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CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM — THE DEVE-
LOPMENT OF MODERN SCIENCE AND THE

GENESIS OF THE MODERN (JUST) STATE

D.F.M. Strauss1

ABSTRACT

This article focuses on the formal similarities between Christianity and the Islam
present during the later middle ages — a period in which both legacies subscribed
to a relatively totalitarian societal condition manifested in the existence of their res-
pective empires. The ideal of the Corpus Christi as the societas perfecta of medieval
Christianity is explained in the light of the contest between church and state during
the later middle ages. This legacy was eventually challenged by an intellectual
movement initiated by John the Scott and William of Ockham that caused the
breaking apart of the former ecclesiastically unified culture. The alternative develop-
ment within the Islam world is sketched before the spirit of modernity is explained
as a secularization of biblical Christianity. Humanism initially inspired explicitly
totalitarian theories of the state. It was only within the Protestant countries of
Europe that the modern constitutional state under the rule of law emerged, accom-
panied by a process of societal differentiation unparalleled in world history. Although
the more recent attempts of Islamic countries to benefit from the fruits of the mod-
ern natural sciences inspired them to introduce the teaching of the natural sciences
within the Muslim world, these countries did not succeed in benefiting from the
significant transformation of the medieval empires into modern democratic states.
Since the Muslim world is still embedded in the relatively undifferentiated embrace
of a societal setting guided and integrated by the Muslim faith it did not succeed
as yet to transcend the inherent limitations entailed in a typical empire in the classical
sense of the word.

1. ORIENTATION
The historical roots of Christianity reach further back than those of the
Islam although both traditions draw upon central teachings of the Old Tes-
tament. An important shared feature is found in the prevailing undifferen-
tiated condition of human society. Different walks of life were still inte-
grated in an all-encompassing societal setting — with definite totalitarian
and absolutistic traits. This enabled both traditions to participate in social
practices that were abusive and destructive, although the reverse side of the

1 Prof D. F. M. Strauss, Office of the Dean: Faculty of the Humanities, Univer-
sity of the Free State, Bloemfontein.
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years after the death of Mohammed the power of the Muslim world was ex-
panded to include the entire Arabia as well as North Africa. In addition it
also stretched from the Pyrenees to the Indus. Western Europe was con-
stantly threatened by the Islam — at least until the end of the 17th century
(lastly by the Ottoman Turks).2

The close connection between religion and politics also had an effect on
the inter-Islamic disputes which centred mainly on the question of who
should be the head (called the caliph or imam) of the entire Muslim commu-
nity, i.e., who should become Mohammed’s successor. We can leave aside
the factions formed in this historical process by merely highlighting the fact
that by and large Muslim societies continued to exist within the confines of
empires similar to those found in the West.3

Viewed in terms of its own internal dynamics the hegemony between
religion and politics initially enhanced the impact of the Islam. Yet, one may
also argue that eventually it weakened and fragmented this impact.

2.2 The medieval Roman Catholic synthesis
The initial development of the West during the Middle Ages wrestled with
a number of issues. Intellectually the Platonic and neo-Platonic influences
dominated the scene — both within the West and within the Islam. After
its original negative attitude towards the growing Christian communities,
the Roman Empire at the beginning of the fourth century changed its orien-
tation. In AD 303, just before Diocletian was succeeded by Constantine,
the former issued three further decrees for the persecution of Christians.
However, on May 1, AD 305, Constantine succeeded in taking over the reign
of the Western and Eastern parts of the Empire (respectively, from Chlorus
and Galerius). In 313, Christianity was put on equal footing next to other
(pagan) religions. Yet it was only during the reign of Theodosius — through
the edict “De fide catholica” issued in 380 — that the Christian church
acquired the status of imperial church.

The Roman Catholic and Islam Empires that originated during the me-
dieval period encompassed all of life. Already the Greek ideal of paideia
established the starting-point for this practice. According to both Plato and
Aristotle the state is destined to bring its citizens to the fulfilment of their

2 The teachings of Mohammed contain a variety of elements — from Semitic
views, Old Testament and rabbinical conceptions as well as the contributions
of Jewish Christians and ideas derived from the apocryphal tradition.

