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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. Ancient Greek philosophy had a
formative influence on Islamic meditation regarding the origins of human society, the role of government, justice, and
the qualities of the good ruler. The aim of the 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, I 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 man’s
requirement to procure the necessities of life. These authors articulate a naturalistic explanation of the origins 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 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 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 sharT‘a.
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JpeBHerpeueckas ¢usiocodus U ucJaaMcKas TPAIUIUS:
HCTOKH COLMAJIBLHOM KU3HU, MHOT000pa3us U MOJUTHYECKON BIACTH

BSaHMOﬂeﬁCTBHC Me)K)ly HaTypaHI/ICTI/I‘leCKHM INOHMMAHHWEM COLIMAJIBHBIX UCTOKOB U BUACHUEM IIPABUTEIIA KaK NPEI-
ctaButeins bora Ha 3emie ABIsETCS OXHUM U3 OCHOBHBIX aCHEKTOB CPEIHEBEKOBOIO U PAHHETO COBPEMEHHOIO HCIaMCKO-
IO MOJUTHYECKOro AUCKypca. JlpeBHerpedeckas Tpaauiys okasana popMHUpPYOLIee BIUSHUE Ha HCIAMCKYI0 MEIUTAIIUIO
OTHOCHTEJIBHO MPOHCXOMKACHHS YEIOBEYECKOro O0IIeCTBa, POIM MPABUTENBCTBA, CIIPABEUTHBOCTH U KaueCTB XOPOIIETO
paBUTEIIA. ]_le.]'ll)}O )laHHOI\/JI CTaTbH ABJIACTCA IEPECMOTP BIMAHUA IPCUCCKOT0 HACICAUA HAa PA3JIMYHBIC TCOPUH O BO3HHUK-
HOBCHHH YCJIOBCUCCKOTO OGLLICCTBa 1 TTOJTUTHYECKOM BJIACTH, KOTOPbIC 6bIJ'll/l BBIIBUHYTBI CpE€AHEBEKOBBIMH UCIAMCKHUMHA
aBTopamMu. B mepBoM pasiene 3ToW CTaThd s pacCMaTpUBaI0 BOCHPHUSATHE APEBHEIPEUECKUX UCTOUHUKOB B HUCIAMCKOM
MHpE U IIepecMaTpHBalo MX BIMSHIE Ha TOCIEAyIoNHe 1e0aThl 0 IPHPOJIE K OCHOBAX YEJIOBEYECKOro 00IIecTBa, 0COOCHHO
B 310Xy A0Gacuos. S cocpenorounics Ha yueHusx [lnatona, bpaiicona, @emucra u Heme3uasl, KOTopble OMUCHIBAIN Ye-
JIOBeYeCKOoe OOIIECTBO KaK CIECTBHE YEIOBEUECKON CIa00CTH M CaMOJOCTaTOYHOCTH. DTH aBTOPHI (GOPMYITUPYIOT HATY-
paJMCTHYECKOe 0OBCHEHHE TIPOMCXOKACHHSI OPraHU30BAaHHOTO YEJI0BEUYECKOro 00LIeCTBa, KOTOPOE HAXOIHUT OTPAKEHUE
B unocockoii ¥ aAMUHUCTPATUBHOI TuTeparype rneproga Addacunos. Kpome Toro, B cratbe packpbiBaercs kak Kynama
6. Ixadap u Anp-®Papabu criocoOCTBOBAIHM PACIPOCTPAHCHUIO TPEUCCKHUX TMOJMTHYCCKUX HICH B MCIAMCKOM MHpPE H
COCTMHUITH paccyxieHnst GeMHUCTHs 0 OOIIMHHOM 00BEJUHEHUH C MIPEICTaBICHUEM O TOM, YTO MPABJICHUE CBSI3aHO C 00-
JKE€CTBCHHBIM MaHJaTOM paay NOAACPKaHUA COL[PIa.]'I];HOﬁ rapMOHHH. S Taxxe HpO)IeMOHCTpI/Ipy}O, KaK 3TH UJCH JOCTUT-
JIM CBOEH KyJAbMUHALMHU B yueHUsAX Anb-I'azanu, KOTOpbIi MpuaepKUBAaeTCsl HAaTypaTUCTUUECKOTrO MOAX0Aa K CO3AaHUI0
YeJI0BEYECKOro 00IeCTBa, MPOBO3IIaliasl IpaBUTeNs TeHbto bora Ha 3emiie, OTBETCTBEHHOT'O 32 MOAAEPIKaHHE MOPsIIKa U
BBIIIOJIHCHUEC npeunncaﬂnﬁ hrapuara.

