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PREFACE


This is a book I had hoped someone else would write. I have long felt that such a book is much needed, above all as a resource for Muslims. Islamic communities, however, have well-known and established criteria for determining who has authority to speak for the tradition, and I do not meet those criteria. I have not studied at any recognized institution of traditional Islamic learning; I have not received an ijāza (permission to teach) from any acknowledged authority on Islamic law. A Ph.D. from an American university does not carry much weight in traditional Muslim circles when it comes to religious questions, nor perhaps should it.


To my mind, at least, it would have been preferable for this book to have been written by, say, a practicing ‘ālim (religious scholar) with a large following, or perhaps a law professor at the University of Jiddah, so that its credibility would be harder to assail. Or alternatively, had the arguments it contains been put forth by one of the Muslim world’s great contemporary radical thinkers, such as Khaled Abou El-Fadl, Farid Esack, or Abdol-Karim Soroush, it might have hoped to stir up debate within Muslim communities, at least among intellectuals. Perhaps one day they will be taken up, but for now it seems that all of these brilliant minds are too preoccupied with the many crises currently facing the human animal alone to focus very much on other species or our relations with them. I have tried myself to persuade some of these eminent figures to devote a little time and thought to inter-species questions, and failed.


So I am not sure that what I have to offer here will be seen as having much value for Muslims, though I will be most pleasantly surprised if it is. I suspect, however, that the audience for this book is more likely to be non-Muslims who are sympathetic to Muslim culture and interested in learning more about what it has to offer in terms of animal rights. I hope that this audience too will not be disappointed in what they find here, for this book is not an exercise in apologetics. The Islamic tradition does indeed offer much that can lend itself to respect for species other than our own, but it also contains much that is problematic from an animal rights activist point of view. And even much of what could resemble animal rights within the tradition is unheeded by most Muslims or unknown to them.


Having made clear my own lack of confidence and trepidation in writing this book, I cannot fault readers for asking why I have written it. The answer is simple enough: because there needs and deserves to be something available on the subject of animals in Islam, and for the present at least, no one else seemed prepared to do it.* In the Persian language, one of the commonest expressions heard in daily conversation is ghorbān-e shomā, “May I be a sacrifice for you” (literally, “I am your sacrificial animal”). Such is the spirit of humility which, hopefully, underlies this book.


I am grateful to Paul Waldau, whose invitation spurred me to write my first short survey of Islam and animals, to Martin Rowe, for encouraging me to expand that survey to a book-length treatment, and to Ayatollah Hasan Emami of Esfahan for kindly providing me with a copy of Jazayery’s book on animals in (Shi‘i) Islam. I am indebted to Richard Bulliet, Chris Chapple, Khalid Keshk, and Robert Tappan for their comments on the typescript and, as always, to Désirée and Shahrzad who are my dearest friends in the world. Novin Doostdar and the staff at Oneworld have been a continuing source of support and encouragement. Finally, I would like to thank my dog, Max, one of the strangest and at times most difficult of the many non-humans I have lived with, but also the most loving, forgiving, and non-judgmental, for constantly reminding and teaching me that human needs are no more pressing, important, or real than non-human ones, and indeed often less so.


* To be fair, there do exist several short treatments, listed in the bibliography, but apart from the fact that all have serious weaknesses (not the least of which is an unwillingness to examine the tradition critically), they are mostly out of print and extremely hard to find.





INTRODUCTION: ISLAM, MUSLIMS, AND NON-HUMAN ANIMALS


Discussions about the presence and roles of non-human animals in world religions have only recently come to be a part of academic inquiry, despite the fact that every religious tradition is full of stories about non-human animals and how humans interact with them. Paul Waldau cautions us, however, that “Although such accounts can be surpassingly beautiful, they also can be positively misleading about the realities of other animals.”1


Religions are our primary source for codes of ethics, but these ethical systems are often considered to apply only to how we treat members of our own species. The international animal rights movement, which has its roots in early nineteenth-century England but really only began to flourish after the publication of moral philosopher Peter Singer’s book Animal Liberation in 1975, has demonstrated the arbitrariness – and, ultimately, the indefensibility – of ethical systems that draw a boundary at the species barrier.2 Unfortunately religions, and cultures generally, have been slow to pick up on the logic-based arguments provided by philosophy, so while in certain areas there has been real change in our treatment of non-human animals, it has fallen far short of what a genuinely just and compassionate ethics would require. In general it would seem that “speciesism” – which Singer likens to racism and sexism, and defines as “a prejudice or attitude of bias toward the interests of members of one’s own species and against those of members of other species” – remains the dominant paradigm in human societies all over the world.3


Perhaps the main issue to arise in re-considering our ethics toward non-human animals is whether or not we can justify eating them, and the means by which we prepare them to be eaten. If we do choose to accord animals rights, certainly the most fundamental of these is the right to live. Thus, the vegetarian option must be engaged by anyone genuinely seeking to extend moral considerability to non-human animals. Some religions, especially in South Asia, have engaged this issue for thousands of years, while others (notably the Semitic traditions) have positively refused to do so.


