For example, Marx and 
Hillix’s famous reference on the systems and theories of psychology 
(Marx & Hillix, 1979), contains a comprehensive and detailed chapter 
on the emergence of modern psychology, in which prominent Greek 
figures such as Pythagoras, Socrates, Plato, Aristotle and Euclid (who 
lived from the sixth century b.c, to the third century c.e.) are honored, 
with a subsequent 15 century jump to Roger Bacon (1214–1294). The 
same approach, and silence, prevails in other books on the history of 
psychology, i.e. Leahy (1992) and Hergenhahn (2009). Even when 
mentioned, the contributions of the Muslim scholars and physicians 
are very briefly cited. I hope this work serves to rectify this, at least in 
the field of psychology, and give credit where credit is due. 

 
 

Malik Badri, The Translator   
 

professor of psychology  

Ahfad University, Omdurman, Sudan 
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Al-BalkhÏ’s Introduction  
to His Manuscript  

 
In the Name of Allah  

the Most Beneficent and the Most Merciful 
 
 

 
 
 
 
My second essay (or part) of this book: Sustenance of 
the Soul falls into eight chapters: the first chapter is on eluci-
dating the need for promoting the sustenance of the soul. 
The second chapter is on endeavoring to keep perpetuating 
the health of the soul. The third chapter is on making an 
effort to bring back the healthy condition of the soul if it 
loses it. The fourth chapter is on specifying and classifying 
the psychological symptoms (disorders) and enumerating 
them. The fifth is on suppressing anger and rage and oblit-
erating them. The sixth chapter is on the methods used to 
tranquilize fear and panic. The seventh is on the methods of 
managing sadness and depression, and the eighth chapter is 
on how to ward off obsessions of the chest (heart) and the 
(harmful or negative) inner speech of the soul.  
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chapter [1]  Exposing the Great Need for 
 Promoting the Sustenance of Souls  

 
IN THE FIRST PART of this book we elucidated the knowledge 
and the practices required for the sustenance (health) of the body by 
preserving its wellbeing when healthy and reviving it back to health if 
affected by symptoms of (physical) disorder and disease. We also gave 
a comprehensive presentation, that informs the reader on how his 
body can benefit from the consumption of healthy food and medicines 
to perpetuate safety and guarantee health. In this second part of the 
book, we endeavor to give an explanation concerning the sustenance 
of the soul and how to keep its components in a state of wellbeing and 
harmony in order to avoid the psychological symptoms that it may 
face.  

We start by saying that since man is composed of a body and soul, 
he is bound to face from each part of them fitness or weakness, health 
or sickness or other symptoms that afflict his health in a negative way. 
The symptoms that afflict the body and upset its wellbeing are those 
such as fever, headaches, and various kinds of pains that affect the 
organs. The psychological symptoms that afflict a person are those 
such as anger, sorrow, fear, panic and other similar manifestations.  

These psychological symptoms affect man much more frequently 
than bodily symptoms. Indeed some people may almost never suffer 
from any or most bodily symptoms throughout or most of their lives. 
In contrast, psychological symptoms induce man to suffer from them 
most of the time. Indeed no man is saved in all his conditions from 
feelings of distress, anger, sadness or similar psychological symptoms. 
However people differ with respect to the intensity of their feelings in 
response to these symptoms. This is so because each person responds 
according to his temperament and the foundation of his constitution 
with respect to strength or weakness. Some may be quick to become 
angry (hot-tempered) and some slow. Similarly some may respond 
with excessive fear and panic when accosted with fearful things and 
some with endurance and courage. And so one can differentiate 
between the expected responses of women and children and those 
with weak dispositions in comparison to those with a strong natural 
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disposition; each person will respond according to the degree of his 
predisposition whether it is high or low or whether he finds the 
situation difficult to stand or weak in its effect. 

 For this reason no man should be heedless of being concerned with 
the sustenance of his soul or neglectful in making an effort to shield it 
from disturbance and anxiety which leads to an unhappy life. Such 
psychological symptoms can thus be comparable to bodily symptoms 
that cause a person pain and illness and result in an agonizing 
situation.  

This discussion (on the sustenance of the soul) is not generally 
mentioned by physicians nor documented in their written books on 
medicine, the sustenance of the body and treatment of its physical 
ailments. This is because it is a subject not within their professional 
interest and because the treatment of psychological symptoms does 
not match the remedies they give (to patients) such as bloodletting, 
medicine and other similar treatments. However, even if they do not 
take psychological treatment into consideration and their habitual 
ways have lead to their ignoring it, the approach of adding means for 
sustenance of souls to the sustenance of bodies is an appropriate, 
correct one. Indeed it is a much needed (therapeutic) approach which 
can be beneficial due to the interaction between the workings of the 
soul with those of the body. Man’s stamina is a combination of both 
his body and soul and one cannot imagine that he can exist without 
this dual combination which causes him to act as a human being. 
Their combination gives to man his ability to respond to threatening 
issues and painful symptoms.  

Thus, when the body becomes ill, is in pain and subjected to 
harmful things, it will even prevent those with strong disposition from 
proper understanding and learning and other (mental activities), or 
performing duties in a proper manner. And when the soul is afflicted 
(with psychological pain) the body will lose its natural ability to enjoy 
pleasure and will find its life becoming distressed and disturbed. Not 
only that, but psychological pain may lead to bodily illnesses. And if 
this is so, then every person has a real need, particularly those who 
frequently suffer from harmful psychological symptoms, to know 
how to deal with them in order to treat them or reduce their harmful 
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effect. And if such a person finds this information in a book alongside 
other information about how to treat his physical ailments then he 
would benefit greatly as he need not be left to search for treatments in 
the different books of physicians and scholars of wisdom and religious 
sermons. It is a great assistance to him to have all this information 
compiled in one book that he can refer to.  

Moreover, it is known that obtaining knowledge with respect to 
management of a body’s sustenance through maintaining its wellbeing 
and returning it to health, if this is lost, is not an easy matter. Although 
many books have been written by physicians detailing this bodily 
sustenance, it seems that their aim is not to make this knowledge 
available to the lay reader. On the contrary, in writing the section of 
our book on the sustenance of the body, we have followed an easy 
abbreviated style that takes the form of simple reminders of guidance 
and advice. As for our section on the sustenance of the soul, we do not 
know of anybody (before us) that has written on the subject and 
explained its contents according to the needs (of the reader). On this 
matter, we speak according to our knowledge and Allah is the one 
who grants success. 

 
chapter [2]  Sustenance of Psychological Health  

 
THE HUMAN SOUL can be healthy or unhealthy in the same way 
that its body can be healthy or unhealthy. When the soul is healthy, all 
its faculties will be tranquil without any psychological symptoms 
manifesting such as anger, panic, depression and others that we have 
enumerated. This tranquility of the soul is its healthy condition and 
that of its safety, just as the health of the body and its safety lies in the 
tranquility and balance of its humors, so that the blood, the yellow 
and black bile and the phlegm are all calm and serene and none of 
them overpowers the other. And just as we stated (in the first part) 
concerning the sustenance of the body that one must first start by 
making an effort to preserve and sustain one’s health, if healthy, and 
then follow this with returning oneself back to health, if one loses it, 
similarly, for promoting the wellbeing of the soul one must start by 
maintaining its health, if healthy, by securing the serenity of its 
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faculties, or regaining its health if lost. So one who wishes to preserve 
the calmness and harmony of his soul should avoid stirring up any of 
its faculties.  

As previously mentioned, the body can preserve its health in two 
ways (external and internal), i.e. protection from external hazards 
such as (extreme) heat or cold or other calamities, and protection from 
internal imbalances, so that none of the four humors overrun the 
other. This balance can be achieved by modifying one’s diet; taking 
what is beneficial and avoiding what is harmful as well as employing 
the other advice mentioned in the first part of the book. Likewise, the 
health of the soul can also be maintained in these two (external and 
internal) ways. Externally is to protect the soul from outside elements 
such as what a person hears or sees that may worry or disturb him 
causing arousal of emotions that include anger, panic, sadness or fear 
and other similar responses.  

Internally means to protect the soul from internal symptoms of 
negative thinking3 about what may harm the person with respect to 
the symptoms or disorders that we have described. As is known, these 
disorders can cause worry and anxiety to enter the heart. One can heal 
oneself using two methods. First, when feeling peaceful and when the 
faculties of the soul are in a tranquil state, one should convince the 
heart (mind) that this world, duny¥, has not been created to give 
people whatever they wish or desire without their being subjected to 
anxieties and worries or harmful unwelcome symptoms. One should 
realize (after this internal monologue of self-convincing) that this is 
the inherent nature of life on this earth and that this is what one should 
expect from life in developing one’s habits and a regular way of life. 
Therefore one should not ask for what has not been created in the very 
nature of one’s world.4 
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3 Notice his cognitive approach of considering negative harmful thoughts and 
beliefs as the cause of psychological disorders.  

4 The modern psychotherapist should notice that in this statement, al-BalkhÏ has 
used four therapeutic techniques. First by asking the emotionally disordered to choose 
the time in which he is fully relaxed and tranquil to remind himself that his worldly 
troubles are only natural and expected. Second, his use of the very modern technique 
known as reciprocal inhibition not only shows his great skill as a cognitive therapist, 
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This should be the basic tenet in one’s social relations with those 
who are above, equal to or below one in status, and furthermore one 
should, as much as one can tolerate, learn to ignore the annoying 
(anxiety-provoking) elements that one experiences. A person should 
train himself not to overreact to the minor incidents or things that he 
hears or sees. When he trains himself to tolerate these little irritating 
experiences, this will (in time) become habitual and he will then be 
able to tolerate things that are more frustrating and experiences that 
are more annoying. In doing so he will be analogous to one who 
(gradually) trains himself to tolerate the painful effects of a slight 
increase in temperature, heat or cold, as well as other minor bodily 
pains, without showing impatience or tension until this becomes part 
of his usual habits. This will then help him to endure the test of greater 
pain if he were to encounter it. This approach is the way to train the 
body and is the same approach to train the soul.5 

Having said this, it must be noted that any person using this 
approach to face the problems and difficult experiences which may 
befall him should be aware of the degree of forbearance which his soul 
can bear. Every individual has a different level of endurance; the 
strength of his heart or its weakness (in facing anxiety) and the 
breadth of his chest or its constricted nature (in facing frustration with 
patience.)6 Some can withstand great calamities without being stirred 
up, and are able to continuously deal with each problem and treat it or 
reduce its harmful effects by trying different methods. Some however 
are traumatized or succumb to the slightest emotional provocation 
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but also as a behavior therapist. In reciprocal inhibition the noxious stimuli are repeat-
edly associated with psychologically relaxing responses until a bond is created between 
them and consequently, the painful stimuli lose their ability to stimulate anxiety. The 
same method, in a graded fashion is used in systematic desensitization therapy. Third, 
he uses rational cognitive therapy to change the thinking and beliefs of the disordered 
person. Fourth he uses a psycho-spiritual religious cognitive approach in reminding the 
patient that this world is naturally a place of expected anxiety and sadness. It is in the 
Hereafter that people will really be happy. This is in fact an application of the accep-
tance and mindfulness approach of the third wave of cognitive therapy.  

