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Let me begin by committing a heresy. This, I hope, will allow me enough time to repent and return to the fold. 
From the religious corner I come to praise science not to bury it. The benefits that scientists have given to the world are 
too obvious and numerous to need elaboration. They have equipped us with a power that has exceeded the imagination 
of the authors of the Arabian Nights and the Greek mythologies. Perhaps we have not always used it wisely. The blame 
can hardly be placed at the door of science. You cannot convict the manufacturer of the knife for its criminal use by a 
murderer! 
There is a seemingly justifiable complaint regarding the methodology adopted by modern science in its tendency to 
fragment physical phenomena into manageable bits for ease of study which leads to a narrow outlook emphasising the 
part at the expense of the whole. The absence of a holistic approach has been forcefully criticised by eminent scientists 
at this symposium. I have often read and listened to vigorous onslaughts against modern scientific method and found 
the exercise long on diagnosis but short on cure. Could this be because the limits of scientific method are a reflection of 
the limits of the human mind and the span of perception? The phenomenal success of this method must surely justify its 
use. 
There is some self-deception in the campaign against modern science. The criticism seems to assume the existence of 
an age of sounder knowledge and more successful procedure of inquiry in which the global outlook dominated and the 
fragmentation approach was shunned. In this idyllic age there was harmony between science and religion, peace and 
tranquillity prevailed, and the lambs felt secure in the embrace of the lions. 
This mythical vision of the past needs to be challenged. It resides deep in our subconscious. The world before the 
scientific age was hardly more harmonious than it is now. Its most important characteristic was the dominance of 
religion. There is an illusion in some circles that religion is the harbinger of peace and tranquillity, of responsibility and 
care for others; if science has a criminal record, religions are not without blood on their hands. Remember the pious 
crusaders who sacked Constantinople. We do not even have to travel back to the eleventh and twelfth centuries; it 
suffices to glance at our daily papers or to listen to the news bulletins. From the Philippines to Sri Lanka, India, 
Pakistan, Afghanistan, Northern Ireland, Bosnia and Palestine, religion is invoked to justify the shedding of blood, 
ethnic cleansing and the obliteration of the heritage of others in cultural massacres no different from genocide. 
We of the religious fraternity have a lot to answer for and we must put our own house in order before we undertake to 
set the scientific world aright. It is the duty of the leaders of all traditions to alert their followers to the supreme 
importance of the need for all religions to cooperate with each other if they are to play a significant part in saving the 
environment. All religious systems are experiencing a period of revival which is felt not only in the major world 
religions but also in the traditional religions of Africa and among the original inhabitants of the Americas and 
Australasia. 
This religious revival is probably due in part to the scientific revolution whose achievements have dwarfed mankind 
and estranged us from our environment. Scientific progress is the contemporary Frankenstein's monster. It revolves on 
its own axis driving humanity into investing ever greater resources to discover and invent. The terror of the atom bomb 
did not hamper development of the much more terrible hydrogen bomb and though the advances in genetics have 
prompted world rulers to set limits to the activities of scientists in this field, this may have been an exercise in futility, 
as the history of modern science is littered with discarded documents aimed at deterring researchers from penetrating 
into this area or that. The only means of directing the march of science is the cultural values which guide the choices of 
fields of study and help formulate the questions to be answered. 
At this point I would like to paddle back into my own group. The failure of modern science was not due to its method. 
It was largely the result of its arrogant expulsion of faith and value from its enterprise. Teleology became taboo and the 
scientists paraded their wares as value-free. Perhaps there were justifiable reasons for scientists to seek to free 
themselves from the shackles of clerical fraternity but they were probably less wise than the emperors who rejected the 
dominance of the Church but retained their faith, Christianity. 
Freed from religion and morality, science resembled a highly powerful speed-boat which moved at full power but 
without a rudder. It covered huge areas fast but without clear direction. Scientists then claimed for their discipline, and 
consequently for themselves, an unquestioned value. They became the measure of themselves just like the clerics 
whom they earlier despised. 
The absence of religious faith and moral commitment has landed scientists in a maelstrom of problems. Often when 
they give answers they raise more questions and when they solve a problem they create more problems. It is time for 
our Sustainer to be invited to the scientific/industrial banquet; not as a guest, however honoured, but as at least a co-
host whose vital contribution to steer the whole enterprise in the most sound and fruitful direction is sought and valued. 
