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Distinction Between the Concepts of Culture and Civilization in Islamic
Heritage: A Comparative Study with Western Thought
Prof. Dr. Ali Reza Tabibi
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Abstract

This study examines the conceptual distinction between culture and civilization
as one of the major intellectual challenges facing contemporary Arab and
Islamic thought, particularly in light of the transfer of modern Western concepts
without precise terminological and methodological clarification. The research
aims to analyze the historical and philosophical development of these two
concepts within Western thought, to explore their foundations in Islamic
intellectual heritage, and to conduct a critical comparative study between the
two perspectives. The first chapter establishes the conceptual and
methodological framework by tracing the linguistic and semantic origins of the
concept of culture in Western thought and its evolution into an anthropological
and sociological concept. It also highlights the problem of translating the term
culture into Arabic and the resulting conceptual confusion between culture and
civilization. The chapter concludes with an operational definition that
distinguishes culture as a system of values, meanings, and worldviews, and
civilization as the material and institutional manifestation of those values in
historical reality. The second chapter addresses culture and civilization within the
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Islamic perspective, emphasizing that although the modern term “culture” does
not explicitly appear in early Islamic sources, its conceptual foundations are
deeply rooted in revelation. Islamic culture is characterized by divine origin,
comprehensiveness, balance, human dignity, and moral commitment.
Civilization, in turn, is grounded in the principle of stewardship (khilafah) and
the concept of human civilization (‘umran), reflecting a balanced relationship
between moral values and material development. The third chapter analyzes the
distinction between culture and civilization in modern Western thought by
examining the main intellectual trends, including synonymity, strict separation,
and relative integration. It discusses the philosophical foundations of these
trends, particularly humanism and secularism, and reveals the ideological and
colonial dimensions embedded in the Western civilizational discourse. Through
a comparative analysis, the study highlights the fundamental differences
between the Western and Islamic perspectives in terms of reference, values, and
the ultimate purpose of civilization.The study concludes that the Islamic model
offers an integrated and value-based framework that harmonizes culture and
civilization through divine guidance, and emphasizes the necessity of critically
engaging with imported concepts to preserve the authenticity of Islamic
civilizational thought while addressing contemporary challenges.

Keywords: (Culture, Civilization, Conceptual Distinction, Western Thought,
Islamic Perspective)
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1) Oswald Spengler, The Decline of the West, Vintage Books, 2006, p. 21-30.
2 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures, Basic Books, 1973, p. 89.
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1)dward Said, Culture and Imperialism, Vintage Books, 1993, p. 12-18.
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