5 Again, al-BalkhÏ speaks like a behavior therapist using the gradual hierarchy of 
systematic desensitization therapy. Notice his brilliant comparisons between the psy-
che and the soma. 

6 Notice his insight in individual differences in emotionality. 

Balkhi Sustenance of the Soul TEXT_Balkhi  12/03/2024  16:33  Page 32



consequently losing their ability to reduce tension or solve the 
problem they are faced with by recourse to available methods. This 
could even lead them to develop a bodily disorder.7 If a person comes 
to know the nature of his soul and the degree to which it can tolerate 
stress in dealing with problems, then he can decide, based on this 
knowledge, what kinds of problems he is ready to face and what 
problems he should avoid. This principle is applicable to all, whether a 
king or a commoner. 

If one finds that one is strong enough to face great problems which 
would normally cause others much trouble and anxiety, then one can 
proceed to bravely confront them. If on the other hand one realizes 
that they may be too much for one’s weak disposition, then one 
should keep away from them even if this results in deprivation of 
certain pleasures and anticipated wishes. To be deprived of expected 
pleasures if this means maintenance of the soul’s tranquility, is far 
better than confronting what one cannot tolerate. Choosing to 
confront ordeals of this type would certainly cause much anxiety and 
distress which may result in an emotional or even physical disorder of 
the body. However, wisely steering clear of what one cannot endure, 
will lead to a peaceful life, a healthy soul and real worldly happiness. 

 

chapter [3]  Ways of Regaining Psychological 
Health When One Loses It  

 
WHAT WE HAVE MENTIONED in the last chapter concerning 
the health and tranquility of the soul, is a state that cannot be attained 
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7 Al-BalkhÏ, more than 11 centuries ago, arrived at the fact that intense emotional 
reactions such as anxiety and depression can lead to physical illness. We now know that 
such emotional disorders do not only lead to the classic psychosomatic disorders like 
ulcers and migraine, but to all sorts of physical disorders. When one is caught up for a 
long time in stressful conditions, his or her adrenal glands will pour out andrenocortical 
hormones that cause the autonomic nervous system to be in a state of emergency. As 
time passes, the person will develop high blood pressure and his immunity against dis-
eases will be greatly weakened. This renders the patient vulnerable to all kinds of 
diseases and physical disorders such as elevated blood pressure, gastrointestinal disor-
ders and cancer. 
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at all times. By his very nature, it is not possible for man to keep his 
soul in perpetual tranquility and peace without being subjected to 
anger, fear, distress and similar psychological symptoms.8 This world 
(duny¥) is the abode of anxiety, sadness, worry and calamity. So it is 
only normal for man to expect, in spite of his efforts, the onslaught of 
misfortune or even calamity to disturb the calmness of his soul. In a 
similar vein man cannot escape the bodily affliction of all manner of 
aches and pains and even were he to be spared the more serious 
illnesses and diseases, it is not conceivable that he would be saved 
from minor bodily symptoms.  

And if this much can be said of bodily symptoms, then we must 
affirm that the affliction of psychological symptoms is much more 
common. One may live for a very long time without complaining of 
bodily aches or pains, but it is unlikely that one will pass a day without 
experiencing something that causes anger, anxiety, sadness or gloom. 
This is due to the intrinsic essential nature of the soul and its volatile 
essence and changeability.9 And it is for this reason that man should 
do his utmost best to protect the soul from (external and internal) 
emotionally disturbing events and keep it in its best possible con-
dition. And just as when the body is afflicted with painful symptoms 
or illnesses, it can only be helped by treatments similar to it in its 
physical nature such as medicines or special diets that bring about its 
cure; so the treatment of the disordered soul that complains of psycho-
logical symptoms requires a spiritual (psychic) kind of therapy that is 
similar to its nonphysical nature.  

Furthermore, just as the body can be treated either internally 
through i.e. prevention of certain foods or externally through i.e. the 
use of medicines and special diets, so the soul can also be treated 
through these internal and external approaches. One suffering from 
psychological disturbance can fight his symptoms internally by  
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8 Notice that al-BalkhÏ uses the term “symptom” (in Arabic, ¢aradh, plural a¢r¥dh)’ 
for what we consider in modern-day classification as “disorder”. 

9 Al-BalkhÏ here refers to the Islamic conception about the ethereal nature of the 
soul as spiritual. The commanding center of the soul or nafs is the heart (qalb) that is 
described by the Prophet as more changeable than boiling water in a pot. (The hadith 
was authenticated by A^mad ibn ¤anbal). 
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developing within the soul thoughts (of an opposite nature to the ones 
that sustain the problem) that neutralize the symptoms and desensitize 
their provocation. Externally, one can listen to the advice of another 
whose (therapeutic) discussion (or counseling) would calm the agi-
tated soul and treat its abnormality.  

So a person who cares about the health of his soul should spare no 
effort in benefiting from these two (internal and external) means to 
protect the soul from being dominated by negative psychological 
symptoms that upset his life. It is vital to do so, since the psychological 
symptoms may become severe and lead to bodily disorders.  

Additionally, we see that just as in treating bodily illnesses the 
external help one receives from therapeutic diets or a physician’s pre- 
scription is more useful than a person’s own internal treatment such as 
preventing consumption of certain foods, so it is with respect to 
psychological disorders. That is, the benefit one obtains externally 
from advice and counseling is more useful than a person’s internal 
attempt (at treatment) through generating his own therapeutic 
thoughts. This is due to two reasons. First, man in general accepts 
from others what he does not accept from himself. His reasoning and 
thought are intermixed with his passions, each implicated by the 
other. Second, one suffering painful psychological symptoms is so 
occupied and overpowered by them that he cannot clearly think how 
to overcome them. He needs others to show him the way to recovery. 
In that he is like a physician who falls ill to the extent that he fails to 
diagnose and treat himself, needing another doctor to treat him. It is 
for this reason that many judicious kings (and sensible rulers) appoint 
special wise advisors to help them with their psychological symptoms, 
to council them, calm their anger and rage, and tranquilize their fears 
and anxieties. They accept their advice and make use of it. They also 
employ astute experienced physicians to treat them for physical illness 
and complaints. They appreciate the need for both medical and 
psychological healing by mainly being helped by their external 
benefits. 

However, with regards to the earlier statement, that the external 
aspects of treatment such as medicines prescribed by physicians and 
advice provided by wise counselors are superior to internal aspects, it 
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must be emphasized that both treatments are not mutually exclusive. 
One should not forget or underestimate the value of the internal means 
in treatment. As already mentioned, the internal method employed to 
deal with psychological symptoms concerns a person generating 
(positive) thoughts within his soul to aid him in suppressing the 
symptoms and desensitizing their agitation. These tranquil thoughts 
and beliefs should not only be generated during the illness. They can 
be nurtured and developed during times of psychological health and 
relaxation and stored in memory in order to bring them back to 
consciousness whenever one is afflicted with emotional symptoms. 
These (internal) thoughts will be one’s first source of aid if there exists 
no (external) wise person to help with the symptoms. This is equiva-
lent to the storage of medicine with established worth in a first aid kit 
to use in case of unexpected bodily pain developing in the absence of a 
physician. So, we shall delineate in this part of our book all the advice 
and methods that can be used to treat the psychological disorders that 
we shall detail in the following chapter, so that with the Grace of 
Allah, everyone can benefit from them whenever there is a need. 

 

chapter [4]  Enumerating the Psychological 
Symptoms (Disorders) and Specifying their  

Distinguishing Attributes 
 

SINCE WE HAVE DISCUSSED the methods of dealing with the 
psychological symptoms in a general manner (in earlier chapters), it is 
binding on us (in this chapter) to describe the nature of these 
symptoms in detail in the manner that physicians do. In preparing 
their medical texts, they first describe and specify the different bodily 
symptoms and then explain how to treat each one of them. We begin 
by saying that the features attributed to the human soul are quite 
diverse. Some of them are virtuous such as the intellect, the faculty of 
comprehension and the faculty of retention and memory, whilst 
others in contrast are blameworthy attributes. Also, attributed to  
the soul are some praiseworthy characteristics such as chastity, 
munificence and generosity as well as in contrast some blameworthy 
characteristics opposed to them.  
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However, the soul may also be subjected to transitory conditions 
that are different from the permanent traits that we have described. 
These are the emotional states such as anger, fear and similar symp-
toms. Our interest in this book is to deal with these symptoms that 
appear and disappear in a way that agitate the soul and cause the body 
to be stirred up (perturbed), at times in a harmful manner. As is 
known, each symptom has a specific effect on the body, causing it to 
be greatly altered. For example, the influence of excessive anger and 
rage is clearly apparent in incoherent speech, trembling and facial 
changes, including the color of the skin. In a similar way, fear and 
anxiety can change the temperature of the body instigating it to be 
hotter or cooler and distorting its facial expressions. So the person 
who cares about the health of his body should do his best to calm the 
agitated state of these symptoms in a way that saves him from their 
harmful effects.  

We believe that at the core of all harmful emotional symptoms lies 
distress or anxiety, al-gham. It is like the root with the rest, its 
branches. It is the starting point of all symptoms and their augmenter. 
For example, before he experiences rage and anger, a person first feels 
anxiety and distress concerning the situation that triggers the anger. 
Similarly, it is distress or anxiety over a fearful situation that precedes 
the symptom of fear and terror.10  

The opposite state of this distress is happiness and joyfulness which 
is also the root cause of all the positive emotional states that a person 
experiences such as tranquility, pleasure and delight. Thus anxiety, 
distress and happiness are the opposite poles of the root causes of all 
pleasing and tormenting symptoms. Therefore distress and anxiety are 
the most powerful causes of the psychological illness of the soul and 
joy and happiness are the main basis of its health. Thus, if one is keen 
concerning the sustenance of one’s soul, then one should do one’s best 
to shield it from distress and to lead it to joyfulness in the same manner 
that one who is keen with regards to his physical health will avoid 
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10 This is one of the verifications for the astute clinical observations of al-BalkhÏ. 
Modern psychologists view stress with its three major categories of frustration, conflict 
and pressure as the major root cause for anxiety and mood disorders.  
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those things that would lead to disease and take those that would 
enhance one’s health.  

Having said this, we assert that anger is one of the negative 
symptoms of the soul that is generated from distress. Rage and anger 
can agitate the soul and the body in a way that no other symptom can 
do. When a person is in a state of rage and fury, he embeds himself in a 
condition of nervousness that increases circulation of the blood, 
changes his color, raises body temperature and causes him to perform 
uncontrollable movements. In extreme cases he may look like a 
madman.  

