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The Contemporary Islamic World
and the Environmental Crisis

by Seyyed Hossein Nasr

The Significance of the Issue

oth people and governments in the Islamic world, as elsewhere,

are naturally paying attention to sundry problems, but outside

the purely spiritual and religious dimensions of life, nothing
is more important and worthy of consideration today than the environ-
mental crisis. This crisis encompasses the natural ecological system of
the globe as well as the human ambience, the air we breathe, the food
we consume, the water we drink, and even the inner workings of our
bodies. The crisis also endangers the harmony of the whole fabric of
life on Earth and the system that makes human life possible. And yet,
most Muslims, much like their fellow human beings, are wandering
through this unprecedented crisis like sleepwalkers, barely aware of
what goes on about them or of the deeper causes of a crisis that threatens
human existence itself here on Earth. And this sleepwalking by the
majority is taking place despite the powerful and persuasive spiritual
teachings of Islam about the natural world and the relation of human
beings to it.

My own concern with issues of the environmental crisis goes back
to the early 1950s and my student days at the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology and Harvard University. Always sensitive to the beauty
of nature, I used to walk alone, like Thoreau, around Walden Pond
when the natural scenery of the area was still well preserved. It was
the construction of Route 128 around Boston and the consequent
separation, ecologically speaking, of the area inside the beltway from
the relatively unhindered countryside beyond that brought home to
me the fact that something was basically wrong in our relationship to
nature. As a result of this human experience and of years of study not
only of modem but also of traditional science along with religious
perspectives concerning the natural world, I was led to foresee a ma-
jor environmental crisis, whose real causes were spiritual, looming
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on the 1_10rizon. I saw the blind development of modern industry as a
cancer in the body of nature; this development was like a cancerous
substance which would finally lead to the destruction of the harmony
and balance of the natural world and to its “death” in the form that
we knew it.

Upon retl'lrning to Iran in 1958, I took every opportunity to speak
about the subject of the environmental crisis, and in 1966 1 delivered
tl}e Rockcfeller Series Lectures at the Divinity School of the Univer-
sity of Chicago on the theme of the encounter of human beings and
nature @d the spiritual crisis of the modern world, which predicted
the environmental crisis and pointed to its spiritual roots. Although
my book Man and Nature' containing the text of these lectures ap-
Peared in 1968 and was translated into several European languages
it was not translated into Persian until a couple of years ago anci
has never appeared in Arabic. Despite my efforts and those of a small
number of Islamic scholars who turned to the subject from the 1970s
onwgrd, general indifference to the environmental crisis and apathy in
see%cmg to find solutions to it based on Islamic principles continued
until lheE 1980_5 and 1990s when, gradually, voices began to be heard
concerning this issue among both members of the general public and
various governmental agencies. Yet, even now those voices are often
drowned out by those of others whose agendas do not put a priority
on .thg preservation of the environment. Furthermore, among
religious §cho]ars in the Islamic world, who wield so much ,inﬂuence
among ordma.ry people, only a few have risen to strongly defend the
¥slamlc teachings about the natural environment and to criticize
in dep]:h actions taken by both governmental and non-governmental
agencies which are detrimental to the health of the environment.

Oqe can say, therefore, that despite a gradual rise in recognition of
the seriousness of the environmental crisis in many Islamic countries
and the reformulation in a contemporary language of both legal and
philosophical/theological teachings of Islam about the natural envi-
ronmental, there is still a general lack of awareness of this crucial
matter. Furthermore, there is a clear lack of the will that is necessary
to prevent further deterioration of the environment, a deterioration
brought about through actions often carried out in the name of human
welfare, _but which result in the destruction of the health of the natural
worid without which human welfare, and in fact human existence it-
s=If would not be possible. We must ask, therefore, why it is that the
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Islamic view of nature and concrete directives for human action in the
natural world are not being emphasized by governmental authorities
or even by the majority of ‘ulama’, who are the traditional guardians
of Islamic knowledge in its various dimensions.

Obstacles to Realizing and Implementing
the Islamic View of the Natural Environment

When one studies the Islamic view of nature and humankind’s rela-
tion to the natural environment, as well as the way classical Islamic
civilization created a society and especially an urban setting in har-
mony with nature, and when one compares these realities with the
situation in the Islamic world today, it becomes obvious that neither
governments nor most people in Muslim countries are following
Islamic principles in their treatment of the natural environment. Nor
are most of the ‘ulama’ teaching and preaching the Islamic view of
this subject to the public. Furthermore, many Muslims, especially
those uprooted from their villages and the countryside and residing
often in squalid conditions in larger towns and cities, are not even
continuing the practices of their parents and grandparents back in their
villages as far as matters pertaining to the natural environment are
concerned. One must therefore ask what the obstacles are to know-
ing and then implementing Islamic teachings concerning the natural
environment.

This question becomes particularly pertinent if one remembers
that throughout nearly the whole Islamic world, the religion of Islam
is still strong. The mosques are full, and on Fridays thousands upon
thousands listen to preachers discussing various issues. Books and
media programs dealing with Islam have a vast readership and audi-
ence. To answer this question, we must turn to deeper causes that
concern, not the religion of Islam, which places so much responsibility
on human beings in their relation to nature, but the external obstacles
that prevent these teachings (to which we shall turn later in this essay)
from being propagated and implemented in a society in which the voice
of religion is still very strong and where all ethics, whether they be
personal, social, or environmental, have a religious foundation.

