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Madīna    مدينة 
 

Madīna means ‘town’, ‘city’ or ‘state’, and the adjective ‘madanī’ means ‘urban’ or pertaining to 

civilization. As a proper name, madīna (Medina, followed by the epithet ‘al-munawwara’, ‘the 

illuminated one’) is the city where the first Islamic community was established after the 

migration (‘hijra’) from Mecca by Prophet Muhammad and his followers. The pre-Islamic name 

of the city was Yathrib. The Islamic constitution of Medina, drawn up after the arrival of Prophet 

Muhammad and his Meccan allies, established a single Islamic community composed of Meccan 

and Medinan groups. It included references to God and the Islamic believers, although it 

accepted the presence of the Jewish and even pagan groups in the city. Medina came to represent 

the first Islamic community and the model for future Islamic communities. It had a thriving 

intellectual life and in it a strong tradition of Islamic law developed.  

In medieval Islamic philosophy, the term ‘madīna’ and the adjective ‘madanī’ came to apply 

to political theory or political science which drew heavily on ancient Greek philosophy, with 

strong Islamic elements. Naturally, the term served to establish a connection between ancient 

Greek city states and the ideal Islamic political state.  

Alfarabi (d. 950) developed a complete political theory, which he laid out in several works. 

The main inspiration for this was Plato’s political philosophy, since Alfarabi did not appear to 

have had access to Aristotle’s Politics. His writings indicate that he was familiar with Plato’s 

Republic. He wrote a commentary on Plato’s Laws.  

In the Aphorisms of the Statesman (Al-fuṣūl al-madanī), he explains his views on the ideal 

city or political state. Alfarabi likens the city to the human body, as being constituted by different 

parts that work together, and whose members have specific functions. He makes a distinction 

between an ideal or virtuous city, in which the most excellent things are attained, and whose 

inhabitants are virtuous, and the indispensable city, which simply aims at the preservation of life. 

The ideal city leads to the attainment of happiness in this life and in the afterlife. 

Justice consists in the division of good things shared by people of the city. The different 

classes within the city are established according to the crafts they practise. There is a distinction 

between the rulers or guardians and the majority of people. Those in charge apprehend reality by 

studying philosophy while the majority of people know reality through religion, which is a more 

symbolic way of thinking. Every citizen must have a correct idea of reality and also of the virtues 

in order to play his/her role in society. This view is also present in the Political Regime. 

In his magnum opus, The Principles of the Ideas of the Inhabitants of the Virtuous City 

(Mabādī’ arā’ ahl al-Madīna al-Faḍīla), Alfarabi states that there are different units within the 

city, such as the household and the street, but the political unit comprises all segments of society. 
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The virtuous city is one where happiness is pursued and which ensures physical survival in this 

life.  

In opposition to the virtuous city, Alfarabi lists the types of cities which do not pursue a 

higher good and do not lead to happiness in the afterlife, since they are not led by a wise 

philosopher ruler. The ignorant city does not know true happiness. It is divided into six types: the 

city which seeks physical survival (city of necessity), the city which is concerned with the 

attainment of wealth (city of meanness), the city which seeks the pleasures of the senses (city of 

baseness), the city where honour is sought (city of honour), the city which relishes power (city of 

power), and the city where freedom is the highest good (democratic city). These cities suggest a 

reference to a pre-Islamic context. 

The inhabitants of the wicked city know reality as it is, but they act like the inhabitants of the 

ignorant city. The erring city has wrong ideas about God and the other existents. This city which 

has deliberately changed altered its views from the ones of the virtuous city.  

In his commentary on Plato’s Republic, Averroes follows many of the themes present in 

Alfarabi’s political writings, namely the need for virtue in the ideal city and the need to have a 

ruler who is a philosopher. Averroes also lists the different kinds of cities which are not virtuous.  

 

Catarina Belo 

2020 

 

 

References 

Alfarabi. 1961. Fārābī, Fuṣūl al-Madani. The Fuṣūl al-Madanī of Al-Fārābī, Aphorisms of the Statesman, 

edited with an English translation, Introduction and Notes by D.M. Dunlop. University of Cambridge 

Oriental Publications, no. 5. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Alfarabi. 1985. Al-Farabi on the Perfect State: Abū Naṣr al-Fārābī’s Mabādī’ Arā’ Ahl al-

Madīnah al-Faḍīlah. Edited and translated by Richard Walzer. New York: Oxford University 

Press. 

Alfarabi. 2015. The Political Writings, Volume II, “Political Regime” and “Summary of Plato's 

Laws”. Translated, annotated and with introductions by Charles E. Butterworth. Ithaca and 

London: Cornell University Press. 

Alon, I. and Abed, S. 2007. Al-Fārābī’s Philosophical Lexicon: Qāmūs al-Fārābī al-falsafī. 

Cambridge: E.J.W. Gibb Memorial Trust, 2 vols.  

Āl Yāsīn, Ja‘far. 1985. Al-Fārābī fi ḥudūdi-hi wa-rusūmi-hi (‘Al-Farabi’s Definitions and 

Descriptions’). Beirut.  

Black, Anthony. 2011. The History of Islamic Political Thought: From the Prophet to the 

Present. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press. Second Edition. 

Campanini, Massimo and La Martire, Corrado. 2019. Dizionarietto di arabo per filosofi. Scholé, 

Orso blu 123. Brescia: Editrice Morcelliana.  

http://www.odiphilosophy.com/
file:///C:/Users/thors/Desktop/odip/www.odiphilosophy.com


ODIP: The Online Dictionary of Intercultural Philosophy 

3 
www.odiphilosophy.com 

Germann, Nadja. “al-Farabi’s Philosophy of Society and Religion”, The Stanford Encyclopedia 

of Philosophy (Winter 2019 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 

<https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2019/entries/al-farabi-soc-rel/>. Consulted online on 15 

August 2020 

Lerner, Ralph. 1974. Averroes, On Plato’s Republic. Trans. Ralph Lerner. Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press. 

Rosenthal, E.I.J. 1966. Averroes’ Commentary on Plato’s Republic. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Watt, W. Montgomery and Winder, R.B., “al-Madīna”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second 

Edition, Edited by: P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. 

Consulted online on 05 August 2020 

http://dx.doi.org.libproxy.aucegypt.edu:2048/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_0603 

 

Author Citation Information 

<Belo, Catarina, "Madīna," ODIP: The Online Dictionary of Intercultural 

Philosophy (2020), Thorsten Botz-Bornstein (ed.), URL = 

<www.Odiphilosophy.com/madina >. 

 

http://www.odiphilosophy.com/
file:///C:/Users/thors/Desktop/odip/www.odiphilosophy.com
http://dx.doi.org.libproxy.aucegypt.edu:2048/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_0603

