Critical Studies in Texts and Programs of Human Sciences, Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies (IHCS)
Quarterly Journal, Vol. 24, No. 4, Winter 2025, 241-267
https://www.doi.org/10.30465/CRTLS.2025.51225.2913

Farabi's Plato

A critique of Strauss's Reading of Abu Nasr al-Farabi's

Treatise Plato's Philosophy

Fatemeh Shahidi Marnani”

Abstract

In his treatise on Plato's philosophy, Al-Farabi says that in Plato's view, human
perfection and happiness depend on a certain science and a particular way of life. This
science is philosophy, and that way is politics or kingship. Strauss, on the one hand,
considers the main issue of this treatise to be the relation between philosophy and
politics, and on the other hand, because he considered al-Farabi, a secret writer, claims
the unity of philosophy and politics, which is stated in the treatise, to be an exoteric
teaching that hides his central and esoteric teaching, namely the proper distinction
between philosophy and politics, and also principality of philosophy. He considers the
only relationship between philosophy and politics to be the adoption of methods by the
philosopher to stay safe from social and religious persecution. Two types of errors in
Strauss' reading of Al-Farabi's treatise are: first, the fundamental errors of assuming Al-
Farabi's steganography as a given and making it the basis for interpreting the text, and
second, the suggestion of some misreadings of Al-Farabi's statements that stem from the
assumption of a conflict between philosophy and religion and also Al-Farabi's
steganography. In Strauss's interpretation, the inherent difficulties of philosophy are

dissolved and reduced to the difficulties of life in a political community.
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Extended Abstract

Leo Strauss (1899-1973) is one of the greatest and most important contemporary political
philosophers. He is mostly known for his return to and revival of the political philosophy
of past philosophers from Greece to the Middle Ages. Among these, Plato's political
philosophy was Strauss's thought, and among those influenced by Plato's philosophy and
his interpreters, Farabi also had a special place. In addition to the references and
explanations he made about Farabi's thoughts and his works, Strauss specifically
interpreted Farabi's texts in two articles. In this article, one of these two articles, entitled
Farabi's Plato, is examined and criticized, and Strauss presents a special section of Farabi's
treatise on Plato's philosophy. This interpretation (like Strauss’s other interpretations of
classical philosophical texts) is based on the idea of the secret writing of past political
philosophers and an attempt to read the unwritten between the lines of their texts. Strauss
considers the Treatise on Plato’s Philosophy to be one of the few treatises by al-Farabi in
which he expressed his true views and resorted to less secret writing methods, and
therefore, it can be a reference for understanding al-Farabi’s true philosophy and a quality
for receiving the inner and hidden thoughts in his other works. In the Treatise on Plato’s
Philosophy, al-Farabi considers Plato to be pursuing a single theme throughout his
philosophical path: “What makes man perfect, and how does man achieve his ultimate
happiness?” According to his interpretation, Plato considers this perfection and happiness
to be dependent on certain knowledge and practices, which include philosophy (the
knowledge of the essence of each and every being) and the art of politics or kingship. In
his interpretation of Plato's philosophy, Strauss has considered the main purpose of this
treatise to be philosophy and politics, which, in an initial understanding of these two, due
to the emphasis of the text on the philosopher and the king, are considered to be one and
the same, and both are needed to achieve happiness, in political ways that are -along with
some other evidence. This is while, according to Strauss, in Al-Farabi's narration, all of
Plato's research has proceeded on the basis of the distinction (as opposed to the unity) of
science and the way of life (sira) and there is another type of connection and relationship
other than their unity between them. Some of Strauss's arguments for this interpretation
are as follows: First, if philosophy and politics are united, they should have been
considered as a given in Plato's philosophical path, but this is not the case. Second, Al-
Farabi did not consider any political matters, such as virtue and justice, to be the subject of
philosophy but rather explicitly introduced philosophy as the science of the essence of
beings and sometimes considered its subject to be divine and natural beings. Third, Farabi

frequently references the fact that business is a practical art and philosophy is the result of
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a theoretical art. The fourth use of "virtue" and "virtuous" as terms in the field of ethics
and not philosophy, and therefore the otherness of the virtuous way of life from its
desirable way, which is philosophical thinking and of the type of knowledge. Farabi's
avoidance using terms that are specific to the subject of philosophy, namely "being" and
"beings," for political, divine, spiritual, and even divergent matters. After uniting
philosophy and politics, Strauss proposes a type of otherness between the two, according
to which philosophy is the only way of life, which at the same time becomes a political act
due to the use of methods for preservation and survival against the dangers that society
threatens it with. Thus, philosophy alone (and without the need for happiness) is a
necessary and sufficient condition for happiness. Given this access and its final result, and
relying on the assumption of Farabi’s stealth writing, Strauss considers the phrases that
suggest the opposite conclusion in his other works and even in this treatise to be an
appearance that he has used in order to divert the audience from its original purpose. In
this article, two types of criticisms have been put forward against Strauss’s reading of
Plato’s treatise on philosophy. The first criticism focuses on the meaning of philosophy
being political, according to Strauss. Strauss excludes philosophy from it by making a
choice that is purely outside of political issues; that is, he ignores or rejects the real and
inherent connection between philosophy and politics. In this way, Farabi’s very important
philosophical issue about the relationship between philosophy and politics is reduced to
finding a solution to a social problem. Moreover, such interpretations are among the non-
philosophical cases with a philosophical subject, which is due to Farabi's explanation of
the inadmissibility of uncritical submission to the popular beliefs of society, as well as
Farabi's rejection of the character of the hypocrites. The second criticism is directed at
Strauss's reading of some of the treatises of the treatise, which is imposed on these phrases
due to his presuppositions. By ignoring Farabi's reference to the companionship of
philosophy and politics, misunderstanding the "single profession" in the phrase that the
philosopher and the king are considered the same, ignoring Farabi's phrases about the
place of the art of argument and its necessity, misidentifying the referent of the pronoun in
the phrase "that is the virtuous character", inaccuracy of Farabi's meaning of the terms

object and the existing cases are from the second criticism.
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1. Straus 1959: 134-155.
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