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Terence Kealy, The Economic Laws of Scientific Research, 1996, p14

POSTSCRIPT ON RASHID AL-DIN

Francis Bacon was not the first person to suggest the government funding
of science. He was anticipated by the extreordinary Rashid al-Din (1247-
1318). Rashid, in a remarkable career that paralleled Bacon’s in many
ways, rose to become Vizier, or chief minister, to the Persian Empire.
A scholarly man, he collected all the knowledge open to him in his
vast Jami al-Tawarikeh (1302). In language very similar to Bacon's,
he defended government support for research: “There is no greater service
than to encourage scicnce and scholarship’, he wrote: ‘It is most im-
portant that scholars should be able ta work in peace of mind without
the harassments of poverty'. Unlike Bacon, however, Rashid left little
lasting influence. He was exccuted for blasphemy, after which his head
was carried through the streets of Tabriz with cries of: “This is the
head of a Jew who abused the name of God. May God's curse be
upon him!" His murderers then destroyed all the copies of his books
they could find, and although some survived in the librarics of neigh-
bouring Muslim states, his work influenced neither them, nor Europe.

Although circumstances ensured that he would never assume Bacon's
importance, he retains one advantage; unlike Bacon, he was a decent
man. His letters reveal him to have been humane, wise and humorous
and, unlike Bacon's convictions for corruption, his own trial was trans-
parently unjust and the charges against him manifestly false. He was a
pood, as well as a greal, man.
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