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Wisdom and Violence: The Legacy of Platonic Political Philosophy in al-Farabi and Nietzsche

Peter S. Groff

“And now what’s left is by no means the easiest to go through.”

“What is it?”

“How a city can take philosophy in hand without being destroyed. For surely all great things carry with them the risk of a fall, and, really as the saying goes, fine things are hard.”
Plato, Republic 497d

In this paper, I attempt to open up a dialogue between two philosophers who at first sight might seem to have very little in common: Abu Nasr al-Farabi and Friedrich Nietzsche. Al-Farabi, by most accounts born in Turkistan in the late ninth century, is one of the earliest, most influential, and most esteemed figures in the Islamic philosophical tradition.
 Nietzsche, on the other hand—a nineteenth-century German by nationality, but a so-called “good European” by choice—seems to represent the apex of modern Western secularism, not least because of his thorough going critique of metaphysics and morality. It would appear that these two figures—one a medieval Islamicate thinker, the other a late modern self-described “godless antimetaphysician”—are separated by such a vast historical, cultural, and philosophical chasm that any fruitful conversation would be highly unlikely.
 However, there is at least one respect in which they have something significant in common, namely, that al-Farabi and Nietzsche both owe a profound debt to classical Greek thought, specifically to Plato. In particular, although each in his own way ignores, or simply rejects, major aspects of Plato’s metaphysics and epistemology, al-Farabi and Nietzsche both aim to recover the project of Platonic political philosophy.
 The purpose of the following discussion is to examine the strikingly different contexts within which these thinkers reappropriate Plato’s political thought, the different ways in which it is put to work, and finally, the troublesome commonalities between them. 

Plato: The Philosopher as King

The aspect of Plato’s political thought with which I am specifically concerned is the idea of the “philosopher-king,” or the ideal coincidence of philosophy and political power. By this I mean Plato’s belief in the capacity of philosophers, through their understanding of human nature and their comprehension of the Good, to determine the best possible regime for the human being.
 Such knowledge, if it is indeed possible, would make the philosopher the true politikos, the so-called “statesman” or “political scientist” (i.e., the person who has knowledge of the political). That is, such knowledge would confer upon him the right—or one might even argue, the obligation—to rule. 

The locus classicus of this idea is the Republic.
 The prospect of the philosopher-ruler first emerges in Book V, where Socrates is forced to make a series of increasingly radical and provocative claims in order to show that the regime he and his interlocutors have constructed in speech—the kallipolis, the fine and noble city—is indeed “possible” and “best.” He characterizes these claims as “waves,” which threaten to sweep him away. The final and biggest wave that Socrates faces, not without much hemming and hawing, is one which he fears will “drown [him] in laughter and ill-repute” (473c).

“Unless the philosophers rule as kings or those now called kings and chiefs genuinely and adequately philosophize, and political power and philosophy coincide in the same place while the many natures now making their way to either apart from the other are by necessity excluded, there is no rest from ills for the cities, my dear Glaucon, nor I think for humankind, nor will the regime we have described in speech ever come forth from nature, insofar as possible, and see the light of the sun.” (473c-e)

Socrates is right to be so reticent: As his interlocutors will point out, philosophers are typically perceived as eccentric or completely vicious, and the few admittedly decent ones, those who manage to lead virtuous private lives, are generally useless to the city (487b-d). Socrates concedes the various possible corruptions of the philosophical type; he even admits that this type, because of its greatness, is particularly susceptible to corruption when not properly cultivated (491d-492a). However, he argues that philosophers are not intrinsically useless or bad: Rather they become that way because of the corrupt, unjust cities in which they live, and the ways in which power is divorced from knowledge (497b-c). In short, Socrates tries to show that “the tension between the city and the philosophers is neither natural nor necessary.”


