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ANCIENT GREEK PHILOSOPHY AND THE ISLAMIC TRADITION:
THE ORIGINS OF SOCIAL LIFE, DIVERSITY, AND POLITICAL AUTHORITY

The interplay between a naturalistic understanding of social origins and the vision of the ruler as
God’s representative on earth is a major aspect of medieval and early modern Islamic political discourse.
The ancient Greek tradition had a formative influence on Islamic meditation regarding the origins of hu-
man society, the role of government, justice, and the qualities of the good ruler. The aim of this article is
to revisit the impact of the Greek legacy on various theories about the emergence of human society and
political authority that were propounded medieval Islamic authors. In the first section of this article, |
review the reception of ancient Greek sources in the Islamic world and reconsider their influence on sub-
sequent debates about the nature and foundation of human society, especially during the ‘Abbasid era. |
will focus on Plato, Bryson, Themistius, and Nemesius, who depict human society as the corollary of hu-
man frailty and the need to procure the necessities of life. These authors articulate a naturalistic explana-
tion of the origins of organized human society which reverberates in the philosophical and administrative
literature of the ‘Abbasid period. In addition, | will show how Qudama B. Ja‘far and al-Farabi facilitated
the dissemination of Greek political ideas in the Islamic world and coupled Themistius’ rationale about
communal association with the notion that rulership is related to a divine mandate for the sake of up-
holding social harmony. | will also demonstrate how these ideas reached their culmination in al-Ghazali,
who embraces a naturalistic approach to the creation of human society while proclaiming the ruler to be
God'’s shadow on earth in charge of maintaining order and implementing the ordinances of the shari’a.

Key words: political philosophy, Islamic thought, ancient Greek philosophy, political authority, al-
Farabr.

Cupoc Bacmavoc
IOBsickions yHuBepeuTeTi, DUHASHAMS, KOBSCKIOAS K.,
e-mail: vasileios.syros@jyu.fi
ExxeAri rpek pMaocohusiCbl XKdHE MCAAM ADCTYPI:
9AEYMETTIK OMIp, aAAyaHTYPAIAIK XK9He casicu OMAIKTIH, Ke3aepi

OAeyMeTTIK GacTayAap TypaAbl HaTYPaAAMCTIK TYCiHIK neH 6uaeyuwiHiH KyAanaAblH >KepAEri eKiAi
peTiHAeri Ke3Kapachl apacbliHAAFbl ©3apa GaNAAHbIC OPTaFaCbIPAbIK, XKOHe Kasipri 3amMaHfbl MCAAMAbIK,
casic AMCKYPCTbIH, Herisri acnekTiaepiHiH, 6ipi 60Abin Tabbiraabl. EXeAri rpek AscTypi apamsar
KOFaMbIHbIH NaiAa O0AYbIHA, YKIMETTIH POAIHE, BAIAETTIAIKKE XKaHe JKakKCbl OMAeyLiHIH KacueTTepiHe
KATbICTbl MCAAMABIK, MeAMTaLMIFa KaAbIMTacTbIpyllbl acep eTTi. byA MakaaaHblH MakcaTbl rpek
MypaAapbIHbIH OpTaFacbIpAbIK, MCAQM aBTOPAApbl aAFa TapTKaH aAam3aT KOFambliHbIH Manaa GoAybl
>KeHe cascu OMAIK TypaAbl 8PTYPAI TeOpUSiAapFa BCepiH KanTa Kapay 60AbIin TabblAaAbl. MakaAaHbIH
GipiHLWi GBAIMIHAE €XEATi rpeK AEPEKKO3AEPIH MCAaM SAEMIHAE KaObIAAQYAbl KApaCTbipaMblH JKaHe
OAAPAbIH aAam3aT KOFaMbliHbIH TaburaTbl MEH HEri3Aepi Typaabl, acipece, AbbacuaTep AdyipiHaeri
KeWiHri mikipTaAacTapfFa bIKNaAbIH TaAAaMMbIH. MeH [AaToHHbIH, BpaicoHHbIH, DPeMUCTUIAIH KeHe
HemesnnaiH iAiMAepiHe TOKTaAaMblH, OAAp aAaM3aT KOFaMbIH aAaMHbIH BACI3AITI >KeHe 63iH emipre
Ka>KeTTi 6apAblK, HOPCEAEPMEH KaMTamacbi3 eTYAIH CaAAapbl PeTiHAe cumnatTarAbl. Bya aBTopAap
AbBb6acmaTep KeseHiHAer (hUAOCOMUAABIK XKoHE SKIMLLIAIK 8AEBUETTEPAE KOPIHIC TanKaH yibIMAACKaH
aAAM3aT KOFaMblHbIH MarnAa GOAybl TypaAbl HaTyPaAMUCTIK TycCiHikTeme Ty>KbipbiMAanabl. COHbIMEH
Karap, Makarasa Kyaama b. Axkacdap meH aa-DapabuAiH, MCAaM BAEMIHAE TPEK CasgCh UAEAAAPbIHbIH
TapaAyblHa YAEC KOCKaHbl kaHe DeMHUCTURAIH KaybIMAbIK 0ipiry TypaAbl AMCKYPCbIH YKIMETTiH KOFaMAbIK,
KeAICIMAI cakTay YLiH KyAalUAbIH MAHAATbIHA BalAaHFAHADBIFbI TYPAAbl MAEACBIMEH YHAAECTIPYi TypaAbl
anTblAaAbl. MeH OYA MAEesAapAbIH aaam3aT KOFamblH KypyFa HaTyYpPaAMCTIK Ke3KapacrneH KaparTbiH,
oMipuiHi »xepaeri KyaalAblH KOAEHKeCi Aen >KapuaAaMTbIH, TOPTINTI cakTayFa »KoHe LuapuraT
3aHAApbIHbIH OpPbIHAAAYbIHA >Kayan OepeTiH oa-fazaAmMAbIH iAiMAepiMeH KaAait cabakTaCKaHAbIFbIH
TY>KbIPbIMAANMbIH.

