
Updates

• APEC Summit – no communiqué issued. Not a surprise.

• US to help develop the refurbished Manus base. Too much for us? The real 

competition will start when they put an airfield in to replace the commercial one 

there now. A Cold War – not yet the relationship between the US and China is not 

the same as the US/USSR – trade a complicating factor.

• Indonesian trade deal put back to April next year. Widodo – rumours that he is a 

secret Christian. Tries to establish Islamic credentials with the Haj and anti Aust 

stance over move of the embassy in Israel – mindful of Presidential election in 

Indonesia next year. The As in the Liberal Party at work again?

• Trump visits the Californian fires after he criticised their forest management 

policies. Trump gets the Paradise name wrong and then suggests they look to 

Finland for a role model. “They spent a lot of time on raking and cleaning and doing 

things, and they don't have any problem," Fox TV turns on Trump and shows 

solidarity with CNN and the rest of the Press.

• Bannon touring the EU setting up “The Movement” to promote right wing values 

and to work the EU elections.
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The new Manus base
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Lombrum naval base
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Just another ordinary day in Finland
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And the Brexit saga

• Brexit update. Can Theresa May survive – and who would want the job? Boris 

Johnson or Jacob Rees-Mogg?

• A draft agreement on Britain’s withdrawal from the European Union has been 

reached - including how much money will be paid to the EU, a 21-month transition 

period after Brexit day next March and commitments on the rights of EU citizens in 

the UK and UK citizens living in the EU.

• It is not a trade deal - that will be hammered out during the transition period.

• EU leaders sign off on the agreement. Other problems on their plate – populism, 

EU elections, a compromised Macron and Merkel, trade war with Trump etc...

• It is difficult to see how the summit could go ahead if Theresa May loses a 

confidence vote in the next few days.

• If Mrs May survives as PM she faces the fight of her life to get MPs to vote for it.

• A vote is expected to take place around 7 December.
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Brexit poll
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May lays down the gauntlet
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And another thing

• President Trump defied his intelligence abut the Kashoggi murder saying the CIA  

just “had a feeling” according to Trump.

• Punishing Saudi Arabia, he said, would put at risk $110 billion in military sales .

• Trump (President T) claims he brought down oil prices. Thanked himself for 

Thanksgiving.

• Saudis look to buy $80bn worth of US nuclear reactors. They insist on making their 

own fuel rather than buying it more cheaply. An attempt to divert fuel into a 

weapons programme?

• Saudi foreign minister says that calls for MBS to be replaced is a “red line”.

• Russia seizes three Ukrainian naval vessels in the Sea of Azov.

• Two Ukrainian ports on its northern shore - Berdyansk and Mariupol - are key to 

exporting grain and produce such as steel, also for importing coal.

• The 2003 treaty between Ukraine and Russia guaranteed free navigation to both 

countries' vessels.

• China to start building the Isthmus of Kra Canal?
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The proposed Isthmus of Kra Canal



Islam and the modern world
U3A Beechworth 2018
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Islam in the world
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In the beginning

• Islam was not a new religion. Same God as the Jews (Yahweh /Allah). Jews and 
Christians regarded also as “people of the book” i.e. monotheists. Mohammed 
even sent followers to safety in Christian Ethiopia.

• Mohammed himself was identified as “the messenger of God” by a Christian 
monk (the cloud story) and backed up by a Christian scholar.

• Jews widespread in Arabia after the Diaspora ends in Babylon. Became 
arabised. Both seen as descendants of Abraham. Large number of tribes 
converted to Christianity – Yemen the religious Christian capital.

• Christian monasticism at this time was at its height in Arabia and Mohammed 
would have spoken to many Christians. Prophets everywhere.

• Between 3rd and 7th Centuries AD Arabia was seen as the focal battleground 
between the Christians in Rome and those in Byzantium.

• For Jews, God was fully revealed in the Torah (the first five books of the Old 
Testament).  Jesus is the God of the 4 gospels of the new testament. 

• The key to salvation was above all surrender (“Islam” in Arabic) to God, 
obedience to his commands as revealed in the Quran and allegiance to his 
messenger Muhammad. Like the God of Moses, Allah was a lawmaker. Jews, 
Christians and Islam all worship the same complex God. 12



Similarities and differences

• Jews and Arabs would have seen themselves as part of the same religion

• Both descended from Abraham.

• Both saw the Final Judgement – both saw the prophets as messengers from 
God.

• Islam did not see Christ as divine and denied his crucifixion/ Denied the Trinity. 
Many Christian sects at the time thought the same ( the Gnostics/Arians)  “no 
god but god” etc.

• Was Islam a heretical form of Christianity and was Christianity an apocalyptic 
form of Judaism?

• The Kaba was seen as founded by Adam, destroyed in the flood, rebuilt by 
Noah and rediscovered by Abraham.

• Moses mentioned 43 times in the Koran as is Mary as the virgin mother of 
Jesus.

• Muhammad, saw himself as the last in a line of prophets that reached back 
through Jesus to Moses, beyond him to Abraham and as far back as Noah.

• Creation of the “Umma” rather than a tribal society.
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Islam and some variations

• Allah from Al- ilah meaning “The God” (out of about 360 of them) not a 
personality. No idols of course. No body, substance or shape. Yahweh ( I am 
that I am) a more personal relationship with God but both possibly the same.

