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Scholastic Economics and
Arab Scholars: The "Great Gap"

Thesis Reconsidered*

S.M. Ghazanfar

Introduction

Joseph Alois Schumpeter (1883-1950) stands among the intellec-
tual giants of the twentieth century, especially in the field of
economics; in his long and varied impact on the profession, he
is second only to Maynard Keynes. He was a pragmatist in his
economic philosophy, an &dquo;objective scientific investigator with
no particular axe to grind&dquo; (Newman, et al., 746). His encyclopedic
History of Economic Analysis, edited after his death by his wife
and published in 1954, is a monument to his gigantic and versatile
achievements; and it remains the locus classicus of almost all

works in this area.’
The inspiration for the present paper comes primarily from this

Schumpeterian classic (1954), as do the quotations from Schumpe-
ter that appear here. However, my purpose is a bit out of the

ordinary: I propose to take issue with the &dquo;Great Gap&dquo; thesis that
this eminent scholar propounded. He argued that &dquo;economic

analysis begins only with the Greeks,&dquo; not to be reestablished
until the Scholastics emerged with St. Thomas Aquinas; the many
&dquo;blank&dquo; centuries within that span represent the Schumpeterian
&dquo;Great Gap&dquo; (52). This thesis has been deeply entrenched as part
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ington ; and Professor Jurgen Backhaus of Rijksuniversiteit, Limburg, the Nether-
lands. Thanks are also owed to two graduates students: Mr. A. Rubian, who sug-
gested some useful references, and Mr. Steve Peterson, who provided some re-
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of the accepted tradition and is reflected in almost all relevant
literature.

I shall begin with a brief discussion of the &dquo;Great Gap&dquo; thesis
and the tradition it perpetuated in the profession, followed by
some analysis and evidence disputing its validity. Next I shall
present illustrative synopses of the economic thought of a few
selected Arab scholars who, writing prior to the medieval Eu-
ropean Scholastics, offered rather detailed and sophisticated dis-
courses on numerous economic issue. Then, some evidence will
be presented regarding the transmission of Arab economic thought
into Latin and the incorporation of that stream into Scholastic
economics. I shall conclude this paper with a plea that the con-
tributions of the Arab scholars to economic thought be &dquo;reha-
bilitated&dquo; in the science of economics for the sake of doctrinal

continuity as well as objectivity.

The &dquo;Great Gap&dquo; Thesis and the
Perpetuation of a Tradition

In his History, Schumpeter presents &dquo;the intellectual efforts that
men have made in order to understand economic phenomenon
or, which comes to the same thing, the history of the analytic
or scientific aspects of economic thought&dquo; (3). He states that sci-
entific analysis is &dquo;an incessant struggle with creations of our
own and our predecessors’ minds and it ’progresses,’ if at all,
in a criss-cross fashion, not as logic, but as the impact of new
ideas or observations or needs, and also as the bents and tem-

peraments of new men, dictate. Therefore, any treatise that
attempts to render ’the present state of science’ really renders
methods, problems, and results that are historically conditioned&dquo;
(4). Schumpeter’s main purpose is &dquo;to describe what may be
called the process of Filiation of Scientific Idea.... the process
by which men’s efforts to understand economic phenomena
produce, improve, and pull down analytic structures in an unend-
ing sequence.&dquo; But, &dquo;this filiation of ideas has met with more
inhibition in our field.&dquo; Thus, he says, the obvious answer is &dquo;the

study of doctrinal history&dquo; (6).
Schumpeter defines science as &dquo;tooled knowledge,&dquo; typified

by the use of &dquo;special techniques,&dquo; and &dquo;command of facts un-

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219103915406 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219103915406


119

earthed by these techniques which are beyond the range of the
mental habits and the factual knowledge of every day life&dquo; (7).
Then, after classifying Greek economic thought as being consis-
tent with his definition of science (in terms of economic ortho-

doxy whereby, for example, St. Thomas’s &dquo;just price&dquo; is viewed
as equivalent to the normal, competitive market price; see
Schumpeter, 93; also see Raymond de Roover), Schumpeter leaps
over to the thirteenth century and chooses St. Thomas Aquinas’s
Summa Theologica as the key to scientific thought and &dquo;the earliest
and most important step in methodological criticism taken in
Europe after the breakdown of the Graeco-Roman world&dquo; (8).
Thus, despite his earlier emphasis on the evolutionary nature of
economic thought, subject to &dquo;predecessors,&dquo; &dquo;historical condi-

tioning,&dquo; and &dquo;process of filiation,&dquo; now Schumpeter disregards
the possibility of almost any developments, economic or other-
wise, elsewhere during the intervening period - i.e., between the
Greeks and the Scholastics.3 3

Later, Schumpeter is more explicit. Before undertaking a dis-
cussion of the &dquo;classical situation&dquo; that emerged with Adam Smith,
he attempts to cover &dquo;the whole span of the more than 2000 years
that extends from the ’beginnings’ to about twenty years after
the publication of the Wealth of Nations. This task is much facilicated
by the further fact that, so far as the purposes of history are
concerned, many centuries within that span are blanks&dquo; (52).

In Chapter 2 of Part II, Schumpeter begins with a discussion
of the &dquo;Great Gap.&dquo; Reference is made to the Byzantine emperors
who must have &dquo;reasoned&dquo; about a &dquo;host of legal, monetary,
commercial, agrarian, and fiscal problems.... If they did, how-
ever, the results have been lost&dquo; (73). Further, not much of any
significance happened in the Germanic states of the West, either.
The philosophers who adorned the courts of Germanic rulers
&dquo;touched upon economic questions incidentally, if at all.&dquo; Such

arguments lead to Schumpeter’s conclusion: &dquo;So far as our sub-

ject is concerned we may safely leap over 500 years to the epoch
of St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) whose Summa Theologica is
in the history of thought what the Western spire of the Cathedral
of Chartres is in the history of architecture&dquo; (74).