Let us then turn to a number of the major obstacles:

1. The present environmental crisis is directly related to the use
of modern technology and the various applications of modern
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science. One can see this in problems as far apart as the rise
in population due to the practice of modern medicine and
global warming caused by a set of complex industrial factors.
But modern science and technology also provide those who
possess them with power and are in fact the main reason the
West can exercise domination over other societies, including
the Islamic countries. Consequently, both Muslim govern-
ments and many Muslim individuals want to gain access to
the very technology which has had devastating environmental
consequences. Seeking to gain power for themselves in the
intricate political and economic situation of today’s world,
they are, at best, always at the receiving end of a technology
that is ever changing and needs to be constantly borrowed
anew from the West and, to some extent, Japan. There is no
pause in the development of ever newer forms of technology,
a pause that might allow Islamic societies to create some
form of equilibrium with the technology that is borrowed, to
“humanize” certain aspects of it to the degree possible, and to
minimize its negative environmental impact.? The governing
classes in the Islamic world have their eyes only on emulat-
ing the West when it comes to the question of science and
technology, but they are emulating an ever-changing model.
They therefore remain constantly on the receiving end in a
situation in which it is difficult, although not impossible, to
apply Islamic principles to the economic and environmental
fields while still being part of what is euphemistically called
the global economic order. They seem to have neither the
insight nor the courage and will to create an Islamic economic
order in which the Islamic view of the relation of human be-
ings to the natural environment would be central. And, being
at the receiving end, they are even less prepared than the
highly industrialized countries to ameliorate, to some extent
at least, the negative effects of modern technology.

In the present period of human history, the agenda for major
social and economic matters, including the applications of
science and technology, is set by the West, while the rest of
the world tries its best to provide answers on the basis of its
own cultures. Rarely do non-Western cultures and societies
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ower to set the agenda themselves. This‘u'lcl_udes
E:vweert*hi;ftors contributing to the environmental crisis itself
and proposals for its solution. F_or example, recently fhe
West has developed biotechnologl_cs that are a_lread)_/ having
a global impact not only in medicine bpt. also in agncu}turf:.
Muslims did not invent the problems arising from genetically
altered crops. That agenda was set by the West. B\_xt they mtllnl§t
now grapple with them, as they must grgpple with th;e eh i-
cal consequences of cloning. Muslims, like nearly all other
non-Westerners except perhaps the Japanese, have to accept
the fact that in so many crucial issues the. technologically
more powerful West chooses bot.h the pI.aymg field agd the
rules of the game. Obviously, this constitutes a‘fonmdal.)lc
challenge to Islamic governments z-md‘ societies if they wish
both to implement the Islamic principles involved and to
play the game. If they choose not to do so, external I_Jressurlzs
become so great as to force them to enter the playing field.
Only smaller units can in some cases remain separate and not
have to participate in the game of the day, whose rules are set
beyond one’s borders.

Such rapid transformations are made possible“by thqse whp
constitute the vanguard of what one could call “Faustian Sci-
ence,” to use the language of Goethe. There are only a few
Muslims in that vanguard group, but they are for the most
part different from others only in that they have Muslim
names. Otherwise, they usually accept corppletely‘fhe m(_)d-
ern scientistic worldview and are champions _of l_=aust1an
Science.” They also usually look upon Islam1c_ science a:l
simply a prelude to modern science, not as a science b.aseh
on a sacralized and not secularized view of nature.'Althoug‘
the number of such advanced scientists in the Is_lamlc wor_ld is
small, scientism has a fairly substantial fo.llowu_lg,‘ especially
among the ruling classes in various Islamic soc1ct1es..ln fact,
modernists as well as so-called fundamentalists are all in fa\tflgr
of the propagation of modern science anq technqlqu, to the
extent possible, and of increasing MUSIIII,I’ participation in
furthering the growth of “Faustian Science. Needless to say,
such an attitude constitutes a major obstacle to the propagation
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of the Islamic view of nature and the cultivation of sciences
based on Islamic principles.?

On a more practical level there is the major obstacle of the
migration of the vast number of people from the countryside
to urban areas. Typically, such people lived in ecological
harmony with their environment back home in their villages.
They cared for animals and plants and were careful not to
pollute their water resources. But once cut off from their tra-
ditional surrounding, they become uprooted people, dislocated
not only on the human plane but also in their relation to the
natural world. In urban settings usually impoverished and
full of all kinds of pollution, their task becomes solely the
survival of themselves and their families, with little interest
in anything else. Even if the municipality plants trees before
their houses, they usually care little for them and are often
instrumental in their destruction. In contrast to the earlier
population, which occupied the centers of the older Islamic
cities and lived with an awareness of its responsibilities to-
ward its environment, the new occupants, although from the
countryside, wreak havoc not only upon shanty towns but also
upon the old urban centers they now occupy. One need only
to look at the old city in Fez or the heart of Cairo to realize
the problem and to see how difficult it is to reeducate the
more recent migrated groups in environmental concerns and
make them regain the same respect for their new environment
that they displayed back home in the countryside where they
felt that the tree outside was their tree to be protected and
the stream flowing by their house was their stream, not to be
polluted. The mass migration of people from the countryside
to the cities, which is a global phenomenon and one of the
results of modern industrialization, is as fully evident in the
Islamic world as elsewhere. Its effect on both the cities and

the countryside has been devastating as far as the natural
environment is concerned.