• So moving from three gods to two and then one.

• Jewish?  A single God, reverence for Jewish prophets, his veneration of 
Jerusalem as a holy city and his nearly wholesale adoption of Jewish dietary 
and purity laws.

• Sufis grew out of asceticism – a direct unmediated contact with God and an 
inward search for the divine. Mystical experience – may be both Sunni or Shia.  
Spiritual leader Ali, Mohammed’s son in law. More a style of worship. “God is 
everything that exists”. Not fear but wonder!

• For a time from the 12th Century onwards it was the mainstay of Islam.

• But because it is pluralistic in outlook and tolerant it has attracted the anger of 
extremists. These extremists denounce the Sufi love of saints (Shia also 
venerate their saints) and their visit to saints’ tombs to pray has made them a 
target of fundamentalists.
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Sufis
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The Arab world in the 8th Century

Fast spread due to Bedouin (mainly Yemenis) losing rights to plunder fellow Muslims. 
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What Islam gave to the West

• The ability to accurately tell time and determine dates. Here, the chief 
instrument was the astrolabe, the most powerful analog computer before the 
modern age.

• The art of alchemy, forerunner of modern chemistry.

• Trigonometry and spherical geometry – invaluable for making maps, 
navigation, and locating cities.

• Algebra, geometry, trigonometry and our contemporary number system.

• Star tables and almanacs capable of predicting celestial events, like lunar 
eclipses, with considerable accuracy.

• Our modern technical lexicon: from azimuth to zenith, from alcohol to zero.

• Many of the foods we eat – apricots, oranges, artichokes, hard wheat for 
pasta, to name but a few.

• Natural philosophy, scientific cosmology and optics.

• And, most important of all, the notion that religion and science, faith and 
reason, could coexist; this gave medieval Western intellectuals ‘permission' to 
explore the universe without impinging on the majesty of God.
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What President Obama said in Cairo 2007

• “It was Islam that carried the light 
of learning through so many 
centuries, paving the way for 
Europe’s Renaissance and 
Enlightenment. 

• It was innovation in Muslim 
communities that developed the 
order of algebra; our magnetic 
compass and tools of navigation; 
our mastery of pens and printing; 
our understanding of how disease 
spreads and how it can be healed”.
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Why Arabic science thrived

• Scientific activity was reaching a peak when Islam was the dominant 
civilization in the world.

• By the year 750, the Arabs had conquered Arabia, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, 
Palestine, Egypt, and much of North Africa, Central Asia, Spain, and the fringes 
of China and India. Newly opened routes connecting India and the Eastern 
Mediterranean spurred an explosion of wealth through trade, as well as an 
agricultural revolution.

• The result was, first, an Arab kingdom under the Umayyad caliphs (ruling in 
Damascus from 661AD to 750 AD) and then an Islamic empire under the 
Abbasid caliphs (ruling in Baghdad from 751 to 1258AD), which saw the most 
intellectually productive age in Arab history.

• The spread of empire brought urbanization, commerce, and wealth that 
helped spur intellectual collaboration. A single language, one rule, high 
urbanisation rates. As the Abbasid empire grew, it also expanded eastward, 
bringing it into contact with the ancient Egyptian, Greek, Indian, Chinese, and 
Persian civilizations.

• One of the most important discoveries by Muslims was paper, which was 
probably invented in China around A.D. 105. 

• The arrival of paper also helped improve literacy, which had been encouraged 
since the dawn of Islam due to the religion’s literary foundation, the Koran
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The reasons for Islam’s rise

• As Islam expanded it conquered the Persian Empire and parts of the Eastern 
Roman Empire. In the process it absorbed some of the ancient world's most 
significant centres of learning.

• In the eastern Mediterranean the scholarly centres of Alexandria and Antioch 
came under Islamic control. In the east the Nestorian Christian schools of 
Nisibis and Edessa  continued to be centres of learning under Muslim rule.

• Greek works lost in the collapse of the Roman Empire were preserved by the 
Nestorians who inturn passed it into Arabic. Muslims inherited Hellenism from 
Alexander the Great as he pushed east. Translated that into Latin and Hebrew 
and thereby made it available in the West.

• The Abbasids paid huge sums to translators in Bagdad. Other centres of 
scholarship in the Golden Age were Cordova, in Muslim Spain, Palermo in 
Sicily and Cairo in Egypt.

• “The Golden Age” (900 AD to 1200 AD) Arabic but was it Islamic?. Vied with 
China to be the world leader n Science and Technology. Europe as far behind.
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Bagdad
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The languages of Islam

• The year 1000 saw nearly the entire Greek body of medicine, 
mathematics, and natural philosophy translated into Arabic.

• The Abbasids 750  - 1258 AD. Instead of tribe and ethnicity, the Abbasids 
made religion and language the defining characteristics of state identity. 
This allowed for a relatively cosmopolitan society. 

• The translation movement, which mostly flourished from the middle of 
the eighth century to the end of the tenth, was a self-perpetuating 
enterprise supported by “the entire elite of Abbasid society. Their focus 
was on the practical not the theoretical.

