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Abstract

This article examines the Greek roots of Al-Farabi’s political
thought concerning the concept of the Virtuous City and
aims to explain and analyze the influence of Plato and
Aristotle’s political ideas on Al-Farabi. The research method
is theoretical in terms of its objective and library-based in
terms of data collection. In this study, one of the most
important issues in Al-Farabi’s political philosophy—the
Virtuous City—is first explained and analyzed, and then its
roots in the thought of Plato and Aristotle are traced. The
findings indicate that although Al-Farabi is often described
as a Platonist, in this regard he was actually influenced by
Avristotle. The only similarity between Al-Farabi’s Virtuous
City and Plato’s lies in the notion of the philosopher-king or
ruler-philosopher. However, the Platonic philosopher is one
who perceives the world of Ideas, while according to Al-
Farabi, the world of Ideas exists within God’s knowledge.
Therefore, Al-Farabi’s Virtuous City cannot be equated with
Plato’s, and thus his conception of the Virtuous City either
originates from his own intellectual framework or from
another source.

Keywords: City, Virtuous City, Plato, Al-Farabi, Political
Thought
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The intellectual heritage of Al-Farabi holds a

prominent place within the broader framework of
Islamic political philosophy, yet the roots and
influences shaping his conception of the Virtuous
City (al-Madina al-Fadila) remain a subject of
scholarly debate. This study embarks on a critical
exploration of the Greek underpinnings of Al-
Farabi’s political thought, specifically
interrogating the extent to which Plato and
Aristotle influenced his conceptualization. The
inquiry emerges from the recurring tendency in the
literature to label Al-Farabi as a Platonist, a view
which demands reevaluation in light of the nuanced
differences between the two thinkers. From the
outset, it is evident that while Plato presents the city
as an aggregation of individuals bound together
primarily by material needs and the division of
labor, Al-Farabi frames the city as a teleological
structure aimed at achieving ultimate happiness
(sa‘ada) and spiritual perfection through
cooperative living (Farabi, 1967b; Plato, 2000).
Al-Farabi’s approach resonates more with
Aristotle’s notion of man as a naturally political
animal (zoon politikon) and the polis as the
culmination of natural associations (Aristotle,
2007). This divergence from Plato underscores that
while Al-Farabi may have borrowed the motif of
the philosopher-king, his philosophical premises
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and metaphysical commitments markedly align
with Aristotelian teleology rather than Platonic
idealism.

The comparative framework reveals that for Plato,
the establishment of the city originates from the
insufficiency of the individual to meet his own
needs, which necessitates collaboration in the
production of goods, trade, and defense (Plato,
2000). In contrast, Al-Farabi asserts that human
sociability springs from innate disposition (fitra)
and natural instinct (ghariza), arguing that humans
are born with internal drives compelling them
toward cooperative life (Farabi, 1992, 2024).
While Plato frames the city as an artificial
arrangement driven by expedience, Al-Farabi
considers it a natural and necessary environment
for achieving both bodily survival and intellectual-
spiritual flourishing (Farabi, 1967a, 1967b).
Aristotle similarly emphasizes that the polis is a
natural entity existing for the sake of the highest
good and precedes the individual in nature and
purpose (Alem, 2004). This fundamental contrast
shows that Al-Farabi’s political anthropology is
constructed upon Aristotelian naturalism rather
than Platonic conventionalism. The implication is
that the oft-repeated label of Al-Farabi as a
Platonist obscures the deeper Aristotelian
architecture underpinning his vision of the Virtuous
City.
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A further axis of divergence concerns the
epistemological grounding of rulership and the
nature of the philosopher-king. Plato’s
philosopher-king is one who ascends from the cave
of sensory illusions to the vision of the eternal
Forms (eid€), acquiring knowledge of immutable
truths through intellectual illumination (Plato,
2000). In contrast, Al-Farabi rejects the
independent ontological status of Platonic Forms
and instead locates the archetypes of all beings as
conceptual forms within the divine intellect
(Halabi, 2013). This theological reinterpretation
transforms the basis of knowledge from
contemplation of transcendent entities to reception
from the Active Intellect, which emanates
knowledge into the prepared soul of the perfect
ruler (Farabi, 1946, 1991). Consequently, while
Plato grounds political authority in epistemic
ascent to metaphysical realities, Al-Farabi grounds
it in prophetic-like inspiration and intellectual
illumination from a divine source. This difference
carries profound implications: for Al-Farabi, the
philosopher-king is not merely an intellectual elite
but a divinely aided legislator who mirrors the
order of the cosmos within the political order,
thereby fusing metaphysics, prophecy, and
governance in a manner absent in Plato’s Republic.
This sharp epistemic and metaphysical divergence
further erodes the assumption of Al-Farabi’s
Platonism.