Tyiin cesaep: cascn pUMAOCOdUS, MCAAMAbIK, O, EXeAri rpek (HMAOCOMUACHI, Ccasic OUAIK, DA~
Mapabu.
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Cupoc Bacuanoc
IOBsickioAbCKUI yHUBEPCUTET, DUHASHAMS, T. KOBSACKIOAS,
e-mail: vasileios.syros@jyu.fi
ApeBHerpeyveckas purocodms U MCAAMCKasi TPAaAMLMS:
MCTOKM COLLMAAbHOM XXM3HH, MHOTO00pa3Hsa M NOAMTUYECKOH BAACTH

B3zanmoaeiicTere MeXAY HaTypaAMCTUYECKMM MOHUMAHMEM COLMAAbHbIX MCTOKOB M BUAEHMEM
npaBMTeAS Kak NpeAcTaBuTeAd bora Ha 3emAe SBASETCS OAHNM M3 OCHOBHbIX ACMEKTOB CPEAHEBEKOBOIO
M paHHero COBPEMEHHOrO0 MCAaMCKOro MOAUTMYECKOro AMCKYpcCa. ApeBHerpevyeckas TpaAuUMs
oKasaAa Qopmupyiolee BAMSHME HAa MCAAMCKYIO MEAMTALMIO OTHOCMTEABHO MPOMCXOXKAEHMS
yeAoBeueckoro obLLecTBa, POAM MPABUTEAbCTBA, CMPABEAAMBOCTM M KauyeCTB XOPOLLEro MpaBUTeAs.
LleAblo A@HHOM CTaTbM SBASIETCH NEPECMOTP BAMSIHUS FPEUYECKOro HaCAeAMSt Ha PasAMUHble TEOPUM
O BO3HWKHOBEHWM YeAOBEYECKOro oOuecTBa M MOAMTUYECKOW BAACTW, KOTOpPble OblAM BbIABUHYTbI
CPeAHEeBeKOBbIMM  MCAAMCKMMK  aBTopamu. B nepBom pasaese 3Toi CTaTbW paccMaTpMBaeTCs
BOCMPUITHE APEBHerpeyeckmx MCTOUYHMKOB B MCAAMCKOM MUpE 1 NnepecMaTpMBaeTCsl UX BAMSIHME Ha
nocAeaytoLme AebaTbl 0 NPUPOAE M OCHOBAX YeAOBEUECKOro 00LecTBa, 0CO6eHHO B 3noXy AGGACMAOB.
ABTOp COCPeAOTOYEH Ha yyeHusx [1aaToHa, bpaicona, Pemuctng n Hemesnii, KOTopble ONMCbIBalOT
yeAoBeyeckoe OOLLECTBO KaK CAEACTBME YEAOBEUeCKOn cAabocTn 1 HeobxoanMocTH obecrneumnBatb
cebs Bcem He06XOAMMBIM AAS KM3HW. DTN hrAOCOdhbI (HOPMYAMPYIOT HAaTYPaAUCTMUECKOe 0ObICHEeHWe
MPOUCXO’KAEHMS OPraHM30BaHHOTO UEAOBEYECKOro OOLLecTBa, KOTOPOE HaxOAWT OTpaKeHue B
punaocohbckot M aAMMHWUCTPATMBHOM AMTepaType nepuosa Ab66Gacraos. Kpome Toro, B crartbe
packpbiBaeTcst kak Kyaama b. Askadpap 1 Aab-Mapabu cnoco6CTBOBaAM pacnpoCTPaHEHUIO FrpeYecKmx
MOAMTUUYECKUX WMAEA B MCAAMCKOM MMpE M COeAMHMAM paccykaeHus Demuctns 06 0OLMHHOM
06beAMHEHUM C NMPEACTABAEHMEM O TOM, YTO MPABAEHME CBSI3aHO C HOXXECTBEHHbIM MAaHAATOM pPaAM
NOAAEP>KAHMS COLIMAABHOM FapMOHMU. 51 Tak>Ke MPOAEMOHCTPUPYIO, Kak 3T MAEN AOCTUIAM CBOEW
KYAbMWHALMK B yueHMax AAb-la3aAn, KOTOpbIM MPUAEPKMBAETCS HATYPAAMCTUUECKOro MOAXOAQ K
CO3AaHMIO YEAOBEUECKOr0 06LLIECTBa, MPOBO3rAaLLias MpaBMTeAs TeHblo bora Ha 3emAe, OTBETCTBEHHOIO

