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Translators’ Introduction

Before starting Abu Nasr al-Farabf’s text, we would like to say that Chatles But-
terworth, in The Political Writings, published his English translation of this trea-
tise by al-Farabi in 2001. We have examined that translation, and, in several pla-
ces, refer in the notes to certain lexical differences. However, producing a new
translation of this Farabian work remains important: the treatise is one of al-
Farab?’s most foundational works on politics, civil science, and practical philo-
sophy, a work that his later political writings are built upon as it presents his
doctrines in a concise form, while the other treatises elaborate upon the concise
principles set forth here. Moreover, retranslating this work enables a renewed
engagement with the text and a fresh philosophical reading grounded in careful
lexical precision, something that can mark a further step in the advancement of
Farabian studies. At the same time, we have several criticisms of the previous
translation.

Butterworth’s translation, with its linguistic accuracy and stylistic fluency, is
an acceptable one that conveys to the reader most of the meanings employed
by al-Farabi. However, from the perspective of Farabian scholarship, several
conceptual criticisms may be raised. Some key concepts have been rendered
into terms that carry predominantly modern, and even Christian, semantic con-
notations, while the Iranian and Islamic context embedded in al-Farabi’s vocab-
ulary ought to be taken into account. For example, Butterworth renders wzma
as “nation.” However, the meaning of wzma is broader than that of nation and
typically refers to a religious community. This is precisely why z/la in al-Fara-
bT’s terminology, and even in the language of other early Muslim thinkers,
means religion rather than nation. Therefore, it is preferable to translate wmma
as “big community” or “religious big community.” This choice also allows us
to grasp more clearly the distinction between pre-modern forms of community
and the modern nation-state. Furthermore, in some passages, the neutral tone
of the translation fails to convey the Neoplatonic and metaphysical weight of
this Farabian text, written within the context of the Iranian and Islamic tradi-
tion. For these reasons, another translation of this text is needed.



Book of Religion

Abstract

Kitab al-Milla is the title of one of Abu Nasr al-Farabi’s short essays on politics
and civil science. Nonetheless, in this treatise, as in his other treatises on politics
such as a/-Siyasat al-Madaniyya (The Political Regime) and Ara’ Abl al-Madina al-F-
dila (On the Perfect State), al-Farabi discusses theoretical philosophy before begin-
ning the civil and political discussions. In The Book of Religion, also, al-Farabi sets
out the subjects of theoretical philosophy and practical philosophy first, in
brief; these theoretical discussions serve as the foundation of practical, civil,
and political discussions. The significance of this essay: it may be regarded as
the basis of al-Farabi’s civil philosophy, and his other civil and political treatises
are shaped in accordance with it; in other words, al-Farabi’s other political
works are the elaborated form of this one. We have added section titles to help
orient the reader.

(1) Rulers

eligion (Milla)' is considered to be the doctrines and actions governed by

specific rules set by the First Ruler (a/Ra’is al-Awwal)* for a community.

His goal in establishing such rules is to achieve a particular purpose or
desire by way of the community or the people under rule. This community
could be a city, a region, a tribe, a big community (a/-ummabh), or a group of big
communities.’ The First Ruler is virtuous, and his leadership (a/-7 dsa)* is direc-
ted towards virtue.” In this case, the rulet’s goal in restricting doctrines is that
he and everyone under his leadership achieve everlasting and ultimate happi-
ness, which is the only true happiness. Therefore, this religion is considered a
virtuous one.

However, suppose the leader’s rule is ignorance (Jabilzyyah). In that case, his
doctrine’s goal is to fulfill the pursuits of ignorance, material desires, including
essentials such as health, as well as hedonistic pleasure, glory, power, and domi-
nation. Moreover, only the ruler’s happiness counts, while subjects are seen as
tools to accomplish such. The ruler’s intention may be to attain certain goods
for himself and for the people; such a ruler is the most virtuous character am-
ong the ignorant. However, when leadership arises from misguidance, he enters
an illusory domain and is perceived as both wise and virtuous. His subjects
form this error, believing he aims for ultimate happiness, which is not the case.
If the ruler’s leadership is considered deliberate deception, intentional decep-
tion, his subjects may remain unaware; people will still assume him to be just
and wise. He professes to rule them and himself with the aim of ultimate happi-
ness, though, in actuality, he seeks to achieve worldly benefits for himself
through his subjects.

The noble ruler who is virtuous governs based on divine revelation.® How-
ever, the doctrines and actions shaping the virtuous religion are rooted in two
ways, either in one alone or in both together: revealed formulated doctrine and
the power of the revealer and revelation. At the same time, parts of religion are
received directly, while others are divinely dictated. The process by which hu-
mans receive divine revelation has already been established and clarified within

38 Janus Unbound: Journal of Critical Studies
E-ISSN: 2564-2154
5(2) 37-54
© Mohamad Mahdi Davar and Mohammad Fakih, 2026



al-Farabi

theoretical philosophy, including the way this process awakens in the individual
the capacity that flows from both the revealer and his act of revelation.

(2) Opinion
Theories and principles that exist in the virtuous community are either theoreti-
cal or voluntary opinions. What we call theoretical opinions concern:

* God, angels, spiritual beings, and beings near to God, and their acts;

* existence of the world and the parts of being, and the ranks of those
parts;

* the manner in which the first parts of being come into being;

* explanation of how those bodies become the principles for other bo-
dies, and for the ranks of bodies;

* connection of the things of the world with one another;

* explanation of justice;

* explanation of how beings are connected with the truth, and with spi-
ritual beings;

* explanation of the existence of the human being and the acquiring of
the human soul,;

* explanation of the intellect and its place in being, and its relation to
God, and to spiritual beings;

* explanation of what pertains to prophethood;

* discussion of how revelation occurs; and

* death, the life of the hereafter, the felicity of the righteous, and the
wretchedness of vile individuals.

