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Welcome

More than a thousand years ago, a quiet man from a frontier
town on the edge of the Central Asian steppe sat down to answer
a question that still has no settled answer: how should human
beings live together so that all of them can flourish?

His name was Abu Nasr al-Farabi. History would call him the
Second Teacher — second only to Aristotle. Long before
Machiavelli wrote about power, al-Farabi wrote about happiness.
Long before modern thinkers argued about the ideal state, he had
already drawn the blueprint of al-Madinah al-Fadilah, the
Virtuous City.

This nine-lesson course walks through al-Farabi’s political
philosophy the way it deserves to be met — not as dry doctrine,
but as a living argument that runs from a shepherd-boy’s
questions under the open sky, to the diseased cities of his own
age, to a traffic jam in a modern capital where the same question
is still being asked.

Each lesson tells part of the story, draws out the idea buried
inside it, and ends with a few questions to sit with. You do not
need any background in philosophy. You only need to be willing
to ask, as al-Farabi did, whether there might be a better way to
live together.

Let us begin where he began: on the steppe, in the town of Farab.



Lesson 1 — The Man from
Farab

In the year 870, in a small town called Farab on the banks of the
Syr Darya, a boy was born into a Turkic noble family. The sky
over that steppe was so vast, the author tells us, that a person felt
like an ant beneath it. The wind came cold from the north,
carrying the smell of dry earth that had travelled hundreds of
miles from the Altai mountains. The boy’s father, Osman, was a
military commander — but a commander who prized learning. He
invited tutors into his home and bought books carried at great
cost from Baghdad and Cordoba.

They named the child Abu Nasr Muhammad ibn Muhammad ibn
Tarkhan al-Farabi. From the start he was a boy who could not
stop asking why. Why is the sky blue? Why does water run
downhill? Why do people die? Why is there good and evil? His
father never grew angry at the questions. Instead he took the boy
out onto the grassland at night and showed him how the stars
moved, how the moon changed shape, how the seasons turned.
“All of this,” Osman told his son, “is the perfect creation of God.
And to understand this perfection, we must learn. We must read.
We must think.”

But Farab was too small for a hunger like his. Every book he
finished bred ten new questions. At twenty, with his father’s
blessing, al-Farabi left — and he would never return home. His
road led him to Baghdad, the city of light, home then to more
than a million people, and above all to the Bayt al-Hikma, the
House of Wisdom, where the finest minds of the Islamic world
gathered to translate and deepen the learning of the ancient
Greeks.



There he found the teacher who would change his life: Yahanna
ibn Haylan, a Nestorian Christian and a master logician who
knew Aristotle to the bone. “I want to understand how to think
correctly,” the young man told him. “I want to know how to tell
truth from falsehood.” Yuhanna smiled. “Logic,” he said, “is the
art of thinking perfectly. Without it, a man is like a blind person
walking in the dark. He may walk, but he does not know where he
is going.”

Notice who his teacher was. In the open scholarly culture of that
Baghdad, Muslims, Christians, Jews, and Sabians sat together to
learn, because truth mattered more to them than the label on the
one who carried it. Al-Farabi did not care that his teacher was a
Christian. He cared that his teacher could teach him what he
needed to know. That, the book suggests, is a deeper kind of faith
— to believe that God is so vast that His wisdom can be found
anywhere.

When Baghdad grew unstable, al-Farabi moved on — to Harran,
then to Damascus. There, already a famous mind, he chose to live
in deliberate poverty, working by day as a keeper of gardens:
watering flowers, pruning branches. By night, when the oil lamp
was lit, he sat in the corner of his small house and wrote the
books that would reshape Islamic thought. The people of
Damascus saw only a quiet old gardener. They did not know they
were living beside one of the greatest thinkers of the age. He died
in 950, around eighty years old, and those at his graveside did not
realise they were burying the Second Teacher.

His greatness, the story insists, was not luck or birth. He was an
ordinary man. What he had was a hunger for truth and the
courage to pay its price — to give up safety, family, and comfort to
pursue it. “Greatness does not come from fortune,” his memory
tells us. “Greatness comes from choice.”



PAUSE AND THINK

1. Al-Farabi left everything familiar because Farab was “too
small for his hunger.” What in your own life is too small
for the questions you actually want to ask?

2. His teacher was of another faith entirely, yet al-Farabi
learned from him freely. Where do you let the source of an
idea stop you from weighing the idea itself?

