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Introduction


AS THE YEAR 2011 arrived, Tunisia was in the midst of a popular uprising. What had begun with a small confrontation between the authorities and an unlicensed fruit seller in a provincial city culminated four weeks later with President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali fleeing the country after twenty-three years of increasingly authoritarian rule.


The overthrow of Ben Ali sent shock waves throughout the Middle East, stirring speculation about which of the region’s long-entrenched regimes would be next. An answer came very swiftly as the streets of Egypt also exploded against the twenty-nine-year presidency of Hosni Mubarak. Tunisia inspired other protests too – in Algeria, Jordan, Libya and Yemen – as Arab leaders anxiously reconsidered their survival prospects.


The events in Tunisia came as a surprise – especially the speed of Ben Ali’s fall – but they were not entirely unforeseen. The warning signs had been around for a long time: the resentment of Arab youth over jobs and stifled aspirations, and the anger over corruption and favouritism, over repression and government attempts to control the minutiae of people’s lives. Above all, there was a widening gulf between governments and those governed and a sense that nothing would change unless people took matters into their own hands. Sooner or later, the long pent-up frustrations were going to reach boiling point.


These were among the problems that I sought to highlight when What’s Really Wrong with the Middle East was first published in 2009. They are as relevant today as they were then – if not more so – and they are not going to be resolved simply by changing a few old faces at the top (though that may help).


To bring real freedom to the Arab countries, political change has to be accompanied by social change, too; they go hand in hand. That was one of the mistakes of former president George W. Bush in his calls for democracy and “regime change” in the Middle East – calls that were directed mainly against the regimes deemed hostile towards the United States. But we have only to look at the mess in Iraq following Saddam Hussein’s overthrow to see the folly of pinning too many hopes on toppling tyrants: change in the Middle East is a lot more complicated than that.


Governments are products of the societies they govern, and in Arab countries, it is often society as much as the government itself that stands in the way of progress. In Kuwait, for instance, it was not the hereditary Emir who resisted granting votes to women but reactionary elements in the elected parliament – and there are plenty of similar examples.


“Social discrimination is the greatest of all ailments facing Arab societies today,” Hussein Shobokshi, a board member of the Mecca Chamber of Commerce, observed during a TV debate. “It creates government in its own image but it also poisons the mentality for reform and definitely for democracy … While governments have been introducing little windows of opportunity to reform, there has been great popular resistance against equality based on gender and race from the people.”1


Khaled Diab, an Egyptian-born journalist, summed up the problem more pithily when he told me: “Egypt has a million Mubaraks.” In other words, the Mubarak way of doing things is not confined to the country’s president; it is found throughout Egyptian society, in business and even within families.


In order to understand what is really wrong with the Middle East we have to look beyond the regimes to society as a whole – and this instantly shifts our perspective. The problem is no longer a simplistic one of good versus evil, or tyrants versus the rest. Instead, we see people who are not only oppressed and denied rights by their rulers but who also, to varying degrees, are participants in a system of oppression and denial of rights. Thus, the oppressed often become oppressors themselves, victims become victimisers too, and acknowledging that fact is the first step towards a solution.


It scarcely needs to be said that this situation did not develop in a vacuum. There are historical reasons – which bring us to what is sometimes called “the Arab malaise”. Samir Kassir, the Lebanese journalist assassinated by a car bomb in 2005, described it thus:




The Arab people are haunted by a sense of powerlessness; permanently inflamed, it is the badge of their malaise. Powerlessness to be what you think you should be. Powerlessness to act to affirm your existence, even merely theoretically, in the face of the Other who denies your right to exist, despises you and has once again reasserted his domination over you. Powerlessness to suppress the feeling that you are no more than a lowly pawn on the global chessboard even as the game is being played in your backyard.2





Introducing the first edition of this book, I wrote:




There is no doubt that the Arabs’ recent history, from the territorial carve-up after the First World War, through the nakba3 (catastrophe) of 1948 and numerous wars involving foreign powers, either directly or by proxy, has left a deep mark. If positive change is to come, however, the overhanging cloud of fatalism and resignation needs to be blown away. To be aware of the past obviously has value when considering the present. But to analyse the past endlessly and blame the Other (often with good reason), as Arabs tend to do, merely reinforces the sense of powerlessness and adds to the malaise rather than addressing it. If Arabs are ever to take charge of their predicament they must stop asking “How did we get here?” and instead say: “This is where we are. How can we move forward?”





To a large extent, that has now happened. The Tunisian uprising and its aftermath has changed the mood of Arabs across the region, along with their discourse. As someone remarked on Twitter, while Obama says “Yes, we can”, the Tunisians have said “Yes, we do.” In some countries, the full effect will not be felt immediately, but the psychological importance of this is not to be underestimated. Just as the events of 1967 cast Arabs into despair, the events of 2011 have brought them hope: a sense that change is possible after all and that the hidebound regimes we see in place today can no longer be regarded as permanent fixtures.


If that is the effect on the Arab public, what does it mean for the regimes? Though most of them face no existential challenge at present, in the long run they face a lose-lose situation. Either they can seek to tighten their control, thus fuelling popular disaffection, or they can relax their control – which the public will duly interpret as a sign of weakness and seek to exploit. One way or another, they are likely to sink deeper into the mire because the need is not merely for reform but for a different approach to governance and a different relationship between governments and the people they govern.


Another question this raises – and one which is difficult to answer definitively at present – is the effect on Islamism. Despite several decades of growth in religious influence, the Tunisian uprising was fundamentally secular. During the protests in Egypt, too, cries of “Islam is the solution” (the old Muslim Brotherhood slogan) were drowned by other cries of “Tunisia is the solution”. Some see this as evidence of an important shift in which a sense of Arab identity is rising while a sense of Muslim identity is declining. Whether that is temporary or the start of a long-term trend remains to be seen.


No one can deny that people in the Arab countries lack many basic rights and freedoms. Nor can anyone deny that democracy – to the limited extent that it is practised there – is seriously deficient, allowing autocratic regimes to survive without much risk of being removed by the people they govern. At the same time, though, it is a mistake to characterise the Middle East as some kind of latter-day Soviet Union (as the Bush administration tended to do), or to equate freedom with democracy (again, as President Bush often did, using the words almost interchangeably). Freedom and democracy are not unrelated, but nor are they one and the same.


Attractive as it may seem, removing autocratic regimes and holding free elections is not a panacea for the region’s ills. This is not to suggest that democratisation is unimportant, or that Arab countries should not be encouraged to hold elections and let people express their views freely whenever elections are held, but until the right conditions exist for democracy to take root and flourish, we cannot expect democratisation to achieve much by itself. The fate of post-Saddam Iraq is evidence enough of that.