The implication here is that for more than five hundred years
prior to the writings of the Scholastics, nothing of any signifi-
cance to economics was said or written anywhere else - as though
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the period of Europe’s Dark Ages was a universal phenomenon
that extended over the intellectual evolution of the rest of the
world.

Thus, Schumpeter strengthened and perpetuated a tradition
that, unfortunately, was already well-established in the literature
from about the late 1800s. There is hardly any book, beginning
with William J. Ashly’s An Introduction to English Economic His-
tory and Theory (1888), that does not echo Schumpeter’s senti-
ments, punctuated only by a very rare footnote or reference to
Arab scholarship during those &dquo;blank&dquo; centuries.
We can verify briefly this persistent tradition in more concrete

terms. About the most widely read post-World War II text has
been Eric Roll’s, originally published in 1954; and it fully reflects,
to this day, the extant tradition - there is not a single reference
to any of the Arab precursors of the Scholastics. In 1964, Henry
Spiegel published his edited volume on the subject, which
&dquo;covers Aristotle down to the present&dquo; and is intended to be &dquo;in-

ternational in scope&dquo; (Spiegel, ix). Further, while introducing
Richard Tawney’s essay on medieval economic thought, Spiegel
says this &dquo;thought is inspired by ethics, and reflects the doctrines
of Aristotle as well as the Hebrew-Christian tradition&dquo; (Spiegel,
16). There is no mention of the Arab-Islamic tradition that
influenced the Scholastics; the same is true of Tawney’s essay.
Another example is the Spengler-Allen compilation of essays on
this subject, almost as much a classic as Schumpeter’s History;
here, too, those intervening centuries (about 500 AD-1200 AD)
are assumed &dquo;blank.&dquo;

Another well-received book on the subject recognizes, refer-
ring to the medieval economic thought, that &dquo;it is inconceivable

that there was no ’economic thought’ over so many years - even
in the Dark Ages&dquo; (Newman, et al., 15). Yet the editors do not
explore the &dquo;inconceivable,&dquo; and simply begin with the Scholas-
tics ; the tradition persists. The same is true of a relatively recent
book by Barry Gordon, whose title Economic Analysis Before Adam
Smith suggests that it might deviate from the tradition; the book
is intended to cover the &dquo;ideas, personalities, and events of an-
tiquity, the middle ages, and the Renaissance&dquo; (Gordon, xi). How-
ever, aside from a brief reference to &dquo;Arab commentators like
Avorres [Averroes] and Avicenna,&dquo; the &dquo;Gap&dquo; lingers on (Gor-
don, 154).

The only recent scholar who briefly departs from the Schumpe-
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terian tradition is Karl Pribram (1877-1973), whose classic has
been published recently (also posthumously). Pribram chooses
to begin with the thirteenth century. While claiming that the &dquo;his-
tory of economics starts with the Thomistic economic doctrines,&dquo;
he recognizes the influence of not only the Aristotelian thought
on the Scholastics but the &dquo;treatises in which Arabian philoso-
phers had interpreted Aristotle’s work in the light of their own
reasoning&dquo; (Pribram, 4). Elsewhere, while tracing the evolution
of Europe’s Renaissance and discussing the &dquo;disintegration of
Thomistic reasoning,&dquo; he mentions &dquo;two significant streams&dquo; of
influence emanating from the Arab-Islamic world. Thus, &dquo;one
stream originated in Italian cities, which in the wake of the Cru-
sades had established relations with the traders of the Near East
and had adopted various institutions and devices which were
at variance with the rigid pattern of the medieval social and eco-
nomic organization. The other, far more important, stream started,
within the body of Scholastic theologians, who derived their in-
tellectual armory from the works of Arabian philosophers&dquo;
(Pribram, 21). Here one can see some clues as to the origin and
evolution of Scholastic economics.4 4

However, the critical question is this: If economic analysis began
with the Scholastics, how were they able to develop and assimilate
such a voluminous body of thought on economic issues (not to
speak of other matters of human intellectual evolution) during
the thirteenth, fourteenth, and early fifteenth centuries? George
O’Brien, writing on medieval economics in the 1920s, quotes a
contemporary French scholar named Jourdain as saying &dquo;that he
carefully examined the work of Alcuin, Rabanas Mauras, Scotus
Erigenus, Hincmar, Gerbert, St. Anselm and Abelard - the great-
est lights of theology and philosophy in the early Middle Ages
- without finding a single passage to suggest any of these authors
suspected that the pursuit of riches, which they despised, occu-
pied a sufficiently large place in national as well as individual
life to offer to the philosopher a subject fruitful in reflections and
in results&dquo; (O’Brien, 14). That is, these pre-Thomas Latin Scho-
lastics had nothing to say on economic matters; thus, they can
be eliminated as sources of influence on Thomistic economic

thought.
Such &dquo;irrelevance&dquo; of economics in early Christian thought is

clearly acknowledged even by Schumpeter. Lamenting this situ-
ation, Schumpeter writes that &dquo;whatever our sociological diagnosis
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of the mundane aspects of early Christianity may be, it is clear
that the Christian church did not aim at social reform in any
sense other than that of moral reform of individual behavior. At
no time even before its victory, which may have roughly dated
from Constantine’s Edict of Milan (313 AD), did the church at-
tempt a frontal attack on the existing social system or any of its
more important institutions. It never promised economic para-
dise, or for that matter any paradise this side of the grave. The
How and Why of economic mechanisms were then of no interest
either to its leaders or to its writers&dquo; (72). However, Schumpeter
argues that the thirteenth century is distinguished from the pre-
vious era due to the theological-philosophical revolution, which
was caused by the resurrection of &dquo;Aristotelian thought.&dquo; But,
he dismisses Aristotelian influence as the chief cause of St. Tho-
mas’s &dquo;towering achievement.&dquo; He insists, &dquo;I do not assign to
the recovery of Aristotle’s writings the role of chief cause of
thirteenth century developments. Such developments are never
induced by an influence from outside&dquo; (88).