• By the time of the Arab conquests, the Greek tongue was known 
throughout the region, and it was the administrative language of Syria and 
Egypt. After the arrival of Christianity, Greek thought was spread further, 
by Nestorian Christians.

• the Abbasid rulers to legitimize their rule by co-opting Persian culture, 
which at the time deeply revered Greek thought.

• In the eyes of Abbasid Muslims, the ancient Greeks did not have a pristine 
reputation — they were not Muslims, after all — but at least they were 
not tainted with Christianity.
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The Abbasid Caliphate
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The Arabs in Spain
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The Alhambra in Spain
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The Mosque at Cordoba
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Why the golden age of scientific Islam faded away

• As the Middle Ages progressed, Arabic civilization began to run out of steam.

• The Renaissance, the Reformation, even the scientific revolution and the 
Enlightenment, passed unnoticed in the Muslim world – Bernard Lewis.

• The most significant factor was physical and geopolitical. As early as the tenth 
or eleventh century, the Abbasid empire began to factionalize- by 1258 the 
Mongols swept away the rest including Bagdad libraries.

• in Spain, Christians reconquered Córdoba in 1236 and Seville in 1248.

• After the Abbasids the ethos in the Islamic world was increasingly opposed to 
original scholarship and any scientific inquiry that did not directly aid in 
religious regulation of private and public life.

• Cleric Ghazali attacked Greek influence and philosophers. Al-Ghazali was 
worried that when people became favourably influenced by philosophical 
arguments, they would also come to trust the philosophers on matters of 
religion, thus making Muslims less pious.

• In the Sunni world, philosophy turned into mysticism.

• Islam lagged because it failed to offer a way to institutionalize free inquiry. 
That, in turn, is attributable to its failure to reconcile faith and reason.

27



28



Why accounts for the decline?

• Islam never had a central authority like the Vatican to rebel against. Hence no 
reformation, no enlightenment and no separation of Church and State. No 
autonomous science.

• There is an interest in Science but an Islamic Science – e.g. the Koran predicts 
black holes etc.

• Evolution a particular problem – banned in Saudi Arabia but not elsewhere –
OK for plants and animals but not human beings. Pew survey across the 
Middle East only 15% believed in it.

• Slow take up of the printing press

• Obsession with a fabled past.

• Poverty (compared to Europe) – capitalism not there to spur scientific 
application of technology. Science funded by industry n the West by patronage 
in the East.

• Arab territory whittled away by the Crusades in the 13th Century and by the 
Mongols in the East. Islamic learning centres lose touch with one another.
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The decline part 2

• From the 10th to the 13th century Europeans, especially in Spain, were 
translating Arabic works into Hebrew and Latin ''as fast as they could,‘

• Why didn't Eastern science go forward as well?

• Among other things, the Islamic empire began to be whittled away in the 13th 
century by Crusaders from the West and Mongols from the East.

• Christians reconquered Spain and its magnificent libraries in Córdoba and 
Toledo, full of Arab learning. As a result, Islamic centres of learning began to 
lose touch with one another and with the West.

• In the West, science was able to pay for itself in new technology like the steam 
engine and to attract financing from industry, but in the East it remained 
dependent on the patronage and curiosity of sultans and caliphs.

• The Ottomans, who took over the Arabic lands in the 16th century, were 
builders and conquerors, not thinkers,
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To be a scientist is to question everything....

• Ottoman occupation from the 16th Century onwards stifled scientific enquiry. 
Ottomans  were builders not thinkers.

• Learning by rote ( e.g. the Koran verses)

• Ghazali (1055-1111) steered Arabs away from Science and into 
fundamentalism.

• The clergy was where the money was.

• In the modern age it is expatriates that get all the best jobs.

• Science often only applied to Petroleum production.

• Brain drain because of the violence in the Middle East.
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So – what happened?

• Between the 8th and 13th Centuries Abbasid Caliphate in Bagdad copied all the 
scientific work the Greeks had done , along with the Persian into Arabic. They 
did not translate Greek, history , poetry or drama.

• They were a central administration with Arabic as the language of the Empire.

• The Empire spread from Persia to Spain with free and easy passage for people 
and ideas. There were no political boundaries.

• Urbanisation spread and therefore so did Commerce and wealth.

• The Bagdad elite was committed to Science and scientific enquiry and great 
admirers of the Greeks , Aristotle in particular. A pro Science inquisition 
around 1100 AD gets people’s backs up.

• After 1259 the Empire fractures after the Mongol invasion and the Christians 
retake Spain.

• Sunni anti – rationalism starts to dominate. Copying texts now a crime.

• God’s will cannot be challenged or understood. Rain – God’s creation not the 

end product of the water cycle. The Taliban and airport weather in Kabul.
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The Mongol invasion
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The Ottoman Empire – 16th and 17th Centuries
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Literal interpretations

• Its most extreme form can be seen in some sects of Islamists.

• For example, Mohammed Yusuf, the late leader of a group called the Nigerian 
Taliban, explained why “Western education is a sin” by explaining its view on 
rain: “We believe it is a creation of God rather than an evaporation caused by 
the sun that condenses and becomes rain.”

• for Islam, religion and politics were interdependent from the beginning; Islam 
needs a state to enforce its laws, and the state needs a basis in Islam to be 
legitimate. 

