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Islam and Ecology: Southeast Asia, Adat, and the Essence of
Keramat
Bahar Davary

Abstract: The gradual “ecological genocide” of our times demands not only a transnational critical investigation but an ecumenical and interreligious query as well. In
this paper, I will juxtapose the views of Lynn White (Christian) and Seyyed Hossein
Nasr (Muslim) with respect to nature and religion. What the two share is the analysis that the rift between culture (Western ethos) and nature is the cause of the environmental crisis. By way of reference to Malay adat, and the example of keramat,
this paper argues that the key component for the establishment of a harmonious
ethos cannot be maintained without reenvisioning the sacred in nature. Within the
context of South East Asia, the example of the Minanagkabau can serve as a model
in which culture is shaped by nature. It is based on relationships that are neither
anthropocentric nor androcentric, one that is not based on dominion but on fostering nature-human-divine relationships.
Keywords Ecology; Islam; Ethics; Christianity; Culture; Malay; adat; keramat;
anthropocentrism; androcentrism

Introduction
In the past two decades there has been a surge in literary and critical environmental
works in academia. This surge has produced a variety of environmentalisms, leading to the
“Greening of Humanities.” At the same time, Rob Nixon has pertinently observed that the
rise of various environmentalisms in the humanities has been suffering from an “unselfconscious parochialism,”1 in that it is heavily Euro-American. There has been little mention or recognition of those who are engaged in the struggle in the rest of the world, and
who often risk their lives or livelihoods in protecting the devastation of their environment
and its resources by standing up to corporations.2 While the flourishing of ecocriticism in
academia goes back at least two decades, exploring literature and the environment from a
post-colonial perspective is a novel, yet rapidly emerging field.3 One of the main goals of
post-colonial theory and this paper is opening a space for voices that have been previously
silenced by dominant ideologies.4
Particular forms of human relationships and control of power and production continue
to bear harmful ecological effects. Historically, colonial incursions have had severe environmental consequences, including appropriation of natural resources such as wildlife, forests,
minerals, and land, by both companies and settlers.5 If, in the fifteenth-century, Madeira
was set on fire for seven years to clear its densely wooded landscape for settlers, more
recently the landscape of South East Asia has been blazed and drastically severed, especially
since the 1970s. In the early sixteenth century the colonial powers often announced their
arrival by symbolically striking trees or cutting branches, everywhere from the Americas to
the jungles of Aceh,6 with the aim of dominating the lucrative spice, sugar, and oil trades,
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along with other resources. The most longstanding legacy of colonialism, however, is not its
material but its discursive effects; it is not its overt violence, but its covert cultural, intellectual, and religious assumptions that still remain in force today.7 The colonial mentality
which sees the colonized as inferior people with inferior cultures has resulted, among other
things, in the use of the knowledge of the colonized to serve the interests of the colonizers.
It is this discursive effect that has heavily amplified the suffering of nature, women, and the
poor, and is the subject of criticism by liberation theologians and ecofeminists. Consistent
with this theory, Sallie McFague refers to the colonizing attitude as the “arrogant gaze” of
colonialism that needs to be transformed into a “loving gaze.”8 It is with a similar methodology that the noted Liberation theologian Leonardo Boff binds the fate of the rain forests of
his native Brazil with the fate of the Indians and the poor of the land in his book, Cry of the
Earth, Cry of the Poor. Christian liberation theology considers violence against nature and
the poor as a symptom that should warn the first world of a sickness at the heart of Western
culture.9 What Leonardo Buff and Virgil Elizondo refer to as “sickness” is identified and
elaborated on in the works of Lynn White Jr. and Seyyed Hossein Nasr in their reflections
on religion and nature and human-divine-nature relations, with the focus not on the poor
but rather on the loss of the sense of the sacred.
This paper argues that the two historians of science, one from a Muslim and the other
from a Christian perspective, share the analysis that the rift between culture (Western
ethos) and nature and the loss of the sense of the sacred are the cause of the environmental
crisis. By way of reference to Malay adat (ethos), and the example of keramat appropriation, the paper argues that the establishment of a harmonious society cannot be maintained
without reenvisioning the sacred in nature10 as well as in culture. Based on the premise that
environmental degradation is not a resource problem but an attitude problem,11 it is important to return to the innate wisdom that informs us of our primordial harmony with the
natural world. This primordial harmony is at the heart of several religious traditions.
