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Editorial

Geopolitical Changes and Trends in Middle
Eastern Countries’ Contributions to World
Science over the Past Three Decades

t is an inconvenient truth that for many people tragedy, vio-
I lence, and bloodshed are more attractive than routine daily

peaceful life, hence the journalistic mantra “if it bleeds, it
leads.” The Middle East, also known as “the cradle of civilization,”
is usually called “the cross-roads of the world” and appears promi-
nently in the media for its long-lasting geopolitical turmoil. Con-
sequently, images of bloodshed dominate the Western imagination
of the region. These changes, however, have seriously affected sci-
ence production so that one cannot study the science growth of the
region without considering its geopolitical changes.

Despite a nearly constant tension over the past three decades in
the Middle East, science production of the region has grown nearly
four times faster than the world’s pace.'* The growth, nonetheless,
has been very uneven across Middle Eastern countries (Figure 1).
There are several countries with fast growth, the most prominent
of which are Iran and Turkey, with growth rates of 11 and 5.5 times
faster than the mean growth in world science production, respec-
tively (Figure 1).12* Other fast-growing countries include Cyprus,
Oman, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE). Contribution to sci-
ence by Kuwait, Bahrain, and Egypt has been constant over the
said period while the growth of Saudi Arabia, Israel, and Iraq has
been lower than that observed at the world level.'?

Soon after its revolution, Iran faced one of the bloodiest wars
to occur after World War II; in 1980, Iraq invaded Iran and be-
gan a war that lasted for eight years. During the conflict, [raq was
supported by many countries. Two of the staunchest financial sup-
porters of Iraq were the two oil-rich Persian Gulf states, Kuwait,
and Saudi Arabia. However, Kuwait was invaded by Iraq in 1990;
but the war was soon waged by a US-led coalition force from 34
nations with resultant freedom of Kuwait in 1991. Then, the UN
Security Council adopted a Resolution which imposed a full trade
embargo on Iraq. This sustained economic sanction was effective
until 2003 when Iraq was invaded by a combined force of troops
from the US, the UK and few other countries with resultant top-
pling of the Iraq regime.

With its constant tensions, it is not unexpected that Iraq has the
region’s worst performance in science production. Israel, which
also has had persistent military actions during the past 30 years
could not invest much on research, hence its low performance in
science production. Kuwait had a sharp decline in its science pro-
duction soon after it was invaded by Iraq.!® However, considering
that there is usually a lag between change in research activity and
publication output, the financial support of $8.2 billion for Iraq in
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its war against Iran might have hampered research activities in Ku-
wait as well. The same may have happened to Saudi Arabia which
also supported Iraq in its war against Iran with $30.9 billion.

Turkey had a good incentive for rapid growth. Although many
European countries are still relatively reluctant to welcome Turkey
into the European Union, the Turkish government is very keen to
join the European fold and probably, that is one of the major forces
which has increased its investment on research almost six-fold be-
tween 1995 and 2007.2

Based on a recent report published by the Royal Society of the
UK, “Iran has the fastest rate of increase in scientific publication in
the world.”>* Among the studied countries, Iran is unique in terms
of its regime and policy changes. In the 1980s, almost immediately
after the revolution, Iran experienced a decline in science produc-
tion for several reasons which included war, embargo, and emigra-
tion of numerous skilled scholars.” In the 1990s, in the aftermath
of the imposed Irag-Iran war, Iran found itself with numerous war
casualties many of whom had been afflicted by chemical warfare,
and lack of a commensurate heath care system. To tackle these
problems, the system was re-organized. The national budget was
first redirected to education sectors with resultant increase in the
number of graduates and professors who needed to publish articles
to graduate and career promotion, respectively.® After developing
the necessary infrastructure for research, Iran has allocated a larger
budget to its research sector.? Some researchers believe that the
astronomical scientific growth of Iran—mostly in medicine, ag-
riculture, and nuclear technology—may have been a reaction of
Iranian scholars and government to its isolation."* Although the
number of research articles published from Iran in collaboration
with other countries has increased significantly, the proportion of
papers produced in collaboration with other countries decreased
from more than 35% in 1996 to less than 20% in 2008.%°

Another point to mention is that despite the rise in numbers of
published articles from the Middle East, the quality of published
articles is not yet comparable to those published from the US and
Europe. Currently, five of ten high impact journals originate from
the US, three from Europe and two from other regions.'” How-
ever, that is not unexpected as in most enterprises, normally quality
comes after quantity.'

We are happy to hear this good news which means that the Mid-
dle East may have a brilliant future for regaining its fame and be
recognized again for its science production, rather than its turmoil,
providing that the member countries can use the knowledge being
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Figure 1. Growth in the contribution of Middle Eastern countries to world
science from 1995 — 2009 compared to 1980 — 1994.

*The growth index for each country is calculated by dividing its “contribu-
tion to world science in 1995 — 2009” by its “contribution to world science
in 1980 — 1994” based on the Web of Science (Thomson Reuters)." The
mean growth in world science production is 1. TUnited Arab Emirates.

produced astutely to improve the region’s quality of life. Mean-
while, greater emphasis is necessary to ensure better education,
conduction of research and production of quality articles. We
should also be alert to prevent and control what threatens this prog-
ress, one of the most important being scientific misconduct and
plagiarism.'*"'> Therefore, whistleblowers should come into being
to keep an eye on scientific misconducts which normally surface as
the numbers of articles increase.
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