3a NoAAep>KaHue NopsiAka M BbINMOAHEHME NPeANVCaHWiA LapuaTta.
KAtoueBble cAroBa: noAnTuyeckas haocous, MCAaMCKas MbICAb, ApeBHerpedeckast (huaocochus,

NnoAMTUYecKast BAACTb, arb-Papabm.

Introduction

The interplay between a  naturalistic
understanding of social origins and the vision of the
ruler as God’s representative on earth is a dominant
aspect of medieval and early modern Islamic
political discourse. Ancient Greek philosophy
had a formative influence on Islamic meditation
regarding these issues and was a source of insights
into the creation of human society, the role of
government, justice, and the qualities of the good
ruler. On the one hand, human survival is contingent
upon mutual aid that can be realized only within
a human association. On the other hand, the very
differences in natural abilities that are critical for the
perpetuation of social life engender friction. Social
peace requires the existence of rules of conduct and
of a ruler endowed with the skills and resources to
render justice. Islamic thinkers sought to harmonize
ancient philosophical ideas with the teachings of
Islam and proposed difterent solutions about the
effective ordering of communal living and the ways
in which a ruler fulfils his role as God’s deputy.

It is the purpose of the present study to revisit
the impact of the Greek legacy on various theories
about human society and political authority that

were propounded by medieval Islamic authors.
In the first part of this article, I will review the
reception of ancient Greek sources in the Islamic
world and reconsider their influence on subsequent
debates about the nature and foundation of human
society, especially during the ‘Abbasid era. I will
focus on Plato, Bryson, Themistius, and Nemesius,
who depict human society as the corollary of human
frailty and the need to procure the necessities of life.
These writers articulate a naturalistic explanation
of the development of organized human society
which reverberates in the philosophical and
administrative literature of the ‘Abbasid period. In
addition, I will show how Qudama b. Ja‘far and
Abii Nasr al-Farabi contributed to the dissemination
of Greek political ideas in the Islamic world and
combined Themistius’ rationale about communal
association with the notion that rulership derives
from a divine mandate for the sake of upholding
social harmony. I will also demonstrate how these
ideas reached their culmination in al-Ghazali,
who embraces a naturalistic approach to the
creation of human society while proclaiming the
ruler to be God’s shadow on earth in charge of
maintaining order and implementing the ordinances
of the shari‘a.

43



Ancient Greek Philosophy and the Islamic tradition: the origins of Social Life, Diversity, and Political authority

Ancient Greek Philosophy and the Origins of
Social Life

The idea that humans need a society to meet
their material needs recurs frequently in ancient
Greek political philosophy and the Platonic corpus
in particular (For further discussion, consult Cole
1967; Blundell 1986; Guthrie 1957; de Romilly
1977, Barnes 1924: 15-62; Uxkull-Gyllenband
1924. On theories of social genesis in cross-cultural
perspective, see the essays collected in Genesis and
Regeneration: Essays on Conceptions of Origins,
ed. Shaked 2005). In Plato’s Protagoras (321b—
322d) the Sophist Protagoras suggests that, unlike
all other living creatures, man is born naked and
unarmed. In the pre-social phase, humans had to
obtain knowledge of arts for their survival. They
also instituted a religion, generated a language, built
houses, produced clothing, shoes, and food from the
earth. They lived scattered and isolated from one
another and perished because they were unable to
defend themselves against wild animals. They fur-
thermore lacked knowledge of the political art and
of the art of war, which is part of it. At some point
they decided to join together and form communi-
ties in order to protect themselves against natural
perils. But as soon as they settled together in cit-
ies, they began to inflict injuries upon one another,
reverted to their original condition, and started to
perish. Zeus, in order to avert the destruction of hu-
mankind, intervened and sent Hermes to instill mu-
tual respect and justice among humans and, thereby,
ensure social unity (Plato 1952: 130-35). The po-
litical doctrines of the Sophists, as mediated through
Plato’s dialogues, addressed not only the origins
of organized society but also the promulgation of
the laws on the basis of a covenant. In the Repub-
lic (358e-359b), Glaucon expresses the conviction
that justice translates into an agreement between
the members of society to refrain from perpetrating
or suffering injustice (Plato 1930: 112-15). At the
same time, Plato’s Laws (713b—d) enunciates the
divine provenance of political authority: in the era
of Cronos, there existed a flourishing government
and society, which would provide the model for
subsequent communities. Cronos was cognizant
of the fact that no human being is able to manage
human affairs without succumbing to haughtiness
and committing injustice. Therefore, he installed
demons, i.e., beings that wee nobler and more
divine than humans, as kings and rulers in human
communities. As a result, there was enduring
growth, prosperity, and material abundance.
Whenever a community is governed by humans
and not by god, it is susceptible to strife and all
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kinds of political and social ills. The best remedy
is to aspire to the social organization, as configured
in the time of Cronos, and to abide by the immortal
element in human beings, specifically reason en-
shrined in laws (Plato 1926: 282-87).