The second part, i.e., what we call voluntary opinions, consists of accounts of
the good qualities and actions of the prophets, kings, leaders, and zwams of the
past, and the description of their lives and their communities. Likewise, the
stories of ignorant kings and leaders of the past who dominated their communi-
ties are presented, and their evil actions are also described, including in what
qualities they shared and toward what [worldly] and otherworldly end their own
fate and the fate of their communities proceeded. The qualities of the good ru-
lers of the present are also described, and in what respects they share with their
predecessors and which good actions are specific to them. Similarly, it discusses
the qualities of the rulers of misguidance who exist now, and in which qualities
and in what things they share with those before them, and which actions are
specific to them, and toward what end their fate will proceed. The qualities that
exist in communities, including kings, rulers, servants, and all ranks, are examin-
ed in this part. The relations of individuals and the subordination of some to
others are also counted among the opinions of the community.

(3) Regulation of Thoughts and Actions

Regarding actions, the most common are those deeds through which God is
exalted. Next are those involving spiritual beings and angels that are revered,
along with prophets, virtuous kings, zzams,” and leaders who are honored. Con-
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versely, ignoble kings, wicked leaders, and zzams of misguidance are vilified.
On this basis, we may anticipate the ideas by which virtuous kings, rulers, and
guiding zzams are praised today, while others are dishonored. Accordingly, the
regulation of thoughts and actions is set, by which the interconnection among
the society’s inhabitants is designed: whether concerning a person’s desire to
act or what to do in cooperation with others, or the virtuous aspects of fairness
and justice throughout all parts of our actions. Hence, this forms the compre-
hensive structure that shapes the virtuous religion.

(4) Law and Doctrine

Religion and faith (a/-Din)® ate represented as synonymous terms, as law (Sha-
7i‘ah) and tradition (Sunnah)’ are often interconnected with one another." These
latter terms, however, particularly refer to thoughts and actions forming reli-
gion. It is, still, possible to apply Shari‘ah to specified doctrines and principles,
including that of Shari‘ah (law, especially religious law), Millah (religion), and
Din (religion and faith), which all form synonymous designations. The religious
structure, therefore, consists of two main components: beliefs and the regula-
tion of actions. The first, known as doctrinal content, consists of two main
streams. Doctrine can refer to the actual thing itself, where it is expressed by
its exact name, or it can be expressed by an image representing the concept,
which is identified by the name of likeness. Doctrines identified within a vir-
tuous religion are either expressed as the truth itself or they indirectly represent
it. In addition, truth forms the basis of human beings’ ability to attain certainty,
either immediately through our first knowledge or through demonstrative
proof. Fundamentally, any religion whose followers cannot attain its doctrines,
neither by themselves nor through demonstration, and which does not repre-
sent things symbolically that can be known by certainty, is a misguided religion
(Millah Dallah)."

(5) Virtuous Religion and Philosophy

Virtuous religion is similar to philosophy. And philosophy is either theoretical
or practical. Theoretical philosophy is the kind of philosophy that a human
being comes to know but is not able to act upon, whereas practical philosophy
is that in which action is possible. This is exactly like religion, which possesses
two parts: beliefs and actions. The principles of the practical part of religion are
established and outlined in practical philosophy. What is established in practical
philosophy consists of principles that possess restricted conditions. Thus, those
restricted matters are more specific than the absolute matters that lack condi-
tions. For example, “a writing human” is more specific than “a human”. There-
fore, all virtuous laws and statutes belong to practical philosophy, while the de-
monstrative proofs of the theoretical opinions of the religion lie within theore-
tical philosophy and are counted among the presupposed principles of religion.
On this basis, the parts of religion are counted as parts of philosophy. If some-
thing is a part of, or subordinate to, a science, it is so in one of two ways: either
its demonstrations have been established in another science, or a higher science
has set down the principles and has entrusted the branches to the lower science.

40 Janus Unbound: Journal of Critical Studies
E-ISSN: 2564-2154
5(2) 37-54
© Mohamad Mahdi Davar and Mohammad Fakih, 2026



al-Farabi

Practical philosophy, which is part of philosophy, provides the causes and the
universal conditions that determine and specify actions, i.e., the cause and the
goal of the action. Demonstrative questions are also part of the philosophy that
undertakes the establishment of demonstrations, and on this basis, the proofs
of the virtuous religion are established within the theoretical part of philosophy.
For this reason, the task of governance in the virtuous religion is counted as
part of philosophy.