In order to do this, he has to distinguish the imitations and corruptions of the philosopher from what he calls the “true” philosopher.
 At the heart of these distinctions is the idea that philosophical natures are “always in love with that learning which discloses to them something of the being that is always and does not wander about, driven by generation and decay” (485a-b). In the ambitious education that Socrates proposes for the most excellent and philosophically oriented of the guardians, they acquire an increasingly adequate knowledge of the unchanging Forms or Ideas. This culminates in the Idea of the Good, the source of all knowledge, value and being, and the “divine pattern” (500e) upon which the virtuous and happy regime of the city is to be based. It is precisely this knowledge of the Good that makes the philosophers useful and beneficial (505a).
 As Socrates observes in the allegory of the cave in Book VII, “the person who is going to act prudently in private or public must see it” (517c). But this means that the philosophers, who themselves have no inclination to rule, are as knowers of the Good the most qualified to rule, and thus must do so for the benefit of the city. Having given us the unhappy image of the escaped prisoner, who makes his way out of the cave, and eventually manages to gaze upon the sun (or Form of the Good) itself, before descending again to meet his death at the hands of the ignorant many, Socrates nevertheless insists that the philosophers not be permitted to remain enraptured in some theoretical contemplation of the Good, but rather be compelled to take up political matters in the city and bring to bear all they have learned (519c-d). 


Assuming that the philosopher-rulers have acquired knowledge of the Good, and carry within their souls, as it were, a pattern for the best possible political regime, the question is then how to bring this into being. In other words, how do the philosophers enable the many to acquire virtue and happiness in spite of their ignorance? We are all familiar with the disturbing answer Socrates gives. As he repeatedly acknowledges, the rulers “will have to use a throng of lies and deceptions for the benefit of the ruled” (459c-d), the most fundamental of which is the “noble lie” (the myth of the metals) that underlies the very class system that makes possible the coincidence of philosophy and political power (414c-415c). He also notoriously advocates war,
 censorship,
 an ambitious (but apparently doomed) eugenics program,
 and ultimately, the rustication of everyone over the age of ten (541a). Thus, the just city is necessarily founded upon deception and coercion. Regardless of how we are to interpret these suggestions—and it’s far from clear whether they should be taken at face value—it’s hard to avoid the conclusion that, as one commentator puts it, “for all his hopes about the perfectibility of human beings, Plato is always prepared to exercise force on those who remain unperfected.”
 

Al-Farabi’s Platonism: The Philosopher, Supreme Ruler, Prince, Legislator and Imam as Single Idea
Now, having sketched out the general contours of Plato’s political philosophy, let us look at the ways in which this idea of the philosopher-ruler, and the benefits and costs of his rule, are taken up by al-Farabi and Nietzsche. Al-Farabi is one of the preeminent figures in the Islamic philosophical tradition, which—at least in its early stages—can be characterized as a profoundly creative series of negotiations between Islamic theology and Greek philosophy. Al-Farabi is generally considered the father of Islamic political philosophy, not least because of the way in which he recuperates and reinterprets classical political thought, reshaping it to address the concerns of a new world disclosed by the revealed religion of Islam.
 His task as philosopher, inhabiting a world shaped by the divine law of the Qur’an, is two-fold: (1) to find a place for the insights and resources of classical philosophy within the horizon of Qur’anic revelation,
 and (2) to make sense of this new phenomenon of revealed religion within the political philosophical framework he has appropriated from the ancients.
 In other words, he is trying to make space for Greek philosophy within Islam, and make space for Islam within the framework of Greek philosophy, and the only way he can do this is to transform both. 

Al-Farabi’s specific aim, as a political philosopher, is to explore the characteristics and conditions of the best possible regime, or what he sometimes refers to as the “virtuous city.”
 The virtuous city is one in which the citizens can attain supreme happiness, that is, the final perfection to be achieved by the human being, “in the measure that innate disposition equips each of them for it” (AH 52; cf. AH 20). In one of his key works of political philosophy, appropriately entitled The Attainment of Happiness, he observes that there are two methods by which supreme happiness is achieved in nations and cities. The first is instruction, which is concerned with the theoretical virtues, that is, the sciences that make intelligible the principles of being, culminating in the knowledge of God. The second is the formation of character, which is concerned with the moral virtues and practical arts (AH 38). Al-Farabi will argue, as Plato does, that the supreme happiness that is the goal of the virtuous city is possible only if there is expert and virtuous rule by its leaders. This in turn requires that the statesman be a philosopher, and vice versa. 

