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Toward an Understanding of Environmental 

Ethics from a Qur' anic Perspective 

iBRAHIM OZDEMIR 

Do they not ponder over the Qur' an in order to understand 
its deep meaning, or is it that their minds are locked up

from within? (Qur'an 47:24) 

Introduction 

The Qur'an,wllich M.uslims.,onsider to be the last of the c.hain of 
divine revelations, has heen a source of inspiration, illumination, and 
guidance for Muslim philosophers, theologians, Sufi masters, scien
tists, jurists, and average Muslims who have accepted it as their sa
cred revelation, in addition to others of divergent ways and different 
paths of thought that may be found in the Islamic tradition, that is, 
heretical schools of thought. It could be said that the Qur' an has been 
regarded by Muslims as a book of law, prayer, wisdom, worship, invo
cation-in short, a unique and comprehensive sacred text that con
tains whatever pertains essentially to the human condition. For this 
reason, it is unanimously considered by insiders and outsiders alike to 
be the most fundamental basis both for the faith of the individual 
Muslim and for what is called Islamic civilization. Muslims naturally 
believe that the Qur' an can and should continue to play such a role 
today in our quest to conduct a meaningfully ethical life. As is clear 



4 Islam and Ecology 

from the records of history, the Qur' an has played this role irl the life 
of Muslims from the very beginning of revelation, providing a com
prehenshre,integrated, and holistic worldview based on the unity of 
reality (tawl,,d).

-·- It is an irony of history that during the second half of the nineteenth
century and the first half of the twentieth, the predominant view held
by the positivists and the scientifically minded philosophers was that
science and technology could satisfy humanity and solve all its prob
lems, without creating new problems. Further, such people tried to
convince us that not only religions but also all metaphysical proposi
tions and speculations were meaningless and should, therefore, be
eliminated from that which concerns modern man. 1 As a result of this
view, modern man lost his awareness of the sacred dimension of nature
and alienated himself from it. Today, however, thanks to a growing eco
logical awakening, we can understand clearly that humans are not sepa
rate from or above nature, but rather are part of the web of life.

Since the appearance of the environmental crisis, modern humans
have begun to perceive religions from a new standpoint, an ecological
outlook in which everything is connected to everything else and na
ture is seen as an organic unity. 2 It is this type of reasoning that has
motivated members of all faiths to study and reevaluate their tradi
tions.

What is more surprising is that the global character of our environ
mental problems has encouraged the members of diverse world reli
gions to cooperate with each other, to see the problems in a real con
text. To put it differently, this new understanding brings members of
different faiths and traditions to a new frontier and paves the way for a
dialogue between them that has never before been experienced in hu
man history. With the commencement of a new millennium, it seems
that humanity is once more turning its mind, heart, and face toward a
transcendental Being, not only to study it for its own sake, but also for
hope in a better future; and not only for humans, but for all creation as
well. Since by its nature, ecological reasoning is holistic and interde
pendent, it urges us to reconsider and to rediscover our religious val
ues at the threshold of a new millennium. There is now the immediate
necessity to fill what Hans Jonas calls an "ethical vacuum at the core
of the contemporary modern culture."3 It is also necessary, therefore,
to begin by outlining the main propositions underlying the modern
worldview.

f 
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One of these is the notion that nature is a machine , that it has no 
value and expresses no sense of purpose. In a nutshell , this view robs 
nature of all its inherent qualities. John Locke's theory of primary and 
secondary qualities also should be remembered in this context. Locke 
argues that only primary qualities exist in nature; there is no place for 
secondary qualities. Rather, the latter are products of the human mind 
that are imposed on nature, which in itself is devoid of soul and intel
ligence and has no inherent or intrinsic value at all. In short, "nature is

a dull affair, soundless, scentless, colorless: merely the hurrying of 

material, endlessly, meaninglessly."4 A tree, for example, has no in
trinsic value of its own being as such. According to the modern mate
rialistic concept of nature, a tree gains its value through human inter
vention, such as when it becomes a chair, a table, or whatever. The 
only value that nature can have is instrumental value. Such an under
standing of nature has provided justification for the exploitative use of 
nature and natural resources.5 

The instrumental view of nature which characterizes modern 
thought has been very severely criticized by environmentalists in re
cent decades. Environmentalists claim that there is a strong and direct 
relationship between environmental problems and our modern under
standing of nature. To put it more concretely, the value systems that 
we hold and which, in turn, shape and mold our behavior and attitudes 
toward society and nature, are the result of our overall beliefs and 
metaphysical views concerning all reality. Consequently, any alterna
tive theories of environmental ethics can be expected to challenge the 
basic propositions of the dominant modern understanding of nature. 

Although it can be claimed that the modern scientific world view is 
a Western phenomenon, its influence can be felt everywhere, and Is
lamic lands are not an exception to this. 6 This is due in large part to the 
followers of traditional value systems being educated in the West or in 
Western-style institutions; as a result, their hearts and minds have 
been dominated by modern, Western concepts and values. This obser
vation leads us to seek to rediscover the meaning of the universe, 
which may be regarded as the missing dimension of modernity, or 
"the sacred dimension of reality," as some would name it. Our interest 
is in exploring a Qur' anic alternative, that is, discovering the meaning 
of nature and humankind's place within it from a Qur'anic perspec
tive. If we address ourselves to these questions attentively, then we 
can develop a Qur' anic environmental ethic. At the same time, our 
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position assumes that the members of other faiths also can propose 
their own ethic. Presumably religion, as a system defining cultures 
and guiding human behavior, can provide the metaphysical founda
tion necessary for an environmental ethic. 7 