Governments in the Islamic world are, needless to say,
confronted with these and many other social and economic
difficulties not all of their own making. But solutions offered
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even by relatively benign governments in}erested in the wel-
fare of their people have been and remain to a large extent
based on Western models. Nearly always they sce!c to aPply
attempted Western solutions to problems of Islamic society.
Although there have been a few changes here and the{'e
in recent years, blind imitation of the West in this domain
remains the norm in most places. Now, thesp governments
wield power over their societies {md use their power to op-
pose by force any movement which woyld challenge_t}_lem.
Since they base their solution to the environmental crisis on
various Western models, they remain, naturally, opposeq to
any voice which seeks Islamic solutions, unless there is a
situation in which such a solution would be favorable to the

government in question.

The autocratic, and in some cases dictatqrial, nature of regimes
in many Islamic countries makes an envqonmental movement
based on Islamic principles a threatening undertaking lf it
challenges government policies and plans.—many 'of which
are dangerous from the enviropmeutal point .of view. One
needs only to recall the opposition of the Ministry of Hous-
ing in Egypt two generations ago to the remarkable v:lle;g,e
built by the great Egyptian architect Hasan Fathy, because is
philosophy of architecture—based on the use of local materi-
als with full awareness of the necessity of the integration of
architecture and the natural environment—was opposed to
the views of the Ministry, which were bas:ed gompletely on
prevalent Western ideas of the day. C01_181dermg how volg-
tile opposition to state planning c-:arn‘be in such .mstances,]in
many Islamic countries open criticism of env1ronmentaby
dangerous programs supported by the government ian e
politically dangerous. It is true that there are now “green
groups” in certain Islamic countries, such- as Iran, and t!lat
these groups assemble here and there to resist the destruction
of the environment. And it is true that some governments have
ministries and bureaus in charge of environmental matters.
Nevertheless, in much of the Islamic wqud, open opposition
to governmental policies which are env1ronm_entally danger—
ous can be politically risky, as is also the case in India, China,
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and many other countries. This lack of freedom to oppose
openly government policies which endanger the environment
is a major obstacle in many countries from Bangladesh to
Malaysia. This is one of the tragic conditions of our times,
just when we so need to have heard those voices which speak
for the health of the whole planet, and do not only claim to

address the need for self-gratification of only one species,
that is, human beings.

Strangely enough, movements in the Islamic world which
have sought to revive Islamic teachings, often in opposition
to existing political orders, have been for the most part blind
to Islamic teachings about the natural environmental. When
such groups have opposed modernists and secularists on many
issues, they have for the most part agreed completely with the
latter group in their blind imitation of Western technology,
servitude toward modern science and its application, and
indifference to the consequences of the adoption of modern
technology for the natural environment, as well as for the
souls and minds of Muslims. They always speak of justice,
but not of justice for all forms of life; although they espouse
the causes of Islamic revival, they do not contribute to the

revival of the Islamic understanding of the natural environ-

ment and of our responsibilities toward God’s creation beyond
the human world. It is interesting to note that Saudi Arabia,
which is dominated by Wahhabism and which is usually called
“fundamentalist,” was the theater in the 1970s and 1980s for
the largest transfer of Western technology in history. Yet,
very few voices were raised concerning the consequences
of this technology on the environment. Such concerns are
only now being expressed in that country and some action
is being taken. Also, when the Islamic Revolution of 1979
in Iran occurred, there was at first strong opposition to the
national park system created during the royal regime and
many protected animals were killed. It was years before the
government realized the importance of environmental issues
and created the position of a vice president to deal with the
subject. Altogether, the political revival of Islam has not meant
an automatic revival of Islamic teachings concerning nature.
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i individuals and
The revival of the latter has come through in :
small groups who have made governments, whc-':thel_" m9dermst
or “fundamentalist,” gradually realize the crucial s_.igmﬁcz?nce
of the environmental crisis and the role that Islamic teachings
can play in solving that crisis.

i in enumerating the obstacles in Islamic. societies

z«;?lﬁg;ting the task of rgcfonnulating Islan}ic tca_chmgs about
the environment and implementing them in society at ‘large,
one must mention the lack of awareness and preparation of
the traditional scholars (‘ulama’) who are _ther custodnan; of
Islam and who have the ear of the vast majority of Musllms
in all matters, including those pertaining to the environmen-
tal crisis. There are several reasons for this state of affairs.
First, human beings traditionally were not a danger to the
environment and lived more or less in equnhbqum with it.
Preachers in mosques, when addressing the relat:_on between
human beings and nature, usually spoke 'about ethlcal_matters,
including kindness to animals and the v'1rtue of planting trees
as the Prophet had commanded. Thej{ d:d.nol h.ave to acldrgss1
the dangers of the destruction of b10-d1vers1_ty and globa
warming. Second, during the past two centuries. Islam “;as
attacked by intrusive colonialists apd ag.gr.esswgly prose ﬂz—
tized by either Christian or secularist missionaries from the
West. Much of the energy of Muslim religious schola.rs was
spent defending Islam from t!lose attacks apd preserving t;l.le
people’s religious identity. Third, as moder.nlsm sprt;ad within
Islamic society itself, the ‘ulama’saw their <'1uty primarily as
one of guiding people to the right pat_h amid the chaqs cre-
ated within sectors of Islamic society itself, and they d{d not
spend their energies studying in depth what was occurring 1n
the West.