Appropriating Plato’s emphasis on the necessary coincidence of philosophy and political power, al-Farabi distinguishes between the “true” philosopher [al-faylasuf al-haqq] and various types of “mutilated” philosophy [al-falsafa al-batra‘].
 He speaks, for instance, of the “counterfeit” philosopher [al-faylasuf al-zur], whose intellect is either inadequately prepared for, or incapable of, acquiring the theoretical virtues; the “vain” philosopher [al-faylasuf al-bahraj], who has theoretical knowledge but lacks the moral virtues; the “false” philosopher [al-faylasuf al-batil], who is both knowledgeable and virtuous, but who cannot practically bring his wisdom to bear in the city (AH 60-62). These distinctions suggest that the true philosopher must (1) possess theoretical knowledge of first principles, (2) must exemplify the various moral virtues, and (3) must be capable of (a) effectively conveying his theoretical insights to the multitude and (b) forming the character of the citizenry.

When the theoretical sciences are isolated and their possessor does not have the faculty for exploiting them for the benefit of others, they are defective philosophy [al-falsafa al-naqisa]. To be a truly perfect philosopher [al-faylasuf al-kamil ‘ala al-itlaq] one has to possess both the sciences and the faculty for exploiting them for the benefit of all others according to their capacity. Were one to consider the case of the true philosopher, he would find no difference between him and the supreme ruler . . . the true philosopher is the supreme ruler. (AH 54)

To exploit the theoretical sciences “for the benefit of all others” means for al-Farabi to present complex philosophical truths in the form of simple, powerful, compelling images. It means translating the rigorous, highly technical, and admittedly rather dry and colorless discourse of philosophical demonstration into persuasive rhetorical speeches (AH 44, 55).
 The former is a privilege accessible only to the “elect,” who can attain happiness though a virtue that is rooted in genuine knowledge. The “vulgar” are constitutionally incapable of acquiring such justified true belief, but can nonetheless attain happiness by means of the philosopher’s practical dispensation of true belief, through the popularized medium of images and persuasive speech.
 

One of al-Farabi’s great innovations is to assign this popularization as the appropriate function of religion. Religion serves to present the insights of philosophy in a form accessible to the vulgar. On this point he is blunt and unapologetic: 

[T]hese things are philosophy when they are in the soul of the legislator. They are religion when they are in the souls of the multitude. For when the legislator knows these things, they are evident to him by sure insight, whereas what is established in the souls of the multitude is through image and persuasive argument. Although it is the legislator who also presents these things through images, neither the images nor the persuasive arguments are intended for himself. As far as he is concerned, they are certain. He is the one who invents the images and the persuasive arguments, but not for the sake of establishing these things in his own soul as a religion for himself. (AH 59)

Religion and philosophy are not to be understood as at odds with one another (al-Farabi, like his predecessor al-Kindi, goes to great lengths to demonstrate their compatibility), but that is because the former is ultimately an “imitation” or “similitude” of the latter [al-milla muhakiatun li al-falsafa] (AH 55).
 This peculiarly Platonic way of framing the matter—in terms of original and copy—suggests that there can only be one true philosophy (which al-Farabi will argue is that of Plato and Aristotle, whose thought he believes is harmonizable), but that there is not one true religion, be it Islam or any other.
 Religion is essentially a tool in the hands of the philosopher, and its specific content must be determined by the particular nature and character of the people to whom philosophical truth is popularly presented (AH 40, 54).
 The philosopher, as a good rhetorician, needs to know his audience. 

Thus, in his attempt to negotiate the apparently competing truth claims of Islam as revealed religion and the philosophy of Plato and Aristotle, al-Farabi will understand prophetic revelation as an imaginative disclosure of the same truths known demonstratively and intellectually in philosophy.
 And because this is the means by which philosophy is brought to practical fruition, he will conclude that “[T]he idea of the Philosopher, Supreme Ruler, Prince, Legislator and Imam is but a single idea” (AH 58).