• European scholars argued explicitly that when the Bible contradicts the 
natural world, the holy book should not be taken literally. Many of the greatest 
scientists of the scientific revolution were also Christian priests or ministers.

• Islamic civilization did not have a culture hospitable to the advancement of 
science, while medieval Europe did. Maths and Science were excluded from 
the Madrassas. 

• Printing press – 1460 AD in Europe – 1727 AD in the Arab world. The 
Ottomans punished book publishing with a death sentence. "making the 

Quran accessible would only enable the ignorant to misinterpret it".
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“if I agree with Islam, then I have to respect all of the ideas of Islam”

• So in Europe telescopes and 
observatories were built to further 
science and understanding of the 
heavens. 

• In the Islamic world they were used 
to create religious calendars.

• In 2005 Harvard University 
produced more scientific papers 
than 17 Arabic-speaking countries 
combined. 

• The world’s 1.6 billion Muslims 
have produced only two Nobel 
laureates in chemistry and physics.

• Both moved to the West:
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The scope of the decline

• If not a decline it is progress at a 
much smaller pace. Islamic countries 
(organisation  of Islamic Countries) 
OIC behind even non Muslim African 
countries.

• Our western word built on Islamic 
discoveries in optics, theoretical 
physics and algebra to name a few.

• While in the West the last 100 years 
life expectancy has doubled and 
poverty reduced by 80%, OIC has 
been left behind.

• Between 1980 and 2000, Korea 
granted 16,328 patents, while nine 
Arab countries, including Egypt, Saudi 
Arabia, and the U.A.E., granted a 
combined total of only 370, many of 
them registered by foreigners.
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Travel and the Arab world

38



The situation today – research neglected

• The Bagdad Abbasid Caliphate ruled from 751 AD to 1258 AD when the 
Mongols destroyed Bagdad but they were already well into decline by then.

• They paved the way for the Renaissance and the enlightenment in Europe. 

• Both passed the Arab world by as did the Reformation.

• Today Arab countries have 9 scientist/technicians per 100 head of population 
compared to 41 in the West.

• Only two have ever one a Nobel prize for Science (in 1979 and 1999).

• Research is pretty much limited to Camel breeding and Desalination.

• Generates 1% of the world Scientific literature. Spain produces more 
published papers in one year than the Arab world has in 1000 years.

• Yet they created the tools for navigation, writing (cheap and plentiful paper) 
and disease control (measles, small pox and recognised fevers as a defence). 
23 volume medical encyclopaedia.

• The teachers swap places with the student and the students are resentful.
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The reasons for the decline – the colonial factors

• A turning away from Science in the 12th Century. 

• Geography – lack of good harbours, impassable mountains and deserts.

• The colonial legacy – lasted right up until the 1960s in some cases.

• That created a Pashtun division into Afghanistan and Pakistan and made it 
ungovernable.

• Sykes – Picot. 

• The Dutch treated Indonesia as a warehouse.

• Terrorism – not the cause of it but perhaps a reason for it staying there.

• Isolationism – imposed by the West – Iraq and Afghanistan Wars, Trump travel 
ban, 

• Turkey and the reluctance of the EU to take them in

• Arab travel tourism mainly in the Gulf States or moderate centres like Malaysia 
or their properties in the South of France or England. 

• Military ventures outspent aid by 18 to 1 (both internally and externally).

• Psychological reasons – blame the west and cope by rejecting western values.
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Sykes - Picot
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The other reasons

• The promise of the Arab Spring in 2011 has not materialised.

• Egypt is once again under the control of the military.

• Libya is at the mercy of the militias.

• Yemen has a civil war with Saudis and the Iranians fighting it out via proxies.

• Syria and Iraq are not viable countries anymore. Very few Arab countries have 
had much experience with self government. Or the notion of a free press.

• After independence their was a preference for centrally planned economies –
after the Soviet style mainly because the Soviets were at the forefront of the 
anti  colonial campaign.

• Anger at economic stagnation. Led to dissatisfaction in the mosques and at  
corrupt leaders who were supported by the West.

• Therefore there is little tolerance for the give and take in debate, a feeling that 
minorities have rights

• The Palestinians are not any closer to statehood.

• The Sunni/Shia split gets worse.

• The Muslim world turns in on itself.

• Youth Unemployment.
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Islam and Commerce

• Up until the 12th Century The Arab World led the word. Europe a backwater. In 
the 12th Century it was the centre of trade and commerce.

• Islam does not forbid the charging of interest but only excessive interest rates 
as does the Bible.

• Mohammed a merchant – more pro – business than Jesus? (the money 
lenders in the temple)?

• But Islamic law held them back. Inheritance Law. In the West passed on to 
eldest son. Distributed more widely under Islam. Capital accumulation falters 
and could not support investment for industrialisation.

• Partnerships died if anyone in it died. Note difference with West – 100s of 
shareholders carry on.

• Emergence of banks in the West led to interest rates dropping by 2/3rds – not 
so in the Arab word.

• But in 21st Century that does not apply hence the economic growth of Turkey 
and the potential growth of Saudi Arabia once it weans itself away from oil 
and gas.
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Mosques and markets
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Why the Arab world is in decline

• In particular countries the science syllabus is quite modern, In Saudi Arabia 
Science classes are all conducted in English.