Looking at the earliest revelations in the Qur' an, which were re
vealed during the Meccan period, we see that their main purpose is "to 
awaken in man the higher consciousness of his manifold relations 
with God and the universe."8 The result will be, first, to change his 
overall worldview, then to construct his image of himself, and finally, 
his attitudes, feelings, sentiments and the patterns of his relationships 
with reality will begin to change accordingly. These important verses 
are a key to understanding the overall Qur' anic worldview. The great 
Muslim philosopher and Sufi, Muhammad al-Ghazali (d. 1111 C.E.), 
for example, in evaluating the meaning of the Qur' anic verses, argues 
that the early suras are "the essence of the Qur' an, its heart, its pith, 
and its secret."9 For al-Ghazali, it is these verses that give us and show 
us the meaning of reality. They are about God and how we can under
stand and comprehend His existence and presence through the natural 
world. Therefore, al-Ghazali encourages us to make a serious effort to 
know the deep meaning hidden within the verses of the Qur' an. w 

The Qur' an, with its emphasis on the metaphysical dimension of 
nature, replaced the pagan Arabs' conception of nature with a new and 
vivid understanding. It is surprising to see the striking similarity be
tween the Arabs' view of nature as lifeless, meaningless and purpose
less and the ideas put forward in the name of the so-called scientific 
worldview of modern times. Today, the Qur' an is as ready as ever to 
challenge the modern materialistic conception of nature and to pro
vide a more comprehensive and holistic approach to developing an 
environmental ethical theory. The questions we face are as follows: 

• Does nature have any objective and independent existence?
• What is the meaning of nature?
• What does nature stand for?
• How does the Qur' an look at nature as a whole?
• What is the place of human beings in the great chain of being?

It is my firm conviction that once the metaphysical foundation for 
an enviromnental ethic is discovered within the Qur' anic value sys
tem, it will not be difficult to develop an environmental ethic on this 
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basis. Furthermore, understanding the metaphysical dimension of the 
Qur' anic message will give us the opportunity of understanding and 
appreciating the development of sensitive ideas and attitudes concern
ing the environment during the course of Islamic history. 

Nature from the Qur'anic Perspective 

The Metaphysical Dimension ofNature 

Nature from the Qur'anic perspective can be seen best in the first rev
elations to the prophet Muhanunad, whic_hJ1e_ __ r<eceive<iin the cave
Hira on Mount Jabal al-Nur. We know that the first verse was a com
mand from God, "Read! (or Recite!)," to which Muhammad immedi
ately responded, "I do not know how." And the angel Gabriel, the 
bearer of revelation, insisted, "Read!" Then Gabriel repeated the com
mand a third time, saying, "Read in the name of your Lord and 
Sustainer who created ... " (Qur'an 96:1). 

The point is that Muhammad was not literate, and there was not yet 
a text in any form to be read. So what was the meaning of this first 
holy command, "Read!"? One answer, I think, is that "reading" here 
means a completely new way of looking at the world. The key notion 
is that this reading should be in the name of our Sustainer. So, at the 
very beginning it is taught that God, as the Sustainer and Creator, 
gives existence and meaning to everything else. God, according to the 
Qur' an, is the real Creator, Owner, and Sustainer of all reality. Hence, 
all reality should be seen and read with this point of view in mind. It 
may be pointed out that all books written by Muslims begin with the 
sentence, "In the name of God Most Gracious, Most Merciful," a 
phrase which is also repeated by Muslims throughout their daily lives 
as an indication of this Qur' anic outlook. 

A careful examination of the early verses of the Qur' an reveals an 
invitation to examine and investigate the heavens and the earth, and 
everything that can be seen in the environment: birds, sheep, clouds, 
seas, grapes, dates, olives, flies, the moon, the sun, fish, camels, bees, 
mountains, rain, wind-in short, all natural phenomena. In its oft-re
peated insistence on the investigation of nature, the Qur' an was aim
ing at developing an active and dynamic individual. The basic charac
teristic of such an individual, as far as we can understand from these 
verses, is that his mind is open to new events and he is aware of what 
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is occurring around him in the heavens and on the earth. He also seeks 
to understand these things from a Qur' anic perspective. He will then 
reach the conclusion: "Our Lord! not for nothing have You created 
(all) this! Glory to You!" (Qur' an 3: 191 ). This is one of the basic con
clusions that the Qur' an enjoins and helps us to reach: the quest for 
meaning. 

On many occasions the gur' an emphasizes and reemphasizes the 
ultimate principle that lies' beyond nature-why nature exists and 
what it means. What the Qur' an is trying to explain is simple and 
clear: nature is not there just by accident, as a result of the process of 
evolution or chaotic configurations, without meaning or purpose; it 
has order and meaning. Therefore, if humans ponder and scrutinize 
the very structure ofnat:llral phenomena, we can deduce the existence 

'\ of a Creator who is Ail-Powerful, All-Knowing, and All-Merciful. 
Th� Q�r' an challenged the polytheism of the pagan Arabs by refer

ring to nature as an assembly of orderly, meaningful, and purposive 
phenomena and inviting them to study its order carefully so that they 
could deduce from it the existence of God, who reveals and manifests 
His power and mercy through the universe. According to the Qur' an, 
nature, "having a firm and well-knit structure with no gaps, no rup
tures, and no dislocations is one of the grand handiworks of the Al
mighty."11 Like a mirror, 12 it reflects the power, beauty, wisdom and 
mercy of its Creator. This is explained by Said Nursi, a contemporary 
Muslim scholar, 13 as follows: 

The world is also a collection of mirrors which continuously pass on 

one after the other; so know the One Who is manifest in them, see His 
light, understand the manifestations of the Names which appear in
them, and Jove the One they signify. 14 

Again, the overall aim of the Qur' an comes to the fore through its 
insistence on the natural order, as was pointed out by one of the great 
students of the Qur'an, Muhammad Iqbal: "No doubt, the immediate 
purpose of the Quran in this reflective observation of nature is to 
awaken in man the consciousness of that of which nature is regarded a 
symbol," and then "to awaken in man the higher consciousness of his 
manifold relations with God and the universe." 15 

Another implicit result of this attitude and of the Qur'an's insis
tence on the order in nature is that both the author of the Qur' an and 
the creator of nature-and nature in the Islamic tradition is also re-

l 
! 