(6) Argument and Persuasion

Since dialectic or topics (al-Jadal) creates a strong opinion (Zann Qawi) as dem-
onstration (Burhan) provides certainty, and as rhetoric (Khitabah) yields persua-
sion in areas where demonstrative reasoning cannot be either appropriate or
feasible, and dialectic cannot be entirely applicable; and as virtuous religion is
not exclusively structured for scholars or those capable of apprehending dis-
course delivered purely in a philosophical manner, where it is directed toward
broader social communities, many that are naturally, or, as a result of occupa-
tion, do not possess the capacity for analyzing philosophical arguments, this
justifies how both dialectic and rhetoric play a significant role in the establish-
ment of virtuous religion. However, those who are raised by religious doctrines
and principles and are required to abstract their practices are not classified in
the intellectual category for understanding philosophical reasoning. On the
other hand, they are still capable of understanding commonly accepted opin-
ions (Mashhirai) and persuasive arguments (Mugni ‘al). In doing so, both dialec-
tic and rhetorical forms are significant instruments for justifying religious doc-
trines and principles within our social community. The religious beliefs, hence,
are considered credible and rationalized in the citizens’ souls. Moreover, these
instruments work to protect the religious doctrines from social threats, espe-
cially from those directed to undermine them through sophistic and subtle
means, or those seeking to mislead the believers. Hence, both dialectic and rhe-
toric seek to protect and defend religious convictions from oppositions and ar-
gumentations, rather than being purely directed toward reinforcing them.

(7) Scope of Legislation

The First Ruler may not always be capable of devising and comprehensively
determining all the necessary conditions. He may work on achieving most of
them. However, in certain cases, some actions that he justifies may be incom-
plete, lacking fundamental and necessary conditions. This may justify necessary
actions without prior determination. These omissions may occur for multiple
reasons, where, e.g., the First Ruler may be overtaken before being able to com-
plete the objective, which could be by death or warfare, or other obligations,
that may not allow him to apprehend possible scenarios. Furthermore, it is still
possible that the First Ruler does not consider legislative actions unless directed
and informed by sudden events. In such cases, he legislates the actions perfor-
med in these situations. On the other hand, it is significant to consider that not
all the contingencies take place during his lifetime, or within his city’s restric-
tions. Further, many possible situations could arise in the future, where they
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occur distinctly from his time and his country, requiring well-defined and inter-
preted actions, which he would not have legislated. Thus, the lawmaker focuses
only on actions that he knows to be significant: those actions that will allow
others to perform certain regulations, based on reason and analogy. By doing
so, he establishes an example and leaves the rest, believing that those who fol-
low his path will be able to legislate what is coming. Intentionally, and uniquely,
he may begin legislating those actions holding certain significance and capacity
to structure the city and the surrounding community. Following this way, he
works exclusively on the foundational laws and defers the others, reasoning
that he may have the chance to address them, or that others, whether in the
present or future, can apprehend them following his model.

(8) Change in Law

The ruler who assumes authority after the First Ruler’s death may also, like the
First Ruler, determine actions and establish laws and statutes, i.e., he may deter-
mine what is most fitting in his own time; and, indeed, were the earlier ruler
present, he would enact the very same measures. The new ruler may also alter
certain laws, not because a law was in error or because the First Ruler was mis-
taken, but because such an alteration is beneficial in the present time. Were the
First Ruler present at that same time, and were he to observe the circumstances,
he would implement these changes. The same applies to the ruler who comes
after the second ruler, i.e., the third and the fourth. They, too, may determine
certain actions in such a way that, were the earlier ruler present, he would make
the same determination.

(9) Jurisprudence

If one of those rulers, who is distinguished as a truth king, dies and is not fol-
lowed by someone sharing his qualities in all respects, then it becomes indispen-
sable to follow the authoritative beliefs of that predecessor without applying
alterations or modifications. Everything that the ruler attained must not change.
Regarding matters that require resolution but are not yet addressed by the pre-
decessor, such ought to be inferred from the provisions explicitly attained by
the First Ruler. Regarding these situations, it becomes significant to practice ju-
risprudence (figh), to enable an individual to infer the proper judgment for is-
sues that remain undefined by the lawgiver, relying on the foundational ruling
matters. Hence, the aim is to prove that any derivatives align with the lawgiver’s
purposes in instituting the religion for the legislated community. Moreover, this
interpretation cannot be attained where the principles and beliefs of religion
must be maintained, except by the virtuous person who embodies the virtues
expressed by that religion, and this person is known as the jurist (fagib).

(10) Division of Jurisprudence

Just as religion is divided into opinions and actions, so the formulation of these
opinions and actions is divided into these two parts. Therefore, one part of this
discipline deals with opinions, and another part deals with actions. The jurist,
with respect to actions, must be knowledgeable of everything that has been ex-
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plicitly stated concerning actions by the one who instituted the shari‘ah. This
explicit indication is either by his speech or by the act of the institutor of the
shari‘ah. And the act of the institutor of the shari‘ah carties the same force as
his speech. He should also know the statutes that existed at one time and were
altered at another. He must be familiar with the language addressed to the First
Ruler and should also know the linguistic usages of the people of his time. He
must know indications and metaphors to attain true meanings. He must know
what has been designated for what, and what is intended by the expression of
any given matter. He should possess sufficient acuity to distinguish well be-
tween homonymous terms, and to recognize particular and universal, restricted
and absolute, expressions. He must also recognize what is outwardly particular,
though universality is intended, and when the purpose of an expression of a
particular term is universal or absolute, in accordance with what appears from
its outward form. He must also know the habits and well-known conventions
of the people, what is ambiguous and what is divergent. And he must possess
the faculty to distinguish what is essential to a thing from what is not essential
to it.