The notion that humans are compelled to band
together for mutual preservation and that peaceful
coexistence requires a set of rules reverberates in
various works produced during the Hellenistic period
as well as the Oikonomikos, a treatise on household
management written by the Neopythagorean Bryson
(first century AD), which is extant only in an Arabic
epitome (Swain, Economy, Family, and Society from
Rometo Islam2013; German trans. Der Oikonomikoc
des Neupythagoreers ‘Bryson’ und sein Einfluf} auf
die islamische Wissenschaft 1928/1975; Italian trans.
by Mauro Zonta in Aristotele. L’ amministrazione
della casa, 1995: 140-71; French trans. Bryson —
Ibn Sina, Penser [’économique 1995. A detailed
exploration of the political ideas of the commentators
remains a desideratum. Some interesting insights
are included in the studies by O’Meara 2008 and
O’Meara 2002. Bryson’s reception in Islamic
economic thought is traced in Essid 1995: 182—
87. For the history of medieval Islamic economic
thought and the tranmission of Greek economic
ideas in medieval Islam, see Desomogyi 1965; Essid
1992: 39-44; Essid 1988; Lowry 1987. Consider
also Medieval Islamic Economic Thought, 2003;
Baeck 1994: 95-124; Natali 1995. Islamic views
on trade, as set out in medieval political literature,
are surveyed in Amoretti 1993, and Lambton
1962). Bryson contends that the subsistence of the
human organism depends on two factors, namely
heat and humidity. Heat causes the destruction and
dissipation of humidity, and, as a result, humans
are in the constant process of dissolution. As such,
they need to make up for what is dissolved and need
food for their nourishment. If the human body were
homogeneous, one kind of food would suffice to
satisfy this need. But the human organism consists
of dissimilar elements and needs a variety of foods.
Human nourishment derives from plants and
animals, which, in turn, necessitate different skills,
which gradually become more sophisticated. These
skills, such as sowing plants and rearing cattle are
necessary for the collection and processing of food
supplies (Swain, Economy, Family, and Society from
Rome to Islam 2013: 5-6, 430-35).

Each person, according to Bryson, is endowed
with distinct aptitudes that are conducive to
discovering and practicing a specific craft. All crafts
are necessary for human survival and are interrelated.
For example, the constructor needs the carpenter; the
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carpenter the blacksmith; the blacksmith the miner;
and the miner the constructor. Every craft, whatever
stage of perfection it has reached, needs another,
just as the parts of a chain are interconnected, and
if one of the crafts is missing, the rest of them will
also perish. Given that a single person cannot master
all possible crafts, people depend on one another
and had to create cities and live together in order
to aid one another by developing different crafts. In
addition, they introduced currency and coined gold,
silver, and copper, in order to determine the value
of all products and facilitate the exchange of goods
(Swain, Economy, Family, and Society from Rome to
Islam 2013: 6-7, 435-37, 440-41).