-•! 
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garded as a Book-are the same: God. This can be seen from the fol
lowing verse: 

He who created the seven heavens one above another; no want of 

proportion will you see in the Creation of (God) Most Gracious. So 
turn your vision again: do you see any flaw? 

Again turn your vision a second time: (your) vision will come back 

to you dull and discomfited, in a state worn out. (Qur'an 67:3-4) 

Nature has been regarded as "the prime miracle of God, cited 
untiringly in the Qur' an, due to its well-knit structure and regular
ity."16 The Qur'an's insistence on the order, beauty, and harmony of 
nature implies that there is no demarcation between what the Qur' an 
reveals and what nature manifests. We can see this at once if we re
flect in the way that the Qur' an invites us to, by using our intellect and 
freeing ourselves from the boundaries and limitations of culture and 
tradition, looking at everything with an observant eye in the name of 
God." 

One reason for the abundance of such verses in the early chapters 
of the Qur' an may have been to abolish the previous pagan outlook 
and to provide a fresh perspective and viewpoint, which was also ex
plained by the previous scriptures but forgotten in the course of time. 
Another example is the following verse, which again points to the or
der of nature and the malcer of this order: 

You see the mountains and think them firmly fixed: but they shall pass 
away as the clouds pass away: (such is) the artistry of God, who dis
poses of all things in perfect order: for He is well-acquainted with all 
that you do. (Qur'an 27:88) 

The Qur' an employs the perfect order of the universe as the proof 
not orilyof"God's existence, but also of His unity, which is known as 
the "cosmological evidence of God's existence" in the philosophy of 
Isl_amic theology. (kali'im). 18 God is the very meaning of reality; a 

. -
. _. -

meaning manifested, and clarified, and brought home by the universe, 
developed further by humans. God is the dimension that makes other 
dimensions possible: He gives meaning and life to everything. For 
example, the Qur' an sees in the humble bee a recipient of divine inspi
ration, and constantly calls upon the reader to observe the perpetual 
change of the winds, the alternation of day and night, the clouds, the 
starry heavens, and the planets swimming through infinite space. 19 
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It is not difficult to grasp that the Qur' an is emphasizing nattlre in 
order to prove the existence of God and His majesty, on the one hand, 
and, on the other, the fact that it requests us to read and understand 
both of these attributes in their exact context. The Qur' an invited the 
pagan Arabs, who were illiterate, to ponder nature and the universe 
for at least two purposes: first, to have an idea about God's existence 
and His presence through whatever He creates; and second, to have a 
moral feeling of obligation toward a transcendental being, God. Parvez 
Manzoor' s remarks support this argument: "Nature and ethics are, as 
a matter of fact, at the very core of the Qur' anic weltanschauung. To 
infuse the natural world with transcendent (revealed) ethics is the 
main purpose of man according to the Qur' an."20 

When the meaning and language of the early verses are examined 
in this way, it is not difficult to grasp their basic idea. The Qur' an 
underlines the moral dimension very clearly: "Not without purpose 
did We create heaven and earth and all between! That were the 
thought of Unbelievers! ... " (Qur'an 38:27). The Qur'an rejects the 
argument that nature is meaningless and purposeless, as well as the 
resulting conclusion that human life also is meaningless and purpose
less. To the contrary, if there is meaning and purpose in nature, then 
there must be meaning and purpose in human life, too. The basic point 
seems to be that there is a relationship between the purposefulness 
and meaningfulness of the natural world and of humankind's conduct 
in life.21 

An argument can be made, then, that the metaphysical and moral 
dimension of the Qur' an comes first and precedes other dimensions. 
The Qur' an's frequent statements about the meaningful and orderly 
aspects of nature and natural phenomena are there to point out that 
these things reflect the unlimited power and majesty of God, and that 
humankind should accept this as a metaphysical reality and, by sub
mitting and surrendering to it, be grateful to Him.22 The opposite ar
gument is that if God does not exist and everything is absurd, existing 
by accident, then, in the words of Albert Camus, who provided the 
general outline for a philosophy of absurdity: "all is allowed since 
God does not exist and man dies."23 

Another conclusion of the Qur' anic perspective that is important 
for environmental ethics is that God does not create as "frivolity, pas
time, or sport, without a serious purpose. It is incompatible with the 
power of the Powerful and the mercy of the Merciful that He should 

r 
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produce toys for amusement or as sheer whim-a blind Fate can do 
this but God cannot."24 To support this conclusion, the following verses 
are sufficient: 

Behold! In the creation of the heavens and the earth, and the alterna
tion of night and day, there are indeed Signs for men of understand

mg,-
Men who celebrate the praises of God, standing, sitting, and lying 

down on their sides, and contemplate the (wonders of) creation in the 

heavens and the eai1h (with the thought): "Our Lord! not for nothing 
have You created (all) this!" (Qur'an 3:190-91) 

Not for (idle) sport did We create the heavens and the earth and all 
that is between! 