A second negative symptom of the soul is terror. It afflicts a person 
when he is exposed to a fearful thing or situation. Excessive fear can 
lead to terror and panic. In this severe anxiety state, the color of the 
person will become yellowish because the blood rushes from the 
surface of the body to the internal organs and the hands and legs will 
shake uncontrollably, failing to perform their natural function. 
Furthermore, the person may lose the ability to think properly to the 
extent of failing to find a solution to rescue him from the frightening 
object or situation. This critical condition would disturb the bodies 
humors, causing them to function abnormally and may eventually 
cause a severe bodily ailment. This terror develops from the fear that 
overwhelms a person if he thinks or imagines a scary thing (or more 
so) if he actually sees or experiences it. This fear and anxiety can also 
be caused by a person hearing an earsplitting sound that he cannot 
tolerate or from hearing news that contains a terrifying message. 

A third symptom is excessive sadness, depression or melancholy. It 
is a symptom which afflicts a person due to the loss of something he 
likes or loves, the deprivation (of which) results in sadness or grief. If 
the sadness or grief increases in intensity, it then becomes outright 
depression and melancholy. A person suffering from this extreme 
state will succumb to hopelessness and impatience, described by the 
Arabic word jaza¢.11 So fear and anxiety to panic and terror is like 
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11 There is no precise translation in English to the Arabic word “jaza¢” because it 
implies excessive sadness, grief or depression plus the inability of the person to endure 
his calamity. It is the impatience of the person that is associated more with the term jaza¢ 
than the actual severity of the loss he incurs. 
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sadness is to critical grief and depression since terror and panic are the 
extreme form of fear and depression and jaza¢ is the extreme form of 
sadness. The states of hopelessness and impatience, a consequence of 
such intense levels of sadness and grief, are often associated with 
certain very unpleasant reactions. The person suffering may slap his 
face, tear at his clothes and pull his hair behaving like someone who 
has lost his mind or his integrity. Similar to the symptoms of terror, 
this condition may also lead to serious bodily symptoms, whose 
dangers the depres-sed person in the total grip of this emotional state 
may not be aware of. 

The fourth psychological symptom or disorder is obsession. Its 
persistence in the human heart (or mind) causes repetitive repulsive or 
immoral thoughts that result in apprehension and unhappiness to the 
extent that the one obsessed may lose his ability to enjoy the pleasures 
of the body and the soul. This symptom of obsession is what is 
referred to (in Islamic jurisprudence) as the inner speech or whispers 
of the soul. 

These are the four symptoms of the soul that have a connection 
with the workings of the body and which when aggravated can cause 
physical illness and bodily harm. Akin to the pain and aches of the 
body’s organs which deprive the soul from enjoying food and psycho-
logical pleasures. Accordingly, just as the sustenance of the body 
necessitates treatment using medicines and special potions to heal the 
pain, the healing of the soul requires the application of the methods we 
described previously in a general way. We will elucidate, with the 
permission of Allah, in the following chapters how to treat each of 
these (four) psychological symptoms in a way that heals them and 
counteract their harmful effects. 

 

chapter [5]  How to Counteract Anger  
and Get Rid of It 

 
IT IS PERTINENT to start (our detailed discussion on treating 
psychological disorders) with the symptom of anger since it is the most 
frequent in upsetting all people, disturbing its victims almost every 
day of their lives. Whether an individual is a commoner with limited 
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authority over members of the family and servants, or a king or sultan 
ruling over subjects, he will regardless be strongly affected by anger 
whenever faced with disrespect or insubordination. Anger is more 
common and extreme if a person is by nature intolerant and hot 
tempered. In such cases, it can be a chronic symptom that controls 
one’s behavior. A person of this type greatly needs to protect the soul 
against its ill effects so that his life is not subjected to stress and 
unhappiness. By healing the soul of this chronic symptom the sufferer 
will save himself from the guilt and repentance entailed by his 
uncontrollable rage and outbursts. This applies to everybody, 
whether a king with the authority to inflict severe punishment or a 
normal person with limited power. Indeed, the greater one’s authority 
over others the greater the danger of one’s outbursts.  

Thus those most in need of training themselves to counteract anger 
are kings and rulers, and to heal their anger such persons will require 
both an external adviser and an internal self-treatment approach. 
With regards to the external line of attack, the influential person 
should select and appoint wise men from his favorite companions to 
be with him (most of the time) and to permit them to counsel him, 
remind him (about the harmful aspects of uncontrolled anger) and 
enlighten him concerning the righteousness of forgiveness and its 
good outcome among his people in this world as well as its boundless 
reward in the hereafter. He should also allow these men to politely 
intercede in the case of dealing with wrongdoers who may be brutally 
punished during a fit of uncontrollable emotional outburst. This 
merciful intercession may cool rage, like pouring cold water over 
boiling water. For this reason sensible kings have always kept wise 
men around them in special or public meetings. The internal approach 
is based on mental maneuvering of thoughts, consciously repeated to 
counteract anger-laden thinking. One of the mental maneuvers 
involves taking advantage of moments of relaxation and tranquility to 
convince oneself that anger is a symptom that can be resisted (with 
calm, serene thinking) on its first appearance. Because if not opposed 
(nipped in the bud) when it first begins, it will blow up into full-scale 
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12 In this, al-BalkhÏ’s refined clinical sense has led him to the most recent results of 
researches that counteract the once accepted theory of catharsis in relieving anger. It 
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irrepressible rage, and cannot be contained after this.12 This is 
analogous to a fire which starting off small can easily be put out with a 
little effort, but which if allowed to continue unrestrained, will burst 
into flames destroying whatever is flammable around it. Or take the 
example of a horse that begins to run amok with its rider, if the rider 
does not firmly bolt it as soon as it starts to run riot, he will not be able 
to control it. Keeping this thought in mind, when a person first feels 
anger creeping into his soul, he can prevent it from leading him into 
uncontainable rage. With repeated exercise this will become a useful 
future habit.  

A second mental tactic is to contemplate bodily disorders that can 
be caused by anger and rage. Rising temperature, trembling, appre-
hension, arousal and other general bodily disturbances are among the 
obvious symptoms. One should think sensibly about the physical 
bodily dangers that can accrue from this heightened state. A person 
may end up with an incurable bodily disorder. In this case, suffering 
more harm than the hurt he would wish to inflict on the one making 
him angry in the first place. So instead of getting even with the latter 
what he actually does is to injure more himself. If one thinks deeply 
along this line, then when anger does begin to creep into the soul, one 
will be more able to control oneself and heal the rising emotion. 

An additional mental exercise is to reflect on the intense feelings of 
guilt and remorse that many kings and authoritative people have 
suffered from when they have allowed their anger to boil to the point 
of inflicting extremely harsh punishments on the source of their rage. 
They may be unable to remedy the situation (for example in the case of 
a sentence involving capital punishment) resulting in the whole 
episode causing them much possible suffering in this world and in the 
hereafter. One should thus guard oneself from repeating such reckless 
emotional actions. Deep reflection on this would train one to be more 
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was widely accepted that expressing anger would blow off steam and lessen its effect. 
Psychologists believe now that the application of this pressure cooker hypothesis may 
actually increase anger rather than decreasing it. After summarizing modern research, 
Carlson & Hatfield state that, “...when people express their anger, aggressive feelings, 
they often get themselves so worked up that the situation may become worse than it was 
before” (1992).  
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skillful in controlling one’s anger and in being careful and unhurried 
in deciding what kind of measures to take against those who are the 
source of the anger. Furthermore, one will avoid any actions that will 
give one possible cause to repent in the future.  

Another aspect of positive thinking is to remind the thinking soul 
of the great virtues of patience and forgiveness. Forgiveness is one of 
the noblest human virtues of kings and rulers. Those whose character 
displays this virtue, that is of having control over anger, being able to 
suppress rage and pardon offenders, are the ones who will be widely 
remembered and whose tales will be recorded for all to read and 
emulate. One who wishes to heal his anger should ask himself whether 
it is better to emulate such gracious models of forgiveness or to 
execute vengeance exposing the soul to the expected pain of regret and 
remorse. If one brings such thoughts into one’s consciousness upon 
the onset of anger seeping into the soul, one will benefit much from 
them. 

One more mental maneuver is to realize that quick, severe venge-
ance and reprimand would surely end up detrimental to the intimate 
warm relation between a superior and his subordinates and servants, 
and between a king and his subjects. It is true that such harsh measures 
would make the subordinates and subjects obedient, but this kind of 
submission would only be external in nature. Internally this harsh 
action and unnecessary rebuking would breed animosity and 
bitterness.  

On the other hand, gentleness, overlooking minor mistakes and 
forgiveness would fill the hearts of the servants and subjects with 
genuine love and mercy. Their obedience to the superior or king 
would be internal in nature. It is the submission born of love that 
causes them to be their protectors and defenders whether they know 
of it or not. But external obedience is that of fear and resentment. In 
such a case, the boss or king, instead of expecting support from his 
juniors or subjects, would be cautious and on his guard from them.  

Indeed, there is a very great difference between these two forms of 
compliance, and the one who endeavors to heal his anger should take 
heed from this.  

Actually, if a person is angered by one of his subordinates whom he 
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can punish or rebuke whenever he wishes, it would seem unwise to 
allow himself to react with unmanageable rage that could be harmful 
to him. A sensible and judicious approach is to delay his emotional 
response until the fury calms and then to fairly weigh the offense and 
decide on the suitable punishment. Such a line of attack would give 
him benefit in two merits. First he would attain the attributes of 
patience and forgiveness, and second he would be more successful in 
changing the behavior of his subordinate by choosing a suitable 
punishment for the kind of offense committed. In commenting about 
this gracious approach, a noble King is quoted to have said, “Why 
should I be angry concerning what I own and why should I be angry at 
what I do not own”.13 If one remembers this idea it will help to 
neutralize one’s angry feelings. 

Yet another way to counteract anger and rage is to concentrate 
one’s negative feelings towards the wrong deed of the subordinate or 
subject concerned, and not towards the offender as a human being. 
This would allow the angry person to thus resist any unjust oppressive 
behavior, and also lead him to discover that most of these offenses are 
either the result of irresistible lust, or the inability to do what is 
expected as a result of some tempting desire. He should then come to 
realize that nobody, whether subordinate or head, subject or king, is 
spared such incitements and motives. This should also in turn 
naturally lead him to sympathize with the offender due to (under-
standing) the latter’s weakness with respect to his lust and desire. If he 
gives himself time to contemplate the matter, he may even begin to 
have mercy on the one upon whom his revenge was about to be 
levelled.  

