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Abstract
This article focuses on a quotation in Arabic from Aristotle’s Politics which is the first of its kind, 
because it is complete rather than a paraphrase. It appears in a twelfth-century medical treatise where 
it is commented on at length. It is translated here and restored with its commentary. The quotation 
reopens the debate on a possible translation of the first book of Aristotle’s Politics.

In an essay entitled The Earliest Translations of Aristotle’s Politics, which examines the 
reception of the Aristotelian corpus in the Latin Middle Ages, the author observes that most of 
the works in this corpus were translated from Greek into Latin when they were first available 
in translation from Arabic, with the exception of a few notable works, including the Politics, 
translated in the thirteenth century by William of Moerbeke.1 Although this Aristotelian 
political writing had a considerable influence on the Latins in the late Middle Ages and 
beyond, it had no impact on their predecessors in the Arab and Muslim worlds. Indeed, it 
was not translated into Arabic like other works by Aristotle. Some authors mentioned the 
text, suggesting that it might have existed, but others, such as Ibn Rušd, made it clear that they 
had not been able to access it and that it was therefore unavailable in Arabic.2 Thus, in order 
to refound political philosophy in its new Arabic and Islamic context, the falāsifa, influenced 
by al-Fārābī, had no option but to turn to Plato’s Republic and Laws.3 However, this claim 
remains open to question, although it has been argued since the late nineteenth century.

1.

“Aristotle’s Politics has never been translated into Arabic”, declared Steinschneider as early 
as 1893. Like a sentence whose cutting edge continues to produce its effects, this statement 
is now widely accepted by specialists in Arabic political philosophy. Admittedly, Averroes 
did say that Aristotle’s Politics was contained in two of his works: the Nicomachean Ethics 
and the Liber de regimine uillae, which is clearly the Politics that the Andalusian philosopher 
says never reached his country, while a translation of it known to al-Fārābī circulated in the 
East. As it happens, this Book of the Political Regime is not Aristotle’s Politics; it can only be 
the famous Secretum Secretorum by the pseudo-Aristotle, which was actually translated into 

1  E. Schütrumpf, The Earliest Translations of Aristotle’s Politics and the Creation of a Political Terminology, 
Wilhelm Fink GmbH & Co. Verlags-KG, Paderborn 2014, p. 13.

2	  M. Abbès, “L’Aristote politique et les philosophes arabes”, Éthique, politique, religions. Philosophie politique 
et arts de gouverner à l’Âge classique de l’Islam 18 (2021), pp. 21-74, part. p. 26; Engl. trans. “The Influence of Aris-
totle’s Thought on Arab Political-Philosophical Ideas”, in N.-L. Perret – S. Péquignot (eds.), A Critical Companion 
to the ‘Mirrors for Princes’ Literature, Brill, Leiden 2022 (Reading Medieval Sources, 7), pp. 263-313, part. p. 264.

3	  M. Mahdi, Alfarabi and the Foundation of Islamic Political Philosophy, Univ. of Chicago Press, Chicago 2001.
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Arabic in the ninth century and was considered ‘Aristotle’s Politics’. Moreover, the passage 
where al-Fārābī mentions it is unknown. In the end, “it is ultimately impossible to decide 
whether a connoisseur of Aristotle’s writings such as al-Fārābī spoke of this work so that 
Averroes might have thought of it as authentically Aristotelian”.4

 A few decades later, Wolfson provided an answer that involved tracing al-Fārābī’s tripartite 
division of political associations back to Aristotle’s Politics, a work in which there is indeed 
talk of three forms of association: the confederation (συμμαχία), the nation (ἔθνος) and the city 
(πόλις). However, as Galston points out, in Book II of the Politics (1261a 24-30), which contains 
the passage to which Wolfson refers,5 Aristotle’s argument is that a city is generically different 
from a confederation and a nation. Indeed, the city is made up of heterogeneous members and 
aims rather at self-sufficiency in order to ensure a good life for its members. If, therefore, al-
Fārābī had Politics II.2 in mind (and it is debatable how familiar he was with the Politics), he 
would probably have excluded nations and federations of nations from the general category of 
perfect human associations. But he may well have deliberately altered his Aristotelian source.6

