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The first Arab Human Development Report
(AHDR 2002) addressed the most important
development challenges facing the Arab world
at the beginning of the third millennium. This
second Report continues the process by exam-
ining in depth one of these challenges: the
building of a knowledge society in Arab coun-
tries.

The AHDR series aims at building human
development in the Arab world.  As part of a
continuing watch on human development in
the region,  this Report therefore opens by sur-
veying some of the most salient trends and
events at the global, regional and national levels
that influenced the process of human develop-
ment in the Arab world in 2002-2003. The re-
mainder of the Report is a close study of one of
the three cardinal challenges facing the region:
its growing knowledge gap. It starts by outlin-
ing the conceptual basis of an Arab knowledge
society and moves on to evaluate the status of
the demand for, and the diffusion and produc-
tion of knowledge in Arab countries at the be-
ginning of the 21st century. It next analyses the
cultural, economic, societal and political con-
text influencing knowledge acquisition in the
region at this critical junction in its history. The
last section of this analysis culminates in a
strategic vision that delineates the landmarks of
a deep social reform process for establishing a
knowledge-based society in the Arab countries.

A ONE-YEAR OVERVIEW OF
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT:

TWO SETBACKS AND THE START
OF REFORM 

A review of global and regional developments
since the publication of AHDR 2002 under-
lines that the development challenges repre-
sented by the three deficits in knowledge,
freedom and women’s empowerment remain
serious. Those challenges may have become
even graver in the area of freedoms, as a result
of these developments.

Following the bloody events of September
11 and the loss of innocent lives in violation of
all man-made and divine laws, a number of
countries have adopted extreme security mea-
sures and policies as part of the “war on terror-
ism”. These measures and policies, however,
exceeded their original goals and led to the ero-
sion of civil and political liberties in many
countries in the world, notably the United
States, often diminishing the welfare of Arabs
and Muslims living, studying or travelling
abroad, interrupting cultural exchanges be-
tween the Arab world and the West and cut-
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“..over the last year the US government has taken a
series of actions that have gradually eroded basic
human rights protections in the United States, fun-
damental guarantees that have been central to the
US constitutional system for more than two hun-
dred years.”

A Year of Loss, Re-examining Civil
Liberties since September 11

(American) Lawyers for Human Rights.

The bell rung by the AHDR and heard by Arabs and
other people the world over carried echoes of all the
bells ringing through our lives. It was a call to knowl-
edge and learning, an announcement of the last chance
to join the trip to the future, an appeal for cleansing, an
injunction to make way for an urgent priority, and fi-
nally a forewarning of imminent danger – urging us to
hasten to douse the flames of a still-small fire waiting to
engulf the region in a formidable blaze

Mohammad Hassanein Heikal

The late UN human rights chief, Sergio Vieira de
Mello, emphasised that the ‘war on terror’ was ex-
acerbating prejudices around the world, increasing
discrimination against Arabs and damaging human
rights in industrialised and developing countries. 

United Nations High Commissioner 
for Human Rights
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ting off knowledge acquisition opportunities
for young Arabs. 

Among the first effects of these measures
was the significant drop in the number of
Arab students studying in the United States.
Figures available from a number of Arab mis-
sions indicate that Arab student numbers in
America dropped between 1999 and 2002 by
an average of 30 per cent.

One of the worst consequences of free-
dom-constraining measures in developed
countries is that they gave authorities in some
Arab countries another excuse to enact new
laws limiting civil and political freedoms. The
Arab countries as a group adopted an ex-
panded definition of terrorism, which as-
sumed institutional expression at the regional
level in “The Arab Charter against
Terrorism”. This charter was criticised in
Arab and international human rights circles,
because its expanded definition opens the
door to abuse. It allows censorship, restricts
access to the Internet, and restricts printing
and publication. Moreover, the Charter nei-
ther explicitly prohibits detention or torture,
nor provides for questioning the legality of de-
tentions. Furthermore, it does not protect per-
sonal freedom, since it does not require a prior
judicial order authorising the wire-tapping of
individuals or groups (Amnesty
International).

Israel reoccupied Palestinian territories,
inflicting horrifying human casualties and ma-
terial destruction, thereby committing what
one well-respected human rights organization
called “war crimes” (Human Rights Watch,
2002). From September 2000 to April 2003,
Israeli occupation forces killed 2,405
Palestinian citizens and injured 41,000 others.
Most of those killed (85%) were civilians. A
large proportion (20%) of them were children.
UNICEF estimates that 7,000 children were
injured and that 2,500 persons, of whom 500
were children, suffered permanent handicaps.

A coalition led by the United States and
Britain invaded and occupied Iraq, introduc-
ing a new challenge to the people of Iraq and
the region. The only way to meet that chal-
lenge is to enable the Iraqi people to exercise
their basic rights in accordance with interna-
tional law, free themselves from occupation,
recover their wealth, under a system of good
governance representing the Iraqi people and
take charge of rebuilding their country from a
human development perspective. 

In contrast to efforts to restructure the re-
gion from outside, the AHDR series aims to
crystallise a strategic vision by Arab elites
through a societal innovation process that en-
visages the restructuring of the region from
within, and in service to Arab human develop-
ment. Such reform from within, based on rig-
orous self-criticism, is a far more proper and
sustainable alternative.