KmoueBble ci1oBa: monuTuyeckas Guaocodusi, HCIaMcKas MbICIb, IpeBHerpedeckast Guiocodus, mouTHICCKas
BJIACTH, alib-Dapadu.
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E:xenri rpex ¢uiiocousichl soHe HCJIaM JICTYPi:
dJIeyMeTTiK eMip, AJIyaHTYPJILIIK 5k9He casicl OMJIIKTIH Ke3aepi

OrneyMeTTik 6acTaynap Typasbl HaTypalIHuCTiK TYCIHIK IeH OmueymmiHig KyqaiabiH jKepaeri oKiji peTiHaeri ko3Kapacsl
apachIHaFbl ©3apa OaillaHBIC OPTAFACHIPIIBIK JKOHE Ka3ipri 3aMaHFbl HCIAMIIBIK CasiCH JUCKYPCTHIH HET13T1 acleKTiIepiHiH
Oipi Oompim TabObuIansl. Exkenri rpex mocTypi agam3ar KOFaMBIHBIH Maiina OonyblHa, YKIMETTIH pejliHe, 9IINCTTLTIKKe
’KOHE KaKChl OMIICYITiHIH KaCHeTTepiHe KAaThICThI CIaMIBIK MEUTAlNIFA KaJbIITAaCTHIPYIIBI dcep eTTi. byl MakanaHbIH
MaKcaThl IPeK MYpajapbIHBIH OPTAFachIPIbIK UCJIAM aBTOpJIAphl ajlFa TapTKaH aJaM3aT KOFaMbIHBIH Haiiia OoJybl jKoHe
casicH OWITIK TypaJIbl 9pTYPIIi TeOpHsUIapFa dcepiH Kaifra Kapay Oobin TaObitansl. MakamaHslH OipiHII OeTiMiHe eXenTi
IPEK JIePEKKO3CPIH HClIaM dJeMiHIe Kabbuiiay/ipl KapacThIpaMblH )KOHE OJapAbIH a/JaM3ar KOFAMbBIHBIH TaOUFaThl MEH
Herizzepi Typaisl, acipece, AbOacuarep AdyipiHIeri KeWiHri miKipTajacTapra bIKIaJIbH TangaiMeiH. MeH [1naToHHBIH,
Bpaiiconnbin, @emuctuiiin sxone Hemesniinin iniMaepine TOKTanabIM, ojlap agamM3aT KOFaMbIH alaMHBIH QJICI3/IiT )KoHe
©3iH eMip/eri KaKCeTTUIIMNH KaMTaMachi3 eTYIiH calaapsl peTinae cunarraiiasl. by aBropnap A66acuarep Ke3eHiHaeT
(hUITOCOMUSITBIK KOHE OKIMIIUTIK 97ie0HeTTep/ie KOPIHIC TalKaH YHBIMIACKAH ajaM3aT KOFAMBIHBIH Taiiia OONTybl Typalibl
HaTypalUCTIK TYCiHIkTeMe TyKbIpbiMaaiasl. CoHbIMEeH KaTap, Makanana Kymnama 6. xadap men On-Dapabunin uciam
QneMiHzIe TPEK CasiCH HACSUIAphIHBIH TapalyblHa Yiiec KOCKaHbI koHe PeMHUCTUHIIH KaybIMIIBIK Oipiry Typalibl AUCKYPCHIH
YKIMETTiH KOFaMJBIK KeTiCIM/II caKTay YIIiH KyAaiiAbIH MaHIaTbIHA OaliTaHFaHABIFB! TYPaJibl HACSACHIMEH YiIIeCTipyi Typa-
b1 aifteinansl. MeH Oyt uaesIap/blH agaM3ar KOFaMbIH KypyFa HaTypalliCTiK KO3KapacieH KapailThlH, aMipIIiHi xKepaeri
KynaiablH KeJeHKecl el jKapHsIaiThIH, TIPTINTI caKTayra j)KoHE IIapuFaT 3aHAapbIHBIH OpbIHAATYBIHA Xayal OepeTiH

an-Fazanuig iniMaepiMeH Kanaii cabaKkTacKaHABIFbIH TYKbIPBIMIAHMBIH.
Tyiiin cizgep: cascu punocodus, ncnamasik oif, exenri rpexk GUI0copHACH, casicu Omiik, on-Dapadu.