If it had been Our wish to take (just) a pastime, We should surely 
have taken it from the things nearest to Us, if We would do (such a 
thing)! (Qur'an 21:16-17) 

Did you then think that We had created you in jest, and that you 
would not be brought back to Us (for account)? (Qur'an 23:115) 

One immediate conclusion, from an environmentalist perspective, 
is that every individual creature or being has its own ontological exist
ence as a sign of God, and by its very being manifests and reveals His 
majesty and mercy. Therefore, every creature deserves attention and 
consideration for its relation to the Divine. A sincere follower of the 
Qur' an is always aware of the fact that "Our Lord is He who gave to 
each (created) thing its form and nature, and further gave (it) guid
ance" (Qur' an 20:50). Still another example is this: 

Then let man look at his food, (and how We provide it): 
For that We pour forth water in abundance, 
And We split the eai1h into fragments, 
And We produce therein corn, 
And grapes and nutritious plants, 
And olives and dates, 

And enclosed gardens, dense with lofty trees, 
And fruits and fodder,-
For use and convenience to you and your cattle. (Qur'an 80:24-32) 

By mentioning miracles of divine power in a purposeful sequence, 
these verses bind causes to effects and point to a conclusive aim with 
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the words, "For use and convenience to you .... " Nursi comments on 
this point as follows: 

This aim proves that within the sequence of all the causes and effects is 
a hidden disposer who sees and follows the aim, and that the causes are 
a veil to him. Indeed, with the phrase, "For use and convenience to you 
and your cattle," it dismisses all the causes from the ability to create. It 

is in effect saying: "Rain comes from the sky in order to produce food 
for you and your animals. Since water does not possess the ability to 
pity and feel compassion for you and produce food, it means that the 
rain does not come, [by itself but] it is sent. And the earth produces 
plants and your food comes from there. But Jacking feelings and intel
ligence, it is far beyond the ability of the earth to think of your suste
nance and feel compassion for you, so it does not produce it itse1f. 
Furthermore, since it is remote from p1ants and trees to consider your 
food and compassionately produce fruits and grains for you, the verse 
demonstrates that they are strings and ropes which One All-Wise and 
Compassionate extends from behind the veil, to which He attaches His 
bounties and holds out to animate creatures. And so from this explana
tion numerous Divine Names [a]rise, like All-Compassionate, Pro
vider, Bestower, and All-Generous.25 

A further conclusion is that, as God reveals and manifests Himself 
through His creation, it gives humans the impression that God is 
within us. If God reveals Himself-that is, His majesty, mercy, and all 
other sacred beautiful names and attributes through the esthetic di
mension of nature as well as its orderly structure-then it is not diffi
cult to get the idea that wherever humans look we can easily feel the 
presence of God all around and within us. 

To God belong the East and the West: whithersoever you turn there 
is the presence of God. For God is All-Pervading, All-Knowing. (Qur'an 
2:115) 

Seeing God everywhere and being fully aware of the divine envi
ronment that surrounds and permeates both the world of nature and 
the ambience of humanity26 strengthens humankind's moral dimen
sion and motivates us to act accordingly. It is in this sense that Fazlur 
Rahman considers the Qur' an "a document that primarily exhorts [hu
mankind] to virtue and a strong sense of moral responsibility."27 

Another point that we should consider in this context is that God is 
absolute and infinite, whereas every creature is finite. Modern hu-
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mans have reached this understanding, thanks to recent developments 
in the field of ecology." To quote Rahman: 

... what the Qur' an means when it says that everything except God is 
"measuretl-out'r (qadar or-qadr, iaqatr, etc.), and hence dependent 
upon d6,f. .. When God creates anytliirig, He places within it its pow
ers 6fTiiWs of behavior, called in the Qur' an "guidance," "command," 
or "measure" whereby it fits into the rest of the universe.29 

The following verses underline the same point and once more em-
phasize the importance of balance in the Qur' anic discourse: 

The sun and the moon follow courses (exactly) computed; 
And the herbs and the trees-both (alike) bow in adoration. 
And the Firmament has He raised high, and He has set up the 

balance (of Justice), 
In order that you may not transgress (due) balance. 
So establish weight with justice and fall not short in the 

balance. (Qur'an 55:5-9) 

The key term here is balance, which is repeated three times. In his 
comments on these verses, Yusuf Ali says: 

The "balance of justice" in this verse is connected with "the Balance" 
in the next two verses, that men may act justly to each other and ob
serve due balance in all their actions, following the golden mean and 
not transgressing due bounds. But the Balance is also connected figu
ratively with the heavens above in three symbols: (I) Justice is a heav
enly virtue; (2) the heavens themselves are sustained by mathematical 
balance; and (3) the constellation Libra (the Balance) is entered by the 
sun at the middle of zodiacal year. 

For the second parts he argues that: 

A man should be honest and straight in every daily matter, such as 
weighting out things which he is selling: and he should be straight, just 
and honest, in all the highest dealings, not only with other people, but 
with himself and in his obedience to God's Law. 30 

It is evident from the above discussion that justice and balance are 
a universal law (of God), and that (as a result) humankind should con
duct a just and balanced life. It might reasonably be argued that these 
verses alone would be enough for developing an environmental ethic 
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from the Qur ' an itself, for they establish, first, that justice and bl'llance 
are universal, second, that this universal balance is created by God, 
and third, that humans must attempt both to comprehend this univer
sal balance and to follow it in their social life as well as in their inter
actions with the environment. It could be concluded by any sincere 

follower of the Qur' an-philosopher, scientist, economist, engineer, 
technocrat, statesman, or ordinary human being-that he or she must 
respect and preserve this balance in all relations with nature. 