The field of social ecology, which grew as a subfield of evolutionary psychology, has also
established that we humans have an affinity with our natural environment. It affirms that
human separation from nature has health (both mental and physical) as well as intellectual perils for us. Edward Wilson, who coined the term, defines biophilia12 as “the urge to
affiliate with other forms of life.”13 His hypothesis emphasizes the bond between humans
and the natural world, and other forms of beings. It implies that we are biophilic, i.e., we
are in equilibrium in natural environments because of a basic human need to be in contact
with nature. It is this basic need that causes an instinctive reaction of connectedness with
the landscape every time we see the sun rise, watch the sun set, or even when we feel a soft
breeze. In environmental studies and architecture, biophilic design aims to reestablish the
lost connection between the natural world and us as an attempt to fill the gap resulting
from expanding urban lifestyle.14 Biophilic design was an ancient architectural tradition in
various Muslim cultures until the early twentieth century, when the local traditional models
were replaced with modern architecture in many places.15
Paradise Lost
Rapid industrialization and development in South East Asia threatens to destroy its
biodiversity within the next few decades. Environmental problems, such as the illegal sand
trade for land reclamation in Singapore,16 heavy oil palm plantations (with neglect and
disregard for the killing and misplacement of orangutans,17 elephants, and tigers), conversion of forested areas into massive rice fields, commercial and illegal logging,18 the failure
to establish sustainable agriculture, pit mining for coal, and heavy metal mining19 across
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Southeast Asia are the main causes of this threat.20 Foreignaid “experts” are hard at work
to turn most of these islands into a giant plantation area for oil palms, rubber, pines, and
tapioca.21
Taking advantage of the poor environmental regulations in those parts of the world,
corporations not only seize their resources but also use them as dumping grounds for toxic
waste. The most recent case in Kuantan, Malaysia is the Australian corporation Lynas,
which managed to set up a rare earth processing plant despite local protests. The plant will
potentially impose tons of toxic waste onto the region.22 Other companies, such as Cargill
and April, are rather savvy about greenwashing.23 According to conservation biologists, the
rate and scale of industrial forest clearing in Sumatra by palm oil plantations and big pulp
and paper producers is as daunting as an “ecological Armageddon.”24 Repeatedly, state or
local governors resist the efforts to protect the rainforest and give in to the big companies,
because logging provides the state great revenue.25
The outsourcing of environmental crises, along with “resource imperialism,”26 has given
rise to a resurgent “environmentalism of the poor,” i.e. the resistance by impoverished communities against the assaults on the ecosystem by transnational corporations, the military,
and civilian and corporate elites.27 The struggle of the Dayak of Borneo against palm oil
monoculture and the efforts of farmers of Riau and Palau Padang, Sumatra are not only a
struggle over resources, but also a challenge to maintain a way of life. The situation in these
places has set up a tragic tale of resistance and survival that can be witnessed in villages
across Indonesia.28 The environmental travesties cause anger and desperation among the
villagers who lose their land to company concession.29 In his award-winning novel, This
Earth of Mankind, Pramoedya Ananta Toer depicts this anger and grief, while simultaneously reflecting on the oppression of colonialism.30 Munif ’s Cities of Salt, the story of a
desert oasis disrupted by the arrival of western oil companies, presents an image not so
different from the stories of the Buru Quartet, the disrupted villages in Toer’s island of Java,
or Saro-Wiwa’s Niger Delta that had suffered “the equivalent of an Exxon Valdez-size oil
spill every year for nearly half a century.”31 What the cases discussed in these books share is
a reflection on and protest against the attritional environmental damage that deems nature
and the people of the land disposable. According to Guha and Martinez-Alier, this has led
to a “full stomach” and “empty belly” dichotomy in environmentalisms32 and it is the relation between the two that will shape the future of the biosphere and the environment.33
The Greatest Radical in Christian History after Christ
If there is truth to the Hindu doctrine of the four human cycles, we are currently in the
Kali-Yuga or “dark age” period, writes Rene Guenon. This period is known as the time of
inaccessibility of the supra-human wisdom.34 Something has been lost everywhere,35 Guenon writes, and hence the crisis of the modern world.36 Science at the service of industry
has brought about development of machinery seeking to dominate matter, yet it has only
led to human enslavement to the machine.37 Reflecting on the greed and encroachment of
Western civilization on other people and their resources, what Guenon deplores most is
what he calls the poisoning of their minds and their spirituality.38
The need for a return to spirituality and prophetic wisdom is at the heart of Lynn White’s
seminal essay. If Guenon has found the cause of the crisis in modernity, White’s search for
the historical roots of our ecological crisis took him back to the Christian Middle Ages.