These matters can only be attained through acuity and mastery of the disci-
pline of jurisprudence. What pertains to speech is understood only through
speech. And what has entered the shari‘ah through action is discovered through
observing or hearing that matter. Such discovery occurs for the jurist either be-
cause he lived in the time of the institutor, belonged to his companions, and
personally observed or heard the act, or because he attained it through reports.
These reports are either well-known and accepted opinion (washhir) or persua-
sive (mugni‘ah), and each of these is either written or unwritten. On the other
hand, the jurist, regarding opinions, must also master everything that the jurist
knows concerning actions. Jurisprudence regarding the practical matters of reli-
gion consists of those particulars whose universals have been established in civ-
il science or politics (a/- i al-madani) and is counted among the branches of ci-
vil and practical wisdom. Jurisprudence concerning the domain of beliefs also
consists of particulars whose universals have been established in theoretical
philosophy, therefore, that part belongs to theoretical philosophy.

(11) Civil Science and Happiness

Civil science'” starts by explaining the concept of happiness (Sa ‘ddah). It states
that happiness is classified into two main kinds: one is considered to be such
without truly being so, and the other is a genuine one. True happiness is that
which occurs for its own sake, not as a means for another thing. All other
things, however, act as a way of reaching this ultimate aim, which, once it is at-
tained, ends the quest. This true happiness is realized in the other life, or the
existence following this one; it is known as the ultimate happiness (a/-Sa ‘adab
al-Quswa).” By contrast, things that are commonly related to happiness, which
in reality are not, include wealth, material pleasures, honor, and other desires
that ordinary people (al-Jumbir)'* mistakenly classify as goods.
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(12) Civil Science Continued

Then, |[civil science, after discussing happiness,| discusses human actions (a/-
af al),” courses of life (al-siyan),' morality (al-akhliq),'” natural dispositions (a/-
shiyam),"® and voluntary habits (a/-malakat al-iradiyya)"” comprehensively.

(13) Cooperative Community

According to [civil science| these human actions cannot exist within a single
person; nor can a single person employ all of them. Rather, they can only be
used and manifested in actuality when they are distributed among a group of
people. When these actions are distributed across a community, it is not pos-
sible for the one to whom a certain type of task has been assigned to perform
or exercise it without being assisted by another person, to whom another type
of task has been entrusted; nor can that second person carry out what has been
assigned to him or her without the cooperation of a third person entrusted with
another type of task. Moreover, it is not impossible that among them there may
be someone who cannot perform the task assigned to him or her without being
assisted by several others, each of whom helps with the type of task assigned
to him or her. For example, the one who is entrusted with the task of farming
cannot complete his or her work without: the help of the carpenter, who pre-
pares for him or her the wooden part of the plow; the blacksmith, who forges
the iron part of the plow; and the ox-driver, who provides the oxen for plowing.
Human actions and habits cannot achieve their intended purpose unless their
various kinds are distributed among a large community, each individual pos-
sessing one or another [action or habit] in such a way that, through their collec-
tive actions and habits, the overall goal is completed by the community as a
whole, just as the organs of a human being cooperate through their respective
faculties to complete the function of the body as a whole. Therefore, such a
community should live together in proximity, in a single dwelling place. There
are several types of communities that live together in one habitation, some
being civic communities (jamdi‘a madaniyya),”’ non-civil communities (jamdi ‘a
ummiyya),”" and others.

(14) Flourishing Life

[Civil science]| then distinguishes the courses of life, morality, and habits, which,
when practiced in cities or big communities, make their dwellings flourish and
enable their inhabitants to attain good things in this worldly life, and ultimate
happiness in the afterlife, separating them from those that are not so. The ac-
tions, courses of life, morality, natural dispositions, and habits through which
ultimate happiness is attained are the only virtuous ones, the only truly good
ones, and the only truly beautiful ones. All others among the actions and habits,
though presumed to be goods, virtues, or beautiful things, are, in reality, evils.

(14A) Rulership and Politics
And [civil science | clarifies that what is meant to be distributed in the city, or
in the cities, or in a big community, or among big communities, so that it may
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be used in common, can only be achieved through rulership that secures those
actions and habits in the city or the big community, and strives to preserve
them among the people, so that they do not vanish or perish. And that ruler-
ship, through which those courses of life and habits are secured and preserved
among them, cannot exist except by a profession and craft, and a habit and
power, from which arise the actions by which [the courses of life and habits]
are secured and preserved among the people. And this profession is the profes-
sion of kingship, the royal profession (al-mihan al-malikiyya), or whatever one
wishes to call it in place of the name “kingship.” And politics is the activity of
this profession, i.e., the performing of the actions through which those courses
of life and those habits are established in the city and big community and pre-
served for them. This profession is made coherent only through knowledge of
all the actions by which the establishment is first achieved and preserved there-
after. And the rulership through which, in the city or big community, the cour-
ses of life and the habits by which ultimate happiness is attained are established
and preserved for them, is the virtuous rulership. And the royal profession by
which this rulership comes to be is the virtuous royal profession. And the poli-
tics that issues from this profession is the virtuous politics. And the city or big
community that follows this politics is the virtuous city and the virtuous com-
munity. And the human being who is a part of this city or big community is a
virtuous human being.

