
Demystifying Islam’s Golden Age

Islam’s Golden Age took place in spite of and outside

of the caliphate.

jonathan leaf

M
any  in  the  islamic  world  continue  to  believe

that the answer to their struggles is the restoration of the old

caliphate system. Hamas, for instance, called for this in its

founding charter. This was also the impassioned dream of Osama bin

Laden. Spurring these beliefs are a series of widely-held notions about the

past. Given the powerful present-day interest, attraction, and obsession

with the idea, we need to arrive at an accurate estimate of the caliphates.

As it means successor, a caliph is necessarily understood to be a successor

to Mohammed. Thus, like the seventh-century prophet, the caliph is to be

a political, military, and religious leader, and it is imagined that he will

unite the Islamic world and bring Muslims back to a Golden Age.
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Promoted equally by devoted Muslims and politically correct historians, it

is a commonplace belief that these early Islamic caliphates represented a

civilizational high point and that from them Europeans took a great store

of knowledge. But is that so?

It is beyond dispute that the first half of the statement is true. The Islamic

world did provide Europeans with a storehouse of knowledge. To cite but

one example, during the Crusades, Europeans were exposed to Arabic

numerals and to some of the basic concepts of algebra. The word is an

Arab one meaning “reunion of broken parts.” Nonetheless, in important

ways, talk of a “Golden Age” is misleading, and an honest assessment

reveals that far from being generators of artistic or intellectual

achievement, the caliphates thwarted the growth of Islamic culture.

That statement applies to more than one caliphate dynasty. However,

when Muslims speak of the Golden Age, most often they are making

special reference to the epoch from the eighth through the thirteenth

centuries, during the Abbasid Caliphate. That’s because great scientific

research did occur during this period. The question though is whether any

of it resulted from the caliphate’s existence—or even occurred within its

domain.

Muslims generally single out three minds from this subsequent epoch in

whom they take special pride: Omar Khayyam, al-Zahrawi, and Avicenna.

Khayyam is acknowledged to have been a first-rate poet, and he provided

some novel mathematical proofs. In addition, using the calculations of

Indian astronomers, he introduced an improved version of the Julian

calendar that was still being used in recent decades in parts of

Afghanistan and Iran. Al-Zahrawi, for his part, was the first doctor to

recognize that hemophilia was inherited, and his thirty-volume

compendium of surgical knowledge was used and translated right into the

Renaissance, including by a multitude of Christian physicians. Through

study of the tome, doctors came to a better understanding of procedures

like cauterization, and its extensive drawings helped spread knowledge of

surgical instruments. Avicenna devised an even more commonly

employed medical encyclopedia, and he made the discovery that

tuberculosis is contagious. Another medieval Islamic doctor, Muhammad

ibn Zakariyā Rāzī (known as al-Razi), identified the differing symptoms
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of measles and smallpox. Late medieval Islam also gave the world the

much-beloved devotional verses of the Persian poet Rumi.

These achievements stand out in the context of a period when the level of

learning in Christendom was low. Possibly even more notable—but rarely

pointed out—is where these discoveries were made. With few exceptions,

the major advances of medieval Islam took place outside the Abbasid

caliphate.

What characterized the Abbasid court was
not invention and initiative but reliance upon
slavery.

Baghdad was the center of what Muslims call the “House of Wisdom.” Set

up during the ninth century, it is what most scholars are referring to

when they speak of the Golden Age of Classical Islam. Yet most of the

lasting intellectual contributions to emerge did not come from Baghdad

or the House of Wisdom.

Córdoba emerged as a far greater center of inspiration. It was the home of

Ibn Hazm. An eleventh-century poet and physicist, he arrived at one of

the earliest calculations for the speed of sound. Listening to the echoes

that he heard in the city’s vast Great Mosque, he realized that sound must

travel at a definite rate, and from this he recognized as well that thunder

was the delayed noise caused by lightning.

This was one of the many “firsts” that Medieval Spain offered the world, as

it was also where glass mirrors were first produced, inhalation anesthesia

was first employed, and the testing of surgical procedures upon animals

as a trial step before their use upon humans was first developed. In al-

Andalus, Aristotle’s most influential medieval commentator, Averroes,

wrote, and ibn Muʿādh al-Jayyānī composed one of the first major

treatises on trigonometry. Córdoba was also where al-Zahrawi studied and

wrote. In addition, it was a locus for Jewish thought and learning, the

place where Judah Halevi, the greatest medieval Hebrew poet, appeared,

2/23/26, 1:32 PM Demystifying Islam’s Golden Age – Jonathan Leaf

https://lawliberty.org/demystifying-islams-golden-age/ 3/8



and the most influential Jewish philosopher of the Middle Ages,

Maimonides, spent most of his life.

This awakening within the Iberian Peninsula did not take place under the

Abbasid rulers. From 1031 on, most of the cities in the Iberian Peninsula

country were ṭawā’if: emirates. In Córdoba, Toledo, Zaragoza, Seville,

Lisbon, and other Spanish and Portuguese cities, princes followed the

guidance of a council of leading subjects. Within their states, property

rights were protected. Because they were weak militarily, they often paid

tribute to the Christian kingdoms in the north of Spain. Yet they were the

greatest centers of Islamic intellectual activity during the Middle Ages.

As well, they were the most prosperous cities of the Islamic world. The

wider range of freedoms within them permitted their Jewish minority to

serve as a population of financiers and traders. That served to fund

business activity, and Córdoba was the most dynamic and the largest city

in Europe by the beginning of the eleventh century. Records suggest that it

may have had a population as great as a half million. This is greater than

its present number.