As far as the environment is concerned, even in the'West
itself Christian and Jewish theologians and thinkers did nof
turn to the “theology” of nature until the 1980s and 1990s;
in the Islamic world the same trend is now ‘gradu'ﬂly being
seen. There are now a few eminent Musllm. ulama’, such as
the grand mufti of Syria, Shaykh Ahmad Klﬂa}-u, who speak
often of the Islamic teachings about the environment. But
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the majority are still unaware of the urgency of this matter.
When they do speak about it, it is often at the instigation of
governments which want people to clean up the stream near
their home or not to litter the park next door—but nothing
more basic that could threaten various government projects.
Governments know full well the power of the ‘wlama’ to
influence the public at large. The problem, as far as the
environment is concerned, is that most ‘wlama’ still remain

unaware of the centrality of environmental issues. Nor do

they realize how important their contributions can be to the

physical, psychological, and social health of their communi-

ties. These traditional scholars need to become fully aware

of Islamic teachings about the environment and be willing

to speak about and act on them with courage in the face of

immediate political considerations and contingencies.

Islamic Sources and Their Teachings
on the Environment

As in the case of everything else Islamic, the primary source of Is-
lamic teachings about the natural environment is the Quran, in which
the foundation of the relation between human beings and the world
of nature is clearly stated. Then there are the collections of hadith,
in which one can find numerous sayings of the Prophet concerning
the treatment of nature by human beings. After these twin sources of
Islam, one must point to the injunctions of Islamic Law, or SharT ‘ah.
Although environmental law is not considered a distinct and separate
part of the Shari‘ah in the same way that it has developed as a dis-
tinct domain of law in the West, recently there have been numerous
shari ‘ite injunctions dealing specifically with the environment, with
such matters as water, soil, animal, and plants—issues that have a
distinct bearing on the natural world and, in fact, constitute the natural
environment. Likewise, texts of Islamic ethics are of significance, in
their concern both with such human passions as greed, which have
such a devastating effect on the environment in the modern context,
and with animals and even plants.
On another level, one must mention texts of Islamic philoso-
phy dealing with nature. The main schools of Islamic theology, or
Ealam, did not pay much attention to a “theology of nature” which
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f significance in the present-day environmc?ntal crisis. By
‘;orgﬁsl:f n(:Jmeg:'l(])us works of Islamic ph_ilosophy provide not onllly ;n
Islamic philosophy of nature, but what in the West wpuld be ca eth:
“theology of nature.” This is also true qf §uﬁsm, Wh.lch cc:intlz.m?
most profound expressions of an Islamic metaph_ysws and theo o,t?;‘
of nature.” Certain Sufi texts bring out the most inward 111.ean1,11gla
the Quranic doctrine concerning the cosmos and human beings’ rela-
i f nature. . N
= (t;)\f::'eg: I;:1:=:111(:1.1ries Islam produced a major scie.ntlﬁc tra(_htlog
which dealt with the world of nature and at t-he same time ﬁn_lc.:tloie
within an Islamic universe of diSCOurse_. This scientific tradition has
much to offer in the process of formula‘tmg a contemporary lang(tila;lg]e
expressing Islamic views of the relation of human b_emgs an : e
natural environment. This contemporary Islamllc view, in cs)n‘_lll'mc_lon
with various forms of technology developed in Islamic civilization,
could help find a way out of the impasse created by the current en-
vgogaﬁzlaftn:;?nplements Islamic science and -its expressions, gs.%e{-
cially in architecture, landscaping, and urban_ dem_g,n. Thes; arfu v;man 3
applications and embodiments of the I's!armc sciences of natur e
cosmology. A careful study of the_ traditional Islamic artﬂi, Spec; : i
those just mentioned, could be an important source pf bo ow r:thi 4
and inspiration for creating l:uman IIVIDi tspaces in harmony,
iscord, with the natural environment.
than(t)'lrllsecgg tile Islamic arts is literature, which, in the form of plc:pny
especially, has been able to propagate the most_profound ltea;_ct 1::3(51
about the spiritual significance of nature among mtellectu';zl tt; i eerse
ordinary people. Numerous Arabic-speaking peoples recall the v
of the Arab poet Abu Nuwas:

Wa li-kulli shay’in lahu ayatun,
Tadullu ‘ala annahu wahidun.

In everything there resides a sign of Him,
Providing proof that He is one.

