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Lesson 3: Student Resource 1

The Environment

The present concern for the environment and animals started only in the modem time.  But it has been part of the teaching of Islam right from the beginning.  As a way of life, Islam gives guidance in all matters, including how to deal with the physical world around us as well as with other creatures. 
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Muslims believe that all things belong to Allah

‘Be quite sure that to Allah does belong whatever is in the heavens and on earth.’(24:64; see also 3:109)
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Muslims believe that all things in the universe belong to Allah: the earth with all the things on it and inside it, living and non-living; the lakes, the rivers and the seas with everything in them, living and non-living; the sun, the moon, the stars and all the planets.

 ‘There are also things between the heavens and the earth of which Allah is Creator and He is the Maker of the laws that control them (43:85).’

In (he end, everything will go back to Him.’ (3:109)

The Qur'an teaches that Allah put the various things in the universe under the management of human beings as He had created them for the use of the latter.
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‘Do you not see that Allah has subjected to your (use) all things in the heavens and on earth and has made His bounties flow to you in exceeding measure, (both) seen and unseen.’ (31:20)
What, then, is the role of human beings in the universe! Allah tells Muslims in the Qur'an what their role is. He says He has made human beings His ‘khulafa’ on earth:
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He also described Adam as ‘the father of all humanity‘ (2:30). The word Khalifah, means ‘vicegerent’ or 'trustee' and khulafa means ‘vicegerents’ or ‘trustees’.  So Muslims believe that human beings are vicegerents or trustees on earth. A vicegerent or trustee is required to act and behave as directed or approved by the one he represents the one on whose behalf he is holding something in trust. 

Human beings are therefore required to use and manage what we find in the universe as directed or approved by Allah.  Muslims believe that as humans use these to our benefit, we owe it as a duty to show gratitude to the Giver by using them only as He directs, and not against His commands.  Muslims are required to be filled with a deep sense of thankfulness as was Prophet Sulayman (Solomon) when he said;
‘Allah promised to give plentiful reward to those who are grateful to Him.’ (3:144-5)

Muslims are told by Allah that although human beings are made trustees and managers in the universe, they are only a part of the universe: the other creatures too have their own functions and are communities like ourselves.
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There is not an animal (that lives) on the earth, nor a being that flies on its wings, but (is part of) communities like you.’ (6:38)
'Animals that live on earth' include those living in water - fish, reptiles, crustaceans (such as crabs, lobsters, shrimps, etc.), insects as well as beasts that walk on four feet.
The creatures flying on their wings include not only birds, but also insects and even mammals such as bats. 

Muslims believe that Allah does not want people to be arrogant in their attitude and actions towards the world.  Can you think of any ways in which human actions could be thought of as arrogant towards creation?

· What 3 words can you think of that describe Muslim attitudes to the environment?

All things support one another

All the creatures in the universe have been produced 'in due balance'.  The minerals in the earth support the plants. The plants, in turn, support the animals and humans. Then, humans and their waste as well as animals and plants later return to the earth and so, there is mutual dependence between all creatures; waste of one is often made the source of energy for another. In modem biology, such an arrangement is called an ecosystem. 

Al-Ghazali (1058-1111 CE) described this interdependence of things in creation when he said:

‘The whole of the universe is as though it were one human body: the individual parts of it are like the various parts of the human body. They relate to and cooperate with one another as do the parts of the human body.’ (Ihya Ulum ad-Din)

· Are humans dependent creatures?

Individual and Collective Actions

So far, we have seen how important the environment and the care of it are to Muslims. Now, let us summarise the teachings of Islam on this matter, and see what Muslims are required to do as a matter of obligation, to protect and maintain the environment, animals and natural resources:

1 Every Muslim has the duty to protect the environment as s/he is required to protect herself/himself from harm and from destruction.  Muslims also believe that it is the duty of their government to provide the means by which to ensure the protection, maintenance and development of the environment and natural resources, as this is one of its responsibilities.  So this is both an individual and communal duty.
2 Muslims are required to take necessary steps to prevent the corruption of the environment or the natural resources. So, no new project should be allowed to cause damage or pollution to the environment. Nor should the natural beauty of the environment be destroyed.
3 Muslims must try to avoid and prevent wasteful use of natural resources like water, land, crops, trees, animals, etc.
4 They should encourage and take part in co-operative efforts to develop and improve the earth and its resources and ensure the preservation of clean air and water.
5 They are to ensure that no person or people, not even future generations, are denied access to any of the basic and unpolluted necessities of life among the elements of the environment; this too is yet another duty of the Muslim government.
6 There must be a good and effective arrangement to dispose of waste, but the method must not be one that will cause harm.
7 Muslims - individuals and governments must take necessary measures to prevent or minimise the effects of natural disasters such as floods, storms, earthquakes and general epidemics.
8 Every individual, the learned people and the government, must make efforts to get or spread necessary information and enlightenment about these Islamic teachings on the care of the environment and other creatures.
In the past, the issue was more about how to protect human beings from the effects of the elements in the environment, but these days it is the reverse, as the issue nowadays is how to protect the environment from human beings and their activities.  Even then, human beings are still the ones to be protected in the long run. This is because the safety of the environment is mainly in the interests of humanity while its destruction will eventually lead to the destruction of human beings.
· From the 8 points above, which one would place as most important for a Muslim?
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