Galston nonetheless believes that we encounter in al-Fārābī and others ideas that can be 
traced back to Aristotle’s Politics, the most notorious of which is that men are political by nature. 
But this doctrine is also at work in the Nicomachean Ethics, where the formula of the political 
animal recurs twice. The fact remains that al-Fārābī refers, through the twelfth of his Aphorisms 
(Fuṣūl), more to the Politics than to the Nicomachean Ethics. Rosenthal had already pointed out 
that the notion of the slave by nature encountered in Aristotle’s Politics appears in the Book of 
Happiness and the Way to Make Happy (al-Saʿāda wa-l-isʿād), a tenth century philosophical 
treatise attributed to al-ʿĀmirī.7 The difficulty is that it is not strictly speaking a quotation from 
Aristotle’s Politics. So it has continued to be argued that the Politics was never translated.8

However, we have to wait for Walzer to explain why this Aristotelian work seems to 
have remained unknown in Arabic. It seems that the Arabs turned away from Aristotle’s 
political philosophy, preferring Plato’s instead. Indeed, Plato not only helped the Arabs in 
the field of theoretical and moral philosophy, he also served them politically: “The greatest 
representative of this trend in Islamic philosophy, al-Fārābī, chose Plato’s Republic as his 
textbook of political theory, instead of Aristotle’s Politics, the only major Aristotelian treatise 
– with the exception of the dialogues – which was never translated into Arabic”.9 It would 
seem, however, that it was not the Arabs who made this substitution, since it was the work of 
the Greek tradition itself. It is this same translation that would have reached al-Fārābī.

4  M. Steinschneider, Die hebräitschen Übersetzungen des Mittelalters und die Juden als Dolmetscher. Ein Be-
itrag zur Literaturgeschichte des Mittelalters, meist nach handschriftlichen Quellen, Kommissionsverlag des Bibli-
ographischen Bureaus, Berlin 1893 (repr. Graz 1956), p. 219, § 116.

5  H.A. Wolfson, “Note on Maimonides’ Classification of the Sciences”, Jewish Quarterly Review 26 (1936), 
pp. 369-77, in part. p. 369-70.

6	  M. Galston, Polics and Excellence. The Political Philosophy of Alfarabi, Princeton U.P., Princeton 1990, pp. 157-8.
7  F. Rosenthal, The Muslim Concept of Freedom, Brill, Leiden 1960, p. 31, n. 74.
8  F.E. Peters, Aristoteles Arabus: The Oriental Translations and Commentaries of the Aristotelian Corpus, 

Brill, Leiden 1968, p. 53.
9  R. Walzer, “Platonism in Islamic Philosophy”, Entretiens sur l’Antiquité classique. III Recherches sur la tradi-

tion platonicienne, Fondation Hardt, Genève 1957, pp. 203-24, part. p. 243, included in Id. Greek into Arabic. Essays 
in Islamic Philosophy, Harvard U.P., Cambridge 1962, pp. 236-52, and from the same author, “Arisṭūṭālīs”, in EI2, 
vol. I, Brill, Leiden 1986 pp. 630-5, part. p. 631a: “The Arabs eventually became acquainted with almost all the more 
important lecture-courses of Aristotle, with the exception of the Politics, the Eudemian Ethics and Magna Moralia”.
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Walzer has clearly drawn on Leo Strauss’s 1936 article on Maimonides, in which the 
author argues that it is no coincidence that Averroes did not comment on either the Politics 
or the treatises on dreams and divination by dreams: “Averroes could not comment on these 
treatises of Aristotle because their reception would have made a philosophical explanation 
of the Šarīʿa impossible”. Before Averroes, al-Fārābī would have been led by this same 
religious consideration to depart from Aristotle’s political philosophy to follow in Plato’s 
wake, “moved perhaps by philosophical convictions not too different from those of Plato on 
his way to Syracuse”.10 

Shlomo Pines has challenged this thesis, producing three fragments in relation to Aristotle’s 
Politics, all borrowed from the pseudo-ʿĀmirī, and which tend to indicate that the Arabs 
were not unaware of this political work, at least its first and second books.11

