THE AGA KHAN UNIVERSITY

(International) in the United Kingdom

Institute for the Study of Muslim Civilisations

The Genesis of Biopolitics and Modern Arabic Medical Discourse in Early Modern

Egypt, 1805-1882

Kamran I. KARIMULLAH
University of Manchester

Abstract

In this paper | argue that evolution in the political discourse of nineteenth-century Egypt are
linked to the transformation of Egypt into a biopolitical state during and after the reign of
Mehmed Ali (r. 1805-1848). | claim that the genesis and spread of European scientific and
medical discourses that appear in Egypt after the first quarter of the nineteenth century are
related to this change in the character of political sovereignty. These discursive transformations
affect the way authors speak about the political subject, the remit of politics, the mechanisms
that the state’s political strategies should employ, and the ultimate goals of government. I
highlight the fact that in comparison with premodern texts, nineteenth-century medical and
political texts speak about the role of biological life in politics in new ways. | conclude that the
science of public health combined with scientific theories about politics and political economy
developed by French theorists at the end of the eighteenth century opened up spaces not only
for secularising and liberal discourses that circulated widely in Egypt near the end of the
nineteenth century. Finally, | suggest that biological life itself becomes the focus of political
strategies and state security mechanisms in this era.

Keywords: biopolitics, science, medicine, bare life, nineteenth-century Egypt, physiocrats,
public health

1. Introduction

The introduction of scientific discourses into Egypt in the nineteenth century by means of
translations and summaries of European scientific and medical texts has long been reconised to
have had deeply political ramifications. The process of introducting modern sciences into

Egypt, driven mainly by his desire to modernise the army and navy,* was initiated by Mehmed

1 On the role of the army in Mehmed Ali’s reform programme, see Khaled Fahmy, All the Pasha’s Men:
Mehmed Ali, His Army and the Makings of Modern Egypt (Cairo: The American Univesity in Cairo Press, 2002).
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Ali (r. 1805-1848), whose family ruled Egypt until 1952.2 By 1815, Mehmed Ali was the
undisputed ruler of Egypt. He set about to reform many features of Egypt’s social and political
organisation and its economic infrastructure. In order to serve the needs of the miliary and to
create a cadre of skilled technocrats to staff the country’s expanding and increasingly
complicated bureaucracy, around 1815 Mehmed Ali began establishing several technical
schools staffed by European scientists, among the most important of which was the medical
school established in 1827 at Aba Za'bal, a garrison town about 15 miles North of Cairo.®
Between 1834 and 1854 an extraordinary number of scientific and medical texts were translated
into Arabic.* These texts constituted the basis of the Arabic scientific lexicon, and served as
models for the scientific notation and styles of writing for the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. It is not the case, however, that these texts were not used exclusively by scientists
and technocrats educated in Egypt’s new educational institutions. These texts and the words
and ideas they contained were popularised in important non-specialists journals in the
nineteenth and early twentieth century.® Efforts to translate scientific texts were hampered by a
lack of consistent funding and scientific libraries. Nevertheless, Crozet observes that over the
course of the nineteenth century we witness that science is inserted into Egyptian society, and
that nationalist and reformist discourses crystallise around scientific concepts. Inspite of the
fact that the period does not produce original research, Crozet avers that there is nevertheless
“scientific activity,” not only in the form of education but also “popularisation” in journals such
as Rawdat al-madaris (1870-1878), al-Mugtarzaf (begins publishing in 1876) or the short-lived
al-Tabib (1884-1885) published in Egypt, Lebanon and Istanbul.
The question of whether Arabic was an adequate vehicle to express modern

scientific concepts, was not a question posed by Arabic lexicographers and

2 For Mehmed Ali’s rule and life, see Afaf Lutfi al-Sayyid Marsot, Egypt in the Reign of Muhammad Ali
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984).
3 On the medical school, see LaVerne Kuhnke, Lives at Risk: Public Health in Nineteenth-Century Egypt

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), 33-48. Crozet notes that this programme was initiated by as
early as 1815 with the founding of a school of geometry at Mehmed Ali’s citadel in Cairo; Crozet, “Langue
scientifique,” 262.

4 Kuhnke, Lives at Risk, 41; Crozet, “Langue scientifique,” 265.
5 Crozet, “Langue scientifique,” 265.
6 For the popularisation of evolutionary theory in science journals in the era, for example, See Marwa

Elshakry, Reading Darwin in Arabic, 1860-1950 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013).
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translators. Egyptian translators and literary figures such as Rifa‘a Rafi al-Tahtaw1
(d. 1873) took it for granted that modern science, literature and philosophy could
be translated into classical Arabic and meaningfully conveyed to an
Arabic-speaking audience, just as Arabic had been used to translate vast numbers
of ancient Greek scientific and medical texts centuries earlier.” This was, rather, a
question posed by European orientalists and colonial administrators, who linked
the question of whether Arabic could serve as a scientific language to the hierarchy
of civilisations within English and French colonial regimes. French and English
colonial authorities claimed that Arabic was not fit for expressing modern
scientific ideas, and used this claim to justify the cultural and even racial
superiority of the colonisers over the colonised.® For example, an English colonial
administrator, who knew no Arabic, categorically declared that the Arabic
language, “in its poverty of technical phraseology and its rigidity and complexity
of construction, is particularly ill-suited to scientific studies.”® And French
administrators would charge that Arabic could only really express ideas from the

“epoch of the caliphs.”10

They alleged that Arabic’s trilateral root system, which it
shares with other semitic languages such as Hebrew, hampered the creation of
technical vocabulary and neologisms. “It is a consequence of the fact that it is
impossible to create words and the poverty of the language that results from it that

Arabic translators of works — above all, of scientific works — are, for the most

7 Though encumbered by the fact that the fact that it is set within a narrative of “cultural decline,” and by
the assumption of “Western” and “Eastern” “cultural encounter” in and after Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt in
1798, the best introduction remains Ibrahim Abu-Lughod, The Arab Rediscovery of Europe: A Study in Cultural
Encounters (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963). For the translation movement from Greek to Arabic
that spanned from the ninth to the eleventh centuries, see Dimitri Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture: The
Graeco-Arabic Translation Movement in Baghdad and early ‘Abbasid Society (2nd-4th/8th-10th c.) (London:
Routledge 1998).

8 Pascal Crozet, “Langue scientifique et fait national en Egypte & partir du XIXe siécle,” in Les sciences
coloniales figures et institutions, ed. Patrick Petitjean (Paris: ORSTOM éditions, 1996), 274-7.
9 Crozet, “Langue scientifique,” 276. Quoted from Douglas Dunlop, “Note with Reference to the

Linguistic Basis of Instruction in the Egyptian Government Schools,” in Evelyn Baring Earl of Cromer, Report by
Her Majesty’s Agent and Consul-General on the Finances, Administration and Condition of Egypt and the Sudan
in 1906 (London: HMSO, 1907), 108-15.

10 Ibid., 275.
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part, extremely obscure.”™! These bureaucrats placed the blame squarely on the
Arabic language itself, which they purported “does not supply the necessary terms
for expressing exactly the ideas that the original works present.”12

Scientific language was also tied to Egyptian nationalist aspirations.
Egyptian intellectuals measured the ostensive progress and maturity of the
Egyptian nation by the success of science in the country. French scientists claimed
that transferring a scientific viewpoint, where they alleged it did not exist before,*?
would transform Egypt into a “new country (pays neuf),” allowing it to leave its
place at the periphery of the civilised world. Egyptian scientists took studying
science for science’s sake, as it were, as a sign of the fact that Egypt had progressed
from entertaining a shallow, merely utilitarian interest in science to a mature
interest in the purely speculative aspects of scientific research.™

The question that interests me here, however, is different. Rather than survey
the different political interpretations given to the appropriation and popularisation
of scientific discourses, | shall examine how the permeation of scientific ideas and
terminologies affected or even transformed how political ideas were
conceptualised and articulated in the nineteenth-century Egypt. Rather than
contextualising these shifts and transformations against the background of the
inequalities of power created by the colonial regimes, I place these transformations
within the rise of Egypt as a biopolitical state beginning in the first quarter of the
nineteenth century.

The reforms to Egypt’s political and social institutions inaugurated by
Mehmed Ali by as early as 1815 transformed Egypt into a biopolitical state, akin in

many ways to the European biopolitical states of that era such as France and

11 Ibid., 275. Quote from Marc Kabis, “Sur I’emploi de I’arabe vulgaire dans I’enseignement,” Bulletin de
Uinstitut Egyptien 1 (2nd series) (1882): 67—76.

12 Ibid., 274.

13 Pascal Crozet, “A propos de ’enseignement scientifique en Egypte: transfert et modernisation des

sciences exactes. 1834-1903,” Egypt/Monde arabe 18-19 (1994): 1-24, 6. Crozet says that French scientists at
the time believed that, like in other “oriental” countries, the transfer of modern sciences would make a new
country out a sort of “scientific void (vide scientifique).”

14 Ibid.
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Britain. The Egyptian state came increasingly to rely on “security apparatuses”15
for governing Egypt’s native and foreign populations by applying technologies for
regulating the circulation of people and goods in Cairo and Alexandria and port
cities, for regulating public health by mass vaccination/variolisation, the
construction of parks, widening thoroughfares and demolishing “diseased” parts of
Cairo, for regulating the spread of disease at the borders, for regulating the the
sources and concentration of agricultural land.’® To many, these processes had
changed Egypt virtually beyond recognition. For example, in an “apology” for the
“enlightened despotism” of Mehmed Ali Pasha and his heirs, ‘Ali Mubarak refers
to many of the transformations that resulted from the increasing use of biopolitical
state mechanisms to govern Egypt’s population.'” If we were to compare, says
Mubarak, Egypt prior to Mehmed Ali to Egypt as it was as Mubarak was writing in
1880-1881 on the eve of Ahmad ‘Urabi’s revolt against the British-backed
Khedive Tawfiq (d. 1892), we would find that these two states of affairs “bear no
affinity to each other nor do the epochs evince any [sign of] kinship.”18 Mubarak
reviews the many stark contrasts between the new and the old Egypt: the number of
Europeans in Egypt and the number of foreign languages spoken, the frequency of
educational missions to Europe, the financial solvency of the educational
institutions and the great strides made in agricultural reform, industry, education,
public health and, of course, reforms to the military. Were it not for Mehmed Ali
Pasha and his dynasty, says Mubarak, the “foreign potentates (al-agrab

al-musallizin),” namely the Ottomans, would still be plundering Egypt,*® and the

15 Michel Foucault, Secruity, Territory, Population: Lectures at the College de France, 1978-1979, ed.
Michel Senellart, trans. Graham Burchell (New York: Picador, 2007), 11.

16 See Timothy Mitchell, Rule of the Experts: Egypt, Techno-Politics, Modernity (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2002).