Unlike Plato, al-Farabi does not see the need for deception and misdirection on the part of the philosopher-ruler.
 The religious doctrines by which true belief, virtue and happiness are made possible to the multitude are not simply “a throng of lies and deceptions for the benefit of the ruled,” as Socrates suggests in the Republic (459c-d), but rather imagistic and persuasive presentations of philosophical truth.  However, not all of the vulgar will necessarily be receptive to the philosopher’s well-intentioned, edifying efforts. There will always be those who are too obstinate and recalcitrant to participate in the attainment of their own happiness. In such cases, compulsion is required and the philosopher is justified in turning to the “craft of war” in order 

to conquer the nations and cities that do not submit to doing what will procure for them that happiness for whose acquisition the human being is made. For every being is made to achieve the ultimate perfection it is susceptible of achieving according to its specific place in the order of being. The human being’s specific perfection is called supreme happiness, and to each human being, according to his rank in the order of humanity, belongs the specific supreme happiness pertaining to this kind of human being. The warrior who pursues this purpose is the just warrior, and the art of war that pursues this purpose is the just and virtuous art of war. (AH 43)

Although al-Farabi is elsewhere rather circumspect about the question of just war,
 like Plato, he seems convinced that force sometimes must be exercised on those who, through their own intransigent ignorance and viciousness, resist the perfection of their nature and the attainment of happiness.

Nietzsche’s Platonism: The Philosopher as Commander and Legislator
Despite the Islamic context in which al-Farabi wrote, it certainly makes sense to speak of him as a kind of Platonist. On the other hand, the phrase “Nietzsche’s Platonism” would appear to be something of an oxymoron: At least with respect to questions of knowledge, being and value, Nietzsche’s thought offers us the most uncompromising version of antiplatonism formulated in the history of European thought.  However, at the same time, Nietzsche’s grosse Politik can be understood as an appropriation of Platonic political philosophy.
 For in spite of his radical questioning of any doctrine of Being or stable eidetic structure, Nietzsche accepts Plato’s teaching on the coincidence of philosophy and political power, appropriating the idea of the philosopher-ruler who understands human nature and how it is to be transformed. 
 

Even in his earliest writings, Nietzsche grants a unique and privileged status to the philosopher: “Let us think of the philosopher’s eye resting upon existence,” he suggests in his third Untimely Meditation, “he wants to determine its value anew. For it has been the proper task of all great thinkers to be lawgivers [Gesetzgeber] as to the measure, stamp and weight of things.” (SE 3, p. 144). The central thesis of this early essay is that the real philosopher has an educative (i.e., life-transforming, invigorating) effect on us. But Nietzsche’s more general aim is to clarify what he sees as the true purpose of education and culture, which begins as an attempt to compensate for the aleatory character of nature, and ends in the transfiguration and perfection of the human being. This is effected through the deliberate cultivation of great, exemplary individuals, for whose production great sacrifices are required on the part of the many, but who in turn expand for us the horizon of human perfectibility.
 This idea lies at the heart of Nietzsche’s political philosophy and remains constant in his writings, up through the final works of 1888. 

By the time Nietzsche writes Thus Spoke Zarathustra, it seems clear that the philosopher is uniquely responsible for engineering this productive transfiguration of human nature.
  The figure of Zarathustra emerges as a kind of Platonic philosopher, prophet and law-giver, who has achieved insight into the nature of things (human nature in particular) and now claims the right—or again perhaps the obligation—to bring about a revaluation of all values (that is, the creation of new, this-worldly, life-affirming values) and to legislate the future of the human. In Beyond Good and Evil it becomes clear that this is the true task of the philosopher, and like Plato and al-Farabi, Nietzsche will expend a great deal of energy distinguishing the authentic philosophical type from its various corruptions, e.g., the scholar, the scientific human being, the epistemologist (BGE 204), the “philosophical laborer” or systematizer (BGE 211), and so forth. “Genuine philosophers [eigentlichen Philosophen],” Nietzsche claims, are “commanders and legislators [Befehlende und Gesetzgeber]: they say, ‘thus it shall be!’ they first determine the Wither and For What of humanity . . . With a creative hand they reach for the future, and all that is and has been becomes a means for them, an instrument, a hammer. Their ‘knowing’ is creating, their creating is a legislation, their will to truth is—will to power” (BGE 211, cf. 203). For Nietzsche, the perfection of the human is no longer teleologically oriented by the Idea of the Good or by God, but rather by the farthest reaches of the philosopher’s creative vision.
 