3. He paid for his pursuit of truth with comfort and security.
What price are you unwilling to pay — and is that refusal
costing you something greater?



Lesson 2 — The Perfect City

Morning light fell through the windows of a Baghdad library onto
an old man bent over a stack of paper. Al-Farabi was past sixty
now, and with every stroke of the pen he seemed to be painting a
city no human eye had ever seen: al-Madinah al-Fadilah, the
Virtuous City. “A single human being cannot reach perfection
alone,” he whispered. “Man needs the city. Man needs others.”

Here is the first thing to understand, and it is the thing most
people get wrong. The Virtuous City is not a utopia. A utopia is a
dream we know can never exist. Al-Farabi’s city is a blueprint —
something that can be understood, studied, and worked toward.
His great insight was an analogy: if we understand how the
human body works, we can understand how a city should work.

The body is a perfect machine. Every part has a specific function,
and all the parts cooperate to keep the whole alive. So too the city.
There are those who are like the heart — the wise leaders, who
make the decisions that affect everyone, not because they are
strong or nobly born, but because they possess wisdom. There are
those who are like the brain — the scholars and thinkers, who
understand knowledge and advise the leader, lighting the way.
There are those who are like the hands — the craftsmen and
workers who turn ideas into reality and form the economic heart
of the city. And there are those who are like the feet — the
soldiers and defenders who guard the city from harm.

Every member has a function. Every function matters. None is
higher or lower — only different. The heart cannot say to the
hand, “I do not need you.” They are all parts of one harmonious
whole.



A student might object, as the book’s young café-goer does:
doesn’t this make society rigid, like a machine? Al-Farabi’s
answer is the opposite. It makes society freer and happier —
because each person does what they are best at and most love to
do. Imagine a gifted craftsman forced to be a soldier, or a
merchant. He would be miserable and do poor work. But in the
Virtuous City, he is allowed to become the finest craftsman he can
be. Because he is happy, he does his best work; and because of his
skill, the whole city benefits. Your happiness depends on
everyone’s happiness, and everyone’s on yours.

Crucially, this is not about bloodline. The great error of so many
societies, al-Farabi says, is to assume the leader’s son must lead
and the craftsman’s son must craft. In the Virtuous City, each
person is given the chance to discover their own talent and grow
into their own potential. The task of education and wisdom is to
see a person’s natural gifts, train them, and place them where
they can best serve.

And no — the Virtuous City is not heaven. It is built by human
beings, with all their flaws; it has laws and punishments and
justice, because there will always be the lazy and the wicked. Will
it ever be fully achieved? Perhaps not. But that, says the teacher
in the story, is like reaching for a star you can never touch — the
journey toward it makes you better. “It is not about reaching
perfection. It is about the journey toward perfection, and on that
journey, we all become better.”

PAUSE AND THINK

1. Al-Farabi says each part of the city is different but none is
higher or lower. Where in your own community do you
quietly rank some kinds of work as “beneath” others?



2. He argues people are happiest doing what they are
genuinely suited for. Are you in your right place — or in
one you were pushed into by expectation or bloodline?

3. If the perfect city is a direction rather than a destination,
what is one small thing you could do this week to move
your own community one step toward it?



Lesson 3 — The Wise King

Dawn light slipped through the stained glass of the palace of
Aleppo. Al-Farabi, white-haired and past sixty, sat with a young
emir newly come to the throne — Saif al-Dawla, a man fierce in
battle but lost in the palace, who had inherited a great kingdom
riddled with division. Ministers quarrelled. The army lacked
discipline. The people did not trust that justice existed.

“My lord,” the old philosopher said, “you ask me who should be
the perfect leader. I will tell you something I have been thinking
about for thirty years.”

The leader, al-Farabi explained, is not merely a king who wears a
crown and sits on a throne. He called him al-Rais al-Awwal —
the First Leader. And the First Leader, he said, is like the mind of
the body, not the heart: the mind is what directs, what decides.
“Without a perfect mind, the body only moves like a corpse pulled
by strings.”

