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 For centuries following the spread of Islam, the Middle East was far ahead of 
Europe. Yet, the modern economy was born in Europe. Why was it not born in 
the Middle East? In this book Jared Rubin examines the role that Islam played 
in this reversal of fortunes. It argues that the religion itself is not to blame; the 
importance of religious legitimacy in Middle Eastern politics was the primary 
culprit. Muslim religious authorities were given an important seat at the polit-
ical bargaining table, which they used to block important advancements such 
as the printing press and lending at interest. In Europe, however, the Church 
played a weaker role in legitimizing rule, especially where Protestantism spread 
(indeed, the Reformation was successful due to the spread of printing, which 
was blocked in the Middle East). It was precisely in those Protestant nations, 
especially England and the Dutch Republic, where the modern economy 
was born. 

 Jared Rubin is an associate professor of economics at Chapman University 
in Orange, California. His research on the relationship between political and 
religious institutions and their role in economic development has appeared in 
numerous top economics journals.   
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    Preface     

  I began research for this book in 2004, my third year of graduate school at 
Stanford University. Conl ict between the “West” and the “Islamic world” 
was one of the enduring stories of the time: 9/ 11 was still fresh on every-
one’s minds, and wars in Iraq and Afghanistan dominated headlines. Not 
much has changed on this front in the intervening twelve years. If anything, 
the conl ict has heightened. Terrorist attacks around the globe, the spread 
of al- Qaeda and ISIS, and the devastating Syrian refugee crisis all suggest 
that many of the West’s political and economic struggles of the foreseeable 
future will take place in the Middle East. 

 Understanding the roots of conl ict between the Middle East and the 
West is therefore of i rst- order importance, and it is the primary reason 
I wrote this book. It is my opinion that the most important driver of the 
conl ict is the vast disparity in economic fortunes of the two regions. h e 
economic disparity is real; while it is true that a few of the Gulf States gained 
signii cant oil wealth in the latter half of the twentieth century, only a small 
fraction of the population has seen any of its benei ts. In any case, this 
wealth is l eeting; there is little evidence to my knowledge that any of the 
wealthy oil nations have built anything close to an economy that will stay 
strong as the world shit s away from petroleum as a primary energy source. 

 h e economic disparity between the “West and the Rest” permitted 
Western occupation and colonization of the Middle East in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. h is disparity also permitted authoritarian rul-
ers, generally supported by the West, to dominate Middle Eastern politics 
throughout most of the twentieth century. h ese outcomes have deep his-
torical roots, and it is the goal of this book to discover and analyze these 
roots. h e arguments laid out are inherently comparative; the causes of what 
went wrong, if anything did indeed go wrong, in the Middle East are easier 
to ascertain by analyzing what went right in parts of Western Europe. h e 
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goal of the book is therefore twofold. On the one hand, it provides insight 
into some of the necessary determinants for long- run economic success. 
On the other hand, it spells out how and why an economy might stagnate if 
those determinants are absent. 

 Upon deeper rel ection, the reasons for the vast disparity of economic 
fortunes between the Middle East and the West are not so obvious. Any 
account of this disparity must also account for the fact that it has not always 
been this way. For centuries at er the founding of Islam, the Middle East 
was ahead of Western Europe by practically any metric: economics, poli-
tics, culture, and science. h e Fertile Crescent was the Western Eurasian 
economic and cultural hub for most of the high medieval period. At some 
point, this obviously changed. Almost no scholar I know of would argue 
that the Middle East was close to the leading European economies on the 
eve of industrialization in the mid- eighteenth century. At er industrializa-
tion, what were already readily apparent economic dif erences were exacer-
bated many times over. h e real questions, then, are: Why did a region that 
was so far ahead for so long ultimately fall behind? Why did the Industrial 
Revolution begin in Great Britain instead of, say, the Ottoman Empire? 

 h is book attempts to shed light on the answers to these questions. In 
doing so it addresses head on the elephant in the room that is all too fre-
quently invoked by Western media outlets and “intellectuals” as an expla-
nation for Middle Eastern problems: Islam. I believe that such claims are 
ridiculous, but they cannot be simply dismissed oh  and without provid-
ing a compelling alternative explanation. I  provide such an explanation, 
although it is up to the reader to decide whether it is compelling. My expla-
nation is deeply grounded in economic theory, and it considers the incen-
tives of all the players who may have played some role in the divergence. 
It is my hope that the reader will come away from this book with a more 
nuanced view of the role that Islam played in Middle Eastern economic 
stagnation and, ultimately, conl ict with the West. 

 h e argument is hopefully clear about one key point: Islam itself is not the 
problem. However, economic success  is  less likely to occur where religion 
plays an important role in politics. But this is not to lay blame on religion 
in general, either;  any  interest group that has a powerful seat at the politi-
cal bargaining table but does not have interests consistent with economic 
growth will play a retarding role in a society’s economy. Historically –  for 
reasons emphasized in this book  –  religious authorities had an outsized 
seat at the political bargaining table in both the Middle East and Western 
Europe. Understanding the process through which this was undermined 
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in the latter but not in the former is therefore of utmost importance for 
understanding the long- run economic divergence between the two regions. 

 h is book does not of er a solution for closing the economic disparity 
between the Middle East and the West. It merely diagnoses the problem 
and its causes. But just like a doctor must make a correct diagnosis before 
prescribing treatment, a proper diagnosis of the divergence is essential if 
we are to understand what political and economic actions could be taken 
to help close the gap. h e diagnosis provided by this book is not based on 
some simplistic notion of Islam, and this book does not blame Islam more 
than any other religion for substandard economic performance. It does 
suggest that getting religion out of politics will be a crucial and necessary 
step for the Middle East, but even this is not a complete solution. 

 h ere is no reason to expect a quick i x in the Middle East; the process of 
getting religion (mostly) out of politics took centuries in the West. It is also 
true that context matters, and the economic and political contexts of the 
two regions are very dif erent. An important dif erence noted in this book is 
that Islam is more conducive to legitimizing political rule than Christianity 
is, a fact that certainly inl uences the set of changes that are possible in the 
Middle East. But even if religion is removed from politics, this is only a 
i rst step. It matters dearly who replaces the religious elite at the bargain-
ing table. For instance, replacing religious elites with autocrats is almost 
certainly worse for economic and personal well- being. 

 h e rise and spread of Islamic fundamentalism is likely to be one of 
the enduring stories of the twenty- i rst century. h e best way to contain 
it –  indeed, the best way to contain radicalism of any kind –  is through 
economic development. Radical ideas, be they religious or secular, are 
much more appealing when there is little hope for a better future. Such 
ideas, and the violent extremist tactics employed to carry them out, are 
a by- product of a world that has been let  behind economically. It is my 
sincere hope that this book takes us one step closer to understanding the 
sources of such economic stagnation while shedding some light on what 
a path toward long- run, sustained economic growth might look like in 
the Middle East.   
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