The distinguished orator and commentator The-
mistius (fourth century AD), in an oration to the
Byzantine emperor Julian (331/32-363, 1. 361-363),
sets forth a similar rationale for the beginnings of
social life and the existence of rules and laws which
exerted an important influence on a number of me-
dieval Islamic political writers. For Themistius, men
are inferior to the members of any other species in
terms of corporeal strength, speed, and the effective-
ness of the senses. Reason sets humans apart from
other creatures. Solon, Lycurgus, and other sages
were perceived to be exceptional not because they
were able to generate syllogisms, engage in dia-
lectic discussions about ideas, articulate sophisms,
and speculate on the size of the sun or the motion of
the moon. Their merit was that they instituted laws,
and that they edified and instructed people what
they should or should not do and what to choose or
avoid. For they realized that humans cannot meet
their needs by living in isolation and that they in-
stead are social and political beings. Their laws and
teachings of those sages, therefore, prompted men
to be solicitous of their fatherland, its laws, and its
polity (Die 34. Rede des Themistios, 1966, 56-59;
Themistii Orationes ex codice mediolanensi 1832,
445-46. Themistius’ political ideas are discussed
in Vanderspoel 1995; Heather 1998; Dagron 1968;
and Valdenberg 1924). In his De natura hominis (On
the Nature of Man), Nemesius of Emesa (late fourth
century AD) goes beyond Themistius and lays an
even stronger emphasis on human insufficiency.
Like Bryson, he offers a biological explanation for
the emergence of social life and asserts that the hu-
man body is composed of the four elements (earth,
fire, water, and air) and is thus susceptible to all the
changes that these elements go through (Nemesii
Emeseni De natura hominis 1987: 7-8; Nemesius,
On the Nature of Man 2008: 42. The Galenic back-
ground of this idea is explored in Skard 1937: 9-18).
Therefore, man needs food, drink, clothing, and

shelter for protection from climatic conditions and
wild animals, as well as medical treatment because
of the constant alteration of the qualities of the hu-
man body and the sensitivity with which it has been
endowed. Nemesius also refers to the Aristotelian
proposition that man is naturally a sociable being
and explains that, since no one is in all ways self-
sufficient, a number of men came together for the
sake of mutual benefit and founded cities in order
to join into bonds of social cooperation by practic-
ing diverse crafts and with the purpose of learning
from one another and sharing what is necessary for
life (Nemesii Emeseni De natura hominis 1987: 9;
Nemesius, On the Nature of Man 2008: 44).

According to previous research on the transla-
tions and transmission of Plato’s dialogues, Plato’s
Republic was received in the medieval Islamic world
in a fragmentary and disarranged form—as sum-
maries, abridgements, dicta, or short references in
doxographies and commentaries. Hunayn ibn Ishaq
(808—-873), who translated a number of ancient Greek
works on philosophy and science, had access to only
four of the eight books of Galen’s Syrnopsis of Pla-
to s Dialogues: Book 1 covered the Cratylus, Soph-
ist, Politics, Parmenides, and Euthydemus; Book 2
covered the first four books of the Republic; Book 3
covered the remaining six books of the Republic and
Timaios; and Book 4 covered the Laws. Hunayn ibn
Ishaq notes that he translated the first three books,
including a summation of the Republic (Reisman
2004: 264-65; and, in general, Syros 2010: 2000—
06. On Hunayn ibn Ishaq’s life and works, see the
collection of previously published essays in Hunain
ibn Ishaq (d.260/873): Texts and Studies 1999; as
well as the older studies by Meyerhoff 1926; Gabri-
elli 1924; and Bergstrisser 1913). The most detailed
exposition of Plato’s political philosophy ever pro-
duced in the medieval Islamic context can be found
in Ibn Rushd’s (Averroes, 1126-98) Commentary on
Plato’s Republic. Ibn Rushd’s Commentary, which is
extant only in a Hebrew translation, most probably
derives from an epitome composed by Galen (4ver-
roes’ Commentary on Plato’s Republic 1956/1966).
Ibn Rushd describes the simplest form of human
society as one which provides only for basic subsis-
tence through husbandry, hunting, or robbery (4ver-
roes’ Commentary on Plato’s Republic 1956/1966:
217-18 and 113-14). But he does not mention that
justice emanates from a pact between the members
of the political community. This may indicate either
that he simply chose to pass over Glaucon’s state-
ment or that the portion of the Republic which in-
cluded Glaucon’s speech was not extant in Arabic
translation.
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The Arabic Tradition