The Qur' an's insistence on the absolute and infinite character of 
God, on the one hand, and the finitude of everything other than God, on 
the other, is very significant in terms of current discussions about eco
nomics and development. Any economical and developmental theory 
that claims to be Islamic should presuppose this fact from the start.31 

In this connection, it might be important just to remember a pro
phetic attitude that reflects the Qur' anic spirit very clearly and power
fully. Muhammad attached great importance to the moderate use of 
water32 and forbade the excessive use of it even when performing ab
lutions, saying that to do so was "detestable" (makril/J). He even pre
vented people from using too much water for ablutions when prepar
ing to enter the Divine Presence for prayer. The following !Jadlth tells 
the story: 

"God's Messenger appeared while Sa'ad was performing the ablu
tions. When he saw that Sa 'ad was using a lot of water, he intervened 

saying: 
'What is this? You are wasting water." 
Sa'ad replied asking: "Can there be wastefulness while performing 

the ablutions?" To which God's Messenger replied: 
"Yes, even if you perform them on the bank of a rushing river."33 

I believe this !Jadlth, and the attitude of the Prophet, refers not only 
to using less water while performing ablutions, but to a basic and ulti
mate principle that is to be followed by all Muslims. The following 
points should be emphasized in connection with it: 

• God's Messenger is stating an important prohibition.
• The prohibition concerns something for which no effort was ex

erted to obtain it, nor was any money spent, as it is free: the water of a 
flowing river. 

• Moreover, the excessive use of water in this instance causes no

i 
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deficiency to nature, nor does it cause pollution or spoil the ecological 
balance. 

• It causes no harm to living beings.
• Furthermore, the matter in question, that is, performing ablutions,

is not some trivial matter; it is a necessary condition for obligatory 
prayers. 

If then, despite all the above, it is still "detestable" to use water 
from a river in excess while performing ablutions, and it was prohib
ited by the Prophet, how much stronger is the proscription on being 
wasteful and extravagant in those matters in which the above state
ments are not applicable? That is, if wastefulness 

• is in something that requires the expending of effort, expense, or
at least time; 

• causes deficiency to or pollution of nature, thus spoiling the eco
logical balance; 

• harms living beings;
• violates the rights of forthcoming generations to live in a healthy

environment; 

• is arbitrary and meaningless and merely for enjoyment, that is, for
the satisfaction of the destructive side of humans;34 

• is contrary to the basic aim-
then how much greater would be the degree of prohibition!

The Qur' an and the sunna, stipulating that water is the basic need 
of life, place a number of obligations and responsibilities upon Mus
lims: the conservation of existing water supplies in the best possible 
way; the prevention of any activity that might lead to the pollution of 
water resources or spoil the purity and characteristics of the water; 
and never adopting an extravagant or irresponsible attitude in the con
sumption of water. 

This example, not to mention other related ones, illustrates very 
clearly that the Qur' anic emphasis that there is nothing useless in the 
balance of nature is exemplified in the life of the Prophet himself. As 
we are told by A'isha, the beloved wife of the Prophet, his personality 

and personal conduct was that of the Qur' an. Therefore, his attitudes 
toward nature may be regarded as concrete examples of the Qur' anic 
spirit. 
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The foregoing discussion makes clear that we must not and Cannot 
live merely as we wish-which would be a meaningless and purpose
less life-but rather, that we can and should lead a purposeful and 
meaningful life, that is, Jive as Muslims who surrender themselves to 
the law of God. This law is evident in nature and in the Qur' an. Alija 
Ali Izzetbegovic rightly underlines the fact that "a Muslim, due to the 
balance of physical and moral requirements, will be in better harmony 
with his surroundings than any other type of man,"35 presupposing that 
he lives according to the Qur'anic principles." The Qur'an goes fur
ther, and calls all nature muslim ("submissive"). The only difference 
between nature and humankind is that nature is muslim without free 
will, implying that only humankind can be Muslim through free choice. 

Nature as Muslim 

The very idea that nature is created by God and is an indication and 
sign of His existence leads to the Qur' anic idea just mentioned, that 
all nature is muslim.37 For, as discussed above, the whole of nature 
works according to divine laws-the so-called natural laws-and ac
cording to the way God designed and created it. The Qur' an therefore 
applies the term isliim ("submission") to the entire universe insofar as 
it (ineluctably) obeys God's law. Working according to God's laws, 
nature submits itself to God's will.38 As a result of its position, nature 
does not and cannot disobey God's commands and cannot violate 
natural laws, as explained in the following verses: 

Don't you see that to God bow down in worship all things that are in 
the heavens and on earth,-the sun, the moon, the stars; the hills, the 
trees, the animals; and a great number among mankind? But a great 
number are (also) such as are fit for Punishment: and such as God shall 
disgrace,-none can raise to honor: for God carries out all that He 
wills. (Qur'an 22:18) 

The seven heavens and the earth, and all beings therein, declare His 
glory: there is not a thing but celebrates His praise; and yet you don't 
understand how they declare His glory! Verily He is Oft-Forbearing, 
Most Forgiving! (Qur'an 17:44) 

Nay, thunder repeats His praises, and so do the angels, with awe: He 
flings the loud-voiced thunder-bolts, and therewith He strikes whom-
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soever He will. ... Yet these (are the men) who (dare to) dispute about 
God, with the strength of His power (supreme)! (Qur'an 13:13) 

