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Abstract

Al-Farabi is the ecarliest and the most important political
philosopher in the Islamic world and the founder of the idea of
Excellent City; meanwhile, he rarely mentions anything on
household management in his political writings. In his few
references about gender, women, and household, we face
incoherence statements which are swing between misogyny and
belief of equality between men and women. He also uses some
gendered concepts in his metaphysical thoughts about material and
form but still does not mention the inferiority of women in
creation. Some scholars try to reconstruct his Idea about household
management according to the structure of his "excellent city" and
self, but others interpreted his silence as a sign of his fear of
different kinds of authorities. In this article, I indicate that his
fragments and contradicts statements about the household are the
proofs that show the household management is a problematic issue

to him.
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Introduction

In this article, I am going to discuss household management and women’s
role in Al-Farabi’s A/-Madina al-Fazela. This theory talks about the Muslim
Utopian society and is one of the most important innovations of Al-Farabi
in Islamic Philosophy. Meanwhile, I concentrate on the gender and
gendered concepts in Al-Farabi’s political metaphysics and endeavor to
elaborate on the reasons for his silence about women's role in .A/-Madina

al-Fazela .
AlL-Farabi and the Theory of Al-Madina al-Fazela

Abt Nasr al-Farabi (872-950) is a philosopher with a complicated style of
writing, full of repetitions and sometimes contraries which make the
analysis of his work difficult. Muhsin Mahdi believes sometimes Al-
Farabi’s silence is more telling than his explicit speech. (Mahdi, 2000: 94)
in this paper, I am going to elaborate on his silence on the economy, and
by the economy, I mean household management and the role of family
and women in the perfect city, which was very significant for Greek
philosophers. Besides, I will examine gender and gendered concepts in his
metaphysic.

Household in the Perfect City

In two aphorisms he explains that the city and household have an analogy
with the human body and explain four kinds of partnerships in household:
the partnership between husband and wife, master and slave, father and
child, property-holder, and property. Man is the lord of the household and
he is the governor. (Al-Farabi, 1985: 41-2)

Feminity and Masculinity in Al-Farabi

Various explicit misogynic expressions are available in Al-Farabi’s political
writings. The most famous example of misogynic statements of Al-Farabi
is presented in the Po/itical Regime when he distinguished six deficient forms
of cities in comparison with Perfect City. He maintains that in deficient
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cities men respect and support women’s desires and wills and regarding
this as a sign of deficiency in the society (Ibid, 1996: 119).

At the same time, one can identify gendered concepts and metaphors
in Al-Farabi’s political writings. In the 21st part of Principles of the Opinions
of the Inhabitants of the Perfect City, for instance, he talked about creation and
discussed Form and Matter. Like Aristotle, he associated the Form with
masculinity and Matter with feminity (Ibid, 1985: 55). Thus, it seems
according to Al-Farabi hierarchical metaphysical system of thought,
women are nonrational, deceitful, passive creatures that need to be
controlled.

At the same time he says that the only differences between males and
females are in their reproductive organs and all the other organs are in
common, meanwhile, males are stronger and females are more emotional
but his distinction between females and males are not to be established in
their ability to use senses, imagination, and rationality (Ibid: 94-95).

Analyzing these few and scattered statements on the subject of our
research seems confusing. It sounds there is a paradox in Al-Farabi’s
notions of gender, but as we knew he is “the second teacher”, a great
logician, and there had to be an explanation for this paradox.

Al-Farabi’s Silence

When Socrates starts to explain women’s role in the book V in The Republ,
he warns that maybe ignorant people ridicule his Ideas about equality of
men and women in nature and his Idea about the community of wives and
children (Plato, 449A). Socrates, in Athenian democracy, with parrhesia,
was afraid of explaining his idea about gender, let alone Al_Farabi in the
territory of Muslim rules. That’s why I think we need to re-reading Al-
Farabi’s Ideas about women, gender, and household management
carefully and consciously and taking his silence seriously.

Reading Al-Farabi as a feminist researcher was a very surprising
experience for me. I read hundreds of pages and the more I read, the less
I found. Even in Al-Farabi’s ‘Summary of Plato’s Laws” 1 cannot find any
noticeable reference to Plato’s Ideas on women and the family. At the
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same time, almost all his commentators referred to his silence and tried to
justify it.

Accepting Straussian theory on esotericism in Al-Farabi’s works; 1
maintain that the silence and paradox which exist in his few fragments
sentences on this issue indicated that gender, women, and family life are a
problematic matter to him but he preferred to keep silent rather than
approving traditional Idea which available to him. Undoubtedly, Al-Farabi
was deeply influenced by Plato and I think his Idea about family life and
the household was close to him, but he removed the family from the
structure of his a/-Madina al-Fazela, not by talking about it, but with his

silence.
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