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A Historical Perspective on Christian and Islamic Civilizations and
the Relationship between Clerical Authority and the Decline of

Education and Sciences
Dr. Rashid Ahmed Muhammad Al-Samarrai
Samarra University/ College of Education for Human Sciences
Abstract:

We noticed, while studying history, that there is a changing factor across the
chronological sequence. The renaissance that occurred in Greece—especially
around 570 BC—made Greek education one of the most advanced models of
education in the world. It produced a civilization and an intellectual tradition of the
highest caliber, giving rise to great philosophers and thinkers such as Solon the
Wise, Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Thales, and Anaximander. It also gave birth to
concepts such as the ideal city, Aristotelian logic, Organon, ethics, politics, the
Hippocratic Oath, the Marathon, the Olympic Games, and the arts of tragedy and
comedy, among others.

After Rome gained military and political control over Greece and the
Mediterranean coasts, the role of intellectual life diminished due to the violent
conduct of the Roman state, which had inherited Greek civilization. The scientific
legacy was curtailed for two main reasons. First, the militaristic orientation of the
Romans led to a decline in sciences and education. Second, after the spread of
Christianity during the reign of Constantine (306-337 AD) and its adoption as the
official religion of the state in 380 AD and following Constantine’s Edict and the
dominance of the clergy, the sciences diminished—indeed, they nearly vanished.
Mentioning Greek thinkers, their philosophy, and their books became an
accusation in itself. Interest in everything related to human life—arts, music,
literature, and sports—was forbidden and condemned, provoking the anger of the
clergy and, consequently, the state they influenced. As a result, Europe entered
what became known as the Dark Ages, which lasted until the Renaissance that
emerged as a response and stimulus influenced by the Islamic lands.

As for the eastern Mediterranean region, or what is called the Middle East, it
lived in fragmentation before Islam, possessing only fragments of sciences and
arts, along with the poetic traditions preserved by the Arabs. However, after the
spread of Islam, the situation changed. The Islamic religion clearly calls for the
pursuit of knowledge, and this became evident during the Abbasid state. All major
works of thought were translated from Greek, Sanskrit, and Syriac, due to the
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freedom scholars enjoyed in seeking knowledge. Authority rested with the caliph
rather than the clergy, and scholars received substantial support—books were
weighed against silver or gold as reward. A renaissance thus arose in the Islamic
East after the spread of Islam, especially in Baghdad (founded 762 AD / 145 AH),
when Harun al-Rashid generously patronized scholars, and later in Cérdoba and
other Islamic urban centers. The beginning of decline in Islamic civilization came
after the weakening of the caliphate in Baghdad (944 AD / 333 AH), the rise of
other powers, the issuance of books and decrees prohibiting philosophy and
rational thought, and the ordeal of the philosopher Ibn Rushd in Cordoba. Europe
then experienced its modern revival after 1453 AD.

Keywords: Arab civilization, Christian civilization, flourishing of education,
decline of education, Inquisition, Catholics, Caliph.
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