What was true in Schumpeter’s time and what has since
become even clearer is something amply manifested through
research in medieval history: that is, Scholasticism was ecclesi-
asticism made up of Patristic, Aristotelian, Neoplatonic, and Arab-
Islamic thought. Schumpeter acknowledges, explicitly or im-
plicitly, all except the last as the major sources of influence. He
seems aware of such an influence, as is evident from his brief
statement and a footnote, concerning &dquo;Semite mediation&dquo; (87)
through Avicenna (Ibn Sina, 980-1033), Averro6s (Ibn Rushd,
1126-98), and Maimonides (Ibn Maimon, 1135-1204). Beyond this,
however, Schumpeter chose not to explore. In the words of Ber-
nardelli, who, incidentally, points out a similar, but historically
minor, &dquo;mishap&dquo; in Schumpeter’s History, such an attitude is &dquo;all
the more disappointing,&dquo; as Schumpeter &dquo;must have been well
aware of the fascinating process of cultural diffusion&dquo; between
the Arab world and the West; and by restricting himself to Europe,
Schumpeter &dquo;grossly underestimated the richness in analytical
content of the Mesopotamian contributions&dquo; (Bernardelli, 320).

Clearly, the reason for Schumpeter’s omission could not be
the lack of avilability of the works of Arab scholars. For almost
a century prior to Schumpeter’s time, a plethora of those volumes
was available in all major European languages (with which
Schumpeter was familiar), and these works showed that of all
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the medieval scholars mentioned by Schumpeter, there was none
that had not been influenced by Arab scholars.5 The names cited
by Schumpeter are: Robert Grossetteste, Alexander of Hales,
Albertus Magnus, St. Thomas Aquinas, St. Bonaventura, Duns
Scotus, Roger Bacon, Marsilius of Padua, Richard of Middleton,
Nicholas Oresme, and Joannes Buridanus; but there are others
who were similarly influenced - such as Siger of Brabant, John
Peckham, Henry of Gant, Williams of Occam, Walter Burley, and
William of Auvergne (see, for example, Afnan, Callus, Copleston,
Crombie, Durant, Hammond, Harris, Leff, Meyers, Sarton, Sharif,
and Sheikh). Surely, the possibility of this influence should have
made Schumpeter a bit tentative in insisting on the &dquo;disconti-

nuity&dquo; in intellectual evolution, even if he was reluctant to ac-
knowledge the possibility of Arab scholars’ impact on Scholastic
economic thought, and even if these scholars were to be viewed
simply as &dquo;interpreters&dquo; or &dquo;transmitters&dquo; of Greek thought.

Whatever might have been Schumpeter’s motivation for dis-
regarding the influence of Arab-Islamic scholars, the results have
been most unfortunate for the history of economic thought.6 The
fact that his book became a classic helped to perpetuate what
we may call a &dquo;blind spot&dquo; in economics. Any attempt at extract-
ing the economic thought of St. Thomas, as Schumpeter did,
must lead one to consult his Opera Omnia, Summa Theologica, and
Summa contra Gentiles, and one cannot do so without seeing some
references to Arab scholars, such as Al-Farabi (Alfarabus), Ibn
Sina (Avicenna), Averroes (Ibn Rushd), and Al-Ghazali (Algazel).
While such encounters are unavoidable, they seem to have failed
to arouse scholarly curiosity on the part of Schumpeter and other
who wrote in his tradition. Thus, one looks in vain in the works
of an equally distinguished scholar, Jacob Viner, who discusses
the economic ideas of Scholastics, especially St. Thomas Aquinas;
and he, too, accepts the &dquo;Gap&dquo; and chooses to treat the several
intervening centuries as mere &dquo;blanks.&dquo;’

Despite the foregoing, however, there are a few scholars of
medieval history who would reject the Schumpeterian &dquo;Great

Gap&dquo; as patently absurd:

1. &dquo;No historical student of the culture of Western Europe can
ever reconstruct for himself the intellectual values of the later
Middle Ages unless he possesses a vivid awareness of Islam
looming in the background&dquo; (Butler, 63).
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2. &dquo;Without the influence of Arabian Peripateticism, the theol-
ogy of Aquinas is as unthinkable as his philosophy&dquo; (Harris,
40).

3. &dquo;The fact that Aquinas derived ideas and stimulus from a
variety of sources tends to suggest both that he was an eclectic
and that he was lacking in originality.... In other words, the
more we know about Aristotle and about Islamic and Jewish
philosophy, as also of course about previous Christian thought,
the more we may be inclined to wonder what, if anything,
is peculiar to Aquinas himself&dquo; (Copleston, 181).

4. &dquo;In the 12th and 13th centuries, the first period of European
impingement, Arabic philosophical writings exerted a signifi-
cant stimulative influence on the great synthesis of Christian
Aristotelianism by St. Albert the Great and St. Thomas
Aquinas.... This influence has not only been extensive and
profound, but relatively continuous and astonishingly diver-
sified&dquo; (Rescher, 156-57).

5. &dquo;The Arab has left his intellectual impress on Europe, as, before
long, Christendom will have to confess; he has indelibly written
it on the heavens, as anyone may see who reads the names
of the stars on a common celestial globe&dquo; (Draper, 42, vol. 2).

Indeed, it is the enormity of this kind of diverse influence
of Arab-Islamic knowledge upon medieval Europe which forms
the basis of Haskins’s book title, The Renaissance of the Twelfth
Century.