- Fragment I: The “Master of Logic” said: “Society is necessary for man in his life; for one 
(individual) is not self-sufficient unless he be a beast of prey or a divine being in living a 
good (fāḍila) life even he possesses all good things (ḫayrāt)”. This seems to be a different 
version or paraphrase of Politics, I 1, 1253a 26-29. 
- Fragment II: “A man who is unjust is more harmful than harmful beasts of prey”. This 
seems to come from Politics, I 1, 1253a 33.
- Fragment III: “(a) He (Aristotle) says : (The fact) that rulership (riʾāsa) is a natural thing 
is made clear and manifest by something else, namely: (b) that in all communities (ištirākāt) 
which subsist through (being composed of) many things, and in which there is always 
one composite (muštarik) thing, which is either continuous or discrete, there is always (on 
this thing) a natural ruler (raʾīs) and a natural subject (marʾūs). (c) As regard (continuous 
composite things an example) is (constituted) by living beings, (composed of) a soul and of 
a body, the former of which is by nature a ruler and the latter a subject. (d) As regard the 
discrete (composite things an example) is (constituted) by male and female; for the male is 
by nature the ruler and so is the master”.

These three fragments clearly draw their inspiration from Aristotle’s Politics, but they 
are far from sufficient proof of the existence of a translation of the Aristotelian treatise. This 
was Brague’s objection, while acknowledging that “there are passages in al-ʿĀmirī that are 
obviously inspired by Aristotle’s Politics”,12 before listing these passages, which are precisely 
those provided by Pines. Yet Pines himself acknowledged that these were not passages from 
any translation of the Aristotelian work. To clear up the ambiguity, it would therefore be 
necessary to produce ad litteram quotations. Pines believes he has found one in al-Fārābī, 
“which seems to be decisive as regards to the problem in hand”. In this quotation borrowed 
from the Book of Letters (Kitāb al-Ḥurūf), the ‘second master’ says:

For this reason Aristotle says at the beginning (fī awwal) of his Book on Political Science 
(kitābihi fī l-ʿilm al-madanī) ‘As for relation it is sometimes thought (qad yuẓannu) that it 

10  L. Strauss, “Quelques remarques sur la science politique de Maïmonide et de Fârâbî”, Revue des études 
juives 100bis, 199-200 (1936), pp. 1-37, part. p. 4.

11	  Sh. Pines, “Aristotle’s Politics in Arabic Philosophy”, Israel Oriental Studies 5 (1975), pp. 150-60, part. p. 154.
12  R. Brague, “Note sur la traduction arabe de la Politique d’Aristote. Derechef, qu’elle n’existe pas”, in 

P. Aubenque (ed.), Aristote politique, P.U.F., Paris 1993, pp. 423-33, part. p. 426.
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is only (based) on convention (šarʿ) and on injustice’. [Al-Fārābī adds:] he refers hereby to 
the weakness of its being (that of the relation).13

Muḥsin Mahdi, editor of al-Fārābī’s text, has himself indicated that this quotation derives 
from Aristotle’s Politics, I 2, 1253b 20-23, a text related to the relationship between master 
and slave. This is what Rackham’s translation says:

Others however maintain that for one man to be another man’s master is contrary to 
nature, because it is only convention that makes the one a slave and the other a freeman 
and there is no difference between them by nature, and that therefore it is unjust, for it is 
based on force.14

Pines also notes the same difficulty observed in the pseudo-ʿĀmirī’s citations of Aristotle: 
the Arabic texts are far from paralleling the Greek text.15 But Brague has disputed whether 
the text borrowed from al-Fārābī is that of the Politics: while he accepts that it is indeed a text 
by Aristotle, he believes that it refers to the Nicomachean Ethics, the only ‘political’ text by 
Aristotle to which the Arabs had access. But this he does not do without adopting another 
reading in which the Arabic segment šarʿ wa-ǧūr (convention and injustice) becomes farʿ 
wuǧūd (branch of being). And the Aristotelian fragment quoted by al-Fārābī becomes, in 
these conditions, that of the Nicomachean Ethics, I, 4, 1096a 21-22. Brague also relies on the 
authority of Muḥsin Mahdi, to whom he submitted his hypothesis and who confirmed it by 
informing him that the second edition of al-Fārābī’s work, which he is preparing (we are in 
1987), will bear this reading, which is that of an older manuscript. Brague concludes: “One 
of the main testimonies that could be alleged in favour of the existence of the first hypothesis 
thus disappears”. He adopts Pines’ earlier assessment that an Arabic translation of Aristotle’s 
Politics never existed; the Arabic materials that refer to this Aristotelian political writing have 
a “source [which] could be, among other possibilities, a paraphrase of the Politics, a collection 
of texts from that work, or some exposition of Aristotle’s political doctrine”.16 Fifteen years 
later, Pines did not really change his view, but he qualified it by confronting it with other 
hypotheses, notably the one suggesting that the passages examined indicate that the Arabic 
text of the recension or paraphrase of one or two books of Aristotle’s Politics, known to al-
Fārābī and other Arabic authors, was very different from the one we know, so that this fact 
alone could explain all the discrepancies found. However, Pines continued to argue that the 
most likely hypothesis is that the Arabic texts relating to Aristotle’s Politics derive from a 
paraphrase or abridgement of a part of the Politics composed in Hellenistic or Roman times.17