17 Delanou, “Apologie par ‘Ali Mubarak du despotism éclairé,” etc., 83—5 with French translation.

18 ‘Ali Mubarak, ‘Alam al-din (Alexandria: Matba‘a al-garida al-mahrisa, 1882), 1.316-9: la nisbata
bayna I-halayni wa-la munasabata bayna I-zamanayni. Compare with Ami Ayalon’s remarks about ‘Abd
al-Rahman al-Gabarti (d. 1825): Ami Ayalon, Language and Change in the Arab Middle East: the Evolution of
Modern Political Discourse (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 3.

19 See Marsot, Egypt in the Reign of Muhammad Ali, 36-59.
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incipient Egyptian “nation (al-milla?®)” would resemble the Berbers and the Arabs
of the Levant and the Hejaz, who continue to practice the same traditions as their
ancestors in the manner of the pre-Islamic era.** Thanks to Mehmed Ali Pasha and
his family, avers Mubarak, these “reforms (tagdidat)” were carried out with almost
miraculous speed owing to the fact that people recognised that they were made to
the universal benefit (al-fawa ’id al- ‘amma) of Egypt’s inhabitants.??
These reforms were then compiled (tu allafu hadihi |-tagdidat), and in a
short time the conditions [in Egypt] as well as people’s natures, their
habits, morals and customs all changed as is the situation in Egypt now.
For someone who had seen Egypt twenty years ago, and then saw it now
would not recognise a single thing in it that he had seen before. He would,
rather, observe that it was transformed (ingalabat) and had become a part
of Europe, inspite of the fact that none of the regions that neighbor it had
changed. Can there be any reason for this [remarkable success] save for
the fact that the sovereign (sahib al-waqt) practiced [skillful]
administration and governance and the fact that he acted on the advice of
the majority of his advisors (wa-musawaratuhu li-Sumhiri rigalihi®®)?
Mubarak’s account of the responsibility for the success of reforms to Egypt and the
improvements in its condition is evidently biased toward the dynasty started by
Mehmed Ali and in whose service he employed. Nevertheless, numerous studies of

the military, public health, education, and political economy in nineteenth-century

20 On the various meanings of milla, see Ayalon, Language and Change, 19-21.

21 Mubarak, ‘Alam al-Din, 1.318.

22 Ibid., 1.319. Gilbert Delanoue, Moralistes et politiques musulmans dans I’Egypte du XIX* siécle (1798
1882) (Cairo: Institut frangais d’archéologie orientale du Caire, 1982), 2.633.

23 The “men (rigal)” referred to in the expression ... wa-musawaratuhu li-gumhiri rigalihi,” is probably

a reference to what Schdlch calls the “Privy Council (maglis husiisi)” that was used by the Khedive Isma‘1l and
Mehmed Ali’s other descendents (Alexander Scholch, Egypt for Egyptians! The Socio-Political Crisis in Egypt
1878-1882 (London: Ithaca Press, 1981), 14. The translation of musira and musawara as simply consulting or
acting on advice without any politico-juridical sense is evident in Gabarti and other Ottoman writers, for example.
See Bernard Lewis, “Mesveret,” in Political Words and Ideas in Islam, ed. Bernard Lewis (Princeton, NJ: Markus
Wiener Publishers, 2007), 26. Marsot makes it clear that while Mehmed Ali frequently advised his children,
nephews and grandchildren in person and in writing to consult with experts, it was more of a topos than actual
fact; Marsot, Egypt in the Reign of Muhammad Ali, 75-8.
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Egypt show that by the time Egypt became a British colony in 1882, Egypt was a
biopolitical state on par with Britain and France. For in each of these countries,
“the basic biological features of the human species” became ‘“the object of a
political strategy,” or what Foucault calls “apparatuses of security”’: mechanisms
used by the state to govern the population within a national territory by regulating
movement, attending to the health and biological features of the whole population
rather than individuals, and maintaining urban, rurual and environmental
conditions so that physical processes related to distribution of wealth, abudance
and scarcity of food, the spread of epidemic disease were permitted to run their
“natural” course.*

It is well-known that the transformation of Egypt into a biopolitical state in
the course of the nineteenth century was made possible in large part by the fact that
the Egyptian state enthusiastically sponsored the introduction of scientific
education and the use of modern scientific methods to govern the Egypt’s
populace. ® Yet, the question of how scientific discourses influenced how
nineteenth-century Egyptian thinkers thougth about politics deserve greater
scrutiny. I do not claim premodern Islamic political philosophers assign no role at
all to science in their political thought. Indeed, in Part Two, | examine passages
from three well-known texts in Arabic political philosophy: Themistius’ Letter to
Julian, which was translated into Arabic in the late ninth or early tenth century,®

Alfarabi’s Selected Aphorisms (al-Fusiil al-muntaza ‘a),?’ and finally Avempace’s

24 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 21-3.

25 See Fahmy, All the Pasha’s Men;, Fahmy, “Law, Medicine and Society in Nineteenth-Century Egypt,”
Droits d ’Egypte 34 (1998): 1-28; Fahmy, “The Anatomy of Justice: Forensic Medicine and Criminal Law in
Nineteenth-Century Egypt,” Islamic Law and Society 6/2 (1999): 224—71; Fahmy, “Women, Medicine and Power
in Nineteenth Century Egypt,” in Remaking Women: Feminism and Modernity in the Middle East, ed. Lila
Abu-Lughod (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998): 35-72; LaVerne Kuhnke, Lives at Risk: Public
Health in Nineteenth-Century Egypt (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990); Amira Sonbol, The
Creation of a Medical Profession in Egypt During the Nineteenth-Century: A Study in Modernization (Syracuse:
Syracuse University Press, 1991).

26 Arabic text is in Simon Swain, Themistius, Julian and Greek Political Theory under Rome: Texts,
Translations, and Studies of Four Key Works (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 134-58.
27 Arabic text is Alfarabi, Fusil al-madani: Aphorisms of the Statesman, ed. Donald M. Dunlop

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1961).
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Rule of the Solitary (Tadbir al-mutawahhid).?® In all these texts, we see that
medical science and the human biological makeup played an important role in
delineating the proper realm and ends that belong to the politically qualified life.
These passages show that medicine served as a model for the political art, but was
wholly distinct from politics, politically qualified life was perceived first and
foremost as the life of the soul, and that political activity was directed at the soul
and the intellect rather than the body itself.

Examining Husayn al-Marsafi’s Essay on Eight Words (Risala fi al-kalim
al-taman), a well-known political texts written at the end of the nineteenth century,
reveals that this Azharite reformer’s views about government had little to do with
the premodern tradition of Islamic political philosophy.?® In Part Three, | examine
the well-known text, Husayn al-Marsafi’s Essay on Eight Words (Risala fi al-kalim
al-taman). | show, first, that al-Marsafi’s concept of political liberty (hurriya) is
founded on an economy of obligations arising from personal property and
exchange. In this way, al-Marsafi’s views are far from the traditional notions of
liberty as articulated in medieval Islam. Second, Al-Marsafi devotes a great deal of
attention to the meaning of the word al-iukima the meaning of which in
al-MarsafT’s text is ambiguous. Despite his attempts to garnish his words with
citations from Qur’an and hadith, there is no hiding the fact that al-Marsafi
propounds a skeletal version of social contract theory informed, it seems, by
Hobbes’ view of man in the thrall of his appetites. I argue that while this view of
humans is commonplace in other genres of politicO-ethical literature in Islam,
al-MarsafT uses this pessimistic anthropology in new ways. Nor does the life of the
soul feature prominently as the end of politics in al-Marsafi’s view. Other ends that

are alien to the premodern Arabic tradition of political philosophical feature

28 Arabic text is in Ma‘an Ziyadah, “Ibn Bajja’s Book Tadbir al-Mutawahhid” (Montreal: Ph.D. diss,
McGill University, 1968).

29 Gilbert Delanoue, Moralistes et politiques musulmans dans ’Egypte du XIXe siécle (1798—1882) (Cairo:
Institut francais d’archéologie orientale du Caire, 1982), 2.357—79. On the hybrid nature of al-Marsafi’s thought,
see Ellen McLarney, Freedom, Justice, and the Power of Adab,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 48
(2016): 25-46, especially 40-1.
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prominently. | show that al-Marsafi’s views on the nature of government (hukiima)
is shaped, not only by European political philosophers, but also by a biopolitical
conception of liberty as a phenomenon that is a given of the physical order, and is
therefore subject to scientific analysis.*

Sherry Gadelarab has demonstrated how medical texts, too, can be used to
show how nineteenth-century Arabic medical textbooks influenced
nineteenth-century Egyptian political discourse.®* Gadelarab has uncovered how
medical ideas about female agency, sexual difference and sexual maturity put
forward in physiology treatises by Antoine Clot and other author-translators made
possible a nationalist discourses on gender, motherhood and domesticity in the
Arabic press later in the century. In Part Four, | want to continue Gadelarab’s form
of argument. | show that the biopolitical formulations about the relationship
between human life and politics are present in French medical textbooks translated
into Arabic. I turn to a textbook on prophylactic medicine published at the Biilaq
Press in 1834, or nearly 50 years before al-Marsafi’s Essay on Eight Words. The
text is a translation of a French text written in Egypt by one Bernard, who,
according to the introduction appended to the text by an Arab editor, was one of the
French professors of medicine who accompanied Antoine Clot, or Clot Bey (d.
1868) from France to staff Egypt’s first modern medical school and teaching
hospital at Abii Za‘bal, a military outpost some 15 miles North of Cairo. Passages

from this text place medicine at the heart of governing the nation. The sovereign,

30 Gadelarab’s Medicine and Modernity in Egypt is one of the few books to date to link in compelling
fashion the new Arabic medical discourse on sex difference in nineteenth-century Arabic medical texts with the
rise of a liberal nationalist discourse, especially with new ways of conceptualising womanhood and women’s
agency. Hibba Abugideiri takes up a somewhat similar task in Gender and the Making of Modern Medicine in
Colonial Egypt (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010). Yet, unlike Gadelarab, she is less interested in the language and
concepts in the medical texts of the era.

31 Sherry Gadelarab, Medicine and Morality in Egypt: Gender and Sexuality in the Nineteenth and Early
Twentieth Centuries (London: 1.B. Tauris, 2016), especially chapters Two (45—73) and Three (74-107).
Gadelarab’s tragic death in 2013 took a very promising scholar from the world. For the nationalist political
discourse on gender and domesticity, Omnia Shakry, “Schooled Mothers and Structured Play: Child Rearing in
Turn-of-the-Century Egypt,” in Remaking Womanhood: Feminism and Modernity in the Middle East, ed. Lila
Abu-Lughod (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), 126—70; Lisa Pollard, Nurturing the Nation: The
Family Politics of Modernizing, Colonizing, and Liberating Egypt, 1805-1923 (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2005).
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who in previous eras guided his subjects to a virtuous soul and felicity by obeying
the injunctions of philosophy, now obeys the physician’s medical advice. I
conclude that in these texts we are witnessing the emergence of a biopolitical
discourse in which bare life is drawn into the realm of the politically qualified life.
By making the regulation of human life the business and end of politics, these
medical texts open up a conceptual space, as it were, for a secularised vision of the
aims of political life, one that has been divested of its premodern vision that
politics must bring virtue and felicity of the soul to citizens of the city.

