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A case study: The Taqiuddin Observatory, 
Istanbul, Ottoman Empire, circa 1570

• The great Taqiuddin Observatory 
in Istanbul was completed in 
1577

• Destroyed in 1580  
• There are lessons to be learned 

from both in its construction and 
in its destruction

Note: The picture of the observatory, Delhi, 
Moghul India, 18th century



Why was it destroyed?
• Accused of studying astrology
• Events

• Battle of Lepanto 1571
• Appearance of comets 1574
• Epidemics 1574
• The observatory was blamed 

by the ulema as a bad omen



What can we learn from this event?

• Misunderstanding of science
• Inability to accommodate 

science within religion
• Absence of scientific culture 



Major Intellectual Milestone to Consider
• The Rationalists  (The 

Mu’tazalites)– Harun al Rashid – 
Baitul Hikmah (the House of 
Wisdom) – 760-1252 CE

• The Asharites (10th century CE)
• The Sufis (11-15th century CE)
• The Salafis (18th-20th century CE)



Major Historical Events to Consider 

• The Mongol-Tartar destructions 
(13-15th centuries)

• The Crusades (12-14th centuries)
• European colonization (18-21st 

centuries)



What Went Wrong?  
• The Mu’tazalites overextended 

their reach
• They applied the rational 

(space-time) to the spiritual 
(non-space-time)

• Were repudiated (846 CE)
• Philosophy suffered 



What Went Wrong ?  
• Speculation about space-time 

continued
• The Asharite atomistic theory 

was a partial answer (900 CE)
• Al Gazzali dealt a severe blow to 

the philosophers (1192 CE)
• The education syllabus was 

constricted (the constriction 
continues to this day)



Al Ghazzali (1111) Over-extended his Reach

• The historical context of his 
works

• The Fatimid-Abbasid power 
struggle in Afro-Asia

• The Mu’tazila-Asharite dialectic
• Tahaffuz al Falafa (Incoherence 

of the Philosophers)
• The Riposte of Ibn Rushd (1198) 

– Tahaffuz al Tahaffuz 
(Incoherence of the 
incoherence)

Al-Ghazzālī denies that natural events involve
necessary connections, using as his main
example the burning of  cotton when in contact                             
with fire:

“For we allow the possibility of the occurrence of the 
contact without the burning, and we allow as 
possible the occurrence of the cotton’s 
transformation into burnt ashes without contact 
with the fire. 

[The philosophers], however, deny the possibility 
of this”.(al-Ghazzālī).



What Went Wrong?  
• Destruction by the Mongols and 

the Crusades (1212-1258)
• Cordoba (1212)
• Samarqand (1219)
• Bokhara (1219)
• Merv (1220)
• Nishapur (1220)
• Seville (1248)
• Baghdad (1258)
• Ankara (1402)



What Went Wrong?  
• Opposition to the printing press 

by the clergy
• Neglect of naval technology by 

the Ottomans, the Safavids and 
the Great Mughals of India

• Ignorance of science – e.g., the 
demolition of Taqiuddin 
Observatory in Istanbul

• Failure to cultivate a culture of 
science in accordance with the 
Qur’an



What Went Wrong?  
• Rise of extremism
• Move away from the Age of 

Taqwa to the Age of Fatwa 
(1683)
• Futuwat e alamgiri promulgated 

in Mogul India (1693 CE). It 
changed the course of Islamic 
history. 

اِنَّٗھ َال یُِحبُّ اۡلُمۡعتَِدۡیَن•

•Verily, He does not love the 
extremists! (Qur’an, 7:55)



What Went Wrong?  
• The year 1693 brings into sharp 

focus the decline of Islamic 
civilization and the rise of 
western civilization

• Newton published his papers on 
Newton’s laws of motion (1693)

• Aurangzeb promulgated the 
Futuwat e Alamgiri (1693)

• The Ottomans were rolled back 
from the second siege of Vienna 
(1684)



What went wrong? 
Colonization and Regional Wars

• India. Pakistan, S Asia  (1757-1947)
• Indonesia and SE Asia (1820-1948)
• West Africa (1850-1962)
• Arab Middle East (1875-1948)
• Central Asia (1860-1990)
• Destruction of Afghanistan, 

Somalia, Iraq, Syria, Libya (21st 
Century)

• Regional wars: Palestine, Kashmir, 
Chechniya, Bosnia

• Rise of Nationalism (1907-present)



What went wrong? 
Intellectual Regression- Constrained Education

• Syllabus in the Seljuk 
Universities, circa 1100 
(Baghdad, Merv, Samarkand, 
Tabriz, Herat)

• The Quranic sciences, Hadith, Tazkiyah 
(the spiritual sciences)

• Turkish, Farsi, Arabic
• Grammar 
• Public speaking
• Philosophy
• Mathematics
• Astronomy
• Accounting
• History and Geography
• Chemistry and the medical sciences
• Archery and swordsmanship



What went wrong?
Intellectual Regression- Constrained Education

• Colonial syllabus 
(geared towards lower rank 
clerical work in the colonies)

• Reading, writing, arithmetic
• A local language
• Literacy in English, French, 

Dutch, Portuguese (the language 
of the colonial power)



Summary 

• The reasons for the rise and fall of science in Islam were historical, 
religious, social and cultural.

• A scientific culture did not hold in the Islamic world because of a 
conceptual misunderstanding of both the Shariah and the natural 
sciences.

• A fresh start must be made to put empirical science back in the 
Shariah. That is our attempt in this series. 


