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Dr. Zeki Saritoprak

The Nature and the Dignity of
the Human Person from an
Islamic Theological Perspective

While God las given human beings a
special status in the realm of creation
and subjugated all other creatures fo
lim, ot all nunan beings are grateful
enough for this divine &ift. Some people
are known as believers, because they
develop the augelic qualities, and others
are known as disbelicvers, becanse they
develop the satanic quali tics.

QUR'ANIC WORDS FOR HUMAN BEINGS

In this article, T wil elaborate on the dignity and the nature of he
human person as presented in the Qur'an and in the sayings of the
Prophet. Before Emwoa_c.:m on the details of the subject, I will focus
on the terms that the Quran employs for the human person. This
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times. There is a Qur'anic verse that refers to both “ins” and “jinn”
that states: “I have not created jinns and ins but to worship Me” (Q
51:56).

Another term that the Qur'an uses is “al-nas” which has the
same root, with a connotation of “the people” or humanity; it is
mentioned approximately 250 times in the Qur'an, In most cases,
the Qur'anic address to humankind is through this term. For exam-
ple, the verse says: “You people (nas) have fear of your Lord. The
catastrophe of the final hour shail be terrible indeed” (Q 22:1).
Another term that is used in the Qur'an is related to the human
ancestor; “banu Adam,” which means “the children of Adam.”
This phrase also is mentioned more than 20 times in the Qurian.
The most well known word for the human person is “al-insan,”
which is mentioned over 65 times in the Qur'nn. This is the term
that is used by all mystics as a reference of the dignity of the
human person. The highest form of this, as we will see later, “al-
insan al-kamil” is the perfected human being. All of these terms
are coming from the same root, “i-n-s.” A chapter of the Qur'an is
named after this term, “al-insan,” in which it speaks of the creation
of the human being and the purpose of life. Another word that the
Qur'mn uses is “basher.” Again, meaning “human” as opposed to
deity. The Prophet Muhammad says, "I am only a bashar.” That is
to say, | am not a deity; [ am a human being. The word “bashar” is
mentioned in the Qur'an 40 times.

Since the most well-known term for humanity or the human
person is “al-insan,” it is appropriate to focus on this term from an
etymatological and Qur'anic perspective. Many philosophers,
including Islamic philosophers describe the human being as a
“thinking animal.” The upper level of this, which is the perfected
human person, or “al-insan al-???" described by a Muslim theolo-
gian as follows:

It is encompassing all realms of the divine and the
universe. It is an encompassing book to all divine and
universal books. From the perspective of the spirit, the
human persona is names as the mother of all books.
From the perspective of his heart he is the book of
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‘Protected Tablet’ The encompassing spirit or soul is
the heart of the great universe.!

Despite such a high possible human being, it also has some
negative characteristics. One verse says: “And God has created the
human as weak” (4:28). Another describes the enemy of “al-insan”:
“Surely Satan is an open enemy for al-insan” (12:5; 17:53; 36:77).
Another verse describes “al-insan” as one who denies the truth and
is an excessive wrongdoer {14:34). One verse draws attention to the
beginning of the creation of human beings and how, despite the
wickedness that man has, Satan continues to be an ardent oppo-
nent. The verse says, “God has created the human from a little
germ and now he is an open opponent” (16:4). “And human being
was impatient” (17:11); this describes the psychological weakness of
the human being. Another verse deseribes a human being's capac-
ity for being disputant: “And human was abundant in his disput-
ing” (18:54). The Qur'an also speaks of humanity’s relationship with
the divine: “Surely we have created the human and we know what
his inner thoughts are” (50:16). A type of human being is described
as irresponsible because they think that there is no accountability
challenging the approach, the Qur'an says: “Do human beings
assume they will be left alone?” (75:36). .

HUMAN DIGNITY

Human dignity comes from many theological bases. Two of these
bases are related to the human person as a creation of God and the
human being as vicegerent (an agent of God) on earth. The first
related to the human person’s nature, while the latter relates to the
human person’s duty. The following two verses are probably the
most quoted Quranic verses on the dignity and importance of
human beings. The first verse is:

Surely We have honored the human being and carried
him in land and sea, and We have given him good
things as sustenance. And We have made him supe-
rior over many other creatures that We created”

(17:70).
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In the interpretation of this verse, scholars of Islam and Qur'an
commentators have elaborated on reasons for such superiority and
dignity. Accordingly, some commentators refer to the human
capacity of reasoning as an element of superiority. Others refer to
the capacity of speech. Others refer to the beauty of the human
face. Some commentators would give the reason for human superi-
ority as making Muhammad one of the human beings, instead of
an angelic messenger. One of the earliest commentators of the
Qur'an, Ibn Abbas, who was also one of the companions of the
Prophet, comments on the above verse by saying, “Eating with
their hands, while other creatures with their mouths, made human
beings superior over other creatures.” Another commentator, al-
Tabari, would say, “Supervision over other creatures is what made
human beings superior.”?