But the use of animals for food is only one dimension of interspecies ethics. Historically, humans have used other animals as work slaves, as companions, and as objects for violent sport. Today, issues such as scientific experimentation and habitat destruction have been added to the mix. In none of these domains has the level of critical discourse in any mainstream human society kept pace with the realities of our treatment of other species.


The Islamic religion, while being the focus of much attention these days, does not often come up in discussions on animal rights. If the connection can be made at all, for many non-Muslims the most visible expression of how Muslims view animals may be the ‘Īd al-Adha, the Feast of Sacrifice, which from the point of view of millions of domestic animals can only appear as an annually recurring global holocaust. The popular Muslim aversion to dogs and pigs, as well as the Arab affinity for camels and horses, are all well-known stereotypes. But to suppose that these isolated tendencies are representative of Muslim attitudes toward animals in general would be a narrow view indeed.


It should not be imagined that religious traditions will automatically determine an individual’s attitudes toward other living species (or, indeed, toward any issue), or that a simple reinterpretation of religion will lead the tradition’s adherents to change their attitudes and behaviors. However, it may be argued that, for a believer, it will be difficult (though perhaps not impossible) to adopt a position which appears to be in contradiction to the teachings of one’s tradition. Likewise, there exists at least the possibility that, for the devout, an argument based on the sources of religious tradition will be more convincing than one that is not.


This is nowhere more true than within the world’s Muslim communities today, where much effort is expended toward addressing an overwhelming diversity of cultural norms by appealing to those particular normative sources – usually texts – which can be argued to be universally “Islamic.” This is not to say that attitudes and practices which turn out to be unique to a particular Muslim community are incontestably “extra-Islamic” (though they may well be), but only that they may have little appeal for Muslims who do not share that localized source of cultural norms.


Thus, while attempting to identify “the mainstream” in any human context is undeniably problematic, in this book “mainstream Islam” will be understood as having its basis in the Sunni legal tradition. This choice is in no way intended to marginalize the millions of Muslims who do not see Sunni law as their primary normative source; it is merely a practical concession to the reality that the overwhelming majority of the world’s Muslims – at least 80 percent – identify themselves as Sunnis, and among that population the legal tradition is more widely con-sidered acceptable than any other basis of common values.


For Muslims, “universal” sources such as the Qur’an, the hadiths (reports about the words and deeds of the Prophet Muhammad), the shari‘a (Islamic law), as well as the non-universal sources of popular tradition, all speak of non-human animals, which are treated as more or less omnipresent figures in the lives of humans and thus have a whole range of familiar relationships with them. Less is said about wild animals than about domestic species, who are obviously more familiar and with whom a greater proportion of humans interact on a daily basis.


In all these various expressions of Muslim culture, non-human animals are valued mainly for the services they provide for humans, though sometimes it is for the lessons which humans can draw from them. Even insects have instructive value, as the Qur’an itself indicates in a chapter called “The Bee.”4 A popular story from Abbasid times has the Caliph ask the greatest jurist of the period, Muhammad ibn Idris al-Shafi‘i, why God created such annoying creatures as flies, to which the scholar replies, “In my humble opinion the purpose is to show those in power their own helplessness.”5


Indeed the Islamic tradition, perhaps more so than any other, has much to say about the need to respect all parts of God’s creation, even insects. Numerous passages in the Qur’an indicate a sensitivity to the fact that animals have interests and value of their own, entirely apart from their usefulness to humans; the hadiths and the legal tradition show this as well. But whatever teachings Islam may have to offer on the subject of human relations with non-human animal species, it is worth pointing out that people are usually only partially aware of what is taught by their own inherited tradition, and are often highly selective about those aspects that are known to them.