As for the rulership, the royal profession,” and the politics™ whose aim is
not the attainment of ultimate happiness, which is happiness in truth, but rather
the attainment of some good among the goods of this worldly life alone, i.e.,
those things that the multitude imagines to be goods: it is not virtuous. Rather,
it is called ignorant rulership,* ignorant politics, and an ignorant profession.
Indeed, it is not even called kingship, for kingship, according to the ancient
[sages], is only that which is based on a virtuous royal profession. And the city
or big community that follows the actions and dispositions established in it by
the ignorant rulership is called the ignorant city or the ignorant community.
And the human being who is a part of this city is called an ignorant human
being. These forms of rulership, cities, and big communities are divided into
many classes, and each one is named according to the aim it seeks among the
supposed goods. These goals are either pleasures, or honors, or wealth, or
something of that sort. And no one who is a part of the virtuous city may reside,
whether willingly or unwillingly, in an ignorant city. Such a person would be,
within that city, a foreign element, as an animal has, for example, a leg belonging
to another species inferior to it. The condition of someone who is a part of an
ignorant city, when he resides in a virtuous city, is similar: they are not, for ex-
ample, like an animal whose head is that of a superior species. This is why the
virtuous, who were compelled to dwell in ignorant cities due to the absence of
a virtuous city, have needed to emigrate to the virtuous city, whenever it hap-
pened to exist at some time.
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(14B) Virtuous Rule

Virtuous rulership (a/-ri dsa al-fadila) is of two kinds: a primary rulership (77 'dsa
ila)” and a subordinate rulership (7 dsa tibi‘a lil-ili).”* The ptimary governs the
city ot big community through virtuous courses of life (a/~siyar al-fadila) and vit-
tuous habits (al-malakdt al-fadila). The other follows it and imitates it, yet differs
from it in that it is separated from the virtuous courses of life and follows the
ignorant ones (a/-siyar al-jabiliyya). The one who governs by means of the former
rulership is the First Ruler, and the one who governs by means of the subordi-
nate rulership, which suffices with preserving the first rulership and the one
who governs by it, is called the ruler of the tradition (7a s al-sunna) and the king
of the tradition (malik al-sunna), and his rulership is the rulership of the tradition
(al-ri’dsa al-sunniyya).”” The royal profession of the primary virtuous rulership
(al-mihna al-malakiyya al-fadila al-nla) consists in knowing all the actions by which
the virtuous courses of life and virtuous habits (a/-malakat al-fadila) are estab-
lished and preserved in cities and big communities, maintaining and guarding
them from anything of the ignorant courses of life that may enter among them.
For all of that endangers the virtuous cities, just as, for example, in the medical
profession (mihnat al-tibb), health (al-sihha) is maintained in the human being
and preserved from diseases by knowing all the actions that sustain and protect
it and guard it from whatever may expose it to illness.

(14C) Physician’s Individual Attention

And the physician should make clear that opposites must be resisted by their
opposites. They should also know that heat is resisted by cold, and that bilious
fevers ought to be treated with barley water or tamarind water. And these three
are of varying degrees of generality. The most general is that opposites ought
to be resisted by their opposites. The most specific is that bilious fevers ought
to be treated with barley water. Our statement that heat is resisted by cold is
intermediate between the general and the specific. Except that when the physi-
cian treats, he treats only the bodies of individual persons, such as the body of
Zayd or the body of ‘Amr. It does not suffice, in treating Zayd’s bilious fever,”
to know of the principle that opposites ought to be resisted by their opposites,
nor the rule that bilious fevers ought to be treated with barley water, without
knowing, in Zayd's fever, something more specific than those things he knows
from the craft. He examines whether this bilious fever ought to be resisted with
barley water due to an abundance in his body of cold, moist things, or whether
the barley water corrects the humoral mixture so that it should not be left to
drain, and similar things. And if batley water ought to be administered, it is not
sufficient to know this as an absolute knowledge, without knowing how much
of it ought to be administered in quantity, the consistency, its thickness and
thinness, at what time of the day it ought to be administered, and in what condi-
tion Zayd, the fevered person, ought to be in for it to be administered. Thus,
the physician has estimated quantity, quality, and time, and they cannot estimate
such without observing the patient. Their estimation is according to what they
observe of the condition of this patient, who is Zayd. And this estimation can-
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not be derived from the medical books they studied and trained with, nor from
their ability to know the generalities and universal things established in medical
books, but rather by another power that arises from practicing the acts of medi-
cine on individual bodies one by one, and through prolonged observation of
the conditions of patients and the experience they gain over time from engage-
ment in treating and attending to persons.

Therefore, the perfect physician’s craft is only completed when they can
bring forth the acts arising from that craft by two powers: one is the ability to
know the universals, which are the parts of their craft in the absolute, and to
exhaust them so that nothing escapes them; and then the power that arises to
them from the prolonged acts of the craft on individual persons.

(14D) Intellect

And so it is with the case of the primary royal profession, for it encompasses
universal things. Yet it does not suffice to perform its acts merely by having
comprehended the knowledge of the universals and by one’s capacity for them,
without having another power through prolonged experience and observation,
by which one can determine the acts in their quantities, qualities, times, and all
other conditions by which acts can be measured. These conditions may pertain
either to a city, a community, or an individual, or according to a circumstance
that arises at a given time. For the acts of the royal profession pertain to particu-
lar cities, i.e., this city and that city, or this community and that community, or
this individual and that individual. The power by which a person can deduce
the conditions by which acts are determined, based on what he observes in as-
sembilies, city by city, group by group, or individual by individual, and according
to circumstances arising in a city, a community, or an individual, is what the an-
cients called intellect. And this power is not attained merely by knowing all the
universals of the profession and exhausting them, but rather through prolonged
experience with individuals.

