Arab Civilization Discussion Exercise

1. When we talk about ‘civilization’ and its character, scope and achievements what exactly are we referring to? What is included under the term civilization and what is left out? Is it possible to talk about ‘Arab Civilization’ as such or do we need to find a different term? 

2. There is a famous hadith which says “Seek knowledge be it as far as China”. What do you think the Prophet meant by this and what are the underlying values, assumptions, and attitudes embodied in such a injunction? Historically, how were such values interpreted and expressed? Why?

3. During the Abbasid period, educational institutions were established throughout the Arab world. How were these institutions organized, what subjects did they cover, and what legacy did they bequeath to the world at large? Can we draw parallels between the classical Arab educational system and modern Western educational practices?

4. It is a well known fact that Arab endeavors in the field of Chemistry lead to many of the fundamental advances underpinning the modern science of Chemistry. What were some of these advances and why were they so important. Can we give equal weight to both the empirical and methodological / theoretical achievements of Arab Chemistry?

5. Modern mathematics owe a huge debt to the legacy of Arab mathematicians. What were some of the most important and influential mathematical developments for which the Arabs were responsible and why was it considered such an important science? 

6. It is said that the Babylonians opened the door to mankind’s knowledge of the heavens, that the Greeks laid the foundations for its systematic study, and that the Arabs perfected its practice. What contributions did Arab scientists make to astronomy and more importantly why? What were some of the most important motivations behind the cultivation of astronomical knowledge, the development of precise scientific instrumentation, and the codification of astronomy as a practical science?

7. Perhaps one of the greatest names in the annals of Arab science is that of Ibn al-Haytham (d.1030 CE). Beyond the empirical achievements of his work in the field of physics, and more specifically in the subject of optics, what methodological advances did he make? How can we characterize his scientific endeavors in light of the way modern scientists conduct their work?

8. How can we characterize the practice, advances, and achievements of Arab medicine during the so-called golden age of Arab-Muslim history? Why did the Arabs cultivate medical knowledge and what contributions did they make to the development of modern medical practice?

9. According to Mounah Khouri knowledge of the pre-Islamic literary tradition is essential to understanding Arabic literature. Taking this into account, what are the main features of pre-Islamic poetry and what functions did it serve? How can we characterize the role of the pre-Islamic Arab poet and what themes did he or she deal with?

10. How can we characterize the state of Arabic literature during the Early Islamic and Umayyad period? How did it differ from the pre-Islamic literary tradition and what influenced such changes? Who were some of the ‘big names’ during this time and what kinds of themes did they deal with in their poetry?

11. As noted by Mounah Khouri, during the Abbasid period Arabic literature witnessed a number of important developments, not the least of which was the cultivation of prose literature. How can we characterize the major literary shifts which occurred during this time and what are some examples of representative works and poets/authors? 

12. How can we characterize the role of Islamic Spain (al-Andalus) in the history of Arabic civilization (in terms of science, art and literature)? What role did al-Andalus play in the transmission of Arabic learning to the West and what are some of the most important examples? 

13. When discussing Arabic literature the first thing that jumps to one’s mind is the “Arabian Nights” (“Alf Layla wa-Layla”). How can we characterize the position of the Arabian Nights in the Arabic literary tradition vis-à-vis its impact on Western literature? Does the Arabian Nights represent ‘classical’ Arabic literature, or is it better placed within another literary tradition? Do you think these stories have been ‘overrated’ by the West?

14. How can we best characterize the impact which Arab civilization had on the West? What areas of civilization are the most noteworthy in this respect. Is it fair to say that within the Arabs, Western Civilization would not be what it is today?