It would be misleading, then, to assume that just because one can find certain guidelines or injunctions regarding the treatment of non-human animals in Islamic texts, all or most Muslims in the world must therefore abide by them, for such is not the case. As with the laws and morals of any society, Islamic norms are often flouted, distorted, or simply ignored. More confusing still, individual Muslims will often claim that a particular view or practice is “Islamic” even if it derives not from the religious tradition per se but rather from their own particular local culture. Therefore, while any sort of generalization is likely to be problematic, on balance it would probably be safe to say that Muslims as a whole are no more and no less animal-friendly than humans of other cultures, regardless of the many distinctive teachings about animals that exist within the tradition.


Muslims are not prominent participants in animal rights discussions today, but that may be at least partly due to the fact that much of the Muslim world is so beset by all manner of injustices between humans that it is hard to look beyond the concerns of our own species. It is perhaps natural to have little outrage left over for the abuse of livestock, the torture of laboratory specimens, or the extinction of species, when so much is consumed by the murder of civilians, the denial of democratic process, and the deprivation of basic human rights, the sources of which are both external and internal to Muslim societies. Natural perhaps, but not entirely acceptable, because there is nothing in Islam which states that rights cease at the species boundary.


It may be said that animal rights awareness is not entirely absent in the Muslim world either, even if it is very much overshadowed by other concerns. In better times, historically, non-human animals in Muslim societies benefited from protections and services that filled European visitors with astonishment. Already in the sixteenth century French essayist Michel de Montaigne noted that “The Turks have alms and hospitals for animals.”6 These institutions, which were funded through religious endowments (waqfs), would have appeared to most Europeans of the time as a frivolous waste of public resources.


In the nineteenth century, English traveler Edward Lane remarked that the Egyptians seemed to be losing some of their traditional kindness towards animals, but wrote that he was “. . . inclined to think that the conduct of Europeans has greatly conduced to produce this effect, for I do not remember to have seen acts of cruelty to dumb animals except in places where Franks [that is, Europeans] either reside or are frequent visitors . . .”7


Taking the long view of history, an average non-human animal might well have preferred to live among Muslims than among Christians. Christian theology has been particularly hard on non-human animals, even if a few lonely theological voices (Andrew Linzey, Jay McDaniel) have lately begun to call for revisions. While a handful of progressive churches – the cathedral St. John the Divine in New York City, for example – now offer animal masses and animal blessings, none yet approaches the inclusiveness of the Islamic tradition which states that unlike humans, all non-human animals are believers; that humans, in fact, are the only species with a cosmic problem!


This difference is not lost on Muslims today. I have an Iranian friend who teaches at a small college in rural upstate New York. People often ask him whether he is sometimes uncomfortable being the only Muslim in the vicinity. “What do you mean?” he tells them with a grand sweep of his hand, “Just look at all these cows!”


So if all non-human animals are “Muslims,” and not all humans are, does that mean that it is better to be a non-human animal? The crucial difference, at least according to mainstream Islam, is that humans alone possess taqwa (consciousness), which implies that we alone can be judged for our acts. While this accountability presents risks to humans that non-human animals do not face, it also holds out the prospect of eternal life in paradise. Most Muslims do not believe that non-human animals have an afterlife, although the view has at times been debated.


For example, according to a hadith related by Abu Hurayra,


 


On the Day of Arising, all of creation will be gathered together: the cattle, the riding-beasts, the birds, and every other thing, and it shall be God’s justice (Exalted is He!) that He takes the hornless sheep’s case against the horned one. Then he shall say, “Be dust!” which is the time at which the unbeliever says, “Would that I were dust!”8


Non-human animals, in other words, will be extinguished on the Day of Judgment, a fate that non-Muslim humans, destined for eternal hell-fire, will envy.


Mainstream Islam posits that non-human animals have souls, even if they are not eternal. This can be favorably contrasted with the Christian position, which states categorically (though arbitrarily and without evidence) that souls belong to humans alone. The Muslim philosophers, however, like the ancient Greeks, did differentiate between the “animal soul” and the “rational soul,” asserting that the latter is possessed only by humans. Better an animal soul, perhaps, than none at all . . .


On the other hand, according to some of the Mu‘tazilites (a radical school of Islamic theologians who became prominent in the early ninth century), good animals, like good humans, will enjoy eternal life in heaven, while bad animals will join bad humans in hell. One Mu‘tazilite theologian, Abu Ishaq al-Nazzam (a teacher of the famous Arab writer Abi Uthman Amr ibn Badr al-Jahiz), even claimed that all animals would go to heaven, although this was refuted by al-Baghdadi who retorted that “He is very welcome to a heaven which contains pigs, dogs and snakes.”9


On the whole, then, it would seem that among Muslims, as in any human culture, attitudes towards animals vary greatly and, indeed, encompass all possibilities, from animal-loving revisionists to hardcore anthropocentrists. To single out any one view as uniquely authoritative or normative would be to take a partisan stand, and would not do justice to the rich diversity of ideas that has always been present in one of the world’s great religious traditions and the many cultures which inform it.