Arab Scholars’ Economic Thought and
Transmission to European Scholastics: A Sketch

It is appropriate at this point to present a brief outline of the
available corpus of economic ideas emanating from Arab schol-
ars prior to the emergence of Scholastic economic thought, and
to offer some evidence as to the transmission of those ideas to
the Scholastics. Indeed, it is possible to demonstrate, based on
available historical research, that the Arab scholarship, itself stimu-
lated by the Greeks and further developed in light of the Islam-
ic ethos, not only inspired Scholastic thought, but that much of
that scholarship became incorporated in Scholastic writings.
A survey of the relevant literature enables one to identify

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219103915406 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219103915406


125

numerous prominent Arab scholars (both from the Islamic East
and the West).8 As with the Scholastics, the primary focus of
these scholars was not the domain of economic aspects of life.
One chiefly encounters theological-philosophical ratiocination in
their treatises, and not economic content as we now know the

subject - i.e., not the abstract economic principles and models
that one encounters in contemporary texts. Within the religious-
ethical system of Scholastic jurisprudence, whether Islamic or
Christian, the assumption was that all behavior, including eco-
nomic life, is teleological, in that its ultimate aim is God and
salvation. Thus, the economic thought emanating from either the
Arab-Islamic or European-Christian scholars was never elabo-
rated in separate volumes; indeed, such a &dquo;segmented&dquo; treatment
hardly would have been compatible with the prevailing empha-
sis on the &dquo;unity of knowledge&dquo; as a fundamental principle of
learning.

From a list of at least thirty Arab scholars over the period
700-1400, economic &dquo;synopses&dquo; of only four such scholars will
be presented:

1. Abu Yousuf (731-798). The main point of this scholar’s
works, as that of several others, related to the economic respon-
sibilities of the rulers; thus, much of Abu Yousuf’s discussion

pertained to agricultural relations and taxation. He preferred the
state taking a proportion of agricultural produce from the farm-
ers rather than levying a fixed rent on land. This, he thought,
was more equitable and more conducive to large revenue because
it facilitated the expansion of the area under cultivation. Further,
he states certain principles of taxation that anticipate those dis-
cussed by the classical economists centuries later - often called
the &dquo;canons of taxation.&dquo; The ability to pay, taxpayers’ conven-
ience, as well as tax administration issues are discussed by Abu
Yousuf. He also discusses the need for developing socioeconomic
infrastructure (roads, bridges, canals, etc.). He emphasizes the
role of free markets, within the prescribed Islamic constraints,
and is against price-fixing by the authorities - though state inter-
vention may be required to regulate the markets in order to protect
the society from elements of monopoly, hoarding, and other cor-
rupt practices.

2. Ahmed Ibn Hanbal (780-855). As the founder of the fourth
school of Islamic jurisprudence, Ahmed Ibn Hanbal discussed
the problems of promoting socioeconomic welfare (maslaha) in
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great detail - he insisted on greater flexibility and realism
concerning changing economic issues. He talked in terms of
fairness of market competition, such that monopolies would not
emerge - in which event state intervention may be necessary. He
also talked of granting maximum freedom of contact and enter-
prise, and, in that context, he would allow conditions to be
attached to contracts, something generally disallowed by the other
schools.

3. Abu Muhammad Ibn Hazm (d. 1064). Ibn Hazm was a

great jurist whose unique approach to Islamic law rejected analogi-
cal reasoning. With a clear perception of the state’s collective re-
sponsibilities, he discussed various means to removing poverty
and securing socioeconomic justice through redistribution. Fur-
ther, he was the only scholar among the four schools of Islamic
jurisprudence who prohibited the renting of agricultural land;
he thought the owner should cultivate land himself or enter into
a sharecropping arrangement with another. Thus, some have la-
belled him as socialistic. It should be noted, however, that the

majority opinion in Islamic jurisprudence allows the renting of
agricultural land.

4. Abu Hamid Al-Ghazali (1058-1111 ). &dquo;The greatest Muslim
after Muhammed&dquo; (Watt 1964: vii). Up to the thirteenth century
advent of European Scholastics, Al-Ghazali is about the most

prominent scholar who discussed economic issues extensively;
in fact, a large section of his foremost classic, Ihya Ulumal-Din
(Revival of the Religious Sciences), is devoted mainly to economic
issues, such as voluntary market exchange, stages of production,
poverty and income distribution, division of labor, trading among
cities, public finance issues, principles of government for rulers,
usury, barter and need for money, counterfeiting and debase-
ment of money (preceding Nicholas Oresme, who is often cred-
ited with the origin of what later became &dquo;Gresham’s Law&dquo;),
ethics of market behavior, and other topics (see Ghazanfar-Islahi
for details).

There are some other prominent scholars of the medieval Arab-
Islamic world who wrote on economic issues - in particular, Ibn
Taimiya (1263-1328), Ibn Qayyim (1292-1350), and, of course, Ibn
Khaldun (1332-1404). However, although each relied heavily on
their predecessors, they seem to be contemporaries of the thir-
teenth-century European Scholastics, and Ibn Khaldun appeared
after them; thus, it is possible that the pre-1300 Scholastics (such
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as St. Thomas) were not influenced by their writings.
It is useful, in the present context, to refer to an excellent paper

on the economic thought of Ibn Khaldun by J. Spengler. This
paper represented a significant departure from his earlier work.
Here, before discussing Ibn Khaldun’s economics, Spengler pro-
vides a glimpse of the economic thought of some other Arab
scholars who wrote during the &dquo;blank&dquo; centuries and whose works
were translated into Latin from the eleventh century onward.
Spengler discovers that these scholars had dealt with major eco-
nomic issues similar to those identified in the previous para-
graphs above.