2 Function of Life and Medicine in Premodern Islamic Political
Philosophy

Medicine played an important part in classical Islamic political philosophy.
Medical terms and concepts not only featured prominently as metaphors that
guided analogies between the art of medicine and the art of statecraft. More
importantly, the concept of man’s life and the attributes of his biological makeup as
distinct from from the forms of life he occupied in the city were derived from
Hippocratic-Galenic medical texts. For Hobbes, the human in a state of nature is a
violent being that is constantly falling prey to his appetites, seeking glory and
domination over others, yet somehow manages to be rational enough to see the
utility of entering into a social contract with the sovereign who will protect his life
and property. This is not at all the view of human nature that informs classical
Islamic political philosophy, nor does it characterise the forces that drive humans
to form political communities.

This fact is evident, for example, in the Arabic translation of Themistius’ (c.
317-c. 385 AD) letter to the Emperor Julian (d. 363 AD). The treatise opens by
identifying the three different faculties that animate the human being. There is a
nutritive faculty (al-gawa al-gadiya, also called the vegetative faculty (al-giawa
al-nabatiya) or the appetitive faculty (al-giawa al-sahwaniya)) which is responsible

for providing nutrition for the body’s growth, providing food that engages the
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body’s natural heat and is also responsible for evacuating waste from the body. The
vital faculty (al-giawa al-hayawaniya) is responsible for voluntary movement
(al-haraka al-iradiya), sensation (al-4iss), respiration (al-tanaffus) but also for
emotions such as anger (al-gadab). Predictably, Themistius says that it is the third
faculty, the “rational faculty that discerns (al-gizwa al-natiqa al-mumayyiza),” that
is the most noble, distinguishing humans for plants and animals.

While the rational faculty is ultimately the part of the human soul that
benefits when humans form political association, the need to form into political
association itself arises not, as in Hobbes, from man’s predatory nature that is
completely uninhibited in the state of nature, than from his elemental composition
and the nutritional demands on nutritive faculty to secure the most basic processes
of human life:

Gesdal ol s W g siamn, dcludhan Vi ¥ qay) skl glaal
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@3V dad gaiesbdidlua shaighh, zoys I 326a LDk
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Boarbll il yd Ny e 33 Uy,
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dala Jsapax sl par spad al 2l Saga dpan waalsslesapan o
Laa o 8CDdeall 34V g ollan Jglsda Sl daliadUy dagns 30 pan o
e el e, igVsdl JedasBAag Mablodaaolelh Ay

o VNG 18 38 ganlgllans s agel g dh i VIS
Owing to the fact that the human is formed from the four elements, it is
necessary that the attributes that characterise the elements characterise
him as well, namely change and flux. These things [change and flux]
characterise the body alone, for change affects him in its [the body’s]
qualities, namely heat, cold, moisture and dryness and all the qualities.
Flux affects it owing to what dissolves from the body because of the flux.
This is because the animal’s body is always dissolving owing to the fact
that body moves moves, to the natural heat, and to the air [it expels]. For
this reason, the body needs something to replace what has dissolved from
it, for if not, the body will dissolve and become corrupt. Solid things,
moist things and pneuma dissolve from the body so the body needs
something to replace what is dissolved, and it needs things that are dry, are
moist and pneuma, which are none other than food, drink and breath ... .

So the human is obliged to have food because of what is evacuated
from his body, and obliged to have clothing because his body lacks a
covering that protects him, and he needs a house to shelter him from the
heat and the cold and to guard him from harmful things, and he needs
therapy because the qualities that are in him change and dissolution of
continuity affects him.

For these reasons the human needs the crafts and the sciences by
means of which he carries out these tasks. Further, seeing that it is not
possible for a single person to practice all the crafts, one person stands in
need of another. Owing to the fact that some people need others, many of

them form an association in one locality and assist each other in
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transacting business, receiving payment and paying out. They formed

cities, therefore, so that some of them enjoy the benefit of others with

ease. [They also formed an association] because God created the human

with a nature that inclines to association and intimacy, for which reason a

single person from humanity on his own is not self-sufficient in all things.
In this passage, the Aristotelian principle that humans incline toward intimacy
from their nature appears as something of an afterthought in Themistius’ mind. Far
more important to Themistius is, one, the biological basic fact that man’s nutritive
faculty must attract nutriment to support the body’s life and to expel waste. The
basic, inescapable need to replenish what the body dissolves as it moves, sweats,
breathes and evacuates waste, feeds the natural heat and repairs the wear and tear
that affects it, is what forces humans to form political associations. The second
factor that compels humans into a social formation is that humans are unable to
master all the arts that are ancillary to providing for human well-being. Humans are
weak, suffering easily from extremes in climate, and their bodies are prone to a
terrifying number of mortal and disabling diseases or injuries. Thus, the arts for
making clothes, weapons, armour and the art of medicine itself are necessary for
maintaining human life. Since no single person can possibly master all these arts
equally, humans form communities for the sake of providing mutual benefit to all
members.

Themistius adopts his anthropology of the human who lives outside the city
from Galenic medical theory. Yet, later in the letter, Themistius is clear that the
proper remit of emperor Julian’s role as statesman lies in cultivating the life of the
soul, his own soul and the soul of his subjects. In the political writing of Alfarabi
(d. ca. 950) the analogy between medicine and statecraft exerts a powerful
influence on how Alfarabi thinks about the remit and practice of government and
statecraft. In Aphorisms of the Statesman, health and disease of body and soul are

defined in analogous ways with an eye towards the end that each is directed at. Yet,
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the soul and its perfection is the utlimate end that bodily health is aimed at. The
body’s value as far as its health is concerned lies in whether it has a utility in
allowing the soul to practice the virtues, which are for Alfarabi at bottom
dispositions of the soul (hay ‘at nafsaniya). The consequence of this is that in the
city medicine plays a crucial preparatory role by ensuring that bodies are healthy
enough so that they have the physical capacity to perform actions. The aim of
medicine is to ensure that conditions in the body are such that the acts of the soul
that existing in the body and its parts are as perfect as they can be. The physician is
not there, however, to that determine whether the actions performed by the body
and soul are good or bad. According to Alfarabi, the statesman is charged with the
task of ensuring that those same dispositions are good or to take measures so that
the bad ones are eliminated.
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The person who provides therapy to bodies is the physician, and the
person who provides therapy to souls is the statesman (he is also called
the king). When he treats bodies, however, the physician’s intention is not
to make their [the patients’] states those by which the soul does good or
evil actions. His aim, rather, is to make their states those by which the
actions of the soul performed by the body and its parts are the most
perfect, regardless of whether these actions are evil or good. For the
doctor who treats the hands provides therapy so that the person strikes
with them well, regardless of whether he he strikes well while
performing good actions or evil actions. [Likewise,] the person who treats
the eye aims to improve [the patient’s] vision, regardless of whether he
uses it [his vision] in things that are appropriate and good or in things that
are inappropriate and evil.

Therefore it is not the physician’s responsibility insofar as he is
physician to consider the health or sickness of the soul in this way. It is,
rather, the statesman’s and king’s [responsibility]. For the statesman by
the political art and the king by the royal art determine where it is
appropriate for him to bring it [namely, health, sc. sizha] about in bodies,
and in which of them [bodies, sc. agsam] it is not appropriate to bring it
about. For this reason, the art of the king and the statesman in relation to
the other arts in the city is like the master-builder in relation to the other
builders. For the rest of the arts in cities are employed so that statecraft
and the art of kingship operate and are employed in order to bring their

goal to completion.

In Alfarabi’s thinking, then, medicine is clearly a proper element in statecraft

(al-sina ‘at al-madaniya), and that the physician’s art provides the conditions of

possibility for the success or failure of statecraft, for the souls rely on a healthy

body to perform the kinds of acts that will inculcate virtuous dispositions in the
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soul.

That is not to say that Alfarabi sees that the basic facts of human biological
life belong to the realm of the politically qualified life. In Alfarabi’s view (and in
this he is in agreement with the the classical tradition) health (siz4a) is clearly not a
set of actualised, biological facts. Health is not, in effect, bare life. There is
physical health or well-being, for Alfarabi, when the conditions of the whole body
as well as the individual parts are characterised by states that “enable the soul to
perform the activities that belong to it in the most complete and perfect manner.”
Thus, there is not a single fact, a set of facts or criteria for what health is. It is an
end-directed process toward a practically unachievable “end (gaya)” or “perfection
(kamal).” What is more, to a great degree, what physical health is depends to a
large degree on what the good and evil dispositions of the soul are. An account of
what physical health and well-being are requires first an account of what the states
and activities in the soul arel. Yet it is these very dispositions that are the product of
statecraft. For the question of what health and well-being are is not really any more
objective than or different from the question of what they ought to be. Unlike the
bare facts of the human biological makeup, health is a form of life, it is bare life
inscribed inscribed in the political norms of the city that are directed toward
realising the good life, that is part of the politically qualified life of the city.

Indeed, Alfarabi (d. 950) clearly perceived a distinction between, in effect,
politically qualified life (bios) and bare life (zoé), a distinction that runs through
Aristotle’s political thought. 3 Aside from the fact that Alfarabi could have
consulted Aristotle’s Politics because the book was never translated,® Alfarabi
laboured under the fact that the Arabic word “life (haydat)” can apply to bare life as
much as it applies to life in the city. Yet, in the following passage, Alfarabi

transforms this Aristotelian distinction between the notion of bare life, life as a

32 Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1998), 1-12.
33 Swain, Themistius and Julian, 14; Francis E. Peters, Aristoteles Arabus: The Oriental Translations and

Commentaries of the Aristotelian Corpus (Leiden: Brill, 1968), 53-5, 54.



Paper presented by the author in ISMC’s Governance Programme Dialogues Series 2017
Please do not cite or distribute without the author’s prior permission

biological actuality, and the political life, which is a life in potential that is
actualised in the ultimate end of politics, namely virtue and the felicity of the
intellectual life. Despite the fact that Alfarabi could not have read Aristotle’s
Politics or much of Plato, Alfarabi is, nevertheless, able to remark that there are
two senses of life according to “Socrates, Plato and Aristotle.” The first is the kind
of life that is “sustained by food (agdiya) and all the external factors that we
presently need for our subsistence.” The second is a life that “sustains itself,”
“whose subsistence does not require any factors,” and a life that “on its own is
sufficient to remain preserved.” Yet, just as Alfarabi makes the distinction
between, in effect, bare life and political forms that it animates in the city, he
withdraws it by claiming that both kinds of life exist in potency, in the sense that
each only becomes actual by reaching a perfection (kamal) that is proper to each.
What Alfarabi calls the “city of necessity” is the city in which its citizens pursue
the forms of life related to maintaining a life of bare necessities, a kind of minimal
city in which the human collectivity aims solely at maintaining mere subsistence,
and that counts as the good life of the city. The perfection that belongs to political
life in the city of necessity is actualising all the virtues (al-fada’il). The perfection
of life in the virtuous city, on the other hand, is “ultimate felicity (al-sa ‘ada
al-quswa).”*
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Alfarabi, Aphorisms of the Statesman,, 104.
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The city may be one of necessity or it may be one of virtue. The city of
necessity is the one in which its members cooperate only in order to reach
the things that are necessary for human subsistence, livelihood and
preserving life. The virtuous city is the one in which its members
cooperate in order to reach the most excellent things by means of which
the human’s true existence, subsistence, livelihood and preservation of
life comes about.