The point of this book, in any case, is not to demonstrate whether Islam and Muslims are more or less animal-friendly than other religions and their practitioners. Each cultural community has its own history and its own norms, and deserves to be assessed first and foremost according to its own standards and claims about itself. But cultures have always learned from each other as well, and this is a good thing – even, one might say in today’s interconnected world, indispensable.


It is difficult to deny that the modern West has produced the most egregious forms of institutionalized violence against animals the world has ever seen: factory farming, laboratory testing, habitat depletion – the list goes on. But the West has also, from Jeremy Bentham and Henry Salt up through Peter Singer and Carol Adams, generated the most sophisticated critiques of the kind of unexamined anthropocentrism that has made such crimes appear morally acceptable. Other cultures have, unfortunately, learned to replicate many of the callous attitudes and cruel forms of abuse pioneered in the West. On the other hand, they may yet prove willing to investigate and integrate some of the West’s critical responses as well, in concert with those generated from within the value systems of their own communities.


In the Muslim world, such a discourse has barely begun. And yet, as this book aims to show, the Islamic tradition possesses ample resources by which to develop and apply a meaningful contemporary critique of how humans today treat other animals, if and when significant numbers of Muslims should decide to do so.



Muslims and Islam: Some Facts and Definitions



Muslims, as the practitioners of the religion called Islam are known, currently number more than 1.2 billion, and are dispersed throughout virtually every country on earth. Contrary to certain popular notions which remain prevalent, the vast majority – about 85 percent – are not Arab but belong to other ethnic and linguistic groups. In fact the world’s largest concentration of Muslims is to be found not in the Middle East (25 percent), but in South Asia (33 percent). The nations with the largest Muslim populations are Indonesia, India, Bangla Desh, and Pakistan. Since Muslim identities and worldviews are in all cases comprised of multiple sources, one might predict that attitudes toward non-human animals among Muslims of diverse cultural backgrounds would show both similarities and differences, as indeed turns out to be the case.


Though claims are frequently made that one position or another represents “true” Islam, the notion should be dispelled that there exists a unified “Islamic” or “Muslim” view of non-human animals. A related point is that these are not identical terms, since attitudes held by individuals or collectives who happen to be Muslim may or may not be “Islamic.”10 Disentangling the two is often difficult, both for those within and outside the tradition, but it is important to acknowledge that the two adjectives, “Muslim” and “Islamic,” are not synonymous.


Islam (literally, “submission”), as an ideal distinct from real-life Muslims who aspire in varying degrees to practice it, is understood by believers as the state God (Allah) wills for His creation (khalq). This is apprehended by the Sunni majority through the revealed scripture of the Qur’an, the life example of the Prophet Muhammad (the sunna, as attested in hadith reports), and the shari‘a, a comprehensive code of life as articulated in the legal texts of the so-called Classical period (eighth to tenth centuries CE). Shi‘ites also follow the teachings of their infallible Imams, and Sufi mystics (who can be Sunni or Shi‘i) defer to the authority of their spiritual guides (shaykhs, or pīrs).


The actual practices and attitudes of Muslims have always been shaped by Islamic sources in combination with extra-Islamic cultural ones. Islamic sources tend to be embodied in authoritative texts, while cultural sources often are not. This book will attempt to survey the references to non-human animals in both specifically “Islamic” and broadly “Muslim” contexts.





1


ANIMALS IN ISLAMIC SOURCE TEXTS


Islam is a text-bound religion, perhaps more so than any other. Muslims believe that the one true god, Allah, revealed His divine will in its definitive form to an Arab prophet, Muhammad of Mecca (ca. 570–632 CE), over the last twenty-three years of the Prophet’s life. This body of revelation is known as the Qur’an, and forms the basis of Islamic belief. Six of the Qur’an’s 114 chapters (called sūras) are named for animals: the Cow (sūra 2), the Cattle (sūra 6), the Bee (sūra 16), the Ant (sūra 28), the Spider (sūra 29), and the Elephant (sūra 105). Among the animal species mentioned by name in the Qur’an one may find camels, cattle, horses, mules, donkeys, sheep, monkeys, dogs, pigs, snakes, worms, ants, bees, spiders, mosquitoes, and flies.