While Spengler’s paper reflects somewhat of an &dquo;orientalist&dquo;

tone, he concedes that Ibn Khaldun’s knowledge of economics
&dquo;greatly transcended that present in the works&dquo; of the Greeks.
Further, he states that &dquo;one is compelled to infer from a com-
parison of Ibn Khaldun’s economic ideas with those set down
in Muslim moral-philosophical literature that the knowledge of
economic behavior in some circles was very great indeed, and
one must turn to the writings of those with access to this knowl-
edge and experience if one would know the actual state of Mus-
lim economic knowledge&dquo; (Spengler, 304). Indeed, one can add
that some of the economic knowledge available to Ibn Khaldun
also was available in one form or another to the early Scholastics,
as well as to Ibn Khaldun’s contemporaries, and others who fol-
lowed. That becomes evident from even a cursory exploration
into medieval intellectual history. When Europe became inter-
ested in science and philosophy during the eleventh and twelfth
centuries, these disciplines were already at their peak in the Arab-
Islamic world, and Europe was anxious to learn. The transmis-
sion of this knowledge to Europe took several forms.

First, during the eleventh and early twelfth centuries, several
European scholars (such as Constantine the African and Adelard
of Bath) travelled to Arab countries, learned Arabic, and brought
back to Europe their newly acquired knowledge.

Second, during this period, &dquo;many students from Italy, Spain
and southern France attended Muslim seminaries in order to

study mathematics, philosophy, medicine, cosmography, and
other subjects, and in due course became candidates for profes-
sorships in the first Western universities established after the

pattern of Muslim seminaries&dquo; (Sharif, 1367). These halls of new
learning were established in cities such as Naples, Padua, Salerno,
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Toulouse, Salamanca, Oxford, Montpellier, and Paris. Further,
the Council of Vienna (1311) established several schools of Ori-
ental languages at the request of Raymund Lull (1232-1315),
who had traveled widely in the Arab world, knew Arabic, and
had written several works in that language, with the objective
of engaging in &dquo;missionary work among Saracens and Jews&dquo;
(Durant, 979). Indeed, it was &dquo;in the 12th century Europe dis-
covered the wealth of Spain. Scholars descended upon Toledo,
Cordova, and Seville, and a flood of new learning poured up
over Pyrenees to revolutionize the intellectual life of adolescent
North&dquo; (Durant, 909).

Third, from the eleventh through the fourteenth centuries,
there were mass translations of the works of Arab scholars into
Latin - not only those written in Arabic, but also those which
had been translated earlier from Arabic to Hebrew. &dquo;The stream

whereby the riches of Islamic thought were poured into the Chris-
tian West was by translations from Arabic into Latin&dquo; (Durant,
910). This &dquo;translation movement&dquo; took place in Spain, Italy, and
France. Some prominent &dquo;scholar-translators&dquo; identified by me-
dieval historians were Adelard of Bath, Constantine the African,
Michael Scot, Herman the German, Dominic Gundisilavi, John
of Seville, Plato of Trivoli, William of Luna, Gerard of Cremona,
and Alfred of Sareshel, and there were many others. Many of
these scholars could read and write Arabic, as well as other lan-
guages of the region (see Sharif, Durant, and Myers), Indeed, it
is also well known that the Franciscan monk, Roger Bacon
(1214-1294), was familiar with Arabic. It is such impact which
persuades Gordon Leff to suggest that &dquo;intellectually, the differ-
ence between [the] 12th and 13th century was, at its broadest,
the difference between isolation from the Islamic world and contact
with it&dquo; (Leff, 141). Further, during the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries, the Latin Scholastics also were indirectly influenced
by the writings of their Latin predecessors (Crombie, 30).

Finally, in addition to the enormous catalog of translated works,
another important source of influence was oral transmission -
something for which documentation is not readily available. While
tracing links between Arabic, medieval Spanish, and European
thought, Chejne argues that &dquo;particularly oral transmission was
an important factor, and ... this is proven by internal literary
evidence in both Arabic and Western materials&dquo; (Chejne, 11).
Further, &dquo;oral transmission [was] achieved by a long and per-

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219103915406 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219103915406


129

manent contact between Muslims and Christians, for whom the

question of communication did not constitute a serious obstacle
due to the fact that bilingualism in Spain was common. Eight
or more centuries of such an intimate contact is, in itself, quite
persuasive an argument for a cultural interaction and continuity.
... It is from this [vantage] point that more weight should be
given to oral transmission, which often extended well beyond
the frontiers of Spain&dquo; (Chejne, 120).

Notwithstanding the foregoing, one may ask the question: if
the Arab scholars influenced the Scholastics in philosophy, eth-
ics, and sciences, what was their influence on economic thought?
An objective examination of historical facts would lead one to
conclude that this impact was far greater than has been acknowl-
edged generally. In fact, the opportunity for Arab economic
thought to influence medieval Europe was even greater than that
of Arab philosophy or Arab science. As noted earlier, all medie-
val scholarship - Islamic as well as Christian, Arab as European
- was based on the principle of &dquo;unity of knowledge&dquo;; and eco-
nomics, to the extent it was addressed, was part of moral phi-
losophy and ethics, whereby the measure of man was man, not
things, and the ultimate measure was God and salvation.9

