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In the year 1000, the economy of the Middle East was at least as advanced as that of Europe. But

by 1800, the region had fallen dramatically behind--in living standards, technology, and economic

institutions. In short, the Middle East had failed to modernize economically as the West surged

ahead. What caused this long divergence? And why does the Middle East remain drastically

underdeveloped compared to the West? In The Long Divergence, one of the world's leading experts

on Islamic economic institutions and the economy of the Middle East provides a new answer to

these long-debated questions. Timur Kuran argues that what slowed the economic development of

the Middle East was not colonialism or geography, still less Muslim attitudes or some incompatibility

between Islam and capitalism. Rather, starting around the tenth century, Islamic legal institutions,

which had benefitted the Middle Eastern economy in the early centuries of Islam, began to act as a

drag on development by slowing or blocking the emergence of central features of modern economic

life--including private capital accumulation, corporations, large-scale production, and impersonal

exchange. By the nineteenth century, modern economic institutions began to be transplanted to the

Middle East, but its economy has not caught up. And there is no quick fix today. Low trust, rampant

corruption, and weak civil societies--all characteristic of the region's economies today and all

legacies of its economic history--will take generations to overcome.The Long Divergence opens up

a frank and honest debate on a crucial issue that even some of the most ardent secularists in the

Muslim world have hesitated to discuss.
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I have read many books on Islam. I read them to understand why Islam conquered so much so

quickly, and why it failed both politically and economically over the last 500 years. The relative

economic decline is of interest because around 1000 CE, the Muslim world was as wealthy as

Europe. This is the first book that provided understanding that I could use. Not on conquest directly,

but on the economics.In "The Long Divergence", the author emphasizes two themes around Muslim

law of inheritance. Islamic law mandated distribution of wealth after death amongst multiple heirs.

This mandate had two results. First, it forced partnerships to be short lived: Death followed by

demands for their part of the inheritance by heirs required liquidation of a partnership. Knowing that

any death would end the partnership, Muslims tended to favor two person partnerships of short

duration. In contrast, after 1000 CE Europeans developed forms of partnership and corporations

that could survive the death of a single participant. Partly this was adoption of primogeniture, under

which a single descendant could inherit the whole on one person's assets in a property, business or

partnership. At the same time Europeans were becoming innovative about the types of business

arrangements used to accumulate wealth. Something like modern corporations developed to

manage guilds, monasteries, and even cities. European rulers, desperate for money, and often only

weakly in power, were willing to allow independent groups take local power, in exchange for stability

and the right to tax revenues or profits. These independent institutions were allowed to change their

internal rules and general goals as circumstances changes.

When in law school, I studied Islamic legal theory. I wish this book had existed then. But even for a

lay reader who is interested in social development and asks why the Islamic world seems not to

have been able to develop a modern commercial society, this book will provide insight into why.This

is not an easy book. It presumes some knowledge of Islamic thought and of Islamic belief, as well

as more generally of the history of the region from about 1400 to about 1900. Okay, fine, you

weren't going to buy this if you're scared of the big words, but still be ready. I put it aside a few times

and came back to it. But I always came back to it.Kuran is an excellent writer and his prose is clear.

His conclusions may not be indisputable, but they are well-drawn from his premises and they are

highly plausible. They are also derived from data. He has gone through not just previous writers but

also historical archives to get primary source data to back up his thoughts and analysis. This isn't

Niall Ferguson - you don't have to wade through pages of tables and statistics - but it's clear that if

Kuran had wanted to write that book he could have.The other review of this book (at time of my

posting there was only the one) has gone into great depth on the discussion of the rules of



inheritance, and I won't repeat. I'll focus instead on one element that suggests to me that Kuran is

onto something: his explanation for why Islamic societies continued to allow choice of law to

religious minorities even after it was clear that they were benefiting from this, while denying it to

Muslims who therefore couldn't have benefited.

In the year 1000, the Middle East's economy was at least as advance as Europe's. But by 1800, the

region had fallen dramatically behind. "The Long Divergence's" author, Timur Kuran, argues that the

explanation lies not in geography or Muslim attitudes; instead it was Islamic legal institutions that

slowed private capital accumulation, corporations, and large-scale production. Low trust, rampant

corruption, and weak civil institutions have followed, and will take generations to overcome.A good

place to start is with the lack of corporate structure in early Islam. The first mostly Muslim-owned

joint stock company came in 1851; further delaying Muslim corporations was the lack of a

mechanism for trading shares, forcing shareholders to give up liquidity. 'Tax farmers' (those who

paid rulers for the right to collect and keep taxes) might have evolved into corporations, but the

rulers developed a bad habit of revoking the agreements.The alternative to corporations, traditional

Islamic partnerships, dissolved upon the death, withdrawal, incapacitation of any single

member.Estates, in turn, were divided according to Islamic inheritance rules. The intent was to

spread wealth, strengthen families, benefit wives and daughters, and promote political stability.

Muslim inheritance practices are embodied in the Koran, and had to modify.Until modern times,

Middle Eastern cities lacked corporate status. Kuran did point out that the early Muslim alternative to

incorporated towns providing service was the 'waqf.' The waqf was perpetual, controlled by the

founder per his directions, and could provide drinking water, pavement, travelers assistance

(especially to those making a pilgrimage to Mecca), even colleges and madrases.
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