Such a leader must possess six qualities. First, a sound body —
for a weak body makes a weak mind, and a leader often sick
cannot decide well. Second, a powerful understanding — the
ability to grasp things quickly and deeply, as one who looks at a
star and sees not only its light but its distance, size, and beauty.
(How is understanding trained? “By reading, listening, and
asking. A leader who does not read is like a man walking in the
dark without a lamp.”) Third, a sharp memory — for a leader
who does not remember past mistakes will repeat them. Fourth,
wisdom of thought — not mere cleverness, but the power to see
far ahead, like a wise farmer who looks beyond today’s crop to the
coming rains and the pests that may strike. Fifth, eloquence —
the ability to convey ideas clearly and beautifully, for “a good idea
badly delivered is like nourishing food that smells rotten; people



will not eat it.” And sixth, the most important: a deep love of
knowledge and justice. Not love on the lips, but love truly in the
heart — for a leader who does not love justice becomes a tyrant.

These six are the minimum. But there is one more thing, higher
than all of them. The perfect leader, al-Farabi told the emir, must
have a connection to the Active Intellect — a cosmic
intelligence that flows through the whole universe, the source of
all knowledge, wisdom, and truth. A perfect leader is one who can
connect with it: he is the channel through which the Active
Intellect flows into the human world. How does one reach it?
“Through deep thought. Through meditation. Through endless
learning. Through a love of truth so deep that he could not lie
even if his life were in danger.” Such a leader, al-Farabi said, is “a
prophet in the language of philosophy” — not one who receives
revelation from the sky, but one who receives knowledge from the
Active Intellect through a perfected mind.

This is the heart of al-Farabi’s politics, and what makes it so
unlike the power-politics that would later carry the day in
Europe. For him the ruler is not the strongest or the most
cunning. The ruler is the wisest and the most just — someone
who has disciplined himself so thoroughly that he has become a
conduit for truth itself. Leadership is not a prize to be seized. It is
a burden that only the perfected soul can rightly carry.

PAUSE AND THINK

1. Of al-Farabi’s six qualities, which does the leadership
around you most reward — and which does it most
neglect?

2. He insists the true leader loves justice “in the heart,” not
“on the lips.” How would you tell the difference in
someone asking for your trust?
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3. If leadership is a burden for the wise rather than a prize
for the strong, how should that change who we are willing
to follow?

11



Lesson 4 — The Ladder of
Existence

That night al-Farabi stood on the roof of the palace, his robe
snapping in the wind, his eyes following the ordered march of the
stars. Below him the city hummed — merchants closing shops,
children playing, women singing in their houses. But he was not
looking at the city. He was seeing something deeper.

“Everything moves,” he whispered. “From the First, down, down,
down, like a waterfall of light.”

Imagine, he said, a single point of light at the very highest
heaven. It does not move. It does not change. It simply is — and
its mere presence sets everything else in motion. That is the
First. That is God. From that light descend the perfect
Intellects — not thinkers who reason slowly like us, but minds
that know everything at once, in a single flash, whose very
thinking is creation. From the First Intellect comes the Second,
from the Second the Third, down to the Tenth, which we call the
Active Intellect — the one nearest to our world. The Active
Intellect is the intermediary: it receives light from the Intellects
above and pours it down to the earth, to human beings. Every
flash of sudden insight you have ever felt, al-Farabi says, was a
ray reaching you from the Active Intellect.

Below the Intellects lies the world of matter — moon, sun, planets
— moving in perfect orbits because they receive their command
from above. Then the earth, the realm of change and decay,
where nothing perfect lasts. And on the earth there is a ladder:
at the bottom, inert matter, which merely exists; then plants,
which live but cannot move or think; then animals, which live and
move but only follow instinct; and at the top of the earthly ladder,
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the human being — who lives, moves, and thinks; who can
understand and can choose.

Here comes al-Farabi’s most striking turn. The human being does
not sit at the top of the ladder. The human sits in the middle.
Below us: matter, plants, animals. Above us: the Active Intellect,
the Intellects, and finally the First. “Man is the crossroads,” he
said. “Man is where two worlds meet — the world of matter and
the world of intellect. That is what makes man special, and that is
what fills man with struggle.”

Because we stand at the crossroads, we are free in a way nothing
else is. The star cannot leave its orbit; the plant cannot leave its
soil. But the human being can climb or fall. How do we climb?
Through knowledge, through character, through understanding.
When you learn, you draw yourself up toward the Active Intellect.
When you do good, you align yourself with the perfect order of
the heavens. And when you choose ignorance and cruelty, you
drag yourself downward — toward the animal that only follows
appetite, or lower still, toward dead matter with no purpose and
no meaning.