In addition to translations and oral transmission, there were
two additional channels through which economic ideas flowed
to Europe: trade and commerce, and cultural diffusion of institu-
tions and processes into European societies before and after the
Crusades.1° Several writers have shown how trade was conducted
from the Arab world through Russia to Poland, the shores of Baltic
seas, to Scandinavia, to north-central Europe and even Iceland
(see Cook, Draper, and Heaton, for example). With trade followed
the diffusion of economic institutions and processes, to which
Karl Pribram also refers, as noted earlier. Not only the coins from
the Arab countries circulated freely in medieval Europe, but also
various techniques and methods of commerce, as well as the
spirit of enterprise and adventure. In addition, the &dquo;demonstration
effect&dquo; induced by the introduction of a variety of new goods
soon spread to Europe (Cook, 219). The spirit of enterprise was
further nurtured by Arab scholars, for whom the Islamic Scrip-
tures mandated economic enterprise. &dquo;Muslim writers of this

period do tend to be more sympathetic to mercantile activity than
those of Christian Europe ... much of early Islamic literature
was in fact written in a mercantile environment&dquo; (Cook, 226).
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Further, Udovitch reports his discovery of a fifteenth-century
commenda between a Venetian and an Arab merchant in Alex-
andria.&dquo; The commenda and other partnership contracts were
indigenous to the Arab world and spread to Latin Europe through
contacts and the writings of Arab scholars and jurists. Similarly,
the emergence of various other instruments and institutions fa-
cilitated the development of commerce and trade in Europe -
such as bills of exhange (suftajah), letters of credit (hawala), spe-
cialized trading centers (funduq), and a kind of early private bank
(ma’una). In the same vein, as further evidence of the influence
of economic institutions and instruments through trade, Kramers
postulates that the IOU document may have come from &dquo;the
Arabic word sakk, from which the modern words cheque has
been derived&dquo; (Kramers, 102). Not only does Kramers trace the
Arabic origin of several other commercial terms, he also talks
of the &dquo;manifold ways in which commercial relations led to close

cooperation between Muslims and Christians&dquo; (Kramers, 102).
The discussion thus far has attempted to demonstrate that

opportunities were available to the thirteenth-century Scholastics
in the form of a vast pool of economic ideas, institutions, and
processes, which they could borrow from the Arab world and
assimilate into their own economic and philosophical-theological
discourses. Yet, it might be asked: Why are there so few appro-
priate citations to the works of Arab scholars in the writings of
the Scholastics? -

There are several reasons why one may not find such citations.
First, there is the medieval Scholastics’ attitude toward Islam in
general and Arab scholarship in particular. The Crusades epito-
mized this attitude, which is well documented historically; indeed,
its legacy is contemporary &dquo;Orientalism&dquo; (see Beckingham, Daniel,
Said, White, for example). One also may conjecture that
Schumpeter’s assertions of the &dquo;Great Gap&dquo; and &dquo;blank&dquo; centuries
represent yet another illustration of that attitude. 12 Moreover, it
is an established fact that the Scholastics perceived Islam and the
ideas of Arab scholars such as Ibn Sina (Avicenna), but especially
Ibn Rushd (Averroes), as threats to Christian dogma. The list of
219 condemnations (&dquo;Averroestic&dquo; heresies, as they were called),
published in 1277 by Etienne Tempier, Bishop of Paris, was a
clear manifestation of those fears (Durant, 957-58). The succes-
sive waves of translations &dquo;in the 12th and 13th centuries brought
to the West the revelation and challenge of Greek and Muslim
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philosophies so different from the Christian that they threatened
to sweep away the whole theology of Christendom unless Chris-
tianity could construct a counterphilosophy&dquo; (Durant, 949).

Durant goes on to say that &dquo;Thomas Aquinas was led to write
his Summas to halt the threatened liquidation of Christian the-
ology by Arabic interpretations of Aristotle ... indeed, the in-
dustry of Aquinas was due not to the love of Aristotle but to
fear of Averroes&dquo; (Durant, 954). Aquinas subsequently was able
to overcome this &dquo;fear&dquo; by relying heavily on Al-Ghazali.
According to Meyers, &dquo;since Al-Ghazali placed science, philoso-
phy, and reason in position inferior to religion and theology, the
Scholastics accepted his views, which became characteristic of
most medieval philosophy&dquo; (Myers, 39-40). 13 Jurji is even more
specific; he asserts that Al-Ghazali’s &dquo;work was paralleled by
Thomas Aquinas in the discourse on Christian doctrine and in
other portions of the Summa Theologica&dquo; (Collier’s Encyclopedia,
313, vol. 13). Indeed, Al-Ghazali’s Tahafut al Falasifa (Incoherence
of Philosophers) was primarily directed against the Arab Aristotle,
Ibn Sina (Avicenna), whose rationalism was viewed as a chal-
lenge to Islam, as well as a threat to the Christian theology of
Latin Europe. Under this kind of a confrontational social-reli-
gious environment, it made sense not to rely openly on &dquo;alien&dquo;
Arab-Islamic sources, for Christendom was already undergoing
its internal turmoil.

Further, it should be pointed out that intellectual borrowing
without acknowledgment was not an uncommon practice among
the Scholastics and others at the time, including the Arab scholars
- &dquo;property rights&dquo; in twentieth-century terms had not arrived
yet. It is a fact that the Spanish Dominican monk, Raymund
Martin, an influential contemporary of St. Thomas, borrowed for
his own books from Al-Ghazali’s Tahafut, Magasid, Al-Munqidh,
Mishkat al Anwar, and Ihya Ulum al Din, without mentioning any
references (Sharif, 1361). St. Thomas Aquinas, however, was
somewhat of an exception, for he would quote Avicenna, Aver-
roes, Al-Ghazali, and others - although, in the words of Meyers,
the Scholastics &dquo;discarded [those ideas that] conflicted with Chris-
tian teaching and adopted those that appeared to them recon-
cilable.&dquo; Further, Albertus Magnus and his pupil, St. Thomas
Aquinas, made it &dquo;the goal of their lives to reconcile Aristotelian
and Moslem philosophy with Christian theology&dquo; (Myers, 16).
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Conclusion

The purpose here has been to demonstrate the considerable in-
fluence of Arab scholars on economic thought as it evolved from
Scholastic writings, and to point out a serious omission in the
history of economic science - indeed, in the history of ideas -
of the profound contributions made by those scholars. The primary
motivation behind this article has been to draw attention to a
stubborn &dquo;blind spot&dquo; in the history of economic thought, to
suggest that the &dquo;Great Gap&dquo; thesis is patently untenable, that
Arab scholars were more than mere &dquo;interpreters&dquo; and &dquo;trans-
mitters&dquo; of Greek thought, that the medieval Scholastics had both
the motive and opportunity to assimilate the ideas and concepts
developed in the Arab-Islamic world and that they did so.

