In the Name of Allah, Most Gracious, Most Merciful 
 


 

The Decline of Muslim Civilization
 

 [image: image1.png]



 

 

The Decline of Muslim Civilization  

The decline of the Muslim civilization has been attributed to a number of factors. Internal divisions and feuds within the Muslim empire, the corrupt and luxuriant lifestyles of the rulers, the fall of Baghdad and the loss of Spain are commonly cited reasons for the downfall of the Muslims.  

But these cannot really be considered as the main causes for Muslim decline. The force that placed Muslim civilization in reverse gear was an internal and conceptual one. Towards the end of the 14th century, the ulama(religious scholars) who, thanks to al-Ghazzali, were in a position of dominance, began to conceive of the written word as an independent realm of representation and truth apart from life. The proliferation of books had created a distance between authors and words that carried their ideas across space and time. The text was open to every variety of interpretation, irrespective of real facts and truth.  

The ulama had two concerns. First they were concerned that the Qur'an was open to all kinds of wild interpretations, not just untutored readers, but also by theologically unqualified professional writers. To some extent this was a genuine concern given the variety of irrational and exploitative behaviour that was being justified on the basis of the Qur'an and tradition.  

But this was intimately linked to the second and more important worry: the proliferation of written texts had begun to undermine the authority and control that the ulama enjoyed over both the Muslim rulers and the masses.  

It took the ulama over 100 years to respond to the problem. Their response was threefold:  

1. they reduced the concept of ilm from meaning 'all knowledge' to meaning only 'religious knowledge'  

2. they transformed the concept of ijam from meaning  the consensus of the community to mean  'the consensus of the learned' i.e. the consensus of the ulama  themselves.  

3. and they closed 'the gates of ijtihad',  independent reasoning on matters of religion was effectively  outlawed.  

This had a devastating effect on Muslim society, Ijtihad thus gave way to taqlid (blind imitation): reasoning, speculation and innovation were replaced by imitation. The interpretation of the Qur'an was frozen in history. In absence of new ideas, reflection and understanding of the changing circumstances, Muslim thought ossified and became totally obscurantist. Consequently, Muslim culture lost its dynamism and degenerated, while Muslim community was transformed from an open to a closed society. The religious scholars defended the highly privileged territory they created for themselves with great vigor. In sharp contrast to how rapidly Muslims acquired paper from the Chinese and turned it into an industry, the ulama managed to resist the introduction of printing presses in Muslim countries for nearly 300 years.  

They argued mass printing of books would lead not to the understanding and appreciation of sacred and classical texts but to their misrepresentation and misunderstanding in untutored hands. By forbidding' printing, the ulama deprived Muslim society of a crucial source of oxygen. The Muslim countries were now ready to be devoured by European powers.  
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