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H uffs intriguing study in historical and comparative sociology
aims to answer the long-debated question why a scientific

revolution occurred in early modern Europe in the thirteenth century,
despite the fact that the early Islamic and Chinese civilizations were
technologically far superior. The Muslim astronomers al-Tusi !Ind
Ibn-Shatir, for example, had dismissed Ptolemaic astronomy in favor
of a mathematical model that anticipated that of Copernicus (though
the Islamic model was not heliocentric). Similar were the Islamic
advances in the area of optics, which far exeeded those of the West
before 1300. China, too, was more technologically advanced than the
West, especially in mathematics, but like Islamic science, it failed to
progress in any significant way after the fourteenth century.

Expanding on the works of Max Weber, Thomas Kuhn, Joseph
Needham, Robert Merton, and his own mentor Benjamin Nelson, Toby
Huffapproaches the question of why the West, and not the East, gave
birth to the scientific revolution, by establishing the legal, social.
philosophical, and theological contexts of the respective cultures. Of
keen interest to Huff is how the underlying cultural values and
dynamics of each society served to inhibit or catalyze scientific
advancement. Huffremarks:
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So I would argue that insofar as we can speak of a specific
institution of science, its normative operatives are derived
from a far more general cultural ambience and, above all, rely
upon religious and legal presuppositions that long antedate
the rise of modern science in the seventeenth century (p. 25).

Key to Huffs analysis is the role of medieval beliefs in contributing
to the transformation of European legal institutions in the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries. Here, Huff credits the emergence of autonomous
corporations with giving rise to autonomous rational inquiry. The
corporation which Huff singles out as being most important to these
advances is the university. To Huff, it is the university alone which
encouraged a search for universal truths and which set the stage for
transformation. Consequently, the corporate format of European
universities with its corporate certification of know ledge ultimately
served to promote a universalistic worldview of rational truths that
transcended the individ ua!. Huff asserts:

Whereas the Westen1 legal systems had adopted reason and
conscience as well as the idea of natural law as the ultimate
standards for accepting or rejecting a specific legal practice or
principle, Islamic law opted for tradition and the scholarly
consensus (p. 133).

For this reason, Greek philosophy and scientific works were
embraced and incorporated into the university curriculum.

Indeed, some would say that it WIlSthe Greek heritage ofintellec-
tual thought; above all its commitment to rational dialogue and
decision making through logic and argument, that set the course for
intellectual development in the West ever after (p. 13).

Ry contrast, Huff argues that the Islamic civili7.ation suffererl
from an inability to reconcile rational inquiry with its theology. Its
emphasis on the shari 'a "sacred law," "established once and for all the
patterns of conduct and proper management of human affairs for all
Muslims" (p. 67). Greek science and philosophy were tolerated only
insofar as they served to underscore the Qur' anic conception of human
affairs and nature. Autonomous legal, philosophical, and theological
thinking were frowned upon. As Huffputs it: "Innovation, in matters
of religion, was equivalent to heresy" (p. 117). Consequently, the legal
and educational institutions that sprouted in the early West did not
appear in the Islamic East. Moreover, the educational focus of the
madrasas was on Islamic law and logic; the sciences remained in the
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