The investigation into a hypothetical Arabic translation of Aristotle’s Politics has been at a 
standstill ever since. The failure to find any fragments other than those unearthed by Pines has 
revived Steinschneider’s old assertion that there never was an Arabic translation of Aristotle’s 
work. But the proponents of the existence of even a partial translation of Aristotle’s Politics in 
one form or another have not been disarmed. Hans Daiber has been (hesitantly) their spokesman. 

13  Al-Fārābī, Kitāb al-Ḥurūf, ed. M. Mahdī, Dār al-Mašriq, Beirut 1970, p. 91, § 51.
14	 H. Rackham (trans.), Aristotle’s Politics, Heinemann & Harvard U.P., London-Cambridge 1932, repr. 1959.
15  Pines, “Aristotle’s Politics in Arabic Philosophy” (above, n. 11)., pp. 154-5.
16  Sh. Pines, “La loi naturelle et la société: la doctrine politico-théologique d’Ibn Zurʿa, philosophe chrétien de 

Bagdad ”, Scripta Hierosolymitana 9 (1961), pp. 154-90, part. p. 190, n. 89.
17  Pines, “Aristotle’s Politics in Arabic Philosophy” (above, n. 11), pp. 156 and 158.
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While he begins by saying that the existence of an Arabic translation of Aristotle’s Politics is 
not known, and perhaps no such translation has ever existed, he hastens to add, echoing Pines, 
that the Arabic translations that can be found are based on a paraphrase or an abridgement 
of part of the Politics. Vasileios Syros therefore assumes the existence of an Arabic or Persian 
compilation (florilegium) of political ideas and maxims,18 just as N. Peter Joosse, in a study 
including Barhebraeus’ book on politics in his Butyrum sapientiae,19 confirmed the impression 
that Aristotle’s Politics had never been translated into Syriac or Arabic, while admitting the 
existence of a translation or abridgement of the Aristotelian political work.20 Daiber concluded 
that, although it was not known in its entirety, “Aristotle’s Politics was partially known to the 
Arabs, perhaps through a paraphrase dating from the Hellenistic or Roman period”.21

Steinschneider’s heirs only want to see to believe; they are waiting for proof of the 
existence of such a translation. However, the discovery of a fragment of the Aristotelian 
treatise should give them pause for thought. Unlike the passages presented by Pines, which 
have been disputed on the grounds that they are paraphrases and can therefore be associated 
with other writings by Aristotle, this passage is unique in that it closely follows the Greek 
text. As it comes from Book I of Aristotle’s Politics, it reopens the debate on the existence of 
an Arabic translation of this part of Aristotle’s work.

2.

The Garden of the Physicians and Meadows of the Wise by the Baghdad-educated Christian 
physician from Damascus, Ibn al-Muṭrān (d. 587/1191), indeed revives the debate on the 
subject. This medical treatise exists in six known manuscripts. However, after verification, 
not all of them are complete. For the purposes of this article, one of the Tehran manuscripts 
(Tn) and the Tunis manuscript (Ts) were used. The passage in question reads as follows:22

Aristotle says in his Book of Politics: Nature, by her action, has made the bodies of slaves 
naturally robust, fit for the tasks for which they are adapted, and disposed to the conduct 
of natural things, and the bodies of free men, naturally weaker, incapable of bending 
(lit.: submitting), and unfitted to endure the same pains as the bodies of slaves.