Furthermore, he can genuinely ask himself whether or not in his 
own past he had committed the same kind of mistakes and careless 
behavior making him angry at the present. He would surely find that 
in fact he had committed either similar or greater errors due to 
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13 Al-BalkhÏ did not explain this ambiguous statement by this noble king. From 
what he has discussed it seems that the king meant that everything belongs to Allah and 
that all of what he owns and do not own belong to Allah and accordingly a wise Muslim 
should not be so angry because of things that he does not own in the first place.
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seductive lust and desires. He would also feel bitter about those who 
punished him at the time. Thus it would seem unjustifiable to punish 
somebody for a fault that one has undertaken oneself. This type of 
thinking and these types of tactics will surely help one to calm down.  

Additionally, if an angry person thoughtfully reminds himself of 
the wrongdoer’s past sincere services and good characteristics, he is 
bound to reduce negative feelings towards him. However he should 
avoid seeing the person concerned while still emotionally provoked, 
as doing so before feelings cool down may rouse the anger that had 
started to dissipate. It is better to avoid any encounter for a few days 
since the passage of time can heal any stirred emotion. If it is anger, it 
will reduce and if it is sadness its effects will diminish. This is particu-
larly effective if the time in question is used to listen to guidance from a 
wise counselor combined with inner constructive thinking and healing 
maneuvers. This, with the Grace of Allah, would save the angry 
person from the harmful feelings and possible actions that he could 
have experienced or practiced without the help of our healing tactics. 

 

chapter [6]  Tranquilizing Fear 
 

WE HAVE ALREADY MENTIONED the adverse effects of fear 
and its harmful consequences on the body and how such disturbance if 
not checked, can have extremely serious physical consequences. We 
have also mentioned that terror is an extreme form of fear since not 
everything or situation that causes fear would reach the level of terror 
or panic. What terrorizes a person and agitates his soul is something 
that is quite threatening to him, that he thinks about or hears or sees. 
To cause terror or panic, the alarming object or frightening situation 
must be either directly perceived or expected to turn up or occur in a 
short time. A fearful object or occurrence that is not directly observed 
or that is expected to take place after a long time would not cause fear 
but rather distress and worry. For example a young man who thinks 
about the unquestionable impending issue of becoming old and dying 
may feel dejected and sad, but not afraid and unduly anxious. Simi-
larly, he would not be frightened by hearing of a fearful thing that may 
be far away from him, it must be perceived by his senses before fear 
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and terror can take hold of him.  
Many varied things can cause fear in humans such as the fear of a 

leader or influential person from being dismissed, or the fear of a 
wealthy man from poverty and similar misfortunes. However, real 
fear and terror are immediately felt when the individual is threatened 
by an impending danger that may cause him possibly unbearable pain 
or death. This is the emotion that scares and agitates and shows itself 
in the external behavior of the person and his facial features. In 
addition, the fearful person may be frightened by a sudden quaking 
such as an earthquake, or a very loud noise such as thunder, or by 
seeing dead or badly wounded bodies. 

However it must be noted that there are differences between people 
in the way they respond to fearful things. Some are by nature strong in 
their temperament. Their hearts are not greatly disturbed by sudden 
or scary encounters. On the other hand, there are those whose dispo-
sition is so reactive that they may become stunned and rendered unable 
to think of any way out of their predicament.14 In this, they resemble 
the behavior of most animals such as horses that respond with sudden 
jerks and darts when fleeing from frightening things that they hear or 
see. When man behaves in this way tactics of calm thinking or advice 
cannot help him, for his behavior will be dominated by the instinctive 
natural response to flee. It is only when he is able to listen and weigh 
matters sensibly that our mental maneuvers and external means can 
be helpful. 

One of these tactics is for the frightened person to realize that in 
most cases, the fear created by the expectation of a threatening 
experience is much greater than the real experience itself, if it actually 
occurs. This is because most of what man is afraid of is not really 
harmful as he expects. This is confirmed by the saying that “most of 
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14 In this statement, al-BalkhÏ speaks about the individual differences in respond-
ing to fearful situations in a way very similar to the modern theory of autonomic 
liability or reactivity propounded by H.J. Eysenck (1997). Eysenck believed that there 
are individual differences between peoples’ autonomic responses to anxiety-provoking 
stimuli. Those who are very reactive are predisposed to develop anxiety disorders more 
than those with comparatively less reactive autonomic nervous systems and that this is 
an inherited trait. 
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what you fear will not harm you” and the other saying, “most of the 
terror comes from the anticipation of the terror”. For this reason, 
some of the scholars have likened the things that frighten people to a 
thick ground fog in a cold country. An uninformed person (like an 
Arab Bedouin living in a hot desert) would think it to be a solid (black) 
object without any outlets and that it can trap people inside it. How-
ever if daring to enter he would find it to be simply moist air that he 
can breathe.  

This illustration is analogous to the experience of almost all 
people. Nobody has not experienced fear and worry about a certain 
future occurrence only to find, after experiencing it, that their fear was 
exaggerated and unfounded.15 They would also discover that the 
experience they once thought fearful was not really different to other 
occurrences they dealt with effectively. In learning this lesson,  
such people often benefit from this understanding in facing future 
predicaments.  

However, wiser people may not even need to experience such 
personal encounters in order to tranquilize their fear, learning through 
observation of the behavior of those having successfully dealt with 
fear-evoking situations similar to ones they expected to face. This kind 
of thinking would help one avoid being disturbed and defend one’s 
soul from the assault of fear and terror. Such a person must realize 
that he has a number of mental maneuvers that he can use to heal fear 
and terror (or at least to reduce their effect), but if he allows himself to 
succumb to fear and panic, he will not be in a position to benefit from 
these thought tactics. He should not let himself be overcome by fear to 
the extent of falling into the trap that he wishes to save himself from.   

Another useful tactic is to invoke anger against one’s fearful 
behavior by appealing to one’s pride, thus rebuking the soul for being 
scared and telling oneself that being so terrorized and panicky is not 
the respected behavior of esteemed men but rather cowards or perhaps 
those of weak disposition such as women and children. As anger at 
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15 It is of interest to note that modern eminent cognitive therapists like Ellis and 
Beck have considered exaggeration as one of the major forms of faulty thinking that 
leads to all sorts of anxiety disorders and depression. 
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oneself increases, so self-pride will be enhanced and one will feel 
ashamed and guilty of behaving like a spineless coward or those of 
weak disposition. Indeed, there is no way to fight fear and terror that 
is more effective than arousing pride and self-importance. Pride is the 
motive that strengthens the hearts of the criminals and victims who 
bravely and patiently stand the unbearable excruciating punishments 
executed against them by kings and sultans.  

Fear can also be opposed by employing a method of thought in 
some ways similar to the previous one. One facing a fearful experience 
should convince himself that those succumbing to such frightening 
things are simply naive and ignorant people with no past experience in 
hearing, or seeing frightening occurrences, or knowing how to manage 
them. It is known that those who repeatedly face terrifying incidents 
become accustomed to them and their fear is reduced each time the 
fearful episode is repeated. This is why children and animals become 
quite scared when they face any new situation or hear loud noises, 
responding with terror even if these occurrences are not really dread-
ful. Because of ignorance they exaggerate their responses. Were they 
to acknowledge that such seemingly fearsome things are in reality 
harmless, they would respond like mature individuals.  

Even if adults were to witness the horrors of war, seeing wounded 
and dead people for the first time in their lives, they would be greatly 
frightened. But were they to engage in much combat in an army, they 
would become used to the scenes of warfare. For this reason, it is 
customary for kings and governors to send their children at an early 
age to see the horrors of warfare in order for them to become used to 
the sight of dead and injured soldiers so that they grow up as brave 
warriors.  

Comparable to this is the behavior of physicians who treat patients 
with serious injuries and who perform various operations. Once their 
eyes become accustomed to such scenes, they are not affected by them. 
On the other hand new medical practitioners and those outside the 
profession would be greatly terrified by such dreadful sights. A third 
example is that of seamen and passengers who frequently travel by 
sea. Because of long experience in stormy seas containing terrifying 
huge waves, their senses become accustomed and they lose their fear. 
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Likewise in the case of those living in regions of frequent earth-
quakes.16 With repeated exposure to such, otherwise panic-provo- 
king, experiences they may not be alarmed or scared, unlike those 
living in regions of no earthquakes or where the phenomenon is rare. 
Akin to this is the behavior of a person afflicted with a serious physical 
illness. When the symptoms first appear, he is overwhelmed with fear 
and anxiety but as the disorder becomes chronic, he begins to habit-
uate himself to its symptoms until they cause him no more worry.  

These examples clearly illustrate the importance of habituation 
and the familiarity of our senses in tranquilizing fear. They demon-
strate that ignorance concerning the real nature of things is behind 
most human fears and terrors and that educating people regarding 
what they wrongly fear would help to heal them. This explains why 
we see an uninformed person scared of what he sees or hears even with 
respect to natural events whereas the learned remain unmoved because 
they know the physical reasons for the occurrence. For example, 
scholars are not roused into fear upon eclipses of the sun or moon, or 
occurrence of quakes and tremors,17 and this should remind us of our 
earlier discussion with regard to the fear responses of children and 
animals concerning harmless sights and sounds due to their ignorance 
and unfamiliarity.  

Adults in this respect are no different from them. Their dread is not 
unlike that of horses and other riding animals that are scared of 
statues or even pictures of lions and other dangerous carnivores, or 
birds scared of scarecrows. If these animals knew of the harmless 
nature of these things they would show no fear of them. But we know 
from our experience that an animal scared of such a harmless thing 
can be healed if repeatedly brought near to the object until becoming 
used to it, thereafter passing it by without showing fear or interest. 
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16 These examples remind one of the work of Wolpe in reciprocal inhibition as well 
as the modern behavioral therapeutic technique of exposure therapy that was earlier 
known as flooding. 

17 It seems that al-BalkhÏ has not had experience with earthquakes or he lived in 
tents or houses built from light materials that do not cause death and devastation when 
they collapse as a result of earthquakes. Otherwise, ignorant persons, as well as schol-
ars, should be scared of earthquakes. 
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However animals are different from children in this respect. An animal 
that has a natural fear of such harmless things would continue to 
exhibit this emotion as long as it lives. Children, on the other hand, 
would lose such infantile dread through the process of maturity and 
development. It is not within the nature of animals to overcome their 
ignorance by mere maturity and experience. 

