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Chinese, Persian, Indian and Muslim 
civilizations.  

For effective social cohesion and 
inter-cultural respect, it is essential 
to go further and enrich all other 
taught subjects, including sports, 
with contributions from other 
cultures, especially those from 
Muslim Heritage and in particular 
from Muslim Spain; without which the 
european Renaissance would not 
have taken place.

The subject of Sports in Muslim 
Heritage deserves special attention. 
Not even Muslims are aware of the 
vast contributions the Muslim world 
had made to sports development. 
Take for example, we all associate 
Cricket with “Britishness”, yet this 
game originated in North India around 
700 Ce and travelled westwards 
reaching its climax when the British 
adopted it as theirs. Another game 
is Polo, an ancient sport from Persia 
and Afghanistan. The Muslims 
enjoyed it greatly. Manuscripts show 
miniatures of men and women jointly 
playing in the same field. 

It is believed that Prophet Muhammad 
loved sports. He raced with his wife 
Aisha. She won the first sprint, but lost 
on the second round. He  encouraged 
parents to teach children swimming, 
riding and archery. 

The Arabic word for sport is Riyadhah. 
It is interesting to note that the same 
word is used for mathematics and 
the Sufis used it to refer to exercising 
the soul. Sport in Muslim Heritage 
has been associated with exercising 

There is amnesia in the minds of 
people about 1,000 years of Muslim, 
Chinese and Indian civilizations 
during 600-1600 Ce. Our educational 
system largely neglects that, instead 
concentrating upon europe where 
much of the period is glossed over 
as containing the Dark Ages and/
or Medieval Ages. School syllabi, 
particularly those of STeM subjects 
(Science, Technology, engineering 
and Maths) and the subject of 
sports, tend to jump over the period, 
leaping back from the european 
Renaissance to the Roman and 
Greek civilisations, largely ignoring 
scientists or inventions from non-
european cultures. 

A possible danger of this amnesia 
is that it engenders a superiority 
complex in the european character 
whilst simultaneously causing an 
inferiority complex in the character 
of others. The diagrams clarify 
the problem and how it may be 
resolved. The first shows the 1001 
years gap (amnesia) and the second 
appropriately fills the gap with 
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the body, the mind and the soul. Sporty 
behavior was normally linked with 
high morals and exemplary behavior 
such as chivalry, trustworthiness and 
generosity. When Muslims reached 
Spain, Sicily, Istanbul and other parts 
of the world, they stopped all sports 
which inflicted harm on the players, 
like gladiators and the like. One 
wonders if those Muslims would have 
allowed knock-out in boxing. 

We have recently noticed a surge 
of sportsmen and women from the 
Muslim world participating in the 
Olympics. Of interest is the high 
percentage of women players. But of 
particular interest is the appearance 
of Muslim women with Hijab 
competing with “Sharia-compliant” 
dress code, i.e only face and hands 
of women are to be shown. When, 
in 2008, Bahraini lady (Ruqaya al-
Ghasara) won her gold in 100 and 
200m run, she shook the world with 
her dress covering all her body.

www.muslimheritage.com

fEaTURE

a 1000 years amnesia: 
Sports in Muslim heritage

Professor Salim al-hassani is an Emeritus 
Professor at the University of Manchester. he 
is President of The foundation for Science, 
Technology and civilisation Uk, which 

developed the world famous ‘1001 Inventions’ touring 
exhibition and book, the award winning ‘library of secrets’ 
film and the encyclopedic website Muslimheritage.com. he 
is fellow of the british Science association and is named 
amongst the 500 most influential Muslims in the world. 

600CE – 1600CE
History of Science and Sports  
as should be taught:

Greeks

Modern Day
Civilisation

Romans

Industrial
Revolution

Renaissance 

15/16th 18/19th 20thBC 5th

Dark Ages Northern  
Europe

Earlier 
Civilisations

Muslims

7th

Chinese, Indians
Persians

When Amnesia is eliminated 
Did modern Civilisation really rise from nothing?
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