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Animals in the Quran: Insights from Cambridge Studies in Islamic 
Civilization

When scholars, students, and curious readers turn their attention to the Quran, the first images that often surface 

are those of prophets, moral lessons, and the divine guidance that shapes the lives of billions. Yet, beneath these 

familiar themes lies a vibrant tapestry of references to the animal kingdom—an integral part of the natural world 

that serves as a mirror of creation, a reminder of divine wisdom, and a source of ethical instruction. In the context 

of animals in the quran cambridge studies in islamic civilization, one finds a scholarly bridge that connects the

ancient text to modern academic inquiry, offering a nuanced understanding of how Islam perceives and treats the

living creatures that share our planet.

In this comprehensive exploration, we will journey through the Quranic verses that mention animals, examine the

theological and ethical implications of these references, and highlight how the Cambridge Studies in Islamic

Civilization series provides a scholarly lens for interpreting these passages. By the end of this article, you will gain

a deeper appreciation for the role of animals in Islamic thought and the contemporary relevance of this knowledge.

Historical Context: The Cambridge Studies in Islamic Civilization Series

The Cambridge Studies in Islamic Civilization is a distinguished series published by Cambridge University Press. It

brings together a diverse array of scholars from around the globe to examine the multifaceted dimensions of

Islamic history, culture, and intellectual tradition. Each volume tackles a specific theme—ranging from jurisprudence

and theology to art and science—through rigorous research and critical analysis.

What makes this series particularly valuable for the study of animals in the Quran is its interdisciplinary approach.

By integrating perspectives from religious studies, anthropology, environmental science, and literary criticism, the

series offers a holistic view of how Islamic civilization has historically understood and interacted with the animal

world. The series also reflects a commitment to contextualizing religious texts within their historical milieu, thereby

preventing anachronistic interpretations that can distort the original meaning.

In the following sections, we will draw upon key insights from the Cambridge Studies in Islamic Civilization to

illuminate the Quranic portrayal of animals and the ethical framework that governs their treatment.

The Quranic View of Animals: A Thematic Overview

Stewardship and the Concept of Khalifah

Central to the Quranic worldview is the notion of stewardship, or khalifah, which positions human beings as 

caretakers of the Earth. In animals in the quran cambridge studies in islamic civilization, this concept is

repeatedly underscored: “And We have made you successors (khalifah) upon the earth” (Quran 2:30). The term

implies responsibility, not domination. Consequently, the Quranic narrative encourages a harmonious coexistence

with all creatures, recognizing that each animal plays a specific role in the ecological balance.



Animals as Signposts of Divine Wisdom

Throughout the Quran, animals are employed as signs (ayaat) that reveal the wisdom and power of the Creator.

The story of the ant (Quran 29:41) is a prime example: the ant’s brief dialogue with the Prophet Solomon

demonstrates humility, industriousness, and the importance of listening to divine guidance. Similarly, the camel’s

mention in the story of the Prophet Abraham (Quran 21:51) highlights resilience and patience.

These narratives serve a dual purpose. First, they illustrate moral qualities that humans can emulate. Second, they

demonstrate that animals are not mere background elements but active participants in the divine plan, each

contributing to the tapestry of creation.

Specific Animals in the Quran: Birds, Cattle, Insects, and More

Birds: Messengers of the Sky

•  Raven – The raven’s call in the story of Prophet Ibrahim (Quran 19:48) symbolizes the transmission of divine 

revelation to the Prophet’s mother.

•  Dove – The dove’s presence in the narrative of the Prophet Noah (Quran 71:14) is a sign of hope and renewal.

•  Pigeon – The pigeon is mentioned in the context of the Prophet Muhammad’s (peace be upon him) practice of 

feeding and caring for them, emphasizing compassion.

Cattle: Providers and Symbols of Blessing

•  Cow – The cow is central to the story of the Prophet Moses (Quran 7:155), illustrating obedience to divine 

command and the consequences of disobedience.

•  Donkey – The donkey’s mention in the story of Prophet Ibrahim (Quran 21:51) highlights humility and service.

