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Timur Kuran : The Long Divergence: How Islamic Law Held Back the Middle East before purchasing it in order
to gage whether or not it would be worth my time, and all praised The Long Divergence: How Islamic Law Held Back
the Middle East:

30 of 30 people found the following review helpful. An excellent technical review of complex phenomenaBy Don
McGowanWhen in law schooal, | studied Islamic legal theory. | wish this book had existed then. But even for alay
reader who isinterested in socia development and asks why the Islamic world seems not to have been able to develop
amodern commercial society, this book will provide insight into why.Thisis not an easy book. It presumes some


http://f3db.com/pub/links.php?id=B0046A9MA4

knowledge of Islamic thought and of Islamic belief, as well as more generally of the history of the region from about
1400 to about 1900. Okay, fine, you weren't going to buy thisif you're scared of the big words, but still be ready. | put
it aside afew times and came back to it. But | always came back to it.Kuran is an excellent writer and his proseis
clear. His conclusions may not be indisputable, but they are well-drawn from his premises and they are highly
plausible. They are also derived from data. He has gone through not just previous writers but also historical archivesto
get primary source data to back up his thoughts and analysis. Thisisn't Niall Ferguson - you don't have to wade
through pages of tables and statistics - but it's clear that if Kuran had wanted to write that book he could have.The
other review of thisbook (at time of my posting there was only the one) has gone into great depth on the discussion of
the rules of inheritance, and | won't repeat. I'll focus instead on one element that suggests to me that Kuran is onto
something: his explanation for why Islamic societies continued to alow choice of law to religious minorities even
after it was clear that they were benefiting from this, while denying it to Muslims who therefore couldn't have
benefited. In an oversimplified nutshell, Kuran suggests that it's related to various societal factorsall of which were
intended to benefit Muslims and that this was an unintended side effect, and that foreign governments which were
becoming more dominant in the world capitalized on their local co-religionistsin order to extend their reach into the
Muslim world. Y ou may agree, you may not, but the argument is well-made.But his most important argument is this:
there is nothing innately anti-1slamic about modern capitalist structures, and the fact that Islamic countries haven't
adopted them is a historical artefact and not an innate impossibility. As | was reading this, the revolution in Tunisia
had just ended, Egypt was just ending, and Bahrain/Y emen/Algeria/lran/Libya were ongoing. It will be interesting to
see, if any of these countries decides to bring themselves into the modern commercial era, whether Kuran is right.57 of
59 people found the following review helpful. Excellent Comparison of the Development of Islamic and European
Economic LawBYy Steven Zorasterl have read many books on Islam. | read them to understand why Islam conquered
so much so quickly, and why it failed both politically and economically over the last 500 years. The relative economic
declineis of interest because around 1000 CE, the Muslim world was as wealthy as Europe. Thisis the first book that
provided understanding that | could use. Not on conguest directly, but on the economics.In "The Long Divergence”,
the author emphasizes two themes around Muslim law of inheritance. Islamic law mandated distribution of wealth
after death amongst multiple heirs. This mandate had two results. First, it forced partnerships to be short lived: Death
followed by demands for their part of the inheritance by heirs required liquidation of a partnership. Knowing that any
death would end the partnership, Muslims tended to favor two person partnerships of short duration. In contrast, after
1000 CE Europeans devel oped forms of partnership and corporations that could survive the death of asingle
participant. Partly this was adoption of primogeniture, under which a single descendant could inherit the whole on one
person's assets in a property, business or partnership. At the same time Europeans were becoming innovative about the
types of business arrangements used to accumulate wealth. Something like modern corporations devel oped to manage
guilds, monasteries, and even cities. European rulers, desperate for money, and often only weakly in power, were
willing to allow independent groups take local power, in exchange for stability and the right to tax revenues or profits.
These independent institutions were allowed to change their internal rules and general goals as circumstances
changes.The second theme in "The Long Divergence" explaining relative Islamic economic declineis Islam'sfailure to
develop anything like the European corporation. Again this relates to Muslim inheritance law. The Wadf, the only way
Muslims could create an enterprise that could outlive the founder had to be established for only one purpose and that
purpose could never change. So, for example, aWagf to establish a caravan station could never become anything else,
even if trade routes or means of transportation changed. Meanwhile, as mentioned in the last paragraph above,
European corporations could adapt to changing circumstances to redirect investment in the more productive ways as
circumstances changed. There is much more in this book. | think the author has discovered something about the role of
law in economic development that explains alot about the relative decline of the Islamic world relative to
Europe.Thereis one other benefit | got from reading "The Long Divergence". The author argues that the codification
of rules of inheritance in Islam provided economic laws that were superior to alternatives available in much of the
world at the time of the early Muslim conguests. Although he does not argue that this caused the rise of Islam, it
suggests one reason for its early success.Also noted in the book, is that the separation between Church and Statein
Europe helped lead to innovation in Europe and stagnation in the Islamic world. This made me remember
independently that existence of canon law, which the Catholic Church created to govern its internal ecclesiastical
affairs, independent of the laws of the political entities in which it served the religious needs of Europeans. Canon law
still exists and is still used by the Church to settle issues pertaining to the Church aone. (These include discipline of
clergy, ateration of church property, etc.) Many protestant religions have their own versions of cannon law.Another
thing: From this book | learned that Shia and Sunni Muslims have slightly different inheritance laws. | did not know
that despite much reading on Islam.The book made is entertaing, and made me think. Not too much more to ask for in
abook on a potentially boring subject!9 of 9 people found the following review helpful. Well done, if abit over
doneBy Eric C. PetersenKuran has examined this subject closely, well supported by alot of historical evidence. I'll not
restate his basic arguments like the dual outcomes of Islamic inheritance law (beneficial to family-member survivors
but destructive to large-scale capital formation), that has been covered well by other reviews here. The author rather