Some say that this most excellent thing is enjoying pleasures.
Others say that it is being well-off. Others say that it is combining both of
them. Socrates, Plato and Aristotle are of the view that the human has two

lives, one of which is sustaining it with food and all the other external
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things that we presently need for our subsistence. This is our first life. The
other is sustaining life in itself without there being any need for external
things to sustain it in itself; it [this form of life] is sufficient in itself to
remain safe. It is the afterlife.

[Socrates, Plato and Aristotle also] hold that humans have two
perfections, the first perfection and the final perfection. We do not achieve
the final perfection in this life, but in the afterlife when the first perfection
is achieved in this life of ours beforehand. The first perfection is that one
does all the virtuous acts. This does not mean that the human being merely
possesses a virtue but does not do virtuous acts. [These philosophers hold
too] that perfection is that the human acts not merely to acquire the
dispositions that bring about [virtuous] acts, just as the the perfection of
the writer is that he performs the acts of writing, and does not merely
acquire the capacity to write. Likewise, the perfection of the physician is
that he performs the acts of the medical art, and does not merely acquire
the capacity for practicing the medical art. Likewise in the case of every
art. By means of this [first] perfection we achieve the final perfection,
which is ultimate felicity, the unqualified good, and the thing that is
esteemed and desired in itself[....]

According to them [Socrates, Plato and Aristotle], then, the virtuous
city is the one in which its members cooperate to reach the final
perfection, ultimate felicity. For this reason, its members alone possess
the virtues, not in any other cities, since the city whose members
cooperate to be well-off and enjoy pleasures do not need all the virtues in
order to reach their objective. Indeed, it is possible that they do not need a
single virtue, for it is possible that the collegiality and justice that they
practice among themselves is not really justice, but rather resembles

justice without being justice in fact. The same is the case for all the other
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acts that resemble virtues that they practice among themselves.

Alfarabi only seems to be able to envision a scenario in which bare life plays
anything more than the teleological role of an end to be sought by the members of
the city of necessity. In Alfarabi’s thinking, then, bare life is an transcendent
element in the life of the city rather than an immanent one. In this passage, Alfarabi
clearly articulates the different meanings that “life” has in the Socratic-inspired
philosophical tradition. He is able to conceptually pry apart, in effect, bare life
from from the different forms that it animates in the political life of the city. He is
clear on this point in spite of the fact that he uses numerous words to speak about
life, such as ‘ays, hayat, and giwam, all of which, in this passage, are ambiguous
between a life as actualised biological fact and as politically qualified life, existing
between actuality and potentiality, and directed toward happiness and ultimate
felicity in the afterlife. Yet, to my mind, Alfarabi is inconsistent in saying that bare
life, that life which he labels as what is “sustained by eating” and external factors
that are necessary to support biological life is the life that is pursued in the political
realm in the city of necessity, the ultimate perfection of which is purportedly the
practice of “all the virtues (al-fada i/).” For on the one hand, Alfarabi is clear on
the fact that there are dispositions (malakat) that serve as the bases for virtuous
character and acts. Yet, these are dispositions of the soul, whereas in the city of
necessity the goods and perfections sought belong to providing for the well-being
and upkeep of individual bodies and the bodies o of the other members of the city.
Bare life is a life of pure, actualised biological fact, whereas the life Alfarabi
describes as the life that is perpetually sought and coming to be in the city of
necessity is a life of the the soul that is directed at inculcating virtue.

In Alfarabi’s thought we have seen that medicine plays a crucial role in
governing the city. To a large degree, moreover, the physician’s craft provides the
conditions of possibility for the statesman’s success because a healthy body and

constitution are required in order for the the soul to be able to perform virtuous acts
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in the first place. We have also seen that in Alfarabi’s thought, whenever the
spectre of bare life appears in his thought, he immediately introduces it into his
end-directed vision of political life in the city, either as health in the first instance
discussed earlier or as the transcendent end of a minimalist political association
committed to preserving basic human well-being and virtue without any
commitment to achieving the happiness or ultimate felicity that can be obtained in
the virtuous city or the afterlife.

What about the individual who lives outside any political association,
however? In Alfarabi’s view, it would appear that in the absence of the statesman,
the typical person will have neither a criteria for distinguishing nor even a capacity
to recognise virtuous acts of the soul from those that are not. For even in the
minimalist city, in which only the bare necessities are sought by its members, there
is a perfection that the political ways of living are directed at, namely performing
virtuous actions. Without a city, without “ways of living,” as in Avempace’s (d.
1139) nomenclature, there is no means to these perfections, and without the
statesman, there is no way of identifying which disposition of the soul are virtuous
and which are not, no way to imitate the virtuous behavior of the philosophers and
no laws to encode the norms of the virtuous way of life. In such a scenario, the
forms of life — the ways of living proper to the individual or group that are
directed toward living the good life — collapses into bare life. In this situation,
according to Alfarabi’s theory, the perfections that can be achieved in the minimal
city cannot be achieved, much less the perfections and ultimate felicities of the
virtuous city.

This was a controversial thesis, which, despite the enormous influence that
Alfarabi exerted on him, was largely rejected by Avempace (d. 1139).% Indeed, he

characterises his book, Government of the Solitary (Tadbir al-mutawakhid), as a

35 On the relationship between Alfarabi and Avempace, see Miquel Forcada, “Ibn Bajja on Tasawwur and
Tasdiq: Science and Psychology,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 24 (2014): 103-26.
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guidebook for pursuing intellectual felicity that can be used by the person who
lives outside a political association, whom Avempace somewhat curiously calls,
“weeds (nawabit, sQ. nabit).” % These are people who, in Avempace’s
understanding of this class of people, in spite of the fact that they live alone or in
cities that are not virtuous, recognise true and false opinions for what they are.
Then, on their own initiative and stemming from their own insight, they shape their

personal way of living so it stands in accordance with this personal knowledge.*’
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The government of this solitary human being is our objective in this
discourse. It is evident that he an unnatural condition has befallen him.
We shall discuss how he should govern himself in order to attain the most
virtuous forms of being, just as the physician in these cities tells the
solitary person how he should conduct himself in order to be healthy,
either by safeguarding his health or by restoring it when it is no longer
present. In like manner, for the solitary weed this discourse says how to
attain felicity when it does not exist, how to do away with the traits in the

soul that prevents felicity or from obtaining what he can of it to

36

37

For the origins of this term in Alfarabi’s political writing as well as in other authors, see Ilai Alon,
“Farabi's funny flora: al-Nawabit as ‘Opposition,”” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 121/2 (1989): 222-51.
Avempace, “Ibn B3jja’s Book Tadbir al-Mutawahhid: An Edition, Translation and Commentary,” (MA

diss., McGill University, 1969), 13 (2nd series), I. 74, 1.6.
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commensurate with either the degree of his contemplation, or with what
resides in his soul. Safeguarding the soul, which is analogous to
safeguarding health, is not possible in the the the three ways of living and
what is a combination of them. What this one [namely, the weed] does is
the medicine of souls; what that one [namely, the physician] does is
medicine of the bodies, and government is the medicine of life lived in
association (zibb al-mu ‘@sarat). It is evident, then, that these classes [of
people, namely, the weeds and the physician] do not exist at all in the
perfect city, for which reason they [namely, medicine of the souls and
medicine of bodies] are not classed as sciences.
The analogy between personal government or “medicine” of the soul practiced by
the weed and the “medicine of bodies” practiced by the physician plainly emerges
in Avempace’s imperfect state. Like the philosopher in Alfarabi’s perfect or
virtuous city, the weed is able to distinguish virtues and vices in his soul (and by
extension in his physical actions) and to act accordingly. Unlike the philosopher in
the virtuous city, the norms that the weed’s government applies to are his soul only
not to every member of the city. Unlike Alfarabi’s physician whom Alfarabi
assigns a place in the virtuous city, Avempace’s physician is only required to
govern the body in imperfect cities. Whereas here and in other instances in Tadbir
al-mutawa/hid, Avempace holds, against Alfarabi, that medicine does not exist in
the virtuous city.

Thus, Avempace still believes that the person who lives outside the city, the
person who possesses, in effect, no more than bare life, he still believes that there is
a form of government that dictates the manner in which the individual lives. The
state of nature, a free-for-all state, in which man’s living and ways he lives are one,
is unthinkable for Avempace. Even in the exceptional scenario envisioned by
Avempace, in which a person lives outside any form of political association,

Avempace insists that there is lifestyle (the weed’s lifestyle) that he imposes on
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himself that leads him to a kind of virtue and even a type of felicity. Bare life
cannot exist in this way of thinking without being immediately inscribed in a form
of life; in Avempace’s case, in a way of life directed by the intellect to virtue in

obedience to the individual weed’s personal insights.38
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The person who performs an action for the sake of [right] opinion and
what is correct, and does not give heed to the animal soul nor to what
comes about in it [of appetites and desires], it is fitting that this person’s
act be divine than human. For this reason it is necessary that this person
has virtue with regard to the moral virtues such that whenever the rational
soul makes a judgment, the animal soul does not oppose it. It makes a
judgment from the perspective that [sound] opinion made this judgment.
When the animal soul is like this, it means that he has attained moral
virtue. For the moral virtues are the final cause of the animal soul, and
therefore it is necessary that the divine human is virtuous in respect of the
moral virtues. For if he were not virtuous in respect of these virtues and

the animal soul oppose the intellect, this act would be defective and

38

Avempace, (2nd series) 20, 1.8-1, 1.11.
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incomplete, or would not exist at all, this act would be performed in a
forced manner and would be difficult for him because the animal soul by
nature listens to obeys the rational [soul] except in the human who is in an
unnatural condition.
It is, thus, a basic fact of the human psychology that the lower faculties, the
nutritive and the appetitive, naturally obey the dictates of the rational faculty.
Avempace does not harbour the pessimistic view of the human, who selfishly
pursues his appetites and personal glory until some external force is put in place to
restrain him. Rather, the human who behaves like a beast is, in Avempaces’s mind
unnatural and to that extent exceptional. It is unnatural for the animal soul to
overcome the rational soul, such that the person is always in accordance with his
animal soul rather than with the rational soul. This clearly tendentious
psychological principle is all that underwrites Avempace’s novel political theory
of self-autonomy.*
2. Sovereignty, Government and the Realm of Politics in Husayn al-Marsafi
(1815-1890)
Husayn al-Marsafi was educated at the Azhar. Yet, his writings in politics,
pedagogy and Arabic literature evince the fact that he supported at least limited
reforms along European models, particularly in education and politics. Delanoue
labels him as one of the “ ‘ulama’ who supported enlightenment (‘ulama’ partisans
des lumieres).” Indeed, his political activity during the “Urabi revolt suggests that
identifying him as a supporter of reforming Egypt on European models, but reform
that, in effect, made Egypt for Egyptians. His most important political writing is
Essay on Eight Words, in which he discusses the meanings of key terms that were
circulating in Egypt in political debates that were inspired by European models and

political language.