The wicked person, al-Farabi says, does not stop being human; he
still has intellect. But his intellect has gone to sleep. Like a tree
planted in a dark cave, he is still alive, but he does not grow to his
full potential. He can still wake. He can still choose to rise. And
that is the quiet drama of every single day: every act, every
thought, is a choice to climb or to fall. The higher the rung, the
greater the responsibility — and the human being, standing at the
crossroads of the cosmos, carries the greatest responsibility of all:
to use the mind, to learn, to do good, to become — or at least to
strive to become — perfect.

13



PAUSE AND THINK

1. Al-Farabi places the human in the middle of existence, not
the top — pulled both up and down. Which pull do you
feel more strongly in your daily choices?

2. He describes the wicked as those whose intellect has fallen
“asleep,” not vanished. Where in your own life has a
capacity you once had gone quietly dormant?

3. If every ordinary act is a small step up or down the ladder,
which habit of yours is doing the most quiet climbing —
and which the most quiet falling?

14



Lesson 5 — True Happiness

One golden evening in Baghdad, al-Farabi sat on a worn mat in
the mosque, surrounded by students. Today he would not teach
logic or metaphysics. Today he spoke of something closer to the
heart of every human being: happiness.

“All people chase something,” he said. “They run, they struggle,
they sacrifice. But most of them do not know what they are really
chasing.” A young student asked: is happiness wealth? Is it
power? Al-Farabi smiled the smile of one who has travelled a long
road. “If happiness were only wealth, why do rich men take their
own lives? If happiness were only power, why do kings abandon
their palaces to pray in the desert?”

True happiness — al-sa’ada — he said, is when the human soul
unites with the Active Intellect. It is the moment when we no
longer understand things only in small fragments, but see the
whole: we understand why the stars shine, why the heart beats,
how all things are connected. Another student protested: I have
memorised hundreds of verses of the Qur'an — am I not already
happy? “Memorising is the beginning,” al-Farabi answered. “But
happiness is not memorising. Happiness is understanding. When
you read a verse about God’s mercy, do you only know the words
— or do you feel that mercy in your soul? When you read of
justice, do you merely know its meaning — or do you see justice
as part of the order of the universe?”

Then he said something that unsettled the room. The “afterlife,”
he taught, is not a far-off place in the sky, not merely something
that comes after we die. It is a stage of awareness — the moment
the soul reaches the perfection of knowledge. And so heaven is
the state in which the soul attains perfect knowledge: when we
grasp truth, see beauty in everything, and feel an unshakeable
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peace because we have united with the Active Intellect that moves
the universe. Hell is the state in which the soul is trapped in
ignorance: when we understand nothing, live in darkness, and do
not know who we are, where we came from, or where we are
going. “A rich man who is a fool lives in hell — he owns
everything and understands nothing. A poor man who is wise
lives in heaven — he owns little and understands everything, like
one who stands on a mountain at dawn and sees the whole
world.”

The café dialogue that follows presses the obvious worry: the
Qur’an describes gardens, rivers of milk and honey — is al-
Farabi saying these are not real? The old man’s answer is careful
and worth keeping. Al-Farabi does not say heaven and hell are
false. He reads them at a deeper layer. Scripture speaks in the
language we can grasp — trees, rivers, gold — to picture a
happiness that cannot be put into words. The golden tree is real,
but its meaning is more real still: spiritual richness, the perfect
sweetness of a fulfilled life, and beneath it all the state of a soul
that has reached completion.

How does the soul reach that completion? Through knowledge —
but not empty, memorised knowledge. Knowledge truly
understood, knowledge that becomes part of the soul and changes
how we see the world. The old man gives the example of justice:
first you memorise its definition; then you begin to feel injustice
in the market, in the home, in yourself; and finally you
understand justice as part of the very balance of the universe —
and in that moment you touch real happiness. Not everyone can
become a philosopher, al-Farabi insisted, but everyone can live
wisely, understand something of the truth, and taste something of
true happiness. For the deepest hell is not a burning fire. It is the
emptiness of a soul that never knew it was starving.

16



PAUSE AND THINK

1. Al-Farabi separates memorising from understanding.
Where have you mistaken knowing the words for grasping
the thing?

2. He says the fool who owns everything may be living in a
kind of hell without knowing it. What might you be rich in
and still starving for?

3. If happiness is the soul’s union with truth rather than the
satisfaction of appetite, what would you have to stop
chasing to start pursuing it?