carefully considers past arguments concerning the "backwardness" of Islamic countries and shows many of them to be
either false or by themselves inadequate, i.e., the prohibition against charging interest is (1) not in the Koran, and (2)
even though this prohibition gained traction with religious jurists (asit did in the West with Bibilical "interpretations")
these laws were seldom enforced and many clever ways were created by borrowers and lenders to get around this
alleged prohibition. What emergesis arather complex web of self-reinforcing religious laws - or accepted modes of
economic behavior - that could not compete with the corporate form (and its attendant laws and regulations) that
developed in the West. That, beginning in the 16th century, many Muslim rulers allowed these Western business forms
to penetrate their system is an interesting story in and of itself.The book is closely written, arguments are critically
examined, and it's difficult to disagree with Kuran's conclusions - he is neither a dogmatic attacker or defender of the
Islamic business system, one that served this population rather well for centuries and expanded their trading network
far into Africaand to the East. Kuran is, however, not a great prose stylist, the language does get somewhat dense and
reads a bit like alegal brief at times. My reason for subtracting a star from this review is the work could have done
with some hard editing; on too many occassions the book |oops back to make some of the same arguments, if seen
from adlightly different perspective. Thisis good from an academic perspective as Kuran covers al his bases, but a bit
tiresome from the reader's point of view asit seems atad repetitious. All-in-all, amost interesting book, at times a bit
of adlog, but | guessit's better to have an author know too much about his subject than too little.

In the year 1000, the economy of the Middle East was at least as advanced as that of Europe. But by 1800, the region
had fallen dramatically behind--in living standards, technology, and economic institutions. In short, the Middle East
had failed to modernize economically as the West surged ahead. What caused this long divergence? And why does the
Middle East remain drastically underdevel oped compared to the West? In The Long Divergence, one of the world's
leading experts on |slamic economic institutions and the economy of the Middle East provides a new answer to these
long-debated questions. Timur Kuran argues that what slowed the economic development of the Middle East was not
colonialism or geography, still less Muslim attitudes or some incompatibility between |slam and capitalism. Rather,
starting around the tenth century, Islamic legal institutions, which had benefitted the Middle Eastern economy in the
early centuries of Islam, began to act as adrag on development by slowing or blocking the emergence of central
features of modern economic life--including private capital accumulation, corporations, large-scale production, and
impersonal exchange. By the nineteenth century, modern economic institutions began to be transplanted to the Middle
East, but its economy has not caught up. And there is no quick fix today. Low trust, rampant corruption, and weak
civil societies-all characteristic of the region's economies today and all legacies of its economic history--will take
generations to overcome. The Long Divergence opens up afrank and honest debate on a crucial issue that even some
of the most ardent secularistsin the Muslim world have hesitated to discuss.

From Publishers WeeklyKuran (Islam and Mammon), a Duke University professor of economics and political science,
continues his exploration of Islam and economics in a dense volume that debunks the most common apologies for the
economic plight of the Middle East, such as colonization, or the economic importance of the annual hajj pilgrimage.
Kuran argues instead that the failure of Middle Eastern economicsis not due to Islam itself, but to the fact that
Muslims failed to reinterpret previously successful economic concepts at the onset of the Middle Ages, while the West
went on to create the corporation (see InProfilein thisissue). Muslims may demur, but Kuran points out that many
have abandoned some Qur'anic economic practices they disagree with, including the ban on interest, and, more
progressively, they have updated and refreshed the tax code described in the Qur'an. His most controversial argument
isthat Islam, liberated from stagnant interpretation and practice, is very adaptable to modern institutions. (Dec.) (c)
Copyright PWxyz, LLC. All rights reserved. [The Long Divergence] explains alarge part of why the Middle East and
Turkey fell behind the West and law and economics has alot to do with it. Various laws in Islamic societies were not
conducive to large-scal e economic structures, at precisely the time when such structures were becoming profitable and
indeed essential as drivers of economic growth. Thisis not a book of handwaving but rather he nails the detail,
whether it is on inheritance law, contracts, forming corporations, or any humber of other topics.From the Back
Cover"Sophisticated, purposive, and insightful, this book brings the powerful thinking of an economist to bear on a
central question of Middle Eastern history. The argument is lucid and compelling; anyone with a serious interest in the
way the world has changed in recent centuries will find this book rewarding."--Michael Cook, author of A Brief
History of the Human Race" The Long Divergence is aturning point in the understanding of Middle Eastern economic
history and a must-read for everyone interested in economic development in the |slamic world more generally."--
Avner Greif, Stanford University"Kuran's book is awonderful resource for anyone interested in the Middle East and
the Islamic world. The path toward economic and legal reforms for the Islamic world can only be charted by
understanding the historical impediments to economic development in the region. There is currently no better starting
point to contemplate such reforms and devel opment efforts than this book."--Mahmoud El-Gamal, author of Islamic
Finance: Law, Economics, and Practice



