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TOO many in the West today Islam has come to be associated with terrorism and an extremist bent of mind. What most forget is that while some Muslims do indeed engage in outrageous activities, there are many who pursue and encourage others to seek knowledge. 

The Holy Prophet (PBUH) was commanded by God to read when he was informed about his prophethood: “Read! In the Name of your Lord Who has created …Who has taught (writing) by the pen” (96: 1-5). The words ‘read’ and ‘pen’ are most significant as they lay emphasis on the need to be literate i.e. to be able to comprehend and put pen to paper.

God has sent us the divine message in the form of the Holy Quran so that we may read, understand and obey the injunctions laid down in it (see 2: 151). The Holy Prophet stressed on the need to acquire knowledge. According to one hadith, “It is obligatory for every Muslim to acquire knowledge. Allah likes those who seek knowledge.” 

Islam encourages research. It realises that freedom to conduct research is mandatory for development and progress. While residing at Madina after migrating from Makkah, the Prophet once saw some people pollinating date palms. As dates were not grown in Makkah he was not familiar with the process and inquired into the matter. When he was informed that they were pollinating the palms he stopped them from doing so. 

As a result, the following year, the date yield was very poor as compared to previous years. The Prophet asked as to why this was so and was informed that pollination was necessary for a good yield. He then admitted that the date growers knew more about the process than he did, and so he told them to resume pollination.

Although Muslim scholars have made contributions in various fields of study, the focus of this article is their input in the domain of science. During the era of what history refers to as the Dark Ages in Europe, when superstition overawed logic, reasoning and rational explanations, Islam brought with it the urge to explore and invent. Scientific activities were conducted in Baghdad, Kufa, Basra and Cairo. Muslim scientists contributed to the study of astronomy, medicine, mathematics, etc.

Among others, Europe has benefited from the services of two Muslim physicians i.e. Ibn Sina and Al-Razi. Ibn Sina, known to mediaeval Europe as Avicenna, studied medicine and philosophy along with other branches of science. He set up hospitals which provided services for free and also came up with treatment for diseases by the use of herbs, hot baths and major surgery. His book Al Qannun fil Tib was translated into Latin in the 12th century and was taught in medical schools throughout Europe. Al-Razi, known as Rhazes in Latin, with his unsurpassable power of observation, introduced the subject of psychology, thereby eliminating beliefs in demons and witchcraft often associated with diseases in the Christian world at the time. 

He was responsible for setting up separate wards in hospitals for those suffering from mental ailments. One of his books, Treatise on Smallpox and Measles, was translated into Latin, then English and then into other European languages.

Mathematics owes a lot to Al-Khwarizmi who is recognised as an authority on the subject. He authored a book on algebra, Hisab al Jabr Wal Muqabala. It was translated into Latin and taught at the university level in Europe until the 16th century.

Important chemicals such as hydrochloric acid, sulphuric acid and nitric acid as well as processes like crystallisation, distillation, melting, sublimation, reduction and calcinations, along with the dyeing of leather and cloth, are all attributed to Jabir Ibn Hayan known to the West as Geber.

Ibn Al-Haitham recognised the force of gravity. Newton further developed this theory. Ibn Al-Baitar is renowned for his collection of plants and herbs from a large area spanning Spain to Syria. A botanist and pharmacist, he extracted drugs from plants which he then used for medicinal purposes. Al-Battani, an astronomer and mathematician, prepared the Islamic lunar calendar. He also gave an apt explanation for the phenomenon of the Equinoxes.

Though far from exhaustive, the names and contributions mentioned here give an apt glimpse into the farsightedness and the spirit of progress embedded in the Muslim faith as it was practised in its early years. 