18	  V. Syros, “A Note on the Transmission of Aristotle’s Political Ideas in Medieval Persia and Early-Modern 
India. Was There Any Arabic or Persian Translation of the Politics?”, Bulletin de philosophie médiévale 50 (2008), 
pp. 303-10, and from the same author, “Political Treatises”, in A. Classen (ed.), Handbook of Medieval Studies: 
Terms – Methods – Trends, 3 Vols., De Gruyter, Berlin-New York 2011, Vol. 3, pp. 2000-21. The author recently 
reiterated his point of view, stressing that: “Although the Politics was never translated into Arabic in its entirety, 
it seems that portions of the work circulated in Arabic or Persian translations and that Aristotle’s political ideas 
passed into the Islamic world through Arabic, Syriac, and Persian sources”. V. Syros, “Ancient Greek Philosophy 
and the Islamic Tradition: The Origins of the social Life, Diversity, and Political Authority”, Eurasian Journal of 
Religious Studies 23/3 (2020), pp. 42-52, part. p. 46.

19  A Syriac Encyclopaedia of Aristotelian Philosophy. Barhebraeus (13th c.) Butyrum sapientiae Books of Ethics, 
Economy and Politics, introd., ed. and trans. N.P. Joosse, Brill, Leiden 2004.

20  N.P. Joosse, “Between Enigma and Paradigm: the Reception of Aristotle’s Politica in the Near East: The 
Arabic and Syriac-Aramaic Traditions”, in V. Syros (ed.), Well Begun is Only Half Done: Tracing Aristotle’s Politi-
cal Ideas in Medieval Arabic, Syriac, Byzantine, and Jewish Sources, Arizona Center for Medieval and Renaissance 
Studies, Tempe, Arizona 2011, pp. 97-120.

21  H. Daiber, Islamic Thought in the Dialogue of Cultures: A Historical and Bibliographical Survey, Brill, 
Leiden 2012 (Themes in Islamic Studies 7), p. 60.

22  Ibn al-Muṭrān, Bustān al-Aṭibbāʾ wa-rawḍat al-alibbāʾ, Kitābḫānah-yi Maǧlis-i Šūrā-yi Islāmī-yi Īrān, 
n° 4583, fol. 328b-329a and Tunis, Bibiothèque nationale, n° 14287, fol. 64a.
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يحتمل  قويا  بدنا  طبعا  للعبد  جعلت  قد  الطبيعة  نرى   :aالمدن سياسة  في  يقول  أرسطاطاليس 
الخدمة ويصلح للحمل والتصرّّف في الأمور الطبيعية وجعلت أبدان السادة طبعا ضعيفة لا تحتمل 

 b.]…[ ولا تصبر على ما تصبر عليه أبدان العبيد bالإذعان
a Tr : سياسة البدن     b Tr : الانعا ت

Besides following the Greek original closely, the translation restores all the constituent 
sequences of the passage, as modern translations show. If we stick to Rackham’s translation, 
we read:

The intention of nature therefore is to make the bodies also of freemen and of slaves 
different – the latter strong for necessary service, the former erect and unserviceable for 
such occupations [...].23

The enunciation context in which Aristotle’s Arabic quotation is placed bears the mark of 
the explanatory paradigm of Galenism. The quotation follows a lengthy related explanation 
borrowed from Qusṭā b. Lūqā and finds an extension through another explanation proper to 
the author who claims to follow his illustrious predecessor of the ninth century. 

