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Al-Farabi’s Political Orientation and the Antitheses of
the Virtuous City

Abstract:

Al-Farabi remained a theoretical philosopher in his political
ideas, appearing detached from the practical realities of political
life. He believed that whoever attains the acquired intellect—
enabling connection with the Active Intellect—possesses the
essential qualifications not only to lead the city but also to educate,
guide, and direct its people toward the path that ensures their
ultimate happiness. Al-Farabi’s political and social thought was
influenced by both Plato and Aristotle; however, he did not merely
imitate them. His theory of happiness seems to be derived in its
essence from Aristotle’s views, and his conception of political
science (the civil science) was inspired by Aristotelian ideas,
particularly the assertion that political science must study the ideal

city.

Through his intellectual vision of the Virtuous City, Al-
Farabi viewed ethics as a practical science—one that depends on
practicing virtuous deeds and following righteous examples to
acquire moral habits. Every human being, according to him,
possesses the capacity for good but develops it through action and
habituation. Likewise, Al-Farabi considered individual ethics
subordinate to civil activity—that is, to political science—implying
that individual behavior stems from social behavior. Thus, there is
a strong link between his ethical theory and his political theory,
since happiness is both the goal of the individual and the goal of
civic society. Al-Farabi also examined the necessity of human
association, which manifests in material sustenance and moral
perfection. He followed Aristotle in this regard, adopting his
fundamental principle that man is by nature a political (social)
being. He was also influenced by Plato’s idealism, particularly the
call to establish a perfect society represented in 7he Republic.
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In his book “The People of the Virtuous City”, Al-
Farabi addresses crucial issues such as the nature of human
association, the origin of society and the state, the classification of
human communities, the foundations of the virtuous city, and the
qualities of its ruler. The study of Al-Farabi’s social philosophy
therefore encompasses several interrelated themes, including the
essence of human association, his methodological approach, the
distinctive features of the virtuous city, and the attributes of
leadership as conceived by Al-Farabi. These dimensions
collectively reflect his endeavor to integrate ethics, politics, and
metaphysics into a coherent vision of human perfection and civic
harmony. Furthermore, Al-Farabi’s concept of absolute happiness
profoundly shaped his philosophy of society. A community, he
argued, can be considered virtuous only if cooperation among its
members 1s directed toward achieving humanity’s ultimate end—
preparing its members to attain individual happiness.

Al-Farabi held that man is social by nature, always inclined
to live in groups to attain happiness in both this life and the
hereafter. From this natural tendency arise various human
communities. Yet the question remains: which of these
communities is capable of realizing human perfection? Al-Farabi
classified societies into complete and incomplete ones. I agree with
Al-Farabi that man is naturally social; however, solitude and
introversion cannot be ignored, for some individuals prefer
isolation rather than living among groups.

Keywords: Al-Farabi, Virtuous City, Civil Politics, Democracy,
Thought.
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