However, Nietzsche nonetheless shares with al-Farabi the conviction that religion can be a useful tool in the hand of the philosopher-legislator. 

The philosopher as we understand him, we free spirits—as the human being of the most comprehensive responsibility who has the conscience for the over-all development of humankind—this philosopher will make use of religions for his project of cultivation and education, just as he will make use of whatever political and economic states are at hand. The selective and cultivating influence, always destructive as well as creative and form-giving, which can be exerted with the help of religions, is always multiple and different according to the sort of human beings who are placed under its spell and protection. (BGE 61)

What follows this announcement is a remarkable discussion of the ways in which religion might be used to contribute to the flourishing of different types of human beings with different capacities: the strong and independent, the ruled, the ordinary.
 But this is in turn counter-balanced by an examination of the dangers of religion when it breaks free from philosophy and tries to play the legislator on its own: “one always pays dearly,” Nietzsche observes, “when religions do not want to be a means of education and cultivation in the philosopher’s hand, but insist on having their own sovereign way, when they themselves want to be ultimate ends and not means among other means” (BGE 61). Wherever religion has arrogated to itself such sovereignty, it has invariably resulted in the diminishment and degeneration of humanity. By the end of the discussion, Nietzsche is so appalled at the damage that he can hardly contain himself: “‘O you dolts,”’ he bursts out, “‘you presumptuous, pitying dolts, what have you done! Was that work for your hands? How have you bungled and botched my beautiful stone! What presumption!’” (BGE 61).

This image of the philosopher-legislator as sculptor recurs in a number of different texts, and it offers us some insight into the opportunity cost of Nietzsche’s “great politics.” For instance, in the second part of Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Nietzsche’s prophet speaks of creation as the “great redemption from suffering,” and then turns his creative gaze on humanity: 

“[M]y fervent will to create impels me ever again toward the human being; this is the hammer impelled toward the stone. O people, in the stone there sleeps an image, the image of my images. Alas that it must sleep in the hardest, the ugliest stone! Now my hammer rages cruelly against its prison. Pieces of rock rain from the stone: what is that to me? I want to perfect it; for a shadow came to me—the stillest and lightest of all things once came to me. The beauty of the Übermensch came to me as a shadow. O my brothers, what are the gods to me now?” (Z II, “On the Blessed Isles”)

The hammer rages “cruelly,” of course, because the raw material upon which Zarathustra works is the human being, a living, suffering organism, with its own designs and goals (no matter how mediocre or wrong-headed). But as Nietzsche will repeatedly observe, cruelty and suffering are necessary conditions for growth and self-overcoming—they have “created all enhancements of the human being so far” (BGE 225). To do away with suffering, as Nietzsche believes religions and moralities of pity have tried to do, is to make the human being ridiculous and contemptible. In a passage from Beyond Good and Evil that picks up on the sculptor metaphor, Nietzsche says that “in the human being creature and creator are united,” and adds

your pity is for the “creature in the human being,” for what must be formed, broken, forged, torn, burnt, made incandescent and purified—that which necessarily must and should suffer[.] And our pity—do you not comprehend for whom our converse pity is when it resists your pity as the worst of all pamperings and weaknesses? Thus it is pity versus pity. (BGE 225)

Thus, in spite of his challenging critique of the morality of Mitleid, Nietzsche himself admits to a feeling of pity or compassion for the not yet fully formed human animal.
 Of course, his pity is not for the human being as creature, but rather as creator, and it is a pity that nonetheless recognizes the necessity and desirability of imposing violence upon human nature (cf. BGE 188). In short, Nietzsche, like Plato and al-Farabi, acknowledges the right and the obligation of the philosopher-legislator to employ force as well as manipulative rhetoric in the transfiguration and perfection of humanity.
 