39 Makram Abbeés, “Gouvernement de soi et gouvernement des autres chez Avempace,” Studia Islamica
100/101 (2005): 113-60.
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Despite the fact that several of the words that al-Marsafi discusses in the
Essay are common in medieval Islamic political texts and despite peppering his
discussions with quotations from Qur’an and hadith, al-Marsafi’s understanding of
politics belongs very much to the end of the eighteenth and the early nineteenth
century. His understanding of liberty (hurriya) is a case in point. Premodern
Muslim jurists, philosophers and stafi mystics had understood liberty as a set of
“exemptions and privileges that attached to a person.”* Franz Rosenthal notes that
the classical Islamic political philosophers such as Alfarabi did not really conceive
of liberty as a political concept.** Al-Marsafi insists, on the other hand, that liberty
is a political term, in the sense that the condition of political liberty is a
consequence of life lived in association.* What is more, it is apparent that the
foundation of liberty in al-Marsafi’s view is personal property and the obligations
that arise between individuals that accompanies personal property. In this way,
al-Marsafi shows his views to be in line with process by which the principles of
private ownership became the foundation for state sovereignty in Egypt’s capitalist
agricultural markets.*® What is more, his views are consistent with the views of
prominent French physiocrats, such as Francois Quesnay’s (d. 1774) student
Pierre-Paul La Mercier de La Riviére (d. ca. 1794). The latter, for example, held
that property rights are a simple a fact of nature. “It is from nature,” says Le
Mercier, “that the human has property that belongs exclusively to him, as well as

those things that he acquired by seeking it and from his labour.”** Le Mercier

40 This is how Michel Foucault characterises the premodern notion of liberty: Foucault, Territory, Security,
Population, 48. Likewise, see Franz Rosenthal, The Muslim Concept of Freedom (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1960); and
Bernard Lewis, The Political Language of Islam (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 65: “The Islamic
term for “free,” until the eighteenth century, had a primarily legal, and occasionally social, significance, and
meant one who, according to the law, was a free man and not a slave. Neither term, “free” or “slave”, was used in
a political context, and the familiar Western use of the terms “freedom” and “slavery” as metaphors for citizen’s
rights and oppressive rule is unknown to the language of classical Islamic political discourse.”

41 Rosenthal, The Muslim Concept of Freedom, 121.

42 Al-Marsafi, Risala fi al-kalim al-taman, 36, 1.1.

43 Mitchell, Rule of the Experts, 54-79, especially 76-9.

44 Pierre-Paul Le Mercier, L’ Ordre naturel et essentiel des sociéts politiques (London: n.p., 1767), 12:
“C’est donc de la nature méme que chaque homme tient la propriété exclusive de sa personne, [et] celle des choses
acquises par ses recherches [et] ses travaux..” On the idea of the necessity and naturalness of private property, see
Mitchell, Rule of the Experts, Chapter Two [54-79].
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makes a distinction between metaphysical freedom (liberté métaphysique) which is

simply the capacity to form acts of will (la faculté de former des volontés)” and

“physical liberty (liberté physique)”, which is the freedom to act in the social order.

The physiocrats understood the advantages and abilities that personal property

bestowed on its possessor in France at the end of the eighteenth century served as

the foundation of liberty. Le Mercier explains that he calls it “physical liberty”

“because it is only realised in the physical actions that it has as its purpose. It is

evident, then, that this is the only type [of liberty] that is of any concern in society.

For in society everything is physical. What is more, the social order is essentially

and necessarily established for the sake of the physical order. Such is the idea that

social liberty should be based on, this liberty that is completely inseparable from
the right of property.”*® Al-Marsafi, likewise, says:
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Seeing that association in which there is mutual assistance, cooperation

and camaraderie is is necessary for human life, and further, seeing that

there must be ownership (al-iftisas) ... such that this is so-and-so’s and

that is so-and-so’s, it is necessary that there things that the humans

possesses and he has obligations. When he recognises what he possesses

and what he owes, his personal nobility stops him from overstepping the

bounds of what he possesses in order to take what he does not possess, he

complies by paying what he owes and his pride (iba’) prevents him from

seizing what does not belong to him, he is a free person... .

45

Le Mercier, L’Ordre naturel, 32: « ... ce cette liberté qui est tellement inséparable du droit de

propriété... .”
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For al-Marsafi, then, liberty is a truly political concept in the sense that it is a
necessary concomitant of living in a political community. What is more, liberty for
al-Marsafi is set within the context of private ownership. He seems to believe that
without private ownership — without, in other words, the ability to assign
possession of things to individuals — there is no way of recognising ownership
relations that arise naturally between people who live in political association, and
then submitting to and obeying these relations. Outside of relations of private
ownership and a political community, al-Marsafi argues that liberty is all but
meaningless.

Likewise, al-Marsafi’s brief discussion of justice ( ‘adl), injustice (zulm) and
administration (siyasa), which were commonplace words in medieval Islamic
political philoosphy, but which are in al-Marsafi’s text assigned with an entirely
new meaning in light of contemporary debates influenced by French political and
economic thought. Like his conception of freedom, al-Marsafi’s ideas about justice
and administration have little to do with the traditional meanings assigned to them
by classical Islamic philosophers. Justice was traditionally understood as trait of a
human being whose character had been refined to a point that all the faculties of his
soul were in balance, and, consequently, all his actions were virtuous. Siyasa
referred to a mode of government that applied to how a person, not just the
sovereign, should manage his wealth and property. Yet, it also referred to how the
person should conduct himself and refine his soul, and how he should manage his
family members and the other people who made up his household, such as servants
and slaves.”® Al-Marsafi’s discussion bears little resemblance to this traditional

usage.*’

46 For the classical statement of this notion of siydsa, see Avicenna’s “On Governance (Fi [-siyasa),” in Jon
McGinnis and David. C. Reisman eds., Classical Arabic Philosophy: An Anthology of Sources (Indianapolis:
Hackett Publishing, 2007), 224-37. See Bernard Lewis, says (Lewis, Political Words and Ideas in Islam, 39-40)
that the sense of siyasa is normally political, and means statecraft among Arabic philosophers, a claim which,
given Avicenna’s well-known text, is not terribly compelling. Ayalon is closer to the mark when he says that the
“traditional term” siydsa meant “management of sate or of other affairs”; Ayalon, Language and Change, 129.
47 Al-Marsafi, Essay on Eight Words, 35, II. 17-21.
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The laws say — and it [namely, the following definition] is accepted by
intellects — that justice is that when a person performs work whose
benefit returns to all people, people repay the worth of that work
completely. Thus, if he does no work at all but seeks its value anyway, or
his work is incomplete, but he seeks the complete value [of the work], he
is unjust. When, on the other hand, he does work but people do not
recompense the value of his work, they are unjust. Administration
(al-siyasa), then, involves delineating work, assessing values [of products
and work], compelling everyone to work and to provide compensation of
the value in full, such that whenever each of them [the work and its value]
has been determined, it is necessary for each to be discharged, and if [one

party] does not discharge it [his obligation], it is necessary to compel him.

Al-Marsafi’s comments, therefore, recall much more definitions that define these
words in terms of rights, obligations, and personal property or property acquired
from labour that come from nineteenth-century texts. For example, in L Ordre
naturel Le Mercier justice is defined as an “order of obligations and rights” that
arise necessarily from nature. Likewise, he strongly ties injustice to a violation of
the “natural, necessary order” of private ownership.48

Al-Marsafi’s discussion of government (hukiima) shows its strong affiliation

to nineteenth-century political thinking. The way that al-Marsafi defines this term

48

Le Mercier, L’Ordre naturel, 45: “Who are those who neither recognise nor comprehend that they are

born with the obligation as well as the right to provide for their survival, that personal property is a natural right
for them, a right that is necessarily given to all who breathe, a right that is essential to their existence, and which
they are not able to strip from anyone without committing injustice?”
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makes clear the contrast between the concept of political man and the nature and
scope of politics in pre-modern Islamic political philosophy and the European
models he was relying upon. It is apparent, in fact, that aside from peppering this
discussion with quotes from Qur’an, hadith and the sayings of famous Muslims of
the past al-Marsafi’s thought counts as a break with the tradition of Islamic
political philosophy in this essay.

Themistius was a political optimist, for he held that man forms political
associations not only out of the pragmatic concern for self-preservation but also
because human nature inclines to intimacy and living in association. Alfarabi and
Avempace were also optimists, for they held that the end of politics in the city and
even self-government when the person lives outside any political community was
inculcating virtues and to achieve, as far as possible, happiness and even “ultimate
felicity.” Hobbes was a pessimist, as he felt that the reason why people carved out
political communities for themselves and placed virtually omnipotent sovereigns at
their head was so that the ruler could protect their lives from the unconditional
threat of death in the state of nature. As we have seen, according to pre-modern
political philosophers in the Islamic tradition, humans formed cities because they
needed to fulfill mutual needs, to feel intimacy with other humans and to pursue
virtues and to achieve felicity, Hobbes’ paradigmatic human is a brutish animals
who, when left unchecked, pursues the fulfillment of his lusts with unrestrained
violence.

Of course, medieval Islamic texts frequently repeat the account of why there
is evil and corruption in human affairs. The appetites, normally understood as
faculties of the soul, are largely to blame. For example, Themistius says:*°

D daas Je Gl Y e Aaws 31)) Giyed s I Al Jd Al aie 58] )
Smaadlaly ja8 3598 I3 wdl Jeldh ua wy Jba S led ol ol oS o

a2 wede N, L@ a0 WOk AT g0edesBy 808

49 Swain, Themistius, Julian, and Greek Political Theory, 144.
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Evil afflicts the human from his soul when the appetitive faculty
dominates the discriminative faculty and the discriminative faculty is not
able to restrain it. There is no difference between someone in this
condition and animals. The human has the capacity to guard against
falling into evil when (1) he ponders deeply and knows that he is
composed from two things: (a) from a rational soul that restrains®,
discriminates, favours the good, loves virtue, inclines to piety and zeal,
desires to undertake speculation into the sciences and to derive the crafts;
and (b) from a body that is from the earth, that is dissolving and becoming
corrupted, that changes and transforms radically, and that seeks to engross
itself in appetites and pleasures. [He guards against falling into evil] when

(2) he knows that the body is an instrument for the soul, and that (3) he is

human with respect to the soul, not with respect to the body.