His research on the effects of technological invention led him to believe that technological
and scientific movements began not in the 18th century, but in the Middle Ages,39 that they
achieved world dominance in that period,40 and that they are distinctively Occidental.41 He
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came to believe that the fundamental medieval assumptions established not only “a dualism
of man and nature” but that the theologians of the time, figures such as Tertullian and Saint
Irenaeus, insisted that “it is God’s will that man exploit nature for his proper end.”42 It was at
that time, he claims, that humanity moved from man as part of nature to man as exploiter
of nature.43 Animism was deemed a pagan practice, and the whole concept of the sacred
grove became alien to Christianity and to the ethos of the West. White rejects the Christian
axiom that nature has no reason for existence save to serve man, and that man is the rightful master over nature,44 and instead suggests an alternative Christian interpretation. That
alternative voice, according to White, is none other than “the greatest radical in Christian
history since Christ: Saint Francis of Assisi.” Reminding us of the radical virtues of the
prophets, White emphasizes that what humanity lacks is “humility as a species,” hinting at
the idea that humility is incongruent with individualism and with the basic tenets of modern democracy. Michael Northcott points out the contradiction in the Church’s perception
“that democracy is essentially Christian, even when modern democracy … is increasingly
identified with the completely unchristian idea that the chief end of people is to be free
from the needs and demands of other people, and in particular free to consume.”45 This idea
leaves out the Christian notion that not only humans, but all animate and inanimate beings
have been designed to glorify their transcendent creator,46 and are co-created and thereby
joined in a unity of beings.
Human ecology is deeply conditioned by our understanding of nature and our destiny,
issues that are fundamental to religious discourse. Religion as a reservoir of ethical code and
conduct for many has much to offer in the conversation about ecology. As such, it is essential to understand and interpret the role that religious thought plays in today’s environmental crisis. General statements found in support of environmental sustainability suggest that
Islam forbids overuse of natural resources even as it encourages agriculture. Planting a tree,
sowing a seed, and cultivating a wasteland are considered reward-worthy actions. Islamic
sources prescribe the prevention of pollution, enforcement of cleanliness, and respect for
animals, plants, and water, which it considers worthy of protection.
Green Prophet
The Prophet of Islam is at times referred to as a “green Prophet,” an “environmentalist
avant la lettre”47 because he sought to maintain a harmonious balance between human and
nature. He is quoted as saying: “When doomsday comes, if someone has a palm shoot in his
hand, he should plant it.” At the same time, he advises prudence and frugality in the use of
water, “even if one is standing on a flowing river.” He considered it a sin to withhold water
from one who is thirsty. The concepts of hurmah (harim and hima’) are protective measures
for the earth. To protect land, forests, and wildlife, “the Prophet created inviolable zones
known as hima and haram, in which resources were to be left untouched. Both are still in
use today: haram areas are often drawn up around wells and water sources to protect the
groundwater table from over pumping. Hima applies particularly to wildlife and forestry
and usually designates an area of land where grazing and woodcutting are restricted, or
where certain animal species are protected.”48
The Faithful servants of the beneficent are those who tread upon the earth lightly
(Qur’an, 25:63). The Islamic primary code of ethics is drawn from the Quran and the sunnah (tradition of the Prophet) interwoven with adab or social mores taught in the works
of literature, both poetry and prose. The Qur’an makes references to the sanctity of nature
and of all animal species. It specifically declares that all beings, the heavens, and the earth,
glorify God (Qur’an, 17:44). All Islamic schools of law have set out guidelines for the proper
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treatment of animals and plants as well as natural resources. A simple example can be found
in the edict that polluting the water is a sin according to the shari’ah.
