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Chapter 6 Section 3
Islamic Civilization


Narrator: From Cairo we take the road east, over the desert towards the crossroads of the ancient world, between the land bridge that links Africa to Asia; and the sea routes of the Mediterranean and the Red Sea. That crossroads is the reason why so much of human history has been focused around this area, from man’s original exit from Africa to the triumph of Islam. Today and for more than a century, Suez itself has been the gateway to the great canal that bears its name across the land bridge. But a thousand years ago and for centuries thereafter this was the furthest west that ships from the east could sail before landing their cargoes. This geography was one reason why Islam came to lead the world in trade. Another was that the prophet Mohammed had himself been a merchant and liked business. And, as we shall see, he preached the value of good know-how. Egypt and its Arab merchants were the central link between the European world around the Mediterranean, and the East. The Gulf of Suez leading on down to the Red Sea was Egypt’s backdoor to the Indian Ocean and trade with China. China was the most advanced and productive economy in the world, and its luxury goods like silk and porcelains found their way west while historic inventions like gunpowder, paper and the compass were also pioneered in China. Europe at that time was a backwater and it was China and Islam that were the vanguard of human progress. The founder of Islam urged his followers to seek knowledge wherever they could find it, even from China. Thus, it was Islamic scholars who preserved the best ideas of Greece and Rome, just when Europe’s own Dark Age threatened to lose them. Much of that work was done in this very mosque, which was built using classical remains. Devout Muslims still flock here to pray. Al Azhar claims to be the world’s first university; and students have used this very room for generations. Free universities like this were funded throughout the Arab world from taxes on a trade. This was how the torch of learning in mathematics, astronomy, architecture and philosophy was kept alight. And the trade which paid the taxes benefited from a strong tradition of religious tolerance among Arab rulers. Christians and Jews doing business in Islamic countries were under no pressure to convert. Merchants circulated freely, as did goods and knowledge.
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