
Venturing into the encounter between the Islamic thinking and the environmental problems, it is impossible not to begin with but one writer, which is Sayed Hossein Nasr. He was the first one who opened this question in its depth and entirety and devolved in the discussion in the way, which was probably never outmatched.

In 1966, only four years after Carson’s seminal work on harmful usage of pesticides (see 1962) and another four years before the final emergence of global environmental movement with the Earth day of 1970 then young Muslim philosopher and intellectual delivered a series of lectures at the University of Chicago which went consequently in print in 1968, under the title Man and Nature: The Spiritual Crisis in Modern Man (Nasr 1968). By that, he was actually one of the first thinkers (almost simultaneously with Lynn White, see 1967), who raised the question of relation between religion and what was only recently identified as the ecological crisis of universal extent and the first Muslim thinker, which fully acknowledged reality of this crisis and approached it critically from the Islamic, though not only, point of view.

In this study, Nasr represents what we may call a critical discourse of the Islamic environmental ethics, though his thinking entails also some specificities, which should not be neglected. Since the Man and Nature, Nasr is a relentless critic of modern relation between man and nature and he published other works in this regard, most significantly the Religion and the Order of Nature in 1996, which may be seen as a further elaboration of the first book. Nevertheless the core of his attitude and argument is contained already in the first book, which is therefore the main source of this analysis. In what follows, I focus especially on three topics: what is Nasr’s definition of the problem, where lie its causes and what is the remedy. As will be subsequently shown, each of this questions represents a wider spectrum of issues on which different or similar opinions in other articulations of the Islamic ethic may be stated.

At the basis of Nasr’s approach to the problem lies the notion of crisis as seen already in the title of his first treatise on the topic. We may note, that this notion founds the whole modern environmental thinking, which was called also the new environmentalism (Macnaghten and Urry 1998, 45, 70) of which the widespread interest in the issues of “environmental ethics” in general and its culturally conditioned expressions in particular is a part. As may be evidenced in almost any of the texts on the topic, the motive of crisis or tension in the human relationship to nature is more or less explicitly present.

Nasr acknowledges existence of the environmental crisis of a great scale, posing and existential threat to humans and their well-being and survival, and devotes much of his attention to the description and analysis of this crisis. Regardless of its wider meaning and causes, the crisis is, according to the philosopher, severe. Already in his first book on the topic (and in a precise concord with the famous environmentalist writings of the day such as Carson, Commoner, Ward and Dubos and many others), Nasr notices apparent and imminent manifestations of the crisis, the deteriorating condition of the nature, problems like overpopulation, destruction and “marring” of the environment (1968, 18) the apparent signs of the disequilibrium between man and nature, which “threatens to destroy them both together" (ibid., 75) and existence of which “is so obvious that few can any longer afford to ignore it.” (ibid., 13).