But if the Middle East is not the new Soviet Union, with Islam cast as the new Communism, and free elections are not the all-embracing cure, what exactly is the problem? The “freedom deficit”, as it is sometimes known, would certainly loom large in any answer, though we also have to ask what sort of freedom. It is not just a matter of applying the “town square test” adopted by the former US Secretary of State, Condoleezza Rice:




If a person cannot walk into the middle of the town square and express his or her views without fear of arrest, imprisonment, or physical harm, then that person is living in a fear society, not a free society.4





The town square test is meant to provide a simple yes-or-no way of distinguishing between “fear” societies and “free” societies but it is of limited usefulness: no Arab country today fits totally into either category. People are still imprisoned from time to time for expressing their views; there are still many taboos and red lines – and yet an increasingly wide range of opinions can be found in print, on television and on the internet.Focusing on freedom in this narrow sense also obscures other denials of liberty, which may be less dramatic than dragging people off to jail and torturing them, but are actually far more important in terms of the numbers affected and their ultimate consequences.


Put simply, the Arab “freedom deficit” results in a stultifying atmosphere where change, innovation, creativity, critical thinking, questioning, problem-solving and virtually any kind of non-conformity are all discouraged, if not necessarily punished. Along with that, there are systematic denials of rights that impinge on the lives of millions: discrimination based on ethnicity, religion, gender, sexuality or family background; inequality of opportunity, impenetrable bureaucracies and arbitrary application of the law; and the lack of transparency in government – to mention just a few.


MY AIM in writing this book is to contribute to two separate but related debates. One is the debate among Arabs themselves, about change – a debate that many in the west are still largely unaware of, and one which is still heavily circumscribed within the region by a variety of constraints and taboos. As an outsider, less troubled by those constraints, I hope to push it a little further by focusing on some issues that Arabs often feel uncomfortable about discussing.


The other debate concerns western policy towards the Middle East. At the time of writing, with a new president installed in the White House, many are hoping for a more constructive and less confrontational approach. That would certainly be welcome, but high expectations can also be dangerous. Just as foreign meddling has provided a reason – and sometimes an excuse – for Arabs not to take responsibility for their destiny, relying on Obama to deliver is no way to bolster their self-reliance.


It is not the purpose of this book to suggest what western policy should be, but to set out the “Middle East problem” in terms that go beyond common perceptions of the region. In doing so, I have sought to focus on actual concerns expressed by Arabs (patriarchy, tribalism, corruption, inequality, globalisation, and so on) rather than the concerns of western governments. The conclusions that I draw about these are, obviously, my own, but I have tried as far as possible to let Arabs provide the narrative – a narrative that comes partly from my encounters as a traveller interested in the Middle East and later as a journalist reporting on it for the Guardian newspaper; partly from written sources; and also from a series of lengthy interviews conducted specially for this book. For the interviews, I chose to avoid politicians and government officials as well as those among their critics who tend to be regular pit-stops for western journalists. I was looking for intelligent, independent-minded people who have formed their own opinion about what is wrong. They include writers, academics, bloggers, journalists, psychiatrists and various kinds of activists, from a range of Arab countries. Clearly, they are not a representative sample of Arab opinion as a whole, nor are they meant to be: quite the reverse, since they are all critical in some way of orthodoxy and the status quo. But by listening to their concerns we can see where Arab debate is heading.


Besides trying to avoid over-simplification and over-generalisation, one of the difficulties when writing a book such as this is keeping it to manageable proportions. As readers may have gathered by now, I have limited the discussion here to the Arab countries, which make up the vast bulk of the Middle East, though not the whole of it. Non-Arab Iran is similar in some ways to the Arab countries but there are also significant differences that would have made the project unwieldy. These considerations also apply to Israel. The Arab-Israeli conflict is a festering sore and, plainly, one of the region’s major problems but, considering how much has been said and written about that already, I decided to set it to one side and concentrate on issues that deserve far more attention than they presently get. There is little doubt, however,that an equitable settlement of that conflict would transform the political atmosphere and greatly improve the prospects for progress and reform throughout the region.


My final chapter, written in 2009 and un-amended from the first edition, concludes with a discussion of the prospects for change. It struck a fairly hopeful note, pointing out that the seeds of change – even if still microscopic in places – were visible for anyone who cared to look for them. It seemed to me then (as it does even more so now) that change in the Arab countries is inevitable and the only real question is how long it will take. I suggested at that time that even though the pace of change seemed painfully slow, the growing pressures were likely to accelerate it, leading – perhaps – to a comparatively rapid paradigm shift. Recent events imply that such an outcome could now be more likely, rather than less.


One further note by way of introduction. My previous book, Unspeakable Love, investigated the problems faced by gay and lesbian people in the Middle East, and at first glance this book may suggest a rather startling change of direction. Despite the very different subject matter, I hope this will be regarded as a natural sequel. Unspeakable Love was not primarily a book about sex, nor even a “gay book” in the usual sense. As I pointed out at the time, it is impossible to address sexual rights in the Middle East in isolation, without also confronting a host of other issues relating to social, cultural, religious and political reform. Essentially, both books are about freedom and the obstacles to achieving it, and if the aim of Unspeakable Love was to look at one aspect of freedom through the lens of a microscope, the aim of this book is to present the bigger picture.


Brian Whitaker
February, 2011





1   Thinking inside the box


MOUNIR IS IN his second year studying law at Cairo University. Well, not exactly at the university. With 9,000 students in his class, there isn’t room for them all. “The majority of students are basically like me – people who don’t attend,” he said. “We just show up for the exams and in four years we graduate. Then we get automatic membership of the Bar Association and become practising lawyers.” Mounir doesn’t bother much with textbooks, either. He explained:




The textbook is usually a manuscript written by the professor teaching the class. There are photocopy shops outside the university and they commission former graduates of the law school to summarise the textbook. That’s what I buy, 20–30 pages at a time.


The summary is usually a question-and-answer sheet. When there is a matter of controversy it lists the various opinions and then summarises the author’s view. Over the years this has become known as “ra’i al-duktoor” – the doctor’s opinion. There’s a big highlighted section in a box – so clear that you can’t miss it – titled “Ra’i al-Duktoor”. This is what you need to memorise because this has to be your opinion too.