(15) Science of Particulars

Civil science is that part of philosophy which is confined to examining actions,
courses of life, and habits, while the rest of philosophy examines universals and
gives their definitions. It also investigates how, by what means, and to what ex-
tent particulars should be determined, and by what means they should not be
determined, since estimation by actuality (b7’+fi /) pertains to another faculty be-
yond philosophy. Perhaps the conditions and accidents of this faculty are such
that estimation by actuality is infinite, unbounded. This science consists of two
parts. One part includes: the definition of happiness; what true happiness is;
what things are thought to be happiness; the enumeration of actions, courses
of life, natural dispositions, and habits whose nature it is to exist in cities and
communities; and it distinguishes the virtuous from the non-virtuous among
them. The second part includes the definition of those actions which render
the cities and their people virtuous and preserve the virtuous habits and actions
that maintain what has been established among them.
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(16) Diseases of Cities

[Civil science] then investigates the kinds of royal professions that are non-vir-
tuous and the number of their [rulerships], and it provides the descriptions of
the actions performed by each of those royal professions through which they
attain their purpose among the people of the cities under their authority. It
shows that those actions, courses of life, and habits which are non-virtuous are
the diseases of the virtuous cities, and that their courses of life and policies are
the diseases of the virtuous royal profession. As for the actions, courses of life,
and habits in the non-virtuous cities, they are the diseases of the virtuous cities.

(17) Corruption

[Civil science] then investigates the causes and factors by which, in most cases,
the virtuous rulerships and the courses of life of the virtuous cities are liable to
be transformed into non-virtuous ones, and it explains how these transforma-
tions into the non-virtuous occur. It also investigates and defines the actions
by which the virtuous cities and their policies are preserved from corruption
and prevented from turning into the non-virtuous, as well as the means by
which, if they have been transformed and have fallen ill, they may be restored
to their soundness.

(18) Intellection and Experience

The primary virtuous royal craft cannot have its actions accomplished perfectly
unless the universal principles of this art are known, by conjoining it with theo-
retical philosophy, and by adding to it intellection (a/-ta ‘agqul), the faculty at-
tained through experience that comes from long engagement with the actions
of craft in the individual cities, and big communities, and in each particular
group. This faculty is the capacity for accurately deriving the conditions by
which actions, courses of life, and habits are determined for each group, or
each city, or each big community, whether according to some short period of
time or some long, but limited, period, o, if possible, according to the general
temporal span. Determining them according to each state that occurs and each
circumstance that arises, in the city, or in the big community, or in the group.
This is what completes the primary virtuous royal craft.

As for the secondary one, whose rulership is traditional (sunniyabh), it does
not by nature require philosophy. The best and most excellent condition in the
virtuous cities and big communities is that their rulers, who succeed one an-
other through time, conform to the conditions of the First Ruler. [Civil science]
explains how one ought to act so that the kings who succeed one another be in
identical states of virtue, and what conditions must be examined in the chil-
dren of the kings of the city so that, if these conditions are found in one of
them, there may be hope that he will become a king in the same condition as
the First Ruler. It explains how [a new ruler] ought to be educated and brought
up, and through what discipline he ought to be trained until he becomes a king,
completely.

[Civil science] also explains that the kings whose rule is ignorant do not
need the universals of this craft nor philosophy; rather, each one of them may
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attain his purpose in the city through experience acquired in the kinds of actions
through which he reaches his intended aim among the supposed goods. If he
has an evil disposition, and is strong in achieving what he needs, determining
the actions he performs and the actions through which he employs the people
of the city, his craft (which makes him a ruler) is thus composed of things acq-
uired by experience, whether by his own experience or by the experience of
someone else who shares his aim among the kings, whose aim is the same as
his, and whom he imitates in this, or takes instruction from him; and he adds
to it what he himself has experienced, together with what he has derived
through his own natural disposition and cunning from the foundational prin-
ciples he attained through experience.

(19) Rank

[Civil science] then defines the ranks of the things that are in the world. In gen-
eral, the ranks of existents. It begins with the things that are most posterior in
relation to the parts of the world; those that have no rulership over anything at
all, and from which there issue only actions by which they serve, not actions by
which they exercise rulership. And from these it ascends to the things that rule
over them without any intermediary, which are the nearest of the things that
rule over them. And it recognizes their ranks with respect to rulership, i.e., what
those ranks are and the extent of their rulership. They do not yet possess comp-
lete rulership, and the natural dispositions and powers they have are not suffic-
ient for them to hold rulership by themselves, and to dispense with being ruled
by something else; rather, there must exist higher rulerships above them that
govern them. [Civil science| then ascends from [these dependent things] to the
nearest things that hold rulership over them, and it identifies their ranks in rul-
ership, what those ranks are, and the extent of their rulership. They also do not
yet possess complete rulership, and the natural dispositions and powers they
possess are not sufficient for them to hold rulership by themselves, and to dis-
pense with being ruled by something else; rather, there must exist higher ruler-
ships above them that govern them. Then [civil science] ascends from these
[intermediary things] to the nearest things that rule over them, and it identifies
their ranks in rulership, what those ranks are, and the measures of their ruler-
ship; they also are not complete, although they are more complete than the rul-
erships below them; and their natural powers and dispositions are still not suf-
ficient for their rulership to be by themselves so that they would have no ruler
at all; rather, it is necessary that above them exist other rulerships that govern
them. Then [civil science] ascends again to the nearest things that rule over
these as well, and it identifies concerning them what it identified concerning
the first ones.