3 Sometimes a religious movement (such as the Wahhabis) turned into a political
movement which eventually gave birth to a new state (such as Saudi Arabia).
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territorial monopolisation of this power — cities, guilds, market communities,
and so on — all disposed over pieces of governmental authority. The Frank-
ish empire of Charlemagne viewed itself as the successor of the Roman
Empire, but its division in 843 paved the way for the powerful counts and
dukes — in combination with the church — to develop into the real bearers
of governmental authority during the subsequent medieval period.

2.3 Church, state and university during the late Middle Ages
The increasing political power claims of the church were based on its rela-
tively differentiated position, which enabled it to integrate the relatively
undifferentiated substructures of medieval society under its umbrella. In this
capacity, the church gave shelter to the sciences — the learned people and the
jurists of the medieval era are clergymen; the academic chairs at the newly de-
veloping universities of Paris, Montpellier, Bologna, and so on are occupied
by the clergy; the free arts (artes liberales) — subdivided in the trivium
(grammar, rhetoric, and dialectics) and the quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry,
music, and astronomy) were practised as preamble (prolegomena) to a study
in theology. Within the confines of the church, medieval art developed, and in
Latin, the church disposed over a developed language (see Hommes 1981:41).

2.4 The “corpus Christianum” as “societas perfecta”
When Thomas Aquinas entered the scene in the thirteenth century, his
account of medieval society was based on an attempted synthesis between
Aristotle’s philosophy and biblical Christianity. He accepted the dual tele-
ological order of Aristotle with its hierarchy of substantial forms arranged
in an order of lower and higher. It was designated as the lex naturalis (natural
law), which is related to the transcendent lex aeterna (eternal law) as contain-
ed within the Divine intellect. By virtue of its substantial form, the human
being depends on the community for the satisfaction of its needs.

The state (both the polis and the Holy Roman Empire) is viewed, in line
with the conception of Aristotle, as the all-encompassing, self-sufficient
community (societas perfecta). The provision is that Thomas Aquinas applies
this only to the natural terrain. As the highest community within the domain
of nature, the state embraces all other temporal relationships. These lower
communities do possess a relative autonomy, subsumed under what is known
as the principle of subsidiarity. However, this principle does not eliminate the
universalistic starting point operative in St. Thomas’s view of society, since
the so-called relative autonomy of these lower communities remains connected
to the nature of the state as parts of a larger whole. What is part of a whole
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“essence” or “mind” of God and then they are considered to be the standards
or models that ought to be copied again into creatures. Thus the unity of
creation or the unity of science would be derived from the supposed alter-
native and superior (elevated) unity of God. Thomas Aquinas inherited the
opposition of “essence” and “appearance” from the metaphysical Greek con-
cept of substance. In his Summa contra Gentiles (I,34) and in his Summa Theo-
logica (I,13,1) Thomas Aquinas explains that we can know God through
His creatures because, in an eminent way, God bears all the perfections of
things within Himself. We know God by means of the perfections as they
flow from Him into creatures (procedentibus in creaturas ab ipso – S.Th. I,13,3).
Suhrawardi, a Muslim philosopher from the 12th century believes that the
world is identical to God’s knowledge of the world and that our search for
knowledge of the world therefore results in our human grasp of God’s
knowledge of the world (cf. Bakar 1999:7-8). This view closely appro-
ximates the Scholastic distinction between ideas “ante rem” and “in re” men-
tioned below.

We have to realize that the emphasis is upon what is supposed to “pre-
exist” within the “essence” of God. What we consider good in creatures “pre-
exist” in God, albeit in a superior and alternative way: 

Cum igitur dicitur: Deus est bonus; non est sensus: id, quod bonita-
tem dicimus in creaturis, praeexistit in Deo: et hoc quidem secun-
dem modum altiorem (S.Th. I,13,2).4

Similary the Quran also asserts that cosmic unity is a clear proof of
“Divine Unity” (cf. Bakar 1999:2).

It is known that the translation of Greek works into Syriac took place
already during the 3rd and 4th centuries and that eventually those works
were also translated into Arabic. Confusion about some (neo-)Platonic works
translated into the Arab language during the 6th, 7th, 8th and 9th centuries,
erroneously attributed to Aristotle, caused a neo-Platonic interpretation of
the works of Aristotle. What was designated as the Theology of Aristotle in
the first half of the 9th century, for example, was merely the compilation of
sections from the Enneads of Plotinus.5

4 Medieval scholastic metaphysics transposed Plato’s ideas into the “Divine Mind”,
antecedent to creation (“ante rem”); it accommodated Aristotle’s view of the uni-
versal substantial forms of things as the universals within entities (“in re”); and it
also accepted universals within the human mind (concepts or words) (“post rem”).