The man who is in the thrall of his appetites appears clearly in this passage. Yet,
Themistius’ aim in it is to highlight the rational faculty’s intrinsic superiority and
natural inclination to the good and to contrast it with the appetitive faculties that are
responsible for evil creeping into human affairs. Ultimately, Themistius wants to
justify the existence of kings whom “people require to manage and govern them
(wa-anna l-nasa mudtarrin ila tadbirin wa-siydasa)” in order to maintain the
balance in the political realm established by the sovereign who obeys the dictates

of reason.”* His aim is not at all to justify why humans formed political

50
51

Reading ‘aqila with T against ‘@mila in the edition.
Swain, Themistius, Julian, and Greek Political Theory, 146.
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associations in the first place, but to show how the sovereign is required to enforce
the rule of the rational faculty in human affairs.

Thus, in addition to the fact that he puts forward a straightforward social
contract theory, the anthropology that al-Marsafi uses to undergird the rationale for
human political formation owes more to Hobbes’ pessimistic assessment of the
human condition than it does to the optimistic assessments found in texts that were
influential in the Islamic political tradition. Turning to the question of government
itself, in the Essay al-Marsafi characterises hukizma, or government, in two
different categorically different ways in his essay. He first defines it as power
(giawa), in which case hukiima means something closer to sovereignty. This first
definition is more in line with hukiima’s lexical meaning in classical Arabic. Later
in the section on hukiima, however, al-Marsafi characterises hukiima as a set of
duties that must be fulfilled by the sovereign in order to safeguard the harmony and
well-being of the people in the city in the face of disparate and conflicting
individual appetites and aims as dictated by their human natures, which is closer to
the meaning of iukiima in modern standard Arabic. According to al-Marsafi when
people in in his day spoke about “hukiima,” they were speaking about “a power
(guwa) that comes about when a group of people from the nation (ta 'ifatun mina
I-ummati) forms an association (igtima ) in order to carry out the things that nature
requires in a manner that comes close to achieving the contentment of all (li-imda i
muqtadayat al-tabt ‘ati ‘ala waghin yaqrubu min rida’i I-kaffati).” At first glance,
the ends that al-Marsafi says people seek when they form into a political
community do not seems so far from Themistius’ idea that people form in political
communities in order to obtain mutual benefit for all members. This conclusion,
however, would be premature. Reading further, it is clear that al-Marsafi does not
have cooperation and intimacy in mind as ends, but rather he sees sovereign power
as necessary for preventing discord, corruption and violence. Indeed, the human

inclination for pursuing animal appetites is so strong that the sovereign must only



seek to

outright.
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contain uninhibited pursuit of lusts, since they cannot be prevented
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If this (sovereign) power opposes what is natural in that [namely, in the
appetite for food, sex, clothing, etc.] such that it prevents people from
benefitting fully from their occupations, that becomes a source of great
discord. [It generates] for example, intense anxiety and bad character.
Evils become profuse thanks to those who possess this power, and people
will seek to earn money in sordid ways such as in theft, wrongful seizure,
embezzlement, and fornication, which is the greatest calamity of all since
it leads to corrupt offspring [whose the well-being] is not secured by ties
of paternity or filiation, mingling with people with their corrupt
upbringing and repugnant natures, which generates great evil in the
association of the species (al-igtima“ al-naw 7, possibly meaning the
ethnic or even racial community). This is why laws against fornication are

Severe.

Later in the passage, al-Marsafi identifies competition for goods that are scarce as

an important source of turmoil. The sovereign’s intervention (al-mukdgaza) is

required

not only to set just wages and monitor prices, but to prevent people from

“annihilating” each other.>

52

Husayn al-Marsafi (1815-1890), Essay on Eight Words, 30, 11.13-22. See also al-Marsafi, Essay on
Eight Words, 31, I.1-6: “If you were to examine, on the one hand, what pleasure, delight and great enjoyment that
fine clothes, beautiful faces and succulent foods cause while, on the other hand, considering how very rare they
are, you would recognise that it is impossible to ensure that everyone has sufficient amounts of those things [fine
clothes, good food, beautiful women and boys, etc.]. This is especially true since avarice and desire for what is
beyond what necessity demands are melded into human natures. It is necessary, therefore, for there to be
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The meaning of “in a manner that comes close to achieving the
contentment of all” is that the manner [of fulfilling the requirements of
nature] does not take happiness out of their reach lest it become
oppression. Achieving contentment for all is not possible, for which
reason you hear the heads of nations earnestly attempting to arouse in
[people] contentment and patience, and entreating them to [be content],
and elucidating the joys and valuable reward prepared for the person is
content and patient.

The basis of this is that the Creator has created goods so that they
differ in degrees in people’s eyes, and of them he has made the excellent
ones very rare. The wisdom in this is that elevating the things that incite
the person to undergo toil and hardship is what is most suited to realising
objectives so that conditions are put in order, works are carried out
uninterrupted, and the ranks [among people] are appointed. Seeing that
this difference in degrees if the good entails struggle that is intense and
strength that overwhelms, were people permitted their desires and left to

their appetites, the one who rules and those who is ruled would destroy

intervention between people and to fix the value of wages for intellectual and physical labour. This is the meaning

of government.”
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and annihilating each other.

Whereas in the pre-modern Islamic political philosophy, the reason why the
majority of people would not be happy or reach ultimate felicity was because the
cities were not perfect or virtuous cities. For that reason, people would not be able
practice virtue but, to the contrary, many would be devoted to pursuing a life of
vice. In al-Marsafi, the reason why it is “impossible” for the majority of people to
be happy and content is owing to the fact that it is by Divine decree that goods and
resources are scarce, and contention, discord and turmoil are the natural result of
this fact. Where the wise sovereign in the pre-modern tradition is expected to guide
people to lead a life of virtue so that they will be happy, the effective sovereign in
al-Marsafi’s view is the one who is most effective rhetorically at making people
grudgingly accept misery and put off happiness until the afterlife.

Finally, given how prominently medicine featured in accounts of sovereignty
and statecraft in pre-modern Islamic political philosophy, al-Marsafi’s account is
striking for the fact that medicine is completely absent, either as providing an
analogy between the art of medicine and the political art, as providing an analogy
between the ends of medicine — physical health and well-being — and the ends of
statecraft — health of the soul, or as an important element in statecraft itself.
Indeed, virtue and vice and the life of the soul are irrelevant to al-Marsafi as far as
as the telos of political association is concerned. The above passages from the
Essay make it clear that the objectives of the political art in al-Marsafi’s view are:
(1) keeping violence and human appetites within reasonable bounds, (2) keeping
people happy enough so that they do not revolt against the sovereign, (3) ensuring
that growth and national development is not interrupted, (4) ensuring that scarcity
remains to a degree that competition for resources continues to drive work and
development, (5) setting just criteria for wages earned in return for labour
performed, (6) nurturing the development of the sciences (al-ma ‘arif) and industry

(al-sina‘a), (7) promulgating laws that ensure that proper moral conduct is
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practiced in public spaces, and (8) laws that ensure that relations of paternity and
filiation are established and that responsibility for the upkeep of children is known.

Al-MarsafT has left the pre-modern Islamic philosophical tradition far behind.

3. Biopolitics in Bulaq

Nineteenth-century literary and scientific journals in Egypt and the Levant
summarised the cutting edge European theories of science and political economy
for an Arabic-speaking audience. It is likely that by these media, French and
English theories of politics and political economy influenced the political thought
of Husayn al-Marsafi. To some extent, it comes as no great surprise that the
thought of the French physiocrats might have found a welcome home in
nineteenth-century Egypt, for, among others, these economic theorists upheld the
view that “a country’s social and economic relations can be pictured in terms of

b

agragian property,” a view which suited an Egyptian economy that was based
primarily on the export of agrarian products.”® Though the physiocrat “sect” was
relatively short-lived, Francois Quesnay’s attempt to make economics into a
rigorous, quantified science whose analytical parameters were drawn from the
natural order was one of the group’s enduring legacies. As is well-known, another
of its most important legacies is the notion of economic and political liberalism that
it evoked, in which personal or “social” liberty is defined in terms of unihindered
disposal of personal property.> In this way of thinking, the political agent is no
longer the human being who possesses a soul that requires reformation in order to
free its rational faculty to acts in the way that is most favourable to its life in the

city. The political agent is, rather, one who is endowed with the right of

untramelled disposal over his personal property.

53 Mitchell, Rule of the Experts, 85.

54 As we have seen already, this was Le Mercier’s view in L ’Ordre naturel. Quesnay seems to have defined
liberty in terms of the individual agent having free will at the moment when he is confronted with a choice. See
Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, The Origins of Physiocracy: Econommic Revolution and Social Order in
Eigtheenth-Century France (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1976), 85.



Paper presented by the author in ISMC’s Governance Programme Dialogues Series 2017
Please do not cite or distribute without the author’s prior permission

Where Quesnay sought to use his infamous “Tableau Economique” as the
basis for a science of economy, the great theoretician of biopolitics, Jean-Baptiste
Moheau (d. ca. 1794) seems to have wanted to create a political science or, more
properly, a science of government, based on statistically quantifiable properties of
human populations.® In Recherches et considérations sur la population de la
France, Moheau includes properties of the France’s population such as birth and
death rates, air, water and climactic conditions, food, religious practices, marriage
conventions as elements that are relevant to political calculation. Linking the
nation’s population with its wealth, *® Moheau’s idea of politics takes the
regulation of natural life of the human population in a territory as the ultimate end
of politics. Moheau opens his final chapter, saying that it is not just by means of
police regulations, founding institutions and offering advantages that favour the
state of marriage that the sovereign can boost the population. For “it appears”, he
says, “that the entire natural order (I’ordre physique) is likewise under [the
sovereign’s] control.”>’ Even if it is beyond their capacity to alter climate
conditions, he admits, “they are at the least capable of directing the population
toward states that are contrary and that are the most favourable to it
[population].”*® Moheau continues:

All the events in the political order (I’ordre politique) influence the
population. The creation, transformation, and abolition of every type of
religious establishment, administration, magistracy, finance, commerce,
industry, draw forth and concentrate the [nation’s] population, and strips
it [population] from neighbouring countries ... These mechanisms for
directing and changing the outcomes of the population are in the hands of

the government. It’s power is, therefore, all the more extensive. More

55 Foucault calls Moheau the “first great theorist of what we could call biopolitics, biopower.” Foucault,
Security, Territory, Population, 22.

56 Jean-Baptiste Moheau, Recherches et considérations sur la population de la France (Paris: L’institut
national d’études démographiques, 1994), 56.

57 Moheau, Recherches et considérations sur la population de la France, 305.

58 Ibid.
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often than not, it is up to [the government] to change the air temperature
and to improve the climate. Creating a route for stagnant water, planting
or burning forests, mountains destroyed by time or by continual
cultivation of their surface — [all these] generate new soil and a new
climate.>®
In other words, in this late eighteenth-century discourse on politics, political
government is carried out in the natural order itself. The object of government
mechanisms and political strategies is the life of the human population itself; and
government’s ultimate objective is to direct, regulate, modify, grow and improve
the life of the human population that constitutes the nation’s wealth.