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 different 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
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were propounded by medieval Islamic authors. In
the first part of this article, [ 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
man’s requirement 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 Abt Nasr al-
Farab1 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 the shadow
of God on earth in charge of maintaining order and
implementing the ordinances of the shari‘a.
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Ancient Greek Philosophy and the Origins of
Social Life

The idea that humans must live in 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
furthermore 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 communities
in order to protect themselves against natural perils.
But as soon as they settled together in cities, 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 humankind,
intervened and sent Hermes to instill mutual respect
and justice among humans and, thereby, ensure
social unity (Plato 1952: 130-135). The political
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 Republic
(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—-115). 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
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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
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
enshrined in laws (Plato 1926: 282-287).

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 Einflufp auf
dieislamische Wissenschaft 1928/1975; Italian trans.
by Mauro Zonta in Aristotele. L ’amministrazione
della casa, 1995: 140-171; French trans. Bryson
— Ibn Sina, Penser I’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-
187. 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
depend on 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.
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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—435).

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
carpenter the blacksmith; the blacksmith the miner;
and the miner the constructor. Every craft, whatever
stage of perfection it has reached, needs another
one, just as the parts of a chain are interconnected.
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: 67, 435-437, 440-441).

The distinguished orator and commentator
Themistius (fourth century AD), in an oration to
the Byzantine emperor Julian (331/332-363, .
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 medieval Islamic political writers.
For Themistius, men are inferior to the members
of any other species in terms of corporeal strength,
speed, and the effectiveness 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 dialectic 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 instead 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, 445-446. Themistius’
political ideas are discussed in Vanderspoel 1995;
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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 human 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 background 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 human
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 practicing
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
translations and transmission of Plato’s dialogues,
Plato’s Republic wasreceived in the medieval Islamic
world in a fragmentary and disarranged form—as
summaries, 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 Synopsis
of Plato’s Dialogues: Book 1 covered the Cratylus,
Sophist, 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 Ishag (d.260/873): Texts
and Studies 1999; as well as the older studies by
Meyerhoff 1926; Gabrielli 1924; and Bergstrasser
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1913). The most detailed exposition of Plato’s
political philosophy ever produced in the medieval
Islamic context can be found in Ibn Rushd’s
(Averroes, 1126-1198) 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 (Averroes’
Commentary on Plato’s Republic 1956/1966). Ibn
Rushd describes the simplest form of human society
as one which provides only for basic subsistence
through husbandry, hunting, or robbery (4verroes’
Commentary on Plato’s Republic 1956/1966: 217—
218 and 113-114). 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
statement or that the portion of the Republic which
included Glaucon’s speech was not extant in Arabic
translation.