And, is there a Persian speaker who has not heard the verse of Sa‘di
in his Gulistan?
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Bi jahan khurram az anam ki Jahan khurram az ist,
‘Ashigam bar hama ‘Glam ki hama ‘alam az ust,

I'am joyous in the world of nature for the world of nature is
Jjoyous through Him,

I am in love with the whole cosmos for the whole cosmos
comes from Him,

Various literatures of the Islamic people, ranging from Arabic and
Persian to Bengali and Swahili, contain a vast wealth of material on
the Islamic view of the relationships between human beings and the
natural environment. Literature is also an excellent means for the
propagation of that view among contemporaries, not only through
recourse to classical works, but also through the help of present-day
writers and poets, some of whom could surely turn their attention to
this subject if they were to be made aware of its crucial importance.
If we were to examine these sources, what would we learn about [s-
lamic teachings concerning the environment? Some work has already
been done in this domain, and here one can only summarize some of
its most relevant and salient features. The Quran in a sense addresses
the cosmos as well as human beings, and the world of nature partici-
pates in the Quranic revelation. The cosmos itself is in fact God’s
first revelation, and upon the leaves of trees, the faces of mountains,
the features of animals, as well as in the sounds of the winds and
gently flowing brooks, are to be found the signs of God. These are the
messages of that primordial revelation, That is why classical Islamic
thought refers to both the recorded Quran (al-qur 'an al-tadwini) and
the cosmic Quran (al-qur’an al-takwini). Furthermore, the verses of
the Quran, the phenomena in the world of nature, and events within
the souls of human beings are all referred to as portents or signs (ayar)
of God by the Quran itself, as in the verse, “We shall show them
our portents (dyat) upon the horizons and within themselves, until
it becomes manifest unto them that it is the truth” (41:53, Pickthall
translation). Likewise, all the creatures in the natural world sing the
praise of God. In destroying a species, we are in reality silencing a
whole class of God’s worshipers.
In the Quranic view creation is sacred but not divine, for divin-
ity belongs to God alone. Nature is sacred because it is the effect of
the Divine Creative Act to which the Quran refers in the verse, “But,
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i and, when He intendeth a thing, is only that H_e: saith unto
ftl:lfggmd it is (kun fa-yakiin)” (36:81). What issues C}HGCLIIZ’ _fr)oE
the Will of the One who is also c::illed the Ali—lsjzct:rgg gzc-g:; Nz:'ture

hat reflects His Wisdom cannot but be sacred.

lzl;emct:?gew\;\fisdom (hikmah) of God and.Hls Will (Irad_ah), zgl a:[slg
the Quran repeats in different places that it was crea_lted in tru 25
not falsehood. Nature is not there only for our use. It is thg‘e tore =
the creative Power of God, and grace, or bar.akah, also coe\;st mbe g
arteries and veins of the universe. Human beu.]gs are c?eatC otures
channel of grace for the cosmic ambience in which they livel.3 ‘reas -
in the world of nature not only have a relat!on with human theggd Al
through them with God, they also have % gir;aclt reliit;c::- a\:fli - js(;’u e

an eschatological significance. The Islam _
EﬁiSrS;aSISS alzld plants aid is not only crystalline. Cre‘atures ?'i"lill :pzz;l;
directly to God on the Day of Judgmen?. As Rumi says: y
silent here but eloquent there.” He adds in another poem:

If only creatures had tongues (here. b_elow), ‘
They could lift the veil from the Divine mysteries.

In fact, like the Quran whose verses have levels (_)f meaning, ‘tili]e a;I)ll:::-
nomena of nature possess inward levels _of meaning and signific Ead;
The reality of nature is not exhausted by ltj outward appe.ia.ranf‘e. i
phenomenon is precisely “an appfar?ncte bot; a;::t;)rg:;t:ﬁ ;;as;?r; e
omena of nature are not only facts u _
5:12?3(1 to the higher states of being. Nature is not only g];; dox;na(:;; 2?
quantity, the source of power and resource. It 1s.abovc allthea c;ation
spiritual presence and source for the unc'lerstandmgl a.l}d cc;)q;;m;t) e
of divine wisdom. Our need for niture ]lS not (cimll})( (:‘rllelt:; : :3 litti aobility
sical bodies, but also and a ]
?c[: crlu?l}'xtilrt: Lﬁ:rsgl?l}; As the complecrinent to the Quran as revelation,
responds to our spiritual needs. ' .
natu;e cen}:ral concept of Islam cited oﬁgn in the Quran is hagq '1("11),1‘
hugiiq), which means at once truth, reality, right, lav;, and dtlnles. . iz
term al-Haggq is also a Name of God as wellr as of t i quaVi.ew b
also of the utmost importance for understaqdmg the Is la]lmlgt s
human beings in relation to the n_atural environment when i lists :
in the case of creatures. According to Isla{n, each being exis diny
virtue of the truth (hagq) and is also owed its due (hagq) according
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to its nature. The trees have their due, as do animals or even rivers
and mountains. In dealing with nature, human beings must respect
and pay what is due to each creature, and each creature has its rights
accordingly. Islam stands totally against the idea that we human be-
ings have all the rights and other creatures have none except what we
decide to give them. The rights of creatures were given by God and
not by us, to be taken away when we decide to do so.