One of the most quoted verses of the Qur'an in regards to
human dignity is the following: “Surely we have created the
human being in the most beautiful form” (95:4). The verse indicates
both human physical and spiritual dignity. It also indicates that
such a creature of the divine deserves to be the vice-regent of God
on earth. As God's most sophisticated creature the human person
is given this status. Scholars of Islam, based on this Qur'anic verse,
have developed a vast literature on the importance and dignity of
the human person. In the pyramid of creation, human beings are
higher than animals, but lower than angels. However, because of
this non-static status, he can be lower than animals or higher than
angels.

In order fully to understand this non static situation of humans,
Iblis or Satan needs to be explained. Angeis felt jealous when God
created human beings because God consulted with them first, and
they suggested that God should not create human beings because
the humans would shed blood. As the Cur'an narrates, God did not
listen to them and created human beings by telling the angels that
God knows what they do not know. This first human being was
known as Adam. God asked about “the names of the things,” and
because he was told by God, Adam answered all questions to the
surprise of the angels. God said to the angels, “Didn't I tell you that
I know what you do not know?” The angels asked for forgiveness,
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and accepted God's decision. This story in the Qur'an contains also
the first fall of humans, and a constant struggle between humans
and Satan which is symbolized in the personalities of Adam and
Iblis. But also, the story emphasizes the superiority of humans over
angels. In one of the hadith, the Prophet says, “On the day of judg-
ment, nothing is more honored in the sight of God than the chil-
dren of Adam.” And the Prophet was asked, “Even the closest
angels of God were not as honored as human beings?” And the
Prophet responded, “Yes, even angels. Angels are compelied (do
not have free will), similar to the sun and the moon.”?

Indicating the dignity and the importance of human beings in
the realm of creation, God asked the angels to bow down to Adam,
out of respect for God's creation. All of the angels bowed down
except for Iblis. Iblis claimed that he was better than Adam because
he was created out of fire while Adam was created out of soil.
Because of this disobedience, Iblis and his satanic associates have
become agents of deception and dishonesty. Iblis challenged that
he would deceive Adam and his offspring. God said that he, Iblis,
would have no power over the righteous. Although no human
being will be immune from Satan’s temptation, yet rejecting Satan’s
temptation is within the capacity of human beings. God has given
a free will by which human beings are able to resist all kinds of
satanic temptations. But even if human beings do not follow the
path of righteousness, according to many Quranic commentators,
including al-Alusi, the verse on the dignity of human beings
includes both the good and bad of human beings; they are hon-
ored, and they have so many beauties that one’s tongue cannot
speak of all of them.*

This was a divine plan to create human beings, His most
sophisticated creature, for them to make the planet their home and
to be a stage for human trials. In this plan, the duty of Satan is to
deceive and to discourage human beings from the way of righ-
teousness. The duty of human beings is to overcome all obstacles
that prevent one from worshipping God, which is the main goal of
life in Islam. This process allows human beings to develop and
increase their spiritual level to the highest of the high. But this also
contains a risk of descending to the lowest of the low when Satan is
followed.
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Satan kept his promise and attempted to deceive Adam in the
most beautiful garden, paradise. Adam and his spouse both fell to
the deceit of Satan, which is considered the beginning of sin,
according to the Islamic tradition. Then Adam and his spouse both
asked for forgiveness, and both were forgiven, and God made
Adam the first prophet on earth. Adam and his spouse are proto-
types of the entire realm of humanity. That is to say, human beings
are capable of committing sin; they will commit sin; and they will
be forgiven if they repent. With this in mind, we come to the prob-
lem of human nature: are human beings innately good?

ARE HUMAN BEINGS INNATELY GOOD?

According to the Islamic tradition, based upeon the above men-
tioned verse, human beings are pure by nature. There is no trans-
mission of the sin of Adam and his spouse to human beings. It is
strongly emphasized in Islam that no one is to bear another’s bur-
dens (6:164; 17:15; 35:18; 39:7; 53:38). That is to say, children are not
responsible for the crimes of their fathers. Everyone is responsible
for his or her actions. Despite this natural goodness of human
being, he is capable of committing evil. Therefore in Islam, all chil-
dren until the age of puberty are considered natural believers,
Muslims, because they are innately good, and their nature is pure;
and since they have not reached the age of puberty, they are not
responsible for their own actions. The day when a human reaches
puberty, he or she becomes responsible and accountable. Therefore
they will be accountable for their own positive and negative actions.