It must be stated emphatically, however, that the purpose has
not been to denigrate the enormous contributions of the Scho-
lastics, nor to suggest that they lacked originality. Nor can one
deny the corpus of Greek heritage avilable to Arab scholars, upon
which they built their own edifice, inspired and bonded by their
own young faith. 14 Nevertheless, it must be stated that access to
the economic writings of Arab scholars persuades one to be quite
skeptical of the &dquo;Great Gap&dquo; thesis. Further, one experiences
similar uneasiness about the disregard, benign or otherwise, on
the part of recent economic historians for the contributions of
Arab scholars in the evolution of economic thought and insti-
tutions during the medieval period .15 Even if one grants that, de-
spite evidence to the contrary, there was not much available during
Schumpeter’s time to allow exploration into the medieval intel-
lectual links were the Arabs and the Scholastics, the wealth of
research since then no longer absolves economic historians - in-
deed, the profession generally - to allow this lapse in objectiv-
ity to persist. Along with the Greeks and Romans, the Arab con-
tributions to economic thought and to the discipline of economics
in general should be recognized appropriately in the literature
to shed any &dquo;inhibitions&dquo; that Schumpeter mentioned, so that the
discipline truly reflects, as he aptly stated, &dquo;an incessant struggle
with the creation of our own and our predecessors’ minds,&dquo; and
so that the process of the &dquo;filiation of ideas&dquo; is carried forward
unabated. Such indeed is the professional imperative, in order
for the history of economic ideas to achieve the doctrinal continuity
that any discipline deserves.
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Notes

1. Schumpeter’s other important works, The Theory of Economic
Development (1917) and Business Cycles (1939), are in the field of
business-cycles theory. Like Wesley Mitchell, Schumpeter believed
the study of cycles depended on insights into the entire capitalistic
process, a topic he pursued in his Capitalism, Socialism, and Democ-
racy (1942).

2. See, for example, S.M. Ghazanfar and A. Azim Islahi, "Economic
Thought of an Arab Scholastic: Abu Hamid Al-Ghazali (1058-1111 
AD)," History of Political Economy 22 (Fall 1990): 381-403.

3. In order to establish further the scientific nature of the Scholastics’

thought, Schumpeter argues, "They produced principles that were
not only formative but also explanatory. They created juristic logic
that was applicable to a wide variety of social patterns. So far as
their facts were economic, their analysis was economic analysis"
(69). However, such methodology came from their Arab predeces-
sors, for "the scholastic method used by the medieval Christian
scholastic was already in current use among Muslim jurists long
before St. Thomas" (Chejne, 111-112).

4. A recent book by S. Todd Lowry criticizes Schumpeter for insuf-
ficient recognition of the Greek origins of modern economic analysis
(Lowry, The Archeology..., XIV). In this book the author stays with
the Schumpeterian tradition as far as Arab scholarship is concerned;
in another edited volume, however, Lowry includes an excellent
article on Islamic economic thought (see Lowry, Pre-Classical...).
Further, it must be acknowledged that, based on personal conver-
sations and communications, Todd Lowry is about the only con-
temporary eminent scholar of economic thought who is willing to
recognize the contributions of Arab-Islamic scholastics. In a recent
letter to the author, Lowry states, "the Medieval Europeans got their
Greek economics served on an Islamic plate" (his letter dated Au-
gust 22, 1990). It is safe to say that this "plate" was garnished sub-
stantially by Arab scholarship.

5. There are several "pre-Schumpeter" publications in French, Ger-
man, English, and Spanish that abundantly document such an in-
fluence. See, for example, Forget (1894); Goichen (1944); Hammond
(1947); Mehren (1890); Palacios (1935); Plessner (1928); Renan (1938);
Wensinck (1940); Wustenfeld (1877); and others.

6. One can grant Schumpeter the benefit of the doubt and argue in
his defense as follows: his disregard of the Arab contributions might
have been simply "benign neglect" - a sign of the times; that is,
not a conscious act of prejudice, but merely an "institutionalized"
phenomenon, reflecting, as Daniel succinctly describes, "a cultural
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filter in acquiring knowledge from an alien source considered to
be tainted" (Daniel, The Cultural Barrier, 87); he was unaware, or

only peripherally aware, of the Arab contributions and their influ-
ence upon the Scholastics; he might have felt it unnecessary to explore
or cite any Arab writings, for his expected audience was the Western
reader; and since he really had not finished his History before his
lifetime, had he lived longer, he would perhaps have accommo-
dated the Arab works. Still, according to a contemporary economic
historian, his omission "is all the more striking since he spent some
time of his formative period in an Arabic country [Egypt] ... and
Schumpeter worked in the best-equipped library in the world
[Harvard University’s Kress library]" (quoted from a letter dated
October 21, 1988, from Jurgen Backhaus of Rijksuniversiteit Lim-
burg, Nethelrands). Also see note 12.