I memorise these and then I go for the exam. Basically, you analyse all the previous years’ exams and identify the main questions. Typically, you need to write the doctor’s opinion as the correct one after reviewing the literature.1





Unlike Mounir, Khaled Diab did attend classes while studying economics in Egypt, and one of the things he learned was not to ask too many questions:




There was an emphasis on making profuse notes when you attended lectures. You tried to get the professor’s [exact] wording because you would be expected to regurgitate that in the exam and the closer you came to how the professor put it, the higher the grade you were likely to get. That’s partly a practical thing because often the exams are marked by assistants who are told to look for certain keywords and so on, but it’s also an issue of prestige and authoritarianism in the sense that professors expect you to act like a disciple – what they say is gospel.


I would often question the professor’s thinking in lectures and exam papers, and that hurt my grades.2





Education may not be the most obvious of the Middle East’s problems, and yet in many ways it is central. As in other parts of the world, school, college and university, together with upbringing in the home, are key factors that shape the mindset of each new generation. Through these mechanisms the ideas and attitudes of elders – the accumulated baggage of past and present – are carried forward into the future. The way a society rears and educates its young thus provides a window on the society as a whole – its strengths and weaknesses – as well as pointers to how the bonds of the past might be broken. In the Middle East, more specifically, the dominant styles of education and child-rearing help to explain why autocratic regimes have proved so resilient and why so many people in the region submit passively to restrictions on their rights and freedoms that others would reject as intolerable. It is all very well to talk about promoting freedom and democracy in the Middle East, as the United States did constantly under President George W Bush, but while mindsets remain unchanged such hopes are just a mirage. Change – if it is to be meaningful – must begin in people’s heads.


Education in the Arab countries is where the paternalism of the traditional family structure, the authoritarianism of the state and the dogmatism of religion all meet, discouraging critical thought and analysis, stifling creativity and instilling submissiveness. These problems begin in the home, the 2004 Arab Human Development Report observed:




Studies indicate that the most widespread style of child rearing in Arab families is the authoritarian mode accompanied by the overprotective. This reduces children’s independence, self-confidence and social efficiency, and fosters passive attitudes and hesitant decision-making skills. Most of all, it affects how the child thinks by suppressing questioning, exploration and initiative.3





Schooling continues this process, and reinforces it:




Communication in education is didactic, supported by set books containing indisputable texts in which knowledge is objectified so as to hold incontestable facts, and by an examination process that only tests memorisation and factual recall.4





Curricula, teaching and evaluation methods, the AHDR noted, “do not permit free dialogue and active, exploratory learning and consequently do not open the doors to freedom of thought and criticism. On the contrary, they weaken the capacity to hold opposing viewpoints and to think outside the box. Their societal role focuses on the reproduction of control in Arab societies.”5


The main classroom activities, according to a World Bank report, are copying from the blackboard, writing, and listening to the teachers. “Group work, creative thinking, and proactive learning are rare. Frontal teaching – with a teacher addressing the whole class – is still a dominant feature … The individual needs of the students are not commonly addressed in the classroom. Rather, teachers teach to the whole class, and there is little consideration of individual differences in the teaching-learning process.”6 One investigation into the quality of schooling in the Middle East found students were taught to memorise and retain answers to “fairly fixed questions” with “little or no meaningful context”, and that the system mainly rewarded those who were skilled at being passive knowledge recipients.7 Although that study was published in 1995, the World Bank’s 2008 report concluded that many of its criticisms still applied thirteen years later: “Higher-order cognitive skills such as flexibility, problem-solving, and judgment remain inadequately rewarded in schools”.8 Moreover, the few Arab countries that have recognised this deficiency and tried to introduce such skills as an educational objective have generally failed to change the classroom practices. Egypt, for example, tried sending teachers to Europe to learn modern teaching methods but when they returned to Egypt they quickly reverted to the old ways. 9


If this makes young Arabs well-equipped for anything at all, it is how to survive in an authoritarian system: just memorise the teacher’s words, regurgitate them as your own, avoid asking questions – and you’ll stay out of trouble. In the same way, the suppression of their critical faculties turns some of them into gullible recipients for religious ideas that would collapse under serious scrutiny. But it ill-equips them for roles as active citizens and contributors to their countries’ development.


Moroccan writer Abdellah Taia sums up the result in one word: detachment. Detachment or disengagement, not just from power and politics, but from the realities of daily life. “It’s as if the things you study in school, in university are not real – just things you study,” he said. “Maybe you discuss them with friends, but it’s only discussion. I think Moroccans – and Arabs in general – are very detached from things that really matter.


“In Morocco we have this idea that we have to be proud of our country, of our religion, of our family, of our king, and if foreigners ask we tell them it’s good. But at the same time it seems as if we are not Moroccan society – that society is something abstract. We are in it but we don’t see that society is us, and that we can influence it or change it.” He continued:




There was a woman in Mohammedia, near Casablanca, who had three daughters and was pregnant again. Her husband obliged her to have a test and when they found the baby was another girl, he said: ‘You are a woman who gives birth only to girls, and I want a boy.’ So he forced her to give him permission to marry another woman. Later that day the wife took her three daughters and they jumped on the railway line together and were killed by a train. All of them.


When I heard this story I was shocked and I knew what people would say: that she wasn’t a Muslim any more and would go directly to hell because of her suicide.


Here was this woman resisting with the last weapon she had got, which was her body. She was already condemned by her husband and even her last cry, her act of resistance (because that is what it was), was again misunderstood. What she did reflected the ignorance, the machismo of the men, the paternalism – everything.


If something like that happened in France or Britain there would be a huge debate. Everyone would be concerned, the country would be questioning itself and asking: Why? But in Morocco it’s “OK, well, she’s going to hell and it’s not our affair, and anyway we don’t talk about death in our house because it brings bad luck.”


This is what I mean by detachment. There is no real thinking about anything, it’s just like... It’s like when you make bread and the dough sticks to your fingers. For me, this is the right image for a lot of things in Morocco and the Arab world. It’s sticky and we are stuck in it. We can’t go back and we can’t go forward.10





MASS EDUCATION IN Arab state-run schools developed mainly in the latter half of the twentieth century and generally had two main objectives: to combat illiteracy and inculcate a sense of national identity. Starting from a very low base, Arab countries have made considerable progress in developing literacy and the biggest gains have been in female education: women’s literacy rates have trebled since 1970 and school enrolment rates for females have more than doubled.11 Taking into account the resistance to female education from traditionalists in some countries, this is a noteworthy achievement. In 1970, for example, Saudi Arabia had only 135,000 female students – 25 per cent of the total – but by the turn of the century the numbers were almost equal – 2,405,000 males and 2,369,000 females. According to the kingdom’s education ministry, “Promoting the concept of equal educational opportunities for the sexes posed a problem but one that was ameliorated by Islam’s insistence on the importance of learning in general (Muslims are exhorted ‘to seek knowledge from the cradle to the grave’) and the high status accorded to women within Islamic society in particular.” The first Saudi government school for girls was built in 1964 and by the end of the 1990s there were girls’ schools in every part of the kingdom. In line with the Saudi policy of keeping the sexes apart, female education was administered separately until 2003 when it was incorporated into the normal functions of the education ministry. 12