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Islam, my faith, has from its inception placed a great emphasis on knowledge as the proper foundation for meaningful 
action. This principle is deeply embedded into our perception. The story of Genesis in the Qur'an does not identify the 
forbidden fruit as that of knowledge but of eternity. Satan in the Qur'an whispered to Adam and his spouse, 'Shall I 
show you the tree of eternity and never ending dominion?' Both were thus enticed with the promise of eternal life. Not 
for us the association between innocence and ignorance. The Qur'an does not portray Adam as a henpecked husband 
nor his wife as a foolish temptress; nor does it accord the dumb snake such persuasive cunning. 
Had the myth of Prometheus been Islamised this kind bringer of light and knowledge would have been honoured not 
tortured. The distinguished American historian, Marshall Hodgson, observed that had modern science developed in a 
Muslim environment, it would have borne a collective and spiritual mark in contrast to the western individualistic and 
materialistic kind. 
Now let us come to Islam's view of our place in the world and our relationship with it. Whether we gradually arose 
from the amoeba in a long process of evolution or whether the Creator telescoped the evolutionary stages in one single 
step makes no difference. From the late nineteenth century both views have found adherents among Muslim 
theologians. They assumed total concordance between faith and knowledge. To them the Qur'an is the word of God, 
and the world is the work of God. It was to them unthinkable that the work of God would contradict His word. Their 
pious eyes could observe the fingerprint of Allah in the fragrant flower and the dead leaf, the flying birds and the wild 
beast. Even human inventions were placed among the miracles of the Creator Who in His Wisdom and Mercy has 
endowed this particular species with such skills. They looked upon the world with awe and veneration and sought to 
enjoy but not to master its creatures. 
Human beings' relationship to this world resembled in many ways a form of property contract which I learned about for 
the first time in England, where there are two types of ownership: freehold and leasehold. The freeholder has no time 
limit and has absolute power over the property. He can do with it what he wills. On the other hand, leasehold is limited 
in time and accords the user the right to use the building with the responsibility for its proper maintenance only until 
handing it over in good order at the end of the lease. 
Our dominion over the world is of the leasehold type. We are therefore not entitled to tamper with it without the 
permission of the owner of the freehold, God. How do we obtain such authority? Islam tells us that authority is 
enshrined in the Shariah, the Divine Law. There, the rights and duties of us the lessees are clearly marked. We are to 
care for our habitat and protect it lest it decays. The Shariah never loses sight of the need to guide us along the path of 
care for the environment. This is demonstrated most clearly in the Islamic rules of engagement. War is a most hated act 
to a faith as committed to peace as Islam; but Islam accepts that conflict can and does take place. Rules therefore have 
to be set for it. The Islamic rules of war are testament of a great concern for the environment. The Shariah orders 
warriors not to desecrate a place of worship nor to harm a peaceable man of religion, nor the old nor the wounded nor 
the infirm. The warrior must protect women and children. 
The rules also demand respect for the environment. Fruit trees must not be damaged, water resources must not be 
polluted, every asset of social or commercial value must be fully preserved. No mindless damage to the environment is 
allowed. Improvements are permitted as long as they adhere to the prescribed guidance. The Shariah prohibits waste 
and extravagance and consumption has to be moderate. The wastrel and extravagant can be deprived of freedom of 
action and placed under the control of a guardian. 
According to the Shariah, no benefit should be obtained at the price of inflicting harm on the environment. 
Safeguarding against polluting a water source, for example, would take precedence in Muslim agricultural planning 
over growth in food production. On the other hand, cutting down fruit trees to stop the spread of wild fire is 
permissible. 
Islam does not concern itself only with prevention. It instructs us to replenish the environment and improve it. This 
responsibility has to be discharged even under extreme conditions. Prince Sadruddin Aga Khan quoted a saying of the 
Prophet: 'On doomsday if you have a sapling and you have just time enough to plant it then do so'.1 To explain the full 
significance of this saying let me refer you to our eschatology. We believe that at the end of time the angel Israphael 
will blow a horn which will be heard throughout the world to warn all living beings that the end is nigh. Soon after, the 
second blowing of the horn comes and every living thing dies. In between the two blasts of horn, when everyone is 
certain of death, the Prophet tells his followers that under these circumstances they should discharge their duty to the 
environment by planting the saplings held in their hands. Such is Islam's commitment to the environment. 
 
Note 
1. See Chapter 2. 
 