Structurally, Plato’s ideal city stratifies society into
three classes—rulers, auxiliaries (guardians), and
producers—based on innate metal-like natures
(gold, silver, bronze), prescribing communal
property, collective childrearing, and rigorous
censorship for the ruling classes to prevent
corruption (Plato, 2000). By contrast, Al-Farabi
delineates a more functionally diverse hierarchy of
five classes: the virtuous (philosophers and sages),
the orators (poets, preachers, writers), the
estimators (accountants, physicians, engineers), the
defenders, and the providers (farmers, merchants,
craftsmen), with an additional category of internal
opponents who, though residing in the city,
obstruct its perfection (Farabi, 1967b, 1992). This
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typology underscores Al-Farabi’s emphasis on
organic interdependence modeled after the human
body, where the ruler is like the heart,
indispensable for the vitality of the whole (Davari
Ardakani, 2013; Farabi, 1991). While Plato
envisions rigid hereditary stratification, Al-Farabi
allows for merit-based mobility insofar as
individuals embody the virtues and competences
befitting their station. Moreover, Al-Farabi insists
on the ruler’s possession of twelve qualities—
including physical health, intellect, eloquence, love
of learning, asceticism, justice, courage, and
resolute will—as prerequisites for governance
(Farabi, 1967a, 1991). Such criteria, absent in
Plato’s system, further demonstrate the ethical-
personalist dimension of Al-Farabi’s political
theory.

Another pivotal distinction lies in their teleological
orientation. Plato conceives justice as the
harmonious performance of each class’s function
within the city, ensuring that reason rules over
spirit and appetite in both the soul and the state
(Plato, 2000). Al-Farabi, while accepting the
analogy between city and soul, embeds this
harmony within a broader metaphysical narrative
where the city reflects the cosmic hierarchy and
aims at the attainment of ultimate happiness
(sa‘ada) as the perfection of the rational soul
(Farabi, 1967a). He portrays the Virtuous City as a
microcosm of the cosmos governed by divine law,
with the first ruler receiving legislation through the
Active Intellect in a manner analogous to prophetic
revelation (Farabi, 1992). This sacralization of
political order marks a clear departure from Plato’s
secular rationalism. Additionally, Aristotle’s
conception of politics as the architectonic science
aimed at cultivating virtue and the highest good
(Alem, 2004) resonates far more closely with Al-
Farabi’s vision than Plato’s materialist
functionalism. Thus, the ethical-teleological
orientation of Al-Farabi’s city aligns with Aristotle,
not Plato, further discrediting the simplistic label of
Platonism.

A final dimension of the comparison pertains to
their respective views on law and governance
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continuity. Plato grants rulers broad discretionary
powers to lie or manipulate for the sake of the city’s
welfare, holding that laws are secondary to the
wisdom of the philosopher-king (Plato, 2000). Al-
Farabi, in contrast, embeds the city’s laws within
an immutable cosmic order, asserting that the first
ruler legislates based on truths emanated from the
Active Intellect and that subsequent rulers merely
preserve, adapt, or abrogate laws according to
circumstances while upholding their divine intent
(Farabi, 1992). This doctrinal view likens the ruler
to the divine First Cause, sustaining the city’s
existence as the heart sustains the body (Farabi,
1967b, 1991). Such sacral legalism stands in
tension with Plato’s pragmatic instrumentalism
regarding law. Furthermore, Al-Farabi delineates
multiple forms of leadership—first ruler, similar
ruler, and traditional ruler—providing mechanisms
of succession that preserve the city’s order even if
no single individual embodies all ideal traits
(Farabi, 1991, 1992). This institutional adaptability
contrasts sharply with Plato’s reliance on the rare
convergence of philosophical genius and political
power, underscoring the distinctively Aristotelian
pragmatism infusing Al-Farabi’s system.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that the
frequent characterization of Al-Farabi as a Platonist
in his theory of the Virtuous City is untenable.
Beyond the superficial parallel of endorsing a
philosopher-king, their frameworks diverge on
fundamental grounds: the origin and purpose of the
city, the source of political authority, the structure
and mobility of classes, the teleological orientation
toward happiness, and the role of law and
succession. Al-Farabi’s city is not an echo of
Plato’s Republic but a distinct synthesis of
Aristotle’s naturalism, Islamic metaphysics, and
original philosophical insight. While Plato situates
political order in the rational apprehension of
transcendent Forms, Al-Farabi anchors it in the
divinely ordained pursuit of human perfection
through a hierarchically ordered and law-bound
community. This fundamental divergence calls for
abandoning the reductive label of Platonism and
recognizing Al-Farabi as an independent thinker
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whose political philosophy, though dialoguing with
Greek predecessors, ultimately transcends them in
its integration of metaphysics, ethics, and
governance into a coherent vision of the Virtuous
City.
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