17



Lesson 6 — Religion as
Shadow

The sun was high when al-Farabi crossed the Baghdad market
and stopped before a shadow-puppet master preparing the
evening’s show. The wayang figures — animals and men cut from
leather — were laid out on a wooden table. A white screen waited
to become a canvas of stories. Children gathered, eyes shining.
“These puppets,” the puppeteer told him with a smile, “are not
just dolls. They are stories. They are truth.”

When the show began, the light behind the screen brought the
shadows to life. A lion moved fiercely. A hero raised his sword.
The crowd laughed and wept and cheered. Most of them could
not read; none had heard of Greek philosophy or read Plato. They
understood truth through image and motion. Beside al-Farabi a
little girl asked her mother, “Is that lion really fierce?” “No, dear,”
the mother said. “It is a shadow. But the story is true. The truth it
teaches is real.”

In that moment everything became clear to him. Religion is the
shadow play. Philosophy is the light. The crowd sees the
shadows and grasps the truth through shape and movement. The
philosophers see the light itself and grasp the source of the truth
directly. Both point to the same truth. Only the way differs.

He went home and wrote through the night. He wrote of the
Prophet Ibrahim seeing the star, the moon, the sun as signs of
God’s presence: for ordinary people, an inspiring story of seeking
the truth; for philosophers, the journey of the intellect from the
visible to the invisible, from the finite to the infinite. Same story,
two readings. He wrote of heaven and hell: for the people, real
places in another world; for the philosophers, symbols of the
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soul’s perfection and the soul’s fall. He wrote of angels: for the
people, beings of light who serve God; for the philosophers,
symbols of the universal Intellects that order the cosmos in
perfect harmony. One truth, two languages.

This was dangerous ground, and al-Farabi knew it. The scholars
would say he was calling religion untrue. The philosophers would
say he was demeaning reason. But what he meant was subtler
than either. “Religion is the image of truth,” he wrote.
“Philosophy is truth itself. But without the image, truth cannot
reach most people. And without the truth, the image becomes an
empty story.” Religion is the shadow of truth — but the shadow is
real. It has a shape. It carries meaning. You must not confuse the
shadow with the thing it shadows; but neither can you call the
shadow false. The light casts the shadow; the shadow points back
to the light.

The café dialogue captures the worry exactly. The young man
arrives disturbed: doesn’t this make philosophy higher than
religion — reduce faith to mere symbol? The old man answers
with a story. A biologist and a farmer walk through the same
forest. The biologist sees taxonomy, photosynthesis, ecosystems;
the farmer sees what can be eaten, what is poison, what can be
sold. Which understanding is higher? Neither — they are
different. Both understand the same forest; both are true. So it is
with philosophy and religion: one speaks to the intellect, one to
the heart; one for the few, one for all. The philosopher who sneers
at the believer’s “simple” faith has misunderstood as badly as the
believer who fears the philosopher’s reason. Al-Farabi’s teaching
is not a ranking. It is a bridge — one of the most generous ideas in
all of Islamic philosophy, and one that still has much to teach an
age quick to despise whichever language is not its own.
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PAUSE AND THINK

1. Al-Farabi says the shadow is real even though it is not the
thing itself. Where do you treat an “image” of truth — a
story, a ritual, a metaphor — as either worthless or as the
whole truth?

2. The biologist and the farmer understand the same forest
differently. Whose way of knowing do you most often
dismiss, and what might it see that yours cannot?

3. If religion and philosophy are two languages for one truth,
what would change in how you argue with those who
speak the other one?
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Lesson 7 — The Four
Misguided Cities and Their
Diseases

One autumn evening in 950, al-Farabi set down his pen and
stared into the dark. For thirty years he had written of the perfect
city. “I have painted paradise,” he said to himself. “But the world
is full of hells.” And so he opened a fresh scroll and, with a
trembling hand, began to write — this time not of the Virtuous
City, but of the cities that are sick. His student Muhammad ibn
Ubaydillah came in with warm water and asked what he was
writing on so dark a night. “I am writing of the sick cities, my son.
Cities ruled by those whose hearts are deformed. Cities where the
people suffer without knowing they suffer.”

There are four kinds of misguided city.

The first is the Ignorant City (al-Madinah al-Jahila). Its people
do not understand what true happiness is. They live like cattle —
eating, sleeping, breeding — but never asking why they live. Their
leaders do not teach; they only command by force. The people
never meet wisdom; they do not know that happiness is a matter
of heart and soul, not merely a full belly and a comfortable body.
You can recognise this city, al-Farabi said, by the silence of
thought: no debate about happiness, no questions about the
purpose of life. Everything is simply accepted.