Other broad concepts such as justice “‘adl” kindness “Ihsan”, and balance “mizan” are
important points to be considered in the discourse on Islam and conservation, sustainable
development, and resource management. The Qur’an prohibits wastefulness: “… waste not”
it declares, “for Allah loveth not the wasters” (Quran: 7:31). In fact, wastefulness is synonymous with ungratefulness, and the term used for ungratefulness in most Muslim languages
has been kufr; i.e. disbelief.
Theoretically there can be much found within the sources of Islam that respects the
natural world and maintains its sanctity. Muslim scholars of the 10th and 12th century
perceived individual happiness and virtue as premised upon quality of interaction with
the society and on a life of association.49 Yet, as Mawil Izzi Dien observes, the majority of
Muslim countries around the world are “witnessing a cultural environmental rupture.”50 The
rapid introduction of industry into these countries without a supporting value system compatible with Islamic values is cited as the main reason for this breach. In Islam, an acceptance of what is legal and what is ethical has not involved the same processes as in cultures
that base their laws on humanistic philosophies.51 Ethical conduct which involves the wellbeing of the created world – and its relation with the creator – has been the central theme
of Islamic thought and action for centuries; however, the contemporary study of Islam has
afforded little attention to the theme of ethics, and to environmental ethics.
Both Christianity and Islam emphasize the idea that the book of nature (cosmos) and
the book of God are to be read side by side in order to reveal to us the inner meaning of
creation.52 The Qur’an repeatedly invites us to look into ourselves and to the heavens and
the cosmos for reflection. In fact, Muslim scholars have come to call creation al-Qur’an altakwini. Islamic theology, however, has not escaped charges of anthropocentrism and utilitarianism when it comes to its relation with nature. Some trace back “the genesis of Islamic
humanism to the metaphysical notion of man as God-like, which has held sway among
Muslim thinkers for generations.”53 Some have taken this view to be a blind spot in modern
Muslim thinkers like Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, Seyyed Qutb, Muhammad ‘Abduh, Muhammad Iqbal, and Ali Shari’ati.54 These Muslim revivalists’ overemphasis of socio-political and
cultural issues has come at the expense of theological and ecological issues, and even contemporary fiqh, jurisprudence, fails to go beyond vague references.55 Referring to the idea of
insan al-Kamil, some argue that “from an ecological critique of Islam to a critique of Islamic
humanism is but a small step” and that “it is not enough to show that pro-ecology insights
can be found in Islam.”56
There are verses in the Qur’an that at first glance seem to support an anthropocentric57
vision of humanity:
(22:36) thus have We made animals subject to you, that ye may be grateful.
(22:37) He has thus made them subject to you, that ye may glorify Allah for His Guidance to you and proclaim the good news to all who do right.
(36:72-3) … and that We have subjected them to men’s will, so that some of them they
may use for riding and some of them they may eat. And they have (other) profits from them
(besides), and they get (milk) to drink. Will they not then be grateful?
(22:65) Seest thou not that Allah has made subject to you (men) all that is on the earth,
and the ships that sail through the sea by His Command? He withholds the sky (rain) from
falling on the earth except by His leave: for Allah is Most Kind and Most Merciful to man.
(6:165) It is He Who hath made you (His) agents, inheritors of the earth: He hath raised
you in ranks, some above others: that He may try you in the gifts He hath given you: for thy
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Lord is quick in punishment: yet He is indeed Oft-forgiving, Most Merciful.
(2:21-22) O ye people! Adore your Guardian-Lord, who created you and those who
came before you, that ye may have the chance to learn righteousness; Who has made the
earth your couch, and the heavens your canopy; and sent down rain from the heavens; and
brought forth therewith fruits for your sustenance; then set not up rivals unto Allah when
ye know (the truth).