• Nevertheless they still lag behind the modern world. Muslims are seriously 
underrepresented in science, accounting for fewer than 1 percent of the 
world's scientists while they account for almost a fifth of the world's 
population. Israel, he reports, has almost twice as many scientists as the 
Muslim countries put together.

• Among other sociological and economic factors, like the lack of a middle class, 
some attribute the malaise of Muslim science to an increasing emphasis over 
the last millennium on rote learning based on the Koran.

• That is destructive of analysis and questioning.

• Many want the benefits of technology but not the world view that goes with 
it.

• Islamise Science? For example, it was not Islamic to say that combining 
hydrogen and oxygen makes water. ''You were supposed to say,'' Dr. Hoodbhoy 
recounted, ''that when you bring hydrogen and oxygen together then by the 
will of Allah water was created.''
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An unwillingness to emulate the West

• It is said that Islam has not been through an Enlightenment, a Reformation, or 
any of the other rites of passage that have formed our modernity, and that, 
therefore, Muslims and modernity are strangers.

• But it was there in Turkey , Egypt and Iran only to be quashed by the end of 
the first world war.

• Female emancipation - Having begun the century as unlettered chattels of 
their menfolk, by the first world war a growing number of educated women in 
Cairo, Istanbul and Tehran were equipped to contribute to an emerging 
national life.

• But that came to an end in 1914 - In the first decade of the 20th century, 
Iranian and Turkish democrats had launched revolutions establishing 
parliamentary systems that limited the powers of the ruler — a similar 
movement in favour of popular sovereignty in Egypt had been thwarted by the 
British occupation two decades earlier.

• war laid waste to the region and the British and French chopped up much of 
the former Ottoman Empire into mandate-sized chunks. Egypt stayed under 
British supervision. Turkey and Iran modernised but inspired by Mussolini not 
democracy.

• Islam’s liberal moment was never revived because of its association with an 
avowedly liberal West that in fact behaved anything but liberally.
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Internal division - Sunni Vs. Shia

• Shia look to descendants of the prophet and regard Ali and Hussein as the 
legitimate rulers.

• 12th Imam disappears in Damascus AD 939.

• Shia say he ascended to heaven and will return.

• Khomeini was often referred to as “the hidden Imam” or the 13th Imam.

• Shia greatly persecuted by the Sunnis.

• Shia majorities in Iraq and Iran (90%)

• Shia 10% in Saudi Arabia, Syria 15% – seen as a fifth column – agents of 
Iran.

• Shia – victim/martyrdom complex.

• Their holy places are mainly in Iraq which makes then targets when on 
pilgrimage.
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Sunni and Shia majorities

48



And the sub sects of each
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Iran vs. Saudi Arabia –Sunni vs. Shia now

• The defining conflict of the Middle East (not counting Israel). Saudis 
leader of the Sunnis.

• Saudis worry about Iran going nuclear.

• Fear of the Shia crescent across the Middle East – battle for influence. 
Iran to take over southern Iraq?

• Saudis attack Yemen to stop Shi’ite Houthis backed by Iran.

• USA/Egypt support Sunni Saudi Arabia and Russia supports Iran/Syria 
along with Turkey.

• Most oil in the ME in Shia areas.

• US lifting sanctions against Iran worries the Saudis.

• Saudis flooding the oil market - $672 billion in reserves.
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The case of Egypt

• The Napoleonic occupation from 1798 to 1801 brought French scientists to 
Egypt. The arrival of the Europeans alerted Egyptians to how far behind they’d 
fallen; that shock set in motion a long intellectual awakening. During  the 150 
years that followed, institutions for higher learning in Cairo gave the city an 
international reputation for prestigious institutions.

• Then came the 1952 coup led by Nasser that toppled King Farouk I. Nasser was 
the first modern leader to position himself as a spokesman for the whole Arab 
world. His brand of nationalism was meant to unify all Arab people, not just 
Egyptians, and it set them in opposition to America and Europe. Against the 
West and what it stood for.

• People and the authorities are still grappling with religion’s place in Egyptian 
society, resulting in a situation similar to one in Europe during the time of 
Copernicus and Galileo, when scientific knowledge was considered a threat to 
those in power.

• Evolution is taught in Egyptian schools, although it is banned in Saudi Arabia 
and Sudan.

• fewer than 20% in Indonesia, Malaysia or Pakistan believed in Darwin’s 
theories. In Egypt it was just 8%. In the US,  38% believe in creationism. 57% in 
evolution.
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Nasser
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In many Muslim countries, science must obey the Koran

• This tendency to use their knowledge of science to ‘prove’ that the 
religious interpretations of life are correct is really corrupting.

• e.g. the 2004 quake was God punishing tourist behaviour.

• Researchers who don’t agree with Islamic thinking “avoid questions or 
research agendas” that could put them in opposition to authorities—thus 
steering clear of intellectual debate.

• In 2005 Harvard University produced more scientific papers than 17 
Arabic-speaking countries combined. The world’s 1.6 billion Muslims have 
produced only two Nobel laureates in chemistry and physics.