We Good Platonists

Numerous papers in this volume have made a compelling case for philosophy as an antidote to terror; here we see the ways in which it sometimes requires and justifies terror. Even if we agree with Socrates that “fine things are hard” (497d), we might ultimately want to consign the Platonic lineage of political perfectionism to the trash-heap of history—or perhaps, as Richard Rorty has argued, the private sphere.
 But let us resist this conclusion, at least for the moment. For despite an almost instinctive modern antipathy towards Plato’s political philosophy, we ourselves may very well subscribe to many of its basic tenets. 

What thoughtful person doesn’t believe in the ideal coincidence of power and knowledge? Perhaps we no longer believe that philosophers—whether they are “the real thing” or some corrupted imitation—possess the privileged insights that would grant them the authority to determine the appropriate conditions of human flourishing. We might still concede a comparable—albeit piecemeal—expertise to other fields or disciplines, or we might simply deny that any such knowledge is possible in the first place. But surely we still believe that some people are more qualified than others to make decisions concerning the appropriate goals of human life.
 And is it not so much the better if those people can convey their insights through powerful, persuasive speech on behalf of those who either don’t have the capacity, or inclination, or time, or energy to arrive at such conclusions themselves? Perhaps we are all Platonists in this respect. 

Even if we reject the notion of one best regime, or a single univocal conception of the “good life,” we presumably still believe that some strategies of living are better than others, that some are simply more conducive to human flourishing. Presumably, we believe in the cultivation of virtue or excellence as a necessary (if not sufficient) condition for a good life, and we believe everyone should lead a good life.  Here you may want to hedge a little: yes, we believe in excellence, but not compulsory excellence.  No insight into the conditions of human flourishing would legitimate compelling someone to be virtuous and happy. And yet, I suspect that all of us would concede the unfortunate necessity of coercive intervention at some point in the life of the ignorant, the vicious, or the self-destructive. In this respect, too, perhaps we are all Platonists. 

The problem, of course, is that the rubric of community that I have been so casually employing here—the royal “we”—often turns out to be a false unity that masks a more fundamental multiplicity. “We” all believe in the happy marriage of wisdom and power, “we” all believe in some rank ordering of regimes for human life, and “we” all, no matter how uncomfortably, concede that coercive force sometimes needs to be exercised on the vicious. We all believe these things, even if we ultimately subscribe, as al-Farabi and Nietzsche do, to different rank-orderings of values, different conceptions of the good life, and perhaps even radically different conceptions of virtue and vice. The question then is, where does that leave us—we good Platonists?
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10. Republic 373d-375c, 466c-471c, and 521d.
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15. See The Attainment of Happiness, section 63, in Alfarabi, The Philosophy of Plato and Aristotle, rev. ed., trans. Muhsin Mahdi (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2002). All quotes in the following discussion are drawn from this work, henceforth abbreviated as AH and cited in the text by section. For a meticulous explication and analysis of this text, see Mahdi, Alfarabi and the Foundation of Islamic Political Philosophy, 173-95.
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18. On the “true philosopher,” see AH 54, 59 and 62; on the “mutilated philosopher,” see AH 60.
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35. One might argue that Nietzsche stands apart from Plato and al-Farabi, inasmuch as he offers us no actual or ideal regime. Indeed, Nietzsche’s philosopher is not a ruler in any strict sense at all: rather, he seems confined to the periphery of his city or state, divorced from all the real institutions of power (Nietzsche’s own disenfranchised, nomadic later years are instructive here). Whether we see Nietzsche as a legitimate figure in this Platonic lineage depends on how seriously we take his claims about the true nature of power and legislation: e.g., “Genuine philosophers are commanders and legislators” (BGE 211), “the greatest thoughts are the greatest events” (BGE 285), and so forth. Nietzsche’s Platonic stance is perhaps best captured in one of Zarathustra’s speeches:  “the greatest events—they are not our loudest but our stillest hours. Not around the inventors of new noise, but around the inventors of new values does the world revolve; it revolves inaudibly” (Z II, “On Great Events”). Nietzsche’s philosopher-legislators are such powerful individuals because they impress their will on the millennia, creating the world-views that people will inhabit and the value-systems that will shape their lives. For Nietzsche, then, the coincidence of (genuine) philosophy and political power is not so much an ideal as a fact. 


36. Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony and Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), see esp. Chapter 3.
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