On the level of internal development in
the Arab countries, progress was achieved in
the advancement of women and in some as-
pects of popular participation. Women’s rep-
resentation in some parliaments and in senior
positions in Executive Authorities increased.
A number of Arab countries witnessed parlia-
mentary elections, some of them for the first
time in decades. Yet these bright spots, ac-
companied briefly by dawning awareness of
the need for reform, were partly eclipsed by
new setbacks in the areas of freedom of opin-
ion, expression and association. 

Assessing the present state of regional co-
operation, the Report finds that Arab integra-
tion continues to fall far behind in achieving
what the first Arab Human Development
Report called “An Arab Free Citizenship
Zone”.

BUILDING THE KNOWLEDGE
SOCIETY IN ARAB COUNTRIES

THE STATUS OF KNOWLEDGE IN
THE ARAB WORLD

A knowledge-based society is one where
knowledge diffusion, production and applica-
tion become the organising principle in all as-
pects of human activity: culture, society, the
economy, politics, and private life. Knowledge

“There is strong prima facie evidence that in
some of the cases documented grave breaches of
the Geneva Conventions, or war crimes, were
committed.”

Report of Human Rights Watch 2002,
Jenin: IDF Operations
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nowadays can provide the means to expand
the scope of human freedoms, enhance the ca-
pacity to guarantee those freedoms through
good governance and achieve the higher moral
human goals of justice and human dignity

Contrasting this type of society with the
state of knowledge in Arab countries,  the
Report looks carefully at the characteristics of
the two main components of the knowledge
acquisition system: diffusion and production.

KNOWLEDGE DIFFUSION: BLOCKS
IN EDUCATION,  BRIGHT SPOTS IN
THE MEDIA

Key knowledge dissemination processes in
Arab countries, (socialisation and upbringing,
education, the media and translation), face
deep-seated social, institutional, economic
and political impediments. Notable among
these are the meagre resources available to in-
dividuals, families and institutions and the re-
strictions imposed upon them. As a result,
these processes often falter and fall short of
preparing the epistemological and societal en-
vironment necessary for knowledge produc-
tion. 

Studies indicate that the most widespread
style of child rearing in Arab families is the au-
thoritarian mode accompanied by the over-
protective. This reduces children’s
independence, self-confidence and social effi-
ciency, and fosters passive attitudes and hesi-
tant decision-making skills. Most of all, it
affects how the child thinks by suppressing
questioning, exploration and initiative. 

Impressive gains in the quantitative expan-
sion of education in Arab countries in the last
half of the 20th century are still modest in com-
parison with other developing countries or
with the requirements of human development.
High rates of illiteracy among women persist,
particularly in some of the less developed
Arab countries.  Many children still do not
have access to basic education. Higher educa-
tion is characterized by decreasing enrolment,
and public spending on education has actually
declined since 1985.

In all cases, nevertheless, the most impor-
tant challenge facing Arab education is its de-
clining quality.  

The mass media are the most important
agents for the public diffusion of knowledge

yet Arab countries have lower information
media to population ratios (number of news-
papers, radio and televisions per 1000 people)
compared to the world average. There are less
than 53 newspapers per 1000 Arab citizens,
compared to 285 papers per 1000 people in
developed countries. 

In most Arab countries, the media operate
in an environment that sharply restricts free-
dom of the press and freedom of expression
and opinion. Journalists face illegal harass-
ment, intimidation and even physical threats,
censorship is rife and newspapers and televi-
sion channels are sometimes arbitrarily closed
down. Most media institutions are state-
owned, particularly radio and television.

The last two years, however, have seen
some improvements in the Arab information
environment, brought about by dawning com-
petition. More independent-minded newspa-
pers have appeared, challenging the iron grip
of the older, state-supported press on political
opinion, news and information. With bases
abroad, these papers can escape state censor-
ship. Some private satellite channels have
started to contest the monopoly of state chan-
nels over the broadcast media. The most im-
portant characteristic of this new information
movement is that it broadcasts in Arabic,
thereby addressing the largest segment of the
Arab audience.

In terms of infrastructure, the newer infor-
mation channels benefit from the considerable
groundwork that a number of Arab countries
have laid. However, the general trend gravi-
tates towards the lowest indicators in world
standards. The number of telephone lines in
the Arab countries is barely one fifth of that in
developed countries. Access to digital media is
also among the lowest in the world. There are
just 18 computers per 1000 people in the re-
gion, compared to the global average of 78.3
percent per 1000 persons and only 1.6 per cent
of the population has Internet access. These
indicators scarcely reflect a sufficient level of
preparedness for applying information tech-
nology for knowledge diffusion.

Translation is one of the important chan-
nels for the dissemination of information and
communication with the rest of the world. The
translation movement in the Arab world, how-
ever, remains static and chaotic. On average,
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only 4.4 translated books per million people
were published in the first five years of the
1980s (less than one book per million people
per year), while the corresponding rate in
Hungary was 519 books per one million peo-
ple and in Spain 920 books. 

KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION:
MEAGRE OUTPUT, GLIMMERS OF
CREATIVITY 

Turning knowledge assets into knowledge
capital requires the production of new knowl-
edge in all areas: in the physical and social sci-
ences, arts, humanities and all other forms of
social activity. 