From this we conclude that the best methods for tranquilizing fear 
and panic are to acquire much knowledge and information of 
fearsome things (to discover that they are not really harmful) and to 
force oneself to repeatedly expose one’s hearing and sight to noxious 
things, though disliking the practice, until one’s senses are familiar-
ized by them. In tolerating the pain of this exercise one is in fact 
training oneself like the riding animal forced by the whip to move 
again and again near the thing it is scared of until it becomes used to it 
and loses its fear.18 

 

chapter [7]  Methods of Dealing with Sadness 
 and Depression 

 
THE SYMPTOMS OF SADNESS and depression are of special 
significance in comparison to other psychological symptoms since 
they can cause very severe reactions to man when they take over his 
heart. This fact is clearly illustrated by the serious changes that afflict 
an individual suffering from acute sadness and depression. He appears 
in the most horrible form, uncontrollable deeds demonstrating his 
impatience and annoyance. In an earlier chapter we stated that 
depression is an extreme form of grief and sadness. Depression in its 
acute form is like a blazing coal fire while sadness is analogous to coal 
that remains glowing after the fire has subsided. These symptoms have 
pronounced effects in exhausting the body, draining its activity and 
wearing out its wish for pleasurable desires. It is as if the healthy 
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18 There can be no more simplified and clearer statement to show that the best 
treatment for fear and anxiety is cognitive and behavior therapy by gradual reciprocal 
inhibition. Indeed, this shows the genius of al-BalkhÏ in arriving through reason, cen-
turies ago, with therapies close to our modern techniques of cognitive behavior therapy. 
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human soul can almost be considered the sunlight of the body, which 
can be totally eclipsed by sadness and depression, losing its glowing 
rays and turning into utter darkness. In sum we say that sadness is the 
opposite of joyfulness and happiness. The face of a happy elated 
person radiates with cheeriness and brightness while that of the 
depressed expresses gloom, pessimism and despair.   

Just as fear and anxiety are caused by the expectation of a future 
threat, sadness and depression are caused by the loss of something the 
person loves or is attached to. Thus fear is directed to the future and 
sadness to the past. They are the strongest among psychological symp-
toms. If they join forces in afflicting a person, he would have the worst 
kind of an unhappy miserable and dejected life. But if he is saved from 
them he would enjoy a blissful happy life. However, no one should 
aspire to rid himself from all sorts of anxiety and sadness since this 
world is not the place where people can enjoy a life of total freedom 
from fear and sadness. This condition is only granted to the saved ones 
in Paradise in the Hereafter. These are the happy people whom Allah 
has repeatedly described in the Qur’an as the ones who “Shall have no 
fear nor shall they be sad or grieve”.19 They shall not be fearful about 
whatever they expect in their future nor sad about what they have left 
behind in their earthly life. In only these few words, Allah will bring to 
them all what they wish to have and preclude them from whatever is 
disliked by them. 

However our discussion in this chapter will be on the sadness and 
depression that people suffer from in this world. Whether slight or 
severe, to the extent of causing the person to lose his patience, no one 
can avoid being subjected to these symptoms since this is imbedded in 
the nature of life in this world. We begin by stating that sadness is of 
two distinct types.20 The first type is the one that has a clear identi-
fiable cause such as the death of a beloved relative or the loss of wealth 
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19 The Qur’an, chapter 2 verse 38. 
20 This, as we said, is one of al-BalkhÏ’s most amazing discoveries – that of classify-

ing depression into a comparatively mild reactive mood disorder with known reasons 
and an indigenous major depression for which there are no clear reasons and which is 
related to dysfunction in the chemistry of the body (brain). The former responds to psy-
chotherapy; the latter needs physical treatment as well.
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or something that the person greatly values. The second type has no 
obvious cause. It is a sudden distress and gloom that descends over the 
affected person preventing him, most of the time, from exuberance of 
activity and the enjoyment of the usual pleasures of this world. The 
person afflicted is generally unaware of any clear reason for his 
dejection.  

The causes behind the latter type of sadness or depression for 
which there is no known reason are related to bodily symptoms such 
as the impurity of the blood, its coolness and the changes in its con- 
tents. The treatment for this symptom is physical and psychological. 
As for the physical, it concentrates on purifying the blood, increasing 
its temperature and making it lighter. The psychological is limited to 
gentle encouraging talk that brings back some happiness21 as well as 
listening to music and songs22 and similar activities that emotionally 
give warmth to the gloomy.  

The sadness or depression that has a known reason i.e. loss of a 
loved relative or inability to obtain something one desperately wants 
is a symptom that can be helped with mental practices and is the 
disorder to which we are devoting this chapter. As previously stated, 
with respect to other symptoms its treatment is based on two strate-
gies: an internal and an external approach. The external, as already 
mentioned, is carried out by specialized counselors and wise preachers 
whose job is to raise morale and heal the sadness. This approach, as 
stated earlier, is analogous to the external treatment of body symp-
toms by medicines and special drinks. The internal strategies, on the 
other hand, concern a number of mental mechanisms based on opti-
mistic thought that a person creates within his soul to train himself to 
overcome any sorrowful feelings that appear due to losing what he 
prizes or failing to obtain what he desperately desire. 

One of the thought mechanisms is to weigh up the excessive bodily 
harm that continued sadness and depression can cause to one’s body 
with the urge to mourn over his loss. Logical thinking would convince 
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21 Here al-BalkhÏ is clearly speaking about a talking cure that was developed about 
11 centuries after his death and was given the name “psychotherapy”.  

22 Here again is an important contribution of using music therapy and singing to 
move and bring delight to the endogenously depressed.
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the person in question that his bodily health should be the most 
beloved thing to him. He should not accept to trade it in for any sum of 
money or relatives. The fact that a person feels sad and depressed for 
presumed loss is actually because he loves his body and soul and wants 
to please himself with what he failed to obtain or to stop the loss from 
happening. Destroying his health in agony over what has been lost, 
would be akin to someone selling out his capital to gain some little 
profit. Pondering on this would prove to the one afflicted that he 
would be the loser should he allow sadness to subdue his soul and 
harm his body. 

Another maneuver is for one to understand and realize that life in 
this world, by its very nature, is not the abode of perpetual joy and 
happiness, nor the abode of avoiding any loss of loved ones or sought 
after desires. One should look around to see if anyone has been spared 
such losses and bereavements. None will be found. If this is the way of 
things then one should deeply convince oneself that all the pleasures 
one obtains in life are but an additional gift that should be enjoyed 
with delight and that the losses one suffers and (those things) which 
one is unable to attain should not cause one much sorrow and 
bereavement. This should give one a fairly happy life of satisfaction 
and contentment.23 

In addition to that, the sad person who behaves with extreme 
impatience and uncontrolled bereavement when he faces a misfortune 
should seriously consider this weak behavior as a greater calamity 
than what he had faced. The reason for this is that life in this world 
will certainly bring to him more losses and if he is to respond every 
time with impatience to these future unhappy occurrences, his life 
would certainly be a very wretched one. Accordingly, a wise person 
should train himself to face the misfortune or loss with disciplined 
endurance until this becomes a usual pattern of confronting future 

Ab‰ Zayd al-BalkhÏ

52

23 It is obvious that al-BalkhÏ got this idea from some of the a^¥dÏth (plural of 
hadith) of Prophet Muhammad. In one of them the Prophet is quoted to have said, “In 
matters of this world look around to see those who are less than you or those who suffer 
more, and in matters of the akhirah or Hereafter, look at those who are better than you 
in their worshipping of Allah. This would cause you not to belittle what Allah has given 
you in this world and would motivate you to do more for your Hereafter.”(Bukh¥rÏ)
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mishaps. If this disciplinary training is carried out, one would reduce 
all misfortunes to only the one that he had overcome: that of losing 
patience in confronting mishaps.  

One more mental tactic, (already mentioned), is for one to become 
strongly conscious of the fact that those who lose their patience and 
succumb to despair and helplessness are spineless cowards or the 
weak. On the other hand, it is those who face calamities and catastro-
phes with unbending endurance that have been exalted by their socie- 
ties. Their tales of fortitude and courageous forbearance have been 
recorded in the history of their nation as exemplary characters to be 
modeled. One facing a saddening event should ask himself whether he 
would want to be like the cowards or whether he should model 
himself after glorified heroes. 

A further mental approach is to realize that one’s soul or self 
should be and is in fact the most precious thing that one has and that 
one should preserve it. If it is safe, then any other loss should com-
paratively be much less disturbing and tolerable. This being the case, 
facing any loss that affects one’s soul with excessive sorrow and 
dejection is unjustified.24 This kind of tranquilizing thought should be 
linked to the convincing fact that any hardship or damaging loss that 
besets one is similar or even less severe than the predicaments other 
people have suffered or are now suffering from. It is one of the 
characteristics of human nature to find solace in one’s hardship when 
one discovers that it is shared by many other people. Furthermore, one 
should always remember that incidents that cause people to feel sad or 
to grieve are part of the engraved nature of this life. This kind of 
thoughtful tranquility is bound to help one to control distress and 
mourning and not allow them to multiply in an unchecked manner. 

One more mental approach is to ponder on reducing the effect of 
the calamity that is afflicting one by realizing that it could have been 
much more depressive and agonizing. Imagining that it could have 
come in a much more sorrowful and grieving manner may cause one 
to be grateful to God for saving one from a possibly greater catastrophe 
and giving one a lighter misfortune. At any rate, since the soul has 
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been spared from demise and there is the future to make up for what 
had been lost, one must reflect on the gifts that God has bestowed on 
one and to see how best to make use of them. The expectation of such 
future pleasures can help to soothe the depressive mood and even 
transform it to one of happiness.  

Finally, by surveying one’s own as well as other’s experiences, one 
will come to the realization that all incidents of sorrow and grief are 
destined to be forgotten and that with the passing of days the agony 
would certainly diminish. One must take cognizance of the fact that 
the most saddening moment of an incident is its inception and that the 
days that come after will certainly reduce its painful effects until it is 
gradually pushed into forgetfulness. This kind of mental maneuver is 
bound to bring about a quick feeling of comfort or even happiness and 
pleasure. 

We have delineated in this chapter the methods that can be used to 
overcome sadness and depression caused by distressing life experi-
ences. These are the mental maneuvers that, with the help of Allah, 
can be very beneficial to those who need to overcome their sorrow and 
grief. 

 

chapter [8]  Mental Maneuvers that Fend off the 
Recurring Whispers of the Heart and the Obsessive 

Inner Speech of the Soul 
 

WE HAVE ALREADY STATED in an earlier chapter that the 
obsessive inner speech of the soul is one of the symptoms that can be 
helped by the psychological healing of the soul. Actually this symptom 
is one of the most harmful and damaging to man. This is due to the 
fact that though it is considered a psychological disorder, in reality it is 
not purely so. Its etiology is shared with organic bodily aspects.25 No 
human being is spared from occasional or frequent anxiety, anger and 
sadness, but this repetitive inner rumination of the soul is not as 
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observation of al-BalkhÏ. Many research studies have indicated that heredity and other 
neurological etiology are behind the affliction of obsessive-compulsive disorder. 
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common. A person may be spared from this symptom throughout his 
life without ever complaining from its harmful effect. This does not 
mean that he does not experience an inner self conversation of the soul 
since this is a common disposition of the human soul that is part of 
human nature.26 What we mean is that this monologue does not recur 
in an obsessive manner that interferes with everyday chores nor does it 
bring fearful thoughts or make one imagine dejecting things. That is 
why we say that its etiology has a share with the body.  

