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Commonly translated as "The Self-Taught Philosopher" or "The Improvement of
Human Reason," Ibn-Tufayl's story Hayy Ibn-Yaqz?n inspired debates about
autodidacticism in a range of historical fields from classical Islamic philosophy
through Renaissance humanism and the European Enlightenment. Avner Ben-
Zaken's account of how the text traveled demonstrates the intricate ways in
which autodidacticism was contested in and adapted to diverse cultural settings.

In tracing the circulation of the Hayy Ibn-Yaqz?n, Ben-Zaken highlights its key
place in four far-removed historical moments. He explains how autodidacticism
intertwined with struggles over mysticism in twelfth-century Marrakesh,
controversies about pedagogy in fourteenth-century Barcelona, quarrels
concerning astrology in Renaissance Florence, and debates pertaining to
experimentalism in seventeenth-century Oxford. In each site and period, Ben-
Zaken recaptures the cultural context that stirred scholars to relate to ?ayy Ibn-
Yaq??n and demonstrates how the text moved among cultures, leaving in its
wake translations, interpretations, and controversies as various as the societies
themselves. Pleas for autodidacticism, Ben-Zaken shows, not only echoed within
close philosophical discussions; they surfaced in struggles for control between
individuals and establishments.

Presented as self-contained histories, these four moments together form a
historical collage of autodidacticism across cultures from the late Medieval era to
early modern times. The first book-length intellectual history of autodidacticism,
this novel, thought-provoking work will interest a wide range of historians,
including scholars of the history of science, philosophy, literature, Europe, and
the Middle East.
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Tufayl's story Hayy Ibn-Yaqz?n inspired debates about autodidacticism in a range of historical fields from
classical Islamic philosophy through Renaissance humanism and the European Enlightenment. Avner Ben-
Zaken's account of how the text traveled demonstrates the intricate ways in which autodidacticism was
contested in and adapted to diverse cultural settings.

In tracing the circulation of the Hayy Ibn-Yaqz?n, Ben-Zaken highlights its key place in four far-removed
historical moments. He explains how autodidacticism intertwined with struggles over mysticism in twelfth-
century Marrakesh, controversies about pedagogy in fourteenth-century Barcelona, quarrels concerning
astrology in Renaissance Florence, and debates pertaining to experimentalism in seventeenth-century
Oxford. In each site and period, Ben-Zaken recaptures the cultural context that stirred scholars to relate to
?ayy Ibn-Yaq??n and demonstrates how the text moved among cultures, leaving in its wake translations,
interpretations, and controversies as various as the societies themselves. Pleas for autodidacticism, Ben-
Zaken shows, not only echoed within close philosophical discussions; they surfaced in struggles for control
between individuals and establishments.

Presented as self-contained histories, these four moments together form a historical collage of
autodidacticism across cultures from the late Medieval era to early modern times. The first book-length
intellectual history of autodidacticism, this novel, thought-provoking work will interest a wide range of
historians, including scholars of the history of science, philosophy, literature, Europe, and the Middle East.
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Editorial Review

Review

A fascinating work of multi-cultural scholarship tracing the fortunes of a 12th century Arabic text in four
eras of Western history.

(Bernard Bailyn, Harvard University)

This highly interesting volume can be described in three ways. First it is a historical analysis of the concept
of autodidacticism. Second, it is the history of a particular book. Finally, the book is self-described as an
exercise in interdisciplinarity... The method of this historiographic proposal is described as 'historical
sampling,' whereby the appropriation of a text in various cultural contexts is displayed and compared. In all
three of the abovementioned ways, the present reviewer judges the book to be a success. Moreover, it is
written in such a lively style with rich detail that it is engrossing from start to finish.

(M. V. Dougherty Renaissance Quarterly)

Ben-Zaken sketches this backdrop to Hayy beautifully.

(Lydia Wilson Times Literary Supplement)

This engaging book is slight in size yet ambitious in scope and innovative in methodology... overall, this is a
splendid and daring book!