Data in the Report tell a story of stagnation
in certain areas of knowledge production, es-
pecially in the field of scientific research. In
addition to thin production, scientific research
in Arab countries is held back by weak basic
research and the almost total absence of ad-
vanced research in fields such as information
technology and molecular biology. It also suf-
fers from miserly R&D expenditure (currently
state spending on R&D does not exceed 0.2
percent of GNP, most of which pays only for
salaries), poor institutional support and a po-
litical and social context inimical to the devel-
opment and promotion of science.  The
region’s corps of qualified knowledge workers
is relatively small. The number of scientists
and engineers working in R&D in Arab coun-
tries is not more than 371 per million citizens.
This is much lower that the global rate of 979
per million. The number of students enrolling
in scientific disciplines in higher education in
all Arab countries is also generally low, in
comparison to countries that have used knowl-
edge to take off, such as Korea, although
among Arab countries, Jordan, followed by
Algeria have distinguished themselves in this
field.

In contrast to their weak production in sci-
ence and technology, and beleaguered output
in the humanities, Arab societies can boast a
wealth of distinguished literary and artistic
work that stands up to the highest standards of
evaluation.  One reason is that while science
and technology require substantial social and
economic investment, Arab artists can, and
usually do, produce high-quality work without

significant institutional or material support.
Innovation in literature and art works under
different conditions from those that foster cre-
ativity in research and development  An Arab
scientist would be highly unlikely to win a
Nobel Prize in physics without societal and in-
stitutional support whereas an Arab novelist
might achieve that distinction in literature in
the absence of such support. There does not
seem to be a conditional correlation between
literary creativity and affluence, although fi-
nancial independence can strengthen an au-
thor’s intellectual freedom. Difficult
conditions may sometimes provide incentives
and intellectual and political stimuli for cre-
ative literature. Yet while artistic creativity it-
self defies societal restrictions, the absence of
freedoms blocks public access to books and
other forms of artistic expression.

Literary production faces other major
challenges. These include the small number of
readers owing to high rates of illiteracy in
some Arab countries and the weak purchasing
power of the Arab reader. This limited reader-
ship is clearly reflected in the number of books
published in the Arab world, which does not
exceed 1.1% of world production, although
Arabs constitute 5% of the world population.
The production of literary and artistic books
in Arab countries is lower than the general
level. In 1996 it did not exceed 1,945 books,
representing only 0.8% of world production,
i.e., less than the production of a country such
as Turkey, with a population one quarter of
that of Arab countries. An abundance of reli-
gious books and a relative paucity of books in
other fields characterize the Arab book mar-
ket. Religious books account for 17% of the
total number of books published in Arab
countries, compared to 5% of the total num-
ber of books produced in other parts of the
world.

The Report’s analysis of the status of
knowledge in Arab countries indicates the

The author and the publisher are forced to
submit to the moods and instructions of 22 Arab
censors and this prevents a book from moving
freely and easily between its natural markets.

Fathi Khalil el-Biss,
Vice President of the Arab Publishers Union

The Knowledge Block: Censorship
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presence of significant human capital that
finds refuge in creativity from a restrictive so-
cietal and political environment and that
could, under favourable circumstances, pro-
vide a solid structural foundation for a knowl-
edge renaissance. 

CUMULATIVE KNOWLEDGE
OUTCOMES: ENDS AND MEANS 

The Report Team polled a sample of Arab uni-
versity faculty members about knowledge ac-
quisition in the region. Respondents expressed
dissatisfaction in general with the status of
knowledge acquisition in their countries (the
average degree of satisfaction was 38%). Their
satisfaction with the extent to which Arab
knowledge serves human development was
slightly less (the average rating was 35%). The
survey confirmed that incentives for knowl-
edge acquisition in Arab countries need to be
much stronger, while freedom to acquire
knowledge is subject to many constraints. 

Rating the various aspects of the knowl-
edge system, respondents argued that the lack
of a reasonable measure of freedom in radio
and television (30%) was one of the largest dis-
incentives to knowledge acquisition. The same
assessment applied to research and develop-
ment in the public sector although, in the view
of respondents, the latter area enjoys a higher
level of freedom, thus suggesting that its prob-
lems have more to do with matters of organi-
sation and financing.  

In order to compare the knowledge capital
of Arab countries with that of other countries,
the Report explores a new composite index
constructed from 10 indicators relating to dif-
ferent dimensions of knowledge capital. This
attempt at measurement faced several limita-
tions in data and methodology yet indicated
that the Arab countries are far behind the
leading developing countries, let alone the ad-
vanced industrialised countries, in the quality
and quantity of their knowledge capital.

Struck by inconsistent or counterintuitive
results from applying this index, the Report
Team also considered seven cumulative
knowledge outcomes or end results (such as
exports with a high technological content and
other outcomes), and their relationship to
other knowledge indicators. The analysis

showed no correlation between the two
groups. 

The analysis concludes that the key chal-
lenge facing Arab countries does not consist
only of catching up with other countries in
terms of knowledge indicators; rather, it goes
beyond that to include working hard to
achieve similar knowledge outcomes by devel-
oping solid institutional structures and by
crystallising the requisite political will, sup-
ported by sufficient resources, especially at the
pan-Arab level. 

IMPORTED TECHNOLOGY:
CONSUMPTION VERSUS
ADOPTION

Arab countries’ experiments with the transfer
and adoption of technology have neither
achieved the desired technological advance-
ment nor yielded attractive returns on invest-
ments. Importing technology has not led to its
adoption and internalisation in the host coun-
try, let alone to its diffusion and production. 

The two biggest gaps accounting for this
failure have been the absence of effective in-
novation and knowledge production systems
in Arab countries, and the lack of rational poli-
cies that ingrain those essential values and in-
stitutional frameworks that support a
knowledge society. These problems have been
aggravated by the mistaken belief that a
knowledge society can be built through the
importation of scientific products without in-
vesting in the local production of knowledge,
and through depending on cooperation with
universities and research centres in advanced
countries for training Arab scientific cadres
without creating the local scientific traditions
conducive to knowledge acquisition in the re-
gion. 