Much of Islam’s textual tradition is originally in Arabic, which for many centuries played the role of scholarly lingua franca analogous to that of Latin in Christian Europe. The Arabic word used in the Classical texts to refer to animals, including humans, is hayawān.1 This term appears only once in the Qur’an, however, where it refers rather to the “true” existence of the afterlife.2 For non-human animals, the Qur’an instead uses the term dābba (pl. dawābb), which is often translated as “beasts,”3 or an‘ām when referring to livestock.4 Yet another term, anām (not to be confused with an‘ām), carries the more general sense of “living beings,” including humans (indeed, Arabic-speakers often understand the term as meaning humans alone, but the Qur’anic sense is arguably more inclusive).5 The Qur’an states that all animals were created by Allah,6 “from water,”7 and in pairs.8


Human beings are often described in Arabic texts as “the speaking animal” (al-hayawān al-nātiq), despite the fact that the Qur’an itself acknowledges that non-human animals also have speech:


 


And [in this insight] Solomon was [truly] David’s heir; and he would say: “O you people! We have been taught the speech of birds, and have been given [in abundance] of all [good] things: this, behold, is indeed a manifest favor [from God]!”9


And likewise in the following verse:


 


At length, when they came to the valley of the ants, one of the ants said, “O ye ants, get into your habitations, lest Solomon and his hosts crush you [underfoot] without knowing it.”10


The Qur’an occasionally blurs the line between human and non-human animals, suggesting that it is possible for humans to be “demoted” to other species. One verse, for example, refers to “Those whom Allah has cursed, against whom He has been angry, of whom He has made monkeys and pigs because they worshipped the powers of evil.”11 Another verse refers to the Israelites of Moses’ time who broke the Sabbath, to whom Allah declared, “Be despicable monkeys!”12 While it might be possible to read into these verses a metaphorical interpretation, Muslim commentaries have tended to take them literally.



The Role of Arab Norms



Though most Muslims today are not Arabs (and, for that matter, millions of Arabs are not Muslims), the Qur’an was revealed in an Arab context to an Arab prophet. Inevitably, therefore, Arab culture played a huge role in the formative years of the tradition. While the Qur’an “corrected” certain aspects of Arab practice – abolishing female infanticide, for example, and extending legal rights to women – any prevailing practice or norm not specifically addressed in the Qur’an was assumed by the first Arab Muslims to be acceptable. Since Islam was initially brought to neighboring societies by Arabs, such norms carried the weight of the dominant class and were often absorbed by the conquered peoples.


Arabs in pre-Islamic times practiced animal cults, various meat taboos, sympathetic magic (istimtar) and possibly totemism. Some tribes had animal names, such as the Quraysh (“shark”), which was the tribe of the Prophet Muhammad, the Kalb (“dog”), and the Asad (“lion”).13 Certain animals, including camels, horses, bees, and others, were believed to carry blessing (baraka), while others, such as dogs and cats, were associated with the evil eye. Genies (jinn) were believed sometimes to take animal form. As in many cultures, pre-Islamic Arabs associated particular animals with human traits, such as the lion with bravery, the rooster with generosity, and the buzzard with stupidity.


The most important animal to the pre-Islamic Arabs was without question the camel, a species which provided them with food, shelter, clothing, and transportation. Due to its high value, the camel was considered the greatest sacrificial offering and was slaughtered at the time of the pilgrimage, to welcome honored guests, and often on the death of its owner (so as to serve him in the afterlife). The Bedouin believed that eating camel-flesh was a religious act of devotion, and that the appearance of camels in dreams was an auspicious sign.14


The Qur’an proscribed certain pre-Islamic practices related to animals, such as the consecration of animals to specific deities. For example, according to contemporary commentator Muhammad Asad, the verse, “It is not of God’s ordaining that certain kinds of cattle should be marked out by superstition and set aside from the use of man,”15 refers to “certain categories of domestic animals which the pre-Islamic Arabs used to dedicate to their various deities by setting them free to pasture and prohibiting their use or slaughter.”16 The Qur’an clarifies that pre-Islamic taboos on the eating of cattle did not originate with Allah and should be abandoned, and, in passing, indicates that the Islamic requirement that an animal be slaughtered while pronouncing Allah’s name had pre-Islamic origins.17


The Arabs had many kinds of blood sacrifices, which mostly survived into the Islamic period though often in altered form. The most visible of the Islamic blood sacrifices, which is performed once a year by all Muslims able to afford it, is the Feast of Sacrifice (‘Īd al-Adha), commemorating the prophet Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son (Isma‘il, not Isaac, in Islamic tradition). Many Muslims also make blood sacrifices in fulfillment of vows (nazr), seven days after the birth of a child (aqīqa), or on the tenth day of the lunar month of Dhu’l-hijja in atonement for transgressions committed during the pilgrimage to Mecca (hājj). The proper method for sacrificing an animal is called dhabh in Islamic law, the sacrificial victim being known as a dhabīha.