• Both moved to the West:

• Quaid-i-Azam University in Islamabad, for example, has three mosques on 
campus, with a fourth planned, but no bookshop.

• Muslim countries have nine scientists, engineers, and technicians per 
thousand people, compared with a world average of forty-one. In these 
nations, there are approximately 1,800 universities, but only 312 of those 
universities have scholars who have published journal articles.
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The modernisers - the rise of Mustafa Kemal – Ataturk

• Mustafa Kemal.  A revolutionary, 
army officer born in Greece.

• Ataturk  the hero of Gallipoli –
sets him up for power.

• Ataturk sets Turkey on to the path 
of modernism and away from its 
Islamist past.

• 1923 - Grand National Assembly 
declares Turkey a republic and 
Kemal Ataturk president.
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Ataturk’s reforms

• Mustafa Kemal throws out British, Greeks and French during Turkey’s war of 
independence  from 1919-23.

• Swaps Greeks from Smyrna for Muslims in Greece.
• Turns Turkey into a secular state not multi ethnic like the Ottoman Empire but 

a nation with a single national identity. Turkey for the Turks so to speak.
• The Republic of Turkey created in 1923 with Mustafa Kemal as President.
• Often autocratic.
• Bans Islamic head gear, makes education secular,. Looks to the West for 

inspiration to make a modern Turkey
• Promotes equal rights for women. Women given the vote 
• Arabic replaced by Latin letters and the Turkish language,
• Islam removed from the constitution, Islamic courts and judges shut down. 
• Western dress encouraged.
• Ottoman caliphate in Istanbul left merely as a figure head .
• Military sets itself up as the protector of Ataturk values. The military now 

under pressure after the failed coup and as Erdogan moves to a more Islamic 
State.
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And others tried as well

• Both Reza Shah 
and Atatürk westernized and 
industrialized their countries. They also 
promoted nationalism and secularism.

• They were both leaders who shared 
same policy and united their respective 
nations under one flag. They were both 
close friends. Reza Shah Pahlavi visited 
Turkey in 1934..

• While neither Reza Shah nor Atatürk 
left behind a major thesis, giving an 
overarching policy, their reforms tried 
to create an Iran and Turkey which 
would be:

• “free of clerical influence, nomadic 
uprisings, and ethnic differences”, on 
the one hand, and on the other hand 
would contain “European-style 
educational institutions, Westernized 
women active outside the home, and 
modern economic structures with state 
factories, investment banks, and 
department stores.”
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The curse of oil

• Has brought great wealth – e.g.. Saudi Arabia and Dubai but it is not 
productive wealth. It is rather energy wealth. It is addictive and economies 
need to diversify.

• Skyscrapers in the desert stores money – they don’t make it.

• Natural resource or extractive economies are always in danger. Argentina –
10th largest economy in the 1930s and then a basket case for the next 80 
years.

• Natural resource economies nearly always concentrate the proceeds at the 
top. Extravagant spending results.

• Sovereign Wealth funds (SWF) work in Norway but not in the Middle East as 
they invest outside the region. Saudis now have to sell Aramco and borrow 
overseas to get 2030 off the ground.

• A lot of money goes into a bloated government work force and looking for 
more oil and gas where there are safe returns. Overseas educated locals stay 
overseas.

• Investment deterred often – long lead times for setting up business, 
corruption – locals always in. Local partners required.
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Dubai
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And the youth problem

59



Youth unemployment in the Arab world
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Church and State

• Never separated in Islam. Mohammed was a political leader from the start. 
Jesus was without a state.

• Islam needs a state to enforce its laws and the state needs Islam for legitimacy.

• Christianity already committed to the Scientific revolution by the Middle Ages. 
If observable nature is at odds with the Bible the latter need not be taken 
literally. The telescope not used for hundreds of years in the Middle East.

• Islamic education – becomes learning by rote. It also becomes disengaged 
from the West with separate Islamic schools (Madrassas) that turn out 
religious scholars.

• A failure in Islam to reconcile faith and reason.

• Less toleration for minorities. In Pakistan blasphemy can be a death sentence.

• The more extreme forms of modern Islam want to return to a  pure state of 
the original 7th Century Islam.

• Belligerent self pity the biggest obstacle  to reform and progress
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Not big fans of democracy
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the power of fundamentalists - Pakistan’s blasphemy laws

• The Asia Bibi case.

• Ms Bibi was involved in a row with 
other Muslim farm workers after 
they refused to drink from a bucket 
of water she had touched because 
she was not Muslim.

• When they demanded she convert 
to Islam, she refused, prompting a 
mob to later allege that she had 
insulted the Prophet Muhammad.

• Originally sentenced to death. 8 
years in prison in solitary and then 
acquitted by the Supreme court.

• Supreme court judges also face 
death threats.

• Imran Khan government backs 
down in the face of threats.
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The limits
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Political Islam

• The Koran is fuzzy on how an Islamic state should be run. The Caliphate is not 
mandated. Nor is democracy.

• The Islamic Brotherhood  the only one – a home grown alternative to grasping 
autocrats. The Brotherhood, a transnational movement that has spawned 
many other Islamist parties in the region, still inspires fear in Arab autocrats. 