However it must be stressed that it can also be harmful to the body 
like physical symptoms or even more so. This is because the pure bodily 
symptoms are pains and aches (that can be treated by medicines) but 
the harm done by this psychological symptom is more concealed and 
varied. Repetitive whispering can have an inherited predisposition or 
it may appear as an unexpected symptom due to some (negative) 
experiences. Though the obsessive symptom that originates from an 
inborn disposition27 is more frequently suffered from during one’s 
life, it is still less stressful than the one that suddenly afflicts the person 
at a later age in a way that he has not experienced before. In the first 
instance, the victim would have already accustomed himself to these 
intruding thoughts and does not expect his condition to worsen. He 
may feel better and momentarily forget his problem whenever he is 
very busy with important issues. In the second case, however, the first 
unexpected attacks would cause so much tension that he may deteri-
orate to an unbearable level of anxiety and fretfulness. Conversely, 
when the disorder is caused by an inherited temperament it usually 
does not seriously worsen. In fact it may become habitual and the 
afflicted may only suffer from the symptom when alone or when not 
engrossed in some demanding business. 

The different reactions of the victims to these two types of afflic-
tion with this psychological symptom are very much similar to the 
response of the sick to bodily illnesses. Some illnesses and physical 
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27 This statement shows the refined clinical observation of al-BalkhÏ since the role 

of heredity in obsessive compulsive disorder has now been supported by a number of 
modern researches.
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disorders attack the person because of inborn factors in his body or 
because of natural predisposition and temperament. Because of the 
high frequency with which such illness occurs, the afflicted will get 
used to them. Disorders such as headaches and common pains of the 
chest, stomach or ear, which are rooted in man’s inborn dispositions 
come and go with or without medicines. Unlike disorders and pains 
that are tolerated because of the frequency of attacks, illnesses that 
afflict suddenly, without warning, are quite disturbing to the body.  

This symptom of unrelenting whispers and obsessive thoughts is 
caused by the dominance of black bile in the body. This can happen in 
one of two ways: firstly by an inborn natural disposition in which the 
sufferer has inherited a preponderance of black bile in comparison to 
other humors. This will predispose him to experience bad thoughts 
and ugly inner speech. The second is caused by a disproportion in his 
humors. He does not directly inherit a high proportion of black bile, 
but he inherits a mixture of yellow bile and phlegm. The yellow bile 
which is dry and warm reacts with the phlegm changing its cool humid 
nature into dry warm black bile that causes the obsession of thought. 
However this latter mixture produces less striking symptoms than the 
former since it is the result of pure unadulterated black bile. Thus the 
second type is an unnaturally developed black bile but the former is 
the more powerful natural one.  

A person who has a natural predominance of black bile can be 
identified from the characteristics of his body and his emotional 
responses. He would have a solid condensed body type with large 
bones and tense a¢|¥b (muscles),28 dried out skin, thick blood, curly 
short hair and rather dusty grimy skin color. Psychologically he would 
generally be a dismal, but aggressive person with a constantly annoyed, 
angry face. He is silent most of the time putting up a serious expres-
sion, as if he were contemplating. He is not angered easily, but when 
really provoked it is very difficult for him to forget or to accept 
apologies. He would generally continue to show malevolence and 
hatred even to those who in their apology show him a high degree of 
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warmth and affection. 
Of course there are people afflicted with obsessions though they do 

not have the bodily or psychological characteristics that we have just 
mentioned, such as being in possession of a pliable soft body and 
behaving in a sociable conversational manner with an effort to please 
others. Contrary to the first group they are changeable and moody, 
easily infuriated and quick to forgive. Whenever a person shows these 
qualities but also suffers from inner whispers and obsessive thoughts, 
it must be inferred that the black bile in his system is only a result of 
the mixture of yellow bile and phlegm. In such cases, the harm he 
gains from this symptom would be less than the previous type in 
whom the black bile is natural, originating from an inborn tempera-
ment. Though the black bile in the second type is developed from the 
mixture of phlegm and yellow bile, the phlegmatic moisture does not 
totally lose its influence. It prevents his symptom from becoming too 
acute and anxiety provoking.  

Even if the symptom of the obsession is less pronounced in the 
second type, the afflicted will continue to suffer much. That is so 
because this obsessive symptom, unlike the other symptoms that we 
have discussed, is very difficult to treat or to get rid of.29 Furthermore, 
it does not have a straightforward unambiguous cause. In the case of 
anger and rage or fear and panic, we always know the direct stimulat-
ing cause and by manipulating it, we can help the person to overcome 
it. For example the angry person can lose his fury by avenging himself 
or by forgetting the incident after the passage of time. Similarly, the 
frightened, panicky person would revert to tranquility as soon as the 
fearsome object or occurrence is removed. The same applies to all 
other emotional symptoms. They come and go and most people are 
saved from their hurtful effects during most of the days of their lives. 
For example you will not find a person who is perpetually enraged or 
frightened. But as for the symptom of this repetitive inner speech or 
the harmful monologue of the soul, its cause is unknown and it is not 
easily treated. It is something that befalls an individual as a result of 
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compulsive disorder is indeed the most difficult to treat in comparison to other anxiety 
based disorders.
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inborn disposition as we have mentioned. 
This obsessive monologue of the soul is not limited to hateful 

thoughts. It can obsess with thoughts about something that one loves 
and deeply wishes to have. So, irresistibly falling in love may at times 
be seen as such an obsession. Such thoughts about a beloved object 
may be so overwhelming that the person may be hindered from think-
ing about anything else concerning his livelihood or even his other 
pleasures. But of course the really harmful way in which this symptom 
afflicts is when it possesses the person with threatening and fearful 
thoughts. Such persistent thoughts would make him imagine that a 
dreadful incident is going to befall him or that a physical harm is 
about to badly affect his body. The latter obsessive thought is much 
more disturbing since one’s body is the most precious thing to a 
person. So, repetitive notions that overawe one with fearful or worry-
ing thought cause much more anxiety and concern than ones that 
overpower the mind with what a person loves or greatly wishes to 
possess. The latter is always associated with some of the imagined 
pleasure of realizing one’s desires.  

It must be stated that recurring negative thoughts of the fearful and 
worrying type can also be harmful to the body. This is because as the 
symptom intensifies, the sickened soul would give the person afflicted 
a strong feeling of the distant event, in space and time, being imminent 
or about to happen.30 When this sad state takes its toll, the person 
would find himself unable to use his mental faculties to deal with 
anything else, and would be too busy with the imagined imminent 
danger to enjoy any pleasures or to concentrate on what is said to him 
or to socialize with others. Whenever he tries to let go and socialize, 
the disturbing thoughts will shoot up to control his mind. This would 
leave him a victim of his own negative dreadful thinking and agitating 
inner talk. 

This miserable condition is comparable to one who is continuously 
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anxiety neurosis in which the patient has repetitive thoughts about a far-fetched dan-
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subjected to horrible nightmares from which he awakens in a terrible 
state of fear and anxiety. These recurring frightening dreams occur to 
some people during the night while the nightmarish thoughts of the 
one afflicted with this symptom of obsessive self-talk possess him 
during the day. The sufferer imagines impending danger and threaten-
ing occurrences in his wakeful inner whispers, while the dreamer sees 
these frightening incidents in his sleep; however they are both caused 
by internal self-talk. 

An additional distinctive attribute of those suffering from this 
symptom is their extreme pessimism, they harbor negative thoughts 
not only about themselves, but also about their surroundings. They 
worry and feel anxious about trivial things that are not supposed to 
cause such negative responses, and they always expect the worst and 
most terrifying outcome to occur. In whatever is expected to happen 
in their lives they suppress the optimistic and constructive aspects  
and choose to worry about harmful and negative expectations. This 
includes whatever happens to their bodies or their surroundings, 
always mulling over anxiety-provoking imaginary incidents.  

It is therefore essential that a person afflicted by, or tested with, this 
symptom, does his utmost best to find ways of healing himself by all 
possible means from its harmful effects. In this he should be as highly 
motivated as one who seeks medicines to relieve painful bodily 
ailments. He should not be misled by the erroneous belief that a psy-
chological symptom of this nature is untreatable usually afflicting 
certain people who then have to live with it. On the contrary, he 
should strongly hold on to the conviction that Allah has not created a 
disease of the body or a disorder of the soul without creating its anti-
dote. Thus whenever a disease or disorder, whether physical or psy- 
chological, is treated with its suitable antidote, it will either be totally 
cured or at least it’s painful or negative effects will be reduced. Even in 
the latter case one should accept the fact that reducing the severity of a 
symptom is much better than leaving it untreated until it worsens and 
causes much more harm.  

As we have stated earlier, bodily physical symptoms should 
naturally be treated by physical therapies (such as medicines or diet); 
similarly, psychological symptoms should logically be aided by psy-
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chological therapies. Such psychological therapies, as stated earlier, 
are either of an external nature, such as preaching and counseling, or 
internal, such as in the form of thoughts a person can generate to 
defend himself against fear, anxiety or sadness if internal whispering 
creates such negative emotions. It is our obligation (in this chapter) to 
describe all the mental strategies that can be used to heal this symptom 
or reduce its harmful effect.  

These mental maneuvers, as expected, come either from outside 
the soul or within it. Externally, it is very important for the one 
afflicted to avoid being alone since loneliness would naturally stimulate 
negative thought and harmful self-talk. The human soul is perpetually 
active either externally or internally.31 Externally its activity is to busy 
itself with socializing with other people, talking to them and arguing 
with them about things that concern the person. Internally, it is to 
busy itself with thinking, memories and reflections.32 So if the soul is 
not occupied by outward conversation, it has no alternative but to be 
employed in inner thought and past reflections. Such thoughts and 
whispering self-talk will be particularly intense when the soul is by its 
nature sensitive and imaginative. Thus a person suffering from this 
obsessive symptom, will find its harmful effects multiplied when he is 
alone. But when in the company of other people, actively engaged in 
amusing conversation and discussion, he will find the influence of 
inner whispering much reduced. For this reason, being alone and 
solitude are inadvisable and disapproved of, while mixing with people 
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31 Advising the obsessive-compulsive patient to avoid being alone is a very useful 
therapeutic technique that I do not find in modern books in psychotherapy or psychia-
try. This may be due to the fact that in modern western life it is difficult for relatives and 
friends to spend much time with such patients. Time is money and no one wishes to 
throw away money for an obsessive patient. 

32 The fact that the human psyche, supported by the nervous system, is “uninter-
ruptedly active” is beautifully described by Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah in his book 
Al-Faw¥’id. He says that the human soul is as active as a continuously revolving mill-
stone. It never stops day or night. The thoughts and feelings are like the seeds that the 
mill grinds. If you put valuable healthy thoughts into it, it is as if you feed it with wheat. 
It will come out as flour, but if you put gravel and stones, it will grind it as well, but what 
are you going to get at the other end? 
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is commendable. 
This is generally true. However, being alone can be advisable for 

certain special groups of people, such as rulers of a state, concerned 
with drafting well thought out acts and measures for the running of 
their country, or for wise scholars, in a library trying to come up with 
a novel discipline or writing a new book, or the devoted worshipper 
who loves to be alone with his Lord in spiritual consciousness. Other 
than such endeavors, loneliness is blameworthy since it can only lead 
to useless and aimless thinking.  

