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POINT OF VIEW 

In the first article of a new series in MIMAR, Mohammed Arkoun sets 
the scene for our theme and gives his views on the nature and purpose 
of higher education and research in the developing world. 

I t is difficult to generalize about higher education and 
research in the developing world. Countries have different 
cultural traditions, different political regimes and 
economic resources. Zaire, Chad, Senegal and The 

Philippines cannot be compared to Saudi Arabia, Morocco, 
Turkey and Algeria. Algeria had one university when it became 
independent in July 1962; now, there are more than 15 
universities. Riyadh has the most sophisticated laboratories in 
its universities. By contrast, Cairo is still unable to enlarge and 
modernize its already old universities, overburdened by 
thousands of students. 

Material resources are, as everywhere, a key element in 
meeting the enormous demands of higher education and 
research. But wealthy countries like Saudi Arabia, Libya, Algeria 
(before the recent crisis) the Iraq, highlight a more important 
factor in the evolution of higher education and research in all 
developing countries: namely the enormous historical gap 
between 'The West' and 'The Third World'. This gap has been 
widening since the late 1960s. Let us consider some possible 
explanations for this decisive aspect of the contemporary history 
of third world societies. 

The Western Model 
Janet Abu-Lughod has recently published a provocative book 
entitled: Before European Hegemony: The World System A.D. 
1250-1350, (1989). The ideas presented in this book are reinforced 
by two other monographs by Georges Makdisi: The Rise of 
Colleges: Institutions of Learning in Islam and the West, EUP 1987; 
and The Rise of Humanism in Classical Islam and the Christian West, 
EUP 1990. The thesis of these three books can be summarized 
by saying that before European hegemony, there was from the 
eighth to the twelfth century an Arabic-Islamic hegemony in 
the whole Mediterranean area, especially in the field of higher 
education and research. 

Makdisi develops the controversial contention that colleges 
and universities in Europe after the thirteenth century have been 
influenced by the models established in Muslim cities like Rayy, 
Isfahan, Baghdad, Damascus, Cairo, Fas, Cordoba and Toledo. 
There was a rich humanist movement in the classical age of 
Islam, influenced by Monotheist legacy, Greek thought and 
science, Iranian culture and religions and Indian elements. 

All contemporary Muslim societies which represent a large 
number among third world countries, share the aspiration to 
restore Islamic hegemony and go back to the Islamic model, 
because this is the only way to break free from the 'Western 
Model', as it is now called. Non-Muslim countries in the third 
world also develop this position about the 'Western Model': 
they want to preserve, restore and return to their own cultural 
traditions. This opposition between the West and all third world 
countries is well known in international organizations; it is a 
recurrent ideological theme which has strong historical roots 
and strategic purposes on the Western side. The ongoing 
tensions inside UNESCO demonstrate clearly the impact of 
these issues. 

The West has been overused as a political and ideological 
concept in the context of the wars of liberation from colonial 
domination. Today, the West includes Japan, America and the 
old European powers . The term should be used to describe the 
'seven richest countries' as opposed to the 'poor countries' . In 
discussing higher education and research we should take as 
our starting point the Mediterranean area. This was the 
common cultural space where Islam, Christianity, Judaism, 
Greek, Roman and Byzantine cultures shaped the mentality of 
all peoples living in the cities until the fourteenth century. 

Then Europe started to move towards a secularized culture and 
thought, imposing a new intellectual regime on the theological 
systems prevailing in Jewish, Christian and Muslim areas during 
The Middle Ages. 

European hegemony has been intellectual since the sixteenth 
century, before becoming industrial and technological. Luther, 
Calvin, Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, Galileo and Newton made 
a revolutionary impact on all fields of thinking, including 
religion. Islamic thought deeply involved in the same intellectual 
issues up until the thirteenth century, was cut off from the new 
revolution in Europe where the great movement known as 
modernity began. The Anfklaming 'Enlightenment' in the 
eighteenth century further developed this modernity with two 
major revolutions: the political rupture in which monarchic 
regimes based on religious legitimacy were replaced by the 
sovereignty of people; the rise of capitalism and industry which 
became the basis of the colonial domination and the present 
hegemony of the West. 

In this long, complex process, the phenomenon of 'developing 
countries: became apparent at the end of the 1950s, when the 
colonized countries became 'independent' and asked for 
economic and cultural help from developed colonial countries. 
Expressions like 'third world' , 'underdeveloped', 'developing', 
or 'poor' countries were created by the capitalist hegemony 
model to attract satellite nations into its control. 

Developments in all fields - cultural, social, economic, 
political - have been inspired by specialists trained in the West. 
That is why the universities, institutes, high schools and 
laboratories created in 'developing countries' are still dependent 
on their models in The West. The problem here is not to reject 
or even to avoid these models, but rather to find adequate 
answers to specific needs in each country. The conflicts which 
led to the rise ofKhomeini in Iran, the present crisis in the Gulf 
and many other civil wars in the world, are linked to the failure 
of these Western models applied without a critical adaptation 
to the local context in so many different countries. 