Moheau sees, however, his political science as a quantified, data-driven
science in the manner of physics or economics in his day. Yet, in the nineteenth
century there appears to have been a tendency to assign the science of public
medicine many of the tasks that Moheau assigns to his science of government, and
to see government as essentially enacting the rules laid down by the science of
public health.

An example of this trend is apparent in the nineteenth-century medical
textbook on public health entitled The text entitled Gifts for Governing the
Preservation of Health was written in French by an otherwise unknown French
medical professor named Bernard (given the honorific Hwaga Bernard in the text)
who was a colleague of Antoine Barthélémy Clot. The text was published by the
Bilaq press in 1834 just two years after the press published its first book in 1832. It
was to serve as medical textbook in public health in the medical school in Abii
Za‘bal that Muhammad “Al1 founded in 1827. Medical texts featured prominently
in the Bulaq press’ catalogue, the first text to be published by the Biilaq press was a
book on human anatomy and physiology, and medical texts were published

frequently and consistently at Builaq for decades thereafter. Gifts is thus one of this

59 Ibid., 306. Cf. Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 22.
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set of texts translated from French for use in an Arabic medical school and whose
writing and translation was commissioned by Muhammad ‘Ali.

According to the introduction by Muhammad al-Harawi, the Arabic text that
was eventually published was written in several stages. First, it was written by
Bernard at Clot’s behest. Then it was translated into Arabic by one George Vidal of
Aleppo in a rather literal fashion. Finally, the first Arabic translation was corrected
and recast into proper Arabic idiom by al-HarawT himself.*° Owing to the fact that
the original French text is no longer extant, it is difficult to assess the quality of the
translation or the techniques that the translator and editor used to convey the
meaning in Bernard’s French original. Nevertheless, it is apparent, at least by
examining the introductory sections of the text, that there are frequent deviations
from the original text. These transformations are precipitated by two primary
factors, as we shall see. (1) Al-HarawT feels the need to modify the text so that it is
suited to the tastes of the Muslim students who will use the text and possibly
Muhammad ‘Ali who commissioned the text and its translation in the first place;
(2) al-Haraw1 adds clarificatory glosses — frequently substantial glosses — where
a technical term would have conveyed nothing or very little to the medical student
who is reading the text in Arabic for the first time, and whose exposure to Arabic
scientific lexicon is extremely rudimentary or is based on the medical Arabic
scientific lexicon based on the medieval translations of Greek medical texts.® My
general impression is that al-Harawi’s intrusions into the text, despite his
suggestions to the contrary, are substantial, particularly in the less technical
passages that introduce the main divisions of the book.

Gifts differs completely from a medieval Islamic medical encyclopaedia

such as Avicenna’s (d. 1037) Canon of the Science of Medicine (al-Qaniin fi ‘ilm

60 This process process of translation was common in the early translations of scientific texts into Arabic,
from 1815 to around 1835; see Crozet, “Langue scientifique,” 264.
61 Gadelarab says that the scholars involved in the production and translation of these early textbooks,

almost all of whom, such as Ahmad Hasan al-Ra$idi, were drawn from the Azhar, and were familiar with the
Graeco-Arabic medical tradition; see Gadelarab, Medicine and Morality in Egypt, 49.
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al-tibb), in structure, medical theory and medical lexicon. For example, there is no
real equivalent of public health. For example, public health is based on the health
of populations of people. On the other hand, the chapters that treat prophylactic
medicine (hifz al-sizha) in the Canon, Book One deal almost exclusively with
developing the theory for personal regimens on the basis of the six “non-natural”
factors external to the body that influence health such as surrounding air, food and
drink, sleep, waking, exercise and rest, and mental states.®®> There are texts on
“epidemic diseases,” such as the Hippocratic Epidemics, that were translated into
Avrabic in the ninth century.®® These might be thought to resemble public health in
some way. Yet an examination of these texts reveals that they are often
case-studies about individuals who are affected by the air or climate of an island or
geographical region rather than discourses about how natural conditions affect the
health of a population existing within the borders of a nation.

This text also differs from its medieval Islamic forebears in terms of medical
theory and medical lexicon. For example, the idea of continuous blood circulation
(dawrat al-dam) is a commonplace in this text, whereas, despite claims to the
contrary, blood circulation was unknown in the premodern Islamic medical
tradition.®* The word used to refer to the systems (gahaz, pl. agiza) to which each
of the internal organs belong was not used in the premodern Islamic medical
tradition. For example, Gifts refers to the respiratory system (al-gahaz
al-tanaffust), the reproductive system (al-gahaz al-tanasuli), and the digestive
system (al-gahaz al-hadmi), whereas in the premodern Islamic tradition, the main
parts of the body (‘udw, pl. a ‘da’) were not organised into systems each of which
was directed toward accomplishing the overarching needs of higher-order

biological functions. Even the way the word “organ ( ‘Udw)” in this text is used

62 Peter E. Pormann and Emilie Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic Medicine (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 2007), 44.

63 Manfred Ullmann, Die Medizin im Islam (Leiden: Brill, 1970), 30.

64 Pormann and Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic Medicine, 47-8. On Ibn al-Nafis, see Nahyan Fancy,
Science and Religion in Mamluk Egypt: Ibn al-Nafis, Pulmonary Transit and Bodily Resurrection (London:
Routledge, 2013).



Paper presented by the author in ISMC’s Governance Programme Dialogues Series 2017
Please do not cite or distribute without the author’s prior permission

differs from usage in the premodern tradition. In this text ‘udw/a ‘da’ refer to
internal organs such as the heart, liver and kidneys, each of which belongs to a
different system, or gahaz, in the body. In the premodern tradition, however, ‘udw
refers simply to parts of the body such as the head or the leg, not necessarily
internal organs.

A final example of the differences between this text and the premodern
medical tradition is one of the words used for sex (gins) in the text, which in the
premodern Islamic medical and philosophical tradition referred to genus in the
sense of kind or type.® In a preliminary theoretical section, Bernard says that all
the biological events (al-hawadit al-hayawiya) in the human physiology fall under
three general processes in the body. The first process encompasses all the nutritive
processes, which are directed at preserving the individual and growth. The second
has to do with those processes that have to do with assimilating (zasbih) and
circulating nutrition in body. The third process encompasses all the biological
events in the body that are directed at reproduction (al-tanasul). Each of these
process, according to Bernard, is influenced by factors that introduce diversity into
these processes. Nutrition, assimilation and reproduction are affected in different
ways by the age of the individual, his habits, temperament, his trade,
predispositions he inherits and “being male and being female (al-dukiira
Wa-I-Lmﬁ_ta).”66 In the title of the section in which the author discusses how these
processes are affected by the individual’s sex, the title reads “The Second [Source
of Diversity] is Sexuality (sic, al-ginsiva).”®" The novelty of using the word
ginsiya to refer to sex is made evident by the fact that the translator , or more likely
the editor al-HarawT, adds the gloss “ ... by which I mean maleness and femaleness

5968

(a ‘ni I-dukiirata wa-l-uniiza).””> What is more, the well-known emphasis on sexual

65 Afsaneh Najmabadi, “Genus of Sex or the Sexing of Jins,” International Journal of Middle East Studies
45 (2013): 211-31.

66 Bernard, Vidal, al-Harawi, Gifts for Managing the Preservation of Health, 6, I. 20.

67 Ibid., 9.

68 Ibid.
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difference in the nineteenth century in opposition to its ambuguity in premodern
texts is also apparent.®® It is well-known that nineteenth-century European authors
strongly emphasised the physical difference between men and women, which
scholars have shown to serve the political ends of political leaders in Europe and in
Egypt.70 For example, Moheau, waxing poetic, is moved to say that “the principal
distinction that exists in humanity is that of sex. It constitutes an immutable
principle that, at all times of existence, imparts a disposition to existence, [and] a
way of being; to illnesses it imparts a degree of strength; to qualities [it endows] a
form; and to personal preferences, lifestyle, rights, privileges and duties that
differentiate it [sex] essentially it [endows] a character, spirit and heart.”"* And
Bernard says, in Arabic translation, that there is “a natural difference (istilaf tabri )

» 72 |n spite of this

between the male’s and female’s composition (tarkib).
difference in the physical order, however, according to Bernard the health
injunctions that apply to men and women as far as medicine is concerned are nearly
identical. “In reality,” says Bernard, “the age of puberty (zaman al-buliig) is the
time that is crucial,” at which time special care and attention to health injunctions
related to females (al-inar) is required.”

Perhaps the most noteworthy way that this text shows its intimate connection
to nineteenth-century European medical and political thought in the likes of Le
Mercier or Moheau, however, is the link that its author draws between medicine,

health, and political sovereignty. Bernard anachronistically believes that the

connection between sovereignty and public health regulations was present in the

69 Sherry Gadelarab, “Discourses on Sex Difference in Medieval Scholarly Islamic Thought,” Journal of
the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences 66 (2011): 40-81. See Gadelarab, Medicine and Morality in Egypt,
Chapter One. On sexual difference in the premodern tradition see Nahyan Fancy, “Womb Heat versus Sperm
Heat: Hippocrates against Galen and Ibn Sina in Ibn al-Nafis's Commentaries,” Oriens 45 (2017): 150-75. Ahmed
Ragab, “One, Two or More Sexes: Sex Differentiation in Medieval Islamicate Medical Thought,” Journal of the
History of Sexuality 24/3 (2015): 428-54.

70 Gadelarab, Medicine and Morality in Egypt, Chapters Two and Three.

71 Moheau, Recherches et considérations,” 91 in Chapter Seven, entitled “Division of the population by sex
and by age.”
72 Bernard, Vidal, al-Harawi, Gifts for Managing the Preservation of Health, 9, Il. 20-1.

73 Ibid., 9, II. 21-23.
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ancient world among primitive tribesmen to ancient civilisations in India to
Greece. He ties the political power practiced by the Romans to their programmes to

develop infrastructure wherever they went.”
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It is therefore necessary for rulers to give their whole mind and turn their
full attention to public health for Roman rulers aimed to provide cities
with supplies, to erect public places, manage waterways, canals and
sewers for waste, to provision the agricultural lands belonging to the
peasants, to draining water from forests, and the like. This was a reason,
too, for why the political [political] organisations they put in place were
extraordinary to this degree. The laws that organised the Christian
churches (al-kana’is al- isawiya, namely the religious orders of monks)
aimed to lead the individual to perfect his soul by means that the intellect
deemed acceptable and that would draw him [the monk] away from being
excessive in his affairs. Thus, we command him (na muruhu, the
individual, sc. sahs) to practice virtues, avoid vices and be content. Owing

to the extraordinary things that have appeared over some of the centuries
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and to the fact that the sciences have progressed, health has earned a high
rank among modern rulers (al-mustagiddin, rulers, sc. hukkam), on
account of which they [modern rulers] have earned glory and merit that

surpasses the ancients.