Overall in the Arab countries, adult literacy increased from around 40 per cent in 1980 to 62 per cent in the early 2000s and school enrolment reached 60 per cent. This is certainly progress but it nevertheless means that 65 million Arabs remain illiterate and around ten million children aged 6–15 are not attending school. Adult literacy is still significantly below the world average of 79 per cent, school enrolment is slightly below and the average time spent at school is 5.2 years in Arab countries, compared with 6.7 years worldwide. As might be expected, those most disadvantaged educationally are females and the poor, especially in rural areas.13


Besides promoting literacy, Arab states – in the words of the World Bank – “placed a high premium on forging a common heritage and understanding of citizenship, and used a certain reading of history, the instruction in a particular language, and the inclusion of religion in the education curriculum as a way of enhancing national identity”.14 These principles were applied in different ways, depending on the preoccupations of the regime. In Syria education provided an opportunity for the Ba’ath party to indoctrinate the masses with its ideology through schools, and the party also established an “institute of political science” at Damascus University, providing compulsory classes in political orientation.15 In Saudi Arabia, according to the Basic Law (constitution) of 1992, education aims at “instilling the Islamic faith in the younger generation, providing its members with knowledge and skills and preparing them to become useful members in the building of their society, members who love their homeland and are proud of its history.”16 Inevitably, these considerations have their impact on school curricula:




When it comes to the sciences, content is not usually a controversial matter, save for some themes that are perceived to touch on religious beliefs such as the theory of evolution or on social taboos, such as sex education. But the humanities and social sciences that have a direct relevance to people’s ideas and convictions are supervised or protected by the authorities in charge of designing curricula and issuing schoolbooks.


Consequently, such subjects usually laud past achievements and generally indulge in both self-praise and blame of others, with the aim of instilling loyalty, obedience and support for the regime in power. It is not unusual to find schoolbooks in many Arab countries with a picture of the ruler on the front page, even in the case of textbooks in neutral subjects such as science and mathematics.17





“Some researchers argue,” the AHDR noted, “that the curricula taught in Arab countries seem to encourage submission, obedience, subordination and compliance, rather than free critical thinking.” The same can be said of teachers who adhere slavishly to the official textbook, in some cases even when it is wrong or allows only one answer to a question when other answers are equally valid. One researcher visiting a Moroccan primary school found children being taught that 4 x 3 = 11 because of a misprint in the textbook. The teacher had previously taught that the answer was 12 but, since the new book was issued, he felt it best to follow the approved text.18 That may be an extreme case but blogger/activist Hossam Hamalawy found similar rigidity at his school in Cairo: “In the chemistry exam a student wrote a formula that was right but he was crossed out because this was not what the government textbook said. You could get the same compound by two formulas.”


“At school,” Hamalawy continued, “you memorise everything, even literary critique. When you are given a piece of poetry, you study the points of strength and the points of weakness. You don’t move your brain, you don’t use anything – you just memorise what the government textbook tells you.” 19


Rote learning clearly has a place – for example, memorising vocabulary in a foreign language – but in Arab educational systems it dominates to the exclusion of understanding, analytical thought, problem-solving and so on. This approach reflects the authoritarian tendencies of Arab society, as well as the desire of the regimes not to be subjected to critical scrutiny. Historically, the attachment to memorising probably lies in the traditional religious education system that preceded state-run schooling, described here in connection with Saudi Arabia:




Because the purpose of Islamic education was to ensure that the believer would understand God’s laws and live his or her life in accordance with them, classes for reading and memorising the Qur’an along with selections from the hadith were sponsored in towns and villages throughout the peninsula. At the most elementary level, education took place in the kuttab, a class of Qur’an recitation for children usually attached to a mosque, or as a private tutorial held in the home under the direction of a male or female professional Qur’an reader, which was usually the case for girls.


In the late nineteenth century, nonreligious subjects were also taught under Ottoman rule in the Hijaz and al-Ahsa province, where kuttab schools specialising in Qur’an memorisation sometimes included arithmetic, foreign language, and Arabic reading in the curriculum. Because the purpose of basic religious learning was to know the contents of holy scripture, the ability to read Arabic text was not a priority, and illiteracy remained widespread in the peninsula.20





This historical background also helps to explain the high proportion of the curriculum devoted to religion in Saudi Arabia and some Gulf countries. In Saudi elementary schools nine hours per week (out of 28–31 teaching hours) are devoted to Islamic studies. At intermediate level the total is eight hours out of 33, compared with only four hours for mathematics.21 Religion is not necessarily confined to Islamic studies, however: other subjects such as Arabic language, history and social sciences can also contain large Islamic elements.


While governments tend to view education as a way of inculcating loyalty to the regime, Islamists have seized upon it as a way of influencing young minds in a religious direction. By the early 2000s the teaching profession in Kuwait had become heavily infiltrated by Islamists – an issue that came to the fore when one high school teacher, Sulaiman abu Ghaith, disappeared and then resurfaced in Afghanistan as a spokesman for al-Qa‘ida.22 Ahmad Bishara, a Kuwaiti parent, said the country had many teachers like Sulaiman abu Ghaith:




The whole idea is to control the minds and influence the orientation of the students … A teacher comes to the class and says: “Let’s go to the mosque.” Those who don’t attend feel left out. Kids are asked if their parent goes to the mosque, prays at home, etc.


One teacher asked my child in front of all the students whether his father takes him to the mosque on Fridays. It’s embarrassing for the child and it alienates children from their parents.





Bishara complained. It was a private school and he was paying more than $7,000 a year for the privilege of having his religious credentials questioned.


“Teachers tend to come from the more conservative families – especially female teachers,” Masoumah al-Mubarak, a professor of political science at Kuwait University said. “Among conservative families, teaching is one of the few approved professions for women. Most teachers, especially women, are conservative – salafi or ikhwan.” In Kuwait, parents are very trusting of teachers, she said, but “if the family is not aware and alert they will lose that child”:




I had three kids in the American school (because we had lived in the US). I moved the third one when she was about eleven years old because the cost of the American school is very high and we wanted her to gain Arabic language [skills].


After three months she said: “Mummy, I want to wear hijab.” The teacher had told her that if she didn’t [wear it] she would have her hair burnt on Judgment Day – she was really scared.