The only aspect of dhabh mentioned in the Qur’an is the saying of Allah’s name at the time of sacrifice;18 the remainder comes from hadiths and the Islamic legal tradition. In answer to the question of why Muslims were allowed to continue animal sacrifice, Muhammad is reported as having said, “This is a tradition (sunna) of your patriarch Abraham.”19 Thus, the Qur’an itself does not specifically require Muslims to sacrifice animals, for food or for any other reason; it merely permits them to do so. And even then, the Qur’an reminds Muslims that if they do sacrifice animals, “neither their flesh nor their blood reaches Allah; it is only your righteousness that reaches Him.”20


A belief in metamorphosis (maskh) also survived from pre-Islamic times, several examples occurring in the Qur’an.21 Some heterodox Muslim groups even retained a belief in metempsychosis (tanasukh), but mainstream Islam considers such ideas to be heresy. Among the pre-Islamic Arab traditions that the Prophet Muhammad forbade to his followers, we find the practice of animal fights (though camel fighting remained popular, especially in Muslim India) and the cutting off of camel-humps and sheep-tails for food while leaving the animal alive.22



Cosmic Hierarchy in the Qur’an



Islam is what contemporary animal rights activists would probably call a strongly anthropocentric religion, although Muslims themselves might prefer to see their worldview as “theocentric.” Within the hierarchy of Creation, the Qur’an depicts humans as occupying a special and privileged status. The Qur’an says, “Certainly, we have created Man in the best make,”23 and “Hast thou not seen how Allah has subjected (sakhkhara) to you all that is in the earth?”24 The term khalīfa (lit., “successor”), which in the Qur’an is applied to humans, is generally defined by contemporary Muslims as “vice-regent,” as in the verses that state “I am setting on the earth a vice-regent (khalīfa),” and “It is He who has made you his vice-regent on earth.”25


According to this view, while non-human Creation is subjugated to human needs, the proper human role is that of conscientious steward and not exploiter.26 “To Allah belong all things in the heavens and on earth”27 – that is to say, not to humans. Moreover, the earth was not created for the sake of humans alone: “And the earth has He spread out for all living beings (anām).”28 The Qur’an emphasizes that God takes care of the needs of all living things: “There is no moving creature on earth, but Allah provides for its sustenance.”29 Everything in Creation is a miraculous sign of God (āya), inviting Muslims to contemplate the Creator. Non-human animals are explicitly included among God’s miraculous signs, both in general “. . . The beasts of all kinds that He scatters throughout the earth . . .”30 and in terms of specific species, as in the following verse:


 


. . . This she-camel of God is a sign to you; so leave her to graze in God’s earth, and let her come to no harm, or you shall be seized with a grievous punishment.31


And the following:


 


Do they not look at the birds, held poised in the middle of [the air and] the sky? Nothing holds them up but [the power of] Allah. Verily in this are signs for those who believe.32


The “divine sign” can also be a negative lesson:


 


The parable of those who take protectors other than Allah is that of the spider, who builds [for itself] a house; but truly the flimsiest of houses is the spider’s house, if they but knew.33


Nevertheless, the Qur’an specifies that certain animals were created for the benefit of humans:


 


And He has created cattle for you: you derive warmth from them, and [various] other uses; and from them you obtain food; and you find beauty in them when you drive them home in the evenings and when you take them out to pasture in the mornings. And they carry your loads to [many] a place which [otherwise] you would be unable to reach without great hardship to yourselves. And [it is He who creates] horses and mules and asses for you to ride, as well as for [their] beauty: and He will yet create things of which [today] you have no knowledge.34


And


 


Of the cattle some are for carrying and some for food; eat what Allah hath provided for you, and follow not the footsteps of Satan for he is to you an avowed enemy.35


In fact, the Qur’anic “correction” of the pre-Islamic Arab practice of leaving certain “sacred” cattle unmolested36
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