5 Similarly, a work of Prolcus, known as Liber de Causis, was also attributed to
Aristotle (see Copleston 1966:188).
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3. AT THE CROSSROADS OF MODERNITY
The intellectual movement known as late scholastic nominalism not only
challenged the authority of the pope and the church since during the Re-
naissance it also opened up new vistas. It explored the possibilities of intel-
lectual pursuits as an infinite task — thus continuing views advanced by
thinkers such as Nicholas of Cusa, Giordano Bruno and eventually Galileo,
Descartes and Newton.

We have noted that up to this point Western culture constantly wrestled
with the emphasis on the state as all-encompassing form of life capable of
providing for all the human needs, thus emerging as a totalitarian institu-
tion. Both Plato and Aristotle adhered to such a totalitarian conception.
They sacrificed all non-political dimensions of society to the concerns of the
body politic — whether viewed as fitted in a strict “estate-order” (Plato), or
whether society as a whole is dissolved in the Greek polis as highest totality.
The state is considered to be the perfect community. In it human beings can
find whatever they need for their full existence. As a “political animal” the
human being has an inherent natural drive towards the formation of the
state (cf. Aristotle Politica, 1253). It turned out that both Augustine and
Thomas Aquinas continued this totalitarian conception, merely substitut-
ing the state with the church. Given the overarching position of the church
during the high Middle Ages it is understandable that both the state and
the university seriously wanted to liberate themselves from church domi-
nation.

4. THE ALL-PERVASIVE ROLE OF MODERN
NOMINALISM

What were the effects of the rise of modern nominalism?

John the Scott and William of Ockham rejected the entire realistic
metaphysics by denying any universality outside the human mind. They
objected to the notion inspired by Greek philosophy, namely that there are
eternal ideas (forms) within the Divine Mind which are copied in creatures.
The so-called primacy of the intellect was substituted with the primacy of
the will — the despotic arbitrariness of God could just as well have ordained
an egoistic morality in stead of one of neighbourly love. Universality is only
found within the human mind where a universal concept or word operates
as the substitute for the true multiplicity of entities outside the human
mind. These entities are strictly individual.





178

Strauss Christianity and Islam 

the rise of the modern natural sciences. The latter therefore actually developed
on the basis of the secularisation of the Christian understanding of freedom.
Within this new science-ideal the on-going emphasis on the acknowledge-
ment of natural laws still echoes an element of continuity with the Christian
legacy, but soon it turned out that modern nominalism made it impossible
to remain faithful to the idea of ontic laws.

While Plato stumbled upon the laws for creatures (and speculatively
transposed them into his transcendent realm of ideas),7 Aristotle, started from
the purely individual nature of his primary substance. But then (in order to
safeguard the possibility of conceptual knowledge) he had to introduce the
secondary substance as the universal substantial form of entities. Plato therefore
gained an insight in the order for the existence of entities, the universal con-
ditions making the existence of something possible. Aristotle explored the
meaning of the orderliness of entities, such as the houseness of this house. In
being this or that an entity, in a universal way, shows that it is subjected to
the universal conditions (order for) its existence.

Medieval realistic metaphysics integrated this legacy into its under-
standing of the earlier mentioned assumption of the ideas in God’s mind
(ante rem) that are copied into created things (inhering in them as their uni-
versal forms — in re). Finally it claims that our knowledge of these forms
is based upon universal concepts within the human mind (post rem) — truth
originates from the match between our universal concepts and the universal
essential form of things (adequatio intellectus et rei).

The rise of early modern nominalism in fact rejected both the order for
and the orderliness of things. Outside the human mind no universality can be
found. This transformed factual reality (outside the human mind) into a
heap of chaos – a structureless multiplicity (such as the chaotic sensory im-
pressions in Kant’s epistemology). However, this vacancy was soon filled —
the motive of logical creation, already surfacing in the thought-experiment
that Hobbes portrays in his work on corporeal things,8 emerged in service
or elevating human understand to the level of law-giver.