Late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century sovereigns such as Napoleon, in
whose army Bernard may have served,” were distinguished therefore from their
ancient forebears by the fact that they allotted more attention to governing the
physical order of nature encoded in the regulations of public health than previous
kings, caesars or shahs. Yet, consistent with eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
ideas about the remit of politics, the political order should not only include the
order of nature, but the moral order encoded in the ethico-legal injunctions of

Jewish and Islamic law.™
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Preserving health is the aim that all tribes and kinds of nations have
sought since the beginning of time. For this reason, you shall observe that
the men who are entrusted with governing (tadbir) the nations and the
tribes have turned their attention and directed their intelligence to this
device [public health] by means of which the state of their fellows in
humanity is rectified. For it has become evident to them that injunctions
related to health are what one should have the greatest concern for. For
this reason, they made them religious laws (rawamis diniya) so that they
would be obeyed to the fullest by ignorant tribesmen and the boorish men
who lead them and pass judgments among them because they are not able
to comprehend the benefit it has. In previous religious communities there
were numerous health injunctions that were in agreement with what the
people of that religious community needed in the regions they resided in.
For washing a certain body part, pouring water, circumcision, forbidding
eating certain meats, fasting, forbidding certain kinds of food and drink,
avoiding people who contracted leontiasis, bathing, which is necessary
because the heat in burning climates is intense, proscribing the marriage
of relatives so that the human kind undergoes alteration and inherited
diseases are avoided, and the like — [all of these rules] are no more than
principles relating to health that our masters Moses and Muhammad set
down in their respective systems of religious law owing to the fact that
they are necessary things, which are indispensable for every Eastern

people.

In Bernard’s view, public health should be used by the sovereign as the chief

instrument of government. Just as eighteenth-century French political and

economic thinkers linked population with the success of the nation and the success

of government, in like manner Bernard links successful government with the extent

that the sovereign turns his attention to maintaining the health of the society
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(igstima ‘). And just such as Moheau urged the French sovereign to govern the
population by regulating the order of nature and the moral order, so Bernard urges
that Egyptian sovereign, Muhammad ‘Ali, to imitate the Romans by undertaking
works that regulate the natural order, and to imitate the Persians and the directors
of the Christian monasteries by creating regulations that intrude in the moral order
of Egyptian society.

We have thus seen how, in Bernard’s view, politics should encompass the
physical and moral order of society. The objects of political governance are no
longer individual souls, but the health of the Egyptian population. The end of
political governance is no longer caring for, refining and guiding the huan soul so
that it becomes virtuous and reaches felicity, but that the nation’s wealth is
preserved and augmented by regulating the health and wellbeing of the population.
This suggests, in short, that there is not in Bernard’s mind much difference
between the objects and aims of politics and statecraft on the one hand, and
medicine on the other.”’
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This book is arranged into four discourses. The first encompasses the
management of personal health, by which I mean the health that pertains
to the human being insofar as he is a single individual. The second
[discourse] encompasses [the management of] social health, by which 1
mean [the health] that pertains to the human being insofar as he lives in
association with others. This [social health] is subdivided into public
health, which is what pertains to public conditions that affect the health of
people in general, and forensic medicine, which is the aspect of medicine
that pertains to making a decision about punishment or the like in [legal]
disputes between people by retribution or something else.

For the canons of government are acquired from the medical
sciences. The things pertaining to public health are the factors that
demand the greatest attention, the chief among them upon which [public
health] rests being the health conditions (hala al-igtima®) of society,
differences between regions, kinds of law, freedom or bondage in actions,
belief and religious practices, physical constitutions, habits, and
regulations relating to health, constructing cities, royal buildings, grounds
for recreation and exercising the body, sites for traffic, hospitals, and

lands for imprisonment, trade, agriculture and so on.

This statement about the relationship between medicine and political government

is stronger than the analogy in premodern Islamic political philosophy that states

that the art of medicine is to the body as statecraft is to the soul. Public health is a

science for governing the health of the population, and forensic medicine is a

medical science that is used to manage legal disputes among the people. More

remarkable still is the claim that the political art (al-siyasa) derives its norms

(gqawanin) from the medical sciences. This claim has several important

consequences. First, that the aim of statecraft is nothing more than the aim of

public health. Leaving the aims of virtue, vice and happiness far behind, in the
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author’s view, the objective of government is to ensure that health and well-being
are managed effectively in the population, as clearly the aim of public health is not
to eliminate disease and harm from the populace, but merely to manage them
efficiently. Second, medical techniques and medical knowledge become the
primary means for achieving the ends of politics. Three, the citizen of the city
effectively becomes, according to this line of thinking, the patient in the hospital.
The political subject, the person whose politically qualified life in the city is as far
as possible directed by laws and the sovereign toward the good life is identical to
the patient whose biological processes, which constitute living itself, are, as far as
possible, directed by therapeutic regimens or the physician-king towards health
and well-being.

Despite his anachronistic view of the relationship between sovereignty and
public health, Bernard seems to perceive the difference between his conception of
the relationship between medicine and statecraft and the traditional viewpoint from
the premodern philosophical tradition. The passage above recalls the so-called
“ship of state” metaphor in the Book Six of Plato’s Republic. As he often does,
Socrates compares the political art to crafts such as sculpture, medicine, music, and
in Book Six of the Republic, 488D, to the art of navigating a ship. Plato argues that
just as navigation requires certain types of knowledge to steer the ship correctly,
statecraft too requires philosophical knowledge in order to properly govern the
city. Like the ignorant people of a city that do not recognise the merit of the
philosophers, unruly sailors do not recognise the merit or their own need for the
true helmsman. By this allusion to Plato’s Republic, Bernard says that just as the
helmsman must know the conditions of the stars, seasons, sky and so on, the
successful contemporary statesman must have the knowledge of the health in the
population as well as knowledge of how health is impacted by climate, laws and
regulations, religious customs and beliefs, architecture, traffic and circulation,

hospitals, and zoning laws. Indeed, Bernard believes that the medical science
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“turns the physician into a philosopher (sayyara l|-tabiba faylasifan)” king of
Plato’s Republic, Book Five (473C—E).” After noting that prophylactic medicine
has the primary aim (gaya) of preserving health and the secondary aim of curing

iliness, Bernard says sets out two general principles for achieving both goals.

Achieving these ends only comes about by avoiding things that cause
harm and employing things that are beneficial. These are only known by
means of this science. The means that this science utilises are all the
natural agents, by which I mean the substances that have an effect on the
human body, not pathological substances. In this case, then, this science in
its entirety is associated with nature as well as all the human sciences, for
preserving health is, in reality, the aim of what every person strives for.
Likewise, the science of nature [namely, physics], chemistry, botany,
anatomy, physiology and all the natural sciences without qualification
only merit attention insofar as through them one learns about the human
being and about the things that benefit him. Furthermore, were there
nothing in these sciences specific to the human being and what benefits
him, investigation [into these sciences] would be fruitless. The case is the
same in the arduous crafts, for the aim in most of them is preserving
health. The fine arts, too, which are greater in providing leisure and
preserving human life, have an effect on health. Belles-lettres falls under
this category also because it familiarises us with the benefit that lies in all
the virtues, such as contentment, restraining the appetites, being balanced
in one’s purposes and having a tranquil soul, which is the foundation of
belles-lettres. Thus, thanks to this science [namely, medicine], the human
preserves his health and perfects his capacity, and of all the things that
surround him he learns to use the ones that bring him benefit and how to

avoid the dangers that attend excess and going to extremes.
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When this science, then, is linked to individuals who have formed a
universal association, the physician in practicing medicine becomes a
philosopher, and directs the ruler’s soul to the laws, the armies are healthy
during wars, and because of this military operations are successful, it
produces freedom and felicity among the subjects, and preserves the
kings’ kingdom and glory. Finally, after the human being has learned
from this science how to guard his life and has lived a life that is free from
diseases, this science leads him to a death that is natural and is not
accompanied by pain and suffering.
As we would expect, the mechanisms that this subdiscipline of medicine utilises to
reach its dual objectives operate strictly in the natural world. In its desire to
moderate human habits, personal conduct and ways of living in the world,
however, medicine also shares its aims with the humanities (al-adab). Yet, a
change takes place as soon as the medical science — in this case prophylactic
medicine — is applied to people insofar as they form a political community. As
soon as the medical science is turned away from individual health and toward
health as a phenomenon that arises from the formation of a political association, the
medical science is transformed into a political science of the natural and the moral
order. Consequently, medicine comes to serve the political aims of the state,
regulating human life by medical techniques itself becomes the object of political
strategy, and the sovereign, formerly the philosopher who created laws and guided
individual souls to felicity in the city, uses the techniques of the medical science to
govern the population.

As refining a virtuous soul and attaining eternal felicity to serve as the aims
of the ways of life permitted by the state recedes into the background by the end of
the nineteenth century in Egypt, the ultimate ends of the political art are realised
strictly in the physical order of nature. With the ends of the political art

increasingly relegated to the physical order of the medical science as well as those
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aspects of the moral order that affect human health and well-being, a new political
space is opened up, one that is occupied by human life itself rather than the soul.
We can see arising, simultaneously, a secular, political and a religious,
non-political order. The secular-political order includes biological life and
excludes the soul and ultimate felcity from political calculation by virtue of the fact
that they lie, as it were, outside the physical order. At the same moment, a
religious, non-political order emerges in which the the soul and ultimately felicity
are included by virtue of the fact that they lie outside the physical order. In late
nineteenth-century Arabic texts, we can see, too, the convergence of the idea of
personal liberty as the natural right to use priviate property in an unconstrained
manner and bare life as the locus of political strategy and the basis for state
sovereignty and wealth. The discourses of personal liberty, rights and freedoms
that abounded at the end of the nineteenth century are based on a new vision of the
human agent who acts in the physical order of society by owing and managing
private property. Likewise the traditional forms of social hierarchy are re-inscribed
within the order of private property.

4. Conclusion

The years following Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt in 1798 until the turn of the
century witnessed extraordinary transfigurations in Egypt’s political, social and
economic landscape. Egyptian reforms recognised the era of Mehmed Ali until the
invasion of Egypt by the English in 1882 as a particularly dynamic period in
Egypt’s history. It was during this period that the foundations of modern Arabic
scientific and political lexicons was established. | have argued that the background
of the genesis of the Arabic political and scientific discourses is the evolution of
Egypt into a biopolitical state, where the “basic biological features of the species
became the object of a political strategy.””® Earlier scholars have documented in

great detail how the rise of the biopolitical state required remarkable demographic,

79 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 1.
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economic, political, social, and military changes. | have argued that Arabic texts
produced during this period express the political ideas of important French and
English scientists, economists and philosophers. These texts turn their back on the
premodern tradition of Islamic political philosophy, which takes the human soul
and happiness as its goal. These nineteenth-century texts place the realm of politics
within the physical order nature and the moral order of human customs and habits.
| suggest that, based on the influence of French demographers and economists, we
find that bare life, or life itself, becomes the object of state political strategising.
New ideas about the remit of politics, the political subject, the goals of politics as
well as understanding the techniques of statecraft as largely medical techniques
emerge from these texts, laying the groundwork for secularised notions of
government and state that belongs to the physical order, and sacralised notions of

soul and happiness that belong to a non-physical or religious order.



