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The Fall of Astronomy in the Islamic World:
Causes and Future Paths

Moamen Gouda
Hankuk University of Foreign Studies

During the medieval period, Islamic societies witnessed a spectacular flowering of
scientific and technological production. For years, scholars have pointed to this “Golden

9

Age” as evidence that Islam and science are not inherently incompatible. Astronomy
was of particular interest to Islamic scholars. Throughout Islamic history, crucial
religious rituals have been tightly connected to the movement of celestial bodies. Daily
prayers have been aligned with the place of the sun in the sky. Finding the direction of
Mecca has required Muslims to look at the stars. The beginnings of months, including
Ramadan, have depended on the visibility of the moon. Astronomy has thus had a
central place in Islamic culture.

Today, astronomy in the Islamic world barely registers on the world map. Scientific
research is weak across the Islamic and Arab world, and astronomy weaker still. Unlike
countries of comparable gross domestic product per capita, such as Israel and South
Africa, most Muslim majority countries are generating fewer than ten papers in the field
each year, and these are hardly cited. Few sizeable telescopes are operational or planned
(Guessoum 2013).

Scholars still struggle to explain the low levels of scientific research, especially related
to astronomy, in these countries today. One line of literature traces the current
underproduction of science in the Islamic world to the medieval decline of scientific
production and the simultaneous rise of an illiberal social equilibrium that has persisted
till now. Some have argued that external shocks such as the Mongol invasions created
these changes, while others have pointed to endogenous factors within Islamic societies.
In recent years, scholars have challenged these interpretations, instead claiming that
Islamic science did not decline in the medieval period and pointing to colonialism as
the culprit (e.g. Saliba, 2007).

In this paper, 1 explore the causes of fall in scientific knowledge related to astronomy
in the post-Medieval Islamic world. I argue that the political equilibrium between rulers
and Islamic scholars (ulama), the current utilitarian Muslim approach to science, and the
economic underdevelopment in Muslim-majority countries, were the main reasons of lack
of scientific knowledge and research on astronomy. I also explore current status of
astronomy and space agencies in Muslim countries and discuss future paths for
development of astronomical knowledge in these countries.
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Azerbaijani astronomers and some of their

discoveries: a historical overview

Rovshan Ibrahimov
Hankuk University for Foreign Studies

For a quite long period of time, attention has been paid to the study and data
collection about celestial bodies by the scientists who have been living on the territory
that is historically called Azerbaijan (includes the Republic of Azerbaijan and the
northern regions of modern Iran). In connection with the formation and strengthening of
various states on the territory of Azerbaijan, the necessary conditions have been formed
for conducting research in the field of astronomy. As a result, schools were formed,
researchers and scientists appeared, serious research and scientific discoveries were made.
At the same time, the contribution of Azerbaijani scientists to the development of world
astronomy was noticeable, and the discoveries made were known far beyond their places
of residence. This research will include a general overview and stories of some

astronomers who lived and worked in Azerbaijan at different times.
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The Rise of Astronomy in Medieval Islamic
World

Shimaa Hanafy
Hankuk University of Foreign Studies

Between the 8th and 15th centuries, Muslims created a society that in the Middle Ages
was the scientific center of the world. The Arabic language was synonymous with
scientific knowledge and explorations for 500 hundred years, a golden age that can
count among its credits the precursors to modern universities, algebra, the names of the
stars and even the notion of science as an empirical inquiry. Muslim astronomers
produced a wealth of sophisticated astronomical work. Great observatories in Baghdad,
Damascus, Maragheh, Samarqand and Istanbul mapped the sky to set dates for religious
and civil festivals and for astrology. Sophisticated calculations and models led to
advances in mathematics. Islamic astronomy played a significant role in the revival of
European and Byzantine astronomy following the demise of knowledge during the early
medieval period, notably with the production of Latin translations of Arabic works
during the 12th century. Additionally, Islamic astronomy had an influence on Chinese
and Malian astronomy.

In this study, I will explore the scientific explorations and discoveries in the discipline
of astronomy and attempt to isolate the factors within Muslim society that led to the
rise of a "Muslim astronomy" - irrespective of whether or not that astronomy was

textually transmitted to the Latin West.
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