The second is worse: the Wicked City (al-Madinah al-Fasiqa).
Here the people know what true happiness is. They know what is
right. But they do not do it. They choose the wrong road with
their eyes open — like someone who knows the fire is hot and
touches it on purpose. Their leaders understand justice but
choose injustice because it is more profitable; their people know
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the truth but follow the lie because it is easier. You recognise this
city by its deliberate lies: people deceive while knowing they
deceive. This, al-Farabi says, is a deeper sickness of the soul,
because ignorance can be taught away, but chosen corruption
cannot.

The third is the most bewildering: the Misguided City (al-
Madinah al-Dalla). These people have belief. They have religion.
They have a god. But they are mistaken about who their god
truly is. They imagine God in their own image — full of rage,
envy, and greed — and worship a god manufactured from their
own ignorance. Their leaders use the name of God to justify their
crimes, and their people are deceived because they believe that
whatever the leaders do is the will of God. You recognise this city
by its shared delusion: everyone believes the same wrong thing,
and feels safe in the believing.

The fourth is the saddest: the Changed City (al-Madinah al-
Mutabaddila). This city was once good. Once it was led by the
wise and the just; once its people lived in peace. But then foolish,
greedy leaders came — leaders who did not understand the true
purpose of leadership. Slowly they changed the laws, changed the
values, changed the very aim of the city. The once-beautiful city
darkened; the once-happy people grew sad. And the cruellest part
is that they remember how things used to be. They know what
was lost. They live in nostalgia and despair, pretending to be
happy while their eyes are full of grief.

Then the student asked the question that matters: how does a
leader fall from wise to foolish, from good to wicked? Al-Farabi’s
answer is one every age should memorise. A leader does not fall
in a day. He falls slowly. First one small wrong decision. Then
that decision is justified with a beautiful excuse. Then a second
decision, easier to make because the first already exists. Little by
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little the leader goes too far to turn back — he has lied too much
to admit the truth, done too much injustice to admit he was ever
wrong. “One small step to the left, and he has begun to stray. Two
steps, and he can no longer see the right road. Three steps, and he
now believes the wrong road is the right one.”

Why write all this darkness? Because, al-Farabi told his student, a
city that does not know it is sick cannot be healed — but a city
that knows it is sick has hope. “Whoever reads this,” he
whispered at dawn, “will see their own reflection. And perhaps,
just perhaps, they will choose to change.” The gift of the thinker
to the world, the café teacher says, is not an answer but a mirror.

PAUSE AND THINK

1. Of the four sick cities — the ignorant, the wicked, the
misguided, the changed — which one does your own
society most resemble today, and why?

2. Al-Farabi says leaders fall one small, well-excused step at
a time. Where have you watched (or done) exactly that
slow slide?

3. The Changed City is the saddest because its people
remember what was lost. What have you stopped
expecting that you once knew was possible?
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Lesson 8 — From Al-Farabi
to Machiavelli

In 950, in a plain room on the edge of Damascus, an old man lay
on a thin mattress. Morning light touched his clouded face as the
dawn call to prayer rang from a nearby mosque. Al-Farabi — the
Second Teacher — was counting out his final days. He did not die
in luxury. No palace awaited his body; no sultan wept at his
bedside. Only silence, and a few students who came to read his
writings while he still breathed. “Master,” one asked, holding a
page, “your book about the Perfect City — will it be
remembered?” Al-Farabi smiled faintly. “A book is a seed, my
child. The seed does not know where it will grow. Perhaps here,
perhaps elsewhere. But it will grow.”

He was wrong. Or right. It depends on who is measuring success.

For three centuries after his death, his teaching spread across the
Islamic world. Ibn Sina in Persia read him and built an even
greater system of philosophy. Ibn Rushd in al-Andalus took up
his logic and defended it against the theologians. Scholars in
Baghdad, Cairo, and Cordoba all read al-Farabi; he became a
pillar of Islamic thought.