The lack of national innovation systems in
Arab countries represented, in effect, a waste
of investment in industrial infrastructure and

“Civilised nations must have a culture
associated with their history of scientific
thought. … Our scientific life in Egypt
needs to catch up with our past in order
to acquire the necessary strength, life
and controls. We in Egypt transfer the

knowledge of others then leave it float-
ing without any relationship to our past
or any communication with our land. It
is a foreign commodity that is strange in
its looks, strange in its words and strange
in its concepts.”

Ali Mustafa Musharrifah: On the Importance of the History of
Science for the Advancement of Knowledge
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fixed capital (buildings, factories, machinery
and equipment). Such investments did not
bring the wealth that Arab societies had
sought through means other than the deple-
tion of raw materials, nor expected social re-
turns. Investment in the means of production
does not lead to the real transfer and owner-
ship of technology but rather to an increase in
production capacity. Moreover, this is a time-
bound gain, one that starts to erode as the ac-
quired technology becomes obsolete. The
products and services generated by imported
technology become economically unfeasible
and uncompetitive in local markets, while at
the same time technology and production in
the advanced countries are perpetually re-
newed by their own renovation and innova-
tion systems. This does not take place in Arab
countries which, with their aging technologies,
are stuck at the wrong end of the technology
ladder.  They must keep purchasing new pro-
duction capabilities as and when the technolo-
gies of the capabilities they own become
outmoded. 

At the same time, Arab countries have not
succeeded in becoming important poles of at-
traction for foreign direct investment (FDI).
None of them figures among the top ten FDI-
attracting countries in the developing world.

The transfer, embedding and production
of knowledge that can generate new technolo-
gies require an organisational context that
provides incentives for knowledge produc-
tion. Such a context would consolidate link-
ages between R&D institutions and the
production and service sectors and promote
national capabilities for innovation. 

THE SOCIETAL CONTEXT FOR
KNOWLEDGE ACQUISITION IN
ARAB COUNTRIES

PILLARS OF THE KNOWLEDGE-
BASED SOCIETY: CULTURE 

The knowledge system is influenced by soci-
etal, cultural, economic and political determi-
nants. Among the most important of these
determinants is culture in both of its aspects:
the scholarly culture and the popular culture.
Within Arabic culture, intellectual heritage
constitutes an essential component. Language
is the instrumental carrier of this culture and
religion is the main and comprehensive belief
system that guides its life. Moral, social and
political values govern and direct action in the
Arabic cultural system.

Religion urges people to seek knowl-
edge, despite some anti-development inter-
pretations: Undoubtedly, the relationship
between religion and knowledge and its pro-
duction is organically associated with concepts
determined by the nature of religion and its
overall position towards worldly life. Islamic
religious texts uphold a balance between reli-
gion and worldly life, or between temporal life
and the hereafter. The predominant tendency
in Arab-Islamic civilization is a robust interest
in worldly life and its sciences and in encour-
aging knowledge and sciences of various
forms.

Developments in the contemporary Arab
world and the national political, social and
economic problems that appeared following
the years of independence did, however, leave
deep impacts on the intellectual, scholarly and
cultural life of Arab countries. Religion - and
its associated concepts and teleology – were
among the basic aspects influenced by these
developments. An alliance between some op-
pressive regimes and certain types of conserv-
ative religious scholars led to interpretations
of Islam, which serve the government, but are
inimical to human development, particularly
with respect to freedom of thought, the inter-
pretation of judgements, the accountability of
regimes to the people and women’s participa-
tion in public life. Constraints on political ac-
tion in many Arab countries pushed some

This co-existence between Christianity
and Islam in the Arab world presents a
model of unity in diversity. It is one of

the reasons for progress, which has
pushed humanity to advance through
knowledge acquisition.

Milad Hanna: Harmony of Religions and Knowledge
in the Arab World

The eternity of Islam does not mean the
“rigidity of its law”. It rather means the
ability of this law to renew itself and
make innovations in response to the
movement of life and the changes of its
forms. The originality and distinction of
Muslims do not mean their isolation
from the rest of mankind, inward-look-

ing in a closed circuit, surrounded by a
wall without doors. They rather mean
communication with people, living with
them and – through that – providing
them with the loftier values and grand
principles, which are based on the
Islamic doctrine, law and moral struc-
ture.

Ahmad Kamal Aboulmajd
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movements with an Islamic mark under-
ground while causing others to don Islamic
garb. Without peaceful and effective political
channels for dealing with injustices in the
Arab world, at the country, regional and
global levels, some political movements identi-
fying themselves as Islamic have resorted to re-
strictive interpretations and violence as means
of political activism. They have fanned the em-
bers of animosity towards both opposing po-
litical forces in Arab countries and “the
others”, accusing them of being enemies of
Islam itself. This has heightened the tempo of
conflict and friction with society, the state and
“the others”. This state of “opposition” to and
“confrontation” with the West, in particular,
reached its peak following the events of
September 11, 2001. In this context, the
Islamic religion itself was exposed to a harsh
wave of libel, slander, provocation and criti-
cism, which at times betrayed total ignorance
and at other times, explicit fabrication.

Far from being opposed to knowledge,
pure religion unquestionably urges people to
seek knowledge and to establish knowledge
societies. Perhaps the best evidence of that is
the era when Arab science flowered and pros-
pered, a time that was characterised by a
strong synergy between religion, represented
by Islam, on the one hand and science, on the
other.