Dr Mubarak thought her daughter was too young for hijab and visited the school. She found two of the teachers dressed in the style of salafi women and most of the girls of her daughter’s age were already wearing hijab. “I felt I was losing the battle,” she said. “I didn’t want my child to have a conflict with me or to feel I’m a bad mother.”23


The teaching of religion in Syrian schools illustrates how the content of lessons can be shaped by politics, and also provides some insight into the ideological dilemmas faced by the authorities. The Syrian regime is founded on Ba’athism, a brand of nationalism that includes elements of socialism and pan-Arabism, and where religion plays a relatively minor role. Ba’athism began as a secular movement but soon discovered that in order to win support it had to reach an accommodation with religion – to the extent that it now claims the essential values and mission of Ba’athism are no different from those of Islam.24 Although 74 per cent of Syria’s inhabitants are Sunni Muslims, the regime itself is dominated (mainly for historical reasons) by members of the Alawite sect which is generally regarded as an offshoot of Shi‘ism. Shi‘i Muslims, including the Alawites and Ismailis, account for 13 per cent, various Christian groups 10 per cent, and Druze 3 per cent. Jewish communities have existed in Syria for centuries but today their number is extremely small – probably no more than a few dozen people.25


This forms a rather complex and difficult basis for constructing a course of “Islamic education” which not only accords with Ba’athist ideology but also satisfies the orthodox Sunni majority. There is also the additional problem of how to treat the various non-Sunni minorities. A study by Syria expert Joshua Landis shows how the regime tackles these problems in its “Islamic education” textbooks for schools.


The first issue to be resolved is the relationship between Islam and nationalism, between Muslim identity and Arab identity. The pre-Islamic period is known in Arabic as the jahiliyya (the “age of ignorance”) – a time of barbarism, lawlessness and idolatry. In general, the more religious sentiment predominates over nationalist sentiment, the more unfavourably the pre-Islamic period is portrayed. The Syrian textbooks settle on a compromise which regards Islam as the main source of Arab greatness while also highlighting certain moral qualities that derive simply from being Arab. So, children are told that “the revelation of Islamic principles transformed the Arabs into a unified community (umma) possessing a high human civilisation which it spread to all people.”26 Pre-Islamic Arabs were divided and sinful but nevertheless displayed “bravery, manliness, generosity, patience, abstinence, and the honouring of agreements, love of freedom and hospitality” – qualities that “run in their veins with their blood”.27


The overall message, Landis says, is that “to be an Arab is good, but to be a Muslim is better, and being both is the best.” This solves one of the regime’s ideological problems but creates another by implying that non-Muslims, even if they are Arabs, are not the best kind of Arabs. Landis continues: “By setting out a clear hierarchy of virtue among peoples, with Muslims at the top of the scale as God’s preferred people and Christians, Jews, polytheists and atheists falling below them in descending order, Syria’s Islamic [school] texts undercut the notion that Arabs or Syrian citizens are equal. Non-Muslims are defined as strangers to the Arabo-Islamic project who enjoy rights so long as they are ‘under Muslim protection’.” Ba’athism’s historic compromise with Islam therefore relegates almost two million Syrian Christians to the status of second-class Arabs, even though they were originally one of the main intellectual driving forces behind pan-Arabism. But the schoolbooks do offer one compensation: Christians will be allowed to join Muslims in heaven.28 The same, however, does not apply to Jews. According to the tenth-grade textbook, “the tribe of Israel deserves God’s tortures” because it “does not respect prophets”. The ninth-grade textbook (written in 1969 and last revised in 1986) warns: “Our youth should ignore those traitors who encourage them to surrender to Israel. They should know that our conflict with our enemy is a conflict for existence, not for borders. Israel is an expansionist, colonialist enemy, which will not give up its colonialist plans unless forced to do so …” 29 Landis comments:




Clearly, the difference in the treatment between Christians and Jews is political. Because the Christian population of Syria has supported the state and is important in size … it is favoured with entrance to heaven. The Jews are reviled and excluded from heaven in the Islamic textbooks because of Syria’s bitter war with Israel.





Having reserved a place in heaven for Syria’s Christians (even if they are not particularly good Arabs), the textbooks dispose of all the country’s other religious minorities – including the Alawite elite – by sweeping them under the carpet. Religious education, like much else in the Syrian curriculum, has to be viewed in the context of the Ba’ath party’s nation-building project which, as Landis notes, aims at “eliminating all sub-national differences among Syrians, whether they spring from regionalism, economic class, tribalism, or religion”:




Islamic instruction in Syrian schools serves this integralist agenda by inculcating a narrow brand of Sunni Islam on all Syrian Muslims regardless of sect … No mention of the different sects of Islam is made in the textbooks. Not only are Alawites, Druze, and Isma’ilis not mentioned, but no mention is made of Shi‘a Islam as a whole. Islam is presented as a monolithic religion and Sunni Islam is it.





IN AN AGE of technological revolution and globalisation, success and prosperity increasingly depend on knowledge in the shape of a workforce that possesses education, skills, information and know-how, plus the ability to acquire new knowledge and apply it for problem-solving and innovation. “For many developing countries, an abundant supply of low-wage, unskilled labour used to be a route to rapid growth and national prosperity, but this is no longer so,” the World Bank noted. “In today’s world, characterised by intense global competition and rapid technological change, the key to prosperity is a well-educated, technically skilled workforce producing high-value-added, knowledge-intensive goods and services; in addition, they must be employed in enterprises that have the managerial capacity to find, adapt, and adopt modern, up-to-date technology and sell sophisticated goods and services in local and global markets.”30 Vital though this is, the 2003 Arab Human Development Report found that Arab countries are steadily falling behind:




Knowledge in Arab countries today appears to be on the retreat … While knowledge in the region stumbles, the developed world is racing towards knowledge-intensive societies …


Based on their present performance, Arabs would remain in a marginal position in this next phase of human history. This position would be the logical consequence of a decline that has lasted for seven centuries, while much of the world made enormous progress in developing knowledge and human welfare. Continuing with this historic slide is an untenable course if the Arab people are to have a dignified, purposeful and productive existence in the third millennium.31





The nature and scale of this “knowledge deficit” was explored in some detail by the AHDR but a couple of examples illustrate the problem. The number of scientific research papers published in Arab countries (26 per million inhabitants in 1995) is far below the level found in developed countries such as France (840 per million), the Netherlands (1,252) and Switzerland (1,878). Although the number of Arab research papers has been increasing by about 10 per cent a year it is still very modest compared with the output of some developing countries such as South Korea and Brazil. In addition to that, Arab research activity “continues to be far from innovative”, the AHDR noted. “Most of it is applied research and only a small portion is related to basic research. Research in advanced fields, such as information technology and molecular biology, is almost non-existent.”32


