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Abstract
Farabr’s legal theory, embedded in his writings on civil
philosophy, comprises three fundamental components:

foundation, source, and ultimate purpose. The foundation of
virtuous law, according to Farabi, is natural law, which is also
consistent with the objectives of Islamic law. The laws
governing the virtuous city are established by its first ruler
and derive from divine revelation and divine traditions. Some
of these divine traditions, or natural laws, are accessible to
sound reason, while others lie beyond the intellectual grasp of
the majority. The latter are either revealed to the first ruler or
apprehended by him through intellectual insight, by virtue of
his acquired intellect. Such knowledge also forms part of the
divine traditions. The ultimate purpose of both the first ruler
and the laws of the virtuous city is the attainment of ultimate
happiness. Employing a descriptive-analytical method, this
article examines and explains these three components of
Farabi’s thought. It argues that, taken together, they constitute
a coherent framework that may be identified as the theory of
virtuous law, or Farab1’s legal theory.
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Extended Abstract

Understanding Farabi’s legal theory requires an examination of its fundamental
elements and ultimate purpose. Following Farabi’s own method of enumeration
(ihsa’), as reflected in his writings, natural law may be identified as the principal
foundation of his legal philosophy, while happiness constitutes its ultimate purpose.
Happiness is also the objective pursued by the ruler of the virtuous city. It is for this
reason that, in The Attainment of Happiness (Tahsil al-Sa‘ada), Farabi identifies the
perfect philosopher, who is also the first ruler of the virtuous city, as the lawgiver.
The philosopher possesses knowledge of virtue and happiness, while the perfect
philosopher, who combines the roles of prophet and first ruler, possesses the fullest
understanding of both. Adopting a descriptive-analytical method, this article
examines three central components of Farabi’s legal thought: natural law as its
foundation, revelation and divine traditions as its sources, and happiness as the
ultimate purpose of the virtuous city and its laws. Together, these components
constitute what may be described as the structure of Farabi’s legal theory, or the
theory of virtuous law. An examination of Farabi’s writings on civil philosophy
suggests that natural law can be identified as a fundamental element of his
intellectual system. In The Political Regime (al-Siyasa al-Madaniyya), Farabi
discusses the existence of distinct natural dispositions and acknowledges that
individuals possess different aptitudes, which are themselves expressions of human
nature. These differences give rise to various forms of work, the division of labor,
and cooperation among individuals. The division of labor, in turn, contributes to the
attainment of happiness. Farabi’s economic thought may also be understood from
this perspective. In The Political Regime, he maintains that individuals possess
different abilities according to their particular natural dispositions, which lead them
towards different crafts and sciences. The present study interprets this account as
suggesting that individuals should not be compelled to undertake occupations
contrary to their natural aptitudes. Freedom from such compulsion may accordingly
be understood as an aspect of human freedom and, by extension, as a natural right.
Farab1 also recognizes that individuals may develop differently even when subjected
to identical educational conditions. These observations support the argument that
natural law and natural rights can be derived from his account of human nature and
regarded as one of the principal foundations of his legal theory. Revelation and
divine traditions constitute another essential component of this theory. They serve as
sources of the laws governing the virtuous city and are apprehended by its first ruler.
Subsequent rulers may also draw upon wisdom and the discipline of Islamic
jurisprudence (figh) to modify or restrict certain laws. Such modifications must
nevertheless remain consistent with natural law, since revelation and divine
traditions are not incompatible with natural law; rather, revelation itself serves to
elucidate it. Some natural laws and divine traditions are evident and can be
understood through sound reason, whereas others require further explanation and the
exercise of higher intellectual faculties. Revelation and divine traditions may
therefore be identified as the sources of legislation within Farabi’s legal theory.
Happiness, meanwhile, constitutes the ultimate purpose of legislation. The first ruler
seeks to achieve happiness, and his objective is also the objective of political
governance and, consequently, of the virtuous city itself. The laws of the virtuous
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city must therefore be directed towards the attainment of happiness. Their
foundation lies in natural law, which is consistent with revelation and divine
traditions. Farabi’s legal theory, which may be termed the theory of virtuous law,
thus represents the legal order governing his ideal city. Its foundation rests on human
nature, which the present study identifies with natural law. Accordingly, natural law
provides the foundation of virtuous law and is also compatible with the objectives of
Islamic law. Farabl maintains that the first ruler is the principal lawgiver of the
virtuous city. Through his acquired intellect (al-‘aql al-mustafad), he is capable of
receiving revelation and formulating it into laws for society. Divine traditions
likewise constitute sources of legislation in the virtuous city, with revelation itself
forming part of those traditions. Through his possession of the acquired intellect, the
first ruler attains the highest degree of wisdom, while his capacity to receive
revelation enables him to attain the highest degree of religious understanding. He is
therefore a philosopher-prophet who serves as the lawgiver of Farabi’s ideal society.
The ultimate objective of both the first ruler and his successors is to guide the
virtuous city towards ultimate happiness. Its laws must accordingly facilitate
society’s attainment of that end. The foregoing analysis demonstrates that natural
law, revelation, and happiness constitute, respectively, the foundation, source, and
ultimate purpose of Farabi’s legal theory. These three interconnected components
form a coherent framework that may be understood as the theory of virtuous law.
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