The Arabic language: a heritage, a re-
source and a crisis: The role of language in a
knowledge society is seminal, because lan-
guage is an essential basis of culture and be-
cause culture is the key axis around which the
process of development revolves. Language
has a central position in the cultural system be-
cause of its association with a number of its
components: intellect, creativity, education,
information, heritage, values and beliefs.
Today, at the gates of the knowledge society
and the future, the Arabic language is, how-
ever, facing severe challenges and a real crisis
in theorization, grammar, vocabulary, usage,
documentation, creativity and criticism. To
these aspects of the crisis, one must add the
new challenges raised by information tech-
nologies, which relate to the computerised au-
tomation of the language.

The relation between the Arabic language
and the transfer and absorption of technology

involves many issues. Chief among them are
two central and closely inter-related matters,
namely, the arabicisation of university educa-
tion and the teaching of the Arabic language.
The arabicisation of university education has
become vital in order to enable young minds
to develop firm critical and creative faculties in
their own language and to assimilate the rising
volume of scientific knowledge. In addition,
failure to arabicise science creates obstacles to
communication between different scientific
disciplines and slows knowledge exchange.
The authors underline that language is one of
the cornerstones in the human development
system while emphasising that arabicisation ef-
forts should be accompanied by greater efforts
to teach foreign languages to all.

The teaching of Arabic is also undergoing
a severe crisis in terms of both methodology
and curricula. The most apparent aspect of
this crisis is the growing neglect of the func-
tional aspects of (Arabic) language use. Arabic
language skills in everyday life have deterio-
rated and Arabic language classes are often re-
stricted to writing at the expense of reading.
The situation of Arabic language teaching
cannot be separated from that of classical
Arabic in general, which has in effect ceased
to be a spoken language. It is only the lan-
guage of reading and writing; the formal lan-
guage of intellectuals and academics, often
used to display knowledge in lectures.
Classical Arabic is not the language of cordial,
spontaneous expression, emotions, daily en-
counters and ordinary communication. It is
not a vehicle for discovering one’s inner self or
outer surroundings.

The Report thus underlines that it has be-
come necessary to work determinedly on
strengthening the linguistic shields of Arabic
and on sharpening its practical attributes,
which emphasise its universal character and
its ability to assimilate new informational and
technological developments. This is in addi-
tion to consolidating its relationship with
world languages and providing the necessary
economic, social and technical conditions for
enhancing the language and its creative prod-
ucts. 

Popular culture, between conformity
and creativity: Communal and oral folk cul-
ture is a vast repository of experiences and cre-
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ative efforts that have enriched, and continue
to enrich, the intellectual, emotional and be-
havioural life of people in all societies. Folk
culture is generally very rich in its construc-
tions, encompassing knowledge, beliefs, arts,
morals, law, customs and early industrial
knowledge.

Arab folk culture shares all these qualities.
Its particular feature is that it expresses two
voices: one, a conformist voice, which urges
adherence to familiar patterns, the other a cre-
ative voice, which questions received wisdom
and urges the pursuit of knowledge. Arab
popular culture is however not devoid of
knowledge. Biographies, a common form of
story telling, are often full of historical and ge-
ographical knowledge, as well as human in-
sight. Romantic tales depicting imaginary ideal
worlds express popular yearnings, dreams and
ambitions. These and other forms of oral cul-
ture are recurrently recited at group evening
gatherings and meetings, and are a means of
sharing historical knowledge and rules related
to customs. Many popular stories extol the
value of information, showing it to be more
valuable than wealth. The high respect com-
monly shown for a written text by folk com-
munities indicates the value they accord to
learning and knowledge.

Cultural openness, from imitation to
creative interaction: Historically, Arab cul-
ture did not constitute a closed system, but
rather displayed, at major historical junctures,
a profound ability to open up, develop and
transcend itself. It welcomed the experiences
of other nations and incorporated them in its
knowledge systems and way of life, regardless
of the differences and variations that distin-
guished Arab societies from those nations and
their experiences.

The first of the two major external influ-
ences which this culture embraced dates back
to the age of scientific codification and the en-
counter with Greek civilization and sciences –
indeed the demand for and importation of
these sciences – in the third and fourth cen-
turies A. H. (on the Islamic calendar) – 9th
and 10th centuries A.D.

The second major experience came when
the modern Arab world encountered Western
civilization and opened up to science, litera-
ture and other aspects of Western culture at

the beginning of the 19th century. The out-
come of this encounter was a renovation and
modernization of the Arab cultural heritage,
descending from the past, opening wide to the
future and drawing abundantly on the sinews
of modernization and the rich crop of Western
production in all fields of knowledge, science,
the arts, literature and technology.

Arabic culture, however, like other cul-
tures, finds itself facing the challenges of an
emerging global cultural homogeneity and re-
lated questions about cultural multiplicity,
cultural personalities, the issue of the “self”
and the “other”, and its own cultural charac-
ter.  These and similar questions raise appre-
hensions, fears and risks in the minds of its
people. Concerns about the extinction of the
language and culture and the diminution and
dissipation of identity have become om-
nipresent in Arab thought and culture.