Allah has created man a social being who instinctively enjoys 
mixing with other people of his resemblance and who needs the social 
support of others when suffering any sad experiences. Consequently it 
can be safely said that those who voluntarily prefer to avoid 
socializing with others without one of the three legitimate reasons that 
we have specified, must be considered abnormal and lacking in 
humanity by failing to gain pleasure and benefit from what has been 
placed into the natural human disposition. This inherited tendency 
towards companionship can even be observed in certain animals, 
especially tame ones such as sheep, cattle and birds that flock together. 
It is wild and aggressive animals such as lions and tigers that favor 
loneliness.  

The benefits of social interaction between humans, whether they 
are living in their towns or traveling, is so highly considered that it has 
become a well-known Arabic saying that, “the lone person is a devil”. 
Numerous tales in the literature recount stories of those who traveled 
alone going through unfamiliar harsh terrain without companions 
only to end up suffering unendurable catastrophes, untimely death or 
aimless wandering and mental illness. This is why we place emphasis 
on the person being tested with obsessive self-talking whispers to 
avoid being alone. 

A second advice for persons afflicted is to avoid idleness and 
unemployment, since this is the other side of the loneliness coin and 
can have the same harmful effects of instigating negative persistent 
thought. If one does not take up an activity that externally consumes 
one’s time, one’s soul will naturally turn to internal activity, which 
would obviously lead to harmful whispers. It is thus highly recom-
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mended for such psychological sufferers to develop much interest in 
jobs that consume their spare time. If they are among the commoners, 
they can busy themselves with securing earnings for their daily living, 
but if they are rulers and kings, then they should use their time in 
improving the wellbeing of their subjects and followers.  

However, if the person feels bored (after long hours of concen-
trated work), he can refresh himself with enjoyable pleasures such as 
food and drink, sexual relations, listening to moving songs and music, 
and looking at a delightful landscape and beautiful objects. Such 
moments of enjoyment would no doubt distract him away from the 
repetitive whispering of obsessive thoughts. However, it is important 
for such persons not to make a routine out of any recreational activity. 
They must be renewed whenever possible in order to keep up the level 
of enjoyment. This is so because such afflicted persons, (in compar-
ison to normal people), are very quick to become bored by repetitive 
activities. Even if the moment had been a pleasurable one, its repeti-
tion may soon cause the soul to become bored leading it to quickly 
return to its harmful thoughts. Any novel pleasurable experience will 
have an effect for some time, thus the afflicted person may need these 
constant changes so long as his suffering continues.  

An additional mental tactic is for the afflicted person to choose 
some sincere and trusted relatives or friends, who really love him and 
wish for his good health and happiness, in order to frankly discuss his 
problem with them and listen to their counsel and advice. They will 
expose to him the erroneous nature and irrationality of his negative 
self-talk. This can be very valuable in restraining the sufferer’s 
pessimistic thoughts.33 It would be as beneficial to him in suppressing 
harmful thoughts as the optimistic supportive words of a good 
physician to a patient suffering some physical illness. What we have 
just described are examples of external maneuvers that a person 
afflicted can use to overcome the problem of repetitive negative 

Ab‰ Zayd al-BalkhÏ

62

33 This is exactly what modern psychologists say concerning the use of cognitive 
therapy in helping obsessive-compulsive patients. Notice that in telling the patient to 
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thought. 
We next turn to internal strategies to fight this symptom. In short 

this is a collection of counteracting arguments that an afflicted person 
can employ to neutralize or even cancel out the negative whispers of 
his consciousness whenever they emerge. In doing so he would be in 
many ways similar to someone arguing in a court of law against the 
allegations raised by an opponent, falsifying the claims and rendering 
them invalid and illogical. So, in employing counter thoughts against 
his inner negative self-talk, the person would be equivalent to a 
defendant in court arguing against his own self.34 

Internal thoughts are of two different types. The first is a collection 
of healthy thoughts that the person accumulates and stores in memory 
when in a healthy and relaxed state.35 They are retrieved from 
memory whenever the negative thoughts emerge. The second category 
consists of thinking that the person generates when the negative 
thoughts actually begin their assault with minor doses. This is analo-
gous to an early attack of a physical illness. If left untreated by suitable 
medicine it may develop into an incapacitating disease. Similarly a 
thought antidote at the early stages of a psychological disorder of the 
soul may prevent or greatly reduce the effect of a future psychological 
catastrophe in which the distressed person may be powerless in the 
face of exaggerated negative thoughts involving far-fetched calamities, 
imagined destruction and implausible uncontrollable epidemics. 

Such unfounded, imaginary, catastrophic thoughts are of course 
invalidated by the testimony of all wise people. No one would accept 
to be a slave of negative whispering self-talk which dominates the soul 
and messes up one’s life. The origin of this obsessive disorder is either 
the dominance of certain body humors, (as detailed earlier), or from 
the devil appointed to a person (the qarÏn) that strives to spoil one’s 
life in this world and the Hereafter.36 The source of the disorder  
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35 Remember his analogy of the first aid kit that he gave in an earlier chapter. 
36 This is one of the very few unambiguous references to the religious belief about 

the role of evil spirits in the causation of psychological disorders in the manuscript. 
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is really not very important. Whether it is the influence of body  
chemicals or the work of Satan, the person should not succumb to 
such unfounded thoughts and should fight them with the mental 
strategies that we have described.  

One more mental tactic is for the person afflicted to observe the 
way people around him react to his terrifying or sad inner whispers 
which are causing him to demoralize himself or destabilize the way he 
lives. He should reason with himself that if his harmful whispers and 
self-talk had any reality then surely people around him would have 
been disturbed. And since as clearly apparent they are not, for people 
in general will only be alarmed by real threatening dangers they can 
actually perceive, then it must follow that this negative thought must 
be unreal, just like the delusions of the mentally disturbed. This can be 
a useful thought against the obsessive symptom. 

An additional useful thought is to deliberate on the problem and its 
causes. Doing so, the sufferer would come to the conclusion that his 
symptom, despite its persistent pains and worries, was actually rooted 
in his natural disposition and temperament. He should then convince 
himself that any predisposed psychological disorder should not cause 
him to be disturbed or scared since he knows of its origin, and 
accordingly expects its occurrence. In this he should be like the one 
suffering from a chronic physical bodily complaint. Such a person 
quickly learns to live with it and familiarizes himself with its pains. In 
fact there are very few people indeed who do not complain of a 
physical disorder that afflicts them because of their natural predispo-
sition and inherited temperament. The fact that these physical symp- 
toms continue for a long time would help them to accustom them-
selves to them. Also, such a person will come to realize that his 
negative whispers would not endanger his life or cause him to suffer 
incapacitating disease allowing him to tolerate and live happily with 
them. The fact that they are afflicting him because of his inherited 
predisposition, his inability to change, would further support him in 
tolerating them.  

In a way this is similar to the behavior of one who suffers from 
frequent nightmares. On first experiencing them, he would respond 
with terror and anxiety, but upon continuously seeing them in his 
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sleep, he will gradually become accustomed to them and they would 
cease to frighten him, particularly when he realizes that his vulnera-
bility to such scary dreams is the result of his disposition and tempera- 
ment. Such thoughts should be employed by one who suffers from 
harmful obsessive whispering in order to counteract the symptom. 

Another very important approach is for one to deliberate on the 
fact that Allah (SWT), Blessed and Elevated be His Name, has created 
highly fixed laws for the development and growth or weakening and 
decaying for all sorts of plants, animals and even non-living things. 
Nothing will flourish and develop without specific reasons that 
precede this, or decay and perish without causes that lead to this. 
These are the general laws of cause and effect that Allah has set to run 
our universe. They are confirmed by our everyday observations. These 
are unchanging laws that govern the life of animals and plants and the 
existence of inanimate things. For example, we will never see a well-
built structure that suddenly collapses without observing agents that 
cause its walls to develop fissures and cracks or seeing persons who 
deliberately use tools to tear it down. Similarly, we cannot expect an 
oil lamp to abruptly be extinguished if all the essential constituents for 
its continued illumination are at hand. If it has a good wick and the 
correct amount of oil that does not flood it with abundance nor cause 
it to burst into flames due to its shortage, it must continue to give light 
unless someone extinguishes it by pouring water over the burning 
wick or it is extinguished by a sudden gust of air.  

Likewise, the life of a healthy person is not expected to suddenly be 
terminated without an observable external or internal agent that 
causes its death. This, of course, does not exclude disease and the 
gradual decline caused by old age that naturally leads to demise. In 
using the analogy of the oil lamp, the wick stands for the human body, 
the oil for its nourishment, and the lamp with its light to life itself. The 
agents that extinguish the light of the wick are like the adverse 
surroundings that are being subjected to very high or very cold tem- 
peratures, beating, punching, knocking, wounding, or similar hazard- 
ous accidents. Accordingly, if the person leads a safe life that precludes 
such precarious incidents, consumes good nourishing food and drink, 
and takes part in other relevant activities that enhance his health, there 
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would be no reason for him to accept any negative thoughts with 
regards to his sudden demise in the same way that no one should 
expect the light of an oil lamp to be extinguished, if there is no external 
agent that interferes to put out its flame. Such thoughts would no 
doubt be helpful to the one obsessed in counteracting negative self-
talk concerning his health and supposed imminent death. 

A further thought tactic is to ponder on the fact that anything that 
is created on the basis of causes and their effects has certain factors by 
which we can judge its resilience or weakness against the adverse 
agents that face it. We can judge its expected age and the speed with 
which eradicating agents succeed in destroying it. For example if we 
see a strongly constructed edifice built with thick walls from pure 
unadulterated material, we would conclude that the agents of diminu-
tion cannot easily weaken its walls and that it will continue standing 
for a very long time unless it is subjected to the interference of an 
external demolisher. Similarly, the healthy life of a human being and 
his expected age can be judged from certain bodily or psychological 
characteristics or from his own self. 

The physical features that can predict one’s anticipated age can be 
accurately determined by the physician. For instance, if he finds that 
the person concerned has a weak digestive system and is chronically 
complaining from various ailments that come and go, he would 
deduce that he will not have a long life but, in contrast, if he finds the 
person well-built with a healthy digestive system he would conclude 
that he will have a long life.  

As for the prediction of one’s age from estimates not depending on 
physical or psychological characteristics, one would cite the work of 
fortune-tellers and astrologers. They foretell the expected ages of 
newly born infants to kings and rulers. Though they may wrongly 
guess in minor cases, they are not likely to commit such mistakes in 
major issues. This (psychic science) should not be taken lightly. It is a 
valuable profession of great importance.37 Though it has been prac-
ticed by experts from far-flung countries, they all seem to agree on its 
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interpretations, its general rules of applications and its divisions and 
branches. The possibility of communication between these experts in 
plotting to create such a profession is indeed a very remote possibility. 
Their interpretations are either based on religiously revealed know-
ledge that would definitely tell the truth, or from their own ideas that 
can lie, or from common sense and reasoning on which people would 
not agree on an irrational verdict. 