The Islamic Tradition

Ancient Greek theories of social evolution
passed into the medieval Arab world through
a letter supposedly written by Themistius for
Emperor Julian, the Epistle on Government and the
Management 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
hominis (Morani 1981. The Arabic reception of
Nemesius’ 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). Although 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 discussion, see Swain, Themistius,
Julian, and Greek Political Theory under Rome
2013: 126-129; Watt 2012; Dvornik 1966: 2:
666—669; 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 (4llah) to live within a society, but when
people gathered together into cities and had dealings
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with one another, their attitudes toward good and
wicked conduct differed. God then instituted 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—-143;
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 survived in two
Arabic versions, which have been attributed to the
prominent physician and courtier Abt ‘Uthman
al-Dimashgt (fl. late ninth/early tenth century) and
Ibn Zur‘a (943-1008), a Christian physician 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-Dimashqi’s translation
(Watt 2004: 128. On Ibn Zur‘a’s life and works, see
Kraemer 1992: 116-123; 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
genesis. He also proposes a classification of the
various types of law: natural, rational, and positive.
Natural law induces men to seek what is beneficial
and pleasant: it is the law of brute force and self-
assertion 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. Positive 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 government
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
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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. Ja'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
association: 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: 130-133. Aristotle
discusses 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, 303-310. 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 survival; and the diversity of capacities
and the opposing interests of the members of the
society, which necessitate the existence of laws and
of a ruler responsible for applying justice).
Drawing upon Themistius, Qudama reckons that
human associations grow out of man’s requirement
to secure 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 making and mending clothes, carpentry,
and medicine (Qudama ibn Ja‘far 1986: 378-381;
Heck 2002: 56-57, 248-249). Differences in men’s
personality traits and aptitudes generate disparate
desires, aspirations, and actions: when the members
of the human associations began having dealings
and trading with one another while holding differing
views about justice and injustice, A//ah 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
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faith and guarantor of internal unity who conducts
the community’s affairs according to equity and
justice and averts oppression and injustice (Qudama
ibn Ja‘far 1986: 386; Heck 2002: 216).

Al-Farabt (ca. 878-ca. 950), Qudama’s
contemporary and one of the founding figures of
Islamic philosophy, concurs with Qudama and
Themistius that man is destined by nature to live in
a community because no one is able to obtain all
the necessaries of life unless he engages in mutual
cooperation with others (4/-Farabi on the Perfect
State: Abui 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, 260-261, 343; Pines 1971. For the
status of Islamic philosophy in al-Farab1’s time, see
the collection of essays in In the Age of al-Farabr
2008; as well as Ferrari 2005). Al-Farabi affirms,
as does Qudama, the necessity of legislation: in
his Summary of Plato’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, association
and friendship are crucial to the preservation of any
type of social organization. Still drawing on Plato,
al-Farabi 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 AlFarabi Read Plato’s Laws?” 2003;
Harvey, “Can a Tenth-Century Islamic Aristotelian
Help Us Understand Plato’s Laws?” 2003; Gutas
1997; and Gutas 1998. Al-Farabi’s views of the
founding of human communities are discussed in
greater detail in Colmo 1998).

Although Qudama’s and al-Farab?’s views
about the genesis of human society rest on similar
premises, 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
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ideal community 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: 211-212). Unlike
al-Farab1, Qudama offers 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. 227-233).

The theory about the divine origin of royal rule
had a strong resonance in a number of treatises
produced in the tenth and eleventh centuries. In
commenting on the Qur’an, Abii Hayyan al-Tawhid1
(ca. 930-1023), a prominent literatus, articulates
the notion of rulers being divinely sent (mab ‘ith)
pretty much like prophets (Heck 2004: 125-251,
130). The exposition of the genesis and growth of
human society produced by the great theologian
and jurist al-Ghazalt (1058—1111) closely paralleled
Qudama’s: human activities arise in response to three
basic necessities: food for nourishment 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 buildings, 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 specialized craftsmen,
notably carpenters, smiths, and tanners (Othman
1960: 201-202. On al-Ghazali’s political ideas, see
Janssens 2004; Hillenbrand 2004; Hillenbrand 1988;
Binder 1955: 229-241; Lambton 1954: 47-55; and
Laoust 1970. Consider, in general, Mikhail 1995).

Echoing Greek and previous Islamic political
theorists, al-Ghazalt 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
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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 in isolation, 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—-193).
Al-Ghazali 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 individuals 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-Ghazali defines one
of the sovereign’s prime functions 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 under the supervision of the
ruler and his aides in the same way that the organs
of the human body cooperate and help one another
(Othman 1960: 194-195). In the Nasthat al-mulitk
(Counsel for Kings), al-Ghazali elaborates on these
themes and projects the notion of the sultan as the
shadow of God on earth. The ruler is installed by
God and receives divine effulgence 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 (Nasthat
al-mulitk) 1964: 45. The authorship of the work
has been the subject of a long-standing scholarly
debate, though it appears that only the first part
was composed by al-Ghazali and that the second
part was written by an anonymous writer — Crone
1987. Al-Ghazali’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,
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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 Yicesoy 2011: 9-33).

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
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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