Borrowed from his Book of Strength and Weakness (Kitāb al-quwwa wa l-ḍuʿf), Qusṭā’s 
lengthy quotation in fact explains that vigour and debility – which can also be translated 
as the two physical notions of the title – are accidents among others of which the living 
body endowed with strength is the vehicle. This body is composed of pneuma, original limbs 
and the substance of flesh, all of which require difference (iḫtilāf), both quantitative and 
qualitative. Generally speaking (ʿalā l-iṭlāq), quantitative difference is subdivided into two 
parts: number (ʿadad) and proportion (miqdār). By ʻproportionʼ, the author means bones. 
The difference is not the same according to whether we are talking about one or the other of 
these two species of number and proportion, just as it is not the same in the ‘three species’ 
in which vigour or strength (quwwa) operates. These species form what the author calls the 
meaty substance, the number or quantity of the original parts, as well as the proportion of the 
latter. In terms of number, the original parts have been present since the animal was begotten, 
following the natural course of things (maǧrā l-tabīʿa). In proportion, on the other hand, 
they differ as long as they are in the process of formation (nušūʾ), only to become complete 
at the end of this stage of generation. The species of quantity, i.e. the bones and their number, 
is then completed. As for the meaty substance, it differs in proportion in all the states of the 
animal, knowing that these states correspond to its formative phase and to those that follow 
and by which it attains perfection.

As far as the pneuma is concerned, it is different at every moment. Insofar as it is so made 
and the difference which gains it in abundance (kaṯra) and deficiency (qilla), fineness (riqqa) 
and thickness (ġilẓ), is powerful (qawiy), the causes of the difference in the powers (qiwā) of 
the animal are found in their health as well as in their illness: in their state of health, by the 
subtlety and to the thickness of the pneuma; in a state of illness, by abundance and deficiency.

23  Rackham (trans.), Aristotle’s Politics (above, n. 14), p. 23. Jowett translates: “Nature would like to distinguish 
between the bodies of freemen and slaves, making the one strong for servile labour, the other upright, and although 
useless for such services [useful for political life in the arts both of war and peace]”, B. Jowett (trans.), Aristotle’s 
Politics, Clarendon Press, Oxford 1908, and The Modern Library, New York 1943, p. 60.



Studia graeco-arabica 15 / 2025

On an Arabic fragment of Aristotle’s Politics 147   

Subtle pneuma generates weakness (ḍuʿf) in the body, and generates strength (quwwa) 
when it is heavy. This explains why, according to the Syrian physician, Aristotle said in the 
Book of Politics that nature has made the bodies of slaves robust, always fit for the tasks for 
which they are adapted and particularly disposed for the conduct of natural things, while it 
has made the bodies of free men weaker, unable to submit and unsuited to the pains endured 
by the bodies of slaves.

Continuing his explanation, Ibn al-Muṭrān asserts that thick man is thick by nature and 
that this is due to the thickness of his psychic pneuma, which lodges, according to Galen 
opposing Aristotle, in the brain, and his animal pneuma, located in the heart. However, he 
stresses that the power of the force (quwwat al-quwwa) depends on the thickness of the 
animal pneuma.

This is also what can be understood by observing the diet of slaves, workers and wrestlers: 
the food of both is thick (ġalīẓ), especially when it is based on sheep, pig and beef meat, 
firstly because it is heavy to digest, and secondly because it is often fatty. However, what 
is generated by a thick food is itself thick. Similarly, what is generated by thick blood gives 
an equally thick pneuma. These industrious men are therefore strong (aqwiyāʾ). They are 
therefore different from people of science and all those with subtle minds. For the latter do 
not tolerate heavy foods well enough to be reluctant to eat them regularly, preferring other 
meats that are more useful to their intelligence and better suited to its excellence. To this end, 
they eat poultry meat, even if it weakens their bodies, something that slaves and workers 
whose work requires strength and bodily vigour shun.

Other differences widen the gap between the two categories of men. The most notable is 
that, during bleeding, those with a thick pneuma endure losing more blood than those with a 
subtle pneuma. Indeed, if the latter evacuated as much blood as the former, they would lose 
much of the pneuma circulating in the blood because of its subtlety.

Most large animals, points out the Syrian physician, provide proof that the vigour of strength 
resides in thick blood, a fact that is even truer in animals that live in isolation, such as lions, with 
which some humans of uncommon strength bear comparison. The vigour of the strength of 
both, as well as its extraordinary character, is due to the thickness of the motor nerve (al-ʿaṣab 
al-muḥarrik) and its good complexion, as much as to the thickness of their animal pneuma. This 
is confirmed by anatomy, which shows that the thicker this nerve and its balanced complexion, 
the more it offers the one who possesses it to be unique in its strength, vigour and hardness. But 
all this cannot be achieved without flesh and bones of equal complexion.