(Peter Heath International Journal of Middle East Studies)

This book will inspire future scholars along three different paths. First,it encourages fuller development of
the reception-history of Hayy Ibn-Yaqzan; second, it opens up new directions in the study of the wider
themes of autodidacticism and experimental learning in the early modern world; and, finally, it illustrates a
new, increasingly popular methodology in the practice of intellectual history that moves beyond the
constraints of period, national literature, religious orientation, and even scholarly discipline to produce a
thick description of the movement of ideas across time. This is an extraordinary accomplishment for a
relatively slim monograph.

(Suzanne Conklin Akbari American Historical Review)

This is an impressive interdisciplinary achievement.

(Nicolai Sinai Journal of Islamic Studies)

A fascinating and deftly told story of the development of autodidacticism... This study opens an illuminating



window to cross-cultural exchanges.

(Su Fang Ng Sixteenth Century Journal)

Reading ?ayy Ibn-Yaq??n is a mesmerizing study that will enchant anyone interested in interdisciplinary
cross-cultural explorations that transform the way we look at the past and the present.

(Justin Grosslight The Arts Fuse)

This whirlwind tour through five centuries does an immense amount of work in presenting of both the text
itself and four contexts of reception. Ben-Zaken’s patient ‘de-layering’ of each generation’s use of the text
uncovers new readings of all-contexts – the original work and of its repeated translations.

(Lydia Wilson British Journal for the History of Science)

About the Author

Avner Ben-Zaken is the chair of the humanities program at Ono College, Israel. He specializes in the cross-
cultural history of science and is the author of Cross-Cultural Scientific Exchanges in the Eastern
Mediterranean, 1560–1660, also published by Johns Hopkins.

Users Review

From reader reviews:

Frank Monroe:

The book Reading Hayy Ibn-Yaqzan: A Cross-Cultural History of Autodidacticism can give more
knowledge and information about everything you want. Exactly why must we leave the best thing like a
book Reading Hayy Ibn-Yaqzan: A Cross-Cultural History of Autodidacticism? Some of you have a
different opinion about book. But one aim in which book can give many data for us. It is absolutely correct.
Right now, try to closer along with your book. Knowledge or information that you take for that, it is possible
to give for each other; it is possible to share all of these. Book Reading Hayy Ibn-Yaqzan: A Cross-Cultural
History of Autodidacticism has simple shape but the truth is know: it has great and large function for you.
You can look the enormous world by open up and read a guide. So it is very wonderful.

Eric Beckman:

As people who live in the particular modest era should be up-date about what going on or info even
knowledge to make them keep up with the era that is always change and progress. Some of you maybe will
certainly update themselves by looking at books. It is a good choice for you personally but the problems
coming to you is you don't know which you should start with. This Reading Hayy Ibn-Yaqzan: A Cross-
Cultural History of Autodidacticism is our recommendation to help you keep up with the world. Why, as this
book serves what you want and need in this era.



Sylvia Kirby:

Reading can called imagination hangout, why? Because while you are reading a book mainly book entitled
Reading Hayy Ibn-Yaqzan: A Cross-Cultural History of Autodidacticism the mind will drift away trough
every dimension, wandering in every single aspect that maybe not known for but surely can be your mind
friends. Imaging each word written in a publication then become one application form conclusion and
explanation which maybe you never get before. The Reading Hayy Ibn-Yaqzan: A Cross-Cultural History of
Autodidacticism giving you a different experience more than blown away your mind but also giving you
useful information for your better life on this era. So now let us present to you the relaxing pattern is your
body and mind will probably be pleased when you are finished looking at it, like winning a sport. Do you
want to try this extraordinary investing spare time activity?

Stacey Greene:

Beside that Reading Hayy Ibn-Yaqzan: A Cross-Cultural History of Autodidacticism in your phone, it might
give you a way to get nearer to the new knowledge or data. The information and the knowledge you may got
here is fresh from the oven so don't always be worry if you feel like an outdated people live in narrow town.
It is good thing to have Reading Hayy Ibn-Yaqzan: A Cross-Cultural History of Autodidacticism because
this book offers for your requirements readable information. Do you at times have book but you would not
get what it's facts concerning. Oh come on, that will not end up to happen if you have this within your hand.
The Enjoyable set up here cannot be questionable, including treasuring beautiful island. Techniques you still
want to miss it? Find this book along with read it from currently!
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