Here we come to the dualistic nature of humans: angelic and
satanic. One Islamic scholar speaks of the importance of human
beings, referring to the Qur'anic verse which says, “It is God who
formed you and made your faces beautiful” (40:64). Another verse
says, “Exalted is God; He is the most beautiful of creators” {23:14).
In the commentary on this verse, al-Razi says “If you want, contem-
plate only one organ among the organs of the human being, and
that is the eye. He created the black pupil of the eyes, and then cir-
cled it with the whiteness of the eyes. He then covered it with the
blackness of the eyelashes. God then framed that blackness of the
eyelashes with the whiteness of the eyelids, then created the black-
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ness of eyebrows. He then created above that the whiteness of the
forehead. God then created the blackness of hair. Let this be as an
example of the divine creation in human bodies.”*

In the commentary of the same verse, al-Razi goes further and
compares this world to an urbanized village. Al-Razi says, “This
world is similar to an urbanized village, or a well-prepared guest
house. All of its benefits are directed to human beings. The human
in this world is similar to a president who is served, or to a king
who is obeyed, all other animals compared to him are like slaves.
All this shows that human, in the sight of God, through his dignity,
has a very special place.” Indicating the importance of human sta-
tus in the universe, Umar, the second caliph, warned his governors
by saying, “How can you enslave people while they are born from
their mothers as free?” This indicates the free nature of every
human being and the Islamic rejection of slavery.

While God has given human beings such a special status in the
realm of creation and subjugated all other creatures to him, not all
human beings are grateful enough for this divine gift. Some people
are known as believers, because they develop the angelic qualities,
and others are known as disbelievers, because they develop the
satanic qualities. The entirety of humanity is roughly divided into
those two groups. The term “roughly” is used because the decision
about someone’s belief is a subtle issue, and not easy to determine.
Even if someone is determined as a disbeliever, it does not mean
that he is not created in the best form that God has created. The
divine creation encompasses all because the Quranic verse does
not say that We have dignified believers, it says We have dignified
the children of Adam. Believers’ spiritual and physical elements
are always praising the creator. If a non-believer denies the creator,
the atoms of his or her body are still working and are still praising
God. This is why human beings deserve respect and dignity. On
one occasion, there was a funeral and the corpse was carried on the
shoulder of a group of people passing by the Prophet. The Prophet
of Islam stood up, for the corpse, and his companions who knew
about the funeral said, “O messenger of God, this is not the funeral
of a Muslim, but the funeral of a Jew.” They said this assuming that
the prophet would not stand up before a non-Muslim funeral. The
Prophet responded, “It is a human being.” By this he indicated his
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respect for the dignity of human beings, regardless of religion and
ethnicity.

Regarding the human body, while dignified in all cases, the
Islamic principle of war requires that even on the battlefield in time
of war, Muslims are not allowed to mutilate the bodies of the dead
enemy. This is because the human body is dignified in Islam.
Because of the significance of the human body, Islamic law prohib-
its cremation. The human body is dignified and is not to be put on
fire and cremated. Again because of the dignity of the human body,
there is a consensus among Islamic theologians that the resurrec-
tion of the human being will not only be spiritual, but also physi-
cal. Hundreds of the verses in the Qur'an speak of life after death,
and the connotation is that there will be physical rewards for the
actions that individuals have done in their worldly life. Since in the
worldly life, important actions such as prayer, charity, pilgrimage,
and fasting, all involve the body, this body, as well as the spirit, will
be rewarded in the afterlife. Therefore, the reward is not only spiri-
tual, but also physical. This is another way to indicate the signifi-
cance of human nature or the human body. Again the Prophet
prohibits striking the face of another human being, no matter what
the reason. The face of a human being is dignified because it is the
most encompassing reflection of the divine names. Therefore, as a
part of a child's education, Muslims would teach their children not

to slap the face of another human being, even if they are angry. All .

of this emphasis on the dignity of the human body, particularly the
face, comes from the following Qur'anic verse: “Surely, We have
created human beings in the best of forms” (95:4).

HUMAN BEING, IMAGQ DEI

The reflection of the divine names on human beings is stated in the
famous saying of the Prophet: “God created human beings on the
image of al-rahman.” Scholars of Islamic theology have developed
this saying of the prophet to indicate that human beings among all
creatures of God are the most important mirrors of the divine
names, especially al-rahman, the most compassionate. Our outer
senses, such as sight, touch, hearing, speech, are mirrors of the
divine names. Some of these divine names are: al-Basir (the one
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who sees everything), al-Sami’ (the one who hears everything), al-
Khabir (the one who is aware of everything), al-Mutakallim (the
one who speaks and has the power of all languages). As an inter-
pretation of the above-mentioned quote of the Prophet, a Muslim
theologian says, “Human beings are an encompassing mirror of
the most beautiful names of God.” Because of this encompassing
aspect of human beings, the Quran says “Whoever kills a human
being, it is like he has killed the entire humanity; and whoever
saved a human being, it is as if he has saved humanity.”