[Civil science] continues ascending in this way from the things in lower
ranks to the things in higher ranks, that possess rulership more complete than
those below them; and thus, it ascends from the more perfect to the still more
perfect among existents. It identifies that whenever it ascends to a higher rank
and to an existent that is more perfect in-itself and more perfect in rulership, it
follows necessarily that the number of existents in that rank is fewer, and that
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each existent within it is more unified in-itself and less multiple. It also explains
that multiplicity in a thing and the unity by which it is one proceed accordingly.
[Civil science] continues ascending along the completion of this order from a
rank of rulership to a rank of rulership more complete than it until it arrives at
a rank in which there can be only a single existent, one in number and one with
respect to every mode of unity, and above which no rulership can exist. Rather,
the ruler that occupies that rank governs everything beneath it, and it is impos-
sible for anything else whatsoever to govern it or to be superior to it, and it rul-
es everything below it. It cannot possess deficiency in any respect whatsoever,
and there cannot be a perfection more complete than its perfection, nor an ex-
istence better than its existence; whereas everything beneath it has, in some res-
pect, deficiency, and the rank nearest to it is the most perfect of the ranks be-
neath its own.

(20) Service
And whenever things decline, the beings in each rank increase in number and
decrease in perfection, until they reach the lowest of beings, whose actions are
acts of service. And these lower beings are nothing more than remote in exis-
tence, and it is impossible for their actions to be acts of rulership at all. Also,
the First One, the One Most Primordial, of whom nothing can be more prior,
cannot have its action be an act of service at all. And each one of the intermed-
iates, which occupy the ranks below the First Ruler, has actions that, in relation
to those below them, are acts of rulership by which they serve the First Ruler.
[Civil science] also explains the concord and connection between things:
their order, the order of their actions, and their mutual support, such that, desp-
ite their multiplicity, they form a single entity through the power of the gover-
nance of that One and His influence upon all of them; according to His rank
and according to what is necessary for the being of that rank in existence, in
accordance with its natural capacity and what it is required to entrust to it in
terms of actions, whether serving, ruling, or both.

(21) Analogy to the Soul
Then [civil science] adopts the counterparts of this [hierarchy of the cosmos]
within the faculties of the human soul (a/guwa al-nafsaniyya al-insaniyya).

(22) Analogy to Organs

Then it also adopts these analogues in the human body’s organs.

(23) Adoption of Analogies
Then it adopts these analogies in the Virtuous City and considers the rank of
the First Ruler [in society] like the rank of God toward all beings in the cosmos.

(24) Service of Intermediary Ranks
Then [civil science] continues to descend through the ranks until it reaches the
classes of the inhabitants of the city whose actions are such that they cannot
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rule through them but only serve, and whose habits are such that they cannot
rule through them but only serve. The classes in the intermediate ranks perform
actions by which they rule those below them and serve those above them. The
closer a group is to the rank of the king, the more complete are their dispose-
tions and actions. Therefore, their leadership is more perfect, until the order
reaches the royal profession. This profession cannot be one through which a
person serves at all, but rather it is a profession and a disposition through which
one only rules.

(25) Rule without Service

[Civil science] then begins thereafter to ascend from the lowest ranks, which
are the ranks of service (waratib al-khidma), to the next higher ranks of leader-
ship. It continues to ascend, in discourse and description, from a lower rank to
a higher one until one reaches the rank of the ruler of the city (walik al-madina),
who rules but does not serve.

(26) The Faithful and the Exalted

Then |[civil science] ascends from that rank to the rank of the ruler of the Vir-
tuous City and the First Ruler of spiritual beings, who is designated as the Faith-
tul Spirit (Gabriel). It is through him that God (the Exalted) communicates
with the First Ruler of the city, so that he may contemplate his own rank and
determine which rank it is among the ranks of the spiritual beings.

(27) World Governance

[Civil science] then continues thus to ascend in its definition until it arrives at
God (exalted be His praise). And it sets out how revelation descends from Him,
rank by rank, to the First Ruler; and how the First Ruler governs the city, or
the big community, and the big communities, by means of the revelation from
God (the Exalted). Governance likewise proceeds from the First Ruler to every
division of the city, also in ordered sequence, until it reaches the final divisions.
And [civil science] explains this by showing that God (the Exalted) is also the
governor of the Virtuous City just as He is the governor of the world; and that
His governance of the world is in one manner, while His governance of the
Virtuous City is in another manner, yet there is a proportion between the two
kinds of governance, and a proportion between the parts of the world and the
parts of the Virtuous City or the virtuous community. And it further shows
that there must also be concord, connection, order, and mutual support in
actions among the parts of the virtuous community; and that just as the con-
cord, connection, order, and mutual support in actions found in the parts of
the world arise from the natural dispositions they possess, so too there must be
their corresponding counterparts in the divisions of the virtuous community
arising from the voluntary dispositions and virtues they possess. And just as
the Governor of the world has placed within the parts of the world natural dis-
positions through which they come to be in concord, order, connection, and
mutual support in actions, so that, despite their multiplicity and the multiplicity
of their actions, they become a single thing performing a single act for a single
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end, so too must the Governor of the big community establish and imprint
within the souls of the divisions of the community and the city, voluntary dis-
positions and qualities that impel them toward that mutual concord, connec-
tion, and mutual support in actions, until the community, and the communities,
despite the multiplicity of their divisions, the differences of their ranks, and the
multiplicity of their actions, become a single thing performing a single act, by
which it attains a single end. And something analogous to this becomes clear
to one who reflects on the members of the human body.

