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Abstract

This article examines al-Farabi’s relationship to Greek philosophy and shows how he
succeeded in reconstructing this heritage within a coherent philosophical system. Al-Farabi did
not merely reproduce the Greek heritage; rather, he reorganized its various elements within a
new system. As Dimitri Gutas demonstrates, four major principles play a fundamental role in
this reconstruction: analysis through division, a hierarchical system, the classification of the
sciences, and the theory of language. Al-Farabi transformed these principles, which in the
Alexandrian Neoplatonic tradition had been used primarily for the teaching of philosophy and
the interpretation of Aristotle’s works, into instruments for constructing a comprehensive
system concerning reality. In this system, the various levels of being, the intellects, the soul, the
sciences, and human communities are interconnected within a hierarchical structure.
According to Gutas, the theory of intellect, or noetics, lies at the center of this system and
connects al-Farabi’s discussions of metaphysics, anthropology, happiness, and politics. On this
basis, al-Farabi locates human perfection in the actualization of the intellect and the attainment
of happiness, and he likewise explains society and the city in relation to this same end. Politics,
therefore, in his thought is neither an independent nor a self-grounding discipline; rather, it is
part of a system whose ultimate end is the intellectual perfection of the human being. The
article shows that, by drawing upon Platonic and Aristotelian elements and reconstructing
them within the framework of the theory of intellect, al-Farabi transformed the meaning of
politics and turned it from an independent end of civic life into a means for realizing human
happiness and intellectual life. This transformation is also significant for understanding the
limited place assigned to politics and its marginalization within an important part of the
philosophical tradition after al-Farabi.
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Extended abstract

This article asks about al-Farabi’s relationship to Greek philosophy and shows how he
succeeded in reconstructing this heritage in the form of a coherent and systematic philosophical
system. Al-Farabi did not merely repeat the Greek heritage; rather, he reorganized its various
elements within a new system. Gutas directly connects the philosophical origins of al-Farabi’s
thought to the Neo-Aristotelian school of Ammonius in Alexandria, a school that continued
among Syriac Christians after the Islamic conquest. This school, despite the common
designation “Neoplatonist,” was fundamentally Aristotelian, although it had adopted Plotinus’s
theory of emanation. Yahya ibn Haylan, al-Farabi’s teacher, and Matta ibn Y{nus, his senior
colleague in Baghdad, belonged to this tradition. Al-Farabi was educated in Baghdad in a
philosophical and pluralistic environment in which, following the translation movement, Greek
philosophical and scientific works had become widely available. He sought to present
philosophy as a coherent and independent system and to establish Neo-Aristotelianism as the
true philosophy.

For al-Farabi, Plato and Aristotle agreed in their philosophical purpose, but Aristotle
completed the philosophy that Plato had begun and grounded it on demonstration. Al-Farabi’s
works in this regard included editing and reworking translated Greek texts, writing scholastic
commentaries on Aristotle’s works, and, most importantly, creating his own philosophical
system on the basis of the Greek philosophical heritage. In constructing this system, he drew
on Neo-Aristotelian principles, especially “analysis through division,” Porphyry’s “Tree,” the
classification of the sciences, and the theory of language. Among these principles, division and
hierarchical classification were of particular importance. Porphyry’s classification of genera
and species, extending from the highest genera to the lowest species, became in al-Farabi’s
thought a model for systematizing reality as a whole, both at the ontological and at the social
level, such that each level was subordinate to the level above it and dominant over the level
below it.

The classification of the sciences in the school of Ammonius began with a precise and
systematic analysis of Aristotle’s works, and each Aristotelian treatise was regarded as
representing an independent field of study. Thus, the classification of Aristotle’s works
effectively became a classification of the sciences and of human knowledge. This classification
initially had a descriptive and pedagogical function, but it later acquired two further functions:
on the one hand, it acquired normative value, because it was regarded as reflecting the actual
structure of being; on the other hand, it acquired historical value, because it showed the
sequence of the development of the sciences in human history. Al-Farabi adopted this model
and its functions primarily through the translation of the treatise of Paul the Persian and made
it one of the foundations of his philosophical system.

Alongside the classification of the sciences, the theory of language also held an important
place in Alexandrian Neo-Aristotelianism. The study of the introductory works to the Organon,
especially Porphyry’s Isagoge, the Categories, and On Interpretation, led to attention to
questions of semantics, syntax, and semiotics, as well as concepts such as homonymy,
synonymy, derivation, noun, verb, and sentence. Al-Farabi likewise pursued this line of inquiry
and devoted works such as al-Alfaz al-Musta‘mala fi al-Mantiq and Kitab al-Huraf to these
questions; even in Risala fT al-'Aql, he examined the different meanings of the word “intellect.”
On the basis of these principles and the Greek texts available in Arabic, al-Farabi produced a
philosophical system in which the theory of intellect, or noetics, occupied the central position.
He regarded demonstration as the noblest part of logic and the Posterior Analytics as the center
of the Organon, and he considered the five kinds of argument—demonstrative, dialectical,
sophistical, rhetorical, and poetic—not merely as logical divisions, but as fundamental modes
of human thinking. Logic, therefore, ultimately became subordinate to ontological noetics.

In cosmology, al-Farabi combined Plotinus’s theory of emanation with the Ptolemaic
planetary system and produced a hierarchical structure in which noetics constituted the axis of
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the system. The emanation of the celestial spheres, intellects, and their souls depended on the
intellection of the higher sphere, while the connection between the supralunar and sublunar
worlds was established through the emanation of intelligibles from the Active Intellect to the
human intellect. The human intellect thereby reached actuality, and the transmission of
intelligibles to the faculty of imagination made prophecy and divination possible. The same
hierarchical structure was also reproduced in nature, the body, the soul, and the rational faculties
of the human being.

On the basis of this framework, al-Farabi locates human perfection in the actualization of the
intellect and the attainment of happiness, and he likewise explains society and the city in
relation to this end. Therefore, politics in his thought is not an independent and self-sufficient
discipline; rather, it is part of a system whose ultimate end is the intellectual perfection of the
human being. The article shows that, by drawing on Platonic and Aristotelian elements and
reconstructing them within the framework of the theory of intellect, al-Farabi transformed the
meaning of politics and changed it from an independent end of civic life into a means for
realizing human happiness and intellectual life. This transformation is also significant for
understanding the limited place of politics and its marginalization in an important part of the
philosophical tradition after al-Farabi.

In conclusion, al-Farabi’s system is fundamentally based on noetics and a hierarchical
structure, and his political thought is likewise subordinate to this structure. Various Greek
sources of his system have been identified, but the basic design and conception of this system
are considered to be al-Farabi’s own innovation. Avicenna adopted and developed this system
and transformed it into one of the dominant philosophical systems in the eastern Islamic world.
This system also influenced Arabic philosophy in al-Andalus and Latin philosophy in Europe.
The historical significance of al-Farabi in this account lies in the fact that, by creating a complex
and sophisticated system in a language other than Greek, he carried Greek philosophy beyond
the limits of earlier traditions and transformed it into an international philosophy and,
subsequently, into one of the sources of Western philosophy.
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