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Abstract

In both arguments about the faculties of soul and the premises of different kinds
of deductions, Ibn Sina discusses briefly practical philosophy. While in the
former he regards ethics as the result of practical reason, he recognizes it in the
latter based on a specific kind of accepted premises (praiseworthy opinions, well-
accepted opinions) that have been originated from habits, conventions, traditions
from the past time and the like. Besides these two viewpoints combined together,
by confirming that i) practical reason is called reason merely homonymously, ii)
praiseworthy opinions have no other basis but reputation and iii) human reason
considered by itself cannot judge about them, Ibn Sina makes his readers ready
for his inferences: that a) moral descriptions like good and bad are not
descriptions of realities and b) moral judgments are not propositions.
Nonetheless, by his ambiguous statement that praiseworthy opinions can be
either true or false and it is possible to provide a demonstration for them, he, on
the other hand, makes his position, at least in appearance, dark, ambiguous and
variously interpretable. This article has two sections. The first section is dedicated
to practical reason and its function in moral judgments while the second one
focuses on Ibn Sina’s theory about the premises and materials of moral judgment
and their origin. These two considerations are going to illustrate that Ibn Sina’s
theory about the function of practical reason and the origin of moral judgment
leaves no place for truthfulness or falsity of those accepted premises that are
considered praiseworthy opinions and their demonstration is not possible.
However, even if some of them can be either true or false, they must be emplaced
somewhere outside the boundaries of moral judgment.

Keywords: [Ethics, Practical Reason, Praiseworthy opinions, truth and False,
Demonstration.
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Although we have a promise from Avicenna (Ibn Sina) (in his Shefa (Elabiat,
1405,p.11)) of writing a treatise on ethics, actually he did not write it, or it has
not reached us; and we have not any independent treatise from him on practical
wisdom. However, two concluding chapters of Shefa (Elabia?) would show his
points of view on the origin of the judgment of practical reason, on ethics, and
on practical philosophy as a whole. Moreover, in two other places, he has
discussions on ethics: in the investigations (1) on the faculties of the soul, and (2)
on the materials and promises of the syllogistic. He has a brief discussion of the
faculty of practical reason and its function in (1), and some other-where told
practical tips in (2). All this makes his saying on ethics somehow wage, and
occasionally, at least apparently, inconsistent. So, it is necessary for us to take
some light from his thoughts on other matters in order to understand his
occasionally unarticulated views on ethics; although it is most important not to
confuse the two separate domains of theory and practice. As a clear and leading
example, we must not apply two theoretical concepts of demonstrability and
truth onto practical issues.

This paper has two parts: at first, we discuss practical reason, its function, and
the indemonstrability of ethical judgments (ara'e mabmnde); then we show that
truth and falsity do not apply to these judgments.

According to Avicenna, our practical reason does not reach to universal
famous judgments as "lying in bad" by way of argumentation and demonstration,
but it is not the case that these judgments are self-evident for this reason.
Although he does say that this kind of propositions is different from pure self-
evident propositions, he accepts by some qualifications, that these two can
become rational ones if we provide some proofs for them. However, he, himself,
not only gives no proof for such famous promises, and shows no way for this,
but also sees the foundations of such proofs for practical "oughts" and "not-
oughts", ie. the so-called empirical promises, are not "empirical” in the strict
sense of the word, but come from weak and illusionary experiments (Avicenna,
1404h, pp. 184-5).

For Avicenna, the two fundamental ethical concepts of "good" and "bad",
come for us from observations about social affairs and from repeated educations
concerning doing or not-doing some deeds. And it is this repetition that makes
us think that we innately distinguish good and/or bad deeds (ibid, p.183).

Ethical judgments for Avicenna are famous ones (Mashhonrat) and judgments,
as such, are not innate ones (Avicenna, 1364h, p.119): that is to say, if we were
not born in a polis and were not received practical educations, we did not see
them as certain and indubitable judgments; they would be dubitable ones. Any
judgment which is dubitable, for this very reason, is not an innate one (ibid.
p-117). So, human reason, alone and by itself, does not recognize the ethical
judgments.

These so-called famous judgments, however, are so deeply rooted in our souls
that every one of us thinks that he\she innately understands that e.g. "justice is
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good" or "injustice is bad". What is the reason for this (where come these
judgments and what is the cause of their deep-rootedness)? Avicenna's answer is
in his Nejat (1364h, p.117): these come from po/is and political life, i.e. from habit,
education, accidental social contracts, inherited traditions, inductions about what
is or is not beneficial for us, necessities of practical life, and so on. Thus, these
judgments are neither innate nor independently and empirically come from the
outside world and correspond to nothing in it; so, they are outside of the domain
of "truth and facility".
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