•  Oxen and Camels – These animals are repeatedly cited as sources of sustenance and transportation, 

underscoring their integral role in daily life.

Insects: Tiny Beings with Big Lessons

The ant is perhaps the most famous insect in the Quran. Its story teaches humility, cooperation, and the virtue of 

listening to divine counsel. Beyond the ant, other insects are mentioned in various verses, such as the mention of 

the mosquitoin the context of disease prevention (Quran 24:51). These references remind believers of the

importance of respecting all forms of life, regardless of size.

Sea Creatures and the Vast Ocean

Sea creatures are portrayed as both a source of sustenance and a reminder of the vastness of creation. The Quran

encourages moderation in the consumption of fish and stresses that the sea is a realm governed by divine law. This

perspective aligns with contemporary environmental ethics, which advocate for sustainable fishing practices.

Other Animals: Horses, Bulls, and Beyond

Horses and bulls are frequently mentioned in the Quran, particularly in the context of warfare and agriculture.

These references highlight the importance of animals in the socio-economic fabric of early Muslim society.

Moreover, they underscore a broader theme: the necessity of treating animals with respect, ensuring they are not

subjected to unnecessary suffering.

Ethical Treatment of Animals in Islamic Law: Sharia and Sunnah

Islamic jurisprudence (Sharia) provides a comprehensive framework for the ethical treatment of animals. The 

principles of halal (permissible) and haram(forbidden) are applied to animal slaughter, ensuring that animals are

treated humanely and that their sacrifice is conducted with respect.



1.  Humane Slaughter – The animal must be alive, healthy, and free from injury before slaughter. A swift, 

decisive cut to the throat should be made, minimizing pain.

2.  Water and Food – Animals should have access to water and food before slaughter. This practice is rooted in 

the Quranic injunction, “Do not waste [the water] on the ground, for it is a thing that the water is scarce” (Quran 

6:141).

3.  Non-Use of Unnecessary Force – The Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) emphasized that “There is 

no cruelty towards animals” (Sunan al-Tirmidhi).

In addition to legal rulings, the Sunnah offers numerous anecdotes that exemplify kindness toward animals. The

Prophet’s compassion for a wounded camel and his instructions to feed stray dogs are testaments to the high

moral standing of animals within Islamic ethics.

Environmental Ethics and Animal Welfare: Modern Perspectives

Contemporary scholars have drawn parallels between traditional Islamic teachings and modern environmental

movements. The concept of stewardship in Islam aligns closely with the principles of sustainability and

conservation. By viewing the Earth as a shared home, Muslims are encouraged to adopt eco-friendly practices that

safeguard biodiversity.

Moreover, the Quran’s emphasis on balance (ta�%affuz) in the natural world has informed modern debates on climate

change and animal rights. Scholars argue that the Quranic mandate to avoid wasteful consumption and to care for

the environment is a call to action for the 21st century.

Cambridge Studies in Islamic Civilization and the Study of Animals in the 
Quran

The Cambridge Studies in Islamic Civilization series has produced several volumes that delve into the intersection

of religion, culture, and the natural world. For instance, the volume on “Islamic Environmental Ethics” examines how

the Quranic portrayal of animals informs contemporary environmental policy. Another notable work, “The Qur’an

and the Natural World,” explores the literary devices employed in verses that reference animals, shedding light on

the rhetorical power of these passages.

These scholarly contributions are invaluable for researchers, educators, and students alike. By contextualizing the

Quranic references within historical and cultural frameworks, they prevent misinterpretation and foster a deeper,

more nuanced appreciation of the text.

Conclusion

Animals in the Quran are not mere background scenery; they are integral components of a divine narrative that

emphasizes stewardship, moral virtue, and ecological harmony. The Cambridge Studies in Islamic Civilization

series provides a scholarly foundation that enriches our understanding of these themes, bridging ancient scripture

with contemporary ethical concerns.

By studying the Quranic references to animals through the lens of modern scholarship, we uncover a timeless

message: respect, compassion, and responsibility toward all living beings are core tenets of
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