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by an NGO called Sulabh International which
installed low-cost toilets in villages and
retrained the scavengers as beauticians,
pickle-makers or small-scale entrepreneurs. In
cases of such extreme deprivation, it is hardly
surprising that improving social conditions
would result in better health.

The more surprising and telling aspect of
Marmot’s argument is that the social gradient
affects health even much higher up the scale. Tt
is not just that the worst off in society have
worse health than the richest: in a state of what
Marmot calls “bone-grinding poverty” it is
impossible to enjoy good health. The real sur-
prise is that everyone below the very top has
worse health prospects. A just society, he sug-
gests, would focus on reducing health inequities
for everyone, not just those at the very bottorm.

Although punchily written on the whole,
The Health Gap sometimes suffers from a
slight sloppiness of style. Marmot seems so
keen to press home his points that he does not
always notice when he is repeating himself. A
paragraph describing Jimmy from Calton on
page 25 is duplicated almost verbatim on page
81. Sometimes, the book feels too insiderish,
with Marmot spending too long describing
people congratulating him for his work, or
digressing on the internal politics of the world
of high level international public health (such
as a long anecdote about having coffee in
Japan with a Hungarian colleague and hearing
about the affairs and rows that were stalling the
progress of some important research).

Yet none of this detracts from the urgency
and weight of Marmot’s central thesis. He
leaves the reader with a sense of the gross
injustice of a world where health outcomes are
so unevenly distributed. Again and again, he
gives the lie to the notion that poor health is
personal, or just a question of luck. One of his
many startling diagrams is entitled “The Min-
ister of Finance Could Reduce Child Poverty if
She Wished”. It shows the child poverty rate in
different countries before and after taxes and
transfers. Ireland, for example, has a child
poverty rate of more than 40 per cent before
taxes and transfers but just 8 per cent after, if
child poverty is taken to mean children living
in households on less than 50 per cent of the
median national income. In the Czech Repub-
lic it is 17 per cent before transfers and 7 per
centafter. By contrast, the rate of child poverty
in the United States is 25 per cent before taxes
and transfers and 24 per cent after: hardly any
change at all. Michael Marmot notes that the
rate of child poverty — and hence of child health
— in any given country is “under a great deal
of political control”. Finance ministers can
actively decide to reduce the number of child-
ren living in poverty —or not. The final irony of
The Health Gap is this: our individual health
may not be a matter of choice, but the health
of a society ~ on which so much depends —
actually is.

In cycles

y is Ibn Khaldun so difficult to
understand? The North African
scholar ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn

Muhammad ibn Khaldun (1332-1406), chiefly
famous for his theoretical work on history, the
Mugaddimah, has been variously described as
the world’s first sociologist, as a precursor of
Arab nationalism, as a traditional ‘alim, or reli-
glous scholar, who employed jurisprudential
criteria to the interpretation of the past, as an
anthropologist avant la leftre, and, quite
recently, as the deviser of mystically inspired
historical methodology. He has been acclaimed
as the precursor of Machiavelli, Vico, Montes-
quieu, Hegel, Comte, Marx, Durkheim, Vil-
fredo Pareto and Arnold Toynbee. Since most
of these epithets or comparisons are mutually
incompatible, most of them must be wrong.

The Mugaddimah s a difficult book because
Ibn Khaldun worked on it over a long period of
time and consequently there is a lot of repetition
andinconsistency. His style is laboured and one
reads him with interest, rather than for pleasure.
He gave familiar Arabic words special mean-
ings, but he was not consistent in his terminol-
ogy or indeed in his methodology. In the
conclusion to The Orange Trees of Marrakesh:
Ibn Khaldun and the science of man, Stephen
Dale’s quotation from Scott Fitzgerald’s short
story “The Crack Up” seems most appropriate:
“The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability
tohold two opposed ideas in the same mind and
still have the ability to function”, Moreover, in
order to fully understand the context in which
the Mugaddimah was written, one needs to be
familiar with the ins and outs of North African
and Andalusian politics, as well as the compet-
ing intellectual programmes of the Mut ‘azilites,
‘Asharites, Malikis, Isma‘ilis, Sufis and others.

Stephen Dale has previously written The
Garden of Eight Paradises: Babur and the cul-
ture of empire in Central Asia, Afghanistan and
India (1483-1530), published in 2004. The
Mughal ruler Babur comes over in his Babur-
nama as a man of immense charm. He was an
enthusiast for swimming, melons, poetry, bird
life and (guiltily) alcohol. His masterpiece
challenges comparison with the self-revelatory
masterpieces of Pepys and Boswell. Ibn
Khaldun was different. Though his Ta‘rif
(“Introduction” or “Identification”) has some-
times been mistakenly described as an autobio-
graphy, it is decidedly short on self-revelation.
From what little can be deduced of his personal-
ity, he comes over as arrogant, puritanical,
pessimistic and elitist. I do not think that Dale
likes him very much.

There are scores of books, perhaps hundreds,
offering a variety of readings of Ibn Khaldun.
(Omar Khayyém’s “Two and Seventy jarring
Sects” comes to mind.) Dale presents Ibn Khal-
dun as above all a philosopher working in the
Greco-Islamic tradition and argues that the
methodology underpinning Ibn Khaldun’s
theoretical introduction to his universal history
owed an enormous amount to Aristotle and
Galen (mediated through al-Farabi, Ibn
Sina, Ibn Rushd and others), Ibn Khaldun
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Ibn Khaldun on a Tunisian bz

axiom that is an inductively derived
of a generally acknowledged truth’
William Lane’s Arabic—English Le;
indeed give this as the correct definid
larly burhan has been commonly und
simply mean “proof”, but, as used by
dun, Dale argues that it means spec
“apodictic proof”, one that is necess
Moreover, Dale believes that it ig

because Ibn Khaldun owed so muc
philosophy that his writings have be
ily acclaimed by Western thinkers |
comfortable with that intellectual trz
Though Dale’s interpretation
argued and plausible, there are
grounds for doubt, for Ibn Khaldun ¢
his methodological cards on the tab
has had to deduce what was in hi
hand. Moreover Ibn Khaldun rep
explicitly denounced philosophy.
of the Mugaddimah contains a secti
“A Refutation of Philosophy: The cot
the students of philosophy”. Of o
Khaldun may have only intended
himself from certain modes of philos
All the same, the book reads very «
from the treatises produced by th
thinkers who did explicitly work in
tradition. Come to that, neither Ari
Galen produced anything that camu
resembling Ibn Khaldun’s great »
absorbed the vocabulary of the phil
but did not necessarily apply their me
and he does not seem to have thought:
as working in the Greek philosophic
“We became aware of these things w
help and without the instruction of
..”. Furthermore, Ibn Khaldun’s ur