Similarly, our inner senses, of which there are thousands, are
also indications of the divine names. For example, our sense of
compassion reflects the divine name al-Rahman (the most compas-
sionate). Our sense of mercy indicates the divine name al-Rahim
(the most merciful). Our sense of love mirrors the divine name al-
Wadud (the one who loves and is beloved). Qur inner ability of
patience indicates the divine name al-Sabur (the one who is the
most patient). Our sense of peace and tranquility indicates the
divine name al-Salam (the one who is peace). Scholars of Islam
have spoken on these human capacities and how they are reflec-
tions of the divine names in detail. Some would say that human
beings have thousands of inner and outer senses of capacity, each
of which reflects either one or more divine names. Because of the
vast inner capacities of the human being, one can say that each
human being has an entire universe folded into him or her. In other
words, if our universe shrinks to the size of a human being, it will
become a human being. If a human being is enlarged, it will
become a universe. Indicating the importance of the human being,
Imam Ali’ says, “O human being, do not think you are a small
creature. A great world is folded in you.”

The Qur'an, with hundreds of verses, encourages human beings
to be aware of their potential and capacities. That is why the Qur'an
complains that human beings have reckless behavior. “O man!
What has made you reject your God, the Bountiful, who created
you, then fashioned and proportioned you into whatsoever for He
made you” (82:6-8), that is to say, the God that has created you in
the most beautiful form and made you a supervisor to the realm of
creation wants you to be aware of your potential and to be thankful
and worship Him.
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Some Islamic scholars, considering these capacities of the
human being, use the parable of the seeds. If you put some seeds
into the ground and give them enough water, light, warmth, and
fertilizer if n.mnmmmm&e they will grow and be a fruitful tree. One
seed will result in thousands of seeds. But if you neglect them and
put the seeds onto the ground and leave them there without nour-
ishment, these seeds with their full capacities will be rotten and
fruitless. Similarly, every human being with their inner and outer
capacities are likened to such a seed. If they are given appropriate
water, heat, and light, these human beings will develop and
become a tree with thousands of fruits in the realm of eternity. If
they neglect to develop these capacities, it will be similar to a rotten
seed, with no result and no fruit. In other words, if human beings
follow the way of their egoistic desires, rather than spiritual devel-
opments, they will lose their entire capacity, and their life will be
only this short, temporary life. But if they follow their angelic qual-
ities, and consider the body given to them as a house of God for
their spirit, and use their skills and senses in a way that will fur-
ther their “mirrorness” of the divine names, such a human being
will be the most important tree that will result in thousands of
seeds and fruits and will enjoy the realm of eternity. While being a
seed at the beginning, at the end, he will be a fruit, a blessed, shin-
ing fruit of the universe. This is the human that is described in the
{Jur'an as “and I breathed into him of My spirit” (15:29).

Muslim mystics, considering this capacity of human beings
have developed a concept to idealize such a state of humanity
called “the perfect human.” Through spiritual training, and a
strong relationship with the divine, human beings are encouraged
to reach the state of perfection. Muslim theologians have developed
codes of behaviors to keep men on the right path in the way of
perfection. The spiritual development is not something to be
achieved and finished. It is a constant struggle until the end of life
for an individual, and until the end of time for humanity in gen-
eral. Because God has not put limitations on human capacities, vast
fields of spiritual development as well as tests are open before
human beings.
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Human dignity in the Quran “O ye who believe! Let not a folk deride a
folk who may be better than they (are), nok lef women (deride) women wio
may be better than they are; neither defame one another, nor insult one
another by nicknames. Bad is the name of lewdness after faith. And whoso
turneth not in repentance, such are evil-doers (11). O ye who believe!
Shun much suspicion; for lo! some suspicion is a crime. And spy not,
neither backbite one another. Would one of you love to eat the flesh of his
dead brother? Ye abhor that (so abhor the other)! And keep your duty (fo
Aliah). Lo! Allah is Relenting, Merciful (12). O mankind! Lo! We have
created you from male and female, and have made you nations and tribes
that ye may know one another. Lol the noblest of you, in the sight of Allah,
is the best in conduct. Lo! Allah is Knower, Aware (13)” (Chapter 49).

“Insan, acz ve fakrin anlamakla tam Miisliiman ve abd (kul) olur”
(Sdzler)

“Insan bir yolcudur. Sabavetten (cocukluktarn) genclife, genclikien
ihtivarliga, ihtiyarhilkian kabre, kabirden hagre, hasirden ebede kadar
yolculugu devm eder.” (Mesnevi-i Nuriye)

“Ey insan kendini oku.”®
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