A second area where Islamic development took place during the Middle

Ages was in Central Asia along the Silk Road. Its cities prospered because

its location made it a key point for traders passing from China to the West,

and while its Persian rulers professed devotion to the caliphs in Baghdad,

their kingdom was notably distinct. This was where both Omar Khayyam

and Avicenna appeared.

Life in Baghdad at the court of the Abbasid Caliphs was very different, and

the main contribution of its “House of Wisdom” was the same one that

was provided by Charlemagne’s court. It preserved knowledge of the past

by translating works by earlier writers and thinkers. These included Greek

geniuses like Aristotle, Euclid, and Archimedes and Indian mathematical

giants like Aryabhata and Brahmagupta. The most often cited figure who

is given as proof of the importance of the House of Wisdom is the Persian

mathematician al-Khwarizmi, who served on its faculty. He is best known

for coming up with the term algebra. However, most of his work appears

to have been derived from earlier Hindu mathematicians, and, as a well-

known historian of the subject has observed, “Greek and Hindu algebra
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had advanced well beyond the elementary state of al-Khwarizmi’s

algebra.” Indeed, while earlier mathematicians like Diophantos and

Brahmagupta used symbols to present their equations, al-Khwarizmi used

word problems. Ironically, this is the exact opposite of what most of us

mean when we use the term algebra.

The House of Wisdom produced relatively little that was novel or

important of its own, and, like Charlemagne’s sponsorship of Frankish

scholars, it was dependent upon the direct support of the sovereign.

Consequently, though the House of Wisdom was founded at the beginning

of the ninth century, within half a century it was virtually non-existent.

That was because the Abbasid Caliph al-Mutawakkil (847–61) was

disdainful of secular and non-Islamic knowledge, and he refused to

provide it with continued patronage.

What characterized the Abbasid court was not invention and initiative but

reliance upon slavery. The ninth-century Caliph Al-Mu’tasim (833–42)

imported an entire army of Turkish slaves, and soon after, the economy of

the Baghdad region came to be heavily reliant upon bondsmen brought in

from Africa. This typified an age of gross inequality and lack of personal

autonomy, a place where those who ruled acted according to their

momentary impulses and desires.

We must ask if the real Golden Age of Islam
isn’t taking place today. Muslims who have
moved to Western nations benefit from
Western science and the freedoms we take for
granted.

The Abbasid palaces are indicative. These eventually cost 275,000,000

dirhams to construct, when each of these coins was more than a seventh of

an ounce of silver. There were twenty-three different royal palaces, which

were staffed by thousands of eunuchs. Among the eunuchs’ tasks was

keeping watch over the caliph’s harems. Just one of these contained

12,000 slave girls. This lavishness was matched by the expense of paying

for the multitude of slaves who had been purchased in order to compose
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the army and the costs incurred to outfit and furnish them for frequent

wars.

The caliphs supplemented their income through expropriation. The son of

a Governor during the reign of Harun al-Rashid (786-809) looted

30,000,000 dhirams, and Harun himself made off with 30,676,000 dinars

from a family whom he suspected of plotting against him. That last sum

represents approximately $23 billion at the current price of gold. This

habit of simply taking whatever wealth was to be had was a recurrent

feature of life under a series of medieval Islamic dynasties.

The problem of weak property rights was compounded by the absence of

laws permitting the formation of corporations, and economic activity was

further constrained because the lands that the Abbasids and their

successors ruled instituted laws against usury. The source for this

prohibition is the Koran, which includes five explicit condemnations of

making loans with interest, and Mohammed’s “Last Sermon,” which

specifically associates it with damnation.

Yet the difficulty was particularly noteworthy under the Abbasids, who

limited most banking activities to merchants known as jahbads. Permitted

to transfer funds on behalf of traders for a set fee, the jahbads also loaned

money to the state and acted as tax agents. They used this influence over

the caliphs to stifle competition, and they were not in the business of

lending to those who wished to start businesses. Nor did they recognize

debts owed to them as assets that might be transferred or sold. It would be

wrong, in short, to call them bankers. The absence held back

entrepreneurial activity. Consequently, over the centuries, Abbasid tax

revenues gradually declined, and their cities shrank.

Moreover, while the so-called great age of Islamic civilization is notable

for a vast amount of beautiful religious architecture, it produced hardly

any meaningful painting or sculpture. Altogether, the caliphate was not a

source of greatness but an obstacle to it.

Granted all this, we must ask if the real Golden Age of Islam isn’t taking

place today. Muslims who have moved to Western nations benefit from
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Western science and the freedoms we take for granted. The growth of great

cities in the Middle East, like Abu Dhabi and Dubai, is a consequence of

the exploitation of natural resources. Yet those riches aren’t just a

consequence of the discovery of pools of gas and oil. Their exploitation

would be impossible without the application of Western technical

expertise and equipment. Similarly, desert kingdoms no longer thirst for

water as it can be provided through desalination, and the expansion in the

number of hospitals has dramatically raised life expectancy and bettered

the overall quality of life. Even the performance of acts of religious

devotion has been improved. Consider that the enormous growth in the

number of Muslims who can go to Saudi Arabia and participate in the hajj

is a function of the invention and purchase of jet planes.

Schools and colleges are obliged to offer students history textbooks that

present a clear and accurate—not a romanticized—description of the

Islamic Middle Ages. Such an account acknowledges the figures of real

greatness who emerged. But it also frankly describes the corruption and

decadence of the caliphates, and how they shamelessly exploited their

subjects and dimmed their peoples’ hopes of advancement.

Jonathan Leaf is a playwright living in New York City and the author of

the novel City of Angles.
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