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EVERY October, Nobel prizes are awarded to some of the most beautiful minds for their outstanding contributions to economics, physics, chemistry, medicine and literature apart from peace. Himself a brilliant scientist with a practical bent of mind, Alfred Nobel made millions by commercialising his scientific discoveries.

The Nobel prizes recognise outstanding research, the invention of ground-breaking techniques, equipment, practices or discoveries that benefit mankind.

The truth of this lies in the works of some of the winners: the discovery of penicillin by Alexander Fleming; enhancing the productivity of wheat and maize plants by Norman Borlaug, a feat that practically banished the spectre of food scarcity from the world; lifting millions out of poverty as Mohammad Yunus did through his programme of credit without collateral. Or the game theory of John Nash now used in situations where cooperation and competition coexist — from personal relations to corporate rivalries to dangerous confrontations such as the Cuban missile crisis — demonstrating how win-win results can be achieved even in extremely tense and potentially destructive situations.

The landmass comprising the planet earth has not increased nor have its endowments and natural resources. And yet, the wealth generated by these same assets has been increased eight times since the industrial revolution. All incremental value and wealth have been generated from the same stock of assets by increasing the pool of knowledge and applying it to real world situations.

In the post-industrial modern age, defined by knowledge, no society can expect a renaissance to occur or be sustained without strong foundations in knowledge and an environment that encourages minds to keep producing and applying knowledge to real life issues. The much desired and long overdue renaissance in Muslim societies can gather momentum only when both conditions are implemented. Education is a critically important element of that environment but no less important are laws and institutions that encourage minds to produce knowledge and apply it for the benefit of societies.

But large segments of Muslim societies remain unsure, even afraid, to embrace the future, and cling on to their old and familiar tools, systems and institutions that brought their decline and downfall in the first place. Many refuse to appreciate how new wealth and power are created everyday in other parts of the world. They cannot match and compete with it while still relying on antediluvian tools and systems that have already been rendered obsolete. The stark failure of this approach should be obvious when we note that while Muslims constitute 25 per cent of the world population, they produce only five per cent of its wealth.

But before minds can work to create wealth and power for their societies they must be liberated from a myriad shackles that have held them down for half a millennium. That the value and power of knowledge is still not recognised is evident from this fact: in its 106 years’ history, while 782 Nobel prizes have been awarded worldwide, only nine have been won by Muslims — four from Egypt and one each from Pakistan, Iran, Turkey, Bangladesh and Palestine.

Even individual institutions in the West are doing better than the entire membership of 57 countries of the OIC. Since the end of the Second World War, for instance, MIT has produced, nurtured and hired minds that have won 59 Nobel prizes in various disciplines of knowledge — 26 in physics, 13 in economics, 12 in chemistry, eight in medicine/physiology.

Meanwhile, a UNDP study tells us that there are only 35,000 full-time researchers in the Middle East (against 1.2 million in the US with about the same population). At the same time, global investment firms say that there are 300,000 millionaires in the same Middle East — nearly 10 times the number of scientists. It is difficult to create knowledge-based societies and nurture productive minds in environments where it is 10 times easier to produce millionaires than researchers and scientists. As for the non-oil producing members of the OIC, they do not have either category in significant numbers.

Education — widespread and quality education — is critically important. And oil wealth buys ease and a comfortable environment. Important as these are, they are not sufficient conditions for a renaissance. Critical to this is creating rule-based societies that respect human dignity and rights and open up opportunities for use of knowledge and skills to contribute to the full potential of their people and create wealth and power for their societies.

Examples abound to confirm this conclusion. Let us look at Europe. In the Middle Ages, Italy was richer and more advanced than England. Long before French displaced it, Italian was the diplomatic language of Europe and its elite. As the seat of the Roman Catholic Church, Italy benefited the most from widespread education through the extensive network of the church. The University of Bologna was the first university founded in Europe in 1088, long before either Oxford, Cambridge or the Sorbonne were established. It was the knowledge and skills of Italians that introduced East and West to Europe through the exploits of Marco Polo and Christopher Columbus. In an explosion of knowledge and unmatched creative powers, Italy produced such giants as Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, Machiavelli and several others all in the 15th century.

But Italy was not able to build upon such superlative advantages because for long it continued to suffer from the personalised, unpredictable and violent rule of its ‘princes’ that kept rupturing its social, economic and political fabric. It did not develop rule-based institutions like England — those inanimate but extremely important vehicles guided more by laws than by the whims of the elite.

It is these increasingly rule-bound social, political and economic institutions of English society that protected it from a similar rupturing of its national fabric. They curbed personalised and unpredictable rule by the ‘princes’ accountable to none except those who could unleash ferocious power against them.

Combined with education and skills, the laws and institutions of England opened up opportunities, encouraged the application of knowledge and skills and protected their rewards with the rule of law. In return, England’s minds continued to create more wealth and power, making it the richest and most powerful country in Europe and overtaking richer and more educated mediaeval counterparts.

The story of the OIC countries continues to reflect mediaeval systems and values. Many of their societies reflect a world more reminiscent of the mediaeval Italy of Machiavelli’s princes than the rule-based society of England in the early days of its industrialisation.

Renaissance in the Muslim countries will only come if they create an environment that takes pride in the acquisition of knowledge and skills, provides opportunities for their application, and protects them through rule-based societies. Along with education, they need to develop laws and institutions that liberate minds, respect human dignity and rights and encourage the people to contribute towards making their societies rich, powerful and respected in the world.
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