Now, if our description of this profession is accurate, then its 
judgments as to one’s age, fortune, happiness or other aspects should 
be taken seriously and optimistically. If this optimism entailed by the 
absence of a forecast of bad luck or misfortune is coupled with a 
healthy strong body that is free from chronic complaints and is able to 
reasonably gratify the needs of food, drink and sex and living without 
serious psychological problems, then succumbing to harmful whispers 
and negative self-talk becomes a pointless inconceivable form of 
behavior. This approach in thinking should be intelligently used by 
the one afflicted with the obsessive symptom to fight his harmful inner 
whispers.  

As we have already mentioned, sufferers from obsessive inner 
whisperings are highly pessimistic people. They demean themselves 
and exaggerate minor complaints and amplify trivial misfortunes to 
look as if they were incapacitating catastrophes. Another way that 
helps in remedying this condition is for the obsessed person to 
contemplate the powerful grip that Allah has given to nature and how 
He has fixed the exact age of every living person. Our Creator, the 
Most High and Blessed, has blended human souls into their bodies in 
the most wonderful and faultless manner, perfectly bonding them in 
the strongest possible way so that they live together in the most 
congruous and intimate manner. For this reason you find that the 
human soul would tolerate all sorts of unimaginable pains, gushing 
wounds, broken bones, amputations and other mishaps without 
trying to break off from its body. It can also stand hunger, thirst and 
chronic serious illnesses that affect the mental faculties and senses and 
prevent the body it inhabited from taking the food that it badly needs. 
The soul can endure all that because of the familiarity of its attach-
ment to the body. Not only that but it urgently strives to ward off all 
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the illnesses and dangers that threaten the safety of the body.  
In fact if one studies the effect of medicines and the physical 

therapies of physicians in curing illnesses and diseases, one would find 
that only very few persons really benefit from such physical therapies. 
Most will benefit more from the encouragement and (psychological) 
assistance of the physician. This will enhance the natural power of the 
soul to heal the body.38 The evidence for what we have said comes 
from the behavior of many very sick people who avoid seeking the 
help of physicians and enjoy all sorts of food and drink (that doctors 
generally consider as harmful to them), yet they achieve full remission 
from their disorders. They may lead a healthy life until they reach old 
age or die because of an epidemic or other unexpected lethal cause. 
This is indeed clear evidence for the healing power of nature and the 
supportive influence of the combined sway of body and soul. The 
lesson to draw from what has been said is that one afflicted with any 
bodily illness should avoid pessimistic feelings exaggerating the illness 
into a terminal disease or a destructive catastrophe. Of course this is 
particularly so with one afflicted with obsessive negative thought.  

An extra thought strategy to fight obsessive negative thought is to 
reflect on the fact that when Allah (Most High and Most Blessed) 
planned for humans to inhabit the earth, He decreed in His wisdom to 
make the channels for safe life much greater than the ways and means 
to unsafe and dangerous existence. This is obvious, since if it were not 
so, the life of the common people would have been hazardous and 
disorganized. It is also quite clear from observation that those people 
who are bodily and psychologically healthy are much more numerous 
than those who are psychologically disordered or those who are 
physically disabled such as the blind, the deaf, the dumb or the 
physically impaired. Likewise, you find the number of the pitiable 
poor who do not have what they need for mere survival to be very 
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38 Al-BalkhÏ here is saying exactly what Herbert Benson states in his well-
researched book, Timeless Healing (Simon & Schuster, 1996). He writes in p.109, 
“Medicine still offered more care than it did cures, more attention than technology”. 
He goes on to say that successful treatment depends on, “…three modes of belief-
inspired healing: the belief of an individual in a treatment, the belief of the caregiver or 
their mutual beliefs”.  
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small in comparison to those who can easily pay for their sustenance.  
Correspondingly, you can observe that those who become 

extremely sick and die are far less than those who recover from their 
illnesses and lead a healthy life thereafter. An exception to that, of 
course, is when there is an epidemic; however such epidemics cannot 
be taken as an evaluation since they rarely happen. They are the 
exception not the norm. As a consequence to what we have delineated, 
the young individual who has not reached the weakness of old age 
should not entertain pessimistic ideas about his condition when he 
becomes sick. He should perceive his illness within the general norms 
of safety that we have discussed. This thought tactic can be of special 
value to those whose obsessive negative thought leads them to 
unfounded pessimism. 

Another approach of healthy thinking is to mull over the fact that 
Allah Most High has created man in a way that would not entirely 
save him from all sorts of physical or psychological maladies. How-
ever, He has also created, out of His mercy and compassion, an 
antidote for each one of these disorders. But He has spread out these 
antidotes and curing agents in all kinds of plants and animal parts as 
well as what He has created on top of the earth and under its surface. 
Not only that, but He has subjugated some of His servants to look for 
these medicines and bring them to the traders and merchants from far-
flung places; from land and sea, from the shores of rivers, the tops of 
mountains, deep valleys and bottomless oceans.  

Furthermore, He has designated some of His slaves to specialize in 
the profession of medicine that can utilize these therapeutic materials 
in helping the sick. There should be no doubt in the mind of any astute 
observer that the origin of this medical profession is a heavenly Divine 
revelation or at least it is an inspiration that is comparable to Godly 
revelation. By this Divine inspiration, these physicians were given the 
intelligent ability of combining the ingredients of these therapeutic 
potions into predetermined weights, precise quantities or fixed 
volumes. They must also be revered for documenting their medical 
knowledge in books that continue to serve future generations.  

Accordingly the great services of both the ones who bring the 
medicinal plants, the therapeutic animal parts or minerals from every 
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corner of the earth, as well as the physicians who astutely combine 
them to treat the sick, must be appreciated and not be considered as 
meaningless or fruitless. In fact the fruits of these professions are a gift 
provided by Allah, Most High and Gracious, to promote the health of 
His slaves and creatures with the inspiration and support He has 
bestowed on these qualified experts. Thus, for every kind of disease, 
illness or disorder, there must be an antidote that would cure it if given 
in the correct manner.  

The antidote in this respect is just like food to the hungry or water 
to the thirsty. This is so because the One who created the food and 
water is the same God who created the medicines and antidotes. Both 
are agents for human wellbeing and safety. And just as food would 
satisfy the hungry and water the thirsty so that they become satiated, 
suitable medicine is bound to bring about healing and the patient will 
regain his health and will no longer need to take the medicine. 

However, for the medical ingredients to bring about healing the 
person must not be too old to benefit from it. Also, he must not be 
subjected to a contagious epidemic. Moreover, the medicine may not 
help him if he is careless and follows a happy-go-lucky approach to his 
eating and drinking habits. If he does not care about what he eats, at 
what times and in what quantity, he would definitely subject his body 
to the buildup of harmful waste that can culminate in serious diseases. 
Similarly, carelessness in seeking medical help when a malady first 
appears may lead to the worsening of the symptoms until they reach a 
level that cannot be helped by therapy. And finally, the afflicted person 
may harm himself by his lack of self-control in taking or doing what 
the physician has prevented him from. In eating what harms him, he 
would be like the one who cooperates with the disorder against his 
natural disposition to improve and against the efforts of his 
physician.39  
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39 In this final section of the book it seems that al-BalkhÏ has been carried away 
from his main topic of obsessive disorders to remotely related medical issues. Also his 
Arabic language becomes more difficult, and he tends to move abruptly from one sub-
ject to another. The translator did his best to simplify the material and to rearrange it 
into a logical sequence.
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On the other hand, the sick person can be much helped by the 
medicine if he during his healthy life he was careful enough not to 
allow his body to accumulate heavy and sticky harmful waste. But if 
he develops a little of this refuse and becomes ill, he (should) imme-
diately seek the help of a physician before the malady worsens. This 
would quickly result in attaining recovery. This recovery would of 
course be enhanced if the instructions of the physician are meticu-
lously followed. Such a careful person can enjoy good health unless he 
reaches old age or is harmed by an external causal injury.  

These then are the thought tactics (as discussed in this chapter) that 
a person afflicted with obsessive negative whispering of the soul can 
employ. With the support of Allah Most High, he would completely 
neutralize these thoughts or at least reduce their harmful effects. 

 

�� 

 
By the conclusion of this section (on the sustenance of the 
soul), the whole book is now completed. It is with the support and 
grace of Allah that this effort has been achieved. May all thanks be to 
Him and may His prayers and peace be (showered) on our master 
Muhammad, His illiterate Prophet, and his family and Companions, 
and may honor and reverence be the attributes of the selected ones 
among his followers. The close of this book was at the hands of the 
humble servant of Allah, Shams al-DÏn al-QudsÏ, who strives for the 
forgiveness of his gracious Lord from his sins and who prays that 
Allah bestows his Prophet Muhammad, who was sent with the perfect 
infallible message of Islam, with his prayers and salaams.  
 
The (calligraphy) of the book was accomplished on the 18th of the 
blessed month of Sha¢ban in the year 884 after Hijra.40 
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40  The date of the completion of writing the manuscript by the calligrapher, Shams 
al-DÏn al-QudsÏ, is equivalent to Thursday, November 4, 1479 ce. So, the calligrapher 
rewrote the manuscript  six centuries after it was originally authored by al-BalkhÏ.
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Lying preserved in the Ayasofya Library in Istanbul is an astonish-
ing manuscript. Written by the ninth century CE polymath, Ab‰ 
Zayd al-BalkhÏ, it tackles more than eleven centuries ago mental 
and psychological disorders which seem commonplace to us today.  
 
Al-BalkhÏ explains symptoms and treatments giving advice on preven-
tive measures and how to return the body and soul to their natural 
healthy state. In doing so he displays a keen understanding of the 
human condition and the medical nature of the human emotional 
state. An astonishing feat given that many of the conditions he dis-
cusses were left largely unknown and untreated for centuries before 
being clinically defined as such, only as relatively recently as the 20th 
century. A genius, his insights on human psychopathology as well as 
diagnoses of psychological ailments including stress, depression, fear 
and anxiety, phobic and obsessive-compulsive disorders, together 
with their treatment by cognitive behavior therapy, relate to us in 
every way and are in sync with modern psychology. Importantly they 
also incorporate a greater dimension to include the soul and the  
worship of God. 
 
Entitled Ma|¥li^ al-Abd¥n wa al-Anfus (Sustenance for Bodies and  
Souls) al-BalkhÏ‘s manuscript is composed in two distinct parts. This 
work forms an English translation of the second (Sustenance of the 
Soul). The latter being perhaps of greater interest to readers given the 
worldwide increase in anxiety and mood disorders. 
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