7. It may be useful to mention here that in order to identify
Schumpeter’s reasons for disregarding the Arab scholars’ economic
thought, the author communicated with several scholars who knew
him well. While the present author does not intend to cast asper-
sions on Schumpeter’s motives, responses of some may be cited
here: Professor Mark Perlman (University of Pittsburgh), letter of
18 June 1990: "He was a strange man, and in spite of that his
numerous admirers think, implemented his personal prejudices un-
fortunately." Professor E. Streissler (Institut Fur Wirtschafts-Wis-
senschaften der Universitat Wien, Austria), letter of 1 June 1990:
"He was not a scholar with an open mind but rather could not see
what he did not want to see ... A more appropriate title of the
famous 1954 book would thus be ’Joseph Schumpeter, Selected Thoughts
about History,’ and it is a pity that its influence is so pervasive."
But Streissler is sympathic in that, "Perhaps he really was not aware
of Arab scholarship and its influence on Latin Europe." Professor
Kurt W. Rothschild (University of Linz, Austria), letter of June 14,
1990: "Altogether it is not quite so surprising that Schumpeter missed
the important of the Arab contributions.... So the ’great gap’ may
have slipped in just because the Arab scholars are neglected in
almost all works on economic doctrines. Thus, for instance, the huge
17-volume Encyclopedia of Social Sciences [of 1968] does not refer to
the work of the Arab scholars which you mention. The main trouble
seems to be the extremely Euro-USA-centered outlook and tradi-
tions of the ’Western’ culture." On the other hand, there are others
(for example, Wolfgang Stopler, University of Michigan; Edward
Mason, Harvard University; Wassily Leontieft, New York Univer-
sity ; and Paul Samuelson, Massachusetts Institute of Technology),
who suggest that perhaps Schumpeter simply was not aware of
the early Arab-Islamic writings.
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8. For more details and references, see, for example, M.A. Mannan,
Islamic Economics, (Lahore, Pakistan: Ashraf Publications, 1980).

9. O’Brien mentions the "simplicity of medieval social situation, where
the relations of persons were all important, in comparison with the
modern order, where the exchange of things is the dominant factor"
(O’Brien, 10).

10. Indeed, it is transmission of this kind that was the basis of the rather
controversial "Pirenne Thesis" of a few decades ago. This thesis was
"concerned with the transition from antiquity to medieval civili-
zation.... transforming a static period into an era of research and
reinterpretation" (Havighurst, viii). This transformation of Europe,
according to the French economic historian, Henri Pirenne
(1862-1935), was chiefly the result of Europe’s contacts with the
Arab-Islamic civilization.

11. Also known as mudharibah in Arabic, commenda is a written contract
whereby one partner in a business provides financial capital, and
the other operates the business; both parties share risk and profits
(Labib, 91).

12. Two relevant quotations from well-known scholars will elucidate
the argument: (1) "For our cultural indebtedness to Islam, we Eu-
ropeans have a ’blind spot.’ We sometimes belittle the extent and
importance of Islamic influence in our heritage, and sometimes over-
look it altogether. For the sake of good relations with Arabs and
Muslims we must acknowledge our indebtedness to the full. To try
to cover it over and deny it is a mark of false pride" (Watt, 1972:
2). (2) "It is an anachronism to project into the Western Middle Ages
the contempt for the Near East that has characterized the Occident
in more recent centures" (White, 4).

13. It is worth noting that several medieval historians identify Al-Ghazali
as the most significant influence upon St. Thomas Aquinas, directly
and through his teacher, Albertus Magnus (1206-1280), and his
contemporary, Raymund Martin (d.1285). Abu Hamid Al-Ghazali’s
books, including his greatest work, Ihya Ulum al Din (The Revival
of the Religious Sciences), became available in Latin even before 1150
(Meyers, 39). Further, Raymund Martin, who knew Arabic, incor-
porated much of Al-Ghazali’s writings directly and via Bar
Harbraeus’s works (a Syrian priest, known as Al-Faraj in the Islamic
world, who "copied many chapters from Al-Ghazali" and "who
wanted to keep secret the sources of the ideas") into his Pugio Fidei
(The Sword of Faith). The latter inspired St. Thomas’s Summa contra
Gentiles. Both of these treatises were written at the request of the
Dominical Order and were aimed at refuting the arguments of
philosophers and sophists against faith. Another source of Aqui-
nas’s familiarity with Al-Ghazali’s works was the Jewish scholar,
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Maimonides (Ibn Maimon), who drew some of his ideas from Al-
Ghazali’s Maqasid al Falasifah (Aims of Philosophers) (Meyers, 42-43;
also see Sharif 1360-1362). Moreover, Al-Ghazali’s influence upon
St. Thomas Aquinas becomes rather apparent when one takes a
comparative glance at the lengthy tables of contents of their most
significant works (Ihya and Summa Theologica); numerous topics
covered in both, including those relating to economics, are almost
identical, and same holds for the methodological approach.

14. Indeed, objectivity demands that one also must acknowledge that
the Arab scholars themselves might have been influenced by the
early Christian writings. Thus, "although it is not possible to indicate
how and by what means Augustine’s ideas were transmitted to al-
Ghazali, it is quite possible that this influence was widespread in
the intellectual circles where Al-Ghazali was brought up" (Sharif
1360). However, while evidence to this effect is lacking, there is
"much evidence about the transmission of al-Ghazali’s thought to
the West" (Sharif 1361; also see Palacios).

15. While the present paper argues that, based largely on the Schumpe-
terian "gap" thesis, a tradition in economic thought evolved that
has neglected the Arab scholars’ contributions, it is instructive to

note that some eminent contemporary scholars who otherwise
dispute the Schumpeterian premise continue to engage in similar
mishaps - again, perhaps quite benignly. Thus, Otto Langholm says,
"there is no longer any excuse for a practice which has confounded
the study of medieval economics since its inception more than a
century ago, namely that of basing the most sweeping historical
generalizations on a few familiar names, with no regard for the
context and continuity; even the best text books in the field skip
and jump from one century to the next, in and out of different tra-
ditions" (Langholm, 6). Despite his warning, Langholm’s writings
keeps the Schumpeterian traditio quite alive.
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