At a more commercial level, one measure of innovative activity is the number of patents registered which, in the Arab countries, “lags far behind that of developed countries and other countries of the developing world”. Innovative capabilities, the AHDR said,can also be gauged “by demonstrating the widespread presence of innovations in national and foreign markets that can be counted and evaluated. On that criterion, there are virtually no Arab innovations on the market.”33


At the political level, innovative ideas in many countries come from think tanks. Think tanks are basically a half-way house between academia and politics: they carry out research and produce reports with the aim of influencing government policy. Their character, and the quality of their work, depends largely on their funding; while some have a high degree of independence, others seek to promote specific political or business interests. Regardless of their agenda, think tanks generate debate about alternative policy options and they can be seen as one indicator of the general levels of pluralism and freedom of expression. A study published in 2007 identified 5,080 think tanks worldwide, of which a mere 124 were located in Arab countries.34 The total across the 22 Arab countries is somewhat less than in just one of the larger European countries, France, which has 162. Although Egypt is the Arab country with the highest individual total of think tanks (21), when population is taken into account this is only one-quarter of the level found in South Africa. In population terms the Palestinian territories have the highest number of think tanks – 6.5 per million inhabitants (presumably because of international interest and the consequent availability of funding). The other countries with more than one think tank per million population are Kuwait (3.08), Bahrain (2.86), Lebanon (2.75) and Jordan (1.48).35
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Source: McGann, James: ‘The global “go-to think tanks”.’ Think Tanks and Civil Societies Programme, Foreign Policy Research Institute, Philadelphia, 2007. http://fpri.org/research/thinktanks/mcgann.globalgotothinktanks.pdf


Various factors have contributed to this lack of innovative research – some of them historical. Although universities have existed in the Arab countries for a thousand years or more, 75 per cent of them were established in the last quarter of the twentieth century – a relatively short time in which to consolidate themselves as research institutions36 and to attract the kind of endowments that benefit prestigious universities in the west. The earliest Arab universities received waqf (Islamic charity) funding but those sources have declined over the years and government funding is often inadequate. Another problem is that many of the brightest Arabs leave their home country at the earliest opportunity. In 1995–96, for example, about 25 per cent of the 300,000 graduates from Arab universities migrated abroad. The only Arab Nobel laureate in science – Egyptian-born Ahmed Zewail who won the prize for chemistry in 1999 – lives and works in California.


Research and development (R&D) is clearly not regarded as a national priority. Between 1990 and 1995 the Arab countries spent on average 0.2 per cent of their gross national product on R&D. Proportionally, Turkey and Mexico spent twice as much; Germany, France, Italy, Britain, Australia and Canada spent twelve times as much, while the United States, Japan and Sweden spent fifteen times as much. Historically, the oil-rich Gulf states in particular have tended to buy-in expertise from abroad rather than develop it themselves. Another notable feature of R&D spending in the Arab countries is that the meagre amounts of funding come overwhelmingly from government sources. Industry and the service sector contribute only three per cent in the Arab countries, compared with 50 per cent or more in developed countries.37 One possible reason is that the largest Arab enterprises are often protected from competition, either through state ownership or political cronyism, and therefore have little incentive to innovate.


The underlying problem, though, is that “ingrained structural impediments” (as the AHDR put it) stand in the way of developing knowledge-based societies in the Arab countries. A knowledge-based society is essentially non-authoritarian and open to new ideas. It favours transparency and encourages a spirit of enquiry. It acknowledges unwelcome realities and addresses them. It is flexible and adapts quickly to changing circumstances. These are all traits that Arab societies, at home, at school or in the workplace, actively discourage – and the implications of this are far-reaching. The Arab countries cannot develop knowledge-based societies without radical social and political change. They can, if they choose, try to stay on the sidelines, but self-imposed backwardness is an expensive luxury. Ultimately, they will have no choice but to join the knowledge revolution, and social and political change is bound to accompany that.


A study in 2004 identified five categories of work-related skills which are usually needed in any productive process:


1.   Expert thinking: solving problems for which there are no rule-based solutions;


2.   Complex communication: interacting with others to acquire information, to explain it, or to persuade others of its implications for action;


3.   Routine cognitive tasks: mental tasks that are well described by logical rules, eg maintaining expense reports;


4.   Routine manual tasks: physical tasks that can be well described using rules, eg counting and packaging;


5.   Non-routine manual tasks: tasks that are not based on clear rules but require optical recognition and fine muscle control.38


Not surprisingly, the need for the first two of these – expert thinking and complex communication – has been increasing, while the need to perform more routine – rule-based – tasks has been decreasing in most countries belonging to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.39 It is easy to foresee this trend continuing, accelerating and spreading elsewhere as economies become more knowledge-based. Clearly, Arab countries need to reform their education systems and prepare themselves for the future. Reasonable as that may sound, however, in an Arab context it is not only problematic but profoundly subversive. “Expert thinking”, which at times requires people to think the unthinkable or “think outside the box”, is something that Arab societies and their regimes try hard to prevent. Similarly, “complex communication” involves explaining and persuading – not merely waiting for unquestionable instructions from on high. To encourage this kind of behaviour in education and to promote it as a virtue in the workplace invites the question: why not apply it in politics too, or in society more generally? At present, although cracks are certainly appearing, there are still too many taboos surrounding blue-skies thinking. Arabs who work with knowledge – at least, those whose natural curiosity has not been thoroughly eroded – sooner or later run into the question: “Can I go there?”


Almost half a century ago, a presidential decree in Egypt established the Central Agency for Public Mobilisation and Statistics (Capmas) as the country’s “official source for the collection of data and statistical information, and its preparation, processing and dissemination”.40 Capmas is in charge of “providing all the state bodies, organisations, universities, research centres and indevelopment [sic] and evaluation processes with the information that can help them to make informed decisions”.41 In effect, this gives the Egyptian state a monopoly on statistics. Anyone wishing to compile data independently, through surveys or interviews, must first obtain a permit from Capmas’s “General Department for Security”. Where controversial issues are involved, the security department often delays permission indefinitely or refuses it outright, without giving reasons. Capmas may also delete certain questions from a survey or demand that they be re-worded.42 Whether or not a permit is granted “depends on contacts and the sensitivity of topics”, according to Reem Saad, an associate professor at the American University in Cairo, but “certain topics can’t be researched”.43 Besides restricting academic work, this also affects opinion pollsters. Region-wide polling, which began in the early 2000s, has been hampered by some countries refusing permission for questions that they regarded as too sensitive. A Gallup poll in 2002, for example, included the question: “Do you believe news reports that Arabs carried out the September 11 attacks?” – which was forbidden in Morocco, Saudi Arabia and Jordan.44


Government restrictions are not the only obstacle, though; there is a more generalised aversion to knowledge and ideas that venture beyond the normal comfort zone. Jehad al-Omari, a specialist in cross-cultural management who advises western businesses on the intricacies of working in Arab countries, explained:




When you ask the question whether our culture has anything to do with our level of backwardness or lack of progress or lack of democracy or lack of discipline, you are immediately barked at. You cannot say that, you cannot blame the culture, because it’s almost sacrosanct. People don’t accept that level of self-criticism.


