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Following the path of animal studies,2 research on animals in Islam has expanded
outside of its traditional areas, i.e. history of zoology3 and fables literature,4 which has resulted
in works falling under the jurisdiction of philosophy,5 Qur’anic studies,6 law (fiqh),7 and
mysticism8.
Therefore, it is time to open up these different disciplines to study animals in all their
aspects and historical specificity, in order to answer the question of what an animal in classical
Islam is. In comparison, disciplinary studies are at the risk of losing this historical specificity
by analysing it in the frame of anachronistic methodology. For instance, zoology may project
its own interest in taxonomy on an Islamic bestiary that is more a list of nations of creatures
than a list of species of living beings. In the same way, animal ethics may substitute their own
concern for animal pain and hedonistic background to elements that fall under the domain of
soteriology and theodicy. Indeed, did not theologians approach animal pain only to find out
whether animals will be rewarded in the hereafter and whether they are entitled to compensation
for unjustified sufferings? Thus, it is needful to grasp the animal in classical Islam in its
historical specificity. Some monographs dealing with certain specific animals already
syncretise these manifold approaches. 9
Classical Islamic texts, including zoological ones,10 testify to the importance of the
religious nature of animality. Hence, we may rightly claim that a key part of what the inquiry
on animals is about is the religious nature of animality. To make this general statement clearer,
we may say that, by religious nature, we do not mean the theoretical and practical needs for
locating the animal in the legal framework of the pure and the impure, i.e. as an object of
ritualised administration of Muslim environments.11 Rather, we are identifying the
religiousness that the animal develops, in the sense that the animal is endowed with some form
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of religiousness.12 The most prominent and distinctive phenomenon is what we may term
“animal piety.” Such piety is anchored in many Qur’anic verses and takes two fundamental
forms:
- On the one hand, it consists in a description of how animals worship God, which implies
a detailed hermeneutic of animal behaviour and sounds in terms of prayers and praises
to God. This worship is attested by Qur’anic verses celebrating creatures’ praises to God
(17:44, 21:79, 24:41).
- On the other hand, it consists in animal submission to the human being (16:5–7, 45:13).
Thus, animal religiousness may be situated at the intersection of tasbīḥ and tasḫīr, and
animals may be first characterized as worshippers of God. Their religiousness is not a primitive
form of worship but a fully-fledged one, such that pious animals become models of piety. On
an academic level, while scholars have already flagged tasḫīr as an important theological
concept,13 specifically animal tasbīḥ still does not constitute an object of study, even though a
significant amount of written work was dedicated to this phenomenon in classical Islam, the
reference book on the topic being perhaps Al-nuṭq al-mafhūm min ahl al-ṣamt al-maʿlūm, which
contains edifying stories about a multitude of animals (nātiq) and mute creatures (ġayr nāṭiq).14
This sort of religious animal figure must be distinguished from other figures of animality
also explored in classical Islam:
- The political animal figure, mainly developed in animal fables from the perspective of
mirrors for princes and people.15 In such a view, human-nonhuman relations project
political relations between social classes.
- The animal as a creature of God and an inhabitant of His creation, as described in books
on wonders (‘ajā’ib), which aim at describing the Creator’s work.16
The religious figure is not alien to any of these two cases, as their comparison may reveal. On
the one side, political obedience depends on religious submission and gets its justification from
it. Indeed, the concepts of tasḫīr and taḏlīl both suggest such a religious inscription of the
political bound. The books of wonders flush out traces of the Creator’s skills in His creation:
the creatures therein inspire a sense of wonder in whoever contemplates them until the latter
grows to admire their Creator. Contemplation of the world and its wonders associated with piety
leads to the revival of human piety.
In what follows, we suggest different orientations to track animal piety in Islam.
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I.

