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Definition: protection/defence/shelter

The concept of himaya existed before the revelation of Islam, to describe a protected area or pasture for grazing, particularly for the grazing of the animals of the poor. It is linked to the word amana, meaning trust or responsibility, both in its concept of land held in trusteeship for the good of the community, and in the Muslim moral responsibility towards the protection of nature: ‘our responsibilities as the Creator’s Khalif’ (Khalid, 2002:338). The original meaning of land guarded or reserved for grazing was extended in post-Islamic time to cover the shade of trees, plants in bee-keeping areas, and, most importantly, water -  as in wells and riverbanks: this echoes the image of Shari’ah as a path to water. Himaya is the determination or strength to maintain a country or system, and is therefore linked to the Islamic objective of protection of the environment, particularly for the public good.

Stewardship of nature is a religious obligation (Sahih Al Burkari 49: ‘we are stewards of the earth’). The himaya principle celebrates ‘the glory and logic of the created earth, and man as its protector’ (Benthall, 2003:10). Seventh century Saudi Arabia was not rich in resources – water needed conservation, while grazing land, fruit and livestock ownership were extremely important. References in the Qur’an to ‘graze on the land of Allah’ (VII:73) and ‘the creation of the heavens and the earth is far greater than the creation of mankind’ (XXXIV: 56), show that caring for the earth is part of the framework of Islam, and this became particularly important from the time of Abu Bakr (d 634) who cautioned against the destruction of trees, crops and animals (Ibn Hazm, ‘al Muhallah’, Vol VII). Further, Surah LV:7-8 stresses the balance established by God between Man and the environment: this requires protection. Surah VI:142 urges Muslims ‘to eat of their fruit when they bear fruit’, and ‘do not be profligate’; this encompasses a respect for the particular seasons of the natural world, and the need for moderation in the use of its resources. Sharia and Hadith injunctions therefore cover a range of environmental practises and champion the conservation of land, water and wildlife. 

Contemporary legal use of the term himaya includes the description of protected areas such as the World Heritage site of Byblos in Lebanon, a public good accessible to the community, and part of present day environmental management. Medina and Mecca are further examples of conservation zones established by the state for its community. The environmental ethics that this term represents have, therefore, been far more developed in Islamic law than in other Abrahamic religions.  This is due to the idea of the natural world as resource given by Allah, with mankind as protector of these gifts. Khalid (2002: 33) explains that, since protection is vital, ‘Islamic teaching sets limits as a control against excess.’ 
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