And just as the Governor of the world has given to the world and its parts,
along with the natures and innate dispositions He has implanted in them, other
things by which the existence of the world and its divisions is preserved and
maintained in accordance with the way He originally fashioned them for a very
long duration, so too must the Governor of the virtuous nation act. For he
must not restrict himself to the virtuous dispositions and voluntary qualities
that he imprints in their souls, so that they may come to concord, connection,
and mutual support in actions, without also providing, together with these,
other things through which their preservation and continued steadfastness in
the virtues and goods he implanted in them from the outset may be sought.
And in sum, he ought to take God (the Exalted) as his model and follow the
traces of the governance of the Governor of the world in what He has given
to the various kinds of beings, and in what He has ordered for them, the innate
dispositions, natural constitutions, and natural qualities He has placed and im-
planted in them, so that natural goods may be perfected for each class of beings,
according to its rank, and for the totality of beings as well. Thus, he must like-
wise establish in the cities and nations their counterparts, of crafts and volun-
tary dispositions and voluntary qualities, so that voluntary goods may, in turn,
be completed for each of the cities and communities, according to its rank and
its worthiness, so that by means of this the groups of communities and cities
may attain happiness in this life and in the life to come (other worldly life). And
for this reason, it is also necessary that the First Ruler of the Virtuous City
should have fully comprehended theoretical philosophy, for it is not possible
to grasp anything of what is in the world of God’s (the Exalted’s) governance
and to model oneself upon it except through that. And it becomes clear, in con-
junction with this, that all of this can only be realized in cities that form a com-
mon community, in which their views, beliefs, and actions are shared, and in
which their divisions come to concord, are connected, and ordered; and in that
case, their actions mutually reinforce and cooperate until they achieve the inten-
ded end, which is ultimate happiness.
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Notes

1. “Milla” (da)V), or religion, in this sense, is more than just “faith,” as it
refers to a comprehensive system of doctrines, laws, beliefs, and prac-
tices for ordering a community or communities. Furthermore, it reflects
a fusion of political rule and religious guidance in al-Farabt’s political
philosophy and theology (regarding the term “political theology” see
Belo (2021)). In addition, it seems that “Milla” in al-Farab1’s philosophy
refers to a religious community having divine law based on revelation.

2. In al-Farabi’s view, the Prophet is the First Ruler (“Ag/ a/-Fa"al), be-
cause the Prophet is able to receive revelation from the Active Intellect
as a main source of law (see al-Farabi 2001, 69).

3. In Butterworth’s (2001) translation, “ummah” is translated as “nation”.
Although “nation” is not an inappropriate rendering, it should be noted
that the term “nation”, in the modern period, signifies a “nation-state”.
“Millah” in Arabic and even in the contemporary Persian was used in
the pre-modern Islamic context to mean “religion,” referring to a reli-
gious community. In this text of al-Farabi, “ummah” designates the
large religious community. For this reason, we have used “big com-
munity” in our translation.

4. The use of masculine pronouns for the First Ruler in al-Farabf’s texts
is because by the First Ruler is meant the Prophet, and the Prophet is
male. Nevertheless, most of the attributes al-Farabf’s assigns to the suc-
cessors of the First Ruler are not gender-specific, and therefore it ap-
pears that the rulers of the Virtuous City after the First Ruler are not
restricted to any particular gender.

5. Virtue here is connected to wisdom (hikmah) and knowledge of ulti-
mate ends (i.e., happiness), and we can see some Platonic roots in this
discussion, i.e., “the philosopher-king model”, in al-Farabi’s view.

6. “Revelation” plays an important role in not only al-Farabi’s philosophy,
but also in Islamic thought in general; al-Farabi uses Aristotelian and
Neoplatonic ideas regarding the intellect together with Islamic prophet-
hood, and revelation can inspire not only knowledge but a legislative
faculty.

7. “Imams” in Butterworth’s (2001) translation, are “the righteous rulers”.

8. Butterworth (2001) translates “al-Din” as “creed”.
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28.

Butterworth (2001) also translates “Shati‘ah” as “law” and “Sunnah”
as “tradition”.

Sunnah or traditions mostly refers to Prophet Muhammad’s (PBUH)
traditions, namely, his sayings, actions, and tactical approvals as the way
of life for Muslims and all humankind. However, Shari‘ah, i.e., Islamic
law, or law in general, refers to laws adopted from the Qur'an and Sun-
nah. Shari'ab also can govern both legal and ethical dimensions of life.
Butterworth (2001) translates “Millah Dallah as “errant religion”.
Butterworth (2001) translates as “political science”, whereas al-Farabi
himself identifies civil science with politics or political science.
Butterworth (2001) also translates “ultimate happiness”.

Butterworth (2001) translates “multitude”.

Butterworth (2001) translates “voluntary actions”.

Butterworth (2001) translates “ways of life”.

Butterworth (2001) translates “moral habits”.

Butterworth (2001) translates “states of character”.

Butterworth (2001) translates “dispositions”.

Butterworth (2001) translates “civic association”.

Butterworth (2001) translates “natural association”.

Butterworth (2001) translates “kingly craft”.

Butterworth (2001) translates “regime”.

Butterworth (2001) also translates “ignorant rulership”.

Butterworth (2001) translates “first rulership”.

Butterworth (2001) translates “rulership dependent on it”.

The ruler of the tradition and the king of the tradition is the same, and
because the ruler of tradition’s government is based on the First Ruler’s
manners and traditions, al-Farabi uses “tradition”.

Butterworth (2001) translates “jaundice”.
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