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Today the concept of a “Clash of Civilizations,” first formulated by Samuel Huntington in a 1993 article in the magazine Foreign Affairs, is widely accepted. Yet the two civilizations that are supposedly clashing, the civilizations of the West and of the Muslim world, are closely convergent in their attitudes toward scientific knowledge, which profoundly shapes both societies.

The events of Sept. 11, 2001, may have boosted the popularity of Huntington’s concept, particularly in the United States. Yet the notion is still being debated, and in this debate two main camps can be identified. One camp strongly believes in the importance of the concept, especially for understanding the West’s relations with the Muslim world. The second camp seriously questions whether Huntington’s concept has any credibility at all.

To assess the value of this notion, it helps to take a closer look at the attitudes of both Muslim and Western civilizations with regard to an issue that affects human civilization’s progress and dynamics: The place of knowledge and science in cultural value systems.

The acquisition of science and knowledge constitutes a central cultural value of modern Western civilization. That explains the West’s leadership today in the tremendous explosion of science and technology. The West’s domination of the world scene is not limited to military and economic power, but extends to its superiority in the fields of knowledge and science. Indeed, the West’s power in other spheres stems from this superiority, which, in the long run, is more strategically important for the West’s continuing domination of the world.

The origins of the West’s leadership in science began with the clashes between the church and scientists in the late Middle Ages in Europe. The Renaissance strongly pushed forward the cultivation of secular knowledge and science, a cultivation that has become a guiding ethic of contemporary Western civilization. With the passing of centuries that brought countless discoveries in natural and social sciences, Western culture has developed a general attitude of highly praising learning and education. The pursuit of scientific knowledge is so highly valued in Western societies that a sense of curiosity and a desire to explore practically everything in the world has become widespread among the citizens of those societies. The entire world, the entire universe, is an open vista for the Western mind. 

The thirst for knowledge and science is also a fundamental feature of Muslim civilization. The roots of that thirst are, however, the opposite of those in Western civilization. They are to be traced to the essence of the Islamic faith itself.

The search for knowledge and science is a hard-core religious value of Islam. The very first words and verses revealed to the prophet Muhammad in the Quran leave no doubt about that: “Read in the name of your Lord and Cherisher… . He who taught the use of the Pen, taught man that he did not know.” In this first encounter between the prophet and the divine, top priority was not given to economics or material issues, but rather to reading and the use of the pen as a crucial tool for the acquisition of knowledge.

Social psychologists argue that first impressions live longest in human memory. So the first divine revelation ought, therefore, to strongly draw Muhammad’s attention to the most important thing that humans must acquire and master in this world and must not marginalize it, let alone forget it, to be truly God’s vicar. As such, the extreme divine emphasis and stress in the Quran on the acquisition of science and knowledge as first priority for the good of humans has to be taken as fully intentional.

The two first reference texts of Islam, the Quran and the Hadith (the prophet’s sayings and behavior), take a breathtakingly clear stand on the crucial importance of knowledge and science. It is estimated that about one-sixth of the Quran’s verses are directly or indirectly about science and knowledge and their capital role for the improvement of the human destiny.

The text of the Quran uses the word “science” to mean both knowledge and science. It uses the derivatives of the latter as both an adjective and a verb in the hundreds of its verses related to knowledge and science: “Are people who have knowledge/science equal to those who do not have them?” and “Among all people only true scholars/scientists revere God most.”

The sayings of the prophet are in turn in full support of knowledge and science as first class cultural value of the Islamic religion: “Seeking knowledge and science is a religious duty for every Muslim,” “Seek knowledge and science from the cradle to the grave,” “Seek knowledge and science as far as China,” and “Scientists and scholars are the true inheritors of the prophets.”

Science and knowledge is plainly central to the cultural value system of the Islamic faith, as expressed in the Quran and Hadiths. Thus, the scientific milestones achieved by Muslim civilization in its golden age come as no surprise.

The Canon of Medicine of Avicenna (980-1037) was the standard medical text in the medieval world. The rational thinking of the Muslim philosopher Averroes (1126-98) is seen by many as a preview of the European Renaissance. The sociological thought of Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406) was more than four centuries ahead of that of August Comte (1798-1857), the founder of contemporary Western sociology. Arnold Toynbee who wrote of Ibn Khaldun, “He has conceived and formulated a philosophy of history which is certainly the greatest work of its kind that has ever yet been created by any mind in any time and place”

This strong convergence between these two civilizations on the high importance of knowledge and science should discredit the concept of a “Clash of Civilizations.” The Muslim and Western civilizations have clearly a solid common basis for rapprochement and solidarity.

In modern times, the tensions between these two civilizations are largely of political nature. Huntington himself has referred to this: “… the age of Muslim wars has its roots in more general causes. These do not include the inherent nature of Islamic doctrine and beliefs... . The causes of contemporary Muslim wars lie in politics, not in seventh century religious doctrines.”

There is no question that the Arab and the Muslim world’s hostility toward the United States is strongly caused by the United States’ long-standing and often unconditional support for Israel against the Palestinians, and by the Bush administration’s invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq. All signs point to a radically positive change in relations if the United States and the West in general would adopt an even-handed foreign policy toward the Arabs and the Israelis and end the occupation of both Iraq and Afghanistan.

The adoption of such policies will certainly convince all skeptics that any clashes between these two great civilizations are political in nature, while Western and Muslim values are closely congruent.