• Note the standoff over Qatar. Egypt, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates 
and Bahrain have cut off diplomatic and transport links with the tiny gas-rich 
sheikhdom, demanding that it end its support for the Brotherhood; shut down 
Al Jazeera, a Brotherhood-friendly broadcaster; and kick out troops from 
Turkey, which is led by a Brotherhood-inspired party, Justice and Development 
(AK).

• the pursuit of a state governed by Islamic principles. A moderate way into 
politics?

• Not alone in this - In India the ruling BJP espouses a specifically Hindu 
nationalism. Israel has a range of parties seeking to create a more overtly 
Jewish state. Europe has many Christian Democrats. Who take the name 
seriously.

• Erdogan and  the AK – Islamism Lite?
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Islam and the political process

• In Indonesia, a secular democracy, no avowedly religious party has ever 
received more than 8% of the vote in national parliamentary elections even 
though the country is majority Muslim. 

• But you don’t have to be elected. Locally elected Islamists have passed over 
400 local ordinances based on Islamic law since the country’s regions were 
granted more autonomy in 1999. 

• In Aceh province alcohol is prohibited, women’s dress is restricted and 
adultery and homosexuality are punished with whippings.

• democracy can magnify the power of an illiberal minority. The Ahok case in 
Indonesia.

• Even minority Islamists can ratchet up restrictions. Alcohol limited in Turkey 
but not banned.

• Islam much happier in Tunisia where unlike Egypt there is no politicised Army.
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The Islamic brotherhood and the political process

• Moderate Islam in Turkey? Not since the coup and the hounding of more 
liberal Islamists like Fethullah Gulen

• And then there is Egypt. Muhammad Morsi, the Brotherhood figure who 
became president, proved divisive and insular from the start. By the end of his 
first year he had decreed that he was not bound by judicial restraints. 

• He pushed through a constitution that was opposed by secular politicians and 
flooded the government with Islamists. By the time of the coup against him 
much of the public was on the army’s side.

• The Brotherhood’s chapters in Jordan and Kuwait, after suffering years of 
repression, did relatively well in parliamentary elections last year. A 
Brotherhood spin-off, the Party of Justice and Democracy (PJD), has won 
Morocco’s two most recent parliamentary elections and leads the current 
government. 

• Outside the Brotherhood’s orbit, Islamist parties are politically active in 
Indonesia, Malaysia and Pakistan.
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Gulen – change through education for all
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The future

• Muslims will make up around 10% of the population of Europe by 2050.

• By that time they will also match the Christian population world wide.

• 4 out of every 10 Christians will live in Sub Sahara.

• A majority of the world’s Muslims (about 60%) will continue to live in the 
Asia-Pacific region, while about 20% will live in the Middle East and North 
Africa, as is the case today. 

• But Pakistan is expected to surpass Indonesia as the country with the single 
largest Muslim population.

• the rate of growth among Muslims has been slowing in recent decades and is 
likely to continue to decline over the next 20 years.
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Saudi Arabia – a signpost to the future of Islam?

• Mohammed Bin Salman (MBS) reform agenda – locks up princes and clerics on 
corruption and security charges. New Security organisation which MBS heads.

• Freedom for princes conditional on returning assets overseas.
• MBS looking for a more tolerant Islam and more open to other religions. 

Hopes to wean Saudis away from oil revenue. Note Vision 2030 not 1451.
• MBS popular with moderate young  - 70% of the population is under 30.
• At the same time there are risks – Qatar, Yemen and Lebanon all the work of 

MBS,
• Women allowed to drive from mid 2018. Opening up the work force to 

women? Too many jobs still outsourced be it architects to construction 
workers. 29% of Saudis under 30 unemployed. Cinemas reopen. Women and 
sporting events.

• 2/3 rds work for the government – 80% of workers in the private sector are 
expats.

• MBS to set up NEOM – staffed by robots? A new city based entirely on 
renewables.

• See Saudi Arabia as a bridge to Europe and a centre of skills excellence. 
Education to focus on market skills rather than religion. 

• MBS – a moderate version of Islam – religious police can no longer arrest. 
Many clerics on the government payroll. The Kashoggi affair.
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MBS – the way ahead? Perhaps not...
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The Future 2 - Malaysia

• Long regarded as an example of Islamic moderation but that is changing.

• State sanctioned Islam to dictate what happens in local politics.

• In a recent survey about 60% of Malays considered themselves as Muslims 
first, while only 27% saw themselves as Malaysians first.

• Malays, by far, saw religion as the most important part of their identity (in 
comparison to smaller ethnic groups like the Chinese and Indians.

• issues relating to religion would carry a greater weight due to this trend and 
politicians would adopt the language of political Islam because there are more 
Muslim voters.

• Kelantan, which is governed by a conservative Islamist party, PAS, and where 
nightclubs and cinemas are banned.

• More Malaysians joined IS last year. Co-operation with Saudis increasingly 
tight on military co-operation and investment. Saudis worried that as 
sanctions are lifted on Iran they will see Iran as a major market – particularly 
for palm oil and rubber.

• The election of Mahathir and Anwar Ibrahim to change all of that?
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The clash of civilisations?

• “The Clash of Civilizations” is a 
hypothesis that people's cultural and 
religious identities will be the primary 
source of conflict in the post-Cold 
War world.