The truth is that Arab culture has no
choice but to engage again in a new global ex-
periment. It cannot enclose itself, contented
with living on history, the past and inherited
culture alone in a world whose victorious pow-
ers reach into all corners of the earth, domi-
nating all forms of knowledge, behaviour, life,
manufactured goods and innovation.
Undoubtedly, some currents embedded in this
culture would prefer a policy of withdrawal, of
rejection and hostility to all values, ideas, and
practices brought about by this global culture.
This may appear justified in some ways, but a
negative policy of “non-interaction” can only
lead to the weakening and diminution of Arab
cultural structures rather than their reinforce-
ment and development.

Moreover, the global culture has its own
dimensions of knowledge, science, and tech-
nology, which countries neglect at their own
risk. Openness, interaction, assimilation, ab-
sorption, revision, criticism and examination
cannot but stimulate creative knowledge pro-
duction in Arab societies. This is already no-
ticeable in many sectors of contemporary
Arabic culture where various creative develop-
ments reveal the beneficial role played by
global and human cultural interaction. This
process continues to take place despite all
local deterrents and external obstacles and
notwithstanding the difficulties of national
and international politics, where some powers
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pursue total hegemony or choose the path of
collision and conflict, rather than of under-
standing, dialogue, cooperation and alterna-
tion in power.

An analysis of the components of Arabic
culture indicates that its essence, extending
over three millennia, is capable of supporting
the creation of a knowledge society in the third
millennium as ably as it did towards the end of
the first millennium and in the beginning of
the second. Furthermore, the strength and
richness of Arabic culture may reinforce the
capacity of Arab societies to deal effectively
with the torrential currents of globalisation.

ECONOMIC STRUCTURE: FROM
DEPLETING RESOURCES TO
CREATING KNOWLEDGE  

One of the main features of the production
pattern prevailing in Arab countries, which in-
fluences knowledge acquisition, is a high de-
pendence on the depletion of raw materials,
chiefly oil, and reliance on external rents. This
rentier economic pattern entices societies to
import expertise from outside because this is a
quick and easy resort that however ends up
weakening local demand for knowledge and
forfeiting opportunities to produce it locally
and employ it effectively in economic activity.
A large part of Arab economic activity is con-
centrated on primary commodities, as in agri-
culture, which remains largely traditional, and
in industries specializing in the production of
consumer goods, which depend heavily on
production licences obtained from foreign
companies. At the same time, the share of the
capital goods industry and of industries em-
bodying higher technology continues to
shrink. Demand for industrial products is neg-
atively influenced by the small size of Arab
markets, the weak competitiveness of Arab
economies and the absence of transparency
and accountability, which encourages overlap,
and sometimes collusion, between political
and business elites. Lack of competition re-
duces productivity and therefore demand for
knowledge in economic activity. Instead, com-
petitive advantage and the ability to maximize
profits derive from favouritism in power struc-
tures, manifested in money and politics.
Resistance to opening up to the outside world

by Arab economies and their lack of exposure
to foreign competition, coupled with at times
excessive protection for local products
through import substitution policies, have also
slowed the advancement of productivity and
the employment of knowledge to that end.

Demand for knowledge has been weak-
ened not only by faltering economic growth
and productivity in Arab countries during the
last quarter-century but also by the over-con-
centration of wealth in a few hands. Although
some economies of the world have succeeded
in the past in achieving economic growth
while their income and wealth distribution
patterns were skewed, this occurred in a dif-
ferent global context, characterized by a large
number of closed economies throughout the
world. The opening up of capital markets pro-
moted by globalisation reduces the chances of
local growth through concentration. The vast
amount of Arab capital invested in industrial-
ized countries and, therefore, denied to the
Arab world, is strong evidence that, in human
development terms, it is not the possession of
money and wealth that matters but how pro-
ductively such wealth is invested.  

Recovery of economic growth in the Arab
world and its main driver – increased produc-
tivity – are two prerequisites for the advance-
ment of knowledge, but they are not enough.
They will be enough only when decision-mak-
ers in Arab societies, the business sector, the
civil society and the household sector put the
goal of building the knowledge society at the
head of their priorities and reflect that in all
their decisions to spend and to invest.

SOCIETAL INCENTIVES: POWER
AND WEALTH WEAKEN THE
ETHICS OF KNOWLEDGE 

Political, social and economic conditions play
a decisive role in orienting systems of values
and societal incentives. After independence,
most Arab countries came under national po-
litical regimes that represented little advance
on the autocratic style of ancient and more re-
cent history. Social and individual freedoms
were restricted in some areas and were totally
absent in others, thus affecting the morals and
practical values of people.  

In Arab countries, the distribution of
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power, which sometimes coincided with the
distribution of wealth, has had an effect on the
morals of societies and individuals. The pur-
suit of personal gain, the preference for the
private over the public good, social and moral
corruption, the absence of honesty and ac-
countability and many other illnesses, were all
related in one way or another to a skewed dis-
tribution of power and the resulting social dis-
parities. Justice, before all else, has been the
victim of this state of affairs. 

The oil boom also played its role in erod-
ing a number of values and societal incentives
that would have been helpful in enhancing
creativity and the acquisition and diffusion of
knowledge. With the spread of negative values
during that period, creative abilities were ne-
glected, and knowledge lost its significance for
human development. The social standing of
scientists, educated people and intellectuals
fell. Social value was measured by the criteria
of money and fortune, regardless of how those
fortunes were gained. Proprietorship and pos-
session replaced knowledge and intellectual-
ism.  Perhaps worst of all, the values of
independence, freedom and the importance of
a critical mind were also buried. 

Repression and marginalisation con-
tributed to blunt the desire for achievement,
happiness and commitment. As a result, indif-
ference, political apathy and a sense of futility
are becoming dangerously common among
broad segments of the populace. Arab citizens
are increasingly pushed away from effecting
changes in their countries. 