Then, in the twelfth century, something dark and lasting
happened. A brilliant theologian named al-Ghazali — a dazzling
mind who nevertheless rejected philosophy — wrote a book called
The Incoherence of the Philosophers. He did not merely attack al-
Farabi; he attacked the entire tradition of reasoning that al-
Farabi had built. Philosophy, he argued, is a danger to faith; logic
is a traitor to religion. And the Islamic world listened. One by
one, schools that taught philosophy closed. Libraries holding the
books of the falasifa were burned or hidden. Teachers of
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philosophy were forced to choose: change profession, or face the
stones of those who believed they were defending religion. A
tradition of thought four hundred years in the making — from al-
Kindi to al-Farabi to Ibn Sina — was cut as cleanly as a rope
severed by a sharp knife.

Meanwhile, in Europe, something else was unfolding. In the
thirteenth century a Christian monk named Gerard of
Cremona sat in Toledo, Spain, and began translating Arabic
books into Latin — not only al-Farabi, but the whole inheritance
of Islamic philosophy: al-Kindi, al-Farabi, Ibn Sina, Ibn Rushd.
Thomas Aquinas, living two centuries after al-Farabi, read him
in this cold Latin. He took the idea of God as First Cause. He took
the idea of the perfect intellect. He took much from al-Farabi —
but he never named al-Farabi in his most famous works. Europe
received al-Farabi’s inheritance, the book says, “through eyes that
did not see — like a child raised by a grandmother, who never
knew who his real father was.”

Then, in 1513, a pragmatic and cynical Italian writer named
Niccolo Machiavelli wrote a small book called The Prince. It
was not about the perfect city or about happiness. It was about
power, deception, and how a ruler can keep his grip by killing,
lying, and betraying. The book became famous across Europe,
translated into every language, read by kings and ministers. The
name Machiavelli became a synonym for “political philosophy.”

And here lies the irony that bites like a serpent. The Western
world crowned Machiavelli the “father of modern political
philosophy” — while al-Farabi, who wrote about political
philosophy five hundred years earlier, with a depth and grace
Machiavelli never reached, was all but forgotten.
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Why? The answer is simple, and painful. The Islamic world
stopped reading philosophy after al-Ghazali. It did not keep
studying, developing, and debating al-Farabi’s ideas. So when
Europe woke from its own dark age and went looking for
knowledge, it looked in the wrong place — within itself, rather
than at the true source. Machiavelli did not read al-Farabi. He
knew nothing of the Virtuous City. He wrote of power as
something emptied of morality, a game won only by the cruellest
and most cunning. Al-Farabi wrote of the city as something
designed for human happiness, where the leader is like a doctor
tending the souls of his people. One is medicine. One is poison.
And the world chose the poison — not because the poison was
better, but because the medicine had been lost, forgotten by those
who should have kept it.

This is the quietest tragedy in history — not a tragedy of war and
blood, but of silence and forgetting. And it is precisely why this
course exists. Al-Farabi believed a good idea lives forever. He was
right. But living is not the same as being remembered, and not
the same as being honoured. A good idea can simply exist — in a
book rarely read, in a library rarely visited, waiting for a reader
who may never come. The whole point of recovering al-Farabi
now is to be the reader who finally comes.

PAUSE AND THINK

1. Al-Farabi’s politics is “medicine,” Machiavelli’s is “poison”
— yet the poison became famous. Why do you think
ruthless accounts of power travel further than hopeful
ones?

2. A tradition was lost not because it was refuted but because
people stopped reading it. What worthy idea in your own
culture is quietly being forgotten for the same reason?
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3. If “living is not the same as being remembered,” what
does it ask of you to become “the reader who finally
comes”?
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Lesson 9 — Finding
Madinah Today

This morning, Kuala Lumpur was screaming. Not a sound the ear
could hear, but one felt in the bones. Two hours to travel ten
kilometres. Shops shuttered because owners could not make the
rent. Social media full of fury — the people angry at the
government, the government angry at the people, religion
wielded as a weapon in a dirty fight for power.

A young man named Azim sat in a taxi that would not move,
watching the minutes bleed away before a meeting he would
miss. The driver, an old man worn grey by years of exhaust
fumes, murmured something. “What are you doing?” Azim asked.
“Praying, sir,” the old man said with a sad smile. “Praying that
today will be better than yesterday.” The words struck Azim like a
stone dropped into still water. He himself never prayed for
tomorrow. He only hoped technology would fix things — a better
app, a smarter system, stricter rules. But none of it changed the
basic fact: the city was not broken so much as lost — it had lost its
direction.

That night Azim went to an old coffee shop and said to the
familiar old man there: “How does one person make a difference?
Everyone is angry. Everyone’s lost hope. Politics is a game of lies,
religion a tool to hurt people. I'm just one man. What can I do?”