The Quran speaks of human beings as both servants of God
(‘abd Allah) and vicegerents of God (khalifat Allah). We have the
right to practice our vicegerency on Earth only on the condition that
we remain God’s servants and obey His Will and His Laws. Even
the permission to dominate (faskhir) the earth is given to us on the
condition that we remain in a state of submission to and servanthood
of God. God dominates over His creation, but He also cares for it.
In contrast to the interpretation of certain Muslim modemnists and
so-called fundamentalists, the Quran does not under any condition
give human beings the right to dominate nature without protecting
it and acting as its steward. We cannot take away the haqq of vari-
ous creatures given to them by God, but must pay each being its due
(haqq) in accordance with the nature of that creature. As for our rights
(huguq) over nature, like other rights, they must follow our respon-
sibilities toward God and the world of nature. In Islam there are no
human rights without human responsibilities. Rights follow and do
not precede responsibilities.

The Prophet of Islam, who was the first and surest guide for the
understanding of the Quran and whose sayings (ahadith) and actions
and deeds (sunnah) complement the Quranic teachings about the
natural world, reflected the Quranic teachings about the treatment
of the natural world in his daily life. He encouraged the planting of
trees, banned destroying vegetation even during war, loved animals
and displayed great kindness to them, and encouraged other Muslims
to do likewise. He even established protected areas for natural life,
which may be considered Islamic prototypes for contemporary natu-
ral parks and nature conservancies. The books of hadith are replete
with sayings pertaining to the world of nature and the attitude of
human beings to it, including strong opposition to wastefulness and
the needless destruction of nature based only on greed and avarice.

The ahadith emphasize cleanliness and disapprove of the pollution
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of water and other substances that support life. It is. th'e Prophet who
said that it was a blessed act to plant a tree, even if it were the day
the end of the world. ,

befo’ﬁaere is a traditional account which displ‘ays the Prophet’s
attitude toward the natural environmental e!.nd which should serve as
a powerful lesson for contemporary MI:ISIImS. It has to do with 'Fhe
famous reclining palm tree of Seville, which the celqbrated Andalusian
Sufi Tbn “Arabi mentioned in his account of the life of the Prophe_t.
He considered the Prophet’s dealing with the tree to be one of his
miracles. The account given by Ibn ‘Arabi is as follo_ws:

In the vicinity of the Cemetery of Mushka [in Sev1ll_e] ... there

was a palm tree which, as one could see, was leamng_ over a

great deal. The people in the neighboring houses, fearing that

it might fall on their homes and damage them, complamefi to

the local ruler who, in response to their concern, 0rder§d it to

be cut down. Those who were going to cut it dowq arrived at

the place after the evening prayer and said: ‘_‘It will soon be

dark. Let us cut it down tomorrow, if God wills™... .

Now, it so happened that one of our companions [had a vision
in which] he Is)zfi)w the Envoy of God——m:_iy God l_aless him and
give him peace—sitting in a mosque situated in the middle
of the Cemetery of Mushka. [And he saw how] th_e p_alm tree
in question was ploughing through the gl:OUI'ld w1§h its roots
until it arrived at his side. It then complained to him that the
people wanted to cut it down on account of its curvature, £or
fear that it might harm their houses, and it said to him, “O
Envoy of God, pray for me!”

The person who had the vision related that tl?e Envoy of God
then placed his hand on the palm tree, which immediately
straightened, remaining upright and erect, and returned to
its place.

In the morning, when the people got up, I went w1th a group
of individuals to establish the veracity of that vision at_ld we
all saw that it had straightened up and become erect, without

any curvature.’

Would that present-day Muslims remember this account when they
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next try to cut trees only for the sake of convenience or greed!

As for the Divine Law, or Shari‘ah, it contains numerous injunc-

tions pertaining to the natural environment. These include insistence
on making natural resources that are used by the community as a
whole, such as water and forests, public and not private property, and
on guarding and protecting them. They also include the Jjust treatment
of animals and plants and the prohibition of killing living beings for
wasteful or needless purposes. The ritual sacrifice of animals that can
be eaten and whose flesh then becomes halal, or permissible, is itself of
the greatest importance in creating a spiritual relation between human
beings and the animal world. Also, shari ‘ite teachings about economic
matters, including opposition to usury, to wasteful consumerism, and
to the excessive amassing of wealth, are of the greatest direct and
indirect import for human beings’ relation to the natural environment.
Altogether the Shari‘ah contains both concrete laws and principles
for the regulations needed to help the Islamic community confront the
critical environmental situation today and to find solutions that would
be much easier to implement than secular laws and regulations, be-
cause Muslims would be more willing to accept and implement them.
They would see them as God’s Laws, rather than simply governmental
regulations to be circumvented whenever possible.

What Is to Be Done?