Satellized cultures 
I do not use the expression 'satellized cultures' in the current 
ideological opposition to the 'imperialist' domination of the 
West; I aim rather to emphasize two important points: 

Firstly, Western intellectual, scientific and technological 
models are unavoidable; they represent the highest standards 
existing today, and, consequently, the reference point for any 
research which aims to criticize or to improve upon them. As 
far as the hard sciences are concerned - mathematics, physics, 
chemistry, biology, astronomy higher education in 
developing countries is limited only by material and financial 
constraints. Here, the dependence on Western universities and 
scientific environment will probably continue for many years. 
We know that every discipline is advancing rapidly with new 
discoveries being made, and the application of new technology. 
This evolution is difficult to follow in developing countries not 
only because of the lack of resources, but also because of the 
difficulties associated with translating scientific discourses into 
traditional languages. Arab countries are handicapped by the 
fact that the majority of professors and researchers are trained 
in Western languages. 

The purpose of education in this domain has been, up to now, 
the spread of a scientific culture, without the objective of 
challenging the most advanced centres and institutions in the 
West. The example of Japan is admired, envied, but not emulated 
anywhere in the third world except in some parts of Asia like 
South Korea. An important point here is that third world 
countries have been excluded from sharing some secrets in the 
fields of technology, biology, atomic physics and chemistry. 
There has been heated debate about the atomic bombs possessed 
by India, Pakistan and Iraq. Economic considerations are mixed 
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with problems of security to force developing countries to 
remain dependent on the West. Algeria, when it first became 
politically independent, tried to break this cycle, by opting to 
develop a heavy industry, with the capacity to challenge 
European industry. It has been a dangerous dream for which 
Algeria has paid a very high price in the past ten years. 

The second point when we talk about satellized cultures 
has even more negative consequences than the first one: . 
its concerns the cultural identity of each country endeavouring 
to become a modern nation. The purpose of higher education 
as it is proclaimed by the states and understood by the people 
is to recover the 'national personality' obliterated by 'colonial 
domination'. The official programmes insist on the necessity 
of restoring and modernizing the national language, the 
cultural legacy and the historical glory as represented by 
monuments, religious buildings, literature, music and other 
crafts activities. 

Arab countries particularly, 
are mobilized by these 
objectives, used as slogans in all 
official declarations, texts of 
meetings, conferences and 
international services. Classical 
heritage of Arabic civilization -
the Turath - has become one of 
the most dominant themes in 
contemporary Arabic discourse. 
Islam as a more widely shared 
theme is added to and mixed 
with Arabic, Indian, Turkish 
and Urdu civilizations to 
attribute meaning and purpose 
to education at all levels. Books 
used in primary and high 
schools are conceived and 
written to fulfil these purposes. 

In analysing all the literature 
generated by the political 
struggle against the Western 
model, we discover how, in 
fact, higher education and 
research is weak, far from 
scientific norms and irrelevant 
to the officially declared 
purposes. Why is this? Where is 
the impact of the Western 
Model on this aspect of national 
life? 

Third world countries since 
the late sixties have shared three 
common features : they have, as 
we said, weak economies; they 
face rapid population growth; 
they are subject to authoritarian, 
not to say totalitarian, regimes. 
The pressure of these three 
factors caused in each country the deterioration of 'popular 
culture' under the impact of the so-called agrarian revolution 
or reform; the pressing demands of the younger generation; 
the collective move from the rural areas to the large cities, 
generating the predictable urban disorder, not to say disaster. 
Popular culture is replaced by populist melange with fragments 
of the broken cultural systems evident in rural areas as well as 
in the cities. . 

The responsibility of the political regimes - whatever their 
ideological and economic options - has not been evaluated with 
all the necessary information and objectivity. It can be stated 
nevertheless that they did not encourage democratic experiences, 

they did not praise the function of intellectuals, they relied rather 
on the police, the army and the Party to impose decisions 
inspired by foreign experts. In the process, they neglected 
references to the political and social sciences applied to the critical 
study of the new societies emerging in the new international 
environment. 

In this context, five disciplines must take priority over all the 
others - history, linguistics, sociology, anthropology and 
architecture. These are precisely the disciplines that are absent 
in higher education and research; history is taught of course, 
but in such a strong ideological context that it leads to the 
opposite result from an objective analysis of the past. This is 
particularly true of the history of the formative and classical 
period of Islam, which is used as a mythological reference in 
the fundamentalist discourse. 

Linguistics is not yet catered for in all its branches and is not 
applied to a critical evaluation of 
all types of texts - religious, 
theological, philosophical, 
literary and historical. Sociology 
and anthropology can help to 
eliminate the damaging use of 
ideological constructions for 
political purposes. Third world 
societies are manipulated more 
now than at any stage in their 
history, because political and 
social sciences do not fulfil the 
same function as they do in 
Western societies. This is the 
key issue to be considered and 
resolved in a new programme 
for higher education and 
research. 

Since we are examining these 
problems in MIMAR, we must 
stress again the importance of 
architecture as a field of 
education and research com
bining not only the practice of 
the mentioned disciplines, but 
many other skills and sciences: 
artistic creativity and techno
logical knowledge. Architecture 
is a totalizing discipline, because 
it requires artistic gifts and 
abilities, as well as a wide 
multidisciplinary training. This 
ideal conception of the role of 
architecture is far from the 
current dominating practice in 
schools of architecture. Prag
matic, economic solutions and 
technical devices prevail over 
theoretical views in the urban 
fabric and architectural design 

produced during the last 30 years In third world societies. This 
situation is compounded by the deficiencies in higher 
education and research as discussed earlier in this article. I urge 
all responsible directors of the schools of architecture in 
developing countries to rethink the programmes, the methods 
and the epistemological framework in architectural and 
urban education and research. Few schools have yet enlarged 
their methods and programmes to form a multi-disciplinary 
training and practice. 
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