Don't you see that it is God Whose praises all beings in the heavens 
and on earth do celebrate, and the birds (of the air) with wings out
spread? Each one knows its own (mode of) prayer and praise. And God 
knows well all that they do. (Qur'an 24:41-42) 

17 

Since every thing in the universe behaves in accordance with laws 
enacted by God, the whole universe is therefore muslim, surrendering 
to the will of God. "Do they seek for other than the religion of God? 
While all creatures in the heavens and on earth have, willing or un
willing, bowed to His will (i.e., accepted Islam) and to Him shall they 
all be brought back" (Qur'an 3: 83). As the Qur'an emphasizes, hu
mans are the only exception to this universal law, for they are the only 
beings endowed with the free choice of obeying or disobeying the 
command of God. The only difference is that while every other crea
ture follows its nature automatically, humans ought to follow their 
natures; this transformation of the is into ought is both the unique 
privilege and unique risk of being human. 39 

Another important point related to nature as being muslim is that 
the Islamic way of prayer is a synthesis of the methods of prayer of all 
the beings in the universe. Muhammad Hamidullah relates that one 
day, as he was reciting verse 22:18, he began to think of the signifi
cance of the acts of Islamic prayers with regard to the prayer of nature 
as a whole: 

The universe consists of three kingdoms, minerals, animals, and veg
etables. Their particularities are respectively resting, erect, and mo
tionless, remaining perpetually bent, and resting perpetually prostrate. 
I mean to say that since the roots constitute the mouths for the plants, 
they are perpetually posed on the ground. A Muslim purifies himself/ 
herself like water, praises God aloud like thunder, remains erect like 
hills, bends himself like animals, and prostrates like plants. Service 
means obeying to the orders of the Lord. God has ordered mountains to 
rest immobile and (to Muslims the Qur'an 2:238 says) "and stand be
fore Allah devoutly"; to animals to remain perpetually bent and (to 
Muslims the Qur'an 2:43 commands) "and to trees to remain prostrate 
and (to Muslims the Qur'an 53:62 orders) "But you fall down in pros
tration to God and adore (Him) !"40 





20 Islam and Ecol<;gy 

Nature as Signs of God 

When the Qur' an invites people to believe in God, it bases its claim on 
some arguments. It does not invite people to believe in a God who is 
incomprehensible. The Qur' an begins its invitation by inviting people 
to ponder over their environment. The universe and everything in it, 
the Qur' an claims, are signs (iiyiit) pointing to something "beyond" 
themselves, that is, something without which the universe, despite all 
its natural causes, would be nothing. Therefore, with the following 
and other similar verses the Qur' an invites people to read the universe 
as signs of God: 

We shall show them Our signs upon the horizons and within their 
own souls, until it is clear to them that He is the Real. (Qur'an 41 :53) 

On the earth are Signs for those of assured Faith, 
As also in your own selves: will you not then see? (Qur'an 51:20-21) 

So, a sign-the word is repeated in singular or plural form two hun
dred eighty-eight times in the Qur' an-is "any phenomenon that gives 
news of God. It may be a prophet, a prophetic message, a prophetic 

miracle, or simply the things of the natural world . ... In short every
thing in the universe is a sign of God."46 Rahman also underlines this 
point when dealing with the concept of nature from a Qur' anic per
spective: "Nature with its incomprehensible vastness and regularity 
should serve as God's sign for humans, since none but an infinite and 
unique Being could have created it. This may be called a 'natural 
sign.' "47 And thus, "this gigantic machine, the universe, with all its 
causal processes, is the prime 'sign' (iiya) or proof of its Maker."48 

When the pagan people of the lime demanded proofs, "signs," or 
miracles for the existence of God, the Qur' an' s usual response is to 
point to the complexity, the regularity, and the order in nature and to 
emphasize that the universe and all that is in it could not have come 
into existence alone. Within the Qur'anic discourse, nature is a Jiving, 
holistic, orderly, and perfect world, populated by angels, jinn, human 
beings, and animals. Above all, the universe, with all its causal pro
cesses, is the prime sign and proof of its Maker.49 

It should be obvious that every masterpiece of art deserves not only 
our attention, appreciation, and admiration, but also our protection. 
We are quick to recognize that a masterpiece of painting deserves ev-
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ery sort of care and appreciation. Nature, likewise, which is full of 
signs of God and is furthermore a masterpiece of His creative effort, 
deserves our watchfulness, gratefulness, and respect. In addition, na
ture, consisting of signs of God, somehow possesses intrinsic value 
beyond what human beings attribute to it instrumentally. In this con
text, the following verses deserve our attention: 

And verily in cattle [too] will you find an instructive Sign. For what 
is within their bodies, between excretions and blood, we produce, for 
your drink, milk, pure and agreeable to those who drink it. (Qur'an 
16:66) 

Do they not look at the Camels, how they are made? 
And at the Sky, how it is raised high? 
And at the Mountains, how they are fixed firm? 
And at the Earth, how it is spread out? (Qur'an 88:17-20) 

These verses invite us to think over the creation which surrounds 
us, which we can see in our everyday lives, and which is full of mean
ing, high design, and the goodness of God to humankind.50 In Nasr's 
words, nature is "the theatre wherein are manifested His signs."51 The 
overall influence of this understanding of nature as signs of God is 
very evident in the history of Islamic thought. Muslim thinkers regard 
nature as a sacred book, full of symbols and signs. For example, Nursi 
says about the universe: 