A holistic approach to the verses reveals that human centrality in the Qur’an is balanced
and mediated by moral and metaphysical controls.58 While the earth appears as subservient
to humans, humans are made subservient to the Creator of all things. Humans have rights
and responsibilities. The earth has rights, just as the flora and fauna that live on it. While
humanity is ashraf al-makhlouqat (the best of creation), the “creation of heaven and earth
is greater than the creation of human beings” (40:57) and “The earth, God has assigned to
all living creatures” (55:10). “There is no animal on the earth, nor bird that flies with its two
wings but that they are communities like yourselves” (6:38). The Quran emphasizes the
moral responsibility of humans as the custodian and guardian of the rest of the creation. At
the same time, the Qur’an attributes other traits to humans, such as: weak (4:28), given to
hasty deeds (17:11), ungrateful (22:66; 17:67), miserly (17:100), unjust, foolish (33:72), and
ignorant (14:34).
“Let there be among you,” proclaims the Qur’an, “a community that calls to the good (alkhayr), bidding virtue (ma’ruf) and forbidding vice (munkar)” (Qur’an, 3:104). The Qur’an
repeatedly states: “God enjoins justice and kindness” (Qur’an, 16:90). It is also emphatic
about the fact that all animals and birds are communities like human communities (Qur’an,
6:38). More importantly the affirmation of the principle of tawhid and the idea of the unity
of the natural world, of the cosmos, and of living species is the first and foremost Islamic
teaching.59 Furthermore, fitra, or the state of instinctive balance and harmony with creation,
denotes that all elements are connected with each other and with the whole, and that every
action of ours affects other people, other species, and other places, near or far.
Environmental Crisis As A Spiritual Crisis
In a series of lectures at the University of Chicago in 1966, Seyyed Hossein Nasr spoke of
the ecological crisis not in terms of sustainability or a resource crisis but as the spiritual crisis of modern man.60 The crisis is reflected, according to Nasr, in the fact that humanity has
lost the sense of the spiritual significance of nature, and that nature is no longer seen as the
grand theophany.61 He sees the destruction of the natural environment as a failure to fulfill
our humanity, and as a crime against creation that also praises the creator.62 “The seven
heavens and the earth and all that is therein praise God,” the Qur’an declares, “and there
is nothing but that hymns God’s praise, but you understand not their praise…” (Qur’an,
17:44) In identifying the roots of the crisis, Nasr – like White – points to industrialization
and mechanization. However, he associates the process not with Christianity of the Middle
Ages, but with Western humanist thought and 19th and 20th century theologians, figures
such as Karl Barth and Emil Brunner, who were the forerunners of a new theology that
believed: “nature can not teach man anything about God and is therefore of no theological and spiritual interest.”63 To be an intellectual, for these thinkers, meant to surrender to
science. Philosophy became a reflection of science, rather than remaining the judge and
critic of scientific methods and discoveries.64 In order to plunder nature, it was necessary to
“reduce it to a meaningless artificial background for the life of modern man.”65 The damage
this kind of thinking has done to the sacred and spiritual value of nature can be remedied
not by modern science alone, but by attentiveness to the metaphysical knowledge, scientia
17 | Isl am an d E c ol o g y: S ou t he ast Asia , Adat, a n d t he E s se n c e of Ke r amat

ASIANetwork Exchange | fall 2012 | volume 20 |1

sacra, pertaining to nature.66 Within the context of Muslim South East Asia, the example of
the Minangkabau can serve as a model in which culture is shaped by nature. This culture is
based on relationships that are neither anthropocentric nor androcentric, that are not based
on dominion but on fostering nature-human-divine relationships.