• Huntington enumerated six causes of 
intra-Islamic and extra-Islamic 
violence.

• Militarism, less adaptability, 
and proximity to non-Muslim 
groups, explained the Muslim conflict 
propensity throughout history ,

• anti-Muslim prejudice, absence of 
core state in Islam and demographic 
explosion in Muslim societies were 
held responsible for Muslim violence 
in the late twentieth century.

• Criticism of the thesis says it is just 
the Cold War in a new guise. That the 
US needs an enemy.
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The future world according to Huntington
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But are they on the way back?

• Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Turkey have massively increased research budgets.

• The Hadith (the sayings of Muhammad) exhort believers to seek knowledge, 
“even as far as China”.

• the predominant posture among many Muslims today is that the good life is 
best approximated by returning to a pristine and pious past — and this 
posture has proven poisonous to coping with modernity.

• Islamism, the cause of violence that the world is now agonizingly familiar with, 
arises from doctrines characterized by a deep nostalgia for the Islamic classical 
period.

• For Islam to prosper, it needs such reforms as sexual equality, the rule of law, 
and free civil life.

• What is needed in Islam is less self-pride and more self-criticism. Today, self-
criticism in Islam is valued only insofar as it is made as an appeal to be more 
pious and less spiritually corrupt. And yet most criticism in the Muslim world is 
directed outward, at the West.

• a political tradition of belligerent self-pity” — is undoubtedly one of Islam’s 
biggest obstacles.
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Some successes

• Al Jazeera – now the dominant news pool.

• Emirates airlines (a copy of SIA)?

• The Dubai free trade zone.

• Communication companies like Watanya that sell widely in Africa.

• Iran and the education of girls

• Saudi Arabia and Vision 2030

• Pro growth states like Qatar, Dubai, Jordan, Bahrain, The UAE.

• Not democratic but do not need to be – note the examples of China and 
Singapore as non democratic/ authoritarian players and India as a democratic 
state has not always been a success.

• Businesses in some parts of the Arab world over protected by tariffs and 
monopolies (Like the Bin laden construction company in Saudi Arabia) 
dominate and restrict change.

• Nevertheless there is a high cost to business failure. A loss of public standing 
and shame brought on the family.
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Ayaan Hirsi Ali’s reforms

• The West cannot change Islam and 
Westernisation of Islam will not 
work either.

Five reforms

• The Koran should not be read 
literally.

• Life here and now is more 
important than life in the hereafter 
(martyrdom denied).

• Violence and Sharia Law have no 
place in a  modern society.

• There is no room for the religious 
police.

• Islam must reject the notion of 
spreading the faith by the sword.
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Will the young change Islam? Generation M

• Muslim minorities in Britain, Europe and North America are young, affluent 
and growing. One-third of all Muslims are under the age of 15, and two-thirds 
under 30.

• Saudis vi MBS trying to unlock the potential of youth.  A more tolerant form of 
Islam?

• Women are becoming liberated – Saudi women drivers, Air Brunei pilots, 
Women begin to attend soccer matches in Iran, female Muslim athletes at the 
Olympics. The potential is enormous.

• Of the 11 countries expected to join the world’s largest economies six have 
overwhelmingly Muslim populations and two have big Muslim minorities. By 
2050 India will have the largest Muslim population in the world at an 
estimated 311 million.

• Iranians becoming more western. Mosque attendance well down in Iraq.
• Qatar has bumped up research spending from 0.8% to 2.8% of GDP: 

depending on growth, that could reach $5 billion a year. Research spending in 
Turkey increased by over 10% each year between 2005 and 2010, by which 
year its cash outlays were twice Norway’s.

• The tide of money is bearing a fleet of results. In the 2000 to 2009 period 
Turkey’s output of scientific papers rose from barely 5,000 to 22,000; with less 
cash, Iran’s went up 1,300, to nearly 15,000. Turkey engineering – Iran –
Mathematics.
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Reading Guide
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Further reading
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Backwards and forwards

• Western Science  seen as creating materialism and alienation.

• Abu Ali Al Hassan Al Tusi (1018- 1092), better known as Nizam Al Mulk, the 
grand vizier of the Seljuq dynasty, was in fact the driving force that moved 
Islam away from Science.

• Nizam Al Mulk had created a system of education known as "Nizamiyah" that 
focused on religious studies at  the expense of independent inquiry. Not only 
did Nizamiyah colleges focus on religion but they also adopted a narrow Sunni 
interpretation of Islamic jurisprudence as the source of curricula: the Shafii 
school.

• For the first time in Islamic history, religious studies became institutionalised -
sciences and Islamic law were intertwined - and religious studies were seen as 
a more lucrative career path.

• The choice was not arbitrary. Shia Islam was gaining prominence and Batiniyya 
(groups that adhered to esoteric interpretation of Sharia) began to take root in 
Iraq, Syria and Egypt. 

• The purpose of Nizamiyah colleges, where Al Ghazali taught but later left, was 
to counter those growing non-Sunni currents

• It was Nizamiyah colleges, which operated for over four centuries, together 
with the financial and political backing of the powerful Seljuq dynasty, that 
diverted Muslim minds towards religion. 81