The Report calls on the state, civil society,
cultural and mass media institutions, enlight-
ened intellectuals and the public at large to
plant those values that encourage action and
innovation in the political, social and eco-
nomic spheres. 'Reforming the mind' is indeed
a significant requirement for Arab culture, yet
'reforming action' is equally urgent. 

A centrifugal economic, social and politi-
cal environment in the region, coupled with
centripetal factors in  other countries led to
the growing phenomenon of an Arab brain
drain. The emigration of qualified Arabs con-
stitutes a form of reverse development aid
since receiving countries evidently benefit
from Arab investments in training and educat-
ing their citizens. More significant, however, is
the opportunity cost of high levels of skilled
outflows: the lost potential contribution of
emigrants to knowledge and development in
their countries of origin. This double loss calls
for serious action to minimise its dangers:
firstly by tapping the expertise and knowledge
of the Arab Diaspora abroad, and secondly by
providing Arab expatriates with incentives to
return, either on temporary assignments or for
good, to their countries of origin, carrying a
human capital much larger than that they had
migrated with. This can be achieved only by
launching a serious project for human devel-
opment that would attract highly qualified mi-
grants back temporarily or permanently on
productive and personally fulfilling assign-
ments to serve their countries. 

Unlike the case of Arab culture, the
analysis of Arab social and economic struc-
tures reveals ingrained obstacles to knowledge
acquisition in the Arab world. Only by over-
coming those obstacles through reform can a
knowledge society be developed. 

THE POLITICAL CONTEXT: 

Oppression, Knowledge and Development  

Political obstacles to knowledge acquisition,
as the Report argues, are even more severe in
Arab countries than those posed by their
socio-economic structures, which are in turn
seen to be more obstructive than any features
of culture.

Political power plays a key role in directing
knowledge and influencing its development. It

We have become accustomed to regard-
ing abject submission as polite defer-
ence; obsequiousness as courtesy;
sycophancy as oratory; bombast as sub-
stance; the acceptance of humiliation as
modesty; the acceptance of injustice as
obedience; and the pursuit of human en-
titlements as arrogance. Our inverted

system portrays the pursuit of the sim-
plest knowledge as presumption; aspira-
tions for the future as impossible
dreams; courage as overreaching audac-
ity; inspiration as folly; chivalry as ag-
gression; free speech as insolence and
free thinking as heresy.

Abdul Rahman al-Kawakibi: The Character of Despotism.

Roughly 25% of 300,000 first degree gradu-
ates from Arab universities in 1995/96 emigrated.
Between 1998 and 2000 more than 15,000 Arab
doctors migrated.

Data provided by A.B. Zahlan.
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fosters knowledge that is favourable to its
goals and suppresses opposing patterns.
Political instability and fierce struggles for ac-
cess to political positions in the absence of an
established rule for the peaceful rotation of
power – in short, democracy – impede the
growth of knowledge in Arab soil. One of the
main results of that unstable political situation
has been the subjection of scientific institu-
tions to political strategies and power con-
flicts. In managing these institutions, political
loyalties take precedence over efficiency and
knowledge.  Power shackles active minds, ex-
tinguishes the flame of learning and kills the
drive for innovation.

The Report calls for the establishment of
an independent knowledge sphere that pro-
duces and promotes knowledge free from po-
litical coercion.  This is possible only by
democratising political life and knowledge
and ensuring that knowledge can be freely ac-
quired and produced. 

Laws are needed to guarantee Arab citi-
zens the essential rights of knowledge - the
freedom of thought and expression that are a
precondition for knowledge to flourish.  The
international human rights conventions have
been signed by most Arab states, but they have
neither entered the legal culture nor been in-
corporated into substantive domestic legisla-
tion. Yet the problem of freedom in the Arab
world is not related to the implementation of
laws as much as to the violation of these laws.
Oppression, the arbitrary application of laws,
selective censorship and other politically moti-
vated restrictions are widespread. They often
take the form of legal constraints on publica-
tions, associations, general assemblies and
electronic media, which prevent these from
carrying out their communication and cultural
roles. Such restrictions also obstruct the diffu-
sion of knowledge and the education of public
opinion.

Yet the more dangerous restrictions are
those imposed by security authorities when
they confiscate publications or ban people
from entering a country or prevent the sale of
certain books during fairs while promoting
other kinds of books. In committing these
acts, these authorities reach above the consti-
tutional institutions and the law, citing the
pretext of 'national security' or public order.

Other forms of restriction come from narrow-
minded, self-appointed custodians of public
morality, and from the censorship of books,
articles and media events. Creativity, innova-
tion and knowledge are the first victims of the
suppression or denial of freedoms.

A global context that poses a challenge:
Globalisation in its current form and existing
institutions is often weighted towards securing
the interests of the rich and powerful nations
and their dominance over the world economy,
knowledge flows and, by extension, opportu-
nities for development.  Without changes that
tip the balance of global governance more to-
wards the needs and aspirations of developing
countries, including Arab countries, globalisa-
tion cannot help these nations to achieve
human progress.

Perhaps the most important example from
a knowledge perspective is the insistence by
industrialised countries, the main producers
of knowledge at the global level, that knowl-
edge should be converted from a public good
to a private commodity through the instru-
ment of intellectual property rights, which are
largely owned by the industrialised West. This
is now happening even in cases where the
knowledge originated in developing countries
and was later acquired by institutions in the in-
dustrialised world. This trend threatens to cut
down developing country opportunities to ac-
quire new knowledge and it especially jeopar-
dises productive sectors such as medicine and
pharmacology.

