The Body Politic in Islamic Philosophy
The Human Body as Metaphor for the Ideal Household and the Perfect City

Maryam Nasr Esfahani!

1. Assistant Professor, Department of Women’s Studies, Faculty of Social Studies, Institute for
Humanities and Cultural Studies, Tehran, Iran. Email: m.nasr@ihcs.ac.ir

Abstract

The metaphorical representation of the human body as an ideal community stands among the
oldest and most complex figures in political philosophy. By analogizing the human body with
both micro- and macro-level human collectives, this metaphor provides a coherent framework for
understanding social and political organization. Prominently, Muslim philosophers such as al-
Farabi and Nasir al-Din al-Tasi —who mark the beginning and climax of medieval Islamic
political thought—have utilized this analogy in their works. This article traces the discourse on
the “body politic” from antiquity through the medieval period, highlighting seminal contributions
by Muslim thinkers. Employing Lakoft and Johnson’s theory of “conceptual metaphor,” we
examine the metaphor’s structure and conceptual network within the practical wisdom texts of
Peripatetic philosophy. Additionally, the article discusses the stagnation in the metaphor’s
development within Islamic political thought, contrasting this with its transformation in Western
philosophy, where the “body politic” evolved from a structural analogy to a concept describing
political collectivity. Ultimately, we argue that, due to the formative role of metaphors in shaping
understanding and belief, the “body politic” metaphor serves as a powerful framework for
analyzing contemporary political and social dynamics in Iran.
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Introduction

Philosophical discourse has employed metaphors and allegories since the time of Plato. Initially,
such metaphors were perceived as explanatory tools designed to render complex philosophical
ideas more accessible, particularly to novices. However, deeper analysis reveals that metaphors
are not merely linguistic conveniences—they form the very fabric of our thinking and action.
Metaphors actively shape how we conceptualize, describe, and engage with various phenomena.
Among the metaphors prevalent in philosophy, those involving the human body occupy a unique
status, appearing across cultures and intellectual traditions. Our bodily experience fundamentally
influences how we interpret and interact with the world. This article examines a particular
metaphorical construct within Islamic practical philosophy: the comparison of a perfect
household or city (alam al-kabir) to a healthy, well-functioning body (alam al-saghir). In its
classical form, the “body politic” metaphor assigns each part of the body a specific role,
collectively reflecting a structured social hierarchy. The heart—or, in some interpretations, the
brain—symbolizes the ruler or sovereign, guiding the actions of other organs. This
conceptualization has endured across centuries and civilizations. In this article, we engage with
the theory of “conceptual metaphors” as articulated by Lakoff and Johnson. A conceptual
metaphor, in their view, is a cognitive process by which understanding of one conceptual domain
is achieved via another. They distinguish three main types: orientational, ontological, and
structural metaphors. These types are deeply embedded in language and cognition, fundamentally
shaping human perception and interaction. By allowing one conceptual domain to be understood
through another, metaphors elucidate certain aspects of reality while simultaneously obscuring
others.
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Research Findings

Islamic philosophers have systematically articulated two types of wisdom: theoretical wisdom
(hikmat-i nazari) and practical wisdom (hikmat-i ‘amali). Practical wisdom, in their frameworks,
comprises ethics, household management, and political philosophy. Within Islamic political
thought, the metaphor of the “body politic” stands as one of the most enduring, construing society
as analogous to the human body. The roots of this metaphor can be traced from ancient Persian,
Greek, and Roman philosophy through medieval Christian and Islamic intellectual history,
extending into modern discussions within the political philosophy of contemporary Iran.
Evidence suggests this metaphor resonates with pre-Islamic Persian thought, as seen, for example,
in the Letter of Tansar, which presents society as a body comprising four essential components,
each with its distinct function. In the political philosophy of al-Farabi—the “Second Teacher” and
a foundational figure in Islamic political thought—this metaphor illustrates the conception of the
“Perfect City” (al-Madinah al-Fadilah). Here, the structure of society mirrors that of the human
body: the ruler resembles the heart, while the citizens represent the limbs, each filling an
irreplaceable and designated role. Al-Farabi likened the city to a healthy male body in which every
part conscientiously fulfills its function under the guidance of the ruler—himself cast as the
“physician” of the city, responsible for diagnosing and remedying its ailments. This metaphor
extends to the relationships and hierarchies among citizens. Numerous later thinkers—including
Ibn Miskawayh, Nasir al-Din al-Tasi, Qutb al-Din al-Shirazi, and Jalal al-Din Dawani—
employed this analogy when discussing the structure of the ideal household and city. In sum, the
“body politic” metaphor continues to exert considerable influence in contemporary Iranian
thought. While modern ideals such as justice, equality, and freedom have gained ground, the
traditional hierarchical model—society as a body, stratified by innate ranks—remains deeply
embedded. Today, this metaphor operates as a potent argument, providing moral and theological
justification for autocracy. This article contends that metaphors like the “body politic”” do more
than uphold existing social structures—they fundamentally shape, and sometimes distort, our
conceptualizations of health, illness, and social change. Change itself is often depicted as a
pathological rupture demanding correction, while literal sickness and suffering risk further
stigmatization, exacerbating misconceptions and deepening social divisions.

Conclusion

The metaphor of the “body politic” carries the potential to be reinterpreted as a foundation for
new, participatory, and pluralistic social and political arrangements—moving beyond
authoritarian frameworks toward more just and equitable relationships within the household, the
city, and society at large. This paper draws upon a wide range of sources, from the classical works
of Muslim sages—including al-Farabi, Ibn Miskawayh, Nasir al-Din al-Tdsi, Qutb al-Din al-
Shirazi, and Jalal al-Din Dawani —in the domain of practical philosophy, to contemporary
theories regarding the relationship between metaphors and our thought and life. It also references
historical texts from Greek, Roman, and Iranian traditions, which both highlight the deep and
cross-cultural roots of the enduring “body politic”” metaphor as a powerful conceptual tool, and
underscore the importance of critically reassessing this metaphor within the political thought of
societies such as our own.
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