Islamic Studies

Theology
The first question to ask is what differentiates animal religiousness from that of nonspeaking, immobile (miracles excepted) creatures (e.g. the type of religiousness that consists in
the perfect submission of celestial bodies or the mountains’ worship of God) on the one side,
and from that of human beings, which is instituted by prophets.
To say it bluntly, what sort of worshippers of God, i.e. which kind of Muslims, are
animals? Can we call an animal a monotheist (muwaḥḥid) and a Muslim, as al-Jāḥiẓ wondered,
and as the Epistles of the Brethren in Purity concluded unhesitatingly?17 The question involves
a contested soteriological implication, namely, if one accepts animal religiousness, should one
concede that animals have access to the resurrection? Animal soteriology in Islam is not limited
to the issue of suffering, but rather it is also about the Last Judgment. One may conclude from
the Qur’an and the hadith that some animals access paradise (e.g. the dove), while others fall
into hell (e.g. the peacock). This notwithstanding, is this destiny an individual one that concerns,
for instance, Noah’s dove alone among all doves, or is it related to the species as a whole?
An important corollary of the figure of the animal as a worshipper of God is that the
human being is only one kind of worshipper among others. Then, to ask what kind of
worshipper the animal is, leads to the following question: what kind of worshippers are
humans? Here stands the distinction between religion (dīn) and religious law (šarī‘a).
Case Studies
Animal piety is a recurrent topic in hadith literature. It is connected to a set of especially
important species, either because they are found in the surroundings of human dwellings in
Islamicate societies, or because they are mentioned in the Qur’an (e.g. the hoopoe and the ant).
A crucial question concerning this corpus is whether narratives are always structured in the
same way, applying practices performed during human rituals to animals (e.g. call for prayer,
prostration, and psalmody), or whether one may identify specific animal figures that convey a
religious interpretation of behaviours proper to certain animal species?18
The concept of “effective myth (mythe en acte)” developed by Roger Caillois
concerning the ‘praying’ mantis can be a methodological starting point to analyse such figures
in Islam.19
Sufism
Although a large number of stories on ascetic individuals mention animals, does Sufi
literature develop the figure of the animal worshipper? Indeed, in these stories, the model of
piety is the ascetic, while animals only play the roles of exclusive (and pious) witnesses. It may
have changed with Ibn ʿArabī who, in the general economy of the creation, places animals
among the kinds of creatures that possess governance (tadbīr), responsibility (taklīf), innate
science of God, and language intended for God’s praise. Animals’ high ability in tasbīḥ as
comparated to human beings suggests the command of tasḫīr and reverses the human-animal
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hierarchy. At any rate, Ibn ʿArabī initiated the most rigorous thematization of animal piety,
whose tradition may be investigated.20

II.

Social Sciences

Ethnology
The vitality of this representation of animals as worshippers of God is striking among
contemporary Muslim groups. To refer to a marginal and unexpected case that popped up in a
French suburb, in the 2019-film Les Misérables directed by Ladj Ly, the only religious
expression of the character Salaḥ, the owner of a kebab restaurant and a pious Muslim figure,
consists in alluding to the lion’s piety.21 More generally, pious interpretations of animal
behaviours abound in popular Islam. A compilation of testimonies and folk wisdoms remains
to be done, as well as its analysis in comparison with the written tradition, in order to establish
the relation between the two. Such a compilation is even more pressing as the advanced
urbanization of Muslim societies threatens the sets of beliefs that depict animals as worshippers
of God.
History
The quest for the origin of animal religiousness in Islam leads to a comparative study
with its manifestations in other Oriental creeds, especially ancient religions, beginning with
Judaism, since the Bible contains many occurrences of animal praises to God.22
One may supplement this descriptive dimension with a genealogical enquiry: how did
it happen that animals became examples of piety? Since this seems to be conditional on the
prioritization of animals over humans, we are tempted to return to ancient paganism,
characterized by its totemic worship of sacred animals, thence to ask the question of the
transition to monotheism, which confesses God’s unity and transcendence. In this regard, what
used to be called ‘Islamic aniconism’ may be re-baptised as ‘Islamic anidolism,’ since its aims
may have been to put an end to representations and worship of sacred animals. Animal piety
may in the end result from the transformation of the worshipped figure into a figure that exhibits
model religiousness toward the transcendent power. Hence, the object of praise would become
a fully-fledged subject, and the worshipped one a high-profile worshipper. Analogical evidence
for this conversion may be found in the integration of astral religiousness in Islam by
assimilating previously divinised planets to angels, especially in 3rd/9th-century falsafa.23
In another field of research, William Robertson Smith’s anthropological enquiry into
pre-Islamic totemism and Joseph Chelhod’s criticisms of it in his statement concerning sacrifice
as a communion act with the worshipped entity all deserve to be re-evaluated, and the debate
needs to be taken further.24
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Comparative studies
A comparative study with Christian texts may shed light on the conditions needed for
the figure of the animal as a worshipper to exist.
It would first enlighten its historical conditions through the investigation of the
transmission of Syriac material into the Islamic religious corpus. Indeed, the Syriac Horarum
of Adam’s Testament, a Christian work in which each liturgical hour corresponds with a specific
set of creatures praising God, was integrated into hadith literature.25
The second group of conditions are theological. Does the Christian symbolization of
incarnation through the metaphor of the Lamb of God allow for a kind of worship oriented
toward a symbolic animal (rather than a kind of worship performed by an animal)? Does this
metaphor hinder the development of a vision of animals as worshippers of God, as found in
Islam? One might also think of a comparison between Islamic and Latin books of wonders
(Curiositas).26
Theology of religions
Theology of religions is the branch of theology that addresses the status of the dogma within
a definitely pluralistic world. It deals with the way different sects and religions consider other
beliefs. The first specific problem addressed by the theology of religions concerns the access
atheists and believers from other religions have to salvation. For such salvation to be possible,
one must distinguish religious piety from membership in a particular church or sect. The
practical issue at stake is the theological legitimacy or illegitimacy of the coexistence of beliefs.
The figure of the animal as a worshipper of God may open a new line of questioning in
the theology of religions and expand its field beyond instituted sects and religions. Indeed, the
figure of the animal manifests another and more radical type of religious alterity, which can be
reduced neither to one’s own creed and neither to any particular confession. Can one distinguish
between religious piety and religious confession? This distinction is necessitated by the
conventionality of religious rituals, whose social expression tends to conceal the cosmic
dimension of religion. To hypothesize the existence of animal religiousness is to ask whether
believers still worship the Creator of the universe or only the symbolic representation of their
social group. Conceiving of the universality of worship among all types of creatures may
condition the preservation of the religious actuality of denominations. Can one really praise
God without assuming that even animals praise Him? What is at stake with this question is the
universal dimension of worship, against the risk of formalism and identity-based rationales for
faith.
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III.