“You know,” the old man said, sipping his tea, “al-Farabi once
asked the very same question.” Azim scoffed — al-Farabi had
students, influence; I'm just an employee at a company that
doesn’t care. “Exactly,” said the old man. “But you misunderstand
him. He did not begin with influence. He began with one simple
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question: how should a city be run so that everyone living in it
can be happy?”

Azim objected that it was an impossible question — no city is
perfect, and Kuala Lumpur’s problems are beyond counting.
“True,” said the old man. “But al-Farabi never said the Virtuous
City already exists. He said it is something to be striven for. It is a
direction, not a destination.” Azim fell silent; he had never seen it
that way.

“In this modern world,” the old man went on, “we all wait for
someone to come and fix things. We wait for the perfect leader,
the perfect system, the perfect technology. But al-Farabi taught
something different. He taught that the Virtuous City begins with
the good individual.” Azim smiled bitterly — I'm not a good
individual. I'm angry at people who disagree with me. I'm tired
of the world’s problems. I just want an easy life. “That,” said the
old man, “is a good beginning.” Because Azim had admitted his
own weakness; he had not lied to himself. And honesty, the old
man said, is the beginning of all wisdom.

“You don’t have to change Kuala Lumpur in one night. You don’t
have to be a hero. You can do one very simple thing: begin with
yourself. Tomorrow when you wake, ask: Will I be a good citizen
of this city today? Will I care for the people around me? Will 1
seek knowledge? Will I seek truth, and not just anger?” The
perfect city, he said, is not built by one genius. It is built by
thousands of ordinary people who ask the same honest question
every day: am I doing the best for my city?

But what about all the people who don’t care, Azim asked — who
only want money and power and pleasure? The old man smiled
sadly. Al-Farabi asked that too. He knew the Virtuous City would
never be perfect; there would always be the greedy and the
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foolish. But he believed that when there are enough good people,
enough people striving, enough people asking the right question,
the city moves toward something better. “Perhaps it is like a star
in the sky. We will never reach it, but it guides us through the
dark. As long as we can see the star, as long as we walk toward it,
we know we are going the right way. It is only when we stop
seeing the star — when we stop asking the right questions — that
we become lost.”

The old man rose, laid a gentle hand on Azim’s shoulder, and
said: “Begin here. Begin with one person you truly listen to. One
book you read carefully. One honest question. One small thing
you change in your life. One decision to be a better citizen
tomorrow than you were today.” Then he left. Azim opened his
reading app and searched for a book on philosophy, on the
history of cities, on how to live better. Tomorrow he would wake
and ask himself: is this the best for my city? He did not know if
he could ever answer it perfectly. But he knew that in the asking,
in the striving, in walking toward the star — he had already
become part of the Virtuous City that al-Farabi dreamed of a
thousand years ago.

And perhaps that is what al-Farabi meant all along. Not a perfect
destination, but a noble journey.

PAUSE AND THINK

1. The old man says change begins not with the perfect
system but with “the good individual.” What is one honest
question you could ask yourself every morning, as Azim
learned to?

2. Al-Farabi’s Madinah is “a direction, not a destination.”
How does it change your sense of failure to aim at a star
you will never reach but can always walk toward?
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3. Azim’s first act was simply to begin — one book, one
question, one conversation. What is your one small
beginning, starting tomorrow?
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Where to Go From Here

You have walked the whole arc: from a boy’s questions on the
steppe, through the blueprint of the Virtuous City, the six marks
of the wise leader, the ladder of existence, the meaning of true
happiness, the bridge between religion and philosophy, the four
sick cities, the great forgetting that let Machiavelli eclipse al-
Farabi, and finally the quiet task of building Madinah in our own
restless age.

If one idea is worth carrying out of this course, let it be this: the
Virtuous City is a direction, not a destination — and it begins
not with a perfect ruler or a perfect system, but with ordinary
people who refuse to stop asking whether there might be a better
way to live together.

Al-Farabi believed a good idea lives forever, even if it is forgotten.
By reading this far, you have become what he was waiting for all
along: a reader who came. Keep asking his question. Lend this
course to someone who still believes the city can be better. And
tomorrow, as Azim learned to do, wake and ask yourself: is this
the best for my city?

Thank you for learning with Falah Digital. If this course moved
you, explore our companion micro-courses on the thinkers and
questions that shaped Muslim philosophy.
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