In the case of Arab countries in particular,
a qualitative jump in the effectiveness of the
knowledge acquisition system requires closer
and more efficient forms of cooperation at the
Pan-Arab level. 

“If we are not careful, the intellectual prop-
erty rights system may introduce distortions that
would be detrimental to the interests of develop-
ing countries.”

Commission on Intellectual Property Rights (London, Sept 2002).

“It is quite clear that the dilemma of Arab de-
velopment will not be solved without focusing
fully on human development – the development of
the citizen and his/her role in economic, social and
political life.”

Mustafa Al-Barghouthi 
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A STRATEGIC VISION FOR
ESTABLISHING A KNOWLEDGE
SOCIETY IN THE ARAB WORLD

The Report pulls together the various threads
of its analysis of the status of Arab knowledge
in a concluding strategic vision of the Arab
knowledge society, supported by five pillars: 
1. Guaranteeing the key freedoms of opin-
ion, speech and assembly through good
governance bounded by the law: A climate of
freedom is an essential prerequisite for the
knowledge society. These freedoms are the
thresholds to knowledge production, to cre-
ativity and innovation, and to invigorating sci-
entific research, technical development and
artistic and literary expression. Constitutions,
laws and administrative procedures need to be
refined to remove all restrictions on essential
freedoms, particularly administrative censor-
ship, and regulatory restrictions by security
apparatuses on the production and diffusion
of knowledge and all kinds of creative expres-
sion. 
2. Disseminating high quality education for
all: The detailed proposals for reform in edu-
cation include: giving priority to early child-
hood learning; ensuring universal basic
education for all and extending it to at least
10th grade; developing an adult education sys-
tem for lifelong learning; improving the qual-
ity of education at all stages; giving particular
attention to promoting higher education, and
instituting independent periodic evaluations
of quality at all stages of education. 
3. Embedding and ingraining science, and
building and broadening the capacity for re-
search and development in all societal activ-
ities. This can be achieved through promoting
basic research, and establishing a centrally co-
ordinated regional creativity and innovation
network that permeates the entire fabric of so-
ciety and enjoys supportive and complemen-
tary linkages in the regional and international
spheres. 
4. Shifting rapidly towards knowledge-
based production in Arab socioeconomic
structures: This calls for a decisive move to-
wards developing renewable resources
through knowledge and technological capabil-
ities and towards diversifying economic struc-
tures and markets.  It also requires upgrading

the Arab presence in the 'new economy' and
the consolidation of a societal incentives sys-
tem that upholds the acquisition and applica-
tion of knowledge for human development in
contrast to the current mode in which values
are centred on material possessions and in
seeking access and favour from the two
sources of power: money and authority. 
5. Developing an authentic, broadminded
and enlightened Arab knowledge model.
This would entail:
• Delivering true religion from political ex-
ploitation and respecting critical scholarship.
The components of this reform include re-
turning to the civilised, moral and humanitar-
ian vision of pure religion; restoring to
religious institutions their independence from
political authorities, governments, states and
radical religious-political movements; recog-
nising intellectual freedom; activating inter-
pretative jurisprudence, preserving the right
to differ in doctrines, religious schools and in-
terpretations.
• Advancing the Arabic language by under-
taking serious research and linguistic reform
for translating scientific terms and coining
simple linguistic usages. This also includes
compiling specialised, functional dictionaries
and other reference works that monitor com-
mon classical-colloquial words for use in chil-
dren's programmes and written and audio
publications. This must be matched by other
persistent efforts to facilitate the acquisition of
Arabic through formal and informal learning
channels, and to produce creative and innova-
tive writing for young children. 
• Reclaiming some of the myriad bright
spots in the Arab cultural heritage.  These
must be incorporated in the core of the Arab
knowledge model in a manner far above and
beyond the self-centred singing of one's own
praises. This legacy must be assimilated and
understood as part of the structure of motiva-
tion for developing and nurturing an Arab
knowledge system in Arab minds and institu-
tions. 
• Enriching, promoting and celebrating cul-
tural diversity within Arab countries.  This
calls for providing safeguards for the protec-
tion of all sub-cultures and for encouraging
them to interact, intermingle, grow and flour-
ish. 
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• Opening up to other cultures. Such inter-
action would be strengthened by translation
into other languages; promoting an intelligent
and generous exchange with non-Arab cul-
tures and civilisations; maximising benefits
from regional and international organisations
and initiating reform in the world order
through stronger inter-Arab cooperation.

As the Report affirms in closing, knowl-
edge closely approaches a religious obligation
that Arabs ought to honour and exercise. It
points out the way on the Arab journey to a
dignified and prosperous future. The pursuit
of knowledge is prompted by religion, culture,
history and the human will to succeed.
Obstructions on the road are the work of mor-
tals: the defective structures of the past and
present – social, economic and, above all, po-
litical. Arabs must remove or reform these
structures in order to take the place they de-
serve in the world of knowledge at the begin-
ning of the knowledge millennium. 

“We should not shy
away from welcoming
and acquiring the truth
regardless of where it
came from, even if it
came from distant races
and nations that are
different from us.

Nothing is more impor-
tant than seeking the
truth except the truth
itself. We should not
belittle the truth, or
those who utter it or
bring it.”

Al-Kindy: Welcoming the truth
regardless of its source
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