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Science And Technology
- An Islamic Perspective -

* Dr. M.A.M. Shukri Ph. D (Edin)

The Lecture delivered on the occasion of Silver Jubilee Celebration of University of
Moratuwa . Organised by Muslim Maijlis University of Moratuwa, Sri Lanka.

The word “perspective’ implies the angle
of vision or a point of view from which we see,
study, analyse and interpret a thing. Hence, Is-
lamic perspective of science signifies the frame-
work on the basis of which Islam views science
and technology.

Science may be defined as a body of
knowledge, which is gathered by the use of the
scientific method, and it is essentially concerned
with the material, physical and objective reality.
This is done through the scientific method based
on empirical observations, experiments and infer-
ences and on the basis of these a hypothesis is
developed and experiments are conducted to test
its validity from which general conclusions are
deduced eventually developing into the theory.

Technology is the application on the
knowledge gained by scientific inquiry and method
to real life problems. In fact technology until the
seventeenth century was simply the collection of
tools and techniques to solve the real life prob-
lems and things were invented due to necessity.
But, after the Industrial Revolution things began
to change with the invention of the machine aiming
at more production. In this process technology
gradually acquired the status of a social institution
with its own values, logic and agenda.

When we discuss the subject of Islamic

perspective of the science and technology the
question that would inevitably be raised is whether
there can be an Islamic perspective of science and
technology or in a much broader sence can there
be areligious perspective of the science? Science.
it may be argued, is based on reason where as
religion is based on faith and science essentially
deals with the material, tangible, observable ob-
ject which are amenable to measurement, analy-
sis, quantification and experimentation. Religion it
may be said deals with the unseen, mysterious and
spiritual which are not with in the realm of the ob-
servable phenomena and also beyond rational veri-
fication.

This question is raised due to the wrong
understanding of science. There is a general
tendency to view science and technology as value
free, objective enterprise without any subjective
consideration and it is generally assumed that a
scientist is a detached personality who observe
things with objectivity without any subjective
feelings with the sole aim of knowing the'bare facts
on the basis of rational analysis. But the historical
development of science, and its contemporary
application falsifies this generalization. Sciencc.
mainly the Western Scicnce, in the course of its
historical development became integrated into a
cultural tradition having its own worldview and
values and attitudes. The scientist brings his own
vision. attitude, perception and prejudice in to his
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study and research. Sometimes scientific datas are
interpreted and manipulated by political aims and
other considerations. Rene Dubos in his book
“Awake Reason - Science for man” explains this
trend in scientific thought as follows:

“Modern man has now depended on
scientific technology not only for the construction
of machines and buildings but also for giving
directions for his social and emotional desires”.

Today what s generally known as, is really
speaking “the Western Science which came in to
being after the Renaissance, due to the conflict
that took place between the church and the
scientists, such as Copernicus and Galileo.
Eventually, science became separated from religion
and assumed a materialistic secular garb. This had
serious consequences for science, religion and
humanity. Science fragmented the cosmos and
became one-dimensional. For the past three
centuries Western Civilization has been largely
based on Francis Bacon’s Maxim “Knowledge
is power™ . It is now apparent that using the power
produced by scientific technology for mastering
nature is not sufficient to sustain civilization. The
tragedy of modern scientific civilization is that it
lays more emphasis on things than man and it has
become one dimensional.

Thus, there is aneed to provide an ethical,
moral and spiritual dimension to sciehce and
technology if mankind is to benefit from them and
avert the dangers of their wrong application and
religion can play a significant role in this endeavour.
Let us see in what ways Islam can contribute
towards this task. Islam’s relationship with science
must be viewed against the background of Quranic
view of God, man and the universe. Tawhid or
unity of God is the cornerstone of Islamic faith
from which logically follows the Islamic concept
of unity of creation. The universe is not some thing
that is drifting aimlessly without an aim or purpose.
There is a design and purpose in creation and the
entire creation is bound by certain laws and
functions according to certain prescribed pattern.

Quran on many occasions refers to these laws that
bound the entire creation.

“The sun and the moon follow courses
exactly computed. The stars and the trees both
alike high and has devised for all things a measure
in order you may not violate due measure.” (Quran-
55:5-7)

Inchapter 36, verse 38 it states as follows:

“And the sun runs its course in the orbit of
itsownand that is laid down by the will of almighty,
the all knowing. And the moon for which we have
determined phases which it must traverse till it
became like an old date stalk dried up and curve
and neither may the sun overtake the moon nor
can the night outstrip the day. since each swims
along in its own orbit in accordance with our law.”

In chapter 25, verse 2 it further states:

“ It is he who created every thing and
ordered them in due proportion.” Quran exhorts
mankind to observe, ponder and reflect on the
order and harmony that runs through the entire
creation and by doing so it invites man to develop
ascientific attitude towards nature,

“Behold in the creation of the heavens
and the earth and the alternation of night and day
their signs for men of understanding. And on the
earth there are signs to all who are endowed with
insight just us there signs thereof within your
ownselves. Can you not see.” (Quran - 51 : 20)

- 750 verses of the Quran, almost
1/8 of it exhort the believers to observe nature
and reflect on the wonders, order and harmony
that prevail in the creation. Quran in this manner
affirms the essential nature of the link between the
Quranic message and Allah’s cosmic laws. Hence.
according to Islam science is the tool, which
reveals, illuminates and clarifies the link between
the creator and the creation. Thus from Quranic
perspective the entire cosmos is a unity and every
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thing in the universe is bound by certain fundamental
laws. Science today is in total agreement with this
Quranic truth.