7 Plato wrestled with the question concerning the possibility of knowledge if
everything is always changing (see his dialogue Cratylus). He correctly realised
that change is only possible on the basis of constancy. But in stead of reflecting on
the order for creatures he explored his own metaphysical world of transcendent
(static) ideal forms.

8 Hobbes attmpted to create order in the chaos by employing the basic concept
of a moving body.
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4.1 Totalitarian theories of the state
During the initial phase of the development of modern humanism it only
succeeded in producing totalitarian and absolutistic theories of the state. 

The basic question of humanist political theory at this preliminary stage
was the following: who possesses the highest power or competence in the
state? The French thinker, Jean Bodin, was the first to introduce the term
“sovereignty” in order to capture the governmental authority present within
the state. In opposition to Machiavelli, Bodin accepted that the government
was bound both to natural and divine law. He, therefore, supported the
classical principle of natural law, pacta sunt servanda, which states that con-
tracts should be respected and kept. Yet, the weak point of his theory is found
in his conviction that the state, as such, disposes of an absolute and original
competence to the formation of law within the boundaries of its territory.

4.2 Ambiguities in understanding the “sovereignty” of the
state — Bodin

This view must, of course, be assessed against the background of the rela-
tively undifferentiated medieval society, dominated by the Roman Catholic
Church as superstructure. The medieval guilds — artificially constructed
with the old Germanic sib as example — and the feudal manorial commu-
nities, which acquired various relations of super- and subordination (villae,
domaines), displayed a marked undifferentiated character. In none of the societal
forms of organisation is a centralised monopoly of the power of the sword
found. Against this background, it is understandable why Bodin would
have interpreted every original claim to the formation of law as a claim to
original sword power that would amount to a threat to the idea of the state
as a res publica (cf. Dooyeweerd 1951:87ff.; 1996-III;546ff.).

Within the undifferentiated structure of the late medieval “substruc-
ture” of society, governmental authority was still a commercial item, a res
in commercio. The sovereign lord disposed over it freely. When private per-
sons or corporations took hold of it, it formed part of their inviolable rights.
Governmental authority was in no way as yet seen as a public office, called to
serve the interests of the public (the res publica). It was particularly the all-
encompassing nature of the guild system that precluded the realisation of a
genuine state organisation.

However, the aim of Bodin’s theory of sovereignty was to create an
absolute monarchical power through the monopolisation of the power of
the sword. This central form of governmental authority would have had an
exclusive competence to the formation of positive law. What he did not real-
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correct to employ the term “republic” as designating this or that form of or-
ganisation of the state. By referring to the republican nature of the state, no
specific form of government ought to be envisaged. As was the case with the
former communist “people’s republics”, a state can be organised as a totali-
tarian and absolutist state (“power-state”; “Machtstaat”), or it may be organised
as a “just state” (“Rechtsstaat”), which is neither totalitarian nor absolutist.

5. CONCLUDING REMARK
During the Middle Ages both Christianity and the Islam were organised
into (relatively undifferentiated) empires. Both traditions significantly con-
tributed to the development of intellectual pursuits in many-sided ways.
However, after the Renaissance the rise of modern Humanism and Protest-
antism contributed to an increasing differentiation of modern Western so-
cieties resulting on the one hand in the rise of the modern constitutional
state and on the other in the emergence of the modern university as a
sphere-sovereign institution. The Protestant countries witnessed a process
of societal differentiation unparalleled in world history up to that time.
Although the more recent attempts of Islamic countries to benefit from the
fruits of the modern natural sciences inspired them to introduce the teaching
of the natural sciences within the Muslim world, these countries did not
succeed in benefiting from the significant transformation of the medieval
empires into modern democratic states. Since the Muslim world is still
embedded in the relatively undifferentiated embrace of a societal setting
guided and integrated by the Muslim faith it did not succeed as yet to tran-
scend the inherent limitations entailed in a typical empire in the classical
sense of the word.

If the interaction between the West and the Islamic world can con-
tribute to a significant process of societal differentiation the positive scope
of democratic states — public legal institutions under the rule of law —
may render an important service to the improvement of the relations between
the Islam and the rest of the world.
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