This idea of looking inwards and saying “Where did we go wrong?” is not there. Nobody is willing to blame tribalism or the culture or whatever you want to call it. That idea is not there yet. They will always blame the leadership. It’s always externalising the problem, it never internalises the problem. It never says “How did I contribute to it?”


The first time I read a book which was exposing the Arab culture I threw it away. It was a book by Hisham Sharabi and it was one of his first Arabic books, called Introduction to the Study of Arab Society.45 It talked about Arab culture: laziness, dependence, etc. My first reading of it was immediate rejection. It wasn’t until four or five years later that I re-looked at it and I read it. By that time I had been in Britain for five years and I thought “Hmm!”. The idea of seeing yourself as others see you is revolutionary for most people, and it’s an extremely difficult and painful process.46





Hisham Sharabi (1927–2005) was one of the first modern Arab writers to develop a critique of his own society, drawing on the ideas of Marx and Freud, and his work is still banned in some countries. In most of the Arab world it was not until the 1960s and 1970s that social sciences emerged as fully fledged disciplines. “The emergence of specialised research and training in these fields,” the Arab Human Development Report observed, “is tied to the rise of the modern nation-state, the national projects it proposed and the difficulties it faced in its early stages. From the outset, social sciences and human sciences dealing with ‘national history’ were subject to political and bureaucratic steering.”47 Even today, continuing preoccupation with the mirage of national unity and the myth of social harmony makes it difficult to explore many problems objectively, especially when they concern marginalised ethnic or religious groups. Merely raising such issues is often regarded as unpatriotic and an attempt to stir up fitna (discord).


Another problem is the belief in Arab “specificity” – the widely held notion among Arabs that their own societies are so uniquely distinctive and self-contained that research carried out elsewhere, into other societies, is of little relevance. While the Arab countries, in all their aspects, are much studied by universities and think tanks in other parts of the world, the AHDR noted that there is no comparable tradition in modern times of Arabs studying “the Other”. “This tendency,” it said, “has sometimes deprived Arab scholars of a comparative perspective and the capacity to link the particularities of their context to general structures and trends in the wider world.”48


Possibly the reluctance to contemplate “the Other” with a view to learning from it stems from nationalist sentiment or a belief in the superiority of Islam. The latter was certainly the position adopted (at least until recently) by the Saudi interior ministry’s Crime Prevention Research Centre. In a report entitled “Security in the kingdom of Saudi Arabia following strict implementation of Islamic criminal legislation,” it claimed that in comparison with other countries, the Saudi crime rate – 0.22 crimes per thousand population – was uniquely low. “The proof that security prevails in the kingdom,” the report said, “is that a traveller may go anywhere in this vast country without being harassed by tribes, such as the Harb or Juhayna tribes who [previously] claimed dues from the people travelling across their territory.” Following the strict implementation of Islamic law, “everybody started enjoying a sense of social peace and security,” it continued. “People may carry any amount of money without fear of looters or highway robbers. Thus, security problems which were nightmares for the natives and pilgrims alike have ceased to exist … Fear for life, honour or property is something of the past.” Bizarrely, the interior ministry provided copies of this report at a news conference just days after simultaneous bomb attacks on housing compounds in the capital had killed 35 people and injured more than 160.49


Political constraints on freedom of thought usually have more impact in the human and social sciences than in natural science because of the subject matter, but natural science sometimes comes into conflict with religious belief. Historically, though, science has been less of a problem for Muslims than it has for Christians. Islam has had nothing comparable to the “Galileo moment” in 1633 when the Italian scientist, Galileo Galilei, was forced by the Vatican to recant his “absurd” and “heretical” belief that the earth revolves around the sun. Galileo’s views were deemed absurd because they conflicted with a verse in Psalm 93 which says that the earth “cannot be moved”, but he was not by any means the first to recognise that the earth does move. Muslim astronomers, such as Ibn al-Haytham,had reached a similar conclusion centuries earlier without retribution from their own religious authorities.


During the first century after the birth of Islam Muslim armies defeated the Persians and moved into what is now Iraq. Around 762 the Abbasid caliphs established their capital in the newly founded city of Baghdad, from where they ruled a vast Muslim empire for the next five centuries. This was the high point of Islamic civilisation, when scholars of various religions from around the world flocked to the Bayt al-Hikma (House of Wisdom), an unrivalled centre at the time for the study of humanities and for sciences, including mathematics, astronomy, medicine, chemistry, zoology and geography, as well as some more dubious subjects such as alchemy and astrology. Drawing on Persian, Indian and Greek texts – Aristotle, Plato, Hippocrates, Euclid, Pythagoras and others – the scholars accumulated the greatest collection of knowledge in the world, and built on it through their own discoveries. Probably the most famous mathematician at the House of Wisdom was al-Khawarizmi, known as the father of algebra. The English word “algebra” is derived from the title of his book, Kitab al-Jabr, and al-Khawarizmi’s own name gave rise to the word “algorithm”.


Several important figures are also associated with the southern city of Basra, another key centre of learning. Al-Jahiz, born in Basra in 776, seems to have come from an ordinary background and as a youth helped his father to sell fish. His most famous work was the seven-volume Book of Animals which included his observations on the social organisation of ants, communication between animals and the effects of diet and environment. Altogether, he wrote about 200 books on a wide range of topics, including The Art of Keeping One’s Mouth Shut and Against Civil Servants. He died at the age of 92, allegedly when a pile of books in his personal library fell on top of him. A century later al-Mas’udi spent some time in Basra writing about his travels to India, China and East Africa. As with many scholars of his day, his interests were broad and his writing contained elements of history, geography, sociology and anthropology which, unusually for the time, he approached in an analytical way. He also explored problems in the earth sciences – such as the causes of earthquakes – and was the first writer to mention windmills, invented by Muslims in Sijistan. Ibn al-Haytham (also known as Alhazen) worked as a civil servant in tenth-century Basra before taking up science. Moving later to Egypt, he became head of a project to regulate the flow of the Nile but, on investigation, he decided it was impossible. This annoyed the Fatimid caliph in Cairo, and Ibn al-Haytham reputedly escaped punishment by pretending to be mad until the caliph died. Among the mathematical problems he explored was the squaring of the circle. He also wrote a seven-volume treatise on optics and the nature of light. This explored reflection from plane and curved surfaces, refraction, and the structure of the eye – though he failed to understand the importance of the lens.