The cosmos [is] meaningful and well-ordered in that it took on the shape 
of a personified book of the Glorious One, an incarnate Dominica! 
Qur'an, a finely-adorned city of the Compassionate One. All suras, 
verses and words of that book, even its very letters, chapters, divisions, 
pages, and lines, through their constant meaningful effacement and re
affirmation, their wise changes and alternations, gave unanimous ex
pression to the existence and presence of One Knowledgeable of all 
things and Empowered over all things as the author of the book, of a 
Glorious Inscriber and Perfect Scribe seeing all things in all things and 
knowing the relationship of all things with all things. 52 

Nature might reasonably be considered a well-ordered and well
bounded book, and even called "the book of the universe." This im
plies that, just like the Qur' an, the universe reveals to us the existence 
of a Sustainer and Creator. As a result, it can be deduced that the book 
of the universe has been entrusted to us in order that we might pre-
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serve and protect it. Should those believers who hold the Qu!" an in 
respect and awe-not touching it uuless purified by ablutions-not 
also treat the book of the universe respectfully and lovingly? Our 
duty, therefore, as God's vicegerents and trustees on earth, is to show 

respect for the primal trust, and to preserve it carefully, and this means 
not wasting natural resources when making use of them. Sachiko 
Murata reaches a similar conclusion: 

When the Koran commands people to see all things as God's signs, it is 
encouraging them to make use of a particular type of mental process 
that is not oriented toward objects, things, or data. On the contrary, the 
Koran tells us that we must perceive things not so much for what they 
are in themselves but for what they tell us of something beyond them
selves.53 

Still another implication is the disappearance of any demarcation 
between human and nature as disconnected entities or objects. They 
are, as signs of God, interconnected with each other and interdepen
dent; in environmentalist terms this implies a holistic, spiritual, and 
balanced view of all reality. 

The Case of Animals 

Another important question related to the environment is the proper 
treatment of the animals, the protection which is due to them-or, 
more correctly, extending and expressing our kindness and compas
sion to them. But, unfortunately, today many animal species are be
coming extinct. Other animals stray abandoned and hungry in the 
streets of many parts of the world. On the whole, it cannot be said that 
we treat animals as well as we should, or carry out our responsibilities 
toward them. In my view, one of the most important causes for this is 
our unawareness of Qur' anic values, which regulate not only the be
lievers' relations between human and humau and between human and 
the environment, but also humankind's relations with other living spe
cies. A natural consequence of this is that humans are answerable to 
God for our attitudes and actions toward nature and animals.54 Hence,
questions regarding animal rights and humankind's attitude toward 
animals, as well as the subject of species extinction, have been dis
cussed extensively by environmentalists all over the globe and consti-
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tute some of the major problems that environmentalists have been try
ing to solve. The Qur'anic view of animals therefore deserves further 
consideration here. 

The first point to be made about animals in the Qur' an, which may 
surprise the environmentally sensitive reader, is the fact that numer
ous chapters (sums) of the sacred scripture bear the names of ani
mals-for example, al-Baqara (The Cow); al-Naf;l (The Bee), al

' Anqabut (The Spider), and al-Naml (The Ant). Moreover, one of the 
striking expressions the Qur' an uses in referring to animals is that 
they constitute a "community" (umma), just like us. It is especially 
noteworthy that this concept, which is a highly significant theme in 
Islamic tradition and literature, should also be used for animals: 

There is not an animal [that lives] on the earth, nor a being that flies 
on its wings, but [forms part of] communities like you. Nothing have 
We omitted from the Book, and they [all] shall be gathered to their 
Sustainer in the end. (Qur' an 6:38) 

In addition, there exists a very close relationship between God, as 
Lord aud Sustainer of all worlds, and animals. Our attention is drawn 
to the animal world ouce again with the following verse: 

There is no moving creature on earth but its sustenance depends on 
God: He knows the time and place of its definite abode and its tempo
rary deposit: all is in a clear record. (Qur' an 11 :6) 

Furthermore, the Qur' an emphasizes that the natural world has not 
been created just for humankind's use. Even if humankind is the vice
gerent of God on earth,55 it does not necessarily mean that the whole 
of nature and its resources are designed for humans' benefits only. 
This can be seen from the following verse: 

And the earth has He spread out for all living beings, with fruit 
thereon, and palm trees with sheathed clusters [ of dates], and grain 
growing tall on its stalks, and sweet-smelling plants.56 

Here, the meaning of aniim, which signifies "all living beings," is 
crucial for our study. From this verse it can be deduced that the boun
ties of the earth and all other resources are uot solely for humankind's 
use, but for all creatures of God that live on the same earth. 

The Qur' an also draws our attention to another aspect regarding 
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animals: that it is possible to communicate with them, although the 
extent and nature of this communication is not defined. For example, 
in narrating the story of the prophet Solomon, the Qur' an informs us 
that he had been taught the language of birds by God: 

And Solomon was David's heir. He said: "O you people! We have 
been taught the speech of birds, and on us has been bestowed (a little) 
of all things: this is indeed grace manifest (from God)." 

And before Solomon were marshalled his hosts-of Jinn [genies] 
and men and birds-and they were all kept in order and rank. 

At length when they came to a (lowly) valley of ants, one of the ants 
said: "O you ants, get into your habitations lest Solomon and his hosts 
cmsh you (under foot) without knowing it." (Qur'an 27: 16-18) 

The fact that, according to the Qur' an, Solomon could understand 
the languages of birds and ants suggests at least two points. First, 
communication with animals is possible, though the extent of this is 
not defined for the time being. This may also point to a transmission 
of meaning to other living beings. 57 Second, we must understand that 
animals are just like our fellow humans, at least in some respects. 
Contrary to prevailing modern views, there is no clear-cut distinction 
between humans and nonhumans; they are both creatures of the same 
Creator. N ursi, when commenting on the miracles of prophets as men
tioned in the Qur' an in connection with Solomon's comprehension of 
the birds' language, argues that the Qur' an encourages humans to try 
to imitate the prophets' deeds and to attain the goals illustrated by 
these miracles.58 The basic idea is that the Qur'an, by enumerating the 
prophets' miracles, is also hinting that human reason should develop 
and reach similar conclusions by means of scientific inquiries. 