Thus, from the point of view of their bodies, the free man and the slave have different 
physiological and morphological characteristics, which inevitably means that their respective 
activities are different by nature: the slave is destined for physical effort and arduous tasks, 
while the free man is destined for intellectual effort and the activities that correspond to it, 
depending on whether he is a scholar or a ‘subtle mind’ versed in other activities that are just 
as noble by nature. 

The Syrian physician was no doubt unaware that the rest of the quotation borrowed from 
Aristotle associates the free man with political life in times of peace as well as war, from which 
the slave is excluded by nature,24 because of his bodily unfitness and other impediments 
referred to elsewhere in other passages of the Politics, such as the one paraphrased by 

24	  Al-Fārābī, Le livre du régime politique, tr. Ph. Vallat, Les Belles Lettres, Paris 2012 (Sagesses médiévale, 11) p. 188.
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al-Fārābī, who in his turn wanted to follow in Aristotle’s footsteps and justify slavery 
like him.

Now, it is interesting to note that al-Fārābī combines different explanations, some of 
which are related to the slave’s diet, i.e. his body. Indeed, in the Book of the Political Regime, 
he explains that some men are bestial by nature and, consequently, unfit for political life. 
They do live together, but this does not allow them to go beyond the gregariousness of certain 
animals. Their habitat, their way of life, their diet and the absence of rules and standards 
prevent them from doing so. Some seek shelter in desert regions, each on their own, others 
find shelter together but copulate as wild animals do, and still others find shelter near cities. 
Some eat raw meat, others devour their prey like ferocious beasts, while the rest feed on 
wild plants. Their life is so bestial that it is appropriate to behave towards them as towards 
ferocious beasts. So those of them who are gregarious must be allowed to live. They are useful 
to the city, in whose service they must be enlisted, and must therefore be enslaved to serve, 
like beasts, without harming or injuring them, since they are slaves by nature. They are forces 
of nature, and that is how they should be treated. Indeed, they derive their strength less from 
their intelligence than from their bodies. A body they share with other categories of men, as 
Ibn al-Muṭrān explained in his commentary on Aristotle.

It remains to be seen from what source Ibn al-Muṭrān borrowed the passage from the 
Aristotelian political writing he commented on. Was this passage in the Book of Strength 
and Weakness by Qusṭā b. Lūqā? The Syrian physician suggests this possibility. Indeed, 
after completing his physiological commentary on the passage from Aristotle’s Politics 
and extending his explanation with an inventory of the states of vigour and weakness in 
children, old men, women and domestic slaves (ḫadam), he follows up with another extract 
from the Book of Strength and Weakness by Qusṭā b. Lūqā concerning the surrounding air 
as the material of animal pneuma.25 Now, in addition to the fact that he was a physician, 
philosopher, mathematician, astronomer and translator from Greek into Arabic, Qusṭā b. 
Lūqā was also a connoisseur of political philosophy. He is the author of a Book of Politics 
(Kitāb al-siyāsa) mentioned by Ibn al-Nadīm in his Catalogue (Fihrist) and which is the 
first work of its kind in Arabic. As such, he is the introducer into Arab political philosophy 
of the explanatory paradigm of Hippocratism and Galenism applied to the State, which he 
conceives of as a living organism.26 This is precisely what did in his Book of Politics Abū 
Zayd al-Balḫī (d. 322/934) whom he was able to meet in Baghdad in the circle of al-Kindī 
shortly before or shortly after the death of its founder. This interest in political philosophy 
clearly gave rise to the need for a translation of Aristotle’s Politics, of which, however, only 
the first book seems to have existed, in view of the fragment presented here and all those 
commented on by Pines and others.

25	  The Fihrist of al-Nadīm does not mention this book in the bibliography of Qusṭā b. Lūqā, but it is mentioned 
by Ibn Abī Uṣaybi‘a, ʿUyūn al-anbāʾ fī ṭabaqāt al-aṭibbāʾ, ed. N. Riḍā, Dār Maktabat al-Ḥayāt, Beirut 1958, p. 330.

26  Qusṭā b. Lūqā, Kitāb al-‘Amal bi-l-kūra al-falakiyya, Ms. Ayasofya n° 26356-01, fol. 1r et v. The dedicatory 
epistle to this astronomical work is a condensed version of a political treatise.