Facing the environmental crisis, which threatens human life itself, is
of the utmost urgency precisely because of the rapidity with which
the natural environment is being destroyed. The solution to this crisis
requires the most urgent action, a turning to a sacralized vision of
nature, as well as performing concrete actions on the earthly plane.
In light of the Islamic teachings about the natural environment and
the present situation, a number of actions can be taken in the Islamic
world to ameliorate the severe crisis caused by the human treatment
of the natural world today. Some of these actions are briefly outlined
below:
1. Since the nineteenth century, scientism and the blind adula-

tion of modern technology have spread gradually within

the Islamic world so that today, among those who rule over

various Muslim societies, as well as among most modernized

Muslims and even a number of religious scholars there ex-
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ists a prevalent scientism outwardly not very different from
that existing in the West. Whether there isa modernist c;:_' a
so-called fundamentalist government ruling over a M}IS im
society, there is a blind acceptance of modem'Westem scna_mie,
and Western technology is adopted as rapidly as possib e;;
with little interest in the environmental consequences of suc
actions. Where the Islamic world diffel.'s ffom the West is that
the Western scientistic world-view—with its 'reductlon of both
human beings and nature to a set of complicated r_nolecula}r
structures bereft of any sacred significance, exceptina sex_mé
mental sense—has a less tenuous hold upon the Muslim.nnn
than it has in the West, which has had sever?:tl c.entux:xes of
confrontation with the materialistic and quantitative view of
nature. The first step in the Islamic world must be to cntlclﬁe
this stifling scientistic view of reality and to demonstmtle1 why
it is opposed to the authentic Islamic and more genera {1:2;
ligious point of view as such. There is no way to recons
the edifice of the Islamic view of human beings _and na‘c_urei
without clearing the ground of all the decrepit 1deq10g1¢;1
ruins posing as immovable monuments and cleansing tle
mental space of the Islamic world of all of t‘he‘ errors res:ht-
ing from scientism, reductioni_sm, apd materialism just as the
Prophet cleared the Ka‘ba of idols in the Age of Ignorance.

Having cleared the mental space and remove_d the obstac}eﬁ
which exist in the minds of so many M_ushms and _v»-'hlcl
prevent them from comprehending their own tradltl.ona

universe, the Islamic understanding of the natural environ-
ment and humanity’s relation to it must thcr_l be formulate_d
and expressed in the clearest languagg po§s1ble, one tlha.t is
comprehensible to contemporary Muslims.® The fcn-rm;1 angn
of these Islamic teachings, drawing from the sources a re:a1 ly
mentioned, must be made on sevcral_ levels. These formula-
tions must be able to address the philosopher as well as the
cobbler, the religious scholar as well as th.e- peasant. There
must exist the deepest metaphysical exposition compre_hf:n-
sible to those few rooted in the Islamic intellectual trad;thn
and/or well aware of Western philosophy, as well as poetic
expressions to attract the large numbers drawn to literature
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and to sermons preached to the multitudes in mosques. There
is no reason why, if there is the will, in a few years the Islamic
teachings about humanity’s relationship to the environment
cannot be made known to all levels of Islamic society using
contemporary language. Much has been done, but has not as
yet been widely disseminated.

Those who run the affairs of Islamic society are men and
women who, obviously, have been trained in various schools
and disciplines. It is essential to introduce courses on the en-
vironment at all levels of education and to emphasize themes
and subjects pertaining to the environmental dimensions of
other disciplines within those disciplines. For example, it is
almost criminally negligent to teach various fields of engineer-
ing without acquainting the students with the environmental
impact of this or that engineering project. Likewise, economic
planning should never be taught without consideration of the
environmental costs involved. The West has been more suc-

cessful in this matter in recent years than the Islamic world,

because modern educational institutions in the Islamic world

simply emulate the West and are therefore usually a step be-

hind. In many places educational systems are still following

older, obsolete curricula of their Western models.

Courses on the environment, and emphasis upon subjects
pertaining to the environment in other courses, should not,
however, be limited to modern educational institutions, but
most definitely should include the traditional schools, or
madaris, in which the future religious leaders of the com-
munity are trained. These leaders are much more effective
than governmental officials in turning the attention of the
populace to a particular issue, and their role is crucial in
creating awareness of the environmental crisis and of Islam’s
answers to it. But the religious teachers and scholars must
first become aware of these issues themselves through ap-
propriate education. They must be educated to realize that the
environmental crisis is not going to be solved by condoning
outlandish industrial projects which do irreparable harm to
the environment but which are supported by the government,
while preaching against the urban poor who pollute streams
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with garbage. In order for this educational effort to syccef_:d,
there is the need to teach these matters from the Islamic point
of view, not just from the Western one, gl}d fpr govemm;:;]ts
to gain the approval of religious authont‘les in charge of the
madaris rather than trying to force the issue through some
governmental decree which will only backfire. fortuga!ely,
as already mentioned, there are a number of leading rehgu;i;s
authorities throughout the Islamic wo_rl-d who are aware of the
great danger of the environmental crisis, but there has not, ﬁ.s
yet, been a concerted effort to make this issue cent-ral to the
curricula of religious schools throughout the Islamic world.