Ancient Greek theories of social evolution
passed into the medieval Arab world through a let-
ter supposedly written by Themistius for Emperor
Julian, the Epistle on Government and the Manage-
ment of the Kingdom (risala fi siyasa wa-tadbir al-
mamlaka) (Swain, Themistius, Julian, and Greek
Political Theory under Rome 2013: 22-52) as well
as the Arabic versions of Nemesius’ De natura hom-
inis (Morani 1981. The Arabic reception of Neme-
sius’ De natura hominis is examined in Samir 1986.
Nemesius’ fate in the Syriac environment is traced
in Zonta 1991. For a reconstruction of Nemesius’
views about human nature, see Motta 2004). Althou-
gh the authenticity of the risala is questionable, its
contents show close affinities with Themistius’ ideas
on the origins of social life, as set out in the 34"
oration in particular, and other of his writings, which
makes his authorship quite probable (For further di-
scussion, see Swain, Themistius, Julian, and Greek
Political Theory under Rome 2013: 126-29; Watt
2012; Dvornik 1966: 2: 666—69; Dvornik 1955). As
with the 34" oration, the Epistle on Government is
informed by the idea that human society is the result
of basic human necessities, and it subtly plays down
the importance of human gregariousness: man has
been created by God (A4/lah) to live within a society,
but when people gathered together into cities and
had dealings with one another, their attitudes toward
good and wicked conduct differed. God then insti-
tuted laws and precepts to which they could have
recourse and look up to as the ultimate authority.
Moreover, he designated rulers who would act as
the custodians of the laws, uphold order, justice, and
unity and suppress strife (Swain, Themistius, Julian,
and Greek Political Theory under Rome 2013: 132—
43; Heck 2002: 217). For a summary of the content
of the risala, see Bouyges 1924: 15-23. Themistius’
reception in the East is traced in Schamp, Todd, and
Watt 2016). The Epistle on Government has sur-
vived in two Arabic versions, which have been at-
tributed to the prominent physician and courtier Abti
‘Uthman al-Dimashqt (fl. late ninth/early tenth cen-
tury) and Ibn Zur‘a (943-1008), a Christian physi-
cian and philosopher in Baghdad, respectively. With
respect to the second version of the risala, Ibn Zur‘a
notes that he relied on a Syriac text, and it is safe to
assume that he amended al-Dimashqt’s translation
(Watt 2004: 128. On Ibn Zur‘a’s life and works, see
Kraemer 1992: 116-23; Haddad 1952). In an epistle
which is addressed to a Jewish friend and discusses
why Christians refuse to follow the Mosaic law, Ibn
Zur‘a presents an account of the formation of human
society reminiscent of Themistius’ ideas on social
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genesis. He also proposes a classification of the vari-
ous types of law: natural, rational, and positive. Nat-
ural law induces men to seek what is beneficial and
pleasant: it is the law of brute force and self-asser-
tion and prevailed in a primordial condition, when
humans roamed the earth just like animals and their
actions were driven by the passionate and appetitive
faculties. Rational law induces men to procure what
is necessary for sufficiency of life; it allows them to
cope with hardships, to take advantage of the things
they acquire and to administer them properly; and it
restrains them from things dictated by nature. Posi-
tive law is the revealed law, which shows men the
way to attain pleasant and useful things (Watt 2004:
146; and Pines 1961).

The ‘Abbasid era saw a proliferation of theories
on the origins of social life and the role of govern-
ment and legislation, as evidenced by an extensive
body of administrative and philosophical writings.
The Themistian paradigm of social genesis found one
of its most ardent apologists in Qudama b. Ja‘far (d.
948), a government official and author of the Kitab
al-kharaj wa-sind'‘at al-kitaba (The Book of the
Land-Tax and the Craft of Writing). (On Qudama’s
life, career, and political ideas, see Heck 2002: 92—
98; Hiyari 1983; Makki 1955; as well as the articles
reprinted in Studies on Qudama B. Ga'far (d. after
932) and Al-Mas 'udi (d. 956). Qudama’s narrative
of social development encapsulates a set of ideas
that became the standard components of medieval
Islamic accounts of the foundation of human as-
sociation: the innate sociability of human beings, a
doctrine that occurs in a number of Greek works that
had been translated into Arabic such as Aristotle’s
Nicomachean Ethics. See The Arabic Version of the
“Nicomachean Ethics” 2005: 130-33. Aristotle dis-
cusses human sociability in Book 1 of the Politics
as well. Although the Politics was never translated
into Arabic in its entirety, it seems that portions of
the work circulated in Arabic or Persian translations
and that Aristotle’s political ideas passed into the
Islamic world through Arabic, Syriac, and Persian
sources. For further discussion and evidence, see
the various contributions in Well Begun is Only Half
Done 2011; as well as Syros 2008. At the same time,
Aristotle points out that strife and discord are the flip
side of the human inclination to live in a society. For
further discussion, consult Yack 1993) the need for
the exchange of goods and services with the purpose
of obtaining the means requisite for physical surviv-
al; and the diversity of capacities and the opposing
interests of the members of the society, which neces-
sitate the existence of laws and of a ruler responsible
for applying justice.
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Drawing upon Themistius, Qudama reckons that
human associations grow out of man’s need to se-
cure the basic necessities of life, especially food and
clothing, and are conducive to the perpetuation of
humankind. He then goes on to enumerate various
kinds of crafts, such as agriculture, the art of mak-
ing and mending clothes, carpentry, and medicine
(Qudama ibn Ja‘far 1986: 378-81; Heck 2002: 56—
57, 248-49). Differences in men’s personality traits
and aptitudes generate disparate desires, aspirations,
and actions: when the members of the human asso-
ciations began having dealings and trading with one
another while holding differing views about justice
and injustice, A//@h laid down laws. Then there arose
a need for a person to lead the members of society
in accordance with these laws and to enforce divine
sanctions and to restrain and punish malefactors and
wrongdoers. Along these lines, Qudama envisions
the ruler as the defender of faith and guarantor of
internal unity who conducts the community’s affairs
according to equity and justice and averts oppres-
sion and injustice (Qudama ibn Ja‘far 1986: 386;
Heck 2002: 216).