It is not difficult to see that animals are not mentioned here for their 
instrumental use as such, and that our relationship with them cannot 
be based only on the principle of utility. Of course, humanity will 
make use of them and benefit from them, but this is not the only legiti
mate relationship we have with them. It is expected from us that we 
should see nature and all its inhabitants in a broad and more holistic 
perspective, appreciating its metaphysical, aesthetic, and other as
pects as well. 59 
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Humankind's Responsibility: Master or Vicegerent? 

By now the Qur' anic discourse about humans and their position in the 
overall scheme of beings and humankind's legitimate relationship 
with other beings should be clear. Since the publication of Lynn 
White's provocative article,60 many have held the Judea-Christian tra
dition responsible for environmental degradation.61 Some critics have 
tried to include Islam in the same category. Indeed, a piecemeal and 
oversimplified approach to some verses of the Qur' an would seem to 
support the Christian view as summarized by Keith Thomas, "giving 
the impression that everything on earth is created for the sake of man 
and that man's authority over nature is unlimited. He is entitled to use 
it as he pleases, for profit or for pleasure. Vegetables obviously have 
no rights, for they are destitute of sense and therefore incapable of 
injury. Animals have no rights either."62 The following Qur' anic 
verses, for example, could be construed to support such a position if 
taken out of the broader context: 

It is He Who has created for you all things that are on earth. (Qur'an 
2:29) 

It is He Who has made the earth manageable for you, so you traverse 
through its tracts and enjoy of the Sustenance which He furnishes: but 
unto Him is the Resurrection. (Qur'an 67:15)63 

It is God Who has created the heavens and the earth and sends down 
rain from the skies, and with it brings out fruits wherewith to feed you; 
it is He Who has made the ships subject to you, that they may sail 
through the sea by His command; and the rivers (also) has He made 
subject to you. 

And He has made subject to you the sun and the moon both dili
gently pursuing their courses; and the Night and the Day has He (also) 
made subject you. 

And He gives you of all that you ask for. But if you count the favors 
of God, never will you be able to number them. Verily, man is given up 
to injustice and ingratitude. (Qur'an 14: 32-34)64 

To be sure, human beings are at the top of the great chain of being, 
but they are not the owners of nature as such. In other words, the sole 
aim of nature is not only to serve human beings and their ends. When 
the Qur' an is taken and perceived as a whole-that is, in a compre
hensive and integrated way-this impression disappears immediately. 
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Therefore, I conclude that an environmental ethic is the logical out
come of a Qur' anic understanding of nature and humankind. The 
Qur'anic value system has the necessary elements for developing and 
constructing an environmental ethic. The Qur'an's emphasis on the 
sacred and metaphysical dimension of the universe should lead to a 
change in Muslims' overaJI image of nature and themselves as well. 
This Qur' anic worldview is first observed and exemplified in the life 
of the prophet Muhammad, since his life is regarded by Muslims as 
the living Qur' an and has had a powerful exemplary effect on Mus
lims throughout the ages. Being imbued with the Prophet's attitude, 
Muslims have looked on nature compassionately and with tolerance. 
Today, all these principles are awaiting rediscovery and analysis, so 
that a Qur' anic environmental ethic appropriate to meeting the 
present crisis can be worked out. 

The following principles, which are necessary for any environmen
tal ethic, can be elicited and deduced from the Qur' an: 

• The natural world has an ontological and objective existence as
has been created by God and which reflects His Divine Names and 
Attributes. 

• Nature as a whole, being created and sustained by God, has intrin
sic and inherent value, independent of its usefulness for human be
ings. 

• Human beings, though at the top of creation, are only members of
the community of nature. They have responsibilities toward the whole 
environment, just as they have responsibilities toward their families. 

• Human beings are the vicegerents of God on earth, and therefore
they will be judged in the hereafter for their actions here. They will 
also be held accountable for their actions related with the environ
ment. 

• Biodiversity and the richness of the ecosystem is a result of God's
creation and His will; therefore the ecosystem should be respected 
and maintained. 

• Nature has been created in order and balance and with extraordi
nary esthetic beauty, and all these aspects of nature, while enhancing 
humankind's life here, should be honored, developed, and protected 
according! y. 

• All patterns of human production and consumption should be
based on an overall order and balance of nature. The rights of human-
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kind are not absolute and unlimited. We cannot consume and pollute 
nature as we wish, carelessly. 

• To prevent the appearance and emergence of corruption in ecosys
tems, to prevent corruption on earth (fasiid Ji' 1-arcj), is one of the pri
mary responsibilities of all believers. 

The Qur' an changed the hearts and minds of its hearers when it 
dawned on the Arabian peninsula, enriching humankind and provid
ing a vivid lens through which we could look at nature. Today, at the 
dawn of the twenty-first century and in a time of worldwide environ
mental crisis, the Qur' an can again play such a role and give us, who 
believe in its truth, a fresh perspective and consciousness of nature
if we are ready to open our hearts and minds to its teaching. The rela
tionship that the Qur'an enjoins between humans and nonhumans is 
stated very eloquently and succinctly by Yunus Emre, a Sufi poet of 
the thirteenth century: "We love all creation for the sake of its Cre
ator." 
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