Animality called into question

Epistemology
The methodological question here is concerned with the nature of the line of reasoning
that ascribes religious subjectivity to animals. A starting point could be Frederik Buytendijk’s
general statements concerning analogical reasoning in the very beginning of Man and Animal.
Buytendijk aimed at laying the foundations for a type of animal psychology that would move
away from human psychology, which is based on the concept of consciousness, and zoological
reductionism, which is based on the concept of animal-machine. Instead, analogical reasoning
would become the projection of human consciousness onto animals. When applying such
analogical reasoning between types of creatures onto Islamic material, one notices that this
issue echoes the debate on tašbīh, i.e. the application of analogy to the knowledge of God.
Another (abovementioned) element is the notion of nations or communities (umam, see
Qur’an, 6:38), which is sometimes used when classifying animals as well as people. Thus,
zoological taxonomy may mirror human taxonomy.27
Finally, the issue of the degree of belief in the religious interpretations of animal
behaviours and sounds emerges from subject-related debates, e.g. that on the Qur’anic verse
according to which a beast will arise from the earth to address people (27:82).28
Philosophical anthropology
From a critical perspective vis-à-vis animal studies, we must recall Günther Anders’s
warning against exaggerated fascination for animals as intellectual objects:
“In order to define man, it is philosophically dangerous to refer to a model that is now not the
one which the human existence depends on: we do not live any longer among bees, crabs, and
chimpanzees, but rather we are surrounded by radios and bulb factories.”29

Drawing on his criticism, one may wonder whether a study on animals’ worship of God lacks
philosophical legitimacy. To study an obsolete world full of animals is at the minor expense of
pulling a veil over the absolute power of technology on our lives and thoughts. Yet, our
contemporary representation of animality is so alien to worshipping animals that it even more
clearly manifests the distance between classical Islam and the current “technocosmos”,30
between our world full of engines and instruments directed to our use, on the one hand, and a
world full of subjects that pray to God, on the other hand.
Of course, such religious consideration may not obliterate the technical and productive
function of animals throughout history. An analysis of the tasḫīr dogma within the frame of the
history of technology is meaningful, inasmuch as it may highlight the productive mobilization
of animal energy and functions. The tasḫīr may lead to deflating the distinction between the
world of God’s creatures, which are religiously defined, and the world of anthropocentric tools,
while paving the way for an anthropology of technology as developed by Dominique Vidal
about Hinduism and robotics.31
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