Al-Farabi (ca. 878—ca. 950), Qudama’s contem-
porary and one of the founding figures of Islamic
philosophy, concurs with Qudama and Themistius
that man is destined by nature to live in a communi-
ty because no one is able to obtain all the necessaries
of life unless he engages in mutual cooperation with
others (Al-Farabi on the Perfect State: Abii Nasr
al-Farabrs Mabadi’ ara’ ahl al-madina al-fadila
1985: Arabic text 228/Eng. trans. 229. Consider
also Alfarabi, The Political Writings 2001: 23-26,
46. For further discussion, see Crone 2004: 177,
260-61, 343; Pines 1971. For the status of Arabic
philosophy in al-Farabi’s time, see the collection of
essays in In the Age of al-Farabi 2008; as well as
Ferrari 2005). Al-Farabi affirms, as does Qudama,
the necessity of legislation: in his Summary of Pla-
to’s Laws, he elaborates on the rationale behind the
existence of laws, basing his argument on Plato. He
points out that Plato assigned a higher status to laws
than to wise dicta (Medieval Political Philosophy:
A Sourcebook 1963: 85). Men in general, and those
who refuse to comply with the laws in particular, are
by nature disposed to perpetual conflict; hence, asso-
ciation and friendship are crucial to the preservation
of any type of social organization. Still drawing on
Plato, al-Farabi1 discusses the advantages of law: it
enables the individual to restrain himself, to repress
evil, and to pursue what is just. The exemplary ruler,
in his capacity as law-enforcer, ought thus to keep
malefactors in check and defend the society against
external threats (Medieval Political Philosophy: A

Sourcebook 1963, 86. On al-Farab1’s Summary of
the Laws, see Druart 1998. Consider also Tamer
2008; Harvey, “Did AlFarabt Read Plato’s Laws?”
2003; Harvey, “Can a Tenth-Century Islamic Aris-
totelian Help Us Understand Plato’s Laws?” 2003;
Gutas 1997; and Gutas 1998. Al-Farab1’s views of
the founding of human communities are discussed
in greater detail in Colmo 1998).

Although Qudama’s and al-Farab1’s views about
the genesis of human society rest on similar prem-
ises, the implications they draw differ in three some
crucial respects: both thinkers trace the birth of the
political community back to human frailty, but al-
Farabi is committed to the vision of the ideal commu-
nity as a replica of a metaphysical hierarchy, which
forms the core of his Mabadi’ ara’ ahl al-madina
al-fadila (Principles of the Opinions of the People
of the Perfect City). Qudama, in contrast, postulates
a dissociation of the social and metaphysical order
(Heck 2002: 211-12). Unlike al-Farabi, Qudama of-
fers a more detailed analysis of the process through
which the first communities came into existence,
and engages with the dynamics of social life and
the introduction of currency. Finally, for al-Farabi,
the perfect ruler should fulfill four main functions,
i.e., those of the lawgiver, prophet, philosopher, and
imam. Qudama, on the other hand, looks upon the
ruler merely as the guardian and executor of the laws
(See also Heck 2004: 103—04. A survey of medieval
Islamic views on the legislative aspects of rulership
appears in Gaurier 2007: esp. 227-33).

The theory about the divine origin of royal rule
had a strong resonance in a number of treatises pro-
duced in the tenth and eleventh centuries. In com-
menting on the Qur’an, Abti Hayyan al-Tawhidi
(ca. 930-1023), a prominent literatus, articulates the
notion of rulers being divinely sent (mab ‘ith) pret-
ty much like prophets (Heck 2004: 125-51, 130).
Later, the exposition of the genesis and growth of
human society produced by the great theologian
and jurist al-Ghazalt (1058-1111) closely paral-
leled Qudama’s: human activities arise in response
to man’s three basic necessities: food for nourish-
ment and survival; clothing for protection against
heat and cold; and shelter from heat and cold and
against threats to the security of the family and its
possessions. Unlike animals that feed on raw plants,
are immune to cold and heat, and do need build-
ings, human beings, driven by the aforementioned
needs, had to invent five crafts from which all other
arts and professions originated: farming, herding,
hunting, weaving, and masonry. These occupations
required tools, which led to the emergence of spe-
cialized craftsmen, notably carpenters, smiths, and
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tanners (Othman 1960: 201-02. On al-Ghazal1’s po-
litical ideas, see Janssens 2004; Hillenbrand 2004;
Hillenbrand 1988; Binder 1955: 229-41; Lambton
1954: 47-55; and Laoust 1970. Consider, in general,
Mikhail 1995).