While such religious scholars are be%ng trained, tho_se who ari
already aware of the various dimensions of the f:':nwmnmelntﬁl
crisis must be encouraged by governments which control the
media in the Islamic world to spend as mucl.l effgrt as pos-
sible in their weekly sermons in mosques and in daily contact
with ordinary people, radio and television Falks, and writings
to increase awareness of environmcr}tal issues. As matters
stand today, in most Islamic countries what the religious
scholars say and preach is controlled by the govcrnmen;
And when the government does not want a_hotly conteste
political or economic issue to be discussed, 1t-usua11y qrders
the preachers in mosques to speak abou.t bodily clcar(;lmesg
keeping the water pure, and not molesting cats and dogs 1;1
the street. These admonitions are fine, b.ut they are no_t suf-
ficient, especially when the government 1t§elf is the pInmari
agent causing the deterioration of the environment. In suc
cases, little freedom to criticize the government 1s given to
either religious scholars or civil leaders or teaghers. Hence,
the lack of political freedom become.s a factor in weakening
efforts to solve the environmental crisis.

eless, there is still much that can be done in the edu-
?a?’:;g; field, so that a few years from now bf)th government
leaders and those outside of government Yvﬂl see the stalzle(
reality of the problem. For this to be reahz'ed, it wouldI
much easier to have the efforts of the two sides be comple-
mentary, and to have religious scholars, preachers, and imams

31



Seyyed Hossein Nasr

The Contemporary Islamic World and the Environmental Crisis

who have the ear of the people, spearhead efforts to save the
environment with governmental approval, rather than having
ordinary people blame the government and the government
ordinary people. Because faith in Islam is still strong, joint
efforts by religious scholars and political and social leaders
would have much more success in combating the increasing
deterioration of the natural environment we see in so many
parts of the Islamic world today.

Only recently have non-governmental institutions begun to
have some impact in the Islamic world, despite opposition in
many cases by local governments. Now that such institutions
are taking root, it is important to create some institutions
which deal primarily with the environment, rather than with
economic and social issues independent of the environment,
as we see so often today. Such environmentally aware institu-
tions have sprung up in the West during the past few decades,
and a few have been instrumental in realizing laudable goals
in the preservation of the environment through the purchase of
pristine land and the protection of forests. There is no reason
why such institutions cannot expand in the Islamic world if
they are created more in keeping with Islamic teachings and
norms, including the institutions of religious endowments
(awgaf), rather then simply imitating Western models. There
are many religious endowments for the creation of mosques,
schools, and hospitals. There is no reason why endowments
could not be created for the preservation of water, soil, trees,
and animals. Of course, the degree of freedom of non-gov-
ernmental organizations in the Islamic world is restricted by
government regulations, but here again, there is a wide margin
within which such institutions could function and flourish.

Both blindness to the dangers of many forms of modern
technology and external and internal economic and political
pressures have caused nearly all governments in the Islamic
world to disregard their indigenous technologies, ranging
from irrigation to medical drugs, in favor of Western sub-
stitutes. There must be a major campaign by those aware of
the significance of many of the traditional technologies to
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preserve such technologies and to use, whenever possible,
alternative technologies that usually need less energy and
have much less negative impact upon the natural environ-
ment. One sees such an awareness growing here and thgre,
but much more work needs to be done. The irpplementation
of alternative technologies can have a major impact, reduc-
ing the destructive effects of modern technology upon the
environment.

7. In the contemporary Islamic world various forms of encour-

agement are used to further the cause qf w}}at the governments
or various private or religious organizations consider to be
important. There are national and international .awyards given
within the Islamic world for the best book, artistic creation,
and service to the cause of Islam, but there is littlfe encour-
agement when it comes to the question of t];e environment.
It would not be difficult to attract the attention of the gifted
to this field through various forms of encouragement, such
as are also beginning to appear in the West.

There are, of course, many other steps that could _be taken,
but the few enumerated here are among the most important
and most feasible.

Concluding Comments

In conclusion, one must ask who is going to carry out ‘the program
thus outlined, and what force can confront the pov_verful international
economic and technological engine that is wreaking ha'foc upon the
earth on nearly every continent? The answer for the Is.larmc world can-
not be governments alone because, although they vyleld great power,
they are more a part of the problem than the solqtmp. Tjhr_: solution,
at the present moment, lies for the most part with 1nd1v1dpals agd
small groups which can perhaps expand in the future. Whatils certain
is that, first of all, the environmental crisis must be recognized in its
spiritual and religious depth as well as it_s outwaf'd e_ﬂ'ects. Secogd,
the authentic Islamic view must be resuscitated with rigor and clarity
and without compromise. Those who can be awakened must bq made
to open their eyes and to realize that the modern worlc‘l‘ is walking 02
the edge of a precipice and needs only to take another “forward step
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to facF: 1ts own perdition. Awareness leads to further awareness. The
Islamic teachings about God, human beings, nature, and the relation
between them all constitute a clarion call for this awakening from the
dangerous dream of scientism and humanity’s selfish conquest of na-
ture. They can set Muslims again on the correct path to a harmonious
modus Vivendi with nature, and they can also help the Western world
to regain and recollect its own forgotten tradition concerning the role
of human beings in God’s creation. Let us hope that this awakening
takes place through proactive human efforts and not as a consequence
of the rude awakening resulting from ecological disasters that threaten

the very possﬂ?ility of human life on earth. In discussing such momen-

tous matte_rs,‘ it is appropriate to remember the Islamic teaching that
the future is in God’s hands. Ultimately, God is, as one of His Sacred
Names, al-Muhit, tells us, literally, our “environment.”

(oo
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