Malay Adat and Matrilineal Ethos
In the Malay world-view adat (etiquette that guides all relations) are granted sacred status. For the four million Minangkabau people of Western Sumatra, adat is the foundation
of their matriarchal society. In alam Minangkabau, like much of the Malay world, adat and
Islam are thoroughly interwoven. In other words, Adat are based on religion and religion
is based on adat. “… [A]dat is not the whole of life but operated in conjunction with the
dictates of Islam and the laws of the nation-state.”67 At the same time, there is sanctity for
ilmu gaib, a “secret understanding of the unseen world of spirits and healing practices.”68 At
the core of the adat philosophy is good deeds, kindheartedness, and thoughtfulness for the
feelings of others. Adat are taught and propagated through proverbs.69 Within Minangkabau society, the highly present animistic past is fused with the primordial emphasis on the
maternal. While women and men are considered the same in their humanity, women are
given more privileges. They are heir to ancestral property. “The house goes to women and
women keep the key to the rice house. Young boys sleep in other houses (usually mosques)
to show their sisters that they do not own the house.”70 One has to consider the feelings of
everyone else in the house and how they would be affected before acting. Attention to community rather than to the individual is one of the clear indications of adat.
In the broader context of Muslim South East Asia, the application of environmental policies based on adat is to act from an advantageous position of the age-old ecological wisdom
of the people. For the villagers, “the forest is their brain; the land their life and soul; and the
water their blood.”71 For the Oma’lung tribe in Setulang village, near the Malay-Indonesian
border, who apply the Dayak code restricting access to the forest and to its resources, the
death of the forest is the demise of their promise to their ancestors. Their ancient indigenous knowledge guides them to manage their natural landscapes sustainably by shifting
cultivation to agro-forestry that does not harm nature, while humans can still benefit from
it.72 That is part of their cultural heritage. The new policies of REDD, while well-intentioned,
change those values by putting a price on the trees of the forest, which in turn change the
tribe’s ways and perceptions of them. It compromises and replaces the agreement they have
with the forest and with their ancestors to an agreement with the UN based on a monetary
value.73
Keramat Propitiation
In South East Asia, especially in Malaysia, keramat74 refers to a sacred shrine where
usually a holy person has been buried. Small, modest roadside shrines, often associated
with a tree or nestled in its trunk (believed to have grown at the site)75 reflect symbolic
representations from Malay Muslim, Indian, and Chinese traditions. The datuk of the shrine
provides protection, good health, and good luck. Keramat is highly venerated in the hybrid
culture of Malaysia by people from all walks of life and, hence, removing them would be a
bad omen. In its inception, the keramat was associated with a rural Malay practice, especially among the fishermen and the peasants.76 During the colonial era, the practice spread
among the orang asli (aboriginal people), as well as some rural Chinese, with the hope of
reducing calamities and uncertainties arising from hazardous economic activities such as
fishing and logging.77 Ironically, the prevalent belief in the power of the Malay-Muslim
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supernatural force present in the keramat has not protected the sanctity of the space from
the transgression of the construction activities of developers. By the process of capitalist
sacralization, most developers remove the keramat but hold keramat propitiation rituals
at the commencement and completion of construction activity. It is especially common in
Penang that the keramat is removed ceremonially and carried to its new location such as a
corner rooftop of the newly constructed high-rise, to both respect and appease the common
people’s faith and sensibilities.
Conclusion
Joseph Meeker’s Comedy of Survival suggests that the environmental crisis is caused
primarily by a tradition of separation between culture and nature, and the moral elevation
of culture over nature. The West Sumatran Minang society derives the rules of their culture
(adat) from observing the benign aspects of nature. For them, culture emulates nature in
order to learn what supports life as well as what destroys it.78 The Malay concept of keramat
weds culture, religion, and nature seamlessly. Its propitiation is a misappropriation in the
name of cultural sensitivity. Both keramat and adat represent models for an interreligious
ecotheology that respects the collective memories and traditions that seek harmony with
nature rather than dominion over it. It would be a failure for humanity to ignore or deny
the traditions based on innate human nature (fitra), and appalling to call them irrational
and worthless – in the name of modernity and rationality – as a way to seek to uproot them.
Religion was, for the primordial human, a sacred cosmology and a sacred order of
nature. Comparative ecotheology, religious ecocriticism, and the study of models of authentic biophilic thought, design, and action in various religious traditions and cultures can lead
the way in helping to heal the attitude problems that cause suffering for the earth and all
that lies within it.
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