In line with Greek and previous Islamic political
theorists, al-Ghazal1 highlights the need for mutual
aid among humans who engage in various crafts
and professions and notes that a loaf of bread can
only become round and ready to eat after a thousand
laborers have worked on its production. If the
opinions of all those working together to prepare
food and procure for other needs were divergent,
and if their temperaments were in conflict with one
another like the temperaments of wild animals, each
one would live inisolation, no one would benefit from
the labor of the others, and they would be incapable
of settling in one place and pursuing the same end.
God has implanted in humans the inclination for
comradeship and love. Hence, people congregated
together for the sake of fellowship and exchange of
knowledge, founded cities and countries, and built
houses close to one another, marketplaces, inns, and
many other things (Othman 1960: 192-93).

Al-Ghazalt acknowledges that in human nature
there is not only love but also malice and envy. These
feelings and passions engender social friction. Al-
Ghazalt addresses how human society can resolve
social tensions. God, he argues, has endowed some
men with the ability to rule over others and endowed
them with the skills and resources that are necessary
for the exercise of political authority. Subsequently,
rulers selected and appointed government officials,
judges, and chiefs and inspectors of marketplaces;
they built prisons; and they demanded from all
members of society respect for justice. As such, al-
Ghazalt defines one of the sovereign’s prime func-
tions as upholding social order and suppressing
dissension: one of the chief duties of rulership is to
obligate people to assist one other so that they all
benefit from one another through mutual support un-
der the supervision of the ruler and his aides in the
same way that the organs of the human body coop-
erate and help one another (Othman 1960: 194-95).
In the Nasihat al-mulitk (Counsel for Kings), al-
Ghazali elaborates on these themes and projects the
notion of the Sultan as God’s shadow on earth. The
ruler is installed by God and receives divine efful-
gence and as God’s delegate over his creatures, he is
entitled to the obedience, love, and goodwill of his
constituency (Ghazalis Book of Counsel for Kings
(Nasihat al-mulitk) 1964: 45). The authorship of the
work has been the subject of a long-standing schol-
arly debate, though it appears that only the first part
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was composed by al-Ghazali and that the second
part was written by an anonymous writer — Crone
1987. Al-Ghazalt’s use of the ruler-as-the-shadow-
of-God motif and its reception in Sufi literature are
discussed in Lambton 1995. Consider, in general,
Arjomand 1984: ch. “The Shadow of God on Earth:
The Ethos of Persian Patrimonialism” (85-100);
Hanne 2007: 25-54; Crone and Hinds 1986; as well
as Yiicesoy 2011).

Conclusion

This article offered a detailed examination of
medieval Islamic theories about the emergence
of social life and the establishment of political
authority. In particular, I explored the reception
of ancient Greek theories on social genesis in the
‘Abbasid era. I showed that Greek sources, and
Themistius in particular, prefigured a naturalistic
approach to the creation of human society that was
destined to have an enduring impact on philosophical
and administrative writings during the ‘ Abbasid era.
Qudama b. Ja‘far elaborated on earlier theories,
focused on the challenges associated with social
interaction and explicated the divine provenance of
political authority: men need to associate and band
together in organized society in order to satisfy
their basic needs and exchange the products of
their labor; but the diversity of the aptitudes and
interests of the members of society breeds friction
and internecine conflict; as such, the preservation of
social organization is contingent on the existence of
a code of laws and a divinely anointed and guided
ruler in charge of realizing justice and settling
disputes. These ideas resurface in al-Ghazali’s work,
who crafted the image of the ruler as God’s “shadow
on earth.”

The investigation of linkages between ancient
Greek and Islamic ideas on social genesis points to
a broad spectrum of solutions proposed by Islamic
political theorists in response to diversity and with
regard to the strategies for ensuring the tranquility
and cohesion of human society. The Greek legacy,
filtered through the works of the authors of late
Antiquity, exerted a strong impact on medieval and
early modern Islamic meditation on the political
arrangements conducive to social harmony. It is
perhaps debatable to what extent residual influences
of Greek philosophy are operative in current
debates and developments in the Islamic world.
Nevertheless, the entire process of assimilation of
ideas derived from the ancient world was related
to a set of concerns that prompted Islamic thinkers
to accommodate, rework, and adjust an extraneous
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body of thought and achieve a synthesis of Greek
philosophical doctrines and religious teachings.
Some of these challenges are very similar to those
confronting Islam in today’s world.
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