Certainly at this point Islam did not seem to present an obstacle to cultural and scientific innovation but, on the contrary, provided the regional unity that enabled one of the world’s greatest periods of enlightenment. One thousand years later the situation was rather different.


Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution was given a mixed reception by Muslims: hostility in some quarters and equanimity in others. The first Muslim critique came in 1881 from Jamal al-Din Afghani who wrote (referring to Darwin’s ideas about natural selection): “Is this wretch deaf to the fact that the Arabs and Jews for several thousand years have practised circumcision, and despite this until now not a single one of them has been born circumcised?”50 On the other hand, Hussein al-Jisr, a Lebanese Shi‘i scholar, saw room for an accommodation between evolution and scripture. “There is no evidence in the Qur’an,” he wrote, “to suggest whether all species, each of which exists by the grace of God, were created all at once or gradually.”51 The latter view was echoed much more recently by the late Zaki Bedawi – for many years the foremost Muslim scholar in Britain – who said: “I don’t see a contradiction between [the theory of evolution] and Islam.”52 Some go even further in reconciling evolution with Islam. A book published in 2005, Evolution and/or Creation: An Islamic Perspective, claims that Darwin’s ideas about evolution and natural selection were partly derived from Muslim philosophers and scientists, including Ibn Sina (also known as Avicenna) who died in 1037.53 Currently, according to Abdul Majid, a professor of zoology in Pakistan, there are three strands of Islamic thought about evolution: outright rejection, total acceptance and partial acceptance.54 However, the popular Muslim website, IslamOnline,55 espouses a strongly rejectionist view:




It’s a plain fact that what the Darwin theory wants to prove runs in sharp contrast to the divine teachings of Islam, and even to all the teachings of all heavenly revealed religion … The claim that man has evolved from a non-human species is unbelief, even if we ascribe the process to Allah or to ‘nature’, because it negates the truth of Adam’s special creation that Allah has revealed in the Qur’an.56





So far, there has been little orchestrated creationist activism by Muslims of the kind seen among Christians in the United States, though there have been a few isolated incidents. A science lecturer at Khartoum University was reportedly arrested and beaten up because of the content of his courses57 and in 2006 Muslim medical students at the prestigious Guys Hospital in London distributed leaflets opposing Darwinism as a part of the activities for Islam Awareness Week. One member of the hospital’s staff was quoted as saying he found it deeply worrying that Darwin was being dismissed by people who would soon be practising as doctors.58


Islamic creationism, as an organised movement, is relatively new and small, though well funded and apparently growing in influence. It is centred in Turkey and is based around the Foundation for Scientific Research (BAV), headed by Adnan Oktar, who has written dozens of books under the pen-name Harun Yahya. At first sight, BAV’s activities seem to be part of an internal Turkish battle between Islamists and secularists – one which it claims to be winning. “Darwinism is dying in Turkey, thanks to us,” BAV’s director, Tarkan Yavas, says. But it also has bigger ambitions, looking ahead to Turkey’s possible future membership of the EU. In Yavas’s view: “Darwinism breeds immorality, and an immoral Turkey is of no use to the European Union at all.”59 In 2007 one of BAV’s publications, the Atlas of Creation, was sent free of charge to scientists and schools in Britain, Scandinavia, France and Turkey. The books are also freely available on the internet60 – which makes them a ready source of material for regurgitation in student essays anywhere in the world.61 BAV has frequent contacts with American creationists and, although its books are superficially Islamic, their arguments have been shown to rely extensively on Christian material produced by the Institute for Creation Research in California.62


Islam’s scientific heritage may be one reason why Muslims in general seem untroubled by modern science. There is also a popular belief that science tends to confirm, rather than contradict, what is written in the Qur’an. Many Muslims claim that their holy book contains scientific information which could not possibly have been known to the Prophet or anyone else in seventh-century Mecca – and this is cited as evidence that the Qur’an must have come directly from God.63 One of the best-known examples is the claim that the Qur’an accurately describes various stages in the development of the foetus; another is that when the Qur’an talks about a “protection” against the sun it is referring to the ozone layer.64 As far as evolution is concerned, the Qur’an provides less than the Bible for anti-Darwinists to get their teeth into. It portrays God as the creative force behind the universe but – unlike the Book of Genesis in the Bible – does not go into detail about the creation process. It says God made “every living thing” from water;65 that He created humans from clay66 and that He created them “in stages”.67 In the view of many Muslims, this clearly allows scope for evolutionary interpretations.


Farida Faouzia Charfi, a science professor at the University of Tunis, notes that even the most fervent religious believers can be enthusiastic about science. “In those countries where fundamentalism has taken hold among the youth in the universities, it is striking to observe that the fundamentalist students are in a majority in the scientific institutions,” she writes – adding that “fundamentalists are even more numerous in the engineering than the science faculties”.68 This, Charfi says, often surprises westerners because they tend to assume “that a scientific mind is of necessity modern”, but Islamists reject modernity only up to a point: they “want to govern society with ideas of the past and the technical means of modernity”. One example she cites is an election rally in Algeria where Islamists used laser technology to project the words “Allahu akbar” (“God is greatest”) on to a cloud in the sky. Al-Qa‘ida’s activities – its use of videos and the internet plus, of course, crashing airliners into buildings – provide numerous other examples.


Charfi, an expert in the optical and electronic properties of semiconductors and electromagnetism, suggests that despite this apparent enthusiasm Muslims are often selective in their acceptance of science and simply ignore or reject any parts of it that seem to conflict with their religious beliefs. Support for Charfi’s argument about selectivity comes from a study of attitudes towards evolution among Muslim students (Turkish and Moroccan) in the Netherlands which found that their views were “much more one of negotiation” with Darwinism than downright rejection:




Though a few students … simply negated the whole of evolution theory on the basis of its perceived incongruence with the creation account in the Qur’an, the vast majority constructed types of bridge models in which some aspects of evolution were accepted and others rejected.


The construction of these models does not imply that the students experienced the encounter of two different accounts of origin as very problematic or disconcerting. On the contrary, they hardly recognised the implicit presence of evolutionary assumptions underlying studies like medicine, chemistry, and bio-medical sciences. Students in these disciplines were of course aware that they were required to take some courses and exams related to evolution theory, but they considered this quite unproblematic as they felt that external reproduction [of Darwin’s ideas in an exam] does not require internal acceptance.
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