Davies and Grisben referring to the result
of sophisticated Quantum experiments states as
follows:

“ We think of the universe as a vast
network of particles and each linkage binds the
participating particles in to a single quantum system.
In some sense the entire universe can be regarded
as asingle Quantum system.”

Thus according to moderm physics, matter,
energy, space and time are interchangeable and
interconnected. This transforms the observable
components of the universe in to one entity.

Muslim scientists viewed deferent sciences
inasingle perspective and as interrelated. The goal
of all sciences was seen as the discovery of unity
and coherence in the world of nature. During the
period of glorious Islamic civilization we find
numerous examples of scholars who while being
eminent in the field of religious studies were also
excelling in the sciences of nature.

Nature is a fabric of symbols which must
be read according to their meaning. Quran is the
counterpart of that text in human words. The
Arabic term “Ayat” which means the verses of
the Quran, is also used in Quran to refer to the
phenomena of nature. A Muslim is exhorted by
the Quran to study the phenomena of nature (4yar)
in the light of the verses (dyar) of the Quran.

Man according to Quran, is the supreme
creation and it refers to man as “Khalifathullah”
—the vicegerent of God on earth. The nature and
the entire creation are subjected to serve man. This
subjugation of nature is referred in the Quran as
“Taskhir.”

“Do you not see that God has subjugated

to you all things in the heaven and the earth and

has made his bounties flow to you in exceeding
measure both seen and unseen.” (Quran —31 ;
20)

It is interesting to observe that the 57th
chapter of the Quran has been named as “A4/-
Hadeed” — Chapter on Iron and the verse 25 of
this chapter speaks about the use of iron as follows:

“ We bestowed iron in which there is
awesome power as well as power to man”

Muhammad Asad, an eminent
commentator of the Quran makes the following
observation about this verse:

*“ God has endowed man with the ability
to convert to his use the natural resources of his
earthly environment. An outstanding symbol of this
ability is man’s skill, unique among all animated
beings, in making tools and the primary for all tool
making —-and indeed for all human technology — is
iron, the one material which is found abundantly
on earth and which can be utilized for beneficial
as well as destructive ends the awesome power —
Bas Shadeed — as Quran refers in this verse
inherent in iron manifest itself not only in the
manufacture of weapons of war but also more
subtly in man’s every growing tendency to foster
the development of an increasingly complicated
technology which if put wrong use become a
potential evil. It is to warn man of this danger Quran
stresses the potential evil of iron.”

Subjugation of nature does not imply
conquest of nature or rape of nature as we are
witnessing today. Islam along with the concept of
Taskhir or subjugation also emphasizes two other
important concepts Tawazun — Balance and
Amana —Trust :

*“ And the firmament has he raised high
and he has set up the balance of justice in order
that ye may not transgress the balance.” (Quran
—-55:07)
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Therefore man is not expected to exploit
nature in such a manner as to disturb its balance
and cause environmental degradation and
ecological catastrophe, every thing in the universe
is an Amana or trust and must be utilized with
greater sense of responsibility.

But today ‘due to certain historical

development, science and technology have been

increasingly separated from moral, ethical and
sacred considerations and the consequences of
such a separation can be seen in the current
problems of immense magnitude and grave concem
such as ecological crisis, environmental pollution
and genetic manipulation.

Most of the scientists of the 19th century
were euphoric and optimistic about man’s future
with the dream that scientific advances and
technological progress would guarantee peace and
happiness, reduce human miseries as they would
increasingly enable man to manage his own and
external nature and thereby he would become
master of his own destiny. But something radically
had gone wrong with technological development
during the last century and increased control of
* nature has not provided safety and peace of mind
because technological innovations created
problems of their own that endlessly require
development of counter technology. Professor
Amold Toynbee in his book “Civilization on
Trial says:

Man’s conquest of nature has been brilliant
but his misuse of victory has been tragic.”

There is not only a quantitative
element in nature but also a qualitative and spiritual
elementand itis only by incorporating this element,
which is the missing dimension in modem science
and technology that it can made to serve humanity.

Science is said to be like a powerful
search light in the long winter night lighting up a
small area in its beam but unable to shed light
beyond its border. This is not to underestimate its
value, it is only to say that it is limited. Seyyed
Hussain Nasr, a contemporary Islamic scholar
makes the following observation in this regard:

“ People speak about fusion of science of
East and West, such fusion can occur only if
modern science could be developed to embrace
the qualitative and spiritual element in nature as
well as the quantitative aspects of things. It would
create an attitude of contemplation towards nature
rather than the desire for domination and
conquest.”

It isonly this spiritual outlook about which
Seyyed Hussain Nasr speaks above that can
convert man from his role of plunderer of earth to
that of vicegerent of God. Natural environment is
remarkably complex but a harmonious whole in
‘which nothing functions except in conjunction with
the other parts. We cannot benefit from science
and technology without the spiritual vision of the
universe. This in short is the Islamic perspective
of science and technology.

The observation made by Prince Charles
in his lecture on “Building bridges between Islam
and the West” at a foreign office seminar in
London on 13th December 1991 is worthy of

* mentioning as a fitting conclusion to this subject:

“Islamic civilization has retained a more
integrated and integral view of the sanctity of the
world around us. We in the West could be helped
to rediscover these roots of our understanding by
an appreciation of Islamic tradition’s deep respect
for the timeless tradition of the natural order.” m
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